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CHAPTER ONE: A BIG MISTAKE

[image: ]


Anna sat on the cold metal bench, knees pulled tight against her chest, the smell of disinfectant and metal thick in the air. The fluorescent lights above buzzed with a faint electric hum, turning the holding cell into something sharp-edged and unreal. She could still taste leather, phantom pressure where the bit had sat against her tongue, a cruel reminder of how she’d ended up here.

How could she have been so reckless? She had been in the United States less than a month — thirty careful days of working, smiling for the camera, pretending she belonged here — and now she was staring at a cinderblock wall, her future hanging by a frayed thread.

She hadn’t meant to steal. She hadn’t meant to trespass. She just wanted to feel the bridle, to slip into the fantasy that had been haunting her since her early teens. The smell of hay and leather, the press of straps against her skin — a private ritual she thought would stay secret.

But the ranch owner had come home too soon. She had run, tangled in rope and straps, the bit still in her mouth when she smashed her head against the stall door. Now she sat here, heart hammering every time a door shut somewhere in the station. Any minute, they might take her fingerprints, enter her name into a system that would light up a screen in Prague and drag the past she had been running from into the present.

A shiver ran down her spine that had nothing to do with the chill in the room.

Someone was watching her.

At first, Anna thought it was just her nerves, but then she felt it — the weight of a gaze, steady and deliberate. Beyond the bars, the hallway was dark except for the slant of light from the desk lamp at the far end. And there, half-veiled in shadow, stood a woman.

Tall. Elegant. Still as a statue.

The woman stepped forward, and Anna’s breath caught. She moved like she owned the place — hips rolling under a molten-red silk dress that clung to every line of her body. The soft click of high heels echoed in the hallway, slow, deliberate. Her platinum hair brushed her shoulders in perfect waves, catching the light like molten glass.

She wore no jewelry, carried only a small red clutch that matched the dress as though both had been cut from the same fabric. There was something about her presence — not just beauty, but command. Power. She looked at Anna not with curiosity, but with the calm, assessing eyes of a predator deciding whether to strike or spare.

Anna couldn’t look away.

When their eyes met, the woman tilted her head slightly, as if acknowledging that the moment had arrived. And then, as if to prove she belonged here, she walked straight into the light, past the desk where the sheriff’s deputy sat. The deputy didn’t stop her, didn’t even glance up — as though this woman’s presence needed no explanation.

Anna’s pulse quickened. Whoever this was, she wasn’t just anyone.

And Anna couldn’t decide if she had just been saved... or chosen.

The chair’s metal legs scraped across the tile as Martha dragged it from one of the empty desks and set it directly in front of Anna’s bench. The sound was deliberate, unhurried — a predator taking her time.

She turned her head toward the deputy at the door. One glance was all it took; he nodded once and quietly shut the door, leaving them alone.

Anna’s heart pounded as Martha sat, crossing one leg over the other, red silk catching the fluorescent light like molten glass. For a moment, Anna wondered if this was her lawyer — but no lawyer she’d ever imagined looked like this.

“Anicka Nováková, from Prague,” Martha said, her voice smooth and precise. “You go by Anna?”

Anna nodded slowly, wary. “Ja. Anna,” she said softly.

“Good, Anna. My name is Martha.” Her tone was patient, but there was steel beneath it. “I’m going to ask you some questions, and if you are honest with me, I can get you out of here.”

Anna swallowed. “You are my... lawyer?” The question came out clipped, her accent heavier now.

“No.” Martha’s lips curved in something that wasn’t quite a smile. “I am much better than a lawyer. I can make it like you were never even here.”

Anna felt a shiver roll through her. This woman believed what she was saying. There was no hesitation in her tone, no doubt.

Martha’s gaze dropped to Anna’s wrists. “First,” she said, nodding toward the handcuffs, “are those uncomfortable?”

Anna glanced down. The cuffs bit into her skin just enough to leave marks. “Ne... no. Not so bad.”

“Does it bother you to be wearing them?” Martha’s voice was calm, but there was weight to the question, as if she already knew the answer.

Anna hesitated, her cheeks burning. “Little... but not... not really.”

“Do you enjoy wearing them?” Martha pressed, her eyes holding Anna’s like a pin. “Be honest.”

