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Chapter 1: Banking need

⚜

Iwoke wet.

Before my eyes opened, before I knew what day it was, before the geometry of the villa reassembled itself around me - bed, fan, the slatted bar of dawn through the shutters - my body had already started without me. The cotton sheet beneath my hips was damp. A low ache tugged between my thighs, steady and stubborn, like it had been awake before I was - like I had been having a conversation with it in my sleep.

Two weeks ago this would have been alarming. Two weeks ago I had not yet learned the word conditioned.

I lay still and let the room finish coming back to me. My right wrist lay on the pillow beside my head and the band on it caught the dawn dark against my skin. Red. Fourth day on Red. Fifteenth day on the island.

My first thought, before any thought had time to arrive in words, was the memory of his thumb against my lower lip.

The thought wasn't even a thought. It was a place my body went on its own - the corner of the dinner terrace, the indigo behind him, the warm dry weight of his hand at the hollow of my throat, the rough quiet yes that I had felt in my hips before I had heard it in my ears. Last night. By the time the competition ended at midnight next Sunday, almost a full week of restraint would have piled up between us.

I rolled onto my back and the sheet slid under me and I felt, low and specific, the soreness Saturday had banked. Faint. Anchored. The exhibition bench had left a deep imprint of sensation - a heaviness in my pelvis where two cocks had alternated for forty-three minutes while Nate's knuckles had gone white around a glass at the back of the room.

I left my hands where they were.

Jade had texted me before bed: no release, not even your own hand. And beyond that I had decided, somewhere in my sleep, not to.

I sat up slowly. The walk to the bathroom was a quiet revelation. My gait was a different gait - wider at the hip, rolling, a small unconscious adjustment my body had made to accommodate everything that had been done to it for two weeks. I stopped in front of the mirror and watched myself stand. My nipples were hard through the thin sleep shirt. My thighs, even at rest, were a fraction further apart than they used to be. The Red on my right wrist threw its dark colour back at me in the mirror.

I wasn't shocked by the woman in the glass. I knew her by now. I just hadn't seen her standing here in the morning light before, with six days to go.

I splashed cold water on my face and held it against my throat for a long minute, the way Tessa had taught me - cool the pulse, not the want - and went out to the terrace.

Tessa was already up.

She'd put coffee on the low table, halved a papaya, set out two slices of dense brown bread. She was in linen shorts and one of my T-shirts, hair in a loose knot, tan deep enough now that her shoulders had gone the colour of dark honey. Her wrist still showed Blue. She hadn't moved off it, and as far as I could tell she didn't intend to. Nine days from now she'd be on a plane out of here. Her thumb brushed the edge of my own band when she set the coffee cup down - a small flat acknowledgement, no comment, the gentlest possible note of I know what week this is.

She looked up from her book and gave me the small steady nod that had become her version of good morning about a week ago. She did not speak. She had stopped asking me to speak before I was ready to.

I sat down. The cushion met the small specific tenderness Saturday had banked low in my pelvis and I breathed around it and reached for the coffee.

We sat in that quiet for a while. The wind off the water moved the leaves of the bougainvillea at the edge of the terrace. Tessa turned a page. I drank coffee and looked at the sea.

After a while she said, without looking up, "You look like you didn't sleep."

"I slept."

"You slept and your body had a separate appointment."

I poured coffee. The cup met my palm and the heat ran straight up my arm and settled, in some ridiculous way, low in my belly. Everything was a chord this morning. Everything was striking.

"Yeah."

"Six days."

"Don't."

"Just naming it."

"I know."

She slid the papaya across.

I ate it slowly. The flesh was cool. Each spoonful was a small steady act of doing-a-thing-that-was-not-touching-yourself. Tessa watched me with the unhurried attention of a woman who'd seen me Saturday on the exhibition bench and had spent the rest of the weekend bringing me water without speaking. She didn't ask if I was all right. She had stopped asking that question on Day Eleven. She just sat with me.

After a while she said, "Jade at ten?"

"Ten."

"Walk-through."

"Walk-through."

"Eat the bread."

I ate the bread.

The wind off the water was the kind of small clean wind the resort produced before the heat of the day. The palms moved without sound. Out past the lawn the sea was a flat brushed silver, and a kayak was tracking the line of the reef, and the lifeguard's umbrella had gone up at the far end of the pool deck. The world was opening for business. In six days, on a different morning, a bell on the lobby pillar was going to ring, and a tablet on a marble pedestal was going to wake up with six zeroes, and one of those zeroes was going to be mine.

My thighs pressed together once, slow, under the table.

Tessa noticed. She always noticed.

She poured my second cup without comment and slid it across.

Jade walked in at ten exactly.

She came through the villa's front door without knocking - I'd given her my spare after qualification week - and crossed the living room with the practical brisk calm of a woman in coaching mode. She was in clean white linen and flat sandals. Two protein bars and a steel water bottle in one hand, a tablet in the other. Her own band on her wrist showed Red, the Red that had been around her wrist for two months and one Black Band Day already.

"Good. Up. Eaten. On the terrace. Tessa, water?"

"On it."

"Sienna. Stand."

I stood.

She looked me up and down the way a fight cornerwoman looked at her fighter on weigh-in morning. Slow and head to toe. She lingered for a second at my mouth, at the small loose way I was holding it, and then at my hips, where my thighs had drifted apart again on instinct.

"How wet?"

"Constant."

"Touch yourself last night?"

"No."

"This morning?"

"No."

"The sheet?"

"Damp."

"Good." She nodded once, a short professional nod, and dropped the bars on the table. "From now until Sunday morning, every drop of need stays in your body. You bank it. You don't spend it on yourself."

"Jade -"

"I'm not done. No solo release. No chasing a finish in the shower. If your body comes during work, we use it - but you don't go looking for it on your own. The body is a battery. The week is the charging cycle. By dawn Sunday your body should be a loaded weapon."

The phrase landed in my pelvis as cleanly as if she'd put a hand there.

I sat back down.

Jade pulled up a chair, opened the tablet, scrolled to a calendar week she had clearly been building since Saturday night.

"Today is calibration. No scene. We walk the resort. You stand at the edge of every station and look. You do not enter. You do not perform. You build."

"Tomorrow."

"Tuesday and Wednesday are stamina at mixed stations. We start light in the Red Room - two partners, calibrated, professional. Your body needs to know what it can still do this close to Saturday's bench. From there I want you at the Stalls in the late morning where Morgan likes to hold court. We're going to remind her how it goes."

"Thursday."

"Half-rest at the Wall. Oral only. Your pussy gets a day. Friday is full off-duty - band flipped, no scenes, beach, Tessa, swim, sleep. Saturday is one light controlled scene mid-morning. You'll pick the slot and the act; I'll pick the partner. It won't drain you. Sunday is dawn-to-midnight."

She closed the tablet.

"Today you walk."

"Walk."

"With me. Through every station. You stand at the edge, you look, you don't touch."

"And?"

"And we let your body remember exactly where every prize on this island is."

Tessa came out with three water glasses and set them down. She caught the back of Jade's words and gave me the brief flat look that meant yes, go, be busy. I drank the water. Jade watched me drink it.

"Cover-up," she said. "Sandals. Hair up. We're in public for two and a half hours. Nothing fancy. Nothing that says anything. The point is the body inside it."

"Got it."

"And Sienna -"

"Yeah."

"You're going to want to come a dozen times today. Every time you do, you breathe through it and you don't, and the body learns. By Wednesday it'll start working with you. By Sunday it'll work for you."

"Okay."

"Repeat it."

"Every drop stays in my body."

"Good."

She stood. She picked up her bottle. She walked through the villa toward the door without looking to see if I was following.

I followed.

We started in the lobby.

Jade walked me to the centre of the floor and stopped me at a low marble pedestal I had passed a dozen times in two weeks without registering. A single black tablet lay on it, dark, screen off. The pedestal was polished. A small brass tag at the base read LEADERBOARD.

"This wakes at six on Sunday," Jade said. "Six names. Six zeroes. Spectators stand here - all day."

I touched the cool stone with my fingertips for a beat. Six zeroes. One of them mine, by midnight. Fifty thousand dollars on the other side of one Sunday - enough to wipe the student debt clean and leave breathing room for the first time in three years.

The clench low in my belly answered before I'd lifted my hand away. Behind us a pair of housekeeping staff were stacking folded white towels on a wheeled cart in unhurried numbers - a pile twice the size of the daily count. Beyond the lobby's open glass doors a maintenance hand was hosing down the path that ran toward the Pavilion. The resort was tidying itself for company.

"Walk."

We walked.

The pool deck was first.

The morning shift was already running - Mateo at his usual umbrella, two staff in white moving along the loungers with cold towels, the lifeguard high on his post. Half a dozen guests were already in. A Green band girl I didn't recognise was being taken on a lounger near the deep end by a man I half-recognised from the bar. He had her ankle hooked over his shoulder and was working her at a steady relaxed pace, his free hand on her stomach. She was quiet, eyes closed, her own hand loose in her hair. The lounger creaked once. A man two umbrellas over read his phone and didn't look up. The lifeguard glanced over, registered nothing requiring attention, looked away.

"Watch," Jade said quietly.

"I'm watching."

"What's your body doing."

I checked. The clench was already there - a small reflexive pulse low in the pelvis, the kind I had learned to read like a glance at a watch.

"Clenching."

"Good. Hold it."

I held it.

The man on the lounger came inside the girl with a low controlled sound. He pulled out, kissed her hip, walked over to the towel station. The girl rolled onto her stomach and went back to her book. A staff member moved through with a fresh towel. The whole event took longer to notice than it took to occur.

Jade led me on.

The Pavilion was up next.

The Stalls under the thatched roof were half full already - three of the six leather benches in use, women bent forward, men behind them at unhurried morning paces. The Pavilion got busy in the middle hours; this was the early shift, men who liked the shade before the heat and the women who knew it. The slap of skin on skin came in slow lazy intervals, low conversations between men in the queue at the second bench, the soft sound of a woman starting to come at the third. The smell of warm leather and oiled teak was thick under the thatch. Two staff in white were stacking fresh towels at the side station - the pile a full hand higher than the usual stack, set up for spectator week.

Jade pressed a hand between my shoulder blades and steered me to the edge of the wood deck.

"Look at the second bench."

I looked. The woman was a Blue I had seen at lunch a few times. Tall, brunette, shoulders broad. Her face was turned to the right, eyes half-closed in the specific way the Stalls produced - neither absent nor performing, somewhere in between, the neutral half-attentive look of a woman whose body had been installed at the bench for the next forty minutes and intended to take what came. The man behind her was thick-built, working her in deliberate strokes that bent the bench slightly under each push. Another man was waiting at her flank, hand resting on the small of her back, a polite signal that he had next.

My breath went short. I didn't notice it had until Jade said, "Easy."

"I know."

"Hold."

"I'm holding."

The man behind her finished, withdrew, walked off without ceremony. The waiting man stepped in. The whole transition was the rhythm of a relay handoff. The woman's expression did not change. The next man's belt buckle clinked softly against the leather of the bench.

Heat thickened low in my belly and stayed there.

Jade tipped her chin toward the path before I could keep watching.

I followed.

The Glory Hole Lounge was quiet at this hour.

We came in past the bar side first - the bartender polishing glasses at his end, two men standing in unhurried use along the wall, neither bothering to look up - and Jade walked me around to the kneeling side, where the frosted door stood ajar. Jade had me stand just inside the doorway for a moment. The air held the resort's clean polish underneath something fainter - warm skin, the salt-dry trace of bodies that had passed through before breakfast.

"Listen."

I listened. Through the wall came the soft wet rhythm of a woman taking a cock into her mouth, the rustle of denim against the wood, a low male sigh, the clink of a belt. Then a fresh set of footsteps and the metal whisper of the wall's small panel sliding open. Another belt. Another rhythm.

"By Wednesday afternoon you'll be on that side again," Jade said. "Don't romanticise it. It's reliable throughput. It's the floor of your Sunday score."

I nodded.

She was already turning toward the staircase down to the Red Room before I'd finished.

The Red Room was the last stop on the morning loop.

Jade took me down the short stone staircase at the back of the main building. The walls cooled by half a degree with each step. The lighting at the bottom was the same faint red-orange I had walked into for the first time on Day Twelve and into again on Day Thirteen, and the staff member at the door this morning was Marcus, the one who had run my Green qualification. He looked up from his clipboard. He'd seen me in this room two nights ago, on the exhibition bench, the room behind him. We both knew it. He gave me one brief professional nod.

"Just looking," Jade said to him.

"Of course."

She led me to the threshold and stopped me there, just inside the door.

The room was nearly empty. Pre-noon Monday was its lowest tide. The central platform - the leather-covered raised stage where Friday's qualification had broken the last plateau out of me - had a staff member on hands and knees beside it, polishing the leather edges with a soft white cloth, slow circular passes. Cleaning for Sunday. The exhibition bench at the far wall sat empty under its small overhead spot. The leather couches around the perimeter held one Red-band woman alone with a tablet, drinking coffee, ignoring us.

Jade did not lead me further in.

"Look at the corner."

I looked.

I had not seen it before. I had been in this room twice and had not seen it.

The far corner held a piece of furniture I didn't immediately know how to read - torso-height, leather-padded, with a wide central support cushion and smaller cushions at each end. It looked at first glance like a bench made by a man who had given up on the idea of a bench. Then I saw the cuffs: thick padded wrist cuffs set into the inside of the front legs, ankle straps anchored to the rear legs, the geometry of the whole thing oriented so that whoever was on it would have her face at one end and her hips at the other and absolutely no part of her body free to move.

"What is that."

"That's the gangbang horse."

"Oh."

"It opens for Black Band Day. Two queues, both ends, no time limit per partner, full rotation. Front end is throat. Rear end is presenter's choice - pussy or ass - and the woman on it doesn't see the choice. She lies face-down between her own cuffs and finds out."

I did not speak.

My pulse did a strange single drop. The clench that had been managing itself in the background since the pool deck became something else. A whole-body answer. My nipples went hard through the cover-up. The wet at the top of my thighs went past warm into slick. I felt the give of the leather on those padded wrist cuffs as if my own wrists were already inside them.

"That," Jade said quietly, "is the highest-scoring station in the room. Open queue, both ends. Hands flat or three taps on the side rail and everything stops - the monitors are on it the whole time. The choice to mount it is yours - but once you do, the not-knowing is part of what the horse is built to do. First-time use is reserved for Black Band Day. We'll come back to it on Sunday."

"Sunday."

"Sunday."

I stood at the doorway and looked at the cuffs and the want went tight at the front of my hips, low and dense, the kind of pull that thinned my breath without me noticing.

Jade gave it a long beat. She was reading me. Then she touched my elbow - just a fingertip's pressure - and turned me toward the door before I could talk myself into staring.

I let her lead me away. Didn't look back.

The wet on the inside of my thighs followed me up the stairs.

We crossed the lobby on the way to the restaurant for water and fruit.

Camille was at one of the low marble tables with an espresso and her tablet. Slim black silk shirt over the kind of charcoal linen trousers a woman wore when she wanted to be looked at without being approached. Her dark bob fell forward over one cheekbone. She looked up as we passed.

The look was not hostile. It was worse than hostile. It was an evaluation - the kind of slow up-and-down a buyer made over a horse on a paddock rail. Her cool dark eyes touched my throat first, then moved to my hips, then to my wrist, then back to my face. Her mouth did not move. Her eyes returned to her tablet.

She did not nod. She did not greet. She did not need to.

Jade walked us past without slowing. Once we were out of earshot she said, low and amused, "She's been watching your numbers."

"I know."

"She's been watching them since Saturday."

"I know."

"Good."

I filed the look. It joined a small file I had been keeping since the start of Week Two. Camille across the pool deck. Camille at the Red Room edge two days ago. Camille at last night's dinner. Camille at this espresso table this morning.

A file of looks rather than words. She did the work in glances. I kept walking until the lobby swallowed the small sound of her cup against the saucer behind us. Only then did I exhale. She hadn't said a word and I knew exactly where I stood with her.

Morgan was at the pool deck.

We came back along the path that ran past the deep end, and there she was on her usual lounger - front and centre, oiled to a high gloss, gold bikini doing exactly what gold bikinis were designed to do, sunglasses on, phone in one hand, the half-empty glass of something orange in the other. Her hair was a thick blonde mess across one tan shoulder. By the look of her - flushed at the throat, flushed at the chest, the subtle settled looseness in her hips - she had already been worked over once, possibly twice, and intended a third before lunch.

She saw us.

She lifted her sunglasses to the top of her head as we walked into her sightline. Her eyes were grey-green and bright. Her mouth tipped into the small mean smile that had cost two of the previous Black Band runners-up their pre-game composure.

"Rookie," she said.

She said it loud enough to carry, casual enough to seem unimportant, and weighted enough that anyone listening would understand it had been aimed.

I did not look at her. I lifted my hand without breaking stride - a small open-palm acknowledgement, neither friendly nor unfriendly - and kept walking.

Jade's mouth twitched at the corner.

"She's already nervous," she said, low.

"Yeah."

"Good."

We walked past. I felt the heat of Morgan's eyes on the back of my shoulder for fifteen paces and then it dropped off as she turned back to her phone.

By a little after noon Jade had me at the Red Room balcony observation slot.

This was a feature of the building I hadn't known existed. A short walk along the second-floor mezzanine, a small unmarked door, a narrow corridor, and a glass-fronted alcove looking down over the Red Room from a height of about fifteen feet. The glass was tinted from the inside, mirrored from the room. You could stand here and watch and not be seen.

Below us, on the central platform - the same leather stage qualification had broken me open on - Priya was running a calibration scene with one staff partner. Brief. Clinical. Her own version of what Jade had asked of me for tomorrow morning. She was on her back, knees up, and the man between her thighs was working her at a steady professional pace. The configuration was the simplest possible. Priya's face was focused. Her hand rested flat against her own ribs. She was not performing for the room. She was getting a measurement.

She came on his cock with a small efficient breath. He finished a minute later. They both stood, exchanged a brief word, walked off in different directions.

The whole calibration had lasted maybe seven minutes.

"That's veteran rhythm," Jade said. "Clean. Quiet. Cost-controlled. She'll pick up where she left off in the afternoon and run a tidy day on Sunday and finish fourth."

"Fourth."

"Fourth or fifth. Camille will out-throughput her. Morgan will out-volume her. You will out-everything her. Priya knows. She's running her own race."

I leaned my forehead against the glass for a second.

The want had not let up since I had walked out of the Red Room downstairs. Watching Priya - clean, brief, finished - was the wrong thing for it. My body did not want to watch a measurement. My body wanted to be one.

Jade put a hand flat between my shoulder blades.

"This is the build. Every minute you don't come is a minute Sunday gets bigger."

I nodded into the cool of the glass.

"Say it."

"Every minute I don't come is a minute Sunday gets bigger."

She didn't give me time to linger. I followed her out.

We took the long path back to the villa and we took it slowly.

Jade had been quiet for the last hundred yards. I knew her well enough by now to recognise the silence as a setup. She was waiting until the path had emptied and we were alone between the hibiscus hedges before she said the next thing, which was going to be the thing.

We rounded the turn that hid us from the resort and her voice came back, low.

"Two thresholds you haven't crossed."

I nodded, though my mouth had gone dry.

"Say them with me."

"Okay."

"Three at once. Mouth and pussy and ass simultaneously. Three different cocks at the same time, coordinated, working you. The centerpiece score. One scene, three partners - six points if you can take all of it. On the platform on Sunday you will."

I had stopped walking.

I had not meant to. My feet had simply made the decision a half-second before my mind caught up. The pull at the front of my hips went so hard and so fast that for a beat I couldn't take a full breath. The thought was not abstract. The thought was already a body - three weights, three rhythms, three cocks held inside me at the same time while a room watched and Nate watched, the wrist cuffs of the central platform around my wrists.

Jade turned and looked at me. She had stopped a half-pace ahead.

"Yeah."

"Yes."

"There's a second one."

A long beat. Heat rose in my face. I waited.

"Nate. The penthouse. The night after midnight. You haven't seen him out of those careful resort clothes. You haven't seen him properly since the pool. He has the kind of size that sent a younger you off a deck barefoot. Sunday night you're going to find out what that looks like up close, in his own bed, with a door between the two of you and the rest of the resort."

I closed my eyes.

The pull from the first threshold had not yet released and the second one stacked on top of it. Three cocks on the platform. Then a man whose body had sent the girl I'd been running across hot pool tile with my towel clutched at my chest. Then the silence of a penthouse with glass walls.

I heard myself exhale.

"That's what we're saving," Jade said quietly. "Both of them. Move."

I made my feet move.

I lay on the bed for an hour after Jade left.

I did not nap. My hands stayed where I put them, palms flat to the cotton of the sheet at my hips. I did the breathing she had taught me - slow in, slow hold, slow out - and watched the ceiling fan turn. The slatted shadows of the shutters tracked across the wall in the slow patient way the early afternoon produced.

Around two Tessa came in with a sliced mango and an electrolyte mix and sat on the edge of the bed.

"How was the walk."

"It was a walk."

"You saw the corner of the Red Room."

"I saw the corner."

"Was it bad."

"It was - I am not going to think about it until Sunday."

"That's the right answer."

She fed me a slice of mango with her fingers. Then another. Then another. The fruit was cool. The juice ran a thin clear line down the inside of my wrist and she caught it with her thumb before it reached the band.

"Nap."

"Can't."

"Try."

"I will."

She lay down with me for a while. I did not nap. But the warm weight of her at my back kept the worst of the pulse at a manageable register. Around three-thirty she got up and went to do whatever Tessa did during the off-duty stretches of her own day, and I lay there with my cheek on the cool pillow and watched the fan and counted the days the way Jade had told me not to.

Six.

Five and a half by dinner.

The restaurant at eight was full.

The Monday-night crowd was the steady veteran crowd. Most of the new arrivals from the previous Sunday changeover had moved into their rhythm by now and were eating where they liked, with whom they liked. The amber lamps were lit. The string lights along the railing of the open-air terrace were on. The breeze coming up from the water carried salt and night-jasmine and the quiet murmur of fifty or sixty conversations going at the same time.

