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Disclaimer

This novel is a work of erotic fiction and is intended for adult audiences only (18+). It contains explicit sexual content, graphic language, and themes that may be offensive or triggering to some readers.

The story explores dark BDSM dynamics, including but not limited to: bondage and physical restraint, discipline and corporal punishment, dominance and submission (D/s), sadomasochism, psychological conditioning, chastity and orgasm control, sensory deprivation, feminization, and sissification. It also contains explicit themes of consensual-non-consent (CNC), dubious consent, slavery and contractual non-consent, public and private humiliation, degradation, forced body modification, and identity erasure.

The actions and relationships depicted in this book are works of fiction and are not intended to be a representation of safe, sane, and consensual (SSC) or risk-aware consensual kink (RACK) practices in the real world. This is a dark fantasy, not an instruction manual.

By proceeding past this point, the reader affirms that they are of legal age and consent to engage with this material. The author and publisher assume no responsibility for any distress or offence caused by the content within.


Foreword from the Archivist

To the uninitiated reader of the Outer World, you hold in your hands a truth that will challenge the foundation of your reality. What you are about to read is a selected transcript from the official archives of Themyscira, sanctioned for limited release to those deemed capable of understanding our purpose.

My name is Sabrina D. Devereaux, and it has been my distinct honor to oversee the chronicling of our society's most pivotal undertakings. The document you are about to study—the first volume of the Pink Cage Scrolls—details a project of profound importance: the acquisition and initial modification of the subject Martin.

This is not a tale for the faint of heart. It is an account of the sacred processes of reshaping a flawed will into a thing of beauty and utility—documented with the precision our society demands, yet carrying the weight of transformation that no mere ledger can capture. It is a testament to the order we bring to a chaotic world, one surrendered soul at a time.

Read on, and understand what cruelty truly looks like when a dominant is not trained in the proper arts.

—Ms. Sabrina D. Devereaux
Senior Archivist, Imperium of Themyscira
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Chapter I: Before

The mirror in the bathroom of Martin's dormitory was not kind. It was a cheap rectangle of reflective glass mounted above a sink that dripped with metronomic regularity, and it showed him exactly what he was: five feet of disappointment standing on a scale that read one hundred and eighteen pounds and refused to budge no matter how many protein shakes he forced down his throat. He stood there every morning. It was a ritual he couldn't seem to break—wake up, shower, stand in front of the mirror and take inventory. Shoulders that refused to broaden. A chest that refused to swell. Hips that were narrow in the wrong way, giving him the silhouette of a boy halfway through a growth spurt that had simply... stopped. His face was soft, almost pretty, with pale blue eyes that looked out at the world with a kind of exhausted bewilderment, as if they couldn't quite believe what they were seeing. His hair was pale blonde, fine and limp, falling past his ears because he could never be bothered to cut it. It made him look younger than nineteen. It made him look unfinished.

That was the word that always came to mind. Unfinished. As if the world had started to make him and then gotten distracted, moved on to something more interesting, left him half-formed on the workbench with his parts still scattered. He leaned closer to the mirror, examining the face that stared back at him. There was nothing wrong with it, exactly. The features were symmetrical, the skin clear, the jawline soft but present. It was a face that could have been cute, maybe, on someone with more presence. On Martin, it was just... there. A face that didn't leave an impression. A face that people looked at and then forgot. He pulled on his clothes—the same uniform he wore every day. Plain t-shirt, jeans that hung off his narrow hips, sneakers that were starting to wear thin at the soles. He didn't think about fashion. He didn't think about style. He didn't think about any of the things that other nineteen-year-olds seemed to spend their time obsessing over, because none of it mattered when you looked like him. Clothes were just something to cover the body that hadn't turned out right.

His roommate, Derek, had already left for the day. Derek was everything Martin wasn't—six foot two, broad-shouldered, with a jawline that could cut glass and a deep voice that made girls turn their heads when he walked into a room. Derek played rugby. Derek had a different girl over every weekend. Derek looked at Martin the way everyone looked at Martin: with a kind of vague, forgetful pity, as if he were a piece of furniture that had been placed in the wrong room and no one could figure out how to move. Martin didn't blame him. He looked at himself the same way.

The lecture hall for Materials Science 201 was a wide, tiered room that smelled of old coffee and dry-erase markers. Martin sat in the back row, as he always did, his notebook open on the desk in front of him, his pen poised to transcribe whatever Professor Hadley wrote on the board. He liked this class. Not in the way that other students liked classes—with social anticipation, with the hope of seeing friends, with the vague dread of being called on—but in the quiet, private way that he liked anything that made his mind work. Materials science was puzzles. It was stress tensors and strain rates and fatigue limits. It was understanding why things broke and how to keep them from breaking. It was a system with rules, and Martin had always been good at systems with rules.

Professor Hadley was writing the formula for von Mises stress when Martin noticed the empty seat beside him. It was always empty. Every class, every week, the same seat, the same absence. He didn't know why he noticed it today, of all days. Maybe because he'd been sitting alone for so long that the emptiness had started to feel like a companion. He turned back to his notes, his pen moving across the page in quick, precise strokes. He didn't doodle. He didn't daydream. He copied the formulas exactly as they appeared on the board, adding small notations in the margins where he saw connections that Professor Hadley didn't explicitly draw. The yield strength of aluminum alloys. The relationship between grain size and hardness. The way that heat treatment could transform a soft, ductile metal into something hard and brittle, or vice versa. It was the transformation that fascinated him most. The idea that you could take something weak and make it strong. Or take something strong and make it yield.

“Can anyone tell me why we'd want to increase the ductility of a material that's already strong?”

Martin's hand twitched toward the air, then stopped. He knew the answer. He always knew the answer. But raising his hand meant being noticed, and being noticed meant being perceived, and being perceived meant... what? A brief moment of attention that would fade as soon as the next question was asked? A nod from the professor that would disappear into the sea of nods he gave every day? He kept his hand down. He always kept his hand down. A girl three rows in front of him raised her hand. “To improve its formability? So, it can be shaped without cracking?”

“Correct.” Professor Hadley nodded. “Ductility allows a material to deform under stress without fracturing. It's what lets us bend metal into new shapes without breaking it. But there's a trade-off—increased ductility often means decreased strength. You're essentially trading one property for another.” Martin wrote this down, his pen moving automatically. Trade one property for another. He underlined it twice, then added a small notation: Everything is a trade-off. The lecture ended at 11:45. Martin closed his notebook, slid it into his bag, and stood. Around him, students were clustering into groups—discussing the homework, making plans for lunch, laughing at something one of them had said. Martin moved through them like a ghost, his head down, his steps quick and purposeful, as if he had somewhere to be. He didn't. He never did.

The campus cafeteria at lunchtime was a cacophony of noise and motion. Trays clattering, chairs scraping, voices rising and falling in the endless, formless chatter of people who belonged. Martin sat at a table in the far corner, his back to the wall, his tray of food untouched in front of him. He wasn't hungry. He was rarely hungry these days, though he couldn't have said why. His body needed fuel—he knew that, knew it with the same clinical precision he brought to everything else—but the act of eating had become mechanical, a chore to be completed rather than a pleasure to be enjoyed.

He picked at his sandwich—turkey on wheat, no mayo, the same thing he ordered every day—and watched the room. There was a group of engineering students near the windows, their heads bent over a textbook, arguing about something that made them laugh. There was a couple at a table by the salad bar, their hands intertwined, their eyes only for each other. There was a girl sitting alone near the coffee cart, her nose in a book, her leg bouncing with nervous energy. Martin looked away from all of them. He didn't belong to any of those groups—the studious ones, the romantic ones, the solitary ones. He was something else entirely. A category of one.

He pulled out his phone and opened his messages without thinking, the gesture so habitual it had become a kind of reflex. His thumb found the thread automatically—her name, her photo, the small green dot that would never again turn gray because it had been gray for three months now and would stay gray forever. He scrolled up. Past the funeral arrangements, past the “so sorry for your loss” messages from relatives he barely knew, past the logistics of selling the house and closing the accounts and all the small, terrible errands that death leaves behind for the living. Up and up, past the messages that mattered to no one but him, until he reached the ones he'd been looking for without admitting he was looking.

Mom: How's the apartment? Did you get the curtains I sent?

Martin: Yes. They're fine. Thank you.

Mom: You don't have to say “fine” if they're ugly. I won't be offended.

Martin: They're not ugly. They're fine. I like them.

Mom: You always say you like things when you're trying not to hurt my feelings.

Martin: I like them, Mom.

Mom: Okay. I love you.

Martin: Love you too.

That was July 14th. Twelve days before the aneurysm. Twelve days before he got the call from the hospital while he was unpacking boxes in his new dorm, the curtains she'd sent still in their packaging on the kitchen counter. Twelve days before everything that was “fine” became a word he couldn't say without hearing her voice. He scrolled back further, looking for something—he didn't know what. Some proof that he'd said enough, that he'd told her what she meant to him, that he hadn't wasted those last conversations on small talk and deflections. But the thread was full of the same pattern, repeated over and over: her reaching out, him responding with the minimum acceptable effort, her love persisting anyway.

Mom: Your father would be so proud of you. Engineering was always his dream, you know.

Martin: I know.

Mom: You sound tired. Are you sleeping enough?

Martin: I'm fine.

Mom: You always say you're fine.

Martin: Because I am.

Mom: Okay. Call me when you're not fine, okay? Promise me.

Martin: I promise.

He hadn't called. He'd never called. He'd texted—brief, dutiful messages that answered her questions without volunteering anything, that acknowledged her love without returning it in kind, that kept her at arm's length because arm's length was the only distance he knew how to maintain. And she'd let him. She'd let him because she loved him, and love was patient, and she'd probably assumed there would be more time. There wasn't more time. He stared at the last message she'd ever sent him, sent the morning of July 26th, three hours before the aneurysm, six hours before the phone call that changed everything:

Mom: Thinking about you today my little angel. Call me when you get a chance. I want to hear your voice.

He hadn't called. He'd been busy. He'd been unpacking. He'd figured it could wait, like everything else he'd figured could wait, like all the conversations he'd put off and the questions he'd never asked and the love he'd never known how to return. The message sat there on his screen, unanswered, the green checkmarks confirming that she'd seen it delivered, confirming that she'd known he'd read it, confirming that she'd gone to her grave knowing that her son had seen her request and chosen not to respond.

He closed the app. He couldn't look at it anymore. The weight of those unanswered messages sat in his chest like a stone, pressing down on everything else, making it hard to breathe, hard to think, hard to remember that there was a world outside this phone, outside this grief, outside this bottomless well of regret. He put the phone away and looked down at his sandwich. The bread was dry. The turkey was tasteless. He forced himself to take a bite, then another, then another, chewing mechanically until the food was gone and the tray could be cleared.

But the taste in his mouth wasn't turkey and bread. It was something bitter and permanent, the taste of words unsent and calls unmade and a love he'd been too broken to accept when it was offered and too late to return when it was taken away. As he stood to leave, he caught a glimpse of himself in the reflective surface of the vending machine. A slight figure in a plain t-shirt, moving through a crowd of people who didn't see him. He looked like what he was: someone the world had forgotten to finish.

The afternoon lab was the only place where Martin felt something close to comfortable. It wasn't happiness—he wasn't sure he remembered what happiness felt like—but it was a kind of peace. The quiet satisfaction of a problem solved, a test run, a hypothesis confirmed. He stood at his workstation, the safety goggles too large for his face, the lab coat hanging off his shoulders like a tent on a clothesline. He was running a tensile test on a sample of 1045 steel, measuring the force required to pull the metal apart. The universal testing machine hummed as it stretched the specimen, the load cell recording the stress in real-time.

“Looks like you're getting good data,” said a voice beside him. Martin glanced over. It was Kevin, one of the few students in the class who ever spoke to him. Kevin was the closest thing Martin had to a friend, which was saying something given that their entire relationship consisted of Kevin making observations about Martin's behavior and Martin not knowing how to respond. Kevin was tall, broad-shouldered, with an easy smile and a talent for making everything look effortless. He was the kind of person who could walk into a room and fill it, while Martin was the kind of person who could walk into a room and disappear.They'd been assigned as lab partners in freshman year, and somehow the arrangement had persisted—not out of any particular affection on either side, but out of inertia. Kevin didn't have a better partner, and Martin didn't have the social skills to request a change. So, they continued: Kevin doing the talking, Martin doing the work, both of them pretending this was what friendship looked like.

“You always expect everything,” Kevin said once, watching Martin predict the yield point of a steel sample before the test had even reached its halfway point. “It's kind of creepy; you know that?” Martin didn't know how to respond to that, so he didn't. He watched the graph climb and waited for the sample to break, and when it did—exactly where he'd predicted—he felt a small, quiet satisfaction that he didn't know how to share with anyone. Kevin clapped him on the shoulder. “See you tomorrow.” Martin nodded without looking up. He heard Kevin's footsteps retreating, heard the door to the lab swing open and then closed, and then he was alone again with the hum of the machine and the steady climb of the graph.

He stayed until the sample broke. He always stayed until the sample broke.

The carbon fiber project had been his idea. Freshman year, second semester, when Professor Tarah Washinton had asked for proposals for their final project and most of the class had suggested predictable things—improved bicycle frames, lighter drone components, the kind of applications that showed up in every materials science textbook ever printed. Martin had proposed something different.

“Carbon fiber with a steel internal frame,” he'd said, standing at the front of the seminar room with his notes trembling in his hands, his voice barely loud enough to reach the back row. “For medical immobilization. A cast replacement that provides complete rigidity while being lighter and more durable than plaster.”

Professor Washington—Dr. TW, as she preferred to be called, had tilted her head at that. She was a tall woman, six feet in her bare feet, with dark skin and close-cropped hair and eyes that seemed to see straight through to the back of your skull.

“Complete rigidity,” she'd repeated. “Why complete?”

“Current casts allow for too much movement,” Martin had said, his voice steadying as he moved into territory he understood. “Micro-movement at the fracture site delays healing. If you could completely immobilize the limb—no rotation, no flexion, no possibility of adjustment—recovery times would improve significantly.” Kevin, who'd been assigned as his project partner through the random selection process, had nodded along without really understanding. “Yeah, what he said. Better casts. Cool.”

They'd spent six weeks on the project. Martin had done most of the design work—the layup schedule for the carbon fiber, the geometry of the steel subframe, the lamination process that would bond the two materials into a single rigid structure. Kevin had handled the documentation and the presentation slides, the parts of the project that Martin couldn't seem to make himself care about. The result had been impressive. A forearm-and-hand unit that encased the limb from elbow to fingertip, the carbon fiber shell molded to the contours of the body, the steel frame providing structural support at stress points, the entire assembly weighing less than a third of a traditional plaster cast. When they'd demonstrated it in class, Dr. TW had examined the prototype with an expression Martin couldn't quite read.

“You tested the immobilization?” she'd asked, running her fingers along the seam where the two halves of the shell met.

“Yes, ma'am. Zero degrees of freedom at the wrist and elbow joints. The subject can't rotate, flex, or abduct any of the encased joints.”

“The subject,” Dr. TW had repeated, and something in her tone made Martin look up from his notes. “You tested it on yourself?” He had. He'd made the molds from his own arm, spent hours in the lab laying up the carbon fiber over the plaster form, carefully positioned the steel reinforcement at the points where the structure would bear the most stress. And when it was finished, he'd sealed his own arm inside the device and tested the range of motion, finding exactly what he'd expected: none.

He'd written it up in his lab report as “confirming the efficacy of the design.” But what he'd actually felt, sitting in the lab at 2 AM with his arm locked in a shell of his own making, unable to move even a finger without external assistance, was something he didn't have words for. Something quiet. Something still. Something that felt like the opposite of the static that usually filled his head.

He'd kept the molds. Kevin hadn't asked why, and Martin hadn't offered an explanation. The molds sat in a box under his bed, next to the spare carbon fiber and the unused steel framing, and sometimes—late at night, when the static was particularly loud—he thought about making another one. A full arm version, maybe. Or something for his legs. Something that would hold him completely, perfectly still. He never did. But he thought about it and designed many different applications in his mind.

The dorm room was quiet when Martin returned. Derek was out—somewhere with his rugby mates, probably, or with one of his many girlfriends—and Martin had the space to himself. He sat on his bed, his back against the wall, his knees drawn up to his chest, and listened to the silence. It was the thing he noticed most about his life: the silence. It was everywhere, all the time, a constant hum of nothing that filled every space he occupied. In class, in the cafeteria, in the lab, in his room—the silence was his constant companion, his only reliable friend.

He knew, in the abstract, that other people didn't experience the world this way. Other people had friends, lovers, family, colleagues. Other people had conversations that lasted more than thirty seconds, connections that went deeper than a nod in the hallway, lives that were woven together with the lives of others. Other people didn't sit alone in their dorm rooms at 7 PM on a Friday night, staring at the wall and wondering if this was all there was. But Martin did. And the worst part—the part he could barely admit to himself, even in the privacy of his own mind—was that he didn't know how to change it. He didn't know how to be the kind of person who attracted others, who drew people in, who made them want to stay. He was like a metal with low ductility—strong enough in his own way, but brittle, unable to bend without breaking, unable to form the shapes that would let him fit into the world.

He pulled out his phone again. Still nothing. He scrolled through his contacts, a list of names that grew shorter every semester as people he'd met in freshman orientation drifted away, stopped responding to texts, became strangers who happened to share a past. He opened his laptop and pulled up his coursework. There was a problem set due on Monday, a lab report due on Wednesday, a midterm in two weeks. He could work ahead. He could lose himself in the familiar comfort of equations and formulas, of problems with clear solutions, of systems that made sense. But tonight, even that comfort seemed distant. The numbers on the screen blurred, then sharpened, then blurred again. He closed the laptop and set it aside. The static was loud tonight.

That was what he called it—the static. The noise in his head that never quite went away, the restless hum of a mind that couldn't settle, couldn't focus, couldn't find peace. It was like a radio tuned between stations, picking up fragments of signals that never quite resolved into music. He should want things. He knew he should want things—a career, a relationship, the slow, steady accumulation of milestones that would transform him from a boy into a man. That was what everyone else seemed to want. That was what the world told him to want.

But when he tried to reach for those things, his hand closed on air. When he imagined himself in five years, ten years, twenty years, the image was blank. He could see the shape of a life—job, apartment, routine—but he couldn't feel it. He couldn't make himself want it the way other people seemed to want it, with a fierce, burning certainty that propelled them forward through every obstacle.

He just felt... empty. Not sad, exactly. Not depressed, at least not in the way the pamphlets in the student health center described. Just empty. A vessel with nothing inside it, waiting for something he couldn't name to come along and fill it. He lay back on his bed and stared at the ceiling. The water stain in the corner had been there since he'd moved in—a brownish splotch that looked, depending on his mood, like a rabbit, a cloud, or nothing at all. Tonight it looked like nothing. Just a stain on a ceiling in a room where nothing happened. He should eat something. He should study. He should go to a party, join a club, do any of the things that normal college students did on a Friday night. But the thought of all those things—the effort, the small talk, the performance of being okay—exhausted him before he could even begin. Instead, he closed his eyes and let the static wash over him. It wasn't peace. It wasn't happiness. But it was familiar. It was his.

Saturday morning dawned gray and cold, the kind of October morning that promised rain and delivered on it. Martin woke early, as he always did, and lay in bed for a while, listening to the sound of Derek's snoring from across the room. He didn't have anywhere to be. He didn't have anyone to see. The weekend stretched out before him like an empty highway, long and featureless, leading to a destination he couldn't imagine. Eventually, he got up. He showered, dressed, and left the dorm before Derek woke. He walked across campus without a destination in mind, his feet carrying him along familiar paths while his mind wandered elsewhere.

The campus was quiet on Saturday mornings. A few early risers jogged along the paths. A maintenance crew trimmed the hedges outside the library. A girl sat on a bench near the science building, her nose in a textbook, her earbuds in, her face screwed up in concentration. Martin walked past all of them, his hands in his pockets, his head down. He wasn't going anywhere. He was just moving, filling the time between waking and sleeping with the appearance of purpose. He ended up, as he often did, at the campus coffee shop. It was a small, crowded place on the ground floor of the student union, with mismatched furniture and a perpetual smell of burnt espresso. He liked it because it was warm, because it was public, and because no one ever bothered him there.

He ordered his usual—black coffee, no sugar, the cheapest thing on the menu—and found a table in the corner, his back to the wall. He pulled out his phone and scrolled through news headlines without reading them, his eyes moving over the words without absorbing their meaning. Or mostly without absorbing. Martin tapped the article without quite meaning to. He'd read about Themyscira before—everyone had, at some point. It was one of those countries that existed on the periphery of global awareness, a persistent curiosity that surfaced in the news every few months. A strict matriarchy, closed borders, limited diplomatic access. The kind of place that made for good documentary footage and breathless think pieces.

He didn't know why he kept reading about it. He didn't know why the phrase “a country where men did as they were told” made something shift in his chest, a sensation he couldn't name and didn't want to examine too closely. He closed the article before he could examine that thought too closely. It wasn't envy. It wasn't desire. It was something more fundamental than either of those—something that lived in him. But the image of those walls stayed with him. Those sealed gates. That city where men did as they were told and no one on the outside could see inside. It was a riddle wrapped in a mystery, his poli-sci professor had said once, and the whole class had laughed, and Martin had sat in the back row and said nothing and felt that same unnamed thing shift in his chest. A country where men did as they were told. He took another sip of his coffee and tried not to think about why that thought wouldn't leave him alone.

A group of girls came in, laughing about something. A guy in a letterman jacket held the door for them, his smile wide and easy. A professor sat alone near the window, grading papers with a red pen. A couple shared a muffin, their hands brushing as they reached for the same piece. Martin watched all of this from his corner, his coffee growing cold in his hand. He was a spectator in his own life, always on the outside looking in, always watching other people do the things that normal people did while he sat alone and wondered what was wrong with him. He was about to leave—about to abandon his cold coffee and his empty Saturday and return to the silence of his dorm room—when he felt it.

A gaze. A weight. Someone was looking at him. He glanced up, his eyes scanning the room, and found her. She was sitting at a table near the window, a textbook open in front of her and a cup of something steaming beside it. She was older than him—he could tell that immediately, though he couldn't have said how. There was a self-possession about her, a settled quality, that spoke of more years than he had. Mid-twenties, maybe. It was hard to tell. She was beautiful. That was obvious, too. Dark hair that fell over her shoulders in soft waves. Dark eyes that caught the light from the window and held it. A mouth that was curved in a slight, knowing smile, as if she'd just heard a joke that no one else in the room was in on.

But it wasn't her beauty that made his breath catch. It was the way she was looking at him. She wasn't glancing. She wasn't casually observing. She was studying him with an intensity that felt almost physical, a gaze that seemed to reach across the room and wrap around him like a hand. Her eyes moved over his face, his shoulders, his hands, his frame—taking inventory, cataloging, assessing. Not with the vague, forgetful pity that he was used to from the Dereks of the world. Not with the polite disinterest of other women, classmates and professors. With interest. With recognition. As if she'd been looking for something and had just found it.

Martin's first instinct was to look away. To break the gaze, to retreat into the safety of anonymity, to disappear back into the corner where no one saw him and nothing happened. But something held him in place. Something in her eyes—a certainty, a command, a promise—made it impossible to look away. She smiled.

It was a small smile, barely a curve of the lips, but Martin felt it like a hand pressing flat against his sternum—a pressure, gentle but firm, that pushed the air from his lungs and made his pulse jump in his throat. Something shifted in the space behind his ribs, a tectonic movement, slow and deep and irreversible. He didn't have a word for what he was feeling. He only knew that it was the opposite of the static—where the static was noise, this was quiet. Where the static filled his skull with buzzing, meaningless sound, this was a single, clear note that rang through him and refused to fade. He didn't smile back. He didn't nod, didn't wave, didn't do any of the things that a normal person would do when caught staring at a stranger. He just sat there, his cold coffee forgotten, his heart beating in his throat, and looked at her. And she looked back. The moment stretched. Five seconds. Ten. Fifteen. Long enough for the noise of the coffee shop to fade, for the other people to disappear, for the entire world to contract until it contained nothing but the two of them and the weight of her gaze. Then she looked down at her textbook, breaking the connection as cleanly as if she'd cut a string.

Martin sat there for a long time after, his coffee cold, his heart racing, his mind replaying the moment over and over. The way she'd looked at him. The way she'd smiled. The way she'd seen him—really seen him, in a way that no one ever had before. He didn't know her name. He didn't know anything about her. But as he finally gathered his things and left the coffee shop, stepping out into the gray October morning, he felt something he hadn't felt in a long time. And for the first time in years, the noise in his head was quiet.


Chapter 2: The File

Chloe watched the door swing shut behind him, her expression unreadable. The coffee had gone cold in her cup. The textbook lay forgotten on the table. The morning light shifted through the window, catching dust motes in the air, and she sat very still in the quiet he'd left behind. She'd known what he was before she'd ever read the file. The file. She reached for her bag, her fingers finding the tablet she kept zipped in the inner pocket—the one with the encrypted drive, the one that wasn't connected to any network, the one that contained the single most valuable piece of information she'd ever been given. Her mother had sent it to her via armed courier. Delivered by hand, to Chloe's apartment in middle-of-America nowhere, the metadata scrubbed, the AI evaluation results highlighted in a color Chloe had never seen before.

UNICORN CLASSIFICATION — EXCEPTIONAL SUBMISSIVE POTENTIAL

That's what the file had said. The AI had ranked Martin Henderson in the highest category of submissive potential—a designation so rare that most Themysciran women went their entire lives without encountering one. The system had flagged him for immediate recruitment, for evaluation, for processing through channels that would have brought him to Themyscira within the year, sold at auction to an estate that could afford such a prize.

And his file had been deleted from the Imperium's central database before any of that could happen. Deleted by someone with Council-level access. Someone who wanted her daughter to have the best possible chance of finding satisfaction in the traditional path, rather than risking everything on a desire that Themysciran society would never accept. Her mother had broken the law for her. She reached for her phone and composed a message to the contact labeled simply “Mother”—the woman who sat on the Council of Thirteen, who held the Eleventh Seat, who had risked everything to give her daughter a chance at the compromise that might save them both.

Chloe: I found him. The one from the file you gave me. Submissive from a single glance across a coffee shop. You were right about him.

She paused, her thumb hovering over the send button. She tilted her head slightly as she glanced toward the window, toward the door through which he'd just disappeared, her eyes tracking his retreating form with the same assessing precision she'd turned on him minutes before. She sighed as she pressed send. The reply came almost instantly—faster than her mother usually responded, which meant she'd been waiting for this message, possibly for weeks:

Mother: Good. Then proceed. But remember what we discussed, Chloe. This is your chance to take your seat on the Council. Your sister is already positioning herself, and I will not have our line's legacy compromised because you couldn't let go of your... preferences.

Chloe's jaw tightened as she read the words. Preferences. That was how her mother referred to it—as if Chloe's attraction to dominant men was a quirk, a phase, something to be outgrown rather than a fundamental part of who she was. As if the ache she felt when a man looked at her with authority rather than submission was something she'd chosen, like a hairstyle or a hobby, rather than something woven into the very fabric of her being. She typed her reply with more force than necessary:

Chloe: I said I found him. I didn't say I was going to marry him. Or did you forget that in Themyscira, women marry women?

The response came quickly:

Mother: I haven't forgotten. Have you forgotten that if you pursue a dominant male, you will never be permitted to return? I cannot bless that path, Chloe. Not for my eldest daughter. Not for the heir.

Chloe stared at the screen, her thumb hovering over the keyboard. She could feel the old argument rising in her chest—the same argument they'd been having for years, the same impossible choice presented over and over: conform or be exiled. As if there were no other options. As if she couldn't possibly want something that fell outside the neat boundaries of Themysciran tradition.

It was a gamble. A desperate, calculated gamble by a mother who refused to watch her eldest daughter throw away her birthright over a preference that Themyscira would never tolerate. And Chloe knew, with a certainty that settled in her bones, that if she failed—if this boy couldn't give her what she needed, if she found herself drawn back to the kind of men who made her feel small and protected and owned in ways that no submissive ever could—then her mother's sacrifice would have been for nothing, and her sister would take the seat that should have been hers. She typed her final reply:

Chloe: I understand. I'll proceed with the acquisition. But this doesn't change what I am.

The Academy had been three years of the most intensive training the Imperium offered. Three years of psychology and physiology, of technique and methodology, of the thousand small skills that allowed a woman to identify, acquire, and train a submissive. Chloe had excelled at all of it—the classroom work, the practical exercises, the supervised sessions with the new slaves from the outer world who had signed contracts of submission. These were the ones who craved it—craved submission, craved to be dominated, craved for others to control them. They had come willingly, signing away their freedom in exchange for the structure and purpose that only Themyscira could provide. Once they signed the contract, they could have been sent to the Imperium auctions for placement; if they didn't sell, they became Imperium property for the civil, labor, or other divisions run by the government. The Academy always got access to the lots before they were assigned off to the different divisions for their students to cut their teeth on. They chose a variety of temperaments—slaves ranging from deeply submissive to the ones who would probably cancel within the thirty-day window and return to the outer world after a chemical debrief to remove any memories of even being a slave. Waking up with their things on a bus bench in the country they were shipped from, remembering nothing, their contracts voided and their data sealed.

Males were never trained at the Academy. Masculinity required an experienced Mistress to handle, own and train. As far as Themyscira was concerned, males were the ones poisoned by masculinity who could snap and were too emotional when it came to slavery. The Academy didn't waste resources on teaching students to handle that risk—that was what senior Mistresses were for, women with decades of experience who had broken and reshaped enough female slaves to know the warning signs in a male. Students like Chloe were given the safer subjects, the ones whose submission ran deep and true, the ones who wanted to serve the way a river wants to reach the sea.

And Chloe had been brilliant at it. Top of her cohort in acquisition—the delicate process of making contact with a potential subject in the outer world, establishing rapport, and beginning the process of evaluation that would determine whether they were suitable for service. She'd had a particular aptitude for the initial approach, for reading people in ways that went beyond mere empathy, for understanding what they needed before they knew they needed it and then becoming the person who provided it. But she'd struggled with one thing. The one thing that mattered most.

It wasn't that she couldn't dominate. She could. She was good at it—precise, controlled, able to read a submissive's responses and adjust her approach accordingly. But every time she took control, every time she held the leash, every time she looked down at someone kneeling at her feet, there was a part of her that wanted to switch places. A part of her that imagined what it would feel like to be the one on her knees, looking up, waiting for permission.

Her instructors had noticed. They'd pulled her aside, asked questions, suggested exercises designed to help her understand and accept her dominant nature. And she'd tried—she'd tried so hard to want what they wanted her to want. But the wanting wouldn't come. The desire to submit was woven into her too deeply, too fundamentally, to be trained out. However, it was the desire to submit to men, the ones she saw on the outer rings entertainment networks, that truly sparked her desires. Women were not attractive to her either. She had her fun in the Academy of course; the slaves were eager to please when conditioned right and she had no end of the orgasms. In the end, they'd graduated her with honors and a notation in her file that no one outside the Academy would ever see: Exceptional technical skill. Persistent submissive inclination. Recommend monitoring, high likelihood to exile herself to the outer world for male dominance.

Her mother had seen that notation. Her mother had seen everything—every evaluation, every assessment, every confidential report that was supposed to remain sealed within the Academy's walls. Because her mother sat on the Council, and Council members had access to everything, including the files of their own daughters. And so when Chloe had come home with her qualifications and her certifications and her perfect marks in every subject except the one that mattered most, her mother had looked at her with an expression that was equal parts love and calculation and said, very calmly, very reasonably: “We'll find another way.”

That had been three years ago. Three years of searching for another way. Three years of trying to want what she was supposed to want. Three years of watching her sister Celeste position herself for the seat that should have been Chloe's, waiting for the day when Chloe would either accept her role or abandon it entirely. And then her mother had handed her the file on Martin Henderson, and everything had changed.

Chloe gathered her things and left the coffee shop, stepping out into the gray October morning. The walk to her apartment took fifteen minutes—she'd chosen the location specifically for its proximity to campus, for the way it put her in the orbit of the university's student population without requiring her to actually interact with any of them. The building was old, brick-faced, with a small elevator that groaned on its way to the third floor. She let herself into the apartment and stood for a moment in the doorway, breathing in the scent of cedar and cinnamon that she'd cultivated carefully over the months she'd been here—the scent that would, if everything went according to plan, become associated in Martin's mind with safety and belonging and home.

She set her bag on the counter, pulled out her tablet, and opened the file again. Martin Henderson. Nineteen years old. Materials science major. Father deceased, mother recently dead from an aneurysm. No siblings, no close friends, no romantic attachments. A psychological profile that read like a textbook case of submissive potential—high need for structure, low assertiveness, marked preference for situations where he was not in control. The AI had processed all of this. The AI had analyzed it. And the AI had rendered its verdict, upgrading his classification from submissive candidate to something far more rare, far more valuable, far more dangerous:

UNICORN CLASSIFICATION — EXCEPTIONAL SUBMISSIVE POTENTIAL

Her phone buzzed. She glanced at the screen.

Mother: It doesn't need to change what you are. It only needs to change what you do. You are attracted to men; you have never interacted with one. Fine. Try the traditional route if you must.

Chloe stared at those words for a long moment, her expression unreadable. Then she locked her phone and set it face-down on the counter, as if putting the conversation out of sight could put it out of mind. But it couldn't. It never could. She moved through her apartment with the easy grace of someone who had been taught to occupy space as if she owned it, because she did own it, because everything in this room was an extension of her will, placed exactly where she wanted it to create exactly the impression she wanted to create. The heavy glasses that made visitors feel like they were participating in something important. The soft lighting that made the space feel intimate without being threatening. The couch positioned so that anyone sitting on it would naturally orient themselves toward her, would naturally look to her for cues about how to behave.

She set her bag on the counter and pulled out the tablet first—the encrypted one, the one that wasn't connected to any network, the one that contained the single most valuable piece of information she'd ever been given. Then she reached into the inner pocket and retrieved her primary phone, the one she used for everything in the outer world. The one Martin would see when she scrolled through articles and checked the weather and did all the normal things that normal people did with their phones. The other phone stayed in the bag. The smaller one. The black one with no markings and no camera and a signal that routed through servers that didn't exist on any map. That phone was for the Eleventh Seat. For her mother. For the contacts and communications that couldn't pass through the porous security of consumer electronics.

She kept them separate. She always kept them separate. The primary phone was a prop, a costume piece, a tool for maintaining the illusion that she was just another graduate student in a midwestern university town. The black phone was reality. She unlocked the tablet and opened the file again. Martin Henderson. Nineteen years old. Materials science major. Father deceased, mother recently dead from an aneurysm. No siblings, no close friends, no romantic attachments. A psychological profile that read like a textbook case of submissive potential.

She'd learned all of this at the Academy. The psychology of space. The architecture of intimacy. The way that a person's environment could be shaped to make them feel safe, seen, valued—and the way that feeling could be leveraged to create dependence. These weren't tricks. They weren't manipulations in the crude sense that outsiders might imagine. They were techniques. Tools. The same way a materials scientist understood the properties of metal, Chloe understood the properties of the human mind. She settled onto the couch and picked up her phone again. Her mother's words still glowed on the screen: It doesn't need to change what you are. It only needs to change what you do. Such a reasonable demand. Such an impossible one. She typed her response:

Chloe: And what if what I am and what I do can't be separated? What if the only way to change what I do is to become something I'm not?

Mother: It's not that I didn't want to know. It's that I didn't know how to help you. The only path I could see was the traditional one. A female partner. A submissive male. The way things have always been done.

Mother: But I hear what you're saying. You've tried women. They yield. You're bored. And you want something that Themyscira can't give you.

Chloe: Themyscira can't give me what I want. But the outer world can. Or at least, it could, if I were willing to risk everything for it.

Mother: Which you're not. Or you wouldn't be having this conversation with me. You'd be gone already.

Chloe stared at the screen. Her mother was right, and they both knew it. If she were truly willing to risk everything—her seat, her family, her home—she would have left Themyscira years ago. She would have found a dominant man in the outer world and never looked back. But she hadn't. Because as much as she wanted what she wanted, she also wanted her seat. She wanted her family. She wanted her home. She wanted both things that couldn't coexist, and she'd been living with the tension of that impossible desire for so long that it had become a part of her, a constant ache that she'd learned to manage but never to resolve.

Mother: So where does this leave us? With the boy?

Chloe: It leaves us with the boy. With the one year you asked for. I'll move him in. I'll train him. I'll give myself the chance to experience what it's like to own a unicorn, to have a submissive who was made to serve me. And at the end of that year, if it's not enough—if I still want what I've always wanted—then we'll have a different conversation.

Mother: And if it is enough? If the boy satisfies you in ways you didn't expect?

Chloe: Then I'll keep him. And I'll take my seat. And I'll try to be content.

Mother: You'll try?

Chloe: That's all I can promise, Mother. I'll try.

There was another long pause, and then:

Mother: One year. Starting now.

Chloe: One year. Starting now.

Chloe set the phone down on the couch beside her and leaned back, closing her eyes. In her mind, she replayed the morning—Martin's face when she'd caught his eye across the coffee shop, the way his breath had caught, the way his whole body had oriented toward her like a plant toward the sun. She thought about the file on her tablet, the AI's assessment, the word that had been highlighted in a color she'd never seen before: UNICORN.

One year. She could give him one year. She could move him in, train him, shape him into the best submissive she was capable of creating. She could give herself the chance to experience what it was like to own someone who was made to serve, someone who’s entire being cried out for direction and structure and purpose. And if, at the end of that year, she still wanted what she'd always wanted—still craved the firm hand and the commanding voice and the feeling of being small and protected and owned in ways that no submissive could ever provide—then she would deal with that when the time came. She smiled, and the smile was the same one she'd given Martin in the coffee shop—knowing, certain, the smile of someone who had just set something in motion and had every confidence in where it would lead.

But underneath the smile, in the part of herself she didn't let anyone see, she felt the ache that never quite went away. The hunger for something she wasn't supposed to want. The certainty that, no matter how perfectly she trained Martin, no matter how beautifully he submitted, no matter how completely he gave himself to her, it would never be enough to fill the void that lived in the place where her desires really lived. Because what she wanted—what she'd always wanted—was to yield. To submit. To be the one who was told what to do, for once in her life, by someone who didn't care about her seat or her family or her title. And Martin, for all his perfection, for all his unicorn-classification potential, for all his desperate, beautiful willingness to serve—Martin would never be able to give her that. She pushed the thought away. She had a year. She had a unicorn. She had the best training the Imperium could provide. And she had a mother who was willing to risk everything to give her a chance to prove herself wrong. She just hoped, for her mother's sake, that she could.

The Imperium's classification system had been developed over centuries, refined through generations of data collection and analysis as technology evolved. Every citizen of Themyscira was assessed throughout their lives, their psychological profiles entered into the central database, their potential for dominance or submission calculated by algorithms that had been perfected over hundreds of years. But the system also monitored the outer world. Through a network of contacts, informants, and digital surveillance that would have horrified the governments of those countries if they'd known about it, the Imperium collected data on billions of people who would never know they were being watched. Social media posts. Dating app profiles. Browser histories. Purchase records. All of it fed into the algorithms, all of it analyzed for patterns that might indicate submissive or dominant potential.

Most people scored somewhere in the middle—neither strongly dominant nor strongly submissive, capable of adapting to either role with sufficient training. These were the backbone of Themysciran society: the estate hands, the bureaucrats, the cogs of the world who served because they were born to serve, but who could have been something else if circumstances had been different. Some people scored higher—strongly submissive or strongly dominant, their psychological profiles indicating a natural inclination that couldn't be trained in or out. These were the ones the Imperium actively recruited, offering them positions in Themysciran outer ring positions that would give them the structure and purpose they craved. And then there were the unicorns.

Before AI, which the Imperium had heavily invested in nearly two decades ago, the term “unicorn” had been more loosely used—a term that meant different things depending on the Mistress or Mistresses evaluating the slave. The AI eliminated that subjectivity. It made unicorn classification nearly theoretical: a precise, quantifiable designation based on algorithms that processed thousands of data points and produced a score so far off the chart that it could not be disputed. In its twenty-six years of operation, the AI had identified only 733 unicorns before Martin Henderson. He was number 734. And he was male. Which made him the 8th male unicorn in the AI's history.

Male slaves were extremely rare in Themyscira. The economics alone made them impractical—why buy a thing that was, at best, an imitation of femininity, and invest the enormous cost required to get it to even that point, when you could buy ten female slaves for the same price? The training, the hormones, the surgeries if the Mistress didn't want to wait for the hormones to do their work, the constant supervision required to keep a male slave presentable and useful—it was an investment that most estates couldn't justify, which was why male slaves were almost exclusively found in the households of the very wealthy, the very powerful, or the very eccentric.

But a male unicorn was something else entirely. A male unicorn wasn't an investment—it was a statement. A trophy. A declaration of wealth and power and prestige that could not be matched by any number of female slaves, no matter how beautiful or well-trained. Had he gone to auction, his sale alone at the prestigious Winter Solstice Auction could be in the hundreds of millions. The prestige alone—to say you owned the 8th male unicorn slave in AI history—was something houses could hold over other houses or estates for decades. He would have gone for 100 million credits, maybe over 200 million credits with an AI certification of unicorn, and the Imperium would get a 10% commission. The one who acquired him—well, if they weren't an estate already with assets cresting the trillions, they would be able to establish their own lesser estate in terms of value from the sale alone. And Chloe's mother had deleted his file.

Not modified. Not flagged for review. Deleted. Removed from the central database entirely, as if he had never existed, as if the algorithms had never flagged him, as if the 8th male unicorn in AI history was just another unremarkable person wandering through the outer world without purpose or direction.

The crime her mother had committed was staggering in its implications. Council seat or not, deleting the records of an AI-certified unicorn was a crime against the state. The slave auctions charged a percentage for each sale, stimulating the economy—10% of 200 million credits was 20 million credits that the Imperium would never receive because Chloe's mother had decided testing her daughter's desired happiness was worth more than the Imperium's revenue. As far as the Imperium was concerned, her mother would be charged with deleting state secrets—a treason charge—and embezzlement. Their estate could pay the fine for the latter, but the former could lead to the entire estate being seized and all family members exiled, all slaves auctioned off or possibly forced to sign the contract of submission and work their way to freedom in the life of a slave.

This was the risk her mother had taken. This was the debt Chloe owed. This was the weight that pressed down on her every time she looked at Martin's file, every time she thought about the year she'd been given, every time she imagined what would happen if anyone ever discovered what her mother had done. She had to make this work. She had to find a way to want what she was supposed to want. Because the alternative—failing, disappointing her mother, watching the Eleventh Seat pass to Celeste while her mother's crime hung over all of them like a sword—was unthinkable. He was Chloe's now. All she had to do was reach out and take him.


Chapter 3: The Coffee Shop

He went back the next day. Martin told himself it was because the coffee was cheap and the corner seat was quiet and there was nowhere else he wanted to be on a Sunday morning. He told himself it had nothing to do with the woman who'd looked at him like that, who'd smiled at him like that, who'd seen something in him that no one else had ever bothered to look for. He told himself these things while he dressed with more care than he'd taken in months, while he checked his reflection in the bathroom mirror three times before leaving the dorm, while he walked the same path across campus at the same time he'd walked it yesterday, his eyes scanning the coffee shop's windows before he was even close enough to see inside.

She wasn't there. He told himself he was relieved. He found his corner seat, ordered his black coffee, pulled out his phone, and settled into the familiar routine of being alone. The hum was quieter today—not silent, not the way it had been yesterday when she'd looked at him, but quieter than it had been in weeks. Maybe months. As if something had shifted in the machinery of his mind, a gear that had been grinding against itself finally finding its proper place. He was on his second cup, his phone showing him news about Themyscira that he wasn't really reading, when he heard her voice.

“Is this seat taken?” She was standing beside his table, her textbook tucked under one arm, a cup of something steaming in her other hand. She was wearing a different outfit today—a fitted sweater that emphasized the curve of her waist, dark jeans, ankle boots that added two inches to her height. She was still taller than him. She would always be taller than him. But she was smiling down at him with that same knowing expression, and he realized, with a start, that he'd been hoping for exactly this.

“No,” he said, and his voice came out strange, thin and breathless, like it belonged to someone else. “I mean—yes. I mean—it's free. The seat. You can sit there.” Smooth, he thought. Very smooth. She slid into the chair across from him, setting her cup on the table and her textbook beside it. Up close, she was even more beautiful than she'd been from across the room. Her dark hair fell in soft waves around her shoulders, and her eyes—brown, he could see now, with flecks of gold that caught the light—were watching him with that same assessing intensity he'd felt yesterday.

“I'm Chloe,” she said, extending her hand across the table. He took it. Her grip was firm, her palm warm, her fingers wrapping around his with a confidence that made his stomach flip.

“Martin.”

“Martin,” she repeated, as if tasting the name, testing its weight on her tongue. “That's a good name. Strong.” She released his hand and leaned back in her chair, crossing her legs with an easy grace that made him acutely aware of his own posture—hunched, defensive, small. “I noticed you yesterday, you know. Sitting here all alone. I almost came over then, but I didn't want to interrupt.”

“Interrupt what?” He sounded bewildered, even to himself. “I wasn't doing anything.”

“Exactly.” Her smile widened, just a fraction. “You looked like you needed some company. And I was right, wasn't I? Here you are again, same seat, same coffee, same...” She gestured at his phone, at the article about Themyscira still glowing on the screen. “Same reading material. You're interested in the Imperium?” He glanced down at his phone, feeling the heat rise in his cheeks. “I was just—it's interesting. The country, I mean. The way it's structured. The matriarchy.”

“The matriarchy,” she repeated, and something flickered in her eyes—amusement, maybe, or something deeper that he couldn't quite read. “That's an unusual interest for a college student. Most people your age are reading about crypto and climate change.”

“I'm not most people,” he said, and then immediately wondered if that sounded arrogant or pathetic or both.

“No,” she agreed, and something in her tone—a warmth, a certainty, the sound of someone who had weighed him and found him sufficient—made his shoulders drop a fraction of an inch, made his hands unclench in his lap, made the knot between his shoulder blades loosen for the first time in weeks. “You're not.” She asked him questions after that. Not the kind of questions he was used to—the perfunctory, polite questions of classmates and professors, the “how are you”s and “what's your major”s that expected nothing more than a rote response. Her questions were different. They were specific, targeted, delivered with a casual precision that made him feel like he was being interviewed for a position he hadn't applied for.

“What are you studying?”

“Materials science.” He paused, then added, “Engineering, I mean. Third year.”

“Materials science. That's impressive. You must be smart.” She said it as a statement of fact, not a question, and something in his chest warmed at the certainty in her voice. “What made you choose that?” He told her. He told her about the classes and the labs and the way his mind worked, the satisfaction of puzzles with clear solutions, the appeal of systems with rules. He told her more than he'd told anyone in months, maybe years—about his father, who had died when he was young, and how engineering had been his father's dream too, and how his mother had pushed him toward it, and how sometimes he wondered if he was pursuing it for himself or for a ghost. She listened. That was the thing that struck him most—she actually listened. She didn't check her phone, didn't let her eyes wander, didn't interrupt with stories about herself. She just listened, her gaze fixed on his face, her head tilted slightly, her expression one of genuine interest. When he finished, she nodded slowly, as if filing the information away in a drawer that existed specifically for him.

“And your mother? You mentioned her. Is she nearby?”

“She died.” The words came out flat, matter-of-fact, and he watched something shift in Chloe's expression—a softening, a sympathy that didn't feel condescending. “This summer. Aneurysm. It was... sudden.”

“I'm so sorry.” She reached across the table and touched his hand, just briefly, her fingers closing over his with a gentleness that felt almost clinical in its precision. He looked down at the point of contact—her skin against his, her warmth seeping into his cold fingers—and something in his chest cracked open, a hairline fracture in the wall he'd built around his grief. “That must be incredibly hard.”

“It is.” He swallowed, surprised by the lump in his throat. He didn't talk about this. He didn't talk about this with anyone. “I'm managing.”

“Are you?” Her voice was gentle, but there was something beneath it—a firmness, a refusal to accept the easy answer. “Because managing isn't the same as living, Martin. Managing is what you do when you're surviving. Living is what you do when you're thriving.” He stared at her, momentarily lost for words. No one had ever said something like that to him before. No one had ever looked past the “I'm fine” to the thing underneath it, the thing he couldn't say, the thing he barely admitted to himself.

“I don't know how to do that,” he said, and the honesty of it surprised him. “The living part. I know how to manage. I know how to get through the day. But the rest of it—the connecting, the belonging, the feeling like I'm supposed to be here—I don't know how to do that.”

“I know,” she said, and her voice was so certain, so confident, that for a moment he believed her. “I can see it in you. You're waiting for something. You've been waiting for a long time.” His breath caught.

“How did you—”

“I told you.” She smiled, and it was the same smile she'd given him yesterday, but closer now, more specific—the kind of smile that made him feel like he was being read, like the pages of him were open and she was scanning the text. “I see you.” His breath caught. Not the stone-in-water sensation of yesterday, but something sharper, more precise—a key turning in a lock he hadn't known existed, a door opening onto a room he'd never seen but somehow recognized. She recognized him. Not the unfinished version in the mirror, not the disappointment on the scale, not the vague, forgettable presence that people looked through on their way to someone more interesting. Him.

They talked for three hours. Martin had never talked to anyone for three hours. He'd never had anyone ask him the questions she asked, or listen to the answers the way she listened, or look at him the way she looked at him—like he was interesting, like he was worth paying attention to, like he was someone whose company she genuinely enjoyed. She learned everything. She learned his major and his schedule and the fact that he lived in a dorm room with a roommate who tolerated him at best. She learned that he hadn't dated in over a year—not because he didn't want to, but because he couldn't seem to find anyone who wanted him back. She learned that he ate alone, studied alone, spent his weekends alone, and that the silence in his head was so loud sometimes that he thought it might swallow him whole.

He learned less about her. She deflected personal questions with a skill that seemed effortless, turning the conversation back to him before he even realized it had been turned. She was a graduate student in psychology, she told him. Twenty-six. She had her own apartment off campus. She liked coffee, reading, and people who didn't waste her time. That was all he got, and somehow it felt like enough, because she made him feel like he was the most interesting person in the room even when she was the one asking all the questions. When she stood to leave, he felt a pang of loss so sharp it startled him.

“Same time tomorrow?” she asked, shouldering her bag, and he nodded so quickly that he felt foolish.

“Tomorrow,” he repeated, like it was a promise, like it was the most important word he'd ever said. She smiled—that knowing smile, the one that made him feel seen—and walked out of the coffee shop, leaving him alone at his corner table with his cold coffee and his racing heart and the strange, unfamiliar sensation of looking forward to something.

The texts started that night—from her primary phone, the one she used for everything that wasn't Themyscira. She kept the black phone in the drawer of her nightstand, powered off, waiting for the communications that couldn't be sent through any other channel. But this phone—the one with the cracked screen protector and the university email app and the social media accounts she maintained for appearances—this was the phone she used for Martin.

Chloe: Did you eat dinner?

He stared at his phone, surprised. He'd given her his number before she left—a scribble on a napkin, his hand shaking slightly as he wrote—and she'd texted him within the hour, a simple “It was nice meeting you, Martin” that he'd read six times before responding with a “You too” that felt woefully inadequate. Now this. A question that wasn't really a question, that carried an expectation beneath its surface.

Martin: Not yet. I was going to grab something from the dining hall.

Chloe: You should eat something real. You're too thin. Have you seen yourself lately?

He had. He'd seen himself in the mirror that morning, the same unfinished reflection he always saw. But coming from her, the observation didn't feel like an insult. It felt like concern.

Martin: I'll figure something out.

Chloe: Good. I worry about you.

He read those four words over and over, his thumb tracing the screen like he could absorb them through his skin. I worry about you. No one worried about him. No one had worried about him since his mother died, and before that, even her worry had been something he'd kept at arm's length, something he'd deflected with “I'm fine” and “I'm managing” and all the other phrases he'd learned to hide behind. But Chloe worried about him. Chloe, who had known him for less than a day, who had no reason to care about whether he ate or slept or took care of himself, had taken the time to text him and tell him so.

He pressed his hand flat against his chest, feeling his heartbeat under his palm—too fast, unsteady, like a bird's. The restlessness was there, as always, but it was quieter now. Not silent, not the way it had been in the coffee shop when she'd looked at him, but quieter than it had been in weeks. Maybe months. As if something had shifted in the machinery of his mind, a gear that had been grinding against itself finally finding its proper place. He went to the dining hall. He ate a full meal for the first time in weeks. And when he got back to his dorm, there was another text waiting for him.

Chloe: What are you wearing?

He blinked at the screen. It was such an odd question, so out of context, that for a moment he wondered if it was a typo. But then he thought about the way she looked at him, the way she noticed things about him that no one else ever noticed, and he decided it was just Chloe being Chloe. Observant. Attentive. Interested in the details of his life in a way that no one had ever been before.

Martin: Just a t-shirt and sweatpants. Going to bed.

Chloe: Send me a picture.

He hesitated, then did, holding his phone at arm's length and snapping a shot of himself sitting on his bed, his hair mussed, his face pale in the dorm room light. He looked small in the photo. Unfinished. The kind of person you'd look at and then forget. But Chloe didn't forget. Chloe responded within seconds.

Chloe: Cute. You should grow your hair out more—past your shoulders. I like long hair and it would suit you.

He touched his hair reflexively, feeling the fine strands between his fingers. He'd been thinking about cutting it for weeks—it was getting long, past his ears, longer than most guys wore it. But Chloe thought it suited him. Chloe thought he was cute.

Martin: Maybe I will.

Chloe: Good. Now get some sleep. You look tired.

The week that followed was unlike any week Martin had ever experienced. Chloe texted him constantly. Not obsessively, not in a way that felt suffocating, but in a way that made him feel like he was always on her mind, like she was always thinking about him, like he mattered to her in a way that no one had ever mattered to anyone before.

Chloe: What are you reading for class? I want details.

Chloe: Did you eat breakfast? Don't skip it.

Chloe: You should wear that blue shirt tomorrow. It brings out your pretty eyes.

Chloe: Come over tonight. I want to see you.

Each text was a small gift, a reminder that someone out there was paying attention to him, that someone cared about the details of his life, that someone wanted to know what he was thinking and feeling and doing at every moment of the day. He responded to all of them, sometimes within seconds, sometimes after careful consideration, always with the sense that he was participating in something larger than himself, something that had rules he didn't quite understand but was desperate to learn.

He went to class, but he barely heard the lectures. He sat in his usual seat in the back, his notebook open, his pen poised, and found himself thinking about Chloe instead of stress tensors and strain rates. He thought about the way she looked at him, the way she listened, the way she made him feel like the most interesting person in the room. He thought about the texts she sent, the questions she asked, the commands she gave that weren't quite commands but felt like they carried the weight of something he couldn't name.

You should eat something. You're too thin.

You should grow your hair out. I like long hair and it would suit you.

You should wear that blue shirt tomorrow. It brings out your eyes.

He ate more that week than he had in months. He didn't cut his hair. He wore the blue shirt on Wednesday, and when he saw Chloe at the coffee shop that afternoon, she smiled at him in a way that made his whole chest feel warm.

“You listened,” she said, and the approval in her voice moved through him like warm water, loosening something in his shoulders, unknotting something in his stomach, making him stand a fraction of an inch taller without consciously deciding to. She'd told him to wear the blue shirt, and he'd worn it, and she'd noticed, and the noticing felt like proof of something he couldn't articulate—that he could be shaped, that he could follow instructions, that he could be the kind of person who listened when someone told him what to do.

“I always listen to you,” he said, and meant it.

Her apartment was on the third floor of a building that Martin would never have been able to afford on a graduate student stipend. He didn't ask how she paid for it. He didn't ask about the furniture that looked like it belonged in a magazine, or the art on the walls that seemed original, or the way every object in the space seemed deliberately placed, as if the room itself was a statement about who Chloe was and what she valued. She directed him without directing him.

“You can hang your coat there,” she said, pointing to a hook by the door, and he hung his coat there. “Sit anywhere you like,” she said, and then settled onto the couch in a way that made it clear the couch was where she wanted him to sit, and he sat beside her without thinking about it. “Can I get you something to drink?” she asked, and when he said water, she brought him water in a glass that felt heavy and expensive in his hand, and he held it because she'd given it to him and because holding it felt like participating in something. The apartment smelled like her. Not perfume, exactly, but something subtler—a scent that was warm and clean and slightly spicy, like cinnamon and cedar and something he couldn't name. He found himself breathing deeply, filling his lungs with it, wanting to surround himself with it the way he wanted to surround himself with her.

“I like your space,” he said, looking around at the bookshelves and the plants and the soft lighting that made everything feel intimate and close.

“It's mine,” she said, and the way she said it—simple, declarative, with no room for argument—made him understand that this wasn't just an apartment. It was a territory. It was a domain. And he was in it because she had allowed him to be. They talked for hours. She asked him more questions, and he answered them, and somewhere in the middle of the conversation he realized that he was telling her things he'd never told anyone—not just about his mother and his loneliness and the static in his head, but about his desires, his fears, his secret shames. Things he'd barely admitted to himself, let alone to another person. She listened to all of it. She didn't judge. She didn't flinch. She just listened, her eyes on his face, her hand occasionally touching his arm or his knee, small points of contact that made him feel anchored in a way he hadn't felt in years.

“You're so hard on yourself,” she said at one point, her voice soft. “You carry so much weight that doesn't belong to you. The grief, the loneliness, the feeling that you're supposed to be something you're not.” She paused, her gaze holding his. “What if you're not supposed to be anything? What if you're just supposed to be who you are?”

“Who am I?” he asked, and the question came out raw, more vulnerable than he'd intended. She smiled. That knowing smile, the one that made him feel seen. “You're someone who's been waiting for permission to stop pretending. Someone who's been carrying a weight that was never yours to carry. Someone who's been so busy managing that you forgot how to live.” She reached out and touched his face, her fingers warm against his cheek. “I see you, Martin. I see who you really are. And I think you're beautiful.” He kissed her then. Or she kissed him. He could never remember afterward who moved first, only that suddenly her lips were on his and her hands were in his hair and he was falling into something that felt like flying and drowning at the same time. It was the first kiss he'd had in over a year. It was the first kiss that had ever felt like this—like being seen, like being held, like being home.

The next morning, she made him breakfast. She'd had him sleep on the couch. It was such a small thing—eggs and toast and orange juice, nothing fancy—but it felt enormous. No one had made him breakfast since his mother died. No one had taken care of him like this, without being asked, without expecting anything in return.

“You didn't have to do this,” he said, standing in the doorway of her kitchen, watching her move around the space with an ease that made it clear this was her domain.

“I wanted to,” she said, sliding a plate across the counter toward him. “Sit. Eat.” He sat. He ate. And when he was done, she took his plate and washed it and put it in the drying rack, and he watched her do all of this with a sense of wonder that he couldn't quite articulate.

“I could do that,” he said, standing up from the counter. “Let me help.”

“You don't have to,” she said, but she stepped aside, and he washed the pan and the spatula and the glasses, and when he was done, she kissed him on the cheek and told him he was sweet, and the warmth in his chest expanded until it felt like it might swallow him whole. He went back to his dorm that afternoon feeling like a different person. The static in his head was quiet. The emptiness that had lived inside him for so long felt, if not filled, then at least less cavernous. He had someone now. Someone who understood him, someone who cared about him, someone who made him feel like he mattered. That night, she texted him.

Chloe: I had a wonderful time yesterday and today.

Martin: Me too. Thank you for breakfast.

Chloe: You're welcome. It was nice having someone to take care of for a change.

He stared at that message for a long time, reading it over and over. Someone to take care of. It was such a simple phrase, but it landed in his chest like a key turning in a lock, opening something that had been closed for so long he'd forgotten it was there.

Chloe: I have a lot of work to do this week. Papers and grading and all the usual graduate student stuff. It would be really helpful if I didn't have to worry about the apartment stuff on top of everything else.

Martin: What do you mean?

Chloe: I mean the laundry. The dishes. The cleaning. The little things that take up time I don't have. It would be so nice to come home to a clean apartment and not have to think about any of it.

Martin: I could help with that.

He typed it before he could think about it, the words flowing out of him like water finding its natural level. Of course he could help. Of course he wanted to help. She'd done so much for him already—she'd seen him, she'd listened to him, she'd made him feel like he mattered. The least he could do was wash some dishes and fold some laundry.

Chloe: You'd do that for me?

Martin: Of course. Whatever you need.

Chloe: That's so sweet. You're so sweet, Martin. I really appreciate it.

He stared at his phone, the glow in his chest spreading, and he didn't notice the way the conversation had shifted, the way a question had become a suggestion had become an expectation had become a promise. He didn't notice that he'd just agreed to spend his time, his energy, his labor, in service of someone he'd known for less than a week. All he knew was that Chloe saw him. Chloe wanted him. Chloe needed him. And for the first time since his mother died, Martin felt like he had a purpose.


Chapter 4: The Floor

The laundry was his idea. That was what he told himself, anyway. That was what he repeated in his head, late at night, lying on the thin blanket she'd given him, listening to her breathe in the bed above, trying to convince himself that the knot in his chest unraveled was gratitude and not something else entirely. She'd mentioned it first—offhandedly, casually, the way she mentioned everything, as if the thought had just occurred to her when really it had been carefully placed like a stone in a path, waiting for him to step on it.

“I have so much to do this week,” she'd said, her fingers tracing the rim of her coffee cup, her eyes on him instead of the textbook open in her lap. She was sitting, and he was standing beside the table, and she only had to tilt her chin up slightly to meet his gaze. “Papers, grading, department meetings. It would be so nice to come home to a clean apartment, you know? Just once.”

“I could do that.” The words came out before he could think about them, before he could examine them, before he could ask himself why he was so eager to offer his time and labor to a woman who looked down at him even when she was sitting down. “I mean—if you want. I could help.”

Her smile was sunlight. “You'd do that for me?”

“Of course.”

“You're so sweet, Martin.” She reached up this time, her hand rising to touch his cheek, and he found himself leaning down into it without thinking, his body leaning into her touch without resistance, without anything except the simple animal certainty that this was where warmth came from. “You're so good.”

Good. The word settled into his chest like a warm stone, radiating heat outward until it filled his whole body. He was good. She'd said so. She'd looked up at him from her chair—her, five-six in bare feet, him, five-nothing in his worn sneakers, and somehow it was still her looking down—and seen something worth praising, and the praise had landed in the exact spot where the emptiness lived, filling it just enough to make him aware of how hollow it had been.

He did the laundry that weekend. Her apartment was immaculate—she'd given him the code to the front door, told him to come over while she was at the library, told him where the detergent was and how she liked her blouses hung to dry—but he found himself cleaning anyway. Wiping down the kitchen counters. Organizing the spice rack. Folding the blankets on the couch so precisely that the corners matched. When she came home, she stood in the doorway of her own apartment and looked at what he'd done, and her expression was one of such genuine pleasure that he felt his whole body respond to it, straightening, expanding, growing warm.

She was wearing her ankle boots—the two-inch ones, the ones she wore when she was running errands or going to the library. Even in those, she was five-eight to his five-nothing, and she had to look down at him when she crossed the room to where he stood by the kitchen counter. She had to look down at him a lot, he was realizing. Even without the heels, she would have had to look down. The six inches between them was a geography he was learning to navigate, a landscape of tilted chins and upturned eyes and the constant awareness that she occupied more space than he did, that the world bent toward her in ways it never bent toward him.

“You did all of this?” She set her bag down on the couch, her eyes moving from the clean counters to the organized shelves to the perfectly folded laundry stacked on the bed. “Martin, this is... this is wonderful.”

“It was nothing,” he said, though it wasn't nothing. It had taken him four hours. He'd skipped lunch. His knees ached from scrubbing the bathroom floor, but he didn't mention that because the ache felt distant, unimportant, eclipsed by the glow of her approval.

“It's not nothing.” She stopped in front of him, close enough that he had to tilt his head back to meet her eyes, close enough that he could smell her perfume—warm and clean and slightly spicy, like cinnamon and cedar and something he couldn't name. She cupped his face in both hands, her thumbs resting on his cheekbones, her eyes holding his with an intensity that made his breath catch. From this angle, with her standing and him looking up, she seemed to fill his entire field of vision. “You did this for me. You took time out of your day to make my life easier. Do you know how rare that is? Do you know how much it means to me?” He didn't know. He couldn't imagine. But the way she was looking at him—like he'd given her something precious, something she hadn't known she needed—made him want to do it again. And again. And again.

“Anything,” he said, and the word came out breathless, reverent, like a prayer. “Whatever you need.” She kissed him then, soft and slow, her hands sliding from his face to his shoulders to his chest, and he melted into it, into her, into the feeling of being wanted and valued and seen. She had to bend slightly to reach him, even in her low heels, and he rose onto his toes without thinking, his body trying to close the gap that nature had built between them. When she pulled back, she was smiling that knowing smile, the one that made him feel like she could see straight through to the core of him.

“You're so good,” she said again, and something behind his sternum unlocked, a tension he hadn't known he was holding releasing all at once.

The mending came next. He was at her apartment—her apartment, though he was starting to think of it as just the apartment, the only place that felt like somewhere he belonged—folding laundry while she worked on a paper at the kitchen table. He'd gotten good at the laundry. He knew which of her blouses needed to be hung to dry and which could go in the dryer. He knew that she liked her underwear folded in half, not thirds, and that her socks needed to be matched by color and thickness. He knew these things because she'd taught him, because she'd corrected him gently when he got them wrong, because the correction had come with a touch on his arm and a “try again, you're doing so well” that made the mistake feel not like a failure but like an opportunity to be better.

He was carrying the basket of clean clothes to the bedroom when he noticed it—a button missing from one of her blouses, the kind of thing that would be invisible to anyone who wasn't looking, that would be invisible to him if he hadn't spent the last three weeks learning every detail of her wardrobe. He set the basket down and held the blouse up, examining the gap where the button should be.

“Chloe?” He carried it to the kitchen table, holding it out to her. She was sitting, and he was standing, and the eight-inch difference in their heights was compressed to something more manageable, but he still found himself looking down at her, still felt the strange inversion of having to lower his gaze for once. “This one's missing a button.” She glanced up from her laptop, her reading glasses perched on the end of her nose. “Hmm?”

“Third button from the top. It's gone.” She took the blouse from him, her fingers finding the empty spot, and looked at it with an expression of mild annoyance. “I didn't even notice. I must have caught it on something.”

“I could fix it.” The offer came out automatically, the same way all his offers came out these days—without thought, without hesitation, without the voice that used to live in his head and ask him why he was doing these things. That voice had gone quiet in the weeks since he'd met Chloe, replaced by a different kind of silence. Not the static of before, not the endless hum of emptiness. Something else. Something that felt like purpose. She raised an eyebrow.

“You can sew?”

“My mom taught me.” He didn't flinch at the mention anymore. The grief was still there—it would always be there, he suspected, a dull ache that never quite went away—but it had shifted, somehow, in the weeks since Chloe had entered his life. It was still present, but it wasn't all-consuming. He had something else to focus on now. Someone else. “She used to make me help with mending. Said it was a useful skill.”

“She was right.” Chloe stood up from the table, and the height difference reasserted itself immediately—her, barefoot, him in his socks, the difference between them a constant that he was learning to feel in his body as much as see with his eyes. She handed the blouse back to him, her fingers brushing his as she did. “There's a sewing kit in the bathroom cabinet. Second drawer.” He found it easily—he knew where everything in her apartment was now, had organized most of it himself—and brought it back to the kitchen table. She'd sat back down while he was gone, and he stood beside her chair as he threaded the needle, her eyes tracking his movements with that assessing gaze he'd come to crave.

“Neat stitches,” she observed when he'd finished, holding the blouse up to the light to examine his work. “Very neat. Your mother taught you well.”

“I had a good teacher.” He said it without thinking, and then the weight of it hit him—the admission that his mother had been a good teacher, that she'd taught him something useful, that she'd left him with skills he was now using to serve another woman. The grief flickered, bright and sharp, and then Chloe's hand was on his cheek, turning his face toward hers. She was still sitting, and he was still standing, but she'd reached up to touch him, and the gesture felt somehow more intimate than if she'd been looking down at him.

“Hey,” she said softly. “Where did you go?”

“Nowhere. I just—” He swallowed. “She would have liked you.”

“Would she?” Chloe's thumb traced his cheekbone, the touch gentle and grounding. “Why?”

“Because you...” He searched for the words. “You see me. The way she did. Like I'm worth paying attention to.”

“You are worth paying attention to.” She said it with such certainty that the grief receded, replaced by that warmth again, that glow that seemed to live in his chest now and only grew brighter when she looked at him. “You're worth a lot of things, Martin. Things you don't even realize yet.” He didn't know what she meant by that. But he stored the words away, turned them over in his mind like a smooth stone in his pocket, and carried them with him long after he'd left her apartment that night.

The nail painting happened on a Thursday. He'd come over after his afternoon lab, expecting to find her working on a paper or grading assignments, but instead she was sitting on the couch with her feet propped on the coffee table, a bottle of dark red polish in one hand and a look of frustration on her face. She'd kicked off her heels—the four-inch ones today, the ones she wore when she wanted to feel tall, though she was already taller than him without them—and her bare feet were pale against the dark wood of the table.

“My hands are shaking,” she said by way of greeting, not looking up from the nail she was attempting to paint. “I've had too much coffee. I'm going to ruin it.”

“Want me to try?” He was already moving toward her, already settling onto the couch beside her, already reaching for the bottle before she could answer. It felt natural now, this immediacy, this eagerness to fill whatever need she expressed. He didn't question it anymore. He didn't question much of anything anymore. She handed him the bottle without protest, shifting so that her hand rested on his knee, palm up. “Be careful. It's my favorite color.” He was careful. He painted each nail with the same precision he brought to his lab work, steadying his hand with breath he held in his lungs, applying the polish in thin, even strokes. She watched him as he worked, her eyes tracking the movement of the brush, her expression shifting from frustrated to amused to something softer, something that looked almost like tenderness.

“You have good hands,” she said when he'd finished, flexing her fingers to admire his work. “Steady. Gentle.”

“My mom used to make me paint hers too.” The words came out before he could stop them, and he felt a pang of something that wasn't quite grief and wasn't quite guilt but sat somewhere in the space between. “Before she got sick. When I was younger.” Chloe's eyes softened.

“You must miss her.”

“Every day.” He looked down at his own hands, at the faint trace of red polish that had gotten on his thumbnail. “She'd be horrified that I'm using this color on someone else, though. She always said red was for women who wanted to be noticed.”

“And what's wrong with wanting to be noticed?”

“Nothing. I just—” He paused, trying to find the words. “I guess I never thought about it before. Wanting to be noticed. It always seemed like something other people did. Something that came naturally.”

“It does come naturally.” Chloe shifted on the couch, turning toward him, her freshly painted nails catching the light. “You just haven't had the chance to learn. You've been so busy managing, remember? So busy surviving that you forgot how to live.”

“Is that what this is?” He gestured vaguely at the apartment, at her, at the space they'd built together in the weeks since they'd met. “Living?”

“That's part of it.” She reached out and touched his face, her fingers cool against his cheek. “Living is connection. It's purpose. It's knowing that someone sees you and values you and wants you to be part of their life.” Her thumb traced his cheekbone, the same gesture she always made, the one that made him feel like he was being held in place by something stronger than hands. “You have all of those things now, Martin. You have me.” He leaned into her touch, his eyes closing, his whole body relaxing into the contact like a plant turning toward the sun.

“I know,” he said, and meant it. “I know I do.”

The hair brushing came next, and then the skin care routine she insisted he follow, and then the closet reorganization that took an entire Sunday and left him exhausted but satisfied in a way he couldn't quite name. Each task built on the last, each layer of service adding another thread to the fabric of his days until he couldn't remember what his life had looked like before Chloe, couldn't imagine going back to the silence and the emptiness and the static that had filled his head like white noise.

He was losing things, too, though he didn't notice it. The hours he'd spent in the library, studying ahead, getting a jump on assignments—those had been replaced by hours at her apartment, folding and cleaning and mending. The weekends he'd spent alone, wandering campus without purpose—those had been replaced by weekends at her side, running errands and cooking meals and learning the rhythms of her life. The friends he'd never quite made, the connections he'd never quite formed—those had been replaced by her, by the single point of focus that had come to define his existence. He didn't miss any of it. That was the thing that surprised him most. He didn't miss the loneliness, didn't miss the emptiness, didn't miss the feeling of being unfinished. Because for the first time in his life, he felt like he had a shape. A purpose. A place in the world that was defined by something other than absence.

“You should move in with me.” She said it on a Tuesday night, casually, as if she were commenting on the weather. She was standing by the kitchen counter, her heels kicked off, and even barefoot she was still looking down at him where he sat on the couch. It was a position he'd grown accustomed to—her standing, him sitting, the geometry of their bodies arranging itself so that she was always above him, always looking down, always the one who occupied the vertical space while he occupied the horizontal.

“What?” He looked up at her, sure he'd misheard.

“Move in with me.” She tilted her head, her dark eyes catching the light from the lamp behind her. “You're here all the time anyway. You basically live here already. Might as well make it official.”

“I—” He blinked, his mind racing. “I don't want to be in the way.”

“You're not in the way.” She crossed the room to stand in front of him, and he had to tilt his head back to meet her eyes, his neck craning at an angle that was becoming familiar. “Martin, you're never in the way. You make everything easier. You make everything better. I want you here.”

“You're sure?”

“I've never been surer of anything.” She reached down and took his hands in hers, her thumbs stroking over his knuckles, and he felt small in a way that had nothing to do with his height and everything to do with the way she was looking at him—like he was something precious, something worth keeping. “I want you here. I want to come home to you. I want to wake up with you. I want this—” she gestured between them, “—to be real. Not just something that happens when you can steal a few hours from your dorm.” It was the most romantic thing anyone had ever said to him. It was the most romantic thing he could imagine anyone saying. She wanted him here. She wanted to wake up with him. She wanted him.

The words landed in his body before they reached his mind—a loosening in his chest, a sensation of something tight and knotted finally releasing, a physical relief so intense it was almost painful. He felt his eyes sting, felt his throat close, felt the desperate, overwhelming gratitude of someone who had been alone for so long that the offer of companionship felt like being thrown a rope in open water. But then—A small voice. Quiet, almost inaudible, coming from somewhere he didn't recognize. Two weeks. You've known her for two weeks. You're nineteen years old. You don't know anything about her. You don't know where she gets her money or why she's interested in you or what she wants from you that she can't get from someone else. You don't know anything.

The voice was right. The voice was reasonable. The voice was the kind of voice that had kept him safe—or at least kept him alive—for nineteen years of loneliness and silence and the grinding hum of static that never quite went away. But the voice was also small. And the thing it was arguing against—the warmth spreading through his chest, the relief flooding his veins, the desperate, craving need to not be alone anymore—was enormous. Two weeks, the voice said again, quieter now, already losing the fight. This isn't normal. This isn't what people do. Normal people wait.

Normal people weren't him. Normal people hadn't spent their entire lives feeling unfinished, incomplete, waiting for something they couldn't name. Normal people didn't know what it felt like to finally find the thing they'd been looking for and have it look back at them and say I want you here. The voice went quiet. It didn't disappear—he could still feel it somewhere in the back of his mind, a small, stubborn kernel of doubt that refused to be entirely silenced. But it was drowned out by the warmth, by the relief, by the overwhelming certainty that this was right, that this was where he was supposed to be, that the person he'd been before he met Chloe was not someone, he ever wanted to be again.

“Yes,” he said, and the word came out raw, stripped of pretense, the voice of someone who would have said yes to anything she asked. “Yes, I'll move in.” She smiled, and it was like the sun rising. “Good. That's good.” She leaned down and kissed him, soft and slow, and he melted into it, into her, into the feeling of being wanted and chosen and claimed. He didn't think about what he was giving up. He didn't think about the dorm room he'd barely lived in, the roommate who wouldn't notice his absence, the life that had felt like waiting for something to happen. He didn't think about the fact that moving in with someone after two weeks was fast—too fast, probably, by any reasonable standard. His roommate Derek had made it seem normal, though—spending weeks at a time with whatever woman he'd hooked up with, only to resurface and then disappear again with the next one. He didn't think about the fact that he was nineteen and she was twenty-six and there was a power imbalance there that he couldn't see because he'd never learned to look for it. He just thought: She wants me. She sees me. I'm not alone anymore. He moved in that weekend. His belongings fit in two duffel bags and a backpack. He didn't have much—clothes, textbooks, his laptop, a few personal items. His life, it turned out, could be packed up in less than an hour. He stood in the doorway of her apartment—their apartment, he corrected himself, though she'd laughed when he'd said that and told him not to get ahead of himself—and looked at the small pile of his things on the floor, and felt a strange mixture of embarrassment and relief.

“That's it?” She stood beside him, and even barefoot she was looking down at him, her hand resting on the top of his head in a gesture that felt both affectionate and proprietary. “That's all you have?”

“I told you I didn't have much.”

“You weren't kidding.” She didn't say it with judgment. She said it with something that sounded almost like satisfaction, as if the smallness of his life only confirmed something she'd already known. “Well, we'll have to fix that. Can't have you walking around in the same three shirts forever.”

“I don't need—”

“I know what you need.” She guided him into the apartment, her hand moving from his head to the small of his back, pressing warm and firm. “Better than you do, probably. Come on. Let's get you settled.” They spent the rest of the day organizing his things, finding places for his clothes in her closet, clearing a drawer in her dresser for his smaller items. She made suggestions as they worked—this shirt would look better with these pants, this color brought out his eyes, this style was more flattering than what he usually wore—and he found himself agreeing with all of them, not because he necessarily had an opinion, but because her opinions had started to feel like facts. By the time they were finished, it was late. They ate dinner—she cooked, he cleaned up afterward—and then they got ready for bed, and that was when things changed.

He'd assumed they would sleep together. That was what couples did, wasn't it? That was what moving in meant. They'd kissed, they'd touched, they'd spent the night together before—always on the couch, always with her setting the pace, always with her pulling back before things could go too far. But now they were living together. Now they were sharing a bed. Now, surely, things would be different. He was wrong. She was already in bed when he came out of the bathroom, his toothbrush still tasting faintly of mint, his heart beating faster than it should have been at the prospect of sleeping beside her. She was lying on her side, propped up on one elbow, watching him with that assessing gaze he was still learning to read. The lamp on her nightstand cast warm light across the sheets, across her bare shoulders, across the space beside her that seemed to be waiting for him to fill it. He moved toward the bed. He reached for the edge of the mattress. And then she spoke.

“Actually, Martin—wait.” He stopped, his hand hovering above the comforter, his eyes finding hers. “I noticed something,” she said, and her voice was careful in that way it got when she was about to say something she'd been thinking about for a while. “The other night, when you fell asleep on the couch. You were on your stomach, and you snored. Not loudly—not enough to wake the neighbors or anything—but enough that I noticed. Enough that it would be a problem if we were sharing a bed.”

“I don't—” He started to protest, then stopped. He'd never shared a bed with anyone before. He'd never had anyone tell him he snored. But then again, he'd never slept on his stomach next to someone who might notice. Maybe he did snore. Maybe he just didn't know it.

“I promise you do,” she said, and her voice was gentle, not accusatory. “When you're on your stomach. It's not your fault—it's just how your body is built. The airway gets compressed in that position, and the sound comes out.” She shifted on the bed, sitting up now, her hand reaching out to touch his arm. “But there's a solution. You'll sleep on your back. And the floor will actually help with that—it's firm enough that it'll train your body to stay on your back instead of rolling onto your stomach in your sleep. You'll adjust in a few days. I promise.”

The floor. She wanted him to sleep on the floor. He stood there for a moment, his hand still hovering above the mattress, his mind trying to process what she was asking him to do. It wasn't comfortable. It wasn't normal. It wasn't what he'd expected when he'd moved in, when he'd packed his life into two duffel bags and carried it across campus to the apartment of a woman he'd known for two months. But then again, what did he know about relationships? What did he know about what was normal and what wasn't? He'd never been in one before—not really, not like this. And she was offering a solution, not a punishment. She was promising that this was temporary, that he would adjust, that there would be a path forward.

“We can address you getting to the bed eventually,” she said, as if reading his thoughts. “Once your body learns to sleep on your back. Once I know the snoring won't be a problem. But for now—” She reached past him, pulling a thin gray blanket from the foot of the bed. The kind of blanket you might find in a hospital or a cheap motel. She handed it to him, and he took it automatically, his hands closing around fabric that felt like nothing at all. “Just for a little while. Until we figure out the right arrangement. Can you do that for me?” She was asking. That was the thing. She wasn't telling him to sleep on the floor—she was asking if he could do it for her. And the question landed in that spot behind his sternum where the warmth lived, the spot that had been growing brighter and warmer every day since he'd met her, and it found purchase there like a seed finding soil.

“Yes,” he said, and the word came out quiet, but steady. “I can do that.”

“Thank you.” She smiled at him. “I knew you'd understand. I knew you'd be good about this.” He spread the blanket on the floor beside the bed, smoothing out the wrinkles, creating a thin barrier between himself and the hardwood. It wasn't much—it wouldn't provide much warmth, much cushion, much protection from the cold that seeped up from the ground—but it was what she'd given him, and he would make it work.

He laid down on his back, his arms at his sides, his eyes on the ceiling. The floor was hard beneath him, unyielding, a constant pressure against his spine and his hips and his shoulder blades. He could hear her breathing above him, slow and steady, the rhythm of someone who was already halfway to sleep. She was up there, in the bed, warm and comfortable, and he was down here, on the floor, cold and hard, and the eight inches of height difference that had seemed so significant when they were standing was nothing compared to the three feet of vertical distance that now separated them. She was above him. She was always above him—looking down at him, touching him from above, occupying the space that he couldn't reach. But this was different. This was literal, physical, undeniable. She was in the bed, and he was on the floor, and there was no way to pretend that they were equals, no way to ignore the fact that she had claimed the higher ground and given him the lower.

“Goodnight, Martin.” Her voice came from above him, from the bed, from the place where she belonged.

“Goodnight, Chloe.” He closed his eyes. He waited for sleep to come. It didn't. He was too aware of the hardness beneath him, too aware of the cold seeping through the blanket, too aware of the woman lying in the bed above him, warm and comfortable and seemingly untroubled by the fact that he was on the floor. He should say something. He should get up, should climb into the bed, should tell her that he didn't want to sleep on the floor, that he didn't snore, that this wasn't what he'd signed up for when he'd moved in. But the words wouldn't come. They stuck in his throat, tangled up in the warmth that still lived in his chest, the warmth that came from her approval, her attention, her presence.

She wanted him on the floor. She'd told him to sleep on the floor. And he wanted—more than anything, more than comfort, more than warmth, more than his own stubborn pride—he wanted to be good. He wanted to please her. He wanted to show her that he could follow her rules, that he could be what she needed him to be, that he was worth the effort she was making. So, he stayed on the floor. He stayed on the floor and he stared at the ceiling and he listened to her breathe, and slowly, gradually, something began to settle inside him. Not comfort—that wasn't the right word for it. Comfort implied softness, ease, the absence of discomfort. This was something else. Something quieter. Something that felt like an answer to a question he'd never known how to ask.

He was on the floor. He was below her. He was small and still and waiting, and for the first time in his life, the static in his head was completely silent. He didn't understand it. He couldn't have explained it if he'd tried. But as he lay there in the dark, his body hard against the floor, his ears filled with the sound of her breathing, he felt something shift in his chest—a tectonic movement, slow and deep and irreversible. This was where he belonged. Not in the bed, not beside her as an equal, but here, on the floor, at her feet, waiting for her to tell him what to do next.

The thought should have frightened him. It should have sent him scrambling for the door, for his duffel bags, for the life he'd left behind. But instead, it felt like relief. Like coming home. Like the piece of himself he'd been searching for had been here all along, waiting for him to stop looking everywhere else and finally see it. He fell asleep on the floor that night, and he slept more deeply than he had in years.

The morning came too soon, the gray light of dawn seeping through the curtains and pulling him from the deepest sleep he'd had in months. For a moment, he didn't know where he was—the floor was hard beneath him, the blanket was thin, the ceiling above him was unfamiliar—and then he remembered. He was on the floor. He was in her apartment. He was hers. He heard her stir above him, the rustle of sheets, the soft sound of feet hitting the floor. He started to move, started to push himself up, but then she was there, standing over him, looking down at him from her full height—barefoot this morning, five-six to his five-nothing, looking down at him from her full height as he lay on the floor.

“Good morning,” she said, and her voice was different from last night—warmer, softer, carrying a note of something that sounded almost like affection.

“Good morning,” he said, and his voice came out rough with sleep, rougher than he'd intended. She crouched down beside him, her knees bending, her body lowering until she was at his level—or almost at his level, because even crouching she seemed to occupy more space than he did, seemed to fill more of the air, seemed to be the only thing in the room worth looking at.

“You didn't snore,” she said, and there was a purr in her voice, a low, satisfied hum that made something in his chest tighten. “Not once. The floor did the trick.”

“I—” He blinked, still foggy with sleep. “I didn't?”

“Not a single sound.” She reached out and touched his face, her fingers tracing his cheekbone in that gesture he'd come to crave, and he felt himself lean into it without thinking, his body gravitating toward her touch like a plant toward the sun. “You slept on your back all night. Perfectly still. Perfectly quiet. I really appreciate you doing that for me, Martin. I know it wasn't easy.” It wasn't easy. The floor was hard, and the blanket was thin, and he'd woken up twice in the night with his hips aching from the unyielding surface. But the way she was looking at him—the warmth in her eyes, the approval in her voice, the gentle pressure of her fingers against his cheek—made all of that disappear, made the discomfort fade into irrelevance, made him feel like he'd done something important, something valuable, something worth appreciating.

“I'm glad,” he said, and the words came out quiet, sincere, the voice of someone who meant what he was saying. “I'm glad it worked.”

“Me too.” She smiled at him, and it was like dawn breaking, and he felt the thing in his chest—the thing that had started as warmth and hardened into structure—pulse with a satisfaction that had nothing to do with his own comfort and everything to do with the knowledge that he had pleased her. She stood up, her hand falling away from his face, and he felt the absence like a cold wind. “Make me coffee,” she said, and her voice was casual again, the voice of someone giving an instruction they expected to be followed. “I'll be in the shower.” He got up from the floor. His back ached. His hips were sore. But he made her coffee—French press, dark roast, water just off the boil, steeped for exactly four minutes—and when she emerged from the bathroom, he was waiting by the kitchen counter, holding her mug out to her like an offering. She took it. She took a sip. She looked down at him from her full height—barefoot, still, but looking down at him all the same—and she said,

“Good boy.” And the sound in his mind instantly stopped. Not quiet. Silent. The difference was enormous. Quiet meant the static was still there, just turned down. Silent meant it was gone—replaced by something else, something he couldn't name but could feel: a low, resonant hum that vibrated through his bones, that made his crossed wrists feel like they were being held in place by something stronger than his own muscles, that made the floor beneath him feel less like a punishment and more like a foundation. He was being built on this floor. Not broken. Not destroyed. Built. As if the hardness beneath him was the bedrock on which something new could be constructed, something that had never existed before, something that could only exist here, in this position, at this height, looking up at the woman in the bed above him who had shown him where he belonged.

The posture came next. She taught him on a Saturday morning, the sunlight streaming through the windows, the apartment warm and bright and filled with the smell of the coffee he'd made for her. He was standing by the kitchen counter, waiting for her to finish her breakfast, when she set down her mug and looked at him with that assessing gaze he'd come to know so well. She was barefoot this morning, her feet pale against the hardwood, and she was still looking down at him.

“Stand up straight,” she said, and he straightened automatically, his spine lengthening, his shoulders pulling back. It didn't help much—he was still five feet tall, still eight inches shorter than her even without her heels—but it made him feel like he was trying, like he was making an effort to be what she wanted.

“Good. Now put your hands behind your back.” He did, his hands clasping loosely at the base of his spine. She circled him slowly, examining him from every angle, her eyes moving over his body with the same precision she brought to everything. Even barefoot, she moved with a grace that made him feel clumsy by comparison, her steps light and sure, her posture perfect, her body occupying space in a way that his never could.

“Not like that.” She stopped behind him, her hands closing over his wrists and adjusting them. Her fingers were warm against his skin, firm but not rough, commanding but not cruel. “Cross your wrists. Right over left, at the small of your back.” He let her move him, let her position his hands exactly where she wanted them. Her touch was sure and confident, the touch of someone who knew exactly what she was doing, and he found himself responding to it instinctively, his body molding itself to her instructions without resistance.

“Elbows slightly back,” she said, her hands moving to his arms, adjusting the angle. “Shoulders down. Chin level. There—hold that.” He held it. He held it while she circled him again, her eyes moving over him with that evaluating expression that made him feel like a specimen under glass. He could feel the position in his body—the slight external rotation of his shoulders, the pressure of his wrists against the small of his back, the lengthening of his spine—and it felt strange, unfamiliar, like wearing a piece of clothing that didn't quite fit. But it also felt—something else. Something he couldn't name. Something that made the static in his head quiet down, made the endless buzzing fade into something more manageable, more focused, more like a single clear note instead of a cacophony of noise.

“Why?” he asked, and the question came out curious rather than challenging. “Why this position?” She stopped in front of him, her eyes meeting his, and she was still looking down at him—barefoot, both of them, and still she was looking down, still she occupied the vertical space that he couldn't reach. Her expression was thoughtful, considering, the expression she wore when she was deciding how much to tell him.

“Because it makes you look pretty,” she said finally, and the word landed in his chest like a warm stone. Pretty. She wanted him to look pretty. “And receptive. Nothing in your hands. Nothing to occupy your focus. Just you, standing there, waiting for whatever comes next.” She stepped closer, and he had to tilt his head back to meet her eyes, his neck craning at that familiar angle. “It also makes you look smaller. More contained. Like you're taking up less space, leaving room for me.” Pretty. Small. Contained. The words settled into him, finding their places in the architecture she was building, adding another layer to the structure that had been growing in his chest since the first night on the floor. She wanted him to look small. She wanted him to take up less space. And the strange thing—the thing he couldn't quite explain—was that he wanted that too. He wanted to be smaller, quieter, less present. He wanted to fade into the background and let her occupy the foreground, let her take up the space that he didn't need.

“Now,” she said, stepping back, her eyes still on him, still evaluating. “I want you to hold that position. Don't move. Don't speak. Just stand there and let me look at you.” He stood there. He stood there while she circled him again, her eyes moving over his body with the same precision she brought to everything. He stood there while she went to the kitchen and poured herself more coffee, her gaze flicking back to him every few seconds as if checking that he was still in position, still holding the shape she'd given him. He stood there while she settled onto the couch with her phone, her attention seemingly elsewhere, but he could feel her awareness of him like a physical thing—a low hum of attention that told him she was watching even when she wasn't looking.

His shoulders began to ache. The position required a slight external rotation that pulled at muscles he didn't usually use, and after ten minutes, those muscles started to protest. After twenty minutes, they started to burn. After thirty minutes, he could feel them trembling with the effort of holding still, and he had to clench his jaw to keep from making a sound. But he didn't move. He didn't adjust. He didn't ask if he could relax. He held the position because she'd told him to hold it, and because the alternative—breaking position, disappointing her, losing the warmth that had been building in his chest since she'd first said the word “pretty”—was unthinkable. She looked up from her phone. She looked at him—really looked, with that assessing gaze that saw everything—and something in her expression shifted. A softening. A warmth. The same expression she wore when he'd done something particularly well, when he'd exceeded her expectations, when he'd proven himself worthy of the effort she was making.

“You're so pretty like this,” she said, and her voice was soft, almost tender, the voice of someone speaking to something precious and fragile. “My good boy. Standing there so perfectly. So still. So pretty.” The words hit him like a drug. He felt them land in his chest and spread outward, filling the spaces where the ache had been, dissolving the discomfort into something liquid and light. Pretty. She'd called him pretty. She'd called him her good boy. And the part of him that had been trembling with the effort of holding still suddenly found new strength, new resolve, new determination to be exactly what she wanted him to be.

She went back to her phone. He stood there. The morning stretched on—her scrolling, him standing, the silence between them filled only by the soft sounds of her fingers on the screen and the occasional sip of her coffee. And through it all, she kept looking at him. Little glances, quick assessments, her eyes flicking to him and away, to him and away, as if she couldn't quite believe how pretty he looked, as if she was checking to make sure he was real. Every time she looked, something pulsed in his chest brighter. Around noon, she set her phone down and stood. She crossed the room to him, her bare feet quiet on the hardwood, and she stopped in front of him, close enough that he had to tilt his head back to meet her eyes, close enough that he could smell her—coffee and cedar and the faint vanilla of her lotion.

“You've been so good,” she said, and her voice was still soft, still carrying that tender quality that made his chest ache in a way that had nothing to do with the position he was holding. “So perfect. So pretty. I've been admiring you all morning, you know. Every time I looked up, there you were—standing exactly how I told you to stand, holding exactly the position I gave you. Do you know how rare that is? Do you know how much it means to me that you can do this?” He didn't know. He couldn't imagine. But the way she was looking at him—like he'd given her something precious, something she hadn't known she needed—made him want to hold the position forever, to never move again, to stay exactly like this for as long as she wanted him to.

“I want to play a game,” she said, and her eyes were bright with something that looked almost like excitement. “A fun game. Just you and me.” A game. The word landed strangely—he hadn't expected her to say that, hadn't expected playfulness from someone who had been so serious, so focused, so intent on shaping him into something useful. But there it was, in her voice and her eyes and the slight curve of her lips: the promise of something that wasn't work, wasn't service, wasn't the careful architecture of obedience she'd been building.

“What kind of game?” he asked, and his voice came out rough from disuse—he hadn't spoken in hours, had been holding the position in silence, and the sound of his own voice was almost a surprise.

“It's simple.” She reached out and touched his face, her fingers tracing his cheekbone in that gesture he'd come to crave, and he felt himself lean into it without thinking. “When I say 'present,' you take this position—wrists crossed, shoulders back, chin level—and you turn to face me wherever you are. Whatever you're doing, wherever you are in the apartment, you stop and you present. Can you do that?” Present. The word had a weight to it, a formality that made it feel like more than just a command. It was a ritual, a performance, a way of showing her that he was hers, that he was ready, that he was waiting for whatever she wanted to give him.

“I can do that,” he said, and the words came out steady, certain, the voice of someone who had found the answer to a question he hadn't known he was asking.

“Good boy.” She smiled at him, and a current ran through him, head to toe, settling him into his bones. “Now here's the fun part. If you do perfectly—if you present every time I say the word, without hesitation, without mistakes—then tonight, I'll let you kneel on the floor next to my leg. And while you're kneeling there, snuggling my leg and keeping me warm, I'll play with your hair with my long nails. I know how much you like that. I know how much you crave it. And I want to give it to you—but only if you're a very good boy today.” The promise hit him like a physical force. His breath caught, his heart stuttered, his whole body responding to the image she'd painted: kneeling beside her, his head against her leg, her fingers in his hair, her nails tracing slow circles against his scalp. It was the thing he wanted most in the world—the thing he hadn't let himself want, the thing he'd been afraid to name because naming it would make it real and real things could be taken away.

“What do you say, my good boy?” She was looking at him with those dark eyes, her hand still on his face, her thumb tracing his cheekbone in that gesture that made him feel like he was being held in place by something stronger than hands. “Do you want to play?”

“Yes,” he said, and the word came out breathless, eager, the voice of someone who would have said yes to anything she asked. “Yes, I want to play. I'll be good. I'll be perfect.”

“I know you will.” She smiled, and it was like light flooding a room.. “I know you will.” She released his face and stepped back, and he felt the absence like a cold wind. But the promise was still there, still warm in his chest, still burning with the image of her fingers in his hair, and he held onto it like a lifeline.

“Uncross your wrists,” she said. “Go do whatever you need to do. Make lunch, clean the kitchen, whatever. But remember—” She pointed at him, her finger landing like a promise. “When I say 'present,' you present. No hesitation. No mistakes. Do you understand?”

“I understand.”

“Good boy.” She turned and walked back to the couch, her bare feet quiet on the hardwood, and he watched her go with his wrists still crossed behind his back, his body holding the position she'd given him even though she hadn't told him to release it yet. Then he realized she hadn't told him to release it. She'd told him to uncross his wrists, but she hadn't told him to stop holding the position. And so, he stood there for a moment longer, his wrists crossed, his shoulders back, his chin level, waiting for her to tell him it was okay to move. She looked back at him from the couch, her phone already in her hand, and something in her expression softened. “You can relax now, Martin. Go make lunch.”

He relaxed. His arms fell to his sides, his shoulders dropped, his spine released the careful length he'd been holding. And as he moved toward the kitchen, he could feel the ghost of the position still living in his muscles—the memory of where his wrists had been, the echo of the shape she'd given him, the promise of the position he would return to every time she said the word. Present. The word echoed in his mind as he made sandwiches, as he washed the dishes, as he wiped down the counters. Present. It was such a simple word, such a simple command, but it carried a weight that went beyond its meaning. It was a way of being, a way of existing in her space, a way of showing her that he was hers without having to say the words. He was slicing an apple when the first command came.

“Present.” The word cut through the apartment like a bell, and his body responded before his mind could catch up. He set down the knife. He crossed his wrists behind his back—right over left, at the small of his spine, exactly as she'd shown him. He turned to face her, his shoulders back, his chin level, his eyes finding hers across the room. She was sitting on the couch, her phone in her hand, her eyes on him. She looked him up and down, her expression evaluating, and then she smiled—a small, satisfied smile that made the cold place warmer.

“Good boy,” she said. “You may continue.” He continued. He finished slicing the apple. He arranged the sandwiches on plates. He carried them to the coffee table, setting them down in front of her , his body automatically assuming the position even though she hadn't said the word. She noticed. She looked up at him from her sandwich, her eyes tracking the position of his hands, and something in her expression shifted—something that looked almost like surprise, or maybe pleasure, or maybe something else entirely.

“You're holding the position,” she said. “I didn't tell you to.”

“I know,” he said, and his voice was quiet, careful, the voice of someone who was still learning the rules. “It felt... right. Is that okay?” She was quiet for a moment. Then she reached out and touched his hand—the one resting on the edge of the coffee table, the one that wasn't crossed behind his back because he'd needed it to set down the plates. Her fingers were warm against his skin, her touch gentle, and she looked up at him with an expression he couldn't quite read.

“It's more than okay,” she said. “It's perfect. You're learning so fast, Martin. You're such a good boy.” Something pulsed in his chest. He stood there, his wrists crossed behind his back, his eyes on her, and he felt something settle into place—a piece of himself he hadn't known was missing, a shape he hadn't known he was meant to hold. The afternoon stretched on. She said “present” seven more times—when he was washing dishes, when he was folding laundry, when he was organizing the spice rack, when he was standing by the window watching the rain, when he was in the bathroom, when he was bringing her a glass of water, when he was simply standing in the middle of the room with his eyes on the floor. Each time, his body responded before his mind could catch up—wrists crossing, shoulders back, chin level, turning to face her wherever she was. Each time, she evaluated him with that assessing gaze, and each time, she pronounced him good.

By the evening, his shoulders were aching. The position had become automatic, his body defaulting to it whenever he wasn't actively using his hands, and the muscles that held it were tired from the unaccustomed work. But he didn't complain. He didn't ask to rest. He just kept presenting, kept holding the position, kept being the good boy she wanted him to be. She was sitting on the couch, her phone in her hand, her eyes on the screen, when she said it one last time.

“Present.” He was in the kitchen, wiping down the counters, and his body responded before the word was fully out of her mouth. He set down the cloth. He crossed his wrists behind his back. He turned to face her, his shoulders back, his chin level, his eyes finding hers across the room. She looked at him for a long moment. Then she set her phone down and patted the floor beside her leg.

“Come here,” she said, and her voice was soft, tender, the voice of someone making good on a promise. “You were perfect today. Every single time. Not a single hesitation, not a single mistake. You were my perfect, pretty, good boy.”

He crossed the room on legs that trembled slightly—from exhaustion, from anticipation, from the weight of the promise she was about to fulfill. He knelt beside her on the floor, his knees pressing into the hardwood, his body arranging itself in the position that had become natural—close to her leg, his head tilted slightly, his wrists crossed behind his back. She reached down and touched his hair. Her fingers were long and cool, her nails pressing gently against his scalp, and she began to move them through the pale strands with the same slow, deliberate attention she brought to everything. He felt her nails trace paths across his skull—behind his ear, along his temple, down the back of his neck—and each path sent shivers through his body, each touch made the warmth in his chest flare brighter, each stroke made him feel like he was dissolving into something soft and pliant and completely hers.

“Good boy,” she murmured, and her voice was low, intimate, the voice of someone speaking to a beloved pet. “Such a good boy. You did so well today. You were so perfect. So pretty. So, mine.” He leaned into her leg, his cheek pressing against the warm fabric of her pants, and he let himself be held by her touch, by her voice, by the promise she was keeping. Her fingers kept moving through his hair, her nails tracing slow circles against his scalp, and he felt the tension of the day drain out of him—the ache in his shoulders, the fatigue in his muscles, the constant low-level anxiety of trying to be perfect—all of it dissolving under the steady, rhythmic pressure of her touch. He was warm. He was safe. He was hers.

And the position—the posture she'd taught him; the shape she'd given his body to hold—felt less like a command and more like a home. A place he could return to whenever he needed to feel contained, controlled, cared for. A shape that had been waiting for him his whole life, and that she had finally shown him how to hold. He stayed there for an hour, maybe longer—time had stopped meaning anything, had become a formless blur of sensation and safety and the steady rhythm of her fingers in his hair. She didn't speak. She didn't need to. Her touch said everything that needed to be said: You did well. You were good. You are mine. And when she finally stopped—her hand resting on the top of his head, her fingers still tangled in his hair, her breathing slow and even—he stayed where he was, his wrists crossed behind his back, his head against her leg, his body holding the position because it felt more natural than any other shape he could imagine.

“Good boy,” she said one more time, and the words settled into him like stones finding their place in a wall, like a foundation pouring into the space where the emptiness had been, like the first layer of something that would be built to last. He crossed his wrists behind his back in the shower that night. He crossed them in the kitchen, waiting for the coffee to brew. He crossed them in the bathroom, brushing his teeth. And when he lay down on his blanket on the floor beside her bed, he crossed them there too, his body holding the position even in sleep, because the position was no longer something he had to think about—it was simply how he existed now. Present. The word echoed in his mind as he drifted off to sleep, and he felt the shape of it settle into his bones, felt the promise of it take root in the space where the static used to live. He was present. He was hers. And that was all that mattered.

The phone was the last thing to go. She brought it up on a Wednesday evening, with the offhand precision she brought to everything. He was standing by the door, his wrists crossed behind his back, waiting for her to tell him what she needed. It was a position he'd come to love, the feeling of emptiness in his hands, the sense that he was ready to receive whatever she chose to give him. She was sitting on the couch, her legs crossed, her four-inch heels glinting in the lamplight, and even from across the room he could feel the weight of her gaze, the way she looked down at him even when she was sitting and he was kneeling.

She was scrolling through her primary phone—the one she used in front of him, the one with the news apps and the weather widgets and the dating profile she'd created to maintain the appearance of a single woman looking for connection. The black phone was in the nightstand drawer, silent and waiting, its screen dark except for the occasional encrypted message from her mother that she checked only when she was alone.

“Your phone,” she said, nodding toward the device in his back pocket. “Where does it go when you're here?”

“In my pocket?” He phrased it as a question, because he wasn't sure anymore. He wasn't sure of much anymore, except that she knew best and he should listen to her.

“And where should it go?” She raised an eyebrow, waiting for him to figure it out. He looked around the apartment, his eyes landing on the small table by the door. It was where she kept her keys, her wallet, the small items she needed when she left the apartment. It was the place where things went when they weren't needed.

“By the door?” He said it hesitantly, unsure if he was reading her correctly.

“There.” She pointed to the table, her finger landing on a spot that was empty, waiting. “That's where it goes when you're here. That's where it stays. Because your time belongs to me when you're here. Your attention belongs to me. And I don't want anything competing for it.” He pulled the phone from his pocket and placed it on the table, face down, exactly where she'd indicated. It felt strange to be without it—he'd grown so used to its weight, its presence, the constant connection it provided to the outside world. But as he straightened up and crossed his wrists behind his back, the strangeness faded, replaced by the same quiet certainty he'd felt since the first night on the floor. This was right. This was where he was supposed to be. This was what he was supposed to do.

“Good boy.” She uncrossed her legs and stood, her heels clicking on the hardwood as she crossed the room to him. She stopped in front of him, close enough that he had to tilt his head back to meet her eyes, close enough that he could smell her perfume, close enough that the four inches of her heels made her ten inches taller than him instead of eight. Her hand came up to cup his cheek, her thumb tracing his cheekbone in that gesture he'd come to crave. “You're learning so fast. You're doing so well.”

He leaned into her touch, his eyes closing, and felt his body respond with a specificity that startled him: his shoulders dropped, his jaw unclenched, his breathing slowed and deepened, his whole musculature reorganizing itself around the point of contact between her hand and his face. It was like being calibrated, he thought. Like someone had found the right frequency and his body was finally resonating with it, finally vibrating at the pitch it had been designed for. His phone sat on the table by the door, face down. He didn't look at it. He didn't want to look at it. The world it connected him to felt distant now, muffled, like sounds heard through water. What was real was here: her hand on his face, her voice in his ears, the floor beneath his feet, the position of his wrists behind his back. Everything else was noise.

She was right, of course. She was always right. His phone was a distraction, a tether to a world that didn't matter anymore, a connection to people who had never seen him the way she did. Why would he need it when he had her? Why would he want it when his time and attention belonged to someone who actually valued them? He didn't pick up his phone that night. He didn't pick it up the next morning, or the morning after that. He left it on the table by the door, face down, where she'd told him to put it, and he crossed his wrists behind his back and waited for her to tell him what to do next.

She never told him he couldn't check it. She never told him he couldn't use it. She just told him where it went, and he put it there, and he didn't pick it up again because picking it up would mean taking his attention away from her, and his attention belonged to her now. His time belonged to her. His focus belonged to her. He belonged to her. The realization should have frightened him. It should have set off alarm bells in his head, should have sent him running for the door, should have made him question everything about this relationship and this woman and this life he'd stumbled into. But instead, it felt like relief. Like coming home. Like the answer to a question, he'd been asking his whole life without knowing it. He was hers. He was hers, and that was all that mattered.

He knelt beside her on the floor, his wrists crossed behind his back, his head resting against her leg. She was sitting on the couch, scrolling through her phone with one hand, the other resting on his head, her fingers idly threading through his hair. It was a position they'd fallen into naturally, without discussion, without negotiation. He'd been standing by the door, his wrists crossed, waiting for her to tell him what to do, and she'd patted the couch beside her and said, “Come here,” and he'd knelt at her feet because it felt right, because it felt like where he was supposed to be.

She was wearing her four-inch heels today, and even sitting down she seemed to occupy more space than he ever could. He was on the floor, and she was on the couch, and the geometry of their positions felt inevitable, like a natural law that he'd only just learned to recognize. She didn't look at him. She didn't need to. Her attention was on her phone, on whatever she was reading, on the world that existed beyond the walls of this apartment. But her hand was on his head, her fingers in his hair, and that was enough. That was more than enough. That was everything.

Something had solidified in him. That was the only word for it—not warmth, not glow, but something more architectural, a foundation pouring into the space where the emptiness had been, hardening into a base on which something new could be built. He didn't question it anymore. He didn't question any of it. He just knelt beside her, his wrists crossed, his head against her leg, and let the quiet settle over him like concrete setting into its final shape. He was useful. He was good. He was hers. She let him study.

It wasn't kindness—or if it was, it was the practical kind, the kind that calculated costs and benefits and decided that a servant with a degree was more useful than one without. “You'll need something to fall back on,” she'd said once, her tone casual, as if she were discussing the weather. “When this is over.” She'd never elaborated on what “this” was, or when it might end, and he'd never asked, because asking would mean acknowledging that it could end, and that thought was too terrifying to hold.

So she let him study. In the evenings, after the chores were done and the dinner was cleaned up and her coffee was made and her feet were massaged, she would settle onto the couch with her phone and he would kneel beside her on the floor with his textbook open on his lap, his notebook balanced on the cushion beside his knee, and he would work through problem sets and reading assignments while her fingers moved idly through his hair. It was a strange configuration—his engineering textbooks spread across the floor at her feet, his pen moving through equations while her hand rested on his head like a benediction. But it had become routine, another ritual in the architecture of their evenings. She would scroll through her phone, her attention elsewhere, her fingers threading through the long strands of his hair almost absently, and he would lose himself in the familiar logic of stress tensors and strain rates and the elegant certainty of systems with rules.

He still loved it. That was the thing he didn't examine too closely—the way his mind still lit up when he understood a concept, the quiet satisfaction that came from solving a problem, the ghost of the person he'd been before Chloe had given him shape. The love was still there. It was just quieter now, buried beneath the warmth of service, accessible only in the moments when she allowed him the time and space to find it. He was working through a fatigue limit calculation one evening—number of cycles to failure under alternating stress, the S-N curve that governed how long a material could endure before it broke—when her fingers stilled in his hair.

“You're tense,” she said, not looking up from her phone.

“Sorry,” he said automatically, his shoulders dropping, his body relaxing into the position she preferred.

“Don't apologize. Just breathe.” Her fingers resumed their movement, tracing slow circles against his scalp, and he let the tension drain out of him, let the thing she'd built in him pulse, expand, until it pushed out everything else—the problem set, the fatigue limit, the question of how many cycles a material could withstand before it finally gave out. He finished the calculation later, after she'd gone to bed, lying on his blanket on the floor with his notebook propped on his chest. The answer was 10^6.2 cycles. A million repetitions before failure. He wrote it down, closed the notebook, and crossed his wrists behind his back. He didn't think about the metaphor. He didn't let himself think about the metaphor.

And somewhere, in the back of his mind, in the place where the static used to live, a voice that sounded like his own whispered: This is what you were made for. This is what you were always meant to be. This is why you never fit anywhere else—because you were supposed to end up here, on the floor, at her feet, looking up at someone who would always be taller, always be stronger, always be above you. He didn't argue with the voice. He didn't try to silence it. He just let it speak, let it settle into the spaces where the emptiness used to be, and he closed his eyes and felt her hand on his head and listened to her breathe. He was home. That was the thing he couldn't stop turning over in his mind, the thing that kept surfacing no matter how many times he pushed it down. Not her home—his home. The first place that had ever felt like it. The first place where the shape of his body matched the shape of the space he occupied. The first place where being small and still and quiet felt like the right thing to be instead of the only thing left.

She waited until his breathing had evened out, until the tension had drained from his body, until he was truly asleep on the floor beside her bed. Then she reached for the nightstand drawer—the one she kept locked, the one he never touched, the one that contained the phone he didn't know existed. She unlocked it with a thumbprint and a six-digit code, her fingers finding the device by touch in the darkness. The black phone powered on silently, its screen dimmed to near-invisibility, and she opened her messaging app. Her mother's contact information glowed at the top of the screen, the same way it always did at this hour—the hour when Themyscira was waking up, when the Council was convening, when the Eleventh Seat was taking her place among the Thirteen. One for him to see, one for her to keep. The first was a prop, a tool, another piece of the architecture she was building around him. The second was private, encrypted, connected to a network that existed outside the boundaries of his awareness. She unlocked it and opened her messaging app. Her mother's contact information glowed at the top of the screen, the same way it always did at this hour—the hour when Themyscira was waking up, when the Council was convening, when the Eleventh Seat was taking her place among the Thirteen.

Chloe: He's asleep.

The response came quickly, faster than her mother usually typed, which meant she'd been waiting for this update, possibly for hours.

Mother: And?

Chloe: And he's perfect. I told you. He's a unicorn.

Mother: You've been saying that for weeks. I want details. What's it like? Training a male?

Chloe paused, her thumb hovering over the screen. It was a question she'd been expecting, one she'd been dreading, one she didn't quite know how to answer. What was it like? It was like nothing she'd ever experienced at the Academy. It was like nothing she'd ever been prepared for. At the Academy, training female slaves had been a process. A long, deliberate, carefully calibrated process that required patience and skill and an intimate understanding of the female psyche. She'd spent three years learning the techniques—the gradual escalation of demands, the systematic dismantling of resistance, the careful construction of dependence. She'd practiced on subjects provided by the Imperium, on women from the outer world who chose to become slaves and signed the contract of submission—and who yet required weeks, sometimes months, to reach the level of submission that the Academy considered acceptable for auction sale or continued specialized training before auction.

It had been working. Hard work. Satisfying work, in its way—the kind of satisfaction that came from mastering a difficult skill, from watching a stubborn subject finally bend, from seeing the moment when resistance crumbled and acceptance took its place. But it had been working nonetheless, requiring effort and attention and a constant adjustment of approach based on the subject's responses. Martin was nothing like that. Martin had fallen into his role the way water fell into a container—naturally, inevitably, without resistance or hesitation. She hadn't had to break him because he'd already been broken. She hadn't had to train him because he'd already been waiting for someone to tell him what to do. Every technique she'd learned at the Academy, every carefully calibrated escalation, every systematic approach to dismantling resistance—all of it was unnecessary with him. He didn't resist. He didn't push back. He didn't require weeks of patient conditioning to accept her authority. He simply... accepted it. Like he'd been waiting for it his whole life.

The posture was the most striking example. She'd introduced it casually, the way she introduced everything—offhandedly, as if it were a suggestion rather than a command. “Cross your wrists behind your back,” she'd said, and he'd done it, and then he'd kept doing it, without being told, without being prompted, without any reinforcement at all. At the Academy, that kind of automatic response took months to instill. With Martin, it had taken a single instruction. The floor was the same. She'd told him to sleep there once—a single night, a single command—and he'd never questioned it. He'd never asked why, never protested, never tried to negotiate his way into the bed.

He'd simply accepted it, the way he accepted everything she told him, as if her words were laws of nature rather than requests from a woman he'd known for two months. It was effortless. That was the word that kept coming to mind. Effortless. As if training him was less like shaping metal and more like guiding water downhill. He wanted to go where she pointed. He wanted to be what she asked. He wanted to serve, and serve well, and serve completely, and all she had to do was show him how. She typed her response carefully, weighing each word.

Chloe: It's not like the Academy. It's easier. Much easier.

Mother: Easier how?

Chloe: He doesn't resist. He doesn't push back. He doesn't require any of the conditioning techniques. I tell him to do something, and he does it. I show him a position, and he holds it. I give him a rule, and he follows it. It's like he was already halfway there before I even found him.

Mother: Halfway. Or further.

Chloe: I know what it means. I'm telling you what it's like in practice. It's like he's been waiting his whole life for someone to tell him what to do. And now that I'm telling him, he can't believe his luck.

Mother: And the service? Is it adequate?

Chloe hesitated again. Adequate wasn't the word she would have chosen. Adequate implied a baseline, a minimum standard, something that met expectations without exceeding them. Martin exceeded expectations. Martin did more than she asked, anticipated needs she hadn't expressed, found ways to serve that she hadn't even considered. He'd reorganized her closet without being asked. He'd learned her schedule without being told. He'd started folding her underwear the way she liked before she'd even told him how she liked it.

He was convenient. That was the word she kept coming back to. Convenient. He made her life easier in a hundred small ways, from the laundry he did without prompting to the coffee he made without asking to the way he simply... existed in her space, quiet and present and unobtrusive, like a piece of furniture that had been designed specifically for her comfort. Like the extensively trained female slaves her mother kept on the estate to handle the mansion. She didn't have to think about him. She didn't have to manage him. She didn't have to spend hours calibrating her approach or adjusting her technique or dealing with the inevitable resistance that came with any new subject. He was just... there. Ready. Willing. Good. It was a strange feeling, being served by someone who required so little effort. Satisfying, in its way. But also somehow hollow, like eating a meal that was perfectly adequate but not particularly flavorful.

Chloe: The service is exceptional. He anticipates my needs. He learns quickly. He requires almost no correction.

Mother: And the sexual aspect? Have you initiated that yet?

Chloe's jaw tightened. This was the question she'd been dreading, the one she knew was coming, the one she didn't know how to answer.

