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Prologue — The Naughty List

The fairy lights blinked in slow, lazy pulses along the branches of the Rowan family Christmas tree, painting the room in soft gold and winter-glass blue. The house was quiet in that deep, late-December way — muted, heavy, as if sleep clung to the walls. Outside, snow drifted against the old stonework, silencing the world one flake at a time.

But Harriet… Harriet was wide awake.

Kneeling.

Breathing too fast.

Trying not to tremble.

Trying not to crumble under the weight of her own choices.

Every muscle in her body remembered the last hour in flashes she could barely process: the moments she’d protested, the moments she’d stopped protesting, the moments her pulse had betrayed her entirely. None of it felt real. None of it felt sensible. And yet something deep in her bones whispered that she’d been moving toward this moment for years, whether she’d admitted it or not.

The red ribbon around her wrists was soft, but it held. So did the one at her throat. She could feel the bow at the back of her neck like a brand.

She swallowed against the tightness in her chest, staring at the soft glow on the hardwood floor, at the tiny flecks of glitter shaken loose from the ornaments. She tried to steady her breath and failed. Her pulse thudded in her ears. Every inhale sharpened the scent of pine, woodsmoke, and something she was afraid to name.

Behind her, she heard him shift his weight. Slow. Certain. Purposeful.

Jack Bramwell had a way of moving that made the rest of the world still itself around him. Even before tonight — hell, even before this week — Harriet had felt it. The way he filled a doorway. The way he could look at her mother and offer warmth, then glance at Harriet and give nothing but unreadable calm. The way he stood with a kind of patient, unyielding steadiness that made Harriet want to fight him on principle.

She hadn’t won a single round.

Not really.

She stared down at the ribbon holding her hands. She could feel the phantom imprint of his earlier grip — not rough, but deliberate. As if he had known exactly how she would react, how she would twist, how she would test.

A shiver ran through her before she could stop it.

“You’re quiet now,” Jack said behind her. His voice was low, carved from something older than anger or frustration. Something steadier. Something that made her throat tighten.

She said nothing. She wasn’t sure she remembered how to speak.

Jack stepped closer, his shadow folding over her. For a moment he said nothing — just stood there, letting her feel the closeness, the certainty, the fact that nothing about him wavered the way she did.

Then he knelt beside her.

Harriet froze. Her lungs forgot their rhythm.

Jack wasn’t touching her. He didn’t need to. His presence alone felt like gravity.

“You’ve been running circles around this all week,” he murmured, almost thoughtful. “Running from me. Running at me. Running yourself ragged trying to pretend you weren’t heading here.”

Her breath hitched, betraying her. She hated that.

Jack’s gaze settled on her face — not harsh, not triumphant. Steady. Knowing.

“You could have behaved,” he said quietly. “You could have followed the rules. You could have made this easy.”

Harriet clenched her hands in the ribbon behind her. The silk bit against her skin.

He leaned in, his breath brushing her cheek like winter air turned warm.

“But you don’t want easy,” he said.

It wasn’t a question.

The truth of it landed with humiliating clarity in Harriet’s chest. Too clear. Too exposing. She wanted to turn away, but his hand came up — not forceful, just there — fingers tilting her chin a fraction so she had to meet his eyes.

Her pulse hammered.

“There it is,” he murmured, almost to himself. “The truth.”

She wanted to protest. To deny. To spit something bratty and reckless onto the floor between them. But the words wouldn’t come. They were stuck somewhere behind the pounding in her chest and the heat prickling at the back of her neck.

Outside, wind swept against the windows, rattling a loose bit of holly on the sill.

Jack watched her with an expression she didn’t recognize — not anger, not pity, not indulgence. Something deeper. Something that made Harriet’s stomach twist with anticipation she didn’t want to examine.

“You think this is about punishment,” he said softly. “It isn’t.”

Her breath caught helplessly.

“It’s about truth. And you’ve been lying to yourself for far too long.”

Harriet squeezed her eyes shut. That felt too close. Too intimate. Too accurate.

Jack didn’t touch her again. He didn’t have to. His voice alone felt like a hand at the small of her back, guiding her into a place she’d never meant to go.

“Look at me, Harriet.”

She did.

Slowly. Reluctantly. Completely.

And Jack held her gaze with the steady, unflinching calm of a man who had already pieced her together long before she’d admitted she was in pieces.

“You said you didn’t want discipline,” he murmured. “Didn’t want structure. Didn’t want anything from me.”

A pause.

“Yet here you are.”

Her throat tightened around a sound she didn’t let out.

Jack stood, his shadow lengthening across her as he looked down with a final, quiet certainty.

“Three days ago,” he said, “you arrived here sworn to misbehave.”

A beat.

“And you kept that promise.”

He stepped back, giving her space she didn’t want.

“And now you’re going to live with the consequences.”

The room went still.

The tree lights blinked.

Harriet’s pulse roared.

Three Days Earlier

Snow fell thick and fast on the old country road, swirling past Harriet’s windshield as she cursed under her breath and clutched the steering wheel in frozen fingers. The wipers screeched. Her phone buzzed. Her suitcase rattled in the backseat like a body fighting to escape.

She was late. She was furious. And she was absolutely not prepared to face Jack Bramwell.

No matter how hard she pretended otherwise.

As she pulled up the long gravel drive, the Rowan house came into view — warm lights glowing, laughter spilling through the frosted windows, the silhouette of a man at the doorway.

Tall. Still. Arms folded across his chest.

Jack.

Waiting.

Watching.

Harriet’s breath fogged the glass.

Not this Christmas, she told herself.

Not again.

She shoved the door open, muscles tight with stubborn pride, boots crunching in fresh snow as she dragged her suitcase toward the porch.

I am not going to let him get to me.

No matter what he thinks he sees.

She reached the door, lifted her chin, steadied her breathing.

The door opened before she could knock.

Jack stood there.

And Harriet realized — too late, far too late — that this Christmas was already slipping out of her control.


Chapter 1 — Bad Homecoming

Snow fell in thick, tumbling sheets, each flake swirling like a moth in the headlights before dashing itself against the glass. Harriet squinted into the blue-black dark, the world outside her windscreen reduced to fragments—white, ghostly, relentless. The battered old Renault chugged and protested beneath her, heater long since surrendered to the elements, every vent blowing nothing but cold air and a faint scent of wet wool. The country road had vanished beneath an inch of slush, rutted by the memory of earlier cars and half-frozen tire tracks. If it hadn’t been for the familiar break in the hedgerow and the flash of fairy lights ahead, Harriet might have missed the turn entirely.

She let out a tight, frustrated breath, knuckles white on the steering wheel. “Perfect,” she muttered, voice barely audible over the hiss of the wipers and the muted thrum of an old Christmas playlist leaking from her phone. She was late. She was always late, but tonight it felt more like defiance—a refusal to be summoned home on anyone’s terms but her own.

At the end of the long gravel drive, the Rowan house sat hunched against the wind, lights glowing through every window, every eave strung with cheap tinsel and garish white-and-red bulbs. A lopsided snowman slouched near the porch, its carrot nose already missing, scarf limp. The scene had the quiet charm of a postcard, but Harriet felt none of its peace. Her mother’s world, not hers. Not anymore.

She parked as close to the door as she dared, the tyres crunching and slipping as she reversed into a shallow drift. The headlights carved shadows across the front garden—rosebushes reduced to spiked skeletons, the battered old bench half-buried, last summer’s swing set now frozen in place. Everything here was memory and muscle and the persistent ache of childhood. Harriet’s fingers fumbled for the handbrake, shoving it up with more force than was necessary. She cut the engine. The silence pressed in, broken only by the ticking of the cooling metal and the wind needling through the gaps around the door.

She sat for a moment, gathering herself, fighting the urge to simply lock the doors and sleep in the car. The house was close enough now that she could see the kitchen window, yellow light flooding the snow, someone’s silhouette moving—a woman, laughing, her arms held wide in greeting. Harriet’s mother, no doubt already orchestrating chaos with mince pies and a thousand questions about coursework, boys, and whether Harriet had “found herself yet.”

Harriet pressed her forehead against the steering wheel, squeezed her eyes shut, and exhaled a long, shaky breath.

You’re not sixteen, she told herself. You’re not helpless. You can get through this week with your dignity intact. You can survive a few days of forced family togetherness, whatever new boyfriend she’s parading, and whatever pitying looks your cousins throw at you.

She straightened, wiped a smudge of mascara from under her eye with a thumb, and shoved the car door open. The cold hit her in a wave—raw, bracing, instantly inside her coat and through her tights. She yanked her battered suitcase from the back seat, the wheels half-frozen and dragging a pathetic groove through the snow, and shouldered her rucksack, slamming the car door hard enough to set the snowman’s head wobbling.

As she trudged up the drive, boots sinking into soft powder, the wind picked up, driving snow into her face and turning her hair into a wild, tangled halo of copper. Every step felt like stubbornness—her own private refusal to yield to the season, to nostalgia, to the gentle, suffocating pressure of belonging.

The porch was deeper in shadow, fairy lights glinting along the eaves, casting colored specks across the steps. Harriet’s boots crunched loudly, the only sound in the frozen dark.

She paused at the bottom step, looking up at the door. Through the stained glass, she saw more shapes moving—her mother’s friend Moira, probably, and the looming, unfamiliar shadow behind her. Harriet’s stomach twisted. There he is. Jack Bramwell. Her mother’s latest, greatest mistake, if Harriet was being honest. She’d only met him twice, and both times had ended in polite, chilly silence and the sense that he was only tolerating her because he had to.

She squared her shoulders, exhaled a cloud of breath, and clomped up the steps, suitcase bumping behind her.

Before she could knock, the door swung open.

He stood there, tall and broad-shouldered, filling the frame with an ease that made the hallway behind him seem to shrink. His hair was peppered with grey at the temples, close-cropped, his jaw square and set. His eyes—pale blue or grey, she could never decide—were steady, expressionless, taking her in with the same silent appraisal she remembered from before. He wore a thick navy jumper and jeans, sleeves pushed up to reveal forearms dusted with hair, veins visible beneath tanned skin. There was something old-fashioned about him: the way he stood, the way he looked at her, the way he didn’t move aside immediately.

Harriet had to tip her head back to meet his eyes.

“Evening,” he said, voice deep but low, nearly flat. “You made it.”

She gave a little huff. “Don’t sound so surprised. It’s only a blizzard.”

He didn’t smile. Didn’t scold. Just glanced down at her suitcase, then back at her, eyebrow raised. “Need a hand?”

She hesitated—pride stalling her for a beat—then shrugged, sliding the handle toward him. “If you’re offering.”

He took it with one hand, lifting it as if it weighed nothing, and stepped back to let her inside. For a moment they were close enough that she caught the scent of his aftershave—woodsmoke and something cleaner, sharper. His presence was oddly magnetic, the kind that made her shoulders tense in anticipation of a reprimand she didn’t want to hear.

She wiped her boots on the mat with deliberate care, giving herself a moment to adjust to the light, the sudden, overwhelming warmth, the avalanche of familiar smells: pine, cinnamon, roasting something, the faint chemical tang of her mother’s favourite cleaner.

Behind Jack, the house unfolded just as she remembered—narrow entryway, coats jostling for space on the hooks, stacks of parcels and carrier bags littering the floor. Voices drifted from the kitchen, laughter and clinking glasses, the jingle of some overplayed carol from the old radio. In that instant, she felt both entirely at home and completely foreign, like a guest at her own life.

Jack closed the door behind her, setting her suitcase down without a word. She shrugged off her coat, shaking snow from her hair, and managed a muttered, “Thanks.” He didn’t reply, simply nodding once before turning toward the kitchen.

Harriet hesitated, standing alone in the cramped hall, feeling the cold seep out of her bones only to be replaced by the awkwardness of arrival. She listened for her mother’s voice, for the shout of welcome she knew was coming.

A beat, then—

“Harriet! Oh my god, is that you?” Her mother’s voice, buoyant and high, cut through the noise like a hot knife. A moment later, Karen Rowan burst through the kitchen door, cheeks flushed with wine and holiday spirit, arms already opening wide.

“Come here, sweetheart—let me look at you!”

Harriet couldn’t help the small, wry smile that tugged at her mouth. She dropped her bag, let herself be enveloped in her mother’s embrace, the warmth as cloying as it was familiar. Karen held her at arm’s length, taking her in: the tangled hair, the oversized jumper, the scuffed boots, the faded eyeliner.

“You’re frozen! I told you to let us pick you up.”

“I’m fine, Mum. It’s just a bit of snow.”

Her mother tsked, ushering her toward the kitchen. “Come in, come in. Everyone’s dying to see you. Take your boots off, there’s towels by the radiator. Jack, put the kettle on, would you?”

Jack didn’t look back, already reaching for the switch.

The kitchen was a riot of color and chaos. Lila, her cousin, sat cross-legged at the table, scrolling her phone and humming tunelessly. Aunt Moira was tending to something bubbling on the stove. The old dog, Jasper, lifted his head from the rug and thumped his tail once in greeting before closing his eyes again. Strings of paper snowflakes drooped from the cupboards; tinsel wound through the handles of the drawers. The scent of gingerbread made Harriet’s stomach rumble, though she wouldn’t admit it.

She accepted a mug of tea, wrapping her hands around the chipped ceramic, trying not to flinch as the warmth seeped into her fingers. Conversation swelled around her—questions about her journey, the roads, the state of her car (“Still running, somehow”), a dozen queries she answered by rote.

But always, at the edge of her vision, Jack was there. Not hovering, not looming, but always present: filling the kettle, moving with that deliberate calm, never wasting a word or a motion. When she glanced up, he was looking at her—not with suspicion or affection, just with the inscrutable patience of someone who saw more than he let on.

She took a sip of tea, let the steam fog her glasses, and watched the snow swirl outside the window.

Already, Harriet felt the itch beneath her skin. Already, she was plotting the next move, the first minor rebellion, the subtle ways she’d assert herself. She was home, yes. But she would not—could not—let anyone here think they could keep her.

Especially not him.

Harriet’s boots squeaked against the faded tile as she stepped through the threshold, the slap of warmth from inside the house almost enough to make her shiver. She hung her coat on the old wooden peg by the door—third from the left, the one that had been hers since she was six—then hesitated, suitcase abandoned in the hall, pulse racing harder than she’d ever admit.

Jack disappeared down the narrow corridor, the handle of her suitcase in his grip. His stride was steady, unhurried. He didn’t look back, didn’t announce her arrival, didn’t make a single unnecessary move. Just took her presence in stride, as if he’d been expecting her exactly when and how she arrived. The authority of it—the wordless confidence—irked her more than if he’d scolded her for being late. He hadn’t even blinked.

Harriet forced herself to square her shoulders, willing herself to be unbothered as she walked through the short, cluttered hallway. The house was full of familiar mess—old boots in a heap, dog leash coiled on the radiator, a trail of shopping bags her mother must have abandoned mid-task. Everything smelled like spiced bread, pine cleaner, and—unmistakably—woodsmoke clinging to Jack’s jumper. It was a scent she’d come to associate with winter and tension, sharp as flint under the sweetness of home.

The kitchen was a little too bright after the blue dusk outside, every surface reflecting the fairy lights strung haphazardly around the curtain rails. Her mother bustled between the stove and the counter, already orchestrating five things at once—basting something in the oven, stacking plates, topping up a half-empty wineglass. Moira, her mother’s best friend, peered over her glasses at the chopping board, too polite to say anything about the chaotic state of things. Jasper the dog, undisturbed by the ruckus, snored under the kitchen table, tail flicking as Harriet’s boots scraped by.

Lila looked up from her phone, dark eyes sparkling, and grinned. “About time! We were starting to think you’d chickened out.”

Harriet rolled her eyes, fighting a smile. “I had to make sure the car was still up for the journey. Wouldn’t want to deprive you all of my sparkling company.”

Her mother, Karen, caught her up in a one-armed hug, squeezing hard enough to make Harriet grunt. “I’m glad you’re here. Don’t mind the mess—Jack’s been trying to keep up, but he’s hopeless with the oven.”

From somewhere behind her, Jack’s voice was flat and almost amused: “I’ll take that as a challenge.”

Harriet, still in the curve of her mother’s arm, risked a glance over her shoulder. Jack was already stacking her suitcase in the corner by the stairs, face unreadable. For a second, their eyes met. He nodded, just once—acknowledgment, not welcome—and turned away.

The back-and-forth of the kitchen resumed, familiar in its disorder. Harriet’s mother pressed a mug of tea into her hands, bustling her to the sideboard to “make room.” Lila swept a pile of junk mail off a chair so Harriet could sit. Moira, with a conspiratorial wink, offered her a slice of gingerbread straight off the cooling rack.

For a moment, it was easy to pretend she’d never left at all.

But then Jack moved through the kitchen—quiet, deliberate—retrieving a knife from the drawer, then setting out bowls for salad. He wasn’t loud or intrusive, but his presence filled the gaps, every movement measured and assured. He and her mother traded shorthand instructions—salt, timer, check the bread—without ever colliding or raising their voices. It was seamless, practiced. The kind of partnership Harriet hadn’t seen before, at least not here.

It grated.

She nursed her tea, burning her tongue on the first sip, and tried not to watch Jack as he moved. Everything about him was precise, economical. Even the way he dried his hands on a faded tea towel spoke of old habits and control. She hated that she noticed.

Karen floated by again, tousling Harriet’s hair with a smile. “Did you eat on the road? There’s plenty—Jack made stew, and Moira brought that weird nut loaf again.”

“I’ll survive,” Harriet said, as Lila snorted into her mug.

“Barely,” Moira teased. “But at least you’re here for the festivities. Are you staying through New Year’s?”

“That’s the plan,” Harriet said, and saw her mother’s eyes light up with hope.

Jack slid past her, the edge of his sweater brushing her arm. She tensed, felt the heat rise in her cheeks, and busied herself fishing out a chunk of soggy bread from her tea.

If he noticed, he didn’t show it.

The kitchen filled up quickly—Uncle Pete arrived from the lounge, already on his third sherry, thumping Harriet on the back as he crowed about “the prodigal daughter’s return.” Gran wheeled herself in with Moira’s help, issuing brisk instructions about where to put the Christmas pudding and what time everyone should be up in the morning. Harriet felt herself shrink and bristle by turns, tongue sharp as ever. But no matter how loudly she laughed or how many old jokes she lobbed at Lila, she couldn’t shake the feeling of being observed.

Whenever she glanced up, Jack was never looking at her. But she couldn’t help thinking he’d already taken her measure, weighed every word, and found her wanting.

She hated that, too.

Her mother declared that dinner would be ready in an hour, chasing everyone out of the kitchen except for Moira and Jack, who stayed to help with prep. Lila dragged Harriet upstairs with the promise of showing off a new dress and catching up on “the gossip.” Harriet followed, still clutching her tea, pausing for a moment at the kitchen door.

She looked back, just once. Jack was at the sink, rinsing a pot, sleeves rolled to the elbow, the curve of his forearm tense as a rope.

For a second, she wondered what it would take to make him crack.

She turned away, jaw set, determined not to care.

Dinner at the Rowan house was never simple. Even before Harriet had left for university, it had always been a raucous, overlapping muddle of elbows, jokes, and raised voices—three conversations happening at once, punctuated by the clatter of plates and the squeak of Jasper the dog’s paws on the linoleum as he made his rounds beneath the table, hopeful for scraps.

Now, after months away, it all felt foreign and too familiar at once. Harriet sank into her usual chair at the battered oak table, feigning nonchalance even as she scanned the faces around her. Her mother was everywhere at once, ferrying dishes from the oven to the table, tucking a stray lock of hair behind her ear with flour-dusted fingers, pausing only to kiss Gran on the cheek or chide Lila for slouching. Lila, resplendent in a pink velvet dress and combat boots, swung her feet against the chair leg, grinning every time Harriet looked her way.

Uncle Pete, already on his second helping of sherry, was telling a story that no one could quite follow about a disastrous ski trip in the ‘80s. Moira, always ready to add her own commentary, kept up a running tally of Pete’s exaggerations, earning the occasional bark of laughter from Gran. The whole table shimmered with candlelight and clashing plates, a cacophony of scent and noise and memory.

Jack, as always, was the quiet centre. He slid into the seat at the head of the table with that same calm, unbothered energy that made Harriet’s skin itch. He served himself last, passed bread around with silent efficiency, and managed to keep the gravy from dripping onto the good tablecloth—a feat no one else had ever managed. He said little, but Harriet noticed how the others unconsciously deferred to him: her mother passing him the carving knife without needing to ask, Pete lowering his voice a notch when Jack spoke, even Lila quieting for a moment when Jack asked about her coursework.

Harriet resented that. She’d only been home half an hour and already Jack was the axis around which everything seemed to turn. She picked at her napkin, plotting ways to disrupt the new balance.

“So,” Moira said brightly, turning her attention to Harriet. “How’s university? Met anyone we should be worried about?”

Harriet gave a lopsided grin, deploying the sarcasm she’d honed for just such occasions. “You mean besides the cult I joined and the smuggled reptiles in my dorm room?”

Lila snorted tea through her nose. “Told you she was wild.”

Karen rolled her eyes. “Honestly, Moira. She’s barely had time for herself with all that studying. Harriet, tell them about your coursework!”

Harriet shrugged. “It’s fine. Same old—books, essays, trying not to freeze to death in the library. Nothing exciting.” She shrugged off her mother’s hopeful look, not about to share anything real.

Uncle Pete leaned in, elbows on the table. “And what about boys, eh?” He winked. “Or girls. You know your aunt and I—open-minded!”

Lila gasped, feigning horror. “Pete! That’s not how you ask.”

Harriet, refusing to blush, fired back. “Why? You looking for advice?”

The table burst into laughter, but Jack just raised an eyebrow, not joining in.

Karen shot Harriet a warning glance, half-amused, half-exasperated. “Behave,” she mouthed.

Moira reached across for the potatoes. “Well, at least you’re home for the holidays. We’ll get some food into you—maybe you’ll remember what real cooking tastes like.”

“Don’t let Jack hear you say that,” Lila said, nodding toward him. “He’s been playing chef all week.”

Jack met Harriet’s gaze, cool and unblinking. “You’re welcome to take over the cooking, if you think you can manage.”

Harriet squared her shoulders, rising to the challenge in his tone. “I could, if anyone here has a palate for spicy noodles and instant mash.”

“Spicy, eh?” Pete chortled. “She gets it from her mother.”

Karen, cheeks pink, laughed. “Not from me! I can barely handle black pepper.”

Harriet took a deliberate bite of bread, her jaw tense. “Well, at least it’d be different.”

Jack’s lips twitched—almost a smile, but not quite. “Different isn’t always better.”

The words hung for a moment, unremarkable to the others but carrying a weight Harriet felt in her gut. She opened her mouth to reply, but her mother was already sliding another dish in front of her. “Try the stew. Jack made it.”

Obliging, Harriet spooned a mouthful and chewed, determined not to give him the satisfaction of a compliment. But it was good—infuriatingly good. She forced herself to swallow, ignoring the quirk of Jack’s eyebrow as he watched her struggle.

“Not bad,” she conceded, voice carefully neutral.

Jack didn’t look away. “You’ll need your strength for the week. Family tradition—everyone pitches in.”

Lila groaned. “Ugh, don’t remind me. You weren’t here for last year, Harriet. Jack ran the kitchen like boot camp.”

“I can take care of myself,” Harriet said, a little sharper than she meant. “Don’t need a drill sergeant.”

Jack’s gaze didn’t waver. “You’re a guest here, not a recruit. But I do expect everyone to pull their weight.”

The tone was so calm, so unruffled, it stung more than any argument. Harriet set her jaw, refusing to look away.

“Fine,” she said. “I’ll try not to set the place on fire.”

Lila smirked. “She says that every year.”

Pete, halfway through a mouthful, boomed, “That’s the spirit!”

The conversation splintered again, Lila launching into a story about a disastrous Christmas market, Karen fussing over whether the bread was too dry, Moira recounting some local gossip. Harriet retreated into herself, picking at her food, her gaze flicking repeatedly—despite herself—to Jack.

He sat perfectly still, hands folded on the table, eyes on his plate. He didn’t dominate the conversation, didn’t force himself into the centre, but somehow managed to anchor the whole table, like a stone in the middle of a river. When her mother asked about something in the attic, Jack simply nodded, promising to fetch it in the morning. When Pete made a crude joke about Lila’s boyfriend, Jack just arched a brow and the old man fell silent.

Even Gran seemed to defer to him, asking quietly if he’d check her tires when the snow melted. He agreed without hesitation, voice gentle. For everyone else, he was reassuring, steady, reliable.

For Harriet, he was infuriating.

She waited for a moment when his attention drifted away, then leaned back in her chair, letting her posture slide into a lazy sprawl—shoulders slouched, one leg folded under her. Lila mimicked her, both of them half-hidden from their mother’s critical gaze. But Jack saw.

Without looking up, he said quietly, “Sit up, Harriet. You’ll get a cramp in your back that way.”

Harriet’s jaw tightened. “I’m fine.”

He didn’t raise his voice. “I said—sit up.”

The table quieted for a second, everyone glancing between them. Harriet flushed, more from surprise than embarrassment, but straightened her spine. Karen started to interject, but Jack spoke over her, soft but commanding.

“It’s a long week. Best start as you mean to go on.”

Moira smiled into her glass, eyes twinkling, while Lila hid a smirk behind her napkin.

Harriet didn’t answer, but the challenge simmered in her chest. She held Jack’s gaze a moment longer, then looked away, pretending to be interested in the family’s chatter.

The rest of the meal passed in a haze of half-heard stories and memories, the old familiar dance of Rowan holiday chaos. Yet beneath the surface, Harriet felt the new rhythm setting in: Jack’s authority, her own resistance, the friction neither of them seemed willing to name aloud. Every time she tried to provoke, he answered with quiet, unflinching certainty—never anger, never bluster, just the simple fact of himself.

When the meal ended and plates were scraped and stacked, Harriet ducked out quickly, mumbling something about “getting her room sorted.” She carried the weight of Jack’s attention up the stairs, every nerve on edge, part of her eager for the next clash, part of her dreading what he might see the next time she tried to hide.

Upstairs, Harriet dropped onto her narrow childhood bed and stared at the ceiling, listening to the muffled soundtrack of plates, laughter, and chairs scraping wood from below. The bedroom was smaller than she remembered, wallpaper a faded riot of blue and pink flowers, the dresser stacked with old books and the detritus of her teenage rebellions—a chipped mug filled with coins, three bottles of black nail polish, a chewed biro snapped in two. She toed off her boots and flopped onto her side, hugging her knees, head pounding from the overstimulation and too many years of memories.

She could feel the meal hanging on her skin like static, every moment with Jack replaying in her mind: the warning in his voice, the command to sit up, the ease with which he took up space in her house, her family. She hated that he didn’t raise his voice. Hated the way he never blustered or barked, just expected obedience and somehow got it. She’d come home ready for battle and all she’d found was a fortress—impossible to breach, even with her sharpest barbs.

The floor creaked outside her door. Harriet sat up, heart hammering.

She half-expected her mother, maybe Lila. Instead, it was Jack. He stood in the hall, carrying a stack of fresh towels under one arm and a new bar of soap in his free hand.

She rolled her eyes and crossed her arms. “Delivering room service now, are we?”

He didn’t rise to the bait. “Your mother asked me to drop these off. She said you always forget towels.”

Harriet snorted, forcing herself to meet his gaze. “That’s not my job, is it?”

Jack leaned against the doorframe, one boot crossed over the other. He looked like he could have been born there, calm and immovable as granite. “It’s no one’s job but your own. I’m just trying to make sure you’re not freezing.”

She bristled, pulling her knees closer. “I’ve survived worse than a cold bathroom.”

He set the towels on the dresser, slow and careful. “You always have to do things the hard way?”

His tone was mild, but there was something in it—a hint of real curiosity, not judgment. Harriet felt her cheeks warm.

“I don’t see what’s so bad about that,” she said. “It’s my life.”

Jack shrugged. “You say that like you’re the only one who’s ever had to grow up.”

“I have,” Harriet snapped, voice sharper than she intended. “At least around here.”

He watched her for a moment—really watched, as if he was seeing through every mask, every defensive quip. It was unbearable.

She glared at him, but he didn’t flinch.

“Did I do something to piss you off?” she asked, raising her chin. “Or are you just always this—” she searched for the word, “—stern?”

Jack’s eyes flickered, the barest suggestion of amusement. “You want me to yell at you?”

She felt the flush climb higher. “You wouldn’t dare.”

He leaned in just a little, lowering his voice so only she could hear. “You’re not as tough as you pretend to be, Harriet. You act out so people will push back, but you don’t really want a fight.”

Harriet’s breath caught. Her skin prickled with humiliation—because it was too close to the truth, because he’d noticed, because he was saying it out loud.

“Don’t psychoanalyze me,” she hissed. “You’re not my therapist.”

“No,” he said simply, “but I’m not the enemy, either.”

A long silence yawned between them, filled only by the ticking of the hallway radiator and the clatter of plates downstairs. Harriet dug her nails into her palm, trying to gather her strength.

She forced herself to smirk. “So what, you think you know me? After what, three awkward dinners and a family photo last Easter?”

Jack shook his head, a small, almost sympathetic gesture. “I don’t need to know everything. Just what’s right in front of me.”

The worst part was, he didn’t say it to hurt her. He said it with the calm authority of someone who had spent a lifetime not wasting words, not playing games. It was infuriating.

“Maybe you should stick to the cooking,” she snapped, “and stop pretending to be my dad.”

Jack’s face didn’t change. If anything, his gaze grew softer, a flicker of genuine concern—or was it pity?—passing over his features. “I’m not pretending anything, Harriet. You don’t need another parent. Just someone who won’t let you walk all over them.”

It was so casual, so devastatingly simple, Harriet didn’t know how to answer.

He straightened, preparing to leave. She scrambled for one last jab. “You’re not as unshakeable as you think.”

He stopped in the doorway, hand resting on the frame, and gave her a long, measured look. “No one is.”

He turned and walked away, his footsteps fading down the stairs. Harriet was left clutching her knees, cheeks hot with shame and adrenaline, mind reeling. He hadn’t raised his voice, hadn’t threatened, hadn’t so much as frowned—but she felt thoroughly outmaneuvered. She hated him for it, and hated herself more for caring.

Fine, she thought, grabbing the towels and tossing them onto the radiator. If he wanted a battle, she’d give him one. Tomorrow, she’d push harder. She’d win.

Downstairs, the laughter rose again, muffled and distant. Harriet flopped back on the bed, staring at the cracked ceiling, heart pounding. She could still feel Jack’s eyes on her, as if he’d left part of himself behind in the room. It was intolerable, and yet—she couldn’t help the shiver of something like excitement curling in her gut.

She pulled her jumper tighter around her, scowling at the shadows in the corner.

He thought he could handle her?

She’d show him.

But for the first time since arriving home, Harriet wasn’t sure she believed it.

The evening rolled on, the house filled with the familiar rituals of family—more tea, arguments over the washing up, Gran declaring she was off to bed, Lila trailing Harriet back upstairs in a flurry of whispered gossip. But Harriet was only half-present, every sense tuned to the silence that had followed Jack out of her room.

She brushed her teeth, changed into old pyjamas, then stood at the window watching snow swirl in the orange light of the streetlamp, mind looping through everything he’d said.

You’re not as tough as you pretend.

You act out so people will push back, but you don’t really want a fight.

She gritted her teeth, forcing herself not to cry—not from hurt, but from something more complicated. The desire to be seen, to be understood, had always been tangled up in her need to rebel. And Jack, somehow, had cut right to the heart of it. He’d exposed her, gently and without fanfare, and then left her to deal with the aftermath.

As she slid under the covers, Harriet made herself a promise: she wouldn’t let him win. Tomorrow, she’d keep her guard up. She’d show him just how hard she could push.

But as sleep crept in—soft, cold, relentless as the snow—she found herself hoping, against her better judgment, that he’d push back even harder.

The house settled into its nighttime hush, the earlier clatter of dinner and argument replaced by a low, comforting tide of sound—water in pipes, the tick of the old central heating, a door shutting somewhere far down the hall. Harriet lay on her bed, head propped on a pile of ancient pillows, eyes fixed on the warped plaster ceiling where shadows of fairy lights flickered like distant auroras. She was tired, but her body wouldn’t let her rest. Every nerve seemed tuned to an invisible wire that ran straight downstairs, humming in time with Jack’s last words.

She rolled onto her side, pulling her knees up, trying to gather herself in the tight cocoon of the old duvet. This room, with its mismatched furniture and faded posters, was a museum of her failures and unfinished rebellions: the goth phase immortalized in eyeliner smudges on the wardrobe mirror, the “Harriet Rules” sign taped to the door in childish block letters, the stuffed bear Lila had given her the year their parents both forgot their birthdays. She was twenty-two, but tonight she felt as raw and stupid as she had at sixteen—desperate to be loved, desperate to be left alone, never quite managing either.

From below, she could hear voices still murmuring—the soft, low rumble of Jack’s baritone, the sharper cadence of her mother’s laughter, a high-pitched note that might be Lila or Moira cackling over old gossip. Even now, Harriet bristled at how easily Jack fit himself into the rhythms of the house. He didn’t force his presence. He simply filled the empty spaces, moving with the sort of self-assurance that turned everyone else into satellites. She hated him for it. Hated herself more for noticing.

She tried to read, but her mind wouldn’t settle. She tried to text friends from university, but their responses felt thin, half-hearted, not enough to pierce the mood that had seized her since walking through the front door. She considered scrolling through her old photos—parties, messy nights out, the selfies with clever captions that always made her look a little more in control than she actually was. But the battery was nearly dead, and the idea of plugging in her phone felt like admitting defeat.

Eventually, unable to sit still, Harriet wandered to the window. She pushed aside the faded curtain, elbows propped on the cool sill, and stared out into the winter night. Snow was still falling, softer now, settling in gentle drifts along the hedges and the low garden wall. The swing set creaked as the wind nudged it, icicles catching the streetlamp’s glow. For a long time, nothing moved.

Then, in the shadowed glow of the porch light, Jack appeared.

He was alone, standing at the far end of the drive, shoulders hunched against the cold, hands buried deep in his pockets. The tip of a cigarette glowed orange in the dark, tracing slow arcs as he paced—restless, thoughtful. Harriet watched him, unseen, her breath fogging the glass. There was nothing soft or sentimental in his posture; even relaxed, Jack looked composed, all the lines of his body set to some internal rhythm she couldn’t decipher. It was as if he was waiting for someone, or maybe just for the house to fall completely silent.

She watched him take a final drag, then crush the cigarette in the snow with the heel of his boot. For a second, he looked up—right at her window, she was sure of it. Harriet jerked back, heart in her throat, scolding herself for acting like a child with a crush.

She closed the curtain, flopped back onto the bed, and forced herself to breathe.

What did it matter if Jack was out there? What did it matter if he was the one she couldn’t stop thinking about, the one whose calm cut through her defenses, the one who—no. She wouldn’t give him that satisfaction. He was just another obstacle, another grown-up to outmaneuver. So what if he could see through her? That didn’t mean he could do anything about it.

Still, she couldn’t deny the twist in her stomach when she remembered the look in his eyes, the way he’d spoken to her as if he already knew how the rest of the story would unfold.

She lay awake a long time, mind circling, drifting from memory to fantasy, anger to shame to longing and back again.

Later, with the house quiet and her thoughts running in circles, Harriet padded down the hallway to the bathroom. The tiles were freezing under her feet, the air sharp with the scent of her mother’s lavender soap. She caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror: hair wild, eyes ringed with fatigue, jaw set stubbornly as ever.

She made a face at her own reflection, lips twisting into a sneer. “Get a grip,” she muttered.

The voice from the landing made her jump. “Everything alright?”

She turned, heart hammering. Jack was there—of course he was—leaning against the banister at the top of the stairs, arms crossed, half in shadow.

“Just brushing my teeth,” she managed, too quickly.

He didn’t move. “Your mother says you’re always up late.”

Harriet grabbed her toothbrush, slathered it with paste. “Old habits.”

He nodded, silent, as if weighing the truth of it.

For a long moment, neither of them spoke. The hush of the sleeping house closed around them, thick as snow.

Finally, Harriet spat, rinsed, wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. “You know, you don’t have to stand guard. I’m not going to steal the family silver.”

Jack almost smiled—almost. “Not worried about the silver.”

She snorted, rolling her eyes. “You think I’m going to cause trouble?”

He shrugged. “You usually do.”

She turned away, fighting the urge to say something that would hurt, something that would drive him away for good. But she didn’t. She just leaned on the edge of the sink, staring at her hands, willing herself not to care.

Jack pushed off the banister, the wood creaking under his weight. He stopped in the doorway, silhouetted against the hall light. “You don’t have to fight everyone, Harriet. Not all the time.”

The words were gentle, unhurried. There was no accusation in them—only a kind of tired concern.

She didn’t answer, couldn’t trust herself to speak.

Jack lingered a moment longer, then nodded—more to himself than to her—and disappeared down the stairs, footsteps fading.

Back in her room, Harriet pressed her palm against the window, watching the snow gather on the sill. She felt hollow, emptied by the day’s battles and the weight of her own contradictions. She wanted to scream, to run, to curl up in Jack’s arms and sob—or to slam every door in the house and prove she couldn’t be touched. Instead, she climbed under the covers, pulled the duvet over her head, and let the darkness close in.

Outside, the wind rattled the gutters. Somewhere, a clock chimed midnight.

Harriet lay awake, thinking of Jack’s calm, Jack’s certainty, the way he saw right through her—and the way, even now, she wanted to be seen.

Tomorrow, she promised herself, she’d be sharper. Tomorrow, she’d be harder to read, harder to hurt.

But as she drifted toward sleep, her last thought was not of resistance, but of Jack on the porch, head tipped back to the winter sky, waiting for her to come home.

The house was hushed, the storm muting everything into a kind of snow-lit reverence. Harriet drifted through the upstairs hallway in her pyjamas, her senses drawn tight to the space between rooms, the cold air leaking under doorframes, the way the shadows moved against faded wallpaper. She was restless, too wired to sleep, but too wary of herself to settle.

Everywhere she looked, the evidence of childhood and family life pressed in: the old school photo tacked to the wall, a faded Christmas stocking slung over the bannister, Lila’s slippers abandoned outside the bathroom door. Harriet moved through it all like a ghost, trying to remember what it had felt like to belong.

She was heading back to her room, mind spinning with thoughts she couldn’t name, when she nearly collided with Jack at the top of the stairs.

He stood there, broad-shouldered and impossible to ignore, dressed in a dark T-shirt and old joggers, the kind that clung to his body just enough to remind her he was not part of the family mess. He was holding a book—her mother’s, probably, spine creased from years of dog-earing—and his eyes flickered up at her with the same steady calm that had haunted her all evening.

They stopped a foot apart. Harriet felt the air tighten.

“Couldn’t sleep?” His voice was soft, but it carried.

She shrugged, hugging her arms around her chest. “Neither could you.”

Jack nodded, gaze traveling—unhurried, impassive—over her face, her posture, the wild tumble of red hair she hadn’t bothered to tame. He didn’t look away when she tried to glare, and that simple refusal—to flinch, to fill the silence—unnerved her more than any argument ever had.

“You used to sneak downstairs for biscuits,” he said quietly, “when you thought no one was watching.”

She blinked, caught off guard. “You spying on me now?”

He smiled, just a hint. “You’re not that hard to read.”

Harriet bristled. “You think you know everything?”

“No,” Jack said, “but I know what people look like when they’re running from themselves.”

She didn’t answer. She could feel her pulse beating in her wrists, her throat. Part of her wanted to storm away, slam the door, demand he stop prying. But the other part—the part she hated—wanted to stay and see what he’d do next.

They stood in the hallway, caught in a standoff. The wind whistled at the window. Downstairs, someone coughed—a faint reminder of the rest of the world, but here, now, it was just the two of them.

Jack leaned against the wall, folding his arms. The movement made him look even bigger, blocking the hallway, a calm, immovable barrier.

“Why do you always fight?” he asked, voice so low it was almost a whisper.

Harriet shrugged, feigning bravado. “Maybe I like the attention.”

He considered her. “You act out so you don’t have to feel alone. So you know someone’s watching.”

“That’s a bit much, don’t you think?” she snapped, masking discomfort with sharpness.

Jack didn’t react, just looked at her with that unnerving steadiness. “It’s not a bad thing to want to be seen.”

Harriet’s throat tightened. “Yeah, well, I don’t need you to see me.”

“I see you anyway,” he said. No apology. No shame. Just truth.

She wanted to argue, to push him, but something in his voice stopped her. There was no heat, no threat—just a weight she couldn’t shrug off.

He let the silence settle between them, letting her squirm in it, making her feel both furious and exposed.

“Go on, then,” she said finally, defiant. “Say what you want to say.”

Jack straightened, stepping just close enough that Harriet could smell the clean, faintly smoky scent of his skin. He lowered his head, speaking only to her, his words soft and final. “You make things harder than they have to be, Harriet. But you don’t scare me off.”

She laughed, a little too loud, a little too sharp. “Good. I’m not here to scare anyone.”

He shook his head, something like amusement flickering at the edge of his expression. “No. You’re here to test every boundary until you find one that holds.”

The words hit her like a slap. It was true, painfully true—and he knew it. Harriet’s defenses buckled, for just a moment.

“And what if I do?” she shot back, folding her arms tighter.

Jack’s eyes didn’t leave hers. “Then you’ll find out what happens when you meet someone who doesn’t move.”

For a moment, the air was thick with electricity—nothing sexual, not yet, but a low, simmering current. Harriet felt it in her stomach, her skin, the tips of her fingers. She wanted to scream, to push him down the stairs, to step into his space and dare him to do something about it. She wanted—she didn’t know what she wanted.

Jack moved past her, slow and unhurried, forcing her to step aside. He paused when they were side by side, their arms nearly brushing.

“You don’t have to keep fighting everyone,” he said softly. “You’re not alone here, whether you want to be or not.”

She glared at him, voice shaking. “I don’t want pity.”

He nodded. “Good. I don’t have any to give.”

And then he was gone, padding down the stairs, the book tucked under his arm, leaving Harriet alone in the hallway—angry, humiliated, and vibrating with a feeling she couldn’t name.

Harriet retreated to her room, slamming the door behind her. She threw herself onto the bed, face pressed into the pillow, and screamed—quietly, so no one would hear. She kicked the duvet off, punched the mattress, raked her hands through her hair. Why did he always have to be so calm? Why did he never take the bait? Why did he make her feel so thoroughly outmatched with nothing but a few quiet words?

She fumbled for her phone, intending to vent to a friend, but stopped herself. No one at uni would understand. No one knew what it was like to feel this unmoored, to be seen so plainly and not hated for it. She texted Lila instead, something silly about old times, but the reply didn’t come. Lila was probably asleep, or laughing about Harriet’s melodrama.

She pulled the covers over her head, but couldn’t block out the memory of Jack’s eyes, the feel of his presence, the certainty that he wasn’t afraid of her—not of her chaos, not of her anger, not even of the storms she carried inside.

For a moment, Harriet let herself imagine what it would be like to give in—to let someone else take control, to stop fighting. The thought made her stomach twist. She wanted to hate him for making her consider it.

A gust of wind rattled the window. Somewhere in the house, a floorboard creaked. Harriet stared at the ceiling, jaw clenched, and tried to convince herself that tomorrow she would be stronger, colder, sharper—untouchable.

But as the minutes ticked past midnight, she knew it was a lie.

Downstairs, Jack sat at the kitchen table, the house dark around him, only the faint glow of the fridge illuminating the space. He thumbed through the book he’d borrowed, reading the same line three times without comprehension. His mind kept circling back to Harriet—the spark in her eyes, the way she squared her shoulders and met his gaze without flinching.

He remembered the first time he’d met her—a girl half-wild, prickly, fighting the world with every breath. He’d admired her spirit, even as he’d pitied her mother for trying to rein it in. Now, she was a woman, but all her old weapons were sharper, her armor heavier, and the battles more costly.

Jack closed the book, resting his elbows on the table, head in his hands. He wasn’t here to fix her. Wasn’t here to play father or saviour. But he couldn’t deny the pull—the need to show her she could stop running, that someone could stand with her in the storm and not be swept away.

Upstairs, Harriet tossed and turned, sleep an impossible promise. Downstairs, Jack waited for the courage to go back up, to try again.

The house, old and battered and full of ghosts, held them both in its silent, snowbound heart, neither willing to admit how much they’d begun to need a fight they could finally lose.

It was nearly 1 a.m. when Harriet’s eyes snapped open, her mind clawing its way out of a restless doze. She wasn’t sure what woke her—a noise, maybe, or just the residual storm of thoughts that hadn’t let her settle all night. The house was quieter than ever, the kind of silence that carried every sound through pipes and floorboards, every whisper a secret waiting to be caught.

She threw back the covers, restless, the room suddenly too small. She found her old dressing gown at the end of the bed, shrugged it on, and crept to the door, pushing it open with care. The hall was dark, save for the thin yellow sliver of light escaping from under the kitchen door below.

For a moment, she considered turning back—she wasn’t sure she could take another round of quiet power games, not tonight. But then she heard it: her mother’s voice, low and tired, and Jack’s answering rumble.

Harriet froze at the top of the stairs, heart in her throat. She knew eavesdropping was childish, but the pull was too strong. She moved as quietly as she could, sitting on the cold steps, half-hidden by shadow, straining to listen.

“…She’s not settling in, is she?” her mother was saying, words wrapped in gentle worry. “I thought maybe she’d… I don’t know. It’s like she’s always halfway out the door.”

Jack’s reply was soft, but Harriet could hear the certainty in it, the way his voice never wavered. “She’s not as tough as she pretends to be.”

Karen sighed. “She wants everyone to think she’s grown, that she doesn’t need us. I worry she’s just… lost.”

“She’s not lost,” Jack said, calm as ever. “She’s just scared someone might see how much she wants to be found.”

There was a silence. Harriet felt her cheeks burn, rage and shame twisting together. How dare he? How dare he talk about her like he had her all figured out? Like she was some child with needs scrawled across her skin for the world to read?

Her mother’s voice again, softer now. “She pushes so hard. Sometimes I think she wants us to push back.”

Jack: “That’s what she’s waiting for. Someone who won’t give up, no matter how hard she fights.”

Harriet pressed her back against the wall, breathing hard. Her whole life she’d been waiting for someone to see her, to keep showing up, to hold the line when she tried to break every rule. But she’d never expected it to sound so… simple. So obvious. Or to come from a man she’d spent all evening resenting.

“I just don’t want her to feel like she doesn’t belong here,” her mother said, the ache plain in her voice.

“She does,” Jack answered. “Even if she doesn’t believe it yet.”

There was a scrape of chair legs and the quiet splash of water in the sink. Footsteps moved closer. Harriet shrank against the banister, heart pounding, praying the darkness would hide her.

The kitchen door creaked open. Jack paused in the doorway, filling it with his height, his presence. For a moment, Harriet thought he’d seen her—his gaze swept the shadows, lingering on the spot where she hid. But then he turned, his silhouette outlined in the faint spill of kitchen light, and walked up the hall toward his own room.

Harriet let out a slow, shaky breath. When the coast was clear, she slipped upstairs, closing her door with trembling fingers.

Inside, she leaned against the door, letting her head rest against the cool wood. She wanted to be furious—she was, she told herself, she absolutely was. But the sting she felt wasn’t just anger; it was something deeper, more dangerous. It was the ache of being truly seen, of having someone strip away all her armor and name what lay beneath.

She crawled into bed, pulling the duvet to her chin, jaw set hard against the confusion swirling in her chest. Maybe Jack thought he knew her. Maybe he did. But she’d survived worse than being understood. She’d fight back. She’d prove him wrong.

Yet as she closed her eyes, Harriet couldn’t escape the sense that the fight was already shifting, the ground already sliding beneath her feet.

He doesn’t know anything about me, she thought fiercely.

But the echo of his words lingered in the dark, stubborn and undeniable.


Chapter 2 — The First Clash

Harriet woke to the smell of coffee, bacon, and woodsmoke—comforting, familiar scents that instantly put her on edge. Sunlight filtered through her curtains in lazy stripes, striping the old duvet and painting the clutter of her room with winter gold. The snowstorm from last night had passed, leaving the world outside cold and dazzlingly bright. She lay still for a moment, cocooned in the tangled bedding, listening to the muffled sounds of the house waking up.

There were voices downstairs—her mother, brisk and cheerful, humming over the clatter of pans; Lila, arguing with someone about the washing machine; Jasper’s nails clicking as he followed the scent of food from room to room. And, beneath it all, the low, measured tones of Jack Bramwell, orchestrating the morning with infuriating ease.

Harriet rolled onto her back and stared at the ceiling. She could hear him now, moving through the kitchen: “Tea or coffee, Karen?” “Lila, the bread knife’s not a toy.” “Pete, out of the fridge until breakfast is ready.” He wasn’t loud or overbearing, but the way everyone else just… listened made her skin itch. It was as if he’d always been here, running the show. As if the house belonged to him and not her mother. As if Harriet was the outsider, peering through the window at a life that had gone on perfectly well without her.

She flung the covers aside and padded to the window, pulling the curtains wide. The garden was a snow-draped tableau: boots and sledges abandoned under the bench, the bird feeder heavy with sparrows. Even from here, she could see Jack’s bootprints in the fresh snow—a long, unbroken trail from the woodshed to the back door. She pressed her palm to the cold glass, fighting the urge to write something rude in the condensation.

When she turned away, her phone buzzed on the nightstand. A message from Lila: “He’s making porridge. If I die, tell my followers I loved them.”

Harriet snorted, typing back: “Make him add sugar and revolt.”

Seconds later, another ping: “Dare you to call him ‘sir’ at the table.”

She rolled her eyes, grinning in spite of herself. Lila was the only person who could make these family holidays tolerable. Harriet typed: “You first. Loser does the washing up.”

But the truth was, she didn’t need dares to want a fight—not this morning. Not with the memory of last night still prickling under her skin, the echo of Jack’s voice—“You’re not as tough as you pretend.” The humiliation and the secret thrill of being seen. She was determined not to let him win today.

She changed quickly, yanking on old jeans and a thick green jumper, dragging a brush through her wild hair with more force than care. She glanced at herself in the mirror—eyes fierce, jaw set—and tried to summon her old armor. Don’t let him get to you, she told herself. Don’t let anyone think you care.

By the time she stomped downstairs, the kitchen was full: her mother bustling by the hob, apron tied over her pajamas; Lila perched on the counter, legs swinging, a mug of tea clutched in both hands; Uncle Pete hunched over the crossword at the table, glasses perched on the end of his nose; and Jack, standing at the cooker, back straight, one hand stirring a saucepan while the other kept Jasper at bay with a stern look.

Jack glanced up as she entered. He didn’t say good morning, didn’t smile—just nodded, a silent acknowledgment that somehow made her feel both challenged and dismissed.

“Morning, trouble,” Lila called, sliding off the counter and planting a wet kiss on Harriet’s cheek. “Sleep well?”

“Like the dead,” Harriet replied, ducking away. “Though I might’ve drowned in the smell of burned toast.”

Jack’s mouth twitched, but he didn’t rise to the bait. “That was Lila’s doing. I told her to watch it.”

Karen swept past, pressing a mug into Harriet’s hand. “Tea, love. Strong, just how you like it. Jack, did you remember the honey?”

He handed over a small jar, wordless, and returned to his porridge. The efficiency of it grated—he never wasted a motion, never seemed ruffled, even when Pete started banging on about the “good old days” or Lila lobbed bread crusts at Jasper under the table.

Harriet settled into her usual seat, wedging her bare feet onto the crossbar of the chair, eyes scanning the room for chinks in the morning’s armor. There was no sign of chaos—not real chaos, not the way she remembered Christmases past. No burned sausages, no kitchen fires, no one yelling. It was… managed. Contained.

She hated it.

Lila slouched beside her, stage-whispering, “He’s been up since six. I think he’s part robot.”

Harriet grinned, dropping her voice. “Watch this.” She pulled out her phone and set it, face up, next to her plate.

Jack’s voice cut across the room, quiet but impossible to ignore. “No phones at the table, Harriet.”

She shot him a sweet, poisonous smile. “It’s just music. For atmosphere.”

“Atmosphere can wait. Breakfast is for people, not screens.”

Lila coughed to hide a laugh. Karen gave Harriet the look—the one that meant, don’t start, not this early. Uncle Pete seemed oblivious, humming along to an old Christmas song as he penciled in answers.

Harriet slid the phone into her pocket, but not before muttering, “Didn’t know you were the manners police.”

Jack didn’t bother to reply, just ladled porridge into bowls and set them in front of each person. Harriet’s came last, with a dollop of honey and a neat swirl of cinnamon—too careful, too perfect. She glared at it, as if the food itself was an affront.

Karen was rattling off the day’s plans—shopping, decorating, digging out the old board games—when Lila kicked Harriet under the table. Harriet stifled a yelp, then caught Jack’s eye, daring him to say something.

He didn’t. He just arched one eyebrow, then turned to pour himself a mug of coffee, ignoring her performance entirely.

Breakfast passed in a haze of clashing spoons and easy banter. Karen and Pete debated the best way to roast potatoes. Lila made up new lyrics to “Jingle Bells.” Harriet threw in a sarcastic comment whenever she could, testing for cracks, waiting for Jack to falter, to snap, to reveal something other than his infuriating calm.

But he didn’t. If anything, her provocations seemed to strengthen his composure. He offered corrections—soft, firm, never angry. “Feet off the chair, please.” “Chew with your mouth closed.” “If you want more, ask, don’t grab.” Each one delivered quietly, evenly, a gentle but impenetrable wall she kept bouncing off.

Finally, Lila upped the ante, stage-whispering, “Ask him for permission to leave the table. Go on.”

Harriet shot her a murderous look, but the challenge was already in the air. She pushed back her chair, making sure it scraped the floor.

“Can I go now, sir?” she said, voice dripping with sarcasm.

The room stilled for a beat. Karen’s face clouded. Lila bit her lip to keep from laughing. Even Pete looked up, blinking owlishly.

Jack met Harriet’s gaze, his expression unreadable. Then, to Harriet’s shock, he nodded. “You may. But if you want breakfast tomorrow, you can ask without the attitude.”

He turned away, reaching for the kettle. Just like that, the game was over—and somehow, she’d lost.

Flushing, Harriet pushed herself from the table and stalked upstairs, heart pounding with a mixture of embarrassment and adrenaline. As she reached the landing, she heard Lila’s laughter follow her, and—just faintly—Jack’s voice, still calm, still unshaken, cutting through the noise like a blade.

Harriet’s cheeks still burned as she made her way upstairs, the slap of her own sarcasm echoing in her ears. She didn’t want to give Jack the satisfaction of knowing she was rattled. Pausing at the landing, she braced her palms against the banister, forcing a deep breath. The sounds of breakfast—clinking bowls, Karen’s laughter, Pete’s off-key humming—rose up from the kitchen. She’d promised herself not to care, but even now, she could feel Jack’s calm authority humming through the floorboards, a reminder that in this house, she was no longer the force of nature she’d once been.

But if he wanted a fight, he’d get one.

Harriet made her way back down, this time slower, taking in the familiar clutter on the stairs: last year’s Christmas cards, a dog leash, a forgotten woolly hat. She squared her shoulders and re-entered the kitchen, arms crossed, chin up. She would not retreat.

The table was still buzzing—Karen at the sink, Pete rinsing his mug, Lila sprawled with her feet on another chair, scrolling her phone. Jack was rinsing bowls at the counter, sleeves rolled up, every motion precise and quiet.

Harriet flopped into her seat, planting her elbows on the table, scrolling her phone ostentatiously. She started with small jabs. “Mum, you sure we need this much porridge? Is Jack training for a marathon or just feeding the five thousand?”

Karen gave her a warning look. “Be nice, Harriet.”

Jack didn’t turn, only said mildly, “There’s more if you want it. Less if you don’t.”

Harriet ignored the offer, letting the phone light up the table. She flicked through notifications, volume up so that a tinny pop song burst through the room. Lila snickered, catching the mood.

Jack’s voice, steady as ever: “Phone away, Harriet.”

She pretended not to hear. “Just checking the weather, in case you make us dig the car out later.”

Jack dried his hands on a tea towel, leaned back against the counter, and waited. The silence grew—Karen’s frown deepened, Pete glanced over his crossword, Lila’s eyes danced between Harriet and Jack, waiting for the next move.

Harriet broke the silence with a bright, “Anyway, what’s the plan for today? Marching orders from our fearless leader?”

Jack didn’t blink. “Tree decorating. Shopping if the roads clear. Everyone helps. No exceptions.”

Harriet swung her legs up, slouching until she was nearly horizontal in her chair. “Guess I’ll supervise, then.”

Jack stepped forward, gaze level. “Feet down, please.”

She didn’t move. “I’m comfortable.”

Jack was silent for a beat. Then, quietly: “House rules. Feet off the furniture.”

Something in his tone—final, not angry—made her legs drop before she realized she’d obeyed. It infuriated her, how easily he got compliance without ever raising his voice.

Lila caught her eye, mouthing, “Told you.”

Not one to back down, Harriet took another shot. “You’re enjoying this, aren’t you? Being in charge.”

Jack arched an eyebrow. “I’m keeping order. Enjoyment’s beside the point.”

Pete piped up, oblivious, “As long as someone keeps order. Last Christmas, Lila set the pudding on fire.”

“Twice,” Lila added, winking.

Harriet rolled her eyes, drumming her fingers on the table. “I remember when Christmas was fun. Before we had rules for everything.”

Jack returned to the sink, unfazed. “Rules keep things running smoothly. They’re not meant to ruin anyone’s fun.”

She muttered, “Depends on your definition.”

Karen intervened, her voice gentle but warning. “Harriet, you’re home now. Try to make it a good one.”

“I’m trying,” Harriet said, but the words sounded hollow, even to her.

The tension thickened as Jack wiped down the counter, moving with practiced calm. Lila, sensing Harriet’s frustration, leaned in. “Bet you can’t get him to crack. Tenner says he never loses his cool.”

Harriet hissed back, “Watch me.”

She waited for her moment. When Karen turned her back, Harriet stood, stretched extravagantly, and “accidentally” knocked over her mug, sending tea spilling across the table toward Jack’s neatly stacked napkins.

“Oops,” she said, not sorry at all.

Jack reached over, snatched the napkins aside, and mopped up the mess with a tea towel. He didn’t scold, didn’t frown, didn’t so much as sigh.

Instead, he fixed Harriet with a level look. “Clean it up, please.”

There was no edge, no threat, just the expectation that she would do as she was told. Harriet hesitated—if she refused, she’d look childish; if she obeyed, he’d win again. Flushed, she grabbed the towel and dabbed at the spill, fighting the urge to hurl it back at him.

As she cleaned, Jack added quietly, “When you’re done, set the table for lunch. You made the mess, you can help fix it.”

The rest of the family watched in silence, the energy in the room shifting. Even Pete set down his mug, Lila’s grin faded, Karen looked on, half-worried, half-relieved.

Harriet finished, throwing the wet towel in the sink with more force than necessary. She met Jack’s gaze, trying to summon a glare fierce enough to knock him over.

He didn’t blink.

“Thank you,” he said, voice low and clear. “Now, please, stay off your phone while we eat.”

She slid her phone into her pocket, humiliated and oddly thrilled. She’d wanted a fight, but not this quiet certainty, not this refusal to let her win by losing control.

She could feel Lila’s eyes on her, sympathy and admiration mixed in equal parts.

Jack turned away, his point made, no trace of victory in his posture. Just calm, composure, and the unspoken promise that he’d hold the line no matter how hard she pushed.

Harriet’s hands shook as she finished setting the table, cheeks burning with a mix of defeat and something else—something close to anticipation.

Let the day begin, she thought. If this was a war, she wasn’t planning to surrender.

The kitchen, with its war of tea and control, soon emptied into the living room—a blur of mismatched slippers, tartan dressing gowns, and the inevitable drift of biscuit crumbs trailing from doorway to sofa. Karen corralled everyone with cheerful tyranny, brandishing a clipboard and declaring that today would be “old-fashioned family fun.” Lila groaned theatrically, Pete swore under his breath about “the horror of charades,” and Moira offered to referee so long as she wasn’t forced to act out “The Twelve Days of Christmas” for the fifth year in a row.

Harriet lingered in the kitchen a moment longer, scrubbing the last of the spilled tea from the table, jaw tight, eyes fixed on the memory of Jack’s voice—soft, certain, refusing to bite. She was still stinging from his quiet, public victory, but even more from the look he’d given her: not angry, not mocking, just unwavering. It made her feel exposed, like he could see every layer she tried to hide. And worse, he seemed perfectly content to wait for her next move.

“Oi!” Lila called from the living room. “If you’re planning sabotage, at least bring biscuits!”

Harriet mustered a smirk, snatched the tin from the counter, and marched into the fray, head held high. If Jack wanted compliance, he could pry it from her cold, rebellious hands.

The Rowan living room was a shrine to Christmas nostalgia: boxes of decorations spilling tinsel onto the rug, the battered old record player spinning out scratchy carols, a jumble of family photos crowding the mantel. The tree—still bare, lopsided in its bucket—waited in the corner, the star already askew at the top, thanks to Pete’s earlier, slightly tipsy heroics.

Karen sat cross-legged in front of the boxes, dividing ornaments by color and questionable taste. Moira perched on the arm of the sofa, clipboard in hand, reading off the family’s official Christmas “to-do” list. Pete tried to sneak sherry into his mug of tea, earning a sharp elbow from Lila, who grinned conspiratorially at Harriet as she flopped onto the sofa.

Jack entered last, quiet as a snowfall, carrying a folded stepladder and a roll of tape. He set them down without fuss, then leaned against the doorframe, arms crossed, surveying the chaos with that same maddening composure.

“All right!” Karen declared, clapping her hands. “Today’s mission: tree, decorations, Christmas cake, and at least one family board game. And no one’s allowed to disappear—right, Jack?”

He nodded. “Everyone helps. The sooner we start, the sooner we finish.”

Lila muttered, “Famous last words.”

The ornament sorting began. Lila and Harriet claimed the gaudiest baubles—hand-painted monstrosities from primary school, ancient tinfoil snowflakes, a garish glass cat with one ear missing. Harriet dangled the cat in front of Pete, who recoiled in mock horror.

“Put that at the back,” Pete begged. “It’s cursed. Last year it fell off and nearly took out my glass eye.”

Moira cackled. “You don’t have a glass eye, Pete.”

“I could’ve, after that.”

Lila nudged Harriet, lowering her voice. “He’s watching you, you know.”

“Who?”

Lila nodded toward Jack, who was untangling a mess of fairy lights with methodical patience. “He hasn’t taken his eyes off you since breakfast.”

Harriet snorted. “Let him look. I’m not the one who needs supervision.”

“Are you sure?” Lila grinned, then whispered, “Double dare: first one to make him lose his cool wins.”

Harriet raised an eyebrow. “What does the loser have to do?”

“Wear the elf hat and post a selfie to Insta.”

Harriet grinned, sticking out her hand for a shake. “You’re on.”

The game began in earnest. Harriet made her first move: as Jack knelt by the tree, fitting the stand more securely, she “accidentally” kicked over the box of tinsel, sending a glittering avalanche across the floor.

“Whoops,” she said, voice pitched to innocence. “Butterfingers.”

Jack looked up, a single brow raised. “You can pick it up, Harriet. And vacuum up the rest.”

Lila muffled a giggle. “Strike one.”

Undeterred, Harriet flounced to the kitchen for the vacuum, making a show of tripping over Jasper, and then returned to noisily, if ineffectively, suck up the mess. The others cheered her on, Karen offering tips (“Don’t forget under the sofa!”), Pete making wisecracks about “youthful energy,” and Moira taking photos for the annual family Christmas album.

Jack watched without comment, his focus divided between the lights and the lopsided star. If he was amused, it didn’t show.

Once the mess was contained, Karen handed out boxes of ornaments. “Harriet, you’re on tinsel duty—let’s see if you can do better than last year.”

“Last year was a modernist masterpiece,” Harriet shot back, looping a garland over her shoulders like a boa.

Pete snorted. “Last year was a crime scene.”

As the tree slowly took shape—one side overburdened with baubles, the other nearly bare—Harriet searched for her next opening. Lila nudged her, whispering, “You’ll have to do better than a tinsel spill.”

Harriet’s chance came during the lights test. Jack held the plug, surveying the nest of bulbs. “Stand back,” he said, calm as ever.

Harriet rolled her eyes and, as he plugged it in, flicked the nearest switch, plunging the room into sudden darkness.

There was a collective gasp, then laughter as the fuse tripped and the whole house fell silent, save for Pete’s shout from the kitchen: “Who killed the lights?”

Karen groaned, “Not again!”

In the darkness, Harriet grinned, triumphant.

Jack’s voice was low but clear. “That’s enough.”

The lights came back on moments later—Jack, calm as a surgeon, had reset the fuse box and returned, not a hair out of place.

He fixed Harriet with a look—not angry, but firm. “Don’t touch the electrics again, please. If you’re bored, help your gran with the angel. Otherwise, sit and wait.”

The family watched, half-expecting Harriet to snap back, but she only huffed and stalked over to help Gran untangle the angel’s wings.

“Still no reaction,” Lila whispered, barely hiding her delight. “He’s good.”

“He’s a robot,” Harriet muttered.

“Bet you can’t get him to even sigh.”

Harriet tried—oh, she tried. She hung baubles on Jack’s side of the tree. She played Christmas carols at top volume from her phone until Karen confiscated it. She sabotaged the gift tags, misspelling everyone’s names in increasingly ridiculous ways. Each time, Jack corrected her—sometimes with a word, sometimes with a look, always with an unbreakable calm.

At one point, Pete, exasperated, declared, “I’ve never seen anyone get under his skin. It’s like he’s made of ice.”

Moira chimed in, “You should see him on the motorway. Nothing rattles him—not even Karen’s directions.”

Karen, cheeks flushed, shot her friend a look, but Jack only smiled, silent and impenetrable.

The morning slid by in a blur of laughter, failed sabotage, and the slow realization that, no matter how hard she pushed, Harriet couldn’t move Jack. He was the fixed point in the chaos—never angry, never triumphant, never giving her the fight she thought she wanted.

By midday, the tree was decorated, the cake in the oven, and the board game war was gearing up—Monopoly, always a blood sport in this house. Harriet felt a grudging respect growing alongside her frustration, and something else too—something warmer, more dangerous, that she refused to name.

Jack passed her the dice as Monopoly began, his fingers brushing hers just long enough for her breath to catch.

“Your turn,” he said, eyes meeting hers.

Harriet rolled, the weight of his attention settling over her like a challenge. She looked up at Lila, who just grinned, shaking her head in silent awe.

“Still nothing,” Lila mouthed, then donned the elf hat with a theatrical sigh.

Harriet, not one to lose, leaned back in her chair, plotting her next move.

If she couldn’t break Jack with noise or mischief, maybe she’d have to try something deeper.

The storm was just getting started.

The afternoon sunlight angled through the bay window, painting stripes across the crowded living room as Monopoly degenerated, as it always did, into accusations, alliances, and gleeful betrayal. Harriet played the part of chaos agent: outbidding Lila for every property, snatching up “Get Out of Jail Free” cards, cackling when she bankrupted Pete with an improbable hotel run. Lila crowed with laughter, Pete grumbled about “rigged dice,” and Karen attempted to keep peace by bringing in mince pies and mugs of hot chocolate. Moira, ever the peacemaker, took charge of the scorekeeping.

But beneath the easy chaos, a current ran sharper: Harriet’s eyes darted to Jack every few turns, watching for a crack in his façade. He played with the same measured patience as always—neither gloating nor sulking when fortunes turned, but always present, always watching. It was as if the outcome didn’t matter to him. That, more than anything, made Harriet want to win, to make him react, to force him into the messy, unruly game she was determined to play.

It didn’t help that Lila kept raising the stakes, whispering in her ear, “Go on, mess with him. Double or nothing.” Or that Pete, too many sherries in, kept inviting Jack to “loosen up, mate, have a laugh.” Even Karen, bustling in and out with plates and drinks, shot Jack occasional hopeful looks, as if wishing he’d just roll his sleeves up and join the family’s bedlam.

After Pete landed in jail for the third time, tempers started to fray. Lila and Harriet conspired to trade properties under the table, giggling like schoolgirls. When Jack noticed, he simply arched an eyebrow. “If you’re going to cheat, at least be honest about it.”

Lila grinned, unrepentant. “All’s fair in love and Monopoly.”

Harriet shot back, “He’s just sore because I keep winning.”

Jack didn’t rise to it, simply passed the dice, his calm infuriating. “Winning’s more satisfying when you follow the rules.”

Harriet felt a prickle of challenge. “Some of us make our own rules.”

Jack’s gaze was steady, unreadable. “And some of us live with the consequences.”

The words hung in the air, sparking laughter from Pete and a pointed look from Karen, but Harriet felt them in her bones—a warning, and a promise.

As Monopoly finally staggered to a chaotic close, Karen declared it was time to decorate the tree with the “family heirlooms”—those delicate, fragile glass ornaments kept boxed away until the last possible moment. She lined them up along the sideboard, unwrapping each with reverence. “Everyone gets to hang one,” she announced. “Even you, Jack—though no pressure.”

Lila made a show of rolling her eyes, but it was an unspoken tradition, and even Pete joined in, cradling a decades-old glass bird like a priceless artifact. Harriet, still wired with the high of conflict, saw her opening.

She picked out the biggest, brightest bauble—a massive globe of swirling red and gold, Karen’s favorite—and made a dramatic show of twirling it on her finger.

“Careful with that,” Karen warned, half-joking, half-serious.

Harriet grinned, balancing the ornament by its thread, pirouetting across the rug. “Relax, Mum. I know what I’m doing.”

Jack’s voice, from his place by the tree, was cool and even. “Put it on, Harriet.”

She paused, mischief flaring. “Say please.”

A beat. The whole room paused—Lila biting her lip, Moira’s eyebrows rising, even Pete glancing over his glasses.

Jack’s gaze didn’t waver. “Put it on.”

Harriet tossed the bauble from hand to hand. “You’re not the boss of me.”

A dangerous smile tugged at the corner of Jack’s mouth. “No, but I’m the one who’ll make sure it’s not shattered.”

Harriet, fueled by the dare and the invisible weight of everyone’s attention, spun on her heel and stalked toward the tree. As she reached up—too fast, too showy—the thread slipped from her fingers. The bauble tumbled, catching the edge of a branch, then dropped. For a breathless instant, everyone watched as it struck the wood floor and shattered in a starburst of scarlet and gold.

The silence was instant, absolute. Even Jasper, asleep under the table, lifted his head.

Karen’s hand flew to her mouth. “Oh, Harriet—”

Harriet laughed, loud and forced. “Guess it was time for a new tradition.”

But the room didn’t laugh with her.

Jack moved first, crossing the space in three silent steps. He didn’t shout, didn’t scold. Instead, he bent, picked up the largest shard, and held it up—glittering in the light.

“Clean it up,” he said, voice low and steady.

Harriet rolled her eyes. “It’s just a bauble. We’ve broken worse.”

Jack didn’t move. “Now.”

The word was so quiet it seemed to pull all the air out of the room. Harriet’s bravado faltered. She glanced at Lila, hoping for backup, but her cousin looked away. Karen started to speak, but Jack stopped her with a raised hand—never looking away from Harriet.

“You broke it,” he said. “You clean it. All of it. And until it’s done, you’re not part of the decorating.”

The humiliation burned hot and raw. Harriet dropped to her knees, gathering shards in trembling fingers, her face flushed. The family watched in uncomfortable silence, Moira biting her lip, Pete clearing his throat and busying himself with his mug. Karen hovered at the edge of the room, torn between comforting her daughter and respecting Jack’s command.

Jack handed her the dustpan and brush. “Careful. Don’t cut yourself.”

Harriet took it, muttering, “Thanks for your concern.”

Jack didn’t reply, simply stood sentinel as she worked, every motion watched, every fragment collected. Lila knelt beside her, helping in silence, her usual banter replaced by quiet solidarity. But the damage was done—Harriet’s attempt to be the center of attention had left her exposed, forced into compliance under the whole family’s gaze.

When she finished, Jack inspected the spot, nodded once, and stepped aside so Karen could sweep in and fuss over the loss of her favorite ornament. But the real sting lingered in Harriet’s chest: not the shame of breaking something fragile, but the unspoken truth that Jack hadn’t raised his voice, hadn’t needed to. His power was in what he withheld—anger, approval, forgiveness. The consequence was clear, the lesson sharper than any scolding.

As the family returned to decorating, Harriet hovered at the edge, hands trembling, cheeks aflame. She wanted to scream, to storm upstairs, to say something so cruel that it would shatter Jack’s composure for good. But when she met his eyes—calm, unreadable, implacable—she saw no victory, no pleasure, just certainty.

She realized then: she hadn’t won. She’d been put in her place, not by rage, but by the kind of discipline that made her want to rebel and submit in the same breath.

Pete tried to lighten the mood, placing a crooked reindeer on the tree. “Every Christmas needs a bit of drama. Next year, someone else gets to break something.”

Lila squeezed Harriet’s hand, whispering, “You okay?”

Harriet nodded, but her heart hammered with humiliation and a strange, breathless anticipation.

When the tree was finally finished and the others drifted to the kitchen for cake and tea, Harriet lingered in the empty room, staring at the glittering branches. Jack was the last to leave, pausing at the door.

He spoke quietly, for her ears alone. “It’s not about the bauble. You know that.”

She glared at him, refusing to let tears rise. “Then what is it about?”

Jack met her gaze, unflinching. “Respect. For yourself, for others. You want to act out? There’ll always be consequences. You want to keep testing me, I won’t stop holding the line.”

Harriet’s mouth opened, but no words came. Jack waited, then left her alone with the tree and the lesson, the silence ringing with everything she’d failed to say.

Outside, the snow began to fall again, blanketing the world in white. Inside, Harriet stood still, trembling, certain only of one thing: she wanted, desperately, to break him. But beneath that—darker, softer—she wondered what it would be like to finally let someone hold her together.

The family drifted from the living room, voices echoing down the hall as they poured into the kitchen for tea, cake, and soft attempts to patch over the fracture in the afternoon. Harriet lingered, kneeling beside the empty box that had once held her mother’s favorite bauble. She pressed her fingers into the worn cardboard, jaw clenched against the ache in her throat. The room felt impossibly large, lit with fairy lights and the lingering smell of pine, but it offered no shelter—not from the shame burning behind her eyes, nor from the sense of being utterly, publicly contained.

She gathered herself slowly, standing and dusting glitter from her jeans, swallowing the urge to scream or cry. She wanted to blame Jack, to hate him for humiliating her, but the memory of his voice—steady, unyielding—followed her like a shadow. You broke it. You clean it. There’ll always be consequences.

Her hands shook as she brushed at her knees. The humiliation was worse than anger. Jack hadn’t punished her with volume or scorn, but with certainty. He hadn’t needed to raise his voice to make her feel like a child.

Behind her, the kitchen bustled with the familiar sounds of Karen’s comfort: kettle whistling, mugs clinking, Pete’s baritone rumble about “bloody Christmas traditions.” But Harriet couldn’t face them. Not yet.

“Harriet?” Lila’s voice came from the doorway, soft, uncertain. “You coming?”

Harriet shook her head, forcing a tight smile. “Just… need a sec. Tell them I’m fine.”

Lila hovered, hands tucked in her sleeves, eyes gentle. “You don’t have to pretend. That was brutal.”

Harriet bit her lip, fighting tears. “He acts like he owns the place. Like I’m some wild dog that needs training.”

Lila hesitated, then came over, wrapping Harriet in a one-armed hug. “You kind of are, though.”

Harriet tried to laugh, but the sound was sharp. “Gee, thanks.”

“I mean it in a good way,” Lila pressed. “You’re a force. Most people can’t handle it. I don’t think Jack’s trying to break you. I think he’s the first person who hasn’t run away.”

Harriet turned that over in her mind, her bruised ego bristling. “It’s not about him. I just hate being put on display. Everyone staring, waiting for me to explode or fall apart.”

“You didn’t,” Lila pointed out. “You handled it. You did what he asked. That’s more than I would’ve managed.”

Harriet slumped onto the arm of the sofa, exhaustion washing over her. “I just— I thought coming home would feel… safer. I thought I could push back and nobody would notice. But he notices everything. He doesn’t let me win.”

Lila squeezed her hand. “He doesn’t let you lose, either. Maybe that’s something.”

The words settled, strange and almost comforting. Harriet nodded, letting her head fall onto Lila’s shoulder for a moment. “Thanks.”

They sat together in the glow of the Christmas lights, letting the world settle.

Downstairs, the adults had gathered around the kitchen table, voices pitched low. Karen poured tea for Jack, her hands trembling slightly as she set the mug in front of him.

“I wish you didn’t have to be so hard on her,” Karen murmured, glancing toward the living room. “She’s had a rough year. University… her dad. It’s been a lot.”

Jack accepted the tea, holding Karen’s gaze. “I’m not trying to be hard on her. But she needs boundaries. If you let her blow through every one, she’ll just keep pushing. She wants to know someone’s paying attention.”

Pete nodded sagely, swirling brandy into his mug. “Kids these days, they need structure. Lord knows I was a terror until my mum set me straight.”

Moira chuckled, but her eyes were kind. “Harriet’s not a bad kid. She just—she’s like a bottle of champagne that’s been shaken too hard. Sooner or later, the cork’s going to blow.”

Karen’s eyes shone with worry. “I want her to feel like she belongs. I want her to know she’s safe. But I don’t want to crush her, Jack. I don’t want to lose her, either.”

Jack sipped his tea, voice gentle but firm. “You won’t lose her. But she needs to know there are limits—and that you’re not afraid to hold them. I won’t let her push me away. She’ll fight, but she’ll respect it.”

Karen’s gaze searched his, the worry softening at the edges. “You really think she wants that?”

“I know she does,” Jack said. “She’s braver than she thinks. She just needs someone who won’t back down.”

Karen covered his hand with hers, her voice a whisper. “Thank you for being here.”

Jack squeezed her fingers, but his eyes drifted to the living room, thoughtful, resolute.

Upstairs, Harriet splashed cold water on her face in the tiny bathroom, bracing herself against the sink. She stared at her reflection: red hair wild, eyes rimmed pink, lips pressed tight. She looked more like her old self—a fighter, a brat, a survivor. But under the anger, something softer ached: the need to be seen, the relief that, finally, someone had stood firm.

She tiptoed to her room, closing the door with a soft click. The house muffled the sounds of life below—laughter, clinking spoons, the familiar grind of the kettle. Harriet threw herself onto her bed, pulling a pillow over her face, wanting to scream but only managing a long, slow exhale.

She replayed the confrontation over and over: the crash of the bauble, the silence, the way Jack had made her pick up every piece in front of everyone. The burn of humiliation was sharper than any scolding—but it was clean, almost clarifying. He hadn’t hurt her pride so much as carved away the useless armor she’d built for herself.

And for a terrifying, liberating moment, she’d almost felt grateful.

Her phone buzzed—a message from Lila: “Don’t hide forever. Mum says there’s brandy in the fruitcake.”

Harriet smiled despite herself, thumb hovering over the reply. She typed: “Coming down. Don’t let Jack steal my piece.”

Promise, Lila sent back, punctuated by an elf emoji.

Harriet pushed herself up, straightening her jumper, running her fingers through her tangled hair. She hesitated at the door, heart thudding. She wasn’t ready to apologize, but she also wasn’t ready to keep hiding. Maybe Lila was right. Maybe Jack wasn’t there to break her—just to make sure she didn’t break herself.

She descended the stairs slowly, pausing at the bottom. The kitchen was full of light and voices, Jack’s laugh mingling with Pete’s booming stories, Karen’s gentle reminders, Moira’s sly jokes. Harriet hovered in the doorway, uncertain.

Jack looked up, meeting her gaze. He offered a small, almost imperceptible nod—an invitation, not a command.

Harriet stepped inside, sliding into her usual spot between Lila and Moira. The fruitcake was passed around, the conversation spun out into safer territory—gossip, gifts, plans for tomorrow. Every now and then, Jack’s eyes met hers: steady, unjudging, patient. Not victorious, not smug, just… present.

Harriet didn’t say a word, but the weight in her chest eased.

For the rest of the afternoon, she let herself just exist—no battles, no barbs. She laughed when Lila did, rolled her eyes at Pete’s bad jokes, let Karen fuss over her without protest. She let herself be held by the gentle rhythms of family, the soft discipline of boundaries, the knowledge that, for once, she didn’t have to be the strongest person in the room.

And when Jack refilled her tea without asking, their hands brushed, and she didn’t pull away.

Late that evening, as the house settled into its nighttime hush, Harriet sat in bed, staring at the snowflakes whirling outside her window. Her phone glowed in her hand—no messages, no dares, just the quiet ache of a day survived.

She thought about Jack, about the way he hadn’t flinched, hadn’t punished, hadn’t turned away. He’d held the line—and, in doing so, held her, too.

She closed her eyes, letting the warmth of the house settle around her, and finally slept.

The house quieted at last, darkness pooling in corners where laughter had echoed only hours before. Harriet stood in the bathroom, teeth brushed, pyjamas clinging to her skin, her cheeks pink from washing. She watched her own reflection, searching for a sign of who she was supposed to be—grown woman, prodigal daughter, wild brat—or maybe just a survivor with nowhere left to run.

She flicked off the light, tiptoeing past Lila’s door. Lila’s gentle snores drifted into the hall, the faint glow of fairy lights pulsing under her door, a comfort against the winter dark. Downstairs, the last sounds of adult conversation faded into clinking mugs and then silence. Harriet hesitated at the landing, fingers tracing the old banister, breath catching as she listened for Jack’s footfalls or the hush of her mother’s voice.

Nothing. Just the whisper of snow pressing against the windows.

She crept into her room and closed the door, sinking onto her bed and hugging her knees to her chest. The glow of her phone screen cast blue shadows on the walls. For a moment, she scrolled aimlessly—through old messages, blurry photos from uni parties, a half-hearted thread with a boy she barely remembered. None of it could pull her out of the day’s storm.

She tossed the phone aside, sighing hard, staring up at the ceiling. The ache in her chest was no longer sharp but spreading, dull, the kind that made her want to hit something—or to sob until the well was dry. Instead, she let herself feel everything: the humiliation of kneeling in front of her family, picking up shards while Jack stood sentinel; the thrill of having someone refuse to let her run; the strange, unwelcome comfort of knowing she couldn’t break the house’s quiet rules no matter how she tried.

A hot tear slid down her cheek, swift and silent. She swiped it away before it could fall, cursing herself for caring. She hated that Jack had gotten under her skin, hated that she’d let him. But beneath the anger, something deeper throbbed—a longing she refused to name.

She lay back, staring at the faint shimmer of fairy lights from the window, letting the memories of the day replay. Jack’s face: calm, certain, not unkind. Lila’s hand squeezing hers after the ordeal. Karen’s worried glance, always watching, always hoping.

Harriet squeezed her pillow, burying her face in the softness. Why can’t I just be easy? Why do I always have to fight? The questions spiraled, no answers forthcoming. But the ache, the restlessness, only grew.

She sat up suddenly, heart pounding, and crossed to the window. Outside, the garden was bathed in moonlight, the snow unbroken save for Jack’s bootprints—still clear, frozen in the white. Harriet pressed her forehead to the glass, watching for any sign of movement below, some proof that the world outside hadn’t frozen too.

She wondered if Jack was awake, if he was downstairs reading or tidying the kitchen. If he was thinking about her—not with pity, not even with anger, but with the same relentless patience that had held her all day.

The urge to go downstairs, to find him, to demand another round, was almost overwhelming. She imagined it: bursting into the kitchen, laying herself bare, daring him to discipline her again—just to feel the safety of boundaries, just to know he cared enough to hold her steady.

But she stayed where she was, hands pressed to the freezing glass, letting the want burn through her like whiskey.

Tomorrow, she promised herself. Tomorrow she would try harder. She would find the line and push until it snapped, or until Jack snapped first.

She wanted to make him shout, to see him lose that unshakeable composure, to prove to herself that no one could be as strong as he seemed. And yet, even as she planned her next rebellion, a part of her wanted the opposite—to see him hold steady, to find herself held safe, not because she deserved it, but because he refused to let her go.

She tore herself from the window, crawling back under the covers, body rigid with anticipation and dread. The house creaked around her, the old walls whispering secrets she didn’t want to hear.

If he wants a brat, she thought, he’s going to get one. I’ll show him what that really means.

But even as she closed her eyes, the bravado rang hollow. She was tired of fighting, tired of the ache, tired of being seen but not known. Maybe tomorrow she would let herself be found.

Maybe.

The darkness pressed in, gentle and cold. Harriet drifted to sleep, her mind churning with schemes and sorrow, hope and hunger.

Downstairs, the last lamp flickered out. Jack, alone in the kitchen, sat with his tea cooling, eyes fixed on the window, waiting for the storm inside the house to break again.


Chapter 3 — The Dinner Fight

Harriet found herself staring at the drawer of cutlery, jaw set, fingers wrapped around a fistful of forks. The sound of laughter from the living room was muffled, distorted by the kitchen’s clatter and the low hum of the extractor fan. She should have felt at home, in this house full of chipped plates and childhood memories, but instead she felt caged—boxed in by family routines and the iron rules of someone who hadn’t even been there a year.

“Don’t murder the spoons, okay?” Lila sidled up next to her, arms full of napkins and placemats, hair escaping its bun in cinnamon curls. She gave Harriet a sideways grin, nudging her hip. “You look like you’re about to go into battle.”

Harriet snorted, forcing a smile. “Maybe I am.”

Lila snickered, voice low. “You know, it’s just dinner. Not the Last Supper.”

“Speak for yourself.” Harriet rattled the forks into a stack, lining them up with aggressive precision. “You try sitting across from Jack all night.”

Lila’s eyes flicked to the kitchen door, as if half-expecting Jack to materialize at the mention of his name. “He’s not so bad, you know. Mum says he’s the only one who ever volunteers for washing up.”

“Yeah, well, he can have that job. Maybe he can scrub his own rules while he’s at it.”

Lila snorted again, bumping Harriet with her hip. “You’ve been looking for a fight since you got here. Just… don’t pick one with the mashed potatoes, alright?”

Harriet grinned, unable to resist. “No promises.”

They moved through the ritual together: Lila setting out mismatched plates and tartan napkins, Harriet distributing cutlery with mechanical precision. The air was thick with kitchen smells—roasting meat, sage, a faint undertone of burnt sugar from the fruitcake cooling by the window. From the living room, Pete’s baritone rumbled, Moira’s laughter trailed after, and Karen called out last-minute instructions about wine glasses and salad bowls.

Harriet lined up the forks, fingers moving faster the more her mind raced. Every small gesture, every noise, was a spark: the scrape of chair legs, the clink of glasses, Lila’s singsong teasing, her mother’s hopeful questions. All of it grated—because underneath, she could feel Jack’s presence pressing in, even though he hadn’t yet appeared.

The back door swung open and he was there—Jack, arms dusted with flour, sleeves rolled to his elbows, carrying a stack of serving dishes like it was nothing. He paused in the doorway, surveying the chaos with a cool, measured eye. He looked more like a foreman than a guest, his calm filling the kitchen as he set the food down on the counter.

“Table ready?” he asked, not to anyone in particular.

Harriet didn’t answer. She could feel the challenge in his gaze even when he wasn’t looking at her directly. She moved to the far end of the table, dropping spoons a little too loudly, daring him to say something.

Lila noticed. She always noticed. “Let’s not get banned from pudding this year,” she whispered. “Remember when you started the bread roll war?”

Harriet smirked, tension easing just for a second. “That was strategic chaos.”

Jack started pouring gravy into a jug, his movements efficient and utterly unhurried. He worked around Harriet, never getting in her way, but never ceding an inch of space either. It was as if they were both magnets—locked in an invisible field, repelling and attracting, never quite touching.

Karen bustled in, cheeks flushed from the oven. “How’s it coming, girls? Everyone ready?”

“Almost,” Lila replied, moving to fill the water glasses.

Jack wiped his hands on a tea towel, nodding at the plates. “Harriet, switch those—dessert forks go above the plates.”

Harriet bristled. “Does it really matter?”

“It does to your mum,” Jack said, tone mild but final.

Harriet gritted her teeth but adjusted the forks, making a show of slamming each one into place. Lila stifled a laugh, mouthing “Rebel” behind her back.

Moira entered next, balancing a bottle of red and her phone, snapping a picture of the spread for “posterity.” Pete lumbered in after, already mid-story about a disastrous ski holiday, waving his glass for emphasis.

“Alright, troops!” Karen announced. “Find your seats, before it gets cold!”

As everyone settled, the energy shifted. Harriet, hyper-aware of every glance, slipped into her chair, shoving her hair behind her ears. She could feel Jack’s presence opposite her, his calm a steady drumbeat beneath the family noise.

As Karen served the roast and Pete launched into another story, Lila leaned in, voice a low dare. “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”

Harriet quirked a brow. “That’s a very short list.”

Lila smirked. “Yeah, well, just don’t get sent to the naughty step.”

Across the table, Jack caught her eye. He said nothing, but his gaze was direct, unblinking. Harriet stared back, refusing to look away, electricity sparking between them.

The meal began—plates passed, wine poured, laughter swelling around the table. But beneath it all, the promise of a fight hovered—inevitable as the coming storm.

Through the first course, Harriet’s nerves coiled tighter. Jack never raised his voice, but he directed the flow: “Pete, would you like more?” “Moira, the potatoes are closest to you.” “Harriet, pass the bread.” Each command was gentle but absolute, threading his authority through the chaos with barely a ripple.

Harriet resented every moment of it. Every time she passed a dish or took direction, she felt a small defeat lodge in her chest.

She retaliated in small ways: passing the salt the wrong direction, refilling only her own glass, ignoring Jack’s questions about university. But he didn’t scold or correct—he just watched, steady as a stone, and let the silence after each slight stretch on a little longer.

Karen and Moira, sensing the tension, tried to paper over it with jokes and chatter. Pete obliviously barreled on, spinning a yarn about sledding in the Alps, only to be derailed by a splash of gravy landing on his lap.

Even Jasper the dog sensed something different, slinking under the table and curling up at Harriet’s feet, sighing heavily.

As Karen announced dessert, Harriet and Jack locked eyes again—his gaze challenging, hers defiant.

“Nice table, girls,” Karen said, trying to smile through the crackling air.

“Thanks,” Harriet said, too brightly. “We followed all the rules.”

Jack’s lips twitched, almost a smile, but not quite. “Some rules are worth following.”

Their eyes held a second longer—a standoff, unbroken, everyone else caught in the crossfire.

The table was set. The game was on.

By the time everyone was seated, the table shimmered with candlelight and competing scents—roast chicken, sweet winter vegetables, cranberry sauce, the bittersweet promise of mulled wine. Karen hovered at the head, eyes darting from platter to platter, determined to keep everything perfect. Pete poured the first round of drinks, his jokes already tumbling out as the wine bottle tipped. Moira tapped away at her phone, narrating the moment for her social feed. Lila smirked, already watching Harriet for the first move.

Jack took his seat with deliberate calm, eyes sweeping the table in a way that somehow felt both casual and commanding. Harriet sat directly opposite, one leg tucked under her, back straight, posture saying try me. She’d dressed for battle—a black turtleneck and dark jeans, hair twisted up with a pencil, every angle a silent declaration of resistance.

Karen began, “To family and new traditions. May we survive each other another Christmas.” Glasses clinked, laughter sparked, and for a moment, it was almost easy.

But Harriet had come to the table loaded for bear.

She started small, her voice syrup-sweet as she reached for the potatoes, cutting across Jack’s polite offer. “No need, I can serve myself. I’m used to fending for myself at uni. You don’t need to play host, Jack.”

Jack didn’t miss a beat. “It’s not about hosting. It’s about sharing the table.”

“Oh, right,” Harriet said, turning to Lila. “We wouldn’t want to disrupt the natural order.” The joke landed flat; Lila grinned, but Karen’s eyes flashed warning.

Moira broke in, recounting a disastrous office party. Pete followed with a toast to “old dogs and new tricks,” making Karen groan. Harriet, undeterred, upped the ante. She asked Lila about her “rebel phase,” making sure everyone heard the not-so-subtle dig: “Remember when you dyed your hair blue and said you’d never follow a single rule in your life?”

Lila giggled, flicking a pea at Harriet. “Still true. But I clean up after myself, unlike some people.”

Jack’s fork paused, the only sign he was listening. He glanced at Harriet, his voice gentle but precise. “We take turns speaking at the table. Let Lila finish before you jump in.”

Harriet rolled her eyes. “Is that another new rule? There are a lot to keep up with these days.”

Karen tried for lightness, “Just makes dinner go smoother, love.”

But Harriet wasn’t finished. She let a beat pass, then—louder, clearer—said, “Seems like we’re not allowed to do much of anything anymore unless Jack says so.”

A silence fell. Pete coughed, shifting in his seat, and Lila bit her lip, watching Jack for a reaction.

Jack’s tone stayed steady. “Respect goes both ways, Harriet. If you want to be heard, listen first.”

Harriet smiled, sharp as glass. “Hard to listen when you’re always being told what to do.”

Jack’s eyes didn’t leave hers. “You’re welcome to eat elsewhere if that’s how you feel.”

Karen’s chair creaked. “Harriet—”

Harriet cut her off. “No, it’s fine. I wouldn’t want to offend the host.”

She slouched in her chair, spreading her elbows wide, feet hooked around the rungs. It was a direct challenge—deliberate, childish. Jack didn’t flinch.

“Sit up, please,” he said, soft but firm.

“I’m comfortable.”

“Then you can be comfortable somewhere else,” Jack replied. “Or you can join us at the table, respectfully.”

