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Chapter 1: The Arrangement

I stare at the thick stack of papers on Natalie’s glass desk, trying to keep my expression neutral. I want to look bored. I want to look like I have better places to be. In reality, my heart is thumping so hard against my ribs I’m worried she can actually see my shirt vibrating.

“Fifteen thousand dollars, Elena,” Natalie says. Her voice is level. Far too level. She’s leaning back in her designer leather chair, looking every bit the Vice President of Finance she is. “That’s the total for the car loan you co-signed for Liam. He’s gone, the car is gone, and the bank is suing you.”

I pick at a flake of chipped, black polish on my thumb. “He said he had it handled. How was I supposed to know he’d skip state the second things got hard?”

“You were supposed to know because you’re twenty-one, not twelve,” she snaps, her composure finally cracking. “But you don’t think. You didn't think when you dropped out of school last semester because the professors were ‘too demanding.’ You didn't think when you got fired from the bistro last week for calling a customer a ‘sanctimonious prick’ to his face.”

I feel the heat crawl up my neck. The memory of the manager's face and the silence that fell over the restaurant when I snapped stings like a fresh slap. I thought I was being "real" in the moment. Now I realize it was one more bridge burned in a year full of them.

“I’m not paying it for you,” she says.

I look up, my defensive mask slipping. “Nat, come on. I’ll go to jail. Or they’ll take my... well, I don’t have anything for them to take, but still.”

“I’m not paying it,” she repeats, sliding a second folder toward me. “But I am providing a way for you to earn it. And a way for you to finally grow up before you ruin your life permanently.”

I open the folder. There’s a photo of a woman who looks like she belongs on the cover of a business magazine. Sleek, dark hair, sharp eyes, and a smile that doesn't quite reach her gaze. She looks like Natalie, but colder.

“This is Claire,” Natalie says. “She was my roommate at the University. She owns a boutique PR firm downtown. She needs a junior assistant. Someone to handle the grunt work, the scheduling, the things you’re usually too ‘above’ to do.”

“I’m not an assistant,” I mutter, though we both know I’m currently nothing.

“You’re exactly what Claire says you are,” Natalie says. She leans back in her chair, her eyes narrowing as she studies my face. “Look, Elena, I am your sister. I do not want to see you lose everything, but I am out of options. Claire only agreed to take you on because she owes me a favor. Here’s the deal. You move into her guest room. You work for her. Every cent of your paycheck, minus a small allowance, goes to the bank to clear this debt. If you last six months and she gives me a positive report, I will cover the interest and the legal fees.”

I look at the woman in the photo again. Something about her posture makes me uneasy. “What’s the catch? Why do I have to move in with her?”

Natalie leans forward, her eyes pinning me to the chair. “The catch is that Claire doesn't do ‘negotiations.’ She doesn't do ‘bratty.’ She knows exactly who you are, Elena. And she’s agreed to take you on only if she has total authority over you. At the office and at home.”

I frown. “Total authority? What is this, the 1950s?”

“It means,” Natalie says, her voice dropping to a warning whisper, “that if you talk back to her, if you’re late, if you show even a hint of the attitude that got you fired from the bistro… she’s going to handle it. Physically. She doesn't believe in time-outs, Elena. She believes in accountability.”

My stomach drops. I know what she’s saying. I feel a wave of intense, hot embarrassment just hearing it. The idea of someone only five years older than me assuming that kind of authority over me... it’s mortifying."

“You’re joking,” I say, trying to force a laugh. “You want me to move in with a stranger so she can… what? Spank me?”

Natalie doesn't blink. “If that’s what it takes to keep you from becoming a felon or a ward of the state, yes. She has my full permission. And more importantly, she has the temperament to do it.”

I look from Natalie to the legal summons, then back to the sharp-eyed woman in the photo.

“Pack your bags, Elena,” Natalie says, standing up to signal the end of the meeting. “You move in tomorrow morning. Try to be polite. It’s been a long time since anyone was willing to do you a favor.”

***

I slam the door to my apartment – if you can even call this dump an apartment – and throw my bag at the overflowing laundry basket. It misses, hitting the floor with a heavy thud that probably annoyed the neighbors.

"God, I hate her," I mutter to the empty, peeling walls.

I pace the small, cramped living room, my boots clicking on the scuffed hardwood. Natalie is a Vice President. She spends more on a weekend in Aspen than I owe the bank for that stupid car. She could pay off the debt with a stroke of a pen and never even notice the money was gone. But no. Instead, she wants to humiliate me. She wants to ship me off to some corporate ice-queen friend like I’m a failed asset being offloaded for a hostile takeover.

I stop in front of the leaning tower of mail on my kitchen counter. Most of them are white envelopes with transparent windows – the kind that scream Final Notice or Action Required. I rip one open, and there it is: $15,422.18. Plus interest. Plus legal fees.

The numbers blur for a second. My stomach feels like I’ve swallowed a lead weight. I’m twenty-one, and I’m literally one step away from having a process server show up at my door.

"Total authority," I scoff, throwing the paper back onto the counter. "Physical accountability. Please."

I catch my reflection in the cracked mirror propped against the wall. I look a mess. My eyeliner is smudged, my hair is a bird's nest, and I'm wearing a vintage t-shirt that’s seen better years. I look exactly like what Natalie thinks I am: a disaster.

But I’m not a child. Does this Claire person actually think she can just… discipline me? I try to imagine it. I try to imagine a woman my sister’s age telling me to get over her knee. A hot, prickly wave of embarrassment washes over me just thinking about it, making my skin itch. It’s a ridiculous, prehistoric idea. Natalie is probably just trying to scare me into behaving. It’s a bluff. It has to be a bluff.

Fine. Natalie wants a game? We’ll play.

I’ll move in. I’ll take the stupid assistant job and sit through whatever boring PR meetings Claire has. I’ll play the part of the "reformed sister" for as long as I have to. But I am not making this easy for her. If Claire thinks she’s getting a submissive little shadow who says yes, ma'am and no, ma'am, she’s in for a very rude awakening.

I’m the queen of being difficult. I’ve been fired from better places than her boutique firm, and I’ve survived worse than a roommate with a God complex.

I grab a half-empty bottle of wine from the fridge and take a long pull, the sour liquid burning my throat.

"Good luck, Claire," I whisper to the dark apartment. "You have no idea what you just signed up for."


Chapter 2: The Handover

The elevator in Claire’s building is all brushed steel and mirrors, forcing me to stare at the contrast between Natalie and me for thirty agonizing seconds. She looks like a million bucks in her tailored trench coat and silk scarf. I look like I’m about to go to a protest or a dive bar, clutching my duffel bag like it’s a shield.

“Stop scowling, Elena,” Natalie says, checking her reflection without a hint of warmth. “You’re lucky she’s even letting you through the front door.”

“Yeah, I’m the luckiest girl in Chicago,” I drawl, rolling my eyes. “Being traded like a used car. It’s a dream come true.”

The doors slide open to a hallway that smells like expensive vanilla and quiet money. Natalie ignores my sarcasm, marches toward 14B, and knocks.

The door opens, and there she is.

Claire is even more intimidating in person than in the photo. She’s tall, wearing high-waisted trousers and a crisp white shirt with the sleeves rolled up. She doesn't look like a "scary" person; she looks like a composed person. Which is somehow worse.

“Natalie,” Claire says, her voice smooth and professional. She steps back to let us in. “And you must be Elena.”

I don’t answer. I just walk past her into an apartment that looks like a page from an architecture magazine. White rugs, minimalist furniture, and a view of the skyline that probably costs more than my soul. I drop my duffel bag right in the middle of the pristine rug, a deliberate, petty move.

“Elena,” Natalie warns, her voice sharp. She turns to Claire, her face softening into that ‘I’m so sorry my sister is a disaster’ look. “Thank you again for this, Claire. I know she’s… a lot. But she’s out of options.”

Claire glances at my bag on her rug, then back at me. Her eyes are dark and incredibly observant. She doesn't look annoyed. She looks like she’s measuring me. “Everyone has potential, Natalie. It’s just a matter of structure.”

“Structure,” I scoff, flopping down onto a velvet armchair that feels way too expensive for my jeans. “Is that what we’re calling it? I heard it was more like a boarding school for wayward brats.”

Natalie’s face turns a blotchy red. She steps toward Claire, ignoring me. “I’m serious, Claire. Don’t let her play you. She’s manipulative, she’s lazy, and she has zero respect for boundaries. I’ve tried everything. The talk, the therapy, the bailouts. Nothing works.”

She looks me dead in the eye, and for a second, I see a flash of genuine desperation in my sister. Then she turns back to her friend.

“If she gives you even an ounce of that attitude, Claire, I want you to handle it. No warnings. No second chances. Use whatever means you feel are necessary to get through to her. As far as I’m concerned, she’s your responsibility now.”

My stomach does a weird, fluttery flip. The way Natalie says ‘whatever means’ makes my skin crawl. It’s so clinical. So cold.

Claire nods slowly, her gaze never leaving mine. “I understand. I don’t believe in wasting time on arguments, Natalie. Elena will learn that very quickly.”

“Good.” Natalie checks her watch, suddenly in a hurry to be rid of me. “I have a conference call. Everything is in your hands now.”

She doesn't even hug me. She just gives my shoulder a stiff pat and walks out the door. The click of the lock echoing in the silent apartment feels like a prison gate closing.

I’m alone with Claire.

The silence stretches. I decide to break it the only way I know how – by being a brat.

“So,” I say, leaning back and crossing my legs. “Since the warden is gone, where’s my room? And does the ‘total authority’ include me ordering a pizza, or do I need to file a request in triplicate?”

Claire doesn't move. She just stands there, looking at me with calm, steady intensity.

“Pick up your bag, Elena,” she says quietly.

“In a minute. I’m tired. That elevator ride was exhausting.” I give her a smirk, waiting for her to yell. Waiting for her to get flustered like my managers or Natalie.

She doesn't yell. She walks toward me, stopping just a foot away. The height difference is real. I have to look up at her, and suddenly, the velvet chair feels very small.

“The rules start now,” Claire says, her voice low and absolute. “You will pick up that bag, you will take it to the room I show you, and then you will come back here so we can discuss exactly how this is going to work. If you choose to test me in the first five minutes, I will be happy to show you exactly what ‘total authority’ looks like.”

I want to say something clever. I want to tell her she can’t talk to me like that. But my throat feels tight, and the look in her eyes tells me she isn't bluffing. A hot, prickly wave of embarrassment stings my cheeks.

I’m twenty-one. I shouldn't be afraid of a look. But I am.

I stare at Claire for a heartbeat longer than is strictly respectful, trying to find a crack in that calm, polished mask. There isn’t one. She just waits, her hands folded loosely in front of her, looking at me like I’m a particularly interesting specimen under a microscope.

My face is hot. It’s that deep, itchy kind of heat that comes when you’re being treated like a child and you know you’re acting like one, but you can’t stop yourself.

"Fine," I mutter, making sure to infuse the word with as much bored contempt as possible.

I stand up, moving with deliberate, agonizing slowness. I let out a long, theatrical sigh and reach for the duffel bag. Instead of picking it up properly, I grab one strap and yank it, dragging it across her pristine white rug. The heavy canvas makes a dull scuff sound that feels like a tiny victory.

I don't look at her, but I can feel her eyes on the back of my neck.

"It’s the second door on the left," Claire says, her voice as smooth as if I hadn't just tried to ruin her decor.

I trudge down the hallway, making sure my boots hit the floor with a heavy, rhythmic thump-thump-thump. I find the room – it’s gorgeous, of course. Minimalist, expensive linens, floor-to-ceiling windows. It’s ten times nicer than my old apartment, which only makes me angrier. It feels like a gilded cage.

I drop the bag on the floor with a loud thud and stand there for a moment, breathing hard. My heart is racing. I’m an adult. I have a tattoo. I’ve lived on my own. And yet, I’m shaking because a woman in her late twenties told me to pick up my luggage.

Get it together, Elena, I tell myself. She’s just Natalie’s friend. She’s a glorified babysitter.

I check my reflection in the mirror on the back of the door. My cheeks are still flushed, a bright, shameful pink that won't go away. I hate how easily I blush. I hate that I’m actually going back out there to "discuss" things like I’m a student in the principal's office.

I take a deep breath, run a hand through my messy hair, and shove my hands into my pockets. I lean against the doorframe for a second, trying to find my "edge" again. I won't give her the satisfaction of seeing me rattled.

I walk back into the living room. Claire is standing by the window now, looking out at the city. She’s poured herself a glass of water, and there’s one waiting on the coffee table for me.

"The bag is in the room," I say, leaning against the wall and crossing one foot over the other. I try for a smirk. "Anything else, or can I go nap? Moving is such a drag."

Claire turns around. She doesn't look angry. She looks... ready. She gestures to the sofa across from her.

"Sit down, Elena. We have a lot to go over, and I want to make sure you understand exactly what the next six months of your life are going to look like."

I sit on the edge of the expensive sofa, trying to look like I’m in control of the situation. I lean back and rest my ankle on my knee, doing my best to look as casual as possible. Claire doesn't sit down. She stands by the marble fireplace, her posture perfect. She looks at me with a cold, detached expression that makes me feel like I’m a line item on a budget.

"Let's get one thing straight, Elena," she says. Her voice is calm, but there is a sharp edge to it. "I don't know you. Based on everything Natalie has told me, I don't particularly like you either. I have a very successful business and a very quiet life. Taking in a twenty-one-year-old dropout with a history of tantrums and bad decisions was not on my list of goals for the year."

I feel a surge of anger. I want to tell her that I’m not a project. I want to tell her to go to hell. Instead, I just offer a tight, fake smile. "Wow. And here I thought you were doing this out of the goodness of your heart. I'm touched."

