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: The Gates The GPS flickered out with a soft click just as the tires crunched over gravel, the last glitch of the screen displaying a single, mocking word: RECALCULATING. Claire Ellis tightened her grip on the wheel. Ahead of her, a wrought-iron gate stretched high enough to scrape the low-hanging clouds, black and imposing like the bars of a cage. The tires rolled to a stop, gravel biting into the silence. No intercom. No guard. Only the unblinking red eye of a security camera, fixed on her windshield. She swallowed, the sound too loud in the quiet of her car. The posting had said secluded estate, live-in agricultural assistant needed. No other details. No mention of the way the property seemed to swallow sound, the air thick with the scent of damp earth and something darker, richer–like charred wood. Her phone buzzed in her lap. One bar. No service. The gates groaned open. No warning. No voice. Just the slow, deliberate parting of iron, revealing a winding drive flanked by towering pines. Claire exhaled through her nose, fingers tapping the wheel. She could still turn around. Drive back to the motel with the busted AC and the roaches that skittered across the bathroom tiles at night. Back to the dwindling numbers in her bank account, the final eviction notice still crumpled in her glove compartment. The engine idled. Then she pressed the gas. The gates closed behind her with a shuddering clang. The driveway twisted deeper into the trees, shadows stretching long across the hood of her car. Through the branches, glimpses of the estate–a sprawling, stone-built monstrosity, all sharp angles and darkened windows. A place meant to intimidate. Claire parked, cutting the engine. Her reflection in the rearview looked back at her–wide eyes, bitten lips. She smoothed her hands over her thighs, her cotton dress sticking to the back of her legs. The front door opened before she reached it. A man stood silhouetted against the dim interior, broad-shouldered, his posture coiled like a predator waiting for prey to step into range. 

»You’re late,« he said. Voice low–not quite a growl, but close. Claire’s pulse jumped. 

»The GPS cut out,« she said, forcing lightness into her words. 

»You could’ve given better directions.«

A beat of silence. Then, »I don’t repeat myself.«

The words settled between them, weighted. A test. She met his gaze–dark, unreadable. The kind of eyes that didn’t blink first. 

»Noted,« she said. Something flickered in his expression. Approval? Amusement? He stepped aside, the movement fluid, deliberate. 

»Inside.«

The air shifted as she passed him, thick with the scent of leather and something richer, muskier–male. His presence pressed against her back, close enough that she felt the heat of him. The door shut behind them with a click. No going back now.

The foyer swallowed Claire whole–high ceilings, dark wood, the kind of space that echoed footsteps like whispered warnings. Her fingers curled into her palms, nails biting half-moons into her skin. Marcus moved past her, the worn leather of his gloves creaking as he flexed his fingers. The cattle prod swung lazily at his side, its tip glinting under the dim light. 

»This way,« he said, not waiting for her to follow. Her breath hitched as she trailed behind him, the scent of antiseptic thickening the air the deeper they went. A hallway branched off, leading to a heavy steel door. Marcus punched in a code–deliberate, slow, letting her see the sequence before the lock disengaged with a hiss. Milking parlors. Spotless. Gleaming. Too clean for a working farm. Claire hesitated, her boots scuffing against the concrete. 

»Where–where are the cows?«

Marcus turned, the weight of his gaze raking over her. 

»Observant,« he mused, the corner of his mouth twitching. 

»They’re rotated. We keep the facilities sterile when not in use.«

A lie. Or a half-truth, at least. She could feel it in the way his voice lingered on sterile, in the way his thumb stroked the handle of the prod absently, like a blade against a whetstone. She forced a nod. 

»Efficient.«

His grin was sharp, wolfish. 

»I like things clean.«

The way he said it made her stomach clench. Not the words–the weight behind them. Clean didn’t just mean spotless. It meant controlled. The tour continued, Marcus guiding her through the barn’s labyrinthine corridors with an unsettling familiarity. His hands, when they touched her–always with purpose, always just enough to make her skin prickle–were rough from work, calluses scraping against the delicate fabric of her dress. 

»Watch your step here,« he murmured, fingers brushing the small of her back as he guided her past a raised threshold. His touch lingered just a second too long, the heat of his palm searing through the thin cotton. Claire swallowed hard, her pulse jumping. She couldn’t tell if it was fear or something else–something darker, slicker–coiling low in her belly. Marcus noticed. Of course he did. His fingers flexed against her waist before he finally pulled away. 

»You’re tense,« he observed, voice dropping to a rough timbre that scraped down her spine. 

»First day jitters,« she lied, forcing a smile. He hummed, unconvinced, then leaned in just slightly, his breath hot against her ear. 

»I don’t mind nerves, Claire. As long as they don’t get in the way of obedience.«

Her breath caught. There it was. The real test. She turned her head, meeting his gaze. His eyes were black in the low light, pupils swallowing the dark. She could smell him–leather, sweat, the faint bite of whiskey. 