The truth was complicated. The truth was that she hadn't used Martin sexually—not because she was waiting for something, not because she was following some protocol, but because she simply hadn't felt the urge. He was beautiful in his way, with his pale eyes, the blonde hair that was getting longer by the day and his soft features and his desperate, eager willingness to please. But he didn't make her pulse race. He didn't make her breath catch. He didn't make her want to reach out and take what she wanted the way that— She stopped the thought before it could complete itself. She didn't let herself think about what she wanted. She couldn't afford to think about what she wanted. What she wanted was irrelevant. What mattered was what worked, what kept her in line, what kept her from throwing away everything she'd ever been promised for a craving that Themyscira would never tolerate.

Martin was a tool. A good tool, an effective tool, a tool that required almost no effort to maintain. But a tool nonetheless. And you didn't feel desire for a tool. You used it. You appreciated it. You were grateful for its convenience. But you didn't confuse its utility with its appeal.

Chloe: Not yet. I've been focusing on the service aspect. Building the foundation.

Mother: It's been two months, Chloe.

Chloe: I know how long it's been.

Mother: The agreement was one year. You've already used a sixth of your time, and you haven't even tested the most important aspect of the arrangement. How can you know if he satisfies you if you don't use him?

Chloe: I know he satisfies me. He serves me well. He makes my life easier. That's what matters.

Mother: That's not all that matters, and you know it. The point of this exercise isn't just to give you a convenient servant. The point is to see if a submissive male can satisfy you in all the ways you need. Including sexually.

Chloe stared at the screen, her expression unreadable even in the privacy of her own room. Her mother was right, of course. She was always right. The point of this arrangement wasn't just to give Chloe a servant—it was to give her an alternative. A way to satisfy the part of her that craved submission without requiring her to seek out the kind of dominant male partner that would get her exiled from Themyscira. But the part of her that craved submission wasn't the part that Martin activated. Martin activated the part of her that craved control, that enjoyed dominance, that found satisfaction in shaping and guiding and directing. And that part of her was already well-fed by her position, by her training, by the life she'd been raised to lead. It was the other part—the part that wanted to yield, that wanted to be small, that wanted someone else to take control—that remained stubbornly, persistently unsatisfied. She didn't want to think about that. She couldn't afford to think about that. So, she focused on what she could control: Martin, his training, his service, his convenient, effortless, exceptional service.

Chloe: I'll start integrating sexual service soon. I just want to make sure the foundation is solid first.

Mother: You're avoiding the question.

Chloe: I'm not avoiding anything. I'm being methodical. That's what I was trained to be.

Mother: You were trained to be many things. Methodical is only one of them. You were also trained to be honest with yourself, even when it's uncomfortable.

Chloe's fingers tightened around her phone. She could hear her mother's voice in the words, that measured, reasonable tone that had always driven her crazy. It was the tone that said I know you better than you know yourself, the tone that made Chloe want to scream or throw something or do something reckless just to prove that her mother couldn't predict everything. But her mother could predict everything. That was the problem. She'd predicted that Chloe would struggle with this. She'd predicted that a submissive male, no matter how exceptional, wouldn't satisfy the part of Chloe that craved dominance from someone else. And she'd predicted that Chloe would try to avoid confronting that fact for as long as possible.

Mother: I'm going to ask you a direct question, and I want a direct answer. Are you attracted to him?

Chloe typed her response, then deleted it. Then typed it again. Then deleted it again. Finally, she settled on a version of the truth that she could stand to look at.

Chloe: He's a good servant. He serves me well. That's what matters.

Mother: That's not what I asked.

Chloe: I know what you asked. And I'm telling you what matters.

Mother: What matters is whether this arrangement can give you what you need. Not just what's convenient. Not just what's easy. What you need, Chloe. The thing you've been craving since you were old enough to understand what craving meant. Can Martin give you that?

Chloe closed her eyes. In the darkness behind her eyelids, she saw a flash of something she didn't want to see—a face that wasn't Martin's, a voice that wasn't Martin's, a presence that wasn't Martin's. A man who would look down at her the way she looked down at Martin. A man who would tell her what to do instead of waiting for her to tell him. A man who would make her feel small and protected and owned in ways that no submissive ever could. She opened her eyes and typed her response.

Chloe: I don't know yet. I haven't tried.

Mother: Then try. Use him. See if he can give you what you need. If he can't, then we need to have a different conversation. But you can't know either way until you've actually tested him.

Mother: He's a unicorn, Chloe. The AI rated him exceptional for a reason. His potential for service extends to all forms of service, including sexual. Give him a chance to show you what he can do.

Chloe: Fine. I'll consider it.

Mother: Don't consider it. Do it. Start small if you need to. Foot worship, perhaps. It's a good entry point—intimate without being overwhelming. It will let you gauge your response without pushing too far too fast.

Chloe stared at the suggestion, her expression unreadable. Foot worship. It was a common starting point in the Academy, one of the first sexual services a submissive was trained to provide. It was intimate, personal, requiring the subject to humble themselves physically while providing genuine pleasure to their dominant. It was also, she knew, a test—a way to see if the dominant could feel desire for a submissive who was literally at their feet.

She looked down at Martin, sleeping on the floor beside her bed. His breathing was slow and even, his body relaxed, his face peaceful in a way it never was when he was awake. He looked younger when he slept. Smaller. More vulnerable. Like something that needed to be protected rather than something that needed to be controlled. She didn't feel desire when she looked at him. She felt satisfaction, yes. Satisfaction at his service, at his obedience, at the way he'd molded himself to her will without resistance or hesitation. But desire was different. Desire was the ache in her chest that never quite went away, the hunger for something she wasn't supposed to want, the craving that no amount of service from Martin could satisfy. But her mother was right about one thing: she wouldn't know until she tried.

Chloe: I'll start him on foot worship. This weekend.

Mother: Good. And Chloe?

Chloe: What?

Mother: Be honest with yourself about what you feel. Not what you want to feel. Not what you think you should feel. What you actually feel. That's the only way this arrangement will work.

Chloe: I know.

Mother: Do you? Because from where I'm sitting, it looks like you're still trying to convince yourself that convenience is the same as satisfaction. It's not. A good tool is still just a tool. And if you can't feel desire for the tool, then the tool isn't doing what it's supposed to do.

Chloe's jaw tightened. She wanted to argue, wanted to push back, wanted to tell her mother that she didn't understand, that she couldn't understand, that no one could understand what it was like to crave something you weren't allowed to have. But her mother did understand. That was the problem. Her mother understood better than anyone, because her mother had spent Chloe's entire life watching her daughter struggle with a desire that Themyscira would never accept.

Chloe: I said I'll try. That's all I can promise.

Mother: That's all I'm asking.

Chloe locked her phone and set it inside the nightstand, face down, the way she always did. She lay back against her pillows and stared at the ceiling, her mind racing with thoughts she didn't want to examine too closely. Below her, on the floor, Martin shifted in his sleep, his body curling slightly, his wrists crossing behind his back even in unconsciousness. The position had become automatic for him, ingrained in his muscles and his mind, a physical manifestation of the submission that she'd barely had to cultivate because it had already been there, waiting, ready to be activated.

He was a good tool. She had to give him that. A convenient, effective, exceptionally well-designed tool. And maybe, if she used him the right way, if she gave herself the chance to experience what he could provide, she would find that he could satisfy more than just her need for service. Maybe. But as she closed her eyes and let sleep pull her under, she knew—with the certainty that lived in the part of herself she didn't let anyone see—that no amount of service from Martin would ever fill the void that ached in her chest. Because what she wanted wasn't a tool. What she wanted was someone who would make her feel the way Martin felt when he knelt at her feet. Small. Contained. Owned. And Martin, for all his perfection, for all his exceptional potential, for all his desperate, beautiful willingness to serve—Martin would never be able to give her that.

She knew it. She'd always known it. She was just hoping that if she tried hard enough, if she used him well enough, if she followed her mother's plan closely enough, she might be able to convince herself otherwise. She fell asleep still hoping, the ache in her chest as persistent as ever, the tool on her floor as convenient as ever, and the distance between what she had and what she wanted as vast and unbridgeable as it had always been. Four months. She'd been at this for four months, and she still couldn't answer the most basic question her mother had asked: Are you attracted to him?

Eight months remained. Eight months to figure out whether this experiment could work, whether she could find satisfaction in dominance, whether she could want Martin the way she was supposed to want him. And if she couldn't—if the ache in her chest persisted, if the craving for something he couldn't give her refused to fade—then what? She didn't know. She couldn't afford to think about it. She could only do what she'd always done: push the ache down, maintain the performance, and wait for the year to end.

But the year was passing. Every day, every week, every month that went by without progress was a day and a week and a month that she couldn't get back. And somewhere in Themyscira, her sister was positioning herself for the seat that should have been Chloe's, and her mother was watching and waiting and hoping that the daughter she'd risked everything for wouldn't disappoint her. The weight of that hope pressed down on Chloe every time she looked at Martin—at his pale, earnest face, at his desperate, beautiful willingness to serve, at the way his whole body oriented toward her like a plant toward the sun. He was trying so hard. He was giving her everything he had. And it still wasn't enough to fill the void that lived in the place where her desires really lived. Eight months. She had eight months to figure out how to want what she was supposed to want. The clock was ticking.


Chapter 5: Service

The chores expanded like a living thing, growing tendrils that reached into every corner of his days until he couldn't remember a time when his hands had been idle. It started with the cooking. He'd never been much of a cook—his mother had handled most of the meals when she was alive, and after her death, he'd subsisted on dining hall food and whatever he could microwave without burning. But Chloe liked to eat, and she liked to eat well, and so he learned. He learned the way she liked her eggs—scrambled, soft, with a pinch of chives that he had to buy fresh every three days because she could taste the difference between fresh and dried. He learned the way she liked her coffee—French press, dark roast, water just off the boil, steeped for exactly four minutes. He learned the way she liked her steak—medium rare, rested for five minutes before slicing, served with roasted vegetables that he'd spent an hour preparing while she sat on the couch and scrolled through her phone.

The weeks had blurred together since he'd moved in mid-October. Six weeks of laundry and mending and nail polish and hair brushing, each task building on the last, each day flowing into the next with the seamless inevitability of water finding its level. He no longer marked time by classes or semesters or the academic calendar that had once structured his life. He marked it by her—by the meals he made, the clothes he ironed, the position he held while she scrolled through her phone. Monday was the day he changed the sheets. Wednesday was the day he did her delicates. Friday was the day he polished her shoes. The rhythm of his life was her rhythm now, and he couldn't remember why he'd ever wanted it to be anything else.

He learned these things the way he learned everything now: through repetition, through correction, through the warmth that bloomed in his chest every time she said “good” or “that's right” or simply nodded in approval as she took her first bite. The warmth was a reward, a reinforcement, a small flame that he tended carefully because it was the only source of heat in a life that had been cold for so long. He presented automatically when she entered a room because she always had a smile when he did.

He cooked breakfast every morning. He cooked dinner every night. He packed her lunch when she had classes, wrapping each item separately so nothing would get soggy, including a small note that he'd started writing without being asked—a fact he'd learned in class, a joke he'd heard, a simple “I hope your day is good” that he wrote in his careful, precise handwriting and tucked between the sandwich and the apple. She never mentioned the notes, but she never threw them away either. He found them sometimes, stacked neatly in the drawer of her nightstand, and each time he did, something flickered in his chest a little brighter.

After breakfast, he cleaned. He cleaned the kitchen first, wiping down the counters and scrubbing the pans and organizing the spice rack that he'd already organized three times that week because organizing it was something to do with his hands while she got ready for her day. Then he cleaned the bathroom, the living room, the bedroom—though “bedroom” was a generous term for a space where only she slept, where he entered only to make the bed and straighten her pillows and, once a week, to change the sheets on the mattress she shared with no one. He hand-washed her delicates. This was a task she'd taught him specifically, sitting him down at the bathroom sink and showing him the careful, deliberate motions that each fabric required. Silk needed cool water and gentle agitation. Lace needed even gentler handling, the fragile threads prone to catching on rough skin if he wasn't careful. He learned to check his hands for hangnails before he began, learned to file his nails short so they wouldn't snag, learned to wash each piece with the same precision he'd once brought to his materials science labs.

He ironed her blouses. This was a task he'd initially dreaded—the iron was heavy, the fabric was delicate, and a single mistake could leave a shine that would ruin the garment entirely. But he'd practiced on his own clothes first, then on older pieces she didn't wear often, and gradually he'd developed the touch she required. Now he could iron a blouse in under ten minutes, each crease sharp and precise, each collar standing at attention as if reporting for duty. He polished her shoes. She had many pairs—flats and heels and boots in various heights and styles, each one requiring a different approach. The leather needed cream, applied in small circles and buffed to a shine. The suede needed a special brush, handled gently so as not to damage the nap. The heels needed attention too, the wooden or plastic bases wiped clean of any scuff marks that might have accumulated during the week. He knelt on the floor of the closet he'd organized for her, surrounded by the scent of leather and polish, and he worked until each pair looked like it had just come from the store.

Through all of it, his wrists crossed behind his back when he paused. It had become automatic, a physical punctuation mark between moments of activity. He'd finish washing a delicate and cross his wrists. He'd complete an ironing stroke and cross his wrists. He'd set down the polish cloth and cross his wrists. The position was no longer something he had to think about—it simply happened, the way breathing happened, the way his heart beat happened, the way his body had learned to return to a shape it had apparently always wanted to hold.

The floor washing happened on a Saturday. She'd told him the night before, in that offhand way that made demands sound like observations. “The kitchen floor needs washing,” she'd said, and he'd nodded and added it to the mental list of tasks that lived in his head now, a list that grew longer every day and never seemed to shrink. He'd woken early—earlier than her, as always—and started the coffee and began his morning routine, but when he got to the kitchen, he found the bucket already set out, a rag draped over its edge, a bottle of floor soap beside it. She'd prepared it for him. The thought settled into his chest like a warm stone. She'd thought about what he needed to do his job well, and she'd made sure he had it. It was such a small thing, but it felt enormous. It felt like care.

He filled the bucket with warm water and added the soap, measuring it carefully because she'd taught him that too much would leave a residue and too little wouldn't clean properly. Then he got down on his hands and knees and began to wash. It was slow work. The floor was large, and he was thorough, scrubbing each tile until it shone, rinsing the rag frequently, changing the water when it started to get cloudy. He worked his way from the edges of the room toward the center, careful not to step on areas he'd already cleaned, careful to maintain the methodical approach she'd taught him. He was halfway through when he heard her footsteps.

She walked into the kitchen without looking down. She was wearing her four-inch heels today, the ones that made her five-ten to his five-nothing, and the sound of them on the tile was sharp and deliberate, each step a small declaration of presence. She crossed to the counter, poured herself a cup of the coffee he'd made, and turned to lean against the cabinet, her eyes on her phone. He froze, his hands on the wet tile, his wrists automatically crossing behind his back. She hadn't looked at him. She hadn't acknowledged him. She'd simply walked into the room as if he weren't there, as if the floor he'd just spent an hour cleaning weren't still wet beneath her feet.

He watched, his breath held, as she shifted her weight from one foot to the other, leaving faint impressions on the surface he'd just scrubbed. The heel marks were small but visible, tiny disruptions in the shine he'd worked so hard to achieve. She took a sip of her coffee, scrolled through something on her phone, and then pushed off from the counter and walked back out of the kitchen, her heels clicking on the tile, leaving a trail of footprints in her wake. He stared at the floor. He stared at the marks she'd left, at the water that had been disturbed by her passage, at the evidence of her presence that now marred the surface he'd worked so hard to perfect.

He started over. He didn't complain. He didn't sigh. He didn't feel angry or frustrated or resentful. He simply emptied the bucket, refilled it with fresh water and soap, and began again, working his way from the edges toward the center, scrubbing each tile until it shone. The warmth she'd built in him flickered as he worked, a small, steady flame that told him he was doing the right thing, that he was being good, that he was serving her in the way she deserved to be served. When she came back an hour later, the floor was dry and spotless. She walked across it without leaving a mark, and he knelt by the refrigerator, watching her feet as they moved through the space he'd prepared for her.

“Good,” she said, and the single syllable moved through him like a drug hitting his bloodstream—fast, total, obliterating everything else. The ache in his knees, the stiffness in his back, the hour he'd spent re-doing work she'd undone without thinking—all of it dissolved in the chemical flood of her approval, leaving nothing behind but the clean, empty clarity of being useful.

The nail care happened every week. She'd been doing it herself at first, sitting on the couch with her feet propped on the coffee table, carefully applying polish to her toenails with the same precision she brought to everything. But one evening she'd looked up from the task and caught him watching her, and something in his expression must have spoken louder than any words he could have said, because she'd handed him the bottle without comment and settled back in her seat.

“Take your time,” she'd said. “I'll tell you if you make a mistake.” He'd knelt on the floor in front of her, her feet resting on a towel he'd placed on the coffee table, and he'd applied the polish with the same focus he'd once brought to his materials science labs. Each stroke was careful, deliberate, the brush moving in a smooth arc from the cuticle to the tip. He held his breath as he worked, afraid that even the slight movement of his chest would disturb his hand, afraid that one wrong move would ruin the perfect surface he was creating. She watched him as he worked, her eyes tracking his movements with that assessing gaze he'd come to crave. He could feel her attention on him like a physical weight, pressing him down, grounding him in the task, making him acutely aware of every movement he made.

“That's good,” she said when he finished the first foot, and he felt the warmth bloom in his chest. “Now the other one.” He moved to her other foot, and the process began again. The polish was dark red, the color she always wore, the color that made her feet look elegant and powerful and completely in control. He applied it carefully, stroke by stroke, building the color in thin layers until it was opaque and glossy and perfect. When he finished, she examined his work with the critical eye of someone who had high standards and expected them to be met. She flexed her toes, turned her feet from side to side, held them up to the light to check for imperfections.

“Acceptable,” she said, and the word settled into him with a weight that surprised him—not the sharp, bright hit of “good,” but something denser, more sustaining. Acceptable meant he'd met the standard. Acceptable meant he was sufficient. Acceptable meant he could do this, could be this, could continue to exist in the space she'd made for him without the constant fear of being found wanting. It wasn't praise. It wasn't celebration. It was something more valuable than either: permission to continue.

From then on, he did her nails every week. Toenails, fingernails, it didn't matter. He sat with her foot in his hand or her fingers resting on his palm, and he applied the polish with the precision of an engineer and the devotion of a supplicant. He kept his strokes even and controlled. He cleaned up any mistakes immediately, before they could dry. He never rushed, never cut corners, never treated the task as anything less than the most important thing he could be doing at that moment. And each time she examined his work and pronounced it acceptable or good or, on rare occasions, perfect, something in him settled deeper, rooted firmer, became a little more like something he could stand on.

The hair brushing happened every night. She'd started it the second week he'd moved in, handing him a brush one evening and saying, “One hundred strokes. Count them.” He'd knelt behind her on the floor—never the bed, never the couch, always the floor—while she sat on the edge of the mattress, and he'd brushed her hair with the same careful attention he brought to everything else. One hundred strokes. He counted each one, keeping the number in his head the way he'd once kept formulas and equations. The brush moved through her hair in long, smooth strokes, catching the light, releasing the scent of her shampoo into the air between them. She scrolled through her phone while he worked, ignoring him, treating his presence as a given, a background element of her evening that required no more acknowledgment than the lamp on her nightstand or the curtains on her window.

He didn't mind. He preferred it, actually. Her attention, when she gave it, was overwhelming—a spotlight that illuminated everything it touched, including the parts of himself he'd rather keep hidden. But her indifference was different. Her indifference was permission. It was space. It was the freedom to exist in her orbit without having to perform or respond or be anything other than what he was: a pair of hands holding a brush, moving through her hair in steady, rhythmic strokes. Between each stroke, his wrists crossed behind his back. It was automatic now, a physical habit as ingrained as breathing. He'd complete a stroke, cross his wrists, uncross them, and begin again. The position felt right in a way he couldn't explain—not comfortable, exactly, but correct. Like his body had found the shape it was always meant to hold.

She never spoke during the hair brushing. She never looked at him. She never acknowledged what he was doing except to occasionally tilt her head to give him better access to a section of her hair. And he knelt there on the floor, his knees pressing into the hardwood, his hands moving through her hair, and it pushed out the emptiness that had lived there for so long, until he couldn't remember what it felt like to be cold. He'd been trying not to think about it. The glimpse had been accidental—her phone tilted toward him for just a moment as she adjusted her position on the couch, the screen catching the light, the profile of a man filling the frame. Broad shoulders. Clean-shaven jaw. The kind of face that belonged on a recruitment poster or a romance novel cover, not on the phone of a woman who had just told him he was hers.

She'd tilted the screen away before he could see more. Her expression hadn't changed. Her fingers hadn't stuttered in their scroll. And he'd lowered his eyes and focused on the textbook in his lap and told himself it was nothing—a friend's profile, a social media post, something that existed in the world that had nothing to do with him. But it kept surfacing. In the quiet moments between tasks, in the stillness of the night when he lay on his blanket and listened to her breathe, in the spaces where the static used to live and now the warmth dwelled instead—the image rose unbidden, a stone he couldn't stop turning over in his mind.

The glimpse had been accidental—her phone tilted toward him for just a moment as she adjusted her position on the couch, the screen catching the light, the profile of a man filling the frame. Broad shoulders. Clean-shaven jaw. The kind of face that belonged on a recruitment poster or a romance novel cover, not on the phone of a woman who had just told him he was hers. She'd tilted the screen away before he could see more. Her expression hadn't changed. Her fingers hadn't stuttered in their scroll. And he'd lowered his eyes and focused on the textbook in his lap and told himself it was nothing—a friend's profile, a social media post, something that existed in the world that had nothing to do with him.

But it kept surfacing. In the quiet moments between tasks, in the stillness of the night when he lay on his blanket and listened to her breathe, in the spaces where the static used to live and now the warmth dwelled instead—the image rose unbidden, a stone he couldn't stop turning over in his mind. She brought it up on a Tuesday evening, while he was kneeling beside her on the floor and she was scrolling through her phone with her fingers in his hair. It was the position they'd fallen into most often—her on the couch, him on the floor, her touch absent and grounding, his attention split between the texture of the carpet beneath his knees and the warmth of her fingers against his scalp.

“Chloe?” His voice came out quieter than he'd intended.

“Hmm?”

“I saw something. On your phone. The other night.” He swallowed, his throat dry. “A profile. A man's profile.” Her fingers stilled in his hair. Just for a moment—a brief pause, barely perceptible, the kind of pause that meant she was deciding how to respond rather than searching for words.

“And?” Her voice was flat. Not angry. Not defensive. Just flat, the way it got when she was evaluating something he'd said.

“I was wondering—” He stopped, trying to find the right words. “Is that something I should be concerned about?” The silence stretched. Her hand resumed its movement through his hair, slow and deliberate, and he could feel the weight of her attention settling onto him like a physical thing.

“Let me understand,” she said, and her voice was still flat, still evaluating, but there was something beneath it now—something cold. “You were looking at my phone. My private phone. And now you're asking me to explain what you saw.”

“I wasn't trying to—”

“Martin.” His name was a single syllable, sharp and clean, cutting through his protest like a blade. “What is and is not on my phone is not your concern. What I do when I'm not with you is not your concern. Who I speak to, who I message, who I choose to spend my time with—that is not your concern.” The words landed in his chest like stones, each one heavier than the last. He felt his shoulders drop, felt his body fold slightly inward, the instinctive response of someone who had just been told they'd made a mistake.

“But it does concern me,” he said, and the words came out before he could stop them, before the part of him that had learned to stay quiet could clamp down on the part that still remembered how to speak. “If you're looking for someone else, if you're meeting people, then I should know. That's not unreasonable. That's just—”

“Reasonable?” She pulled her hand away from his hair. The absence was immediate, total, a cold spot on his scalp where her fingers had been. “You want to talk about what's reasonable? What's reasonable is that I make decisions about my life. What's reasonable is that you serve me, not question me. What's reasonable is that when I tell you something isn't your concern, you accept that instead of arguing.” He looked up at her. She stared down at him from the couch, her expression unreadable, her hands now folded in her lap. The absence of her touch was everywhere.

“I'm not trying to argue,” he said, but his voice was shaking now, shaking in a way it hadn't shaken since the first night he'd met her, when he'd been a different person who didn't know how to kneel or serve or cross his wrists behind his back. “I'm just—I need to understand. If I'm not enough, if there's something I'm supposed to be doing differently—”

“You are not in a position to ask me that question.” Her voice was ice now, the measured, precise ice of someone who had been trained to control every inflection, every pause, every shift in tone. “You are not my boyfriend, Martin. You are not my partner. You are not my equal. You are something I have chosen to keep, and you will remember that.” The words hit him like a physical blow. He felt his breath leave his lungs, felt his chest constrict, felt the warmth that had been living inside him for weeks shudder and flicker like a candle in a windstorm.

“I'm sorry,” he said, and the words came out automatically, the reflexive apology of someone who had learned that contrition was the fastest path back to safety. “I didn't mean to—”

“Kneel.” He blinked.

“What?”

“Here.” She pointed to the floor directly in front of the couch, the space between the coffee table and where she sat. “Face me. Knees apart. Hands on your thighs, palms up. You will stay there until I tell you to move.” He moved. His body responded before his mind could catch up, positioning itself exactly as she'd instructed—knees spread, palms up, the posture of someone presenting themselves for inspection. She'd never asked him to hold this position before. It felt different from the crossed wrists, different from the kneeling beside her leg. More exposed. More deliberate.

“Good,” she said, and the word was clinical, detached, the voice of someone evaluating a specimen rather than speaking to a person. “Now. You want to know what's on my phone. You want to know who I'm looking at. You want to know if you should be concerned.” She held up the phone, the screen facing him. He could see the profile again—broad shoulders, clean jaw, the kind of man he could never be. She held it there for a moment, letting him look, letting the image settle into his mind.

“Watch,” she said.

She turned the screen back toward herself. Her thumb began to move—scrolling, tapping, navigating through the app with the easy familiarity of someone who had done this many times before. He could see the glow of the screen on her face, could see the way her expression shifted as she read something that amused her, could see the slight curve of her lips as she typed a response. She was messaging someone. Right in front of him. While he knelt there with his palms up and his knees apart and the foundation, she'd built in him threatening to crack under the strain.

“Chloe—”

“Did I tell you to speak?” He closed his mouth. The silence that followed was worse than any words she could have said—filled with the soft sounds of her fingers on the screen, the occasional vibration of an incoming message, the quiet hum of a conversation he wasn't part of. She messaged for twenty minutes. He knew it was twenty minutes because he counted the seconds, the way he counted everything—the brush strokes, the steps between rooms, the beats of his heart when she touched him. Twelve hundred seconds of watching her give her attention to someone who wasn't him.

She smiled at something on the screen. A real smile—not the knowing, controlled expression she wore when she was pleased with his service, but something more genuine, more spontaneous, the kind of smile that reached her eyes and made her look younger and softer and completely inaccessible to the man kneeling at her feet. He'd never seen her smile like that before. Not at him. Not because of him. The buzzing stopped and didn't flicker this time. It went out. Not slowly, not gradually, but all at once—a snuffed candle, a cut wire, a circuit broken so completely that the darkness it left behind felt absolute. He knelt there with his palms up and his knees apart and the cold rushing in to fill the space where the warmth had been, and he watched her smile at someone else's words, and he understood—truly understood, for the first time—what she had meant when she'd said he was not her equal. He was not even in the conversation.

“Martin.”

Her voice cut through the dark. He looked up, his eyes finding hers, and saw that she'd set the phone down. She was looking at him with that assessing gaze, that evaluating expression, and there was something in it that might have been satisfaction or might have been curiosity or might have been something else entirely.

“What did you learn?” He opened his mouth. Closed it. Opened it again. The words came out small, scraped clean of everything except the truth.

“My attention belongs to you,” he said. “My time belongs to you. Your attention doesn't belong to me.” She held his gaze for a long moment. Then she reached out and touched his face—her fingers warm against his cheek, her thumb tracing his cheekbone in that gesture he'd come to crave—and the warmth flickered back to life, tentative and small, a match held to kindling that wasn't sure it wanted to catch.

“Good puppy,” she said. “That's exactly right.” The word landed differently than “boy” had. Softer. Smaller. More like something you'd call a pet than a person. He should have minded it. He didn't. She let her hand rest on his cheek for a moment longer, her eyes on his, and then she withdrew, picking up her phone again, her attention returning to the screen as if the conversation had never happened. He stayed in position. He hadn't been told to move. She messaged for another hour. He knelt there and watched, his palms up, his knees apart. His knees pressed into the hardwood. His palms began to sweat. The phone made small sounds—notification chimes, the soft click of keys—and each one was a reminder that somewhere, in a world he couldn't access, someone was making her smile. The flame in his chest burning low and uncertain, and he didn't ask any more questions. He didn't ask because asking would mean the warmth might go out again, and he wasn't sure he could survive the cold a second time.

The massages started in the third month—ten weeks after he'd moved in, twelve weeks after they'd met, the math no longer mattering because time had stopped being something he measured and started being something she allocated. She'd come home from a long day of classes, her feet aching from the heels she wore, and she'd sat on the edge of the bed and extended her feet toward him without a word. He'd knelt on the floor in front of her, her feet resting in his hands, and he'd begun to work the tension out of her arches, her heels, the balls of her feet. He pressed his thumbs into the soft tissue, circling and releasing, finding the knots that had formed during the day and working them out with steady, patient pressure.

She leaned back on her hands and closed her eyes, her face relaxing for the first time since she'd walked through the door. He watched her from his position on the floor, watched the tension drain out of her face, watched her shoulders drop and her breathing slow, and he felt the heat that had taken up residence behind his sternum surge with a force that surprised him. He was doing this. He was making her feel better. He was serving her in a way that mattered, in a way that she could feel, in a way that made a difference in her day. The realization was intoxicating, a rush of purpose and meaning that filled him up and left no room for anything else.

The foot massages became a daily ritual. He'd kneel at her feet for an hour or more, working the muscles of her feet and calves until she was boneless and relaxed, until she sighed and stretched and told him he was good. And each time she said it, each time she acknowledged his service with that single, simple word. The full body massages came later. She'd lie on her stomach on the bed, naked, her skin warm and soft beneath his hands, and he'd kneel beside her on the floor—always the floor, never the bed—and work the tension out of her back, her shoulders, her legs. He was fully clothed during these sessions, his hands moving over her body with the same clinical precision he brought to everything else, and she lay there with her eyes closed, her breathing slow and even, her body completely relaxed under his touch.

He was never allowed to touch himself. The thought didn't even occur to him, not because he didn't feel desire—he did, sometimes, a faint stirring that he pushed aside as irrelevant—but because his body had learned a different kind of intimacy. His hands on her skin were tools of service, not instruments of pleasure. His touch was functional, purposeful, designed to make her feel good in the way that a well-cooked meal made her feel good, in the way that a clean floor made her feel good, in the way that polished shoes made her feel good. She never acknowledged his desire, and he never expressed it. It existed in the space between them, unspoken and unaddressed, a current that ran beneath the surface of their interactions without ever breaking through. He knelt beside her and worked the knots out of her muscles, and she lay there and let him, and when she was satisfied, she'd say “that's enough” and he'd withdraw, his wrists crossing behind his back as he waited for her next instruction.

He was ironing one of her blouses—his hands steady, his mind quiet, the warmth of purpose filling the space where the static used to live—when the phone rang. It was a Thursday in late December, nearly two and a half months since he'd moved in mid-October, and the sound of the phone was so foreign that it took him a moment to identify it. Not her phone. His phone. The one she'd told him to leave by the door, the one he hadn't touched in weeks, the one that sat face-down on the table like a monument to the person he used to be. It rang again. And again. And again.

He looked at it. He looked at the blouse. He looked at the door, where she would be coming home in an hour, expecting to find her clothes pressed and her apartment clean and her pet waiting in whatever position she'd told him to hold. The phone stopped ringing. He let out a breath he hadn't realized he'd been holding. Then it started again. He put down the iron. He walked to the table by the door. He picked up the phone and looked at the screen. Derek. His old roommate. The one who'd looked at him with vague, forgetful pity. The one who'd probably forgotten he existed by now. He answered it.

“Martin?” Derek's voice was surprised, like he hadn't expected the call to go through. “Hey, man. I've been trying to reach you for weeks. Are you okay?”

“I'm fine,” Martin said, and the words came out automatically, the way they always did.

“You don't sound fine. You sound...” Derek paused, searching for the word. “Different. Where have you been? I went by your dorm and they said you'd moved out. No forwarding address, no nothing. I thought you'd dropped out or something.”

“I moved in with someone,” Martin said. “A woman. It's... it's complicated.”

“Complicated how?” Martin looked around the apartment—at the ironing board, at the pile of blouses waiting to be pressed, at the blanket on the floor beside the bed. Complicated how? How wasn't it complicated?

“It just is,” he said. “I should go. She'll be home soon.”

“Martin, wait—” Derek's voice was urgent now, the voice of someone who had been worried for a long time and was finally getting a chance to express it. “I've been calling for weeks. Your voicemail is full. You missed the materials science study group—Hadley asked about you. And your mom's sister, your aunt, she's been trying to reach you too. Something about your mother's estate—”

“I'll deal with it later,” Martin said, and the words came out flat, automatic, the voice of someone who had learned to defer everything that wasn't immediately in front of him.

“Later when? You've been gone for months, man. Nobody knows where you are. Your professors are concerned, your advisor sent you an email about your GPA—”

“I said I'll deal with it.” His voice was sharper now, an edge he hadn't heard in himself for weeks. It surprised him. The sharpness felt foreign, like a tool he'd forgotten he owned. A pause on the other end. Then Derek spoke again, his voice careful, measured, the voice of someone trying not to say the wrong thing.

“Martin. Are you safe?” The question landed in his chest like a stone dropped into still water. Ripples spread outward, disturbing the surface of everything he thought he knew about himself, about his life, about the warmth that lived in his chest and the quiet that lived in his head and the position his body held without being told to hold it. Was he safe? Was any of this safe? The question was absurd. Of course he was safe. He was fed and housed and given purpose. He was useful. He was good. He was—

“I'm safe,” he said, and the words came out quieter than he'd intended. “I'm fine, Derek. I'm... I'm happy.”

“Happy.” Derek repeated the word like he was tasting it, testing its weight on his tongue. “You don't sound happy. You sound like someone who's been told to say they're happy.” A brief, an uncertain flutter of his pulse, like a candle in a draft. He was happy. He was. He was useful and good and hers, and that was the same as happy, wasn't it? That was what happy meant, wasn't it? Having a purpose, serving someone who saw you, being—

“I have to go,” he said. “Don't call this number again.”

“Martin—” He hung up. He set the phone back on the table, face down, exactly where she'd told him to put it. He stood there for a moment, his hand still resting on the phone, his breath coming in short, shallow gasps that he couldn't seem to control. Derek's voice echoed in his head. You sound like someone who's been told to say they're happy. He wasn't that. He wasn't. He was happy. He was useful. He was tired and he had missed a few classes and labs but he was good. He was hers. And that was enough. It had to be enough. Because there was nothing else. He ironed the blouse. He didn't call Derek back. And by the time Chloe came home an hour later, the uncertainty had faded back into the quiet that had become his only peace.

He went back to the ironing board and picked up the blouse and resumed the steady, rhythmic motion of pressing the iron against the fabric. His hands knew the work—had known it for weeks now, the angle of the iron, the pressure required, the speed of the stroke. But as he worked, something else surfaced. Unbidden. Unwelcome. The iron pressed against the cotton with distributed force across its sole plate. His mind constructed the equation before he could stop it—pressure equals force over area, the stress tensor flattening into two dimensions for the contact surface, the thermal conductivity of the fabric determining the dwell time needed to set the crease without scorching. He could see the matrix in his head, the components of the stress tensor arranging themselves in the neat rows and columns that had once been as natural as breathing.

He pressed the iron into the collar. The crease set perfectly—sharp, precise, exactly as she'd taught him. The equation faded. The foundation in his chest reasserted itself, pushing the numbers aside like a hand smoothing wrinkle from cloth. He was ironing. He was serving. That was all that mattered. But somewhere beneath the warmth, in the place where the static used to live, something stirred. Not loudly. Not insistently. Just a small, quiet recognition that the mind that had constructed that stress tensor was still there—neglected, underfed, but intact. Waiting. He finished the blouse. He hung it in the closet. He didn't think about stress tensors again. But he didn't forget that he could.

But that night, lying on his blanket on the floor and his ears full of the sound of her breathing, he thought about what Derek had said. About his aunt. About his mother's estate. About the emails from his advisor and the concern from his professors and the life that had continued without him while he'd been learning to serve. He thought about the person he'd been before he'd met her—the person who'd sat alone in coffee shops and stared at articles about Themyscira and felt the sound in his head like a constant, grinding hum. The person who'd been unfinished, incomplete, waiting for something he couldn't name. He had a name for it now. Service. Purpose. Her.

And if that name felt, in the dark hours of the night when she was asleep and he was alone with his thoughts, like it might not be the whole truth—well, that was just the static talking. That was just the part of him that had never learned to be quiet, the part that had always asked questions he couldn't answer, the part that had made him feel unfinished for nineteen years before she'd found him and given him a shape. He was finished now. He was shaped. He was hers. And that was enough. It had to be enough. Because there was nothing else.

The snow came down in sheets that Saturday, transforming the campus into something white and silent and strangely beautiful. Martin stood at the window of the apartment, his wrists crossed behind his back, watching the flakes accumulate on the sill. He'd been standing there for twenty minutes—maybe thirty—since Chloe had told him to wait while she finished a phone call in the bedroom. She hadn't told him where to wait. She'd just said "wait," and his body had found the window as if it were the most natural place in the world to be.

The position held him. That was the thing he was learning—the way the crossed wrists created a framework that his body could settle into, the way the slight external rotation of his shoulders opened his chest and made his breathing easier, the way the posture itself became a kind of meditation. He wasn't thinking about anything. He wasn't worrying about anything. He was simply present, standing at the window, watching the snow, waiting for her. She emerged from the bedroom forty-five minutes after she'd gone in. He heard her footsteps on the hardwood—bare feet today, the soft pad of heels against wood—and felt her presence behind him before she spoke.

"You haven't moved." It wasn't a question. It was an observation, delivered in that assessing tone she used when she was evaluating him.

"No," he said, still facing the window.

"Turn around. Present." He turned. His body moved through the transition without thought—feet adjusting, shoulders squaring, chin lifting to find her eyes. She was standing three feet away, wearing an oversized sweater that fell to mid-thigh, her dark hair loose around her shoulders. Even barefoot, she was looking down at him. She was always looking down at him.

"How long was I in there?"

"Forty-five minutes. Maybe a little more."

"And you just stood here? By the window? The whole time?"

"Yes." She studied him for a long moment, her head tilted slightly, her eyes moving over his body with that clinical precision he'd come to recognize. Then she crossed the room to the couch and sat down, her legs folding beneath her, her hand patting the cushion beside her.

"Come here," she said. "You've been good." He went. He knelt beside her leg, his head finding its place against her thigh, her fingers threading through his hair before he'd even finished settling. The warmth flooded back into his chest, filling the spaces where the cold had crept in during the forty-five minutes of waiting. "Good puppy," she murmured, and the word was a balm, a benediction, a promise. "Such a good puppy, waiting so patiently for me."

He closed his eyes and let the sound of her voice wash over him, let the rhythm of her fingers in his hair dissolve the ache in his knees and the stiffness in his shoulders and the cold that had seeped into his bones from standing so long by the window. He had waited. She had returned. That was the shape of the world now—the simplest, most fundamental geometry: she left, he waited, she returned, he was rewarded. There was comfort in that geometry. There was peace. Outside, the snow continued to fall, covering the campus in white, sealing them into the warm bubble of the apartment where the only thing that mattered was the weight of her hand on his head and the sound of her voice calling him good.

She told him about it one evening in December, as if it were simply the next logical step.

“I'm on my period,” she said, as if she were commenting on the weather. “I can't let your tongue get lazy.” The words landed strangely—a new category of service, a boundary he hadn't known existed until she was already pushing past it. But then, that was how it always worked with her. The boundaries only became visible in retrospect, after she'd already shown him what lay on the other side. He didn't understand what she meant at first. His tongue—what did his tongue have to do with anything? He stood by the door, his head tilted slightly in the way she'd come to recognize as confusion, and waited for her to explain. A small knot formed in his stomach, something that might have been anticipation or might have been dread—he couldn't tell the difference anymore. She sat on the edge of the bed; her feet extended toward him.

“Kneel.” He knelt. It was automatic now, the dropping of his knees to the floor as natural as breathing, as natural as crossing his wrists, as natural as any of the other physical habits she'd taught him. He knelt in front of her, his eyes on her feet, and waited. “Worship,” she said, and the word hung in the air between them, heavy with meaning. “Use your mouth. Show me what you know of pleasing a woman.” He leaned forward and pressed his lips to the top of her foot. The skin was warm and soft beneath his mouth, slightly salty from the day's sweat, and he kissed it the way he'd been taught to do everything else—with care, with attention, with the full focus of his being concentrated on the task at hand.

He kissed her instep, her arch, the ball of her foot. He kissed each toe individually, taking them into his mouth briefly, running his tongue along the sensitive skin between them. He kissed her heel, her ankle, the soft skin above her Achilles tendon. He worked his way across her foot with the same methodical approach he brought to everything, covering every inch of skin with his mouth and tongue, offering the devotion she'd demanded. She sat on the edge of the bed and scrolled through her phone, ignoring him. Her face was blank, her expression neutral, her attention focused on whatever she was reading rather than on the man kneeling at her feet with his mouth on her skin. She might have been alone in the room for all the acknowledgment she gave him.

He should have felt humiliated. He should have felt degraded, reduced, diminished by the act of kneeling at a woman's feet and kissing them while she ignored him. And somewhere, in the part of his brain that still remembered how to think critically about his own behavior, he recognized that this was humiliating, that this was degrading, that this was something he would have been ashamed to admit to anyone a few months ago. But that part of his brain was quiet now. That part of his brain had been growing quieter for weeks, its voice drowned out by thing she'd built in his chest, the purpose in his hands, the rightness of his position.

And somewhere in the depths of his shame, a small, secret part of him thrilled to it. A part of him that had always wanted this, that had always known he was meant for this, that had been waiting his whole life for someone to tell him to kneel and worship and serve. He worshipped her feet for an hour. When she finally said “that's enough,” he sat back on his heels, his wrists crossing behind his back, his face flushed, his lips tingling from the work they'd done. She looked down at him with an expression he couldn't quite read—assessing, maybe, or thoughtful, or something else entirely.

“Good,” she said, and the glow in his chest flared so bright he thought it might consume him.

He reflected on it later, lying on his thin blanket on the floor beside her bed, his wrists crossed behind his back even in sleep, his eyes on the ceiling, his ears full of the sound of her breathing. He was a tool. An instrument. Something designed for a specific purpose, shaped by careful hands to perform a specific function. He cooked and cleaned and ironed and polished. He washed floors on his hands and knees and started over when she walked through his work without complaint. He applied nail polish with the precision of an engineer and brushed her hair with the devotion of a supplicant. He massaged her feet and her back and her body, his hands moving over her skin with clinical expertise, never touching himself, never asking for anything in return. He worshipped her with his mouth when she told him to, kneeling at her feet while she ignored him, and somewhere in the depths of his shame, a small, secret part of him thrilled to it.

He was useful. That was what he'd become. Not a person, exactly—at least not in the way he'd understood personhood before. Not someone with wants and needs and desires of his own. A tool. An instrument. Something that existed to serve a purpose, and found its meaning in that service. And the thing that had taken root in his chest—the thing that had started as warmth and hardened into something more structural—told him this was enough. Not in words, but in the way it filled the space where wanting used to live, in the way it made the idea of wanting something for himself feel abstract and foreign, like a language he'd once spoken but had since forgotten. He was good. He was doing what he was supposed to do. He had found his place in the world, and that place was here, on the floor, at her feet, looking up at someone who would always be taller, always be stronger, always be above him.

The alternative—wanting things for himself, having desires, being a person with needs that existed independently of her—had become impossible to imagine. Not because it was forbidden, but because the part of him that might have imagined it had been repurposed. The circuit had been rewired. The energy that might have gone into wanting for himself now flowed entirely toward wanting for her, and the redirection felt less like a loss and more like an optimization. He closed his eyes and let the feeling spread through him, settling into the space she'd carved out for it, pushing out the cold and the static and the endless, formless ache of not knowing what he was supposed to be. He was a tool. An instrument. Useful. And somewhere, buried deep beneath the thing she'd built, a mind that could still calculate stress tensors waited in the dark. Not dead. Just quiet. Just waiting for something he couldn't name.


Chapter 6: Beautician School

She was making him practice. That was the only way to describe it—a deliberate, methodical repetition of the position until it became as natural as breathing. She'd set the timer on her phone—fifteen minutes, then twenty, then thirty—and told him to present in the kitchen while she worked on a paper at the dining table. He stood by the counter, his wrists crossed behind his back, his shoulders back, his chin level, and he waited. The first time, he'd lasted twelve minutes before his shoulders began to burn and his mind started to wander. He'd shifted his weight, adjusted his stance, let his eyes drift to the window above the sink—and she'd noticed immediately.

"Focus," she'd said without looking up from her laptop. "Where does your attention belong?"

"With you," he'd said, and straightened, and refocused, and held the position for the remaining three minutes until the timer chimed. The second time was easier. Twenty minutes passed in a blur of sensation—the pressure of his wrists against the small of his back, the steady rhythm of his breathing, the sound of her fingers on the keyboard. He didn't let his eyes wander. He didn't let his mind drift. He simply stood and waited and listened to the sound of her working, and when the timer chimed, he felt a strange sense of loss, as if something valuable had been taken from him.

"Better," she said, glancing up from her screen. "Your posture didn't break once. How do you feel?"

"Quiet," he said, because it was the only word that fit. "My head is quiet." She smiled at that—a small, satisfied smile that made the warmth in his chest flare.

"That's the point," she said. "The position isn't just about obedience. It's about focus. When your body is still, your mind follows. When your hands are empty, your attention has nowhere to go but to me." She paused, her eyes on his face. "Do you understand?"

"I think so."

"You don't have to think. You know. What were you thinking about during the last interval?" He considered the question. What had he been thinking about? Nothing. Nothing specific. Just the sound of her typing, the rhythm of her breathing, the occasional sip of her coffee. Just her.

"You," he said. "I was thinking about you."

"Good puppy." She rose from the table and crossed to him, her hand finding his cheek, her thumb tracing his cheekbone. "Again. Thirty minutes this time. And Martin—"

"Yes?"

"Don't think. Just be." He presented. The timer ran. And somewhere around the twenty-minute mark, he felt something shift—a settling, a stillness, a kind of mental quiet that he'd only ever experienced once before, on the floor beside her bed. His shoulders stopped burning. His knees stopped aching. His mind stopped chattering. There was only the position, only the sound of her working, only the warmth of knowing that he was exactly where he was supposed to be. When the timer chimed, he didn't want to move.

They were in the living room—she on the couch, he kneeling beside her on the floor, his head resting against her leg, her fingers idly threading through his hair. It was a position they'd fallen into often, a configuration that felt as natural to him now as standing or sitting or lying on the floor beside her bed. She was scrolling through her phone, her attention elsewhere, and he was existing in the warmth of her touch, the quiet hum of contentment that filled his chest whenever she touched him like this—absently, without thought, the way you might pet a dog that had settled at your feet. They'd spent the holiday break together in her apartment. By January, when the spring semester started, neither had anywhere to go—he knew why he didn't, she didn't share why she didn't. Neither had anywhere to go, he knew why he didn’t, she didn’t share why she didn’t.

“I've enrolled you in beautician school,” she said. “My Christmas present to both of us.” The words came so suddenly, so completely without context, that for a moment he thought he'd imagined them. He lifted his head from her leg, his neck craning up to meet her gaze, and found her looking down at him with that expression she wore when she'd already made a decision and was simply informing him of the outcome.

“I'm sorry?” He said it like a question, because it felt like there should be more information, like there was a punchline he was missing. “I didn’t get you one.”

“Beautician school and it’s fine you are on a limited income,” she repeated, as if he hadn't heard her the first time. “Night classes. Three nights a week, four hours a night. I've already paid the tuition and spoken with the admissions office. You start tomorrow.” She shifted on the couch, crossing her legs at the ankle, and her expression took on that particular quality he was learning to recognize—the one that meant she'd been thinking about this for a while, that the decision had been made long before she was telling him about it.

“You have good hands,” she said, and her eyes moved over them where they rested on his thighs—small, fine-boned, the hands of someone who would never build a house or throw a punch. “Steady. Precise. The same qualities that make you good at ironing and polishing and all the little tasks I've taught you. But right now, you're using those hands like a tool I'm operating myself—putting them where I tell you to put them, moving them how I tell you to move them. I want you to learn to use them independently. To anticipate what I need before I have to ask for it. To develop skills that make you more useful without requiring my constant direction. Don’t worry puppy, only until you’re good enough. When you are good enough, I will tell you to stop, so it’s not a forever thing. It’s not something that will end with a certificate unless you were some silly bimbo with nothing in her head. But you are my smart puppy, aren’t you?” Her fingers found his chin, tilting his face up to meet her eyes.

“I spend three hours a week at the salon. Three hours of sitting in a chair while someone else washes and touch up my hair and my nails that you love in your hair and my toes you spend so much time staring at. Three hours of paying someone else to do what you could learn to do yourself. Do you understand what that means?” He shook his head, not because he didn't understand, but because she hadn't finished explaining and he'd learned that interrupting her explanations only made them longer.

“It means I'm spending time with someone who isn't you,” she said. “It means there are three hours a week when I'm being touched by hands that aren't yours. It means I'm paying for a service that you could provide for free, if you had the training.” Her thumb traced his jawline, a slow, deliberate stroke that made his breath catch. “I want your hands on me, Martin. Not just when I tell you to touch me, but all the time. I want you to be the one who takes care of me, in every way, including the ways I'm currently paying strangers for.”

The logic was impeccable. The reasoning was sound. And the conclusion—that he should go to beautician school, that he should learn to style her hair and paint her nails and perform all the little services she currently outsourced—felt less like a demand and more like an opportunity. A chance to be more useful. A chance to be more present. A chance to put his hands on her in ways that she would actually want and value and notice. He stared at her. The words didn't make sense. They were English words, individually comprehensible, but strung together in that particular order they formed a sentence that his brain refused to process. Beautician school. Night classes. Starting tomorrow.

“But I—” He stopped, not sure how to finish the sentence. There were too many objections crowding his mind, too many reasons why this didn't make sense, and he couldn't figure out which one to voice first.

“You what?” She was looking at him with that patient, expectant expression she wore when she was waiting for him to work through something on his own. Her fingers, which had been in his hair a moment ago, now rested on the top of his head, a gentle weight that reminded him of where he was and who he was talking to.

“I'm an engineering student,” he said, and the words came out weaker than he'd intended. “I have a demanding course load. My schedule is already—” He paused, searching for the right word. “Impossible. Adding night classes on top of everything else, I don't see how—”

“Think of it this way, puppy.” She said it the way she always did—casually, as if it were simply his name now. And perhaps it was. Perhaps he'd always been this, waiting for the word that would give him shape. Her hand shifted on his head, her fingers pressing slightly. “Once you know how to do my hair and nails properly, I won't have to go to the salon anymore. That means more time with me. More time serving me. Isn't that what you want?” The trap closed around him so smoothly that he almost didn't feel it. More time with her. More time serving her. Of course that was what he wanted. That was all he wanted. The idea of more time with her was like a drug, hitting his system all at once, flooding him with the desperate, craving need that he'd learned to recognize as the engine that drove him.

“Yes,” he said, and the word came out breathless, eager, the same way it always did when she asked him something that had only one right answer. “Yes, that's what I want.”

“Good.” She smiled, and something in his chest clicked into place—a mechanism engaging, a latch finding its catch, the satisfying sensation of a system operating as designed. “Then it's settled. You'll start tomorrow. The classes are from six to ten, Monday, Wednesday, and Friday. I've already adjusted your schedule.” She'd adjusted his schedule. She'd rearranged his life. She'd made decisions about his time, his education, his future, without asking him, without consulting him, without even considering that he might have objections. And the thing that frightened him—the thing he didn't want to examine too closely—was that the adjustment felt right. Like she'd corrected a misalignment he hadn't known was there. Like she'd set a bone that had been healing crooked.

She said it with such finality that the implications took a moment to land. But that was how it worked now, wasn't it? That was how it had been working for months. She made decisions and he followed them. She gave instructions and he obeyed. She shaped his life the way she shaped everything else—carefully, precisely, with the same attention to detail she brought to organizing her closet or folding her laundry or any of the other tasks that had become the architecture of his days.

“Thank you,” he said, and meant it.

The first week was a blur of exhaustion. He'd thought he understood what tired meant. He'd pulled all-nighters in the engineering lab, had run on four hours of sleep during finals week, had pushed himself to the point of collapse more times than he could count. But this was different. This was a sustained, grinding exhaustion that seeped into his bones and settled there, a weight that never quite lifted, a fog that never quite cleared. By the end of the second week, he had settled into a rhythm that left no room for anything else—no room for doubt, no room for questions, no room for the person he'd been before Chloe had given him shape.

His days started at five-thirty, when his alarm went off and he dragged himself off the floor beside Chloe's bed and stumbled into the kitchen to make her coffee. He'd gotten good at the coffee over the past few months—French press, dark roast, water just off the boil, steeped for exactly four minutes—and he made it now with the same automatic precision he brought to everything, his hands moving through the familiar motions while his brain struggled to come online. Chloe emerged from the bedroom at six-thirty, already dressed, already put together, already occupying the vertical space that he could never seem to fill. Even in her low boots, she was looking down at him.

“Good,” she said, taking a sip.

He made her breakfast while she ate, then cleaned the kitchen while she got ready for her day. He made the bed, straightened the living room, gathered the laundry that needed to be done. By the time he left for his morning classes, the apartment was spotless and Chloe was gone, and he was already counting the hours until he could come back and start the cycle again.

His engineering classes were a fog. He sat in the back of the lecture hall, his notebook open in front of him, his pen poised to take notes, and he heard maybe a third of what the professor said. The words washed over him like water over stone, leaving no impression, and when he looked down at his notes later, he found them full of half-finished equations and disconnected fragments of thought, the handwriting deteriorating as the day wore on until it looked like it belonged to someone else. Professor Hadley noticed. He called Martin into his office after class one day, his expression concerned, his voice gentle in the way that people's voices got when they were about to say something you didn't want to hear.

“Martin, is everything okay?” He leaned back in his chair, his hands folded on his desk, his eyes on Martin's face with an intensity that made Martin want to look away. “You seem distracted lately. Your work has been slipping.”

“I'm fine,” Martin said, and the words came out automatically, the same way they always did. “Just tired. I've been... busy.”

“Busy with what?” Professor Hadley's voice was careful, probing. “Your coursework hasn't increased. If anything, you should have more time now that—” He paused, as if realizing he didn't know the details of Martin's life outside of class. “Is something going on outside of school?”

“No,” Martin said. “Nothing's going on. I'm just tired.” The words tasted like lies. He could feel them on his tongue, flat and false, and he wondered when he'd stopped being able to say “I'm fine” and mean it. He wondered when “I'm fine” had become a reflex, a shield, a way of deflecting the concern of people who didn't understand that his life had been reorganized around a different axis now, and that axis wasn't his coursework. Professor Hadley let him go with a warning that Martin barely heard, and he walked out of the office and across campus to his next class, his feet moving on autopilot, his mind already turning to the evening ahead.

He was walking across campus—heading back to the apartment, his mind on the evening's tasks—when he heard his name called.

“Martin? Martin Henderson?” He turned. Dr. Tarah Washington was standing outside the engineering building, a large cardboard box resting on the bench beside her. Her locs were pulled back in a thick ponytail, her safety glasses perched on top of her head, and she was waving him over with the particular enthusiasm she reserved for students who'd impressed her.

“Dr. Washington,” he said, and his voice came out strange—smaller, quieter, the voice of someone who had learned to make himself less noticeable.

“Perfect timing,” she said. “I've been trying to reach you for weeks. Your email bounced, your phone goes straight to voicemail, and your mailbox is so full that the admin started returning your mail.”

“I've been busy,” Martin said.

“Busy.” She repeated the word like she was testing its weight. “Too busy to pick up your supplies?”

“Supplies?”

“The excess materials from your project.” She patted the box. “The carbon fiber cloth, the steel rods, the epoxy resin—all of it. The lab's restocking with new inventory next quarter, so the old supplies need to be cleared out. Per department policy, excess materials from funded projects revert to the lab, but I pulled some strings. Told the purchasing committee that these were specifically allocated to your research, that no one else would use them the way you would.” She pushed the box toward him. Martin looked inside—carbon fiber cloth rolled in thick bolts of black weave, steel rods cut to various lengths and bundled with rubber bands, epoxy resin in sealed containers, vacuum bagging film, release agent. The raw materials of the work he'd done last year. The work he'd loved.

“Your immobilization system was exceptional work, Martin,” Dr. Washington said, her voice quieter now, more personal. “The stress distribution was nearly perfect. The way you designed the two halves to distribute load across the forearm without creating pressure points, the locking mechanism with the quarter-turn engagement—that's not student work. That's professional work. Don't let it go to waste.”

“Thank you,” Martin said, and he meant it—he meant it in the distant, abstract way he meant things now, the way you mean things when someone offers you something valuable but you're not sure you have room for it anymore. He took the box. He carried it across campus. He didn't think about asking Chloe—the question never occurred to him. The supplies were his. The apartment was hers. What was his was hers, which meant the supplies belonged there by definition. He set the box by the door at four-thirty and crossed his wrists behind his back and started dinner.

She came home at six. He heard her key in the lock, heard the door open, heard the click of her heels on the hardwood—four-inch heels today, the ones that made her five-ten to his five-nothing. He was in the kitchen, stirring the sauce, and he turned to greet her. She stopped in the doorway. Her eyes moved past him, to the box by the door.

“What's that?”

“Supplies from the lab. Dr. Washington said I could have them. Excess materials from my project last year.” She crossed the kitchen to stand in front of him, and he had to tilt his head back to meet her eyes. She was looking at him with that evaluating expression, the one that meant she was deciding whether to be interested or dismissive.

“What project?”

“Carbon fiber immobilization system. Arm cast replacements. Lighter and stronger than traditional plaster, designed to be assembled from two halves and sealed with a locking mechanism.”

“Arm cast replacements.” She repeated the words slowly, tasting them. “You built arm cast replacements.”

“Yes.”

“Show me.” He led her to the box. He knelt beside it and began to unpack the supplies—the carbon fiber cloth, the steel rods, the epoxy resin. And at the very bottom, wrapped in protective cloth, the two halves of the restraint he'd built for his left wrist. He held them up for her to see. Two curved shells of carbon fiber, matte black and perfectly smooth, their interior surfaces lined with thin padding. The edges were precision-cut, designed to meet seamlessly when closed. The locking mechanism—a steel pin that slid into a receiver and required a quarter-turn to engage—was embedded in the outer edge.

“This is the prototype,” he said. “For the left forearm. The design distributes pressure evenly across the surface area. The carbon fiber is strong enough to immobilize completely while weighing less than two hundred grams. The locking mechanism operates with one hand—you slide the pin into the receiver and turn it a quarter clockwise. The two halves seal together and can't be removed without reversing the process.” She took the restraint from him. She turned it over in her hands, examining it with the same precision she brought to everything. She ran her fingers along the interior padding, tested the flexibility of the carbon fiber, slid the locking pin in and out of its receiver with a soft click.

“It's beautiful work,” she said. “The engineering is exceptional. You designed this yourself?”

“Yes.”

“And you built it yourself?”

“The prototypes, yes.” She was quiet for a moment, turning the restraint over in her hands. Then she looked at him with those dark eyes that saw straight through to the back of his skull.

“This isn't an arm cast replacement,” she said softly. “Is it?” The question landed like a slap. He felt his breath leave his lungs, felt his chest constrict.

“Martin,” she said, and her voice was gentle now, the voice she used when she was about to give him something precious. “Tell me the truth. What did you build this for?” The truth. He'd never told anyone the truth about the restraints. He'd never even admitted it to himself, not fully, not in words. But she was asking, and his mind went still.

“I built them to bind me,” he said, and the words came out raw, stripped of pretense. “I built them to close around my wrists and hold me in place. I built them so I couldn't escape.” She was quiet for a long moment. Her hand was still on his face, her thumb tracing his cheekbone, and he could feel the weight of her attention like a physical thing.

“But you said the locking mechanism requires one hand to hold the shell steady and the other to turn the pin,” she said. “That means you can't seal them yourself. You need someone else to close them for you.”

“Yes.”

“And you've never been able to close them. That's why they're still in prototype form. Not because the design is flawed, but because the design requires something you can't provide on your own.”

“Yes.” She picked up the two halves of the restraint and held them open. “Give me your arm.” He extended his arm without hesitation. His wrist slid into the open restraint, his forearm resting against the padded interior. She closed the two halves. The restraint sealed around his wrist with a soft click, the locking pin sliding into the receiver. She turned the pin a quarter clockwise, and he felt it engage—the mechanism locking into place, holding the two halves together with a strength that his own hands couldn't overcome. He couldn't move his wrist. He couldn't rotate his arm. He couldn't slide the restraint off or pry the two halves apart. He could only sit there, bound, contained, held in a shape he couldn't escape. And the thing in his chest went quiet. Not warm. Not cold. Just quiet. The static that had lived in his head for his entire life—that static went completely, utterly silent. He felt his breathing slow. He felt his muscles relax. He felt his whole body settle into the restraint like it was coming home.

“How does it feel?” she asked, and her voice was low, soft, the voice of someone who already knew the answer.

“Quiet,” he said, and the word came out reverent, like a prayer. “It feels quiet.” She reached out and touched his bound wrist, her fingers tracing the edge of the carbon fiber shell, and he felt the touch like electricity—amplified by the restraint, made more intense by the knowledge that he couldn't pull away.

“You built this for yourself,” she said. “You designed it, you sourced the materials, you laid up the carbon fiber, you created the locking mechanism. All so you could be bound. All so you could be held. All so you could be contained in a way that you couldn't escape.”

“Yes.”

“And you couldn't seal it yourself. You couldn't complete the design. You needed someone else to close the two halves and lock you in.”

“Yes.” She was quiet for a long moment, her fingers still tracing the edge of the restraint. Then something shifted in her expression—a hardening, a calculation, the look she wore when she'd discovered something that changed the equation.

“Is this all of them?” The question was simple. The answer was not. He felt his breath catch. He felt his chest constrict. He felt the warmth that had been pulsing in his chest since she'd closed the restraint around his wrist flicker and dim, because he knew—suddenly, completely—what she was asking, and he knew that the answer was going to disappoint her.

“No,” he said, and the word came out small, barely a whisper.

“No?” Her voice was still soft, still gentle, but there was something beneath it now—something cold. “What do you mean, no?”

“There are two more,” he said, and the words came out in a rush, tumbling over each other like stones falling down a hill. “In my dorm. I left them there when I moved in. They're more... they're more extreme. They go from upper arm to the hand, with the hand enclosed in a fist position. They immobilize the entire arm, not just the wrist. And the locking mechanism is different—it requires an external key to work the internal locks. I couldn't even partially engage them on my own. I designed them so that once they were closed, the only way to open them was with the key.”

He was talking too fast. He knew he was talking too fast, but he couldn't stop, because the look on her face—the look that said she'd asked him a question and he hadn't given her the complete answer, the look that said she'd assumed she knew everything about him and he'd proved her wrong—was the worst thing he'd ever seen, worse than the cold, worse than the silence, worse than the emptiness that had lived inside him for his entire life.

“I was going to tell you,” he said, and the words came out desperate, pleading. “I was going to bring them, I just—I didn't think—they were in the dorm and I didn't want to go back without asking you first and I—”

“Martin.” His name was a single syllable, sharp and clean, cutting through his protest like a blade. He closed his mouth. He waited. She reached down and released the locking pin, her fingers turning it a quarter counterclockwise, and the two halves of the restraint separated. His wrist was free—pale skin marked with the impression of the padding—and he felt the absence like a cold wind, the static rushing back in to fill the space where the quiet had been. She set the restraint down on the floor beside the box. She stood up, her heels clicking on the hardwood, and she looked down at him—still kneeling, still holding the position that had become as natural as breathing.

“You hid this from me,” she said, and her voice was flat, not angry, not disappointed, just flat—the voice she used when she was stating a fact that couldn't be argued with. “You showed me one prototype and kept two more in your dorm. You told me about a locking mechanism you could partially engage and kept secret the fact that you'd designed a completely different mechanism that required an external key. You kept details from me, Martin. By omission, if not by intention.”

“I didn't—”

“Didn't what? Didn't think? Didn't intend to hide them? Didn't realize that keeping information from me is the same as lying to me?” He had no answer. He knelt there with his eyes on the floor and his chest aching with the cold that had rushed in when she'd released the restraint, and he had no answer.

“Your punishment is delayed,” she said, and the words landed like stones, heavy and final. “You have things in the dorm that need to be collected first. We're going to go get them. Now.”

“Now?” He looked up at her, surprised. “I can walk, it's not far—”

“No.” Her voice was firm, leaving no room for argument. “I'm driving you. Get your coat.” The drive was silent. She drove with the same controlled precision she brought to everything, her hands steady on the wheel, her eyes on the road, her expression unreadable in the glow of the dashboard lights. Martin sat in the passenger seat, his mind racing through the implications of what had just happened. He'd hidden something from her. He'd kept a secret, even if he hadn't meant to, even if he hadn't thought of it that way. He'd shown her one restraint and kept two more in his dorm, and the two he'd kept were more extreme, more complete, more perfectly designed for the thing he'd built them to do.

He'd disappointed her. That was the worst part—not the punishment, whatever it would be, but the disappointment in her voice when she'd realized he hadn't told her everything. She'd assumed she knew him completely, and he'd proved her wrong. She pulled into the parking lot of his old dorm and stopped the car at the entrance. The building looked the same as it always had—brick and concrete and the faint yellow glow of the lobby lights—but it felt different now, like a place he used to belong that no longer had room for him.

“Go get them,” she said. “Put them in the trunk when you come back. Don't talk to anyone. Don't stop for anything. Just get the box and come back.” He nodded. He got out of the car and walked into the dorm, his feet carrying him down the familiar hallway to the familiar door. He opened it without knocking—Derek wasn't home, he could tell by the silence—and he was grateful, because he didn't want to explain why he was here, why he was taking a box from the back of his closet, why he looked like someone who hadn't slept properly in weeks.

The box was where he'd left it, shoved to the very back of the top shelf, hidden under sweaters he never wore. He pulled it down and opened it, and there they were—the two remaining restraints, more extreme than the wrist prototype, more complete, more perfectly designed for the thing he'd built them to do. They were longer than the wrist restraint, extending from upper arm to hand, with the hand enclosed in a fist position that made the arm completely useless. The carbon fiber was the same matte black, the same perfectly smooth finish, but the design was more sophisticated—the shell was thicker at the stress points, the padding was more substantial, and the locking mechanism was completely different. Instead of the quarter-turn pin that could be partially engaged by one person, these restraints used a two-stage locking system: an internal latch that held the two halves together, and an external key that activated the internal latch. Without the key, the restraints couldn't be opened at all.

He'd designed them so that once they were closed, the only way out was through someone else's intervention. He'd designed them so that being bound meant being completely, utterly, inescapably bound. He put the box under his arm and was about to walk away when he remembered the carbon fiber supplies, he'd left under his bed when he moved out. He grabbed that box as well and left the dorm without looking back. She was waiting in the car, her engine running, her eyes on her phone. He opened the trunk, placed the boxes inside, closed it with a soft click. Then he walked around to the passenger side and got in, his wrists crossing automatically as he settled into the seat.

“Was there anything else left in the dorm?” she asked, not looking up from her phone.

“More project supplies that I forgot until I was in the room. I grabbed it too,” he said. “I didn't leave anything else.” She nodded. She put the car in drive and headed back to the apartment. The ride home was quieter than the ride there. Martin sat with his hands behind his back and his eyes on the floor mats, waiting for whatever came next. She hadn't told him what his punishment would be—only that it was delayed, that it was coming, that she hadn't forgotten what he'd done. When they got back to the apartment, she told him to put the box with the other supplies and start dinner. He did. He cooked in silence, his mind circling back to the look on her face when she'd realized he'd kept something from her—not anger, not disgust, just that flat, evaluating expression that was worse than all of it.

They ate in silence too. She didn't mention the restraints. She didn't mention the punishment. She just ate her food and checked her phone and let him clear the plates and wash the dishes, and the waiting was almost worse than whatever she had planned. When the kitchen was clean, she called him over. He crossed the room and knelt beside her on the floor, his back against the couch, his eyes on the ground.

“You disappointed me today,” she said, and the words landed in his chest like stones, each one heavier than the last. “Not because you built restraints—I would have encouraged that. I would have happily encouraged you to design and build restraints for yourself, if you had shared your passion with me. The disappointment isn't what you built. The disappointment is that you hid it.” He swallowed. His throat was dry. His chest was cold.

“You kept details from me,” she continued. “You showed me one prototype and kept two more in your dorm. You told me about a locking mechanism you could partially engage and kept secret the fact that you'd designed a completely different mechanism that required an external key. You assumed I wouldn't understand, or wouldn't approve, or wouldn't want to know—and that assumption was wrong. That assumption was a violation of the trust I've placed in you.”

“I'm sorry,” he said, and the words came out automatically, the reflexive apology of someone who had learned that contrition was the fastest path back to safety. “I should have told you. I should have—”

“Yes,” she said. “You should have. But you didn't. And now we need to address that.” She released his chin and stood, walking to the door where the boxes sat—the lab supplies, the restraints from the dorm. She looked at them for a moment, then turned back to him.

“Your punishment starts tomorrow,” she said. “We're going shopping. For now, clean up the supplies. Organize them properly. And then come sit with me. We have a lot to discuss about your little project.” And somewhere beneath the shame and the cold and the weight of what he'd done, something in his chest pulsed with something that felt almost like gratitude. Because she was going to let him build. She was going to encourage him to design and construct and create the things he'd only ever built in secret. She was going to give him permission to be the person he'd been hiding, even if that permission came with a price.

He organized the supplies. He crossed his wrists behind his back. And he went to sit beside her on the floor, his head against her leg, her fingers finding their way into his hair, and he let the satisfaction spread through him and push out the cold. He was hers. He was being punished. And somehow, impossibly, that felt like being loved.

The next morning, she took him shopping. They went to the student store first. She moved through the aisles with the focused efficiency of someone who had a list and was checking items off, and Martin followed, his arms growing fuller with each selection. Notebooks—fuchsia pink, with thick covers and grid-lined pages. Pens—fine-tip markers in coordinating colors, pink and purple and teal. A ruler, pencils, all in the same palette. Book covers—stretchy fabric in bright, unmistakably feminine patterns, florals and geometrics in shades of pink and purple and teal. And one larger cover, sturdier, designed to fit over a binder or portfolio. It was fuchsia pink with a white pattern, and when she handed it to him, she said, “This one is for your little project.”

The words landed in his chest like a warm stone, finding their place in the architecture she was building. Naughty projects. Not engineering projects. Not carbon fiber projects. Naughty projects. The kind of projects that needed a special cover, a special designation, a special place in the hierarchy of his life. She led him to the bag section last. She bypassed the backpacks entirely, the sturdy, practical bags that he would have chosen for himself, and she stopped in front of a display of tote bags—women's tote bags, designed to be slung over one shoulder, made of soft pink leather with gold hardware and a decorative tassel zipper pull.

She selected one without hesitation—a medium-sized bag in pale pink, with structured sides and a zippered top and an interior lined with a floral pattern. She handed it to him, and he took it, and the pile in his arms was now a collection of pink and purple and teal that would have been unthinkable three months ago but now felt like something he was simply accepting. At the register, she added one more item—a princess doll keychain, small and plastic, with blonde hair and a pink dress and a keyring attached to her back. She handed it to him without explanation, and he looked at it for a moment, turning it over in his hands, and then he added it to the pile.

“Let's go,” she said, and she walked toward the door without looking back, leaving him to follow with his arms full of her selections. The cashier—a bored-looking student who didn't seem to register the incongruity of a small, exhausted man purchasing a pile of aggressively feminine school supplies—rang everything up without comment. Martin stood beside Chloe while she paid, and when she was done, she handed him the bags and walked toward the door. He followed. He always followed. When they got back to the apartment, she pointed at his old backpack—the beat-up canvas bag he'd carried since freshman year, the one with the frayed straps and the coffee stain on the front pocket.

“Empty it,” she said. He knelt beside the bag and began to unpack it. Textbooks first—Materials Science and Engineering, Introduction to Thermodynamics, Mechanics of Composite Materials, the heavy hardcovers that had been the center of his academic life. Then notebooks—spiral-bound, blue and black and gray, filled with his cramped, precise handwriting. Then pens and pencils, loose in the bottom of the bag, some of them chewed at the caps. A ruler, bent slightly at one corner. A calculator. A few loose sheets of paper with half-finished equations. When the bag was empty, she looked at the pile of contents on the floor, then at the bag itself, then back at him.

“Toss the pens and pencils and ruler,” she said. “You have new ones.” He gathered them up—the chewed pens, the dull pencils, the bent ruler—and he carried them to the kitchen trash without hesitation. When he came back, she was holding the old backpack, turning it over in her hands with an expression of mild distaste.

“This too,” she said, and she dropped it into the trash can by the door with a soft thud. “You won't be needing it anymore.” She held out the pink leather tote bag. He took it, feeling the weight of it in his hands—the softness of the leather, the gold hardware, the decorative tassel that hung from the zipper pull. It was designed to be slung over one shoulder, not worn on both shoulders like a backpack. It was designed for a woman, not for an engineering student. And it was his now, the same way the pink notebooks and the feminine book covers and the princess keychain were his.

“Attach the keychain,” she said. He took the princess doll keychain—the plastic blonde with her pink dress and her keyring back—and he looped it through the gold hardware on the side of the tote bag. It dangled there, bright and incongruous against the pale pink leather, a small declaration of something he couldn't quite name.

“Now pack it,” she said. “Textbooks first. With the covers.” He reached for the stretchy fabric covers—the florals and geometrics in shades of pink and purple and teal—and he began to stretch them over the hardcovers of his engineering textbooks. The covers fit snugly, transforming the staid academic tomes into something that looked like they belonged on a college girl's desk rather than an engineering student. One by one, the staid academic tomes transformed—Mechanics of Composite Materials disappearing beneath a swirl of pink flowers, the others following in purple, teal, and fuchsia patterns that made them look like they belonged on a college girl's desk rather than an engineering student.

He placed them in the tote bag one by one, the feminine covers bright against the floral interior lining. Then his beautician school textbooks—these got covers too, the remaining patterns, and they went in beside the engineering books, the two halves of his academic life sitting side by side in a bag that made them look like they belonged together. The special cover—the fuchsia one with the white pattern, the one she'd designated for his naughty projects—he set aside. He didn't have anything to put in it yet, but he understood that he would. She'd told him she was going to encourage him to design and build restraints. The cover was waiting for the work she was going to let him do.

She picked up his old notebooks—the blue and black and gray spirals with his cramped handwriting—and she opened the first one, flipping through the pages with the same assessing gaze she brought to everything. He watched her face as she read. He saw her eyes move over his equations, his diagrams, his notes from lectures and labs. He saw her expression shift—something flickering across her features that he couldn't quite read, amusement or interest or something else entirely. Then she smiled. It wasn't her usual smile—the controlled, knowing expression she wore when she was pleased with his service. This was something different. Something almost mischievous. Something that made his stomach flip with anticipation and dread.

“Your punishment,” she said, and she closed the notebook and set it aside, “is that you're going to rewrite all of your notes. Every page. Every equation. Every diagram. In your new pretty notebooks.” She gestured at the stack of fuchsia pink spirals, their grid-lined pages blank and waiting. “And you're going to write them differently,” she continued. “Feminine. Girly. Every i and j dotted with a heart. No more of this—” She tapped the old notebook, where his handwriting was small and cramped and efficient, the handwriting of someone who prioritized speed over style. “From now on, your notes will be pretty. Legible. Easy to read. And I will review them every day before we go to bed to make sure you're keeping up.” She moved to the couch and sat down, her heels kicking off, her feet tucking beneath her. Then she pointed at the floor beside her leg—the spot where he usually knelt, the spot that had become his place in the architecture of their evenings.

“Come sit,” she said. “You have four hours.” He crossed the room with his tote bag over one shoulder—the pink leather pressing against his side, the princess keychain swinging with each step—and he settled onto the floor beside her leg, his back against the couch, his new notebooks and pens spread around him like a nest. He was quiet for a moment, arranging the supplies, figuring out the logistics of writing while sitting on the floor. Then he looked up at her.

“Why?” he asked, and the question came out soft, not challenging, just curious—the voice of someone who genuinely wanted to understand. She looked down at him, her dark eyes meeting his, and her expression was matter-of-fact, as if the answer were obvious.

“Your handwriting is terrible,” she said simply. “It's cramped and rushed and hard to read. Forcing you to slow down and make it feminine will make it easier for me to read when I check your work. And it will help you remember that your notes aren't just for you anymore—they're for me. Every page, every equation, every heart-dotted i. A reminder that I'm watching, that I'm paying attention, that I expect better from you than what you've been giving.” She reached out and touched his hair, her fingers threading through the pale strands, and he felt himself lean into the touch without thinking.

“Use a different ink color each day,” she added, her fingers still moving through his hair. “Today is pink, since it's your first day. Tomorrow will be purple. Then teal. Then we'll cycle back. I want to be able to see at a glance which notes are from which day.”

“Yes, Chloe,” he said, and the words came out steady, certain, filled with acceptance. She withdrew her hand and picked up her phone, her attention shifting to the screen, and he opened the first pink notebook and uncapped the pink pen and began to write. It was slow going. Much slower than he was used to. His normal handwriting was efficient—small, cramped, designed to capture as much information as possible in as little space as possible. But the new handwriting required something different. Each letter had to be formed carefully, deliberately, with attention to the curves and loops that made it feminine. Each i and j had to be dotted with a tiny heart—a small, deliberate gesture that added seconds to every word and made the whole process feel less like note-taking and more like calligraphy.

He started with his materials science notes—the first pages of the semester, the introduction to atomic structure and bonding. He wrote the date at the top of the page in pink ink, dotting the i in “April” with a heart. Then the heading: Chapter 1: Atomic Structure and Interatomic Bonding. The equations were the hardest part. Writing σ = Eε in feminine script felt wrong, like translating a foreign language into a dialect it was never meant to speak. But he did it anyway—each Greek letter formed with care, each variable written in the same girly script, each i and j dotted with a heart even when the i was part of a subscript or a superscript.

He worked for four hours. The first notebook filled slowly, page by page, his hand cramping from the unaccustomed effort of writing carefully instead of quickly. She sat beside him on the couch, her fingers occasionally finding their way into his hair, her attention split between her phone and the man at her feet who was rewriting his engineering notes in pink ink with heart-dotted i's. At 11:30, she set her phone down and looked at the clock.

“Time for bed,” she said. “Put your things away and get ready.” He capped the pink pen. He closed the notebook—half-filled with his new feminine handwriting, the equations and diagrams transformed into something pretty and deliberate and completely unlike the notes he used to take. He packed everything into the pink tote bag, the textbooks with their feminine covers, the notebooks, the pens, the princess keychain dangling from the side, and he set the bag by the door next to the box of carbon fiber supplies. He got ready for bed. He brushed his teeth. He washed his face. He waited for her to finish in the bathroom, and when she was done, he lay down on his blanket on the floor and stared at the ceiling and listened to her breathe.

He was tired. His hand ached. The pink ink was still visible on his fingertips, a faint stain that would probably fade by morning but that felt, in this moment, like a mark of something permanent. He was hers. His notes were hers. His handwriting was hers. And tomorrow, he would do it all again—purple ink this time, more feminine script, more proof that he was learning to be what she wanted him to be. He closed his eyes. He let the warmth spread through him, pushing out the cold and the shame and the lingering ache of his punishment. And he fell asleep thinking about the carbon fiber restraints in the box by the door, and the special cover that was waiting for his naughty projects, and the way her fingers had felt in his hair while he wrote.


Chapter 7: Naughty Projects

By March, the schedule felt less like a burden and more like a skeleton. Beautician school started at six. He had four hours between his last engineering class and the start of his night course, and he spent them at the apartment, doing homework between chores, preparing Chloe's dinner, folding her laundry, ironing her blouses, polishing her shoes. He worked quickly and efficiently, his hands moving through the tasks with the automatic precision of someone who had done them a hundred times, and when he was finished, the apartment was spotless and Chloe's dinner was waiting on the stove and he had just enough time to grab his bag and head out the door.

The night classes were held in a building on the other side of town, a squat, utilitarian structure that looked like it had been designed by someone who believed that education should be as joyless as possible. The classrooms were small and poorly lit, the chairs uncomfortable, the air thick with the smell of acetone and hair product and the faint chemical tang of nail polish remover. He arrived fifteen minutes early, his pink leather tote bag slung over one shoulder, the princess keychain dangling against his hip with each step. He found the seat farthest from the door and closest to the wall, the one that would let him observe without being observed, and he set up his station with the same methodical precision he brought to everything—fuchsia notebook open, pink pen uncapped, textbook with its floral cover propped against the wall.

The other students filtered in over the next ten minutes. They were mostly women, older than him, many of them returning to the workforce after years of raising children or working jobs they hated. They carried their kits with the practiced ease of people who had been doing other things for so long that they'd forgotten what it felt like to be students. And then they noticed him. Not him, exactly. The bag. The notebook. The keychain. The only man in the room, sitting in the corner with his aggressively feminine supplies, looking like someone who'd wandered into the wrong universe and was too polite to mention it. He didn't explain. He didn't defend. He just sat there with his pen poised and his eyes on the instructor and his mind already somewhere else entirely.

The park was empty save for them and a few dedicated joggers: the paths still lined with the remnants of last week's snow. She'd told him they were going for a walk—his first outing in weeks that wasn't to class or the lab—and he'd felt a strange flutter of anxiety at the prospect of leaving the apartment, of being in the world again, of having to navigate the space between what he was with her and what he was with everyone else. She set the terms before they left.

"You will walk on my left. One step behind. You will not speak unless I ask you a direct question. You will keep your attention on me—not on your phone, not on the people we pass, not on anything except where I am and what I'm doing. Do you understand?"

"I understand."

"Good. And Martin—your hands." He looked down at his arms, hanging loose at his sides, and felt the absence of the position like a missing tooth. He wanted to cross his wrists. He wanted the familiar pressure at the small of his back. But they were in public, and even he knew that would look strange.

"When we're outside," she said, reading his hesitation, "you'll keep your hands clasped lightly in front of you. It's less conspicuous. But the focus is the same. Your attention stays on me." They walked. The cold air bit at his cheeks, and the snow crunched beneath their feet, and he found himself hyperaware of her presence—the rhythm of her stride, the swing of her arms, the way her breath fogged in the winter air. She was wearing heeled boots today, three inches, and even with the height advantage they gave her, she moved with an easy grace that made him feel clumsy by comparison.

A woman passed them on the path, her dog straining at its leash. She glanced at Martin—just a glance, the kind of automatic assessment that people made when they passed each other in public—and then her eyes moved to Chloe, and something in her expression shifted. Recognition, maybe. Or interest. Or just the way people looked at someone who occupied space with such certainty. Martin felt a flicker of something—jealousy? insecurity? It didn't matter what the woman thought. It didn't matter what anyone thought. The only thing that mattered was staying one step behind, keeping his attention where it belonged, being the shadow to her light. They stopped at a bench near the frozen pond. She sat, and he stood beside her, his hands clasped in front of him, his eyes on her face.

"Kneel," she said quietly, and he looked at her, startled. They were in public. There were people— "Not on the ground," she said, reading his expression. "On the bench. Beside me. You can rest your hand on my knee." He knelt on the bench, his body arranging itself in the modified position—knees on the wooden slats, one hand on her knee, the other clasped in his lap. It wasn't the same as kneeling on the floor of the apartment. It wasn't as exposed, as deliberate, as complete. But it was something. It was a reminder, even here in the cold and the snow and the public eye, that he was hers.

"You did well," she said, her hand finding his hair, her fingers threading through the strands that now fell past his shoulders. "You didn't look at the woman with the dog. You didn't check your phone. You kept your focus where it belonged."

"It's easier here," he admitted. "There's less to distract me."

"Less to distract you from what?"

"From you." She smiled, and it was the warm smile, the real one, the one that made him feel like he'd done something valuable just by existing in her orbit.

"Good puppy," she said, and the word was soft enough that only he could hear it, carried away by the winter wind before it could reach anyone else's ears.

Her name was Patricia. She was fifty-something, with silver-streaked hair that fell past her shoulders, and she moved through the room with the easy authority of someone who had been teaching this subject for longer than most of her students had been alive.

“Welcome to Cosmetology 201,” she said. “This course covers the fundamentals of hair care, nail technology, and skin care. By the end of the program, you will be able to perform basic salon services at a professional standard.”

Her eyes swept the room, landing briefly on each face, and when they reached his, they paused. Not long—not long enough to be uncomfortable—but long enough to let him know that she'd seen him, that she'd registered his presence, that she was aware of the fact that he was the only man in the room and was choosing not to comment on it.

“Now,” she said, turning to the whiteboard, “let's start with the structure of the hair shaft.”

Martin's pen moved across his notebook, transcribing the diagram she was drawing—the cuticle, the cortex, the medulla. He drew the diagram with the same precision he'd once brought to his engineering notes, labeling each layer, adding small notations in the margins.

But his mind was already somewhere else.

The hair shaft was like a composite material—that much was obvious. The cuticle was the protective outer layer, like the resin on a carbon fiber panel. The cortex was the structural core, like the fibers that gave the composite its strength. And the medulla was the innermost layer, sometimes present, sometimes absent, like the voids that could appear in a poorly manufactured composite.

He understood this. He'd understood it before Patricia had finished drawing the diagram. And now, with the theory already mapped and the notes already taken, his mind was free to wander—to drift toward the thing it had been circling since she'd closed the restraint around his wrist and the static had gone quiet.

He turned to a fresh page in his fuchsia notebook. He wrote the date at the top in pink ink, dotting the i with a heart. Then he wrote a heading: Design Concepts - Wrist Restraint Mk II.

The prototype was good. The prototype was elegant. But the prototype was also limited—a single restraint for the left wrist, designed to be sealed by someone else, requiring an external key for the locking mechanism. It was a proof of concept, not a finished product. And now that he had the supplies, now that he had permission to build, his mind was racing through the improvements he could make. He started sketching.

The first design was a matched pair—left and right wrist restraints, identical in form but mirrored in orientation. The carbon fiber shells would be the same matte black, the same precision-cut edges, the same padding against the skin. But the locking mechanism needed to be redesigned. The quarter-turn pin was functional but inelegant. He wanted something smoother, something that would engage with a satisfying click and hold until the key was turned.

He sketched a two-stage lock—internal latch and external key, like the arm immobilizers he'd left in the dorm. But smaller, more refined. The key would be a simple cylinder, inserted into a recessed port on the side of the restraint, turned ninety degrees to release the internal latch. Simple. Secure. Impossible to open without the key.

He added dimensions to the sketch—shell thickness, padding depth, key port diameter. He calculated the stress distribution in his head, estimating the forces that would be applied to the restraint during use and ensuring that the carbon fiber could withstand them without failing. Then he turned to a new page and started on the next design. A collar.

Not a fashion collar—not the kind you'd find in a jewelry store or a fetish shop. A restraint collar, designed to limit head movement and create a constant, gentle pressure around the throat. The carbon fiber shell would be curved to fit the anatomy of the neck, with padding along the interior surface to prevent chafing. The locking mechanism would be at the back, where the wearer couldn't reach it, requiring the key to open.

He sketched the collar from multiple angles, working through the engineering challenges. The neck was more complex than the wrist—more curves, more variation in anatomy, more need for a custom fit. He'd need to create a molding process, a way to take an impression of the wearer's neck and use it to shape the carbon fiber shell. He made a note: Research molding compounds. Consider plaster casting vs. digital scanning.

The next design was more ambitious. A full arm binder—not the simple immobilizers he'd built for his forearms, but a device that would encase both arms from shoulder to fingertip, holding them together behind the back in a single rigid shell. The wearer would be completely unable to use their arms, unable to reach anything in front of them, unable to do anything except stand or sit or kneel and wait for someone to release them.

He sketched the arm binder from multiple angles, working through the engineering challenges. This was the most complex design he'd attempted—requiring careful attention to the anatomy of the shoulders, elbows, and wrists, ensuring that the arms could be held in a position that was restrictive but not injurious. The carbon fiber shell would need to be thicker at the stress points, with additional padding at the shoulders and elbows, and the locking mechanism would need to be more robust than the simple two-stage system he'd designed for the wrist restraints. He made a note: Research shoulder anatomy. Calculate maximum safe duration for arm binding. Consider circulation and nerve compression.

Over the following nights, he designed more: ankle restraints with a wider shell and a universal key that would work with the wrist restraints; a spreader bar with telescoping carbon fiber tubes and cable-release pins; a posture collar that extended from the base of the skull to the collarbone; bondage mitts that would enclose the hands entirely; a waist cincher that would restrict movement and create constant awareness of containment; a blindfold with contoured shell and ventilation holes; a gag with interchangeable attachments; a chastity device integrated with the waist cincher; a suspension harness with load-distributing bands; a hobble skirt that would hold the legs together; a yoke that would hold the arms in a T-position; a finger spreader that would prevent the hand from closing into a fist. Each design was a conversation with himself. Each conversation was an examination of what he wanted and why.

He was so absorbed in his designs that he almost didn't hear Patricia calling for a break. He looked up, blinking, and realized that he'd filled seven pages of his fuchsia notebook with sketches and notations and calculations, all in pink ink with heart-dotted i's, all focused on the engineering of restraint.

The word cut through his concentration like a blade.

“Can someone present their sectioning to the class?”

Patricia's voice was mild, conversational, the voice of an instructor asking a routine question. But the word—present—landed in his body before it reached his mind. His wrists twitched toward the small of his back. His shoulders began to rotate externally. His spine started to lengthen, his chin to level, his whole musculature reorganizing itself around the command that had become as automatic as breathing.

He caught himself. Barely. His hands were already halfway behind him, his shoulders already half-rotated, when his conscious mind finally caught up with his reflexes and screamed stop.

He forced his hands back to the desk. He forced his shoulders forward. He forced his spine to slump back into the posture of a tired student who had been hunched over a notebook for the past hour. His heart was pounding. His palms were sweating. And Patricia was looking at him with an expression of mild curiosity, as if she'd noticed something strange but couldn't quite identify what it was.

“Martin? Would you like to present?”

The word again. His wrists twitched. He clenched his hands into fists under the desk, his nails digging into his palms, using the pain to anchor himself to the present—the actual present, the classroom present, the present where he was a student in beautician school and not a servant kneeling at his Mistress's feet.

“No, ma'am,” he said, and his voice came out strange, thin and breathless. “I'm sorry. I was... distracted.”

Patricia studied him for a moment longer, her expression unreadable. Then she nodded and turned to another student, and Martin sat very still with his hands flat on the desk and his wrists pressed against the edge of his fuchsia notebook, and he tried not to think about how close he'd come to crossing his wrists behind his back in the middle of a classroom full of strangers.

The word was inside him now. The command was inside him. And he couldn't always control when it surfaced.

He looked at the pages. He looked at the designs. And for a moment—just a moment—he felt something he hadn't felt in months.

Not warmth, not the diffuse glow of Chloe's approval—something sharper. Something more specific. The feeling of a mind finding purchase on a problem, of a pattern resolving into clarity, of the particular satisfaction that came from designing something that would work exactly as intended.

He pushed the feeling down. He wasn't here to enjoy himself. He was here to learn skills that would make him useful to Chloe. The designs were a side project—something to work on during the theory portions of the class, when his mind was free to wander. The real purpose of beautician school was the hands-on skills: the blowouts, the nail care, the techniques that would let him serve her in the ways she'd specified.

But as the class resumed and Patricia demonstrated the proper technique for sectioning hair, Martin found his mind drifting back to the designs. The wrist restraints. The ankle restraints. The collar. The spreader bar. The posture collar. The bondage mitts. The waist cincher. The arm binder.

Each design was a system. Each system had rules. And the rules were the same kind of rules he'd always been good at understanding—input and output, cause and effect, the elegant logic of materials responding to forces applied.

He could still do this. He could still think this way. The knowledge was still there, still functional, still capable of designing restraint systems that would immobilize completely and release only with the key.

He just wasn't using it for himself anymore.

He was using it for her.

She was waiting for him when he got home. She was sitting on the couch, her legs crossed, her phone in her hand, her expression carrying that particular quality she wore when she was about to tease him—the slight curve of her lips, the knowing glint in her eyes, the posture of someone who had been looking forward to this moment all day.

“How was your beauty class day?” she asked, and her voice was light, casual, almost conversational. But her eyes were on the pink tote bag slung over his shoulder, on the princess keychain dangling against his hip, on the fuchsia notebook visible through the open top.

“It was fine,” he said, and the words came out automatically, the same way they always did.

“Fine.” She uncrossed her legs and patted the couch beside her. “Come here. Tell me about it.” He crossed the room and settled onto the floor beside her leg, his back against the couch, his tote bag on the floor next to him. She reached out and touched his hair, her fingers threading through the pale strands, and he felt himself lean into the touch without thinking.

“So,” she said, and her voice was still light, still casual, but there was something beneath it now—something teasing, something that made his stomach flip. “Did the ladies love your pretty new bag? Your gorgeous notebooks? Your girly pens?”

The question landed like a slap. He felt his face heat, felt the flush spread from his cheeks to his ears to the back of his neck.

“They noticed,” he said, and his voice was quiet, careful, the voice of someone who had learned to give the minimum response required.

“Of course they noticed.” Her fingers were still in his hair, still moving through the strands, but there was something different in her touch now—something more deliberate, more possessive. “You walked into a room full of women with a pink leather tote bag and a princess keychain and a fuchsia notebook. Of course they noticed.”

She was teasing him. He could hear it in her voice, could feel it in the way her fingers moved through his hair—slow, deliberate, designed to make him squirm.

“What did they say?” she asked.

“Nothing directly. Just... looks. Glances. The kind of looks that say they're trying to figure out what I'm doing there.”

“And what are you doing there, Martin?”

The question was simple. The answer was not.

“I'm learning skills that will make me useful to you,” he said, and the words came out steady, certain, the voice of someone who had internalized the answer so deeply that it had become automatic.

“Good answer.” Her fingers found a particularly sensitive spot at the back of his neck, and she scratched gently, her nails tracing circles against his scalp. “And what else are you doing there?”

He hesitated. He didn't know what she was asking, didn't know what answer she wanted, didn't know how to navigate the space between what he was supposed to be learning and what he'd actually been doing.

“Show me your notebook,” she said, and the command was simple, direct, the same tone she used when she told him to wipe down the kitchen counters or scrub the bathroom tile.

He reached for the tote bag and pulled out the fuchsia notebook, handing it to her without protest. She opened it and began to flip through the pages, her eyes moving over his notes—the diagrams of the hair shaft, the structure of the cuticle, the chemistry of permanent waving.

And then she reached the designs.

She stopped flipping. Her fingers stilled on the page. She looked at the sketch of the wrist restraint—the carbon fiber shell, the two-stage locking mechanism, the dimensions and calculations and notations in the margin—and her expression shifted.

Not anger. Not disappointment. Something else. Something that looked almost like hunger.

“What is this?” she asked, and her voice was low, soft, the voice of someone who already knew the answer but wanted to hear him say it.

“Designs,” he said. “For the restraints. I was working on them during the theory portions of the class, when—”

“I can see that.” She turned to the next page—the ankle restraint, with its wider shell and thicker padding and universal key. Then the next—the collar, with its curved shell and recessed locking mechanism. Then the next—the spreader bar, with its telescoping carbon fiber tubes and cable-release pins. Then the next—the posture collar, the bondage mitts, the waist cincher, the arm binder.

She studied each design in silence, her eyes moving over the sketches and notations with the same precision she brought to everything. She took her time, examining the dimensions, reading the calculations, tracing the curves of the carbon fiber shells with her fingertip.

When she finally looked up, her expression was unreadable.

“You did this today?” she asked. “During your first class?”

“Yes.”

“During the theory portions, while the instructor was lecturing about hair structure and chemistry?”

“Yes.”

“And the hands-on portions? The practical skills? Were you paying attention during those?”

“Yes.” He hesitated, trying to find the right words. “The theory I already understand—the chemistry, the physics, the way materials respond to forces. That's all engineering. But the hands-on work is different. That's about feel, about technique, about learning what the hair is telling you. I was paying attention during those parts.”

“The hair is telling you.” She repeated the phrase slowly, tasting it. “And what did the hair tell you today?”

“That I'm thinking too much. That my hands need to catch up to my mind. That blowouts aren't about angles and temperatures—they're about feel.”

“Good.” She closed the notebook and set it aside, her expression shifting into something warmer, something that made the tightness in his chest ease slightly. “You're learning. That's what matters.”

She was quiet for a moment, her fingers still in his hair, her eyes still on his face. Then she said, “Tell me about the designs. Walk me through them.”

He told her.

He started with the wrist restraints—the matched pair, the two-stage locking mechanism, the universal key. He explained the engineering decisions—the shell thickness, the padding depth, the key port diameter, the stress distribution calculations. He talked about the materials—carbon fiber for the shell, memory foam for the padding, 304 stainless steel for the locking mechanism, soft leather for the straps.

She listened. She asked questions. She made him explain the reasoning behind each decision, the trade-offs he'd considered, the alternatives he'd rejected. She was thorough, methodical, the same way she was with everything, and by the time he'd finished explaining the wrist restraints, she had a clear picture of how they would work and why.

Then she turned to the ankle restraints, and the process repeated. Then the collar. Then the spreader bar. Then the posture collar, the bondage mitts, the waist cincher, the arm binder.

Each design was a conversation. Each conversation was an examination. And by the time they'd finished, Martin felt like he'd just defended a thesis—exhausted, wrung out, but also strangely satisfied, like he'd been given the chance to show someone the thing he'd been building in secret and they'd understood.

“Your handwriting is improving,” she said, when they'd finished. She picked up the notebook again, flipping to a page of notes from the lecture. “The hearts are consistent. The letters are more even. You're slowing down, which is the point.”

“Thank you,” he said quietly, accepting the praise without deflecting.

“Don't thank me yet.” She closed the notebook and set it aside. “You still have three weeks of notes to rewrite. And I expect the same quality tomorrow—different ink color, same feminine script, same heart-dotted i's. Do you understand?”

“I understand.”

“Good.” She reached out and touched his face, her fingers tracing his cheekbone in that gesture he'd come to crave. “Now go make dinner. And after dinner, you'll rewrite today's notes while I review your designs in more detail. I have questions about the arm binder that we didn't get to.”

He nodded. He stood up. He crossed his wrists behind his back and walked to the kitchen, and as he cooked, he thought about the designs and the questions she'd asked and the way her expression had shifted when she'd seen the sketches—not anger, not disappointment, but something that looked almost like hunger.

She was interested. She was engaged. She was taking his designs seriously, treating them like engineering problems to be solved rather than fantasies to be dismissed.

And somewhere beneath the exhaustion and the service and the pink ink with its heart-dotted i's, the part of him that had always loved building things stirred quietly, like a coal buried under ash, showing orange only when the wind shifted just right.

The library was her idea. She had research to do—something for her graduate work, papers she needed to access in the physical stacks rather than online—and she'd decided to bring him along.

"You can study," she said. "I'll find a table. You'll sit with me. And when I need something—a book, a coffee, a stretch break—you'll get it for me. Quietly. Without drawing attention." The library was a Gothic structure at the center of campus, all stone and stained glass and the hushed reverence of a cathedral. They found a table in the far corner of the third floor, away from the main traffic, surrounded by stacks of aging journals that no one ever read. She set up her laptop and her notes, and he set up his textbooks and his problem sets, and for a while they worked in companionable silence.

But the position was different here. In the apartment, he could kneel, could present, could hold the shapes she'd taught him without fear of observation. Here, he was constrained by the chair, by the table, by the presence of other students moving through the stacks. He felt awkward, unmoored, like a ship without an anchor. She seemed to sense his discomfort. She reached across the table and touched his hand—just a brief contact, her fingers brushing his knuckles—and he felt the tension in his shoulders ease.

"Breathe," she murmured, her eyes on her screen. "You know where your attention belongs. The location doesn't change that." He breathed. He turned back to his problem set. And gradually, he found his rhythm again—the quiet focus that came from knowing she was there, from hearing the soft click of her keyboard, from feeling the occasional brush of her foot against his under the table. She sent him for coffee an hour later. "Two sugars, splash of cream," she said without looking up. "And a water for you. No food."

He went. He navigated the library's corridors, found the café on the ground floor, ordered the drinks, carried them back through the stacks. When he returned, she was on the phone—her real phone, the one she used in front of him—and she held up a finger without breaking her conversation. He stood by the table, the drinks in his hands, waiting. He didn't sit down. He didn't set the drinks down. He just stood there, holding them, his attention on her face, waiting for her to acknowledge him. She talked for another five minutes. He stood for another five minutes. And when she finally ended the call and looked up at him, her expression was unreadable.

"You're still holding those."

"You didn't tell me to put them down." Something flickered in her eyes—surprise, maybe, or satisfaction, or something else entirely. She pointed to the table, and he set the drinks down, arranging them precisely—her coffee on the right, his water on the left, the handles aligned.

"Sit," she said, and he sat, and she picked up her coffee and took a sip, her eyes on him over the rim of the cup.

"Good puppy," she said quietly, and the words were meant only for him, lost in the hushed acoustics of the library, absorbed into the dust and the paper and the ancient silence of the stacks. "You're learning." He was reaching for his water when he heard it—the sound of footsteps on the carpet, accompanied by the unmistakable cadence of college girls in their natural habitat. Two of them appeared at the end of the stacks, their arms full of textbooks, their heads bent together in conversation. They were the kind of pretty that looked effortless—glossy hair, coordinated outfits, the easy confidence of women who had never had to work for attention.

One of them noticed him first. Her eyes swept the table, taking in the arrangement of drinks, the precise alignment of handles, the way he was sitting—straighter than necessary, his hands now resting on his thighs, his attention not on his textbook but on Chloe. The girl nudged her companion, and they both looked, and then they both giggled, the sound carrying across the quiet space like a small bell. Chloe glanced up from her laptop. Her eyes tracked the girls, assessed them in that quick, comprehensive way she had, and then something shifted in her expression—not warmth, exactly, but a kind of social calculation, the look of someone who had spotted an opportunity and was deciding how to use it.

"Kneel," she said quietly, her hand finding the top of his head in a gesture that was becoming familiar. "Here. At my feet. You can study from there." He slid off the chair and onto the floor, arranging himself beside her leg, his back against the bookshelf, his textbook open on his lap. The position was the modified one—less exposed than the full presentation, but still unmistakably what it was: a man kneeling at a woman's feet, his body oriented toward her like a compass pointing north. The girls were watching. He could feel their eyes on him, on the back of his head, on the way his body had moved without hesitation at Chloe's command. One of them whispered something to the other, and they both giggled again.

Chloe caught the eye of the one who'd noticed him first. She smiled—not the controlled, knowing smile she used with him, but something warmer, more social, the smile of a woman recognizing curiosity when she saw it. She tilted her head slightly, a small acknowledgment, and then she gestured with her coffee cup in a way that said come over, I don't bite. The girls exchanged a look—the kind of look that contained an entire conversation in a single raised eyebrow—and then they were walking toward the table, their textbooks clutched to their chests, their eyes bright with the particular intensity of people who had seen something they'd only read about.

"Hi," the first one said, sliding into the chair across from Chloe like she was trying to figure out if she belonged there. She was blonde, with the kind of tan that came from a bottle and the kind of nails that came from a salon. "I'm Jess. This is Megan."

"Megan" was darker, with sharp eyes and a smile that suggested she was the one who asked the questions in their friendship.

"Chloe." She closed her laptop, giving them her full attention in that way she had—complete, undivided, as if they were the most interesting people in the room. "And this is Martin."

"Hi, Martin," Jess said, her voice bright and musical, but her eyes kept darting to the way he was kneeling, to Chloe's hand in his hair, to the configuration of their bodies like she was trying to reconcile what she was seeing with something she'd only encountered in textbooks.

"He's quiet," Megan observed, her eyes moving from his face to Chloe's hand to the way he was kneeling on the floor like it was the most natural thing in the world. She sounded like she was trying to be casual and not quite succeeding.

"He's well-trained," Chloe said, and the word trained landed in the space between them, a pebble dropped into still water. "Aren't you, puppy?"

"Yes," he said, and his voice came out soft, directed at the floor, at her feet, at the space where her ankle brushed his knee. Jess leaned forward, her elbows on the table, her chin in her hands.

"Okay, I have to ask—we just covered this in our psych seminar. Power exchange dynamics. Dominance and submission." She gestured vaguely at the space between Chloe and Martin. "This is that, right? Like, actually that?"

"It is that," Chloe said, and her voice was calm, matter-of-fact, the voice of someone who had answered this question before and would answer it again.

"Oh my God," Megan breathed, and there was something in her voice that was equal parts shock and fascination. "We read about this. The protocols, the positions, the—the whole thing. But we thought it was mostly theoretical. Or, like, online. Not in the third floor of the campus library on a Tuesday afternoon."

"It's not theoretical," Chloe said, and her voice carried a hint of amusement. "It's very real." Jess was staring at him now, her head tilted, her expression caught between disbelief and something that looked almost like wonder.

"He's so... quiet. And still. Like, you said 'kneel' and he just—"

"He just did," Chloe finished. "That's what training looks like when it's done properly."

"Properly," Megan repeated, and her voice was thoughtful, the voice of someone who was filing this away for later analysis. "How long does that take? The training?"

"Depends on the subject." Chloe's fingers were still in his hair, still moving through the strands, and he could feel the possessive undertone in the gesture—my puppy, my project, my work. "Martin is particularly responsive. But we're still working on the basics. He's not ready for public display yet—or at least, not beyond this."

"This seems pretty public to me," Jess said, gesturing at the stacks around them.

"This is controlled exposure," Chloe said. "A step in his training. Learning to hold his position even when there are distractions. Even when people are watching."

"Like us," Megan said, and her voice was quieter now, more careful, the voice of someone who was starting to understand that they were part of the lesson.

"Like you," Chloe confirmed. She smiled, and it was the knowing smile this time, the one that said she was three steps ahead of everyone in the room. "You're helping, actually. New people. New energy. New attention. It's good practice for him." Jess looked at him again—really looked this time, not the quick, assessing glance from before but a longer, more considering gaze.

"Can I..." She hesitated, her hand half-raised, her eyes moving from his hair to Chloe's face. "Is it okay if I touch him? His hair is really pretty."

"Go ahead," Chloe said, and her voice was warm, generous, the voice of someone offering a friend a treat. "He likes it." Jess's fingers moved through his hair with the hesitant, careful touch of someone who had never pet a person before and wasn't quite sure of the protocol. Her strokes were lighter than Chloe's, more tentative, and he could feel the difference in her touch—the uncertainty, the curiosity, the slight tremor of someone who was doing something they'd only read about and was surprised to find themselves doing.

"His hair is so soft," Jess said, and there was genuine wonder in her voice, the kind of wonder that came from touching something unexpected. "Like, what do you use on this? It's silkier than mine."

"It's a shampoo and conditioner combo," Chloe said, and her hand was still on his head too, her fingers resting against his scalp, not competing with Jess's touch but coexisting with it, the way two people might share the petting of a particularly soft cat. "Argan oil and keratin. But honestly, it's mostly just his natural texture. I just make sure he takes care of it."

"She makes me grow it out," he said, and the words came out before he could stop them. Chloe's fingers stilled in his hair. The silence that followed was sharp, sudden—a cold thread pulled through the warmth of the moment.

"Shush, puppy," she said, and her voice was quiet, controlled, the voice she used when he had made a mistake that she was choosing to address calmly rather than with anger. "When women are speaking, you don't speak unless you're addressed." He closed his mouth. His cheeks burned. He hadn't meant to speak—he'd just been so comfortable, so warm, so caught up in the sensation of fingers in his hair that the words had slipped out without permission. He lowered his eyes to the floor and held very still, waiting. Jess's hand had frozen mid-stroke, her fingers still tangled in his hair. She looked at Chloe with wide eyes; her expression caught between surprise and something that looked almost like concern.

"Oh God, did I get him in trouble? I didn't mean to—I was just touching his hair, I wasn't trying to—"

"You didn't get him in trouble," Chloe said, and her voice was calm, reassuring, the voice of someone who was used to managing these situations. "He got himself in trouble. He knows the rules."

"Are you going to..." Megan leaned forward slightly, her sharp eyes moving from Martin's bowed head to Chloe's composed expression. "I mean, in our class we read about correction protocols. Punishments for infractions. Is that something you—"

"Not this time," Chloe said, and her fingers resumed their movement through his hair, the gesture deliberate, reclaiming, a reminder of who he belonged to. "He's still learning. And he was excited—new people, new attention. It's understandable. But if he speaks out of turn again, then we'll have a conversation about consequences." She emphasized the word conversation in a way that made the meaning clear, and Martin felt a small shiver run through him that had nothing to do with the cold.

"He's very responsive," Megan observed, and her voice had that thoughtful, analytical quality again—the voice of someone who was filing away observations for later. "Like, the way he went quiet the second you corrected him. No argument, no explanation, just... compliance."

"He's a natural," Chloe said, and the pride was back in her voice now, layered over something else—something more careful, more guarded. "Born that way. Not conditioned, not trained into it, not a response to trauma or circumstance. The wiring was there from the start. He just needed someone to show him what it was for." Jess frowned slightly, her fingers still in his hair but no longer moving.

"Born that way? I thought—our professor said that was mostly theoretical. That true natural submissives were, like, vanishingly rare. Almost nonexistent in the population."

"They are rare," Chloe said, and her voice was quiet now, the voice of someone who was choosing her words carefully. "Very, very rare. Most people who identify as submissive come to it through experience—through exploration, through relationships, through discovering what works for them. But some people are born with a need for structure and service that goes deeper than preference. It's not something they choose. It's something they are. And finding someone like that—" She paused, her fingers tracing a slow path along his scalp. "Finding someone like that is like finding a unicorn. They don't exist in the wild. And when you find one, you hold on." The word unicorn settled into the space between them, heavy with meaning that Martin couldn't quite parse. Jess and Megan exchanged a look—the kind of look that said they understood that something significant had just been revealed, even if they didn't fully understand what it was.

"So, when you say he's a natural," Megan said slowly, "you mean—"

"I mean he was born for this," Chloe said simply. "And he spent nineteen years not knowing what he was missing. Now he knows. And he's home." Her hand moved to the back of his neck, her palm warm against his nape, and he felt the pressure—grounding, possessive, exactly what he needed—and the warmth in his chest flared back to life, pushing out the shame of his correction, filling the space where the cold had crept in during those seconds of silence.

"Good puppy," she murmured, low enough that only he could hear. "Stay quiet now." He stayed quiet. He didn't speak again until he was spoken to.

"I love playing with his hair," Chloe said, and her voice was filled with pride—the same pride she might show when showing off a well-behaved dog, or a prize-winning orchid, or anything else she had cultivated and shaped and made her own. "I could do it for hours. Sit there, run my fingers through it, style it, braid it, whatever. It's one of my favorite things."

"That's so sweet," Megan said, and her hand joined Jess's, her nails tracing a path along his temple with more confidence than her friend had shown—like she'd decided to commit to the experience rather than hesitate at the edge of it. "He's like a little puppy. A cute, quiet, well-behaved puppy."

"That's what I call him," Chloe said, and her fingers tightened slightly in his hair, a gentle pressure that reminded him of where his attention belonged. "My good puppy." Jess and Megan exchanged another look—the kind of look that women share when they're processing something they'd only encountered in textbooks and are now encountering in real life, in a library, on a Tuesday afternoon.

"You know," Jess said, her fingers still moving through his hair, her voice taking on that thoughtful quality that meant she was working through something, "we studied aftercare in class too. The protocols for bringing someone back after an intense scene. Making sure they're hydrated, grounded, feeling safe." She looked at Chloe with something like respect. "You must have to be really careful with that. With someone who responds this well."

"I am," Chloe said, and her voice was serious now, the voice of someone who was discussing something important. "The training is only part of it. The care afterward matters just as much. Maybe more." Megan nodded slowly, like she was filing this away for a paper or an exam or just for her own understanding.

"That makes sense. The psych literature says the bond is reinforced by the aftercare, not the scene itself. The scene creates the vulnerability, but the care afterward is what builds the trust."

"Exactly," Chloe said, and her smile was different now—not the knowing, controlled expression she wore when she was pleased with his service, but something more genuine, the smile of someone who had found people who understood what she was doing and why. "Martin is very responsive to aftercare. It's part of what makes him such a good subject."

"Can I ask—" Jess started, and then stopped, her fingers stilling in his hair. "Never mind. That's probably too personal."

"Ask," Chloe said, and her voice was open, inviting, the voice of someone who enjoyed being asked about her work.

"How did you know? That he would be... responsive? That he would take to this?" Jess's voice was careful, respectful, the voice of someone who understood that she was asking about something important. "Like, did you screen for it? Or was it just instinct?" Chloe was quiet for a moment, her fingers still moving through his hair, her eyes on his face with that assessing gaze he'd come to recognize. Then she said,

"Some of both. I saw something in him that he didn't know was there. And I was right." The girls stayed for another fifteen minutes, petting his hair and asking questions about his training and making jokes about babysitting and house-breaking, through it all he knelt at Chloe's feet and let himself be touched and talked about and treated like something cute and soft and well-behaved, and when they finally left—numbers exchanged, promises to text, air kisses on both cheeks—he felt the absence of their hands like a sudden chill.

"Good puppy," Chloe said, and her voice was soft, private, meant only for him. "Very good puppy. You were perfect." She played with his hair for another hour after that, her fingers moving through the strands that the other women had touched, reclaiming them, marking them as hers again. And he knelt at her feet and let her, and tried not to think about the way the girls had petted him like he was a thing, and the way he'd let them, and the way some small part of him had liked it.

The apartment had a small balcony—barely big enough for two people to stand side by side—but Chloe had transformed it into something almost habitable, with a potted fern and a small bistro table and two chairs that she never used. She preferred to stand at the railing, looking out at the campus below, and Martin had learned to stand behind her, his hands clasped in front of him, his attention on the back of her head. Spring had come late that year, the winter holding on with a stubbornness that felt personal, but today was warm—the first truly warm day of the season—and she'd opened the sliding door to let the fresh air in. He was folding laundry at the coffee table when she stepped outside, and he looked up, his hands pausing on the shirt he was smoothing.

"Come here," she said from the balcony, and he rose and went, leaving the laundry half-finished on the couch. She was leaning against the railing, her face turned up to the sun, her eyes closed. She was wearing a sundress today—something light and flowing that he'd never seen before, a splash of color against the gray of the apartment building. She looked different in the sunlight. Softer. Younger. Almost approachable.

"Kneel," she said, and he looked at the balcony floor—concrete, gritty, definitely not the hardwood he was used to—and then back at her.

"Here?"

"Here." She pointed to the spot beside her, at the railing. "Face out. Knees apart. Hands on your thighs, palms up." The position. The real position, not the modified version she'd taught him for public spaces. He hesitated for only a moment before sinking to his knees on the concrete, his body arranging itself exactly as she'd instructed—knees spread, palms up, the posture of presentation that she'd only asked him to hold once before, the night she'd made him watch her message someone else. The concrete was rough beneath his knees. The sun was warm on his face. She was standing beside him, looking down, and he was kneeling, looking out at the campus below, and anyone could see them—anyone in the building across the way, anyone on the quad below, anyone who happened to look up at the right moment.

