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Chapter 1: The Bluff Called

The buzzer in the hallway gave a flat little rasp, like it was tired of me already. I pressed it again. Apartment 4B. The box under my arm was light, too light, and pink tape held it shut at one corner where it had come loose in the truck. Someone else's name on the label. Some woman who lived a wall away from me and got her mail mixed up with mine.

I had better things to do than play postman. I did it anyway because the smirk was already on my face and I wanted to see who matched the handwriting.

The door opened and she filled it without trying. Tall. Dark hair pulled back clean off her face. A robe the color of wet slate, belted, and underneath it the kind of stillness that made me stand up a little straighter without deciding to.

"You buzzed twice," she said.

"Your box ended up in my slot." I held it out. "Four-A. We're neighbors, apparently."

She looked at the box. She did not take it. "You opened it."

"The tape was already loose." That was half true. I had pulled the flap up in the elevator and seen what was inside and then I had carried it the rest of the way grinning like an idiot. Lace. Black and a deep red, folded in tissue. A bra with thin straps. Something smaller I did not have a word for. "Quality stuff," I said, because I could not help myself. "Whoever it's for has taste."

"It's for me." She said it the way you'd say the time. "Come in. You've handled it, so you'll set it down where it belongs."

I should have left the box on the floor and gone back to my own door. I want that on the record. The man I was that night did not take orders from women in doorways. He walked in anyway, because she had turned and gone first and the only thing more uncomfortable than following her would have been standing in the hall talking to her back.

The apartment was warm. Warmer than mine, by a lot, the heat turned up high enough that it touched my neck the second the door shut. A record played low somewhere, a piano, a single note held and let go. She had a long table and two chairs and a wall of glass with the city behind it going dark.

"Put it there." She nodded at a chair. "Wine?"

"I'm not staying."

"You're standing in my apartment with my underwear in your hands." She poured two glasses anyway, red, dark as the lace. "Sit down, Four-A. You've already decided."

I sat. I told myself it was the wine, the good crystal, the view. The truth was she had a voice that closed doors behind you, low and even, and some animal part of me wanted to hear it again and see what it did next.

"Adrian," I said, putting my hand out. "Since we're neighbors."

"Selina." She did not shake my hand. She set the glass in it instead, so my fingers had to choose between her skin and the stem, and I chose the stem like a coward. She sat across from me and watched me drink. "You think it's funny," she said. "The box."

"I think it's none of my business."

"But you opened it." A small smile. "You held a bra up to the light in an elevator and you felt very sure of yourself doing it. I can see it on you. You're the kind of man who's never once worried about what he is."

The wine was good. I drank more of it than I meant to. "Should I be worried?"

"No. Men like you never worry. That's the whole charm." She tilted her head. "Tell me. Has anything in your life ever made you feel like less of a man?"

I laughed. It came out easy and loud and I believed every inch of it. "No. Honestly? No. Nothing could. You could dress me up in every scrap in that box and I'd still walk out of here exactly what I am. It doesn't reach me. It's just fabric."

She was quiet for a second. The piano note held and faded.

"Just fabric," she said. "You're very sure."

"I'm completely sure."

"Then prove it." She stood and crossed to a cabinet and came back with a deck of cards. Real cards, soft at the edges from use, and she shuffled them once with a sound like a long breath. "One hand. You set the stakes, since you're so sure you can't lose. I deal. If I win, you wear what I choose. One night. That's all. If you win, I'll never knock on your door, I'll never look at you in the elevator, and you'll have proved your little point and you can go home a king."

It was a stupid bet. I knew it was a stupid bet. I also could not find a single reason to say no, because saying no meant the fabric reached me, and I had just spent a whole glass of wine swearing it never could.

"One hand," I said.

"One hand." She dealt. Five cards each, face down, slow, and the heat in the room sat on the back of my neck like a hand. I picked up my cards. Two kings. A jack. The grin came back.

"You can change three," she said.

I kept the kings and the jack. I traded two. She slid me the new cards and I lifted the corners and there was a third king staring up at me, and I had to work to keep my face flat. Three kings. I have played enough cards to know what three kings is worth.

"To you," she said.

I laid them down one at a time, slow, enjoying it. "Three kings."

Selina turned her hand over without any drama at all. Three aces, and two fours sitting under them like an afterthought. A full house. She had beaten me before I sat down and she had let me hold the win for ten whole seconds first.

The heat in the room got louder. I mean that. My ears burned and the blood in them was a sound.

"I had three kings," I said, like the cards might rearrange themselves if I said it firmly enough.

"You did. They were lovely." She gathered the deck. "Stand up."

"It was a joke. The bet."

"You set the terms. You shook on a point you were certain of." She was already moving, unhurried, toward a door off the main room. "A man who can't lose a hand of cards he dealt himself isn't much of a man, is he. Come."

I want to tell you I left. I stood up to leave. My feet took me toward that door instead, after her, the wine warm in me and the word coward going around and around because I could not tell which choice it was attached to.

The room was a bedroom and one whole wall was mirror. She had a low bench and a dresser and the box, my box, her box, already sitting open on top of it. She had carried it in while I was staring at my dead kings.

"Jacket off," she said. "Shirt too. Stand in front of the glass."

"I'm not doing this."

"You're doing exactly this." She lifted the bra out of the tissue. Black, the cups edged in that deep red, the straps thin as wire. "You said it was just fabric. You said it wouldn't reach you. So this should be the easiest thing in the world. Take your shirt off and let me prove you right."

That got me. The trap was so clean I could see every wall of it and I walked in anyway, because the alternative was admitting it mattered, and admitting it mattered was worse than anything she could buckle onto me. I took the jacket off. I pulled the shirt over my head and dropped it on the bench. The warm air moved over my bare chest and arms and I stood there in front of the mirror, half undressed, a grown man with his arms not knowing where to go.

"Closer to the glass," she said behind me. "I want you watching."

I watched. She came around my side and held the bra up against my chest, the cups cold for a second where they touched, and the contrast of that black lace on my skin did something to my breathing that I did not authorize. She fitted the straps over my shoulders. Her hands were sure and slow and they did not rush a single buckle.

"Arms down."

I put my arms down. She reached around me from behind, her front warm against my bare back, and brought the band together at my spine. The first hook. The second. The third. Each one a small hard click I felt in my teeth more than heard, the band tightening, the lace settling on my chest like it had been measured for me.

"There," she said into my ear. "Look."

I looked. Black lace cupped against a man's flat chest, the straps cutting thin lines over my shoulders, my own face above it going a color I couldn't place. My jaw was tight. My eyes were wrong. And lower down, where I could not lie to myself about it because the mirror does not lie, my cock had filled out hard against the front of my jeans, pushing at the denim, obvious, undeniable, a betrayal I could see from across the room.

She saw it too. Of course she saw it.

"Oh," she said. Soft. Pleased. "Look at that."

"It's the wine." My voice came out rough.

"It's not the wine." She ran one finger down the center of my chest, between the cups, slow, and my whole skin pulled tight after it. "It's the lace. It reached you the second it touched you and you stood here and watched it happen." Her hand flattened over my pounding heart. "You can feel that, can't you. Going like a rabbit. That's not a man who's bored."

"Take it off."

"No." She pressed her palm down my stomach, lower, until the heel of her hand dragged over the front of my jeans and the hard length under them, and the sound that came out of me was not a word. "You're going to stand here and look at what you are while I touch it. And you're going to thank me for showing you."

"I'm not going to thank you for anything."

"You will." She rubbed me through the denim, slow and firm, the seam of my jeans grinding into the underside of my cock, and my hips moved into her hand before my brain could stop them. The lace shifted on my chest with every breath, the straps biting a little, and every time I caught my own reflection it hit harder, the black cups, the red trim, the man inside them coming apart at a stranger's hand. "Say it. Say the lace reached you."

"Fuck you."

"Wrong answer." She took her hand away. Just lifted it off and stepped back, and the cold rushed in where the heat had been and my whole body strained toward nothing, hips tilting after a hand that was already gone. The want of it was physical, ugly, loud, embarrassing. I made a sound in my throat I would have died before making in front of anyone the day before.

"There it is," Selina said. "Now you understand the shape of the night. I give it to you. I take it away. You decide how long you fight before you ask." She came close again, her mouth at my ear, her hand flat on my chest over the lace. "Watch the mirror. Watch what you do."

She slid her hand down again and gripped me through the jeans, full and tight this time, working me with a slow drag of her fist while the lace rode up my chest with my breathing. I watched. That was the cruelest part, that she made me watch, the man in the black bra with his mouth open and his hips chasing her hand, no lie left anywhere on his face. The heat of the room poured down my back and her breath was warm in my ear and the friction built and built with nowhere to go but up.

"Don't you dare," she said, feeling it gather. "Not in your jeans like an animal. You don't get that yet." Her fist slowed to nothing right at the edge, holding me there, shaking, one stroke from the end and no stroke coming. "Beg."

I clamped my jaw. I held out for as long as a man can hold out with his own ruined face in the mirror and a hand frozen on his cock, and that turned out to be no time at all.

"Please," I said. The word fell out of me. I hated it in the air.

"Please what."

"Please, just, finish it."

"Finish what. Say the word for it."

"Please make me come." My voice cracked down the middle. "Please."

She gave me three more strokes, hard and fast, her mouth at my ear telling me to keep my eyes open and look at the pretty thing in the glass, and the whole room went white at the edges. It tore through me with my jeans still on, the wet heat of it soaking the denim, my knees going loose so I caught myself on the cold mirror with both hands. The lace dragged on my chest. My reflection had its mouth open and its eyes wide and I made it watch as long as I could before they shut on their own.

I came down shaking with my palms flat on the glass and her hand resting easy on the small of my bare back.

"That's one," she said, like she was keeping a ledger. "You came in a bra you swore couldn't touch you, in your own neighbor's mirror, the first hour you knew her. So we both know now. The point you were so sure of is gone."

I could not look at her. I looked at the city instead, and then I made the mistake of looking at the glass, at the black straps still on my shoulders, the band still hooked tight at my spine, the wet dark stain on my jeans.

"Take it off me," I said. "We're done. I won't tell anyone, you won't, we go back to elevators."

Selina laughed, low and warm, and unhooked the band one slow click at a time so the lace fell away from my chest into her hands. The skin where it had been was bare in a way the rest of me was not.

"We're not done," she said. She folded the bra back into the tissue with the rest of it, my box, her box, and set the lid on top. "You think tonight was the bet. Tonight was the deal closing. The bet is the wardrobe, Four-A, and it's bigger than one hand of cards, and you're going to sign for that one too, garment by garment, because now you know what they do to you and you already want to know what the next one does."

"I'm not signing anything."

She crossed to her own door and opened it, holding it for me, the warm air spilling out into the cold hall. My shirt was balled in my fist. My jacket was over my arm. I stood there in her doorway exactly the way I had stood there an hour before, except for everything.

"You'll wear what I choose," she said, "and you will do exactly as I say. Go home. Sleep on it. You'll be at my door tomorrow before I get to yours." She smiled, and it was not unkind, which somehow was the worst of all of it. "Men like you always come back to find out how far down the floor really goes. Goodnight, Adrian."

The door shut. I stood alone in the hall in front of my own apartment, two steps away, shirt in my hand, the print of the lace still warm on my chest, and I already knew she was right.


Chapter 2: The Ledger's Clause

The bra came back out of the trash at six in the morning, and I hated that my hand was the one reaching for it.

I had thrown it in there the night before with a kind of ceremony. Folded it, almost, then balled it up instead because folding it felt like keeping it, and dropped it on top of a coffee filter and two empty wine bottles. There. Done. A joke that went one round too long. A man wears a thing for a stranger because he lost a hand of cards, and then he goes back to being himself, which is what I was, which is what I had always been.

Except I was sitting on my kitchen floor in my boxers with the lace pinched between finger and thumb, turning it so the light caught the little flowers stitched into the cups. It smelled like her. Not perfume exactly. Something cleaner and colder beneath it, like the inside of a drawer that never gets opened. I brought it closer without deciding to. My chest had that tight feeling it gets before you do something stupid, and my cock was already half up in my shorts, and I told myself that was just morning, that was just blood, that meant nothing.

I put it down on the counter. Smoothed it flat with my palm. Then I picked it up again.

"This is insane," I said out loud, to the empty apartment, because hearing my own voice usually fixed things like this. It did not fix this. The cups had a give to them, a soft structure, and last night they had sat against my chest snug and certain while she stood behind me in the mirror and adjusted the band lower with two fingers like she was tuning an instrument. I had laughed the whole time. I remembered that. I also remembered the way my breath went thin when the clasp closed.

I threw it back in the trash. Stood up. Made coffee with my back to it.

I got maybe four minutes of being a normal man. Then the knock came.

Three raps, even, unhurried. I knew it was her before I crossed the room. Nobody else in the building knocked like they had all day to wait.

She had a coat on over something dark, and her hair was down, and under one arm she carried a flat leather book, oxblood red, the kind of ledger an accountant keeps if the accountant also wants you afraid of them. She looked at me in my boxers and my old gray shirt and did not smile, exactly, but something moved at the corner of her mouth.

"You binned it," Selina said.

"I returned it. To the trash. Where lingerie I did not buy belongs." I leaned on the doorframe and made my voice easy. "Last night was fun. We're square. You had your laugh."

"Mm." She walked past me into my apartment like I had invited her, which I had not. She set the red book on my kitchen table and pulled out a chair and sat, crossing her legs. "May I?"

"You're already sitting."

"I find people are calmer when I ask." She opened the ledger. Inside, in a neat hand, were columns. Dates. A line of figures. My name at the top, written out, just Adrian, and under it a second column I did not understand. "Come here. I want to show you something you signed."

"I didn't sign anything."

"You did. On a napkin. You thought it was funny." She turned the book toward me without looking up. There it was. My own handwriting, looping and confident, a wine-loose scrawl across a cocktail napkin she had taped into the page. Terms of the wager. I read my own words and the back of my neck went warm.

I came over. I told myself I came over to end it.

"Read the line you laughed past," she said, and put one fingernail, painted the color of the book, under a clause near the bottom.