Claire doesn't react to my sarcasm. She doesn't even blink. "I’m doing this because Natalie is one of the few friends I truly value. If she asks me for help, I help her. But don’t mistake her loyalty for mine. I have zero emotional investment in your success."

She walks over and picks up a small leather-bound notebook from a side table. "As long as you live in this house and work in my office, you are an extension of me. My rules are absolute. If you break them, or if you make me look bad in front of my clients, you’re gone. I won't hesitate to call Natalie and tell her the deal is off. I’ll have your bags on the sidewalk before the police even finish processing your paperwork."

I swallow hard. I hate that she has this much leverage. I hate that Natalie gave it to her. I try to maintain my bratty front, so I huff and look away. "So I'm a charity case and a prisoner. Got it. Anything else, or are we done with the 'I hate Elena' portion of the evening?"

Claire takes a step closer. The air in the room feels heavier. "We’re done when I say we’re done. You’re here because you’ve proven you can't manage your own life. That means I will be managing it for you. Every hour of your day will be accounted for. Every task I give you will be completed perfectly. If you think you can coast through this with your usual attitude, you are mistaken."

I look up at her, my defiance bubbling to the surface. "And if I don't? What then? You’ll write me a stern letter?"

Claire looks at me for a long time. There is no anger in her eyes, only a very focused kind of intent. "No, Elena. I won't be writing any letters. We both know what Natalie and I discussed. If you can't behave like a professional adult, I will treat you like the unruly dependent you are acting like. It’s that simple."

The heat rises in my cheeks again. I want to laugh at her, but the words die in my throat. I just glare at her, my heart racing with a mixture of fury and a strange, cold fear I can't quite name.

Claire walks over to a sleek console table and picks up a tablet. She taps the screen a few times before looking back at me. Her eyes travel from my messy, top-knot bun down to my scuffed boots. It feels like she is conducting a health inspection on a dumpster.

"We start tomorrow at eight forty-five sharp," Claire says. "That means you are at your desk, the office coffee is brewed, and you have reviewed the day's calendar. My firm relies on a specific image. We handle high-end PR, which means you need to look the part."

I look down at my vintage band shirt and my favorite jeans. "I think I look fine. It’s called a style, Claire. Not everyone wants to look like they’re headed to a funeral for a hedge fund manager."

Claire doesn't smile. "Your style is now professional. Natalie mentioned you have some of your old internship clothes in those bags. Use them. Tomorrow, I expect you in a blazer, a pressed blouse, and slacks. No chipped polish. No messy hair. If you show up looking like you just rolled out of a dorm room, I will send you back here to change and dock your pay for the hour you miss."

"You're kidding," I say. I let out a sharp, disbelief-filled laugh. "You're actually going to police my clothes? I’m an assistant, not a flight attendant."

"I am policing everything that reflects on my business," she corrects me. Her voice is calm, which only makes it more annoying. "That includes your phone. When we are in the office, your personal device stays in my desk drawer. You get it back for thirty minutes at lunch. Otherwise, your focus is on the firm."

I feel my jaw drop. "My phone? Are you serious? What if there’s an emergency?"

"If there is an emergency, Natalie has my number," Claire says. She takes a step closer, and I realize she is actually taller than I thought. "And in the office, you will refer to me as Ms. Sterling. We are not friends. We are not roommates. You are a junior employee on the thinnest ice imaginable."

I cross my arms over my chest, squeezing my elbows. My face is burning. The idea of handing over my phone and calling her Ms. Sterling is so humiliating I can barely stand it. I want to tell her she’s insane. I want to grab my bag and walk out. But then I think about the fifteen thousand dollars. I think about the bank and the court summons.

"This is ridiculous," I mutter. I make sure to roll my eyes so she knows I’m not just rolling over. "You're really getting a kick out of this power trip, aren't you?"

Claire’s expression doesn't change. She doesn't get angry, which makes it impossible for me to win the argument. "I’m getting a kick out of keeping a friend's sister from ruining her life. Whether you appreciate it or not is irrelevant to me. Do you understand the professional expectations, Elena?"

I stare at her for a long beat. I want to stay silent, but the weight of her gaze is heavy. "Yeah," I finally spit out. "I get it. Ms. Sterling."

"Good," she says. She doesn't even acknowledge the venom in my tone. "Now, let’s talk about how things work here at home. Because if you think the office is strict, you’re going to find the expectations in this apartment even less to your liking."

Claire sets the tablet down on the coffee table and folds her arms. The way she looks at me makes me feel like I’m about to be audited. "This apartment is not a hotel, and it is not your sister’s house. I value my privacy and my order. To ensure we stay on track, we will have two mandatory check-ins every day."

I groan, letting my head fall back against the sofa. "Two? Claire, I'm twenty-one. I don't need a morning huddle and a bedtime story."

"You need structure," she says, ignoring my commentary. "Every morning at seven-thirty, we have breakfast. You will be dressed for work and have your goals for the day ready to present to me. If you’re late to the table, you’re late to the office. It’s that simple."

"Seven-thirty," I repeat, my voice flat. "Great. I love starting my day with a lecture before I've even had caffeine."

"And every evening at eight," Claire continues, her voice dropping an octave, "we have an accountability review. We sit right here, and you walk me through your day. You will tell me where you succeeded, but more importantly, you will admit to every mistake, every lapse in judgment, and every time you let your attitude get the better of you."

I feel a prickle of genuine unease. The idea of sitting here and listing my "sins" to her every night is mortifying. It’s a level of vulnerability I’ve spent years trying to avoid. "And what if I decide I had a perfect day? What if I don't have anything to confess?"

Claire takes a slow step toward me, closing the distance until she’s standing right over me. I have to tilt my head back to meet her gaze. "I’ll know if you’re lying, Elena. And dishonesty is the one thing I will not tolerate. If you make a mistake and own up to it, we can work through it. If you hide it, the consequence will be significantly worse."

"The consequence," I say, trying to keep my voice steady despite the way my heart is hammering. "You keep using that word. Natalie said you’d... handle things. Physically. Are you actually planning on hitting me?"

I try to make it sound like a joke, like the idea is too absurd to be real. But Claire doesn't laugh. She doesn't even smile.

"I don't believe in 'hitting' people, Elena," she says calmly. "I believe in discipline. If you act like a brat, if you show me the kind of unprofessional behavior that Natalie is worried about, I will treat you accordingly. That includes putting you over my lap."

The air feels like it’s been sucked out of the room. Being told to pick up a bag was bad enough, but hearing a woman who looks like a Vogue editor talk about putting me over her lap makes me want to crawl into a hole and die.

"You're serious," I whisper.

"I am very serious," Claire says. She leans down slightly, her eyes locking onto mine. "This is your last chance, Elena. If the thought of a spanking is too much for your ego to handle, then leave now. Go deal with the debt collectors and the courts on your own. But if you stay, you accept the rules. All of them."

I look away, staring at the expensive white rug. I think about the fifteen thousand dollars. I think about my empty bank account and the way Natalie looked at me like I was a lost cause. I have no move. No exit strategy.

"Fine," I mutter, the word feeling like ash in my mouth. "I stay."

"Good," Claire says, straightening up. "Then go to your room. Organize your things. I expect you at the table at seven-thirty tomorrow morning. And Elena?"

I look up at her.

"Don't be late. I’d hate for us to have our first accountability session before you've even made it to the office."

I enter my room and close the door. I lean my weight against the wood, listening to the silence of the hallway. My heart is still doing a frantic, jagged rhythm against my ribs. I can feel the heat in my cheeks, a deep and itchy crimson that refuses to fade.

A spanking. Over her lap.

The words keep looping in my brain like a nightmare. I’m an adult, a peer in every legal sense of the word. I’ve been to clubs where the music is so loud you can’t hear yourself think. I’ve lived in a city on my own. Yet, here I am, hiding in a guest room because a woman only five years my senior just threatened to revoke my status and treat me like an unruly dependent.

The worst part is that she wasn't even yelling. If she had been screaming, I could have screamed back. But she was so calm. So clinical. Like she was discussing the weather instead of the prospect of stinging my bottom into submission.

"You think you’ve got me," I whisper to the empty room, my voice trembling with a mix of fury and fear. "You and Natalie think you can just break me down until I’m some perfect little corporate robot."

I throw myself onto the bed, the expensive linens feeling too soft, too mocking. Natalie is the one I really hate right now. She’s my sister. She’s supposed to have my back, not hand me over to a warden. She could have just loaned me the money. Instead, she’s asking Claire to humiliate me.

But if they think I’m just going to roll over and accept this, they’re wrong.

I roll onto my back and stare at the ceiling. Fine. I’ll play their game. I’ll be at the table at seven-thirty. I’ll wear the stupid blazer and the uncomfortable slacks. I’ll call her Ms. Sterling until the name tastes like poison in my mouth. I’ll be the picture of a reformed, "good" girl whenever she’s looking.

But the second her back is turned? I’m going to be a nightmare.

I can be subtle. I can "accidentally" delete an important email. I can "forget" to mention a phone call. I can make sure her coffee is just a little too cold or her files are just a little out of order. I’ll be so helpful it hurts, while I slowly dismantle the order she loves so much.

She wants to talk about accountability? I’ll show her how much work it is to keep someone like me accountable. I’ll push her until she’s the one who snaps. I’ll make her regret ever agreeing to Natalie’s ridiculous plan.

The thought of the spanking flashes in my mind again, a sharp, cold jab of reality. My skin prickles. I know I have to be careful. If I get caught, I know she won't hesitate. I can still see that steady, dark look in her eyes. She wasn't bluffing.

I sit up and pull one of the suitcases toward me, unzipping it with a jagged motion. I pull out a pair of black slacks and a white button-down shirt that I haven't worn since a disastrous interview two years ago. They’re wrinkled and they smell like my old apartment.

I’ll wear them. I’ll look the part. I’ll be the perfect, silent assistant.

But Claire Sterling has no idea who she just let into her house. She thinks she’s the one in control, but I’ve been a brat my entire life. I’m an expert at this.


Chapter 3: Malicious Compliance

My alarm shrieks at six-thirty in the morning, a sound so violent I nearly roll off the bed in a panic. I usually don't even open my eyes until ten. I lie there for a long minute, staring at the pristine white ceiling and remembering exactly why I’m in this room.

The debt. Natalie. Claire.

The memory of Claire’s "Accountability" speech from last night hits me like a bucket of ice water. My skin actually prickles with that same hot, itchy embarrassment I felt when she talked about putting me over her lap. I growl into my pillow and force myself to stand up.

I spend twenty minutes in the bathroom trying to fix my hair into something Claire won't call a bird's nest. I settle on a tight, low bun that feels like it’s pulling my brain backward. Then comes the costume. The slacks are stiff and high-waisted, digging into my stomach, and the blouse is a starchy white that makes me feel like I’m wearing a paper bag. I throw the blazer on over it and look in the mirror.

I look like a different person. I look like a girl who pays her taxes and never stays out past midnight. I look like a fraud.

It’s seven twenty-five when I step out of my room. My heart is doing a nervous little dance in my throat, which I hate. I shouldn't be nervous about a breakfast meeting. I find Claire in the dining area, which is flooded with morning light. She’s already sitting at the head of the table, looking like she’s been awake and productive for hours. She’s wearing a charcoal gray dress that probably costs more than my car did, and she’s scrolling through her tablet.

There is a plate of fruit and a cup of black coffee waiting at the seat to her right.

"Good morning," I say. I try to make it sound bored, but it comes out a little too fast.

Claire looks up, her dark eyes scanning me from my bun down to my sensible flats. She lingers on my face for a second, probably noting the heavy eyeliner I refused to skip.

"Seven twenty-seven," she says, her voice cool and morning-crisp. "Good. You're on time. Sit down, Elena."

I slide into the chair, the stiff fabric of my slacks rustling loudly in the quiet room. "I figured I’d get a head start on the lecture. I’m a real overachiever like that."

I reach for the coffee, but my hand is shaking just enough that the spoon clinks against the saucer. I hope she didn't notice. I take a sip of the coffee. It’s bitter and strong, just like her.

"Your goals for the day," Claire says, ignoring my sarcasm. She sets her tablet down and gives me her full attention. "Let's hear them."

I lean back, trying to reclaim some of my "too cool for this" energy. "Goal number one: don't fall asleep at my desk. Goal number two: survive the morning without getting a papercut. Goal number three: try to find where you hide the real coffee, because this stuff is like jet fuel."

I give her a small, bratty smirk, waiting for the spark of annoyance. I want her to get frustrated. I want her to lose that icy composure.

Instead, Claire just looks at me with a steady, clinical gaze. "We’ll try again. This time, give me your professional goals. Tasks you intend to master at the office. And your personal goal for your behavior."

I feel my face starting to heat up. It’s so juvenile, being forced to talk about my "behavior" over breakfast. I pick at a piece of melon, my eyes fixed on the plate. "Fine. I’ll learn the filing system. I’ll organize your calendar. And my personal goal is to not roll my eyes every time you say the word 'structure.'"

"Two out of three isn't bad for day one," Claire says. She leans forward, her shadow falling across my plate. "But we’re going to work on that last one. Eye-rolling is a childish habit, Elena. In my office, it will be considered a direct act of insubordination. Do you understand?"

I look up, my defiance bubbling. I want to tell her that my eyes can go wherever they want. But the way she’s looking at me tells me such a response would be a mistake. For the first time, my mouth stays shut out of pure, survivalist instinct.

"I understand," I mutter, shoving a piece of fruit into my mouth so I don't have to say anything else.

"Good," she says, standing up. "Finish your breakfast. We leave in ten minutes. And Elena? Tuck your shirt in properly. You’re bulging in the back, and it looks sloppy."