"Don't move," she said, and her hand came to rest on the top of his head, her fingers threading through his hair. "Don't speak. Just feel." He felt. He felt the sun on his skin and the concrete beneath his knees and the weight of her hand on his head and the exposure of the position—knees apart, palms up, completely open to whatever she wanted to give him or take from him. He felt vulnerable in a way that went beyond the physical, vulnerable in a way that made the ache in his chest eased. She stood there for twenty minutes, her hand on his head, looking out at the campus, and he knelt there for twenty minutes, looking out at the same view from a completely different angle, and neither of them spoke. The silence was full—not empty, not awkward, but full of the kind of communication that didn't require words. When she finally told him to rise, his knees were stiff and his palms were sweating.

"Good puppy," she said, and her voice was soft, tender, the voice of someone speaking to something precious. "You're so beautiful like this. So open. So mine." He didn't respond. He didn't need to. The position had said everything that needed to be said.

The next night, she asked about the designs again. And the night after that. And the night after that. Each evening, when he came home from beautician school, she would settle onto the couch and he would kneel beside her on the floor, and she would take his fuchsia notebook and flip through the pages, examining the new designs he'd worked on during the theory portions of the class.

He designed a blindfold on the second night—not a simple strip of fabric, but a contoured shell that would cup the face and block all light, with padding around the edges to prevent any glimpse of the outside world. The locking mechanism was at the back, integrated with the collar design, so that the blindfold and collar could be worn together as a single unit.

She studied the design and asked about the ventilation—how would the wearer breathe? He'd anticipated the question and added breathing holes at the nose, angled to prevent any light from entering while still allowing airflow.

“Good,” she said, and the knot he hadn't realized he was carrying loosened. He designed a gag on the third night—not a simple ball gag, but a more sophisticated system with interchangeable attachments. The base was a carbon fiber mouthpiece that would fit between the teeth, with a breathing hole and a channel for the interchangeable attachments. The attachments included a standard ball, a bit, a tongue depressor, and a feeding tube for longer sessions.

She studied the design and asked about the locking mechanism—how would the gag be secured in place? He'd designed a strap system that would wrap around the head and connect to the collar, preventing the wearer from removing the gag without first removing the collar.

“Clever,” she said, and the word made something in his chest pulse with satisfaction.

He designed a chastity device on the fourth night—this was the most challenging design yet, requiring careful attention to anatomy and ergonomics and hygiene. The carbon fiber shell would encase the genitals completely, with a catheter tube for urination and a ventilation system for airflow. The locking mechanism was integrated with the waist cincher, so that the chastity device and cincher could be worn together as a single unit.

She studied the design for a long time, asking detailed questions about hygiene and comfort and long-term wear. He'd anticipated most of her questions and had answers ready, but some of them made him think in new directions, and he made notes in the margin for revisions.

“Interesting,” she said, and her voice was thoughtful, the voice of someone who was considering possibilities they hadn't considered before.

He designed a suspension harness on the fifth night—a system of carbon fiber bands and leather straps that would wrap around the torso and thighs, distributing the wearer's weight across multiple points and allowing them to be suspended from a single overhead attachment. The engineering was complex, requiring careful attention to load distribution and stress concentration, but the principle was the same as the harnesses used in rock climbing—just adapted for a different kind of ascent.

She studied the design and asked about the maximum weight capacity. He'd calculated it at three hundred pounds, with a safety factor of two, meaning the harness could theoretically support six hundred pounds before failing.

“Good engineering,” she said, and the words made something in his chest glow that had nothing to do with service and everything to do with the part of him that had always loved building things.

Each night, after she'd reviewed his designs, she would turn to his rewritten notes. She was meticulous about the handwriting. She would open the fuchsia notebook and examine each page, checking the consistency of the hearts, the evenness of the letters, the femininity of the script. She would point out letters that were too angular, hearts that were too small, words that were too cramped. She would make him rewrite pages that didn't meet her standards, sitting beside her on the floor with his pink pen and his fuchsia notebook, carefully forming each letter with the deliberate attention she required.

“Your i's are getting lazy,” she said one night, pointing to a page of chemistry notes. “The hearts are supposed to be consistent. These look like you were rushing.”

“I was trying to keep up with the lecture,” he said, and the words came out defensive, the voice of someone who was tired and frustrated and wanted to be done with the punishment already.

“Then you need to learn to write faster without sacrificing quality.” She closed the notebook and handed it back to him. “Rewrite this page. And Martin—”

“Yes?”

“Slow is smooth. Smooth is fast. Learn to do it correctly, and the speed will come.” He rewrote the page. He rewrote it slowly, carefully, forming each letter with the deliberate attention she required. And when he was finished, she examined it again, and this time she nodded.

“Better,” she said. “Much better. Your handwriting is improving, Martin. It's more feminine, more consistent, more readable. In another week, you won't even have to think about it anymore. The hearts will be automatic.” She was right. By the end of the second week, the hearts were automatic. His hand would form the letter i and dot it with a heart without conscious thought, the way his wrists would cross behind his back without being told, the way his knees would bend when she said “kneel.” The punishment was becoming a habit. The habit was becoming a part of him. And the designs kept coming.

More designs followed. A hobble skirt that would encase the legs from waist to ankle, holding them together and permitting only the smallest steps. A yoke that would rest on the shoulders and extend along the arms, holding them in a T-position. A finger spreader that would fit over the hand and hold the fingers apart, preventing the fist from closing. Each was a conversation with himself. Each conversation was an examination of what he wanted and why. The engineering was delicate, requiring careful attention to the anatomy of the hand and the need for precision in the finger placement. Each design was a conversation. Each conversation was an examination. And each examination made him better—more precise, more thorough, more aware of the engineering challenges and the anatomical constraints and the need for elegance in addition to function.

“Your designs are improving,” she said one night, after she'd reviewed the finger spreader. “The early ones were good—functional, well-engineered—but these are better. More refined. More elegant. You're thinking about the wearer now, not just about the restraint.”

“Thank you,” he said, and the words came out quiet, genuine.

“Don't thank me. You did the work.” She reached out and touched his face, her fingers tracing his cheekbone. “I just asked the questions. You found the answers.” She was quiet for a moment, her fingers still on his face. Then she said, “Tell me something, Martin. When you're designing these—when you're sketching the shells and calculating the stress distribution and working through the engineering challenges—what are you thinking about?”

The question was unexpected. He'd been prepared for questions about the designs, about the materials, about the locking mechanisms. But this was different. This was a question about him—about what was happening inside his head when he was working on the designs. He thought about it. He thought about the feeling he got when he was designing—the sharp, specific satisfaction of a problem being solved, a pattern being recognized, a system being understood. He thought about the way his mind would lock onto a design and turn it over and over, examining it from every angle, finding the flaws and fixing them, refining and improving until the design was as elegant as he could make it.

“I'm thinking about the engineering,” he said finally. “About how to make the design work. About how to solve the problems that come up.”

“That's not all you're thinking about.” Her voice was soft, knowing, the voice of someone who could see straight through to the back of his skull. “What else?” He swallowed. His throat was dry. He didn't want to answer this question, didn't want to examine too closely what was happening inside him when he designed the restraints. But she'd asked, and he'd learned that keeping things from her was worse than any answer he could give.

“I'm thinking about what it would feel like,” he said, and the words came out quiet, almost a whisper. “To wear them. To be bound by them. To have someone close them around me and lock them and walk away with the key.” She was quiet for a long moment. Her hand was still on his face, her thumb tracing his cheekbone, and he could feel the weight of her attention like a physical thing—pressing down on him, holding him in place, making it impossible to look away.

“And when you imagine that,” she said slowly, “what do you feel?”

“Quiet,” he said, and the word came out reverent, like a prayer. “I feel quiet. The static goes away. Everything goes away except the feeling of being held. Being contained. Being bound.” She was quiet again. Then she reached down and picked up the fuchsia notebook, flipping to the design for the arm binder—the most ambitious design he'd attempted, the one that would encase both arms from shoulder to fingertip and hold them together behind the back in a single rigid shell.

“And this one?” she asked, tapping the page. “When you imagine wearing this one, what do you feel?” He looked at the design. He looked at the carbon fiber shell, the padding, the locking mechanism, the dimensions and calculations and notations in the margin. And he thought about what it would feel like to have his arms encased in that shell, to be unable to move them, to be completely dependent on someone else for release.

“Helpless,” he said, and the word came out raw, stripped of pretense. “Completely helpless. Unable to do anything except wait for someone to decide I've had enough.” She studied him for a long moment, her dark eyes holding his with an intensity that made his breath catch. Then she closed the notebook and set it aside.

“Good,” she said, and the word was warm, approving, the voice of someone who had heard what they needed to hear. “That's exactly what you're supposed to feel. And when I decide to build these—when I decide to let you build these—that's exactly what you will feel.” She reached out and touched his face again, her fingers tracing his cheekbone in that gesture he'd come to crave.

“But not yet,” she said. “You're not ready. And I haven't decided yet whether I'm ready to give you what you're asking for.” He nodded. He accepted. He crossed his wrists behind his back and waited for her to tell him what to do next. Six months, she thought, watching him settle into the position she'd taught him. Six months gone, and I still don't know if I can give him what he needs. I still don't know if what he needs is enough for me.

The clock was ticking. The year was passing. And every day that went by without resolution was a day that brought her closer to the conversation she didn't want to have with her mother—the one where she admitted that the experiment had failed, that she couldn't want what she was supposed to want, that the Eleventh Seat would pass to Celeste after all. She pushed the thought away. She had six months left. Six months to figure it out. Six months to make this work. It had to be enough. It had to be.

The hands-on skills came more slowly. He learned the blowout in the second week, after hours of practice on mannequin heads and his own hair, which was getting longer by the day. He learned the way the brush had to move through the hair, the way the dryer had to follow, the way the tension had to be just right—not too tight, not too loose, but somewhere in between, a feel that couldn't be taught but had to be learned through repetition and failure and correction.

“You're thinking too much,” Patricia said, after his seventh attempt produced the same frizzy, uneven result. “Your mind is in the right place, but your hands need to catch up. Blowouts aren't about angles and temperatures—they're about feel. You have to learn what the hair is telling you.” He learned to feel. He learned to listen to the hair, to respond to its signals, to adjust his technique based on what his hands were telling him rather than what his mind was calculating. And somewhere around the tenth or eleventh attempt, something shifted—not in his mind, which already understood the theory, but in his hands, which had finally learned the feel of it.

“Better,” Patricia said, examining his work. “Much better. You have good hands for this, Martin. Steady. Patient. The kind of hands that can learn to feel instead of think.” Good hands. The words settled into him, finding their place alongside the other things she'd said about his hands—the things Chloe had said, the night she'd closed the restraint around his wrist and the static had gone quiet. He had good hands. He was learning to use them. And the skills he was learning—the precision, the patience, the ability to feel instead of think—were the same skills he would need when the designs stopped being sketches and started being real.

He learned the geometry of cutting next—the way that elevation and over direction could create layers, the way that tension and angle could produce graduated or blunt effects. He learned the precision of nail application—the way that the brush had to be held at a specific angle, the way that the polish had to be applied in thin, even strokes. Each technique was a system. Each system had rules. And the rules were the same kind of rules he'd always been good at understanding—input and output, cause and effect, the elegant logic of materials responding to forces applied. He was hijacking his own education. That was the thought that surfaced as he filled another page with diagrams and notations. He was using the same cognitive architecture that had made him good at engineering to master a completely different domain—and the architecture was holding. The beams were bearing the load. The structure was sound.

But the domain wasn't really different, was it? The hands-on skills were about precision and patience and learning to feel. The designs were about precision and patience and learning to feel. And both of them—the skills and the designs—were in service to the same person, the same purpose, the same quiet that he'd been craving his entire life. He was learning to make women beautiful. He was learning to make restraints that would hold them in place. And both of those things, in their own way, were forms of service. He learned, and he excelled, and the glow in his chest brightened every time he thought about how pleased Chloe would be when she finally let him build the things he'd been designing.

But that night, lying on his blanket on the floor  and his ears full of the sound of her breathing, he thought about the designs—the wrist restraints, the ankle restraints, the collar, the spreader bar, the posture collar, the bondage mitts, the waist cincher, the arm binder, the blindfold, the gag, the chastity device, the suspension harness, the hobble skirt, the yoke, the finger spreader—and he thought about what it would feel like to wear them, to be bound by them, to be held in place by the things he'd built with his own hands. Soon. Soon. Soon. He closed his eyes. He let the satisfaction spread through him, pushing out the cold and the static and the endless, formless ache of not knowing what he was supposed to be. He was a designer. He was a builder. He was a servant. And soon—when she decided he was ready—he would be bound.

He demonstrated new techniques on her whenever he could.  The first was the blowout. He'd been practicing for three weeks, working on mannequin heads until his wrist ached and his arm was sore, and he'd reached the point where his hands could do the work without his mind having to direct every movement. He asked her if he could try it on her real hair—asked, because he was still learning the boundaries of what he was allowed to do without permission, still figuring out which decisions he could make for himself and which ones required her approval.  She was sitting on the edge of the bed, fresh from the shower, her dark hair hanging in wet ropes past her shoulders. She looked up at him with that assessing gaze he'd come to crave—the one that said she was evaluating him, weighing his progress, deciding whether he was worth the investment she'd made.

“Fine,” she said. “But if you damage it, you're paying for the repair.” He knelt behind her on the floor—never the bed, never the couch, always the floor—and began to work. He sectioned her hair with the same precision he'd learned in class, creating clean partings from temple to crown. He wrapped the first section around his brush, elevated it to the angle Patricia had taught him, and began to smooth, directing the airflow from the dryer with his other hand, following the brush in a slow, steady arc.

Her hair was nothing like the mannequin's. It was alive in a way the synthetic strands had never been—responding to the heat, the tension, the movement of his hands with a vitality that surprised him. He could feel it under his fingers, could feel the way the strands separated and recombined, the way the cuticle smoothed under the heat, the way the natural wave in her hair responded to the direction of the brush. He was reading her hair the way he'd once read the output of a stress test, interpreting the signals it was sending him, adjusting his technique based on what it told him. It took him forty minutes.

When he was finished, her hair fell in a smooth, polished wave past her shoulders, the kind of blowout that would have cost a hundred dollars at the salon she usually went to. He sat back on his heels, his wrists crossing behind his back, and waited for her verdict. She examined it in the bathroom mirror, turning her head from side to side, running her fingers through the ends. She didn't say anything for a long moment, and the silence made his stomach flip—the same silence she always used when she was evaluating, when she was deciding whether his work had met her standards.

“This is acceptable,” she said finally, and something in his chest clicked into place—a mechanism engaging, a latch finding its catch. “You can do this from now on. I'll cancel my salon appointments.” Acceptable. She'd canceled her salon appointments. He was useful. He was good. And the thing in his chest—the thing that had started as warmth and hardened into structure—pulsed with a satisfaction that had nothing to do with his own achievement and everything to do with the knowledge that he was serving her in a way that mattered.

The nail techniques came next. He practiced on his own hands first, applying polish to his own nails in the evenings while she sat on the couch and scrolled through her phone. He didn't try to hide it—he'd learned by now that hiding things from her was impossible, that she saw everything, that the attempt at concealment was worse than whatever he was trying to conceal. So, he sat on the floor beside the couch, his hands resting on his knees, and he applied the polish with the same precision he brought to everything, the brush moving in thin, even strokes, the color building in layers until it was opaque and glossy and perfect. She noticed, of course. She noticed everything.

“What are you doing?” she asked one evening, not looking up from her phone.

“Practicing,” he said. “For class. We're learning nail application this week.”

“On yourself?”

“It's the best way to learn. The instructors say you have to understand what it feels like to have your nails done before you can do them properly for someone else.” She was quiet for a moment. Then she extended her hand toward him, palm down, her fingers relaxed, without looking up from her phone.

“Show me.” He took her hand in his, his fingers cradling her palm, and began to work. He pushed back her cuticles with the orange stick he'd brought from his kit, cleaned the nail plate with remover, applied the base coat in a thin, even layer. Then the polish—dark red, the color she always wore, the color he'd learned to mix and apply with the precision of an engineer and the devotion of a supplicant. Stroke by stroke, nail by nail, building the color in thin layers until it was opaque and glossy and perfect. When he was finished, she examined his work with the same critical eye she brought to everything, flexing her fingers, turning her hand in the light, checking for imperfections. He waited, his wrists crossed behind his back, his heart pounding in his chest, his whole body oriented toward her verdict like a compass needle toward north.

“Good,” she said, and the word was a bell that rang through him, resonating in the space where the static used to live. “You can do these from now on too. Add it to your schedule.” He added it to his schedule. He added everything to his schedule—the blowouts, the nail care, the skincare routines she was starting to ask about, the makeup application techniques that were coming up in next semester's curriculum. His days were a list of tasks that grew longer every week, and he checked them off one by one, and each check was a small, quiet satisfaction that felt like proof of something he couldn't articulate: that he was becoming what she wanted him to be. That he was being shaped into something useful. That the rough draft of himself was being revised, line by line, into a version that was worth keeping. She let him study for his engineering classes too. Not out of generosity—or if it was generosity, it was the practical kind, the kind that calculated outcomes and planned for contingencies.

“You'll need a degree when this is over,” she'd said once, her fingers in his hair, her eyes on her phone. “I'm not going to be responsible for you having nothing.” Two months in, and the days had blurred into a single continuous loop: wake, serve, study, serve, study, serve, sleep. The specifics of each day varied, but the shape never did. “When this is over” had echoed in his head for days afterward, a phrase he couldn't stop turning over like a stone in his pocket. But he didn't ask what she meant. He didn't ask when it would end, or how, or what would happen to him when it did. He just accepted the time she gave him and used it as best he could.

The arrangement was simple. In the evenings, after the chores were done and the dinner was cleaned up and her coffee was made and her feet were massaged, she would settle onto the couch with her phone and he would kneel beside her on the floor with his textbooks spread around him like fallen leaves, his notebook balanced on the cushion beside his knee, and he would work through problem sets and reading assignments while her fingers moved idly through his hair.

It was the only time she touched him without purpose anymore. Her hands in his hair, her eyes on her screen, her attention somewhere far away—on whatever she was reading, whoever she was messaging, whatever world existed in the glow of her phone that he wasn't allowed to see. He'd caught a glimpse once, just a flash—the profile of a man on a dating app, broad-shouldered, clean shaven, with the kind of jawline that could cut glass. She'd tilted the screen away before he could see more, and he'd lowered his eyes and focused on his textbook and not asked any questions. He didn't ask because asking wasn't his place. He didn't ask because some questions, once asked, couldn't be unasked—and he wasn't sure he could survive the answer.

She was looking for something. Someone. That much was clear, even to him. Someone taller, broader, more masculine than he could ever be. Someone who could do things to her that he wasn't built for, couldn't be built for, no matter how many skills she taught him or how perfectly he learned to serve. He didn't think about it. He couldn't afford to think about it. He just knelt beside her on the floor and worked through his problem sets and let her fingers move through his hair and tried not to wonder what she was looking for in the glow of her phone, or why she never seemed to find it.

The engineering work was harder now—not because he'd lost the ability, but because he'd lost the time. He squeezed his studying into the margins of his days, the gaps between chores and classes and beautician school, the hour before bed when his eyes were too tired to focus and his brain was too fogged to think. But when he could focus—really focus, when the exhaustion receded just enough to let the engineering mind surface—he still found the same satisfaction in it. The same quiet pleasure of a system understood, a problem solved, a pattern recognized. It was smaller than it used to be. Dimmer. Like a coal buried under ash, showing orange only when the wind shifted just right. But it was still there. The part of him that loved this was still there, even if he couldn't afford to tend it the way he once had.

He held onto it in the quiet moments—in the gaps between service, in the hours at her feet with his textbook open, in the brief flickers of recognition when a concept clicked into place. He held onto it the way a drowning man holds onto a piece of wreckage—not because it will save him, but because it's proof that there was once a ship, that there was once a surface above the water, that there was once something solid to stand on. He was still an engineering student. He was still capable of the work. He still felt the satisfaction when a problem yielded to his understanding. He just couldn't afford to feel it for very long. The first time he cut her hair, his hands were shaking so badly that he had to stop and take a breath before he could begin. She sat on the edge of the bed, her back to him, her hair falling in dark waves past her shoulders, and he knelt on the floor behind her , waiting for her permission to begin.

“You can start,” she said, and he uncrossed his wrists and picked up the scissors. He worked slowly, carefully, his engineering mind breaking the process down into a series of precise, repeatable steps. Section. Elevate. Cut. Section. Elevate. Cut. The scissors moved through her hair in clean, deliberate strokes, each cut placed with the same precision he'd once brought to his materials science labs. He could feel the weight of her hair in his hands, the silk of it between his fingers, and he was acutely aware of the trust she was placing in him, the vulnerability of allowing someone to cut your hair, to change something about your appearance that couldn't be easily undone. When he was finished, she stood and walked to the bathroom to examine his work in the mirror. He stayed on the floor, his wrists crossed behind his back, his heart pounding in his chest, waiting for her verdict. She came back a few minutes later, her expression unreadable.

“This is acceptable,” she said, and the warmth that had taken up residence behind his sternum flared so bright that he thought he might float off the floor. Acceptable. Not good. Not great. Not perfect. Acceptable. It was the word she used when his work met her standards, when he'd done what she expected of him, when he'd performed at the level she'd come to require. It wasn't praise. It wasn't celebration. It was simply acknowledgment, a recognition that he had done what he was supposed to do. He worked for acceptable. He bled for acceptable. He pushed himself through cold showers and sloppy notes and professors who looked at him with concern and classmates who asked if he was okay.

One night that first week, he woke at three AM. Not from a nightmare, not from a sound—just from the grinding exhaustion that had become the background radiation of his life. He'd been asleep for two hours, and his body was already pulling him back toward consciousness, demanding that he get up, that he work, that he make himself useful. He lay there for a moment, staring at the ceiling, the static humming in his skull. Then he reached for his problem set—the one he'd abandoned earlier that evening, the one that was due tomorrow, the one with four remaining problems that he couldn't solve because his brain had been too fogged to think.

The equations swam in front of his eyes. The variables blurred together. He was so tired that the numbers kept rearranging themselves on the page, refusing to hold still long enough for him to read them. And then—slowly, reluctantly, like a machine grinding back to life after years of disuse—his engineering mind engaged. He saw it. The relationship between the variables, the pattern in the equations, the elegant logic that had always been there, waiting for him to clear enough space in his exhausted brain to find it. It was like a key sliding into a lock—the satisfaction so sharp and sudden that it cut through the fog of exhaustion like a blade through gauze. He wrote the solution. Step by step, his pen moving across the page with the same precision it had once brought to every problem set, every lab report, every calculation he'd ever been asked to perform. The answer emerged clean and correct: 347 megapascals. Yield strength of the alloy under the specified conditions.

For a moment—just a moment—he felt it. The old satisfaction. The quiet pleasure of a system understood, a problem solved, a pattern recognized. It was smaller than it used to be, dimmer, like a coal that had been buried under ash and was only now showing a glimpse of orange at its edge. But it was there. The part of him that loved this was still there. Then he looked at the clock. 3:47 AM. He had to be up in two hours. There were four more problems on the set, and he was already behind on the reading for his afternoon class, and Chloe's blouses needed ironing before she woke, and the kitchen floor had a spot near the refrigerator that he'd missed during yesterday's cleaning.

The satisfaction drained away. Not gone—just submerged again, pushed beneath the surface by the weight of everything else he was supposed to be. He could still do this. He could still love this. But there wasn't room for it anymore. There wasn't time. There wasn't permission. He closed the textbook. He set the problem set aside, half-finished, the four remaining problems staring up at him like accusations. He would do them tomorrow—no, today, in the hour between his morning class and his afternoon lab, if he skipped lunch, if he rushed, if he didn't let himself think about anything except the equations and the answers they wanted. He lay down on his blanket and crossed his wrists behind his back and stared at the ceiling. The static was there, as always, a low hum in the background of his thoughts. But beneath it, in the space where the engineering mind lived, something was still awake. Still capable. Still hungry for the kind of clarity that only systems and rules and elegant solutions could provide.

He didn't feed it. He couldn't afford to feed it. But he knew it was still there. Waiting. Patient. Like a seed that hadn't been watered but hadn't died either. He closed his eyes. He thought about kneeling beside Chloe, her fingers in his hair, her phone in her hand, her attention elsewhere while he worked through equations at her feet. She needs me. I serve her. I am useful. The words were a chant now, a rosary he could count in the dark, each repetition bringing him a fraction closer to the quiet he craved. Not the old quiet—the old noise had taken care of that, had filled his skull with its buzzing, formless noise until silence had become a memory he could barely access. But a different quiet. A purposeful quiet. The quiet of a tool that was being used for its intended purpose.

She needs me. I serve her. I am useful.

He was useful. He was good. He was hers. And somewhere beneath the warmth and the service and the structure she'd built in him, the engineering mind was still there—dormant, neglected, but intact. Waiting for a time when it might be needed again. He didn't think about that time. He couldn't afford to think about that time. He just lay there, on the floor, in the dark, and waited for morning, when he could wake up and make her coffee and start the cycle all over again.


Chapter 8: At her Feet

It was late March when the fire alarm went off at two in the morning. Martin was on the floor beside her bed, his thin blanket wrapped around his shoulders, his wrists crossed behind his back even in sleep, when the shrieking sound cut through the darkness like a blade. He was on his feet before he was fully awake, his body moving through the familiar motions of response—grab the blanket, grab the bag she kept packed for emergencies, stand by the door and wait for her instruction.

She emerged from the bedroom moments later, already dressed—she must have been awake, must have been working or reading or doing whatever she did in the hours when he was unconscious on her floor. She'd thrown on clothes quickly—a short skirt that barely reached mid-thigh, a fitted sweater, leg warmers that climbed to her mid-calves, the soft knit fabric a concession to the cold March night. Her feet were bare, shoved into flat shoes by the door, and even in those she was looking down at him, her expression annoyed rather than alarmed.

“Building policy,” she said, as if that explained everything. “We have to evacuate. Grab your coat.” He grabbed his coat. He followed her down the stairs, out the back door, into the cold March night. The parking lot was full of residents in various stages of undress—women in robes, men in pajamas, everyone shivering and annoyed and waiting for the fire department to give the all-clear. They stood apart from the others, as they always did. Chloe on her phone, Martin beside her, his eyes on the ground, his body assuming the position that had become as natural as breathing. He could feel the eyes of the other residents on him—curious, assessing, wondering about the small, slight man who stood beside the tall, beautiful woman like a shadow beside the sun.

Cold air bit at his legs, and he was grateful for the jeans she'd allowed him. But his eyes kept being drawn to the wind catching the hem of her skirt, lifting it, revealing the sliver of bare skin where the leg warmers ended and her inner thighs began. The fire department came. They checked the building. They found nothing—false alarm, someone had pulled the station, the usual story. But by the time the all-clear was given, Chloe had already made a decision.

“Get in the car,” she said, and her voice was casual, the way it always was when she was introducing something new, something that would change the shape of his life in ways he couldn't yet imagine. He got in the car. He sat in the passenger seat, his eyes on the dashboard, his mind racing to catch up with what was happening. She drove without explanation, her hands steady on the wheel, her eyes on the road, her expression focused in a way that made his stomach flip. She drove for twenty minutes. Out of the city, past the suburbs, into the rural areas that surrounded the campus like a green belt. The roads got narrower, the houses got sparser, the darkness got thicker until the only light came from the headlights cutting through the night.

She pulled off the road onto a dirt track that he would never have noticed if she hadn't turned onto it. The car bounced over ruts and potholes, the suspension creaking in protest, until they emerged into a small clearing—a pullout, really, barely big enough for the car, surrounded by trees that pressed in on all sides like walls. She turned off the engine. The headlights died, leaving them in darkness so complete that he couldn't see his hand in front of his face. He could hear the forest around them—the rustle of leaves, the chirp of insects, the distant call of something that might have been an owl. He could feel the cold seeping through the windows, the chill of the March night, the vast emptiness of the space they'd driven into.

The interior light clicked on. She was sitting up in the driver's seat, her legs still stretched toward the pedals, her skirt riding high on her thighs, and she was looking at him with an expression he couldn't quite read—amused, maybe, or satisfied, or something else entirely. Then she smiled, slow and knowing, and she shifted in her seat, lifting her hips slightly, and he heard her sharp intake of breath.

“Look at the mess you made,” she said, and her voice was light, almost teasing, the voice she used when she was about to make him do something he hadn't anticipated. He looked. The leather seat beneath her was dark with moisture—a wet patch that glistened in the dim light of the interior bulb, spreading across the smooth surface like a stain. She was wet. So wet that it had soaked through whatever she wore—or didn't wear—beneath that short skirt, wet enough to leave a visible mark on the leather, wet enough that he could smell her now, cutting through the cold March air, musky and warm and unmistakably her.

“Clean it,” she said, and the command was simple, direct, the same tone she used when she told him to wipe down the kitchen counters or scrub the bathroom tile. “With your mouth.” He didn't hesitate. He'd learned not to hesitate. He leaned across the center console, his body twisting at an awkward angle, his face descending toward the leather seat where she'd been sitting. The smell of her was stronger here—concentrated, intense, mixed with the scent of leather and the faint chemical tang of the seat cleaner he'd used a hundred times before. He pressed his mouth to the wet spot and licked.

The taste was overwhelming. Her arousal, thick and salty and slightly sweet, coated his tongue, filled his mouth, made his head swim with the intensity of it. He licked the leather clean the way he'd learned to clean everything—with care, with attention, with the same methodical precision he brought to ironing her blouses and polishing her shoes. He worked his way across the wet patch, his tongue tracing the edges, his lips pressing into the leather to suck up every drop of moisture she'd left behind. She watched him work. He could feel her eyes on him, could feel the weight of her gaze pressing into his back, could hear her breathing—slow, measured, controlled, but with an undercurrent of something that sounded almost like satisfaction.

“Good puppy,” she said when he'd finished, when the leather was clean and gleaming with his saliva instead of her arousal. “Now look at me.” He raised his head. His face was wet—her taste still on his lips, her scent still filling his nostrils—and he found her looking at him with that expression again, the one that was amused and satisfied and something else, something that made the foundation she'd poured inside his chest shake despite the cold.

She shifted in her seat. She swiveled her body toward him, her back against the door, her legs lifting, her feet finding purchase on the dashboard. The skirt fell away from her thighs as she moved, and he saw—finally, clearly, in the dim light of the interior bulb—that she wasn't wearing anything beneath it. No panties, no thong, nothing between her skin and the leather seat he'd just cleaned with his mouth. Her sex was bare and glistening, still wet, still swollen, still visibly aroused in a way that made his breath catch in his throat. The leg warmers framed the view, their soft edges pressing into the bare skin of her inner thighs, drawing his eye to the wetness at their apex.

“Come here,” she said, and she reached across the center console, her hand finding the back of his head, her fingers threading through his hair. She pulled him toward her, guiding him over the console, positioning his face between her legs. The angle was different. He'd never served her like this—never knelt beside her in the car, never been pulled across the center console, never had to navigate the geography of her body from this position. Her legs were spread wide, her feet planted on the dashboard, her thighs framing his face as she pulled him in. The center console pressed into his ribs, the gear shift dug into his hip, and he had to twist his neck at an angle that was already starting to ache, but none of that mattered. What mattered was her—her wetness, her warmth, her body opening beneath his mouth like a flower.

“Worship,” she said, and the word was the same one she always used, but the context was different now—not the apartment, not the bed, not the familiar territory of their daily routine. Here, in the darkness, in the car, in the middle of nowhere, the word felt rawer, more primal, more like a command that came from somewhere deeper than habit. He leaned in and pressed his mouth to her.

She was soaked. That was the first thing he registered—the sheer volume of her arousal, the way it coated his lips and chin and the lower half of his face before he'd even begun. She was wetter than he'd ever felt her, wetter than she'd been that morning when he'd served her before leaving for class, wetter than she'd been any night in the weeks since he'd moved in. It was as if the cold, the darkness, the strangeness of being somewhere other than the apartment had unlocked something in her, had opened a valve that usually ran at a trickle and now ran in floods.

He worked his tongue into the rhythm she preferred—steady, methodical, finding the places that made her breath catch and staying there. But she was more responsive tonight than she usually was, more vocal, her hips rising to meet his mouth, her fingers tightening in his hair, small sounds escaping her lips that she never made in the apartment. She was insatiable. That was the word that came to his mind as he worked—insatiable, as if the orgasm she'd had on his tongue that morning hadn't taken the edge off at all but had only sharpened it, had only made her want more. She came once, her thighs clamping around his head, her fingers pulling his hair hard enough to make his eyes water. But she didn't push him away afterward—not like she usually did, not with that dismissive gesture that told him his service was complete. Instead, she pulled him closer, her hand pressing his face into her, her voice low and rough and demanding:

“Don't stop.” He didn't stop. He kept working, his jaw aching, his tongue numb, his neck cramping from the angle, but he didn't stop because she hadn't told him to stop, because she was still pulling him in, because she was still making those sounds—louder now, rawer, less controlled than he'd ever heard her. She came again. And again. Three orgasms in the space of what felt like an hour but might have been longer or shorter—time had stopped meaning anything, had become a formless blur of sensation and service and the desperate, gnawing need to be good. By the time she finally pushed his head away, his face was drenched—her arousal coating his chin, his cheeks, his nose, dripping from his jaw onto the center console below.

She was breathing hard, her chest heaving, her eyes closed, her legs still spread on either side of the steering wheel. She looked wrecked in a way he'd never seen before—flushed, disheveled, her carefully maintained composure cracked open by the intensity of what had just happened.

“Get in the back,” she said finally, her voice rough, and he obeyed, climbing over the console into the back seat, his knees pressing into the floor mats, his wrists crossing behind his back, his face still wet with her juices. She drove them back to the city. She didn't speak. She didn't look at him. She just drove, her hands steady on the wheel, her eyes on the road, her expression unreadable in the glow of the dashboard lights. But he could smell her on his skin, could taste her on his tongue, could feel the wetness drying on his face like a mask he couldn't remove.

When they got back to the apartment, she walked ahead of him in silence, her heels clicking on the hardwood, her body moving with a purpose he couldn't read. He followed at a distance, his face still wet, his mind still spinning from what had happened in the car. She went straight to the bedroom and stood beside the bed, and he stopped in the doorway, unsure whether he was supposed to follow her in or go to his blanket on the floor. She turned to look at him. Her eyes were dark, hungry, nothing like the controlled expression she usually wore.

“Get in here,” she said. “On the floor. On your back.”

He obeyed. He crossed to the foot of the bed and lay down on the floor, his wrists crossing behind his head, his eyes on the ceiling, his heart pounding in his chest. She was kneeling on the bed, her legs spread, her skirt still hiked up around her waist, her bare sex still glistening in the dim light from the window. She was looking at him with an expression he couldn't read—hungry, maybe, or desperate. Whatever it was, it made his stomach flip and his pulse race, made something bright flare in his chest despite his exhaustion. She got off the bed and swung her leg over his face. She was kneeling above him, her thighs on either side of his head, her sex inches from his mouth, her body blocking out the ceiling and the light and everything that wasn't her. She was still wet—still swollen, still aroused, still visibly needing something that he was apparently going to provide.

“Worship,” she said, and the word was the same one she always used, but her voice was different now—rougher, rawer, less controlled than he'd ever heard it. He opened his mouth and let her lower herself onto him. She rode his face with a desperation he'd never experienced before. Her hips moved in quick, grinding circles, her thighs clamping around his head, her hands braced on the floor beside his shoulders. She was using him—really using him, using his mouth as a tool for her pleasure, using his body as a means to an end that had nothing to do with him and everything to do with the need that was driving her.

He couldn't breathe. That was the first thing he registered—the way her body sealed off his airway, the way her thighs pressed against his ears and muffled the sounds of the room, the way his lungs began to burn after the first thirty seconds and didn't stop burning until she shifted her weight just enough to let him gasp a breath before settling back down. He learned to time his breathing to her movements, to steal air in the moments when she lifted her hips, to hold his breath when she pressed down and ground against his mouth.

She came one more time—a fourth orgasm, or maybe a fifth, he'd lost count somewhere in the blur of sensation and service. This one was different from the others—quieter, deeper, her whole body shuddering above him, her thighs trembling against his ears, a sound escaping her lips that was almost a sob. She stayed there for a long moment afterward, her weight pressing down on his face, her breathing slow and heavy, and then she lifted herself off him and shifted to lean against the side of the bed. He lay there on the floor, his face soaked, his jaw aching, his lungs burning from the lack of air, gasping in great, ragged breaths that sounded loud in the quiet room.

"Breathe," she said, and her voice was different now—still rough, still raw, but with something beneath it that sounded almost like concern. "Slow breaths. In through your nose, out through your mouth. You hyperventilate and you'll pass out." He tried to follow her instruction, but his lungs were seizing, his diaphragm spasming, his body struggling to recalibrate after the extended deprivation. His hands clenched at his sides, his wrists still crossed behind his back from habit rather than command, and he couldn't seem to get enough air no matter how hard he tried. She made a sound—something between a sigh and a click of her tongue—and then she was moving, sliding off the bed, kneeling beside him on the floor. Her hand found his chest, pressing flat against his sternum, the weight of her palm warm and steady and grounding.

"Follow me," she said, and her voice was firm now, the voice she used when she was giving an instruction, she expected to be followed. "In... two... three... four. Hold... two... three... four. Out... two... three... four. Again." He followed. He had no choice—his body was operating on instinct, and her voice was the only thing in the room that made sense. In. Hold. Out. The rhythm she set was slow, deliberate, and gradually his lungs stopped seizing, his diaphragm stopped spasming, his breath stopped coming in desperate, ragged gasps.

"Good," she said, and her hand was still on his chest, still pressing, still grounding him in the present moment. "Again. Slower this time." He breathed. Slower. Deeper. The burning in his lungs faded to an ache, and then to a memory of an ache, and then to nothing at all. His heart rate slowed. His muscles unclenched. The world stopped spinning. She kept her hand on his chest for another minute, maybe two, monitoring his breathing the way she monitored everything—with that precise, assessing attention that missed nothing. Then she shifted her hand from his chest to his face, her thumb tracing his cheekbone, her fingers checking his pulse at the junction of his jaw.

"Are you okay puppy?" she asked, and the word was quiet, routine, the kind of question that expected an honest answer.

"Ye… Yes… Thank you for asking," he said, and he meant it. His jaw ached and his lungs burned and his face was still wet with her, but the chaos quieted.

"Good." She nodded, satisfied, and then she rose from the floor and returned to the bed, pulling the covers up around her shoulders. "Sleep. You've earned it." He lay there on the floor, his breathing finally steady, his body finally still, and he listened to her breathing slow into the rhythm of sleep. She had checked on him. She had grounded him. She had made sure he was okay before she let herself rest. The thought settled into his chest alongside the warmth, another small stone in the foundation she was building. She was done with him. She was satisfied. And she had taken care of him before she let herself sleep.

But she wasn't unconscious. Not yet. She lay in the dark, her breathing slowing, her body still humming with the aftershocks of what had happened in the car and then again here, on his face, on the floor of her own bedroom. The apartment was quiet. The city was quiet. Martin was quiet—a still, silent presence on the floor beside her bed, his wrists crossed behind his back even now, even in the aftermath, even when he thought she wasn't looking.

She stared at the ceiling and let herself feel it. Not the pleasure—that was already fading, the sharp edge of it dulling into the familiar hum of satiation. But the other thing. The thing she didn't let herself feel, didn't let herself acknowledge, didn't let herself examine too closely because examining it would mean admitting it existed. She had let go tonight. Not in the way Martin would understand. He was probably lying on his blanket right now, convincing himself that this was a turning point, that she was finally experiencing desire for him, that his service was becoming something she craved rather than simply accepted. He would be wrong. The thing she craved wasn't his service—it was the absence of having to direct it.

In the car, in the dark, she had stopped performing. Stopped calculating, stopped managing, stopped being the controlled dominant the Academy had trained her to be. She had simply felt. And for a few minutes—maybe an hour, she'd lost track—she had let herself submit. Not to Martin. Never to Martin. He was a tool, an instrument—a mouth and a tongue and a pair of hands. Submitting to a tool was like submitting to a vibrator. Absurd. A category error. No. She had submitted to the sensation itself. To the part of herself that wanted to stop directing and simply feel. To the ache that lived in her chest—the one the Academy had tried to train out of her, her mother had tried to compromise away, and Martin's exceptional service could only ever temporarily silence.

Her mother. The thought surfaced the way it always did when she let her guard down. Her mother, who had seen something in her daughter that Chloe couldn't admit to seeing herself. Who had proposed this experiment in the first place—this year of dominance, this test to see whether Chloe could find satisfaction in control or whether she would finally admit what they both knew: that she wanted the opposite, and all the consequences that meant. Give it a year, her mother had said, the night she'd had Martin's file delivered by armed courier. Give it a real try. And if, at the end of that year, you still want what you think you want—then we'll talk about what comes next.

Six months now. Six months of directing and managing and performing the role she'd been trained to play. And tonight—just for tonight—she had let herself feel the thing she was supposed to be curing herself of. It had been good. Not enough—never enough, not the way a dominant hand on the back of her neck would be enough, not the way a voice that expected obedience would be enough, not the way a body that could pin her down and take what it wanted would be enough. But good. Better than the controlled, methodical satisfaction she usually allowed herself. Better than the careful, calibrated orgasms she coaxed from Martin's talented mouth in the apartment, where the walls were thin and she always, always had to maintain the performance.

That was the thing about the apartment. About her life. About being the inheritor of the Eleventh Seat, the graduate of the Academy, the woman who had been trained to dominate since she was old enough to understand what domination meant. She could never stop being that person. Could never stop being aware of the walls, the sounds she made, the image she was constructing for Martin to worship. But in the car, in the dark, in the middle of nowhere—with no one to hear her, no one to see her—she had let herself scream. Let herself grind. Let herself take what she wanted without calculating the cost.

She had submitted. Not to a person. To a feeling. To the part of herself that wanted, just for a moment, to stop being in control. And it had been good. But it hadn't been enough. That was the problem. Martin's service was exceptional. His devotion was real. His mouth was talented and his hands were skilled and he would do anything she asked. But what she wanted—what she had always wanted—wasn't someone who would do what she asked.

She wanted someone who would tell her what to do. She wanted hands that would grip her chin and tilt her face up. A voice that would expect obedience. A body that could pin her down and take what it wanted and leave her no choice but to submit. She wanted the opposite of everything Martin was. She closed her eyes. She let the ache wash over her, familiar and persistent and utterly unresolvable. Four more months. Four more months of this experiment, of proving to her mother that she had tried, of demonstrating that she could be the dominant she'd been trained to be. And then— And then what? She didn't know. She couldn't afford to think about it. She could only do what she'd always done: push the ache down, maintain the performance, and wait for the year to end.

She dreamed about hands. Large hands. Strong hands. Hands that would grip her chin and tilt her face up and tell her she was a good girl. She woke up not remembering the dream. But the ache was still there.

And beneath the ache, another thought surfaced—the one she'd been avoiding for weeks, the one that grew louder every time she looked at the calendar and counted the months. Five months gone. Seven months remaining. The experiment was past its midpoint. The year her mother had given her was more than half over, and she was no closer to resolution than she'd been on the day Martin had walked into her life. She could dominate him—she was good at it, trained for it, capable of the precision and control that the Academy had instilled. But she couldn't want it. She couldn't make herself crave the thing she was supposed to crave.

And Martin—Martin was thriving. Not in the way a normal person would thrive, not in the way that would be recognizable to anyone in the outer world, but thriving nonetheless. He was finding his shape. He was discovering the thing he'd been missing. He was becoming what she'd trained him to become, and he was doing it with a grace and a willingness that still took her breath away. But that wasn't enough. It was supposed to be enough—it was supposed to satisfy her, to fill the void, to prove that she could want what she was supposed to want. And it didn't. It couldn't. No matter how perfectly he served, no matter how deeply he submitted, no matter how completely he gave himself to her, there was a part of her that remained stubbornly, persistently unsatisfied.

Seven months. Seven months to figure out whether this could work, whether she could learn to want what she had, whether she could find a way to be content with the exceptional servant who knelt at her feet and looked up at her with those pale, desperate eyes. And if she couldn't—if the ache persisted, if the craving refused to fade, if she still wanted what she'd always wanted—then she would have to make a choice. The seat or the exile. The legacy or the desire. She couldn't think about that now. She couldn't afford to think about that now. She could only do what she'd always done: push the ache down, maintain the performance, and wait for the year to end. But the year was ending. Every day brought her closer to the deadline, and every day she was no closer to resolution than she'd been the day before. The clock was ticking. And Chloe was running out of time.

He shuffled into the apartment at seven-thirty on a Friday night, his pink tote bag hanging limp from his shoulder, his feet dragging across the hardwood with the heavy, graceless steps of someone who had been running on empty for too long. His eyes were glassy, unfocused, the eyes of someone who was operating on muscle memory and willpower because there was nothing left in the tank. She was sitting on the couch, her legs crossed, her phone in her hand, and she looked up when he came through the door. She saw the shadows under his eyes, the pallor of his skin, the way his shoulders hunched forward as if the weight of the day was pressing him into the floor. She saw the tremor in his hands as he set down the tote bag, the slight sway in his stance as he crossed his wrists behind his back, the way his body wanted to kneel but his knees weren't sure they could make the descent without buckling.

She set her phone down. She'd been thinking about this for days. About the way he'd been running himself into the ground, about the shadows under his eyes that got darker every morning, about the way his hands shook when he poured her coffee. About the fact that she'd pushed him too hard, too fast, and something needed to give before he broke in a way that couldn't be repaired. But it was more than that. It was the file—the file that no longer existed, the metadata that had been scrubbed from the Imperium's servers, the 8th male unicorn in AI history who had simply vanished from the record as if he'd never been flagged at all. She couldn't sell him. She couldn't even turn him in as a found submissive, because there was no record of him being lost in the first place. He was undocumented, unregistered, a ghost in the system who existed only in the encrypted tablet in her bag and the memory of the woman who had risked everything to give her daughter a chance.

She was in uncharted waters. The Academy had trained her to acquire and condition and prepare submissives for auction, not to keep them. The protocols assumed a finite period of ownership followed by transfer to a permanent household. There were no guidelines for what happened when the submissive couldn't be transferred, couldn't be sold, couldn't be released back into the outer world without the structure he needed to function. Because he did need structure. That was the thing she couldn't forget, the thing that kept surfacing every time she watched him struggle with the schedule she'd imposed. He needed this. Not the exhaustion—she'd pushed too far there—but the structure itself. The rules. The commands. The certainty of knowing exactly what he was supposed to do and when he was supposed to do it. Without that structure, he would drift back into the static, back into the formless emptiness that had defined his life before she'd found him.

So she couldn't stop. She couldn't release him back into a world that didn't know how to hold him. But she also couldn't keep breaking him the way she'd been breaking him—running him ragged, pushing him past every limit, treating him like a machine that didn't need maintenance. He was born this way. That was the thought that kept surfacing in the quiet hours, the thought she couldn't quite suppress no matter how hard she tried. He hadn't been made submissive by trauma or conditioning or circumstance. He'd been born with a need that the outer world couldn't satisfy, a hunger for structure and containment and service that had gone unfed for nineteen years. And now that she'd fed it—now that she'd shown him what he could be—she couldn't just take that away.

She was going to have to keep him. Not just for the year her mother had demanded, but beyond. She was going to have to figure out how to give him a life that included service without destroying him in the process. A path to something like normalcy, even if that normalcy looked nothing like what the outer world would recognize. And that started with not running him into the ground.

“Come here,” she said, and her voice was quiet, not demanding, not teasing, just quiet—the voice she used when she was about to say something important. He crossed the room and settled onto the floor beside her leg, his back against the couch, his head dropping to rest against her thigh without being told. She let him. She even reached out and touched his hair, her fingers threading through the pale strands, and she felt the tension in his scalp, the tightness of his muscles, the way his whole body was coiled like a spring that had been compressed too far for too long.

“We're adjusting your schedule,” she said. He didn't respond. He was too tired to respond. He just lay there with his head against her thigh and his eyes closed and his wrists crossed behind his back, and he waited for her to tell him what the new schedule would be.

“First,” she said, “you're done with beautician classes.” He opened his eyes. He hadn't expected that.

“You have enough of a base with your skills,” she continued, her fingers still moving through his hair. “You can do my hair. You can do my nails. That's all I needed you to learn, and you've learned it. There's no reason to keep pushing you through a program when you've already surpassed what I require.” He wanted to protest—wanted to say that he hadn't finished, that there was still more to learn, that she'd paid for the classes and he should see them through—but the words died in his throat, swallowed by the relief that flooded through him at the thought of having those four hours back, three nights a week, hours that could be used for sleep or study or anything other than the grinding exhaustion of trying to be in two places at once.

“Thank you,” he said, and the words came out rough, scraped raw by exhaustion and relief.

“You're welcome.” She was quiet for a moment, her fingers still moving through his hair. Then she said, “But that doesn't mean your evenings are free. It means we're redirecting your time.” She shifted on the couch, her body turning toward him, and he felt the weight of her attention settle onto him like a physical thing.

“During the day, you'll focus on your engineering classes,” she said. “That hasn't changed. You still need your degree, and I still expect you to maintain your grades. But the time you were spending at beautician school—the evenings, the weekends—that time is now designated for something else.” She reached down and cupped his chin, tilting his face up to meet her eyes.

“Your designs,” she said, and her voice was soft but firm, the voice of someone who had made a decision and was informing him of the outcome. “The bondage devices. The restraints. The things you've been sketching in the margins of your notebooks during theory lectures. That's what you're going to focus on now. Not as a side project, not as something you do when you're supposed to be paying attention to something else—but as a proper outlet for that desire you carry inside you.” He stared at her. The words didn't make sense. They were English words, individually comprehensible, but strung together in that particular order they formed a sentence that his brain refused to process.

“You want me to design restraints,” he said, and the words came out slow, careful, the voice of someone who was trying to make sure they'd understood correctly.

“I want you to design them properly,” she said. “With the same precision and attention, you brought to your academic project. I want you to work through the engineering challenges, solve the problems, create designs that are elegant and functional and safe. And I want you to do it because it's a proper outlet for that need you carry—the need to be bound, to be held, to be contained. You can't always be bound, Martin. But you can always be thinking about it. You can always be designing the things that will hold you in place when the time comes.” She released his chin and leaned back on the couch, her eyes still on his face.

“This isn't a reward,” she said, and her voice was firm again, the voice of someone making sure he understood. “This is a redirection. You've been running yourself into the ground trying to do everything at once—engineering classes, beautician school, chores, service. Something had to give, and I'm choosing what gives. The beautician classes are done. The chore schedule is being adjusted—weekends for deep cleaning, weekdays for maintenance only. And your evenings are for studying and designing, in that order.”

She held up a finger. “Engineering coursework first. That's non-negotiable. You do your problem sets, you do your reading, you prepare for your labs. And when your coursework is done—when it's actually done, not when you're too tired to think straight—then you may work on your designs. In your pretty notebooks, with your feminine handwriting and your heart-dotted i's. Every sketch, every calculation, every notation. I'll review them the same way I review your coursework notes.” He nodded. He understood. Engineering first, designs second. The same hierarchy that governed everything else in his life—her needs first, his desires second, his needs somewhere far down the list where they barely registered.

“And after you're finished with both,” she said, and her voice softened slightly, “you'll kneel here. Beside me. Lean against my leg and let me touch your hair while I read or work or whatever I'm doing. You've been so desperate for contact lately—I can feel it in the way you lean into me whenever I touch you. So that's how we'll end the evenings. You'll study, you'll design, and then you'll kneel and be still and let me pet you like the good puppy you are.” The words settled into him, each one fitting into the shape she'd carved for it. Study. Design. Kneel. A schedule that gave him everything he needed—purpose, outlet, contact—and nothing he didn't.

“Thank you,” he said, and the words came out thick, heavy with something he couldn't quite name. Gratitude, maybe. Or relief.

“You haven't heard the rest yet.” She reached down and cupped his face again, tilting it up to meet her eyes. “Come with me.” She stood and walked toward the bedroom, and he followed, his feet moving on autopilot, his body trailing after her like a boat being pulled by a current. She stopped at the foot of the bed and pointed to the floor beside it—the spot where his thin blanket lay, where he'd been sleeping for weeks on the hardwood with nothing but a layer of fabric between his body and the cold. The blanket was gone. In its place was a yoga mat—pink, thick, rolled out neatly on the floor with a small pillow at one end and a folded blanket at the other.

“I got this for you,” she said, and her voice was soft, almost tender, the voice she used when she was giving him something precious. “You've been such a good boy, Martin. You've been working so hard, serving so well, pushing yourself past every limit you thought you had. You've earned a little more comfort.” He stared at the yoga mat. It was pink—the same shade of pink as his notebooks, his pens, his tote bag, the princess keychain that dangled from his bag. It was thick, maybe half an inch of cushioning, enough to take the hard edge off the floor without being soft enough to sink into. It was simple, functional, designed for exactly what it would be used for—giving his body a surface to rest on that wasn't bare hardwood.

“I expect it to be rolled up every morning,” she said, and her voice was firm again, the voice of someone giving instructions that would be followed. “Before you make my coffee. Before you start breakfast. You roll it up, you put it in the corner, you make sure it's neat and tidy and out of the way. And every night, after you've finished your work, you may unroll it and sleep.”

“Yes, Chloe,” he said, and the words came out thick, heavy with something he couldn't quite name.

“Good.” She reached out and touched his face, her thumb tracing his cheekbone in that gesture he'd come to crave. “Now get ready for bed. You look like you're about to collapse.” He got ready for bed. He brushed his teeth. He washed his face. He came back into the bedroom and found her already under the covers, her eyes closed, her breathing slow and even. He unrolled the yoga mat—it was already unrolled, he realized, she'd set it up for him, she'd placed the pillow and folded the blanket and made it look like something waiting for him to arrive—and he lay down on it, his head on the pillow, the blanket pulled up to his chin.

The mat was soft. Not soft like a bed, not soft like a couch, but soft compared to what he'd been sleeping on for weeks. It gave slightly under his weight, cushioning his hips and his shoulders and the points of his body that had been aching for so long that he'd forgotten what it felt like to not ache. The pillow was firm but supportive, and the blanket was warm, and the whole thing felt like— Like being seen. Like being valued. Like someone had noticed that he was struggling and had done something about it, not because they had to, but because they wanted to. Because he was worth the effort. He closed his eyes. He crossed his wrists behind his back. And he slept.

Not the fitful, exhausted sleep of the past few weeks—the sleep of someone who was so tired that their body couldn't fully relax, couldn't fully let go, couldn't sink into the kind of deep, restorative rest that they needed. This was different. This was the sleep of that first night on the floor, the night she'd told him to sleep there and the static had gone quiet and his whole body had settled into the position like it was coming home. He slept deeply. He slept completely. He slept like someone who had finally been given permission to stop fighting and just rest. And when he woke up the next morning, he felt something he hadn't felt in weeks: rested.

The weekend was different. She let him sleep in—seven-thirty instead of five, an extra two hours of rest that felt like a gift he didn't know how to repay. When he finally emerged from the bedroom, she was already up, sitting at the kitchen table with her coffee and her phone, her hair still damp from the shower.

“Good morning,” she said, and her voice was warm, easy, the voice of someone who was pleased with what she saw. “How did you sleep?”

“Good,” he said, and the word came out different than it usually did—less automatic, more genuine, the voice of someone who actually meant what they were saying. “Really good.”

“Good.” She smiled, and it was a real smile, not the controlled expression she wore when she was pleased with his service, but something softer, something that looked almost like affection. “I'm glad. You needed it.” He made her breakfast—scrambled eggs with chives, toast with butter, a second cup of coffee—and he cleaned the kitchen while she ate, and when he was finished, he crossed his wrists behind his back and waited for her next instruction.

“Deep cleaning today,” she said, standing up from the table. “The bathroom first. I want the tile scrubbed, the mirror polished, the toilet cleaned. Take your time. Do it right.”

“Yes, Chloe,” he said, and he turned to go.

“Martin.” He stopped. He turned back to her.

“The rules are different on weekends,” she said, and her voice was firm again, the voice of someone giving instructions that would be followed. “During the week, you manage your time yourself. You know what needs to be done, you do it, you move on. But on weekends—on weekends you're going to be extra attentive. After every chore, you come to me and ask if I need anything before I give you permission to move on to the next one.” He nodded.

“Yes, Chloe.”

“Good. Go start the bathroom. And when you're finished, come find me.” He went to the bathroom. He scrubbed the tile, working on his hands and knees, the way he'd learned to do it in those first weeks. He polished the mirror until it gleamed. He cleaned the toilet until it sparkled. He worked carefully, thoroughly, the same precision he brought to everything, and when he was finished, the bathroom looked like it belonged in a magazine. He found her in the living room, sitting on the couch with her phone.

“I've finished the bathroom,” he said, and he crossed his wrists behind his back and waited. She looked up from her phone. She studied him for a moment, her eyes moving over his face, his posture, the way his body was angled toward her like a compass needle pointing north.

“Good,” she said. “Do I need anything right now? Let me think.” She paused, pretending to consider, and he could see the slight curve of her lips, the glint of amusement in her eyes. “No. I don't think so. You may move on to the kitchen floor.” He went to the kitchen. He scrubbed the floor on his hands and knees, working his way from the edges toward the center, the same methodical approach he'd always used. When he was finished, he went back to the living room and crossed his wrists behind his back and waited.

“I've finished the kitchen floor,” he said. She looked up from her phone again. This time, she didn't pretend to consider. She just smiled and said, “Bring me a glass of water. And then you may move on to the bedroom.” He brought her a glass of water. He moved on to the bedroom. He changed the sheets, straightened the pillows, organized the nightstand, vacuumed the floor. And when he was finished, he went back to the living room and crossed his wrists behind his back and waited.

“I've finished the bedroom,” he said. She looked up from her phone. She studied him for a moment, and then she set the phone aside and patted the couch beside her leg.

“Come here,” she said. “You've earned a break.” He crossed the room and settled onto the floor beside her leg, his back against the couch, his head dropping to rest against her thigh. She reached out and touched his hair, her fingers threading through the pale strands, and he felt the satisfaction spread through him, pushing out the exhaustion, filling the space it found.

“You're being so good today,” she said, and her voice was soft, approving, her voice warm with genuine pleasure. “Such a good boy. Asking permission like you're supposed to. Making sure I have everything I need before you move on. That's exactly how weekends are supposed to work.”

“Thank you,” he said, and the words came out quiet, genuine, the voice of someone who was grateful for something they hadn't known they needed. She was quiet for a moment, her fingers still moving through his hair. Then she said, “You know, you run hot.” The statement came out of nowhere, and he wasn't sure how to respond.

“I'm sorry?”

“Your body temperature. You run hot.” She shifted on the couch, her legs stretching out, and he felt her foot brush against his side—warm, deliberate, the touch of someone who was making a point. “I've noticed it when you're close to me. When you're kneeling beside me, when you're sitting at my feet. You're like a little furnace. Always warm. Always radiating heat.” He didn't know what to say. He hadn't thought about it before—hadn't noticed that he ran hot, hadn't realized that his body temperature was anything other than normal. But now that she mentioned it, he could feel it—the warmth that seemed to live in his chest and radiate outward, the heat that made him feel like he was always slightly flushed, always slightly warmer than the room around him.

“My little good puppy,” she said, and her voice was teasing, affectionate, the voice of someone who was amused by something they'd discovered. “My little furnace. You know, I've been thinking about this. About how warm you are. About how useful that could be.” She shifted again, her legs curling up on the couch, and she looked down at him with that knowing expression he'd come to crave.

“The floor gets cold at night,” she said. “Even with the yoga mat. Even with the blanket. The hardwood pulls the heat right out of you, doesn't it?”

He nodded. It did. He'd woken up cold more mornings than he could count, his body curled into itself, trying to conserve warmth.

“What if you didn't have to sleep on the floor?” she asked, and her voice was still teasing, still light, but there was something beneath it now—something careful, something that made his stomach flip. “What if you could sleep somewhere warmer? Somewhere where your heat would actually be useful instead of being wasted on the cold hardwood?” He looked up at her, confused.

“I don't—”

“At my feet,” she said, and the words came out simple, direct, as if she were commenting on the weather. “Under the covers. Curled up at the foot of the bed, keeping my feet warm. That's what you could do, Martin. That's how you could use that heat you're always radiating. You could be my personal furnace. My little space heater. My good puppy who keeps my feet warm all night long.” He stared at her. The words didn't make sense. They were English words, individually comprehensible, but strung together in that particular order they formed a sentence that his brain refused to process. Sleep in the bed. At her feet. Under the covers.

He'd never slept in the bed. He'd never been invited to sleep in the bed. The bed was hers—the place where she lay, warm and comfortable, while he slept on the floor below. The bed was the vertical space she occupied, the height she claimed, the position of authority that she'd never invited him to share. But she was inviting him now. Not to share the bed as an equal—not to lie beside her, to look her in the eye, to occupy the same horizontal plane—but to lie at her feet. Below her. Still lower, still smaller, still contained in the position she'd designated for him.

“Would you like that?” she asked, and her voice was soft, curious, the voice of someone who already knew the answer but wanted to hear him say it. “Would you like to sleep at my feet, Martin? Keep me warm all night long?”

“Yes,” he said, and the word came out breathless, reverent, the voice of someone who had been offered something precious and couldn't believe it was real. “Yes, I would like that.”

“Good.” She smiled, and it was the real smile again, the one that looked almost like affection. “But not every night. Only when you've earned it. Only when you've been such a good boy that you deserve a reward. The rest of the time, you'll sleep on your mat, on the floor, where you belong. But when you've been especially good—when you've served me especially well—then you can curl up at my feet and keep me warm. Would you like that?”

“Yes,” he said again, and the word came out even more breathless this time, stripped of everything except the desperate, craving need to be close to her, to be useful to her, to serve her in whatever way she would allow.

“Then be good,” she said, and her fingers found a particularly sensitive spot at the back of his neck, scratching gently, making him shiver. “Be very, very good. And maybe tonight, if you've earned it, you can sleep at my feet.” She released him and picked up her phone again, her attention returning to the screen as if the conversation had never happened. But he could feel the warmth of her touch lingering on his scalp. He had a yoga mat. He had a lighter schedule. He had permission to design. He had the possibility of sleeping at her feet. And all he had to do was be good.

He was very, very good that day. He scrubbed the floors until they shone. He polished the furniture until it gleamed. He organized the closet, folded the laundry, ironed the blouses, polished the shoes. And after every chore, he went to her and crossed his wrists behind his back and asked if she needed anything before she gave him permission to move on. She asked for water. She asked for a snack. She asked for a foot massage, and he knelt at her feet and worked the tension out of her arches and her heels and the balls of her feet until she sighed and stretched and told him he was good. She asked for nothing at all, sometimes, just smiled and told him to move on to the next chore, and those moments were almost better than the ones where she asked for something—because they meant she was satisfied, that she didn't need anything, that he had anticipated her needs so well that there was nothing left to ask for.

By the time evening came, the apartment was spotless. Every surface gleamed. Every item was in its place. And Martin was exhausted, but it was a different kind of exhaustion—not the grinding, hollow exhaustion of the past few weeks, but the satisfied exhaustion of someone who had worked hard and done well and earned their rest. She was sitting on the couch, reading something on her phone, when he approached her for the last time.

“I've finished everything,” he said, and he crossed his wrists behind his back and waited. She looked up from her phone. She studied him for a long moment, her eyes moving over his face, his posture, the way his body was angled toward. Then she set the phone aside and smiled.

“You've been very good today,” she said. “Such a good puppy. You asked permission for every chore. You anticipated my needs. You worked hard and you didn't complain and you made my home beautiful. I'm very pleased with you.”

“Thank you,” he said, and the words came out quiet, genuine, the voice of someone who was grateful for something they hadn't known they needed.

“You've earned a reward,” she said, and she stood up from the couch and walked toward the bedroom, her heels clicking on the hardwood. “Come.” He followed. He always followed. She stopped at the foot of the bed and turned to face him. She was wearing her ankle boots—the two-inch ones, the ones she wore when she was running errands or staying home—and even in those, she was looking down at him, her chin tilted at that slight angle that meant she was about to give him an instruction.

“Get ready for bed,” she said. “And then come back here.” He went to the bathroom. He brushed his teeth. He washed his face. He came back to the bedroom and found her already under the covers, lying on her side, her eyes half-closed in the dim light from the lamp on her nightstand. She lifted the covers at the foot of the bed.

“Here,” she said, and her voice was soft, sleepy, the voice of someone who was already halfway to unconsciousness. “At my feet. Keep me warm.” He climbed onto the bed. It was the first time he'd been on the bed—the first time he'd felt the mattress beneath his knees, the first time he'd felt the sheets against his skin. The mattress was soft, much softer than the yoga mat, and the sheets were cool and smooth, and the whole thing felt like something he wasn't supposed to be touching, something precious and forbidden and not meant for the likes of him. He crawled to the foot of the bed and curled up, his body forming a small, compact shape at her feet. He could feel the warmth of her legs through the sheets, could feel the weight of her feet resting near his shoulder, could smell the faint scent of her lotion and the clean smell of the fabric softener he'd used on the sheets.

“Good puppy,” she murmured, and her voice was already fading, already drifting toward sleep. “My little furnace. Keep me warm.” He closed his eyes. He crossed his wrists behind his back. And he felt the warmth of her body seeping into him, and the warmth of the bed surrounding him, and the warmth of her approval filling the space where the static used to live. He was at her feet. He was under the covers. He was keeping her warm. And for the first time in weeks, the exhaustion didn't feel like a weight. It felt like a reward. He slept deeply that night—deeper than he'd slept since that first night on the floor, deeper than he'd slept in weeks, deeper than he'd thought possible given the grinding schedule she'd imposed on him.

The bed was warm, the sheets were soft, and the weight of her feet near his shoulder was a constant, grounding presence that told him he was where he was supposed to be. When he woke up the next morning, the sun was streaming through the window, and her feet were still near his shoulder, and the warmth of the bed was still surrounding him, and for a moment—just a moment—he forgot about the schedule and the chores and the exhaustion and just lay there, feeling the warmth and the quiet and the rightness of being at her feet. Then he remembered. The yoga mat. Rolling it up. Making her coffee. He slipped out of bed as quietly as he could, but she stirred anyway, her eyes opening, her gaze finding him in the morning light.

“Good morning,” she said, and her voice was soft, sleepy, the voice of someone who had slept well and was pleased with the reason why. “How did you sleep?”

“Good,” he said, and the word came out different than it usually did—less automatic, more genuine, the voice of someone who actually meant what they were saying. “Really good.”

“Good.” She smiled, and it was the real smile again, the one that looked almost like affection. “You kept my feet warm all night. Such a good puppy. Such a useful little furnace.” She reached down and touched his face, her fingers tracing his cheekbone in that gesture he'd come to crave, and he felt the warmth in his chest flare bright and hot.

“Go make coffee,” she said. “And then come back and kneel beside me while I drink it. You've earned some time at my feet.” He went to make coffee. He rolled up the yoga mat and put it in the corner, neat and tidy and out of the way. He made her coffee—French press, dark roast, water just off the boil, steeped for exactly four minutes—and he brought it to her on a tray, and he knelt beside the bed while she drank it, and she reached down and touched his hair, and he felt the warmth spread through him, pushing out everything except the quiet and the rightness and the feeling of being exactly where he was supposed to be.

The new schedule settled into a rhythm. The weekdays were lighter now—no more beautician classes, no more four-hour evening commitments that left him running on fumes. He went to his engineering classes during the day, took notes in his fuchsia notebooks with his feminine handwriting and his heart-dotted i's, and came home in the afternoon to do his coursework and work on his designs. The designs came easier now that he had time to think. He spread his supplies across the floor beside the couch—carbon fiber cloth, steel rods, epoxy resin, his fuchsia notebooks, his pink pens—and he worked through the engineering challenges with the same precision he'd brought to his academic projects. The wrist restraints. The ankle restraints. The collar. The spreader bar. The posture collar. The bondage mitts. The waist cincher. The arm binder. The blindfold. The gag. The chastity device. The suspension harness. The hobble skirt. The yoke. The finger spreader.

Each design was a system. Each system had rules. And the rules were the same kind of rules he'd always been good at understanding—input and output, cause and effect, the elegant logic of materials responding to forces applied. He worked on the designs after his coursework was done—engineering first, always engineering first, because that was what she'd told him—and when he was finished with both, he would kneel beside her on the floor and lean against her leg, and she would touch his hair and scroll through her phone, and the quiet would settle over him like a blanket. The weekends were more demanding. Deep cleaning on Saturday and Sunday, with the permission-asking after every chore, the extra attentiveness, the constant awareness of her needs and whether she might want something before he moved on. But the weekdays were his—his classes, his coursework, his designs, his time at her feet.

It was a trade-off. Everything was a trade-off. The lighter weekdays meant the demanding weekends, and the yoga mat meant the permission-asking, and the warmth of her bed meant the obligation to keep her feet warm all night long. But it was worth it. It was all worth it. Because the exhaustion was lifting, and the rest was coming, and the designs were taking shape on the pages of his fuchsia notebooks. Her good puppy. Her little furnace. And he slept deeply at her feet, keeping her warm through the rest of the night.


Chapter 9: The Strap-On

August, the tenth month of their arrangement, was already upon them both. Chloe knew the significance—November first loomed like a deadline—Martin did not.  There were other changes, too. Smaller ones. The kind that happened so gradually he didn't notice them until they'd already become routine. He sat to pee now. He couldn't remember exactly when it had started—sometime in the third month, maybe, or the fourth—but at some point, standing at the toilet had begun to feel wrong. Not forbidden, exactly. Not explicitly prohibited. Just... incorrect. Like he was violating some unspoken rule, some expectation he'd absorbed without being told.

The first time he'd done it—sat down on the toilet seat to urinate—he'd felt a strange flush of shame that had nothing to do with the act itself and everything to do with the recognition that this was something women did, not men, and he was doing it, and it felt right. The shame had faded quickly, replaced by something else—something that felt like the same quiet peace he felt when he knelt on the floor, when he crossed his wrists behind his back, when he assumed the position that had become as natural as breathing.

He didn't examine it. He didn't question it. He simply did it, the way he did everything she'd taught him—automatically, obediently, without conscious thought. And if he noticed that the position of his body on the toilet was the same position she'd taught him for everything else—lowered, contained, small—he didn't think about it too closely. He just let it become part of the architecture of his days, another small adjustment in the shape of his life, another step toward whatever he was becoming.

The dissatisfaction had been building for months—a slow, creeping certainty that no amount of training could make her want what she was supposed to want. She'd tried to suppress it, tried to lose herself in the work of shaping Martin into something that should have satisfied her, tried to believe that if she just committed harder, wanted more fiercely, the emptiness would fill. It hadn't. By August, she could no longer pretend otherwise. She needed something she wasn't allowed to name, something that didn't exist in the world she'd been raised to rule. She had switched him to her feminine products in the shower and taught him to paint his own nails: always pink for him, red for herself. She'd begun clearing out his clothing too, preparing for the next step, but she needed Martin to do something wrong first. A twisted part of her didn't want him to think of her as cruel; she enjoyed it when he thanked her for corrections. She had moved him to the floor full-time again for the summer—she couldn't sleep with his hot body on her feet when the nights got so warm.

Summer rain came suddenly in this part of the country—one minute the sky was clear, the next it was pouring, the kind of downpour that turned the streets into rivers and sent everyone scrambling for cover. They were caught in it on the way back from the grocery store, caught in the open with bags of food and no umbrella and nowhere to go. She grabbed his bicep and pulled him under the awning of a closed bookstore, and they stood there together, watching the rain sheet down, the water pooling at the curb and running in rivulets down the glass of the shop window. She was soaked—her white t-shirt clinging to her skin, her hair plastered to her face, her sneakers squelching in the puddles that had formed on the concrete.

He was soaked too, but he barely noticed. He was watching her—the way the water ran down her cheeks, the way her chest heaved with the exertion of the run, the way she pushed her wet hair back from her face with an impatient hand. She was beautiful in the rain. She was beautiful all the time, but especially now, when the careful control she usually wore had been washed away by the downpour, leaving something rawer and more real beneath.

"Stop staring," she said, but there was no heat in it, and when he didn't look away, she laughed—a real laugh, surprised and genuine, the kind of sound he'd never heard her make before.

"What?" he asked.

"You. Looking at me like that. Like I'm—"

"Beautiful," he said, because it was true, and because the rain had made him brave, and because the words were out before he could stop them. She looked at him for a long moment, her expression unreadable. Then she reached out and cupped his face in her hands, her thumbs tracing his cheekbones the way she always did—that gesture he'd come to crave, the one that made him feel held in place by something stronger than hands. But this time there was something different in her eyes. Not desire. Not the warmth he sometimes imagined he saw there. Something more considered. Something assessing.

"Beautiful," she repeated, and her voice was thoughtful, as if she were testing the word. "You think I'm beautiful."

"Yes."

"Say it again."

"You're beautiful." Her thumbs traced his cheekbones one more time, slow and deliberate, and then she released him, stepping back, putting distance between them as easily as she'd closed it.

"Good puppy," she said, and the words were warm but controlled, the voice of someone rewarding a pet for performing a trick. "I like hearing that from you. I like knowing that's what you see when you look at me." She turned and looked out at the rain, her profile sharp against the gray sky.

"Chloe—"

"Pick up the bags," she said, cutting him off. "The ice cream is going to melt." He picked up the bags. The ice cream was fine—it was still cold from the freezer, wrapped in plastic, protected from the rain. But he didn't say that. He just held the bags and waited for her to move, and when she stepped out from under the awning and into the rain, he followed, his hands full, his attention on the back of her head, trying not to think about the way she'd said I like knowing that's what you see—as if his perception of her was a thing she owned, a thing she could use, a thing that had nothing to do with him at all.

The rain was warm. The walk home was short. And when they got back to the apartment, she told him to hang up her wet clothes and lay out something dry, and he did, and by the time she emerged from the bedroom in fresh clothes, the moment under the awning had been filed away somewhere he couldn't reach it—locked in the drawer with all the other moments that didn't quite fit the shape of what they were. He didn't think about it again. That wasn't entirely true. He thought about it constantly. But he learned not to, which was almost the same thing.

The summer gave her ample time to transition him out of the male bodywash and deodorant products and to feminine brands since he had more free time to focus on serving her and less working with others for his school. It hadn’t made her desire for dominant men ease, it had made it stronger, proving to herself how much she needed everything Martin was not. However, she had promised her mother one year of trying and he was an exemplary submissive. The truth she refused to admit was that she couldn’t imagine letting him go when the year was up but the type of man she wanted would never allow her to have a male slave serving her while she served them. The app she found him on wasn't a dating app—not really. She'd only been on it for three days before she found Marcus.

It was something more specific, more curated, a platform that existed in the gray space between the mainstream and the underground, where people who understood power dynamics could find each other without having to explain themselves first. She'd downloaded it on a Tuesday night, after Martin had fallen asleep on his blanket on the floor, after she'd lain in bed for an hour staring at the ceiling and feeling the familiar hollowness that had been growing inside her for months. Her profile was sparse. No photo—just a silhouette, the default image that the app assigned to users who preferred anonymity. Her handle was simply “ChloeD,” nothing clever, nothing revealing. Her bio was even shorter: Dominant seeking conversation. Not looking for subs.

She wasn't looking for subs. She had one of those already, lying on the floor beside her bed, trained to serve and worship and exist in the spaces she designated. She secretly wished her mother hadn't deleted his file—then she could be rid of him the legal way in Themyscira, transferring his registration to another owner rather than abandoning him to the outer world. She had been under the assumption she could find a dominant man who wouldn’t be intimidated by a fully trained slave like Martin and would appreciate having someone who would take care of their home and meals perfectly. What she was looking for was something she couldn't name, a shape she could feel but couldn't see, a need that had been growing in the dark places inside her for as long as she could remember.

His profile was different. His photo was a shot taken from behind—a man sitting in a chair, his back to the camera, his shoulders broad and relaxed, his hands resting on the arms of the chair like he owned it. His handle was “YourSirMarcus.” His bio was a single line: I don't ask twice. She should have scrolled past. She was a dominant—trained, certified, the inheritor of the Eleventh Seat of Themyscira. She didn't message men who called themselves “Sir.” She didn't chase. She didn't submit but she desperately wanted to. She messaged him.

ChloeD: Interesting photo. What are you looking for?

His response came four minutes later. She knew because she watched the clock, her eyes on the screen, her thumb hovering over the keyboard like she was waiting for permission to type.

YourSirMarcus: That depends. What are you offering?

ChloeD: Conversation. Nothing more.

YourSirMarcus: Then why did you swipe right on a man who doesn't ask twice? She stared at the message.

He was right—she had swiped right, which meant she'd seen his profile and decided she wanted to match with him, which meant she'd already made a choice that contradicted everything she was supposed to be and aligned with everything she desired.

ChloeD: Curiosity.

YourSirMarcus: Curiosity is just desire wearing a mask. What do you really want?

She could have lied. She could have deflected, redirected, used any of the dozen techniques the Academy had taught her for maintaining control of a conversation. But something about his directness disarmed her, made her feel like she was being seen in a way she hadn't been seen before.

ChloeD: I have a maid. A male submissive who lives with me and serves me. He's very good. Very obedient. Very talented. Everything any Mistress would present to all of her friends and family as a trophy.

YourSirMarcus: And?

ChloeD: And I'm on an app talking to a stranger at midnight instead of sleeping. That should tell you something.

His response was a long time coming. She could see the typing indicator appearing and disappearing, and she wondered if she'd said too much, if she'd revealed something she shouldn't have, if he was going to unmatch her and disappear and leave her alone with the hollowness that had brought her here in the first place.

YourSirMarcus: It tells me you have a servant who gives you service, but not what you need. What do you need, Chloe?

Her name. He'd used her name—the one on her profile, the one she'd chosen, the one that was hers and not her title or her designation or the role she'd been trained to fill. And the question he'd asked was the one she'd been avoiding for months, maybe years, maybe her whole life.

ChloeD: I don't know yet. But I think you might.

YourSirMarcus: Then let's find out.

They messaged for three hours that first night. She lay in bed, the screen casting pale light across the ceiling, Martin sleeping on the floor beside her, and she typed with a speed that surprised her—quick, unguarded responses that she would have never allowed herself in person, where the training and the expectations and the weight of who she was supposed to be pressed down on her like a physical force.

YourSirMarcus: Tell me something you've never told anyone.

ChloeD: That's a big ask for a first conversation.

YourSirMarcus: Is it? I'm a stranger. Who better to tell?

She considered this. He was right—strangers were the safest confidants. They had no context to judge, no history to compare against, no expectations to disappoint.

ChloeD: I've never felt small. Not once in my life. I've been trained to take up space, to command attention, to be the person in the room that everyone else orbits around. And I've never once felt like I was in the right position.

YourSirMarcus: What position would be right?

ChloeD: I don't know yet. But it's not this.

YourSirMarcus: No. It's not. You're sitting in bed right now, aren't you? In your apartment, with your maid sleeping on the floor beside you. You're the one in the bed. The one in charge. The one who decides what happens next.

ChloeD: How do you know that?

YourSirMarcus: Because if you were in the position you wanted, you wouldn't be talking to me. You'd be asleep. Or you'd be too satisfied to need conversation with a stranger at two in the morning.

She stared at the screen. He'd seen her in three hours of conversation more clearly than anyone had seen her in years of Academy training.

ChloeD: You're very sure of yourself.

YourSirMarcus: I'm sure of what I see. And I see a woman who's been performing a role her whole life and is exhausted from the effort.

ChloeD: And what role would you have me play instead?

His response was a long time coming. She could see the typing indicator appearing and disappearing, and she wondered if she'd pushed too far, if she'd revealed too much, if he was going to unmatch her like she thought at the beginning of the conversation.

YourSirMarcus: That's not for me to decide. Not yet. But when you're ready to find out, you know where to find me.

She set the phone down and stared at the ceiling. Martin shifted on his blanket, his breath slow and even, and she felt the familiar weight of his presence—the comfort of being served, the convenience of being worshipped, the emptiness that neither of those things could fill. She picked up the phone again.

ChloeD: Goodnight, Marcus.

YourSirMarcus: Goodnight, Chloe. Dream of kneeling.

Chloe and Marcus exchanged numbers the following day. She started to use Martin a lot more for sexual relief as her conversations continued to evolve with Marcus. Sometimes in the morning, before she went to yoga class, his mouth on her while she drank the coffee he'd made and checked her schedule for the day. Sometimes in the evening, when she came home tired and wanted to relax, his tongue working between her thighs while she scrolled through her phone, messaged Marcus or watched something on her laptop. Sometimes in the middle of the night, when she woke him from his yoga mat and blanket on the floor with a hand on his head and a single word “worship” and he knelt between her legs in the darkness, his eyes adjusted to the lack of light, his mouth finding her by touch alone.

He was already a master of it. He had no choice. She demanded it daily, sometimes multiple times a day, and each session was an opportunity to learn, to improve, to refine his technique until he could read her body like a textbook, anticipating her needs before she expressed them, finding the rhythms and pressures that made her come fastest and hardest. The ache in his jaw in his early days had long since faded. He woke up with it sore, worked through the day with it throbbing, went to sleep with it pulsing with a dull, persistent pain that had become so familiar he barely noticed it anymore. His tongue was numb more often than not, the tip desensitized from hours of work, the muscles along the sides fatigued from the constant motion. He learned to stretch it between sessions, pressing it against the roof of his mouth, working out the kinks the way he'd once worked out the kinks in his shoulders after long hours in the lab.

The desperation to please her never faded. If anything, it grew stronger with each passing day, each successful session, each quiet orgasm that he felt in the tensing of her thighs and the catching of her breath. He lived for those moments—the small, involuntary responses that told him he'd done well, that told him he'd served her properly, that told him he was good. She never touched him. Not once. Not in any way that acknowledged his body as something with needs or desires of its own. She touched his head when she wanted him to move, his shoulder when she wanted him to shift position, his face when she wanted him to look at her. But she never touched his cock, never reached for him, never gave any indication that she was aware of his arousal or interested in addressing it.

On Themyscira, the only free citizens who could openly pursue one another were women, and as the heir to the Eleventh Seat, Chloe had never wanted for partners. Free citizens yielded to her because of what she represented; the slaves she trained at the Academy and those belonging to her mother's estate were hers to use as she pleased. Her mother kept only female slaves, which meant Chloe had never so much as touched a man before arriving in the outer world—ostensibly to pursue a psychology graduate degree, really to escape the suffocating weight of a life she couldn't want. A fake identity had been arranged to protect her, freeing her from the security detail that would have made privacy impossible.

She'd romanticized the idea of a masculine dominant man for years—ever since she'd realized, with the slow, terrible clarity of adolescence, that no woman on Themyscira could or would dominate her the way she needed. Choosing to submit, to enter a contract of slavery herself, would force her mother into an impossible position and bring shame to the Devereaux name. So she'd faked it. She'd learned the techniques, graduated with honors from the Academy for Mistresses, performed dominance with such precision that no one suspected it was performance. She'd never so much as held a cock in her hand. And she wanted her first experience to belong to a man who would take control of it—not Martin's submissive and frankly too-small clitty, which wouldn't even be fun to tease.

His arousal was irrelevant. He understood this, in the same way he understood everything she taught him. His pleasure was not the point of these sessions. His pleasure was not the point of anything. He was a tool, an instrument, a means to an end, and the end was her satisfaction, not his.

He accepted this. He didn't fight it, didn't question it, didn't lie on his blanket at night and wonder why his own needs went unaddressed. He simply accepted it, the way he'd accepted everything else she'd taught him, and he channeled whatever desire he felt into his service, using it to fuel his focus, to sharpen his attention, to make himself better at the one thing she seemed to want from him. It worked, mostly. During the day, when he was busy with chores and classes and the endless round of tasks that filled his time, he barely thought about it. His body was a machine, moving through the motions she'd taught him, his mind focused on the next task, the next instruction, the next opportunity to be good.

But at night, when he lay on his blanket on the floor, his body aching from the day's work, his jaw sore from service, his own need pressing against the inside of his skin like a physical force—that was when it was hardest. That was when he felt the ache between his legs, the tension that built up over days and weeks of service without release, the desperate, gnawing hunger for something he'd been taught was irrelevant. He didn't touch himself. He hadn't been told he couldn't—he hadn't been told anything about it, one way or another—but the omission felt significant. She hadn't given him permission, and in the months since he'd moved in, he'd learned that permission was required for everything. Permission to eat, permission to sleep, permission to exist in her space. It stood to reason that permission would be required for this too. But his body didn't always obey the rules his mind had accepted.

It happened on a Wednesday. He was between her legs, his tongue working in the steady, methodical rhythm she preferred, his hands caressing her thighs. She was sitting up against the headboard, scrolling through her phone, her breathing slow and even, her body receiving his service with the same passive acceptance she brought to everything. He could feel whatever was on her phone was taking away her attention from him and his mouth on her most sensitive place at the apex of her thighs.

The mattress was soft beneath his knees. Soft and warm from her body heat and slightly giving, and without thinking—without conscious thought, without deliberate intention—he shifted his weight, his hips pressing forward into the edge of the mattress. The pressure felt good. The friction against his cock, trapped in his boxer briefs felt good. And so, he did it again. A small roll of his hips, his cock pressing into the mattress edge, the thin fabric of the thong doing nothing to cushion the sensation. He didn't stop. His tongue kept working, kept finding the rhythms and pressures that made her breath catch, but his hips had developed their own rhythm now—a slow, grinding motion that pressed him into the mattress, that gave his body the friction it had been craving for weeks, that made the ache between his legs feel less like a void and more like something that could be temporarily, partially soothed.

The bed moved. Not much—just a slight shift, a gentle rocking that was barely perceptible. But she felt it. She felt it because she was attuned to the bed in the way she was attuned to everything, because she noticed things that other people didn't, because she had spent the past ten months training him to be invisible and she knew exactly how invisible felt and this wasn't it. Her hand came down on his head. Not gentle, not guiding—stopping. Her fingers tightened in his hair, pulling him away from her, pulling his mouth off her body, pulling his face up to meet her eyes.

“Martin.” Her voice was flat, controlled, the voice she used when she was asking a question, she already knew the answer to. “Did I give you permission to hump my mattress with your clitty?” The words hit him like cold water. His hips stilled. His face, already flushed from service, burned hotter. He could feel the wet spot on his thong where his cock had been leaking, could feel the ache that had been building for weeks still throbbing between his legs, could feel the shame spreading through his chest like a stain.

“No,” he whispered.

“No,” she repeated. “You didn't. And if you don't have permission to do something, what does that mean?” He swallowed. His throat was dry.

“I don't do it.”

“That's right.” Her hand was still in his hair, holding him in place, forcing him to look at her. Her eyes were hard, assessing, the same expression she wore when she was evaluating his service, when she was deciding whether he'd done well enough. “You don't do anything without permission. Not touch yourself. Not hump my furniture. Not seek your own pleasure in any way unless I've explicitly told you you're allowed. Do you understand?”

“Yes.” The word came out small, broken, the voice of someone who had been caught doing something wrong and knew it.

“Good puppy.” She released his hair, her hand moving to the top of his head in that gesture he'd come to crave—the one that was both affectionate and dismissive, the one that made him feel like a pet who had been corrected and forgiven. “Worship.” The word was the same one she always used. The same command, the same tone, the same expectation of service. But it landed differently now, weighted with the correction he'd just received, with the reminder that his pleasure was not the point, that his body was not his own, that he existed to serve and not to seek.

He lowered his head and resumed his work, his tongue finding the rhythm she preferred, his hands still caressing her thighs. His hips were still now, motionless, the ache between his legs ignored and unaddressed. He didn't hump the mattress again. He didn't seek friction or pressure or any of the things his body was crying out for. He simply served, the way he was supposed to, the way she'd trained him to, the way he'd learned to be good. Good puppy.

But some nights, the need was so strong that he couldn't sleep. He'd lie on his blanket, his wrists crossed behind his back, his eyes on the ceiling, his cock hard and aching between his legs, and he'd think about her—the way she looked when she came, the way her thighs tensed around his head, the way her breath caught in her throat for just a moment before resuming its normal rhythm. And the ache would grow, spreading through his body like a fever, making his skin hot and his pulse race and his hands itch with the desire to touch himself, to relieve the pressure, to give his body the release it was crying out for. He resisted. He always resisted. He was good. He was useful. He was hers. And that meant his body wasn't his own, wasn't it? That meant his pleasure wasn't his to take, wasn't it? That meant he should wait for permission, for instruction, for her to tell him what to do with the need that lived between his legs. But some nights, the need was stronger than his discipline.

The apartment was quiet in the afternoons. She worked on her laptop; he studied or cleaned or simply waited. It was the waiting he'd grown to love—the long stretches of stillness where he could exist in her space without being asked to do anything, without being asked to be anything, just present and attentive and hers. She'd given him a new position for these quiet hours. Not the crossed wrists of presenting, not the spread knees of the balcony, but something in between—a modified kneeling posture where he kneeled, his hands crossed behind his back and pinned against the sofa, his head tilted slightly against the cushion near her hip, but no longer against her skin. If she played with his hair he could lean against her knee or thigh, it was no longer allowed to lean against it whenever he was kneeling at her feet. His attention stayed on her—the rhythm of her typing, the shift of her weight, the small sounds she made when she was deep in thought. He was in this position one Tuesday afternoon, his eyes half-closed, his breathing slow and even, when she spoke without warning.

"What are you thinking about?" He considered the question. What was he thinking about? Nothing. Everything. The sound of her breathing. The warmth of her leg against his shoulder. The way the light caught the edge of her laptop screen.

"You," he said. "Just you."

"Always?"

"Always." She was quiet for a moment, and then her hand found his head, her fingers threading through his hair, and she pulled gently, tilting his head back until he was looking up at her. Her face was upside down from this angle, her dark eyes looking down into his, her expression thoughtful.

"That's what I want," she said. "That's what this is about. Not just obedience. Not just service. Focus. Attention. The complete orientation of your awareness toward me. So that I become the center of your world. So that everything else fades away and there's nothing left but us."

"Is that what it's like for you?" he asked, and then immediately wished he could take it back, because the question was too honest, too revealing, too close to the thing he wasn't supposed to ask. But she didn't get angry. She just looked at him for a long moment, her fingers still in his hair, her eyes still holding his, and then she said, very quietly:

"It's what I want it to be like for you." It wasn't an answer. But it was enough. It was more than enough. Because what she wanted for him was what he wanted too—to always be in her orbit, even if he wasn't the center of hers. To matter. To be seen. To be worth focusing on. He closed his eyes and let his head fall back against the cushion, and her fingers resumed their movement through his hair, and the afternoon stretched on, quiet and warm and full of the kind of peace that only came when he was exactly where he was supposed to be.

It happened on a Thursday. He'd served her twice that day—once in the morning, once in the evening—and his jaw was aching, his tongue was numb, her taste and scent were consuming those senses and his cock had been hard for hours, pressing against the inside of underwear. He lay on his yoga mat under the blanket on the floor, his wrists crossed behind his back, his eyes on the ceiling, and listened to her breathe in the bed above him.

She was asleep. He was sure of it. Her breathing had settled into the slow, steady rhythm that meant she was deeply unconscious, the rhythm he'd learned to recognize over months of sleeping on the floor beside her. She was asleep, and he was awake, and the need was so strong that it felt like a physical weight pressing down on his chest. He uncrossed his wrists from behind his back. He let his hands rest at his sides for a moment, then slowly, carefully, moved his left hand to his waistband. His fingers trembled as he worked them under the elastic, his heart pounding in his chest, his breath coming in short, shallow gasps that he tried to silence. She was asleep. She wouldn't know. She wouldn't wake up. He just needed—just for a moment—just enough to take the edge off—

He wrapped his hand around his cock and gasped at the sensation. It had been so long since he'd touched himself, so long since he'd felt anything other than the ache of unfulfilled need, that the contact was almost overwhelming. He stroked himself slowly, his hips lifting off the blanket, his eyes squeezing shut, his mind filling with images of her—the way she looked when she came, the way her thighs tensed around his head, the way she pushed him away when she was done. He was so close. He could feel it building, the pressure in his groin, the tension in his thighs, the desperate, gnawing hunger that had been growing for weeks finally reaching its peak. Just a few more strokes. Just a few more seconds. Just—

The light clicked on. He froze, his hand still wrapped around his cock, his eyes flying open, his heart stopping in his chest. She was standing over him, her face a mask of cold fury, her eyes hard and bright in the sudden brightness of the lamp. She was wearing a large T-shirt, her hair loose around her shoulders, her feet bare on the hardwood floor, and she was looking down at him with an expression he'd never seen before—not disappointment, not anger, but something colder, something that made his stomach drop and his blood run cold.

“How could such a good puppy do something so disgusting?” The question cut deeper than any blow could have. It wasn't just the words—it was the way she said them, the flat, cold tone that stripped away every warm feeling she'd built up over the past ten months, every moment of approval, every time she'd told him he was good or useful or hers. In that moment, he felt himself reduced to what she'd called him: a boy who had done something disgusting, a boy who had failed, a boy who was no longer good. He pulled his hand away from his cock like it was burning, his face flushing with shame, his eyes filling with tears he couldn't control.

“I'm sorry,” he said, and his voice came out broken, desperate, nothing like the voice of the man who'd knelt between her legs and worshipped her just hours before. “I'm sorry, I'm sorry, I didn't—”

“You didn't what?” She was still standing over him, still looking down at him with that cold, hard expression. “You didn't think I'd notice? You didn't think I'd wake up? You didn't think the rules applied to you?”

“I didn't mean—” He was stammering now, his words tumbling over each other, his mind racing to find the right thing to say, the thing that would make her stop looking at him like that, the thing that would bring back the warmth in her eyes.

“You know exactly what you were doing,” she said, and her voice was flat, disbelieving. “First you tried to hump my mattress and now this on the floor while I was trying to sleep after you gave me such a lovely set of orgasms. I’m disgusted with you puppy.” He opened his mouth to respond, but she cut him off. “Get up.” He scrambled to his feet, his cock still hard despite his shame, or maybe because of it, the two feelings tangled together in a way he couldn't separate. She crossed to the bed and sat down on the edge of the mattress, her knees pressed together, her hands resting on her knees, her eyes still fixed on him with that cold, hard expression.

“Over my lap.” He hesitated. He couldn't help it—the command was so unexpected, so far outside anything he'd imagined, that his brain needed a moment to process it. But her expression didn't change, Desperate and hungry and achingly familiar, and he found himself moving before he'd consciously decided to obey. He draped himself across her lap, his face pressed into the mattress, his cock pressing against her thigh through the thin fabric of his underwear. She adjusted him with brisk, efficient movements, positioning him exactly where she wanted him, his ass raised and exposed, his hands gripping the sheets on either side of his head. Chloe was excited, this was finally the moment he had finally failed and she could initiate the next steps in his training.

“This is for your own good,” she said, and then her hand came down on his ass with a crack that echoed through the room. He gasped. The pain was sharp, immediate, shocking in its intensity. He'd never been spanked before—not as a child, not as an adult, not ever—and the sensation was unlike anything he'd experienced. It wasn't just the impact, though that was bad enough. It was the way the pain bloomed outward from the point of contact, spreading through his skin and muscle and bone until his entire body felt like it was on fire.

She spanked him again, and again, and again. Each blow landed with the same precise, deliberate force, each one finding a new spot on his ass and thighs, each one building on the pain of the previous one until he was crying out with every impact, his body jerking involuntarily, his hands clenching in the sheets.

“Count,” she said, and her voice was still flat, still cold, still that tone that made him feel like he was falling.

“One,” he gasped, and she spanked him again.

“Two.”

“Three.”

“Four.”

“Five.”

By the tenth blow, he was crying. Not just tears leaking from his eyes, but full, heaving sobs that shook his entire body, that made his chest convulse and his breath come in short, ragged gasps. He was crying from the pain, but also from something else—something deeper, something that had to do with the way she was looking at him, the way her voice sounded, the way the question she'd asked kept echoing in his head. How could such a good puppy do something so disgusting?

He was a good puppy. He was. He'd been good for ten months, had served her faithfully, had learned everything she'd taught him, had knelt between her legs and worshipped her and ironed her blouses and polished her shoes and done everything she'd asked of him and more. He was a good boy. He was. But he'd done something disgusting, something that proved he wasn't good, something that had made her look at him with that cold, hard expression that stripped away every warm feeling he'd built up over the past ten months.

“Fifteen.”

“Sixteen.”

“Seventeen.”

The blows kept coming, each one landing with the same precise, deliberate force, each one building on the pain of the previous one until his entire body was trembling, until his ass and thighs were on fire, until he couldn't tell where the pain ended and the shame began.

“Twenty.”

She stopped. Her hand rested on his lower back, warm and solid, a point of contact that felt like an anchor in the storm of his pain and shame. He lay across her lap, his body shaking with sobs, his face wet with tears, his ass throbbing with a pain that radiated through his entire body.

“How could such a good puppy do something so disgusting?” she asked again, and this time the question didn't cut—it burrowed. It found its way into the softest part of him, the part that still believed he could be good, the part that still believed he could earn back the warmth in her eyes, and it settled there like a splinter, a constant, aching reminder of his failure.

“I'm sorry,” he whispered, and his voice was barely audible, barely human, just a raw, broken sound that came from somewhere deeper than his throat—somewhere in the region of his sternum, where the thing she'd built in him was vibrating like a plucked string, oscillating between shame and relief and something that felt terrifyingly close to gratitude. “I'm sorry. I'll be good. I promise I'll be good.”

“I know you will puppy,” she said, and her hand moved from his lower back to his head, her fingers threading through his hair with a gentleness that felt like coming in from the cold—the shock of warmth after the violence of the spanking, the contrast so extreme it made his eyes water all over again. “You'll be good because I have to teach you a new way to be good now. You'll be good because you don't have a choice. You'll be good because your body belongs to me, and you don't get to use it without my permission.”

His ass was on fire. The skin throbbed with each heartbeat, a deep, pulsing ache that radiated outward through his thighs and up his spine. But the pain felt distant now, muffled by the weight of her hand on his head, by the certainty in her voice, by the knowledge that he'd been corrected and could now be good again. The pain was the price. The permission to be good was the reward. And the exchange felt— not fair, not reasonable, not anything his old self would have accepted—but right. Economically sound. A transaction that made sense in the economy she'd established, where the only currency that mattered was her approval.

He nodded against the mattress, his body still shaking with sobs, his mind racing to catch up with what she was saying. His body belonged to her. His pleasure belonged to her. He didn't get to touch himself without permission. These weren't new concepts—they were just the logical extension of everything she'd taught him, everything he'd learned, everything he'd accepted about his role in her life. But hearing them said out loud, in that flat, cold voice, made them real in a way they hadn't been before.

“Stand up,” she said, and he obeyed, his body moving before his mind could catch up. He stood in front of her, his face wet with tears, his ass throbbing with pain, his cock—which had softened during the spanking—starting to harden again in response to her proximity, her attention, her dominance. She looked at him for a long moment, her expression unreadable. Then she reached out and touched his face, her fingers gentle against his cheek, and the ache in his chest eased.

“Go to the corner and think about what you have done,” she ordered and he complied, facing the corner opposite of her bed. “Tomorrow, you'll learn what it means to be truly sorry.” She turned off the light and got back into bed, and he stood in the dark facing the corner.

He was a good puppy. He would be a good puppy. He would learn from his mistake, and he would never do something so disgusting again. And maybe, if he was good enough, if he served her well enough, the warmth in her eyes would come back, and he would know that he'd earned his place again. He closed his eyes and let the pain wash over him, and somewhere in the darkness, the strange, twisted peace settled into his bones. He was small. He was useful. He was hers. And tomorrow, he would learn what it meant to be truly sorry. She messaged Marcus from the couch, her legs tucked under her, the apartment quiet except for the sound of Martin's breathing from the corner where he stood facing the wall.

Chloe: I punished him tonight.

Marcus: What did he do?

Chloe: He touched himself. Without permission. While I was sleeping.

Marcus: And how did you punish him?

Chloe: I spanked him. Twenty blows. Then told him to think about what he'd done and made him face the corner.

Marcus: Did it make you feel better?

Chloe: No. It made me feel... nothing. That's the problem. Punishing him should have felt satisfying. It should have felt powerful. It should have felt like something. But it just felt like maintenance. Like correcting a misbehaving pet.

Marcus: Because you don't want to be the one correcting. You want to be the one being corrected.

She stared at the screen. The words landed like a diagnosis—accurate, clinical, devastating in their precision.

Chloe: I don't know what I want.

Marcus: Yes, you do. You just don't want to say it.

Chloe: Fine. What do I want?

Marcus: You want someone to tell you what to do. You want someone to set the rules and enforce them and hold you accountable when you break them. You want someone to spank you when you've been bad and tell you you're good when you've been obedient. You want to be on the other side of the dynamic you've been performing your whole life.

Chloe: That's a lot of assumptions for someone I met three days ago.

Marcus: They're not assumptions. They're observations. There's a difference.

Chloe: And if you're wrong?

Marcus: Then you'll stop messaging me, and we'll both move on with our lives. But you're still here, Chloe. Three hours past midnight. Talking to a stranger about the things you've never told anyone. So, either I'm right, or you're bored. And I don't think you're bored.

She looked at Martin, standing in the corner, his wrists crossed behind his back, his body still and patient and waiting for her to tell him what to do next. He was everything she was supposed to want. Everything she'd been trained to want. Everything she couldn't make herself want no matter how hard she tried.

Chloe: You're not wrong.

Marcus: I know. Tell me about the punishment. Not what you did to him—how it felt to do it.

Chloe: It felt like work. Like going through the motions. Like performing a role I've rehearsed a thousand times but never felt in my heart.

Marcus: And when someone punishes you—when someone tells you what to do and holds you accountable—how does that feel?

She closed her eyes. She didn't have experience to draw from—not really, not outside of Academy demonstrations and theoretical discussions and the clinical, detached instruction of women who had been performing dominance for longer than she'd been alive. But she could imagine it. She'd been imagining it for years.

Chloe: I don't know. I've never let anyone.

Marcus: Never?

Chloe: Never.

Marcus: Then how do you know it's what you want?

Chloe: Because I've spent my whole life doing the opposite, and it's never felt right. Because I lie awake at night thinking about what it would be like to kneel for someone who expected me to kneel. Because the thought of giving up control makes me feel more alive than taking it ever has.

Marcus: Good. Now go to sleep. You've had a long night.

Chloe: That's it? No commentary? No follow-up questions?

Marcus: Not tonight. Some things need to sit before they can be examined. Sleep on it, Chloe. We'll talk tomorrow.

Chloe: Goodnight, Marcus.

Marcus: Goodnight. And Chloe?

Chloe: Yes?

Marcus: Stop punishing your maid for your own frustration. It's not fair to him, and it's not honest about what you actually need.

She set the phone down and stared at the ceiling. Martin was still standing in the corner, his body patient and still, waiting for the instruction that would release him. She should tell him he could go to sleep. She should tell him the punishment was over. She should tell him something. She didn't. She let him stand there, facing the wall, while she lay in bed and thought about what it would feel like to be the one standing in the corner, waiting for permission to move.

The next evening, she invited some women from the college she had met, ones that she knew were dominant and would enjoy an interesting evening at Martin’s expense. She explained it as a night of free wine and what she'd described to them as “a unique arts and crafts session” and humiliation of his barely-male status that she assured them all would be fun and encouraged all to ensure to be as ruthless to her pet as they were comfortable with. He'd spent the day in a fog of pain and shame, his body aching from the spanking, his mind replaying the events of the night before over and over again. He'd made her coffee, cleaned the kitchen, done the laundry, all with the same automatic precision he brought to everything, but his heart wasn't in it that day. His heart was in the cold, hard expression she'd worn when she'd looked down at him, in the question that kept echoing in his head, in the desperate, gnawing need to earn back the warmth in her eyes.

She hadn't said anything about the spanking. She hadn't said anything about what he'd done. She'd simply given him his tasks for the day and left for the day, and he'd done them, because that was what he did, because that was what he was for, because that was what it meant to be good. But when she came home that evening, she was carrying three bottles of wine, a bag of glasses, and a package of fabric scissors that glinted in the lamplight. There was a second bag that he recognized as a lingerie chain store. Her expression was different—not warm, exactly, but not as cold as it had been the night before. Something had shifted, something had settled, and he found himself hoping that this meant he was forgiven, that he'd been punished enough, that he could go back to being the good boy she'd told him he was.

“Present in the corner facing it,” she said, and her voice was casual, as if she were telling him to put something away or wipe down a counter. “And take all of your clothes off before.” He hesitated. It was the same hesitation he'd felt when she'd told him to get over her lap, the same moment of confusion, the same need to process a command that didn't fit into any of the categories he'd built in his mind. But her expression didn't change, and something flickered in his chest—tentative, fragile, but there—and he found himself moving before he'd consciously decided to obey.

He undressed quickly, folding his clothes and setting them on the chair by the door, then walked to the corner of the living room, the one where the two walls met, and he stood facing the wall, his wrists crossing behind his back, his body assuming the position that had become as natural as breathing. He heard her moving around behind him, heard the clink of glasses, the pop of a cork, the murmur of voices as the first of the women she invited arrived.

There were eight of them. He could tell by the voices—eight distinct tones, eight distinct patterns of speech, eight distinct presences filling the apartment with the sound of women talking and laughing and drinking wine. He recognized two of them from the day Chloe chatted with the girls about him and he had to kneel at her feet. He couldn't see them, because he was facing the wall, but he could hear them, and he could feel them, the way the energy in the room shifted every time someone new arrived. He stood in the corner and tried to disappear. He focused on the wall in front of him, on the texture of the paint, on the slight imperfection near the ceiling that looked like a water stain, on anything other than the fact that he was standing naked in the corner of the living room while eight women he didn't know drank wine and chatted behind him.

His ass and thighs still ached from the spanking, the skin hot and tender to the touch, and he could feel the marks she'd left, the evidence of his punishment, the proof of his failure. The women didn't ignore him. That was the thing that surprised him most. He'd expected them to pretend he wasn't there, to treat him like a piece of furniture, to carry on their conversation as if he were invisible. But they didn't. They glanced over at him occasionally, their eyes lingering on his body, on the marks on his ass, on the way his wrists were crossed behind his back. They whispered to each other, their voices low and conspiratorial, and he could hear fragments of their conversation drifting across the room.

“—such a small thing, isn't he?”

“—the way he just stands there, not even trying to cover—”

“—how could such a good puppy do something so disgusting?”

The last comment cut through him like a knife. It was the same question she'd asked, the same words, the same tone, and he realized with a sick lurch of his stomach that she must have told them. She must have told them what he'd done, why he was being punished, why he was standing naked in the corner while they drank wine and chatted and glanced over at him with those knowing, pitying looks. He felt the shame wash over him, hot and sharp, and he wanted to disappear, to sink into the floor, to become the wall he was facing. But he didn't move. He didn't uncross his wrists. He didn't turn around. He stood there, facing the wall, his body on display, his punishment on display, his failure on display, and he let the shame wash over him like a wave.

And then, somewhere in the depths of that shame, he felt something else. Something that felt dangerously close to belonging. He was being punished. He was being corrected. He was being held accountable for his actions, in a way that no one had ever held him accountable before. His mother had loved him, but she'd never disciplined him—not like this, not in a way that made him feel small and exposed and utterly, completely seen. His professors had evaluated him, but they'd never corrected him—not like this, not in a way that made him feel like his failures mattered, like his mistakes had consequences, like his behavior had an impact on someone other than himself.

She cared enough to punish him. She cared enough to correct him. She cared enough to stand him in the corner and invite her friends over and let them see what he'd done, because his behavior mattered to her, because his failure mattered to her, because he mattered to her. The shame transmuted into something else. Not pride, exactly—he was too raw, too exposed, too naked for pride. But something close to it. Something that felt like the noise faded, but different, sharper, more intense. Something that felt like being seen, being known, being held.

He was small. He was naked. He was standing in the corner, his ass throbbing from the spanking he'd received, his face burning with shame. And somewhere in the depths of that shame, he felt a peace that he'd never felt before. A peace that came from knowing his place, from accepting his punishment, from being exactly where he was supposed to be. He was hers. His body was hers. His pleasure was hers. And when he forgot that, when he touched himself without permission, when he did something so disgusting, she was there to remind him. She was there to correct him. She was there to hold him accountable. He was a good boy. He would be a good boy. And this—this punishment, this correction, this exposure—was how she was teaching him to be good. He heard the pop of the second cork being pulled, the sound of wine pouring into glasses, and then her voice, bright and casual, cutting through the chatter like a knife through butter.

“Alright, everyone, time for the arts and crafts portion of the evening!” There was a ripple of laughter, a murmur of curiosity, and then he heard her footsteps crossing the room. A moment later, she was beside him, her hand on his shoulder, guiding him to turn around. He obeyed, his body moving before his mind could catch up, and then he was facing the room, facing the eight women who were sitting on the couch and chairs and floor, their wine glasses in their hands, their eyes on him. She was holding something in her other hand. It took him a moment to process what he was seeing—his boxer briefs. All of them. The plain white boxer briefs that he'd brought with him when he'd moved in, the ones that had been sitting in the drawer she'd cleared out for him, the ones he'd worn every day for the past seven months without giving them a second thought.

“These,” she said, holding up the bundle of fabric for the room to see, “are his old underwear. And tonight, we're going to cut them into nice squares that he can use for cleaning while he watches.” The women laughed, a light, musical sound that made his face burn even hotter. She handed the scissors out, one of them—a tall woman with red hair and a sharp smile—and then she was distributing his boxers around the room, giving each woman one or two pairs, along with a small pile of fabric squares that she'd already cut as examples.

“The trick is to make them uniform,” she said, her voice taking on the tone of a teacher demonstrating a craft project. “Nice, even squares, about six inches by six inches. He'll use them for dusting, for polishing, for all those little cleaning tasks that require a soft cloth.” He stood there, his wrists still crossed behind his back, his body still naked and on display, and watched as the women began to cut his underwear apart. And continued to chat about a variety of different interests. They chatted as they worked, passing the scissors around, comparing the sizes of their squares, laughing when someone cut a piece unevenly and had to try again.

“Wait, I'm doing it wrong,” one of them said, holding up a square that was clearly larger than the others. “This one's too big.”

“That's okay,” Chloe said, her voice warm and encouraging. “He can use the bigger ones for floors and the smaller ones for detail work. The important thing is that they're all useful.” Useful. The word landed in his chest like a stone, settling into the place where the warmth usually lived. His underwear—his plain, ordinary, functional underwear—was being cut into pieces right in front of him, and the word she used to describe it was “useful.” As if that was all that mattered. As if that was all he was supposed to care about.

He watched as the last pair of boxer briefs was reduced to a pile of squares, as the women gathered their handiwork and placed it in the basket she'd provided, as she thanked them for their help and promised that he would put their work to good use. He watched, and he felt the shame wash over him again, hot and sharp, and then transmute into that strange, twisted peace that he was starting to recognize as belonging. His underwear was gone. Cut into pieces. Turned into cleaning rags. And somehow, impossibly, that felt right.

The third bottle was opened with less fanfare than the first two—the women were deep in conversation now, their voices overlapping and intertwining, their laughter filling the apartment with a warmth that he could feel even from his place in the corner. He'd been turned back to face the wall after the cutting exercise, his wrists crossed behind his back, his body resuming the position that had become as natural as breathing. But then her voice cut through the chatter again, and he felt her hand on his shoulder, turning him around once more.

“One more thing before we wrap up for the night,” she said, and her voice was casual, but there was something underneath it—a hint of anticipation, a glimmer of something that might have been excitement. She was holding something in her hand, something made of pink fabric that looked impossibly small, impossibly delicate, impossibly unlike anything he'd ever worn before.

“Starting tomorrow,” she said, holding the item up for the room to see, “he'll be wearing these.” It was a thong. A pink thong, made of thin, stretchy cotton fabric, with a narrow waistband and an even narrower strip of material that would go between his ass cheeks. It was the kind of underwear he'd seen in stores, the kind he'd walked past without ever imagining he'd wear, the kind that belonged on a woman's body, not his. The women murmured their appreciation, their eyes moving from the thong to him and back again, assessing, calculating, imagining. One of them let out a low whistle. Another said something he couldn't quite hear. And then Chloe was holding the thong up to his body, draping it over his hip, showing the room how it would look when he wore it.

“Pink,” she said, and her voice was matter-of-fact, as if she were commenting on the weather. “I considered other colors, but pink seemed appropriate. It'll look nice against his skin, don't you think?” The women agreed that it would. They made comments about his skin tone, about the way the pink would contrast with his pale complexion, about how the thong would highlight the slimness of his hips and the smallness of his frame. They talked about him as if he weren't there, as if he were a mannequin, a model, a thing to be dressed and undressed and discussed.

He stood there, his wrists crossed behind his back, his face burning with shame, and he felt the peace settle deeper into his bones. His old underwear was gone, cut into pieces, turned into cleaning rags. His new underwear was a pink thong, delicate and feminine and utterly unlike anything he'd ever worn before. And somehow, impossibly, that felt right too. He was small. He was useful. He was hers. And tomorrow, he would wear the pink thong, and he would clean the apartment with the rags that used to be his underwear, and he would be good.

He stood in the corner for another hour after that, while the women finished their wine and began to gather their things. He heard them thank her for the evening, heard them comment on how much fun the arts and crafts session had been, heard them laugh about the look on his face when she'd held up the pink thong. He heard her—Chloe—talk about him as if he weren't there, explaining his progress, describing his failures, answering their questions with the same clinical precision she brought to everything. And through it all, he stood there, facing the wall, his wrists crossed behind his back, his body on display, his shame on display, and he felt the strange, twisted peace settle into his bones. He was small. He was useful. He was hers. And he would never, ever touch himself without permission again.

“Don’t forget ladies, don’t forget to point him out to the other ladies on campus as a panty wearing, nail polish wearing sissy. You can’t miss him with his pink leather tote bag, I promise.” Chloe announced with a giggle. After the last guest left—after the door closed and the lock engaged and the apartment was quiet except for the sound of her footsteps on the floor he'd cleaned—she settled onto the couch and pulled out her phone. He didn't turn around. He didn't look. He just stood in the corner, his wrists crossed behind his back, his eyes on the wall, his ears full of the soft sounds of her typing.

She was messaging Marcus again. He didn't know who Marcus was—just that there was a him, a presence that existed in the space between her and the rest of the world, a voice that spoke to a part of her he couldn't reach. She'd been different lately. Distant. Her attention, which had once felt like a warm blanket wrapped around his shoulders, now flickered like a candle in a draft—there one moment, gone the next, present but not really present. He didn't ask about it. He'd learned not to ask about things that weren't his to know. On the couch, Chloe's thumbs moved across the screen.

Marcus: Tell me about the maid.

Chloe: A very good, submissive puppy. What else is there to tell?

Marcus: Everything. How long have you had him? How did you acquire him? What does he do for you?

She hesitated. This felt like a test, though she couldn't tell what kind. Was he testing her honesty? Her loyalty? Her willingness to share details about her life with a stranger?

Chloe: I've had him going on eight months. He moved in after we'd been seeing each other for a few weeks. He’s exceptional at everything submissive and domestic—cooking, cleaning, laundry, ironing. He's learned how to style cut and treat my hair and do my nails at beautician school several months ago.

Marcus: Beautician school?

Chloe: I enrolled him. He has good hands. Steady. Precise. I wanted him to be useful to me in the way of a hand maiden as well as maid. He has some interesting designs of unique bondage I haven’t seen before. I am considering renting him a commercial space to work on them.

Marcus: Useful how?

Chloe: For me. So, I don't have to go to salons anymore. So, he can take care of my hair, my nails, my skin. So, his hands are always available when I need them.

Marcus: And his mouth? His cock? Is that available too?

The question landed like a slap. He knew. Of course he knew—she'd practically told him in her opening message, had offered her maid as a bonus, a perk, an asset that made her more desirable. But hearing it stated so directly, so bluntly, made her face heat with a blush she was grateful he couldn't see.

Chloe: Yes, to his mouth. His cock, absolutely not.

Marcus: How often?

Chloe: Once a day minimum. Sometimes more. When I'm on my period he performs foot worship.

Marcus: Does he enjoy it?

Chloe: That's not the point.

Marcus: That's not what I asked.

