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All characters depicted in this work are 18 years of age or older. Where a character’s age is not restated in the current volume, it has been established in a previous volume of the series and remains unchanged unless explicitly stated otherwise.

* * *
While Vixie was being guided through the consequences of her mistakes in a lesson that left no space for uncertainty, elsewhere in the city Varvara opened her eyes, as though sleep was reluctant to release her, in the warm familiarity of her bedroom, still carrying the residue of a long and strangely absorbing evening at the auction.
Varvara woke slowly, as if returning from a place where time had been arranged more loosely than in waking life. Morning light — already leaning toward late morning — filtered through the curtains in softened bands, settling over the edges of the room, the furniture, the quiet geometry of her bed. For a few seconds she did not move. In that pause the last impressions of the previous night hung about her like a faint perfume: voices, the scrape of wood on the platform, the low, measured hum of appraisal; they sat behind her thoughts, indistinct but insistently present. Then her gaze shifted. Dmitri was already awake.
He had slept on the mat beside her bed, as he had been instructed, and now stood a few paces away from it — still, upright, waiting. He was naked, as she had ordered him to remain. There was no attempt at concealment, no adjustment of posture that might suggest discomfort or self-consciousness. Only the quiet, controlled acceptance of exposure as a condition rather than an event. Yet under that practiced stillness there was the soft, almost invisible tremor of someone inhabiting a role: the throat tightening minutely when she looked, the way his hands flexed and settled at his sides. These tiny artifacts of feeling, barely there, made his compliance feel less like simple obedience and more like a chosen restraint.
Varvara noticed this first not as abstraction but as sensation: the way the morning articulated the surface of him. Light fell along the taut planes of his torso, picked out the neat cords at the sides of his abdomen, and threw small, hard highlights on the muscles of his thighs. When he shifted his weight, she watched the skin change — a ripple that told of readiness rather than reluctance. His buttocks sat in the softened shadow of the mat, the line between flesh and light precise; the angle suggested strength that relaxed without slackening. The air carried itself differently near him, a cooler tightness that made the skin of her forearm prickle as if in sympathy.
Her attention traveled and lingered with deliberate economy. She observed how the skin took the light, where it warmed and where it caught a cooler tone; how the hair at the nape of his neck lay flat from sleep; how the inner line of his thigh tightened minimally as he held still. Each small detail collected into a practical intelligence: not mere appreciation of form, but a mapping of what answered instruction and what kept its own measure. The muscles were not monuments but instruments, polished and ready; the hollows and bulges read as annotations in a ledger of capacity and restraint. All at once, sensation and calculation braided together in her mind — tactile fact informing intention.
She let her gaze move lower with the same exactness. The body there read as a continuation of the architecture above: a compactness that did not call attention so much as promise controlled force. There was a naturalness to its proportions, the hint of tension in the groin when he shifted his stance, the way the light cupped the roundness of his hips and made the shadow beneath him a clear, functional contour. Up close the skin bore the gentle unevenness of real life — the faint line where a scar had paled, the whisper of gooseflesh along a rib — details that made the whole less like an ideal and more like a living, usable thing. The sight sent a quiet, precise warmth through her, less of blunt desire than of recognition — of a thing whose edges were defined and could be set to work. Under that recognition lay a subtler current: a small echo of tenderness, the faint acknowledgment that mastery depended on a reciprocal trust even when it presented as one-sided.
He did not meet her eyes. When she spoke, it was to the fact of him more than to the man: «You did not sleep well.»
«I did not sleep deeply», he answered.
Varvara shifted on the bed, the sheet gathering at her waist without conscious modesty. The linen whispered against her skin, a small, sensual counterpoint to the clean geometry of the room. «The auction», she said, almost to herself, then more clearly. «It is strange, how quickly one becomes accustomed to the sight of people being evaluated. Men and women alike — reduced to strengths, weaknesses, uses.» Her hand smoothed the sheet; movement and thought were one. There was in her voice a trace of something that briefly unraveled the strict line — a half laugh, bordering on ruefulness — as if she recognized the absurd normality of assessing human worth with the same cool calculation used for objects.
She thought of the woman on the platform: composed, measured, presented like a piece made to be read. She thought of the men — not frightening because of brute power, she reflected, but because uncontrolled force unsettled the order that made strength useful. Here, in her room, the opposite was on display: force whose edges were held, whose motions could be folded into an intention. The contrast felt like a moral geometry to her: unbounded strength a jagged angle, disciplined power a clean line. For a moment the memory of the platform intensified some private measurement inside her — where she drew the lines, what she allowed to be seen and what she kept edged away.
«You would not have stood out there», she said to Dmitri, watching him as one inspects a tool for fit rather than a person for praise. «Not a compliment,» she added lightly, correcting tone.
He inclined his head. «Yes, Mistress.»
She let the idea shape further: strength that answers, that receives intention, that ceases to negotiate with circumstance. The body before her made the abstraction concrete — not by spectacle but by the small facts of muscle and line, by the way skin gave and returned under the light. A faint, almost imperceptible smile touched her lips as thought and flesh aligned into meaning. The smile carried for an instant something like satisfaction — not triumphal, but exact, the contentment of someone who recognizes fit for a purpose.
«You may come closer», she said. He obeyed without hesitation, stepping nearer so that the space between them narrowed to a measure of possible action. From her recumbent angle Varvara watched him approach and let her eyes settle, with deliberate frankness, where the body’s motion concentrated when seen from below: the small, pendulous swing at the front of his stance, the way shadow and light drew attention to the place where force condensed into movement. Up close the breath he drew was audible, soft and even; she noted the faint rise of skin there, the subtle color shift under the ribs, the way the fine hairs at the base of the stomach caught a sunbeam and made a thin, living border. The sight told her of readiness and rhythm more than of mere anatomy; it mapped for her what answered pressure and what held its line.
Her awareness of that place combined the factual and the intimate. Where before her observation had been a practical inventory, now it threaded into sensation: a heat that collected like a small, precise hearth, a pressure behind the sternum that was not unfamiliar and yet did not require naming. She experienced the man as both an object of appraisal and as a quiet presence that might betray something unscheduled — a look, a sigh, an involuntary shift. That possibility sharpened the scene: the orderly room around them might be indifferent, but between them something private hummed with potential.
And somewhere far away, another woman was learning, by repetition and exposure, how structure enters the body without being named. Varvara did not think of her. She looked at the man who belonged to her with a new clarity: not merely as a man, but as a form of force fixed to a purpose. The morning light lay across them both in indifferent geometry; the room had not changed, but for Varvara the meaning of what stood within it had, and she began, quietly and with an almost clinical excitement, to wonder how that meaning might be used. The thought threaded through her like a tool selected from a drawer — practical, inevitable, and oddly intimate. Beneath the clinical edge, a softer current hovered: the recognition that playing with containment requires care, that the thing contained is not merely material but someone whose flesh remembers the world.
While Vixie was being guided through the consequences of her mistakes in a lesson that left no space for uncertainty, elsewhere in the city Varvara opened her eyes, as though sleep was reluctant to release her, in the warm familiarity of her bedroom, still carrying the residue of a long and strangely absorbing evening at the auction.