Tessa and I took a small table at the centre.

"Don't look up yet," she said as we sat.

"He's here."

"He's here."

"Where."

"Corner. Two guests."

I kept my eyes on the table.

We ordered. I drank water. I ate the small grilled fish Tessa pointed at on the menu and the white rice that came with it and the wedge of charred lime. I drank more water. I was very aware, in the way I had become aware of audience over the past two weeks, that the corner table had become a heat source.

Halfway through the fish I lifted my eyes for one beat.

He was on me. Not shading it through a glass or angling his face toward the guest at his left or feigning interest in the menu in his hand. Full on, the casual sustained directness of a man who had decided the cost of the look was worth less than the cost of pretending. The guest at his left was speaking. He nodded at the right intervals. His attention had settled on me before I had sat down and had not moved since. His glass was on the table. His thumb tapped the rim once and then went still.

I held it for the breath of one heartbeat. Then I lowered my gaze to my plate.

"Yeah," Tessa said quietly, into her water glass.

"Yeah."

"He's gone full autopilot."

"I see that."

"How do you feel."

"Like the last time I walked the length of this terrace I didn't know what walking looked like."

"You've learned."

"I have."

I ate another bite of the fish.

I made it through the rest of the meal without raising my head again. The band on my wrist was warm and steady. Between my thighs the heat held its own banked rhythm. The thing my body had been doing all day in answer to the people watching it had now been refined, by Jade's morning, into a tool - every gaze on me was a coal in a furnace I was deliberately keeping closed.

When we stood to leave I felt him stand at the same time. Tessa's fingers closed around my wrist, just under the band, and kept me moving. I walked the full length of the terrace toward the exit and I felt his attention carry me the whole way, the warm specific weight of it the same temperature his palm had been at my throat on Sunday night. I walked for him. I let my hips do the small unconscious rolling thing they did now, and I walked with the awareness I had refined in two weeks of being chosen at benches, and by the time I cleared the last torch his attention dropped off the back of my shoulder like a hand lifting away.

I did not turn at the door.

Tessa squeezed my arm once outside.

"Done," she said.

"Done."

Jade came back to the villa at nine-thirty for the strategy debrief.

She had a printed grid on a sheet of resort letterhead - a Sunday plan in six columns, dawn to midnight, station by station, broken into hour blocks. She laid it on the terrace table between two glasses of cold mint water and walked me through it slowly.

"Stalls dawn to late morning. The men come in early. Six to ten is the highest-throughput window of the day at the Pavilion. You'll get fast points and you'll set the tone. Morgan is going to be there too - that's where she lives - and your job is to be the woman the men step around her to reach."

I nodded. The shape of the day was fixing itself in my head one bench at a time.

"Wall midday. No theatre. No wasting yourself. Steady points while your body coasts through the heat."

"Understood."

"Mandatory thirty at noon - staff enforced, no negotiating. Then Wall from twelve-thirty."

I nodded.

"Red Room afternoon. This is where the day is won. You'll do the platform first - the centerpiece. Three at once. The TP scene we've been saving. After that, the horse."

"The horse."

The word sat between us like an object.

"Okay."

She looked at me for a long second.

"One hard rest at six. Sixty minutes. You eat. You hydrate. You lie flat. You do not negotiate with me about it."

"I know."

"Then a closer at the Stalls. The Pavilion empties out in the late evening but the men who come at dusk are - different. They come for the leaderboard. They want to fuck the woman who's about to win. That's an audience effect we use."

I took a slow breath. The thought landed and stayed.

"Now."

She rolled the paper between her hands.

"You won't out-work Morgan. She holds the daily encounter record for a reason. By six pm she'll be through more cocks than you and her score will reflect that. You won't out-strategy Camille. She has done this before and her grid is tighter than mine. She will play the math."

"Then how."

She looked at me steadily. The amber lamp at the corner of the terrace caught one side of her face.

"Your body draws men because your body actually wants them. That's the only edge that matters. Camille processes. Morgan performs. You - you take it. There's a difference. Men know which is which inside of three seconds. By Sunday afternoon it's going to be the only difference left in the room."

I did not speak.

She folded the paper, slid it across the table, tapped it once.

"Read it before bed. Don't memorise it. Just read it. Sunday will have its own weather."

"Okay."

She finished her water. She stood. She put a hand briefly on my shoulder - a flat steady cornerwoman's hand, the same hand that had steered me through every station since Green - and walked off the terrace into the dark.

I sat with the grid in front of me.

Stalls. Wall. Red Room. Horse. Closer.

Three at once. The horse.

I read it twice and then I folded it and tucked it under my water glass and I looked out at the sea where the moon was starting its slow climb up the eastern edge of the sky.

I took a cool shower.

A hot one would have undone me. The water came out at the cold-enough setting and I stood under it with my hands flat against the tile and let the cool run over my shoulders and down the line of my spine and along the backs of my thighs. The ache between my legs registered the temperature shift and complained - a low protesting thrum - and I breathed through it, the slow rhythm Jade had taught me, until the complaint banked itself back down.

I dried off. I did not look in the mirror. I pulled on a clean sleep shirt and crossed the cool tile floor of the bedroom in the dark.

Tessa was already asleep. The fan turned. The moon came in through the slats of the shutters in a dozen pale bars across the foot of the bed.

I lay on my back.

The ache came back inside fifteen seconds.

It had not let up all day. It had banked hour over hour - Stalls, Wall, the corner of the Red Room, Camille's slow up-and-down at the espresso table, Morgan's sunglasses at the lounger, Priya's clean little calibration through the observation glass, three cocks at once said out loud on the path, Nate's hand resting still on the rim of his glass - and now lying flat on my back in the dark it had nowhere to go except into a tightening loop low in my belly.

My right hand drifted.

I caught it at the hipbone. I lifted it. I set it back on my ribs.

I rolled onto my stomach.

The shift made it worse before it made it better. My hips pressed once against the sheet - small, involuntary, the kind of movement that would have ended in a slow steady grind if I had let it - and I exhaled sharp into the pillow and stilled them. I pressed my forearms flat to the mattress at the level of my collarbones so that there was no possible angle for my hands to drift back. I lay there with my body humming at every contact point.

The day's collected images stacked themselves behind my closed eyes - the Blue at the second bench with her face turned to the right, the cuffs on the gangbang horse, Camille at the espresso table, Morgan at the lounger, Priya's quiet finish through the observation glass, Nate's eyes across the restaurant, his thumb at my lower lip last night, his palm at the hollow of my throat, the rough quiet yes, three cocks at once, the horse - and I held them, all of them, the way Jade had told me to hold the want. Banked. Stored. Loaded.

My body wanted to come.

I wanted every drop of it for Sunday.

My last waking thought, drifting toward whatever sleep I was going to be allowed, was the sharp picture of the dark tablet on its marble pedestal in the lobby waking up at dawn next Sunday, six zeroes glowing into the early light, and the slow patient certainty that the highest of the six was going to be mine.

Six days.

I slept.


⚜




Chapter 2: Stamina

⚜

Tuesday I woke wetter.

Not by a degree. By a magnitude. The hem of the sleep shirt was wet against the inside of my thigh. The sheet beneath my hips was damp in a flat oval the size of a saucer. When I rolled onto my back and breathed, the pulse between my thighs answered at once - awake before the rest of me, already in conversation with whatever the night had been doing to me. Not the slow waking of yesterday. A whole-body audible thing. Hello. Are you ready. Are you up. One night banked, and the interest had compounded.

I sat up. The shirt clung at my hips and I pulled it off in the bathroom and stood naked on the cool tile and looked at myself the way Jade had been looking at me yesterday. Wider through the hips at rest. Nipples standing through nothing. The flush had risen in my chest to a faint colour and stayed there. The Red band on my wrist looked darker than it had yesterday. Final. Unarguable.

I cooled my throat at the basin. Cool the pulse, not the want. I dressed without checking the mirror again. Cover-up, sandals, hair clipped up. By the time I crossed the bedroom my legs were already slick at the seam.

Tessa had laid out a sliced papaya, a soft-boiled egg, toast with butter. She did not speak when I came onto the terrace. She glanced at the seam of my cover-up - the wet patch that had bloomed through it on the inner panel of my hip - and pushed the water glass closer to my hand instead of the coffee. A second glass appeared beside it. Drink first. The coffee can wait. That was the whole of the message.

I drank.

She turned a page of her book. The bougainvillea moved at the edge of the terrace. I ate the egg and the bread and most of the papaya, and Tessa replaced my water before it was empty, and we sat in the kind of silence we had built between us across two weeks of mornings.

At nine on the dot Jade came through the door and crossed to me without slowing.

"Up. Cover-up off."

I stood. I untied it and let it fall. Tessa caught it off the chair and folded it without looking up from her page.

Jade made me turn. She watched me turn. Her expression was the brief registering one she had worn on Day Twelve when she had decided I was ready for the qualifying scale-up.

"Calibration this morning. Red Room. Two partners. I want to see what your body can still do three days off Saturday's bench."

I nodded.

"Nothing extreme. Vaginal underneath, anal behind, both at once, alternating strokes. The point is the rhythm not the men. I want to know if your plateau is still there or if Saturday took it."

"Okay."

"You'll come. That's expected. I want you to come - that's what I'm reading. You don't pursue another one. Camille will probably be there. Eyes off her."

"Got it."

"And Sienna -"

"Yeah."

"Don't perform. I want a measurement. I'll get the wrong one if you sell it."

I nodded.

She picked up the cover-up from Tessa's lap and tied it back around my hips herself.

"Move."

The Red Room at nine-thirty on a Tuesday was a version of the room nobody who'd only seen it after dark would have recognised. Half-lit. Quiet. The faint red-orange of the wall sconces, but with the daylight sliding faintly down the back staircase from the lobby's high windows. The smell of leather had been freshened with the morning's cleaner - citrus under the warm hide. One side bench in slow steady use. Another Red I half-recognised on a leather couch in the far corner, drinking water and watching the bench, ignoring everyone, ignoring me.

Camille was at the back wall on a low couch with an espresso and her tablet.

I kept my eyes off her per Jade's instruction, but I felt her register me from the moment I came through the door. Slim black slip, bare legs, no cover at all. The dark line of her bob fell forward over one cheekbone. Her own Red band on her right wrist. She was the only person in the room who did not look like she was in the middle of doing something, and I felt the slow up-and-down of her attention move along me as I crossed.

Two staff partners were already standing at the platform's edge. Both familiar from qualification week. Both clean. Both half-hard. Both watching Jade for instruction the way men did at this resort when Jade was running a scene.

"Diego on his back. Theo behind. Standard rhythm. Theo, you pull out before you finish. Diego, you finish only when I clear you."

The men nodded.

"Sienna. Cover-up."

I untied it. Handed it to her. She draped it over the rail at the platform's edge.

"Up."

I stepped onto the platform.

Diego lay down on his back on the leather. He was the broader of the two - the kind of size a body my size could take without preamble. I straddled him. Lowered myself slowly. He was already lubed; the staff did that. I was already wet enough that lube was a courtesy. I sank down onto him in one slow movement and the relief of being filled after three days of being a closed circuit hit my throat as a hiss before I could swallow it.

Jade caught it. Made a brief tap on her tablet. Did not change her expression.

I held there. Diego's hands found my hips, steady. Theo stepped onto the platform behind me, lubed himself, and pressed the head of his cock against my ass.

"Slow," Jade said.

He pushed in slow. The double-fullness hit the way it had hit through qualification week - first under Dominic's careful plug-and-Stalls drills, then at qualification scale on this same platform - the thin wall between them registering both shafts, the strange whole-body sensation that was no longer strange. I exhaled long. My hands closed into the leather of the platform. My head tipped back without me asking it to.

They started the rhythm.

The thing the calibrators did, which I had not been able to find a word for, was that they shared a beat. When Diego withdrew, Theo drove in. When Theo withdrew, Diego drove in. So one of them was always driving in as the other withdrew - no gap, no second of less. Just an alternation that took me along with it, like a current under a boat. My hips found it without me telling them to.

The plateau started inside ten seconds. Not the spike, not the climb - the long flat clenching state I had learned the muscle memory of during qualification week and had been carrying inside me ever since. The first wave climbed from the seat of my hips to the bowl of my pelvis. The second came on top of the first before the first had finished. The third underneath the second.

I made a noise.

It came out higher than I'd wanted - the kind of involuntary sound that started low in the chest and ended at the back of the soft palate. I pressed my forehead briefly to Diego's shoulder and the sound came out again on the next stroke and my hands tightened in the leather and I rode their shared rhythm up onto the plateau and stayed there.

Ninety seconds in. The time was going strange.

I was somewhere in the second minute of the locked contraction when I felt a fractional change in the room.

Not a sound. A movement.

A drift of attention at the periphery - the cluster of guests who stood at the back walls at this hour to watch a calibration was changing position. My eyes were mostly closed against the spike of the wall sconce, but I could feel them. A man at the back wall had stood up from the leather couch. Two women drifting near the threshold had shifted their angle. The room's attention was redistributing.

Jade said nothing.

I held the plateau through it.

I came for real about thirty seconds later - a hard locking wave that shut my throat and pulled a noise out of me I had not known I could produce. My body locked around both men at the same time. Diego's hips stuttered in the rhythm. Theo's voice came out as a low controlled grunt. They held me through it. My whole midsection was a single contracted shape for what felt like ten seconds and then the shape released and a second wave was rolling underneath it before I had come down.

"Once," Jade said, calm.

The men did not stop.

I was riding the contraction down - past the first orgasm, into the edge of a second - when, somewhere in the periphery of my vision, a man moved.

He was a guest, not a staff. He had been at the back wall when I had arrived. Glass in his hand. I had marked him without marking him. He had been heading for a side bench near Camille - the slow drift of a man choosing where to spend the next half-hour - and he had, mid-stride, turned. The angle of his shoulder shifted toward my platform instead.

Camille had been mounting a man at her side bench. I caught her in the corner of my eye. I had not meant to look. But the angle of my head against Diego's shoulder had let her in. She was riding her partner with a tight controlled cadence - the stillness of a woman who treated the bench like arithmetic. Nothing moved in her face. Her lips were a flat line. She was making no sound.

Three guests had been drifting toward her bench when I had come into the room. The cluster thinned by one when the man with the glass changed his trajectory. It thinned by another a moment later. Then by another.

The guests at the threshold who had shifted their angle shifted it again. They were facing my platform now, all the way.

Came again.

Not on purpose. It happened on its own - a second hard locking wave that came up underneath the first and knocked me forward against Diego's chest and pulled a sound out of me that was entirely new.

Jade said, very quietly: "And again."

The men were holding me through it. Diego's hands had slid up to my ribs. Theo's hands were on my hips. Their rhythm had gone careful, slowed to the contraction so they were neither breaking it nor pushing past it. They were professional. They were working. The second contraction was rolling into a third - not as hard, but layered.

Across the room Camille's partner was finishing inside her - a soft grunt, a final thrust, his hips holding deep. By the time she dismounted, the mask had reset. She stood. She did not towel off. She walked past my platform on her way toward the bar at the far end. Her hand passed across the surface of her tablet once - a quick precise note, jaw set for half a beat. The sound of the tablet was the loudest thing she made.

Three guests followed her with their eyes for the polite beat. Then their eyes came back to me.

"Out, Theo."

Theo pulled out. Slow. Clean. The withdrawal hit me as an absence I had not been ready for - a sudden hollow at the back end of the rhythm, the alternation gone half. A whimper came up out of me before I caught it. A high broken thing I had not made before. My hips pushed back into nothing.

Jade stepped onto the platform and put her hand flat between my shoulder blades.

"Save it. Save everything."

I breathed. The whimper collapsed into a slow exhale.

"Diego, finish."

He finished.

He did it cleanly - three deep slow strokes, hands gripping my hips, his face going still with the brief flat focus a man's face went into right before he came - and then his cock pulsed inside me, deep, the heat of it specifically locatable, and his hands tightened once on my hipbones and held.

I felt every pulse.

He stayed inside me for ten seconds while his breath levelled, and then he slipped out and the cool air found me and a slow warm trickle started down to my knee. He sat up. Reached for a towel. Wiped his hand. Stepped off the platform.

I lay forward against the leather, hands still on it where I'd been gripping. My breath was loud. The waves were releasing in long slow tremors.

The room was watching. The drift had landed. The cluster at the perimeter had stayed.

Camille had not come back.

Jade lifted the cover-up off the rail and draped it loose around my hips before I'd swung off the platform.

Jade walked me out by the side stairs.

I could still feel Diego inside me and Theo's hands ghosted at my hips and the long slow hum of the plateau that hadn't quite let go. My legs were fine. That was the surprise. Three days off the bench and my legs were fine.

"Wash. Change. Pavilion at eleven."

"On a bench."

"On a bench. Morgan will arrive at eleven-twenty if she's keeping her own schedule. Take the third one in the row. The breeze is best at the third."

"Got it."

"Don't compete with her. Don't perform at her. Don't look at her. Today we let her watch you exist."

I nodded.

I rinsed off in the outdoor shower behind the villa, pulled on the cover-up Tessa had laid out for me - pale yellow, lighter than the morning's white, with a strap that came undone in one pull - and ate three cucumber slices and drank a full glass of water and walked to the Pavilion.

I took the third bench.

Pavilion at eleven was already filling. The breeze off the water moved the thatched edge of the roof in a slow patient way. Two of the six benches were occupied - a Blue at the far end and a Green I didn't know at the second - and the queue for the second bench was already three deep. The first bench was empty. The third was mine.

I climbed onto it the way I'd been taught. Pulled the strap loose at my shoulder so the cover-up fell open down my back and gathered at my waist, hem riding up off my hips, then knees on the padded kneelers at the front, elbows on the upper rest, body folded forward at the hip, the whole long pale curve of my back presented to the men coming in off the path. The handles at the top of the rest were polished from use. My hands closed around them and remembered.

The first man stepped up within ninety seconds.

He did not speak. Most of them didn't at the benches. He set his glass on the edge of the bench platform, undid his belt with one hand, lubed me from the bottle at the side of the bench in two practiced movements, pushed in.

I was wet enough from the calibration that the bottle was a formality. He filled me without resistance and the same hum from the platform opened through me again, low and immediate. He worked me at the unhurried bench pace - deep, long, lazy - and the breeze moved across my back and an unconscious sound climbed out of my throat into the air beneath the thatch.

I came on him at six minutes. He didn't honour it - kept the rhythm, the way men at the bench sometimes did - and three minutes after that he went still and emptied into me on a tight closed exhale, pulled out, walked off without ceremony.

The next man was already at my flank, hand on the small of my back. Polite. Waiting.

I let him push in without lifting my head. I let my body do what it did. I let the breeze do its slow flat work down my spine and across the backs of my thighs.

It was during the second man - somewhere past the four-minute mark, the rhythm getting steady, my body already pulsing around him - that I caught a commotion at the edge of the deck. Sandals on the wood. A voice pitched half a tone louder than the day's ambient. A lazy throat clear. Morgan.

She climbed onto bench number four - beside me - and she made an event of climbing onto it.

The man behind me grunted and finished. He pulled out. The next pair of feet at the deck edge drifted toward Morgan's bench instead of mine.

For the first hour, Morgan ran the show.

I felt it more than saw it. I had my eyes closed and my head down between my forearms. But I could hear her - a low pleased voice making just enough sound to draw the eye, a brief practiced laugh she released at the end of an encounter, the casual hospitality she extended to the man stepping in next, the way she shifted her hips every time a new pair of feet appeared at the wood. She drew. She had been drawing at this resort for two months. She knew the choreography.

The men still chose me at intervals - my bench didn't go quiet - but for a while her queue was longer.

I didn't mind.

I could feel myself stockpiling the morning quietly. Each man came inside me. I came on each one. The rhythm of the bench, after fourteen days of it, had become the same kind of rhythm as a long walk - automatic, paced, the body looping its small repetitions while the mind went elsewhere. I came once in the slow middle of one man's rhythm, twice on another, all of them quiet. Heat ran down between my legs in a slow widening pattern that the breeze cooled as it ran.

By the start of the second hour Morgan had pulled three to my two. Her queue showed it.

Then the morning shifted.

It happened with one man.

I felt his sandals stop at the line where the wood deck ran out toward the path - the line where men decided whether to drift left toward Morgan or right toward me. He stood there. I could hear him breathe. He was big through the shoulders by the breadth of the shadow he threw, and the air carried something off him - sun-warm cotton, a faint salt trace from the water - that registered before he had touched me at all.

Morgan had already started in his direction. I could hear the brief lift in the back of her throat, the practiced little intake she used to redirect attention. Her hand made a flat brushing gesture across her own thigh - the kind of motion designed to track in the corner of a man's eye.

I exhaled.

That was all I did. A long slow controlled exhale through my nose that my body made of its own accord because my body was already on the edge of a small wave from the residue of the previous man - and on the exhale my hips made the unconscious rolling motion they had started making on their own around Day Ten. Not a presentation. A consequence.

He chose me.

His sandals crossed the last three steps. A broad-fingered palm settled between my shoulder blades - a working hand, warm, the forearm I caught as a shape in my peripheral vision sun-darkened down to the wrist. Lube cooled against me. He lined up and pushed in.

I came on the third stroke.

Not a polite small wave. A real one - the kind that pulled a moan up out of my chest before I could moderate it and made my hands grip the handles and made my hips push back against him. He felt it on his cock. He swore once, low. He picked up his rhythm. He fucked me through the wave and into the next one.

The bench beside me went quiet.

I didn't have to look. The choreography of a queue's attention was something you felt at a Stalls bench - the way the men at the path edge oriented, the brief noises of arrival or non-arrival, the difference between a queue forming and a queue being abandoned. The queue at Morgan's bench was - pausing. The man who had been at her flank lifted his hand off her back. He took half a step away.

He stepped into mine.

