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His stare was unfocused beneath me—half-lidded, distant—caught in a cycle he couldn’t escape. His arms quivered, muscles locking in resistance, clinging to the precipice as if breath were a luxury. Every frantic heartbeat sent a tremor through him, a symphony of restrained need and buried fear etched into the tense lines of his body.

Sweat slicked his skin, beading in anticipation, each drop a promise of the release he craved yet dreaded. My palms pressed hard against his chest, grounding him as my hips moved in deliberate, sinuous arcs, dragging him deeper into the snare. The sound he made echoed—not lust, but panic cloaked in desire—a throaty expression of surrender he could barely comprehend.

His name had vanished the moment he swaggered in, all bravado and posturing. They always entered that way, confidence intoxicating—until it crumbled into something raw and malleable. I welcomed it. I’d dismantled men more formidable before my morning coffee.

When his hands crept up my sides, a futile attempt to reclaim dominance he’d already lost, I raked my nails down the tender skin of his wrist. His reaction was instant, a sharp recoil, as if I’d drawn blood—a primal response that shattered his performance of control.

“Try that again,” I murmured, voice a threat wrapped in silk, “and I stop.”

The words hung heavy, a promise twisting around his restraint. A moan caught in his throat, his head falling back, exposing the raw vulnerability in his submission. A silent plea behind parted lips—an unspoken acknowledgment of the shift that left him breathless.

I gave him no quarter, grinding down with purpose, finding that edge that made him convulse. Every movement a calculated tease, pushing him closer to the abyss he feared and craved. My rhythm didn’t falter, indifferent to his unraveling. His cries cut through the charged air—pointless, resonant, underscoring the futility of resistance.

When it came, it was raw—undiluted, stripped of spectacle. I closed my eyes, breath steady against the wave. No gasps. No pretense. Just heat—sharp, consuming—ripping through every nerve until the last tremor ebbed. My thighs held him through the final shiver, then released. Done.

Still, he kept moving—pointless, desperate—pride refusing extinction. It was almost tender, that denial of the end.

“We’re done.”

His head lifted, dazed, lips parted to reclaim some scrap of control. The words failed, caught between defiance and surrender.

“But I’m not—”

It slipped out like a confession—fragile, unfinished.

I slid off without haste, still humming inside my skin. His boxers lay on the floor. I bent, picked them up, and dropped them onto his chest like a canceled appointment.

“Not my problem, sweetheart,” I said, voice cool and final. “I don’t revisit men who finish last.”

Confusion flickered first, then pride fractured. He clutched the fabric like it could anchor him.

“Damn,” he rasped. “It’s like that?”

I turned away, let silk whisper along my body, the robe brushing nerves that still remembered pleasure. The fabric kissed sensitive flesh; satisfaction needed no witness.

“Exactly like that,” I answered, knotting the sash. “You thought being hard was the qualification?”

He leaned forward, elbows to knees, pride collapsing into his hands.

“I mean... you did come, right?”

I glanced back, brow lifting with quiet danger.

“I always do,” I said, steady as gravity. “This is my arena. You? You were a seat.”

His mouth opened, then shut. No protest. No language for loss.

I crossed the room, poured tequila—two fingers, clean and sharp. The glass chimed against crystal like judgment rendered.

“Need a ride,” I asked, “or are you sulking until morning?”

He scrambled, yanked his jeans on without argument. The door clicked shut, and silence settled like something satisfied.

I exhaled, free of his scent, his noise, the static of his wanting.

The tequila burned down smooth and unapologetic. I set the glass aside and walked to the bathroom. Marble cooled beneath my feet; gold trim caught the light as steam turned the mirror to haze. The robe slipped away.

Heat poured over me, tracing my spine, reclaiming every inch. I tilted into it, eyes closed, letting water rinse away sweat, ego, and any lingering ghost of him. Fingers drifted along my thigh, glided to my hip—a quiet reminder.

This body belongs to me first. Always.

By the time I emerged, fog had cloaked the glass, and the air smelled of eucalyptus. My skin thrummed with ownership. Wrapped in a towel, I stretched across the bed.

The phone lay on the nightstand. I reached for it, smirking as I flipped the camera. Angling it to show the towel but frame the flush on my chest, I hit call.

Mya answered, her face expectant, poised for interrogation. “Why do you look like you’ve had a spiritual awakening?”

I grinned. “Because that’s exactly it.”

She squinted, leaning in. “Wait... did he put in effort?”

I rolled my eyes, tugging at a damp curl. “I did the work. He was merely the cardio.”

Her laughter came quick. “You look satisfied, though.”

I chewed my lip, considering. “I am, but I’m also bored.”

Her head tilted, eyes narrowing. “Or maybe you’re bored because you’ve been in control too long.”

A slow smile curled across my face. “And you say that like it’s a bad thing.”

“I’m just saying.” She lifted her hands in mock surrender, wine glass catching the light. “If you keep waking up alone and unbothered, maybe it’s no longer about power. Maybe it’s about impact.”

I studied her, noting the gloss smudged on her lips. “Impact only matters if they endure it.”

She snorted. “You’re a real villain.”

“And the city still applauds my victories.”

Mya leaned back, hair wrapped in satin, nails tapping her glass like a ticking clock. “The city applauds, huh? Is that why your voice has that edge?”

I raised an eyebrow. “What edge?”

“That post-fuck silence tension,” she remarked, swirling her wine.

A restrained laugh slipped out. “Are you diagnosing me via FaceTime now?”

“I’ve been diagnosing you since sophomore year—when you expelled that boy mid-climax for saying ‘bae.’ Don’t deny it.”

“He should’ve known better.”

“True, but he left your apartment without pants, and you didn’t even blink.”

I reclined against the headboard, eyes tracking the slow revolutions of the ceiling fan. “I value my straightforwardness. I want what I desire and I take it. That’s not performance; it’s discipline.”

She tilted her head, studying me. “Then why do you always seem to defend it?”

Touché.

I angled the phone downward, catching my reflection in the screen’s corner. Damp curls clung to my face. “Maybe I’m waiting for someone who can genuinely take the lead,” I murmured.

Her glass paused midair. “Are you sure that’s what you want?” she asked softly, sipping with purpose, watching like she was waiting to see if I’d admit the truth or bury it.

“I don’t know if I want to be led,” I said flatly. “But I’m tired of carrying dead weight.”

She pinned me with a knowing stare. “You know your issue, Karma?”

“Oh God. Here we go.”

Her lips curved. “You confuse surrender with weakness. But sometimes, letting go is the most commanding move.”

I dragged a hand down my face and rolled my eyes. “That belongs on a throw pillow.”

We both laughed. She lifted her glass toward the screen.

“You know I’m here for you, right?”

“Yes, and I love you for it.”

“Love you too, Karma. Don’t stay up admiring your reflection again.”

“No promises.”

Her soft laugh lingered as the screen went dark.

I lay there for a while, towel loosening, city noise seeping through glass and steel. Lights crawled the walls like slow fire. Mya always perceived more than I revealed, and part of me resented how accurate she was.

The Next Morning

I slept deeply, unburdened by regret, sprawled across silk sheets, limbs confidently claiming space. The first vibration of my phone resonated—subtle, insistent. Subsequent alerts formed a parade of reminders, intruding on the morning. The business world was already in motion, scrambling to keep pace with someone perpetually ahead.

I inhaled slowly, eyes closed as sunrise spilled through floor-to-ceiling glass. When I opened them, the city stretched before me, bathed in soft gold.

My six-hundred-square-foot closet awaited like a devoted attendant. I entered barefoot and emerged in a white silk pantsuit that kissed my skin like a whisper. Gold stilettos completed the look, and my hair was secured with precision.

By 9:17 a.m., I was seated opposite a trust fund heiress in pearls, two attorneys billing by the minute, and a real estate tycoon whose gaze lingered on my lips whenever I spoke. We weren’t negotiating—we were finalizing. Twelve million. Waterfront. Full asking price.

“Congratulations,” someone offered.

I signed the closing documents with a Montblanc pen, smiling as I waited for wire confirmation before relaxing. “The pleasure is mine,” I replied—because by then, it was. They posed for photos; I did not. Flashbulbs weren’t my currency. Power was.

Outside, my driver waited in a black Tesla with custom cream interiors. Back at the penthouse, I poured a second glass of champagne. Victories deserved to be savored—even predictable ones. On the balcony, I watched Miami shimmer in the heat, unaware of its ownership.

My phone buzzed—a restricted number. Ominous. Intriguing. I hesitated just long enough to feel the thrill of the unknown before answering. The voice that greeted me was male, its smooth, deep octave carefully measured—a velvet glove to my senses.

“Mr. Black demands your presence. Tonight.”

The call ended abruptly, leaving me alone with my racing heart and a whisper of breath caught in my throat. Mr. Black—a name as enigmatic as the shadows gathering around me. I stared at my phone, knuckles white around the champagne glass, bubbles teasing against my skin in the cool evening air. The address remained on the screen like a dare—coordinates pointing to the hidden heart of the city’s most secretive corners.

“Clear tomorrow’s schedule,” I instructed my assistant, anticipation seeping into my voice like a slow poison. Her swift reply—a thumbs-up emoji paired with a side-eye—felt like silent approval.

With a gentle click, I closed the balcony doors, the cityscape now a backdrop to my galloping nerves. My reflection caught me off guard—a silhouette of bare skin shimmering with effervescent champagne, lips parted as if expecting a kiss from the night itself.

