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CHAPTER ONE: INCORRIGIBLE WOMAN
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The year was 1620.

Mia—eighteen today, pretty in a tomboyish sort of way—sat quietly in the cell of the constable’s building in the city-state of Ebon Hall. The lamplight cast a dim amber glow across the narrow space, revealing the dirt ground into her peasant dress and the dry mud caked across her bare feet. Her curly black hair was tangled, threaded with blades of grass and the occasional twig, as if she’d come straight from wrestling with the forest itself. Both her hands bore bruised knuckles, fresh and darkening, yet her expression showed no trace of worry. If anything, she looked bored.

The building held five cells; hers was the only one occupied. Beyond the bars, at the constable’s desk, sat Rory—fifty years old if he was a day. His salt-and-pepper hair, kept at shoulder length, framed a face lined from years of squinting into sun and wind. He wore the Ebon Hall constable’s uniform in its traditional black and red, neat and well-tailored, his leather boots polished to a mirror sheen. He was a man who respected his position, and it showed.

Rory carried no weapon—there was rarely need for one. The fishing district was low in crime, its streets woven together by the threads of a tight-knit community. Rory had earned a reputation as a fair man, one who cared more about his neighbors than about authority for its own sake.

Now, with his boots crossed on the desk and his arms folded, he regarded Mia in silence. His gaze was steady but not unkind, weighing her with the calm patience of someone who’d seen his share of troublemakers. Mia sat on the narrow bunk, her feet dangling, swinging lazily back and forth. The movement was slow, almost mocking, as though the bars, the lamp’s dim light, and the watchful eyes of the constable were all part of a game she’d already grown tired of.

Outside, the muffled sounds of the docks—the slap of water on pilings, the distant creak of ship timbers—filtered in through the shuttered windows. The air smelled faintly of salt, smoke, and the lingering trace of rain.

Mia’s gaze drifted toward the barred window high above her head, then back to Rory. If she felt trapped, she didn’t show it.

“Tell me he tried to force himself on you,” Rory finally said, breaking the long silence.

Mia shook her head. “He didn’t,” she stated flatly.

“Tried to take something from you?” Rory probed, his voice even, though his eyes searched hers for a flicker of anger or fear.

“No.” Her tone was calm, steady.

“He insulted you, then,” Rory tried again.

“No.” Mia bit her lip and glanced toward the barred window as if measuring the light. “When is the magistrate going to be here?”

“He’s not coming,” Rory said, watching her reaction closely.

Her feet stopped swinging. The casual air she’d worn like a shield faltered, and her brows knit in confusion. “Why not?” she asked, her voice carrying the first hint of stress since she’d been brought in.

“Because I haven’t sent for him,” Rory replied, leaning forward in his chair. “I’m not sure a crime has been committed yet.”

“But I hit him. A lot.” Mia’s insistence was sharp now. She thrust her hands forward through the bars as if the bruises on her knuckles could speak for her. “You saw him. His friends—you saw them. Look at my hands.”

“Yes, Mia.” Rory slid his boots off the desk and stood, dragging his chair across the creaking floorboards until it was just in front of her cell. He sat down heavily, his knees nearly touching the bars, studying her like a disappointed father about to hand down a lesson.

“You struck Henry pretty good,” he said, his tone almost weary. “And I know Henry and his friends. They tend to get quite... disrespectful when they’re drunk.” He ran a hand through his hair and leaned back slightly. “He told me you hit him. His friends say you hit him. You say you hit him. But what I haven’t heard”—he let the pause stretch—“is why.”

“Does it matter?” She seemed worried now, her voice quieter than before.

“It might.” Rory’s tone was firm, the kind that left no room for argument.

“He said I was a vagrant,” Mia said.

“You are a vagrant, Mia,” Rory replied flatly. “And today is your eighteenth birthday, so the magistrate won’t treat you like a kid anymore. You won’t get a belt across your ass in this office this time. It’ll be a whip meant for a horse—and it will be in public.”

He studied her face, watching for fear. Instead, what he found was something else entirely—something sharper. Excitement.

Her feet began to swing gently again, a slow, almost deliberate rhythm, as if she were settling back into herself.