Another presence settled at my hip. Polite. Waiting. The current partner felt him there too - a man at this bench knew when the next had arrived, and the rhythm changed slightly when the queue stayed full - and he picked up his pace and finished thirty seconds later and pulled out and stepped off the deck.

The new man pushed into me in under five seconds.

He was slightly larger. He fucked me harder. I came on him within ninety seconds.

Morgan turned her head.

I felt her do it, the angle of her attention shifting toward my bench. I caught the edge of her in the slot under my forearm - gold hair, the line of her shoulder, sunglasses pushed up onto her head - and her face was a flat shape that had nothing left of the casual half-smile she'd worn at eleven. She watched the man at my second-position. He felt her watching. He didn't move. His palm was warm on my back. He was waiting his turn.

She turned her head back forward.

The hissed fuck she made under her breath was the first thing she had said all morning that had not been performed.

Her queue thinned to nothing.

I came on the cock currently inside me again - a hard fast wave, this one specifically because I could feel her bench going empty next to me - and the man fucking me felt it and groaned low against my shoulder.

By the time he finished and walked off the deck there were two men at my flank.

Then it happened - the moment Jade had been describing on the path yesterday without naming it. I lifted my head a fraction. Just enough to find the line of the deck under the slot of my forearm.

Another man had come up onto the wood - the fifth I'd take that morning, though I didn't know it yet. Mid-thirties. Casual. He had stopped at Morgan's bench, where Morgan was alone now, arched and presenting and visibly waiting. He looked at her bench. He looked at the empty space at her flank. Then he turned his head and looked at me - at the man currently pushing into me, at the queue waiting behind him, at the working-hand on my shoulder blade - and he stepped past Morgan's bench into the back of my queue without breaking stride.

Morgan saw it.

I saw her see it.

My body locked around the cock inside me at exactly that moment. A clench so hard he stuttered in his rhythm and groaned out loud. He drove in once, twice, finished deep with a low broken sound against the back of my neck. I came under him a fourth time on his finish.

He pulled out. The next man was inside me in under three seconds.

By one o'clock I had taken five. Morgan was still at three.

She climbed off the bench.

She hopped down. Her sandals snapped against the wood, crossed the deck the long way without coming past my bench - down the steps at the far end - then faded onto the path.

The man inside me finished and pulled out. Jade caught my eye from the edge of the deck and tipped her chin: enough. The next man at my flank stepped back without complaint when she lifted one finger toward him.

I straightened slowly off the kneelers. My legs held. Slick ran to one knee. The breeze caught the wet patch on the inside of my thigh and cooled it in a thin clean line.

The thing that surprised me - standing there, with the bench beside me empty and the cover-up loose around my shoulders and Jade walking up onto the deck to bring me water - was how quiet it was inside me. No surge. No triumph. Just the low patient register of a woman who had not lifted her head, had not raised her voice, had not done a single thing to win, and had won anyway.

I had won by being the woman whose body wanted it.

Jade put the water bottle in my hand without speaking. Her mouth twitched once at the corner. From her, that counted as praise.

Jade walked me back to the villa. She didn't speak the whole way. The buzz of the morning had gone all the way down into the muscle - a body-wide thrum that had stopped feeling pre-orgasmic and had started feeling load-bearing. I drank water. I ate two pieces of toast and a cold lunch of chicken and rice that Tessa set out without comment. I lay on top of the covers in the air-conditioning for an hour and let the buzz level back down. My legs stuck together. The air dried what was on them eventually. I didn't shower until evening.

Tessa set dinner in front of me on the terrace and sat there until I had eaten enough of it to satisfy her. Jade did not come back. We did not go up to the restaurant. I went to bed at ten without seeing Nate, which I both noted and did not pursue. Tessa brushed my hair for ten minutes - a quiet brushing she had started doing on Day Ten for reasons neither of us discussed - and turned the fan on and left.

The dark closed in and the want stockpiled itself heavier.

I rolled onto my stomach. Forearms above my head.

I slept.

Wednesday I went to the Wall.

Jade walked me down to the kneeling-side door at noon and gave me the brief: two-hour session, anonymous, throat and pussy and ass at my own discretion. No fixed rotation, but she'd cue me from the bar side if she wanted me switching. I had used the Wall before. I knew the cadence. I had not used it for two hours of mixed work while my body was at this pitch. Jade wanted to know how I read.

I knelt at my station. The cushion underneath my knees was soft. The cushion at my chest was higher than I remembered, sized for someone my height. The wall in front of me was the smooth pale wood I had pressed my forehead against during the deepthroat encounter on Day Three. Both openings - face-height and hip-height - were clean. The lube bottle on its shelf was full.

I waited.

The first man came through at twelve-oh-six.

He was thick - broader than average, wide enough to fill a mouth on the first inch - and he did not knock the small wall etiquette knock that some men did. He just appeared. The shaft pushed through at face-height and waited.

I leaned forward and took him in my mouth.

I worked him the way I had learned to work an anonymous shaft in Week One. Tongue along the underside. Hand around the base. Throat opened on the third stroke. The taste was clean and warm and faintly soap - a man who had showered before he had come to the Wall. He held still and let me work. I deepthroated him slowly - twice, three times - and on the fourth he made the sound through the wall I had been listening for, and I knew he was close, and I did not slow.

He finished in my mouth.

I held him there until his pulses had stopped. I swallowed once, twice. I let him slip out. I sat back on my heels.

The shaft withdrew. The opening filled again within fifteen seconds.

The second was thinner, longer. I stood - the cushion shifted under me, built for the angle - and his cock disappeared and reappeared at hip-height. I lubed myself in two practiced strokes and backed onto him.

He worked me through the partition in long slow strokes, a hand coming through to settle on my hip on his side. I pressed my clit against the angled rest of the cushion's upper edge - the rest the resort had clearly designed for this exact use - rolled my hips minimally, and came on him at the four-minute mark, silent, intense, my forehead pressed flat against the wood.

He emptied into me and withdrew.

The third was through within twenty seconds. I stayed standing. The third chose ass.

I knew where he wanted me by the angle of his approach on his side of the wall - the head of him sat higher, lined up against my ass instead of my pussy. I lubed myself again. I backed onto him. He pushed in slowly. I exhaled. He worked me in deep careful strokes, his pace matched to my breathing, and emptied himself into me without hurry, a deep pulsing warmth I could point to inside myself afterward.

I came on him too.

The fourth was vaginal again. Average size, eager, fast. He worked me hard from his side of the partition and spent himself in me a little under two minutes in. The orgasm caught me briefly, somewhere in the middle. He withdrew without ceremony.

The fifth was the second anal of the session. He took his time on the lining-up - I felt the careful press at my opening, the slow ask before the push - and then he was in, and he worked me at a pace that suggested a man who had decided his afternoon was going to be this and only this. He emptied into me with a held breath that broke against the wood between us.

Five men. Two hours.

The choices stopped feeling charged. Mouth, pussy, ass - I moved between them by rhythm, by angle, by what the next body asked of mine. The men did not know who was kneeling on this side of the partition. They knew the woman on this side worked unhurried and good.

Twice during the session Jade had tapped the bar side of the wall to signal a position switch - once after the second man, once before the fifth - and I had switched without thinking. At the end she tapped twice in sequence - time - and I gathered the last of myself off the cushion and pulled the cover-up back over my shoulders and walked out into the daylight. My chin and the line of my jaw were streaked from the session. The wet ran down to my knees. Jade handed me a cool damp towel without speaking.

"Capable," she said. One word, all the assessment I was getting.

"Yeah."

"Good work."

The strange part was how steady I felt. Not untouched. Not clean. Just functional, in a way I hadn't been functional before. The session had settled under my skin without leaving a charge on top of it.

She walked me to the villa. She did not let me sleep yet.

She let me rest until four. By four-thirty I was back under the Red Room lights for one short controlled scene at a side bench - a spitroast with two staff partners, the same calibrators from Tuesday morning, the same close professional attention. Camille was on the central platform alone with one staff partner, working a clinical solo, her hips moving with the same arithmetic I had caught the day before. The handful of guests at the rail watching her - six or seven, polite - turned their heads when Jade walked me past to the side bench.

The scene was deliberately short.

A man at my face. A man at my hips. Vaginal at the rear, throat at the front, the easy alternating rhythm of two staff partners who had done this with me before. I came on the rear partner inside three minutes - fast, clean, my body still humming from the Wall - and Jade signalled before either of them had finished and they pulled out, both unfinished, both hard, both stepping off the bench in professional time.

I straightened up. Wiped my mouth with the back of my hand. My hands were steady.

Jade nodded once.

I walked toward the door.

Two of the guests at the central platform's rail - the ones who had been watching Camille - turned their heads to track me as I crossed.

Camille saw it.

Her composure flickered. The smallest flicker. The corner of her mouth made a fractional involuntary line and then smoothed.

I caught her eye on the way out.

I nodded.

She did not nod back.

Her partner on the platform was still working her. She returned her attention to him with the brief precise refocus of a woman who would not be losing her composure twice in the same afternoon.

I walked out.

Wednesday night I lay in the dark with my hands above my head and my body at a place I had not been in before.

Not exactly arousal. The arousal was constant now - had been since Sunday's terrace and was going nowhere. Something quieter underneath it. A settled, capable, ready thing. Two days of training had done what Jade had said two days would do. I knew what I could still take. I knew what I could still give. The Tuesday platform, the Stalls, the Wall, the Red Room closer this afternoon - the work had absorbed itself somewhere below the level I could think about.

I thought about Nate.

He had not come closer than the corner table on Monday. He had not come at all on Tuesday or Wednesday. I had felt his absence the way I had felt his presence on Monday - a heat source not turned on. Whatever restraint I was carrying in my body, he was carrying somewhere else - in the corner table left empty, in the rooms he kept himself out of. We were running parallel charges.

I did not touch myself.

I lay on my back. I lay on my stomach. I lay on my side with a pillow between my thighs and pulled the pillow out because my hips had started a slow grinding motion against it without my permission. I lay on my back again with my forearms above my head.

The fan turned. The shutters moved a little in the night air.

Three days.

I slept.


⚜




Chapter 3: Held breath

⚜

Half-rest, Jade had called it.

The word was a kindness. The body it landed on was four mornings deep into a charging cycle and recognised no kindness in any word that ended in rest. By noon I was standing at the kneeling-side door of the Glory Hole Lounge with my thighs already wet at the seam of a clean cover-up - the white one Tessa had pressed at the iron last night because the yellow had seen Tuesday - and the cool brass of the door handle was still warming under my palm. Three nights of banked want had taught my body to register small openings of doors as preludes.

"Mouth only," Jade said quietly behind me. "Hands flat if anyone tries past. I'll be on the bar side."

"Understood."

"Three. Maybe fewer. Don't volunteer."

"I won't."

She turned and went around.

I knelt on the cushion.

I knew the station now. I had knelt at this same spot the day before. What I did not know was how to kneel here with only the upper half of me on the brief - to be opened only at the mouth and to leave the rest of me out of it. Below my hips was a separate weather system Jade's two words could not address. My mouth was already wet. The hip-height opening sat at my eye line like a door I had been told not to use.

I waited.

I had been waiting a quiet ninety seconds when, somewhere in the corridor on his side, a man's belt buckle made the dry click metal made when it released - and my body answered before any cock had touched me. A clench. Specific. Deep in my pelvis. The sound of a stranger's belt was its own arousal cue now. I heard the buckle and tightened before I knew I had moved. That was what two weeks had done to me.

The shaft pushed through at face-height.

Average. Soap-clean. The forearm visible briefly through the opening before he settled was tan to the elbow and finer-haired than I had expected - a guest's forearm, not a staff one. He set his palm flat to the wood on his side and waited without ceremony, and I leaned forward and took him.

I worked him at the unhurried pace a Wall session asked. He filled my mouth easily - average to broad at the head, a faint clean bite of soap, salt under it where the head was already slick. I let him into my throat by halves, watching for the small forward press of his hips through the partition that told me he liked it deeper. He liked it deeper. The second long swallow did him. Through the wood I heard the broken sound men made before they finished, and I closed my mouth around the taste of him before letting him go.

He held against the wood for a long moment after.

Then he slipped out. He pulled back. I sat back on my heels.

The opening was empty.

A slow line of wet started at the seam of my hip and ran the long way down toward my knee. The brief had been clear and my body had ignored it. Footsteps came through the corridor and a different belt clicked open and the same reflex tightened at the base of me, automatic.

The second was thicker. I knew it before I saw it - the angle of his approach telegraphed it, the way the shadow under the partition deepened - and when he pushed through I had to widen my jaw on the first stroke. The smell came with him - sunscreen, the coconut kind the resort stocked at the pool - and his fingers when they came through the cut of the opening to cup the side of my face were broad and still slightly slick with it. He held me there. Not by the hair. By the line of my jaw. He used my mouth in slow deliberate strokes that made me close my eyes and find the small flat place at the back of my throat where the gag muscle could be turned off if I allowed it. I allowed it. He took longer than the first. Saliva ran down the side of my chin and pooled in the V of his fingers.

When he came he came on my tongue. He did not pull out fully. He held himself just past my lips and emptied across the flat of my tongue, three slow pulses. His hand released. I swallowed.

He pulled back. Daylight filled the opening for the count of one breath.

I did not stand. I had been told to refuse anything that came at hip-height, and nothing had needed refusing yet. The third was at my face within twenty seconds. Younger by the sound of his belt - the small unsteady fumble men with new wallets made.

He was eager. Slimmer than the first two, the hand he pressed against the wood smaller, the fingers narrower at the joints. The pressure through the partition was lighter, a little uncertain. He let me set the pace. I worked him quickly because I was being kind - I could feel the youth of him in the small involuntary forward presses of his hips, and there was a soft jaw ache building under my ear that I wanted to spend on him cleanly - and he came in a hot fast rush against the roof of my mouth before he had been in for two minutes.

He pulled away. Apologised through the wood in a low voice that almost broke. I made a soft sound back through the partition that meant no apology. He went.

I stayed on my heels. There was no reason to stand yet.

The opening filled and emptied a fourth time within thirty seconds - a man's hand resting through the wood for a beat, then a polite withdrawal when no answer came from my side. Three. Maybe fewer. The fourth had been turned away by the way I had not moved for him.

He walked off. I heard his door ease shut.

The bar-side door clicked. Jade came around to my side of the partition with a damp towel in one hand and the lazy professional read in her eyes at the end of finished work. She looked at the line of wet on the inside of my thigh, and a breath of amusement left her nose.

"Three."

"Three."

"How was the body."

"Volunteered."

"I noticed."

She handed me the towel. I cleaned my mouth and the line of my chin where saliva had run during the second man.

"Up. Walk. Out the kneeling-side door - Tessa's on the path."

I stood.

My legs held. Slick had run all the way to my knees. It had been a rest in name only. My mouth had done the work; everything below my waist had spent the morning waiting.

We took the long path back to the villa.

Tessa was on the path twenty yards down from the kneeling-side door. She took my arm without asking about it, and we walked the slow way through the hibiscus, and the breeze moved up under the cover-up and cooled what the session had left behind in a way so specific I caught it as a small contraction every twenty paces. My hips felt sore from holding themselves charged for four days running - used and never emptied of the want, the charge stockpiling inside the use rather than draining out of it. By the time the villa was in sight my thighs were barely brushing - swollen, warm, loose the way a body went loose when it had been spending its small contractions inward.

A staff member I knew by face stopped at our path with a polite nod and a question for Tessa about a delivery. His hand brushed my shoulder in passing - a professional brush, almost nothing - and still it ran straight through my chest and landed low. I did not move. Tessa kept the conversation going. The man went on his way. As we started walking again Tessa squeezed my hand once - the briefest steady press of her palm to mine, knuckles to knuckles - and the air thinned in my chest and stayed thin for three paces before it remembered how to be a breath.

"That bad," she said quietly.

"Worse."

"Fan, water, lie flat for an hour."

"I might cry."

"Good. Get it out."

In the end I didn't cry. I lay on the cool floor of the lower bathroom with a damp flannel over my eyes for fifteen minutes and let the worst of it settle behind my ribs and out of reach. Tessa brought me half a banana and a glass of electrolyte salt and combed my hair while I ate the banana sitting with my back against the wall in only a clean towel. Her fingers at the nape of my neck pulled a small sound out of me before I caught it. She felt it. She did not stop.

By the time the sun went off the terrace I was on my back on the bed with a paperback open on my chest, the fan turning slow above me, and the want had levelled to a low load-bearing pulse that had stopped clawing at me and started sitting under my skin.

Friday came up grey at first.

By the time we walked down to the beach with the bag and the towels the cloud had broken in two long bars over the eastern sky and the sea had gone from pewter to the green that the resort's brochures used at the bottoms of their pages. Tessa had flipped my band inward at the door of the villa - the small twist of the strap that turned Red into a blank black underside, the resort's sign for off-duty - and I had let her. The plain dark strip against my pulse was a different woman's wrist. I knew her by now too.

We took the far end of the beach where the sand was coarsest and the sun was best.

Five days from her flight, Tessa had said over coffee. Five. I had been counting against my own dawn for almost three weeks and had to do the small mental subtraction backwards to land in her week. We had not spoken about it since the band of grey at breakfast. The towels went down. The bag went down. I lay on my front and Tessa lay on her back, and we did not speak for an hour.

The sea did the talking.

Around eleven Tessa stood and stretched and walked into the surf in long unhurried strides, and I watched her from the towel. She had gone the colour of dark honey from two weeks of off-duty afternoons. Her shoulders moved easily. When she lifted her arm to smooth her hair back from her face the Blue strip on the underside of her wrist showed against her tan. She was a woman who had decided her own pace at this resort early and had not paid any of the costs the rest of us had paid, and there was something steadying in watching her.

I followed her in after a while.

The water was cold past where the sun stopped reaching it. My swollen thighs registered the temperature at once - a sharp shocked clench, then a slow opening release, the cool stripping the heat off me one inch at a time. I stood up to my hips and shut my eyes and let the small waves move against my body. The cool ran inward in a way that for a long minute almost undid me. I held it. I breathed. I held it.

"Sienna."

"Mm."

"Don't disappear yet."

"I'm here."

"Open your eyes."

I opened them.

Tessa was a few yards out, treading water, the line of her shoulders calm above the surface. Her hair was wet and slicked back. She was watching me with the steady careful look she had worn most of the past week.

"Okay," she said.

"Okay."

"Talk?"

"Talk."

She swam in to where she could stand. We waded to where the water hit her ribs and my stomach and stayed there. The sea lifted us in lazy pulses every dozen seconds.

"Five days," she said.

"Five."

"You might not be coming with me."

"I might not."

She nodded. Her eyes did not change. She had the look she had worn the morning I had told her I was qualifying for Red - settled, unsurprised, a friend who had made up her mind weeks ago not to argue me off any of this.

"I worked it out on the deck," she said. "On the lounger. About Wednesday."

"Mm."

"Whatever you're going to do is what you're going to do. I just want to know I'll see you."

"You'll see me."

"That's all I need. I don't need a plan. I don't need a date."

"You'll see me."

She nodded once. Then she dunked her head under the water and came up smoothing it back, and the moment between us moved on, and we floated in the lift and drop of the water for another long quiet stretch.

We ate an early lazy lunch under a thatched cabana - cold chicken, white rice, two halves of green papaya, salt - and slept on the towels for an hour after, and then we swam again. The cool was kinder the second time. By three I could walk on the sand without registering every brush of my thighs. By the time we crossed the lawn back to the villa my body had the clean tired peace of a long off-duty afternoon stacked under it, and when I lay down for an hour I did not, for once, count the minutes.

Two days left.

For one clean afternoon, I stopped counting them.

Friday evening was for the lobby.

Jade had texted at six: registration board posts at 7. Walk it on your own. Come back if you want a drink after.

I took the long path to the main building at seven. The dress was the simple white linen one, a soft fold at the shoulder, the strap at my wrist still flipped because I was on my own time until midnight and Jade had agreed. The path was empty. The bougainvillea above the path had the last orange of the day on it. I crossed the marble of the lobby with my sandals dry and quiet and stopped at the leaderboard pedestal first because it was on the way and because I had touched the cool stone of it on Day Fifteen with my fingertips and I wanted to do it again.

The tablet was still dark.

By Sunday dawn it would not be.

The registration board was on the wall near the concierge desk - a framed display, six lines, six names typed plainly in the resort's font, a thin decorative ribbon hung neatly across the top.

Cole, Sienna. Duval, Camille. Hale, Morgan. Lin, Kate. Mendez, Isabel. Saraf, Priya.

Six names.

Six people on this island had been allowed to put themselves on a list to compete for a black ribbon and fifty thousand US dollars and a free stay through the rest of the season - and, by long tradition, a private night with the man who owned the place if the winner wanted it. I read mine at the top of the list. The alphabet had given me first position. I read it twice. I touched the corner of the frame.

I turned to leave.

Nate was at the far end of the lobby.

He had not been there when I came in. He had come in at some point during the time I had stood at the board, and he had not crossed the floor - only stood under the arch where the lobby opened onto the corridor to the private elevator. Dark-blue shirt, sleeves rolled past the elbows, the forearms tan and still beneath them, throat bare at the open collar. He had been waiting for me to be alone. The lobby was empty. The concierge desk was unmanned. Whatever was happening had been waited for.

He started crossing.

He was not quick. He took the floor at the same unhurried pace he had taken the corner table at on Monday - his pace, the one he made the world arrive at - but he did not stop. He came all the way across the marble until he was standing close enough that I could feel the heat off the cotton of his shirt.

I held my ground. He stopped at the careful distance my body had learned to read on the terrace - the inside of his arm's reach.

The smell of him hit me before he had spoken. Clean shirt. The particular soap. Something underneath it that was him. My nipples went hard through the linen. The clench at the front of my hips was so immediate and so specific that for a beat my breath stopped.

His eyes went to my throat. Then to my mouth. Then steady on mine.

"Don't lose."

My voice would not have come out steady. The smell of him at this distance was already pulling answers out of me. I nodded.

A long beat.

