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Chapter 1: Laced By Lamplight

The taxi stopped a full mile short of the gate. The driver put his arm over the seat and looked at me like I was the strange one.

"That's as far as I go," he said. "Iron gate's the line. House don't pay for the drive."

I paid him with the last of the loose money in my coat and got out with my duffel. The cold hit me in the teeth. The gate stood open a crack, tall black bars with curls of metal at the top, and beyond it the drive ran up through trees that had dropped most of their leaves. My breath smoked. My own shoes ground on the gravel, and not much else. No birds. No traffic. Just the crunch under me and a wind that came down off the hills and went straight through my coat.

I told myself this was fine. A room and three meals to keep a rich woman's big empty house running. I had eleven dollars and a duffel and a phone with a cracked screen. Pride was a thing for men who could pay rent.

The manor rose out of the dark all at once. Gray stone, sharp roof, more windows than I could count. As I walked, the windows lit one by one, gold behind the glass, like someone inside was moving room to room with a lamp and waking the house up just for me. By the time I reached the steps the whole front of the place glowed. Warm light, and behind one tall window the shape of a woman, still, watching the drive.

The door opened before I knocked.

She was older than me by a good stretch, and she wore it like a weapon. Dark dress, high collar, hair pinned up off a long neck. She held a lamp in one hand even though every light in the place was already on. Her eyes went down me and back up, slow, the way you check a horse.

"Reese," she said. Not a question.

"Yes, ma'am. I'm here about the live-in post."

"Mistress Cordelia," she said. "Not ma'am. You will learn the difference." She stepped back to let me in. "Wipe your feet. The last one tracked half the drive across my floors."

I wiped my feet. The hall swallowed the heat from the door and held it. Inside it was warm, too warm, a thick dry heat that pressed on my face after the cold outside. A clock ticked somewhere. The floor was black and white stone, polished to a shine, and the ceiling went up so far the lamplight gave out before it got there.

"The agency said room and board," I said. "And a wage."

"The agency says many things." She set the lamp on a side table and turned to face me. "You are broke. You came on a taxi you could not afford, and you walked the last mile because even the driver knew this house does not bend. You have nowhere to be tomorrow and no one waiting tonight. Tell me I am wrong."

My mouth was dry. "You're not wrong."

"Good." Something moved at the corner of her mouth. "Honesty is cheaper than pride and lasts longer. Follow me."

She walked, and I followed, because that is what I had come a mile in the cold to do. Doors lined the hall, dark wood, and every one of them was shut. I tried not to count them. I counted them anyway. Nine before we turned, and every handle had a small brass keyhole, and somewhere on her she had the keys. They clicked when she walked. A soft jangle at her hip under the dress, hidden, but there with each step.

"The house has rules," she said as we walked. "You will keep them all. The east wing is closed. You do not go up the back stairs. You do not open a locked door. When I tell you to do a thing, you do it the moment I say it, not after you have thought about whether you like it." She glanced back. "Can you manage that, or do you think too much?"

"I can manage."

"We will see."

She brought me into a smaller room off the hall. Warm again, a fire going, the air heavy with the smell of lamp oil and something sweet under it, like dried flowers gone old in a drawer. A long table. A standing mirror in the corner with a sheet half over it. And laid out across the back of a chair, neat, pressed, was a dress.

Black. White apron. White lace at the collar and the cuffs. A maid's uniform, the kind you see in old paintings, the kind nobody wears.

I stopped looking at it and looked at her. "I think there's a mix-up. The post was houseboy. Lifting, hauling, fixing. Man's work."

"There is no mix-up." She picked up the apron and held it out flat, checking it, not even looking at me. "Your own clothes are filthy from the road and you have, what, one other shirt in that bag? Two? You cannot work my house in rags. Proper staff clothes have been ordered. They take time. Until they come, you will wear what I have. This is what I have."

"This is a dress."

"This is clean, and it fits the last one's measure, and it is warm." She folded the apron over her arm. "You walked a mile in the cold for a bed, Reese. Are you going to walk back over a bit of cloth?"

I should have. I want to say I thought about it hard. The truth is I thought about the mile, and the dark, and the eleven dollars, and the driver who would not come past the gate, and my feet did not move toward the door. They stayed on her clean floor in the warm room and that was the whole answer.

"The last one," I said. "Where'd they go?"

"Left without notice." She said it flat, like a line repeated many times. "One morning the room was empty. No letter, no goodbye, nothing taken but what they came with. People do that here. The quiet gets to them, or the rules do." She laid the dress over my arms before I had agreed to take it. The cloth was cool and heavier than it looked. "You will not do that to me. You will do exactly as I say, and you will stay, and we will both be glad of it."

"You will do exactly as I say." She let it sit in the air. "Say you understand."

The fire popped. My arms were full of black cloth and white lace and the smell of old flowers came up off it strong.

"I understand," I said.

"Then take off your coat."

I did. I do not have a clean story about why. Cold, broke, no ride, a warm room and a woman who spoke like the matter was already settled. I took off my coat and she took it from me and laid it over a chair like it was already not mine. Then she stood and waited, hands folded, while I worked at the buttons of my shirt with fingers that had gone clumsy.

"Faster," she said. "You are not shy. Shy is a thing you can afford. You cannot."

I got the shirt off. The undershirt. She watched all of it with the same flat patience, and that was worse than if she had stared. My belt. My jeans. I stood in the warm room in my shorts with my road clothes in a heap at my feet and my face hot, and she stepped close and ran one cold finger down the center of my chest, slow, like she was drawing a line for later.

"There," she said. "Now we begin."

She dressed me herself. That was the part I had not braced for. She did not hand me the uniform and turn her back. She fed my arms through the sleeves, one and then the other, and stood behind me to do up the row of small hooks at the back, her knuckles dragging down my spine with each one. The bodice was stiff and built with a shape to it, and as she pulled the laces it took hold of my ribs and held them.

"Breathe out," she said against my ear, and pulled.

The air went out of me. The laces bit. She cinched it in and tied it off and the dress sat on me like a hand around the middle, snug, always there, gripping with every breath. Then the apron, tied at the small of my back, the bow drawn tight. Then she knelt, this woman who owned the house, knelt at my feet and rolled white stockings up my legs one at a time, her palms smoothing up my calf, the back of my knee, the inside of my thigh, and stopped just high enough that my breath caught, and she felt it and looked up at me from down there with a small cold smile.

"There it is," she said.

"There's what."

"You know what." She stood. "Your body is more honest than your mouth. Good. It will save us time."

She was right and I hated that she was right. Something low in me had pulled tight when her hands went up my thigh, a heat I had not asked for and did not want here, in this, with her watching. I stood in a dress in a stranger's house with my road clothes dead on the floor and my own blood gone traitor on me, and the worst of it was the dress held me so close that I could feel everything, the cinched ribs, the silk on my legs, the cool air on the back of my neck where she had pinned the collar.

She turned me to the mirror and pulled the sheet off it.

I did not know the person in the glass right away. Black dress, white apron, white at the throat. The bodice gave me a shape I did not have a minute ago. My face above it was flushed and my mouth was open a little. For half a second I looked, and I did not laugh, and that scared me more than the dress did.

"Stop staring like it is a stranger," she said. "It is you. It is the most useful you have ever looked." She came up behind me and rested her hands on my cinched waist, and in the mirror she was a head shorter than me and ran the whole room anyway. "Say good evening, Mistress Cordelia."

"This is insane."

Her hands tightened on the laces. "Say it."

"Good evening, Mistress Cordelia." My voice came out rough.

"Again. Mean it this time."

"Good evening, Mistress Cordelia."

"Better." Her thumbs moved on me, slow, a tight circle through the cloth at the base of my spine, and it went everywhere. "You are going to be very good. I can already tell. The ones who fight first are always the ones who bend best." She watched my face in the glass. "You are hard right now. In my house. In this dress. Are you going to lie about it?"

The heat climbed up my neck. "No."

"No what."

"No, Mistress Cordelia."

"Mm." She slid one hand around from my waist and pressed it flat to the front of the dress, over me, over the swell I could not hide in a cut that was not made to hide anything. I made a sound I did not plan to make. Her palm rocked once, twice, firm and slow through the cloth, and my hips went after it before my head could vote.

"Look at that," she said, low, right at my ear, her eyes on me the whole time in the mirror. "All that talk about man's work, and you are pushing into my hand like a needy little thing the first hour. The dress did that. The dress and being told. You like being told." Her hand kept its slow rock and the cinched bodice would not let me get a full breath and the two together wound me up fast and tight and shaking. "Do not look away from the glass. You will watch yourself. You will see exactly what you are."

I watched. I could not do anything else with her hand working me through the dress and her voice steady in my ear naming it. The heat built low and hard and my legs went unsteady in the silk and I gripped the edge of the table.

"Mistress, I'm going to."

"No," she said, and took her hand away.

The whole thing dropped out from under me. I stood there panting at the edge of it with nothing touching me, hips still moving on air, and she stepped back and folded her hands and watched me hang there, ruined and right at the line and not allowed over it.

"Please," I said. The word was out before I knew I owned it.

"There is no please yet." She said it without heat, the way you tell a dog to sit. "You have been in my house one hour. You do not come in my house until I decide you have earned it. That may be tonight. It may be a long while. That is mine to choose now, not yours." She tipped my chin up with one finger. "You gave that to me when you put on the dress. You just did not read the fine print."

My chest heaved against the laces. The need sat in me like a stone, hot and heavy and going nowhere, and her flat calm face made it worse, made it pull harder, and I understood with a sick lurch that the wanting was the trap and I had walked into it on my own two feet in the cold for the price of a bed.

She pressed her hand flat to the front of me one more time, just resting it there, just enough that I jerked and gasped and got nothing.

"That is two," she said. "Two times tonight you were ready to give it to me and I said no. You will remember the number. I keep count, and so will you." She stepped back and smoothed her dress. "Now. There is your room, through that door, made up and warm. You will sleep in the dress. You will not touch yourself. If you touch yourself I will know, the house tells me things, and we will start much lower than this tomorrow." A thin smile. "Good night, Pearl."

"It's Reese," I said.

She was already at the door, the keys at her hip clicking soft with each step. She did not turn around.

"It was," she said, and the lamp went with her, and the lock on the hall side turned over with a sound like a clean little bite, and I stood alone in the borrowed dress in the warm dark, aching, locked in, with a name in my ears that was not mine yet and a whole house full of doors I had been told never to open.


Chapter 2: The Silver Bell

The bell went off at six, sharp and silver, somewhere below my floor. It cut straight through the wall and into my teeth. I sat up in the narrow bed with the lace collar still buttoned at my throat from the night before, and for a second I had no idea where I was. Then the satin slid against my legs and I remembered everything.

There was a paper pinned to my door.

I crossed the cold boards and pulled it free. Copperplate handwriting, thick black ink, the loops too neat to be anything but practiced. A list. Twenty-two lines, each one numbered.

Polish the front hall floor. Air the blue bedrooms. Black the kitchen grate. Lay the fire in the morning room. Press the linens. Trim the wicks. Sweep the stairs, all four flights, top to bottom. On and on. My eyes ran down it the way you scan a contract you have already been tricked into signing.

The last line stopped me.

Twenty-two. Do not try the locked rooms.

I read it three times. Not clean them. Not dust them. Do not try them. As if the door handles themselves were a temptation she had to warn me off, like a sign on an electric fence.

I almost laughed. A man clears out his whole life, drives two hours into the hills to a house with no neighbors, and finds out the job comes with a rulebook about which doors he is allowed to touch. I had spent six years reading people for a living before the firm folded and the money dried up. I knew a thing that did not add up when I saw one. And this whole place was nothing but things that did not add up.

I got my answer to the first one when I came down to the kitchen.

Nobody. No cook banging pans, no other girl yawning over tea. A house this size, four floors, a wing on either end, and the only living soul in it besides me was the woman who owned it. That was wrong. Houses like this ran on six staff, eight. She had one. Me. In a dress.

I filed it. I had started a list of my own in my head, and that went on it.

"You are late."

She was in the doorway. Mistress Cordelia did not raise her voice, ever. She did not need to. The voice did the work without volume, low and even, every word set down like a coin on a counter.

"The bell rang at six," I said. "It's six fifteen."

"The bell rang at six. You came down at six fifteen." She let that sit. "A maid is in her apron before the second bell. There will not always be a second bell."

She stepped in. The dress she wore was black and high to the throat, and at her waist, on a wide belt of dark leather, hung the ring of keys.

I had clocked it the first night and told myself I imagined it. I had not. It was a ring the size of a saucer, iron and brass, twenty keys at least, maybe thirty. Some were small as a finger joint. Some were long and toothed and old. They hung against her hip and when she walked they did not jingle, because she moved slow enough that they only shifted and settled, shifted and settled. She kept one hand near them. Not on them. Near.

Every interior door in this house was bolted. I had tried four of them last night, careful, just the handles. All locked. And here was the woman with every key in the building hanging off her body like a charm.

You do not lock the inside of your own house. Not unless there is something in it.

"You are looking at my belt," she said.

I brought my eyes up. "I was wondering how one woman keeps a place this big."

"You were wondering about the keys." She was not wrong and she knew it. "Curiosity is a fine thing in a clever man. It is a flaw in a maid. We will train it out of you the way we train out the rest."

"The rest of what."

"The man." She said it the way you would say a stain. "Come here. We will begin with how you stand. You stand like a thing that is about to argue. A maid does not argue. A maid waits."

I should have walked. That is the truth I kept circling. The door was right there, the front door, two rooms away. I had a key to the manor in theory because I was staff. I could have put my own clothes back on, the jeans and the gray shirt folded somewhere I had not been shown, and gone.

Gone where. That was the catch and she knew it better than I did. I had eleven dollars. I had a car with a quarter tank and a bank account that bounced a coffee. I had no room anywhere that did not cost money I did not have, and she had handed me a room and three meals and said stay, and the price was a dress and my pride, and pride does not keep the rain off. So I stayed. That was the leverage. It was not a chain. It was worse than a chain. It was arithmetic.