The table watched, frozen. Lila squeezed Harriet’s hand under the table, whispering, “Let it go.”

But Harriet couldn’t. The fight was the only thing keeping her from crumbling. She shifted, straightening just enough to hold her ground.

Karen tried to pivot, “Let’s just eat, please.” She dished out vegetables, hands trembling.

The conversation struggled on. Moira described her dog’s antics, Pete praised the roast, Lila offered funny snippets about school. But Harriet kept pushing, interrupting, making sly comments—about Jack’s “corporate voice,” about “how quickly things change when someone new moves in,” about “family traditions, rebranded by committee.”

Each time, Jack answered with even, measured corrections:

“Pass the water, please.”

“We’re all eating together.”

“That’s enough, Harriet.”

Never angry, never loud—just there, a steady fence she could not climb.

At one point, Karen’s nerves frayed and she knocked over her wine. Pete fumbled to help, Moira fetched napkins, Jack quietly cleaned up the spill, directing the chaos with a single word: “Hold.” The scene settled, but the tension sharpened.

Harriet, feeling eyes on her, tried one last time. She picked up her phone, checking messages under the table, thumb scrolling.

Jack: “Phones away at the table.”

Harriet looked up, her tone mocking. “Afraid I’ll tweet about the gravy?”

Jack: “Afraid you’ll miss what matters. Put it away.”

For a second, Harriet met his gaze, the challenge open between them. She was the spark, but he was the steady flame; she realized, with a jolt, that she wanted him to do more—wanted him to make her behave, wanted the boundary as much as she wanted to cross it.

She dropped the phone into her lap, glaring at her plate, pulse thundering.

Lila leaned in, voice low. “He’s not going to snap.”

“I’ll make him,” Harriet whispered, not sure if it was a threat or a wish.

Jack looked at her again, the smallest shake of his head—a refusal to fight her battle, a promise that he’d never stop holding the line.

The meal rolled on, but beneath every bite, every word, the war raged. Harriet felt raw, exposed—her anger an armor, her sarcasm a shield. But she was running out of ways to break him, and every failed attempt only made the ache sharper.

And Jack? He simply remained. Unmoving. Unbreakable.

The real explosion was yet to come.

The meal limped along, a wounded animal, tension bleeding into every corner. The once-cheerful clatter of forks and glasses faded to wary glances and half-hearted attempts at normalcy. Even Pete seemed subdued, his stories trailing off into awkward silence. Harriet was still the center of gravity, drawing every glance, every ripple of energy—and she knew it.

But she couldn’t stop herself. Every time she met Jack’s gaze across the table, a knot of anger and longing twisted tighter inside her. She wanted to prove something: that he couldn’t control her, couldn’t keep her penned in by soft words and gentle commands. If he was going to set the rules, she would break them. If he refused to shout, she would force him to.

Lila, watching closely, squeezed Harriet’s hand beneath the table, murmuring, “Don’t, Haz. Please.”

But Harriet’s whole body was coiled for battle. She took a slow, deliberate sip of wine, then leaned forward, catching the table’s attention with practiced bravado.

“So, Jack—” she said, voice pitched just a little too loud, “tell us, what’s your favorite Rowan family tradition? Or do you just make them up as you go?”

Karen’s fork clattered onto her plate. Moira’s eyes darted from Harriet to Jack, lips parted as if to intervene. Pete blinked, uncertain.

Jack didn’t flinch. “I try to respect what matters to everyone here.”

“Oh, right,” Harriet said, her tone syrupy. “Because you care so much about our history. You must’ve picked it up from all those years… Oh, wait.” She smiled, sharp and bright as broken glass. “You weren’t here for any of it.”

The table fell utterly silent.

Karen’s face drained of color. Lila kicked Harriet hard under the table, eyes wide. Moira looked as if she might speak, but the moment had frozen, brittle and jagged.

Jack set his knife down, folded his hands, and met Harriet’s gaze. “That’s true. I haven’t always been here. But I’m here now. And I care about this family—including you.”

It was the calm that undid her. The refusal to strike back, to give her what she thought she wanted. The steadiness was unbearable.

Harriet couldn’t stop. She pressed her advantage, voice trembling, all the old hurt pouring out. “Yeah? Funny, because it doesn’t feel like it. It just feels like you’re here to take over. To play house and pretend you’re—” Her words snagged. “Pretend you’re some kind of—”

She didn’t finish. Jack’s eyes didn’t leave hers. For a moment, the whole room held its breath.

Karen started to rise, voice shaking. “Harriet—enough.”

But Jack raised a hand, stopping her. He spoke quietly, his words carrying with a force that cut through everything. “You have a choice, Harriet. You can stay at this table and treat everyone here with respect, or you can take your dinner elsewhere.”

Harriet’s face burned. “Or what? You’ll throw me out?”

Jack didn’t blink. “You can remove yourself, or I will. I won’t allow you to hurt your mother, or anyone else here, just because you’re angry.”

The words struck her like a slap. No one had ever spoken to her like that in front of the whole family. Not her father. Not her mother. She waited for Karen to step in, to defend her, but Karen only looked stricken, eyes brimming.

Harriet pushed back her chair, defiant but shaking. “Fine. I don’t need this circus anyway.”

She stood, scraping her chair across the floor, and stalked toward the door. The eyes of her family burned on her back—Pete, shocked and silent; Moira, torn between pity and relief; Karen, on the verge of tears; Lila, biting her lip, devastated. Only Jack watched her go with unwavering calm.

At the door, Harriet hesitated. For a split second, she wanted to turn back, to shout something cruel, to demand that someone—anyone—stop her. But the silence pressed her forward. She left, the kitchen door swinging behind her like the closing of a cell.

The air in the hallway was colder, the world outside the glow of the table small and mean. Harriet’s chest heaved with humiliation and fury. She wanted to break something—anything—but the house was full of people, and there was nowhere to go.

She slumped against the wall, hands fisted, blinking back tears. The sound of voices from the dining room was muffled now, like the laughter of strangers. For the first time since she’d come home, Harriet felt completely, truly alone.

After a few moments, she heard footsteps approach. Lila slipped into the hall, wrapping Harriet in a fierce hug.

“God, Haz,” Lila whispered, “that was brutal. Are you okay?”

Harriet shook her head, but clung to her cousin anyway. “I just—I can’t stand him. He acts like nothing gets to him. Like I’m some child he can just control.”

Lila’s grip tightened. “You were out of line.”

“I know.” The words came out raw. “But he—he didn’t even get mad. He just made me leave. In front of everyone.”

Lila rubbed Harriet’s back. “He’s not going to fight you the way you want, Haz. You can push all you like—he’s just going to hold steady.”

Harriet pulled away, wiping her eyes with the back of her hand. “I don’t know what I want. I just… I needed someone to push back.”

Lila smiled, sad and wise. “He’s doing that, whether you like it or not.”

The sound of laughter from the kitchen drifted out, softer now. Harriet’s anger cooled, leaving shame in its wake. She couldn’t decide if she hated Jack more for sending her away, or for making her want to be brought back.

Back at the table, Jack sat quietly, shoulders squared. Karen reached for his hand beneath the table, her own shaking. “Did you have to do that?”

Jack squeezed her fingers gently. “She crossed a line. If I let it go, she’ll think it’s okay to hurt you—and herself.”

Moira, quietly supportive, nodded. “It was the right call, Karen. Harriet’s never had anyone hold her accountable.”

Pete cleared his throat, lost for words.

Jack’s face was calm, but inside, a storm raged. He hated hurting Harriet, hated the way she’d flinched. But he also knew—instinctively, deeply—that this was what she needed: a boundary that would not move, no matter how hard she pushed.

As dessert was served in tense silence, Lila returned, slipping into her seat. She met Jack’s eyes, a silent exchange passing between them—something that felt, almost, like respect.

Harriet lingered in the hallway, hugging herself. She heard the scrape of chairs, the clink of spoons, the low hum of voices carrying on without her. For the first time, she wondered if this was what she’d really wanted: to be sent away, to be missed, to be given a reason to come back on someone else’s terms.

She pressed her forehead to the cold wall, eyes closing. For once, she had no words, no barbs, only the throb of her own need—for attention, for discipline, for someone who would never, ever let her win.

Tomorrow, she promised herself. Tomorrow, I’ll break him—or I’ll break myself trying.

But even she knew, as the tears finally fell, that Jack’s discipline had done more than silence her. It had left her aching to be seen, aching to be forgiven, aching to be told exactly where she belonged.

The hallway felt colder, harsher than Harriet remembered, the tile biting through her thin socks. She pressed her back against the wall, letting the muffled voices from the kitchen roll over her—snatches of Pete’s jokes, Karen’s anxious staccato, Moira’s attempts at gentle normalcy. But nothing reached her, not really. She was locked out, alone with her ragged breathing and the echo of Jack’s words.

She wanted to march back in and demand her place. She wanted to throw plates, to shout, to make everyone as uncomfortable as she felt. Instead, she stayed frozen, her hands balled into fists, shoulders tight. Each minute ticked by, heavy and sharp, amplifying her humiliation. She could picture Jack’s face: calm, unshaken, resolute. She hated him for it. She hated herself for giving him the power to put her here.

After what felt like hours but was only minutes, the kitchen door eased open. Jack stepped into the hall, closing it quietly behind him. His presence filled the narrow space, sucking out all the air. He didn’t look angry, just settled—his posture as unyielding as the house itself.

Harriet straightened, chin high. “Come to gloat?”

Jack shook his head, voice low. “No. I came to check if you were ready to come back and treat everyone with respect.”

Her pulse jumped. “So I’m allowed back if I play nice?”

He studied her, his gaze impossibly steady. “You’re not a child, Harriet. You can choose. But if you want to be part of this family, you can’t use your hurt as a weapon.”

She swallowed, cheeks burning. “You think you know everything, don’t you? You think you can just… manage me.”

“I’m not trying to manage you,” Jack replied. “I’m asking you to be responsible for what you say. You want to be treated like an adult? Start acting like one.”

She flinched, words cutting deeper than she expected. The hallway felt smaller, her bravado paper-thin.

He held out a clean towel. “Help clear the table. Apologize to your mum. Then you can come back and join dessert.”

She stared at the towel, wanting to slap it away, to scream at him. Instead, she took it, her hands trembling. “You just like making me do things, don’t you?”

Jack’s mouth twitched. “No, Harriet. I like helping you see you’re capable of doing what’s right.”

The door swung wider. Harriet pushed past him, into the kitchen, face blazing. The family looked up as she entered, silence thick as snow.

Karen met her eyes, hope and worry mingled in her gaze. Lila nodded encouragement, mouthing, “You got this.” Moira patted her chair; Pete made a show of busying himself with the wine.

Harriet said nothing, just moved to the table, picking up empty dishes and stacking them for the sink. She worked methodically, her motions stiff, determined not to show how exposed she felt. Every plate, every scrape of cutlery, was another small penance.

Jack joined her at the counter, wordlessly rinsing glasses, handing her each one to dry. His nearness was infuriating—a silent reminder that no matter how much she fought, he would never meet her with anger, only unwavering presence.

Once the table was clear, Jack nodded toward Karen. “Anything else?”

Karen shook her head, tears glimmering in her lashes. “No, thank you both. Harriet—would you like to join us for dessert?”

Harriet hesitated, shame prickling up her arms. She could feel every eye on her, waiting, weighing her worth.

She drew a shaky breath, then said, “I’m sorry, Mum. For what I said. For… ruining dinner.”

Karen crossed the kitchen and hugged her, fiercely, as if to stitch them both back together. “You didn’t ruin it. You’re home. That’s what matters.”

Moira cheered softly, Pete toasted with his wine, and even Lila managed a relieved grin.

Jack, quiet, wiped his hands and returned to the table, setting out the pudding. “There’s enough for everyone.”

As Harriet took her seat, the family eased back into conversation. Moira cracked a joke about “Rowan drama,” Pete started a story about flaming Christmas puddings past, and Lila squeezed Harriet’s hand under the table, a silent truce.

But Harriet was changed. Her body buzzed with humiliation and relief—a strange comfort in having been made to submit, to own her actions. Every time she glanced at Jack, he met her gaze, steady and unapologetic. There was no gloating, no cruelty. Just the fact of his authority, holding the house—and her—together.

She realized, with a jolt, that she wanted that steady hand. That the boundary, even when it stung, made her feel safe in a way nothing else had for years.

Later, as the family scattered—Pete for another drink, Moira to the living room, Lila to upload photos—Harriet lingered in the kitchen, scraping the last of the pudding into a bowl.

Jack loaded the dishwasher, the ritual comfortable, practiced. He glanced over his shoulder. “Rough day?”

She snorted. “Is that your idea of comfort?”

He shrugged. “No point pretending it wasn’t hard.”

She leaned against the counter, exhausted. “You embarrassed me. In front of everyone.”

Jack met her eyes. “You embarrassed yourself. I just didn’t hide it for you.”

The honesty was infuriating—and freeing. Harriet wanted to scream, to cry, to collapse into his arms, all at once.

Instead, she said, “I don’t know why you keep holding the line.”

He dried his hands, voice quiet. “Because you deserve it. Because you’re strong enough to handle it.”

She stared at him, something inside her trembling. “I don’t feel strong.”

“That’s when you need someone to stand firm the most.”

The moment hung, thick with things unspoken.

“Go on,” Jack said gently. “Your family’s waiting.”

Harriet nodded, gathering her courage. As she joined the others, she felt something settle inside—a bone-deep exhaustion, but also a new certainty. Someone had seen her, held her, made her pay the price for her own rebellion—and, for the first time in years, she wasn’t running away.

She barely heard the laughter and conversation as the evening wore on. Her mind spun with the memory of Jack’s steady presence, the echo of his authority. The shame of being put in her place warred with a secret thrill: the ache of boundaries, the comfort of someone stronger, the wild, delicious terror of obedience.

As she climbed the stairs to bed, she knew one thing for certain: this was far from over. Tomorrow she’d push harder. Tomorrow she’d test every inch of the fence he built around her.

But tonight, wrapped in the house’s warmth, Harriet let herself rest inside the line he’d drawn. And, for the first time, she dreamed of being caught—not because she was bad, but because she belonged.

Harriet retreated to her room, footsteps muffled by the runner in the hallway, the closed door sealing her in with the residue of humiliation. The house around her thrummed with the low, comforting music of family: Moira’s laughter spilling from the living room, Pete’s booming toast, Lila’s footsteps up and down the stairs as she snapped candid photos of Jasper snoozing by the fire. Harriet sat on the edge of her bed, back rigid, arms crossed tight around her knees. The overhead light was too harsh, so she switched it off and let the glow of her childhood fairy lights fill the silence instead.

She was furious—at Jack, at her mother, at the whole family for letting it happen. Mostly, she was furious with herself. She replayed every second: the explosion at the table, Jack’s calm ultimatum, her own angry flight, the walk of shame back into the kitchen. The apology—the way the words had stuck in her throat, half-forced, half-honest. The way Jack had handed her the towel, treating her like someone capable, not just someone to be managed. The way her mother had hugged her so hard her ribs ached, as if the embrace could glue the day back together.

She lay back, staring at the ceiling. The ache in her chest was an old friend by now: the ache of being seen and corrected, of being loved and called to account in the same breath. For the first time, she wondered if this was what she’d been searching for since she came home—not to win, but to be stopped. To be told, finally, that someone would stand in her way and mean it.

Her phone buzzed with a message from Lila: “Survived? I stashed some emergency chocolate in your top drawer. Come downstairs if you want to watch Christmas movies.”

Harriet smiled—reluctant, but real. She typed back, “Maybe later. Tell them I’m sulking.”

Lila: “You? Never.”

Harriet tucked her phone under her pillow and curled onto her side, pulling the duvet up to her chin. She let herself cry, just a little, the tears softening the brittle edge of her anger. Then she closed her eyes and breathed, letting the familiar smells and sounds of home fill the ache in her chest.

Downstairs, Karen rinsed the last of the dishes, hands sunk in warm soapy water, her thoughts looping with worry. She’d watched Harriet grow wild and angry over the past year—her father gone, university uncertain, every phone call a little more brittle, a little less connected. Now, home for Christmas, Harriet seemed both desperate for boundaries and determined to shatter every one in sight.

Jack dried plates at her side, the ritual a comfort neither had to name.

Karen kept her voice low, careful not to let the others hear. “Did I do the right thing? Letting you take the lead? I’ve never—she’s never been sent away from the table before.”

Jack placed the dish on the rack with care. “You did the right thing. She needed someone to draw the line. If you’d protected her, she’d have seen it as weakness. She’d have pushed harder.”

Karen’s hands trembled in the water. “I just—she’s hurting, Jack. She’s so angry, and I don’t know how to help. I don’t want her to think I’ve chosen you over her.”

He set a warm hand on her shoulder, grounding her. “You haven’t. You’re showing her what real love looks like. Love isn’t letting someone destroy themselves, or the people around them, just because they’re in pain.”

Karen nodded, lips pressed tight. “She looked so lost. Like she was waiting for me to stop you.”

Jack squeezed gently. “She was. But she also needed to know you wouldn’t. She needed to know she couldn’t break us apart just by lashing out.”

Karen’s voice was barely above a whisper. “What if she never forgives me?”

He looked her in the eyes, steady and sure. “She will. You held her accountable. She’ll fight it—she’ll fight you, and me, and every fence you build. But she’ll come back, Karen. She wants to come back.”

A silence hung between them, thick with worry and hope.

Pete lumbered into the kitchen, shaking a mug for more tea. “All quiet on the western front?” he joked.

Karen wiped her hands, smiling tiredly. “We’re surviving.”

“Good woman.” Pete poured his tea, then left, humming a carol under his breath.

Jack waited until they were alone again. “Do you want me to talk to her?”

Karen shook her head. “Not yet. Let her have tonight. Tomorrow, maybe. Just… stay. Please.”

Jack nodded. “I’m not going anywhere.”

Karen’s eyes softened. “Thank you.”

In her room, Harriet rolled onto her back, listening to the gentle hush of the house. She pressed a pillow to her face, remembering the way Jack had looked at her—steady, disappointed, unafraid. She hated how much it mattered, how deeply she wanted his approval, even when she pretended otherwise.

She got up, went to her window, and stared out into the snow-bright night. The garden shimmered, silver and still, the world quiet except for the whisper of wind. She traced Jack’s bootprints with her eyes, the mark of his order on the chaos outside.

She wanted to fight him, to prove he could be broken. But under the bruises of pride, a smaller voice whispered: what if she needed someone she couldn’t break? What if surrender wasn’t weakness, but relief?

She crawled back into bed, pulling the covers up tight. She stared at the ceiling, exhaustion settling heavy in her bones. For a long time, she lay awake, waiting for her anger to fade, for the ache to dissolve. But in the darkness, what lingered was not defeat, but an unfamiliar comfort. The boundaries still stood. The house still held.

She drifted into sleep, the echo of Jack’s discipline and her mother’s embrace tangling into her dreams—a promise that, no matter how hard she pushed, someone would still be there to catch her.

Downstairs, Jack stood in the back doorway, looking out into the night. He let the cold bite at his skin, centering himself. Tomorrow would bring new battles—Harriet would test the fences again. But he was ready. He would hold the line. He owed her that much.

He owed himself, too.

The house settled, old and strong, the storm outside quiet for now.

The house had never felt quieter. Harriet lay in her old bed, fairy lights casting pastel patterns over the ceiling, the echo of the day’s humiliation vibrating just beneath her skin. It should have been a misery too thick to bear—being sent away from the table like a child, forced to apologize in front of everyone, then made to serve and submit while Jack watched, silent and sure. But as midnight gathered and the rest of the house slipped into sleep, Harriet found herself unable to let go of the sensation coiling through her: a heat, sharp and hungry, that refused to fade.

She tried to resist it. She tried to focus on her anger, on every grudge she’d ever nursed. But every time she closed her eyes, what returned was not the humiliation, but the feeling—the way Jack’s presence had crowded her in the hallway, the authority in his voice when he handed her the towel, the fact that he never raised his voice, never begged or bargained, just drew a line and held it. The memory made her shiver, goosebumps rippling along her bare arms.

Lila had texted again: “You alive? Want a hot chocolate?”

Harriet ignored it. She needed solitude—needed to be raw and private, to touch the wound that wasn’t a wound at all, but a secret craving coming alive under her skin.

She let herself replay the moment: Jack in the kitchen, his body blocking the door, his eyes unyielding. “Help clear the table. Apologize. Then you can come back.” There had been no room for argument, only the expectation of her obedience. And she had obeyed, with her heart pounding and her cheeks burning, every nerve strung tight with anticipation and dread. No one else had ever made her feel so young and wild—and so safe.

A flush bloomed low in her belly, pulsing outward. She rolled onto her back, sliding one hand under the duvet, letting her fingers trace the curve of her thigh. She closed her eyes, biting her lip, and let the day replay in dizzying, shameful fragments: the heat of his body near hers, the discipline in his voice, the roughness of the towel in her grip as she scrubbed dishes while he watched.

She pressed her thighs together, arching slightly, every inch of her alive to sensation. Her hand slipped under the waistband of her pyjamas, skin hot and damp. She imagined Jack behind her, his hand firm at the back of her neck, pushing her down until she yielded—no words, just the certainty of being overpowered and cherished at once.

In her mind, she saw herself forced to kneel, to serve, to look up at him and beg for forgiveness. Her breath quickened. The humiliation that had burned so painfully hours ago now curled into something exquisite—a needy ache that only grew sharper the longer she denied it.

She moved her hand lower, fingers slick, hips rising. She bit back a gasp, not wanting to risk the thin walls carrying her secret up and down the hallway. Her other hand tangled in the sheets, clutching tight, desperate to ground herself as her body trembled.

“You want to be handled, don’t you?” Jack’s voice, dark and calm, echoed in her mind. “You want to be put in your place. You want to know there’s nothing you can do to make me let go.”

A sob caught in her throat. She pressed her palm harder, chasing the edge of release. Every humiliation, every command, every act of obedience fed the fire inside her—she was his, even when she fought him, especially when she lost.

She pictured him pinning her to the counter after dinner, the towel falling, his hands at her waist, holding her still as he made her say thank you. She imagined his voice, low in her ear: “Good girl. You can learn, can’t you? You just need the right discipline.”

The orgasm took her by surprise—swift and silent, a wave rolling through her so hard she had to bite the edge of her pillow to keep from crying out. Her body shook with the force of it, pleasure and shame braided into something so intense it almost scared her. She rode it out, clinging to the image of Jack’s eyes on her, his control absolute, her own submission laid bare.

After, she lay breathless and trembling, the world soft around her, every nerve buzzing with aftershocks. She felt stripped raw, broken open in a way that was not pain but release—a kind of freedom she had never known she needed.

Tears pricked her eyes. Not the hot, angry tears of before, but something sweeter: relief, perhaps, or the longing to be caught again.

She pulled the duvet higher, rolling onto her side, curling into herself. Her mind drifted to all the ways she could provoke him tomorrow, all the games she could play to test the boundaries again. She knew she would push him. She would fight, she would rebel, she would claw at every fence he built—because what she wanted most was to be made to obey. To be brought to her knees and told she was good, not in spite of her struggle, but because of it.

If he wants a brat, she thought, the words echoing in the hush, I’ll show him one. But he’d better be ready to tame me. All of me.

She closed her eyes, the last shivers of pleasure sinking into her bones. Outside, snow fell in steady, silent sheets, blanketing the world in white. Inside, Harriet drifted toward sleep, dreaming not of escape, but of capture—of Jack’s hand at her nape, his rules binding her, his voice the only command she needed.

Tomorrow, she promised herself. Tomorrow she would push harder, break more rules, see how far he’d go to hold her in place. Tomorrow, she would demand everything—and hope, desperately, that he would not let her down.

Down the hall, Jack lay awake, staring at the ceiling, a storm of need and certainty moving through him. He would not give up. He would not yield. He would be the wall she needed, the force that would not move, no matter how wild the weather became.

For now, Harriet let the hush settle, every inch of her marked by the boundaries she’d railed against. And as her breathing slowed, a smile curled at the corner of her lips—not the grin of a girl who’d gotten away with something, but of a woman who, for the first time, longed to be caught.


Chapter 4 — Punishment Behind the Kitchen Door

Sunlight spilled through the kitchen window in icy gold, slicing the mess and warmth of a family breakfast into sharp relief. Plates clattered, kettle whistled, the fridge door banged open and shut. The house smelled of coffee, toast, and the cloying sweetness of leftover fruitcake. Harriet felt the pulse of the morning thrumming in her bones—a hunger, a fizz, a wild, reckless heat left over from last night’s secret release. She was restless, high on nerves and too little sleep, every nerve ending tuned to a frequency she couldn’t escape.

She’d barely slept, her mind haunted by the way Jack had handled her—the towel pressed into her hands, the line in his voice, the expectation of obedience. She woke throbbing for more: more boundaries, more rules, more of his quiet command. If he thought a single spanking or sharp word could settle her, he was wrong. She’d show him that a single night’s discipline wasn’t nearly enough.

The family was gathered in a slow-moving breakfast chaos. Pete, rumpled and hungover, slouched at the table, slathering marmalade on burnt toast. Lila danced between the kettle and the bread bin, narrating her every move with mockery for her TikTok followers. Karen moved in tight, anxious circles, whisking eggs and scanning the table for missing spoons. Jack stood at the sink, rinsing dishes, sleeves rolled, jaw set—not angry, but intent. The muscles in his forearms flexed as he moved, the slow, methodical grace of someone who never rushed, never lost his grip.

Harriet entered with a dramatic yawn, dragging her feet and letting her dressing gown trail behind her. She made a show of squinting at the sunlight, rubbing her eyes, letting her hair fall wild across her cheeks.

“Nice of you to join us,” Karen said, forced brightness in her tone. “There’s eggs if you’re quick.”

Harriet shrugged, flopping into a chair beside Lila. “Is there coffee or is it just brown water again?”

Pete snorted, Lila winked, but Karen’s mouth tightened. Jack just kept washing, the rhythmic clink of dishes never faltering. Harriet glared at his back, wishing he would turn, acknowledge her, challenge her. Instead, he ignored her, which somehow made the craving worse.

She started with small provocations—testing, measuring, waiting for the moment he’d snap. She let her spoon clang against the mug, spilled a little sugar on the counter, ignored Karen’s request to “please clear up after yourself.” Lila caught her eye, mouthing “Behave” with a grin.

“I’d behave if there was anything worth behaving for,” Harriet muttered, loud enough for the whole table to hear.

Jack set a cup down, slow and deliberate. “You can start by minding your manners at the table.”

His tone was mild, but the line was drawn. Harriet felt the spark—her whole body humming with anticipation. She stuck out her tongue at Lila, then scooped eggs onto her plate with too much force, sending a blob onto the tablecloth.

Karen tutted. “Harriet.”

Harriet didn’t meet her mother’s eyes. “Sorry, guess I’m just clumsy this morning.”

Pete reached for the butter, oblivious to the tension, but Lila’s glance was sharp with warning. Harriet, though, couldn’t help herself. She wanted to be seen—wanted to force Jack to see her, to do something, to set the world back in order with his hands.

She knocked her glass over next, orange juice pooling across the table and running in sticky rivers toward the cutlery. Karen let out a sharp, exhausted sigh.

“For heaven’s sake, Harriet—”

Jack turned, finally, towel in hand. He took in the mess with a look, then fixed his gaze on Harriet. “Clean it up,” he said, voice even, low, absolute.

Harriet met his eyes, chin high, defiant. “Why don’t you do it? You seem to like being in charge.”

For a second, Jack didn’t move. The family stilled, silence settling like a warning. Then Jack stepped closer, holding out the towel—not with gentleness, but with authority. “Now.”

Harriet snatched the towel, cleaning slowly, deliberately making a show of every wipe. When she finished, she tossed the towel into the sink with a flourish.

“There. Satisfied?”

Jack’s eyes narrowed, the only visible crack in his composure. “You’re not done. Put your dish in the sink and wipe down the table. Properly this time.”

Karen hesitated at the stove, her hands twisting in her apron. Lila gave a soft, nervous giggle. “Maybe we should all go walk Jasper before things get nuclear.”

Pete grumbled, “Pass the salt, would you?”

But Harriet wasn’t backing down. She carried her plate to the sink, deliberately letting a fork clatter to the floor, then crouched and picked it up with exaggerated slowness. She wiped the table, but missed the spots closest to Jack. He watched, arms crossed now, body radiating a contained force that made her heart stutter.

She straightened, eyes locked on his. “Happy?”

Jack stepped forward, lowering his voice so only she could hear. “Keep it up and you’ll find out exactly how unhappy I can be.”

His words, soft as a threat, sent a shiver down her spine. It was what she wanted—what she craved. The edge of trouble, the promise of consequences, the safety of being reined in.

She glanced around. The others were getting up—Pete heading for the garden, Karen flitting between the table and the counter, Lila grabbing her coat.

Lila caught her arm, whispering, “Don’t push him, Haz. You’ll lose.”

Harriet shook her off, determined. “Watch me.”

Jack didn’t take his eyes off her, even as he cleared the last mug, stacking it in the dishwasher. The moment stretched—just the two of them in the center of the mess, the air charged with everything unsaid.

Karen looked over, anxiety pinching her face. “Jack, can you check the bins outside? They’re full.”

Jack nodded once, slow, his gaze never leaving Harriet. “I’ll handle it.”

As the family drifted away, Harriet lingered, refusing to leave the battlefield. She grabbed another mug, rinsed it carelessly, sloshing water on the counter.

Jack returned, boots wet from the garden, shaking snow from his jacket. He surveyed the fresh mess, his jaw set. He closed the door behind him, making sure no one else could see.

“Is this what you want?” he asked, voice quiet and lethal.

Harriet matched his glare. “Maybe I just want you to stop pretending you’re in control.”

Jack stepped in, body close. The kitchen was suddenly too small, too warm, the rest of the world distant and irrelevant.

He didn’t touch her—yet. But his presence was a hand at her throat, a threat and a promise all at once.

“You want discipline, Harriet? You’re going to get it.”

Harriet’s breath caught. A thrill—fear, arousal, both—shot through her. She tossed the dishcloth onto the counter, defiant. “I’m not afraid of you.”

Jack’s lips curled into a dangerous smile. “You should be.”

They stood there, toe to toe, the tension between them crackling like static. Harriet could hear her own heartbeat, wild and loud. She wanted to fight, to run, to collapse into his arms and beg to be tamed. She did none of these things. She just held his gaze, daring him to do his worst.

Jack’s voice dropped to a whisper, sharp as a lash. “When I’m done with you, you’ll remember who sets the rules in this house.”

The threat, the promise, the certainty of it made Harriet’s whole body flush with heat. She was alive in a way she hadn’t been for years—stripped of excuses, raw and hungry for the line he would draw.

Outside, the dog barked, Pete shouted, the kettle whistled again. But in the kitchen, the real storm was about to break.

And for the first time, Harriet didn’t want to escape. She wanted to surrender. She wanted to be made to.

The kitchen was a battleground, and Harriet woke that morning determined to leave no survivors. Every word, every clatter of crockery, every sidelong glance felt like a dare. She could barely remember what started her mood—a sleepless night, a flash of Jack’s grip in her dreams, the phantom heat of his discipline pulsing between her legs. What she did remember was the way her insides twisted with a wild, reckless longing to be punished all over again.

She prowled the kitchen with deliberate carelessness. Toast crusts left on the counter, tea bags leaking on the windowsill, spilled orange juice she didn’t wipe up. The breakfast table was a minefield of mess and muttered sarcasm. Even Lila, usually up for anything, watched her with wary eyes.

“Careful, Haz,” Lila warned under her breath, scooping jam onto her toast. “You’re playing with fire.”

Harriet only grinned, the expression wide and sharp. “Maybe I want to get burned.”

Pete, oblivious, held the paper up as a shield, mumbling about the weather. Moira’s footsteps clattered overhead, Jasper barked at the back door, and Karen tried to pretend everything was normal.

But the pulse of the house was off. Everyone felt it, even if they couldn’t name it: the tension in Harriet’s jaw, the way Jack’s eyes followed her as she moved from counter to sink and back, the cold restraint in his voice each time he corrected her.

“Harriet, wipe the table before you go,” Jack said as breakfast wound down.

Harriet ignored him, dropping her fork with a clatter and stalking into the hall. She could feel his eyes on her back, and the thought made her skin prickle with something dangerously close to excitement.

She didn’t go far—just lingered in the doorway, arms crossed, waiting for the next opportunity. It came faster than she’d hoped: Karen, fussing over Jasper’s muddy paws, called for help with the dog and a pile of laundry. Harriet’s response was instantaneous—loud, dismissive, and razor-edged.

“You always need something, don’t you?” she snapped, making sure the others could hear. “I’m not your servant, Mum.”

The air crackled. Lila’s head snapped up, her face going pale. Pete’s newspaper lowered by an inch. Karen flushed, hands tightening on Jasper’s collar.

Jack’s voice was ice. “That’s enough, Harriet.”

She spun on him, eyes blazing. “Or what? You’ll make me? Go on—try.”

Jack crossed the kitchen in three long strides. The tension drew every pair of eyes. For a moment, it was just the two of them, the family pushed to the edges of the scene.

“I won’t have you disrespecting your mother,” Jack said, low and final. “Not in this house. Not today. Not ever.”

Harriet’s laugh was brittle. “You don’t get to tell me how to talk to my family.”

“Maybe not,” Jack replied, voice tight with control. “But I get to tell you how to act while you’re under this roof.”

Lila made a tiny, desperate sound. Karen stood frozen, tears prickling her lashes.

Harriet—heart thudding—couldn’t stop. She crossed her arms tighter, chin up, voice trembling with bravado. “Make me.”

For a second, the world held its breath. Then Jack’s jaw tightened. “In the kitchen. Now.”

There was no room for refusal in his tone. He nodded at Karen, who looked away, and then turned to Harriet with a single, cold command. Harriet felt the heat of a thousand eyes on her as she followed him, her steps light but defiant. At the threshold, she glanced back. Lila’s eyes pleaded, don’t, but it was too late—Harriet was already committed to the fall.

Jack closed the kitchen door behind them. The air on the other side was different—warmer, heavier, close with the promise of consequences. Harriet’s pulse pounded, anticipation running electric in her veins.

Jack stood between her and the door, arms folded, gaze fixed on her with a weight that made her legs want to buckle. For a moment, neither spoke. Outside, the family was a muffled chorus of clinking dishes and the patter of Jasper’s claws. But in the kitchen, it was just them—opponent and challenger, disciplinarian and brat, the world shrinking to a battlefield of two.

Jack’s voice, low and dangerous: “You think you’re untouchable? You think there’s nothing I can do?”

Harriet threw her chin up, refusing to give him the satisfaction of her fear. “Go on, then. Do your worst.”

His eyes blazed. “Don’t tempt me.”

But Harriet wanted to tempt him. She wanted to push and push until he snapped—wanted to force him to see how much she needed what he was threatening.

She leaned against the counter, pretending nonchalance, but her hands trembled where he couldn’t see. “What are you waiting for?”

Jack’s silence was louder than a shout. He took one step, then another, until only inches separated them. Harriet’s heart hammered. His body blocked out the light, casting her in his shadow.

“You will apologize to your mother,” he said, every word a command. “And you will do it properly. Then you’ll clean the table and the kitchen until it’s spotless. Or you’ll regret it.”

Harriet met his stare, daring him to go further. “And if I don’t?”

Jack leaned in, voice barely above a whisper, but the promise behind it unmistakable. “If you don’t, I’ll make sure you can’t sit comfortably through dinner.”

A shudder ran through her. The threat was clear, and for the first time that morning, Harriet’s bravado faltered.

Jack watched the shift, his gaze hard but not unkind. “This isn’t just about today. You’ve been pushing since you got home, looking for someone to push back. I’m not going to let you destroy this family’s peace just because you’re hurting. I’m not going to let you destroy yourself, either.”

The words hit harder than she expected. Harriet looked away, jaw tight. For a second, she almost surrendered.

But then the door rattled, Pete’s voice booming from the other side. “Jack? Jasper’s run off with the bacon. Karen says bring a mop!”

Jack didn’t break eye contact. “This isn’t over.”

Harriet found herself nodding, the fight draining out of her—not from fear, but from the sweet, terrifying relief of having someone who refused to let her win.

Jack turned and opened the door, stepping into the chaos beyond. Harriet stayed behind, knees weak, palms sweating, throat tight with unshed tears and something deeper—an ache she’d never dared admit, even to herself.

She stared at her reflection in the shiny surface of the kettle, face flushed, eyes wide. The girl staring back was changed: not defeated, but claimed, marked by the boundary she’d crashed into.

She heard Jack’s voice in the hall, commanding order, his footsteps steady and unhurried. In that moment, Harriet realized she wasn’t done. She would apologize, she would obey, she would clean until her knuckles ached—but only because it was him who made her. Only because the line he drew held her in place, safe against the world’s chaos, and her own.

She pressed her hands to her face, the shame burning in her cheeks, the heat still pulsing between her legs. She wanted to hate him. She wanted, even more, to thank him.

The incident was over, for now. The real punishment was still to come.

The house seemed to tilt, the sounds of family chaos leaking away as the kitchen door thudded closed. Harriet found herself alone with Jack, the rest of the world reduced to a distant thrum—the shuffle of Pete’s boots in the hall, Karen’s fretful voice calling for Jasper, the muffled laughter of Lila and Moira somewhere beyond. In here, though, the air was thick, electric, and every movement, every word, felt perilously weighted.

Jack stood with his back to the door, arms folded across his chest. He didn’t shout, didn’t even raise his voice. But something in his stance—rooted, implacable—made Harriet’s bravado falter. She pressed her palms against the counter, fighting to hold herself together, even as her pulse galloped with something dangerously close to anticipation.

He let the silence stretch, watching her. She could feel it—a force, invisible but unbreakable, settling over the room. She realized, for the first time, that she had no idea what Jack would do next. She only knew she’d gone too far, and there was no escaping the consequence.

“Why do you do it?” Jack asked at last, voice quiet but sharp as a whip. “Why do you push every boundary you see?”

Harriet lifted her chin, defiant, even as her stomach twisted. “Maybe I like seeing what I can get away with.”

He took a step closer, the movement deliberate. “That’s not it. You want to know someone will stop you. You want to know you’re not alone in the mess you make.”

She tried to laugh, but it caught in her throat. “You’re not my therapist, Jack.”

“No,” he agreed, another step closer. “I’m not. But I’m the only one here who’s not afraid to hold you to account. You hurt your mother just now. You humiliated her because you wanted attention.”

Harriet’s cheeks burned. She tried to push past him, but Jack didn’t move. He blocked her with nothing more than the breadth of his body and the certainty in his eyes.

“You’re not leaving this kitchen until you understand something,” he said. “Actions have consequences. You don’t get to set fire to the people who love you and expect them to come running.”

A tremor ran through her—not fear, exactly, but something raw and unsteady. “So what? You’re going to punish me?”

“If that’s what it takes,” Jack replied. “You want discipline? You’re going to get it. And you’ll thank me for it when I’m done.”

The words struck like a spark. Harriet felt her skin flush, breath stutter, anger and hunger colliding in her chest.

She pushed back, but her resistance was half-hearted. “You think you’re so strong. You think you know what I need?”

Jack’s gaze pinned her in place. “I know exactly what you need.”

He stepped forward, so close she could smell the crispness of soap and the earthy trace of woodsmoke clinging to his shirt. He reached out, cupping her jaw—not roughly, but with a grip that brooked no refusal. Harriet’s breath hitched; her whole body hummed with adrenaline.

Jack held her there, eyes searching hers. “You want to be reckless? Fine. But you’ll do it on my terms.”

He released her jaw, but only to take her wrist, turning her until she was pressed against the counter. She tensed, braced for a fight, but Jack only flattened his palm over the small of her back, holding her steady.

“You’re going to apologize to your mother,” he said, voice low and fierce, “and you’re going to do it without sarcasm, without hiding behind your anger. If you act out again, I’ll punish you right here. Where anyone could walk in. Is that clear?”

She shivered, heat curling low in her belly. “You wouldn’t dare.”

His hand tightened—not painfully, but enough to make her breath catch. “Try me.”

He kept her pinned, his body a wall behind her. Harriet struggled, but her resistance was only for show. Inside, she was shaking—not with fear, but with anticipation. No one had ever held her like this. No one had ever seen past the noise to the hunger beneath.

Jack bent, his breath warm at her ear. “You want a reaction. You want someone to see you, to rein you in. I see you, Harriet. I see every wild, beautiful, maddening part of you. And I’m not afraid of your storms.”

She let out a shuddering breath, the fight draining away. She didn’t want to admit how much she needed to hear those words. How much she wanted to believe them.

His grip loosened, but he didn’t let go. “You keep pushing because you’re desperate for someone to push back. To prove you’re not too much. You’re not. But you will be disciplined.”

He let the promise linger. Harriet’s knees threatened to give out.

She twisted, looking over her shoulder at him. “And if I say no?”

Jack’s expression didn’t waver. “Then you can walk out that door. No one will stop you. But if you want to stay, you’ll submit. You’ll learn where the line is—and what happens when you cross it.”

Harriet stared at him, heart pounding. She searched his face for cruelty, for anger, for anything that might justify her rebellion. But there was only steadiness. Only the promise that, for once, someone wouldn’t let her run.

Something inside her crumbled. She dropped her gaze, voice small. “What if I can’t?”

Jack’s hand softened, moving to her shoulder. “Then I’ll help you. Every time.”

The silence stretched, thick with meaning.

Outside the kitchen, the world moved on—Jasper barking, Pete bellowing about the rubbish bins, Karen’s voice calling for calm. But here, at the center of the storm, Harriet felt herself settle for the first time in years.

Jack released her, stepping back, giving her space. He waited, arms folded, letting her make the next move.

Harriet straightened, drawing in a shaky breath. “Fine. I’ll apologize.”

He nodded once. “Good. After that, you’ll help me clear up breakfast. And then you and I are going to have a conversation about respect. About what happens next if you don’t start acting like you belong here.”

She bristled at the rebuke, but the sting was less than she expected. It was a strange comfort, this new certainty—knowing exactly where she stood, and what it would cost to move past the line.

Jack moved to the sink, rinsing mugs, giving her the space she needed. Harriet wiped her cheeks with the heel of her hand, surprised to find them wet. She took another deep breath, rolling her shoulders, letting the last of her bravado slip away.

“Jack?” she said, voice tentative.

He looked over, waiting.

She forced herself to meet his gaze. “I don’t want you to give up on me.”

His eyes softened—just for a moment. “I don’t intend to.”

Their truce, silent but ironclad, settled between them. Harriet found herself almost grateful for the ache in her chest, for the shame that was finally, mercifully, shared.

She turned toward the door, pausing with her hand on the knob. “If I… mess up again—will you…”

He didn’t let her finish. “I’ll be here. I’ll hold the line. Every time.”

Something in her melted—fear, pride, longing, all tangled together. She nodded, wiping her eyes, and slipped back into the hall.

Jack stayed in the kitchen, watching her go, his own heart pounding. He knew this was only the beginning. The real battle was still ahead. But he also knew he’d never let her drown in her own chaos—not as long as he had the strength to hold her steady.

The family absorbed Harriet’s return with cautious relief. She apologized to Karen, voice wavering but true. Karen wrapped her in a fierce hug, forgiving her with tears in her eyes. Pete patted her shoulder, Moira offered a quiet smile, and even Jasper, tail thumping, seemed to sense the shift.

Lila caught Harriet’s hand in the hallway. “You okay?”

Harriet squeezed back, not trusting herself to speak.

Breakfast cleared away, chores finished, the house hummed with cautious peace. Harriet moved through the rooms with a new quietness, aware of every glance, every expectation. She felt the echo of Jack’s hand at her back, the certainty of his rules. It wasn’t defeat she carried, but relief—bone-deep and private.

She knew, even before the next storm broke, that she would push again. That she would need to test every boundary, every promise, until she believed she truly belonged.

And when she did, Jack would be waiting. The only question was how far she’d dare to go—and how much she’d crave being pulled back, over and over, into the safety of his discipline.

The morning edged forward, ordinary and extraordinary at once. Dishes clinked, chairs scraped, the last of the toast disappeared. Outside, Pete and Moira took Jasper for a walk; Lila drifted upstairs, singing under her breath. Karen bustled from room to room, the rattle of the vacuum cleaner fading into background noise. But the kitchen—the kitchen was a pressure chamber, quiet and waiting, its air thick with everything that hadn’t yet happened.

Harriet felt every second like a bead of sweat on her neck. She helped Jack wipe the table, every small movement an act of penance, nerves raw beneath her skin. Their conversation with the family had been civil, the apology accepted, peace restored—but the ache inside her only sharpened. The real conflict hadn’t been settled. It still simmered between her and Jack, a tension more honest than any words.

Jack finished rinsing the last mug and set it in the drying rack, his posture straight, calm, and unyielding. He dried his hands, then turned to face Harriet, eyes steady as iron.

“Lock the door,” he said, voice low.

She hesitated, breath catching, but obeyed. The bolt slid home with a soft click that might as well have been thunder.

Jack leaned back against the counter, arms folded. For a long moment, he just looked at her. Not with anger or cruelty, but with the kind of certainty that left no room for escape.

“Come here.”

Harriet’s feet carried her before she could think to resist. She stopped an arm’s length away, heart thumping so hard she was sure he could hear it.

Jack reached out, tracing a knuckle along her jaw—soft, then firm. “You want to test me, Harriet? You want to see how far I’ll go to hold the line?”

Her chin trembled, but she met his gaze. “Yes.”

His lips curled, not into a smile, but into something darker. “Then you’re going to learn what happens when you cross it.”

He turned her gently but unambiguously, guiding her to the counter’s edge. She braced her hands on the cool surface, breath shuddering.

Jack stepped in behind her. He didn’t need to say more. His presence alone—the heat of him at her back, the certainty of his grip—was enough to strip her of bravado.

He pressed his hand between her shoulder blades, holding her still. “You’ll keep your hands flat on the counter. You won’t move until I say you can.”

A shiver ran down her spine. She nodded, barely able to breathe. The rules—the clarity—were a relief, a lifeline.

Jack reached for her hips, his grip steady, then guided her a half-step forward, adjusting her stance. She felt exposed and safe all at once, her body trembling with anticipation.

“You know why this is happening,” he said, his voice a quiet storm. “You humiliated your mother. You disrespected me and this house. You pushed, knowing there would be consequences.”

“I wanted them,” she whispered, the confession pulled from deep inside her.

“I know.” His hand squeezed her hip, then released. “But wanting doesn’t make them any less real.”

He drew back his hand, and the first smack landed—a sharp, clear sound in the quiet kitchen, heat blooming instantly through the fabric of her leggings. Harriet gasped, the sting sharper and more electric than she’d ever imagined. It was pain, yes, but pain braided with pleasure, relief, and the dizzying knowledge that she was finally, truly, being held in place.

Jack paused, hand lingering on her lower back, grounding her. “Count.”

Harriet swallowed. “One.”

The next blow fell—firm, not brutal, but with a deliberate weight. She forced herself to stay still, hands pressing hard against the counter.

“Two.”

He continued, slow and methodical, each stroke a punctuation mark. By the fifth, tears stung her eyes. By the eighth, her resistance began to crumble, replaced by a trembling, molten gratitude. Jack’s hand never wavered, and neither did his presence.

When he reached ten, he paused. “Why are you being punished, Harriet?”

She could barely speak, throat thick with emotion. “Because I… because I crossed the line. Because I hurt Mum. Because I wouldn’t listen.”

“Because you need to know where you stand,” Jack finished for her. “And because you want to be held to something stronger than your own anger.”

He delivered two more, firmer than before, and Harriet sobbed—not with pain, but with the release she’d needed for so long. She pressed her forehead to her forearm, breath shaking, letting the tears fall.

Jack gentled his touch, running a hand over her back, soothing. “It’s over. You did well.”

Harriet stayed as she was, boneless and trembling, unable to lift her head. Jack didn’t force her to move. He simply stood beside her, one hand resting at her waist, a silent anchor in the storm.

When she finally managed to straighten, he met her eyes. There was no judgment in his gaze—only pride, and the dark, wild heat that had haunted her dreams.

“You took your punishment,” he said quietly. “And you’ll take my praise, too.”

He cupped her cheek, thumb brushing away a tear. “You’re not bad, Harriet. You’re brave. But bravery without boundaries turns to self-destruction. I won’t let you do that. Not to yourself, not to the people who love you.”

She swallowed, overwhelmed. “Thank you.”

He pressed his forehead to hers for one brief, intimate moment—a contact so fleeting it might have been imagined, if not for the electricity humming between them.

Then he stepped back, his face shuttered once more, all business. “Wash your face. Rejoin the family. And remember, you’re mine to discipline if you need it again.”

The words thrilled and terrified her in equal measure. She nodded, unable to speak.

Jack watched her gather herself, his own hands trembling just a little. He wanted her, that much was clear. But he would not cross a line she wasn’t ready for. Not yet.

As Harriet washed her face at the sink, the cool water soothing her burning cheeks, she felt changed—purged, rebuilt. Her skin smarted, her pride was bruised, but her heart was steady for the first time in months.

She let her reflection stare back, noting the wild flush on her skin, the brightness in her eyes. She was still trembling, but now it was with anticipation, not dread.

When she left the kitchen, Jack followed a minute later, his face unreadable, but his gaze finding hers instantly. A secret passed between them—unspoken, but ironclad.

Harriet slipped into the living room, quieter, more composed. Lila glanced up, concern in her eyes, but Harriet only smiled—small, fierce, real.

Karen called her over, enfolding her in a gentle hug. Pete handed her a mug of tea, Moira offered a plate of biscuits, and Jasper curled at her feet. The family welcomed her, the storm forgiven, the peace re-won.

But Harriet was changed. She knew now what she wanted. What she needed. And she knew, with a shiver of hunger, that Jack would give it to her—if she dared to ask. If she dared to misbehave.

For the rest of the day, she moved through the house with a new confidence, aware of every look, every word, every boundary. The world felt safer, smaller, and infinitely more dangerous, all at once.

As evening fell and the house grew quiet, Harriet lay in bed, remembering the feel of Jack’s hand, the sound of his voice, the certainty of his power. She pressed her face into the pillow, heart thudding, body still singing with the memory.

This was only the beginning. She knew she would push again. She wanted the discipline, the heat, the surrender—wanted to find the edges of herself and trust Jack to hold her there, safe and seen.

Tomorrow, she promised herself. Tomorrow she would find a new way to test him.

But tonight, she slept easier than she had in years, held together not by her own will, but by the line Jack had drawn—and the knowledge that she could never break it alone.

The kitchen air still crackled with heat, every nerve in Harriet’s body alive. Her skin was warm from Jack’s discipline, her mind adrift on a sea of humiliation and electric relief. She pressed cool water to her cheeks, pulse fluttering in her throat. It was supposed to be over. But she knew, even as she calmed herself at the sink, that the storm was only shifting—now it was a secret, burning between her and Jack, invisible to everyone else.

She heard footsteps on the landing—Lila, humming a Christmas song under her breath. The vacuum cut out, replaced by Karen’s voice in the hallway, sharp with motherly worry: “Has anyone seen Harriet? Is she helping with the washing up?”

Panic flared in Harriet’s chest. Her hands trembled as she dried them, glancing over her shoulder at Jack. He stood just inside the pantry, expression calm but eyes keen, listening to every sound beyond the door. She felt the weight of his presence, the certainty that if anyone walked in now, everything between them would be laid bare—her red cheeks, his commanding stance, the air humming with consequence.

Jack’s voice was low, almost a whisper. “Stay quiet. Let them pass.”

Harriet nodded, heart thundering. She pressed herself into the corner, as if she could make herself smaller, safer. She imagined Lila flinging open the kitchen door, Karen bustling in with her endless fussing, Pete or Moira peering in with a joke. What would they see? Not just Harriet—damp-eyed, breathless—but Jack too: the man who had just taken her in hand, who had marked her not just with his palm, but with his power.

The footsteps grew closer. Harriet’s breath caught as the doorknob rattled. Jack moved swiftly, quietly, stepping behind her, one broad hand resting lightly at her hip—a subtle warning, a claim. She didn’t dare move, her heart hammering loud as thunder.

Lila’s voice floated through the door, closer than ever. “Haz? You in there? Mum says she’ll need help with the potatoes in five.”

Harriet swallowed. “I’m—yeah, just finishing up. Be there in a sec.”

Lila’s footsteps paused, as if she might come in anyway. Harriet held her breath, every muscle tense. Jack’s grip tightened just slightly—a silent order to keep calm, to hold the secret a little longer.

Then Lila’s footsteps retreated, her voice fading as she moved on to another room.

Harriet let out a shaky breath, leaning into the counter, relief and disappointment warring in her chest. The thrill of being nearly caught—of Jack’s hand steady at her hip, his body close, the discipline still tingling on her skin—left her dizzy.

Jack released her, but didn’t step far. His voice was low and dark, pitched for her ears alone. “You like the risk, don’t you?”

She met his eyes, unable to lie. “Yes.”

His gaze was fierce, but not unkind. “Then you’d better learn to behave, or you’ll end up over my knee with the whole family listening in.”

A flush rose in Harriet’s cheeks—equal parts shame, arousal, and the wild exhilaration of being so deeply known. She wanted to sass him, to make another bratty retort, but the memory of his discipline still stung. Instead, she nodded, swallowing hard.

“Good girl,” Jack said quietly, the words sinking deeper than any punishment.

A noise at the door—Pete, whistling tunelessly, rattling the handle as if he might barge in. Jack’s demeanor shifted instantly. He slipped to the other side of the kitchen, picking up a dish towel, becoming just another helpful guest. Harriet scrubbed at the counter, hiding her burning cheeks as Pete poked his head in.

“There you two are! Karen’s going on about sprouts, says she can’t find the nutmeg. Everything all right?”

Jack answered smoothly, “Just finishing up in here. We’ll be out in a moment.”

Pete eyed them, grinned. “Righto. No more slacking, you two.”

As soon as he left, Harriet nearly sagged with relief. Her body still hummed, every nerve alive with adrenaline. Jack moved close again, but didn’t touch her. His voice was almost gentle.

“You’re safe. For now.”

She bristled—part pride, part longing. “I don’t need you to save me.”

He smiled, the faintest curve of his lips. “You don’t have to. But I will, if you need it.”

The air between them was charged—full of the risk that someone could walk in at any moment, full of the knowledge that their secret might not be safe for long. Harriet loved it, hated it, craved it more than she wanted to admit.

She busied herself with dishes, but her mind was elsewhere. Each scrape of sponge against plate, each clink of glass, was a reminder: she had been punished, held down, made to surrender. And she wanted more.

Jack handed her a tea towel, fingers brushing hers. The touch was fleeting, but it sent another thrill racing up her arm.

“You’re not done testing me,” he murmured. “Are you?”

She shook her head, eyes dark with challenge. “Not even close.”

His gaze promised consequences, promised he would always be ready. “Then you know what to expect.”

A beat—a breath where anything might happen, where the door might open and all their secrets spill out. But no one came.

He stepped back, letting her finish. “Clean up. Then join your family. Act like nothing’s changed.”

“Has it?” she whispered.

Jack’s smile was wicked and proud. “Everything has. But only you and I need to know. For now.”

Harriet left the kitchen with her heart pounding, cheeks still hot. She moved through the house as if nothing had happened, but every step felt new—her body different, her mind awake to possibilities. She found Lila in the living room, laughing over old photos, Karen bustling about with recipes, Moira fussing over the Christmas playlist.

No one knew her secret—no one saw the marks hidden beneath her clothes, the way her limbs trembled with memory. But Jack did. Every time she glanced his way, their eyes met, the unspoken promise between them thick as honey.

For the rest of the day, Harriet played her role—helpful daughter, teasing cousin, dutiful hostess. But inside, she was electric with anticipation, hungry for the next test, the next risk, the next time she might push and be caught, punished, held.

The family’s laughter, the twinkle lights, the crisp snap of the winter air—all of it faded compared to the fire burning low and secret inside her.

She knew she wouldn’t be able to hide it forever. She didn’t want to.

As dusk fell, Jack passed her in the hall, his voice a whisper for her alone. “You know where to find me if you need another lesson.”

Harriet’s lips parted, a shiver chasing down her spine. She was changed, claimed, and she wanted the world to know it—even as she guarded their secret for one more day.

The risk, the secrecy, the heat of almost being discovered—these would carry her through the quiet hours until the next chance came. Until she could provoke him again, and trust that he would never, ever let her fall.

It was almost obscene, the way Harriet moved through the house now—light on her feet, skin tingling under her clothes, every nerve alive with the memory of Jack’s hand. No one else could see the flush at the tops of her thighs, the faint outline of his palm that echoed beneath the fabric. No one saw the secret smile that threatened whenever she thought about how he’d bent her, held her, disciplined her into trembling stillness.

She tried to act normal. She tried to be helpful: peeling potatoes at Karen’s side, joking with Lila, even managing to answer Moira’s endless questions about university without snapping. But her mind was never entirely present. The real world—the kitchen smells, the clatter of dishes, the flutter of snow at the window—was background noise compared to the fireworks that went off in her head every time she remembered what had happened behind the closed kitchen door.

She caught her reflection in the window as dusk crept in—hair wild, cheeks bright, a girl on the edge of womanhood who had been changed in ways no one could name. She could still feel Jack’s gaze on her, the weight of his authority, the certainty that he would never let her spiral out of control again. It was humiliating and exhilarating all at once. She wanted to laugh. She wanted to cry. Mostly, she wanted to run straight back to him, throw herself against the fence and dare him to hold the line again.

Every time Jack entered a room, Harriet felt her whole body tighten. She tracked him with her peripheral vision: the set of his jaw, the way his hand rested on the back of a chair, the measured calm in every movement. He was careful around the others—never so much as glancing at her for too long, never touching her, never letting anyone else see the claim he’d made. But between them, the air was heavy and electric, each moment alive with the memory of what he’d done and the threat that he could do it again at any time.

At dinner, she was quieter, more obedient, and yet every word, every small act of compliance was a dare. She passed him the bread before being asked. She helped clear the plates without protest. She even thanked her mother for the meal, voice soft but steady. Karen squeezed her hand, smiling with relief, and for a heartbeat Harriet wanted to tell her everything: I’m not lost, I’m not angry—I’m being held. I’m safe, finally, because someone saw what I needed and was willing to give it, even if I fought him for it.

After dinner, the family gathered in the living room for a movie. Pete stretched out and started snoring within minutes. Lila curled up with her phone, flicking through old photos. Moira and Karen swapped gossip about relatives. Jack sat in the armchair, reading the paper, but every so often, Harriet felt his gaze flick toward her—hot, possessive, a promise and a warning both.

She excused herself halfway through the movie, nerves jangling. In the hallway, her phone buzzed—a message from Lila:

“You seem different. Did something happen?”

Harriet typed, paused, then deleted her answer. What could she say? That she’d been punished like a schoolgirl and it had made her feel alive for the first time in months? That she was aching for more, dreaming of the next time she’d cross the line just to feel Jack’s hands on her again?

She made her way to the upstairs bathroom, locking the door behind her. She turned on the tap, letting the rush of water drown out the house’s noises, and peeled down her leggings just far enough to see the marks he’d left. Ten faint handprints, deepening now to rose, spread across her skin—a private gallery of proof.

She traced each one with shaking fingers, memory replaying in electric flashes: the heat of his palm, the command in his voice, the thrill of surrender. She pressed her thighs together, the need rising again, thick and hungry. She wanted to touch herself, to chase the edge, but she held back—waiting, wanting, hoping for more.

She looked in the mirror, meeting her own eyes. She saw a girl who had been changed, who had begged for boundaries and finally found them. Her lips parted on a soft gasp as the longing overwhelmed her, an ache so sharp it bordered on pain.

Back in her bedroom, she paced, restless. The memory of Jack’s threat—“You’ll end up over my knee with the whole family listening in”—echoed in her mind, every syllable a pulse between her legs. She could imagine it so clearly: Jack dragging her to the study, the door only half-closed, her muffled cries barely hidden by the sounds of Christmas movies and laughter. The risk, the shame, the exposure—it made her dizzy, wild.

She flopped onto her bed, burying her face in the pillow, wanting to scream and laugh all at once. Her body was sore, but in the best way; her mind was sharp and focused, already plotting the next provocation. She wanted to see how far she could push him—how many rules she could break before he snapped again, before he took her in hand in ways that were more than just punishment.

She dozed for a while, the house settling around her, dreams swirling with half-remembered images: Jack’s hands, the flash of discipline, her own whispered pleas for more. She woke to the sound of laughter downstairs, the scent of mulled wine drifting up the hall. The evening had slipped by; the world was still turning, ordinary and magical.

Later, Harriet made her way down the stairs. Jack was in the kitchen again, washing a saucepan, sleeves rolled, forearms slick with water. She lingered in the doorway, heart hammering, the urge to say something—anything—almost overwhelming.

He looked up, eyes meeting hers across the crowded silence.

“Everything all right?” His voice was gentle, but the edge was there, sharpened by what they shared.

She nodded, too shy to speak. The heat in her cheeks was as obvious as the bite of winter wind at her back.

Jack dried his hands, stepping closer. He kept his voice low, pitched for her alone. “You did well today. I’m proud of you.”

The praise, simple and direct, nearly undid her. She blinked, swallowing hard, trying not to let her tears show.

He brushed past her, letting his fingers graze her wrist—a touch so quick it might have been accidental, but wasn’t. “Tomorrow,” he murmured, “I expect the same. Unless you decide to test me again.”

The invitation was clear, the challenge thrown like a gauntlet at her feet.

She found her voice, soft but sure. “What if I do?”

Jack’s mouth quirked, half-smile, half-threat. “Then you know exactly what to expect.”

They stood there a moment, two conspirators in a war only they understood. Harriet wanted to press against him, to beg for more, to demand that he take her upstairs and prove just how far he’d go to keep her in line. But she held back, savoring the ache, knowing there would be time—plenty of time—for everything to come.

She drifted away, the echo of his words singing in her bones. Back in her room, she stretched out on the bed, letting her hand wander, not for release, but for reassurance. She belonged to herself again, and to him, in ways that felt bigger than lust.

Tomorrow, she promised herself. Tomorrow, she would provoke him again—louder, riskier, braver. She wanted to see how far he’d go to claim her, how much he’d take before he lost that calm. She wanted to know, with every inch of her, that she couldn’t break him. She wanted to be bent, shaped, held in place.

The hunger was back, sharp and clear. But so was something gentler: gratitude, trust, hope. The knowledge that, for the first time, someone cared enough to hold her accountable—and that the next time she stepped over the line, he’d be waiting.

Downstairs, Jack stood at the sink, staring out into the dark garden, the cold pressing in. He thought of Harriet—her eyes, her stubborn jaw, the way she’d finally yielded. He knew the real challenge had only begun.

He smiled, soft and dangerous. Tomorrow would be a new day. And he was ready—ready for every push, every test, every invitation to prove that he would always, always, be the line she couldn’t cross alone.


Chapter 5 — The Snowstorm

The storm hit in the early hours, turning the world white before the family even woke. Harriet was the first to stir, squinting into the faint blue light leaking through her curtains. The house was hushed, snow packed thick against the windows. The old radiators did little against the sudden cold; her breath ghosted in the air as she padded across the floor and peered outside.

It was breathtaking: drifts halfway up the garden wall, the trees bowed low with ice, even Jasper’s pawprints already buried. She knew instantly—there’d be no going anywhere today. The roads would be gone, the signal out, the world shrunk down to the few rooms and the handful of people she loved and couldn’t escape.

The knowledge sent a thrill through her—fear and excitement mixed. No escape meant no room to hide. Every tension, every longing, every rivalry would be forced out into the open.

She dressed quickly in layers, skin still warm from memory—Jack’s palm, the sharp sting of discipline, the press of his authority. She wanted more, wanted to test him, wanted to see if he could hold his line even when there was nowhere left to run.

Downstairs, the kitchen was already humming. Karen was fussing over the stove, wrapped in two jumpers, her hair frizzed by the steam. Pete and Moira huddled by the window, arguing about whether the car could make it to the shop (it couldn’t). Lila was buried in a blanket on the couch, phone held high for the best angle of the winter wonderland.

Jack stood at the sink, watching the garden as though the storm were a challenge he’d been waiting for. His presence, quiet and dense, filled the space. Even bundled in a thick sweater and jeans, he looked in control. Unbothered. Unmovable.

“Looks like we’re snowed in,” Karen said as Harriet entered, trying for cheerful but landing somewhere near anxious.

“Brilliant,” Harriet deadpanned, dropping into a chair. She stretched her legs, letting her foot graze Lila’s under the table. “Guess we’re all stuck together. What could go wrong?”

Lila snorted. “You love it, don’t pretend.”

Harriet shrugged, but her heart beat faster. Jack caught her eye for a fleeting second—just long enough for her to feel the memory of his grip at her waist, the lingering ache where he’d marked her. She shifted in her seat, restless, suddenly aware of every inch of her own skin.

Breakfast was a crowded, loud affair—everyone shuffling for space, Pete’s jokes, Karen’s chatter, the scrape of forks and mugs. The storm pressed in at every window, making the kitchen its own snowbound world. The family’s voices seemed louder, the warmth more precious, the air close and tinged with the smell of cinnamon and wet wool.

The heating flickered. Harriet pulled her cardigan tighter, but the chill crept up her legs anyway. She made a show of shivering, glancing pointedly at the pile of blankets in the next room.

“Is anyone else freezing to death?” she demanded.

Moira grinned. “You’re just thin-blooded.”

Jack, ever practical, was already fetching a thick tartan blanket. “Move over.”

He squeezed onto the couch beside Lila and Harriet, draping the blanket over all three of them. Lila giggled and wriggled closer, but Jack’s arm landed behind Harriet’s shoulders—a gesture that could have meant nothing, but his hand settled at the nape of her neck, fingers warm on her chilled skin.

The sensation made Harriet shiver again, though not from cold this time. She could feel the tension building, the silent dare in every inch of space between them. She curled her toes under the blanket, letting her leg touch his. He didn’t move away. If anything, he pressed closer, steady, unhurried, grounding her against the pull of the storm.

Pete tried the radio for weather updates; static filled the room. Karen fussed over food supplies, calculating what would last if the snow kept up for days. The mood was tense, every problem magnified by the white wall outside. But for Harriet, the pressure was something else—something private, thrilling.

She let herself relax into Jack’s side, head tipped just enough to feel the breadth of his chest under the fabric of his jumper. No one noticed. To anyone else, it was just a girl sharing a blanket with her mother’s boyfriend, seeking warmth. But for Harriet, it was everything she’d wanted—contact, closeness, his heat leaching into her skin.

Jack’s hand, broad and steady, slid down to her shoulder. She glanced up, and he met her eyes, his look unreadable but hungry. For a heartbeat, the world narrowed to the space between them, the way his thumb traced circles on her shoulder, the quiet command in every movement.

Lila, oblivious, pulled out a board game. “If we’re stuck here, we’re playing Monopoly. No arguments.”

Groans and protests erupted. Harriet used the shuffle to burrow closer, sliding her knees onto Jack’s lap beneath the blanket. He adjusted, not pulling away, his hand drifting lower—resting on the curve of her thigh, fingers squeezing just once before returning to safe territory.

She bit her lip, not trusting herself to speak. The ache that began in her chest slid lower, throbbing. She wanted more—wanted to push until one of them snapped.

Jack’s breath tickled her ear. “Be good,” he murmured, so low only she could hear. “Or I’ll take you somewhere you can’t hide.”

The threat made her pulse stutter. She grinned, nudged his knee with hers, and replied under her breath, “Promises, promises.”

The room exploded in argument—Lila accused Pete of cheating already, Moira laid claim to the iron, Karen hustled to fetch more tea. Harriet sat in the chaos, the blanket a tent of privacy, Jack’s hand anchored at her hip, her own fingers twined in the fringe. She felt bold, alive, exposed and safe all at once.

The house shuddered as the wind picked up, snow rattling against the glass. Jack squeezed her thigh, hard enough to leave a message: I see you. I know what you want. I’m not letting go.

Harriet leaned into him, letting her head rest against his shoulder, daring him to move her, to push her away, to claim her in front of everyone. He didn’t. But his breath came a little faster, his grip a little firmer.

For the rest of the morning, she stayed pressed against him, soaking in his warmth, every touch an escalation. She stole glances when no one was watching; he met every one with a look that promised the storm inside the house was only just beginning.

And outside, the snow kept falling, erasing all roads, all paths of escape, leaving Harriet and Jack exactly where they needed to be—caught together, on the edge of something dangerous and desperately wanted.

With the storm refusing to let up, the family drifted inevitably toward the living room, the world outside disappearing behind curtains of white. The only warmth was the fire, crackling in the grate, and the bodies huddled close on couches and blankets. Monopoly, Lila’s choice, sprawled across the battered coffee table; mugs steamed with tea and cocoa, and the windows fogged with the exhalation of so many people forced into a single space.

Harriet found herself nestled between Jack and Lila, a tartan blanket thrown over their laps. The enforced proximity was both torture and bliss. Jack’s thigh pressed against hers; every so often, when he shifted to reach the board, his hand brushed her knee. Harriet played up her own discomfort—shivering theatrically, wrapping the blanket higher, letting her foot sneak along Jack’s calf. He didn’t move away. In fact, as the game grew rowdier, he seemed to lean closer, so that their shoulders and hips aligned, sharing more heat than the situation strictly required.

Pete, already losing money, made a show of accusing Moira of cheating. Karen kept up a steady stream of encouragement and reminders about the rules, but her attention wandered; her mind was on the storm, the dwindling power, the worry about dinner supplies. Lila was in her element, trash-talking, rolling dice, and keeping score with unrepentant glee.

For Harriet, the game itself was only a backdrop to the far more dangerous one she was playing. She stretched her legs under the table, foot drifting until it found Jack’s. She traced slow, deliberate circles with her toes, letting her heel press into his ankle, then up to his shin. His only response was a brief tightening of his jaw—a flash of tension, gone in an instant.

She grinned. If he wanted to keep up his calm, he’d have to work for it.

As the game wore on, she grew bolder. She “accidentally” knocked a pile of play money into Jack’s lap, then reached under the blanket to retrieve it, letting her hand linger far too long on his thigh. When she looked up, his gaze was fixed on her, a silent warning in the set of his mouth—but his hand, hidden from view, caught her wrist and held it, squeezing just hard enough to make her breath catch.

“Careful,” he murmured, his voice pitched low for her alone.

She smirked, defiant. “Or what?”

Jack’s grip tightened, a promise and a threat.

Lila, oblivious to the undercurrent, elbowed Harriet. “Hey, it’s your turn. Try not to bankrupt us.”

Harriet rolled the dice, feigning innocence, but her mind was all on Jack’s hand at her wrist, the warmth of his thigh beneath her palm. She let her turn drag, deliberately slow, the suspense making her flush.

Moira and Pete argued over a trade; Karen got up to check the stew. Harriet used the distraction to lean closer to Jack, her lips nearly at his ear. “Is this how you planned to spend your snow day?”

He didn’t smile, but his eyes were hot. “You’re playing a dangerous game.”

“That’s what makes it fun,” she whispered, brushing her lips against his jaw in a touch so fleeting it could have been an accident.

Jack let her go, but only after a long, measured pause, as if daring her to go further. Harriet bit her lip, giddy and raw with anticipation.

Lila won the first round and crowed with triumph, demanding a rematch. Pete protested, Moira laughed, Karen returned with bowls of stew. Harriet stayed right where she was, pressed against Jack, her pulse pounding with the thrill of being so close, so nearly caught.

As the second game began, she kicked it up a notch. She slid her foot fully into Jack’s lap, pressing the arch of her sole into the heat of his thigh. He grabbed her ankle under the blanket, holding her still. His thumb traced slow circles at her ankle bone—at first a warning, then unmistakably possessive. Harriet squirmed, the pressure sending shocks of need through her.

Jack leaned in, whispering, “You’re going to get us both in trouble.”

She looked up at him through her lashes. “Maybe I want to.”

For a moment, they were caught in a bubble, the world narrowed to the space beneath the blanket, the heat in their eyes, the secret pulse of touch no one else could see. The rest of the room faded—Lila’s jokes, Pete’s grumbling, Moira’s laughter, Karen’s motherly instructions.

Then, with a sudden, decisive motion, Jack pinned her ankle with both hands and squeezed, hard enough to make her gasp. She snapped her mouth shut just in time, stifling a sound that might have given everything away.

He didn’t let go. If anything, his touch became firmer, more deliberate. He massaged her ankle, thumb pressing into the sensitive spot behind the bone. The sensation was almost unbearable—sweet, sharp, intimate.

Harriet shifted, trying to pull away, but Jack held her fast.

Lila shot them a curious look. “Are you two fighting under there or what?”

Harriet faked a yawn. “Just cold feet,” she said, but the double meaning wasn’t lost on Jack. His eyes flickered with amusement and challenge.

The game dragged on, and Harriet’s mind spun with every small sensation: Jack’s hand moving up her calf, the rub of his palm, the slide of his fingers over her skin. She tried to focus on her moves, on the fake money and colored tokens, but every nerve in her body was tuned to Jack’s touch. She could hardly think, could hardly breathe. All she wanted was for him to forget the rest of the world, to take her somewhere private, to prove to her that his discipline wasn’t just for show.

Finally, Karen called for a break—time to stoke the fire, to gather candles as the wind howled and the lights flickered. The power sputtered, then died, plunging the house into shadow. A collective groan went up, followed by laughter and a scramble for torches.

The darkness changed everything. The fire’s glow made shadows dance, faces flicker in and out of view. Harriet felt emboldened, as if the storm outside had loosened all the usual rules.

She leaned into Jack, voice a breath at his ear. “What are you going to do about me?”

He let his hand drift, just once, high on her thigh under the blanket—his answer as clear as the wind rattling the windows.

“Whatever it takes,” he whispered, his voice rough, urgent.

The promise made her shiver, anticipation spiking so sharp it almost hurt. She let her fingers trail over his knee, an invitation and a dare.

Before he could answer, Karen returned with candles, her voice brisk and practical. “All right, everyone—games away. Let’s find some real torches, and keep close. No wandering off alone.”

Harriet’s pulse thudded. For a moment, she was sure someone would see—would know. But no one looked twice, no one saw the heat that arced between her and Jack. No one knew she was marked, claimed, trembling with need for more.

Jack met her gaze as the candles flickered, his expression steady, unyielding. For the first time, Harriet saw the truth in his eyes: he wasn’t going to let her go. No matter how much she pushed, no matter how bratty she became, he would always hold the line.

And she wanted it. She wanted him.

As the family gathered, preparing for the long, dark night, Harriet nestled closer to Jack, the blanket still wrapped tight around them. She let her head fall onto his shoulder, her breath ghosting along his neck. He turned, his mouth at her hairline, the words barely audible.

“Be careful what you wish for.”

She smiled, knowing she’d wish for it anyway.

Outside, the storm raged, the wind howled, and inside, in the glow of firelight, two lines of longing drew inexorably closer—one daring, one waiting, both hungry for what would happen next.

The power cut brought with it a sudden hush. Shadows danced along the hallway as candles were gathered, flashlights shone on shelves and in drawers. Lila sang Christmas carols off-key while Pete rummaged for batteries. Karen fussed about soup and perishables, her nerves stretched thin by the dark and the snow and the sense that winter was truly closing in.

Harriet, however, was in her element. She thrived on the storm’s forced intimacy, her own body still humming with the thrill of Jack’s possessive touch under the blanket, her skin alive with every memory of discipline and secret contact. The house felt smaller, the world contracted to a few feet of firelight and the warmth of bodies pressed close. There was nowhere to run, and no reason to hide.

But boredom, for a brat, was a dangerous thing.

When Pete and Moira started a rowdy game of charades in the living room, Harriet was the first to leap to her feet, refusing to be still. She mimed wild, over-the-top clues—bouncing, spinning, pulling faces, making everyone laugh and groan in equal measure. The room was tight and crowded; Harriet found herself squeezing past Jack again and again, their bodies brushing in the dark. Each touch lingered. Each glance lingered longer.

Jack, seated on the hearth, watched her with a steady, unreadable gaze. He called her out with a look every time she grew too wild, but she only pushed further, tumbling over the backs of chairs, snatching props, kicking her feet in mock tantrum.

When she “accidentally” knocked over a mug of cocoa—hot liquid sloshing dangerously close to Karen’s precious rug—Jack finally barked her name, voice sharp enough to freeze her in place.

“Enough, Harriet. Watch yourself.”

She pouted, then spun, heading for the stairs with an exaggerated sigh. “If you want something done, do it yourself!”

“Where are you going?” Lila called after her, concern in her voice.

“Getting more candles!” Harriet shouted back, already bounding two steps at a time.

But the house was darker than she expected, the stair runner bunched by the dog, the cold seeping through every crack. Halfway up, Harriet’s sock slipped on the polished wood. She lost her balance and tumbled, landing with a thud and a cry that echoed through the house.

It wasn’t a serious fall, but pain shot up her ankle, and she lay there, stunned, blinking away tears—of shock, embarrassment, and something sharper.

Footsteps thundered toward her. For a moment, all she could see was a halo of candlelight and then Jack—his broad form filling the landing, eyes wide with alarm and something more primal.

“Harriet!” He knelt beside her, voice dropping, all command. “Where does it hurt?”

“My ankle,” she muttered, gritting her teeth.

“Can you move your toes?”

She flexed, wincing. “Yeah, but it stings.”

He examined her quickly, hands strong but gentle, feeling for swelling. His touch was professional at first, but when she winced, he met her eyes—a look that promised both punishment and care.

“You’re lucky it’s not broken. What were you thinking, running in the dark?”

She tried to push him away, pride flaring. “I’m fine. It’s nothing.”

But Jack ignored her protest. He scooped her up, arms slipping under her knees and shoulders, lifting her with an ease that made her breath catch.

“Put me down!” she hissed, wriggling.

“Not a chance.” He started down the stairs, moving carefully, his grip unyielding.

The others crowded at the bottom, faces anxious in the glow.

“What happened?” Karen asked, worry pinching her brow.

Harriet ducked her head, cheeks burning. “Just a slip. I’m fine.”

Jack’s voice left no room for argument. “She needs ice and to get her foot up. Don’t fuss—she’ll be all right.”

He carried her to the couch, easing her down with a tenderness that belied the stern set of his jaw. Harriet’s pride battled with the comfort of being held, of being the center of his focus, his care. The others gathered around, fussing—Lila fetched a bag of frozen peas, Pete cracked jokes about Harriet “trying out for the Winter Olympics,” Moira patted her hand.

But Jack took charge, ordering everyone to give her room. He knelt, inspecting her ankle by the fire’s glow, his hands gentle but firm.

“Does this hurt?” he asked, pressing along the bone.

“A little,” she admitted, softer now.

He wrapped the joint carefully, his touch lingering. “You need to keep off it for the night.”

“I’m not an invalid,” she shot back, heat in her voice.

His eyes flashed. “No. But you’re injured. You’ll do as you’re told—for once.”

The others retreated as Jack’s tone made it clear the conversation was over. Lila lingered, squeezing Harriet’s hand. “Text me if you need anything. Don’t let him boss you around too much.”

Harriet rolled her eyes, but a smile played at her lips. “You know me.”

With the family gone, Jack returned his attention to her—his hands strong as he tucked the blanket around her, propping her foot on a pillow.

“Keep it elevated. And stay put.”

She glared, bratty as ever. “You love ordering me around, don’t you?”

Jack’s answer was a long, assessing look. He knelt beside the couch, his face close enough that she could feel the warmth of his breath.

“I love knowing you’re safe,” he said, voice low. “And I won’t let you hurt yourself just to prove a point.”

His hand lingered at her calf, thumb brushing slow circles. Harriet felt the heat rise in her cheeks—and lower, in places she’d never admit. The pain of the fall was forgotten; all that remained was Jack’s touch and the electricity crackling between them.

She was acutely aware of every sensation: the rough wool of the blanket, the press of his palm, the pulse racing beneath her skin. He looked at her differently now—not just with exasperation, but with something darker, something hungry.

“Thank you,” she said, voice barely above a whisper.

He didn’t move away. Instead, he reached for her other foot, slipping off her damp sock, warming her cold toes between his hands. The gesture was intimate, possessive, and loaded.

“You need to take care of yourself,” he said, voice thick with feeling.

Harriet swallowed, her bravado crumbling. “Maybe I want someone else to do it for me.”

Jack’s eyes darkened. “You’re playing with fire, Harriet.”

She smiled, defiant and vulnerable all at once. “Maybe I like the burn.”

For a heartbeat, he didn’t answer. Then he reached up, tucking a stray lock of hair behind her ear, his fingers tracing the line of her jaw. The touch was gentle, but there was nothing casual about it. It was a claim, a warning, and a promise.

“I mean it,” he said quietly. “No more running. No more stunts. You’re mine to look after now.”

The words struck her like a blow and a benediction. She shivered—not from cold, but from the raw, helpless want that rushed up inside her.

The fire’s glow painted them in gold and shadow. Harriet looked at Jack, saw the man beneath the discipline, the man who had held her, punished her, soothed her hurts. She wanted to say something bold, something reckless—Take me. Here. Now. But the house was still full, voices echoing in the hall, the storm rattling every window.

Instead, she reached for his hand, threading her fingers through his, grounding herself in the certainty of his presence.

“Stay,” she whispered.

He nodded, squeezing back. “Always.”

For the next hour, he sat with her, his hands moving from ankle to knee, massaging warmth back into her muscles, checking for swelling, watching her face for every flinch or wince. He wrapped her in the blanket, tucking it up to her chin, his touch a constant, calming pressure. They spoke in whispers, their conversation a secret beneath the storm’s howl.

“Do you want me to carry you upstairs later?” he asked, half-serious.

“Only if you promise not to drop me.”

“I’d never let you fall,” he replied. It sounded like more than a joke.

When Karen returned to check, Jack shifted easily into “helpful boyfriend” mode—reassuring, capable, not too close. But when the others drifted away again, he let his hand find Harriet’s under the blanket, squeezing, reassuring, reminding her with every touch that he was still there. Still watching. Still ready.

The pain in her ankle faded. In its place was a bone-deep certainty: she didn’t want to go anywhere else. She didn’t want anyone else. All the trouble she’d caused, all the stunts, the bravado, the rebellion—it had all been for this. To be caught. To be held. To be claimed and cared for, no matter how hard she fought it.

The storm raged outside, the world blanketed in white, all escape routes closed. In here, Harriet surrendered to the warmth, the safety, and the possibility that, for the first time, she didn’t have to outrun the people who loved her. She could rest, just for tonight, in the hands of the man who would not let her fall.

The fire’s warmth ebbed and flowed, flickering against the darkness that pressed tight to the house. The others bustled upstairs—Lila searching for extra candles, Karen fussing over lists and bandages, Pete and Moira tramping off to check the generator. For the first time since the storm began, the downstairs rooms were quiet, the hush broken only by the crackle of burning logs and the relentless howl of the wind.

Harriet sank deeper into the couch, cocooned in her blanket, her sore ankle propped up on a pillow. Shadows shivered across the walls; the faint golden light turned everything secret and strange. The adrenaline of her accident had worn off, leaving her both sore and strangely tranquil—a vulnerable, floating calm that was a little like subspace, a little like childhood fever, but entirely her own.

Jack hovered at the edge of the firelight, watching her. She saw it all in his face: worry, authority, hunger held tight on a leash. He knelt to check her ankle again, careful, thorough, the pad of his thumb lingering just a second too long as he adjusted the makeshift bandage.

“Still hurts?” he asked.

She nodded, not trusting her voice.

“You’ll live,” he said, but there was a gentleness in his tone she’d never heard before. He tucked the blanket tighter around her, then sat at her feet, stretching his long legs toward the fire.

The silence was thick, but not uncomfortable. Harriet watched the shadows play over his hands—the same hands that had punished her, held her, soothed her. She wanted to touch him, to close the space, to lean into him and never let go.

But for a long time, neither moved. The wind screamed at the window, but here, in the eye of the storm, there was only warmth, and the ache of wanting.

Jack broke the quiet first. “You scared me tonight.”

She tried for a smile. “I scare you every day.”

He shook his head. “Not like that. You don’t get to break yourself just to see who’ll pick up the pieces.”

Harriet pulled the blanket tighter around her. “I don’t do it on purpose.”

He glanced up, pinning her with his gaze. “Don’t you?”

She bristled, defensiveness rising. “You think you know everything.”

“I know what I see.” He leaned forward, elbows on his knees. “You act out because you want someone to notice. To care. To stop you.”

She looked away, cheeks burning. “You make it sound pathetic.”

“Not pathetic,” Jack said quietly. “Human.”

A silence stretched between them. Harriet’s throat felt tight. She hated how easily he stripped her bare with words, how every wall she built crumbled the minute he pressed.

She swallowed, searching for a distraction. “You think you can fix me?”

He shook his head. “You’re not broken. You just need to know you’re safe. That someone’s not going to give up on you, no matter how much you fight.”

Her eyes stung. She looked into the fire, blinking fast. “What if I want to stop fighting?”

Jack’s voice was soft, but there was iron beneath it. “Then you let yourself rest. You let yourself be looked after, for once.”

She managed a shaky laugh. “Not really my style.”

He smiled—a real smile, rare and warm and just for her. “You could surprise yourself.”

A beat of silence. Then, so quietly she almost missed it, he added, “You already have.”

Something inside Harriet melted. The bravado, the rebellion, the endless need to test the limits—all of it seemed to drain away in the glow of the fire and the hush of the house. What remained was raw and honest and hungry.

She shifted, pulling her legs closer. “It’s weird. I feel… better, when you’re around. Even when you’re angry. Especially when you’re angry.”

Jack’s eyes darkened. “That’s not anger, Harriet. Not really.”

She knew what he meant. She remembered the heat in his palm, the gentleness beneath the discipline, the way he held her after every punishment as if she might break—and as if he’d put her back together if she did.

She took a risk, letting her foot brush his knee under the blanket. “So what is it, then?”

Jack hesitated. In that pause, everything balanced on a knife’s edge—the storm, the darkness, the line between safety and risk.

He reached out, his hand closing over her ankle, thumb tracing slow, careful circles. His touch was everything: protection, possession, a silent apology for every harsh word, a promise that he would never let her fall.

“It’s wanting,” he said at last, voice rough. “It’s not supposed to be, but it is.”

Harriet’s breath caught. She let herself lean forward, closing the last inch of space between them. She put her hand on his, grounding herself.

“You’re allowed,” she whispered. “I want it too.”

He looked at her, the firelight catching every line of his face—every scar, every shadow, every secret. Then, slowly, as if giving her time to pull away, he reached up and tucked a lock of hair behind her ear.

His hand lingered at her cheek. “You drive me mad,” he said, almost laughing.

She smiled, leaning into his palm. “Good.”

The air was thick with possibility. Harriet felt the weight of every decision, every rule, every breath. She didn’t want to think. She just wanted to feel.

She turned her head, pressing a kiss into his palm. Jack’s breath shuddered. He moved his hand to her chin, tilting her face up. Their eyes met, and in that instant, the world narrowed to just the two of them—the fire, the storm, the hush of everything forbidden.

He kissed her.

It was gentle at first, exploratory—his lips soft, almost hesitant. But Harriet, aching, parted her mouth, inviting him in. The kiss deepened, their need finally unmasked. Jack’s hands found her waist, pulling her closer. Harriet’s fingers tangled in his hair, urgent, desperate.

The blanket slipped, forgotten. The fire’s glow painted them gold and red. For a long moment, they forgot everything but the need to touch, to be touched, to claim and be claimed.

Jack pulled away first, breathing hard. “We shouldn’t—”

She cut him off with another kiss, fiercer this time. “I don’t care.”

He let her have her way for a heartbeat longer, then gently broke the embrace. His hands cupped her face, thumbs brushing away the tears she hadn’t realized had fallen.

“We have to be careful. The others—”

“I know.” She pressed her forehead to his. “But I want you. All of you.”

Jack groaned softly, resting his forehead against hers. “You don’t make it easy.”

She grinned, the brat in her alive and well. “I hope not.”

He laughed—a real, full laugh that made her chest ache with something like hope.

They sat in the silence, arms around each other, the storm raging outside, the world narrowed to warmth and longing.

“I should get you to bed,” Jack said at last, regret in his voice. “You need to rest that ankle.”

She pouted. “You’ll carry me?”

He nodded, standing, then scooping her up effortlessly, cradling her against his chest. She buried her face in his neck, breathing him in. For a moment, she let herself imagine a future where this wasn’t forbidden, where she could ask for what she wanted, whenever she wanted it.

Jack carried her up the stairs, careful with every step. In the dark hallway, he paused at her door, setting her down gently.

He brushed her hair from her face, his thumb lingering at her jaw. “Get some sleep. I’ll check on you later.”

She caught his hand, squeezing. “Will you stay with me? Just for a bit?”

He hesitated—then nodded. “Just for a bit.”

He sat at the edge of the bed as she slipped under the duvet. Harriet curled on her side, watching him, the ache of longing replaced by the steady thrum of being held, seen, wanted.

He stroked her hair, gentle, soothing. “You’re safe.”

She smiled, eyes closing. “Only with you.”

Jack stayed until her breath slowed, until her body relaxed, until she was right on the edge of sleep. Then, quietly, he stood, pressed a last kiss to her forehead, and slipped away into the dark.

Harriet lay in the hush, a single tear slipping down her cheek—not of pain or loss, but of hope.

She knew the future was dangerous. She knew nothing was simple, nothing safe. But for the first time, she believed that being caught could be sweeter than running—and that surrender, with the right person, might be the bravest thing she’d ever do.

Outside, the storm raged on. Inside, warmth and longing burned, undimmed by the dark.

When Harriet woke later that night, the house was silent. The wind had quieted to a distant howl, snow pressing against the windows like living walls. Her ankle, propped on extra pillows, throbbed only faintly now. She’d dozed again, fat and happy on the warmth of Jack’s watch and the memory of their near-kiss. But sleep was a tent of uneasy shadows, and she was restless.

She slipped from beneath the covers, careful not to wake Lila in the next room, and padded barefoot—each step a reminder of her injury—to the living room. Candlelight spilled across the floorboards, firelight wavered in the grate, and Jack sat in his chair, gazing into the flames as though they held answers.

He looked up, surprise in his eyes that melted into something warmer when he saw her. “Can’t sleep?”

Harriet nodded, voice husky. “Too cold. And… something else.”

Jack stood, smoothing his sweater. “Come here.”

He draped a blanket around her shoulders and led her to the hearth, seating her on his knee. The shift made her ankle protest, but he caught her, settling her carefully so the throbbing joint was supported.

“You’re incorrigible,” he whispered, thumb brushing her cheek.

She leaned into the touch. “I’m just… awake.”

Jack’s knee pressed against hers under the blanket. The contact was electric, each shift sending a spark through her. She felt the rise in her chest, the drag in her belly, the need sharper than ever before.

“Tell me what’s on your mind,” he said, voice low.

Harriet closed her eyes, tasting the heat in his words. “I want more. Of this,” she gasped, sweeping her hand between them. “Of you. Of knowing you’re here, even when I’m a brat.”

He caught her chin, tilting her face up. “You know there are rules.”

She swallowed, eyes bright. “I know. But I also know how much I want you. How hard it is to breathe when your hands are on me.”

Jack’s pupils darkened. “You think I haven’t noticed?”

She shook her head. “You know me too well.”

He leaned in, breathing her in. “That’s my job.”

His lips hovered near her ear. She felt the brush of his breath, the weight of his body, the promise of what he might do if he chose. She trembled, eager for both the promise and the punishment.

“Stay there,” he whispered. “Just like that.”

He moved his hands under the blanket, one at her waist, the other brushing along the length of her thigh. The fabric of her leggings did nothing to dull the pressure; the friction was delicious, a heady mix of needed constraint and teasing comfort. Harriet gasped, her hands finding Jack’s shoulders, digging in as though she feared he might pull away.

Jack’s fingers curled around her hip, thumb pressing circles in slow, deliberate rhythm. His other hand hovered, then drifted upward along her inner thigh—tentatively, testing limits—before retreating. She arched against him, the mirror of their first private moment, the echo of that desperate kiss, reborn in fresh need.

Outside the window, a branch scraped the pane, making Harriet jump. The risk—of being seen, of being caught—made her heart race. She buried her face in Jack’s neck, ears pounding with blood and desire.

“Not here,” she whispered.

Jack’s arm tightened. “I know.”

He slid off his chair, carrying her in his arms with a possessive strength that made her pulse hammer. He settled her on the couch, blankets pulled around them both. His hand stayed at her lower back, his body shielding her from view if anyone wandered down.

Harriet sat up, wrapping the blanket tight, shivering with more than cold. Jack knelt beside her, placing a hand at her ankle, reassuring pressure that spoke volumes. Then he brushed the hair back from her face, his fingers lingering at her temple.

“I want to kiss you,” he said, voice choked with need.

She lifted her chin, eyes shining. “Then do.”

The kiss started gentle—his lips soft, exploratory. But Harriet responded with insistent hunger, carding her fingers through his hair, pulling him closer. His hands roamed down her sides, skimming ribs and hips, anchoring her to him. She felt his pulse in his throat as their kiss deepened, the rest of the world falling away.

Jack broke the kiss, forehead resting against hers. “I’m going to touch you now,” he whispered. “Only as much as you want.”

Harriet nodded, trembling. “I want it.”

He lifted the blanket around her waist, exposing her leggings at the tops of her thighs. Jack’s hand hovered before he pressed his palm to her skin, sliding over her hip bone. The contact was scorching. She gasped and tangled her fingers in his sweater.

He moved slowly, deliberately, mapping the landscape of her body: from hip to thigh, tracing the curve until he reached the hem of her leggings. His finger nudged the fabric up, then down, a deliberate, teasing motion.