Anna’s breath caught. The room felt smaller suddenly, hotter. She dropped her gaze to the floor. “Ano... yes,” she whispered. “I don’t know why, but... yes. I like.”

Martha nodded, satisfied. “Tonight, when you snuck onto the ranch — you didn’t mean to steal anything, did you?”

Anna’s head jerked up. “No!” The word came out sharper than she meant. “I just wanted—”

“Be honest,” Martha said, her voice quiet but commanding.

Anna’s shoulders slumped. “I just wanted to try... something,” she admitted, each word halting. “I would leave everything... how I find it. No harm.”

Martha’s eyes softened, but only slightly, like a teacher pleased a student had finally given the right answer.

“You were found with a horse’s bit in your mouth,” Martha said, voice smooth as glass. “Is that what you wanted to try?”

Anna’s first instinct was to look away, to pretend she hadn’t heard — but Martha’s eyes pinned her like a nail. They were the kind of eyes that would know a lie before it was spoken. Slowly, Anna nodded.

“Ja,” she whispered.

“You’ve wanted to try it for some time?” Martha pressed, calm and relentless.

“Ja,” Anna said again, softer still, as though the word might vanish if she spoke it too loud.

“Have you ever imagined yourself as a horse?” Martha asked. She didn’t blink.

Anna swallowed hard, her throat suddenly dry. “Ja.” The sound barely escaped her lips, as though saying it might summon some judgment from the universe.

Martha’s expression didn’t change, but her satisfaction was palpable. “What if I told you I could take you out of here and let you try it in a safe environment?” Her tone was cool, assured. “Would you like that opportunity?”

Anna’s heart thudded in her chest. There was no good answer — not really. But what was the alternative? Stay here, be booked, risk fingerprints, deportation?

“Ja,” she said, just loud enough to be heard.

“Very well.” Martha stood, the red silk of her dress whispering against her legs.

Anna blinked, stunned. Was it really going to be that easy? Martha didn’t look back at her as she opened the door and stepped into the hallway. There was a muffled exchange with the deputy, a clink of keys, and then he was in the cell with Anna, unlocking her cuffs.

“You’re free to go,” he said gruffly, like it was nothing.

But it was everything.

When Anna stepped out into the cool night air, Martha was waiting, lounging the back of a long black limousine as though she had been born there. A tall blonde woman in a sleek chauffeur’s uniform stood at attention, one gloved hand holding the door open.

Anna hesitated for only a moment before climbing inside. The air in the limo was warm and faintly perfumed with something dark and floral.

“Sit there,” Martha said, pointing at the floor with a perfectly manicured finger.

Anna obeyed before she could think, folding her legs beneath her on the carpet. The door shut with a quiet thump that felt final, sealing her fate. The chauffeur slid behind the wheel, the engine purred to life, and they glided away from the sheriff’s office like ghosts.

Martha said nothing. She simply sat there, one leg crossed over the other, smiling faintly as she studied Anna — not like a rescuer, but like someone who had just purchased something rare and was considering what to do with it.

The limo purred softly as it ate up the miles, streetlights sliding past the windows in slow intervals of gold. Martha sat like a queen in her corner, legs crossed, red silk catching every glint of light.

“You’ve been working at a modeling agency in Greenville,” Martha said, her tone casual but cutting straight through the silence. “Do you enjoy being told what to do? What to wear? How to pose?”

Anna hesitated, staring at her hands in her lap. The answer was too simple, too dangerous. But it was true.

“Ja,” she admitted, her voice quiet but steady. “I like modeling. I like being told. I like... others being in charge.”

Her cheeks warmed as the words left her mouth. She thought about Prague, about how easily she used to follow along with whatever the others wanted to do. That was what had gotten her into trouble — saying yes, going along, doing the things that made her “fun.” And yet, despite all of it, despite the risks, she always felt empty after. Like she was playing at being normal when she was meant for something else entirely.

Martha studied her, unblinking. The silence stretched until Anna began to squirm, suddenly aware of her body, of every movement, as though she were being appraised. It felt like Martha was peeling back layers with her eyes, looking for the truth beneath.

“Take off your shoes,” Martha said.