The closet surrounded me like a lover’s embrace. I reached for a matte black sleeveless jumpsuit—high-necked, meticulously tailored to sculpt every curve. Gold cuffs encircled my wrists, and I embraced the freedom of no bra, inviting sensation to flirt against bare skin. My makeup was clean; lids smoked just enough, lips matte and inviting. A single understated ring graced my finger. Thick-soled black slides replaced my usual heels, grounding me for whatever awaited.

In the mirror, I became mystery personified—an enigma wrapped in allure.

The screen buzzed again: Arrival at 10:00 PM.

By the time I flipped the phone back into my clutch, the G-Wagon awaited below, its matte finish devouring every shard of light. I slid into the back seat, legs crossing as I settled, fingers drumming a slow rhythm against the clutch while the city blurred beyond tinted glass.

The architecture shifted—an urban metamorphosis from familiar to clandestine.

The streets narrowed. Buildings leaned in, as if shielding the secrets nested within. This wasn’t a destination—it was an invitation into the veiled world of the elite.

At the entrance stood a solitary man. His suit was razor-cut, his demeanor relaxed but steeped in quiet command. His gaze swept over me with calculated precision before he nodded, granting passage.

Inside, the air thickened with expectation. The hallway devoured sound, light dimmed to whispers against the walls. Security was invisible—every glance, nod, and precise click affirmed the sanctity of belonging.

Then the hallway opened into the lounge, where sandalwood, aged liquor, and cigar smoke spiraled in an aromatic ballet, curling toward the ceiling. Surfaces beckoned with the promise of seduction, yet offered no reprieve from the intensity they stirred. Music thrummed beneath the floor—alive, primal—syncing with my pulse in a rhythm I couldn’t slow.

My gaze swept the room, drawn to one corner—a gravity well bending space with its pull. I found him there.

First, his hand—fingers long and assured, cradling a cigar as its smoke unfurled in a perfect ribbon. Then, his body—each muscle held in poised stillness, a paradox of leisure and threat.

And finally, his eyes—dark, deliberate, patient—locking onto mine with impossible steadiness.

His suit absorbed the ambient light, rendering him an enigma seated in shadow. His gaze was a force unto itself, commanding time to bend. My chest tightened, pressure mounting, daring me to break. The tension in my grip around the clutch was electric, but I willed myself to release it. Three heartbeats later, I crossed the room.

I lowered myself into the chair opposite him—spine straight, legs crossed deliberately, chin defiantly raised. He set aside the cigar, eyes never leaving mine. From his jacket pocket, a black folder glided across the glass table, stopping with a weight that echoed between us. I let it rest, the leather surface capturing a ghostly reflection of my face.

Inside: words and numbers etched with precision, each sharper than a blade’s edge.

$2.5 million.

Ninety days of compliance.

My pause was deliberate—a chess move in a silent war. Was I chosen for what I could offer—or what he intended to extract?

I lifted my head and met his gaze. His expression was carved from stone, patience stretched taut like a bowstring. He wasn’t negotiating. He was measuring resistance—testing how far I’d go before folding.

“Are you serious?” My voice sliced through the silence, a scalpel testing flesh for weakness.

Smoke curled upward, an unbroken ribbon marking the beat between us. His breath, slow and deliberate, punctuated the stillness. Rising, I smoothed a hand down my hip as if to brush away lint—a gesture casual, dismissive.

“You’ve chosen the wrong woman.”

He let me leave unchallenged, tapping the ash from his cigar with a gentleness that landed like a slammed door.

The doors whispered shut behind me, sealing the verdict inside the lounge.

The car ride stretched long and silent, thick as velvet concealing blades. The folder radiated heat inside my clutch, warping the air with its challenge. Someone had marked me—known my face, my tells, orchestrated my entanglement with a confidence bordering on audacity.

A soft laugh slipped free as the G-Wagon crossed the bridge—more defiant than amused.

The garage swallowed the vehicle, and I stepped out before the driver could reach me. My heels struck marble once before I entered the elevator. The reflection that met me was composed—lips faintly curved, eyes veiled. Beneath the mask, unease circled like sharks scenting blood.

The penthouse opened into shadowed silence. I slipped off my shoes, the chill of the marble both soothing and sharp. Tequila in hand, I swallowed the burn, grounding myself in the now. But the current beneath my skin refused to settle. The folder was still there—unyielding, uninvited, and impossible to ignore.

Instinct, more than intention, had me unlocking my phone. Fingers danced over search engines and directories—reverse image scans, whispers of elite clubs, digital trails buried deep. Nothing. Not a trace of the building. No record of the man.

All I had was a name that wasn’t a name—Mr. Black.

He had slipped into my night like fine smoke—untouchable, uncapturable—and vanished, leaving behind a knot of tension coiling beneath my skin. It didn’t warn me away. It invited me deeper.

And that was the problem.

I already craved the cost of surrender.
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The morning light crawled across the floor, laying a ribbon of gold over the Persian rug as I pushed the duvet aside. The balcony door stood cracked, the breeze sliding over bare skin with a reminder—comfort was a trap. Sleep had been shallow, fractured by the image of that black folder, the phantom drag of its weight on my wrist, and the face behind it.

His gaze lingered like a ghost—sharp, unyielding. I’d felt exposed, raw, as if he’d peeled back layers I wasn’t ready to show. The way he placed that folder on the table, its presence thick in the air between us—it had felt like a dare.

I had always controlled the game. But last night, I’d been the one watched, measured. His presence was a force I hadn’t anticipated, one that made the usual power dynamics feel like child’s play.

Did I really want to play? To let him in?

But today wasn’t his.

At least, that’s the lie I told myself.

I rose, hips swaying to a rhythm no audience needed, and disappeared into the closet. A cream wrap dress slid off the hanger and onto my body, silk hugging my waist, gaping just enough at the collar to let sunlight tease the hollow of my throat. Gold hoops. A slim chain. Oversized tortoiseshell shades. My feet slipped into tan leather mules while jasmine and sandalwood misted over my neck—a scent that lingered just long enough to make people question whether I wanted them... or just their attention.

My curls were brushed into a soft cloud, edges sharp and defined.

My phone buzzed as I snatched the keys from the marble entry table.

Mya: Brunch spot confirmed. Eleven o’clock. Don’t be late, bad bitch.

A smirk tugged at my mouth as I slid the phone into my clutch and turned toward the waiting elevator. Whatever Mr. Black had set in motion wasn’t over—but if he thought a folder and a stare could stake a claim, he was about to learn how wrong quiet can be.

The café was Miami gloss done right—a Black-owned gem tucked between a spa and a boutique law office, bougie without effort. White-linen tables stretched across the patio beneath gold-trimmed umbrellas, the air humming with citrus, coconut oil, and basslines from a passing car. Laughter drifted from the patio, tangled with the char of jerk chicken and the syrup-sweet bite of perfume that wasn’t mine.

Mya was already there, commanding the space effortlessly. Legs crossed, champagne flute molded to her fingers like an extension of her resolve. Her sunglasses concealed most of her expression; her locs, pulled into a low bun, screamed less about fashion and more about readiness—for confrontation, not pleasantries.

The hostess barely murmured my name before Mya stood, pulling me into a hug that breathed bergamot, lavender, and zero tolerance for lies.

“You look like trouble wrapped in luxury,” she murmured as she slipped back into her seat, voice a whisper of silk edged in steel.

“And you look like you’ve been passing judgment all night.”

Her laughter was a blade, slicing through the air with precision.

“Not in advance, love. I’m assessing you in real time.”

Before my retort could cut through, the server arrived, placing a basket of honey-glazed cornbread between us—a silent offering, or perhaps a bribe. I glanced at the menu out of habit—shrimp and grits, always laced with extra heat, a lemon wedge squeezed just enough. Mya ordered the same, her gaze never wavering from mine.

She leaned closer, a slow, deliberate move, her smile a shadow of something darker. “So.” She removed her glasses, her eyes piercing, the kind of stare that unraveled truths hidden even from oneself. “Last night on FaceTime—what the hell was that?”

I took a sip of water, the cold seeping into me like armor against whatever storm brewed between us. “Bitch, did you set me up?”

Her brow arched in genuine curiosity. “Why the fuck would I do that?”

I measured her, weighing words unsaid. I recalled confessing my craving for surrender, for someone to take the reins. I snapped back to the present, smoothing the napkin over my lap. “Nothing. It’s just... something happened. And it was... weird.”

“Weird how?” Her voice was a calm current, but her eyes, they gleamed sharp as broken glass.

“Weird like a call from someone named Mr. Black. Like places that vanish from online maps. Contracts slid across tables with ‘Obey me. No questions.’ scrawled in ink.”

Her blink was deliberate, a slow-motion revelation. “A contract.”

“An actual contract.” My fingers traced the napkin’s edge, seeking purchase. “Black folder, signature lines, clauses about obedience, time limits, payouts.”

“And you stayed?”

“I left.” The words were smooth, practiced, but my gut twisted with the half-truth. “Told him he chose the wrong mark.”

Her eyebrow lifted, disbelief mingling with intrigue. “But you kept it.”

One nod, a silent admission.

She leaned back, sunlight playing off her gold hoops. “You know what that sounds like, right?”

I met her gaze, unwavering. “Do I strike you as someone unaware of the path they tread?”

“No.” Her voice softened, a low, dangerous timbre. “You look like someone who thinks they can tame a storm simply by striding into it in heels.”

The server returned, placing steaming bowls before us—grits lush and creamy, shrimp kissed by flames, the aroma intoxicating, yet my fork remained still.

“He kept his distance,” I murmured, voice a shadow, “Never reached. Never leaned. Just watched—like my refusal was merely stagecraft.”

Mya stirred her grits, rhythmic, thoughtful. “What’s your next move?”

“I’ll read it,” I promised, voice steady. “Every word, every clause, and then I’ll choose.”