»I’m here to work,« she said, voice steady. Marcus studied her, then stepped back with a slow, deliberate smile. 

»Good.«

The tour ended at the stalls–empty, pristine, smelling of fresh hay and metal. Too perfect. Too staged. Claire exhaled, her fingers twisting the hem of her dress. 

»So when do I start?«

Marcus pulled off his gloves, tucking them into his back pocket. His hands were broad, scarred–the kind that could pin and pleasure in equal measure. 

»Now,« he said. And then he reached for her.

The office was quieter than Claire expected–all dark wood and steel, with a single flickering lantern casting long shadows across the walls. Marcus didn’t sit. He leaned against the edge of his desk, arms crossed, watching her like a predator deciding how to devour its prey. 

»Rules first,« he said, voice low. The sound curled around her, thick like smoke. She swallowed. 

»Okay.«

A folder slid across the desk. 

»Contract. Six months. Room and board included. No outside contact.«

His fingers tapped once against the wood–one, two–the rhythm deliberate. 

»No exceptions.«

Claire reached for the papers, her fingers brushing the edge. The terms were stark. Absolute compliance. No phone calls, no visitors, no leaving the property without his permission. Her stomach twisted. 

»And if I say no?«

Marcus smiled. It didn’t reach his eyes. 

»Then you walk out that door.«

He nodded toward the exit, but his gaze never left her face. 

»But we both know you won’t.«

The truth of it burned. She needed this. Needed him, as much as it terrified her. Her fingers trembled as she flipped through the pages, scanning clauses that felt less like employment terms and more like surrender. 

»This is–« Insane. Dangerous. A trap. Marcus tilted his head. 

»Problem?«

She hesitated. Without a word, he reached into his desk drawer and pulled out an envelope. Thick. Heavy. He tossed it onto the contract. 

»First month’s salary. In advance.«

Claire’s breath hitched. The weight of it in her hands was obscene. More than she’d seen in a year. More than enough to make her forget the warning screaming in the back of her skull. Her thumb traced the edge of the cash, the paper crisp beneath her touch. Marcus watched her. The silence stretched, thick with tension, until »Sign it, Claire.«

His voice had dropped, rough with command. She exhaled. This is a mistake. But when she reached for the pen, his fingers brushed hers–just a graze of his knuckles against her wrist–and her skin burned. A shiver raced up her spine, settling low, pooling between her thighs. Heat bloomed beneath her clothes, her nipples tightening against the lace of her bra. As if he knew–of course he knew–his lips curved. Slow. Predatory. 

»Good girl,« he murmured. Her breath caught. The pen scratched against paper, sealing her fate. And when she looked up, Marcus’s eyes were black with hunger. The chapter ended there, the air between them electric with unspoken promise. This was only the beginning.
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[image: ]




The NDA was thicker than Claire had anticipated. She sat in the lobby, the leather chair cold beneath her thighs, the fluorescent lights flickering overhead like a bad omen. The papers in her hands were crisp, the ink black and uncompromising. She skimmed the first page–confidentiality, non-disclosure, legal repercussions–before flipping to the next, fingers sticking slightly to the pages from the sweat on her palms. A woman in a perfectly tailored navy suit watched her from behind the reception desk, her red lips pressed into a polite, practiced smile. Claire recognized the look–someone sizing her up, deciding if she would last. 

»Everything clear?«

the woman asked, though it wasn’t really a question. Claire swallowed. 

»It’s just... thorough.«

A soft hum of amusement. 

»It has to be.«

Something inside Claire clenched. The air in the room was too still, too controlled, like the entire facility was holding its breath. She hesitated before reaching for the pen on the desk, her pulse jumping when she realized it was weighted, expensive. The kind of pen meant for signing things you couldn’t take back. She pressed the tip to the paper. 

»No hesitation,« the woman said, and Claire’s gaze flicked up. 

»That’s good. Most girls take longer.«

A drop of unease rolled down Claire’s spine. Most girls. She signed her name. The woman took the contract with a pleased tilt of her head, slipping it into a sleek folder before turning toward a hallway. 

»Follow me.«

Claire stood on legs that didn’t feel entirely steady. The hall was dim, lined with closed doors, the hum of some unseen machine vibrating through the walls. She focused on the sharp click of the woman’s heels against the tile, the way her hips swayed just slightly–confident, unbothered. 

»You’ll be assigned a room tonight,« the woman said without looking back. 

»Dinner is at seven. Don’t be late.«

Claire opened her mouth to ask why, but then the woman stopped at a heavy steel door, pressing a keycard to the panel beside it. The lock clicked. 

»This is where you’ll be working,« she said, pushing the door open. The scent of antiseptic and something darker–metallic, almost–hit Claire first. Then the sight: a lab, pristine and gleaming, but with something off about it. A row of glass bottles sat on a shelf, each one filled to the brim with an amber liquid, the contents catching the light in a way that made her stomach twist. Overfilled. The woman stepped inside, her voice dropping to a murmur. 

»Welcome to the real job.