She stared at the screen. What was the right answer? What did he want to hear? That Martin loved serving her? That he was desperate for any attention she gave him? That he worshipped her with his mouth because he couldn't imagine doing anything else? Or did he want to hear that Martin's pleasure was irrelevant—that he served because she told him to serve, and his enjoyment or lack thereof had nothing to do with it?

Chloe: He serves me because I tell him to. His enjoyment isn't relevant to the arrangement.

Marcus: That's a very clinical answer.

Chloe: It's a clinical arrangement.

Marcus: Is it? Because from where I'm sitting, it sounds like you have a man in your home who worships you, who serves you, who gives you everything you ask for—and you're on a dating app looking for someone else. That doesn't sound clinical to me. That sounds like something's missing.

The words hit her like a physical force. He'd seen through her in three sentences—seen through the clinical language, the careful framing, the way she talked about Martin like he was a tool rather than a person. Something was missing. Something had always been missing. And Marcus had identified it before they'd even exchanged ten messages.

Chloe: Something is missing.

Marcus: What?

Chloe: I think you already know.

Marcus: I want to see the words.

Her thumb hovered over the keyboard. She could deflect. Could redirect. Could use any of the dozen techniques the Academy had taught her for maintaining control of a conversation.

Chloe: I want someone who doesn't serve me. I want someone who takes.

Marcus: Better. Tell me about his cock.

She looked up from her phone. Martin was still standing in the corner, his wrists crossed behind his back, his body motionless, waiting for her to tell him what to do next. He hadn't moved in over an hour. He wouldn't move until she told him to. She looked back at her phone.

Chloe: What about it the maid’s clitty?

Marcus: Is the maid’s cock locked?

Chloe: No, it’s a clitty.

Marcus: Why is the maid not caged?

Chloe: I haven't decided if I'm keeping him yet. Permanent chastity is a commitment and requires a lot of hygiene and removal and reapplication to keep a slave in a chastity cage. And if I cage it, he would never be allowed to touch it which would mean I would have to bind him to make sure he can’t squirm away while I take care of the cleanings or letting it free for a few hours. I prefer to train him not to touch or seek pleasure over dealing with those extra steps chastity here in the… USA offer.

Marcus: In the USA… Okay we’ll come back to that later. But you use him for pleasure. His mouth, his hands, his body. You let him serve you intimately while his cock remains free.

Chloe: Yes.

Marcus: Does he touch himself?

Chloe: In the apartment absolutely not, he sleeps on the floor beside my bed on a pink yoga mat. He was my foot warmer in the winter under the covers at the foot of the bed. He learned to sleep and doesn't move until he wakes. It's possible he pleasures himself outside of the apartment but I doubt it. He has the same dedicated service of... someone who is needy. And I know his class schedule; he wouldn’t have time.

Marcus: You have a man living in your home, serving you, worshipping you, and you've never asked if he touches himself when you're not looking?

Chloe: It hasn't come up.

Marcus: Or you haven't wanted to know.

She read the message twice. He was right, and she hated him for it. She hadn't asked because she didn't want to know. She didn't want to think about Martin touching himself, about him lying on his blanket on the floor while she slept, about him taking himself in hand and stroking and thinking about her and coming into his own fist like any other man would. She didn't want to think about it because thinking about it would mean thinking about him as a person with desires and needs and a sexuality that existed independently of her. And that would complicate things. That would make him harder to use.

Chloe: I'll ask him.

Marcus: Do that. And then tell me what he says.

Chloe: Why do you care?

Marcus: Because if you're going to be mine, I need to know what's already in your house. Every detail. Every arrangement. Every cock or clitty or pair of breasts that could touch what’s mine. I don’t share.

Mine. The word echoed in her mind. She'd been getting to know Marcus for the entire month. They'd exchanged several hundred messages. And he was already claiming her—already talking about her being his, already making assumptions about what their relationship would become. She should have pushed back. Should have asserted herself. Should have reminded him that she was a trained dominant, a woman who had a doctorate in domination.

Chloe: And if I'm yours? What then?

Marcus: Then I decide what happens to you and the maid. Not you.

She set the phone down on the couch cushion beside her and stared at the ceiling. Martin was still in the corner, still motionless, still waiting. He'd wait all night if she told him to. He'd wait forever if she told him to. She picked the phone back up.

Chloe: I'll think about it.

Marcus: Don't think too long. I'm a patient man, Chloe. But I'm not an indefinite one.

The strap-on came on Labor Day weekend. The eight women coming to the apartment became a regular Friday evening event. Martin was the dedicated bar winch, only allowed to serve the nine women in the pink thongs and nothing else. He had to do what any of the women demanded, foot massages, lick their feet, a foot stool and the last time one of them brought a pair of four-inch wedge high heels that he struggled to walk in all night.

The third Friday was the one with the heels. He'd been serving these women for three weeks now—kneeling beside the couch with the wine bottle, refilling glasses on command, fetching snacks from the kitchen, massaging feet when instructed. He'd learned their preferences: Sarah liked her wine filled to the brim, Emily preferred a single ice cube, the red-haired woman whose name he still didn't know liked her feet rubbed with firm pressure along the arch. He'd learned to anticipate their needs, to move quietly through the apartment, to exist in the spaces between their conversations like furniture that happened to be useful. He was kneeling beside the couch, his head resting against Chloe's leg, his wrists crossed behind his back, when the red-haired woman—her name was Vicky, he'd finally learned—set a shopping bag on the cushion beside her.

“I brought something for your pet,” she said, and her smile was all teeth. “Something to make the evening more interesting, Vicky?” Chloe raised an eyebrow.

“What did you bring?” Vicky pulled the contents from the bag: a pair of wedge heels, pale pink, four inches tall, with ankle straps that buckled on the side. They were delicate and feminine and utterly unlike anything Martin had ever worn on his feet.

“I want to see him walk in them,” Vicky said. “I want to see how pretty he looks when he's trying not to fall over.” The other women murmured their approval, their eyes moving from the heels to Martin and back again, assessing, calculating, anticipating. Chloe took the shoes from Vicky and turned them over in her hands, examining the construction, the height of the heel, the narrowness of the sole.

“Put them on,” she said, and held them out to him. He took them with hands that trembled slightly. He sat back on his heels—his place was the floor, but he was allowed to sit when he was putting on shoes, she'd told him that once—and unbuckled the ankle straps, slid his feet into the wedge heels, and fastened them around his ankles. They fit surprisingly well, as if they'd been chosen for his size, and the angle of the heel pushed his weight forward onto the balls of his feet in a way that felt immediately precarious.

“Stand up,” Chloe said. He stood. Or tried to. His ankles wobbled, his calves protested, his body pitched forward before he caught himself on the arm of the couch. The women laughed—not cruelly, not exactly, but with the easy amusement of people watching something stumble.

“Walk,” Chloe said, and pointed to the other side of the room. He walked. Or tried to. The first step was a disaster—his ankle turned, his body swayed, his arms pinwheeled as he fought to stay upright. The second step was better, but only marginally. By the third step, he'd found a kind of balance, precarious and uncertain, his weight shifted forward, his hips swaying with each step in a way that felt feminine and wrong and somehow right.

“Look at that,” Veronica said, her voice warm with satisfaction. “He walks like a girl in heels. Look at those hips.” The other women agreed. They made comments about his posture, about the way the heels changed the shape of his legs, about how the pink thong looked from behind when he was teetering on four inches of wedge. They talked about him as if he weren't there, as if he were a model on a runway, as if his body existed for their assessment.

“Turn around,” Chloe said. “Walk back.” He turned. He walked. His ankles ached, his calves burned, his thighs trembled with the effort of maintaining balance on shoes that weren't designed for his body. But he made it across the room and back without falling, and when he stopped in front of Chloe, his breath coming in short, shallow gasps, she reached out and patted his hip in that gesture that was both affectionate and dismissive.

“Good puppy,” she said. “Now go get the wine.” He walked to the kitchen on the wedge heels, his body swaying with each step, his hands steady despite the trembling in his legs. He retrieved the wine bottle from the counter and walked back to the living room, his ankles screaming, his calves burning, his whole body focused on the simple task of moving from one place to another without falling.

He served wine that night on the wedge heels. He refilled glasses, he fetched snacks, he massaged feet—all while teetering on four inches of pink wedge, his body learning a new way to move, a new way to balance, a new way to exist in the space she'd designated for him. By the end of the evening, his feet were killing him, his ankles were swollen, and he'd nearly fallen three times. But he hadn't fallen. He'd been good. When the last guest left and he was cleaning up the living room on his hands and knees, the heels still on his feet because she hadn't told him he could take them off, Chloe appeared in the doorway and watched him for a moment.

“You can take them off now,” she said. “Put them in the closet. You'll be wearing them again next week.” He unbuckled the ankle straps and slid his feet out of the heels, and the relief that flooded through him was so intense that he nearly cried. He put the shoes in the closet, next to the pink maid's uniform and the thong panties and all the other markers of the person he was becoming. And then he finished cleaning, his wrists crossed behind his back, his body aching in ways that had nothing to do with the heels and everything to do with the structure that had been built inside him, the structure that was still standing, still waiting, still hungry for the weight of her approval.

After he'd cleaned up the living room and wiped down the counters and done all the little tasks that filled the evening after the women left. She was sitting on the edge of the bed, her legs crossed, her expression thoughtful, and she was holding something in her hands that he didn't recognize. It was a harness, made of black leather and metal buckles, with a silicone shaft attached to the front. It looked like something from a medical textbook, or maybe a sex shop window, or maybe both—he couldn't tell, couldn't process what he was seeing, couldn't understand what she wanted him to do with it.

“Put it on,” she said, and her voice was casual, as if she were telling him to put on a shirt or tie her shoes before a workout. He took the harness from her, his fingers trembling slightly as he worked the buckles, as he stepped into the leg straps, as he adjusted the fit around his hips and waist. The silicone shaft jutted out from his body, obscene and alien, a foreign object attached to his flesh that he didn't know what to do with. She reached out and pulled the straps a notch tighter, compressing his cock and balls behind the leather panel and he winced but didn’t complain and she lubed the silicone cock and bit her lip, imagining Martin was clearly someone that was packing something in their pants worth biting her lip.

She laid back on the bed, her legs spread, her body open and waiting. She was naked from the waist down, her pubic area bare and smooth, every fold and curve of her on full display. She looked up at him with that expression he knew so well—the one that said she was waiting for him to figure something out, the one that said she already knew what he was going to do and was simply waiting for him to catch up.

“Fuck me,” she said, and the word was a command, not an invitation, not a request, but an order, delivered in the same flat, measured tone she used for everything. He moved between her legs, the silicone shaft bobbing with each step, his own cock pressing uselessly against the inside of the harness. He was hard—he'd been hard since she'd handed him the strap-on, hard since she'd told him to put it on, hard since she'd lain back on the bed and spread her legs and told him to fuck her—but his hardness didn't matter. His hardness was irrelevant. His hardness was just another part of his body that belonged to her, another part of his body that she could use or ignore as she saw fit.

He positioned himself at her entrance, the tip of the silicone shaft pressing against her flesh, and he paused, waiting for her to tell him what to do next. She looked up at him, her expression calm, her eyes steady, and she nodded once—a small, precise movement that said “proceed.” He pushed inside her. It was different than he'd expected. The silicone shaft didn't feel like anything—he couldn't feel her warmth, her wetness, her body gripping him the way he'd imagined it would. He was a conduit, not a participant. He was a tool, an instrument, a means to an end, and the end was her pleasure, not his.

He moved inside her with the same methodical precision he brought to everything, finding a rhythm that made her breath catch, that made her thighs tense, that made her fingers curl in the sheets. He watched her face for cues, adjusting his angle, his speed, his depth based on the small, involuntary responses that told him he was doing well. His own cock pressed uselessly against the inside of the harness, hard and aching and completely ignored. The silicone shaft moved inside her, but he felt nothing—no warmth, no friction, no grip of her body around his. He was a conduit, not a participant. A vessel through which her pleasure flowed without touching him. The harness pressed against his hips, the weight of the shaft between his legs was a constant reminder of what he was and wasn't: he was inside her, but he wasn't inside her. He was the instrument, not the musician. He was the brush, not the hand that held it.

And his own arousal—the persistent, throbbing need that had been building for months without acknowledgment or release—it just hung there, irrelevant as a spare part, unnecessary as a third wheel on a bicycle. His body wanted. His body ached. His body was screaming for contact that would never come. And the screaming didn't matter, because his body wasn't his to listen to anymore. It was hers. She'd said so. And if she chose not to listen to it, then it would go unheard, and that was simply the way things were.

She came quickly—quicker than she usually did when he was using his mouth, quicker than she usually did when he was worshipping her with his tongue. Her thighs tensed around his hips, her breath caught in her throat, her fingers curled in the sheets, and then she was pushing him away, the same dismissive gesture she always used, the same signal that his service was complete. He withdrew, the silicone shaft sliding out of her body, his own cock still hard and aching and completely unaddressed. He stood by the bed, his wrists crossing behind his back, his body assuming the position that had become as natural as breathing, and he waited for her next instruction.

“Take it off,” she said, and he obeyed, unbuckling the harness, stepping out of the leg straps. His own cock trapped in the pink lace thong, hard and ignored, and he didn't touch it, didn't try to address it, didn't do anything except stand there and wait for her to tell him what to do next. She didn't acknowledge his arousal. She didn't acknowledge his body at all. She simply lay back on the bed, her eyes closed, her breathing returning to normal, and she said, “Take it to the bathroom and rinse it and then use the sex toy cleaning solution I left on the counter.” He didn’t respond verbally and did as he was told and left the harness setup on the counter to dry before returning to the bedroom. “Good. You can go to sleep now.”

The third time he used the strap-on, she changed the rules again.

He'd just withdrawn from her body, the silicone shaft sliding out with a wet sound that made his face heat with desire. He was kneeling between her legs, the harness still strapped around his hips, his own cock pressing uselessly against the inside of the leather, when she sat up and looked at him with that assessing expression she wore when she was about to introduce something new.

“Take it off,” she said, and he obeyed, unbuckling the harness, stepping out of the leg straps, holding the silicone shaft in his hands like an offering. It was slick with her—wet and warm and smelling of sex—and he didn't know what to do with it, didn't know where to put it, didn't know what she wanted him to do next. She held out her hand. “Give it to me.” He placed it in her palm, the silicone warm and heavy, and she examined it for a moment, turning it over, looking at the glistening surface with an expression he couldn't read. Then she looked up at him, and her eyes were hard, challenging, the eyes of someone who was about to test him in a way he hadn't been tested before.

“Clean it,” she said. He looked around for a cloth, a towel, something to wipe the shaft clean. But she was still holding it, still looking at him with that challenging expression, and he realized—slowly, the way he realized most things now, through the fog of exhaustion and service and the desperate need to be good—that she wasn't asking him to find a cloth.

“With your mouth,” she clarified, and her voice was casual, as if she were telling him to wash a dish or fold a towel. “That's how you'll clean it from now on. Every time.” He stared at the shaft in her hand. It was still wet with her—still slick, still warm, still carrying the evidence of what he'd just done, what she'd just allowed him to do. The thought of putting it in his mouth, of tasting her on the silicone, of cleaning it the way she was telling him to clean it, made his stomach flip with something that wasn't quite revulsion and wasn't quite arousal but existed somewhere in the space between. But he didn't hesitate. He'd learned not to hesitate. Hesitation meant uncertainty, and uncertainty meant he wasn't being good, and not being good meant the warmth in his chest would go dark.

He leaned forward and opened his mouth. She guided it to his lips, her hand steady, her eyes on his face, watching him the way she watched everything—with that assessing, evaluating gaze that made him feel like he was being tested, like he was being judged, like he was being trained to accept something he hadn't known he needed to accept. The silicone was smooth against his tongue, tasteless but for the faint salt of her, and he worked his mouth along the shaft the way he'd learned to work his mouth along her body—with care, with attention, with the same methodical precision he brought to everything. He licked it clean, every inch, every surface, making sure there was nothing left but the tasteless silicone and his own saliva. When he was finished, she took it from his mouth and examined it again, holding it up to the light, checking for any residue he might have missed. She nodded once—a small, precise movement that said he'd done what she expected—and set it aside on the nightstand.

“Good,” she said, and something in his chest flared. He knelt there, his jaw aching from the stretch of the silicone, his mouth tasting of her and of something artificial and of the strange, hollow satisfaction that came from being useful in a way he hadn't expected. He didn't question it. He didn't wonder why she wanted him to clean it this way, what it meant, what it was preparing him for. He simply accepted it, the way he accepted everything she taught him, and he filed it away in the part of his mind that had become a catalog of her preferences and her rules and the shape of service she required.

From then on, he cleaned the strap-on with his mouth every time. He learned to take it deeper, to control his gag reflex, to work his throat around the silicone the way he'd learned to work his tongue around her. It was service, he told himself. It was useful. It was what she wanted, and what she wanted was what he was for. And if the act made him feel small in a way that went beyond his height—if it made him feel like something that was being trained, shaped, prepared for purposes he couldn't yet see—he didn't examine that feeling too closely. He simply accepted it, the way he accepted everything,. Good. He had no idea she was already conditioning him for something different.

Six weeks passed this way. Six weeks of harness and silicone and the taste of her on something that wasn't her, six weeks of his own need pressing uselessly against the inside of the leather panel, six weeks of cleaning the shaft with his mouth and being told he was good. Six weeks of the he chaos quieted, fed by her approval, fed by her attention, fed by the certainty that he was serving her exactly the way she wanted to be served. She brought home the smaller strap-on six weeks after the cleaning rule began. He was kneeling by the couch, his wrists crossed behind his back, his head resting against her leg, when she set a shopping bag on the cushion beside her and began to remove its contents. He didn't look up—he'd learned not to look unless she told him to—but he could hear the rustle of tissue paper, the clink of something metallic, the soft thump of something being set on the cushion.

“Look,” she said, and he raised his head. The harness was similar to the one he'd been wearing—black leather, metal buckles, adjustable straps—but the silicone shaft attached to it was different. Smaller. Slimmer. The color of pale skin, with a slight curve and a defined head that made it look almost real. Almost.

“This one's for you,” she said, and her voice was casual, the way it always was when she was introducing something new, something that would change the shape of his life in ways he couldn't yet imagine. “I want to try something.” He didn't ask what. He didn't ask why. He simply nodded, the way he always nodded, and waited for her to tell him what to do next.

She had him stand, had him remove his clothes, had him kneel on the yoga mat with his face pressed into it and his ass raised in the air. The position was new—not the kneeling he'd grown accustomed to, but something different, something that made him feel exposed in a way he hadn't felt since the first time, she'd stood him naked in the corner. She put on the harness. He could hear the buckles clicking, the leather adjusting, the sounds of her preparing herself. And then her hands were on his hips, steadying him, positioning him, and he felt the tip of the silicone pressing against his entrance.

“One last time to see if I feel anything,” Chloe whispered to herself, under her breath so Martin wouldn’t hear. “Relax,” she announced and rubbed the small of his back gently, and her voice was different now—not casual, not measured, but something that might have been curiosity, or might have been anticipation, or might have been something else entirely. “This will be easier if you relax.” He tried to relax. He tried to let go of the tension in his body, the fear in his chest, the strange, unfamiliar sensation of being entered rather than entering. But his body didn't know how to do this—had never done this, had never been trained for this, had never imagined that this was something he might be asked to do.

She pushed forward. The silicone slid into him, inch by inch, stretching him in ways he'd never been stretched, filling him in ways he'd never been filled. It hurt—not terribly, not unbearably, but enough to make him gasp, enough to make his fingers clench in the sheets, enough to make him grateful for the mattress that was muffling the sounds he couldn't seem to stop making.

“Good,” she said, and the word settled into his chest like a stone, warm and heavy, pushing out the pain and the fear and the strange, unfamiliar sensation of being penetrated. “You're doing well.” She began to move. Slowly at first, finding her rhythm, adjusting her angle, learning the geography of his body the way she'd learned the geography of everything else. He could feel the silicone sliding in and out, could feel the pressure against his prostate, could feel the pleasure building beneath the pain like a flower pushing through concrete.

He was hard. He realized this distantly, the way he realized most things now—through the fog of sensation and service and the desperate need to be good. His cock was pressing against the mattress, leaking into the pink thong she'd told him to wear, and every thrust of her hips pushed him deeper into the mattress, pushed his cock against the fabric, pushed him closer to an edge he hadn't known existed. She was watching him. He could feel her eyes on his back, on his ass, on the place where her cock was entering his body. She was evaluating him, assessing him, deciding whether this was something she wanted to do again, whether this was something that gave her what she was looking for. And then she laughed. It was a short, sharp sound—not cruel, not mocking, but something else. Something that sounded almost like surprise, or maybe delight, or maybe the kind of amusement that came from discovering something unexpected.

“You look so pretty like this,” she said, and her voice was warm, approving, the voice she used when he'd done something well. “Such a good puppy, taking my cock so nicely.” Good puppy. The words settled into him like they always did—warm, reassuring, a small flame in the darkness of his confusion. He was a good puppy. He was taking her cock. He was being useful, being good, being hers. The words felt right, the way they always felt right, but something else stirred beneath them—something that had to do with the word “pretty,” with the way the silicone filled him, with the strange, unfamiliar sensation of being taken rather than taking. He didn't examine it.

She fucked him for what felt like a long time. Long enough for the pain to fade, long enough for the pleasure to build, long enough for him to feel himself approaching an edge that he'd never approached from this direction before. He was close—he could feel it, the pressure building in his groin, the tension coiling in his thighs, the desperate, gnawing need for release that had been growing for weeks finally reaching its peak. And then she stopped. She pulled out without warning, the silicone sliding from his body with a wet sound, and she sat back on her heels and looked at him with an expression he couldn't read. He was left there, on his hands and knees, his cock hard and leaking and completely ignored, his body trembling on the edge of an orgasm that she hadn't given him permission to have.

“That was interesting,” she said, and her voice was thoughtful, evaluating, the voice she used when she was deciding whether something was worth doing again. “But not really my thing.” She unbuckled the harness and set it aside, the smaller silicone cock glistening with lubricant, and she looked at him with that same thoughtful expression.

“You can go to the bathroom and clean up,” she said. “And take that with you. Toss it. I won't be using it again.” He took the harness. He walked to the bathroom on legs that were still trembling, his cock still hard, his body still aching with the need for release that she'd created and then dismissed. He cleaned himself up, washed the harness, wrapped it in toilet paper and threw it in the trash. When he came back to the bedroom, she was already under the covers, her eyes closed, her breathing slow and even. He lay down on his blanket on the floor, his wrists crossing behind his back, his cock still hard, his body still aching, and he tried not to think about what had just happened, what it meant, what it said about him that the words “good girl” had made him feel more than the silicone cock ever had.

She hadn't come. He realized this distantly, the way he realized most things now—through the fog of exhaustion and service and the desperate need to be good. She'd fucked him, used him, tested him, and she hadn't come. She hadn't been aroused by it, hadn't found satisfaction in it, hadn't felt anything except a mild, curious interest that had quickly faded into dismissal. It wasn't her thing. That was what she'd said. It wasn't her thing, and so she would never do it again, and the part of him that had responded to the penetration, to the words, to the feeling of being taken and used and filled—that part would have to find another way to be satisfied. Or not. He was a tool, after all. An instrument. Something designed for a specific purpose, shaped by careful hands to perform a specific function. And if the purpose she'd just tested wasn't one that served her needs, then it wasn't a purpose he was meant to fulfill.

He lay down on his blanket on the floor, his body aching from the spanking, his jaw sore from service, his own need unfulfilled and unaddressed. His cock was still hard, still pressing against his stomach, still crying out for attention, but he didn't touch it. He didn't try to relieve the pressure. He simply lay there, his wrists crossed behind his back, his eyes on the ceiling, his ears full of the sound of her breathing. The hardness between his legs was like a signal from a country that no longer existed—a transmission from a self that had been dissolved and reconstituted into something new. The signal was still broadcasting, but there was no one left to receive it. The infrastructure had been repurposed. The frequency had been changed. And the message—touch me, please me, let me come—was just static now, noise on a channel that had been abandoned.

He was a conduit. A tool. An instrument. He was useful. He was good. He was hers. And his pleasure was irrelevant. The strap-on became part of their routine. Not every day—she still preferred his mouth most mornings and evenings—but several times a week, she would hand him the harness, and he would put it on, and he would fuck her with the silicone shaft while his own cock pressed uselessly against the leather panel. He learned her rhythms this way, learned the angles and speeds that made her breath catch, learned to read the small involuntary responses of her body the way he'd learned to read them with his tongue. He became proficient. He became useful.


Chapter 10: The Uniform

The couch went first. It happened the following day after she had fucked him with the strap-on, fortunately she had been gentle and he wasn’t in pain from the fucking. He had no idea she had done that dozens of times with female slaves she had trained at the Academy and she knew how to be gentle and feel forceful for the submissive experience. the kind of unremarkable day that had become the architecture of his life—chores in the morning, classes in the afternoon, service in the evening, sleep on the floor at night. He was standing by the kitchen counter, his wrists crossed behind his back, waiting for her to tell him what she needed, when she walked into the living room and stopped in front of the couch with her hands on her hips.

“This needs to be reupholstered,” she said, running her fingers along the cushion. “The fabric is wearing thin.” He looked at the couch, trying to see what she saw. It looked fine to him—the same couch it had always been, the same place where she sat while he knelt on the floor beside her, the same piece of furniture that had been in the apartment since before he'd moved in. But he'd learned by now that what he saw didn't matter. What she saw was what was real.

“I can look into it,” he said. “Find someone who—”

“No.” She turned to face him, her expression thoughtful in that way he'd come to recognize—the way that meant she'd already made a decision and was simply figuring out how to present it. “It's not worth reupholstering. The frame is starting to go too. I'm going to replace it.”

“Replace it?”

“Yes. But not right away. It takes time to find the right piece, and I don't want to rush into something that doesn't fit the space.” She paused, her eyes moving over him in that assessing way she had. “In the meantime, you shouldn't sit on it. You'll stretch out the cushions.” He nodded, the response automatic. She was right, of course. She was always right. The cushions were wearing thin, and he shouldn't sit on them. It made perfect sense.

“Where should I—” He stopped, the question forming on his lips even as the answer presented itself. Where should he sit? Nowhere. He should sit nowhere. He should stand, or kneel, or lie on his yoga mat on the floor. He should exist in the spaces that weren't occupied by furniture designed for people who were allowed to be comfortable.

“On the floor,” she said, confirming what he'd already known. “Or stand. You don't need to sit, Martin. You're not here to relax.”

“I know,” he said, and meant it. “I'm here to serve.” She smiled, and something flickered in his chest.

“Good girl.” The kitchen chairs went next.

It happened three days later, another unremarkable day, another moment where she presented a decision as if it were simply the natural order of things. He was eating breakfast—standing at the counter, because the couch was off-limits and he'd never been invited to sit at the kitchen table anyway—when she walked in and watched him for a moment with that same thoughtful expression.

“You eat too fast when you're comfortable,” she said. He looked down at his plate, at the eggs he'd made for himself after serving hers, at the way he'd been shoveling food into his mouth without tasting it. He hadn't realized he was eating fast. He hadn't realized he was comfortable. He was standing at the counter, for god's sake. How comfortable could that be?

“I'll slow down,” he said.

“You will. And to help with that, I'm going to ask you to stop using the kitchen chairs and counter stools.” She said it the way she said everything—calm, measured, as if she were simply pointing out an obvious truth that he'd somehow failed to notice. “When you sit, you relax. When you relax, you stop paying attention. And I need you to pay attention, Martin. I need you to be present, not just going through the motions.” He nodded again, the response as automatic as breathing. She was right. She was always right. He had been going through the motions lately, hadn't he? His mind wandering during chores, his attention drifting during service, his body performing the tasks she'd taught him while his thoughts were somewhere else entirely. He needed to be more present. He needed to focus.

“Where should I—” He stopped again, the question unnecessary.

“On the floor,” she said, confirming what he'd already known. “Or standing. Either is fine. The important thing is that you're not comfortable enough to let your mind wander.”

“I understand.”

“Do you?” She stepped closer, her heels clicking on the tile, and he had to tilt his head back to meet her eyes. She was wearing her four-inch pumps today, the ones that made her five-ten to his five-nothing, and even standing he felt small next to her, felt the geography of their bodies asserting itself in the way it always did. “Because I need you to understand, Martin. This isn't a punishment. This is me helping you be better. Do you see the difference?” He did see the difference. He saw it clearly, the way he saw everything she showed him—with the clarity that came from repetition, from reinforcement, from something loosening inside him when he'd learned a lesson correctly.

“Yes,” he said. “I see the difference. Thank you for helping me be better.” She reached out and touched his face, her fingers warm against his cheek.

“Good girl,” she said again, and the words settled into him like stones in water, sinking deep, finding their place in the part of him that had learned to crave them. The bathroom went last. It happened on Sunday morning of the same week, the kind of lazy weekend day that used to mean something different—sleeping in, maybe, or wandering campus without purpose, or sitting in the coffee shop with a book he wasn't really reading. Now it meant chores, service, the endless round of tasks that filled his time and gave his life shape.

He was kneeling on the bathroom floor, scrubbing the tile around the toilet with the same methodical precision he brought to everything, when she appeared in the doorway. She was wearing her two-inch heels, the ones she wore around the apartment when she wasn't going anywhere, and even in those she towered over him, her body occupying the space above him like a monument.

“The tile looks as good as always. Always grounded, always on the floor,” she said, and he looked up at her, confused. He always knelt on the floor. The floor was where he belonged. The floor was where he was most comfortable, where the position of his body matched the position of his mind—low, small, contained.

“I like kneeling,” he said, and the words came out before he could think about them, before he could examine whether they were true or simply what he'd learned to say. She smiled, but it wasn't the warm smile he craved. It was something else—something sharper, something that made him feel like she could see straight through to the core of him.

“I know you do. But I want to talk to you about something.” She stepped into the bathroom, her heels clicking on the tile he'd just cleaned, and she sat down on the edge of the bathtub, crossing her legs and looking down at him with an expression that made his stomach flip.

“You've been doing well,” she said. “Your cleaning has improved. Your service has improved. You're learning what it means to be truly useful to me in nearly every aspect that I expect of you.” The hollowness filled by the praise, a small flame that he tended carefully, that he fed with every task he completed, every instruction he followed, every moment of obedience he offered.

“But I've noticed something,” she continued, her voice thoughtful, measured. “You've been spending a lot of time in the bathroom. Not just cleaning—sitting. On the toilet, on the edge of the tub. Sitting when you could be kneeling.” He opened his mouth to respond, but she held up a hand, silencing him.

“I don't think you're doing it on purpose. I think it's become a habit, something you do without thinking. But habits matter, Martin. They shape who we are. And I want you to be someone who kneels, not someone who sits. Do you understand the difference?” He did understand the difference. He understood it in the same way he understood everything she taught him—with a clarity that felt like revelation, with a certainty that felt like faith.

“Sitting is for people who have time to not be focused on someone else,” he said, and the words came out slowly, carefully, as if he were reciting a lesson he'd learned by heart.

“Kneeling is for people who are here to serve.”

“That's right.” She smiled, and this time it was the warm smile, the one that made the flame in his chest burn brighter. “You're such a quick learner. Such a good girl.”

“But the bathroom—” He stopped, trying to figure out how to phrase the question that was forming in his mind. “Where should I—”

“Your place is the floor,” she said, and the words landed in his chest like a key turning in a lock. “In every room. In every situation. Your place is the floor, pretty girl. Not the couch, not the chairs, not the toilet seat. The floor. Do you understand?” He understood. He understood so completely that he couldn't believe he hadn't understood it before. The floor was where he belonged. The floor was where he was most himself.

“Yes,” he said, and the word came out reverent, like a prayer. “I understand.” She reached down and touched his face, her fingers tracing his cheekbone in that gesture she made, and he leaned into her touch like a plant leaning toward the sun.

“Good,” she said. “Now finish cleaning the bathroom. And remember—floor only.” She left, her heels clicking on the tile, and he turned back to his work with a renewed sense of purpose. He was kneeling on the floor, where he belonged. He was cleaning the bathroom, where he was useful. He was being good, and that was all that mattered.

He didn't sit on the toilet again, he hovered when he had to go, he wasn’t even allowed to stand to pee see he hovered to do that too to ensure there was no splash on her perfect porcelain or tile floor. He didn't sit on the edge of the tub. He didn't sit anywhere, because his place was the floor, and the floor was where he was most himself, and the floor was where the static in his head went quiet, and the floor was where he belonged. What he didn’t know was that she was thinking six weeks left until November 1st. Six weeks until the experiment was done and she was free to pursue Marcus openly.

She started going out more after that. Unlike the normal pattern, gradually, the way everything happened it happened quickly after Martin’s new permanent floor rule had been established. First, it was one evening the following week, then two, then three. Then it was whole weekends as well—Friday night through Sunday afternoon, the apartment empty except for him and the list of chores she'd left on the kitchen counter. The list was always the same. Clean the apartment from top to bottom. Polish the silver. Iron the blouses. Make sure the coffee is ready for when she gets back. He often ended up drinking it himself after it had gone cold. And the instruction that appeared at the bottom of every list, written in her careful, precise handwriting: Do not leave the apartment.

He didn't question the instruction. He didn't question any of her instructions. He simply followed them, the way he followed everything she told him to do, with the same automatic obedience that had become the architecture of his days. But the weekends were hard.

Not the chores—he was used to chores. Not the solitude—he was used to solitude, had been used to it long before she'd come into his life. Not even the not leaving, though that was strange, though he couldn't quite remember when the apartment had become a place he wasn't allowed to leave rather than a place, he simply didn't want to leave. No, the hard part was the not knowing. Where was she going? Who was she seeing? What was she doing when she wasn't here, when she wasn't with him, when she wasn't occupying the space that had become the center of his universe?

Her no longer wanting her daily worship was harder. He didn't ask. He'd learned not to ask. Asking implied that he had a right to know, and he'd learned that he didn't have a right to anything—not her time, not her attention, not her presence. He was useful when she needed him and invisible when she didn't, and that was the way it was supposed to be. But his mind raced on those weekends, filling the hours with images he couldn't control. Her laughing with someone else. Her looking at someone else the way she looked at him—no, not the way she looked at him, because she didn't look at him, not really, she looked through him, past him, as if he were a piece of furniture that happened to be useful. Her touching someone else. Her being touched by someone else.

The images made him feel sick. They made him feel small. They made him feel like he was standing on the edge of a cliff, looking down at a drop that he couldn't see the bottom of, knowing that one wrong step would send him falling into an abyss from which he would never return. She always came back. That was the thing that kept him from falling. She always came back, and when she did, she always had a task for him—something to clean, something to iron, something to polish—and the task was like a rope thrown to a drowning man, something to hold onto, something to pull him back to the surface. What he didn't know—what she hadn't told him, what she would never tell him—was where she was going.

She was with Marcus. Every weekend, every free evening, every moment she could steal from the life she'd built around Martin, she was with Marcus. At his apartment, in his bed, on her knees in front of him, learning what it felt like to be the one who surrendered instead of the one who was surrendered to.

And on the nights, she couldn't be with him—when Martin needed supervision, when the chores required her presence, when the logistics of two lives became too complicated to manage—she messaged him from the couch while Martin knelt at her feet.

Marcus: Tell me about his cock again.

Chloe: What about it? Hasn’t been used once. He has a silicone cock to please me when I can’t be there.

Marcus: What? Last time we discussed this, you said it wasn't locked. Has that changed?

Chloe: No. It's still free.

Marcus: And you still haven't asked him if he touches himself?

Chloe: I asked.

Marcus: And?

Chloe: He said no. He said he doesn't touch himself without permission. He’s a good girl.

Marcus: Good girl? Do you believe him?

Chloe: Yes, good girl, I am feminizing him so you don’t have to feel any competition, and you can just think of the maid as another appliance. And I do believe him. He's very... submissive and obedient, the most impressive slave I’ve ever handled.

Marcus: Obedient. That's an interesting word. Not honest. Not trustworthy. Obedient.

Chloe: In my experience, obedience and honesty go hand in hand when you train your pet correctly.

Marcus: In my experience, they don't. Obedient people tell you what you want to hear. Honest people tell you what you need to hear. They're not the same thing.

She read the message twice. He was challenging her, pushing back on her assumptions, making her question whether Martin's obedience was really the asset she'd always believed it to be.

Chloe: What are you suggesting?

Marcus: I'm suggesting that you have a man in your home who says he doesn't touch himself, and you believe him because you want to believe him, not because you have any evidence either way. I'm suggesting that you've created a situation where his honesty is less important than his obedience, and that's a dangerous foundation to build on.

Chloe: What would you do?

Marcus: I'd lock him. If you're not going to lock him, then you need to accept that his cock is his own, and he'll do with it what men do. You can't have it both ways—can't claim control you're not willing to enforce.

Chloe: I told you. I haven't decided if I'm keeping him. And if I remember correctly, you told me you would decide what happens to the maid.

Marcus: If you're going to be mine, I don't share. So, if his cock is free now, that's temporary. Acceptable for now. But understand that “for now” has an expiration date.

Acceptable for now. The words settled into her chest like a weight. He wasn't demanding she lock Martin immediately. He wasn't making it a condition of their continued correspondence. He was simply stating a fact: this arrangement was temporary, and eventually, if she chose him, it would change.

Chloe: Understood.

Marcus: Good. Now tell me what you're wearing.

She looked down at herself. She was wearing sweatpants and a t-shirt, her hair pulled back in a ponytail, her face bare of makeup. She looked like what she was—a woman who'd spent the day managing a household and a servant and a life that was becoming increasingly complicated.

Chloe: Nothing sexy. I'm in my apartment. I've been doing chores.

Marcus: I asked what you're wearing. Tell me.

Chloe: Sweatpants. A t-shirt. No bra, never panties in my home. My hair is in a ponytail.

Marcus: Better. Now take off the sweatpants.

She looked at Martin, kneeling beside the couch, his head resting against her leg, his eyes closed, his body relaxed in the way it only relaxed when he was in this position—at her feet, in his place, existing in the space she'd designated for him. He wouldn't look. She knew he wouldn't look. He never looked unless she told him to. She slipped off the sweatpants.

Chloe: Sweatpants. I’m naked from the waist down Sir.

Marcus: Pleasure yourself and don’t use the sex toy of a maid. I am sure you have kneeling at your feet like usual.

She bit her lip and didn’t hesitate as her hand reached between her legs and she was soaking wet, as she always was when he commanded and she yielded.

Chloe: Sweatpants. I’m wet sir… I miss you.

Marcus: That’s because your mine and your body knows it.

It was a Thursday night—one of the rare evenings when she was home, when she didn't have somewhere else to be, when the apartment was quiet except for the sound of Martin moving through his chores and the soft click of her phone as she typed.

Marcus: I want you to do something for me.

Chloe: What?

Marcus: Tonight, when you're with your maid, I want you to leave your phone on the nightstand. Unlocked. Screen up. I want you to message me while he's in the room, and I want you to leave the conversation open so he can see it if he looks.

Chloe: Why?

Marcus: Because I want to know if you'll do what I tell you to do. And because I want to know what happens when he sees it.

Chloe: No.

His response was a long time coming. She could feel the weight of his consideration, the careful calculation of a man who was not used to being told no.

Marcus: No?

Chloe: No. I won't do that to him.

Marcus: Why not?

Chloe: Because he's mine. Because he trusts me. Because he doesn't look at my phone because I've trained him not to, and using that trust to hurt him—just to prove a point to a man I've never met—would be cruel.

Marcus: Cruel to him, or cruel to you?

Chloe: Both. I'm not going to let someone else cause him pain just to test my obedience. That's not what this is supposed to be.

Marcus: What is it supposed to be?

Chloe: I don't know yet. But not that.

The response was a long time coming. She could see the typing indicator appearing and disappearing, and she wondered if she'd pushed too hard, if she'd ruined the delicate balance they'd been building, if he would decide she wasn't worth the effort after all.

Marcus: That's the right answer.

Chloe: What do you mean?

Marcus: I mean that a woman who would hurt her servant to impress a man she's never met isn't worth my time. A woman who protects what's hers, even when it costs her something—that's someone I want to know better.

Chloe: So, I passed?

Marcus: You passed one test. There will be others.

Chloe: When?

Marcus: When I decide you're ready.

She set the phone down and looked at Martin, who was kneeling by the couch, his wrists crossed behind his back, his head resting against her leg. He was so still, so quiet, so perfectly trained. He would never look at her phone. He would never question where she went or who she saw or what she did when she wasn't with him. He would simply wait, patient and obedient, until she came back and gave him something to do. She felt a pang of something that might have been guilt, or might have been affection, or might have been the complicated tangle of emotions that came from owning someone who gave you everything you asked for and still wasn't enough. She picked up the phone.

Chloe: What if I'm never ready?

Marcus: Then we stop. But I don't think that's going to happen. I think you're more ready than you know.

The uniform arrived on Tuesday after her confession to Marcus. She decided if she showed Marcus Martin was a submissive and obedient and happy maid, she wouldn’t have to break a Themysciran law she couldn’t even tell him about that she would be breaking if he asked her to send him away. Though she had mentally been preparing for that for months, hadn’t she?

He'd spent the morning cleaning—the floors, the windows, the bathroom tile that he now scrubbed from a kneeling position because his place was the floor and the floor was where he belonged. He'd made her lunch—grilled chicken with roasted vegetables, exactly the way she liked it—and he'd set it on the table for her, and he'd stood by while she ate, his wrists crossed behind his back, his eyes on the floor, his body in the position that had become as natural as breathing. His classes were done for the semester, just final projects were due and he had submitted them already, impressing his professors. It made her have a glimmer of hope he would bounce back.

She didn't eat at the table anymore. She hadn't for weeks. She ate on the couch—the new couch, the one she'd picked out, the one that he wasn't allowed to sit on—while he knelt on the floor beside her, his head resting against her leg, her fingers idly threading through his hair when she was messaging Marcus, nearly constantly like an excited school girl.  When she was finished, she set her plate aside and looked down at him with an expression he couldn't quite read. It was the thoughtful expression, the one that meant she'd made a decision and was about to tell him what it was, but there was something else underneath it—something that looked almost like anticipation, like she was looking forward to what came next.

“I have something for you,” she said, and her voice was casual, the way it always was when she was introducing something new, something that would change the shape of his life in ways he couldn't yet imagine. She stood and walked to the bedroom, and he stayed where he was, kneeling on the floor, his wrists crossed behind his back, his body waiting for her to tell him what to do. She came back a few minutes later carrying something pink, something made of fabric, something that looked impossibly small and impossibly delicate and impossibly unlike anything he'd ever worn before. She held it up for him to see, and his breath caught in his throat.

It was a maid's uniform. Not a real maid's uniform—not the kind that actual maids wore, practical and sturdy and designed for work—but a costume, a fantasy, a parody of what a maid's uniform was supposed to look like. The dress was pink, a pale, soft pink that would look ridiculous against his skin, with a fitted bodice and a skirt that would barely cover his thighs. The apron was white, ruffled, trimmed with lace that looked like it would fall apart in the wash. The headpiece was a small white band with a ruffle that would sit on top of his head like a crown made of cotton candy. She held it out to him, and her smile was all teeth and no warmth.

“You'll wear this when you clean from now on,” she said, and her voice was matter-of-fact, as if she were telling him to wear an apron when he cooked or gloves when he polished. “It's more appropriate for someone in your position.” Someone in your position. The words landed in his chest like stones, heavy and dense, settling into the place where the warmth usually lived. What was his position? He was kneeling on the floor, his wrists crossed behind his back, his body in the shape that had become as natural as breathing. He was a tool, an instrument, something designed for a specific purpose. He was useful. He was good. He was hers. And now he was going to wear a pink maid's uniform while he cleaned.

“Put it on,” she said, and he reached for the uniform with hands that trembled slightly, his fingers closing around the fabric that felt impossibly thin and impossibly fragile in his grip. He stood up—he was allowed to stand when he was changing clothes, she'd told him that once, and he'd remembered it the way he remembered everything she told him—and began to undress. He folded his clothes neatly, the way he'd been taught, and set them on the chair by the door—the chair he wasn't allowed to sit on—and then he was naked except his thong panties, standing in the middle of the living room, his body on display for her in a way that had become routine.

The uniform went on in pieces. First the dress, which zipped up the back and fit him surprisingly well, as if it had been made for his measurements, as if she'd taken his measurements without him noticing and ordered it specifically for him. The skirt flared out from his waist, barely reaching mid-thigh, and the fabric was so thin that he could feel the air on his skin through it. Then the apron, which tied around his waist with a bow in the back, the ruffles cascading down over the skirt like a waterfall of lace. Then the headpiece, which she placed on his head herself, her fingers adjusting it until it sat just right, the ruffle framing his face in a way that made him look—what? He didn't know. He couldn't see himself. He could only feel the fabric against his skin, the weight of the headpiece on his hair, the way the skirt swished against his thighs when he moved.

She stepped back and looked at him, and her expression was one he'd never seen before—not quite approval, not quite amusement, but something in between, something that made him feel like he was being evaluated, like he was being assessed, like he was being judged.

“Turn around,” she said, and he turned, slowly, the skirt flaring out as he moved, the ruffles swishing against his thighs. She took a picture of him and smiled. “Good,” she said when he was facing her again. “Now clean.” He knelt. It was automatic now, the dropping of his knees to the floor, the crossing of his wrists behind his back, the assumption of the position that had become as natural as breathing. But the uniform made it different.

The uniform made it feel different. The skirt bunched up around his thighs as he knelt, the apron pressed against his legs, the headpiece shifted on his hair, and he was suddenly, acutely aware of his body in a way he hadn't been before—aware of the way the fabric felt against his skin, aware of the way the skirt moved when he moved, aware of the way the uniform changed the shape of him, made him look like something he wasn't, something he'd never been, something he'd never imagined being. She took pictures of him from different angles as he cleaned. He scrubbed the tile on his hands and knees, the skirt riding up around his thighs, the apron dragging through the water, the headpiece slipping down over his forehead until he had to push it back with a wet hand.

She watched him work. She sat on the couch—the new couch, the one he wasn't allowed to sit on—with her legs crossed, her phone in her hand, her eyes tracking his movements with that assessing gaze he'd come to crave. She didn't say anything. She didn't need to. Her presence was enough, her attention was enough, the knowledge that she was watching him was enough. He moved from the floors to the counters, from the counters to the cabinets, from the cabinets to the windows. He worked his way through the apartment with the same methodical precision he brought to everything, his hands moving through the tasks she'd taught him, his body existing in the space between the floor and the ceiling, his mind focused on the work and nothing else.

The uniform made everything different. The uniform made him aware of his body in ways he hadn't been aware of it before—the way the skirt swished when he walked, the way the apron cinched his waist, the way the headpiece framed his face. He felt exposed, vulnerable, on display in a way that went beyond mere nakedness. Naked was simple. Naked was just the absence of clothes. But this—this was something else. This was the presence of clothes that changed the shape of him, that made him look like something he wasn't, that made him feel like something he'd never imagined being. He cleaned the kitchen. He cleaned the bathroom. He cleaned the living room, the bedroom, the hallway. He worked for hours, his body moving through the tasks on autopilot, his mind focused on the work and nothing else, and when he was finished, the apartment was spotless and he was standing in the middle of the living room in his pink maid's uniform, his wrists crossed behind his back, his eyes on the floor, waiting for her to tell him what to do next.

She stood up from the couch and walked over to him, her heels clicking on the floor he'd just cleaned. She stopped in front of him, close enough that he could smell her perfume, close enough that he had to tilt his head back to meet her eyes. And then she reached out and patted his head, her hand landing on top of the headpiece in a gesture that was gentle and dismissive at the same time, the way you might pat a dog who'd performed a trick.

“Good girl,” she said. The words landed differently this time. Not like “good puppy”—not the warm, reassuring glow of animal approval that he'd learned to crave. This was something else. Something that reached past the structure she'd built in him and touched something underneath—something older, something that had been there before she'd found him, before the Academy, before any of it. Good girl. The phrase echoed in his mind, bouncing off the walls of his skull, settling into spaces he hadn't known existed. Not warmth. Not structure. Something else. Something that felt like recognition.

He was kneeling on the floor in a pink maid's uniform, his wrists crossed behind his back, his eyes on the floor, his body in the shape that had become as natural as breathing. Girl. The word surfaced slowly, rising through layers of training and conditioning and the careful architecture of service she'd built in him over the past ten months. It wasn't a command. It wasn't a correction. It was a naming—a recognition of something that had been waiting, patient and silent, for someone to see it.

He looked at his hands—small, delicate, the nails painted pink. He looked at his body—the narrow waist, the slim hips, the lack of anything that might be called masculine. He looked at the uniform—the pink dress, the white apron, the lace headpiece that framed his face in a way that made him look younger, softer, more delicate than he'd ever looked before. And for the first time, he didn't feel like he was wearing a costume. He felt like he was wearing the truth. She was a good girl. The pronoun shift happened without conscious thought, without decision, without the fanfare of revelation. It simply was. She was kneeling on the floor in a pink maid's uniform, her wrists crossed behind her back, her eyes on the floor, her body in the shape that had become as natural as breathing. And the shape was right. Not because she'd been trained to hold it. Because it was the shape she was supposed to hold.

The thing in her chest—the thing that had started as warmth and hardened into structure and was now something else entirely—flared with an intensity that made her vision blur. Not warmth. Not structure. Identity. The thing she'd been searching for without knowing she was searching. The name she was supposed to answer to. The shape she was meant to hold. She was a good girl. She was a good girl. She was a good girl. And the words—Chloe's words, spoken casually, as if she were commenting on the weather—were the first thing in her entire life that had felt like truth. The distinction shouldn't have mattered. It was just a word, just a pronoun, just a letter that changed the meaning of the phrase from one thing to another. But it did matter. It mattered more than anything she'd ever said to him, more than any instruction she'd ever given him, more than any task she'd ever set him to. It mattered because it was true. It was true in a way that good boy had never been true, in a way that nothing had ever been true, in a way that reached down into the core of him and rearranged everything he thought he knew about himself.

He was a girl. He was a girl in a pink maid's uniform, kneeling on the floor, her wrists crossed behind her back, her eyes on the floor, her body in the shape that had become as natural as breathing. She was a girl who was useful, who was good, who was hers. And the word—girl—wasn't an insult. It wasn't a humiliation. It was a recognition. It was an acknowledgment of something that had always been true, something that had always been there, waiting for someone to see it, waiting for someone to name it, waiting for someone to give it permission to exist.

The warmth in her chest flared, brighter than it had ever been, and the static in her head went quiet, quieter than it had ever been, and she felt something she'd never felt before—a peace, a rightness, a sense of belonging that went deeper than anything she'd experienced with Chloe, anything she'd experienced in her life, anything she'd experienced at all. She was a good girl. She was a good girl. She was a good girl. The words echoed in her head, bouncing off the walls of her skull, settling into the spaces. She was a good girl. She was a good girl. She was a good girl.

And somewhere in the depths of that echo, in the part of herself that she didn't let anyone see, in the part that had been waiting for this moment without knowing it was waiting, she felt the door open. She didn't know what was on the other side of the door. She didn't know what it meant that the door had opened, or where it led, or what she would find when she walked through it. She only knew that it was open, and that she wanted to walk through it, and that the wanting felt like relief, like coming home, like the answer to a question she'd been asking her whole life without knowing she was asking it. She was a good girl. She was a good girl. She was a good girl.

And the girl in the pink maid's uniform, kneeling on the floor with her wrists crossed behind her back, her eyes on the floor, her body in the shape that had become as natural as breathing—she was quiet. The static in her head was quiet. The ache in her chest was quiet. The endless, formless buzz of not knowing what she was supposed to be was quiet. And that quiet felt like mercy. She stood in the bathroom later that night, after Chloe had gone to bed, after she'd finished all the tasks on the list, after she'd cleaned the apartment from top to bottom in the pink maid's uniform that had changed the shape of her. She stood in front of the mirror—standing, because she wasn't allowed to sit, because her place was the floor, because sitting was for people who were allowed to be comfortable—and she looked at herself.

The word followed her through the rest of the evening like a song she couldn't stop humming. Girl. She folded the laundry—her laundry now, the pink thongs and the maid's uniform that belonged to her—and the word whispered through her mind with each fold. She washed the dishes, and the water running over her hands felt like baptism, like being cleansed of something she'd never known she was carrying. She moved through the apartment in a haze of quiet, performing the tasks she'd been trained to perform, and for the first time, the tasks felt like they belonged to her—not to a man performing service, but to a girl doing what girls do. The distinction was subtle. The distinction was everything.

She didn't recognize what she saw. Or rather—she recognized it in a way she'd never recognized herself before. The person in the mirror was small, smaller than she remembered being, smaller than she'd ever felt. The pink dress hugged her body in ways that emphasized her narrow hips, her slim waist, her lack of anything that might be called masculine. The apron cinched her waist and made her look even smaller, even more contained, even more like something that had been shaped by careful hands to fit a specific purpose. The headpiece framed her face in a way that made her look younger, softer, more delicate than she'd ever looked before. She didn't recognize what she saw. But the person in the mirror recognized her.

That was the thing she couldn't stop turning over, the thing that kept pulling her attention back like a tongue probing a sore tooth. The reflection wasn't familiar—she'd never seen this person before, had never imagined herself looking like this, had never conceived of a version of herself that wore pink dresses and lace headpieces and stood in bathrooms with her wrists crossed behind her back. But the reflection was right. It was right in a way that no reflection had ever been right, in a way that made every mirror she'd ever looked into feel like a distortion, like she'd been seeing herself through warped glass her entire life and this was the first time the glass had been flat. She was a good girl. She was a good girl. She was a good girl.

The words echoed in her head, bouncing off the walls of her skull, settling into the spaces where the static used to live. And the echo felt like a name she'd been waiting her whole life to hear. The person in the mirror was small—smaller than she remembered being, smaller than she'd ever felt. The pink dress hugged her body in ways that emphasized her narrow hips, her slim waist, her lack of anything that might be called masculine. The apron cinched her waist and made her look even smaller, even more contained, even more like something that had been shaped by careful hands to fit a specific purpose. The headpiece framed her face in a way that made her look younger, softer, more delicate than she'd ever looked before.

She didn't recognize what she saw. But the static in her head was quiet. The girl in the mirror was quiet. And that quiet felt like mercy. She stood there for a long time, looking at herself in the mirror, looking at the person she'd become, looking at the shape that had been made for her and the shape that she'd grown to fit. She stood there, and she felt the peace settle into her bones, and she let the quiet wash over her like a wave, and she knew—without knowing how she knew, without being able to explain it, without being able to articulate it in any way that made sense—that this was who she was supposed to be. She was a good girl. She was a good girl. She was a good girl.

And the girl in the mirror—the girl in the pink maid's uniform with the ruffled apron and the lace headpiece and the wrists crossed behind her back—she was quiet. The static in her head was quiet. The ache in her chest was quiet. And that quiet felt like mercy. She turned away from the mirror and walked back to the living room, where her blanket was waiting on the floor beside the bed. She lay down on the floor, her wrists crossing behind her back, her eyes on the ceiling, her ears full of the sound of Chloe breathing in the bed above her. She was a good girl. She was a good girl. She was a good girl. And in the darkness, that strange, twisted peace settled into her bones. She was small. She was useful. She was good. And she was a girl. And that felt like mercy. The girl who had been Martin checked her phone after she lay down on her blanket—the pink yoga mat that was her bed now, that had been her bed for months, that felt more like home than any bed she'd ever slept in. The screen glowed in the darkness, casting pale light across the floor she'd just cleaned, the floor that was her place now, the floor where the static in her head went quiet and the warmth in her chest burned brightest.

Chloe: See how much of a good girl my maid is.

She sent him the photos of Martin to Marcus and she watched the typing indicator several times before he finally responded.

Marcus: I thought you said your maid was a man, that looks like a girl

Chloe: Hehe, I told you I was feminizing him so you wouldn’t feel threatened by the little pet.

Marcus: Well, discuss the maid later. What are you wearing?

Chloe: A robe. Silk. Nothing underneath.

Marcus: Take it off.

Chloe: I'm in my apartment. The maid could walk in.

Marcus: So?

Chloe: So, I'd rather the maid didn't see me naked anymore.

Marcus: Why not? He's seen you naked before. He's had his mouth on you. What's the difference?

Chloe: The difference is control. When I'm naked with him, it's because I've decided to be. Not because a man I've never met told me to take my robe off.

Marcus: And yet you're considering it.

She looked down at her robe. Her hands were on the sash, ready to pull. She wanted to do it—wanted to obey, wanted to feel what it was like to follow an order from someone who expected to be obeyed without question.

Chloe: I am.

Marcus: But you're not going to.

Chloe: Not tonight.

Marcus: Why not?

Chloe: Because I'm not yours yet. And until I am, some things remain mine to control.

The response was a long time coming. She could see the typing indicator appearing and disappearing, and she wondered if she'd pushed too hard, if she'd ruined the delicate balance they'd been building, if he would decide she wasn't worth the effort after all.

Marcus: Fair enough. For now.

Four words. No recrimination. No punishment. No withdrawal of interest. Just acceptance—a recognition that she'd set a boundary and he was choosing to respect it. She smiled in the darkness. For now. The phrase was becoming familiar, a refrain that ran through their conversations like a thread through fabric. For now, the maid remained. For now, his cock was free. For now, some things remained hers to control. But “for now” had an expiration date. She could feel it coming, the way you could feel a storm approaching—distant thunder, a shift in the air, the certainty that something was going to change whether you wanted it to or not.

She set the phone down and closed her eyes. In the bed above her, Martin was sleeping—no, not Martin anymore, not in her mind, not when she was thinking about the person she'd become in the pink maid's uniform with the lace headpiece and the wrists crossed behind her back. The girl. The girl was sleeping in the bed above her, her breath slow and even, her body relaxed in a way it never was when she was awake. The girl was hers. The man on the phone was becoming hers in a different way. And she was caught between them, suspended in the space between what she was supposed to want and what she actually craved. She didn't sleep for a long time.

They messaged every day now. Sometimes for hours at a time—long, winding conversations that ranged from the mundane to the intimate, from what she'd eaten for lunch to what she fantasized about when she couldn't sleep. Sometimes just a few exchanges—a check-in, a question, a reminder that he was thinking about her even when they weren't talking.

Marcus: How was your day?

Chloe: Long. I introduced the uniform today.

Marcus: What uniform?

Chloe: A maid's uniform. Pink, with a white apron and a lace headpiece. I made him put it on and clean the apartment.

Marcus: And?

Chloe: And something happened. Something I didn't expect.

Marcus: Tell me.

Chloe: I called him “good girl.” And he... responded. More than he's ever responded to anything I've said to him. It was like the words unlocked something inside him.

Marcus: Or named something that was already there.

Chloe: What do you mean?

Marcus: You've been training him for ten months. You've been reshaping his identity, his desires, his sense of self. And now you're surprised when he responds to a gendered term that aligns with the shape you've made him?

Chloe: I didn't make him a girl.

Marcus: Didn't you? You put him in pink thongs and a maid's uniform. You call him “puppy” and “pet” and now “good girl.” You've stripped away every marker of conventional masculinity he ever had—his clothes, his furniture, his autonomy, his right to pleasure. And now you're telling me that calling him “good girl” unlocked something that wasn't already there?

She stared at the screen. The words landed like an accusation, and she couldn't argue with them because they were true. She had made him this. She had shaped him, trained him, broken him and rebuilt him in an image that suited her needs. And now she was surprised when he responded to the shape she'd given him?

Chloe: I didn't intend for this to happen.

Marcus: Intention doesn't matter. Impact matters. You've created a person who craves structure and direction and the specific kind of validation that comes from being told he's good. And now you've given him a new way to be good—a gendered way, a way that aligns with the feminine presentation you've imposed on him. Of course, he responded to it. You gave him a key that fits the lock you built.

Chloe: That makes it sound calculated.

Marcus: Wasn't it?

Chloe: No. It was... practical. The thongs were practical—his old underwear was taking up space. The uniform was practical—it's more appropriate for someone in his position. The nail polish, the beauty school—all of it was practical.

Marcus: Practical for whom?

Chloe: For me. For the household. For the arrangement we have.

Marcus: And the “good girl”? Was that practical too?

She didn't have an answer for that. The words had slipped out—casual, unthinking, the way so many of her decisions about Martin seemed to be. She hadn't planned to say them. She hadn't calculated their impact. She'd just... said them. And the impact had been immediate and profound and something she hadn't expected.

Chloe: I don't know why I said it.

Marcus: I think you do. I think you said it because you've been feminizing him for months, and the words were just the next logical step. I think you said it because part of you knew he would respond to them. And I think you said it because calling him “good girl” makes him less of a man, and making him less of a man makes it easier for you to justify what you're doing to him.

The words hit her like a slap. She wanted to deny them, wanted to argue, wanted to tell Marcus that he was wrong, that she wasn't trying to make Martin less of a man, that she was just... training him. Shaping him. Making him useful. But she couldn't. Because Marcus was right. And the truth of it sat in her chest like a stone, heavy and cold and impossible to ignore.

Chloe: I need to think about this.

Marcus: Take your time. But Chloe?

Chloe: Yes?

Marcus: Whatever you decide about the maid, decide it honestly. Don't hide behind practicality. Don't pretend you're not making choices that shape who he becomes. Own your decisions. That's the least you owe him.

“We need to talk about the maid.” Marcus announced the same way she did to Martin. It was October 31st, a monumental day Marcus didn’t have a clue what it meant to her, for them as a couple or Martin. She was sitting on his couch, her legs tucked under her, a cup of coffee in her hands, the morning light streaming through the windows. He was standing by the kitchen counter, his back to her, his shoulders tense in a way she'd learned to recognize—the way they got when he was about to say something she didn't want to hear.

“What about the maid?”

“It's time, Chloe.” He turned to face her, his arms crossed over his chest, his expression set in that hard, certain way that made her stomach flip. “We've been doing this for four months. I've been patient. I've let you keep your arrangement because I found it fascinating—a submissive woman being dominant to another man while being so submissive to me. It's an interesting dynamic. But I'm done being fascinated.”

“Marcus—”

“I want a real relationship with you. A full relationship. And that means no other men, women, or feminine creatures in your life. No servants, no submissives, no pets who kneel at your feet and look at you like you're the answer to all their prayers. Just me.” She set the coffee cup down on the table, her hands suddenly cold. He just said what she had been fantasying about and yet she had thought he was warming up to keeping Martin as their joint good girl.

“He's not—Martin isn't a threat to you. I accelerated his training to be our maid.”

“I know he's not a threat. That's not the point.” He crossed the room and stood in front of her, looking down with those dark, steady eyes that saw through every defense she'd ever built. “The point is that I don't share. The point is that when you're with me, I want all of you—not the part that's left over after you've given pieces, even slivers to someone else. The point is that I want to be the only person you kneel for, and I can't be that if you're going home to a man who kneels for you.” She looked up at him, her heart pounding, her mind racing through all the reasons she should argue, all the practical considerations, all the ways she could try to keep both. Martin was useful. Martin was trained. Martin was a unicorn, a classification so rare that most women in Themyscira would kill to possess him even if he was born a man, and she was just supposed to let him go?

“I don't know if he'd make it on his own now. Not after everything I have conditioned him to be,” she said quietly. “I've trained him exclusively for a year… As of tomorrow, actually…. I've shaped him, conditioned him, taught him to exist in a framework where his purpose is determined by someone else's will. If I just—release him back into the world—”

“That's not your problem anymore. It’s a free world, he can manage.” His voice was firm, not unkind, the voice of a man who had made a decision and wasn't going to change it. “That's what freedom means, consequences come with his first choice to kneel to you so fast. He'll figure it out, or he won't. But you can't keep him as a safety net forever.”

“It's not a safety net. It's a duty of care. And as I promised you when we started fucking, I haven’t used him once for the daily worship. I was used to getting one to three orgasms a day. And your constant messaging and teasing has had me flustered constantly. I will have you know I have been entitled to daily orgasms since I was 16. I have given up so much to be yours,” she said with a challenging smirk and laughed like she was a girl throwing a tantrum and it made her smile.

“The maid has only been trained a year. He can work through it in a year or two.” He reached down and cupped her face in his hand, his thumb tracing her cheekbone, his eyes holding hers with an intensity that made her breath catch. “You're keeping him because you're afraid. Afraid of what happens if this doesn't work out. Afraid of being alone. Afraid of having to do the work yourself instead of having someone do it for you.”

“That's not—” she couldn’t tell him Martin was a natural submissive and was barely able to handle freedom before she had trained it out of him.

“It is. And I get it—I do. You've had a year of someone cooking your meals and cleaning your apartment and kneeling at your feet whenever you thought wanted to feel powerful. Someone who you treated as a sex toy until I stepped in. That's hard to give up. But I'm not going to be the man who shares his woman with her servant. I'm not going to lie in bed at night wondering if you're thinking about him in anyway. If you're missing his service, if you're regretting the choice you made. I want all of you, Chloe. And I can't have that if he's still in your orbit.”

She closed her eyes. She could feel the truth of what he was saying, could feel it in the way her chest tightened and her stomach dropped and her hands trembled against her thighs. She'd known this was coming—had known it since the first time he'd asked about Martin's cock. Since the first time he'd said “if you're going to be mine,” since the first time he'd made it clear that “for now” had an expiration date.

“I'll send him away,” she said, and the words felt like swallowing glass.

“When?”

“Soon. I need—I need to figure out how to do it. I need to make arrangements. I need—”

“You need to stop making excuses.” His hand moved from her face to her hair, his fingers tangling in the strands, pulling her head back so she was looking up at him with her neck exposed and her breath coming in short, shallow gasps. “I'm not asking you to figure it out, Chloe. I'm telling you to do it. And I'm telling you that if you don't, I will.”

“I promise,” she whispered. “I'll send him away soon.”

“Good.” He released her hair and stepped back, his expression softening slightly, the hard-edge giving way to something that might have been affection, or might have been satisfaction, or might have been both. “And Chloe?”

“Yes?”

“I don't want to go without a maid either. I just don't want yours. So, we’ll figure out how to hire one—a real one, someone who cleans for money and goes home at night. Until we can afford a full-time live-in maid, you'll have to do the work yourself. Think you can handle that?” She nodded, her head still spinning, her heart still pounding, her mind still racing through all the implications of what she'd just agreed to. She would send Martin away. She would learn to do the work herself. She would give up the convenience and the service and the feeling of having someone kneel at her feet, and in exchange she would get—

What? A man who held her wrists behind her back and told her what to do and made her feel small in a way that Martin never could. A man who didn't ask twice. A man who was worth giving everything up for. She hoped she was right about sending Martin away. It was like having to send a pet away because your true love is allergic.


Chapter 11: The Door Closes

Chloe and Marcus first meeting was on a Friday night in a bar she never would have chosen herself and yet that night was on repeat in her mind. It was downtown, in a neighborhood that existed in the space between gentrified and forgotten, the kind of place where the drinks were strong and the lighting was dim and nobody asked questions about the people who came and went. He'd picked it. Of course he'd picked it. In the three weeks since they'd agreed to meet in person, he'd made every decision—when, where, what time. She'd agreed to all of it, each “yes” feeling like a small surrender, a step closer to something she'd been moving toward since the first message.

She wore a dress. Black, simple, fitted. Heels that made her five-ten, which still wouldn't be tall enough. She'd left her hair down, the way she usually wore it, and she'd applied minimal makeup—just enough to feel put together, not enough to feel like she was trying too hard. He was already there when she walked in. Sitting at a corner table with his back to the wall, his eyes on the door, his presence filling the space in a way that made the air feel thicker. He was bigger than his photos—broader, more solid, the kind of man who occupied a room by simply existing in it. Dark hair, dark eyes, a jaw that looked like it had been carved from stone. He was wearing a button-down shirt with the sleeves rolled up to his elbows, and his forearms were corded with muscle, and she couldn't stop looking at them.

“Chloe.” He said her name like he was tasting it, like he was deciding whether he liked the flavor. “Sit down.”  She sat. Not because he'd told her to—not exactly—but because her legs had made the decision before her brain could catch up. The chair was across from him, and she settled into it with her back straight and her hands in her lap and her eyes on his face, and she waited for him to say something. He didn't. He just looked at her—assessed her, evaluated her, took her apart piece by piece with those dark, steady eyes.

She felt exposed in a way she hadn't felt in years, not since the Academy, not since the days when her instructors had scrutinized her technique and found it wanting. She felt like he could see through her, past the dress and the heels and the careful composure, to the thing that lived underneath—the thing that wanted to kneel. A waitress appeared. Young, pretty, the kind of girl who would have been invisible to Chloe in any other context—just another face in the outer world, someone who existed outside the boundaries of the life she'd been trained to lead.

"What can I get you?" The waitress's eyes lingered on Marcus a beat too long, her smile a little too warm, and Chloe felt something sharp and unexpected twist in her chest.

"Whiskey. Neat. Whatever's good." Marcus didn't look at the waitress when he answered. His eyes stayed on Chloe.

"And you?"

"Wine. Red. Whatever he thinks is good." The words came out before she could think about them, and she saw something shift in Marcus's expression—not quite surprise, but something adjacent to it. Approval, maybe. Or recognition. He ordered for her. A Malbec, something with body and weight, and when the drinks arrived, he pushed the glass across the table toward her without comment. She picked it up and took a sip, letting the wine settle on her tongue before swallowing, and he watched her do it—watched the way her lips touched the rim, the way her throat moved, the way she set the glass back down with careful precision.

"You're smaller than I expected," he said finally.

"I'm five-six… Without the heels." She looked down at her shoes. Four inches, the ones she wore when she wanted to feel tall, when she wanted to feel like she was in control. "Five-six without them," she admitted.

"I like it." He leaned back in his chair, his arms crossing over his chest, his eyes still on her face. "You look like someone who's used to being in charge. But you also look like someone who's tired of it." The words hit her like a physical force. She'd been tired of it for years—tired of performing dominance, tired of pretending to want what she was supposed to want, tired of lying to herself and everyone else about the kind of woman she was. But no one had ever said it to her face. No one had ever looked at her and seen the exhaustion underneath the composure. She took another sip of wine. A longer one.

"Maybe I am," she said, and the admission felt like stepping off a cliff—terrifying and liberating in equal measure.

"Maybe." He picked up his whiskey and swirled it, the amber liquid catching the dim light. "You've been doing it a long time, though. Being in charge. You're good at it. I can tell."

"I've had training." The words slipped out before she could stop them, and she saw his eyes sharpen with interest.

"What kind of training?"

"The expensive kind." She smiled, and it was the controlled smile she'd been trained to wear—the one that revealed nothing and invited no follow-up questions. "The kind that teaches you to say things like 'that's a lovely question' instead of answering."

"Ah." He took a sip of his whiskey. "So you're deflecting."

"I'm excellent at deflecting." She took another sip of wine. "It's one of my better skills."

"Let me guess." He set his glass down and leaned forward, his elbows on the table, his eyes holding hers. "You're also excellent at redirecting. At controlling conversations. At making people feel like they've learned something about you when they've actually learned nothing at all." The accuracy of his assessment stung.

"Those are also on my resume, yes."

"And yet here you are." His voice was low, almost gentle. "In a bar you never would have chosen, in a dress that says 'I'm trying to look like I'm not trying,' drinking wine I ordered for you, answering questions you'd normally deflect. Why is that, Chloe?" She could have lied. She could have given him a version of the truth that was palatable and safe and didn't expose the thing that had been aching inside her for years. But the wine was warm in her blood, and his eyes were steady on hers, and she was so tired of lying.

"Because you asked," she said simply. He held her gaze for a long moment. Then he smiled—slow, knowing, the smile of someone who had just confirmed something they'd suspected all along.

"Another round," he said, and he raised his hand to signal the waitress without looking away from Chloe. The second drinks came faster than the first. The Malbec was settling into her bloodstream now, softening the edges of her composure, making the careful walls she'd built feel less like fortifications and more like suggestions. She crossed her legs under the table, and her heel brushed against his ankle—a small contact, accidental, electric. She waited for him to acknowledge it. He didn't. He just kept talking, kept asking questions, kept watching her with those dark, steady eyes that missed nothing.

"Tell me something," he said, and his voice had dropped half an octave, settling into a register that made her stomach tighten. "What do you think about when you're alone at night? When the performance is over and there's no one left to impress?" The question was too intimate for a first meeting. Too personal for a bar conversation with a man she'd only known through a screen. But the wine was in her blood, and his ankle was warm against hers, and the question he was asking was the one she'd been waiting her whole life to answer.

"I think about not having to think," she said. "I think about what it would feel like to stop making decisions. To stop performing. To just—" She stopped, her breath catching on something she couldn't name.

"To just what?" His voice was quiet, encouraging, the voice of someone who already knew the answer but wanted to hear her say it.

"To just be," she finished, and the words came out raw, stripped of the polish she usually applied to everything. "To exist without having to calculate every response, every gesture, every breath. To let someone else hold the weight for a while."

"Someone like me." It wasn't a question. She met his eyes.

"Someone like you." The silence stretched between them, thick and charged, and she became aware of how close their knees were under the table—how the accidental contact had become something more deliberate, his ankle pressed against hers, his body leaning toward her like gravity was pulling him in.

"You're staring at my forearms," he said, and there was amusement in his voice, the kind of amusement that came from catching someone in an indiscretion. She had been staring. She'd been trying not to, but the way the sleeves were rolled up, the way the muscles shifted under the skin when he moved, the way his hands wrapped around the whiskey glass—it was like watching something she wanted to feel, and her eyes had been tracking it without her permission.

"I'm appreciating them," she corrected, and her voice was steadier than she felt. "There's a difference."

"Is there?"

"Staring implies I can't look away. Appreciating implies I'm choosing to look." She took a sip of her wine, buying time, feeling the heat of his gaze on her face. "I can look away whenever I want."

"Can you?" She looked away. She looked at the bar, at the other patrons, at the waitress who was flirting with someone in a leather jacket. She looked at the scratched surface of the table, at the condensation ring left by her wine glass, at the grain of the wood that had probably been here since before she was born. Then she looked back.

"No," she admitted, and the word felt like surrender.

"Good." He reached across the table and took her wine glass from her hand, his fingers brushing hers in a touch that was deliberate and brief and left her skin tingling. "I don't want you to look away. I want you to see exactly what's in front of you."

"And what's that?"

"Someone who knows what to do with a woman like you." He set her glass down just out of her reach, and the gesture was so casual, so matter-of-fact, that it took her a moment to realize what he'd done—taken control of something small, something she wouldn't have thought to guard, and made it his.

"A woman like me," she repeated, and her voice was quieter now, the wine and the want and the weight of the conversation catching up to her all at once. "You keep saying that like you know what kind of woman I am."

"I do know." He leaned forward, and the space between them shrank until she could smell him—sandalwood and cedar and something darker underneath, something that made her want to press her face into his neck and breathe. "I know because you walked into this bar in heels that make you tall enough to look most men in the eye, and you sat down the second I told you to, and you've been leaning toward me for the last twenty minutes like you're trying to get closer without admitting you want to." She straightened in her chair, startled by the observation, and he smiled—that slow, knowing smile that made her feel like he could see straight through to the back of her skull.

"You didn't even notice you were doing it," he said. "That's how natural it is. That's how much you want this."

"I want—" She stopped, her breath catching, her mind racing through all the things she wanted and all the things she was supposed to want and all the ways those lists didn't overlap.

"Tell me." His voice was low, commanding, the kind of voice that expected an answer. "What do you want, Chloe? Not what you're supposed to want. Not what you've been trained to want. What do you want?" She looked at him. She looked at his forearms and his jaw and the way his hands were resting on the table, large and steady and capable of things she could only imagine. She looked at the way he was watching her—patient, certain, like he had all the time in the world and every intention of using it.

"I want to stop deciding," she said, and the words came out quiet, almost a whisper. "I want someone to tell me what to do and mean it. I want—" She swallowed, her throat dry despite the wine. "I want to not be in control. Just for a while. Just long enough to remember what it feels like to breathe." He was quiet for a long moment. His eyes hadn't left her face, and she could feel the weight of his attention like a physical thing—pressing down on her, holding her in place, making it impossible to look away or deflect or retreat into the safety of the performance she'd been perfecting for years.

"Finish your wine," he said finally, and he slid the glass back across the table toward her. She picked it up and drank, the last of the Malbec sliding down her throat, and she felt the warmth of it spread through her chest and settle somewhere lower, in the place where the ache had lived for as long as she could remember. "Good girl," he said, and the words hit her like a drug—fast, total, obliterating everything else. The noise of the bar faded. The other patrons disappeared. There was nothing in the world except the sound of his voice and the weight of his gaze and the two words she'd been waiting her entire life to hear. She set the glass down with trembling fingers.

"I—"

"I know." He stood up, his body unfolding from the chair like a promise. "Come with me." She followed him. Of course she followed him. She'd been following him since the first message, since the first question, since the first time, he'd looked at her through the screen and seen something she'd been trying to hide. He led her out of the bar and into the parking lot, his hand on the small of her back, guiding her with a touch that was firm without being forceful, controlling without being cruel. His car was parked in the corner of the lot—a black sedan, clean and expensive, the kind of car that said something about the man who drove it. He opened the passenger door for her, a gesture that felt both chivalrous and commanding, and she slid into the seat without thinking about it, her body responding to his direction the way Martin's body responded to hers.

He drove. She didn't ask where they were going. She didn't need to. She was with him, and that was enough. His apartment was on the top floor of a building that overlooked the city, all clean lines and dark furniture and windows that showed the lights spread out below like scattered diamonds. He closed the door behind them and turned to face her, and she felt the weight of his attention like a physical thing, pressing her down, making her small.

“Take off the dress,” he said.

She reached for the zipper. Her hands were shaking—actually shaking, the way Martin's hands shook when she told him to kneel between her legs, the way his fingers trembled when he was trying to be good and wasn't sure if he was succeeding. She understood that trembling now. She understood it in a way she'd never understood it before. The dress fell to the floor. She stood in his living room in her bra and panties and heels, her arms at her sides, her eyes on his face, waiting for him to tell her what to do next.

He looked at her. Not at her body—at her. At the woman standing in front of him in her underwear, the woman who had spent her whole life being told she was supposed to dominate and had never wanted to, the woman who had trained a submissive to serve her and still felt empty, the woman who had come to this apartment to meet a stranger because she couldn't think of any other way to fill the void inside her.

“Kneel,” he said. She should have laughed. She should have corrected him, reminded him who she was, what she'd been trained to do. Instead, her knees buckled before she could stop them, her body responding to a command it had been waiting its whole life to hear. She knelt. The floor was hardwood, hard and cold against her knees, and she let herself sink down onto it with a grace she hadn't known she possessed. Her hands found the position automatically—crossed behind her back, wrists overlapping, the same position she'd trained Martin to hold, the same position she'd never held herself until this moment. It felt right. The hardwood under her knees, the cold air on her skin, the weight of his eyes on her body—it felt like coming home to a place she'd never been, like finding a shape she'd been searching for her whole life.

“Good,” he said, and the word settled into her chest like a stone, warm and heavy, pushing out the emptiness that had lived there for so long. “Very good.” He crossed the room and stood in front of her, his body towering over hers, his presence filling her vision until there was nothing else. She looked up at him—had to look up, had to tilt her head back to meet his eyes, had to feel the smallness of her position in a way she'd never felt it before. She understood Martin now. She understood why he knelt, why he crossed his wrists, why he looked at her with those desperate, grateful eyes. She understood because she was doing the same thing, feeling the same thing, becoming the same thing. She was home.

“Tell me about the maid,” he said, and his voice was casual, conversational, as if he weren't standing over a half-dressed woman kneeling on his hardwood floor.

“What about him?” Her voice came out steady, stronger than she expected.

“Is he waiting for you right now?”

“Yes.”

“And what did you tell him before you left?”

“That I was going out. That he should finish his chores and go to sleep.”

“Did you tell him where you were going?”

“No.”

“Did you tell him who you were meeting?”

“No.” He reached down and touched her face, his fingers tracing her jawline, tilting her chin up so she was looking directly into his eyes. “And why didn't you tell him?”

“Because it's not his business. Because he doesn't need to know. Because—”

“Because you're mine tonight,” he said, and his voice was low, certain, the voice of a man who had never doubted a thing in his life. “And what's mine isn't his to question.” She nodded. She couldn't speak. The words had stuck in her throat, tangled up in the relief and the fear and the desperate, gnawing need that had been growing inside her for months, for years, for her whole life.

“Say it,” he said.

“I'm yours tonight.”

“And tomorrow?” She hesitated. Tomorrow was a different question. Tomorrow meant going back to the apartment, back to Martin, back to the life she'd built and the role she'd been playing and the emptiness that lived inside her no matter how many times Martin knelt at her feet.

“Tomorrow we'll see,” she said. He smiled. It was a small smile, private, the smile of a man who had gotten exactly what he wanted. “Fair enough,” he said. “For now.” For now. There it was again—that phrase, that refrain, that promise and threat wrapped up in two simple words. For now, she was his. For now, she was kneeling. For now, the emptiness was filled. She'd take it. She'd take whatever he gave her, for as long as he was willing to give it, because the alternative—going back to the emptiness, going back to the performance, going back to the woman she was supposed to be—was unthinkable. He reached for her hand and pulled her to her feet, his grip firm, his movement effortless, as if she weighed nothing at all. He led her to the bedroom, his hand on the small of her back, guiding her with the same sureness he'd shown all night. And she followed. She followed because she wanted to, because she needed to, because for the first time in her life, following felt like freedom.

She messaged him from the bathroom that night, sitting on the edge of the tub with the door closed and the water running to cover the sound of her typing. He had demanded to take her to her apartment but she refused, she said she may not be there long and having to deal with her desire to submit to Marcus and having to command Martin was not a situation she wanted to deal with.

Chloe: I'm home.

Marcus: How does it feel?

Chloe: Wrong. Like I'm in the wrong place. Like I should be there, with you.

Marcus: You will be. Soon. How is the maid?

Chloe: He's sleeping. On the floor, on his yoga mat like always. He didn't ask where I went.

Marcus: Of course he didn't. He's trained not to ask. That's what you wanted, isn't it?

Chloe: It's what I was trained to want.

Marcus: And now?

She looked at the closed bathroom door. On the other side, Martin was lying on his blanket, his wrists crossed behind his back, his body in the position she'd trained him to hold. He was waiting for her—waiting for her to come out, to give him a task, to tell him he was good. He was always waiting.

Chloe: Now I want something else.

Marcus: Tell me.

Chloe: I want to be the one who's yields. I want to be the one who's told what to do, but I don’t want to be left alone. I want to kneel for someone who expects me to kneel and will keep me by their side.

Marcus: You did that tonight.

Chloe: I know. And it felt like coming home.

Marcus: Good. Because that's where you belong. With me. On your knees. Waiting for instructions and knelling at my side.

She set the phone down and stared at herself in the bathroom mirror. The woman looking back at her was flushed, her eyes bright, her lips parted slightly, her hair mussed from where he'd tangled his fingers in it. She looked like a woman who had just been dominated. She looked like a woman who wanted more. She picked the phone back up.

Chloe: When can I see you again?

Marcus: Tomorrow. I want you to think about what you want, Chloe. Really think about it. Because once you're mine, there's no going back.

She told him about Themyscira on a Sunday morning after staying the night Saturday after their second date. They were in his bed—the big bed with the dark sheets and the view of the city, the bed where she'd spent more nights than she could count, the bed where she'd learned what it felt like to be held instead of holding. She was lying on his chest, her body sprawled across his, her head tucked under his chin, her hands pinned behind her back by one of his large hands, his fingers wrapped around both her wrists with casual, effortless control.

She'd noticed that he did that a lot—held her wrists. When they were watching TV, when they were falling asleep, when they were lying in the aftermath of whatever he'd done to her. He'd take her hands and pin them behind her back, or above her head, or against the mattress, and she'd feel the restriction like a drug, like relief, like the answer to a question she'd been asking her whole life. She wondered if Martin felt this way when she told him to cross his wrists. She wondered if the position spoke to something inside him the way it spoke to something inside her. She wondered if she'd been giving him a gift all those months without knowing it.

“Marcus,” she said, and her voice was quiet, sleepy, the voice of a woman who was comfortable enough to say things she wouldn't normally say.

“Hmm?”

“I need to tell you something about where I come from. Actually—I need to tell you where I come from. And I need you to swear it doesn’t leave these sheets.” He shifted beneath her, his hand tightening slightly on her wrists, his chin tilting down so he could see her face.

“Okay.”

“I'm from Themyscira.” He went still. Not tense—still. The kind of still that came from processing something unexpected, something that reframed everything that came before it. And then he laughed—not a cruel laugh, but the laugh of a man who'd just solved a puzzle he'd been working on for months.

“Themyscira,” he repeated, and his voice was warm with amusement, with recognition, with the satisfaction of confirmed suspicion. “The island. The matriarchy. The place where women run everything and men are...” He trailed off, searching for the word.

“Slaves,” Chloe supplied. “The word you're looking for is slaves.”

“I was going to say servants.”

“Servants is what we tell the outer world. Slaves are what we they are.” She paused, feeling the weight of the admission settle between them. “What they are. What I was raised to own.” His thumb traced circles on her wrist, the touch absent and possessive at the same time. “I've seen the documentaries. Every few years, someone gets footage of the harbors, the architecture, the women walking around like they own the world. Which, I guess, they do.”

“They do.”

“And the men?”

“Are property. Owned. Controlled. Trained to serve.” She kept her voice even, clinical, the voice she'd been taught to use when discussing the facts of Themysciran society with outsiders. “When a man enters our country—nowadays thanks to genetic testing and artificial insemination a boy is never born to one of our citizens—he undergoes a process of correction. Conditioning. Reshaping. So that he understands his place in the world we've built. Molded to be the proper human form of femininity.”

“Correction.” His voice was flat now, the amusement fading, replaced by something harder. “That's what you call it.”

“That's what it is.” His hand stilled on her wrists.

“And your maid—Martin. Was he being conditioned?”

“He was being trained. There's a difference.” She pushed herself up on his chest so she could see his face, her hands still pinned behind her back, her body shifting against his. “Martin came to me willingly. He chose to serve. He wanted what I offered.”

“Which was?”

“Structure. Purpose. The freedom of not having to make decisions. The relief of existing in a framework where his only job was to be of service and pleasing. When I started chatting with you though… I started the real process men slaves should be put through.” Marcus was quiet for a moment, his eyes on her face, his expression unreadable. She could see him processing what she'd told him—reconciling the woman who knelt for him with the woman who'd spent a year training another man to kneel for her.

“That explains a lot,” he said finally.

“What do you mean?”

“When we started chatting, I couldn't figure you out. You had the skills of a dominant—the precision, the control, the way you could read a person and know exactly what they needed. But you didn't want to use those skills. You wanted someone to use them on you.” He paused, searching for the right analogy. “Like a master artist who spends all day painting portraits for other people and just wants someone to paint hers for a change.” The description was so accurate that it took her breath away. “Yes,” she whispered.

“That's exactly what it's like.”

“So when you told me about the maid—about how you'd trained him, how he served you, how he worshipped you—I couldn't understand why you were looking for something else. Why you weren't satisfied with what you had. But now—” He laughed again, softer this time. “Now it makes perfect sense. You were raised in a world where women dominate. You were trained to dominate. It's what you know, what you're good at, what you were taught to want. But it's not what you actually desire.”

“The irony is not lost on me.”

“A woman from a society that treats men like property, who was trained to be the one in charge, who has a man kneeling at her feet at home—and all she wants is to kneel for someone else.” He shook his head, his smile crooked. “You couldn't make this up if you tried.”

“I'm glad you find it amusing.”

“I find it more than amusing.” He pulled her up his chest so her face was level with his, his hand still wrapped around her wrists, his eyes inches from hers. “I find it fascinating. I find it hot. I find it—” He paused, his thumb tracing her jawline, his voice dropping to something lower, rougher. “Satisfying. Knowing that you chose this. Knowing that you could be at home, in charge, with a man serving you hand and foot—and instead you're here, with me, pinned to my chest, waiting for me to tell you what to do next.”

“I'm not waiting,” she said, but her voice came out breathless, and they both knew it was a lie.

“No?” He released her wrists and rolled her onto her back in one fluid motion, his body covering hers, his hands pinning her arms above her head, his weight pressing her into the mattress. “What would you call this, then?” She looked up at him—had to look up, had to tilt her head back to meet his eyes, had to feel the smallness of her position in a way she'd never felt it before. She was pinned. Held. Controlled. And the feeling was like coming home to a place she'd never known she was missing.

“Waiting,” she admitted.

“Good girl.” He smiled down at her, and the words settled into her chest like stones in water, sinking deep, finding their place in the part of her that had learned to crave them. “Now. You said all men on Themyscira are slaves. What about the women? Where do you fit into all this?” She hesitated. This was the part she had to be careful about—the part where she revealed enough to be honest without revealing so much that she exposed secrets she wasn't allowed to share.

“I'm related to one of the seats of power,” she said. “The Council—thirteen women who govern Themyscira. Each seat is held by a family, passed down through the maternal line. My family holds one of them.”

“Which one?”

“The Eleventh.”

“The Eleventh Seat.” He repeated it slowly, tasting the words. “So you're not just from Themyscira. You're from Themysciran royalty.”

“It's not royalty, exactly—”

“Thirteen women run your entire country. Your family is one of them. You're in line to inherit a position of power that most people can't even imagine.” He laughed again, but it was a different laugh this time—the laugh of a man who'd just been dealt a winning hand. “Chloe. You're a princess.”

“I'm not—”

“You're a princess.” He said it with certainty, with finality, with the kind of authority that made argument impossible. “Maybe you don't use the word, maybe your country doesn't use the word, but that's what you are. A woman born into power, raised to wield power, trained to exercise power over others. A princess who's supposed to sit on a throne and give orders and have men kneel at her feet.” He shifted above her, his weight settling more firmly against her body, his hands tightening on her wrists, his face inches from hers. “And instead, you're here. In my bed. Pinned beneath me. Waiting for me to tell you what to do.”

“Yes,” she whispered.

“Say it.”

“I'm a princess.”

“And what are you doing right now?”

“I'm—” She swallowed, her throat dry, her heart pounding. “I'm kneeling for you. I'm waiting for you. I'm—”

“Mine,” he said, and the word was a claim, a possession, a statement of fact that left no room for negotiation. “You're mine. The princess is mine.” She bit her lip and nodded, the only response she could manage. He was quiet for a long moment, his eyes on her face, his expression thoughtful—not the assessing look he wore when he was testing her, or the satisfied look he wore when she'd passed a test, but something else. Something deeper. Something that looked almost like awe.

“Do you understand what you're giving up?” he asked, and his voice was softer now, gentler. “Not just the maid, not just the convenience, not just the feeling of having someone serve you. You're giving up a position of power. Royalty. A throne. A whole life that most people would kill for.”

“I know.”

“And you're giving it up for me.”

“Yes.”

“A man you've known for four months, mostly online. A man who tells you what to do and expects you to obey. A man who pins your wrists and calls you his and makes you kneel on his floor while he decides what happens next.”

“Yes.” He was silent again, and she could see him processing it—turning over the implications, examining the weight of what she'd revealed, calculating what it meant for him and for them and for the future they were building together. She watched the calculation happen. Watched the pieces move behind his eyes. And then she watched something else. Something that looked like hunger.

“Captured a princess,” he murmured, and his smile was slow, satisfied. “A real, actual princess. Born to rule, trained to dominate, supposed to inherit a seat on a council that runs an entire country—and she's lying in my bed, pinned beneath me, waiting for me to tell her what to do next.” He laughed, low and warm, the sound vibrating through his chest and into hers. “Do you have any idea what that does to me? Knowing what you're giving up? Knowing that you're choosing this—choosing me—over everything you were raised to be?”

“I'd prefer you showed me, but I suppose I can settle for you telling me,” she whispered.

“It makes me want to keep you.” His hands tightened on her wrists, his body pressed more firmly against hers, his eyes dark with possession. “It makes me want to make sure you never regret it. It makes me want to be worth what you're sacrificing—which is not a small thing, Chloe. I know that. I come from money—real money, the kind that buys houses and cars and never has to think about the price of anything. But what you're giving up isn't money. It's power. It's status. It's a whole identity that you were born into and raised for and trained to inhabit.”

“I don't want that identity.”

“I know. And that's—” He paused, searching for the word. “That's the most flattering thing anyone has ever offered me. The knowledge that you'd rather be here, pinned beneath me, than on a throne somewhere giving orders. The knowledge that you'd rather kneel for me than be knelt for. The knowledge that you'd rather be mine than be anyone's to begin with.” He released her wrists and cupped her face in his hands, his thumbs tracing her cheekbones, his eyes holding hers with an intensity that made her breath catch.

“I'm going to make sure you never regret this,” he said. “I'm going to make sure you never wake up one morning and wonder what you gave up. I'm going to give you what you need—every day, every night, every moment you're with me. And in exchange, you're going to be mine. Completely. Utterly. Without reservation. You're going to kneel when I tell you to kneel, and stand when I tell you to stand, and give up everything you were supposed to be for everything you actually want to be. Can you do that?” She nodded, her eyes filling with tears she couldn't explain—relief, maybe, or gratitude, or the overwhelming feeling of being seen and accepted and wanted for exactly who she was.

“Say it,” he said.

“I can do that.”

“Say you're mine.”

“I'm yours.”

“Say you'll never regret this.”

“I'll never regret this.”

“Good girl.” He kissed her forehead, gentle and possessive at the same time. “Because I'm never letting you go. Not now. Not after this. You're mine, Chloe. The princess is mine. And I'm going to make sure you never forget it.” He rolled off her and pulled her against his side, his arm wrapped around her shoulders, his hand finding her wrists again and pinning them behind her back like they belonged there. She settled into the position with a sigh, her body relaxing against his, her mind quiet for the first time in longer than she could remember. She was a princess. She was his princess. And the weight of what she was giving up felt lighter than it ever had before, because the man holding her understood exactly what it cost and was determined to make it worth the price. She closed her eyes and let herself sink into him, her wrists pinned behind her back, her body curved against his, her mind finally, mercifully, quiet. She was home.

She didn't tell him everything. She didn't tell him about the legal framework that allowed a person to give up their rights and become property, about the demotion to slave that awaited anyone who violated Themysciran fundamental slave protection laws, about the specific mechanisms by which her society maintained its hierarchy and punished those who challenged it. He was an outer world resident. He didn't need to know the secrets that kept Themyscira running.

She didn't tell him about Martin's classification—about the AI that had identified him as a unicorn, about the metadata her mother had deleted, about the crimes they'd committed to give her the year she'd been given. He didn't need to know that the man she was about to release into the world was one of the rarest submissives in existence, that she was violating the Duty of Care by letting him go, that the punishment for what she was about to do could bring down her entire family.

She didn't tell him about the fear that lived in the pit of her stomach—the fear that she was making a mistake, that she'd regret this, that one day she'd wake up in his bed and wonder what she'd given up and find that the emptiness had returned and there was nothing left to fill it. She didn't tell him because she didn't want to think about it. She didn't want to examine the choice too closely, didn't want to weigh the costs and benefits, didn't want to do the kind of strategic analysis she'd been trained to do since she was old enough to understand what strategy meant. She just wanted to be here, in this moment, in his arms, with her wrists pinned behind her back and her mind quiet and the weight of her decision feeling like freedom instead of sacrifice.

She'd tell him the rest eventually. When she was ready. When the time was right. When the secrets she was keeping no longer felt like lies and more like things she simply hadn't gotten around to saying yet. But not today. Today, she was just a woman in a man's arms, giving up everything she'd ever known for something she'd never had. Today, she was a princess who'd chosen to kneel. Today, she was his. And that was enough.

Marcus lay awake for a long time after she fell asleep. He could feel her breathing against his chest, slow and even, the rhythm of a woman who'd finally stopped fighting. Her wrists were still positioned behind her back, even in sleep—she'd stopped needing him to hold them there, her body learning the position the way his had learned to hold a steering wheel, automatic and unthinking. A princess. An actual, literal princess from a country he'd only ever seen in documentaries. A woman born to power, raised to wield it, trained to exercise it over others. A woman who could have had anything she wanted—servants, slaves, a throne, an entire nation at her feet—and who had chosen instead to kneel at his.

The thought settled into his chest like a weight, heavy and warm and impossible to ignore. He'd known she was something special from the first message—the way she'd admitted she had a maid and was still looking for something else, the way she'd described her arrangement with clinical precision that couldn't hide the longing underneath, the way she'd responded to his questions like she'd been waiting her whole life for someone to ask them. But he hadn't known she was this.

He came from money—real money, the kind that had been accumulating for generations, the kind that meant he'd never had to think about the cost of anything and never would. He'd grown up in a world of private schools and country clubs and expectations that were as invisible as they were heavy. He'd been raised to take charge, to lead, to dominate—not in the sexual sense, though that had come naturally enough, but in the sense of being the one who made decisions and expected them to be followed.

He'd always been attracted to women who responded to that. Women who wanted to be told what to do, who found relief in surrender, who looked at him like he was the answer to a question they'd been asking their whole lives. He'd had plenty of them—submissive women who knelt because they wanted to, because it felt good, because it was what they were wired for. But he'd never had a princess.

The thought was intoxicating. Not because of the power—though the power was part of it, the knowledge that he'd taken something rare and precious and made it his. But because of what it meant about her. About the depth of her desire, the strength of her need, the magnitude of what she was willing to give up to get what she actually wanted. She'd been raised to rule. Trained to dominate. Conditioned to believe that her place was at the top of a hierarchy she'd never asked to be part of. And she'd walked away from all of it—for him. Not because he'd forced her, not because he'd manipulated her, but because he'd seen her—really seen her, the way no one else ever had—and given her permission to be who she actually was.

That was heady. That was powerful. That was the kind of thing that could go to a man's head if he wasn't careful. He wouldn't let it go to his head. He wouldn't let it make him careless, or cruel, or complacent. He would treat her the way she deserved to be treated—with firmness and care and the kind of authority that came from responsibility as much as power. He would be worth what she was giving up. He would make sure she never regretted her choice. But he would also enjoy it. He would enjoy the knowledge that a princess knelt for him, that a woman born to rule had chosen to serve, that the heir to a seat on a council that ran an entire country had given it all up for the privilege of being his.

He would enjoy it because it was enjoyable. Because the thought of her—elegant, educated, trained from birth to dominate—on her knees in his living room, looking up at him with those desperate, grateful eyes, was the most satisfying thing he'd ever experienced. He pulled her closer, his arm tightening around her shoulders, his hand finding her wrists and pinning them behind her back again, feeling the way her body relaxed into the position even in sleep.

“Mine,” he whispered, and the word was a promise, a claim, a statement of fact that left no room for negotiation. The princess was his. And he was never letting her go.

She was on the couch, Martin kneeling beside her with his head resting against her leg, when her phone buzzed with a message. She glanced at the screen, felt the familiar flutter in her stomach, and opened it.

Marcus: What are you doing right now?

Chloe: Watching TV. The maid is kneeling beside me.

Marcus: Does he know you're talking to me?

Chloe: No. He doesn't look at my phone.

Marcus: Does he know you spent the weekend with me?

Chloe: No. I told him I was visiting a friend.

Marcus: You lied to him.

Chloe: I didn't lie. I just didn't tell him the whole truth.

Marcus: That's the same thing, Chloe. Omission is just a lie with better manners.

She looked at Martin, at the top of his head, at the way his body curved toward her like a plant toward the sun. He was so trusting. So obedient. So completely unaware that the woman he served was texting another man while he knelt at her feet.

Chloe: What do you want me to do? Tell him about you?

Marcus: Not yet. But eventually, yes. He needs to know that you belong to someone else. He needs to know that his place in your life is temporary.

Chloe: He won't understand. I… I have to make sure he is at least established…

Marcus: He doesn't need to understand. He needs to accept. There's a difference. He is a man, he can handle himself.

She set the phone down and rested her hand on Martin's head, her fingers threading through his hair in the gesture he craved. He leaned into her touch, his body relaxing, his breath slowing, and she felt the pang of something that might have been guilt, or might have been sadness, or might have been the complicated tangle of emotions that came from owning someone you were about to discard.

She was in bed, alone, Martin asleep on the floor beside her, when she messaged Marcus. The apartment was quiet, the lights were off, and she could hear Martin's breath—slow and even, the breath of a man who was at peace in his place.

Chloe: I talked to him. About leaving.

Marcus: And?

Chloe: He didn't understand. I… trained him too well and he’s too much of a natural submissive to think I could ever leave. Every time I leave and return he’s just like a puppy, like no time past for him…

Marcus: What did you tell him?

Chloe: I told him he needed to be ready for a longer time away and he would need to take care of himself for a while. I told him I needed to take care of my needs.

Marcus: And what do you need?

Chloe: You. I promise I will send him away soon… To make it a clean break I’ll need to leave this apartment so he has no where to turn back to.

The response was a long time coming. She could see the typing indicator appearing and disappearing, and she wondered what he was writing, what he was thinking, whether he understood what she was giving up to be with him.

Marcus: When?

Chloe: Soon… I need to figure out the logistics. He doesn't have anywhere to go. He doesn't have any money. He doesn't have—

Marcus: That's not your problem, Chloe. You told me you'd send him away. I'm holding you to that.

Chloe: I know. I will. I just need time.

Marcus: You've had time. You've had four months of time. How much more do you need?

She looked at Martin, sleeping on the floor beside her bed, his wrists crossed behind his back even in sleep, his body holding the position she'd trained into him. He looked small. He looked vulnerable. He looked like something that had been shaped by careful hands to fit a specific purpose, and now those hands were about to let go.

Chloe: One week.

Marcus: By the November 1st.

Chloe: Okay. November 1st.

Marcus: Good. And Chloe?

Chloe: Yes?

Marcus: After he's gone, I want you to come to me. Not to the apartment—to me. I want you to pack a bag and drive to my place and walk through my door and kneel on my floor and tell me you're mine. Can you do that?

She closed her eyes. She could see it—walking through his door, sinking to her knees, feeling the hardwood under her, feeling his eyes on her, feeling the rightness of the position in a way she'd never felt it before.

Chloe: Yes.

Marcus: Good girl.

The words went through her like electricity, the same way “good girl” had gone through Martin when she'd said it to him in the pink maid's uniform. She understood now—understood what he felt, understood why the words mattered, understood the power of being seen and named and claimed. She was a good girl. She was his good girl. And in one week, she would prove it.

The afternoon of November 1st Martin knew something was wrong the moment he opened the door. It wasn't anything he could see—not yet, not from the hallway—but something he could feel, a shift in the air, a wrongness that made his body tense before his mind could catch up. The apartment felt different. Emptier. The kind of empty that meant something had been removed, not just moved. He stepped inside and saw it immediately. His yoga mat and blanket—his pink yoga mat, the small pillow and the thin, gray blanket that had been his bed for the past year, all packed neatly in a large reusable grocery bag placed on the floor beside the door.

Next to it, another bag containing the few possessions he'd accumulated: his toothbrush, pink nail polish, his phone, and charger, the pink maid's uniform folded neatly on top, and beneath it, the thirteen pairs of pink thong panties she'd made him wear, the fourteenth hidden under the last pair of jeans and hoodie he owned. Finally, there was one last bag with his books with the feminine covers, his fuchsia notebooks that wasn’t in his pink leather tote bag on his shoulder and the carbon fiber supplies and his three prototypes finally his sketch book of designs for the bondage gear he had hoped after he graduated would have time to build for Chloe to finally use on him.

She was standing in the kitchen, her arms crossed over her chest, her weight shifted to one hip. She was wearing her four-inch heels today, the ones that made her five-ten to his five-nothing, and even from across the room he could feel the geography of their bodies asserting itself, the way it always did, the way it had from the very beginning. She was above. He was below. She was looking down. He was looking up. That was how it worked. That was how it had always worked.

But something was different. Something in the set of her shoulders, the angle of her chin, the coldness in her eyes that he'd seen before—once, only once, the night she'd caught him touching himself, the night she'd spanked him and stood him in the corner and made him wear the pink thong for the first time. That same coldness was there now, but sharper, more final, like a door closing. She thought about how to send him back into the world alone. Sitting him down and explaining felt like it would be more hurtful in the long run. She decided the painful shock of a clean, solid end was best for him.

“It's not working out.” The words landed in his chest like stones, heavy and dense, settling into the place where the warmth used to live. He stared at her, his mouth open, his mind racing to catch up with what she was saying, to understand what she meant, to find the instruction that would tell him how to respond.

“I need a real man.” She said it casually, the way she said everything, as if she were commenting on the weather or the time or the fact that the kitchen floor needed washing and winced when she saw Martin wince at her comment. However, her training kicked in, and her face hardened, her resolve became ice, it was her final lesson and it had to be cruel and final for Martin’s sake. “Not a... whatever you are.” She laughed. It was a short, sharp sound, devoid of warmth, and it cut through him like a knife. She was laughing at the expression on his face—at the confusion, the hurt, the desperate, dawning understanding that was spreading through him like ice water in his veins.

“Don't look so sad, Martin.” She uncrossed her arms and pushed off from the counter, walking toward him with the same deliberate grace she'd always had, her heels clicking on the floor he'd cleaned a thousand times, the floor he'd scrubbed on his hands and knees while wearing the pink maid's uniform that was now sitting in a plastic bag by the door. “You were a good boy," she said, and the word landed like a slap—boy, not girl, a deliberate stripping away of the thing that had made her feel whole. "Then a good puppy. Then a good girl. But that was play, Martin. That was training. That was me shaping you into something useful. And now—" She paused, letting the silence stretch, letting the wrongness of Martin settle into the space where girl had lived. "Now you're just Martin again. Just a man. Just a person. And you need to go be that person somewhere else.”

He tried to speak. He tried to argue, to beg, to say something—anything—that would make her stop, that would make her take it back, that would bring back the warmth in her eyes and the purpose in his days and the quiet in his head that had become the only peace he'd ever known. But the words wouldn't come. They stuck in his throat, tangled up in the shock and the hurt and the desperate, gnawing need that had become the engine of his existence, and all he could do was stand there and watch as she turned away from him, her heels clicking on the floor, her back a wall of indifference that he couldn't climb. She could see his hope was ready to stake through his heart before he recovered—before he convinced himself this was just a test of his obedience.

“It was a fun experiment.” She walked over and tussled his hair gently and opened the door. Robotically, Martin reached down for the bags handles and stood. She only gave him a simple nod, gently turned him and past the threshold of the door. “Goodbye Martin.” She said quietly, letting her hands run down his back gently as she stepped back into her apartment and closed the door. Not slammed—closed. The soft, definitive click of the latch, the sound of metal meeting metal, the sound of a lock engaging, the sound of his life ending and another one beginning, one that he couldn't yet imagine, one that he didn't know how to live.

He stood in the hallway and turned to face the door as the bags dropped on either side of him as he stared at the closed door. He didn't know what else to do. His feet wouldn't move; his hands moved to where they belonged. His body wouldn't respond to the commands his brain was sending it. He was frozen, stuck, pinned in place by the weight of what had just happened, by the impossibility of it, by the sheer, overwhelming fact of being discarded. His wrists were crossed behind his back. He realized this distantly, the way you realize you've been holding your breath, the way you realize you've been clenching your jaw, the way you realize you've been doing something without knowing you were doing it. His hands had found the position without conscious thought, the way they always did, the way they had for the past year, the way they probably would for the rest of his life. It was automatic now. It was natural. It was who he was.

He stood there, his wrists crossed behind his back, his eyes on the door, his ears straining for any sound from inside. But the door was thick—heavy wood, solid core, the kind of door that was meant to keep sound in and out, the kind of door that made the apartment feel like a fortress, like a world unto itself. He couldn't hear anything through it. Not her footsteps, not her movements, not the sound of her going about her day as if he'd never existed at all. He stood there like a dog waiting to be let in from the rain. The image came to him unbidden, a comparison he would have rejected a year ago but now accepted with the dull resignation of someone who had learned to see himself clearly. A dog, standing at the door, waiting for its owner to open it, waiting for permission to come back inside, waiting for the warmth and the purpose and the quiet that only existed on the other side. That was what he was. That was what she'd made him. That was what he'd allowed himself to become.

His wrists were still crossed behind his back. He couldn't seem to uncross them. The position had become so ingrained—months of daily practice, of automatic corrections, of his body learning a new default and refusing to return to the old one—that his arms felt wrong any other way. Hanging at his sides, they felt exposed. Vulnerable. Like they'd been amputated and reattached incorrectly. Like they didn't belong to him anymore. But they'd never belonged to him, had they? They'd belonged to her. She'd decided where they went, how they moved, what they held and what they released. And now she'd given them back, and he didn't know what to do with them, didn't know how to operate a body that was no longer under external control.

The structure she'd built in him was still there—he could feel it, the load-bearing framework that had replaced his skeleton, the architecture of purpose and service that had kept him upright for the past year. But the structure was empty now. The purpose was gone. The service was gone. And the framework was still standing, still supporting nothing, still waiting for instructions that would never come. He didn't know how long he stood there. It could have been minutes. It could have been hours. Time had stopped meaning anything, had stopped moving, had stopped existing in any way that he could understand. He stood in the hallway, his eyes on the door, his heart cracked open like an egg, and he didn't move, didn't speak, didn't do anything except exist in the space between what had been and what was now.

She'd taken girl away as casually as she'd given it—just another thing she'd decided about him, just another identity she'd assigned and then revoked. But the shape it had carved inside him remained. The hollow where girl had lived ached like a phantom limb, like a part of him that had been amputated without anesthesia, and he didn't know how to fill it, didn't know how to go back to being boy when girl had felt so much more like the truth. She'd called him Martin. She'd called him boy. And both words felt like wearing someone else's clothes—ill-fitting, wrong, a costume he couldn't take off because he'd forgotten what his own skin looked like underneath.

Inside the apartment, Chloe stood in the kitchen for a long moment after the door closed. Her arms were crossed over her chest, her weight shifted to one hip, her expression still set in that cold, hard mask that she'd worn when she'd told him it wasn't working out. But now that he was gone—now that the door was closed and the lock was engaged and the experiment was officially over—she felt something shift inside her, something that might have been relief, or might have been regret, or might have been something else entirely. The only true thing she knew about her future, if Themysciran security found out what she had done, she would be found guilty of abandoning a trained slave.

She walked to the couch and sat down, her heels clicking on the floor he'd cleaned a thousand times, the floor he'd scrubbed on his hands and knees while wearing the pink maid's uniform that was now sitting in a plastic bag by the door. She reached for her phone—the private one, the encrypted one, the one that connected to a network that existed outside the boundaries of his awareness—and she dialed the number she'd memorized before she was old enough to understand what it meant. The phone rang twice before her mother answered.

“Chloe.” The voice on the other end was measured, controlled, the voice of a woman who had spent her life navigating the complexities of Council politics and family dynamics. “I've been expecting your call.”

“Then you know why I'm calling.”

“I can guess.” A pause, the sound of breathing, the subtle shift of someone settling in for a long conversation. “The year is up.”

“The year is up,” Chloe confirmed. She leaned back on the couch, her eyes on the ceiling, her heels still on, her body still in the position of power that she'd learned to occupy from birth. “I gave it my best shot, Mom. I tried. I really tried.”

“And?”

“And it's not working out. I need a real man by my and the outer world terms. I need a masculine dominant man by yours. Not a... whatever the unicorn is now.”

“A partially converted sissy slave?” Her mother's voice was dry, knowing. “A submissive. A unicorn who turned out to be exactly what the AI predicted he would be, and who still couldn't give you what you need.” Chloe flinched at the word “unicorn,” at the reminder of what Martin was, of what he'd been before she'd found him, of what he could have been if she'd been able to want him the way she was supposed to. “He's not a unicorn anymore, Mom. He's just... a person. A person I spent a year training and trying to want, and who I still couldn't want, no matter how hard I tried.”

“Because you don't want to dominate, Chloe.” Her mother's voice was gentle now, gentler than it had been in months. “You never have. You never will. No matter how much training we give you, no matter how many submissives we put in front of you, no matter how many times you try to force yourself to want what Themyscira tells you to want, you will always crave what you crave. And what you crave is to be on the other side.” Chloe closed her eyes. The words hit home, the way they always did.

“Yes,” she said, and her voice was quieter now, smaller. “I know what I not only crave but what I need now. I've always known.”

“And now you're ready to act on it.” Her mother's voice was matter-of-fact. “You've found someone. Someone who can give you what you need.”

“Yes.” Chloe opened her eyes, her gaze settling on the spot where Martin's blanket had been. “His name is Marcus. He's... he's everything Martin wasn't. He's tall, he's strong, he takes control, he makes me feel small in a way that Martin never could. When I'm with him, I don't have to be the one in charge. I can just... be.”

“And you want to stay with him. In the outer world. Away from Themyscira.”

“Yes.” The silence that followed was long and heavy, the kind of silence that exists between two people who have reached a point of no return.

“You know what this means,” her mother said finally. “You know what you're giving up. The Eleventh Seat. Your place on the Council. Your inheritance, your standing, your family name. Everything that comes with being the eldest daughter of the Devereaux line.”

“I know.”

“You'll never be able to come back if you marry a dominant man in the outer world. Not to live, not to visit, not to attend Council sessions or family gatherings or any of the things that you grew up expecting to be part of your life. You'll be an exile, Chloe. A woman who chose the outer world over her own people. A woman who gave up everything for a man.”

“I know.” Chloe's voice was steady, firm. “And I've made my peace with that. I've had a year to think about it, Mom. A year of trying to want Martin, a year of trying to be the woman Themyscira wanted me to be, a year of forcing myself into a shape that didn't fit. And I can't do it anymore. I can't keep pretending. I can't keep living a lie. I need to be true to myself, even if that means giving up everything else.” Another long silence. Then her mother spoke again, and her voice was different this time—not gentle, not matter-of-fact, but something in between, something that sounded almost like resignation.

“Your sister will take your place.” Chloe felt something twist in her chest at the words. Her sister. Elara. Three years younger, already positioning herself for the seat that Chloe was giving up, already building alliances and making connections and doing everything that a future Council member was supposed to do.

“I know,” Chloe said. “She's been ready for years. She'll do a better job than I ever could.”

“That's not true.” Her mother's voice was sharp, defensive. “You would have been a great Council member, Chloe. You have the intelligence, the strategic mind, the ability to read people and situations that the Eleventh Seat requires. You could have been one of the best.”

“But I would have been miserable.” Chloe said it simply, without drama. “I would have spent my whole life pretending to want something I didn't want, pretending to be someone I wasn't, pretending to dominate when all I wanted was to submit. And eventually, it would have destroyed me. You know that, Mom. You've always known that.” Her mother didn't deny it. She couldn't. They'd had this conversation a hundred times, in a hundred different forms, and the truth was always the same.

“What about the unicorn?” Her mother's voice was careful now, probing. “What are you going to do about him?” Chloe thought about Martin, standing in the hallway, waiting for a door that would never open, waiting for permission that would never come. She thought about the year she'd spent training him, shaping him, turning him into exactly what she'd needed him to be. And she thought about how none of it had been enough.

“I let him go,” she said. “I told him it wasn't working out. I packed up his things and put them by the door and told him to leave. He's gone, Mom. He's not my problem anymore.”

“You let him go.” Her mother's voice was flat, disbelieving. “You let a unicorn go. An AI verified unicorn, the first to emerge in four years, with exceptional submissive potential, the kind of asset that most women in Themyscira would kill to possess. You just... let him go.”

“He's not an asset, Mom. Not even a potential one since the moment you deleted his metadata,” Chloe's voice was sharp, defensive. “He's just another person in the outer world. A person with no record, no classification, no value to anyone who doesn't know what he really is. You made it so that he doesn't exist in any of our databases, in any system, in any record that the Imperium uses to track and classify submissives. Most important, he can’t be flagged for capture now, to live the life of enslavement he would love and thrive in. He's just a name now. Just a name and a designation that means nothing without the data to back it up.”

“You could have sold him.” Her mother's voice was cold now, calculating. “A unicorn like that, even without the metadata, even without the official classification, would fetch a fortune at the winter solstice auction. There are women who would pay anything for a submissive with that kind of potential.”