“And if it’s what you want?”

I tore a piece of cornbread languidly, my smile curving with no promise of warmth.

“Then I’ll let him believe he’s steering the ship... until I remind him whose storm he’s dared to sail.”

Mya held still, her fork poised above the mound of grits on her plate. The polished silver tines hovered mid-air, catching the faint glow of sunlight streaming through the café’s wide glass windows. Her stillness wasn’t hesitation—it was deliberate, a pause weighted with thought. The air between us thickened, the unspoken pressing down until the rest of the café faded into a distant hum. It was just us and the silence, humming with everything I hadn’t said.

“You talk about reading the contract like it’s a lease agreement,” she said finally, her voice calm but edged with precision—like the moment before a blade presses too close to skin. Her gaze didn’t waver, pinning me in place as effectively as any hand could. “But your face says you’ve been carrying it in your head since you left that room.”

Direct hit. Her words landed with the kind of accuracy only Mya could wield. The truth scraped just beneath the surface of my carefully controlled exterior, like nails against glass. I shifted slightly in my seat, fingers brushing the edge of my napkin, as if grounding myself in something tangible might help.

“It’s not the contract I keep replaying,” I said after a measured pause. My voice was steady, but there was a tightness coiled behind it, like an elastic band stretched too far. I slid my napkin back across my lap, giving myself something to do with my hands. “It’s the silence around it. The way he handed it over—no pitch, no performance—as if the folder already contained every answer.”

Mya tilted her head just enough for her earrings—a pair of delicate gold hoops—to catch the light. Her gaze narrowed slightly, a mixture of curiosity and calculation flickering in her dark eyes. “He made no show of himself?”

A sound escaped me—half breath, half laugh, tinged with disbelief at how perfectly she’d zeroed in on that detail. “None,” I admitted, shaking my head slightly as if even now I couldn’t fully believe it myself. “No name-dropping. No flex. No charm. He didn’t lean into the moment.” I paused, letting the memory settle between us before adding quietly, almost to myself, “He was the moment.”

Her lips parted slightly at that, her fork lowering to rest against the rim of her plate. “So,” she began slowly, her voice dipping into a contemplative tone that told me she was about to strike again, “what did you feel? Challenged? Threatened?”

I let out a real laugh this time—low and honest, surprising even to me. It rumbled up from somewhere deep within where tension usually took root. “Intrigued,” I said simply.

Her brow arched in response, and she leaned forward just slightly, resting her elbows lightly on the table’s edge. “And you hate being intrigued by a man.”

“I hate being intrigued by anything I can’t read,” I corrected smoothly, though there was no mistaking the edge of truth in her assessment.

Mya stirred her mimosa with the stem of her fork, watching as the tiny bubbles rose to the surface like miniature alarms signaling something just beneath them. Her movements were slow and deliberate, as though giving me space to process—or perhaps just enjoying watching me squirm under her scrutiny.

“Tell me about the contract,” she said finally, her voice softer now but no less direct.

I exhaled sharply through my nose, fingers tightening ever so slightly around the stem of my glass. The weight of that question slid across my skin like Florida heat: thick, clinging, unavoidable.

“I only skimmed,” I admitted after a pause, though even saying it out loud felt like a half-truth given how much those few words had consumed me since they were handed over. “Formal. Structured.” My gaze flicked up to meet hers again before adding pointedly, “All on his terms. Ninety days.”

Her eyes sharpened at that—not with surprise, but with an almost predatory kind of understanding that made me shift again in my seat.

“And how did that feel?” she asked quietly.

The question didn’t land like idle curiosity. It landed like a dare—a challenge wrapped in velvet but sharp all the same.

I met her gaze head-on as I lifted my glass to take a careful sip of water. “Like somebody had studied me,” I said finally, each word deliberate and weighted. “Not just what I want—but what I fight.”

She leaned back then, her posture relaxing slightly as sunlight threaded through her lashes and cast faint patterns across her cheeks. A small smile curved at the corner of her lips—not smug, but knowing.

“Last night you said you were bored,” she murmured softly, almost as if to herself. Then her gaze sharpened again as it locked onto mine once more. “This one didn’t bore you.”

“No,” I admitted without hesitation.

“And now you’re trying to decide if you’re reading that contract out of curiosity...” She paused just long enough for me to feel the weight of what was coming next before finishing with quiet precision: “...or hunger.”

My jaw stayed still—it had to—but my stomach didn’t get the memo. Something coiled inside me then, something deep and visceral that pulled tighter with every second.

“I don’t need a man to give me direction,” I said slowly, each word carefully chosen even as they felt dragged out of me against my will. My voice dipped quieter then—almost a whisper—but there was no mistaking the weight behind them: “...But maybe I want someone who can take the reins without fumbling them.”

It hung there between us—the confession I hadn’t even realized was clawing its way out until it was already laid bare in front of her.

Mya’s smile softened then—not in victory but in something gentler, warmer—as though she’d just watched something fragile crawl out from hiding and wasn’t about to scare it back into its shell.

“Storms don’t drown,” she said softly after a moment’s pause, her voice carrying an almost lyrical quality that made it impossible not to listen closely. “Oceans do.”

I gave her a look then—half exasperation, but mostly gratitude for breaking whatever spell had settled over us with those words alone.

“If you drop one more poetic metaphor on me like I’m one of your clients—”

“You are a client,” she shot back with a laugh that bubbled up effortlessly from deep within her chest. “You just happen to wear it in silk.”

The check arrived then—a leather folio slipped discreetly onto our table alongside two chilled bottles of spring water whose condensation dripped lazily down their sides onto pristine white napkins below them.

Mya pulled it toward her without hesitation before I could even reach for it myself.

“I got it,” she said firmly.

I arched an eyebrow at that—and at her—but didn’t argue immediately either. Instead: “Therapy rates must be booming.”

Her eyes gleamed mischievously as she tucked her card into place without missing a beat. “You’re not the only one with secrets, babe.”

She didn’t elaborate—and maybe she didn’t need to because what lingered between us wasn’t just about contracts or intrigue or boredom anymore—it was about something far deeper: control versus surrender... hunger versus restraint... oceans versus storms.

“I don’t need to be led,” I said again quietly as we stood to leave moments later—less for her benefit than mine this time—but there was no mistaking how much heavier those words felt now than when they’d first passed through my lips earlier that morning.

Mya exhaled slowly beside me then—measured and deliberate—as though weighing something carefully before speaking again.

“That’s,” she said finally after another pause that felt endless but somehow necessary all at once, “the most honest thing you’ve said all year.”

“And what,” I asked quietly as we stepped out into sunlight so bright it felt almost blinding after so much intensity inside moments ago, “am I supposed to do with it?”

Her smile softened. “Read the contract. Alone. Quietly. No armor. Not as Karma the closer. Not Karma the dominant. As the woman who’s tired of steering her own pleasure. Read it like a risk worth taking, not a transaction to out-negotiate.”

My mind flickered back to the last time I’d let myself believe something was more than transactional. The sting of betrayal was fresh, the lessons etched deep. Vulnerability felt like exposure, a risk I wasn’t sure was worth taking. Yet, beneath the skepticism, a whisper of curiosity stirred—a desire for something beyond what I could control or predict.

The server returned. Mya slid her card into the folio before I could reach for mine.

“I can cover my own meal,” I said.

Her look made it clear she’d always known that. “Today I’m paying for the conversation,” she replied.

I let her.

The ride home moved slow, Miami thick with heat and quiet tension. My sunglasses slid low on my nose as the contract sat on my lap like sealed temptation. I opened the folder, fingers steady, drawing the document free. Cream-colored paper.

As the city blurred by, I couldn’t help but recall other contracts I’d signed—pages inked with ambition, power, and control. Each one a testament to my prowess, yet none felt as personal as this. This contract wasn’t just business; it was an intrusion, a challenge to my carefully curated life. The shadows of past negotiations whispered in my ear, reminding me of victories—and the cost of each.

My fingertips hovered at the edge before turning the first page.

At the top, in a crisp serif font:

CONTRACT OF OBEDIENCE — PRIVATE AND CONFIDENTIAL.

My pulse answered before my mind did. Not fear. Focus.

Below the title, the language shifted into legal precision—but the presence behind it lived in every word. It felt curated. Clean. Unsettlingly personal. Nothing inside was written to shock. Every clause moved with intent—structured, exact, intimate.

This wasn’t humiliation. Or pain.

It was surrender designed with boundaries.

Control offered like an invitation.

The G-Wagon eased under the awning of my building. I didn’t move. The contract sat open across my lap; one hand pressed to the folded edge while contradiction coiled beneath my ribs like breath held too long.

The driver opened my door, snapping the trance.

“Thank you,” I mumbled, voice barely above a whisper as I stepped out. My gaze lingered on the driver’s impassive expression, wondering if he too sensed the gravity of the document I clutched so tightly. As the door shut behind me, a thought crossed my mind: Am I truly ready to see this through?

I slid the folder shut, tucked it beneath my arm, and stepped out. My heels met the stone with a soft, certain click—a sound that followed me through the hush of the lobby.

The elevator opened into my private vestibule. Marble swallowed my footsteps. The door sealed behind me.

Everything inside this penthouse existed because I allowed it.

Shoes off. Clutch to the entry table. Barefoot steps across cool marble until I reached the living room. The black folder waited where I’d left it, matte exterior gleaming like a dare. I picked it up and sank onto the couch, one leg curled beneath me. The tequila from earlier sweated on the side table, ice half-melted. I took a slow sip and opened the folder again.

Pages whispered under my fingers. Ink—precise, deliberate. I skimmed past the familiar clauses—control, obedience, silence, restraint—until one centered line caught me mid-breath.

