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The Bonds That Bind Us contains mature themes, including scenes of psychological manipulation, institutionalized power imbalance, coercive control, physical discipline, emotional trauma, and non-consensual dynamics within a dystopian society. This book explores a world where obedience is enforced and freedom is conditional, featuring intense D/s relationships, systemic oppression, and emotional vulnerability under duress. Reader discretion is advised.
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Power in Dominion Falls isn’t abstract—it’s carved into the city’s bones, etched into every gleaming surface and ironclad tradition. It looms in the Domini district, where wealth and lineage dictate fate. It lingers in the sterile corridors of the servant quarters, where obedience isn’t just expected—it’s enforced.

To walk through the heart of Dominion Falls is to witness power made tangible. The mark of one’s status is worn, not spoken—displayed in the gleam of metal bands fastened around every servant’s wrist or throat.

A silver cuff signifies a claimed servant, their future secured under the house that owns them. Personal submissives, held in higher regard, bear collars, and their devotion is bound not just by duty but by ownership—something more intimate and absolute.

And then, there are the unclaimed—those who wear temporary iron cuffs, a dull and unmistakable brand of uncertainty.

Status is not just a matter of dress; it is performed and reinforced in silent rituals that unfold across the city like clockwork. Along the grand avenues of Divitiarum Vicus, luxury vehicles and private motorcades glide without pause, their dark windows shielding the Domini from the world beneath them.

In the market districts, servants lower their gazes at the sound of approaching heels, stepping instinctively aside before a reprimand can be issued.

And in the shadows, those who hesitate and forget their place are swiftly reminded—sometimes with a whisper, sometimes with the sting of a Foundation officer’s baton.

But this order wasn’t always the way of things. There was a time—long before the Foundation—when the world ran on chaos masked as freedom.

Then came The Fall.

It began slowly, almost invisibly. Automation promised convenience; AI promised progress. But by the mid-2040s, jobs disappeared in waves. Entire industries collapsed under the weight of machine efficiency. Misinformation spread like wildfire, governments fractured, and climate disasters crippled what was left of the global infrastructure.

In 2047, the world collapsed. Cities burned. Economies crumbled. Hope vanished.

And into that void stepped the families—ultra-wealthy technocrats, biotech barons, and legacy oligarchs who had seen the storm coming and built their arks in secret. They pooled their resources and erected sealed enclaves, untouched by the chaos outside. Dominion Falls was the crown jewel among them.

They offered safety, but not for free. In exchange for protection, citizens surrendered autonomy. In exchange for food, they gave up choice.

Disobedience was rebranded as disorder. Dissent was reframed as instability.

And thus, the Foundation was born—not as a government, but as an enforcer of balance. A neutral hand empowered by the Domini to oversee claiming, issue punishment, and maintain the hierarchy that kept society from splintering again.

At the center of it all, in a tower of polished glass that reflects the city like a god watching over its domain, stands The Foundation. More than rulers, they are enforcers—architects of the system itself.

Their annual galas are not celebrations but spectacles—public affirmations of control, where new alliances are forged, and those who hesitate in their duty find themselves forgotten, discarded, or worse: sent to the Underground.

Here, power is not whispered—it is announced with every measured step, bowed head, and every collar fastened into place.
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Arrie 

The Institute overshadows the street, its stone façade stark beneath the first light—a monument to discipline and submission. My muscles scream in protest as I kneel, each circular motion adding another layer of shine to the marble. The scrubbing cloth is rough in my palm. The scent of harsh chemicals burns my lungs as I press harder. A small red light blinks from the ceiling corner—a camera. They’re always watching. Every hesitation, every flicker of defiance, is logged and reviewed. Not just by the Institute. By society itself.

The Institute says it’s to ensure we’re obedient even when instructors aren’t overseeing us. But we know better. It’s a reminder: the Domini saved us. Our obedience is required, not requested.

At twenty-one, I should have been assigned three years ago. The others who stood beside me in the selection halls are gone—swept into the hands of Domini, molded into a flawless extension of their will. But I remain. Unclaimed—and that makes me a problem to be corrected.

My iron identification cuff absorbs the morning light, casting a dull reflection. Eight years in this temporary brand—long after others have shed theirs—have anchored me to a fate I can’t escape.

There’s no reassignment here. This isn’t a general institute for conventional servants. The Marlowe Institute specializes in personal submissives—trained to be claimed, collared, and bound for life. No second chances. Once claimed, only a Domini can release you. Never the other way around.

Fail to meet expectations, and there’s only one place left to go.