He started to say something else. The first word was if - I caught it, soft, shaped, the back of his tongue on it - and then his jaw worked and he stopped. If you don't. The thought stayed half-built. Whatever he had almost offered hung there for one hot second, close enough that my body answered before he could swallow it back. He owned the island, and he couldn't finish a sentence to me.

I felt my thighs press together once, involuntary.

He saw it.

His eyes dropped to the front of the linen - only for a beat, the brief dark interval it took him to register what I was doing under it - and then they came back to mine, and his jaw set, and he stepped back.

Not far. A hand's width. Enough distance to keep the night from changing.

"Win."

The word came out without softness, which somehow made it heavier. He gave the word no ornament at all. That was what made it sound like a vow.

He turned. He walked the long way out of the lobby - across the floor, under the arch, into the warm dark of the corridor to the elevator. The lobby was empty again before I had taken a full breath.

I stood there for a long minute.

My pulse beat against the underside of my wrist where the band lay flipped. My thighs were wet through the linen. He had not touched me. He had not put a finger on me. The space between us had carried the whole exchange. I stood in the empty lobby of his resort with the dark frame of the registration board above my left shoulder and my mouth dry and my heart pushing against the bone of my chest.

The drink Jade had offered never happened.

I went back to the villa.

I took a cool shower, then a colder one, and lay on top of the sheet in the dark with my hands tucked under the pillow to keep them out of trouble and a folded sheet under my hips that I did not let myself use, and waited for the slow descending levels to come down to where I could sleep.

It took an hour.

Jade's second text came in while I was still letting the levels descend. Saturday: one partner, one act, your pick of slot, my pick of partner. Send back the slot and the act before you sleep. I typed back side bench against the back wall. anal. and put the phone face-down.

When I finally went under, my last conscious thought was the back of his shirt under the arch, and the line of his jaw before he had said win, and the word he hadn't let himself finish: if.

Saturday morning was the only thing left on Jade's calendar before Sunday.

We went down at ten. The brief had been written small on purpose - she had picked the man overnight from my answers to her Friday text, and the slot and act were mine.

The man was Marc.

I knew him. Tuesday at the Stalls he had been the broad-shouldered guest in the sun-warm cotton shirt, the one who had stopped at the deck edge and chosen me for nothing more than my exhale. Jade had texted me his name later - the way she sent me names of guests she expected to see again. Wednesday at the Wall, anonymous on his side and on mine, a steady working palm had come through the partition and settled at my hip before he backed me onto him slow and finished deep without a word - and Jade had texted that night, after the Wall log was filed: second hip-height was Marc again, in case you were wondering. Two times this week. Three counting today. I did not know his last name. He was a returning guest in the way the resort produced returning guests - quiet, broad, unhurried, the sort of man who arrived with a book, stayed for two weeks, and came back to the same woman when he found a body whose pace lined up with his.

Jade had picked him on purpose. I knew that too.

Saturday morning made the room look almost practical: leather wiped down, cuffs hanging open, a staff member working a soft cloth along the central platform's edge in slow circular passes. Two of the corner couches held off-duty Reds reading or scrolling. Marcus checked the clipboard at the door, saw Jade beside me, and let us through. The room's low amber-red light sat warm along the walls.

The side bench was a low padded leather thing, broad as a small cot, with an angled back against the wall. Marc was already there. He stood up when I came in.

"Sienna."

"Marc."

He set a hand at the small of my back to walk me the last three paces to the bench - that patient pressure I had felt at the Stalls, familiar already - and his other hand rose and fell once, an open quiet gesture that was him asking my pace before he set his.

"Whatever you need."

"Bent over the back," I said. "Slow as you can stand."

He smiled - private, brief. He had a good face: mid-thirties, wind-weathered at the eyes, a sun line at his throat where his shirt had sat for two weeks of beach.

"Yes."

He turned me by the shoulders. He set me bent forward with my forearms on the angled back of the bench and my feet on the floor a shoulder-width apart. He undid the strap of the cover-up himself. It came loose in the one practised pull the resort built into all of them, and fell to the floor at my heels. The cool of the room's ventilation moved across my back. He did not hurry. The man at the central platform's edge looked over once, registered what was happening, looked away.

The lube was the resort's good lube. Marc warmed it between his palms first.

He worked me carefully. His first finger was unhurried, broad at the knuckle, a slow press against the ring of muscle while his other hand rested flat at my low back, and my body opened around it with a slow helpless ease - the long week of unrelieved want had made every smallest thing my body did against itself a release I could feel. He worked me to two fingers. To three. There was no hurry in him at all.

He slipped his fingers free. He lubed himself.

He pushed in.

The breath I took was a long one. He was a familiar size - I knew it from Tuesday, from a different angle - and after a week of training and a horse-shaped silhouette waiting on Sunday and the sustained banked want of a body deep into its loading cycle, the steady press of him into my ass was the first filling all week that felt restful rather than strategic. My forearms tightened on the back of the bench. My head dropped between them.

He held when he was fully seated. Long enough for my hips to acclimatise on their own. He breathed once, slow, against the back of my shoulder. Tuesday's scent came back with him - sun-warm cotton, the faint salt trace of an afternoon in the water - and I let my eyes close around it.

"Move."

"All right."

He fucked me slowly.

The strokes were long and deep. His broad steady hand stayed at my low back. His other rested at my hip without gripping. He had decided early he was going to take his time, and the breadth of his shoulders made it possible. The handles of the bench's back creaked once under my forearms. The first wave came up under me in the long quiet way the side bench produced - not the spike of the noon Pavilion bench, not the locked plateau of Tuesday's platform - and it built under his rhythm and rolled up at me and held.

I came on him on a low slow exhale.

It was not loud. It did not break at the throat. It was a long gentle clenching seizure that worked through me in two slow pulses and held me tight around him for a count of ten and let me go. I did not cry out. I made a small soft sound against my own forearm. The bench creaked once. Marc's palm at my back went steady.

He kept the same measured depth, never hurrying the contraction. The aftershock rolled through me slower than the first, full and quiet, and I rode it down rather than over, and I felt my eyes go wet against my forearm and let the rest happen without lifting my head.

A long careful minute later he went still.

He held himself deep. He emptied into me with one low breath at my shoulder. There was no theatre in it - the most private finish I had felt in two weeks. He stayed inside me for ten seconds more after he had stopped pulsing, his palm steady at my back, and then his mouth brushed the nape of my neck once - soft, dry, the smallest possible mark of finish - and he slipped out and stepped back.

I stayed bent over the back of the bench for a long minute.

The vents moved cold air across what was running. My breath levelled. My head came up. Jade was at the bench's edge with a glass of water and a soft towel and the thin satisfied smile she only ever made when she had got exactly the thing she had asked for.

Marc dressed himself behind me. He laid a hand briefly at my shoulder before he left.

"Sunday," he said.

"Sunday."

He went.

The whole encounter had taken less than fifteen minutes.

Saturday afternoon Tessa ran me a bath.

She made it deeper than usual and added the oil from the small dark bottle the resort sold at the spa shop, and I lay in the water with my eyes closed and listened to her move around the bathroom - folding, tidying, building a soft pile of cotton on the bench by the sink - and I let her wash my hair when it came to that. Her fingers worked at my scalp in slow circles. She rinsed with a copper jug. The copper was warm against my crown. My hair came out heavy and clean and she wrapped it in a soft towel.

"Eat."

"Pasta."

"Pasta."

She fed me dinner at six. Plain pasta, butter, parmesan, a slice of grilled bread. A glass of water. A small piece of dark chocolate at the end.

After we ate she made me lie on the day-bed in the lower room with a paperback. I read perhaps ten pages. The light went down outside. The bougainvillea darkened against the window. Tessa came through twice with cold water and did not speak. By a quarter to eight my eyes were going slack on the page and the want had folded down into a low even hum that did not need anything from me. At eight on the dot Tessa took the book out of my hand, walked me to the bed, unfolded the white sheet over me, turned the fan on, pulled the shutters, and said, "Sleep until eleven. Don't argue."

"I won't."

She kissed me on the forehead.

"Tomorrow."

"Tomorrow."

She closed the door.

Sleep took me cleanly.

Three hours disappeared. I went under without dreams I could later remember, with the fan turning and the shutters closed and the resort going on outside my window in its quiet Saturday evening way - the murmur of the restaurant, the click of glasses at the pool deck bar, the small clean sound of the surf on the far side of the lawn - and I did not turn over once.

I woke at eleven on my own.

The villa was dark. Tessa had gone to bed. The fan was still turning. For the first time since Sunday last, the sheet under me was dry - and my body sat in a place of clean settled charge that surprised me when I registered it.

I got up.

I crossed the bedroom floor barefoot in only the long sleep shirt and went to the broad window that looked down the line of the resort.

Below was the pool deck, dark, the loungers neatly folded for the night, the lifeguard's umbrella down and stacked against the wall. Beyond that the Pavilion, empty, the thatched roof a soft black shape against the slightly less black water. Beyond that the door of the Glory Hole Lounge, the frosted panel dark. Beyond that the small staircase down to the Red Room, the faint red-orange of its sconces a thin thread of light leaking under the door.

The whole resort was asleep. Or pretending to be.

In seven hours the bell on the lobby pillar would ring. The tablet on its marble pedestal would wake. Six zeroes would post. The first of the men who came at dawn would be standing at the line of the wood deck of the Pavilion with his hand at his belt.

I stood at the window until midnight slid past on the small clock on the dresser behind me.

I did not feel the want as a separate thing now. The want was there - it was the shape of my whole skin, low and steady and ready - but it had folded into the rest of me. I had been told on Monday morning to make my body a loaded weapon and I had not, in any of the intervening days, fully believed I would. I did now. The weapon was not a thing I was holding. The weapon was the body I was inside.

I touched the cool of the glass with the flat of my hand for a beat.

Don't lose.

The voice in my head was not my own. It was Nate's, last night, in the lobby, the word stripped of every ornament he could have hung on it.

I stepped back from the window. I took the long way back to the bed. I didn't list the six names. I didn't run Jade's grid. I lay down on my back with my palms flat at my sides, deliberately useless, my hair spread on the pillow and the fan combing air over the line of my collarbone, and I closed my eyes.

My hands stayed where I had put them.

Six hours.

I slept.


⚜




Chapter 4: Dawn to noon

⚜

Five-fifteen.

The clock on the dresser was the first thing I saw. The fan was still turning. The slats of the shutters were still dark. The villa held the deep quiet the resort produced before any of its routines had started - no surf line audible, no birds yet, no kettle on next door - and on top of that quiet I was awake the way I had been awake for six days, pulsed and ready, the want held inside the use rather than burning through it.

I lay still for a slow thirty.

My right wrist lay on the pillow beside my face. The Red band was warm against the skin. Outside the band the underside of my arm was cool. The air was cool. I was warm. The dawn dark had a faint grey edge to it now - the edge the horizon got when the sun was still under it but had begun the work of coming up.

I pushed the sheet back and got up.

The bathroom tile was night-cold under my feet. I went to the basin and held cold water against my throat the way Tessa had drilled into me on Day One, and let it slide along the line of my jaw to the dip of my collarbone. I did not look in the mirror. The shower came on cold-as-it-came. I stood under it with my hands flat to the tile and breathed slow and let it strip the night off me, the stubborn pulse between my thighs settling back to the load-bearing register Friday's swim had taught it.

I dried off. I ate the half banana Tessa had left peeled in a saucer in the kitchen, the small dark slice of toast under it, the segment of mango wedged between them. I drank a full glass of water. The kitchen clock said five thirty-two.

The bikini was on the chair where I had laid it on Tuesday night. Pale blue. Strappy. The kind that came undone in two pulls. I had picked it across a long evening with Jade's grid in my head - Stalls dawn-to-late-morning, Wall midday, Red Room afternoon, Stalls closer at dusk - and I had picked it because it was the easiest thing to step out of and because the colour was the colour the resort's brochures used for water. It tied at the neck and at the back and at each hip. I tied it on without checking it in the mirror. I knew it fit. I pulled a long pale linen wrap over it. I clipped my hair up, the way Jade liked it - off the neck, off the shoulders, easy.

I stood in the dim of the kitchen for a beat and breathed.

There was no alarm to silence. No phone to check. The only thing left to do was leave.

Tessa was at the kitchen island.

She was in the long grey T-shirt she'd slept in, her hair in a knot loosened against her shoulder. Two coffees on the marble between her hands. The silver pot on the trivet. She had not heard me cross the floor - or she had, and had not looked up. She poured the second cup. Her hand was steady. Her face was composed the way Tessa's face composed itself when she had decided early that morning she was not going to be the one to break.

"Strong," she said. "Half a cup."

"Half."

She slid the cup across.

I drank half the cup. The coffee went down warm and dry and clean. The clock above the fridge had moved to five forty.

"Bag."

"On the chair."

"Water?"

"Yes."

"Go now."

"Yes."

I set the cup on the counter. She came around the island.

She did not say anything. She did not say good luck and did not say I love you and did not say come back. She just walked the three steps to me and put her arms around me, slow, and held me. Her cheek pressed against mine. Her arms at my back were dry and steady. She held me long enough that my breath caught up with hers. She let me go.

She turned away to face the sink.

I walked out.

The lobby was ten minutes' walk and I took the path slowly. The bougainvillea hadn't found its colour. The sea was flat unbroken slate through the gap before the main building. The lifeguard's high post sat empty. The pool deck loungers were still folded the way Saturday night had folded them. The grass was cool through the thin sole of my sandals.

The lobby's broad glass doors were open. The marble caught the dim morning grey from the courtyard at the back. A staff member at the concierge desk looked up and gave the brief professional nod the staff had been giving Reds since Saturday. He did not speak. I crossed the floor.

The leaderboard pedestal was up ahead.

The tablet on it was still dark.

Around it, in a loose unspoken arc that none of us had been told to form, the other five had gathered.

Jade was at the edge of the arc, separate, her own band on her wrist, her eyes already moving across the women the way a cornerwoman moved her eyes across a fight card. White linen again. Tablet in one hand. Steel water bottle in the other. She caught my eye as I crossed the marble and gave me the cornerwoman's nod she had given me at every threshold for two weeks.

The others were:

Camille at the front of the arc - slim, composed, in white silk this morning, the shirt unbuttoned a careful inch at the throat. Dark bob pinned behind one ear. Tablet under her arm. Her eyes were on the dark face of the leaderboard.

Morgan at the far edge - gold today, a thin metallic gold bikini under a fishnet cover-up that was barely a cover-up at all. Her hair was loose down her back. Sunglasses already on, even at this light. She was leaning one hip into the marble pillar that anchored the corner of the arc, chewing the inside of her cheek. I caught the tail end of a low laugh she had finished making at no one in particular. She lifted her chin at me when I crossed her sightline. She did not say rookie this time. Her mouth made the small mean shape it had been making at me all week, and then she turned her head toward the door.

Priya was nearer Jade's side - hair in a tight braid, in a clean black two-piece under a dark wrap, expression composed. She carried the steady veteran calm in the line of her shoulders that a Red got from running her own race quietly for long enough that nobody had to ask twice. She nodded at me. Veteran nod.

Isabel, beside Priya - coppery hair in a low ponytail, pale yellow bikini, freckles standing out against the early pallor of her face. The smallest of us. Her eyes had the bright over-awake quality of a competitor who hadn't slept and was working too hard not to show it.

Kate was at the back, closer to the door than to the pedestal - half in, half out of the arc, a tall, sandy-blonde woman in a dark cover-up. She had registered. Her name was on the board. Whatever she did with her morning was going to be her own decision. Her face had the half-tightened set of a woman who had already been quietly counting the hours she could last.

The clock on the lobby wall above the concierge desk said five fifty-eight.

Two minutes.

Jade walked over to me without looking at any of the others. She stopped at my shoulder. She did not lower her voice - the others could hear if they wanted to, and she did not care.

"Pavilion. Third bench. Same as Tuesday."

"Got it."

"Don't watch the board. Don't ask the monitors. I'll bring you the numbers when I want you to have them."

"Got it."

"Drink whenever I put the bottle in your hand. If I pass behind your bench and tap the shelf twice, you switch hole on the next man - monitor will log it. If I say last one in your ear, you finish the man you're with and stand."

"Got it."

"And Sienna -"

"Yeah."

"Don't try. Just be the body that wanted to be there. The rest will arrive."

"Yeah."

She stepped back into her place at the edge of the arc.

The clock moved.

Five fifty-nine became six on its own. The bell on the lobby pillar - a small brass thing I had crossed under for fifteen days without registering - made the single bright chime it had been built to make. The sound hit the marble and travelled. The concierge stood up at his desk. The staff member at the corner straightened.

The tablet on the pedestal woke.

The dark face went a soft white. Six lines wrote themselves into it in the resort's plain font, surnames, alphabetical: Cole. Duval. Hale. Lin. Mendez. Saraf. Beside each, a single zero.

Around the pedestal, no one moved.

Then Camille turned and walked out without speaking to any of us. The Glory Hole Lounge was on the path she took. Morgan pushed off the pillar and walked the other way, sandals snapping against the marble, voice already rising into the small pleased private warm-up sound she made when she was on her way to a bench. Priya followed Morgan toward the Pavilion. Isabel went after Priya. Kate took her own time and then took the path toward the pool deck.

Jade walked beside me as far as the lobby door and then stopped.

"Go."

I went.

The Pavilion at six in the morning had the cleanest version of itself I had seen.

The thatched roof was a black weave against the slowly lightening sky. The wood deck was dark with dew along the path edge. The six leather benches were dry, polished, set in the long row I had walked past every day for two weeks. The towels at the side station were already piled high enough for six hours. The lube bottles at the foot of each bench had been replaced, full to the line. The breeze off the lawn was cool - the same temperature my hands had been at the basin an hour ago.

I climbed onto bench three.

The motions had become automatic. Strap pulled at the shoulder, wrap falling open down my back to gather at the waist. Knees on the front kneelers. Forearms on the upper rest. I reached down and tugged the pale blue ties loose at each hip; the bottoms slid free and I draped them across the bench shelf beside the lube. I closed my hands around the polished handles. The wood was cool under my palms.

Morgan climbed onto bench five at the same time. I heard her take it without looking. The deliberate sandal-snap, the lazy little exhale, the small stretch she made of climbing onto the kneelers as if there were already someone watching. The bench beside me - bench four - stayed empty for the moment. Priya had taken bench two, the breeze was best at bench three but the second-best at bench two, and the difference was a measurement Priya would already have made. Isabel had taken bench six.

Kate had not come to the Pavilion.

Camille was at the Wall.

Four of us at the Stalls, then, and one at the Wall, and Kate at the pool deck.

I closed my eyes.

The breeze moved across my spine and shoulders. The first man would be coming up the path inside ten minutes. The clock on the lobby pillar had read six.

I waited.

I had been bent over a Stalls bench for so much of the past week that the position no longer felt like a position. My breath was even. My belly was warm and ready and the slick at my thighs was already a present thing - a steady seep, six days of conversation with itself finally allowed to do its one job in public.

The first feet on the wood came up the path at six twelve.

He paused at bench one first - the man's prerogative was to walk the row before he chose, and he walked it. I felt him go past my hip - sandal, sandal, a quiet pause behind me, sandal again - and he kept on. He took bench five. I heard the small pleased noise Morgan made when his hand settled at the small of her back. The first encounter at the Pavilion was Morgan's. Three minutes later I heard the slow steady creak of the leather under his weight as he started up.

At six fifteen, another set of footsteps reached the row. He took it the same way the first had - sandals walking past, the brief evaluating pause behind each bench. He paused at me. I felt his shadow drop across my shoulder blades. He did not reach. He did not lube. He moved on. He took Priya at bench two.

Eight minutes later the next guest reached the deck.

He stopped behind me. He stayed there for a beat - the pause of a man who had decided already and was only resolving his own motion to it - and then his palm came down warm and broad between my shoulder blades. The lube bottle at the side of the bench made the small wet click it made when a man uncapped it. I felt the cool of the lube on the inside of my thigh, then at my opening. He worked it in with two patient fingers. He did not say anything. He didn't have to.

He pushed in.

He was a businessman type - that was the only thing my closed eyes could read off him, the trim careful build, the polite working palm - clean-shaven, by the smell, unhurried, by the pace. The shirt cuffs rolled to the forearm; the forearm was tan and steady. He set his rhythm at the rate of an even pulse. I made a sound on the second stroke. Not loud. Just the involuntary low hum that came up out of my chest when an unhurried cock found the rhythm my body had been waiting in.

I came on him at the four-minute mark.

I had not tried to. I had not tried for anything, not even posture. The bench did half the work. The breeze did the other quarter. He did the rest. The wave came up under me and locked me around him for a long slow seven seconds - the soft new register a body in its sixth banked day made of an orgasm that had not been chased - and he felt it on his cock and made a low closed sound against the back of my shoulder and finished thirty seconds later, deep, on a tight held breath. He held buried a beat longer. He pulled out. He picked up his glass off the bench platform - he had set one down without me noticing - and walked away.

I had not lifted my head.

I pictured the lobby tablet making its first move of the day - Cole, 1. Hale, 1. Duval, probably 0.5 already. The rest still dark. The picture wrote itself behind my eyes. Then the next set of feet was on the deck.

He was at my hip inside fifteen seconds.

His palm settled at my low back before I had cooled.

The first three hours blurred.

I could mark them later, after Jade had read me the numbers, but inside them I could not have given a count without lying. The breeze ran the same. The bench creaked the same. The lube bottle clicked the same. Men came up off the path in a steady unhurried rotation - most paused at the row's edge to walk the benches, most chose me, a few chose Morgan, a steady few chose Priya - and they took me one after another in the long slow Stalls rhythm I had learned by Wednesday of Week Two and had been practicing in my body ever since.

Some came inside me. Most did. The trickle ran down the inside of my thigh in a slow widening pattern that the breeze cooled across as it ran. A staff member came up onto the deck around eight and replaced the towel under the bench platform without speaking to me; he laid a fresh one across the wooden underside in two quiet movements and slid the wet one out from under. He handed it off to a runner. He went away again.