I read it. Standing wager. Open line. Playable any night the parties choose, settlement carried forward, balance running until called. And then the part I had thought was the joke within the joke, the flourish I had added myself to show her how little I cared: Player may cash out and walk at any time, no balance owed, on the single condition that he says so before the cards are dealt.

"You wrote that last part," she said. "Not me. You wanted an exit so badly you built one yourself and then signed under it." She tipped her head. "You can take it right now. Say the words. I close the book, I walk out that door, and you never see me or it again. No stockings. No mirror. Nothing. You go back to your coffee."

The simplest thing in the world was to say it. Four or five words. I had written the door myself; all I had to do was step through it. My mouth was already shaping the start of it.

"Or," she said, and let the word sit there.

"Or what."

"Or you play me clean, one hand, and you win the napkin back. You burn it. You walk away the man who beat me instead of the man who ran." She smiled now, finally, slow and patient. "I know which one you are. You're the second man. You don't run. You'd rather win."

I should have heard it for what it was. I want to be honest about that, looking back, because I keep wanting to make myself the fool she tricked, and that is not what happened. The exit was real. She held it open and I looked straight at it. And the part of me that should have wanted out was instead doing arithmetic on how good it would feel to take her money-line and her smugness in one clean hand and stand over it.

"Deal," I said.

She had the cards in her coat. Of course she did. She shrugged the coat off and underneath was a slip the color of wet slate, and I made myself look at the cards and not at the line of her collarbone. She shuffled at my table, fast, the cards whispering, and the sound of it put my pulse up the same way the clasp had.

"Same stakes structure," she said. "I win, you wear what I choose. One garment, fitted properly. You win, the napkin's yours. Cut."

I cut. She dealt. I picked up my hand and it was good, it was genuinely good, two faces and a pair forming, and the smug heat in my chest roared back and drowned out everything careful. I should have folded. The hand was good enough that folding never crossed my mind, and I have thought since about whether that was the trap, whether a man who keeps being dealt exactly the hand that makes him stay is being dealt it on purpose. I did not think it then. I bet hard. I bet like a winner.

She turned her cards over one at a time, slow, watching my face instead of the table.

She had me. Not by much. By exactly enough.

The quiet after was loud. I sat there with my good losing hand fanned in my fingers and my ears ringing a little, and Selina gathered the cards back into a neat stack and squared them against the table.

"Stand up," she said.

"It's morning. I have things to."

"Adrian." She did not raise her voice at all. "Stand up. You can still cash out tomorrow night, before the deal. The door doesn't close because you lost a hand. It closes when you stop wanting to find it." She rose and went to the leather book and from a pocket inside the back cover she drew out a flat tissue-paper packet I had not seen her carry in. "But tonight's debt is tonight's. Stand up."

I stood. My legs did it before I told them to.

She unwrapped the paper on my kitchen table like she was plating something. A garter belt, black, narrow, with six straps hanging off it and little gold clasps at the ends. Beside it she laid out two stockings, sheer and dark, with a band of lace at the top that would sit high on the thigh. The smell rose off them faint and powdery, that same cold-drawer scent, and under it now something of her skin, and my mouth went wet, which made me furious.

"Shorts off," she said.

"You're not serious."

"I am the most serious person you have met. Shorts."

I looked at the door over her shoulder. I looked at the red book closed on my table with my own signature in it. I thought about the clause, the real one, the open exit, and the thought of using it made my stomach drop in a way I refused to look at directly, because it dropped the wrong direction. It dropped like disappointment.

I hooked my thumbs in my waistband and took the shorts down.

I was hard. There was no hiding it and she did not pretend not to see. She looked at my cock the way she had looked at the cards, like information, like a column in her book, and that flat assessing look did more to me than any touch would have. Heat crawled up my throat.

"Look at you," she said. Not cruel. Worse than cruel. Mild. "All that talk about what could never make a man like you feel less than a man, and you're standing in your own kitchen leaking before I've even dressed you." She picked up the garter belt and crouched. "Step in. Left foot. Then right."

I put my hand on the back of the chair for balance and stepped into it. She drew it up my legs, both palms flat against my thighs, and the cold satin band settled over my hips and she cinched it at the small of my back, two hooks, snug. The straps hung down the front and back of my thighs and bobbed against my bare skin and my cock jumped at nothing, at the brush of one strap, and I heard myself make a sound I did not authorize.

"There it is," she said.

"Don't."

"Don't what. Don't notice? You're very loud for a man pretending nothing's happening." She took up the first stocking and gathered it down to the toe, expert, the whole length of it bunched in her hands into a dark ring. "Foot."

I lifted my foot and she rolled the stocking onto it and drew it up slow, smoothing it against my calf, my knee, working it up over my thigh with both thumbs leading and her fingers following, and the sheer fabric dragged tight against the hair on my legs and over the skin behind my knee where I did not know I was sensitive until that exact second. By the time the lace band reached the top of my thigh I was breathing through my mouth and my cock had gone fully hard and stood up away from my belly, and a bead of wet had gathered at the tip, and she saw it, of course she saw it, she was inches from it on her knees.

"Hold still," she said. "This is for your own good."

She reached up under the lace and found the first clasp on the garter strap and pulled it down to meet the stocking top and fastened it, and the small mechanical click of the clasp closing, the little tug it put on the belt at my hip, ran straight up through me. She did the second strap. The third. Every clasp pulled the whole rig snug against my skin, three points of tension now framing my cock without one finger touching it, and I stood there with my hands fisted at my sides shaking and not from cold.

She did not touch my cock. That was what she understood that I did not yet. She fastened the last clasp on the first leg and sat back on her heels and looked up at me, at the stocking sheathing one leg and the bare other and the garter belt and my cock straining out of the middle of it all dripping onto nothing, and she let me see her look. She let me feel looked at.

"Smell that," she said.

"What?"

She lifted the second stocking off the table and held it up to my face, balled in her fist, and I turned my head but not far enough and not fast enough, and the scent of it filled my nose, powder and cold drawer and underneath, faint, the warm private smell of her, and my whole body lurched toward it before my mind could veto. My tongue had pressed to the roof of my mouth. I could almost taste it, that's how close it was, the fabric brushing my lips, and a thin sound came out of me, wanting, and she watched it happen on my face.

"That's what you fished out of the trash this morning," she said. "Don't tell me you didn't. I can see it on you. You sat on your floor and held it to your nose like that and you wondered what was wrong with you." She lowered the stocking. "Nothing's wrong with you. You're just finally being measured by the right ruler."

"That's not." My voice cracked and I started again. "That's not what happened."

"Foot." She gathered the second stocking down to its toe. "Lie to me on your own time."

I gave her my foot. I want to say she made me. She did not make me. She knelt on my kitchen floor at six in the morning and held my whole life open at the seam and the open door was right there behind her the entire time, and I lifted my foot and put it into her hands. She rolled the second stocking up my leg slower than the first, and this time her knuckles grazed the underside of my cock once, just once, on the way up past my thigh, deliberate, and I jerked and grabbed the chair and a string of wet swung off the tip of me and landed on the dark sheer fabric stretched over my own thigh, a pale smear of me on her stocking, and I groaned out loud at the sight of it.

"Messy," she said, pleased, and did not wipe it away. She fastened the clasps on the second leg, three more clicks, each one tightening the cage of straps, and when the last one closed she stood up and stepped back and put her hands in her pockets and looked at the whole of me.

I was standing in my kitchen in a black garter belt and two stockings, fully dressed below the waist in something no man like me wears, cock out and hard and wet and shaking, and I had won the hand. I had genuinely won the hand and bet myself out of it. The straps framed me. The lace bit into my thighs. The smell of her was still in my nose and the phantom taste of her was still on my tongue and I wanted, with a force that scared me, for her to put her mouth on me, or her hand, or to make me put my own mouth somewhere, anything, and she did nothing but let me want it in front of her.

"You're not going to touch me," I said. It came out like a question.

"No," she said. "You're going to stand there in what you lost and you're going to feel exactly how much you don't want to take it off." She picked the red book up off my table and tucked it back under her arm. "And tomorrow night, before I deal, you're going to have a choice to make again. The door, or the cards. You'll tell yourself all day you'll take the door."

She walked to it. My own front door, that I had built an exit into with my own pen. She opened it and looked back at me standing there strapped into the lace, leaking, on the verge, untouched.

"Wear them till you can't stand it," she said. "Then a little longer. I'll know if you don't." And she pulled the door shut behind her, and I stood alone in my kitchen in her stockings with the taste of her still in my mouth, harder than I had ever been in my life, and reached down toward myself, and stopped, because some part of me already knew she would somehow know that too.


Chapter 3: Breath By Breath

The wardrobe doors swung open on their own weight, both of them, and they did not swing the same. The left one was slow and full and quiet. The right one banged the wall and bounced back, empty except for three wire hangers that swung and clicked.

That was my side. I knew it before she said a word.

Three hangers. A borrowed gray jacket I had not asked for, a pair of slacks that were not mine, a shirt gone soft at the collar from another man's neck. That was all the man got in here. Selina stood between the two doors with her arms loose at her sides and let me look.

The left side was full of color. Pink and cream and black, rows of it, lace down the front of every piece, ribbon and hook and bone. It went back into the dark of the wardrobe further than I wanted to count. It was not three things. It was a wall.

"You came to look at the bet," she said. "Look at where it lives."

I had come because she sent a card under my door at noon. Just the time, and the word measurements, and her initial. I had stood in the hall a long while telling myself I would knock to end it. I had the speech ready. I lost a hand of cards, I wore some things, ha ha, we are done. I had the garter belt still on under my jeans because I had not been able to make my hands take it off that morning, and I was not thinking about why.

"I'm not doing the measuring thing," I said. My voice came out fine. That helped. "I came to settle up."

"Then settle." She lifted a small black book off the dresser, the ledger, the same one she had read to me in the doorway the day before. She did not open it. "The line is open. Cash out. Say the number you owe and the night ends and you take your three sad hangers and go."

My mouth opened. I knew the number. I had known it for weeks. It was not large. I could pay it. I could pay it and walk and never see this door again.

The number did not come out.

She watched me not say it, and something at the corner of her mouth moved, and she put the book down. "That's what I thought," she said. "Arms up."

"Selina."

"Arms up, Adrian. We measure the chest first."

I do not know why my arms went up. They went up. The man in the gray jacket would have laughed and turned for the door, and I stood there with my arms out from my sides like a kid being toweled off, and she came at me with a cloth tape looped over her knuckles.

She pulled my shirt off over my head first. Just took it, two hands at the hem, up and gone, and dropped it on my empty side of the wardrobe like trash going to the right bin. Then her hands were on me with the tape, cold thin line of it dragged around my ribs, snugged, her thumb marking the number against her finger.

"Breathe out," she said.

"Why."

"Because I want the number that's true when you stop holding yourself in." She waited. I let the breath go. The tape bit a half inch tighter and she read it off the back of her hand and said it out loud, soft, like it pleased her. "There you are."

She worked down. Tape around my waist, low, just above the garter belt she had not mentioned and would not let me forget she had seen. Her knuckle brushed the elastic of it where it sat on my hip and she left her hand there a beat too long.

"You kept it on," she said.

"I couldn't get the clips." That was the lie I had ready. The truth was my hands had gone to take it off and then had stopped and I had stood in front of my own mirror with my thumbs hooked in it and done nothing.

"You couldn't get the clips." She said it back at me flat, not buying it, not arguing. She crouched and ran the tape around the top of my thigh, over the bare strip of skin between the stocking top and the garter strap, and her breath was warm on the front of my leg and I thickened in the borrowed jeans and shut my eyes like that would stop it.

It did not stop it. It never stopped it. That was the part I could not get past, the part I lay awake on. The first time should have been a fluke. The body does dumb things. But it kept happening, fast, ahead of me, before I had decided anything, like the wanting lived somewhere lower than the part of me that did the deciding and did not check in.

"You're hard," she said, not looking up, writing a number.

"It's cold."

"It's June." She stood. She was close. She smelled like clean linen and something green. "Stop telling me what your body is doing. I can see it better than you can, and I'm not embarrassed by it. You're the only one in the room ashamed, and the shame is yours to carry, not mine to spare you."

She turned to the full side of the wardrobe and lifted something off a hook near the front, where she had clearly hung it ready. It was pale pink. It had a row of steel hooks down the front and laces crossing the back like a shoe a foot wide, and the body of it was stiff, shaped, boned. A corset. Long, from under the arm to the hip. It hung off her hand and held its own curve in the air even with nothing inside it.

"No," I said.

"Take the jeans off."

"Selina, no. That's, that's a whole, that goes too far, that's not a stupid joke anymore." The words tumbled out faster than I wanted. "A bra is a laugh. This is, you put that on a person and you, that changes how they."

"How they what." She let it hang. She knew the word I would not say. Changes how they look. Changes the shape of the man standing here. That was the point of it. I had said the whole thing without saying it and she just waited, holding the pink thing, letting me hear myself.

I took the jeans off. My hands did it. I told myself it was to prove I was not afraid of a piece of cloth.

She put me facing the mirror. The garter belt, the stockings, the bare rest of me, the cock standing out in front of me red and ahead of every argument I still had. She stood behind my shoulder and reached the corset around my front and brought the two front edges together over my stomach.

"Hold these," she said. I held the two front edges. The hooks were not done. She went around behind me where the laces were.

"It goes on loose," she said. Her voice had changed. Slower, level, a teacher's voice for the first lesson. "Then it comes in. Breath by breath. You don't fight it. You breathe out, I take the slack, you breathe in against what's left. Then again. We don't rush a body into a new shape. We talk it into one."

The first pull was nothing. The laces ran through their loops with a long whisper and the stiff body of the thing settled against my back and sides, snug, no more than a hug.

"Out," she said.

I breathed out. The pull came, both hands, even, and the boning closed in around my middle a finger's width and stayed there when I breathed back in. The next breath I took had a wall around it. Not painful. Just held. Smaller. My own breath came back to me shorter than I sent it out.

"Out," she said.

"You don't have to."

"Out, Adrian."

I breathed out and she took it again and this time my bottom ribs moved, the float of them giving and turning in toward my spine, and a sound left me that I did not plan, low, surprised. The stiff edge of the corset rode up under my arms and pressed and the laces creaked behind me like rope on a dock.