I was sent here after my aptitude test at thirteen. All servant-born children take it—standardized evaluations measuring emotional pliability, etiquette potential, body language, and voice control. They even run aesthetic scans—facial mapping, bone-structure projections—to predict how we’ll look by eighteen. Beauty matters. A symmetrical face, clear skin, promising proportions—they’re as important as obedience.

One look at my results made it clear that I’d be slated for the personal submissive track. They never gave me an option.

It wasn’t that I hadn’t been considered by other Domini. There were offers. I’d been displayed and considered. In the end, they always found someone easier—someone who fit the mold.

I tried. But my body betrayed me. When a hand reached for my face, I recoiled. When I was told to kneel, my muscles tensed—waiting for a blow. Not rebellion. Not defiance. Just instinct. Just me. Just damage they didn’t train out.

And they saw it. Each time a Domini evaluated me, I felt it—their pause. The way their gaze moved on. The unspoken judgment: too much work. The others molded. I didn’t—not out of choice, but an involuntary reaction.

“Miss Pond.”

Madam Chen’s voice cuts through the silence like a whip. I snap to attention. Despite hours of kneeling, I rise with the fluid grace beaten into my muscles since childhood. A servant’s pain is meant to be invisible—like the bruises still fading across my back from my last “behavioral modification” session.

She doesn’t need to say more. A tilt of her chin summons me. I obey.

The walk to her office feels like a death march, each step loud against polished marble. Even from behind, I can read the tension in her posture. Something’s different today.

She leads me through the heavy oak doors. Inside, the air smells of ink and polish. The doors click shut behind us. She moves to her desk with practiced grace.

“Your training evaluation results have arrived.” Her voice slices through the room—cool and unyielding, as precise as the lacquered red of her nails. She places a thick folder on the desk. Like a verdict.

“Your physical scores are exceptional. Your protocol and etiquette: impeccable.” She pauses. Her lips flatten into a bloodless line. “And yet...”

“My attitude remains unpleasant,” I finish quietly. The words taste like ash. An old melody I could hum in my sleep.

Silence stretches between us as Madam Chen’s gaze sharpens, her voice hardening. My chin drops. It’s too late to take back the mistake of speaking out of turn.

“You’re everything they ask for—on paper. But Domini don’t read reports, Miss Pond. They read posture. Breath. Stillness. And yours...” She exhales, almost disappointed. “Yours is full of resistance you don’t even hear.”

“The Council has marked you for assessment.” The words fall like a stone between us. “You know what that means,” she adds, voice lower now. Almost hesitant.

I do. The Underground. It’s where the unchosen go—not to live but to toil. A sentence without parole. And not just for the unclaimed.

A servant can’t officially refuse a claim. But if a Domini returns them... once, maybe twice, the Foundation finds excuses. By the third? You’re deemed defective. And defective things are discarded.

The Underground isn’t a myth. It’s law. No one returns from it. Not because they’re not allowed. Because they can’t.

After the Fall, the Domini built something new—order out of collapse. In exchange: obedience. Refuse, and there’s still work to be done. Crops. Sewage. Waste zones. Places that eat people alive. That’s the Underground. Beneath the cities. Behind the walls. A world no one speaks of but everyone fears.

You don’t live there. You’re used there.

“Someone has to do the work that keeps society functioning,” Madam Chen says, her tone unexpectedly soft. She steps closer. Her severity slips—just a little. Almost maternal. “I’ve watched you grow up in these halls, Arrie. You have too much potential for the Underground. The right Domini would see your spirit as an asset. Not a flaw.”

Her hand hovers over the folder too long. I brace—just slightly. A gut response I can’t unlearn. A flicker of a flinch—even though she hasn’t touched me.

She doesn’t meet my eyes. She stares past me out the window. At the world I may never see.

And for a second—just a second—I wonder if she sees something she doesn’t want to admit. Then it’s gone.

I swallow hard, schooling my expression back to neutral. This is as close to kindness as Madam Chen allows herself. And kindness here is never free. It’s a warning. A test.

“You may go,” she says, voice sharp again.

I bow silently and leave.

As I return to my post, I catch my reflection in the marble floor—too polished. Too perfect. It reflects everything they want to see.

My caramel skin glows in the morning light. My curls escape their tie, framing my face—the only part of me they haven’t broken yet.

The girls who left before me never looked back. Their reflections had already changed. Softened spines. Lowered eyes. Smiles shaped by habit, not feeling.

But mine—mine is still mine. And I wonder how much longer that will last.

The cuff around my wrist grows heavier by the second. Its weight is no longer symbolic. It’s a shackle.

The Foundation’s assessment looms, tightening around my throat. Three years of survival have taught me this: bend too little, and the Underground swallows you. Bend too much, and you disappear another way.