"Stand here," she said, and pointed at a square of floor by the long kitchen table.

I stood there.

"Feet together. Not apart. Together. A lady does not plant herself like a fence post." Her hand came to my hip, then the other hip, turning me a few degrees, squaring me to her. Her perfume was close now. Not flowers. Something darker, with smoke in it, and under the smoke a sweetness that sat low in my throat and would not leave. Old roses gone past their best. I breathed it in and hated that I noticed.

"Now. The curtsey." She stepped back. "Right foot behind the left. Bend the knees, both, lower the eyes, hold. Three seconds. You will do it every time I enter a room, every time I leave one, and every time I give you an order you intend to obey. Which will be every order. Begin."

"You can't be serious."

"I am never anything else."

I did not move. It was a small line to hold and I held it because it was the only line left. A grown man does not curtsey. That was the one thing I had told myself last night while she laced me into the bodice and my eyes stung. Wear the dress. Take the room. But do not bow to her. Keep that.

She watched me hold the line. She was patient the way a cat is patient.

"Reese," she said. My name in her mouth was a slow thing. "There is no one here. No one for a mile in any direction. No one to see you do it and no one to see you refuse. So the only person you are performing for, standing there with your jaw set, is yourself. And you are broke, and you are in my house, and you are wearing my uniform. Who exactly are you protecting."

I did not have an answer that would survive being said out loud.

"The curtsey," she said again. "Or pack your dress and walk to town. It is eleven miles. You will not make it by dark."

Eleven miles. I had checked the odometer coming in.

I put my right foot behind my left. I bent my knees. I lowered my eyes to the flagstones, and I held it, and the dress pooled around me, and three seconds is a long time when you are folding yourself in half for a stranger in a kitchen.

"Good," she said. Just that. And the worst part, the part I could not explain to myself then or later, was that the word went through me like a hot wire and settled low in my belly, and the front of the satin panties she had put me in pulled tight as my cock thickened against my will. From one word. From good. I stood up fast, my face burning.

She saw. Of course she saw. Her eyes dropped to my skirts and came back up and her mouth did something that was not a smile.

"There it is," she said. "The body is honest even when the man is not. We will use that."

"I'm not," I started.

"You are. Come."

She did not take me to a bedroom. She took me to a small room off the kitchen, white tiled, a single high window, a chair bolted to the floor and a shelf of jars and bottles I did not like the look of. A preparing room. For what, I did not ask.

"Sit."

I sat. The chair was cold through the dress.

"Hands here." She guided my wrists to the arms of the chair and over each one she drew a leather cuff and buckled it. Not tight. Tight enough. I pulled and the chair did not give and the cuffs did not give and my heart kicked.

"What is this."

"Inspection." She pulled a low stool over and sat in front of me, level with my knees, and set a small pot of something on the shelf. She unscrewed it. The smell hit me. Wax and oil and a sharp clean herb, rosemary, maybe, cut with something medicinal. "A maid is groomed. A maid is checked. You will be checked every morning until I am satisfied you can keep yourself the way I require, and then you will be checked because I like to. Lift the skirt."

"My hands are tied."

"I know." She lifted it herself. Folded it back over my thighs, slow, the way you would turn back a bedsheet. The satin panties were a small dark thing and I was hard in them and there was nothing I could do about either fact, and she looked at me there the way a buyer looks at fruit.

"Pitiful," she said, and dipped two fingers in the pot. "Hold still. This is for your own good."

She drew the panties down to my knees. Cool oil, slick on her fingers, and then her hand closed around my cock and I made a sound I will be ashamed of for the rest of my life.

"Quiet," she said. Not unkind. Worse than unkind. Bored. She worked the oil down the length of me in one long pull and my hips came up off the chair before I told them to. "We keep the skin soft. We keep it clean. We keep it ours. You will learn to be touched here without falling apart, because a maid who shakes every time her mistress handles her is no use to anyone."

Her thumb dragged over the head and my whole body locked. The oil made everything slide, no friction to hide behind, just her grip and her slow even pace, up and down, like she was polishing the brass on the door and not holding the one part of me I had left.

"You're," I got out, "you're enjoying this."

"I am working." She did something with her wrist, a twist at the top of the stroke, and the white room went bright at the edges. "You are the one enjoying it. Look at you. Drooling already." Her free hand caught the bead of wet at my tip and smeared it down and showed me her wet finger and then wiped it on my thigh like I was a mess to be tidied. "All this from a curtsey and a stranger's hand. What does that make you."

"Nothing. Stop."

"It makes you exactly what the dress says you are." She did not stop. She sped up, just a little, and the slick sound of her fist on the oil filled the little tiled room, obscene, too loud, and I could smell the oil and my own want over the rosemary and under it always that dark rose of her perfume. My mouth had gone wet. I was swallowing and swallowing. "Say thank you, Mistress, for cleaning me."

"No."

"Then I stop." And she did. Her hand came off me and the cold air hit the wet skin and my hips chased her hand and there was nothing there, and the ache that came up from the base of me was so bad I heard myself whine.

I am not a man who whines. I am a man who reads other men. And I sat tied to a chair in a dress with my cock slick and twitching in the open air and I whined for her hand to come back, and she watched me do it with her head tilted, taking notes behind her eyes.

"There is the truth," she said. "Try again. Thank you, Mistress, for cleaning me."

I held out as long as the ache would let me, which was not long. "Thank you, Mistress, for cleaning me."

"Good girl."

Her hand came back and I broke. Not all the way. She would not let me go all the way. She brought me to the edge in four hard slick strokes, fast now, her thumb working the spot just under the head, and It gathered and climbed, my thighs shaking against the cuffs, the whole thing rushing up, that is two seconds away, that is right there, take it, and then her hand clamped tight at the base and squeezed and held, and it crested without cresting, my cock jerking in her fist and pushing out a long thick rope of clear over her knuckles and nothing more, no release, just the pulse and the leak and the floor dropping out of my stomach.

I sobbed. I actually sobbed, head back against the chair.

"Edge," she said, conversational, milking the slow drip out of me with her fingers and catching it in her palm. "Not finish. Maids do not finish in my preparing room. Maids learn what it is to be kept right here, full and aching and good, for as long as I want them there." She lifted her wet palm to my face. "Open."

I knew what she meant and my stomach turned and I opened my mouth anyway, because the cuffs were on and the want was louder than the disgust. She wiped her palm across my tongue. Salt and oil and the dark animal taste of myself, thick at the back of my throat, and she made me hold it there with two fingers pressed flat on my tongue until I swallowed.

"Tomorrow you do not need to be told," she said, and stood, and rolled the panties back up over me, snug against everything she had left swollen and unfinished. "You will come down before the second bell, in your apron, and you will present for inspection, and you will thank me for it. Curiosity, Reese. Train it out."

She buckled my wrists free and I sat there breathing.

She had her back to me at the shelf, screwing the lid on the pot, and the keys hung at her hip, and I looked at them again because I could not help it. Thirty keys for thirty locked doors in an empty house with one woman who oiled her staff into begging and told them not to try the rooms. A man with my old job would call that a flag. A man with my old job would say: she is not protecting silver behind those doors. You do not warn a maid off silver. You warn her off something that can be seen.

And right then, while I was telling myself I was the one watching her, she turned around and caught me staring at the ring on her belt, and she smiled like she had been waiting for it.

"You want to know what they open," she said.

"No," I lied.

"You do. They all do, in the end." She lifted the ring off the belt, just an inch, and let it drop back with a soft iron click that I felt in my chest. "The east wing. That is the one you are wondering about. The long corridor you are not to sweep. There is a door at the end of it, and it stays locked, and you will not try it, because the last maid who could not keep her hands to herself is exactly why I make new ones recite the rule."

The last maid. The one who vanished without a word. My pulse climbed and I kept my face flat the way I used to keep it flat across a table from a man lying about money.

"What's behind it," I said.

She picked up the empty pot and the cloth and went to the door, and stopped there, framed in it, keys at her hip, the smell of rose and smoke trailing off her into the cold hall.

"Sweep the stairs," she said. "All four flights. And bring me the dustpan when you are done, so I can see your knees are dirty." She let that land. "We will talk about the east wing the day you stop wanting to ask. Not before."

Then she was gone down the dark hall, and I sat in the white room in my ruined panties with my own taste still in my mouth, aching, kept, and more certain than I had been about anything in a long time that there was a door in this house with a dead thing behind it, and that I was going to find the key.


Chapter 3: A Name Not Mine

The house would not go quiet. It ticked and groaned all around me, settling on its old bones, and every creak sounded like a footstep on a stair nobody climbed. I lay in the narrow maid's bed and listened to it for two hours before I gave up.

The diaper crinkled when I sat up. Thick and warm between my legs, dry for once, and I hated how my hand went to check it before my brain caught up. Cordelia made me wear it to bed now. Said a maid who could not be trusted with the day could not be trusted with the night.

I found the candle stub she let me keep and lit it off the banked coals. Two in the morning. The whole manor asleep, or pretending to be, and somewhere in it a girl had lived before me and left without a word.

That was the part I could not let go of.

A house this big and no other staff. Every door bolted. A mistress who handed me a uniform that fit like it had been waiting, and a story about a maid who walked out one night and never came back. Cynics like me were built for stories with holes in them. I had been a man who noticed things, once, in another life with a flat and a job and a name that meant something. I went looking for the hole.

I padded down the back hall in the maid's slippers, candle cupped low. The flame threw my shadow long and bent it across the wainscot, and the diaper rode up with each step, hot and bulky and loud. I bit down on the shame of it. Later. There was always time later to drown in that.

The old housekeeper's pantry was the only door near my room that Cordelia had not bolted. I had wondered about that. Now I slipped inside and shut it soft behind me and held the candle up to the walls.

Paneling, floor to ceiling. Dark wood gone darker with age. I ran my fingers along the seams the way you check a frame for a false back, and at the third panel my nail caught on something that should not have been there.

A gap. A hair's width of give where the wood should have sat tight.

I worked my fingernails into the seam and pulled. The panel came loose with a dry pop, and behind it sat a shallow space no deeper than my palm, lined with dust and one small bright thing.

A hairpin.

I lifted it out. Cold, thin, a curl of metal with a little pearl bead at the crown, the kind a woman pushes into a coil of hair to hold it. It had a weight that surprised me, real and old, meant for someone's head. Not mine. Someone had hidden it here on purpose, the way you hide the one thing they cannot take from you.

There was something else under where the pin had lain. A square of stiff card, face down. I turned it over with two fingers and brought the candle close.

A photograph. Black and white, gone soft at the corners. A figure in a maid's uniform, the same uniform I had on under my coat, the same apron, the same high collar. The face was turned away or the focus had blurred it, I could not tell which, so all I had was the shape of a body in my clothes and a coil of dark hair pinned at the nape.

Pinned with a pin like the one in my hand.

My pulse went hard in my throat. Here it was. The hole in the story, made of silver halide and dust, proof that there had been a real girl before me, a person, a face. I held the candle nearer like I could force the blur to resolve. The maid in the photo did not look back.

My fingers had gone to my own collar without my telling them. I do that now, touch the band at my throat, a habit Cordelia drilled into me with a riding crop the first night when I kept forgetting it was there. The leather was warm from my skin. At the back, where the buckle sat, a little cloth tag had been stitched in, the kind you find in a coat with a name written on for the laundry.

I had never read it. Why would I read a tag on my own throat.

I pulled the collar around so the buckle came to the front and held the tag up to the flame.

PEARL.

Stitched in pink thread, small and neat, the letters worn at the edges like a thumb had worried them smooth. Not Reese. Not my name. Somebody had sat with a needle and put that name on the thing locked around my neck, and they had not put mine.

The pin in my hand. The pearl at its crown. The blurred girl with her hair pinned the same way. The name on my throat that belonged to her.

I stood in the dark and the floor tilted under me. I had come down here the detective, sure of my own edges, sure I was Reese with a borrowed apron and a plan to leave the second I had pocket money. And the house had answered the question I came to ask. It had told me who Pearl was. It had told me by the warm leather under my fingers and the pink thread against my pulse.

"You are out of bed."

The candle nearly went out. I had not heard the door, had not heard a single board give, and Cordelia stood in the frame in a dark robe with her hair down and the great ring of keys in her hand. She never went anywhere without them. Even now. Even barefoot at two in the morning she carried the whole jangling weight of every locked thing in the house.

I could not make my mouth work. The photograph was in one hand, the pin in the other, the collar twisted around so the tag faced out, and there was no version of this she did not see in a single glance.

"I." The word came out cracked. "I couldn't sleep."

She crossed the little room without hurry. She took the photograph from my fingers, and she took the pin, and she looked at them in the candlelight for a long moment with no expression I could read. Then she set them down on the shelf, face up, where I could see them.

"Snooping," she said. Soft. Almost kind. "After lights out. Through my walls."

"There was a girl." My voice steadied on the one thing I still had. "Before me. There was a real one. Pearl. You told me she left without notice and you let me think I was the first."

Cordelia reached out and turned my collar back into place, the buckle to the rear, the tag against my spine where it belonged. Her knuckles brushed the line of my jaw and I flinched at how much I did not want her to stop.

"Pearl is the name of the maid in this house," she said. "It has always been the name of the maid in this house. You are asking who Pearl was." Her thumb pressed the buckle flat. "You are wearing the answer."

"That's not my name."

"No." She stepped back and let her eyes move down me, the coat, the slippers, the bulk of the diaper she knew was under all of it. "It is the one you answer to. Whose do you think matters more."

I should have said Reese. I should have said it loud, planted it like a flag, my flat and my job and the man who noticed things. What came up my throat instead was nothing. A held breath. The tag against my neck and the want under the shame already moving, low and traitorous, because she had touched my jaw and I had leaned into the hand that owned me.

She saw it. She always saw it.

"On the table," Cordelia said. "Hands flat. You will be corrected for this and you will not make a sound that I do not ask for."