"There," she said. "Feel that. That's your waist coming in. That's the man going somewhere he doesn't fit anymore."

I looked in the mirror and I did not look like me. The line of my side had a curve in it. My stomach was flat and pulled and the soft give of me was gone, pressed up and pressed down, into something with an in and an out. The cock standing out from all that pink looked like a joke the body had not gotten yet, the one part still arguing, leaking now, a wet shine on the head of it that I could not will away.

"Stop looking at your cock," she said, watching me watch it in the glass. "It already knows what it wants. You're the one running behind."

"This isn't." My voice was thin. There was less air to push it with. "I didn't agree to a corset. The bet was, the bet was clothes, not, not getting carved into a."

"The bet was the forfeit." She pulled again without warning and I gasped, a real one, the bottom of my breath gone. "And what you forfeit, garment by garment, is the right to be the shape you walked in as. I take it down one piece at a time. Today the middle of you. You do not get to decide that anymore. You handed that over across a card table, and you keep handing it back every night you don't pay the number and leave."

I should leave. The thought stood up in me clear and then sat back down, because leaving meant getting unlaced, and I had not asked her to stop lacing. I noticed that. I noticed it the way you notice a stair that is not there, a drop where your foot expected ground. She had said cash out and I had not. She had said the door is open every single time and I had stood in it and turned around.

"Out," she said, softer now, almost kind, and I breathed out for her and she took the last of the slack and tied it off and the world got very tight and very close and very warm.

My own pulse beat in the boning. Each beat pushed against the stays and came back. The weight of the thing was real, a heavy hold around my whole middle, like a hand the size of my torso that did not let go. My breath had to go up high in my chest now, shallow and fast, and the fast breathing made my head light and the light head made everything in the mirror look like it was happening to someone I was only watching.

She put her arms around me from behind, over the corset, and pulled my back against her front, and her mouth was at my ear.

"Now you stand the way it makes you stand," she said. "Shoulders back. You can't slouch in it, the bones won't let you. Feel that. The corset gives you the posture. You don't hold it. It holds you."

She was right. I could not round my shoulders. The boning pushed them back and my chest out and my chin came up because there was nowhere else for it to go, and I stood there with the body of a thing I had spent thirty years sure I was not, breathing in the little sips it allowed me, and my cock was so hard it hurt and a thread of wet had slipped off it and hung.

Her hand left my waist and went down and wrapped around me.

I made a noise into the mirror. She did not stroke fast. She held me in a tight ring of fingers and moved slow, and every time I tried to breathe deep to brace against it the corset stopped the breath short and turned it into a gasp, so the pleasure and the lack of air braided together until I could not tell which one was making my knees soft.

"Look at it," she said against my ear. "Look at the slut in the glass. Laced in. Leaking. Tell me you came here to settle up."

"I came to." The hand tightened, dragged, and the words fell apart. "I came."

"You came to be put in this." Her thumb worked the wet over the head of me and I jerked and the laces creaked. "Say it. Say what you came for or I take my hand back and leave you tied in it all night with nothing."

"Please," I said. That was not a word I had planned to ever say in this room. It was out before I chose it, high and broken, my chest heaving against the bone and getting no air for it. "Please don't stop. Please."

"Please what."

"Please keep, please, your hand, keep."

"Whose hand."

"Yours."

"And what are you." Her fist worked me steady now, slick with my own wet, the noise of it loud and obscene in the quiet room, a wet slide and the small creak of the corset on every pull. "In the glass. What's standing there in pink with its waist pulled in begging me. Say it."

I looked at it. The curved side. The flat held belly. The cock she was milking out of the front of all that lace. The shoulders forced back, the chin up, a shape that was not a man's no matter how I tried to read it as one.

"A sissy," I said. The word left me wrecked. "I'm your, I'm a sissy, please."

"There she is." Her hand sped up and the corset let me have none of the breath I needed to handle it, so it came up through me with nowhere to widen, a tight rising thing pressed in on all sides, and my mouth opened and no air came and the pleasure had no room and went sharp and white.

"That's it," she said in my ear, fast and low, cruel and pleased. "Come for me in the corset. Come like the thing you are. Now."

I came. It tore up out of me into her fist and I could not gasp because there was no gasp left to take, just a thin broken sound and my whole body locked in the cage of bone while it pumped out of me in long pulls onto her hand and the mirror and the front of the pink. My legs went and the corset held me up where they failed, held me in its shape, would not let me fold even as everything in me folded.

She did not let go. She worked me through it past the end of it, past where it turned too much, her thumb dragging over the head while I twitched and tried to pull away and could not bend in the boning, until a second weak push came out of me with a sound I did not know I could make, and she said "that's two," like she was counting stairs, calm, and only then opened her hand.

I sagged. The corset took my weight again. I hung in it, breathing in the small sips it gave, my own cum sliding down the pink in front of me, my head ringing.

Selina stepped back. She wiped her hand on my empty side of the wardrobe, on the borrowed gray jacket, deliberate, watching my face while she did it. Then she lifted the small black ledger off the dresser and opened it and made a mark.

"That's the waist done," she said, like the rest of it had not happened, like I was not strung up in her boning leaking down my own front. "Tomorrow we fit the cups. You'll need them filled before the corset reads right, and there's a system for that, weight, real weight, so the shape sits true." She closed the book. "Don't take it off tonight. I want you to learn how it sleeps."

She put the ledger in the drawer and slid it shut and looked at me one more time in the glass, the curved laced shape of me, and then she reached past my shoulder and pushed the empty right door of the wardrobe closed so all I could see was her full side, the wall of lace, going back into the dark.

"Same time tomorrow," she said. "And Adrian. The number's still open. You can still walk." She let that sit until it had weight. "We both know you won't."


Chapter 4: The Body Agrees

I stood in front of the mirror and practiced my face.

"The bet's off," I said to the glass. "We're square. Give me my clothes."

It came out thin. I tried again, lower, the way I talked to a contractor who'd quoted me too high. "We're done, Selina. I won. Hand them over." Better. My jaw set right that time. I rolled my shoulders back and there I was, the man I'd walked in here as three weeks ago, the man who closed deals and never blinked.

Except the man in the mirror had a satin slip clinging to his hips and his nipples showing through it, two hard points he hadn't asked for.

I looked away from that part. I always looked away from that part.

The plan was simple and the plan was good. Cards tonight. One hand, everything on it. She liked her games; fine, I'd beat her at one. I'd been folding for weeks because the cards were bad and because I was tired and because losing one stupid hand of poker cost me one stupid garment and what did a garment matter. But tonight I'd push it all in. Win the whole thing back. The lease in my name again, my own suit, my own door down the hall that I hadn't unlocked in eleven days. I'd walk out of here in wool and leather and never think about lace again.

I said the speech one more time. "You lose, it's over." My reflection mouthed it with me. The slip rode up when I lifted my chin.

She knocked twice on the doorframe, even though it was her apartment.

"Talking to yourself," Selina said. "That's a good sign or a bad one. I never decide which."

She came in with two glasses of something amber and set one on the vanity by my hand. She had her hair down, which she only did at night, and a robe knotted loose at the waist. She looked at me in the mirror instead of turning to me, so we were three people in the room, her and me and the thing in the slip.

"You have that look," she said. "The one men get before they do something brave."

"I want to play tonight."

"We play most nights."

"For everything." I turned to face her so she'd know I meant it. "One hand. I win, the whole arrangement is finished. The lease, my things, all of it back. You hand me the keys and I walk."

She sipped her drink. She didn't laugh, which I'd braced for. She didn't even smile.

"And if you lose?"

"I won't."

"That isn't an answer to my question." She set her glass down. "If you lose, Adrian. Say it."

My mouth was dry. "Then it's whatever you want. Permanent. No more one garment at a time. All of it."

"All of it," she repeated, like she was tasting the words. "You understand that includes the things you've been refusing. The things you tell me, every night, that you will never wear."

There was only one thing she could mean. I'd drawn that line hard, the one line I'd kept. She could put me in a corset and a slip and paint my mouth, but I would not put anything in me. I'd said it like a man planting a flag. She'd let it stand. She let a lot of things stand, right up until she didn't.

"Fine," I said. "Because I'm going to win."

"Then we should make it a real table." She picked up her glass again and walked to the door. "Wash your face. Come to the front room. And Adrian." She stopped with her hand on the frame. "Wear the slip. I want to watch it move when you reach for your cards."

The cards were already fanned when I sat down. She dealt clean, our eyes on her hands, no funny business, just two stacks of garments standing in for chips, mine pitifully short on the felt and hers a tower.

I drew good. That was the thing nobody would believe later. I drew good. Two kings on the deal and a third on the turn, and my heart started going like I'd run up the stairs. I kept my face flat. I'd played enough to know not to lean forward. I leaned back instead and let the slip slide cool against my chest and I waited.

She bet small. I raised. She called. The whole apartment was warm, she always kept it too warm, and a line of sweat went down my spine under the satin.

"You're sure about the terms," she said, not a question.

"Push it all in."

"All of it." She moved her tower to the center with one finger, slow, like she had all night. "Everything I have against everything you are. Show me."

I turned my kings over. Three of them, fat and red and black on the felt, and for one second the whole thing was mine. The door, the wool, the man in the mirror. The suit was already on my shoulders, the weight of real fabric, the click of my own shoes.

She turned her cards.

I'm still not sure I understood it in the moment. There was a run of small cards, hearts, climbing one to the next, and her finger tapping them in order while she named them out for me like I was slow. A straight flush. The kind of hand you see once a year if you're lucky. Sitting there under her quiet finger, beating my kings into the floor.

"Oh," I said. Just that.

"Oh," she agreed.

I stared at the cards a long time. The warm air pressed on the back of my neck. Somewhere under the disappointment, somewhere I didn't want to look, something unclenched. Relief. I caught it and hated it and it didn't go away.

"You see," Selina said, gathering the deck, "this is what I've been watching. Three weeks of you folding hands you should have raised. Tonight you finally play your cards and the cards aren't the problem." She squared the deck against the table. "You are. Some part of you has been losing on purpose since the first night. The cards just caught up to your wanting."

"That's not true."

"You drew three kings and you're still in my slip." She stood. "Stay there."

I should have left. The thought came clear and cold: get up, take whatever's in the wardrobe, your own things are right there on his side of it, put on the borrowed trousers at least and walk out the front door. Nobody was holding me down. There was no chain. There never had been a chain. That was the part I couldn't make sit still in my head, that the whole thing had only ever been held together by my own hand laying card after card on the felt.

I stayed in the chair.

She returned with a box. White, the size to hold a pair of shoes, because it held a pair of shoes. She lifted the lid and folded the paper back and there they were, black, the heel a thin spike, the leather so shiny it threw the lamp back at me.

"No," I said.

"You agreed to all of it."

"I can't even walk in those."

"Then you'll learn." She knelt before me, which was its own kind of wrong, this poised woman down on the rug at my feet, and she lifted my heel into her palm. Her hand was warm. Everything in that apartment was, and I was starting to understand the warmth was the point, that she kept me soft and flushed and a half-step from sweating so my body never got the cold clean jolt it would need to bolt.

She worked my foot into the first shoe. The leather hugged tight around my heel and the arch bent me up onto the ball of my foot and my whole leg changed. She did the buckle at my ankle. The little click of it went through me.

"Stand," she said.

I stood and almost went straight back down. My ankle rolled, I caught the table, the cards scattered. She didn't reach for me. She let me flail there with both hands flat on the felt and my knees locked wrong and my face going hot.

"Walk to the window."

It was maybe ten steps. I took the first one and pitched sideways. Took the second with my hand on the back of the couch. By the fourth my ankle screamed and I was breathing through my teeth and I wanted to throw the shoes at her smug calm face.

Then something happened that I have gone over and over since and I cannot explain in a way that lets me off.

I stopped fighting my hips. I'd been holding them stiff, holding my whole body like a man braced against a wave, and somewhere around the fifth step my body just quit the argument. The hips dropped into a roll. The knees came soft. The spine stacked itself up tall over the spikes and found the line, like the shoes had been waiting to show me where my weight wanted to go. And I crossed the last four steps to the window without touching a thing.

Clean. Easy. Like I'd done it a thousand times in another life.

I stood at the glass with my own reflection laid over the dark street, taller, the calves drawn long and tight, the slip swinging at the new tilt of my hips, and I could not find the man in it anywhere.

"There she is," Selina said behind me.

"Don't."

"You did that yourself. I didn't touch you." Her voice came closer. "Your body knew the walk before your pride caught up. It always does. The corset, the heels, you fight every one of them with your mouth and your body says yes before I've finished the sentence."

My reflection's chest rose and fell too fast. The window was cool against my palm and the rest of me was burning.

Her hands settled on my hips from behind. She turned me from the glass and walked me backward, and the heels made me take the steps her way, small and careful, until the backs of my knees hit the arm of the couch and I went down across it, half on my front, the slip up around my waist and my ass bare to the warm room.

"This is the part you swore off," she said.

"Selina." My voice cracked on it. "I said never. That was the one."

"I know what you said." A drawer, the snap of a cap, the wet sound of something on her fingers. "You bet the never on three kings. You lost the never. Now lie still and breathe, because if you clench you'll only make it worse for yourself, and I think a part of you knows you're going to thank me before we're done."

Her slick finger pressed at me and my whole body locked. The cold of the lube was the only cold thing in the room and it made me jump. She waited. She didn't push. She just held her finger there, warm hand flat on the small of my back, until the cold went to warm and my own breath went ragged and, God help me, I pushed back into it half an inch on my own.

"There," she breathed. "There you are."

The finger slid in. The stretch burned and then it didn't, then it was just full and strange and wrong and my cock was hard against the couch arm, trapped, leaking onto the fabric, and the shame of that, of being hard with her finger in my ass and heels still buckled to my feet, was its own kind of heat that pooled low and pulsed.

"Tell me what you are right now," she said. She worked the finger slow, in and out, and added a second, and the burn flared and faded and my hips chased it before I could stop them.

"I'm not saying that."