“I hit him more than once,” she offered, her tone casual but her eyes holding his. “His nose might be broken.”

“I know.” Rory leaned back slightly, the old chair creaking under him. “And I think I know why you hit him now. You’ve always been a problem child. But not because you didn’t have a family or were too dirty for men to take notice. You never stole food just because you were hungry.”

His voice dropped, and the air between them felt heavier. “I’ve put my belt across your ass enough times to know you don’t misbehave because you’re bad. You do it so you can be punished.”

Mia kept her expression placid, her lips pressed into a thin, unreadable line. Inside, she felt the truth of his words burn hot, but she wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of seeing it. Rory was fair—that was his way—but fair wasn’t what she was looking for.

“The whipping?” Her breathing quickened, a faint flush creeping into her cheeks. “How many, you think?”

Rory didn’t answer.

Instead, he rose from his chair with a deliberate slowness, picked it up, and set it back behind his desk. The scrape of the chair legs on the wooden floor was loud in the small room.

Mia frowned. This wasn’t like him. Rory had always corrected her behavior—without hesitation. At least once a month for the last two years, ever since her father had failed to return from sea. And before that, her father had seen to her punishments himself.

She had been expecting—no, anticipating—the magistrate’s arrival, the formal hearing, the reading of her sentence. She could almost feel the bite of the whip already, hear the murmur of the crowd, the momentary silence before the first strike. But now Rory was refusing her that path.

“I’m going to go get you some food,” he said finally. “We’ll talk more when I get back.”

She blinked at him, confused. “Talk?”

He didn’t look back.

Mia sat motionless on the bunk, eyes following him as he crossed the room. Her mind was a tangle. She had confessed—she always confessed. What was the problem? Did he not understand? Or worse... did he understand too well?

The door closed behind him, leaving her alone with the faint creak of the building in the night air and the low hiss of the oil lamp.

~~Later~~

Mia lay stretched out on the narrow bunk, her hands folded behind her head, eyes fixed on the ceiling’s shadowed beams. Outside, the sunlight was fading, giving way to the muted blues and violets of approaching twilight. The sounds of the docks drifted in through the shuttered windows—the clatter of crates being stacked, the thud of mooring lines dropped onto the planks, and the muffled voices of fishermen heading for alehouses. Day’s work was ending; the night’s diversions were beginning.

She was certain now that no magistrate would be coming tonight. Rory had waited too long. If it happened at all, it would be in the morning.

When the door swung open, Mia sat up, her heart giving a small, traitorous kick of hope. Rory stepped inside—yet he wasn’t alone.

Perhaps he had fetched the magistrate after all.

But the figure who followed him was no magistrate.

She stepped through the threshold as if the room, its furniture, its people—every inch of it—belonged to her by ancient and unquestioned right.

Her attire was the first offense to propriety: tailored trousers of fine dove-grey wool, cut to flatter the long, unhurried strides of a predator that never needed to rush; a high-collared crimson waistcoat over a cream silk shirt, the fabric catching what little light the winter evening offered; boots polished to a mirror’s perfection. No skirts, no dress, none of the draped softness expected of a lady—only the clean, decisive lines of a man’s ensemble, worn by a woman who cared nothing for permission.

Her hair, a cascade of pale gold, was arranged with the kind of deliberate disorder that suggested the wind had dared to toy with her and she had simply allowed it. Her eyes—clear, calculating, far too knowing—passed over the cell, its bars, and finally the girl within. She took in Mia’s filthy condition in a heartbeat, and with the faintest, almost imperceptible tilt of her lips, dismissed it.

Everything about her spoke of the city’s wealthiest quarter: the flawless cut of her garments, the subtle perfume that lingered like an expensive whisper, the lift of her chin as though the world beneath her feet were an inconvenience. And yet, beneath the luxury, there was something sharper—an unspoken challenge, the promise that she could topple your world or make you beg for her favor, depending on her mood.

Without so much as a nod of greeting, she crossed the creaking floorboards to Mia’s cell, her gloved hands resting lightly upon the bars.

“This is the one?” she asked, her voice a cool, precise blade, the faintest curl of a smile touching its edge.

“Mia.” Rory’s voice came from just behind the woman, off to the side, as though he were positioning himself deliberately out of her way. “This is Lady Vanessa Ebondrake. She is here to... assess you.”