I freeze, my face now a deep, pulsing scarlet. I reach back and fumble with the hem of my shirt. I hate this. I hate her.

But as I watch her walk away to grab her briefcase, a small, dark thought crosses my mind. She thinks she's won this round. She thinks she's corrected me.

Wait until we get to the office, Claire. You have no idea how "sloppy" things can get when I'm the one in charge of the files.

***

The glass doors of Sterling PR are so clean I nearly walk into them. The office is a hive of activity, but it’s a quiet, terrifyingly efficient kind of busy. Everyone is dressed like they’re about to be photographed for a magazine, and I feel like an imposter in my stiff blazer and low bun.

Claire leads me straight to a desk right outside her glass-walled office.

"Your phone, Elena," she says, holding out her hand before I can even sit down.

I freeze. I know the rule, but having to actually do it feels like losing a limb. I reach into my pocket and pull out my phone, clutching it for a second too long. "You're really doing this? It's the middle of the day. What if someone needs to reach me?"

"I’m sure your social media notifications can wait until twelve-thirty," Claire says, her hand still extended. "The phone. Now."

I drop it into her palm. She turns and walks into her office, sliding it into the top drawer of her desk. I sink into my chair, feeling naked and exposed.

For the next four hours, Claire buries me in "grunt work." She gives me a massive stack of client portfolios that need to be digitized and filed. It is the most mind-numbing task I’ve ever performed. I spend my time scanning pages, my eyes glazing over.

But I haven't forgotten my plan.

When it comes time to file the digital copies into the server, I decide to be helpful in my own way. Claire told me to organize them by client name. I do exactly that, but I "forget" to create sub-folders for the dates. It’s a mess of files that will take her forever to sort through later.

"Elena, did you finish the Henderson files?" Claire’s voice comes through the intercom on my desk.

"Almost," I say, leaning back and stretching. I make sure to sound like I’m working much harder than I am. "There was a lot of data. Some of these pages were pretty wrinkled. I had to be careful."

"Bring me what you have," she says.

I gather the physical papers and walk into her office. I make sure to move slowly, letting my heels click loudly on the hardwood. I drop the stack on her desk with a bit more force than necessary.

"Here you go. Ms. Sterling," I add, the title feeling like a slur.

Claire looks at the papers, then looks up at me. She catches me mid-eye-roll. I didn't even realize I was doing it. I quickly look away, focusing on a piece of modern art on the wall.

"Is there a problem, Elena?" she asks.

"No problem. Just tired. It's a lot of scanning for one day." I shift my weight to one hip, trying to look bored.

Claire leans back in her chair, her dark eyes narrowing just a fraction. She spends a minute checking the server on her computer. I see her brow furrow as she looks at the disorganized mess of Henderson files I just uploaded. She knows what I did. She knows I’m being difficult.

I wait for her to snap. I want her to lose it in front of her staff. I want her to yell so I can act like the victim.

Instead, she just looks at the clock. It’s four forty-five.

"I see," she says quietly. She looks back at me, and there is a look in her eyes that makes the hair on my arms stand up. It isn't anger. It’s a cold, calculated kind of disappointment. "You’ve spent the day being very busy, haven't you?"

"I've been working," I say, my voice a little higher than I intended.

"Go back to your desk and finish the last of the scans," Claire says. She doesn't look back at her computer. She just watches me. "We leave in fifteen minutes. I suggest you spend that time thinking very carefully about how you want to present your day during our eight o'clock review."

I turn and walk out, my heart doing a frantic, jagged rhythm in my chest. My face is burning. She didn't yell, and that was worse. She saw right through me.

The rest of the afternoon is a blur. I finish the scans, my hands shaking slightly. I can feel the weight of the eight o'clock deadline hanging over me like a guillotine.

***

The clock on the wall ticks toward eight o'clock with a heavy, rhythmic thud. I sit on the edge of the sofa, my hands tucked under my thighs to hide the fact that they are trembling. The apartment is silent except for the sound of Claire in the kitchen, pouring herself a glass of wine.

She walks into the living room exactly as the clock strikes the hour. She doesn't have the wine for me. She sits in the armchair across from me, crosses her legs, and opens that small leather notebook.

"The Henderson files," she says. She doesn't look at me yet. "I spent twenty minutes after you left trying to find the media kits from three years ago. They were buried in a single folder with two hundred other documents. All of them disorganized."

I feel the heat rise in my cheeks. I try to shrug it off. "I told you I was busy. I just scanned them and put them where you said. I guess I didn't realize you wanted them categorized by the second."

Claire looks up then. Her eyes are like flint. "You realized exactly what I wanted, Elena. You spent your day practicing malicious compliance. You followed the letter of my instructions while intentionally sabotaging the spirit of them. It was a petty, childish way to push back because you’re angry about your phone."

I bite the inside of my cheek. I want to snap back. I want to tell her that she’s overanalyzing a simple mistake. But the way she’s looking at me makes the words feel heavy and clumsy.

"It was just a mistake," I mutter. "I'm new at this. Maybe if your instructions were clearer..."

"Don't lie to me," Claire interrupts. Her voice is a low, dangerous warning. "We discussed honesty last night. You are currently failing your very first review. Between the files and the eye-rolling in my office, you have spent the last eight hours proving Natalie right about you."

I look at the floor. The embarrassment is thick and itchy. I’m waiting for her to tell me to get over her lap. I’m waiting for the "Correction" she promised. My heart is pounding so hard I can hear it in my ears.

"I should discipline you right now," Claire says. She lets the silence hang for a long, agonizing moment. I can feel her gaze on me, measuring my reaction. "The rules I set aren't suggestions. You've earned a very thorough session with my hand for the attitude you displayed today."

I squeeze my eyes shut, my breath hitching.

"However," Claire continues, and I open my eyes. "Since it is your first day, I am going to give you one chance to fix this without a physical consequence. But you won't be going to bed yet."

She stands up and walks to the dining table, where her laptop is already open. "You are going to sit at this table. You are going to go into the server and you are going to re-organize every single file you touched today. You will create the sub-folders. You will date them. For as long as it takes."

I stare at her. "Now? It's eight o'clock. I'm exhausted."

"Then you should have done it right the first time," Claire says. She points to the chair. "Sit. If you show me even a hint of a pout or a roll of your eyes, my patience ends. And then we will move straight to the sofa for that spanking. Is that clear?"

I swallow the lump in my throat. My face is still a deep, pulsing pink. It’s not just the spanking. Being forced to redo my "sabotage" while she watches me like a hawk is its own kind of humiliation. It’s a reminder that I’m not as clever as I think I am.

"Clear," I whisper.

I stand up and walk to the table, feeling her eyes on me the whole way. I spend the next three hours clicking and dragging files, my neck aching, while Claire reads a book and sips her wine in total silence. Every time I sigh, she looks up, and I immediately freeze.

By the time she lets me go to bed at eleven-thirty, I’m drained. I haven't been spanked, but I feel smaller than I did this morning.


Chapter 4: Crossing the Line

The next four days are a blur of starchy collars, bitter coffee, and the suffocating weight of Claire’s expectations. Every morning is the same: the 6:30 AM alarm, the frantic struggle to look "professional," and the 7:30 AM breakfast where I have to audition for my own life.

I am behaving. I hate every second of it.

In the office, I’m a ghost. I move from the scanner to the filing cabinet to the coffee machine. I refer to Claire as Ms. Sterling until my jaw aches from the effort of not spitting the words. I watch her from my desk through the glass wall of her office. She’s always so composed, so in control, while I feel like I’m vibrating with a restless, jagged energy. My phone sits in her desk drawer like a hostage. Every time I reach into my pocket and find it empty, a fresh wave of irritation hits me.

By Friday evening, the "structure" is starting to feel like a straightjacket.

I’m exhausted in a way I’ve never been before. It’s not just the work; it’s the constant, low-level fear. I spend every second of the day monitoring my own face, making sure I don’t roll my eyes, making sure I don’t sigh too loudly, making sure I don’t look like I’m thinking about how much I want to scream.

The 8:00 PM reviews are the worst. We sit in that silent living room, and Claire dissects my performance like she’s grading a paper.

"Your tone with the courier was borderline dismissive today, Elena," she’ll say, not even looking up from her notebook. "Watch it tomorrow."

I just nod and say, "Yes, Ms. Sterling," while internally I’m imagining throwing her expensive wine across her white rug.

There is no fun. No music. No late-night scrolling. Claire doesn't even have a TV in the living room – just books and "industrial design" magazines. By the time I’m allowed to go to my room at ten, I’m too tired to even plot my revenge. I just fall into bed and dream of Natalie’s office and the legal summons, reminding me that I’m trapped.

I’m a grown woman with a bedtime and a chaperone. The humiliation of it is starting to burn worse than any spanking could. I’m playing the part of the "good girl" because I’m terrified of what Claire will do if I stop, but I can feel my "bratty" nature scratching at the inside of my skull, begging for a way out.

I can’t keep this up forever. Something is going to break. And looking at the calm, steady way Claire watches me, I have a feeling she’s just waiting for it to happen.

***

It is Saturday morning. I am lying in bed, staring at the dust motes dancing in the sunlight, savoring the absolute silence. No alarm. No stiff blazer. For the first time in a week, I feel like Elena again.

Then, a quiet knock at the door.

"Elena? Are you awake?"

I pull the duvet up to my chin. "Go away, Claire. It's Saturday. The firm is closed."

The door opens just a few inches. Claire looks in, and she isn't in her corporate armor. She is wearing a soft oversized sweater and leggings, her hair in a simple ponytail. She looks younger, almost like the friend Natalie described.

"I know it's the weekend," she says, her voice gentle. "But we have a lot to get through. I’d like us to go over the grocery list and then head to the farmer's market before it gets too crowded. It’ll be nice to get some fresh air without a schedule hanging over us."

I roll my eyes, though she can't see it. "The grocery list? That’s your idea of a weekend? Claire, I want to sleep. I want to do nothing. I spent forty hours this week being your shadow. Give me a break."

Claire steps into the room. "I understand you're tired. It’s been a long week for both of us. But part of this arrangement is learning how to maintain a home, not just an office desk. I’ll make us some coffee. Just get up and get dressed, okay?"

She leaves, closing the door softly.

The patience in her voice is what actually makes me angry. It feels patronizing. She’s trying to be the "cool mentor" now, after a week of being a tyrant. I lie there for another ten minutes, the resentment from the week – the confiscated phone, the "Ms. Sterling" nonsense, the constant corrections – boiling over.

I get out of bed and grab a pair of tiny, shredded denim cutoffs and a tank top that shows exactly how much I don't care. I don't brush my hair. I don't wash my face. I want her to see the "brat" she’s so afraid of.

I walk into the kitchen. Claire is at the counter, humming to herself as she grinds coffee beans. She looks up, and her smile falters. She takes in my messy appearance, the stain on my shirt, and my bare, defiant expression.

"Elena," she says, her tone still level. "I asked you to get ready. That doesn't look like getting ready. That looks like a provocation."

"It's Saturday," I snap, leaning against the kitchen island. "This is what I look like on Saturdays. If you don't like it, you can go to the market alone. In fact, please do."

Claire sets the coffee scoop down. She takes a deep breath. "I’m trying to make this a positive morning. We had a productive week. Don't throw that away because you want to have a tantrum about a grocery list. Go back, put on some decent clothes, and brush your hair. We can still have a good day."

"I'm not having a 'good day' with you!" I yell. The volume surprises even me. "I'm not your doll, Claire. I'm not a project you can just dress up and parade around. You've taken everything else. You've taken my phone, my time, my dignity. You are not taking my Saturday."

"I am trying to help you," Claire says, her voice rising just a fraction, though she stays where she is. "Natalie is worried sick about you. I am the only thing standing between you and a court appearance you can't win. Is it really too much to ask for you to show a little respect in my home?"

"Your home?" I let out a harsh, jagged laugh. "This isn't a home. It's a prison. And you're just a glorified babysitter who likes the power trip."

I turn to storm back to my room, but Claire moves to block the narrow hallway.

"Step aside," I growl.

"Not until you calm down," Claire says. She is looking at me with a mixture of pity and resolve. "You are spiraling, Elena. You are looking for a fight because you don't know how to handle the fact that you're actually being held accountable. Take a breath. Go to your room, change your clothes, and we will forget this happened."

She is being so reasonable. So patient. And it makes me want to hit something. The pressure in my chest finally snaps. I reach out and shove her. It isn't a light push. I put my full weight into my palms, hitting her shoulders to force her out of my way.

Claire stumbles back a step, her back hitting the wall with a dull thud.

The silence that follows is absolute. I stare at my hands, still tingling from the impact of hitting her shoulders. I didn't mean for it to be that hard, but the week of "Ms. Sterling" and suppressed eye-rolls just exploded out of me.

Claire’s chest is heaving slightly, her eyes wide with a shock that quickly hardens into something much colder.

"I... I told you to move," I mutter, my voice sounding thin and childish even to my own ears. I try to keep my chin up, to keep the "brat" mask on, but my knees are starting to feel like jelly.

Claire doesn't move for a long ten seconds. She just watches me. She isn't yelling. She isn't lunging. That’s what makes it worse. She looks at me with a profound, quiet disappointment that cuts deeper than any scream would.

"I have been sitting at this table every morning for five days," Claire says, her voice a low, terrifyingly calm vibration. "I have helped you with your work. I have given you feedback. I even bought the 'good coffee' this morning because I thought you had earned a little bit of a reward for a hard week."

She pushes herself off the wall, standing tall. She’s not "Claire the friend" anymore. She’s the woman who owns a firm and manages a dozen people.

"And you just laid hands on me in my own home," she continues. "Because you didn't want to brush your hair? Because you're so desperate to prove you're 'edgy' that you’d rather assault your only lifeline than follow a simple request?"