"You're an apartment away from a winning hand you threw on the floor." Two fingers, deeper, a slow scissor that lit something up behind my balls and made my whole length jump against the couch. "You're a man who keeps a never just so he can lose it to me. Say what you are. Or I stop, and you spend the night with all of this and no hand to finish it."

The threat worked because it was the worst thing she could say. My hips were grinding the couch arm without permission, my cock dragging on the fabric, a wet smear under me, and the thought of her pulling those fingers out and leaving me like this was unbearable.

"A sissy," I said, into the cushion. "I'm your sissy."

"Louder. And the rest of it."

"I'm your sissy." My face was on fire. "I lost. I wear what you put on me. I take what you give me. Please don't stop."

"Good girl." She curled her fingers and hit the spot square and my back arched off the couch with a sound I'd never made. "See how the body agrees. Your mouth fought me for three weeks and your hole opened in three minutes."

She fucked me with her fingers and her other hand came around and found my cock, slick from her own fingers, and stroked it in time, and the two sensations met somewhere in the middle of me and there was nowhere left to go. The heat climbed up from the soles of my feet, up the long tight calves, the spikes pressing my toes down, the slip stuck to the sweat on my back. I was grinding into her fist and clenching around her fingers and I couldn't have told you which one I was chasing.

"I'm going to," I got out. "Selina, I'm."

"Then come like this. On my fingers, in your heels, in your slip. Come for me and count it."

I broke. It tore up through me and locked my whole body rigid over the couch arm, my cock pumping over her fist and onto the fabric, my ass spasming around her fingers so hard it hurt, and I sobbed out the count like she'd ordered, "one, that's one," while she fucked me through every pulse of it and would not slow down.

"Again," she said.

"I can't, I just."

"You can. You will. The body agrees even when you don't, and we're nowhere near done with you tonight." Her fingers were still moving, slow now, deliberate, working that spot while my softening cock dragged in the wet I'd made, oversensitive, everything too much, my hips twitching away from her hand and pushing back into it in the same broken motion. "Look at you," she said, and her voice had gone low and pleased and certain. "You want this more than you will admit."

I lay there with my face in the cushion and the heels still on and her fingers still in me and the truth of it sat on my back like her hand: I had drawn three kings, and folded, and the second one was already building in me whether I admitted it or not.

She slid her fingers out and I made a sound at the empty.

"On your feet," she said. "We're not finished, and there's something in the box under the shoes I want you to see before I decide how you spend the rest of the night."


Chapter 5: Across The Threshold

The carpet pressed up through the thin heels with every step I took down the hall, and I held my breath like sound could give me away. My own front door sat maybe twenty feet off. It used to mean home. Now it just sat there, a slab of wood with my name still on the buzzer, and it gave me nothing back.

The coat was Selina's idea. Long, dark, belted tight at the waist. She had buttoned it herself, top to bottom, then stepped back and looked at me the way you look at a parked car you are deciding whether to buy.

"You left your good cufflinks in the top drawer," she had said. "I want them. Go get them."

Simple. Cross the hall. Open my door. Take the box from the dresser. Come back. A man could do that in ninety seconds.

Under the coat I had nothing a man would wear.

The set was the palest pink, the kind of color that has no business on skin like mine. A bra with no weight to fill it, the cups loose and patient. A garter belt riding low on my hips with four straps biting into my thighs. Stockings so sheer the dark hair showed through them, and that somehow made it worse, the hair pressed flat under the silk like a thing being hidden and shown at once. And the panties. Lace front, almost nothing in back, the elastic snug against me in a way that kept reminding me it was there.

She had laced me. I had stood with my arms out and let her.

I got to the seam where her carpet ended and the building's hallway runner began, and I stopped. The runner was rougher. It came up through the heel and the ball of my foot, two thin points of contact holding up a body that did not feel like mine anymore.

A door. Somewhere down the hall a deadbolt turned.

My whole chest locked. I pressed back to the wall, coat scratching, and listened. Mrs. Okafor from 4C, it had to be, she walked her little dog at this hour. If she came around the corner she would see a man she nodded to in the elevator, standing outside his own door at night in a woman's coat, with his calves shaped wrong by four-inch heels.

The dog's nails clicked. A leash jingled. Then the elevator dinged and swallowed both, and the hall went quiet again.

I let my breath out slow through my mouth. My tongue had gone dry and there was a taste at the back of it, copper and salt, the taste of being about to be caught. I had not had that taste since I was a boy stealing from my father's coat.

I made myself move. Heel, ball, heel, ball, the way she had drilled it into me last night until my ankles screamed. The walk was not clumsy now. That was the part I could not stand. Three feet from her door my body knew what to do with these shoes, and it did it, and some part of me liked the click of it on the bare patch of tile by my mat.

My key turned in my own lock and the door swung in on dark.

The apartment smelled stale. A week of nobody. The blinds were down, the couch where I used to sit was a gray shape, and the air had that closed-up flatness of a place you have stopped living in. I stood on the threshold of my own life with her coat on my back and her lace under it and I could not make myself belong on this side of the door.

I went in. The dresser was where it had always been. My hand found the top drawer by memory, slid it open, and there was the cufflink box, and next to it a folded undershirt, white, plain cotton. A man's shirt. My shirt.

I picked it up.

It weighed nothing and it meant everything, and in the dark I held it against the coat and tried to feel the pull of it. This is who you are, I told the shirt. This is the closet you came out of. But the cotton just hung from my fingers, dumb and dead, while the lace gripped me. The garter straps tugged when I shifted my weight. The bra cup brushed a nipple I had not known could go that hard.

I put the shirt back in the drawer. I told myself I was being careful, leaving things as they were. That was a lie and I heard it land flat in my own head.

I took the cufflinks. I shut the drawer. I shut the door. I crossed back.

Her door opened before I knocked, like she had been counting my steps.

"Took you long enough." She held out her hand, palm up. I gave her the box. She did not look at it. She looked at me, at the flush I could feel sitting high on my face, at whatever was happening to my breathing. "Someone in the hall?"

"The Okafors' dog."

"And you stood there." Her mouth curved. "In my coat. Praying she wouldn't turn the corner."

"Yes."

"Say what you were wearing under it."

The words were right there and I hated how fast they came. "Lace. A bra. Stockings. A garter belt." My voice dropped on its own. "Panties."

"And heels." She reached out and undid the top button of the coat with one finger. "You crossed a public hallway dressed like that, Adrian. In a building where every one of those people thinks they know you." Another button. "How does it feel, knowing the man they nod to is gone, and this is what's living in his apartment now?"

The coat fell open. I had no answer that was not a confession, so I gave her the confession by not saying anything, and she saw it, and her eyes went bright and cold and pleased.

She pushed the coat off my shoulders. It dropped behind me with a heavy whisper of cloth on the floor, and then I was in her front room in the full set with nothing over it, and the overhead light was on, and there was nowhere for any of it to hide.

"Look at you," she said. Not kind. Not cruel. Just true. "Walk to the mirror."

The big mirror leaned against the wall by the window, tall enough to take all of me. I walked to it the way she had taught me, hips doing the work, and the click of the heels followed me across the floor and that sound went straight down through my stomach and lower.

The thing in the glass had my face. The rest of it was hers. The pink bra sat on a flat chest and looked obscene there, a promise the body could not keep, and that wrongness was the hottest thing I had ever seen. My cock was straining the lace front of the panties, the head pushing up past the waistband, the wet of it darkening the pink. I could not look away from that. I had spent thirty years sure of one thing about myself, and the one thing was leaking through women's underwear in another person's apartment while I stood there in heels and let it.

"There it is," Selina said behind me. "You stopped fighting somewhere between your door and mine. I watched it happen on your face."

"I'm not." It came out without weight.

"You're not what." She stepped close. Her hand settled on the back of my neck, warm, certain. "Finish it."

"I'm not fighting it." My throat caught on the words. "I stopped."

"Good boy." She said it low, right at my ear, and the praise hit me harder than the shame had, which was its own new humiliation. "Now you say it the way it's true. Not enduring. Not waiting it out till the bet's done." Her hand slid down my spine, slow, to the small of my back where the panties cut in. "You wanted to cross that hall. You wanted her to turn the corner."

I shook my head. My reflection shook its head, lace and all, and made a liar of me.

"Say it."

"I wanted her to see." The words tore something on the way up and I heard my own voice crack on the last of it. "I wanted someone to see what I am now."

The room went very quiet. The refrigerator hummed through the wall, my own breath, the small creak of the floor under my heels. I had said the worst thing and the ceiling had not fallen and that was almost the worst part of all.

"Yes," Selina breathed. "Now we can start."

She turned me by the shoulders to face the bed.

There was a strap-on already buckled to her hips. She had put it on while I was across the hall, I understood that now, she had been ready for me to come back wrecked. It was not large but it was not a toy you could pretend about, a smooth pink length that matched the lace like she had planned the whole palette of my undoing. She had a bottle of lube in her other hand.

"On the bed," she said. "Hands and knees. Keep the heels on."

I went. My body did it before my pride could file an objection, and that gap, the speed of the yes against the slowness of the no, was the thing she had been mining out of me all week. The bedspread was cool satin under my palms. The garter straps pulled tight on my thighs as I spread my knees the way the shape of it demanded.

She hooked a finger in the back of the panties and pulled them aside instead of off, baring me, leaving the rest of the set on. "We keep these on you," she said. "I want you to feel them while I do this. I want you laced the whole time."

A cold slick finger pressed against my asshole and I jerked. "Easy," she said, not gently, just steady. "You've taken my fingers three nights running. You know how to open for me."

I did. That was what my mouth would not say and my body kept admitting. One finger sank in to the knuckle and my whole back bowed, and a sound came out of me that I did not recognize, high and broken, nothing a man makes.

"Listen to that," she said. "Listen to what comes out of you now."

A second finger. The stretch lit up the rim and ran up my spine and I dropped my head between my arms and breathed through my open mouth, drooling onto the satin, past caring. The wet sounds of her working me were loud in the quiet room, slick and obscene, and she made sure I heard them, twisting her fingers so they squelched.

"Hear that?" she said. "That's how easy you open. That's not a man's hole anymore. Say what it is."

"It's yours." The drool strung from my lip. "It's yours, it opens for you."

"Whose are you."

"Yours." I pushed back onto her hand without deciding to. "Yours, please, I'm yours."

She pulled her fingers free and I clenched on nothing, empty, hating the empty. Then the blunt head of the strap-on pressed where her fingers had been, and she gripped my hip with one hand, the lace garter strap under her palm, and she pushed.

The stretch was a long burn that crested past what I thought I could take and then folded over into something else, something that made my cock jump untouched against my belly. She sank in slow, all of it, until her hips were flush to my ass and I was full in a way that rearranged what I knew about myself.

"There," she said, breathing harder now. "All the way in. The man across the hall is gone and this is what's in his place. A pretty thing on my cock in his own building."

She drew back and drove in and the bed took the rhythm of it. Each stroke punched a sound out of me, slap of her hips against my ass, the wet drag, my own broken noise. The heels dug into the bedspread. The bra slid loose on my chest with every thrust and the lace dragged my nipples raw and I was past being able to separate any of it, the shame and the stretch and the silk and the fullness all one current now.

"You're leaking on my sheets," she said. "Look down. Look at it."

I looked. My cock hung heavy in the pink lace, the head free of the waistband now, and a clear thread of it ran from the tip to the satin in a long shining line that broke and reformed with every thrust. I could not touch it. She had not said I could.

"That's two days you haven't come," she said, fucking into me steady, mean and even. "And you're going to do it like this. No hand. Just my cock in your ass and that lace on you. Sissies come from being filled. Say it."

"I come from being filled." The words slurred. I was drooling again, rocking back to meet her now, all of me working toward it. "Please. Please, like this, I can, please let me."

"Beg properly. Tell me what you are while you do it."

"I'm your sissy." It poured out of me, fast, every word a wall coming down. "I'm your sissy, I crossed the hall for you, I wanted them to see, please let me come on your cock, please, I'm yours, I'm a sissy and I'm yours."

"Then come." She drove in hard and ground deep and hit the place inside that made the room go white. "Come for me, good girl, right now, just like this."

It tore through me untouched. My cock pulsed in the lace and spilled, thick and hot, soaking the pink front, running down inside the stockings, and I shook so hard the heels scraped the bedspread and my arms gave and my face went down into the satin while she kept fucking me through it. The sounds I made into the bedspread were not words. My hole clenched and clenched around her and could not stop, milking it, and she felt it and laughed low and pleased above me and did not slow down.

"That's it. That's two days right there. Look at the mess you made of yourself."

It would not stop. She held my hips and worked me past the crest, every stroke now too much on the oversensitive nerve of it, and I sobbed into the satin and pushed back into it anyway, hating that I pushed back, drowning in how good the too-much was. My cock kept dribbling into the ruined lace, spent and still leaking, and she made me stay up on my knees and take it until she decided I was done.

When she finally drew out I collapsed sideways onto the bed, chest heaving, the wet warmth cooling in the stockings, the bra twisted around my ribs. The taste in my mouth had changed. Salt and my own drool and something underneath it, the flat copper from the hallway gone, replaced by whatever it tasted like to stop lying.

Selina sat on the edge of the bed and looked down at me, calm, the strap-on still glistening, her hand smoothing the hair off my wet forehead almost tender.

"You walked out that door a man getting through a bet," she said. "You came back in something else, and you said it out loud, and you came on my cock saying it. There's no walking that back, you understand. You can't un-cross that hall."

I lay there in the wreck of the pink set and I did not want to walk anything back. That was the new and terrible truth of me, lit up plain in the overhead light.

"I know," I said.

She smiled, and stood, and unbuckled the harness, and dropped it on the chair where my old undershirt would never hang.

"Get cleaned up and back in fresh lace," she said. "There's a corset I had made to your measurements, and tomorrow you're wearing it under a real shirt to a real place, out where people breathe." She paused at the bathroom door and glanced back at the cufflink box on the dresser, the last man's relic in the room. "We are only just beginning."


Chapter 6: Folding Winning Hands

The cards were already switched. I had the second deck palmed under my thigh, the one I'd marked over three nights with a thumbnail nick along the edge of every face card, and I'd slid the cooler in while Selina poured the wine. My hand sat face-down on the green felt. A straight flush. I'd built it myself, card by card, the way a man builds a door he means to walk through.