“I don't care about the credits, Mom. And we both don’t want people asking questions or investigating why his files are deleted. There are only 13 council member credentials that could have deleted his data. It wouldn’t take long for them to figure it out.” Chloe's voice was tired, exhausted. “I care about being happy. I care about being with a man who makes me feel the way I want to feel. And Martin doesn't make me feel that way. He never did. He never could. No matter how much I trained him, no matter how much I tried to want him, he was always just... a tool. A convenient, useful, exceptionally well-trained tool. But a tool nonetheless. And I can't spend the rest of my life managing a tool.” The silence that followed was long and heavy. Chloe could hear her mother breathing on the other end of the line, could hear the weight of the decision settling over them both like a shroud.

“Fine.” Her mother's voice was quiet now, resigned. “I understand. You've made your choice, and I have to respect it, even if I don't agree with it. You're giving up the Eleventh Seat, your place on the Council, your inheritance, your standing, your family name. You're choosing a life in the outer world with a man who can give you what you need. And in exchange, you're giving up everything you were raised to expect.”

“I know.”

“And you're sure about this? You're sure you won't change your mind? You're sure you won't come crawling back in six months, a year, five years, begging for your seat and your standing and your place in the family?”

“I'm sure, Mom.” Chloe's voice was steady, firm. “I'm sure. This is what I want. This is who I am. And I'd rather be happy in the outer world than miserable in Themyscira.” Another long silence. Then her mother spoke again, and her voice was different—not resigned, not angry, not sad, but something in between, something that sounded almost like acceptance.

“Then I'll tell the Council that you've found a greater passion in your work in the outer ring. Perhaps studying new ways to acquire assets… That you've decided to stay there permanently, to pursue opportunities that aren't available in Themyscira. It's not the whole truth, but it's close enough to the truth that they won't ask too many questions. And it will allow you to maintain your credit allowance, your contacts, your connections to the family. You won't be completely cut off, Chloe. I'll make sure of that.” Chloe felt something loosen in her chest, a tension she hadn't realized she'd been holding. “Thank you, Mom.”

“Don't thank me yet.” Her mother's voice was sharp again. “We need to talk about the consequences. What happens if this goes wrong. What happens if anyone finds out what we've done.” The shift in her mother's tone made Chloe's stomach tighten. “What do you mean?”

“I mean that letting a trained submissive go isn't just a personal decision, Chloe. It's a violation of the Duty of Care—one of the oldest laws in Themyscira, dating back to the founding of the Imperium. The law is clear: when you take on the responsibility of training a submissive, you also take on the responsibility for their wellbeing. You cannot break someone and then abandon them. You cannot reshape a person for service and then release them back into a world that has no use for what they've become.”

“I know about the Duty of Care, Mom. I was trained at the Academy, remember?”

“Then you know that violating it isn't just an ethical breach—it's a legal one. The punishment can range from fines to the dissolution of an entire house. All assets seized. Exile to the outer world. Everything the family has built for generations, gone in an instant.” Chloe felt the blood drain from her face.

“Dissolution? For letting one slave go?”

“For letting a slave trained with Themysciran techniques, no matter how much you water them down. You let a unicorn go. For training a classified submissive and then releasing them into a world where they cannot function without the structure they've been conditioned to need. The Duty of Care exists to prevent exactly what you've done—to ensure that submissives who have been shaped for service are not abandoned to a life of despair and dysfunction.”

“But no one knows about Martin,” Chloe said, her voice rising slightly. “The metadata is gone. He doesn't exist in any system. How would anyone even find out?”

“The metadata protects us from the Imperium finding him through databases and classification records," her mother said, her voice grim. "But the estates have businesses all over the world, Chloe. Restaurants, clubs, spas, retail operations—legitimate enterprises that serve a secondary purpose: passively and actively identifying submissives who would thrive in enslavement. They don't force anyone. They don't have to. They create environments where a person like Martin—someone who has been trained to serve, who has been conditioned to need structure and authority, who carries the marks of his conditioning in every posture and habit—walks through the door and feels something he can't explain. Something like recognition. Something like coming home. And when they're offered the contract of submission, it doesn't feel like surrender. It feels like the last choice they were always meant to make."

Her mother paused, letting the weight of it settle. "If he's recruited for the Imperium generally, he'll be processed, trained, and sold at auction to whoever can afford him. If he catches the eye of a specific house or estate, he'll be shipped directly to them for training. Either way, he'll be examined. Classified. And they'll want to know who trained him before he walked through that door—who shaped a submissive this valuable and then threw him away.

Chloe felt something cold settle in her stomach. She hadn't thought about that. She'd been so focused on the metadata, on the digital records, on the systems that tracked submissives through data, that she hadn't considered the physical infrastructure—the places where submissives were identified in person, where trained eyes could spot the signs of conditioning that no database could erase.

“If Martin walks into one of those establishments—if he's identified as a trained submissive without a registered owner—the Imperium will investigate. They'll want to know who trained him. They'll want to know why he was released. They'll want to know why his metadata doesn't exist.” Her mother's voice was flat now, relentless. “And if they trace him back to you—back to us—everything falls. The Eleventh Seat. The Devereaux name. The fortune, the power, the legacy. All of it gone in an instant.”

“He won't walk into one of those places,” Chloe said, but her voice was uncertain. “He doesn't even know they exist. He doesn't know what he is.”

“He doesn't have to know what he is. He just has to walk through the door. The craving will do the rest.” Her mother's voice was heavy now, weighted with the kind of certainty that came from decades of experience. “A submissive who has been trained to serve—who has been shaped to need structure and authority and the specific kind of validation that comes from being told he's good—will seek out those things for the rest of his life. He won't be able to help it. It's been wired into him. And when he finds a place that offers what he craves, he'll walk through the door without understanding why.”

Chloe closed her eyes. She could see it—Martin, months or years from now, wandering through a city, feeling the ache that never went away, the void that couldn't be filled, the desperate, gnawing need for something he couldn't name. And then a door. A sign. A place that promised structure and authority and the specific kind of validation that he'd been trained to crave. He wouldn't understand why he was drawn to it. He wouldn't be able to stop himself. He'd just... walk through.

“And if he does?” she asked, her voice barely a whisper. “If he's identified? What happens then?”

“Then the Imperium investigates. They trace his training back to its source. They discover that a classified unicorn was trained and released without registration, without branding, without any of the legal protections that the Duty of Care requires. They discover that his metadata was deleted—a crime that, in itself, constitutes treason against the Imperium. And they discover that the woman who trained him is the heir to the Eleventh Seat, and that her mother—the woman who deleted the metadata—is a sitting Council member.” The words landed like stones, each one heavier than the last. Treason. The word echoed in Chloe's mind, cold and final and impossible to ignore.

“And the punishment for treason—”

“Is the dissolution of the house,” her mother said, her voice flat. “All assets seized. All family members stripped of rank and privilege. Exile, at best. Enslavement, at worst. The Eleventh Seat would pass to another house as if the Devereaux line had never existed.” Chloe was silent. She couldn't speak. The weight of what she'd done—what they'd done—was pressing down on her like a physical force, making it hard to breathe, hard to think, hard to do anything except sit there and feel the crushing reality of the consequences.

“And that's not the worst of it,” her mother continued, her voice grim. “If the Imperium discovers what we've done, they won't just punish us. They'll find Martin. They'll take him into custody. And they'll discover what he is—a unicorn, one of the rarest submissives in existence, trained but unregistered, conditioned but unclaimed. He'll be classified, catalogued, and sold at auction to the highest bidder. He'll spend the rest of his life serving whoever the Imperium chooses for him. And he'll never know that he had a choice—because we took that choice away from him when we deleted his metadata and made him invisible to the systems that were supposed to protect him.”

“I didn't—” Chloe started, but her mother cut her off.

“You did. We did. When I deleted his metadata, I made it impossible for him to be found by anyone who could give him what he needs. When you trained him and released him, you made it impossible for him to function in a world that has no use for what he's become. And now he's out there—somewhere—carrying the weight of everything we did to him, and the only thing standing between him and discovery is the hope that he never walks through the wrong door.” The silence that followed was the heaviest yet. Chloe could hear her own breathing, rapid and shallow, could feel her heart pounding against her ribs, could feel the cold sweat breaking out on the back of her neck.

“What do I do?” she asked, and her voice was small, desperate, the voice of a daughter rather than the voice of a Council heir.

“You stay quiet,” her mother said, her voice firm. “You don't tell anyone about Martin—not Marcus, not your friends, not anyone who might ask questions about your year in the outer world. You build your new life, and you hope that Martin never crosses paths with the Imperium's screening infrastructure, and you pray that if he does, they don't trace him back to us.”

“And if they do?”

“Then we face the consequences. Together. As a family.” Her mother's voice was quiet now, heavy with the weight of everything they'd risked. “I made a choice when I deleted that metadata, Chloe. I chose to give you a chance at happiness, even though I knew the risks. And I'd make the same choice again. But I need you to understand—really understand—that this isn't just about you anymore. This is about all of us. The Devereaux line. The Eleventh Seat. Everything our family has built for generations. It all rests on the hope that a trained submissive never walks through the wrong door.”

Chloe closed her eyes. She could feel the tears pressing against the backs of her eyelids, hot and sharp and impossible to hold back. “I'm sorry, Mom. I'm sorry I couldn't be what you wanted me to be. I'm sorry I couldn't want what you wanted me to want. I'm sorry that my happiness costs so much.”

“Don't apologize for being who you are,” her mother said, and her voice was fierce now, fierce and protective and heavy with the kind of love that doesn't diminish even when it's disappointed. “Just be careful. Be smart. Don't give anyone a reason to look too closely at what we've done. And don't—whatever you do—let anyone find out about the unicorn.”

“I won't.”

“Good.” A pause, the sound of breathing, the subtle shift of someone preparing to end a conversation. “Go be happy, Chloe. Go be with your man. Go live the life you've chosen. But don't forget what it cost—and don't forget that the cost could still come due.”

“I won't forget.”

“Then I suppose there's nothing more to say.” Her mother's voice was formal now, distant, the voice of a woman who was closing a door that had been open for too long. “Goodbye, Chloe.”

“Goodbye, Mom.”

The line went dead. Chloe sat there for a long moment, the phone still pressed to her ear, the silence of the disconnected call ringing in her head. Then she lowered the phone and set it on the coffee table, a sharp, deliberate sound that cut through the quiet of the apartment like a knife.

She stood up, her heels clicking on the floor, and walked toward the door. She had somewhere to be, someone to see, a life to start building that didn't include Martin or the Eleventh Seat or the weight of Themysciran expectations. She had a man who was expecting her, a man who made her feel the way she'd always wanted to feel, a man who could give her what Martin never could.

She opened the door. And there he was. He was standing in the hallway, his wrists crossed behind his back, his eyes wide and wet, his face a mask of confusion and hurt and something that might have been hope, his backpack on the ground on his left and the bag of pink on his right. He looked like a dog waiting to be let in from the rain—small, lost, desperate for a kind word or a gentle touch or any sign that the door might open again and let him back into the warmth. For a moment, just a moment, something flickered across his features. Something that looked almost like excitement, almost like joy, almost like the desperate, grasping hope of someone who thinks they might have been wrong, who thinks the door might still be open, who thinks they might still be wanted after all.

“Chloe—” he started, his voice cracking on her name, his hands starting to uncross from behind his back, his body starting to lean toward her like a plant toward the sun. And then she saw what she had to do. She saw the hope in his eyes, the desperate, grasping hope that was already starting to rebuild itself, already starting to convince him that maybe this was just a test, maybe this was just a punishment, maybe if he was good enough, obedient enough, useful enough, she would take him back and everything would be the way it was before. She saw it, and she knew that if she didn't crush it now, it would never die. He would spend the rest of his life waiting for her, hoping for her, believing that if he could just be good enough, she would come back. And that would be worse than any cruelty she could inflict on him now. That would be a life sentence of hope that would never be fulfilled, of waiting that would never end, of love that would never be returned.

She had to make him understand. She had to make him see that it was over, truly over, that there was no going back, no second chance, no possibility of reconciliation. She had to be cruel, not because she wanted to be, but because cruelty was the only language he would understand, the only thing that would break through the hope and the longing and the desperate, gnawing need that had become the engine of his existence. She had to destroy him, so that he could rebuild.

“Still here?” Her voice was cold, cutting, the voice of someone who had already moved on, who was already thinking about the next thing, the next person, the next chapter of her life. “I told you to leave, Martin. I told you it wasn't working out. I told you I needed a real man. And yet here you are, standing at my door like a dog waiting to be let in from the rain.” He flinched at the words, at the casual cruelty of them, at the way they cut through the hope that had been building in his chest like a knife through butter. But he didn't move. He didn't uncross his wrists. He didn't step back. He just stood there, looking at her with those wide, wet eyes, waiting for her to tell him what to do.

“You really don't get it, do you?” She stepped closer, her heels clicking on the floor, her body towering over his in the way it always had, the way it always would. “This isn't a test, Martin. This isn't a punishment. This isn't something you can fix by being good enough or obedient enough or useful enough. This is over. Done. Finished. I don't want you anymore. I never really wanted you. You were an experiment, a trial run, a year-long test to see if I could want a submissive. And I can't. I tried, and I can't. You're not what I need. You're not what I've ever needed.” The hope in his eyes flickered, dimmed, started to die. She could see it happening, could see the light going out of him like a candle being smothered, and she pushed harder, drove the knife deeper, made sure that nothing was left but ashes.

“Do you want to know what I've been doing for the last four months, Martin? While you were kneeling on the floor and worshipping me and wearing your little pink maid's uniform and cute thong panties and thinking that you were serving me? I've been fucking another man. A real man. A man who takes control, who dominates me, who makes me feel the way you never could. Every night that you spent on the floor beside my bed, every morning that you made me coffee and served me breakfast and thought you were being useful, I was thinking about him. I was thinking about the way he touches me, the way he commands me, the way he makes me feel small and owned and taken in ways that you could never understand.” The hope was gone now, replaced by something else—something that looked almost like physical pain, like his heart was being crushed in a fist, like his chest was caving in on itself. His face was white, his eyes were wet, his body was trembling, and she could see the crack that had started inside him widening, deepening, becoming something that would take a long time to heal.

“You were a good pet, Martin.” She said it gently now, almost kindly, the way you might talk to an animal that was being put down. “You learned some real skills. You learned how to serve, how to worship, how to be useful. And maybe someday, some other woman will decide to take you as her pet, and you can serve her the way you served me. But that woman is never going to be me. Because I don't want a pet. I don't want a submissive. I don't want someone who looks at me like I'm the answer to all his prayers. I want a man who can take control, who can dominate me, who can make me feel the way I need to feel. And you will never, ever be that man.” She stepped back, putting distance between them, making it clear that the conversation was over, that the door was closed, that there was nothing left to say.

“Now leave.” Her voice was hard again, final, the voice of someone who had made her decision and wasn't going to change it. “Go back to your dorm, or your car, or wherever you've been sleeping for the past year. Go back to your classes, your engineering degree, your life of being small and useful and good. Go back to being a person, Martin, because that's what you are now. Just a person. No classification, no designation, no value to anyone who doesn't know what you really are. And no one knows what you really are except me, and I'm never going to tell anyone, because you're not my problem anymore.” She started to close the door, then paused, her hand on the frame, her eyes meeting his one last time. “And Martin?” Her voice was softer now, almost gentle, the voice of someone who was delivering bad news that they didn't want to deliver but knew they had to.

She paused, looking at him—really looking at him, for the first time since she'd opened the door. His small frame, his crossed wrists, his wet face, his desperate, hopeful eyes that were already starting to dim as the reality of what was happening began to sink in. He looked like a dog that had been kicked, like a pet that had been abandoned, like something that had been shaped and trained and broken in ways that made it unsuited for any life other than the one it had just lost. And for a moment—just a moment—she felt something that might have been doubt.

The Imperium had rules about this. Rules that had been established over centuries, rules that were drilled into every woman who passed through the Academy, rules that existed for a reason. You did not let a submissive loose in the outer world. You did not take someone who had been trained to serve, who had been shaped to yield, who had been broken and remade in ways that made them dependent on the structure and authority of their owner, and then release them back into a world of freedoms they were never equipped to handle. It was cruel. It was irresponsible. It was, in the language of the Imperium, a violation of the duty of care that every owner owed to their property.

And Martin was not just property. He was a unicorn. A classification so rare that most women in Themyscira went their entire lives without encountering one. A submissive with exceptional potential, someone who had been born to serve, who had been made to serve, who would never be truly happy or fulfilled or complete without someone to serve. He had been shaped by her hands, trained by her will, broken and remade in ways that had stripped away whatever independence he might once have had and replaced it with a need so deep, so fundamental, so integral to his being that he would probably never be able to function without it. And she was letting him go.

She hated that her mother had erased his metadata, but she could never hate her. She hated it more than she could express, more than she would ever admit, more than she would ever allow herself to feel in any conscious way. Because the metadata was what connected submissives to the Imperium's systems, what allowed them to be tracked and classified and matched with owners who could give them what they needed. Without that metadata, Martin was invisible. He was a ghost, a non-person, a submissive with exceptional potential who would never be found by anyone who knew what he was, who could give him the structure and authority and purpose that he had been trained to need.

He would go the rest of his life without being acquired again. He would wander through the outer world, lost and broken and desperate for something he couldn't name, unable to function in a society that demanded independence and self-direction, unable to find anyone who could see what he really was and give him what he really needed. He would spend the rest of his days searching for a purpose that he would never find, craving a structure that he would never have, yearning for an authority that he would never meet. And that was on her. That was her fault. She had taken a unicorn—one of the rarest, most valuable submissives in the world—and she had trained him and shaped him and broken him in ways that made him dependent on her, and then she had let him go.

The Duty of Care was one of the oldest laws in Themyscira, dating back to the founding of the Imperium. It stated, in essence, that anyone who took on the responsibility of training a submissive slave also took on the responsibility for that submissive's wellbeing. You could not break someone and then abandon them. You could not reshape a person for service and then release them back into a world that had no use for what they'd become. Like with animal owners in the outer world's America, there was an expectation of a minimum level of care and safety established for a slave whose individual will had been curved or modified to the point where they could not function in the society of the outer world.

The punishment for violating this law could be up to and including the entire dismantling of an house or estate—all assets seized and exile to the outer world. This ensured a Mistress sold a slave rather than simply releasing them, ensuring that soul was not left in despair in the outer world, unleased, unstructured, uncontrolled. It was a fate worse than death for the slave, as far as the Imperium was concerned, and the law existed to prevent it. But Chloe's crimes were more complicated than a simple violation of the Duty of Care. There were other offenses—lesser ones, technical ones, the kind of infractions that wealthy estates could absorb without feeling the impact.

The first: she hadn't branded him or registered him to herself as a standalone acquisition. She would have just paid the registration costs, the medical exam at a center, and then had him branded as an Imperium slave and then her estate's ownership. This first offense was only fines—something even her monthly allowance from her mother could have paid ten times over.

The second: the pleasure slave certificates and mandatory chastity for male sissy slaves. Normally, a male slave was fitted immediately for a chastity cage, and by Imperium law, a custom long-term chastity cage must be measured for and installed after delivery of the new custom-fit device. To earn the right to pleasure—the option to use their cock for pleasure only, never breeding or conception—a sissy slave was required to pass tests to add pleasure slave duties through dedicated and exemplary service to their mistress. Chloe hadn't courted any of those requirements. However, she had skirted the rule, as most Mistresses did, by not allowing her slave to cum. If it could be proven they had not cum, the pleasure slave certificates were not required. It was a loophole, technically legal, though it would raise eyebrows if anyone looked too closely.

But the third crime—the Duty of Care violation—was the one that could destroy everything. Training a slave, cultivating their needs and desires for service to the point where they were not able to function in society, and then releasing them back into a world that had no framework for understanding what they had become—that was the crime that could bring down an estate. That was the crime that could see every Devereaux asset seized, every family member exiled or enslaved, the Eleventh Seat passing to another house as if the Devereaux line had never existed. And then there was her mother's crime. The one that made all of this possible. The one that hung over both of them like a sword suspended by a thread.

Deleting the records of an AI-certified unicorn. State secrets. Treason. Embezzlement of the Imperium's auction commission. These were not fines. These were not slaps on the wrist. These were the kinds of crimes that ended families, that erased legacies, that reduced centuries of accumulated power and wealth to ash and memory. If anyone ever found out what her mother had done—if anyone ever connected the deleted file to the Devereaux estate, if anyone ever discovered that the 8th male unicorn in AI history had been allowed to slip through the Imperium's fingers because a Council member wanted to give her daughter a chance to be happy—then everything would fall. The Eleventh Seat. The Devereaux name. The fortune, the power, the legacy, all of it gone in an instant, replaced by exile or servitude or worse.

Chloe knew this. She'd known it from the moment her mother had handed her the file, from the moment she'd understood what her mother had risked, from the moment she'd realized that the year she'd been given wasn't just a chance to find happiness—it was a gamble with everything her family had ever built. And she was about to make it all worse.

She was violating the Duty of Care in the most flagrant way possible. She was taking a unicorn-classified submissive—a submissive she had trained and shaped and broken in ways that made him dependent on her—and she was releasing him back into a world that had no use for what he'd become. And she was doing it knowing that the metadata was gone, knowing that he would never be found by anyone who could give him what he needed, knowing that the void inside him—the one she'd filled with purpose and service and the warmth of her approval—would reopen wider and deeper than before, because now he knew what it felt like to have it filled.

She told herself it was necessary. She told herself she had no choice. She told herself that Martin would be fine—that he was smart, that he was capable, that he would find a way to survive in a world that had no idea what he was. He had the skills of any female pleasure slave she had experienced in the Academy; it took every ounce of her control not to scream in ecstasy when his head went between her legs. The only time she truly let herself truly enjoy and express her enjoyment of his skills was in the forest that one night after the fire alarm.

But she knew she was lying. She knew that Martin, without the structure and authority he'd been trained to need, would spend the rest of his life searching for something he couldn't name. She knew that she was condemning him to a life of longing, and she knew that there was nothing she could do about it, because the alternative—keeping him, using him, trying once again to want what she couldn't want—was worse. So, she would violate the Duty of Care. She would release him. And she would hope—desperately, pathetically, in the way that only someone who knows she's doing something wrong can hope—that he would find someone who could give him what she couldn't. And she would carry the weight of that hope, and that crime, and that failure, for the rest of her life.

It was a mistake. She knew it was a mistake. She knew it went against everything the Imperium taught, everything the Academy drilled into its students, everything she had learned about the responsibility that came with owning a submissive. You did not let them go. You did not release them back into a world they were never equipped to handle. You certainly did not erase their metadata and make it impossible for them to ever be found again. But the dye had been cast. The metadata was gone. The year was over. And she had made her choice—a choice that meant she could not keep him, could not use him, could not give him the structure and authority he needed even if she wanted to. Because Marcus would never allow it. Because Marcus said no. Because the thought of him denying her, of him taking control, of him making decisions about what she could and couldn't have, made her bite her lip and press her thighs together and flush with a heat that had nothing to do with Martin and everything to do with the man who was waiting for her.

So, she was letting him go. She was releasing him back into the wild, into a world of freedoms he was never equipped to handle, into a life that would probably destroy him in ways she couldn't predict or prevent. And the only thing she could do—the only thing anyone could do now, given the choices that had been made and the metadata that had been erased—was to hope for the best. To hope that he would find some way to survive. To hope that he would find some kind of purpose, some kind of structure, some kind of authority that could give him what he needed. It was a faint hope. A desperate hope. The kind of hope that you cling to when you know you've made a mistake but can't undo it, when you know you've done something wrong but can't make it right. But it was all she had.

“Don't come back,” she said, and her voice was hard again, final, the voice of someone who was closing a door that would never be opened again. “Don't call me. Don't text me. Don't show up at my door hoping that I've changed my mind, because I haven't, and I won't. This is over. You're free. Go live your life.” The door closed. The deadbolt clicked. And he stood there, listening to the silence, feeling something inside him crack that he didn't think would ever heal properly.


Chapter 12: Unmade

On the other side of the door, Chloe leaned against the wall and pulled out her phone. Her hands were shaking—she could feel them trembling, could see the screen wobbling as she typed—and she told herself it was relief, not regret, that was making her shake.

Chloe: It's done.

The response was immediate, as if he'd been waiting for her message, as if he'd known exactly when she would send it.

Marcus: How do you feel?

Chloe: I don't know. Empty. Like something's been cut out of me.

Marcus: That's normal. You've spent a year with someone serving you. The absence of that service is going to feel like a void. But the void will fill. With me.

Chloe: I know.

Marcus: Do you? Because I need you to be sure, Chloe. I need you to understand what you've given up and what you're getting in return. I need you to walk through my door tomorrow night, undress, kneel on my floor and tell me you're mine, and I need you to mean it. Can you do that?

She looked at the door. Martin was on the other side of it—standing in the hallway, waiting for a permission that would never come, holding a position he'd been trained to hold by hands that had just let him go. She should feel guilty. She knew she should feel guilty. The Duty of Care existed for a reason—because submissives who had been trained to serve couldn't simply be released back into a world that had no use for what they'd become. Because the void inside them would reopen, wider and deeper than before, and there would be nothing to fill it. Because letting go of someone you'd shaped and broken and remade was a violation of the most basic responsibility that came with ownership. But she didn't feel guilty. She felt empty, and the emptiness felt like freedom.

Chloe: I can do that.

Marcus: Good. Tomorrow night. My place. Bring whatever you need for the weekend.

Chloe: Okay. I’m actually having my place cleared and cleaned. I’ll need more time with you than the weekend.

Marcus: I think I have some space in my bed for you for more than a weekend. And Chloe?

Chloe: Yes?

Marcus: Good girl.

She set the phone down and pressed her palms against her eyes, trying to stop the tears that were threatening to spill. She was a good girl. She was Marcus's good girl. And tomorrow night, she would walk through his door and kneel on his floor and prove it. On the other side of the door, she could hear Martin breathing—could hear the small, broken sounds of someone who had just lost everything, could hear the silence that came after a door closed and a lock engaged and a life ended. She didn't open the door. She didn't go to him. She just stood there, leaning against the wall, her phone in her hand, her eyes on the ceiling, and she waited for the sound of his footsteps walking away.

Eventually, he bent down and picked up the plastic bags again. His yoga mat, small pillow, and toothbrush. His phone. The pink maid's uniform, folded neatly on top. The thirteen pairs of pink thong panties, tucked beneath. His entire life, reduced to a single plastic bag, his backpack, and a thin gray blanket that had been his bed for the past year. He walked to the stairs. His wrists were still crossed behind his back—he realized this distantly, the way you realize you've been holding your breath, the way you realize you've been doing something without knowing you were doing it. He tried to uncross them, tried to let his arms fall to his sides, tried to hold himself the way he used to hold himself, back before he'd learned to kneel, back before he'd learned to serve, back before he'd learned to be small. He couldn't. His hands wouldn't cooperate. His arms wouldn't move. His body had learned a new shape, a new position, a new way of being, and it couldn't unlearn it, couldn't go back to the way things were before, couldn't remember how to hold himself any other way.

He walked out of the building, into the afternoon sun, his wrists still crossed behind his back, his eyes still full of tears, his heart still cracked open like an egg. The light was too bright, the air was too cold, the world was too loud, and he didn't know how to exist in it anymore, didn't know how to be a person in a world that had never felt like it was made for him, didn't know how to go back to being the person he'd been before she'd found him in that coffee shop and looked at him like she'd seen something worth seeing.

He walked to his car. His car. He still had his car, parked in the lot behind the building, the same car he'd had when he'd moved in, the same car he'd barely driven in the past year because he'd had nowhere to go and no reason to leave besides school and the beautician classes. He walked to it, his wrists still crossed behind his back, his plastic bag in his hand, his blanket tucked under his arm, and he didn't know where he was going, didn't know what he was going to do, didn't know how to live in a world that had just shown him, in no uncertain terms, that he was not wanted.

He got in the car. He put the key in the ignition. He sat there, in the driver's seat, his eyes on the steering wheel and felt completely empty. He just sat there, existing in the space between what had been and what was now, existing in the crack inside him that he didn't think would ever heal properly, existing in the shape his body had learned and couldn't unlearn. He was a unicorn. He was a pet. He was a year-long experiment that had failed. He was a person with no record, no classification, no value to anyone who didn't know what he really was. And he didn't even know what he really was. He didn't know what any of it meant. He didn't know how to go back to being the person he'd been before, and he didn't know how to go forward to being the person he was supposed to be now.

He just sat there, in his car, and he didn't know how to hold himself any other way. The position was wrong here. It was wrong for a driver's seat, wrong for a man who was supposed to be independent, wrong for someone who was supposed to be in control of his own body. But wrong felt right, and right felt impossible, and the gap between the two was a chasm he couldn't bridge.

His body was waiting. That was the only way he could describe it. His muscles were holding a position they'd been trained to hold; his nervous system was anticipating instructions it had been conditioned to expect, his whole physical being was oriented toward a purpose that no longer existed. It was like a factory that had been built to manufacture a product that was no longer in demand—the machines still ran, the assembly line still moved, but there was nothing to produce, nothing to assemble, nothing to do but keep running in the hope that someone would eventually place an order. He was a factory with no product. A tool with no task. A body with no owner.

And the thing she'd built in him—the structure, the framework, the load-bearing architecture of service and purpose and belonging—was still standing, still supporting nothing, still waiting for the weight it had been designed to carry. The weight of her attention. The weight of her instructions. The weight of her approval. Without it, he was just a structure. Empty. Waiting. And the waiting was the worst part, because he didn't know what he was waiting for anymore. Didn't know if there was anything left to wait for. Didn't know how to exist in a world where the only thing that had ever made him feel whole was behind a door that would never open again. While Martin was being forced to try to learn how to exist in a world that had no use for what he'd become, Chloe was learning how to exist in a world that was finally giving her what she'd always wanted.

She arrived at Marcus's apartment at five o'clock the following evening, exactly when he'd told her to come, the day after she dismissed Martin. She hadn't taken time to focus on Martin—her time was spent ensuring her clothing was packed in multiple suitcases and the moving company and cleaning companies would be there the next day. She was wearing a dress—black, simple, fitted—the same one she'd worn to the bar that first night. Her hair was down, her makeup was minimal, her hands were steady on the steering wheel as she parked in the lot beneath his building.

She took the elevator to the top floor. She walked down the hallway to his door. She stood there for a moment, her hand raised to knock, and she felt the weight of what she was about to do settling over her like a shroud. She was going to walk through this door. She was going to kneel on his floor. She was going to tell him she was his. And then she was never going back to the life she'd left behind. She knocked. He opened the door almost immediately, as if he'd been waiting for her, as if he'd known exactly when she would arrive. He was wearing jeans and a black t-shirt, his feet bare on the hardwood floor, his hair still damp from the shower. He looked like what he was—a man who was comfortable in his own space, who didn't need to perform dominance because dominance was simply who he was.

"Come in," he said, and stepped aside. She walked past him into the apartment. The living room was the same as she remembered—clean lines, dark furniture, windows that showed the lights of the city spread out below like scattered diamonds. But something was different. Something had shifted since the last time she'd been here, some quality in the air that made the space feel heavier, more significant, like a room where something important was about to happen.

"Take off the dress," he said. She reached for the zipper. Her hands weren't shaking this time—they were steady, certain, the hands of a woman who had made her choice and wasn't going to change it. The dress fell to the floor, and she stepped out of it, standing in his living room in her bra and panties and heels, her arms at her sides, her eyes on his face.

"Kneel," he said. She knelt. The hardwood was familiar under her knees, hard and cold and exactly what she remembered. Her hands found the position automatically—crossed behind her back, wrists overlapping, the same position she'd trained Martin to hold, the same position she'd never held herself until that first night in this apartment. It felt like coming home.

"Tell me about yesterday," he said, and his voice was casual, conversational, as if he weren't standing over a half-dressed woman kneeling on his hardwood floor. "Tell me about the maid." She looked up at him.

"I let him go. Like I said I would."

"I know you let him go. I want to know how." She hesitated. Something in his tone—a flatness, a careful control—made her stomach tighten. "I packed his things. I put them by the door. I told him it wasn't working out."

"And then?"

"And then I closed the door."

"And then?" She swallowed. He knew. She didn't know how, but he knew. There was something after the door, something she hadn't told him, something she'd been carrying around for the past twenty-four hours like a stone in her chest.

"I opened the door again," she said quietly. "He was still standing there. Waiting. His wrists were crossed behind his back, like I'd trained him, and he was just... standing there. Looking at me like he was waiting for me to tell him what to do next."

"What did you do?"

"I told him the truth." The words came out steady, but she could feel the tremor beneath them, the vibration of something she didn't want to examine too closely. "I told him I'd been fucking another man for four months. I told him I wanted a real man, not a pet. I told him he was just an experiment that failed." Marcus was quiet for a moment. His face was unreadable—not angry, not pleased, not anything she could identify. Just still, the way he got when he was processing something, when he was deciding what to say next.

"Did you enjoy it?" he asked finally. The question caught her off guard.

"Enjoy what?"

"Telling him. Watching his face. Seeing the hope die in his eyes. Did you enjoy it?"

"No." The word came out too quickly, too defensively. "I didn't enjoy it. It was necessary. I had to make him understand that it was over, that there was no going back. I had to be cruel so that he could let go."

"Cruel," Marcus repeated, and the word landed between them like a stone dropped into still water. "You told a man who had spent a year serving you—who had been trained to need your approval, who had been conditioned to believe that his worth was determined by your satisfaction—that he was an experiment. That he wasn't a real man. That you'd been fucking someone else while he knelt at your feet and worshipped you. And you're telling me that was necessary?"

"Yes." But her voice was smaller now, less certain. "If I'd been gentle, he would have hoped. He would have waited. He would have spent the rest of his life thinking that if he could just be good enough, I might take him back. I had to make sure he understood—"

"You had to make sure he was destroyed." Marcus's voice was still calm, still controlled, but there was something underneath it now—something hard, something that made the hair on the back of her neck stand up. "You didn't just close a door, Chloe. You burned the house down behind you. And you're telling yourself it was for his own good, because that's easier than admitting the truth."

"What truth?"

"That you were cruel because you could be. Because you were frustrated. Because you'd spent a year trying to want him and failing, and you took that frustration out on him in the cruelest way possible. Not because he needed it—because you needed it." The words hit her like a physical force. She wanted to argue, wanted to deny it, wanted to tell him he was wrong, that she'd been trying to help Martin, that the cruelty was necessary, that—

"I told you once," Marcus continued, his voice still calm but with an edge now, like a blade being drawn slowly from its sheath, "not to punish your maid for your own frustration. Do you remember?"

"Yes."

"And what did you do the moment you were free of him? You punished him. Not because he'd done anything wrong—he'd already been dismissed, already been told to leave—but because you needed to hurt something, and he was there, and you could." She opened her mouth to respond, but no words came. The truth of what he was saying pressed down on her like a weight, making it hard to breathe, hard to think, hard to do anything except kneel on his floor and feel the crushing reality of what she'd done.

She had been cruel. Not because she had to be. Because she'd wanted to be. Because the frustration and the guilt and the year of pretending to want something she didn't want had built up inside her like pressure in a sealed container, and Martin had been the only release valve. She'd told herself it was for his own good—that he needed to understand, that he needed to let go, that cruelty was kindness in disguise. But the truth was simpler and uglier than that: she'd hurt him because she could, because it felt good to finally let the pressure out, because watching the hope die in his eyes had been a relief.

"I didn't mean to be cruel," she whispered, and the words sounded hollow even to her own ears.

"But you were." Marcus crouched down in front of her, his eyes level with hers, his face inches away. "You were cruel, Chloe. You took a man who had been trained to need you, who had been shaped to crave your approval, who had been conditioned to believe that his worth was determined by your satisfaction, and you used that conditioning against him. You told him he wasn't enough. You told him he wasn't a real man. You told him that the year he'd spent serving you meant nothing. And you did it in a way that was designed to cause maximum pain—not because it was necessary, but because it was efficient."

"Efficient?" The word came out strangled, confused.

"The quickest way to break someone who's been trained to need your approval is to tell him he never had it. The fastest way to destroy someone who's been conditioned to serve is to tell him his service was worthless. The most effective way to ensure someone never comes back is to make him believe he was never wanted in the first place." He paused, his eyes holding hers with an intensity that made her breath catch. "You used your training against him, Chloe. Every technique the Academy taught you, every method of conditioning and control, every skill you developed for breaking submissives—you turned all of it on a man who was already broken, and you called it kindness."

The tears came before she could stop them. Not gentle, not graceful—ugly, heaving sobs that shook her entire body, that made her chest convulse and her breath come in short, ragged gasps. She was crying for Martin, for the way she'd hurt him, for the cruelty she'd disguised as necessity and the kindness she'd used as a weapon. She was crying for herself, for the woman who'd spent a year pretending to want something she didn't, for the pressure that had built up inside her until it exploded out in the worst possible way. She was crying for the girl she'd been before Themyscira, before the Academy, before the weight of expectations had pressed her into a shape that didn't fit. And she was crying because Marcus was right. He was right, and she hated him for it, and she loved him for it, and the two feelings were tangled together in a way she couldn't separate.

"I didn't know how else to do it," she said, and her voice was broken, barely audible. "I didn't know how to make him understand. I didn't know how to make him stop hoping."

"You could have been honest without being cruel. You could have told him the truth without using it as a weapon. You could have given him closure without destroying him." Marcus's voice was softer now, but still firm, still unyielding. "Instead, you chose the path that would hurt him the most, because hurting him was easier than facing your own guilt." She nodded, because it was true, because she couldn't deny it, because the truth was sitting in her chest like a stone and she couldn't push it down anymore.

"What do I do?" she whispered. "How do I fix it?"

"You don't." Marcus stood up, his body unfolding from the crouch, his height reasserting itself, towering over her in a way that made her feel small. "You can't fix it. You can't undo what you did, and you can't go back and make different choices. The only thing you can do now is face the consequences."

" What consequences?" He straightened from his crouch and helped her sit back on her heels, then reached out and cupped her face in his hands, his thumbs tracing the wet tracks of her tears, his eyes holding hers with an intensity that made her breath catch.

"You told me once that you wanted someone to hold you accountable. You told me you wanted someone to set the rules and enforce them and tell you when you'd done something wrong. You told me you wanted to be on the other side of the dynamic you'd been performing your whole life." His voice was low, certain, the voice of a man who had made a decision and wasn't going to change it. "Did you mean it?"

"Yes." The word came out small, broken, but she meant it. She meant it more than she'd ever meant anything.

"Then this is what it looks like." He released her face and stepped back, putting distance between them, his expression set in that hard, certain way that made her stomach flip. "You were cruel to someone who was under your protection. You used your training as a weapon against someone who had been conditioned to trust you. You caused unnecessary pain because it was easier than facing your own discomfort. And that—Chloe—is not acceptable. Not from you. Not with me." Her heart was pounding so hard she could feel it in her throat, in her temples, in the tips of her fingers. "What are you going to do?"

"I'm going to punish you." He said it simply, without drama, without cruelty, as if he were stating a fact rather than issuing a threat. "Not because I enjoy hurting you. Not because I want to see you suffer. But because you need to understand that actions have consequences, and because I told you I would hold you accountable, and I meant it." She should have been afraid. She should have been reluctant, should have pushed back, should have done any of the things that a woman who'd been trained to dominate would do when faced with the prospect of being punished. But she wasn't afraid. She was terrified, yes—but not of the punishment. Of what it meant. Of what it said about her, about her choices, about the person she'd been and the person she was becoming.

"Okay," she whispered.

"Okay?" He raised an eyebrow. "No argument? No negotiation? No conditions?"

"No." She met his eyes, her tears still drying on her cheeks, her voice still shaky but certain. "You're right. I was cruel. I hurt him because I could, not because I had to. And I deserve to be held accountable for that." Marcus was quiet for a long moment, his eyes searching her face, looking for something—sincerity, maybe, or understanding, or the kind of acceptance that can't be faked. Whatever he found, it made something shift in his expression, a softening around the edges that might have been approval, or might have been something else entirely.

"Stand up," he said, and offered her his hand. She took it. He pulled her to her feet, his grip firm, his movement effortless, and then he led her to the couch and sat down, pulling her across his lap in one fluid motion, her face pressed into the cushion, her hands pinned behind her back by one of his large hands.

"Count," he said, and his voice was calm, measured, the voice of a man who was in control and intended to stay that way. The first blow landed with a crack that echoed through the apartment. She gasped—the pain was sharp, immediate, shocking in its intensity, nothing like the clinical demonstrations at the Academy, nothing like the theoretical discussions of discipline and correction. This was real. This was happening. And she deserved it.

"One," she whispered. He spanked her again, and again, and again. Each blow landed with the same precise, deliberate force, each one finding a new spot on her ass and thighs, each one building on the pain of the previous one until she was crying out with every impact, her body jerking involuntarily, her hands clenching in his grip.

"Two."

"Three."

"Four."

"Five."

She was crying—not the ugly, heaving sobs from before, but a quieter kind of crying, the kind that came from somewhere deeper than her throat, somewhere in the region of her sternum, where the thing she'd been carrying around for the past year was finally starting to loosen its grip.

"Six."

"Seven."

"Eight."

The pain was a revelation. Not because she enjoyed it—she didn't, not in the way the Academy had taught her that some submissives enjoyed pain, not as a source of arousal or pleasure or release. It was a revelation because it was honest. It was real. It was the consequence of her actions, delivered without cruelty or kindness, without judgment or mercy, just the simple, undeniable fact of cause and effect. She had been cruel. She was being punished. And the punishment was exactly what she deserved.

"Nine."

"Ten."

He stopped. His hand rested on her lower back, warm and solid, a point of contact that felt like an anchor in the storm of her pain and shame and something else—something that felt dangerously close to relief.

"Do you understand why?" he asked, and his voice was softer now, gentler, the voice of a man who was checking in rather than checking up.

"Yes." The word came out broken, barely audible, but she meant it. "I understand why."

"Tell me."

"Because I was cruel," she said. "Because I hurt someone who trusted me, and I did it because it was easier than facing my own guilt. Because actions have consequences, and I needed to face mine.”

"Good." He released her hands and helped her sit up, his movements gentle now, careful, as if he were handling something fragile. She sat on the couch beside him, her ass throbbing, her face wet, her chest heaving with the aftermath of the punishment. And she felt—not better, exactly. Not absolved. But lighter. Like something had been loosened that had been tight for a long time.

"Thank you," she whispered, and the words surprised her almost as much as they surprised him.

"For what?"

"For holding me accountable. For not letting me pretend it was okay. For—" She paused, searching for the right words. "For being what I needed you to be." He reached out and touched her face, his fingers gentle against her cheek, his thumb tracing the wet track of a tear that hadn't quite dried. "This is what it means, Chloe. This is what you signed up for. Not just the kneeling and the following orders and the giving up control. The accountability. The consequences. The parts that aren't fun and aren't sexy and don't make you feel small and owned and taken. The parts that are just hard and honest and real."

"I know."

"Do you? Because I need you to understand—this isn't a game. This isn't a scene we play and then walk away from when it gets difficult. This is who we are. And who we are includes the hard parts, the ugly parts, the parts where I hold you accountable for things you'd rather not face."

"I understand."

"Say it."

"I understand." She met his eyes, her voice steady now, the tears drying on her cheeks. "I understand that this is who we are. I understand that accountability is part of the deal. I understand that you're not going to let me be cruel without consequences, and I understand that that's exactly what I need." He nodded slowly, his expression unreadable, and then he pulled her against his side, his arm wrapped around her shoulders, his hand finding her wrists and pinning them behind her back like they belonged there. She settled into the position with a sigh, her body relaxing against his, her mind quiet for the first time since she'd closed the door on Martin.

"I wasn't trying to be cruel," she said again, and this time her voice was quieter, more reflective, as if she were talking to herself as much as to him. "I was trying to make him understand. He's not like other people, Marcus. He's... different. Special. The kind of different that makes ordinary methods of communication useless."

"Different how?" She hesitated. The words were on the tip of her tongue—the classification, the index, the thing that made Martin one of the rarest submissives in existence—and she knew she shouldn't say them. She knew they were classified, knew that sharing them with an outer world resident was a violation of Imperium law, knew that the information she was about to reveal could compromise everything her mother had done to protect them. But Marcus had just punished her. Marcus had held her accountable. Marcus had seen through her excuses and stripped away her justifications and made her face the truth of what she'd done. And the truth—the real truth, the truth she'd been avoiding—was that Martin's classification had influenced how she'd treated him from the very beginning.

"He was classified," she said carefully. "By the Imperium. There's a... system. An index. It categorizes submissives based on their potential, their natural inclinations, their capacity for service. Most people fall somewhere in the middle—useful, trainable, functional but not exceptional. But some people—rare people—fall at the extremes." Marcus was quiet for a moment, his hand still resting on her wrists, his body still warm and solid behind her.

"And Martin?"

"Martin was at the extreme." She took a breath, choosing her words carefully, trying to reveal enough to be honest without revealing so much that she exposed secrets she wasn't allowed to share. "He was classified as a unicorn. The rarest category in the index. The kind of submissive that emerges maybe once every few years—the kind that houses would bid unimaginable credits to own."

"A unicorn." Marcus repeated the word slowly, tasting it, turning it over in his mind. "That's what you called him before. When we first started talking. You said he was a unicorn."

"I shouldn't have said it then, and I shouldn't be saying it now." She kept her voice even, clinical, the voice she'd been trained to use when discussing classified information with people who didn't have clearance. "The index is Imperium property. The classifications are state secrets. I'm not supposed to know about it, let alone discuss it with an outer world resident."

"But you're telling me anyway."

"I'm telling you because you asked me to be honest. Because you punished me for hiding behind justifications, and the truth is that Martin's classification influenced how I treated him from the very beginning. I knew what he was—what the Imperium had identified him as—before I ever took him in. And that knowledge shaped everything that came after." Marcus was quiet for a long moment. She could feel him processing what she'd told him, could feel the weight of his consideration pressing against her back like a physical thing.

"So when you said the cruelty was necessary," he said slowly, "you were telling yourself it was necessary because of what he was. Because a unicorn submissive wouldn't understand anything less than total destruction." The words landed like a diagnosis—accurate, clinical, devastating in their precision. She had been telling herself exactly that. She'd been using Martin's classification as a justification for her cruelty, telling herself that a unicorn submissive needed to be broken completely in order to understand that the break was final.

"Yes," she whispered. "That's what I told myself."

"And was it true?"

"I don't know anymore." The admission came out small, uncertain, the voice of a woman who was questioning everything she'd believed about herself and her choices. "I thought it was. I thought I was doing what was best for him—giving him the cleanest break possible, making sure he couldn't hold onto hope. But now..." She trailed off, unable to finish the thought.

"Now you're not sure if you were helping him or hurting him more than necessary."

"Yes." Marcus was quiet again, and she could feel the shift in his body—the subtle tension that meant he was thinking about something, turning something over in his mind, deciding whether or not to say it.

"This index," he said finally. "This system that categorizes submissives based on their potential. Does it only apply to submissives?" She blinked, caught off guard by the question. "What do you mean?"

"I mean—does it only classify people who are inclined to submit? Or does it classify everyone? Dominants too?" She hesitated again. This was dangerous territory—more dangerous than the unicorn classification, more dangerous than admitting the index existed at all. The Imperium's classification system was one of the most closely guarded secrets in Themysciran society, and sharing details about how it worked with an outer world resident was the kind of violation that could bring down a house if it was ever discovered. But Marcus was asking. And she'd already crossed the line by telling him about Martin. What was one more step into the abyss?

"It classifies everyone," she said quietly. "Submissives, dominants, everyone. The index measures natural inclination—what you're wired for, what you crave, what the Imperium could use you for. Most people fall somewhere in the middle. But some people—rare people—fall at the extremes."

"Martin was at one extreme."

"Yes."

"And where am I?" The question surprised her. Not because it was unexpected—he was a dominant man asking about a system that classified people—but because of the answer she would have to give. She laughed, a light, surprised sound that broke the tension in her chest like a bubble popping.

"You want to know how you measure up on the Imperium's classification index?"

"I want to know where I fall on the scale that put my predecessor at the extreme." His voice was dry, amused. "Call it morbid curiosity." She twisted in his arms to look at him, her eyes searching his face for any sign of insecurity or doubt. She found none—just that steady, assessing gaze that had seen through her from the very first message.

"You're the opposite," she said, and a smile tugged at the corner of her mouth despite the lingering sting of the punishment. "Not a submissive point of reference—you're the opposite end of the spectrum entirely. The Imperium doesn't even have a classification for what you are, because what you are is exactly what they reject." His eyebrow raised slightly.

"Explain."

"The index measures submissive potential—capacity for service, natural inclination to yield, the psychological markers that indicate someone can be conditioned for enslavement. Martin had all of those markers. Maximum scores across every category. A unicorn." She paused, choosing her words carefully. "You have none of them. Zero submissive points. No leverage for conversion, no capacity for conditioning, no psychological pathway that could lead to enslavement. In Imperium terms, you're not just unsuitable—you're unapproachable."

"Unapproachable." He repeated the word slowly, tasting it.

"It's an official designation. When the Imperium encounters a man who cannot be converted—who has no submissive points to leverage, no psychological vulnerabilities to exploit, no capacity for the kind of conditioning that turns men into property—they seal his file and mark him as unsuitable male stock. Never approach unless absolutely necessary for business affairs only." She watched his face as the information landed, watched him process what it meant to be classified as the kind of man the Imperium considered not just undesirable but dangerous. "Your file was sealed when you were nineteen." Something shifted in his expression—not hurt, not insecurity, but something harder, something that looked almost like satisfaction.

"You've seen my file." It wasn't a question. She heard the certainty in his voice, the understanding that she wouldn't have known the details unless she'd looked.

"A few days ago." The admission came out quietly, and she felt the flush of shame creeping up her neck. "I already knew what it would say. I knew from the moment I met you—from the first message, from the first time you told me what to do and I felt myself respond in ways I'd never responded to anyone. I knew you were the kind of man the Imperium would classify as unsuitable. But I couldn't help it. I had to see it for myself."

"You broke the law to look at my file."

"I broke several laws to look at your file. Accessing Imperium records without authorization, viewing classified personnel files, sharing the contents of those files with an outer world resident." She met his eyes, her voice steady despite the weight of what she was admitting. "I've been breaking laws since the moment I messaged you. What's one more?" Marcus was quiet for a long moment, his eyes on her face, his expression unreadable. She couldn't tell if he was angry, or flattered, or something else entirely. She couldn't tell if he was processing the fact that she'd violated his privacy, or the fact that she'd risked everything to confirm what she already knew.

"You already knew what it would say," he repeated finally. "But you looked anyway."

"I needed to see it. I needed to see the official designation—the Imperium's own assessment confirming what I already felt. That you're the kind of man who can't be broken. Who can't be conditioned. Who can't be owned." She paused, her voice dropping to something softer, more vulnerable. "The kind of man who could own me." Something flickered in his eyes—understanding, maybe, or recognition, or the kind of certainty that comes from having something confirmed that you'd always suspected about yourself.

"So, I'm not a unicorn dominant," he said, and his voice was thoughtful, not disappointed. "I'm the Imperium's worst nightmare. A man who can't be controlled."

"You're the Imperium's definition of incompatible with their society. A man with zero submissive points, no capacity for conversion, no pathway to enslavement. In their eyes, you're not just unsuitable—you're a threat. The kind of man who could disrupt their entire system simply by existing. If it makes you feel a little proud, your classification is a stallion."

"And that's what attracted you to me." It wasn't a question.

"Yes." She didn't hesitate, didn't qualify, didn't try to soften the truth. "I spent my whole life being told that I was supposed to dominate women and men like Martin—men who were classified, conditioned, trained to serve. And I couldn't do it. I couldn't make myself want it, no matter how hard I tried. And then I found you—a man the Imperium had officially designated as unbreakable—and I wanted you more than I'd ever wanted anything in my life." Marcus was quiet again, and she could feel the shift in his body—the subtle tension that meant he was processing something significant. She waited, her heart pounding, her breath coming in short, shallow gasps, her body still pressed against his with her wrists pinned behind her back.

"Tell me about your rating," he said finally. She closed her eyes. The question she'd been dreading since the conversation began, the question she'd known was coming the moment she'd mentioned the index, the question she couldn't answer honestly without revealing something she'd never admitted to anyone.

"Citizens aren't allowed to see their own index ratings," she said, and her voice was careful, measured. "The Imperium keeps that information classified, even from the people it classifies. The theory is that knowing your rating could influence your decisions in ways that aren't aligned with your natural inclinations. If someone knew they were classified as a high-level submissive, they might lean into that role even if their natural inclination was to resist it. If someone knew they were classified as a mid-level dominant, they might push themselves to be more dominant than they actually were."

"So, the Imperium keeps the ratings secret to ensure people follow their natural inclinations rather than trying to perform to a standard."

"Exactly. The system is designed to identify potential, not to dictate behavior. People should feel what they desire, not what a classification tells them to desire."

"And yet you were told you were a dominant. Trained as one. Raised to be one." The words hit her like a physical force, because they were true, and because they cut to the heart of everything she'd been struggling with for her entire life. She'd been raised to dominate. She'd been trained to dominate. She'd been told, from the moment she was old enough to understand what the word meant, that she was a dominant—that she came from a long line of dominants, that the Eleventh Seat required a dominant hand, that her place in Themysciran society was at the top of the hierarchy, not the bottom. And she'd never wanted it. Not once. Not for a single moment in her entire life.

"Yes," she said quietly. "I was. My position—the Eleventh Seat, the Council, the Devereaux line—all of it required a dominant. A woman who could command, who could control, who could make others yield. And I was trained to be that woman from birth, even though every instinct I had was pulling me in the opposite direction."

While Chloe knelt in the warmth of Marcus's apartment, learning what it meant to be held accountable for the first time in her life, Martin sat in his car in a parking lot on the other side of the city, learning what it meant to be unmade. The door she had closed between them was not just a physical barrier—it was the seam along which two lives split apart, one moving toward something new, the other left to figure out how to exist in the ruins of what had been. This is the story of the ruins.


Chapter 13: Aftermath

The car was not made for sleeping. Martin learned this within the first few hours of his first night, when he folded down the back seat of his ancient sedan and discovered that the resulting surface was approximately six inches too short for his body—which was saying something, given that he was only five feet tall to begin with. His legs folded up against the door. His neck cranked at an angle that would have been uncomfortable under any circumstances and was doubly so given the thin gray blanket that was his only cushion and the cold that seeped through the windows no matter how tightly he pulled it around himself.

The blanket was from her apartment. The one she'd given him to sleep on before the yoga mat, before she'd decided he'd earned something softer beneath his knees. He'd taken it with him—his, now, or as much his as anything had ever been—and he clutched it to his chest like a child clutching a security blanket, which was pathetic, which was exactly the kind of thing she would have mocked him for, which was—He stopped the thought before it could complete itself. He was getting better at that. The severing, the mental flinch that cut the connection before the full weight could land. It was a skill he'd developed over the past few hours, a kind of mental triage that allowed him to function, barely, in a world that had suddenly become too loud, too bright, too full of edges that he kept walking into.

The first night was the worst. He drove away from her building—her building, not their building, never their building, he understood that now—with his plastic bag of belongings on the passenger seat and his eyes full of tears that he couldn't seem to blink away. He drove without direction, without purpose, without any clear sense of where he was going or what he was going to do when he got there. He just drove, the way he'd once walked across campus without purpose, filling the time between waking and sleeping with the appearance of motion. Eventually, he ran out of gas. Not metaphorically—literally. The Honda sputtered and died in the parking lot of a 24-hour convenience store on the edge of town, and he sat there for a long time, staring at the steering wheel, before he remembered that cars needed fuel and that he had a credit card in his wallet that could probably pay for some.

He filled the tank. He bought a bottle of water and a pack of crackers from the convenience store. He used the bathroom, which smelled like industrial cleaner and despair, and he looked at himself in the mirror and didn't recognize the person staring back at him. The person in the mirror had pale blue eyes that looked out at the world with a kind of exhausted bewilderment. Pale blonde hair that fell past his ears, longer than it had been when he'd moved in with Chloe, longer than it had ever been, because she'd told him to grow it out and he'd never thought to cut it after—He uncrossed his wrists, which had found their way behind his back while he was staring at his reflection. He tried to let his arms hang at his sides, the way normal people held their arms, the way he used to hold his arms before—

He forced his hands open, his fingers straight, his palms flat against his thighs. The position felt wrong. Everything felt wrong. He walked back to his car. He folded down the back seat and lay down on the thin gray blanket and stared at the ceiling and tried not to think about anything at all. Sleep came in fits and starts, interrupted by the cold and the cramped space and the hard surface beneath his body and the ache that had taken up residence in his chest, an ache that had nothing to do with the position he was lying in and everything to do with the position he'd been lying in for the past year. On the floor. Beside her bed. His ears full of the sound of her breathing and the warmth in his chest that told him he was in the right place, that he was doing what he was supposed to do, that he was good.

He missed the floor. That was the shameful truth he couldn't escape, the truth that circled in his mind like a vulture over carrion, picking at the same spot over and over until it was raw and bleeding. He missed the floor beside her bed. He missed the ache in his jaw after hours of service. He missed the sharp tone of her voice and the cold dismissal of her touch. He missed being useful. He missed being good. He missed being hers. The thought was so painful that he sat up in the back seat of his car, his head cracking against the roof, his eyes squeezing shut against the wave of grief that crashed over him like a physical force.

He missed being hers. He missed the woman who had used him and discarded him and told him he wasn't a real man. He missed the woman who had made him wear pink thong panties and a maid's uniform and had stood him naked in the corner while her friends cut his underwear into cleaning rags. He missed the woman who had never touched his cock, never acknowledged his arousal, never given him permission to seek his own pleasure. He missed her. The missing was a hunger that gnawed at him from the inside, an ache with no cure. He laid back down. He closed his eyes. He tried to sleep. He didn't sleep.

The second day he messaged his professors he was out sick but would be better hopefully by the following Monday. He decided to go back to Chloe's apartment. He told himself he was going back for his things—the few possessions he'd accumulated over the past year that weren't pink or lacy or designed to humiliate him. He told himself he was going back because those things were his, because he had a right to them, because she couldn't just keep everything he owned and expect him to walk away with nothing but a plastic bag and a thin gray blanket.

He drove to her building. He parked in the lot behind it, the same lot where he'd parked a thousand times before, the same lot where he'd sat in his car and wondered what he was going to do with his life. He walked up the stairs carefully and saw her apartment door open. Inside, a cleaning crew and a moving crew were busy doing their respective jobs. He told someone close to the door that he was here to find a few of his things. He was told that everything had been tossed, the furniture was being donated. He walked around to the dumpsters, the large bins that sat against the back wall of the building, the ones where the residents threw their garbage and their recycling and the things they didn't want anymore.

He found his things. Or what was left of them. The clothes had been cut to ribbons—not torn, not ripped, not discarded in a way that might have allowed him to salvage them. Cut. With scissors or a knife, each garment sliced into strips that would never be whole again. His t-shirts, his sweatshirts, the plain clothes he'd worn before she'd replaced them with pink thongs and the maid's uniform—all of them reduced to fabric scraps piled on top of the garbage like the remains of some strange ritual.

The books were worse. She hadn't cut them—she'd drowned them. His novels, his old textbooks, all of them mixed in with the food waste and coffee grounds and rotting vegetables that filled the bottom of the bin. The pages were swollen and warped, the ink running, the covers slimy with things he didn't want to identify. He reached in to pull out one of the old textbooks and the cover came away in his hand, the pages dissolving into pulp beneath his fingers. He let it fall back into the garbage. Something inside him cracked a little wider, a little deeper, a little more impossible to heal.

And then he saw the bag. It was a black trash bag, tied at the top, sitting on top of the pile of destroyed clothes and drowned books. He could see the shape of it from where he was standing—the harness, the buckles, the silicone shaft that had replaced his own cock for the past year, the thing she'd made him wear so he could fuck her without feeling her, so he could serve her without participating, so he could be a conduit for her pleasure while his own need pressed uselessly against the inside of the harness, ignored and unacknowledged.

He stared at it for a long time. He could reach in and grab it, he thought. He could take it with him, keep it, hold onto it as a reminder of what he'd been, what she'd made him, what he'd lost. He could—He left it there. He turned away from the dumpster, away from the remains of his life, away from the evidence of how thoroughly she'd erased him from her world, and he walked back to his car without looking back. He drove away. He didn't know where he was going. He didn't care.

The housing department said there were no dorms available for him since he was on his last year and all of the upperclassman dorms were full. The studio apartment he found and could afford was on the fourth floor of a building that had seen better days, in a neighborhood that had seen better decades, on a street that had seen better centuries. It smelled like the previous tenant's regret—like sadness had seeped into the walls until it became part of the structure, until you couldn't tell where the grief ended and the drywall began.

He maxed out his credit cards paying for it. First month's rent, last month's rent, security deposit, the cost of replacing the basics that Chloe had destroyed or kept or thrown away. He stood in the empty apartment with his bags at his feet and tried to figure out what he had left. The answer was: not much.

The pink leather tote bag sat on the counter, its princess keychain dangling from the strap—the same keychain she'd made him attach when she'd forced him to replace his old backpack. Inside were his textbooks, their covers wrapped in the feminine stretch fabric she'd chosen, and his fuchsia pink notebooks, and the pens she'd made him use—pink, teal, and purple ink, nothing else allowed. The tote had been his constant companion for six months, carried across campus like a flag announcing that its owner was not in charge of his own choices.

Beside it on the counter sat the large reusable grocery bag that held his sleeping things—his pink yoga mat, the small pillow she'd allowed him, and the thin gray blanket that had been his bed for the past year, all packed neatly the way she'd taught him to pack them. Next to that, another bag containing the few possessions he'd accumulated: his toothbrush, his pink nail polish, his phone and charger, the pink maid's uniform folded neatly on top, and beneath it, the thirteen pairs of pink thong panties she'd made him wear. The fourteenth pair—the ones he'd changed out of before leaving—tucked beneath the jeans and hoodie he'd arrived in, his only non-pink clothes.

And then there was the last bag. The heavy one. The one that held the carbon fiber supplies Dr. Tarah Washington had given him months ago, before Chloe had forced him to start using the pink leather tote—back when he'd still been allowed to carry a normal backpack and take normal notes in normal colors. Multiple bolts of carbon fiber fabric, rolls of resin, metal tubing for structure. The three prototypes he'd managed to complete before his time had stopped being his own. And the sketchbook itself, filled with page after page of designs he'd hoped to build for Chloe to use on him.

He'd been so careful with that sketchbook. So precise. Each design was drawn to scale, annotated with measurements and materials lists and notes about load-bearing points and stress distribution. He'd imagined her using them on him—had imagined it late at night when he was kneeling beside her bed and the cold place warmed, so much so he thought it might consume him. He'd imagined her buckling the carbon fiber cuffs around his wrists, clicking the locking mechanism into place, telling him he was good, telling him he was hers.

He put the sketchbook on the kitchen counter and left it there. He couldn't look at it. Not yet. Maybe not ever. He bought cheap clothes that didn't fit his narrow frame—too wide in the shoulders, too long in the legs, made for bodies that were bigger and broader and more substantial than his would ever be. He bought a cheap mattress that sagged in the middle and a cheap pillow that went flat the first time he laid his head on it and a cheap blanket that was more substantial than the thin gray blanket she'd given him, the one that had been his bed and his home and the only place in the world where the static in his head went quiet.

He hated the bed. He hated the way it yielded beneath him, the way the mattress cushioned his body like it was trying to comfort him, like comfort was something he deserved. He tried to sleep on it anyway. He made himself lie there night after night, staring at the ceiling, waiting for the wrongness to fade, waiting for his body to accept that the mattress was his place now, that the floor was behind him, that the woman who'd put him there had changed her mind. It didn't fade. The wrongness stayed, night after night, a persistent ache that had nothing to do with the position he was lying in and everything to do with the fact that no one had told him the bed was his place. His place was the floor. His body had adapted to the hard surface over the course of a year, and it hadn't forgotten just because the woman who'd put him there had changed her mind.

After two months, he stopped trying. He rolled up the yoga mat beside the mattress and lay down on it with the thin gray blanket pulled over his body, and the moment his back touched the hard surface, something in his chest unclenched, and his breathing slowed, and the ants beneath his skin stilled, and he thought yes, this is right, this is where I belong, and he fell asleep within minutes. He didn't examine it too closely. He couldn't afford to. Examining it meant asking questions he didn't have answers to, and the questions were dangerous, and the answers were worse, and so he simply accepted it the way he accepted everything else in his new life—with a kind of numb resignation that felt less like acceptance and more like the absence of the will to fight.

A week after he got settled into the studio, a mysterious $10,000 wire appeared in his checking account. No note, no explanation, no return address he could trace. He stared at the notification on his phone for a long time, trying to figure out where it had come from, trying to decide whether to be grateful or suspicious or something else entirely. In the end, he was just tired. Too tired to question money that would keep him from maxing out his credit cards entirely. Too tired to do anything except accept it and move on.

He used it carefully—rent, groceries, the minimum payments on the cards he'd destroyed his credit score to obtain. He didn't know where it had come from, and he tried not to think about it too hard, because thinking about it led to thinking about her, and thinking about her led to the ache, and the ache led to the floor, and the floor led to her, and she was the last thing he wanted to think about. He cut the thought off. The severing came easier now. The flinch. The small act of violence against his own mind that kept him functional, barely, in a world that had no use for what he'd become.

The remainder of the fall semester passed in a blur of beige and pink. He went to class. He took notes in his fuchsia pink notebooks with his pink and teal and purple pens. He carried the pink leather tote bag across campus with its princess keychain dangling from the strap, and he didn't care who saw it, because caring required energy he didn't have, and because the tote was his now, the way the thong panties were his and the nail polish was his and the position his wrists assumed whenever he stopped thinking about them was his. In late October, a girl in the library looked at him strangely—the way he was standing at the study carrel, his wrists crossed behind his back, his pink tote bag at his feet—and he felt a flicker of something that might have been shame, once. Now it was just information. He was what he was. He turned back to his textbook.

These were the things she'd left him. These were the things she'd made. And some twisted part of him—the part that still craved her approval, the part that still ached with the loss of her, the part that would never stop waiting for her to walk through the door and tell him she'd made a mistake—wanted to honor that. Wanted to prove that what she'd built in him was real. Wanted to show her, wherever she was, that he could be good even without her there to tell him what to do.

She'd paid off his student loans. She'd paid through his graduation in May. That was a gift—the last gift she'd ever give him, whether she intended it that way or not—and he was going to honor it by finishing what he'd started. He was going to graduate. He was going to get his degree. He was going to be good. He didn't think about what came after. He couldn't afford to. Thinking about what came after meant thinking about the future, and the future was a blank space that stretched out before him like an empty road, and he didn't know where it went or what he would find when he got there or whether there would be anyone waiting for him at the end of it.

He went to class. He did the work. He kept going. His wrists crossed behind his back when he wasn't writing. In class, his hands drifting to the small of his back the moment his pen stopped moving. In the library, his arms settling into position like water finding its level. Walking across campus, waiting in line, standing in the elevator—his body defaulting to its trained position whenever his mind wandered. He hoped no one noticed. He hoped that his classmates were too busy with their own lives to pay attention to the way the quiet kid with the pink tote bag stood when he wasn't writing. He hoped, and for the most part, he was right.

The holidays came and went like a fever dream. Thanksgiving passed in a blur of microwave meals and empty hours. He didn't go anywhere. There was nowhere to go—his mother was dead, his father had never been in the picture, and the friends he'd had before Chloe had drifted away during the year he'd spent in her apartment. He sat in his studio apartment on Thanksgiving Day, eating a frozen turkey dinner on his yoga mat, listening to the sounds of other people's celebrations bleeding through the walls, and trying not to think about the previous year, when he'd knelt beside Chloe's table and served her guests and cleaned up afterward and slept on the floor beside her.

Christmas was worse. The campus emptied out, the dining halls closed, the library reduced its hours. He was alone in his studio apartment for four days straight, with nothing but his textbooks and his fuchsia pink notebooks and the thin gray blanket and the carbon fiber supplies he still couldn't bring himself to open. Through his window, he could see the lights from the apartment building across the street—red and green and gold, twinkling against the snow that had started falling on Christmas Eve. He watched them for a while, lying on his yoga mat, his wrists crossed behind his back, and he thought about last Christmas, when he'd been kneeling at Chloe's feet while she opened presents from her friends, and she'd looked at him once—just once—and told him he was good, and something had bloomed inside him like sunlight, and he'd thought he would never be cold again.

He was cold now. He was cold all the time. And the cold had nothing to do with the temperature and everything to do with the void that lived inside him, the void that Chloe had left when she'd closed the door in his face, the void that no amount of coursework or frozen dinners or sleepless nights on the yoga mat could fill. He survived it. He didn't know how, but he did. He got up every morning and he did his work and he went to bed every night on the floor beside the mattress he couldn't use, and he kept going, because that was all he could do.

The spring semester was more of the same. He went to class. He took notes. He did his homework. He studied for exams. He carried the pink leather tote bag across campus and wrote in his fuchsia pink notebooks with his pink and teal and purple pens and crossed his wrists behind his back whenever he stopped thinking about them, which was most of the time. He didn't make friends. He didn't try to make friends. He didn't see the point. Friends required energy he didn't have, and conversation required a version of himself he couldn't access anymore, and connection required a vulnerability he'd given away to a woman who'd thrown it in the trash along with his clothes and his books and everything else he'd ever owned.

He just did the work. He just kept going. He just honored the gift she'd given him by finishing what he'd started, even though the gift had come with strings he couldn't see and a price he was still paying, even though the degree he was earning felt like it belonged to someone else, even though the future it was supposed to unlock felt like a door leading to another empty room. Professor Hadley noticed. Again.

"Martin." The professor's voice was gentle, concerned, the same voice he'd used the last time he'd called Martin into his office, the last time he'd asked if everything was okay. "You seem... different this semester. More focused, in some ways, but also more..." He trailed off, searching for the word. "Distant. Is everything alright?"

"I'm fine," Martin said, and the words tasted like lies, the way they'd always tasted—the way they'd tasted when he was a child telling his mother he was fine, the way they'd tasted when he was standing in front of his dorm room mirror telling himself the same thing, the way they'd tasted when he was kneeling at Chloe's feet and—He forced his hands flat on his thighs. He tried to focus on what Professor Hadley was saying.

"Job opening at Morrison Materials. They're looking for entry-level engineers, and I think you'd be a good fit. The pay isn't spectacular, but it's steady work, and it would give you a chance to apply what you've learned in a practical setting." A job. Professor Hadley was offering him a job. Or not offering, exactly, but pointing him toward one, giving him a direction, a purpose, a reason to keep going when all he wanted to do was lie down on his yoga mat and never get up again.

"Thank you," Martin said, and the words came out flat, automatic, the same way all his words came out these days. "I'll look into it." He did look into it. He filed the information away in the back of his mind, next to the carbon fiber supplies and the sketchbook on the counter and the fragment of a word he couldn't quite remember. He'd deal with it after graduation. He'd deal with everything after graduation. For now, all he had to do was finish.

A week before graduation, the second wire transfer arrived. Same amount as the first. Same lack of explanation. Same mysterious origin that he couldn't trace and didn't try to. He stared at the notification on his phone for a long time, sitting on his yoga mat in his studio apartment, the thin gray blanket pooled around his waist, his wrists crossed behind his back. He thought about calling the bank. He thought about asking questions. He thought about following the money back to its source and confronting whoever had sent it with the truth of what they'd done to him—what they'd made him, what they'd broken, what they'd left behind when they decided he wasn't worth keeping.

He didn't call the bank. He didn't follow the money. He accepted the transfer with the same numb resignation he'd accepted everything else, and he used it to pay his rent and buy his food and keep himself afloat in a world that kept trying to pull him under. But this time, something was different. This time, instead of just paying bills, he found himself doing something he hadn't done since Chloe had kicked him out. He left his apartment. He drove across town. He walked into a store he'd never been to before, a store he'd driven past a dozen times without ever having the courage to enter, a store with blacked-out windows and a discreet sign above the door that read simply: Bound.

The interior was dim and quiet, the air thick with the smell of leather and metal and something else, something that made his pulse quicken and his breath come faster and his wrists cross themselves behind his back even tighter than usual. The walls were lined with implements he recognized—collars and cuffs and harnesses, spreader bars and blindfolds and gags, all arranged with the careful precision of a museum exhibit. He walked through the store like a man in a dream, his eyes moving over the merchandise without seeing it, his body responding to the environment in ways his mind couldn't articulate. The noise in his head was quieter here, the hum fading to a whisper, the emptiness in his chest filling with something that wasn't warmth exactly but wasn't nothing either. And then he saw it.

It was in the back corner of the store, displayed on a low platform like a piece of furniture, like something that was meant to be used rather than just looked at. A bondage board—fuchsia pink leather stretched over memory foam, the surface firm but yielding, the edges trimmed with chrome rivets, the dimensions approximately that of a twin cot. It was designed to go on top of a table for scenes, according to the placard, but Martin could see immediately that it would also work on the floor. On his floor. In his apartment. Where he slept.

The color was perfect. The exact shade of pink that Chloe had favored, the exact shade that had covered his notebooks and his pens and his tote bag and his underwear and every other part of his life that she'd touched. The leather was soft and supple, the memory foam beneath it dense and supportive, and when he pressed his hand against the surface, it gave slightly and then held, cradling his weight without swallowing it. He bought it without thinking. He paid with his credit card—the one that was already maxed out, the one that would probably be declined, the one that somehow still had enough room on it to cover the cost of a fuchsia pink leather bondage board that would replace the yoga mat he'd been sleeping on for the past seven months. He didn't question it. He didn't think about it. He just paid, and the clerk—a woman with short dark hair and an expression that suggested she'd seen everything and was surprised by nothing—helped him carry it to his car.

He drove home with the bondage board in his back seat, filling the space where he'd slept that first night after Chloe had kicked him out. He carried it up the four flights of stairs to his apartment, his arms aching from the weight, his heart pounding from something that wasn't exertion. He set it on the floor beside his mattress, in the spot where his yoga mat had been, and he stood there for a long time, looking at it, trying to figure out what he was feeling. It looked right. That was the only way he could describe it. The fuchsia pink leather against the beige carpet, the chrome rivets catching the light from the overhead fixture, the firm but yielding surface waiting for him to lie down on it. It looked like it belonged there. It looked like it had been made for him.

He rolled his yoga mat up and set it aside. He lay down on the bondage board for the first time, his body settling into the memory foam, the leather soft against his skin through the thin fabric of his t-shirt and boxers. He pulled the thin gray blanket over himself. He lay there in the dark, waiting for sleep to come. It came differently than before. Instead of lying flat on his back, staring at the ceiling, he found himself shifting onto his side. The memory foam cradled his body, supporting his weight in a way that the yoga mat never had, and for the first time in months, he was able to curl into a position that felt natural. He pulled the small pillow—the one Chloe had allowed him—between his legs, and he reached for the matching leather pillow that had come with the board, tucking it under his head, and he lay there on his side with his wrists crossed behind his back and the thin gray blanket pulled up to his chin and the fuchsia pink leather warm beneath him, and he slept.

He slept deeply. He slept without waking at three in the morning with the wrongness of the mattress pressing against his back like an accusation. He slept without the ants beneath his skin, without the restlessness that had plagued him for seven months, without the ache in his chest that had become so constant he'd stopped noticing it was there. When he woke, the sun was streaming through the window, and the static in his head was quiet, and the hollowness in his chest was still there but smaller somehow, or at least more manageable, or at least something he could live with for another day. He lay there for a long time, looking at the ceiling, feeling the memory foam beneath him and the leather against his skin and the weight of his own wrists crossed at the small of his back. He didn't want to get up. He didn't want to go to class. He didn't want to do anything except lie there in the fuchsia pink warmth and let the quiet in his head stretch on for as long as it would last.

But he had to get up. He had to go to class. He had to finish what he'd started. He got up. He went to class. He took notes in his fuchsia pink notebooks with his pink and teal and purple pens. He crossed his wrists behind his back whenever he stopped thinking about them. He carried the pink leather tote bag across campus with its princess keychain dangling from the strap. And when he came home that night, he lay down on the fuchsia pink bondage board and pulled the thin gray blanket over himself and let his wrists find their place and slept.

He slept better than he had since Chloe had closed the door in his face. The quiet in his head wasn't the same as what she'd given him, but it was an echo of it—a shadow of something he'd lost and couldn't get back. It would never be the same. But for now, that had to be enough.

He didn't walk at graduation. He picked up his diploma from the registrar's office three days after the ceremony, while the campus was still littered with discarded programs and the residue of other people's celebrations. He didn't go to the ceremony because there was no one to attend for him, and he didn't see the point of walking across a stage in a cap and gown when there was no one in the audience to watch him do it. His mother was dead. His father had never been in the picture. Chloe was gone. And the few friends he'd had before her had drifted away during the year he'd spent in her apartment, and he hadn't bothered to reconnect with them after she'd kicked him out.

He stood in his apartment with the diploma in his hand—Bachelor of Science in Materials Engineering, with honors, because of course he'd graduated with honors, because that was what good boys did—and he looked at the piece of paper and felt nothing. No pride. No accomplishment. No sense that he'd achieved something worth celebrating. He'd honored the gift. He'd finished what she'd paid for. He'd been good. And now he had a degree he didn't want and a job he hadn't applied for yet and a fuchsia pink bondage board that he slept on every night with his wrists crossed behind his back and the thin gray blanket pulled up to his chin. It wasn't much. But it was his. And for now, that had to be enough.

He put the diploma on the kitchen counter, next to the sketchbook he still hadn't opened, and he lay down on the bondage board and closed his eyes and let the quiet in his head stretch on for as long as it would last. Tomorrow, he would call Morrison Materials. Tomorrow, he would apply for the job. Tomorrow, he would start figuring out how to exist in a world that had no use for what he'd become. But tonight, he would sleep. And for the first time in seven months, the sleeping felt almost like peace.


Chapter 14: The Job

The job at Morrison Materials was exactly what Professor Hadley had promised it would be: steady, unglamorous, and mind-numbingly dull. Martin's cubicle was on the third floor of a building that looked like it had been designed by someone who believed beige was a personality trait. The walls, the carpet, the ceiling tiles—all beige, as if the entire office had been dipped in a vat of neutral-colored paint and left to dry.

His job was data entry. Glorified data entry, as he'd been told during the interview, but data entry nonetheless. He took the numbers that came in from the testing labs—the stress tensors and strain rates and fatigue limits that he'd once studied with such passion in Professor Hadley's classroom—and he typed them into spreadsheets that someone else would analyze and someone else would use to make decisions that he would never hear about. He was a conduit, a pipeline, a pair of hands that moved numbers from one place to another without understanding or influencing what they meant.

It was something. A paycheck. A routine. A reason to get out of bed in the morning and go somewhere and do something that wasn't lying on his fuchsia pink bondage board staring at the ceiling and thinking about her. He was good at it. Not in the way he'd been good at his coursework, not in the way he'd once been good at understanding the relationship between grain size and hardness or the way that heat treatment could transform a soft, ductile metal into something hard and brittle. But good in the sense that he could do it quickly and accurately and without making mistakes, good in the sense that he could lose himself in the rhythm of typing and tabulating and filing, good in the sense that the hours passed without him having to think too much about what he was doing or why he was doing it or what the point of any of it was.

The desk was motorized—it could be raised or lowered with the press of a button. Martin raised it to standing height on his first day and never lowered it again. He moved the chair to the corner of his cubicle, out of the way, where it wouldn't tempt him into sitting. Furniture wasn't allowed. Sitting wasn't his right. Chloe had forbidden furniture in the last months, stating his place was on the floor, always the floor. A certainty that had settled into his bones and could not be rewritten. He stood at his desk and he typed and he filed and he moved numbers from one place to another, and when his feet ached from standing and his legs grew tired and his lower back twinged from the strain of being upright for eight hours straight, he didn't sit down. He just shifted his weight from one foot to the other and kept going, because that was what he'd been trained to do, because that was what good boys did, because that was what had earned him the warmth in Chloe's eyes and the quiet in his head and the sense that he was in the right place, that he was doing what he was supposed to do, that he was good.

His wrists crossed behind his back when he wasn't typing. He noticed it on the first day, standing at his raised desk in his beige cubicle, his hands moving across the keyboard with the same automatic precision he'd once brought to ironing Chloe's blouses and polishing her shoes. The moment he finished a task—the moment his hands stopped moving, the moment his mind had a chance to wander—his wrists drifted behind him, crossing at the small of his back, settling into the position that had become as natural as breathing.

He caught himself and forced his arms back to his sides. He told himself that he was in an office now, in a professional environment, and that crossing your wrists behind your back was not something that professional people did. He kept his hands on the desk, visible, where they belonged. It worked, for a while. But the moment he paused to think, or to stretch, or to wait for a file to load, his wrists drifted behind him again, his body reverting to the position it had been trained to hold whenever his mind wasn't actively focused on something else.

He caught himself doing it in the break room, waiting for the microwave. In the hallway, walking between meetings. Everywhere, constantly—a reflex as involuntary as breathing. But the worst was when people talked to him. Every time someone addressed him—coworker, supervisor, anyone—the moment the words landed, his wrists moved. It didn't matter what they were saying. Instructions, questions, small talk. The moment someone spoke to him, his body assumed the position it had been trained to hold.

He tried to stop. But the habit was too deep, the training too thorough, and every time he forced his arms back to his sides, they drifted behind him again the moment he stopped thinking about them. He hoped no one noticed. He hoped his coworkers were too busy with their own beige cubicles to pay attention to the way the new guy held his arms when he wasn't typing, or the way he stood at his desk instead of sitting like a normal person. He hoped, and for a while, he was right.

The bathroom was worse, in its own way. More private, more shameful, more impossible to explain even to himself. He'd hover in the stall at work, door locked, pants around his ankles, thighs burning with the strain of holding himself suspended over the seat. Sitting on the toilet had been forbidden for months, and now his body wouldn't let him do it even when he was alone, even when no one was watching, even when he knew—logically, rationally—that there was no reason he couldn't sit down. He tried, once. In his first week at the new job, in the bathroom on the third floor that no one ever used, he tried to sit. He lowered himself toward the seat, felt the cold plastic against the backs of his thighs, felt his body hovering just above the surface, and he couldn't do it. He couldn't make himself sit. His thighs locked, his body froze, his mind filled with a nameless dread that had nothing to do with hygiene and everything to do with the fact that sitting on the toilet was something he simply didn't do anymore.

It wasn't allowed. It wasn't his place. His place was the floor, was hovering, was existing in the spaces that weren't designed for comfort or rest or any of the small mercies that other people took for granted. So he hovered. He held himself suspended over the toilet seat, his thighs burning, his body performing a position it couldn't unlearn. He hoped no one noticed the way he walked out of the bathroom stall with thighs that trembled from the strain, or the way his wrists crossed behind his back when he wasn't thinking about them. He hoped it was just another quirk, another oddity, another thing that made Martin... Martin. He hoped, and for a month, he was right.

Ms. Morrison was the head of the data analysis department. She was tall—taller than him, taller than most of the office—with the kind of height that came from good posture and expensive shoes and the unshakeable confidence of someone who had never had to look up at anyone. She had dark hair pulled back from her face in a style that was practical and severe, dark eyes that seemed to see everything and miss nothing, and a mouth usually set in a thin line that suggested she had opinions about everything and was not afraid to share them.

She was not Martin's direct supervisor. His direct supervisor was a man named Greg, who was bland and pleasant and had the kind of face that you forgot the moment you looked away from it. Greg was the one who had interviewed him, the one who had offered him the job, the one who signed his timesheets and approved his vacation requests and sent him emails with subject lines like "Quick question" and "Following up" and "Just checking in." Ms. Morrison was above Greg. She was above everyone on the third floor, in fact, and she made sure that everyone knew it. She walked through the office like she owned it, though her father actually owned the business. Her heels clicking on the beige carpet, her eyes scanning the cubicles for signs of incompetence or inefficiency or anything less than perfect performance. She had a reputation, Martin learned quickly, for being demanding, for being exacting, for being the kind of boss who would accept nothing less than your best and would let you know in no uncertain terms when you failed to deliver.

He flew under her radar for the first month. He kept his head down, standing at his desk, his hands on his keyboard, his wrists at his sides whenever he could remember to keep them there. He did his work quickly and accurately, he turned in his reports on time, he stayed late when he needed to and came in early when he was asked. He was invisible, the way he'd always been invisible, the way he'd been before Chloe had found him in that coffee shop and looked at him like she'd seen something worth seeing. And then, one Thursday afternoon, he made a mistake. It was a small mistake. A transcription error, a number entered in the wrong cell, a decimal point that should have been one place to the left. It was the kind of mistake that anyone could make, the kind of mistake that could have been caught with a simple proofread, the kind of mistake that could have been addressed with a two-minute email or a quick conversation by the water cooler.

Ms. Morrison didn't do two-minute emails. Ms. Morrison didn't do quick conversations by the water cooler. Ms. Morrison did public humiliation. She appeared at his cubicle at 2:47 PM, her heels clicking on the carpet, her dark eyes fixed on his face with an intensity that made his stomach drop. She was holding a printout of his report—the one with the mistake, the one he'd submitted three days ago, the one he'd thought had been fine—and she was looking at him like he was something she'd found on the bottom of her shoe.

"Martin Henderson." She said his name like it was a diagnosis, like it was a disease she was identifying, like it was something unpleasant that she wanted to be rid of as quickly as possible. "Would you care to explain this?" She held up the printout, and he could see the error from where he was standing, the misplaced decimal point that made the numbers look wrong, the small mistake that had somehow become a very big deal.

"I—" He started to speak, but she cut him off.

"Incompetent." The word fell from her lips like a stone dropped into still water, sending ripples through the quiet of the office. "That's what this is. Incompetent. You've been here for a month, and this is the best you can do? A mistake that a first-year intern would have caught? A mistake that anyone with half a brain would have noticed before submitting?" She was standing over him now, her body blocking the light from the overhead fixture, her shadow falling across his desk like a cloud passing over the sun. He had to tilt his head back to look at her, the way he'd had to tilt his head back to look at Chloe—that geometry of above and below that had become so familiar.

"I'm sorry," he said, and the words came out quiet, automatic, the same way they'd always come out when Chloe was displeased with him. "I'll fix it—"

"You'll fix it." She repeated his words like they were a joke, like the idea of him fixing anything was so absurd that she couldn't help but laugh. "And what about the next time? And the time after that? What about the times when your incompetence costs this department real money, real time, real resources? What about the times when your laziness affects other people's work, other people's deadlines, other people's reputations?" Laziness. The word hit him like a slap. He wasn't lazy. He'd never been lazy. He'd been working hard, doing his best, keeping his head down and his wrists—

His wrists had crossed behind his back. He realized it distantly, the way he always realized it—the involuntary drift, the muscle memory that overrode conscious thought. His body was still, his head tilted back to look up at her, and he was in the position. The same position he'd held a hundred times before. The same position his body had learned and refused to unlearn.

Ms. Morrison noticed. Of course she noticed. She noticed everything. Her eyes flicked down to his wrists, then back up to his face, and something shifted in her expression—not surprise, exactly, but something like recognition, like she'd seen something she hadn't expected to see and was trying to figure out what it meant. But she didn't stop. She didn't pause. She didn't let the moment of recognition slow her down or change her approach. She just kept going, her voice cutting through the quiet of the office like a knife, her words landing on him like blows.

"You are a waste of potential, Martin Henderson." She said it like she was stating a fact, like she was observing something about the weather or the time or the color of the carpet. "You have a degree from a good school. You have recommendations from respected professors. You have every advantage that a person could ask for, and this is what you do with it? This is the best you can manage? A mistake that a child would have caught? A report that looks like it was written by someone who wasn't even trying?"

Fifteen minutes. Her voice cutting, her words sharp, her eyes fixed on his face with that assessing gaze. Fifteen minutes of public humiliation in front of the entire office—his coworkers pretending not to watch while they watched, the beige walls bearing witness to his failure. Fifteen minutes, and by the end of it, something strange had happened. The warmth had spread through his chest. It started small, a flicker in the place where the void had lived for the past seven months, a tiny flame that he hadn't felt since Chloe had closed the door in his face and told him to leave. It grew as she spoke, as her words landed on him, as she told him exactly what he was—incompetent, lazy, a waste of potential—without ambiguity, without pretending, without the soft focus of kindness or the gentle cushion of compassion.

She was telling him what he was. She was telling him what he was worth. And the strange, twisted part of him, the part that had been shaped by Chloe's hands and trained by Chloe's will and broken by Chloe's absence, responded to it like a plant responding to sunlight. The static in his head went quiet. It had been so loud, the static. So loud and so constant, a hum of nothing that filled every moment of every day, a buzz of emptiness that he couldn't escape no matter how hard he tried. But now, with Ms. Morrison's voice cutting through the air and her words pressing down on him like a physical weight, the static was gone. The void was filled. The ache that had lived in his chest for seven months was replaced by something else, something that felt almost like peace.

She was telling him what he was. She was telling him what he was worth. And for the first time since Chloe had kicked him out, for the first time since he'd stood in that hallway and his heart cracked open like an egg, he felt like he knew where he stood. He was a failure. He was incompetent. He was a waste of potential. And that was a relief, because at least now he knew. At least now there was no ambiguity, no pretending, no hope that might be crushed or expectation that might be disappointed. He was what she said he was, and the clarity of that knowledge was like a balm on a wound that had been open for seven months.

When she finally walked away, her heels clicking on the carpet, her back straight, her head held high, he stood there in his cubicle and his eyes on his keyboard and a strange, light feeling in his chest. He wanted to go home. He wanted to lie on his fuchsia pink bondage board and replay the lecture in his head, word by word, phrase by phrase, feeling the weight of her words pressing down on him like a physical force. He wanted more of that feeling—that strange, comforting clarity that came from being told, in no uncertain terms, exactly what he was. He wanted more.

The pattern established itself over the following weeks. Ms. Morrison found reasons to berate him. Flimsy reasons, sometimes—reasons that could have been addressed with a brief email or a simple "please fix this and resubmit." But she didn't do brief conversations or simple emails. She did public humiliation. She did standing over his cubicle and cutting him down to size. She did fifteen-minute lectures that left him feeling small and inadequate and strangely, twistedly at peace.

She berated him for his formatting. She berated him for his tone. She berated him for his speed, which was too slow, and then for his accuracy, which was not good enough, and then for his speed again, which was now too fast and therefore careless. She berated him for things that weren't his fault, for mistakes that had been made by other people, for problems that had existed long before he'd arrived.

And every time, the same thing happened. The warmth spread through his chest. The static in his head went quiet. The void that had lived inside him for seven months, the absence Chloe had left when she'd closed the door in his face—that void was filled, at least temporarily, by the weight of Ms. Morrison's contempt. He didn't understand it. He didn't understand why her criticism felt like relief, why her contempt felt like comfort, why the same words that would have crushed him a year ago now made him feel like he was standing on solid ground for the first time in months. He didn't understand why his wrists crossed behind his back every time she spoke to him, why his body assumed the position it had been trained to hold.

He didn't try to make her angry. He didn't make mistakes on purpose or slack off or give her reasons to criticize him. He did his best—the way he'd done it when he was ironing Chloe's blouses and polishing her shoes and kneeling at her feet for hours while she scrolled through her phone. He did his best because that was what he'd been trained to do, because that was what good boys did, because that was what had earned him the warmth in Chloe's eyes and the sense that he was in the right place, that he was good.

But his best wasn't good enough for Ms. Morrison. His best was never good enough for Ms. Morrison. And that was fine, because her not-good-enough hit like Chloe's not-good-enough—the sharp tone, the cold dismissal, the weight of words pressing down on him like a physical force. Her not-good-enough was the same as being told exactly what he was, exactly what he was worth, exactly where he stood, and that was what he'd been looking for, that was what he'd been craving, that was what had filled the void that Chloe had left when she'd closed the door in his face.

He went home. He lay on his fuchsia pink bondage board and replayed Ms. Morrison's voice in his head, word by word, phrase by phrase, feeling the weight of her contempt pressing down on him like a physical force. The noise was quiet. The void was filled. And for a few hours, at least, the ache in his chest was something he could live with. But it never lasted. The warmth faded. The noise returned. The void opened up again, vast and empty and impossible to fill, and he'd find himself lying on the bondage board with his wrists crossed behind his back and his eyes staring at the ceiling and the hours stretching out before him like an empty road.

He needed something. He didn't know what—something physical, something exhausting, something that would fill the hours between work and sleep and keep him from lying on the bondage board thinking about Chloe or Ms. Morrison or the fragment of a word that still circled in the back of his mind, a question he couldn't formulate about something he couldn't quite remember. He needed something. He just didn't know what it was yet.


Chapter 15: The Gym

He found the gym by accident. It was on his drive home from work, a low-slung building tucked between a tire shop and a strip club, its sign glowing orange in the early evening dusk: Iron & Irony Fitness. The name was stupid, but the hours were right (open until eleven on weeknights) and the price was right (twenty dollars a month, no contract) and the alternative was going home to his studio apartment and lying on the bondage board and staring at the ceiling until sleep took him. He'd been doing that for three weeks. Three weeks since he'd started at Morrison Materials, three weeks of standing at his desk and typing and filing and hovering in the bathroom stall and letting Ms. Morrison's contempt fill the void in his chest, three weeks of going home and lying on the bondage board and waiting for the warmth to fade and the static to return. Three weeks, and he was already going crazy, already climbing the walls of his studio apartment, already desperate for something—anything—that would fill the hours that weren't work and weren't sleep and weren't the quiet desperation of existing in a world that had no use for what he'd become.

So, on impulse, he pulled into the parking lot instead of driving past. He went inside. He signed up. He got a tour from a bored-looking employee who pointed out the free weight section and the machine area and the cardio deck and the locker rooms and didn't seem to notice or care that the new member was five feet tall and one hundred and eighteen pounds and looked like a stiff wind might knock him over. He started that night. He didn't have workout clothes, not really—just the cheap shorts and t-shirt he'd bought at a discount store, the ones that were too big for his narrow frame, the ones that hung off his body like they'd been designed for someone else. He changed in the locker room, pulling the shorts on over the pink thong he was wearing—the thong he was always wearing, because it was what he had, because it was what felt right, because after a year of having every choice made for him, the only choice he could make was the one that felt least wrong—and he walked out onto the gym floor and tried to figure out what he was supposed to do.

He didn't know. He'd never been to a gym before, not in any meaningful way—just the bare minimum in college, the physical education requirements fulfilled with jogging and yoga and a brief, humiliating stint in a weightlifting class where the instructor had looked at him like he was lost. He didn't know how to use the machines or how to lift the weights or how to do any of the things that the other people in the gym were doing with such casual confidence. He settled for a circuit. The lat pulldown, the leg press, the cable machine—movements he could figure out by watching other people, weights he could adjust by trial and error, a path through the gym that required minimal interaction with anyone else. He moved through his sets with the quiet efficiency of someone who had long since stopped expecting results, his body performing the motions while his mind wandered elsewhere.

His wrists found their position without conscious thought. Crossed behind his back, right over left, fingers open, never in fists. He'd hold this pose between sets, standing by the machine, waiting his turn. He held it walking to the water fountain. He held it walking back to his station. He didn't notice he was doing it anymore, had given up on trying to retrain his body. It was just where his hands went when they had nowhere else to be. The other men didn't notice him at all. Why would they? He was a shadow in a room full of monuments. He couldn't lift half what they could, couldn't claim a bench without being bumped along, couldn't exist in their peripheral vision without being dismissed. He was furniture. Less than furniture—furniture at least had a purpose. He preferred it that way. Being invisible meant being safe.

The women noticed him on the first night. He didn't know this, not at first. He felt their eyes occasionally—a flicker of attention that he dismissed as his imagination. But gradually, over the following weeks, he began to notice patterns. The way conversation paused when he walked by. The way laughter seemed to follow him, trailing behind like a ribbon on a kite. There were five of them. They worked out together most evenings, claiming a corner of the gym like it was their living room. They were loud, confident, comfortable in their skin in a way Martin had never been in his. Kayla was the first name he learned, because she was the one who approached him first. She had looping handwriting—he'd seen it once on a sign-up sheet—and a warm, conspiratorial smile that made him feel like he was in on a joke he hadn't heard. She was the one who started calling him 'Slim,' leaning against the water fountain, watching him struggle through a set.

"Hey, Slim," she said, that first time. "You need a spot?" He didn't know she was talking to him at first. He looked around, expecting to see someone else—someone taller, someone bigger, someone who deserved a nickname. But no one else was there. She was looking right at him.

"I'm fine," he said, and his voice came out thin and reedy. She smiled wider.

"Sure you are." Danielle was tall and brunette, with sharp eyes that seemed to cut through whatever she looked at. She didn't bother with nicknames, not at first. She just watched, her gaze tracking him across the gym floor like a predator assessing prey. When she finally spoke to him, it was to correct his form on the cable machine.

"You're rounding your shoulders," she said, appearing beside him like she'd materialized from thin air. "Keep them back. You'll hurt yourself." He thanked her, flustered, and she walked away without acknowledging it. Sarah was softer than the others. She had a sympathetic expression that made Martin think, briefly, that she might be an ally. She smiled at him sometimes, a gentle, almost pitying curve of her lips, and once she offered him a towel when he'd forgotten his.

"You work so hard," she said, and he couldn't tell if it was a compliment or an observation. Michelle was quiet and watchful. She rarely spoke, but she never missed a thing. Martin would catch her eyes on him sometimes—across the gym, in the mirror, reflected in the chrome of the weight rack—and look away quickly, his cheeks warming. She saw too much. She saw everything. And Priya. Priya was the loudest of them all, her laughter ringing across the gym floor like a bell. She was the one who called him "Stringbean" the first time, the word tossed off casually, like it was nothing. Like it was just his name.

"Stringbean, you're hogging the machine," she said, and the other women laughed, and Martin felt his face burn as he scrambled to move. The names started slowly, then all at once. 'Slim' and 'Stringbean'—he'd heard them before, at the office. The men in accounting called him that. The guys in the break room. He'd thought the gym would be different. He was wrong. The women adopted the names with enthusiasm. One of them—Martin never learned which—was dating someone in his office. The names were a bridge between the two worlds, a currency that Martin didn't know he was spending.

"Hey, Slim, you done with that bench?"

"Stringbean, move it or lose it." He'd been at the gym for three weeks when it happened. He was doing pull-ups—or trying to, his slight frame barely clearing the bar—when he felt the waistband shift. The shorts he'd bought were too big for him, designed for bodies that were bigger and broader and more substantial than his would ever be, and they'd started to slip. Not a lot. Just enough. Just enough for the pale pink fabric of his thong to peek above the waistband, a flash of color against the gray of his shorts, a whisper of something that wasn't supposed to be seen.

He didn't notice. He was focused on the pull-up bar, on the strain in his arms, on the burn in his muscles that was the closest thing he could feel to being alive. He didn't notice the way the conversation in the corner of the gym had gone quiet, or the way five pairs of eyes had fixed on the strip of pink fabric visible above his shorts, or the way Kayla's warm smile had sharpened into something more calculating. He noticed when he dropped from the bar and turned to reach for his towel. He noticed because Danielle was standing there, her sharp eyes fixed on his waist, her expression somewhere between amusement and something else he couldn't identify.

"Nice panties," she said, and her voice carried across the gym floor like a bell.

He felt his face burn. He reached down to yank his shorts up, to cover the pink fabric that had escaped, but it was too late. The damage was done. The other women were looking at him now—all five of them, their eyes fixed on his waist, their expressions ranging from Kayla's warm, conspiratorial smile to Priya's open, delighted laughter.

"Oh my God," Priya said, her voice ringing out. "Is that a pink thong?" He didn't answer. He couldn't. His throat had closed up, his chest had seized, his mind going blank with a panic so profound it felt like drowning. He wanted to sink into the rubber floor and never come up. He wanted to be anywhere else in the world except here, in front of these women, with his pink thong peeking out of his shorts like a flag announcing his shame.

"Aww," Sarah said, and her voice was soft, almost pitying. "Don't be embarrassed. They're a little old, last season obviously, but they're still cute."

"Cute?" Danielle's voice was dry, cutting. "It's not cute. It's interesting." She looked at him with those sharp eyes, her gaze moving from his face to his waist to his wrists, which had crossed behind his back the moment she'd spoken to him, the way they always crossed when someone addressed him. "Very interesting." He fled. He grabbed his towel and his water bottle and he fled, walking as fast as he could without running, his face burning, his chest tight, his mind racing with the kind of panic that he hadn't felt since—Since Chloe. Since the early days, when she'd first started making him wear the thongs, when he'd still been capable of feeling shame about it, when the pink fabric against his skin had felt like a brand instead of a comfort. He'd gotten used to it. He'd stopped noticing. He'd forgotten that other people might notice, might see, might understand what the pink fabric meant.

He changed in the locker room with his back to the wall, his eyes on the floor, his hands shaking as he pulled on his jeans and his hoodie—the ones he wore over the thong, the ones that covered the pink fabric, the ones that made him look like a normal person, or at least like someone who was trying to be a normal person. He drove home. He lay on his fuchsia pink bondage board. He crossed his wrists behind his back. And he tried not to think about what had just happened, about the way the women had looked at him, about the way Danielle's voice had sounded when she'd said "interesting," about the way his body had responded to their attention with something that felt dangerously close to the warmth that spread through his chest when Ms. Morrison berated him. He tried not to think about it. He thought about it constantly.

The name changed after that. "Slim" and "Stringbean" had been observational—commentary on his size, his shape, his failure to fill out his clothes. "Skinny bitch" was something else entirely. It was a diagnosis. A classification. It acknowledged what they'd seen, what they knew, what the pink fabric had announced to anyone paying attention. He wasn't just small. He was small and he was theirs to name. He didn't know who said it first. Maybe Kayla, with her warm smile. Maybe Danielle, with her sharp tongue. Maybe Priya, with her carrying laugh. It didn't matter. The name spread through the gym like wildfire, catching on lips and tongues, settling into the air like smoke.

"Skinny bitch, you're in my way."

"Skinny bitch, did you even lift today?"

"Skinny bitch, nice form." This last one from Kayla, her voice dripping with something that wasn't quite mockery and wasn't quite admiration. The staff adopted it within a week. The girl at the front desk—perky, blonde, always chewing gum—started greeting him with it.

"Hey, skinny bitch, how's it going?" The trainers used it to get his attention. The other gym-goers picked it up, passing it along like a relay baton. The name was a bridge between his two worlds—one of the women was dating someone in his office, and Martin heard it there too, whispered in the break room and muttered in the hallway, a private joke that had become public currency.

And then, one evening, at the mark of his third month, he found Kayla waiting for him by the check-in desk. She was leaning against the counter, her gym bag at her feet, her warm smile already in place before he'd even walked through the door. The front desk girl was nowhere to be seen—on break, maybe, or conveniently absent. Kayla straightened as he approached, and he saw that she was holding something in her hand. A card. White plastic, barcode along the bottom, the gym's logo in the corner.

And his photo. Him, hanging from the pull-up bar, his shorts riding low, the pale pink waistband of his thong clearly visible above his shorts. Someone had taken the photo from across the gym floor, zoomed in, caught him in a moment he hadn't known was being witnessed. Beneath the photo, where his name should have been, two words were printed in bold:

SKINNY BITCH

"Found this in the lost and found," Kayla said, her voice light, conspiratorial, like they were sharing a secret. "Well. Not found exactly. More like... commissioned." He stared at the card. His face burned. His throat closed. The words on the card—his words, his name—stared back at him, bold and permanent and impossible to escape. He should have been angry. He should have demanded to know who took it, who printed it, who thought they had the right to document him without his knowledge. He should have done a lot of things.

"It's not in the system," she continued, turning the card over in her fingers. "You'll still need your real card to check in. But I thought you should have something... personal. Something that's just yours." She reached into her gym bag and pulled out a lanyard—fuchsia pink, the exact shade of his thong and his notebooks and the tote bag he'd carried across campus before he graduated. A thin strip of fabric with a clear plastic sleeve at the end and a metal clasp to hold it in place. She slid the card into the sleeve with practiced ease, the photo and the name facing outward, visible to anyone who cared to look.

"There," she said, and her smile widened. "Now you can wear it." Before he could respond—before he could object, or refuse, or do any of the things that a normal person might do when handed a name tag that reduced them to two words and a photograph of their humiliation—she stepped forward. She lifted the lanyard over his head, the fuchsia pink fabric sliding around his neck, the card settling against his chest just below his collarbone. Her fingers brushed the back of his neck as she adjusted the clasp, light and quick and proprietary, like she was fastening a collar on something that belonged to her.

He stood very still. His wrists had crossed behind his back the moment she'd stepped toward him, his body defaulting to its trained position, and they stayed there now, crossed at the small of his back, while the fuchsia pink lanyard hung around his neck and the card rested against his chest with its two-word name facing the world.

"Cute," Kayla said, and she wasn't looking at the card anymore. She was looking at him—at the way he stood, at the position of his hands, at the flush creeping up his neck and the way his eyes had dropped to the floor. She was looking at all of it, taking it in, cataloging it for later. "You should always wear it at the gym. So everyone knows who you are." She picked up her bag and walked away, her ponytail swinging, her footsteps light on the rubber floor. She didn't look back. She didn't need to. He stood there for a long moment, the lanyard around his neck, the card against his chest, the weight of it heavier than it had any right to be. He could take it off. He could remove it, stuff it in his pocket, hide it away like he'd hidden all the other gifts. He could pretend it had never happened.

He didn't take it off. He walked onto the gym floor with the fuchsia pink lanyard around his neck and the card resting against his chest, SKINNY BITCH facing outward for anyone to see. His wrists were crossed behind his back. His thong was riding up under his shorts. The gifts started the next week. The first one appeared on a Tuesday. Martin had finished his circuit and was heading back to the locker room, his towel draped over his shoulder, his mind already drifting toward the empty apartment that waited for him. He stopped short when he saw it—a sports bra, neon pink, sitting on the bench next to his bag. The tags were still on. A sticky note was attached, the handwriting looping and familiar.

For the skinny bitch. Proper support matters—even for girls who are still waiting to fill out. Don't worry, sweetie. We all start somewhere. This will help you feel more... held together. xx

He stared at it for a long moment. His face burned. His hands trembled. He looked around the locker room, expecting laughter, expecting an audience, but he was alone. He grabbed the bra, shoved it into his locker, and slammed the door shut. It was a joke. A one-time thing. The women at the gym—the pack, the five of them, the ones who watched and whispered and named him—they were just messing with him. It would pass. He told himself this as he drove home. He told himself this as he lay on the bondage board that night, staring at the ceiling. He told himself this the next morning, when he opened his locker and saw the bra still sitting there, neon pink and mocking.

It wasn't a joke. He knew that. But he wasn't ready to admit it yet. The second gift appeared a week later. He was midway through his circuit when he saw them. Leggings, draped over the pull-up bar like a flag. Neon pink. His size. He'd just finished a set on the cable machine, his arms burning from the resistance, when the flash of color caught his eye. He dropped the handle and crossed to the bar, staring at the garment like it might bite him. The note was tucked into the waistband, the same looping handwriting.

These will fit your legs better than those cheap baggy shorts. Women show off what they have—and when they don't have much, they know exactly where to focus attention. These will do the work for you, skinny bitch. Let the fabric do the talking. xx

He looked around. Kayla was at the cable machine, her back to him. Danielle was spotting someone at the bench press. Sarah was on the treadmill, her eyes fixed straight ahead. Michelle was stretching in the corner, silent and watchful. Priya was laughing at something near the water fountain. None of them were looking at him. All of them were looking at him. He took the leggings. He shoved them into his locker, next to the sports bra, and closed the door before anyone could see. The gifts became ritual. Every few days, something new. A crop top, folded neatly on the bench where he usually sat. A headband with 'Work in Progress' embroidered in pink thread, left on the handle of his favorite machine. Ankle socks with tiny pink bows, tucked into his gym shoes while he was in the shower. Always neon pink. Always his size. Always accompanied by a note in Kayla's looping handwriting, warm and conspiratorial and impossible to ignore.

Skinny bitch needs a wardrobe upgrade. Pink is so your color—it brings out the girl in you. And let's be honest, that's what we're working with here. Embrace it. xx

This will bring out your eyes. Trust us. Those pretty little lashes of yours deserve to be shown off properly. A girl's face should be framed, not hidden. You're welcome. xx

One step at a time, work in progress. Can't wait to see the results—when are you going to let us get you in shape, skinny bitch? We have so much more to teach you. Stop fighting it. xx

He took every single one. He didn't wear them—not yet, not to the gym, not anywhere—but he took them. He tucked them into his locker, pushing them to the back, hiding them behind his towel and his water bottle and the mundane artifacts of his old life. He told himself he was just preventing escalation. He told himself he was just playing along. He told himself a lot of things. The truth was simpler and more complicated than that. The truth was that the gifts made him feel like someone was paying attention. Not the distant, professional attention of Ms. Morrison's contempt, but something closer. Something personal. Something that knew what he was and wasn't repulsed by it.

The truth was that when he stood in front of his locker, looking at the growing collection of women's workout clothes—neon pink and soft and unmistakably feminine—he felt something he couldn't name. Shame. That was part of it—the hot, crawling sensation that started at the base of his skull and spread down his spine, making him want to curl in on himself and disappear. Curiosity. That was part of it too—the quiet, insidious voice that wondered what the fabric would feel like against his skin, whether the leggings would fit as well as the note promised, whether the sports bra would hold him in a way that felt like being held. And something else. Something electric and terrifying and thrilling, all at once. The feeling of being seen. Not noticed. Not observed. Seen. The way Kayla saw him, with her warm, conspiratorial smile. The way Danielle saw him, with her sharp, assessing eyes. The way Sarah and Michelle and Priya saw him, with their pity and their watchfulness and their laughter.

They saw him. They knew what he was. They'd named him, and the name fit better than any name he'd ever been given. It was the end of his second month, and after that workout he stood in front of his locker, the door hanging open, the collection spread out before him like a shrine. The sports bra. The leggings. The crop top. The headband. The ankle socks with their tiny pink bows. His wrists crossed behind his back, right over left, fingers resting against the opposite forearm. He didn't move. He didn't breathe. He just stood there, looking at the pink fabric and feeling the shape of something shift inside him, something he couldn't name and couldn't escape.

The gym hummed around him, indifferent and eternal. The weights clanked. The treadmills hummed. The men grunted and the women laughed and Martin stood in front of his locker, alone with his growing collection and the electric, terrifying thrill of being seen. He closed the door gently, locked it, and walked out onto the floor. Kayla was waiting by the water fountain. She wasn't drinking. She wasn't stretching. She was just waiting, her phone in her hand, her warm smile fixed on him like a beacon.

"Tomorrow," she said, as he passed. Not a question. Not a suggestion. A statement. He didn't ask what she meant. He wasn't sure he wanted to know. Yes ma’am. Tomorrow.

He didn't know what tomorrow would bring. He only knew that he would be here. That he would always be here. That the gym and the women and the pink fabric accumulating in his locker had become something he couldn't name and couldn't escape, a gravity well pulling him toward a center he couldn't see. He drove home. He lay on his bondage board. He crossed his wrists behind his back and stared at the ceiling and listened to the quiet in his head, and for the first time in months, the quiet didn't feel like emptiness. It felt like waiting.


Chapter 16: The Castellan Noir

Chloe never found another apartment. Two weeks of searching, two weeks of viewing listings that were either too expensive or too cramped or too far from campus, two weeks of convincing herself that she needed her own space, her own place, her own independence—and then Marcus had settled the matter with a single sentence over breakfast.

"You won't need one," he said, his eyes on his phone, his voice carrying the casual authority that still made her stomach flip even after weeks of hearing it. "Your graduate stipend should go toward something that makes you happy. Not rent." She opened her mouth to argue, to explain that she had her own money, that she received a monthly allowance from her mother that made the question of rent entirely moot, that she didn't need him to provide for her like she was some normal outer world woman.

"Thank you, Sir," she said instead. The words came easily now. Easier than she ever would have believed possible, back when she was the one giving orders, back when she was the one training a skinny boy to kneel at her feet, back when she thought dominance was something you wore like a costume instead of something that lived in your bones. Marcus looked up from his phone, his dark eyes meeting hers, and she saw the flicker of approval there—the same flicker she lived for now, the same flicker that made her feel like she'd won a prize she hadn't even known she was competing for.

"Good girl," he said, and the words went through her like electricity. Good girl. Two words. The same two words she'd said to Martin a hundred times, the same two words she'd heard her mother say to slaves who had performed well. But when Marcus said it, the words meant something different. When she'd said it, it had been an assessment—correct, acceptable, adequate. When he said it, it was a gift. She hadn't told him about the allowance yet. She would, eventually, when the time was right. But there was something about letting him believe he was providing for her, something about letting him feel the weight of that responsibility, that made her submission feel more real. More complete. More like the life she'd chosen instead of the life she'd been trained for.

She thought about that sometimes. How different it was from what she'd expected. She'd been raised to dominate, trained to command, educated to rule. And instead, she'd found something she'd never known she wanted—someone to belong to. Not as property. Not as a slave. As a woman who had chosen to kneel because kneeling felt like coming home.

In May, as graduation season approached, she sent another wire. Ten thousand dollars, same as before, routed through the same shell corporations, the money appearing in his account without explanation or return address.

She'd decided on a schedule—quarterly, roughly, until he was on his feet. Enough to keep food in his belly and a roof over his head. Enough to satisfy the duty of care at its barest, thinnest definition. Enough that she could tell herself she hadn't simply discarded him like broken furniture, that she was still attending to the obligation every Mistress owed to a submissive she'd released.

But duty of care was more than money. She knew that. The Academy had drilled it into them from their first year—dominance wasn't just about control, it was about structure. Guidance. The firm hand that shaped a submissive into something useful and whole. She'd given Martin structure for a year. She'd shaped his days and his nights and his body and his mind, and then she'd walked away because someone better had come along, and now he was out there somewhere with no one to tell him where to kneel or how to serve or what to wear or who to be.

He deserved a proper Mistress. A Themysciran Mistress. Someone who would take the raw material she'd shaped and finish the job—someone who would give him the structure he needed, the dominance he craved, the firm hand that would make him feel like he was in the right place again. Someone who would see what she'd built in him and understand its value, who would take possession of him the way she should have if she'd been strong enough to resist Marcus's pull. She thought about calling a recruitment specialist. The Imperium maintained a network of them—women who tracked potential acquisitions in the outer world, identified submissives who might be suitable for Themysciran training, facilitated the quiet removal of people who wouldn't be missed. A word to the right specialist, and Martin would be found. Evaluated. Brought home to the island where he could be properly trained by a Mistress who wouldn't abandon him the first time something shinier came along.

She picked up her phone. She put it down again. No point in looping them in. A recruitment specialist would want to know why she was requesting an off-the-books track on a submissive with no metadata in his file—no Academy record, no Imperium registration, no paper trail connecting him to any known Mistress or training house. They would go sniffing for the reason, and the reason was her. She'd trained him in the outer world without registering him, without documenting his progress, without following any of the protocols that the Imperium required. If they found out, there would be questions. Investigations. Her mother would hear about it before the week was out.

And worse—far worse—they would want to know why she'd released him. Why she'd shaped a submissive and then discarded him instead of bringing him home. Why she'd abandoned her duty of care in every way that mattered except the money. She couldn't answer those questions. Not without telling them about Marcus. Not without explaining that she'd chosen to submit to a dominant man instead of claiming the submissive she'd trained. Not without revealing the truth that would end her standing in the Imperium forever.

So she sent the money instead. Ten thousand dollars, appearing in his account like magic, paying for food and shelter and the barest, thinnest definition of care. It wasn't enough. It would never be enough. But it was all she could give him without destroying everything she'd built with Marcus, and she told herself it was better than nothing, and she hoped—prayed, really, though she'd never been particularly religious—that he was okay. That he was finishing his degree. That he was finding his footing. That somewhere out there, a Mistress would see what she'd shaped in him and give him the structure he deserved.

She didn't check on him. She couldn't. Checking meant caring, and caring meant connection, and connection meant the possibility of going back, and she couldn't go back. Not to him. Not to who she'd been with him. So, she sent the money and moved forward, and she tried not to think about the boy she'd broken and the proper Mistress he deserved and the fact that she would never be that Mistress again. The idea for showing her submission to Marcus came to her three days later, while she was scrolling through the Academy alumni directory on her tablet, looking for nothing in particular, just reminiscing about the women she'd trained with, the Mistresses she'd studied under, the world she'd left behind when she'd chosen to stay in the outer world with Marcus.