"It wasn't an assault!" I snap. "You were blocking me! You’re obsessed with control, Claire. You’re just like Natalie. You want to break me."

"I wanted to help you," Claire corrects me. She takes one step toward me, and I find myself backing into the kitchen island, trapped. "But you’ve just made it very clear that you aren't interested in being helped. You’re only interested in being a victim. Fine. If you want to act like a violent, irrational person, then that is exactly how I will treat you."

The air in the kitchen feels heavy. The silence is thick with the scent of the coffee beans I didn't let her finish grinding.

"Go to the living room, Elena," she says.

"I'm not going anywhere," I say, my voice trembling. "What are you going to do? Call Natalie? Go ahead. Tell her I pushed you. See if she cares."

"I'm not calling Natalie," Claire says. She steps closer, her eyes pinning me to the island. "Natalie gave me authority for a reason. She knew you would do this. She knew you would push and push until someone had to push back. I was hoping it wouldn't come to this. I truly was. But you just took the choice out of my hands."

She gestures to the hallway leading to the sofa. "The living room. Now. Don't make me ask again, and don't think for a second that I’m bluffing. You chose this, Elena. Every single bit of it."

My face is suddenly on fire. The "bratty" defiance is still there, screaming that I should fight, but the fear is louder. I look at Claire – really look at her – and I realize that the patience is completely gone.

The fear is a cold, sharp blade in my gut. I know what the living room means. I’ve spent a week imagining it, mocking the idea of it, but now that it’s right in front of me, I feel like I’m about to throw up.

"Wait," I say. My voice sounds cracked, so I clear my throat and try to find some of that defensive edge again. "Let’s just stop for a second. Okay? I shouldn't have pushed you. I know that. It was a mistake. I just... I’m not a morning person and you were right in my face."

Claire just stands there, perfectly still. "It was more than a mistake, Elena. It was a choice. You chose to be physical because you didn't have a logical argument."

"Fine! It was a choice. A bad one!" I take a step back, my hands held up in a half-hearted gesture of peace. "Look, I’ll clean the whole apartment. I’ll do the bathroom, the floors, everything. I’ll even do that stupid meal planning list right now. Just... we don't need to go to the living room."

"This isn't a business transaction," Claire says. Her voice is like a sheet of ice. "You don't get to trade chores for accountability. You’ve spent the week testing every single boundary I set. I ignored the sighs. I ignored the sarcasm. I even let you stay up late redoing the files instead of dealing with you then. But you just crossed a line that was non-negotiable."

"I'll give up my phone for the whole weekend!" I blurt out. The desperation is starting to leak through my mask, and I hate it. I hate how much power she has. "No phone at all. Not even at night. I'll stay in my room. Just don't... don't do this. I'm twenty-one, Claire. You can't actually think that putting me over your knee is a reasonable solution. It’s insane. It’s archaic."

I try to force a laugh, hoping if I point out how ridiculous it is, she’ll realize she’s overreacting. But Claire doesn't look like she's overreacting. She looks like she’s being incredibly precise.

"What's insane is a grown woman throwing a tantrum because she has to go to the market," Claire says. She finally moves, taking a slow, measured step toward me. "You want to talk about being twenty-one? Then act like it. Adults who assault people don't get to negotiate their way out of the consequences. In this house, I told you exactly how this works. You stayed. You agreed. Now you're going to follow through."

"I didn't agree to be humiliated!" I snap, my anger flared by the sheer terror of what's coming. "You're just enjoying this. You've been waiting for me to slip up so you could finally get me where you want me. You and Natalie probably laughed about it. 'Let's see how long it takes to break Elena.'"

Claire’s eyes flash, but her voice stays low. "I haven't laughed once since you moved in, Elena. I have spent every evening worrying about how to get through to you without having to resort to this. But you just showed me that the only language you're willing to listen to is one that involves real, physical consequences."

She points toward the hallway again. Her finger doesn't tremble. "The living room. If you make me come over there and get you, the conversation we have when we get to the sofa will be much, much longer. Do you want to add insubordination to the list?"

I stare at her, my breath coming in short, jagged hitches. I want to say something more. I want to find the perfect, biting insult that will make her stay in the kitchen. But my brain is empty. All I can think about is the heat already rising in my face and the way she talked about "total authority" on my first night here.

I look at the hallway, then back at her. I’m trapped. There is no more room to move.

"I hate you," I whisper. It's the only weapon I have left.

"I'm aware," Claire says. "Now move."

I turn my back on Claire and start walking toward the living room. My feet feel like they are made of lead. I’m still talking, my voice getting higher and more frantic with every step I take down the short hallway.

"Do you really think this is acceptable? You are fixated on some weird and outdated ritual. I will tell Natalie everything. I will tell her you have completely lost your mind. I will tell her you are just obsessed with me and this sick need for control."

I look back over my shoulder, hoping to see a flicker of doubt on her face. Nothing. Claire is walking two steps behind me, her expression as calm as if she is headed to a board meeting. She doesn't answer. She doesn't even acknowledge the words coming out of my mouth. Her silence is like a wall, and no matter how hard I throw my words at it, they just bounce back and hit me.

"Say something!" I snap, spinning around when I reach the edge of the living room rug. "Don't just stand there like a robot. You think you're so superior because you have a firm and a white rug and a perfect life. You're just a bully who found a victim who can't fight back because she's broke."

She stops at the entrance to the room, her hands loosely at her sides. She is just watching me. The lack of reaction is making me lose my mind. It’s like I’m a child having a tantrum in a grocery store and she’s the parent waiting for it to be over so she can pay for the milk.

I step further into the room, my back to the large window. The sunlight feels too bright, too cheerful for what is happening. I look at the long, gray sofa. It looks like an altar. It looks like the place where my dignity is going to die.

"I'm an adult," I say. My voice is shaking now, the defiance mixing with a sharp, jagged edge of panic. "I have a life. I have friends who would be horrified if they saw this. You're just jealous, aren't you? You're jealous that I'm not some corporate machine like you. You want to spank me because you've forgotten what it's like to actually have a personality!"

I’m shouting now, my face hot, my chest heaving. I want her to scream back.

"You're pathetic, Claire! You and Natalie both! You think you can fix me with a spanking? All you're doing is making sure I hate you forever. I'll never work for you. I'll never help you. I'll make your life so miserable you'll wish you'd let the bank take me to court!"

I wait for the impact of my words. I wait for her to snap. I'm standing in the center of her beautiful, perfect room, looking like a disaster and acting like a nightmare, and I've never felt more powerless in my life.

Claire finally speaks, and her voice is so quiet it's almost a whisper.

"Are you finished, Elena?"

The question is like a bucket of cold water. I stare at her, my mouth hanging open, the insults dying in my throat. I want to say more, but there’s nothing left. I’ve thrown every stone I have, and she hasn't even flinched.

"Are you finished?" she asks again. Her voice is a low, quiet hum that makes the raw anger in my throat feel foolish.

I don't answer. I can't. My defiance is starting to feel like a paper shield in a thunderstorm.

"The shorts," Claire says, her eyes never leaving mine. "And the panties. Take them off. Every bit of that attitude is going to be accounted for, and I want nothing between my hand and your skin."

The heat that hits my face is so sudden it’s blinding. It’s one thing to be told I’m getting a spanking, but the clinical way she demands I strip for her is a level of mortification I didn't think was possible. My heart is a frantic, trapped bird against my ribs.

"Claire, please," I whisper. "That's too much. You can't ask me to do that."

"I’m not asking," she says. She takes a slow step toward the sofa, her posture perfect. "You chose to be physical with me. Now I’m choosing how we handle it. It’s your choice how to proceed from here. Either take them off, or I call Natalie right now and tell her to come pick up your bags."

I swallow a lump of pure, stinging shame. I have no move left. With hands that won't stop shaking, I reach for the button of my denim shorts. The sound of the metal popping is loud in the silence. I slide the zipper down, the fabric rasping against my skin, and let the shorts fall to my ankles. I step out of them, standing there in just my tank top and the thin black lace of my underwear.

I feel the sunlight from the window hit my legs, making me feel exposed in a way that makes my skin crawl. But Claire just waits. Her gaze is heavy, mapping the lines of my body with a terrifying lack of emotion.

"The lace, too," she prompts.

My breath hitches. I hook my thumbs into the elastic of my panties. My knuckles graze the soft skin of my hips, and the contrast of my cold hands against my burning skin makes me shiver. I slowly slide the lace down. It catches for a second on the curve of my thighs before I push it to the floor.

I am standing in the middle of her living room, completely naked from the waist down. The cool air of the apartment rushes over my bare seat and the sensitive skin between my legs, a sensation so foreign and vulnerable it makes me want to curl into a ball. I’ve never felt this small. I’ve never felt this visible.

Claire sits on the edge of the sofa and pats her thigh. "Over my lap," she says.

I move toward her, my bare feet silent on the rug. Every inch of my skin is tingling with a deep, pulsing blush that I know is spreading down my chest. I reach her and slowly, agonizingly, drape myself across her knees.

The fabric of her leggings is smooth and firm against my stomach. I am facedown, my hair falling toward the floor, my bare bottom tilted up toward the ceiling. I can feel the weight of the air on my exposed skin, the way my pale, soft cheeks are spread slightly by the position. I am completely defenseless. I am twenty-one years old, and I am waiting for a correction that completely ignores my status as an adult.

Claire rests her bare palm on the center of my seat. The heat of her hand is a shock against my skin. She traces the curve of my bottom with her fingers, a slow, possessive movement that makes my breath catch in a sob of pure embarrassment.

"You have beautiful skin, Elena," she murmurs, her voice right above my ear. "It’s a shame you don't have the maturity to match it. By the time I'm done, this pale bottom is going to be a very different color. And you are going to feel every single second of the transformation."

I bury my face in the sofa cushion, my eyes squeezed shut. The anticipation is a physical weight, heavier than her hand. I am bare, I am humiliated, and I am finally, truly, under her total authority.

Claire’s bare palm remains resting heavily on the center of my bottom. The contact is firm and possessive, making it impossible to forget my position. The heat from her hand seems to soak into my skin, marking the target before she even begins.

"Tell me, Elena," she says. Her voice is calm, almost conversational. "Have you ever been disciplined in this manner before?"

"No," I whisper into the fabric. "Never."

"I thought as much. Natalie mentioned you were always the skilled one. The one who could talk her way out of any consequence." I feel her hand shift slightly, her fingers tracing a slow, deliberate line across my skin. "Since this is the first time, I have decided to use only my hands. You might be tempted to think that is a mercy. If you do, you are very much mistaken."

I swallow hard, my heart hammering against the sofa cushions.

"The hand is a thorough teacher," Claire continues. "It is personal. It is precise. And given how fair your skin is, Elena, every single smack is going to show. It is going to sting, and then it is going to settle into a deep, heavy throb that you will feel with every breath you take."

"Please," I whisper, though I don't even know what I am asking for.

“There is no ‘please’ here,” she says firmly. “There is only accountability. I am going to start by warming the skin. I want the blood at the surface so you can feel exactly what is happening to you.”

I feel a fresh wave of heat hit my face. The idea of her methodically preparing my skin makes the humiliation feel even deeper.

“Stay perfectly still,” she commands. “If you move, we start over.”

"Yes, Claire," I choke out.

The silence returns, heavier than before. The cooling air of the apartment feels like a taunt against my exposed skin. I am about to learn exactly how much power Claire Sterling truly holds.


Chapter 5: A Severe Miscalculation

Claire lifts her hand. I have just enough time to tense–

POP.

It isn't a heavy blow. It’s a quick, sharp flick of her wrist that makes a sound like a small firework.

I bite my lip, refusing to let out anything louder than a muffled grunt. I squeeze my eyes shut and wait for the next one.

POP. POP.

Two more in quick succession, one on each side. They are rhythmic and light, designed to sting the surface of the skin. The sound of her palm meeting my bare flesh is sharp and clear in the quiet room. I can feel a faint, prickly warmth starting to spread.

"Stay still," Claire says as I try to shift my weight. Her left hand remains a firm, grounding pressure on the small of my back, keeping me from escaping the rhythm.

She continues the stinging pops, moving across the entire surface methodically.

POP. POP. POP.

She hits the lower curves, then the center, then the upper part near my lower back. Each one is like a needle prick of heat. My seat feels tingly and hyper-aware. The cool air of the room now feels like it’s biting into the warmth her hand is creating.

"Is that all you've got?" I mutter into the cushion. My voice is shaky, but I’m determined to keep some shred of my defiance.

I hear Claire let out a short, soft breath that might have been a laugh. "Not even close, Elena. I’m just preparing the canvas. I want you to feel the transition. I want you to be very aware of how sensitive you are becoming before we truly start the accountability portion of the morning."

She delivers another series of swats, her hand moving faster now.

SLAP.

The sound changes. It’s no longer a light pop; it’s a flat, stinging impact that covers more surface area.

SLAP. SLAP.

She begins covering the whole area methodically. The overlaps have started to burn, the heat consolidating into a unified, angry glow. She focuses specifically on the sensitive creases where my thighs meet my seat, the skin there far thinner and more reactive.

SLAP.

The pain has intensified, but I keep my composure under control. The humiliation of the position is still the dominant feeling. I am so exposed that I feel like every swat is stripping away another layer of my "edgy" persona. My skin feels tight and pulsing under the relentless rhythm.

Suddenly, the rhythm stops.

I stay frozen, my face pressed into the cushion, listening to my own ragged breathing. I feel Claire lean over me. Her fingers move slowly across the pulsing skin, tracing the edges of the glow she has created. The touch is light, almost a caress, yet it feels incredibly possessive.

"You are already quite warm, Elena," she says softly. I feel her cool palm settle firmly against the center of the heat, pressing down just enough to make the fire flare. "Tell me. How are you feeling right now?"