Across the small table Selina turned her wine glass by the stem. She wore black, her hair pinned up, her mouth done in that deep red she favored for the games. She looked at my hand like she could read the back of the cards.

"You're sure," she said.

"I'm sure."

My voice held steady. Under the table my knee bounced. I had on the lace she'd put me in that evening, white this time, a garter belt and stockings and the little bralette that held nothing, all of it pressing against me under a plain robe she let me wear at the table because the cards demanded some dignity. The seam of the panties cut up between my cheeks. I'd stopped feeling it as a wound hours ago. That was the part I didn't look at.

"Then show me," Selina said.

I turned them over. Ten, jack, queen, king, ace of hearts, all in a row, red as her mouth.

She didn't move for a moment. Then she set her glass down and laid her own cards flat without flipping them. "You win, Adrian."

I waited for the catch. There's always a catch with her, a clause folded inside the win, something new I'd owe. None came. She stood, smoothed her skirt, and crossed to the tall wardrobe by the window, the elegant one with the mirrored doors that held all the soft things she'd bought to remake me.

"The wager was simple," she said, opening the lower drawer I'd never seen her open. "Win a clean hand off me and it dissolves. All of it. I keep my word."

She lifted out a garment bag. My garment bag. She laid it across the daybed and unzipped it, and there it was, my charcoal suit, the one I'd worn the night I first sat down at her table, dry-cleaned and pressed and waiting. Beside it she set a folder. My lease. The keys to the apartment across the hall, the one I still paid for and never slept in.

"It's done," Selina said. "Your old life. Take it."

My pulse knocked in my ears. I'd planned for everything but this. I'd planned the marked deck, the cooler, the calm face. I had not planned for her to hand it to me.

"Put it on," she said. "I want to see the man who beat me."

I stood. The robe slid off my shoulders and I left it on the chair. I stepped out of nothing, because nothing was holding me, and I walked to the daybed in stockings and lace and picked up my own shirt.

The cotton felt strange. Heavy. I'd forgotten how a man's shirt sits, the weight of it across the shoulders, the way the collar scratches. I did the buttons. My fingers knew them. I pulled the trousers up over the garter belt because I didn't think to take the lace off first, and that should have been funny, a man in pinstripe trousers with white straps biting his thighs underneath, but my hands had gone cold.

I shrugged into the jacket. I turned to the mirrored door.

A man looked back. Thirty, jaw set, the suit clean on him. And it hung wrong. Not the fit, the fit was perfect, the tailor had done it months ago when I still had a tailor. It hung like cloth draped over a hanger. Like a costume rented for a part. The shoulders sat where shoulders sit and meant nothing. I lifted my arm and the sleeve moved and I was operating a puppet of someone I used to know.

Under it, against my skin, the lace pulled snug and warm and exactly right. That was the only part of me that felt like me. The stockings hugging my calves. The strap across my hip. The truth of it sat under the suit, quiet, and the suit floated on top like a lie I was wearing for company.

"Well?" Selina said. She had her arms folded. She watched my face in the glass, not the suit. She'd always watched my face.

"I don't," I started, and stopped.

I knew. It came all at once and went straight down through me, cold and then hot. Weeks. The Tuesday I'd had three queens and folded into her pair. The night I'd held the nut flush and mucked it, told myself I'd misread the board. The hand last week I threw away because my fingers wouldn't turn it over. I'd thought I was losing. I'd been so careful to think I was losing, a man pinned by bad luck and a sharp woman, enduring.

I hadn't been losing. I'd been laying winning hands face-down on her felt for weeks, on purpose, because the losing was the thing I came back for. The cage was never locked. I'd built it and handed her the key and called it a sentence so I wouldn't have to call it a want.

"Take the suit off, Adrian," Selina said.

My hands were already at the buttons.

I peeled the jacket off and dropped it. The shirt came open and I pulled my arms free and let it fall on the floor of her clean apartment. I pushed the trousers down over the stockings and stepped out of them and kicked them away from me, and I stood there in the white lace, breathing hard, my cock already thick against the front of the panties because the relief of it was obscene, the relief of putting the lie on the floor.

She watched me the whole time. She didn't smile. She picked up the garment bag and the folder and the keys and set them on the side table, near the door, where they'd stay.

"You understand now," she said. It wasn't a question.

"Yes."

"Say it."

"I've been folding to lose." The words scraped out. "Every hand. I wanted to lose."

"Louder than that, in your own mouth." She came closer. The scent of her reached me first, that warm dark perfume she wore, something with smoke under the sweetness, and under that tonight the clean starch of my own pressed suit still in the air, the smell of the man I'd just dropped on her floor. The two smells together made my stomach turn over. "Tell me what you are."

"I'm yours," I said. "I keep paying for it. I keep coming back to pay."

The buzzer went.

I flinched hard enough to step back. Selina didn't. She checked the small screen by the door and pressed the release without a word, and I stood in her front room in nothing but lace while footsteps came up and a key I didn't know existed turned in her lock.

The woman who came in was older than Selina, silver threaded through dark hair, a coat over her arm and a leather case in her hand like she'd come to do work. She took me in from stockings to flushed face and she did not look away or look surprised. She looked at me the way you look at a horse you're thinking of buying.

"This is him," she said.

"This is Adrian," Selina said. "He won tonight."

The woman, Margot, set her case on the table next to my dead suit. "And?"

"And he took it off." Selina's voice had something new in it, something pleased and low. "By himself. Watch."

Heat crawled up my neck and chest, the awful blotchy heat of being looked at, and my cock pushed harder against the lace where the older woman could plainly see it. I wanted to cover myself. I didn't. I'd stopped being allowed to want that.

"Turn around," Margot said. "Hands on the wall."

I looked at Selina. She tipped her chin toward the wall.

I went. I set my palms flat on the cool paint and the position pushed everything out behind me, the lace stretched tight over my ass, the panties already damp where I'd leaked through them. The case opened. The slick wet sound of a pump bottle. The whole room had a smell to it now, her perfume and the starch and then the medical sharpness of the lube, and the back of my neck went cold and my thighs trembled.

"He's wet through the front," Margot said, like I wasn't a person who could hear her. "Selina, he soaked the lace already."

"He does that." Selina sat on the arm of the chair to watch. "He'll tell you about it if you make him."

A hand pulled the back of the panties aside. A thumb, slick, pressed against my asshole and rubbed, not pushing in, just there, and a sound came out of me that I hadn't given permission for.

"Tell me," Margot said.

"I'm wet because I want it." My forehead was nearly on the wall. "I want her to use me. I want you to."

"Beg the lady," Selina said from the chair.

"Please." The word fell out fast. "Please, use me. Please."

The thumb pushed in to the knuckle and the stretch lit up the base of my spine and I shoved back onto it before I meant to. Margot laughed, a short dry sound, and worked a second finger in alongside the first, slow, twisting, opening me while my own slick ran down and the panties cut a wet line under my balls.

"Greedy little thing," she said. "He takes two like he's been waiting all day."

"He has," Selina said.

I had. That was the worst of it, the part that made my face burn against the wall, that they were right and I'd already shown them they were right. Two fingers became three and the burn climbed and turned into that deep full ache that hollowed everything else out of my head. My cock dripped steady into the lace now, a thread of it hanging, and every push of her hand rocked me up onto my toes in the stockings.

"He needs more than fingers," Margot said. "Selina?"

"In the case." Selina crossed her legs. "The harness is the black one. He's not ready for the big one yet, give him the middle."

Buckles. The snap of a strap pulled tight around hips, and I turned my head and saw Margot stepping into a harness with a thick silicone cock jutting out of it, dark and slick where she'd already poured the lube over it, heavy enough that it bobbed when she moved. My mouth went dry. My hole clenched on nothing.

"Eyes on the wall," she said.

I put my eyes on the wall.

The blunt head pressed against me and my whole body locked. "Open up," Margot said, one hand flat between my shoulder blades, and she pushed, and the stretch went past the fingers, past the burn, into something that made me cry out and grab at the smooth wall with no purchase. She fed it in slow and didn't stop, inch after inch, and the ache split open into that drowning fullness that I'd learned to chase, the one that turned my knees to water.

"There," she said, hips flush to my ass now, the harness pressing the lace into the cleft of me. "All of it. Look how he takes it." She drew back and drove in and the slap of the harness against my cheeks cracked through the room.

"Count for her," Selina said.

"One," I gasped.

She pulled out and slammed home again. "Two." Again, harder, and the head dragged over something inside me that arched my back and tore the number out broken. "Three, three, oh, fuck."

"Filthy mouth on this one," Margot said, and she found a rhythm, deep and brutal, pounding me into the wall so my cheek scraped the paint, her hips slapping wet against my soaked ass over and over until the sound of it filled the whole apartment, the squelch and the slap and my own ruined voice. My cock swung untouched, slapping my belly, leaking a string of it onto the floor, and I was going to come from this alone, from being split open in front of a woman I'd met four minutes ago while Selina watched from the chair with her legs crossed and her wine in her hand.

"He's close," Selina said. "I can hear it. He gets loud."

"Then let's hear it." Margot reached around and took my cock in her slick fist and stroked it in time with her thrusts, fast, mean, no mercy in it, and the two together, the fucking and the fist, whited everything out.

"Please," I was saying, I didn't decide to, "please, please, I'm going to, please."

"Ask the room," Selina said.

"Can I come, please, can I, please let me come."

"Come, then," Selina said, bored, like she was telling me to sit. "Show Margot what you are."

I broke. The orgasm ripped up out of me and I came in her fist and onto her floor in long jerking spurts, my hole clenching down hard on the cock still buried in me, my legs gone, only the wall and her hand holding me up. It went on past where it should have stopped. She kept stroking through it, milking it, dragging the last of it out while I shook and made sounds that weren't words, cum running over her fingers and dripping off the head, the lace at my hip soaked through with sweat and slick.

"That's it," Margot said. She gentled the strokes but didn't pull out. "That's a good one. Look at the mess of him."

I hung there on her cock, chest heaving, my forehead against the cool wall, my own cum cooling on the floor under me and the smell of all of it thick in the air, my sweat and her lube and Selina's smoke-sweet perfume laid over the top. The starch smell of the suit was gone now. The suit was on the floor in the corner and I couldn't smell it anymore over what I'd just become.

Margot drew out slow, and the empty ache she left behind was its own kind of loss. She stripped the harness off and dropped it back in her case and wiped her hands on a cloth like she'd finished a dental appointment.

"He's worth the trouble," she said to Selina. "When you're ready to show him properly, you call me."

"I will." Selina stood. She came to me where I sagged against the wall, lace ruined, and she turned my chin up with two fingers so I had to look at her. There was no triumph in her face. Just certainty, the same certainty she'd had every night I'd folded a hand I could have won.

"You had it all back tonight," she said. "The suit, the lease, the door across the hall. It was face-up on the table and yours to take. You put your winning hand down and stripped it off your own body in front of me." Her thumb moved over my lower lip. "You belong in this room now."

I should have said something. I didn't have anything. She was only telling me what I'd spent weeks proving with cards I refused to turn over.

Margot let herself out. The lock clicked. My old suit lay crumpled in the corner where I'd kicked it, the lease and the keys on the side table by the door, close enough to touch, mine for the taking, and I knew, with a flat dropping finality, that I would walk past them tomorrow like they were someone else's coat left behind.

Selina picked up the garment bag from the floor and folded it over her arm. "Tomorrow you decide what to do with all this," she said, nodding at the suit, the folder, the keys. "It's yours. You earned it tonight, fair. I won't touch it." She looked at me, and something sharpened in her eyes. "But I think we both know where it's going. And I think it's time you carried it out that door yourself."


Chapter 7: Locked To Her Cadence

The kettle was already off the heat when I came into the kitchen, and that was the first wrong thing.

Two cups sat on the counter. Steam rose off both. A newspaper lay folded by the far stool, creased open to the crossword, and the ledger, the black book that had run my life for two months, sat closed beside the sugar. Closed. Spine flush with the edge of the marble like she had measured it.

Selina did not look up from the coffee she was pouring. She wore her robe, the gray silk one, loose at the throat, and her hair was still down from sleep. She slid one cup across to me without a word and went back to the crossword.

I stood there in her kitchen in the white nightgown she had put me to bed in, the lace hem brushing my thighs, and I waited for the catch.

It did not come.

"Sit," she said. Not a command really. The way you tell a cat to move off a chair.

I sat. The stool was warm where the morning sun hit it. I wrapped both hands around the cup because they wanted something to do, and the heat soaked into my palms, and I hated how good it was. The coffee was made the way I take it. She had not asked.

"No game tonight," she said, filling in a word. "Or tomorrow. There's nothing to play for anymore."

There it was. What I had understood last night with the suit hanging off me like a sheet on a hook. I had won. I had rigged the deck, I had taken the hand, and she had given me back everything, the lease, the clothes, the door across the hall, and I had peeled the suit off my own shoulders because the man inside it had nowhere left to stand.

So this morning there was no bet. No forfeit. No card to flip my way out.

And that was so much worse than I had words for.

"You're shaking," she said.

"I'm cold."

She turned a page. "You're not cold. The floor's heated. Drink your coffee."

I drank it. It was perfect and that made my throat tight. Because a bet I could fight. A bet had a clock and a deck and a way out, even a way I never took. This was just a Tuesday. This was her robe and her crossword and my cup, and she was treating me like a thing that already lived here, a settled fact, a piece of furniture that had always been in the room.

The gap opened up in me again, the one between the man who walked into this building two months ago in a four hundred dollar suit, sure of himself, and the body sitting here in lace with warm coffee going cold because his hands would not stop trembling. I could not get the two of them in the same frame.

"Look at me," she said.

I did.

"You think because the wager's gone, you've got room to make trouble." She set the pen down. Her eyes were calm and a little bored. "Get it out of your system. I'd rather you did it before nine than sulk all day."

That was the spark. The boredom in it. She was so sure she knew the shape of me that she scheduled my rebellion before her second cup.

So I gave her the rebellion.

I stood up so fast the stool scraped back and tipped. The coffee sloshed over my knuckles, hot, and I did not care. "No," I said. "We're done. You said it yourself, there's nothing to play for, so I'm done. I'm getting dressed in my own clothes and I'm walking out that door and you can keep the lace."