Morning sun spills gold across the floor. The air feels tight—like the city is watching. Or the Underground. Waiting. Ready to pull me down with all the others who were almost enough.
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Isabelle 

Dawn paints Dominion Falls in shades of pink and purple, but I’ve been in my office for hours. My reflection in the floor-to-ceiling windows shows precisely what I’ve crafted it to be: a weapon—honed, deliberate, undeniable.

“The daily operations report, Miss Westbrook.”

Harrison’s crisp tone pulls my attention from the city sprawling below. My assistant moves with mechanical efficiency, placing a folder on my desk. I take the file, flipping it open deliberately slow. A glance is enough to confirm what I expect—flawless execution.

But then, another folder lands before me.

“There are some... irregularities you should review.” Harrison’s voice carries an unusual note of concern.

I lift the second folder, my manicured fingers tracing its edge before opening it—the Richardson contract—severed without warning. I scan the details, my irritation growing with every line. I’d overseen the deal from the start—then handed it off for finalization. Somehow, it still failed.

I close the folder. This is a minor interruption, but it leaves a bitter taste. “How the hell did this happen?” I ask, but he doesn’t get the chance to respond. His posture stiffens slightly as he presses a finger to his earpiece.

“Ma’am, your mother is calling. She does not sound happy.”

“Put her through,” I say.

The screen comes to life, and my mother materializes—wrapped in a combination of Chanel and disapproval.

“Darling,” she greets, her tone carrying that familiar edge that still manages to scrape against my nerves. “The Council is growing impatient. You know the laws our family helped establish—Domini of your status are expected to maintain at least one personal servant by twenty-five. You’re twenty-eight, Isabelle.”

I exhale slowly, pressing my fingers to the bridge of my nose before lowering my hand with practiced ease. Of course, she’d frame it this way—an obligation, a duty, a matter of optics over intent.

“It isn’t just tradition,” she continues. “The claiming system is the backbone of our society. Roles maintain order. If every Domini starts rejecting their duties, we risk slipping back into the chaos that birthed the Fall. You remember what that cost us.”

“The Academy sends me their finest work,” I reply, not bothering to meet her gaze. “Polished, perfected, and utterly lifeless. Trained to obey, to bend without will or warmth. If I wanted a doll, I’d go to the toy store, Mother.”

When I was twenty-five, the elite academies paraded their top candidates before me—polished, postured, perfect. One after another, they stepped forward: eyes lowered, breath held, backs straight as blades. But it wasn’t reverence in their faces—it was vacancy. They obeyed without understanding what it meant to truly submit. Not one of them looked at me. Not really.

I rejected them all. Told the Foundation I didn’t want a toy. I wanted someone who could meet my gaze—and still choose to kneel. A submissive who needed my hand, who craved my guidance. Not rehearsed obedience, but surrender given with eyes wide open. That’s the difference.

Dominance has never been about compliance. It’s about connection. Mastery—earned, not imposed.

I draw a slow breath, tamping down the memory, and lift my gaze to meet hers.

“You sound dangerously naïve.” My mother laughs, the sound as sharp as broken glass. “This isn’t about sentiment, Isabelle. It’s about legacy. Obligation.”

“The claiming bond is sacred,” I counter. “It’s meant to be a connection between two souls, not a trophy to display at social gatherings. I will not tie myself to an empty shell, void of life, to appease the Foundation, you, or anyone else.”

A tense silence crackles between us—my mother biting back her response.

“Enough, Isabelle. This is not a negotiation.” Her tone is frigid and unyielding. “You will select a servant by the end of the month. The Council expects compliance, and so do I. I will not have our family’s name tarnished by your continued defiance. They will be watching you, waiting to ensure you finally make a choice.”

A beat of silence, then the final blow. “Do not embarrass me.”

This was never about embarrassment. It was about societal expectations and the burden of tradition.

I tap my nails against the desk once. Measured. Deliberate. A silent exhale follows, too shallow to satisfy. Why is it that family is always able to provoke you with so little effort?

I reach for the daily operations reports; I need something concrete to focus on rather than my mother’s demands and societal expectations. I need logic; reports don’t carry judgment, just facts. They don’t whisper about tradition, duty, or the responsibility of a family name.

And yet that weight is everywhere—in the Foundation Codex, in council meetings, and in the very law our family helped write. Refuse your role, and you become the problem. Even Domini aren’t exempt.

If we don’t claim, we destabilize the system and invite disorder. They say that’s what caused the Fall—too many people choosing themselves over society.

I set the report aside and rise, smoothing my skirt with practiced precision. The tension lingering from my mother’s call clings to me like a shadow, but I push it aside. There’s work to be done.

“The meeting starts in ten minutes. Now explain to me what happened to the Richardson deal?”