“May I?” he asked, voice rough.

She inhaled sharply. “Yes.”

Jack’s heart pounded as he slid his hand beneath the band of her leggings, brushing bare skin. The touch was electric. Harriet arched into him, breath hitching, hot tears blurring her vision. She closed her eyes, surrendering to the sensation.

His fingers pressed into the curve of her thigh, thumb stroking gentle arcs. Harriet gasped, legs trembling. Jack’s other hand supported her back, his body warm against hers, steady and sure.

Their breathing matched. Each inhale was a promise; each exhale a plea. Harriet’s world narrowed to Jack’s hands and lips—hands exploring with reverence and authority, lips leaving soft marks on her collarbone, neck, jaw.

He pulled back just enough to meet her eyes. “You’re breathtaking,” he murmured. “I can’t stand it.”

Harriet’s pulse hammered. “Don’t stop.”

Jack captured her lips again, deeper, harder. His body pressed against hers, weight and desire aligned. He let his hand travel upward until his fingers brushed the edge of her shorts—barely covered by the leggings. Harriet shivered, opening to him, offering herself.

But at that moment, a muffled cough from the hallway froze them both. Jack’s eyes snapped open. He pressed his lips to her cheek in a quick, scorching kiss—an apology, a promise—and began to pull on her leggings again. Harriet barely stopped him as he drew the blanket back around her.

In the doorway, Karen appeared, flashlight in hand, brows drawn with worry. “I heard something,” she said, voice cautious. “Everything okay?”

Jack cleared his throat, stepping between Harriet and the door. He wrapped the blanket around both of them, an innocent posture. “Just checking on her ankle, Mum.”

Karen nodded, satisfied. “Be careful. I’ll grab some extra pillows.”

As she left, Lila’s soft “Goodnight” came from further down the hall. Harriet exhaled, pulse still racing. Jack held her close, blanket drawn tight, his face close to hers in the glow of the flickering fire.

She dared a question. “That was… dangerous.”

He brushed a strand of hair from her face. “Worth it?”

Harriet’s lips curved into a wicked smile. “More than anything.”

Jack’s eyes darkened with need. “Tomorrow, we’ll see how far I have to go to train you.”

Harriet’s laugh was breathless. “Bring it on.”

They stayed wrapped in the blanket until every last flicker of candle had burned low, until the fire was nothing but embers. Each time Harriet shifted, Jack’s hand found hers: a silent vow, a warning, a promise. She squeezed back, her heart full of every forbidden thing they’d done and every forbidden thing yet to come.

When at last Jack rose to leave, Harriet’s hand caught his sleeve. “Will you…say goodnight?”

Jack leaned down, capturing her lips in a final, tender kiss—the kind that held both longing and restraint. “Goodnight,” he whispered against her mouth.

She watched him go, the ache inside her pulsing with need and hope. The night stretched before her—dark, full of promise, and impossibly long.

Outside, the storm raged on, but inside, Harriet lay back, body alight, mind swirling with what they’d risked and what they’d gained. Every nerve was on fire, every thought tangled in Jack’s touch. She drifted toward sleep knowing that tomorrow, he’d train her harder—and she would beg him to train her more.

Morning arrived with no sunrise, only a pale, stubborn gray that bled into every room. The storm had not relented; if anything, it had grown worse. Thick drifts banked the windows, doors crusted with ice, the world outside silent except for the keening wind. The house felt as if it were adrift, a small ship in a blank, endless sea.

Harriet woke sore and restless, a dull ache in her ankle, a sharper one between her thighs. The night’s forbidden heat still pulsed in her veins, memory replaying in stuttering flashes—Jack’s hands, Jack’s mouth, the friction of blankets and secrecy and need. Her skin felt too tight for her bones. She wanted—no, needed—to touch him again, to push him further, to make him forget his caution, his rules, even the risk of being found out.

She crept out of bed, careful with her injured ankle, slipping on thick socks. The house was cold, fire burned low, the air heavy with the scent of smoke and something else: anticipation.

Downstairs, Karen was already pacing, her face pinched with worry. She scribbled lists—how many cans left, how much bread, whether the generator would run if Pete could get to it. Lila wandered through, blanket around her shoulders, grumbling about her phone’s dead battery.

Jack appeared, looking tired but composed. His eyes found Harriet’s across the kitchen—one fleeting, devastating look, full of last night’s hunger and this morning’s discipline. He didn’t touch her, didn’t even linger near. But every word, every order, every movement was an act of possession.

He poured her tea without asking, set out a painkiller for her ankle, pressed a hand briefly to her shoulder as he passed. Karen saw only concern. Lila raised an eyebrow, suspicion flickering, but she said nothing.

The day crawled. The cold pressed in, brittle and insistent. Pipes groaned. Pete spent an hour bundled up, trying to clear the back door, and returned defeated. There was no signal, no news, only the family’s routines, growing sharper at the edges: the scraping of spoons, the snap of tempers, the forced cheer of board games and small talk.

For Harriet, everything was filtered through the lens of last night. Every glance Jack threw her way, every brush of his fingers, every command he gave—to help with dishes, to rest her ankle, to fetch more firewood—became a coded message. She ached for him. Her body vibrated with need. Every time she passed him in the hall, her hand “accidentally” grazed his, her shoulder bumped his chest, her eyes lingered a moment too long.

Lila caught her once in the pantry, cornered her between shelves stacked with tins and crackers. “You’re acting weird,” she hissed, eyes narrowed. “Is something going on?”

Harriet forced a laugh, but her heart beat too fast. “I’m just bored out of my mind.”

Lila studied her for a long moment, then shrugged, half-convinced, half-doubtful. “Whatever. But if you need to talk, I’m here.”

Harriet nodded, but said nothing. What could she possibly say? Last night, Jack touched me the way no one ever has. I kissed him like a woman, not a girl, and now I want him so badly I can barely breathe.

Outside, the wind rose, howling down the chimney. The fire was a flickering heartbeat, struggling to keep the cold at bay. By mid-afternoon, it was clear the storm had outlasted their supplies. Karen and Pete argued in low voices; Moira offered advice from the sidelines, Lila rolled her eyes and disappeared with a magazine.

Jack called Harriet to the kitchen to help with tea, his voice soft but edged with steel. When she joined him, he boxed her in against the sink, his body a wall, his hands braced on either side of her.

“You have to be more careful,” he whispered. “The others are watching. They know something’s changed.”

She looked up at him, defiant and desperate. “I don’t care.”

He cupped her jaw, thumb brushing her cheek. “You should.”

Harriet shook her head. “I can’t help it.”

He sighed, forehead touching hers for one brief moment—a flash of intimacy, quickly disguised as he stepped away.

“Not here,” he said, voice raw. “Not now.”

She caught his hand as he moved away, fingers tangled. “Tonight,” she whispered. “Don’t say no.”

Jack squeezed her hand once—then let go.

The hours dragged, tension wound tight. The family gathered in the living room, blankets piled high, food rationed to small bowls of soup and crackers. The lights flickered again, candles guttering. Jack checked the doors, the windows, every lock and latch. He was everywhere and nowhere: helping, commanding, never settling for long.

When dusk fell, the storm’s howl was joined by a chorus of distant branches breaking under the weight of snow. Pete tried the radio again—nothing. Karen retreated to the kitchen, Lila curled on the couch, Moira sang softly, her voice wavering with nerves.

Harriet found herself alone at last, pressed against the icy glass of the window, watching the world vanish into white. The cold seeped through her sweater, but the heat inside her was stronger.

She pressed her hand to the glass, heart thumping. She pictured Jack’s hands at her waist, his mouth at her throat, the strength of his body pinning her in place. She thought about how far she’d come—from bratty defiance to aching surrender—and how far she wanted to go.

Tomorrow, she promised herself. Tomorrow, I’ll make him lose control. I’ll break every rule if that’s what it takes. I’ll push until he can’t say no.

A door creaked. Jack entered, eyes softening when he saw her. He crossed the room slowly, his body a question, an answer, a promise.

He stopped inches away, his voice barely more than breath. “Go to bed, Harriet. Rest.”

She leaned into him, let her hand graze his chest. “Will you come?”

He hesitated, then nodded—one sharp movement, filled with meaning.

As she limped away, she looked back once, meeting his gaze in the half-light. There was longing there, and fear, and something deeper—something that promised this was only the beginning.

Outside, the wind screamed. Inside, Harriet’s vow rang silent but unbreakable: Tomorrow, nothing will keep us apart—not snow, not fear, not family, not even your rules. I’ll make you mine. And I’ll be yours, no matter what it costs.

The storm was still howling, but inside the house, a fiercer one was about to break.


Chapter 6 — Breaking Point

Morning scraped in through a slit of gray sky. The storm’s roar had quieted only to a low, relentless moan, wind hurling snow against the windows in thick, blinding waves. There was no hint of blue, no sense that the outside world even existed anymore. Harriet sat at the kitchen table, chin in hand, and watched Karen scowl over a dwindling list of pantry items.

Canned beans, half a loaf, three potatoes. Tea leaves scraped from the bottom of the tin. The mood in the house had curdled from camaraderie to coiled tension.

Pete, who’d braved the porch at dawn, stomped inside with boots rimed in ice and cheeks burned raw. “Not a soul out there. Roads are buried. The car’s a bloody snowdrift.”

Karen snapped, “Don’t bring that in here! We can’t have wet floors and cold drafts too—” She cut herself off, pinching the bridge of her nose. “Sorry. Just… take your boots off, please.”

He muttered, clumping away.

Moira, ever the peacemaker, put on a Christmas playlist from her phone’s last dribble of battery, but the speaker fizzled and died, plunging the kitchen into even deeper silence.

Lila glared at her dead phone and muttered, “Brilliant. We’re officially in the Stone Age.”

Harriet’s nerves were electric, a restless itch beneath her skin. Every sound seemed too loud, every breath too close. Her ankle, still tender, throbbed. She wanted to be helpful, to soothe Karen, but the urge to misbehave surged stronger—like the only way to survive was to keep poking, prodding, anything to feel alive.

Jack appeared in the doorway, his presence immediately commanding. He was dressed in black, hair damp from shoveling, cheeks ruddy, jaw locked tight. There was a sharper edge to him—a visible frustration, less controlled, more dangerous. He poured tea for Karen and set it down with more force than necessary.

Karen forced a thin smile. “Thanks, love.”

Jack grunted, gaze flicking to Harriet—a warning and a challenge.

Breakfast was a war of attrition. Pete grumbled about the generator not starting. Moira made weak jokes about rationing toilet paper. Lila poked at her food, eyes fixed on nothing.

Harriet fiddled with her spoon, the brat in her waking up. The silence stretched until she couldn’t stand it. “Maybe we should just eat the dog,” she muttered, not loud enough for Jasper to notice, but plenty loud for Karen.

Lila snorted. Pete looked scandalized. Karen’s mouth set into a hard line. “That’s not funny.”

Harriet shrugged, but inside her heart raced. She needed Jack to look at her. She needed him to push back.

He did. His eyes were steel. “Don’t.”

The single word, low and final, sent a ripple of tension down the table. For a moment, Harriet’s breath caught. She felt naked, exposed—not just for her words, but for everything that had gone unsaid between them. She met his gaze and held it, daring him.

Lila kicked her under the table, mouthing, Enough, Haz. Harriet ignored her, a wicked smile tugging at her lips.

Moira made tea, talking to fill the space. Pete stomped back and forth, slamming cupboards, searching for a wrench he’d lost. The noise grated on everyone’s nerves. Even Jasper curled in a tight ball by the hearth, tail tucked in, sensing the shift.

The day dragged. The power flickered, then died again, leaving the house in sullen, blue twilight. Karen rationed candles, Pete tried to fix the generator, Moira retreated to the living room, and Lila buried herself in a book. The house was split, every person orbiting the others with increasing friction.

Harriet drifted through rooms, ankle aching, heart racing. Every time she crossed paths with Jack, the air thickened, crackled—his presence a magnetic field she couldn’t escape. He was terse, direct, issuing commands with a new sharpness:

“Bring more logs.”

“Stay off your foot.”

“Help your mother, now.”

Each order thrilled her, even as she tried to resist. She bumped into him in the hallway—literally—her body colliding with his chest, breath catching.

“Watch it,” he said, voice low. His hand landed at her waist, steadying her, then lingered a beat too long.

“Maybe you should keep me in line,” she whispered, pulse pounding.

Jack’s eyes flashed, but he stepped away, jaw tense. “Don’t push me, Harriet. Not today.”

She grinned, undeterred. She wanted him angry, wanted to feel the bite of his control, to break the dam she saw straining inside him.

By midday, arguments broke out in earnest. Karen and Pete snapped at each other over supplies; Lila complained about the cold, Moira retreated upstairs in a huff. Jasper barked at shadows, needing a walk no one could give.

Jack took over chores, his movements clipped, the lines at the corners of his mouth deepening. Every time Harriet entered a room, his eyes tracked her, their connection a live wire that set her skin alight.

She taunted him in small ways: letting the fire die low so he’d have to kneel beside her to stoke it, “forgetting” to bring wood until he ordered her twice, brushing too close in doorways, daring him with every bratty look.

Late in the afternoon, with the house sunk into uneasy quiet, Harriet found herself alone with Jack in the kitchen. The windows fogged with cold, snow pressed thick against the glass.

She opened the fridge, inspecting their pitiful rations. “Maybe we could eat each other instead.”

Jack’s head snapped up, eyes blazing. He stepped closer, crowding her into the corner.

“Careful, Harriet.”

She tilted her chin, heart in her throat. “Or what?”

He was so close she could feel the heat of his body. “You’ll find out.”

A noise from the hallway—the others returning—made them spring apart. Jack went to the sink, hands braced on the counter. Harriet shut the fridge, pulse pounding.

But the moment lingered, a promise hanging in the air.

Dinner was meager—a thin soup, hard bread, shared by candlelight. Conversation was forced. Harriet picked at her food, shooting glances at Jack. He caught each one, holding her stare until she looked away, heat prickling down her spine.

Afterwards, as everyone drifted off to separate corners, Harriet lingered, watching the storm press against the windows, watching Jack move through the house—commanding, protective, and so close to breaking.

She felt it in her bones: the snap was coming. The next time she pushed, he wouldn’t just warn her. He’d answer her, completely, consequences be damned.

She smiled to herself, giddy and hungry. The family was on the edge. So was she.

And Jack—Jack was nearly there, too.

The afternoon light never really arrived. The house remained stuck in that bluish half-darkness peculiar to winter storms, the kind that made everyone feel a little lost in time. The fire flickered weakly, shadows stretched long over the wooden floorboards, and the air seemed crowded, too warm with breath, too cold with draft.

The storm outside was loud enough to drown out most thought. But not the thoughts Harriet was trying to avoid.

Last night kept looping in her mind. The heat of Jack’s breath against her ear. The weight of his hands. The way he’d almost… almost…

She bit the inside of her cheek, trying to tether herself to the present. But the present wasn’t much better. The family was scattered across the living room, attempting another round of board games because there was nothing else to do.

Tension sat in the room like a coiled rope.

Lila curled on the sofa, wrapped in two blankets, jaw set in irritation. Karen hovered, fussing over candles and cushions. Pete had devolved into muttering. Moira, ever hopeful, tried to keep a cheerful tone.

Harriet sat on the floor near the coffee table, her ankle tucked carefully beneath her, blanket draped over her legs. Jack sat opposite her, leaning back in an armchair, arms crossed, broad shoulders tense.

Every time Harriet’s gaze flicked up, he was already watching her.

And every time he watched her, Harriet felt something in her chest tighten and twist in a way she could no longer pretend to ignore.

She picked up the Monopoly dice, rolling them idly between her fingers. The plastic clicked together softly, tapping into the silence.

Lila sighed loudly. “Are we actually playing or just staring at each other like we’re in a hostage situation?”

“Feels like one,” Pete muttered.

“Well, you should’ve fixed the generator when it first broke,” Karen snapped.

Pete bristled. Moira intervened with a soothing noise. The argument fizzled, but the bitterness stayed.

Harriet caught Jack’s eye again. And something inside her—something reckless, bratty, desperate for the break in tension—snapped.

She rolled the dice across the board.

They bounced once, twice, and landed, but Harriet didn’t look at them. Instead she leaned forward—slow, deliberate—and reached across the table to steal money from Jack’s pile.

“What do you think you’re doing?” he asked quietly.

His voice was low, dangerous, that warning tone she recognized instantly. The one meant only for her.

Harriet shrugged, sliding the bills under her blanket. “Redistribution of wealth.”

Moira laughed, but it was strained. “Oh, you two…”

Jack didn’t take his eyes off Harriet. Not for a second.

“Put it back,” he said softly.

It wasn’t a request.

Harriet toyed with the edge of the notes, her fingers brushing the soft paper. She tilted her head, giving him her most innocent look. “Why? You’re winning anyway.”

“Harriet.” His tone deepened. “Back. Now.”

A thrill shot through her—sharp, breathless, addictive.

She folded the money in half and slipped it into her sweater pocket.

“No.”

Lila’s head shot up. “Oh my God, Haz, seriously?”

Karen froze mid-step, candle in hand. Pete paused mid-sip of tea.

But Harriet felt only Jack’s eyes. Felt the room tilt slightly as he uncrossed his arms and leaned forward, elbows braced on his knees. The blanket of the storm thickened the air between them. The firelight threw a gold line across his jaw, making him look even more carved, more implacable.

“You’re trying me,” he said quietly.

Harriet’s pulse stuttered.

She should’ve backed off.

Instead, she pushed.

“I’m bored,” she said. “Entertain me.”

Lila let out an exasperated breath. “Haz, please—don’t start.”

But Harriet was already committed.

She reached across the board again, deliberately slow, and flipped one of Jack’s properties upside-down with a single finger.

Jack’s jaw tightened.

Karen stepped in quickly. “Harriet, sweetheart, maybe—”

But Jack raised a hand without looking at Karen, a calm halt that somehow felt more respectful than dismissive.

“I’ll handle it,” he said.

Harriet’s entire body lit up at those three words.

He rose from the chair with a slow, measured movement that made Harriet’s breath catch. He stepped around the coffee table, each footfall quiet on the rug. Nobody in the room said a word. Even Pete’s commentary died.

When Jack stood over her, the fire behind him casting a long shadow, Harriet felt the atmosphere change. Her heartbeat thundered in her ears. She stared up at him from the floor, defiant, breathless, tingling with an anticipation she prayed nobody else could see.

“Give me the money,” he said.

Harriet’s lips curved. “Come get it.”

Lila actually choked. “WHAT—Haz—”

But Harriet couldn’t stop. Every cell in her body vibrated with the urge to push, to provoke, to break whatever thin leash Jack still held.

Jack’s eyes darkened. His voice dropped to a quiet, commanding register that hit somewhere low in Harriet’s spine.

“Stand up.”

The words weren’t loud, but they didn’t need to be. The entire room felt them.

Harriet swallowed. She didn’t mean to obey so quickly. But she did. She pushed herself to her feet, the blanket slipping from her lap to the floor.

Jack stepped closer—too close. Close enough that she could smell the faint woodsmoke clinging to his sweater, the warmth radiating off him. Close enough that if anyone in the room looked carefully, they’d see the red flush creeping up Harriet’s neck.

“Hand,” he said softly.

She froze.

“Jack,” Karen said nervously. “Maybe now—”

Again, he didn’t look away from Harriet. “It’s fine, Karen.”

Harriet’s fingers curled around the stolen notes. She didn’t move.

Jack’s tone hardened—not louder, but sharper. “Now.”

Her body reacted before her mind did. She lifted her hand.

He took it—not roughly, but firmly, fingers closing around her wrist. The strength in his grip made her knees go weak. He slid his other hand to her pocket, glancing down for only a fraction of a second.

“Is it here?”

“Maybe,” she whispered.

He leaned in, breath brushing her cheek. “Last chance to walk away.”

A shiver chased up her spine. She didn’t walk away.

He reached into her pocket, fingers brushing the inside seam, slow, deliberate. Harriet sucked in a breath. It was nothing inappropriate, nothing overt—but it felt intimate in a way that made her pulse hammer.

He retrieved the folded bills and held them up.

Everyone in the room exhaled at once, tension easing—but only slightly. Something had shifted. Something everyone could feel.

Jack stepped back, gaze locked on Harriet. “Sit.”

She sat.

It was instinctive, immediate, her body moving before any thought formed.

Lila blinked. Pete frowned. Karen looked puzzled. Moira mouthed wow under her breath.

Harriet didn’t look at any of them. She watched Jack.

He returned to his chair, setting the bills down with a heavy finality.

The game resumed, haltingly. Everyone tried to pretend nothing had happened. Harriet tried to pretend her pulse wasn’t skittering wildly, her breath wasn’t shallow, her skin wasn’t burning everywhere Jack’s fingers had touched.

But it was Lila—sharp, observant Lila—who caught Harriet’s eye across the board.

“What,” Lila whispered, “was that?”

Harriet swallowed, shrugging halfheartedly.

Lila leaned closer. “Are you two… what is going on?”

Harriet opened her mouth to deny, dismiss, deflect.

But Jack spoke first—his voice quiet, steady, unmistakably directed at Harriet.

“Don’t even think about it.”

Everyone looked at him.

Harriet’s breath lodged in her throat.

Jack didn’t glare. Didn’t raise his voice. Didn’t even shift his posture. He simply returned Harriet’s stare, one brow raised in that infuriating, devastating way that said he knew exactly what she’d been about to do.

The room stilled.

Heat flooded Harriet’s cheeks.

She dropped her gaze, pulse trembling.

Pete coughed awkwardly. Karen stiffened. Moira pretended to read the Monopoly instructions.

Lila’s eyes widened.

“Haz…” she mouthed.

But Harriet couldn’t look at her. She couldn’t look at anyone.

Except Jack.

Who lifted his cup, took a slow sip, and watched her over the rim—dominant, patient, warning her without a word what would happen if she pushed any further.

And Harriet knew herself well enough to know:

She would push further.

She couldn’t help it.

She wanted him to break.

She wanted to break for him.

And everyone in the room—everyone—felt that something had shifted past the point of return.

The storm outside had grown louder, as if it, too, sensed the tension finally reaching its snapping point inside the house. The Monopoly game was abandoned, tokens scattered, tempers flaring in small, inconsequential bursts. Pete retreated to the kitchen, grumbling about batteries. Karen tidied up, fussing, pushing stray hair off her forehead with trembling fingers. Lila sat on the sofa, eyes flicking between Harriet and Jack, suspicion now full-blown and unhidden.

But Harriet hardly noticed. She felt as if she were moving through water, her senses sharpened and dulled at once. Every sound was louder, every color brighter. Every glance Jack sent her was a silent order, a challenge, a dare.

She was wired, her skin prickling, heart racing. The brat in her was triumphant—she’d pushed him, pushed him, and he still hadn’t snapped. But the need in her had become desperate, bottomless. If he didn’t break soon, she might unravel herself.

Harriet stood by the fire, the wool blanket draped over her shoulders slipping to her elbows. She watched Jack gather up the game pieces, his movements clipped, jaw set, mouth a tight line. His eyes never left her for long. Each time they met her gaze, something feral glimmered there—something she’d only dreamed of seeing.

The room was thick with unspoken things.

“Tea?” Moira offered, her voice falsely bright, desperate to defuse the mood.

“No, thanks,” Jack said, his voice too even.

Harriet moved to the sideboard, brushing deliberately close to him as she reached for a book. Her body sang with adrenaline. She didn’t care if anyone noticed anymore. Let them look.

Jack’s hand shot out, gripping her wrist. The pressure was hard enough to make her gasp—more than a warning, less than pain.

Lila’s voice broke through. “Haz, what are you doing?”

Harriet turned, eyes bright with challenge, refusing to pull away. “Nothing.”

Jack’s grip tightened, thumb pressing hard at her pulse point. “You’ve been testing me all day,” he said, too quietly for anyone but her to hear.

“Maybe I want to see what happens when you fail,” she whispered back, goading him.

His nostrils flared. “Careful.”

She twisted in his grip, letting the blanket fall, hair tumbling wild over her shoulder. She smiled, wicked. “Maybe I want to see what happens when you succeed.”

Pete walked in, his timing as perfect as it was inopportune. “Anyone want to check the fuse box with me? Bloody thing’s sparking again.”

Jack ignored him, eyes locked on Harriet. He was breathing harder now, chest rising and falling beneath his sweater, the tendons in his forearm standing out as he held her. Every muscle in his body was taut with effort.

Karen, voice tight, said, “Jack, could you help Pete? Haz, come set the table—please.”

But Jack shook his head, never looking away from Harriet. “Not right now.”

Moira’s cup rattled in her saucer. Lila closed her book with a snap, her eyes wide. “What is going on with you two?” she blurted.

That was the match. The last, fragile thread snapped.

Jack’s hand moved from Harriet’s wrist to her upper arm. His grip was firm, commanding, his body between her and the others, blocking them from view. Harriet barely breathed.

“We need to talk,” Jack said, voice vibrating with restrained force.

He marched her out of the room, steering her down the hallway, leaving the family in stunned silence. The sound of the wind and the slamming of the door punctuated the drama.

Lila whispered, “Mum?”

Karen stared after them, her lips parted in shock. “It’s just… they’ve been at each other all week. Maybe it’s just cabin fever.”

Moira raised an eyebrow. “If you say so.”

Pete grunted. “Best let them sort it. Not our business.”

But even as they tried to carry on, laughter and small talk never returned. The air was too heavy, too loaded, too changed.

—

Down the hall, Jack pushed open the door to the small back storeroom—barely more than a cupboard, lined with shelves of old boots and tools. The door shut with a heavy click. The quiet in here was total, thick, private.

Jack turned, looming over Harriet. The heat from his body, the force of his presence, made her knees weak. He pressed her gently but insistently against the shelves, arms braced on either side of her head.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” he hissed.

She arched her neck, meeting him gaze for gaze, refusing to cower. “Whatever I want.”

His jaw flexed. He crowded closer, hips pressing her in place, their bodies separated only by thin layers of clothing. His hands gripped her arms, fingers digging in just enough to make her shiver.

“You want to push me?” he said, his voice a low growl. “You want to see how far I’ll go?”

She smiled, triumphant, breathless. “Yes.”

Jack’s control snapped. His hands dropped to her waist, gripping hard, pulling her flush against him. The kiss was sudden, fierce, not a question but a claim. Harriet opened for him instantly, greedy for it, her hands flying to his shoulders, nails biting into his skin.

The room was cold, but the heat between them was blistering. Jack’s mouth was rough, desperate, all the need and frustration of the past days poured into a single, unbreakable line of contact. Harriet moaned, arching against him, feeling the length of his body, the proof of his arousal.

He broke the kiss, panting, forehead pressed to hers. “You drive me out of my mind.”

“Good,” she gasped, her lips swollen, her voice ragged. “I want to. I want you to lose it. I want you to lose me.”

He gripped her hair, tipping her head back to bare her throat. “Do you know what you’re asking for?”

“Everything,” she whispered.

He kissed her again, slower this time, his hands mapping her ribs, her waist, her hips, never crossing the line of clothing but making it clear how little it would take. His body caged hers, every breath, every word, every muscle screaming with the effort of holding back.

“You have no idea,” he murmured, lips against her jaw, “what I’d do to you if I could.”

“Try me,” she dared, her own restraint dissolving.

He laughed, breathless, shaking. “You’re a menace.”

“And you love it.”

He pushed her against the shelf, his hand sliding down to her backside, squeezing hard enough to make her gasp. He pulled her hips into his, grinding just enough to let her feel the full truth of his hunger.

“Tell me to stop,” he said, voice hoarse.

She shook her head, defiant. “Never.”

He kissed her again, all teeth and tongue, rough and wild. Harriet clung to him, dizzy with the force of it, the taste of salt and want and surrender.

A sound from the hall—a footstep, a cough—made them freeze. Jack stiffened, then pulled back, chest heaving. He pressed his forehead to hers, eyes squeezed shut.

“We can’t,” he rasped. “Not here.”

She let her hands roam his back, her own body trembling. “Then take me somewhere else.”

He swore, biting down on a groan. “You’re going to be the death of me.”

“Promise?” she whispered.

He drew back, searching her face, his gaze wild. He touched her cheek, softer now. “I want you. But you need to understand—if we cross this line, there’s no going back.”

“I crossed it the first time you touched me,” she said.

A long, shuddering silence.

Then, slowly, he nodded. “All right. You want to push? Let’s see how far you’ll go.”

He pulled her to the door, checked the hallway, then led her swiftly—possessively—toward the guest bedroom at the far end of the corridor. Harriet went eagerly, her heart pounding, every nerve raw and ready.

As the door shut behind them, the rest of the house exhaled, left behind with its questions, its fears, its fragile peace.

Harriet’s smile was fierce, her hands steady at last.

She’d finally found the line Jack wouldn’t let her cross—because this time, he was crossing it with her.

Jack didn’t stop until the guest bedroom at the end of the hall. Harriet stumbled after him, her heart thundering so loud she barely heard the slam of the door. He shut it with a force that made the frame shudder, then leaned back against the wood, chest rising and falling, jaw tight. He reached up, slid the lock into place—slowly, as if making certain she saw it, as if marking a border that neither of them could now pretend wasn’t there.

For a moment, neither spoke. The only sounds were their harsh breaths and the distant, relentless beat of the storm against the glass. Harriet’s nerves sparkled. She stood in the middle of the small, dim room—spare bed, extra quilts, the faint scent of cedar and lavender left over from her mother’s careful preparation. It felt suspended from the rest of the house and the rest of the world.

Jack didn’t move right away. He watched her, every inch of him tight, every muscle coiled. He was the man she’d dared again and again—the man she’d needed to crack open, to force out from behind the careful mask he wore for everyone but her.

Now, he looked like he might break everything.

“Are you happy now?” His voice was rough, almost hoarse. “Is this what you wanted?”

Harriet’s mouth was dry. She tried to answer, but the words stuck. All she could do was nod, barely perceptible. She realized, to her own astonishment, that she was shaking—not just from fear or cold, but from the wild exhilaration of being cornered, finally, after all her provocation.

Jack pushed away from the door. He crossed the space between them in three deliberate steps, stopping close enough that she had to tilt her head to meet his gaze. He didn’t touch her, not yet. Instead, he searched her face—looking for resistance, for regret, for anything that might make him stop.

“Say it,” he said quietly. “Say you want this. Say you want me.”

His nearness was dizzying. Harriet tried to swallow, her voice thin but unflinching. “I want you.”

Jack’s breath caught. He reached up and cupped her face in both hands, his touch trembling and sure at once. His thumbs brushed her cheeks, tracing the heat there.

“You don’t get to play games in here, Harriet,” he said, voice almost tender, almost savage. “No more acting out. No more hiding.”

Harriet’s lashes fluttered. She had no idea who she was, in that moment—spoiled brat, desperate woman, something new. She only knew that his hands felt like home, like shackles she’d been dying for.

“I’m not hiding,” she whispered. “Not anymore.”

For a moment he just looked at her, jaw working, eyes fierce. “Do you have any idea how much you’ve driven me insane? How hard I’ve tried not to want you?”

She managed a shaky laugh, breathless. “Didn’t try hard enough.”

His mouth twitched, nearly a smile. “God, you don’t know when to stop, do you?”

She shook her head, unable to stop herself. “Not with you.”

Jack’s hands slid to her neck, his thumbs stroking the line of her jaw. His voice was lower now, weighted with the truth. “I locked that door, Harriet. There’s no going back.”

Harriet let herself step closer, pressing her body into the line of his. “Good,” she said, breath trembling, “because I don’t want to.”

They stood there, foreheads nearly touching, their breath mingling in the chill. Behind the door, the house seemed to hold its breath too—family only yards away, any of them could call out, come knocking, break the spell. But in that narrow sliver of space, the rest of the world was gone.

Jack bent his head. His lips barely brushed her temple, her cheek, the corner of her mouth. Each touch was a question, an escalation, a promise. Harriet shivered, her own hands rising—first to his chest, then sliding up to tangle in the hair at the nape of his neck.

“You’ve been begging for this, haven’t you?” he murmured, lips ghosting over her skin. “All those little stunts. All those bratty looks.”

She arched her body, shameless, letting her answer be the press of her hips into his. “I wanted to see if you’d finally take what’s yours.”

A rumble in Jack’s chest, half growl, half groan. “You’re mine, then?”

She nodded, dizzy. “Yours.”

The word hung between them—a vow and a dare.

For a heartbeat, Jack seemed to war with himself, every inch of him straining between control and need. Then his grip tightened, and he claimed her mouth in a kiss that was nothing like the others—no more hesitancy, no more pretense. It was deep and bruising, the kind of kiss that said I’m done waiting, I’m done pretending. Harriet melted, her hands slipping under his sweater, clutching at warm, hard muscle. She opened for him, giving up the last of her resistance, letting him in.

The kiss went on, deepening, devouring. Jack’s hands roamed her back, her shoulders, her waist. He broke away, breathless, eyes wild.

“If you want to stop,” he said, “you tell me. Otherwise, I’m not letting you go.”

She shook her head, smiling through the nerves and thrill. “I’ll never say stop.”

Jack kissed her again, harder, pinning her to him. The storm raged outside, but in this room, they had their own weather, their own rules. Every barrier had been burned away.

And for the first time, Harriet wasn’t afraid of what came next.

Jack’s kiss still thrummed along Harriet’s lips as they broke apart, a wild pulse echoing between them. She stared at him in the dim light—the planes of his face sharp with hunger and worry both, his hands still framing her jaw. For a breathless second, neither moved.

She licked her lips, heart slamming in her chest. “You’re shaking,” she whispered.

Jack laughed, but it was a raw, broken sound. “You have no idea what you do to me.”

She smiled, daring. “I think I do. Why do you think I kept pushing? You looked so… untouchable. I wanted to see if you’d ever break.”

He closed his eyes, pressing his forehead to hers. “I told myself I wouldn’t. I can’t stop thinking about you. It’s wrong. It’s mad. But I’m tired of pretending I don’t want you.”

Harriet’s hands slid to his chest, feeling his heart beating just as wild as hers. “It’s not wrong. Not here. Not now.”

He drew back just enough to search her face, his gaze torn between hope and warning. “You don’t understand how badly I want you. What I want to do.”

“Then tell me.” Her voice trembled, but she held his gaze, refusing to look away. “Tell me everything.”

Jack’s thumb traced her cheek, tender, reverent. “You drive me out of my mind, Harriet. Every time you mouth off, every time you roll your eyes at me—God, I want to bend you over my knee and spank you until you can’t sass me for a week. I want to make you beg. I want to see how far you’ll push, and how far you’ll let me take you.”

A gasp shivered out of her. The heat pooled in her belly, her skin tingling where his hands lingered. “Then do it. I want you to. I want you to show me what it’s like when someone finally doesn’t let me get away with it.”

Jack’s jaw clenched. “You know what that means, don’t you?”

She nodded, breathless. “It means you stop holding back. It means you stop pretending I’m not everything you want.”

He kissed her again, slower this time, the pressure deepening. His hands slid from her jaw to her shoulders, gripping tight. When he broke away, their faces were inches apart.

“I wanted to be the good guy,” Jack murmured, voice ragged. “I wanted to keep you safe. Instead I’m thinking about all the ways I want to ruin you for anyone else.”

A shudder ran through her. “Then ruin me.”

He blinked, the shock in his eyes dissolving into a kind of feral joy. “You’re dangerous.”

She smiled, wild and trembling. “So are you.”

He moved, guiding her gently until the backs of her knees touched the bed. She sat, looking up at him, her pulse skittering as he knelt in front of her, hands braced on her thighs.

“Last chance,” Jack said, his voice serious. “You want this? You want me to take control?”

Harriet reached for him, sliding her fingers through his hair, tugging his face closer. “Please,” she breathed. “I want it more than I’ve ever wanted anything.”

His eyes darkened, the last of his restraint melting away. He surged up, kissing her hard, hands threading into her hair, tugging her head back to bare her throat. His mouth roamed—jaw, collarbone, the line of her pulse—leaving heat and marks in his wake.

“You don’t get to brat your way out of this,” he growled against her skin. “You’re mine now.”

She arched into him, hands fisting in his sweater, the words breaking her open from the inside. “I don’t want out. I want more.”

Jack’s hands slid to her waist, fingers digging in as he pulled her up from the bed and spun her so her back was to his chest. He bent her gently, bracing her over his knee, the air electric with anticipation.

“I’m going to show you what happens when you push me too far,” he said, voice thick. “You’re going to thank me when I’m done.”

A wild, desperate laugh bubbled up in Harriet’s throat. “Try me.”

He pressed a kiss to the nape of her neck, a soft promise before the storm.

They hovered there for a moment—her poised, willing, shivering; him holding back the tidal wave only by inches. The rest of the world had disappeared. All that remained was the heat between them, the quiet, trembling certainty that neither would ever be the same.

Jack’s breath was rough against her ear. “Safe word?”

Harriet swallowed, chest rising and falling. “Red.”

He nodded, a flash of pride and affection in his eyes. “Good girl.”

The words lit her up, sent every nerve sparking. She let her weight sink into his hands, surrendering for the first time not just because she wanted to provoke, but because she trusted him to catch her.

Jack stroked her hair, mouth close to her ear. “No more hiding, Harriet. No more games. You give yourself to me now. Understand?”

She nodded, breathless. “Yes. I want to.”

He pulled her upright, turning her so she could see his face—open, hungry, utterly hers.

“Then I’ll give you everything you need,” he promised. “And everything you deserve.”

For the first time in her life, Harriet felt a wild kind of peace. She belonged, and she was wanted, and she was finally about to get exactly what she craved.

Outside, the storm battered the house. Inside, Harriet reached for Jack, no longer the brat, but something new—someone willing to surrender, if only he’d demand it.

Jack’s promise—“I’ll give you everything you need, and everything you deserve”—echoed in Harriet’s bones as he drew her to her feet. Their bodies pressed together, warmth radiating in waves, her heart racing so hard she was sure he could feel it where her chest touched his.

He cradled her face in his hands again, steadying her with a look so intense she almost flinched. She saw everything she’d wanted reflected in his eyes—need, hunger, possessiveness, something almost frightened at the power she held over him.

“I need to hear you say it again,” Jack murmured, his voice thick. “You want this? You want to belong to me?”

Harriet’s voice was steadier than she felt. “Yes, Jack. I want to be yours. I want you to take me.”

The tension between them snapped. Jack’s restraint melted as he kissed her, rougher and deeper, pouring days and weeks of denied want into every movement. His hands gripped her hips, guiding her backward until the back of her knees hit the bed. She sat, gazing up at him—open, unguarded, surrendering the last of her armor.

He crouched in front of her, big hands gentle as he eased off her socks, then traced a slow line up her shins to her knees. Harriet shivered; each brush was a declaration—mine, mine, mine. His thumbs pressed circles just above her kneecaps, and when he looked up at her, she found herself unable to look away.

“Lie back,” Jack instructed, his voice calm but absolute.

Harriet obeyed, shifting up on the duvet, heart thumping as she watched him rise and lean over her. He caged her between his arms, gaze scanning her face for any sign of fear or hesitation.

“Color?” he asked quietly.

“Green,” she whispered, breathless.

His expression softened, pride and relief flashing in his eyes. He leaned down, brushing his lips along her jaw, then claimed her mouth again—slower, as if savoring the taste. His hands roamed her sides, down to her hips, kneading with gentle insistence.

She melted beneath him. Her usual sass dissolved into anticipation, need, and something new—trust. For the first time, she wasn’t performing. She wasn’t trying to provoke. She just wanted him—wanted to see what would happen when she stopped fighting.

Jack kissed her again, trailing down her throat, nipping at the tender skin just above her collarbone. His hands mapped her body over clothes, exploring curves and edges as though memorizing her.

“Hands above your head,” he instructed, his voice deep.

Harriet’s pulse leapt. She obeyed, sliding her arms up the bed until her fingers curled around the pillow. She felt more exposed than she ever had, but also more alive—like her whole body had become a single, tingling nerve.

Jack watched her for a long, heated moment, his eyes dark with approval. “Good girl,” he murmured.

The praise struck like lightning. Harriet arched into the words, desperate for more. Jack ran his palms up her arms, down again to her ribs, pausing at the hem of her sweater.

“May I?” he asked, voice gentle but commanding.

She nodded. “Yes.”

He tugged her sweater up, exposing her midriff, then leaned down to press a kiss to her navel. His hands settled on her hips, holding her steady as he explored her skin with slow, deliberate reverence. She shivered, nerves alight.

Every time she tensed or tried to squirm away, Jack anchored her, his hands firm, his voice soothing. “Stay with me. Let yourself feel it.”

Harriet breathed out, focusing on the weight of his hands, the heat of his body. The bratty part of her—the one that always ran, always resisted—was gone, replaced by a softer, more liquid part that wanted only to please.

He kissed a line up her torso, stopping at her sternum, then propped himself on one elbow so he could see her face.

“I’m going to take care of you,” Jack said quietly. “But I’m going to push you, too. You need to know I’ll stop the second you ask. That’s how this works.”

She nodded, unable to speak for a moment. “I trust you.”

He smiled—a real, unguarded smile, all pride and promise. “That’s all I needed to hear.”

Jack’s hands slid down to her thighs, then back up, squeezing, testing. Harriet let her legs part, inviting him in, showing him how much she wanted. He pressed a kiss to her inner thigh, then rested his head there for a moment, just breathing her in.

When he looked up, his eyes were shining. “You’re beautiful, you know that? Impossible, infuriating—but beautiful.”

Harriet blushed, laughter escaping on a gasp. “You’re not so bad yourself.”

He laughed, low and soft, then pressed another kiss to her thigh. “Keep your hands where they are. I want you to remember this is mine to give, not yours to take.”

A tremor ran through her. She arched into his mouth, his hands, his words. For the first time in her life, she didn’t have to control anything. She could just be—held, wanted, cherished, claimed.

Jack took his time, mapping every inch of her with lips and tongue, making her feel more wanted than she’d ever thought possible. Every so often he paused, making her beg, coaxing confessions from her she didn’t know she had.

“Tell me,” he murmured, tracing slow circles on her thigh, “what you want.”

She whimpered, breathless. “I want to be yours. I want you to keep me in line. I want you to make me good, even when I’m bad.”

Jack grinned, satisfied. “That’s my girl.”

He pressed another kiss to her hip, his hands bracketing her waist. “That’s all I’ve ever wanted. You—just like this.”

And as the wind howled outside, Harriet let herself go—surrendering to Jack, to the storm, to everything she’d been too afraid to want until now.

Harriet’s world had shrunk to the feel of Jack’s hands on her skin, the low warmth of his voice, the pressure of his body pressing hers into the mattress. Every nerve seemed raw and newly strung. She had never been so exposed—never so certain she was exactly where she wanted to be.

Jack drew back, propping himself up on one elbow. His hand drifted over her waist, then slid down to her hip, fingers teasing the edge of her leggings.

“You know what happens next, don’t you?” His tone was somewhere between amusement and warning.

Harriet arched her back, pressing into his hand. “You’re going to punish me.”

His mouth twitched—half smile, half snarl. “That’s right. You want to be bratty? You take the consequences.”

She wriggled, her own grin feral. “Maybe I like the consequences.”

Jack’s eyes darkened. “We’ll see how much you like them in a minute.”

He sat back on his heels, guiding her to roll onto her stomach. Harriet’s breath quickened—half fear, half anticipation—as he settled beside her, one hand firm at the small of her back, keeping her in place.

“Color?” he murmured, his palm heavy through the fabric of her leggings.

“Green,” she replied instantly, her voice small but certain.

“Good girl.” The words were a caress, a stripe of warmth along her spine.

Jack hooked his fingers at her waistband, tugging her leggings down just enough to bare her to his hand, leaving her vulnerable but not fully undressed—a humiliation and a mercy at once. Harriet shivered, her body thrumming with awareness.

Jack stroked her skin, slow and deliberate. “You know why you’re getting this, don’t you?”

She bit her lip, heart hammering. “For being a brat. For pushing you. For not listening.”

He nodded, satisfaction in his voice. “And for stealing. For mouthing off in front of your family. For thinking you could play with fire and not get burned.”

A blush climbed Harriet’s cheeks—not from shame, but from the strange, electric thrill of being called out, held accountable, seen and disciplined by the one person she wanted most.

He rubbed her gently for a moment longer, then raised his hand. “Count for me.”

The first smack was sharp and sudden—a bright line of heat across her skin. Harriet gasped, her fingers curling into the duvet.

“One.”

Another, firmer this time. “Two.”

Jack’s rhythm was deliberate: a few slow, stinging slaps, each one punctuated by a pause, his palm soothing her between strikes, letting the pain bloom and fade into pleasure. By the fourth or fifth, Harriet was panting, her hips rocking involuntarily into the mattress.

“Five…”

She lost track after that, surrendering to the rhythm, the warmth, the rush of being so completely at someone else’s mercy. Jack’s voice was constant—sometimes a warning, sometimes a praise, sometimes a low, humiliating taunt:

“Good girl. Taking it so well.”

“You want more, don’t you?”

“This is what you get for acting out.”

“Only mine to punish. No one else. No one else could ever handle you.”

Harriet whimpered, the tears stinging her eyes not just from pain but from release—the letting go of all the fight, all the defenses. She’d never felt so raw, so cared for, so wanted. Every word, every slap, every gentle caress after was an affirmation: You are mine. You are safe. You are loved, even when you’re bad—especially when you’re bad.

Jack paused, his hand soothing over her red skin, his breath warm against her back. “Color?”

She swallowed, voice trembling but sure. “Green. Please… more.”

He bent low, mouth at her ear. “You like this, don’t you? You like being punished.”

She nodded helplessly. “I do. I want you to make me good.”

Jack’s chuckle was dark, triumphant. “Oh, I will. But first, I want to see you let go.”

He spanked her again—hard, but not cruel, just enough to send her arching, her body quivering with the shock. This time, his other hand slid beneath her, pressing her hips down, keeping her in place. His touch was everywhere—demanding, comforting, unyielding.

“Such a handful,” he murmured. “But you’re mine to handle. No one else’s.”

With every strike, every word, Harriet felt herself melt further. Her bratty bravado crumbled, replaced by a sweet, aching surrender. All the struggle and stubbornness that had defined her for so long now seemed small and unnecessary. In their place: a rush of belonging, a desire to please, to be shaped and cherished and made better.

When Jack finally stopped, his palm lingering hot and soothing, she was crying softly—not from pain, but from release. He drew her back into his arms, turning her gently, cradling her against his chest.

He stroked her hair, wiping away the tears. “You did so well, Harriet. I’m proud of you.”

She curled into him, shivering with aftershocks, her breath slowing.

“I’ve never…” she whispered. “No one’s ever… made me feel like this.”

Jack kissed her temple, holding her tight. “No one ever will. You’re mine. Only mine.”

She looked up at him, eyes shining. “Good. I want to be.”

He laughed quietly, brushing his thumb along her cheek. “You’re dangerous, you know that?”

She smiled, the last of her resistance gone. “So tame me.”

He grinned, feral and delighted. “That’s exactly what I intend to do.”

He pulled her close, rocking her gently, letting her feel the strength of his arms, the safety of his claim. For a long moment, neither spoke. Harriet simply let herself be held—no longer a brat needing to fight, but a woman who had chosen surrender and found something better than victory.

Outside, the wind howled, the house shuddered, the world vanished into white. Inside, Jack pressed a kiss to the crown of her head, a benediction and a promise. “Mine,” he whispered again.

And Harriet believed him—utterly, joyfully, finally.

Harriet lay curled against Jack’s chest, the slow echo of her surrender still humming through her veins. Outside, the wind rattled the window frames, but inside, the only storm was the one rising between them. Jack’s hand drifted from her waist down to the curve of her hip, fingers tracing lazy patterns that sent tremors through her skin.

She lifted her head, eyes half-lidded, watching him. The firelight flickered across his face, throwing dark shadows under his brows and illuminating the fierce hunger in his gaze. Every inch of her—every nerve ending—was alive with anticipation. He’d just disciplined her, claimed her. Now he held her close, offering something sweeter: unhurried exploration, the deep intimacy of trust fulfilled.

Jack’s hand slid beneath the blanket, brushing against the smooth skin of her thigh. Harriet’s breath caught. She parted her legs slightly, giving him better access, her body aching for more of his touch.

“Do you want this?” Jack’s voice was low, private.

Harriet nodded, throat tight. “Yes.”

He lowered his head, mouth descending to her inner thigh, pressing slow, feather-light kisses that trailed upward, each one a question, each one an affirmation. Harriet’s hands found his hair, fingers tangling in dark strands, holding him in place as her hips slowly arched into his mouth. He paused only briefly, looking up to meet her gaze, seeking consent, reassurance.

Seeing no hesitation, Jack kissed her higher still, til it lingered on the soft swell just at the hem of her leggings. His breath was warm against her skin, his tongue gentle at first, wetting the fabric as though tasting her through the cloth. Harriet moaned, hips pressing closer, the fabric resisting then giving way under the dual pressure of cloth and flesh. With a deliberate, modest tug, Jack peeled the leggings down over her hips, freeing her fully.

Harriet gasped at that first full brush of cool air, the sudden vulnerability of exposure. Her pulse thundered—nerves snapping to attention. Jack looked up at her, giving her one last chance to pull away. She only shook her head, lips parting in a silent, eager invitation.

Jack’s mouth returned to her bare skin: tender kisses up her thigh, pauses to nip lightly, then a bold, adventurous tongue pressing against her folds—warm, wet, insistent. Harriet’s hands gripped the duvet, taking hold of the fabric as though she could anchor herself against the surge of sensation. Each flick of Jack’s tongue, each gentle suck, drove her closer to the brink.

He didn’t rush. He moved with confidence, exploring her anatomy like charting a new world. When he reached her core, he merely paused, letting the warmth of his breath gather around her before he began, slow, patient strokes with the flat of his tongue. Harriet’s head fell back, a groan escaping her lips. Her hips bucked unconsciously, trying to find purchase, to deepen the sensation.

Jack slipped a finger inside her, adding pressure where his tongue circled. Harriet’s breath shuddered. She cried out softly, a sound swallowed by the mattress. Jack continued, one finger, then two, curling to brush the spot that made her blood pound in her ears. He synchronized the rhythm of his tongue with his fingers: slow, then fast; gentle, then firm. Each motion was a statement: I’m here. I know you. I claim you.

Harriet’s world narrowed. The storm outside, the locked door, the warning edges of risk—all fell away until there was only Jack’s hands, Jack’s mouth, Jack’s breath. She called out his name, soft and ragged, each syllable a plea.

Jack looked up briefly, eyes dark and soft. “Tell me what you want.”

She couldn’t speak—only shake her head, arching into his touch. He withdrew his fingers and his mouth, leaving her aching, needy. Gently, he pulled her up into his lap, one arm wrapping around her waist to steady her.

Harriet straddled him, legs trembling but determined, pressing her soaked core against his clothed hardness. Jack’s breath hitched; he stared at her, his hands sliding under her sweater to cup her breasts. His thumbs grazed her nipples, eliciting a fresh wave of heat.

She leaned forward, kissing him—at first soft, searching, then deeper, more impassioned. Their bodies moved together in a slow, intimate rhythm: her pressing down, him guiding softly, never forcing, always attentive to her cues.

Jack broke the kiss, panting. He reached down, cradling her ankle to slide off her sock, then adjusted his position so one of her legs draped over his shoulder. Harriet gasped at that shift—close enough to feel his breathing, to sense the rise of his chest against her thigh.

He bent his head, kissing from her foot upward: a trail of soft pecks, then bold licks at the inside of her calf. Harriet moaned, toes flexing, sweat gleaming on her skin. She arched again, pressing herself into his mouth. Jack’s lips enveloped her, tongue dancing, teasing, and then he slipped two fingers inside her again, matching the angle and speed precisely to her need.

Harriet’s hands clutched at his shoulders, her nails digging in, her breath ragged. He maintained control—slow enough to torture, firm enough to thrill. Every movement was deliberate consent, every press of his tongue, every curl of his finger a promise that she was safe in this surrender.

When her muscles tensed, Jack leaned back, cradling her trembling thigh as her core clenched around nothing and then spasmed in release. She cried out, loud and unashamed, and Jack’s mouth closed around her, muffling the sound as he rode out her climax with steady strokes of tongue and finger.

She trembled, shaking in his lap, tears of relief and pleasure sliding down her cheeks. Jack held her against him, covering her with kisses—kiss after kiss, gentle and worshipful, like an apology for every harsh word he’d ever spoken, a gratitude for every shard of trust she’d given him.

When at last she caught her breath, Jack guided her back onto his legs so she could face him. His hands moved to sweep damp hair from her face. His eyes were soft, almost tender.

“Are you okay?” he whispered, brushing a thumb across her mouth, smoothing her tears.

Harriet smiled, fragile and glowing. “Better than okay.”

Jack’s expression flickered—desire still smoldering, but tempered now by affection and reverence. “You’re incredible.”

She leaned forward, pressing her lips to his in a lingering kiss. “Only because you know how.”

He laughed softly, pulling her into a deep embrace. “I’m never letting you go.”

They held each other in the hush that followed, the gusts of wind outside no match for the warmth and intimacy they’d forged. The room was small, but the world had never felt larger—or more intimately confined to the two of them.

Jack stroked her back, voice low. “We should… get you cleaned up.”

Harriet nodded, snuggling closer. “As long as you stay.”

Jack kissed her forehead. “Always.”

Their connection was a promise that no storm, no locked door, no family suspicion could break. As Jack helped Harriet up and they began the slow, delicate process of redressing, they both knew: they had crossed a line together, and there was no going back.

They were halfway through redressing when it happened: a faint knock on the guest-bedroom door, soft but unmistakable. Both Jack and Harriet froze—Jack with a sock in his hand, Harriet with her sweater half on.

Their breaths caught. The door was thin; every sound on the other side carried with brittle clarity. Harriet’s heart pounded in her ears. She’d never felt more vulnerable.

Jack’s hand shot out, slamming the dresser drawer closed. He moved to the door, pressing himself flat against the frame, one arm stretching around Harriet to pull her behind him. She stumbled, nearly toppling into his waiting chest, and he held her firmly by the small of her back.

Another knock, firmer this time.

“Jack?” Lila’s voice—tentative, worried—came through the wood. “Are you guys okay in there?”

Jack’s jaw worked. Harriet could feel the rigid lines of his body through his shirt. His free hand slipped around her waist, settling on her hip with possessive force.

He whispered into her hair, “Stay silent.”

Harriet nodded, mouth suddenly dry. She pressed her palm to her chest, feeling her pulse stutter.

Jack took a steadying breath, then called, voice calm but clipped: “Yes, Lils. All good. Give us a minute.”

The knock ceased. Silence fell, heavier than the storm itself. Harriet’s eyes brimmed with adrenaline and something darker—fear laced with thrill. Jack’s grip never loosened.

“They’re close,” he murmured, voice low enough only she could hear. “You okay?”

She swallowed, pressing her cheek into his chest. “Yes.”

He kissed the top of her head. “Quickly now.”

With one hand, he unhooked her sweater, slipping it over her shoulders so she could fully finish dressing. With the other, he secured his belt and straightened his own shirt. Every motion was urgent, precise, as if an alarm would go off at any second.

They moved together to a narrow section of the room’s opposite wall, tucking Harriet behind a tall armoire. Her back was pressed to the cold wood; Jack’s body filled the few inches between her and the door’s threshold. She felt the solid heat of him, the reassuring beat of his heart—a lifeline in the crashing storm of her emotions.

Another soft rap sounded. This time, Harriet caught Lila’s muffled whisper: “We heard a crash. Are you guys okay?”

Jack answered without hesitation, his voice level: “All fine. Just ran into something. I’ll fix it right away.”

Relief shot through Harriet; she exhaled so sharply it echoed. Jack placed a finger to her lips, a shushing promise that they weren’t done yet.

Then the storm gave the door a hard shove, rattling the latch. Lila’s voice rose, alarmed: “Jack? Seriously, come on.”

The door frame creaked as Jack braced himself against the hallway’s pressure. Harriet felt each gust of wind shake her hiding spot. She clutched his shirt, knuckles white.

Jack pounded the door frame with one fist, then leaned in, voice low: “Give me two minutes.”

More wind. A thud of snow against the siding. Harriet’s breath froze.

Jack pulled back, dropping to silence. Harriet watched his chest rise and fall. Seconds stretched like hours. Then, as though the storm itself relented, the door stilled.

Lila’s voice, tired and uncertain: “Okay… but hurry up.”

Finally, the knocks stopped. Jack exhaled, moving to recover Harriet from behind the armoire. His eyes were blazing—relief, desire, something feral. He pulled her into his arms, pressing her face against his chest.

She clung to him, tears threatening. “I thought—”

He hushed her, kissing her hair. “I got you. Always.”

Their panic eased only slightly. Harriet’s body was on fire, hyperaware of every inch of him. She ran trembling fingers down his arm, through the coarse fabric of his shirt—a reminder that every brush of skin had consequence.

Jack straightened, glancing toward the door, as if expecting it to burst open again. Then he turned to her, eyes steady.

“That was close,” he said. “Too close.”

Harriet bit her lip, seeking her voice. “I… I’m sorry.”

He shook his head, rubbing circles on her shoulder. “No. It’s not your fault. But we need to move… carefully.”

Harriet’s pulse stuttered, mind racing. “We should go back? Wait until it’s safe?”

Jack held her at arm’s length, searching her eyes. “I don’t want to,” he whispered. “And I know you don’t either.”

She swallowed, heart pounding. “No.”

He leaned in, their foreheads touching. The risk of discovery was still thick in the air—an electrified layer that made every touch sear. Jack’s hand brushed her neck, thumb tracing her pulse.

“Then we finish this,” he said, voice low, throaty. “But I want you on the bed. Down on your knees. Face the wall.”

Harriet’s breath caught in her throat. The command was stark, uncompromising. She nodded, trembling. “Yes.”

He guided her forward, hands gentle on her hips. She knelt on the edge of the bed, body tense. The bedspread was cool beneath her knees. She rested her forehead against the headboard, heart hammering.

Jack stepped behind her, underwear and belt still undone. His hands slid down her sides, framing her waist, the contrast of fabric and skin sending jolts of awareness through her. She pressed back into his touch, pulse blazing.

He whispered into her ear, voice a rasp: “This is a safe word moment. You know it? You still need it?”

Harriet closed her eyes. “Red,” she whispered, breathless.

“Good.” His hands tightened at her hips. “But I won’t stop unless you say it.”

She nodded.

He ran his hands over her clothed curves one last time—testing, claiming—before slipping them beneath the waistband. Harriet bit her lip, eyes squeezed shut, waiting for his touch.

Jack’s hand slid beneath her underwear, brushing skin. Harriet inhaled sharply. The sensation was electric.

He kissed her neck, low and possessive, then slid one finger inside her—slow, deliberate, matching the soft brush of his tongue against her earlobe. Harriet mewled, tension coiling tighter.

Jack added a second finger, curling them, pressing to the spot that made her gasp. Each movement was practiced, precise—his way of showing how well he knew her. Harriet clenched around him, muffled moans vibrating through the mattress.

The wind rattled the window again, a reminder that the world outside was still raging. Harriet’s mind spun with fear and excitement—pleasure and peril too close to separate.

Jack withdrew his fingers, his hands sliding up her sides to cup her breasts over her bra. He squeezed gently, thumbs brushing hardened peaks through fabric. Harriet whimpered, tilting her head back to expose her throat.

He bent, capturing her mouth in a heated kiss—urgent, deep, claiming. His hands worked her clothes off around him: belt, fly, underwear. Harriet helped where she could, desperate to feel skin on skin.

They moved together—a tangle of limbs and heavy breaths. Jack pulled her away from the headboard, backing her toward the center of the bed. Harriet turned to face him, legs trembling, eyes shining with want.

Jack’s hand cupped her jaw. “No more almost,” he murmured. “No more maybe.”

She kissed him fiercely. “No more hiding.”

The storm outside hammered the windows, but inside, they had only each other—and the knowledge that discovery could strike at any moment. Yet that risk only fueled the fire between them, a dangerous promise that nothing could cool.

They collapsed together in the center of the bed, breathless, tangled, the storm’s distant roar still echoing through the house. The world beyond these four walls was lost to them—its threats, its routines, its rules—all faded in the wake of what they’d just shared.

Jack lay behind Harriet, arms circling her waist, holding her close. She curled into him, one leg draped over his hip, hands resting on his chest as she caught her breath. Their skin gleamed with sweat, hearts hammering a mad duet that wouldn’t quiet.

For a long moment, neither spoke. The only sound was their slowing breaths and the soft creak of the bed under their weight. Jack’s fingers traced idle patterns on Harriet’s hip, as if proving she was real—proof against the rush of delirium threatening to sweep her away.

Harriet closed her eyes, pressing her cheek into his chest. “I’m so dizzy,” she whispered.

Jack nodded, voice low. “Me too.”

She lifted her head, looking into his dark eyes. “That was… more than I ever imagined.”

He brushed her hair from her face, thumb stroking her temple. “You were amazing.”

She blushed, the praise a balm. “I was scared I’d break everything.”

He kissed her forehead. “You didn’t. You gave me something I never expected. I’m honored.”

Harriet smiled, though tears pricked at her lashes. “I’m honored you trusted me.”

A crease of concern flickered in Jack’s brow. “How are you feeling?”

Her chest tightened—mentally, emotionally, physically. “…whole. And broken. And… yours.”

Jack’s mouth curved in a bittersweet smile. “That’s the point.”

They lay in silence a while longer, savoring the afterglow. But they both knew they couldn’t stay here. The family was waiting outside—worrying, speculating, innocent in their ignorance.

Jack finally shifted, easing Harriet up to sit. He reached for the discarded clothes on the floor, offering her a shirt to slip into. She dressed, wincing as her ankle protested, and Jack bent to help with one stubborn sock.

They dressed in tandem—slow, respectful, each move a reminder of their delicate new reality. Harriet tucked her hair behind her ears; Jack straightened his shirt collar. Neither glanced at the door, but both heard every creak in the floor outside.

“Ready?” Jack asked softly.

Harriet nodded, heart in her throat. “Ready.”

He drew her into a last, deep kiss—one that was promise and apology, blessing and vow. Then he led her to the door, unlocking it with a click that sounded impossibly loud.

Silence in the hallway. They stepped into the dim light together; the house seemed to exhale at their return.

Pete looked up from the hallway bench. “You okay?” he asked, more concerned about appearance than explanation.

Harriet and Jack exchanged a brief glance—an electric glance that said everything and nothing. Harriet forced a smile. “Just resting,” she said, voice softer than usual.

Karen hurried forward, motherly concern written in every line of her face. “Everything all right in here? I thought I heard thumping.”

Harriet touched her mother’s arm. “Just… the wind. The house settling.”

Karen nodded, but her eyes lingered on Harriet’s flushed cheeks, her slightly disheveled hair. “Okay, dear. Let me know if you need anything.”

Lila rose from the couch, eyes sharp. “Dinner in ten.” She hovered, as if wanting more, but finding nothing to ask—no hint, no whisper, no slip.

Moira bounced over, oblivious. “Who wants hot chocolate?”

Jack cleared his throat. “I’ll help.”

He steered Harriet toward the kitchen. Out of the corner of her eye, Harriet saw Lila’s narrowed gaze, but she lifted her chin and linked her arm through Jack’s, closing the gap between them, creating a small shield.

In the kitchen, Jack warmed milk by the fire and added chocolate. Harriet leaned against the counter, tracing the grain of the wood, her skin still tingling from his touch. Every memory echoed—his hands, his mouth, the locked door, the storm.

Jack set a mug before her. “Drink this,” he said gently.

She sipped, warmth flooding her. “Thank you.”

He offered her a towel. “Be careful getting back upstairs.”

Harriet nodded. “I will.”

He studied her, then pressed a quick kiss to her temple. “I’ll come check on you before bed.”

Her heart fluttered. “Okay.”

They finished their hot chocolate in companionable silence. Then Jack cleared the mugs, and Harriet watched him—tall, strong, beautifully composed even after what they’d done.

When Jack returned upstairs, Harriet paused on the landing, hand on the railing, body humming. She felt—finally—settled inside herself, carrying a secret that was both dangerous and precious.

She tiptoed back to her room, feeling more awake than she had in years. She slipped under the covers and closed her eyes, body still warm from Jack’s presence. But sleep eluded her; her mind danced with the night’s events, the risk, the bliss.

Downstairs, Jack paused outside Harriet’s door. He pressed his ear to the wood, hearing her soft breathing. He smiled, relief and desire and protectiveness all mingled in his expression. Gently, he whispered, “Goodnight. Sleep well, my girl.”

Harriet’s breath ticked in response.

He slipped away, leaving her in the hush. The house was still and quiet as the storm began to slacken. Outside, the wind eased, but inside, a new tempest had taken hold—one of love, of power, of promise.

In the darkness, Harriet pressed her hand to her chest, feeling the steady beat of her heart. She had been claimed, changed, and she had never felt more alive.

The night stretched on, full of possibility—and she knew that tomorrow, and every day after, would be shaped by this moment, this surrender, this bond. The storm had broken them open, but it had also bound them together in ways neither could deny.

The corridor felt longer than it ever had. Harriet moved slowly, the ache in her ankle a dull echo of the deeper ache that throbbed through her body and soul. Jack’s hand hovered at her back, steadying, but now every touch—every glance—felt charged, a secret current running just beneath the surface.

They passed Pete in the hallway, who raised his brows in mild confusion. Harriet mustered a quick, crooked smile. “Needed a lie-down,” she said, her voice thin. Pete grunted, accepting the explanation—barely.

The living room was a cocoon of dull firelight and half-hearted chatter. Karen fussed with a half-empty tin of biscuits, Lila leafed through the same magazine for the hundredth time, and Moira sat curled in an armchair, humming quietly, face half-shaded by the dim lamp.

Jack peeled away, heading toward the kitchen, the muscle in his jaw flexing as he fought to keep his movements measured. Harriet lowered herself onto the sofa beside Lila, her heart galloping in her chest. She pressed her knees together, acutely aware of every sensation—her skin too sensitive, her lips still swollen from kisses, the lingering heat of Jack’s hands everywhere.

Lila cut her a sidelong glance. “You look… different.”

Harriet’s throat dried. “I—just tired. Didn’t sleep well.”

Lila’s gaze lingered. “Sure. Right.” Her voice was too light, her smile too sharp.

Harriet felt her pulse quicken. Did Lila suspect? Or was she just being paranoid, the new intimacy between herself and Jack an invisible mark that everyone could see? She tried to busy her hands, fiddling with the loose thread on the blanket, but her fingers trembled.

Karen bustled in, eyes sweeping the room. “Everything all right, Haz? You look pale.”

“I’m fine, Mum. Honest.”

Karen reached out, brushing Harriet’s hair behind her ear with motherly care—a gesture that, just hours ago, would have annoyed her, but now made her want to cry. The innocence of it was almost too much.

Jack returned from the kitchen with two mugs of tea, pressing one into Harriet’s hands with a quiet, “Drink. You need to keep warm.” His eyes lingered on hers—concern, ownership, apology, and something deeper mingling in that single look.

The minutes stretched. Every movement felt like it might be a tell: the way Jack glanced at her, the way she kept her knees angled toward him, the faint tremor in her hands as she sipped the tea.

Moira, ever the peacemaker, tried to rally everyone for a game, but nobody had the heart. Pete disappeared outside again, braving the wind to check the generator. Lila finally tossed her magazine aside and leaned close to Harriet, voice barely above a whisper.

“You sure you’re okay?”

Harriet hesitated, then nodded. “Really, Lila. I just… I think the storm’s getting to me.”

Lila’s frown deepened, but she let it drop. “Just don’t do anything stupid, okay?”

“Too late,” Harriet almost laughed, the words bitter and bright in her mind.

The hours dragged by. Dinner was a limp affair—soup and crackers, eaten in silence. Every time Jack moved, Harriet felt the pull in her chest. She watched his hands, the way his jaw flexed when he bit into bread, the shadows beneath his eyes.

She wondered if he was thinking of her—of what they’d done, the risk they’d taken, the boundary they’d shattered. She wondered if he was scared. She wondered if she should be.

After dinner, Karen announced she was going to bed early. “No sense sitting up. We’ll see what the weather’s done in the morning.” Pete muttered agreement, already halfway up the stairs.

Lila hovered in the kitchen, rinsing mugs, humming softly. Harriet joined her, desperate for something normal. But the air was thick with things unsaid.

Lila handed her a dish towel. “So, what’s up with you and Jack? You keep looking at each other like—”

Harriet fumbled, dropping the cup. It clattered to the sink, water splashing everywhere.

“Haz—” Lila’s tone sharpened.

Harriet turned, trying to laugh, but her face burned. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Lila eyed her, skepticism radiating. “He’s Mum’s boyfriend, you know.”

Harriet felt something cold knot in her stomach. She swallowed, biting her lip. “I know.”

Lila shook her head. “Just… don’t get hurt, okay?”

Harriet couldn’t answer. She finished drying the cups and slipped away, her heart hammering.

Upstairs, in the narrow hallway, Jack waited. He caught her hand as she passed, pulling her into the shadowy space between rooms.

“Are you all right?” he whispered, his voice rough with worry and hunger.

Harriet nodded, tears prickling her eyes. “Are you?”

He brushed his thumb over her cheek, gentling her. “I can’t stop thinking about you.”

She laughed softly, the sound ragged. “I keep expecting someone to walk in and see—everything.”

Jack’s hand tightened around hers. “They won’t. Not if we’re careful.”

“Are you sure you want to be careful?” Harriet’s words trembled, equal parts challenge and confession.

He hesitated, the lines of his face drawn and serious. “I want you more than I’ve ever wanted anything. But I won’t let this ruin your life. Or your family.”

Harriet’s chest ached. “I’m not afraid. Not of that.”

He kissed her—quick, fierce, desperate. “Good. But let’s go slow. Just for now.”

She nodded, clinging to him a moment longer before slipping away into her room.

She lay in bed that night, awake long after the storm quieted, replaying every moment. The risk, the pleasure, the fear, and the new, insatiable hunger that threatened to consume her. Her body ached with memory, her mind tumbled with possibilities. Every brush of her sheets was a ghost of Jack’s hands.

In the darkness, Harriet pressed her fingers to her lips, tasting the trace of his kiss. She felt changed—utterly, dangerously changed—and she wanted nothing more than to risk it all again.

Down the hall, Jack stood in the darkness, staring at her closed door, heart pounding. He knew there was no going back, not now. He would do anything to keep her safe, to keep her his.

The storm outside had finally broken, but the one inside was only just beginning.

The morning after, the storm’s silence was almost eerie. Sunlight glimmered faintly through the snow-caked windows, and for a moment, the world seemed clean and untouched. But inside the house, the air was dense, expectant—a collective holding of breath.

Harriet was the first awake. She padded to the bathroom, her steps quiet on the icy floorboards, and caught sight of herself in the mirror. She hardly recognized the reflection: her cheeks were still flushed, her lips pink and swollen, the wild tangle of her hair proof of a night spent thrashing between guilt and pleasure. She pressed cold water to her face, willing herself to look normal, to feel ordinary. She failed on both counts.

Downstairs, she found Jack already at the stove, boiling water for tea. His hair was mussed, eyes dark-circled, and when he turned at her approach, his face softened for just a heartbeat. It was a private smile—just for her, just for now.

But as Harriet crossed the kitchen, the sound of footsteps thundered on the stairs. Lila came in, followed by Pete, Karen, and finally Moira. The house filled with the clatter of mugs, the scraping of chairs, the unspoken tension of a family gathering after a storm—after a rupture.

No one said anything at first, but everyone noticed everything. Harriet could feel Lila’s gaze like a pressure on her skin. Karen moved through the kitchen with the tight efficiency of a woman who knew something had changed but refused to ask. Pete, blunt as ever, watched Jack with narrowed eyes, suspicion blooming.

Breakfast was a muted, awkward affair. Conversation stuck to the weather, the roads, the possibility of getting out for supplies. But every silence felt heavier, stretched thin by something just out of sight.

Harriet sat next to Jack at the table, legs tucked beneath her, hands clasped to stop their shaking. Every move Jack made—every scrape of his chair, every sip of tea—drew her eyes. When their knees brushed under the table, she jolted as if burned.

Lila caught the movement and shot Harriet a warning look. When Harriet tried to meet her eyes, Lila just shook her head, a silent accusation and plea all in one.

Pete cleared his throat. “So. When’s everyone heading back?”

Karen forced a smile. “Let’s see if the main road’s clear after breakfast. Maybe we can get to the village.”

Moira hummed, trying to break the mood. “We survived. That’s something.”

But even Moira’s brightness couldn’t dispel the heaviness. When breakfast ended, Karen went to check the road, Pete bundled up and left to dig out the car, and Moira drifted off with a crossword puzzle. Only Lila and Harriet remained in the kitchen, the silence between them thick as winter wool.

Lila didn’t look up from the mug in her hands. “I know something’s going on, Haz.”

Harriet’s pulse skipped. “What do you mean?”

Lila shot her a look, hard and clear. “Don’t. Don’t play dumb. You and Jack—you’re not subtle. Not anymore.”

Harriet fumbled with her sleeve. “Nothing’s happening.”

Lila snorted. “Please. I’m not Mum, and I’m not an idiot.”

The kitchen felt too small, the walls closing in. Harriet swallowed, voice barely above a whisper. “You can’t tell anyone.”

Lila’s eyes widened, a flush of anger blooming. “I wouldn’t. I’d never—but you have to be careful, Haz. If Mum finds out—”

Harriet shook her head, fighting tears. “I know. I know. But I can’t help it. I tried—God, I tried to stop—”

Lila stared at her for a long moment, then softened. “Do you… care about him?”

Harriet’s answer was immediate. “Yes. More than I should.”

Lila pressed her lips together, considering. “If he hurts you—”

“He won’t,” Harriet cut in, fiercer than she’d meant.

Lila looked down at her mug. “Just… promise me you won’t let him mess you up.”

“I promise.”

The conversation ended there, a fragile truce, but Harriet could feel the danger in every word. Their secret was no longer just between her and Jack; it was spreading—spilling, uncontrollable, a storm of its own.

Upstairs, Jack paced his room, hands on the windowsill, staring at the brightening sky. He knew the cost, the risk, the line he’d crossed. He’d dreamed of Harriet all night—her face, her voice, the way she’d begged for more, the way she’d trembled with trust and want.

He heard Pete clomping up the stairs and braced himself, waiting for confrontation. But Pete only poked his head in, grunted, “Weather’s breaking,” and left. The reprieve was brief, but Jack felt every muscle in his body remain taut.

The day wore on. The snow plows finally passed, clearing the road. Plans were made, cars packed. Moira fussed with lists, Karen issued instructions, Pete loaded bags.

Harriet watched from the window as the family prepared to go—her heart caught between dread and longing. Every goodbye was loaded, every embrace held a warning. She watched Jack in the hall, the way he lingered by the door, how his eyes followed her through every room.

At the last minute, Karen took Harriet’s arm. “You coming in my car?”

Harriet looked at Jack, their eyes meeting across the foyer. He gave the barest shake of his head—don’t say anything, not now.

“I’ll come with Lila,” Harriet said.

Karen nodded, distracted. “See you back at the house, then.”

The cars pulled away, one after another, wheels spinning on ice. In Lila’s car, the silence was thick.

“Are you going to keep seeing him?” Lila asked, her voice raw.

Harriet closed her eyes, pain blooming in her chest. “I don’t know. I hope so.”

Lila squeezed her hand. “Be careful. I mean it.”

Back at the house, the air had shifted again. Jack waited at the door as Harriet and Lila came inside. Their eyes locked. Something silent and deep passed between them—it’s not over, not even close.

That night, as the house settled and the family drifted into uneasy sleep, Harriet lay in bed, staring at the ceiling. She felt Jack’s presence in every shadow, every shift of the floorboards, every beat of her heart. She knew their secret would not stay hidden forever. She knew the next days and weeks would test them both.

But she also knew that, for the first time in her life, she’d found something worth risking everything for. The rules were broken, the path unclear, but the pull between them was impossible to deny.

And so, as the storm outside faded into memory, a new storm—wilder, fiercer, more beautiful—was just beginning inside her.


Chapter 7 – The Cold War

There was something about the cold in the kitchen that morning that had nothing to do with the draft under the back door. The windows were steamed, the air heavy with the scent of burnt toast and Karen’s special Christmas blend, and yet the mood had soured to a quiet, glacial dread. Harriet arrived last, hair a little wild, jumper too big, and all her prickly energy pent up from a night of tossing and turning, limbs tangled in sheets that never felt quite right.

Jack was already at the table, eyes on the paper, half-drained mug beside his folded arm. He looked, as always, impervious—hard jaw, the faintest hint of silver in his stubble, the kind of stillness that said more than any words could. Harriet hated how much she watched him. She hated how he made her feel like a child one moment and a woman with too much desire the next.

Lila was at the end of the table, headphones dangling around her neck, scrolling endlessly. Joel was perched at the window seat, legs stretched out, socked feet rubbing absently against the radiator. Karen, humming “Fairytale of New York,” moved through the kitchen with mechanical cheer, doling out eggs and toast onto plates barely touched.

Harriet flopped into her chair, throwing a glance at Jack—daring him to notice her, to rise to her challenge, to say anything at all. He didn’t so much as twitch.

“Morning,” Karen chirped, too bright. “Coffee’s fresh—someone needs to keep this house running!”

Harriet rolled her eyes, reaching for the pot. “Jack’s probably had three cups already. Needs the caffeine, I guess—can’t run on pure self-importance.”

Joel snorted behind his mug, and Lila raised an eyebrow. Jack, unruffled, folded a page of the paper and set it aside with deliberate calm. “Careful, Haz,” he said quietly, voice like gravel, “You might run out of things to say before lunch.”

Harriet kicked him under the table, not hard enough for a bruise but with just enough intent. Jack barely blinked, simply shifting his leg away and focusing on his breakfast with stoic indifference. It stung more than any snide comeback.

“Haz, did you remember to bring in the bins last night?” Karen asked, pointed but gentle.

“Of course, Mum. I’m not completely useless.” Harriet’s reply was flippant, but her gaze flicked, searching for a reaction from Jack. Nothing.

Lila snorted. “Could’ve fooled me. I nearly tripped on the recycling.”

Karen smiled thinly, eyes darting between her daughters. “Let’s just get through breakfast in one piece, shall we?”

The radio sputtered to life—some cheerful, brassy Christmas jingle that only made the tension sharper. Harriet dug into her eggs, appetite absent, her mind on everything but food. Every nerve seemed attuned to Jack—his breathing, the way his fingers curled around his mug, the flex of his jaw as he read and pretended not to notice her.

“So, Joel,” Harriet called, stretching out the words, “what’s the plan for today? You going to help me escape this madhouse?”

Joel perked up, always happy to play along. “Maybe. As long as you’re not planning any more kitchen fires.”

Karen tsked, but smiled—anything to keep the mood light. “No fires today, please. Or arguments.”

Harriet made a show of sighing dramatically. “Guess I’ll just have to settle for boredom then.” She looked at Jack, smirked. “Unless you’ve got some exciting plans, Jack? Or are you just going to glower at everyone until they surrender?”

Jack didn’t look up. He took a slow sip of coffee, eyes fixed on a crossword. “Some of us know how to keep quiet. Maybe you should try it.”

The barb landed, but Harriet refused to let him see it. “Some of us have things worth saying.”

Lila shot Harriet a look, half-amused, half-worried. Harriet stuck her tongue out. Under the table, she nudged Jack’s ankle with her foot—at first playful, then more insistent, as if she could will him to react. Jack, maddeningly, simply moved his leg away, his attention never straying from the puzzle.

The silence became heavy, a silence that wasn’t peace, but the thick, suffocating air before a storm. Karen cleared her throat, gathering up plates even though no one was finished. “Well, I suppose I’d better start on the puddings for tomorrow.”

Lila put her headphones on, retreating from the table without another word. Joel leaned in to murmur something to Harriet, but her mind was elsewhere, buzzing with frustration.

Jack stood, folding the paper. “Thanks for breakfast,” he said, and the blandness of his politeness was worse than any sharp words. He left the room with slow, measured steps, not looking back.

Harriet glared at his back, burning, wanting to chase after him just to get a rise, to make him drop the mask and give her anything—anger, lust, even open disdain. She wanted the storm. Instead, she was left with her cooling breakfast and a hollow ache.

Joel nudged her arm. “He really gets under your skin, huh?”

Harriet managed a thin smile. “You have no idea.”

Karen paused at the sink, watching her daughter with a mother’s sixth sense. “Everything all right, Haz?”

Harriet shrugged, forcing brightness she didn’t feel. “Course. Just… cabin fever.”

Karen gave her a searching look, then relented. “Well, go get some air. Both of you. I don’t want sulking in my kitchen all morning.”

As she and Joel left the table, Harriet threw one last glance back—at the empty chair, at the half-folded crossword, at the spot where Jack’s foot had almost, almost met hers.

The cold war had begun, and the ache in her chest promised it would be a long, bitter battle before anyone claimed victory.

Harriet found Joel by the grand staircase, the morning light slanting through the stained‐glass window and painting the walls in reds and greens. He was leaning casually against the banister, arms crossed over his chest, looking every bit the confidant friend—handsome in a laid‐back way, late twenties, clearly accustomed to attention. They both were over eighteen, though sometimes the mistaken sense of teenage melodrama that played out between them felt anything but adult.

She smirked, leaned against the opposite rail, and said, “So, Mr. Responsible, what’s the plan for today?”

Joel raised an eyebrow, his lips twitching into a half‐grin. “Depends on who’s asking.” He glanced over his shoulder, and at the edge of the corridor, Harriet spotted Jack’s silhouette: tall, broad‐shouldered, hands shoved in dark coat pockets, watching them.

Harriet’s chest tightened. Good. He was here. Because she needed Jack to see her, to feel that spark of jealousy that she knew made his blood run hot. “I’m asking,” she said, stepping a little closer to Joel.

Joel set down the novel he’d been pretending to read. He was a family friend—Jack’s age, trustworthy—and entirely too safe. Yet Harriet craved his easy confidence as much as she did Jack’s cold restraint. “Alright,” he said. “We could go into town, grab coffee. Or maybe—if you’re bored—we could check out that Christmas market at the square.”

She nodded, letting her eyes drop to his lips, then linger on his jaw. “Sounds fun.” Her voice was light, but her gaze was locked on Jack’s figure at the foot of the stairs. The tension in her stomach curled like smoke.

Joel offered his arm. “Shall we?”

Harriet hooked her arm through his, shrugging into his warmth. “Lead the way.”

As they moved, Harriet made sure her sleeve brushed Joel’s arm again and again, each touch more deliberate. She laughed at something he said, her head thrown back, hair spilling like a curtain. She wanted Jack to see the sparkle in her eyes, the flush in her cheeks, that half-hidden lust that wasn’t for Joel but for someone taller, darker, and impossible to forget.

Passing under the archway, Joel looped a confidant arm around her waist. “You’ve been on edge,” he murmured—his tone friendly, but Harriet felt it as a challenge. “Everything okay with you and Jack?”

She froze for a heartbeat, heat coiling in her belly. “Fine,” she said, but her voice cracked. Fine? How could anything be fine when Jack’s smoldering gaze followed her every move?

A shadow flitted behind them. Jack appeared just around the corner—crisp coat buttoned, collar turned up against the chill. He watched them approach, lips pressed into a thin line. Harriet’s pulse thundered; if Joel hadn’t been there, she would have grabbed Jack to test that tension.

Joel squeezed her waist, turning her toward him. “You sure? You’ve been distant.”

She offered him her brightest smile, though the quiver in her throat felt anything but merry. “Just tired. University stress.” Half‐truth. Jack’s watchful eyes were a heavier burden than any essay ever could be.

Joel frowned but didn’t press further. Good. He wasn’t Jack. He wouldn’t understand the savage thrill of being seen, of being watched by the one person she both wanted and resented.

Jack cleared his throat—soft but unmistakable—and both Harriet and Joel turned. Harriet forced her posture upright, but Joel slipped an arm from around her waist, offering her a gentlemanly bow of apology. “Mr. Draper,” he said smoothly. “My apologies for monopolizing Harriet’s time.”

Jack’s eyes flicked from Joel to Harriet. Then he stepped forward, voice low but hard. “No harm done.”

He didn’t ask Joel to step aside, didn’t demand exclusivity. But he closed the small gap between him and Harriet with exactly the right tension—neither backing away nor stepping forward, just standing there like an immovable barrier.

Harriet felt herself teeter on the edge of triumph and humiliation. She met Jack’s gaze, and for a second the world narrowed to just the three of them: the safe friend, the jealous protector, and the girl who dared to stir both their passions.

Joel gave her a quick, polite smile. “I’ll see you later, Harriet.” Then he tipped an imaginary hat to Jack, turned, and strode away, his posture open, his presence a reminder of Harriet’s choice.

As Joel’s footsteps faded, Harriet exhaled. She closed the distance to Jack, standing inches from him, chest flush with adrenaline. Neither spoke; neither moved.

Jack’s voice was a low rumble. “You really shouldn’t do that.”

Harriet swallowed, fists clenched at her sides. “Do what?”

He reached out, brushing a gloved finger along her arm—a touch so light she wondered if she imagined it. “Tease me in public.”

She lifted her chin, hating that her neck warmed under that single stroke. “I thought you liked it.”

Jack’s jaw tightened. “You don’t get to pick and choose.” His eyes bored into hers, hungry and dangerous. “Not when you’re playing with someone else.”

Harriet’s breath caught. She’d always been careful not to mention Jack’s relationship with her mother, but the implied ownership in his tone was clear: she was his to command. And here she’d been fling herself at another man, provoking him, testing his claim.

Tears of humiliation and desire stung her eyes. She bit her lip, forcing a flippant laugh. “You’re so… possessive.”

He reached out again, this time gripping her upper arm, hard enough that she felt both the sting and the comfort of his strength. “I won’t warn you twice.”

She winced at the intensity of his control—far more compelling than Joel’s easy friendliness. And even as her mouth formed the words, her heart thundered with want. “Fine. No more teasing.”

Jack released her arm, but his fingers lingered an instant longer, imprinting his presence on her skin. “Good.”

Harriet drew a steadying breath, fighting the flush of shame and longing. She’d set out to provoke him, to make him prove his claim—now she had, and the price was more thrilling and terrifying than any reckless flirtation with Joel.

Jack stepped back, offering his coat in a gesture half-courteous, half-territorial. “Shall we?”

Harriet nodded, slipping into his warmth. No word was spoken about apologies or discourtesy to Joel. But the tension between them crackled like static: she had risked him, and he had reasserted himself. The cold war had just gained its first casualties—and both of them were wounded, but irrevocably more entangled.

As they walked on, side by side once more, heat pooled in Harriet’s belly. She wondered if Joel would even remember her. But she knew Jack never would. And that knowledge, more than any flirtation, lit her blood on fire.

Harriet followed Jack down the narrow stone steps into the woodshed, her boots thudding against the cold, packed earth. The scent of pine sap and damp wood clung to the air, a sharp contrast to the sterile warmth of the kitchen where just minutes ago she’d tried—and failed—to draw Jack’s attention with flirtatious jibes. Now, the two of them stood in this cramped, shadowed space, surrounded by stacked logs, the day’s light filtering in through a small high window. They had been pressed into service by Karen—“We need firewood for tonight, you two”—and neither had volunteered, but neither had refused.

Jack’s broad frame filled the doorway as he ducked inside, silhouetted against the brighter hall. He shut the door with a soft click behind them, plunging the woodshed into a half-light punctuated by shafts of cold morning sun. He moved to the pile of logs without a word, shoulders rigid, every muscle in his back defined beneath the thick wool of his coat.

Harriet paused at the threshold, jacket half-unzipped, sleeves shoved up. She could have turned away, walked back upstairs, refused to help—made him chase her. Instead, she stepped forward, hands tucked into her pockets, chin lifted. His silence made her chest tighten, a knot of anticipation she couldn’t quell.

“You sure you can handle this?” Jack’s voice was quiet, but each word hit her like a challenge.

She let her gaze slide downward—to the collection of heavy rounds, some damp and moss-flecked—and then back to him. “I’m older than fourteen, Draper. I’ve done my share of chores.” Her tone was light, but the heat in her eyes was unmistakable.

Jack didn’t reply. He bent, lifting one log in a single easy motion, the bark rough in his gloved hands. He carried it to the corner where Karen stored the day’s supply, stacking methodically. Harriet watched, every fiber in her alive to the sight of his muscles working beneath coat and sweater.

She strode forward, selecting a log of her own. It was heavier than she expected; she grunted as she hefted it, conscious of the way her jeans hugged her curves and the way Jack’s gaze followed her. She carried it across the dirt floor, trying not to stumble, and placed it atop the pile with a final thud. Her heart hammered, cheeks flushed—not from the weight, but from the proximity, the shared labor, the electricity in the space between them.

Jack paused, eyeing her with a tilt to his chin. “Let me help.”

She half-turned, meeting his outstretched arms. “I’ve got it,” she snapped, determination flaring.

Jack’s lips quirked, but he backed off, leaving her to the next log. Harriet steadied her breath before lifting it again. The denial of his help stung; he could have taken it from her, made it easier, but she’d wanted that moment of shared effort, that brush of his hands against hers even more than the heat of his body pressed to hers.

They continued in silence for several minutes, each word they left unsaid a spark. Harriet stacked logs in neat rows; Jack kept his distance just a foot away, the cool air between them crackling. She wondered if he was watching her every movement, or simply focused on the task. She shot him a glance—his face was set, eyes focused on the next log.

When she reached for another, she misjudged its weight and staggered forward. Jack’s hand shot out, catching her elbow. “Careful,” he said, voice low and firm. His fingers pressed against her skin through the thin fabric of her sweater, warmth bleeding through.

Harriet’s breath caught. “Thanks,” she whispered, pulling her arm back, but not before her wrist brushed his. She tasted copper on her tongue, pulse racing. In another life, this would have been the moment he pulled her into his arms. Instead, he simply released her, eyes flickering with something she couldn’t name—regret, desire, frustration.

They finished the stack wordlessly. Jack set the last log in place, then leaned against the wall, hands in pockets. Harriet slid to his side, breath heaving. “That was… harder than I remembered,” she said.

Jack gave a half-smile. “You make it look easy.”

She lifted her chin, not trusting her voice. “I could say the same.” The compliment was a dare.

Jack took a step closer, closing the distance between them by inches. Harriet could feel the slight pressure of his coat against her sweater. The air smelled of pine and spice from the logs—and something else, something like possibility.

Their eyes locked. For a moment, time slowed: Harriet’s heart thundered, the world narrowed to the space between their bodies. She could reach out, let her fingers graze his chest, test the hardness of his coat, the warmth beneath. She could lean in and press her lips to his in that shadowed woodshed.

Instead, a polite cough shattered the moment. Harriet jolted, turning to see Lila in the doorway, arms full of tinsel and baubles. “Need a hand in the kitchen?” she asked, eyebrows raised.

Jack cleared his throat and stepped back, creating space. “Yeah. We’re done in here.” He gave Harriet a look that was both apology and promise—apology for the sudden shift and promise of more to come.

Harriet swallowed, nodding. “Let me just grab my gloves.” She pulled her hands from her pockets, blinking as her pulse roared in her ears.

They emerged into the hallway with the tinsel and logs, the air noticeably warmer, the tension still humming between them. Mrs. Crosby from next door passed by with her groceries, giving them an obliging nod—oblivious to the electric undercurrent.

Once the tinsel was stowed in the living room, Karen appeared in the doorway. “Thank you both,” she said. “I’ll light the fire in a bit.” Her smile was warm, but her eyes held questions none of them dared answer.

Harriet felt Jack’s gaze on her as she returned to the kitchen. She passed him in the hall, their elbows grazing—just enough to send another jolt through her. He didn’t flinch.

Inside, the kitchen was bright and busy: Karen chopping vegetables, Pete unloading groceries, Moira humming as she set the table. Harriet joined Karen at the counter, threading strings of popcorn for the tree. She cast a quick glance at Jack, who was wiping down the stove. His movements were steady, purposeful, but Harriet caught him watching her—his eyes softening in that way that made her shiver.

She shifted her stance so her back was to him, determined to appear indifferent. “Want to help?” she asked, holding out a strand of popcorn.

Jack didn’t hesitate this time. He stepped forward, taking the string in his gloved hands. Their fingers brushed—another spark—and he helped her drape it over a low branch. “Like this?” he asked, voice low.

Harriet’s throat went dry. “Perfect,” she whispered, though her heart pounded loud enough to drown out the Christmas carols.

They worked side by side—Karen directing tinsel placement, Pete arguing over the height of the star, Lila lecturing about popcorn spacing. Through it all, Jack and Harriet moved together in a dance of near-touches: his hand guiding hers, her elbow bumping against his hip, each accidental contact a charge of electricity.

At one point, Harriet dropped a handful of popcorn. She bent to retrieve it, and Jack was there in an instant, one hand at the small of her back, guiding her upright. She froze, her breath caught as his palm pressed against her waist. The hush that fell over the room was so total it was as if the world held its breath, waiting to see what would happen next. Harriet looked up—Jack’s gaze was fixed on her lips, and for a second, she saw the raw desire there, softened by his will to hold back.

Then Karen called out, “Jack, could you hang these ornaments on the higher branches?” and he stepped away, clearing his throat. The moment broke; laughter and chatter resumed, but Harriet felt as if she’d been yanked from the edge of a cliff, the memory of that single heartbeat echoing through her.

They finished the decorating in a blur: tinsel, popcorn, baubles, lights. The tree glowed in the corner, a silent testament to their joint effort—and to every brush of skin and withheld impulse. Harriet took a last look at the lights reflected in Jack’s eyes before stepping back into the kitchen.