The door shut behind Claire with a final, irreversible click. The lab was too bright, the air too sterile, and beneath the sharp scent of antiseptic lingered something else–copper, faint but unmistakable. Blood. 

»Remove your shirt,« said the woman, already pulling on a pair of latex gloves with a practiced snap. Claire’s fingers stalled at the hem of her blouse. 

»I thought this was just paperwork.«

A slow blink. 

»Baseline measurements. Standard procedure.«

The woman–Dr. Brown, Claire realized, reading the name stitched in neat black thread on her lab coat–stepped closer. 

»Unless you’d prefer we skip it?«

The unspoken threat in her voice was clear. Claire’s pulse hammered, fingers trembling as she unbuttoned the cotton, letting it slip from her shoulders. Dr. Brown’s gaze swept over her bare skin, clinical and detached. 

»Bras too.«

Claire’s breath hitched, but she obeyed, the clasp giving way with a soft click. Cool air prickled against her nipples, already tight with nerves. 

»Lie back.«

The exam table was cold beneath her, the thin paper cover crinkling as she settled onto it. Dr. Brown didn’t speak as she adjusted the overhead light, the glare burning white behind Claire’s eyelids as she squeezed them shut. The first touch was impersonal–gloved fingers pressing into the soft flesh of her breast, kneading with methodical precision. Claire bit the inside of her cheek, focusing on the hum of the machines across the room, the faint tick-tick-tick of a cooling fan. Then A sharp pinch. Her eyes flew open as latex-covered fingers closed around her nipple, twisting just enough to make her gasp. 

»Responsive,« Dr. Brown murmured, jotting something on a clipboard. 

»Expected, given your profile.«

Claire’s cheeks burned. 

»What does that mean?«

»It means your body reacts predictably.«

Another pinch, harder this time. Claire’s hips jerked, shame curling low in her stomach as heat pooled between her thighs. No, no, no »Interesting,« Dr. Brown said, watching the flush spread down Claire’s chest. 

»You’re wet.«

Claire’s breath stuttered. 

»That wasn’t a question.«

The doctor’s fingers dragged lower, tracing the dip of her ribs, the soft give of her stomach. 

»We measure everything here. Physiological responses. Neurological engagement. Biochemical reactions.«

A pause. 

»You’re producing endorphins. Adrenaline. Oxytocin.«

Claire turned her face away, nails digging into her palms. 

»Look at me.«

She couldn’t. A gloved hand grabbed her chin, forcing her gaze up. Dr. Brown’s eyes were dark, unreadable. 

»You’re not here to hide. You’re here to be studied. Understood?«

The words sank like claws into Claire’s skin. Studied. Like a specimen. A mechanical whirr cut through the silence as a set of restraints slid from the sides of the table–sleek black leather, buckles gleaming. 

»For consistency,« Dr. Brown said, tightening the first cuff around Claire’s wrist. 

»We can’t have you squirming.«

Cold metal kissed Claire’s skin as the second restraint locked into place. Panic clawed up her throat–but beneath it, something worse. Arousal. Fuck. Dr. Brown’s mouth curved, slow and knowing. 

»Good girl.«

The words shouldn’t have made her pulse jump. They did anyway. The next touch was cruel in its indifference–fingers circling her nipple, tugging, testing, while the doctor noted every hitch of her breath. Every flinch. Every helpless, traitorous moan. Claire’s thighs pressed together, desperate for friction, for relief. Dr. Brown’s gaze flicked down. 

»You can’t stop it, can you?«

A pause. 

»That’s why you’re here.«

Claire swallowed hard. The truth tasted bitter. She wasn’t in control. And that That was the point.

The air in the examination room thickened, heavy with the scent of antiseptic and the slow, deliberate rasp of Dr. Brown’s breathing. Claire lay pinned beneath the restraints, her pulse thudding in her throat, her skin alive with unwanted awareness. Every brush of latex against her bare flesh sent tremors through her, her body betraying her with every hitched breath, every involuntary arch of her spine. Dr. Brown circled the table, his movements calculated, his attention dissecting her as thoroughly as his hands had. The leather strap of his watch creaked as he flexed his fingers, the only sign of tension in his otherwise clinical demeanor. 

»Your resistance is predictable,« he mused, thumb grazing the inside of her knee. Claire flinched, but there was nowhere to go–just the cold press of the table beneath her, the unyielding grip of the restraints. 

»I’m not resisting,« she lied. His dark eyes flicked to hers, unimpressed. 

»Lying is counterproductive, Claire.«

She hated the way her name sounded in his mouth–condescending, possessive, as if he already owned the syllables. Her fingers twitched against the cuffs. 

»Why does this feel less like an evaluation and more like...«

She bit the inside of her cheek, refusing to finish the thought. 

»More like what?«

His voice dropped, low and dangerous. Claire exhaled shakily. 

»Like you’re playing with me.«

A slow, humorless smile curved his lips. 

»I assure you, Claire, this is all very scientific.«
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