“A magistrate?” Mia asked, hope and uncertainty mingling in her tone.

“Stand up.”

Vanessa’s order left no space for hesitation. Her voice was crisp, carrying the kind of authority that was used to instant obedience. Mia slid off the bunk, bare feet touching the cold wooden floor, and straightened.

Vanessa turned her head toward Rory, one brow lifting ever so slightly. He gave a small nod, then reached for the ring of keys at his belt. The faint jingle of metal filled the quiet room as he stepped forward and unlocked the cell. The heavy door swung open on a protesting hinge.

Mia didn’t move until instructed. Her pulse quickened—excitement laced with confusion. This woman radiated command in a way no magistrate she’d ever heard of could. And yet... surely that’s what she must be.

“Show me your hands,” Vanessa commanded.

Mia obeyed instantly, extending them knuckles-up. Vanessa’s eyes dropped to them, giving only the briefest glance before looking back at Mia’s face.

“How many times did you hit the young man?”

“Five or six,” Mia answered, her voice smaller now, almost meek.

Vanessa reached out without warning, taking one of Mia’s bruised hands in her gloved grip. The leather bit into the tender flesh as she gave it a none-too-gentle squeeze directly over the darkened knuckles. Mia drew in a sharp breath through her teeth, but no sound escaped her.

Vanessa released it only to take the other, repeating the motion with equal pressure. Same result—an inhalation, but no cry.

The faint curl of Vanessa’s lips suggested the reaction was exactly what she’d wanted.

“Place your hands on the desk,” Vanessa ordered.

Rory stepped back without a word, clearing the space between them.

Mia crossed the room, the floorboards creaking under her bare feet, and set her hands palms-down on the constable’s desk. The position made her bend forward slightly, her weight resting on her arms.

“Grab the other side of the desk with both hands.”

Vanessa’s voice was low, smooth, and commanding—a tone that carried both seduction and absolute authority.

Mia leaned farther, reaching across to grasp the far edge. The movement tipped her forward until her hips pressed against the desk’s edge, her toes barely keeping her grounded.

If this woman isn’t a magistrate... then what is she?

“You say she has been disciplined dozens of times in this office?” Vanessa’s question was directed to Rory, but Mia could feel the weight of those eyes on her back.

“Once a month, like clockwork,” Rory replied.

Vanessa stepped closer. The quiet click of her boots on the floor was almost masked by the pounding of Mia’s own heartbeat. Then, without ceremony, Vanessa hiked Mia’s peasant dress up and over her hips, tucking the coarse fabric under her belly.

Mia inhaled sharply. Rory had never punished her bare flesh—his belt had always landed over fabric. Even her father, strict as he’d been, had rarely done otherwise. Now, she knew without looking that Rory could see everything.

Heat flushed her face and neck, racing down her chest. The awareness was sharp, stinging, yet it curled into something new inside her—something she liked.

“When did you last bleed?” Vanessa asked, her voice as casual as if she were inquiring about the weather.

“Um... half a moon?” Mia’s toes curled against the floor, her embarrassment twisting tight in her chest.

Vanessa’s gloved fingers brushed Mia’s hip as she circled, moving into her line of sight. She didn’t speak right away—she let the silence stretch, the only sounds the distant gulls outside and the faint creak of the desk beneath Mia’s weight.

Her gaze traveled over Mia slowly, not with the disinterest of a magistrate, but with the measured appraisal of someone deciding the fate of a purchase. When her eyes finally met Mia’s, the contact was steady and unblinking.

“You endure pain well,” Vanessa said at last, her words shaped like a statement rather than a compliment. “And you don’t frighten easily.”

Mia swallowed, her throat dry. She wasn’t sure if she was supposed to answer.

Vanessa took a slow step closer, leaning in just enough that her perfume—rich, spiced, and faintly floral—slipped into Mia’s lungs. “Those are rare qualities,” she continued, her voice quieter now, meant only for Mia. “Rare... and valuable.”

Rory shifted behind them, but said nothing.

Vanessa’s gloved hand lifted, hovering just above Mia’s cheek without touching, as though testing her reaction to proximity alone. Mia felt her heart slam against her ribs.