Harrison steps beside me as we stride through the sleek corridors of Westbrook Manor. The rhythmic click of my heels against marble is steady and controlled, contrasting the uncertainty tightening in my chest.

“Morgan and Patel had everything ready to sign. Richardson’s representative reviewed the contract one final time when her phone buzzed. She read the message, and the color drained from her face. She shut the folder, said the deal was off, and left without another word.”

I press my lips together, forcing down the surge of rage. Deals don’t collapse mid-signature. Not in this world. Not without reason. And I will find out what caused this.

Outside the conference room, I pause to check my appearance in the polished steel door—then I enter.

My senior executives are seated inside—Patel and Morgan among them. Conversations die as I step in, tension thickening the air. Perfect. Let them squirm.

I take my seat at the head of the table, tapping once against the mahogany before speaking. “Before we discuss anything else, I want an explanation for what happened to the Richardson deal.”

A weighted silence settles over the room. Patel clears his throat, shifting under my gaze.

“Miss Westbrook, everything was in place. We had the final draft ready. We don’t know what went wrong.”

“And no one thought to follow up?” My tone is smooth, but the steel beneath it is unmistakable.

Morgan interjects. “We tried. Richardson’s office has been unresponsive, and their legal team is stonewalling. It’s like they just... disappeared. Our calls have gone unanswered, and when we tried to show up, we weren’t even allowed onto the property.”

I inhale slowly, keeping my expression unreadable. If my executives think excuses and inaction will shield them, they’ve forgotten who they work for.

Two hours later, I dismissed them after dismantling their justifications and issuing directives. They file out like chastened schoolboys, leaving the lingering scent of expensive cologne and wounded pride.

I remain seated until the last footsteps fade. Then, calmly, I gather my materials. Since Richardson won’t answer them, he can explain himself to me.

The walk back to my office is quiet, authority settling around my shoulders like a familiar mantle. The marble beneath my heels gleams—flawless like everything here is designed to be. It reflects only what we allow.

Harrison has already arranged for fresh coffee to be waiting on my desk—he knows my routines well enough by now. I lower myself into my chair, fingers drumming lightly against the surface of my desk. My mind churns with the collapse of the Richardson deal, my mother’s lingering words, and the looming Foundation gala tonight.

I take a slow sip of coffee, letting its bitterness steady me.

I am Isabelle Westbrook, and I have never bowed to tradition, expectation, or anyone who thinks they can dictate my next move.

Hours later, I study my image as servants make final adjustments to my attire. The black silk gown is a weapon in its own right, clinging to my curves before cascading to the floor in elegant folds. Diamonds—placed with intent—glitter at my throat and wrists. Not the gaudy excess of those desperate to prove their worth but the quiet assurance of one who never had to.

My senior household servant, Violet, steps forward with practiced grace, adjusting the fall of my gown. The silver cuff on her wrist catches the light; its engraved Westbrook crest is a testament to decades of faithful service. Unlike those who serve out of conditioning alone, Violet finds fulfillment in submission—devotion to duty and to my family.

“The Foundation Council will be watching closely tonight.” My mother’s warning lingers in my mind, curling around me like the silk of my gown.

Violet’s fingers move with steady precision, smoothing the last wrinkles from the fabric, but there’s nothing left to fix—at least, nothing visible.

I meet Violet’s eyes in the mirror. “Thank you, Violet. That will be all.”

She inclines her head, retreating silently, leaving only the faint scent of lavender and starch.

“The car is ready, Miss Westbrook,” Harrison announces from the doorway.

One last glance. A final adjustment. Then, I move toward the door where Harrison waits.

Tonight, power isn’t just about control—it’s about spectacle. The black silk drapes over me like armor, and the diamonds at my throat glint like weapons disguised as beauty.

Let them watch. The Council expects obedience. My mother demands submission.

They forget— I was never taught to yield.
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Isabelle 

The Foundation’s headquarters looms, its mirrored glass revealing nothing. Inside, chandeliers spill gold over marble. The air is thick with power—cologne, wine, and submission.

Small red lights blink from discreet corners—placed not for security but for reassurance. The real cameras are hidden, embedded in fixtures and walls. The blinking ones are just reminders. Reminders that in Dominion Falls, you are never truly unwatched—only permitted to believe you are.

The grand ballroom is a stage, and I step onto it with deliberate grace. Conversations shift—not silent, but faltering just enough to mark my arrival. They always do. In a sea of Domini, I stand apart—not because I try, but because I am.

Tonight, the ballroom is more than a gathering. It is a carefully curated display of hierarchy—a theater of order where the Foundation showcases its most obedient architecture. Unclaimed personal submissives are presented like art and assessed for poise, obedience, and aesthetics. Contracts are negotiated behind crystal flutes, futures sealed with nods over dessert.