I grit my teeth, refusing to give her the satisfaction of a whimper. I turn my head slightly, catching a glimpse of her calm expression.

"I feel like you are wasting your time," I mutter. My voice is shaky, but I force the sarcasm into it. "If this was supposed to make me regret anything, you are failing. It is barely a distraction."

The hand on my bottom goes perfectly still.

"A distraction," Claire repeats. Her voice drops an octave. "You think I am merely providing a distraction?"

"It is a little annoying, sure," I say, fueled by a reckless surge of adrenaline. "But I am still waiting for the part that is supposed to actually matter. Your hand is getting tired already, isn't it?"

I wait for an explosion of temper. It never comes. Instead, Claire’s hand remains heavy and still on my bottom, her fingers spreading slightly to cover more of the glowing skin.

"You are mistaken, Elena," she says with chilling calm. "I am not tired. I am simply observing. And what I see is someone who is still far too comfortable in her defiance."

She leans down, her lips brushing past my ear.

"If you think this is a distraction, it means I have failed to get your full attention. And in my world, that is an unacceptable result. We were going to move to the count, but it is clear you aren't ready for it yet."

I feel a cold shiver run down my spine. Her lack of anger is far more intimidating than any outburst.

"We are going to extend the warmup," she decides. "And this time, I am going to make sure you feel every single ounce of the authority you are trying so hard to ignore."

She lifts her hand, and this time, her entire posture shifts.

SLAP.

The first strike of the new round lands squarely on the most sensitive part of the curve. It is a slow, weighty impact that sinks through the layers of skin and muscle.

"Nnggh-!" My body jerks against her restraint, a sharp gasp punched out of me. The sting is gone, replaced by a deep, radiating ache.

SLAP. SLAP.

She delivers two more, even harder than the last, followed by a slow and deliberate drag of her hand across the throbbing skin. The contrast is maddening. The smoothness of her palm and the clinical precision of her touch feel almost like a caress until she strikes again, harder this time, claiming another patch of crimson territory.

WHACK.

"You wanted to see if I was tired, Elena," she murmurs. "Do you still think I am merely providing a distraction?"

I don't answer. I am too busy trying to keep the tears back. It hurts – it really, truly hurts now – but I will not give her the satisfaction of a tear.

She picks up the pace.

WHACK. THUD. WHACK.

It is a relentless, heavy-handed barrage. The separate stings have melted into a single, agonizing field of fire. My seat is pulsing with every heartbeat. The skin feels tight and oversensitive, as if the air itself is too much to bear. I dig my fingernails into the sofa, my knuckles white, determined not to let out a single sob.

When she finally stops, the relief is almost worse than the pain. I look at the clock on the wall, my eyes watery and stinging. My seat is on fire, pulsing with a raw and angry heat I never thought a hand could produce.

I am already at my limit, and the actual spanking hasn’t even started yet.

Claire keeps her left hand firmly on my lower back, while her right hand – the one that just finished stinging me – begins a slow, clinical exploration of the damage she’s done. Her touch is light, almost appreciative, like she’s inspecting a piece of upholstery.

"Look at that," she murmurs. I can feel the vibration of her voice through her thighs. "The skin already has such a pretty, delicate rosy flush. It really does show everything, doesn't it?"

I squeeze my eyes shut, my face pressing deeper into the gray fabric. She’s talking about my bare body as if it’s an exhibit, and I’m just a prop in her living room.

"Leave me alone," I mutter, though the defiance feels thin and brittle.

I feel her palm come down again, not in a swat, but in a firm, possessive squeeze. She grips the reddened flesh of one cheek, molding it in her hand. The sensation is intense – the heat of her skin against the smarting warmth of mine.

"You're very soft, Elena," Claire says. "You’ve spent so much time pretending to be tough, but physically? You’re just a soft, spoiled girl who’s never had to face a single hard reality. It’s no wonder you think you can just shove people when you don't get your way."

"The rosy color is nice," she continues, "but it’s not nearly enough. By the time we’re finished, I want this seat glowing. I want you to remember this day every time you think about being 'edgy' or 'difficult.' You think you’re so mature, but right now? You’re just a bare bottom on my lap, waiting for the next set."

"Look at me, Elena," she commands.

I twist my neck, my face flushed and my eyes stinging, to look up at her.

"This was just to prepare you," she says. "Now, we are going to see how well you can hold still when I really put my weight into it."

I twist my head to the side, my face flushed and my eyes watery, but I force a jagged, mocking smile. My seat is a pulsing, radiant field of fire, but I can’t let her see that it’s actually reaching me.

"Is this what makes you feel like a big executive, Claire?" I ask. My voice is thin, but I sharpen it with as much venom as I can muster. "Cornering your friend’s sister because your own life is so empty? It’s a bit sad, actually. I almost feel sorry for you. All this effort just to feel like you’re in charge of something."

The silence that follows is absolute. Claire’s hand remains heavy and still on my seat. She doesn't flinch, and she doesn't raise her voice. She simply looks down at me with a calm, clinical face that is far more unsettling than an outburst.

"You think this is about my ego, Elena," she says softly. It isn't a question.

"I think you’re bored," I mutter, turning my face back into the cushion. "And I think you’re trying way too hard to play a role that doesn't fit. So go ahead, spank me. I won't break. Honestly, it's just sad that playing warden to a stranger is the only excitement you have in this pathetic, empty life."

Claire’s hand finally leaves my skin. For a moment, I think I’ve actually gotten to her, that she might just give up. But then I feel her shift her weight on the sofa cushions. She reaches out toward the dark wooden table positioned just past the arm of the sofa.

I hear the distinct, solid sound of something heavy being lifted. When her hand comes back into my peripheral vision, she is holding a large, wooden-backed hairbrush. The wood is dark and polished, and the flat back looks devastatingly unyielding compared to the palm of her hand.

All the air leaves my lungs in a single, terrified rush, my throat going completely dry. A cold spike of pure panic finally shatters my bravado as I realize exactly how badly I’ve miscalculated her limits.

"I see that my hand is still allowing you too much room to talk," Claire says. "I was hoping the personal nature of a hand spanking would settle you. But since you find the situation 'sad,' we will move to something that demands a bit more of your respect."

She turns the brush over, the light reflecting off the smooth, hard surface of the wood. The sight of it makes a cold knot of dread tighten in my stomach.

"Twenty-five swats with the brush," she announces. Her arm tightens around my waist, pulling me back into the center of her lap with an effortless, firm strength. "And because you are so concerned with my 'effort,' I will make sure each one is delivered with the full authority of this house. Do you understand?"

I don't answer. I can't. The bravado has been sucked out of the room, replaced by the terrifyingly real weight of the tool in her hand. I am pinned across her thighs, my heart hammering against her leg, waiting for the first sound of wood on skin.

Claire adjusts her seat, her thighs widening slightly to create a more stable platform for me. Her left arm is pressing my stomach into the fine, cool wool of her trousers. The silence in the high-rise is absolute, making the sound of the brush moving through the air even more terrifying.


Chapter 6: Twenty-Five

The first blow lands with a sharp, wooden–

CRACK.

It strikes squarely across the lower swell of my left cheek, the sound echoing off the floor-to-ceiling windows.

The shock is instantaneous. It is nothing like her palm. The solid wood doesn't give an inch, biting instantly into the flesh and leaving a hot, stinging welt that feels like it’s searing straight through to the bone. My legs jerk upward, my toes curling as a jagged, breathless gasp is punched out of me.

"One," Claire says.

She doesn't wait for the fire to fade. She brings the brush down again, targeting the exact center of the right curve.

CRACK.

The sound is a deeper, meatier impact this time. It travels through my entire frame, making my vision swim for a fraction of a second. The heat in my seat has shifted from a simmer to a roaring, localized flame.

"Two."

I dig my fingernails into the fabric of her trousers, my knuckles turning stark white. It hurts. It hurts so much worse than her hand, a deep, bruising bite that makes my breath snag in my throat. That was only two. I suddenly don't know how I am going to keep my resolve, or how I will survive twenty-three more of these.

"Still bored, Elena?" Claire asks.

She doesn't stop. The third swat is even heavier, delivered with a slow, deliberate follow-through.

CRACK.

The wood catches the exact center of the heat, sending a shock of pain shooting all the way down to my knees.

"Three," I groan into the fabric of the sofa cushion.

WHACK.

This one lands lower, right where the curve meets my thigh.

"Ahhh-nngh!" The sharp, high-pitched whine punches out of my throat, my hips jerking wildly as my body tries to flee the fire. But Claire's arm is a steel bar, crushing me back down against her thighs. I am trapped, thrashing uselessly against a hold I cannot break.

SMACK.

The fifth swat is the most resonant yet. She puts her shoulder into it. The flat of the brush meets the peak of the glow with a sound like a gunshot.

"Hh-uhhk!" A frantic, broken gasp gets stuck in my throat. My toes curl so hard they cramp, and a cold sweat breaks out across my shoulders. The sheer, solid force of it leaves a searing, heavy heat that feels permanently stamped into my skin.

"Five," she says. She lets the brush rest heavily against the throbbing skin for a moment, letting me feel the weight and the hardness of the wood. "Are you going to count the next five for me, or do we need to start over from one?"

I swallow hard, my breath coming in short, ragged hitches. The bravado is gone. I am in agony, clinging to Claire Sterling’s leg, waiting for the wood to bite again.

"I'll count," I choke out.

"Good. Let's see how well you pay attention."

Claire waits just long enough for the previous sting to settle into a heavy, pulsing ache. She then lifts the brush, and the wooden back catches the light before it descends.

WHACK.

The sixth swat lands with a sharp, echoing snap that sounds like a ruler hitting a desk.

"Six," I gasp out. My voice is thick, and the word is nearly lost in the upholstery. The shock of the impact makes my entire lower body go rigid. The wood seems to slice right through the surface heat, finding the raw, sensitive nerves underneath.

"Better," Claire says. She brings the brush down again, this time with a slight angle that targets the tender crease where my seat meets my thigh.

THWACK.

"Se... seven," I choke out. A single, hot tear escapes my eye and soaks into the sofa cushion beneath my face. The embarrassment of the situation and the relentless, biting pain are finally stripping away the last of my defenses.

"I can hear the change in you, Elena," Claire murmurs. She then delivers the eighth swat with a slow, heavy follow-through.

THUD.

"Eight!" I cry out, my body bucking against the firm weight of her arm. My body arches so hard I nearly lift off her lap, a ragged gasp tearing out of me. The fire is everywhere now, a deep, angry burn that makes every nerve in my lower half scream in protest.

"Stay still," she commands. She waits for my movement to subside, the flat of the brush resting against the pulsing, scarlet skin.

CRACK.

The next swat is a punishing, vertical strike that lands right across the center, a clean, sharp sound that makes my ears ring.

"Oh God, oh God... n-nine," I whisper, my breath coming in short, ragged hitches. I am shivering now, the heat in my seat so intense that the cool air of the room feels like freezing needles against my raw skin.

"One more for this set," Claire says.

She puts the full weight of her shoulder into the tenth blow.

SMACK.

It connects with a deafening force that drives the breath completely out of my lungs. My legs kick out uselessly, my hands bunching the sofa cushions into tight fists as the first real, undeniable sob tears out of my throat.

"Ten," I sob, the word broken by a heavy hitch in my chest.

My stubborn resolve to deny her the satisfaction of my tears shatters completely. I am crying freely now, the tears spilling over my lashes, hot and fast, completely blurring my vision.

Claire keeps the brush pressed firmly against the glowing skin, pinning the heat in place. She leans forward, her chest pressing firmly into my back, forcing me deeper into the curve of her thighs. Her fingers slide under my chin to tilt my head up just enough so I have to look sideways at her.

"You are making a mess of my upholstery, Elena," she says. Her voice is soft, almost a whisper, but devastatingly sharp.

I try to look away, my face burning with a shame that is far more intense than the physical pain. I can feel the salt of the tears on my cheeks and the dampness on my chin, a pathetic testament to how quickly my "edgy" armor has dissolved.

"I thought you were underwhelmed," she continues. She uses the pad of her thumb to catch a stray tear as it rolls toward my lip. The touch is strangely intimate. "I thought you were bored. Why is the 'massage' reducing you to a weeping, hyperventilating mess?"

"You're..." I swallow hard, trying to force the defiance back into my cracked voice. "You're just enjoying this. You're a sadist."

"If I were a sadist, Elena, I wouldn't have given you the opportunity to avoid this," Claire replies, completely unfazed. She lets go of my chin, but she doesn't move her hand from my bottom. "What is interesting to me is the discrepancy. Your mouth tells me you are a rebel, but your body tells me exactly what you are. A girl who overplayed her hand and is now discovering the consequences of her lack of discipline."

I bury my face back into the sofa, feeling incredibly small. The contrast is total. She is perfectly composed, not a hair out of place, while I am falling apart on her lap over a hairbrush.

"Are the tears for the pain, Elena? Or are they because you finally realize you have no control over what happens in this room?"

"Go to hell," I sniffle, my fingers digging stubbornly into the fabric.

"We still have a long way to go," she says softly, the brush lifting off my skin. "So you might want to save your breath. Now, we have fifteen more. I expect you to maintain your count. If you let the tears stop you from speaking, we will return to number one. Do you understand?"

"Yes," I choke out, hating how small I sound.

"Let’s continue then."

The brush rises again. I can feel the air hit my seat, which feels twice as large and ten times as sensitive as it did five minutes ago. I grip her leg, my knuckles white, bracing for the next one.

CRACK.

It lands with a sharp, resonant snap that seems to bounce off the walls of the silent room.