“You’ve been playing at punishment all your life,” Vanessa murmured, her tone an intimate razor’s edge. “I’m wondering... what you’d do if someone stopped playing.”

Mia’s breath caught, and for the first time since she’d been brought in, she felt truly uncertain of what was coming next.

Vanessa straightened, her shadow stretching across the desk and over Mia’s bent form. She glanced toward Rory, and whatever passed between them needed no words—just the smallest lift of her chin.

Rory gave a single, slow nod.

Vanessa’s attention returned to Mia. “You won’t be seeing the magistrate,” she said, each word deliberate, the cool edge in her tone sharpened to a point.

Mia’s fingers tightened on the far edge of the desk. “Then... what happens to me?”

Vanessa’s faint smile deepened, though it carried no warmth. “You’re coming with me.”

The statement landed with the weight of a sentence. Not a threat, not a request—an inevitability.

“I have use for you,” she continued, stepping back just enough to look Mia over one last time. “And when I’m finished, you’ll either be the most disciplined creature in Ebon Hall... or you’ll be nothing at all.”

The words sent a chill down Mia’s spine, though her pulse quickened for reasons she didn’t dare name.

Vanessa lowered Mia’s dress with a precise tug, as though closing a book she intended to keep. “Come, the carriage is waiting.”

Then she turned without another glance, her boots clicking across the floorboards, leaving the faintest trace of perfume in her wake—and a silence in which Mia’s world felt as though it had just been purchased.

“You’d better go with her.” Rory’s voice carried a weight that told Mia he believed he was acting in her best interest. “It’s what you want.”

Mia rose slowly from the desk, her bare feet whispering against the worn floorboards, and stepped out into the muddy street. The air was damp with the brine of the harbor, twilight stretching shadows long across the rutted lane. Ahead, Vanessa was already striding toward a glossy, lacquered stagecoach drawn by a pair of matched bays. The driver—a man in a perfectly fitted coat—stood beside the door, posture rigid, his gloved hand on the handle.

He opened it for Vanessa without a word. She climbed inside with the unhurried grace of someone accustomed to being waited upon.

Mia hesitated on the street until a gloved hand appeared in the doorway of the coach and curled a single finger toward her in silent summons.

She hurried forward, casting a quick glance at the driver. He didn’t return it; his gaze remained fixed ahead, impassive, as if she were nothing more than a stray dog scurrying past his boots.

Mia climbed into the cab, moving toward the padded bench opposite Vanessa.

“No.” The sultry voice cut through the air like a whip. “You are filthy. Sit on the floor.”

Mia obeyed instantly, dropping to the carpeted floor of the coach. From this low vantage, she could see little out of the curtained windows—only a sliver of darkening sky when she craned her neck.

Vanessa sat with her back straight, the picture of composure, and with a flick of her fingers drew the curtains fully closed, shutting out the world beyond as if the sight of the district’s poor was an offense to her eyes.

The coach lurched into motion, the wheels finding their rhythm over the cobbles. Mia tilted her head back, studying the woman above her.

She had never ridden in a coach before. She had never even been on horseback. The only transport she’d known was the rocking of fishing skiffs along the dock, a few rare childhood trips out onto the bay when her father spoiled her. For nearly two years, her nights had been spent in alleyways, curled behind crates, or in the bed of a man willing to trade warmth and shelter for the press of her body.

This—these upholstered seats, the scent of polished wood and expensive perfume, the quiet hum of well-oiled wheels—was another world entirely.

It frightened her in a way she liked.

She didn’t know what this woman had planned for her. But one thing was certain—Vanessa was not a woman who tolerated mischief. And if Mia played this right... she could still get exactly what she wanted.

The coach rattled through the narrow streets, each turn marked by the sway of the cabin. Mia’s knees shifted with the motion, her palms pressed to the carpet to steady herself. From the floor, she could feel every bump and lurch more keenly than if she’d been seated—each jolt reminding her of her place.

Vanessa hadn’t spoken since ordering her down there. She sat like a marble statue, gaze drifting to the closed curtains as if there were something worth looking at beyond them—something only she could see. The faint perfume in the air was hers, warm and expensive, with a spice that seemed to coil through Mia’s thoughts the longer she breathed it in.