Eyes track me with veiled scrutiny—measuring, judging, calculating. In this room, power is not worn; it is watched. This is how the system proves itself. Not with policy—but with performance. And in this arena, control is measured in glances, gestures, and the weight of a single pause.

Lady Victoria Reid stands near the champagne fountain, her servant Marcus kneeling at her feet in perfect stillness. The bruises beneath his collar speak of harsh consequences for the slightest twitch.

Nearby, the Hendersons parade their wealth through their servants’ silk uniforms and jeweled collars—glistening, brilliant, and far more expressive than the eyes of those who wear them.

Alexandra Wright’s latest acquisition is striking—a girl barely past claiming age. She wilts under her owner’s gaze, her posture uncertain, every movement hesitant. A stark contrast to the male servant beside her—fluid in grace, his obedience not a burden but a performance, practiced and perfected.

Beyond them, near the fountain, Julian Blackwood lounges like he owns the air around him, exuding the effortless arrogance of a modern-day prince. At his feet kneels his newest prize—beautiful but hollow. She doesn’t even flinch when Julian’s fingers twist cruelly in her hair, forcing her head back with the casual roughness of a child testing the limits of a favorite toy.

The Blackwoods weren’t founders—no seat at the original table, no bloodline inscribed in legacy. But among the lesser Domini families, they cast a long shadow. If my family is the heart of this society, the Blackwoods are its punitive arm. Their houses trained the early security forces during the servant riots that followed the Fall.

When the servant class clung to the idea of rights, it was the Blackwoods who enforced obedience. When a solution was needed for those who refused to kneel, it was their influence that helped create the Underground.

It’s not a place of banishment. It’s a labor sentence. The unclaimed don’t live there—they endure, breaking their backs on poisoned land our predecessors destroyed until their bodies give out.

Julian is the face of that legacy—a poster child for what happens when entitlement replaces purpose. And now I must share space with him, breathe the same air, smile through my revulsion. We all play our roles.

“Exquisite, isn’t she?” Julian’s voice drips with condescension, his gaze flicking toward me as he notes my arrival. “I could offer you advice—since you seem incapable of choosing one yourself.” His smile is all teeth, his gaze cold. “Or perhaps you’re simply... unfit for the responsibility?”

I let my smile unfurl—slow, razor-sharp. “Some people collect dolls, Julian. Toys meant to be played with until they break—then tossed aside.” I tilt my head, letting my gaze flick—deliberate, knowing—to his servant. “I prefer something real. Someone who kneels by choice, not compulsion.”

My voice softens, honey laced with arsenic. “But then, the art of true devotion—bending without breaking—has never been within your reach.”

He chuckles lowly, swirling the liquid in his glass, but there’s no humor in it. “Funny,” he says, eyes glittering with something razor-thin. “I’ve yet to see anyone kneel for you at all.”

I hold his gaze, letting the insult hang—let him think he’s won something. Then I lean in just enough for my words to slice clean.

“That’s the difference between us, Julian.” My smile returns—slow, lethal. “People revere me.”

A beat. “They kneel for you out of fear. Not loyalty.”

His smirk falters, tightening at the edges. A single tap of his fingers against his glass—controlled, measured. A silent warning. A promise. He won’t forget this.

He doesn’t respond. He doesn’t need to. But I see it—the subtle clench of his jaw, the flicker of something sharp and volatile in his eyes. The impact of my words doesn’t just settle over him—it sears, a slow, spreading burn he can’t mask.

I wait a beat longer just to watch him hold it. Then, with effortless ease, I turn away. Let him stew. Let him seethe. I have more important matters to attend to.

As I approach Lord Richardson, my steps are deliberate, my mind already set. This deal didn’t just fall apart—someone made sure it failed, and I intend to find out why.

Beyond the music swell, in a sliver of space the cameras conveniently ignore, a hushed conversation unfolds between Richardson and another Dominus—Montgomery. Richardson stands rigid, his grip firm around his personal submissive, holding her close as if shielding her. His posture is tense and protective.

Yet the girl in his arms is little more than a shell—physically present but vacant-eyed, as empty as the one kneeling at Julian’s side. Where her dress doesn’t cover, faint bruises bloom across her skin. The bruises on Emma whisper of a kind of violence I find... vulgar. Unacceptable. The kind my father taught me never to tolerate. Pain should sharpen. Not hollow. Not unravel.

Montgomery inhales sharply, his expression flickering between understanding and dread. He leans in, lowering his voice. “The Blackwoods grow more ambitious by the day.”