Varvara woke slowly, as if returning from a place where time had been arranged more loosely than in waking life.
Morning light — already leaning toward late morning — filtered through the curtains in softened bands, settling over the edges of the room, the furniture, the quiet geometry of her bed.
For a few seconds she did not move.
Then her gaze shifted.
Dmitri was already awake.
He had slept on the mat beside her bed, as he had been instructed, and now stood a few paces away from it — still, upright, waiting.
He was completely naked, as she had ordered him to remain. There was no attempt at concealment, no adjustment of posture that might suggest discomfort or self-consciousness. Only the quiet, controlled acceptance of exposure as a condition rather than an event.
Varvara noticed this first.
Not his face. Not his stance.
But the absence of anything between his body and the morning light.
She studied him for a moment without speaking.
As one might observe an object that belongs in the room, but is not part of it.
«You did not sleep well», she said at last, her voice still softened by waking.
It was not a question.
Dmitri lowered his gaze.
«I did not sleep deeply», he answered.
A pause.
Varvara turned slightly on the bed, letting the sheet gather around her waist without thought, as if the act of modesty or lack of it had long ceased to carry meaning in this space.
Her thoughts, however, were already elsewhere.
«The auction», she said, almost to herself at first.
Dmitri remained still.
Varvara’s eyes drifted past him, as though the room had briefly widened into something else entirely.
«It is strange,» she continued, «how quickly one becomes accustomed to the sight of people being evaluated.»
A faint pause.
«Men and women alike. Reduced to strengths. Weaknesses. Uses.»
Her fingers traced absent-mindedly along the edge of the fabric near her hand, not fidgeting, but structuring thought through touch.
«There was a woman», she said, more clearly now. «Not much older than I am. Displayed as though she were a piece of workmanship. And yet… perfectly composed.»
Her gaze sharpened slightly.
«And the men,» she added, «were worse. Or perhaps better. I cannot decide.»
Dmitri listened without interrupting.
He never interrupted.
Varvara shifted her attention back to him.
«You would not have stood out there», she said thoughtfully.
A pause.
«That is not a compliment,» she added, almost absently, as though correcting tone rather than meaning.
Dmitri lowered his eyes further.
Varvara exhaled lightly, as if concluding a line of thought that had been running since the night before.
«They spoke of strength as if it were a problem to be solved,» she continued. «And then solved it in every direction at once.»
A small, almost imperceptible smile touched her lips, then faded.
«I think I understand now why people like Yelena never look surprised by anything.»
Her gaze drifted toward Dmitri again, this time more directly.
«You may come closer,» she said.
He obeyed immediately.
No hesitation. No shift in expression.
Only controlled movement into proximity.
Varvara watched him approach, as though measuring not his body, but the idea of his presence in relation to her thoughts.
And somewhere far away — in another part of the same morning — another woman was learning how structure enters the body through repetition, without ever being named as force.
Varvara did not think of her.
Not yet.
Varvara looked at the man who belonged to her for a long moment without speaking.
Not in the way one looks at a person being addressed.
Rather, as one studies the physical certainty of something that might be put to use.
His body did not attempt to interpret her gaze. It simply remained where it was, obedient to stillness.
«You were awake before me,» she said at last.
A simple observation.
He acknowledged the words with a small, controlled dip of his head.
«Yes, Mistress.»
Varvara was silent for a moment longer, as if aligning what she saw with what she had already begun to understand the previous evening.
«At the auction,» she said slowly, without looking away from him, «it was very clear how strength is treated when it belongs to no one.»
A faint pause.
«Men like those on the platform were not frightening in themselves,» she continued. «Not because they were weak — but because they were uncontrolled. Everyone there knew it. That is why they were being measured.»
Her gaze remained on Dmitri, but not in the way one addresses a person. It rested on him as one might rest attention on a principle that has taken temporary human form.
«And yet the same strength,» she added, «when it is separated from its own will… becomes something entirely different.»
She paused briefly, not searching for words, but testing whether the idea still held its shape when spoken aloud.
«Not less powerful,» she said. «Simply no longer unpredictable.»
A small shift followed in her tone — not emotional, but refining, as if the thought were being brought into sharper focus.
«That is what I noticed yesterday», she continued. «The difference between strength that exists freely, and strength that exists as part of someone else’s order.»
Her eyes narrowed slightly, not in suspicion, but in concentration, as though the conclusion were still being assembled rather than already reached.
«It changes its meaning completely.»
As she spoke, her attention moved over him again — briefly, without fixation, as if confirming the physical reality that supported the thought rather than interrupting it. The nakedness did not function as provocation or display; it simply removed the layers through which people are usually interpreted. What remained was direct: structure, weight, controlled stillness.
And in that clarity, she began to see him differently.
Not as a man in the ordinary sense of the word, but as a form of force that had been placed into definition. Strength that did not wander. Strength that did not negotiate with circumstance. Strength that could be positioned.
He stood without adjustment, as though the absence of clothing had eliminated not modesty, but the possibility of unnecessary gesture. Nothing about him attempted to influence her perception; nothing resisted it either. He simply occupied the space assigned to him.
«And there is another thing,» she said softly, letting the thought continue without forcing it. «When strength answers, it does not compete with the world. It receives intention.»
She let the phrase settle, as if listening to its internal logic.
«That is why,» she added, almost lightly, «some men are sold, and others spend their lives trying to become something that can be purchased.»
There was a faint trace of amusement in her voice now — not at him, but at the structure itself, as though she had momentarily glimpsed a pattern that people usually prefer not to name.
Dmitri remained still. His response was minimal, a slight inclination of the head — not agreement, not disagreement, but acknowledgment of the space he occupied within her words.
Varvara did not correct him, nor elaborate further. The thought had already moved beyond the need for reinforcement.
The morning light lay across them both in a quiet, indifferent geometry. The room did not change, but its meaning, for her, had shifted: it no longer contained a man and a woman in the ordinary sense, but a living demonstration of something she had begun to articulate only hours earlier at the auction — the distance between uncontrolled force and force that exists within an order.
And for the first time, she did not feel as though she were merely observing that difference.
She felt as though she were beginning to understand what it might be used for.
Varvara’s gaze settled there again, though this time not with the startled awareness of novelty that had accompanied the previous evening. Yesterday, when her stepmother had presented Dmitri to her with that unnervingly calm matter-of-factness — as though gifting a horse, a servant, or some rare mechanical instrument — the nakedness itself had carried the strongest charge. She had noticed his body then almost defensively, with the brisk concentration of someone refusing embarrassment by converting it into procedure. She had ordered him to wash immediately, not merely from practicality, but because the act itself had created distance: water, soap, instruction, routine. Cleanliness had made the situation manageable.
Now the memory returned altered.
She remembered standing near the bathing room doorway while he obeyed her first commands without hesitation, remembered the wet shine along his shoulders, the droplets descending the hard lines of his stomach, the subdued weight of his sex in motion as he moved beneath the water. At the time she had regarded it as something almost intrusive in its visibility — too biological, too direct, a fact impossible not to acknowledge. Yet even then she had already begun, without admitting it, to translate discomfort into observation.
The auction had completed that translation.