"Eleven! Fuck! Fuck! FUCK!" I howl. The pain is a bright, white-hot line across the center of my seat. My body arches violently, my legs kicking out, but Claire’s firm arm is pinning me down to her thighs.

CRACK.

The next blow is a heavy, deep impact that lands just below the first one. I let out a jagged scream, the sound breaking into a sob as it leaves my throat. "Twelve! God, twelve! Please!"

"You have quite a voice when you aren't using it to lie to me, Elena," Claire says. "Where is that clever wit now? I find this much more honest than your pathetic attempts at sarcasm."

She brings the brush down for the thirteenth time.

WHACK.

It is a punishing strike that catches the very top of the glow.

"Thirteen!" I shout, the word ending in a frantic, high-pitched wail. "It burns, oh God, it burns so bad!" I am sobbing openly again, my tears soaking into the upholstery of the sofa as my fingers claw frantically at the fabric. The embarrassment of my own noise is secondary to the absolute, radiating fire in my seat. I feel like a frantic animal caught in a trap.

"Still 'underwhelmed'?" Claire asks. The next swat is delivered with a slow, deliberate force.

SMACK.

"Fourteen! Ahh, fuck! Please, I hate this, I hate it!" I choke out, my voice cracking and wet. My fair skin is pulsing, every heartbeat sending a new wave of agony through the area. I am shivering, my body jerking with every sob.

"You sound exactly like the brat you’ve been acting like," Claire murmurs. She doesn't stop. She targets the most sensitive, reddened patch of skin for the fifteenth blow.

CRACK.

The sound is deafening, making me literally see stars.

"Fifteen! Not there! NOT THERE, PLEASE!" I shriek. The pain is so intense that I lose my breath for a second, my mouth hanging open in a silent, agonizing gasp before the air finally rushes back in. I am completely broken. The shouting, the crying, the desperate way I am clinging to her leg – it is all I have left.

Claire keeps the brush pressed firmly against the skin, holding me in place as I tremble. I can feel the heat from my seat soaking through the wood and into her hand, a physical manifestation of the lesson she is carving into me.

"Look at how much noise you're making," she says. "Ten minutes ago, you were bored. Now, you’re screaming for the whole building to hear. Which version of you is the real one, Elena? The one who talks, or the one who cries over my lap?"

I can’t answer. I just sob into the cushion, my chest heaving. The realization that I have ten more to go is a sickening, nauseating drop in my gut. My bottom is an angry, throbbing mess of scarlet, and the thought of that wood hitting me again makes me feel physically ill with dread.

"Look at the floor, Elena," she says.

I keep my face buried in the sofa. "No."

"Look at the floor," she repeats, her voice hardening.

I lift my head just enough to see past the edge of the sofa. There, in a pathetic little heap on the expensive rug, are my black lace panties. They look tiny and ridiculous. Beside them are my frayed denim shorts. It’s a visual representation of how completely I’ve been stripped of my "edgy" armor.

"That’s your personality on the floor, Elena," Claire says. "A pile of lace and some torn denim. Right now, you aren't a rebel. You aren't 'difficult.' You are just a bare, throbbing girl on my lap who couldn't even manage a Saturday morning without losing her temper."

She doesn't pick up the brush right away. Instead, I feel her bare palm flatten against the center of my bottom. I let out a jagged, involuntary whimper, my fingers twisting the sofa fabric as she slowly drags her hand across the damage. The contrast between her smooth skin and my blazing heat is agonizing.

"The swelling is already starting," she observes, her voice clinically detached as her fingers trace the hot, raised lines left by the wood. She presses down slightly, a deliberate, testing weight that makes the fire flare straight into the muscle. "And the color is a very deep, uniform scarlet. It's a perfect physical record of your attitude."

She gives the most inflamed patch a final, sharp squeeze that makes me buck helplessly against her thigh, then lifts her hand.

“Let’s continue,” she says.

I grip the sofa again, my body tensing in anticipation of the fire to come. I am bare, I am humiliated, and I am finally, truly, beginning to understand the weight of the hand I pushed.

CRACK.

The sixteenth swat is a high, sharp snap that cuts through my frantic sobbing like a knife.

"Aaaahhh-eeeeee!" I shriek into the sofa, my body bucking so hard that her arm has to strain to keep me pinned. I don't count. I can't. I just blubber into the cushion, my fingers twisting the fabric into tight knots.

"I'm waiting, Elena," Claire says. Her voice is like ice, completely untouched by my distress. "Number sixteen. Say it."

"Please," I wail, the word muffled and distorted. "Please, Claire, I can't. It hurts too much. Please give me a minute."

"That isn't a number."

THWACK.

"Aaaah-heee-huh-huh!" The seventeenth blow is a heavy, horizontal strike that lands right across the lower half of the glow. I let out a broken, high-pitched cry that ends in a long, rattling sob. The skin feels like hot grease has just been poured over the rawest nerves.

"Seventeen! Shit, seventeen, wait!" I scream, the word torn out of me by the sheer necessity of stopping the next one.

"Better," she murmurs. She doesn't give me time to recover.

THUD.

The eighteenth swat is a deep, meatier impact that catches me right on the peak of the right side.

"Eighteen!" I howl, my head thrashing side to side against the sofa cushion. I am begging now, the words tumbling out in a stream of desperate, snotty pleas. "I'm sorry. I'm so sorry, Claire. I'll be good. I'll do whatever you want. Just put it down."

"You are finally dropping that ridiculous attitude, Elena," she says. She brushes a damp lock of hair away from my ear with her free hand, a brief and terrifyingly intimate gesture. "It’s a shame it took this much wood to find your honesty."

She brings the brush down for the nineteenth time.

WHACK.

" N-niiine-t-teen! " I shriek, my voice breaking into a frantic, hysterical sob. I am shivering violently now, the adrenaline and the pain turning my muscles to jelly. I am acutely aware of her thighs beneath me, the only solid thing in a world made of fire and wood. The humiliation of my total breakdown is absolute. I am a twenty-one-year-old woman, wailing like an unruly novice over a stranger's lap.

"One more for this set," Claire says.

She puts her full strength into the twentieth blow.

SMACK.

It connects with a deafening force that vibrates through my entire pelvis. My entire body locks up. My spine bows so hard my hips lift completely off her thighs, my jaw unhinging in a silent, agonizing gasp as my brain simply short-circuits from the pain. I can't even scream. I just lay there frozen, tears streaming freely from my squeezed-shut eyes.

"I need the count, Elena," Claire says, her voice cutting through the ringing in my ears. "If you don't say it, we go back to one."

I open my mouth, but only a wet, ragged gasp comes out. The pain is too heavy, the shock too deep, and my throat is entirely closed up with panicked sobs. I just shake my head against the cushion, temporarily paralyzed by the burn.

"I will not wait all day," Claire warns, the flat of the brush tapping once, sharply, against the back of my thigh to snap me to attention. "Back to one, or give me the count."

"T-twenty," I finally choke out, the word followed by a long, low moan of pure misery. "Oh god... twenty... please Claire..."

I am completely spent, my face soaked and my dignity in tatters.

"You have five left, Elena," she says, her voice low and absolute. "And you are going to stay exactly this focused until the very last one. If you move an inch before I am done, we go back to fifteen. Do you understand me?"

"Y…Yes," I sob, the word a broken whisper against the cushion. "Yes, Claire."

Claire waits, the wooden brush resting heavily against the center of my bottom, pinning the heat against her thigh. I am gasping, my chest heaving against her leg as I try to find air through the thick, wet sobs. My face is a mess of heat and salt, and the damp patch I’ve cried into the expensive sofa fabric feels like a cold brand of shame against my cheek.

The last shred of my pride evaporates. The defiance I've been clinging to isn't just broken; it has been systematically beaten out of me, leaving nothing but the raw, desperate need to make the pain stop.

"Look at you, Elena," Claire says. She uses her free hand to grip the back of my neck with a firm, possessive weight that forces me to stay pinned. "A few minutes ago, you were judging my life. Now, you’re snotting onto my furniture like a feral delinquent who’s been caught in a lie. Is this the 'edgy' woman Natalie told me about? Or is this the real you? Just a misbehaved girl who needs a brush to find her manners?"

"I'm–I'm s-sorry," I wail, the words coming out in a broken, high-pitched string of genuine surrender. "I’m s-so sorry, Claire. I didn't mean it! I was just–h-hukk–I was just being stupid! I was just t-trying to act tough... please..." I gasp, my chest heaving violently against the cushion as I struggle to find enough air to speak. "P-please, don’t strike so hard! M-my skin is on fire, it feels like it can't take another hit! Please just go easier, I’ll do anything! I’ll be p-perfect, I swear, just don't hit that hard!"

She doesn't answer with words. She lifts the brush and brings it down for the twenty-first time.

WHACK.

The sound is sharp and echoes through the room like a gunshot.

"Twenty-one! Ahh, God!" I shriek, my body bucking so hard that my feet kick the air. The sting is so severe I bite my lip hard enough to taste copper. Every nerve in my lower half screams at once, a relentless, burning ache that makes my stomach physically churn. "Oh God, please! I can't breathe! It hurts too much, Claire!"

CRACK.

"Aaaahhh-god!"

The bite of the wood against the oversensitive, pulsing skin is even louder this time.

"T-twenty-two!" I howl, my voice cracking and turning into a raw, ragged scream. I am shaking violently, my fingers digging into the sofa cushions so hard the fabric threatens to tear. "I’m s-sorry! I’m so s-sorry for everything I said! I was wrong. You’re in charge! You’re the one in c-control! I am s-so sorry, Claire!"

"You're making such a pathetic sound, Elena," Claire murmurs. She leans down, her lips near my ear as she surveys the deep, angry scarlet of my bottom. "All that talk, and you’ve been reduced to this. A crying, shivering mess on my lap. Do you have any idea how humiliating you look right now? Sobbing for mercy over a hairbrush?"

"I k-know," I sob, my head thrashing side to side against the damp cushion. "I know, I’m p-pathetic, I’m s-sorry! P-please just finish it... please just let it b-be over! I c-can't bear the waiting. It’s too m-much! Please, Claire, p-please!"

THUD.

The twenty-third swat is heavy and deep, catching me right on the peak of the curve.

"Twenty-three! Please, Ms. Sterling!" I cry out, the title finally tumbling from my lips without a hint of sarcasm. "Please, I’m s-sorry! It hurts so much! My b-bottom is on f-fire!" The skin feels swollen and raw, throbbing with a heavy heat that radiates all the way down my thighs. I am completely broken. The tears are flowing freely, soaking into the upholstery, and I don't even care. All I want is for the wood to stop.

SMACK.

The next blow is resonant and meaty, delivered with a slow, crushing follow-through.

"T-twenty-four!" I shriek, my breath hitching in a series of frantic, hysterical gasps. "O-one more! Just one m-more, p-please! Oh G-god – please make it the last one! I’ll b-be so good, I’ll never s-speak back! I’ll do w-whatever you say! P-please, Ms. Sterling... please just f-finish it!"

Claire keeps the brush hovering just an inch above the most inflamed patch of skin, letting me feel the cold air and the terrifying anticipation. I am trembling so hard I can barely stay balanced across her lap, my face wet and my dignity in absolute tatters.

"Last one," she says, her voice chillingly calm. "I want this one to stay with you every time you think about opening your mouth to me again."

She puts her full weight into the final blow.

THWACK.

It connects with a deafening, echoing impact that vibrates through my entire frame.

"TWENTY-FIVE!" I scream, the sound tearing out of my throat until my voice just gives way into a harsh croak. The pain is absolute, a savage, burning bite that strips the last bit of air right out of my lungs. I collapse forward, my upper body going entirely limp against the sofa arm, my chest heaving and my eyes squeezed shut as the fire settles into a deep, heavy, agonizing throb.


Chapter 7: Shredded Armor

Claire doesn't move her hand. For a long, silent minute, the only sound in the living room is my jagged, sobbing breath and the faint hum of the city outside the windows. I am draped over her legs, sobbing into the cushions like my heart is breaking, completely and utterly conquered by the woman I tried to mock.

She lets me cry, her palm a heavy, absolute weight against the raging fire she just created. The contrast between her cool skin and my burning flesh is dizzying.

"Alright," Claire finally says, her voice dropping into a low, authoritative register. She slides her hand away, the sudden absence of pressure making the area throb violently. "Up. I want a proper look at what you’ve earned."

Before my trembling muscles can even try to obey, she shifts her weight, hooks her hands securely under my armpits, and hauls me off her lap. She doesn't let me stand, though. She maneuvers me until I am kneeling on the sofa cushions, facing the back of the couch. My chest is pressed against the gray fabric, my arms draped over the top, and my bottom is tilted back and up, perfectly framed by the morning sunlight pouring through the glass.

"Look at this," Claire murmurs, stepping back just enough to take in the full view. "The swelling is already so pronounced. It is completely lifting off the natural curve." I hear her step closer, her voice taking on a tone of clinical, possessive satisfaction. "And the color... it’s not just red anymore, Elena. It’s a deep, bruised purple right in the centers. It’s quite a masterpiece."

I bury my face in my arms, my eyes squeezed shut as fresh tears leak out. "P-please, Claire," I sob, my shoulders shaking. "Just let me p-put my clothes on. I'm s-so embarrassed."

"The embarrassment is part of the process," she says.

I feel her step right up behind me, the warmth of her body brushing against my bare heels. She traces a single, agonizingly light fingertip down the deepest, hottest line of a brush stroke, making me gasp and shiver against the sofa back.

"You wanted to show me how tough you were this morning," Claire continues. "You wanted to prove how little you cared for my authority. Well, look at you now. You are completely bare, crying, and totally exposed to me. And I get to see exactly what happens to a brat who thinks she can shove her way through my home."