He hesitates, glancing toward the mirrored ballroom doors where a group of younger Domini laugh too loudly. His gaze darts back, cautious. “Three families have aligned with them this month alone.”

Richardson doesn’t react, but his grip around the girl—Emma—tightens. Montgomery’s voice dips lower, his words thick with unspoken meaning. “Their servants vanished without a trace... only to return as hollow echoes of themselves.”

A nearby waiter passes, offering champagne. Neither man moves. Silence lingers between them, heavy and unspoken. Richardson exhales, slow and uneven. His fingers skim over the bruises on Emma’s arm, jaw clenched. “And yet, no one speaks of it openly. No one asks what happens to them before they return like... this.”

His hold on her tightens—protective but useless. A pause. His voice hardens. “Because we all know what happens to those who ask too many questions.”

Montgomery hesitates. He lifts his glass, fingers tightening around the stem until his knuckles whiten. The crystal trembles faintly before he stills it. “How did you get her back?”

Richardson flinches. A fracture splinters through his composure, anguish seeping through the cracks. His gaze drops to Emma’s shoulder as if unable to meet Montgomery’s eyes.

His voice wavers, the words slow and forced. “I... surrendered.” A beat. “I didn’t sign with the Westbrooks.”

His throat tightens as if the admission itself is suffocating. “After what Julian did to Emma... what they reduced her to—” His voice breaks for half a second before he swallows hard. “Losing the deal was nothing. Ending her torment was the only bargain that mattered.”

Montgomery’s expression darkens. His gaze flickers to Emma, and for the first time, something like grief ghosts across his features. He takes a long drink, draining half his glass, then sets it down with a quiet click.

He doesn’t speak at first—perhaps because there is nothing to say. When he finally does, his voice is low. “I’m sorry, my friend. I wish we could have prevented this.”

A beat. His throat works around the next words, and when they come, they’re quieter. “I can’t imagine what this has been like for you.”

Richardson doesn’t respond. He pulls Emma closer as if holding her now could undo what’s already been done.

Montgomery shifts, his stance subtly more guarded. His hand finds the wrist of his own submissive—Maria—and he draws her in until she’s half-shielded by his body. His gaze flicks around the ballroom, eyes sharpening. “That’s why I keep Maria with me at all times.” His voice carries an edge of quiet paranoia. “I won’t risk losing her—not like this.”

A grim understanding passes between them. No one stops the Blackwoods. No one questions it. And that has them both terrified.

<center>— — —</center>

I let the information settle over me, each piece clicking into place. This is why the deal fell through. Richardson hadn’t simply backed out—he had bargained away power and profit to protect what was his. And I couldn’t blame him for that.

For all the rigid rules of our society, one truth remains unspoken yet sacred: the bond between a Domini and their personal submissive is absolute. It is control, yes—but it is also possession, devotion, an extension of self.

What happened to Emma is unforgivable; it violated that sacred bond. A slow, simmering heat coils in my chest. My grip tightens around the glass, irritation cracking my composure.

I inhale sharply, attempting to maintain calm, when a flash of movement near the bar draws my attention. An Institute Madam fusses over a servant girl slouched against the bar, motioning irritably for her to stand straighter.

The girl—dressed in a simple blue gown that should be unremarkable—reluctantly complies. But the moment Madam turns away, her shoulders ease back into their natural posture—a subtle act of defiance that makes me pause.

Something about her snags my attention—sharp and unexpected, like a hook beneath my ribs. As I move toward her, the air shifts—charged, thick with unspoken potential.

She senses it, too. Her shoulders tense, and a flicker of awareness passes through her frame. She twitches slightly, resisting the instinct all prey feel when a predator draws near.

It pulls at something—an echo of my father’s clinical and certain voice: “Those who most need to submit are often the ones who resist it first. They try to cling to something they were never meant to keep. It shows in their posture and in their eyes. You only have to know where to look.”

And I do. I always have.

Her dark hair falls in loose, kinky waves, swallowing the chandelier’s glow. Without hesitation, I close the distance and reach for her wrist, where an identification cuff gleams dimly.

She startles at my touch but doesn’t pull away—she knows better than to refuse a Domina’s attention. My fingers glide over the cool iron as I turn the cuff, seeking the engraving.

“Arrie Pond, Twenty-One.”

I let the name curl from my lips, deliberately tasting its shape. Beneath my fingertips, her pulse flutters, betraying her composure.

And then— I pause.

She holds still. Not frozen—anchored.

Other unclaimed submissives would preen and smile, trying to attract a Domini’s claim. But not her. My gaze lingers. Long enough for her to feel it.

A delicate shiver runs down her arm, but she doesn’t retreat. Instead, she straightens slightly, lifting her dark eyes to mine—meeting my gaze with something more than mere obedience.