My body went to the table before the rest of me agreed to go. That was the new thing, the thing that had not been true a week ago. The defiance was all still there in my head, sharp as ever, every objection lined up and ready. It just no longer reached my hands. My palms came down on the cold wood and my hips pushed back and I heard myself breathing through my mouth like a thing waiting to be used.

She lifted the back of the coat. She did not hurry. She peeled it up over my hips and folded it at my waist and left me bent over the table with the diaper bared to the candlelight, thick and white and obscene, crinkling as I shifted my weight.

"Look at you," she said. Quiet, almost to herself. "Padded and sneaking through my house in the dark to find out who you are. I could have told you for free."

Her hand came down flat on the seat of the diaper. The sound was huge in the little room, a muffled thick smack, and the diaper spread the blow into a deep dull heat that bloomed up through me and went straight to my cock. I made a noise. She had said not to.

"That is one you owe me," she said, and hit the same spot again.

The diaper turned every strike into something worse than pain. It softened the sting into pressure, broad and heavy, and the front of it dragged against me with each smack so that every blow she landed on my backside ground the diaper into my cock. She knew. Of course she knew. She had built the diaper into the punishment so that I could not be hit without being touched.

"Count them," Cordelia said.

"One." My voice shook. "Two." Three came down and I gasped the number out, and four, and the heat in the diaper was no longer just heat. The thick warm bulk shoved between my thighs with every blow and I was hard inside it, hard and leaking, the head of my cock dragging against the soft dry lining until it was not dry anymore.

"You are wet," she said, almost wondering. "Not yet. The other kind. The kind a slut makes."

"Please." I did not know what I was asking for. To stop. To not stop. The two had run together somewhere in the last five minutes and I could not pull them apart.

"Five." She did not hit me on five. She pressed. Her whole palm flat against the front of the diaper, against the bulge of me straining inside it, and she pushed the diaper up into me and held it there. "Decide something for me, Pearl. Do you want me to stop."

"Reese," I said. One last time. A man's name in a cracked whisper, even as my hips ground forward into her hand on their own.

Cordelia leaned over my back. Her mouth came to my ear, her hair falling against my cheek, and she pushed harder with her palm so the diaper crushed against my cock and my eyes rolled.

"You do not get to decide that anymore," she said.

And I broke. Not all at once. It started as a sound, a thin high sound I had never made in my life, and then my hips were working against her hand like I had no say, grinding the head of my cock into the soft diaper, fucking the diaper because it was the only thing she would let me fuck. The shame of it should have killed the want. It fed the want. I was bent over a pantry table in the dark with my mistress holding me through a diaper, rutting into the diaper she put me in, and it was the hardest I had ever been.

"There she is," Cordelia murmured. "There is the one I hired. Go on. You came down here to find Pearl. Show me Pearl."

"I can't." A lie. My whole body was already past the point of asking permission. "Mistress, I can't, please, I can't."

"You can. You will. Tell me what you are."

"I don't." My thighs were shaking. The diaper squelched faint and obscene where I had soaked the front of it, where my cock wept into the lining with every grind. "Don't make me say it."

Her hand moved. Slow circles now, working the bulk of the diaper against me in a steady drag, and her other hand came up and pressed two fingers to the tag at the back of my collar.

"Say the name on your throat," she said. "Say it while you do it."

I held out for three more circles of her hand. Three. Then the heat in my belly drew up tight and there was no holding it, my hips stuttering, my mouth open against the wood.

"Pearl," I said. Sobbed it. "I'm, I'm Pearl, oh god, Pearl, please."

"Again."

"Pearl." It tipped me over. I came in the diaper with her hand pressing me through it, came in long thick pulses while I gasped a name that was not mine into the dark, hips jerking, the wet spreading through the lining and soaking it from the inside. My cock kicked against her palm and she did not let up, she ground me through every spasm until I was making that thin sound again and my knees nearly went.

"That is one," she said, like she was keeping a ledger. "You have a great deal to make up to me tonight."

I sagged over the table, gulping air, the spent diaper hanging heavy and ruined between my thighs. Reese was supposed to say something now. Some last clever thing. He had nothing. There was only the wood under my cheek and the tag against my spine and the dull pleased ache in my backside where she had spanked the name into me.

Cordelia straightened my coat down over the mess like nothing had happened. She picked up the photograph and the pearl pin from the shelf and held them a moment.

"You found her things," she said. "You found her face and her name and you still do not understand what you are looking at. You will." She slid the pin into the pocket of her robe. The photo she left face up on the shelf, the blurred maid in my uniform watching me with no eyes. "There is a room in the east wing that would answer every question in that detective's head of yours. It is the one door I will tell you to leave shut."

She knew exactly what telling me that would do.

"Go and change yourself," she said. "You have soaked through. A maid does not sleep in a wet diaper she made being a slut over a dead girl's photograph."

She picked up her candle and her keys and went, and the ring of them jangled away down the hall and up the stairs she did not creak, leaving me alone with a name on my throat and the heavy cooling weight between my legs and a shut door in the east wing I already knew I was going to open.


Chapter 4: I The Undersigned

The car came up the drive at seven, black and slow, its tires crunching the gravel like teeth on bone. I stood at the tall window in the front hall and watched the headlights swing across the dead garden. My hands were folded in front of the apron the way she had taught me. My knees were bare under the hem. The whole house had changed since morning, candles lit in every sconce, the long table laid with silver, the cold rooms warm with fires I had spent two hours building.

Warm for him. Not for me.

I had been dressed since five. Mistress Cordelia had done it herself, which she did not always do. She had laced the corset until my breath came short, pinned the little cap to my hair, and last of all she had taped the diaper on me under the skirt. Thick. White. It crinkled when I shifted my weight, a fat dry rustle between my thighs that no one in that hall would hear but that I heard with every step. She had checked the tapes twice. She had patted the front of it flat and told me a houseboy who could not be relied on to mind himself at the table would be minded for him.

So I stood there padded and laced and looked at, and a stranger was coming to look.

I did not know his name. I never learned it that night. The car door opened and a tall man in a grey coat got out, and Mistress Cordelia went down the steps to meet him with both hands held out, and she smiled in a way she never smiled at me. They spoke low. He glanced once at the window. At me. His eyes went down my body, the cap, the apron, the bare knees, and then lower, to the place where the skirt sat too full because of what was under it, and his mouth moved, and she laughed.

My face went hot. The shame of it dropped straight down through me and pooled low, and my cock gave a thick traitor pulse against the front of the diaper, and I hated that. I hated that a strange man's eyes on my padded crotch could do that to me before he had even come inside.

I am Reese, I told myself. I took this job for a room and three meals and a door that locked. I am a grown man and I am leaving the first chance I get.

The chance, I had decided that afternoon, was the door he had just walked through. The front door. It opened. People came in and went out. The maid before me had gone out of it, and I was going to go out of it too.

I just needed her proof first.

The dinner began. I carried the soup with my eyes down. The guest sat at the head and Mistress Cordelia at his right, and they talked about people I did not know in a country I had never been to, and I moved around them like a thing on wheels. Ladle. Step back. Hands folded. The fires snapped. The room was too warm and the corset was too tight and every time I leaned to set a plate the diaper crinkled under my skirt, loud to me, and once the guest heard it and looked up, and his fork stopped, and he smiled into his wine.

"Sweet," he said to her. "Where did you find this one."

"It came to me," she said. "They always do."

It. Not he. I poured the wine and my hand was steady and inside I was screaming.

The writing-drawer was in the side table by the cold hearth at the far end of the room. I had marked it my first day. A small drawer with a brass keyhole, always locked, in a table no one used. I had spent three nights thinking about that lock. A maid before me had existed. I had her hairpin and I had her name stitched in my own collar where my name should be, and the not-knowing of her had gotten into me like a splinter. Pearl. Where was Pearl. People do not just stop being.

Between the second course and the meat there was a gap. Mistress Cordelia walked the guest to the long windows to show him the grounds in the dark, and her back was to the room, and I had maybe ninety seconds.

I crossed to the side table on quiet feet, the diaper rustling at each step, hating the sound, and I knelt. The hairpin was in my apron pocket where I had kept it close all week. I had practiced on the linen-room lock until my fingers knew it. This lock was older and looser. I slid the pin in, found the catch, felt it give. The drawer slid open with a small dry scrape.

Paper. One sheet, folded once, the fold gone soft from handling. I opened it on my knee with my heart going so hard it knocked in my throat.

It was a woman's hand. Careful, slanted, the loops neat at the top and then going faster, going shaky, at the bottom of what little there was.

I, the undersigned, hereby give not

It stopped there. Mid-word. The pen had dragged a thin tail off the last letter as if her hand had been pulled away from the page. Below it, nothing. No date. No name. The rest of the sheet was white and waiting.

A resignation. Half a resignation. She had sat in this room and started to write that she was leaving and she had not finished the word notice, and then the paper had gone into this drawer and the drawer had been locked, and Pearl had not gone out the front door at all.

Something cold walked up my spine and stood the hair on my arms up, there in that too-warm room.

I would finish it. The thought came whole and certain and it steadied me more than anything had in days. I would finish her sentence in my own hand. I, the undersigned, hereby give notice. I would sign my own name, my real name, Reese, and I would carry it to the front door and lay it on the table and walk out into the cold the way she had tried to. And I would take this half-page with me, this proof, this thing in a dead woman's writing that said a person had been here and had wanted out and had not gotten it. Somebody would want to see that. Police. A newspaper. Somebody.

I folded it small and pushed it down the front of the corset, against my chest, where the boning would hold it flat and no one would see. I shut the drawer. I had it locked again with the pin when I heard her heels on the boards behind me.

"Reese."

I stood and turned with my hands folded and my face as empty as I could make it. "Mistress Cordelia."

She had come back across the room without the guest. He was still at the window with his wine, far off, his back half to us. She stood close. Her perfume was cold and green over the warm smell of the fires. She looked at me a long moment, at my face, at my chest where my breath was coming too quick.

"You are flushed," she said.

"The fires, Mistress."

"Mm." She reached out and laid two fingers flat against the front of my apron, over my belly, and pressed, feeling. Not the diaper. Higher. As if she could feel through corset and skin to the folded paper against my heart. My stomach dropped. But her hand moved on, down, over the swell of the skirt, and cupped the thick front of the diaper through the fabric and pressed it up against me, and I made a sound I did not mean to make.

"Still dry," she murmured. "Good. We have time."

She turned and called something soft to the guest, who laughed and waved her off and stayed at his window with his wine and the dark. And she took me by the wrist and walked me out of the warm room into the cold corridor and through a door I had not been through before.

It was a small room off the dining hall. A daybed. A low table. A fire already lit, so it was warm in here too, close and lamplit, and I understood that this had been arranged before the soup was ever poured. She had meant to bring me here. The guest had been shown me the way you show a guest a horse.

"He liked you," she said. She was unpinning my cap. "He paid me a compliment on your manners. Do you know how rare that is."

"Mistress, I should clear the table, the meat will be"

"The meat will keep." She set the cap down. "Lift your skirt. Hold it at your waist."

My hands did it before my pride could stop them, and that was the part that turned my stomach worst, how fast my hands obeyed her now. The skirt came up. The diaper sat fat and white and obscene between my bare thighs, the front of it already tented out by my own hard cock, and the shame of that was so sharp it made my eyes wet. She looked at it without any expression at all.

"Look at you," she said. "You want this more than you will admit."

"I don't," I said. My voice cracked on it. "I don't want any of this."

"No?" She put one cool hand flat on the front of the diaper and pressed, slow, rolling the heel of her palm against the bulge of my cock through the thick diaper, and the friction of the soft dry stuff dragging over me punched the air out of my lungs. "Your mouth says no. This says otherwise."

She kept pressing. Kept rolling. The diaper crinkled under her hand, loud now, that fat dry rustle, and every roll ground the diaper against the head of my cock, and I was leaking into it already, the wet seeping warm into the white, and I could not stop my hips from chasing her hand. I tried to hold still. I could not. I rocked into her palm like a dog and the paper crackled against my chest with my breath and she did not even know it was there, the one secret I had, and I held to it.

"There it is," she said. "That is the truth of you. Say thank you."

I did not. I clenched my jaw.

She stopped. Took her hand away. Stood there with my cock throbbing in the diaper and nothing touching it and the whole of me one raw nerve, and I understood the lesson in about three seconds and it broke me.

"Thank you," I breathed.

"For?"

"For touching me, Mistress." My face burned. "Please."

"Please what. Say what you are."

The word stuck. She waited. The fire snapped. Far off through the wall I could hear the guest's chair scrape, him moving, alone with his wine, and any second he might wander, and she would let him walk in here and find me like this, I knew she would, and the knowing made me harder.

"Your maid," I said. "I'm your maid. Please."

"Better." Her hand returned. She slipped two fingers down inside the leg of the diaper this time, into the warm wet of it, and found me bare, and her cold fingers closed around my slick cock and stroked, one long pull, root to tip, and I sobbed.

It did not take long. It was humiliating how little time it took. She worked me in tight cruel pulls inside the diaper, her thumb dragging over the wet head each time, and she talked the whole while, low and even, telling me what I was, a leaking thing, a houseboy who came in his diaper from a strange man looking at him, and every word landed in that low place and pulled the knot tighter, and it crested before I could fight it.

"I'm going to," I gasped, "Mistress, I'm"

"Yes you are." She did not slow. "Into your diaper. Where it belongs. Now."

It tore through me. My knees buckled and she held me up by her grip on my cock and I came in long hard jerks into the white diaper, into her hand, the warmth of it spreading under her fingers, and the sounds I made were not words. My hips kept working past the end of it, twitching, too much, and she did not stop, she dragged her wet fist up me twice more on the far side of it when everything was raw, and I cried out and tried to pull back and the daybed was at my legs and there was nowhere to go.

"That's one," she said.

She wiped her fingers on the front of the diaper, slow, and looked at me come down shaking with my skirt still bunched in my fists, and her face was calm the way it always was, and I hated her and I wanted her hand back and both of those things were true at once and that was the whole horror of it.