Anna blinked, startled. “Shoes?” she repeated, but the question was already pointless. She bent forward, fingers fumbling at the laces, slipping the sneakers off and placing them neatly to the side.

“Socks too,” Martha added smoothly.

Anna peeled them off, feeling strangely exposed as she tucked her bare feet under her.

Martha’s gaze never wavered. It wasn’t just that she was looking at Anna — it was that she seemed to be reading her, every twitch, every hesitation. Like a sculptor deciding where to strike the next chisel blow.

“When did you last menstruate?” Martha asked bluntly.

Anna’s head jerked up. The question hit her like a slap, far too personal, far too sudden. Her first instinct was to look toward the blonde driver, but the chauffeur kept her eyes on the road, her expression neutral, as though she hadn’t heard a thing.

Anna swallowed, unsure why the question made her throat so dry. “Eh... ten days? Maybe two weeks?” Her accent thickened under the pressure.

Martha nodded slightly, filing away the answer without comment. The silence that followed felt heavier than before, like the air in the limo had grown dense enough to press against Anna’s skin.

“Place your jacket over your shoes and socks.” Martha’s tone was effortless, like she was merely stating what had already been decided.

Anna hesitated only a heartbeat before slipping off her black leather jacket. The air of the limo felt suddenly warmer against her skin, and now her black tank top and jeans felt strangely insufficient — as if they no longer counted as clothing at all.

“Do you have tattoos?” Martha asked, her voice cool, clinical.

Anna shook her head. “No,” she whispered, accent thick with nerves.

“You’re not wearing a bra,” Martha observed, her gaze pointed but calm. “You look like you should need one.”

Heat crept up Anna’s neck. She usually did wear a bra — usually a sports bra under everything, especially if she might be seen. But tonight she hadn’t been running. Tonight she’d been trying to be noticed. She’d gone to a house party with the other models, ditched early when the noise and empty chatter became too much, and spotted the ranch on the walk. The choice to go braless had been deliberate — a way to feel a little more daring.

“I do wear,” Anna said, voice small. “Usually.”

“Take off your shirt,” Martha said, matter-of-fact, as though asking her to hand over a receipt. “Let’s have a look.”

Anna froze for a moment, staring down at the black fabric stretched across her chest. Her heart hammered. She didn’t know why she wanted to obey this woman — why it felt inevitable — but the thought of saying no didn’t even seem real.

Her hands moved on their own, slow and careful. She lifted the tank top over her head, her breath catching as she set it neatly atop the leather jacket. The limo felt hotter now, the air charged.

Martha said nothing for a long moment, her gaze cool, assessing. It was worse than if she’d smiled — worse than if she’d touched her. Anna felt like she was being measured, weighed, catalogued.

And yet she didn’t look away.

“You’re shoe size is seven and a half?” Martha asked, already pulling out her phone.

Anna blinked. “Twenty-four centimeters,” she said. “I don’t know American size.”

Martha’s fingers glided over the screen of her phone. “Hi, Sweetheart,” she said when the line connected, her voice velvet-smooth. “Would you be a dear and get a set of tack to the condo — size seven and a half boots? Whatever color they have available. Hair is the same color as Tessa. Thank you. About an hour, I’m on my way back from Rivertown.”

She ended the call with a gentle tap and looked back at Anna.

Something sparked inside Anna’s chest — sharp, bright. “Boots?” she asked, her voice trembling with hope.

“Pony boots,” Martha confirmed, as if she’d just ordered coffee instead of rewriting Anna’s night. “Mango’s set at the condo might fit you, but the shop where we get them is open all night and has a big selection. Alex will get a set just for you.”

The words hit Anna like champagne bubbles in her blood. Pony boots. She had seen them online — gleaming, hooved boots with impossible heels — but never dared dream of standing in them herself. She had expected a bridle, maybe a collar, perhaps cuffs if she was lucky. But this? This was a dream she’d never had the courage to speak aloud.

Her heart thudded against her ribs.

“Take off your jeans,” Martha said.

Anna’s fingers obeyed before her mind caught up. She unbuttoned her pants, then — sensing what would come next — slipped panties and denim down in one motion, dropping onto her back to get them over her ankles. The last of her clothes joined the jacket and shirt, a small pile at Martha’s feet.

