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	STORY 1 – THE APPRAISAL

	The mahogany desk gleamed under the single desk lamp. Her fingers traced the wood grain, a nervous gesture she thought I wouldn't notice. "How do you know?" she asked, not meeting my eyes. "How do you recognize it in yourself?"

	Silence stretched between us. I let it. The city lights behind me blurred into streaks of gold against the floor-to-ceiling windows. Her breath hitched when I finally stood.

	"Stand up." The words were quiet, but they landed like stones. She obeyed, the silk of her dress whispering against her skin. "Walk to the window."

	Her steps were hesitant at first, then more deliberate. I watched the way her spine straightened as she approached the glass, her reflection fragmented by the city lights. She was testing boundaries, even now.

	"Stop." She froze mid-step, her back to me. The tension in her shoulders was visible even across the room. "What do you see?"

	"A city," she said, her voice barely audible.

	"Look closer," I commanded, moving to stand behind her but not touching. "At your reflection."

	She did. Her fingers found the cold glass, pressing lightly. In the window, I saw her chin lift slightly, her breathing deepen. The surrender was already there, waiting to be recognized.

	"Breathe," I said. "Slowly. In through your nose, out through your mouth."

	Her chest rose and fell, each breath a deliberate act. In the glass, I watched her pupils dilate. She was becoming aware of me not just as a presence, but as a focal point. Her body was answering questions her mind hadn't yet formed.

	"Turn around."

	Slowly, she faced me. The city lights created a halo around her dark hair. Her eyes were wide, searching mine for something—approval, perhaps. Or absolution.

	"Your hands," I said. "Clasp them behind your back."

	Her fingers intertwined, the gesture pulling her shoulders back, accentuating the line of her neck. I could see the pulse beating there, rapid and strong. She was afraid. And she was exhilarated by it.

	"Look at me," I commanded when her gaze dropped. "Always look at me unless I tell you otherwise."

	Her eyes locked with mine. The room had grown warmer, or perhaps it was just the heat radiating between us. I took a step closer, then another, until I could feel the warmth of her skin without touching it.

	"Part your lips."

	They parted instantly, a soft, involuntary gasp escaping. Her breath mingled with the still air of the room, sweet and hesitant. I could see the struggle in her eyes—the war between her mind's resistance and her body's acceptance.

	"You came here tonight seeking answers," I said, my voice barely above a whisper. "But you've had them all along."

	I raised my hand, not to touch her, but to trace the shape of her in the air between us. My fingers hovered inches from her cheek, close enough that she could feel the energy of my presence. Her skin flushed, a delicate pink blooming across her chest and neck.

	"Your body recognizes what your mind resists," I continued, circling her slowly. "The way your breath catches when I speak. The way your spine straightens at my commands. The way your pupils dilate in this light."

	I stopped behind her, my reflection appearing beside hers in the dark window. We were a study in contrasts—my stillness to her trembling, my confidence to her uncertainty. Yet we were connected by this invisible thread of desire.

	"Kneel."

	The word hung in the air between us. For a moment, she remained frozen, her mind fighting what her body already knew. Then, slowly, gracefully, she sank to her knees on the plush carpet. Her dress pooled around her like dark water, her hands still clasped behind her back as I had commanded.

	I moved to stand before her, looking down at the crown of her head. She didn't look up, but tilted her face slightly, exposing the vulnerable curve of her throat. Her breathing was shallow now, each inhale a conscious effort, each exhale a release.

	"What do you feel?" I asked, my voice steady.

	"Everything," she whispered. "And nothing at all."

	I smiled faintly at that. The paradox of surrender—the feeling of being utterly exposed yet completely protected. The freedom that comes from giving up control.

	I crouched before her, bringing us to eye level. Her gaze flickered to mine, then away, then back again, as if afraid to hold the connection but unable to break it.

	"You came here looking for answers," I said softly. "Your body gave them to you long before your mouth did."

	I reached out then, my fingers barely brushing the skin of her throat, feeling her pulse flutter beneath my touch like a trapped bird. She didn't flinch away. Instead, she tilted her head back further, offering herself to me in that simple gesture.

	"Submission isn't weakness," I murmured, tracing the line of her collarbone. "It's strength, redirected. It's choice, exercised differently than you're used to."

	My touch was light, exploratory, yet she responded as if I had branded her. A soft sound escaped her lips—part gasp, part moan, part surrender.

	"Look at yourself," I said, nodding toward the dark window where our reflections mingled with the city lights beyond. "What do you see?"

	Her eyes found her reflection—kneeling, head tilted back, lips parted in anticipation. She saw what I saw: a woman on the verge of transformation, caught between what she thought she was and what she was becoming.

	"I see..." she started, then stopped, swallowing hard. "I see what you see."

	"And what is that?" I pressed, my fingers still resting against her throat, feeling each beat of her heart against my skin.

	"Someone who belongs here," she whispered, the admission costing her something precious. "Like this."

	"Exactly," I confirmed, standing slowly. My shadow fell over her, enveloping her in darkness. "Now stay there. Don't move."

	I walked to my desk, opening a drawer lined with velvet. Inside, arranged with precision, lay what she had come seeking—though she hadn't known it when she arrived tonight.
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