"Hold your skirt," she said. "We are not done. He is staying the night and I have promised him you will serve his breakfast. We will get you presentable for that. Sit."

I sat on the edge of the daybed in the wet diaper, legs trembling, and she went to the low table and opened a long flat case I had not seen, and inside it on dark cloth were things I had no names for, smooth and curved, and one of them was clearly meant to go inside me, and my whole body went cold and tight even as my cock, spent, gave a weak hopeless twitch in the ruined diaper.

"You have not been taken yet," she said, lifting one of them to the lamp, turning it. "Properly. He asked me about that. I told him tonight."

The paper against my chest crackled when I breathed. Finish her sentence, I thought, hold on, you have it, you have the proof and you have the door, you only have to get through tonight and tomorrow's breakfast and then you walk out the front of this house and never look back. I held to that the way a man holds to a rope over a drop.

She came toward me with the thing warming in her hand and the fire bright behind her, and she said, "On your knees on the bed. Skirt up. And you will count for me, every one, out loud, the way you counted nothing before tonight."

I got up onto my knees on the daybed with my back to her and my skirt around my waist and the front door of my mind already swinging open on its hinge, the cold drive, the black car gone, me walking down it free.

Behind me I heard her peel the first tape of the diaper loose, slow, and the warm air of the room touched skin that had been covered all night, and her hand pressed flat and cool between my shoulders to push me down.


Chapter 5: The Unflinching Glass

The cap sat crooked on my head, one white wing tipped toward my ear, and I stopped in the hall to fix it in the long glass. My hands found the pin. They tucked the loose curl back under the lace. I had done this a hundred times in two weeks, scowling at the mirror the whole time, picking a fight with the man wearing the dress. Tonight my face just looked back at me and let the cap get set right. No scowl. No fight. The maid in the glass had stopped arguing.

I held still. The dress was black with a starched white collar, the skirt short and heavy with stiff layers under it, and the diaper made the skirt stand out around my hips like a bell. Thick pink, the kind that crinkled when I breathed. It bulged between my thighs and pushed my legs apart so I stood with a small waddle even when I wasn't moving. Two weeks ago the sight of it had made me want to put my fist through the silver. Now I just looked. The mouth was painted. The lashes were long. The collar at my throat said PEARL in tiny letters along the band, and I had stopped trying to pry it off in my sleep.

That was the thing that turned my stomach. Not the dress. The calm.

I made myself look away and held onto the reason I was still here. Pearl. The last maid. I had her letter folded small in the waistband of the diaper where Cordelia's hands didn't go, the half-written note breaking off mid-word, the ink pressed down hard at the end like the pen had been ripped away. Somebody had sat at that desk and started to quit and never finished. Then she was gone. And the house told the same story to every new face that came up the drive, the maid who left one night without a word, and I had nodded along to it like a fool.

I was going to find out what happened to her. That was the job now. The real one. The one that kept the man in me breathing under the lace.

I went down to the hall while the house was quiet. The big door stood at the end of it, black oak, iron studs, a lock the size of my hand. I had tried it on my third night and told myself I just hadn't found the right key. I tried it now. The handle turned a quarter inch and stopped dead. I put my shoulder to it. Nothing. I crouched and looked at the keyhole and there was no key in it, no key on the hook beside it, no key anywhere a maid was allowed to reach. Cordelia carried the keys. All of them, on a ring at her belt, and the ring sang when she walked so you always knew she was coming.

I went room to room along the ground floor, fast, my shoes ticking on the stone. Every window the same. Iron bars set into the frame, painted white to match the trim, and a little brass plate screwed under each one. Against damp. I ran my thumb over the words. Bars don't keep out damp. Bars keep in a person. I pressed my face to the cold glass between them and the night was right there, the dark lawn, the drive, the gate I couldn't reach, and the diaper crinkled under me when I leaned and I hated that it did.

So. Locked door, no key. Barred windows, a lie screwed under each one. A maid who started to quit and vanished. A mistress who carried every key in the house on her own body. I stood in the dark hall and built it the way I used to build things, before the manor, when I still had a brain that worked in straight lines. Pearl tried to leave. Pearl couldn't. Pearl knew too much, or wanted out too loud, and Cordelia made her into the story she tells the next one. I didn't have the body yet. But I had the shape of it, and the shape was ugly.

I caught my reflection again in the hall glass on the way back. I had braced for the man, the one with the hard jaw and the cynic's mouth who took this job for a free bed and three meals and a roof while the world fell out from under him. He wasn't there. The maid was there. Painted, padded, collared, and calm, and when I made myself stare straight into her eyes to scare the man back up to the surface, she didn't flinch.

That was worse than any locked door. A door I could break. I didn't know how to break this.

"You're up late, Pearl."

The keys sang before the voice. I turned and Cordelia stood at the foot of the stairs in dark green, her hair down, a glass of something amber in her hand. She had a way of arriving fully made, like she had been standing in the dark watching me try the windows. Maybe she had.

"I couldn't sleep, Mistress." My voice came out high and soft. I had stopped having to put it on. That scared me too.

"No." She came down the last steps, slow, the ring of keys swinging at her hip, each key knocking the next. "You were counting the bars."

My mouth went dry. "I was checking the latches. For damp."

"Were you." She stopped close. She smelled of the amber drink and something colder under it, like cut stems in water. She reached up and straightened the cap I had just straightened, two fingers, possessive. "You think I don't know what a clever boy does in a quiet house. You walk the rooms. You try the door. You count the keys on my belt." She tipped my chin up with one knuckle. "Tell me what you found."

I should have lied. The man in me wanted to lie. What came out was, "There's no key I can reach. The windows are barred. The plates say damp but it isn't damp."

"Good girl." Two words, and my stomach dropped at how warm they landed. "Honesty. We're getting somewhere."

"What happened to the last maid." I got it out before I lost the nerve. "Pearl. The real one. The one who left without telling anyone."

Cordelia smiled. It didn't reach anything. "Is that the case you're building, detective? In your little dress?" She walked a slow circle around me, and the keys sang, and the diaper crinkled when I turned to keep her in front of me. "You've got a theory. I can see it behind your pretty eyes. The wicked mistress did away with the girl who wanted to go." She came back to my front. "Hold onto it. It's keeping you warm. But you've got the body wrong, Pearl, and you've got the culprit wrong, and we are only just beginning."

She set her glass down on the hall table. Then she took my wrist and pulled, and I went, the way I always went now, my feet doing it before my head agreed.

She took me to the small sitting room off the hall, the one with the low bench and the lamp she kept turned down. She had me bend over the bench. I bent. My hands found the cold wood and the skirt fell forward over my back and the night air touched the backs of my thighs above the diaper. I heard her open the cabinet, her hands moving over the things in it, sorting, choosing, and the sound alone pulled something tight and low in me that I didn't ask for.

"You came here a man who thought he was too smart for this," she said behind me. "Cynical. Used up. Nothing left you wanted. And look at you bent over my bench with your ass in the air, wet before I've touched you." Her hand pressed flat on the front of the diaper, between my legs, and I was. The diaper was warm and damp there and her palm felt it. "Soaked already. Did you even notice you'd gone, or did your body just do it while you played detective?"

I hadn't noticed. That was the truth and it crawled up my neck in heat. The warm spread in the front of the diaper, my own, leaking out without my say-so while I had stood there building my case like the man I used to be. She ground her palm into it and the wet diaper pressed back against me, against my stiff cock trapped in the front of it, and I made a sound I would have killed to take back.

"There she is," Cordelia said. "The detective's gone. Say what you are."

"I'm wet," I said into the bench.

"More than that. You know the words by now. I've taught you." Her hand worked the soaked front in a slow circle and the squelch of it was obscene in the quiet room, wet and thick, growing louder each time she pushed. "Say it."

"I'm a wet little diaper slut." The words came out of me in Pearl's high voice and my face burned and my cock jerked in the diaper at the sound of my own voice. "I cum in my own diaper."

"You do." She pulled the back of the diaper down, just enough, and the cold air hit my asshole and then her thumb, slick with something from the cabinet, pressing slow circles right over the rim. "Tonight we go further than you've been. You're going to take more than you think you can. That's how this works. You decide you've reached the end of yourself, and then I show you there's more of you to give." Her thumb pushed in to the first knuckle and the stretch burned and I clenched around it and couldn't make myself close. "Beg me for it."

"Please," I said. I didn't know what I was begging for. My whole body had narrowed down to her thumb and the wet bulk between my legs.

"Please what."

"Please use me." It fell out of me. "Please. More."

She gave me more. Her thumb out, and then two fingers, slick and blunt, working into my ass slow while her other hand stayed mashed against the soaked front of the diaper, grinding my trapped cock in the warm wet of it. The two blurred into one thing, the stretch behind and the wet drag in front, and I rocked between them like an animal, back onto her fingers, forward into her palm, the bench creaking under me. The sounds were the worst of it. The squelch of the soaked diaper. The slick noise of her fingers opening me. My own breath coming in little high gasps that didn't sound like a man at all.

"You're close," she said. She wasn't asking.

"Yes. Yes. Please."

"Count them for me tonight. Out loud. Every one. I want to hear you keep score on yourself like the good little record-keeper you are."

She curled her fingers and ground her palm down hard at the same moment and it ripped through me. My cock pulsed in the wet diaper, no hand on it, nothing but the diaper and her palm, and I came soaking into the front of it, the heat spreading, my ass clenching tight around her fingers while I shook over the bench.

"That's one," I gasped. "One. Mistress."

"Good girl. Don't you dare go soft on me."

She didn't let me come down. Her fingers stayed in me, a third one pushing in now, the stretch sharp and deep, and she reached into the cabinet with her free hand and brought out the wand. I knew the sound of it. The low buzz. She pressed the round head right against the front of the diaper, over my softening oversensitive cock, and the buzz drove straight through the wet diaper into me and I jerked off the bench.

"Too much," I said. "It's too much, please, I just"

"I know what you just did. I was here." She held the wand there, merciless, the buzz climbing, her three fingers fucking slow and deep into my ass while it built again with no break. "You don't get to be done because you'd like to be. You're done when I say. Take it."

The second one came faster and harder than I could stand, my body trying to twist off the wand and her hand holding my hip down, pinning me to it, the buzz right on my used cock through the soaked diaper until I broke again, crying out in Pearl's voice, my ass spasming around her three fingers so hard she laughed low.

"Two," I sobbed. "That's two. Two, Mistress, please, please."

"One more." She dragged her fingers nearly out and pushed back in, deeper, opening me wider than I'd been, the burn and the buzz and the wet all crushed together. "Look at the glass."

I hadn't seen it. There was a mirror on the wall facing the bench, low, angled, and she had bent me to face it the whole time. The maid was in it. Cap straight. Mouth open. Skirt flipped over her back, diaper sagging and dark and soaked between her spread thighs, three of the mistress's fingers buried in her ass and a wand pinned to her front, and her eyes wet and wide and not looking away. I watched myself take it. I watched the maid in the glass come apart and not reach for the man, not once, and the sight of my own face giving in is what tipped me over the last time.

The third tore out of me long and ugly, dragged out past where it felt good and into the place where it just kept going, my cock pulsing empty into the ruined diaper, my ass clenching and gaping around her fingers, my whole body shaking on the bench while the wand buzzed on and she made me hold there, shaking, until I was begging in broken little pieces with no words left in them.

"Three," I whispered when she finally pulled the wand away. "Three. Thank you, Mistress."

She slid her fingers out slow and I stayed open, unable to close, the ache deep and hot. She drew the back of the diaper up over me, gentle now, almost kind, and patted it once where it sagged heavy and soaked and spent.

"There," she said. "That's the maid. Not the detective in a dress. The maid." She came around and crouched to my face where I still lay folded over the bench, boneless. She wiped a smear of paint from under my eye with her thumb. "You'll keep building your case. I won't stop you. Try the door tomorrow. Count my keys. You'll find your missing girl, Pearl. I almost want you to."

The man surfaced for one second, far down, faint. He looked through my eyes at her and asked the only question left. "What's in the east wing?"

Something moved behind her face. Not fear. Closer to pleasure. "So you did notice the one door you've never been allowed near."

"There's a room up there you keep locked." My voice was shot, but the words came clear. "Top of the east stair. I've heard you go in. I've never seen it open."

She stood. She picked her glass back up off the hall table through the doorway, and the keys sang at her hip, every key but the one I wanted swinging there in the lamplight, close enough to touch and locked behind her eyes.

"Sleep, Pearl," she said. "You've earned it."

I lay there in the soaked diaper after she'd gone up, the lace itching, the ache deep in me, the paint cracking on my face. And under all of it the man made his plan, cold and clear, the one straight line my head had left in it. The keys hung off her belt while she slept. The east room was the body. The east room was Pearl. Whatever Cordelia had done to the last maid was behind that door at the top of the stair, and the soft used thing she had made of me tonight was going to be the one to break in and drag it into the light. Tomorrow night. While the house slept. I would have those keys off her belt and I would open that door if it was the last thing the man in me ever did.


Chapter 6: Every Maid A Man

The lock gave under my pick with a small click that the storm swallowed whole. I pushed the door and stepped in soaked, water running off my chin, the hem of my uniform stuck cold to my thighs. Thunder cracked over the east wing and the whole house shook in its bones. Then the lightning broke white through the tall window, and the walls jumped at me, and I stopped breathing.

Faces. Rows of them. Frames hung edge to edge from the wainscot to the ceiling, glass catching the flash all at once so the room looked full of eyes.

I had come to find a crime. I had come to find Pearl, the maid who vanished, the woman Cordelia had buried under the floor or sealed behind this very door. I had a flashlight in my fist and a story in my head and I was going to walk out of here with proof.

I clicked the light on. The beam shook in my hand.

The first face was a man. Young, maybe thirty, hair cropped close. He wore a black dress with a white pinafore. The exact one I had on now, soaked and clinging. Around his throat sat a collar, pale and round, and on the front of the collar a small brass plate read PEARL.