Most of them broke me at some point in their rhythm.

That was the truth I would not have believed the woman I had been on Day One. The body that had taken three weeks to learn the bench's rhythm now found its own waves under almost any unhurried cock, almost any slow stroke, almost any patient palm. One of the early men smelled of cedar soap and coffee and kept his hand flat high on my spine the whole time; I went tight around him with my forehead against the leather. The next had a rougher pace, impatient at first, until I clenched around him and felt him slow in surprise. Another after that was brief and sharp, finished in under two minutes, and didn't draw an orgasm out of me at all - the only one of the early stretch who didn't. After him the handoffs blurred; one withdrew and another filled the absence before the air had cooled.

I was not counting. I knew the monitor at his stool was. White linen, clipboard, the small careful tap of his tablet between men. I had registered him once on the way in. After that he was a fact at the periphery, like the breeze.

Around eight thirty a man stopped behind me - the small pause at my hip, the consideration - and he laid his palm down between my shoulder blades and said, quietly, the first thing anyone had said to me at the bench all morning.

"Both."

I lifted my head a fraction. A glance under my forearm, no more.

He was mid-thirties. Light shirt unbuttoned at the throat, sandy hair. Mid-build. He was looking at the back of my neck rather than at me.

"Both?"

"Vaginal first. Two minutes. Then anal. Two minutes. Then back. Monitor logs both."

"Yes."

He understood the scoring better than I did - vaginal one, anal one and a half, one partner switching counted by orifice not by man - and he had come to the Stalls this morning to spend his entry fee on the trick. The monitor at the side heard him through the breeze and marked something on his sheet without looking up.

The man uncapped the lube. He used it on me at both openings. He used it on himself.

He pushed in vaginal first.

He was thicker than the early men of the morning. He worked me in long deliberate strokes with one hand on my hip and the other at my low back. The wave caught me at ninety seconds - a fast clean spike, my body already in the open state the morning had built it into - and he didn't honour it. He kept the pace. Two minutes ticked off on whatever clock he was keeping, and his hands shifted, and he pulled out slowly.

He lined himself up against my ass.

The cool of the new lube cut the heat down for a beat. He pressed in slowly. I exhaled against the leather. The day's first anal stretched across me with the deeper register a switch produced - the same shaft, a different opening, the body asked to recalibrate without time to. My ass took him because my ass had been taking him in some form for a week. He worked me at a different rhythm - shorter strokes, slower - and at the end of his second two minutes I had not come, but I was very close to. He felt it. He timed his withdrawal exactly.

He pushed back into my pussy.

The third entry took me. The body that had gone from come to almost-come to the stretched not-yet-coming of his second pass found the third entry as the delivery of every wave it had been holding for six minutes. I broke around him on the second stroke. Loud. The handles of the bench creaked under my hands. He swore once, low, and drove deep, and held there inside the contraction. He waited me out. When the wave released, he started again.

He finished in my ass.

He had decided the finish would go where the higher number was - pulled out of my pussy mid-rhythm, lined up, slid into my ass on the slick I had given him, and emptied himself in three deep slow pulses with his palm pressed flat to my low back.

The wave hit me again on his finish.

He held inside me a long beat. He pulled out. He uncapped a new towel from the side station and wiped his hands. He stepped off the deck. The monitor made his two marks - one vaginal, one anal - and tapped his tablet. By the time the page caught up with what my body already knew, the man had made one partner count twice.

I exhaled a shaking breath against the leather and laid my forehead back down.

I had been opened in three different ways inside one ten-minute window, and the body that had been a closed circuit for six days was reading the morning the way a full kettle read heat - every encounter doing its small clean lift of the dial, every finish settling under the next. The thrum at the front of my hips had stopped being arousal in any directional sense. It was becoming a state.

A large quiet stranger stepped up behind me before I had cooled and pushed in without ceremony, fucking me at the slow pace of a man who had decided he was not in a hurry. He took me too.

Mid-morning the path filled.

The crowd was the thing Jade had warned me would arrive without naming a time. I had been bent over the bench for two and a half hours when I started to register, in the gaps between encounters, an audience.

The Pavilion's edge had a low wooden rail along its open side - the side that faced the lawn - and the rail had been built to be leant against. By eight forty-five the rail was occupied, and by nine the rail was full. A woman in a peach sundress with a champagne flute. Two men in unbuttoned linen shirts holding their first drinks of the morning. A small clutch of guests who had come down the path together. Behind the rail a few sun-loungers from the pool deck had been quietly dragged to viewing range. The crowd had not been here on Tuesday at the same hour. The crowd had not been here on a normal day.

The crowd was here for the leaderboard.

Word travelled at this resort the way water travelled - flat, inevitable, finding its level - and Black Band Day morning was the day word had spent itself getting to the Pavilion. The men at the rail watched the row of benches with the easy patience of a crowd at a long sport. The woman in the sundress had a small pleased curiosity about her. She made one quiet remark to one of the men beside her and he gave a brief private laugh and lifted his own glass.

I felt the rail before I saw it. The body at this bench had learned on Day Six what audience felt like across two weeks of the same skin. The clench at the front of my hips deepened. The slick between my thighs went warmer rather than cooler. The next man pushing into me felt me clench around him before he had even started his own rhythm and made a low surprised sound against my shoulder.

He took four minutes to break me.

Loud. My body had stopped moderating its sounds well before nine and I did not bother to start now. The rail-side guests made one small ripple at the sound. The man inside me felt the ripple too, and he lasted another minute and a half on it, and then he finished deep. He pulled out and stepped off the deck.

Three men at the rail were now looking specifically at my bench.

The next was a tall guest in a navy shirt. He had been in the crowd one minute earlier and was inside me thirty seconds after that. He fucked me hard - the first deliberately rough partner of the morning, hands on my hips with grip, the smell of clean cotton and sweat under it - and he did not finish me first. My thighs went tight twice under him, my body reading the rough as a thing it was happy with, and I made a small choked noise on the second wave that pulled another ripple out of the watching row.

My thighs went slicker under their attention. My sounds loosened. I was giving the rail more of me without deciding to. By the third encounter under the gathered guests I was no longer a woman bending forward at a bench taking what came. I was a woman the rail was watching. The two were different. My body knew the difference.

The rail knew before I did. Men who had been watching with glasses in their hands started setting the glasses down.

Then the moment came clean.

A man in a pale linen shirt had come up the path at nine twenty and had stopped at the deck's edge between the two of us. I felt his sandals stop on the wood. He stayed there longer than the morning's others. Morgan went to work on him - louder this time, the old Tuesday choreography running with more effort behind it, a bright brittle laugh, gold hair tossed back, one shoulder rolled, her hand making a small inviting curl at her own hip. The lure was the same lure. The work in it was new.

I didn't try to catch him.

I couldn't have if I'd wanted to. The last man had finished thirty seconds earlier and the aftershock of him was still loosening through me; my breath came out long because my body was doing what it did after a finish, and my hips followed the aftershock before I could still them. The pale linen heard the small honest sound it made of me. He looked across at Morgan once, polite. He stepped behind me.

His weight settled at my hip.

Behind me, low and ugly enough that the man at my low back heard it too, Morgan dropped a single short fuck into the breeze.

The curse was smaller than the one she'd dropped on Tuesday at one o'clock. Less anger. More calculation failing in real time.

The pale linen pushed in. The wave that had still been shedding from the last man rolled into the next stroke and the next and broke me on the third.

I was no longer choosing when. I was no longer noticing the moments between. The bench's slow steady rotation had moved from being a string of encounters into being a single long encounter that had a different cock in it at any given thirty-second window, and I came in waves the rotation produced the way a swimmer caught waves a sea produced - not pursued, not refused, simply received. The breeze moved across my back. The lube bottle clicked. The handles creaked. Cum trickled. The towel under the bench platform was changed twice more between nine and eleven by the staff member who never spoke.

I caught Morgan once more, around ten, through the slot under my forearm. Her sunglasses were pushed up on her head. Her face was red at the cheekbones above whatever colour she had put on her mouth. She was quieter by then, but not slower - every time I surfaced enough to hear her bench another man was already stepping in. She wasn't pulling the rail anymore. She was processing volume, fast and stubborn, burning herself down one point at a time. The man at her hip was waiting his turn and watching my bench while he waited. I watched her register him watching my bench. She turned her head forward.

Sometime in the hour Jade slid the bottle into my hand at a hand-off and I drank with my forehead against the leather; I did not register anything else about the man who replaced the one she had paused.

By ten thirty I had stopped being able to remember the colour of any individual man's shirt.

By eleven the monitor had me at ten and a half - eight straight vaginal encounters and the alternating man's two-and-a-half - and the rail was three deep at my bench.

At eleven thirty Camille moved.

I did not see her arrive. I felt the change at the row before I lifted my head - the way the watching guests re-oriented, the brief lift in the murmur, the soft noise the woman in the peach sundress made when she registered who had come up the path - and then a fresh pair of sandals on the deck, and the small specific creak of bench four accepting weight.

Bench four.

The empty bench between me and Morgan.

My chin came up just enough to catch her under my forearm.

Camille had taken bench four - the bench beside mine. She was setting her stance as I caught it: knees on the kneelers, the white silk shirt unbuttoned at the front and falling open against the wood, the tie at her hip already loose. She kept her eyes off all of us - me, Morgan, the gathered line. Her movements were the movements of a woman setting up her workstation. She set her hands on the handles. She lowered her head.

She had been at the Wall for five and a half hours.

I knew the math without thinking about it. Camille's morning at the Wall was throughput. Throat work, vaginal work - the steady consistent half-points and one-points the Wall stacked while the other Reds were taking the high-volume mid-bench window at the Stalls. She had come to the Pavilion now because the men were pulling toward me and Camille had decided she needed to stand inside that pull rather than let it drift to me unimpeded.

The man currently inside me finished and pulled out.

There was a small uneven beat at the rail. An adjustment. I felt it with the surface of my back the way I felt the breeze. Something was shifting.

The next in my queue had stepped up. He was waiting with one hand at my low back. I felt his palm there.

But behind my closed eyes I also felt the small specific reorientation along the deck - the man whose footsteps had been about to step in had hesitated, the small foreign register of a guest's interest pausing on a different bench.

Then his weight stayed on my low back, and pushed in, and my body opened around him as it had been opening all morning, and he set his rhythm.

The wave took me at two minutes.

But.

But across the small wooden gap between bench three and bench four, a different man had set his own palm at Camille's low back, lubed her, lined up, and pushed in. I heard him do it. I heard the small precise sound she made - a sound she did not perform, a sound she could not entirely keep - and the line at the rail re-oriented again. Two of the men who had been queueing for me stepped to the back of Camille's queue.

Camille was not loud. Camille was not even particularly responsive. The thing she pulled was her reputation. Three-week veteran. The professional. The one who had nearly won last time. The watching guests had marked her on the central platform of the Red Room and at the side benches and through the frosted door of the Wall, and they recognised her in the way the resort's reading guests recognised the women who had been here longer than their own stay. The reputation pulled three guests the morning's noise had been pulling to me. It pulled them across to bench four.

For twenty minutes the row went two-two on the queues. I felt it. Camille felt it. Morgan felt it on the other side and quietly went back to working on her own queue without making a noise about it.

Then the man inside Camille finished, pulled out, and the next in his queue was a man I had marked over two hours earlier - the navy-shirt guest who had fucked me hard around nine-fifteen, come back to the rail since, drinking, watching. He had taken his time deciding. I felt him decide. He stepped past Camille. He came up to the back of my queue and stood, close, the heat of him already steady at my hip's height before he was even at the bench.

I did not look at her. I did not have to.

The man at my hip finished. The next in line was the navy shirt. He did not lube me - he reached forward and felt the slick on my own thigh and decided the lube was unnecessary - and he pushed into me without ceremony. He fucked me harder than the first time. I came on him in ninety seconds. The wave came up under me with the audience's specific attention pressed to the back of my shoulder blades like a palm.

The watching row made the soft involuntary sound a crowd made when it noticed itself enjoying a thing. I heard it. Camille's queue thinned to one. Then to none. The guest who'd come for the steady professional rhythm could find that anywhere; the guest who came to the Pavilion at eleven forty-five on Black Band Day morning came for the woman the rail was watching. The math broke clean.

My body locked around the navy shirt a second time before he finished.

He emptied into me on a long deep groan. He held a beat. He pulled out. He stepped off the deck. The monitor tapped his tablet.

I lifted my head.

The audience was thirty deep now - guests two layers along the wood, some of them with breakfast plates still in their hands. The woman in the peach sundress had finished her champagne. Her colour was high. She caught my eye briefly. She did not smile. She did the quiet female nod a woman gave another woman she had decided to root for.

Camille was finishing her own next encounter at bench four. Her face was a flat composed shape. She marked something on her tablet between the man's withdrawal and the next man's approach. She kept her gaze on her own bench. She set herself for the next.

I lowered my head back into my forearms.

The next stepped up inside fifteen seconds.

The bell at noon was the second bell of the day.

It chimed the same brass chime the one at six had chimed. The sound came down the path from the lobby and reached the Pavilion and made the slow polite ripple a bell made through wood and thatch. The monitor stood up from his stool. The man currently inside me - bless him - finished inside the next forty seconds, with the kind of quick precise courtesy the resort's regulars produced when they heard the noon bell and knew a woman at a bench was on a clock. He pulled out, kissed the small of my back with no fuss, and walked off.

The monitor stepped to the deck edge.

"Bench three," he said quietly. "Stand."

"I'm standing."

"Thirty minutes. Back on the floor at twelve-thirty."

"Got it."

I stood.

My legs held - the small surprise of every Stalls morning since Tuesday - though the wider standing motion of getting off the kneelers brought a fresh line of warmth down between my thighs that I felt to the knee. I stepped off the kneelers. The pale blue bottoms were still on the bench shelf where I'd left them at six; I picked them up and tucked them into the side of Jade's bag at the deck edge as I passed it. I retied the strap at my shoulder one-handed, the wrap settling closed down my back without me looking. I stepped off the deck.

Jade was at the path edge.

She had come up at some point in the last quarter hour and I had not noticed; she had a steel water bottle in each hand. She handed me one. I drank half of it in one tilt. She watched me do it.

"Walk."

We walked.

She did not speak for the first hundred yards. The path between the Pavilion and the lobby ran through the bougainvillea hedge and out across the lawn, and we took it slow because my legs were not fast and because Jade was reading me. The Pavilion's audience had not entirely dispersed. A handful of guests drifted back toward the main building for the noon rest; the staff were stacking towels for restocking. Camille had stood off her own bench at the same bell and walked the long way around the back path. Morgan I could not see.

Jade said nothing until we were past the lobby.

"You want to know."

"I want to know."

She tipped the tablet so I could see the screen.

The leaderboard glowed white in the bright noon light. Six names, six numbers.

Hale, Morgan - 14 Cole, Sienna - 13.5 Duval, Camille - 12 Saraf, Priya - 8 Mendez, Isabel - 6 Lin, Kate - 4

I looked at it for a beat.

Morgan first. Barely.

"Half a point."

"Half a point."

"How."

"Morning volume. You and Camille both ran more total weight per encounter than Morgan, but Morgan ran more encounters. Volume held her in front through eleven. Then you and Camille closed the gap on the late stretch."

"Camille."

"Twelve. She'll run the platform this afternoon. She knows where the points are."

"Morgan."

"Tiring. You felt it on the deck at eleven thirty. She's been at her bench since six fifteen and her queue's been thinner since ten. She'll start the afternoon at the Stalls and the points will flatten under her."

"Priya."

"Priya is running her Sunday. She'll finish fourth and she'll finish clean."

"Kate."

"Off-duty since eleven. Pool deck. She lasted longer than I'd given her."

I drank the rest of the water bottle.

The math was the math. I had not lost the morning. I had not won the morning. Morgan had a softer half-point lead than the number suggested. Camille was a real one and a half points behind me with the entire afternoon left and the points in her direction. The gap at the front of the board between the three of us was not a real gap. It was a starting line drawn in chalk on a wide road.

Jade set her hand briefly between my shoulder blades.

"Eat the protein bar in the kitchen. Drink the electrolyte. Lie flat with your legs up the wall for fifteen minutes. Don't shower."

"I won't."

"Tessa is at the villa."

"Yes."

"I'll come at twelve twenty-five. Wall after - an hour, throughput. Then Red Room. That's where today is won. Don't go back to the Stalls in the heat. Save the Stalls for the dusk push."

"Yes."

She walked with me as far as the villa path and then turned back toward the lobby. She had her own grid to update, her own bottle to refill. I watched her go for a few seconds and then I walked the last hundred yards alone.

Tessa was still at the kitchen island.

She had not slept since I had left at five forty. Her hair was up. Her phone was face-up on the marble - Jade had been texting her the board through the morning, and I caught the white-on-black glow of the noon update on the screen as I came in. There was coffee on the marble - a fresh pot she had clearly made for me rather than her - and she had laid out, on a small wooden board, a protein bar, a peeled mandarin in segments, an electrolyte sachet beside an empty glass, two slices of dense brown bread spread thinly with butter. She did not get up when I came through the door.

She looked at me.

She looked at me the way a friend who had known me since freshman year looked at the woman I had become at the back of a Pavilion bench through the morning of a Sunday three years ago I'd never have guessed I'd be living. Her face did not change. Her eyes were bright. Her hands were steady.

"Eat."

"Yes."

"Sit."

I sat. The cushion of the bench seat met the deep specific tenderness banked low in me and I breathed around it the way I had breathed around it on Monday morning six days ago, and reached for the bar.

"How are you."

"I'm fine."

"Your legs."

"My legs are fine."

"Half a point behind."

"Yes."

"Camille at twelve."

"Yes."

She broke a segment of the mandarin with her thumb and ate it without speaking.

"You can do this."

"I know."

"Wall after."

"Wall after. Then Red Room. Stay out of the heat."

"I'll bring water at three, wherever Jade has you."

"Yes."

I ate the bar in four bites. I ate the slices of bread. I drank the electrolyte. I ate three segments of the mandarin and Tessa ate the other three. She did not ask any of the questions a friend who had not been here for two weeks would have asked. She did not ask if I was tired and she did not ask how many. She did not ask what came next. She had read the grid Jade had laid on the terrace table on Monday, and she knew what came next, and the question would have been small.

When I had finished she stood up from the island.

She turned back the cushion of the day-bed in the lower room. She had laid out a clean sheet across it, cool, and a small square cushion at the foot. The Tessa choreography of the past two weeks had become the thing that absorbed my body between encounters: the cool floor, the cool sheet, the small steady hand at the base of my neck, the words she did not say. She walked me into the lower room. I lay on the day-bed on my back. She lifted my legs and rested them up the cool plaster of the wall - Jade's instruction, last week's prep work - and put the small cushion behind my hips. The blood in my legs ran the long way back up toward my heart.

She put a damp folded flannel across my eyes.

"Fifteen."

"Yes."

"I'll come."

"Yes."

She bent and kissed my forehead through the cool of the cloth, and left me.

The fan turned. The flannel was cool. The blood in my legs was running its slow correct way. The thrum at the front of my hips had settled into the place it had held since Friday morning's swim - the place that was no longer a charge waiting to be spent but the body's own resting state, low, even, ready. The encounters of the morning had stacked themselves underneath me without thinning anything I would need for the afternoon. Monday's metaphor had stopped being metaphor. The morning had not spent me. It had only sighted the target.

I breathed.

The fifteen minutes went the way the fifteen minutes had to go - slow, then fast, then slow - and I did not sleep but I did not need to. The mandatory thirty was for women whose bodies needed resetting. Mine needed resting. Twelve fifteen became twelve twenty became twelve twenty-five. I heard Tessa moving in the kitchen. I heard, at the front door, Jade's clipped knock as she arrived.

I did not lift the flannel yet.

Twelve twenty-eight.

"Two more minutes," Jade said from the kitchen.

"Two more minutes," Tessa said back.

The fan turned. The damp cloth dimmed the heat at my eyes. The plaster against my calves leached warmth from them in a long thin line - calves, hamstrings, the back of my pelvis, into the small banked tenderness low in my belly, neutralising the warm trickle of the morning and replacing it with a clean settled register. By the time Jade said up I was ready.

"Up."

I lifted the flannel.

I sat up. I lowered my legs from the wall. I stood. The blood in them had gone the right way. My head did not swim.

"Cover-up. The clean one on the chair."

"Yes."

"Sandals on. Clip the hair tighter. We're going to the Wall."

"Yes."

I went into the bedroom and changed into the clean cover-up - a fresh white linen one Tessa had laid out across the back of the chair before I had come back - and tied it loose at the hips. I took a fresh elastic out of the dish on the dresser and re-clipped my hair. I stepped back into the kitchen. Jade was at the door. Tessa was at the island.

Jade looked at me head to toe.

"Good."

"Good."

She turned.

I followed her out.

The leaderboard at the lobby on the way past glowed in the noon light.

The numbers had not moved at the noon bell - Hale 14, Cole 13.5, Duval 12 - the morning's last rounding still on the screen. A small group of guests stood around the marble pedestal in the easy slow patience of an audience between rounds, drinks in hands, eyes on the lit face. Two of them turned their heads as we crossed the marble. The woman in the peach sundress had taken up a spot near the pillar with a fresh glass. She did not nod this time. She watched me go past.

I walked through the lobby without slowing. Jade walked beside me. Twelve thirty-two on the wall clock. Eleven and a half hours left of the day on which the rest of my life was going to be decided. The lit gap on the screen behind me - fourteen to thirteen-five, just enough margin to taste - pressed at the nape of my neck for ten paces and then dropped off as we reached the path.

Five and a half hours of competition window before the six o'clock rest.

I followed Jade onto the path.


⚜




Chapter 5: Afternoon and evening

⚜

The kneeling-side door of the Glory Hole Lounge was open just after twelve-thirty.

I knew the brass handle by now - the small cool press of it against my palm, the way the latch made its quiet click on the give. Jade walked me as far as the doorway and stopped me there with one hand briefly at my elbow.