Jack followed her. They stood at opposite ends of the room, distance restored, but neither moved to fill it. Harriet turned to Karen. “What’s next?” she asked, voice casual, but her pulse still raced.

Jack’s voice came from behind her, low and intimate. “Want me to wash up the dishes?”

Harriet swallowed, then nodded, relief and longing swirling together. “That’d be… great.”

He gathered the plates, moving so fluidly she watched him as if she’d never seen him before. When he passed her at the sink, he paused, placing a hand on the rim of the counter next to her. His presence was a warm weight at her side, the scent of his coat mingling with the lemon soap.

“How are you feeling?” he asked, not looking at her, just brushing a drop of water from her hand.

She met his gaze, raw and honest. “Terrible,” she said softly. “But… good.”

Jack’s eyebrow quirked. “Explain.”

Harriet closed her eyes, gathering courage. “I don’t know how to be around you without wanting… everything.” Her voice trembled. “But I don’t want it like that. Not here, not now.”

Jack’s hand left the counter, drifting to hover near hers—an unspoken question. Harriet held still until he withdrew, and the air between them crackled with what might have been.

Karen called for volunteers to help set the table, snapping them back to reality. Harriet stepped away, heart thundering, place settings awaiting her careful touch. Jack joined her, and they worked side by side in measured silence, the unspoken between them heavier than any words.

By the time the house smelled of roast, the firewood they’d stacked burned bright in the hearth, and holiday laughter echoed in the halls, Harriet’s hands were busy but her mind was elsewhere. She replayed every brush of Jack’s skin—the catch of his breath, the weight of his palm—and realized that this forced proximity had changed everything. The denial of their desire only made each moment together sharper, hotter, more impossible to forget.

That night, Harriet lay in bed, the echo of Jack’s touch resonating on her skin, heart aching with the delicious torment of wanting him more than ever. Outside, the wind rattled the windows. Inside, the tree lights blinked against the dark, a silent witness to the tension that crackled through the house—an unspoken promise that neither of them could ignore for long.

Night had fallen beyond the frosted windows of the old family home, but the upstairs corridor remained dimly lit by a single, swinging bulb. Harriet paused at the top of the stairs, leaning against the banister as the echo of the day’s laughter—holiday games, dinner chatter—faded behind her. She’d needed air, privacy, somewhere to seethe in her own head. But the house felt smaller than ever, its dark corners wrapped in silence, and every creak in the floorboards felt magnified.

She drew in a breath, thinking of Jack in the woodshed and the kitchen, the way he’d held back each time her provocations grew bolder. Every brush of his hand, every stern word—“Careful,” “Don’t push me”—resonated now like a promise. She wanted more: a fight, a challenge, a moment where he’d crack and give in. Screw the façade of civility. She needed to see him lose control.

A soft click made her stiffen. The door to Jack’s room stood open a crack, its top hinge whispering on its pin. He was there—standing in the pool of pale light that spilled across his carpet, back to her, shoulders squared. She watched him for a moment: the dark collar of his coat turned up, the glint of a chair leg under his boot. He was statuesque, deliberately refusing to move even as she approached.

Harriet’s pulse hammered: she could stalk off, go back to Lila’s room, pretend she’d just slipped out for air. But she didn’t. She took a step forward—then another—until she stood in the doorway, framing him like a portrait.

Jack tensed, the muscles in his back shifting. He didn’t speak. He didn’t even turn. His silence was too loud.

“Going somewhere?” His voice was low, controlled—tighter than it had any right to be.

Harriet crossed her arms. “Can’t sleep.” She kept her gaze on his coat’s sheen, imagining how firm his chest must be beneath. “Figured I’d get some air.”

He waited a beat, then said, “You woke me up.” His words had the weight of a reprimand, gentle but final.

She shrugged. “Sorry.” But she saw the small flinch in his shoulder. He wanted her apology, and it hurt her to give it. She rubbed her arms, suddenly cold despite the wool of her sweater. “Just needed—” She cut off, searching for something to say that might provoke him.

Jack’s stance turned slowly as if on a pivot. When he swung around, he filled the doorway so completely she felt boxed in. His eyes were dark in the lamplight, narrowed, and his mouth was set hard. Harriet blinked, suddenly caught in his gaze—hungry, commanding, dangerous.

“What do you want, Harriet?” he asked. His tone carried both exasperation and something deeper, something like longing.

She swallowed, heat rushing to her cheeks. “I… don’t know.” She shifted her weight, restless. “I want you to tell me.”

Jack’s jaw clenched. He took a step closer, each movement deliberate. Harriet’s pulse throbbed in her throat. “Tell you what?”

She raised her chin. “Tell me why you’re being such a—” She faltered, the harsh word stuck on her tongue. “—a jerk.”

He closed the distance until there were only inches between them. Harriet’s lips parted; she could feel the warmth of his breath, smell the mix of cedar wood and his cologne. “You think I’m a jerk?” he asked softly, voice rough.

She met his eyes, unflinching. “All day.” Her confession hung between them. “Flirting with Joel, dropping logs, making me prove myself. You’re punishing me.”

Jack’s gaze flicked to the ground, then back to her face. His expression was unreadable—a mask of control that was slipping. “I’m trying to protect you,” he said quietly.

“Protect me from what?” Harriet challenged. “From my own choices?” She squared her shoulders, refusing to look away. “Or from what you want?”

Jack’s eyes darkened, and the first hint of a tremor touched his voice. “Can’t you leave it alone?”

Her heart stuttered. “No.” She forced the word out. “Because you won’t.”

Silence stretched until the old wood of the floor creaked overhead. The hush was electric, charged with everything they hadn’t said: the hunger, the frustration, the shame hidden beneath pride.

Jack’s hand lifted—slowly—toward her face. Harriet held her breath, every nerve ablaze. In that moment, she wanted to reach up, let him touch her, let go of control, let the night swallow them both.

Instead, Jack froze—the single fingertip of his gloved hand suspended an inch from her cheek. He swallowed, then let his hand drop. “I can’t,” he said, voice raw.

She saw the war in his eyes: desire versus restraint, fear versus need. Harriet stepped forward, until their chests almost touched. “Then let me,” she whispered. “Let me push you over it.”

Jack’s head tipped back, gaze locking with hers, as if he could see into her soul and her darkest fantasies. For a moment, she saw the hunger there, the raw need, the temptation—but also the anguished guilt. He was balancing on that knife-edge, and she was ready to topple him.

He drew in a shaky breath, lips parting. “No,” he said again, firmer. “This can’t happen.”

With that, he straightened—pulled away with a swift motion—and his coat swirled as he turned. Harriet reached out, almost catching his arm, but he was already striding down the hall, each step resonant, leaving her alone in the hush of the corridor.

Harriet stood in the doorway long after he’d gone, the echo of his retreating footsteps pounding in her ears. She pressed a hand to her heart, the ache so sharp it felt physical. Every instinct screamed at her to follow, to demand the release she so desperately craved. But Jack’s final, defiant refusal had burned across her mind—“This can’t happen”—and it stung like a blow.

Her legs trembled as she closed the door, flipping the latch with a snap that echoed through the silent hallway. Inside Jack’s room, a shaft of lamplight rested on the unmade bed, the pillows still indented from earlier nights. Harriet thought of slipping inside, of collapsing in his arms—but she couldn’t. Not tonight.

Back in her own room, she locked the door, then pressed her back against it, sliding down until she sat on the floor. Tears pricked her eyes—anger, frustration, desire, humiliation—all blurred together. She pressed her palms to her face, shoulders shaking, desperate to release the tension that pulsed like lightning in her blood.

In the stark glow of the bedside lamp, she caught sight of her reflection in the window: cheeks wet with tears, eyes luminous with longing. She traced her lips with a finger, remembering Jack’s breath there, the heat of his gaze. The corridor had felt endless, the night interminable, and now she was alone with nothing but her echoing pulse and the ache he’d left behind.

She stood, crossed to her vanity, and stared at her face in the mirror. The reflection stared back—vulnerable, determined, broken. Harriet drew a shaky breath and wiped her cheeks. She refused to let him see her cry again. Not yet. She needed to bury this need, to steel herself for whatever came next. Because tomorrow, she promised herself, she’d strike back. She’d bait him again, push him further, and someday—someday—he would cross that line first.

Slipping into bed, Harriet curled under the covers, pulling them up to her chin. She pressed her face into the pillow, the fabric cool against her cheek. The house was quiet once more, but the night’s electric hush remained, humming in her veins. She closed her eyes, letting the darkness carry her toward sleep, each heartbeat a reminder that the war was far from over—and that the next battle would burn even hotter.

The rest of the evening passed in a blur of forced normalcy. By the time Harriet slipped from the dining room—heart still hammering, head swimming—into the tiny refuge of her bedroom, the warmth of Jack’s silences and the sting of his refusals had settled into every fiber of her being. Behind her, the house echoed with family chatter: Lila’s laughter drifting from the living room, Karen humming by the piano, Joel teasing Pete about his awful jokes. Outside, the wind rattled the windowpanes. Inside, Harriet felt stranded between two worlds—one of holiday cheer and the other of her burning need.

She closed the door softly, the latch clicking shut like a final verdict. In the harsh glow of the single bedside lamp, the room felt too small, the shadows too large. Clothes lay strewn across the chair—her sweater from the woodshed, the jeans she’d worn, and the chipped slippers she hated. On the dresser, the remains of her makeup lay scattered: a crumpled tissue, a half-used blush stick, a broken eyelash curler. Everything felt like debris after a storm.

Harriet dropped onto the edge of the bed, hands in her lap, head spinning. She replayed every moment with Jack: the brief thrill of his touch in the woodshed, the glitter in his eyes when she’d baited him with Joel, the cold authority in his voice when he’d pinned her in the hallway. Each memory was a spark in her veins—electrifying, painful, impossible to ignore.

She propped herself on her elbows, staring at the tangled covers. The ache in her skin was more than hunger or thirst; it was a longing, deep and raw, that pulsed beneath her ribs. She wanted Jack’s hands on her, his voice commanding her, his body pressing into hers. She wanted permission and denial, both tangled together. She wanted him to break the rules—just once—for her.

A soft tear escaped, trailing down her cheek. She pressed her palm to the dampness, tasting salt and regret. Why did she push him so hard? Why risk his anger—and her own humiliation—for a few stolen moments of attention? Yet she couldn’t stop herself. She needed him to need her, to show her she mattered more than rules and propriety.

Harriet rose unsteadily and crossed to the mirror. She caught her reflection—eyes rimmed with red, lips parted, cheeks flushed. The girl staring back looked both defiant and vulnerable. She pressed her fist to her mouth, as if trying to smother the sob that threatened to break free. But the moment she touched her lips, images of Jack’s near-kiss in the hallway flooded her mind, and the tears came all at once.

She sank to the floor, back against the wall, legs pulled to her chest. The cold plaster seeped through her jeans, anchoring her in reality. She sobbed softly, tears hot against her hands, silent and choked. Here, alone, she could finally release the storm of emotions she’d been bottling all day: shame, longing, fear, frustration.

Minutes passed—maybe more—and her breaths grew steadier. The sobs eased into quiet shakes. She let her head fall back against the wall, staring at the ceiling. The wood grain in the plaster seemed to move, swirling like smoke caught in the wrong draft. Harriet closed her eyes, willing herself to calm, to find some clarity.

She thought of Jack again—imagined him pacing the hallway outside, guilt etched on his face, torn between his duty to protect her and his desire to claim her. How close had he been? So close she could taste his breath and smell the pine from the woodshed clinging to his coat. And yet he’d pulled away, refusing to cross that line. For him, the rules were an imperative. But hadn’t she asked for the rules to be broken? Even now, she yearned for it.

A knock on the door startled her. Harriet jolted upright, heart pounding, fear twisting her insides. She wiped her cheeks, shoved hair from her face, and hesitated. It was late—no one should be knocking. It could be Joel, checking on her; Lila, in a mood to tease; or, worse, Jack himself, come to chastise or console. She swallowed and called out, voice trembling, “Who is it?”

Silence. Then a soft sniffle. “Haz?” Lila’s voice, muffled but unmistakable. “Can I come in?”

Harriet’s stomach twisted. Of all people, she didn’t want Lila here. She wanted Jack—or no one. Lila had seen too much already; she’d judged, she’d lectured. Could Lila understand? Could she forgive? Harriet pressed her hand to her mouth, hesitated, then walked to the door and cracked it open.

Lila stood in the hallway, cheeks pale, eyes rimmed with tears of her own. She held a mug of hot chocolate in one hand, the other clutching her phone. “I heard you… just crying,” Lila said, voice tight. “I know I didn’t help—didn’t say what you needed. But I… I got worried.”

Harriet’s breath caught. She swung the door open wider. Lila stepped inside, closing the door softly behind her. The hall light spilled in, and Harriet saw how small her sister looked in the oversized sweater.

“I’m such an idiot,” Harriet blurted, stepping aside to let Lila in. “I push him, I torture you, I can’t stop, and now I’m… I’m a mess.”

Lila set the mug down on the dresser, then wrapped Harriet in a quick hug. “You’re not a mess,” she said. “You’re human. And he… Jack cares about you more than you know.”

Harriet pulled back, wiping her eyes. “You don’t know him—”

“I do,” Lila said firmly, stepping back. “More than you think. He’s terrified of hurting you. That’s why he pulled away. He wants to help you, not break you.”

Harriet’s jaw trembled. “I need him to break me,” she whispered. “I need the rules gone.”

Lila shook her head. “That’s… extreme.” She paused, searching Harriet’s face. “What do you really want?”

Harriet closed her eyes, tears threatening again. She took a shuddering breath. “I want him to want me more than he wants safety. I want him to lose control, even if just a little. I want to know that he’s mine.”

Lila’s expression softened. “He is, Harriet. Whether you push him or not, whether he says it or not—he’s yours. But you have to let him decide how to prove it.”

Harriet’s throat tightened. She nodded, swallowing hard. “I’m scared he’ll never choose.”

Lila reached out, pressing her hand to Harriet’s cheek. “Then show him you choose him. Not by pushing, but by telling him. He needs to hear it, too.”

Harriet blinked, the idea bursting in her mind. She’d been too proud, too bratty, demanding proof. Maybe she needed to give him the proof instead—her trust, her submission, her own admission of need.

Lila wrapped her arms around Harriet again. “Come on,” she whispered. “You need sleep. I’ll stay until you drift off, okay?”

Harriet nodded, gratitude and love flooding her chest. She guided Lila to the chair by the window, handed over a pillow and blanket. Then she turned off the lamp, plunging the room into half-darkness. Lila curled up in the chair, sipping her chocolate, face soft with concern.

Harriet sank onto the bed, back to the wall, staring at the window. The wind rattled the glass, a lullaby of winter’s breath. She closed her eyes, letting exhaustion and relief wash over her. All day she’d tested Jack’s boundaries, denied her own feelings. Now, she felt the shift begin—a willingness to surrender, to confess, to let go of the games.

Minutes passed before Harriet finally spoke, her voice a hush: “Lils?”

Lila stirred. “Hm?”

Harriet’s voice was a whisper. “Do you think he loves me?”

Lila set her mug aside. “I know he does. I hear it in his every look.” She paused. “Tomorrow, you tell him. Not by baiting, but with words. ‘I love you too.’”

Harriet exhaled, cold and hopeful. “Okay.”

Lila smiled, pressing her hand to Harriet’s shoulder. “Good night, Haz.”

Harriet lay back against the pillow, heart still racing but lighter than it had been hours ago. For the first time, she felt she might find her way through this storm—not by forcing Jack to break, but by choosing to surrender herself.

Behind her, Lila’s soft breathing told her sister was already asleep. Harriet closed her eyes, the wind’s lullaby soothing her. Tomorrow would be different. She would admit what she needed. She would stop the games. She would give Jack her words—and her trust.

In the hush, she let sleep finally claim her, dreams filled with Jack’s touch, his voice, and the promise of a new day—a day when the cold war might finally thaw.


Chapter 8 — Close Quarters

Snow fell outside in fat, lazy flakes, blurring the edges of the old house and piling on every windowsill like the memory of last year’s Christmas. Inside, the mood teetered between domestic chaos and barely contained war. Karen, determined to ward off another day of brooding silence and sullen corners, announced her campaign at breakfast: “We’re all helping decorate the tree and prepping the house today. No arguments.” She handed out tasks like a general deploying troops—garlands for Lila, cookies for Joel and Pete, logs for herself. Harriet and Jack, naturally, were assigned to “sort the ornaments and hang the highest ones—together.” Karen’s smile was both innocent and knowing, a mother’s intuition at play.

Harriet tried to protest, but Karen was already bustling into the next room, leaving her to trade a glance with Jack. His face was impassive, eyes unreadable, but the tension was there in the set of his jaw, the way he pressed his mug just a little too hard onto the table. He said nothing as he rose and strode toward the living room, Harriet trailing after, already feeling that familiar fire start in her chest.

The tree stood in the bay window, filling the room with the scent of pine and the hush of snow-muted light. Harriet let herself be swept up in the ritual—the opening of the battered ornament box, the untangling of old glass baubles, the sound of Lila cursing as she tried to unknot a string of fairy lights in the hallway. Harriet pretended to focus on the task, but her nerves were keyed to Jack: to his steady presence, to the clean, spicy scent of his soap, to the faint heat that seemed to radiate from him even from across the room.

She rummaged through the box, fingers closing around the tiny porcelain angel she’d made in primary school—a lopsided, precious thing, forever missing one wing. She caught Jack’s gaze lingering on her, the ghost of a smile softening his face. But when she grinned, he looked away.

“So, are you going to hand me the stepstool, or am I meant to levitate?” she asked, exaggerating her bratty drawl.

Jack’s lips twitched. “You’re tall enough for the bottom branches. I’ll take the top.”

Harriet scoffed, refusing to give in. “How very chivalrous.” She passed him a red glass bauble, her fingers brushing his as she let go. The touch was brief, but it felt electric, and she almost dropped the next one. “Careful,” he murmured, voice pitched low, just for her.

She gave him a look. “Are you always this bossy, or is it just when I’m around?”

Jack paused, hands deep in the ornament box, the sleeves of his jumper pushed up to reveal strong, dusted forearms. “You bring it out in me,” he said, eyes meeting hers, the words heavy with all the things he didn’t say.

She felt her breath catch, and her bravado faltered. Still, she picked up the stepstool and climbed to the higher branches, back to him as she stretched. “You’re just scared I’ll drop something and break it.”

“Maybe I should stand behind you. Just in case.” The promise in his voice made her heart beat faster. She heard him move closer, felt the air shift as he came to steady the tree with one large hand.

Harriet placed the angel at the top, fingers shaking slightly. “There. Happy?” she challenged, turning and nearly colliding with Jack—he was that close, his chest almost brushing her shoulder.

He caught her arm, steadying her as she stepped down. His grip was strong, but not rough; for a moment, their eyes locked, and she felt the wordless warning and invitation in his gaze. “You need to watch your balance,” he said quietly. “Wouldn’t want you to fall.”

“I never fall,” she whispered, her voice trembling with defiance and longing.

The moment snapped as Lila burst in, lights in a knot around her neck, grumbling and swearing. Jack let go of Harriet’s arm, stepping back to rummage in the box. Harriet bit her lip, swallowing her frustration and wanting to scream. Every accidental brush, every clipped command—he was driving her mad, and he had to know it.

They worked in tense, silent coordination. Jack hung the oldest, most fragile ornaments high, making a show of stretching on tiptoe, his shirt riding up just enough to reveal a band of bare skin. Harriet tried not to stare. Instead, she focused on the lower branches, deliberately crowding him whenever she could—her hair brushing his arm, her shoulder nudging his back, her breath teasing the space beside his ear. He responded only with the smallest tells: a sharp exhale, a subtle clenching of his fist around the bauble, a warning look that made her stomach twist with want.

They reached for the same ornament—a cracked silver bell—and their hands collided. Jack’s fingers closed around hers, holding for an extra second. “Let go,” he said, a command with no anger, just quiet certainty.

Harriet squeezed the bell once, then let go. She didn’t break eye contact as he hung it, and when she pulled her hand back, she trailed her fingertips along his wrist, just long enough to make him shiver.

Karen’s voice floated in from the kitchen, interrupting the spell. “How’s it going in there?”

Jack called back, voice steady, “Nearly finished.” Harriet could have screamed. Nearly finished? They hadn’t even started. She wanted him to snap, to say something he’d regret, to pull her aside and give her the discipline she’d been aching for all morning.

Lila plugged in the lights, the whole tree exploding into color. Jack stepped back to admire it, hands on his hips, the image of calm authority. Harriet sidled up, whispering so only he could hear, “Bet you love bossing everyone around, don’t you?”

Jack’s reply was low and dangerous. “Bet you love making it difficult.”

Their eyes met. Harriet’s lips parted, and for a second, she saw him as he was—every inch the man she wanted, the man she needed to break. She almost leaned in, daring him to close the gap, to claim what was right in front of him. But he only watched her, and in that look was a thousand words: Not yet. Not here.

The next hour passed in a blur of small tasks: Jack holding the ladder while Harriet strung tinsel across the curtain rail; Harriet handing Jack the thumbtacks, fingers brushing, teasing; Jack catching Harriet when she wobbled, his hands at her waist, steadying her just a second too long before letting go. Karen and Lila passed in and out, their chatter a safe cover for the tension simmering in every movement. Joel wandered through once, whistling, and Harriet shot Jack a smirk—Jack’s only response was a single raised eyebrow, a private challenge.

When the last ornament was hung, the house looked transformed—warm, bright, alive. Karen swept in, beaming, and declared it perfect. “Thank you, both of you,” she said, eyes resting on them just a little too long. “That’s the best the tree has ever looked.”

Jack cleared his throat, straightening the angel at the top. Harriet wanted to say something sharp, something to claim victory in their silent war, but her words stuck. She felt drained and alive, frustrated and satisfied all at once.

As Karen left to begin dinner, Jack lingered, hands in his pockets. Harriet drifted beside him, both watching the tree glow in the afternoon light. After a moment, he leaned in, just enough for her to feel his breath on her cheek.

“You keep pushing,” he murmured, voice soft as velvet, “I’ll push back. Remember that.”

Harriet’s pulse skipped. She turned, searching his face. “Promise?”

His mouth twitched. “I never make promises I can’t keep.”

She stared at him, the warmth of the fairy lights reflected in his eyes. Her heart thudded, caught between hope and hunger. The world outside was lost to snow and silence, but inside, she felt every nerve ending sizzle.

As footsteps approached in the hallway, Jack stepped away, leaving her with nothing but the ghost of his touch and the memory of his threat.

Harriet smoothed her sweater, composing her face for the next round of family chaos. But inside, she burned. Today’s chores had changed nothing—and everything. The lines between them had blurred further; the distance was all but gone. And the denial, sharpened by every almost-touch, had become exquisite torment.

If tomorrow never came, she thought, she’d die wanting him. But tomorrow would come—and eventually, one of them would break.

The living room was golden and quiet, a temporary oasis from the noise of the rest of the house. The tree glimmered with colored lights, the scent of pine needles mingling with the sugary echo of baking from the kitchen. Outside, snow dusted the hedges and the windowpanes, turning the world soft and secret. It was the sort of afternoon that begged for intimacy: shadows, warmth, two people forced together by circumstance and longing.

Karen, ever the strategist, had declared that someone ought to wrap her presents for her. “It isn’t Christmas unless I’m genuinely surprised,” she’d insisted, pressing a box of gifts into Harriet’s hands before retreating to the kitchen. Jack had hovered in the doorway, one eyebrow raised, making it clear that—intentionally or not—he was drafted as co-conspirator.

Now they sat cross-legged on the rug, a scatter of boxes, ribbons, and glossy paper between them. Jack’s knees nearly touched Harriet’s. The air was thick with static, every movement drawing them closer, every breath a silent challenge.

Harriet tried to ignore the way her pulse raced. She reached for the biggest box—a heavy rectangle—and set it between them. “You’d think after all these years, Mum would’ve learned to buy fewer presents. Or at least get a wrapping service.”

Jack’s lips twitched. “Some traditions are sacred, I suppose.”

She pulled a roll of crimson paper toward her, fumbling for the tape. Jack caught it before it rolled away, handing it over with a little bow, his fingers grazing hers. The contact was brief, almost nothing, but Harriet felt it all the way to her toes.

She tried for flippancy. “Are you any good at this, or am I doing all the heavy lifting?”

Jack’s gaze lingered on her face, his expression unreadable. “I can manage.”

“Prove it,” she challenged.

Jack selected a smaller gift—some sort of book by the weight and shape—cut a precise square of paper, and started folding with deliberate care. His hands were deft, methodical, his focus total. Harriet watched, fascinated, biting the inside of her cheek to keep from grinning. She was used to making people nervous, to winning little games of attention. But Jack was different. His calm was a shield, his silence a fortress she ached to breach.

She grabbed another box, began wrapping, but her hands shook. She tried to distract herself, flicking a piece of ribbon at him.

It landed on his knee. Jack looked up, lips quirking. “Is this part of your process?”

She shrugged. “You’re taking this way too seriously.”

“Someone has to.”

She narrowed her eyes, then scooped up a handful of ribbon curls and tossed them at him. One caught in his hair. Jack didn’t flinch, just plucked it out, dropped it back on the pile, and stared at her in a way that made her want to crawl into his lap and beg for punishment.

She reached for the tape, but Jack got there first, their hands colliding. He covered her fingers with his, pressing just hard enough that she couldn’t pull away. “Patience, Haz,” he said softly, his voice just above a whisper. “You’ll make a mess.”

Harriet’s breath caught. She didn’t move. “Maybe I like making messes.”

Jack’s thumb grazed her knuckle, a slow, deliberate stroke. He didn’t release her hand. “Maybe you do.”

They stared at each other, the moment stretching, neither willing to look away. Harriet’s heart pounded. For once, she was the one pinned—caught by his restraint, his unspoken challenge.

She licked her lips, feeling her bravado crumble. “Let go,” she said, but it was a lie; she wanted him to do anything but.

Jack’s gaze dropped to her mouth, and for a second, she thought—hoped—he might close the distance. His jaw flexed. The heat between them was undeniable.

“Haz—” His voice was low, rough, the syllable breaking in his throat. He let her hand go, but not before tracing the inside of her wrist with a feather-light touch. Harriet sucked in a breath, dizzy with anticipation.

Jack reached for a roll of tape, cutting a perfect strip. “Hold the paper,” he instructed. His tone was all business, but his eyes were molten.

She did as told, suddenly shy. His hands were steady as he smoothed the paper, fingers brushing hers over and over. They worked in tandem, bodies leaning in close. Harriet felt his breath on her cheek, could smell the faint spice of his aftershave. Her skin tingled where he’d touched her.

Jack finished tying the bow, sitting back on his heels. “See? Not so hard.”

Harriet forced a laugh. “You’re such a control freak.”

He looked at her, eyes narrowing just a fraction. “And you’re not?”

She opened her mouth to retort, but the words tangled on her tongue. Jack shifted closer, their knees touching. The world outside vanished—no more kitchen clatter, no laughter from the hall, just the glow of fairy lights and the hush between them.

He reached out, brushing a stray curl from her forehead. “You drive me mad, you know that?”

She met his gaze, fire and fear mingling in her chest. “Good.”

He leaned in, face inches from hers, breath warm on her lips. Harriet’s heart raced; she couldn’t look away. For a moment, it felt inevitable—the kind of moment that lives forever in memory, in regret or in triumph.

Jack’s hand cupped her jaw, thumb resting just beneath her ear. His eyes searched hers, dark and hungry. “We can’t,” he murmured, voice rough.

“Why not?” Her reply was barely more than a breath.

He hesitated, thumb stroking her cheek. “Because I won’t ruin you.”

She swallowed, shaking. “What if I want to be ruined?”

Jack’s control wavered—she saw it in the way his hand trembled, the way his lips parted. He drew in a shaky breath, and for a heartbeat, he leaned in. Their noses brushed, his mouth hovering just above hers. Harriet’s entire body went rigid with anticipation.

Then Jack froze. The muscles in his jaw flexed as he pulled back, letting go of her face as if she’d burned him. He rose abruptly, stepping away, putting the couch between them.

Harriet sat stunned, heat flooding her cheeks, disappointment a sharp ache in her chest. She clenched her fists in her lap, willing herself not to cry, not to beg. He’d almost kissed her. He’d almost let himself fall.

Jack turned away, hands gripping the back of the couch. He said nothing for a long minute. Harriet watched the play of tension across his shoulders—the fight between need and restraint, longing and self-loathing.

She stood, moving to the window, pretending to watch the snow. “You’re a coward,” she said quietly, bitterness seeping into every syllable.

He didn’t respond. Didn’t turn. Harriet hated him in that moment—for his self-control, for his refusal, for the ache he left in her body and the hope he planted in her chest. She pressed her forehead to the cold glass, breath fogging the pane.

A beat passed, then another. The silence stretched, more intimate than any touch. Harriet turned, hugging herself, desperate for words to fill the space.

Jack finally spoke, voice strained. “If I start, I won’t stop.”

She swallowed, nodding. “So start.”

He closed his eyes. “Don’t ask me for that. Not yet.”

Harriet’s mouth twisted. “I’ll keep asking until you do.”

He opened his eyes, meeting her gaze with something like devastation. “I know.”

They stood on either side of the couch—two fighters circling the ring, each waiting for the other to throw the first punch. Harriet thought of the tree, the presents, the family in the kitchen. The world was small, but the ache between her ribs was infinite.

Jack picked up the last box, setting it gently on the stack. “We should finish before your mum comes back.”

Harriet nodded, blinking fast, fighting back tears. She wanted to scream, to beg, to break something just to see if he’d break too.

They wrapped the last present in silence, hands never quite touching. Jack’s movements were careful, precise; Harriet’s were angry, too quick. They tied the final bow just as Karen’s voice floated from the hallway: “Everything alright in there?”

Jack called back, “All done.” He sounded steady, but Harriet heard the rawness beneath.

Karen poked her head in, taking in the neat pile of gifts and the space between them. “You two are a miracle,” she said, smiling. “Thank you. I’ll make you both cocoa as a reward.”

Jack forced a smile, nodding. Harriet managed one too, though her cheeks burned.

When Karen left, Jack bent to collect the scraps. “I’m sorry,” he murmured, voice almost inaudible.

Harriet shook her head, voice tight. “Don’t be.”

He looked at her, eyes haunted. “I want you to know… it’s not that I don’t want you.”

She clenched her fists. “I know.”

He straightened, all stoic calm once more. “Let’s go.”

They carried the presents to the hall, every step echoing with the longing they’d both refused. In the kitchen, the family buzzed around, the world returning to normal as if nothing had happened. But Harriet knew better. The air was thick with what could have been, what would be, what was still waiting to be claimed.

Jack set the gifts on the sideboard, glancing at her once before moving to the sink. Harriet watched his hands—capable, steady, denying her everything she wanted.

She turned, walking slowly to the stairs, her body still humming with anticipation, frustration, and an ache that wouldn’t be soothed. The almost-kiss replayed in her mind, again and again—a private torment, a promise of what was coming.

The war was far from over. But tonight, at least, she’d seen the cracks in his armor. She’d felt his control tremble. And next time, she swore to herself, she wouldn’t let him pull away.

The snow fell outside, thick and silent, as the house prepared for another long, hungry night.

The scent of cocoa and cinnamon filled the kitchen, weaving a holiday warmth through the old house as the late afternoon surrendered to the blue hush of early evening. The family gathered around the broad pine table, plates heaped with Karen’s ginger biscuits and sticky slices of Christmas cake, cocoa mugs steaming in every hand. Twinkle lights strung along the window flickered, reflecting in the eyes of the people Harriet had known her whole life. Yet tonight, beneath the veneer of domestic comfort, everything felt dangerously unsteady.

Harriet took her usual spot—one leg curled beneath her, mug cupped between her hands—stealing a seat close enough to Jack that her knee brushed his under the table. He wore a dark jumper, sleeves rolled up, collar slightly open; his presence radiated both safety and peril. She noticed a tiny smudge of gold ribbon caught on his wrist, a memento from their earlier, near-kiss wrestling match over presents. The urge to reach out and brush it away was overwhelming.

Lila claimed the chair to Harriet’s left, her phone forgotten in the folds of her cardigan, eyes flicking back and forth between her sister and Jack with a concern she was barely hiding. Joel flanked Jack, casual and oblivious, chatting with Pete about Christmas music and the best way to lace ice skates.

Karen, ever the orchestrator, set out a fresh tray of cookies and fussed with the candles. “Isn’t it lovely, all of us together?” she said, gaze landing first on Harriet, then Jack. “This is what Christmas is about.”

Harriet forced a smile. She could feel Jack’s thigh tense next to hers, could sense the iron will he was using to keep their secret battle contained. If she reached for him now, would he stop her? Or would he hold her hand under the table, staking his claim where no one else could see?

She tested the boundary, just to know. Sliding her foot from beneath her, she stretched her leg under the table until her ankle nudged his. At first, Jack didn’t react. Then she pressed a little harder, tracing his calf with her toes. Still, he didn’t move, but his mug halted halfway to his lips.

“So, Jack,” Joel said, “you’re good with tools, right? I’ve been thinking of fixing up the shed at my place this spring.”

Jack took a deliberate sip of cocoa, voice level. “Happy to help. You know where to find me.”

Lila snorted. “You’ll never get him out of that shed once he starts.”

The conversation swirled around them, harmless and bright. Harriet’s hand slid under the table, fingers brushing the inside of Jack’s knee. He caught her wrist with his own—under the cover of the tablecloth, subtle and firm. She startled, pulse flaring, but didn’t pull away. Instead, she tried to tug free, but his grip only tightened, a silent warning.

Karen returned with a bowl of whipped cream. “Harriet, darling, would you help me in the pantry?” Her tone was light, but the subtext was sharp—a mother’s antenna tuned to hidden currents.

Harriet feigned innocence. “Now? Lila’s closer.”

But Karen shook her head. “You, please.”

Reluctant, Harriet stood, Jack’s grip on her wrist lingering for half a heartbeat before she slipped away. She caught his gaze as she moved around the table—a spark, a promise, a threat.

The pantry was chilly and bright, boxes of ingredients stacked along every shelf. Karen closed the door behind them. “What’s going on?” she whispered.

Harriet feigned confusion. “What do you mean?”

Karen folded her arms, gaze direct. “You and Jack. I’m not blind, Haz. You’re needling him. He’s… different. Is there something I need to know?”

For a moment, Harriet panicked. Then she let herself sink into the mask she wore best. “It’s just Jack being Jack. He treats me like a kid. I like getting under his skin.”

Karen didn’t look convinced. “You’re not a child. He knows that. Be careful, Harriet. Don’t play with fire you can’t put out.”

A chill ran through Harriet’s spine—not guilt, but anticipation. She nodded, promising nothing. “I’m not stupid.”

Karen squeezed her arm, then handed her a tub of dried fruit. “Take this in. I’ll be right behind.”

Back at the table, the mood had shifted. Joel and Pete were arguing about the best way to serve mulled wine, Lila had slipped away to check her phone, and Jack sat alone, mug empty, gaze fixed on the flickering lights outside.

Harriet set the fruit on the table, sliding back into her seat. Without thinking, she nudged Jack’s chair with her foot. This time he reacted—a swift glance, a warning edge in his eyes. Harriet felt a thrill, stubborn and hot, daring him to do something about it.

“Careful, Haz,” Jack murmured, voice pitched low enough for only her to hear. “You’re on thin ice.”

She turned, eyes wide with mock innocence. “You’ll catch me if I fall, won’t you?”

He didn’t answer, but his hand came down over hers under the table, pressing hard enough to make her still. She stared at him, challenging, but the pressure of his palm on her skin silenced her, forcing her heart to skip.

The conversation spun out: stories of childhood Christmases, the year the pipes burst, the infamous “goose disaster” of 2018. Harriet joined in, laughter a weapon, pushing at the boundaries—telling stories where Jack came off as overprotective, ribbing him for his “bossy” Christmas rules.

At one point, she spilled a splash of cocoa on the tablecloth, “accidentally” nudging Jack’s elbow as she reached for a napkin. Joel shot her a grin; Pete rolled his eyes. But Jack’s only response was a tightening of his grip under the table, fingers digging into her palm.

“You’re testing me,” he whispered, lips barely moving.

She looked at him sideways, mouth twitching. “Always.”

Karen returned, carrying a tray of mince pies. “Jack, could you help me move the table for tomorrow’s dinner?”

Jack released Harriet’s hand, rising smoothly, voice polite. “Of course.”

As he and Karen maneuvered the heavy table, Harriet watched him—admiring the line of his back, the flex of his forearms, the absolute focus in every motion. Her body ached with frustration. She wanted to throw herself at him, to shatter the illusion of control, to make him claim her, right here in front of everyone.

When the work was done, Karen clapped her hands. “Let’s make cocoa floats! Lila, get the ice cream.”

The family crowded around the counter, jostling for space. Harriet seized her chance, slipping behind Jack to reach for the spoons. She brushed against him, pressing a little closer than necessary. He stilled, body taut, every muscle in his body telegraphing restraint.

“Haz,” he warned, voice barely above a whisper.

She tilted her head, smirked. “Problem?”

His hand found her hip, just for an instant, fingers digging in. The touch was a shock of electricity—quick, hard, gone before anyone noticed.

The next hour passed in a blur. Harriet pushed every limit: giggling too loudly at Joel’s jokes, “accidentally” flicking whipped cream at Lila, dropping her spoon so she had to crawl under the table, brushing Jack’s ankle as she returned to her seat. Jack, for his part, played the adult—calm, controlled, courteous—but his eyes tracked her every movement, a silent storm gathering just beneath the surface.

Finally, Karen stood and declared she was off to start a movie, ushering everyone into the lounge. As the family drifted away, Jack caught Harriet’s wrist, holding her back just as the last laugh faded from the kitchen.

His voice was velvet-wrapped steel. “Enough.”

Harriet’s pulse skipped. “Or what?”

He stepped close, so close she could smell the spice of his aftershave, the warmth of his breath. “Keep pushing and you’ll regret it.”

She arched an eyebrow, defiant. “Maybe I want to.”

Jack’s grip tightened, just for a heartbeat, then released. He stepped away, leaving her standing alone by the window, breathless and burning. She watched him go, watched the set of his jaw, the darkness in his eyes.

The kitchen was empty now, golden with candlelight and threaded with the ghost of laughter. Harriet pressed her hand to her chest, trying to calm the furious flutter of her heart. She’d gotten what she wanted: a reaction, a threat, a promise. And still, it wasn’t enough. Not yet.

The movie began in the lounge, voices rising in the background. Harriet lingered by the sink, staring out at the falling snow, the kitchen lights reflected in the glass. She watched Jack’s reflection as he walked by, watched his hand flex at his side, watched the tension coiled in his stride.

Tomorrow, she promised herself, she’d push further. She’d break him. Or maybe, finally, she’d let herself break instead.

Tonight, though, the war continued: each touch a weapon, each word a dare, every stolen moment proof that something between them was about to give—and when it did, it would be spectacular.

The house had never felt so hushed. Hours later, Christmas lights on the tree still cast a multicolored halo across the hallway, but the party was over—plates scraped clean, wineglasses rinsed, laughter faded into the gentle hum of the radiators. Upstairs, the floorboards creaked with the quiet tread of siblings shuffling to their rooms. Karen’s favorite old movie still flickered in the lounge for whoever had the stamina, but even Joel had dozed off against a stack of cushions. The day had left its mark on everyone, but especially on Harriet.

She lingered at the landing, the rails cold under her fingertips. She’d tried to lose herself in the film, but every scene—romantic or comic—sent her mind veering toward Jack. His hand at her hip in the kitchen, his warning voice in her ear, the loaded press of his knee against hers at the table: every touch haunted her, every denial stoked her need. The world was small and silent now, but the ache in her belly burned hotter with every hour.

Down the hall, Jack’s door was ajar, a line of warm lamplight spilling into the darkness. Harriet’s heart skittered. She could have knocked, claimed some excuse—“Can you help me with my window?” or “Did you see where I left my phone?” But that would be too much. Too risky. The house was never truly asleep, and Jack’s restraint tonight had been absolute, his eyes all warning, his words all control.

Still, she found herself hovering. She padded down the hall, pausing just outside his door, listening. She could hear him moving—soft, slow, deliberate. She pressed her palm to the wall, imagining him on the other side: sleeves rolled up, jaw tight, hands braced on the edge of the dresser as he fought himself for the hundredth time today.

She let herself picture it. Jack, alone, aching for her, denying himself again and again. That image made her bold. Harriet slid away from his door and ducked into her own room, shutting it behind her with a soft click.

Her space was smaller than she remembered as a child. The single lamp on the nightstand painted everything in honeyed gold: her school photos on the dresser, a pile of worn paperbacks, the little glass dish of jewelry she almost never wore. The windowpane was icy, frost feathering the corners. Harriet crossed the room and cracked the window a hair, letting in a swirl of cold, sharp air. The silence was near total now—just the distant chime of the old clock on the stairs, the occasional thud as the pipes shifted with the winter chill.

She shed her jeans, tossing them over the back of the chair, and slipped beneath the covers in her oversized jumper and a pair of knickers so thin they may as well not have been there at all. She curled on her side, legs tangled, arms wrapped tight around herself, heart pounding.

Every inch of her skin felt too sensitive, every thought spun back to Jack. The way he’d looked at her earlier—like he wanted to devour her, or destroy her, or both. The power in his hands as he’d held her still, the threat in his voice as he’d whispered, “You’re on thin ice.” And underneath it all, the terrible, beautiful knowledge that he was holding back only for her sake.

She reached for her phone, checking messages—nothing of interest. She scrolled for a bit, but her mind kept drifting, kept returning to the image of Jack standing over her, arms crossed, mouth set in that line of frustration and need. Her free hand wandered beneath the covers, her thighs pressing together.

She let her eyes drift shut, sinking into the memory of his touch: the rough drag of his palm over her hip, the heat of his breath on her cheek, the impossible strength in his grip when he’d pinned her in the hallway days before. She remembered his mouth just inches from hers as he’d whispered, “You drive me mad.” Remembered how she’d almost dared him to break.

Her hand slipped beneath her jumper, fingertips tracing the slope of her stomach, skimming the band of her knickers. The ache there was nearly unbearable—a sweet, hot pain that pulsed in time with her racing heart.

She pushed her knickers aside, breath stuttering as her fingers found her slick, swollen clit. She circled it, slow at first, drawing the tension out, imagining Jack’s hand instead of her own: bigger, rougher, more commanding. She thought of the way he’d gripped her wrist under the table, how his voice had dropped to that dangerous, velvet timbre reserved for her alone.

In her mind, she pictured slipping out of her bed, padding down the hall to Jack’s door, slipping inside. She pictured his shock, the way his eyes would darken, the way he’d try to send her away even as his resolve faltered. She imagined standing in front of him, braless under her jumper, bare thighs on display, the challenge in her eyes daring him to do something—anything.

Her fingers worked faster now, hips rocking, breath coming in quiet, desperate gasps. She muffled her sounds with her other hand, burying her face in the pillow, picturing Jack looming over her, pinning her down, forcing her to beg for what she wanted. “Please,” she whispered, almost without meaning to, the word trembling in the dark.

She imagined him answering her, his voice rough and low: “You want my hand, Haz? You want to be ruined?” The fantasy burned through her. She nodded, biting her lip, pressing harder.

She edged herself close—so close she could taste the relief waiting just beyond the brink. Her mind spun with memories: Jack’s hand at her waist in the kitchen, the almost-kiss as they’d wrapped presents, his command to “Sit. Now.” at the dinner table. All those moments tangled together, pulsing between her thighs.

She hovered on the edge, the pleasure so sharp it hurt. But she stopped herself. She let her hand fall away, her body shuddering with frustration and longing. She wanted release, wanted it desperately—but not like this. Not alone, not without him. Not unless he gave it to her.

Tears pricked her eyes, a mix of humiliation and want. She rolled onto her back, staring at the ceiling, chest heaving. The cold seeped in from the open window, cooling the sweat at her brow. She let her hand rest at her side, fingers sticky, heart aching.

A noise startled her—a creak outside her door, then a hush. Her breath caught. She strained to listen, muscles going rigid. Someone was in the hallway. She sat up, covers falling from her shoulders, body exposed to the chill. The doorknob turned, just a hair, then stilled.

She whispered, “Jack?”

No answer. Just silence, thick and hungry.

She wrapped herself in her blanket, padding to the door on quiet feet. She opened it an inch, peeking out into the shadowed corridor. It was empty, the hall light dim, the stairs lost in darkness. She heard a door close at the far end—the heavy sound of Jack’s, maybe. She bit her lip, pulse thundering.

She closed her door again, this time not locking it. She left it open a sliver, just in case. She crept back into bed, shivering, the air electric with possibility and dread. She squeezed her thighs together, body throbbing. The urge to touch herself again was overwhelming, but she denied it, savoring the ache, saving it for the night when Jack would be the one to grant her release.

Down the hall, Jack lay awake as well. In his room, he sat on the edge of his bed, head in his hands. He had heard Harriet’s footsteps—heard her cry his name in the darkness. The sound of her pleasure, the desperate note in her voice, tore through him like a blade. He fought himself, fists clenched at his sides, jaw tight with the effort not to go to her. He wanted to break the rules, to break her, to give them both the release they craved.

But he stayed put, forced himself to count his breaths, to remember why he was doing this. It wasn’t for himself. It was for her, for her safety, for her future, for the promise he’d made to Karen and to himself. But as the hours stretched, that promise felt more like a shackle, and every second of denial another wound.

He pictured her—curled in bed, body flushed, hair a tangle on the pillow. He imagined slipping into her room, imagined the gasp she’d give as he closed the door behind him, imagined the way she’d look up at him, needy, defiant, ready to fight or surrender. He let his own hand drift down, thinking of her hands, her mouth, her whispered “please.” He stroked himself through the fabric of his pajama bottoms, shuddering with the effort to hold back.

He wanted her to know—wanted her to feel how much she undid him, how close he was to breaking. But he held on, for both their sakes.

The hours crawled by. Harriet drifted in and out of restless sleep, dreaming of hands at her throat and heat at her core. Jack stared at the ceiling, body rigid, mind replaying every moment of the day. The denial became a third presence in the house—thick as smoke, sharp as hunger, binding them together even as it kept them apart.

Somewhere before dawn, Harriet woke, lips chapped, skin cold. She reached for her phone and saw a single message, sent just before midnight.

Jack:

Stop touching yourself. You’ll come when I say so. Not before.

Harriet read it twice, a moan escaping her lips. She pressed the phone to her chest, knees drawing up, heart singing. The ache between her thighs flared hotter, but she obeyed—just barely.

She typed a reply, hands shaking.

Harriet:

Yes, sir.

She hit send, then tucked the phone beneath her pillow, curling up in the dark with a smile twisting her lips.

In his own room, Jack lay back, reading her reply. He shut his eyes, surrendering to the knowledge that he had her—mind, body, and soul—even if he couldn’t touch her yet.

The house remained silent, but for both of them, the night blazed with longing. Denial had become its own kind of pleasure—a promise that soon, when they finally surrendered, it would be shattering.

Jack had always believed himself a man of discipline—self-imposed, hard-earned, the kind that carves itself into your bones with time. He prided himself on his composure, on being the one in the room who never lost his head, who always knew when to walk away. But tonight, every lesson he’d learned, every wall he’d built, was crumbling brick by brick.

He lay in his bed, muscles taut, staring at the moonlit ceiling. The house was quiet, the last embers dying in the sitting room hearth, and everyone—supposedly—was asleep. Everyone but him. Everyone but Harriet. He could feel her as surely as if she were lying next to him: the thrum of her need, the restless ache that kept her awake, the hunger she never even tried to hide anymore.

He shifted, covers twisting, heat burning in his gut. He had sent the message—Stop touching yourself. You’ll come when I say so. Not before.—and her reply, Yes, sir, played on repeat in his mind. Two simple words, and yet they undid him more thoroughly than any act of rebellion, any bratty comment, any display of attitude she’d ever thrown his way.

He tried to sleep, but every time he closed his eyes, he saw her: hair mussed, cheeks flushed, body writhing against the sheets in the dark. The image was both torture and comfort. He’d never wanted someone like this—never needed to possess, to control, to protect and ruin all at once. The line between love and obsession had blurred somewhere in the long hours of Christmas Eve, and now he was only just holding on.

He rolled to his side, staring out the window at the snow-blanketed garden. He could picture Harriet’s room from here—just down the hall, her window aglow with faint light, the shape of her curled in bed. He wondered if she was awake, if her hand was still between her thighs, if she obeyed, or if she was testing him, desperate for the punishment that would come if she broke his rule.

His hand drifted down, fingers curling in the sheet. He ached—God, how he ached. But he wouldn’t allow himself release. Not until he had her, on her knees, eyes shining, whispering his name.

He nearly got up. Nearly crossed the hall. He imagined it in detail: the cool bite of the floorboards, the hush as he opened her door, the way she’d look at him—shocked, then triumphant, ready to let herself be claimed. He would drag her out of bed, pin her to the wall, make her say the words, make her beg. He would tear the denial from them both, consequences be damned.

His legs twitched, and for a long minute, he hovered on the edge—so close to breaking that he actually sat up, feet on the floor, heart pounding. The house was silent. He could hear only the wind and the sound of his own desperate breathing.

He stood, padded to the door, hand on the knob. The hallway stretched before him, dark and empty. He took a single step, then stopped, every nerve straining.

A light creaked in Harriet’s room—her bedside lamp, maybe, or just her phone. He heard a muffled sound—her voice, perhaps, a whisper, a sigh. He squeezed his eyes shut, forcing himself to remember every reason not to go. Karen’s trust. Harriet’s safety. His own damn principles.

He turned away, jaw clenched, knuckles white on the doorframe. “Not tonight,” he murmured, the words half curse, half plea.

He shut the door, hard enough for the click to echo down the hallway. He returned to bed, body aching, will stretched to its last fibers. He sent one last message—Good girl. Tomorrow, you’ll beg me for more. Then he dropped the phone to the floor, face buried in his hands.

Across the hall, Harriet sat bolt upright in bed, the covers bunched around her waist, heart pounding in the dim glow of her lamp. She’d tried to sleep, but every time she closed her eyes, she felt Jack watching her, felt the heat of his denied touch, the pressure of his rules wrapping around her like a chain.

Her body was on fire, skin so sensitive that even the brush of her sheets made her shiver. She pressed her knees together, fingers gripping the mattress, trying not to break her promise. She wanted to—God, she wanted to—but something in her refused. The anticipation was exquisite torture, sharp as a blade, sweet as stolen chocolate.

The phone buzzed—a new message. She reached for it, hands trembling, and read the words: Good girl. Tomorrow, you’ll beg me for more.

The phrase made her whimper, eyes filling with tears of relief and need. She wanted to run down the hall, fling herself into Jack’s arms, demand that he finish what they’d started a thousand times in a thousand ways. But she stayed put, hands balled in her lap, rocking with need.

She considered replying—I’m already begging, or I need you now, or just Please—but in the end, she typed nothing. She let the ache bloom in her chest, filling her, stretching her. She pressed the phone to her heart and closed her eyes.

A sudden noise in the hallway—a door opening, then shutting—made her sit up, breath caught in her throat. Was he coming? Was this the moment he’d break? She waited, every muscle tensed, pulse thundering. But the house stayed silent. No footsteps. No whispered commands. Only the wind, and the ancient creak of the timbers.

She slumped back against the headboard, frustration burning behind her eyes. She wanted to scream. Instead, she pulled the covers over her head and tried to will herself to sleep, imagining Jack’s hands on her, Jack’s mouth at her ear, Jack’s voice calling her a good girl as he finally, finally gave her what they both wanted.

Sleep, when it came, was shallow and fitful. She dreamed of being chased through the snow, of Jack pinning her down, of begging for release as he held her fast and told her, again and again, Not yet. Not until you’re ready to break for me.

When she woke in the first blue light of morning, her body ached, her skin tingled, and her heart felt raw. She heard movement in the hallway—Jack’s heavy steps, his deep voice calling a greeting to Karen, as if nothing in the world had changed. But for Harriet, everything had.

She dressed in silence, moving as if in a trance. Her reflection in the mirror startled her: tangled hair, swollen lips, eyes dark with sleepless longing. She pressed her fingers to her throat, feeling for the phantom bruise of Jack’s imagined grip, wishing it were real.

In the kitchen, the others gathered, voices soft, movements slow with the weight of Christmas anticipation and late-night exhaustion. Jack was there, standing at the stove, pouring coffee with the same calm precision he brought to everything. When their eyes met, something passed between them—a jolt, a shock, a silent confession. Neither smiled. Neither looked away.

Harriet took her seat, sipped her cocoa, and tried to act normal. But beneath the surface, she was a live wire, buzzing with every denied touch, every unsaid word.

Karen asked her about presents, about plans for the day, about whether she’d help with the bread pudding. Harriet nodded, answered, smiled when she had to. But all the while, she watched Jack: the way his hands moved, the way his jaw tightened when she brushed past him, the way he lingered just a moment too long at her side.

She was breaking. She could feel it—the dam about to burst, the tension too much to bear. She saw it in Jack, too: the way his patience frayed, the way his eyes lingered on her lips, the way his voice dropped to that dangerous whisper when he spoke to her alone.

Tomorrow, he’d said. Tomorrow you’ll beg me for more.

The day crawled by. Harriet drifted through the hours, every nerve ending raw. By afternoon, the ache had grown unbearable. She cornered Jack in the hallway, just out of sight of the others.

“Jack,” she whispered, her voice trembling. “I can’t—please—”

He pressed a finger to her lips, silencing her. His eyes were molten, his control razor-thin. “Not here,” he murmured. “Not yet. One more night, Haz. Just one.”

She nodded, tears stinging her eyes. She wanted to scream, to beg, to fall to her knees. But she held on, biting her lip, forcing herself to wait. The anticipation was agony, but it was also a promise: when they finally broke, it would be with nothing held back.

Jack leaned in, mouth at her ear. “Good girl,” he whispered. “Tomorrow, you’re mine.”

He stepped away, leaving her gasping, hands clutching at empty air.

That night, sleep was a stranger. Harriet tossed and turned, every muscle aching, every breath a prayer. Jack lay awake, hand fisted in the sheets, jaw clenched so hard it hurt. The house was a pressure cooker, every wall pulsing with denied desire.

And somewhere between midnight and dawn, as the first snowflakes of Christmas drifted past her window, Harriet realized she’d never wanted anything so much in her life—not just the pleasure, not just the pain, but the surrender. The giving up. The chance to be claimed, to be taken, to be seen and wanted and ruined, finally, by the man who had always known how to break her better than anyone else.


Chapter 9 — The Breaking Argument

The house, on the cusp of Christmas Eve, was wrapped in a cold, blue-white morning light. Downstairs, laughter and clatter drifted from the kitchen, mingled with the scent of cinnamon and burnt toast. But upstairs, the corridor felt suspended—quiet, a hush as fragile as ice. Harriet had woken early, pulse already jittery, the memory of Jack’s voice echoing in her dreams: Tomorrow you’ll beg me for more. She hadn’t slept, not really—just tossed in tangled sheets, waiting for something, anything, to snap.

She took her time in the shower, letting the water run hot and sharp over her skin, washing away the last traces of sleep but not the ache that lived deeper, under her ribs. She lathered, rinsed, repeated—scrubbing until her skin flushed pink, until goosebumps prickled her thighs. The little bathroom steamed up, glass fogging, air thick with anticipation. Harriet let herself pretend for a moment that Jack might burst in, that he’d find her naked, cornered, unable to hide the want she could never quite smother.

But when she finally shut off the water, reality was quieter, lonelier. She wrapped herself in a towel—a big, plush, borrowed one from the guest basket—and ran a comb through her wet hair. The mirror gave her a startled, vulnerable face: cheeks bright, eyes wide, lips soft from where she’d bitten them in the night.

She checked the hall—empty—and stepped out, towel tucked precariously under her arms, legs bare, skin still damp. She meant to slip back to her room unseen. But the universe had other plans.

Jack emerged from his room at the same moment, hair rumpled, jaw dark with morning stubble. He wore only a faded t-shirt and sweatpants, bare feet quiet on the wooden floor. For a beat, they both froze.

Jack’s eyes dragged up the length of her body—bare feet, toned calves, the pale column of thigh above the towel’s edge. He swallowed, throat working, and forced his gaze upward, meeting her eyes. But he couldn’t hide the way his jaw flexed, the darkness that sparked in his stare.

Harriet’s first instinct was embarrassment—cheeks burning, arms twitching to cover herself. But then she caught the way he looked at her: as if she were a challenge, a sin, a test he had already failed a hundred times in dreams. She straightened her shoulders, let the towel slip a little lower at the edge, just to see what he’d do.

For a moment, no one moved. The air between them thickened—dangerous, sweet, electric.

Jack cleared his throat, voice ragged. “You shouldn’t be walking around like that.”

Harriet grinned, cocking her hip. “Like what? I just got out of the shower.” Her tone was airy, but her heart thudded against her ribs.

His eyes narrowed. “Put some clothes on.”

“Maybe I will.” She took a slow, deliberate step forward, chin lifted, as if daring him to stop her. The towel slipped even lower—almost too low. Jack’s gaze dropped before he forced it away, jaw clenched so hard she could see the muscles flutter.

She lingered, the distance between them closing. “Unless you have a problem with it, Jack?”

He tried to hold onto control, but it was slipping, second by second. “Harriet.” His tone was warning, but there was a pleading note beneath it. “Go to your room.”

She shook her head, red hair dripping onto the towel, little beads of water tracking down her bare shoulders. “What’s the matter? Scared you’ll see something you can’t handle?”

Jack took a shaky breath, backing up a step, retreating until he hit the opposite wall. “This isn’t a game.”

“Isn’t it?” she whispered, stepping closer still. Now they were only a few feet apart. Harriet could feel the heat coming off his body, could see the pulse beating hard at his throat.

For a moment, neither spoke. Jack’s hands flexed at his sides, torn between grabbing her and pushing her away. Harriet let the silence stretch, let the air turn heavy. Every inch of exposed skin felt like a dare—her damp hair, her soft stomach, the towel barely covering the curve of her breasts.

Jack looked away, as if the sight of her would break him. “You’re doing this on purpose.”

She moved closer, voice a taunt. “Maybe I am.”

Jack’s eyes snapped back to hers, dark and wild. “Why?”

Harriet stopped inches from him, lifting her chin, meeting his stare with all the bravado she could muster. “Because I want you to look at me. I want you to admit it. I want you to stop pretending you don’t care.”

He shook his head, but the denial rang hollow. “You’re playing with fire.”

“Maybe I want to get burned.”

A tense silence fell. Jack’s chest rose and fell, his hands fisting at his sides. Harriet watched the war on his face—want versus restraint, guilt versus hunger. For a heartbeat, she thought he might give in, that he’d grab her, that the towel would drop and everything would change.

But he didn’t. He pushed past her, his shoulder brushing her bare arm—hot, hard, careful not to touch too much. He kept his gaze fixed ahead as he murmured, “Get dressed, Haz. Please.”

She watched him disappear down the hall, heart slamming, blood roaring in her ears. Her body was a live wire, skin tingling everywhere his gaze had landed. Part of her wanted to cry—denied again, edged again. But mostly she wanted to laugh, giddy with victory. She’d seen it in his eyes: the way he broke for her, just a little.

She stood there, towel slipping, until the chill from the bathroom made her shiver. Then, slowly, she padded back to her room, locking the door behind her. She let the towel drop to the floor and stared at her reflection, skin flushed, eyes wild. She touched her neck, remembering the heat of his stare, the tremble in his voice.

She pressed her thighs together, aching. She imagined him knocking, imagined him coming back to finish what she’d started. But he didn’t.

Down the hall, Jack leaned against the wall, breathing hard, knuckles white as he gripped the banister. He squeezed his eyes shut, fighting for control. He wanted her—God, he wanted her—but not like this. Not yet. Not when he couldn’t give her everything she deserved.

He pushed off the wall and went to his room, slamming the door hard enough to rattle the glass. He stared at himself in the mirror, chest heaving, eyes storm-dark. “She’s not a child,” he whispered, almost angrily. “She’s not a child.” But the words didn’t help. He could still see her—bare skin, damp hair, the challenge in her gaze.

He braced his hands on the dresser, head bowed. Every muscle in his body ached with the effort of restraint. He wanted to storm down the hall, to rip the towel away, to see how far she’d really go. He wanted to claim her, right there in the hallway, for everyone to see.

But he didn’t. He would wait. He would hold on—if only for one more day.

In her room, Harriet slipped into underwear and an old t-shirt, skin still buzzing. She lay back on her bed, letting her mind wander over every detail—Jack’s eyes, Jack’s hands, the crack in his voice when he’d said her name. She replayed it all, again and again, the ache in her belly deepening.

Downstairs, the sounds of breakfast filtered up: Karen calling for help with the bread, Lila complaining about the cold. The day would go on. The house would fill with voices and music and secrets. But upstairs, two people lived in a parallel world—a world of glances and touches and words never spoken, where denial was both punishment and promise.

As Harriet drifted toward a restless sleep, she whispered into her pillow, “Tomorrow. Tomorrow, you’ll break.” The words tasted dangerous and sweet. And in the quiet between heartbeats, she prayed she wouldn’t be the first to shatter.

The house had already warmed with the sound of morning — Karen humming as she chopped fruit in the kitchen, Lila stomping around downstairs searching for her misplaced hair straightener, Joel muttering to himself as he fought with the espresso machine. But upstairs, the air was brittle and thin, carrying the echo of something unspoken.

Harriet dressed mechanically — pulling on jeans, a jumper, socks thick enough for the cold floors — but her mind was nowhere near the clothes she put on. It was still in the hall. It was still on Jack. On the way his gaze had dragged up her bare legs. On the way his voice had broken when he told her to go back to her room. On the tremor she’d seen in his hands just before he pushed past her.

She felt it all like fingerprints on her skin.

She brushed her hair, staring at her reflection. She didn’t look the same as she had last night — or even half an hour ago. There was something sharper in her eyes. Something hungry, something vindicated, something reckless. She had caught him faltering this morning — really faltering — and the thrill of it was still spiralling through her like an electric current.

He’ll crack. It’s just a matter of time.

But then another thought interrupted, just as quick:

What if he doesn’t?

Harriet shook it off and headed downstairs, jaw set.

She found Jack alone in the hallway off the sitting room. He was fixing the battery case of the antique wall clock, broad shoulders hunched, expression tight and distant. He looked like a man trying to disappear into work he didn’t need to be doing. When he heard her step, he stiffened — only slightly, but enough for Harriet to see it. Enough for her to realise he knew it was her without looking.

She stopped behind him, arms crossed. “Morning.”

Jack’s jaw tensed, but he didn’t turn. “Morning.”

“That’s it?” she pushed. “Not even going to look at me?”

He set the screwdriver down a little harder than necessary. “I looked at you earlier.”

The words hit her like a slap — not because they were cruel but because they were true. Because they held the lie of something deeper, something he was fighting.

She narrowed her eyes. “You barely said two words.”

“You were half-naked,” he said, still without turning. “I wanted to give you some privacy.”

“Oh, is that what you call it?” She scoffed. “Looked more like running.”

Jack froze. The screwdriver rolled off the shelf and clattered onto the floor.

Slowly — too slowly — he turned to face her.

He kept a careful distance, hands planted on his hips, arms tense with restraint. His expression was carved from stone. “Harriet,” he said, low. “I’m not doing this.”

“You already are,” she said, stepping closer. “You keep acting like you don’t care, but you can’t even look at me without—”

“Without what?” he snapped.

“Without falling apart!” she shot back.

His nostrils flared. “You think this is falling apart?”

She took another step. “I think you’re a coward.”

Jack inhaled sharply — a single, dangerous sound. Harriet felt it in her chest more than she heard it.

“You don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said.

“Oh, I know exactly what I’m talking about.” Her voice sharpened. “You want me. You’ve wanted me for days. You look at me like I’m—”

“Harriet,” he warned.

“—and instead of just admitting it, you hide in chores and housework and stupid little errands. Because you’re terrified.”

“I’m not terrified,” he bit out.

“Then why won’t you admit it?”

“Because you’re—” He broke off, jaw clenching, eyes flashing with something fierce and raw. “You’re a child playing with matches.”

She laughed — bitter, biting. “I’m not a child.”

“You act like one.”

“And you act like you don’t care,” she said, stepping directly into his space, “but your eyes tell the truth every time.”

His breath hitched. Just a little. Not enough for anyone else in the world to notice. But Harriet did.

He stepped back. She followed.

“You’re imagining things,” he muttered.

“Say it,” she demanded.

“No.”

“Look me in the eyes and say you don’t want me.”

Jack’s chest rose and fell, too fast. He tried to speak once, twice — nothing came out.

“Say it,” she whispered. “If you can say it, I’ll stop.”

He swallowed, throat working. “This isn’t—”

“Say you don’t want me.”

A long, heavy silence.

Jack looked away first.

Harriet’s heart twisted.

“That’s what I thought,” she said softly.

Jack’s voice came out strangled. “You need to stop pushing.”

“Because you’ll break?” she asked.

He looked at her sharply. “Because you will.”

She blinked. “What?”

His expression cracked — frustration, fear, longing, all tangled. “You think you know what you’re asking for, but you don’t. You’re—”

“I’m what?” she demanded.

He exhaled sharply, running both hands through his hair. “You’re reckless. You’re impulsive. You’re hurting. And you’re using me to—”

“I’m not using you.”

“Aren’t you?” he said, voice rising. “You flaunt yourself around, you poke and prod and taunt, you go out of your way to get a reaction—”

“Because I want one!” she shouted, stepping closer until they were almost chest to chest. “Because you pretend I don’t exist one minute and then look at me like—”

“Stop.”

“—like you’re starving the next!”

“Harriet—”

“Just admit it!”

“I’m not your plaything,” he snapped, the words striking the air like a whip crack.

Her breath faltered.

For a moment, everything froze — the house, the air, the space between them.

She tried to laugh it off, but the sound came out brittle. “Who said you were?”

“You did,” he said quietly. “Every time you push me. Every time you corner me. Every time you look at me like I’m something you’re daring yourself to touch.”

“I look at you like that,” she said, “because you look at me like—”

“I don’t,” he lied.

“Say it again,” she challenged, stepping so close that their chests brushed. “Say you don’t.”

Jack held her gaze, breathing hard. She watched his pupils flare, watched his hands flex, watched the truth he refused to speak burn in his eyes.

He looked away again.

Harriet felt something inside her snap. “You’re pathetic.”

Jack’s head whipped back around. “Watch yourself.”

“No,” she said, voice breaking. “I won’t. I’m tired of pretending. I’m tired of wondering if last night meant something to you, or this morning, or all the times you stare at me when you think I can’t see. You treat me like glass, then like trouble, then like I’m not even here. You push me away, but you won’t let me go either. So which is it, Jack? What am I to you?”

He stared at her — truly stared — and for a moment she saw it all: want, fear, anger, guilt, longing.

And then he shut it down — brutally fast.

“I’m not doing this with you,” he said, voice flat.

Harriet felt her throat tighten. “So that’s it?”

He nodded once.

“You’re just… walking away?”

Jack stepped around her, deliberately not touching her, deliberately not looking at her again.

She watched him go, shaking — with fury, with humiliation, with hurt she wasn’t ready to admit.

At the bottom of the stairs, he paused, spoke without turning:

“You’re not a child. But you’re not ready either.”

Then he walked away.

Harriet stayed frozen where she stood, breath stuck in her chest, the words battering her from the inside.

Not ready.

Not a child.

Not his plaything.

The hallway suddenly felt too cold, too bright.

She pressed her hand to the wall, steadying herself, swallowing back the sting in her eyes.

For a long time, she didn’t move at all.

The argument burned inside Harriet long after Jack left her at the foot of the stairs. She paced the hall, hands fisted, pulse racing, unable to settle the tornado in her chest. His words looped through her mind—Not a child. Not ready. Not your plaything. The worst part was, he was right about everything except the things that mattered: the way he looked at her, the way he trembled when she got too close, the way he’d almost reached for her, again and again, before yanking himself back like a man holding himself over a cliff.

She was done being patient. Done waiting for him to snap. If he wouldn’t give her what she wanted, she would drag it out of him—whatever it cost.

She caught up to him in the narrow hallway by the back staircase, a cold, half-lit corridor that always smelled faintly of damp and lemon polish. Jack was halfway down, shoulders squared, moving with that tight, angry grace she’d only ever seen when he was near breaking point. Harriet darted down two steps at a run, skidding to a stop just behind him.

“Jack,” she called, voice sharper than she meant.

He didn’t stop. “Go back upstairs, Haz.”

She bristled at the dismissal. “No. Not this time.”

He paused, one hand on the rail, the other clenching and unclenching at his side. He turned slowly, and the look on his face—raw, exhausted, desperate to hold it together—stripped away every ounce of her bravado.

“Why do you keep doing this?” he asked, voice barely above a whisper.

“Because you won’t admit what you want,” she shot back.

Jack laughed, but it was broken, a sound scraped raw by longing. “What I want doesn’t matter.”

Harriet stepped down another stair, now only a few feet above him. “It matters to me.”

His gaze caught hers, and in that look she saw all the things he’d never say out loud: You’re dangerous. You’re beautiful. I want you so badly I can’t see straight. She felt it like a touch.

She took the last step, closing the gap. “You can’t keep pretending, Jack. Not after this morning. Not after everything.”

He shook his head, jaw rigid. “You don’t know what you’re asking for.”

She took another step—so close she could smell the faint scent of soap and clean cotton from his shirt. “Then tell me. Show me.”

He set his jaw, looked away, but she pressed on: “Or are you just scared you’ll lose control?”

Jack’s patience shattered. In a blur, he moved—crowding her back against the wall, forearm braced above her head, his other hand gripping her wrist, not hard enough to hurt but firm enough that she couldn’t move. The air snapped electric; Harriet’s heart stopped. For the first time, there was no room for jokes, no mask of civility—just the raw, wild thing that lived between them, naked and hungry.

Jack leaned in, so close she could feel his breath on her cheek. “Is this what you want?” he ground out, voice shaking with effort.

She couldn’t speak—her mouth was dry, her body melting against the plaster. She nodded, just once, and the world tilted.

He pressed her harder to the wall. Their faces were inches apart. “You think you’re ready for this?” His hand trembled at her waist, just barely ghosting over the edge of her shirt, not quite daring to touch skin.

Harriet swallowed, eyes locked on his. “I want you to touch me. Stop pretending you don’t.”

Jack’s jaw worked. His eyes were wild—every trace of the responsible, careful man gone. For a second, he let his hand drift down her side, fingers skimming the fabric, heat following in their wake. Harriet gasped, arching into the touch, desperate for more.

His head dipped, lips almost brushing hers—so close she could taste the promise of it, the threat. She closed her eyes, willing him to close the gap.

But at the last second, Jack wrenched himself away, stepping back as if burned, dragging his hand through his hair in misery. The absence of his touch was a physical ache.

“No,” he said, voice wrecked and hoarse. “Not like this. Not when you’re like this.”

She stared at him, breathless, body still pressed to the wall, need flooding every nerve. “You can’t keep denying this forever.”

He shook his head, not trusting himself to speak.

“Why not?” she whispered, desperate, angry, humiliated and wanting him more than ever.

“Because I’d ruin you,” he said, voice breaking. “And I can’t live with that.”

A silence fell between them—thick and sharp, like the air after a lightning strike.

Harriet tried to steady herself, but her hands shook. “I want you to ruin me. I’m not a kid, Jack. I know what I want.”

He stepped back further, putting real space between them, breathing hard. “It’s not about what you want right now, Haz. It’s about what you need. And you need someone to tell you ‘no.’ Even if it kills me.”

For a heartbeat, she hated him—truly hated him, for his restraint, for the way he kept her on the edge, for refusing to take what was right in front of him.

She shoved off the wall, fire burning in her eyes. “You’re a coward.”

He laughed, but the sound was strangled. “You have no idea.”

For a moment, she thought she saw his will collapse—just for a second, just enough that she saw the man he tried to hide: desperate, hungry, just as lost as she was.

She reached for him again, grabbing his hand, trying to pull him close, but he twisted away, backing down the hall.

“Don’t, Haz,” he said, voice like gravel. “Please. Don’t make me.”

She watched him go, anger and heartbreak and want all twisted into a knot she couldn’t untangle.

He turned at the last second, voice guttural and raw: “I said no.”

Then he was gone.

Harriet stood in the hallway, body shaking, palms pressed flat to the cold wall. She wanted to scream. She wanted to cry. She wanted to run after him and force his hands onto her body, make him lose control.

But she did none of those things. She just stood there, breathing hard, the imprint of his touch burning on her skin. She pressed her eyes shut, let her head fall back against the plaster, and tried to remember how to breathe.

Down the corridor, a door slammed—Jack, hiding in his room, the sound a punctuation mark on a sentence neither of them could finish.

Harriet gathered herself, finally, pushing away from the wall. She walked slow, legs trembling, every step a reminder of what she almost had. She slipped into her room and shut the door, locking it behind her—not to keep anyone out, but to keep herself in.

For a long moment, she just stood there, staring at her reflection in the mirror. Her cheeks were red, her lips swollen from biting back tears or laughter or screams—she couldn’t tell which anymore. She ran a hand through her hair, tried to straighten her shirt, failed.

Her whole body felt like a live wire, sparking with every memory of Jack’s hands, his voice, the heat of his body pressing hers to the wall. The denial was exquisite torture.

She turned away from the mirror, crawled onto her bed, pulled the covers tight, and let herself fall apart. The tears came then—silent, hot, rolling down her cheeks as her body shook with everything she’d been holding back.

Across the hall, Jack pressed his forehead to the cool glass of his window, fists clenched at his sides, eyes burning with equal parts shame and longing. He wanted to go to her. He wanted to comfort her. He wanted to take back every word and give her everything she’d begged for.

But he didn’t. He stood there, counting his breaths, forcing himself to remember why he was saying no—for her, for both of them, for a future that wasn’t built on shame and secrecy.

He stayed there until his legs ached, until the house had gone silent, until he knew if he moved he would break.

In the darkness, two people—separated by nothing but a wall and everything but the truth—lay awake, wanting, waiting, punished by their own desires.

Tomorrow, something would have to give.

The door clicked behind Harriet with a finality that rattled in her bones. She pressed her back to it, chest heaving, still tasting the storm she’d just barely escaped. Her eyes were raw, her skin too tight. The imprint of Jack’s body, the ghost of his hand at her waist, the shadow of his voice—I said no—all of it clung to her, vibrating in the quiet like an aftershock.

She slid down until she was sitting on the cold floor, knees to her chest, arms wrapped around them, forehead pressed to her thighs. The room was spinning—her room, familiar but suddenly alien. It felt too small, too bright, too sharp-edged, every detail wrong: the pile of Christmas jumpers on the chair, the childhood posters still tacked to the wall, the scent of peppermint hand cream that usually made her feel safe. Now it all seemed like a cruel joke, as if she’d wandered back into a life that didn’t fit anymore.

She squeezed her eyes shut and tried to breathe.

The tears came, silent at first. Not the cathartic kind—these were angry, frustrated, helpless. She pressed her fists to her mouth, desperate to muffle the sounds in case someone—Lila, Karen, even Jack—passed by in the hall and heard her breaking apart. She felt pathetic, like a little girl, like the child Jack accused her of being. But the truth was messier than that. She wasn’t a child, but she wasn’t sure she was a woman either. She was caught in-between—hungry and lonely and aching to be claimed, desperate for something bigger than herself to take over and quiet the chaos inside.

She sobbed until she was empty, until her throat burned and her face felt swollen. Then she lay still, cheek pressed to her knees, letting the cold of the floor soak into her skin. Why do you keep doing this? Jack had asked her.

The answer was both simple and impossible:

Because you’re the only one who sees me.

She remembered every second in the hallway—Jack’s hands pinning her, his breath on her cheek, the way his voice had splintered on her name. The feel of his restraint had been almost as erotic as his touch. And his refusal—the final, guttural no—had felt like the cruelest act of love she’d ever received.

When she could move again, Harriet crawled up onto her bed and hugged a pillow to her chest. She rocked there, staring at the ceiling, replaying every detail. Her anger had faded to something quieter—an ache, an emptiness, a sense of being hollowed out.

She thought of all the ways she could have responded differently. She could have begged. She could have stormed after him, torn his walls down with her bare hands. She could have shut it all down, locked herself away, refused to feel. Instead, she did nothing. She let herself be hurt. She let herself want. She let herself surrender to the not-knowing, to the ache that had become her new home.

Through the thin walls, she heard the faintest thud—a fist hitting something, maybe a table or a door. Jack. The image of him, alone in his room, just as broken, made her heart twist. She wanted to comfort him, to be comforted, but the barrier between them was too thick with pride, fear, and the echo of things unsaid.

Down the hall, Jack was fighting his own battle.

He slammed his fist into the edge of the desk, pain jolting through his knuckles—sharp, real, easier to bear than the ache Harriet had left in his chest. He braced both hands on the desk, head hanging, shoulders trembling. The image of her pinned to the wall burned behind his eyes: the defiance in her gaze, the plea in her voice, the way her body had softened against him in surrender.

He’d almost given in. He’d almost let himself ruin her. The memory made him sick with want and sick with guilt.

You’re not a child. But you’re not ready either. He hated himself for saying it, hated himself for believing it. But what else could he do? He was terrified—not just for her, but for himself. Terrified of what would happen if he let go. If he gave in. If he claimed her and couldn’t ever give her back.

He stood there until his legs ached, until the raw scrape of his knuckles faded to a dull throb, until the weight of everything pressed him flat.

He paced the room, scrubbing his hands over his face, desperate to find relief in motion. But the ache was everywhere, relentless. He wanted to hold her. He wanted to hurt her, punish her, love her, break her open and pour himself inside. He wanted to be cruel and gentle in the same breath, to show her how dangerous he could be and how safe she’d always be in his arms.

But instead, he retreated. He shut himself away, licking his wounds, too proud or too broken to go after her.

Harriet lay on her bed, staring at the cracks in the ceiling, tracing constellations in the plaster. The anger was fading. All that was left was longing.

She rolled onto her side and hugged the pillow tighter, letting her mind drift. Maybe, she thought, this was what it meant to grow up: to want things you couldn’t have, to survive the ache, to choose not to run away. She closed her eyes and let herself imagine a world where Jack hadn’t said no. Where he’d touched her, kissed her, ruined her in all the ways she wanted. The fantasy made her smile, even as tears leaked from the corners of her eyes.

In the next room, Jack finally sank down onto his bed. He stared at the ceiling, then at his hands, then at nothing. The fight had drained him. He didn’t know what to do, how to make it right. He only knew that, for better or worse, tomorrow would be different. Tomorrow, something had to break.

For a long while, the house was silent but for the wind against the windows, the soft ticking of the hall clock, and the twin heartbeats of two people on opposite sides of a war only they could see.

Harriet drifted toward sleep, battered but still hopeful. Jack lay awake, dreading and longing for morning in equal measure. Both of them, shattered, waited for a sign.

Because sometimes, the only way to move forward is to fall apart first.

The house was silent at midnight, the kind of silence that seemed to stretch on forever, pressing against the old walls and lingering in every shadowed corner. Outside, snow drifted down in lazy spirals, silvering the world in ghostly light. Inside, Harriet lay wide awake, tangled in sheets that still smelled faintly of summer and longing.

She’d tried to sleep. She’d read three pages of a dog-eared paperback before giving up, the words blurring, her mind restless. She’d checked her phone—no new messages, no late-night flares from Jack to anchor her. She was hollow with exhaustion but more awake than she’d been all day, every nerve alive with the memory of his hands, his restraint, the fight that had left them both shaken and raw.

She rolled onto her back, staring at the cracks in the ceiling. The events of the day played in an endless, painful loop: the heat of Jack’s body pinning her to the wall, the trembling in his voice when he’d told her no, the way he’d looked at her—hungry, desperate, just as lost as she was.

He wants you. He’ll break. Any minute now. He has to.

But hope was a double-edged thing. She ached for him, wanted him with a ferocity that frightened her. And yet, she couldn’t escape the shame that crept in at the edges: What if you’re not enough? What if he really can keep saying no?

She kicked off the covers, too hot, too cold. She squeezed her eyes shut, pressing her fists to her temples. The urge to touch herself flared—raw and immediate, a need for comfort or control, or just some release from the aching denial she’d carried all day.

She let her hand drift beneath the hem of her t-shirt, fingers tracing the curve of her stomach, slipping under the waistband of her knickers. She was wet—shamelessly, achingly so—but when she circled her clit, it wasn’t enough. The memory of Jack’s hands, his mouth, his voice: it haunted every motion, every gasp. She tried to imagine it was him, but it only made the need worse. She edged herself close, but it was like teetering on a cliff with no way to fall. No matter how she moved, how she pictured him—gruff, rough, gentle, cruel—she couldn’t tip herself over.

She bit her lip, muffling a sob. Tears pricked her eyes, humiliation and longing tangled together. She wanted to scream. She wanted to beg. She wanted to tear down the wall between their rooms and demand he finish what he’d started. Instead, she lay there, hand between her thighs, shaking with the effort to keep quiet. She pressed the heel of her palm hard against herself, but it wasn’t enough. It would never be enough.

Frustrated, she let her hand fall away, curling up into a ball, shivering in the dark. She pressed her face to the pillow, letting the tears come—hot, silent, shameful. Why can’t I just let go? Why can’t he? The ache was all-consuming, both punishment and promise.

Across the hall, Jack was no less wrecked.

He sat on the edge of his bed, elbows on his knees, staring at the floor as if the answers were written in the grain of the old wood. His fists were clenched so tightly his knuckles ached, and his jaw was locked against the howl he wanted to let loose. He’d tried everything to distract himself—reading, pacing, washing his face in icy water—but nothing helped. Every thought, every heartbeat, every shallow breath circled back to her.

He could still feel her: pressed against the wall, trembling, her eyes wide and wild, her body pliant under his hands. He could still hear her voice—low and rough with want, with accusation, with need. Touch me. Admit it. Stop pretending you don’t care.

He wanted her so much he was afraid of it.

He wanted her on her knees, begging, breaking for him. He wanted to claim her so completely that she’d never doubt his need again. But he was terrified—terrified of ruining her, of losing control, of crossing a line he couldn’t uncross.

He ran a hand through his hair, groaning. He wanted to go to her room, to kneel at her bed and beg forgiveness, to beg for her trust. He wanted to punish her for pushing him, for making it impossible to say no. He wanted to gather her into his arms and soothe her, make her safe, make her his.

Instead, he sat in the dark, the silence ringing in his ears, his heart racing, his cock aching with denial.

He closed his eyes, tried to breathe. He let his own hand drift between his thighs, stroking himself through the fabric of his boxers, searching for relief. But it wasn’t enough. The ache only grew sharper, edged with shame and longing. He imagined her in the next room—her body twisted in the sheets, her hand between her thighs, her mouth open in a soundless cry.

He stroked himself harder, desperate for release. He pictured her brattiness, her defiance, her surrender. But when he neared the edge, he stopped—he couldn’t do it. Not without her. Not like this. He needed her to be a part of it, needed her to give in, needed the moment to mean something more than just relief.

He let go, breathing hard, sweat cooling on his brow. He pressed the heels of his hands to his eyes, fighting back frustration and regret.

He reached for his phone—opened a new message, stared at the blinking cursor. Come to me, he wanted to write. I need you. Please. Let me have you. But he couldn’t bring himself to send it. He deleted the words, started again. Are you okay? No, too distant. You’re mine. Tomorrow, I won’t say no. Still not enough.

In the end, he sent nothing. He set the phone on the nightstand and dropped back onto the bed, staring at the ceiling as if he could see through to the stars.

In her room, Harriet did much the same.

She sat up, wiped her face with the sleeve of her t-shirt, and reached for her phone. She thought about sending him a message—something desperate, honest, embarrassing. Please. I need you. I can’t do this anymore. Break me. Ruin me. Take me. She wrote the words, deleted them, wrote them again, deleted them again.

She flopped onto her back, staring at the phone, willing it to buzz, to blink, to give her a sign.

Nothing.

She wanted to throw it across the room, wanted to break something—her rules, his rules, the silence, her own heart if that was what it took.

She turned off the lamp, burying herself under the covers, and let the tears come again.

Time crawled by in the dark.

Jack lay with his forearm draped over his eyes, body aching, brain on fire with regret and longing. Harriet drifted in and out of shallow sleep, dreaming of hands that would not touch her, lips that hovered just above her own, words whispered through the crack of a half-open door.

Every sound in the house seemed loaded with meaning—the groan of the pipes, the creak of the stair, the whir of the fridge in the kitchen below. Harriet strained to hear Jack, but there was nothing. Only silence and snow.

Around two in the morning, she got up and padded barefoot to the window. The world outside was still, the garden blanketed in silver, the night full of promise and peril. She pressed her forehead to the cold glass, wishing she could gather the courage to cross the hall and knock on Jack’s door. But pride and fear held her back. She was too raw, too hurt, too unsure.

Jack, on the other side of the wall, stared at the same moonlit snow, wondering if she was awake, if she hated him, if she would ever forgive him.

They were two halves of the same longing, two stubborn hearts locked in a battle they could only win by surrendering. But tonight, surrender still seemed impossible.

Eventually, sleep took them both—but it was a restless, haunted thing. Their dreams were full of heat and heartbreak, of words unsaid and touches denied.

When morning came, the house was hushed, the world remade in white. Harriet woke with her hand fisted in the sheets, her body sore with want and her heart aching. Jack woke to the taste of her name in his mouth, the imprint of her body in his mind, and the heavy certainty that today, something would have to break.

But for now, in the blue dawn before Christmas Eve, all that remained was the echo of denial, the ache of regret, and the hope that tonight would finally bring release.


Chapter 10 — The Almost Scene

The house was quiet in the deep winter night, a silence so complete Harriet could hear every creak and sigh of ancient wood. From her bed, she counted the soft pings of the radiator, the sighing gusts against her window, the low tick of the hall clock as it marked each minute she lay awake. The ache in her chest wouldn’t leave her. Neither would the echo of Jack’s voice—Go. Now.—and the way he’d looked at her before he’d turned away, half pleading, half wrecked. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d been so tired or so completely, achingly alive.

She’d tried everything to sleep: reading, counting backwards from a hundred, even pressing her hand between her thighs and chasing release. But the ache only deepened. When she closed her eyes, she saw Jack’s face—drawn, desperate, begging her to stop. She saw his hands on her wrists, felt the ghost of his grip. Her body thrummed with a restless, pulsing need, but it was the loneliness that finally undid her.

She lay on her back, staring at the ceiling until the patterns in the plaster swam and twisted. At some point, she gave up entirely on pretending to rest. She pulled on a pair of shorts under her big sleep shirt, slipped into thick socks, and stood barefoot by her door, one hand pressed to the cold wood. The house was silent. She could hear nothing from the hallway—not Karen’s soft snore down the corridor, not Lila’s podcast on low, not Joel’s creak-prone bed. She felt completely alone, suspended in the blue hour before dawn.

But Jack was there. She could feel him—two doors down, lying awake, just as sleepless, just as restless, just as raw.

She told herself she was just going to the bathroom. She opened the door and padded silently into the hall, every shadow a risk. The floorboards were icy; she walked on the balls of her feet, listening for any sign of movement. She paused outside Jack’s room, heart thudding so loudly she was sure someone would hear. Light glowed beneath the door—dim, golden, uncertain. She hesitated, fist raised, breath caught in her throat.

She knocked. Once. Softly.

For a long moment, nothing happened. Then she heard the rustle of sheets, a muffled curse, the creak of bed springs. Jack’s voice, rough with sleep and something deeper, drifted out: “Yeah?”

Harriet pressed her forehead to the door, whispering, “It’s me.”

Silence. A heartbeat. Then, “Come in.”

She turned the handle, pushing the door open a crack. Jack sat up in bed, propped against the headboard, blanket bunched at his waist, t-shirt rumpled, hair standing on end. The bedside lamp glowed low, casting long shadows across the room. His face was tired, unguarded—a man halfway between sleep and worry, his defences down.

He blinked at her, eyes slow to focus. “Haz? Is everything…?”

She stepped inside, closing the door gently behind her. “I can’t sleep,” she whispered, not trusting herself to say more. The words sounded childish, but she didn’t care. They were true.

Jack shifted, rubbing a hand over his face. “Are you okay?”

She shook her head. “No. Not really.”

He exhaled, the sound heavy in the quiet. “What do you need?”

She bit her lip, hesitating. “Can I just… can I sit with you for a bit?”

Jack hesitated, shoulders tense, but then nodded. He shifted over, making space beside him on the bed. Harriet crossed the room, arms wrapped tight around herself, and sat carefully on the edge of the mattress.

They sat in silence for a minute, the only sound the ticking of the radiator and Jack’s unsteady breathing. Harriet tried to keep her hands still in her lap, but she was shaking.

Jack reached over, his hand hovering awkwardly. “You’re freezing.”

She nodded. “Couldn’t get warm.”

“Come here.” His voice was gentle now, and she melted toward him, curling up against his side. Jack wrapped an arm around her, drawing her closer until she was half sprawled in his lap, her head tucked against his chest, legs curled beneath her. The heat of him, the solidity, the scent of his skin—it was almost enough to break her open.

She let herself relax, just a little, and closed her eyes. “I’m sorry,” she whispered.

“For what?”

“For everything. For tonight. For before.”

Jack shook his head. “Don’t. You don’t have to say sorry.”

She clung tighter, face buried in the worn cotton of his t-shirt. For a long moment, she just listened to his heart—steady, a little too fast, beating under her ear.

Jack’s hand stroked her back, slow and careful. He said nothing, but the way he held her spoke volumes: he was exhausted, too, undone by the day, as battered as she was. In the dim light, they could almost pretend the world was only this bed, this warmth, this one moment of peace.

Harriet pulled her knees up, burrowing closer, one arm sliding around Jack’s waist. She felt his breath hitch, the muscles in his stomach tightening under her hand. She wondered if he knew how much she needed this—needed him, needed to be held, needed to be wanted in a way that didn’t hurt.

Jack cupped the back of her head, fingers gentle in her hair. “Haz… are you sure this is a good idea?”

She didn’t answer. She didn’t know how. All she could do was cling tighter, breathing him in, willing herself not to cry.

They sat like that for what felt like ages—long enough for her heartbeat to slow, for her body to stop shivering. Jack rested his chin lightly on top of her head, thumb tracing lazy circles at the nape of her neck.

Harriet broke the silence first. “Do you ever get tired of fighting?” she asked, voice barely audible.

Jack’s hand stilled. “All the time.”

She shifted, so her face was tilted up to meet his. “Then why do you keep doing it?”

He closed his eyes, face shadowed. “Because I’m supposed to.”

“Supposed to protect me, you mean.”

He nodded. “And protect myself. From you. From what this would mean.”

She leaned into him, her breath brushing his jaw. “I don’t want to be protected tonight, Jack.”

Jack’s eyes flew open, dark and searching. For a moment, neither of them moved. Then he let out a shaky breath, bringing his other arm around her, holding her close—tighter, more possessive.

Harriet melted, her body going soft and pliant. She could feel the heat of his skin even through the layers of their clothes, the thrum of his pulse under her palm. She pressed her cheek to his chest, feeling the rise and fall, listening to the way his breathing synced with hers.

He tipped her chin up, searching her face. “Haz… I…”

She touched his lips with her finger, silencing him. “Don’t think. Just hold me. Please.”

Jack swallowed hard, jaw flexing. He lay back against the headboard, bringing her with him, until she was sprawled half across his lap, one leg draped over his, arms tangled. His fingers skimmed her back, tracing the curve of her spine, a motion so gentle it made her shiver.

They said nothing for a long time. Harriet closed her eyes and let herself feel safe. For the first time in days, she was warm—truly warm, down to her bones. She listened to the winter wind outside, the soft hush of Jack’s breath, the rhythm of his heart against her cheek.

But the safety only made the ache sharper. Every beat of his heart, every brush of his hand, every shudder in his chest became its own kind of torture. The boundary between comfort and temptation was so thin she could barely feel it.

She curled tighter, pressing her face into his shoulder, breathing him in. She wanted more. She wanted everything. But for now, she let herself be held, letting the tension build in the dark, letting the promise of what could be smolder between them.

Jack shifted, settling them more comfortably. His hand drifted to her hip, steady and warm. “Go to sleep, Haz,” he whispered, but he knew as well as she did that sleep was impossible.

Harriet just nodded, heart pounding, body trembling with want. She would stay like this for as long as he let her—safe, close, aching for something she could almost taste.

In the quiet, they drifted together—not asleep, not awake, suspended between what they had and what they both desperately wanted.

But morning would come, and with it, the fight would begin again.

For tonight, all she needed was his arms around her and the promise—unspoken, electric—that soon, neither of them would have to pretend anymore.

The silence in Jack’s room changed as the minutes ticked by, growing thick and molten, charged with everything unspoken between them. The world beyond the door faded until all that existed was the bed, the dark, and the sound of two uneven breaths.

Harriet didn’t know how long she stayed nestled in Jack’s lap—ten minutes, half an hour, maybe a lifetime. Every minute, the warmth between them shifted. What had started as comfort, a place to hide, was quickly becoming something sharper, needier. She could feel it in the flex of Jack’s hands on her back, in the subtle change in his breathing, in the way her own body pressed closer, seeking friction she wouldn’t let herself name.

Her cheek was still against his chest, but her hands had started to wander—innocently, at first. She smoothed a wrinkle in his shirt, brushed imaginary lint from his shoulder. She pressed her palm to his chest, feeling the heavy, erratic thump of his heart, and let her fingers linger there, just above his nipple. She felt him tense, then shudder, and a tiny, forbidden thrill surged through her.