She watched me. She did not move.

"I'm not yours," I said, and my voice cracked on the second word, and I pushed through it. "I let it go too far, fine, that's on me, but I'm a grown man and I'm leaving."

"Then leave," Selina said.

I stood there.

"The suit's in the closet. Pressed. The keys to your old place are in the dish by the door, where they've been all week. You can be out in ten minutes." She picked the pen back up. "Nothing's stopping you. Nothing's been stopping you for a long time. So go."

I did not go. My feet were bare on the warm floor and they did not move toward the door, and we both watched them not move, and the silence got loud.

"That's what I thought," she said.

"Shut up." It came out of me thin and mean. "You don't know anything about me."

She put the pen down again. This time she stood. The robe shifted and settled. She was not tall but she took up the whole kitchen when she wanted to, and she wanted to now.

"Come here."

"No."

"Adrian." Quiet. "Come here, or I drag you here by that pretty lace collar and we both find out how it tears."

I came. My legs carried me around the counter before the rest of me agreed to it, and I stood in front of her with my chin up, doing my best impression of the man I used to be, and she looked at that impression and her mouth curved like she found it sweet.

"There he is," she said. "The big strong man. Putting on a show for me." She reached up and ran one finger along the lace strap at my shoulder. "You staged this whole thing so I'd put you back in your place. You're not fighting to get out. You're fighting because you need me to win it off you again, and there's no card game to hide behind, so you have to make me do it with my hands." Her finger hooked the strap. "Say I'm wrong."

"You're wrong," I said.

She pulled. The strap slid off my shoulder and the gown sagged on that side, baring me to the waist, and the cool air hit my chest and my nipples drew tight and my face went hot.

"Your mouth says one thing," she said, looking down. "The rest of you votes the other way. It always has." She pinched my nipple, slow, rolling it, and a sound came up out of my throat that I bit down on too late. "There it is. Two months and you still think keeping quiet counts as winning."

"Stop."

"No." She twisted, just enough, and my knees wanted to fold. "You wanted me to take it out of you. Fine. I'll take it. But you're going to give me the words while I do, because I'm tired of you pretending you don't know what you are."

She walked me backward. My spine hit the edge of the counter, cold marble against my bare skin, and she stepped in close, her robe brushing my thighs, her hand still working my nipple until it ached and I was breathing through my mouth.

"Other one," she said, and did the same to it, and I gripped the counter behind me and held on.

"Please," I said, and I did not know what I was asking for.

"Please what." She wasn't even looking at my face now. Her eyes were on the front of the gown, where it tented out, where my cock had filled and pushed at the lace without an ounce of my permission. "Look at that. You stand here and tell me you're a man who's leaving, and your cock makes a liar out of you the second I touch you. Say it. Tell me what your cock thinks of your big speech."

Shame climbed my neck in a wash of heat. "It doesn't matter what it"

"Say it." She closed her hand over me through the lace and squeezed, and my hips jerked into her palm before I could stop them, and the noise I made was not a word. "Say your cock wants to stay. Say it in those words or I let go and you can sulk in your suit all day with no one to touch you."

"My cock wants to stay," I said, fast, hating it, the words scraping out of me, and the second they were out my hips pushed into her hand again like they were thanking her.

"Good boy." She stroked me through the fabric, slow, the lace dragging rough over the head of my cock, and my whole body lit up and leaned toward it. "See how easy that was. Two months of teeth and you spend them all on the door. You should save your fight for something you actually want to win."

She stroked me until I was leaking, the lace gone dark and wet at the front, my breath coming in pieces, and right when my thighs started to shake she took her hand away.

I made a sound I will be ashamed of for a long time.

"No," she said. "Not like that. You don't get to come from being mad. You come on my terms or not at all." She stepped back and looked at me, half out of the gown, soaked through, breathing like I'd run somewhere. "Turn around. Hands on the counter. Now."

I turned around. The man who walked in here would have laughed at this. I bent over the warm marble and put my hands flat and the lace hem of the gown rode up over my ass, and I heard her open the drawer behind me, the one I had never been allowed to open, and something rattled in there, plastic and metal, before she pushed it shut.

"You've been earning this for weeks," she said. "I just didn't have a reason to do it while there was still a bet. The bet let you tell yourself it was temporary. It's not temporary anymore."

Cold gel against my hole. Two of her fingers, slick, pressing in without much patience, and I gasped and rocked up on my toes and she held me down at the small of my back with her other hand.

"You take this so well now," she said, working me open, scissoring her fingers, dragging them over the spot that made my cock jump and drool against the front of the cabinet. "You remember how you carried on the first time. All that noise. Now look at you, pushing back on my hand like a slut who can't get enough." She crooked her fingers and I cried out and shoved back onto them and she laughed. "There. That's the truth of you. Not the speech. This."

"Selina," I said, and it broke in the middle.

"I know." She fucked me on her fingers, three now, the stretch burning bright and then melting into something that ran up my spine and pooled hot in my belly. The wet sound of it filled the kitchen, obscene, her knuckles slapping against me, my own cock slapping wet on the cabinet door every time she drove forward. "You're close. I can feel it. Your hole's gone tight as a fist." She slowed. "Beg, and I might let you."

I broke. Whatever was left of the morning's man, whatever had stood up off the stool and said we're done, it went out of me onto her hand and I begged. "Please, please let me come, please, I'll do anything, I'll stay, I'm yours, please, Mistress, please let me come."

"Mistress," she repeated, pleased. "First time you've called me that without me making you." She drove her fingers deep and ground the heel of her hand against me and reached around with the other and took my cock through the wet lace and pumped it once, twice, fast and rough, and the whole thing crested and tore through me. "There. Come for me. Show me what you really came down here to do."

I came so hard my arms gave out. I went down onto my elbows on the counter and spilled into the lace and over her fingers, my hole clenching tight around her hand, my cock jerking and pumping until there was nothing left and still her hand kept moving, gentle now, milking the last of it out while I shook and made small wrecked noises into the crook of my arm.

"That's it," she murmured. "That's the good girl I keep under all that bluster."

The word landed somewhere deep and I did not even flinch from it.

When she pulled her fingers out I was empty and loose and ruined. I stayed bent over the counter because I did not trust my legs. Behind me she wiped her hand on a kitchen towel, calm as anything, and then I heard it again, the rattle from the drawer, and she came back and turned me around by the hip.

In her palm was a cage. Pink. Curved plastic with a small brass lock, the kind I had seen in a glossy box on her dresser weeks ago and pretended I had not.

My stomach dropped. "No."

"You've been allowed to come when you behaved," she said, lifting the spent gown off over my head, leaving me bare in her kitchen in the morning light. "That was the bet's rule. The bet's gone. So here's mine." She knelt in front of me, unbothered, and took my soft cock in her fingers, still slick from a minute ago. "From now on, this stays where I put it. You don't decide anymore. You don't earn it with a hand of cards. You wear what I give you and you wait, and when I want you to come, you'll come, and when I don't, you'll ache and you'll thank me for the ache."

"Please don't," I said, and even I could hear that it was not a no. It was the begging she liked.

"You spent two months proving you'd rather lose than walk away." She fit the ring around the base of me, cool plastic, snug. "I'm just making it official. No more pretending there's a way out you might take. There isn't. There's me, and there's this, and there's the door you keep deciding not to use."

She slid the cage on. The plastic was cold and then warmed against me, my softening cock folding down into the curve of it, and she clicked the brass lock shut at the base. The sound was small and final. She tucked the tiny key into the pocket of her robe and patted it.

I stood in her kitchen, naked, locked, the morning sun warm on my back and her coffee going cold on the counter, and I understood that the game really was over, and not because she had won it. Because I had handed it to her every single night and now there was nothing left to hand over but this.

"Pick up the gown," she said, standing, smoothing her robe. "Rinse it in the sink. Then there's a list on the fridge. I want the bed stripped and the lace drawer sorted by color before lunch." She picked her cup back up and tasted it and made a face. "And put the kettle on again. This is stone cold."

I bent and gathered the wet gown off the floor. The cage pulled and shifted when I moved, a weight I would feel with every step now, all day, a small pink fact between my legs that did not answer to me.

"Adrian." She was at the doorway, cup in hand, looking back at me with something almost kind. "When you've done the list, we're going to talk about a name. Not today. But soon." She turned to go. "You don't get to keep hiding behind the one your old suit answered to."

She walked out, and her bare feet were soft on the warm floor, and I stood there holding the soaked lace, the kettle empty before me, already moving to fill it before I had decided to.


Chapter 8: Sent Away

The buzzer went off at seven and it said my name.

Not Selina's name for me. Not the soft thing she'd taken to calling me in the dark. My old name, full and flat, crackling up through the little speaker by the door in a voice I knew. Marcus. From the firm. Marcus, who I'd closed two deals with, who'd seen me in a thousand-dollar suit at the head of a table, who had no idea where I'd gone.

"Adrian. You up there? Buzz me in, man. We're late."

I stood in the middle of Selina's front room with one hand pressed flat to my chest, like I could hold the sound in. My heart kicked. The room had been warm a second ago. Now my arms were cold.

I was half dressed. That was the thing. I had the stockings on, smooth up my thighs, clipped to a garter belt that bit into my hips. A camisole, pale and thin, the lace edge of it scratching my nipples every time I breathed. Below that, the diaper. Thick and white and loud, sitting heavy between my legs, crinkling whenever I shifted my weight. Selina had taped me into it an hour ago and gone back to her book.

"Adrian." The buzzer again, a long angry press. "I can see the light's on. Come down. There's a table at eight and Dana's asking about you."

Dana. My ex. Dana who I'd told everyone I was fine without. Marcus had brought her. Of course he had. They'd cooked it up, a rescue, the boys getting the lost one back for a night of steak and scotch and somebody else's wife laughing too loud.

A real door. Right there. Two flights down and a thumb on a button and I could be in his car, in a borrowed jacket, the old name fitting back over me like nothing had happened.

My cock twitched against the front of the diaper. I hated that it did. I stood there with the buzzer screaming my old life at me and my body answered the wrong call.

"Are you going to get that," Selina said.

She'd stepped out of the bedroom without a sound. She had her reading glasses pushed up into her hair and the kind of calm on her face that meant she'd heard every word through the wall. She didn't look worried. That was the part that turned my stomach over. She looked interested.

"It's nobody," I said.

"It's Marcus." She said his name better than I had. Crisp. "And a woman in the car, I'd guess, from how fast he's pushing the button." She crossed to the intercom and stood next to it, not touching it. "Go on. Answer your friend."

"Selina."

"You want to." She tipped her head. "I can see you want to. Your hands are shaking." She nodded down. "And the rest of you can't decide."

I looked down at myself. The garter clips. The diaper bulging the front of the camisole out. My bare feet on her cold floor.

"Buzz him up if you like," she said. "Let him come see. Or go down to him exactly as you are." She gestured at the door, generous, like she was offering me the last seat. "I won't stop you. I've never once stopped you. You know that by now."

That was the worst of it. She never had.

I pressed the talk button. My finger did it before I'd decided. "Marcus."

"There he is." Relief, big and warm and false. "Christ, man, you fell off the earth. Come down. Dana's been worrying. We all have. One night. Steaks, a few drinks, you tell us what the hell happened to you. Deal?"

Behind me Selina sat down on the arm of the couch and crossed her legs and watched me with the buzzer light throwing little shadows on her throat.

"I can't," I said.

"You can't." Marcus laughed. "You absolutely can. Put a shirt on and come down. Whatever's going on up there, you can tell me in the car."

A shirt. He thought it was a shirt away. He thought a shirt was all that stood between me and the man he remembered.

"Adrian." Dana's voice now, closer to the speaker, soft the way it got when she wanted something. "Hey. Just come have dinner. No pressure. We miss you. I miss you."

My throat went tight. Something pulled in my chest, hard, toward the stairs. I knew that voice in bed. I knew exactly how the old life felt, the weight of a watch, the smell of a steakhouse, a hand I was supposed to cover with mine.

And I stood there in lace and a thick wet-ready diaper and I could not make my mouth say yes.

"I have to go," I said into the speaker.

"What? Adrian, just"

I took my finger off the button. The line died. The buzzer went again, twice, three times, frantic now. Then a pause. Then once more, holding, holding, until it cut out.

I stayed with my forehead almost touching the door. The metal was cold. Down in the street a car door slammed. An engine. The sound of it pulling away dragged something out of me, low in the gut, and left a hole there.

I'd done it. I'd sent the man away.

"Look at you," Selina said.

I turned around. My eyes were wet and I was furious about it. "Don't."

"He drove across the city to save you and you wouldn't open the door." She stood up off the couch. "Why not, Adrian?"

"Because I"

"Say it."

"I don't know." My voice cracked. The fury came up through the wet then, the old fury, the man making one last stand. "I should have gone. That's my life down there. That's who I am. Dana, the firm, all of it. I'm not this." I grabbed a fistful of the camisole at my chest and yanked, the lace tearing a little at the seam. "This is a costume. You put me in it. I can take it off any time I want and walk out that door and be exactly who I was."

"Then do it." She didn't move. "He's only just left. You could catch him at the corner."

I didn't move either.

"Take it off," she said. Calm. "Go on. The clips are right there. The tape's right there. Strip it all off and run down those stairs and have your steak. I am genuinely telling you to go." She spread her hands. "There's the door. I'll even open it for you."

She walked past me and put her hand on the latch and the cold air from the stairwell came in around the edge and I smelled the building, old carpet, somebody's cooking, the world out there.

I stood in the open doorway draft with my heart going like a fist on a table and I did not take a single step.

"I thought so," she said, and shut the door, and turned the bolt.

The click of that bolt went straight through me. My knees nearly buckled. I hated her. I wanted her hand on me so badly my mouth had gone dry.

"That was the test," she said. "Not whether you could leave. Whether you'd want to when leaving was standing in the hall calling your name." She closed the space between us, slow. "He was your whole old life in one voice and you chose this. You chose the lace and the diaper over the door." She reached out and hooked one finger under the strap I'd torn. "There is no version of this where you walk out unchanged. You understand that now. You felt it just now in the doorway. You've already changed. The man's already gone. You just sent the last person who'd have believed in him home for his dinner."