Something in her had shifted during those long hours among platforms, voices, and measured appraisals. Not crudely; not into simple cruelty or appetite. Rather, the categories inside her mind had rearranged themselves. Nakedness no longer appeared accidental to her. Nor did masculinity feel like an autonomous force existing beyond reach, beyond structure, beyond ownership. She had seen too clearly how quickly power altered when placed inside ritual, valuation, expectation. Men stripped and displayed ceased to resemble the vague social abstraction called «men»; they became specific things: temperaments, physiques, thresholds, trained reflexes, capacities for obedience or resistance.
And now, looking at Dmitri in the softened geometry of morning, she realized that her eyes themselves had changed.
Yesterday she had looked at a naked man.
Today she was looking at possession.
The recognition did not arrive as vulgar triumph. It settled far more quietly than that, with the strange sobriety of understanding a law that had apparently existed long before one noticed it. What unsettled her was not the body itself, but the awareness that freedom — even male freedom, which she had once unconsciously imagined as something structurally immovable — could be contained, directed, folded inward until it answered another will.
Her gaze lingered lower with a composure that would have embarrassed her only days earlier. His member no longer appeared to her as some awkwardly separate fact of nakedness, nor as the intrusive centre of the body it had seemed the night before. Instead it read as part of a coherent system of flesh and discipline: vulnerable despite its strength, expressive despite restraint. She noticed the minute heaviness created by heat and circulation, the restrained tension at the base of his abdomen, the subtle way the body guarded itself even in obedience. These details no longer startled her. They informed her.
The thought moved through her slowly, almost academically at first, before something warmer followed behind it.
How strange, she reflected, that civilization spent so much effort pretending men were creatures of pure authority, when nakedness revealed so plainly how governable they were. Not weak — that was not the word. Dmitri did not appear weak standing before her. If anything, the disciplined stillness of him intensified the impression of contained capability. But capability itself was evidently not freedom. Strength could kneel. Strength could wait. Strength could belong.
And once that truth had been seen clearly, it became impossible to unsee.
A faint warmth gathered low inside her — subtler than desire, though perhaps adjacent to it. Not hunger exactly, but fascination acquiring physical weight. The awareness that the body before her possessed impulses, pride, instinct, perhaps even remnants of masculine vanity, and yet remained standing there under her gaze because she permitted it to stand there.
The thought altered the room.
Not outwardly; the curtains still stirred faintly in the late morning air, sunlight still rested across the linen in pale gold bands. Yet inwardly the atmosphere had acquired another density. She no longer felt herself merely inhabiting a private bedroom with a naked slave nearby. Instead she felt herself occupying a small chamber of enacted order, where the oldest assumptions about power had become unexpectedly fluid.
Dmitri remained motionless beneath her observation, though she noticed the slight tightening in his throat again when silence prolonged itself. That tiny involuntary reaction affected her more than any theatrical display could have done. It reminded her that obedience was not the absence of interior life, but its containment.
And perhaps, she realized with a slow inward stir of curiosity, that was precisely what had begun to entrance her.
Varvara remained half reclined against the pillows for several moments longer, her gaze resting on him with that same unnervingly composed attention which the previous evening would have embarrassed even in solitude. The silence between them had ceased to feel accidental. It now resembled a continuation of observation — an interval in which meaning gathered weight.
Then, lightly, almost absently, she said:
«Walk.»
Dmitri lifted his eyes only briefly in acknowledgment.
«Yes, Mistress.»
He turned at once and crossed the room with measured restraint, neither hurried nor theatrical. Varvara watched him in profile first: the controlled movement of shoulders and hips, the easy balance of a body accustomed to strength yet trained not to display it without purpose. The morning light shifted over him as he moved, traveling across muscle and skin in pale, diluted bands.
But it was lower that her attention settled most steadily now.
Yesterday she might have looked away from such things instinctively, disturbed less by impropriety itself than by the unfamiliar intimacy of witnessing masculine nakedness so plainly before her. Now the movement held her with quiet concentration. His member responded subtly to motion — not dramatically, not obscenely, but with the small, undeniable weight and rhythm of living flesh answering the body around it. The restrained sway seemed at once vulnerable and strangely authoritative, an involuntary truth impossible for discipline entirely to erase.
«Again», she said softly.
He turned and obeyed without hesitation.
This time she observed more carefully how motion altered him: the faint tightening beneath the abdomen, the shifting line where thigh met groin, the quiet physical coherence of masculinity in movement. Nothing appeared detached any longer. What she watched no longer seemed an embarrassing appendage awkwardly suspended from the body, but part of the same integrated structure of force and submission she had begun, only now, truly to understand.
A curious sensation stirred in her chest — not simple desire, but the intoxication of revised perception. The auction had unsettled something fundamental inside her. Before it, she had unconsciously regarded male freedom as a fixed natural condition, something broad and self-owning, too deeply rooted in the world to be altered except by violence.
Yet here stood a man — physically stronger than herself, undeniably male in every visible aspect of flesh and bearing — moving naked across her bedroom at her instruction with quiet obedience.
And the evidence of that obedience moved with him.
The thought produced in her not cruelty but an almost dangerous fascination. There was something profoundly disarming in realizing that masculinity itself could be trained into stillness, into patience, into service without ceasing to remain visibly masculine. If anything, containment intensified it. The very signs of restraint drew attention to the force being restrained.
«Stop.»
He stopped immediately.
For a moment neither of them spoke.
Varvara let her eyes remain where they were, studying the final settling stillness after movement ceased — the gradual quieting of flesh, the lingering tension held unconsciously through the lower body, the minute evidence of blood, warmth, and contained instinct beneath disciplined posture. These things no longer struck her as indecorous. They seemed informative, almost intimate in the precision with which they revealed the truth of him.
And what unsettled her most was the growing recognition that she no longer viewed such truths as belonging entirely to him alone.
Varvara’s fingers moved once across the sheet, smoothing a fold that did not truly require smoothing. Her attention remained fixed on him with a steadiness that was beginning to feel natural to her, though only the previous day such scrutiny would have seemed almost intolerably intimate.
«Jump,» she said at last.
A faint hesitation crossed Dmitri’s face — not refusal, merely the brief instinctive surprise of a command unexpected in its simplicity.
«Here, Mistress?»
«Yes. On the spot.»
He obeyed.
The first motion disturbed the still equilibrium of his body at once. Muscles tightened reflexively through the abdomen and thighs; the disciplined verticality of his posture gave way to movement that could not entirely conceal the body’s living physicality. Varvara watched in silence as his member shifted with each impact — the restrained heaviness altered by motion into something less statuesque, more vulnerable to gravity, momentum, and flesh itself.
Again he jumped.
This time her gaze settled lower still. With each landing the weight beneath him answered involuntarily to motion — the compact sway beneath his member, the soft yielding of masculine flesh responding helplessly to rhythm and impact despite all discipline imposed upon the body surrounding it. The movement was neither grotesque nor comic. If anything, its very inevitability fascinated her. There was something disarming in witnessing those most private signs of manhood subjected so plainly to ordinary physical law.
«Continue.»
Dmitri obeyed without protest, though his breathing had begun to deepen slightly now. Light slid intermittently across his body as he moved, catching brief shifting contours — the line of the stomach drawing taut, the lower motion beneath it, the disciplined effort to preserve composure even within an act that steadily stripped composure of grandeur.