"You're glowing," she whispers. She runs her palm over the entire swollen surface, the light friction making me whimper and arch my back. "I can feel your pulse throbbing right through the skin. It’s a very visceral reaction, isn't it? Your body is finally telling the truth your mouth tried so hard to hide."

I hear her moving away, then a slight rustle, followed by the distinct, heavy metallic snick of scissors opening.

I twist my head to look over my shoulder, my breath catching in my raw throat. Claire is holding my black lace panties in one hand, and a pair of heavy silver shears in the other.

"These were your armor, weren't they?" Claire asks, holding the delicate fabric up to the sunlight. "A little bit of black lace to make you feel like an edgy, untouchable woman who doesn't have to answer to anyone. But they didn't protect you at all, did they?"

Right in front of my tear-filled eyes, she closes the shears.

Snip. The lace gives way instantly. She makes two more ruthless, deliberate cuts, completely destroying the garment, before letting the ruined scraps flutter to the floor right beside my knees. The casual destruction of it is devastating.

"You're no rebel, Elena," she murmurs, dropping the scissors onto the side table with a heavy clatter. "You're just a girl with a spectacularly sore bottom who needs to learn how to say 'thank you' for the correction she so desperately needed."

I let out a broken, jagged sob. Kneeling here like a pinned specimen, staring at the shredded remains of my underwear on the rug, strips away the absolute last of my pride. I feel incredibly small. I am exposed in a way that goes far beyond just being bare.

"T-thank you," I whisper, the words barely a wet breath against my arms.

"Say it like you mean it," Claire demands.

She steps closer and delivers one final, sharp flick of her fingers right to the most swollen, purple center of the heat.

"Ahhh! T-thank you, Ms. Sterling!" I cry out, my entire body jolting forward against the sofa cushions.

"Good."

She finally steps back, but she doesn't tell me to dress. Instead, she walks around to the front of the sofa and settles onto the edge of the heavy oak coffee table, crossing her legs. The positioning is incredibly exposing. Because I am kneeling on the cushions and leaning over the backrest, turning my head puts me practically at eye level with her. Yet my bare, throbbing bottom remains perfectly elevated and entirely within her reach.

She looks at me, taking in my tear-streaked face and the way my hips are still giving tiny, involuntary twitches from the residual heat.

"Stay just like that," she says, her tone returning to that calm, corporate authority. "We're going to have a talk. And I want you to feel every single pulse of that fire while we do. It will help you stay focused on the reality of your situation."

"Look at me, Elena," she demands softly.

I slowly lift my head from my arms and turn my face toward her. My eyes are swollen, my nose is running, and I know my face is a splotchy mess of red and white. I look at her, and for the first time, I don't see a fussy, corporate snob to be mocked. I see a woman of absolute, terrifying authority – someone who cannot be bullied, pushed, or broken.

"The pain you’re feeling right now – the way the muscle is pulsing, the way every breath makes the skin sting – I want you to hold onto that," Claire says.

She reaches out. Her touch is startlingly gentle as she uses the pad of her thumb to catch a fresh tear sliding down my cheek. She doesn't pull her hand away. Instead, she slowly sweeps my tangled hair back behind my ear, her cool fingers lingering intimately against my flushed jawline. The contrast between this soft, almost tender caress and the raging fire she just painted across my backside sends a confusing, breathless shiver straight down my spine.

"Because that pain is the only thing that’s currently keeping you out of a courtroom."

"I... I know," I whisper. My voice is raspy, little more than a croak.

"Do you?" Claire tilts her head, her gaze dropping for a moment to the dark red ruin behind me, then back to my eyes. "Because thirty minutes ago, you were telling me how pathetic I am. You were telling me how you’d make my life miserable. Is that still the plan?"

"I'm sorry," I murmur, leaning into her touch just a fraction before I can stop myself. "I shouldn't have shoved you. I shouldn't have said those things."

"An apology is a start," Claire says, her thumb brushing my cheekbone one last time before her hand drops. "But it's not enough. From now on, there will be no more 'negotiations' about your attire or your schedule. If I tell you to brush your hair, you brush it. If I tell you we’re going to the market, we go. And if you ever – ever – raise your voice or lay a hand on me again, we won't stop at twenty-five."

"I... I won't," I whisper, my eyes dropping to her lap in total surrender. "I promise."

"You had better," Claire murmurs. Her hand drifts down, her cool palm coming to rest lightly, possessively, right over the deepest purple bruise on my right cheek. I flinch, but she holds me steady. "Because this hairbrush was merely a baseline, Elena. A standard domestic tool. If you force me to escalate, I will order a heavy leather strap. Or a thick cane. And I promise you, what you are feeling right now will seem like a gentle massage compared to the heavy, biting wrap of thick leather, or the absolute, agonizing humiliation of being strapped bare over my desk."

The threat is crystal clear, and the heavy throb under her palm confirms that she has the nerve to do it. She stands up, smoothed her leggings, and looks down at me.

"Wait here," she says. "Don't move an inch."

She disappears toward the bathroom, leaving me kneeling in the center of the sunlit living room. The silence is deafening. I can feel the weight of my own hair sticking to my damp cheeks, and the cool air of the apartment feels like a taunt against the fire of my seat. I am still tilted back, my bare, dark-red bottom exposed to the empty room. Every pulse of my heart sends a fresh wave of stinging heat through the skin. It feels swollen, heavy, and incredibly tight.

I hear her return. She’s carrying a small white tube and a glass bowl of cool water with a soft cloth. She sets them on the coffee table with a gentle clink and stands right behind me, looking down at the carnage she created.

"The swelling has fully set in now," she observes, her tone clinical and evaluating. "The skin is thick with it, standing well off the natural curve. And the centers have darkened into a very deep, bruised purple, Elena. You really did earn every bit of this."

I don't look at her. I keep my forehead pressed against my crossed arms. "Just... please don't make me stay like this."

"I'll decide when you're finished being displayed," she says firmly.

I feel the sudden, shocking splash of cold water. She has wrung out the cloth and draped it over the center of my bottom. I let out a sharp, choked gasp, my hips jerking forward. The transition from white-hot fire to ice-cold wetness is almost too much for my nerves to handle. It sends a shiver straight up my spine that makes my toes curl into the cushions.

"Hold still," she commands, her hand pressing the cold cloth firmly into the throbbing centers. "The more you squirm, the longer this takes."

She leaves the cloth there for a minute, the cold seeping into the angry heat. Then, she removes it and I hear the click of the lotion tube opening. A faint scent of aloe and menthol fills the air.

"This is going to sting at first," she warns.

I feel the first glob of lotion hit the center of my right cheek. It’s freezing. She begins to rub it in, her fingers moving in slow, rhythmic circles. The sensation is overwhelming – a bizarre mixture of the sharp, minty sting of the menthol and the deep, heavy ache of the bruised muscle beneath.

"Oh god," I whimper, my body trembling.

"Look at how the skin reacts," Claire murmurs. I can feel her leaning closer, her breath warm against my bare heels. "It’s so sensitive that even the cool lotion is making the muscles twitch. You’re practically radiating heat, Elena."

She slides her fingers lower, into the sensitive crease where the fire meets the pale, untouched skin of my thighs. I let out a soft, broken moan, my face heating up until I think I might actually melt into the sofa.

"You’re so soft here," she says. "It’s a very pretty sight, seeing the damage on such a delicate bottom. I think you’re going to be reminded of this every time you try to sit down for the next two days."

She finishes with a final, firm pat that makes me jump. My bottom is now slick with the cooling gel, reflecting the afternoon light, looking even more vivid and swollen than before.

Claire begins to pack up the supplies. "Now, stay there for five more minutes to let that soak in. Then you can go to your room and find something appropriate to wear. We’re still going to the market, and I expect you to be ready in fifteen minutes."

The five minutes stretch into an eternity. I am a statue of shame, kneeling on the expensive gray sofa, my bare, lotion-slicked bottom reflecting the afternoon light. The menthol in the gel is doing its job – a biting, icy contrast to the deep, thrumming fire in the muscle – but it doesn’t dull the sensation. It only makes the nerves more electric, more aware of every pulse of my heart echoing in my flesh.

"Five minutes are up," Claire says, her voice snapping the silence. She’s standing by the window now, silhouetted by the sun. "Get up, Elena. Go to your room and dress."

I try to move, and a sharp, jagged hiss escapes my teeth. Standing up is an ordeal. My legs are shaky, but as I straighten my hips, the blood rushes back into my bottom with a heavy, throbbing weight. The lotion makes my cheeks feel slick and heavy, a strange, wet sensation that makes my face burn even hotter.

I walk toward the guest room, my feet silent on the hardwood. Every step is a fresh torture. The movement of my legs makes the reddened, swollen cheeks of my bottom rub together, the cool lotion only serving to highlight the painful friction. The humiliation of the walk is almost suffocating. I am parading through her pristine, expensive apartment completely bare from the waist down, my bruised, pulsing backside entirely exposed to the open air. I can feel Claire’s eyes locked onto me, tracking the dark, heavy scarlet of my bottom with every agonizing step I take down the hall.

When I reach the bedroom, I hear Claire’s footsteps right behind me. She stops in the doorway. When I turn around, I see she is holding my discarded denim shorts in one hand and the shredded, useless scraps of my black lace panties in the other.

She steps into the room and drops the ruined lace onto my dresser.

"Keep these," she instructs, her voice cold and absolute. "Leave them exactly where you can see them. I want them to serve as a daily reminder of what happens when you try to bring that pathetic, rebellious attitude into my home."

She drops the denim shorts onto the bed. "And you will put on the navy yoga pants I saw in your drawer. They are respectable enough for the market, but tight enough to ensure you feel the physical consequences of our session with every single step you take."

I want to snap back. I want to tell her that my fashion choices aren't her business. But the heavy, relentless throb-throb-throb radiating across my seat acts as a very effective muzzle. I swallow my pride, turn to the dresser, and pull out the leggings. They’re high-quality, thick spandex – the kind that clings mercilessly to every curve and leaves absolutely zero room to hide the swelling.

I reach for a pair of simple cotton briefs, but my hand trembles. I have to bend over to pull them on, a movement that stretches the skin of my bottom to the absolute limit.

"Nnh!" I gasp, my eyes watering. The fabric touches the raw, glowing skin, and it feels like a thousand tiny needles. The cotton catches on the slick lotion, dragging across the dark purple-red centers of the spanking. It’s an agonizing, intimate sensation. I can feel the texture of the weave against the fire, a constant, grating reminder of the hairbrush.

"Hurry up, Elena," Claire prompts, her voice cool and clinical.

I pull the leggings on next. This is worse. The spandex is tight, designed to compress, and as I slide it up over my thighs and onto my seat, it feels like I’m being shrink-wrapped in fire. The pressure is immense. It forces the cooling lotion back into the pores of my skin, making the menthol sting anew while the fabric pins the heat of the spanking against my body.

I stand there, fully dressed now, but I’ve never felt more naked. The leggings show the exact shape of my swollen bottom, and I know that with every move I make, the fabric will rub against the "masterpiece" Claire created.

I turn to face her, my chest heaving, a tiny spark of my old self flickering in my eyes despite the tears. "Are you happy now? I look like a 'proper' ward."

Claire walks closer, her gaze raking over me. She reaches out and adjusts the waistband of my leggings, her knuckles grazing the skin of my hip. The casualness of the touch makes me shiver.

"I’ll be happy when you can walk through the market without pouting," she says. She leans in, her voice a low, dark whisper near my ear. "The leggings look good on you, Elena. They show exactly how much space that discipline is taking up. I want you to feel the weight of it with every step you take. Consider it a constant, private conversation between my hand and your skin."

She turns and heads toward the front door. "Get your shoes. And remember... the car has leather seats. I expect you to sit through the entire ride without squirming."

My stomach drops. The leather seats. They’ll be cold, firm, and entirely unforgiving to a bottom that’s currently a dark red, pulsing ruin.

"Coming, Ms. Sterling," I mutter, grabbing my sneakers. My voice is submissive, but as I follow her out, I catch my reflection in the hallway mirror. I’m pale, my eyes are red-rimmed, but there’s a set to my jaw that says I haven't been entirely erased.

Even if sitting down is about to be the hardest thing I’ve ever done.


Chapter 8: Public Appearances

We walk out of the apartment into the crisp Saturday air. I feel like I’m walking on eggshells. Every step makes the spandex of my leggings drag across the fire on my seat, the friction of the fabric making the cooling gel sting all over again.

Claire’s car – a sleek, black SUV with a pristine interior – is waiting at the curb. She chirps the locks and opens the driver's side door, then stands there, watching me.

"Go on," she says, gesturing toward the passenger seat.

I look at the dark, pebbled leather. I know exactly how firm it is. I know that as soon as I sit, my own body weight is going to crush that deep, pulsing scarlet ruin against a flat, unforgiving surface.

"Claire... can't I just stand in the back? Or... or lean?"

"You're not a piece of cargo, Elena," she says. "You're my ward. And wards sit in the front seat. Properly. Back against the rest, feet on the floor."

I take a deep, shaky breath, gripping the door handle. I slowly lower myself, my hamstrings screaming as the muscles pull tight across my bottom. My seat makes contact with the leather, and I have to bite my tongue to keep from screaming. The pressure is incredible. Every pulse of my heart is a dull, heavy thump against the leather.

"Buckle up," Claire says, sliding into the driver's seat.

I reach for the belt. The movement makes me shift slightly, and the friction of the leggings against the raw skin is so intense I let out a soft, broken whimper.

Claire starts the engine. The car vibrates – a low, mechanical hum that travels straight through the seat and into my throbbing bottom. It’s like a thousand tiny needles.

"How does it feel, Elena?" Claire asks as she pulls away from the curb. "Is the leather as comfortable as you remembered?"

I grip the armrest, my knuckles white. "It... it stings," I choke out.