I moved the beam. The next frame. Another man. Older, jowls, a sour set to the mouth, same dress, same collar, PEARL. The next. A thin one, glasses. PEARL. The next, the next, the next. Every single one a man. Every single one in this uniform. Every single throat ringed with that same pale collar and that same name stamped in brass.

Under each photo, pinned to the wall, a sheet of paper. I leaned close to one. The handwriting was tight and angry.

I hereby give notice that I am resigning my position effective

It stopped there. No date. No name. Just stopped, the pen pressed so hard at the end it had torn the page.

The one beside it: To whom it may concern, I can no longer remain in this house and I

Cut off. Every letter cut off. Pinned and framed and left half finished, decades of them, the paper yellowing at the top of the wall and crisp white down near the door.

My light dropped to the freshest frame. Lowest corner. The glass still had a shine to it that the old ones had lost.

It was me.

Me on my first night. Wet hair then too, from the rain I'd walked through up the drive. Cheeks pink. And I was smiling. Whoever took it had caught me smiling, easy and dumb and glad to be in out of the cold, no idea, no idea at all. Under the frame, pinned, a torn page in a hand I knew because it was mine.

I hereby give notice

That was as far as I'd ever get. I knew it the way you know a stair is missing in the dark, in the gut, before the foot comes down.

I sat down on the floor. My legs just folded. The thick diaper they'd locked me into that morning crinkled loud under me and squashed warm against my skin, and I didn't even reach to fix it, didn't care, just sat in the wet of it and stared up at a wall of men who had all been Pearl before me.

There was no missing woman. There never had been. The maid who left without notice was a man every time. The cynic who took the job for the room and the board, who walked up that drive with his collar still his own to take off. I had come hunting a body and the body was the man I used to be, and I was the one who'd put him on this wall, smiling.

On the far side of the room, where my light hadn't gone yet, brass winked.

I crawled to it. Hooks set into the plaster, a board of them, and from the center hook hung a ring of keys so heavy it had bowed the iron. Big old keys and small new ones, a dozen, two dozen. One of them, the largest, black with age, had a tag tied to it in faded thread.

FRONT.

The front door key. Right here. Hanging on the wall of a room I'd had to break a lock to get into. It had been here the whole time, an arm's reach from the hall, behind one ordinary door. I had checked that front lock with my own hands two nights ago and called it a cage. The key to it had been waiting in here since before I came, since before any of them came, free for the taking by anyone who walked in and looked.

I'd been able to leave from the first hour. Every night I'd lain in that crib and told myself there was no way out, and the way out was this, a key on a hook, and I had never once looked behind the right door because I'd been too busy being scared of her.

"You found it faster than most."

I turned so hard I knocked my shoulder into the wall and a frame jumped on its nail. Cordelia stood in the doorway with a candle, dry, calm, like she'd been there a while. The storm threw light past her and her shadow stretched the whole length of the floor and touched my knee.

"Most of them take a year," she said. "One poor thing took nine. Came in here every week to dust and never once read the letters under the faces." She stepped in. The door swung shut behind her on its own weight and the storm went muffled. "You always were the clever sort, Pearl. It's why I picked you off that wet road."

"Don't call me that." My voice cracked. I had the key ring in my hand. I hadn't even known I'd grabbed it. "There's no Pearl. There's a hook with a name and a bunch of men you put in dresses."

"I put no one in anything." She set the candle on the mantel under the oldest frames. "Look at the letters. Every one in his own hand. Every one stopped himself. I never finished a single line for them and I never tore a single page. They tore them." She came closer and crouched in front of me, skirts pooling, eye to eye. "You're holding the front door key. The door's down the hall. It opens. Nothing in this house is locked to you, child. Nothing ever was."

The key was cold and real and heavy in my fist, and my thumb moved over the worn teeth of it, learning it, and a sick heat crawled up under the soaked diaper and I hated it, hated that even now, even here, with the proof of what I was hung on every wall, my body had already decided to stay.

"Stand up," she said. Not loud. "Bring it."

I stood. I brought it. I followed her to the long table in the middle of the room with the key ring still in my hand because I could not make my fingers let go.

"Bend over the table."

"I came here to ruin you," I said, and bent over the table.

The wood was cold through the thin uniform. She came up behind me and her hand found the tapes of the diaper and they ripped loose one after another, and the heavy soaked bulk of it sagged and peeled off the front of me and slapped to the floor between my feet. The air hit my bare wet skin and I shivered down my whole back.

"Filthy," she said, conversational, working two fingers between my cheeks. "Soaked through again. A grown man and you can't keep yourself dry an hour." Her fingers found my hole and pressed, slick with something cold she'd palmed from a jar, and I grunted into the wood. "But you can take a cock in your ass like you were built for it. Funny what a man's good for once you strip the pride off him."

"I'm not." Two fingers pushed in to the knuckle and my whole body lit up and the word died. The stretch burned, that deep ache I knew now, the one my body had learned to want against everything in me.

"You're not what?" She scissored her fingers and I felt myself open around them, the burn going to that low pull that made my own cock fill and drool against the table edge. "Say it. You're not a hole? You're clenched around two of my fingers begging for a third, Pearl, what aren't you?"

"I'm not staying," I got out. A third finger forced in beside the others and I howled into my own arm, the ache splitting wide, my hole fluttering and failing to close around the thickness of her hand.

"There's the front door key in your fist," she said, calm, fucking her fingers into me slow and deep. "You could throw it down and run right now, bare-assed in the rain, and I wouldn't chase you. Go on. Let go of it."

I didn't let go of it. I gripped it harder and pushed my ass back onto her hand and a noise broke out of me I'd never made before, low and wrecked and grateful.

She laughed, soft. "No. I didn't think so."

She pulled her fingers out and I gaped empty and clenching at the air. Then the harness buckle clicked, leather creaking, and the blunt cold head of the strap pressed against my open hole, and she did not ease it. She drove in. One long shove that bottomed out against me and forced the breath out of my lungs in a broken cry, and I lifted onto my toes off the floor and she held me there impaled and shaking.

"That's it," she said. "All the way in. Take it like the last maid never could." She dragged back and slammed home and the table jumped and the frames rattled on the walls, all those PEARL faces shivering in their glass. "Feel that? That's you joining the wall. Every man up there took this exact cock in this exact room the night he stopped fighting me."

She fucked me hard. No mercy in it, no rhythm a body could brace for, just the slap of her hips into my ass and the wet obscene sounds of it, the strap dragging my hole open on every pull. My own cock swung untouched and dripping under me, slapping my belly, and I reached for it and she knocked my hand away.

"No hands. You'll come from your ass like a good little maid or you won't come at all." She grabbed the key ring still locked in my fist and held my hand down flat against the wood by it, pinning me with my own escape. "Hold the key. Hold it while I breed it out of you. Feel how heavy it is. That's your way out and you're going to come with it in your hand and you're still going to stay."

The ring bit into my palm. She angled and the next thrust dragged across something inside me that whited out my whole skull, and I sobbed, and she hit it again, again, the head of the strap hammering that spot until my legs shook and my hole spasmed around her and the heat built so fast and so wrong I couldn't get ahead of it.

"There it is. There it is. You're going to come, aren't you. Aren't you. Say what you are."

"A hole," I choked. The word fell out of me and broke me open worse than the cock did. "I'm a hole, I'm your hole, oh god, please."

"Whose."

"Yours. Pearl, I'm Pearl, please don't stop, please."

She didn't stop. She pounded into me past the point of building and tipped me straight over the edge and I came untouched all over the table leg, my cock pulsing and spitting in long ropes while my ass clamped down on the strap and tried to milk a cock that wasn't real, and I screamed it into my arm, the key ring jangling under my fist as my whole body jerked through it.

"One," she said.

She kept going.

"No." My cock was still twitching, oversensitive, every drag of the strap across that spot too much now, scraping. "No, I came, I came, please, it's too much."

"I know." She set a slow, grinding pace, deep and cruel, working that ruined spot when there was nothing left to give. "That's the part you'll learn to love. The maid takes more than she can take. Again."

"I can't." I was crying into the wood, drool stringing from my mouth, my hole burning and gaping and clutching at the same time. "I can't, I can't."

"You can. You're going to. Tell me you don't want to leave." She hilted in me and held, throbbing pressure, the leather of her hips flush to my raw ass. "Say it and I'll let you come again."

The key was in my hand. The door was down the hall. The rain was at the window and the night was open out there and cold and free and mine, free since the first hour, free this whole time.

"I don't want to leave," I sobbed, and meant it, and hated that I meant it, and that gap, that black gap between the man on the wall smiling and the thing crying on this table begging not to be let go, that was what finally took me apart.

She fucked me through the second one. It tore out of me dry and shaking, my cock spent and pulsing on nothing, my ass clenching so hard around the strap she had to hold my hips to keep driving, and I made sounds that weren't words, that weren't anything, my brain gone soft and white, just take it, just stay, just this.

"Two," she said. "Good girl."

When she finally pulled out I gaped open and stayed that way, cold air on the inside of me, and a slick line ran down the back of my thigh. I couldn't stand. I lay over the table with my cheek in my own mess and the key ring under my open hand, fingers finally loose around it, not holding anymore, just resting there, the brass warm now from my own grip.

Cordelia unbuckled the harness somewhere behind me. Then her hand was in my hair, gentle, almost kind, turning my face up toward the wall of frames, toward my own pink smiling first night and the half-finished line in my own hand pinned beneath it.

"You belong in this room now," she said.

I looked at the empty hook in the middle of the key board, the one the front door key had hung on for who knows how many maids, and I understood that she would let me put it back myself. That was the whole trick. She never had to lock a thing.

Down the hall, faint under the storm, the front door stood between me and the rest of my life, and I lay there with the key to it loose in my hand and could not for anything make my fingers close on it again.


Chapter 7: They Bolt Themselves

The iron ring sat heavy in my lap, all of it, every key the manor owned, gone cold from the night air on the servants' stair. I had pulled the front-door key out from the rest and pinched it between two fingers so I would not lose track of which one it was. Long brass. Worn smooth at the bow. The one key in the whole jangling fistful that opened onto the drive and the gate and the road and the rest of my life.

Dawn came up grey through the tall window above the landing. The diaper between my thighs had gone cool and heavy in the night, and it crinkled under me every time I shifted, a fat wet weight that spread my knees apart whether I wanted them spread or not. The lace hem of the uniform lay over it. I did not pull the skirt down to hide it. There was no one yet awake to hide it from, and that was the point of the hour. I had this. The keys. The quiet. The road.

So get up, then.

I got up. The diaper sagged and squelched as it took my weight, warm at the front where the night had soaked it, and I made myself ignore that. I went down to the boot room off the kitchen where Cordelia had folded away the things I arrived in. My old clothes. She had not burned them. For weeks I had assumed she had.

They were in a paper parcel on the low shelf, tied with string. Jeans. A grey shirt gone thin at the collar. The canvas jacket I had worn up the drive that first night, sure I would last a month and pocket the wages and laugh about the strange old woman in the big house. My boots stood under the shelf, laces still tied in the lazy half-knot I always used.

I knelt on the cold stone and undid the string. The jacket smelled of me. The old me. Cigarettes and bus seats and cheap coffee. I held it up by the shoulders and the grey light fell on it and I waited for the pull of it, the want, the click of a key turning in my chest the way the front-door key would turn in the lock.

Nothing turned.

I held the jacket against me. The collar of the maid's dress sat snug under my jaw, and the canvas hung off my front like a thing borrowed from a stranger who happened to be my size. My fingers would not go to the buttons. I told them to. I pictured it cleanly: peel off the dress, unpin the collar (no, the collar would not come off, the collar was locked, but the rest), strip the wet diaper, pull on the jeans, lace the boots, take the long brass key, walk to the door, turn it, leave.

I could see every step. I just could not find the man who would take them.

The cynic who drove up here was a costume hanging in a boot room, and I had grown out of it, or grown down into something else, and the canvas in my hands was as much use to me now as a coat cut for somebody who had died. I set it back on the paper. My hand was shaking, and the shake was not fear. It was the diaper warm against me and the lace at my wrist and the slow horror that I had stopped wanting the door weeks ago and only just caught up to myself.

I picked up the keys anyway. I walked to the front of the house.

The great hall was blue with early light. The front door stood at the end of it, twice my height, black oak studded with iron, the lock a heavy old box plate. I crossed the cold marble in my bare feet, the diaper crinkling loud in all that silence, the ring of keys swinging from my fist, and I stopped a pace from the door and lifted the long brass key to the plate.

My hand stayed there. The key did not go in.

Put it in. Turn it. That is all freedom is, it is a quarter turn of your wrist.

The brass touched the keyhole and I could not make the last inch happen. My stomach dropped like the floor had tilted, and the awful part, the part that flushed up my throat and made me press my thighs together around the wet bulk, was how relieved I felt. How loose my shoulders went the second I decided not to turn it.

"You'll let the cold in."

Cordelia stood at the top of the stair behind me, already dressed, hair pinned, a candle she did not need cupped in one hand out of pure habit. She came down without hurry. Her eyes went to the key against the lock, to the dust on my knees, to the soaked diaper showing under the lace, and her mouth did something that was not quite a smile.

"You found your parcel," she said.

"You kept my clothes."

"I keep everything." She reached the bottom of the stair. "You think I'd burn them? Burning them would be a cage. I don't cage anyone, Pearl." She let the name sit on me. "You have the keys. You have had them since the night you arrived, the whole ring, that one included." She nodded at the brass between my fingers. "The door is yours to open. It always was."

My throat was tight. "There's no missing maid."

"No."

"There never was a woman who left without notice."

"No." She set the candle on the hall table. "There was a man. Every time, there is a man, and he comes up the drive certain of himself, and one morning he stands where you're standing with the door key in his hand and he finds he can't make his wrist turn." She studied me. "I hide nothing. I lock no one in. They bolt the doors themselves, every single one. Out is not where they want to be by the time they understand they can go."

I looked at the key. "Then I'll go."