Minutes passed. Then, without warning, Vanessa said, “You smell of fish, river water, and sweat.” The words weren’t cruelly spoken—just an observation, though stripped of any softness that might make it bearable.

Mia’s face heated. She wanted to shrink, but the cramped space made that impossible.

“Look at your fingernails,” Vanessa continued, her voice low and even. “Broken, black with dirt. Your hair—matted, fouled with twigs. Your dress... the seams have given in three places. I can see them from here.”

Mia lowered her eyes.

“And yet,” Vanessa said, a faint curl touching her lips, “you hold your back straight. You haven’t begged for a seat. You’ve done exactly as told. That pleases me.”

The compliment—or what might have been one—sent a confused flutter through Mia’s chest.

Outside, the clatter of wheels shifted to a smoother rhythm as they moved from cobbled streets to the broad, well-kept roads of the wealthier districts. The air inside the coach seemed to grow warmer.

Vanessa leaned forward slightly, gloved hands resting on her knees. “You wonder what I want with you.”

Mia swallowed.

“You’ll find out when I decide you’re ready to know. Until then...” Vanessa let the pause stretch, her gaze holding Mia’s as if testing how long she would endure it. “...you’ll follow every order. Without question. Without hesitation. Is that clear?”

“Yes,” Mia said, the word slipping out faster than she’d meant.

Vanessa smiled—not warmly, but with a slow satisfaction. She leaned back again, the picture of ease, and the rest of the journey was conducted in silence, save for the creak of the coach and the distant hum of the city.

By the time they reached the wide gates of an estate that seemed more fortress than home, Mia’s knees ached from the ride, her palms were sore from bracing against the floor, and yet... the shame, the mystery, the control Vanessa radiated had hooked something deep inside her that she couldn’t, and didn’t want to, shake.

“Yes, Mistress,” Vanessa corrected smoothly, the word rolling off her tongue like silk over steel. “You will refer to me as Mistress from now on. Mistress Vanessa if you must distinguish me from another woman. You will refer to all your betters as Mistress or Master. Always.”

“Yes, Mistress,” Mia replied, the words tasting strange in her mouth—strange, yet somehow... right.

Something stirred in her, a quiet, unfamiliar heat. She was being treated as less than dirt, stripped of the thin scraps of dignity she usually clung to—but the sensation settled into her like a missing piece finally clicking into place.

Vanessa said nothing more. She sat perfectly still, her posture regal, her eyes forward. The silence stretched, unbroken except for the muted rumble of the wheels and the occasional jostle of the coach over uneven stone.

Mia stayed on the floor, her body swaying with each turn, the ache in her knees growing, the carpet rough beneath her palms. The longer Vanessa ignored her, the more the suspense built, searing through her thoughts like sun on bare skin. Every creak of the coach was a reminder that her fate was entirely in this woman’s hands.

The streets grew quieter as they passed into the city’s wealthiest quarter, the noise of the docks replaced by the hush of wide, lamplit boulevards. Behind the curtains, Mia could sense the change in air—fresher, cooler, free of fish and smoke.

Still, Vanessa did not acknowledge her. And that, more than any whip or belt, began to feel like its own kind of punishment.
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CHAPTER TWO: THE NEW TOY
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The coach slowed, its wheels crunching over fine gravel. Mia felt the shift in pace and the faint reverberation of the gates swinging open. When the curtains twitched aside, she caught only a flash of grey—tall stone walls, towering at least twenty feet high, sealing off whatever lay beyond from the rest of Ebon Hall.

They passed through, and the sound of the city vanished as though a door had shut on it.

The estate unfolded before them like another world. Twenty acres, perhaps more, lush with greenery. Rows of fruit trees stretched in perfect symmetry—apple, orange, fig, mango, even exotics she couldn’t name, their blossoms perfuming the air with a fragrance that made her dizzy. Fountains of white marble murmured in the warm twilight, each one adorned with statues of beautiful, naked women—stone bodies rendered in exquisite detail, all caught in poses of submission: kneeling, wrists bound, heads bowed.