The sight affected her strangely.
Not because it was indecent. In another setting the act might even have appeared faintly absurd: a powerful naked man obeying so simple an instruction beneath the calm light of morning. Yet that very absurdity sharpened the sensation rather than diminishing it. The masculine dignity she had once unconsciously associated with men now revealed itself as unexpectedly permeable. Strength did not vanish under obedience; it became exposed differently.
She observed the involuntary reactions with growing concentration: the tightening along the groin before impact, the subtle recoil afterward, the unavoidable yielding of flesh that no pride or training could fully suppress. Each movement made visible how even the most intimate parts of masculinity answered circumstance whether masculine vanity permitted it or not.
And suddenly Varvara understood something with uncomfortable clarity.
Male authority depended heavily upon stillness.
Upon presentation. Upon controlled posture, measured gestures, the illusion of immovability.
Movement betrayed the body.
Not weakness exactly — she still saw no weakness in Dmitri — but humanity. Flesh could not remain entirely symbolic while in motion. It bounced, tightened, reacted, yielded to gravity and blood and strain. The body ceased being an abstract emblem of masculine power and became unmistakably alive.
The recognition sent a slow warmth through her unlike the sharper excitement of mere erotic curiosity. This felt deeper, more destabilizing. She was no longer simply looking at nakedness. She was witnessing the strange fragility hidden inside masculinity itself — not its collapse, but its dependence upon discipline to maintain shape.
«Enough.»
He stopped immediately.
For several seconds the residual motion lingered subtly through him before settling back into stillness. Varvara watched that gradual quieting with parted lips and an expression she herself might not entirely have recognized: thoughtful, intent, faintly flushed beneath its composure.
It occurred to her then — with a quiet thrill bordering almost upon intellectual intoxication — that ownership was not merely the right to command a body.
It was the privilege of altering the meanings attached to it.
Varvara remained silent for several moments after he stopped. The room seemed unusually still now, as though the motion she had commanded had briefly unsettled not only the body before her, but the atmosphere itself. Morning light continued to rest across the floorboards and linen with indifferent calm, yet something within her had shifted further — some inward boundary quietly displaced.
Then she lifted her eyes to him again.
«Come here.»
Dmitri stepped forward at once until he stood beside the bed once more, close enough now that she could see the minute signs left by exertion: the faint warmth along his skin, the slower settling of breath beneath the ribs, the slight residual tension still held through the lower abdomen.
Her gaze lowered with thoughtful steadiness, no longer hurried by embarrassment nor sharpened merely by curiosity. What stood before her now appeared inseparable from the broader revelation that had been unfolding since the auction: that masculinity itself — even in its most intimate and instinctive forms — could be observed, directed, contained.
Slowly she extended her hand.
The first contact was almost clinical in its gentleness.
Her fingers settled against him with measured caution, not grasping at once, but acquainting themselves with warmth, texture, living weight. She felt an involuntary tightening answer her touch — slight, immediate, impossible for him fully to conceal. That reaction affected her more deeply than she expected. Not because it was erotic in any crude sense, but because it revealed so plainly the body’s inability to remain entirely governed under scrutiny.
She let her hand close more fully.
The sensation was startlingly concrete. Two days ago such intimacy would have seemed almost unimaginable to her — too naked, too private, too bound to meanings she had never examined closely. Yet now the contact felt less like trespass than inquiry. She experienced not only flesh, but the strange convergence of power and vulnerability residing within it: masculine force reduced neither to abstraction nor to vulgarity, but held physically within her palm.
Dmitri remained motionless.
Only the slight tightening in his throat and the controlled depth of his breathing betrayed the effort of stillness. Varvara became acutely aware of that restraint. The awareness moved through her with quiet intensity: he was permitting this because obedience had entered the body deeply enough to govern even instinct.
Her thumb shifted almost absentmindedly along him, exploring the subtle changes produced by pressure and warmth. Beneath her hand she felt responsiveness impossible to intellectualize away — blood, tension, sensitivity, all the hidden mechanics of masculine composure rendered tangible.
For the first time she understood with complete clarity why ownership unsettled her so profoundly.
It was not merely authority over action.
It was access.
Access to reactions ordinarily concealed beneath clothing, manners, posture, social distance — access to the secret physical life from which masculine confidence itself partly emerged. Standing before her, Dmitri no longer resembled the abstract category of «man» as she had once understood it. He had become specific, touchable, governable, and therefore infinitely more real.
A faint color rose into her cheeks despite the calmness of her expression.
How strange, she thought, that civilization taught women to fear masculine bodies while teaching men almost nothing about the vulnerability created by being seen.
Varvara’s hand remained upon him for another moment before she slowly withdrew it, though the warmth of contact lingered faintly in her palm, as if the skin itself had remembered what propriety would once have insisted on forgetting. She lowered her eyes, thoughtful now rather than merely curious, and a quiet silence spread between them — not awkward, not uncertain, but dense with recognition.
Then, with an almost absent motion, she drew the coverlet aside.
The cooler morning air slipped across her bare legs as she turned upon the bed to face him more directly. Linen whispered beneath her shifting weight. For an instant she paused there, one hand braced lightly against the mattress, her hair fallen loosely over one shoulder, her expression composed despite the unmistakable quickening beneath it.
Slowly, deliberately, she parted her legs.
Not theatrically. Not with the practiced confidence of a worldly woman. The gesture carried instead the solemnity of decision — the strange seriousness that accompanies a threshold long imagined but never crossed.
Dmitri did not move.
Varvara became suddenly aware of her own heartbeat, of the warmth gathering through her body, of the startling vulnerability hidden inside desire when it ceased to belong merely to fantasy. Eighteen years of warnings, evasions, half-spoken cautions, frightened curiosities and private imaginings seemed to hover for a fleeting moment at the edge of consciousness. Men had always existed around her as social beings, clothed in authority, manners, distance. Even nakedness, until recently, had felt almost abstract to her — something glimpsed accidentally, then hurried away from.
But nothing felt abstract now.
She looked at him — at the disciplined stillness of his body, at the visible masculinity she had spent the morning studying with such unsettling fascination — and realized with quiet astonishment that fear no longer occupied the centre of what she felt.
Her stepmother had removed that oldest terror before Dmitri had ever entered this room. No future could suddenly root itself inside her body against her will. No irreversible consequence stood waiting behind the threshold she contemplated. The knowledge altered everything. What remained was not panic, but choice.
And perhaps that was what intoxicated her most deeply.
Not merely the possibility of pleasure, but the awareness that for the first time the experience belonged entirely to her own decision.
«Come closer», she said softly.
Her voice barely resembled the one she used in ordinary life. Something gentler had entered it now beneath the composure — uncertainty perhaps, though not weakness. The uncertainty of someone standing willingly before the unknown.
Dmitri approached the bed slowly, attentively, as though instinct warned him that what unfolded now required greater care than obedience alone could provide.
Varvara watched him come toward her with parted lips and a strange, almost aching awareness of herself: not as mistress, not as spectator, but as a young woman on the edge of becoming suddenly, irrevocably more alive within her own body.