"Then go." She did not move toward me. She did not reach for the ring. She folded her hands at her waist and waited, and that was worse than any grip, the way she let the door stand there mine for the taking. "Turn the key, Pearl. I'll stand right here. Walk to your car in your old coat with your wet diaper sagging down your legs and drive to the gate and never come back. Nobody will stop you."

The wet front pressed against me as I shifted, and my cock, locked small and aching in the little cage she kept it in, throbbed against the soaked diaper, and I hated that it answered her voice and not the open door.

"You can't," she said, soft now, reading it off my face. "Can you. You stand there holding your freedom and the only thing your body wants is to be told to put it down."

I put the keys down. I set the whole cold ring on the marble at her feet, and the brass clinked and settled, and I stayed kneeling, and my breath went ragged.

"Good girl," Cordelia said.

She bent and took the ring and clipped it back to her belt where it lived, and the small weight of it back on her hip undid something in my chest. She looked down at me a long moment. Then her hand found my jaw, two fingers under it, tilting my face up.

"You're soaked through," she said. "You sat on my stairs all night drowning in it instead of changing yourself, because you wanted to see if you'd run. And you couldn't. So now you're going to be useful to me instead of useless on my marble." She straightened. "Up. The morning room. Crawl."

I crawled. The diaper dragged heavy between my knees with every move, warm and obscene, squelching against me, and the marble was cold under my palms, and she walked ahead with the keys chiming on her hip and did not look back to see if I followed because she knew I followed.

The morning room had a long padded bench under the window where the light came in. She had laid things out on it already, before dawn, before she ever came to find me. The wand with its black cord. A fat glass plug, ribbed, that caught the light. A leather strap-on harness with a thick curved dildo buckled into it, set out beside her chair. A roll of soft cuffs.

"You knew," I said.

"I know every morning how it ends," she said. "I only ever wonder how long the man takes to stop arguing." She pointed at the bench. "Over it. Now."

I bent over the padded bench. She unbuttoned the back of the dress and pulled the soaked diaper down off my hips and let it drop, fat and ruined, to the floor, and the cool air hit my wet skin and I shivered. She spread me with one cold hand.

"Look at you," she said. "Cunt of a thing, aren't you, all that pride gone soft. Say what you are."

"I'm yours," I said into the bench.

"Cruder than that."

"I'm your maid. I'm your sissy. I couldn't turn the key."

"No, you couldn't." Something cold and slick pressed at my asshole, her thumb, working the lube in slow, and I clenched and she tutted and pressed harder until I let her in to the knuckle. "Beg me for the plug, Pearl. Tell me you want my house in your filthy little hole instead of the open road."

"Please," I got out. "Please put it in me."

"Put what in you?"

"The plug, the glass, please, fill me, I don't want the door, I want this."

She fed the glass plug into me slow, the fat of it stretching me wide, the ribs dragging at the rim of me one by one every ridge opening me and then the burn at the widest part where I thought I could not take it and then the snap as it seated and my hole closed greedy around the narrow base. I groaned into the cushion. She slapped my ass once, hard, and the plug shifted in me and lit me up.

"There," she said. "Bolted shut at both ends now. You bolt every door I give you." She reached under me and clicked the wand on.

She set the head of it against the little caged ache of me, the wand humming through the metal, and the buzz went straight up into my locked cock and my belly clenched and my thighs shook. I pushed back without meaning to and the plug drove deeper and I made a sound I did not know I made.

"You don't come until I say," she said. "You know the rule. Hold it."

She kept the wand on me. The hum climbed and climbed, my hips jerking against the bench, the plug a hot fat fullness with every twitch, and the edge came rushing up fast, too fast.

"Mistress, please, I'm close, please."

She took the wand away.

The orgasm crested into nothing and broke apart and left me empty and clenching on the glass, hips humping the air, a thin dribble leaking from the cage and that was all, no release, just the ache rolling back on itself. I sobbed.

"Please."

"No." She turned the wand back on against me. Built me up again, slower this time, watching my back heave, and the second the sounds went high and desperate she pulled it off and left me grinding helpless on the bench with nothing. "That's twice you don't get it," she said. "Beg, and I might let you."

"Please, please, Mistress, I'll do anything, please let me, I bolted your doors, I gave you the keys, please, I need to come, I'm begging you."

"You sound like a whore."

"I'm your whore, I'm your sissy whore, please."

"Better." Leather creaked, the buckle of the harness cinching at her hips, the slick of her working lube down the thick curved length of the strap-on. She pulled the glass plug out of me slow and the stretch reversed and I gaped empty and clenching for one cold second before she lined the fat head of the cock against me.

"You took the plug," she said. "Now you'll take me. And you'll come when I decide, on my cock, not your hand, not the toy, mine."

She drove in. The dildo was thicker than the plug and it split me open in one long shove, the burn flaring white, my hole stretched to the limit around the base of it, and I cried out and grabbed the far edge of the bench. She did not wait. She pulled back to the rim and rammed in again, and the bench rocked, and she set a pace that knocked the breath out of me with every stroke, her hips slapping my ass, the wet slick sounds of it loud in the quiet room, the harness creaking, her hand fisted in the back of my collar to hold me down on her cock.

"This is the road you wanted," she panted, fucking into me hard. "This. Right here. You drove all the way up my drive for a cock in your ass and a collar on your neck and you didn't even know it." She ground deep and held it, the dildo crammed to the root in me, and reached under and pressed the wand back against my cage.

The buzz and the fullness hit together and my whole body seized.

"Now," she said. "Come on my cock, slut. Come with my house buried in you."

I broke. It tore through me from the ass up, the cage straining, the cum forced out of me in thin spurts that had nowhere to go, my hole clamping down so hard around the strap-on she had to shove through the clench, and I was making noise into the bench, broken noise, no words, just take it and yes and the sounds a thing makes when its body has gone past where its mind can follow. She fucked me through it. She did not stop when it stopped being good and started being too much, the wand still on me, the cock still pumping, my oversensitive hole burning around every stroke.

"Again," she said.

"I can't, I can't, please, too much."

"You can. You will. One more, you bolted the door, you owe me one more." She drove harder, the slap of her hips obscene, sweat sliding down my spine, drool wetting the cushion under my open mouth, and the second one ripped out of me ragged and dry and shaking and I screamed into the bench and she finally went still, buried deep, holding me there impaled and twitching while it rolled through me and ebbed and left me limp.

She pulled out slow. I gaped around nothing, used, dripping lube down the inside of my thighs, the whole back of me throbbing. She unbuckled the harness and set it aside and stroked one hand down my wet spine like you would gentle an animal.

"There's my Pearl," she said. "All that arguing for nothing. The door's been open the whole time and you bolt yourself shut every dawn."

I lay over the bench and could not have stood if she paid me. The keys chimed at her hip as she moved. My old jacket was still folded on the boot room shelf where I had left it, the long brass key was back on her belt with all the rest, and the front door at the end of the hall stood there, unlocked, mine, untaken.

She crouched by the ruined diaper on the floor and picked it up by one tab and held it up between us, sagging and heavy.

"You'll want a fresh one before the others wake," she said. "And then we'll talk about what you do now that you've decided to stay. Because I've a letter in that east-wing room with your name not yet on it, Pearl, and one of these mornings you're going to finish it." She smiled. "Or you'll write me something else entirely. Your hand either way."

She held the new diaper open on the bench and patted it once.

"Up you get. There's a long day in this house, and you're the only maid I've got."


Chapter 8: The Apron's Secret

The brush dragged through my hair and I sat still for it.

Cordelia stood behind me at her own vanity, the one with the spotted mirror and the silver-backed brush that weighed too much for what it did. She had sat me down on the little stool. She had wet my hair at the roots and worked something through it that smelled of almonds, and now she pulled the bristles from my crown to my nape in long even strokes, and I let her.

"Pearl," she said into the back of my neck. Not a question. Not a test. She said it the way you'd read a label off a jar. "There. That's better."

I met my own eyes in the glass and did not flinch. That was the new thing. Three weeks ago the name would have curled my hands into fists. Now it landed warm at the base of my skull and slid down my spine and pooled somewhere low, and I hated the heat of it less than I should have.

"You used to fight the stool," she said. The brush caught a knot and she worked it loose without slowing. "Bram fought it longer than most. Two months. You're quicker."

"Who's Bram."

"A maid. Before you." She set the brush down on the marble and her hands settled on my shoulders, cool through the thin cotton of the uniform. "Hold your chin up. You drop it when you're thinking too hard."

I lifted my chin. In the mirror the collar showed at my throat, the locked band of it, the little pearl seated at the hollow where I swallowed. My throat moved around it. The diaper crinkled under the skirt when I shifted my weight, thick and pink and loud in the still room, and heat crawled up my face at the sound even now, even after everything, because a sound like that out of a grown man's lap does not stop being a humiliation just because you have heard it a hundred times.

"There's a rhythm to the house," she said. "You're going to learn it. Mornings the east stairs, because the damp gets in the runners and they need walking dry before the sun hits them. The blue room aired Tuesdays. My tea at four, never five." Her fingers found a strand at my temple and tucked it back. "The girls who last learn the rhythm and stop counting the hours. The girls who don't last spend every day waiting for it to end, and it doesn't end, so they break wrong."

"Break wrong," I said.

"Loudly. Messily. They run at the doors." Her mouth was close to my ear. "You bolt your own doors now. You did it last night without thinking. I watched you."

I had. My hand on the bolt at the top of the cellar stair, throwing it home, the cold iron of it, and the way I had not once thought about the key ring on her belt or the front door or the dark road past it. The thought of that road had stopped pulling. That was the part that frightened the small dim animal still awake in me.

Because in the deep pocket of my apron, folded into eighths, soft now from handling, was a single sheet of paper. I had written it out clean two nights ago at the maid's desk by candle. I hereby give notice. My name at the bottom in my own hand, my real name, the cynic's name, pressed hard enough to dent the page. I had not given it to her. I kept it folded against my hip like a man keeps one bullet, and I told myself it meant the door was still mine. I could finish any night. I could walk. The collar was locked and the name was hers and the work was hers, but the paper was mine, and the paper was the man.

"You've gone away," Cordelia said. "Come back."

"I'm here."

"You're not. You're touching that apron." She had seen my hand drift to the pocket. She always saw. "What's in it, Pearl?"

"Nothing. A cloth."

She let it go. She is patient in a way that is worse than catching you. She picked the brush back up.

The vanity faced the long window and through it the grounds were grey with the early dark coming down, and somewhere below a clock began its hour, low and slow, and I counted the strokes without meaning to. The room was cold at the floor and warm at my scalp where her hands had been, and that split, cold feet and hot crown, kept me from drifting all the way under.

"Stand up," she said.

I stood. The skirt fell over the bulk of the diaper and the crinkle of it filled the quiet, and her eyes went to it and stayed.

"You're wet," she said.

"No."

"Pearl." She came around in front of me. She pressed two fingers to the front of the diaper through the skirt, flat, testing, and I had not even known until she pushed and the warm slack of it gave against her hand and yes. I had wet it. Sometime on the stool, under the brush, while I counted the clock and let her name me, my body had let go without asking me, and I had not felt it happen, and that was the worst of it. The not feeling. The thing doing it on its own.

My face went so hot I had to shut my eyes.

"There it is," she said, almost kind. "That's the shame I like. You can take the name and the stool and the collar with a straight face now, but you can't take this." Her fingers pressed again and the soaked diaper squelched, quiet, an obscene small sound in her elegant room, and my cock jumped against the wet front of it and I hated that it did. "You leak like a thing that can't help it because you are one."

"Stop," I said.

She did not stop. She walked me backward by that hand pressed to my crotch, three steps, four, until the backs of my knees hit the chaise by the window and I sat down hard and the diaper squelched under me and spread the warm wet up against my balls and I made a sound I did not choose.

"There's the noise," she said. "Make it again."

"No."

"No?" Her brows went up. She crouched in front of me in her dark silk, her knees on the floor, which she never did, the mistress on the floor in front of the maid, and that wrongness alone slammed my pulse. She put both hands on my knees and pushed them apart. "Say no again. I want to hear it before I take it off you."

The dim animal in me found its feet. I shoved the paper-thought up like a shield. I could leave. I had the notice. I did not have to sit here and leak for her and be glad of it. I opened my mouth to throw that at her, the one thing I had kept, and what came out instead, thin and shaking, was:

"I could go. I wrote it down. I could give you my notice tonight."

The room held still.

She did not get angry. That was the thing that finished me. She tilted her head and looked at me with something close to pity, and she reached into my apron pocket, slow, watching my face, and drew the folded square of paper out between two fingers, and I let her, my hand half-raised and useless.

"This," she said. She did not unfold it. She held it up between us. "Your bullet. I knew the night you wrote it. The candle, the long sitting." She turned it in the dim light. "Every maid keeps one. Bram kept his in the lining of his shoe. The one before him swallowed the idea of his whole and carried it behind his teeth. You all keep a paper that says you could leave, and you all press it to your hip at night, and not one of you has ever handed it to me, because the paper was never about leaving."

"It is. It means I can."

"It means you need to believe you can while you stay." She set the folded notice on the chaise beside my hip, gentle, like she was returning something I had dropped. "Keep it. I won't take it. That's the trick of it, Pearl. You can confess every filthy thing you want with your mouth, you can ask me out loud for what's coming, as long as you keep that door you swore you'd never walk through. I leave you the door. You leave the door shut. That's the whole arrangement, and you struck it yourself two nights ago at that desk."

Down the chimney the wind made a low sound, in and out, like the house breathing, and the cold came up off the floor through my stockinged feet and my scalp still warm and the wet hot under me and I was so hard inside the soaked diaper it ached.

"Now," she said. She stood. She crossed to the tall chest and opened the second drawer, the one I had never been let into, and the room filled with a faint crinkle and rattle as she lifted things out and set them on the marble. A clean diaper, thick, the pink kind. A bottle. And a thing with a coiled black cord and a head shaped like a flat oval, which she plugged into the wall by the vanity, and when she thumbed the switch the buzz of it rose low and filled the whole room, a hard flat hum in my teeth.