My jaw tightened. Eyes fixed.

This wasn’t about touch. Not sex.

It was about me. About how I thought. About lies I supposedly told myself.

Audacity lit in my chest like a match.

The folder snapped shut with a crisp flick. Tequila burned deeper as I drained the glass. I set it down harder than intended and stood.

Standing alone in the stillness of her penthouse, I felt the weight of the folder once more. It wasn't just a piece of paper; it was a catalyst. Casting aside the layers I presented to the world felt like shedding armor, exposing the woman beneath—the one I rarely acknowledged yet longed to be.

Tonight, I would face the unknown, unadorned and unapologetic.

Through the bedroom doors. Into the closet. A black oversized hoodie over bare skin, drawstrings pulled tight. No makeup. No heels. No curated image. Just me—clean-faced, moisturized, wearing the same slides I’d once used on staging days before closing multimillion-dollar deals.

He wanted honesty? He’d get it. Delivered in person, stripped of performance, carrying the fire he thought he could tame. If he believed power lived in theatrics, he’d already miscalculated. Keys in hand, folder under my arm. No bag. No plan. Only a phone, lip balm, and a mood pitched somewhere between confrontation and curiosity.

The city blurred past like background noise. I didn’t text Mya. She’d read the truth in my face tomorrow. Maybe even smile at the fact I’d gone one page deeper than I intended.

A black town car waited at the curb.

He stood where he’d said he’d be. I walked toward him, hands in my hoodie pocket. The woman he’d met last night had been curated; this one was not. I stopped in front of him and stayed standing.

“You want obedience, structure, boundaries—even denial. Fine.” My voice carried low, steady. “But that line? About lying to myself? You don’t write rules about my mind.”

His head tilted slowly, stare unreadable, stillness holding the weight of an entire room. “Don’t I?”

I held his glare, letting the silence measure him. “We’ve met once,” I said, tone even, cool beneath the words.

“That clause wasn’t written to accuse you,” he said. His voice stayed smooth, anchored. “It was written to invite you to stop pretending there’s nothing left to hide.”

A laugh left me. “You think a sentence on a page will crack me open? Like you’re the first man to treat me like an experiment?”

“No,” he replied, voice softer but edged with certainty. “But I may be the first you’ll allow.”

I stepped closer, heat rising under my restraint. “You don’t know me. Not enough to touch my mind. And certainly not enough to write your authority into my bloodstream like a script you expect me to memorize.”

His eyes didn’t waver. “And yet you came back.”

I ignored the pull behind my ribs. “I came back to make it clear I don’t need fixing,” I said. “I don’t need clarity or care or whatever brand of psychological seduction you’re dressing this contract in.”

“You didn’t come back to protest either,” he said calmly.

I swallowed once. He gestured toward the chair; one brow raised. “No pressure,” he said, “but if you sit down, I’ll let you read the part that I know made you come back.”

I sucked my teeth, loud enough to make sure he knew I was annoyed. The eye roll that followed was damn near instinct. But it didn’t stop me from sitting either.

The chair was low and wide. It creaked softly as I crossed one leg over the other. I leaned back; my arms draped along the sides. He watched me settle, as if he’d counted on the protest before the surrender. I let my eyes linger on him, really linger.

Last night I’d clocked the suit, the voice, the presence. But now, in this stillness, under this dim, honeyed lighting, I let my stare take its time. The cut of his jaw was all unyielding geometry—bone carved with intention, shadowed just enough to whisper something brutal beneath the polish. His mouth was the kind women wrote fiction about—full, firm, with a bottom lip that promised weight. He had a slight crease between his brows.

And his eyes... goddamn. They were dark, unreadable, steady as steel cooled in water. They were patient. Like he knew how to wait for a woman to unravel and didn’t mind the time it took. He wasn’t watching me to admire. He was watching me like he already understood what I’d do before I knew it myself.

He wasn’t just attractive—he was dangerous in the most exquisite way. Beautiful like a secret you weren’t sure you should say out loud. Beautiful like a man who had nothing left to prove and everything under control. And it made me nervous, which I hated. I looked away first. Just to remind myself I still could.

He reached for the folder, flipping past the page I’d burned into memory, past the ones I hadn’t dared read yet. His finger stopped deeper, tapping once—an invitation without urgency. I leaned in, scanning the lines. He watched me read like he was timing my breath.

Then his voice dropped, smooth and low. “If you’re done throwing your little tantrum... read.”

The words landed across my pride with the kind of clean slap you feel before you even react. My head turned slow, my gaze slicing toward him.

“Excuse me?”

He stared me down. “You heard me.”

He let the words hang there. I should have walked out. I should’ve scoffed, snapped the folder shut, and reminded him exactly who I was.

But I looked back to the page.

The paragraph was tight, written with a legal precision that hid the filth between the lines. As I read, it felt like the paper was breathing against my fingers. I skimmed the opening lines. The first sentence was blunt enough to slap. The second was darker.

By the third, I felt the heat behind my ribs shift.

That’s when his voice slid across the space between us—low, steady, no room for question.

"Out loud."

My eyes lifted, slow. "What?"

"Read it," he said. "I want to hear you."

A loud exhale left my nose—half laugh, half disbelief. "You want me to read it to you like some bedtime story?"

"I want to hear how the rules sound in your mouth. Otherwise, they’re just ink. And you’ll learn exactly how I feel about suggestions."

The air between us thickened. I should’ve argued. Instead, I lowered my eyes and let the words drag themselves over my tongue.

"Obedience is not a suggestion. It is the foundation of this agreement."

His silence made the sentence land harder.

"The Submissive shall surrender control of physical pleasure, sexual access, and emotional exposure to the Dominant for the duration of the agreement."

The word surrender caught in my throat before sliding out, tasting expensive and dangerous. I hated that my pulse jumped.

I turned the page with a steady hand. "The Submissive shall not climax without verbal permission."

His chair creaked as he leaned back, eyes piercing me. My legs crossed tighter, tongue wetting my bottom lip without consent. And still, I kept reading.

“The Submissive shall not initiate physical contact without instruction or invitation. The Submissive may leave at any time, but once the agreement is terminated, access is permanently revoked,” I continued, voice even.

I looked up. Nothing. His silence did more damage than most men’s best speeches. My eyes dropped back to the page.

"The Submissive shall maintain clear, direct communication unless instructed otherwise. Silence is not a weapon. Discomfort is not to be hidden. Secrets are grounds for termination."

My teeth clicked softly, but I didn’t stop.

"The Submissive shall not lie to herself or others while under the Dominant’s care."

I stopped. The words stung—not like an insult, but like truth.

"That one still bothering you?" His voice slid through the quiet.

I drew in a slow breath and turned the page. My fingers were steady, but pride smoldered beneath the surface. I leaned back, letting the folder rest in my lap.

“What happens if I tear it up?”

His answer came without pause—calm, flat, final. “Nothing. You walk out. I forget your name.”

A slow, cold smile curled at my mouth as I lifted my gaze. “But you didn’t forget it last night.”

His jaw flexed. “I don’t waste memory.”

I slid my hand from the page and closed the folder—slow, deliberate. I wasn’t giving it back. My eyes dragged over him—unapologetically now.

“So, this is what it looks like,” I said, voice smooth, steel-lined, “when obsession dresses itself in discipline.”

Something in him shifted. He leaned forward, elbows on his knees.

“This isn’t obsession,” he said. “This is recognition.”

I let the silence stretch, tight as wire. This wasn’t negotiation anymore. It was foreplay in disguise. I held the folder like it weighed more than paper.

“I haven’t said yes,” I murmured.

“You haven’t said no.”

The distance between defiance and desire narrowed to inches. His stare didn’t flicker—locked on me like he could measure every hesitation under my skin.

Then he moved. A quiet lean forward. No threat—just presence.

“We can go through it together.”

My throat tightened. He turned the folder toward himself, flipped to the next page, and tapped once. His eyes never left mine.

“Read this one.”

I looked down, letting the words etch into me.

Prior to the initiation of any physical engagement, both parties shall undergo full in-house medical screening, including tests for sexually transmitted infections and pregnancy. The Submissive agrees that, in the unlikely event of an accidental pregnancy, immediate termination will be required. No exceptions.

The clause sat between us—sterile in structure, incendiary in implication.

My jaw locked. “You want my obedience, my silence, my body... and my womb?”

“I want us both entering this with eyes open. No blurred lines. No lingering consequences.”

I laughed once—short, hard, without warmth. “So consequences are your only boundaries? You don’t build emotional bridges—you burn them in advance.”

“It’s not about burning,” he said, unshaken. “It’s about eliminating illusion. I won’t leave you with scars you didn’t agree to.”

My fingers tapped the arm of the chair. “And a clause like that guarantees I won’t walk away wounded?”

“No,” he said, voice pared down to bone. “But it guarantees I won’t lie and pretend we were building something we weren’t.”

The honesty hit harder than the clause itself—brutal, unflinching, stripped of the fantasies most men hide behind. He was offering risk on a silver platter, labeled and itemized.

“You think this is going to make me want to stay?” I let the heat seep into my voice.

“I think it’ll show me whether you’re honest about what you really want,” he said. “This isn’t about romance. Or forever. This is about submission. And if giving up that much control makes you uncomfortable... that’s the point.”

My throat tightened.

“There’s more,” he added. “Unless you’re ready to tear it up.”

I sat forward slowly. The contract slid from my lap to the table.

“You’re making this harder than it has to be,” I murmured. “You could have me. Tonight. No rules. No paper. Just skin and breath... and maybe a few broken pieces of that control you’re obsessed with.”