And in that brief connection—silent and electric—something old stirs beneath my steel. Not desire. Not yet. Recognition.

I tilt my head, a slow smile unfolding. “Tell me, Arrie, how is it that someone like you remains unclaimed?”

The flicker in her gaze is brief—uncertainty, resistance, then something else. Hesitation. She swallows, and I watch the movement of her throat with interest as I await her answer.
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Arrie

Every servant child learns the stories of the Foundation—how chaos reigned until the Domini families restored order through the claiming system. We’re told it’s salvation. Standing in the tower now, I wonder if it’s just another kind of damnation.

The grand ballroom buzzes with tension as more Domini enter, a display of wealth and power—uniform and polished, indistinguishable in their excess. Their silk-draped figures blend, showing nothing but privilege and extravagance. But among them, one figure stands apart. Isabelle Westbrook.

Her family’s name is woven into the fabric of our world, one of the founding pillars of this society. Her presence commands the room, radiating power and control—an undeniable force that unsettles something deep inside me. It’s not fear. It’s not reverence. It’s something I don’t yet have a name for.

I watch her move through the crowd, each step precise and deliberate. She pauses beside a man whose presence crackles with unspoken challenge. Even from across the room, I feel the tension humming between them. His servant kneels at his feet, unnervingly still.

A soft whisper breaks my thoughts.

“Stand straight.”

Madam Chen materializes at my side, her fingers plucking at my simple blue dress with familiar frustration. “Do you think any Domini will notice you slouching in the shadows?” She steps closer, her voice lowering. “You need to present yourself properly, Arrie. We cannot afford another rejection.”

My throat tightens, but I nod. Another rejection. As if I had any control over whether a Domini deemed me worthy.

“I should have chosen something more flattering,” she mutters, more to herself than to me. “Something that makes you look... softer.”

I bite back the urge to say something reckless. It wouldn’t matter if I were draped in gold—those who had already passed me over wouldn’t suddenly change their minds because of a change in attire.

“Your posture, your expression—it all matters,” she continues, her voice sharper now, starkly contrasting to the warm politeness she reserves for the Domini. “Look at the others.”

She gestures subtly toward the other unclaimed. They sit in perfect stillness, obedient, offering themselves to any Domini who might seek to claim them.

I exhale softly, resisting the urge to shift under her scrutiny. “And if none of them choose me?”

The words escape before I can stop them. Madam Chen stiffens, her grip tightening ever so slightly on my arm. “Then you know what that means, Arrie.”

I do. The consequences are a shadow that never leaves, pressing down, waiting to claim me. Still, my body betrays me when she releases me and disappears into the crowd. My shoulders relax, easing back into their natural curve—a small act of rebellion that shouldn’t matter but does.

For a moment, I let my gaze wander, let my mind drift from the certainty of what’s coming. And that’s when I feel it. A presence—unyielding.

When I dare to look up, Isabelle Westbrook’s gaze awaits. Her earlier companion is gone. Now, I am the sole focus of her attention, and its weight steals the air from my lungs.

My carefully cultivated calm fractures beneath her stare. Each click of her heels on marble beats in time with my quickening pulse. Then, she reaches for me.

Her fingers brush my identification cuff, a simple touch that ignites every nerve ending. A current of awareness races through me.

“Arrie Pond, twenty-one,” she reads, her voice smooth, deliberate. The edge of my cuff drags lightly beneath her fingertips. I fight to keep my composure.

“Tell me, Arrie, how is it that someone like you remains unclaimed?”

My heartbeat quickens, fluttering sharp and wild, like wings against a glass jar, but I hold my ground. Meeting her gaze, I allow myself the smallest of smiles—just a hint of defiance I can’t entirely suppress.

“Perhaps Domini prefer something more... pliant. Why waste time on a spirit that won’t break?” I answer.

Her eyes darken like storm clouds gathering on the horizon. Something predatory flickers across her features—fascinating and dangerous.

“Refuses,” she repeats, savoring the word like fine wine. “A curious choice for a servant. Tell me, is this what they teach you at the Institution?”

A smirk tugs at my lips. “They teach us what they teach all servants,” I reply, my tone carefully neutral. “How to be polished, presentable, and pliant—ready to wind up and perform whenever a Domini twists the key.”

A laugh escapes her—not the polite, social titter of the Domini, but something deeper, something untamed. A shiver runs down my spine. Not from fear. Not exactly. But from the unsettling sense that I’m standing at the edge of something dangerous, and I don’t know if I want to step back.

Isabelle

The girl’s spirit is exquisite—measured, deliberate. Not the crude defiance of those who resist authority for the sake of resistance, but something far more refined. Every word she speaks is a calculated risk, balanced on the knife’s edge between propriety and challenge.