"Ninety minutes - change from the hour we set at noon. Marcus has the platform held for us at two-thirty. Mouth, pussy, ass - your call. Don't perform. Add the points."

"Got it."

She turned around the side of the building.

I went in.

The cushion at my knees was fresh; the hip-height opening sat clean at my eye line; the lube bottle on its small shelf was full to the line. The Wall on a Sunday had a different traffic from the Wall on a Thursday - guests who had walked the Pavilion row at six and decided the leaderboard points they could deliver were better spent here, queued in unhurried single file in the corridor on the bar side. Black Band Day at the Wall ran on volume and patience.

I knelt.

I did not have to wait long.

The first shaft pushed through at face-height and it was the thick one. I felt the difference before I had taken him - the deeper shadow under the partition, the broader base - and when I leaned forward I had to widen my jaw for the head. I took him to the back of my mouth in two patient strokes, and on the third I felt the head against the soft place at the back of my throat and turned the gag muscle off. He pressed his palm flat to the wood and groaned through the partition.

He held there for a count, then pulled back. The shaft reappeared a beat later at hip-height. I stood. The cushion adjusted underneath me - kneeler folding, hip-rest rising in the practised resort way. I lubed myself, lined up, and backed onto him.

He filled me at a stretch I felt across the whole base of my belly.

He fucked me hard through the wall. He had come for the higher number. I came on him at the two-minute mark in a tight clean wave I held against the wood with my forehead pressed into it. He finished a moment later, deep, on a long held breath that broke against the wood between us. The pulse of him was warm and specifically locatable inside me afterward.

The second was already at the opening before he had fully withdrawn.

He chose ass. I lubed myself, backed onto him, took him slow through the precise stretch the Wall produced when a man was a half-size larger than the previous partner. He fucked me through the partition in steady measured strokes. His finish was quiet. He withdrew.

The third was already through. Vaginal, longer than the second, the unhurried bench rhythm I had spent the morning at. I came against the angled rest of the cushion's upper edge - forehead flat to the wood, hand fisted in the cushion - at the four-minute mark. He emptied into me with a closed exhale a minute later and pulled back.

The fourth was anal again. Quick, hard, a low grunt through the wood. The fifth was anal too - slower, a man who knew his way through the partition. I came around him in silence and he finished on a held breath.

The Wall had always been the station that asked the body to stop choosing. By the fifth man the morning's lessons had compounded. The body responded by angle, not deliberation. The cushion adjusted with me. Lube cooled. Shafts came and were taken and were finished. The wood moderated everything down to its lowest necessary register.

The sixth was vaginal - average, brief, an apology through the partition I answered with the no apology hum.

The seventh was anal, bigger than the rest. He hooked his hand through the small cut in the wood and gripped my hip from his side; his pace was not unhurried. I pressed my clit against the angled rest and the orgasm came up underneath his finish in a tight clean wave.

The eighth was anal too - quick, efficient, a man working his point in under Jade's last signal. He took me in a dozen hard strokes and finished against the back of me on a closed grunt.

He pulled back.

The bar side made the two-tap signal Jade used.

Time.

I did not stand at once. I sat back on my heels with my hands flat against the cushion and breathed. The slick on the inside of my thighs ran the long way down to the floor in a widening pattern. Saliva and the trace of him were on my chin and the line of my jaw from the first man's deepthroat - drying now, tacky at the corner of my mouth where the head of him had sat. My breath was clean. My head was clean. The ninety minutes had not so much spent me as moved me - the morning's stockpile redistributed, point by point, into the column on the monitor's tablet beside the door.

I rose. I tied the cover-up loose at my hips. I stepped out into the daylight.

Jade was at the path, water bottle in one hand, towel in the other, the small thin satisfied smile she made when a number had landed.

"Eight men. Eleven points. Nobody's done that here before. New Wall record."

I had not asked.

"Sienna -"

"Yeah."

"Drink."

I drank.

She handed me the towel. I dragged the towel over my mouth and chin. The leaderboard pedestal was on the far side of the marble; she made me look at it as we passed.

Cole, Sienna - 24.5 Hale, Morgan - 22 Duval, Camille - 21

I read it twice.

"First time today."

"Hold it lightly," she said. "Don't get used to it. Camille's going to push the platform this afternoon. Morgan's flat at the Stalls."

"Camille."

"She'll be in the Red Room when we get there. She's been circling the platform since noon. Marcus held our two-thirty centerpiece slot. We're going to take it before she does."

"Right."

"Sienna -"

"Yeah."

"What we're about to do, you've banked for. Don't sell it. Just take it."

"Right."

She walked me toward the back staircase.

The Red Room at two-thirty on Black Band Day was not the Red Room I had been into on any other day.

The half-light was the same. The red-orange of the wall sconces was the same. What was new was the audience. The leather couches around the perimeter were full - not by guests at rest but by guests who had come down here to watch, drinks in hand. The wide back wall behind the central platform had two rows of guests standing along it, polite, not crowding. Above, the second-floor observation balcony had its privacy tint switched off for Black Band Day - the glass clear, the owner and senior staff visible at the rail rather than hidden behind the one-way mirror it ran on for the rest of the season.

A staff monitor at the door checked Jade's tablet. Marcus this afternoon - same as the morning of qualification - and he gave us the brief professional nod and stepped aside.

I crossed the floor.

Priya was on the far left bench, working a calm steady pace with a single partner. Isabel was three benches over, on her second man of the afternoon by the look of it, the towel folded under her hips already streaked. The peripheral Reds were keeping the points ticking while the room arranged itself around the centre.

Camille was on a side bench halfway down the right-hand wall.

She was finishing a clinical solo with a single staff partner. Vaginal. The same arithmetic cadence she had run on Tuesday, still composed, lips a flat line, one hand braced on the bench's leather rest. Her partner finished inside her on a low controlled grunt as Jade and I crossed the room. She did not look up. She rolled her hips once to clear him and stood. The white silk shirt fell open at her front. She picked up her tablet from the side shelf and noted something on it, jaw briefly set, and then her dark eyes lifted and met mine across the room as I walked past.

I did not stop.

She did not nod.

The central platform was cleared. A staff member was at its near side polishing the leather along its low edge in slow circular passes. He stood up when he saw us coming. Jade lifted her chin at him; he stepped back.

The three guests Jade had selected were standing in a loose triangle at the platform's rail.

All three were in the resort's evening linens - cream, navy, a soft pale grey - and all three had the relaxed half-attentive bearing of men who had come to the Red Room with appointments. Jade had vetted them further than the resort did. They were not staff. They were guests Jade had selected for size.

I knew it before they had unzipped. The cream shirt at the rail had the line of his cock visible against the inner thigh of his trousers. The navy beside him was longer. The pale grey was the largest - a man in his late thirties with the cleanly-built proportions a working man might carry.

Jade walked me up to the platform's edge.

"Mouth, pussy, ass," she said, low and procedural. "Finish locations on you. Stop signal stands."

I nodded once.

I untied the strap at my shoulder. The cover-up fell open and I shrugged it off; Jade caught it and folded it once over the rail.

I stepped onto the platform.

A staff monitor - not Marcus, a younger one I had registered without learning - moved in with the practised quiet of a stagehand and lifted the padded cuffs at the platform's leather edge, the thick wide ones I had not had on my wrists before. Built into the platform's side rails. Designed to keep a body steady through what was about to be done to it. They went on with quiet efficiency around my wrists. The leather was warm. The strap had a faint give to it that resolved against the bone of my forearm.

The audience at the perimeter went still.

I lay back. The first man - cream shirt - came onto the platform beside me, on his back, and the staff monitor guided me sideways and up onto him, hand flat at my low back. I straddled him. He was lubed already. I lowered myself onto his cock and the size of him spread me in the long slow exhalation a body made when it was being asked to widen at depth.

I made a sound.

The second - pale grey, the largest - knelt onto the platform behind me. He lubed himself while I was acclimating. Then his hand was at my low back, broad and steady, and the head of him was at my ass, and he pushed in slowly, inch by inch.

The double-fullness hit at a register I had not been to. Both men were larger than the platform's qualification partners. The thin wall between them registered both shafts and the body around the two of them registered the dual stretch as a single bright line - pelvis to navel to the small of my back. My breath went out long. My hands closed in the cuffs and remembered.

The third - navy - came up to my face.

He cradled my jaw with one warm palm. I tilted my head back. He fed his cock in past my lips. He filled my throat on the first stroke.

Three cocks. Inside me. Simultaneously. Wrists pinned. Audience silent.

The first sixty seconds taught me that they had done this together.

When the navy at my face withdrew to the head, the man underneath me drove in. When the man underneath withdrew, the man behind me drove in. When the man behind me withdrew, the navy at my face drove back in. There was never a hole that was empty, never a stroke that was not landing somewhere on me. The alternating rhythm was the rhythm I had learned at qualification, on the same platform, with Diego and Theo - but with three. The geometry of it had been built into the bodies they had brought into the room with them, and they ran it as if they had been waiting all morning to.

My drool was running down my chin onto the chest of the man underneath me. I could not breathe through my nose because the navy's pelvis was pressed there. I breathed around him in the small sips a Wall throat session had taught me. The man underneath me kept his hands on my hips. The man behind me kept his hand flat on the small of my back. The navy at my face kept his hand at the line of my jaw - not gripping, just holding.

I came at ninety seconds.

It went up through me as a single rising column - vaginal pulse, anal clench, throat working around the third cock, my whole midsection arcing across the platform, the cuffs holding my wrists where they had been put. The men adjusted through it. They did not stop. They rode the clenching. They kept going.

Twenty seconds later the second wave came up underneath the first.

A layered orgasm. The kind I had felt the edge of through Tuesday's calibration and had not been let go of over since. All three holes contracted at once - my pussy locking around the man beneath me, my ass locking around the man behind me, my throat tightening around the navy with an involuntary sob that pulled past the head of him and came out of my nose. The audience at the perimeter had not moved. The audience at the back wall had not moved.

I turned my head a fraction.

I had not meant to. The navy at my face had eased back to the head for one slow stroke and the angle of my chin had let the room into me at the corner of my eye, and what my eye found, before it had asked to find anything, was the open balcony above.

Both hands on the railing.

Not drinking.

Nate.

His face was the face I had glanced at across the corner table on Monday and across the long terrace on Sunday before all of this and across every doorway in three weeks. His jaw was locked. His knuckles were white on the railing the way they had been white around his glass on Day Thirteen when he had walked out of this room without speaking - but tonight there was more. He was leaning into the rail at an angle that put his weight forward over the floor below; his stillness, the trained composure that had held him at every threshold for three weeks, had broken visibly. His chest was rising shallow and uneven. The line of his mouth had come open.

I came again on his eyes.

It was a hard fast wave. It pulled a sound out of me the navy heard against his cock, and he made a low closed sound back, and his hand at my jaw tightened, and on the next stroke he pulled out of my mouth.

He came across my face.

A thick stripe over my cheekbone and into my hair. Then another that pooled at the corner of my mouth and on my lower lip. At the perimeter rail, glasses paused halfway to mouths; a woman near the bar looked away, then looked back.

I did not look away from Nate.

I licked my lower lip slowly.

His grip slipped a fraction along the railing - corrected, then went whiter than before.

The man at my ass finished thirty seconds later. He drove deep, three hard final thrusts, and emptied into me with a low closed grunt, his palm flat on the small of my back. I felt every pulse of him. He held buried for a beat. He pulled out, slowly, and the cool air of the room found me at the back end and the slow warm trickle started.

The man underneath me had been holding back.

He went last. He was the smallest of the three, which on this platform meant nothing - his cock was still larger than anything the room had asked of me before the platform, and the locking contraction my body had been in for ninety seconds had not let go. He held me against him by the hips. He started a slower, deeper rhythm - three strokes, four - and he came on the fifth, deep, on a long shuddering exhale, the heat of him deep and exact inside the front wall of me.

He held there a long beat, buried, while his breath came back down.

He slipped out.

The staff monitor stepped back in. He unfastened the cuffs at my wrists with the same quiet efficiency he had put them on with. The audience at the back wall and the audience at the perimeter and the audience along the balcony made a small ceremonial ripple of applause - the polite quiet kind a Red Room gave a finished platform scene, no whoops, no theatre.

I lay on the leather with two loads dripping out of me and a third drying on my face.

My eyes were wet.

Jade was at the platform's edge with a folded towel and a bottle of water and the steady cornerwoman's hand at my calf I had felt at every threshold for two weeks. She did not wipe my face. She let it stay.

"That was the opener."

I could not speak.

"Get up. There's still the horse."

I sat up. My legs swung off the platform. They held. The slick that had banked at my hips moved with me.

I stood.

The horse was in the corner.

It had not been moved since Monday morning. The leather across the central support had been polished, the cuffs at the front legs had been left hanging open the way they had been on Day Fifteen when Jade had walked me to the threshold of the room and told me I would come back to it Sunday, the small ankle straps at the rear had been laid neatly across the rear cushions. A staff monitor at the corner had a clipboard in one hand and a soft white cloth in the other. He had been polishing the central pad. He stepped back when Jade walked me over to it.

The audience was repositioning.

I felt it without watching. The two rows along the back wall had broken into a rough arc that re-set itself around the corner the horse stood in. The leather couches at the perimeter had emptied to the standing rail. The figures on the owner's balcony above had shifted to the angle that gave the better view of the corner; the clear glass held a row of jackets and one immobile silhouette. Camille was on a side bench against the back wall with her tablet propped against one thigh, her staff partner finishing inside her in the precise mathematical rhythm she had been working all afternoon. She drank water between partners. She watched me between her own. Her eyes were on me when they were on me at all.

Jade walked me to the front pad.

The staff monitor laid a thin clean towel over the central support - a quiet professional act - and stepped back. He spoke briefly to the queue forming at each end. His voice was level, low enough not to perform but loud enough that the room could hear.

"Front end. Throat. No time limit per partner. Finish at the partner's discretion. Rear end. Presenter's choice - pussy or ass. The body on the horse does not see the choice. New partners cycle in immediately upon withdrawal. No simultaneous duplicates per end. Standard stop signals. Palms flat to the leather or three taps on the rail. Either ends it."

There was no answer needed from the queue.

Jade had told me on the walk over: twelve at the back end, maybe fifteen by the time the rules were read; fewer at the front. Men who had come down early and stayed, men who had come down late and queued, men who had been on the Pavilion rail at eleven and walked over for this. The small specific weight of that many bodies along an arc of leather and standing-room was a weight my body had not been under. The clench at the front of my hips was its own answer.

Jade knelt at the front pad. Her face came level with mine.

"You don't have to. We can stop now and still have a path."

I shook my head. I felt the dried stripe against my cheekbone shift with the motion.

"Then I'm going to be right here. I won't move."

"Okay."

I climbed onto the horse.

The wide central support pad took my chest and belly. My head went onto the smaller front pad. The angle of my chin tilted toward the right - not by my choice, the cradle was built into the cushion, and Jade had requested the side from the staff before I'd come over to it. Jade's face was at the right side of mine. Her hand came to rest at the side of my neck, dry and warm and steady.

The staff monitor cuffed my wrists inside the front legs of the frame. They were padded leather - wider and softer than the platform's. They went on snug. My hands were under my own shoulders now. There was no leverage to push up.

He moved to the rear and strapped my ankles wide to the rear legs. My hips were lifted and locked.

I could not turn to see the back.

I closed my eyes.

The first man at my face was broad and tan. I could see only the bottom edge of him in my peripheral - the dark linen of his trousers, the working hand he held my jaw lightly with as he lined up. He didn't speak. He pushed in.

He filled my throat in two strokes.

The first man at my hips lubed himself. I felt the cool of it on the inside of my thigh. I felt him line up. I did not know which hole.

He pushed in.

Pussy.

Slick from the platform. He fucked me hard, hands gripping my hips, the horse creaking under his force. My body answered both of them at once. The face came in long deliberate strokes; the back came in fast deep ones; the alternating rhythm I had spent the platform's centerpiece breaking on opened underneath me again. I came at four minutes - the audience caught the broken sob it pulled out of me around the cock at my face, and I felt the back partner's grip tighten through it.

He finished thirty seconds later inside my pussy.

He withdrew.

The next man stepped up before my body had registered the absence.

Ass.

He had not asked. He did not pause. He lubed himself in the brief gap, lined up at the slick I was already running from the platform, and pushed in. The man at my face had not finished - his hand was still loose at the line of my jaw, his rhythm matching the new partner's, and when the new partner drove in the man at my face drove back, and the rotation found itself without any of us speaking.

I lost count at the front somewhere past four.

I lost count at the back somewhere past three.

Not because I was tired. Because the small specific thing my body did when a new cock pushed in had stopped being a discrete event. The face queue never emptied - when one cock pulled out of my mouth, the next was at my lips before I had taken a breath; some held my jaw, some let me work them with my tongue, some pulled hair at the back of my crown, most finished in my mouth and I swallowed what I could and let the rest run from the corner of my lips down my cheek and pool against the pad. One of them finished across my closed eyes and into my hair and I tasted the salt of him on my upper lip a long minute later. The back queue rotated faster - some chose pussy, some chose ass, some were two minutes and gone with a finish deep, some took their time.

Cum started to layer.

A pussy load. Then an anal load. Then a pussy load. The towel under the central support was wet against my belly. A staff monitor stepped quietly into the corner of my eye and replaced it. Twice. Maybe three times. I could not say.

Then.

A man stepped to my hips and the air around him was different.

I felt his shadow before I felt his cock. I heard the small careful clink of the lube bottle against the side of the horse - not the pace of any of the men who had come before him. He took longer with his own preparation. He stepped to me. His hand at my low back was a working hand, broader than the rest. He paused at my opening.

Pussy.

He pushed in slowly. He had to work for it. The biggest I had taken in my pussy all day. Bigger than the cream shirt on the platform. Bigger than the man I had taken twice through the Wall an hour ago. Possibly bigger than anyone I had taken anywhere except the memory of Nate from a pool I had been a girl beside. My body opened for him by inches. The stretch at the back end of me was a stretch I had to breathe through. The man at my face made the small adjustment of a partner reading a beat - he stilled his rhythm to give me a second.

The big one was in.

He fucked me with a deep grinding rhythm that hit my g-spot on every stroke.

The man at my face pulled out at exactly the wrong moment.

He had been close. He pulled out to finish on my face. He held himself just past my lips and his cum landed across my upper lip and the corner of my mouth and the bridge of my nose, and my mouth was open in the long uninterrupted moan the new rhythm was pulling out of me - and he held there for it, for the moan around the head of him, before he stepped away.

The big one ground in.

My body locked.

The orgasm did not come up at me. It did not roll. It gave. The whole base of me released - every muscle that had been holding banked want for seven days and every contraction that had been stockpiling itself at the front of my hips since dawn and every wave the horse had been stacking on me for the past quarter hour - and a hot bright gush of fluid hit the back of his hips and ran down the central support of the horse and dripped through the towel onto the polished stone of the floor in front of the audience.

I had never squirted.

The man inside me stuttered at the new wetness. He swore quietly. He drove in once more, deep, and finished inside me in three slow heavy pulses with both hands gripping my hips.

The audience reacted.

Glasses paused mid-air at the rail. A single audible Jesus from somewhere in the row of standing Reds at the back. Across the room, in the slot under my forearm where the cuffs would let me see, Camille's partner had finished and Camille had stopped resetting. She had stood up off her bench and was watching me with her tablet forgotten in her hand.

I lifted my eyes.

The owner's balcony, glass clear, lights from below catching the line of his shirt.

His face was no longer composed.

Both hands still on the railing. The white at his knuckles was the same. But the line of his mouth had moved - open, breath shallow, eyes full on me with no attempt to angle away. He had watched me squirt. He had watched the cock that did it pull out and the next one step up.

I came again on the next man's cock just from his expression.

I did not know who the next man was. I did not know what hole he chose. I knew only that something pushed into me at the rear and that my body closed around it on a wave that had not finished before he finished. I knew that the man at my face after that was tall and that his hand was in my hair. I knew that the man after that took his time and finished on my tongue. I knew that the man after that drove in deep and emptied into my ass without ceremony. I knew that the towel under my belly was wet through; that the central support of the horse was streaked; that cum was running down both my inner thighs in slow continuous lines that the audience could see; that my hair was matted; that my face was wet with the cum of more men than I could count and the saliva of more cocks than I could count and the tears that had started at some point I had not registered.

Jade did not move.

Her hand at the side of my neck was the only steady touch in the entire room.

Time went strange.

I came whenever a new cock pushed in. I came when one finished. I came when the cum from a previous man slid out of me with the next man's withdrawal. My body had stopped distinguishing between pleasure and being filled. They had become the same thing. Sounds that were not words came out of me and were absorbed by the front pad and the cock at my face and the leather of the central support against my chest. The horse creaked. The cuffs at my wrists held. The straps at my ankles held.

I did not know how long.

Then.

A soft tap at the side rail.

The staff monitor's voice, calm: "Closing rotation."

The man at my face took longer. He fucked my throat in steady measured strokes - patient, not pushing - and let me work him with my tongue when he could, and finished on my tongue. I held him on it for a long beat. I swallowed.

Behind me, the last man chose pussy.

He was gentler than the others. Slower. The rhythm he set was the rhythm a man set when he could see the woman underneath the act and not the pile of bodies the act had piled on her. He fucked me like I was a person he was fucking. I came on him in a long, full, exhausted wave that had nothing left to spare. He finished deep with a long shuddering exhale, his palm pressed flat to my low back. The horse creaked one last time as he pulled out.

Quiet.

The staff monitor unstrapped my ankles. Then he came around the front and unbuckled the cuffs at my wrists. The leather slipped off. My hands fell forward against the central pad.

I could not lift my head.

Jade tilted my chin up with two fingers. Brought a bottle of water to my lips. Tipped it in sips. I drank what I could. Some of it ran down the side of my mouth and onto the pad.

A pair of sandals came across the polished floor.