"Stop talking," I said. It came out wrecked.

"Make me." She smiled. "No. You can't, can you. You can't even do that." Her hand slid down over the diaper and pressed, firm, against the hard ache trapped behind all that bulk, and my whole body jerked. "Look how hard you are. You sent him away and got like this doing it. Say it. Say what you really wanted standing in that door."

"I wanted you." The words fell out. My face burned.

"Louder."

"I wanted you to lock it. I wanted you to keep me." I was shaking. "I didn't want to go. I never want to go. Is that what you want me to say?"

"It's a start." She took her hand off me and my hips chased it, shameless, into nothing. "On the bed. Now."

I went. I crinkled the whole way, that loud obscene sound following me down the hall, and I didn't care, and hating that I didn't care made my cock throb harder against the diaper.

She came in with the chastity key on its chain and the wand. The wand was a long black thing with a head the size of a fist and it hummed before she even touched me with it, a low growl in my teeth. She didn't unlock me. She left the cage on, snug and full, my cock straining against it inside the diaper.

"Hands up," she said, and cuffed my wrists to the headboard, soft cuffs, lined, but the buckle pulled tight and held. "Knees apart."

I spread my legs. The garter clips stretched. The diaper crackled.

She pressed the wand to the front of the diaper, right over where the cage held me, and turned it to its full roar.

I shouted. The vibration drove straight through the wet bulk and the bars and into the trapped flesh and there was nowhere for it to go. My hips bucked off the bed and the cuffs caught me and the headboard knocked the wall. She held it there. She watched my face.

"You can't get hard properly," she said over the hum. "Cage won't let you. So all this does is build with nowhere to put it. You're going to come like this. Locked. In your diaper. While I make you say what you are."

"I can't, not like, oh, fuck"

"You will." She ground the wand in a slow circle and the head dragged over me through the diaper and the sound of it changed, the buzz going thick and muffled and wet as the front of the diaper warmed and dampened against my skin. "Tell me what you are."

"I'm yours."

"Smaller than that." Her free hand pinched my nipple through the camisole, twisted, and I keened. "What did Marcus come up the stairs to collect? A man? Is that what he'd have found?"

"No."

"What would he have found."

"A sissy." My voice broke on it. The shame went through me like cold water and my cock pulsed against the cage at the exact same moment, the two things one thing. "He'd have found a sissy. In stockings. In a diaper."

"Good. Again. Whose."

"Yours. Your sissy." The wand was relentless, the warmth spreading, the ache climbing past anything I could hold. "Selina, it's too much, I can't, it's"

"That's one building," she said, almost kind. "I haven't even started. You held a winning hand for weeks and folded it every night, didn't you. You could have walked any time. You just dealt yourself back in." She moved the wand lower, to the seam between my thighs where the diaper was thinnest, and the roar found a new place and I sobbed. "Tonight you folded a man at your own front door. Now come for me. Locked. Like the sissy you authored. Count it out."

The pressure crested and broke without ever standing up, a flat ruined pulse behind the cage that emptied me without letting me get hard at all, a dry locked grinding spasm that bowed my back off the bed. "One," I gasped. "Oh god, one."

She did not stop the wand.

"No, wait, I just, please, it's too much now"

"I know." She pinned it harder. "That's the point of after."

The second one tore up through me before the first had finished, no gap, no mercy, my thighs jerking in the clips, the diaper crinkling and squelching wet under the howling head of the wand, and I was crying openly now, drooling on my own shoulder, saying yes and please and more and stop all at once in a voice I didn't know. "Two. That's two. I can't"

"You can. You came up here in lace to find out exactly how much you can." She climbed up over me, knees either side, and kept the wand jammed between my legs with one hand while the other gripped my jaw and turned my face up to hers. "Look at me while you do it. Don't look away. I want your eyes on me when the last of him goes."

I looked. Her face filled everything. The hum and the wet and the heat all ran together and the next one started building, slower, deeper, dragged out of overworked flesh that had nothing left, and it hurt, it actually hurt, and I wanted it more than I'd wanted anything in the doorway.

"Beg me for the third," she said.

"Please." No shame left to lose, just the word, raw. "Please give me the third. Please. I'm your sissy. I sent him away. Please let me."

"Then take it."

She drove the wand down and the third one ripped through me long and slow and brutal, a locked dry endless clench that wouldn't let go, my whole body shaking apart under her, the cuffs cutting my wrists, the diaper a hot soaked ruin between my legs. I screamed the count into her hand. "Three. Three. Oh, fuck, three."

She killed the wand.

The room rang with the silence. My ears hummed where the sound had been. I lay there cuffed and twitching, the stockings sagging, the camisole soaked through with sweat, the front of the diaper warm and heavy and wrecked, my chest heaving. Cold air sat on my wet skin and I shivered hard.

Selina got off me without hurry. She unhooked one cuff, then the other, and rubbed the red lines on my wrists with her thumb, and that small kindness after all of it nearly broke me worse than the wand had.

"You'll be checked and changed before you sleep," she said. "Not yet. You'll lie in it a while and think about who you didn't open the door for."

I nodded. I couldn't have spoken.

She crossed to the window and looked down at the empty street where the car had been, and then she picked her phone up off the nightstand and turned it over in her hand once, considering.

"He'll tell them you've gone strange," she said. "Dana especially. They'll talk. And one of them, the curious one, always comes back to look for themselves." She set the phone down and looked at me, and there was something new behind the calm, something already moving on to the next thing. "So we'll decide what they find when they do. Starting tomorrow. Get some sleep, sissy. You've got a guest list to earn."


Chapter 9: Last Call

The ledger lay open on the table, flat and clean, both halves of its spine pressed down so neither page could lift on its own. Selina set a fresh pen beside it. She had not capped it. The wardrobe doors stood open across the room, the lace side lit warm and the man's side lit cold, two squares of light thrown on the floor like she had measured them with a ruler.

"Sit," she said.

I sat. My knees were bare. I had on nothing yet, just my skin and the thick diaper she had taped on me an hour ago, the crinkle of it loud every time I shifted my weight. The chair was cold under my thighs.

"Tonight we close the book," she said. She turned the ledger so I could read it, all those nights stacked in her neat hand, every hand I had played and lost. "Or we don't. One more deal. Last call."

My mouth went dry. "What does that mean."

"It means you can win." She pulled a deck from the drawer and set it square on the table. "Listen close, because I will only say the terms once. Winner takes all. You win, the bet dies tonight. Your suits come back from storage. Your lease is yours again, signed back over before morning. And I am gone. You never see me. The door across the hall closes and stays closed."

I looked at the man's side of the wardrobe. My old gray jacket hung there, shoulders sharp, a stranger's clothes. My chest pulled tight.

"And if I lose."

"Then those go in a bag and out to the curb." She tipped her head at the cold-lit half. "And you take my name. The one I pick. You are mine, on paper, for good. No more deals after this."

The pen sat there, uncapped, shining.

"You've been losing for weeks," she said. Calm. Like she was reading me the weather. "You could have cashed out any night. The clause was always real, Adrian. You read it the first time and you signed anyway, and then you folded a winning hand and another and another. I watched you do it." She slid the deck toward me. "So tonight I make it loud. No tricks. You deal if you want. Cut the cards. Check them."

I did. I picked up the deck and I split it and I fanned it and every card was a real card, no marks, no shaved edges. My hands shook doing it. She let me. She watched me prove to myself that she was being honest and the watching was worse than any lie.

"Stand up," she said when I set the deck down. "We dress first. Then we deal."

"Why dress first."

"Because I want you to feel both lives on your skin before you choose. Up."

I stood. The diaper crinkled and sagged between my legs and I hated how my face went hot at the sound, every single time, like the first time, like my body had never once gotten used to it.

She went to the lace side. She took a slip off the rod, pale pink, the kind of thing that weighs nothing. She held it open at the hem.

"Arms."

I lifted my arms. She fed the slip down over my head and it slid cool against my chest and caught on the tape at my hips. The smell of it hit me, her detergent, something close to powder and something close to roses, the smell that had soaked into everything in this apartment until my own skin gave it back. I breathed it in before I could stop myself and my cock pushed against the front of the diaper and she saw the shape of it move and said nothing. She did not have to.

"Stockings."

She knelt. She gathered one stocking down to the toe and rolled it up my leg, slow, her thumbs smoothing it over my shin and my knee and up. Her nails caught the seam straight. By the second leg I was breathing through my mouth and the slip was tented and I stared at the ceiling so I would not have to watch her watch me.

"You're leaking already," she said, and reached up and pressed two fingers flat to the front of the diaper, over the wet warm spot I had made without knowing it. "Through the slip. Look at that." She pressed again, a slow grind of her fingers, and my hips jerked forward into her hand on their own and a sound came out of me that I would have died to take back.

"Stop," I said.

"You don't want me to."

"I'm going to win," I said. It came out thin. "I'm going to win and walk out of here in that jacket."

"Then win." She stood. She kept her wet fingers under my nose, the smell of me on them, sharp and shameful, and she held them there until I turned my face away. "But first you finish getting dressed. Both sides. So you know."

She crossed to the cold side and lifted my old white dress shirt off the hanger and held it out. "Put it on. Over the slip."

My hands fumbled the buttons. The shirt sat on me wrong, the collar gaping, the tail not long enough to hide the bulge of the diaper or the pink hem of the slip riding under it. I caught myself in the mirror, half a man in a work shirt, half a thing in lace and a soaked diaper, and the man part looked like a costume. The shirt felt like borrowed cloth on a stranger's back. The lace under it was the true layer, the one that fit. My stomach dropped through the floor.

"There it is," she said, watching my face in the glass. "You feel it."

"No."

"You put on the man and he hangs on you like a sheet on a hook." She came up behind me, close, her chin near my shoulder, her hand flat on my chest over the shirt. "And the lace underneath feels like the only honest thing on your body. Say it isn't true. Lie to me, Adrian, and I'll deal the cards right now."

I could not say it. The shirt smelled like cedar from the storage box, old, dead, somebody else's. The slip smelled like her. My whole skin wanted the second smell.

She undid the buttons one by one and took the shirt back off me and hung it on the cold side again. "Good. Now you know what you're playing for." She pulled the slip strap straight on my shoulder. "And what you're playing against."

She walked me to the table by the back of my neck, not hard, just enough that I went where her hand sent me. She sat me down. She sat across from me. She squared the deck.

"Five cards each," she said. "High hand wins. I deal honest. You watch every card leave my hand."

She dealt. The cards came off the top, slow enough to follow each card down. My hands closed around mine. I looked.

Three queens. Then a fourth came in the draw she let me take. Four queens. My heart slammed. I had it. I had the hand. I had the win sitting in my fingers, the suits, the lease, the door shut for good, all of it, four little painted women face down in my grip.

She turned her own cards face up on the table without my asking. A pair. Nothing. A pair of sevens against four queens.

"You win, Adrian," she said. She folded her hands and waited. "Show your cards. Lay them down face up and it's over. You walk out of here tomorrow in your own clothes. I'm gone. Show me."

The pen was right there. The man's side of the wardrobe was lit and waiting. Everything I said I wanted was face up on the table in front of her honest cards, and all I had to do was turn my hand over.

My hand would not turn.

I sat there with the win in my fingers and the diaper warm and heavy under me and the slip cool on my chest, the smell of her in my nose, and the man's shirt across the room with its dead cedar smell, and I knew, finally, all the way down, what I had been doing every night for weeks. Folding on purpose. Paying for the thing I would not admit I was begging for.

I laid my cards down. Face down.

"I fold," I said.

She went still. Her eyes did not leave my face. "Say it again."

"I fold." My voice cracked on it. "I lose."

"You're holding the winning hand."

"I know."

"Turn them over and you're free."

"I know." My hand was flat on the cards, pinning them down. "I don't want it."

She let out a breath, slow, through her nose. She reached across and slid my four queens, still face down, off the edge of the table into her lap, gone, unseen, dead. She picked up the pen.

"Then we mark it," she said. "Stand up. All the way up. Strip the slip off, you're getting the real garments now, every one, and you're putting them on yourself. No help from me. Not tonight. A thing that picks its own forfeit dresses its own self."

I stood. I pulled the slip off over my head and dropped it. She did not pick it up for me. She pointed at the lace side and I went and I took the pieces off the rod with my own shaking hands, the corset first, and I wrapped it around my own middle and I reached behind myself and worked the hooks one at a time, fumbling, breathing hard, the boning biting in as I pulled it tight. I had watched her do this to me a dozen times. Doing it to myself was nothing like that. My arms ached. I got it closed.

"Tighter," she said from the chair. "You know how tight I take it."

I hauled the laces and tied them off and the breath went short in me. Garters next. I clipped them to the stockings myself, four clips, my fingers clumsy on the little metal teeth. Then the heels, buckled around my own ankles. Then the collar, the wide one with the small lock at the throat, and I fastened it around my own neck and it clicked shut and I had locked it on myself with no one's hands but mine.

"Look at you," she said. She had not moved. "Nobody put a thing on you. You did all of it."

I stood in the middle of the room in every piece of it, laced and clipped and locked, and my cock was hard against the diaper and I was leaking into it again and the smell of me rose up warm.

She came to me then. She put her hand around my throat above the collar, light, her thumb on the lock. "On the floor. Hands and knees."

I went down. The diaper pressed up between my legs as I knelt, swollen and heavy and warm, and when I rocked back on my heels the wet bulk of it ground against me and I gasped.

She knelt behind me. She pushed the back of the diaper down off my hips, peeled the soaked front away, dropped it heavy on the floor beside me with a wet slap, and the cold air hit my bare ass and my cock hung dripping. She had a wand in her hand, the head of it already humming, and she reached under me and held it flat to the underside of my cock and the buzz tore straight up my spine.

"You wanted to lose," she said into my ear, her other hand spreading me open behind. "Say what you are. Out loud. The true thing. You've been dodging it for weeks."

"I'm yours," I said, and my own voice broke saying it, the wand killing me, my hips fucking down into it on their own. "I wanted this. I folded the win. I'm your sissy. I'm your thing."

"Louder."