I watched for a crack—a smirk, a breath, a flicker from his eyes. Nothing. He looked at me like I was a candle in a blackout—soft, visible, but irrelevant to the dark he had already learned to live in.

He leaned back in his chair and exhaled. "I don’t want you to want me," he said. "I want you to crave me... and hate yourself for it."

His words sank into my chest like a note that wouldn’t fade.

I leaned forward.

"Careful," I murmured. "You sound like the kind of man who leaves women rocking in corners—lashes half-on, dignity hanging off the bed."

He said nothing. So, I kept going, the words drawn from something deeper.

“You think I haven’t been chased by men who swore wrecking me would make me theirs? The difference between you and them?” My voice lowered. “They thought I was something to conquer. You think I’m something to tame. You don’t want my body. You want compliance. And I’ve seen too many men confuse surrender for loyalty... only to bleed behind the same woman they tried to own.”

"You’re not wrong," he said quietly. "But you’re not right, either."

And just like that, he turned another page. And I hated how bad I wanted to know what was on it.

I stayed still, hands in my lap. My jaw was locked. My spine rigid. My breath sat too high in my chest. The restraint was burning. And he just sat there—waiting.

Without warning, I reached across the table and snatched the contract. The paper crinkled. The folder bent. I stood slow, venom in every inch. I stared down at him. "Fuck you," I said.

He looked up at me. "You have to earn it."

I froze.

He pressed the bruise without making it bleed. And it worked.

I turned and pushed through the door. The contract was still in my hand—creased, folded, a weapon I hadn’t decided whether to use or burn. He wanted me to earn him? He had no idea who he was fucking with.

The ride home was silent. Back in the penthouse, I dropped the keys onto the tray. The contract followed, landing on the counter with a soft slap.

My body kept moving. I peeled the hoodie from my frame. I opened the second drawer of the wardrobe—the one with the pieces I only wore for myself. 

Lace. 

Mesh. 

Silk. 

Black, barely-there.

Tequila poured into a crystal tumbler, no ice. The burn traced a warm line down my chest as I returned to the table and opened the folder. This time, I read every word. 

Every condition. 

Every unspoken threat. 

I took it in like a woman cataloging the weight of a storm she’d already chosen to walk into.

The words sank in one by one until there was nothing left to argue. When I signed, the pen cut a clean arc across the line.

Another slow sip.

I smiled. Quietly, to no one but the dark. "I don’t obey men."

Another sip.

"But I'm about to follow one."
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I reached for my phone, the glass still warm in my hand from where it had rested against my thigh, and typed the number in with the same control I had signed my name. I pressed the call button.

It rang only twice.

When he answered, it wasn’t with a voice or a word. Just silence. Heavy, aware, present. It wasn’t empty—it was composed. Controlled. Intimate in the way only true restraint could be. I kept my voice even, careful to match the coolness he had wrapped so tightly around everything he touched. “It’s signed,” I said, the words clear, unapologetic, final.

The line disconnected.

No confirmation. No acknowledgment. No voice telling me what would happen next. Just the hum of nothing, deliberate and unbroken, cutting through the room like a clean line drawn through air. I stared at the screen, not out of confusion, but because I understood exactly what that silence meant. He didn’t need to respond. The contract spoke for him now. The act of signing had already moved us out of conversation and into execution.

I placed the phone face down on the counter, slower now, not because I was tired—but because I knew something sacred had just begun and I wanted to respect the silence that held it. I didn’t rush. I didn’t move to undress or retreat to the bedroom. 

I stood there, still wrapped in the black lace I had chosen not as seduction, but as declaration. The city lights continued to bleed through the glass, staining my reflection in pale gold and soft shadow, and somewhere beneath my skin, the awareness of him—his presence, his will, his structure—began to root itself in a place deeper than desire.

The water had just started to run, warm and steady, lapping gently against the porcelain as the scent of honey thickened in the air. I’d scooped the first swirl of it into the bath, golden and slow, watching it melt into the heat like silk dissolving into touch. My robe hung loose around my hips, the steam rising, coaxing my muscles into something softer. The contract was out of sight, but not out of mind. Its silence still sat heavy in the room, humming beneath the quiet like a second heartbeat. This was supposed to be the moment I eased back into myself. No pressure. No pacing. Just warmth, scent, skin, and space.

Then the phone rang.

I frowned, lips pulling into a soft curve of annoyance as I padded across the floor, the marble cool against the soles of my feet. I didn’t recognize the number, but I answered anyway, still dripping in calm.

“Hello?”

There was a pause, and then a voice—male, polite, unsure of exactly what weight my name carried. “Good evening, ma’am. This is Bryce, down at the front desk.”

I leaned against the counter, robe loose, one brow already raised. “What’s up?”

“Someone just arrived asking for you. He said to tell you the contract starts now, and you’ve got ten minutes to get ready. Driver’s name is Dre. He’s parked out front.”

There was a pause, just long enough for his professionalism to crack around the edges. Then— “Do I need to call security, ma’am?”

That made me laugh.

Not a polite chuckle. A real one. Sharp, amused, and full of the kind of confidence that didn’t need explaining.

“No,” I said, already turning away from the bath, already walking back toward the bedroom with my phone still pressed to my ear. “Just tell him I’ll be down in five.”

“Yes, ma’am,” he replied quickly, clearly relieved he didn’t have to get involved. “Have a good night.”

I hung up without another word.

The bath was still steaming, sweet and gold and untouched behind me. But it didn’t matter now. The tone had shifted. The bath was luxury. This was command. One would have waited for me. The other wouldn’t.

And I’d just been summoned.

I took my time getting dressed. Not because I needed the minutes, but because I wanted him to wait. I wanted whatever presence Mr. Black had stationed at my front door to feel the hum of my control before I stepped foot outside. I chose comfort over spectacle—a black hoodie, soft and oversized, pulled low over my hips, matching slides that whispered against the tile, and no makeup. No performance. I tied my curls back in a high, smooth puff and slid on a pair of sunglasses, not to shield my identity, but to remind whoever was waiting that they didn’t deserve my eyes unless I gave them.

When I stepped into the elevator, everything inside me was quiet but wired, like the moments before a fight—not fear, just the kind of anticipation that knew something irreversible was waiting on the other side. The ride down was fast, clean, lined with gold paneling and quiet music I didn’t hear. By the time the doors opened, the matte black Maybach was already there, low and sleek against the curb, its engine purring like an exhale.

The driver stepped out the moment he saw me. He was tall, thick around the shoulders, dark-skinned with a quiet stillness that told me nothing about him was for show. He opened the back door without a word, eyes forward, posture military. I paused just long enough to clock the details—the crisp collar, the custom chain at his wrist, the slight tilt of his chin like he’d already been told who I was and what I’d try.

I slid into the back seat, leather cool beneath my thighs, the air inside already adjusted to my body’s preference. The silence sat between us for a moment, deliberate, until I angled my body slightly toward the front and let my voice cut through it.

“You always this quiet,” I asked, lips curling around the smile I didn’t bother hiding, “or just scared of your boss?”

He didn’t turn or blink. Just said, calmly, “I’m not scared of anyone.”

The door closed, sealing me into the car with a silence that now felt like a warning, not courtesy. I leaned back against the seat, sunglasses still on, and let my fingers trail lazily across my thigh.

Whatever this was—it had already started.

The city moved past in wide strokes of amber and steel, blurred storefronts and streetlights catching flashes of my reflection in the glass—hoodie drawn low, lips bare, eyes hidden, posture loose but watching everything.

I sat back against the leather, fingers splayed lightly on my thigh, not because I was nervous, but because I needed something to anchor me. This wasn’t a date. This wasn’t some power play I could flirt or finesse my way out of. I’d signed. I’d called. I’d said yes. And now I was in a car headed to an address I hadn’t asked for, with a man who hadn’t spoken more than eight words and didn’t look like he intended to.

The silence pressed in—not heavy, not hostile, just present. Dre drove like he’d done it a thousand times, smooth and precise, not even flinching at the mess of late-night traffic or the sudden stoplights that lit the interior in pulses of red and gold. I let it ride for a while, watched him through the rearview, wondering what kind of man followed orders that closely without looking pressed by them.

“You loyal, or does he pay extra for the quiet?” I asked eventually, my voice casual, not combative, just curious enough to draw him out.

He didn’t glance at me. Didn’t break pace. Just let the wheels glide over the pavement like he was piloting more than driving.

“He don’t pay for loyalty,” he said finally. “He builds it.”

That caught me. Not because it was dramatic—but because it wasn’t. There was no reverence in his tone. No fear. Just fact. Delivered like scripture that didn’t need to be believed to be true.

I turned my head back toward the window, eyes scanning the skyline as it stretched higher, darker, less familiar. We were moving uptown now—fast—toward the part of the city where the buildings didn’t look like homes, just monuments to money and ego. I couldn’t see our destination yet, but I felt it in the shift of the air, in the silence that returned to the car as if it had never left.

There was no music. No distractions. Only the hum of tires on pavement and the certainty that what waited for me wouldn't bend.

It would expect me to rise.

The building rose like it had something to prove, all dark steel and sharp edges, with a lobby so pristine it looked like no one actually lived here—just passed through on their way to something colder. Dre didn’t speak when he pulled up. He didn’t need to. The door opened before I touched the handle, and by the time I stepped onto the marble, the doorman was already holding the elevator. Everything had been arranged. Everything timed.

No names exchanged. No questions asked. Just silence wrapped in efficiency.

The elevator ride was smooth, soundless, so fast it made my ears hum. The numbers climbed with a quiet authority, ticking past floors that blurred into irrelevance until the display stopped at 85. There was no 86. No penthouse above this one. No one lived higher than Mr. Black.