I knew the cadence before I saw the shoes - the slim careful walk a woman made when she had decided not to perform. Camille stopped a few feet from the horse. She did not look at the staff. She did not look at Jade. She looked at me.

"Personne n'a jamais fait ça ici."

Her voice was low and accented and clean. No one has ever done that here. She did not translate it. She did not need to.

She turned and crossed back to her side bench - back to the queue she'd been working between rotations all afternoon.

The audience around the horse made no sound. There was no applause. There was no script for the thing the room had just watched.

Jade took most of my weight when she helped me off the horse.

She walked me in slow patient steps to a leather bench against the back wall and lowered me onto it. Cum ran down both my thighs in slow continuous streams. The leather of the bench was cool under my skin and I felt the bottom of every breath find its way down to it. My face was decorated. My hair was matted. My eyes were wet.

Jade pressed the cool of the bottle against the inside of my wrist and held it there. Then she draped the cover-up loose around my shoulders and tied the strap, the practised resort tie, and lifted me up.

"Sienna."

"Mm."

"Fifty-three."

"Mm."

"Last confirmed had Camille at thirty-six. That's stale - she was banking points on a side bench while you were on the horse. Morgan - thirty-one."

"Mm."

"You won the afternoon."

I closed my eyes.

Tessa was at the kitchen island when Jade and I came through the villa door at five forty-five.

She did not stand up at first. She had been sitting at the same stool she'd taken at lunchtime. Her phone was face-up on the marble. The score on the screen was the four-thirty update. The water bottle she'd promised at three was on the marble beside it, untouched - Jade had waved her off at the Red Room staircase, the room sealed for the platform run, no off-duty Blues past the threshold during a centerpiece scene. She looked at me and looked at Jade and the breath she had been holding came out as a slow steady exhale through her nose. Then she got up.

She walked the three steps to me.

She did not say anything. She put both arms around me and held me. Her cheek pressed against the side of my hair where the day had dried into it, and she did not flinch.

"Shower."

"Shower."

She walked me into the bathroom.

She took the cover-up off without comment. She turned the shower on warm-not-hot and rinsed the worst of the day off me - a quick functional pass, not the long ceremonial wash she usually drew. She handed me a clean robe before I'd fully dried.

She walked me to the day-bed in the lower room.

She had warmed chicken soup. She set it in front of me. I shook my head. She set it aside without comment. She brought me electrolyte salt in cool water. I drank it. She brought me a second glass. I drank that too. She put a folded flannel across my eyes. She propped my calves against the plaster the way mandatory rest required, and the cool of the wall pulled the heat out of them by inches.

Jade came in at six fifteen.

She stood at the door.

"Camille."

"Mm."

"She stacked them before the bell. Back-to-back DP partners in the Red Room from four-thirty on. Mechanical rotation, didn't break once. She came into rest at forty-eight."

I lifted the flannel a fraction. Looked at her.

"From thirty-six to forty-eight."

"Twelve points in ninety minutes. She made the gap up before they enforced the rest. She's gambling you'll be spent when the hour clears. If she stalls, one or two more clean encounters seal it. If she's still moving, we keep watching her board."

I closed my eyes again.

"Where."

"Body, not math."

I held the flannel in place and felt the cool of the cloth absorb the heat off my eyelids. I thought about the morning. I thought about the bench. I thought about the path edge and the breeze and the polished handles and the way the resort had taught my body to take a man one after another in the long unhurried rhythm a body learned at the Stalls.

"Pavilion. The bench where this started."

"Bench three."

"Bench three."

Jade nodded once.

She went out.

Tessa did not ask me anything. She put her hand briefly at my ankle. She left.

The fan turned.

I lay with the flannel over my eyes, and the bright wash of the afternoon redistributed itself in slow layers underneath the surface of me, and the body that had blurred its old categories on the horse found its way back to a register I could stand on. Time lost its edges. The first ten minutes dragged; the next forty vanished. By seven I was on my back with the flannel folded on the small table beside the day-bed and my legs lowered to the floor, and Tessa was at the bathroom door with a clean cover-up and the question I did not need her to ask.

"Up?"

"Up."

I sat up. My head did not swim.

"Cover-up."

"Yes."

"Sienna -"

"I'm okay."

"You're not okay. You're going."

"I'm going."

She walked me to the kitchen island. She handed me a small wooden spoon and a cup of warm broth. I drank half of it. I ate the slice of brown bread she handed me with it. The phone on the marble lit up with the seven o'clock leaderboard refresh: Cole 53, Duval 48, Hale 31. Five points. Five hours of competition window left. I did not pick the phone up. I did not need to.

The Pavilion at eight was different.

The breeze had come back. The thatched edges of the roof were moving in their slow patient way again. The torches at the perimeter rail were lit; the wood deck was warm under the sandals; the bench platform shelves held fresh towels stacked higher than the noon stack. The audience was thicker than it had been at any hour of the day - guests two layers along the wood, plates and glasses in hand, the woman in the peach sundress at the rail with a fresh glass and her hair loose now down her back. Word of the horse had travelled. The Pavilion at eight on Black Band Day was not the Pavilion at any hour.

The benches were not all full. Bench five was empty - Morgan had not come back. Bench six had Isabel at it, working a slower careful pace. Bench three was mine.

I walked to it.

I climbed onto it the way I had climbed onto it at six in the morning. The same kneelers, the same upper rest, the same polished handles. I shrugged out of the cover-up and laid it on the shelf. My hands closed around the wood. The body that took the bench at eight was past oversensitive. Every step I had made on the path had been a small aftershock. Every brush of cotton against my skin had registered in the deep settled register of a body that had not been taken below a wave in five hours. The bench accepted me. I lowered my forehead to the leather.

The first man came up the deck inside two minutes.

I caught the line of him through my forearm. Mid-thirties. Solid build. Resort linen, sleeves rolled. He stopped at my hip. He did not lube me first. He laid his palm flat between my shoulder blades, and the working warm pressure of it was the first thing he had said to me without speaking.

Then he said, low: "Are you all right."

The first man all day to ask.

I lifted my head a fraction. I nodded.

He did not start at once. He let the nod settle. He let his palm warm the place between my shoulder blades. Then he uncapped the lube, used it on me at the front opening, used it on himself, lined up, and pushed in.

He fucked me with patience.

The size of him was an average size - what the morning would have called a businessman - and he made no attempt to perform for the rail. He worked me at his own pace, his palm steady at my low back, his other hand at my hip without grip. My legs shook under me. He felt them shake. He did not pick up speed. He brushed his pelvis against my clit on the second deep stroke, and the body that no longer separated sensation from use took the brush as a wave and broke around him without warning.

I came on him at three minutes. Loud. A long broken moan into my own forearm.

He held me through it.

He finished a minute later, deep, on a low closed groan. His mouth pressed once to the line at the small of my back - quiet, almost grateful - and he was off the deck before the next breath. The monitor logged it. Cole, fifty-four.

Jade came close enough for only me to hear. "Camille's at fifty. She hasn't moved in ten minutes."

I put my forehead back to the leather. "Then one more."

The next man was in his thirties - younger than the first, eager. He had been at the Pavilion at lunchtime and had come back specifically for the closing stretch. The monitor at the side of the bench announced his choice before he stepped up. Anal. Someone at the rail shifted forward; a glass tilted. He lubed me carefully and did not have to ask. The slick I was running from the horse had thinned but the looseness had not, and his lube went on as a courtesy. He pushed in slowly through the cum still threading down from the afternoon, and the moan he pulled out of me on the second inch had no edge to it left.

I came on him at ninety seconds.

I came on him again at three minutes.

The body locking around him at the second wave pulled a low surprised sound out of him. He emptied into me deep. He stayed buried, then withdrew on a measured exhale; the warmth of him followed in a slow line down the inside of my thigh. The point landed. Cole, fifty-five and a half. Above the rail, the woman in peach lifted her glass once and set it down without drinking.

A long quiet stretch followed. Men watched longer than they stepped forward. Jade brought water twice. Past nine-thirty the monitor murmured something Jade brought back to me. Camille at fifty. Stalled.

The third man came up the deck at quarter past eleven.

It was Marc.

I knew him before I saw him. The line of the deck under my forearm gave me the dark cotton, the broad hand, the sun line at the throat, the clean weather of the man whose body had kept its own pace at this resort for two weeks. He stopped at my hip. He laid his palm down at the small of my back in the silent gentle way I had learned by now to read.

He said only my name.

"Sienna."

"Marc."

"Vaginal."

"Yes."

He worked the lube on me and on himself, lined up, and slid in slow.

The size of him I knew. The pace of him I knew. The rhythm he set was the rhythm of Saturday morning at the side bench transposed to the Pavilion at eleven at night - slow, deep, the broad hand at my low back, the other at my hip without grip. I came on him at two minutes in a long rolling wave that ran without urgency. He waited the tremor out instead of chasing it. A second wave came through slower than the first, deeper and quieter, and I let it settle out of me without breaking against it.

He came inside me a minute later, deep, on a held breath he let out hot at my shoulder.

He stayed inside me a long beat.

He pulled out.

His mouth brushed the back of my neck - soft, dry, the same small dry mark he had laid there yesterday morning.

"Sienna."

"Marc."

"Win."

He stepped off the deck and the monitor marked the point. Cole, fifty-six and a half. Marc went into the crowd the way he had come - without performing his exit.

My head came up a fraction. The clock on the lobby pillar at the far end of the path gave me the time across the wood: eleven thirty-eight.

A fourth man came up the deck at eleven forty-eight.

He was older than the rest. Salt at his temples. He stopped at my hip, polite, and waited. He did not lay his palm down without permission.

"May I."

"Yes."

He lubed me. He lubed himself. He lined up. He pushed in slow.

He moved with the patience a long life had taught him. He did not chase the finish; he set a rhythm and let it build. The grip of his hands at my hips was dry and warm. The breath he made over my shoulder was even, considered, almost contemplative. I came on him in a long, full, hollowed-out wave that emptied what I had not already lost on the horse. He held buried through the tremor. He finished deep, on a slow exhale, and his pelvis stayed flush against me for the count of a held breath. The kiss he laid at my low back was brief and dry and somehow ceremonial - as if not to disturb the end of the day. He left quietly.

Another point went onto the board.

The bell at the lobby end of the path rang.

Midnight.

The chime reached the Pavilion thinner this time, metallic and final. It did not open a rest block. It closed the day. The monitor at the bench's edge stood up from his stool. The man at bench three had finished forty seconds before the chime. No one at the rail moved at first; the sound was louder than applause.

Then, somewhere at the lobby pedestal, the leaderboard froze.

I straightened slowly off the kneelers. My legs held - the alternating rhythm taught itself, and tonight my body had earned the standing - though the wider motion released a slow run of slick from the inside of my thigh as far as the knee. I stepped off the kneelers. The monitor lifted the cover-up from the bench shelf. He held it open. I stepped into it. He tied the strap at my shoulder one-handed, the practised resort tie. I came down off the deck.

Jade was waiting at the lawn's edge with Tessa beside her.

Jade put a hand briefly at my elbow. Her voice was low.

"Fifty-seven and a half. Camille fifty."

Seven and a half points.

I closed my eyes for the count of one breath. The number did not hit like triumph. It hit like my knees remembering they were allowed to shake now.

"Mm."

"You won."

"Mm."

Tessa took my other elbow. Neither of them said anything more.

Jade walked at my left shoulder. Tessa walked at my right.

We started toward the lobby.


⚜




Chapter 6: The penthouse

⚜

The lobby tablet had frozen at fifty-seven and a half.

Jade walked at my left shoulder, Tessa at my right; neither of them spoke and neither of them let go of my elbow. The path between the Pavilion and the main building was one I had crossed ten dozen times in three weeks. Tonight I crossed it on legs that were holding but not steady, on a body wet through to the inside of both thighs and marked from the closer down to the knee with what the closer had left, on an ache at the base of me that had not so much resolved at the bell as slowed down enough to carry.

The doors of the main building stood open to the night.

The marble inside caught the warm yellow of the wall lamps. Inside, the room had filled in the minutes between the chime and the freeze: guests in evening linen with their last drinks, off-duty staff finished from late shifts, the concierge out from his desk, two Pavilion monitors flanking the doorway with their clipboards. The pedestal at the centre of the floor was lit bright white - the tablet at its highest setting - and the six final numbers stood out across the marble at fifteen paces.

I did not look at them.

I did not need to.

The room registered the three of us coming through the doors without making the noise an audience makes in a movie when its winner walks in. Sunset Cove did not do that. The murmur dropped a half tone - a small ripple of attention, contained, almost ceremonial - and somewhere a glass clinked against another glass and was quickly stilled. Jade walked me to a place a few yards short of the pedestal and stopped me.

The other five were already in the room.

Camille was at the back of the gathering, against the corridor pillar, the white silk shirt buttoned again at her throat, the dark bob smoothed flat behind her ear. The composure she had let slip beside the horse that afternoon had been folded back into place. Her tablet was tucked under her arm. She caught my eye as I came in and held it for a beat, and then looked at the leaderboard and back at me, and the small hardly-there quirk of her mouth was the only acknowledgement I was going to get from her at this hour. I gave her nothing back. Not from coldness. From not having the spare.

Morgan was on the corner couch by the secondary pillar - sunglasses pushed up into her hair, body folded down inside the gold metallic bikini she had put on for a six a.m. bell that had been eighteen hours ago. Her face was high in colour. The glass in her hand was something pale and untouched. She lifted it half an inch in my direction, dropped it before I had the chance to read it as a salute or a concession, and looked into the rim.

Priya was near the concierge desk with a bottle of water and the veteran's settled quiet. Isabel had an arm folded across her ribs against the wall. Kate had come down at some point in the late evening and was sitting on the steps under the arch in a dark cover-up, sandals off, chin on her knees. The losing five.

A senior concierge I knew by face - slim, grey hair, a quiet voice - stepped to the pedestal.

He did not raise his voice and the room had already gone quiet enough not to require it.

"The Black Band Day final standings. Cole, fifty-seven and a half. Duval, fifty. Hale, thirty-four. Saraf, twenty-two. Mendez, nineteen. Lin, nine. The Black Band, this month, to Sienna Cole."

The applause was the kind of applause this resort produced - quiet, precise, the cupped restrained kind. A few drinks lifted. The senior concierge stepped back.

Then Nate came through the corridor that led from the elevator.

I did not see him at first. Tessa felt him before I did - her hand at my elbow steadied a fraction. By the time I looked up he was at the inside of the arch, in dark trousers and a white shirt with the sleeves rolled past the elbows, the open collar I had seen across two weeks of dinners and one Friday lobby. His hair was damp. He had been in the building since before midnight. He had been in the corridor since the bell.

He carried a small black velvet box in his right hand.

He crossed the marble at the unhurried pace he set. Jade and Tessa stepped a half-pace back as he came in close - not by his asking, by their own quiet read of the room - and he stopped a pace from me with the box in front of him at the height of his forearm.

He opened it.

It was not a wristband.

The black band on the thin pale satin of the box's interior was a slim ribbon of black silk, the width of two of my fingers, with a small silver clasp at one end. A choker. The shape of the thing answered an old joke I had known since teenage about the resort's Black Bands without ever quite confirming. Now it was confirmed. The clasp caught the lobby light once.

He did not hand the box to me.

He set it on the pedestal beside the tablet. Lifted the choker off the satin. Stepped behind me.

"Lift your hair."

His first words to me since Win in this same room on Friday evening. His voice had the ordinary even quality the voice of a man giving a small instruction in his own house had. I lifted my hair off my neck.

His hand at the side of my throat was warm. The pad of his thumb brushed the small specific place under my ear where his thumb had been on the terrace a week ago - and the pulse there answered the way it had answered then, without my permission, before any other part of me had caught up.

He brought the choker around to the front of my throat. The silk was cool. The silver clasp slid into its catch with a small dry click I felt in my collarbone. His fingers stayed at the back of my neck a beat longer than the clasp had needed.

He stepped around to my front.

Jade reached for my wrist as he did and unclipped the Red band with one practised pull. She tucked it into her own palm.

"Sienna Cole." Loud enough for the lobby. "Black Band, this month."

The applause came again, that hushed ceremonial kind.

He stepped close enough that the open collar of his shirt was a hand's width from the silk now sitting against my skin. His voice dropped under the level of the room.

"Penthouse."

"Yes."

"As soon as you're ready."

"Yes."

"The elevator doesn't need a key tonight. The door upstairs is unlocked."

"All right."

"Take your time."

"All right."

He did not touch me again, only stepped back. He nodded to Jade - a small flat nod, professional, the nod of a man handing the next half-hour of the evening over to her cornerwoman's care of me - and turned, and walked back across the marble to the corridor that led to the private elevator.

The lobby's muted ripple had not entirely stopped. As he passed under the arch one of the off-duty staff lifted a glass - quick, brief, a small private good night - and Nate gave him a brief inclination of the head, and disappeared into the corridor.

Jade's hand came back to my elbow.

"Villa."

"Villa."

Tessa's hand came back to my other elbow.

We crossed the lobby out the way we had come in. Nobody stopped us. The audience of the resort gave us the hushed parted path it had been giving Reds at thresholds for two weeks. Camille watched us go from the pillar. Morgan did not look up from the rim of her glass.

The night air on the path was cool.

"Sienna."

"Yes."

"Walk."

"Walking."

I walked.

The villa lights were already on.

Tessa had left them low when we'd gone down at eight, and the kitchen island still had her phone and the half-empty water glass and the wooden board with the crust of brown bread on it where she had abandoned what was left of the broth she had not bothered to finish after I'd gone to the Pavilion. The lower-room day-bed was as she had left it. The folded flannel was on the small table where it had been left after the evening rest. The villa was unchanged. The day had not been here.

Without speaking, Jade walked me into the bathroom.

She turned the water on warm-not-hot. Tessa came in with a stack of soft towels she had ironed during the morning. Jade stripped the cover-up off me with the same efficient shoulder-tie pull I had been pulling all day, and laid it over the rim of the laundry basket without comment. The shower fogged up the small window in two breaths.

I stepped under the water.

I did not have the spare to do this for myself. I let them do it. Tessa unclipped my hair. Jade took the resort's mild soap - the one the spa shop sold in the small dark glass bottle - and washed my front with the practical brisk hand of a woman who had washed me in the Red Room's recovery room a week ago after the exhibition bench. She did not soften or perform tenderness - she washed me. The water at my feet ran cloudy and went clear by stages - the cum on my thighs, the cum on the inside of my knees, the residue from the closer drying along my hip, the salt of my own sweat across my back. Tessa worked the conditioner through my hair with both palms and rinsed me with a copper jug she had kept on the shower's small inset shelf for a fortnight of these baths.

The choker stayed on.

Neither of them touched it. The black silk darkened a tone in the water and the silver at my nape kept its cool steady weight against my pulse.

They worked in their two practised silences.

When I had been rinsed clean Tessa shut the water off and held a soft white towel open. Jade took my elbow as I stepped out. I let them dry me. Tessa wrapped my hair in a smaller towel and twisted it up into the loose turban I knew the shape of from Saturday's bath. Jade walked me back into the bedroom in only the towel and the choker.

There was a black silk robe laid out on the bed.

I did not know where it had come from. The fabric was the heavy resort silk - this one black, freshly pressed, the cuffs corded with a thin satin band. Tessa took the towel off me. Jade slid the robe onto my shoulders. The collar sat just under the choker, leaving the silk visible at my throat. She tied the sash at my hip - not a flat resort tie, a tied tied tie, the kind a woman tied for herself.

Tessa took the towel off my hair and combed it out with her fingers in long patient strokes until it was lying down my back the way it lay when I was let alone. She left it damp and let the choker stay untouched against my skin.

When she had finished she stepped around to my front. Her face was bright. Her eyes were wet in the way Tessa's eyes went when she was not going to cry. She lifted both hands and pressed them flat to the silk at the front of my shoulders, and then leaned forward and kissed my forehead.

"Tomorrow."

"Tomorrow."

"You're staying."

She had not put a question on it, and I noticed, and I let the absence of an answer stand between us.

She stepped back.

Jade took a small bottle of water from the bag on the chair and handed it to me. "Three sips."

I took three sips.

"Sienna."

"Yes."

"He's been waiting at the corner of every room you've been in for three weeks. He stood fixed at that balcony rail for an hour straight this afternoon. He'll wait for you to walk through that door and he won't move until you have. Take the elevator. Don't run any of it back. Don't strategise. Walk in there knowing exactly who you are."

"Yes."

"You earned this. None of him is a prize. The prize was the fifty grand and the season-long stay. He's the part of the night that wasn't transactional."

"I know."

"Repeat it."

"He's the part of the night that wasn't transactional."

"Good."

She set her hand briefly at the back of my neck - the spot the choker did not cover - and turned me toward the door.

I walked out of the villa barefoot, in only the choker and the silk.

The path between the villa and the main building was empty.

The lobby, when I crossed it, was empty too. The pedestal was still lit, the tablet still showing the six numbers; the senior concierge had gone off-duty. The resort had given me a private corridor for the last ten yards.

The arch to the elevator was at the back of the lobby on the right.

I had walked past it for three weeks. I had never gone under it. The corridor on the other side was lit by a single low sconce on its left wall and ran fifteen feet to a brass-framed lift with a single dark button. I did not need a key. The car came down for me when I pressed the button and the doors opened on the soft amber-yellow light the corridor lamp had primed me for.

I stepped in.

The car was small. The walls were polished dark wood. The mirror at the back of it caught the choker against my throat, the black silk against my collarbone, the loose hair down my back, the small washed face that had spent the day on a horse and a platform and a Pavilion bench and was being asked by the woman in the mirror to hold for ten more minutes.

I did not look away from her.

The car rose. The penthouse occupied the entire top of the main building, and the elevator climbed past three intermediate floors without slowing on any of them, and stopped on its own at the top.

The doors opened onto a short hallway.

Pale stone floor. A black-framed mirror on the right. A single broad door at the end. Nothing on the walls. Nothing on the floor. The hallway had the feel of a place that did not get used.

I walked the seven paces to the door.

I did not knock.