The gravel drive curved toward a mansion that dominated the horizon. Three floors of pale stone and glittering glass, its broad front crowned with carved balconies and framed by high archways. Mia’s mouth went dry at the sight—it screamed wealth, the kind of wealth that could buy entire streets, the kind of wealth that never answered to law or custom. She counted windows until she lost track, but there must have been at least twenty bedrooms in that vast shell. At its heart, she imagined a ballroom so vast you could play a full-court game without ever touching the walls.

The coach stopped before a grand staircase. The door swung open, and Vanessa stepped down, her movements measured and unhurried. Mia followed, blinking in the golden lamplight that pooled across the polished steps.

Her gaze caught on the figures moving across the grounds—and she froze.

Dozens of young women, all naked save for gleaming leather collars, moved with quiet purpose. Some tended the fruit trees, their bare skin catching the torchlight. Others polished the marble statues or swept the walkways. A pair knelt by the great doors, ready to open them at Vanessa’s approach. Inside, through the massive archway, Mia glimpsed more—servants gliding silently through the halls, some carrying trays of crystal glasses, others kneeling to remove boots or drape coats over waiting arms.

The sheer casualness of it made Mia’s breath catch. No one appeared ashamed; in fact, they moved as if their nudity was simply part of the uniform, as natural as the collars at their throats.

Vanessa crossed the threshold, and the great doors swung wider. Warmth, the scent of roasted meat and spiced wine, and the glow of hundreds of candles spilled out into the night. Mia stepped inside on unsteady legs.

The entrance hall was cavernous—marble floors, a vaulted ceiling painted with scenes of gardens and lovers, a double staircase sweeping upward in a graceful curve. Off to one side, a massive kitchen buzzed with activity. Naked women bustled at long counters, chopping, stirring, arranging platters. Others passed through the hall carrying refreshments on silver trays.

Mia could barely keep her eyes from them—smooth skin, the faint glint of metal where collars buckled. A warm flush crept into her cheeks as her mind betrayed her, imagining herself among them: bare, collared, moving silently under Vanessa’s command.

She didn’t know whether it was shame or hunger she felt in her chest... only that it was stronger than anything she’d known before.

Vanessa glanced over her shoulder, her eyes briefly locking with Mia’s, as if she already knew every thought passing through her mind.

Vanessa led Mia through the grand hall without slowing, her stride purposeful, the soft click of her boots echoing across the marble. The naked servants moved aside instinctively, bowing their heads or kneeling as she passed. Mia trailed behind, trying to drink in the scale of the mansion, but her eyes kept returning to the women—beautiful, unashamed, collared—and the way they moved as if their very breathing depended on Vanessa’s permission.

They emerged into a high-ceilinged courtyard, open to the night sky, its center dominated by a great stone fountain. The scent of fruit trees drifted from the orchards beyond. Along one side, a low fire crackled in an iron brazier, the flames throwing a shifting orange glow over a small table piled with folded cloths and a large porcelain basin steaming faintly in the cool air.

“Stop there,” Vanessa commanded, and Mia froze.

Vanessa gestured toward the brazier. “Those clothes will not enter my house.”

Two collared women approached. Without a word, they stripped the peasant dress from Mia’s shoulders, the coarse fabric rasping over her skin. Her bare feet sank into the cool marble tiles, her body now exposed to the evening air—and to the quiet eyes of half a dozen servants moving about the courtyard.

The women tossed the filthy dress into the fire. The flames caught quickly, consuming the last remnants of her old life in a brief, hungry flare. Mia stood watching, unable to look away, feeling the heat on her face as if it were licking her very skin.

“Turn,” Vanessa ordered.

Mia obeyed, and the process began. She was led to the basin and made to stand while warm water was poured over her in slow, deliberate streams. The servants worked with quiet efficiency, scrubbing her as one might scrub a valuable animal brought in from the field—mud and grime loosened from her skin, grass and twigs pulled from her tangled curls. One woman trimmed and filed her nails until they shone; another shaved her legs with a practiced hand, the sound of the blade whispering over skin loud in the hush.

Guests and servants passed through the courtyard without pause, some glancing at her, others ignoring her entirely, as if naked newcomers being cleaned in public were an unremarkable event in this household. The lack of secrecy made it worse.
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