"Up," she said. "On the chaise, on your back. You've earned the change. You're going to be loud for it."

I got up onto the chaise. I lay back. The defiance had nowhere to go now, it sat in my chest like a stone going cold, the one no I had left already spent and laughed off. She peeled my soaked diaper open at the tapes and the cool air hit my wet skin and my cock stood up off my belly, flushed, dripping at the tip, and she looked at it the way you look at a chore.

"Filthy little thing," she said. She wiped me down slow with something cold and wet from the bottle, between my legs, under my balls, and I jerked at every pass and bit down on the sounds. "Hold still or I drag it out longer."

She did not put the clean diaper under me yet. She took the buzzing oval head in her hand and laid it flat against the underside of my cock, root to tip, and pressed.

The hum went straight through me. My hips lifted off the chaise on their own and she put her free hand flat on my belly and held me down.

"There," she said. "Beg for it. In the words. You know the words now."

I shook my head, one last useless time.

"No?" She lifted the wand a half inch so the buzz only kissed me, and the loss of it was so sharp I heard myself whine. "You want it back, you ask like what you are."

"Please," I said. The word came out broken.

"Please who."

"Please, Mistress." My throat worked around the collar. "Please, I'm. Your maid. Your sissy. Put it back, please, I need it."

"Better." She pressed the wand flat again and the hum bloomed up through my whole groin and I cried out and did not care that I did. She worked it root to tip, dragging the flat buzzing head slow up the length of me, and at the tip she held it and let it scream against the soft underside there, and my legs shook and the cold of the floor was gone, everything was the buzz and her hand on my belly. "Tell me what's about to happen. Out loud."

"I'm going to cum."

"A maid doesn't cum. A maid leaks." She ground the wand down harder. "Say it."

"I'm going to leak, I'm going to, please, Mistress, I can't, it's, please."

"Then leak."

It tore out of me. My cock jerked under the wand and I spilled up over my own belly in thick ropes, pulsing, the buzz still dragging through it and making it longer than it should have been, and I heard myself sobbing the whole way through, and she did not lift the wand when I finished. She held it there.

"That's one," she said.

"Wait, I, it's too. Take it off."

"No." Flat. Calm. She kept the buzzing head pressed to the head of my cock where I was already too raw to stand it, and the pleasure flipped over into something with teeth and I writhed under her hand and she rode it, held me, would not let me twist away. "You don't get to spend three weeks learning the rhythm and then keep this from me. This is the rhythm. Open."

The second one built fast and mean off the first, no rest, my cock still hard and now hurting with it, and the wet I had already spilled made everything slick and loud where her wrist moved, and she leaned over me and said it low.

"You confessed you could leave. Now confess you won't. Say it while you leak for me. Say the maid's staying."

"I, I can't think."

"You don't need to think. Say it."

"The maid's staying." It came out wrecked, my eyes wet, my whole body strung tight as wire. "She's. I'm staying, I'm staying, Mistress, please, I'm staying."

"Again, you're almost there, I can feel it, give it to me."

"I'm staying, I'm not leaving, I'm yours, please, please."

The second one ripped through me worse than the first because there was nothing left to cushion it, just raw overworked nerve, and I leaked again, weak and clear, my cock kicking dry at the end of it with nothing more to give, and I was making a high thin broken noise that did not sound like any version of me, and still the wand buzzed, still she held it, and I begged her in pieces, no words now, just please and too much and the buzz eating both.

"That's two." She lifted the wand off at last and thumbed it dead, and the silence rang. My ears filled with my own breathing and the wind in the flue and the slow far clock starting its half hour. She wiped me down again, brisk, my whole body twitching at the cloth, and she taped the clean diaper on me snug while I lay there shaking and useless, and the new crinkle of it was loud as she pressed the front closed over me.

She picked the folded notice up off the chaise. She slid it back into my apron pocket herself, smoothing it flat against my hip, and patted it.

"Keep your door," she said. "You'll need it. There's no version of this where you walk out unchanged, Pearl, so there's no harm leaving it open." She brushed my hair off my wet forehead. "The man who could use it left a long time ago. You only think you're keeping his paper for him."

I lay there padded and spent and could not answer, and the dim animal that had said no twice tonight lay down somewhere in me and did not get up, and I felt the loss of it less than I should have, which is how I knew it had been real and was gone.

She rose. She straightened her silk. At the door she paused with her hand on the frame.

"Up in an hour," she said. "The east stairs need walking dry before the damp sets. And there's a room at the end of that wing you've not been in. The locked one." A pause. The clock finished its half hour. "Time you cleaned it. I'll bring the key down at dawn."

She went out, and her heels faded down the long cold hall, and I lay in the dark with the paper at my hip and my own hand drifting to it again without my say, and all I could think, fresh and quiet and terrible, was that I wanted to see what was behind that door.


Chapter 9: Signed Pearl

The hall was lit like it mattered. Candles in the wall sconces, every one of them, more flame than I had ever seen burning at once in this house. Cordelia had set my things in a row on the long table by the door.

My duffel, the gray one, zipped and slumped. My old shoes beside it, scuffed at the toe, laces tucked in the way I used to tuck them. A short stack of bills, counted, banded with a rubber band. And the key ring. The whole ring, every key in the manor, the front door key fat among the small ones, laid on a folded cloth like an offering.

The front door stood open. Cold came through it. I could smell the wet grass and the rot of leaves out there, the night past the gravel, the road I had walked up nine weeks ago with my collar still in my pocket and my mouth full of jokes.

I stood on the bottom stair in the uniform. The diaper crinkled when I shifted my weight, thick and pink under the black skirt, a loud sound in a quiet room. I pressed my thighs together to stop it and it did not stop.

"Come down, Pearl," Cordelia said.

She sat in the chair at the head of the table. Not standing over me. Sitting, hands folded, the way a person sits when they have already won and have all night to let you find out.

I came down. The cold from the door reached my bare legs above the stockings.

"Everything you walked in with," she said, and lifted one finger off her other hand, pointing at each thing without looking at it. "Your bag. Your shoes. Your money, every dollar of your wages, counted twice. The keys to every lock in this house." Her finger stopped at the open door. "And the way out."

My heart was going hard. I looked at the door. The dark out there had a shape, the drive curving down, a gate I could see in my head though not from here.

"You've told yourself a story," she said. "I know the shape of it. Every one of them tells it. That you stayed because you couldn't go. That there was a lock you couldn't pick, a debt you couldn't clear, a hand on the back of your neck." She let that sit. "So tonight there's no hand. The door is open. The keys are yours. Your old clothes are pressed. Take them and walk, and no one in this house will move to stop you. I'll close the door behind you myself."

The diaper crinkled. I had not moved. My face was hot.

"Or," she said, "give your notice and stay."

She reached into the pocket of her dress and took out a paper I knew. Folded in quarters, soft at the creases from riding in my apron night after night against my hip. My resignation. The one I had carried like a man carries a pill under his tongue, the one that let me sleep telling myself I could leave any night I chose.

She had found it. Of course she had found it. There had never been a fold of cloth in this house she didn't know.

She laid it on the table beside the keys. "It isn't finished," she said. "You wrote the date. You wrote 'I hereby give.' You stopped there. Nine weeks and you couldn't finish three more words." Her mouth moved, not a smile, something cooler. "Finish your notice and go. Or give your notice and stay. Your hand either way."

The candles snapped and hissed. The cold breathed in through the door.

I went to the table. My legs were not steady. The duffel smelled like the old apartment, like cheap detergent and the inside of a bus, and that smell turned my stomach in a way I had not braced for. I touched the bills. They were real. The key ring was cold and heavy when I picked it up, all of it in my palm at once, more weight than I had held since I came here.

I could leave. That was the thing that broke open in me, standing there with the cold on my legs and the whole way out lying in front of me. I could have left any night. The thought I had built my last shred of pride on, the secret paper, the man kept on life support, all of it was a lie I had told myself because the truth was worse. No one had trapped me. I had stayed because I wanted to be here, on my knees, in this, and I had hidden that want inside a story about locks.

"You're shaking," Cordelia said. Not kind. Just noting it.

"Yes, Mistress."

"Pick up the pen."

It was there, beside the paper. A good pen, heavy, hers. I picked it up.

She stood then. She came around the table and put herself behind me, close, her front against my back, her chin near my ear. Her perfume cut through the wet-leaf smell from the door, something dark and warm, smoke and a flower I couldn't name. I had learned that smell. My body knew it before my brain did, knew it meant her hands were coming, and the diaper was already too warm between my legs.

"The dead man's chair," she said into my ear. "Sit."

I looked at the chair she had risen from. The head of the table. I sat in it. The skirt rode up. The diaper crinkled loud under me, bulging, holding me a little spread on the hard seat.

"He sat there too," she said. "The last one. The cynical one who left without notice." Her hand came over my shoulder and tapped my own resignation. "This is his chair, Pearl. The man who wrote this. Finish his notice in his chair, and you walk out the door as him. Or don't."

Her hand slid down my front. Over the bib of the apron, down, and pressed flat on the thick pink front of the diaper, the heel of her palm finding the swell of me through the diaper. I jerked in the chair. The pen skipped on the paper.

"Write," she said.

I could not write. Her hand worked slow circles, pressing the warm bulk against my cock where it strained sideways in the diaper, and my hips chased it before I told them to. The crinkle got loud and obscene, a wet creak as the diaper shifted. I had wet it an hour ago when she sent me to dress. The heat of that was still in it. Now she ground that warm weight against me and the shame of it ran straight down into my balls.

"You can't even hold a pen," she said. Her voice had no laugh in it, which was worse than a laugh. "The man who used to sit here finished his sentences. You can't finish one with my hand on your diaper. Look how far you've fallen, Pearl." Her palm pressed harder. The squelch of it filled the hall. "Say what you are."

"A sissy," I said. My voice cracked. "Your sissy maid."

"In a wet diaper, leaking, with the front door open and your money counted, and you'd rather sit in it and let me play with you than walk." Her teeth grazed my ear. "Say that."

"I'd rather stay." It came out broken. "I'd rather sit in my wet diaper than walk out that door."

"Filthier."

The shame climbed my neck, hot, and underneath it my cock jumped against her hand like it had its own answer. "I'm a wet diapered sissy who can't think when you touch me," I said, fast, ugly, the words shaking out. "I'd rather be your pet than a free man. I don't want the keys. I don't want the door."

"You have the keys," she said. "They're in your fist."

They were. I had not put them down. I was gripping the whole ring in my left hand while she worked me with her right, the front door key digging into my palm.

She came around then and knelt in front of me, between my spread knees, and pushed the skirt up to my hips. The diaper bulged out, swollen and pink and dark at the front where I'd wet it, crinkling as she gripped the waistband at both my hips and rocked it against me. "Look at this thing," she said, conversational, cruel. "This is what's between your legs now. Not a cock. A soaked diaper and a thing trapped sideways in it that leaks when I'm cruel to it." She pressed her thumb into the warm wet swell. "Hump it. Show me you'd give up the door for this."

I hated her. I rolled my hips up into her hand and the wet diaper dragged over me and the sound it made was the most degrading thing I had ever heard, a squelch and a creak, over and over, my whole body chasing the friction of my own wet diaper because she told me to. My eyes stung. The cold from the door licked at my bare thighs while the front of me burned.

"That's it," she said. "There he goes. The cynic, humping his diaper in his own chair instead of leaving. Don't come yet. You don't get to come until you've written it."

"I can't, I can't write, please."

"Then don't come." Her hand stilled. The loss of it was a punch.

I made a sound I would have died before making nine weeks ago.

She reached up and unbuttoned the front of the diaper at one hip, the tape giving with a loud rip, and folded the wet front down off me. The cold air hit my bare cock and I flinched. She wrapped her hand around it, warm and dry where I was slick, and stroked once, slow, root to tip, her thumb dragging over the wet head.

"Now," she said. "Write while I do this. Every word you get down, I keep going. Stop writing, I stop. Your hand either way, Pearl."

She stroked. I got the pen to the paper.

I did not finish his sentence. I knew that the second the nib touched the page, knew it in my chest like a door swinging shut. Below his cramped, dead handwriting, his date, his half-line, I started my own. Her fist worked me slow and tight and my hand shook so the letters came out crooked, but I wrote them.

Formal notice. That the maid is taking the post. That there is no notice to give.

"Read it to me," she said, not stopping her hand. "Out loud."

"Formal notice," I read, my voice wrecked, the words breaking as her thumb circled the head of my cock. "The maid is taking the post permanently. There is no notice to give. Because she. Because she is not leaving."

"Good girl." She twisted her wrist and I arched up off the dead man's chair. "Now you can come. Sign it first. Sign it and come, in that order, or not at all."

I signed it. I did not sign Reese. My hand wrote PEARL, big, the letters falling into each other, and on the L her fist tightened and dragged and I broke.

It tore out of me. My hips bucked up into her hand and I came, cock jerking, cum striping up over her wrist and onto the folded-down front of the wet diaper, my mouth open on a sound that had no words in it. She did not stop. She stroked me through it, past it, her hand slick now with me, dragging over the head when it had gone too sensitive to stand.

"That's one," she said. "Keep your eyes open. Look at the door while you come. Look at what you signed."

I came again before the first was done, or it never stopped, I couldn't tell, my whole lower body locked and spasming, the chair creaking, the open door a black square at the edge of my blurred sight. "That's two," she said, calm, counting me like I was a thing on an inventory. "The free man's hand, signing himself away. One more."

"I can't, it's too much, please, please."

"You can. You will. You signed it." Her hand did not let up, milking me past the ache, my cock raw in her grip, and the third one ripped through me dry and wrecked, my voice gone to a thin broken cry, my fist still clutching the keys so hard the metal had bitten a line into my palm. "Three," she breathed. "Now you're empty. Now there's nothing of him left in that chair."

I slumped. My ears rang. The cum was cooling on the ruined diaper and on her wrist, and she lifted her hand and held it in front of my face.