The doors opened directly into the space, no hallway, no warning. Just an immediate shift in energy that sucked the warmth right out of the air. The interior was vast, shadowed, and immaculately bare. Black and gray stretched across the walls, slate floors polished to a mirror finish, furniture clean-lined and low to the ground. No photos. No personal touches. No sign that anyone actually lived here, except for the fact that everything hummed with presence. Not comfort. Not chaos. Just power.

Pure and architectural.

The space smelled like something expensive and intentional—burnt amber, black suede, maybe a whisper of oud—but nothing sweet. Nothing inviting. Just rich and masculine and quiet. My slides barely made a sound against the stone as I stepped further inside, each footfall absorbed by the weight of the silence. And then I saw it, resting on a small entry table carved from dark wood near the center of the room: a leather-bound book, pristine and closed, the title pressed into the cover in silver foil.

Obedience Is Freedom.

I stared at it for a second longer than I meant to, my eyes narrowing—not out of judgment, but recognition. This wasn’t a message. It was a warning. A line drawn in fine print and bound leather.

The door behind me didn’t close loudly. It didn’t slam. It clicked.

Soft. Final.

I was inside now.

And he hadn’t even spoken yet.

The room had already noted my presence, and I knew whoever controlled it had been watching long before I stepped through the door. Still, I stood there, unmoved, eyes scanning the sharp lines of the space, trying to read it like a man—what it revealed, what it refused. Nothing here was soft. Nothing here begged. Every inch was deliberate, from the heavy silence that seemed engineered to suppress small talk to the cool current of air that curled along the back of my legs like it was testing my nerves.

And then I felt him.

Not seen—felt.

The shift in gravity, the stillness that thickened behind me like a storm building without sound. My breath didn’t catch, but I became aware of it. Aware of the way the air entered my lungs, slow and measured, as if my body understood before my mind that I was no longer alone.

He didn’t speak.

He walked—slow, calculated, steps like punctuation sliding across the stone—and came up behind me with the kind of calm that didn’t announce itself. It claimed. Circled. Dismantled without lifting a finger. He moved around me once, his energy sweeping across my skin like a silk rope—never touching, never crowding, just orbiting with purpose.

When he came back to stand in front of me, just far enough to give space and close enough to erase it, only then did my eyes meet his. His expression was unreadable—cool, grounded, utterly without need. He wasn’t looking at me. He was looking through me. And for a moment, I hated how much of me he seemed to see.

Then came the first words, not loud, not dramatic—just spoken like law.

“Strip.”

He didn’t wait.

“Bathe.”

A pause. Not for effect—just to mark the end.

“Leave the door unlocked.”

And then he walked out. No explanation. No gesture. Just turned and disappeared into the hallway of his own domain like the command had already been obeyed.

For a moment, I remained perfectly still. The words lingered in the air like smoke—Strip. Bathe. Leave the door unlocked. —and for a breath, I just stood there, still cloaked in the weight of my own silence, still watching the spot where he had stood. The command hadn’t landed like a threat. It hadn’t needed volume or anger or even explanation. It had been delivered like a fact—as natural and unshakable as gravity—and part of me wanted to ignore it just to prove I could.

My fingers stayed curled at my sides, my breath even, but inside, that resistance flared like a lighter flicked once. I wasn’t built for instruction. I never bent easily. I never had. And yet here I was, standing in the center of a penthouse that smelled like power and control, in a space where no one lived above him, with a book about obedience staring up at me like it already knew how the night would end.

I glanced down at my hoodie, fingers brushing the hem. Soft cotton. Faded black. Nothing seductive. Nothing sacred. But when I started to pull it over my head, it felt heavier than it had going on. Like shedding it peeled something off me that wasn’t just fabric. The rest followed slowly—slides kicked off, panties slipped down my hips until I stood bare against all that gray stone and silence. The air hit my skin in waves, cool and clean, the scent of him woven into it so tightly I couldn’t separate where the space ended and his presence began.

Standing exposed, I walked across the floor toward the bath the way I walked into everything else that challenged me—deliberate, unhurried, spine straight. The door was ajar, as if it had expected me, and when I pushed it open, the scent of the water reached me first—rich, dark, unfamiliar. The steam clung to the walls, fogging the mirror, curling around the light like breath.

I stepped inside and left the door as it was—unlocked and ajar, wide enough for him to enter without resistance.

The question of when—or if—he would come hung in the air.

The water was black as ink, thick with some kind of oil that shimmered at the surface like liquid onyx. It clung to the edges of the tub, staining the porcelain with a soft sheen that felt more sacred than sinful. I stepped in slowly, toes first, ankles next, the heat wrapping around my skin like it had been waiting for me. It wasn’t just hot—it was decadent, steeped in something that felt ancient, like the kind of heat meant for transformation, not relaxation. As I sank into it, the water hugged every inch of me, soft and weightless, lifting the ache from my limbs and replacing it with something heavier. Stillness. Surrender. Not because I was giving up—but because I knew I wouldn’t come out the same.

The scent filled the room in waves, lush and heady, somewhere between smoke and crushed herbs, with an edge I couldn’t quite name. Masculine—but not in the cheap cologne way. Older. More primal. Like earth after rain or the inside of a leather-bound book pressed against a man’s chest. It smelled like him—close enough that I couldn’t tell the difference. I let my head fall back against the edge of the tub and closed my eyes just to feel the scent press into me deeper.

Though we stood in the same space, there had been no physical contact.

But I thought about it.

About the way he moved—silent, precise, like his presence was too sharp for wasted motion. I thought about the cut of his jaw, the way his suit didn’t wear him, he wore it, like fabric obeyed him too. I thought about how still he had stood when he circled me, how his eyes hadn’t flickered with hunger or heat—but with calculation. Like he already knew what I looked like under my clothes and was simply waiting for me to understand what I looked like to him. And then I thought about his mouth. Not smiling. Not soft. But capable. Intentional. The kind of mouth that didn’t ask, didn’t plead, didn’t warn—just took.

The heat deepened between my legs, not desperate but steady, like a fire built with care, waiting for kindling. I breathed in deeper, letting the scent settle in my lungs, and dragged my fingers slowly through the water, letting it curl against the curves of my thighs, my stomach, my breasts. My skin tingled under the oil, sensitive and alert, like every nerve had risen to the surface just to listen.

And then I felt it.

Not sound. Not breath.

Movement.

A flicker of shadow along the bathroom wall, barely a shift in the light—but I knew. My eyes stayed closed, but my pulse didn’t lie. Something in the room had changed, not in temperature, but in weight. A presence. Heavy. Silent. Watching. I didn’t look toward the door. I didn’t have to.

It was him.

He hadn’t knocked. He hadn’t spoken. He hadn’t stepped inside. But I knew. My whole body knew. Every part of me lit up in quiet recognition, heat crawling across my skin in long, slow waves, the burn not in the water but in the ache that bloomed just beneath it. My thighs pressed together on instinct, not out of shame—but to keep the want from spilling too far, too soon.

I didn’t move.

I let him look.

If he was going to circle me with silence, then I would burn for him the same way—quiet, contained, and deliberate.

I didn’t need to see him to feel owned.

The water wrapped around me like silk soaked in sin, thick and warm against every inch of my bare skin. My head rested against the tub’s edge, my eyes still closed, lips parted slightly as the scent of smoke, oil, and power saturated the steam around me. The ache between my thighs was no longer subtle. It pulsed—steady and insistent—with every breath I took, with every remembered glance of his eyes, with the echo of his voice still threading my nerves. Strip. Bathe. Leave the door unlocked.

God, I wanted to defy it.

And I wanted to obey it just as much.

My fingers floated just beneath the surface of the water, slow and aimless at first, tracing the curve of my stomach, the dip of my navel, the slope of my thighs. The oil made everything feel slower, hotter, more deliberate. I wasn’t touching to tease—I was exploring, testing, wondering how far I could take this before the heat swallowed me whole. My hips shifted slightly, almost on instinct, the pressure building with each pass of my palm over sensitive skin. My breath caught, low and quiet in my throat, and I let one leg stretch out beneath the water, the other bending just slightly to open myself wider to the heat.

He hadn’t said I couldn’t.

He hadn’t said I could either.

But right now, in this silence, in this solitude, with nothing but his energy staining the room and the water turning slicker against my skin, I didn’t care. I was wet from more than just the bath. I was pulsing with want, full and heavy and throbbing beneath the surface like my body already belonged to him and was simply waiting for his permission to come apart. My hand slipped lower, between my thighs, heat meeting heat, my breath deepening as my fingers brushed that aching center. I gasped—soft, greedy—and was about to press further when—

“That’s enough.”

His voice cut through the steam like a blade wrapped in velvet.

Firm. Calm. Unapologetic.

My eyes snapped open.

He was standing in the doorway, dark suit absorbing the light, his face unreadable, body relaxed but absolutely unmoving. He hadn’t raised his voice. He hadn’t stepped forward. He didn’t need to.

The command landed in my chest like a stone in still water—rippling outward, stealing every thought I hadn’t said aloud.

“Time for dinner.”

He turned before I could speak, already walking away, leaving only the ghost of his presence and the heat of my own frustration behind.

I sat there, stunned, breath shallow, heart racing—not because I’d been caught, but because I’d been seen.

And worse? I stopped.

I stayed in the water a moment longer, not because I was disobeying him, but because I needed to collect myself. My thighs still throbbed with unfulfilled want, my skin still tingled with the memory of my own fingers, the steam clinging to my neck like a mouth that didn’t bite—just breathed. Every inch of me was sensitized now, like my nerve endings had been rewired just by his voice alone. He hadn’t touched me. Hadn’t even raised his tone. But the sheer fact that he’d known—that he’d felt my need before it became audible—made me want to either slap him or kneel. I hadn’t decided which yet.