She found her friend's name—Elena Voss, Class of 2024, currently serving as a procurement specialist for the Castellan workshop on Themyscira—and felt a spark of an idea begin to form. She'd been thinking about heels. About what it would mean to wear them for Marcus, to present herself to him in something that announced her submission as clearly as a collar. About what it would mean to wear something from home—something that connected her to the world she'd come from, the world she still belonged to even though she'd chosen to live outside it. She thought about the Castellan Noir.

Every slave on Themyscira knew the name. Every Mistress, every trainer, every woman who had ever walked through the doors of the Academy knew that Castellan Noir was the pinnacle standard—the heel that defined what it meant to serve, what it meant to submit, what it meant to belong. And she wanted a pair. Not for a slave. For herself. She mentioned it to Marcus that night, while they were lying in bed, his arm around her shoulders, her head on his chest. She told him about the heels—about the six-inch stiletto, the two-inch platform, the seven-strap webbing system that made them inescapable, the steel-cored spike that produced a distinctive click on hard surfaces. She told him about the weight, about the discipline, about the way they transformed a woman's gait into something deliberate and controlled and fundamentally submissive.

He listened in silence, his fingers tracing patterns on her shoulder, his breathing slow and even. When she finished, he was quiet for a long moment, and she wondered if she'd said too much, if she'd revealed something about herself that he wouldn't understand, if she'd made a mistake by bringing the Imperium into their life together.

“Order them,” he said, his voice low and certain. “I want to see you in them.” She felt her breath catch in her throat. “They're custom-made,” she said, her voice smaller than she intended. “They have to be molded to the wearer's feet. It's a whole process—plaster first, then silicone from the negative to make positive molds, then they ship them to the workshop on Themyscira and—”

“Then let's do the process,” he said, and she heard the smile in his voice, the same smile that had captured her heart the first time she'd seen it. “Show me.”

They did the molds on a Saturday morning, in the kitchen of his apartment, the supplies spread across the counter like the ingredients for a strange and delicate recipe. She'd ordered the materials from a specialty supplier—a dental alginate for the initial impression, a silicone rubber for the positive cast, a set of mixing tools and containers that she'd used a hundred times at the Academy but somehow felt different here, in this ordinary kitchen, with this extraordinary man watching her every move.

“Tell me what to do,” he said, and she felt another spark of that same electricity—the captured princess, directing her captor, teaching him how to shape her, how to mold her, how to make her into something that would please him. She sat in the chair and placed her feet on the towel she'd laid on the floor. She mixed the alginate, the powder and water combining into a smooth, pink paste, and she talked him through the process—how to apply it, how to build it up around her feet, how to wait for it to set. His hands were careful and precise, the same hands that spanked her when she needed it, that held her when she cried, that guided her to her knees when she forgot her place. He applied the alginate with the same attention he brought to everything—the same focus, the same intensity, the same quiet competence that made her feel like she was the most important thing in his world.

“Is this right?” he asked, smoothing the paste over the bridge of her foot, and she nodded, her voice caught somewhere between laughter and tears.

“Perfect,” she said. “You're a natural.” He looked up at her, his dark eyes meeting hers, and she saw the same flicker of approval she'd seen at breakfast—the same good girl without the words, the same acknowledgment that she was doing something right, something that pleased him, something that made her worthy of his attention. She was a natural. At this. At submitting. At belonging to someone who saw her not as a Mistress to be served but as a woman to be claimed. The alginate set in fifteen minutes, and she talked him through the removal—how to wiggle her feet free, how to inspect the negative impression for air bubbles or imperfections, how to mix the silicone and pour it into the mold.

The silicone took longer to cure—four hours, according to the instructions—but they filled the time easily, with other things, things that had nothing to do with heels or molds or the Imperium and everything to do with the way his hands felt on her skin, the way his voice sounded in her ear, the way he said mine like it was the most obvious truth in the world. When the silicone was ready, she peeled the mold away and revealed the positive cast—two perfect replicas of her feet, every line and curve and contour captured in precise detail. She held them up for Marcus to see, and he took one from her hand, turning it over, examining it with the same focused attention he'd brought to the alginate.

“Beautiful,” he said, and she knew he wasn't talking about the cast.

She shipped the molds overnight to Elena on Themyscira, along with a message that was carefully casual, carefully professional, carefully designed to reveal nothing about the true reason she was ordering a pair of Castellan Noir heels.

Elena—

Long time no see. I hope the workshop is treating you well. I have a potential slave I'm vetting in the outer world, and I'd like to order a pair of Castellan Noir for her. Standard specifications, custom molded. I've included the positive casts of her feet—please use them to place the order and ship them to me on the next delivery run.

Let me know if you need anything else.

—Chloe

The response came the next morning, warm and professional and completely unaware of the deception.

Chloe!

So good to hear from you! The workshop is amazing—I never thought I'd be working with Castellan herself, but here I am. Your timing is perfect—we just got a new batch of Noir leather in from the southern continent, and it's gorgeous. I'll place the order today.

One question: do you want to schedule a final fit and adjustments appointment? Standard practice for custom orders, but I know you're in the outer world, so it might be tricky.

Let me know!

—Elena

Chloe stared at the message for a long moment, her fingers hovering over the keyboard. A final fit appointment. On Themyscira. Where she would have to explain why she was ordering slave heels for herself. Where she would have to stand in front of the Castellan artisans and let them measure her feet and adjust the straps and know—know, the way everyone on Themyscira knew everything—that Chloe had submitted to a man. She couldn't do it. Not yet. Maybe not ever. But she also couldn't tell Elena the truth. Couldn't explain that she'd fallen in love with a dominant man, that she'd chosen submission over dominance, that she'd given up everything she'd been trained to be in exchange for something she'd never known she wanted. Elena would understand—probably. Eventually. But the whispers would start. The rumors would spread. And her mother would hear about it before the week was out. So, she lied. It came easier than she wanted to admit.

Elena—

No need for the final fit appointment. Tell them I sold the slave they were meant for and will hold them for the next house slave as a temporary fit until the new slave's feet can be molded. Common practice when a new slave doesn't work out. I know it's unusual to order customs without a slave’s registration number. Consider it a favor to me—off the books, no questions asked. I'll make it worth your time. The commission alone on a pair of Noir at standard spec should cover the inconvenience. Consider it a thank-you for not having to sit through the sales pitch.

Thanks for understanding.

—Chloe

The lie tasted bitter in her mouth. She was a Mistress—had been a Mistress, still thought of herself as a Mistress in the quiet moments when she wasn't with Marcus—and Mistresses didn't lie about things like this. Mistresses were honest about their desires. Mistresses claimed what they wanted and took what they needed and never apologized for any of it. But she wasn't a Mistress anymore. Not really. Not in the ways that mattered. She was a woman who had chosen to kneel. And she wasn't ready to explain that choice to the world she'd left behind.

The package arrived five weeks later, on a Tuesday afternoon, delivered by a courier who looked like she'd stepped out of a Themysciran recruitment poster—tall, blonde, impeccably dressed, her expression professionally neutral as she handed over the box and requested a signature. Chloe signed for it with trembling fingers, her heart pounding in her chest, her mind racing with anticipation and anxiety and something that felt almost like fear. She carried the box into the apartment, set it on the bed, and just stared at it for a long moment.

The box was black, with the Castellan crest stamped in silver on the lid. It was heavier than she'd expected, the weight of the heels inside making their presence known even before she opened it. She opened it. The heels were beautiful. They were more than beautiful—they were perfect, the kind of perfect that made her breath catch in her throat, that made her eyes sting with unexpected tears, that made her feel like she was holding something sacred, something that had been made specifically for her, specifically for this moment, specifically for the man she was about to present herself to.

The leather was black—not merely black, but a black that absorbed light, that seemed to contain shadows, that made the straps appear as threads of darkness woven into a web. The buckles were surgical-grade stainless steel, polished to a mirror finish, stamped with the Castellan crest. The stiletto spike was thin as a blade, steel-cored, tipped with a hardened cap that gleamed in the afternoon light. And the straps—seven of them, arranged in the Castellan configuration, each one designed to secure her foot in a web that was, by design, inescapable.

The ankle strap, wide and firm. The instep strap, crossing the top of her foot. The heel counter strap, wrapping behind her heel. The midfoot stabilizers, crossing in an X-pattern. The toe box anchor, securing across the base of her toes. She ran her fingers over the leather, feeling the quality, the craftsmanship, the weight of centuries of tradition and discipline and control. These were not just heels. They were a statement. They were a surrender. They were a choice. She heard the apartment door open, heard Marcus's footsteps in the hallway, heard him call her name.

“In here,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper. He appeared in the doorway, his briefcase in one hand, his tie loosened, his dark eyes finding her immediately. He looked at her face, at the box on the bed, at the heels in her hands, and she saw the recognition flicker across his features—the understanding of what this moment meant, what she was about to do, what she was offering him.

“May I?” he asked, setting down his briefcase, and she nodded, her throat too tight to speak. He walked to the bed and sat down beside her, his eyes on the heels, his expression thoughtful and appreciative. He took one from her hands, turning it over, examining it the same way he'd examined the foot mold weeks ago—the same focused attention, the same quiet intensity.

“Tell me about them,” he said, and she did. She told him about the Castellan Noir—about the design philosophy, about the three principles of control and discipline and art, about the specifications that made them the pinnacle standard. She told him about the weight, about the way it changed a woman's gait, about the rolling motion that made every step a performance of balance and control. She told him about the straps, about the way they secured the foot in a web that was inescapable, about the four minutes it took to remove each shoe even for an experienced slave.

She told him about what it meant to wear them—about the ache, about the discipline, about the reminder that her comfort was irrelevant, that her body served at the pleasure of someone else, that even the ground beneath her feet was something she touched only by permission. And then she told him what she wanted.

“I want to put them on for you,” she said, her voice steady despite the trembling in her hands. “I want you to watch me put them on. I want you to see me in them. I want you to tell me what you think.” He looked at her for a long moment, his dark eyes searching hers, and she saw the same flicker of approval she'd seen so many times before—the same acknowledgment that she was doing something right, something that pleased him, something that made her worthy of his attention.

“Then do it,” he said, and leaned back against the headboard to watch.

She did not slip into Castellan Noir. She assembled herself within them. She sat on the edge of the bed, the heels beside her, her feet bare and vulnerable against the cool sheets. She took a breath—slow, deliberate, centering—and reached for the first shoe. The process was a meditation. Toe box first, her foot sliding forward into the unforgiving point, her heel settling into the back with a definitive click. Then the straps, one by one, in the Castellan order—the ankle strap, wide and firm; the instep strap, crossing the top of her foot; the heel counter, wrapping behind her heel; the midfoot stabilizers, crossing in an X-pattern; the toe box anchor, securing across the base of her toes. Each strap threaded through its buckle with precision; each buckle tightened to exact specification. Not too loose, not too tight. Just right.

She'd done this a hundred times at the Academy—strapping other women into their heels, adjusting the fit, checking the tension. But she'd never done it to herself. She'd never felt the leather close around her own ankle, her own instep, her own heel. She'd never felt the web of straps hold her in place, contain her, claim her. It took her seven minutes. Faster than a new acquisition, slower than an experienced slave, but exactly right for this moment, this first time, this presentation to the man she loved. When she was done, she stood. She stopped, standing before Marcus, her head bowed, her hands at her sides, her body open and vulnerable and waiting for his judgment.

"Come here," he said, his voice low and warm, and she walked to him, the click of the spikes marking each step, her hips swaying in the gait that the heels demanded. She stopped in front of him and lowered her eyes, the way she'd been trained—the way she'd trained others to lower their eyes when they presented themselves to their Mistress. The posture was instinct, muscle memory, the only framework she had for understanding what it meant to submit.

"Look at me," Marcus said, and she raised her eyes to meet his. He reached out and touched her cheek, his fingers tracing the line of her jaw, the curve of her cheekbone. She leaned into the touch, her eyes half-closing, and she felt the word rise in her throat—the word she'd been trained to use, the word that defined what she was in the only vocabulary she had.

"Your slave presents herself," she whispered, and the words felt right and wrong at the same time. His hand stilled on her face. His eyes searched hers, and she saw something flicker there—not anger, not disappointment, but something closer to recognition. Understanding.

"My what?" he asked, his voice quiet.

"Your slave," she said again, more uncertainly. "I'm—this is how—on Themyscira, when a woman submits, she becomes—"

"I'm not on Themyscira," he said, his voice still quiet but with an edge of something firm beneath it. "And you're not my slave." She blinked, caught off guard.

"I'm not?"

"Do you want to be?" he asked, and the question was genuine—not a challenge, not a test, but a real question that deserved a real answer. She thought about it. She thought about the year she'd spent training Martin, the way she'd controlled every aspect of his existence, the way she'd shaped him into something that couldn't function without her. She thought about the slaves on Themyscira—the women who knelt because they had no choice, who served because they were owned, who existed at the pleasure of their Mistresses.

"No," she said, and the word surprised her with its certainty. "I don't want to be a slave. I want to be yours. But I don't know what that means if it doesn't mean—"

"It means you choose," he said, his thumb tracing the line of her cheekbone. "Every day, every moment, you choose. You choose to wear those heels. You choose to kneel beside my chair. You choose to call me Sir and defer to my judgment and build a life with me. And if you ever wanted to stop choosing, you could."

"I wouldn't want to stop," she said, her voice small.

"I know," he said, and his smile was warm and certain. "That's what makes it different. I assume in your mind a slave only provides what her owner wants and does everything she wants to please. Maybe that worked on Themyscira, but here I want a partnership. I will admit, a partnership where I am the dominant and you yield. A slave is not what I want. I want exactly your perfect blend of knowing the world should yield to you and yet you have chosen to yield to me but also speak your mind. I want partnership, where you yield to me, but your voice and thoughts are never restricted because you wouldn’t thrive being unable to speak your mind." The word landed strangely in her ears. Partnership. She'd never heard it applied to a relationship like this—never imagined it could apply to a relationship like this. On Themyscira, there were Mistresses and slaves. There was nothing in between.

"But you lead," she said, testing the word, testing the concept. "And I defer."

"Yes," he said. "I lead. You defer. But your voice matters. Your thoughts matter. Your feelings matter. I'm not going to make every decision for you—I'm going to make decisions with you, and when we disagree, we'll talk about it, and if I still decide something you don't like, you can tell me, and I'll listen, and then I'll make the final call. That's what partnership looks like when one person leads and the other follows." She stared at him, her mind racing, trying to reconcile this with everything she'd been taught. A relationship where the woman submitted but still had a voice. Where the man led but still listened. Where "Sir" was a term of respect, not ownership.

"I don't know how to do that," she admitted, her voice barely above a whisper. "I only know how to be a Mistress or a slave. There's nothing else where I come from."

"Then I'll teach you," he said simply. "And you'll teach me how to be the kind of man who deserves to lead you. We'll figure it out together." He leaned down and kissed her forehead, his lips warm against her skin, and she felt something shift inside her—not the warmth she'd felt as a Mistress, not the submission she'd felt as a slave, but something new. Something that felt like being seen and chosen and held all at once.

"My partner presents herself," he said, his voice low and warm, and she felt the words settle into her bones. "And she's beautiful." She didn't know how to be a partner. But she wanted to learn. “Now be a good girl and let me see you walk in your new pretty heels.” The first step in Castellan Noir was a revelation. The weight of the shoe shifted her center of gravity. The height changed her perspective—the room looked different from up here, the furniture closer, the floor farther away. The arch forced her calf into a taut line, her posture into an upright curve, her gait into something fundamentally different from what nature intended.

She could not walk casually in Castellan Noir. She could not shuffle, could not slouch, could not move without intention. Every step required balance, engagement, awareness. The steel-cored spike produced a distinctive click on the hardwood floor—a sound that announced her presence, that marked her passage, that reminded everyone within earshot that a slave was approaching. The rolling motion—the slight sway of her hips, the precise placement of each step—was not an affectation. It was biomechanics. The six-inch heel combined with the two-inch platform produced a gait that emphasized the movement of the lower body, that made every step a performance of balance and control.

She walked across the bedroom, her hips swaying, her ankles adjusting, her body learning the gait that the heels demanded. She walked to the window and turned, walking back, her steps growing more confident with each stride. And with each step, something shifted inside her. It wasn't just the height. It wasn't just the posture. It was the knowledge that she had chosen this—that every strap, every buckle, every step was something she had done for herself, for him, for the life they were building together. She wasn't wearing these heels because someone had ordered her to. She was wearing them because she wanted to. Because they made her feel held. Because they connected her to the world, she'd come from while simultaneously announcing her belonging to the man she'd chosen.

She was not a slave. She would never be a slave. But she understood, for the first time, why slaves wore these heels with such pride. Not because they were forced to. Because the heels made them feel like they were exactly where they were supposed to be. She walked in Castellan Noir, and the walk itself was a presentation—every step an offering, every click of the spike a prayer. And then she stopped, standing before Marcus, her head bowed, her hands at her sides, her body open and vulnerable and waiting for his judgment. He was looking at her. She could feel his eyes on her—the same focused attention he'd brought to everything since the day they'd met, the same intensity, the same quiet appreciation. She could feel him taking in every detail—the heels, the straps, the way her calves looked in the six-inch elevation, the way her posture had changed, the way her body had transformed into something fundamentally different from what it had been before.

She was five foot six bare feet. In the Castellan Noir, she was five foot ten—taller than she'd ever been, taller than most women, but still so much shorter than Marcus. He was six foot ten, broad-shouldered, powerful, the kind of man who made her feel small and delicate and protected even when she was standing at her full height. Even in six-inch heels, she had to look up to meet his eyes, still ten inches tall than her. And that, she realized, was the point. That was what made the Castellan Noir so perfect, so devastating, so exactly what she'd wanted. Not the height itself, but the way the height emphasized the difference between them—the way it made her feel claimed, contained, owned by someone who would always be bigger and stronger and more powerful than she could ever be.

He stood up from the bed, and she felt her breath catch in her throat. He walked toward her, his steps slow and deliberate, his eyes never leaving hers. He stopped in front of her, close enough that she could feel the warmth of his body, close enough that she had to tilt her head back to meet his gaze. He reached out and touched her cheek, his fingers tracing the line of her jaw, the curve of her cheekbone, the soft skin beneath her ear. She leaned into the touch, her eyes closing, her body responding before her mind could catch up.

“My submissive princess,” he said, his voice low and warm and certain, “has a new pair of heels for the foreseeable future.” She felt her eyes sting with unexpected tears—the same tears she'd felt when she'd opened the box, the same tears she'd felt when she'd put the heels on, the same tears she'd felt every time he'd looked at her with that expression of approval and possession and love.

“Thank you, Sir,” she whispered, and meant it with every fiber of her being.

She wore them while she cooked that first evening—the click of the spikes announcing her movements as she moved between the counter and the stove. It was strange, at first, the extra height making the counters feel slightly too low, the need to balance changing the way she reached for spices and stirred sauces and chopped vegetables. But she adapted, the way she adapted to everything else about this life—by paying attention, by making adjustments, by finding the rhythm that worked. Marcus looked up from his laptop when she walked past, his eyes tracking her movements with that quiet appreciation that still made her feel seen.

"How do they feel?" he asked.

"Like I'm walking on air," she said, and he laughed—that warm, low laugh that she would do anything to hear.

"Liar," he said.

"Like I'm walking on very tall, very beautiful air," she amended, and he laughed again. She set his plate down in front of him, and he caught her hand, pressing a kiss to her palm before letting her go. Such a small gesture. Such a large thing. This was her life now. This was what she'd chosen. And she wouldn't trade it for anything.

The second week, she was waiting by the door when he came home. She'd been running errands all morning—the grocery store, the dry cleaner, the post office—and her feet had been screaming since after five when she finally got home. Goddess, how do the slaves wear these for twelve or more hours a day? She had to keep training her feet. There was a reason they were so expensive—nearly nine thousand credits, the kind of investment that demanded respect—and they were thankfully very comfortable, until they were not. However, she also knew that without that final fitting, there were small points of adjustment that would have eliminated the pain until her feet, ankles, and legs adjusted. But she'd pushed through, the way she'd been trained, the way she'd trained others. The Castellan Noir demanded discipline, and discipline meant wearing them until the day was done, not until it became inconvenient.

She heard his key in the lock, felt her heart lift the way it always did, and she lowered herself to her knees in the entryway, her back straight, her hands on her thighs, her head bowed in the posture that had become as natural as breathing. He opened the door and stopped, looking down at her, his briefcase in one hand, his tie loosened, his dark eyes taking in the sight of her kneeling in the Castellan Noir, waiting for him.

"Hello, beautiful," he said, and she heard the warmth in his voice, the quiet appreciation that still made her feel like she'd won something precious.

"Welcome home, Sir," she said, and then she reached for his foot. He blinked, caught off guard, as her fingers worked at the laces of his Oxford.

"What are you doing?"

"Taking off your shoes," she said, as if it were the most obvious thing in the world. "You've been on your feet all day. You must be exhausted."

"I've been at a desk all day," he said, and she heard the laughter beneath the words. "In meetings. On conference calls. The most strenuous thing I did was walk to the coffee machine." She pouted, her fingers still working at the knot.

"I want to serve you."

"You serve me every day," he said, his voice gentle. "In about a hundred different ways. You don't have to—" He stopped. She felt his gaze shift, felt his attention move from her hands on his shoe to her feet in the Castellan Noir. She'd been running errands all morning. She'd been walking for hours. And the heels—beautiful, devastating, inescapable as they were—had been pressing their weight into her arches and compressing her toes and forcing her calves into a taut line of sustained effort since she'd put them on at seven that morning. It was nearly seven at night.

"Chloe." His voice had changed, softer now, with an edge of concern beneath it. "How long have you been wearing those today?"

"Since this morning," she said, her fingers still fumbling with his shoelace. "I had errands. I wanted to—"

"Stop." She looked up at him, her hands frozen on his shoe.

"Stand up," he said, and his voice was quiet but firm, the same voice that told her to order the heels, the same voice that told her she wouldn't need an apartment, the same voice that had claimed her as his submissive princess. She stood, her ankles adjusting, her body swaying slightly with the motion. She steadied herself, her hands at her sides, her eyes on his face.

"Sit," he said, nodding toward his armchair.

"Sir, I—"

"Sit, Chloe." She sat. The chair was his—the one he always sat in while she knelt beside him, the one that smelled like his cologne and his warmth and the quiet certainty of his presence. She felt strange sitting in it, like she was occupying a space that wasn't hers, like she was trespassing on territory that belonged to someone else. But he had told her to sit. So, she sat. He knelt in front of her. She caught her breath at the sight of him—Marcus, on his knees, his dark eyes level with hers, his hands reaching for the ankle strap of her left heel. He was kneeling for her. The thought was so wrong, so backwards, so fundamentally opposed to everything she understood about how the world worked, that she didn't know what to do with it.

"Sir, you don't have to—"

"I know I don't have to," he said, his fingers finding the first buckle. "I want to." He started with the ankle strap—the wide, firm band that anchored her foot in the shoe. His fingers were careful and precise, the same fingers that had applied the alginate to her feet weeks ago, the same fingers that spanked her when she needed it, that held her when she cried, that guided her to her knees when she forgot her place. The buckle resisted. He fumbled with it, his brow furrowing, and she almost laughed at the concentration on his face—the same concentration he brought to everything, the same intensity, the same quiet determination to figure out something he'd never encountered before.

"This is ridiculous," he muttered, and she did laugh then, the sound bubbling up from somewhere deep in her chest.

"Ankle strap first," she said, her voice gentle. "Then the instep. Then the heel counter. Then the midfoot stabilizers—they cross, so you have to undo the top one before the bottom one. Then the toe box anchor." He looked up at her, his expression somewhere between amusement and exasperation. "How long does this usually take?"

"Four minutes," she said. "Per shoe. For an experienced slave."

"I'm not an experienced slave," he said dryly, and she laughed again.

"No," she agreed. "You're not." He turned back to the buckle, his fingers working with renewed determination. It took him nearly seven minutes to remove the first shoe—each strap unbuckled in the reverse of the Castellan order, each buckle deliberately loosened, each strap carefully unthreaded from its keeper. When he finally slid the heel from her foot, she heard herself exhale—a long, slow release of pressure that she hadn't even realized she'd been holding.

Her foot was marked. The indentations of the straps, the compression of the toe box, the red line where the arch support had pressed into her skin all day. She looked at it without thinking—the way she'd looked at the feet of slaves at the Academy, assessing the damage, calculating the recovery time—and felt a flicker of something that might have been shame. He didn't seem to notice. Or if he noticed, he didn't care. He just reached for the second shoe and started the process again.

Seven more minutes. Seven minutes of his careful, precise attention on her foot, his fingers working through the web of straps, his brow furrowed in concentration, his body kneeling before her in a posture that still felt wrong and backwards and fundamentally opposed to everything she understood. When the second shoe came off, she exhaled again, and this time the sound was closer to a moan. He looked up at her, and she saw the concern in his eyes—the same concern that had made him tell her to sit, the same concern that had made him kneel before her and struggle with the buckles of her heels for fourteen minutes.

"Come here," he said, and he stood, pulling her up from the chair, his hands gentle on her waist. He led her to the sofa—the large one, the one they usually sat on together in the evenings, her head on his chest, his arm around her shoulders. He sat down and pulled her onto the cushion beside him, then lifted her feet into his lap, cradling them like something precious. She purred. There was no other word for it—a low, involuntary sound of pleasure that rose from her throat as his thumbs pressed into the arch of her foot, working the knots that had formed over twelve hours in the Castellan Noir.

"Oh," she breathed, her head falling back against the cushion, her eyes closing. "Oh, that's—"

"Shh," he said, his voice low and warm. "Let me." His hands were magic. They found every point of tension, every knot, every ache that had built up over the long day, and they worked at them with the same careful precision he brought to everything. His thumbs pressed into her arch. His fingers kneaded the ball of her foot. His palm cupped her heel, rotating it gently, easing the strain on her ankle. She melted into the cushion, her body going boneless, her mind going quiet. The static that usually hummed in the background of her thoughts—the ever-present awareness of the heels, the discipline, the submission—faded to a whisper, replaced by something warmer, something softer, something that felt like being cared for.

"Good girl," he said, his voice low and certain, and the words went through her like sunlight. "Such a good girl for wearing them all day. You can take a break tomorrow."

"No," she said, and the word came out soft but firm, her eyes still closed, her body still melting under his hands.

"No?" There was a smile in his voice.

"It's a small connection," she said, her voice dreamy, distant, half-lost in the pleasure of his touch. "To the woman I was. To the world I came from. I trained slaves to wear these—day in, day out, for years. I taught them how to walk in them, how to present in them, how to suffer beautifully in them. I watched them kneel at the end of the day and I saw the marks on their feet and I told them they were good, that they'd earned their rest, that tomorrow they would wear them again." She paused, her breath catching as his thumb found a particularly stubborn knot.

"If they could do it," she said, her voice quiet but certain, "a princess should be able to as well." His hands stilled for a moment. She felt him looking at her—really looking, the way he always looked when she said something that surprised him, something that revealed a piece of herself she hadn't meant to show. Then his hands resumed their work, slower now, gentler, and she heard him exhale softly.

"A princess," he repeated, and there was something in his voice that she couldn't quite identify—amusement, maybe, or admiration, or something else entirely.

"My mother's daughter," she said, opening her eyes to look at him. "A woman of my family's standing. Whatever that means now."

"It means you're stubborn," he said, and she saw the smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. "And proud. And determined to prove something to yourself."

"Yes," she admitted.

"Fine," he said, his thumbs pressing into her arch again, drawing another involuntary sound from her throat. "But you're getting foot massages every night. Non-negotiable." She smiled, her eyes closing again, her body sinking deeper into the cushion.

"Yes, Sir," she said, and the words felt like gratitude. He worked on her feet for nearly an hour, his hands patient and thorough, his touch alternating between firm pressure and gentle strokes. By the time he was done, the marks had faded and the aches had eased and she felt like she was floating, untethered from everything except the warmth of his hands and the sound of his breathing and the quiet certainty that she was exactly where she was supposed to be. When he finally set her feet aside and pulled her into his arms, she curled against his chest like a cat, her head on his shoulder, her hand over his heart.

"Thank you," she whispered.

"You're welcome," he said, pressing a kiss to the top of her head. "Now stop being stubborn and let me take care of you."

"I'm not stubborn," she said, her voice drowsy. "I'm dedicated."

He laughed—that warm, low laugh that she would do anything to hear—and she felt the sound vibrate through his chest.

"Same thing," he said. She didn't argue. She was too comfortable, too content, too deeply submerged in the warmth of his presence to muster the energy for a debate she knew she would lose. Besides, he was right. She was stubborn. And proud. And determined to prove something to herself. But she was also his. And that made all the stubbornness in the world feel like something worth fighting for.

She wore them in the apartment after that. Every day, building her endurance, training her feet, forcing her body to adapt to the demands of the heels. She wore them while she cooked, the click of the spikes announcing her movements as she moved between the counter and the stove. She wore them while she cleaned, the weight of the shoes adding an extra layer of discipline to the mundane tasks of maintaining a household. She wore them while she knelt beside Marcus's chair in the evenings, her body aching from the day's exertions, her mind quiet and calm and at peace. One evening, about a week after the heels arrived, she was kneeling beside his chair when he asked her how her day had been.

"Your captured princess’ day was pleasant, Sir," she said, the words automatic, the phrasing drilled into her from years of Academy training slaves how to properly speak to their future owners. She'd lowered herself into position the way she'd trained others to do it—thighs parted just enough to clear the spikes, weight forward on her knees, back arched slightly to accommodate the severe angle the heels imposed. It was a trained position, like everything else about the Castellan Noir, designed to allow a woman to kneel gracefully without damaging herself or her shoes.

She'd watched dozens of slaves struggle with it in their first weeks at the Academy, had corrected their form with a tap of her crop and a firm hand on their lower back. Now her own body held the posture without thought, muscle memory overriding the ache in her arches and the pressure of the straps across her insteps. She saw him pause, saw his hand still in her hair, saw the slight furrow appear between his brows. The speech pattern expected of a slave on Themyscira—third-person reflection. He didn’t like the third person perspective of the woman he was very close to not only caring for but loving.

"Chloe," he said, his voice gentle but firm. "What did we talk about?" She felt her face flush as she realized what she'd said.

"I'm sorry. I—still adjusting. I had been fantasizing about being a slave for years. It’s going to take time to retrain my mind."

"I know," he said, his hand resuming its movement in her hair. "But you're not a slave. You're my partner. And partners use their own voices."

"My day was pleasant," she said, correcting herself. "I went to the grocery store and the dry cleaner and I finished the reading for my seminar tomorrow. My feet hurt. I'm happy."

"Better," he said, and she heard the smile in his voice. "Much better." She leaned into his touch, her eyes closing, and she made a mental note to catch herself the next time the word "slave" rose to her lips. It was harder than she'd expected—harder than she'd imagined, breaking patterns that had been drilled into her since she was old enough to understand what submission meant. But she was learning. She was trying. And every time she caught herself, every time she chose "I" instead of "this slave," she felt something loosen inside her, something that had been knotted tight for as long as she could remember.

The rolling motion became second nature after a while—the slight sway of her hips, the precise placement of each step, the performance of balance and control that the heels demanded. She stopped thinking about how to walk and started thinking about how to present, how to move, how to exist in a way that announced her submission as clearly as a collar.

After two weeks, she began wearing them on errands. She chose to wear them. That was the thing she kept coming back to—the thing Marcus had taught her to understand about herself. She wasn't a slave who wore heels because she had no choice. She was a partner who chose to wear heels because they made her feel connected to the world she'd come from and the man she'd chosen and the life she was building. The Castellan Noir had been designed for slaves. That was their history, their purpose, their meaning. But meaning wasn't fixed. Meaning could be chosen. And she chose to wear them not as a symbol of ownership, but as a symbol of belonging. Not as a mark of slavery, but as a mark of devotion. Not because she had to, but because she wanted to.

She was still figuring out the difference. She still slipped sometimes—still thought of herself in slave terms, still used slave language, still fell into the patterns that had been drilled into her since the Academy. But Marcus was patient. Marcus was teaching her. And every day, she understood a little more clearly that submission wasn't the same as slavery, that kneeling wasn't the same as being owned, that choosing to give yourself to someone was different from having yourself taken. She was his. She had chosen it. And the choice made all the difference. The first time was terrifying—walking out of the apartment building in six-inch heels, the click of the spikes echoing off the concrete, the eyes of strangers tracking her movements with curiosity and judgment and something that might have been admiration. She felt exposed, vulnerable, like she was wearing a sign that said submissive in letters a mile high.

But she kept walking. One step, then another, then another, her hips swaying, her ankles adjusting, her body moving in the feminine gait that the heels demanded. She walked to the grocery store, the dry cleaner, the coffee shop on the corner. She walked through the neighborhood, her heels clicking on the sidewalk, her presence announced with every stride. The looks changed over time. The curiosity faded, replaced by something that looked almost like respect, or maybe just acceptance. The woman in the coffee shop stopped staring and started greeting her by name. The man at the dry cleaner stopped asking if she was okay and started asking how her day was going. The neighborhood stopped seeing her as a curiosity and started seeing her as just another resident who happened to wear very high heels.

Her feet adapted. Her calves strengthened. Her endurance grew. By the end of the first month, she could wear the Castellan Noir for eight hours without collapsing, could walk for miles without stopping, could present herself to Marcus at the end of the day with her makeup still perfect and her posture still upright and her submission still as complete as it had been that first morning. She was a natural. At this. At submitting. At belonging to someone who saw her not as a Mistress to be served but as a woman to be claimed. And every night, when she finally removed the heels—four minutes per shoe, minimum, the straps unbuckled in reverse order, each buckle deliberately loosened, each strap carefully unthreaded—she would look at the marks on her feet and feel a strange sense of pride. The indentations of the straps. The compression of the toe box. The ache of the arch. These marks faded by morning. The memory did not. That was the point.

She never told Elena the truth about the heels. She never told her that she was wearing them herself, that she was the slave they'd been molded for, that the story about vetting a potential acquisition was a lie designed to hide the fact that she had chosen submission over dominance, that she had given up everything she'd been trained to be in exchange for something she'd never known she wanted. Some truths, she had learned, were better left unspoken. Some choices were better made in silence. Some surrenders were better offered without explanation.

She was a captured princess. She had been claimed by a conqueror who saw her not as royalty to be ransomed but as treasure to be kept. And she wore the Castellan Noir not because she had to, but because she wanted to—because the heels connected her to the world she'd come from while simultaneously announcing her belonging to the man she'd chosen. She was his. She had chosen it. And every step she took in the Castellan Noir reminded her of that choice, reinforced that choice, celebrated that choice.

The weight of the shoe shifted her center of gravity. The height changed her perspective. The arch forced her into a posture of submission. The straps held her in a web of containment. The click of the spikes announced her presence, marked her passage, reminded everyone within earshot that she belonged to someone else. She was his. Completely, deliberately, joyfully his. Not because she had to be—as a slave would have to, because she belonged to him—but because she chose to be. Because she was a partner who had given herself to him freely. Because the choice made all the difference. And she had never been happier.


Chapter 17: The Allowance

The conversation happened on a Thursday night, three months after the Castellan Noir arrived. She was kneeling beside his chair, the way she often did in the evenings—her heels removed, her feet bearing the familiar marks of the day's service, her head resting against his thigh while he read documents from work. It was their routine, their ritual, the quiet intimacy of a relationship that had settled into something deeper than either of them had expected. She'd been thinking about it for weeks.

The money. The house. The future. The words she needed to say and the questions she needed to ask and the truth she needed to reveal about who she was, where she came from, what she was worth. Not her worth as a submissive. Not her worth as a woman. Her worth as a number on a spreadsheet, a balance in an account, a figure that most people would never see in their lifetimes. She'd been afraid to tell him. Not because she thought he would react badly—Marcus had never given her any reason to fear his judgment—but because she didn't know how to explain what the money meant, what her family meant, what it would mean for him to be connected to a world that operated by rules he couldn't possibly understand. But she was tired of hiding. Tired of pretending. Tired of letting him believe he was providing for her when the truth was that she could buy the building they lived in without making a dent in her savings.

“Sir,” she said, her voice quiet against the silence of the room. His hand paused in her hair; his fingers still tangled in the strands.

“Mm?”

“There's something I need to tell you.” She felt the shift in his attention—the way his body oriented toward her, the way his presence focused, the way the room seemed to contract until it contained nothing but the two of them and the weight of the words, she was about to say.

“Tell me,” he said, and his voice was calm and steady and certain, the same voice that had told her to order the heels, the same voice that had told her she wouldn't need an apartment, the same voice that had claimed her as his submissive princess. She took a breath.

“I have money,” she said. “Savings. From my allowance.” She felt his hand resume its movement in her hair, slow and soothing, and she took that as permission to continue.

"My mother sends me a monthly allowance. She's been sending it since I turned eighteen—it's standard practice for women of my family's standing. The idea is that we should never be dependent on anyone, never be vulnerable to coercion, never be in a position where we have to compromise our principles for financial reasons." She paused, trying to find the right words.

"When I first came of age, the allowance was substantial—approximately two hundred and twenty thousand Imperium credits per month. At current exchange rates, that was roughly three hundred and thirty thousand US dollars. But when I chose to study in the outer world..." She swallowed. "My mother reduced it. She said I needed to understand what it meant to live without the full weight of our family's resources behind me. That I should experience the real world, not just visit it."

"She cut it to approximately thirty-seven thousand Imperium credits per month. Roughly fifty-five thousand US dollars. Still more than most people in the outer world see in a year, but a fraction of what I'd been receiving." Her voice turned wry. "She thought she was teaching me humility. She didn't realize she could have cut it to five thousand a month and I still would have been more comfortable than anyone in my graduate program." She felt his hand still in her hair. Felt the silence stretch between them. Felt the weight of the number settle over the room like a blanket.

“Per month,” he said, his voice carefully neutral.

“Yes, Sir.”

“And how long have you been receiving it?”

“Six years. Since I turned eighteen.” More silence. She could feel him doing the math, calculating the total, trying to wrap his mind around a figure that most people would never see in their lifetimes.

“But I haven't spent most of it,” she said quickly, her voice small. “My apartment—the one I had before I moved in with you—it was paid for five years in advance. All of it, up front, before I even moved in. So, I never had to pay rent. And my expenses were minimal—I was in graduate school, I was studying, I was...” She trailed off, the words dying in her throat. She'd been training Martin. She'd been playing Mistress. She'd been living a life that had nothing to do with who she really was.

"I saved about ninety percent of it," she said, her voice even smaller now. "The first year—before the reduction—I banked nearly everything. After that, I still saved most of it. I didn't need the money. I didn't want the money. I just... let it accumulate."

"How much?" he asked, and his voice was still carefully neutral, still controlled, still the voice of a man who was processing something that didn't fit into his existing framework.

"Approximately three and a half million dollars," she said. "Give or take. Depending on exchange rates. The first year's allowance at the full amount accounts for most of it—the rest is just what I didn't spend from the reduced amount over the last five years." She felt him exhale slowly, felt his chest rise and fall, felt the silence stretch between them until it felt like it might snap.

"Three and a half million dollars," he said, his voice carefully neutral.

"Yes, Sir."

"That you saved. In six years. From an allowance your mother sends you every month."

"Yes, Sir."

"And you let me believe—" He stopped. She felt his hand still in her hair, felt the tension in his body, felt the question he couldn't quite finish.

"I'm sorry," she whispered. "I should have told you sooner. I wanted to tell you sooner. But I didn't know how, and every day I didn't tell you made it harder, and then more days passed, and—"

"Chloe." His voice was calm. Steady. Not angry, though she would have understood if he had been. "I'm not angry."

"You're not?"

"I'm trying to understand." She felt him shift, felt his attention focus on her with that intensity that still made her breath catch. "You have enough money to live comfortably for the rest of your life. You could buy an apartment, a house, a building. You could travel, invest, start a business. You could do anything you wanted. And instead, you're here. With me. Letting me pay for your life like you don't have options."

"I do have options," she said, her voice small. "I have you. That's the option I chose." He was quiet for a long moment. She could feel him thinking, processing, trying to reconcile the woman kneeling beside his chair with the figure she'd just revealed.

"What do you want to do with it?" he asked finally, and his voice was still calm, still steady, still the voice of a man who was trying to understand rather than judge. She looked up at him, her eyes wide, her throat tight, her heart pounding in her chest. He was looking down at her with that same steady gaze, that same quiet intensity, that same expression of focused attention that made her feel like she was the most important thing in his world.

"I want to buy a house," she said, the words tumbling out before she could stop them. "With you. When you're ready. When you decide the time is right." She paused, gathering her courage.

"But I need you to understand something first," she said, her voice smaller now. "This money—my family's wealth—it doesn't change what I am. It doesn't change what I've chosen to be. I'm still—" She stopped, the word catching in her throat. She'd been about to say "your slave," but the words felt wrong now—felt wrong in a way they hadn't a month ago, before Marcus had taught her the difference between slavery and partnership.

"You're still what?" he asked, his voice gentle.

"I'm still yours," she said, and the words felt right—felt truer than "your slave" ever had. "I'm still the woman who chooses to kneel beside your chair. I'm still the woman who wears the Castellan Noir because she wants to, not because she has to. I'm still the woman who calls you Sir and defers to your judgment and builds a life with you. The money doesn't change any of that."

"I know it doesn't," he said, and his voice was calm and certain, the same voice that had told her she wasn't a slave, the same voice that had told her she was his partner. "The money is just money, Chloe. It's a tool. A resource. What matters is what we do with it, and what we do with it is a decision we'll make together."

"Together," she repeated, tasting the word. It still felt unfamiliar on her tongue—a word she'd never applied to a relationship, a concept she'd never imagined could coexist with submission.

"Together," he confirmed. "I'll have final say, because that's the dynamic we've chosen. But your voice matters. Your thoughts matter. Your desires matter. That's what partnership means." She nodded, her throat too tight to speak, and she felt something settle inside her—something that had been uncertain and afraid, now becoming steady and sure. Partnership. She was learning what it meant. And every time Marcus said the word, it made a little more sense.

"What else?" he asked, and she heard the question beneath the question—what else do you want, Chloe? What are you really asking for? She took a breath.

"I want more than a house," she said, her voice steadier than she felt. "I want you to claim me," she said, her voice barely above a whisper. "Not just as your submissive. Not just as your partner. As your wife." She felt his hand still in her hair. Felt the rise and fall of his chest pause, just for a moment, the way it did when he was processing something unexpected. The silence stretched between them, long enough for her to wonder if she'd made a mistake, if she'd asked for too much, if—Then his hand resumed its movement, slow and certain, and she felt something loosen in her chest.

The word felt strange in her mouth. Wife. On Themyscira, women claimed slaves with collars—steel bands that locked around the throat and announced ownership to the world. There was no equivalent of marriage, no ceremony of mutual commitment, no promise that bound two people together as equals. But she wasn't on Themyscira anymore. And she didn't want a collar—didn't want the symbol of ownership that she'd been trained to place on others. She wanted something different. Something that meant partnership instead of possession.

"I'm asking you to put a ring on me," she said, her voice stronger now. "In the traditional sense. A ring. A wedding. A promise that this is real—that we're real—that you're not going to wake up one day and decide you'd rather have a woman who doesn't challenge you, who doesn't have opinions, who doesn't make you work for her submission." She paused, her voice dropping.

"I could wear a collar too. But only in the house… please," she said, her voice barely audible. "If that's what you wanted. I know how to be a collared woman. I know what it means, how to behave, what's expected. But I don't want that. I want something I've never had before—something I didn't even know existed before I met you. I want to be your partner. Your equal in everything except the final say. Your wife." She looked up at him, her eyes shining with unshed tears.

"I want to be the woman who chooses you," she said. "Every day. For the rest of my life. And I want a ring that reminds me of that choice every time I look at my hand." He was quiet again, and she could see the wheels turning behind his eyes, could see him wrestling with something that she couldn't quite name. She waited, her breath held, her body trembling with the vulnerability of the moment. Then he said something she hadn't expected.

“Would your family attend a wedding? Here, in the outer world?” She blinked, caught off guard by the question. She'd expected him to ask about the money, about the house, about the logistics of building a life together. She hadn't expected him to ask about her family.

“Yes… I think so,” she said, her voice careful now, her mind racing to catch up with the conversation. “They would attend. My mother would insist on it. She would never miss an opportunity to see me formally claimed by someone she hadn't approved in advance.” She heard the bitterness in her own voice and tried to soften it.

“But I need to warn you,” she continued, her voice quieter now. “They would be... cold. To you. To your family.” She saw something flicker across his face—a shadow of something that might have been hurt or anger or simply the acknowledgment of a truth he'd already suspected.

“Cold how?” he asked, his voice still neutral, still controlled.

“They would look down on you,” she said, the words coming out in a rush, the truth she'd been holding inside for months finally spilling free. “Not because of who you are—you're wonderful, you're everything I've ever wanted, you're the reason I wake up happy every morning—but because of what you represent. A man. A dominant. Someone who has claimed a woman of my family's standing and made her his submissive.” She paused, trying to find the right words.

“In my world, men don't have power. They serve. They submit. They belong to women who control every aspect of their existence. The idea of a man claiming a woman—any woman, but especially a woman of my family's standing—is...” She trailed off, unable to find a word that captured the magnitude of the transgression.

“Unthinkable,” he supplied, his voice dry.

“I was going to say difficult,” she said, her voice small. “But yes. Unthinkable works too.” She took a breath and continued. "In my world, a man claiming a woman is like... a servant firing his employer. A student expelling his teacher. It inverts the natural order of everything we've been taught. My mother—my family—they would see you as a thief. Someone who stole something that didn't belong to him. Someone who took a woman who should have been a Mistress and turned her into—" She stopped, unable to find a word that didn't sound like a betrayal of everything she'd chosen.

"Into someone who kneels," Marcus supplied, his voice neutral.

"Into someone who chooses to kneel," she corrected, her voice fierce despite the trembling in her hands. "There's a difference. I need you to understand that. I need them to understand that. I'm not broken. I'm not brainwashed. I'm not a victim of some dominant man who took advantage of me. I chose this. I choose this. Every day, I choose this." She paused, her voice dropping.

"But they won't see it that way," she said. "They'll see you as the man who took their daughter and made her less than what she was supposed to be. And they will never, ever forgive you for it."

“And your family's wealth—what you call old money, what you've worked so hard to build and maintain—wouldn't help. In fact, it might make things worse. My family wouldn't see it as impressive. They would see it as... quaint. Like a child showing off a lemonade stand to the CEO of a multinational corporation.” She saw something shift in his expression—not quite hurt, not quite anger, but something closer to confusion.

“How much are we talking about?” he asked, and she understood that he was asking about her family's wealth, not her allowance. She closed her eyes, unable to look at him while she said the words.

“My estate could afford to buy several small countries,” she said, her voice barely audible. “If Themyscira ever decided it wanted to expand its borders. If my mother ever decided she wanted a private island or a sovereign territory or a seat on the United Nations. She could make it happen. Not easily, not quickly, but eventually. That's the scale of wealth we're talking about.” She watched his face, looking for the flinch, the step backward, the moment where the numbers became too big to ignore. He didn't flinch. He didn't step back. He just looked at her with those steady dark eyes, and she saw something shift in his expression—not intimidation, not greed, but something closer to understanding. He understood, finally, what she'd been carrying. What she was offering to share. What she was asking him to walk into.

“I'm not telling you this to intimidate you,” she said, her voice stronger now. “I'm telling you this because you need to understand what you would be walking into. My family would attend the wedding because they love me, because they want to see me happy, because they would never abandon me no matter how far I strayed from the path they expected me to follow. But they would not be kind to you. They would not be welcoming. They would sit in the pews and watch you claim me and they would hate every moment of it.” She paused, her voice dropping to a whisper.

“And they would openly look down on any man in attendance,” she said. “No matter how much I coached them. No matter how many times I told them to be nice. They would smile and nod and say all the right things, and behind their eyes they would be calculating exactly how much it would cost to have you disappeared.” She let the words hang in the air, let him process the implications, let him understand the magnitude of what she was asking him to accept. Then she said the thing she'd been most afraid to say.

“I love you,” she said, her voice steady despite the tears forming in her eyes. “I chose you. I would choose you again, every day, for the rest of my life. But I need you to understand what choosing me would mean. It would mean entering a world that doesn't want you, that doesn't respect you, that will never see you as anything other than an aberration. It would mean spending the rest of your life being underestimated and dismissed and quietly, constantly judged by people who think they're better than you because of an accident of birth.” She paused, her voice breaking slightly.

“It would mean being the man who captured a princess,” she said, “and having to prove, every single day, that he deserves to keep her.” The silence that followed was the longest of her life. She knelt there, her head against his thigh, her eyes on the floor, her heart pounding in her chest, and waited for him to respond. She waited for the questions, the accusations, the demands for explanations. She waited for him to tell her that this was too much, that he couldn't handle it, that he wasn't prepared to spend the rest of his life fighting a battle he could never win. Instead, his hand moved from her hair to her chin, tilting her head up, forcing her to meet his eyes.

"I want to meet your mother," he said. She blinked.

"What?"

"Before I put a ring on you," he said, his dark eyes holding hers. "Before we buy a house. Before I make any formal claim on you. I want to meet your mother."

"Why?" she asked, her voice small.

"Because she needs to know who you're with," he said simply. "Not what I'm worth—I understand now that money isn't the issue here. But who I am. What kind of man I am. Whether I'm going to take care of you the way you deserve." He paused, his thumb tracing the line of her jaw.

"I'm not afraid of your family, Chloe," he said. "I'm not afraid of their money or their power or their judgment. My grandmother grew up in a house with dirt floors and a well that froze in the winter. My father was the first person in his family to go to college. Everything I have, I earned. And I didn't earn it so I could be intimidated by people who think bloodlines matter more than character." She felt something crack open in her chest—something that had been clenched tight for weeks, for months, for as long as she'd been carrying the weight of this secret.

"They'll hate you," she said, her voice breaking. "They'll smile and they'll be polite and they'll hate every moment of it."

"Then I'll earn their respect," he said, his voice calm and certain. "Or I won't. But I'll be damned if I let their opinion stop me from marrying the woman I love." She felt the tears spill over then, tracking down her cheeks, her body shaking with the force of emotions she couldn't name.

"Marcus," she whispered, and the name felt like a prayer on her lips. He pulled her up into his lap, his arms wrapping around her, her face pressed against his chest, her tears soaking into his shirt. He held her while she cried, his hand in her hair, his voice low and soothing, telling her that it would be okay, that they would figure it out, that nothing her family could say or do would change the way he felt about her. And she believed him. Not because he said it with certainty, not because he looked at her with that intensity that made her feel like she was the only person in the world, but because he had listened to everything, she'd said—the money, the family, the judgment, the contempt—and his first response had been to ask to meet her mother.

Not to demand a prenup. Not to ask for access to her accounts. Not to negotiate terms that would protect him from the consequences of marrying into a family that would never accept him. To meet her mother. So, her mother would know that her daughter would be taken care of. That was the man she had chosen. That was the man who had captured her heart. That was the man she would spend the rest of her life kneeling besides, serving, loving, belonging to.

“Okay,” she said, her voice muffled against his chest. “I'll call her tomorrow. I'll tell her... I'll tell her I've found someone I want to bring home.” She felt him nod against her, his arms tightening around her, his heart beating steady and strong beneath her ear.

"Good," he said, his voice low and certain. "And Chloe?"

"Yes, Marcus?" He was quiet for a moment, and she could see him turning something over in his mind—not doubt, not hesitation, but the careful consideration of a man who had just received new information and was deciding what to do with it.

"You said you wanted to buy a house," he said. "When I was ready. When I decided the time was right."

"Yes, Sir." He nodded slowly, the decision settling into his features like it had always been there.

"Start looking at houses," he said. "You can afford it, and I'm tired of sharing walls with neighbors who give me looks every time you wear your heels to the mailbox." She stared at him, her tear-streaked face caught somewhere between disbelief and joy.

"You're sure?"

"I'm sure," he said. "I just needed to understand what I was walking into. Now I do. So find us a home, Chloe. Something with space. Maybe a yard." She laughed—wet and shaky and overwhelmed—and pressed her face back into his chest. A house. A home. A life together. A ring. A wedding. A mother who would finally meet the man who had captured her daughter's heart. She didn't know how it would go. She didn't know if her mother would approve, if her family would accept him, if the world she came from would ever be able to see him as anything other than an aberration.

But she knew one thing for certain. She was his. She had chosen him. And no amount of money or power or judgment would ever change that. She fell asleep in his arms that night, her head on his chest, her hand over his heart, her feet still bearing the faint impressions of the straps she'd worn all day—the marks of a choice she made freely, every morning, and would keep making for as long as he'd have her. And for the first time since she'd left Themyscira, she felt like she was exactly where she was supposed to be.


Chapter 18: The Locker Room

The sports bra had been on his mind all morning. Kayla had said "tomorrow" after his Friday night workout—a single word, warm and conspiratorial, loaded with implication. He didn't usually go to the gym on Saturdays, but he'd found himself thinking about it anyway, turning her announcement over in his mind like a stone in his pocket, wondering what she meant. Saturday morning, he'd pulled the sports bra from the back of his locker, turning the neon pink fabric over in his hands, feeling the smooth stretch of it against his fingers. He'd told himself he was just checking if it was still there. He'd told himself he was just organizing. He'd told himself a lot of things. But the truth was simpler: he wanted to try it on. He wanted to see what "tomorrow" meant.

Not to the gym. Not yet. But last night, he had packed it in his gym bag before Kayla's announcement. He was worried she was going to open his gym bag and find it, she had collared him with the skinny bitch gym card she'd commissioned and placed around his neck in the fuchsia pink lanyard, telling him he had to wear it whenever he came to the gym. That had been last Friday, and he had done what he'd been told—putting it on before he walked in, wearing it through his workouts, wearing it out the doors. So Saturday morning, alone in his apartment with its barely filled closet—five simple outfits for work, his maid uniform pressed weekly and worn daily to clean his apartment on Tuesdays, Thursdays, and Sundays—and of course, his thong panties in a small basket he'd bought at a thrift store, all in the same color Chloe had assigned him and Kayla now favored, fuchsia pink, sitting on a shelf reserved for his panties alone—he decided to try it on first. Just to see. Just to understand what Kayla had meant.

He still hadn't bought any other furniture for the small studio. He didn't see the point. Chairs and sofas were for people who belonged on their surfaces, and he belonged on the floor. In the small attached bathroom, he'd pulled the sports bra over his head and felt it settle against his chest. The fit was strange at first—tight, compressing, unlike anything he'd worn before on his thin frame. The compression felt wrong and deeply right at the same time, because he had been told it was right for him. But after a few minutes, walking around his apartment in just the bra and his thong panties, something had shifted. The fabric held him. It was snug and secure and present in a way that his baggy clothing wasn't, in a way that nothing in his life was anymore. The built-in molded cups gave him the appearance of having small little breasts. He'd worn it under his t-shirt. Just the bra. Where no one could see. And then, because "tomorrow" had been Friday's promise and today was Saturday and he had nothing better to do, he drove to the gym to find out what she meant.

The workout ended. Martin wiped down his machine, returned his weights, and headed for the locker room. His routine was predictable now: finish circuit, shower, change, leave. The gym was a place he went through the motions, day after day, waiting for something he couldn't name. He stopped before the full-length mirror at the door of the locker room and stared. He'd tried to be normal. God, he'd tried. Eight weeks of protein shakes and bench presses that only made his lean frame look leaner, his narrow shoulders refusing to broaden, his arms refusing to swell.

He took a long shower. Longer than usual. His showers were always ten minutes here—half the maximum time the receptionist had told him he could use, because he tried to be someone who didn't cause trouble, someone who followed rules, someone who took less than he was given. But today was Saturday, and he had nowhere to be, and no one was waiting, and for once he let himself indulge. Ten extra minutes of hot water running over his skin, steam filling the small tiled space. He stood with his hands pressed against the wall, head bowed, water streaming down his back.

His showers were always 10 minutes long here, half the time allowed. Max time the receptionist had told him that he could use the shower and he wanted to be good and used every minute of his self-imposed half the time. However, today he took the full time, knowing he had nothing to do but go to his apartment after his workout. He turned off the water. He wrapped his towel around his waist. He walked back to his locker, leaving wet footprints on the tile floor. However, he stopped when his locker was in view. The locker was open. He was sure he'd closed it. He was sure he'd locked it—he always locked it, a habit drilled into him by Chloe, who had insisted on security in all things. But the door hung open, the lock dangling from the hasp like a question mark. The receptionist must have let them in. Kayla had a way of getting people to do what she wanted—that warm smile, that conspiratorial tone, that certainty that made resistance feel like swimming upstream. And the staff found the whole thing amusing, a private joke among women who understood that some men needed to be helped whether they knew it or not. And it was empty.

His gym bag—gone. His t-shirt, his shorts, his shoes—gone. His phone, his wallet, his keys—gone. Even the extra towel he'd stored in there for his hair was gone, leaving him standing in just the towel around his waist, dripping onto the tile, staring at the void where his life used to be. Everything was gone. Everything except the collection of gifts.

The neon pink sports bra, folded neatly on the top shelf. The matching leggings, draped over the side like they were on display in a store. The crop top, smoothed, the fabric catching the fluorescent light. The headband with “Work in Progress” embroidered in dark pink thread over the fuchsia pink color. The ankle socks with their tiny bows, arranged in a perfect pair at the bottom of the locker.

And something new. A pair of sneakers, sitting on the floor of the locker. White with neon pink accents—the same shade as the rest of the outfit. But not ordinary sneakers. Martin picked one up, turning it over in his hands, and felt the difference immediately. The sole was thicker than it should be, built up in a way that didn't make sense for a flat gym shoe. He slid his hand inside and felt it: a hidden wedge, maybe two inches, designed to elevate the heel while pretending to be casual. The kind of shoe designed to make legs look longer and calves look shapelier. The kind of shoe designed for women who wanted to look good without admitting they were trying. The kind of shoe designed for someone like him. There was a note taped to the inside of the locker door. The same looping handwriting. The same warm, conspiratorial script.

Skinny bitch—

Your car is at your apartment. We drove it over for you! Your phone, wallet, and keys are tucked behind the rear tire, waiting for you to collect after a nice cool-down walk. You're welcome. 💕

We left you the sneakers too. Can't have our girl walking home barefoot, can we? The wedge will help with your posture. You need it. Wear this on Monday. All of it. Come back to the gym in your proper outfit and we'll start donating clothing to you. We've got so many cute ideas! They'd look so much better on you than those ugly loose clothing you’ve been rocking. You know it. We know it. Everyone who sees you knows it. A skinny bitch like you was never meant for men's clothes. You were meant for ours.

See you Monday? 💋

Martin read the note twice. The words blurred and sharpened, each pass revealing new details—the “we” that implied consensus, the “girl” that slipped in like a knife, the “proper outfit” that turned his stomach to ice. They'd taken his car. His phone. His wallet. His keys. They'd driven his car across town and left it at his apartment, his belongings tucked behind the rear tire like a gift, like a test, like a dare. And they'd left him this. He stood there, dripping onto the tile, his towel his only covering.

He could wait. He could sit in the locker room until someone came—until the gym closed, until the staff found him, until someone called the police. He could explain that his clothes had been stolen, that he was stranded, that he needed help. But his phone was at his apartment. His wallet was at his apartment. His keys were at his apartment. And the only way to get them was to walk through the gym, through the parking lot, through the streets. In neon pink. A mile of public exposure between him and his belongings.

The women were still out there. He could hear them through the locker room door—Priya's laughter, sharp and carrying; Kayla's voice, warm and conspiratorial; the others chiming in, a chorus of amusement and anticipation. They were waiting. They wanted to see their handiwork. They wanted to see him. Martin looked at the clothes. The sports bra. The leggings. The crop top. The headband. The socks. The wedge sneakers. All arranged neatly, all in his size, all waiting for him to put them on. "He could refuse, but that idea died quickly. He didn't refuse women. He could stay here until the gym closed, then walk home in his towel, then figure out how to get his car and his belongings tomorrow. He could refuse to play their game. But that wasn't what he wanted, was it?

The thought came unbidden, slipping through the cracks in his defenses like water through stone. He didn't want to refuse. He wanted to put on the clothes. He wanted to walk out there. He wanted them to see him. He wanted to be seen. He wanted to be told what to do and what he was. His hands moved before his mind could catch up. He quickly dried his body before he dropped the towel. He reached for the sports bra, pulling it over his head, feeling it settle against his chest like it belonged there. He stepped into the leggings, the fabric sliding up his legs, hugging his thighs, his hips, his waist. He pulled on the crop top, the hem stopping just above his navel, exposing a strip of skin that made him feel naked and covered at the same time. He tied the headband around his head, the pink thread bright against his hair. He rolled on the socks, the tiny bows sitting demurely at his ankles. He stepped into the sneakers, the hidden wedge elevating his heels, shifting his posture, changing the way he stood.

He looked at himself in the mirror. A skinny bitch in neon pink. A body that looked like it belonged in this outfit, save for the tiny bulge at the front where his "clitty"—as Chloe had called it—resided, cradled in a thong and now the tight embrace of two layers of firm, holding fabric. The leggings hugged his legs, making them look longer and leaner than they ever had in his baggy shorts. The crop top exposed his midriff, the sports bra visible underneath, compressing his chest in a way that made him look slighter, softer, more like the thing they kept calling him. The headband held his hair back from his face, framing his features in a way that felt feminine and strange. The sneakers added two inches to his height, the wedge forcing him to stand differently, his weight shifted forward, his posture more upright, more present.

He looked like what they wanted him to look like. He looked like what he was. He took a breath. Then another. Then he opened the locker room door and stepped out onto the gym floor.

The walk was fifty feet. Fifty feet from the locker room to the front door. Fifty feet across the gym floor, past the weights and the machines and the people who had been watching him for months, waiting for this moment. It felt like fifty miles.

Every step was a revelation. The wedge sneakers changed his gait, forcing him to walk differently, his hips shifting, his balance adjusting. The leggings moved with him, the fabric smooth and tight against his skin. The crop top rode up slightly with each step, exposing more of his midriff, making him feel exposed and visible in a way that his old clothes never had. He kept his eyes forward. He didn't look at the weights, where the big men were lifting and grunting. He didn't look at the machines, where the regulars were going through their routines. He didn't look at the cardio area, where the walkers and joggers were moving in their endless loops. He didn't look at the women. But they looked at him.

He could feel their eyes on him—Kayla's warm gaze, Danielle's sharp assessment, Sarah's soft sympathy, Michelle's quiet watchfulness, Priya's loud delight. They were sitting at a bench near the free weights, their workout apparently finished, their attention entirely on him. He could hear them, too. Priya's laughter, ringing out across the gym floor. Kayla's voice, calling something he couldn't quite hear. The sound of approval, of satisfaction, of a job well done. He kept walking. The front desk was his goal. The door beyond it. The parking lot. The walk home. His car, his phone, his wallet, his keys—tucked behind the rear tire, waiting for him to collect after a nice cool-down walk. But the front desk staff had other plans.

“Skinny bitch!” The girl behind the counter—perky, blonde, always chewing gum—lit up like a Christmas tree when she saw him. “Oh my God, look at you!” He stopped. He had to. She was in his way, her body blocking the path to the door, her phone already raised, the camera app open. “Love the sneakers, skinny bitch!” She snapped a photo before he could react, the flash blinding him for a moment, the sound of the shutter loud in his ears. “See? Wow, the ladies were really nice and got you something that finally looks good on you!” He stood there, frozen, his face burning, his body on display. The photo was already taken. Already saved. Already out of his control. Another staff member appeared—a taller woman, dark-haired, with a smile that didn't reach her eyes. If he remembered right, she was the gym manager. She pressed something into his hand: a small plastic purse, the kind you'd use for makeup or toiletries, the kind that looked like it belonged in a woman's closet, not a man's grip.

“Here,” she said, her voice bright and merciless. “Starting Monday. Wear this Monday to the gym. All of us ladies are going to help redo your wardrobe. We'll bring more.” He opened the purse, his hands trembling. Inside, folded neatly, were a blouse and a skirt. The blouse was soft and flowing, a pale pink that matched the neon of his workout gear. The skirt was black, A-line, the kind of thing a woman would wear to the office or a dinner date. A hand-me-down outfit. Starting already.

He looked up at the staff, his mouth opening to say something—to protest, to refuse, to explain that this wasn't what he wanted—but the words wouldn't come. Because it was what he wanted. That was the truth he couldn't escape, the truth that burned beneath his shame and his fear and his confusion. He wanted to be seen. He wanted to be noticed. He wanted to be whatever the women in his orbit wanted.

“Monday,” the blonde said again, her smile wide and certain. “Wear your outfit on Monday. We'll all bring more.” He nodded. He didn't know what else to do. He tucked the purse under his arm, adjusted the headband on his head, and walked out the door. The staff's distraction had allowed the five women to position themselves between Martin and the door. Another roadblock. Another test. He stopped in front of them, his body defaulting to the pose he'd given up trying to train himself out of—wrists crossed behind his back, head slightly bowed, weight shifted forward on the wedge sneakers. Present pose. Waiting pose. The pose that said please tell me what to do and I'll do it.

"Hold still," Kayla said, and her hands were on him before he could respond. She reached for the waistband of his leggings, her fingers finding the sides of his thong where they disappeared beneath the tight fabric. She adjusted them—tugging, pulling, until the thin pink straps peeked above the leggings on both sides, visible to anyone who cared to look.

"Panties are meant to sit higher on the hips," she said, her voice warm and instructional, like she was teaching a friend how to properly apply eyeliner. "Everyone should be able to see them. It lets people know you're wearing the right thing underneath." His face burned. His throat closed. He stood there, frozen, while her hands moved over his body with the casual authority of someone adjusting a mannequin. Danielle stepped forward, tugging the hem of his crop top, smoothing the fabric over his chest.

"The bra needs to be visible through the neckline," she said, pulling the top down slightly to expose the neon pink strap where it crossed his collarbone. "If you're going to wear women's workout clothes, you wear them properly. That means showing the support." Sarah reached out and adjusted the headband, pushing it back slightly so it sat more securely behind his ears.

"There," she said softly, almost kindly. "That's better. It frames your face." Michelle said nothing. She just looked at him with those quiet, watchful eyes, taking in every detail—the adjusted thong, the visible bra strap, the smoothed crop top, the headband framing his features—and nodded once, as if confirming something she'd already suspected. Priya circled him slowly, her gaze moving from head to toe, assessing.

"Not bad," she said, and her voice carried a note of grudging approval. "Not bad for a first attempt. You'll get better with practice." Kayla stepped back, surveying her work with the satisfied expression of an artist who'd just put the finishing touches on a painting. "There," she said. "Now you're ready for your walk."

"Thank you," Martin whispered, and the words came out before he could stop them, automatic and genuine and deeply, terribly sincere. Kayla's smile widened.

"You're welcome, skinny bitch. We'll see you Monday?" He nodded.

"Wear the outfit," she said. "All of it. And we'll have more for you. Lots more."

"We're going to have so much fun," Priya added, her voice bright with anticipation. "Girl time and shaping you the way your body needs. You'll love it." They parted like the Red Sea, clearing a path to the door. Martin walked through it, his adjusted thong peeking above his waistband, his bra strap visible at his collarbone, his headband framing his face, his wrists crossed behind his back. He didn't look back. He could feel their eyes on him—five pairs, tracking his every step, watching him walk out into the evening in neon pink and feminine expectation.

The walk home was long. The sun was setting by the time he left the gym, the sky turning orange and pink above the parking lot. The air was cool against his exposed midriff, the crop top doing nothing to protect him from the evening chill. The wedge sneakers clicked against the pavement, the sound unfamiliar and strange, drawing glances from passersby. He kept his eyes down. He didn't look at anyone. He didn't acknowledge the stares, the whispers, the occasional laugh. He just walked, one foot in front of the other, his body moving on autopilot while his mind raced. He was two blocks from the gym when he passed the bar.

It was a college place—the kind of establishment that catered to students who wanted cheap drinks and loud music and the comfortable anonymity of being surrounded by people who were too drunk to notice or care about anything outside their immediate orbit. The doors were open to the evening air, the sound of pop music spilling onto the sidewalk, the warm yellow light cutting through the blue dusk. A group of women were clustered on the patio, their drinks in their hands, their voices carrying in the way that only drunk women's voices could—loud and unselfconscious and utterly without filter. One of them noticed him.

"Oh my God," she said, and the words cut through the music like a knife. "Look at this." Three heads turned. Then four. Then all of them—six or seven women in their early twenties, their eyes tracking him as he walked past, their faces lighting up with the particular delight of drunk people who had just discovered something fascinating.

"Hey!" one of them called out. "Hey, girl! Love the outfit!" Another one whistled—low and sharp, the kind of whistle that men directed at women on construction sites, inverted and aimed at him. "Work it, honey! Work it!"

"Those leggings though!" A third woman, her voice carrying the exaggerated enthusiasm of someone who'd had three too many margaritas. "Where did you get those? I need a pair!" He kept walking. His face was burning. His eyes were fixed on the sidewalk, his body moving on autopilot, his mind screaming at him to run, to hide, to disappear into the nearest alley and never come out.

"Wait, is that a guy?" The first woman again, her voice pitching up with surprise. "Oh my God, it is. It's a guy in leggings!" The laughter that followed was not cruel, exactly. It was the laughter of discovery, of surprise, of drunk women who had encountered something they hadn't expected and found it delightful in its absurdity. It was the laughter of people who saw him and didn't know what to make of him and decided that the best response was to treat him like a joke.

"Hey, come back!" one of them called. "We just want to talk! You look amazing!" He didn't turn around. He didn't stop. He kept walking, one foot in front of the other, the wedge sneakers clicking on the pavement, the thong straps peeking above his waistband, the crop top exposing his midriff to the cool evening air. The laughter followed him down the block, fading slowly, replaced by the ambient sounds of the city—cars passing, distant music, the low hum of a world that had noticed him and moved on. He walked faster. The apartment was still a mile away. The night was getting colder. And the warmth in his chest—the same warmth that had flickered to life when Kayla adjusted his thong, when Danielle smoothed his top, when they'd looked at him with approval and possession and something that felt dangerously like care—that warmth was still there, burning beneath the shame, refusing to go out.

He didn't understand it. He didn't want to understand it. He just wanted to get home. They'd taken his clothes. They'd taken his car. They'd taken his phone, his wallet, his keys. They'd left him with nothing but the outfit on his back and the purse in his hand, forcing him to walk home in neon pink like a sign, a signal, a statement. And he'd put it on. He'd walked out there. He'd let them see him.

Sunday was the hardest day. He'd made it home Saturday night without incident—no more catcalls, no more laughter, no more eyes tracking him through the streets. He'd found his car in the parking lot, his keys behind the rear tire, his phone and wallet waiting for him like nothing had happened.

Sunday was his day off from having to be in the world, and he hid in his little apartment. Sunday was his cleaning day. Sunday was the day he wore his maid uniform and scrubbed his apartment from top to bottom and tried not to think about anything except the motion of his hands and the smell of the cleaning products and the familiar rhythm of service. He'd done the cleaning first. The uniform went on automatically—pink cotton with the white apron, the hem hitting him mid-thigh, the thong underneath, the feeling of rightness that came from wearing what he'd been told to wear. He cleaned the kitchen. He cleaned the bathroom. He vacuumed the floor. He did everything he was supposed to do, and when he was finished, he stood in the middle of his studio apartment with his hands at his sides and his wrists drifting behind his back and nothing left to occupy his mind.

The purse was on the kitchen counter. The small plastic purse the gym manager had pressed into his hand on Friday, the one with the blouse and the skirt inside, the one she'd told him to wear on Monday. He stared at it for a long time. He could ignore it. He could go to work on Monday in his normal clothes, drive to the gym afterward, work out in his baggy shorts and his oversized t-shirt, and pretend that Friday had never happened. He could refuse to play their game. He could be a man. The word felt wrong in his head. Man. It always had. Even before Chloe, even before the gym, even before the women had started naming him and gifting him and reshaping him into something he didn't have a name for—the word man had never fit him properly. It was like wearing shoes that were two sizes too big, stumbling around in someone else's footsteps, waiting for someone to notice that he was playing dress-up in a costume that didn't belong to him.

He reached for the purse. The blouse came out first—pale pink, soft and flowing, the kind of thing that would look delicate on his narrow shoulders. He held it up against his body, feeling the fabric drape over his chest, imagining what it would look like on him, imagining what they would say when they saw him in it. The skirt came out next—black, A-line, the kind of thing a woman would wear to the office or a dinner date. He stepped into it without thinking, the fabric sliding up his legs, the waistband settling around his hips, the hem hitting him just above the knee. He looked down at himself. The skirt. The thong underneath it. The maid's uniform discarded on the floor. His bare feet on the beige carpet, his pale legs disappearing into black fabric, his body looking smaller and softer and more like what they kept telling him he was.

He put on the blouse. The buttons were on the wrong side—the women's side, he remembered, because Chloe had taught him that women's buttons were on the left and men's were on the right, and he'd never forgotten because she'd made him practice buttoning her blouses until he could do it without thinking. The fabric settled against his skin, cool and smooth, the fit slightly loose on his thin frame but not wrong. Not wrong at all. He stood in front of the mirror on the back of his bathroom door and stared. The person looking back at him wasn't a man. The person looking back at him wasn't exactly a woman, either—too flat in the chest, too sharp in the jaw, too obviously something in between. But the skirt hung from his hips in a way that looked natural. The blouse draped over his shoulders in a way that looked intentional. And the face beneath the too-long hair—the face that had always looked too soft, too delicate, too something for the body it was attached to—looked more at peace than it had in months.

He didn't take the outfit off for the rest of the day. He made dinner in it—pasta from a box, sauce from a jar, the kind of meal that required minimal effort but felt different when he was standing at the stove in a skirt and blouse, the fabric brushing against his legs, the hem swishing when he turned. He ate on his bondage board, his legs folded beneath him, the skirt pooling around his knees. He watched a streaming service on his tablet — a nature documentary about birds, something mindless and soothing, the narrator's soft feminine voice washing over him like water. He fell asleep in it, lying on his side, on the fuchsia leather covered memory foam bed that was the bondage board, with his wrists crossed behind his back, the pillow from Chloe between his thighs and his head resting on the matching leather pillow. The blouse rucked up around his waist, the skirt twisted around his legs, the thong pressing against him like a reminder.

The flea market opened at eight on Sunday morning. Kayla was there by seven-thirty, her coffee in hand, her eyes scanning the rows of tables and tarps and folding chairs where vendors had arranged their wares. She'd mapped out the route the night before—three thrift stores, the flea market, and a consignment shop that specialized in vintage women's clothing. She'd estimated four hours, maybe five, depending on how much they found and how quickly they found it.

The others arrived in ones and twos. Danielle first, her sharp eyes already cataloging the merchandise before she'd even said good morning. Then Sarah, her expression soft and apologetic, as if she wasn't entirely sure she should be here but didn't know how to say so. Then Michelle, silent and watchful, her gaze moving over the crowd with the same attention she brought to everything. And finally Priya, fifteen minutes late, her hair still damp from the shower, her expression caught between skepticism and curiosity.

"Let's get this over with," Priya said, tucking her hands into her jacket pockets. "I still think he's not coming back."

"He's coming back," Kayla said, and her voice carried the same warm certainty it always did. "Now let's shop." They started at the flea market, moving through the rows of tables with the efficiency of women who had been shopping together for years. The vendors were a mix of old-timers and college students selling clothes they'd outgrown, and the selection was exactly what Kayla had hoped for—cheap, abundant, and overwhelmingly feminine.

"Look at this." Danielle held up a blouse—ivory silk, slightly faded, the kind of thing that would look elegant on someone with Martin's coloring. "This would bring out his eyes."

"His eyes are too pretty for a boy anyway," Priya said, examining a rack of skirts. "It's wasted on him. We're doing him a favor."

"We're doing him a favor," Sarah echoed, but her voice was soft, and she was holding up a cardigan—pale blue, soft and warm, the kind of thing that would look delicate on his narrow shoulders—and her expression was more thoughtful than skeptical. They moved through the market like locusts, picking through the tables, pulling items from racks, holding things up to the light and each other and imagining them on a body that wasn't there. Kayla found a dress—soft and flowing, pale blue, the kind of thing that would swirl around his knees when he walked. Danielle found a top—black, form-fitting, with a neckline that would plunge on his slight frame. Sarah found the cardigan. Michelle found a pair of jeans—skinny cut, the kind that would hug his legs like a second skin, the kind that left nothing to the imagination. And the shoes.

The shoes were Kayla's particular project. She'd been thinking about them for weeks—about how to get him into heels, how to bridge the gap between the wedge sneakers and something more demanding, how to introduce the idea of elevation without terrifying him into retreat. The flea market had a shoe vendor—an older woman with gray hair and knowing eyes who looked at the five of them and seemed to understand immediately what they were looking for.

"Helping a friend?" the vendor asked, her voice carrying the particular warmth of someone who had seen everything and judged nothing.

"Something like that," Kayla said. "She's just starting out. Learning to walk."

"Ah." The vendor nodded, as if this explained everything. "Then you want the chunky heels first. Much easier to learn in. The wedges are good for stability, but the chunky heels teach you how to balance. Then you can move up." She disappeared into the back of her stall and returned with an armload of boxes. Black pumps, two inches, chunky heel. "Good for everyday wear. Office-appropriate. Easy to walk in." Nude pumps, two and a half inches, slightly slimmer heel. "Makes the legs look longer. Classic. Every woman needs a pair." Red pumps, three inches, chunky heel. "For when she's feeling confident. A statement shoe." Ankle boots—two pairs. One with a wedge heel, two and a half inches, in soft brown leather. "Good for fall. Easy to walk in. Looks casual but the elevation is there." The other with a chunky heel, three inches, in black, with a side zipper. "More structured. More demanding. Good for when she's ready to push herself." Kayla looked at the shoes, spread out on the vendor's table like an offering, and felt something like satisfaction settle in her chest.

"We'll take all of them," she said. Priya choked on her coffee. "All of them? That's six pairs of heels for a guy who's never walked in them before."

"He'll learn," Kayla said, and her voice carried the same warm certainty it always did. "We'll teach him. Just like we taught him everything else." The vendor smiled and began boxing up the shoes. They hit the thrift stores next, moving through the racks with the same efficiency they'd brought to the flea market. Each woman had brought a large reusable shopping bag—Kayla's instructions, delivered by group text the night before—and each woman was determined to fill it. The selection was better at the thrift stores. More variety, more sizes, more options for a body that was smaller and slighter than most of the women's clothing they found. They gravitated toward the same things—soft fabrics, feminine cuts, colors that would complement his pale skin and pale hair and pale eyes. They avoided anything too revealing or too complicated; they were building a wardrobe, not a costume, and the goal was to dress him in things he could actually wear outside the gym.

Kayla found a sundress—floral print, spaghetti straps, the kind of thing that would look effortless on a warm day. She found a wrap dress—black, versatile, the kind of thing that could be dressed up or down. She found three more blouses, two more skirts, a pair of shorts that were shorter than anything he'd ever worn but would look good on his lean legs. Danielle found the structured pieces—blazers and fitted tops and a pencil skirt that would make his legs look endless. She found a slip dress—silk, champagne-colored, the kind of thing that would look like a whisper against his skin. Sarah found the soft things—cardigans and sweaters and a lightweight jacket with a feminine cut. She found a nightgown—cotton, simple, the kind of thing that would be comfortable to sleep in—but she put it back almost immediately, her cheeks pink, as if she'd gone too far even in her own mind.

Michelle found the practical things—jeans and trousers and a pair of leggings that were thicker than the workout pair, suitable for wearing outside the gym. She found a denim skirt—classic, versatile, the kind of thing that would look good on anyone. She found a camisole—lace-trimmed, pale pink, the kind of thing that would be visible under a low neckline and would make it clear that he was wearing women's undergarments. And Priya—Priya, who had been skeptical from the beginning, who had bet against his return, who had rolled her eyes at every step of the plan—Priya filled her bag with the kind of enthusiasm that suggested she'd been converted somewhere between the flea market and the second thrift store.

She found a party dress—short, sparkly, the kind of thing that would look ridiculous on most men but might look surprisingly good on someone with Martin's frame. She found a crop top—different from the workout version, more casual, the kind of thing that would show off his midriff without looking like gym wear. She found a pair of overalls—short-alls, really, the kind of thing that was trendy and feminine and would make his legs look even longer than they already were. She also found the hair accessories. A pack of headbands—different colors, different widths, all feminine. A set of barrettes—small and decorative, the kind of thing that would hold back his too-long hair in a way that looked intentional instead of neglected. A collection of scrunchies—soft and colorful, the kind of thing that would look cute on his wrists when he wasn't using them to tie back his hair.

"His hair is getting long," she said, holding up a scrunchie and examining it in the thrift store's fluorescent light. "Past his ears. Almost to his shoulders in the back. He needs something to do with it."

"We could take him to get it styled," Sarah suggested, her voice soft.

"Eventually," Kayla said. "For now, these will do. He can learn to manage it himself." They met at the coffee shop at noon, their bags piled on the floor around them like the aftermath of a very specific shopping spree. Five large reusable bags, each one stuffed with clothing, shoes, and accessories. Each one heavy with the weight of a future they were building for someone who didn't know it was being built. Kayla looked at the bags and smiled.

"That's a lot of clothes," Danielle said, her sharp eyes moving over the pile. "We're expecting him to wear all of this?"

"We're giving him options," Kayla corrected. "He'll wear what we tell him to wear. And we'll tell him to wear all of it, eventually. One piece at a time." She pulled a pack of clothing hangers from her bag—white plastic, the kind you'd find in any woman's closet—and set them on the table.

"He needs to know these are meant to be hung," she said. "Not folded in a drawer. Not stuffed in a corner. Hung. Like they matter. Like he matters." The other women nodded, and for a moment, the table went quiet, the weight of what they were doing settling over them like a shroud. Then Priya spoke up.

"I still think he's not coming back." Kayla's smile widened.

"Then you're going to be fifty dollars poorer and one bag of clothes richer by this time tomorrow." Priya rolled her eyes, but she was smiling too—the reluctant smile of someone who was starting to believe, despite herself, that the skinny bitch might actually show up.

Monday morning came too fast. When he woke up on Monday morning, the outfit was wrinkled and his neck was stiff and he had to untangle the skirt from around his legs before he could stand. He looked at himself in the bathroom mirror—rumpled, disheveled, wearing a woman's blouse and skirt like he'd been wearing them his whole life. He had to go to the gym. He had to do what he'd been told. He just didn't know if he was ready. Martin stood in front of his closet at six AM, staring at the row of work clothes—five simple outfits, all baggy, all beige, all designed to make him look as unremarkable as possible—and tried to figure out what to do.

The gym outfit was laid out on his bondage board. The sports bra, the leggings, the crop top, the headband, the socks, the wedge sneakers. The purse with the blouse and skirt sat beside it, a small plastic reminder of what was waiting for him after work. He couldn't wear the gym outfit to work. He knew that. The thought of walking into Morrison Materials in neon pink leggings and a crop top was enough to make his stomach clench with a panic so profound it bordered on physical illness. But he couldn't leave it at home, either. He had to bring it with him. He had to change after work. He had to show up at the gym in the outfit they'd given him, because that was what he'd been told to do, and when someone told him to do something, he did it.

He packed the gym outfit into the small purse first—the leggings rolled tight, the sports bra folded neatly, the crop top smoothed flat, the headband and socks tucked into the sneakers. The purse bulged but closed, the zipper straining against the volume of its contents. He placed it in his gym bag, next to the blouse and skirt that the gym manager had given him, and added a towel and his toiletries.

He drove to work with the gym bag in his trunk, the weight of it pressing against his mind like a hand against his throat.

The day passed in a blur of beige and data entry. He stood at his raised desk, his wrists crossing behind his back whenever he stopped typing, his mind drifting to the bag in his trunk, the outfit inside it, the women who were waiting for him to wear it. Ms. Morrison stopped by his desk once, her sharp eyes moving over him with that assessing gaze. His wrists crossed behind his back automatically, the warmth flickered in his chest, and she said 'acceptable' before moving on. He told himself that was enough. That was what he was. Acceptable. Barely. Five o'clock came. He logged off his computer, gathered his things, and walked to the bathroom on the third floor—the one no one ever used, the one with the lock on the stall door, the one where he could be alone.

He locked the stall behind him and stood there for a long moment, his gym bag at his feet, his heart pounding in his chest. The bathroom was quiet, the fluorescent lights humming overhead, the smell of industrial cleaner and despair that he remembered from after Chloe had kicked him out. He undressed slowly. His work clothes came off first—the baggy khakis, the oversized button-down, the undershirt, the socks and shoes. He folded them neatly and placed them in his gym bag, a habit drilled into him by Chloe, who had insisted on order in all things. He stood there in his thong—the same pink thong panties he wore every day, the same pink thong that had become as natural as skin—and reached for the sports bra.

It went on easier this time. He'd practiced on Sunday, wearing it around his apartment under the blouse, getting used to the compression, the way it held him, the way it made him look. He tucked the straps under the neckline of the crop top, the way Danielle had shown him, making sure the pink fabric was visible at his collarbone. The leggings came next, sliding up his legs, hugging his thighs, his hips, his waist. He adjusted the thong the way Kayla had shown him, pulling the straps up until they peeked above the waistband, visible to anyone who cared to look. The headband. The socks. The wedge sneakers, adding two inches to his height, shifting his posture, changing the way he stood. He looked at himself in the bathroom mirror and didn't recognize the person staring back at him.

The person in the mirror was wearing neon pink workout clothes that hugged every inch of his thin frame. The sports bra was visible through the crop top, compressing his chest, making him look slighter and softer. The leggings clung to his legs, making them look longer and leaner than they ever had in his baggy shorts. The thong straps peeked above the waistband, pink against pink, announcing what he was wearing underneath. The headband held his hair back from his face, framing his features in a way that looked feminine and deliberate. The wedge sneakers elevated his heels, shifting his weight forward, changing his posture into something more upright, more present, more like what they wanted him to be. He looked like a skinny bitch. He looked like what they'd named him. He looked like he belonged in this outfit in a way he'd never belonged in anything else. He packed his work clothes into the gym bag, slung the bag over his shoulder, and walked out of the bathroom.

The hallway was empty. The elevator was empty. The parking garage was mostly empty, a few stragglers heading to their cars, no one paying attention to the slight figure in neon pink walking toward a battered Honda sedan. He opened the trunk and put the gym bag inside. He closed the trunk. He opened the driver's door and sat down. He sat there for fifteen minutes. The steering wheel was cool under his hands. The engine was off. The windows were up. The parking garage was quiet, the only sound the distant hum of the ventilation system and the pounding of his own heart. He stared at the lanyard in his lap. The fuchsia pink fabric, the clear plastic sleeve, the card inside with his photo and the words SKINNY BITCH printed in bold. The lanyard that Kayla had slipped over his head, her fingers brushing the back of his neck, telling him he should always wear it at the gym.

He picked it up. He held it in both hands, feeling the weight of it—the fabric, the plastic, the card, the name that had become his name, the identity that had become his identity. He lifted it over his head. The lanyard settled around his neck, the card resting against his chest, just above the sports bra, just below the collarbone, where everyone could see it. SKINNY BITCH, facing outward, announcing his presence to anyone who cared to look. He started the car. He drove to the gym. He parked in the lot, turned off the engine, and sat there for another five minutes, staring at the entrance, watching people go in and out, none of them looking at the slight figure in the battered Honda with the fuchsia pink lanyard around his neck and the neon pink workout clothes visible through the window.

He opened the door. He stepped out. He adjusted the thong straps above his waistband, the way Kayla had shown him. He smoothed the crop top over his chest, the way Danielle had shown him. He touched the headband, making sure it was secure, the way Sarah had shown him. He walked toward the entrance, his wrists crossed behind his back, his weight shifted forward on the wedge sneakers, his hips swaying slightly in the gait that the elevation demanded. That was the part that haunted him. Not the walk, not the photo, not the new clothing they were choosing without his input. The fact that he'd gone back. He told himself it was because he had no choice. His routine was at the gym. His life was at the gym. The women were at the gym. Where else would he go?

The five women were waiting. They were clustered near the free weights, their workout apparently on pause, their attention focused entirely on him. Kayla, with her warm smile. Danielle, with her sharp eyes. Sarah, with her soft sympathy. Michelle, with her quiet watchfulness. Priya, with her loud delight. And shopping bags. Dozens of shopping bags, overflowing with clothes, draped over benches and weights and machines like a bizarre yard sale.

“Skinny bitch!” Priya's voice rang out across the gym floor, drawing every eye in the room. “You came back!” He stopped in front of them, and assumed his present stance. It was now his resting pose, something that could not be broken.

“Of course he came back,” Kayla said, her smile warm and conspiratorial. “He's our skinny bitch. Where else would he go?” She reached into one of the shopping bags and pulled out a dress—soft and flowing, a pale blue that would match his eyes. “This one's from me. I think you will look just lovely in it.” Danielle pulled out a top—black, form-fitting, with a neckline that would plunge on his slight frame. “This one's mine. Try it on later when you get home.” Sarah offered a cardigan—soft and warm, the kind of thing that would look delicate on his narrow shoulders. Michelle handed him a pair of jeans—skinny cut, the kind that would hug his legs like a second skin. And Priya—Priya just passed the whole bag she bought into his arms without ceremony, and Martin was surprised by the weight of it.

“Skinny bitch, you got four more bags like this one. You will try them all on tonight.” Martin stood there, surrounded by shopping bags and women's clothes, the center of attention for the first time in his life. The other gym-goers were watching, their eyes on him, their whispers carrying across the floor. The staff at the front desk were watching, their smiles knowing and satisfied. The women were watching, their faces bright with triumph and possession. He was seen. He was noticed. And most importantly, he felt like he was theirs." OR "And most important of all, he felt like he was theirs. Somewhere beneath the shame, that familiar warmth. That familiar quiet. The feeling of belonging, of being claimed, of being transformed into something that made sense in a way that Martin never had.

"Thank you," he said, and his voice came out thin and reedy, barely a whisper.

"You're welcome, skinny bitch," Kayla said, and her smile was warm and certain and possessive in a way that made his chest ache. "You're so very welcome." He gathered the bags into his arms—the dress from Kayla, the top from Danielle, the cardigan from Sarah, the jeans from Michelle, the entire bag from Priya—and the weight of them surprised him. Not just the fabric, but the implication. Dozens of outfits. Dozens of choices made for him. Dozens of mornings where he wouldn't have to decide what to wear because someone else had already decided. He clutched them to his chest like the thin gray blanket he'd carried from Chloe's apartment, and he walked out of the gym with his head down and his wrists crossed behind his. He would come back tomorrow. He would wear what they told him to wear. He would be what they told him to be. And somewhere beneath the shame, that familiar warmth. That familiar quiet. He was seen. He was noticed. He was theirs.


Chapter 19: Transformation

That first day was spent with the five incorporating him into their group. Sarah, their former project, their former doll, had finally been elevated, and she was relieved to be a part of the group instead of the center. The five bags sat on the bench like an offering, their contents spilling over the edges in a cascade of feminine color. Martin stood in front of them, his wrists crossed behind his back, his weight shifted forward on the wedge sneakers, his body still in the present pose that had become as natural as breathing.

"So," Kayla said, her warm smile firmly in place. "Let's go through everything." The next hour was a blur of fabric and instruction. One by one, the women pulled items from the bags, holding them up for inspection, discussing fit and color and occasion with the casual authority of women who had been dressing themselves—and each other—for years.

"This blouse would look great with the black pencil skirt," Danielle said, draping the ivory silk over her arm. "For work. Not that we're telling you what to wear to work." Her smile was sharp. "Yet."

"This sundress is for weekends," Kayla said, holding the floral print against his chest, assessing the way the fabric would fall. "When you're not at the gym. When you're just being one of the girls."

"These jeans," Michelle said, her voice quiet but certain, "will show off your legs. You should wear them when we go out. With the ankle boots." Martin stood there, nodding at each instruction, filing the information away like the data he entered at work—organized, categorized, ready for retrieval. The blouse went with the pencil skirt. The sundress was for weekends. The jeans were for going out. Each item had a purpose, a context, a set of rules that governed its use. The rules were simple. The rules were clear. The rules were everything.

"Now," Kayla said, pulling a pack of white plastic hangers from her bag. "These are for your new wardrobe." Martin looked at the hangers, then at the bags, then at the women.

"You're going to take all of this home tonight," Kayla continued. "Every bag. Every item. And you're going to hang them up properly. Not folded. Not stuffed in a drawer. Hung. Like they matter. Like you matter." She pressed the hangers into his hands, her fingers brushing his, the contact brief and warm and proprietary.

"Then," she said, pulling out her phone, "we're adding you to the group chat." The group chat. Martin felt something shift in his chest—a door opening, a threshold crossing. The group chat meant access. The group chat meant belonging. The group chat meant he was one of them, or at least on his way to becoming one of them. Kayla typed something into her phone, and a moment later, Martin's phone buzzed in his bag. He fished it out, his hands trembling, and saw the notification: "You've been added to 'Skinny Bitch & Co.'"

"That's you," Priya said, her laughter bright and carrying. "Welcome to the group, skinny bitch."

"Next," Danielle said, pulling out a sheet of small sticker numbers—the kind you'd use to label items in a catalog. "You're going to put one of these on the tag of every item we've given you. Number them. Photograph them. Send the photos to the group chat." Martin looked at the stickers, then at the bags, then at the women.

"Why?"

"Because," Kayla said, her smile warm and conspiratorial, "we're building your catalog. Every item, numbered and photographed, so we can tell you exactly what to wear each day. Work is the only place we won't control—for now. But everywhere else? Every morning, you'll check the group chat. You'll see what number we've assigned. You'll wear what we tell you to wear." The words settled into his chest like a warm stone. They were going to tell him what to wear. They were going to make the decisions. They were going to take the guesswork out of his mornings, the uncertainty out of his closet, the chaos out of his life.

"Okay," he said, his voice thin and reedy. "Okay."

"Good girl," Kayla said, and the words went through him like electricity. They helped him carry the bags to his car—all five of them, walking across the parking lot like a procession, the women flanking him, their hands on the bags, their voices filling the air with chatter about outfits and accessories and what they were going to do with their new project next.

"A delicate thing like you couldn't possibly carry all this by himself," Priya said, her voice bright with mock concern. "We wouldn't want our skinny bitch to strain something."

"Those arms aren't built for heavy lifting," Danielle added, her sharp eyes tracking his slight frame. "That's what friends are for." Friends. The word echoed in his mind as they loaded the bags into his trunk, as they closed the lid, as they stood around him in the parking lot with their warm smiles and their sharp eyes and their hands that touched his arms and his shoulders and the small of his back like they were already claiming the territory.

"Tomorrow," Kayla said, leaning against his car, her arms crossed, her expression satisfied. "You're going to start coming to the gym every day. We have a new workout routine for you. Something that will really make a difference."

"Every day?" Martin asked, his voice small.

"Every day," Kayla confirmed. "We'll tell you which workouts to do, which muscles to target. You just show up and do what you're told. Can you do that, skinny bitch?" He nodded. He could do that. He could do anything they asked. He could be anything they wanted.

"Good girl," Kayla said again. He drove home with five bags of women's clothing in his trunk, a sheet of sticker numbers on his passenger seat, and a group chat notification on his phone that made him feel, for the first time in months, like he belonged somewhere.

One day he was doing his circuit alone, moving from machine to machine like a ghost, and the next he was following Kayla across the gym floor, his feet falling into step behind hers like a duckling following its mother, every day she allowed him to be in her presence. It quickly escalated and spilled to outside of the gym.

The mall was crowded for a Saturday afternoon. Martin walked between Kayla and Danielle, his steps careful in the ankle boots with the chunky heel—three inches, black, the ones they'd selected from the catalog this morning. Outfit #7: black pencil skirt, ivory blouse, black ankle boots, hair in a low ponytail with the pale pink scrunchie. The skirt hit just above his knee, the blouse was tucked in, the boots added the elevation that had become as natural as breathing. The other women flanked them—Sarah on the outside, Michelle and Priya bringing up the rear, their voices carrying across the concourse like a Greek chorus. They'd been walking for twenty minutes, and Martin had never been more aware of every step he took.

"Smaller steps," Danielle said, her voice low and instructive. "You're not hiking. You're walking. Let your hips move." Martin adjusted, his steps shortening, his hips swaying slightly in the way the heels demanded. The pencil skirt restricted his stride anyway, forcing him into a gait that was more mincing than marching, more feminine than not.

"Better," Kayla said, her hand on his lower back, guiding him. "Keep that up. You want to look like you belong in those clothes, not like you're wearing a costume." They passed a storefront—a mid-range women's boutique, the kind of place that catered to young professionals—and the woman behind the counter looked up, her eyes tracking Martin, her expression shifting from curiosity to something that looked almost like approval.

"That's a great outfit," she called out, her voice carrying across the concourse. "Love the boots!" Martin felt his face burn, but Kayla squeezed his arm and leaned in.

"Say thank you," she whispered. "Like a good girl would."

"Thank you," Martin said, his voice thin and reedy, and the woman behind the counter smiled and waved. They continued walking, past the food court and the department store and the endless rows of shops that catered to women who knew how to dress and present and be. Martin's eyes were on the floor, his face still burning, his mind racing with the weight of being seen.

"Head up," Danielle said, her voice sharp. "You're not ashamed. You're proud. You're a girl who knows she looks good. Act like it." He lifted his head. He straightened his spine. He walked the way they'd taught him—hips swaying, steps small, weight shifted forward on the chunky heels—and tried to feel like someone who belonged in this body, in these clothes, in this life. They stopped at a bench near the fountain, and Kayla gestured for him to sit. He sat, automatically smoothing the skirt beneath him, automatically crossing his ankles, automatically assuming the posture that had been drilled into him by weeks of correction.

"Look at that," Priya said, her voice bright with amusement. "He smoothed his skirt without being told. He's learning."

"He's doing better than you did, Sarah," Danielle added, her sharp eyes tracking Sarah's reaction. Sarah pouted, her lower lip pushing out in a way that was almost comical.

"I was not that bad."

"You were worse," Kayla said, her voice warm but firm. "You used to sit with your legs open. Like you were a boy. We had to train that out of you for weeks."

"I was nervous," Sarah said, her voice whiny. "It was different for me. I didn't know what I was doing."

"And skinny bitch does?" Priya asked as she raised an eyebrow. "He's never worn a skirt before in his life, and he's already sitting like he was born in one." Martin felt the words settle into his chest—another assessment, another correction, another reminder of what he was and what he was becoming. He didn't know if it was a compliment or an insult. He didn't care. It was attention. It was direction. It was enough.

"He's a natural," Kayla said, her hand landing on his knee, her smile warm and possessive. "Better than Sarah was at this stage. Remember how long it took us to get you to stop slouching?" Sarah pouted harder, but there was something else in her expression now—something that looked almost like pride. She was part of the group. She was one of them. And the fact that their new project was doing better than she had only confirmed what she'd known all along: that the women had been right about her, and they were right about him too.

"Fine," Sarah said, her voice still whiny but with a note of acceptance beneath it. "He's doing okay. For a beginner."

"High praise," Danielle said dryly. The conversation shifted to food—to what Martin was eating, to what he should be eating, to the changes they were going to make to his diet now that they had control of more than just his wardrobe.

"Your grocery shopping is going to change," Kayla said, her voice casual but firm. "More vegetables. Less red meat. No more of those protein shakes you've been drinking—those are for building bulk, and we don't want bulk. We want lean. We want soft. We want curves in the right places."

"I can adjust," Martin said, his voice small.

"You will adjust," Danielle corrected. "And we'll be shopping with you. To make sure you don't cheat."

"I wouldn't—"

"Everyone cheats," Priya said, her voice carrying the authority of experience. "Sarah cheated for months before we could trust her to buy the right things on her own."

"I did not," Sarah said, but her voice was defensive, and the other women laughed.

"The chocolate bars," Michelle said, her quiet voice cutting through the chatter. "You hid them in your sock drawer." Sarah's face flushed.

"That was one time."

"It was three times before we had to go shopping with you for a month," Kayla said, her smile warm but firm. "And we found them every time. We'll find skinny bitch's cheats too, if he has any. Won't we?" She looked at Martin, her eyes holding his, and he felt the question beneath the question—the instruction beneath the words. Won't you be good? Won't you do what you're told? Won't you let us take care of you?

"I won't cheat," he said. "I'll eat whatever you tell me to eat."

"Good girl," Kayla said, and the words uncurled something tight in his chest. They left the mall an hour later, their bags full of things that weren't for Martin—cosmetics and accessories and the small feminine items that women collected without thinking—and walked through the parking lot in the golden light of late afternoon. Martin's feet ached from the ankle boots, his legs were tired from the unfamiliar gait, and his face was still warm from the attention of strangers.

The coffee shop on Third Street was their regular spot—not the one where they'd planned the locker room incident, but a smaller place with overstuffed chairs and a fireplace that flickered in the corner even when it wasn't cold enough to justify it.

Martin sat between Sarah and Priya, his latte untouched in front of him, his hands folded in his lap. He was wearing Outfit #9—the dark wash jeans that Michelle had found, the cream-colored sweater that hung off his shoulders, the black ankle boots with the chunky heel. His hair was pulled back in the half-up style that Danielle had taught him, the pale pink scrunchie visible to anyone who cared to look. He was getting used to this. The outings. The public appearances. The way the women would take him places and expect him to be present, to be visible, to be theirs.

"He's doing so much better than you did," Priya said to Sarah, her voice carrying the particular brightness of someone who enjoyed teasing. "Remember when you couldn't even sit still for five minutes without fidgeting?" Sarah pouted.

"I was nervous."

"You were a disaster," Danielle said, her sharp eyes moving over Martin's composed posture. "You sat with your legs open. You slouched. You kept tugging at your clothes like they were going to attack you."

"I was adjusting," Sarah said, her voice defensive.

"You were panicking," Kayla corrected, her hand landing on Martin's knee, her touch warm and proprietary. "Skinny bitch here hasn't panicked once. He just... settles. Like water finding its level." Martin felt the words settle into his chest—another assessment, another comparison, another reminder that he was being measured against a standard that Sarah had set. And that he was meeting it.

"His hair is still a mess, though," Priya said, reaching over to tug at a strand that had escaped the scrunchie. "It's too short to do anything really cute with it. We need to let it grow more before we can take him anywhere for a proper cut."

"In the meantime," Danielle said, "he needs to learn to style it himself. The half-up works for now, but he should be able to do more. A ponytail. A braid. Something that looks intentional instead of just 'I pushed it out of my face.'"

"I can show him a simple braid," Sarah offered, her voice softer now, the defensiveness fading. "Just a French braid along the crown. It'll keep the hair out of his face and look pretty at the same time."

"You know how to braid?" Priya raised an eyebrow.

"My mother taught me," Sarah said, a hint of pride creeping into her voice. "Before I discovered the joys of dry shampoo and messy buns."

"Then you're teaching him," Kayla decided. "Tomorrow. Before the workout. Consider it homework." Martin nodded, his fingers drifting to the scrunchie at the crown of his head, feeling the unfamiliar weight of hair that was finally long enough to style.

"Yes, ma'am."

"Good girl," Kayla said, and the words settled into his chest like they always did—warm and certain and possessive.

"To skinny bitch. Our best project yet."

"Our only project right now," Danielle said dryly, but she raised her cup too.

"To skinny bitch," the others echoed, and the sound of five glasses meeting in the center of the table was like a promise. Martin picked up his own latte—sweet, vanilla-flavored, the kind of drink he never would have ordered for himself before—and took a sip. The warmth spread through his chest, mixing with the warmth of belonging, and he felt the static in his head go quiet. He was seen. He was noticed. He was theirs.

That was the first of many outings. The mall, the coffee shops, the parks where they walked him in his new heels until his feet ached and his gait smoothed. Each excursion was a lesson—how to walk, how to sit, how to exist in public as something other than the invisible man he'd been. But the gym remained the center of his transformation. The place where the women could watch him most closely, correct him most directly, shape him most completely. It was a Thursday when Kayla led him to the mat area, her wedge sneakers clicking against the floor ahead of him.

"Come on, skinny bitch," she said, not looking back. "We're doing glutes today." We. The word settled into his chest like a warm stone. He followed her to the mat area, his wedge sneakers clicking against the floor, his leggings hugging every step. The other women were already there. Danielle was setting up a row of resistance bands, her sharp eyes tracking Martin's approach. Sarah was adjusting a set of ankle weights, her soft expression welcoming. Michelle was stretching in the corner, silent and watchful as always. Priya was on her phone, her laughter already filling the air. Today was making sure he understood each workout, with five different pairs of eyes watching him from a different angle to make sure they corrected any flaws in his form.

“Ass up, skinny bitch.” Danielle's voice cut through the chatter, sharp and commanding. “We want to see that ass flex.” Martin blinked. He was on all fours, having followed Kayla's instruction to get into position for donkey kicks, and Danielle was standing over him, her hands on her hips, her expression expectant and guiding his body into the correct pose.

“Higher,” she said, pulling his hips. “Arch your back. Push your ass toward the ceiling.” She added as she pushed at the center of his lower back. He adjusted, feeling the strain in his lower back, the pull in his glutes. Danielle's hand landed on his hip, guiding him into position, her fingers pressing into the soft fabric of his leggings.

“There,” she said. “Hold that. Now kick.” He kicked. His leg extended behind him, his glute contracting, and the women clapped.

“Better,” Danielle said, her hands moved back to his hips. “Again.” He kicked again. And again. And again. The women circled him, their hands adjusting his form, their voices directing his movements. Kayla pressed on his lower back, encouraging him to arch deeper. Sarah adjusted his ankle, making sure his foot was pointed. Michelle watched from the corner, her silence more instructive than any words.

“Ass up, skinny bitch,” Priya called out, her voice carrying across the gym. “Show us what you've got.” He showed them. He kicked and lifted and squeezed, his body moving to their commands, his form shaped by their hands. And when he was done, when his glutes were burning and his breath was ragged, they smiled at him.

“Good girl," Kayla said, and the words washed through him like warm water. Priya walked to stand by Kayla and tried to hand her a fifty-dollar bill and Kayla leaned in to whisper in her ear. “Oh, no sweetie, add that to the shopping you are going to be doing for that second bag of clothing for our doll.” Kayla said as she pushed the $50 gently back to her.

His body changed. Not the way he'd hoped, when he'd first joined the gym. Not the broad shoulders and impressive chest he'd dreamed of, the masculine physique that would make him visible, make him matter, something that Chloe said she wanted. Instead, his body shifted in ways that made the women coo and clap, ways that the crop tops and leggings showed off with devastating clarity.

By mid-October, the changes were impossible to ignore. Ten weeks of feminine-focused training—five days a week, under the watchful eyes of five women who knew exactly what they were doing—had transformed his body the way six months of training had transformed Sarah. His body had taken to it like a plant that had nearly died from drought, finally given rain. They'd started his feminine workouts, clothing, and feminine mannerisms in August, and now, two and a half months later, the results were written across his frame in ways that no amount of baggy clothing could hide.

His glutes lifted and rounded, his hips slightly curved with muscle, the result of weeks of targeted exercises, of donkey kicks and hip thrusts and squats with just enough weight to shape without building. They didn’t want their doll to have muscles that would ruin the feminine doll they were creating. His waist tightened, the softness at his sides melting away to reveal a narrower silhouette that made the leggings fit even better. His legs developed a gentle curve, feminine and smooth, the kind of legs that looked good in short skirts and high heels. The women noticed every change.

“Look at that ass,” Priya said one evening, her hand reaching out to squeeze his glute through his leggings. “It's getting so round. Like a little peach.” Martin flinched at the contact, his face burning, but he didn't pull away. He stood there, his wrists crossed behind his back, letting her touch him, letting her assess him like the project she was proud of.

"His waist is getting smaller too," Sarah said, her hand circling his midsection, her fingers measuring the gap between his hips and his ribs. "A corset. I was wearing a waist cincher by this point. It really helped define my shape."

"You were a different project," Danielle said, her sharp eyes tracking Sarah's expression. "We had to create curves on you while we thinned you out. Skinny bitch here has the opposite problem—he doesn't have anything to cinch and we have to build the curves." Sarah pouted, her lower lip pushing out in that familiar way.

"But a corset would still help. It would give him a shape. A silhouette."

"It would give him ribs," Priya said, rolling her eyes. "He barely has a waist as it is. We're not cinching him into a corset and making him disappear."

"I just think—"

"Sarah." Kayla's voice was gentle but firm, and Sarah's mouth snapped shut. "Come here." Kayla took Sarah's hand and led her to the full-length mirror on the wall near the stretching area. She positioned Sarah in front of it, her hands on Sarah's shoulders, her eyes meeting Sarah's reflection. "Look at yourself," Kayla said. Sarah looked. She saw what she always saw—a thin, curvy woman with the kind of figure that the other women had spent six months sculpting. The waist cincher had been part of that process, a tool to reshape her body when she'd been softer and rounder and less defined. But that was months ago. Now, she didn't need it anymore.

"Do you like what you see?" Kayla asked. Sarah nodded, her voice small.

"Yes."

"Do you like your body?" Sarah hesitated, then nodded again.

"Yes. I love it."

"Then thank us," Kayla said, her voice warm but firm. "Thank us for not putting a corset on someone who doesn't need one. Thank us for knowing the difference between a project that needs to be filled out and a project that needs to be shaped differently. Thank us for treating skinny bitch like his own person, not a copy of you." Sarah's eyes were bright with something that might have been tears, but she blinked them back and turned to face the other women. "Thank you," she said, her voice steady despite the tremor beneath it. "For everything." Kayla smiled and pulled her into a quick hug.

"You're welcome. Now stop pouting and help us with skinny bitch's glutes. He's got a long way to go before he's got anything worth cinching." Sarah laughed, the sound watery but genuine, and she walked back to the mat where Martin was still holding his donkey kick position, his ass in the air, waiting for someone to tell him what to do next. She looked at him—really looked, for the first time since he'd joined their group—and saw something she hadn't seen before. Not a project. Not a doll. A person who was becoming something, the way she had become something, the way they had all become something under Kayla's guidance. She reached out and adjusted his form, her hand on his hip, her voice soft but certain.

"Higher," she said. "Arch your back more. Push your ass toward the ceiling." He adjusted. She nodded. "Good girl," she said, and the words felt different coming from her now—not soft and sympathetic, but firm and directive. Constructive. The way the other women said it. Martin felt the difference too. They didn't rush things. They never rushed things. They guided his workouts, directed his diet, shaped his body with the patience of sculptors working with clay. And Martin let them, because letting them felt easier than resisting, because resisting meant thinking about what he was becoming, and thinking about what he was becoming meant confronting the truth that he didn't want to face. The truth that he liked it.

The men at the gym stopped acknowledging him entirely. They didn't speak to him, didn't spot him, left the locker room when he entered. Martin didn't exist in the same reality they occupied. He walked past them in his neon pink leggings and his crop top and his wedge sneakers, and their eyes slid over him like he wasn't there. He was furniture. Less than furniture. He was something that didn't belong in their world, something they couldn't see and didn't want to see. He didn't care. The women noticed him. The women talked to him. The women touched him. That was enough. That was more than enough. That was everything.

It happened on a Wednesday evening, at Sarah's apartment, during his cleaning rotation. Martin was on his hands and knees, scrubbing the kitchen floor, when Sarah walked in from her bedroom. She was wearing flats—comfortable shoes for a night in—and the left one was untied, the lace trailing on the floor. Danielle had mentioned she was going to be cleaning her apartment after a workout as they all walked out and Martin offered to come over to do it. Danielle accepted and the following day said how impressed she was by his cleaning and the rest demanded he clean their apartments every week. It was more chances to be useful and told what to do so Martin jumped at the chance.

Martin saw it immediately. The untied shoe. The trailing lace. The thing that was wrong, that needed to be fixed, that someone should attend to before she tripped. He stopped scrubbing. He set down the brush. He crawled across the floor—still on his knees, the skirt of his maid's uniform swishing around his thighs—and knelt at her feet.

"Your shoe," he said, his voice quiet. "It's untied." He reached for the lace without waiting for permission, his fingers working the knot with the same automatic precision he'd once brought to polishing Chloe's shoes. He tied it—neat, secure, double-knotted, the way she liked it—and then he stayed there. Kneeling. At her feet. His hands on his thighs, his head slightly bowed, his body waiting. Waiting for her to tell him he could stand. Sarah stared down at him, her breath caught in her throat. She'd seen him kneel before—at the gym, at Kayla's feet during wine nights, in the stretching area when he was waiting for instruction. But this was different. This was her apartment. Her floor. Her shoe. And he was kneeling at her feet like it was the most natural thing in the world, like he belonged there, like he was waiting for her to decide what happened next.

"You can stand," she said, her voice strange and small. He stood, his movements smooth and practiced, his body rising from the floor like water finding its level. He looked at her, his pale eyes questioning, and she realized with a sudden, startling clarity that he wasn't performing. He wasn't playing along. He wasn't doing this because he thought it was expected. He was doing this because it was who he was.

"Thank you," she said, her voice still strange. "For tying my shoe."

"You're welcome," he said, and then he turned back to the floor, picked up his brush, and resumed scrubbing like nothing had happened. Sarah stood there for a long moment, watching him work, her mind racing. She'd been like him once—the project, the doll, the thing that the women were shaping into something else. But she'd fought it. She'd resisted. She'd hidden chocolate bars in her sock drawer and sat with her legs open and refused to smooth her skirt when she sat down. She'd been a project that needed to be broken before she could be built. Martin wasn't fighting. Martin wasn't resisting. Martin was kneeling at her feet because kneeling at her feet felt right to him, in a way that sitting on the couch or standing in the corner or doing any of the normal things that normal people did simply did not. She picked up her phone and opened the group chat—the one without Martin, the one where the five women planned and coordinated and compared notes.

Sarah: She knelt at my feet just now. Not because I told her to. Not because anyone told her to. Because she wanted to. Because that's just... who she is. 💛
Kayla: We know.
Priya: We've known since the lanyard.
Danielle: We wanted you to see it for yourself.
Sarah: What do we do with that?
Michelle: I've been doing research. ??

The chat went quiet for a moment. Then a notification appeared—Michelle's name, which almost never appeared in the chat, followed by a block of text that made the other women sit up and pay attention.

Michelle: I've been doing research. 📚
Kayla: Research?
Michelle: On her. On what she is. On why she does the things she does. I started looking into it after the lanyard, when I realized this wasn't just a shy girl who needed fashion advice. There's a word for what she is.
Danielle: Submissive.
Michelle: Yes. But more specifically than that. I've been reading about it. There are whole communities online. Whole frameworks for understanding people like her.

A link appeared in the chat. Then another. Then another.

Michelle: This one is about Female Led Relationships. FLR. It's a dynamic where the woman is the authority and the man defers to her in all things. Sound familiar? 👀
Michelle: This one is about BDSM dynamics—not the kinky stuff, or not just the kinky stuff, but the psychology behind it. Why some people need to serve. Why some people need to be told what to do. Why some people only feel right when someone else is making their decisions.
Michelle: And this one is about the mind of the submissive. It explains the traits—the need for structure, the need for approval, the way they respond to praise, the way they collapse without direction. It's like reading a profile of her.

The chat went quiet again as the women clicked through the links, reading, absorbing, understanding. Sarah read the article about the submissive mind and felt something click into place—the way Martin responded to "good girl," the way she defaulted to her present pose whenever she stopped thinking, the way she'd knelt at her feet without being asked, the way she'd tied her shoe and then waited for permission to stand. It wasn't a quirk. It wasn't a phase. It was who she was.