"Good. Every time we hit a bump, every time I have to brake, I want you to feel that sting. It’s a reminder of why you are in this situation."

Claire drives with a calm, effortless precision that makes my internal chaos feel even more pathetic. She takes a speed bump at a measured pace, but it doesn't matter. As the car rises and then dips, my entire weight is driven down into the leather seat.

"Nnnh–!"

I grab the dashboard with one hand, my body jerking forward to try and offload the pressure. The fire in my seat flared into a blinding white heat.

"Back against the seat, Elena," Claire says, her voice as steady as if she were giving directions. "I told you to sit properly. Your posture reflects your state of mind."

"I... I can't," I gasp. "It’s too much. It feels like my skin is... it’s pulsing. Please, Claire, let me just lean forward."

"No." She doesn't even look over. "You will sit back, you will keep your hands in your lap, and you will endure the consequence you earned. If you can't manage a ten-minute car ride, how do you expect to manage a career? Life isn't always comfortable, especially when you’ve spent your morning trying to set fire to your own future."

I slowly, agonizingly, lean back. My bottom feels twice its normal size, a glowing, angry mass of nerves pinned between the seat and my own weight.

"Now, listen carefully," Claire continues, her tone shifting into a cold, instructional register. "We are going to be in public. At the market, I expect you to stay at my side. You will not lag behind, you will not pout, and you certainly will not show anyone that you are in the slightest bit of discomfort. You will be the polite, attentive young woman Natalie believes you can be."

"While my bottom is on fire?" I mutter, that tiny spark of my old self flickering through the haze of pain. "You want me to play 'perfect ward' while I can barely walk?"

Claire’s hand leaves the steering wheel for a split second, and I flinch, thinking she’s going to reach for me. Instead, she just adjusts the rearview mirror so our eyes meet. Her gaze is like a shard of glass.

"If I see a single grimace, Elena – if I see you shift your weight or try to ease the sting while we're in those aisles – we will come straight back here. And I will double the count. Do you understand? I am quite happy to spend the entire afternoon ensuring you learn this lesson."

I swallow hard. The image of going back to that sofa, of feeling the hairbrush on my already-ruined skin, is enough to make my knees shake.

"I understand," I whisper.

"Good. You will carry the basket. You will help me select the produce. And when I speak to you, you will answer me clearly. No more 'Ms. Sterling' with a sneer. You will be respectful because you are respected here, as long as you deserve it."

She pulls into the parking lot of the farmer's market, the car coming to a smooth, elegant stop.

"We're here," Claire says, unbuckling her seatbelt. She turns in her seat, finally looking at me directly. "Take a breath, Elena. Find your composure. Because when you step out of this car, the 'brat' stays in the passenger seat."

I look out the window at the families and shoppers milling about in the sunshine. They have no idea. They’ll see a polished woman and her younger assistant. They won't see the dark purple-red ruin hidden beneath my navy leggings. They won't feel the rhythmic, agonizing throb that makes me want to scream.

"Yes, Claire," I say, my voice small but steady.

"Let’s go."

Stepping out of the SUV feels like a temporary reprieve, but only for a second. As soon as I stand upright, the spandex of my leggings – now warm from the car seat – tugs at the lotion-slicked skin of my bottom. The cooling gel has turned into a sticky, electric film, and every movement of my legs causes the reddened cheeks to rub together.

Claire is already walking toward the entrance of the market, her stride long and confident.

"Elena. Beside me, please," she calls out, not even looking back.

I hurry to catch up, each step sending a jolt of fire through my seat. I try to walk normally, to keep my hips from swaying in that tell-tale way that says I’m in pain, but it’s an agonizing struggle.

The market is crowded. The smell of fresh basil, overripe peaches, and roasted coffee fills the air. To everyone else, it’s a beautiful Saturday morning. To me, it’s a minefield.

"These look good, don't they, Elena?" Claire asks, picking up a deep purple tomato. She turns to me, her eyes tracking the slight tremor in my hands.

"They look lovely, Claire," I say, my voice tight. I’m focusing all my willpower on keeping my face neutral. I can feel the heat of my own blush rising to meet the heat of my seat. I feel like a walking, pulsing secret.

"Put four of them in the basket. Carefully."

I lean forward to reach for the tomatoes. The movement stretches the skin across my bottom to the absolute limit.

I feel Claire’s hand on my elbow – a firm, grounding grip.

"Steady," she whispers, leaning in close enough that only I can hear. "You’re doing very well, Elena. But remember what I said about pouting. Keep your chin up."

She releases me, and I carefully place the tomatoes in the basket. My heart is hammered against my ribs. The humiliation is visceral. I am standing in the middle of a public space, surrounded by families and couples, while my bottom is a dark purple ruin that Claire created less than an hour ago. Every time a stranger brushes past me, I flinch, terrified that they’ll somehow feel the heat radiating off me.

We move from stall to stall. I carry the growing weight of the basket – potatoes, a heavy jar of honey, bunches of kale. With every added pound, the pressure on my legs increases, and with it, the agonizing rub of the fabric against my raw skin.

"I think that's everything," Claire says finally, checking her list. She looks at me, and for the first time, there’s a flicker of something like approval in her eyes. "You’ve been very patient, Elena. I know it isn't easy to walk when you're... preoccupied."

I don't trust myself to speak. I just nod, my face hot.

"Let’s get back to the car. I believe we have some meal prepping to do before lunch."

The walk back to the SUV feels longer than the walk in. By the time we reach the car, I’m practically vibrating with the effort of not collapsing.

Claire opens the passenger door for me. I look at the black leather seat again. The "reward" for my good behavior is having to sit on that fire all over again.

"Go on," she says, her voice softer now, but still carrying that undeniable weight of authority. "You earned a rest, Elena. Even if it’s a stinging one."

I lower myself into the seat, my teeth clamped shut so hard they ache. As my weight settles onto the leather, the fire returns with a vengeance, a crushing, pulsing ache that tells me the lesson is far from over.


Chapter 9: A New Strategy

The apartment is quiet, the air conditioning a cool hum against the persistent, rhythmic fire in my seat. I’m standing by the kitchen island, my hands gripping the edge of the marble so hard my knuckles are white. Every pulse of my heart is a deep, thudding reminder of the agonizing car ride and the sheer endurance test of walking through the market.

"The groceries can wait," Claire says. "Come here, Elena. Center of the room."

I move on leaden legs. The tight spandex of my leggings feels like it has fused to my skin, the earlier layer of cooling lotion having turned into a tacky, stinging trap between the fabric and my raw bottom.

"Turn around. Face the island," she instructs, her voice leaving absolutely no room for debate.

I obey, stopping where she points, my hands resting on the counter.

"Claire, I did what you said," I whisper, my breath catching as I hear her deliberate footsteps closing the distance behind me. "I was perfect at the market. No one saw a thing. I didn't complain once."

"I’m not asking for a report," Claire murmurs. She steps in so close that the front of her clothes lightly brushes the back of my thighs. "I want to see exactly how you handled the friction of the last hour."

Her hands drop to my hips. Her cool, confident fingers slip deliberately under the thick waistband of the navy leggings and the thin cotton briefs beneath them.

"Wait, please – not here in the kitchen," I gasp, my hands instinctively flying back to grab her wrists, trying to halt the downward pull. My face burns with a frantic heat that has nothing to do with the spanking. "Claire, the windows are open, anyone could..."

"Let go, Elena," she breathes, her voice a low, commanding purr right against my ear.

I hesitate, my heart hammering against my ribs, but the absolute authority in her tone – mixed with the suffocating, terrifying intimacy of her body pressed up behind mine – melts my resistance. I let my hands fall back to grip the cool marble counter, surrendering to her control.

Moving with slow, agonizing precision, Claire pushes the tight spandex and cotton down. I have to lean forward slightly to let the tight fabric pass over my hips, a movement that makes the bruised, swollen skin of my bottom stretch and flare with a sharp, blinding sting. She pushes the clothes down to my knees, leaving me standing in the middle of the bright kitchen, completely bare and exposed to the afternoon light.

Claire's hands linger lightly on my bare upper thighs as she surveys the damage.

"My god," she breathes, the clinical detachment in her voice slipping just a fraction. "It’s even darker than it was before we left."

I squeeze my eyes shut. I can feel the heat radiating off my skin. The dark scarlet has deepened into a bruised-looking purple-red in the centers, the color vivid and angry against the pale skin of my thighs. The lotion makes the entire area glow under the kitchen lights, slick and swollen.

I feel her fingers. She uses her index finger to trace the darkest part of the throb. I let out a sharp, jagged gasp, my hips jerking away from the touch.

"It’s pulsing," she murmurs. She spreads the cheeks of my bottom with her palms, inspecting the sensitive crease where the heat is most intense. "The leather seat and the walking... they kept the fire alive, didn't they?"

"Yes," I choke out. "It's... it's been throbbing the whole time."

"Good." She runs a hand over the entire surface, the friction of her palm against the over-sensitized skin making me whimper and cling to my own thighs for balance. "Look at this, Elena. This is what 'defiance' looks like when it's been handled properly. You might think you're still the girl who can shove me in the kitchen, but your body knows better. Your body is currently screaming that I am in charge."

She leans down.

"You're not 'reformed,' Elena. I can see it in your eyes when you look at me. You still want to fight. You still think you can continue behaving like a brat. But every time you move for the next two days, every time you try to sit or sleep, you're going to feel this. You're going to feel the heavy bite of the wood, and it will serve as an undeniable reminder of exactly who is in control."

She gives my right cheek a sharp, stinging pop with her hand. It makes the bruised-red flesh jump and a fresh sob breaks from my throat.

"You're going to spend the next hour standing at this counter, prepping the vegetables for the week," she says, her voice returning to that iron-cold authority. "And when you're done, you're going to go to the living room and lie on the rug – not the sofa – and finish the files I have kept there. I want you to spend the rest of the day thinking about how much more 'personality' you want to show me tomorrow."

She pulls my leggings back up for me, the fabric dragging across the fire, and pats my hip with a chilling finality.

"Welcome to the Gilded Cage, Elena. I suggest you get used to the temperature. It isn't going down anytime soon."

I stand there, my face burning as hot as my seat, my spirit feeling like a trapped bird. I’m not fixed. I’m not 'better.' I’m just a twenty-one-year-old woman whose bare, throbbing bottom is the only reality that matters right now.

***

The kitchen is silent except for the rhythmic, aggressive thud of my knife against the wooden cutting board. I’m standing at the island, my weight shifted slightly forward to keep my thighs from brushing too hard against each other. Every time I move to reach for another carrot or a stalk of celery, the thick navy spandex of my leggings pulls taut over my seat, dragging across the lotion-slicked, dark purple-red ruin of my skin.

The throb is a living thing now. It’s a heavy, synchronized pulse that matches my heartbeat, a constant, stinging reminder that less than two hours ago, I was draped over Claire Sterling’s lap, being physically dismantled.

Thwack. Thwack. Thwack.

I’m not just cutting vegetables. I’m imagining the blade is doing something else.

The humiliation... oh, the humiliation. It’s a hot, oily slick in my stomach that makes me want to scream and throw the knife across the room. I think about the look in Claire’s eyes when she made me strip. I think about the way she handled my bare, beaten bottom like it was hers to inspect, hers to mark, hers to "treat."

I didn't expect this. I thought I could play her. I thought Natalie was just being dramatic. I didn't think anyone actually did this – not to a twenty-one-year-old woman. But Claire didn't just spank me; she systematically dismantled me. She turned my own body into a traitor that screams its submission with every pulse of heat.

I look at the doorway where she disappeared. She’s in the other room, probably sipping tea and feeling immensely proud of herself. She thinks she’s "won." She thinks she’s broken the brat.

She has no idea.

The fear is still there – a sharp, cold knot under my ribs that tightens every time I hear her footsteps. I’m terrified of the spanking. I’m terrified of that sofa. But underneath the fear, there is a new, white-hot determination.

Claire wants a ward? I’ll give her one. I’ll be the most "perfect" little project she’s ever seen. I’ll "Yes, Claire" and "No, Claire" until she forgets that I have a brain of my own. I’ll wait. I’ll watch. I’ll learn every crack in her perfect, corporate armor.

And then I’ll break her.

It won't be a shove. It won't be a tantrum. It will be something she never sees coming – something she can’t blame on me, something that will make her "Gilded Cage" look like a pile of scrap metal.

And Natalie... my "dear” sister who handed me over to this tyrant. She thinks she’s helping me? She thinks she’s saving me from myself? I’m going to make sure she pays for every single sting currently vibrating through my bottom. I’m going to ruin the one thing she cares about – her spotless reputation, her shiny VP of Finance title, her perfect little corporate world.

I reach for a bell pepper, my hand steady despite the way my bottom is currently screaming for me to lie down. The leggings are tight, pinning the cooling gel and the fire into my skin, a constant, private torture.

"You think you own me, Claire," I whisper, the words lost in the sound of the knife hitting the board. "But you’ve just given me a reason to stay. You’ve given me a target."

I finish the last of the vegetables and slide them into a bowl. I can feel the heat radiating off my seat, making the back of my legs sweat. I am sore, I am humiliated, and I am a very, very different woman than the one who woke up this morning.

I turn toward the living room, ready to go lie on that rug and finish those files. I’ll do exactly what she says. For now.

But as I walk, feeling the rhythmic throb of the twenty-five heavy, wooden strikes with every step, I realize that Claire didn't just teach me a lesson about accountability. She taught me how to be a predator.

And a predator knows how to wait.


Thank You!

Thank you for reading Book 1: Spanking the Brat from Elena Needs Spanking Series.

If her journey resonated with you, I’d be truly grateful if you could take a moment to leave a quick, honest review on Amazon.

Thank you again for being part of this series.
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