Anna barely felt the embarrassment. All she could picture were the boots — the weight of them, the height, the sound they’d make when she walked. The idea of running in them made her breath come faster.

When she sat back up, she checked the driver once more, but the chauffeur was still focused on the road, impassive. It was just her and Martha, and Anna realized there was nothing left to take off — yet Martha’s eyes still seemed to strip her bare even more.

“Place your arms behind your head,” Martha said, calm as a doctor giving instructions. “Elbows together.”

Anna obeyed in a daze, chest lifting as she folded her arms back, every muscle tight with anticipation.

She didn’t know if this woman was going to save her, break her, or both — but for the first time since leaving Prague, Anna felt like she might finally discover what she was meant to be.

The limo hummed steadily through the night, a dark bullet gliding toward Greenville. Streetlights of the outer suburban area smeared across the tinted windows, brief flashes of gold over Anna’s bare skin.

“Arms still behind your head?” Martha asked without looking up from her phone.

“Ja,” Anna said, holding the pose. Her shoulders ached, but she didn’t dare drop them.

“Good. Spread your knees.”

Anna’s pulse jumped. She hesitated — only a breath — then did as she was told, baring herself under the warm light of the limo’s cabin. Her face burned, but her heart pounded with something that wasn’t just fear.

Martha set her phone aside, studying her in silence for a long, unbearable moment. Then:

“Open your mouth.”

Anna blinked, confused. “Mouth?”

“Like a horse.”

The command was so strange, so specific, that Anna’s breath caught. But she obeyed, opening her mouth wide, letting her jaw hang slack.

Martha leaned forward slightly, her cool eyes scanning her face, her teeth, her tongue, as though inspecting her for soundness.

“Good girl,” Martha murmured, sitting back. “On your back. Hands flat to the floor.”

Anna lowered herself, spine pressing against the carpet, arms stretched down by her sides. She felt exposed, powerless, yet there was an odd safety in being told exactly what to do.

“Legs apart.”

Anna obeyed, breath coming faster now.

Martha watched her like a trainer watching an unbroken filly — patient, curious, calculating. “You are obedient,” she said at last. “That is promising.”

Then her voice sharpened: “Touch yourself.”

Anna froze. Heat flared in her face so violently she thought she might faint.

“I... I must?” she asked, barely a whisper.

“I can see you are aroused,” Martha said simply. “But if this is too much for you right now, you may sit up and face me instead.”

Anna stayed where she was, back pressed to the limo floor, staring at the ceiling as the tires whispered over the road. Her body was tense, torn between humiliation and hunger, between wanting to obey and wanting to preserve something of herself.

She had never felt so exposed. Never so close to something dangerous and thrilling all at once.

Anna stared up at the limo ceiling, the hum of the engine loud in her ears. Her heart was beating so hard it almost hurt.

I could sit up. The thought flashed through her like a lifeline. Just sit up, say “no,” and it ends here. I can put my clothes back on. I can walk away when we reach Greenville. Pretend this never happened.

But the idea of leaving it unfinished felt worse.

You wanted this, her mind whispered. You have wanted this since you first saw that picture, since you first imagined yourself with a bit in your mouth. This is what you came here for, even if you never said it out loud. You will not get another chance like this. Not ever.

Her shame was quick to answer. You are a fool, it hissed. Look at you — naked on the floor of a stranger’s car. What would your father say if he saw you now? What would your mother say? You will regret this. You will disgust yourself.

Anna bit her lip, trying to breathe. The shame wasn’t wrong — the heat in her cheeks was proof of that — but there was something stronger underneath, something that felt like hunger.

You are already here, the other voice insisted, calm and certain. You obeyed everything else. You liked obeying. You like that she sees you. She is not laughing. She is not mocking you. She is giving you what you’ve been too afraid to give yourself.

Her thighs trembled, half from holding the pose, half from the war raging inside her.

If you sit up, you will never know.

If you obey, you might lose yourself.

Anna squeezed her eyes shut, chest heaving. Shame felt like a devil at her ear, begging her to keep a shred of dignity. But dignity had never made her feel alive.

When she opened her eyes again, Martha was still watching, serene and patient, as though she had all the time in the world.

Anna’s breath left her in a shudder. Her hands twitched against the carpet.