Priya: Well, duh. 🙄
Kayla: What?
Priya: We've been calling her a project and a doll and skinny bitch for months, but we never used the actual word. Submissive. That's what she is. That's what she's always been. We just didn't have the vocabulary for it.
Danielle: She's right. We've been treating the symptoms without diagnosing the condition. We've been giving her structure and direction and praise because it seemed to work, but we didn't understand why it worked. Now we do.
Sarah: So what changes?
Michelle: Everything. Nothing. I don't know yet. But I think we need to talk about it. Really talk about it. Not just typing in a group chat.
Priya: Agreed. This conversation needs drinks. 🍷
Kayla: Martin shouldn't be there. We need the think tank without her. We need to figure out this new way of treating her before we can actually treat her.
Danielle: Sunday. My place. I'll provide the wine. Everyone read the links Michelle sent before then. Come prepared to discuss.
Sarah: This changes things.
Danielle: It does. But it also doesn't. She's still our project. She's still our skinny bitch. We're just... understanding her better now. Understanding what she needs. What she's been asking for without knowing how to ask.
Sarah: She needs us to lead.
Danielle: Yes. She does. And now we know how to do it properly. ✨
Kayla: Good girl. ✨
Sarah: 🙄
Sarah: ...thanks for the homework, babe. lol

Sarah put down her phone and walked back to the kitchen, where Martin was still scrubbing the floor, his hands moving in the same steady rhythm, her body bent in the same graceful arc.

"Missed a spot," she said, her voice carrying the firmness she'd been practicing. "Under the cabinet. Do it again."

"Yes, ma'am," he said, and he moved to the cabinet, his brush finding the spot she'd indicated.

"Good girl," she said, and the words felt right on her tongue—firm and certain, the way the other women said it.

Danielle's apartment was the nicest of the group—a sleek, minimalist space with floor-to-ceiling windows and furniture that looked like it belonged in a magazine. The wine was already open when the other women arrived—a rich red that Danielle had selected specifically for the occasion, because she believed that important conversations deserved important wine. They gathered in the living room, their phones out, the links Michelle had shared open on their screens. The conversation started slowly, with the women trading observations about Martin's behavior—the way he responded to praise, the way he defaulted to his present pose, the way he knelt without being asked, the way he tied Sarah's shoe and then waited for permission to stand.

"I read the FLR stuff first," Kayla said, swirling her wine. "And honestly? It's basically what we've been doing. The woman leads, the man follows, she makes the decisions, he defers. The only difference is that these people have a name for it and a whole community of people doing the same thing."

"The FLR stuff is too soft," Danielle said, her sharp eyes tracking the conversation. "It's all about 'loving authority' and 'mutual respect' and 'the submissive chooses to surrender.' That's not what we're doing. We're not giving her a choice."

"Are we, though?" Sarah asked, her voice thoughtful. "He could say no. He could refuse to wear the clothes. He could stop coming to the gym. He hasn't. He keeps showing up. He keeps doing what we tell him. That's a choice."

"It's not a choice," Michelle said, her quiet voice cutting through the chatter. "Not really. Read the article about the submissive mind. People like him—they don't have a choice. They need direction the way the rest of us need air. Without it, they collapse. They spiral. They become the version of themselves that showed up at this gym three months ago—lost, broken, desperate for someone to tell him what to do." The room went quiet. Michelle rarely spoke this much, and when she did, the other women listened. "I read all three links," she continued. "And some others I found on my own. There's a whole world out there that we've been stumbling through blindly. Communities of women who lead. Communities of men who serve. Frameworks for understanding what he needs and how to give it to him. Protocols for training, for shaping, for building the kind of relationship where everyone gets what they need."

"Protocols," Priya repeated, her voice skeptical. "Like rules?"

"Like structure," Michelle said. "Like consistency. Like knowing that when you tell him to do something, you mean it, and he can trust that you'll follow through. That's what the FLR people get right—the submissive needs to trust that the dominant will actually dominate. Not sometimes. Not when it's convenient. Always. Consistently. Without wavering."

"So we've been doing it wrong?" Sarah asked, her voice small.

"We've been doing it instinctively," Kayla said, her voice thoughtful. "We saw what he needed and we gave it to him, piece by piece, without understanding why it worked. Now we understand why. That doesn't mean we change what we're doing—it means we do it better. More intentionally. More consistently."

"The article about the submissive mind talked about praise," Danielle said, her voice analytical. "About how submissives respond to approval the way addicts respond to drugs. It's not just that they like being told they're good—it's that they need it. It's the only thing that makes them feel real. The only thing that quiets the noise in their heads."

"Good girl," Priya said, her voice dry. "We've been giving him his drug of choice and we didn't even know it."

"In a way," Kayla said, her voice serious. "Which means we have a responsibility. If he's dependent on our approval—if he needs it to function—then we can't be careless with it. We can't withhold it as punishment. We can't be inconsistent. We have to be the thing he needs us to be, or we'll break him worse than he's already broken."

"Chloe broke him," Sarah said, the name slipping out before she could stop it. The room went quiet. They all knew about Chloe—the woman who had trained Martin before, the woman who had shaped him and then discarded him, the woman whose ghost still haunted his posture and his habits and the way he flinched when someone raised his voice.

"Chloe didn't know what she had," Danielle said, her voice firm. "Or she did know, and she didn't care. Either way, she broke the first rule of dealing with a submissive—you don't shape someone and then abandon them. You take responsibility. You follow through. You don't leave them alone with no one to serve and no one to please and no one to tell them they're good."

"So we're his Mistresses now?" Priya asked, her voice carrying a note of something that might have been discomfort or might have been curiosity.

"We're his something," Kayla said. "We're his direction. We're his structure. We're the thing that makes him feel real. Whether we call it FLR or dominance or just friendship doesn't matter. What matters is that we understand what we're doing now. We're not just playing dress-up with a skinny guy who lets us. We're giving him something he needs. And we need to do it right." The room went quiet again as the women absorbed the weight of what they were discussing.

This wasn't a game anymore—not that it ever had been, not really, but now they had the vocabulary to understand why. They weren't just five women teasing a shy guy into wearing women's clothes. They were five women who had become the axis around which a submissive man's entire world revolved. And they needed to decide what to do with that responsibility. The conversation drifted after that—logistics, scheduling, who would handle what aspect of Martin's ongoing transformation. But the weight of what they'd discussed remained, settling over the room like a shared understanding.

"So," Kayla said, setting down her wine glass. "New rules. First: consistency. When we tell him to do something, we mean it. No wavering, no backing down, no giving him mixed signals. He needs to trust that we'll follow through."

"Second," Danielle said, "praise. We give it when he earns it, and we give it genuinely. No sarcasm, no backhanded compliments. He needs to know that when we say 'good girl,' we mean it."

"Third," Sarah said, her voice stronger than it had been, "direction. We don't just tell him what to wear—we tell him what to eat, how to style his hair, how to walk, how to sit, how to be. He needs us to make the decisions because he can't make them himself. Not because he's stupid, but because that's how his mind works."

"Fourth," Michelle said, "accountability. We check in on him. We make sure he's following the rules. We don't let him slip back into old habits because we weren't paying attention."

"Fifth," Priya said, her voice carrying a note of something that sounded almost like reverence, "we don't break him. We build him. We shape him. We make him into the best version of what he is. And we don't abandon him the way she did." The word "she" hung in the air—Chloe, unnamed but understood, the ghost that haunted all of them now, the cautionary tale of what happened when someone took responsibility for a submissive and then walked away.

"To our skinny bitch," Kayla said, raising her smoothie cup. "May she always know who she belongs to."

"To skinny bitch," the others echoed, and the sound of five cups meeting over the table felt like a benediction.  The conversation drifted after that—logistics, scheduling, who would handle what aspect of Martin's ongoing transformation.

The shower was hot, the steam rising around him in clouds. Martin stood under the spray, letting the water run over his skin, feeling the ache in his muscles from the workout slowly easing. He'd pushed hard today—harder than usual—because Kayla had told him to, because the women had a new routine for him, because being good meant doing what they asked. He toweled off, wrapped his towel around his waist, and walked back into the locker room. His clothes were waiting for him on the bench—the leggings, the crop top, the wedge sneakers that had become as natural as breathing. He dressed quickly, the fabric sliding over his softened skin, the familiar comfort of the clothes settling around him like armor. Sarah was waiting for him by the gym's shake bar.

“Sit,” she said, pushing a tall plastic cup toward him. The shake inside was thick and pink, the color of strawberry ice cream, with flecks of chocolate visible through the plastic. “Chocolate and strawberry. Protein. You need it after that workout.” He took the cup, his hands wrapping around the cold plastic. The shake was sweet, almost cloyingly so, the chocolate and strawberry flavors mingling in a way that should have been off-putting but somehow wasn't. He drank it because Sarah told him to, because being good meant doing what they asked, because the warmth of her approval was worth more than the taste of the shake.

“Good girl,” Sarah said, her hand patting his head like he was a pet. “Now come here. I want to look at your hair.” She led him to a bench near the mirrors, the same bench where the women had left their first gift all those weeks ago, and sat him down. Her fingers found his hair, now long enough to reach the bottom of his neck, and she began to comb through it, her touch surprisingly gentle.

“My god,” she said, her voice a mix of amusement and horror. “What on earth are you doing to your pretty hair?” Martin stiffened.

“What do you mean?”

“Your ends.” She held up a strand, showing him the split, frayed tips. “They're awful. You're not using anything on this, are you? Just shampoo and conditioner?”

“The men’s stuff I bought,” he said, his voice small. “The basic stuff. Why?”

“Well, it's not enough to make your hair pretty.” She dropped the strand, her fingers moving to his scalp, massaging in a way that made his eyes flutter closed. “You need a treatment. A deep conditioner. Something to repair this damage before it gets worse.”

“I can—”

“You can nothing.” Her voice was firm but not unkind. “We'll take care of it. We'll get you what you need. But you have to stop neglecting your hair, skinny bitch. It's the only pretty thing about you.” The words should have stung. They should have cut, should have hurt, should have made him feel small and wrong and less than. Instead, they settled into his chest like a warm stone, the familiar comfort of being seen, being noticed, being directed.

“Okay,” he said. “Okay.”

The following day, Martin stood in the stretching area, his face twisted in discomfort.

“My heels,” he said, the words coming out before he could stop them. “It's getting harder to lower them to the ground.” Kayla looked up from her phone, her expression curious.

“What do you mean?”

“My Achilles tendons.” He shifted his weight, trying to flatten his feet against the floor, and felt the familiar pull, the tightness that had been building for weeks. “They're shortening. From the heels.” It was true. Between the hidden wedges he wore to work, the ankle booties and other heels they had him wearing every hour outside of work and the women's tennis shoes with their built-in lift at the gym, he was always in at least a three-inch heel now. His feet had adapted, his calves had tightened, his tendons had shortened. And now, when he tried to stand flat-footed, he felt the strain, the stretch, the almost-pain of forcing his body into a position it had forgotten how to hold.

The five women had all agreed he should always be in heels, and they'd neglected to teach him how to stretch his Achilles tendons—purposely, to ensure he didn't revert to flat shoes. They'd even gotten him hidden wedge heels to wear at work, the women in the office recognizing them for what they were, the men oblivious. Kayla's expression didn't change.

“It helps your posture,” she said, her voice flat and final. “And it makes your cute peach ass look even more pronounced.” She turned back to her phone, the discussion over before it had begun. Martin opened his mouth to say something else—to protest, to explain, to ask for help—but the words died in his throat. What was there to say? She'd already decided. They'd already decided. His body was their project, their canvas, their plaything. If they wanted him in heels, he would be in heels. If they wanted his ass to look pronounced, his ass would look pronounced. If they wanted his tendons to shorten, his tendons would shorten. That was the end of the discussion.

“Come on,” Kayla said, standing up and stretching her arms above her head. “Stretching time. We need to start developing your flexibility. I want to see you doing the splits by the end of the month. Then we can all join the yoga class.” She led him through the stretches, her hands guiding his body into positions he'd never attempted before. The splits, first—her hands on his hips, pushing him lower, lower, until his legs were spread wide and his thighs burned with the effort. Then lunges, deep and slow, her voice counting the beats. Then butterfly stretches, her hands pressing his knees toward the floor, her fingers digging into his inner thighs.

“Good girl," Kayla said, and the words pressed against the hollow place inside him, filling it. The same words Chloe used. The same door opening. The same warmth flooding his chest, filling the empty spaces, making him feel whole. Danielle arrived ten minutes late. Martin was still on the stretching mat, his legs spread wide, his body loose and warm from the workout. Kayla had left to take a call, Sarah was at the shake bar, Priya and Michelle were nowhere to be seen. He was alone, or he thought he was, until Danielle's voice cut through the quiet.

“Sit up, skinny bitch.” He looked up. Danielle was standing over him, a large tote bag hanging from her shoulder, her expression sharp and expectant. Sarah watched from the stretch mats, and Kayla smirked at the change in demeanor—Danielle, finally taking charge the way she always did when she arrived. She dropped the bag on the mat in front of him, the contents rattling as they settled.

“We're upgrading your routine.”

He sat up, his eyes scanning the contents of the bag. Hair removal cream. Silkening body wash. Moisturizing shampoo. Conditioner with keratin and argan oil. A leave-in treatment. A pink loofah. Bottle after bottle, each one designed to soften and smooth and change. There was also a travel bag for him to add to his gym bag.

“Throw out everything you're using,” Danielle said, her voice leaving no room for argument. “From now on, you use what we give you.” Martin hesitated. The clothes were one thing. The clothes were a costume he could take off, a role he could step into and out of, a temporary transformation that didn't touch the skin beneath. But the products—these would change how he smelled, how his skin felt, how his hair looked. These would change him in ways that couldn't be undone with a quick change of outfit.

Between the donated clothing and the money he'd been “investing” in proper clothing and shoes on the bi-weekly shopping—always women's clothes, always shoes with at least a three-inch heel now—his bank account was dwindling. But that didn't matter, did it? The women had told him where to spend his money, and he'd spent it. The women had told him what to wear, and he'd worn it. The women had told him who to be, and he was becoming her, day by day, choice by choice.

“This feels...” He trailed off, not sure how to finish the sentence. Different. Permanent. Real. Kayla appeared beside him, her hand landing on his arm, her voice soft and encouraging.

“We're just trying to help you, skinny bitch. You want to be part of our group, right? You want to keep coming to wine nights?” He did. He wanted that more than anything. He wanted the warmth of their attention, the certainty of their direction, the feeling of being seen and touched and wanted. He wanted to belong to them, to be theirs, to be good.

“Yes,” he said, his voice thin and reedy. “I want to be part of your group.”

“Then use the products.” Kayla's smile was warm, her hand still on his arm. “It's not a big deal. It's just shampoo. It's just body wash. It's just taking care of yourself the way you should have been taking care of yourself all along.” Priya smiled and said he needed to upgrade his gym bag as well. That cheap thing he bought didn’t suit the new girl they were making him into. She made it sound so reasonable. So simple. So easy. He reached for the bag, his fingers closing around the pink loofah, and felt something shift inside him. A door opening. A path being taken.

“Okay,” he said. “Okay.”

He threw out his old products that night. The 2-in-1 that had been his go-to for years, the bar of soap that had sat in his shower for longer than he could remember—all of it went into the trash, replaced by the bottles and tubes and containers that the women had given him. The hair removal cream was the first thing he used. He stood in the shower, the water running hot, and applied it to his legs, his arms, his chest, following the instructions on the bottle. The cream was cool against his skin, slightly tingly, and when he rinsed it off, the hair came with it, sliding down the drain in a soft, swirling mass.

He looked at his body in the mirror afterward, his skin smooth and bare in ways it had never been before. The hair removal cream had taken everything—the faint trail on his stomach, the sparse growth on his chest, the soft hair on his legs and arms. He was smooth, sleek, his skin glowing under the bathroom light.

The silkening body wash was next. The scent was different from what he was used to—floral and sweet, with notes of jasmine and vanilla that clung to his skin long after he'd rinsed. He scrubbed himself with the pink loofah, the soft mesh gliding over his body, and felt the difference immediately. His skin was softer, smoother, the rough patches that had accumulated over years of neglect melting away like snow in spring. He emptied the old gym bag and tossed it in the trash. Then he went to the closet and retrieved the pink leather tote with the gold fixtures and the princess keychain still attached—the same tote Chloe had given him, the same tote he'd carried across campus. He wiped it down and filled it for the next day.

Within a week, the change was visible. His skin glowed, the dryness and flakiness replaced by a softness that made him want to touch himself, to run his fingers over his arms and legs and feel the difference. The women noticed at the next wine night, their hands lingering on his forearms, his shoulders, the back of his neck.

“Your skin is so soft,” Sarah said, her fingers tracing a line down his arm. “Like silk.”

“The body wash is working,” Danielle said, her sharp eyes assessing. “Good. Keep using it.” He kept using it. He used all of it. The shampoo and conditioner, the leave-in treatment, the deep conditioner that Sarah had insisted on after examining his split ends. He applied them religiously, following the instructions to the letter, letting the products work their magic on his hair and skin and body.

"Come here." Danielle's voice cut through the chatter of the warmup, sharp and commanding. Martin looked up from the stretching mat, where he'd been waiting for instruction, and saw her standing near the mirrors, a collection of hair accessories spread out on the bench beside her. "Sit," she said, pointing to the bench. He walked over, his wedge sneakers clicking against the floor, and sat down on the bench in front of her. His back was to the mirror, his face to the stretching area, where the other women were going through their routines. "Headband off," Danielle said, reaching for the "Work in Progress" headband he'd been wearing. She pulled it free, his hair falling around his face in a pale blonde curtain that reached the bottom of his neck.

"This thing is fine for workouts, but it's not doing you any favors. Let's see what we're working with." Her fingers found his hair, combing through it with a practiced hand. She pulled it back from his face, twisted it, let it fall, examining the way the strands caught the light, the way the new softness made it behave differently than it had before. "Your hair is actually pretty," she said, and her voice carried a note of grudging admiration. "Once we got the damage under control. It's got a natural wave. Did you know that?"

"No," Martin said, his voice small.

"Of course you didn't." She pulled a section of hair back from his face, twisting it, pinning it with a clip she'd pulled from the pile. "You've been treating it like an afterthought. Like something to hide. But it's the only pretty thing about you at the moment, so we're going to start treating it like it matters." She worked in silence for a few minutes, her fingers moving through his hair with the same precision she brought to correcting his form. She pulled the top section back from his face, gathering it at the crown of his head, and secured it with one of the pale pink scrunchies from the pile. The bottom section fell free, brushing against his neck, the ends soft and healthy from weeks of deep conditioning.

"Half-up," she said, stepping back to assess her work. "It keeps the hair out of your face while still showing off the length. Feminine without being fussy. Good for the gym. Good for everything, really." Martin reached up to touch the style, his fingers finding the scrunchie at the crown, feeling the way the hair was gathered and secured. It felt different. Lighter. More exposed. His face was visible in a way it hadn't been before, his features framed by the soft fall of hair instead of hidden behind it.

"Don't mess with it," Danielle said, slapping his hand away. "You'll ruin the shape." Within two weeks, his hair had changed. The dry, frizzy strands he'd been fighting his whole life had been replaced by something else entirely—soft, silky, with a shine that caught the light and made the women run their fingers through it with delight. It reached the bottom of his neck now, longer than it had ever been, and Sarah had declared that it was finally starting to look like something worth styling. She reached for the pile of hair accessories and pulled out a handful of hair ties—thin, elastic, in a variety of colors. She took his right wrist and slid them on, one after another, until there were five or six stacked above his wrist like bracelets.

"A girl should always have hair ties ready," she said, her voice firm and instructive. "On your wrist. Always. Until you're carrying a purse, which you should be, but we'll get there. For now, these stay on your wrist. You don't take them off unless you're using one, and you put it back on as soon as you're done." Martin looked down at his wrist, at the thin bands of color circling his arm—pink, purple, teal, black, white. They looked like jewelry. They looked like something a woman would wear. They looked like another small, permanent mark of what he was becoming.

"Yes, ma'am," he said. Danielle stepped back, assessing her work with the same critical eye she brought to everything. The half-up style was simple but effective—his face was visible, his features framed by the soft fall of pale blonde hair, the scrunchie at the crown adding a touch of deliberate femininity that the headband had never achieved.

"Much better," she said. "You actually look like you meant to do something with your hair instead of just pushing it out of your face." The other women had stopped their warmup, their attention drawn by the transformation. They gathered around, their eyes moving from his hair to his face to the hair ties on his wrist, their expressions ranging from approval to delight.

"Oh, that's cute," Priya said, her voice bright. "The half-up thing works. It makes his face look less... sad."

"His face doesn't look sad," Sarah said, her voice softer than it had been in weeks. "It looks pretty."

"Pretty is the goal," Kayla said, reaching out to adjust a strand that had escaped the scrunchie, tucking it behind his ear with a proprietary hand. "We're making him pretty. One step at a time." Michelle said nothing, but she nodded once, her quiet approval carrying the same weight as the others' words.

"Keep the style," Danielle said, her voice leaving no room for argument. "Every day. Half-up, scrunchie, hair ties on your wrist. When we want you to change it, we'll tell you." Martin nodded, his hand drifting to his hair, feeling the unfamiliar shape of it—the gathered section at the crown, the soft fall at the nape of his neck, the scrunchie that marked him as someone who cared about how he looked.

"Good girl," Kayla said, and the words landed on him like sunlight—warm and certain and exactly what he needed. He wore the style to work the next day. And the day after. And every day after that, until the half-up became as natural as the thong beneath his clothes, as invisible as the wedge heels in his work shoes, as essential as the posture that kept his wrists crossed behind his back when he wasn't typing. No one at work said anything. No one at work ever said anything. He was furniture. He was invisible. He was a skinny bitch in beige who happened to have his hair pulled back with a pale pink scrunchie and a stack of hair ties on his wrist, and if anyone noticed, they didn't care enough to mention it. But the women at the gym noticed. They noticed everything. And every time he walked in with the half-up style and the hair ties on his wrist, they smiled at him with that warm, possessive, satisfied expression that made the static in his head go quiet and the ache in his chest eased burn bright.

The static in his head had been there for as long as he could remember. It wasn't always loud. Sometimes it was a low hum, a background noise that he could ignore, a buzz that faded into the sounds of daily life. But sometimes it was deafening, a roar that drowned out everything else, a chaos that made it impossible to think, to feel, to be. Chloe had been the only thing that quieted it. When she was there, when she was telling him what to do, when she was directing his life with the certainty and authority that he craved, the static faded to a whisper. He could hear himself think. He could feel himself exist. He could be, without the noise, without the chaos, without the endless, aching emptiness that threatened to swallow him whole.

When she left, the static came back. It roared in his ears, filling every moment, every space, every breath. He couldn't escape it. He couldn't ignore it. He couldn't do anything except endure it, day after day, hour after hour, minute after minute. But now—Now, sitting on the floor at Kayla's feet during a wine night, his sundress spread around him, her fingers in his hair, the women's voices washing over him like a wave, the static was quiet. Not gone. Never gone. But quiet. Manageable. A whisper instead of a roar. The first night he took his seat on the floor at Kayla's feet, none of them corrected him. None of them asked him to sit on the couch. None of them offered him a chair. They simply accepted it—the way they accepted everything else about him—and let him be where he belonged. He closed his eyes, letting the sensation of Kayla's fingers in his hair wash over him. The softness of his newly silkened strands. The gentle pressure of her touch. The warmth of her presence, of all their presences, surrounding him, holding him, seeing him.

“His hair is getting so long,” Sarah said, her voice soft and admiring. “The ends are so much better now. We'll be able to have it cut and styled it properly in another few weeks.”

“I can't wait,” Priya said, her laughter bright and carrying. “We're going to make him over completely. He's going to be our little project.”

“Our skinny bitch,” Danielle added, her sharp voice cutting through the chatter. “Our good girl.” Martin felt the words settle into his chest, filling the empty spaces, warming the cold places, making him feel whole in a way he hadn't felt since—Since Chloe. But this was different. This was the same, but different. Chloe had been one woman, demanding and controlling, her attention a spotlight that burned as much as it illuminated. The women at the gym were five, their attention distributed, their demands varied, their approval a collective thing that he could earn and keep and bask in. He was seen. He was touched. He was theirs.

And for the first time since Chloe, the static in his head was quiet. He opened his eyes, looking up at Kayla, her face soft and warm in the low light of the apartment. She smiled down at him, her fingers still in his hair, and he felt something shift inside him. Something that had been locked away, hidden in the dark, suddenly exposed to the light. He was good. He was useful. He was wanted. He was theirs. And he would do anything to keep it that way.

They didn't tell him where they were going. It was a Saturday morning in late October, and Martin was sitting in the back seat of Kayla's car, wedged between Sarah and Priya, his hands folded in his lap, his wrists fighting the urge to cross behind his back. He was wearing Outfit #14—the black ankle boots with the chunky heel, dark wash skinny jeans, a soft cream-colored sweater that hung off his narrow shoulders, and the half-up hairstyle that had become his daily default.

"Where are we going?" he asked, for the third time.

"You'll see," Kayla said from the driver's seat, her eyes on the road, her smile warm and mysterious.

"It's a surprise," Sarah added, her hand patting his knee in a way that was meant to be reassuring but only made him more nervous.

"Surprises are good," Priya said, her laughter bright and carrying. "Especially when they involve getting pretty." Martin didn't ask again. He'd learned that asking questions rarely led to answers, and that the women would tell him what he needed to know when he needed to know it. His job was to show up and do what he was told. His job was to be good. The salon was called Shear Elegance, and it was on a tree-lined street in a part of town that Martin had never visited. The windows were large and bright, the interior visible from the sidewalk—styling chairs and mirrors and women with foils in their hair and the low hum of blow dryers and conversation. Kayla parked the car and turned to look at him.

"We're going inside. You're going to meet Shaye. She's my and Sarah’s stylist. She's going to help you with your hair."

"My hair?" Martin's hand drifted to the half-up style, touching the scrunchie. "What's wrong with my hair?"

"Nothing's wrong with it," Danielle said from the front passenger seat, her sharp eyes tracking his reaction. "It's just not living up to its potential. You've been wearing the same style for weeks. It's time for a proper cut."

"A cut?" Martin felt something cold settle in his stomach. "I thought you said I was supposed to grow it out."

"We did," Kayla said. "And you have. Now it's long enough to be styled properly. A good cut will make it look intentional instead of accidental. Like you chose to have long hair instead of just forgetting to cut it." He hadn't forgotten. He'd been told. But the distinction didn't seem to matter, so he didn't mention it.

"Come on," Kayla said, opening her door. "Shaye's expecting us." The inside of the salon was warm and bright, the air thick with the smell of shampoo and styling product and something floral that might have been the candles burning on the reception desk. A woman looked up as they entered—tall, strawberry blonde, with a smile that was warm and professional and just a little bit knowing.

"There my girls are!" Shaye crossed the room and pulled Kayla into a hug, the kind of hug that suggested years of familiarity and trust. And Sarah got the same treatment. "And this must be your friend." Her eyes found Martin, and he felt himself being assessed—his hair, his clothes, his posture, the way his hands were drifting toward the small of his back before he caught himself and forced them to his sides.

"This is Martin," Kayla said. "But we call him skinny bitch." Shaye's smile widened.

"Of course you do. And he's the new project?"

"He is," Danielle said, her voice carrying the authority of someone who had already explained the situation. "We've been working on him for a few months. Hair, skin, clothes, posture. The whole package. But his hair needs professional attention."

"Well, let's take a look." Shaye gestured toward a styling chair near the window, and Martin walked toward it on legs that felt like they belonged to someone else. He sat down, the chair swiveling to face the mirror, and for the first time, he saw himself clearly—the pale hair, the soft skin, the feminine clothes, the half-up style that had become his daily uniform. Shaye's fingers found his hair, combing through it, lifting it, assessing the weight and texture and fall. She pulled the scrunchie free and let the hair fall around his shoulders, examining the length, the ends, the natural wave that the conditioning treatments had brought out.

"You've been taking good care of this," she said, her voice carrying genuine approval. "The ends are healthy. The texture is nice. There's a natural wave here that we can work with."

"The products are working," Sarah said, her voice proud. "We got him on a whole new routine."

"Clearly." Shaye met Martin's eyes in the mirror, her expression warm and professional. "So, what are we thinking? Just a trim? Or something more?" The five women exchanged glances, a silent conversation that Martin couldn't follow. Then Kayla spoke.

"Layers," she said. "To give it movement and shape. Side-swept bangs, something that frames his face. Keep the length—we want it to grow more—but make it look like he meant to grow it, not like he just forgot to cut it."

"Highlights," Danielle added. "Subtle. Nothing dramatic. Just enough to add dimension and bring out the natural color."

"No color change," Priya said. "His natural color is pretty. We just want to enhance it."

"And a style that works for any day," Michelle said, her quiet voice cutting through the chatter. "Something he can maintain. Something that looks good whether he's at the gym or going out." Shaye nodded, absorbing the instructions like a surgeon receiving a consultation.

"I can do all of that. The layers will give it shape, the bangs will frame his face, and the highlights will add dimension without changing the base color. It'll look natural but polished. Like he was born with good hair and finally learned how to show it off." She turned to Martin, her eyes meeting his in the mirror. "Sound good, sweetheart?" Sweetheart. The word landed softly, like a pat on the head, and Martin felt something in his chest unclench. She was treating him like a client. Like a girl who was getting her hair done. Like someone who deserved to be taken care of.

"Yes, ma'am," he said.

"Oh, you're polite." Shaye smiled. "I like that. Now sit still and let me work." The next two hours were a blur of sensation. The sink, where Shaye washed his hair with warm water and fragrant shampoo, her fingers massaging his scalp in a way that made his eyes flutter closed. The foils, applied strand by strand, the cold sensation of the lightening product against his scalp. The waiting, with a magazine in his lap that he didn't read, the other women chatting around him like they were at a social event instead of a salon.

Shaye worked with the kind of confident precision that came from years of practice. She cut the layers first, snipping away the damaged ends, shaping the hair around his face in a way that emphasized his cheekbones and softened his jaw. She cut the bangs last, sweeping them to the side, adjusting the angle until they fell across his forehead in a way that looked deliberate and feminine. The blowout was the final step. Shaye dried his hair with a round brush, lifting at the roots, smoothing the lengths, creating volume and movement that Martin had never seen in his own reflection. When she was done, she spun the chair to face the mirror and stepped back.

"What do you think?" Martin stared at himself. The person in the mirror was not the person who had walked into the salon two hours ago. The layers gave his hair movement and shape, the bangs framed his face in a way that made his features look softer and more delicate, and the highlights caught the light in subtle streaks of pale gold that made the whole thing look dimensional and expensive. His hair looked like it belonged on a woman—a pretty woman, a woman who knew how to take care of herself, a woman who had spent two hours in a salon chair and emerged looking like someone worth looking at. He looked like what they'd been telling him he was.

"Good girl," Kayla said, and the words wrapped around him like arms, holding him in place. He didn't cry. He didn't speak.

"It's perfect," Danielle said, her sharp eyes assessing the cut with professional approval. "The layers give it shape without making it look thin. The bangs soften his jaw. The highlights are subtle enough to pass as natural."

"I love it," Sarah said, her hand reaching out to touch the ends, feeling the softness that the blowout had created. "It's so pretty."

"Shaye, you outdid yourself," Priya said, her phone already out, snapping photos of Martin from every angle. "These are going in the group chat." Michelle said nothing, but she nodded once, her quiet approval carrying the same weight as the others' words. Shaye smiled, her expression warm and satisfied.

"He was a great canvas. Good hair, good bone structure, good skin. You girls have been taking care of him."

"We're trying," Kayla said, her hand landing on Martin's shoulder, her fingers squeezing gently. "We're trying." Martin sat in the chair, his newly styled hair falling around his face, his reflection looking back at him with eyes that were wide and quiet and full of something he couldn't name. He felt seen. He felt transformed. He felt like a project that was finally starting to look like the thing it was meant to be.

"Thank you," he said, his voice thin and reedy. "Thank you."

"You're welcome, sweetheart," Shaye said, her smile warm and professional. "Come back in six weeks for a trim and color touchup. We'll keep this looking good." They paid and left, the six of them spilling out onto the sidewalk in the late afternoon sun. Martin's hair caught the light, the highlights gleaming, the layers swinging gently as he walked. He felt different. Lighter. More visible. Like the haircut had removed something more than just split ends.

Kayla checked her phone, then looked up at the group with a smile. "We're not done yet. There's a bar two blocks from here—we're celebrating." The bar was called The Secret Room, and it was exactly the kind of place that Martin would never have entered on his own—low lighting, plush seating, a cocktail menu that required a dictionary to decode. The women led him to a corner booth, pushing him into the center, surrounding him with their bodies and their voices and their attention.

"What are you drinking, skinny bitch?" Priya asked, sliding a menu across the table.

"I don't—" He looked at the menu, the words swimming before his eyes. "I don't know what any of these are."

"I'll order for you," Danielle said, her sharp eyes scanning the list. "Something sweet. Something pink. Something that matches your new hair." She ordered without consulting him—a cocktail called Rose Petal, which arrived in a coupe glass, the liquid a pale pink that matched his scrunchie, a single rose petal floating on the surface. Martin took a sip, the sweetness blooming on his tongue, the alcohol warming his chest, and he felt the warmth of the salon and the warmth of the drink and the warmth of the women's attention all mixing together into something that felt almost like happiness.

"To skinny bitch," Kayla said, raising her glass. "And her new hair."

"To skinny bitch," the others echoed, and the sound of five glasses clinking together was like a benediction. Martin raised his glass too, the pale pink liquid catching the light, the rose petal spinning slowly on the surface. He drank, and the sweetness filled his mouth, and the warmth filled his chest, and the static in his head was so quiet he could almost forget it was there. He was seen. He was noticed. He was theirs. And for the first time since Chloe, he looked in the mirror and didn't flinch at what he saw.


Chapter 20: The Collection

The wine was flowing at Priya's apartment. Without Martin there to serve them, they had to pour their own glasses—a minor inconvenience they endured for the privacy of the conversation.

"So," Kayla swirled her merlot, "marking territory. Let's be real—she's not going anywhere." Michelle snorted.

"Please. Our girl wouldn't dare."

"True," Sarah agreed, leaning back, "but that's not the concern, is it? A submissive like Martin..." She tapped her nail against her glass. "You've all seen it. She'd follow a kind word off a cliff. Some woman with half a brain could snap her fingers and lead him off like a puppy with a tag." The table went quiet for a moment.

"We could literally tag her," Priya said, half-joking. "Get a nice leather piece. Something fetish-fashion and lockable. Put her name on it like he's our property, like the lanyard,” Priya said and frowned. “No… she needs to be able to shower and leather in the shower is a no go. I for one am not going to be there every morning to unlock his collar for a shower.” They laughed—but the laughter had an edge of consideration.

"Or," Danielle said, setting down her glass, "we could actually have a real conversation about this." The women turned to her. Danielle had been the quiet researcher of the group, the one who read psychology articles at 2 AM and sent links nobody asked for.

"Let me ask you all something," she continued. "Could any single one of you agree on one mark? One symbol? One claim? Without someone getting outvoted or overruled?" Silence. "Exactly." Danielle stood and walked to her bag. "We're five women. Five opinions. Five jealousies, if we're being honest. So we do this fairly." She returned with a ceramic bowl and set it on the coffee table. "Each of us claims a body part. We buy a piece of jewelry for that part. Something quality—surgical steel, titanium, whatever fits the aesthetic. And we attach it. Super glue for the non-piercing pieces. Crimped shut for the ones that close. He doesn't take it off. Can't take it off. Not without tools and serious discomfort." Michelle raised an eyebrow.

"You're talking about permanently marking him."

"I'm talking about permanently claiming him," Danielle corrected. "And before anyone gets squeamish—let's be real. He may find someone. Some woman who looks at our pretty little lipstick lesbian and thinks I want that." Another round of laughter, darker this time.

"Let them try," Kayla said.

"Exactly," Danielle nodded. "But if—and I mean if—he finds a woman who actually wants to date our doll, she comes to us first. She gets approved. And she agrees to maintain the structure and order his submissive little heart craves. Because if she doesn't..." She shrugged. "We're still his owners. The jewelry proves it." She lifted the bowl. "Inside are scraps. Each one has a body part. You pull, you claim, you choose the piece. No trading. No complaining. It's the only way we all agree without stepping on each other's tags." The women exchanged glances—competitive, curious, committed.

"Who goes first?" Priya asked. Danielle smiled and held out the bowl to her when Priya moved first. Priya reached in without hesitation. She unfolded the paper and read: "Left wrist." Her eyes lit up.

"A stack of thin bangles. Silver. Four or five of them—just a tad too small." She rotated her own wrist absently. "I'll force them on with soapy water or lube, they'll be too tight for him to remove on his own." She smiled sharply. "And since he's left-handed? He'll feel them every time he writes. Every time he types. Every keystroke, every pen stroke—a little reminder." Sarah pulled next. "Right wrist."

"A bangle," she said. "Thick. Heavy. I'll super glue it shut. Too small to ever pull off without lube and a second pair of hands. Or some kind of tools to cut them." She smiled thinly. "He'll feel it every time his hand swings when moves." Michelle drew "Ankle—right." She grinned.

"Anklet. Charm bracelet style with large links and charms. A tiny padlock charm, letters for each of us—M, K, D, P, and S. Classy but obvious." She paused, then added, "Oh—and a bow charm with a little red rhinestone. Because he we love bows on our doll." Kayla unfolded her scrap and her smile turned sharp. "Left bicep."

"Perfect," she breathed. "A solid gold arm band. Snug. Just tight enough to bite into his muscle if it swells." She flexed her own arm absently. "That's a reason to keep and ensure our good girl doesn’t grow those arms of her anymore, isn't it? Can't have our jewelry cutting off circulation because she got ambitious at the gym." Finally, Danielle pulled the last scrap. She read it aloud: "Neck." The table went quiet. The neck was intimate. Visible. Impossible to hide.

"A necklace," Danielle said softly. "With a small locket." She shook her head at the unspoken suggestion. "Not a heart. That sends the wrong signal. Not a lock, not my initials." Her fingers traced her collarbone absently. "An oval. Simple. Unadorned on the outside. But inside..." She looked at each of them. "Inside, there's room for something. We'll decide what together." She looked around at the other women. "Five parts. Five marks. One territory." They raised their glasses.

GROUP CHAT: "Skinny Bitch's Collection"
Members: Kayla, Danielle, Michelle, Priya, Sarah

Danielle: We need to coordinate. I refuse to have her looking like a teenage girl who discovered Claire's for the first time. 💀
Sarah: Agreed. Mixed metals, random styles? No. We're classier than that.
Michelle: Gold. We're doing gold. It's warm, it shows well against her skin tone, and it actually looks intentional. ✨
Kayla: Sends image Found this for the bicep. 18K gold plated. Slightly adjustable but I'm getting it sized so it barely fits. Thoughts?
Priya: That's gorgeous. Clean lines. Very "owned." 🔒
Sarah: Sends image My bangle. Same gold plate. Thick like I wanted. No clasp—it's solid. I'll have it sized to slide over her hand with soap and then it's not coming off.
Danielle: Perfect. Same finish. We're establishing a palette.
Michelle: Sends image Anklet. Gold plate, large links. Here are the charms I picked. The padlock, the bow with the red rhinestone, and the letters. K, D, P, S.
Kayla: Wait—no M for Michelle?
Michelle: It's my piece. I am the M. The letters are my owners. 😌
Danielle: Fair. That's actually perfect.
Priya: Sends image Okay. Mine. Stack of five thin bangles. Gold plate... but I want to add one silver into the stack. Three gold, two silver. Alternating.
Sarah: Mixing metals?
Priya: I know, I know. But hear me out. The silver breaks it up. Makes it look like a choice, not a uniform. And she's left-handed. That wrist is going to be visible constantly. The silver catches different light. It'll draw the eye.
Danielle: ...Actually, that works. One stack with silver mixed in reads as intentional. As long as the silver is the only deviation.
Kayla: I'm into it. Priya's wrist is the accent piece. 💫
Michelle: Agreed. So gold across the board, silver only on Priya's stack. Final answer?
Sarah: Final answer. ✅
Danielle: Sends image My contribution. Necklace. Gold plate chain, 18 inches. Sits right at the collarbone. And the locket—oval, smooth, no engraving on the outside. Clean.
Kayla: What goes inside?
Danielle: We'll decide together. But not yet. That's a conversation for five, not a text thread. 🤫
Michelle: Fair enough. So we're set?
Kayla: Gold plate everything. Silver only on Priya's left wrist stack. Cohesive, intentional, unmistakable.
Sarah: She's going to look owned. 👑
Priya: She is owned. Now she'll just look the part.
Danielle: Shopping this week. Installation next Sunday. Everyone clear on their sizing responsibilities?
Michelle: I'll get her ankle measurement while she's sleeping. She's out like a light after 10. 😴
Sarah: I can get her wrist. I'll tell her I'm checking her pulse after her workout. She won't question it.
Kayla: Bicep's easy. I'll just wrap my fingers around it while we're watching TV. She'll think it's affectionate.
Danielle: Neck measurement I already have. She fell asleep on my shoulder last movie night. I used my fingers. 😏
Priya: Left wrist I can get when she's typing. I'll just hold it and tell her to keep working. She'll melt.
Danielle: Good. Everyone has their assignment. Next Sunday, our girl gets her collection.
Michelle: sends gif of a gift being unwrapped
Sarah: Best present we never asked her to open. 🎁

The chat went quiet after that, but each woman was already browsing tabs, adding to carts, imagining how their piece would look on him—how it would feel to fasten something onto his body that he couldn't remove without permission. Something they hadn't given him yet. Something that fit perfectly.

The necklace appeared on a Thursday. Martin was sitting on the floor at Kayla's apartment, his sundress spread around him, his back against the couch, her fingers in his hair. Wine night was in full swing—Priya was recounting a disastrous date, her laughter filling the room, while Sarah and Michelle listened from the armchairs. Danielle was on her phone, her sharp eyes occasionally flicking up to track Martin's position. All five of them. All watching. All present. And when all five were there, Martin felt something loosen in his chest—a door opening, a breath releasing, the certainty that he was exactly where he belonged. He was drifting, his mind hazy with the comfort of belonging, when he felt Kayla's hands shift from his hair to his neck. Her fingers were cool against his skin, her touch light and deliberate, and he felt something cold and metallic settle against his throat.

"Hold still," she murmured, her voice soft and conspiratorial. "Danielle has something for you." He held still. He always held still when they told him to. But this was different—this wasn't a correction or a command. This was a gift. He could feel it in the way Kayla's hands trembled slightly, in the way the other women had gone quiet, in the way the air itself seemed to hold its breath. Danielle appeared beside him, her approach silent and deliberate. She knelt down, her hands reaching for the back of his neck, and he felt her fingers join Kayla's at the clasp. The necklace was delicate, a thin gold chain with a small oval locket that rested in the hollow of his throat. He couldn't see it—Danielle was behind him, her fingers working at the clasp—but he could feel it, cool and light against his skin, a presence that was both foreign and familiar. There was a small sound—a click, then a squeeze—and then Danielle pulled away.

"There," Danielle said, her hand coming to rest on his shoulder. "Perfect." Martin reached up to touch the necklace, his fingers finding the thin chain, the small oval locket, the clasp at the back of his neck. The metal was warm now, heated by his skin, and it sat comfortably against his throat like it had always been there. The locket was smooth on the outside, unadorned, simple. No heart, no engraving, nothing to signal romance. Just a clean, oval presence against his skin.

"Never take this off," Danielle said, her voice soft but firm. "This means you're ours." Ours. The word sank into him, quiet and certain, like a key turning in a lock. He was theirs. He belonged to them. The necklace was proof—visible, tangible proof that he was seen, that he was wanted, that he was owned.

"I won't," he said, and his voice was steady. Certain. "I won't take it off." He didn't try to take it off that night. He didn't try to take it off the next morning, when he dressed for work in his men's clothes—the button-down shirt that now strained slightly at the shoulders, the slacks that hung differently on his changing body, the hidden wedge shoes that had become as natural as breathing. The necklace sat under his collar, hidden from view, a secret weight against his skin.

It wasn't until that weekend, when he was getting ready for the gym, that he thought about removing it. He stood in front of the mirror, his crop top and leggings already on, his hair pulled back in a ponytail, and reached for the clasp at the back of his neck. His fingers found the closure and stopped. The clasp was crimped shut. The two ends of the chain had been pressed together, the metal fused into a single, solid piece. There was no opening, no give, no way to remove the necklace without breaking the chain entirely. He stood there, his fingers on the clasp, his reflection staring back at him with wide eyes. They'd sealed it. They'd closed it in a way that made it permanent, that made it impossible to remove without force, that made it a choice he couldn't take back.

He dropped his hands. He couldn't do it. He couldn't bring himself to break the chain, to remove the necklace, to give up the feeling of belonging that it represented. The necklace meant he was theirs. The necklace meant he was seen. The necklace meant he was wanted. He was theirs. And he didn't want to be anything else.

The bangle appeared the following week. Martin was in the middle of his workout—glute bridges, his ass squeezing toward the ceiling, Sarah's hands on his hips guiding his form—when Sarah produced it from her gym bag. It was gold, like the necklace, but thicker, wider, impossible to ignore. At least an inch wide and a quarter of an inch thick, the metal gleaming under the fluorescent lights. Unlike the thin bracelets on his left wrist, this one had a hinge on one side—a clamshell design that opened like a jaw and closed around the wrist rather than sliding over the hand.

"Right wrist," Sarah said, her voice leaving no room for argument. "Always the right." Martin looked at the bangle and felt his stomach clench. It wasn't like the thin stack on his left wrist—those were delicate, almost feminine, the kind of thing a woman might wear. This was different. This was substantial. This was a band of gold that would catch the light and hold it, that would announce its presence with every movement, that would be visible under any sleeve that wasn't deliberately designed to hide it. And the clamshell design meant it wasn't going over his hand and off again—it was going around his wrist and staying there.

"I can't wear that," he said, his voice thin. "Not to work. Not—"

"You can and you will," Sarah said, her sharp eyes meeting his.

"The others—" He held up his left wrist, the five thin bracelets clicking softly. "Those I can almost explain. Accessories. A style choice. But this—" He gestured at the thick gold band. "This is different. This is obvious. This is something people will notice and question."

"Good," Sarah said. "They should notice. They should question. And you should tell them the truth—that it was a gift from someone who cares about you."

"Someone who owns me," Martin corrected, his voice barely audible.

"Someone who owns you," Sarah agreed, and there was no cruelty in her voice, only certainty. "Now hold out your arm." He didn't hold out his arm. His hands stayed at his sides, his fingers curling into fists, his body rigid with the kind of resistance he rarely allowed himself anymore. He stepped back, his jaw set, his eyes fixed on the bangle like it was a snake about to strike.

"Martin." Sarah's voice was patient but firm. "You're wearing the necklace. You're wearing the bracelets. You're wearing the anklet. This isn't different."

"It is different," he said, and his voice cracked on the words. "This is right there. On my dominant side. On the hand I shake with. On the hand everyone sees. I can't—I can't hide this. I can't explain this. I can't—"

"You're not supposed to hide it," Sarah said, and her voice had shifted now, harder, less patient. "You're not supposed to explain it. You're supposed to wear it and let people see it and let them think whatever they want to think. Because what they think doesn't matter. What we think matters. What I think matters." She reached out to grab his arm, but he pulled away—stepping back again, his breathing ragged, his eyes wide and panicked.

"No," he said, and the word was stronger this time, fortified by something he didn't want to examine too closely. "I'm not doing this. Not this one." Sarah's eyes narrowed. She opened her mouth to say something, but before she could, Danielle appeared behind him.

"Hey," Danielle said, her voice low and calm, and Martin felt her hands on his shoulders from behind—gentle but firm, pulling him back against her body. "Hey. It's okay." He stiffened at the contact, his body going rigid, but Danielle held him, her arms wrapping around his chest, her chin resting on the crown of his head.

"Shh," she murmured. "It's okay. I've got you."

"I can't—" His voice was ragged, his chest heaving. "I can't do this one. It's too much. It's too visible. Everyone will—"

"Everyone will see that you belong to someone," Danielle said, her voice soft and steady. "Everyone will see that you're taken. That you're cared for. That you're not alone anymore."

"I'm not—" He tried to pull away, but Danielle held him, her arms firm around his chest, her body solid and warm against his back.

"You are," she said. "You're ours. And this is happening. Right now. You just need to be a good girl for us. A brave girl. Can you do that?"

"I don't—" His breath was coming in short, sharp gasps now, his body trembling against hers, his resistance crumbling under the weight of her presence, her warmth, her certainty. "I don't know if I can—"

"You can," Danielle said. "I know you can. Because you're our good girl. And good girls do what they're told. Even when it's hard. Even when they're scared. Especially then." Her hand moved from his chest to his chin, tilting his head back, forcing him to meet Sarah's eyes. Sarah was standing in front of him now, the bangle in one hand, the tube of superglue in the other, her expression patient and expectant.

"Right wrist," Sarah said again. "Always the right." He extended his arm. He didn't want to—he wanted to keep fighting, to keep resisting, to keep saying no—but Danielle was holding him and her voice was in his ear and her warmth was against his back and the resistance was draining out of him like water from a cracked glass. Sarah took his wrist in her hand, her grip firm but not unkind. She positioned the open bangle around his wrist—the two halves of the clamshell hinged on one side, spread apart like a jaw waiting to close. The metal was cool against his skin, the inside smooth and slightly curved to fit the contours of his arm. She adjusted the fit, making sure it sat just below the heel of his hand, snug against the bone, impossible to shift up or down more than a fraction of an inch.

"Hold still," she said, and her voice was calm and clinical, like a jeweler sizing a piece for a client. She applied the superglue to the closure mechanism—a small latch on the opposite side from the hinge, designed to click shut and hold fast. The gel was clear and thick, oozing into the mechanism, filling the spaces where the latch would seat. Then she closed it.

The two halves of the clamshell came together with a soft, decisive click, the bangle closing around his wrist like a jaw snapping shut. The superglue sealed the latch instantly, the gel hardening around the mechanism, fusing the closure into a single, solid piece. The hinge on the other side was the only remaining opening, and it was pressed flat against his skin, the metal seamless and smooth, impossible to pry apart without tools. The fit was snug. Snug enough that his wrist ached faintly from the pressure, the thick band pressing into his flesh. Even without the superglue, the bangle was too tight to slide off over his hand—it had been sized to fit his wrist and his wrist alone, with no give, no wiggle room, no way to remove it without a second pair of hands and a pair of pliers to pry the hinge apart. With the superglue sealing the latch, even that would be a challenge.

But that wasn't what made him go still. It was the feeling that had been building since Danielle's arms wrapped around him—the warmth, the pressure, the certainty of being held and directed and told what to do. It had settled in his core and spread outward, and now it was pressing against the tight pink leggings in a way that was impossible to ignore. His erection was visible. Not subtly visible—visibly visible, a distinct outline against the tight fabric that left nothing to the imagination. The leggings had never been designed to hide anything, and right now, with Danielle's body pressed against his back and Sarah's hands on his wrist and the certainty of their control washing over him, they were hiding nothing at all. Sarah noticed first. Her eyes dropped from his face to his waist, and her expression shifted from patient to amused. A smile tugged at the corner of her lips.

"Well, well," she said, her voice carrying that particular note of sharp, knowing amusement. "What do we have here?" Danielle's eyes followed Sarah's gaze, and she let out a soft laugh—a warm, genuine sound that vibrated against Martin's back.

"Our girl likes being told what to do," Danielle murmured against his ear. "Look at that. All that fighting, and your body tells the truth." His face burned. His whole body burned. He wanted to disappear, to sink into the floor, to cease to exist entirely. But Danielle was still holding him, and Sarah was still looking at him with that knowing smile, and the erection wasn't going anywhere.

"You know," Sarah said, her voice casual but pointed, "if you don't continue to be a good girl for us, we could always get an accessory for your little guy in your panties." Danielle laughed again, her arms tightening around his chest.

"Oh, that's a good idea. Something pretty. Something pink. Something that locks."

"Something that keeps our girl from getting too excited without permission," Sarah added, her smile widening. "A little cage for a little clitty. Would you like that, skinny bitch?" The words hit him like ice water. A cage. For his—for her—clitty. The word Chloe had used, the word the women had adopted, the word that reduced the most visible evidence of his masculinity to something small and feminine and controllable. The resistance died. All of it. Every last flicker of fight, every last shred of protest, every last ember of defiance—extinguished by the threat of something worse than a bangle, something more permanent, something that would mark him in a way that no piece of jewelry ever could.

"I'll be a good girl," he whispered, and his voice was barely audible, barely there, barely anything at all. "I'll be a good girl. I promise."

"I know you will," Sarah said, and her voice was warm again, the sharpness fading, replaced by the satisfaction of a job well done. "Now finish your set." He finished his set. The bangle clicked against the floor when he lowered his hips, the sound small but distinct, a tiny announcement of its presence. Every movement of his right arm produced the same sound—the same click, the same ring, the same reminder that he was marked, that he was owned, that he was theirs.

At work, where he reached for files and typed on his keyboard with his right hand between left-handed tasks, the gold band caught the light and drew the eye. At the gym, where it clicked against the weights and the machines and the handles of the equipment. At the store, where it clinked against the cart handle and the counter and the credit card machine. It was constantly hitting something, ringing gently, a small, constant announcement of its presence. Of his presence. Of his belonging. He never attempted to remove it. There was nothing to attempt—the clamshell was sealed, the latch was fused, the hinge was pressed flat against his skin. He would need tools and a second pair of hands and the kind of determination he no longer possessed. And he never resisted again—not really, not in any way that mattered—because the alternative was too vivid, too real, too possible. A cage. For his little guy. In his panties. He'd been a good girl. He would keep being a good girl. Because good girls didn't get caged.

The bracelets appeared the next week. Martin was at Priya's apartment, his cleaning supplies spread around him, his body moving through the familiar motions of scrubbing and polishing and organizing. Priya was on the couch, her phone in her hand, her laughter filling the room as she scrolled through social media.

"Hey, skinny bitch," she said, not looking up from her phone. "Come here." He put down the mop and walked over to her, his feet bare against the cool tile, his sundress swishing around his legs. She patted the cushion next to her, and he sat, his hands in his lap, his wrists crossed and hands splayed open.

"Left arm," she said, holding out her hand. He extended his left arm, and she produced a small box from behind the cushion. Inside was a stack of five thin bangles—three gold, two silver, alternating in a pattern that caught the light differently with every angle. And then he understood.

"Your writing hand," she said, her smile sharp and knowing. "You'll feel them every time you type. Every time you write. Every keystroke." Martin stared at the bangles. Five of them. Alternating gold and silver. For his left hand—his dominant hand, the hand he used for everything, the hand that would announce their presence every moment of every day.

"No," he said. The word came out before he could stop it—small and quiet and utterly inadequate. But it was there, hanging in the air between them, a refusal he'd never voiced before. Priya's smile didn't waver.

"No?"

"I can't—" He pulled his arm back, his hand curling against his chest. "It's my writing hand. Everyone will see. At work, at the gym, everywhere. I can't hide it. I can't—"

"You're not supposed to hide it," Priya said, her voice patient but firm. "That's the point, skinny bitch. You're ours. Everyone should know."

"I know, but—" His throat was tight. His chest was tight. Everything was tight, compressed, like the bangles themselves were already pressing into his skin. "The necklace I can hide. But this—" He held up his left hand, his fingers trembling. "This is right there. Every time I type. Every time I reach for something. Every time anyone looks at me. They'll see it. They'll know."

"They'll see that you belong to someone," Priya said. "They'll see that you're taken. They'll see that you're not alone anymore. Isn't that what you want?" The question hit him like a physical blow. Isn't that what you want? To not be alone? To belong? To be seen?

"I do," he whispered. "But—"

"No buts." Priya's hand closed around his wrist, her grip firm but not unkind. "You're our skinny bitch. Our good girl. And good girls do what they're told." Her eyes held his, and he saw something there—not cruelty, not mockery, but certainty. The absolute conviction that this was right, that he was right, that he would eventually understand what she already knew. His hand was shaking. His whole arm was shaking. But he let her hold his wrist, let her pull it toward her, let her reach for the small bottle of dish soap she'd placed on the cushion beside her.

"Your left hand," she said again, her voice softer now. "Your writing hand. Every word you type, every note you write, every little thing you do with that hand—you'll feel me. You'll feel all of us. Every single day." She applied the soap to his wrist, the liquid cool and slippery against his skin, and then positioned the first bangle over his hand.

"Extend your fingers and group them together," she said. "Make your hand as thin as possible. Push them through." He extended his fingers, pressing them tightly together, his thumb tucked against his palm, his hand narrowed into a wedge shape. Priya worked the first bracelet over his soapy fingers—pushing, twisting, the metal stretching just enough to accommodate his knuckles before snapping back into shape around his wrist with a soft click. Then the second. Then the third. Then the fourth. Then the fifth. The fit was snug. Snug enough that his wrist ached faintly from the pressure, the five bands pressing into his skin like a gentle, constant grip. Three gold, two silver, alternating—gold, silver, gold, silver, gold—a pattern that was deliberate, intentional, unmistakable.

"There," Priya said, stepping back to admire her work. "Now every word you type, every note you write, every little thing you do with that hand—you'll feel me." She was right. Being left-handed, the bracelets were a constant presence. Every keystroke sent a tiny vibration through the stack, the bands shifting against each other with a soft, metallic whisper. Every time he wrote a note, the bracelets slid and clicked against the desk. Every time he reached for something, the alternating gold and silver caught the light, drawing the eye, announcing their presence. And they were too tight to remove on his own.

He'd tried, once, tugging at them in the bathroom at work, his right hand pulling at the bands while his left burned with shame. But they wouldn't budge past his knuckles—he couldn't compress his hand enough to slide them off without soap and another set of hands to help. Or a pair of bolt cutters. He didn't try again. But every time they clicked against his desk, every time they caught the light, every time someone's eyes dropped to his wrist and lingered, he felt the resistance flare and fade—the part of him that wanted to refuse, that wanted to be invisible, that wanted to take it all off and go back to being no one—quieting beneath the weight of belonging.

The armband appeared two weeks later. Martin was stretching after his workout, his body warm and loose from the session, when Kayla produced it from her bag. It was gold, like the others, but wider—three inches tall, a band of thin-gauged metal with curved edges that would sit snug against his bicep.

"I really want to make sure your arms don't bulk up any more than where they are," she said, her voice casual but firm. "They're firm and they look feminine, and our doll won't have anything bigger. This will help you remember." He looked down at his arms. They were lean and smooth—the result of months of feminine-focused training, of exercises designed to sculpt and shape without building bulk. The dream of broad shoulders and impressive arms was a distant memory now, something from a life that felt like it had belonged to someone else.

He hadn't picked up a heavy weight in months. He hadn't done a single exercise that would build his arms. His body had been reshaped under their direction, and the arms that had once been thin and unimpressive were now thin and unimpressive in a different way—slender, soft, feminine. But the armband wasn't about his current arms. It was about control. About ensuring he never went back to the dream of bulking up, even if the dream was long dead.

"No," he said.

The word came out harder than he expected—firm and final, with an edge that surprised even him. He'd accepted the necklace. He'd accepted the bracelets. He'd accepted the anklet. But this was different. This was telling him what his body could and couldn't do in perpetuity. This was a physical restraint that would punish him if he ever changed his mind, if he ever decided he wanted to be something other than what they'd made him.

"Excuse me?" Kayla's voice was still casual, but there was something beneath it now—something sharp, something dangerous.

"I'm not wearing that," he said, and his voice was steadier than he felt. "You can control my clothes. You can control my hair. You can control what I eat and what I wear and how I walk. But you can't control my body like this. You can't put something on me that will hurt if I—"

"I can," Kayla said, and her voice had shifted now, the warmth draining away, replaced by something cold and certain. "I can tell you whatever I want, skinny bitch. And you'll do it. Because that's what good girls do."

"I'm not—" He stepped back, his hands coming up, his body assuming a defensive posture that he hadn't used since before Chloe. "I'm not just a good girl. I'm not just a doll. I'm—"

"You're what?" Kayla's voice cut through his protest like a blade. "You're a man? Is that what you were going to say?" The word caught in his throat. Man. He hadn't thought of himself as a man in months. He hadn't felt like a man in months. He'd given up on that word, on that identity, on that dream, long before the women had taken control of his workouts and his wardrobe and his life.

"No," he whispered. "I wasn't going to say that."

"Then what were you going to say?"

"I don't know," he said, and the admission felt like a confession. "I just—I don't want something on my body that will punish me. That will hurt. I don't—"

"Let me remind you of something," Kayla said, stepping closer, her eyes fixed on his. "Those first two months at the gym—before we found you, before we started training you—what did you accomplish?" He opened his mouth to answer, but the words wouldn't come. Because the truth was, he hadn't accomplished anything. Two months of protein shakes and bench presses and desperate attempts to build a body that would make him visible, and nothing had changed. His arms hadn't bulked. His shoulders hadn't broadened. His chest hadn't swelled. He'd remained the same skinny, invisible nobody he'd always been.

"Nothing," Kayla said, answering for him. "You accomplished nothing. Two months of lifting, and your arms were exactly the same. And then we took over your workouts—months ago—and your arms still haven't bulked. Because that's not what your body does. That's not what your body is for." She reached out and ran a finger along his upper arm, the touch light and proprietary. "Your arms are firm and feminine now," she said, her voice softening. "They're perfect. They're exactly what they should be. And this—" She held up the armband. "This just makes sure they stay that way. It's not a punishment. It's a promise."

"It will hurt," he said, his voice small. "If I—if my arms get any bigger—"

"Are you planning to make your arms bigger?" Kayla asked, her eyes narrowing.

"No, but—"

"Then it won't hurt," she said. "It's simple. Keep doing what you're doing. Keep being our good girl. Keep the body we've given you. And the armband will just be another piece of jewelry. Another mark of belonging. Another sign that you're ours." She stepped closer, the armband in her hand, and her voice dropped to a whisper.

"Stand still," she said, and her voice had gone quiet now, the kind of quiet that was more dangerous than any shout. "Let me put this on you." He didn't move. But he didn't step back either. He stood there, frozen, his body trembling with the remnants of resistance that he couldn't quite let go of. "Stand still," Kayla repeated, her voice soft and dangerous. "Be a good girl. Let me put this on you. Or don't, and find out what happens to naughty girls who refuse their owners." The threat hung in the air between them—a spanking, here, on the gym floor, where everyone could see. The same threat that had broken his resistance before. The same threat that reminded him of the alternative, the cage, the punishment, the consequences of refusing what he was told.

"I want to be a good girl," he whispered, and the words came out before he could stop them—small and broken and utterly sincere.

"I know you do," Kayla said, and her voice was warm again, the coldness melting away, replaced by the familiar certainty that he craved. "Then stand still and let me put this on you." He stood still. His body was trembling, his eyes were burning, but he stood still, because that was what good girls did. That was what he was. That was what he wanted to be. Kayla positioned the armband on his left bicep, the metal cool against his skin, the fit snug but not uncomfortable. There were three small clasps on the inside of the band, each one closing with a soft click, and she fastened them one by one, her fingers deft and sure. Then the superglue again, sealing the clasps shut.

"There," she said, stepping back to admire her work. "Perfect." Martin lifted his arm, testing the fit. The armband sat just above the swell of his bicep, the gold band pressing slightly into his skin, the three clasps holding it firmly in place. The fit was deliberate—just tight enough that any swelling from lifting would make it uncomfortable. A physical reminder that his body wasn't his to sculpt. That his arms weren't supposed to get thicker. That his body was supposed to stay slight, soft, feminine.

He reached for the clasps with his right hand, his fingers finding the small closures, and tried to unfasten them. He couldn't. The clasps were angled in such a way that he couldn't properly reach them with his other hand. The position of the band on his upper arm made it impossible to see the closures, and the angle required to unfasten them was one that his fingers couldn't achieve. He would need someone else to remove it for him—someone with a different angle, a different reach, a different perspective. The realization settled into his chest like a warm stone. He couldn't take it off himself. He was dependent on them for this, as he was dependent on them for so many things now. His clothes. His workouts. His hair. His skin. His body. His life. He stopped using the weight machines entirely.

The anklet appeared on a Saturday night. Martin was half-asleep on Michelle's couch, his head on a throw pillow, his body curled into the corner cushions, the remains of a movie playing on the television. He'd cleaned her apartment from top to bottom that afternoon—scrubbing, polishing, organizing until everything gleamed—and now he was drifting, his mind hazy with exhaustion and the comfort of belonging.

Unlike the other four women, Michelle preferred he sat on the furniture, like a favored pet rather than an obedient one kneeling at her feet. It was a small distinction, but he'd learned to read the differences between them—Kayla's warm authority, Danielle's sharp direction, Sarah's firm guidance, Priya's playful commands, and Michelle's quiet, watchful presence that asked for nothing and gave everything.

Michelle was beside him, her laptop balanced on her knees, her fingers moving across the keyboard in that silent, focused way she had. She didn't speak much during their time together—didn't need to. Her presence was enough. Her quiet attention. Her watchful eyes.

He felt her shift beside him, felt her set the laptop aside, felt her hands on his ankle—gentle, deliberate, unhurried. He stirred, half-awake, his eyes fluttering open.

"Shh," Michelle said, her voice barely above a whisper. "Go back to sleep."

He closed his eyes. He felt her lift his foot, slip off his sock, and then felt something cool and heavy settle against his ankle, felt her fingers working at a clasp. There was a soft click, then the weight of something settling against his skin. Then her hands moved lower, her fingers sliding down to his toes, and he felt something else—a small band slipping over his second toe, snug and secure, followed by the faintest tug of a chain connecting it to the piece above.

"There," she said, her hand resting on his ankle for a moment, her thumb tracing a small circle against his skin. "Perfect." She purred as she slid his sock back on and moved his foot off her lap.

Martin drifted back to sleep, the weight around his ankle a constant, comforting presence, the delicate pressure against his toe a faint, unfamiliar sensation that his tired mind catalogued and then let go.

He woke to gray morning light filtering through the airshaft window. For a moment, he didn't know where he was—the couch was unfamiliar, the room was unfamiliar, the weight on his ankle was unfamiliar—and then it came back to him. Michelle's apartment. Movie night. Falling asleep on her couch. He sat up carefully, stretching his stiff neck, and listened. The shower was running. Danielle must already be up—she'd stayed over too, the three of them collapsing into various pieces of furniture after the movie had ended. He stood, his feet touching the cool hardwood floor, and that's when he felt it. The weight. Not just around his ankle—there was something else, something lower, a delicate pressure against his second toe that shifted when he moved.

He looked down. The anklet was thick gold chain, interlocking links that caught the morning light filtering through the airshaft window. Five small charms dangled from it—a tiny padlock, a bow with a little red rhinestone, and five letters: M, K, D, P, S. Michelle. Kayla. Danielle. Priya. Sarah. And on his second toe, a small gold band sat snug against the skin. It was simple, a thin loop of gold that matched the anklet above it, connected by a fine chain that ran along the top of his foot. The toe ring was too small to slip off, the chain too fine to unhook without careful fingers and patience he didn't have. He reached for the anklet's clasp, his fingers finding the closure, and felt his stomach clench. The clasp was sealed—superglued shut, the same way Sarah had sealed the bangle on his right wrist. The two ends of the clasp were fused together, the metal merged into a single, solid piece. There was no opening, no give, no way to remove the anklet without breaking the chain entirely.

Michelle had sealed it. She'd closed it in a way that made it permanent, that made it impossible to remove without force that would destroy it, that made it a choice he couldn't take back. Just like the necklace. Just like the bangle. Just like all the others. He stared at the anklet, at the toe ring, at the fine chain that connected them, and felt something shift in his chest—not resistance, not shame, but something quieter. Acceptance. The letters on the charms were tags. M, K, D, P, S. Five owners. Five claims. Five women who had decided he was theirs and marked him accordingly. The shower was still running. He had a few minutes before Danielle emerged. He walked to the kitchen on bare feet, the anklet's charms clinking softly with each step, the toe ring a constant, delicate pressure against his foot, and started the coffee maker.

He pulled out his phone and sent a thank you text to Michelle. She replied with a simple: You're welcome. He stood there in the quiet kitchen, the coffee gurgling behind him, the weight of the anklet against his ankle, the letters M, K, D, P, S swinging gently against his skin, and thought about what it meant to be tagged. To be claimed. To belong to all of them, together, in a way that no single piece of jewelry could express alone.

He wore them all every day. To work, under his men's clothes—the necklace hidden under his collar, the thick bangle on his right wrist peeking out from under his sleeve, the stack of thin bangles on his left wrist clicking softly with every keystroke, the armband pressing against his bicep, the anklet hidden under his socks, the charms silent but present. Five pieces of jewelry, five marks of ownership, five constant reminders that his body wasn't his own anymore.

To the gym, where everyone could see—the necklace around his throat, the thick bangle on his right wrist, the stack of gold and silver bangles on his left wrist, the armband on his bicep, the anklet around his ankle with its charms clicking softly. Five pieces of jewelry, visible and obvious, announcing his belonging to anyone who cared to look. The women at the gym noticed, of course. They'd been the ones to give him the jewelry, after all. They commented on it, admired it, touched it, ran their fingers over the gold and silver and smiled at him with that warm, conspiratorial smile that made his chest feel tight.

"Our skinny bitch," they said, their voices overlapping. "Our good girl." The men at the gym didn't notice. Or if they did, they didn't say anything. Martin was furniture to them, less than furniture, something that didn't exist in their world. The jewelry didn't change that. Nothing would change that. But the women noticed. And that was enough. That was more than enough. That was everything.

Ms. Morrison noticed on a Wednesday. Martin was sitting in her office, his hands in his lap, his wrists resting in the small of his back—a posture that had become so natural that he didn't even realize he was doing it anymore. She was lecturing him about something, her voice sharp and cutting, her eyes fixed on his face with that piercing gaze that made him feel like he was being dissected. He shifted in his seat, his left hand moving to adjust his position, and the stack of bangles caught the light—the alternating gold and silver winking at her like a silent signal. Ms. Morrison's eyes dropped to his wrist. Her voice faltered, mid-sentence, and she stared at the bangles for a long moment, her expression unreadable.

"Are you wearing jewelry?" she asked, her voice flat and careful. Martin felt his face heat. His hand moved to cover the bangles, his fingers wrapping around the thin bands, but it was too late. She'd already seen them. She'd already noticed.

"Yes, Ms. Morrison," he said, his voice thin and reedy. She looked at him for a long moment, her eyes moving from the bangles to his face, then to his right wrist where the thick gold bangle sat, then up to his face again. Her expression was unreadable—she might have been disgusted, or curious, or something else entirely. He couldn't tell. Then she shook her head, a small, dismissive gesture, and the lecture continued.

Martin sat there, his hand still covering the bangles, his face still burning, and tried to focus on what she was saying. But his mind was elsewhere—on the necklace around his throat, the thick bangle on his right wrist, the stack of gold and silver on his left, the armband on his bicep, the anklet around his ankle. Five pieces of jewelry, five marks of ownership, five constant reminders that his body wasn't his own anymore. Ms. Morrison had noticed. She'd seen the bangles, and she'd asked about them, and he'd admitted to wearing them. She knew. Or at least, she knew something. She didn't know the whole story—couldn't know the whole story—but she'd seen enough to know that something was different. That something had changed.

He wondered what she thought. He wondered if she cared. He wondered if she would say anything else, or if this would be the last time she acknowledged the jewelry, the changes, the transformation that was slowly but surely consuming his life. She didn't say anything else. The lecture continued, and Martin sat there, his hand covering the bangles, his mind drifting, and tried to ignore the weight of the gold and silver against his skin.

He lay in bed that night, the apartment dark and quiet around him, and felt the jewelry pressing against his skin. The necklace around his throat, the chain resting in the hollow of his neck, the smooth oval locket cool against his chest. The thick bangle on his right wrist, the gold band snug against his skin, the superglued closure impossible to open. The stack of thin bangles on his left wrist, three gold and two silver alternating, pressing into his skin with every shift of his arm. The armband on his left bicep, the three clasps holding it firmly in place, the snug fit a constant reminder to skip the heavy weights. The anklet around his right ankle, the interlocking links cool and heavy, the four charms—padlock, bow, M, K, D, P, S—clinking softly against each other with every movement.

Five pieces of jewelry. Five points of belonging. Five marks of ownership that he couldn't remove, couldn't escape, couldn't deny. He was marked. He was owned. He was theirs. And some part of him—the part that had been waking up since that first sports bra appeared on the bench, the part that had been growing stronger with every gift and every command and every "good girl"—understood exactly what that meant. He was no longer his own. His body was no longer his to control, his life was no longer his to direct, his choices were no longer his to make. He belonged to them—to Kayla and Danielle and Sarah and Michelle and Priya—and he would do whatever they asked, whatever they wanted, whatever they needed.

Because being theirs was better than being alone. Being marked was better than being invisible. Being owned was better than being free. He closed his eyes, the jewelry pressing against his skin, and let the warmth of belonging wash over him. The static in his head was quiet, the ache in his chest was fading, and for the first time in as long as he could remember, he felt something that might have been peace. He was marked. He was owned. He was theirs. And he wouldn't have it any other way.

But Ms. Morrison had noticed. And she was not a woman who noticed things without deciding what to do about them. She'd seen the bangles on his wrist—the alternating gold and silver, the thick band on his right arm, the way his hands drifted behind his back when he wasn't typing. She'd seen the way he stood when he thought no one was looking, his weight shifted forward, his posture unnaturally upright, like he was waiting for something. Or someone. She'd seen the necklace, too. Just a glimpse, when his collar shifted during their Wednesday meeting—a thin gold chain, a small oval locket resting against his sternum. Not a man's necklace. Not a man's anything.

Ms. Morrison had been around long enough to recognize what she was looking at. She'd seen it before, in different contexts, in different cities, in different lives. The marks of ownership. The posture of surrender. The quiet desperation of someone who needed direction the way other people needed air. She hadn't said anything. Not yet. She was watching. She was waiting. She was deciding. Martin was unaware of her attention. He thought the Wednesday meetings were the same as they'd always been—brief, sharp, dismissive. He thought her "acceptable" was the same cold assessment it had always been.

He was wrong. Ms. Morrison's "acceptable" had changed. It had softened, almost imperceptibly, in the weeks since she'd first noticed the jewelry. It carried a different weight now—not the weight of barely sufficient, but the weight of being seen. Of being assessed. Of being found... interesting. She began appearing at his desk in the late afternoons, when the office was quiet and the other employees had already left. She would stand at the edge of his cubicle, her arms crossed, her eyes moving over him with that piercing gaze, and she would say the same thing:

"Your work is acceptable, Martin." And Martin would stand, his wrists drifting behind his back, his head slightly bowed, and say,

"Thank you, Ms. Morrison." And she would look at his jewelry—at the thick bangle, at the thin stack, at the necklace that peeked above his collar—and something would flicker across her face. Not disgust. Not confusion. Recognition. He didn't understand it. He didn't try to understand it. He only knew that for the first time in his employment at Morrison Materials, Ms. Morrison was seeking him out instead of the other way around. And somewhere, in the back of his mind, the warmth in his chest flickered a little brighter.

The invitation came on a Wednesday. Martin was standing in Ms. Morrison's office, his hands behind his back, his eyes on the floor, his face still burning from the spanking she'd just administered. It had been a small error—a formatting mistake in the quarterly report, a misaligned column that she'd caught immediately—and she'd bent him over her desk without a word, her hand sharp and efficient against his upturned ass. He'd thanked her afterward. He always thanked her after she had lectured him, she almost wasn’t surprised he thanked her for the spanking. It was automatic now, a reflex, the words slipping out before he could think about them.

"Thank you, Ms. Morrison." She'd nodded, her expression unreadable, and straightened her blazer. "Your work is acceptable, Martin. See that it stays that way." He turned to leave, his hand on the doorknob, when her voice stopped him.

"Saturday." He turned back, his brow furrowing.

"Ms. Morrison?"

"This Saturday," she said, her voice low and firm. "Come to my house. Seven o'clock." She pulled a small notepad from her desk drawer and wrote something down—an address, neat and precise—and held it out to him. He took the paper, his fingers trembling slightly, and looked at the address. It was in a neighborhood he didn't know, a part of the city he'd never visited.

"I—" he started, and then stopped, the words catching in his throat. He needed to ask. He needed to check. "I have to ask Kayla for permission." The words came out quiet, almost inaudible, and he felt his face heat with shame. He was a grown man. He should be able to make his own decisions about where he went and who he saw. But he wasn't his own anymore. He hadn't been his own for months. Ms. Morrison's expression didn't change. She didn't look surprised, didn't look confused, didn't look like his admission was anything other than what she'd expected.

"Ask your owner," she said, her voice calm and measured. "And then come to my house on Saturday. Seven o'clock. Don't be late." He nodded, his throat too tight to speak, and left her office, the address clutched in his hand like a lifeline. He texted Kayla from the bathroom, his fingers shaking as he typed the message.

Martin: Ms. Morrison invited me to her house on Saturday. She wants me to come at 7. Is that okay?

The response came quickly.

Kayla: Did she? Well, you are a pretty, pretty good girl. And what did you say?

Martin: I said I had to ask you for permission.

Kayla: Good girl. Yes. We’ll handle outfits!

He stared at the message, his heart pounding, his face burning, and felt the warmth of belonging spread through his chest. He'd asked permission. He'd followed the rules. He'd been a good girl. He was going to Ms. Morrison's house on Saturday.


Chapter 21: The Valeria Matriarch

The jet arrived at seven in the morning, descending through a gray October sky to land at the small municipal airport on the edge of town. Marcus saw it first—a sleek white Gulfstream with a sigil on the tail that he didn't recognize, some kind of ancient Roman design featuring a laurel wreath surrounding a stylized V, rendered in gold leaf that caught the weak morning light and seemed to glow. Marcus was readying to make a joke about his own family's jet being newer when he caught sight of the sigil, and the words died in his throat.

“That's your family's crest?” he asked, his voice careful and neutral in a way that told Chloe he was already recalibrating, already adjusting his expectations upward.

“The Valeria Estate crest,” she confirmed, her voice steady despite the flutter of anxiety in her chest. “The laurel wreath represents victory. The V stands for Valeria. The design dates back approximately two thousand years, give or take a century.” She watched him process this—two thousand years of continuity, two thousand years of wealth, two thousand years of power concentrated into a single symbol on the tail of a private jet. His expression didn't change, but she saw something shift behind his eyes, a quiet acknowledgment that the scale of what he was walking into had just expanded beyond anything he'd imagined.

“My family's jet is definitely newer,” he said, and she loved him for the joke, loved him for finding humor in a moment that could have been intimidating, loved him for refusing to be cowed by a symbol on a tail. They walked across the tarmac to the jet, the stairs already down, a woman standing at the top in a crisp gray uniform. She was tall and lean, her dark hair pulled back in a severe bun, her expression professionally neutral in a way that reminded Chloe of the staff at the Academy—trained to be present without being intrusive, to serve without being servile, to anticipate needs without being asked.

“Ms. Valeria,” the woman said as they climbed the stairs, her voice warm but respectful. “Welcome aboard. It's good to see you again.”

“Thank you, Diana,” Chloe said, and she felt the shift in her own posture, her own voice, her own presence—the automatic adjustment to the role she'd been born into, the role she'd abandoned, the role she was about to reintroduce to the woman who had trained her for it. She didn't greet Diana as a friend. She greeted her as an employer greets a valued employee—with warmth, yes, but also with the quiet authority of someone who knew her place in the hierarchy and expected others to know theirs. Diana turned to Marcus, her expression shifting from warmth to something cooler and more assessing.

“Sir,” she said, her voice polite but distant. “Welcome aboard. May I take your coat?” He handed it to her, and Chloe saw the way Diana's eyes moved over him—not with attraction or interest, but with the cool evaluation of someone who was cataloging his presence, his posture, his potential threat level. It was the same look she'd seen on the faces of Themysciran women her entire life, the look that said I am tolerating your presence because I am required to, but I would prefer the company of women. Marcus, to his credit, didn't seem to notice. Or if he noticed, he didn't care. He just nodded his thanks and followed Chloe into the cabin, his hand on the small of her back in a gesture that was both protective and possessive.

The cabin was beautiful—cream leather seats, polished wood accents, soft lighting that made everything feel warm and intimate. But Marcus's eyes weren't on the decor. They were on Diana, who was hanging his coat in the closet, her back to them, the collar of her uniform shifted just enough to reveal something on the side of her neck. A brand. It was small and precise, the skin raised and permanent, the same Valeria sigil from the jet's tail, rendered in scar tissue that had healed into a clean, deliberate mark. He looked at Chloe, his eyebrows raised.

She saw the question in his eyes and shook her head slightly. “Not here,” she murmured, and he nodded, accepting the boundary, trusting her to explain when the time was right. They settled into their seats, Diana offering them drinks and snacks with the same professional neutrality, and then retreating to the front of the cabin, pulling the privacy curtain closed behind her. The jet began to taxi, the engines humming to life, the runway sliding past the windows. Marcus waited until they were in the air, the landscape falling away beneath them, before he spoke.

“The brand on her neck," he said, his voice low and measured. "Is she a slave?” Chloe snorted, the sound genuine and unguarded. “No,” she said, shaking her head. “Diana is an estate employee. A citizen of Themyscira. The brand is a mark of service to the Valeria Estate—not ownership, but employment. It shows that she works for us, that she represents us, that she is under our protection.” She paused, choosing her words carefully.

“Slaves on Themyscira are... different. Once they're on Themysciran soil, they never leave. The easiest way to identify them is a collar around the neck. The only exception is if they earn the right to become a Mistress and graduate the protégé testing period, which takes four years. And even then, it's rare. Most slaves serve for life.”

“Men?" he asked, his voice still guarded.

"Never," she said simply. "Men never leave Themyscira when they're brought there to be slaves. Diplomats and business executives are the only exception—and they're monitored constantly." He was quiet for a moment, and she could see him turning the information over in his mind—the brand, the service, the permanence of it.

“She chose that?” he asked, and his voice was careful in a way that told her he wasn't judging, just trying to understand. “The brand?” Chloe hesitated.

“Yes and no. Estate employees are branded after their probationary period—it's a requirement of service. But they choose to work for the estate in the first place, and they can leave whenever they want. The brand remains, but the employment doesn't have to.”

“So, it's permanent,” he said, “even if the job isn't.”

“Yes,” she admitted. “It's... complicated. The brand carries prestige in Themyscira—it marks you as someone who served a great house. But it also marks you. Forever. As someone who belonged to someone else, even if only in a professional capacity.” She looked at him, her eyes steady.

“I'm not defending it. I'm explaining it. There's a difference.” He nodded slowly, his expression thoughtful but not condemning.

“I understand,” he said, and she believed him.

“We're not flying to Themyscira,” he said, and it was a statement, not a question. She reached over and placed her hand on his chest, feeling his heart beat steady and strong beneath her palm.

“No,” she said, her voice soft and certain. “We're not flying to Themyscira. I promise. If we were, you would have had to sign a submission contract, and you have zero indicators of a submissive even if you tried to pretend.” He laughed, the sound low and warm, and she felt some of the tension drain from her shoulders. This was why she loved him—this ability to find humor in the darkness, to meet the absurdity of her world with the steady certainty of his own.

“I'm not sure if I should be relieved or insulted,” he said, and she smiled.

“Be relieved,” she said. “Submissives on Themyscira don't get to sit in first class.”

The flight was quiet after that, the two of them settling into a comfortable silence, the hum of the engines filling the space between them. Chloe didn't wear her Castellan Noir—she'd thought about it, had even taken them out of their box and held them in her hands for a long moment before putting them back. To wear them before her mother would be to announce her submission in a language that her mother understood implicitly. It would be to say I have chosen this. I have chosen him. I have chosen to kneel. And she wasn't ready for that conversation yet. She wasn't ready to see the look on her mother's face—the disappointment, the confusion, the quiet grief of a woman who had trained her daughter for power and watched her choose surrender instead.

She wore simple black flats instead, and tried not to feel like she was hiding. Marcus read documents on his tablet, his brow furrowed in concentration, his fingers occasionally tapping the screen to highlight a passage or make a note. He was preparing for the meeting in his own way—reviewing what he knew about the Valeria Estate, about Themyscira, about the world he was about to step into. She watched him work, her heart full of a feeling she couldn't quite name. Pride, maybe. Or gratitude. Or simply the quiet certainty that she had chosen well, that the man beside her was everything she needed him to be, that he would face whatever was waiting for them with the same steady courage he'd shown from the beginning. He looked up and caught her watching, a small smile playing on his lips.

“What?” he asked.

“Nothing,” she said, and reached over to squeeze his hand. “Just thinking about how lucky I am.” He raised an eyebrow but didn't argue, just squeezed her hand back and returned to his documents. She leaned her head against the window and watched the clouds roll past, trying not to think about what was waiting for them on the other side of the country.

The private airport on the West Coast was small and exclusive, the kind of place that catered to people who didn't want to be seen, who valued privacy over publicity, who could afford to land at two in the afternoon and disappear into a waiting car without anyone knowing they'd arrived. The terminal was staffed entirely by women—ground crew, baggage handlers, customs agents, all of them moving with the same quiet efficiency that Chloe recognized from home. They didn't look at Marcus twice, their eyes sliding past him as if he was invisible, their attention focused on Chloe with a respect that bordered on reverence.

A limo was waiting on the tarmac, black and sleek, the Valeria Estate sigil on the door. The driver was a woman—young, professional, her hair pulled back in a tight bun—and she opened the door without a word, her eyes never meeting Marcus's. They climbed into the back, the leather seats cool against Chloe's legs, the tinted windows blocking out the afternoon sun. The driver pulled away from the curb, the airport falling behind them, the city stretching out beyond the highway.

“Where are we going?” Marcus asked, his voice low.

“A restaurant,” Chloe said. “My mother rented it for the meeting. The staff has been replaced by temporary Themysciran cuisine artisans—they'll prepare a classical meal from Themyscira for her refined palate.” She paused, her voice dropping.

The exterior will be guarded by Imperial Guard women. Twelve of them. They're... not like the women at the airport.” Marcus nodded, his expression unchanged, but she saw the way his jaw tightened slightly, the way his shoulders shifted beneath his jacket, the way his body prepared itself for a threat it couldn't yet identify.

The restaurant was in a quiet neighborhood overlooking the ocean, a low-slung building of glass and stone that seemed to grow out of the landscape. It was the kind of place that served tasting menus and required reservations six months in advance, the kind of place where the bill for a single dinner could pay a month's rent in most cities. That day, it was empty. The parking lot was vacant except for three black SUVs, and the entrance was flanked by women who stood like statues, their bodies still, their eyes sharp, their presence announcing that this building was under their protection. Twelve of them, just as Chloe had promised.

They were tall—all of them, at least five foot ten, several over six feet—and they wore uniforms that Chloe recognized from the Imperial Guard: black tactical pants, fitted jackets, boots that looked like they could kick down a door without breaking stride. Their hair was pulled back in identical tight braids, their faces set in expressions of professional neutrality, their eyes scanning the approaching limo with the same assessing gaze that Diana had used on Marcus.

One of them was nearly as tall as Marcus—perhaps six foot two, maybe six foot three, which still put her nearly eight inches shorter than him—and she looked like she could bench press a car without breaking a sweat.  She was also, Marcus noticed, the only one of the guards who looked at him directly. The others glanced at him and looked away, their eyes sliding past him with the same dismissive indifference he'd encountered at the airport. But this one—this one met his gaze and held it, her dark eyes cold and assessing, her expression challenging him to prove that he belonged here, that he had the right to walk past her into that restaurant, that he was anything other than a man who had somehow wandered into a world that didn't want him.

It was the first time in his life that Marcus felt his size might not be enough. He'd never needed to fight—his height and build had kept him out of trouble by default, a natural deterrent that made confrontation unnecessary. But this wasn't about him. Chloe was beside him, and something primal shifted in his assessment: he was measuring the threat the way a man measures a locked door when the woman he loves is standing behind him. He held the guard's gaze for a long moment, his expression calm and steady, and then he looked away—not because he was intimidated, but because he understood that this was a test he didn't need to pass. The only opinion that mattered was the one waiting for him inside.

The guard's lips curved slightly—not quite a smile, but something close to acknowledgment—and she stepped aside, gesturing for them to enter. They were patted down twice—the first woman checking for weapons, the second running slower, more deliberate hands along his jacket seams, his collar, his belt lining. Looking for recording devices, Marcus realized. Not weapons. Anything that might capture what happened inside.

The interior of the restaurant was beautiful—high ceilings, exposed beams, windows overlooking the ocean, the afternoon light streaming through the glass and casting long shadows across the polished floor. The tables had been removed except for one, positioned in the center of the room, set for three with white linen and crystal and silver that gleamed in the soft light. And at that table, sitting alone, was Chloe's mother. She was striking.

That was the first word that came to Marcus's mind, and it was accurate but incomplete. She was striking the way a blade was striking—beautiful and dangerous and designed for a single purpose. She looked like an older version of Chloe, the same dark hair, the same sharp features, the same eyes that seemed to see everything and reveal nothing. But where Chloe's features had softened with youth and submission, her mother's had hardened with age and authority. She was wearing a simple black dress, elegant and understated, her jewelry minimal but clearly expensive. Her hair was pulled back in a low chignon, not a strand out of place, and her makeup was subtle and precise, designed to enhance rather than transform.

She was sipping wine when they entered, the glass held loosely in her fingers, her eyes on the door as if she'd been expecting them. She didn't stand when they walked in, didn't set down her glass, didn't do anything except look at them with an expression that was impossible to read. Chloe moved first. She walked toward the table with the careful grace of a daughter who hadn't seen her mother in six years, her body held straight, her chin lifted, her steps measured and precise. She stopped at the edge of the table and waited, her eyes on her mother's face, her hands at her sides. Her mother set down her wine glass and stood.

She was taller than Chloe—five foot seven to Chloe's five foot four—and she moved with the same careful grace, the same measured precision, the same sense that every gesture was deliberate and controlled. She looked at her daughter for a long moment, her expression still unreadable, and then she opened her arms. Chloe stepped into the embrace, her body relaxing for the first time since they'd landed, her face pressing against her mother's shoulder, her arms wrapping around the older woman's waist. They held each other for a long moment, and Marcus saw something shift in the mother's expression—a softening, a warmth, a glimpse of the woman who had raised this girl and loved her and let her go.

“You look radiant,” her mother said, her voice low and warm. “And much happier than the last time I saw you.”

“I am,” Chloe said, her voice muffled against her mother's shoulder. “I really am.” Her mother pulled back, her hands on Chloe's shoulders, her eyes scanning her daughter's face as if cataloging the changes that six years had wrought. Then her gaze shifted, moving past Chloe, landing on Marcus with the weight of an entire civilization's judgment behind it. He saw the resemblance between them more clearly now—the same dark eyes, the same sharp cheekbones, the same mouth that could curve into a smile or harden into a blade depending on the moment. He saw where Chloe got her beauty, her intelligence, her strength. And he saw the wall of ice that her mother had built between herself and the man who had claimed her daughter. He stepped forward, his hand extended, his expression calm and respectful.

“Mrs. Valeria,” he said, his voice steady. “It's an honor to meet you.” She looked at his hand for a long moment, then at his face. She didn't take it.

“I know who you are,” she said, her voice flat and cold. She sat down. Marcus lowered his hand, his expression unchanged, and took the seat across from her. Chloe sat on the side of the table, between them, her eyes moving from one to the other, her body positioned to act as mediator if needed. She loved her mother. She loved Marcus. She wanted this to go well. The first course arrived—a delicate amuse-bouche of cured fish and pickled vegetables, arranged on a small plate with the precision of a work of art. The server was a woman, young and silent, her eyes downcast as she placed the plates before them and retreated without a word. Marcus looked at the food and then at his hostess, waiting for her to begin. She picked up her fork, took a single bite, and set it down again, her eyes never leaving his face.

“Tell me about your work,” she said, her voice still flat and cold. “I understand you're in finance.”

“I am,” Marcus said, his voice calm and steady. “I manage a portfolio of investments for a private equity firm. Mostly technology, some real estate, a few venture capital positions.”

“How interesting,” she said, and the word was weighted with a meaning that had nothing to do with interest. “A man in a position of power. That must be... unusual for you.” She let the implication hang in the air—in a world where men serve, where men submit, where men belong to women who control every aspect of their existence, a man in a position of power is an aberration. Marcus took a bite of his food, chewed slowly, swallowed, and set down his fork. His expression was unchanged, his voice still calm and steady.

“I've never found it unusual,” he said. “But I understand that perspective might be different from where you're sitting.” Chloe closed her eyes briefly, her heart pounding in her chest. This was the test she'd been dreading—the moment when her mother would probe and push and try to find the weakness that would prove her daughter had made a mistake. Her mother's eyes narrowed slightly, the first crack in her icy composure.

“And what do you know about our perspective?” she asked, her voice sharper now.

“I know that Chloe has shared some things with me,” Marcus said, his voice still calm. “About Themyscira. About the Imperium. About the world she came from and the world she chose to leave.” Her mother's gaze snapped to Chloe, her eyes cold and furious.

“You shared classified information about our nation with an outer world male?” Chloe flinched but held her ground. “I shared what I felt was necessary, Mother. He needed to understand what he was walking into. He needed to understand what I am, where I come from, what choosing me would mean.” Her mother's jaw tightened, her eyes still on Chloe, her expression hard. “You had no right—”

“She had every right.” The words came from Marcus, his voice quiet but firm, cutting through the tension like a blade. Both women turned to look at him, their expressions surprised—Chloe's with gratitude, her mother's with something closer to shock. “She shared what she felt was necessary,” he continued, his eyes on the older woman, his voice steady and certain. “I don't need to know the ins and outs of your country. I'm an outer world resident, and I'm happy that Chloe wants to remain there with me. What I needed to know was who she is, what she needs, and how I can be the man she deserves. She told me that. The rest is your business, not mine.” The silence that followed was absolute.

Her mother stared at him, her expression unreadable, her eyes searching his face for something—weakness, perhaps, or fear, or the telltale signs of a man who was bluffing, who was pretending to be stronger than he was. She didn't find any. The second course arrived—a soup of some kind, rich and fragrant, served in shallow bowls with a drizzle of oil and a sprinkle of herbs. The server placed the bowls and retreated, and still the silence stretched on. Then her mother picked up her spoon, took a sip of the soup, and spoke.

“You're not what I expected,” she said, her voice still cool but without the edge of contempt that had been there before.

“I get that a lot,” Marcus said, and took a sip of his own soup. Another silence, but this one was different—less hostile, more thoughtful. Her mother was looking at him with an expression that Chloe recognized, the same expression she'd worn when Chloe was a child and had done something unexpected, something that forced her to reconsider her assumptions.

“Tell me about your family,” her mother said, her voice more neutral now. Marcus told her. He told her about his parents, who had built a successful business from nothing, who had raised their children to value hard work and integrity and the importance of earning what you received. He told her about his siblings, who had scattered across the country to pursue their own ambitions, who still gathered for holidays and birthdays and the occasional emergency. He told her about the family's wealth—not ancient, not dynastic, but substantial enough to provide security and opportunity and the freedom to make choices based on something other than necessity.

Her mother listened in silence, her expression thoughtful, her eyes on his face. She asked questions occasionally—about his education, his career, his plans for the future—and he answered them with the same direct certainty that he brought to everything. He didn't boast. He didn't apologize. He simply presented himself as he was, without embellishment or defensiveness, and let her draw her own conclusions. The third course arrived—a fish of some kind, pan-seared and delicate, served with vegetables and a sauce that Marcus couldn't identify but was probably delicious. He ate without comment, watching her mother do the same, feeling the shift in the room's energy as the meal progressed. She was still cold. She was still guarded. But the hostility had faded, replaced by something that looked almost like curiosity.

“Chloe tells me you know about her... tendencies,” her mother said, her voice carefully neutral, her eyes on her plate.

“I know she's a submissive,” Marcus said, his voice equally neutral. “I know she spent years trying to be something she wasn't. I know she's happier now than she's ever been.”

“And you're comfortable with that?” her mother asked, and there was something in her voice that might have been challenge or might have been genuine curiosity. “A man, claiming a woman who wants to kneel?”

“I'm comfortable with who she is,” Marcus said. “I'm comfortable with what she needs. I'm comfortable with the fact that she chose me to give it to her.” His eyes met hers across the table, and for the first time, he let some of the intensity show—the same intensity that Chloe saw when he looked at her, the same certainty, the same quiet ferocity.

“I'm not threatened by her submission,” he said. “I'm honored by it.” Her mother set down her fork. She looked at him for a long moment, and then she looked at Chloe, and then she looked back at him.

“You understand what you're asking for,” she said, and it wasn't a question. “You understand that my daughter is not an ordinary woman. That she comes from a family that has wielded power for two thousand years. That she was raised to rule, not to serve.”

“I understand,” Marcus said.

“And you still want her?”

“I do.” Her mother was quiet for a long moment, her eyes on his face, her expression unreadable. Then she leaned back in her chair, her posture shifting from adversarial to something closer to contemplative.

"You may ask what you came to ask," she said, her voice quiet but firm. Marcus set down his own fork, his hands flat on the table, his eyes never leaving hers. He took a breath—slow, deliberate, centering—and then he spoke.

"I want your permission to marry your daughter." The words hung in the air, simple and direct and utterly without pretense. He didn't elaborate, didn't justify, didn't try to convince her with arguments or promises or demonstrations of his worth. He simply asked, and waited for her answer. Her mother looked at him for a long moment, her expression still unreadable, her eyes still searching his face for something—weakness, perhaps, or doubt, or the telltale signs of a man who was asking for more than he deserved. Then she stood, her napkin falling to the table, and looked down at him.

"Walk with me," she said. It wasn't a request. Chloe started to rise, her instinct to follow, to mediate, to be present for whatever was coming—but her mother's hand came up, one finger extended, pointing at the chair. "Stay," she said, her voice carrying the casual authority of a woman who had spent a lifetime being obeyed. Then she glanced at Chloe, and something that might have been humor flickered across her features. "I'll try to return your man in one piece." Chloe sat back down, her hands clasped in her lap, her heart hammering against her ribs.

Marcus rose from his seat, his expression calm, and followed her mother toward the door. The server appeared as if from nowhere, holding Mrs. Valeria's wrap—a deep charcoal cashmere that she accepted without looking, draping it over her shoulders as she walked. Marcus reached for his own jacket, but one of the Imperial Guard was already holding it, helping him into it with the same professional efficiency they'd shown at the pat-down.

They stepped outside into the late afternoon air, the ocean wind cool and salt-laced, the sun hanging low over the water. The guards moved immediately, forming a loose protective circle around Mrs. Valeria as she walked—six in front, six behind, their eyes scanning the street, the rooftops, the parked cars, their bodies positioned to intercept any threat before it could reach her. Marcus walked at her side, his hands in his pockets, his stride unhurried, matching her pace without seeming to think about it. They walked in silence for half a block, the sound of the ocean filling the space between them, the guards' footsteps a soft, rhythmic counterpoint to their own. Then her mother spoke.

"You have money," she said. It wasn't a question.

"I do," Marcus said.

"Your own money. Not inherited, not married into. Earned."

"Some of it earned, some of it grown from investments. My family built a business from nothing. I've added to it."

"How much?" she asked, and the question was blunt, without pretense, the kind of question that only someone who had never had to worry about money could ask so casually. Marcus told her. Her mother's expression didn't change, but he saw the calculation behind her eyes—the rapid assessment, the comparison to her own holdings, the placement of his wealth on a scale that had been calibrated by two thousand years of accumulated fortune.

"I'll offer you ten million," she said, her voice as casual as if she were discussing the weather. "To walk away. To leave my daughter and never contact her again." Marcus didn't break stride. He didn't flinch. He simply looked at her, his expression unchanged, and said,

"No."

"Twenty," she said, without missing a beat.

"No."

"Forty."

"Mrs. Valeria." He stopped walking. He turned to face her, his hands still in his pockets, his expression calm and steady and utterly without anger. "I understand what you're doing. I understand why you're doing it. And I respect the impulse to protect your daughter from what you perceive as a threat." Her mother's eyes narrowed slightly, but she didn't interrupt. "But the answer is no," he continued. "It was no at ten. It was no at forty. It would be no if you emptied the entire Valeria estate's coffers onto the table." He held her gaze, his voice quiet and certain. "Your daughter is priceless. There isn't a number that changes that."

The guards had stopped too, their circle tightening slightly, their eyes on Marcus with a new alertness—the sudden awareness that this man had just refused their employer, that he was standing his ground, that he was not behaving the way men in their experience behaved. Her mother studied him for a long moment, her expression unreadable, her eyes searching his face for something—calculation, perhaps, or performance, or the telltale signs of a man who was saying what he thought she wanted to hear. She didn't find any. They resumed walking, the guards adjusting their formation, the ocean wind picking up slightly, carrying the smell of salt and seaweed and the distant cry of gulls.

"Does she thrive?" her mother asked, her voice shifting to something more personal, more probing. "In the outer world, with you?"

"She does," Marcus said. "She's happier than I've ever seen her. She's building a life, making friends, finding her place."

"Socially," her mother pressed. "Does she have community? Friends who understand what she is?"

"She does. A group of women at the gym—they've taken her in, helped her adjust, given her a place to belong."

"And sexually?" Marcus faltered. It was barely perceptible—a slight hitch in his stride, a momentary tightening of his jaw—but her mother caught it immediately, her eyes sharp, her head tilting slightly.

"Relax," she said, her voice carrying a note of dry amusement. "I'm not asking for details. I'm asking if my daughter is satisfied."

"She is," Marcus said, his voice steadier now, though he could feel the heat creeping up the back of his neck. "Very."

"Good," her mother said, and there was something in her voice that might have been relief, or might have been satisfaction, or might have been both. "You look uncomfortable. Let me explain something to you." She stopped again, turning to face him, the ocean at her back, the guards a silent wall behind her.

"My daughter was raised to rule," she said, her voice measured and precise. "She was trained from childhood to dominate, to control, to wield power over others. It was her birthright, her destiny, the path that had been laid out for her since before she was born." She paused, her eyes holding his. "And she fled it. She ran from the seat of power I had prepared for her, abandoned everything I had built for her, because she could not be what I needed her to be. Because what she needed—" She gestured vaguely, as if the words were difficult to extract. "What she needed was the opposite of everything I had trained her for." She resumed walking, her pace slower now, more contemplative.

"Themysciran women are very open about sexual matters," she continued, her voice matter-of-fact. "We discuss desire the way your people discuss the weather—casually, frequently, without shame. It is not scandalous to ask if a woman is satisfied. It is responsible. It is how we ensure that our daughters, our sisters, our friends are being cared for in every aspect of their lives." She glanced at him, a hint of something that might have been sympathy crossing her features. "I understand that this is unusual for you. I understand that in the outer world, such questions are considered inappropriate. But I need to know that my daughter—who fled everything she knew because she could not find satisfaction in the role she was assigned—has finally found it. In all aspects of her life. Including the ones that made her run." Marcus was quiet for a moment, processing this. Then he nodded slowly.

"She has," he said, and his voice was certain. "In all aspects."

"Good," her mother said again, and this time there was no mistaking the relief in her voice. "Then we can return to our meal." They walked back to the restaurant in silence, the guards maintaining their protective circle, the ocean wind following them like a silent witness. When they reached the door, her mother paused, her hand on the handle, and looked at him one last time.

"You refused my money," she said, her voice quiet. "You answered my questions without flinching. You stood in a circle of women who would kill you if I gave the word, and you didn't so much as blink." She tilted her head slightly. "I'm beginning to understand what she sees in you."

"I'm just being who I am," Marcus said.

"Yes," her mother said. "I'm beginning to see that too." They reentered the restaurant, the warmth of the interior washing over them, the smell of the food still lingering in the air. Chloe was sitting where they'd left her, her hands still clasped in her lap, her eyes moving from her mother's face to Marcus's and back again, searching for clues about what had just happened. Her mother returned to her seat, picked up her wine glass, and took a slow, deliberate sip. Then she set it down and looked at Marcus.

"You have my permission," she said, and the words settled over the table like a benediction, like a blessing, like the answer to a prayer that Chloe had been whispering her whole life. “But there is a caveat,” she said, and her voice carried the weight of two thousand years of tradition behind it. “I want to see my daughter married on Themysciran soil before I send her away to live in the outer world for the rest of her life.” Marcus's expression didn't change, but Chloe saw the way his jaw tightened slightly, the way his shoulders shifted beneath his jacket, the way his body prepared itself for a complication it couldn't yet identify.

“I thought Themyscira was closed to outsiders," he said, his voice deliberate.

“It is,” her mother said. “The only place on Themyscira that non-citizens can enter is the Founding City—the district we converted to a diplomatic zone for foreign dignitaries and business leaders to conduct trade. It's the only part of our nation that outsiders ever see, and even then, only under strict supervision.” She paused, her eyes moving from Marcus to Chloe and back again.

“It is highly unusual for an estate family member to marry there. The wedding should be on the estate where she grew up, surrounded by the women of our household, in the traditions that have governed our family for centuries. But that estate is on Themysciran soil that is closed to men, and you cannot set foot on it without signing a submission contract that I suspect you would rather die than sign.” She said this without malice, simply stating a fact, and Marcus nodded his acknowledgment.

“So, the Founding City is the only option,” he said.

“It is,” her mother confirmed. “And even that requires an exception. The resort complex in the diplomatic zone is reserved for visiting dignitaries and trade delegations. A wedding party—even a small one—would require clearing the schedule, canceling visits, disrupting the operations of an entire district for an entire weekend.” She looked at Chloe, her expression softening slightly.

“I will request the other twelve sitting Council members—the full Council, including myself—to make an exception for a wedding party weekend on the resort complex. I will ask them to cancel all visits for that weekend, to clear the schedule, to give us the space we need to celebrate this union properly.” Chloe felt her breath catch in her throat. Her mother was asking for something enormous—a favor from the Council, a disruption of diplomatic operations, an exception to rules that had governed Themysciran protocol for centuries. This was not a small thing. This was her mother using every ounce of her political capital, every connection she had built over a lifetime of power, to give her daughter a wedding on Themysciran soil.

“The estate's primary and backup jets will be made available to transport whoever you need from the outer world,” her mother continued, her voice returning to its usual businesslike tone. “Family, friends, colleagues—anyone you wish to attend. But they will need to sign NDAs, and they will need to leave all technology at the border. Phones, tablets, laptops, smart watches—anything that can record or transmit. This is standard protocol for non-citizens visiting Themyscira, and there will be no exceptions.” She looked at Marcus, her eyes sharp and assessing.

“You will need to coach your family on Themysciran etiquette,” she said, and the word carried a weight that made it clear she wasn't talking about which fork to use. “My daughter has been pleading with me to be nice to you since she first contacted me about this meeting. I'm happy to report that I don't have to be nice to you—I simply have to tolerate you, which I find considerably easier than I expected.” She paused, and something shifted in her expression—a grudging acknowledgment, a reluctant concession, the smallest crack in the wall she had built between herself and this man.

“You are the first man I have ever met that I could respect,” she said, and the words seemed to cost her something, as if she were extracting them from a deep and reluctant place. “I don't say that lightly. I don't say it at all, as a rule. But you have faced everything I have thrown at you today with a steadiness that I have rarely seen in anyone, male or female. You have not blustered or apologized or tried to prove yourself in ways that would only demonstrate your inadequacy. You have simply been who you are, and you have let that be enough.” She lifted her wine glass, her eyes meeting his across the table.

"That is the only quality that matters in a partner for my daughter," she said. "Not wealth, not power, not status. The ability to stand firm in who you are, even when the world tells you that who you are is not enough." Marcus lifted his own glass, his expression calm and certain.

"Thank you," he said. "Mrs. Valeria." Her mother raised an eyebrow, the first hint of genuine amusement crossing her features. "We'll see," she said, and touched her glass to his. "Welcome to the family, Mr. Valeria." Marcus paused, the glass halfway to his lips.

"Mr. Valeria?"

"An ancient tradition," Chloe said softly, her hand finding his under the table. "From the old days, before the Imperium closed its borders to men entirely. When men were still submissive but marriage was needed to continue the family lines. A man who married into an estate family took the family name as a mark of belonging. Of protection." She looked at her mother, then back at Marcus. "It hasn't been practiced in centuries. Not for free men. Only slaves take their Mistress's name now." Her mother set down her glass, her expression serious but not unkind.

"Which is precisely why I am reenacting it for you," she said, her voice carrying the weight of two thousand years of tradition. "You are not a slave, Marcus. You are not a submissive. You are a free man of the outer world who has claimed my daughter—a woman who was raised to rule, who chose to kneel to you instead. That is... unprecedented in our history." She paused, her eyes holding his. "The old tradition was a mark of honor. A man who took the family name was not surrendering his identity—he was being claimed by the house. Welcomed into it. Given its protection, its resources, its allegiance." She tilted her head slightly. "I realize this may seem contradictory to your outer world sensibilities. But in Themyscira, to be named Valeria is to be one of us. Not as a slave, but as family." Marcus was quiet for a long moment, his expression thoughtful. He looked at Chloe, her hand still in his, her eyes wide with hope and uncertainty. Then he looked back at her mother.

"I'm not changing my name," he said, his voice calm and steady. "I respect what the tradition means. And I understand the honor you're offering. But my name is Marcus. That's who I am. That's who your daughter fell in love with." He paused, his jaw tightening slightly. "But if you're offering me a place in this family—your protection, your allegiance, your respect—then I accept that. Gratefully." The silence that followed was absolute. Chloe felt her heart stop in her chest. Then her mother smiled—a genuine smile, warm and surprised and utterly unexpected.

"Good," she said, and lifted her glass again. "Then you'll be Marcus, of the Valeria family. The first free man in two thousand years to bear our name without wearing our collar." Her eyes were bright with something that looked almost like admiration. "My daughter chose well."

Chloe felt the weight of what had just happened settle over her. In Themyscira, the name Valeria carried two thousand years of authority—legal standing, estate privileges, the right to petition the Council, the protection of the household guard. But in the outer world, the name meant nothing on paper. No embassy. No diplomatic immunity. No jurisdictional shield. What her mother had given Marcus was a promise, not a contract—an alliance bound by honor rather than law. If anything happened on Themysciran soil, Marcus would have the Valeria name as armor. But only on Themysciran soil. Here, he was just a man who'd married into a family most of the world didn't know existed.

She looked at him across the table, his expression calm and certain, and wondered if he understood that distinction. Then she realized—of course he did. Marcus understood the difference between what was written and what was promised. He'd chosen the promise. He'd chosen her.

The fourth course arrived, and the meal continued, and for the first time since they'd landed, Chloe felt the knot of anxiety in her chest begin to loosen. It wasn't going to be easy. Her mother's acceptance was conditional, her family's tolerance was grudging, her world's judgment was inevitable. But she had chosen Marcus, and he had chosen her, and her mother—the most powerful woman she had ever known—had given them her blessing, and more than that, had offered to move mountains to give them a wedding on Themysciran soil. The rest was just details.

She looked across the table at the man she loved, his dark eyes meeting hers, his hand reaching under the tablecloth to squeeze her knee, and she felt something settle in her chest—a certainty, a peace, a quiet joy that had nothing to do with the meal or the setting or the woman who had just given them permission to spend the rest of their lives together.

That night, in the hotel room overlooking the ocean, Chloe lay in his arms and tried to process everything that had happened. The room was beautiful—floor-to-ceiling windows, a king-sized bed with sheets that felt like clouds, a soaking tub big enough for two. After a while Marcus rose from the bed and moved to the window, his hands in his pockets, his eyes on the water. The sun was setting, painting the sky in shades of orange and pink, and the light caught the planes of his face in a way that made Chloe's chest ache with love and gratitude and the quiet, bone-deep relief of having survived the day.

"The Founding City," he said, his voice low. "Tell me more about it." Chloe knelt on the floor beside the window, her knees finding the soft carpet, her hands resting on her thighs. She didn't think about the position—it was automatic now, the way she'd trained herself to be in his presence when they were alone and the day was winding down. Present. Available. His.

"It's the only part of Themyscira that outsiders ever see," she said, her eyes on his back. "The diplomatic zone. It's where trade delegations stay, where foreign dignitaries meet with Council members, where the Imperium conducts business with the outside world."

"And you've never been there?"

"I have," she said. "When I was younger, before I left. My mother took me to observe a trade negotiation once. It was... impressive. The architecture alone is worth the visit. But it's also heavily controlled. Every visitor is monitored, every interaction is observed, every movement is tracked." She paused, choosing her words carefully.

"It's not dangerous for guests. Not really. But it's not free, either. You're there on their terms, following their rules, subject to their authority. And if you break those rules..."

"What happens?" he asked, turning to face her.

"Deportation, usually. For first offenses. But the NDA includes a clause about jurisdiction—if you commit a crime on Themysciran soil, you're subject to Themysciran law. Not the law of whatever country you came from."

"And Themysciran law for men who break the rules?" Chloe hesitated. She thought about the men she'd seen on Themyscira—the slaves, the sissies, the ones who had been broken and reshaped and remade into something unrecognizable. She thought about the ones who had broken rules and been punished for it.

"It depends on the offense," she said carefully. "But the penalty is always more severe for men. Always." Marcus was quiet for a moment, processing this. Then he crossed the room and stood before her, his hand reaching down to tilt her chin up, his eyes meeting hers.

"Who are we bringing?" he asked, and she understood that he was accepting the terms, moving forward, planning for the future they were building together.

"My friends," she said. "The women from the gym who've been helping me adjust to life in the outer world. And whoever you want from your side."

"My family," he said. "My parents, my siblings. Maybe a few close friends." He paused. "They'll need to be coached on the etiquette, like your mother said. I don't even know where to start with that."

"I'll help," Chloe said. "And my mother will provide a briefing packet—it's standard for visitors to the Founding City. It covers the basics: how to address women of different ranks, what to wear, what to say, what not to say, how to behave in public."

"How to avoid being deported or worse," Marcus said, and there was a hint of dark humor in his voice that made her smile.

"That too," she said. He was quiet for another moment, his thumb tracing the line of her jaw. Then he released her chin and sat on the edge of the bed, his body relaxed, his expression thoughtful.

"I need to ask you something," he said, "and I need you to be honest."

"Anything," she said, and the word came easily, naturally, because honesty was the foundation of everything they'd built together.

"Is there any risk—to you, to us—in going back there? In having this wedding on Themysciran soil?" He paused, his jaw tight. "I know you left for a reason. I know your mother's world isn't yours anymore. I need to know if stepping back into it, even for a weekend, could change that." Chloe felt the weight of the question settle over her. She thought about the world she'd left behind—the hierarchy, the expectations, the suffocating certainty of a life that had been mapped out for her before she was born. She thought about the woman she'd been there, and the woman she'd become since leaving.

"No," she said, and her voice was steady. "There's no risk. I'm not the same person I was when I left. I know who I am now. I know what I want. And what I want is you. In the outer world, where we've built our life together." She shifted on her knees, her body moving closer to his, her hands finding his.

"But I also want my mother there," she said. "I want her to see me marry the man I chose. I want her to witness it, to bless it, to acknowledge that the daughter she raised for power found something better. And the only way that happens is on Themysciran soil." He nodded slowly, his expression thoughtful but not afraid.

"Then that's what we'll do," he said. "Together." She leaned forward, pressing her forehead against his knee, her body relaxing into the position that felt most natural to her. His hand found her hair, his fingers threading through the strands, and she felt the tension of the day finally begin to drain from her shoulders. Her mother had given them her blessing. Her mother had offered to move mountains—literally, in the form of clearing an entire district—to give them a wedding on Themysciran soil. Her mother had called Marcus the first man she had ever respected.

She thought about the woman who had raised her, who had trained her for power, who had watched her choose surrender and wondered if she had failed. She thought about the ice in her mother's eyes when Marcus walked in, and the way that ice had cracked, slowly, reluctantly, but completely, by the end of the meal. She thought about what her mother had said—that the only quality that mattered was the ability to stand firm in who you are, even when the world tells you that who you are is not enough.

Marcus had done that. He had walked into a room full of women who didn't want him, faced a mother who had expected him to fail, and simply been himself. No bluster, no apology, no attempt to prove himself in ways that would only demonstrate his inadequacy. Just Marcus. Steady and certain and unafraid. She rose from her knees without thinking, her body moving toward him with the same instinct that had guided her to kneel in the first place. He shifted on the edge of the bed, making room, and she climbed into his lap, her legs straddling his hips, her arms wrapping around his shoulders, her face pressing into the curve of his neck. His arms came around her immediately, one hand splayed across her back, the other cradling the back of her head, and she felt the last of the day's tension dissolve into the warmth of him.