I rose from the bath slowly, letting the oil-slick water drip from my skin in long, teasing lines, each drop cooler than the one before it. A thick black towel was waiting on a nearby bench, plush and warm like it had been freshly laid out by someone who’d timed it just right. I wrapped it around myself and caught my reflection in the fogged mirror—eyes sharp, lips swollen, cheeks still flushed. Not soft. Not undone. Just marked.

I didn’t dress.

He hadn’t said to.

So, I walked barefoot through the hallway with the towel wrapped snug around my body, shoulders bare, legs exposed, the air in his penthouse pressing against me like a second set of hands. The lights were dim, the décor just as cold and exacting as it had been when I entered, but now it felt closer—like the walls themselves were waiting to see if I’d follow all the way through.

I found him in the dining area, already seated at a sleek black table that gleamed under low pendant lights. There were only two chairs—one for him, one for me. Between them sat a single spread: well-done steak, roasted corn glistening in herb butter, and two heavy-bottomed glasses of neat bourbon. There were no candles, no flowers, no music playing in the background. This clearly wasn’t a date.

And placed directly on my plate was a black folder.

Leather. Crisp edges. Closed, but not sealed.

I moved toward the table, each step echoing just slightly as my bare feet touched the cool floor. He didn’t rise. Didn’t speak. Just watched. Not hungrily—but intently, like he was reading posture, not skin. I slid into the chair across from him, the towel still firm around my chest, and let my eyes drop to the folder that sat where my food should’ve been.

Across the front, in bold ink, there was no name. Just two words:

Read aloud.

My lips curled faintly.

Of course.

I opened the folder expecting an itinerary, maybe another sharp-edged list of clauses I’d already agreed to—some perfunctory reminder of what I’d signed and how deeply I’d buried myself beneath it. But what met my eyes wasn’t cold or clinical. It was... personal. Printed on thick ivory paper, the first page was titled in bold, all caps, no flourish.

HOUSE RULES. Next to it was a handwritten note: “You exist by design. Not desire.”

My body stilled. There was something different in the way it stared back at me. Something less formal. More intimate. Less about control, more about reprogramming.

He didn’t say a word or reach for his drink. He let the distance stretch between us until the air felt tight around the edges. I opened the folder and, as instructed, let the words leave my mouth, slow and even.

	No perfume. My scent marks you. Not theirs.


My breath snagged before I could catch it. Not because I was shocked—but because I felt it. Immediately. Deep in the part of me that had bathed in his presence and come out trembling.

	Your clothes are your armor. But in this space, you don’t need armor. You need honesty. You will be dressed by my instruction, or not at all.


A flush crept up my neck, slow and involuntary. He hadn’t touched me. But this? This was touch without hands. Stripping without fingers.

	No performing. No seduction by design. I don’t reward manipulation. I respond to truth.


That one landed differently. Not harsh. Just surgical. Like he’d sliced through the image I kept polished and put on display, and told me plainly: I see you. I see what you use to control the world. That doesn’t work here.

	You will speak when spoken to. But when I ask for your truth—I expect all of it.


I swallowed. Not because I was afraid. But because a part of me was already starting to curl under the heat of being seen. Observed. Intimately. Accurately.

	I do not punish silence. But I do respond to disobedience.


I blinked once, slowly, and felt my thighs clench under the towel. The line wasn’t written with cruelty. It wasn’t even particularly harsh. But it echoed. Not in my ears. Between my legs.

	When you ache, tell me. Not because you want permission. But because I already own the part of you that’s starving.


My breath hitched again—this time louder than I wanted. I felt it low, coiled like velvet tension in my gut, a pressure that had started in the bath but now pulsed with language alone.

	If you lie, to me or to yourself, the game ends. Permanently.


I let out a slow exhale, leaned back slightly, but didn’t look up yet. My fingers brushed the edge of the paper again, as if reading it once wasn’t enough to absorb it fully. These weren’t demands. They were conditions of intimacy. Crafted with purpose. Built to bend me before he ever touched me.

I lifted my eyes, finally meeting his across the table.

“I don’t remember reading this part of the deal,” I murmured, my voice low, more breath than sound.

His mouth twitched, just barely. Not a smile. Not amusement. Something deeper. Like I’d just arrived at the part of the story he’d been waiting for.

I thought that was it. The first page had already gotten under my skin, branded itself onto my body without needing ink. But when I lifted the top sheet, another one waited beneath—clean, centered, fewer lines this time. Not as personal. Not about scent or silence or what armor I’d been trained to wear. This page was simpler. Colder. Final.

At the top, again in bold:

Non-Negotiables.

I stared for a moment, lips slightly parted, the warmth of the bourbon untouched beside me, the weight of his stare coiled around my throat like silk. I read them silently, but they rang louder than anything I’d said aloud tonight.

Obedience isn’t up for discussion.

Not submission. Not willingness. Not play. Obedience. The word hit different in this context. Not as a request—but a rhythm. A demand written with the confidence of someone who knew exactly what it did to women like me.

You may leave—but never return.

That line didn’t land in my body. It landed in my chest. A pressure. A door closing. A window sealing shut behind me if I ever turned around. There was no safety net. No re-entry. You didn’t test him and then take it back. You either surrendered fully—or disappeared.

Your body is not your weapon. It’s your offering.

I had to close my eyes for that one. Not because I was overwhelmed, but because I needed the extra second to breathe through how violently that line struck the foundation I’d built my entire life on. My body was my weapon. My walk. My voice. My curves. My stillness. My sex. I’d mastered the art of making men bow with nothing but a glance. But this?

This said: Not here. Not with me. That power?

I’ll strip it. Break it. Reforge it.

I lifted my eyes again, slower this time. Something felt heavier. Something I couldn’t name yet.

He hadn’t moved.

And somehow, I felt naked in a towel across from a man who hadn’t so much as touched his fork.

The silence stretched long and taut across the table, thick with everything he wasn’t saying. I let my fingers linger on the last page in the folder before closing it slowly, like I was sealing something dangerous back into its container. My pulse had steadied, but my mind hadn’t. Every rule still echoed—under my skin, between my thighs, in the places I kept private even from myself. The towel pressed into my chest like a restraint now, not a cover.

I sat back in the chair, crossed my legs with a grace I knew he’d clock, and tilted my chin slightly. The folder stayed on the plate between us. I didn’t touch the bourbon. I didn’t look away. I smiled instead—a slow, deliberate curve of my lips, equal parts charm and challenge.

“So, do I get a reward for reading aloud like a good girl?” I asked, letting the words stretch out like smoke.

He didn’t blink.

I leaned forward slightly, just enough to make the towel dip along my cleavage, just enough to remind him that obedience didn’t erase my sharp edges. My voice was smooth, lazy, calculated.

“Or do you just sit there and get off on the power trip?”

Still, nothing.

His eyes stayed on mine—dark, unshaken, unmoved. The kind of stare that didn’t scan—it measured. Not desire. Not amusement. Just... calculation. Like he’d seen this performance before and was already past it.

I shifted again, deliberately slow, the knot of the towel loosening slightly at my thigh.

“You always this quiet,” I murmured, “or are you just trying not to show how much you like looking at me?”

His hand moved.

Not fast. Not aggressive. Just calm, fluid. He reached for his fork, lifted it with one precise motion, then looked at me—finally—with a weight so commanding it felt like gravity had rearranged itself in the room.

His voice was low, clipped. “Eat.”

One word, and the illusion snapped.

My lips parted, breath catching in my throat—not because of what he said, but how completely he meant it. Not a suggestion. Not a tease. Not even an invitation.

An instruction.

And my body—traitorous, aching, ready—wanted to obey.

Mr. Black

She leaned forward like she thought she was playing me.

The knot of the towel at her chest dipped just enough to pull the fabric open at the top, revealing the full swell of her breasts, slick skin still kissed with heat from the bath. Water beaded down her collarbone, slow and unbothered, sliding between the valley of those perfect tits like gravity had been instructed to worship her.

And she knew it. The way she shifted—intentional. Like her body was a chess piece and she’d just put it in play.

But the thing about women like Karma? They’d spent their entire lives mastering the art of making men react. They were taught that silence was weakness and stillness was surrender. They didn’t understand the kind of man who could stare down temptation like it was a math problem.

I didn’t twitch.

I let my eyes stay locked on hers—calm, unreadable, unmoved—because I knew what it would do to her. I knew the power of not giving her what she was used to. She wanted a spark. A slip. Something that proved she could still pull strings. What she got instead?

My voice.

Low. Level. Final.

“Eat.”

And God, the look on her face.

Just for a second—barely even that—I saw it: the flicker of shock behind her lashes, the way her throat bobbed when she swallowed, the pause in her breath like her body didn’t know whether to fight me or fucking kneel. She covered it quick—she was good, I’ll give her that—but I’d already seen it. Already filed it away.

She didn’t realize it yet, but that towel? That mouth? That curve of her ass under all that attitude?

They’d all answer to me. Sooner than she thought.

None of it was the real performance.

This was—her across from me, trying to make me flinch while I calmly rewrote the rules inside her.

She could weaponize her body all she wanted.

I’d already taken her mind.

She didn’t move when I told her to eat. Didn’t reach for the steak or the bourbon. Just stared at me with that quiet challenge women wear when they think their sex is a throne. Chin tilted, eyes locked, waiting to see if I’d bow.

She wanted punishment—not pain, but patience.

“I have something with more flavor to eat,” she murmured, each word dripping velvet and gasoline.