She slid her hand higher, up the side of his neck, fingers skating into his hair. Jack’s eyes drifted shut, lips parting in a sigh. “Haz,” he whispered, low and raw, and the sound of his voice was an invitation and a warning all at once.

She couldn’t stop herself. She let her hand trail down his arm, over the bunched muscle of his bicep, the warm skin just visible beyond the short sleeve. Her thumb traced the edge of a faded scar—a memory, a secret—and she wanted to kiss it, to taste the places he’d been hurt and healed.

Jack shifted, restless. His hand had settled at her waist, but now it slipped under the hem of her shirt, palm splayed across the bare curve of her hip. The touch wasn’t sexual yet—just grounding, real, as if he needed proof that she was here, that she was his.

Harriet leaned up, her lips brushing his jaw, then his cheek. “Jack,” she breathed, not quite a plea, not quite a question.

He turned his face to hers, eyes dark and shining. Their noses brushed, a warm gust of shared breath. She closed her eyes, heart hammering, and let herself hover in that impossible space—so close, so far, afraid and desperate and hungry all at once.

Jack cupped her face in both hands, rough thumbs tracing her cheekbones. He held her there, studying her, drinking in every detail as if trying to memorize her before it all unraveled. “Haz… I don’t want to hurt you.”

She shook her head, trembling. “You won’t.”

He brushed his lips against her forehead, a kiss light as breath. Then he tipped her chin up and kissed her—softly at first, tentative, as if expecting her to pull away. But Harriet didn’t pull away. She surged forward, catching his mouth with hers, the kiss going deep, sweet, hungry. Jack responded with a groan, hands tightening at her waist, pulling her closer until she was straddling his lap, legs draped on either side, the thin cotton of her shorts no barrier at all.

The kiss broke, but neither of them let go. Their foreheads pressed together, breathing hard. Harriet’s hands were in his hair, holding tight, and Jack’s mouth was at her jaw, then her neck, tasting her skin with open-mouthed kisses that made her shiver.

“Please,” she whispered, the word slipping out unbidden, carried on a tide of hope and desperation. “Jack, please. Don’t stop. Please.”

Jack’s breath was hot against her neck, his voice shaking. “Haz, you don’t know what you’re asking for.”

She gripped his shoulders, her hips rocking unconsciously, seeking friction, seeking him. “I do. I know. I want you.”

He drew back just enough to look at her, hands sliding up her sides, thumbs brushing the underside of her breasts through her shirt. “If I start, I won’t stop. Do you understand?”

She nodded, eyes shining. “I want you to. I want you to ruin me.”

Jack’s jaw clenched, the battle in his eyes visible—want and guilt, hunger and restraint. He cupped her face, searching for hesitation, but found only need. He kissed her again, harder this time—teeth and tongue, desperate and messy, all the denial of the past weeks breaking in a single, shared gasp.

Harriet whimpered into his mouth, grinding against his lap. She could feel him—hard, ready, trembling beneath her. Her hands slipped under his shirt, splaying over his bare back, nails scraping gently down his spine. Jack’s hands roamed as if he couldn’t decide where to touch her first—her hips, her waist, the small of her back, the arch of her ribs. Everywhere he touched, her skin burned.

He pressed her down onto his thigh, rocking her against him. “Haz, slow down,” he breathed, but he didn’t stop her. His hands gripped her hips, guiding her movement, giving her the friction she’d been denied for so long. She bit her lip, eyes fluttering closed, breath coming in shallow gasps.

Jack bent his head, kissing her throat, her collarbone, the dip where her pulse raced wild. “God, you’re killing me,” he muttered, voice ragged. “You’re going to drive me insane.”

She tangled her fingers in his hair, tugging him up to kiss her again. “Good,” she said, laughing shakily, half wild with want. “That’s what I want.”

Jack laughed too, but it broke on a moan. He kissed her again, hungry, open, the kind of kiss that promised everything and delivered just enough to make her ache. His hands slid up her back, pushing her shirt up inch by inch, until his palms found bare skin.

She gasped, arching into his touch. “Jack—please—”

He pulled her tight, and for a moment, it felt like the world had narrowed to the two of them—the press of bodies, the rush of blood, the heat between her legs, the taste of his mouth. It was wild, perfect, utterly out of control.

But beneath it all, Harriet sensed his hesitation—the way his hands trembled, the way his kisses went from frantic to slow, like he was trying to memorize every detail, to make it last, to hold back the tidal wave that threatened to destroy them both.

She pulled back, searching his face, finding only need and fear and adoration. “Jack, don’t stop,” she begged. “Not tonight.”

He answered with another kiss, bruising, desperate. His hips bucked up, grinding against her, and she rocked with him, moving together, lost to everything but sensation. Their breathing grew louder, messier—gasps and half-swallowed moans, a rhythm older than words.

Jack let his hands slide lower, gripping her thighs, then lifting her slightly so that she felt the full, hard length of him pressed against her through the thin fabric. She whimpered, pressing closer, needing more.

His voice was wrecked. “Haz, you need to stop me. You need to tell me—”

She shook her head, wild. “I don’t want you to stop. I want you to ruin me. I want—”

Jack’s mouth found hers again, stealing the rest of her plea. They kissed until she was dizzy, until her head spun and her body sang. His hands trembled on her skin, fighting for control, losing ground with every heartbeat.

“Jack, please,” she begged, and he groaned, head falling to her shoulder, breath hot on her skin. His hands splayed wide at her hips, fingers digging in hard enough to leave bruises.

For a moment, it seemed inevitable—they would fall, they would give in, they would destroy the last barrier between them and wake up in a different world.

Jack pressed his forehead to hers, eyes squeezed shut. “If I do this, I’ll ruin you for anyone else.”

She laughed, breathless, high on need. “Maybe that’s what I want.”

He held her there, both of them trembling, teetering on the brink.

In the end, it was the need that won—the need to feel, to touch, to claim, to belong. Harriet melted into his arms, letting his hands roam, letting her own wander in turn, exploring, discovering, daring.

They stayed that way for a long time—bodies pressed close, breath mingling, hearts hammering. Every kiss, every touch, every wordless gasp was a promise: when they finally gave in, it would be earth-shattering.

But even as they clung to each other, Harriet could feel Jack fighting himself, holding back with every ounce of willpower he had left. She knew it wouldn’t last. She knew that soon, one of them would break.

And when that happened, there would be no going back.

The moment crackled between them like lightning. Jack’s hands trembled at Harriet’s hips, her body pressed tight against his, every nerve ending ablaze with the desperate friction of their kiss. She tasted the salt of his breath as his tongue swept hers, a heated promise of everything he’d denied her. Her own hands roamed eagerly—over the curve of his shoulders, the swell of his chest, the hard plane of his abs—but with every pulse of desire, she sensed Jack pulling back, wrestling with the line they’d both come so close to crossing.

“Haz…” he murmured against her lips, voice rough, gravelly. He caught her shoulders, giving her distance—barely enough to breathe, but enough to feel the edge of restraint. His eyes burned with longing, dark and desperate, but they also glimmered with guilt.

She pressed her own palm to his chest, flattened there by the swirl of her skirt, and let her fingers drift under the hem of his shirt. She could feel his tense muscles, hear the ragged thump of his heart. “Please,” she whispered, voice trembling. “I need you. Just this once.”

Jack’s breath caught. He closed his eyes, as if trying to summon resolve from the darkness behind his lids. “Harriet,” he rasped. “Listen to me.”

“I’m listening,” she said, reaching up to brush a stray lock of hair from his forehead. “Tell me what you want.”

He met her gaze, something fierce and broken in his eyes. For a heartbeat, she thought he would kiss her again, that this time he’d let go of every last scrap of control. She shivered, leaning into the moment, daring to believe.

But then he stepped back—jerked away as if her touch burned him. His arms fell heavy to his sides. The air snapped taut with silence and loss.

Jack’s voice was low, ragged, every syllable a blow. “If I start, I won’t stop.” He spat the words out between clenched teeth. “And you’re not ready.”

She stumbled, chest heaving, breath caught in her throat. “Jack—”

He held up a hand, cutting her off. “Don’t.” He looked at her as if seeing her for the first time in weeks: hair mussed, cheeks flushed, eyes alight with want. His expression twisted with pain. “I—God, I can’t.”

Her heart thundered. She reached for him again—yes, again—like gravity pulling her toward the only ground she knew. “Please,” she whispered. “Don’t push me away.”

Jack’s eyes snapped to hers, wide with torment. “Get off me.”

Her body froze. She realized how foolish she’d been, how utterly vulnerable. She tried to slide from his lap, but Jack’s hand shot out, gripping her wrist with iron strength. “Don’t move,” he warned, voice low and fierce.

She pulled back, yanking her wrist free. “Stop it,” she hissed, voice cracking. “Stop hurting me.”

Jack’s jaw clenched. He swallowed, as if forcing down a painful truth. For a moment he said nothing, just stared at her, his face a battlefield of desire and shame. Then he shook his head. “No. Not here. Not like this.” With one brutal movement he stood, yanking her from his lap. She landed on her knees beside the bed, skirt riding up, hands braced on the floor.

Jack’s chest heaved, fists clenched at his sides. He looked away, jaw working. Then, finally, his voice was a broken whisper: “Go. Now.”

Harriet gasped, feeling the sting of rejection sharper than any lash. She scrambled backward, knees scraping on the hardwood, skirt sliding dangerously high, chest heaving with humiliation and hurt. “Jack—”

He held up a hand again, stronger this time. “Go,” he said, voice hollow. “This is over.”

A fresh wave of tears blurred her vision. She felt a sob rising in her throat. She tried to catch her breath, to steady herself, to find any scrap of defiance left. “You’re a coward,” she spat, voice trembling.

Jack flinched at the word, as if struck. His eyes flashed, but then he turned and stalked away—each step deliberate, leaving Harriet alone in the hotel grin of the hallway light.

Harriet pressed her palms to her eyes, shaking. She fought the tears, the burning shame, the raw ache in her core. She couldn’t bear to see him go. She wanted to scream, to cry, to beg him to take her back, to finish what they’d started. She wanted him to hurt her, to ruin her, to claim her completely.

But she did nothing. She watched his retreating back until he disappeared around the corner. Only then did she allow the tears to fall, her body crumpling onto the floor. She curled into a ball, sobbing, chest heaving, knees pulled beneath her, shame burning red through every bone.

In Jack’s room, the aftermath was equally brutal.

He stood by the bedside, shirt half untucked, hair wild, breathing hard. He held the edge of the mattress, fingernails digging into the fabric. His body trembled with guilt and need, with a desperate hunger that rotted him from the inside. He closed his eyes, vision blurred by tears he fought to hold back.

He’d just done the hardest thing of his life: refused her. In front of the door, where voices might have caught them, he’d shoved her away. He’d denied himself and her, and he didn’t know which cut deeper. He felt empty, hollow, as if a part of himself had been ripped out.

He sank onto the edge of the bed, head in his hands. Every memory—her arms around him, her whispered pleas, the taste of her lips—tormented him. He could still feel the heat of her body against his thigh, the pulse of her heart against his chest.

He wanted to cry out, to find her and apologize, to beg her to forgive him. He wanted to drag her back and show her just how much he needed her. He wanted to lose his control, to give in, to surrender altogether.

But he couldn’t. Not yet. Not until he was sure he could put her first, shield her, and still claim her without destroying her.

Jack pressed his forehead to the mattress, closing his eyes. He listened to the dull thrum of the radiator, the wind riffling through the eaves, the muffled sounds of late-night TV from downstairs. He let his mind drift—imagining her in her room, alone, shattered, wondering if he would ever come back.

He clenched his fists, nails biting into his palms. The pain was real, grounding, better than the ache he couldn’t shake. He ran a hand through his hair, then reached for his phone. He stared at the blank screen, finger hovering over the text field.

Haz, he typed, then erased.

I’m sorry, he typed, then erased.

I can’t stop thinking about you, he typed, then erased.

Nothing felt right. He didn’t know how to tell her he loved her, that he’d always loved her, that every denial was born of the fiercest kind of love he’d ever known.

He set the phone down, flipped off the lamp, and lay back on the bed. The ceiling was the same cracked plaster, the same muted shadows. The bed felt too big, too empty. He closed his eyes, breathing hard, willing himself to rest.

But sleep wouldn’t come. The image of Harriet on the floor, the tear trickling down her cheek, haunted him. The echo of her broken voice—You’re a coward—was a blade he couldn’t pull free.

He rolled onto his side, arm tucked under his head, hand searching in the dark for the warmth of her body. He imagined wrapping her in his arms, pressing her to his chest, never letting go.

And in that tortured night, Jack Draper knew two things with absolute certainty:

He could only hold her off for so long.

And when he finally broke, neither of them would ever be the same.

The corridor seemed impossibly long in the pale glow of the night-light, every footstep Harriet took echoing in her ears like a drumbeat of shame. She fled Jack’s room without looking back, skirt hiked, knees stinging as she fell against her own door. Her trembling fingers slammed the lock home, the click reverberating through her chest like a gunshot.

Inside her room, Harriet collapsed onto the edge of the bed, knees against her chest. She tugged at her shirt’s hem, trying to cover the bruised sweep of her wrists where Jack’s grip had held her hostage only moments before. Her breathing was frantic, ragged; heat flamed her cheeks, but it was a cold heat—one that scorched with humiliation and raw ache.

The lamp’s soft glow revealed trembling limbs and tears streaking her face. She let her hands fall over her eyes, pressing palms against the hot wetness. A sob tore from her throat—an ugly, soundless sound that felt like disgrace incarnate. She’d wanted him, craved him so badly her body had betrayed her need in every nerve ending. And yet he’d shoved her away with a cruel finality that echoed through her like a verdict.

She dropped her arms and wiped her cheeks on the sleeve of her shirt. Her gaze fell on the mirror across the room—she sat up and stared, seeing her reflection flicker with tears and self-loathing. The girl in the mirror had wild eyes and tangled hair, as if she’d been through a storm. She looked… broken.

A fresh wave of tears welled. Harriet slid off the bed and sank to the floor, back against the door. She hugged her knees, shivering; the need still pulsed between her legs, an unquenched fire. She pressed her fingers to her lips, tasting salt, and closed her eyes, willing the ache to let up.

But the ache only grew. The memory of Jack’s refusal flared in her mind: his back turned, shoulders rigid, the stinging echo of Go. Now. She hated him for that—hated him and herself both. Wanted to hate him more for denying her, making her feel less than the woman she’d tried so hard to become. Yet beneath the anger was an even stronger current of longing so fierce it made her dizzy.

She pressed her forehead to her knees, muffling a sob. If he’d been any other man, if he didn’t care, it wouldn’t hurt this much. But Jack cared too much. His denial was its own kind of proof. He wanted her, but he feared her. Feared what she’d become in his arms. Feared what he’d become. And that fear cut her deeper than any blade.

Harriet stayed there until the tears ran out—leaving her hollow, exhausted, bone-tired. She didn’t bother to change or wash her face. She just lay back on the floor, arms still wrapped around her legs, and stared at the ceiling.

Across the hall, Jack Draper’s torment was no less fierce.

He sank to the floor at the foot of his bed, the mattress too high to climb, and pressed his back against the wall. The room felt cavernous—dark and empty without Harriet’s presence. His knuckles scraped against the plaster as he curled his fingers into his palms, using physical pain to crowd out the ache in his chest.

He could still feel her—the heat of her body in his lap, her tears against his chest, her whispered pleas. His control had shattered in that moment; he’d wanted to claim her in a way that would mark her forever. But when he nearly crossed the line, something in him snapped back, and he’d sent her away instead.

Jack shoved away from the wall and stood, pacing the narrow space. Every step echoed. The room was silent but for the sound of his breath and the distant hum of the house settling in the cold night. He strode back to his desk, ran a hand through his hair, and leaned over so his forehead pressed to its cool surface.

He needed to do something—anything—to still the storm inside. He grabbed a notebook from the drawer, flipped it open, and wrote one word in block letters:

RUINED

He stared at it, the ink smudging under his fingernail, and felt the weight of it sink into his bones. He tore the page out and balled it into a fist, crushing it until the paper cut into his palm. The sting was welcome, grounding.

He tossed the crumpled note into the wastebasket and rummaged for another sheet. He wrote again:

NOT YET

That one he folded neatly and hid in his sock drawer. It was a reminder and a vow: the fight wasn’t over.

Back in her room, Harriet lay on her back, staring at the floorboards, running images of Jack through her mind like a slideshow.

She saw his eyes, dark and violent with need. She saw his hands, trembling but relentless, mapping her body. She saw the moment he pulled back—body rigid, eyes haunted, voice like broken stone.

She rose on shaky arms and crawled to her vanity, looking at herself in the mirror once more. Her reflection seemed distant, as if another girl stood there. She wiped the tears, brushed back damp strands of hair, and touched the bruises on her wrists. The indents burned—proof of her madness, of his strength.

A knock at the door startled her. Heart in her throat, she brushed her hair back, pressed a hand over her mouth. It was only Lila’s soft voice.

“Haz? Are you okay?”

“Go away,” Harriet croaked.

“I will if you want. But… If you need me…”

“Not now,” she said, voice small.

Lila’s footsteps receded.

Harriet flopped onto her bed, burying her face in the pillow. She didn’t want comfort. She wanted release. She wanted Jack back, wanted him to finish it. She wanted her body hers again, to be his plaything if it meant being his.

She shot up, racing to the desk, rifling through her drawer for a pen and paper. She wrote, hands shaking:

“I’m sorry. I—” She tore it up, threw it away.

“Jack—I need you.” Ripped, thrown.

“Please come back.” Folded and left on the desk, face down.

It was her confession, her plea, her surrender. But she hated herself for it, hated the weakness it betrayed, hated the power she gave him when all she wanted was to wrest it back.

She buried the scraps deep in the wastebasket, pressing them under a textbook. Then she crawled into bed, hugging the covers around her. The house slept on, but Harriet lay awake, rewinding every moment, memorizing the shape of his body, the sound of his name on her lips, the edge in his voice.

Tomorrow, she thought, tomorrow I’ll make him break.

Down the hall, Jack Draper finally stopped pacing.

He sank back to the floor, leaning against the wall so the room spun away. He closed his eyes, breathing her name, tasting it. Haz— his heart thundered.

He reached for his phone, thumb hovering over the screen. He read the undone draft—Please come to me. He deleted it, over and over, only to start again, only to delete again, convictions and confessions dissolving beneath his thumb.

He set the phone aside. It was pointless. Words alone couldn’t fix this. They’d made promises with lips no longer trusted.

Jack stood, went to his closet, and retrieved something from the top shelf: a soft, worn sweater that smelled faintly of cedar and detergent. He held it for a moment, pressing it to his face. Her scent—her warmth—clung to the fabric like a living thing.

He exhaled, silent tears wetting his cheeks. He folded the sweater carefully and tucked it into the drawer with his NOT YET note. It would be there when he was ready to claim her. When he was strong enough to give her everything she wanted—and needed.

He slid under the covers, body hollow but mind alight with a single truth:

I’ll break. For her. I’ll break.

He closed his eyes and let the dark take him, knowing sleep would be another battlefield, and dawn would bring the cost of their mutual denial.

In the hush of the night, two hearts ached on opposite sides of a wall.

Harriet lay awake, tangled in her sheets, a confetti of shredded paper at her feet. Jack lay awake, curled against his wall, a promise in his drawer. Both burned with longing and regret, driven by a need that neither could resist forever.

And as the first gray light of dawn touched the sky, neither of them slept.

They trembled on the cusp of surrender—knowing that when they finally crossed the line, they would never come back the same.


Chapter 11 — The Final Denial

The air in the house was brittle with the peculiar tension that only comes after nights of denial and unshed tears. Christmas was close enough to taste—the scent of pine and cinnamon hung heavy, and distant music floated from the speakers in the lounge. Every surface seemed to glint with frost and tinsel, every corner lit by fairy lights or candles or the golden spill of late afternoon sun.

But Harriet felt nothing but the storm inside her.

She had barely slept. Her pillow still smelled of salt and longing, her eyes were hot and bruised from crying. She’d woken raw, desperate for relief—furious at Jack, furious at herself, furious at the way her body still ached for him after everything. If anything, the night’s humiliation had only sharpened her need. She wanted to break something. Or someone.

The house was busier than usual—relatives, neighbours, a few friends called in for drinks and mince pies. Harriet drifted through the rooms, aware of every glance Jack shot her from across the chaos. His eyes followed her, dark and hooded, jaw set with a tension that never quite eased. She tried to ignore him, but each stolen look made her skin burn.

Joel found her by the kitchen island, nursing a mug of mulled wine. He was soft-eyed, easy-going, and—most importantly—completely safe. Harriet watched his approach, felt a strange kind of numbness descend. Here was the boy she could have had, the boy she could have wanted—if not for the man whose gaze branded her from the other side of the room.

“Hey, Haz,” Joel said, voice a little too loud over the music. “You look… tired.”

She forced a laugh. “Not sleeping much, I guess.”

He smiled, awkward but earnest. “Want to go sit in the sunroom? Less noisy.”

She glanced over his shoulder, catching Jack’s profile—back stiff, one hand curled tight around a glass. The image of last night flashed: Jack’s hands on her, Jack’s refusal, the sound of his voice cracking as he sent her away.

“Sure,” Harriet said, too brightly. “Let’s go.”

She let Joel lead her through the crowd, every step a small act of rebellion. In the sunroom, winter light spilled over faded cushions and dusty board games. Joel flopped onto the loveseat, patting the seat beside him. Harriet sat—close enough that their thighs touched. She watched Joel’s Adam’s apple bob as he realized how near she was.

He tried to make small talk. She let him, smiling at the right moments, letting her hand rest on his knee. She wasn’t really listening—her focus was across the house, tuned to the frequency of Jack’s presence. Every so often, she caught sight of him, lurking just beyond the doorway, eyes fixed on her with the intensity of a wolf circling its prey.

Joel turned to her, nervous. “You okay? You seem… distracted.”

Harriet leaned in, letting her hair fall forward, letting her lips brush his ear. “I’m fine. Just… tired of pretending.”

He blinked, taken aback, but smiled uncertainly. “Pretending what?”

She didn’t answer. Instead, she reached up, tracing her fingers down his arm, letting them linger on his wrist. She could feel the heat of Jack’s gaze from across the room, a physical weight. She smiled—soft and sly—then tilted her face up to Joel’s.

He hesitated, then leaned down and pressed his lips to hers. The kiss was gentle, cautious—hesitant in a way that would have made her laugh any other day. Harriet didn’t close her eyes. She kept them open, staring over Joel’s shoulder, locking gazes with Jack across the room.

Jack’s jaw flexed. His fist tightened around the glass so hard Harriet thought it might shatter. His eyes were murderously dark, a warning and a promise in one. Harriet held the kiss a little longer, just long enough to make her point.

When Joel pulled back, smiling sheepishly, she let her hand linger on his cheek. She shot Jack a smug, triumphant look—a dare, a challenge, a plea for him to finally do something about the war between them.

“You’re really pretty, Haz,” Joel whispered, oblivious to the game being played around him.

She let her hand drop, fingers brushing Joel’s thigh. “Thank you,” she murmured, but her eyes never left Jack. She saw the storm in him, the way he nearly moved toward her before catching himself. The room seemed to narrow, the air to thin, everything dissolving except for the electric line between them.

Joel, flustered, tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “Are you—um—okay?”

Harriet smiled, sweet as sugar. “Never better.”

Behind her, someone cleared their throat. Jack had moved closer, silent and dangerous, radiating heat. Harriet glanced back, eyes bright, chin lifted in defiance.

Joel, clueless, started talking about a pub crawl in January. Harriet ignored him, watching the way Jack’s hands opened and closed at his sides, the muscle ticking in his jaw. He didn’t speak. He didn’t have to. The message was clear: You wanted my attention. You’ve got it.

The rest of the room faded. For a few dizzy seconds, Harriet basked in the triumph—and the humiliation. She knew what she’d done. She knew who she’d hurt. But the ache inside her only deepened. She wanted Jack angry, wild, ready to snap. She wanted him to punish her for her brattiness, to claim her in a way that left no doubt who she belonged to.

Joel leaned in again, aiming for another kiss, but Harriet turned her face at the last second, letting his lips brush her cheek. She laughed, a brittle sound. “Not here, Joel. Too many witnesses.”

Joel blushed, but grinned, taking it as flirtation. “Fair enough. Later?”

“Maybe,” she said, but her heart wasn’t in it.

Across the room, Jack was gone. She knew exactly where to find him. The game was afoot. Her pulse thundered with anticipation and dread.

She patted Joel’s hand, excused herself, and slipped back into the main house, ignoring the calls and music, the waft of food and laughter. All she could feel was Jack’s absence—a gravity that pulled her down the hall, around corners, into the half-lit back of the house where she knew he’d be waiting.

She paused, breathing hard, running trembling fingers through her hair. Her lips still tingled from Joel’s kiss, but her skin burned for Jack’s touch. For a moment, guilt warred with triumph. She’d hurt him. She’d hurt herself. But she couldn’t stop now, not when she was so close to breaking him.

She straightened her shoulders, set her jaw, and walked toward her fate.

Because there are some games only worth playing if you intend to lose.

Harriet barely noticed the bustle of the house as she slipped from the sunroom, heart thudding with the fallout of her own provocations. Joel’s kiss still lingered on her lips, the taste of mulled wine and misplaced affection. But what blazed through her now was not victory—it was dread, exhilaration, anticipation wound so tight it felt like a wire cutting into her ribs.

She cut through the living room, the kitchen, weaving between guests. The background faded to noise—the snap of card games, the rumble of laughter, the chime of glasses. She didn’t pause to look for Jack. She didn’t have to. She could feel him in the air, an electrical charge, a storm gathering.

As she reached the back hallway—half-lit, lined with old framed family photos and the scent of wood polish—she heard footsteps behind her. They were slow, measured, deliberate. She didn’t look back; she kept her pace even, not running, not hesitating, but inside her nerves danced and burned.

She rounded the corner and stopped abruptly—Jack stood at the far end of the hall, shoulders wide and squared, face shadowed, eyes fixed on her with a darkness she’d never seen before. The hush between them was total. For a moment, they simply stared at each other, breath shallow, every nerve screaming.

Jack moved first. In three long strides, he closed the distance. Harriet found herself backing up, body tense, palms pressed to the cool paneling. He stopped only when he was a foot away, close enough for her to feel the heat radiating from his chest.

He braced one arm against the wall, just above her head, boxing her in. The other hovered at his side, hand flexing open and closed as if he was deciding whether to touch her, to punish her, to claim her outright.

His voice, when it came, was low and dangerous. “Was that what you wanted?”

She looked up at him—defiant, chin high, but her heart pounded wildly. “What are you talking about?”

He leaned in, crowding her against the wall, eyes narrowed. “Don’t play dumb. You wanted my attention. You got it.”

Harriet shrugged, trying for nonchalance, but her voice was breathless. “Maybe I like a little attention. You never seemed interested.”

Jack’s eyes flashed, the mask of control thinning. “You know exactly how interested I am.”

She bit her lip, caught between fear and triumph. “If you cared, you’d have done something about it by now.”

His hand shot out, catching her wrist, pinning it gently but firmly to the wall beside her head. His body pressed closer, every inch a threat and a promise. She could feel the roughness of his breath, the heat of his skin, the tremor running through the arm that held her captive.

“You think this is a game?” he asked, voice barely above a whisper. “You think I’m going to chase you every time you run off with a boy just to make me mad?”

She stared up at him, refusing to flinch. “It worked, didn’t it?”

Jack’s jaw tightened. His hand shifted, his thumb stroking the inside of her wrist, soft and menacing all at once. “You’re pushing me, Haz. You have no idea what happens if I let myself go.”

Her pulse thudded in her throat. “Maybe I want to find out.”

He smiled then—a dangerous, hungry smile. “You want my attention?” His mouth was at her ear, his breath warm and trembling. “You’ll have to earn it.”

Harriet’s bravado flickered, her breath stuttering as his body pressed closer, crowding her against the wall until there was no space left. The line between anger and arousal blurred; all she could think about was his grip, his scent, the rough threat in his voice.

She lifted her chin, voice wavering just a little. “Maybe I’ll find someone else who isn’t afraid.”

Jack’s eyes darkened, the promise of violence and passion burning there. “You want to test me?”

She met his stare, refusing to blink. “Maybe I do.”

He pressed her harder to the wall, their bodies aligned, the air between them crackling. “Be careful what you wish for,” he murmured, the words a threat and a benediction.

For a moment, time stilled. Harriet was caught in his gaze, pinned by his strength and the certainty that she had never belonged to anyone but him. The hallway was silent but for the sound of their breathing—heavy, matched, hungry.

She could feel the strength in his body, the restraint barely holding him back. Her own knees trembled, her pulse wild, but she kept her eyes locked on his, defiant to the end.

His hand slipped from her wrist, tracing down the length of her arm. “You want me to claim you? Then say it.”

She swallowed, fear and longing rising in equal measure. “No.”

Jack smiled—a wolf’s smile. “Not yet, then.” He stepped back, just enough to let her breathe, but not enough to release her from the cage of his presence.

“I’m done chasing you, Haz. Next time you want something from me, you’ll have to ask.”

She wanted to spit something cruel, something bratty, but her voice failed her. Instead, she stared at him—caught between fury, shame, and a desire so sharp it was almost pain.

He leaned in one last time, lips brushing the shell of her ear. “You want my attention? Prove it.”

And then he was gone—leaving her against the wall, breathless, ruined, and desperate for more.

The silence between them hung like a guillotine, sharp and waiting. Harriet’s pulse thundered in her throat as Jack loomed, his gaze flickering with the kind of promise that could not be mistaken for anything but hunger barely reined in.

She was still pressed to the wall, his body heat enveloping her, his words—Prove it—reverberating in her bones. She tried to steady her breathing, tried to push back with her usual bravado, but her hands shook at her sides. For a moment she stared at the floor, struggling to regain her footing, but Jack wouldn’t let her slip away. His hand slid into her hair, slow and deliberate, winding the red strands around his fingers until he held her firmly, her head tipped back, eyes exposed.

“Look at me,” Jack commanded. His voice was low, almost gentle, but laced with steel. Harriet’s breath caught—she wanted to obey, and to resist, both at once. Her defiance flickered, but the need to please him, to see the approval—or the cruelty—in his gaze, was stronger.

She looked up, meeting his eyes. She saw a storm there—desire, anger, frustration, and something deeper, almost reverent. He studied her, thumb stroking her cheek, not soft, but claiming.

“You wanted my attention?” he whispered, mouth so close to her ear she felt the brush of every syllable against her skin. “You’ve had it all along.”

She let out a shaky breath, trying for sarcasm. “Could have fooled me.”

Jack’s grip in her hair tightened, pulling her head back a little further, exposing the vulnerable line of her throat. He leaned in, lips hovering just above the pulse that fluttered wild beneath her skin. She felt his breath—hot, ragged. “Say what you want, Haz.”

Harriet bit her lip, cheeks burning. “I don’t want anything from you.”

Jack laughed—a sound that was more threat than amusement. “You’re a terrible liar.”

He shifted, his other hand bracing the wall beside her head, caging her in. She could feel the tremor in his body, the restraint it took for him not to devour her on the spot.

“Let me go,” she whispered, voice faltering.

He shook his head, lips brushing her ear. “Not until you tell me the truth.”

She tried to twist away, but his grip in her hair held her fast. “Jack, let go.”

“Not yet,” he growled, and his mouth finally met her skin—just under her jaw, the lightest scrape of teeth, a claim as much as a caress. Harriet shivered, eyes fluttering shut, helpless against the flood of sensation.

Jack moved slowly, deliberately, dragging the anticipation out until it was agony. He whispered, “You want me to make you beg? Is that it? You want me to humiliate you, right here, until you can’t stand it?”

Her breath hitched. She hated how much she wanted that—how the shame and thrill mixed until she couldn’t tell one from the other.

She turned her face away, a last attempt at pride. “You’d like that, wouldn’t you?”

Jack grinned against her skin. “You think I don’t know how you feel? You think I haven’t watched you—every night, every time you touch yourself and whisper my name, thinking you’re alone?” His words seared her, the humiliation sharp and addictive.

She gasped, trying to pull free, but he only tightened his grip, bringing his lips to her ear. “Say it,” he commanded. “Say you want me.”

The words stuck in her throat—she wanted to spit, to tell him off, but her body betrayed her. Her legs trembled; her breath was a series of shallow, desperate gasps.

Jack waited, patient as a predator. “Tell me what you want, Haz. Or I’ll leave you here—wanting, aching, all alone. Is that what you want?”

She shook her head, mortified by the tears burning in her eyes.

He turned her head with his grip, forcing her to meet his gaze. “Say it.”

She swallowed, lips trembling. “I want you.”

He arched an eyebrow. “Not good enough. Say it right.”

Harriet’s face burned. “I want you, Jack.”

His mouth curved in a slow, dangerous smile. “And what do you want me to do?”

She tried to pull away again, but he held her fast, unyielding. “Jack, please—”

“Say it,” he insisted. “You wanted my attention. Now you have to earn it.”

She closed her eyes, breath shuddering. The humiliation was exquisite, unbearable. “I want you to touch me,” she whispered, voice barely more than a breath. “I want you to ruin me.”

Jack’s grip softened, just slightly, his thumb stroking her jaw. He leaned in, his mouth brushing her ear. “That’s my girl.”

For a moment, she felt like she might break from the praise alone.

He pressed closer, his thigh sliding between hers, holding her against the wall. His breath was hot on her cheek, his hand at her waist, anchoring her in place. Harriet was lost in the sensation—his body, his voice, the power in his restraint.

He dipped his head, lips almost meeting hers—so close she could taste the promise of him, the certainty that everything would change if he just let go.

“Beg for it,” he murmured, voice low, dangerous.

Harriet hesitated, pride warring with want. But in the end, the need was too great. “Please,” she breathed. “Please, Jack. I need you. Please touch me.”

Jack smiled, triumphant. He kissed her—once, hard, a bruising claim that left her gasping. Then he pulled back, holding her gaze, making her feel every ounce of the power he wielded.

He let go of her hair, stepped back, leaving her trembling, breathless, half-undone. For a moment, she thought he would take her, right there in the hallway, consequences be damned.

But Jack’s face changed—remorse, restraint, a brutal tenderness in his eyes.

“No,” he said quietly. “Not like this. Not until you know what it means.”

He turned and walked away, leaving her alone, shaking, the echo of his touch burning on her skin.

For a long moment, Harriet couldn’t move. She slid down the wall, knees drawn to her chest, arms wrapped around her body as if she could contain the ache. Tears leaked down her cheeks, but she didn’t wipe them away. She let herself feel it—the humiliation, the hunger, the longing, the denial.

She’d begged for him. She’d humiliated herself, surrendered her pride—and still, he left her wanting.

All the fight drained out of her. For the first time, she understood: she didn’t want to win. She wanted to surrender. She wanted him to make her his, no matter what it cost her pride.

But not tonight.

Tonight, all she could do was ache.

Harriet stumbled from the hallway, her legs unsteady beneath her, the ghost of Jack’s hand still tangled in her hair. Every step felt like an accusation—too heavy, too slow, too loud against the old wooden floor. She tried to keep her head high as she threaded her way through the crowded rooms, but every sense was sharp, every nerve flayed. She kept expecting someone to stop her, to ask what was wrong, to notice how undone she was. But no one did.

The world seemed to have closed in, grown brighter, too harsh. The laughter in the lounge was brittle. The flicker of Christmas lights was a mockery. Everything in her felt exposed, raw, as if her humiliation was written across her skin for all to see.

She made it up the stairs, past the photos on the wall, the scent of cinnamon and fresh-cut pine. Her hand shook as she gripped the banister, her knuckles white with effort. At her door, she fumbled with the handle, desperate to escape before the tears spilled.

Inside her room, she locked the door behind her and leaned against it, breathing hard, her chest tight with shame and longing. The silence pressed in—no music, no laughter, no Jack. Just the echo of his voice, his hand in her hair, his mouth at her ear: Say it. Beg for it.

She pressed her forehead to the cool wood, a single sob slipping from her throat. The bravado, the game, the need to provoke him—all of it had left her empty, skin tingling, nerves on fire. She slid down to the floor, arms wrapped tight around her knees, tears finally spilling hot and silent down her cheeks.

She thought of Joel—his soft mouth, the way he’d looked at her, eager and easy. She’d thought she could want him, even tried to use him to make Jack jealous. But it hadn’t worked. The moment Joel’s lips met hers, she’d felt nothing—no spark, no fire, just the hollow ache of pretending.

It wasn’t Joel she wanted. It wasn’t anyone else.

It was Jack. Only Jack.

The knowledge was a relief and a torment all at once. She wanted to hate him for how he made her feel—small, desperate, trembling with need. She wanted to hate herself for wanting him so badly she’d humiliated herself, begging for his touch, for any scrap of approval.

She pressed her hands to her face, sobbing harder now. The sound was ugly, the kind that left her throat raw and her eyes swollen. She rocked back and forth, willing the ache to pass, to let her rest, to let her forget the way her body had betrayed her—how wet she’d been, how her legs had trembled when he pulled her hair, how her voice had broken when she begged.

She remembered the moment he’d pulled away—the look in his eyes, equal parts hunger and regret. She knew he wanted her. She’d felt it in every touch, every word. But he’d denied her again, left her empty, wanting, unfinished.

For a long time, she sat on the floor, the world shrinking down to the sound of her breathing and the thud of her heart. Shame slowly gave way to something quieter—a kind of stillness, an ache that was almost sweet.

She let herself think—really think—about what she wanted. Not just Jack’s body, or his attention, or the thrill of the chase. She wanted to be his. To be seen, held, claimed, ruined. To be owned. The word startled her, sent a shiver through her. Owned. Possessed. Not in some abstract way, not in play or pretense, but for real. She wanted to surrender, to let go of the fight and just fall.

She hugged her knees tighter, pressing her face into them. The urge to touch herself flared, but she held back. It wouldn’t help. It wouldn’t soothe her now. What she craved was not release, but relief—the peace that came from being known, from letting herself be vulnerable and trusting him to catch her.

Tears slowed. Her breath steadied. She lay down on her bed, curling into herself, blanket pulled up to her chin. She stared at the ceiling, tracing the lines in the plaster with her eyes, thinking of Jack’s hands, Jack’s voice, the look on his face when she’d finally begged for him.

For the first time, she admitted the truth:

She didn’t want to fight anymore.

She wanted to give in.

The thought was terrifying—and freeing. Her pride was battered, her heart cracked wide open, but there was a strange sweetness in the surrender. In the ache, there was hope: that Jack would come to her, that he would take what she offered, that he would finally let them both have what they needed.

As she drifted into uneasy sleep, Harriet pressed her fingers to her lips, remembering the taste of him, the sound of her own voice, begging. The tears on her cheeks were softer now—not of shame, but of longing, and, somewhere beneath it all, the first fragile threads of acceptance.

Tomorrow, she promised herself, she would stop running. Tomorrow, she would tell him the truth.

But for tonight, all she could do was want—and hope that want would be enough.

Jack slammed out the back door into the freezing dark, not caring if anyone saw. The air outside was sharp enough to bite; his lungs burned with every breath. He wanted the cold to punish him, wanted it to erase the way Harriet’s voice still echoed in his ears—soft and desperate, begging for his touch.

He crossed the patio, boots crunching on frost, and disappeared into the gloom of the garage. It was silent except for the hollow tick of the cooling engine, the faint scuff of gravel underfoot. Here, alone, he could finally let his mask slip. He leaned against the battered workbench, palms flat, head bowed. The ache in his chest was physical, a knot wound so tight he felt he might choke on it.

He tried to breathe, to steady himself, but every exhale came out as a curse. The memory of Harriet’s eyes, wide and wet and pleading, haunted him. Her voice—Please, Jack. I need you. Please touch me.—had seared itself onto his skin. He clenched his jaw, knuckles white, wrestling the urge to punch something, anything, just to feel pain that would fade.

He hated himself for denying her, for humiliating her, for the way he’d seen her pride crumble under the weight of her own need. He hated himself for loving her that way—for needing her to break before he could let himself break, too. It was a vicious cycle: every time he denied her, he punished himself just as much.

He wanted her. God, he wanted her so badly he ached. Not just her body, not just her mouth or her hands or the sweet heat of her skin pressed to his. He wanted all of her. Her will. Her surrender. Her trust. He wanted to claim her so completely that neither of them would ever wonder, ever again, who she belonged to.

But he couldn’t—not until she asked for it, not until he was sure it was what she truly wanted. He would not take her in anger, or in the heat of a fight. He would not make her his until she begged, not just for his touch, but for his ownership. For his name. For his rules.

He stared at his hands, noticing the tiny cuts, the grime under his fingernails, the evidence of a life spent building, fixing, holding things together. He wondered if he could fix this—if there was any way to put the pieces back without destroying them both.

A deep, shuddering breath racked his body. He pressed the heel of his palm to his eyes, forcing back tears. He wasn’t a man who cried. But tonight, the grief felt too heavy.

He whispered into the cold, his words snatched by the darkness:

“I want to own her. But not until she asks.”

The confession was a weight and a relief. He’d held it back for weeks—maybe longer. He’d tried to be the better man, the responsible one, the adult who wouldn’t take advantage of a girl still learning what she wanted. But the truth was simple: he needed her surrender as much as she needed his control.

He leaned over the workbench, resting his forehead on his folded arms, letting the cold seep through his jacket, letting it numb the ache. He let himself imagine it—Harriet, on her knees, eyes wide and trusting, asking to be his. The image sent a shock of arousal through him so fierce he cursed out loud. He wanted to ruin her, to own her, to take all the fight out of her body and replace it with devotion.

But not until she asked.

Not until she offered it freely, without anger or games.

He stayed in the garage until his hands were numb, until the ache in his chest eased just a little. When he finally emerged, the sky was beginning to lighten—a soft blue-gray promising dawn. He walked back through the house, quiet as a ghost, careful not to wake anyone.

At his bedroom door, he paused, hand on the knob. He glanced down the hall, saw the faint line of light beneath Harriet’s door, and felt the pull of her presence like gravity. He wanted to go to her, to apologize, to tell her everything. But he held back, as he always did. One last night. One last chance for her to come to him, to ask for what she wanted.

He went inside, closed the door softly, and leaned back against it, eyes closed. He whispered her name—once, then again. It sounded like a prayer, or a plea.

Tomorrow, he promised himself.

Tomorrow, if she asked, he would give her everything.

He crawled into bed, pulling the covers tight, her scent still clinging to his shirt. He let himself dream of her surrender, of the moment when denial would give way to something deeper, something neither of them could ever take back.

And in the hush before dawn, he finally allowed himself to hope.


Chapter 12 — Emotional Collapse

It began before dawn, a subtle tremor beneath Harriet’s ribs—a tightness, a catch in her breath, the sense of being pressed in on all sides by her own skin. The house was silent, a blue-gray hush that promised snow. She lay in bed, staring at the ceiling, but rest was a fantasy. Every muscle ached from tension, every joint from the way she’d curled up through the long, black hours. She felt hollow, brittle, made of glass.

She pressed her hand to her chest, feeling her heart thud—unsteady, frantic. The urge to cry was a physical thing: it lived behind her sternum, swelling, rising, a pressure she’d been fighting for days. Denial had become the shape of her world: every glance from Jack, every word unsaid, every time he’d refused her, left her hot and raw and shaking. Now, the dam broke.

She sat up, drew her knees to her chest, and let the tears come.

At first, it was silent—just a slow leak of salt across her cheeks, nothing more than a trembling lip and shuddering breath. But the more she tried to contain it, the harder it became to hide. The sobs built, rising from her gut, tearing out of her throat. She pressed her fist to her mouth, stifling the noise, but she couldn’t stop shaking.

She rocked herself, back and forth, like a child. She felt foolish for it—she was twenty-two, not a girl anymore, too old to be falling apart over a man, too old to let herself unravel like this. But Jack wasn’t just any man, and this wasn’t just heartbreak. It was humiliation. It was wanting and not being wanted. It was the memory of his hands, his mouth, the way he looked at her, as if he wanted to devour her, and then the way he’d turned away.

She remembered every moment:

—The taste of his kiss, desperate and hungry.

—The pain in his eyes when he denied her.

—The feeling of begging, of hearing herself plead and not caring that she’d lost all her pride.

She pressed her forehead to her knees, squeezing her eyes shut. The memories looped, cruel and inescapable, each one sharpening the ache.

The worst part wasn’t the humiliation—it was the emptiness that followed. She’d given up everything: pride, defenses, every shred of bratty resistance she’d used to protect herself. She had nothing left to fight with. And still, he hadn’t claimed her.

She tried to get up, but her legs were weak. She stumbled to the window, staring out at the blank, blue world. Snowflakes drifted down, quiet and endless, burying everything in silence. She pressed her hand to the cold glass, hoping the chill might numb her, but it only sharpened the ache.

A wave of anger followed the sorrow. She wanted to hate Jack for leaving her in this limbo, for being so careful with her feelings, for refusing to be the monster she sometimes needed him to be. She wanted to hate herself for wanting it so badly.

She moved restlessly, unable to sit still. She kicked the blankets to the floor. She yanked her shirt over her head and stumbled into the bathroom, slamming the door behind her. The fluorescent light made her skin look blotchy, her eyes swollen. She turned on the shower, hoping the roar would drown out her sobs, and stepped under the hot spray, letting the water burn her skin.

It didn’t help. She pressed her face to the tile, crying so hard her shoulders shook. “Why won’t you just take me?” she whispered, voice hoarse. “Why do I want you to?”

She stayed in the shower until her skin wrinkled and the water went tepid. She dried off mechanically, her mind running in frantic circles. She didn’t know what to do with herself—she was too restless to sit, too exhausted to move. She wrapped herself in a towel and sat cross-legged on the bathroom floor, cold air raising goosebumps on her skin.

She reached for her journal, fingers trembling, and uncapped her pen with a snap that felt violent in the quiet.

Her handwriting was wild, desperate, lines crossing, some words underlined so hard the page nearly tore:

Why won’t he just take me?

Why do I want him to?

Am I broken?

What is wrong with me that I want to beg? To be ruined?

I’m so tired of fighting. I want to surrender. I want him to own me. Please, Jack, please. Just take it. Take me.

The words spilled over the lines, crowding the page, no filter, no shame left to hold back.

She stopped, pen hovering, staring at the mess of ink. For the first time, she let herself write the truth:

I want to submit. I want to be his. I don’t want to fight anymore. Please, let me stop fighting. Please, let me belong to you.

The confession bled through the paper, the final shattering of every wall she’d built. The act of writing it was both agony and relief—her heart pounded, her cheeks burned, but for the first time since she’d come home, she felt honest. The ache inside her was still sharp, but it was no longer just pain. There was hope now, too—a trembling thread of possibility, as fragile as dawn.

She closed the journal, hugged it to her chest, and curled up on the cold tile. The room smelled of steam and heartbreak. She shut her eyes and let herself drift, breathing through the ache, waiting for the storm inside her to pass.

Somewhere in the quiet, she realized:

This was surrender. Not the kind she’d imagined, on her knees at Jack’s feet, but the quieter, harder kind—the one that happened in the dark, alone, when pride was gone and all that was left was truth.

I want to submit. I want to be his. I want to stop fighting.

She whispered the words aloud, voice trembling, tasting them as if they might become real. “I want to be yours.”

Outside, the snow kept falling. The world was muffled, hushed. She pressed her hand to her heart and promised herself—tomorrow, she would stop running. Tomorrow, she would tell him. Tomorrow, she would beg him to make her his.

But for now, she let herself cry. For the pride she’d lost, for the walls she’d torn down, and for the strange, beautiful hope that had finally crept in to take their place.

Jack hadn’t slept.

He’d lain in bed for hours, staring at the ceiling, Harriet’s voice circling his mind like a ghost he couldn’t put down. Every time he closed his eyes, he saw her—pressed to the hallway wall, breath shaking, eyes wide and pleading. He felt again the tremor in her voice, the heat of her body, the shivering moment when she whispered please and he’d felt something in him snap.

He had denied her because it was the right thing to do. Because someone had to protect her—even from herself. Even from him.

It didn’t make the guilt easier.

By morning, he was raw—nerves frayed, temples aching, chest tight. He could barely keep his hands steady as he made himself go downstairs, pretending he was fine, pretending he hadn’t nearly ruined everything last night.

The house was quiet. The kind of quiet that felt suspicious, deliberate. He felt her absence immediately—like the heater had gone off, or the lights were slightly dimmer. He paused at the bottom of the stairs, listening, half hoping she would come down, half terrified she would.

But she didn’t.

He moved toward the kitchen, needing a distraction, needing something to do with his hands before they shook apart. Karen was already there, sleeves pushed up, hair in a messy bun, tidying leftovers from the night before. She looked up when Jack entered, offering him a soft smile.

“You’re up early,” she said lightly. “Couldn’t sleep?”

He wanted to laugh at the understatement. Instead, he poured coffee, gripping the mug a little too tight. “Yeah. Something like that.”

Karen continued arranging tins in a drawer, humming a little tune, but Jack felt her eyes flick to him, reading him with that unsettling maternal intuition. She’d always been able to see through people, but today, it felt unbearable.

“You look pale,” she said gently. “Everything okay?”

Jack swallowed hard. Everything in him rebelled. He wasn’t the kind of man who talked about feelings. He wasn’t the type to burden other people with his mess or confess things that left him exposed. He’d spent decades learning control, learning distance, learning calm.

But something inside him—raw and breaking—leaned too far toward the edge.

He set the mug down before it slipped from his hands. “Karen… can we talk for a moment?”

She stilled. Slowly, she closed the drawer, turned toward him fully, and wiped her hands on a tea towel. She gave a small nod. “Of course. What’s wrong?”

He braced his palms on the counter and bowed his head, breath shuddering out of him. He didn’t know where to start. Every thought felt too big to hold, every word too dangerous.

Karen stepped closer, concern deepening. “Jack?”

He lifted his head, and the moment their eyes met, everything he’d been holding back cracked open.

“It’s Harriet,” he said, voice low and rough.

Karen blinked. “Harriet?”

Jack nodded slowly, as if each movement hurt. “I… I don’t know what to do. She’s…” He stopped, jaw clenched, searching for words that wouldn’t betray him. “She’s impossible. She’s infuriating. She—” He broke off, exhaling sharply. “She’s wrecking me.”

The admission hit the air like a shattering plate.

Karen’s brows drew together, not in anger, but in startled confusion. “Jack… what do you mean?”

He pushed a hand through his hair. “I mean I can’t… I can’t be around her without losing my mind. Every time she walks into a room, I feel it. Every word she says, every look she gives—she knows exactly how to get under my skin. She pushes, she tests, she tempts… and I—” He squeezed his eyes shut. “I’m trying not to cross a line.”

Karen didn’t move. She was listening with the careful stillness of someone realising she’d stepped onto thin ice.

Jack kept going, unable to stop. The dam had broken.

“I’ve tried to ignore it. To keep boundaries. To be the adult. But she doesn’t make it easy. She doesn’t… she doesn’t understand what she does to me.”

He paced away, bracing himself against the island counter, breathing hard. “Last night she came to me. She… she asked for something I couldn’t give her. She begged.” The word tasted dangerous, forbidden, almost wrong. “And I—” He let out a painful, shaky breath. “I nearly gave in.”

Karen’s eyes widened, not with judgment, but with protective instinct—toward both of them. She walked slowly around the island to face him.

“Jack,” she said softly. “You sound… overwhelmed.”

He laughed hollowly. “Overwhelmed doesn’t begin to cover it.”

He dragged both hands down his face. “I’m terrified, Karen. I want her. I want her in ways I shouldn’t. And I’m trying—God, I’m trying—not to ruin her life. She deserves someone her age. Someone who won’t break her.”

Karen stepped closer, voice gentle. “Jack… Harriet is not a child.”

“I know.” His voice cracked. “That’s the problem.”

He slumped onto a kitchen stool, shoulders collapsing. “She thinks I’m rejecting her. That I don’t want her. But I do. I want her so badly it hurts. I’m afraid of myself. I’m afraid if I start something… I won’t be able to stop.” His hands clenched. “And she’s been so… fragile lately. Angry, confused. I don’t want to take advantage of that. I can’t.”

Karen’s expression softened, but there was steel beneath it. “You care about her. That’s obvious.”

Jack nodded, staring at the floor. He couldn’t lie—not now. “I care more than I should.”

A long silence stretched between them, thick with truth.

Karen finally spoke, carefully choosing each word.

“Jack… you need to understand something.” She sat beside him, her voice level but warm. “Harriet has always been fiery. Always pushed boundaries. Always tested people. But underneath that, she’s vulnerable. She feels deeply, sometimes too deeply.”

Jack swallowed, throat tight.

Karen placed a hand on his arm. “Whatever you do, do it honestly. Don’t lead her on. Don’t let things happen by accident. And don’t pretend you don’t feel what you feel.”

Her words settled heavily in the room.

Jack looked up, eyes shining with a mixture of shame and longing. “I don’t know how to be what she needs.”

Karen held his gaze. “Then ask yourself this: are you trying to protect her, or are you trying to protect yourself?”

That question hit him like a blow.

He opened his mouth, closed it again. He didn’t have an answer. Or worse—he did.

Karen squeezed his arm. “You don’t have to decide everything today. But don’t hide from this. And don’t hide from her.”

Jack nodded slowly, breath shaky. “Thank you.”

Karen gave a sad, understanding smile. “Just… be careful. Be kind. And above all—be honest.”

Jack nodded again, but his eyes drifted to the floor. The truth he’d been avoiding, the truth he’d been afraid of speaking, finally rose to the surface.

He whispered it—not to Karen, but to the quiet morning light.

“I want her,” he said. “More than I’ve ever wanted anything. But I won’t take her unless she asks. Unless she means it.”

The confession left him trembling.

Karen didn’t speak. She only nodded, a mixture of worry and acceptance in her eyes.

Jack stood abruptly, needing air, needing silence. He walked to the back door, pausing just long enough to murmur, “I’ll… I’ll sort myself out.”

He stepped outside, exhaling into the cold morning, his breath fogging the air as the weight of the truth hung over him.

He wanted Harriet.

He wanted her in ways he could barely survive.

And now… he wasn’t the only one who knew it.

The world felt drained of colour by the time Harriet ventured from her room. The air in the hall was chilly, muffled by the hush that lingered after dawn—Christmas morning was coming, and yet the house felt wrapped in a spell, as if everyone was holding their breath. Harriet padded down the stairs, arms folded tightly around herself, not knowing what she needed, only that she could not stay alone in her room any longer.

She heard quiet voices in the kitchen. The door was half-closed; a band of warm light spilled out into the shadowy hallway. Harriet paused, not wanting to intrude, her bare feet hovering on the top step. She heard Jack’s voice first—rough, frayed at the edges, the kind of voice she’d never heard from him before.

“…I’m terrified, Karen. I want her. I want her in ways I shouldn’t. And I’m trying—God, I’m trying—not to ruin her life…”

The words hung in the air like a gasp. Harriet’s breath caught; she froze, one hand gripping the banister for support. Her heart pounded so loudly she was afraid they would hear it.

She pressed herself to the wall, listening. She knew she shouldn’t—she knew eavesdropping was wrong, childish, cowardly—but she couldn’t help herself. Every word out of Jack’s mouth was a lifeline, every confession a balm and a wound.

“She thinks I’m rejecting her,” Jack continued, his voice so close to breaking that Harriet almost wept. “But I do want her. I want her so badly it hurts. I’m afraid of myself. I’m afraid if I start something… I won’t be able to stop. And she’s been so… fragile lately. Angry, confused. I don’t want to take advantage of that. I can’t.”

There was a long silence, so thick Harriet thought the world might end. She imagined Karen’s face—wise, calm, seeing more than anyone else ever did. She wished she could see Jack’s face, could see the truth in his eyes.

Karen’s voice was soft, but strong. “Jack… you need to understand something. Harriet has always been fiery. She feels deeply, sometimes too deeply. But whatever you do, do it honestly. Don’t hide from her. Don’t pretend you don’t feel what you feel.”

Another silence. Then Jack’s voice, low and shaking, “I want her… but I won’t take her unless she asks. Unless she means it.”

The words sank into Harriet like sunlight. She pressed her forehead to the cool wall, her tears coming again, but softer now—no longer from shame, but from relief and hope so fierce it hurt. She slid down to sit on the step, hugging her knees to her chest.

He wants me. He really wants me.

She whispered it to herself, hardly daring to believe it. “He wants me, too.”

The realization was both terrifying and freeing. It unspooled the last of her fear, letting it flutter away into the quiet house. For so long she had believed her desire was wrong, shameful, a need she should keep hidden and unspoken. But Jack felt it too—he was as wrecked, as frightened, as desperate as she was.

For the first time, Harriet felt safe wanting him.

She closed her eyes, letting the warmth spread through her. The ache was still there, but now it shimmered with hope—soft, golden, alive. She remembered every time she’d fought him, every time she’d begged, every time she’d pushed and provoked and wept. It had all been real, all been seen. He hadn’t turned away because he didn’t want her—he’d turned away because he was afraid of loving her too much.

A slow, trembling laugh escaped her lips. She wiped her eyes, pressing her hands to her cheeks to cool the flush. She thought of the words she’d written in her journal only hours before, of the way she’d finally confessed the truth to herself. Now, she wasn’t alone in it anymore. Her longing was reflected back at her, brighter and fiercer than she could have imagined.

She stood quietly, tiptoeing away from the kitchen door, not wanting to break the spell. She made her way back up the stairs, her feet light, her breath easy for the first time in days. She went to her room and closed the door behind her, leaning against it, smiling through the tears.

She whispered, “He wants me, too,” like a prayer, like a wish granted.

And then, for the first time, Harriet let herself hope—really hope—that what she wanted could be hers, if only she was brave enough to ask.

She sat on her bed, staring out at the winter world, heart thundering. The snow had stopped falling, and a pale sunlight crept through the clouds, painting the landscape in gold and white. Everything felt new. Everything felt possible.

She lay back, arms stretched over her head, breathing in the sweet, sharp air. She thought of Jack’s hands, Jack’s mouth, the way he looked at her when he thought no one was watching. The way he loved her. The way he waited.

She closed her eyes, feeling the ache transform into anticipation. For the first time, she was ready—not just to be wanted, but to surrender, to offer herself wholly and without fear.

Tomorrow, she promised herself. Tomorrow, she would beg. Tomorrow, she would let herself belong.

But for today, she let herself bask in the knowledge that she was wanted—utterly, dangerously, truly wanted.

She drifted toward sleep, the promise of what was to come a warmth in her belly, a light in the dark.

Tomorrow, she thought, I will ask. And he will answer.

The hours bled into each other. Harriet drifted through the house in a gentle haze, the pain of her breakdown transformed by what she’d overheard. Hope made her light-headed, almost dizzy. She caught herself smiling, a secret tucked behind her lips. She felt clean inside—scoured by all she’d suffered, unafraid now that the truth was out. Jack wanted her. He was holding back for her sake, not his own pride.

By early afternoon, she couldn’t bear to wait any longer. She found herself hovering near the den, listening for footsteps, watching the flicker of Jack’s shadow as he passed from room to room. She rehearsed words in her mind—what she would say, how she would apologize, how she might let herself be seen, finally, without the armor of her bratty pride.

She found Jack in the quiet sitting room. The rest of the family had scattered: Karen in the kitchen, Lila with her headphones on upstairs, Joel off somewhere in the shed. The light outside was pale and blue, snowdrifts pressed against the windows, muffling every sound.

Jack sat on the far side of the sofa, elbows on his knees, staring at the fire that wasn’t lit. He looked spent—his hair uncombed, his eyes shadowed, face unshaven and serious. Harriet lingered in the doorway for a moment, heart pounding, her hands twisted in the hem of her sweater.

He must have heard her breathing, or felt her presence; he turned, his eyes wide for a fraction of a second before softening with something achingly gentle.

“Hey,” he said, voice rough as gravel.

She took a deep breath, crossing the room with careful steps, and perched on the far arm of the sofa—leaving space between them, but not too much.

“Hi.” Her voice was softer than she expected, shaky but brave. She stared at her hands, knuckles white. “Can we talk?”

Jack nodded once, silent, waiting. The firelight painted his features in flickers of gold and shadow.

Harriet swallowed. It was harder than she thought, laying herself bare, but she forced herself on. “I just… I wanted to say I’m sorry.” Her throat tightened. “For everything. For the way I’ve been—since I got back. I know I’ve been… impossible. And cruel, sometimes. And I—I didn’t mean to hurt you.”

Jack’s lips parted, but he waited.

She looked up at him through lashes still wet from crying. “I thought if I was bratty enough, you’d… you’d crack. Or you’d stop wanting me, and it would be easier for both of us. But all I did was make it worse. For both of us.”

Jack shook his head, almost smiling. “You didn’t make it worse, Haz. You just… made it honest.”

She let out a shaky laugh. “It didn’t feel honest. It felt like I was burning everything down just to see what you’d do.”

“That’s what honesty feels like, sometimes.” He met her eyes, something raw in his gaze. “And you didn’t hurt me, not really. Not the way you think. If anything, you made me want you more.”

Harriet’s cheeks burned. “I thought you hated me. Or you were disgusted by me.”

Jack’s eyes went wide, incredulous. “Never.” He sat up straighter, voice trembling. “Haz, I could never hate you. I tried, believe me. But I can’t.”

She wiped her nose, sniffling, suddenly laughing and crying at once. “Why did you push me away? Why did you—last night, why did you stop?”

He hesitated, voice rough. “Because I’m terrified of hurting you. Of ruining you. Of taking something you’re not sure you want to give.” He swallowed. “I thought if I waited long enough, you’d get bored. Go back to uni. Find someone… easier.”

She shook her head, tears returning. “I don’t want easy. I want—” She faltered, breath catching. “I want you. Even if it hurts.”

He sat back, as if the words stunned him. For a long moment, neither of them spoke. Outside, a gust of wind rattled the window. The whole house seemed to hold its breath.

Harriet forced herself on. “I didn’t know how else to get your attention. I just… I needed you to see me. To see how much I wanted it. How much I wanted you to…” She trailed off, cheeks burning.

Jack’s hand curled into a fist on his knee. “I saw you. I always saw you.” His eyes shone. “And I wanted you, God, Haz, I wanted you so badly. But I was scared. Scared that if I let myself go, I’d hurt you. That I’d take too much.”

She looked at him, really looked. The lines around his eyes, the set of his jaw, the care etched into every part of his face. He looked like a man on the verge of breaking—a man who had held the line for so long he didn’t know if he could cross it.

She reached for his hand, hesitant, and let her fingers brush the back of his knuckles. He startled but didn’t pull away.

She whispered, “You wouldn’t hurt me. Not if you’re honest.”

He squeezed her hand, gentle and desperate. “I want to be honest with you. I want… everything. But only if you do.”

She nodded, tears sliding down her face. “I do. I really do.”

Jack exhaled, a shudder racking his shoulders. For a moment, he looked as if he might cry, too.

“Haz…” He shook his head, eyes shining. “You don’t have to fight anymore. Not with me.”

She squeezed his hand tighter. “I don’t want to. I’m tired, Jack. Tired of pretending I don’t want you. Tired of acting like I can win.”

He laughed—a quiet, broken sound. “I never wanted to win, either. I just wanted you.”

She let go of his hand, wiping her cheeks, half laughing, half sobbing. “Can we… Can we just stop fighting?”

He nodded, moving closer—just a little, not enough to touch, but enough to close the space. “We can. We can do this however you need.”

Harriet searched his eyes, searching for reassurance, for a promise he couldn’t give in words. She found it in the way he looked at her—open, vulnerable, full of care. It was enough.

She let out a long, slow breath. “Thank you. For waiting for me.”

Jack’s voice was rough. “Thank you for making me wait. I needed it as much as you did.”

She smiled—small, tremulous, real. For the first time in weeks, the ache in her chest eased. They sat in silence for a while, side by side, hands barely touching.

Eventually, Jack said, “We can take it slow. We don’t have to do anything you’re not ready for.”

Harriet nodded, wiping her face again. “I want slow. I want… real. And I want you to tell me the truth, even if it hurts.”

Jack smiled—a small, genuine thing. “Deal.”

They sat together, two battered souls, the past falling away like old skin.

Harriet leaned her head on Jack’s shoulder, letting herself rest. There was nothing more to say—not right now. The honesty between them was enough. She felt her heart slowing, her breathing easing, the old fear and pride melting away.

Outside, the snow began again, blanketing the world in white. Inside, by the dying fire, two people sat together—exhausted, emptied out, but ready at last for the peace that comes after surrender.

And for the first time, Harriet was no longer afraid of what came next.

The rest of the day passed like a held breath. Harriet drifted through the house in a daze of raw relief. After her conversation with Jack—after his confession, her apology, their shared trembling honesty—something inside her had finally loosened. The hard knot beneath her sternum had unravelled. The constant buzzing tension in her limbs had quieted to a warm hum.

She felt fragile, but in a new, exquisite way. Before, she’d felt like glass—ready to shatter. Now she felt like water—soft, flowing, reshaped entirely by truth.

Jack moved quietly around the house too. He spoke softly to Karen, helped Joel close the kitchen windows, fixed a loose hinge on the back door. But Harriet could feel him moving through the rooms like a magnetic field. Every time she passed near him, her skin tingled with awareness. Every time their eyes met, the air between them softened into something almost unbearable in its gentleness.

By evening, the house had grown dim and sleepy. Karen went to bed early. Lila stayed curled in her room with headphones on. Joel, oblivious to everything he’d nearly interfered with, retreated to the guest cabin outside. One by one, the lights blinked off.

Only Harriet and Jack remained awake.

Harriet wandered into the sitting room—the same place she had apologized hours before. Jack was standing at the window now, looking out at the snow, arms crossed over his chest. Warm lamplight bathed the room in soft gold. The fire had burned low, embers glowing faintly like a quiet heartbeat.

She lingered in the doorway.

Jack heard her and turned. His expression changed—his body loosened, shoulders dropping, eyes softening. He didn’t smile exactly, but something warm flickered across his face. It was enough to make her breath hitch.

“You’re still up?” he asked quietly.

“So are you,” she murmured.

He nodded. “Yeah. Couldn’t sleep.”

“Me neither.” She stepped into the room, hesitating. “Mind if I… sit with you?”

Jack shook his head once. “No. Come here.”

She crossed the room slowly, as if wading through warm water. He sat on the couch. She hovered in front of him for half a second—still afraid of misreading something, still fragile from everything they’d confessed.

Jack registered the hesitation. He reached out, slow, careful, and brushed his fingers against her wrist.

“I’m not going anywhere,” he said softly.

Her throat tightened. It was such a simple reassurance, but it cracked something open in her chest. She nodded and slipped onto the couch beside him.

At first, they sat with a deliberate space between them—not because they needed it, but because the moment felt too sacred to rush. Harriet curled her legs beneath her, breathing quietly, watching the fire. Jack leaned back, one arm along the back of the sofa, body angled toward her in unconscious invitation.

Minutes slipped by in silence, but it wasn’t uncomfortable. It felt like the room had wrapped them in gentle stillness, as if the house itself understood what they needed. After everything—after tears and confessions and fear—silence was a gift.

Eventually, Harriet shifted closer. Just a little—a careful inch, then another. Jack’s breath hitched, just barely, a tiny sound she wouldn’t have caught if she weren’t listening so closely.

She let her head lower onto his shoulder.

He froze—not in fear, but in stunned, reverent awareness. Harriet felt the tension run through him like a ripple, and then slowly—beautifully—he relaxed. His arm curled around her automatically, drawing her closer with a gentleness that made her eyes sting.

The moment her cheek touched his chest, something inside her broke open in the sweetest possible way.

She let out a shuddering breath and melted against him.

Jack’s hand found her upper arm, stroking down the length of it, warm and steady. His other hand settled on her hip—not possessive, not urgent, simply grounding her. Harriet curled into him, letting her forehead rest against his shirt, breathing in his quiet warmth.

“You all right?” he murmured, voice low.

Harriet nodded against him. “Yeah. I just…” She swallowed. “I didn’t know how much I needed this.”

Jack’s jaw flexed with something tender, something protective. “I’ve wanted to hold you like this for a long time,” he admitted. “Longer than I should.”

Harriet closed her eyes. “Please don’t stop.”

He let out a soft breath—almost a laugh, but too full of feeling to be amused. His hand slid up her back, slow and reassuring.

“I won’t,” he murmured. “Not tonight.”

The words wrapped around her like a blanket. She felt her body sink deeper, tension draining from her limbs. Her fingers curled into the fabric of his shirt, as if anchoring herself. Jack shifted just enough to make her more comfortable, adjusting their bodies until she was tucked firmly under his arm, one of his hands stroking her back in slow, soothing lines.

It felt like the first breath after being underwater.

She didn’t know how long they stayed like that—minutes, hours. Time softened. The fire crackled softly, wind brushed at the windows, the whole world felt distant and gentle.

Harriet’s breathing slowed. She felt the rise and fall of Jack’s chest beneath her cheek. She felt his heartbeat—a slow, steady rhythm that calmed her in ways she didn’t have words for.

After a long stretch of silence, she whispered, “Jack?”

“Mm?”

“Why did we fight for so long?”

Jack’s fingers paused in her hair. He exhaled through his nose. “Because we were both afraid. You of wanting. Me of taking.”

Harriet pressed her cheek harder into his chest. “But we don’t have to be afraid anymore, right?”

His hand resumed its slow strokes. “No,” he said softly. “We don’t.”

She let her arms slip around his waist. He tightened his hold, pulling her closer.

“I’m tired,” Harriet murmured, voice thick with sleep.

Jack rested his chin lightly on top of her head. “Sleep, Haz. I’m here.”

She felt a single tear slip down her cheek—not of sadness, but relief. She hadn’t known how exhausted she’d been, carrying all her want alone. Now, the weight had shifted; it was shared between them.

Harriet wriggled closer, tucking her knees against his thigh. She felt him smile into her hair—a small, trembling thing.

“Can I…?” she whispered, suddenly shy. “Can I stay? Just tonight?”

Jack’s breath caught. She felt it ripple through him, felt the way his arms instinctively tightened around her.

“You can stay as long as you want,” he whispered.

Her eyes fluttered closed. The warmth of him, the steady presence, the gentle weight of his embrace—it was everything she hadn’t known she was starving for.

Minutes later, her breathing evened out as sleep pulled at her consciousness.

Jack kept one hand on her back, tracing small circles, keeping her steady, keeping her safe. His other hand held her fingers, their hands intertwined—soft, natural, inevitable.

When Harriet finally drifted to sleep, Jack looked down at her. Her red hair spilled over his chest. Her brows were relaxed, her mouth soft, her breathing slow.

He brushed a stray curl from her cheek.

“You deserve peace,” he whispered. “I’m sorry I couldn’t give it to you sooner.”

She didn’t stir.

Jack eased back into the cushions, letting his head fall against the sofa. He didn’t dare move, not even to shift his weight. Holding her like this felt like holding something sacred—something he’d been trusted with, something he wasn’t allowed to fumble.

Her fingers squeezed his in her sleep.

Jack almost broke.

He closed his eyes, inhaling slowly, deeply. The scent of her hair. The soft warmth of her breath against his chest. The rise and fall of her body against his.

For the first time since Harriet had come home for Christmas, Jack felt calm. Not tortured, not frantic—calm. As if all the noise inside him had fallen silent.

He whispered, so quietly even the air barely heard it:

“I’ve got you.”

The fire continued to glow. Snow pressed gently against the windows. The house slept. And on the couch, in the soft pool of lamplight, two people rested in the first moment of true peace they had shared.

Hours passed like a dream.

When Harriet stirred briefly—half-waking, whimpering softly, seeking warmth—Jack simply tightened his arms and murmured, “I’m here.” She settled again instantly.

Their hands remained entwined until morning.

Harriet woke before dawn.

For the first time in days, she wasn’t jolted awake by the weight of fear or humiliation. Instead, she surfaced slowly, like someone rising from deep water, carried upward by warmth and safety.

It took her a moment to realize why she felt so warm.

She wasn’t in her bed.

Her cheek was pressed to something solid and warm, rising and falling beneath her in slow, steady breaths. A heartbeat thudded near her ear, grounding her with its quiet insistence. And wrapped around her—protective, gentle, firm—were Jack’s arms.

Her lips parted with a tiny intake of breath.

They’d fallen asleep like this.

Her body curled around his. His arms cocooning her. Their hands still loosely intertwined, resting against his chest.

Harriet didn’t move at first. She let herself absorb the moment, every detail sinking into her bones: the soft weight of his arm around her waist, the warmth radiating from him, the faint smell of pine and firewood clinging to his shirt. The slow, deep breath he took in his sleep.

She had never felt so peaceful.

Never in her life.

She closed her eyes again, letting a small sigh escape her lips. It didn’t feel like weakness—this softness, this stillness. It felt like surrender in the most beautiful way, like laying down a burden she’d carried far too long.

But reality slid in slowly, like light creeping under a door:

this was fragile.

this was dangerous.

this was a moment she could either honour or ruin.

She opened her eyes and lifted her head by an inch, careful not to wake him. The room was washed in gray-blue light. Snow had continued falling through the night; she could see it piled thickly on the windowsill. The world outside was white and silent.

Jack’s hand tightened unconsciously at her waist as she moved.

Her breath hitched, a tremor running through her.

He didn’t know he was holding her.

He was doing it instinctively.

As if his body had finally allowed itself to protect something it had wanted to protect all along.

Harriet swallowed hard and studied his face.

He was beautiful in a way that had nothing to do with prettiness—strong lines, a little unshaven, shadows beneath his eyes from the days of tension and sleeplessness. But in sleep he looked younger, softer, as if shedding all the self-control he carried when awake.

She traced the shape of his profile with her eyes.

This man loved her.

Wanted her.

Feared himself around her.

Held himself back for her.

Her heart ached with the fierce sweetness of it.

All the walls she’d built—her bratty armour, her provocations, her pride—felt childish now. Not shameful, but unnecessary. She had fought for his attention, his desire, his breaking point.

But last night had shown her something better:

she wanted his honesty more than his surrender.

she wanted his voice, not his frustration.

she wanted to offer herself, not force his hand.

Her nose stung with sudden emotion. She blinked rapidly and looked away, staring at the sleeping room.

She didn’t want the game anymore.

She didn’t want to taunt or tease or provoke.

She wanted to kneel.

She wanted to ask.

She wanted to be his.

Not because she was defeated.

Not because she was ashamed.

But because she had never felt more safe than when she was wrapped in his arms, breathing his breath, feeling the slow trust of his body against hers.

Her fingers tightened reflexively around his. She leaned up again, carefully, quietly pressing her forehead to his collarbone.

“I want to belong to you,” she whispered, so softly the sound barely existed.

Jack didn’t stir.

Harriet let her eyes close again, overwhelmed by what the confession meant.

It wasn’t the words that terrified her—it was how right they felt.

She stayed there for long minutes, listening to him breathe, listening to the way her pulse matched his. His thumb brushed against her hand again, and she stilled, watching him.

He looked peaceful.

But she could still see the tension beneath his eyelids, the faint furrow between his brows. Even asleep, he was holding back, afraid of hurting her, afraid of betraying himself.

She wanted to soothe that.

She wanted to take the fear out of his hands and replace it with certainty.

“I’m ready,” she whispered again, stronger this time.

It felt like lighting a candle.

It felt like stepping off a cliff and knowing someone would catch her.

She slowly eased herself upright, careful not to wake him. When she lifted her head, Jack’s arm slipped from around her waist, falling gently to the cushion. The absence felt like a chill.

She sat cross-legged on the cushion next to him, pulling the blanket around her shoulders, watching him in the dim morning light.

For the first time in her life, Harriet felt the courage to ask—not demand, not manipulate, not steal—but ask for what she wanted.

She would tell him tonight.

No more games.

No more denial.

No more hoping he would snap and take what she refused to say aloud.

She would go to him—steady, clear, vulnerable—and give him what he needed to stop holding back.

Her heart fluttered in her chest, the thought both frightening and exhilarating.

She reached out and brushed a piece of hair from his forehead, her touch featherlight.

“Jack,” she whispered into the quiet room. “Tomorrow, I’m going to ask you. I’m going to tell you I want you to take me. All of me. I’m yours.”

Her voice trembled on the last syllable.

Not with fear.

With certainty.

She pressed her fingers to her lips, as if sealing the vow, then touched them to his arm in a barely-there kiss.

Tonight would be the night she laid herself bare.

Tonight she would kneel.

Tonight she would ask for what she had been starving for since the moment she stepped back into this house.

She stood slowly, letting the blanket fall around her shoulders, and looked down at him one last time—this man she wanted more than pride, more than power, more than anything she had ever craved.

“I’m done fighting you,” she murmured.

“And I’m done fighting myself.”

She padded quietly toward the stairs, heart warm, body humming with purpose.

Tomorrow began tonight.

And she was finally ready.


Chapter 13 — The Begging

Harriet had never known a night so long.

She drifted in and out of sleep, tangled in half-formed dreams—Jack’s hands, his voice, the feel of his arms around her. Each time she woke, her body hummed with nerves, her skin too sensitive, her heart too loud in her chest. The house was silent, heavy with snow and anticipation. At last, before the sun was truly up, she gave up trying to rest.

She slipped from her bed, feet cold on the boards, and padded to the window. The world outside was still, blanketed in white, the sky barely touched by light. Harriet pressed her palm to the glass, feeling the cold, the distance between herself and the chaos of yesterday. Today would be different. Today, she would not run or hide or fight.

Today, she would ask.

She dressed simply: soft leggings, an oversized sweater, hair brushed straight and loose. No makeup, no performance. She wanted Jack to see her, not the armor she’d worn since the moment she came home. She washed her face in the dim bathroom, staring at her reflection. She looked younger—eyes wide, mouth soft, cheeks still pink from sleep and tears. She studied herself, searching for bravery. She found it in the steadiness of her gaze.

She moved through the silent house like a ghost. In the kitchen, the clock ticked loudly, the air cool and scented with coffee grounds. She poured herself a glass of water, sipped it, and set it aside. She was too jittery to eat, too wound up to sit still. She glanced at the stairs. Jack’s door was closed. The den was empty, a hush of pale morning light spilling across the floor.

Her hands trembled as she crossed to the den. She drew the curtains open halfway, letting the new day in. She took a breath, deeper than any she’d taken in weeks, and lowered herself to her knees on the soft rug by the window. Her knees pressed into the wool, her toes tucked under, her hands folded in her lap.

She closed her eyes, letting the world narrow to the feeling of her own heartbeat, the thud of it in her throat, the flutter in her chest. She rehearsed her words in her head, mouth forming them silently:

Please. I want you to discipline me. I want to belong to you. I don’t want to fight anymore.

Each time she reached for the words, her nerves fluttered, but underneath, she felt a solid core—something new, something calm. She was terrified, but she was also ready.

The house slowly woke around her: the creak of the stairs, the hush of voices, the distant rattle of pipes. She heard Karen murmuring to Lila in the kitchen. She heard Joel clatter a mug on the counter. She stayed where she was, still and invisible, waiting for Jack.

It was nearly an hour before she heard the footfalls she’d been longing for—Jack’s step, heavier than the others, slow and deliberate. She felt him before she saw him, the air thickening, the silence deepening.

Jack paused in the doorway, his silhouette filling the frame. For a long moment, he didn’t move. Harriet kept her head bowed, her eyes on her hands. She was trembling—she could feel it in her fingers, her thighs, her spine—but she didn’t let herself look up.

Jack stepped inside, the door closing behind him with a soft click. The sound was intimate, final. She heard him cross the floor—each step measured, careful. She could imagine the look on his face: surprise, concern, maybe even fear. She kept her gaze low.

“Haz?” His voice was gentle, uncertain.

She swallowed, forcing herself to speak. “Jack.”

The word came out small and breathy. She cleared her throat and tried again, steadying herself. “I need to talk to you.”

He knelt in front of her, close but not touching, his face searching hers. “Are you all right?”

She nodded, but her eyes filled with tears anyway. “I’m okay. I just…” She hesitated, searching for the courage she’d promised herself. “I need to say something. And I need you to listen. Please.”

Jack’s face softened. “I’m listening.”

Harriet took another breath. “I don’t want to fight anymore. I don’t want to win, or push, or make you angry just to get your attention.” Her hands twisted in her lap, knuckles white. “I want to belong to you. I want you to discipline me. Please.”

The words hung between them, stark and naked. Jack’s eyes widened, and for a moment, he didn’t speak. Harriet kept going, afraid if she stopped, she’d never start again.

“I know I’ve made everything harder. I know I’ve bratted and provoked and done everything except just ask you. But I’m asking now. I need you to show me how to stop fighting. I need you to show me what it means to belong.”

Jack’s hands trembled. He reached for her, but stopped, hovering a few inches away. His voice was thick. “Haz… are you sure?”

She nodded, tears slipping down her cheeks. “I’m sure. I want this. I want you to have me. I don’t want to pretend anymore.”

He let out a shaky breath. “Look at me, Harriet.”

She raised her eyes slowly. Jack’s face was open—raw and vulnerable, stripped of all the barriers he’d worn for so long. She saw his fear, his hope, the depth of his care. She saw the longing he’d kept hidden and the relief blooming there.

She whispered, “Please. I want to submit. I want you to discipline me. I want to be yours.”

Jack knelt lower, until their faces were level. “You don’t have to be perfect. You don’t have to be anything except honest. That’s all I want.”

She let out a soft, choked laugh. “I don’t think I could lie to you if I tried.”

He reached out and cupped her cheek with his palm, his thumb brushing away a tear. “You don’t ever have to.”

They stayed like that for a moment, the silence full of everything they’d never said. Harriet let herself bask in the safety of it—the trust, the gentleness, the promise.

Jack pulled his hand away, voice steady. “We’ll do this right. We’ll do this safe. But I need you to know—if you change your mind at any point, you only have to say so. You’re in control. Always.”

She nodded, relief flooding through her. “I know. I trust you.”

He smiled, and it was the most beautiful thing she’d ever seen.

“All right,” he said softly. “Let’s take our time. Let’s do this together.”

Harriet let out a long, shaky breath, her heart pounding with a strange, giddy peace. For the first time, submission didn’t feel like defeat. It felt like the bravest thing she’d ever done.

She straightened her spine, wiped her tears, and clasped her hands once more in her lap. “I’m ready.”

Jack nodded. “Me too.”

The sun climbed a little higher, lightening the room. The day had begun. And with it, everything that mattered—everything they’d been aching for—was finally, beautifully, about to unfold.

The sun had climbed higher, flooding the den with a pale winter light that seemed almost sacred. Harriet’s knees ached a little from kneeling, but she didn’t move, didn’t want to break the spell of intention she’d woven around herself and Jack. Her heart beat a steady, unhurried rhythm now—still nervous, but no longer desperate. It was the steadiness of someone who had made a decision and meant to keep it.

Jack hadn’t moved far. He knelt in front of her, close but careful, both of them quietly absorbing the weight of what she’d just asked. For a long, sweet moment, neither of them spoke. The silence was not empty, but full: with breath, with hope, with fear, with a hundred unspoken questions that had finally, blessedly, become unnecessary.

Jack broke the quiet first. He sat back on his heels, hands resting on his thighs, his gaze unwavering.

“Haz, I need you to listen very carefully now.” His voice was steady, deep, impossibly gentle. “What we’re about to do matters. I need to know you understand every part of it. That you want this, that you know how to stop it if you need to. I need you to trust yourself as much as you trust me. Can you do that?”

Harriet nodded, lips parted, the cool air teasing the drying tracks of tears on her cheeks. “Yes. I can.”

He nodded once in return, looking almost relieved. “All right. Then we do this together. Every step.”

He reached out, finally, and took both of her hands in his. His palms were warm, slightly rough, anchoring her. His thumbs traced soothing lines across her knuckles.

“I want to be very clear. You can stop this at any point. Before, during, after—any time. You don’t owe me anything. I will never ask for more than you want to give.”

She squeezed his hands back, voice soft but strong. “I know. That’s why I want this. Because I know you’ll listen.”

Jack’s throat worked as he swallowed. “Safewords,” he said, his tone almost ceremonial. “We’ll use red, yellow, green. Do you know what those mean?”

Harriet nodded, but he waited for her to answer out loud.

“Red means stop—completely, no questions. Everything ends.”

Jack nodded. “Good. And yellow?”

“Yellow means slow down. Something’s wrong, or I need a break. You’ll check in.”

Jack smiled, a little proud, a little shaken. “Perfect. And green?”

Harriet managed a tiny smile. “Green means keep going. More, if I want it.”

“Exactly.” His grip tightened just a bit. “Say them for me. All three, in order.”

She looked into his eyes, trying not to flinch from the power of the moment. “Red. Yellow. Green.”

His voice dropped lower, the mood thickening, turning ritualistic. “If you use red, I will stop instantly. If you use yellow, I will check in and we will pause. If you want to go deeper, you can say green. You can use your words in any way you need to. There is no wrong way to ask for care. Do you understand?”

Harriet nodded, her breath coming faster. “I do.”

“Say it,” Jack prompted gently.

“I understand. I can say stop at any time. I can say yellow, and you’ll pause. I can say green if I want to keep going. I promise to use them if I need them.”

Jack closed his eyes, looking almost overcome. “Thank you,” he whispered. “I needed to hear that.”

He opened his eyes again, holding her gaze. “Do you have any limits? Anything you know you don’t want?”

Harriet shook her head. “Not yet. If something feels wrong, I’ll say yellow or red.”

He nodded, proud. “That’s all I need.”

Jack’s hands hovered for a moment, as if unsure whether to embrace her, to lift her, to ground her even further. Instead, he breathed with her, matching her inhalations, the two of them settling into a shared rhythm.

He spoke softly, the words woven between them like a spell. “This isn’t just about punishment, Haz. Or even about you being mine. It’s about trust. That’s the only thing I want most. Trust me to hold you, to guide you, to care for you when you need it most. That’s what it means for you to belong.”

Harriet’s cheeks flushed pink. She felt small, but not powerless—protected, wanted, seen. “I do trust you. I’m ready.”

He searched her face, scanning for any sign of fear or hesitation. He found only longing and resolve.

“Before we begin,” Jack said, voice low, “I want you to ask me one more time. Not for my sake, but for yours. I want you to remember what it feels like to choose this. To say it, out loud, for both of us.”

She felt the full weight of the moment settle in her chest—a sweet, aching pressure. She looked at her hands, then up into his eyes.

“Jack… please. I want you to discipline me. I want to surrender. I want to be yours.”

He held her gaze, voice trembling. “Green?”

She swallowed, then nodded, voice clear. “Green.”

He smiled—soft, reverent, awed. “Green.”

For a moment, neither of them moved. Jack’s hands hovered over hers, over her shoulders, as if in blessing. The morning light caught her hair, the soft flush in her cheeks. Harriet breathed, slow and steady, feeling the world crystallize around them.

Jack sat back slightly, giving her space. “One last thing. This will not be about pain. Not today. This is about trust, and care, and letting go. If you want more, we go slow. If you want less, you say so. All I want is for you to know you’re safe—no matter what.”

Harriet blinked hard, a rush of emotion flooding her. “I know.”

He squeezed her hand. “Are you ready?”

She nodded, steady now. “I’m ready.”

Jack stood, and reached for her, gently helping her to her feet. She wobbled a little—her legs unsteady, nerves firing in every direction. He steadied her with both hands on her upper arms, grounding her, smiling down at her with something like pride and wonder.

“Thank you for trusting me,” he murmured.

Harriet smiled back, a little watery, a little wild. “Thank you for making it safe to trust.”

He led her gently toward the couch, every movement deliberate, careful. She felt herself shifting into a new place—no longer the instigator, the brat, the rebel, but the one who could give up control, knowing it would be held with reverence.

They paused at the edge of the couch, standing together, bodies almost touching, hearts pounding in time.

“Green?” Jack asked, one last time.

Harriet looked up, eyes shining. “Green.”

Jack let out a long, steady breath, the last barrier falling away.

The ritual was complete. They were ready.

The air in the room was thick with anticipation. After the ritual of consent, after all the trembling words and hard-won trust, Jack rose and moved to the sturdy armchair by the window. He sat down, his posture careful—both commanding and gentle at once. The winter light haloed him, turning the room into a stage for something sacred.

Harriet stood before him, her hands clenched at her sides, knees still buzzing from kneeling so long. She watched him settle into the chair and knew, with a sudden clarity that made her breath hitch, that this was happening. She had asked for this—wanted it. But now, standing in the hush of the morning, she felt stripped bare. Every part of her was exposed: not just her skin, but her hope, her shame, her longing to belong.

Jack’s gaze found hers, unwavering. “Come here,” he said, his voice low—an invitation and a command in one.

Harriet’s feet moved before her mind did. She stepped forward, the rug soft under her toes, the room bright with the hush of new snow. She stopped within arm’s reach, her breath short and fast.

Jack held out his hand. “Are you still green?”

She nodded, forcing herself to speak aloud. “Green.”

He gave a tiny, approving smile and took her hand. His palm was warm, roughened by work, steadying in its grip. “I’m going to guide you over my lap. I’ll be slow. You can say stop at any time. Remember, Haz—you’re in control. This is yours as much as mine.”

Harriet nodded, unable to look away from his face. “Okay.”

He drew her closer, positioning her with the gentle firmness of someone handling something precious. Harriet felt a shiver run down her spine—not of fear, but anticipation so sharp it bordered on pain. She stood beside him as he guided her, his hands settling at her waist. She bent slowly, guided by his steady touch, until she was draped across his lap, her upper body resting on the arm of the chair, her feet tucked to one side.

Every sense magnified: the press of Jack’s thigh beneath her hips, the warmth of his hand at her lower back, the scent of pine and wool and his skin. The position was at once vulnerable and safe—exposed, but anchored by the strength of the man who held her.

Jack’s hand stroked her back, slow and reassuring. “Breathe for me.”

Harriet inhaled shakily, exhaled, tried again. She closed her eyes and let her body adjust, aware of every muscle, every inch of skin that brushed his jeans. She felt small and huge all at once—like she took up too much space, and yet wasn’t enough. She pressed her palms into the cushion, grounding herself.

Jack leaned down, voice soft by her ear. “You’re brave,” he murmured. “You’re safe. You’re mine.”

The words vibrated through her, settling deep in her belly. She felt her nerves begin to quiet, replaced by a tremulous sort of trust.

Jack’s hand moved up to her shoulders, massaging the tension from her neck. He traced down her spine, slow and soothing, never straying, never rushing. Harriet relaxed into his touch, allowing the moment to cradle her, to prepare her.

“I’m going to start now,” Jack said, his voice steady as stone. “I’ll be slow. Tell me your color whenever you need to. All I want is for you to feel this—every part of it. All I want is for you to let go.”

Harriet’s eyes fluttered closed. “I want to let go,” she whispered.

He paused, giving her one last out. “Are you ready?”

She drew in a deep, steadying breath, and let it out slowly. “Yes. I’m ready.”

He pressed his palm to the small of her back—a gentle, grounding touch, not a restraint but an anchor. Harriet surrendered herself to his care, letting the tension slip from her limbs. For a moment, she listened only to the rhythm of his breathing, the rise and fall of his chest beneath her.

She was here, she was wanted, and she was his.

And with that, the discipline began.

The first touch was not a strike but a gentle caress—Jack’s hand stroking the curve of Harriet’s back, anchoring her. She felt his breath above her, measured and steady, and tried to match her own to his. Her nerves prickled in anticipation, every muscle tight with waiting.

Jack’s palm lingered, warming her through her clothes, letting her know exactly where his hand would land. “Just breathe, Haz. I’m here,” he murmured, voice velvet-soft, full of pride and responsibility.

Harriet squeezed her eyes shut. She could feel her own pulse in her ears, her face already flushing with the shame of being so exposed. For the first time, she realized she was trembling—not with fear, but with the overwhelming intimacy of the moment. She wanted to be brave, but all she felt was small and undone.

Then the first spank landed—a soft, measured swat, more sound than sting. The noise startled her, echoing in the quiet room, but the sensation was gentle, almost testing. She flinched, more from surprise than pain.

Jack paused, rubbing her back in slow, wide circles. “You’re safe,” he said, voice steady, “You’re here with me. Just let it happen.”

The next strike was firmer, but still deliberate. Harriet gasped softly, the warmth blooming across her skin, a flush that spread from the point of contact up her spine and into her cheeks. She felt the sting, yes, but also the power of letting herself be seen, of letting Jack guide her. Each impact wasn’t punishment—it was a message: You’re here. You’re held. You can let go.

Jack continued, never rushing, never losing his rhythm. After every spank, he spoke—a word, a phrase, a reassurance.

“Good girl.”

“You’re doing so well.”

“I’ve got you, Haz.”

The words burrowed beneath her skin, comforting and mortifying all at once. Harriet wanted to protest, to tell him not to call her that, but the praise undid her. It sank into all the places that had felt starved of kindness, all the places that had learned to crave approval through defiance.

Her breath sped up. Her hands fisted the cushion. The shame began to burn brighter than the sting—cheeks hot, eyes prickling with unshed tears.

Another spank. This one a little harder, enough to draw a soft, involuntary sound from her lips—a gasp, half-pain, half-relief. She pressed her face into the crook of her elbow, trying to hide, but Jack wouldn’t let her disappear.

He paused, rubbing her back again, thumb tracing slow lines along her spine. “You’re safe, Haz. You’re mine. You can let it go.”

The tears threatened then, not from pain, but from the kindness. From the way he saw her and still wanted her—still held her with so much care.

Jack checked in, voice low by her ear. “Color?”

She hesitated, breath hitching, then whispered, “Green.” The word felt like surrender, like a promise she didn’t know she needed to make.

Jack let out a slow, careful breath—a sound of pride and reassurance. “That’s my girl.”