He had told me the door was unlocked and the door was unlocked. The handle moved under my palm and the door opened on its own weight. I stepped through.

The penthouse was glass on three sides.

The fourth wall was the one I had come through, and it carried the kitchen and a low corridor I assumed led to a bathroom. The other three were floor-to-ceiling glass that looked north over the resort, west along the line of the Pavilion and the lawn, and east across the moonlit reach of the open ocean. The ceiling was high. The floor was a dark polished hardwood softened by two long pale rugs. A low couch, a low chair, a low table - the same restrained palette the rest of Sunset Cove was decorated in, blown up to the scale of a man's house. The lighting was warm and indirect: two standing lamps in opposite corners, no overheads, the whole resort below glowing through the glass on its own faint terms.

The pool deck was dark. The Pavilion was empty. The roof of the Glory Hole Lounge was a soft pale tile. The faint red-orange of the Red Room sconces leaked from the staircase landing like a thin coal at the corner of my eye. I could see all of it.

He was at the centre of the room.

Dark slacks. White shirt, the same open collar I had seen across the lobby. Sleeves still rolled past the forearms. Bare feet on the pale wood - his shoes set neatly beside the low chair, the way a man set his shoes when he had been waiting in his own room a long time. He was not holding anything, not pretending to look at the view, or holding a glass, or doing any of the half-things a man held to give himself a place to stand. He was standing in the middle of his own room watching me come through the door.

I had not seen him this unguarded.

Not at any threshold of three weeks. Not at the corner table. Not in the lobby on Friday night. Not on the second-floor balcony of the Red Room this afternoon when his hand had gone white on the rail and he had watched me come on a man's cock with my eyes locked on his. He had spent every public moment of three weeks under his own restraint. The restraint was not in the room with us tonight.

He crossed.

He took my face in both hands when he reached me - not gently, exactly, but slowly, the slow weight of a man taking hold of something he had been allowed to hold once and was going to hold properly - and he looked at me. The choker. The damp hair. The black silk. The bare collarbone above it. His thumb brushed the line of my lower lip the way it had brushed it on the terrace a week ago - and as I had then, I parted them again.

He did not kiss me.

His voice was low and rough.

"You won."

"I didn't lose."

The smile that came up under his jaw was the smile the eighteen-year-old me had seen across a turquoise pool when she had been reaching for a towel - half-private, half-mean, the whole of it a thing a man's face could do that a girl's body could not be in the same room as. I had run from that smile barefoot across hot tile with the towel clutched at my chest. I had spent six years remembering it. I had been afraid of it for a week of living in his resort.

I did not run.

He kissed me.

It was slow at first. The slow that came from a man who had three weeks of not allowing himself banked behind his teeth, the slow that allowed itself to taste before it took. His mouth was warm. He tasted of the very faint clean lemon of whatever ice he had been given downstairs, and beneath that of the something underneath his soap I had not known the word for at his throat in the lobby on Friday. His thumb was still at my lower lip, and when he kissed me the thumb slipped down to the line of my jaw and his fingers spread along the side of my throat under the silk.

The slow did not last.

His mouth went open on mine. His tongue went in without preamble. The hand at my throat tightened - not on the silk, on the skin under it - and his other arm came around my low back and he pulled me forward against the front of his shirt the way a man kissed a woman who had been kept on the other side of a door all summer.

I made a sound into his mouth I had not made all day.

It came up from a depth in me I had not been able to reach on the platform or the horse or the Pavilion bench because it had been held back behind the door of this room - the thing my body had been saving for the only encounter of three weeks with no audience.

He broke off long enough to look at my mouth.

"You're going to take a long time tonight."

"Yes."

"Are you all right."

"Yes."

"Tell me if you're not."

"I will."

"Bed."

"Yes."

He did not walk me to the bed.

He stepped back.

The bed was at the eastern wall of the penthouse - low, broad, with a heavy carved headboard of dark wood whose four spindles ran up out of the frame in slow square turns. A heavy white sheet had been folded back ready. The window above the bed showed the moonlight across the open ocean and a single faint line of cloud catching its rim.

He undressed himself first.

He undid the front of his shirt button by button. The sleeves came off the cuffs. He pulled the shirt off his shoulders and dropped it across the back of the chair where his shoes sat. He unbuckled his belt. Slacks down. Boxers down.

He stood up in front of the lamp.

I had not breathed since he had stepped back from the kiss.

He was exactly as enormous as my memory said. Maybe more. The six-year-old memory of an eighteen-year-old girl by a pool had given me a silhouette in trunks and the certainty of what was inside them - and the body in the lamp light was the body that silhouette had promised. His cock stood up thick against his own belly, the heavy underside vein running its slow line from the base to the flushed broad head, and a slick of pre-cum already caught the light at the slit. The shaft was the kind of weight a hand had to give some of itself to. The size that had run a younger me out of a turquoise pool, in front of me now in a lamp-lit room with no audience, no rail, no clock.

My body answered before my mind had processed it.

A clench. Hard, pulling my breath up under my ribs and holding it.

Slick ran in a sudden warm line down the inside of my thigh under the black silk.

He saw me see him.

I dropped to my knees on the pale rug at his feet.

I did not decide to. My knees decided for me. Three weeks of restraint and six years of a memory and a body that had spent the day being restrained on benches and platforms and a horse and was now in a private room with the man whose silhouette had been the original shape of want - there was no deciding involved. I landed on the rug. I looked up.

His hand came down to the side of my face.

"Sienna."

"Yes."

"Take your time."

"Yes."

I took my time.

I held the base of his cock with my hand. My fingers did not quite close around him. I had to use both. The shaft was warm against my palms, the skin on it fine, the heat of him pulsing visibly along the swollen underside vein. I could not have got my mouth around the head of him without working up to it. I kissed the underside of him first, low, slow, the long line up to the head, and he made a low contained sound at the back of his throat and set his other hand against the wall at his height, palm flat, bracing. The slick of pre-cum at the tip wet my upper lip on the kiss before I had taken him in.

I took him into my mouth.

The head stretched my jaw on the first inch. Wider than the navy at the platform. Wider than the broad-shouldered man at my face during the horse. I held him there, lips just past the crown, working my tongue along the ridge under it, and I tasted the bright salt of his pre-cum on my tongue and the small clean trace of the soap he had washed with after the balcony. My eyes went up to his.

He was watching me.

He was watching my mouth.

His jaw was locked the way it had been locked at the rail of the second-floor balcony. The line of his mouth was open. His hand at the side of my face had not moved - not pulling, not pushing, holding.

I took him deeper.

Inch by inch. I could not have done him hard or fast - he was too big for that even after a week of throat work at the Wall - but the deepthroat technique I had learned in Week One and refined every day since at unhurried Saturday mornings on a side bench gave me the slow patient way to get to the back of my mouth and turn off the gag muscle and keep going. I took him to about two-thirds. The head hit the soft place at the back of my throat. I held there. I could not breathe through my nose because I had to breathe through the small sip-of-air openings between strokes. I worked him around the gag turned-off, and I felt his hand at my face tighten - not grip, hold - and his other hand come away from the wall.

He swore. Quiet. The kind of swearing a man swore when his composure had nothing left.

"Sienna."

"Mm."

"You're -"

He didn't finish. I would not let him finish. I held him at two-thirds for a second longer and slid him back to the head. I licked him slow once. I took him deep again. The fourth time he was deep his hand at the side of my face slid into my hair - not pulling, just holding - and his other hand came to my shoulder, and I felt his control going.

He pulled me off.

Slow. Careful. He held me at the head of him for a beat and then put his hand at my jaw and tilted my face up.

He looked at my mouth.

Wet eyes. Swollen lips. The choker against my throat. The black silk parted at the front of my shoulders by my own breathing.

"Bed."

"Yes."

He pulled me to my feet.

The robe came off at the foot of the bed.

He undid the sash himself. The knot Jade had tied at my hip undid in his hand on the first careful pull. The silk slid off my shoulders and fell. He caught it as it went and dropped it across the foot rail. I was naked in the moonlight from the eastern wall.

He looked at me.

He had seen the body before - on Pavilion benches, on the central platform of the Red Room with three cocks in it, on the gangbang horse with cum on its face and running down its thighs. He had not seen it in his own bedroom. He looked at me the way a man looked at the last thing he had been waiting to be allowed.

Then he picked me up.

By the under of my thighs. Laid me on my back in the middle of the bed.

He settled between my thighs.

I felt the broad head of his cock at the wet seam of my pussy. I felt the size of him against my own slick. I felt how much of him there was. He went up onto his forearms above me and the warm weight of his body settled along the length of mine without his cock yet inside me. He looked at my face.

"Tell me if I need to stop."

"Yes."

"Breathe."

I breathed.

He pushed in.

Slow. Long. By inches. The stretch was greater than anything my body had taken today, by margin. Bigger than the cream shirt under me on the platform. Bigger than the man whose cock had made me squirt on the horse. Bigger than the memory of him that had run me off a deck six years ago. My pussy stretched around him in increments. I breathed the way Dominic had taught me to breathe at the end of qualification week - deliberate, slow, the conscious unclenching of muscles whose habit was the opposite, the small adjustment of the hips backward to meet rather than refuse - and by the time he was fully seated my vision was bright at the edges and my hands had closed on his shoulders.

He held there.

"All right." I could barely hear my own voice. "Move."

He moved.

The first stroke went slow. The second slower. The third he started to find the rhythm. The size of him reached places no one else in three weeks had reached - I could feel the head of his cock grinding against the front wall of my cunt, dragging across my g-spot on the withdrawal, knocking the small bright kiss of my cervix on the press. His hands at my waist were warm. The line of his shoulder where I had set my mouth was warm. He had been waiting for this for three weeks and he was not chasing the finish. He was using the rhythm.

I came at four minutes.

The orgasm detonated low and wide. The whole base of me clenched around him at once and I screamed his name into the line of his neck - not a moderated sound, not a sound for an audience, the unmoderated thing the body did when it had been at the highest possible state of charge all day laid over a week of saving this one thing for one specific man in one specific room. He stuttered in the rhythm. He swore against my temple. He did not stop. He kept fucking me through the contraction and into the next, deeper now, and the second wave came up under the first before my breath had caught and I came again on a slower fuller version of the first - emptier of breath, fuller of him.

He did not finish.

He held himself deep through the second wave and pulled out - slowly, while my body was still pulsing - and my body whimpered at the loss before my mouth knew it was going to.

He was already lifting me off the bed.

He was strong.

The slow press of him picking me up was the slow press of a man who could lift a woman without thinking about it. He carried me three paces to the western wall - the wall that faced the Pavilion below, the lawn, the path I had walked at five-forty in the morning almost nineteen hours ago - and pressed my front against the glass.

The cool hit violent.

My breasts against the cold pane. My cheek against it. My belly. My thighs. The cool against the overheated skin of a body that had spent the day being filled and finished and refilled hit me as a hard sharp white shock that arched my back away from him and held me up against the glass for a beat with nothing supporting me but the cold.

He pressed in behind me.

His hand braced against the glass beside my head. His other hand went to my hip. He pushed his cock back inside my pussy from behind and the angle was different from missionary - deeper somehow, the cool of the pane working at the front of me and the heat of him driving in at the back - and I closed my eyes against the glass and felt the resort below me through it.

I opened them.

Through the glass, fifty feet down, the lit pale arc of the Pavilion's empty thatched roof.

I could see bench three.

The third bench, dim under the closed thatch. I could make out the dark line of the towel shelf and the polished kneelers, the place where a man in resort linen had stopped at my hip at six twenty-three this morning and laid his palm flat between my shoulder blades and pushed in. The place where Marc had said win eleven hours later and laid the small dry mark of his mouth at the back of my neck. The place where the man with salt at his temples had lined up at eleven forty-eight and taken a long patient minute to decide his entry.

The tile of the Glory Hole Lounge roof beyond it.

The faint red-orange thread of the Red Room staircase glow.

The whole resort I had spent a Sunday conquering, laid out below me through cool glass.

He fucked me against it.

He was deep. The cool of the pane against my clit when he pushed me in fully was a slow steady cool that would not have been achievable indoors anywhere else. His hand slid down between my belly and the glass and found my clit and worked me in the steady circles a man at the end of three weeks of restraint had been fantasising about working a woman's clit. I gasped against the pane. My breath fogged a bright oval. The oval cleared and refogged in a slow rhythm that matched his strokes.

I came a third time pressed against the window.

His mouth was at my ear.

"Sienna."

"Mm."

"Look at it."

I looked.

The whole resort below.

I said it before I had thought to say it, the sentence coming out of me cracked and broken, an accusation I had not allowed myself for three weeks because the accusation was also a confession.

"You watched me there."

"Yes."

"You watched me from up here."

His voice in my ear had gone past control.

"Every fucking week. Every chance I could get eyes on you. From every fucking room I could find a window in. I watched as much of it as I could."

"Nate -"

"I watched what I could."

His fingers worked harder at my clit. His cock drove deeper. The body that had already squirted once today on a man at the back end of a horse with an audience of fifty watching the gush hit the floor - the body that had thought after the horse it had spent its last private function - found, against the cool glass with no one watching but him, that it could squirt for him.

My cunt clamped around his cock in a hard convulsing rhythm I felt to my knees, every contraction wringing him deeper, the muscles fluttering on the shaft in a way I had not known they could. The release shoved past his fingers and out of me.

The gush hit the glass.

It ran down the pane in a slow visible streak. It ran down my own thigh in a thinner one. It ran down the back of his fingers, and onto the floor at the base of the wall, and the pane fogged again as my pussy kept pulsing around his cock and his rhythm did not break.

He saw the streak before I did.

He had been watching what I did under his hand and he had watched the gush hit the glass and run down it and his control left him in a way I felt against my back as a long shudder.

"That's mine."

"Yes."

"Look at me."

He turned my chin against the glass.

"That's mine."

I came a fourth time on the sentence.

It was a smaller wave than the gush had been but it came up underneath the contraction his fingers were still drawing and locked me around him a second time, my wet cheek against the glass, the streak of myself above me on the pane and a different streak of myself on his fingers below me, and his mouth went to the back of my neck above the choker and stayed there.

He held me there for a long minute while I came down.

The gush on the glass moved a slow inch.

He pulled out.

My body did not know what to do. The glass held me up briefly and then his arm came around my waist and turned me. I could not stand on my own. He picked me up again. He carried me back to the bed.

I did not think we were going to get to the third thing.

I thought, in the small clear-headed window his arm gave me on the way back to the bed, that I had been thoroughly used by twenty men today and squirted twice and come more times than I could count, and might not be capable of another encounter, even with him.

Then he stood at the foot of the bed with the lube from the nightstand in his hand.

He had prepared.

He had prepared for it specifically. He had set the bottle there before I had walked into the lobby for the announcement. He had been certain enough of what he wanted that he had laid the bottle out on his nightstand before he had known the leaderboard would freeze in my favour.

I rolled onto my stomach.

I pushed my hips up.

I looked at him over my shoulder.

He picked up his belt.

It was on the chair where his slacks were folded - the heavy dark leather one I had heard the buckle of unbuckling fifteen minutes ago. He held it loose in his hand. He looked at me.

"Wrists."

"Yes."

"Tell me to stop and I stop."

"Yes."

He came to the head of the bed. He took my wrists in one of his big careful hands and crossed them in front of me - not behind me, in front, my arms pinned forward under my own shoulders. He wound the leather around them in two practised loops and threaded the buckle. The leather went on snug. The buckle anchored. He looped the long end of the belt around the centre spindle of the headboard above me - one of the four carved spindles I had registered when I'd come into the room - and pulled the leather flat.

My arms went taut forward. I could not push up. I could not move them.

The Red Room had had padded cuffs. Institutional. Anonymous. The cuffs at the platform and the cuffs at the horse had been resort property, designed for purpose, used many times by many bodies. The leather around my wrists tonight was the strip of his own belt, his hand had tied it, and the difference rewired what my body had been doing for twelve hours.

I was being claimed by what had been holding his clothes on his body twenty minutes ago.

He put his hand at the small of my back.

He lubed me thoroughly. Two fingers first. I was loose from a day of training - the last anal at the Wall in the early afternoon, the eager guest at the Pavilion just after eight - and his fingers worked me open without resistance. He went to three fingers and held them deep until I made the small involuntary sound the body made when it was acclimating to a stretch above what it had been used to. He withdrew. He lubed himself.

He lined up.

Even after a week of qualification and the bench Saturday morning and the gangbang horse this afternoon and the Pavilion closer at eleven - even after the catalogue of what my ass had taken in three weeks - his size was the size I had been afraid of since that pool. The broad head of his cock at my asshole made my breath stop.

"Breathe."

The same word Dominic had used in qualification week.

The same word, said in Nate's voice, his belt around my wrists, the choker at my throat, the moonlight across the eastern glass and his hand at my low back, did something different to my body than any version of breathe I had heard before.

I breathed.

He pressed.

My body refused for a beat. Then it yielded. The head of his cock popped past the tight ring of my ass and he slid in by inches with his palm flat across my low back the whole way. The stretch was greater than anything I had taken in my ass by margin. I could feel my own pulse around his shaft. He was fully seated against me before I had taken my second breath.

He held there.

"Sienna."

"Mm."

"All right?"

"Mm."

"Tell me when."

I breathed once. Twice. The body found its accommodation around him in a slow deliberate giving. My wrists pulled forward against the belt and found no give. The not-being-able-to-push-back set the depth of him as a thing I was going to receive rather than negotiate.

I pushed back against him as much as the belt allowed.

"Now."

He moved.

He fucked my ass slowly. Long deep strokes, the broad heat of his palm at my low back, the other at my hip - not gripping, set there. The strokes travelled through my whole body. His cock was deep enough that every withdrawal was a small loss and every press a small refilling. He did not hurry. He had me restrained. He had me not going anywhere. He had three weeks of having watched me at every threshold and tonight he was going to take what every other man in three weeks had used.

His hand came underneath me.

He found my clit.

He worked it in steady circles while he fucked me, and the body that had been drowning in dual stimulation since the platform at half-two in the afternoon reached for the new combination and broke around it.

I came on him.

It tore out of me. My ass locked so hard around his cock he made a sound I had not heard a man make. My wrists pulled against the belt - found no give - the absolute restraint fed straight into the orgasm and made it greater. The leather imprinted itself into the skin of my wrists. I screamed his name into the pillow.

He kept the rhythm.

Not rough. Possessive. He fucked me deeper, and I came again on the second wave, harder than the first, the depth of him made more inevitable by the restraint. He was making sounds I had never heard a man make. The carved spindle of the headboard above the belt creaked.

When he finished he finished deep.

Both hands gripping my hips. His cock pulsing inside my ass and holding there - buried - while he emptied into me. I felt every pulse. I made a small soft sound against the pillow and pulled against the leather and the leather did not give and I came a third time on his finish.

He stayed inside me.

He stayed buried for a long minute, breathing hard, the heat of him deep and resolved. His breath went hot against the line of my hairline. He held still.

When he pulled out he pulled out slow.

He did not rise from the bed.

He unbuckled the belt at the spindle. Loosened the loops at my wrists. The leather slid off. The skin underneath had taken the impression of where the strap had sat - a thin clean band of pink across both wrists, faintly raised. He brought my hands forward and turned them. He looked at the marks. Then he kissed each wrist, slow, once, the soft dry kiss the small mark of finish a man at this resort put at the back of a woman's neck.

He laid my hands at my sides.

He turned me onto my back, careful, the way a man turned a tired animal over.

He lay down beside me.

The choker was still on.

Neither of us had remembered to take it off. I felt it now against my pulse - the same dry quiet weight it had been in the lobby when his fingers had clasped it shut behind my neck. I lifted one hand and touched the silk with my fingertips. The clasp was cool.

His hand came up and laid itself flat over mine at my throat.

We lay there.

The room did not need to be spoken in. The eastern glass showed the moon a few degrees higher than when he had pressed me to the western wall. The pool deck below was dark. The Pavilion was empty. The thin coal of light from the Red Room staircase had gone down - staff closing the room in the last hour, wiping the central platform, polishing the leather of the horse's central support. The resort was tidying itself for whatever Monday it was going to wake up into.

His hand stroked along the line of my hair where it lay across the pillow.

"Sienna."

"Mm."

"Stay for the season."

I turned my head against the pillow to look at him.

I considered Tessa flying home in three days. I considered the apartment back home with the radiator that knocked. I considered Rosario's, the double shifts, the brother in London who thought I was at a yoga retreat and had not been told yet what I had been doing on the night I had earned the right to be in this bed. I considered the fifty thousand US dollars that had landed on my account at midnight tonight - the loan officer on Tuesday morning, the satisfaction-of-debt letter, the long flat space at the other end of three years of payments I had not been able to picture and could now see in the moonlight as clearly as I could see the empty Pavilion below.

I considered the man whose hand was on my throat above the choker.

"I'm staying."

He smiled.

It was the smile from the pool. The full one. The one I had run from. The smile a teenage girl had scrambled away from and never quite forgotten the shape of, even when she had thought she had.

His hand on my throat tightened minutely once.

He pulled me into his side.

I put my cheek against his chest. He smelled of clean shirt and the soap and the new tang of sweat under it and the faint specific trace of me he had picked up at the back of my neck. His arm went heavy around my hip. The weight of his hand at my hipbone was the warmest weight I had been under all day.

He kissed the top of my hair.

He did not speak again.

The fan above the bed turned slow. The sheet beneath me was the first bed I had been laid in all day that had been waiting for one body, not many. Outside, the moon was tracking the eastern reach of the ocean toward its falling angle. The choker on my throat sat warm now between his palm and my skin. The faint clean impression of the belt across both wrists was the only mark on me that was his alone.

I closed my eyes.

The last thing I registered through drowsing eyes was my own reflection in the eastern glass - a blonde woman with a black silk choker against her throat, the man whose island this was wrapped around her, his hand heavy on her hip, his breath slowing along her shoulder - his cum the deepest of many still inside her body, the impression of his belt cooling on her wrists.

I fell asleep with my face against his chest.

I'm staying.
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