Dmitri stopped beside the bed and waited, though waiting itself had become charged now with a different kind of tension. Varvara could feel it in the silence between them — not the earlier tension of command and obedience alone, but something more fragile, more profoundly human. The room no longer resembled a chamber of observation. It had become a threshold.
For a moment neither moved.
Varvara watched the morning light resting along the line of his shoulders, the rise and fall beneath his ribs, the visible restraint with which he held himself near her. The sight no longer stirred merely curiosity in her. It awakened a strange ache of anticipation — the awareness that the body before her was no longer an abstraction, nor even simply a possession, but something capable of crossing into her own experience in the most intimate way imaginable.
When at last he touched her, it was with surprising care.
One hand settled lightly against her thigh, steadying rather than claiming. The warmth of his skin seemed almost startling against her own. Varvara felt herself tense instinctively beneath the contact, not from fear exactly, but from the sheer unfamiliarity of surrendering the guarded boundaries of her body to another person’s nearness.
Then came the first slow pressure between her legs.
She drew breath sharply.
The sensation was unlike anything she had prepared herself to imagine. Not sudden pleasure, not immediate ecstasy, but an overwhelming awareness of reality — of living flesh meeting living flesh, of the body recognizing intrusion and intimacy at once. For one suspended instant her thoughts scattered entirely beneath the intensity of simple physical perception.
Dmitri paused at once.
Varvara became acutely aware of him watching her, waiting not for permission spoken aloud, but for the subtler permission carried in breath and movement. That hesitation affected her unexpectedly deeply. In all her private imaginings of men, she realized suddenly, she had unconsciously imagined force as something inevitable, almost impersonal. Yet here, at the edge of the unknown she had long both feared and desired, gentleness revealed itself as the more overwhelming power.
She lifted her eyes to his and gave the smallest movement of assent.
Slowly he continued.
A quiet sound escaped her before she could suppress it. The feeling of being opened was at once uncomfortable and intoxicating, almost unbearably intimate in its undeniability. Every guarded, hidden part of her awareness seemed drawn suddenly into sharp physical existence. She felt the careful pressure of him entering her not merely as sensation, but as a transformation occurring within the boundaries of her own self.
Her fingers tightened unconsciously in the sheets.
So much of girlhood, she thought dimly through the haze overtaking her, had been constructed around anticipation of this moment — warnings, fantasies, whispers, fears disguised as morality. Yet none of those things had explained the strange emotional disorientation of discovering another person physically inside the space that had always belonged only to oneself.
The shock of intimacy eclipsed even modesty.
For several moments she could think of nothing coherently at all. Only fragments drifted through her awareness: the warmth of his body above her, the measured restraint with which he moved, the unbearable closeness of breath and skin and shared vulnerability beneath the pale indifferent light of morning.
And beneath all of it ran the deepest revelation of all.
She had imagined possession as something external — collars, obedience, commands, nakedness observed and directed. But this felt entirely different. Here the illusion of separateness itself seemed briefly weakened. Control no longer stood opposite surrender in any simple sense. Instead both had become entangled inside a single act of trust so intimate it almost frightened her.
Varvara turned her face slightly into the pillow, eyes half closed now, her breathing uneven.
The world outside the room — the auction, society, names, manners, the elaborate architecture of power itself — suddenly seemed impossibly distant compared to the astonishing immediacy of what her own body was learning in silence.
For a long while Varvara lay very still beneath him, as though her body were listening inwardly to some new and private language it had only just begun to recognize. The first sharp unfamiliarity had softened now into warmth — into a strange lingering fullness that seemed to alter her awareness of herself from within.
Dmitri remained careful above her, attentive even in stillness. She could feel the restrained weight of him, the warmth of his skin, the slow rhythm of breath gradually settling after emotion neither of them had entirely concealed. What astonished her most was not the intensity of sensation, but its intimacy. The body she had spent the morning observing with such detached fascination no longer existed outside her experience. The boundary between watcher and participant had dissolved almost without her noticing.
She closed her eyes.
How quickly the unfamiliar became imaginable.
A few days earlier even the sight of masculine nakedness had unsettled her with embarrassment. Then had come the auction, the altered perception of power, the discovery that obedience transformed not only conduct but the meaning of the body itself. And now she found herself overtaken by a quieter, more dangerous curiosity: not merely to witness experience, but to move further into it.
Slowly she shifted beneath him.
The movement seemed almost instinctive at first, yet once begun it gathered intention. She withdrew slightly from his embrace, one hand smoothing uncertainly across the linen as she turned onto her stomach. Her hair spilled loosely across her shoulder and down her back; the morning air touched skin newly awakened to itself. For an instant she hesitated, suddenly conscious of the vulnerability of the position — the absence of eye contact, the surrender of observation.
Behind her she sensed Dmitri still completely motionless, awaiting understanding rather than command.
Varvara felt heat rise faintly into her cheeks despite herself.
What she was contemplating would once have seemed impossibly brazen even in imagination. Yet imagination had accompanied her longer than she cared to admit. In the hidden privacy of girlhood thoughts — those silent regions of curiosity no governess or etiquette manual could fully govern — she had more than once wondered what it might feel like to relinquish not merely modesty, but orientation itself: to stop watching and simply receive sensation without defense.
And now, astonishingly, she could.
The knowledge that no irreversible consequence waited beyond intimacy freed her thoughts in ways she was only beginning to understand. Fear had loosened its hold upon curiosity. What remained was trembling anticipation.
Without looking back, she shifted slightly further, a quiet unspoken permission.
For several seconds nothing happened.
Then she felt Dmitri’s hand rest gently against her hip.
The touch alone sent a small involuntary shiver through her. Deprived of sight, every sensation arrived heightened now: warmth, pressure, breath, the careful restraint with which he approached her body. The vulnerability of not seeing him affected her more deeply than she expected. Before, she had maintained some invisible distance through observation, through the composure of looking. Now perception became entirely physical.
When he entered her again, slowly and with evident caution, the sensation stole the breath from her more completely than before.
Not harsher — as she had half feared in secret — but deeper, stranger, more encompassing. The altered angle changed not merely the physical feeling, but the emotional one. She felt suddenly surrounded by the experience rather than merely confronting it. The mattress shifted faintly beneath them; warmth gathered along her skin; each measured movement reached her with overwhelming immediacy because nothing now interrupted sensation with sight.
A quiet sound escaped her lips before she could contain it.
The feeling was almost disorienting.
She became aware of her own body with startling completeness — of tension and yielding, vulnerability and trust, of the extraordinary fact that another human being could be permitted so deeply into one’s physical existence. Yet alongside that vulnerability came something unexpected: not humiliation, not loss, but an intense softening of inward solitude.
For the first time that morning Varvara ceased thinking entirely in terms of mastery.
The realization drifted through her slowly, dreamlike in its clarity. Power, she understood suddenly, was not always expressed through distance and control. Sometimes it revealed itself most profoundly through the deliberate permission to become vulnerable before another person.
The thought lingered within her long after coherent language dissolved beneath sensation.
Varvara remained motionless for some time afterward, her cheek resting against the pillow, her breathing still uneven from sensations that seemed to linger not only within the body, but somewhere deeper, where thought itself softened into feeling. The room had grown quieter now. Outside, beyond the curtains, the city continued its indifferent morning life, yet within the pale enclosure of the bedroom time appeared suspended.