Anna’s hands were trembling, her whole body strung tight like a wire. She could hear her own breathing, shallow and quick.

If I sit up now, she thought, this ends. I go back to being a girl running from Prague, from myself. I will go back to pretending I don’t want this.

Her shame hissed at her again — this is madness, this is not you, you are letting this woman turn you into something she can play with — but the word play lodged in Anna’s chest and glowed like a coal.

She wanted to know.

Slowly, deliberately, she let one hand slip from the floor and rest against her stomach. Martha’s expression didn’t change, but Anna thought she saw the faintest glimmer of satisfaction in those cool blue eyes.

Anna’s face was hot enough to burn, but she moved her hand lower, fingers brushing over herself. A soft sound escaped her throat, half-shock, half-release.

Martha didn’t lean forward, didn’t speak. She simply watched, as calm as ever, letting Anna feel every second of the choice she had made.

Anna’s shame screamed at her, but it was too late. Something inside her had given way — not broken, but bent, willingly. She closed her eyes, the hum of the limo and the steady rhythm of the tires mixing with the pounding in her ears.

When she finally stilled, chest heaving, she let her hand fall back to the floor, staring at the ceiling as if she’d been remade.

“Very good,” Martha said at last, her voice like silk being drawn through fingers. “You are honest with yourself. That is the first step.”

Anna swallowed hard, pulse still racing. She wasn’t sure if she wanted to cry or laugh.

Whatever Martha was offering, whatever strange world she was leading her into — Anna wanted it. She wanted more.

Anna didn’t move, even as the limo glided deeper into Greenville, taller building becoming visible even from her vantage point on the floor. The silence was heavy, broken only by the muted purr of the engine and the soft click of the driver’s turn signal now and then. She risked glances at Martha, who sat composed, one leg crossed over the other, watching her like she was watching an opera, every moment unfolding exactly as it should.

When a big truck stopped next to them and the driver looked down into the limo, Anna wanted to curl up, cover herself with her hands, hide her flushed face — but she didn’t. She lay there exposed, breathing shallowly, aware that someone had seen her, the real her, and had not turned away. Had not laughed.

When the limo dipped into an underground garage, Anna sat up quickly, craning to see. The building was massive, easily a hundred stories, its parking structure a labyrinth of concrete and steel. The limo wound down through level after level before stopping near a bank of elevators.

The driver stepped out, her sharp heels striking the ground with military precision, and opened the door.

“Grab your clothes and follow me,” Martha said, already sliding out with effortless grace.

Anna scrambled, gathering her clothes into a messy bundle. Every nerve screamed to put them on, but Martha was already striding toward the elevator. Anna bolted after her, the cold concrete biting at her bare feet. She darted through the garage like she was crossing open ground under fire, hyperaware of every security camera overhead.

The elevator doors slid open as she caught up. Inside, Martha swiped a black key card marked with a white lotus against an RFID reader. Anna noticed there were no buttons for floors — just “Lobby,” “Garage Levels,” and a sleek keypad.

Anna moved to put her clothes back on.

“Don’t bother,” Martha said without looking at her. “You’d just be getting out of them again in a few minutes.”

Heat flared in Anna’s cheeks. “Ja, ma’am.” She could almost feel a security guard somewhere rewinding camera footage just to get a better look at the naked girl sprinting through the garage. And what if someone was in the hallway when the doors opened—

“Mistress.”

Anna blinked.

“You call me Mistress,” Martha said, turning to face her fully now. “You may still say ‘Ja’ if it is easier for you, but I prefer you say ‘Yes, Mistress’ — or ‘Yes, Mistress Martha,’ if you must distinguish me from another woman.”

Anna’s thoughts scattered like birds. Mistress. The word dropped into her mind like a key turning in a long-locked door.

“Ja... Mistress,” Anna said, her voice low, trying the word on her tongue. It fit — better than her clothes ever had.

“Good.” Martha’s eyes softened, approving. “Any woman in clothing is Mistress to you. Any man is Master.”

“Ja, Mistress.” The words came easier this time. And with them, trust.

When the elevator slowed to a stop and the doors whispered open, Anna’s heart pounded with something that was no longer just fear. It was anticipation — sharp and electric.

Whatever waited for her beyond those doors, she wanted to see it.
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