He resumed, the rhythm slow and even. Each swat blended with the one before, until Harriet lost track of time, lost track of how many. The sensations blurred: heat, sound, the ache in her muscles, the warmth of Jack’s voice anchoring her every step of the way.

Her walls began to crumble—not shattered by pain, but worn down by care, by patience, by the simple truth of being wanted and held. She could feel her pride unraveling, strand by strand, replaced by a trembling gratitude. This wasn’t punishment. This was permission—to be small, to be soft, to need.

Her breath came faster, tears pricking harder now. She whimpered, barely audible, but Jack heard. His hand stilled, rubbing slow, grounding circles.

“You’re safe,” he murmured. “You’re so safe with me.”

And for the first time, Harriet let herself believe it.

Harriet tried to keep her composure as the rhythm continued, but the pressure inside her only mounted. The steady, grounding cadence of Jack’s hand, his words falling over her like a balm, blurred the lines between pain and comfort, humiliation and relief. Each fresh sting, each slow rub of his palm, left her more exposed than the last.

She couldn’t remember the last time she’d let herself cry in front of someone, not like this—not the angry tears she’d hurled at her mother, not the silent ones she’d let slip alone at university. These were different. These were the tears of someone stripped raw by kindness, by finally being seen, by not having to be clever or in control. With every smack, the part of her that clung to pride slipped further away.

Jack’s hand paused at her lower back, his touch steady. “Let go, Haz. Let me see you. You don’t have to hold it together.”

Something inside her cracked. She pressed her face into the sofa’s arm, her breath shuddering. The tears came in hot, silent streams, shoulders shaking as she tried to hold back a sob.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered, the words tumbling out, small and strangled. “I’m sorry, Jack. I know I made everything worse. I just—I needed you to see me. I needed you to want me.”

Jack’s hand resumed its soothing circles, his voice a steady murmur: “I see you, Haz. I’ve always seen you. You never had to fight so hard for my attention. You have it—all of it. You always did.”

She choked on a sob, guilt and longing warring inside her. “I thought if I made you angry, if I was impossible, you’d finally—” She hiccupped, ashamed. “You’d finally take me. Or you’d stop wanting me and I could forget how much I need you.”

Jack leaned over her, his weight warm and solid, the anchor she never knew she craved. “You don’t have to fight anymore. You don’t have to make it hard to be loved, Haz. Not with me.”

The words undid her. The sob she’d tried to swallow burst out—raw, ugly, unfiltered. She shook in his lap, the tears coming hard and fast now, no longer the tears of humiliation but of relief. Of release. Of surrender.

He didn’t rush her. He kept one hand on her back, the other gently brushing her hair, grounding her as she cried. The spanking slowed to nothing; the discipline had served its purpose. Jack’s only focus now was holding her together as she fell apart.

“I need to belong,” she whispered, voice ragged, the confession she’d held back for so long finally bubbling up. “I don’t want to be alone anymore. I don’t want to be so angry. I want to be yours, Jack. Please.”

Jack’s answer was quiet but absolute. “You’re already mine, Haz. You always have been. All you ever had to do was ask.”

He held her as the words echoed between them, filling the room with a new kind of silence—one made not of fear or distance, but of closeness and hope.

The pain in her body faded, replaced by a soft ache that felt more like comfort than punishment. The tears ebbed, leaving her breathless and clean, like the air after a storm.

Jack stroked her hair, whispering: “You’re good, Haz. You’re so good. You’re brave. You’re mine.”

For the first time, Harriet believed it.

The hardest part was over. She had let herself be seen, ugly and needy and real, and Jack hadn’t turned away. He had only held her tighter.

She lay across his lap, limp and spent, letting the last of her pride melt away.

And in that place—empty, bare, and held—Harriet found peace.

When Harriet’s sobs finally softened—her breath hitching, her hands lax—Jack shifted his hand back to her waist, grounding her with gentle pressure. The storm had passed, but the ritual wasn’t quite over. There was a sense of gravity in the air, a knowledge that something must be finished, sealed, before they could move on.

Jack stroked her hair once more, then leaned close to her ear, voice low and sure. “Haz,” he whispered, “just a little more. Then you’re done. I’ve got you.”

Harriet nodded, her cheek still pressed to the sofa, eyes closed and lashes sticky with tears. She was spent, but a thread of anticipation ran through her—she wanted to be finished, wanted the closing, the certainty that nothing was left unsaid or undone.

Jack’s hand moved, cool and solid against the curve of her hip. “Count these with me, sweetheart. Five more. Then it’s over.”

Harriet’s throat tightened, but she managed to whisper, “Okay.”

The first of the final strikes landed, firmer than before, but never cruel. The sound was crisp, sharp in the stillness. Harriet flinched but didn’t fight it. She let herself feel everything—heat, ache, humiliation, and the strange peace rising up inside her.

“One,” she whispered, voice trembling but true.

Jack waited for her breath to steady, then delivered the next—another clean, purposeful spank. “Two.”

He praised her softly after each count. “Good girl. You’re doing so well.”

Three. The sensation blurred with the others, becoming less about pain and more about closure—an ending, a clearing away of what had been broken between them. Harriet’s head spun with relief.

Four. Her voice was softer now, but she didn’t hesitate. She felt as if she was floating, untethered, every ounce of resistance wrung out of her.

Jack’s hand hovered for the last, resting on her lower back for a long, grounding moment. “Last one, Haz. Breathe for me.”

She inhaled, held it, and let it out. The fifth and final strike landed—a release, not a punishment, a promise that she was safe, that she was wanted, that she was enough.

“Five,” Harriet whispered, and with that, she let herself collapse—body limp, mind empty, utterly spent.

Jack gathered her gently, lifting her from his lap and settling her sideways against his chest. The tears that slipped down her cheeks now were soft and silent, more relief than grief. Her body hummed with sensation, but the sharp edges had melted. She felt raw, but held.

Jack stroked her back in slow, soothing circles. He murmured praise with every breath: “You did so well. I’m so proud of you. It’s all done, Haz. I’ve got you now.”

Harriet clung to him, unable to speak for a moment. The tension that had once felt so unbearable was gone, replaced by a deep, trembling quiet. It was as if something inside her had been cracked open and made clean, all the chaos and anger and shame burned away by the ritual of pain and care.

She realized, distantly, that she felt free. Not because the pain was over, but because she had chosen it, endured it, survived it—and Jack had never left her, not even for a second.

Jack rocked her gently, his arms solid and warm. Harriet let herself rest against his chest, heart pounding slow and steady, tears drying on her cheeks.

“It’s done, sweetheart,” Jack whispered, pressing his lips to the crown of her head. “You’re safe. You’re mine.”

And as the sun crept higher, washing the room in soft gold, Harriet let herself believe it.

Jack held her like she was something fragile and sacred, not letting go for a long, suspended moment. Harriet’s body felt light, almost insubstantial, as if her skin had been scrubbed clean from the inside out. She was aware of every heartbeat, every shallow breath, the dull thrum of warmth radiating from where Jack’s arms wrapped around her.

She pressed her face into his chest, not caring that her cheeks were wet, her nose stuffy, her hair a tangled mess. Jack’s shirt smelled of pine and woodsmoke, and underneath that, the salt of her own tears—a scent that was both new and impossibly familiar.

He stroked her hair, the gesture endlessly patient. His palm moved in slow circles across her back, not searching for anything, just offering contact, reassurance, and the knowledge that she wasn’t alone. “That’s it,” he whispered. “That’s my good girl. You’re safe now. I’ve got you.”

For a long time, neither of them moved. Harriet let herself be held, not shrinking away or apologizing for her tears. She felt emptied out, but not hollow; more like she had poured out everything rotten and left space for something better to grow.

Gradually, her shaking slowed. Her sobs had faded into little hiccups, then to silence. Jack shifted, adjusting her gently in his lap, one arm around her waist, the other cradling her shoulders. He rested his cheek on her hair, letting the weight of his presence ground her even further.

“You did so well,” he said quietly, voice reverent. “I’m proud of you.”

Harriet sniffled, drawing a shaky breath. “I didn’t know it would feel like this.”

Jack smiled into her hair. “Like what?”

She tried to find the words. “Like… I’m empty, but not alone. Like I gave up something heavy and now I can breathe again.”

He squeezed her gently. “That’s what it’s meant to be. Not about pain. About trust. About letting go so you can come back to yourself.”

Harriet turned her face up to look at him, her cheeks flushed, eyes swollen but clear. “Thank you for not letting go. For not stopping when I was scared.”

Jack brushed her hair away from her forehead, his thumb tracing the line of her brow. “I promised I’d keep you safe. That means staying, even when it’s hard. Especially then.”

Harriet’s fingers found the edge of his shirt and clung there, not wanting to let go just yet. She closed her eyes again, letting his words and his touch root her more deeply in the moment.

He shifted a blanket over her shoulders, tucking her in without a word, as if she were something precious just for him. The softness cocooned her, but it was Jack’s arms she felt most—strong, patient, unmoving.

For the first time in her life, Harriet felt what it was to be cared for without condition. She could have stayed there forever.

Eventually, she spoke again, voice a sleepy murmur. “Is this what aftercare is?”

Jack smiled, kissing her temple. “This is what love is, Haz. This is what it means to belong.”

Harriet’s lips curled in a slow, contented smile. She drifted in and out of a half-dreaming doze, safe in the circle of his arms.

The morning sunlight stretched across the floor, warming them both. The house was silent—no footsteps, no interruptions, no more running or hiding. Harriet knew that when she was ready, she could move, stand, speak. But for now, she let herself stay, held, cherished, and undone.

Jack whispered one last thing as she slipped toward sleep, his lips brushing her hair: “I’m here. You’re not alone. Not ever again.”

Harriet believed him.

And in that peaceful hush, something inside her—something that had always been braced for battle—finally, quietly, let go.

The world outside was still white and bright, the light spilling through the den windows casting patterns across Harriet’s bare feet and tangled hair. Jack’s arms around her felt like both a shield and an anchor, grounding her against the storm she’d weathered. In that long, soft hush, it seemed the house itself held its breath.

Eventually, Jack shifted gently beneath her, coaxing her back to the present. “Come on, Haz,” he murmured. “Let’s get you comfortable.”

Harriet let herself be led, her limbs liquid with exhaustion. Jack moved slowly, guiding her to sit beside him on the couch, wrapping the thickest blanket in the house around her shoulders. He fetched a glass of water, pressing it to her lips, waiting patiently as she took small, slow sips. Every gesture was careful, full of quiet reverence; there was nothing perfunctory, nothing that asked her to hurry.

He tucked the blanket tighter, kneeling before her and brushing a strand of hair from her cheek. His eyes searched hers for any sign of distress. “You okay?” he asked, voice impossibly gentle.

Harriet nodded, her voice no more than a whisper. “I feel… light. And heavy. Both.”

Jack smiled, his hand cupping her jaw. “That’s normal. Your body’s coming down, and your mind is catching up.”

She let her eyes close for a moment, letting the safety of the blanket and his nearness sink in. “Thank you,” she whispered. “For… all of it. For not leaving. For not making it ugly.”

Jack shook his head, a flicker of pain crossing his face. “I could never leave. Not after you trusted me with this. Not ever.”

He shifted to sit beside her, pulling her to lean against his chest. Harriet curled into him, knees tucked up, her hands resting in his lap. The blanket enveloped them both. She felt the slow rise and fall of his chest, the heartbeat that had comforted her all through the hardest moments.

“Do you want to talk about it?” Jack asked quietly, his hand tracing lazy circles on her shoulder.

Harriet considered, searching herself for the answer. “I think… I just want to be here. With you. I don’t want to go back to thinking yet.”

Jack nodded, a small smile curving his lips. “We don’t have to talk. We don’t have to do anything at all. I’ve got you, Haz. For as long as you need.”

They sat in silence, the room warm with a gentle hush, the only sound the wind at the window and their soft, shared breathing.

After a while, Jack rose, but not far—just enough to fetch her a warm wet washcloth from the kitchen. He knelt beside her again, gently wiping her cheeks, her brow, the curve of her jaw. He worked slowly, as if tending a beloved piece of art. The touch was not about cleaning, but about caring. With each pass, he erased the last traces of pain, leaving her fresh and comforted.

When he finished, he pressed a soft kiss to her temple, settling beside her again.

Harriet’s mind drifted, but not away from him. For the first time in ages, her thoughts weren’t racing or defensive. She felt safe letting them wander—knowing Jack was right there, knowing she could reach for him if she needed.

She nestled deeper into the blanket, half-hidden in its folds, her eyes drifting shut. Jack kept one hand on her knee, the other across her shoulders.

“You’re not weak, you know,” he said softly, reading her thoughts before she could even speak them. “You’re braver than anyone I know. Letting yourself be held—that takes real courage.”

Harriet smiled, the compliment going deeper than she expected. “I always thought it was the other way around. That strength meant not needing anyone.”

Jack shook his head. “It’s the opposite. Real strength is knowing when to let go. Knowing who you can trust.”

He brushed his thumb along her knuckles. “You did that today, Haz. You trusted me. And you let yourself break, just a little, so you could put yourself back together.”

A long silence passed—companionable, unhurried. Harriet’s breathing slowed, the last of the adrenaline leaving her limbs. Her head lolled to one side, resting on his shoulder.

Jack adjusted the blanket, making sure her feet were tucked in. “How’s the pain?” he asked, a glint of teasing warmth in his voice.

Harriet snorted, a laugh bubbling up unexpectedly. “It stings. A lot. But I don’t mind.”

Jack grinned, satisfied. “Good. It’s meant to remind you that you’re here. That you’re real. That someone cares enough to keep you safe—even from yourself.”

She nodded, the lesson settling inside her with a pleasant weight. “Thank you. For everything.”

He kissed the crown of her head, words soft in her hair. “Always, Haz. Always.”

They stayed that way as the day edged on, warmth pooling around them. Harriet let herself drift, held and healed. For once, she felt no urge to move, no need to test or fight. She was content to be still, to be his, to belong.

Eventually, she stirred, fingers twining with Jack’s. “What now?” she asked, her voice sleepy, but a spark of anticipation behind it.

Jack smiled—a promise in his eyes. “Now you rest. Tonight… we see what surrender really means.”

A shiver of excitement ran down Harriet’s spine. She looked up at him, her fear gone, replaced with a kind of shining hope.

Jack squeezed her hand. “You’re safe. I’ve got you.”

And Harriet knew it was true.

The aftercare was not just a coda to her ordeal, but a new beginning—a promise that whatever came next, she would face it with open eyes, open hands, and an open heart.

In Jack’s arms, wrapped in warmth and trust, Harriet found what she’d been chasing all along. Not punishment. Not victory. But peace.

The afternoon had drifted into quiet, golden hours. Harriet lay curled in Jack’s lap, half-awake, the world outside their cocoon already beginning to fade into dusk. The ache on her skin had softened to a warm reminder of the morning, the sting replaced by a gentle thrum of peace.

But underneath the comfort, anticipation crackled—an almost electric awareness that something bigger waited just ahead.

Jack stroked her hair, fingers trailing down the nape of her neck in lazy circles. The touch was gentle but not aimless; he was grounding her, but also reminding her of what they’d shared—and what still lingered in the space between them.

When Harriet finally roused herself, stretching under the blanket, Jack looked down at her with a gaze that was softer and more commanding than she’d ever seen. “You did so well today, Haz,” he said quietly. “You were brave. You let yourself be seen and held. That’s not easy.”

She smiled, cheeks pink. “It was easier because it was you.”

He kissed her forehead, lingering just a moment too long. She closed her eyes, letting herself feel it—the certainty of his presence, the promise of what was to come.

Jack shifted, his voice dropping to a low, private register. “I want you to rest now,” he said, brushing a lock of hair from her face. “Tonight, you’ll need your strength.”

A nervous flutter bloomed in Harriet’s chest, excitement and trepidation tangled together. “Tonight?”

He nodded, eyes burning with intent. “Tonight, I’m going to ask you to surrender. Fully. No games, no barriers. I want all of you, Haz. I want you to give yourself to me—because you want to. Because you trust me.”

His words sent a tremor down her spine. Harriet swallowed, her mouth suddenly dry. The thought of giving up every last shield—of being known, owned, cherished—frightened her in the best possible way.

Jack cupped her chin, tilting her face up to meet his. “If you’re ready, I’ll take you further than you’ve ever been. I’ll show you what it means to truly belong to me.”

She drew in a shaky breath, fear and longing mingling in her eyes. “I want to,” she whispered. “I’m ready.”

Jack smiled, the barest hint of a smirk at the corner of his mouth—a promise, a dare, a reassurance all at once. “Rest. Eat. Take care of yourself. When the house is quiet, come to me.”

He kissed her again, this time on the lips—soft, brief, electric.

“Tomorrow night,” he repeated, “you surrender. Fully.”

Harriet shivered, the words echoing in her chest like a vow.

For a moment, she imagined herself on her knees before him, all pride stripped away, her trust laid bare. She saw the way he would look at her—not just with hunger, but with absolute care. She felt the thrill of letting go, the sweetness of being claimed.

Jack stood, helping her to her feet, his touch lingering at her waist. “Get some rest,” he said, his voice gentler now, as if easing her down from a cliff’s edge. “You’ll need it.”

She nodded, not trusting herself to speak.

As Jack disappeared down the hall, Harriet stood in the silent den, heart pounding, skin tingling with anticipation. She watched the light fading outside and wrapped herself tighter in the blanket, the echo of Jack’s promise burning bright inside her.

She was his. And tonight, she would prove it—completely.

The light outside had faded to blue. The house was quiet now, the low murmur of voices from the kitchen faded, footsteps distant and unimportant. Harriet drifted back to her room, closing the door softly behind her, heart still fluttering in her chest.

She dropped the blanket on her bed and let herself sink down, folding her knees to her chest. Her body was still humming from everything—Jack’s hands, his words, the weight of her tears on his shirt. The sting from the spanking had faded, but the warmth lingered, like a memory imprinted beneath her skin.

Harriet took a long breath, exhaling slowly. The hush in the house felt different tonight. Not oppressive, not lonely, but purposeful—like the whole world was holding its breath for what was coming. She felt suspended between what had been and what would be, teetering at the very edge of herself.

She picked up her journal—worn, dog-eared, the pen slipping easily into her fingers. For a while, she just stared at the empty page, the lines swimming as her mind replayed every detail of the day. She thought about Jack’s voice, steady and low, the way he had checked in with her after every strike, the care in his touch as he cleaned her tears.

You’re safe. I’ve got you. You’re mine.

The words rang through her, resonating deeper than she’d thought possible.

She began to write, slowly at first, then with more urgency, as if her hand could hardly keep up with her heart.

I never thought it would feel like this. I always thought giving in, surrendering, would mean I’d lost—lost the fight, lost my self-respect, lost my chance to win. But today, I didn’t lose anything. I gave something. I gave trust. I gave up the battle so I could finally be held.

She paused, tears threatening again, but she kept going, the ink steady and black.

He saw me today. He saw every ugly, needy, bratty part of me—and he didn’t let go. He held me tighter. He made it safe to cry, safe to break, safe to just… be. I didn’t know that could feel like flying instead of falling.

The room was dim, shadows deepening as evening folded in. Harriet drew her knees up, the journal propped on her thighs, pen trembling but sure.

I keep thinking about how scared I was, even this morning, to just say what I wanted. I thought if I said it out loud, it would sound pathetic. That I’d sound desperate, childish, ridiculous. But Jack never made me feel any of that. He looked at me like I was brave. Like I was worth something just for being honest.

Her cheeks flushed, remembering the pride in his eyes, the way he’d said, “That’s my girl.” The way the praise hurt and healed at the same time.

I don’t think I want to be in charge anymore—not with him. I want to be his. I want to know what it feels like to belong. I want to kneel and know I’m safe. I want to hear his rules, his voice, his hands on me, not because I’m being punished, but because I’m being cared for. Because I asked for it. Because I need it.

Harriet closed her eyes, pressing the pen to her lips, letting the possibility fill her. She had spent so long fighting—herself, Jack, the world—she had forgotten what it was like to let someone in, to let someone else shoulder the weight.

She wrote, slower now, careful:

Tomorrow, he wants all of me. No games, no bratting, no walls. He wants me to surrender, and I want to give it. I want to see what happens if I stop hiding, if I let him take everything I have left to give. I think I’ve been waiting for this longer than I can admit. Maybe my whole life.

A small, hopeful smile tugged at her lips. She imagined herself, kneeling before Jack, hands open, heart unguarded. She felt the thrill of terror and excitement at the same time.

The page was almost full. She added a final line, small and trembling, but firm:

I want him to have me. All of me. I want to belong, and I want to surrender.

She signed her name at the bottom, as if giving herself permission.

For a while, Harriet sat in the quiet, letting her thoughts ebb and flow. She could hear the house settling—pipes ticking, wind rattling at the eaves, distant laughter from downstairs. She didn’t move to join them, didn’t check her phone, didn’t try to distract herself. There was a kind of sacredness to the anticipation, the not-knowing of what the night would bring.

She wondered what Jack was doing—if he was nervous, if he was planning, if he was feeling this weight and hope, too. She pictured his face when he said, “Tonight, you surrender. Fully.” The words echoed in her mind, more vow than threat.

Harriet pressed her palm over her heart, feeling it thud against her ribs. “I’m ready,” she whispered to the empty room. “I’m ready.”

The words felt bigger than the space they filled.

She closed the journal and set it gently on her bedside table. She turned off the lamp, letting the blue-gray light of dusk wash the room in softness. She undressed slowly, changed into something comfortable, and slipped beneath the covers—not to sleep, but to wait. To let the stillness build, to savor the feeling of being poised on the brink.

She ran her fingers along the faint sting on her skin and smiled, knowing that tomorrow, the marks would fade but the memory would not. Tomorrow, everything would change.

Tonight, she would rest. She would let herself be soft, let herself want, let herself hope.

And when the house was finally quiet, when the world outside stilled and she was ready, she would go to him.

She would surrender—utterly, completely, finally.

For the first time, Harriet felt not just ready, but hungry for what was coming.

Tomorrow, she would belong.


Chapter 14 — The True Confessions

The dawn crept in pale and cold, seeping around the edges of the curtains and painting the walls of Harriet’s room with ghostly blue light. She’d slept, but it was the thin, restless sleep of someone waiting for an alarm. She woke before it sounded, lying still beneath the blankets, eyes wide, pulse fluttering in her throat.

Her mind was a storm of questions, memories, hopes. Every image of the day before replayed itself in shifting fragments—Jack’s hands holding her, the heat and relief of discipline, the way her body had melted in his arms afterward. Her cheeks burned, but it wasn’t shame this time. It was anticipation: heavy, sparkling, overwhelming.

Today would be different. Today, everything was poised on a knife’s edge. Tonight, she would stand before him and speak the last words, cross the final boundary. She would offer herself, fully and without disguise, and see what Jack would make of her. The possibility was terrifying and dazzling at once.

She lay in bed a little longer, listening to the house waking up around her. The pipes rattled with central heating; a door opened and closed softly somewhere on the far side of the landing. Harriet pressed her palm to her chest, feeling her heartbeat drumming wild and steady. She took a deep breath and swung her legs over the side of the bed.

The floor was icy beneath her feet, a small jolt of reality. Harriet padded to the window and drew the curtains aside. Outside, the garden was blanketed with snow—blue-white, pristine, the world hushed beneath a layer of cold. The quiet felt expectant, as if nature itself was waiting for something to break.

She showered for a long time, letting the water scald her skin and wash away the last traces of yesterday’s tears. She washed her hair twice, letting her mind drift through the ritual, as if each pass of her hands could scrub her thoughts clean and leave her ready. In the steamy haze, she practiced what she would say to Jack, whispering confessions to the tiles.

When she emerged, wrapped in a towel, the mirror was fogged. Harriet wiped a circle clear and studied herself—pink cheeks, red hair damp and curling against her shoulders, eyes wide and clear. She looked younger than she felt, and older, too; softer, but determined. She brushed her hair and pulled on clean clothes: simple leggings, a loose sweater, nothing that would draw attention. She wanted Jack to see her, not just her body.

Downstairs, the kitchen was busy in a gentle, domestic way. Karen fussed over a pan of porridge, Lila scrolled through her phone at the table, and Joel hovered at the kettle, lost in thought. The familiar hum of the house was soothing, but Harriet felt slightly out of step, as if she was haunting her own life.

Jack was nowhere to be seen.

She poured herself a mug of coffee, her hands only barely trembling. She tried to eat, but her stomach twisted at every bite. Karen touched her shoulder, gentle. “You all right, love? You look tired.”

Harriet managed a small, honest smile. “I’m okay. Just… thinking.”

Karen studied her, eyes kind, but didn’t press. Harriet retreated to the window seat, cradling her mug, watching the garden turn gold and white as the sun rose. She kept expecting Jack to appear, to brush past her, to meet her eyes across the kitchen—anything to break the spell of anticipation—but he never did.

Jack spent the morning in the shed, or so she gathered from the muffled thumps and the smell of woodsmoke drifting in from the back door. Every so often, she caught a glimpse of him through the frosted glass—broad-shouldered, head bent, absorbed in some invisible task. He didn’t come inside, didn’t linger in doorways, didn’t give her a chance to speak.

Harriet’s nerves wound tighter. Was he avoiding her? Was he afraid? The thought made her heart race for a different reason, fear and hope tangled in her chest. She busied herself with small chores, folding laundry, wiping counters, wandering the halls with restless energy.

Every time she passed a mirror, she caught herself checking her reflection—brushing imaginary dust from her clothes, fixing her hair, fussing with the hem of her sweater. She told herself it didn’t matter, that he’d seen her at her worst and still wanted her, but old habits died hard. She wanted to be worthy of what they were about to share.

The afternoon dragged, slow and heavy. Harriet tried to read, but couldn’t focus on the words. She tried to nap, but every time she closed her eyes, her mind filled with possibilities: Jack’s voice in her ear, his hands on her skin, the feeling of letting go and being claimed. She paced her room, sat at her desk, wrote half a page in her journal and tore it out.

She checked her phone, scrolling aimlessly. She typed a message to Jack and deleted it. The urge to reach out warred with the knowledge that he was probably just as rattled as she was.

Downstairs, she heard Jack’s voice, deep and quiet, exchanging a few words with Karen and Joel. He sounded normal—maybe a little tired, maybe a little distracted. She hovered on the landing, wanting to run to him, wanting to hide.

By dinner, the house felt like a stage set for a secret play. Every glance Harriet shared with Jack was charged, electric. He looked at her across the table, his gaze lingering just a moment too long, his jaw tight. She felt the weight of his attention, the gravity in the space between them.

She barely tasted her food. Karen and Lila chatted, oblivious. Joel was lost in his own world. Jack ate in silence, occasionally meeting Harriet’s eyes—just for a second, just long enough to set her nerves jangling.

Afterward, the family drifted to their own corners. Harriet washed dishes with shaking hands, staring out the window into the darkness, heart thrumming with anticipation. The clock ticked too loudly; the lights seemed too bright.

As the house settled into evening, Harriet made her way upstairs, every step heavy with meaning. She showered again, this time slower, letting the hot water work its way into her muscles, washing away everything except the mounting need to be seen, to be held, to finally surrender. She chose her clothes with care—a soft, pale slip that felt like nothing at all, a sweater overtop, bare feet on the cold floor.

She waited. The silence deepened. Her heart hammered.

Downstairs, Jack moved through the house like a ghost—restless, quiet, trying to stay invisible. He wanted to go to Harriet, to reach for her, to tell her that he was terrified and wanted her more than he’d ever wanted anything. But he couldn’t. Not yet.

He filled the firewood basket twice, checked locks that didn’t need checking, retreated to the den with a book he didn’t read. Every sound made him jump—footsteps on the stairs, a door creaking open, the low hum of the kettle. He felt her presence everywhere: her scent, her laughter, the memory of her body trembling in his arms.

He was afraid. Afraid of wanting too much, of taking too much, of hurting her by crossing a line she might later regret. But more than anything, he was afraid of never knowing what it would feel like to truly own her, to be given everything she had to offer.

The hours crawled. When the house finally quieted, when the last light blinked out in the hall, Jack found himself standing outside Harriet’s door, hand hovering over the wood. He listened to her breathing—soft, regular, expectant. He hesitated, then walked away, heart pounding, knowing that if he stayed, he might not be able to hold back.

Inside, Harriet sat cross-legged on her bed, clutching her knees to her chest. She listened to the night hush itself, felt the cold creep up from the floor, heard her own heartbeat loud and wild in her ears.

Tomorrow, she told herself. Tomorrow, she would offer everything.

Tonight, they would both lie awake—waiting, wanting, and knowing that the next time they met, nothing would be the same again.

The house had settled into a hush so deep, Harriet wondered if she might be the only one awake. Her small lamp cast pools of golden light across the walls, throwing her shadow large and uncertain behind her. She listened for every sound—a footstep in the hallway, the settling creak of floorboards, the distant, muffled closing of a door.

She was sitting on her bed, knees hugged to her chest, notebook discarded beside her. She’d tried to write out her feelings, but the words all felt too small, too pale for what swelled in her chest. It wasn’t nerves, not really; it was something more complicated, more dangerous: hope. A wild, reckless hope that after tonight, everything would be different, better, whole.

A quiet knock at her door pulled her from her thoughts. Harriet’s breath caught. She pulled her sweater tighter around her shoulders, smoothed her hair, tried to look composed. “Come in,” she called, her voice not quite steady.

Jack stepped into the room and closed the door softly behind him. He looked almost as tense as she felt—broad shoulders set, jaw tight, eyes shining dark in the half-light. For a moment, he didn’t move. The silence between them was so thick it almost buzzed.

He stood just inside the door, hands in the pockets of his jeans, and searched her face. “Haz,” he said quietly. “Can I sit?”

She nodded, unable to form words.

Jack crossed the room in a few strides and sat on the edge of her bed, not quite touching her. His presence filled the room, warm and dangerous, even in this hush. The shadows flickered as she turned to face him, legs still drawn up, bare toes peeking from beneath the hem of her slip.

For a moment, they simply looked at each other. The air was charged—years of longing, frustration, denial, all unspoken, all teetering on the edge.

Jack was the first to break. He looked away, shaking his head, his hands flexing nervously. “I don’t know how to do this,” he admitted, his voice rough. “I keep telling myself I’m supposed to be the strong one. The calm one. But I’m terrified, Haz.”

She drew in a shaky breath. “Of what?”

He looked up, his gaze raw and unguarded. “Of hurting you. Of losing you. Of going too far and not being able to take it back.” His jaw clenched, and he squeezed his hands into fists. “I want you. God, I want you so badly. But I’m scared of what that want might make me do.”

Harriet felt her heart squeeze, the honesty in his words more intimate than a touch. She unfolded her legs and shifted closer, searching his face. “Jack… I’m scared too. But not of you. Not really. I’m scared of needing this so much. Of what it says about me. About what I want you to do to me.”

He let out a quiet, helpless laugh. “What do you want, Haz? I need to hear you say it.”

She flushed, her pulse thundering. “I want you to have me. I want you to take control. To discipline me. To use me. I want you to be the one who gets to say what happens next. I want to obey you, Jack. Not just in bed, but… everywhere. At least for tonight. I want to see what it’s like to let go, and to know you’re strong enough to catch me.”

Her voice shook, but she pressed on. “I want you to give me rules. I want you to push me, even if I resist. I want you to remind me I don’t always have to be the one who fights.”

Jack’s eyes went dark with desire and something older, deeper—relief, maybe, or gratitude. He reached out, hesitated, then took her hand in his. “You really want that? With me?”

She nodded, tears prickling at the corners of her eyes. “Only with you. No one else. You’re the only one who’s ever made me want to submit. Because you never made me feel small. You made me feel… safe. And seen. Even when I was brattiest, you looked at me like I was worth taming.”

Jack let out a long, trembling sigh. He squeezed her hand, eyes shining. “Haz, I have wanted you since the first moment I saw you. I tried not to. I tried to be good, to be safe, to be distant. But every time you challenged me, every time you bratted, every time you looked at me like you were daring me to break, I wanted to prove to you—and to myself—that I could be the man you needed.”

She swallowed. “You are.”

He cupped her cheek, thumb brushing a stray tear from her skin. “I’m scared I’ll mess this up. That I’ll lose myself. That I’ll lose you.”

She leaned into his hand, closing her eyes for a moment. “We’re both scared. But I think that’s what makes it real. I think if we weren’t terrified, it wouldn’t matter as much as it does.”

Jack nodded, silent for a long time. His thumb stroked her cheek, tracing the shape of her jaw as if memorizing it.

He dropped his hand, eyes searching hers. “Do you know what you’re asking for, Haz? Do you know what it means to really give up control to me?”

She held his gaze, voice clear. “Yes. I want it. I want you. And I want you to take what you need, too.”

Jack swallowed hard, fighting back the last of his restraint. “Then I need to tell you what I want, too. I want to own you tonight. I want you to kneel for me. I want you to follow my rules, even if you want to break them. I want to hear you beg. I want you to trust that I won’t let you fall. And I want to know that when you say stop, I’ll listen. Always.”

Harriet shivered at his words, need curling low and deep inside her. “I trust you. I want to give you everything.”

They sat in silence, the air shimmering between them. It was as if the whole world had narrowed to this room, this conversation, these shared breaths. The confession had left them both trembling, but in its wake was something clean, bright, and true.

Jack squeezed her hand again, voice a whisper. “You’re not broken, Haz. Wanting this doesn’t make you weak. It just means you know what you need. And I want to be the one who gives it to you.”

She let the tears fall freely now, unashamed. “Thank you.”

He drew her into his arms, holding her tight, their bodies pressed close. She felt the trembling in his shoulders, the steadiness in his hands. He kissed her hair, her temple, the tip of her nose—soft, reverent, almost worshipful.

They held each other for a long time, the confessions hanging between them like promises.

When they finally pulled apart, it was with a sense of something begun, not ended—a first step over a threshold that could never be crossed again.

Jack looked her in the eyes, voice soft but sure. “If we do this… we do it together. No games. No hiding.”

Harriet nodded, her voice steady and certain. “No more hiding. I want you. All of you.”

He smiled, the tension in his face easing at last. “Then let’s make tonight count.”

Outside, the wind rattled the window. Inside, Harriet and Jack sat close, breathing each other in, stripped bare and ready for the night that would change everything.

The room was quiet, save for the faint hum of the heating and the occasional creak of the floorboards as they shifted closer together. Jack gestured to the chair beside the bed, and Harriet perched on the edge, fingers clasped together, knees slightly trembling. She kept her gaze low, but the tension thrummed between them, electric and weighty.

Jack sat opposite her, leaning forward, elbows on his knees, hands loosely intertwined. His eyes searched hers with deliberate intensity. “Haz,” he said, voice low but steady, “before tonight, we need to be clear. Every rule, every limit. I need to know exactly what you’re willing to do, and I need to tell you what I’m comfortable with. Agreed?”

Harriet nodded, swallowing past the lump in her throat. “Agreed.”

He drew a slow breath. “First, hard limits. Anything you absolutely will not do—say it now.”

Harriet bit her lip, thinking. Her body trembled slightly at the weight of the moment. She had never been so exposed in her life, not just physically but emotionally. “I… I don’t want anyone else involved. No one else can ever see this side of me. That’s my hard limit.”

Jack’s jaw tightened slightly, a nod of respect. “Good. I wouldn’t ask anything else. That’s absolute. Anything else?”

She shook her head. “No. That’s it.”

He leaned back slightly, a silent acknowledgment of her honesty. “Good. Now, soft limits—things you might try, but we check in first. You tell me if it’s too much, if you’re unsure.”

Harriet’s stomach fluttered. She had imagined many scenarios over the past days, trying to reconcile the want and the fear, and now she had to speak them aloud. “I… I think I’m ready for… obedience tasks. Commands, following directions. Even if I resist at first.”

Jack’s eyes darkened slightly with desire and approval. “I can do that. Anything else?”

“I… I want discipline. Not just spanking. Rules, structure. You guiding me. Correcting me. Helping me be… better. But… softly, if it’s too much, I’ll say yellow or red.”

He nodded, absorbing every word, reading the tremble in her hands, the way her eyes flicked to his for approval. “I want to be sure you understand the safewords. Red stops everything immediately. Yellow means pause, slow, check in. Green means keep going. You’re in control, Haz. Always.”

Harriet drew in a shaky breath, nodding. “Red. Yellow. Green. I understand.”

Jack leaned forward, resting his hands lightly on her thighs, just above the knees. Not touching too much, not pressing, but anchoring. “Repeat it for me. All three, in order.”

“Red… Yellow… Green,” she said clearly, meeting his eyes. Her voice wavered slightly but carried the weight of her trust.

He nodded, satisfied. “Good. Now I’ll tell you my limits. What I’m comfortable doing, what I want to do.”

Harriet listened, heart pounding, as he laid out his boundaries and desires: physical discipline, structure, guiding her obedience, testing limits safely. He spoke deliberately, carefully, and Harriet felt both exposed and protected—his rules were not a barrier, but a map for trust.

Jack’s hands moved to hover near hers, without touching. “When I ask you to do something, I need you to follow. Slowly, deliberately, with intention. I won’t force, I won’t rush, but obedience is part of trust. Do you understand?”

Harriet swallowed hard, nodding. “I understand. I want this. All of it.”

He held her gaze, letting the words settle. “Say it again. Look at me when you say it.”

She lifted her eyes, meeting his, and repeated firmly, “I want this. All of it.”

The words vibrated in the room, heavy with promise. Jack’s breath caught slightly. He reached out, brushing a thumb across her cheek. “You’re brave, Haz. That’s exactly the honesty I needed.”

She shivered, leaning into the gesture without breaking eye contact. The room seemed to shrink around them, isolating the two of them in this charged space. Every word spoken added weight, every pause a heartbeat in the anticipation of what would come next.

Jack shifted slightly, lowering his voice. “Tonight, I will guide you. I will correct you. I will test your obedience. But I will not harm you. Your trust matters more than anything. If at any point, it feels too much, you say ‘red,’ and everything stops. Understood?”

Harriet nodded again, a small, shuddering smile forming. “Understood. I trust you.”

He leaned closer, resting a hand on her knee. “And I trust you. This is mutual. What happens tonight is about surrender, yes, but it’s also about connection. About us. About seeing each other fully. Can you handle that, Haz?”

Her chest heaved. “Yes. I can handle it. I want it. I need it.”

Jack’s eyes softened, the edge of his control tempered by tenderness. “Good. We start slow, deliberate. Nothing impulsive. Every step measured. Every reaction considered. Your obedience, your honesty, your surrender—all of it will guide me as much as I guide you.”

Harriet took a deep breath, letting it fill her chest. The fear, the excitement, the anticipation—they all mingled together, creating a single, soaring thread of awareness that ran from her toes to her hairline. She felt small, exposed, trembling—but also empowered in the strange way that only complete trust could bring.

Jack finally allowed himself a small smile, almost private, just for her. “When I touch you, when I give commands, when I guide you… I want you to feel safe. I want you to know this is right. That it’s what we both need. Are you ready to begin?”

Her eyes flickered over his face, reading the tension, the desire, the care. Her lips parted, voice low but unwavering: “Yes. I’m ready. All of it.”

Jack’s hand brushed lightly over hers again, a final, grounding gesture. “Then we move forward. Together. No hesitation, no walls. You will kneel. You will obey. You will trust me. And I will honor every ounce of that trust.”

Harriet’s heart pounded, a mixture of awe and terror and something electric she couldn’t name. She had asked for this, she had begged for it, and now she was poised on the brink of everything she had longed for.

The negotiation was complete. Boundaries were set. Trust had been established, and both of them knew that nothing could undo the path they had just carved together. The next step would be irreversible, intimate, consuming.

Jack leaned back slightly, letting the tension linger a moment longer, the silence thick and heavy with promise. Harriet’s stomach fluttered, nerves electric. The night was coming, and with it, the surrender she had been craving for weeks.

She took a shaky breath, ready, willing, and utterly alive. “I want this,” she whispered again, almost to herself. “All of it.”

Jack’s dark eyes softened. “Then tonight, Haz… tonight, you will be mine.”

The air between them crackled with anticipation, thick as honey and just as sweet. Every word they had exchanged, every boundary they had laid bare, had narrowed the space between them until it felt as if the world outside the room no longer existed. The low lamp light cast long shadows across the walls—shadows that trembled like echoes of their own racing hearts.

Harriet stood before Jack, ankles brushing, nerves humming beneath her skin. He was perched on the edge of the chair she had sat in for their negotiation—back straight, shoulders braced, eyes fixed on her with those unreadable, dark depths. The chair was the only barrier left between them, but it was a fragile one, ready to crumble under the weight of what was to come.

Jack’s voice was low, reverent, as he spoke her name: “Haz…”

The single syllable sent a jolt through her. It was more than a name—it was a promise, a claim, a caress all at once. Harriet’s breath caught, her pulse thundering against her ribs. She nodded, unable to speak, her mouth too dry, too full of emotion.

Jack stood, moving toward her with a deliberate slowness that made the world contract around them. Each step he took felt like a beat in a private symphony, measured and potent. His eyes never left hers; she felt the gravity of his gaze, the magnetic pull, the unspoken invitation and command.

When he reached her, the last few inches of space seemed to stretch impossibly. He paused, his hand hovering near hers, as if he were testing the current, waiting for her to draw near, to give him leave. Harriet’s hand lifted on its own, seeking his wrist, fingers curling around his skin. The contact was electric, a spark that pulsed through her nerves.

Jack slid his hand over hers, intertwining their fingers. His palm was warm, solid, as if to say, I’m here. You’re safe. Harriet closed her eyes for a moment, leaning into the pressure of his grip, drinking in the promise.

He brushed his thumb across her knuckles, then let go, stepping so close that her breath mingled with his. He rested his forehead against hers, eyes closed, savoring the nearness. Harriet felt his pulse thud under her temple, slow and steady—an anchor for both of them.

The world outside this room was long gone. There was only this moment, these two nearly touching lips, and the silent breath shared between them.

Jack’s eyes opened, and he gazed at her as if seeing her for the first time: not the brat, not the girl who’d screamed and cried, but the woman who had bared her soul and asked to be claimed. His hand rose, gentle as a petal, and brushed her cheek, trailing along her jawline to the corner of her mouth. The touch was featherlight, making her skin prickle.

Harriet’s eyes fluttered closed at the contact, and when she opened them again, her gaze was soft, vulnerable, electric. She had never felt so exposed, so seen, so utterly sure of what she wanted.

Jack leaned in, and all at once the distance collapsed. Their lips met in a kiss that was at once tender and intense—soft at first, a question, an exploration, then firmer as they each surrendered more. Harriet felt herself pour into the kiss, her arms coming up to frame his face, fingers tangling in his hair, holding him as she was held.

Jack’s hands moved to her waist, pulling her against him, grounding her. The chair scraped softly against the floor as he shifted her so her body was flush with his, every curve fitting against him perfectly. There was nothing tentative now—only an urgent, desperate need to close the gap, to exchange every unspoken longing in the press of their mouths.

Their kiss deepened. Jack’s lips parted, and Harriet felt the brush of his tongue—a question and an answer all in one. She responded instinctively, matching his motion, tasting him, claiming him back. The kiss was not frantic or rough, but it carried the weight of every withheld touch, every denied moment, every night spent aching for this closeness.

Harriet’s hands explored Jack’s back, the fabric of his shirt soft under her fingers. She pressed her body closer, bending her knees slightly so she could lean into him more, feeling the strength of him beneath her. Jack’s arms tightened around her, as if afraid she might disappear, as if he needed to prove that he would never let her go.

The kiss broke for air, but only for a breath. When their lips parted, it was with the heat of shared desire, the hush of sacred trust.

Jack rested his forehead against hers again, breathless. “Haz,” he whispered, voice rough with want and something deeper—something like awe. “Are you sure?”

Harriet’s lips curved in a soft, determined smile. She pressed a finger to his lips, silencing him tenderly. “I’ve never been more sure,” she whispered back, voice low and certain. “Take me.”

That single plea sent a shiver through them both. Jack’s hand slid down her side to her hip, thumb tracing the curve of her waist, memorizing it. He dipped his head to capture her mouth again, this time more possessively, more claiming. The kiss carried a soft dominance that made Harriet ache with belonging.

She wrapped her arms around his neck, pulling him flush against her, as if refusing to let him go. Her body trembled with a mixture of relief, excitement, and the pure release of giving herself away. Each moment, each heartbeat, told her she was exactly where she wanted to be.

Jack finally broke the kiss, pulling back enough to look into her eyes—dark, glinting with desire, but also with wonder and devotion. “Haz,” he breathed, “you’re mine.”

She reached up, pressing her palm to his cheek. “And you’re mine,” she echoed, voice thick with emotion. “All of you.”

Jack’s lips curved in a fierce, soft smile. He leaned down and kissed her again, slow and almost reverent, like a benediction. Harriet felt the warmth of his body, the steady thrum of his heartbeat, the promise in every caress.

The chair, the room, the world beyond—all faded. There was only the two of them, two hearts beating in sync, two breaths rising and falling, two souls entwined.

When at last they broke apart, neither of them moved. They simply stood, foreheads pressed, breathing each other in, savoring the embrace of the surrender they had both craved and dared to find.

Harriet’s hand trailed down Jack’s chest to his hand, entwining their fingers once more. “I was so tired of pretending I didn’t want this,” she whispered, eyes shining. “So tired of fighting.”

Jack brushed a thumb across her bottom lip, a soft, lingering touch. “No more pretending,” he promised. “No more fighting. Not ever again.”

Her heart swelled at his words. She pressed closer, her arms winding around him. “Good,” she said, voice low and contented. “Because I have no fight left. Only trust.”

He kissed the top of her head, a gentle, bittersweet promise. “Then trust me,” he murmured. “And let me show you every day, and every night, how much I mean it.”

Harriet looked up at him, her eyes bright in the lamplight. “I’m yours, Jack. All of me.”

Jack’s arms tightened around her, and he lifted her so she laughed, breathless and joyful, allowing him to spin her once before setting her back on her feet. The movement was playful, but the promise in his eyes was deadly serious.

He lowered his voice, letting it drop to a growl that sent a thrill through her. “Then kneel, Haz. Kneel for me.”

Harriet’s breath caught—another command, another moment of surrender, deeper than the last. She dipped onto one knee, her gaze lifting to his, unwavering. Her hair swept across her shoulders, framing her face like a halo of red fire.

Jack watched her, pride and hunger and something like possessiveness coiling in his chest. “Beautiful,” he said softly. “You look beautiful.”

She closed her eyes, savoring the power of that word coming from him—powerful, owning, tender. Then she looked back up at him, core trembling. “Thank you,” she whispered.

Jack reached out, brushing his fingers across her cheek, then slid his hand down her neck to cradle her chin. “Thank you for surrendering,” he said, voice husky. “For trusting me.”

He leaned down, tenderly brushing his lips against hers one final time before lifting away. “Come with me,” he commanded softly.

She rose, following him as he turned toward the door. The lamp’s glow traced their shadows along the wall—two shapes moving as one, stepping into the unknown together.

Tonight had begun with a kiss—an endless, consuming kiss that marked the end of hesitation and the beginning of absolute surrender. The rest of the night, and the nights to come, would be written in actions as deep and true as that first kiss.

And now, as they moved forward side by side, there was no doubt in Harriet’s mind that every wall she’d ever built had just been beautifully, irrevocably torn down—and replaced with something far stronger: trust, love, and the promise of belonging.

The door clicked softly behind Jack, sealing off the rest of the world. The den, bathed in the golden glow of a single lamp, felt like a sacred chamber. Shadows danced along the walls, flickering with the promise of what was to come. Harriet stood beside him, body alive with nerves, heart hammering in her chest. Each breath she drew seemed infused with his presence—his scent, his warmth, the steady thrum of anxiety and desire.

Jack turned to face her fully. His eyes were dark, intent, radiating the potent mix of tenderness and authority she had come to crave. He drew a slow breath, as if tasting the tension in the air, then spoke in a low, controlled voice: “Haz, I want to see your obedience. Are you ready to follow my commands?”

Harriet’s pulse thundered in her ears. She stood tall, chin lifted, shoulders back. “Yes,” she whispered. “I’m ready.”

Jack’s lips curved in a small, approving smile. He took a step back, creating space between them. “Good.” His gaze flicked over her from head to toe, slow and appraising. “Kneel.”

Harriet felt the weight of the single word settle inside her. It was not a request but a command—one she had begged for, and now it was hers to obey. She drew in a steadying breath and sank to her knees on the plush rug. The carpet was cool beneath her thighs; her heart raced.

Jack watched, satisfied, as Harriet folded her hands neatly in her lap, eyes straight ahead. Her breathing was steady now, but her body trembled with anticipation. He circled around her slowly, studying the curve of her spine, the set of her shoulders, the tilt of her neck. When he paused behind her, Harriet felt the air shift as he leaned close enough for her to feel his breath at the back of her neck.

“You look beautiful kneeling for me,” he murmured, voice low. “Perfectly still. Do you understand why you’re here, Haz?”

Harriet’s throat was tight, but she lifted her chin, meeting his gaze even though he was behind her. “Because you asked me to submit.”

He let the affirmation hang, savoring it. Then he stepped back again. “Undress.”

The word alone coaxed a tremor through Harriet’s limbs. She had practiced this moment in the mirror, in her thoughts—each imagined flick of her fingers unhooking buttons, each rustle of fabric against her skin. But now, reality was richer, more potent.

She stood, careful not to rush. Her bare feet pressed into the soft pile, grounding her. Harriet looked at Jack, who stood silent, arms crossed lightly, his gaze fierce and patient. He made no move to help; this was her obedience to demonstrate.

Slowly, deliberately, Harriet lifted her hands to the hem of her sweater. She slid it over her head in a single motion, revealing the soft fabric of her slip beneath. Jack’s eyes darkened as he watched the delicate curve of her collarbone, the way her skin glowed in the lamp’s light.

Harriet didn’t look away. She held Jack’s gaze, chest rising and falling, as she folded the sweater and placed it on a nearby chair. Her hands trembled as she reached behind her to unclasp the slip’s strap. The hook caught under her fingers; her pulse leapt. She eased it free, and the strap slipped down her arm.

Jack waited, silent and expectant, his own breath shallow. Harriet let the strap fall, then repeated on the other side. The slip loosened, pooling at her feet. She paused, standing in her underthings—simple, pale, her most vulnerable layer.

For a heartbeat, Harriet’s body wavered between relief and exposure. She felt raw, trembling, exposed; but she also felt powerful, chosen, worthy. This was her obedience, her gift of submission; it made her feel both small and invincible.

Jack stepped closer, hand rising to rest on her hip—solid, gentle. “Slow,” he reminded. Harriet nodded, careful. She bent slightly at the waist, scooping up the slip, and stepped out of it, leaving it at her feet. She straightened, standing fully bare beneath the soft lamp glow.

Jack’s gaze traced her body without shame or crudeness—pure appreciation, respect, hunger. Harriet held his eyes, breathing steady now, feeling the heat of his look press against her skin.

His voice was a murmur that vibrated through her. “Turn around.”

Harriet obeyed, pivoting so her back faced him, hands lightly clasped behind her. The sensation of being observed, completely and unashamedly, sent a thrill through her. She felt the light air against her bare skin, the brush of a phantom breeze, and the steady, grounding presence of Jack’s attention.

“Raise your arms,” he commanded softly. Still on her knees, Harriet lifted her arms to shoulder height, palms turned inward, exposing every curve of her torso, the gentle slope of her breasts, the bare plane of her abdomen.

Jack’s hand came up to rest against her side, thumb brushing the small of her back. The touch was light but authoritative—another anchor. Harriet felt the electricity where his skin met hers, the contrast of his warmth against her cool air.

He continued, voice low and deliberate: “Move your hips to the left,” and then, “to the right.” Harriet slid her hips as instructed—just a whisper of movement, controlled, demonstrating her willingness.

Jack watched, his gaze hawk-like. “Good,” he said after each motion. “Perfect obedience.”

Harriet felt a flush of pride. The praise stung more delightfully than any spanking had. It was affirmation, acceptance, trust.

Jack’s hand traced down her arm to her wrist, drawing her hand away from behind her back. He turned her to face him again, guiding her by her wrist. “Stand.”

She rose, knees stiff but heart full. Jack took her hands in his, palms warm and steady. “You’ve done well, Haz. You’ve shown your obedience and your trust.” He bent to gather the discarded clothes at her feet, then gave them to her. “Here. Cover yourself for a moment.”

Harriet accepted the garments, draping the slip over her shoulders like a shawl. She slipped her arms through the straps and the fabric settled over her body. Jack handed her the sweater, which she pulled on in silence. Dressing herself felt different now—reclaiming her control, yet still under his watchful eye.

When she was fully clothed once more, Jack nodded, satisfied. “That was your first obedience task. You followed every command. You moved exactly as I asked. You obeyed without hesitation.”

Harriet met his gaze, surrender and resolve mingling in her expression. “Yes,” she whispered. “I did.”

His hand came up to brush a stray lock of hair from her lips. “You make it easy to trust you, Haz. You make it easy to give you everything.”

She exhaled, the weight of the moment settling in her chest. “I want you to give me everything,” she replied—her voice stronger now, her trust absolute.

Jack’s eyes glimmered with something dark and tender. “Then there’s more to come,” he said, voice low. “But for now, rest. You’ve done beautifully.”

He stepped back, giving her space, but his gaze never left her. Harriet felt the echo of the commands in her blood—her body still humming with obedience, her mind alive with what lay ahead.

She folded the clothing carefully and placed it on the chair, then sank to her knees again—because it felt right, because the act of kneeling reaffirmed her choice and her trust. Jack knelt beside her, covering her hand with his own.

They stayed like that for a long moment, too full of emotions to speak. The room was thick with the residue of their obedience ritual: the electric charge of command and surrender, the intimacy of shared trust, the anticipation of deeper things to come.

When Harriet finally spoke, her voice was raw with truth. “Thank you for guiding me.”

Jack brushed his thumb across her knuckles. “Thank you for trusting me. Tonight is ours—every moment of it.”

Harriet nodded, heart brimming. “Yes.”

They rose together, hands entwined, stepping toward the door. The night awaited, heavy with the promise of complete surrender, of love and power and trust interwoven in ways neither of them had ever known.

And as they crossed the threshold, the world beyond the den felt a distant memory—tonight, they created their own reality, forged from desire, courage, and the beautiful power of obedience.

Harriet’s heart thundered in her ears like a war drum as she and Jack slipped from the den into the dimly lit hallway. The air felt charged, every breath electric, laden with the aftermath of her obedience and the promise of more intimate dominion to come. Her skin, still tingling with the memory of Jack’s touch, brimmed with anticipation.

They moved silently—Jack leading, hand lightly on her lower back—toward the plush carpeted staircase. Each step sounded impossibly loud under Harriet’s soft-soled feet, as if the world itself had tuned in to the silent rhythm of their stealthy advance.

“Are you okay?” Jack whispered, voice low and urgent.

Harriet swallowed, her throat dry. “Yes,” she breathed—though her chest constricted in a cocktail of fear and craving. The thought of being discovered in this new, vulnerable state sent a shiver racing up her spine.

Jack angled his head toward her, concern in his gaze. “Good. Stay close to me.”

They slipped upward, side by side, shadows among shadows. Harriet recalled every rule, every safe word, but none of it mattered here. This was about presence, about the magnetic pull of risk.

At the top of the stairs, Jack paused. He slid a finger under the latch of the first door, glancing down the darkened hallway. There, inches from them, was the bathroom door—its handle rattled softly as Karen inside turned on the faucet. Water ran, a constant hiss that filled the silence.

Harriet froze, breath catching. The telltale sign: Karen, in her nightdress, drifting from the sink back toward the bedroom door, towel-damp hair wrapped against her head. She would have opened the door at any moment, glimpsed a figure—or two—frozen in the hallway.

Jack tightened the grip at her back. “Shh.” His breath brushed her ear, warm and urgent. “Wait for her to leave.”

They backed away, pressing into the shadowed corner opposite the bathroom. Harriet’s cheek brushed the cool wall; she could feel the grain of the wood beneath her skin. Her pulse raced, adrenaline roaring. The risk made her dizzy with excitement and dread in equal measure.

Minutes stretched. Harriet counted her breaths in her head. In, out. Hold. She could hear Karen padding across the bathroom—towel sloshing—and then the bedroom door clicked softly closed. The water shut off. Silence enveloped them once more.

Jack exhaled, and Harriet let herself breathe again. He guided her around the corner, careful to keep to the shadows. The corridor was narrow; every detail was sharp in the dim light: the pattern of the carpet, the muted yellow of the walls, the small framed print by the stairwell.

At the end of the hall was another door—Lila’s room. The door was cracked open, a warm, low glow leaking out. Inside, she slept, the soft expanse of her bed untouched. Harriet watched Lila’s slow, even breaths through the gap and felt the forbidden nature of her own boundary pushing deepen.

Jack stepped close behind Harriet, his body brushing hers. “Stay quiet,” he murmured. “We’re almost safe.”

He closed Lila’s door gently, the latch clicking. Harriet exhaled so softly the sound vanished. Jack reached for her hand, fingers weaving through hers. The proximity, the hush, the near-exposure—it was intoxicating.

They moved on, nearing Jack’s room. The door stood ajar; light spilled into the hall like an invitation. Jack laid a finger across his lips. Harriet felt the warmth of his body pressed behind her.

He gestured for her to slip inside first. She turned the knob, the door whispering open, and stepped into the familiar space. Everything felt charged: the unmade bed, the negligent sprawl of clothes on the chair, the soft carpet underfoot.

Jack closed the door behind them, his back pressing against the wood as if to hold the outside world at bay. Harriet leaned against the door, body trembling, mind racing. The near brush with discovery had rattled her—but it had also ignited something fierce inside her.

Jack moved to her, placing his hands on her shoulders and drawing her away from the door. Harriet let herself be guided deeper into the room. The lamp was low; its golden glow haloed Jack’s face, making his eyes gleam with intent.

Before her mind spun again, Jack’s hand came up to cup her cheek. “Are you okay?” he asked, voice tender.

Harriet nodded, her own hand rising to rest on his waist. “Yes,” she breathed, “more than okay.” She met his eyes, finding there the same fire of desire and relief, the affirmation that they had conquered the danger together.

Jack smiled, that slow, knowing smile that made Harriet’s chest stutter. “We barely made it,” he murmured. “But I promise, no more interruptions.”

She laughed softly, a sound of pure release. “I don’t think I could handle another near-discovery. My heart might give out.”

He chuckled, fingers tracing the line of her jaw. “Then let’s finish what we started.”

Harriet’s breath hitched, all the remaining fear shimmering into heat. She wrapped her arms around Jack’s neck, tilting her face up to his. The room faded until there was only the space between their lips.

Jack bent to kiss her—softly, then with growing fervor—an echo of the earlier surrender, but more urgent, wilder. Harriet responded, fingers digging into the back of his shirt, as if holding onto him for dear life. The kiss deepened, fueled by the danger they’d just skirted.

When they finally broke, Harriet’s lips were swollen, her breath ragged. She rested her forehead against his, panting in the hush. “That was… intense,” she whispered, voice thick.

Jack brushed a strand of hair from her face. “Everything we do is intense,” he replied. “But it’s real. And it’s ours.”

They stood in the room, bodies pressed together, the rush of adrenaline still coursing through their veins. Time slowed, then stilled, as they savored the moment—the stolen minutes of victory over fear, the affirmation of their bond, and the promise of the night to come.

Harriet closed her eyes, letting Jack’s arms hold her. The risk, the fear, the near exposure—it all underscored the trust and love that tethered them. She felt alive in a way she had never known, fierce and tender at once.

Jack kissed her temple, soft and reverent. “Rest now,” he murmured. “The night is ours.”

Harriet nodded, leaning into him, and let herself drift into the embrace—secure, cherished, and deeply, utterly his.

The moon cast a silvery glow through the curtains of Jack’s room, painting shifting patterns across the rumpled sheets. Outside, the world was hushed beneath a blanket of snow—silent witness to the night’s confessions, commands, and near-discoveries. Inside, the atmosphere throbbed with a different kind of silence: the quiet aftermath of total surrender.

Harriet lay on her side, back pressed against Jack’s chest, his arm curled around her waist. The sheet and blanket pooled around their legs, but her skin still tingled where his hands had touched. She closed her eyes, trying to settle her mind, but each time she drifted toward sleep, a single thought pulsed insistently at the edges of her consciousness:

Tomorrow night, I’m his.

She turned onto her back, feeling Jack shift beside her. His warmth pressed through her sweater, steady and real. She let her hand drift up to his chest, feeling the steady beat of his heart.

Jack’s breath was calm and deep, but Harriet sensed the tension under his ribs, the way his muscles tensed and eased with every exhale. He was trying to sleep—but like her, he was woven through with anticipation.

She rolled to face him, reaching out to brush a stray curl from his forehead. Jack’s lashes fluttered, but he didn’t open his eyes. His voice was a hoarse whisper: “You awake?”

Harriet nodded, eyes shining in the moonlight. “Wide awake.”

He turned onto his side to face her, propping his head on his hand. His gaze was tender and intense. “I meant what I said,” he whispered, voice low enough that the words felt sacred. “Tomorrow night, you’re mine.”

Heat rushed through Harriet at his tone—soft, certain, a promise wrapped in possessiveness. She felt her pulse flutter. “And I’ll be yours,” she replied, voice trembling. “Completely.”

Jack’s lips curved in a small, fierce smile. He reached out, tracing her jawline with one finger. “I’ve never wanted anyone so much.”

Harriet leaned into his touch, savoring the intimacy of the moment. “Nor I,” she breathed. “I can’t wait.”

He closed his eyes, pressing a soft kiss to her temple. “Rest, Haz. We need our strength.”

She nodded, but sleep still eluded her. Every nerve ending was alight with memory: the feel of his lips, the weight of his hands, the echo of commands and obedience. Even her bare skin felt charged, alive with the promise of what was to come.

Jack shifted again, pulling her closer until their bodies were flush. She felt the steady thrum of his heartbeat under her ear—a lullaby of longing and power. She exhaled slowly, letting the warmth of his body and the steady rhythm of his breath calm her.

But peace was fleeting. The hush of the room only magnified her own thoughts. She pictured herself kneeling tomorrow night, bare and obedient, meeting Jack’s gaze as he claimed her. She saw the way the candlelight would play across his features, how his voice would sound as he issued commands, and how her body would respond, trembling with relief and desire.

She felt a rush of anticipation so fierce it made her gasp softly. Jack tightened his arm around her, as if sensing the tremor.

“Dreaming of tomorrow?” he murmured.

Harriet pressed her lips to his collarbone, nodding against his skin. “Yes. And dreading it—in the best way.”

He chuckled—a soft, rumbling sound that sent a thrill through her. “Me too. I’ve been thinking about every moment since you knelt for me.”

She pulled back, lifting her head to look at him. Their eyes met in the dimness, two pools of reflected moonlight. The vulnerability in his gaze made her heart ache with affection. “Jack…”

He held up a finger, a playful but tender gesture. “Don’t talk. Just rest. We have tomorrow night to speak our truths.”

Harriet smiled, her eyelids heavy but her mind still racing. She settled back into his chest, letting her cheek rest against him. His arm tightened, a promise of protection.

She closed her eyes again, trying once more to sleep. But the night was too full of possibilities. Instead, she focused on Jack’s voice, soft and steady: “I’ve got you. Always.”

Those words, repeated in the hush, were all the lullaby she needed. She felt herself drifting, the tension in her muscles unspooling.

Jack’s lips brushed her hair. “Good night, Haz.”

“Good night,” she whispered back, her voice muffled against his skin. “I love you.”

Jack’s laugh was soft in the dark. “I love you too.”

They lay together in silence after that—no more words, just the quiet symphony of two hearts beating in sync. The snow continued to fall outside, a world away from the gravity of their night.

Eventually, her breathing deepened. For one precious moment, she thought she might finally sleep. But Jack’s fingertip on her arm, light and insistent, stilled her in place.

She smiled against the stillness, heart swelling. The night would stretch on, filled with dreams and desires. Tomorrow, they would cross the final threshold. Tomorrow, she would belong to him in every sense.

And for now, the promise of that tomorrow was enough to hold them both awake, entwined in the hush before dawn.


Chapter 15 — First Surrender

Harriet has never known a day so slow, or a night so close to holy. The hours are thick with want. She floats through them with her stomach twisting, with every passing moment pressing her nerves tighter, drawing her further from herself and closer to him—closer to the version of herself that is unmade, bare, stripped of the last, useless protections.

By evening, the house is quiet with the hush that falls when everyone else believes the day is over. But for Harriet, the evening is just beginning—an eve in every sense, trembling on the cusp of something she’s been waiting for, aching for, since the moment Jack first looked at her like he might break.

She runs a bath as quietly as she can, as if afraid the pipes will betray her. The steam billows; the world narrows to the glow of candlelight and the hush of water against porcelain. She steps in, knees knocking, arms wrapped around herself. Every sound—drips, distant laughter from the TV in the sitting room—feels impossibly far away, unreal. She presses her cheek to her knees and breathes in the vanilla and sandalwood that curl up from the bubbles. Her heart kicks hard behind her ribs.

She shaves her legs with the deliberation of a priestess at a temple altar. Each stroke is careful, ceremonial. She shaves everywhere, every inch that might be offered up to his eyes, his hands, his words. Afterward, she rinses and pours fragrant oil into her palm, smoothing it across her arms and thighs, tracing herself as if learning her own body for the first time. She’s already wet, already trembling, though she tries not to think about the ritual’s ending. That’s not for her to decide. Not tonight.

When she stands, the room is a haze. She towels off, moving slow, letting her skin air-dry just enough to feel cold. There’s a nervous electricity in her every limb, an itch beneath the skin she can’t quite scratch, not without him. She studies her face in the fogged mirror, the way her lips are parted, flushed, the way her pupils swallow her irises. She looks beautiful and ruined, both.

She pads to her bedroom in her robe, bare feet muffled on the carpet. She shuts the door, sits on her bed, and pulls open the top drawer. Inside: the red satin ribbon she chose hours before, fingers skimming over the fabric, the cool slickness of it. She sits for a long minute, just staring at it in her lap. It is, she realizes, the first gift she’s truly given. Not just a token—an invitation, a wordless surrender.

Her hands shake as she ties the ribbon around her left wrist, tight enough to press into her skin but loose enough she can tug against it if she needs to. She holds her wrist up, stares at the slash of color against pale skin, and tries to imagine what Jack will see: obedience, hope, need. She shivers, wishing he were here now, wishing she didn’t feel so empty with the anticipation. She brings the ribbon to her lips, kissing it, just once, as if sealing a vow.

Her phone vibrates against the quilt. She jumps. For a wild moment, she wonders if he’s sensed her need from across the house, if he knows how close she is to breaking. When she unlocks the screen, her heart hammers.

A message:

Get ready. I want you waiting for me. You know how.

Her lungs seize. She puts the phone down, kneels on the rug beside her bed, and tries to steady her breathing. She rehearses—body folded low, head bowed, hair brushed out and draping down her back. Hands in her lap, wrists crossed, the ribbon a flash of red between her fingers. She tries to find stillness, tries to imagine the way he’ll look at her when he enters. Will he be soft or hard? Will he make her wait longer, just to see her squirm? The not-knowing is exquisite torture.

She rises, moves to the wardrobe, and pulls out the nightgown she chose—simple, soft, almost virginal in its white cotton, but cut low at the back, hem brushing her thighs. She doesn’t put on panties. That’s part of the offering, too. She wants nothing between her and his hands, his gaze, his word.

She sits again, knees pulled up, practicing what she’ll say.

Please, Jack. Please let me…

No, too desperate.

I want to belong to you. I want to be good.

She flushes at her own reflection in the mirror, at the blush rising over her chest, the nervous smile she can’t suppress. Maybe she’ll manage something braver when he’s here, maybe not.

She runs her fingers over her wrist, the ribbon now warm from her skin. She rehearses kneeling again, this time on the thick rug at the foot of her bed, back straight, chin down, breath coming shallow and hot. She closes her eyes and pictures him walking in, pictures his expression—how he’ll scan her, check her posture, the way his brow will crease if she fidgets or falters. She aches to please him, aches to see pride in his eyes.

From the hallway, she thinks she hears a soft footstep—a door opening, then closing again. She’s not sure if it’s Jack, but her whole body tenses, alert. She doesn’t dare move. The air is thick with December dark, the house wrapped in the hush of sleeping family. Everything feels poised on a knife-edge, the kind of silence that precedes storms, confessions, miracles.

A faint knock. Her whole body jolts. She doesn’t answer—she’s not supposed to—but her heart is a frantic staccato against her ribs. She bites her lip, fighting not to smile, not to giggle, not to break the solemnity of the ritual. This is what she asked for. This is the night she surrenders.

Jack’s voice, low as velvet, just outside her door:

“Harriet. Are you ready for me?”

She swallows, closes her eyes, and whispers,

“Yes. Please. I’m ready.”

She hears him move away, perhaps to give her one last moment of solitude, perhaps to watch her on some hidden schedule, savoring the knowledge that she’s waiting, waiting, waiting, as she’s always craved.

She kneels again, bowing her head, feeling the ribbon bite her wrist. Her pulse is so loud it drowns out the world. She’s trembling, but she holds still, as perfectly as she can, letting every nerve open to him. She thinks about surrender, about what it means to offer herself so completely, and for the first time in her life, the idea doesn’t terrify her. It feels like freedom. Like coming home.

Tonight, she’s ready to be owned.

Harriet kneels, just as Jack told her, but she can’t quite settle her body into stillness. Every muscle hums, every nerve-end seems exposed to the air, the cold of the house pressing in through the thin cotton of her nightgown. The ribbon bites lightly against her skin, a constant, pulsing reminder that tonight is real. This is not a game, not a bratty tease—this is obedience, unadorned and almost holy.

She tucks her hands behind her back, wrists crossed at the small of her spine, bowing her head so her hair swings forward, curtain-like. Her breath comes short, shallow. She lets her knees slide wider apart, careful to keep her back straight the way Jack likes. The pose is uncomfortable after a minute, and after five it starts to ache. But Harriet doesn’t shift, not even when her thighs begin to tremble. The ache is part of the offering, part of what she’s giving to him tonight.

The house is silent except for the old clock ticking on her dresser. Every time it strikes a minute, the sound cuts through her, a metronome for the patience she’s trying to summon. Somewhere below, a floorboard creaks—she imagines Jack moving quietly, padding barefoot through the hallway, checking that everyone else is asleep. She wonders if he’s as nervous as she is, if his hands shake when he thinks about what he’ll do to her, how far he’ll push her tonight.

Minutes bleed by. Ten. Fifteen. Harriet loses count, floating in a haze of nerves and need. Her thighs start to burn. Her back aches from holding herself so upright. She wants to move, to fidget, to do anything but stay in this position—but she forces herself to remain perfectly still. Jack’s last instruction echoes in her mind:

Wait for me. Eyes down, hands behind your back. Don’t move until I say.

So she waits, and with every passing moment, her anticipation sharpens. It’s exquisite torture. Every sound could be his step, every draft the promise of him entering. Her mind becomes a spiral of want: she imagines his voice, deep and soft, telling her she’s done well; his fingers brushing her hair aside, gripping her chin, making her look up and meet his gaze. She pictures his expression—strict, appraising, maybe even proud if she’s lucky. She aches for that, aches to see pride flicker in his eyes when he finds her exactly as he ordered, suffering in silence just to please him.

Her thoughts flicker between fear and longing. She thinks of everything that could go wrong—someone waking up, the wrong door opening, her mother or sister stumbling upon her kneeling on the bedroom floor, half-naked and exposed. The fear is real, but it only adds to the rush. She’s never felt more alive than in this risk, this secret. She’s never felt more herself than when she’s trembling for him.

Sometimes she almost forgets to breathe. The anticipation settles over her skin like static. Her mind flits back to every moment of the day—Jack’s lingering glance at breakfast, the way he brushed her shoulder in the hall, the unreadable look he gave her before dinner. She replays it all, over and over, dissecting each memory for signs of what he wants, what he’ll do, how she can make him proud tonight.

Her knees throb. The rug beneath her is soft but unyielding, and every fiber imprints itself into her skin. She’s grateful for the discomfort; it roots her in the moment, reminds her why she’s here. Every ache is a tribute, an offering, proof of her surrender.

She doesn’t know how much time has passed—maybe twenty minutes, maybe more. The only measure is the heat in her face, the thundering of her heart, the spreading dampness between her legs that has nothing to do with fear and everything to do with need. She can feel her pulse everywhere, especially in the places she’s forbidden to touch. She bites her lip, stifling a whimper.

A faint sound breaks the silence—the soft click of her bedroom door as it opens a crack, then swings slowly inward. Harriet’s breath hitches. She doesn’t look up; she keeps her eyes locked on the floor, her body rigid, trembling in place. The air shifts as Jack enters—she senses him before she hears him, feels his presence in the way her skin prickles, the way the room changes temperature.

He doesn’t speak right away. The silence stretches out, heavier than before. Harriet’s mind races: is he angry? Is he pleased? She keeps perfectly still, not daring to move, not even to glance up. She senses him circling her, slow and deliberate, inspecting her from every angle. The quiet is so absolute that she hears the subtle rustle of his clothing, the slow exhale of his breath.

Jack stops behind her. She feels his gaze on the back of her neck, the place where her hair falls in a soft wave. For a long, long moment, neither of them speaks. Harriet’s hands start to go numb, her back burning with the effort of holding the pose. She fights to stay still. She’s never wanted to be good so badly.

Finally, Jack’s voice comes—a low, approving rumble that slides beneath her skin.

“You look beautiful like this, Harriet. So patient. So obedient.”

Her whole body shivers at the praise. She clenches her fingers together, biting down hard on the inside of her cheek. She wants to sob with relief, but she stays silent, swallowing her tears.

Jack walks around to her front. She can see the tips of his shoes, just beyond the curtain of her hair. He stands so close that she can feel the heat of him, the subtle scent of soap and aftershave. He waits another moment, letting the silence stretch, letting her nerves wind tighter.

“Look at me,” he says, voice gentle but commanding.

Harriet lifts her chin, slow and careful, eyes wide. Their gazes meet. Jack’s expression is a thunderstorm—fierce, tender, proud. He kneels in front of her, close enough that their knees nearly touch.

“I made you wait,” he says, reaching out to tuck a strand of hair behind her ear. “You waited perfectly.”

Harriet’s lips tremble. “Thank you, Sir,” she whispers, and the title slips out without conscious thought. It feels right in her mouth, heavy with meaning.

Jack’s eyes flare. He smiles—a small, private smile that makes her chest ache. He brushes his thumb over the ribbon on her wrist, tracing the knot she tied so carefully. His touch is so gentle she could almost cry.

“This,” he says, holding up her wrist, “is the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen you wear.”

Harriet swallows. She feels exposed, worshipped, and very small.

“I want you to remember this moment, Harriet. Remember what it feels like to wait, to ache, to be so desperate to please that you forget everything else.”

She nods, breathless. “I won’t forget. I promise.”

Jack rises, looking down at her from his full height. “Good. Now stand up for me.”

Harriet’s legs are shaky, half-asleep from kneeling, but she obeys instantly, unfolding herself in front of him, shoulders back, chin high. She feels her nightgown shift over her hips, the air cool on her bare thighs. The ribbon flashes bright against her wrist.

Jack cups her face in his hands, brushing his thumbs over her cheeks. For a moment, he just looks at her, eyes searching, reading every flicker of doubt, every rush of want.

“I’m proud of you,” he says, voice rough. “You waited. You’re ready.”

He bends, pressing a slow, reverent kiss to her forehead, then steps back, studying her one last time before moving to the bed.

“Now,” he says quietly, “it’s time for you to surrender.”

And Harriet, trembling, filled with longing and gratitude, follows him into the dark—her body open, her heart already his.

The room feels different now. Charged. The light from Harriet’s bedside lamp turns everything gold, softening the angles of the old house, painting Jack’s features in fire and shadow. Harriet stands before him, trembling, her nightgown skimming her thighs, her breath fluttering in her chest like something newly alive. The ribbon around her wrist feels impossibly bright, a symbol too obvious, too brave—but she refuses to hide it. Not now.

Jack gestures for her to come forward. She obeys, moving to the edge of the bed where he sits, knees spread, hands open and patient on his thighs. He doesn’t touch her at first. Instead, he lets the silence draw taut, lets her nerves stretch out until she feels as if her skin itself is vibrating.

“Hands,” he says quietly.

She offers them, wrists up, palms open, the ribbon trembling with the rest of her. Jack takes her left wrist first, fingers tracing over the bow she tied. He studies it, not as a man might study a simple accessory, but as a craftsman examines a work of art—deliberate, reverent, attentive. His thumb brushes the pulse there, and she shivers at how easily he could read her heart.

He unties the bow, smooths the length of ribbon between his hands, and then, gently, binds her wrists together—first crossing them, then looping the satin around and around, tying it snug but not tight. She feels the pressure, the restriction, and a deep, rolling warmth blooms in her chest. This is real. This is happening.

He lifts her hands to his lips, kisses the inside of her wrist, and then looks up at her—eyes dark, voice impossibly gentle.

“Red means stop,” he says.

She nods. “Red means stop.”

“Yellow means slow.”

“Yellow means slow,” she repeats, her voice shaking.

“Green means more.”

She can barely speak the last. “Green means more.”

Jack smiles—slow, approving, devastating. “Good girl.”

The words flood her with pride, with need, with the sweet ache of belonging. She feels her knees go weak. Jack guides her to kneel again, this time beside his legs, so close that she can feel the heat radiating from him. He runs his hand through her hair, letting it fall over her face, then draws her in until her cheek is pressed against his thigh. For a moment, he simply strokes her—long, slow, calming sweeps—letting her settle, letting her breathing slow.

“Do you trust me?” he asks, his voice a low rumble in the hush of the room.

“Yes, Jack. I trust you.”

He lifts her chin, making her meet his gaze. “Tonight, you’re mine. No more running. No more games. You do as you’re told. Understood?”

Her throat tightens, but she doesn’t look away. “Understood.”

Jack stands, pulling her gently to her feet, and turns her so she faces the bed. The sheets are fresh, the quilt soft and heavy. He smooths his hand over her back, pressing lightly until she bends forward, hands resting atop the covers, her bound wrists trembling. She feels exposed, helpless, but also safe—watched over, owned.

He lifts the hem of her nightgown slowly, baring her to the cool air. Goosebumps rise along her thighs, up her spine. He lets the fabric pool at her waist, and for a moment he just stands behind her, looking. The heat of his gaze is almost unbearable.

“Count for me,” Jack says, voice perfectly steady.

Harriet swallows. “Yes, Sir.”

The first strike lands—bare hand, open and broad, just enough sting to make her gasp. She jolts, but she doesn’t move. She forces herself to hold position, to be still, to absorb.

“One,” she breathes.

Jack’s hand soothes over her skin, warm and gentle, rubbing away the ache before it can build. Then another smack—sharper this time, landing a little higher.

“Two.”

He alternates: one strike, one stroke. Harsh, then soft. Each smack is followed by his hand smoothing over her, the rhythm lulling her, deepening her surrender. By the fifth, her thighs are shaking; by the seventh, tears sting at the corners of her eyes. But she counts, voice unsteady, unwavering.

“Seven…”

Jack pauses, kneeling so his face is level with her hip. He traces the rising blush on her skin, kisses her lower back, and murmurs, “You’re taking it so well, Harriet. So brave for me.”

She sobs out a breath, more relief than pain. “Thank you. Thank you for making me.”

He chuckles softly, a sound of pride and dark delight. “We’re not done yet.”

He stands, delivers three more spanks in quick succession—hard, then gentle, then hard again. Harriet cries out, tears finally spilling down her cheeks, but she doesn’t say red or yellow; she holds fast to green, to surrender.

“Ten,” she whispers.

Jack stops, hands settling gently on her hips. He leans close, lips at her ear. “You asked for this, didn’t you?”

“Yes, Jack. Please…”

He strokes her, lets her settle, lets her breathing slow. He turns her so she’s sitting on the edge of the bed, then kneels in front of her. He presses his forehead to her bound wrists, grounding both of them, and she feels the full weight of the moment—of all her want, all her fear, all the ways she has tried to keep herself safe from this need, this longing to be undone.

Jack uncurls her fingers, kisses each knuckle, then looks up at her, eyes wet with something she can’t name. “You’re so good, Harriet. So good for me.”

She bites her lip, chest shaking with sobs she can’t quite control. “I want to be good. I want to belong to you.”

“You do,” he says simply. “Tonight, you do.”

He stands, draws her up with him, and lays her across his lap as he sits on the bed once more. She is weightless, floating, every muscle slack with surrender. Jack arranges her gently, her head resting on the quilt, her bottom high and bare, her wrists folded above her head.

He resumes the spanking—this time slower, less harsh, each smack a punctuation in a litany of praise and correction.

“You’re mine, Harriet.”

Smack.

“You waited so beautifully.”

Smack.

“I’m proud of you.”

Smack.

She loses track of the numbers, loses herself in the rhythm of his hands, the rise and fall of his voice. The pain is sharp, then sweet, fading into a heat that blooms along her skin and sinks into her bones. She feels herself drifting, floating—mindless, safe, owned.

When she whimpers, Jack soothes her, rubbing her back, murmuring words only she can hear.

“Tell me why you’re here, Harriet.”

She sobs, “To please you. To learn. To surrender.”

He nods, satisfied. “You’re learning well.”

At last, he stops. He unties her wrists with exquisite care, rubbing the marks where the ribbon pressed into her skin. He gathers her into his arms, letting her weep quietly against his chest, and for a long time they just breathe together, hearts thundering in sync.

But Jack is not finished. He lifts her chin, wipes her tears with his thumb, and whispers, “You’re not broken, Harriet. You’re brave. You’re beautiful. And you are mine.”

He lays her back on the bed, body pliant and shaking, hair spread out like a halo. He strokes her thighs, her back, every inch he’s marked as his. He lets her feel it—lets her feel owned, cherished, remade.

She is raw, trembling, but more alive than she’s ever been. She would do anything for him now. Anything he asks.

And in his eyes, Harriet sees the promise of everything that comes next—discipline, praise, and a surrender so deep it frightens and exalts her in equal measure.

Tonight, she’s not just his lover, his brat, his risk—she’s his.

And she never wants to be anything else.

Harriet lies sprawled across the bed, cheek pressed to the quilt, breath coming in short, shuddery waves. Her skin burns from the spanking, heat blooming across her thighs and backside, each mark a stinging signature—Jack’s touch etched into her flesh. She is more aware of her body than ever before: the weight of her limbs, the pounding of her heart, the ribbon-bruise on her wrist. She can feel every inch of herself, and she knows that every inch now belongs to him.

Jack sits beside her, his presence a gentle anchor. The bed dips as he moves closer, his hand gliding over her spine in slow, lazy circles. He doesn’t say anything at first, just lets her breathe, lets her heart settle. The silence is heavy, not awkward but full of meaning—like the hush that follows a thunderstorm, when the world is changed and cleaner for what’s just passed.

At last, Jack leans down and presses a kiss to the nape of her neck. Harriet shivers, tension radiating outward, her breath stuttering as his lips trace a line down her shoulder. He whispers, “You did so well for me, Harriet.” His words are quiet but devastating, praise sinking into her bones, undoing her with their gentleness.

She turns her face toward him, blinking away tears she didn’t know she still had. Jack brushes a strand of hair from her cheek, fingers warm and rough, and cups her jaw, forcing her to look up. His eyes are dark, almost fierce with pride and hunger. “You’re a good girl for me,” he says, voice rough, and Harriet’s whole body clenches in response. “The best.”

She wants to hide, to burrow into the quilt and disappear from the intensity of his gaze. But Jack won’t let her. He holds her chin, thumb brushing the edge of her lips, and makes her look at him—no escape, no deflection, just raw exposure.

“Do you know why I made you wait?” he asks softly.

Harriet shakes her head, unable to trust her voice.

Jack smiles, a slow, cruel, adoring thing. “Because I wanted you desperate. I wanted you hungry. I wanted you to ache for me.” He leans in, lips brushing her ear. “And you did. Didn’t you?”

She nods, cheeks flaming. “Yes, Sir. I ached for you. I couldn’t think about anything else.”

Jack hums his approval, fingers sliding down her neck, over her collarbone, down to the ribbon-marked wrist. He lifts her hand to his lips and kisses the inside, right over the tender, flushed skin. “This is my mark. You tied it for me, didn’t you?”

“Yes,” she whispers. “For you.”

He tilts her chin higher, searching her face, drinking in every flicker of shame and pride. “Say who you belong to,” he commands, voice low and steady.

Harriet’s heart thunders. The words catch in her throat, thick with emotion and arousal and surrender. “I belong to you, Jack. I’m yours.”

He smiles, and the warmth in his eyes is a reward more potent than any orgasm. “Good girl.” He says it with reverence, as if it’s the highest praise he can offer.

But then his grip tightens just a fraction. He brings his mouth close, so close she can feel his breath against her lips, and says, “Tell me why you need my hand. Tell me what you crave.”

Harriet’s lips tremble. Her voice is barely more than a whisper, but she forces herself to meet his gaze. “I need you to control me. I need you to show me where I belong. I need you to hurt me, praise me, make me better.”

Jack nods, satisfied, and presses a kiss to her forehead. “That’s it. That’s my good girl. Don’t hide from it. Don’t run away from what you are.”

He shifts, pulling her upright, settling her in his lap. She sits, half-naked, the nightgown bunched around her hips, her skin still hot and flushed from his discipline. Jack wraps his arms around her, holding her close, and Harriet buries her face in his shoulder, letting the sobs come—silent, cathartic, grateful.

When she’s steadier, Jack tips her chin up again. “Look at me,” he commands, and she obeys. The force of his gaze makes her tremble all over again.

“You’re mine,” he says, voice soft but absolute. “And I’m going to remind you every day, every night, exactly where you belong.”

Harriet’s eyes widen, her breath catching. The promise in his words is both thrilling and terrifying—a future full of surrender, of ritual, of being seen and owned and adored.

He stands, drawing her to her feet, and turns her so she faces the full-length mirror beside the wardrobe. He stands behind her, his hands heavy on her shoulders. “Look,” he instructs, “and tell me what you see.”

Harriet hesitates, then lifts her eyes. She sees herself—flushed, hair wild, cheeks streaked with tears, lips parted and kiss-bruised, her body marked by Jack’s hand, the ribbon still tight around her wrist. She hardly recognizes herself; she looks ruined and beautiful, softer and sharper at once.

Jack’s hands slide down her arms, cupping her elbows, then her wrists. He lifts her bound hands, pressing them against her heart. “I see a girl who waited for me,” he murmurs, lips brushing her ear. “A girl who gave herself up completely. Who’s not afraid to beg.”

Harriet’s cheeks flush deeper. “I’m not afraid,” she whispers, and as she says it, she realizes it’s true.

Jack’s eyes meet hers in the glass. “Say it,” he orders, soft but firm.

“I’m not afraid to beg for you,” Harriet says. “I want you to see me. I want you to use me. I want you to love me.”

Jack kisses her shoulder, his reflection fierce and proud. “You have no idea how much I do.”

He leads her back to the bed, easing her down onto the soft quilt. He sits beside her again, stroking her hair back from her forehead. “You did so well,” he repeats, letting the words settle deep in her bones.

Harriet closes her eyes, basking in the warmth of his praise, the safety of his arms. But Jack’s hand slides down her body, tracing the curve of her waist, the dip of her hip, the softness of her thigh. His touch is gentle but possessive, each caress a silent claim.

He tips her chin up, making her meet his eyes. “You’re not allowed to hide from me, Harriet. Not tonight. Tonight, I want you bare.”

She nods, breathless, surrendering to his gaze, his hands, his words.

He cups her face, presses his lips to her ear, and whispers, “You’re a good girl for me. You waited. You took your discipline. Now you get to be praised. Now you get to know how proud I am.”

Harriet shudders, overwhelmed, tears pricking at her eyes again. “Thank you,” she whispers, “thank you for… for all of it.”

Jack smiles, and the expression is gentler now, full of love. He pulls her into his lap, holding her tight, letting her head fall against his chest. He rocks her slowly, soothing her trembling with steady hands, letting her feel every inch of his approval.

After a while, when she’s stopped shaking, Jack tips her head back and kisses her, slow and deep, until she melts against him. “You’re everything I ever wanted,” he murmurs against her lips. “Everything I ever dreamed I could have.”

Harriet laughs, a soft, uncertain sound, as if she can’t quite believe any of this is real. But Jack’s arms are real, his warmth is real, and the heat low in her belly is a fire only he can stoke.

He kisses her again, then pulls back, eyes serious. “I’m not done with you yet, Harriet. There’s more to come. More to learn. More to give.”

She nods, eager, open, desperate for whatever he’ll demand.

“Tonight,” Jack says, “you’ll tell me every dirty thing you’ve ever dreamed. Every way you want to be used. Every way you want to be owned.”

Harriet blushes, but she nods. “Yes, Sir. I’ll tell you everything.”

Jack’s smile is all wolf, all lover, all master. “Good. Because I want to hear it. I want you to say it for me. I want you to know how much you’re worth—how much you mean to me.”

He holds her until the trembling stops, until her heart steadies. And in the safety of his arms, Harriet finally believes—finally, completely—that she is his.

The air in the room has changed—thicker, heavier, pulsing with expectation. Harriet lies cradled in Jack’s lap, still breathless from praise and humiliation, from the confession of who she is and who she wants to be. The heat between her thighs is feverish now, and her mind buzzes with all the things he’s told her to say, all the things she’s barely dared to dream. When Jack’s hand slides slowly down her back, she shudders, but she’s not afraid. She’s never felt more alive.

Jack’s thumb traces a path along her jaw, coaxing her to look up. Their eyes meet, and she feels the force of his will—steady, unwavering, possessive. She wants to dissolve under it. She wants to be nothing but what he asks.

“On your knees for me, Harriet.” His voice is gentle, but there’s no mistaking the command.

Harriet obeys at once, sliding off his lap, the quilt soft beneath her knees. She sits back on her heels, thighs parted as far as the nightgown will allow, hands resting in her lap. She bows her head, eyes cast down, letting her hair fall forward. The posture is natural now; it feels like coming home.

Jack stands in front of her, looming tall, the room’s golden light catching the hard line of his jaw, the dark promise in his eyes. He watches her for a moment, silent, assessing, letting her feel the weight of his gaze.

“Good girl,” he says, and her chest tightens with pride.

He brushes a lock of hair from her cheek, tucks it behind her ear, then traces his thumb along her lower lip. “Open.”

She parts her lips immediately, breath trembling against his skin. He slips his thumb into her mouth, slow and deliberate, pressing down on her tongue. She closes her lips around it, sucking gently, letting her eyes flutter closed. The taste of him is familiar, comforting, grounding her in the here and now. She’s aware of everything: the ache in her jaw, the salt of his skin, the pounding of her heart.

He withdraws his thumb with a soft pop, then undoes the drawstring of his pyjama bottoms, letting them fall just enough to free himself. Harriet’s breath catches at the sight, arousal burning through her like a fever. Jack is already hard—thick and flushed, tip beaded with anticipation. She can’t help the way her mouth waters, the way her whole body leans toward him.

“Look at me,” he says, voice low.

She does, meeting his eyes, letting him see the hunger there, the devotion. Jack threads his fingers through her hair, holding her gently but firmly. He guides her forward, and Harriet opens her mouth without hesitation, letting him slide over her tongue. The first press of him fills her mouth, stretching her lips, making her jaw ache in the best way.

Jack groans, a low, broken sound. “That’s it, Harriet. Take me in. Show me how much you want this.”

She moans softly around him, the vibration making him twitch against her tongue. She begins to move, slow and careful at first, working him deeper, letting herself adjust to his size, the taste and weight of him. She loves the helplessness of it, the surrender—how she can’t speak, can only serve, can only make herself into a vessel for his pleasure.

Jack’s grip tightens in her hair, guiding her pace. He doesn’t force her, doesn’t rush—just holds her steady, letting her find her own rhythm. Harriet works him with her mouth and tongue, swirling around the sensitive head, hollowing her cheeks, breathing through her nose. Saliva drips down her chin, and she revels in the mess, in the utter lack of dignity.

She glances up, eyes wide and glassy, needing his praise, his approval. Jack’s gaze is molten, jaw clenched, nostrils flaring with restraint.

“God, Harriet, you look so good like this. So desperate. So obedient.”

The words make her whimper, make her suck harder, desperate to please. She bobs her head faster, lips sliding, tongue working, and Jack’s breathing grows ragged.

But just when she thinks he’s close—when his hips jerk forward, when he mutters her name, when she tastes the first hint of salt—he suddenly pulls her away, fingers tight in her hair. She gasps, blinking up at him, lips swollen and wet, chin slick with saliva.

“Not yet,” he says, voice ragged. “You don’t get to make me come yet. You have to earn it.”

A thrill of frustration and need shoots through her. She wants nothing more than to finish him, to have him spill in her mouth, to be used and praised and claimed. But Jack’s will is absolute. She lowers her head, hands clenching in her lap.

Jack strokes her cheek. “You’re going to beg for it, Harriet. You’re going to show me how much you need this.”

She nods, voice trembling. “Please, Jack. Please let me have you. I want to taste you. I want to be your good girl.”

He smiles—cruel and loving all at once. “You’re always my good girl. But tonight, you need to suffer a little more.”

He sits on the edge of the bed, spreading his knees, guiding her between them. He arranges her so that her face is pressed against his thigh, her cheek resting against the muscle, his cock inches from her lips but just out of reach.

“Put your hands behind your back,” he orders.

She obeys, wrists crossed, the ribbon still marking her skin. Jack holds her there, letting her feel the weight of denial, the ache of being so close and unable to have what she wants.

“Tell me how much you want it,” he says softly.