“Come with me,” I command, though I phrase it as an invitation. “There’s a private alcove that offers respite from these crowds.”

I release her wrist, but as I withdraw, my fingers trail lightly over her skin—a deliberate touch that elicits an adorable response.

Arrie follows me through the ballroom. The crowd parts instinctively, yet furtive glances still dart toward my companion. The blue of her gown drinks in the chandelier light, the fabric shifting like ocean waves with every movement.

I lead her past towering marble columns, away from the main gathering, where the air grows heavier with perfume and politics. The alcove I’ve chosen lies hidden behind an ornate tapestry. I grasp its edge, drawing it back just enough to reveal the entrance. Beyond, a carved stone archway promises solitude—its shadows both inviting and forbidding.

I wonder if she’ll hesitate—if survival instinct finally overcomes her curiosity.

She doesn’t—she steps forward without faltering, though her fingers curl slightly at her sides—the only visible sign of uncertainty.

Inside, the party’s clamor fades to a hum. The space is intimate. Unlike others who would bow their heads in deference, she holds her ground with quiet dignity. Yet there’s something in her stance—a subtle tension, like a deer sensing a predator’s approach.

“Given your age, I assume you’ve had offers before,” I say, circling her slowly. “Tell me, Arrie, why you remain unclaimed?”
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Arrie 

Her words echo the earlier question, but something in her tone cuts deeper this time. It demands honesty, slicing through my practiced responses... pulling me back to the night the first Domini tried to own me.

My hand rises to my lip before I can stop it, tracing where Lady Ashworth’s ring had cut my lip open. I drop it quickly, but not before I see Isabelle’s eyes track the movement.

“The first Domini came for me just days after my eighteenth birthday.” The words taste bitter. Memories claw their way to the surface as I study Isabelle’s face. “Lady Ashworth had been watching me even before graduation. When she came to inspect me, she spoke about what she planned to do with me—like I wasn’t standing there. It was vile. Cold. It made my skin crawl.”

My voice tightens, but I push through. “When she grabbed my chin to look me over... I flinched. I didn’t mean to. It wasn’t defiance.” I hold Isabelle’s gaze, forcing myself to stay open. “But she saw it that way. And she never forgave it.”

A ghost of a smile touches my lips, though there’s no humor in it—only the cold edge of bitterness. “The split lip was nothing compared to the following weeks of ‘corrective training.’ They tried to beat the defiance out of me—teach me refusal was not an option.”

I straighten my spine slightly. “They actually taught me that enduring punishment is far better than surrendering who I am.”

Others came after, each with their own method of breaking me. “Each one promised to reshape me, to snuff out my defiance, to break my spirit until all that remained was demure obedience.”

My voice drops just above a whisper, but every word hits with deliberate weight. I don’t flinch from Isabelle’s gaze. I let her see every scar those promises left behind.

“I chose solitude over surrender.” My chin lifts slightly. “Better to keep myself intact than become another painted puppet—mouth moving with empty pleasantries while my soul slowly starves.”

Silence lingers between us, as thick as storm clouds. Then, she speaks.

“And what if someone wanted to claim all of you? Not to break you, but to master you completely—your mind, body, and spirit?”

I pause. I hold her gaze, steady, unreadable. Then, softly—

“That’s a pretty promise, Miss Westbrook.”

A tiny, knowing smile ghosts across my lips. “But I’ve heard pretty promises before.”

Isabelle 

Her answer stirs something deep inside me—a hunger I’ve denied too long. This is what I’ve been waiting for. Not blind obedience, but spirit. Not just defiance, but discernment.

The air feels cooler, yet heat thrums between us, an unspoken current. As she speaks of past claiming attempts, I catch every micro-expression—the slight tension at Lady Ashworth’s name, the subtle lift of her chin when she speaks of defiance. She balances strength with vulnerability.

Her choice perplexes me. The Foundation’s rules are clear. Servants unclaimed for too long don’t linger. The Underground isn’t a myth—it’s a certainty. And the thought of her being lost to that fate stirs something sharp. Possessiveness.

I’ve stood through countless Foundation galas, watching polished, obedient servants presented like rare jewels. None had ever caught my eye. None had ever stirred the desire to own—until now.

Over time, my reputation grew—I was too exacting and impossible to please. Even the most highly recommended candidates were sent away. But her. The way she carries herself—that perfect blend of dignity and wariness. This isn’t someone afraid to submit. This is someone who understands the weight of surrender.

“Pretty words are for obedient pets,” I tell her, lifting a hand to trace the curve of her jaw before catching her chin between my fingers. The touch is deliberate—a test, an echo of the past.
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