A faint smile touched her lips unexpectedly.
Not the composed smile of a mistress observing obedience, nor the careful social smile taught to young women since childhood, but something smaller, younger, touched with mischief newly awakened by intimacy itself.
She shifted slightly beneath him and turned her head just enough that her voice could reach him more clearly.
«You see», she murmured, almost thoughtfully, «there is another place there as well.»
Dmitri became still at once.
Varvara felt the hesitation pass through him physically before he spoke. Not resistance exactly — caution.
«Yes, Mistress.»
The answer amused her.
What startled her most was not the boldness of her own words, but how natural they had sounded once spoken aloud. Only hours earlier she would scarcely have imagined herself capable of uttering such things without mortification. Yet the strange unfolding of the morning had altered her sense of bodily shame as thoroughly as it had altered her understanding of men.
Curiosity no longer arrived clothed in panic.
She lowered her eyes, faint color rising again into her cheeks despite the playful composure she attempted to maintain.
«I wonder», she said quietly, «whether it is truly passable.»
The words carried no vulgarity. If anything, they possessed the dangerous innocence of genuine curiosity — the kind born not from corruption, but from the sudden discovery that the body contained unknown territories no conversation had ever honestly explained.
Behind her Dmitri remained careful and silent. Varvara sensed in that silence an attentiveness far gentler than mere obedience. The awareness affected her unexpectedly deeply. It reminded her again that despite all her thoughts of possession and control, another living consciousness remained beside her, measuring her uncertainty with restraint rather than hunger.
For several moments neither moved.
Then she gave a small breath that might almost have been laughter.
«Perhaps not», she murmured at last, the playful daring fading back into thoughtful warmth. «Or perhaps another morning.»
The tension dissolved gently after that, not into disappointment, but into something quieter and more intimate: the shared recognition of boundaries approached not through force, but through trust and curiosity still learning their shape.
«You misunderstood me,» she said at last.
Dmitri’s gaze lifted immediately.
«I did not give you a question,» she continued calmly. «I gave you a direction.»
The silence this time was different from the earlier pauses of curiosity or hesitation. It had the quality of decision already taken, already fixed in her mind before it was voiced. She looked at him as one might look at something already correctly placed — and now requiring only correction within its own continuation, not renewal of the act itself.
«Not what you chose», she said quietly, her voice steadier now, «but what I choose.»
Her eyes did not leave his.
«You are not where you began. You are where I decided you belonged.»
The words were not offered as explanation. They were instruction applied to reality already in motion.
And something shifted.
Not visibly. Not violently. But with the strange inevitability of a mechanism corrected mid-function.
Varvara felt it first as a change in the quality of sensation — as if the axis of what she was experiencing had been subtly realigned, the same continuity of contact suddenly arriving from a different depth within her awareness. The body did not register rupture. It registered revision.
Her breath caught once, unexpectedly sharp.
This was not what she had imagined moments earlier — not in any of the vague, hidden anticipations of girlhood curiosity. Those had always remained on the surface of thought, easily dismissed. This was not surface.
This was immersion.
She became aware of herself not as observer of sensation, but as something inside it — as if the boundary between perception and experience had softened further, losing its previous definition.
Dmitri did not change anything on his own.
That, more than anything, held her attention.
He did not interpret. He did not adjust. He did not decide.
He entered precisely where he had been bidden to enter — and in that precision Varvara discerned a curious deepening of what passed between them, as if obedience itself had become the instrument whereby experience was reordered in the very instant.
The intrusion was firm, controlled, and utterly without hesitation — a testament to his submission, yet one that demanded her full presence. She felt the stretch, the pressure, the slow, deliberate filling that made her inhale sharply, her body tensing instinctively before yielding. It was a sensation wholly new to her — not the familiar warmth of ordinary intimacy, but something deeper, more primal, a claiming that went beyond mere touch.
For a heartbeat, she was lost — not in pleasure, not yet, but in the sheer newness of it all. Her breath came short and shallow; her hands gripped the fabric beneath with a strength she hadn’t known she possessed, holding fast as if the very bed could slip away — her last tether in this uncharted territory of feeling. Every nerve seemed to awaken at once, registering the foreign contours of his presence within her, the way her body adjusted, resisted, then gradually accepted the unfamiliar intrusion.
It was a paradox: he obeyed, yet in doing so, he held her captive — not with force, but with the very precision of his compliance. Her pulse thundered in her ears; her skin flushed with heat, a warmth that spread from the point of contact outward, suffusing her limbs, clouding her thoughts. She became acutely aware of the rhythm of his movement — not hurried, not rough, but steady, measured, each advance a quiet assertion of trust and surrender.
Her mind struggled to keep pace with her body. This was not how she had imagined it; this was more. The tension coiled tighter within her, not as discomfort, but as a growing tension of anticipation — a sense that with every measured thrust, she was discovering something essential about herself, about the nature of power and vulnerability when they were no longer opposites, but two sides of the same coin, balanced on the edge of sensation.
She risked a look over her shoulder, meeting his steady gaze — and in that charged moment of eye contact, something inside her shifted, unsettling and yet undeniably thrilling. The fear of the unknown receded, replaced by a dawning awareness: this act, so deliberate, so controlled, was not a violation, but a revelation. She was not being taken — she was choosing, accepting, claiming this new dimension of experience as her own.
A low, involuntary sound escaped her lips — not a cry, but a sigh of realization. Her muscles relaxed further, her body adapting, embracing the sensation rather than resisting it. And with that surrender to the new, the pleasure began to rise — not as a wave, but as a slow, radiant warmth that spread through her, transforming the initial shock of novelty into something richer, deeper, hers.
The thought that surfaced was no longer playful, no longer experimental.
It was simple.
He is exactly where I placed him.
And the sensation that followed that thought was not ownership in the crude sense, but something far more disorienting — the awareness that even intimacy itself could be directed, not by force, but by precision of will.
Varvara no longer tried to keep herself apart from what was happening.
The effort, she understood now, had never been anything solid — only a habit of thought, a quiet pretence of control. And the body, once it was no longer held at a distance by reflection, ceased to behave as something secondary. It answered in its own steadier, slower language, one that did not argue and did not explain.
She allowed herself to sink into it.
There was no haste in this descent, no edge of will. Only a steady unfolding of feeling, as natural as warmth spreading through fabric. Her breath came unevenly at first, then more quietly, as though even that small labor of regulation had begun to lose importance. Each inhalation felt slightly delayed, as if it had to pass through a thicker air before reaching her.
The boundaries of thought began to loosen.
She no longer asked herself what she was meant to feel. The question, when it surfaced, seemed strangely distant — almost childish, like something left over from another time, when she still believed that standing aside and observing might protect her from being changed by what she saw.
Now there was only what was there.
And the unsettling simplicity of it.
Dmitri remained where he was, without excess movement, without intrusion into that fragile balance she was only now beginning to recognize. Nothing in him reached outward; nothing in him strayed. He was there as he had been placed there — and the thought of it, for some reason, steadied her more than any gesture could have done.
It was not resistance that tightened her breath for a moment.
It was accuracy.