Then, without breaking eye contact, she leaned back in her chair and let her legs fall open beneath the table. Flushed skin. Damp from the bath. Fingers sliding between her thighs like a match striking in slow motion. Touching herself like she was blessing the room. Watching me like she wanted me to beg for it.

I didn’t move.

She worked herself slow, a hand roaming her chest, thumb rolling over a nipple until her breath caught. The sound between us—wet, intimate.

I let her continue. Not because I couldn’t stop her. Because I owned the moment. Her pleasure wasn’t rebellion. It was a test.

And I never fail.

Every second she touched herself without interruption, without command, without release—was a reminder. I don’t chase desire. I orchestrated it. And when I finally moved—when I took that power back—it wouldn’t be with restraint.

It would be with consequence.

I watched her push closer to the edge. Lips parted. Eyes half-lidded. Fingers moving faster, hungrier, as if she could drag a reaction from me by giving herself one. Her back arched. Nipples peaked in the cool air. Thigh muscles flexed with that desperate rhythm. She thought it was a win. A game. A challenge she was winning.

She was oblivious. My decision to stop her had been made two minutes ago. I was just waiting for her to believe she could finish.

And then I stood.

Just the scrape of the chair against marble, the heavy clack of my steps, and the look in her expression told me everything. Her fingers froze the moment I moved. Too late.

I was behind her chair before she could adjust, leaning down slow, smooth, my voice a blade pressed to her spine. She stopped breathing.

“I told you to eat.”

My hand came down, not hard, but commanding—closing around the wrist she had buried between her thighs and dragging it out with a slick, sinful sound that made her gasp. Her breath caught again when I brought her wet fingers toward her mouth and held them there. Close enough to taste. Just shy of her touch.

Her lips parted instinctively; her body ready to obey even while her pride still burned. I denied her the taste. Not yet.

“You think this is control?” I murmured against the shell of her ear, my voice calm, lethal in its quiet. “You think touching yourself at my table, in my house, without my permission makes you powerful?”

I released her hand. 

My fingers caught her chin instead, tilting her head toward me with enough pressure to make her stay. Our eyes locked, and whatever smug defiance was left in her eyes.

“Food is for eating, Karma. Not for playing with.”

I straightened, smoothing the front of my suit as if nothing had happened, and returned to my seat with the same quiet calm I always carried. By the time I sat down, she was still in that chair—legs spread, chest rising, fingers glistening, towel slipped to the floor—and not a single word left in her mouth.

I picked up my fork, sliced into the steak with precise, unhurried strokes, the metal kissing the plate.

Then I met her eyes again, dominance dripping from every syllable.

“Now. Eat.”

At first, she remained motionless. Just sat there—legs still open. Her hand dropped to the table like she was done playing, but her eyes? Her eyes burned. She was dripping with want, raw and raging, and when she finally opened her mouth, the venom came sweetened with slick.

“I don’t know the type of woman you think you picked,” she said, her voice rough and steady, like she was daring me to punish her again. “But I’m very fucking content in my body. I love sex. I crave it. I know how to use it. And I’ve never been ashamed of it. So, what the fuck is this? Why the rules, the games, the contracts? Why the hell did you bring me here if you’re not going to break my back and fuck me like you know I need it?”

I kept my silence. My focus stayed on the plate before me.

I knew exactly what she was trying to do. I’d heard the tone, seen the tactic. But unlike the women before her—women I’d bent, broken, rebuilt without a single crack in my discipline—she refused to fold in the same way.

Her defiance was instinct, not pride or performance. Lethal in the way it exposed a weakness I’d never had to confront until now.

Karma was more than a test—she was a study. Reading the shifts in my body language, timing her words like they were weapons meant for the softest place in my armor. And even now, with me sitting across from her—cool, silent, unmoved—something in me was loosening under the heat of her want.

Her craving went beyond the power struggle.

She was the power struggle.

She was teaching me something I hadn’t admitted even to myself: I was learning my control was never unshakable—only untested. Until her.

I heard the chair creak under her as she shifted—frustrated, impatient, still wet, still wanting. Her tone was pure taunt, with no hint of begging. She was trying to use her desire like a blade, hoping to cut through my silence with the raw truth of how fucking ready she was to be taken. 

She wanted to rile me. She wanted to snap the leash. Her words, her body, her breath—they were all used to provoke, like if she said one more filthy thing, I’d push my plate aside and fuck her into the floor right there, rules be damned.

And she remained oblivious to how close she was to being right.

Because God, I wanted to.

Every word that left her mouth, every inch of bare skin she flashed with defiant purpose, every flicker of heat in her expression when I refused to rise to it—it was undoing me. Her nature was the exact thing I’d chosen. Bold. Loud. Beautiful. Wet. Wild. Instead of softening under pressure, she burned hotter. And that fire refused to threaten my dominance; it fed it.

I brought the bourbon to my lips, let the heat coat my tongue and settle behind my teeth, then finally let my eyes rise to hers.

Slow. Cold. Controlled.

But inside?

My dick was hard the moment she walked to the table in her towel.

She finally picked up her fork.

“Eat,” I said, low enough that it was almost a growl. It was a command, and the twitch in her jaw told me she knew it.

I leaned back, glass still in my hand, and let my eyes travel—slow as sin—down her throat, over her collarbone, between the perfect, unapologetic swell of her breasts, past her still-bare thighs. Looking. Owning. Withholding touch.

She shifted in her seat, the tiniest squeeze of her legs together, and for a second, I swore I could smell the heat coming off her. One part of me, the part that had kept every other woman in line, told me to stay there—cold, untouchable, untamed. But the part of me she’d been teasing since the day she walked in? That part wanted my chair tipped back, my belt undone, her bent over the table before the next bite.

My control was a fucking live wire, and she was the storm walking straight into it.

I stayed silent.

I watched her, my focus less on her obedience and more on the unguarded moments in her expression. Between the way her mouth moved and the occasional twitch in her brow, her beauty required no recognition. It just existed. Fierce. Whole. Unapologetic. And it fucked with me more than I cared to admit.

She finished the last bite, dropped the fork onto the plate with a metallic clink, and leaned back in her chair like a woman who knew exactly what kind of reaction she was trying to drag out.

“So,” she said, licking a drop of sauce off her bottom lip like it was foreplay, “are we fucking now?”

I stood up without a word.

Her body straightened, lips parting just slightly. Her reason, whether anticipation or confusion, was irrelevant. I reached out, grabbed her wrist—not hard, but firm enough to make her follow—and led her through the quiet penthouse without another look. She walked barefoot beside me, towel clinging to her hips, silence following us like a third presence.

We stopped at a door on the far side of the penthouse. Neutral colors. Clean lines. No mirrors. No restraints. Just a minimalist suite that defied seduction and rejected obedience. It simply waited.

I opened the door, turned to her, and met her eyes with steady finality.

“Goodnight,” I said, voice low and cool. “Tomorrow, the games begin.”

I closed the door before she could answer, but the image burned into my head—the faint curl of her lips, the kind a woman wears when she’s already planning her next move.
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4 The Rules Of Obedience
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The sheets were soft—too soft. The kind that clung to your skin like they’d been washed in submission. I could still smell the faint trace of the soap they used here, something expensive and smug, the kind that made you feel like obedience had a scent. My body shifted beneath the covers, still bare, still warm from sleep, and for one disorienting second, I forgot where I was.

Then I opened my eyes.

I rolled onto my side, expecting cold air or more silence, but instead, I found something propped neatly on the pillow beside me. A leather-bound journal. Slim. Black. Untouched. And beside it, a crisp white note on thick paper with handwriting I already recognized—clean, sharp, unapologetic.

The Rule of Obedience:

You will follow these instructions every day unless told otherwise.

6:00 AM – Yoga. 9:00 AM – Journaling.

You will have access to this journal throughout the entire contract. It is for reflection. For honesty. For exposing the parts of yourself you lie to. No one will read it but you—unless you choose otherwise.

Today you are excused from yoga and journaling due to arrival. Instead, upon waking, you will report to the doctor waiting in the room down the hall, right side. A full examination will be conducted. Afterward, proceed to the living room to meet your instructor.

I stared at the note. Then back at the journal. Then I laughed—low, bitter, and entirely humorless.

A pass. Like I was a fucking student. Like my compliance could be scheduled into bullet points and breathwork. My fingers tightened around the edge of the journal, leather warm from the sun cutting through the window. I thought about writing something in it, maybe one of the many fuck-yous sitting heavy on my tongue.

Instead, I hurled it across the room.

It hit the wall with a satisfying thud, pages flaring open mid-air before landing face down on the floor like it knew it had no business here. I sat up, legs swinging off the edge of the bed, feet meeting the cold floor like a challenge, wrapping myself in a towel.

He wanted obedience? He’d have to earn it.

The hall was quiet when I stepped into it, too quiet—like the silence itself was listening for me. The note had said right-hand side, and sure enough, a single door waited halfway down, closed but unlocked. I pushed it open with a caution born of calculation, not fear, and found a space that looked more like a private clinic than part of a home. White walls, steel counters, the faint antiseptic bite of alcohol wipes in the air. A tray of instruments gleamed beneath the overhead light, all lined up like soldiers waiting for a war.

The man waiting for me wore no white coat or name tag, just black scrubs that fit a little too well, sleeves rolled once at the forearm to reveal steady hands. He kept his focus on a clipboard when I entered, only looking up after a moment. He finished jotting something down, calm, methodical, before turning his eyes on me.

“Miss Karma,” he said. His voice was smooth, professional, but there was an edge underneath it that promised clinical observation, not coddling.

I tilted my head, leaning against the doorframe, towel still barely tied around me. “So, this is part of obedience too? Doctor’s orders?”
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