"Clean it," she said.

I leaned forward and licked my own cum off her wrist, the salt of it on my tongue, her skin warm under it, and the taste was shame straight in the mouth and I did it anyway, slow, until her wrist was clean and she pulled it back.

She stood. She picked up the paper. She read what I had written, my crooked notice under his dead one, the PEARL falling off the bottom of it, and something moved in her face that she did not let me see all of.

"Then it's done," she said. "Lock the door."

I got up out of the chair. My legs barely held. The wet diaper hung half-off me, taped at one hip, the front folded down and fouled, and I did not fix it. I walked to the open door like that, swollen and leaking and marked, the cold rushing up under the skirt, my old duffel and my old shoes and my counted money in a row behind me on the table that I did not so much as glance at.

I looked out once. The drive, the dark, the gate somewhere down there. The road. The bus smell still in my nose from the bag.

I found the front door key on the ring by feel, the fat one, warm now from my fist. I took hold of the door and swung it shut against the night. It closed heavy. I fit the key to the lock from the inside and turned it. The bolt drove home with a sound that went through the whole hall, through me, final.

Locked. From the inside. By my own hand, with my own key.

I stood with my forehead against the cold wood for a second, breathing. Then I turned around.

Cordelia held out her belt where it hung at her hip, the empty ring on it waiting. I crossed the hall and lifted the key ring, all of it, the front door key and every other, and hung it back on her belt myself, settled it so it would not slip, my fingers clumsy.

She caught my chin and tipped my face up. Her thumb pressed the collar at my throat, the locked one, PEARL on the little plate.

"Mine," she said. "Say it."

"Yours," I said. "Mistress. I'm yours. I locked it. I locked myself in."

"You did." She looked at the fouled diaper hanging off me, at the cum drying on it, at the wreck I was. "You gave away your name, your money, your clothes, and the only door, and you did all of it with your own two hands while I sat in a chair." Her thumb moved on the collar plate. "There's nothing left to take from you that you haven't already handed me."

"No, Mistress."

"Good." She let go of my chin. "Now go change yourself. You're a mess, and you've made my floor cold." She glanced at the candles, the bag, the shoes. "I'll have these cleared. You won't see them again."

I went to the stairs. At the bottom one I stopped, because there was a thing pulling at the edge of me, a thing I had not let myself look at while she was stroking the sense out of me. The freshest photograph on the east-wing wall. My own first night. The unfinished letters pinned under all of them.

I knew now what I was going to do with mine. Not tonight. But soon, with my own key, into the room she still thought was forbidden to me.

"Pearl," she said behind me.

I looked back.

"You're already wondering about the east wing," she said, and this time she did smile, small and certain, like she had read it off the back of my neck. "Good. There's a thing in there I've been waiting nine weeks to let you file yourself."


Chapter 10: Left Without Notice

The key turned the way it always did now, smooth, no fight in the old lock at all. I pushed the east-wing door open with my hip and let myself in, my hands full. No storm tonight. The lamps in the hall behind me were steady and yellow and I had walked here without rushing, the brass key warm from my apron pocket, the small frame tucked under my arm against the bib of my pinafore.

Weeks. That was the strange part. Weeks had gone by and I had stood in this room before, dusted it, knelt and waxed the floor with the rest of the manor, and I had not done this one thing until tonight. I had been putting it off the way you put off a letter you already know the end of.

The wall was full of faces. Men, every one, though you would not say it fast. The same white cap. The same black dress with the lace at the collar. The same little string of fake pearls sitting at each throat, the collar I now wore, the one that locked at the back where my own fingers could not reach. Each photo had a square of paper pinned under it, yellow with age at the top of the wall, crisp and new at the bottom. Unfinished letters. I hereby give notice. Each one stopped somewhere in the middle. Not one of them finished.

There was a gap near the end of the row. A bare nail. I had left it there myself the night I found this room and ran. I had not run far.

I set my candle stub on the shelf and unwrapped the frame.

It was me. Or it had been. A man with three days of stubble and a sour mouth and a duffel bag, photographed in the front hall on his first night, squinting at the flash like the camera owed him money. Cordelia took it the night I arrived, she told me later, the way she took one of every man who came up the drive looking for room and board with nowhere else to be. I had hated my face then and I did not hate it now. I just did not know him. He looked at the lens like a man counting the days until he could leave, and he had no idea he was already staying.

I hung him on the nail.

Then the letter. I had it folded in my apron, the real one, the half-written page in his own bad handwriting, the one that started I hereby give and stopped dead at the n of notice, the pen lifted and never put back down. I pinned it under the photo with the same pin the others used. My thumb pressed the point home into the old plaster.

There. Filed.

The man who left without notice. The one Cordelia warned me about my first week, the cynical sort who came and went, here one day and gone before breakfast, no goodbye, no forwarding. I had wanted to solve it once. I had broken into this room to solve it, sure I would find a body, sure there was a crime under this house. There was. I found the body weeks ago. It was mine. And I had wanted to know who did it, and now I knew that too, because I was the one with the pins in my hand.

The sissy maid did it. I closed the case on him myself, and my fingers did not shake.

"You found the time, then."

Cordelia stood in the doorway. I had not heard her, which meant she had let me hear her, choosing the moment. She wore grey, high at the neck, the ring of keys hanging at her belt where I had hung it the night I locked us both in. Her eyes went from my face to the wall and back, and something at the corner of her mouth moved.

"Yes, Mistress," I said.

"Took you long enough." She came in. She did not look at the new photo. She looked at me looking at it. "Most of them never hang their own. I do it after. You are the first to walk in here on purpose and put yourself on the wall with your own hand."

"He was overdue."

"He was." She stopped close. Her finger came up and hooked under the pearl collar at my throat, two knuckles, a small tug that pulled my chin up. The catch at the back held. It always held. I kept it locked because I kept it locked; the key to it sat on her ring and I had stopped asking weeks ago. "Say his name."

"Reese."

"And yours."

"Pearl." The word came out of me with no weight at all, the way you say your own name, because it was.

Her thumb moved on the collar, testing the lock, and the cool string of beads dragged against the soft skin under my jaw. The catch was a small hard knot of metal behind my neck. I had learned to feel it there all day, a weight no heavier than a coin, that I could not undo. I felt it now. It pulled something low in me tight.

"You are leaking already," she said, glancing down without lowering her chin. "Looking at a dead man on a wall."

My face went hot. The front of my dress, the smooth front panel that lay over the thick crinkling bulk strapped between my thighs, had gone tight and warm. The diaper was a fat white wedge that held my legs apart even when I stood straight, and I had felt it dampen while I pinned the letter, a small warm spread I had not told my body to make. The crinkle when I shifted was loud in the still room.

"I am sorry, Mistress."

"No you are not." She let go of the collar. "Lift the skirt."

I gathered the black hem in both fists and lifted it to my waist. The diaper bulged out between my thighs, thick and white and already darkened in a patch at the front, the tapes snug at my hips. The cold air found my bare legs above the stocking tops. My cock sat trapped and hard in the front of it, a ridge in the soft swollen pad, leaking through, and there was no hiding the shape of it.

She looked at me the way she would look at a clock she was winding. "Tell me what you are."

"A wet sissy maid." My voice cracked on it and that made the heat worse, the shame and the want fused so close I could not have pulled them apart with a knife. "A leaking thing in a soaked diaper who could not even keep dry looking at a photograph."

"Whose photograph."

"My own." The wrongness of it ran down my spine and into the warm bulk and I pressed my thighs together around it before I could stop, and the squelch was obscene in the quiet, and she heard it.

"Did I say press?"

"No, Mistress." I held my legs apart again, shaking now, the skirt bunched in my fists.

She walked behind me. I heard the keys move. Then a different sound, a hard plastic click, and the low buzz of the wand starting up. She had brought it. Of course she had brought it. She reached around my hip and pressed the round flat head of it to the front of the diaper, right over the trapped ridge of my cock, through the warm wet diaper, and the buzz drove straight through the soaked bulk into me.

My knees went. I caught myself on the shelf, candle jumping.

"Hold the skirt up," she said against my ear, calm, mean, and pressed harder. The soaked diaper mashed against me, the wet warmth of it spreading flat under the buzzing head, the squelch of it going louder each time she ground the wand in a slow circle. "You will thank me when it is done. Now ride it."

I could not have stopped my hips if the house had caught fire. They rolled forward into the wand, into the heavy sodden pad, and every push made the diaper squelch and sag and the buzz climbed up through my balls into my gut. The smell of it rose, warm and close, the wet diaper and the salt of me. I hung onto the shelf and worked myself against the toy through the soaked diaper like the leaking sissy she had named, and the photo of the man I used to be looked down at me while I did it.

"That's it," she said. "Look at him while you come in your diaper. Let him watch the maid finish what he started."

"Please," I said, not even sure for what.

"Say it filthy."

"Please let your wet little maid cum in her soggy diaper, please, Mistress, I am so close, I am a dripping useless thing and I need it." The words fell out of me crude and fast and each one stripped another layer off and there was nothing under them but how badly I wanted what I was begging for.

She pressed the wand flat and held it. "Come."

I broke against the soaked pad with a sound I did not know I had in me. It tore through the warm wet bulk and up my spine and my cock pulsed trapped in the front of the diaper, spilling into the already wet diaper, the heat of it adding to the heat already there. My hips jerked and the squelch of the saturated diaper grinding against the buzzing head was the loudest thing in the room. My legs shook. I kept the skirt up. I kept my eyes on him. That was one.

She did not turn the wand off.

"Mistress, I just, I cannot, it is too much." The head was still buzzing flat against my spent cock through the pad and the oversensitive jolt of it made my whole belly clench.

"You said you needed it." Her free hand came around and pressed the front of the diaper in, cupping the wet swollen bulk against me, squeezing, so the wand and her hand crushed the soaked diaper flat to my twitching cock from both sides. "Greedy little hole. Again."

"I cannot, I cannot, please." I was crying now, the wet kind that means nothing, my hips trying to pull away and pushing in at the same time. The squelch had gone to a steady wet churn under her hand. The warmth of the diaper, the weight of it sagging full between my thighs, dragged at me and held me open and there was no closing my legs around the fat bulk of it.

"You can. You will. You buried a man tonight with your own hands and you can give me one more." She ground the heel of her hand up under the front of the pad while the wand sat flat on top, and the doubled pressure built fast and ugly and too soon and I felt it coming and I hated it and I wanted it and the gap between those two things was where I lived now.

It hit. My cock spasmed dry and hard in the soaked diaper, nothing left to spill, just the deep clench of it ripping through me while I sobbed and shook against the shelf. My ass clenched on nothing. My toes curled in the stockings. That was two, and I had not been asked to count, and I counted anyway, in my head, the way she had trained into me. Two.

She clicked the wand off.

The room went quiet except for me breathing. The skirt was still up in my fists. I lowered it slow, over the heavy wet wedge, the black hem settling over the bulge it could not hide. My legs would barely hold. The diaper sagged warm and full and obscene between my thighs and I stood there in it, used, leaking, hung on the wall in two senses now, and I had never in my life felt so far from the man in the photo and so exactly where I was meant to be.

Cordelia tucked the wand back into her apron. She reached out and straightened my cap, which had gone crooked, a small fussing touch, the kind you do to something you keep.

"It is done," she said. "How do you feel."

"Thank you, Mistress." My voice was wrecked and I meant it all the way down, and that was the part the old me would never have understood, that the thank you was true.

She nodded once, like a bill paid. Her eyes moved over the full wall, all of them, the yellow letters at the top and the crisp one at the bottom under my own squinting face, and then to the bare stretch of plaster past it where the wall kept going, where there was room for more.

"There will be another," she said. "A boy will come up the drive with a bag and a sour mouth and nowhere to be, the way they do. He will ask about the last maid. The one who left without notice."

"Yes," I said. I looked at the empty wall beside my photo and I understood the whole of it then, the shape of the lie, how it had been told to me my first week, calm and sad, the maid who came and went, here and gone before breakfast. The lie that made me feel safe to stay because surely a place people walked out of so freely could not be a trap. The keys had hung right here the whole time. The front door key with them. I had been free to go every single night and I had locked the door from the inside with my own hand.

"You will tell him," Cordelia said. It was not a question.

I thought about the boy who did not exist yet, the bag, the squint, the same flat look at the camera. I thought about how I would say it, kind and a little sad, drying a glass behind the kitchen counter, the way it had been said to me. The last maid left without notice. No goodbye. You know how they are.

It was a lie. There was no maid who left. They were all still here, every one of them, on the wall, in the ground of this house, in the uniform. I knew that now better than anyone alive because I had filed the proof myself. And I would tell it anyway, smooth and warm, to a man counting his days, who had no idea he was already staying.

"I will tell him," I said.

"Why."

Because it is the only him there is, I thought, and did not say, looking at the squinting stranger pinned to the wall. Because the man who could have left did leave, and the maid is what stayed, and she is not kept against her will. She keeps the door. She keeps the collar locked because her own hands keep it so. She tells the house's old lie now, in her own mouth, eyes open, because it made her and she would not undo it if the lock fell open in her palm.

"Because it is true the way it needs to be true," I said. "Because I chose it, and I would choose it again, and someday I want to give someone the same start I got."

Cordelia looked at me a long moment. Whatever she was checking for, she found it.

"Good girl, Pearl." She turned for the door. The keys swung at her belt, the front door key among them, mine to take any night I liked, hanging right where I could reach it, and I let it pass me by the way I would let it pass me by every night after this one. "Lock up when you are done in here."

"Yes, Mistress."

She left. I stood with the dead man and all his sisters on the wall and the warm full weight sagging between my thighs and the cool locked pearls at my throat. I picked up the candle. I looked at the squinting stranger one last time, the way you look at a grave you tend, and I felt nothing owed and nothing missing.

I lifted the key from my apron, the smooth east-wing key, and let myself out, and locked the man who left without notice safely in with the rest. Then I went down to wash the glasses for morning, crinkling with every step, home.
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