The strange certainty that what had been spoken had not remained mere words. That it had taken shape, quietly, as if language itself had settled into matter between them — not loudly, not visibly, but with the unarguable firmness of something arranged correctly.
Varvara closed her eyes.
In the dimness behind them, the bedroom no longer retained the clear, orderly distinctness it possessed in daylight; the furniture, curtains, mirrors, and bodies dissolved into a softer continuity of shadow and muted form. There was no longer «her» feeling and «what was happening» as two different things. Only one continuous field, steady and unbroken, into which she had stopped drawing lines.
Not mastery.
Not struggle.
Only the quiet, complete fact of being inside it.
After some time, Varvara’s hand shifted faintly against the coverlet.
She did not wait for any consummation; the very idea of a fixed terminus had never occupied her thought.
Instead she spoke plainly, «Enough. For now.»
The words were small, almost casual, yet they carried an authority that altered the room. She felt him still within her — warmth and weight, the slow press and drag of him — and then, as if a latch had been lifted, the shaft began to slide out. The withdrawal was attentive, not abrupt: a long, sliding easing that left her with the uncanny sensation of an interior hollowing, a soft unmaking of pressure where there had been fullness. Skin that had been stretched by presence quivered as it relaxed; a trailing warmth remained, thin and sticky, while the mattress sighed under the altered distribution of weight. For a breath she registered nothing but the mechanical choreography of bodies parting — the subtle rebalancing of limbs, the faint scrape of linen, the whisper of breath loosening — and beneath those small particulars there rose an architectural awareness, as though some inner chamber had been measured and then left with a precise, newly empty cavity.
Varvara remained where she was for several seconds longer, her cheek resting against the cool linen. Behind her, Dmitri had already withdrawn into stillness.
She crawled across the bed, bare as she had lain, and pressed her cheek to the cool silk of the pillow. She turned her face to one side and, through the half-shadowed room, her eyes caught on the glass of the cheval mirror that leaned against the wall. It took her a moment to register the image: there she was, full-length, a young woman uncorseted by nightclothes, lying on her stomach with the curves of her back and the soft line of her hip softened by the pillow beneath her.
She remembered, with a small, strange amusement, that she had been wont to sleep in a nightshirt. Last evening’s memory — of the naked bodies arrayed with indifferent commerce at the auction — had stayed with her in a different way; she had not thought to clothe herself before bed. The thought had the quality of an experiment concluded and noted.
Curious, she pushed herself up and swung the coverlet aside. The mirror received her whole figure: the hollow of her throat, the pale slope of her shoulders, then the softer, more intimate planes — the small breasts that rested easily against her chest, the gentle roundness punctuated by nipples of a muted rose, neither shrill nor defiantly aroused, but set with the quiet individuality of flesh. Her stomach lay smooth between breast and hips, a shallow valley where the light pooled, marked only by the faint, natural line of down that trailed from beneath her navel and vanished into the slope of her groin. The long planes of her legs extended below, the inner thighs shading to a tender pink where skin met skin. Light from the window fell in a cool band across her body, picking out the faint river of blue at her wrist and the soft hair along her forearms, and catching the small, tidy tuft of hair at the hollow above her groin and making it gleam like a faint brush.
She studied the reflection with a deliberate attention that belonged less to vanity than to discovery. When she pivoted slowly, turning her face over her shoulder, the glass showed the curve of her back giving way to the roundness of her buttocks — the small indentation where hip met thigh, the way muscle and fat arranged themselves under skin when she shifted her weight. She reached out almost unconsciously and let her fingers fall upon that curve; the touch answered with a yielding coolness and a faint elasticity, a confirmation of the body’s realness that sight alone had not supplied.
Seeing herself bare in a mirror was nothing novel to her; she had known that image since girlhood. Yet now the glass did not return merely the familiar picture of herself unclad — it reflected a woman who carried a knowledge the girl of two days past had not possessed: a woman acquainted with certain commerce of the world, with small violences and curiosities that altered the manner in which flesh sat upon bone. The nude in the glass looked at once the same and newly instructed, as if experience had rearranged the map of her body into subtler, more knowing contours.
For a long while she stood there, hands lightly clasped at her lower back, watching the small, private movements reflected back to her — the rise of breath, the soft tightening of a breast as she inhaled, the slight catching of skin where her thumb brushed a nipple beneath the mirror’s honest eye. The mirror offered no opinion, only a faithful doubling. Yet in that fidelity something like permission gathered: permission to regard herself without the trained modesties of upbringing, without the automatic shroud of cloth. The image was a study in edges and light, a quiet record of a body that seemed newly possessed by its own form.
Then, almost absently, her attention shifted deeper into the mirror’s reflection — beyond the pale geometry of her own body, beyond the rumpled bed linen and the softened folds of the curtains.
Another figure stood there.
Or rather knelt.
Dmitri remained beside the bed exactly where she had left him, his posture upright despite the kneeling position, broad shoulders held in that peculiar stillness which seemed less relaxed than deliberately contained. Morning light reached him differently than it reached her. Upon her skin it dissolved into softness; upon his it revealed structure. The heavier architecture of muscle beneath the chest and abdomen. The powerful line of the thighs folded beneath him upon the carpet. The faint darkening of hair along his legs and lower stomach.
And lower still, impossible now not to notice once the eye had found it.
Varvara’s gaze lingered.
The body she had spent the previous evening trying to understand no longer appeared abstract to her. Nakedness had already stripped away embarrassment; familiarity, even after so short a time, was beginning to strip away surprise. What remained was observation.
The male body announced certain conditions without concealment. Strength. Readiness. Excitation. In ordinary society men buried such things beneath layers of cloth, etiquette, posture, conversation. Here none of that existed. The truth of the body stood plainly before her, neither apologizing for itself nor pretending to be less physical than it was.
What struck her most was not the visible evidence of arousal itself, but the contradiction surrounding it.
He was unmistakably stirred.
Yet motionless.
Silent.
Restrained not by weakness, nor uncertainty, nor fear in the ordinary sense, but by the simple fact that her will presently outweighed his own impulses. The realization traveled through her slowly, producing not triumph exactly, but a deepened awareness of structure — the strange architecture of ownership she had tried to describe aloud only an hour earlier.
Without quite intending to, she tilted her head slightly at the mirror, studying the reflection of him as critically as she had studied herself.
«How extraordinary», she murmured at last, almost to the glass itself.
The words were thoughtful rather than mocking.
«In another life», she said quietly, «women would be taught to fear such a body from childhood.»
Her hand lifted absently to her breast, moving aside the dark strand that had settled across her nipple like a fine thread, its delicate irritation only now noticed.
«And yet here you are.» A faint pause. «Waiting.»
Varvara continued to look at herself in the mirror, yet now the image no longer belonged to her alone. Another pair of eyes existed within the room, and however disciplined their owner might be, the fact itself subtly altered the atmosphere of her nakedness.
Until that moment she had regarded her unclothed body almost abstractly — as form, proportion, texture, movement. But the awareness of a male presence behind her introduced another dimension entirely: not shame exactly, nor even modesty, but the knowledge that the body might exist differently according to who was permitted to see it.