Harriet’s voice is raw, broken. “I want it more than anything, Jack. I want to please you. I want to make you come. I need to feel you in my mouth, taste you, be yours.”

He strokes her hair, gentle now, almost tender. “You do please me, Harriet. More than you know. But tonight, I want to see how desperate you can get.”

He lets her kiss the inside of his thigh, lets her nuzzle close, but every time she tries to move toward his cock, he pulls her back, denying her over and over. The frustration builds, a burning ache in her belly, between her legs, in her heart. She whimpers, tears prickling at the corners of her eyes.

“Please, Jack. Please let me. I’ll do anything.”

He hums, considering. “Anything?”

“Yes. Anything.”

He shifts, finally letting her mouth hover just above him. “Then beg for it. Beg me like you mean it.”

Harriet lets go of pride, lets go of everything but the need to serve. She looks up at him, eyes pleading, voice shaking.

“Please, Jack. Please let me suck your cock. Please let me make you come. I want to be good, I want to be yours, I need to taste you—please, please…”

Jack’s hand tightens in her hair, and at last, he relents. “Open,” he commands.

She does, and he slides back into her mouth, deeper this time, filling her until she gags, until her eyes water. He sets the pace now, guiding her head, fucking her mouth with slow, controlled thrusts. Harriet surrenders completely, letting him use her, trusting him not to go too far.

He groans, hips stuttering, but every time she thinks he’s close, he pulls back, denies himself, denies her. He edges them both, keeps them both suffering, drawing out the tension until it’s almost unbearable.

Harriet is lost in sensation: the ache in her jaw, the burn in her thighs, the throb between her legs. She is dripping, desperate, ruined. She would do anything for him, anything at all.

Jack pulls her off again, breathing hard. He wipes the spit from her chin with his thumb, smiling down at her with pride and possession.

“You’re such a good girl, Harriet. So eager to please. But you don’t get to come tonight. Not until I say.”

She whimpers, tears slipping down her cheeks. “Please, Jack. Please, I need it. I need you.”

He kisses her forehead, gentle, soothing. “I know you do. But suffering is part of surrender, isn’t it?”

She nods, unable to speak.

He helps her to her feet, lifts her onto the bed, lays her out like an offering. He stands over her, stroking himself, watching her writhe, watching her beg. He makes her watch as he touches himself, makes her plead for every inch, every moment.

“Show me how desperate you are, Harriet. Show me you’ll do anything.”

She arches her back, spreads her thighs, offers herself in every way she knows how. She begs, she pleads, she sobs.

But Jack is merciless. He denies her, edges her, brings her to the brink again and again, never letting her fall.

By the end, Harriet is shaking, tears streaming down her face, body burning with need. She is wrecked, destroyed, but happy—happier than she’s ever been.

Jack finally climbs onto the bed, gathering her into his arms. He holds her close, stroking her hair, soothing her trembling.

“You did so well,” he murmurs. “You suffered for me. You pleased me. And you’re mine.”

Harriet clings to him, sobbing with relief and gratitude.

“I’m yours,” she whispers. “Always.”

Jack smiles, pressing a kiss to her temple. “Good girl. Rest now. You’ve earned it.”

She closes her eyes, letting his words wash over her, letting herself be held, owned, cherished.

And for the first time in her life, Harriet feels truly free.

Jack’s body presses against Harriet’s back as he holds her upright on the bed. His arms are secure around her ribs, fingers splayed across the curve of her waist, a firm weight that anchors her to him even as the world inside her head swims. She can feel the rapid drum of his heartbeat through the thin cotton of her nightgown, the subtle tremor of his own need matching the surge of heat pulsing through her. The room glows golden from the bedside lamp, dust motes drifting lazily in the beam, and everything feels suspended in this single, suspended moment.

He speaks into her ear—soft, commanding, possessive. “Tell me one more time what you need.”

Harriet’s breath hitches. The words have been on her lips for so long but now that she stands here, bound by ribbon on her wrist and bound by love in her heart, she almost forgets them. She closes her eyes, draws a shuddering breath, and leans back fully into him, feeling the hard line of his chest, the warmth of his skin against her back. The ache between her legs has become an insistent drum, a fire that threatens to consume her if not spent. She wants release. She wants to be undone. She wants him to claim her completely.

“I need you,” she breathes, voice trembling. “I need you to make me yours. I need you to let me come.”

Jack tightens his arms, a low growl rumbling in his chest. “Good,” he says. “Because I’m going to give you everything you asked for.”

He shifts, lowering her to the mattress, backing her onto the soft quilt until her head rests on a pillow and her legs fall open in invitation. He crouches between her thighs, gazing down at her with an intensity that makes her heart stutter. The air between them is electric—charged with the tension of everything they’ve already shared and the promise of what is about to come.

Jack’s fingers brush along the inside of her thigh, mapping the trail of her bare skin, lingering just before the soft swell of her inner flesh. Harriet’s fingers curl in the sheets, nails digging into the fabric as she presses her hips up slightly, seeking the touch she craves. The heat in her core is nearly unbearable now—an ache so deep it feels like it might split her in two.

He leans down, lips brushing her inner thigh in a featherlight kiss, and Harriet gasps. The contrast between the soft, tender kisses and the memory of his firm hand spanking her only moments before sends shivers racing up her spine. She wants more, needs more, and she lifts her hips, offering herself to him.

Jack smiles—a slow, dark curve of his lips—and parts her with one hand, exposing her fully. His other hand trails up her body, skirting over the arch of her hip, the swell of her waist, the firm plane of her stomach, until it cups her breast, thumb brushing over her nipple. He pinches it gently, and Harriet cries out, the pleasure sharp and sweet.

“Stay with me,” Jack murmurs. “Let me hear you.”

Harriet focuses on his voice, on the feeling of him beneath his fingertips, on the overwhelmed flush that blossoms across her skin. She opens her mouth to speak but only a broken gasp emerges. Jack’s fingers move lower, tracing the seam of her nightgown, sliding it upward until it bounces off her ribs and falls away completely. Now she lies exposed, utterly vulnerable and achingly aroused.

Jack’s breath warms her inner thigh as he leans closer, and then his tongue flicks out, tracing a wet, precise path along her fold. Harriet’s back arches off the bed, nails digging deeper into the quilt, as he tastes her. The sensation is electric: cool tongue against hot skin, gentle lap of moisture, and a whisper of pressure that sends fresh waves of need rippling through her.

He alternates—soft flicks of his tongue across her clit, firmer licks deeper—drawing moans from her lips, drawing her up onto the edge of sensation again and again. Each time she nears release, he pulls away, teasing her with the tip of his tongue, leaving her aching, twitching, desperate for more.

“Not yet,” he whispers against her skin. “I want to see how badly you want it.”

Harriet’s breath comes in ragged bursts. “Please,” she gasps. “Please don’t stop. Please make me come.”

Jack places a finger at the entrance to her, pressing in slowly, testing, stretching. Harriet groans, hips lifting involuntarily, grinding against his hand. He adds a second finger, curling them in a rhythmic motion that sends tremors through her. The combination of his mouth on her clit and his fingers inside her is exquisite, overwhelming. She feels her muscles clench around him, feels her chest heave with the force of her desire.

“Jack,” she cries out, voice nearly drowned by the wave of pleasure crashing through her. “I can’t—please—“

He withdraws his fingers, leaving her gasping, hollowed out, drowning in need. He rises, discarding his pyjama bottoms, revealing himself fully to her. He is hard—thick, darkened with arousal, the tip glistening with pre-cum. Harriet’s mouth waters, her hand lifts instinctively, but he holds her wrists above her head again, loosing the ribbon from her other wrist so she is only bound by the one.

“Hands stay here,” he says softly, thumb brushing across her palm as if to reassure her. “You’ll be free soon.”

He positions himself at her entrance, stroking the length of himself along her slit, drawing a quivering gasp from her throat. Then, with a slow, deliberate thrust, he enters her. Harriet’s whole body convulses, a sharp cry escaping her lips, heart pounding as he fills her completely. She is both pinched and full, stretched and satisfied, every nerve ending on fire.

Jack holds her in place, letting her adjust to him, letting her body swallow him whole. He watches her face—eyes squeezed shut, lashes wet, mouth parted—and drives deeper in a single, powerful motion. The bed creaks beneath them, the walls hold their secret, and all that exists is the two of them, joined, the culmination of all their denial and anticipation.

He begins to move—first slow, insistent, then faster, rhythmic, each thrust a demand, each pull a claim. Harriet’s wrists strain against the ribbon, her hips buck, matching his pace. She wraps her legs around his waist, pulling him deeper, needing the friction, the fullness. She moans his name, again and again, a mantra of worship and release.

Jack’s hands grip her hips, guiding her, lifting her, pressing into her, each movement precise, commanding. He leans down to capture her mouth, kissing her harshly, mouth open, tongue tangling with hers, sharing breaths, sharing need. The juxtaposition of sweet, wet kisses and the harsh, pleasurable grinding of bodies makes Harriet dizzy.

“With me,” he growls. “Look at me.”

She opens her eyes, meets his gaze. There is love there, fierce and burning, mixed with an unyielding possessiveness that makes her pulse race. He drives into her with renewed urgency, rougher, faster—the bed slamming against the frame, sheets twisted around them, the night filled with their sounds.

Harriet’s senses overload: the feel of him inside her, of his hands in her hair, of her own nails scratching the mattress, of his breath hot on her neck. She feels tears slide down her cheeks—tears of release, of surrender, of utter fulfillment. Her world shrinks to the tight, aching pleasure building in her core, the roar of her heartbeat, the echo of every denied moment that led here.

“Come for me,” Jack commands, voice raw. “Come for me now.”

Harriet’s body tenses, her muscles clenching as the wave breaks over her. She cries out, arching her back, hips lifting to meet him, body convulsing with orgasm. The pleasure is blinding, all-consuming, ripping through her in relentless pulses until she cannot think, cannot breathe, cannot remember anything but the fierce, overwhelming release.

Jack doesn’t pull out. Instead, he moves with her through her orgasm, thrusting in tandem with each spasm of her body, prolonging the bliss, deepening it. When her muscles finally loosen, when her breath returns in shuddering gasps, he holds her tight, continuing to roll his hips for one final, powerful thrust that sends his own release surging through him.

He collapses beside her, both of them panting, bodies slick with sweat and tears and the tang of their love. Jack folds her into his arms, wrapping her legs around him, cradling her like a precious possession. They lie tangled together, heartbeats slowing in unison, the world settling back into stillness around them.

Harriet presses a kiss to his chest, tears still glistening in her eyes. “Thank you,” she whispers, voice raw and tender. “Thank you for making me yours.”

Jack brushes her hair back, kisses her forehead, and murmurs, “You’re mine. Always mine.”

He strokes along her back, lips grazing her shoulder, and Harriet sighs, so deeply and completely that it echoes the surrender of her soul. In that moment, she knows she has crossed a threshold—she has given herself over fully, and he has claimed her completely, body and heart.

They remain like that for long minutes, savoring the aftershocks of their shared release, fingers entwined, breaths mingling. The storm of need has passed, replaced by a profound intimacy, a gentle warmth that binds them tighter than any ribbon or rope ever could.

At last, Jack shifts, brushing a final kiss along her collarbone. “We’ll rest now,” he says softly. “Aftercare comes next, but first…” He trails off, a playful glint in his eyes. “First, you’re going to sleep. And I’ll be right here.”

Harriet nods, eyelids heavy. She points to the bedside lamp. “May I turn it off?”

Jack reaches over, flicks it out, and the room falls into a comfortable darkness. He gathers her close, the rhythm of his breathing lulling her toward sleep. She curls into him, content, complete, her mind at ease for the first time in days.

As she drifts off, she feels Jack’s lips against her hair, hears his steady heartbeat. She realizes she is home—home in his arms, in his ownership, in the certainty of their love and dominance. And she sleeps, safe and surrendered, anticipating the next Chapter of their journey together.

The aftermath is quiet. Not silence—the room still holds the echo of their bodies, the hum of blood in Harriet’s ears, the soft, irregular hitch of her breathing—but a deep, gentle hush, the kind that settles only after something seismic. The world has not so much ended as shifted on its axis. Harriet lies utterly spent, cradled against Jack’s chest, her limbs boneless and slack, the tension that haunted her all month finally, blissfully, undone.

Jack’s arms envelop her, protective and certain. She feels the roughness of his palm splayed across her back, the measured cadence of his heartbeat where her cheek rests above his sternum. He is so solid, so real. She lets her eyes flutter shut, taking in the simple, grounding reality of being held.

At first, neither speaks. There’s no need. Their bodies communicate in tiny ways: Harriet’s shuddery exhale as she burrows closer; Jack’s thumb drawing slow, endless circles along her spine; the way his other hand cradles her head, holding her as if she might drift away.

She feels safe—an almost dangerous sort of safety, because it’s the kind that invites the heart to unspool every last hidden ache. Now, with the high of climax ebbing and her guard shattered, Harriet’s tears come at last—soft, unbidden, washing over her in slow, silent waves.

Jack feels the tremor before she does, senses the minute shift in her breathing, the hitch of her shoulders. He pulls her tighter, pressing a kiss into her hair. “Hey,” he whispers, voice rough and low, “I’ve got you. You’re safe. Let it out.”

The words are a permission she didn’t know she needed. The tears become sobs—not wracking or loud, but deep and full-bodied, a letting go that is as physical as anything they’ve just shared. Harriet cries for the ache of wanting, for the risk of surrender, for the sweet, overwhelming relief of finally, truly being seen.

Jack doesn’t shush her or try to fix the tears. He simply holds her, rocking her gently, murmuring comfort into her hair. “You did so well, Harriet. You gave me everything. I’m so proud of you. My good girl.”

She clings to him, arms winding around his waist, her fingers curling into his side for purchase. Her sobs soften, then ebb, leaving her wrung out but lighter, hollowed in the best way—a vessel emptied of fear and refilled with something stronger. She buries her face in his chest, breathing in his scent, letting herself be nothing but small and cherished.

After a while, Jack shifts, reaching for the fleece blanket folded at the foot of the bed. He drapes it over her back, tucking the edges around her shoulders. The gesture is ordinary, almost domestic, but it makes her want to weep all over again.

Jack sits up a little, cupping her cheek, wiping the wetness from her skin with the pad of his thumb. His gaze is gentle, but there is nothing patronizing in it—only love, only awe.

“Hey,” he says softly, brushing her hair away from her face. “Look at me.”

She blinks, lashes heavy with tears, and meets his eyes. In them, she finds no judgment—only pride, only joy.

“You’re safe,” Jack says again, and she believes him.

Harriet tries to speak, her voice cracked and thin. “Thank you.” She swallows. “For everything. For… for not letting me hide.”

Jack smiles, and it’s the softest thing she’s ever seen. “You never have to hide from me,” he says, drawing her head to his chest. “Not who you are, not what you need, not any part of you. I want it all.”

She shivers, both from the intimacy of the words and from the aftershocks still rolling through her. He strokes her back, steady and slow, never hurrying her, letting her breathe and weep and tremble as much as she needs.

Gradually, Harriet’s body calms. The tears slow to an occasional sniffle. Jack’s warmth seeps into her skin, grounding her, reminding her that she isn’t alone with the enormity of what they’ve done. She lets herself be cradled, the simple animal comfort of his arms undoing every knot in her soul.

Jack shifts again, propping himself up on one elbow. He smooths her hair back, tucks it behind her ear, and studies her face. “Color?” he asks, checking in.

She manages a wobbly smile. “Green,” she whispers. “I’m good. I’m… more than good.”

His eyes crinkle at the corners. “You’re beautiful when you’re a mess,” he says, and she laughs, a watery, relieved sound.

He presses a kiss to her brow, then stands and disappears into the bathroom. She hears water running, the quiet clatter of the tap, and a moment later, he returns with a warm, damp flannel. He kneels on the bed beside her, gently wiping the sweat from her brow, the sticky evidence of their joining from her thighs. The care is intimate, tender—a wordless declaration that she is precious.

Jack’s touch lingers, gentle but thorough. He wraps her in the blanket again, then pulls on his pyjama bottoms before slipping under the covers with her. He gathers her against his chest, settling them both into a nest of warmth and comfort.

“Do you need anything?” he murmurs. “Water? A snack? Bathroom?”

Harriet shakes her head, closing her eyes. “Just you. Just this.”

He smiles, stroking her arm. “You did everything I asked. You pleased me so much, Harriet.”

A blush blooms across her cheeks, heat rising even in the calm afterglow. “I’m glad,” she whispers, shy and open and happy. “I wanted to be good for you. I wanted… I wanted to give you everything.”

Jack brushes a kiss to her lips. “You did. And I’m never letting you forget it.”

She laughs, soft and sleepy, the sound muffled against his chest. He holds her until her breathing evens out, until she’s on the verge of drifting away, but before she can fall asleep, he tucks a finger under her chin, tilts her face to his.

“One more thing,” he says quietly.

She blinks, barely awake. “What?”

He searches her eyes, something serious and soft flickering in his gaze. “You’re mine, Harriet. You’re safe. And you’re good. Always.”

The words settle over her like a benediction. She nods, eyes fluttering closed. “I’m yours. Always.”

For a while, they say nothing more. Harriet listens to the sound of his breathing, lets the comfort and care of aftercare mend every ragged edge. She feels loved, cherished, restored. There is nothing left to fear.

At some point, she realizes she is crying again—but this time, the tears are slow and sweet, a gentle gratitude she cannot contain. Jack holds her until the tears fade, until sleep threatens to pull her under.

As she finally lets herself drift, she hears Jack’s voice, a low murmur in the darkness. “You’re safe, you’re mine, you did so well.”

And in the cocoon of his arms, Harriet lets go, trusting that she will be caught, held, cherished—tonight and every night to come.

The room is quiet, a hush broken only by Harriet’s soft, even breathing and the slow, rhythmic beat of Jack’s heart against her cheek. For a long, floating time, the world feels impossibly far away—nothing exists but the warm nest of blankets and bodies, the steady comfort of being wholly known and cared for. Harriet drifts in and out of sleep, surfacing only to feel the gentle stroke of Jack’s fingers through her hair, or the soothing whisper of his lips against her temple. She is safe, held, adored.

But the house around them is not as still as they believe.

Beyond the thin wall, footsteps creak in the hallway, hesitant at first, then firmer, a presence moving with purpose in the darkness. Downstairs, a door closes softly. The faint murmur of voices rises—a fragment of laughter, the muffled clatter of mugs on the kitchen counter, the everyday noise of family unaware of the storm that has just raged behind Jack’s bedroom door.

Harriet stirs, halfway between dream and waking, feeling Jack shift beside her. His arm tightens, then relaxes, as if unconsciously responding to some distant threat. She blinks, confused, the memory of surrender still heavy in her limbs.

“Shh,” Jack whispers, brushing her hair back from her face. “You’re safe. Just rest.”

But Harriet’s ears prick at the sound of footsteps climbing the stairs—a heavier tread, perhaps her mother, or Lila coming up for a glass of water. The house, so familiar, now feels fragile, like a sanctuary under siege. She stiffens, her heart thudding, caught between shame and excitement.

Jack senses the change. He turns his head, listening, the old floorboard outside his door groaning under a careful step. The reality of what they’ve done crashes over Harriet in a wave—she is naked but for the sheet tangled around her hips, cheeks stained with tears, hair wild from Jack’s hands, the scent of sex heavy in the air. The room is thick with evidence: the tossed blankets, the discarded ribbon, Jack’s pajama bottoms on the floor.

Panic surges. Harriet scrambles upright, pulling the sheet up to her chest, breath coming fast. Jack sits up as well, muscles taut, every line of his body alert. His eyes meet hers—calm, steady, reassuring.

A shadow darkens the crack under the door. The handle rattles, then stops, the person outside hesitating. Harriet’s heart pounds so loudly she’s sure it must echo in the hall. For a second, no one moves, not even to breathe.

Jack reacts first, moving with quiet, decisive speed. He catches Harriet’s wrist, pulling her flat against his chest. With his other hand, he covers her mouth, muffling the panicked gasp that threatens to escape. His palm is warm, steady, commanding—a final, wordless reminder of who owns her, of the secrecy they must both keep.

“Don’t move,” he mouths, his eyes fierce but gentle.

The door does not open, but the footsteps linger. A voice calls, soft and questioning—her mother, surely, or perhaps Karen. “Jack? Are you awake?”

Jack clears his throat, modulating his voice into something casual. “Yeah, I’m just… couldn’t sleep. All good.”

There’s a pause. Harriet holds her breath, her entire body frozen, nerves tingling with adrenaline and residual arousal. The thrill is sharp, exquisite—a forbidden spike of risk that makes her want to laugh and cry all at once.

The voice tries the handle again, gently. “All right, just checking. If you see Harriet, let her know I found her necklace on the stairs.”

Jack’s grip tightens. He strokes Harriet’s hair, his hand still over her mouth, keeping her silent and perfectly still.

“Will do,” Jack replies, voice even, betraying nothing.

The footsteps retreat, slow and uncertain. The floorboard creaks again, then the sound fades as whoever it was returns to their room. The house quiets. In the silence that follows, Harriet feels her entire body tremble—not from fear, but from the potent mix of exposure and survival.

Jack waits until the silence stretches for a full minute before letting go of her mouth. He pulls her tightly against him, and Harriet releases a shaky breath, her head spinning with relief and lingering arousal.

“Oh my god,” she whispers, pressing her face into his shoulder to stifle a nervous laugh. “That was so close.”

Jack’s arms tighten. He kisses the top of her head, breath warm and reassuring. “You did perfectly,” he murmurs. “Not a sound.”

Harriet laughs again, breathless, giddy with adrenaline. “I thought I was going to die.”

He grins, brushing his lips along her jaw. “If you did, you would’ve died mine. That’s what matters.”

She giggles, a strange mix of hysteria and happiness bubbling up. “We’re going to get caught one of these days.”

Jack shifts, rolling her beneath him, his weight anchoring her, the familiar dominance returning in the dark. “Not tonight,” he promises. “Tonight, you’re safe. Tonight, you’re mine.”

Harriet looks up at him, wide-eyed and trusting, the tension dissolving into warmth. “I like belonging to you,” she confesses, voice low. “Even when it’s terrifying.”

He smiles, gentle and proud. “Especially when it’s terrifying.”

They lie together, laughter dissolving into silence, the danger passed but the memory of it lingering like the aftertaste of a forbidden pleasure. Jack traces slow patterns on Harriet’s arm, soothing her shivers, anchoring her back to the bed, to his body, to the secret they now share even more deeply.

For a while, neither sleeps. The house outside their door is full of ordinary sounds, oblivious to the revolution that has taken place within these walls. Harriet listens to Jack’s heartbeat, lets his presence wrap around her like armor. She knows that what they have is fragile—secret, precious, and always on the edge of discovery. But that fragility is what makes it burn so bright.

“Do you regret it?” she whispers, voice soft.

Jack lifts his head, frowning as if the idea is absurd. “Never. Not for a single second.”

Harriet smiles, tears pricking her eyes. “Even if we get caught?”

He leans in, lips brushing her ear. “If they ever find out, I’ll tell them the truth. That you’re the bravest girl I’ve ever known. That I love you.”

She pulls him down for a kiss, soft and searching. They stay that way, tangled together, until the world fades to nothing but heartbeats and breath, the echo of danger still tingling on their skin.

Eventually, exhaustion claims them. Harriet lets herself drift, Jack’s hand resting possessively on her waist, his breath warming the back of her neck. The thrill of their near-discovery lingers in her dreams, coloring her sleep with excitement and pride.

And as the winter night deepens outside, inside Jack’s room there is only warmth—two hearts wrapped in secrecy, in love, in the aftermath of surrender.


Chapter 16 — Christmas Day

Harriet wakes to a house still wrapped in the hush of Christmas dawn. The windows are fogged with condensation, beyond them the garden glimmers pale beneath a thin skin of frost, and the distant thud of a dog’s paws on carpet is the only clue the household is beginning to stir. For a moment, the world feels impossibly soft. She lies curled in the tangle of Jack’s bedsheets, listening to the low rumble of his breathing beside her, the rhythm as steady and comforting as a lullaby.

She knows she should get up, but there is something sacred in this liminal hour, the hour before anyone expects anything of her, before the day’s rituals begin. Jack is sprawled on his back, arm draped over his eyes, his chest rising and falling with the kind of unguarded ease he never shows anyone else. The sight makes Harriet’s chest ache with a love so fierce it almost frightens her.

She rolls closer, pressing her lips to his bare shoulder, and he stirs, stretching with a quiet groan that vibrates through her. She buries her face in the crook of his arm, inhaling the faint scent of sleep and salt and the lingering musk of last night’s surrender. The memory makes her flush all over—her body remembers everything, every command, every touch, every helpless cry muffled by his hand. The ribbon mark is faint now, but she traces it with her fingertip, reliving the way it felt to give herself over and be claimed.

Jack opens his eyes slowly, squinting against the pale morning light. For a second he looks younger, softer, the mask of control stripped away. Then he catches Harriet’s gaze, and a familiar glint—possessive, warm, knowing—kindles in his eyes.

“Morning,” he murmurs, voice rough with sleep.

She smiles, biting her lower lip. “Merry Christmas.”

He laughs, low and private, the sound rumbling through her chest. “Merry Christmas, brat.”

Harriet laughs too, the nickname a secret they share, as loaded as any endearment. She props herself up on one elbow, letting the sheet slip down to reveal a bare shoulder, delighting in the way Jack’s gaze darkens, the way his hand finds her waist beneath the covers.

“You know,” he says, thumb stroking idly over her hip, “I think you need a few new rules this morning.”

She feels her body respond, a ripple of anticipation that leaves her breathless. “Yes, Sir,” she whispers, almost involuntarily.

Jack’s hand tightens, and the air between them changes—soft, intimate, but charged with the same energy that crackled between them last night. He sits up, leans close, and kisses her cheek, the gesture gentle and firm at once. “I want you to wear that new red dress for breakfast. But no panties underneath. You’ll be the only one who knows.”

Harriet’s heart skips. “No panties?” The risk is immediate—her mother, her sister, the whole family just a few walls away, and her the only one carrying this secret.

Jack grins, wicked and proud. “No panties. And every time I snap my fingers, or tap the table, you find an excuse to kneel at my feet. Subtle, mind you. Don’t get us caught. But you’ll know. I’ll know.”

A pulse of heat blooms inside her. “Yes, Sir,” she breathes, already feeling the delicious nervousness spreading through her limbs.

Jack’s fingers find the side of her neck, tracing her pulse. “And one more thing. If I call you ‘good girl’—any time today—you have to text me something filthy. Something you’re thinking. Something you want.”

Harriet grins, both thrilled and mortified. “You’re evil.”

He leans in, mouth brushing her ear. “You wouldn’t want me any other way.”

She laughs again, burying her face in his shoulder, and for a moment they just hold each other, hearts beating in sync, the quiet magic of Christmas morning stretching around them like a blessing.

Eventually, the sound of voices filters up from the kitchen—Karen laughing, Lila’s sleepy protest, the faint clink of mugs. Harriet pulls back, cheeks pink. “We should get up.”

Jack nods, watching her with a warmth that makes her blush deeper. “Go get ready. I’ll be down soon.”

Harriet slips from the bed, collecting her clothes with trembling fingers. She darts into the bathroom, locks the door, and lets herself sink against the cool tile for a moment, steadying her breath. The old house’s pipes rattle as she runs water, splashing her face, scrubbing away the last traces of tears and sweat from the night before. She brushes her hair, taming the wild tangles, then unwraps her red dress from its tissue, smoothing it over her skin.

She hesitates at her underwear drawer, fingers brushing the soft cotton, but obeys Jack’s command, leaving the panties folded neatly in place. The absence is immediate, shocking—the hem of the dress brushing her bare thighs, the chill of morning air a constant reminder of her obedience.

She finds a small box in the drawer—a holiday gift from Jack, slipped there when she wasn’t looking. Inside is a delicate silver anklet, the kind that would go unnoticed by anyone but her. She clasps it around her ankle, heart fluttering at the thought of him thinking ahead, marking her in yet another secret way.

Before she heads downstairs, she checks her phone. No new messages, but the rules are clear: any time he calls her ‘good girl,’ she’ll have to respond. She grins, nerves prickling, and tucks the phone into her pocket.

Downstairs, the house is filling with the sounds of Christmas. The smell of cinnamon rolls and strong coffee drifts through the hallway; her mother hums along to a carol playing faintly on the radio. Harriet enters the kitchen, cheeks flushed, heart racing, trying to move as casually as she can.

Karen greets her with a warm smile, handing her a mug of tea. “Merry Christmas, sweetheart! That dress looks lovely on you.”

Harriet thanks her, blushing for reasons no one else could guess. She glances at Jack as he enters—he’s changed into jeans and a soft jumper, eyes bright, looking every bit the attentive son and responsible big brother. No one would suspect a thing.

But Harriet feels it—the thread stretched tight between them, the knowledge of her nakedness under the dress, the weight of his instructions. She catches Jack’s eye across the kitchen. He gives a single, subtle snap of his fingers, masked by setting down a plate.

Harriet’s pulse hammers. She bends as if to tie her slipper, crouching beside Jack’s chair, her head just by his knee. He looks down, the smallest curve of a smile on his lips, and Harriet feels herself melt. For a heartbeat, the world narrows to this: her obedience, his approval, the rush of risk and pleasure and pride.

She rises, hands shaking just slightly, and takes her seat at the table as if nothing happened. The conversation rolls on—gifts, memories, laughter—but beneath it all, Harriet is a live wire, attuned to every glance Jack sends her way, every innocent word that now means something more.

At one point, Jack leans over and whispers, “Good girl,” in her ear, the words so soft no one else hears.

Harriet’s heart stops. She slips her phone from her pocket under the table and, fingers trembling, types out a message:

I’m not wearing anything for you. All morning I’ve been aching. I want you to make me kneel under the table and use me like your toy.

She hits send, pulse roaring in her ears, the secret heat flooding her cheeks. Across the table, Jack reads her message, then looks up and winks, his expression warm and smug and filled with promise.

The rest of the morning passes in a blur of anticipation and delight. Every time Jack signals, Harriet obeys—finding a reason to kneel, to serve, to offer herself in small, secret ways no one else can see. The thrill is constant, a heartbeat thrumming just under her skin.

By the time breakfast is finished and the family moves to the living room to open presents, Harriet’s nerves are singing. She feels powerful and fragile, cherished and exposed, the day transformed from ordinary to extraordinary by the rules Jack has set for her.

As the gifts are unwrapped and laughter fills the room, Harriet catches Jack’s eye one more time. He mouths, “Good girl,” and she knows the day has only just begun.

The kitchen is crowded and golden with morning sun, the long farmhouse table a clutter of coffee mugs, jam jars, paper crowns, and torn wrapping paper. Harriet moves through it all in a state of electric awareness. Every chair leg, every jostle of elbows, every bright question from her mother seems to vibrate with a deeper meaning, though no one else could guess why.

Jack, seated at the far end of the table, blends seamlessly into the background of family—easy smile, casual conversation, the perfect son and brother. But Harriet can feel his attention, weighty and constant, a silent rope binding her even as she pours orange juice for Lila or passes her father a plate of bacon. Every so often she risks a glance across the chaos, and there he is: eyes on her, mouth barely curved, an eyebrow raised in silent command.

She sits, crossing her legs beneath the table, careful to keep the hem of her red dress pulled modestly over her thighs. The secret burns against her skin—no panties, just bare flesh pressed to the cold wooden chair, a subtle thrill every time she shifts in her seat. Her body is still warm and sore from last night, the memory of surrender lingering like a bruise. Every time she thinks about what Jack made her do, her pulse stutters and heat flares low in her belly.

“Harriet, more toast?” her mother asks, smiling warmly. Harriet snaps to attention, hands only just steady as she passes the basket.

“Thanks, Mum.” Her voice is thin, breathless. She hopes no one notices.

At the head of the table, Jack clears his throat and snaps his fingers as if to draw attention to a dropped fork, but the sound is only for Harriet. Her breath catches. She hesitates, then lets her napkin slip to the floor and slides from her chair to retrieve it. On her knees beneath the table, she moves carefully between the tangle of chair legs, her body brushing against Jack’s. He shifts his foot, pressing it lightly to the inside of her calf, a deliberate caress. The contact sends a shiver straight up her spine.

Harriet remains on her knees for a heartbeat longer than necessary, basking in the humiliation and pleasure of her position—no one can see, no one can guess, but she knows, and Jack knows, and that is everything. She rises, face flushed, and returns to her seat.

Across the table, Jack’s gaze lingers on her for a fraction of a second too long. He tips his head, silent praise, then turns his attention to the conversation around him.

Karen is talking about the Christmas service, hands animated as she describes the choirs and the children’s nativity. Lila groans, pretending outrage at being cast as a shepherd rather than an angel, and their father chuckles into his coffee, content in the role of spectator.

All the while, Jack’s subtle dominance infuses every moment. He taps a spoon against his mug—one, two, three. Harriet knows that signal; it means “don’t speak, just listen.” She folds her hands in her lap, focusing intently on the sounds of breakfast—the scrape of cutlery, the chatter, the little domestic symphonies that usually drift over her head. She feels like she is listening to the world from inside a bell jar, isolated and attentive, belonging to him and no one else.

The kitchen is full of scents: cinnamon and coffee, citrus and melting butter. Harriet’s senses are on overload. Each touch, each command, each brush of Jack’s gaze is a brand on her skin.

Suddenly, Jack’s foot nudges her again under the table—firmer this time, sliding up her bare calf. She bites her lip, steadying her breath, refusing to give herself away. The heat in her cheeks is matched by a pulse between her legs. She glances around, but everyone else is distracted—Karen topping up tea, Lila unwrapping a chocolate coin, her mother absorbed in slicing fruit.

Jack leans back in his chair, crosses his arms, and fixes Harriet with a look that is at once stern and full of promise. His gaze drops, just once, to her lap. Harriet knows what he wants. She uncrosses her legs, spreading them slightly under the table, letting the air find her. The risk of discovery is dizzying, delicious.

A moment later, Jack stands to refill his mug, brushing past Harriet’s chair. As he does, his hand drops to her shoulder, a gentle squeeze that lingers a beat too long. He leans in, whispering in her ear so quietly that only she can hear: “Good girl.”

Harriet’s body floods with pride and arousal. She can’t respond out loud. Instead, she lets her hand rest on her thigh, fingers grazing the soft skin, the only touch she’s allowed for now.

She remembers his other rule: whenever he calls her ‘good girl,’ she must text him something filthy, something true. The phone is hidden in her pocket, and with her free hand, she types beneath the table:

I wish you would make me kneel right here and let me lick you clean in front of everyone. I want you to tell me not to make a sound while you use my mouth.

She hits send, her heart pounding so loudly she’s sure Jack will hear it. He glances at his phone, then at her, the faintest smirk lifting the corner of his mouth.

“Everything all right?” her mother asks, noticing the silent exchange.

Jack smiles, unflappable. “Just checking on a work message. Sorry, Christmas doesn’t always take a holiday.”

Harriet’s cheeks flush, but no one presses. She can barely focus on the conversation, so attuned is she to the private theater playing out beneath the table. Jack’s every movement is a new command, every signal a test of her obedience.

After a while, Jack taps the tabletop with his wedding ring, a slow, deliberate rhythm. Harriet’s breath catches. That’s the signal to shift closer—if she’s brave, to touch his leg. She inches her chair forward under the pretense of reaching for the butter, letting her knee brush against his thigh.

Jack rewards her with a subtle glance, then moves his hand to rest on her knee beneath the table. His palm is warm, heavy. He draws lazy circles with his thumb, an anchor in the storm of her nerves. To anyone watching, it looks like nothing, but Harriet knows the truth: she is being held, controlled, praised in the most intimate way possible.

Their secret grows, moment by moment, as the family breakfast unfolds around them. Harriet moves through her tasks—pouring juice, passing plates, laughing at Lila’s bad jokes—with an outward composure that belies the wild current beneath. She is on edge, strung out between risk and need, her body humming with obedience.

As the meal winds down, Jack stands, gathering dishes for the sink. He gestures for Harriet to join him. She follows, carrying the plates with shaking hands. In the privacy of the kitchen, away from the others, he turns to her, voice low and rough.

“You’re doing so well. I see everything you do. You belong to me today.”

The words undo her, fill her with pride so sharp it’s almost pain.

She leans in, just for a second, and whispers, “I love you.”

Jack’s hand slides up the back of her thigh, fingers pressing to the bare skin beneath her dress. “I love you too, Harriet. Now get back in there and show me just how obedient you can be.”

He gives her a final, hard squeeze, then releases her. Harriet returns to the table, a new confidence in her step. She knows she is his, that she is playing by his rules, and that the game is just beginning.

The family moves to the living room, leaving the kitchen empty except for Jack, who stands at the sink, humming an old carol. Harriet pauses in the doorway, glancing back, catching his eye. He winks, a promise for later.

She smiles, heart overflowing, and joins the others, knowing she carries his mark not on her skin, but in every gesture, every glance, every secret act of obedience.

Harriet follows the trail of scattered wrapping paper into the living room, where sunlight pours through frost-lined windows, illuminating the multicoloured tinsel that arcs across the mantel. The air is thick with cedar and cinnamon, the warm scent of fresh pine mingling with the still-gentle aroma of Jack’s cologne. The room is strewn with discarded wrapping paper and torn ribbons, a riot of colour hinting at the laughter that has just passed. Everywhere she looks are signs of family—photographs on the walls, children’s drawings tacked to the fridge, knitted stockings hanging by the hearth.

Jack stands by the window, his silhouette framed in winter light. He’s dressed casually in soft grey sweatpants and a dark green sweater, the sleeves pushed up to his elbows. In his hands he holds a small box, wrapped in deep crimson paper and tied with a simple white satin ribbon. The contrast of the colours catches Harriet’s eye, making her breath catch in her throat.

He turns at the sound of her footsteps, and when his gaze finds hers, her heart stills. There is a gravity in his look, something solemn and sacred beneath the usual warmth and mischief. The moment stretches out, sweet and charged, as though the world itself is watching, waiting.

“Harriet,” he says, voice low and intimate. “Come here.”

She crosses the room in slow, deliberate steps, each one echoing softly against the hardwood floor. The family is clustered by the Christmas tree, mouths full of cookies and laughter, but for Harriet, the world narrows to this single exchange. As she approaches, Jack steps aside to let her stand directly in front of him, the box cradled in his hands like a fragile offering.

He waits until she stands within inches, close enough that she can feel the warmth radiating from his body, before he reaches out and lifts her cheek with the back of his fingers. His thumb brushes over her skin, gentle and reverent. “Merry Christmas,” he whispers.

Harriet’s breath hitches. “Merry Christmas,” she replies, voice soft. The words taste different on her tongue now—saturated with the current of desire and ownership that pulses between them.

Jack’s hand drops to the box. He holds it out to her, eyes never leaving her face. “I have something for you,” he says. The words are simple, but laden with meaning. This is not a gift exchanged casually, nor a token of holiday cheer. This gift is for her alone, a private ritual within the larger holiday performance.

Harriet takes the box, her fingers brushing Jack’s as she lifts it. The paper is smooth, cool, and the ribbon feels impossibly luxurious beneath her touch. She cradles the gift against her chest, feeling its weight—not heavy, but substantial, a promise in her arms.

Jack steps closer, closing the tiny gap between them. He rests his hand on the small of her back, guiding her gently toward the sofa, where they kneel side by side. The family continues around them, voices rising and falling like the tide, but here, in this moment, there is only the two of them.

Harriet sets the box on the cushion in front of her and tugs delicately at the ribbon. Jack leans forward, watching every movement, every flicker of her expression. The ribbon comes free with a soft pop, and she lifts the lid.

Inside, nestled on a bed of crimson velvet, lies a delicate collar. It is simple, yet exquisite: a band of fine sterling silver, polished to a mirror shine, no wider than a finger but infinitely weighty in its symbolism. The front bears a small, heart-shaped pendant, engraved with her initials on one side and Jack’s on the other. From the pendant hangs a tiny ring, perfect for adding charms or clipping on a leash.

Harriet’s breath catches at the sight. The collar is everything—an heirloom for their relationship, a public marker veiled in private meaning. She lifts it from its velvet nest, turning it over in her hands. The metal is cool against her skin, the edges smooth, the engraving precise. She can feel the significance of every detail: the silver representing strength and clarity, the heart-shaped center speaking to love, the dangling ring a promise of ownership and connection.

Jack watches her closely, his gaze soft but steadfast. “I wanted to give you something that would stay with you,” he says. “Something that reminds you of this—of us—no matter where you are.”

Harriet looks up at him, tears brimming in her eyes. She runs her thumb over the engraved initials. “It’s perfect,” she breathes. “I love it.”

He reaches out, taking the collar from her fingers and fastening it around her throat. The click of the clasp resonates in the hush between them. Harriet feels the weight settle into place, snug but not tight, a constant contact that reminds her of his claim. The cool metal against her warm skin sends a shiver through her, a mix of comfort and thrill.

Jack steps back, admiring the collar. He brushes a strand of hair from her face, letting his fingers trace the curve of her jaw, the line of her neck. “It looks beautiful on you,” he murmurs.

Harriet’s hand moves unconsciously to the pendant, playing with the tiny ring. She hooks a fingertip through it, tugging lightly. The sensation is electric—like a promise sliding along that ring, binding her to him.

Jack kneels before her, gathering the ends of her dress in his hands and smoothing out the fabric. He leans in, brushing his lips against the back of her neck. “You belong to me,” he whispers, words rolling over her skin, imprinting themselves on her senses. “Every day, every hour, every breath.”

She closes her eyes, folding into his touch. Her heart feels as though it might burst—so full of love, of pride, of the undeniable truth of their bond. “I belong to you,” she responds, voice thick with emotion. “Always.”

He rises, holding her gaze, and tugs her to her feet. She stands, feeling the collar like a heartbeat at her throat. Jack takes her hand and leads her toward the Christmas tree, where the rest of the family is finishing up their morning rituals. The children are placing ornaments on the tree—delicate baubles, family heirlooms, tiny wooden toys—and Harriet feels an impulse to join them, to make this gift part of the larger celebration.

Jack guides her to a low table beside the tree, where a small bowl of glass charms sits. Each charm is different: a silver star, a tiny key, a miniature snowflake, a rose-shaped bead, a smooth black onyx heart. “Pick one,” he tells her, voice quiet but firm.

Harriet’s eyes widen. “For the ring?” she asks, lifting the tiny loop on the collar’s pendant for him to see.

He nods, smiling. “Choose something you want to add—something that speaks to you today.”

She reaches into the bowl, fingertips brushing the cool glass. Her choice feels profound. Each charm is a symbol—hope, promise, memory. She settles on the tiny key, its shape simple but resonant. Key to what? To his heart, to their bond, to her own surrender. She knows the meaning is theirs to define.

Jack clasps the charm onto the ring, and it swings there like a pendulum, a new focal point for the collar’s promise. Harriet watches it move, hypnotized by the gentle arc, her breath shallow.

He takes her hand again and places it over her heart. “Every time you look at that key, remember that you hold my heart,” he says. “And I hold yours.”

Harriet’s tears finally spill over, hot and shining on her cheeks. She leans into Jack, resting her forehead against his chest. The world hushes around them, and even the laughter of the family seems distant, muted by the gravity of what has just transpired.

Jack wraps his arms around her, pressing her close. “Merry Christmas, my love,” he murmurs.

“Merry Christmas,” Harriet returns, voice small but unbreakable. “Thank you—for this, and for everything.”

He holds her as the morning light drifts across the tree, illuminating the new collar and its key charm, a stolen symbol of their private covenant in the midst of family celebration. For Harriet, the gift is more than metal and engraving; it is the crystallization of a promise: that they will walk forward together, bound by love, by trust, and by the unspoken rituals that shape their world.

As they stand there—Jack’s arms around her, her head against his chest, the collar cool at her throat—Harriet knows that this Christmas Day has changed them forever. The gift ritual, though small and private, is the fulcrum on which the rest of their lives will pivot. In that shining moment, she feels simultaneously owned and free, cherished and empowered, humbled and exalted by the depth of his claim.

The family drifts closer now—Lila nudging Harriet’s elbow with a crumb-tipped finger, their mother calling for another round of carols, the children giggling over a new ornament. But Harriet remains in Jack’s hold, savoring the space between breath and heartbeat, the silent vow that rests upon her shoulders and rings softly at her throat.

She lifts her chin, looking up at Jack. His eyes are misted with emotion, pride and love swirling there in equal measure. He brushes his lips to hers, quick and tender, and in that kiss lies every meaning she has ever longed for: ownership and devotion, dominance and surrender, the sacred blend of power and love that binds them closer than any ribbon ever could.

They break apart, hands still knotted together, and Jack leads her toward the tree, where new gifts await—but Harriet knows there is no gift greater than this one: the gift of belonging. And as she steps forward, the cool silver of the collar glinting against her skin, she moves not just into the next moment, but into a new life defined by the beauty and intensity of their shared ritual.

The late morning light slants through frosted windows in long, pale beams, painting the living room in a hush of silver and gold. Outside, the garden is quilted white; inside, the hearth crackles, warming the space with a soft, ember glow. The family has gathered around the low coffee table—plates of mince pies, bowls of sugared almonds, cups of steaming tea—while Lila and Karen debate which carol to play next.

Harriet sits on the sofa beside Jack, knees pressed together, hands folded demurely in her lap. She wears a simple green cashmere sweater dress that falls just above her knees. Over her throat rests the silver collar—now bearing the key charm—a subtle, gleaming secret beneath her hair. No one else notices it; to them, it’s just an elegant choker she’s chosen for the occasion. But Harriet knows better.

Jack’s arm is draped casually along the back of the sofa, fingertips brushing the hollow of her waist in a light, authoritative caress. Every so often, he lets his touch linger, a silent command passed along her hip, down her thigh, tethering her to him even as she smiles and laughs at family banter.

Across from them, her father lifts his cup in mid-sentence, steam curling upward as he recounts a Christmas from Harriet’s childhood—when she insisted on wearing her pyjamas all day and refused to open any gifts until the next morning. Lila roars with laughter. Karen pretends to scold her father for spoiling his granddaughter. Harriet feels the warmth of their attention but also the distant burn of Jack’s gaze.

He tilts his hand, tapping twice on the sofa’s wooden arm—just hard enough for her to feel it through the cushion, but quiet enough for everyone else to assume it’s just an awkward bump.

Harriet’s pulse jolts. Two taps. The signal: “Slide your hand to my knee.”

She adjusts her position, slipping her right hand out of her lap and letting it brush along her left thigh until it comes to rest on Jack’s knee, fingertips grazing the smooth fabric of his trousers. He doesn’t flinch; instead, he presses his knee up slightly against her hand—the confirmation she craves.

Her heart hammers at the risk. All around them, the family converses, oblivious to the silent conversation taking place beneath the surface. Harriet’s breath catches as she feels Jack’s knee shift, pressing harder, marking her in a way only she knows.

Her father’s story ends, and Karen springs up to change the carol on the stereo. As she passes behind the sofa, Harriet feels her chest tighten. Karen’s long skirt brushes the back of her head, and Harriet’s pulse hammers in her throat. Almost.

Jack leans in, voice low and unobtrusive. “When Lila moves the tree lights, I want you to kneel at my feet again. Under the table if you can.”

Harriet nods once, barely perceptible. Her body is humming with need and nerves. Under the table, beneath the casual patter of family conversation, she will kneel, exposed in ways no one else can see. The thought makes her flush so deeply she’s sure her cheeks will betray her, but she steels herself.

Lila flicks her tablet and Strauss’s “O Tannenbaum” begins to play, filling the room with gentle, swirling strings. Karen settles onto the sofa next to their mother, stacking pillows behind her back. The room’s dynamic shifts as the carol flows, the family swaying in time, humming along.

Jack rises, stretching, and says, “I’ll refill the tea.” He stands and walks around the coffee table, cupping a hand at his ear—to indicate he can’t hear Harriet’s whispered consent. He pulls out a chair for himself at the table’s end, seating it backward so he faces the sofa, inches from Harriet’s feet. The sofa’s low height hides what happens beneath it while offering him a perfect view.

As Jack lowers himself onto the chair, Harriet slides from the sofa, her hands clasped demurely in front of her—just like before, an innocent gesture. She bends at the waist, head bowed, making her thick sweater fall forward and obscure her view. She places one knee on the carpet, then the other, sliding beneath the table.

The tablecloth drapes over her head, cocooning her in shadows. Her heart thumps in her ears; she can feel Jack’s presence pressing down on the tabletop above her. His chair creaks as he settles, and then she feels his knee, cushioned by the soft trousers, pressing into her backside. The contact is intimate, daring, a private claim in a public space.

Harriet’s bare skin is just inches from Jack’s inner thigh, the rush of warm holiday light behind the table cloth outlining their shapes like silhouettes. The only sound is the carol weaving around her, the tinkle of tree lights from Lila’s gentle touch, the laughter and chatter above.

A mug clinks. Jack’s hand reaches down, unseen by anyone else, and rests on Harriet’s head, guiding her. She shifts, leaning forward, mouth opening as if to say something. Instead, her lips graze his knee, grazing the fabric, testing the surface. Jack’s hand—warm, firm—grips her hair, pressing her cheek against his thigh.

The sensation is dizzying: the Christmas scents swirling in her nostrils, the hearth’s warmth drifting through the air, the mulled-wine notes on her tongue from an earlier sip… and the feel of Jack’s leg beneath her lips. She wants more, wants to be braver, bolder. But she stays precisely where he wants her, mouth parted, eyes on the shadows on the floor, listening to the strains of the violin.

Above her, Uncle Richard asks Jack about his plans for New Year’s. Jack replies calmly, sipping tea, but Harriet senses the slight tension—his fingers curl into her hair—just enough to remind her whose she is. The conversation continues about family gatherings, upcoming resolutions, the year’s triumphs and challenges. She inhales, holds her breath, feels her chest tighten in fear of being discovered.

The chair legs scrape as Jack shifts forward, the tablecloth brushing Harriet’s shoulders. She freezes, every muscle coiled. Her pulse races so wildly the blood pounds in her ears. Then Jack’s voice cuts through, low and smooth: “That sounds wonderful, Richard. I think we’ll join you.”

A pause. Then Uncle Richard chuckles. “Excellent. It wouldn’t be the same without you two.”

The tablecloth lifts at one corner—Lila’s innocent tug to adjust the lights—and Harriet presses herself flat against the floor, willing herself invisible. Jack shifts, helping the drape fall back into place. Once the corner is smoothed, the tablecloth settles, and Harriet exhales in a rush. She can feel the heat radiating off her face; she tastes salt on her lips.

A moment of quiet. Harriet braces herself as Jack’s hand slides down, guiding her chin up. His thumb brushes her lips. His breath is warm against her cheek. “You’re doing so well,” he whispers. “Remember—you’re mine, even here.”

She nods, though he can’t see. She presses her lips lightly against his thigh, tasting the fine fibers of his sweater, gathering courage. Then Jack’s knee presses harder, coaxing her mouth down in answer.

Although no one else suspects, Harriet’s service beneath the table is as real as anything they share in the privacy of Jack’s room. Each gentle suck, each soft brush of her lips against fabric, is a sacrament of their bond. The tablecloth is a veil between worlds.

Suddenly, footsteps—heavy, measured—echo in the hallway. Everyone pauses: even the carol seems to hang in midair. Harriet freezes, heart pounding so hard she’s sure her chest will break. Above the table, voices hush. From the kitchen, a door creaks, then closes softly.

It’s Aunt Margaret, coming to check on the Christmas feast, tidying up. She passes the living room, humming a verse of “Silent Night.” The table’s atmosphere shifts as if the room itself is holding its breath. Meanwhile, Harriet’s world shrinks to the small space under the table, shadows of chair legs across her back, Jack’s thigh beneath her lips.

Footsteps come closer, then slow. Aunt Margaret pauses at the threshold, her head tilting as she peers into the room, curiosity in her eyes. Harriet’s breath catches. Her hands curl into fists under the table; she wills herself to be invisible.

Jack notices, of course. His hand moves to the underside of the table, brushing Harriet’s hair protectively. He rises slightly in his chair, grabs the tablecloth at the hem, and gives a tiny tug, drawing the drape forward in a smooth motion.

Aunt Margaret mutters, “Oh, sorry! Wrong room,” and moves on, the door clicking shut behind her.

Harriet exhales in a trembling sigh, the adrenaline flooding her system. Her lips part in a silent laugh, a mixture of relief and exhilaration. She feels younger than she’s ever felt, caught between fear and abandon.

Jack’s hand comes down again, guiding her mouth in a few more tender strokes. The danger has passed, but the heat of near-discovery lingers like a drug. Harriet lets her tongue flick the wool of his trousers, tasting the hint of his laundry detergent, the residue of his skin. She sucks his leg once—slow, luxurious—then slides her mouth away, pressing her lips to the fabric as a final seal of obedience.

She straightens, pushing up on her knees until her head comes level with the underside of the table. Jack’s knee nudges her gently, guiding her back into a folded crouch, invisible once more.

Jack rises from his chair with the grace of command, stepping into the light of the living room. He straightens his sweater, smiles at the family, and resumes his place on the sofa, as if nothing unusual has occurred. Harriet crawls from beneath the table—head down, expression neutral—and settles on the opposite end of the sofa. The collar at her throat gleams in the light, a private token of everything she has just endured.

The room relaxes again. Lila strums the last notes of the carol, and the family bursts into applause, delighted by the music. Karen ruffles Harriet’s hair, telling her she’s their little angel. Harriet smiles, a rosy glow brightening her cheeks.

Jack’s eyes meet hers, and he raises his teacup in a quiet toast. Harriet raises her own, and they clink mugs—metal on ceramic—smiling that secret smile reserved only for each other. No words pass, but an entire conversation unfolds in that glance: You’re mine. I’m proud. That was beautiful.

Harriet sips her tea, heart still fluttering. Every taste is heightened now: the spiced sweetness of cinnamon, the warm richness of black tea, the tingle of peppermint candy still lingering on her tongue. The collar’s key charm swings gently at her throat, each movement a reminder of her ownership, her surrender, her secret joy.

As conversation drifts back to holiday plans—next year’s trip, New Year’s resolutions—Harriet leans back against Jack’s shoulder. His arm finds her waist again; she leans into him, grateful for the solidity of his presence.

Underneath the surface of ordinary family warmth lies the electric current of their private game. Harriet knows that each moment of risk, each near-catch, only deepens her devotion. Already, her mind races ahead to the promise Jack whispered earlier: more rules for the evening, more daring tasks, more ways to belong to him and to surrender.

The family moves on to opening presents by the tree, but for Harriet and Jack, the real gift of the morning—their shared secret, the thrill of obedience, the spark of near-discovery—shines brighter than any bauble or ribbon.

And as Harriet reaches out to help carve the Christmas ham, her fingers brush Jack’s, and they share another silent toast—a promise that for every moment of domestic normalcy, there will be another moment of delicious, heart-thundering risk.

Harriet moved through the afternoon with a sense of electric purpose that only she and Jack could feel. The household hummed with the soft chaos of Christmas Day: dishes soaking in the sink, the radio low and cheerful in the kitchen, laughter echoing down the hallway as Karen and Lila vanished off in search of a missing box of crackers. Light poured into the living room in slow-moving sheets, catching the dust motes and scattering them across Harriet’s knees as she sat, legs folded beneath her, wrapping up ribbons and tinsel from the earlier present-opening. It was a domestic scene—ordinary, familial, warm—but underneath, something else simmered.

Every movement, every chore, every errand she ran was now transformed by Jack’s rules. It started with the text he sent her while she was clearing the table from lunch—a tiny vibration in her pocket, easy to ignore, except that it might as well have been a bolt of lightning through her body. She dried her hands, tucked herself by the kitchen window, and read it, her heart hammering: Text me a secret phrase once you’ve finished in the kitchen. Fail, and you kneel in the pantry, door open, five minutes.

The idea made her dizzy: the risk, the promise of exposure, the humiliation that shimmered at the very edges of safety. Her mother bustled in with a stack of teacups and Harriet snapped back to focus, quickly gathering plates and scraping leftovers into the bin. She worked fast, nerves jangling, and the moment the kitchen was clear and she was alone, she typed her phrase—I’m bare under my dress and wet for you. I want you to use me before dessert—and pressed send. Instantly, she felt the mix of relief and shame and anticipation twist low in her belly. A few seconds later, as she was rejoining the family, Jack caught her gaze and gave her a single, slow nod—approval, ownership, reward.

It didn’t stop there. The afternoon unfolded in a pattern only they could read. Harriet poured tea for Karen and her father, smiling, passing cups, keeping her hands steady. Jack stood at the far end of the room by the windows, mug in hand, eyes on her. He tapped the mug—a signal they’d used for months, but never in public, never in this bright, innocent setting—three times. She knew what it meant. When it was his turn, she brought his tea not standing but on her knees, crossing the carpet and settling at his feet, her back straight, head bowed, the mug held out in both hands.

No one noticed, or if they did, they saw only a daughter being silly, caught up in the childishness of the holiday. But Jack knew. He accepted the mug from her, letting his fingers linger just a heartbeat too long, his touch both a comfort and a brand. “Thank you, Harriet,” he murmured, so quietly only she could hear, and the simple phrase landed like a caress. She caught her breath, rose, cheeks burning, and retreated to her seat, the secret swelling inside her.

The day drifted on: a patchwork of errands, subtle signals, and rituals that bound her tighter and tighter. Jack would ask for a napkin, a second fork, his phone from the hallway table, and each time, his requests were laced with hidden meaning. She knew that when he set his glass upside-down on the coaster, it meant she was to bring it, clean and refilled, and touch his hand as she passed it back—a gentle, grateful press of her fingers to his knuckles, their skin brushing just enough to send a message no one else could read. She made sure, as she walked past, to let her hand linger on his shoulder. Sometimes, if she knew no one was watching, she’d press her palm to the hollow of his throat, right over the collar’s cool weight. He’d cover her hand with his for a split second, as if grounding her there.

The tiniest things became moments of service and surrender: standing at the window beside him when he tapped the pane, bowing her head if he stood behind her while she was seated, whispering, “Yours,” when she handed him something he’d requested. Every time he looked at her—really looked at her, with that half-smile that was all dominance and delight—she felt her insides turn molten. She was more his now than she had ever been in private, the risk and secrecy only making it sweeter.

At one point, the house emptied out for a spell—her father and Lila were walking the dog, Karen was upstairs looking for something, her mother fussing with laundry. Harriet went into the pantry to fetch a tin of biscuits. There, in the cool, flour-scented darkness, she found a folded note, the handwriting unmistakable: Meet me here in five minutes. Door ajar. Kneel facing the shelves until I arrive. Her knees nearly buckled with anticipation. She set out the biscuits and, once the kitchen was empty, slipped back into the pantry, leaving the door just open, kneeling as instructed, back straight, hands in her lap, heart racing.

Jack’s footsteps came soft and certain. He eased inside, his presence overwhelming in the narrow space. He didn’t touch her immediately, just stood over her, letting the moment stretch. Then he knelt in front of her, thumb tracing the edge of her collar, the gesture slow, proprietary. He leaned close, his lips at her ear. “You’re beautiful like this,” he whispered. “Kneeling for me, right here, with your whole family just outside. Do you know how proud you make me?” She shivered, unable to speak, eyes closing in gratitude and submission.

He pressed a kiss to her forehead. “Stay. Count to sixty. Think about what I’ll do to you tonight.” And then he was gone, his absence as electric as his presence. She counted, the seconds both too fast and too slow, lost in the memory of his voice, the promise in his words. When she finally stood, smoothed her dress, and slipped back out, she felt changed—softer, fuller, buzzing with anticipation.

The rituals continued: playing charades, Jack catching her eye and mouthing “bathroom,” her excusing herself, only to find him waiting in the hallway, pressing her against the wall, murmuring, “Who do you belong to?” and her answering, “Yours, always yours,” like it was a prayer. His thumb on her lips, his voice low: “Don’t come, no matter what, until tonight. Understood?” She nodded, heat spiraling through her. “Understood, Sir.” He let her go, and she walked back into the party on unsteady legs, a smile fixed on her face, everything inside her trembling with denial and need.

She fetched plates from the dining room cupboard, kneeling to reach the lowest shelf, and suddenly he was behind her, voice a barely audible rumble. “Spread your knees. Hold it. Five seconds.” The possibility of being caught sent a bolt of heat up her spine, but she obeyed, praying for silence, counting under her breath, body shaking with exposure and obedience. Jack’s hand found the nape of her neck, anchoring her. Then he stepped away, leaving her dizzy and aching, the plates cold in her hands.

The afternoon light faded into twilight, the rooms slowly filling again as family drifted back from errands and walks. Harriet made herself useful, pouring drinks, clearing plates, collecting scraps of wrapping paper, but she felt herself slipping deeper into the state Jack called her service-mind—a place where every gesture was for him, every word, every motion an offering. The weight of the collar, the key charm swinging at her throat, the memory of every command—all of it wound around her heart like a ribbon.

She ducked away to the guest room for a few moments before supper. Alone, she checked her phone and found a final message: You were perfect today. I see everything. When the house sleeps, you’re mine—all mine. She closed her eyes, pressed her fingers to the silver at her neck, and smiled, a fierce, private joy lighting her from within.

Returning to the family, Harriet felt both ordinary and transformed—another daughter, another sister, laughing at jokes, sharing stories, singing out-of-tune carols by the fire. But underneath, she was thrumming with obedience, surrender, and anticipation. Every secret task had bound her tighter to Jack. Every moment of risk and service had become a declaration of love and belonging. For the world, she was simply Harriet on Christmas Day; for Jack, she was everything—obedient, adored, owned.

And as the candles flickered low and the evening stretched ahead, Harriet knew this day had changed her. She was eager, ready, waiting to see what new rituals the night would bring—what new ways she could prove, again and again, that she belonged to him.

Jack’s bedroom door clicked shut behind Harriet, the soft latch a promise and a barrier both. Outside, faint laughter and the scrape of chairs drifted up from the dining room, but here the world narrowed to the hush of winter twilight filtering through frost-edged windows, and the single, urgent pulse of Jack’s desire. He stood in the center of the room—dark green jumper riding slightly at his waist, jeans tense over his thighs—hands slipped into his pockets, gaze fixed on her. Harriet’s breath caught, her heart skittering in her chest.

Without a word, he stepped forward, closing the distance until the warmth of him brushed her winter coat. He reached out and plucked it from her arms, draping it over a chair with the casual precision of ownership. Harriet wore only the thin green sweater dress, its soft fabric skimming her curves, and beneath it no panties—Jack’s decree from this morning. The knowledge of that raw vulnerability sent a thrill coursing through her.

He tilted her chin up with one finger, studying her flushed face as though memorizing every detail. “You’ve been my perfect servant all day,” he murmured, voice low. “Now you belong to me completely.”

She swallowed, hot and quivering. “Yours,” she whispered. “Always yours.”

Jack’s lips curved in a dark, private smile. “That’s right.” He gave her a gentle shove that sent her back against the bed, soft pillows rising behind her. He towered above her then, his shadow blazing across the sheets. He moved with deliberate slowness, unbuttoning his jeans just enough to let the zipper fall, revealing the promise of him beneath. Harriet’s breath hitched. She’d tasted him in stolen moments all day, but this—this was everything.

He paused at his jeans, glancing at her for permission. She reached out, fingertips brushing the hem, tugging it down in one swift motion. He let them fall to the floor, and she caught a flash of white where his boxers peeked. Heat flared in her gut. He was half-naked, waiting, and she would give him everything he asked.

Jack circled the bed, slow and deliberate, as if showcasing her to himself. Harriet lay back, heart pounding, body humming with anticipation. He knelt at the foot of the bed, ran a hand up her calf, and froze at the collar’s silver band at her throat. “Still wearing this?” he breathed.

Harriet’s pulse spiked. “Yes,” she rasped. “For you.”

He leaned forward, his mouth close to her neck, and captured the pendant’s ring between his teeth, tugging it gently. Whitney mind exploded with sensation. Every nerve ending sparked.

“Strip,” he commanded, voice low.

Harriet sat up and shrugged the dress from her shoulders, sliding it free to pool around her waist. She paused, letting it fall fully away, and stood in nothing but stockings and that collar. The room’s cool air kissed her bare skin, and she shivered. Jack’s gaze roamed over her body—her pale thighs, the curve of her hip, the hollow of her navel—before he stepped back, breathing deep.

“Come here.”

She moved to him, small breaths filling the space between them. He guided her to kneel before the bed, hands pressed into the thick carpet, lips parted with need. He sat on the edge, legs spread, and held her chin until she looked up. “You’ve pleased me all day,” he whispered. “Show me how much.”

Harriet leaned forward, mouth opening as if in prayer. She closed her eyes, kissed the top of his thigh, then flicked her tongue along the fabric of his boxers. Jack’s hand slid into her hair, fingertips lacing through her curls, anchoring her. He let her taste him through the cloth, drawing out the moment so she’d remember his need as acutely as her own.

He moved her hands away and tugged the waistband down, exposing his length to her. Harriet gasped, eyes reflecting the lamp’s glow. He held her gaze as she leaned forward, mouth opening wide, lips brushing over him. He kept his hand in her hair, guiding her up and down, slow at first, until she found her rhythm—tongue circling, lips sliding, cheeks hollowing.

Jack’s breath caught, deep and ragged. He broke her gaze, head tilting back. “God, Harriet,” he murmured. “You’d make a starving woman greedy.” His hand gripped the back of her head, pulling her deeper as she swallowed him, her scalp tingling at his touch.

He stilled her, then withdrew. Harriet looked up, eyes wide with want, but he only lifted her chin again. He reached behind him, untying his jumper at the back of his neck and pulling it over his head—revealing the lean muscles of his shoulders, the line of his spine. Harriet drank him in.

Jack turned her to face him, fingertips brushing her cheek, tilting her chin up. He kissed her, slow and deep, tasting himself on her lips—a feral, urgent kiss that left them both breathless. He broke away, hand trailing down her body, over her chest, skimming beneath her breasts. Harriet shivered at the soft brush of his palm.

“You’re so beautiful,” he whispered, voice thick with need. “But tonight I want more than beauty.”

He reached around her, undoing the collar clasp, popping it open. The ring fell away, clinking softly on the carpet. Harriet’s breath caught—naked at the throat, exposed, free of that silver promise. Jack held the collar in one hand, traced her skin where it had lain with the other. Each fingertip left a glow.

Then he pressed the collar back to her lips. “Kiss it,” he ordered.

Harriet leaned forward and pressed her mouth to the cold metal, sliding a kiss along its curve. Jack’s hand tightened on her hip, guiding her into him as he slid onto the bed behind her. He scooped her up, pressing her back against him, his length brushing over her lower belly. The sensation made her arch into him.

He lifted her until her knees bent and her bare feet rested on the bed, and then he entered her in one smooth thrust. Harriet cried out, a raw sound of release and need, and Jack held her close as he filled her. They both froze in that moment—skin to skin, breath mingling—before he began to move.

His pace was deliberate, hands gripping her hips, pulling her back onto him again and again. Harriet closed her eyes, clutching his arms, her teeth grazing her lower lip to keep from screaming. He leaned forward, whispering against her ear, “Do you feel how much you belong to me?”

“Yes,” she gasped. “I’m yours.”

He increased the tempo, each thrust driving them deeper, both of them teetering on the brink. Harriet’s nails dug into his forearms as waves of pleasure washed through her. The room blurred; all she felt was him—solid, insistent, claiming her body as his own.

He pulled her into his arms, flipped them so she was on top, straddling him, her breasts brushing his chest. Harriet sank down, letting him fill her, the intense friction sending shock after shock through her nerves. She leaned forward, pressing kisses along his collarbone, whispering, “Jack, please,” broken pleas that fueled his fire.

He grabbed her hips and thrust upward, harder, the bed creaking beneath them. Harriet gasped, her world narrowing to the exquisite tension building inside her. He pressed one hand over her heart, palm flat, guiding her rhythm. “Beg for it,” he growled.

Harriet’s head dropped back, eyes squeezing shut. She bit her lip, tears brimming. “Please… let me come,” she begged, voice trembling. “Please, Jack…”

He smirked, hands tightening. “You earn it.”

He tilted her hips, changing the angle, driving in deeper until she was moaning his name, body writhing in his arms. Then he lifted her, turned her in his lap, and held her upright as he stilled. Harriet trembled, panting, body jittery with need. Jack watched her, dark eyes blazing, then leaned in and captured her lips with his—slow, possessive, sealing their need.

He lowered her back to the mattress, spooning her from behind, their bodies tangled, still slick with shared fire. Harriet leaned back into him, chest pressing between his ribs, his arms looped tight around her waist. He nuzzled her neck as she trembled with aftershocks.

“You were incredible,” he whispered, voice rough. “You’re mine, Harriet. Mine in every way.”

Harriet trembled against him, tears slipping down her cheeks—tears of relief, of release, of joy. She turned in his arms, pressing her mouth to his shoulder, then to his neck, tasting him, marking him as he had marked her.

“Yours,” she breathed. “Always yours.”

Jack held Harriet in his arms as the afterglow warmed them both, but he wasn’t finished. He shifted, rolling so that he hovered above her, the expanse of her body beneath him—and the knowledge of her collar’s weightless freedom at her throat—ignited something fierce in his gaze. Harriet’s breath stuttered as he leaned down, capturing her lips in a deep, insistent kiss that left neither of them any room to doubt their desire.

When he finally broke away, he pressed his forehead to hers. “You made me so proud tonight,” he murmured, voice husky. His hand slid down her side, skimming over her hip, then down between her legs. Harriet’s pulse thundered, her skin still sensitive from their earlier union. She gasped as his fingers brushed against her, slick and warm.

“You’ve been patient all day,” he whispered, fingers curling around her core. “But I want you again.”

Harriet’s heart quivered with need. “Yes,” she breathed. “Please.”

He grinned, wicked and tender both at once, and lifted her into a seated position so he could gather her in his lap. He positioned her legs around his waist, pressing her down as he slid in, filling her with a slow, deliberate thrust that made her cry out in pleasure. The rhythm he set was relentless yet controlled—each movement a reminder of his power, each pause a tease designed to keep her on the edge.

Harriet clutched his shoulders, nails digging in as he guided her motion. Her chest pressed against his, and she felt his heart beating as fiercely as her own. She rocked back into him, meeting his thrusts, inviting him to go deeper. His hands braced her hips, steadying her as she moved, and his thumbs traced lazy circles over the soft skin of her belly, anchoring her to him.

He bent his head, capturing her neck in hot, open-mouthed kisses that turned tender where he cleansed her skin of tears, and fierce where he claimed her flesh. She arched into him, offering herself fully, her own hands sliding over his arms, across his back, memorizing the breadth of his muscles.

“Tell me what you want,” he murmured against her skin, voice rough with need.

Harriet closed her eyes, head tilting back. “I want more,” she gasped. “I want you to use me until I can’t move.”

Jack’s laughter was low and fervent. He shifted his hold, pulling her forward until she lay on her back, legs splayed on either side of him. He lifted one thigh, resting it on his shoulder, then entered her in one powerful thrust that drove the breath from her lungs. Harriet moaned—loud, unabashed—her hands gripping the sheets.

He rode her then, hands bracing at her hips, his pace building until each movement was a heady mix of pleasure and desperation. Harriet matched him, lifting her hips, pressing against him, calling his name in a rhythm that drove him wild. The energy between them crackled, their bodies in complete sync, each chasing release together.

When she neared the brink, Jack’s hand clamped over her mouth, stifling her cries. The rough intimacy of it—his palm over her voice—sent a fresh surge of need through her. She nodded, tears of want stinging her eyes, permission and plea in one gesture.

He lifted his hips, pulling back only slightly, giving her that breath of space before driving home in a single, shuddering thrust that left them both gasping. Harriet’s world fractured into light and sensation as she tumbled over the edge, muscles spasming around him in a release so violent it left her trembling under his weight. Jack followed her down, his own release hot and urgent, his body shuddering with her as he collapsed beside her.

They lay entwined, chests heaving, sweat cooling on their skin. Jack pressed his lips to Harriet’s temple, then to her breast, brushing away stray tears with his thumb. “You’re mine,” he whispered, voice thick. “Completely mine.”

Harriet reached up, stroking his cheek, then threading her fingers through his hair. “I’m yours,” she replied, voice soft but unwavering. “Always yours.”

He shifted, pulling her close, spooning her against him as he began to stroke her hair in slow, comforting circles. “Do you feel safe?” he murmured, low in her ear.

Harriet nodded, eyes half-closed. “More than I’ve ever felt in my life.”

Jack pressed a kiss to her shoulder, then rolled them gently so that he could face her. He brushed a strand of hair from her forehead and studied her face like he was committing every curve to memory. “You were perfect today,” he said. “Every bit of obedience, every secret you kept, every moment you waited for me—you were perfect.”

Tears welled in Harriet’s eyes, and she brushed them away, her heart full. “I wanted to show you,” she said simply, voice trembling with emotion. “I want to belong to you.”

Jack smiled—slowly, tenderly. “You always do.” He gathered her into his arms and held her close, kissing the top of her head. “Tonight, the only rule is rest. Aftercare comes next, but for now, just be with me.”

Harriet nodded, snuggling closer, her cheek pressed against his chest, her mind finally at ease. They stayed like that—two bodies fitting together, hearts beating in quiet harmony—while the world outside their door remained oblivious to the intensity of their surrender and the depth of their bond.

Gradually, Harriet’s breathing slowed, her body softening as Jack’s arms remained strong around her. He kissed her on the forehead, then her eyelids, then placed soft kisses along her collarbone. Each touch was a reassurance, a promise that she was cherished beyond measure. The silver collar around her neck, though removed earlier, seemed to glow faintly against her skin, a symbol of everything they had shared.

After a long, silent moment, Jack rose and reached for the blanket at the foot of the bed, draping it over them both. He settled back against the headboard and pulled Harriet against him. She laid her head on his chest, listening to the steady drum of his heartbeat, feeling every rise and fall as her own tensions melted away.

“Tell me again,” he said softly. “Tell me you’re mine.”

Harriet smiled into his warmth. “I’m yours,” she whispered. “Completely yours. Forever.”

Jack pressed a final kiss to her hair. “Good girl,” he murmured. “Sleep now. Tomorrow, we’ll return to the world—your obedient servant and my proud possession.”

She laughed, a soft, content sound, and drifted toward sleep in his arms, the memory of their passion still glowing in her veins. Outside, the house was still alive with Christmas cheer, but in Jack’s room there was only peace, safety, and the quiet promise of love and ownership that would carry her through whatever came next.

And as Harriet fell asleep cradled against him, Jack held her close, whispering words she barely heard but felt in every pulse of her body: “You’re mine. Always mine. And I’m never letting you go.”

Harriet drifted in and out of sleep in Jack’s arms, her body weightless, mind floating. For a while, neither of them spoke. The house beyond their door murmured with distant laughter, the clink of plates, the muffled closing of doors, but here—wrapped in the tangle of Jack’s blankets, limbs interlaced—there was only the sound of their breathing and the wild, fluttering hush that comes after something immense. The collar, still on the nightstand, seemed to glow in the dimness, its promise unbroken.

Jack stroked her hair, slow and absent, his fingers combing the sweat-tangled strands, trailing down her back, up again to her neck. The gentle motion brought Harriet back from the edge of sleep, made her conscious of every bruise, every ache, every shivery place in her body that belonged to him. She curled tighter against his chest, pressing her lips to his bare shoulder, savoring the salt of his skin and the certainty of his arms holding her safe.

“Are you all right?” His voice was rough, thick with something that might have been worry or wonder. He tucked a strand of hair behind her ear and angled her chin up until she met his gaze. The seriousness there startled her.

She managed a small smile. “I’m more than all right.” She paused, searching for words big enough to fit the fullness she felt. “I’ve never—Jack, I’ve never felt like this before. Like I could just… fall apart, and you’d always catch me.”

His eyes closed, lashes dark against his cheek, and for a moment he just breathed her in, his forehead resting on hers. Then he drew back, cupping her face in both hands. “You did,” he murmured. “You did fall apart. And I’m here.” He kissed her, a long, lingering press of lips, full of promise and something close to awe.

But as the silence stretched, Harriet felt a new kind of tension enter his body. His fingers grew still; his arms, so sure a moment ago, seemed to hover instead of hold. She pressed closer, frowning slightly. “What’s wrong?”

Jack hesitated, his mouth opening, closing. He stared at the ceiling for a long moment, chest rising and falling beneath her cheek. “Sometimes I worry I’ve gone too far,” he said at last, voice low and raw. “That I ask too much. That I’m greedy, or selfish, or—” He stopped, the words catching.

She sat up, pushing her hair back, bare chest gleaming in the muted light. “Jack.” She put her palm flat against his heart, feeling it thud. “You never go too far. Not for me.” The words cost her nothing—they were so true, so simple, she almost laughed for relief in saying them aloud. “You see me, all of me, and you never let go.”

He caught her hand, squeezing it hard. “I need you to tell me that. Sometimes I wonder—if you’re only giving, giving, giving, and I’m just…” He trailed off, eyes bright with doubt. “I don’t want to take. I want to share this with you. To make you feel wanted, not just used.”

Harriet shook her head, gentle but firm. “I’ve never felt more wanted. Or more safe.” She smiled, the tears brimming again—tears she didn’t mind letting him see. “You don’t just take, Jack. You hold. You mend. You see the parts of me I’m afraid to show anyone, and you make me proud of them. I want to be used—by you. That’s not taking, that’s… that’s love. That’s trust.”

Her voice broke and the tears spilled over. For a moment she tried to blink them away, but Jack reached up and brushed her cheeks, kissing her eyelids, her jaw, the corner of her mouth. Each touch was gentle, reverent, as if she were made of glass and gold both. The room spun around them, blurring into shadow and safety.

She let herself sob, surrendering to the intensity of it all—the exhaustion, the relief, the gratitude so enormous it almost frightened her. Jack cradled her in his lap, rocking her as if she were something precious and wild. He murmured to her, words so soft she barely caught them: “My good girl… my Harriet… I’m so proud… you’re everything.”

When the tears slowed, Harriet lifted her head and met his eyes, finding them bright with matching emotion. “Don’t you ever stop wanting me,” she whispered. “Don’t you ever let me go. I want to give you everything. I want to belong to you like this every day.”

He laughed—a shaky, breathless sound that was half sob, half release—and hugged her fiercely. “You already do. And I’m never letting you go.” He tipped her face up, kissing her again, longer this time, until she melted into him completely.

They stayed that way, wrapped in a cocoon of body and breath, letting the aftershocks of the day and the evening move through them. When Harriet’s tears dried, Jack reached for the glass of water by the bed, helping her drink. He fetched a soft flannel from the bathroom, wiping the sweat and salt from her face, cleaning the traces of sex from between her legs with the tenderness of a devoted lover.

He wrapped her in a clean T-shirt—his own, soft and worn—and gathered her under the blanket, holding her close as the house began to wind down outside. The comfort of the fabric, his steady warmth, and the rhythm of his heart calmed her more deeply than she could say.

She pressed her face into his neck. “You don’t need to worry about losing me, Jack. Not ever. You’re the first person I’ve ever been able to give everything to, and I’d do it all again in a heartbeat.”

He tightened his arms, pulling her flush to his chest, and whispered, “Good girl. My girl.” She smiled into his skin, letting herself bask in the words, the safety, the joy of knowing she was cherished and owned, not just for tonight, but always.

Gradually, their breathing slowed together. Jack stroked her hair until she sighed, boneless and calm, the day’s aches receding into peace. “You know,” he said, voice low, “I used to be terrified I’d never find anyone who could want this as much as I do. I kept myself so tight for so long, afraid of hurting someone, afraid of being… too much.”

Harriet looked up, sleepy, lips quirking. “You’re just right. I want more, not less. I want all of you, Jack. Even the parts you think are too dark, too greedy, too hungry. They’re the parts that make me feel alive.”

He brushed a thumb across her brow, a kind of benediction. “You make me brave,” he said, as if it were a secret just for her.

A comfortable silence fell. The world seemed impossibly distant. Harriet breathed in the scent of Jack’s skin and old sheets, the trace of soap and salt, the faint metallic tang of the collar resting on the table beside them. She felt the trust between them, thick as the winter night outside. It made her bold.

“Will you—” She hesitated, but Jack’s steady gaze encouraged her. “Will you put the collar back on me, before I sleep?”

He smiled, almost shy. “Of course.”

He picked up the silver band, cool and smooth, and buckled it around her throat, fingers gentle but sure. The click of the clasp was a promise, a reassurance, a sacred ritual all its own. He pressed a kiss to the metal, then to her lips.

“There,” he whispered. “Now you’re safe.”

Harriet closed her eyes, letting his words anchor her. She felt loved, held, owned, and at peace—her heart quiet for the first time in years. As she drifted toward sleep, Jack kept his hand at her throat, thumb idly stroking the collar, a silent reminder that she was his and always would be.

Outside, the last laughter of Christmas night faded into darkness. In Jack’s bed, beneath the old wool blanket and his steady, unyielding embrace, Harriet let herself rest, trusting that tomorrow, and every day after, she would wake and belong, body and soul, to the man who loved her enough to catch her—again and again—whenever she dared to fall.

The night had grown quiet, the house settling at last into its post-holiday hush. Through the slightly parted curtains, Harriet could see the frost-glazed lawn shimmering beneath the moon. She lay draped across Jack’s chest, the collar cool and certain at her throat, his hand splayed protectively over her heart. Their bodies tangled beneath the soft old blanket, muscles loose, skin still bearing the marks and warmth of their earlier need.

For a while, neither spoke. Jack’s hand continued its slow, absentminded caress over her arm and shoulder, each pass grounding her further in the reality of his love. Harriet let herself sink fully into it, into the safety and the claim and the knowledge that all the aching parts of her now had a home. Every so often, a smile ghosted across her lips—sweet, dreamy, content. She wanted this moment to last forever, their secret world closed off from everything else.

But the house was never silent for long. Down the corridor, a floorboard creaked. Pipes groaned, as if unsettled by the sudden stillness. Harriet tensed instinctively, Jack’s embrace tightening around her, his body moving protectively between her and the rest of the world. They listened—hearts thudding together—for any sign that someone was awake and wandering.

It was only Karen, laughing softly, her voice floating up the stairs. She was saying goodnight to Lila, her footsteps moving away, door closing gently behind her. Harriet relaxed, letting out a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding.

“I keep forgetting it’s not just us here,” she whispered, pressing a kiss to Jack’s collarbone.

Jack grinned, voice low. “That’s the whole thrill, isn’t it? Every moment… always a risk.” He rolled onto his side, propping himself up so he could see her face in the moonlight. “We could get caught. You could be discovered, here in my bed, my collar around your neck, your skin marked where only I’m allowed to touch.”

She flushed, delight and dread tangling together in her chest. “Would you care? If they found us?”

He laughed softly, a wicked edge to the sound. “I’d care for your sake. For mine? No. I’d want the world to know you’re mine.” His hand trailed down her bare thigh, teasing the sensitive skin. “But I do like having you as my secret.”

She shivered, the excitement of the day renewed. “I like it too. I like being yours when no one else sees.”

He pulled her close, mouth hot against her ear. “Then show me. One more time, Harriet. One more act of obedience before you sleep.”

The command thrilled her. She rolled onto her back, arching up into his touch. “Yes, Sir.”

Jack’s eyes burned with approval. He slid the blanket off her, exposing her nakedness to the cold air, making her shiver and gasp. He trailed his fingers down her stomach, pausing at the edge of her thigh, then dipped his head to press a kiss to the hollow just above her hipbone. “Keep quiet this time,” he murmured. “Can you do that for me?”

She nodded, biting her lip, the anticipation almost unbearable. Jack’s hand slipped between her legs, stroking slowly, teasing her to the brink but denying her the pressure she craved. Harriet squirmed, every nerve lit, but she kept her moans locked behind her teeth, clinging to the sheets as he drove her wild.

The thrill of being used, claimed, and commanded sent her spiraling. She thought of the closed door, the sleeping family, the knowledge that at any moment someone could pass in the hall. Jack’s free hand pressed gently over her mouth, his eyes never leaving hers, reminding her without words of what would happen if she made a sound.

And then—a sudden, unmistakable sound outside in the corridor. Footsteps, slow and deliberate. A shadow slipping beneath the crack of the door, the handle rattling gently as someone paused on the threshold. Harriet’s heart stopped. Jack’s hand clamped firmly over her mouth, pinning her in place, holding her utterly still.

Neither of them moved, breath barely audible, bodies tense with adrenaline. For a split second, Harriet was certain the door would open, that her mother or Lila or Karen would find her like this—naked, flushed, the collar gleaming at her throat, Jack’s hand silencing her cries. Her pulse thundered in her ears.

But the footsteps moved on, fading down the hall. The door remained shut, their secret still safe—for now.

Jack waited a long moment, then relaxed, his body shaking with relief and exhilaration. He slipped his hand away, only to replace it with his lips, kissing her deeply, hungrily, as if to stake his claim all over again. Harriet whimpered into his mouth, her fear giving way to laughter, the edge of risk dissolving into pure, helpless pleasure.

“That,” Jack breathed, breaking the kiss, “was almost too close.”

She grinned, giddy with the aftermath. “Almost,” she echoed, voice hushed. “But I trust you. Even if we got caught, I’d still want this. I’d still want you.”

His eyes darkened, something proud and fierce gleaming there. “Good girl,” he whispered. “You’re mine. No matter who knows.”

They lay tangled together, the danger only making the afterglow more vivid. Harriet listened to the house settle into true sleep, the silence now thick and luxurious. She tucked herself under Jack’s arm, heart still racing, the collar a weight and a comfort at her throat. The world outside their door felt impossibly far away.

In the dark, Jack’s fingers traced patterns over her skin—letters, words, perhaps even promises he couldn’t yet say aloud. She closed her eyes, letting his touch write their future into her flesh.

A single text buzzed on her phone, left on the nightstand—a message from Lila, a simple heart emoji, the outside world trying to reach her. Harriet ignored it. Her world was here, in the warmth of Jack’s arms, in the certainty of belonging, in the aftershocks of love and risk.

She pressed a kiss to Jack’s jaw, her voice a whisper meant for his ears alone. “Let’s never go back to how things were.”

He held her tight, his response a vow spoken not in words but in the steady, sure rhythm of his heart.

Sleep pulled them under, but the secret thrill of that near-discovery—the risk, the danger, the sense that at any moment everything could change—remained, humming in Harriet’s blood. It was the cliff edge she’d always craved, and with Jack, she was never afraid to leap.

Tomorrow would bring new dangers, new rituals, new acts of surrender. But tonight, she was safe, owned, loved—and burning for whatever might come next.


Chapter 17 — The Aftermath & Choice

Harriet woke to heat and weight and the slow, dragging pulse of pleasure. The world beyond the curtains was silent, winter-muted; the only light was the faint blue-grey glow of a cold morning, shining on the scattered heap of Jack’s clothes and the faint shimmer of the silver collar at her throat. She was half sprawled over Jack, one leg tangled with his, her face pressed to the warm skin between his neck and shoulder. She felt the echo of bruises from his grip, the ache between her thighs, the sweet, sleepy soreness that reminded her exactly who she belonged to.

Jack was awake. She felt it in the tension of his muscles, the careful way his hands moved over her body—not to wake her, but to own her, to map every line he’d claimed in the night. He traced her spine in lazy circles, fingers dragging down to the small of her back, then over her bare hip. His other hand cupped the side of her throat, thumb stroking over the collar, over her fluttering pulse. He was hard against her thigh, his cock pressed to her skin, hot and urgent even in sleep. Harriet moaned, a soft, helpless sound, and shifted her hips, wordless invitation. She felt him smile, his lips brushing the shell of her ear.

“Good morning, brat,” he whispered, voice rough and deep. “Did you forget whose you are?”

She shivered, skin prickling. “Never,” she breathed. She rolled so she was on her back, pulling him over her, opening for him, offering herself without shame. Jack loomed above her, his body all lean muscle and hunger, eyes black with sleep and need. He bent and pressed his mouth to her throat, kissing along the line of the collar, his tongue tracing the silver until she gasped. He nipped her jaw, then her shoulder, leaving faint marks, as if signing his name in flesh.

“You’re sore,” he murmured, hand sliding down to cup her breast, thumb rolling over her nipple until it peaked. “Are you too sore for me this morning?”

Harriet shook her head, eyes never leaving his. “I want you,” she whispered. “Please, Jack. Remind me I’m yours.”

His smile was wolfish. He pushed her legs apart, settled between them, and slid two fingers down, finding her wet, ready, eager. She whimpered, arching into his touch, her head thrown back on the pillow. He teased her—light, fluttering strokes—before finally pressing inside, filling her so slowly she thought she’d lose her mind. The stretch was sharp, a reminder of every inch he’d taken the night before, of all the ways he’d used her and left her trembling, ruined, whole.

Jack held her wrists above her head with one hand, pinning her, his mouth hot and possessive on her skin. “Keep your eyes open,” he commanded, voice all iron. “I want to watch you come apart.”

She obeyed, staring up at him, drinking in the sight of his jaw tight with restraint, his shoulders tense as he began to move. He drove into her with slow, steady thrusts, never breaking eye contact, never letting her look away. The friction was exquisite—pain and pleasure, claim and surrender. Harriet felt every pulse, every twitch, every tremor as if it belonged to both of them.

“Touch yourself,” Jack growled. “Show me how you ache for me.”

She slid a trembling hand down her body, fingers circling her clit as he fucked her, building the rhythm until she was panting, desperate, her hips bucking beneath him. He watched her, gaze hungry and unrelenting, drinking in every gasp, every broken moan.

“You’re mine,” he told her, over and over, voice shaking with need. “Say it.”

“I’m yours,” Harriet gasped, her body arching as she chased the edge. “Only yours. Please, Jack—please, I need—”

He gripped her throat lightly, not to hurt, just to remind her of his hold. “Come for me, brat. Now.”

The orgasm tore through her, sharp and bright, wringing a cry from her lips. Jack covered her mouth with his, swallowing her sounds, fucking her through the aftershocks until she was limp and shivering beneath him. He groaned, shuddered, and came with her, spilling inside her in long, claiming pulses, his hand tight in her hair, his body pressed to hers as if he could climb inside her skin.

They stayed like that, tangled and breathless, until the world returned—until the winter light grew stronger, the first sounds of the household began to stir. Jack rolled to his side, pulling Harriet into the curve of his body, one hand still resting at her throat, thumb brushing over the silver collar as if to mark her again. He pressed a kiss to her temple, soft and reverent, then bit her ear, making her yelp.

“You’re perfect,” he murmured, “but you’re not finished. I want you ready all day, do you understand? No panties, no bra, nothing to hide you from me.”

Harriet shivered, desire already rekindling beneath the afterglow. “Yes, Sir.”

He grinned, brushing his lips over hers, then rose from the bed, searching for his clothes. Harriet watched him dress, hungry for every line of him, every lingering bruise and mark on her own body that would remind her—through breakfast, through the train ride, through all the ordinary hours to come—of who she belonged to.

A knock sounded at the door—quick, urgent. Harriet jolted, heart pounding. Jack shot her a warning look, then called, “Just a minute!”

She scrambled, yanking the covers up to her chin, breath held tight. Jack strode to the door, bare chest still gleaming with sweat, and opened it a crack. Karen’s voice filtered through, muffled but suspicious. “Mum wants to know if you’ve seen Harriet. Breakfast is getting cold.”

Jack smiled—polite, disarming. “She’s here. We’ll be down in five.”

Karen’s footsteps retreated. Jack closed the door and turned, a dark, satisfied look on his face. “You’ll serve me at breakfast,” he said softly. “And tonight, when you return to me, you’ll beg to be used again. Understood?”

Harriet nodded, throat tight with pride and hunger and certainty. “Yes, Sir.”

He leaned in, kissed her slow and deep, and for one perfect moment the rest of the world vanished. She was only his: owned, claimed, loved, and already desperate for the next command.

Harriet padded barefoot across the creaking floorboards, her body humming with the rawness of what Jack had given her—what she’d begged for—only moments before. The bite of the collar at her throat, the tender ache between her legs, the bloom of red finger marks at her hips and throat—all were reminders that she belonged to him, utterly and shamelessly. But now, with the rest of the house wide awake and the scent of frying bacon wafting up the stairs, she had to slip herself back into the ordinary world. She grinned as she caught her own reflection in the bathroom mirror: hair wild, cheeks flushed, lips kiss-bruised and swollen, eyes still glossy from sleep and release. There was no way she could hide the truth of her night, not from herself. Maybe not from anyone, if she wasn’t careful.

She showered quickly, soap and hot water working over her sore skin. She wanted to linger, to let the heat soothe her, but the real world was pressing close, waiting for her to step back in and play her part. She toweled off and stood at the open wardrobe, biting her lip. The rules were clear: no panties, no bra, nothing to shield her from the memory of his hands, nothing to hide the ownership Jack had pressed into her flesh.

She chose a soft black dress that fell mid-thigh, loose enough to flutter as she moved but short enough to brush her bare skin with every step. It made her feel exposed—deliciously so. As she slipped it over her head, she found herself hoping for a draught, for a stray gust of wind that would lift the hem and remind her just how vulnerable she was. She kept the collar at her throat, its silver glint hidden by a lock of hair, but the key charm swung with every movement, a secret that felt more precious than diamonds.

Downstairs, the kitchen was in chaos: her mother basting a joint of ham, Karen whisking eggs, Lila hunched at the table devouring toast and scrolling her phone. The table was already set, plates stacked, jam jars open, the Christmas morning soundtrack crackling from a Bluetooth speaker in the corner. Harriet’s heart thudded as she entered, the sunlight spilling across the tiles and catching the edges of the day’s ordinary brightness.