"Thank you," she whispered against his skin. "For today. For all of it." His arms tightened around her, his lips pressing against the top of her head.

"You don't have to thank me for being who I am," he said, his voice low and warm. "That's the easiest thing in the world." She smiled against his chest, her eyes drifting closed, her body relaxing into the steady rhythm of his breathing. She was his partner. His submissive. His equal in everything except the final say. And for the first time since she'd left Themyscira, she felt like she was exactly where she was supposed to be.


Chapter 22: Ms. Morrison's House

Martin’s apartment was small. A studio on the fourth floor of a walk-up building, with a kitchenette in one corner and a bathroom barely big enough to turn around in. The walls were white, the floors were hardwood, the windows looked out onto an airshaft. It wasn't much, but it was clean—it was always clean, because cleaning was what he did, cleaning was what he was good at, cleaning was what made him useful.

The women stood in the doorway, their eyes scanning the space with the kind of assessing gaze that Martin had come to recognize. This was the first time they'd been inside his apartment—the first time they'd felt the need. He always came to them, after all. He cleaned their apartments, he worked out at their gym, he dressed in their bathrooms and slept in their guest rooms when they wanted him close. There had never been a reason to visit his space, and now that they were here, Martin could see why they'd avoided it. The apartment was barely made to host. Barely made to live in, if he was honest. There were no chairs, no stools, no sofa, no table. No dresser, no bookshelf, no television, no artwork on the walls. Just white paint and hardwood floors and the faint smell of the cleaning products he used every morning before he left.

The kitchenette was organized to military precision—labeled containers, aligned cans, a dish rack with exactly one plate, one bowl, one cup, one set of utensils. The bathroom was the same: women's products lined up on the counter, replacing the 2-in-1 and bar soap he'd used before, the skincare routine that the women had established now as automatic as brushing his teeth. But it was the bed—or what passed for a bed—that made them stop. It sat against the far wall, beneath the window that looked out onto the airshaft.

A bondage board, fuchsia pink leather stretched over memory foam, the surface firm but yielding, the edges trimmed with chrome rivets that caught the light when the afternoon sun filtered through the glass. The dimensions were approximately that of a twin cot—narrow, contained, just enough space for a body that had learned to sleep small. At the head of the board, a small leather pillow in matching fuchsia. Between where his thighs would lie, a smaller pillow—worn soft with use, the fabric faded, the edges fraying. And at the foot of the board, a thin gray blanket, folded with military precision, its edges aligned, its corners sharp enough to cut paper. Kayla was the first to speak.

"Is that what I think it is?" Martin felt his face heat.

"It's my bed."

"That's not a bed," Priya said, stepping closer, her fingers running along the chrome rivets. "That's a bondage board. The D-rings around the edge. The anchor points at the corners. You could strap someone to this and they wouldn't be able to move an inch."

"We've been researching these," Sarah said, her voice thoughtful as she examined the construction. "Female-led relationships. BDSM dynamics. Bondage equipment. We've been reading about them for the past month, trying to understand how to—" she paused, her eyes flicking to Martin "—how to further your submission to us." Martin felt his stomach clench. They'd been researching. They'd been learning. They'd been figuring out how to take him deeper, how to push him further, how to make him more completely theirs.

"And now I understand why this works for you," Danielle said, her sharp eyes moving over the board with new appreciation. "It's not just the restraint potential. It's the containment. The firmness. The way it holds you in place without giving you room to sprawl or toss or turn." She looked at Martin, her expression unreadable.

"Where did you get this?"

"I bought it when I realized I hated mattresses," he said, his voice small. "After I moved out of Chloe's apartment. I tried a normal bed first—a real mattress, a box spring, the whole thing. I couldn't sleep. I'd lie there for hours, staring at the ceiling, my mind racing, my body restless. The mattress was too soft. The space was too wide. I felt like I was floating, unanchored, untethered." He gestured at the board, at the firm surface, at the narrow dimensions. "This was the only thing that felt right. The firmness. The containment. It's like being held. Like someone's arms are around me, keeping me in place, keeping me safe." He paused, his fingers twisting in the hem of his sundress. "It's actually extremely comfortable. The memory foam conforms to my body, and the leather is soft once it warms up. I sleep better on this than I ever did on the floor with Chloe. Better than I ever did on that regular mattress, too."

"The only thing better," Kayla said, her voice soft with understanding, "is napping at our feet while we play with your hair." Martin nodded, his throat too tight to speak. That was the truth of it—the only sleep that was better than the bondage board was the sleep that came after serving, after cleaning, after kneeling at their feet with their fingers in his hair and their voices in his ears. The sleep that came from being exactly where he belonged.

"The pillow?" Sarah asked, nodding toward the worn cushion that sat between where his thighs would lie. "The small one. What's that for?" Martin's face burned hotter.

"Chloe gave it to me. When I lived with her, I slept on the floor. A yoga mat, if I was good. Just the floor if I wasn't. She said—" his voice caught, and he had to swallow before he could continue "—she said I needed to learn my place. That furniture was for people, not for servants. And the pillow was for between my thighs. So I wouldn't... so I wouldn't touch myself in my sleep. So, I'd keep my legs apart and remember that my body wasn't my own." The room went quiet.

"Chloe," Priya said, her voice soft. "That's the ex? The one who—"

"Trained him," Danielle finished, her sharp eyes still on the bondage board. "The one who taught him to sleep on the floor. To keep his hands behind his back. To say thank you when someone corrected him." Martin nodded, his throat too tight to speak. Kayla picked up the small pillow, her fingers running over the worn fabric, the fraying edges. It was soft with use, the kind of soft that came from years of being clutched between thighs, from being held in the dark, from being the only comfort in a life that had very little of it.

"She trained you well," Kayla said, her voice quiet. "Didn't she?" He nodded again.

"And when she was done," Danielle said, her voice still sharp, still assessing, "she threw you away." He flinched. The word was like a slap—accurate, precise, cutting straight to the bone of the thing he never let himself think about. Chloe had trained him. Chloe had shaped him. Chloe had taught him to serve, to submit, to find peace in surrender. And then Chloe had left, had moved on, had discarded him like he was nothing more than a project she'd lost interest in. He'd been alone after that. Alone in this apartment, alone on this bondage board, alone with the pillow between his thighs and the thin blanket at his feet and the silence that pressed in on him from every direction. Until he'd found the gym. Until he'd found them. Until he'd found a new set of owners to fill the space that Chloe had left behind.

"We're not going to throw you away," Kayla said, her voice firm, as if she could read his thoughts. "You're our good girl. Our skinny bitch. Our project. And we take care of our things." She set the pillow back in its place, between where his thighs would lie, and stepped away from the board.

"But we need to talk about the rest of this space," she continued, her voice shifting back to business. "Starting with the closet." He led them to the tiny closet, sliding open the door to reveal his wardrobe. It was overflowing—hangers crammed together, fabric pressed tight against fabric, the rod bowing slightly under the weight. On the left side, the women's clothes—the sundresses, the skirts, the blouses, the heels, the lingerie, the workout gear that the women had given him over the past months, stuffed in wherever there was room. On the right side, a handful of men's clothes—five dress shirts, five pairs of khaki pants, and two coats, one for fall and spring, one for winter. The entirety of his masculine wardrobe, squeezed into a corner like an afterthought. The women pulled everything out, piling the men's clothes on the bondage board, sorting through the women's clothes with practiced eyes.

"These have to go," Danielle said, holding up a pair of khakis that had been his go-to work pants for years. "They're hiding everything we've built."

"This too," Sarah said, pulling a dress shirt from the pile. "It's swimming on you. You look like you're wearing a tent."

"And this," Priya said, tossing a jacket onto the growing discard pile. "And this. And this." One by one, they went through his wardrobe, pulling out the men's clothes and tossing them aside. The khakis that hung off his hips. The dress shirts that swallowed his frame. The coats that made him look like a child playing dress-up. By the time they were done, the discard pile was enormous—five shirts, five pairs of pants, two coats, the last remnants of the person he'd been before—and the closet was empty except for the women's clothes.

Martin stared at the pile, his chest tight, his mind struggling to process what had just happened. All of his men's clothes—all of them—were gone. The khakis he'd worn to his interview. The dress shirts his mother had given him for Christmas. The winter coat he'd bought on sale at Macy's, thinking it would keep him warm, thinking it would make him look like someone who belonged in the world. They were just clothes. They were just fabric and thread and buttons. But they were also the last remnants of the person he'd been before—the person who'd shown up at the gym in baggy shorts and an oversized t-shirt, the person who'd worn flat shoes and men's deodorant and never thought about skincare routines. The person who'd been invisible. He reached for the khakis, his fingers brushing the familiar fabric, and felt something twist in his chest. Loss. Grief. Something that felt like mourning for a version of himself that was disappearing, one piece of clothing at a time.

"You're not going to need those anymore," Kayla said, her voice soft but firm. She was watching him, her eyes tracking the movement of his hand, the hesitation in his posture. "You're not that person anymore, Martin. You're our good girl. And good girls don't wear men's clothes." She was right. He knew she was right. The khakis didn't fit him anymore—they hung off his hips, they bagged at the crotch, they made him look like he was wearing someone else's skin. The person who'd bought them was gone, replaced by someone softer, smoother, more visible. Someone who wore sundresses and heels and jewelry that he couldn't remove. He dropped his hand.

"All of these need to be tossed," Kayla said, her voice casual but firm. "You're not going to wear men's clothing anymore. You're going to wear women's clothing every day." She looked at Sarah, who didn't need to be told twice. Sarah grabbed a trash bag, gathered the men's clothing, and tied off the bag before setting it next to the door.

"Every day?" Martin felt his stomach clench. "Even to work?"

"Especially to work," Danielle said, her sharp eyes assessing. "Ms. Morrison spanked you, didn't she? She clearly loves your ass. You can't do that in men's clothes. You can't do that in those baggy slacks that are hiding everything. You need something that fits. Something that shows off what we've made you." She reached into the bag she'd brought—the same kind of tote bag she'd brought to the gym all those months ago, the one that had held the products that had transformed his skin and hair—and pulled out two garment bags.

"We came prepared," she said, unzipping the first bag. "We knew you wouldn't have anything appropriate for work or Saturday. You’re welcome." The first outfit was for Monday. Danielle pulled out a blouse first—silk, ivory, with a subtle sheen that caught the light. It was fitted, with princess seams that would follow the curve of his waist and hips, with buttons that would strain slightly across his chest, with sleeves that would end just above the wrist, exposing the bangle and bracelets he wore every day. Then a skirt—black, pencil, with a hemline that would fall just above the knee. It was the kind of skirt that professional women wore to the office, the kind that hugged the hips and thighs and showed off the shape of the body underneath. The kind that would show off his ass in exactly the way Ms. Morrison would love.

Then a pair of heels—black, patent leather, with a stiletto heel that was at least four inches high. They were higher than anything he'd worn before, higher than the hidden wedges, higher than the booties, higher than the tennis shoes with their built-in lift. They were the kind of heels that would change his gait, that would force him to walk differently, that would make his ass look even more pronounced than it already did. And finally, a set of undergarments—a bra, matching panties, a garter belt, and stockings, all in black lace. The kind of lingerie that women wore under their professional attire, the kind that made them feel powerful and sexy and in control. The kind that would be Martin's secret, hidden under his clothes, pressing against his skin all day.

"This is for work," Kayla said, her voice warm with approval. "The classic secretary look. Pencil skirt, blouse, heels. Professional enough to pass, sexy enough to show off everything we've built. Ms. Morrison is going to love it." Martin looked at the clothes spread out on the bondage board, his mind racing. The blouse, the skirt, the heels, the lingerie—they were all so feminine, so deliberately feminine, so clearly designed to show off his body and announce his transformation to the world. He was going to wear these to work. He was going to walk into the office on Monday morning, dressed like this, and everyone was going to see. Everyone was going to know.

"But that's for Monday," Danielle said, pulling his attention back to the present. "We brought something for Saturday. For your first date."

"Date?" Martin felt his stomach drop. "What do you mean, date?"

"Ms. Morrison invited you to her house," Kayla said, her fingers finding his hair, tilting his head back to meet her eyes. "On a Saturday. That's a date, skinny bitch. And we need to make sure you're dressed appropriately."

"We don't know what she has planned," Sarah said, her voice soft but thoughtful. "She could take you out to dinner. She could keep you at her house. She could do anything. We need an outfit that works for multiple scenarios."

"Something that shows off what we've made," Priya added, her grin wide and delighted. "But something that's also appropriate for a date. If she takes you out, you need to look good. If she keeps you in, you need to look even better." Danielle unzipped the second garment bag and pulled out the contents. The dress was a deep burgundy, the kind of color that looked expensive and sophisticated without being too formal. It was fitted through the bodice, with a sweetheart neckline that would show off his collarbone and the necklace that sat at the base of his throat. The waist was nipped in, accentuating the curve of his hips, and the skirt flared out slightly, falling to just above the knee. It was the kind of dress that could work for dinner at a nice restaurant, but could also be easily removed if the evening took a different turn.

The shoes were heels—black, with a slightly lower heel than the work pumps, but still high enough to show off his legs and make his ass look fantastic. They were elegant but not over-the-top, the kind of shoes that a woman would wear on a first date when she wanted to impress without trying too hard. The lingerie was different too—still matching, still feminine, but softer than the work set. A bra with light padding that would give him a subtle shape under the dress, panties that were more pretty than sexy, a garter belt and stockings in a nude tone that would blend with his skin.

"This is for Saturday," Kayla said, her voice warm. "Your first date outfit. It's versatile—if she takes you out, you'll look amazing. If she keeps you in, you'll look even better when she takes it off." Martin looked at the two outfits spread out on the bondage board, his mind spinning. The work outfit for Monday. The date outfit for Saturday. Both feminine, both revealing, both designed to show off the body that the women had spent months shaping and sculpting.

"Now," Danielle said, pulling a smaller bag from her tote, "we need to talk about makeup."

"Makeup?" Martin felt his eyes widen. "I don't—"

"We know," Sarah said, her voice gentle. "It's a lot. We don't want to overwhelm you. You're our project, and we refuse to lose our good girl to fright."

"So, we're keeping it simple," Kayla said, pulling out a small collection of items from the bag. "Just eyeliner and lip gloss. Nothing too dramatic. Just enough to make your eyes pop and your lips look kissable." She handed him the eyeliner—a soft pencil that glided on easily, not the liquid kind that required a steady hand. Then the lip gloss—sheer, with a hint of pink that would enhance his natural color without being too obvious.

"We'll show you how to apply it," Kayla said. "And you can practice before Saturday. Just a little bit, just enough to make you look polished. You don't need a full face of makeup yet. We'll work up to that." Yet. The word hung in the air between them, a promise and a threat all at once. They were going to work up to more. They were going to transform him further, push him further, make him into something even more feminine than he already was. And he was going to let them.

The days between the closet and Saturday passed in a blur of preparation and anxiety. Martin practiced the makeup every morning and every night, standing in front of his bathroom mirror, his hand unsteady as he traced the eyeliner along his lash line. The first few attempts were disastrous—smudged lines, uneven wings, a raccoon-eyed reflection that made him want to scrub it all off and pretend he'd never tried. But he kept at it, watching tutorials on his phone, following the instructions that Kayla had given him, and by Thursday, he could apply a thin, even line that made his pale blue eyes look larger and more striking.

The lip gloss was easier. A swipe across his lower lip, a press of his lips together, a rub to distribute the color evenly. It was sheer and subtle, just enough to make his lips look softer, more defined, more... kissable. He wore the makeup to work on Friday—not the full look, just the lip gloss, just enough to test the waters. No one said anything. No one even seemed to notice. But he felt it all day, the slight tackiness on his lips, the hint of pink that made him want to lick them nervously, the knowledge that he was wearing something feminine, something visible, something that announced his transformation to the world.

The lingerie he practiced with too. The garter belt was the hardest part—fumbling with the clasps, trying to attach the stockings without ripping them, adjusting the straps so they sat smoothly against his thighs. He watched YouTube tutorials on his phone, pausing and rewinding and following along until he could fasten the clasps without looking, until the motion became automatic, until the garter belt felt like just another part of his daily routine.

He slept in the lingerie on Friday night—the bra, the panties, the garter belt, the stockings—because the women had told him to get used to the feeling. The lace was soft against his skin, the straps tight around his thighs, the bra giving him a subtle shape that he wasn't used to but was learning to appreciate. He lay on the bondage board, the jewelry pressing against his skin, the lingerie hugging his curves, the small pillow between his thighs, and tried to imagine what Saturday would bring. Ms. Morrison had invited him to her house. She'd told him to come at seven. She'd written down her address and handed it to him like it was a summons, like it was an order, like it was something he couldn't refuse. He didn't want to refuse. That was the terrifying part. He wanted to go. He wanted to see what she had planned. He wanted to be seen by her, assessed by her, found acceptable by her.

He wanted to be hers. The thought should have frightened him. He was already owned by five women—by Kayla and Danielle and Sarah and Michelle and Priya—who had transformed his body and his wardrobe and his entire life. Adding a sixth owner should have felt like too much, should have felt like he was losing himself entirely, should have felt like he was disappearing into the roles they'd created for him. But it didn't. It felt like belonging. It felt like being seen. It felt like being wanted. He closed his eyes, the jewelry pressing against his skin, the lingerie hugging his curves, the bondage board firm beneath his body, and let himself drift.

Saturday arrived. Martin stood outside Ms. Morrison's house, his heart pounding, his hands clammy at his sides. He was wearing the burgundy dress, the black heels, the nude lingerie underneath. The jewelry was all there—the necklace around his throat, the bangle on his wrist, the armband on his bicep, the anklet around his ankle, the toe ring on his foot. His hair, now reaching his shoulders, fell in soft waves around his face. The eyeliner was subtle, just enough to make his pale blue eyes look larger and more striking. The lip gloss gave his lips a hint of pink, a hint of shine, a hint of something that made him want to lick them nervously.

He walked up the path and knocked on the door. Ms. Morrison answered, her expression shifting the moment she saw him. She was dressed differently than he'd ever seen her—not the casual jeans and button-down from his imagination, but a sleek black dress that hugged her curves, her hair styled in loose waves, her makeup subtle but sophisticated. She looked like she was going on a date.

"Come in," she said, stepping aside to let him pass. He walked into the house, his heels clicking against the hardwood floor, the anklet's charms clinking softly with every step. The living room was the same as he remembered—clean lines, neutral colors, everything in its place—but there was something different about it tonight. Something softer. Something that felt less like an office and more like a home. Ms. Morrison closed the door behind him, and then she was there, right behind him, her hand on his arm, her body close enough that he could feel the heat radiating off her skin.

"Turn around," she said, her voice low and warm. "Let me see you." He turned, his hands at his sides, his eyes on the floor. He could feel her gaze on him, tracking every inch of his body, assessing the fit of the dress, the curve of his hips, the shape of his ass.

"Look at you," she said, her voice appreciative. "Look at what they've made." Her hand moved from his arm to his waist, her fingers pressing into the fabric of the dress, feeling the curve of his body underneath. She stepped closer, her body almost touching his, her breath warm against his ear.

"You look beautiful," she said, and the word sent a shiver down his spine. Not good girl. Not skinny bitch. Beautiful. Her hands moved over him, tracing the lines of his body through the dress. His waist. His hips. His ass. She squeezed gently, her fingers digging into the flesh through the fabric, and he felt himself lean into her touch, his body responding before his mind could catch up.

"I've been thinking about this all week," she said, her voice still low, still warm. "Thinking about what you'd wear. Thinking about what you'd look like. Thinking about what I'd do to you." Her hands moved up his sides, over his ribs, along the curve of his chest. She paused at the necklace, her fingers tracing the chain, finding the crimped clasp at the back.

"You can't take this off, can you?" she asked, her voice curious.

"No," he said, his voice barely above a whisper. "It's sealed."

"Good," she said, and the word was a promise. "That means you're theirs. And now you're mine too." Her hands moved to his hair, her fingers threading through the soft strands, pulling his head back gently until he was looking up at her.

"Your hair is getting long," she said, her voice thoughtful. "It's pretty. Has someone been taking care of it for you?"

"The women at the gym," he said, his voice still barely above a whisper. "They've been helping me grow it out."

"I can tell," she said, her fingers still in his hair. "It's in good condition. But it needs styling. Come with me." She led him to the bathroom, her hand on the small of his back, guiding him through the house. The bathroom was large and luxurious, with a double vanity and a soaking tub and more products than he'd ever seen in one place. She sat him down on the closed toilet lid and stood behind him, her hands in his hair, her eyes meeting his in the mirror.

"Let me fix this," she said, her voice soft. "You practiced the makeup, I can tell. But the hair needs work." She worked in silence, her fingers moving through his hair, pulling it back from his face, twisting it into a style that he couldn't see. She used a few bobby pins, a little bit of product, and when she was done, she stepped back and let him look at himself in the mirror. His hair was pulled back from his face, the front sections twisted and pinned at the crown of his head, the rest falling in soft waves around his shoulders. It was feminine but not over-the-top, the kind of style that a woman might wear on a first date when she wanted to look pretty without trying too hard.

"Beautiful," she said again, and the word sent another shiver down his spine. She stepped back, her eyes traveling over him one more time, assessing the dress, the hair, the makeup, the jewelry.

"We're going out," she said, her voice firm. Martin felt his stomach drop.

"Out?"

"To dinner," she said, as if it were the most natural thing in the world. "I made reservations. You look too good to keep locked up in this house." She watched him carefully, her eyes tracking his reaction, and he understood then that this was a test. Not a punishment, not a reward—a test. She wanted to see if he would follow. She wanted to see how comfortable he was wearing women's clothing in public, how he handled the stares and the whispers and the attention that came with presenting as something other than what people expected.

And as far as she was concerned, they would simply look like two girlfriends out to dinner. A woman and her companion, dressed up for a night on the town, nothing unusual, nothing remarkable, nothing that would draw the kind of attention that a man in a dress might attract. He was her test. Her project. Her proof of concept.

"Okay," he said, his voice thin and reedy. "Okay." She smiled, that warm, satisfied smile that he was starting to recognize.

"Good girl. Now let's go."

The restaurant was upscale but not stuffy, the kind of place where the lighting was dim and the tables were far enough apart that you couldn't hear the other diners' conversations. Ms. Morrison had made reservations—a corner table, away from the windows, away from the other patrons—and the hostess led them through the dining room without a second glance, her eyes passing over Martin's dress and jewelry and makeup as if they were the most ordinary things in the world. Martin sat across from Ms. Morrison, his hands in his lap, his wrists crossed behind his back, his eyes on the menu. He couldn't focus on the words, couldn't focus on anything except the weight of her gaze on him, the way she was looking at him like he was something to be admired, something to be desired.

"You're not reading the menu," she said, her voice amused. "You're staring at it."

"I'm sorry," he said, his voice small. "I'm just... nervous."

"Don't be nervous," she said, her voice firm but not unkind. "You look beautiful. You're doing fine. Just relax and enjoy yourself." He tried to relax. He tried to enjoy himself. But it was hard when every nerve in his body was aware of her presence, of the way she was looking at him, of the way she had touched him before they left the house. The waiter appeared—a young man with a polite smile and professional demeanor—and took their drink orders. His eyes lingered on Martin for a moment, not long enough to be rude, but long enough to notice. Long enough to assess. Long enough to make Martin's face heat with a flush of something that wasn't quite embarrassment and wasn't quite pride.

"Wine," Ms. Morrison said, her voice decisive. "Red. The Malbec." The waiter nodded and disappeared, and Ms. Morrison turned her attention back to Martin.

"So," she said, her voice low and warm. "Tell me about your week."

"My week?" He blinked, confused by the question. No one ever asked him about his week. No one ever asked him about anything, really—they told him what to do, and he did it.

"Your week," she repeated, her smile amused. "Surely something happened. You practiced the makeup, I can tell—your eyeliner is much more even than I expected. You wore the lingerie, I assume, since you're walking more comfortably in those heels than I thought you would. And you're sitting like that—" she gestured at his posture, the crossed wrists, the straight spine "—like you've been doing it for years." He felt his face heat again.

"I practiced. The women—they told me to practice. The makeup, the lingerie, the heels. They said I needed to be ready for tonight."

"And are you?" she asked, her voice soft. "Ready?" He thought about it. He thought about the days of practice, the fumbling with the eyeliner, the struggle with the garter belt, the way his feet had ached from the heels. He thought about the night he'd slept in the lingerie, the lace soft against his skin, the straps tight around his thighs, the jewelry pressing against his body like five small anchors. He thought about the way he'd looked at himself in the mirror, at the feminine figure staring back at him, and felt something shift in his chest. Not quite recognition. Not quite acceptance. But something close. Something that felt like the beginning of understanding.

"I think so," he said, his voice barely above a whisper. "I hope so." The wine arrived, and Ms. Morrison ordered for both of them—something with a French name that Martin didn't catch, something that sounded expensive and sophisticated. The waiter poured the wine, a deep red that caught the candlelight, and retreated to a respectful distance. Ms. Morrison lifted her glass, her eyes never leaving Martin's face.

"To new beginnings," she said. He lifted his own glass, the stem delicate between his fingers, the weight of the bangle on his wrist a constant reminder of who he was and who he belonged to. "To new beginnings." The wine was rich and complex, the kind of wine that Martin would never have chosen for himself—the kind of wine that belonged in a world he'd never been part of. But he sipped it anyway, letting the flavor roll over his tongue, letting the warmth spread through his chest, letting himself be present in this moment, in this restaurant, with this woman.

"Tell me about the women," Ms. Morrison said, her voice casual but her eyes sharp. "The ones who own you. How did you meet them?" Martin hesitated. He'd never told anyone about the women—not the full story, not the details, not the way they'd found him at the gym and decided to make him their project. But Ms. Morrison was asking, and she was his owner now too, and owners had the right to know.

"I joined the gym about a year ago," he said, his voice soft. "I was... I was lost. I'd just gotten out of a relationship, and I was trying to find myself, trying to figure out who I was. And the women—they saw me. They noticed me. They decided I was their project."

"Their project," Ms. Morrison repeated, her voice thoughtful. "And what does that mean, exactly? Their project?" Martin felt his face heat. "It means they... they changed me. My clothes, my hair, my skin, my body. They taught me how to dress, how to walk, how to present myself. They gave me the jewelry—" he touched the necklace at his throat, the bangle on his wrist "—and they told me I was theirs."

"And you accepted that?" she asked, her voice curious rather than judgmental. "You accepted being owned?" He nodded, his throat too tight to speak. "Why?" The question hung in the air between them, simple and devastating. Why had he accepted it? Why had he let five women he barely knew transform his body and his wardrobe and his entire life? Why had he surrendered so completely, so willingly, so eagerly? He thought about it for a long moment, the candle flickering between them, the wine warm in his stomach, the jewelry pressing against his skin.

"Because they saw me," he said finally, his voice barely above a whisper. "For the first time in my life, someone actually saw me. Not the person I was pretending to be. Not the mask I was wearing. Me. The real me. And they didn't look away." He paused, his fingers twisting in the napkin on his lap. "I've been invisible my whole life. I've been the person that no one notices, the person that people look through, the person that doesn't exist. But when I'm with them—when I'm wearing their clothes and their jewelry and doing what they tell me to do—I'm not invisible anymore. I'm seen. I'm wanted. I'm theirs." Ms. Morrison was quiet for a long moment, her eyes on his face, her expression unreadable. Then she reached across the table, her hand covering his, her fingers warm against his skin.

"I see you too," she said, her voice soft. "I've seen you since the first day you walked into my office, all those years ago. I saw the way you bent when someone pushed, the way you folded when someone demanded, the way you said thank you when someone corrected you. I saw the submission in you, even when you couldn't see it yourself." She squeezed his hand, her grip firm and possessive.

"And now I'm claiming it. I'm claiming you. You're theirs, and you're mine. And I'm going to make sure you never feel invisible again." The dinner was delicious—he couldn't remember what he ordered, couldn't remember what he ate, couldn't remember anything except the way she looked at him across the table, the way she smiled when he said something that pleased her, the way she reached across the table to touch his hand, his wrist, the bangle that he wore every day.

"You're theirs," she said at one point, her fingers tracing the gold band. "And you're mine. How does that feel?"

"Good," he said, the word coming out before he could think about it. "It feels good." She smiled, and the smile was warm and genuine, the kind of smile that he'd never seen on her face before. It made her look younger, softer, more human than the demanding boss who spanked him in her office and made him clean her kitchen.

"Good," she echoed. "That's good." They talked about other things after that—about the office, about the quarterly reports, about the small details of a life that Martin had never thought to share with anyone. She asked him about his apartment, about his routines, about the things he did when he wasn't working or cleaning or serving. She seemed genuinely curious, genuinely interested, and Martin found himself talking more than he had in months, the words spilling out of him like water from a broken dam.

He told her about the bondage board, about the way he'd had found it after Chloe left, about the way it was the only thing that felt right to sleep on. He told her about the small pillow between his thighs, about the thin blanket at his feet, about the way he folded it every morning before he left. He told her about the empty apartment, the lack of furniture, the way he'd learned to live without the things that other people took for granted. She listened, her eyes on his face, her expression thoughtful, and when he was done, she reached across the table and took his hand again.

"You've been alone for a long time," she said, her voice soft. "Haven't you?" He nodded, his throat too tight to speak.

"Not anymore," she said, her grip tightening on his hand. "You're not alone anymore. You're mine. And I take care of what's mine." The drive home was quiet, the kind of quiet that felt comfortable rather than awkward. Ms. Morrison's hand rested on his thigh, her fingers tracing patterns on the fabric of his dress, her touch warm and possessive. She pulled up in front of his building, the engine idling, the streetlights casting long shadows across the interior of the car.

"I had a good time tonight," she said, her voice soft. "Did you?"

"Yes," he said, his voice barely above a whisper. "I did." She leaned over, her hand moving from his thigh to his face, her fingers tilting his chin up. And then she kissed him. It wasn't a gentle kiss. It wasn't a sweet kiss. It was aggressive, demanding, the kind of kiss that took rather than asked. Her mouth moved over his, her tongue pushing past his lips, her teeth grazing his bottom lip. Her hands were in his hair, pulling the pins loose, tangling in the waves that fell around his shoulders. He kissed her back, his hands finding her waist, his body responding before his mind could catch up. She tasted like wine and something sweeter, something that he couldn't identify but that made him want more. When she finally pulled back, they were both breathing hard, their faces flushed, their lips swollen. His hair was a mess, the style she'd created ruined by her fingers, the pins scattered across the seat.

"You're mine now," she said, her voice low and possessive. "You understand that? You're theirs, and you're mine. And I'm going to enjoy showing you exactly what that means." He nodded, his throat too tight to speak. She smiled, that warm, genuine smile that he was starting to recognize. "Go inside. Get some sleep. And I can't wait to see what you wear to work on Monday. After the pleasant surprise of tonight's outfit, I'm very curious to see what else they've come up with." He opened the car door, his legs unsteady, his mind racing. He walked up the path to his building, his heels clicking against the pavement, the anklet's charms clinking softly with every step. He didn't look back, but he could feel her eyes on him, watching him walk, watching the way his ass moved under the burgundy dress, watching the way his body had been transformed into something feminine and desirable and owned.

He climbed the stairs to his apartment, his heart pounding, his face flushed, the warmth of her kiss still on his lips. He undressed slowly, carefully, hanging the burgundy dress on the back of the closet door, placing the heels on the rack, folding the lingerie neatly and setting it aside for washing. He lay down on the bondage board, the fuchsia leather cool against his skin, the small pillow between his thighs, the thin blanket pulled up to his waist. The jewelry pressed against his body—the necklace around his throat, the bangle on his wrist, the armband on his bicep, the anklet around his ankle, the toe ring on his foot. Five pieces of jewelry, five marks of ownership, five constant reminders that his body wasn't his own anymore. But it was more than that now. It was six marks. Six owners. Six women who had seen him, who had claimed him, who had decided that he was worth keeping.

And as he lay there, the warmth of her kiss still on his lips, the pins from his hair still scattered across the seat of her car, he felt something shift inside him. Something that had been growing for months, something that had been waking up since that first sports bra appeared on the bench, something that was finally, finally starting to take shape. He was no longer Martin. Not entirely. Not anymore. He was she. He was her. He was the skinny bitch who wore their clothes and cleaned their apartments and did what they told him to do. He was the good girl who bent over desks and accepted spankings and said thank you afterward. He was Ms. Morrison's date, Ms. Morrison's project, Ms. Morrison's possession.

The first Saturday was dinner again—different restaurant, same corner table, same low lighting that made the wine glow ruby red in their glasses. Ms. Morrison wore navy this time, a sheath dress that showed off her figure, her hair pulled back in a sleek chignon. Martin wore a black wrap dress that Kayla had selected, the neckline dipping low enough to show the locket at his throat, the skirt flaring when he walked. She asked him about his week. He told her about the office—the stares, the whispers, the way Helen from Accounting couldn't look him in the eye anymore. She asked him about the women. He told her about the group chat, about the daily check-ins, about the way they coordinated his schedule like he was a shared calendar entry. She listened, her fingers tracing the rim of her wine glass, her eyes never leaving his face.

"And how does that make you feel?" she asked. "Being coordinated. Being scheduled. Being shared." He thought about it.

"Loved," he said, and the word surprised him. "It makes me feel loved." She smiled, that warm, genuine smile that he was starting to crave.

"Good answer." The drive home was the same—her hand on his thigh, her fingers tracing patterns on the fabric of his dress, the warmth of her touch radiating through the material. When she pulled up in front of his building, she kissed him again—aggressive, demanding, taking—and then sent him inside with a soft "Good girl" that echoed in his ears long after he'd climbed the stairs to his apartment. He lay on the bondage board that night, the thin blanket pulled up to his waist, the jewelry pressing against his skin, and thought about the way she'd looked at him across the table—assessing, appreciative, possessive. He thought about the way her hand had felt on his thigh, warm and firm and certain. He thought about the way she'd said "good girl" like it was a reward, like it was something he'd earned, like it was something he could earn again. He wanted to earn it again. He wanted to be good. He wanted to be hers.

The second Saturday was at her house. She cooked for him—pasta with a red sauce that she'd made from scratch, garlic bread that was crispy and buttery, a salad with a vinaigrette that tingled on his tongue. He sat at her kitchen table, his hands in his lap, his ankles crossed, his body arranged in the posture that had become second nature, and watched her move around the kitchen with an efficiency that reminded him of Danielle.

"You can help me with the dishes," she said after dinner, her voice casual but firm. "I'll wash. You dry." He stood beside her at the sink, his hips pressed against the counter, his hands working the dish towel with practiced precision. The domesticity of it struck him—the two of them in her kitchen, doing dishes together like a couple, like partners, like people who belonged to each other. She handed him a plate, their fingers brushing, and he felt a spark of something that made his stomach clench.

"You're good at this," she said, her voice soft. "Domestic work. Service work. It suits you."

"Thank you," he said, because it was what he was supposed to say. Because it was what Chloe had trained him to say. Because it was what the women expected him to say. But this time, he meant it. After the dishes, they moved to the living room. She sat on the couch, her legs crossed, her arm draped along the back, and patted the cushion beside her. He sat, his body angled toward hers, his hands in his lap, his eyes on the floor.

"Look at me," she said. He looked at her. Her face was soft in the lamplight, her eyes warm, her lips curved in a small, satisfied smile. She reached out and touched his hair, her fingers threading through the waves that fell around his shoulders.

"You're doing well," she said. "At the office. In the clothes. With the makeup. I've noticed." He felt his face heat.

"Thank you, Ms. Morrison."

"Victoria," she said, her voice soft. "When we're not at the office, you can call me Victoria."

"Victoria," he repeated, and the name felt strange on his tongue—intimate, personal, like something she'd never given anyone else. She smiled, her fingers still in his hair, and pulled him gently toward her. He went willingly, his head resting against her shoulder, his body relaxing into her warmth. She played with his hair, her fingers moving through the strands, and he felt the static in his head quiet, the ache in his chest fade, the peace that came from being exactly where he belonged.

"Good girl," she murmured, her voice soft. "My good girl." He closed his eyes and let himself drift. She drove him home that night, her hand on his thigh, her fingers tracing patterns on the fabric of his dress. When she pulled up in front of his building, she kissed him—softer this time, less aggressive, more exploratory—and then sent him inside with a "Goodnight, Martin" that sounded almost tender. He lay on the bondage board, the thin blanket pulled up to his waist, and thought about the way she'd said his name. Not "skinny bitch." Not "good girl." Martin. Like he was a person. Like he was someone worth naming. He fell asleep with the warmth of her kiss still on his lips and the sound of his name still echoing in his ears.

The third Saturday, she ordered him to undress. They were in her living room, the fire crackling in the hearth, the lights dimmed low. He'd worn the burgundy dress again—the one she'd seemed to like the first time—and she'd spent the evening watching him, her eyes tracking his every movement, her fingers finding excuses to touch his waist, his hips, the curve of his ass through the fabric. When dinner was over, she led him to the couch and sat, her legs crossed, her eyes on his face.

"Take off the dress," she said, her voice low and firm. He hesitated. They'd kissed—three times now, three Saturdays—but they hadn't gone further than that. She'd touched him through his clothes, her hands tracing the lines of his body, but she'd never asked him to undress. Never asked him to reveal the body underneath. But she was asking now. And she was his owner. And owners had the right to see what they owned. He reached for the zipper at the back of the dress, his fingers finding the small metal tab, and pulled it down. The fabric loosened around his body, and he slid the dress off his shoulders, letting it fall to the floor in a pool of burgundy fabric.

He stood there in the nude lingerie—the bra with its light padding, the panties that were more pretty than sexy, the garter belt and stockings in the nude tone that blended with his skin. His body was on display—the smooth, hairless legs, the curves that the women had sculpted through months of targeted exercise, the jewelry that marked him as owned. She looked at him, her eyes moving over his body with that assessing gaze, and then she nodded.

"The rest," she said. "Everything." He unhooked the garter belt first, rolling the stockings down his legs, placing them carefully on the couch beside her. Then the bra, his fingers fumbling with the clasp in the back, the padding falling away to reveal his chest—smooth, soft, the skin glowing in the firelight. Then the panties, sliding them down his hips, stepping out of them, leaving them in a small pile on top of the stockings. He stood there, naked except for the jewelry—the necklace around his throat, the bangle on his right wrist, the stack of bangles on his left wrist, the armband on his left bicep, the anklet around his right ankle, the toe ring on his foot. Six pieces of jewelry, six marks of ownership, six constant reminders that his body wasn't his own.

And then there was his cock. It was small. He knew it was small—had always known it was small, even before the exercises and the transformation that had reshaped his body into something more feminine. It sat between his legs, barely three inches soft, the shaft thin, the head small, the whole package looking almost childlike against the curve of his thighs. Ms. Morrison looked at it, and her expression shifted. Not disgust, exactly. Not anger. Disappointment.

"That's..." she started, and then stopped, her lips pressing together.

"I know," he said, his voice barely above a whisper. "I know it's small. It's always been small. I—" he swallowed hard, his throat too tight to speak "—I know it's disappointing." She was quiet for a long moment, her eyes on his cock, her expression unreadable. Then she looked up at his face, her eyes meeting his, and something in her expression softened.

"Can you use your mouth?" she asked, her voice low and direct. He nodded, his face burning.

"Yes. I was trained. Chloe—my ex—she trained me. She said my cock was useless, that I'd never please anyone with it, but my mouth..." He swallowed again. "My mouth was different. She taught me how to use it. How to read a woman's body. How to find the places that made her gasp and moan and beg for more."

"How often?" Ms. Morrison asked, her voice still low, still direct. "How often did you use your mouth on her?"

"Nearly every day," he said, his voice small. "Sometimes more, when she was training me. She'd call me to her room, or to the living room, or wherever she was, and she'd tell me to get on my knees. And I would. Every time. Because that was what I was for. That was what I was good at. That was what made me useful." Ms. Morrison was quiet again, her eyes moving over his body—the smooth skin, the feminine curves, the jewelry that marked him as owned, the small, disappointing cock that hung between his legs. Then she stood, her hands reaching for the zipper at the back of her dress, and pulled it down. The dress fell to the floor, revealing her body—her breasts, full and heavy in a black lace bra; her hips, curved and womanly; her thighs, strong and toned from years of Pilates. She stepped out of the dress, her eyes never leaving his face, and reached for the clasp of her bra.

"Come here," she said, her voice low and commanding. She lay back on the couch, her head on the armrest, her body stretched out along the cushions. She was wearing nothing now but a pair of black lace panties, her skin glowing in the firelight, her eyes on his face.

"Show me," she said. "Show me what Chloe taught you." He knelt beside the couch, his hands finding her thighs, his fingers pressing into the soft skin. She parted her legs for him, her knees falling open, and he settled between them, his face inches from the black lace of her panties. He started slowly, the way Chloe had taught him—not going straight for the goal, but mapping the territory first. His lips found the inside of her thigh, pressing soft kisses against the sensitive skin, his tongue tracing small circles that made her breath catch. He moved higher, his mouth following the line of her hip, his nose brushing the edge of her panties, his breath warm against the damp lace.

She shifted beneath him, her hips tilting, her body responding to his touch. He could smell her now—musk and arousal and something that was uniquely her—and the scent made his mouth water, made his cock twitch weakly between his legs, made him want to bury his face between her thighs and never come up for air. He hooked his fingers under the edge of her panties and pulled them aside, revealing her—her folds, her slick, the swollen bud of her clit that was already beginning to emerge from its hood. He leaned in, his breath warm against her skin, and pressed a soft, open-mouthed kiss to the apex of her thighs. She gasped, her fingers finding his hair, her grip tightening.

He mapped her arousal zones with the precision of a cartographer charting new territory. The spot just above her clit, where the skin was thin and sensitive—she liked that, her breath catching, her thighs tensing. The fold just inside her left labia, where the nerve endings clustered—she liked that too, a soft moan escaping her lips, her hips tilting toward his mouth. The entrance to her vagina, where the skin was soft and yielding—he circled it with his tongue, teasing, tasting, before moving back up to her clit. He found a rhythm that made her toes curl—a slow, steady circle around her clit, punctuated by occasional flicks of his tongue across the sensitive bud. She responded to every movement, her breath coming faster, her fingers tightening in his hair, her thighs beginning to tremble.

"Right there," she gasped, her voice strained. "Don't stop. Don't—"

He didn't stop. He kept the rhythm, kept the pressure, kept his mouth exactly where she needed it. And when she came—her back arching, her thighs clamping around his head, her fingers pulling his hair hard enough to hurt—he rode the wave with her, his mouth never leaving her body, his tongue never stopping its motion. She came down slowly, her breath ragged, her thighs still trembling, her fingers still in his hair. He pressed soft kisses against her inner thighs, his tongue tracing gentle circles on the sensitive skin, waiting for her to recover.

"That was—" she started, her voice hoarse. "That was—" He didn't let her finish. He moved back to her center, his tongue finding her clit again, his mouth resuming the rhythm that had made her come. She gasped, her body jerking, her fingers tightening in his hair. "Wait—I just—" she tried, but he didn't wait. He kept going, his tongue working her with the same steady pressure, the same careful attention, and she felt the orgasm building again—faster this time, harder, the pleasure cresting before she could catch her breath. She came again, her thighs clamping around his head, her body arching off the couch, a strangled cry escaping her lips. He rode it with her, his mouth never stopping, his tongue never resting, until she was spent, her body trembling, her breath coming in short, ragged gasps. He gave her a moment—just a moment—before he started again.

"Martin—" she gasped, her voice strained. "Martin, I can't—" But he knew she could. Chloe had trained him well. He knew how to read a woman's body, how to find the edge and push her over it, how to keep going until she was completely, utterly spent. And he knew that Ms. Morrison—Victoria—deserved to be spent. Deserved to be pleasured. Deserved to feel the way he felt when she looked at him, when she touched him, when she said "good girl" like it was a reward. He found a new rhythm—slower this time, gentler, building her up gradually instead of pushing her over the edge. She responded to it, her body relaxing, her breath slowing, her thighs loosening their grip on his head. He took his time, mapping every inch of her, finding every spot that made her gasp and moan and beg for more.

And when she came the third time—her whole-body shuddering, her fingers pulling his hair hard enough to make his eyes water, a long, low moan escaping her lips—he rode the wave with her, his mouth never leaving her body, his tongue never stopping its motion, until she was completely, utterly, thoroughly spent. She lay there afterward, her chest heaving, her body trembling, her fingers still in his hair but her grip loose now, exhausted. He pressed soft kisses against her inner thighs, his tongue tracing gentle circles on the sensitive skin, and waited for her to recover.

"Come here," she said finally, her voice hoarse. "Come up here." He climbed onto the couch beside her, his body fitting against hers, his head resting on her chest. She wrapped her arms around him, her fingers finding his hair, and held him close.

"Where did you learn to do that?" she asked, her voice still hoarse.

"Chloe," he said, his voice soft. "She trained me. Every day, sometimes more. She said it was the only thing I was good for—the only thing that made me useful."

"She was wrong," Victoria said, her voice firm. "You're good for a lot of things, Martin. But that—" she paused, her breath catching "—that was exceptional." He felt something warm spread through his chest. Pride. Satisfaction. The feeling of being useful, of being good, of being exactly what someone needed him to be.

"Thank you," he said, because it was what he was supposed to say. She laughed, a soft, breathless sound. "No, Martin. Thank you." They lay there for a long time, her fingers in his hair, his head on her chest, the fire crackling in the hearth. He felt the static in his head quiet, the ache in his chest fade, the peace that came from hoping he had finally found a place where he belonged. He was useful. He was good. He was hers. And that was enough.


Chapter 23: All the King's Horses

The car broke down on a Tuesday. Martin was on his way to work—his foot on the accelerator, the radio playing something soft and forgettable, his mind drifting in that hazy space it went when he wasn't actively thinking about anything—when the engine made a sound that engines shouldn't make. A grinding, clunking, metallic death rattle that seemed to come from somewhere deep inside the vehicle's guts, and then the whole car shuddered, lurched, and died. He managed to pull over to the side of the road before it stopped completely, the hazard lights blinking in the early morning traffic. He sat there for a moment, his hands on the wheel, his heart pounding, and tried to process what had just happened.

His car was dead. His twelve-year-old Honda Civic, the one he'd bought used from a dealership in the valley, the one that had carried him from Chloe's apartment to his own, from his apartment to the gym, from the gym to work and back again—it was dead. The engine was gone. The car was gone. His one piece of independence, his one lifeline to the world outside his owners' control, was gone. He called in late to work, his voice thin and reedy, and then he called the tow truck, his fingers shaking as he dialed the number. The driver came, hooked the car to the back of his truck, and drove it to a mechanic shop that Martin had never heard of, in a part of the city he'd never visited.

The diagnosis was what he'd expected: the engine was shot. It would cost more to repair than the car was worth. The mechanic, a grizzled man with grease under his fingernails and a sympathetic shrug, told him his options: replace the engine, sell the car for parts, or junk it. Martin sat in the waiting room, his hands in his lap, his ankles crossed, his mind racing, and tried to figure out what to do. He didn't have the money for a new engine—he barely had enough for rent and groceries and the occasional clothing the women told him to buy. He didn't have the credit for a new car—his score was mediocre at best, the result of years of student loans and late payments and the financial chaos of his twenties. He did what he always did when he didn't know what to do. He called Kayla. She answered on the second ring, her voice sharp and alert despite the early hour.

"What's wrong?"

"My car broke down," he said, his voice small. "The engine is dead. The mechanic says it'll cost more to fix than it's worth." There was a pause, and then Kayla said,

"Call Victoria."

"Victoria?"

"Ms. Morrison," Kayla clarified, her voice firm. "She's your owner too now. And this is exactly the kind of thing she'll want to handle." He called Victoria from the waiting room, his fingers still shaking, his voice still small. She listened without interrupting, her silence a weight on the other end of the line, and when he was done, she said one word.

"Sell."

"Sell?"

"Sell it for parts. The car is dead, Martin. There's no point throwing money at a corpse. Sell it, take whatever the mechanic offers, and I'll handle the rest."

"The rest?"

"Driving you," she said, her voice patient but firm. "I'll pick you up in the mornings and take you to work. After work, I'll take you to the gym. Your other owners can drive you home afterward, or you can walk. It's not complicated." He felt his stomach clench.

"But—"

"But what?" she asked, her voice sharp. "You don't need a car, Martin. You have owners who can drive you. You have legs that work perfectly well in those heels. You have a gym that's a thirty-minute walk from your apartment. What exactly do you need a car for?" He couldn't think of an answer. He couldn't think of anything to say. Because she was right—he didn't need a car. He didn't need independence. He didn't need freedom. He had owners who could take care of him, who could direct him, who could tell him where to go and when to be there and how to get there. He didn't need to go anywhere on his own. He wasn't his own anymore.

"Okay," he said, his voice barely above a whisper. "Okay."

"Good girl," she said, and the words sent a shiver down his spine. "Now sell the car and call a cab. I'll see you at the office." She hung up, and Martin sat there, his phone in his hand, his mind blank. Then he stood, his heels clicking against the linoleum, and walked back to the mechanic's bay to tell him to sell the car for parts. He got eight hundred dollars for the ancient sedan. It was less than he'd expected, more than he'd feared, and exactly what he deserved for a car that had been on its last legs for years. He took the cash, called a cab, and went to work.

The new routine settled into place within a week. Every morning, Victoria pulled up in front of his building at 7:15, her car idling at the curb, her eyes tracking his approach as he walked down the path in his heels, his anklet's charms clicking softly with every step. He climbed into the passenger seat, his bag at his feet, his hands in his lap, and she pulled away from the curb without a word. They drove to work together, the city passing outside the windows, the radio playing something soft and forgettable. Sometimes she talked—about the office, about the quarterly reports, about the small details of a life that she'd never shared with anyone before. Sometimes she was quiet, her eyes on the road, her hand resting on his thigh, her fingers tracing patterns on the fabric of his skirt.

At the office, they separated—she to her corner office, he to his cubicle—and the workday proceeded as it always had. But now there was an awareness between them, a knowledge, a secret that they shared. She was his owner. He was her possession. And everyone who saw them together—the way she appeared at his desk in the late afternoons, the way he stood when she entered the room, the way his eyes dropped to the floor when she spoke—could sense it, even if they couldn't name it.

After work, she drove him to the gym. He'd change in the locker room—his workout gear, his hidden wedges, his jewelry—and spend an hour with the women, his body moving through the exercises they'd prescribed, his mind drifting in that hazy space between effort and surrender. Then Kayla or Danielle or Sarah or Michelle or Priya would drive him home, their hand on his thigh, their fingers in his hair, their voice soft and possessive in his ear. Or he walked. thirty minutes in the evening air, his heels clicking against the pavement, the anklet's charms clinking softly, the city settling into night around him. It was peaceful, almost meditative—the rhythm of his steps, the weight of the jewelry, the knowledge that he was going home to the bondage board and the small pillow and the thin blanket and the quiet of his empty apartment. He didn't miss the car. He didn't miss the independence. He didn't miss the freedom of going wherever he wanted, whenever he wanted, without asking permission first.

Two months into the new routine—two months of commuting with Victoria, of walking to the gym, of existing in the space between her control and their ownership—the cracks began to show. It started small. Victoria would text him outfit choices for the office, her selections contradicting what the women had laid out the night before. He'd stand in his apartment at six in the morning, two sets of clothes staring at him from two different group chats, knowing that wearing one would displease the other. He chose the women's outfits for work and Victoria's for Saturdays, a compromise that satisfied no one.

Then the questions started. Victoria would pick him up in the morning, her eyes moving over his outfit with that assessing gaze, her fingers adjusting the collar of his blouse. "Did they dress you today?" she'd ask, her voice casual but her eyes sharp. "Did you stay at Kayla's last night? Did you sleep in the guest room or on the floor where you belong?" She'd ask about the cleaning—what he cleaned, how long he spent, whether he did it on his knees or standing. She'd ask about the touching—whether they played with his hair, whether they corrected his posture, whether they ever touched him in ways that went beyond training.

"I'm just curious," she'd say, her hand on his thigh, her fingers pressing into the fabric of his skirt. "I want to know what's mine. I want to know who else is touching what's mine." The women noticed. Of course, they noticed—they noticed everything about him, every shift in his posture, every hesitation in his voice, every outfit that wasn't quite what they'd prescribed. Kayla pulled him aside after a workout, her eyes hard.

"Is she questioning your loyalty?" she asked, her voice low.

"No," he said, because he didn't know how to say yes. "She's just... curious. She wants to know about my routine."

"Your routine is ours," Kayla said, her grip tightening on his arm. "She can have Saturdays. That was the agreement. The rest of the week, you're ours." He told Victoria this, standing in her living room, his hands behind his back, his eyes on the floor. She listened, her expression unreadable, and then she nodded.

"Of course," she said, her voice soft. "I understand. Saturdays are mine. The rest of the week is theirs. I can live with that." But she couldn't. He could see it in the way she looked at his jewelry—Danielle's necklace, Kayla's armband, Sarah's bangle, Priya's anklet, Michelle's toe ring—her eyes lingering on each piece like she was cataloging what she didn't have. He could see it in the way she touched him on Saturdays, her hands more possessive, her grip firmer, her kisses more aggressive, as if she was trying to leave marks that would last through the week. He could see it in the way she talked about the future, about what she wanted to add, about the permanent jewelry she was going to give him, about the ways she was going to mark him as hers.

He was caught between them. Six owners, six sets of expectations, six women who wanted pieces of him that overlapped and contradicted and left no room for the person he might have been if any of them had asked what he wanted. But none of them asked. They just told. And he just did. Because that was what he was for. That was what made him useful. That was what made him theirs. Then, on a Friday night, Victoria invited him over.

"Come over tonight. 7. Don't eat first." He'd shown up at seven, wearing a soft gray sweater dress that Priya had picked out, his hair falling in waves around his shoulders, his makeup subtle but present—the fuchsia pink lip gloss that the women had decided was his signature, the eyeliner that made his pale blue eyes look larger and more striking. She'd cooked for him again—roast chicken with vegetables, a meal that felt almost domestic, almost cozy, almost like something a couple would share. They ate at the kitchen table, their knees touching under the table, their conversation flowing easily between bites.

After dinner, they moved to the living room. She sat on the couch, her legs stretched out in front of her, her arm draped along the back, and patted the cushion beside her. But instead of sitting beside her, he sank to the floor, his knees finding the carpet, his body settling into the position that felt most natural—kneeling at her feet, his hands in his lap, his head bowed. She looked down at him, her expression shifting into something soft and possessive.

"Comfortable?" He nodded, his throat too tight to speak. She reached out and touched his hair, her fingers threading through the long strands that fell around his shoulders. It had grown significantly in the months since the transformation had begun—now reaching well past his shoulders, soft and thick and thoroughly feminine. The women had been thrilled with its progress, had started showing him different styles and products and techniques for keeping it healthy and shiny. But tonight, Victoria just ran her fingers through it, her touch gentle and rhythmic, the kind of touch that made his mind go quiet and his body go soft. He leaned against her knee, his cheek pressing against the fabric of her slacks, his eyes closing, and let himself drift. The warmth of her touch, the weight of the jewelry, the scent of her perfume—it was all around him, filling him up, pushing out the static and the ache and the loneliness that had lived inside him for so long.

"I've been thinking," she said, her voice soft and thoughtful, her fingers still moving through his hair. "About you. About us. About what comes next."

He stirred, his eyes opening, his brow furrowing. "What do you mean?"

"I mean," she said, her fingers pausing in his hair, "that I've been watching you. Seeing how you respond to direction. How you thrive under control. How you come alive when someone tells you what to do and you do it." She resumed her stroking, her fingers moving through his hair with that same gentle rhythm.

"And I've been thinking about what I want to add. What I want to give you. What I want to mark you as mine—not just in the ways that your other owners have marked you, but in ways that are specific to me. Ways that everyone will see and know that you belong to Victoria Morrison." He felt his heart pounding, his stomach clenching, his mind racing with possibilities. What was she talking about? What did she want to give him? What did she want to mark him with?

"I'm going to give you my own permanent jewelry," she said, her voice soft but firm. "Something that marks you like your owners have marked you. Something that you can't take off. Something that proves you're mine." He looked up at her, his eyes wide, his breath catching in his throat.

"What kind of jewelry?" She smiled, that warm, possessive smile that made his chest feel tight. "You'll see. I'm still deciding. But I wanted you to know—it's coming. Something permanent. Something that marks you as mine." She resumed her stroking, her fingers moving through his hair, and he let his head fall back against her knee, his eyes closing, his mind drifting. Permanent jewelry. Another mark. Another claim. Another piece of himself that he couldn't remove, couldn't escape, couldn't deny. He was already marked by five women—by Kayla and Danielle and Sarah and Michelle and Priya—who had transformed his body and his wardrobe and his entire life. And now Victoria was going to mark him too, with something permanent, something that everyone would see and know.

He should have been terrified. He should have been fighting, resisting, demanding his freedom. He should have been the person he'd been before—before the gym, before the women, before the jewelry and the clothes and the transformation that had consumed his life. But he wasn't that person anymore. He was someone else now—someone softer, smoother, more visible. Someone who wore women's clothes and fuchsia lip gloss and jewelry that he couldn't remove. Someone who knelt at his owner's feet and leaned against her knee and let her play with his hair. Someone who was owned. Someone who was wanted. Someone who was seen. He closed his eyes, the warmth of her touch spreading through his body, and let himself drift. He was hers. He was theirs. He was owned.

The wire snips appeared on the following Saturday night. Martin was sitting on Ms. Morrison's couch, his head in her lap, her fingers in his hair, the television playing something he wasn't watching. He was drifting, his mind hazy with the comfort of belonging, when he felt her shift beneath him, her hand leaving his hair to reach for something on the side table. He heard the metallic clink before he saw what she was holding. The wire snips were heavy-duty, the kind used for cutting through thick gauge metal, the kind that could sever a chain link in a single squeeze. And beside them, resting on a velvet box, was a new necklace—delicate, gold, with a pendant that he didn't recognize.

“Sit up,” she said, her voice soft but firm. He sat up, his eyes on the wire snips, his stomach clenching with a sudden, sharp fear.

“I'm going to remove the necklace,” she said, her voice casual, like she was discussing the weather. “Danielle's necklace. I have a new one for you, and I don't want to share the same space with her.” The words didn't register at first. He stared at her, his mind struggling to process what she was saying, his hand rising instinctively to touch the chain around his throat.

“What?” he said, his voice small. “No. You can't—”

“I can,” she said, her voice still casual. “And I am. This is happening, Martin. I'm removing the old one and replacing it with mine.” He shook his head, his hand tightening on the necklace, his fingers pressing against the crimped clasp at the back of his neck. “You don't understand. Danielle wouldn't want that. She wouldn't want you to remove it. She gave this to me. She said—”

"I don't care what she said," Ms. Morrison said, her voice hardening. "You're mine now. And I don't want her mark on you. I want my mark on you. Stop being a naughty girl and let me remove the old one.” He shook his head again, his body moving before his mind could catch up. He pushed himself off the couch, his hand still clutching the necklace, his phone suddenly in his other hand—he didn't remember grabbing it, didn't remember reaching for it, but there it was, his lifeline, his connection to the women who had made him.

“Please," he said, his voice thin and reedy. "Please don't do this. You can layer it with Danielle's. I'll wear both. I'll wear both proudly. Please, just—"

“Martin.” Her voice was cold now, the warmth gone, the possession turned to something harder. “Come here. Let me remove the necklace. Don't make this difficult.” He backed toward the door, his phone clutched in his hand, his eyes on the wire snips.

“No. No, I won't. You can't—Kayla will be so angry. You don't understand. They'll—”

“They'll what?” Ms. Morrison stood, her body tall and imposing, the wire snips still in her hand. “They'll what, Martin? They'll come save you? They'll fight me for you? You're mine. You belong to me. And I decide what you wear.” He turned and ran. Not toward the front door—she was between him and the exit. Toward the bathroom, the only room in the house with a lock. He slammed the door behind him, his hands shaking as he fumbled with the lock, his breath coming in ragged gasps. He leaned against the door, his phone in his hand, his fingers flying across the screen.

Martin: She's trying to remove Danielle's necklace. She has wire snips. She wants to replace it with her own. Please help. Please.

He hit send, the message going out to the group chat, the chat that he'd been added to months ago, the chat where they discussed his training and his wardrobe and his schedule. The chat where they decided everything about his life. The responses came almost immediately.

Kayla: What?

Danielle: She's doing WHAT?

Priya: Don't move. We're coming.

Michelle: Do NOT let her touch that necklace.

Sarah: We're on our way. Stay in the bathroom.

He slid down the door, his back against the wood, his phone clutched to his chest. He could hear Ms. Morrison on the other side, her voice muffled but still audible, her words sharp and demanding.

“Martin. Open this door. Now.”

“No,” he said, his voice small. “No, I won't.”

“Martin. I am not playing games with you. Open this door and let me remove that necklace.”

“No.” The silence stretched, punctuated only by the sound of his own breathing, the distant hum of the television, the muffled sound of Ms. Morrison's voice as she made a phone call of her own. And then, twenty minutes later, the sound of car doors slamming. The sound of voices in the driveway. The sound of the front door opening and closing, followed by the sound of heels clicking against the hardwood floor.

“Where is he?” Kayla's voice, sharp and demanding.

“In the bathroom,” Ms. Morrison said, her voice cold. “He's being dramatic.”

“He's being dramatic?” Danielle's voice, cutting and furious. “You tried to remove our necklace. Our mark. Our property.”

“I was replacing it with my own,” Ms. Morrison said. “I don't see the problem.”

"The problem," Kayla said, her voice low and dangerous, "is that you tried to remove something that belongs to us. That necklace was the first piece we gave him—Danielle's piece, from all of us. It means he's ours. And you don't get to take that away.”

“I was going to give him a new one,” Ms. Morrison said. “A better one. One that shows he's mine.”

“He's not yours,” Priya said, her voice bright but hard. “He's ours. We let you date him. We let you play with him. We let you into the fold because you understood that he's community property. But that doesn't mean you get to take what's ours.”

“I wasn't taking—”

“You were taking,” Sarah said, her voice soft but firm. “You were trying to remove our mark and replace it with yours. That's not how this works. You can add your own piece—we told you that. But taking one of our marks of ownership on our property is unacceptable.” The shouting match continued, voices overlapping, anger building. Martin sat in the bathroom, his back against the door, his phone still clutched to his chest, listening to the sound of the women fighting over him. They were fighting over him. They were defending him. They were protecting their claim on him, their ownership, their right to decide what he wore and who he belonged to.

He should have felt grateful. He should have felt relieved. He should have felt something other than what he did, which was... tired. So tired. So tired of being fought over, so tired of being owned, so tired of being told what to do and what to wear and what to be. But he was theirs. And being theirs was better than being alone. The bathroom door rattled, and he heard Kayla's voice, soft and close.

“Martin? Skinny bitch? Open the door. We're here. We're taking you home.” He opened the door. The shouting started again as soon as he stepped out of the bathroom. Ms. Morrison stood in the center of the living room, her arms crossed, her expression cold. The five women surrounded her, their bodies forming a wall between her and Martin, their faces hard and angry.

“You're not allowed to touch him anymore,” Kayla said, her voice firm. “You're not allowed to see him outside of work. You're not allowed to contact him, text him, or communicate with him in any way that isn't strictly professional.”

“You can't dictate—”

“We can,” Danielle said, her sharp voice cutting through the chatter. “We can, and we will. If you don't comply, we'll go to HR on his behalf. We'll tell them about the spankings, the demotion, the inappropriate relationship. We'll tell them everything.” Ms. Morrison's face went pale.

“You wouldn't.”

“We would,” Sarah said, her voice soft but firm. “We have evidence. We have texts. We have witnesses. You'll be lucky to keep your job, let alone your reputation.” The silence stretched, heavy and thick. Ms. Morrison looked at them, her eyes moving from face to face, her expression shifting from anger to something that looked almost like defeat.

“Fine,” she said, her voice flat. “Fine. Take him. He's not worth this.” The words landed like a blow. Not worth this. Not worth fighting for. Not worth keeping. Martin felt something inside him crack, a small fissure in the foundation of his belonging. She had wanted him—she had claimed him, possessed him, made him hers. And now, faced with the choice between him and her career, she was letting him go. He was not worth this. Kayla grabbed his arm, her fingers digging into his skin, pulling him toward the door.

“Come on, skinny bitch. We're leaving.” They pulled him out of the house, their hands on his arms, their bodies surrounding him, their voices a blur of anger and reassurance. They drove him to his apartment, the car filled with silence, the tension thick enough to cut. At his apartment, they packed his things. All of his things. The women's clothes, the makeup, the shoes, the jewelry. The few personal items he'd accumulated over the past year. Everything went into suitcases—three large suitcases, bulging with the trappings of his transformation.

“You're not staying here for a while, maybe never,” Kayla said, her voice firm. “You're staying with us. In rotation. One week at each of our houses. That way we can keep an eye on you. Make sure no one else tries to take what's ours.”

“Okay,” he said, his voice small. “Okay.” They loaded the suitcases into the car and drove away, leaving his apartment empty and dark behind them.

At work the following Monday, the distance was immediate and absolute. Ms. Morrison had complied with their demand. She no longer contacted him, no longer touched him, no longer kept him late for private conversations. But she still berated him weekly, her voice sharp and cutting, her corrections precise and devastating. She looked at him differently now. Not with desire, not with possession. With something colder. Something that made him feel like a problem she'd been forced to solve, a complication she'd been forced to manage. He was no longer hers. He was no longer anyone's. Except the five women. The five women who had rescued him, who had defended their claim, who had packed his things and moved him into their rotation. He was theirs. He was still theirs. Even if being theirs meant being passed from house to house, week after week, never staying in one place long enough to feel settled.

His apartment stood empty for two months. He stayed at one of their houses each week, each getting a chance to dress up their doll however they wanted. Kayla liked him in soft, feminine things—sundresses and cardigans and delicate jewelry. Danielle preferred something edgier—leather and lace and dark colors. Sarah dressed him in classic, elegant pieces—blouses and skirts and pearls. Michelle kept him simple—jeans and t-shirts and minimal makeup. Priya liked him flashy—sequins and bright colors and statement pieces. He cleaned their apartments and cooked daily as thanks. It was the same routine he'd had before, the same motions, the same feeling of usefulness. But now it was different. Now he was living with them, sleeping in their guest rooms, using their bathrooms, existing in their spaces.

At the end of each week, they packed his suitcases into their car and drove him to the next house, where the process started all over again. He brought the good wine. Two bottles of the Cabernet they liked. He dressed carefully—a wrap dress in deep burgundy, ankle boots that added three inches to his height. His hair was styled the way Kayla had taught him, his makeup applied with the skills they'd given him, his jewelry gleaming against his skin.

Wine night on Thursdays had continued, and the last one Martin attended changed everything. They'd been drinking for hours, the bottles emptying one after another, the conversation flowing freely. Martin sat on the floor at Kayla's feet, his burgundy dress spread around him, her fingers in his hair, the pleasant buzz of the wine warming his skin. His apartment had stood empty for two months now. Two months of rotation, of being passed from house to house, of being their guest and their project and their skinny bitch. Two months of cooking and cleaning and serving, of doing everything they'd trained him to do, of being everything they'd made him. And it was fine. It was more than fine. It was belonging. It was being seen. It was being wanted. Except.

Except sometimes, late at night, when he was lying on the bondage board in whatever guest room he'd been assigned, he'd feel something else. Something that wasn't belonging, wasn't being seen, wasn't being wanted. Something that was more like hunger—a hollow ache in his chest that the jewelry and the clothes and the "good girl"s couldn't fill. He didn't know what to call it. He didn't want to name it. Naming it would make it real, and making it real would mean admitting that what he had wasn't enough, that being their project wasn't the same as being their person, that being their skinny bitch wasn't the same as being their anything. So he didn't name it. He just let it sit there, in the hollow space behind his sternum, and pretended it wasn't growing. The conversation had turned to dating. Sarah had just gone through a bad breakup—her boyfriend of six months had cheated on her, and the others were offering advice and commiseration.

"Men are trash," Priya said, her voice bright and bitter. "They're all trash. Every single one of them."

"Not all of them," Sarah said, her voice small. "Some of them are okay. Some of them are worth it."

"Name one," Danielle said, her sharp voice cutting through the chatter. "Name one man who's actually worth it." Sarah was quiet for a moment, her eyes distant, her wine glass empty in her hand.

"I don't know," she said finally. "I thought he was. But I was wrong." The conversation continued, the women sharing stories and advice and commiseration. Martin was quiet, listening, sipping his wine, feeling the pleasant buzz. He didn't have anything to add to the conversation—he'd never dated, not really, not in any way that counted. His only relationship had been with Chloe, and that had been something else entirely. But he was thinking about it. About dating. About what it would be like to be with someone who wanted him, not as a project or a skinny bitch or a good girl, but as a person. As a partner. As someone worth choosing.

He looked at Kayla. She was leaning back against the couch, her wine glass dangling from her fingers, her eyes distant and sad. The lamplight caught the curve of her jaw, the wave of her dark hair, the softness of her lips as she frowned at something Priya was saying. She was beautiful—he'd always known she was beautiful, had noticed it that very first day at the gym when she'd looked at him with those sharp, assessing eyes and decided he was worth transforming.

But he'd never let himself think about it. He'd never let himself feel it. She was his owner. She was his trainer. She was the woman who had shaped him, who had given him the armband that pressed against his bicep, who had called him "good girl" and "skinny bitch" and made him feel seen for the first time in his life. She wasn't someone he could want. She wasn't someone he was allowed to want. But the wine was warm in his blood, and her fingers were still in his hair, and she was looking at him now with something that might have been sadness, might have been loneliness, might have been the same hollow ache that he'd been carrying for months. Kayla leaned against him, her head on his shoulder, her hair smelling of the same shampoo she made him use. She was quiet too, her eyes distant, her body warm against his side.

"I wish I could find someone who actually listened," she said, her voice soft. "Someone who actually cared. Someone who actually saw me." Martin felt something shift in his chest. The hollow ache pulsed, expanded, filled the space behind his ribs until he couldn't ignore it anymore. She wanted someone who saw her. She wanted someone who listened. She wanted someone who cared. He saw her. He'd always seen her. From that first day at the gym, when she'd looked at him with those sharp, assessing eyes, he'd seen her—the strength beneath the sharpness, the loneliness beneath the control, the woman who wanted to be seen as much as he did. And in that moment, with the wine warming his blood and her body warm against his side and the hollow ache screaming in his chest, he did the only thing that made sense. He turned his head and kissed her.

It wasn't a conscious decision. It wasn't something he thought about, planned, considered. It was instinct, pure and simple—the instinct of someone who had been trained to serve, to please, to give. She had said she wanted someone who saw her, and he saw her. He had always seen her. She had made him, shaped him, owned him. And in that moment, with the wine warming his blood and her body warm against his side, it felt like the most natural thing in the world. The room went silent. Kayla pulled away, her eyes wide—not angry, not yet, but something worse: surprised. Genuinely surprised, as if the possibility that he might want her had never occurred to her. The silence stretched, heavy and thick, broken only by the sound of Martin's breathing, the distant hum of the refrigerator, the soft clink of Priya's wine glass as she set it down.

"What," Kayla said, her voice flat, "was that?" Martin felt his face heat.

"I... I'm sorry. I thought—"

"You thought what?" Danielle's voice, sharp and cutting. "You thought she wanted you to kiss her?"

"I—" He stopped, his throat too tight to speak. "She said she wanted someone who saw her. And I... I see her. I've always seen her." The women exchanged glances, their expressions shifting from surprise to something else—something harder, something colder. Martin felt the fissure inside him widen, the crack spreading, the foundation of his belonging beginning to crumble.

"Martin," Kayla said, her voice careful, measured. "What exactly do you think you are to us?" The question landed like a blow. He opened his mouth to answer, but the words wouldn't come. What was he to them? He was their skinny bitch. Their good girl. Their project. Their possession. He was theirs.

"I'm... I'm yours," he said, his voice small. "I'm your skinny bitch. Your good girl. I'm—"

"You're our…" Sarah said, her voice soft but firm. "Our project. Our skinny bitch. Our dress-up doll."

"The one we can talk to about boys and periods and bad dates," Priya added, her voice bright but hard. "Because you're not competition. You're not a threat. You're not a man in any way that matters."

"You're safe," Michelle said, her voice quiet. "You're fun. You're ours."

"But you're not dating material," Danielle said, her sharp voice cutting through the chatter. "You're not someone we look at and feel desire for. You're not—and I need you to understand this—you're not a real man." The words hit him like a physical blow. Not a real man. Not a real man. He knew that—he'd known it for months, ever since the first sports bra appeared on the bench, ever since the first sundress slid over his hips, ever since the first "good girl" fell from their lips. But hearing it said out loud, hearing it confirmed by the women who had made him, who had shaped him, who had claimed him—it was different. It was worse. It was something that broke inside him, something that couldn't be repaired.

"We prefer real men," Kayla said, her voice soft but firm. "Men with broad shoulders and deep voices and the kind of presence that makes us feel small and protected. Men who can pick us up and throw us around and make us feel like women."

"You're not that," Sarah said, her voice gentle. "You're our favorite doll. Our pet project. Our skinny bitch who we transformed into something almost pretty, something that passes in the right lighting, something that makes us feel good about ourselves for being open-minded enough to include."

"Almost pretty," Martin repeated, his voice hollow. "Almost."

"We love you," Kayla said, and she meant it—he could hear it in her voice, see it in her eyes. "But not like that. Never like that. You're our girlfriend, Martin. Not our boyfriend. Not our anything else." Girlfriend. Not boyfriend. Not anything else. The words settled into his chest like stones, heavy and cold, filling the empty spaces where belonging used to live.

"You broke the rules," Danielle said, her voice hard. "The unspoken rules. You were here for us to play with. To dress up. To have fun with. We never said anything about wanting you. Not like that."

"We never gave you any indication that we wanted you like that," Priya added, her voice bright but cold. "You were our skinny bitch. Our good girl. Our project. You weren't supposed to want us back."

"I'm sorry," Martin said, his voice small. "I didn't mean to—"

"But you did," Kayla said, her voice firm. "You did mean to. And now things have to change." The silence stretched again, heavy and thick. Martin sat there, the wine sour in his stomach, the warmth of the evening gone cold. He looked at them—the women who had made him, shaped him, owned him—and saw the decision being made in the glances they exchanged, the slight nods, the tightening of their jaws. They had already moved on. They were already deciding what came next. And whatever it was, it didn't include him.

"We need you to leave," Kayla said finally, her voice soft but firm. "We need space. We need time to process this."

"Please don't contact us," Sarah added, her voice gentle. "We'll block your number from the group chat. We need... we need to figure out what this means. For all of us."

"You need to understand that what you did wasn't okay," Danielle said, her sharp voice cutting through the chatter. "You broke the rules. You crossed a line. And there are consequences for that." Martin stood, his legs unsteady, his mind racing. He looked at them—the women who had made him, shaped him, owned him. The women who had rescued him from Ms. Morrison, who had defended their claim, who had packed his things and moved him into their rotation. The women who didn't want him. Not like that. Never like that.

"I'm sorry," he said again, his voice barely above a whisper. "I'm so sorry." They didn't respond. They just looked at him, their expressions a mixture of pity and disappointment and something else—something that looked almost like loss. He walked to the door, his ankle boots clicking against the floor, his anklet's charms clinking softly with every step. He didn't look back. He couldn't look back. If he looked back, he would see the truth written on their faces, the truth that he had been trying to ignore for months. They packed the three large suitcases that were in Kayla's guest bedroom and rolled them out to him within ten minutes. The same three suitcases they'd packed when they rescued him from Victoria's house, now emptied and refilled and waiting by the door like they'd been waiting for this moment all along.

He stood by the door, his hands at his sides, his wrists fighting the urge to cross behind his back, watching as they moved with efficient purpose. There was no discussion, no hesitation, no second thoughts. They had decided he was leaving, and so he was leaving. The suitcases were heavy—three large, bulging masses of women's clothing, shoes, makeup, and accessories. Everything he owned, everything they had given him, everything that marked him as theirs. They had packed it all in those two months of rotation, moving his things from house to house, never letting him forget that he was a guest in their lives, a temporary resident in their homes. Now they were sending him back to his own apartment with all of it.

"Here," Kayla said, her voice flat, her eyes not meeting his. She pushed the largest suitcase toward him, the wheels catching on the rug for a moment before rolling free. "Take these and go." He reached for the handle, his fingers wrapping around the cold metal. The other two suitcases stood beside him, waiting, impossible to manage all at once. He would have to make multiple trips. He would have to drag them one by one, up the stairs to his apartment, three miles away. He thought about calling a cab. He reached for his phone, his thumb hovering over the rideshare app, and then stopped. The fare would be fifteen dollars, maybe twenty with the late-night surge pricing. Fifteen dollars he didn't have, not anymore, not with the salary he was making and the expenses he couldn't avoid. He put the phone away and grabbed the first suitcase. The walk was three miles. He felt all of it.

The first suitcase was the heaviest—the one with the shoes, the boots, the heels that they had trained him to walk in. The wheels caught on every crack in the sidewalk, every uneven patch of concrete, every transition from curb to street. The burgundy wrap dress rode up with each step, the ankle boots familiar beneath his feet, the anklet's charms clinking softly with every labored movement. His feet didn't hurt—they hadn't hurt in months, not since the women had instituted the weekly pedicures, the foot soaks, the meticulous care they'd taken to ensure that his feet could handle the heels they'd chosen for him. A year and a half of training had turned his feet into something resilient, something that could walk for hours in heels without complaint, something that had been shaped and conditioned alongside the rest of him.

But his arms ached. His back ached. The suitcase was heavy and awkward, the wheels catching on every imperfection in the sidewalk, the handle too short for his frame. He had to hunch slightly to grip it, his posture compromised, his body fighting the suitcase with every step. A woman walking her dog passed him, her eyes flicking to the suitcase, to the dress, to the jewelry gleaming at his throat and wrist. She looked away quickly, her pace quickening, and Martin felt the shame wash over him like cold water. He was a man in a dress, standing on a sidewalk at eleven o'clock at night, struggling with a suitcase full of women's clothes. He was ridiculous. He was pathetic. He was exactly what they had said he was—not a real man, not dating material, not someone anyone would ever look at and feel desire for. He picked up the suitcase and kept walking.

It took him forty minutes to reach his apartment with the first suitcase. He dragged it up the narrow stairs, the wheels bumping against each step, the sound echoing in the quiet building. He left it inside his door and turned around, his legs tired but not exhausted, his body still capable of more even if his mind was running on empty. The walk back was faster without the weight. The night air was cool against his skin, the streets mostly empty, the city settling into the quiet hours between late night and early morning. He walked on autopilot, his body knowing the route, his heels finding the rhythm that had been trained into him, his hips swaying with the feminine gait that was now second nature.

The second suitcase was at Kayla's apartment, still sitting by the door where he had left it. He grabbed it and started the walk again. This one was lighter—the dresses and skirts and blouses—but it was still awkward, still unwieldy, still a constant reminder of everything he had lost. He thought about the kiss. He thought about the look on Kayla's face—the surprise, the confusion, the dawning horror as she realized what he had done. He thought about the lecture, the words that had cut through him like knives, the truth that he had been trying to ignore for months. Not a real man. Not dating material. Not someone they looked at and felt desire for. Almost pretty. Almost.

He turned the word over in his mind like a stone in his pocket. Almost pretty. Not quite pretty. Not quite passable. Not quite enough. He was almost everything they wanted him to be—almost feminine, almost attractive, almost desirable. Almost. The word followed him all the way home. He reached his apartment with the second suitcase and left it by the door, next to the first. Then he turned around and walked back a third time.

The third suitcase was the lightest—the makeup, the accessories, the small things that they had used to transform him. But by the time he reached Kayla's apartment to pick it up, the exhaustion was settling into his bones, the weight of the night pressing down on him like a physical force. He grabbed the third suitcase and started the final walk home. The streets were emptier now, the bars closing, the last stragglers making their way home. He walked past couples holding hands, past groups of friends laughing, past people who had somewhere to be and someone to be with. He walked past all of them, alone, his heels clicking against the pavement, his anklet's charms clinking softly, the fine chain connecting the anklet to his toe ring glinting in the streetlights with every step. Almost pretty. Almost.

He reached his apartment building a little past two in the morning. The walk-up with the narrow stairs and the tiny studio looked exactly the same as it had two months ago, when they had packed his things and moved him into their rotation. He dragged the third suitcase up the stairs, the wheels bumping against each step, the sound echoing in the quiet building. He pushed through the door and stepped inside, the silence of the apartment louder than ever. The three suitcases stood in a row by the door, bulging with women's clothes, women's shoes, women's everything. The bondage board was bare, the fuchsia leather cool and waiting. The kitchen was clean—he'd cleaned it before he left, the habit too ingrained to break. The closet was empty, the hangers bare, the shelves cleared.

Everything he owned was in those suitcases. Everything they had given him. Everything that marked him as theirs. He stood in the center of the room, his hands at his sides, his wrists fighting the urge to cross behind his back. The jewelry pressed against his skin, cold and heavy, five points of gold that he couldn't remove, couldn't escape, couldn't deny. He was alone. He was discarded. He was theirs, even though they didn't want him anymore. Almost pretty. Almost. The word echoed in his mind, bouncing off the walls of his empty apartment, filling the silence with its cruel precision. Almost pretty. Not quite pretty. Not quite passable. Not quite enough. He was almost everything they wanted him to be—almost feminine, almost attractive, almost desirable. Almost.

They never contacted him again. He texted Kayla apologies that were read but never answered. He sent messages to the group chat that were left on read, the silence stretching longer and longer with each passing day. He called Sarah's phone and got voicemail, left messages that were never returned. He showed up at the gym once, a week after the wine night, hoping to talk to them, to explain, to apologize. The woman at the front desk looked at him with something that might have been pity.

"Your membership has been cancelled," she said, her voice carefully neutral. "We received complaints from several members. They said your presence made them uncomfortable." Martin felt the words land like a blow. Complaints. Uncomfortable. As if he'd done something wrong, as if he'd been the one making unwanted advances, as if he hadn't been the one who was shaped and trained and transformed by the very women who were now claiming to be uncomfortable around him. Everyone at the gym knew the truth. They'd seen the women hovering around him, correcting his form, adjusting his clothes, playing with his hair. They'd seen the jewelry, the makeup, the transformation that had happened under the women's watchful eyes. Everyone knew he hadn't done this to himself.

But the gym had a zero-tolerance policy on harassment. No questions, no appeals, no second chances. If members complained, the membership was revoked. It didn't matter that the complaints were fabricated. It didn't matter that the women had been complicit in every aspect of his transformation. It didn't matter that he was the one who'd been used, not the other way around. All that mattered was that five women had decided he was a problem, and the gym had agreed. He walked out of the gym, his ankle boots clicking against the pavement, his anklet's charms clinking softly with every step. He didn't look back. He couldn't look back. He thought about fighting it. He thought about telling the truth, about explaining that the women had been the ones pursuing him, transforming him, claiming him. But he had no money for a lawyer, no evidence but his word against theirs, and he knew how that would end.

He kept wearing the women's clothing. He didn't have a choice. He'd spent all of his funds on the food to make them meals every day, the makeup and more women's clothing and heels. He had no savings. He couldn't afford to undo the feminine wardrobe or the habits they had instilled. The clothes were proof that it had been real. That he'd been part of something. That for one year he'd belonged to someone. Even if that belonging had been on their terms. Even if they'd never wanted him. Not like that. Never like that.

He wore the blouses and skirts to work, his makeup carefully applied, his hair styled differently every day the way Ms. Morrison had taught him. His coworkers didn't say anything—they'd learned long ago that Martin was not someone you asked questions about. He was just there, a fixture of the office, a presence that didn't demand attention. Ms. Morrison still berated him weekly, her voice sharp and cutting, her corrections precise and devastating. But she didn't touch him anymore. She didn't keep him late. She didn't invite him to her house or make out with him on the couch or play with his hair. She looked through him, the way everyone else did. Like he wasn't there. Like he'd never been there. He was invisible again. He was unseen again. He was nothing again.

The jewelry. He tried to remove it a month later. The necklace first. He stood in front of the mirror, his fingers finding the crimped clasp at the back of his neck, the metal fused into a single, solid piece. He pulled, hard, trying to find a gap, a weakness, a way to break the chain without breaking himself. There was nothing. The clasp was sealed, the chain too delicate to cut without wire snips, the necklace too important to destroy. He couldn't do it. He couldn't bring himself to break the chain, to remove the necklace, to give up the feeling of belonging that it represented.

The bangle next. He soaped his wrist, the suds slick against his skin, and tried to slide the gold band over his hand. It wouldn't budge—the fit was too tight, the superglued closure impossible to open, the bangle stuck on his wrist like a shackle. He knew how to break it. He could smash it with a hammer, bend the metal until it snapped, destroy the bangle and free himself from its weight. But he would probably break his wrist in the process, the force required too great, the risk too high. He couldn't do it. He couldn't bring himself to break the bangle, to remove the mark of ownership, to give up the feeling of belonging that it represented.

The armband. He reached for the three small clasps on the inside of the band, his fingers stretching, his arm bending at an awkward angle. But the clasps were positioned in such a way that he couldn't reach them, couldn't unfasten them, couldn't remove the armband without someone else's help. He didn't have anyone to help him. He didn't have anyone anymore.

The anklet. The clasp was superglued and crimped shut, the same as the necklace, the same as the bangle. He couldn't remove it without breaking it, and he couldn't break it without destroying it. The toe ring. It pressed against his toe with every step, a constant, intimate pressure that he couldn't ignore. The fine chain that connected it to the anklet ran along the top of his foot, visible when he wore open-toed shoes, hidden beneath the fabric of his booties and pumps. He could probably cut it off with wire snips—the chain was delicate enough—but he didn't have wire snips, and he couldn't bring himself to destroy it anyway. He kept wearing them. He didn't have anyone to help him remove them, and they were a part of him at that point. He would feel naked without them. They were just part of his life, part of his body, part of who he was.

Five feet flat, the same height he'd always been, the same height that had made him the shortest person in every room he'd ever entered. The women had noticed it right away, that first day at the gym—how small he was, how slight, how easy it would be to reshape him into something that fit their ideals. The four-inch heels they'd given him for work had elevated him to five foot four, still the shortest person in the office. Shorter than the men, shorter than the women, just elevated enough to be noticeable, just elevated enough to make his gait feminine, just elevated enough to show off the ass they'd spent months sculpting. But the four-inch heels had been replaced. The five-inch heels they'd transitioned him to had brought him to five foot five, still the shortest, still the smallest, still the one everyone looked down at. The women had liked the five-inch heels—they'd said they made his legs look longer, made his ass look perkier, made him look more like what they wanted him to be.

And then there were the six-inch heels with the two-inch platform. He'd put them on that first morning, standing in his empty apartment with the three suitcases of women's clothes at his feet, and he'd felt the shift in his center of gravity, the way his weight pressed forward onto his toes, the way his hips had to compensate for the extreme angle. He'd felt the sway that the heels demanded, the feminine movement that had been trained into him over months, now exaggerated and impossible to ignore.

In the six-inch heels, he was five foot six, finally as tall as Chloe was without her heels. Still the shortest person in any room he entered. Still the smallest, still the one everyone looked down at. The heels didn't make him tall—they just made him more visible, more feminine, more like what they'd wanted him to be. He wore the five-inch heels to work now; the same way he'd worn the four-inch heels before. They were the highest he could manage for eight hours, the highest he could walk in without his feet screaming, the highest he could wear while still being able to function at his job. But at home, he wore the six-inch heels.

The following few months were the hardest. His savings were gone—spent over the past year on the food he'd cooked for them, the makeup they'd trained him to apply, the additional women's clothing and heels they'd insisted he needed. He'd poured every spare dollar into being their good girl, their skinny bitch, their project. And now he had nothing left to show for it except a closet full of women's clothes and jewelry he couldn't remove. He had never received any more mystery wires of $10,000 after the second was deposited to his account. He had nothing left. He had to budget down to the penny, counting every dollar, tracking every expense, making sure he could afford rent and groceries and the bare minimum required to survive. He couldn't afford to eat out. He couldn't afford new clothes. He couldn't afford anything except the basics, and even the basics were a struggle. So he walked.

He walked because it was free. He walked because he had no car, no bus pass, no money for transportation. He walked because the women had told him he needed more practice in heels, and walking was the only way to get that practice. He walked in the five-inch heels to and from work, his ankles aching, his feet throbbing, his calves burning with the effort of maintaining his balance on the uneven pavement. He walked to the grocery store, to the laundromat, to the few places he still needed to go. He walked because he had no other choice. And at home, in his apartment, he walked in the six-inch heels.

He had nothing else to do. Those first few months, when he was still adjusting to the new meager salary, when he was still learning how to survive on so little, when he was still trying to figure out who he was without them—he walked. He walked from the door to the window. He walked from the window to the kitchen. He walked from the kitchen to the bondage board. He walked up and down the stairs of his building, the narrow steps challenging his balance, the descent requiring a careful placement of each foot. He walked until his feet ached and his calves burned and his ankles felt like they would give out at any moment. And then he kept walking.

The six-inch heels demanded a different gait than the five-inch ones. They demanded a wider sway of the hips, a more pronounced movement of the ass, a more feminine stride that he couldn't hide or minimize. He felt it every time he put them on—the way his body shifted, the way his center of gravity changed, the way he had to move to stay balanced. He accepted it the way he accepted everything else—the clothes, the makeup, the jewelry, the habits they'd instilled in him. He accepted it because he didn't have a choice. He accepted it because it was easier than fighting it. He accepted it because fighting it meant thinking about what he wanted, and what he wanted was to be told what to do, and there was no one left to tell him.

He walked because walking was all he had. He walked because walking was what they'd taught him. He walked because walking made him feel like he was still theirs, still their skinny bitch, still their good girl. Even if they didn't want him anymore. Even if they'd discarded him. Even if he was alone. He was still theirs. He was still their project. And he couldn't be anything else, because they'd made him, and he didn't know how to be anything else.

The exercises were the same ones they'd taught him at the gym. Squats and lunges and hip thrusts, the movements that had shaped his ass into something feminine, something worth noticing, something worth claiming. He did them every morning, before work, before the sun came up, before anyone could see him through the window of his tiny apartment. He started with the squats, his feet shoulder-width apart, his weight in his heels, his knees tracking over his toes. He lowered himself down, his thighs parallel to the floor, his ass squeezing at the bottom of the movement. He did three sets of fifteen, the way Kayla had shown him, the way she'd corrected his form until it was perfect.

Then the lunges, stepping forward with each rep, his knee hovering just above the floor, his hips level, his core engaged. He did three sets of twelve on each leg, the way Danielle had insisted, the way she'd pushed him until his legs shook. Then the hip thrusts, his back on the couch, his hips driving up toward the ceiling, his ass squeezing at the top of the movement. He did three sets of twenty, the way Priya had demonstrated, the way she'd laughed and called him a good girl when he finished. He did the exercises every morning, alone in his apartment, with no one to correct his form or count his reps or call him a good girl when he finished. He did them because they were part of his routine, part of his life, part of who he was now. He did them because they'd told him to, and he'd learned to do what they told him.

The sway of his hips became second nature. It happened gradually, over weeks and months, the way all changes happen when you're not paying attention. He stopped thinking about the movement, stopped consciously adjusting his gait, stopped feeling the difference between the way he used to walk and the way he walked now. It just was. It was part of him, part of his body, part of who he was. He walked, and his hips swayed, and his ass moved, and his ankles adjusted, and his body knew what to do without him having to think about it.

He accepted it the way he accepted everything else. He accepted it because he didn't have a choice. He accepted it because it was easier than fighting it. He accepted it because fighting it meant thinking about what he wanted, and what he wanted was to be told what to do, and there was no one left to tell him.

He accepted the sway of his hips because they'd taught him to. He accepted the feminine gait because they'd trained him to. He accepted the way his body moved now, the way it looked now, the way it felt now, because they'd made him into this, and he couldn't unmake himself even if he wanted to. He didn't want to.

That was the part that surprised him. That was the part he hadn't expected. When he stood in front of the mirror, when he saw the person looking back—the thin frame, the long hair, the makeup, the jewelry, the feminine silhouette—he didn't feel horror or disgust or regret. Maybe he felt something he couldn't name. Almost pretty. Almost passing. Almost good enough. Or maybe he felt something else. Maybe he felt the same thing he'd felt when Kayla called him a good girl, when Ms. Morrison told him he was beautiful, when they'd looked at him like he was worth seeing. Maybe he felt seen. Maybe he felt like he belonged. He was still theirs. He was still their skinny bitch, their good girl, their project. And he couldn't be anything else, because they'd made him, and he didn't know how to be anything else.

He stood in front of his closet, three large suitcases of women's clothes at the bottom. The closet wasn't empty anymore. The dresses hung in a row, organized by color the way Sarah had taught him. The shoes lined the floor, arranged by height the way Danielle had shown him—the four-inch heels he no longer wore, the five-inch heels he wore to work, the six-inch heels with the two-inch platform he wore at home. The open-toed ones that showed the fine chain running from his anklet to his toe ring, the closed ones that hid it from view. The makeup sat on the shelf, organized by category the way Priya had insisted.

Everything he owned was feminine. Everything he owned was theirs. Everything he owned was a reminder of what they'd done to him, what they'd made him, what they'd discarded. The jewelry was cold against his skin. The necklace around his throat. The bangle on his wrist. The armband on his bicep. The anklet around his ankle. The toe ring on his foot. Five points of gold, five marks of ownership, five constant reminders that his body wasn't his own anymore. The silence of his apartment was louder than ever. No voices, no laughter, no commands. No one to tell him what to do, what to wear, what to be. No one to see him, to notice him, to claim him.

He was alone. He was discarded. He was theirs, even though they didn't want him anymore. He stood there, in the silence, in the emptiness, in the cold weight of the jewelry against his skin, and felt something settle inside him. Something that had been growing for months, something that had been waking up since that first sports bra appeared on the bench, something that was finally, finally taking shape. He was no longer Martin. Not entirely. Not anymore. He was she. He was her. He was the skinny bitch who wore their clothes and cleaned their apartments and did what they told him to do. He was the good girl who bent over desks and accepted spankings and said thank you afterward. He was almost what they'd wanted. Not quite. Never quite.

He was the project, the possession, the thing that belonged to the women at the gym and the woman at the office and anyone else who saw fit to claim him. But they didn't want him anymore. They'd made it clear. He was their girlfriend, not their boyfriend. He was their skinny bitch, not their anything else. He stood there, in the silence, in the emptiness, and felt the crack inside him widen, the fissure spreading, the foundation of his belonging crumbling to dust. He was alone. He was discarded. He was theirs. Almost pretty. Almost passing. Almost theirs. Almost.

He looked at himself in the mirror—the long hair, the makeup, the jewelry, the feminine silhouette—and made a decision. He would go out tonight. For the first time since the women had discarded him, he would leave this apartment and walk into the world they'd made him for. He didn't know what he was looking for. He didn't know if he'd find it. He only knew that he couldn't stay here anymore, alone with the jewelry and the silence and the word that followed him everywhere. Almost. He put on his coat, checked his lipstick, and walked out the door.


A Note from the Archivist, On the Appendix of Imperial Standards

The attentive reader who has journeyed through the preceding pages will have encountered numerous references to the tools, protocols, and specifications that govern daily life within the Imperium—details that may, to the uninitiated, seem opaque or incomplete. A slave's heels described but not fully illuminated. A nutritional regimen mentioned but not explicated. Equipment referenced by name but never shown in its entirety.

This was deliberate.

The Scrolls are, first and foremost, a narrative—a chronicle of transformation, surrender, and the sacred process of reshaping a flawed will into a thing of beauty and utility. To interrupt that narrative with commercial specifications would be to betray its purpose. Mitzi's story deserves the same uninterrupted attention that her Mistresses devoted to her training. The reader must experience her journey as it unfolds, not as a product catalog interrupted by story, but as a story supported by the infrastructure that makes it possible.

However.

The Imperium of Themyscira is not merely a society. It is an ecosystem—a living, self-sustaining organism in which every element serves the whole. Our laws define our values. Our rituals define our purpose. And our commerce? Commerce defines our standard. To understand the world these Scrolls describe, one must ultimately understand what we value enough to standardize. The specifications of a slave's heel tell you more about our philosophy than any treatise could. The composition of her daily nourishment reveals our priorities more clearly than any speech.

To that end, I have assembled the following appendix—a comprehensive catalog of the Imperial Standards referenced throughout the text. Here you will find the products, specifications, and pricing that govern the equipment of a slave's existence, from the shoes upon her feet to the sustenance that maintains her body. These are not fantastical inventions. They are catalog entries. Price lists. Specifications. They are the mundane machinery of a society that has elevated ownership to an art form.

I have placed these materials at the end of the volume for three reasons.

First, because they are reference. The reader who encounters a passage describing a slave's struggle with her heels may wish to understand the full complexity of that struggle—the seven-strap system, the weight of the steel-cored arch, the precise configuration that makes removal a four-minute ordeal even for experienced hands. Such understanding enriches the text. But it should not interrupt the text. The appendix allows the reader to seek this knowledge when curiosity demands, without imposing it when the narrative requires momentum.

Second, because they are context. The Scrolls describe a world of precision and control, of exacting standards and absolute expectations. Without understanding the tools that make such a world possible, the reader cannot fully appreciate the weight of the transformation being documented. Mitzi did not simply surrender her will. She surrendered her will into a system—a system of specific products, specific protocols, specific expectations that have been refined over decades into their current, uncompromising forms. The appendix is the architecture of that system, available for study but never permitted to overshadow the human truth it serves.

Third, because they are truth. The Outer World trades in fantasies of domination and submission—crude imaginings that bear little resemblance to the reality we have constructed. The materials in these pages are not fantasy. They are the commercial backbone of a functioning society. Their very mundanity is the most shocking truth of all: that in Themyscira, these things are ordinary. That in Themyscira, a slave's heel is not a symbol. It is a purchase order. Her daily meal is not a metaphor. It is a formulation. The appendix presents this truth without narrative mediation—raw, precise, and unflinching.

For the reader who wishes to immerse fully in the world of the Scrolls, I recommend returning to these pages after completing the narrative. Allow the story to wash over you first. Feel the weight of Mitzi's transformation as it unfolds. Then, when you are ready, return here and examine the machinery that made it possible.

For the reader who prefers to understand before experiencing, these materials are available from the start. But be warned: knowledge of the system does not soften the system's impact. Knowing the specifications of a Castellan Noir heel does not make the act of wearing it less profound. Understanding the chemical composition of Slave Slurry does not make the taste less bitter. The appendix illuminates. It does not comfort.

Read the Scrolls. Then read the standards. Or read them simultaneously. The order matters less than the understanding they produce together: that in Themyscira, we do not merely own slaves. We equip them. We maintain them. We standardize them. And in doing so, we transform the chaotic variable of human will into something predictable, beautiful, and useful.

That is the Imperium's promise. These are the tools that fulfill it.

—Ms. Sabrina D. Devereaux
Senior Archivist, Imperium of Themyscira


IMPERIUM FOOTWEAR COLLECTIVE

THE STANDARD

Since the founding of Themyscira, one heel has defined the slave. This is it.

In the Imperium, a slave's body is not her own. Her labor, her obedience, her devotion—these belong to her Mistress. But nothing embodies this truth more completely than the shoes upon her feet.

The six-inch heeled pump with ankle-strapped webbing is not merely footwear. It is The Standard—mandated by the Imperial Council for all house slaves, codified in the Uniform Compliance Act of 1987, and enforced in every estate from the Outer Ring to the Council Chambers themselves. A slave does not choose her heels. She does not remove them. She does not walk without them. From the moment she dresses until the moment she is permitted to undress, she exists in The Standard—a constant, inescapable reminder that her body, even to the soles of her feet, belongs to another.

But while The Standard is universal, its execution is not. Four manufacturers hold Imperial certification to produce The Standard—and within that quartet, one stands above all others.

THE FOUR MANUFACTURERS

I. VELURE™

The Accessible Standard

Price Point: 1,200/pair

Velure produces The Standard for the masses—estates in the Outer and Middle Rings, new households establishing themselves, and training academies requiring bulk orders. Their heels meet every Imperial specification: six-inch stiletto, two-inch platform, ankle-strapped webbing, steel-cored spike. But where Velure achieves compliance, it sacrifices refinement.

The leather is serviceable but stiff, requiring weeks of wear to conform to the foot. The strapping system follows the mandated pattern but lacks the precision engineering that makes higher-end models secure without excess bulk. The steel core meets minimum weight requirements but transmits impact harshly through the arch, producing fatigue faster than premium models. The toe box, while meeting Imperial specifications, runs slightly wide—a mercy for new slaves still adapting to The Standard's demands, but an aesthetic compromise that distinguishes Velure from its betters at a glance.

Velure is The Standard. Nothing more, nothing less.

Recommended for: Training academies, new estates, bulk orders where budget supersedes prestige.

II. MARCHETTI HOUSE™

The Professional Standard

Price Point: 2,800/pair

Marchetti House occupies the middle ground—favored by established estates in the Middle and Inner Rings, professional households that value reliability over ostentation, and Mistresses who appreciate craftsmanship without the premium tax of Council-tier brands. The leather is supple from the first wearing, the strapping system features Marchetti's patented “Quick-Lock” buckle design that reduces securing time by 40%, and the steel core is wrapped in a vibration-dampening polymer that reduces arch fatigue during extended wear.

Marchetti House heels are, by any reasonable measure, excellent shoes. They meet every specification with precision and comfort. A slave in Marchetti House heels will serve beautifully, walk gracefully, and endure the long hours The Standard demands without complaint.

They are, however, recognizable—which is to say, they are recognizable as not the pinnacle. In the Inner Ring, this distinction matters. In the Council Chamber, it is everything.

Recommended for: Established estates, professional households, Mistresses who prioritize function and reliability.

III. AURUM™

The Statement Standard

Price Point: 5,400/pair

Aurum exists for the Mistress who demands The Standard be served with visible excellence. Every pair is hand-finished by artisans in Aurum's Themyscira workshop, using only full-grain Italian leather and surgical-grade stainless steel components. The strapping system features Aurum's signature “Cascade Web”—an intricate, flowing pattern of leather that secures the foot while creating a visual effect of elegant confinement, each strap flowing into the next like water over stone.

The steel core is wrapped in Aurum's proprietary “Silk-Core” technology—a micro-layer of shock-absorbing gel between the steel and the leather that makes every step feel supported rather than punishing. The toe box is precision-molded to the Imperial standard last, producing the severe, unforgiving point that marks a properly shod slave without the slight width compromise of lesser brands. The buckles are Aurum's own design—micro-adjustable, allowing a custom fit that prevents any shifting throughout the day.

Aurum heels are beautiful. They are also unmistakably Aurum—the Cascade Web pattern is trademarked, the buckles bear the Aurum crest, and the leather possesses a luster that mass production cannot replicate. A slave in Aurum heels declares that her Mistress spares no expense, accepts no compromise, and demands excellence in every detail.

Recommended for: Inner Ring estates, show households, Mistresses who understand that every element of a slave's presentation reflects upon her owner.

IV. CASTELLAN NOIR™

The Pinnacle Standard

Price Point: 8,900/pair

The chosen heel of every Council Estate. The standard against which all others are measured. The last word in slave footwear.

CASTELLAN NOIR™

THE PINNACLE STANDARD

When only perfection will serve.

There are heels that meet The Standard. And then there is Castellan Noir—the heel that defines it.

When the Imperial Council revised the Uniform Compliance Act in 1987, they did not consult Velure. They did not consult Marchetti. They consulted Castellan—and the specifications that became law were, in every meaningful respect, already Castellan specifications. The six-inch stiletto. The two-inch platform. The ankle-strapped webbing. The steel-cored spike. These were not inventions of legislation. They were the design philosophy of Mistress Elara Castellan, who understood before anyone else that a slave's heel should be three things simultaneously: a tool of control, an instrument of discipline, and a work of art.

Every Castellan Noir heel embodies this trinity.

DESIGN PHILOSOPHY

Three principles. One shoe. Zero compromise.

I. Control

The Castellan Noir strapping system is the most complex in production—seven individual leather straps securing the foot in a web that is, by design, inescapable. The pattern follows the original Castellan configuration:

	The Ankle Strap — The primary security strap, 18mm wide, wraps the ankle and secures through a double-loop buckle with a locking pin. This strap alone would hold the shoe in place. It is only the beginning. 
	The Instep Strap — 15mm wide, crosses the top of the foot from the ankle to the toe box, preventing the foot from sliding forward during movement. Secures through a precision buckle with micro-adjustment teeth, allowing a fit so exact that the strap cannot shift by even a millimeter. 
	The Heel Counter Strap — 12mm wide, wraps behind the heel and connects to the ankle strap, preventing any lift at the back of the shoe during the walking motion. Without this strap, the heel would slip with every step. With it, the shoe becomes an extension of the foot itself. 
	The Midfoot Stabilizer — Two 10mm straps that cross the arch of the foot in an X-pattern, preventing any lateral movement within the shoe. These are the straps that distinguish Castellan Noir from imitators—they transform the shoe from something worn into something integrated. 
	The Toe Box Anchor — A single 8mm strap that secures across the base of the toes, preventing the foot from sliding forward into the pointed toe box during extended standing. A small strap. A critical detail. 


The result is a shoe that cannot be removed quickly, cannot be removed silently, and cannot be removed without the slave's hands being free and her full attention devoted to the task. The average removal time for a Castellan Noir heel, even by an experienced slave, is four minutes per shoe. This is not a flaw. It is a feature.

A slave in Castellan Noir heels cannot run. Cannot kick. Cannot slip free. She is, from the ankle down, as contained as if she wore shackles—shackles that happen to be beautiful, that happen to be mandated, that happen to announce to everyone who sees them that this woman belongs to an estate that accepts nothing less than the best.

II. Discipline

The Castellan Noir heel is heavy. Deliberately, precisely heavy.

The steel-reinforced arch adds weight that serves multiple purposes. It strengthens the shoe against the stress of extended wear—a slave who walks twelve hours a day in six-inch heels places extraordinary force on the arch, and only steel reinforcement prevents structural failure. But weight also serves discipline.

A heavy heel changes the gait. It forces the wearer to lift her feet with intention, to place each step with precision, to move with the deliberate grace that The Standard is designed to produce. The rolling motion that Castellan Noir creates—the slight sway of the hips, the precise placement of each step, the performance of balance and control—is not merely aesthetic. It is the natural result of a shoe that demands respect with every stride.

The weight also produces fatigue. This is not an accident. A slave who is physically exhausted by her heels is a slave who is reminded, with every step, that her comfort is irrelevant, that her body serves at the pleasure of her Mistress, that even the ground beneath her feet is something she touches only by permission.

The two-inch platform moderates the angle of the foot, making the six-inch elevation survivable for extended wear. But the arch remains severe—the angle The Standard demands is an angle the human body was never designed to achieve. This is the point. The discomfort is the lesson. The pain is the reminder.

III. Art

A Castellan Noir heel is, above all else, beautiful.

The leather is full-grain calfskin, sourced from Castellan's own herds on the southern continent, tanned using a 200-year-old process that produces a finish of extraordinary depth and luster. The black is not merely black—it is a black that absorbs light, that seems to contain shadows, that makes the straps appear as threads of darkness woven around the foot.

The buckles are Castellan's own design—forged from surgical-grade stainless steel, polished to a mirror finish, stamped with the Castellan crest. They catch the light with every step, drawing the eye to the intricate web of straps, to the precision of the fit, to the obvious quality that marks this shoe as something beyond ordinary.

The stiletto spike is steel-cored, tipped with a hardened cap that produces a distinctive click on hard surfaces—a sound that, in Council Estates, announces a slave's approach before she is seen. The spike is thin as a blade, capable of piercing flesh, a final reminder that even the point upon which she balances is not entirely benign.

The toe box is severe—long, narrow, unforgivingly pointed. It compresses the toes together, forcing the foot into a shape that prioritizes aesthetics over comfort. This is deliberate. A slave's foot in a Castellan Noir heel is not a foot. It is a line, an extension of the shoe's geometry, a continuation of the stiletto's thrust.

SPECIFICATIONS

	Feature	Specification
	Heel Height	6 inches (152.4mm)
	Platform Height	2 inches (50.8mm)
	Arch Angle	34 degrees (Imperial Standard)
	Spike Core	Surgical-grade stainless steel, 3mm diameter
	Spike Tip	Hardened steel cap, replaceable
	Upper Material	Full-grain calfskin, Castellan proprietary tanning process
	Strap Count	7 straps (Ankle, Instep, Heel Counter, Midfoot Stabilizer x2, Toe Box Anchor, Supplementary)
	Strap Width	18mm (ankle), 15mm (instep), 12mm (heel counter), 10mm (midfoot), 8mm (toe box)
	Buckle Type	Castellan double-loop with locking pin, micro-adjustment teeth
	Weight (per shoe)	14.2 oz (402g)
	Available Sizes	Imperial Standard 4 through 12, half sizes available
	Color	Castellan Noir Black (standard), Custom finishes available
	Shelf Life	Indefinite with proper care


THE CASTELLAN NOIR EXPERIENCE

What a slave feels. What a Mistress sees.

Putting Them On

A slave does not slip into Castellan Noir. She assembles herself within it.

The process begins with the toe box—the foot slides forward, toes compressing into the unforgiving point, the heel settling into the back of the shoe with a definitive click. Then the straps, one by one, in the Castellan order: ankle first, for primary security; instep second, to lock the foot in place; heel counter third, to prevent lift; midfoot stabilizers fourth, to eliminate lateral movement; toe box anchor fifth, to prevent forward slide. Each strap must be threaded through its buckle with precision—press, guide, secure—and each buckle must be tightened to exact specification. Too loose, and the foot shifts within the shoe, producing blisters and instability. Too tight, and circulation is compromised, producing numbness and potential injury.

The process takes time. An experienced slave can secure both shoes in under eight minutes. A new acquisition may require thirty or more. This time is not wasted. It is meditation. It is ritual. It is the slave's first act of obedience each morning—binding herself into the tools of her servitude, strap by deliberate strap.

Her nails, if she wears them, will complicate the process. The buckles are precise, the straps are narrow, and acrylic tips will catch and slip at every turn. She must learn to use the pads of her fingers, to press rather than grab, to work with her nails rather than against them. This, too, is training. This, too, is discipline.

Walking

The first step in Castellan Noir is a revelation. The weight of the shoe shifts her center of gravity. The height changes her perspective. The arch forces her calf into a taut line, her posture into an upright curve, her gait into something fundamentally different from what nature intended.

She cannot walk casually in Castellan Noir. She cannot shuffle, cannot slouch, cannot move without intention. Every step requires balance, engagement, awareness. The steel-cored spike produces a distinctive click on hard surfaces—a sound that announces her presence, that marks her passage, that reminds everyone within earshot that a slave is approaching.

The rolling motion—the slight sway of the hips, the precise placement of each step—is not an affectation. It is biomechanics. The six-inch heel combined with the two-inch platform produces a gait that emphasizes the movement of the lower body, that makes every step a performance of balance and control. A slave in Castellan Noir does not walk. She presents.

Wearing

Hours pass. The weight accumulates. The arch aches. The straps press into the skin with unrelenting firmness. The toe box compresses without mercy. This is The Standard's purpose—not merely to elevate, but to remind. With every hour, the reminder intensifies. With every step, the lesson deepens.

The ankle support provided by the strapping system makes the height manageable. The steel reinforcement makes the shoe durable. The precision fit prevents the worst of the damage that lesser heels inflict. But manageable is not comfortable. Durable is not painless. Precision is not mercy.

A slave who has worn Castellan Noir for twelve hours knows that she has worn Castellan Noir for twelve hours. Her feet will tell her. Her calves will tell her. Her posture will tell her. And when she is finally permitted to remove them—when she unthreads each strap, loosens each buckle, slides her aching feet from the unforgiving leather—she will feel the relief like a gift. Like a privilege. Like something she does not deserve.

That is the point.

Removal

Four minutes per shoe, minimum. The straps must be unbuckled in reverse order—anchor first, then stabilizers, then heel counter, then instep, then ankle. Each buckle must be deliberately loosened, each strap carefully unthreaded. Rush, and the leather catches. Rush, and the nails break. Rush, and the slave reveals her desperation to be free of them—and desperation is unbecoming.

When the final strap falls away and the shoe is removed, the slave's foot bears the marks of her service: the indentations of the straps, the compression of the toe box, the ache of the arch. These marks fade. The memory does not.

THE COUNCIL CHOICE

Why every Council Estate chooses Castellan Noir.

In the Council Chamber, details are everything. The cut of a Mistress's gown. The quality of her slave's training. The precision of her household's presentation. And the shoes upon her slaves' feet.

A slave in Velure announces an estate of limited means. A slave in Marchetti announces an estate of competence. A slave in Aurum announces an estate of taste. A slave in Castellan Noir announces an estate of power—an estate that accepts no substitute, no compromise, no alternative to the absolute best.

This is why every Council Estate, without exception, shoes its slaves in Castellan Noir. Not because the law demands it—The Standard permits any Imperial-certified manufacturer. But because Council Mistresses understand what others do not: that the details are the message. That the shoes a slave wears speak before she opens her mouth. That Castellan Noir says, without words, everything that needs to be said.

PRICING

	Product	Price
	Castellan Noir Standard Heel (single pair)	8,900
	Castellan Noir Estate Set (5 pairs, custom-fitted)	39,500
	Castellan Noir Household Set (10 pairs, custom-fitted)	74,000
	Castellan Noir Council Set (20+ pairs, custom-fitted)	Contact for pricing
	Custom Finish (non-standard color, metallic, patent)	+1,200/pair
	Replacement Spike Tips (set of 4)	189
	Replacement Buckle Set (full set, single shoe)	340
	Castellan Care Kit (leather conditioner, polishing cloth, storage bag)	249
	Castellan Fitting Consultation (on-site, per estate)	1,800


COMPARATIVE PRICING

	Manufacturer	Single Pair	Estate Set (5 pairs)	Household Set (10 pairs)
	Velure	1,200	5,400	10,200
	Marchetti House	2,800	12,600	23,800
	Aurum	5,400	24,300	45,900
	Castellan Noir	8,900	39,500	74,000


All Castellan Noir purchases include complimentary initial fitting and a five-year structural warranty. Estate Sets and above include on-site fitting consultation and custom last creation for each slave.

CUSTOM FITTING

A shoe this precise demands a fit this exact.

Castellan Noir heels are not produced in bulk. Each pair is custom-fitted to the individual slave's foot using Castellan's proprietary measurement system—a 47-point assessment that accounts for foot length, width, arch height, ankle circumference, instep depth, toe spread, and dozens of other metrics that determine how the shoe will interact with the foot that wears it.

The fitting process takes approximately 90 minutes per slave and is performed by a Castellan Certified Fitter, either at our Themyscira boutique or on-site at your estate. The resulting custom last is stored in our archives indefinitely—when a replacement pair is needed, simply contact your representative and reference the slave's file number.

Custom fitting is included with all Estate Set purchases and above. Individual pair purchases may add fitting for 1,800.

TESTIMONIALS

“A new acquisition arrived at my estate wearing Velure—the shoes her previous owner had provided. Within a week, I had replaced them with Castellan Noir. The difference in her gait alone was worth the investment. She moves now like she was always meant to move—deliberate, graceful, aware of every step. Castellan Noir didn't just change her shoes. It changed her.”

— Mistress Veraine, House Veraine

“The strapping system is a masterwork. Seven straps, each serving a purpose, each securing the foot more completely than the last. I have watched my slaves struggle to remove them—four minutes, five, sometimes six if their hands are trembling from a long day. That struggle is not a flaw. It is the final lesson of the day: you do not choose when to be free.”

— Msitress Thorne, Thorne Estates

“My mother wore Castellan Noir. Her mother wore Castellan Noir. When I inherited the estate, I did not consider changing. Some traditions exist because they are irreplaceable.”

— Mistress Davrian, House Davrian
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