"I'm a sissy who begs to lose," I said, the words ripping out of me, ugly and true. "I came here a man and I crawled out of it on purpose. I'm yours. I'm a hole. Use me."

"Good." Her finger pushed into my ass, slick, to the knuckle, and I clenched around it and could not stop clenching. "That's the first honest thing you've said in this apartment."

She worked the finger in me slow while the wand stayed pinned under my cock, and the two together climbed up me fast, too fast, my arms shaking, my mouth open and drooling onto the floor. I tried to pull off and she held my hip and kept me there.

"You don't get to choose when," she said. "You gave that up tonight. Come. Now. While you tell me what you are."

"I'm yours," I said, broken, the heat cresting, "I'm yours, I'm yours, oh god, I'm a sissy, I'm a, I can't, I'm coming, I'm." It tore through me. My cock jerked and I spilled onto the floor under me, hard, my whole body locking, my ass clenching down on her finger so tight it ached, and she did not pull the wand away, she held it there through it, dragging it longer, past the peak, into the place where it hurt.

"That's one," she said. "Again."

"No, I can't, it's too." My voice was gone. Spit ran off my lip. She added a second finger and curled them and the wand kept buzzing on the spent, raw underside of me and another one built before the first had even finished, no gap, my thighs shaking so hard they barely held me.

"You'll give me as many as I want," she said. "You signed for it. You folded a winning hand for it. Now take it." She fucked her fingers into me, two now, stretching, and pressed the wand harder, and I broke again, dry almost, just spasms, my mouth open on a sound with no shape to it, my forehead going down to the floor into the mess of my own drool.

"That's two." She did not stop. "One more. Tell me whose name you're taking while you do it."

"Yours," I sobbed, "whatever you pick, yours, I'm hers, I'm Selina's, I'm a sissy, I'm, oh, oh god, again, it's, I can't stop." The third one wrung out of me on nothing, my body just shaking around her fingers and the wand, too much, the edges of everything white, my arms giving out so I was face down on the boards with my ass up in her hands.

She eased the wand off me and slid her fingers out slow and the gape of it stayed, the ache where I could not close, and I lay there in the wet on the floor, laced and collared and locked, panting, finished.

She wiped her fingers on my bare hip. She got up. She picked up the pen from the table, and the ledger, and she knelt next to my head where I could see, and she wrote one line across the open page in her clean hand and turned it so the wet ink faced me.

"Mine," she read off it. Then she set the pen against my mouth, against my lips, and held it there. "Say it."

"Mine," I said into the pen, the word smeared by my own drool, tasting the metal and the faint bitter ink. "I'm yours."

She took the pen back and capped it, finally, and closed the ledger over the wet line so it pressed into the facing page, a copy of it, two of the same word now, stamped.

"Tomorrow you carry the man out yourself," she said. She stood and looked down at me on her floor. "The suits, the shirt, all of it. Down to the curb in your own arms. And then you pick the name. I'm not christening you. You're going to walk into that kitchen and tell me what you are called, and you're going to mean it."

She stepped over me toward the hall door, her heels loud on the boards by my ear, and stopped with her hand on the frame.

"Get some sleep, sissy," she said. "Big morning. You've got a man to throw away."


Chapter 10: Lace On Both Sides

Both hands lay face-up under the lamp, and mine was the winning one.

I knew it the second the last card hit the felt. Two pair against her single high card. The man's clothes folded on the chair by the door, my old suit pressed and waiting on its hanger, the brass key to my apartment across the hall sitting in the middle of the table like a bet anyone could see. All of it mine. One flip of my wrist and the whole thing ended. The lease back in my name. The wardrobe stripped of every soft thing she had put in it. Selina gone by morning.

She sat across from me in her dark green robe, hands folded, not looking at the cards. Looking at me.

"Turn them over, Adrian," she said. "You know what you're holding."

I did know. I had known for three streets of cards now. My fingers rested on the back of the winning hand and they would not move.

The lamp threw a hard white circle on the felt. My garter belt bit into my hips. The stockings she had rolled up my legs an hour ago held warm and snug against my skin, and the little satin panties under the diaper she had not made me wear tonight, no, tonight she had dressed me in the good things, the lace bralette and the slip, the things that felt like the truth of me. The suit on the hanger looked like a photo of a man I used to know. Stiff. Empty at the shoulders.

"It's the winning hand," I said. My voice came out thin.

"It is." She turned her own cards a half inch toward me, fanning them so the whole room could see how weak they were. "I dealt it straight. You watched me shuffle. You cut the deck yourself." She tilted her head. "I am not taking this from you. There is nothing to take. You won."

That broke something loose in my chest. She was not lying. She had never been lying. The clause had been real the whole time, cash out any night, walk away whole, and I had sat at this table for six weeks folding good cards into the muck because losing was the only thing my body wanted.

I thought about the first night, how sure I had been that I would win the suit back inside a week. How smug. How certain my own skin would hold.

"Show me," she said.

My hand still would not turn.

She got up. The robe whispered when she came around the table, and she stood behind my chair, and her hand settled flat on the felt next to mine, not touching, just there.

"You've done this every night," she said, low, close to my ear. "Folded a hand that beats me. Pushed your freedom across the table and let me rake it in. Do you know how many men could do that even once?" Her mouth brushed the shell of my ear. "You wrote this forfeit yourself, sweet thing. Every single rung. I only held the pen still for you."

My cock strained against the satin. Of course it did. It had betrayed me from the first garment and it betrayed me now, throbbing under the slip while my old life sat one card-flip away and I let it sit.

"Lay it down," she said. "Or turn it over. Be the man on the hanger, or be mine. The deck is closed after this. No reopening it. You decide with your own hand."

I picked up the winning cards.

I held them a long moment. Two pair, kings and nines, the kings looking up at me like they expected better. The apartment key glinted under the lamp. I could see my whole old self in the brass curve of it, the gym membership, the steak dinners, the women who never once made me feel a thing in the chest like this, the nothing I had called a life.

I laid the cards face-down on the felt.

"I fold," I said.

The room went very still. Even the radiator stopped its ticking. Selina did not gloat. She did not smile big. She just breathed out through her nose, slow, and her hand finally settled on the back of my neck, warm and heavy.

"Say it properly," she said. "Not 'I fold.' Tell me what you just did."

My throat worked. "I had the winning hand," I said. "And I gave it up. On purpose. I wanted to lose."

"Good." Her fingers stroked the short hair at my nape. "Whose are you?"

"Yours."

"Whose?"

"Yours, Selina." The word came out wet. My eyes stung and I let them. "I'm yours for good. I cashed nothing out. I never wanted the cash."

She tipped my chin up and looked down at me, and for the first time there was something almost soft in her face, the way you look at a thing you have been patient with for a long while and have finally seen come around.

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

Then she stepped back and folded her arms.

"Up," she said. "On your feet."

I stood. My legs shook in the stockings.

"You've been dressed by my hands every night since the first wager," she said. "Tonight you do it. All of it. I will not touch a single clasp. A man who folds his own winning hand can lace his own corset." She nodded at the long mirror by the wardrobe. "Strip the slip. Start from the skin and build her up yourself. I want to watch you choose every piece."

My hands went to the hem of the slip and drew it up over my head. The lace bralette I left on. I reached into the open wardrobe, her wardrobe, the soft side that used to be the man's side, and my fingers closed on the corset. Black satin, long, eighteen steel bones, the laces hanging loose down the back.

I had never done the laces myself. She had always cinched me. I got it round my middle, hooked the busk down the front, one steel clasp at a time, the cold metal pressing my belly. Then I reached behind me for the laces and my arms had to bend the wrong way and the satin slid and I fumbled it and the whole thing nearly dropped.

"No one helps you," she said from the chair. She had sat back down and crossed her legs. "Figure it out. You have all night and the rest of your life."

I caught the laces. I pulled.

It is harder than it looks, lacing your own corset. You cannot see what your hands are doing. You work blind, by feel, drawing each cross tighter, the satin biting in, the bones pushing my breath up into the top of my chest. The laces dragged rough across my palms. I pulled and the corset closed another inch and my waist went small under my own hands, and the strange part, the thing that made my cock jump against the satin again, was that doing it myself felt more like surrender than any night she had done it for me. When she laced me I could pretend it was being done to me. There was no pretending now. Every inch of tightness was my own pull.

I worked the laces down to the small of my back and tied them off in the bow she had taught me. The corset held. I breathed in its grip.

Then the rest. The garter clasps, four of them, each one a small fight with cold fingers, snapping the stocking tops to the straps. The heels, fastened at the ankle, the little gold buckle stiff and new. The choker at my throat, the clasp behind my neck, done by feel the same as the laces, my own fingers fastening the collar shut on myself.

When I was done I stood in front of the mirror and a woman looked back. Cinched waist, long legs in dark stockings, throat banded in velvet. Every piece buckled and laced and snapped on by my own two hands. No one had touched me.

Selina stepped up behind me in the glass. She did not need to cinch anything. There was nothing left for her to do. That was the whole point.

"Look at what you made," she said.

I looked. My cock was hard and tenting the satin panties under the garter straps, and I was past being ashamed of it, or no, the shame was still there, it was just fused now into the wanting so deep I could not have pulled them apart with a knife.

She reached around me. Her hand slid down my cinched belly, over the satin, and cupped me through it, and I made a sound I did not plan.

"You laced yourself into her," she murmured against my neck. "Now you don't get to come like a man. Hands behind your back."

I put my wrists together behind me. She did not cuff them. She did not need to. I held them there myself, the way I held the cards face-down, the way I held everything now, by my own choice.

Her hand worked me through the satin, slow, her palm dragging the wet fabric over the head of my cock. "You're going to come in the panties," she said. "You're going to ruin them, and then you're going to thank me for letting you. Say it. What are you?"

"Yours," I gasped.

"What kind of thing folds a winning hand and laces her own corset to beg for this?" Her grip tightened. Her thumb pressed the slick head through the satin and rubbed.

"A sissy," I got out. My hips jerked into her hand and I could not stop them. "Your sissy. I wanted it. I wanted to lose to you."

"Say you're mine."

"I'm yours. I'm yours, I gave it all up, I gave you the winning hand, please."

"Please what."

"Please let me come."

She pumped her hand faster, the satin soaked and dragging, the wet sound of it filling the quiet room, obscene and small. The corset would not let me breathe deep so my breath came up high and shallow and fast, the bones crushing my ribs, my own laces holding me in their grip while she worked me, and the pressure climbed up out of my belly with nowhere to go.

"Now," she said in my ear. "Come for me like the thing you made yourself into. Thank me while you do it."

I broke. My cock pulsed and spilled hot into the satin, the panties going wet and sticking to me, my hips stuttering against her palm, and the words fell out of me in pieces, thank you, thank you, yours, thank you, my voice cracking high while I shook in the cinch of the corset I had laced with my own hands. She did not stop. She rubbed me through it, past the peak, into the part that ached, until my knees gave and I sagged back against her and she held my weight and let me ride it down with my wrists still crossed behind my back that no one was holding but me.

"There she is," she said.

I hung in her arms and breathed in the steel grip of my own lacing and did not want anything I used to want.

In the morning I carried the suit out myself.

She did not ask me to. I woke in her bed, in the lace, the corset loosened in the night but still on, and the suit was where it had hung, on the door of the wardrobe, pressed and ready for a man who was not coming back. I took it down. I gathered the rest of it, the man's shoes, the watch, the leather belt, the folded shirts, all of it that she had kept on its side of the closet for six weeks like a door she was holding open in case I wanted to walk back through.

I did not want to walk back through. I wanted the door gone.

I dressed first. Soft things, a slip, flats, a coat over it all, and I carried the man down in my own arms, four flights, out the front of the building into the grey morning. There is a shelter two streets over that takes men's clothes. I gave them the suit and the shoes and the watch and the belt and the shirts, every thread, and the woman at the counter thanked me and asked if I wanted a receipt for tax and I said no. I did not need a record. I was the record.

When I came back up the stairs my old door stood across the hall from hers. I had kept the key. I let myself in. Empty rooms, bare floor, the dust already settling on the sills. I stood in the middle of it and measured the distance from this door to her door, four steps, the distance I had spent six weeks closing one card at a time.

I left it empty. I did not give the key back to a landlord and I did not fill it with anything. I kept it as a room with nothing in it, so I would always be able to look at how far I had come and know I walked it myself.

Then I crossed the hall and went in to her.

Selina was at the table with coffee. She looked up at the slip, the flats, the loose hair, the empty hands.

"It's done," I said. "All of it. I gave it away."

"And the name on the lease?"

"I'll let it lapse." I sat down across from her, where the cards had been. "I'm moving in. If you'll keep me."

"I keep what folds itself onto my doorstep." She slid the coffee across to me. "But you don't get a name from me, sweet thing. The ones I christen never quite believe it's theirs. You'll choose your own. Today. And you'll live in it."

I had thought about it on the stairs, carrying the man down. I had thought about it for longer than that, if I was honest, weeks, the soft name turning over in the back of my head while I folded hand after hand.

"Adriana," I said. Then I shook my head, because that was still half his, still a borrowed thing with his shape under it. "No. Sister to nothing of his." I looked at her. "Cassia."

She tried it in her mouth. "Cassia." She nodded once, slow, the way she had nodded at the corset I laced myself. "It suits the thing that walked back across the hall on her own legs."

I moved the last of my soft things into her wardrobe that afternoon. There was no man's side anymore. It was lace on both sides now, hers and mine hung together, and the old apartment stayed empty across the hall, my one held door, my proof.

That night she dealt the cards again, out of habit, two hands on the felt, and then she gathered them back up without turning either over and set the deck aside.

"No more wagers," she said. "You already paid in full." She poured two glasses. "Strange thing about it, Cassia. The men I trap never last. They fight the whole way down and break wrong." She looked at me over the rim of her glass, and there was the ghost of something wide behind her eyes, other doors, other halls, a longer story I was only the first room of. "It's the ones who write their own forfeit who always seem to find my door. You'd be amazed how many there are. How they all come looking for the same thing and call it losing."

She touched her glass to mine.

"Drink," she said. "You're home."

I drank. The lace held warm against my skin on both sides of me, and I did not look at the cards once.
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