Jack was already at the table, sleeves rolled to the elbow, hands folded, looking for all the world like a perfectly normal older brother. But when Harriet caught his gaze, something shifted—his smile curved, eyes narrowing in a secret that was only for her. She took her seat beside him, acutely aware of her nakedness beneath the dress, every movement a reminder of his rules. When her thighs parted, she felt cool air brush the ache he’d left behind; when she crossed them, the hem threatened to ride higher, teasing her with the memory of his hands.

Her mother bustled by with a bowl of scrambled eggs, pausing to ruffle Harriet’s hair. “You look exhausted, darling. Long night?”

Harriet ducked her head, blushing. “Just couldn’t sleep. Too excited, I suppose.”

Lila snorted, not looking up. “You always say that. Maybe you should have gone to bed before two in the morning.”

Harriet rolled her eyes, willing herself to blend in, to forget the throb between her legs or the heat on her skin where Jack’s mouth had left marks. But she could feel him watching her, every glance a brand. He tapped the table twice, a sound masked by the clatter of cutlery and the clink of glasses. She felt her stomach drop—a signal. She swallowed, reached for the teapot, and began pouring, her hands shaking only slightly.

Jack leaned closer, lips barely moving. “You’re going to serve me at the table. Do you understand?”

She nodded, not daring to look at him. “Yes, Sir.”

His hand slipped under the table, finding her thigh, squeezing gently. “You’re such a good girl. I want you kneeling by my chair when you bring me tea.”

Harriet’s pulse skipped. The kitchen was full, everyone occupied, no one paying attention. But if she did what he asked, anyone could look over and see her at his feet. The thought made her dizzy, a heady mix of shame and pride. She finished pouring, heart racing, and brought Jack’s mug to him, careful not to spill.

He smiled, eyes glittering. “On your knees.”

Harriet sank beside his chair, the tile cold against her bare skin, the table’s edge pressing into her shoulder. She held out the mug with both hands, head bowed. The moment stretched, every sound in the room amplified—the sizzle from the hob, Karen’s laughter, the scrape of Lila’s chair as she stood to fetch more toast. No one noticed. No one said a word. Harriet’s heart beat wildly.

Jack took the mug, his fingers brushing hers, then let his hand rest on her hair for a moment—praise, approval, possession. “Thank you,” he said, voice low, so soft only she could hear. “You can stand now.”

Harriet rose, legs shaky, and slid back into her seat. She flushed, eyes darting, certain someone must have seen. But the conversation never faltered. Her mother was asking Jack about work, Karen was reminding everyone about the Christmas walk they’d planned, and Lila was begging for more bacon. It was as if the secret between Harriet and Jack was invisible, a shimmering thread only they could feel.

Jack tapped her knee under the table, another signal—spread your legs for me. Harriet obeyed, letting her knees fall apart, the draft sneaking up under her dress, her body on fire. He didn’t touch her, didn’t even look, but she felt the heat of his gaze, the pride and delight in his silence.

Breakfast unfolded in a whirl of tastes and scents—salty ham, sweet jam, bitter coffee, the earthy smell of toast. Harriet’s senses were sharp, everything heightened by the knowledge of her own exposure. Every movement was a risk, every word a dare. She found herself seeking Jack’s approval in every tiny act—passing him a plate, brushing his fingers with hers, tilting her head to show him the collar’s glint.

At one point, Karen leaned over, brow furrowed. “Are you okay, Hattie? You look… different.”

Harriet’s heart stuttered. She forced a smile. “Just tired, honestly. But happy.”

Jack cut in smoothly. “She’s just excited for the walk, aren’t you, brat?” He let the pet name slip into the air, soft enough for only her to catch the meaning.

Harriet ducked her head, cheeks flaming. “Always.”

Jack’s hand found her knee again, squeezing approval. “Good girl.”

She nearly moaned. Instead, she gripped the edge of her chair and focused on breathing, her whole body throbbing with the need to please him, to obey, to be seen and not seen, known and kept secret all at once.

After breakfast, the family scattered—Karen to the garden to smoke, Lila upstairs to shower, her mother fussing with dishes. Jack stood, stretching. “Walk with me?” he asked, voice innocent.

Harriet nodded, heart racing. She followed him out to the cold stone patio, their breath clouding the air. The garden was deserted, the world washed in winter white, the only sounds the distant caw of a crow and the crunch of frost underfoot.

Jack caught her hand, pulling her around the side of the house, out of sight. He pressed her against the old stone wall, his body blocking the view from the kitchen window. His hands slid up her dress, finding bare skin, squeezing her thigh. “You did so well,” he murmured. “You were perfect. No one suspects a thing, do they?”

She shook her head, dizzy with pride. “No, Sir.”

He pressed a kiss to her mouth, biting her lower lip, his fingers sliding higher. “You’re not allowed to come until I say. Not today, not on the train, not tonight. Understood?”

Harriet whimpered, nodding. “Yes, Sir.”

He smirked, pulling her dress higher, exposing her to the cold air. “I want you to remember this all day. Every step, every brush of your dress against your skin—you remember who owns you.”

She gasped, clinging to him, desperate to be filled, used, claimed all over again. “Please,” she whispered.

Jack laughed, low and fond. “No. Not yet.” He released her, smoothing her dress back down, and kissed her once more, slow and deep. “I want you aching for me all day. That’s your task.”

Harriet trembled, feeling the command settle into her bones. She knew she would obey, would carry the ache of him with her through every ordinary moment, every family ritual, every goodbye.

They returned to the house, breathless and red-cheeked. The family was gathering coats and boots, preparing for their Christmas walk. Jack shot her a private look—a promise, a threat, a reward—and Harriet found herself grinning, nerves tingling, heart soaring.

As they stepped out into the cold, into the bright December morning, Harriet felt more alive, more owned, more utterly Jack’s than ever. The risk of being discovered, the challenge of secret service, the burn of denial and anticipation—they were the gifts she craved most of all.

And the day had only just begun.

After the walk, the house settled into its usual afternoon rhythm: the television murmuring in the background, mugs of cocoa clustered on the table, the scent of pine and spice clinging to every sweater and strand of hair. Harriet played her part—smiling at Lila’s teasing, nodding along with her mother’s chatter, even joining Karen for a game of cards by the fire. But beneath her skin, a different tension had taken root.

It grew with every hour that brought them closer to her departure, every glance Jack threw her way—hungry, proud, but already shadowed by the threat of distance. Her suitcase sat at the foot of the bed, half-packed. The train ticket, folded and neat, hid beneath her pillow. And the rules Jack had written for her—his neat, assertive hand listing commands for every day they’d spend apart—lay on top of her journal, burning a hole in her resolve.

She escaped to her room when the house was full of laughter, closing the door softly and curling up on the duvet with her knees pulled to her chest. She should have felt triumphant: her body was owned, her submission cherished, the collar at her throat still bearing the shine of Jack’s approval. But a sour fear gnawed inside her. When she left—when she was just Harriet again, not his brat, not his property—would he still want her? Could she be this girl, this owned thing, from far away?

The questions spilled into her journal, one after another, a tangle of longing and shame:

What if I lose this when I go? What if Jack only wants me when I’m obedient, when I’m here to serve? What if he gets tired of my brattiness, or I can’t be brave enough alone?

What if I want this too much? What if I can’t stop wanting it—wanting him to hurt me, use me, make me beg?

What if he changes his mind?

She pressed the pen to the page until her hand cramped, throat tight with unshed tears. The rules were supposed to help—daily rituals of service, obedience, denial—but suddenly they felt like a lifeline she was afraid she’d fail to grasp. She let the tears spill, silent and burning, face pressed to the duvet as she tried to catch her breath.

The door opened without warning. Jack stepped in, eyes sweeping the small room, landing on her—crumpled, raw, a mess of emotion. For a moment, he just watched her, his own expression unreadable. Then he crossed to the bed in two strides, sitting beside her, hand gentle as he brushed her hair from her face.

“Hey,” he murmured. “What’s all this?”

Harriet tried to turn away, but Jack caught her wrist, pulling her upright, drawing her into his lap. “Don’t hide from me,” he said softly. “Not after everything we’ve shared.”

She let him hold her, her cheek pressed to his shoulder, her breath coming in shallow gasps. “I’m scared,” she whispered finally. “Scared I’ll mess this up. That I’ll leave and you’ll forget how much you want me. That I’ll…lose you.”

Jack’s hand stilled at her back. For a long moment, he didn’t speak. Then he reached for her journal, flicking it open, reading the mess of doubts and longing she’d spilled across the page. He didn’t tease, didn’t scold. Instead, he pressed a kiss to her forehead and said, “You don’t have to be brave for me. But you do have to be honest.”

He tipped her chin up, searching her eyes. “What do you want, Harriet? Not just now, not just tonight. What do you want from me—really?”

She swallowed, the words raw and frightening in her mouth. “I want you to own me. Even when I’m gone. I want you to tell me what to do. I want to obey. I want to serve. I want to know you’re proud of me. Even when I’m away, even when I’m scared.”

Jack’s gaze darkened, something fierce and tender blooming there. “You want to serve me from afar? Even when it hurts?”

She nodded, cheeks wet with tears. “Especially when it hurts. That’s how I know it’s real.”

He exhaled, rough and shaky, then leaned in to kiss her—soft at first, then biting at her lower lip, as if he could draw her fear out and swallow it whole. “Then kneel,” he ordered quietly. “Right here. Show me you mean it.”

Harriet slid off the bed, her knees sinking into the soft carpet, her eyes fixed on his. Jack stood, towering above her, unbuttoning his jeans with slow, deliberate movements. He reached into his pocket and drew out a scrap of paper—her own list of fears, ripped from the journal—and held it between two fingers.

“Read them to me,” he said, voice rough. “Every fear. Every craving. Out loud.”

Her voice shook, but she obeyed, reading each line: What if I lose this? What if you stop wanting me? What if I can’t be brave? What if I want too much? The words hung in the air, stark and desperate.

When she finished, Jack let the paper drop, kneeling in front of her. His hand found her collar, thumb circling the key. “None of that matters now,” he said softly. “All that matters is this: You’re mine. You’re always mine. Even when you’re scared. Even when you’re bratty. Especially then.” He pressed her forehead to his chest, holding her there until her trembling slowed.

He pushed her gently back until she was kneeling between his thighs. “Open your mouth, brat.”

She obeyed, tongue out, eyes wide. Jack’s cock was already hard, flushed with need, his hand firm in her hair. He fed himself to her, slow and deep, using her mouth as he’d used her body so many times before—but this was different, rougher, more desperate, as if he needed to remind them both that the bond between them could stretch any distance. Harriet took him greedily, tears streaking her face, every swallow an act of devotion.

Jack pulled her off, holding her head in both hands, eyes blazing. “Tell me who you belong to.”

“You,” she gasped. “Only you.”

He thumbed her lips, smearing them with his arousal. “Say it again. Louder.”

“I belong to you, Jack. I’m yours. I’ll do anything. I want to be your good girl, even when I’m gone.”

His hands tightened. He pushed her back onto the bed, climbing over her, stripping her dress off in a single, decisive motion. She was naked beneath him, vulnerable and shaking, but not with fear anymore. With need.

Jack pinned her arms above her head, his mouth hot and bruising on hers. He fucked her hard, claiming her body with rough, possessive thrusts, every movement a command: Remember. Remember who owns you. Remember who makes you beg, who makes you cry, who puts you back together when you break.

Harriet’s world shrank to the heat and weight and the sound of Jack’s voice in her ear. “Don’t you dare forget this, brat. Don’t you dare think for a second you’re anything but mine. I want you on your knees, in your bed, every night we’re apart. I want you touching yourself when I say, sending me proof. You’ll wear my marks. You’ll write my name on your skin. You’ll remember, always.”

She sobbed, clutching at him, lost in the storm of pleasure and relief and belonging. He brought her to the edge again and again, denying her, making her beg, making her promise between broken cries that she’d obey, that she’d remember, that she’d never, ever leave him behind in her heart.

When he finally let her come, it was with a ragged cry—her whole body shaking, her soul bared and raw and remade. Jack held her through the aftershocks, his own climax following, spilling inside her with a groan that left him shuddering above her.

They lay tangled in the sheets, Harriet sobbing quietly, Jack stroking her hair, both of them spent and remade. When the world came back, when their breathing slowed, when her tears dried, Jack tilted her face up and kissed her—gentle, reverent, grateful.

“You’re mine,” he whispered. “No matter where you go. No matter how far. You’re my good girl. My only girl.”

Harriet nodded, exhausted but glowing, her heart light, her doubts burned away by the fire of his need. She pressed her face to his chest, breathing in the scent of him, and knew—knew with every aching, satisfied nerve—that she would never stop craving this. Never stop craving him.

Outside, the house was still and ordinary. But inside their little room, nothing was ordinary at all. Harriet’s fears were still there, but now they were small, contained, made powerless by the certainty of Jack’s love, Jack’s dominance, Jack’s endless, brutal care.

And as she drifted toward sleep, she clung to his words, promising herself that she would obey, that she would serve, that she would always, always belong.

Jack caught her alone in the hallway, just outside the guest room where she’d stashed her suitcase. The afternoon sunlight slanted through the frosted windowpanes, painting the walls in cold gold, but in that narrow corridor the world felt unbearably warm and close. Harriet’s heart slammed against her ribs when she heard his footsteps—soft, certain—approaching from behind.

She tried to slip past, but Jack’s hand closed around her upper arm in a gentle vice. He spun her around, breath hot behind her ear. “I need you,” he murmured, voice low and gravelly. “Now.”

Harriet’s breath caught—her pulse thundered in her ears—but she didn’t pull away. Instead, she bowed her head in acquiescence, offering herself without a word. Jack’s other hand came up to the collar at her throat, thumb brushing the silver band until she trembled. He gave it a sharp tug, and she shivered all over.

He guided her into the guest room, closed the door, and locked it with a deliberate click. The sound echoed off the walls and sent a jolt of arousal through her. Jack pressed her against the door, one hand on her throat, the other trailing down her spine. Each step was a claim: here, here, where no one could see, he would release what had simmered all day.

Without ceremony, he yanked the dress from her body, letting it fall in a puddle at her feet. Harriet stood, naked and glowing, shivering in the chill of the room. Jack’s eyes raked her from collarbone to toes, dark with need. He cupped her cheek, thumb brushing away a stray tear of anticipation, and whispered, “You belong to me.”

He turned her and pressed her face into the guest bed’s crisp white sheets, the cool cotton a stark contrast to the heat of his body behind her. Harriet’s hands braced against the mattress, spine arching in need as Jack’s jeans and boxers dropped around his ankles. The sight of him—hard, poised, ready—sent every nerve in her body alight.

He didn’t ease in. He slammed forward in one powerful thrust that stole Harriet’s breath and sent a raw cry tearing from her throat. Jack’s hand locked over her mouth, muffling the sound as he filled her completely. The bed groaned beneath them, the steely sheets twisting, and the small room contracted until all that existed was skin, heat, and the relentless rhythm of his body claiming hers.

Jack pulled out slowly, then drove in again, faster this time, each thrust a deliberate assertion of his dominance. Harriet’s nails raked the sheets, leaving thin, furious lines as she clutched at the mattress. She tasted salt on her lips from Jack’s hand and sweat, the heady flavor of their union. Her body was alight with sensation, every nerve ending screaming for release.

“Beg,” Jack snarled, voice rough, the words vibrating through her. “Beg to come.”

Harriet’s head whipped up, eyes filling with desperate need. He halted, the world contracting to a focus on his gaze. On command, she pressed her palms against the bed, shoulders trembling. “Please,” she gasped around Jack’s hand. “Please let me come. I need you to let me come.”

Jack’s hand tightened, tracing her lower lip with his thumb. Then he withdrew, letting her scream into the sheets as he pulled out completely and spun her to face him. She sank to her knees, body slick, hair wild, tears trailing down her cheeks. Jack cupped her face, lifting her until their eyes met, and then he sank to his knees as well, thrusting back into her without warning. The surge stole her breath, a fresh wave of acute pleasure that folded her in on itself.

He rose, lifted her onto the bed, and flipped her so she lay on her back again. He knelt between her thighs, one hand on her hip, the other bracing at her shoulder. His fists clenched in the sheets, arms trembling with the effort of restraint. He drove down hard, fast, each thrust a stab of ownership that left Harriet gasping and writhing, her nails scoring his hips as she tried to ground herself in the flood of sensation.

She tried to speak, to form his name on her lips, but her voice broke into a hoarse moan. Jack put a finger to her mouth. “No words,” he commanded. “Only obedience.”

Harriet’s body convulsed around him at his touch. She bit her lip to keep from crying out, though each movement throbbed sweeter precisely because she had to contain it. Jack’s hips jerked, his breath ragged, until finally he drew her eruption from her in one merciless series of thrusts—each deeper, harder, until she collapsed beneath him, her muscles clenching around him in a shuddering wave.

Jack held on, driving into her through every pulse of her orgasm, then eased back, grounding them both in the slow descent of release. He collapsed beside her, chest heaving, limbs tangled. Harriet lay gasping, body still trembling in the aftershocks, collar clinking softly against sheet and skin.

He rolled onto his side and propped himself on one elbow, gazing down at her. His fingers traced the curve of her hip, the swell of her waist, and he murmured, “You were incredible.” His voice was thick with both satisfaction and something gentle—pride, maybe even awe.

Harriet turned her head, seeing streaks of white in his hair, the faint lines of fatigue around his eyes. She realized that he, too, was spent—spent by the demands of the day and their union, by the weight of his own needs and the intensity of their bond. She reached a trembling hand to his face, stroking his cheek. “I want you,” she whispered, voice hoarse. “I need you.”

He touched her wrist, then placed the collar back at her throat, fastening it gently but firmly. The cold metal settled against her warm skin with a firm click. Harriet gasped—half surprise, half delight. The collar was more than an ornament; it was a promise, a reminder that no matter how wild or raw everything grew, they both craved the security of ownership.

Jack kissed the collar, then her lips, a slow, deep kiss that tasted of sweat, need, and something softer—tenderness. He shifted, gathering her into his arms as if she were glass. “I’ll always want you,” he murmured. “No matter where you are. No matter what happens.”

Harriet pressed her face to his chest, listening to the rapid drum of his heartbeat sync with hers. The aftershocks still rippled through her body, but beneath the physical high was a calmer, deeper current of belonging. She closed her eyes, letting herself be cradled—knowing that their bond, forged in fiery acts of possession and surrender, would carry them through whatever distance lay ahead.

And as Jack’s breathing steadied, his arms held her fast, Harriet smiled against his skin, the lingering sting of their rough love a sacred reminder: she was his, completely and irrevocably, and nothing—not distance, not fear, not time—could take that away.

Harriet returned to her room with trembling legs, the rush of Jack’s release still humming through every inch of her. The small space felt impossibly intimate—her half-packed suitcase lay open on the bed, clothes spilling over the edge, waiting for her to return to the world beyond Jack’s arms. She pulled on underwear at last, obeying the one concession he’d allowed her, then slipped easily into the soft grey sweater and jeans she’d packed. The memories of last night’s abandon clung to her—every slap of skin, every gasp, every whispered command echoing in her mind.

She knelt beside the suitcase, picking up a folded white shirt and laying it across her lap, pausing as her fingers brushed the fabric. It felt foreign now, too neat and too ordinary. She closed her eyes and pressed the shirt to her chest, breathing in its faint scent of laundry and thinking of Jack’s hands—his rough, possessive hands—curling around her throat, her waist, pressing her down into craving. A knock sounded at the door. Harriet startled, heart hammering, then called, “Come in.”

Jack stepped over the threshold, his own clothes crisp and neat, a wrinkle in his collar the only sign that this morning had been anything but routine. In his hand he carried a thin envelope, heavy enough to hold paper but light enough that its contents remained a secret. When he saw Harriet kneeling by the suitcase, looking small and raw in his sweater, his eyes softened, though the fire still danced there.

“You’re really going?” he asked, voice low, half question, half command.

Harriet nodded, rising to her feet. She zipped the suitcase closed, her fingers steady despite the tremor in her voice. “I have to, Jack.”

He stepped closer, slipping the envelope into her hand before she could protest. Its weight seemed to anchor her in place. On the front, in his neat script, was her name and one word: RULES. She looked up at him, eyes brimming, and he offered a small, rueful smile.

“Open it,” he said. “Before you do anything else.”

Harriet tore the envelope and unfolded the crisp paper. Inside was a typed list: brief, brutal, precise. Each line a directive to bind her to him across the miles.

RULES FOR HARRIET

You will kneel for me each morning upon waking; send me proof before you dress.

You will remove your underwear on any train ride longer than one hour. Text me when you do.

You will write “Mine” on your inner thigh in pen each night and send me a photo.

You will not orgasm without my express permission; submit requests only in writing.

You will remember: you are owned.

Harriet’s breath hitched as she read. The rules stitched them together, each line a lifeline that would guide her through the days they’d spend apart. They were daring, intimate, unflinchingly possessive. A shiver of excitement mixed with fear ran through her.

Jack watched her, expression unreadable until she reached the bottom of the page. Then he reached out, tipping her chin up so she had to meet his gaze. “Do you agree?” he asked softly. “Will you obey?”

Harriet swallowed hard. The weight of the rules pressed down on her—someday burdens, some day delights—but she knew she wouldn’t have it any other way. “Yes, Sir,” she whispered.

His hand came up to the collar she’d fastened that morning, gently brushing the silver band. “Good girl,” he murmured. “You’re always mine.” He leaned in to kiss her, slow and deep, sealing the promise of his words.

The room felt too small after such an intimate confession. Jack stood and extended his hand to Harriet. She took it, folding her fingers around his, and he led her through the narrow hallway toward the door. Each step was heavy with the knowledge of what lay ahead: a world of painted smiles, practical tasks, and his rules burning in her pocket. But also a world brightened by the certainty of his claim.

Downstairs, the family bustled in the living room. They’d finished opening presents and were scattered on sofas, cups of cocoa in hand, laughter echoing against the walls. Harriet paused on the landing, heart racing. Jack placed a hand at the small of her back, guiding her to stand beside him. She smoothed her sweater, held her chin high, and stepped into the light of normalcy.

“Ready?” Jack whispered, voice only for her.

Harriet swallowed once, then nodded. “Ready.”

They joined her parents on the sofa; Jack draped an arm casually across her shoulders, leaning in as if to share a private joke. Her mother gave her a bright smile. “Do you want more cocoa, love?”

Harriet smiled back, brushing her hair an inch away from her face. “Thank you, Mum.” She sipped from her cup, the warmth a comfort, and felt Jack’s gaze sweep over her—proud, satisfied, possessive. She brushed her hand to her thigh, where the first rule waited in her pocket, and a thrill rippled through her.

Time passed in a shimmer of ordinary conversation—Lila’s recounting of a school play, Karen’s suggestions for New Year’s Eve, her father’s jokes about cleaning up Christmas trees. All the while, Harriet remained calm on the surface, her insides humming with the promise that after every mundane moment, a text could ignite the secret fire.

When it was time to head to the station, Jack and Harriet stood at the front door. Her suitcase was already in the hall, ready. Jack bent and kissed her temple, pressing his palm to her cheek. “Remember.” His thumb brushed the envelope in her hand. “Obey me.”

Harriet nodded, fierce and certain. “I will.”

He gave her one last look—one loaded with love, hunger, and the iron certainty of his claim—then stepped aside as her mother and Lila waved goodbye. Harriet clung to Jack’s hand until the last hug, the final laugh, the door closing behind her with a soft click.

Jack stood on the porch, waving until she turned down the driveway. Harriet glanced back once, tears in her eyes, and he gave her one final nod: proud, possessive, unyielding. She stumbled into the waiting cab, and he was swallowed by the house’s warm glow.

Inside the cab, Harriet pressed the envelope—the rules—against her heart. The list was both a command and a caress, binding them across the miles. She remembered Jack’s voice, low and firm: You are mine.

Her phone buzzed in her pocket. With trembling fingers, she pulled it out:

Text me when you cross the city limit. I’m watching.

Harriet smiled, heat flooding her cheeks. “Yes, Sir,” she whispered into the night.

As the cab rolled toward the station, Harriet leaned back, suitcase beside her, and let the rules guide her into their new reality. The day ahead would be long, but she was ready—ready to serve, ready to obey, ready to belong. And tonight, as the envelope’s paper slipped into her coat pocket, she knew she would kneel for him, text him, write his name on her skin, and hold herself back until he gave permission to release.

Because she was his. And from this moment on, she always would be.

Harriet settled into the window seat, her breath fogging the glass as the train jolted from the platform. Outside, the city blurred past in icy streaks of grey and white, Christmas decorations still glimmering in shop windows and strung over empty roundabouts. Her suitcase stood upright by her knees, but the only thing that felt real, solid, was the weight of the rules in her coat pocket, pressing into her thigh like a secret brand.

She could still taste Jack on her lips. She’d clung to him at the station, pressed her face into his neck, let his hand curl possessively around the collar beneath her scarf. They’d kissed quickly—too quickly, not enough—before her mother’s car horn interrupted, and suddenly Harriet was swept up in the tumble of bags, hugs, and train tickets. The world was bright and loud, the parting abrupt, but as the train pulled away, the ache of his absence landed in her chest, heavy and sharp.

She slipped the envelope from her pocket, unfolded the list, and let her eyes dance over each line. The rituals, the denial, the reminders: all of it meant she was still Jack’s, even now, even as the distance stretched between them. She closed her eyes and pressed the page to her lips, whispering, “I’m yours.” The words were prayer and promise, her anchor in the rush of the journey.

The train rattled through the outskirts, picking up speed. The compartment was nearly empty—just an older couple across the aisle, a student in headphones slouched against a bag, two women murmuring in the far corner. Harriet’s heart fluttered. She remembered the second rule: You will remove your underwear on any train ride longer than one hour. Text me when you do.

A shiver ran through her. She glanced around—no one watching—and shifted her coat to shield herself. Her fingers crept up under her skirt, hooked into the lace band of her knickers, and slid them down, careful not to draw attention. She stuffed them into her coat pocket, pulse racing, cheeks burning. It was thrilling, humiliating, impossible not to obey.

She snapped a photo—not of herself, just the crumpled underwear in her lap—and sent it to Jack with a single line: Obeying. Wet for you. Rule 2 complete.

The reply was almost instant:

Good girl. Now spread your legs, stay that way until the next stop. You’ll text me every time you edge yourself. No coming. I’ll know if you cheat.

Harriet’s mouth went dry. The instructions sent a new heat rushing through her, making her shift in her seat. She let her knees fall apart beneath the table, her bare skin tingling against the cold vinyl. The thrill of exposure—however slight—made her clit throb. She fished in her bag for her phone, eyes flicking to the other passengers, but no one paid her any mind. She slipped a hand under her skirt, fingers finding her slick folds, the seat shuddering beneath her as the train picked up speed.

She rubbed herself slowly, circling her clit with trembling fingers, just enough to make herself moan—soft, silent, desperate. She edged once, the pleasure swelling and breaking like a wave, then pulled back, breath shaking. She snapped another message:

Edging. Can’t stop thinking about you. About your hand at my throat.

Jack’s reply:

Say my name. Whisper it. Tell me who owns you before you touch yourself again.

She bit her lip, heart hammering, and leaned close to the window, so no one would see her lips move. “Jack,” she whispered. “Sir. I belong to you.” She slid her fingers between her folds again, stroking, edging herself to the brink of release—then stopping, obeying his rules, the ache sweet and unbearable.

Outside, the fields were dusted with frost, sun glinting off a ribbon of river. The train rocked and swayed, the motion pushing her hips forward, making her clench her thighs to keep from whimpering. She edged again, then again, her whole body trembling with denial.

Her phone buzzed with a new message:

Slip into the loo at the next stop. Edge again. Show me proof—panties in your mouth, marks on your thighs, my name written where no one else can see. Remember, you’re not allowed to come.

The train slowed. Harriet’s nerves sang with dread and delight as she scooped her bag up and slipped into the cramped, sterile bathroom. She locked the door, pulled up her skirt, and stared at herself in the mirror. Her cheeks were flushed, eyes wide, breath ragged. She took out her lipstick—a deep, illicit red—and scrawled “His” on the soft skin of her inner thigh.

She pressed her panties to her lips, holding them in place with her teeth, and snapped a photo: eyes wild, skirt hitched, her secret written in red just above the trembling apex of her thighs. She sent the photo with shaking fingers, every nerve ending alive with shame, need, and pride.

Jack’s response was immediate:

You’re my filthy girl. Edge again. Tell me you’re aching for me. You may not come until you’re in your own bed, on video, kneeling for me.

She obeyed, sinking her fingers into herself, stroking until the ache built to an agonizing, perfect peak. She stopped, panting, staring at her reflection. She looked ruined, claimed, marked in every way that mattered.

When she returned to her seat, her whole body buzzed. The train moved on, station after station flashing by. With each stop, she texted Jack—Edging. Still yours. Obeying. I want you so much it hurts. Sometimes he replied with filthy orders, sometimes just a voice note: low, commanding, his voice a tether, a leash, drawing her back to him.

Imagine me behind you now, hand on your throat. Imagine my voice in your ear, telling you not to come. Feel the marks I left on you, the ache I put inside you. You’re mine, even here.

Harriet closed her eyes, letting the words sink in. She fidgeted in her seat, every movement a reminder that she was wet, denied, and open, her body tuned to his will. Each time she felt herself near the edge, she stopped, squeezed her thighs together, texted Jack, and waited for his approval to touch herself again.

Hours passed in a haze of ache and obedience. The journey was long, and by the time they reached the edge of the city, dusk had fallen, turning the landscape into a blur of lights and shadows. Harriet’s skin was hot, her body trembling with pent-up need.

Her phone buzzed one final time:

When you get to your flat, strip, kneel, and video call me. I want to see you edge for me—no coming until I say. If you disobey, there will be consequences.

Harriet squeezed her thighs together, breathless with anticipation. She counted down the minutes, her mind full of him: Jack’s hands, Jack’s voice, Jack’s rules. She knew she was already owned—her will, her pleasure, her every secret gesture belonged to him.

The train pulled into the terminal at last. Harriet gathered her suitcase and hurried out, feeling the night air sting her cheeks. The city was alive—cars, crowds, the pulse of music spilling from bars—but she felt set apart, vibrating with obedience and denial.

She flagged a cab, climbed in, and texted Jack:

Almost home. Still wet, still aching, still yours.

His reply:

Good girl. The first time you come will be for me, and me alone.

Harriet pressed her legs together the entire ride home, shivering with anticipation and the knowledge of what would come next. She imagined stripping for him on video, kneeling by her bed, begging for permission—and the promise that, even far away, she would still be his, body and soul.

As the cab rolled through the city’s bright veins, Harriet pressed the rules against her chest, grateful and desperate all at once. She was his girl, owned, denied, burning, and ready for whatever Jack commanded next.

And for the first time in her life, obedience didn’t feel like a cage. It felt like coming home.

The city’s lights blurred past the cab windows as Harriet rode home, Jack’s rules pressed tight against her palm. Every vibration of her phone, every creak of the seat beneath her, was another reminder that she wasn’t alone—even now, in the dark, in the rush and glare of crowds. She was owned. She was being watched. Even when Jack was miles away, his voice echoed in her head, as vivid and present as if he was sitting beside her, hand at her throat.

The cab driver asked her address, and Harriet rattled it off, shifting on the sticky vinyl. Her skirt rode up over bare thighs, her panties still balled in her coat pocket—a secret, a promise, a badge of shame. She stared at the list of rules one more time, letting them burn into her mind, letting their weight settle deep. Each line was an order, a caress, a dare.

Her phone buzzed.

Take a photo for me. Write my name on your thigh before you go upstairs. Show me proof, brat.

Harriet’s cheeks flushed hot, but she did as she was told, ducking her head and uncapping a pen from her purse. The ink was cold and sharp on her skin. She pushed her skirt higher, twisting just enough so the camera could catch the word “Jack” scrawled across the soft inside of her thigh. She snapped the photo and hit send, biting her lip so hard she tasted blood.

Good girl. You’ll keep that on until you see me again. No washing it off. If it fades, you write it again. Is that clear?

Yes, Sir, she texted back, the words a secret electric current running up her spine.

Take your panties and put them in your bag, Jack replied. You’re not allowed to wear them until I say so. Go home with your cunt bare and your skirt riding up. I want you thinking of me every step.

Harriet did as she was told, tucking the soft lace deep in her bag, heart racing as the cab hit a pothole and jostled her hips. She realized she was soaking—the cold air, the risk, the rules, all stoking her higher and higher. She pressed her thighs together, desperate for relief, but the ache was Jack’s alone to control.

The driver glanced at her in the rearview. “Long day?”

She forced a smile. “Something like that.”

Her phone buzzed again. A new message from Jack:

I want a photo of you on your doorstep. Lift your skirt, show me you’re still mine.

The cab stopped outside her flat. She paid, hands shaking, and hurried up the stone steps, glancing over her shoulder. The night was clear and biting. She tucked herself in the shadow of the door, yanked her skirt high, and snapped a photo of her bare, slick sex and the name written on her thigh, the collar peeking beneath her scarf.

She sent it—no words needed. She waited, heart hammering, for Jack’s reply.

Fuck, Harriet. That’s my girl. Now go inside. Keep your shoes and coat on. Kneel in the hallway and wait for my next command.

Her hands shook as she unlocked the door. The hallway was dark and cold, the familiar hush making her even more aware of her vulnerability. She let her coat and shoes stay on, dropped her bags, and knelt by the radiator, thighs spread, skirt pooled around her waist, nipples hard beneath her sweater.

The phone buzzed with a voice note, Jack’s voice low and commanding:

You look so fucking pretty on your knees for me. I wish I could see you now, mouth open, eyes begging. Touch yourself—one finger, slow. Tell me what you want.

She hit record and whispered, “I want you, Sir. I want to come. I want your hand in my hair and your cock in my mouth. I want to serve. Please let me—please…”

She sent the audio, barely daring to breathe.

Jack replied, his own voice rough, teasing:

Such a desperate brat. You don’t get to come yet. Crawl to your bedroom, video it for me, show me how needy you are. Then kneel by your bed and wait for further orders.

Harriet propped her phone against her bag, switched to video, and crawled—slow, humiliating, the carpet burning her knees, her skirt sliding higher with each movement. She moaned, unable to stop herself, knowing the sound would reach Jack. When she reached her bed, she knelt, head bowed, panting, waiting for permission.

Her phone lit up again.

Spread your legs wide. I want to see how ruined you look. Slap your thighs for me—hard, until they’re red. Tell me you’re mine.

She obeyed, slapping her thighs, crying out softly, tears pricking her eyes at the sting and the humiliation. “I’m yours,” she whispered. “I’m always yours.”

Another message:

Now use two fingers. Edge until I say stop. Show me how close you are, how much you need me.

Harriet obeyed, fingers plunging deep, body convulsing. She edged again and again, stopping just at the edge, whining with need, sending short videos each time as proof. She was wrecked—hair wild, cheeks wet, thighs burning, sex swollen and glistening. She felt more owned than ever before, more desperate to please, more alive.

Jack’s texts came fast, every command escalating:

Go to the bathroom, put cold water on your nipples, show me how hard they get.

Write “Jack’s slut” across your chest, take a photo for me. If you don’t do it, you’ll go to bed with no permission for a week.

Film yourself bent over the bed, skirt up, ass bare. I want to see the marks I gave you. Call me Daddy.

Harriet’s world narrowed to obedience, to the endless cycle of ache, denial, and proof. Each humiliation was another act of love, every message a chain binding her to him. She lost track of time, lost herself in the rhythm of Jack’s orders, the heat of his words, the constant reminder that she was never, ever free of his hold.

Her phone buzzed—one last message for the night.

Strip. Put your collar back on. Kneel in front of your mirror. Video call me now.

She scrambled to obey, stripping, fastening the silver collar at her throat. She knelt on the bedroom carpet, phone propped before her, and hit the video call. Jack’s face appeared, tired and hungry and full of pride. He watched her in silence for a moment, his eyes drinking in every detail.

“Good girl,” he said finally, voice thick with feeling. “You did everything I asked?”

“Yes, Sir,” Harriet whispered. “Everything.”

He grinned, wicked and soft at once. “Then you can come now. But I want to watch. Say my name. Tell me who owns you. Beg for it.”

Harriet moaned, her fingers flying, the pleasure crashing through her in a hot, dizzying wave. She sobbed his name—Jack, Sir, Daddy, mine—over and over as she climaxed, her whole body shaking, tears running down her cheeks.

When it was done, Jack spoke softly, his own breath ragged. “I’m proud of you, brat. Go to sleep with your collar on. Dream of me. Tomorrow, we start again.”

The call ended, and Harriet curled up on her bed, still trembling, the collar cool against her throat, her skin stinging with the proof of her devotion. She stared at the ceiling, heart pounding, mind full of Jack’s voice, Jack’s rules, Jack’s love.

She belonged. Even here, even now, even across the miles—she belonged, and she would obey.

And as sleep took her, Harriet smiled, knowing that she was exactly where she was supposed to be: his, utterly and completely, aching for the next command.

Harriet woke the next morning with a start, the winter sun pale and cold on the far side of her curtains. Her bed smelled faintly of sex, of her own sweat and the tang of perfume, but mostly it smelled of freedom—an impossible kind of freedom, born from obedience. She lay still for a moment, body humming with the echoes of Jack’s last commands, skin tingling from the marks she’d given herself in his name. The silver collar still circled her throat. She ran her fingers over it, smiling in the hush of her empty room.

For a long while, she didn’t move, not even to check her phone. She just breathed and let herself remember—Jack’s voice crackling over the phone, the humiliation of kneeling for him miles away, the shudder of pleasure when he finally gave her permission to come. It was a new sort of ache: bittersweet, but not lonely. She didn’t need the room to be full of anyone but herself; she felt claimed, whole, and warm.

The world, though, didn’t wait for her reverie. Her phone buzzed on the nightstand—a message from Karen: Tea in the kitchen if you’re up. You okay?

Short, blunt, with an edge of curiosity. Harriet almost laughed. She stretched, pulled on leggings and a soft jumper, tucked the collar beneath her shirt, and padded barefoot down the chilly hallway.

The kitchen was bright, her mum humming at the stove, the kettle rumbling softly. Karen sat at the little table, one foot up on the chair, scrolling her phone but not really looking at the screen. She glanced up when Harriet entered and for a moment, just watched her.

“Rough night?” Karen asked, the corners of her mouth quirking, but her gaze was sharper than her tone.

Harriet poured herself tea and leaned against the counter. “You could say that.”

There was a pause, not uncomfortable but deep, as if both were measuring something in the air. Harriet found she didn’t want to fill the silence with a lie, but neither could she confess the truth—not about the rules, the collar, the ache that thrummed beneath her skin. Instead, she just stood a little taller, let the heat of her own secrets fill her from the inside out.

Her mum moved behind them, pressing a hand to Harriet’s shoulder—a casual gesture, but one that lingered. “You look… happier,” she said, as if surprised to realize it. “Did you and Jack get all your arguments out at last?”

Harriet smiled, a real one this time. “I think we did. I think we understand each other better now.”

Karen’s eyes softened, the suspicion melting into something more like concern—or was it relief? She set her phone aside and looked at Harriet properly for the first time that morning. “You seemed different this week,” she said quietly. “Kind of tense. But now you look… I don’t know. Settled. Lighter.”

Harriet held her mug, feeling the ceramic warm her palms. “I feel lighter. It’s not just Jack, you know. It’s… everything.” She paused, searching for a way to explain, to build a bridge without exposing the most sacred parts of herself. “I think sometimes you have to go all the way through something to know who you really are. And then you get to decide how to come back.”

Karen tilted her head, studying Harriet. “You two always did need a good fight to clear the air.” Her tone was gentle, even teasing, but there was something true in it.

Their mum chimed in, pouring her own tea. “You’ve always been stubborn, both of you. Maybe it’s good you’ve finally figured out how to meet in the middle.”

Harriet ducked her head, hiding a flush that had nothing to do with embarrassment. If only they knew how far from the middle she’d really gone—how deep, how dangerous, how transformative it had been. And yet she felt no shame, only pride. She wondered if some of that pride had leaked into her posture, her smile, the new steadiness of her voice.

Karen stood, reaching out impulsively to hug her. It was a brief, awkward gesture—more habit than ritual—but Harriet clung to her for a moment longer than usual, squeezing tightly, silently thanking her for not prying, for letting her be changed and still welcome.

“Hey,” Karen murmured into her hair, “I don’t know what’s changed, but I’m glad you’re okay. Really.”

Harriet swallowed back tears. “Me too.”

They parted. Her mum ruffled her hair, and Karen sat back down, opening her laptop as if nothing had happened. But Harriet felt the shift, subtle but unmistakable: a loosening of the old resentments, a tentative step toward forgiveness, an unspoken understanding that she could go and come back, changed but not lost.

Breakfast was easy after that. The talk turned to practical things—train schedules, shopping lists, the weather. Harriet moved through it with a lightness she hadn’t felt in years. Every so often, her fingers drifted to the collar under her shirt, checking the metal, drawing comfort from the secret it protected. She texted Jack—I’m okay. Thank you.—and got a quick reply: Good girl. I’m proud of you.

The day was ordinary, filled with chores and errands and laughter that no longer felt strained. When she hugged her mum goodbye before heading back to uni, she felt the embrace echo in her chest for hours. And when Karen sent her off with a mock-stern warning—“Don’t let Jack boss you around too much”—Harriet only smiled, her secret blazing like a brand.

On the train back, she reread the rules, tracing each line with her fingertip, and realized that what she’d gained wasn’t just Jack’s ownership but her own acceptance. She’d crossed something difficult, faced her fears, and emerged softer, braver, and freer.

The landscape rolled by, winter trees bowing under the weight of frost, and Harriet pressed her forehead to the window, letting the cold sting her skin. She thought about what it meant to be seen, forgiven, and still wanted. She thought about coming home, about belonging—first to herself, then to Jack, then, finally, in her own way, to her family too.

As the train slipped away into the afternoon, Harriet closed her eyes and smiled, knowing that whatever came next, she was ready. She was loved, she was owned, and she was, at last, reconciled with the world she’d left behind.

The train rumbled out of the countryside, carrying Harriet farther from home, but not—she realized—from belonging. The world outside was a blur of winter fields and chimney smoke, snow-melt puddles glittering beneath pewter clouds. The carriage was warmer than she remembered, sunlight glancing off her phone screen, the taste of tea still sweet on her tongue.

She sat curled in the corner, knees drawn up, scarf pulled tight around her throat to hide the collar Jack had buckled there before she left. It pressed against her pulse, a secret only she could feel. With every shift, every heartbeat, every clink of the little key at her breast, Harriet felt Jack’s presence—commanding, possessive, a thread of steel running straight through her.

The family farewell replayed in her mind. Her mother’s tight hug, Karen’s fierce squeeze, Lila’s “Text me when you’re back, loser.” There had been a gentleness she hadn’t expected—a willingness to let her be different, to let her go and return as herself. She carried that with her, a warmth beneath the chill.

But it was Jack’s mark that lingered deepest: not just on her skin, or in the rules folded carefully in her pocket, but in the way she moved, the set of her jaw, the weightless certainty at her core. She was owned, and distance could do nothing to lessen it.

She pulled out her phone, rereading his last messages, letting each line sink in.

You’re not allowed to come until I say.

You will kneel for me every night, no matter where you are.

Send proof. Prove you’re still mine.

Her fingers hovered over the keyboard. She snapped a discreet photo: her bare thigh, the faint ink of his name still visible above her stocking, the glint of the collar’s chain beneath her scarf.

Still yours, she typed.

Hurting for you.

The train rocked her gently, and she closed her eyes, picturing him—how he’d look at her if he could see her now. She could almost hear his voice: You’re such a good girl. You make me proud. Obey, and I’ll reward you soon.

Time spilled forward, measured in the rhythm of the rails, the slow parade of fields, the hush of fellow passengers. The day was ordinary, the world moving as if nothing in her had changed. And yet, every nerve in Harriet’s body was tuned to Jack—every ache, every clench of muscle, every little humiliation written into her rules. She obeyed in public, denied herself in silence, sent him updates like whispered prayers.

At one station, as the train idled, she slipped into the toilet cubicle, knelt awkwardly on the cold, sticky floor, and took a photo for him—her skirt rucked up, the collar bared, cheeks flushed with obedience and shame. Kneeling as promised. I miss you. I want you.

His reply came back swift and sharp: You’ll have me again soon. Be patient, brat. I want you aching for New Year’s.

Harriet exhaled shakily and fixed herself up, emerging from the cubicle with a secretive smile. She bought a coffee from the trolley, kept her legs slightly parted as Jack had ordered, feeling the burn of anticipation in every movement. The city appeared at last, the skyline dark and smeared with winter rain, her stop drawing near.

Her phone buzzed as she gathered her things. The message was from Jack—a new one, different in tone, the words like a touch against her skin.

Come back for New Year’s, brat. I expect you kneeling at my door. Don’t make me wait.

Harriet’s heart leapt. The train squealed into the station, brakes hissing, bodies gathering in the aisle, the world surging around her. She tucked the rules into her pocket, straightened her scarf, and stepped off the train into the crush of travelers, the cold city air stinging her cheeks.

Outside, the noise was deafening—car horns, chatter, a distant street busker playing something slow and sad. Harriet threaded through the crowd, her suitcase thumping behind her, the echo of Jack’s command ringing in her ears.

She felt like she was walking in two worlds at once: the ordinary, drab pavement beneath her feet, and the wild, secret landscape of ownership and anticipation. Every step was a countdown. Every heartbeat a plea for his hands, his voice, his praise.

Her phone buzzed again.

Don’t forget to kneel for me tonight. And every night. Send proof. I want you on your knees, nothing but my collar, every single time you think of me.

A flush rose to Harriet’s cheeks, but she smiled—bold and radiant and unashamed. She typed back:

I’ll kneel for you every night. I’ll be ready. I want you to make me beg.

As she reached her flat, she paused in the entryway, heart pounding, rules in hand. She closed her eyes and made herself a promise: she would obey, she would ache, she would belong. She would serve and wait and burn until Jack called her home.

Because she wanted this. She wanted him. And she knew, without a shadow of doubt, that he wanted her just as much.

The city faded into dusk. Harriet knelt in her room, the collar gleaming at her throat, and waited—aching, owned, and utterly alive—for the door to open again.

The story was far from over.


Chapter 18 — New Year’s Return

Harriet counted each mile by the beat of her heart, her thigh pressed to the window as the train sped through the pale winter afternoon. The world outside was washed clean by frost and sunlight, trees etched in silver, the sky pearl-grey and trembling at the edge of snow. The carriages were quiet—only the hush of wheels, the low hum of conversation from a far-off family, the thrum of anticipation in Harriet’s veins.

She’d obeyed Jack’s every rule in the days since Christmas. She’d knelt for him each morning, alone in her tiny flat, collar gleaming at her throat as the sun crept through the curtains. She’d written his name in blue ink on her thigh every night, the letters growing bolder with each day she missed him, with each hour she denied herself. The ache between her legs had become a living thing, a hunger she fed but never satisfied, letting every edge and every order tie her tighter to the man who owned her.

Now, as the city receded and fields spun past, she wore nothing beneath her black wool coat but Jack’s favorite pale blue slip and the heavy silver collar. She’d checked herself in the bathroom before leaving—no panties, no bra, only his claim and the evidence of her obedience marked on her skin. When she sat, the coat parted just enough to let cool air brush the inside of her thighs, making her shiver. The ache there, so long denied, kept her present and vulnerable.

Her phone buzzed every few minutes with new instructions.

Text when you’re on the platform.

Photo when you’re seated.

Don’t cross your legs.

Send proof you’re marked—my name, my rules.

No touching, not even through your coat. Obey, or go home.

Harriet followed every command, snapping surreptitious pictures in the cold train loo—her name scrawled high on her thigh in sharp blue ink, the collar winking just above the edge of the slip. Each act of submission, even these little humiliations, made her need grow stronger, more urgent.

She checked her makeup—lips flushed, cheeks pink, eyes wide and wild. She looked almost feverish with anticipation. She thought of the coming night: kneeling on Jack’s threshold, the door opening to swallow her, his voice in her ear, his hands on her body, every rule fulfilled, every denial finally rewarded.

A text landed: Are you ready to beg, brat? Are you ready to be mine all year?

Harriet’s thumbs shook as she typed her reply:

I’m already begging. I’ve never needed you this much. Please, Jack. Please let me in. Please let me come home.

She sent a photo—her knees on the hard train floor, slip bunched at her waist, “Jack’s” inked in stark blue letters along the tender curve of her thigh.

His reply came fast:

Good girl. Wait for my next command when you reach my street. Don’t knock. Don’t speak. Kneel and wait. You’ll earn your way inside.

Harriet pressed her hand to her chest, steadying her breath. The rules were a balm and a torment, both, but she craved every one. They had become her lifeline through the dull days apart—a ritual she trusted, a promise that distance didn’t change what she was: Jack’s, heart and soul and body, even when he wasn’t there to witness it.

As the train slid into the terminal, Harriet stood, gathering her bag, feeling the brush of cool air on bare skin. The platform was crowded, voices echoing off stone, travelers bundled against the chill. She moved through them like a ghost, heart pounding, coat pulled tight around her, collar snug and heavy. She wondered what anyone would think if they could see the proof of her surrender: the slip, the marks, the faint bruises from the last time Jack had held her down and told her to beg.

A cab ride, another city, another pulse of anticipation as the familiar streets came into view. The driver looked at her in the mirror, as if sensing her nerves, and she glanced away, heat creeping up her neck. She paid, murmured her thanks, and stepped out onto the pavement, boots crunching in thin ice.

Jack’s street was quiet, the world muffled by snow and the early dusk. Lights glowed in windows, and somewhere, fireworks sounded in the distance—a reminder of the world’s celebration, the new year rising like a promise on the horizon. Harriet barely felt it. All that mattered was the house at the end of the row, the faint glow behind its curtains, the knowledge that he was waiting.

She paused at the garden gate, hands trembling. She checked her phone: Now. Don’t speak. Kneel for me on the step. Don’t look up until I touch you.

Harriet’s knees wobbled as she crossed the walk. She set her bag down beside the door, shrugged off her coat, and knelt in the chill, head bowed, slip barely covering her thighs. The stone was cold, biting, but she barely felt it through the rush of adrenaline, pride, and vulnerability. The collar at her throat was heavy, the ink on her thigh a brand. She tucked her hands behind her back and waited.

The world narrowed: breath in, breath out, the icy bite of winter air, the sharp ache of denial and need, the thump of her heart in her chest. She heard footsteps behind the door, the faint squeak of a hinge. Her whole body trembled—part fear, part anticipation, all obedience.

Jack’s shadow fell across her face. She didn’t look up, not yet. The silence between them stretched, thick and taut. She felt him circle her, heard the soft click of his tongue, the rough intake of breath as he took in the sight she’d become for him. She fought the urge to speak, to beg. She held the position as he’d ordered, surrendering in every possible way.

Above her, Jack finally spoke—low, proud, hungry:

“There’s my good girl. My perfect, obedient brat. You remembered everything, didn’t you?”

Harriet’s breath stuttered, but she nodded, still not daring to meet his eyes.

“Tell me why you’re here,” he murmured, stepping closer, letting his hand ghost above her head, not quite touching.

She swallowed, voice small but unshakable. “Because I want to belong to you. Because I kept your rules. Because I need you to see me kneeling. Because I can’t stand to be anywhere else.”

Jack knelt before her, finally, his hand cupping her jaw, tilting her chin up until their eyes met. His gaze was fierce, shining. “You did so well, Harriet. You made me wait, and now you’re going to beg. Are you ready?”

A sob shivered through her—not of sadness, but relief, longing, joy. She nodded, unable to look away.

He pressed his thumb to her lips, gentle but possessive, then stood, opening the door wider. “Come inside. Leave your bag. Leave everything but your obedience. Tonight, you belong to me in every way.”

As Harriet rose, following him into the warmth of the house, her heart soared—aching, wild, and at peace. She’d made it home. She’d earned her way inside, and she knew with every trembling breath that she’d never kneel for anyone else.

Tonight, the new year would begin on her knees, with Jack’s praise ringing in her ears and her future written in every rule she’d learned to love.

The door didn’t close all the way behind them—not at first. It stayed ajar, letting the cold seep in, the outside world lingering on the threshold with Harriet. She could hear Jack breathing, slow and measured, behind her. The soft shuffle as he toed off his boots. The deliberate way he set his keys in the tray, shrugged out of his coat. Harriet stayed frozen just inside the entryway, coat half-off her shoulders, her bag forgotten by the stoop. She barely dared to move.

Jack let the silence stretch, making her feel the gravity of each moment. There was no bustle, no rush—only the low hum of the radiator, the distant tick of a clock, and the frantic patter of her own heart. The hush was more charged than any crowd; Harriet’s mind raced with every rule she’d kept, every command she’d sweated over, every tremble and ache she’d carried for him since Christmas.

“Don’t move yet,” Jack said, his voice gentle but full of steel. “Let me look at you.”

Harriet shivered, standing in the pooling dusk, coat sliding down her arms. She felt exposed—utterly, helplessly so—even with her face cast downward. She could feel Jack’s gaze tracing over her body, lingering on the collar at her throat, the thin line of the slip barely concealing what he’d ordered her to leave bare.

He circled her slowly, boots thumping on the wood floor. The open door sent a shiver of cold through the entryway, but Harriet felt heat build in her cheeks, her chest, her thighs. He stopped behind her, fingers ghosting over her nape, tracing the chain of the collar. His hand pressed lightly between her shoulder blades. “Drop your coat.”

She let it slip from her shoulders, catching at her elbows before letting it fall. Goosebumps rose along her arms, the winter air making her shiver more. Jack’s hand skimmed down her back, landing on the small of her spine. He tugged her slip up just a fraction, revealing more of her bare thighs.

“Hands behind your back,” he instructed, his voice low and velvety. Harriet obeyed instantly, wrists crossed. She felt the cold slip of his fingers as he checked her—palms to elbows, knuckles along her ribs, a gentle but thorough mapping of her posture and obedience.

“Did you kneel, just as I ordered?” he murmured into her ear.

“Yes, Sir.” Her own voice sounded far away, small but proud.

He trailed his fingers up, pausing at the chain. “And what else?”

“I wore your collar every day. I marked your name on my thigh each night. I didn’t touch myself—not once—not until you gave permission.”

Jack drew a slow breath, tension vibrating through him like the string of a violin. “Let me see.”

Without being told, Harriet slid the slip up high enough to bare her thigh, exposing the blue ink—“Jack’s”—the letters faded but still visible, proof of every night she’d written them, proof of her ache, her pride, her claim. Jack crouched, running his thumb over the words, reading them aloud like a benediction. “Jack’s,” he said, savoring the sound. “You kept my mark, brat. Even with the ink nearly gone.”

“I rewrote it every day,” Harriet whispered. “I wanted it to last until you saw it.”

He pressed his mouth against the inside of her thigh, not quite a kiss, just a breath, a promise. Then he stood, letting her slip fall again, hands returning to her hips.

Jack stepped in front of her, studying her face, eyes dark and unreadable. “Look at me.” She obeyed, lifting her chin, letting him see every crack in her composure, every flicker of need and fear and hope.

“I told you to confess your obedience. What about your disobedience?” Jack’s voice was quiet but merciless.

Harriet’s lips parted. Shame burned through her, but she forced herself to meet his gaze. “Once—only once—I nearly touched myself. I stopped. But I thought about it, Sir. I wanted to break.”

He smiled, not unkindly. “I would have known if you did. But you told the truth. That’s what matters.” He stroked her hair back from her brow. “And how many times did you kneel and beg for me?”

Harriet’s eyes welled up with tears—relief, pride, exhaustion. “Every morning. Every night. Sometimes in the middle of the day, just because I missed you.”

Jack cupped her cheek, thumb wiping away the first tear before it could fall. “Good girl. That’s all I ever wanted. You, kneeling for me—body and heart and mind. No one else, no other rules. Just mine.”

He stepped back, let the silence ring. Then, slowly, he sank to one knee in front of her, so they were almost eye-to-eye.

“Show me how you beg now, Harriet. Show me what you want.”

She knelt instantly, dropping to her knees at his feet, slip riding up to bare the tops of her thighs, shoulders drawn back, hands open and exposed on her lap. She bowed her head, hair falling forward, and let her need speak for her.

“Please, Jack. Please let me come home. Please let me be yours again. I kept your rules. I waited, I begged, I hurt for you every day. Please, Sir. I want you to use me, to own me. Please let me inside.”

Jack reached down, hooked a finger under her collar, and lifted her chin. “You never left. But tonight, you get to prove how much you need this.”

He rose, closed the door at last, and let the warmth of the house close in around them. “Stay kneeling until I call you,” he said. “Don’t move, don’t speak. You’ll wait and want, just like you did every day apart.”

The door shut out the world, cocooning Harriet in a hush thick with anticipation. The faint heat from the radiator began to seep into her bones. She knelt, motionless, the ache of the cold replaced by the slow burn of longing, pride, and surrender.

She heard Jack moving in the other room—the sound of water running, the click of a drawer, the shuffle of feet. He let her wait until her knees ached, her muscles trembled, and her breath came in shallow, desperate little gasps. Only then did he return, crouch in front of her, and stroke her cheek.

“You’ve waited long enough,” he said at last, and in that moment, Harriet felt her whole body relax, the tension bleeding away into a tidal wave of relief.

He stood, offered his hand, and helped her to her feet. His eyes glinted, hungry and proud. “Are you ready to be mine again, Harriet?”

“Yes, Sir,” she whispered, and felt the truth of it run through her like electricity.

“Then follow me. The rest of the ritual is just beginning.”

Hand in hand, she followed him deeper into the house, every nerve lit, every doubt burned away. She had crossed the threshold—not just of his home, but of herself—and she knew, with a certainty she’d never known before, that there would be no going back.

Tonight, she would belong. Tonight, she would kneel and beg and be made new.

Tonight, at last, she was home.

Jack closed the door behind them with a soft click, sealing off the evening’s chill, and the small entry hall that had felt a vast, echoing corridor for Harriet just minutes ago now seemed impossibly intimate. He turned to her, his dark eyes drinking in her form as she stood trembling in the fading light—a vision of obedience and longing. The hem of her pale blue slip hovered just above her knees, the collar glinting at her throat, and the faded blue letters of his name still marked her inner thigh. She was exposed, vulnerable, and utterly his.

He circled her slowly, his gaze traveling from the curve of her shoulders to the small swell of her breasts beneath the silk, down the length of her stomach, over the arc of her hips, and resting at last on the pale expanse of her thigh. Harriet’s breath fluttered in her throat, her pulse roaring in her ears. Each step he took seemed to draw the room in tighter around her, the hush thicker, the shadows longer.

“Stand still,” Jack commanded, voice low and resonant. “Do not move a muscle unless I tell you.”

Harriet nodded, arms falling to her sides, eyes fixed on his boots. The anticipation entangled her senses—every nerve ending thrumming with need and fear in equal measure. Jack reached out, fingertips brushing the delicate fabric of her slip at the top of her thigh. She shivered at the touch, goosebumps rising where silk met skin.

He took her hand and placed it on her chest. “Feel this,” he murmured, guiding her palm to cover her breast. “Press into it. Show me you feel everything I do.”

Harriet obeyed, pressing her hand into the soft fullness, tilting her body to accommodate his silent instruction. She felt herself more acutely than ever—the rise and fall of her breath, the tremble in her limbs, the heat pooled at her core. Jack’s eyes never left hers.

“That’s it,” he said, tracing circles over her hand with his thumb. “Now tell me what you remember most about obeying me these past days.”

Her voice came in a whisper, trembling but sure. “I remember kneeling every morning, Sir. I remember writing your name, re-drawing it when it faded, and wearing my collar like a badge of honor. I remember denying myself again and again… all so I could prove that I belong to you.”

Jack nodded, approval flickering in his gaze before he reached behind him to unbutton his coat. He shrugged it off, revealing the black shirt he’d worn when she left and the faint scent of his cologne. Harriet inhaled sharply, her heart racing at the proof of him so close.

He crossed to her again, sliding his hands down her arms, thumbs brushing the soft skin of her wrists before knocking them gently, but firmly, together behind her back. The small click of the silk-covered bound wrists made her pulse quicken. Jack’s hands cupped the backs of her knees and lifted her slightly, helping her step out of the slip until it pooled at her feet.

Harriet stood naked, save for the collar, exposed in the pale lamplight. She pressed her knees together, arms tightening at her sides. Jack’s gaze flicked over her, as appreciative and precise as a sculptor admiring their work.

He stepped close and ran his fingers along the side of her neck, then down to trace the outline of her collarbone. His palm splayed across the flat of her stomach, fingertips rising to tease the hollow of her navel. Harriet’s breath caught as his touch awakened every inch of her.

Leaning in, Jack traced the fine line of the inked letters on her thigh, whispering each one as if it were a sacred vow. “J… A… C… K,” he murmured, his lips brushing her skin with each syllable, the soft friction setting her nerves alight. Harriet felt as if her body had become a landscape to be charted, every ridge and valley marked by his praise.

He rose to his full height, hands moving to her hips. His thumbs brushed around to her lower back, pulling her flush against him. “When I wrote those rules, I wondered if you’d be brave enough to keep them. And you did. You proved yourself again and again,” he said, voice thick.

Harriet tilted her head up. “I wanted to prove I’m yours,” she breathed.

Jack pressed a kiss to her forehead, then moved down to her nose, then her lips—their mouths meeting in a kiss that was at once gentle and charged with command. When they broke apart, his hand found her cheek, thumb brushing away a stray tear of anticipation.

A moment’s pause, and then he said, “Let me see how obedient you truly are.” He stepped back, reached for the lamp, and dimmed it further until only a sliver of light remained, casting their bodies in soft shadows.

He stood before her, expression careful, reverent, as though he were about to unveil a masterpiece. “Remove the collar,” he instructed. “But do not let it fall. Keep it in your hand.”

Harriet slipped her fingers to the clasp, heart pounding, and released the collar, holding it limply before her. Jack’s eyes softened at the sight of her naked neck.

“Now kneel,” he said, guiding her by the clasp so she knelt at his feet, the collar dangling at her knee like a trophy. “Without the collar, you’re still mine. You don’t need it for me to claim you.”

Harriet knelt, head bowed, tears pricking her eyes as she felt the full weight of his ownership in his words. She pressed her palms to her thighs, palms down, spine straight, chest lifted despite the instinct to curl inward.

Jack knelt behind her, slipping his hands under her arms to press her chest forward until her breasts brushed the tops of her legs. He leaned close, letting his breath roll over her shoulders. “Tell me, brat—what makes you mine?”

Harriet’s voice quavered but rang clear. “Because you own my body, my mind, and my heart. Because I kneel for you. Because I obey your every command, no matter how difficult. Because no other words matter but yours.”

Jack’s hands tightened at her waist, then slid down to cup her breasts. He squeezed gently, thumbs brushing her nipples until she gasped. “And you’ll continue,” he said, voice rough. “You’ll continue to kneel, to obey, to offer yourself until you’re an empty shell of need—you’ll keep being mine.”

Harriet shivered, heat rolling through her in a rush that mixed shame and pride. “Yes, Sir. Always.”

He grasped her cheek, tilting her face up. “Look at me.”

Harriet lifted her eyes; first, her lashes were heavy with tears, then she met his gaze head-on. Jack nodded once, satisfied. “You’re perfect.”

He rose, taking the collar from her hand, and buckled it back around her throat, the cool metal pressing a final, irrevocable claim. Harriet’s eyes fluttered closed at the click of the clasp, her breath catching at the renewed weight at her throat.

Jack slid his arms around her from behind, cradling her against his chest. “I could spend forever in this afternoon,” he murmured in her ear. “But I have other plans for you.”

Harriet leaned back, exhaling into his chest, feeling both stripped bare and held more fully than ever. The inspection was complete, but the praise—Jack’s quiet, unshakable approval—had filled her richer than any words of gold.

He pressed a kiss to the crown of her head, then guided her gently by the collar toward the living room, where the next part of their reunion awaited. Harriet rose to her feet, head clear, heart open, ready for every command, every touch, every moment of heated ownership that Jack had in store.

Because she was his—and in this soft lamplight, under his discerning gaze, she knew she always would be.

Jack led her by the collar through the silent house, each step a deliberate echo that felt as if it were measuring their passion in footfalls. The living room was dim, lit only by the soft, trembling glow of a single lamp in the corner. The couch looked impossibly inviting, the thick carpet like a stage set for their reunion after weeks apart. Harriet’s pulse pounded in her ears—her heart a drumbeat of anticipation for what was coming next.

Jack stopped in the center of the room. He turned to her, letting the collar chain slip through his fingers so that she stood at arm’s length, the silver glinting between them. He studied her slowly, as though trying to memorize every inch of her body anew: the soft slope of her shoulders, the gentle rise of her collarbone, the swell of her breasts beneath her slip, and the pale curve of her stomach. Then his gaze drifted lower, taking in the name he’d inked on her inner thigh, the marks of his ownership still proud against her skin.

When he spoke, his voice was low and fervent. “You’re mine again,” he said, the words a declaration and a promise. “And now you’ll prove it.”

Harriet’s breath caught. “Yes, Sir,” she whispered.

Jack stepped forward and placed his hands on her hips, thumbs brushing the soft lace at her waist. He peeled the slip down in one smooth motion, exposing her skin to the cool air. Harriet shivered as the fabric fell to her feet, the only garment left her collar. Jack lingered on the sight of her—naked, trembling, radiant in her vulnerability—before stepping back and discarding his own shirt, letting it pool at his feet.

He moved to the couch and sank onto it, legs spread, eyes never leaving her. “Get on,” he ordered, voice thick with need.

Harriet approached on trembling legs and climbed onto the couch, positioning herself so that she knelt between his thighs, slip pooled around her ankles. Jack’s thighs were solid beneath her palms, the hard proof of his desire. She looked up, meeting his gaze, and he nodded.

“Good girl,” he said, tipping his head. “Now make me feel that absence has made you desperate.”

She leaned forward, lips brushing his inner thigh, letting her breath warm his skin. Jack’s hand gripped the back of her head, guiding her down. Harriet opened her mouth and let him fill her with the first inch of his hardness. She moaned softly around him, the vibration sending echoes up his thigh. He held her hair, steadying her as she bobbed her head, slow and steady, working him deeper. Harriet closed her eyes and focused only on the taste and weight of him, imagining his hands on her, his voice in her ear.

Jack’s breath hitched, but he pulled back before she reached the base. “Not yet,” he murmured. “Show me you can wait.”

Harriet lifted her head, eyes wet with need, and tore her gaze toward his. “Please, Sir,” she whispered, “let me prove it.”

Jack’s dark eyebrow curved in approval. “On all fours,” he instructed, and Harriet obeyed, shifting her position so she knelt on the couch facing away from him, hands planted on the cushion, bare booty raised to his view.

He climbed behind her, pressing his chest to her back, the hard length of his arousal pressing between her legs. Harriet gasped at the contact, arching back into him, offering herself fully. Jack’s hands slid down her sides, tipping her pelvis back so he could align himself.

He whispered in her ear, breath hot, “Beg for it.”

Harriet swallowed, then in a breathy plea she said, “Please, Sir. Please fuck me.”

Jack’s hands seized her hips, pulling her into him, and he sank in one powerful thrust that stole her breath and made her cry out. He held at the apex, the slow burn of fullness igniting every nerve. Harriet moaned, gripping the couch cushions until her knuckles whitened, savoring the claim of his body within hers.

He pulled back, then slammed into her again and again, each thrust a measured assertion of possession. Harriet’s back arched, her moans filling the hush of the room, the windows faintly rattling with each impact. She could feel him inside her—warm, insistent, relentless—and she surrendered to it, lifting her hips to meet him, matching his rhythm.

Jack’s grip tightened on her hips as he increased the pace, the sounds of skin and breath and unbridled need filling the air. Harriet’s world narrowed to the heat of him inside her, the vibration of her moans against his thighs, and the pounding of her heart echoing the primal rhythm of their union.

He leaned over her, hands moving to her breasts, thumbs circling her nipples until she gasped and shivered. His mouth found her neck, teeth grazing her skin, leaving hot trails of sensation. Harriet moaned his name, voice raw and desperate. “Jack… Jack…”

“Louder,” he demanded, voice husky.

She cried out, “Jack! Sir!”

He laughed, a deep, pleased sound, and pulled out, flipping her gently so she lay on her back on the couch. He positioned himself between her thighs again, brushing her wetness with the tip of his cock, watching her face as he teased the entrance.

Harriet’s breath hitched, legs parting. When he finally thrust in, she cried out in pleasure, her body quivering at the rush. Jack’s hands braced at her thighs, guiding his pace—first slow and deep, then faster, more urgent. Each movement was a testament to power and trust: he drove into her with the steady force of a man reclaiming what was always his, and she received him with the open, trembling eagerness of a woman who knew her place.

Sweat glistened on their skin as Jack increased the tempo, the couch creaking beneath them. Harriet’s nails raked at his back, leaving faint red trails as she clutched at him, crying out for release. Jack bent her legs, holding them high on his shoulders, driving deeper, the angle burning in her core. She felt her orgasm building—swift, overwhelming, inevitable.

“Come for me,” Jack growled, eyes blazing as he thrust in one final, powerful motion.

Harriet’s body tensed, muscles clenching around him in a cascade of pleasure that ripped from her in a half-scream. Her vision blurred, her limbs shook, and for a moment she lost herself—only sensation, only him, only the raw ecstasy of surrender. Jack followed, buried in her warmth, his release spilling deep inside her in long, shuddering pulses.

They stayed entwined, breathless, hearts racing in the aftermath. Jack collapsed beside her on the couch, pulling her into his arms as she trembled against him. His chest rose and fell with heavy breaths, and he pressed kisses along her shoulder, her neck, her hairline.

“You were… extraordinary,” he murmured, voice rough with emotion and satisfaction.

Harriet turned in his arms, pressing her lips to his chest, feeling the steady beat of his heart. “I’m yours,” she whispered, tears of relief and joy mingling with the remnants of pleasure on her skin. “Always yours.”

Jack’s arms tightened around her. “Mine,” he echoed, pressing a final kiss to her forehead. “For good.”

And in that lingering hush—skin slick, hearts full, mouths still tasting each other—they both knew that this reunion was only the beginning of a year written in devotion, service, and irrevocable ownership.

The world seemed softer in the aftermath. Jack held Harriet on the couch, her head nestled in the crook of his shoulder, his fingers absently tracing the line of her jaw. The heat of their bodies lingered on the air; their mingled sweat cooled slowly as the fire in the small grate cast flickering shadows along the walls. For a while, neither spoke. Words felt too small for what they’d shared—too blunt for the tenderness that had unfurled between them, raw and new, after all those weeks apart.

Harriet lay utterly limp, boneless with satisfaction and trust. The ache between her legs was bright and real, but it was the ache in her chest that she cherished: a thrum of joy, of certainty, of finally coming home. Jack’s arms encircled her like a second skin, grounding her. She felt the steady beat of his heart against her cheek and the rise and fall of his breathing, slower now, no longer ragged with hunger but deep and sure.

For a long time, there was only this: warmth, and skin, and the slow rhythm of two bodies learning each other again. Harriet’s eyes fluttered shut. Her hand came up to Jack’s chest, feeling the brush of hair, the heat of his skin, the solid muscle beneath. He turned, pressing a kiss into her hairline, then cupped the back of her head, his palm large and steady.

“You’re shaking,” he whispered.

She realized, with a small smile, that she was. Whether from exertion, aftershocks, or sheer relief, she didn’t know. But it didn’t matter. She let the tremor run through her and sighed into his neck.

Jack shifted, guiding her gently so she lay sprawled atop him, her limbs tangled with his. He grabbed the throw blanket from the back of the couch and drew it over her back, wrapping her in warmth. The care in the gesture—a simple thing, but so deliberate—made Harriet’s throat tighten. She blinked away a rush of sudden tears.

Jack felt them. He gathered her tighter. “Talk to me, sweetheart,” he murmured, running his hand slowly up and down her spine. “Tell me what you’re feeling. All of it. You don’t have to be brave.”

She buried her face in his neck, drawing breath through the clean, familiar scent of his skin. “I don’t know how to put it into words. I feel… full. Loved. Safe. Like I could shatter and you’d hold all the pieces.” Her voice quivered, but she let it. “And I feel small. And needy. And… I want more.”

Jack’s hand paused at her lower back. He pressed a kiss to her temple. “That’s not smallness, Harriet. That’s trust.” He tilted her chin up, searching her eyes. “You’ve given me everything. I see you. Every part. Every flaw, every want, every fear. And I choose you. I’ll keep choosing you. Do you believe me?”

She nodded, but the tears came anyway, spilling silent and hot down her cheeks. Jack brushed them away with his thumb. “Good girl,” he whispered. “I love you best when you’re honest. When you let me see you—when you let me care for you.”

Harriet hiccuped a laugh, then leaned into his touch. “I don’t want to go anywhere. Not ever. I want to stay here. I want to kneel for you, serve you, obey you. I want your rules.”

Jack’s eyes darkened. “You’ll have them. But only if you want them. Not because I demand it—but because you choose it. Every day. Even when it’s hard.”

She sat up a little, meeting his gaze. “I do choose it. I want this, Jack. I want to be yours, fully. Even when it hurts. Especially then.”

He stroked her hair, then reached behind him to the side table, pulling open the small drawer. From inside, he withdrew a crisp envelope. He placed it in Harriet’s hands, then gently untangled himself, sitting up so they faced each other on the couch. The blanket slid to her waist, leaving her bare shoulders glowing in the lamplight.

“Open it,” Jack said quietly.

Harriet’s fingers trembled as she broke the seal. Inside were two sheets of heavy paper. On the first was Jack’s bold handwriting: a new list of rules, carefully drafted, each line clear and intentional.

Harriet’s Rules: New Year’s

Every morning, you’ll kneel at the foot of our bed and say, “I am yours, and I want to serve.”

You will wear your collar whenever we are alone together in this house.

You will not touch yourself, orgasm, or seek release unless I command it or grant explicit permission.

When you need comfort, you will ask for it. You will not hide from me.

When you want to brat, you’ll ask for discipline, and accept what I give you.

If you break a rule, you’ll confess—no lies, no shame.

Each Sunday, you’ll journal for me: write down a truth, a fear, and a wish.

The final rule: You are never alone. I will always claim you, even when we are apart.

Beneath the rules, a space for her signature. Harriet’s eyes stung as she read them, each word resonating deep inside her chest.

“Will you accept them?” Jack asked softly. “Not just tonight, not just when it’s easy. Always?”

She nodded, breathless. “I will.”

Jack drew a pen from his pocket. Harriet signed, her handwriting a trembling scrawl beneath his rules. Jack signed beneath hers, then set the paper aside and drew her into his lap, rocking her gently.

“There’s more,” he whispered, and from the envelope withdrew a narrow velvet box. He opened it to reveal a slim gold chain—a new collar, finer than the last, with a small charm: a heart pierced by an arrow. “This is for when you want to be mine in the world,” he said. “A symbol that only you and I understand. Wear it when you need to feel me, even in public.”

Harriet choked back another sob, overcome with gratitude and wonder. Jack fastened the chain around her neck, the new collar cool and delicate, a promise as much as a command.

They sat together, wrapped in silence, letting the glow of the moment fill the room. Outside, fireworks bloomed in the distance, muffled pops and bursts of light echoing through the night. Harriet curled into Jack’s lap, the paper with her new rules clasped to her chest, the collar’s new weight settling at her throat.

Jack stroked her hair, humming under his breath. “We’ll take it slow,” he murmured. “You’ll have time to learn every rule, to break them, to make mistakes. I’m not going anywhere, and neither are you.”

Harriet tilted her face to his, their noses brushing, a smile trembling on her lips. “I want to be good for you,” she whispered. “I want to be better.”

He kissed her, deep and lingering. “You already are.”

They curled together under the blanket, the lamplight fading as night crept in. Jack read the rules aloud again, his voice slow and reverent, and Harriet repeated each one, letting the words take root in her bones. With every promise spoken and every gentle touch, the fear and loneliness she’d carried through the dark days of denial finally melted away.

Long after the embers in the grate dimmed, they lay side by side, hands entwined, whispering dreams and fears for the year ahead. They spoke honestly—about what scared them, what excited them, what they wanted to build together. Jack promised new rituals, new games, new forms of discipline and surrender. Harriet promised to obey, to speak her needs, to trust him even when her instincts screamed otherwise.

And when at last their words gave out, they slept tangled together, her head on his chest, the new collar gleaming in the darkness, the paper rules safe on the nightstand. She’d never felt safer or more seen. She was held, claimed, forgiven, and loved.

Tomorrow would bring new challenges, new boundaries, new acts of devotion. But tonight, in Jack’s arms, Harriet was simply and gloriously his.

Harriet woke to sunlight slanting through the curtains and the steady pulse of Jack’s heartbeat beneath her cheek. The fire had long since burned to embers, but the warmth of his body wrapped around her was more than enough. For a few moments, she let herself drift in the liminal space between sleep and waking, memory flickering at the edge of her mind: the rules signed and spoken, the gold chain lying soft against her throat, the tender ache in her hips a throbbing souvenir of the night before.

Jack stirred, pressing a kiss to the top of her head. Harriet shifted, burrowing closer, and felt him smile against her hair. The world outside was quiet, New Year’s Day fresh and raw—no traffic, only the chirr of winter birds and the distant crackle of leftover fireworks. She felt as if the world had stopped just for them, time holding its breath.

For the first time since she’d met Jack, Harriet felt entirely unburdened. She wasn’t anxious for the next rule, nor frightened she’d break one; she wasn’t even bracing for denial or punishment. Instead, she was buoyed by a kind of anticipation she’d never known before—a sense that every possibility was open to her now, every form of ownership or surrender just a question and a conversation away.

Jack traced circles on her back. “How did you sleep?”

She smiled, voice thick with drowsiness. “Like I’d run a marathon. Or been thoroughly ruined.”

He chuckled, arms tightening around her. “I like knowing you feel owned in every muscle.”

She rolled onto her back, looking up at him with soft, playful eyes. “Are you going to keep me on my knees forever?”

He propped himself on one elbow, looking down at her—face gentle, hair tousled, eyes full of hunger and something deeper. “Only when you want it,” he murmured. “But I do have ideas for how we can make this year… more interesting.”

Harriet bit her lip, her pulse fluttering. “More interesting?”

Jack grinned. “You think the last few weeks were the limit? I want more for us. More ritual. More risk. More ways to make you mine in every sense—inside these walls and out.”

She felt her cheeks flush, but she didn’t look away. “Tell me,” she breathed.

He ran a thumb along her collarbone, pausing at the gold chain, the tiny heart charm glinting between her breasts. “First, I want to build our rituals into daily life—so you always know where you stand, so you always have a way to come back to yourself and to me.” His hand drifted lower, circling her hip. “I want us to eat breakfast together every morning—with you kneeling at my feet, at least for the first cup of coffee.”

She laughed, half in disbelief, half in arousal. “You’d really have me serve you in the kitchen?”

Jack’s eyes twinkled with mischief. “Why not? Maybe you’ll get a new rule—no sitting at the table unless you’ve earned it.” He traced the line of her jaw. “Or maybe I’ll make you wear my shirt and nothing else while you cook. Or write my name in lipstick before you put on your clothes.”

She squirmed, heart pounding at the idea. “And outside the house?”

Jack grew serious, thoughtful. “That’s trickier. But I want to find ways for you to feel owned even out there. We’ll start slow. You’ll wear your new collar whenever you want to feel me with you. Or you’ll send me photos from the ladies’ room—‘proof of ownership.’” He smirked. “And maybe, someday, we’ll go to a club together. Or I’ll take you to a private party, where you kneel in public, and everyone sees who you belong to.”

Harriet’s breath caught. The idea terrified and thrilled her in equal measure. “I’ve never done anything like that.”

Jack brushed a kiss to her brow. “Neither have I. We’ll go at your pace. It’s not about being reckless. It’s about building a world where your submission and my ownership can grow in every direction—safe, slow, but always moving forward.”

She relaxed, a rush of gratitude filling her. “What about my bratting? Do I get more rules for that?”

He grinned. “Absolutely. I plan to make you beg for discipline. Maybe you’ll have to earn punishments—write a letter explaining your naughtiness, or serve me while I watch you try not to laugh.” His eyes softened. “I don’t want to just control you. I want to play with you. To create joy as well as order.”

Harriet rolled over and straddled his hips, hair falling around her face. “And what about your needs? What do you want that you haven’t dared ask for yet?”

He blushed, surprising her, but didn’t look away. “Sometimes I want to push you. To see you trembling on the edge. To take you further than you’ve ever been—but always with your consent.” He traced her jaw, voice hushed. “I want to trust you enough to be rougher. To tie you up, to gag you, to make you beg for breath. But only if you want that too.”

She swallowed, a thrill running through her. “I trust you. I want to try. I want to see how far I can go—how much I can take for you.”

Jack exhaled, almost in relief. “That’s all I ever wanted.”

They lay together, talking in quiet voices about the year to come. About dates and rituals and the games they wanted to invent. Jack spoke of taking trips together—country hotels, seaside holidays, city adventures where Harriet’s submission would be their private joke. She imagined herself kneeling on hotel carpets, her collar tucked beneath a scarf, sending him proof of her obedience in every city. She imagined new punishments, new ways of bratting, new scenes neither of them could yet describe.

As the sun rose higher, Jack fetched breakfast in bed. He fed her slices of apple, sips of coffee, praising her with every bite. Afterward, he lay with his head in her lap, reading aloud from her signed rules, letting the words etch themselves deeper into her mind. Harriet stroked his hair, feeling the security of the new collar, the echo of his praise lingering long after the words faded.

They planned their first “collar day”—a day each month when Harriet would devote herself to Jack in any way he wished. They talked about keeping a journal together, where each could record their fantasies, their boundaries, their hopes and fears. The conversation was playful but earnest, full of possibility.

As noon approached, Jack became more serious. He drew her close and said, “No matter how far we go, I want you to promise you’ll tell me when you’re scared. When you’re unsure. I never want your obedience to come from fear.”

Harriet nodded, voice sure. “And I want you to promise you’ll never stop praising me. That you’ll always remind me why you own me, why I kneel.”

He smiled, stroking her cheek. “You’re mine because you choose to be. That’s the only reason that matters.”

They sealed their promises with a kiss—slow, reverent, their bodies entwined in the light of the new year. And as they drifted into sleep once more, Harriet realized she was ready for anything. Public scenes, new rules, new kinds of discipline and surrender. She wasn’t afraid—not with Jack, not anymore.

In the warmth of the afternoon, with the gold chain gleaming at her throat and Jack’s arms tight around her, Harriet felt the world open. She saw the promise of all the rituals, risks, and pleasures that waited just beyond the horizon.

They were only at the beginning. The future stretched out, shimmering with hope, daring them to see how much deeper they could go—together, always, as owner and owned, as partners, as home.

The sky outside was a violet bruise, clouds scattered low and heavy as the last day of the year faded into night. The warmth of the little house wrapped around them, holding back the cold, as Harriet and Jack moved quietly through the hours. The fire in the grate was a lazy thing now, flickering golden light over books and cushions, the scent of coffee and candle wax still hanging in the air. Every so often, Harriet would brush her fingers over the new gold chain at her throat and feel the gentle ache of his ownership echo through her.

After breakfast and gentle planning, the hours had flowed by in a haze of contentment: Jack making soup in the kitchen while Harriet tidied, sharing easy jokes, touching often—small caresses that said more than any word. Harriet wrote in her new journal, knees tucked up on the couch, occasionally glancing up to catch Jack watching her. Each glance was a thread, another binding that held her steady in the present.

Afternoon bled into evening. Harriet helped set the table for supper, her bare feet soundless on the wood floor. Every movement felt ritualistic now—stacking bowls, folding napkins, lighting the single tall candle in the center of the table. The simplest things had become sacred. Jack brushed her back with his palm as he passed behind her, a silent reminder: You are mine. You are safe.

They ate in companionable quiet, laughter bubbling up over nothing at all. For the first time, Harriet felt no need to fill the silences. She simply existed, a presence both claimed and cherished, her submission not something performed but something lived.

After dinner, Jack washed the dishes while Harriet wiped the counters. She found herself humming, lost in a contentment she’d never known before. Every so often, she’d catch her reflection in the window—a woman with shining eyes, hair loose, cheeks pink from laughter and love—and she’d almost not recognize herself. She looked freer, braver, softer than the girl who had come home for Christmas.

Night pressed in. The world outside the windows was black and cold, but within the house it was warm and golden, full of the hush that comes before a new beginning. Jack beckoned Harriet into the living room, settling on the couch with her curled into his side. For a long while, they just listened to the quiet, hands linked, breath mingling.

Jack turned to her at last, his expression sober but fond. “It’s almost midnight, brat.”

Harriet smiled, heart tripping in her chest. “Do you want me to kneel for you?”

He nodded. “For the last time this year. And the first time of the next.”

She rose, hands shaking just a little, and knelt before him on the rug, the new gold collar gleaming in the firelight. Her head bowed, hands resting lightly on her thighs, but there was nothing of submission in her that came from fear or duty now—it was all pride, all hunger, all choice.

Jack watched her for a long moment. Then he stood, moved to stand behind her, and rested his hands on her shoulders. She felt the heat of him through her skin, the weight of his approval. He reached down, tipping her chin up until their eyes met.

“Look at you,” he whispered. “So beautiful, so strong. You kneel because you choose to. That’s the only thing I’ve ever wanted.”

Harriet’s eyes stung with tears, but she let them come. “I want to belong to you,” she breathed. “I want to stay here. I want to be your good girl, your brat, your everything.”

Jack knelt in front of her, taking her hands in his. “You already are.”

He kissed her—soft, slow, reverent. The world seemed to contract to the space between their mouths. When he pulled back, his eyes were fierce and shining. “Tonight, you’re not just mine. You’re home.”

A clock chimed somewhere—midnight’s first toll. Fireworks began in the distance, muffled bursts of color that barely reached them in their cocoon of warmth. Jack drew Harriet into his arms, holding her tightly, and she melted against him, the final pieces of herself slotting into place.

“Happy New Year,” he murmured into her hair.

“Happy New Year,” she echoed, voice thick with feeling.

They sat like that, tangled together on the rug, long after the last chime faded and the fireworks stuttered into silence. When Jack finally stood, he reached for Harriet’s hand, drawing her to her feet. She swayed into him, boneless and light.

Jack looked her up and down, smiling in that way that was just for her—fond and proud and a little bit wicked. “The door’s closed now, brat,” he said, voice velvet-soft but unbreakable. “You’re home. And you’re never leaving again.”

Harriet pressed her face to his chest, letting his arms wrap around her. She breathed in the scent of him, the heat, the promise of everything to come. For a long time, they stood together in the hush, letting the world fall away.

And when at last they moved—toward the bed, toward another year, toward whatever waited beyond that closed door—they did so as two people remade by longing and love, by ritual and risk and the knowledge that ownership could be the safest, wildest thing of all.

As the night deepened, the house held its secrets: the new gold collar, the signed rules on the nightstand, the warmth of skin on skin, the echo of laughter and tears and whispered dreams.

And at the very end, as the fire dwindled and the world tipped into the future, the final line remained—soft, unbreakable, eternal:

You’re home now, brat. And you’re never leaving again.


Epilouge — The Collar Day

The winter faded, slow and tender, and spring seeped into the corners of Jack’s small house. Daffodils rose up in the garden, golden and reckless, and Harriet found herself walking barefoot through dew most mornings, her gold collar cool at her throat. The world outside had become green and humming, but inside their home the rhythms were still theirs alone—ritual, laughter, obedience, and the deep, anchoring certainty of belonging.

Harriet’s university term passed in a blur: essays and lectures by day, stolen video calls with Jack at night. Each morning she knelt on the rough carpet at the foot of her bed, whispered her vow—“I am yours, and I want to serve”—and snapped a photo for Jack. Her friends never guessed that the slim gold chain she wore under jumpers was a collar. They saw only her easier smile, her steadier walk, the way her gaze no longer darted with old, restless longing.

Sometimes, late at night, Jack would send a new rule or dare. Edge for me. Write my name on your skin and show me. Tell me what you’re most afraid of, and then do it anyway. Each act deepened their intimacy and trust, so that when Harriet returned home for weekends, she came not just as a student but as a submissive, claimed and eager, glowing from the inside out.

But it was the first Collar Day—set for the cusp of April, when sun lingered and the nights softened—that became their new touchstone. Jack planned it with quiet deliberation: a whole Saturday given over to devotion, service, risk, and joy. Harriet counted down the days, her nerves a giddy fizz.

That morning, she woke before dawn, naked under the covers, heart thrumming. She dressed as Jack had ordered—nothing but his white shirt, buttoned to the throat, her collar gleaming against her skin. No knickers, no bra. When she padded to the kitchen, Jack was already waiting, coffee steaming, a single daffodil in a glass beside her bowl of porridge.

“Kneel for me,” he said, voice gentle but sure.

Harriet dropped to her knees at his feet, eyes down, hands clasped behind her back. Jack sat beside her, his own breakfast untouched, and let his hand drift to her hair, stroking it idly as he ate.

They spoke little. The ritual was enough. When he finished, he placed the empty bowl on the floor and whispered, “Feed me.”

She did—scooping porridge with her fingers, offering it to his mouth, laughing when he nipped playfully at her knuckles. When he was done, he drew her onto his lap, letting her straddle him, his hands cradling her bare thighs.

“Thank you for serving me,” he said, voice full of pride.

“Thank you for owning me,” she whispered back.

The day unfolded in a series of rituals and new rules. Jack taught her how to polish his shoes, how to kneel with perfect posture for ten minutes without flinching, how to wash his back in the shower and dry him with a towel without breaking eye contact. He invented games: points for each flawless task, forfeits for every slip—teasing punishments that left her flushed and giggling, pride swelling in her chest.

At midday, Jack surprised her with a box: inside, a silk scarf, red as a cardinal’s breast.

“For you to wear out,” he murmured. “We’re going to the market together.”

Harriet’s cheeks flamed. “Like this?”

Jack’s smile was pure mischief. “Exactly like this.”

He tied the scarf at her throat, covering the collar but making her feel even more marked. Under his white shirt, her skin tingled, every movement reminding her she wore nothing else. Jack dressed, took her hand, and they walked together through the sunlit town. Every brush of his fingers, every private look, every whispered order—Don’t cross your legs. Stay one step behind me. Whisper ‘mine’ in my ear when no one is listening—wound her tighter with need.

The market was alive with noise and color: traders shouting, children chasing, the scent of spring onions and newly baked bread thick on the air. Jack let his palm settle low on Harriet’s back as they browsed. Now and then, he would lean in and ask her a question—her favorite fruit, the flower she most wanted, the taste she craved most—and she’d answer in a low voice, her cheeks hot with the secret of her nakedness beneath his shirt.

They bought apples and cheese, bunches of lilac, and, as a final indulgence, a tiny gold-plated padlock on a velvet string. Jack paid for it with a wink, then, as they left, slipped it into Harriet’s hand.

“Something to remind you you’re mine,” he said, voice thick.

When they returned home, Jack set the groceries aside and guided Harriet into the bedroom. He had her kneel on the bed, back straight, head high, and then he buckled the tiny padlock at the back of her collar—click, click, a sound that made Harriet’s heart leap.

“No keys today,” he whispered, voice trembling as much as hers. “No escape. All day, you belong to me.”

The rest of the afternoon blurred into a kaleidoscope of scenes. Jack taught her to kneel for an hour, to journal her desires and fears in front of him, to read aloud her truths without hiding her tears or laughter. He rewarded her with praise, with touches, with slow-building sensation: a feather drawn along her thigh, a warm palm cupping her sex, a whispered command that sent her pulse through the roof.

By dusk, Harriet was strung out on longing and devotion. The sun dipped low, painting the room in honey and rose. Jack sat in the armchair, legs parted, eyes never leaving her. “Last task,” he said. “Public risk.”

He beckoned Harriet to stand, guiding her to the window that looked out over the garden. She hesitated, heart stuttering. The scarf was gone, her collar bared; the white shirt barely reached the top of her thighs. Below, a neighbor was watering her roses.

Jack’s hand came to rest at the nape of Harriet’s neck. “Open the window, brat.”

She did, breath shaking.

“Now kneel. Show me how proud you are to belong to me.”

Harriet knelt at the open window, the evening breeze licking over her bare skin. She closed her eyes, letting the fear and arousal blend, letting the risk become a gift. Jack’s hands stayed on her shoulders—steady, strong, anchoring her.

They stayed that way for a long time. The neighbor never looked up, but Harriet’s pulse thundered with the risk, the delicious exposure. When Jack finally drew the curtains and pulled her into his arms, she was shivering, eyes shining with tears.

“You did so well,” he whispered. “So, so well.”

They made love with the window still cracked open, the spring air and birdsong mixing with the sounds of their pleasure. Jack’s words—Mine, always mine—were the only anchor Harriet needed as she surrendered again and again.

After, as darkness settled and the house hushed, Jack curled around Harriet and read aloud from her Collar Day journal: her confessions, her bravest dreams, her wildest brattiness and softest submission. He promised more days like this—long, slow, devoted, woven through with play and risk and all the rituals they were inventing together.

As midnight came, Jack pressed a final kiss to her throat, over the padlocked collar. “I love you, brat,” he whispered. “I love every inch of you.”

Harriet smiled, drowsy and full. “I’m home,” she murmured, echoing the vow that had carried her through winter, through denial and surrender and into the wild, boundless spring. “And I’m never leaving.”

In the hush, with daffodils nodding outside and Jack’s arms tight around her, Harriet knew it was true. Their story was only beginning.

And for the first time in her life, the future stretched out—shining, dangerous, full of promise—like a road she’d run barefoot, always, always toward him.


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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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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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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