A stranger’s gaze would not be neutral. A free man, glimpsing her undressed by accident or stealth, would carry away some private triumph from it — a hidden theft composed not of touch, but of memory. Such looking contained appetite precisely because it was forbidden.
A husband’s gaze, meanwhile, belonged to another order altogether. Society granted it legitimacy; the body there became partly domestic, partly conjugal, absorbed into the accepted grammar of marriage. Desire might still exist within it — perhaps intensely — yet clothed in ritual, expectation, continuity. One was no longer merely seen, but possessed through recognized custom.
But this—
Her eyes shifted slightly toward Dmitri’s reflection.
This arrangement displaced the old meanings rather than fitting among them.
He was a man. That remained unavoidable. The body kneeling behind her possessed all the unmistakable realities of manhood: size, strength, visible desire, the latent physical authority that women were taught from girlhood to negotiate cautiously. Yet none of those things granted him social standing in relation to her. He could look, but not claim. Desire, if it existed within him, altered nothing. It carried no rights with it.
The distinction fascinated her more the longer she examined it.
For perhaps the first time in her life, Varvara experienced what it meant to be naked before a man while remaining entirely outside the ordinary economy of feminine vulnerability. The sensation was subtle but profound. Her exposure did not feel stolen, nor exchanged, nor yielded in expectation of reciprocal judgment. It simply existed within a structure she controlled.
Slowly she turned a little more toward the mirror, allowing the full pale line of her body to settle openly within the glass.
Dmitri remained motionless.
The very restraint of him changed the character of her own nakedness. Instead of feeling diminished by observation, she found herself becoming strangely calmer beneath it — as though the danger traditionally attached to female exposure had been extracted from the equation and replaced by something colder, more stable, more deliberate.
A loose strand of dark hair slipped once more across her breast. This time she left it there.
«How curious,» she murmured softly, almost to herself.
«In society, women spend half their lives hiding themselves from men.» A faint pause touched her lips. «And the other half arranging to be looked at correctly.»
Without turning fully toward him, Varvara allowed herself another slow movement before the mirror — a shift of weight that altered the entire balance of her naked figure. Her back arched slightly as she gathered her dark hair over one shoulder, and in the cool morning air her nipples tightened almost at once, small points of muted rose contracting against the pale softness of her breasts. The movement drew her stomach taut for an instant; even the shallow hollow of her navel seemed to tremble faintly with the adjustment before relaxing again into smoothness.
One hand lingered absently along her side as though testing the unfamiliar honesty of uncovered skin. Her fingertips drifted lower without urgency, grazing the soft downward trail beneath her belly before catching lightly in the neat, dark silk at the meeting of her thighs. The contact was fleeting, almost inattentive, yet the mirror rendered it strangely vivid.
As she shifted again, the muscles beneath the rounded curves of her buttocks tightened subtly under the skin, altering the line of her hips for a moment before easing once more into softness. Nothing in the motion was theatrical. Indeed, that was precisely what began to fascinate her: the discovery that a female body did not require deliberate display in order to alter the atmosphere surrounding it.
The consequences existed regardless.
And in the mirror, beyond the pale geometry of her own reflection, Dmitri remained kneeling exactly where she had left him — motionless, silent. Yet stillness itself had acquired a different quality now — tighter, more consciously maintained, as though discipline were no longer merely posture but effort.
His nakedness was no longer simply exposure. It had become evidence of submission: the body stripped not merely of cloth, but of privacy, permitted no concealment from the eye that owned it. And yet the flesh itself remained stubbornly alive beneath that imposed order.
Varvara could see it plainly.
In the taut line of his thighs, the slight forward tilt of his pelvis despite his efforts to remain perfectly still. The evidence of his arousal was unmistakable, rising against his stomach, a stark contrast to the controlled stillness he tried to project. He knew his place — a slave to her whim — but his flesh rebelled, betraying him with its insistent, ungovernable urgency.
The shaft rose thick and firm from the tangle of dark curls, veins tracing intricate paths along its length. The head, a deep rosy hue, glistened with a single bead of moisture at the slit. Beneath, the scrotum drew tight, the skin wrinkled and taut, holding the weight of the testicles close to the body. Every pulse sent a faint tremor along the rigid length, a living testament to desire he could not control.
He knew perfectly well what he was before her: a slave awaiting direction, forbidden presumption, denied even the liberty of pretending indifference. Yet the body answered according to its own deeper mechanics. That contradiction — the collision between imposed control and involuntary response — fascinated her more the longer she watched it.
He did not speak. He did not move closer. He made no vulgar display of himself. If anything, the restraint itself rendered the spectacle stranger. Desire existed openly within him, yet possessed no authority of its own. It could neither advance nor claim. It merely endured, visible and contained beneath the structure imposed upon it.
That interested her.
Because she suddenly understood that obedience did not erase manhood. It merely reorganized its consequences.
Varvara beckoned him to her with the barest flick of her wrist — not a command, yet not a request either, but something in between: an expectation that demanded obedience. He rose from his knees with the careful grace of a man acutely aware of his nakedness, of the vulnerability it imposed, yet also of the strange power it conferred. His steps were measured as he approached, each one carrying him nearer to her, until he stood at her side — close enough for her to feel the heat radiating from his body, to hear the faint, uneven rhythm of his breathing.
In the mirror before them, their reflections now formed a singular tableau: a naked woman and a naked man, their bare forms caught in the cool, unforgiving light. The contrast was striking — her smooth, pale skin against the darker tone of his limbs, the gentle curves of her figure juxtaposed with the taut lines of his musculature. Their eyes met briefly in the glass, then shifted; his gaze darted away, hers held steady, appraising.
She turned slightly toward him, the movement fluid and unhurried. Her hand rose, palm open, and came to rest upon the firm muscle of his thigh. The touch was light at first — a mere brushing of fingertips against warm skin — then grew firmer, more purposeful. With quiet authority, she guided him, turning his body until he faced her more fully. There was no resistance in him; he yielded to her direction as naturally as water conforms to the shape of its vessel.
Then, with deliberate precision, she adjusted his position further. Her other hand joined the first, fingers sliding along the line of his hip, guiding him until the hard length of him lay across the soft plane of her lower abdomen. The contact was intimate, undeniable — flesh against flesh, heat against coolness. She felt the subtle tremor that ran through him at the touch, the slight catch in his breath. For a moment, they remained thus: two bodies aligned, two wills in delicate balance — her calm control set against his suppressed urgency, both reflected back at them in the merciless clarity of the mirror.
Her abdomen pressed against him, then slid downward in a long, smooth stroke — the warm, taut skin of her belly gliding along his hardness. She felt the throb beneath her flesh, the heat radiating from him, the way his breath caught and his muscles tightened involuntarily. She repeated the motion, this time adding a slight circular roll of her hips — a subtle, almost imperceptible movement that sent another tremor through his frame. His hands clenched at his sides; his jaw tightened. She watched his face in the mirror — the struggle between discipline and instinct playing out in the tightening of his lips, the flicker of his eyelids, the pulse beating at his temple.
Varvara turned to face him fully, her eyes locking with his in a silent exchange that held more weight than words. She placed her palms flat against the firm planes of his shoulders, feeling the subtle tension coiled beneath his skin — the quiet tremor of restraint, the pulse of desire barely kept in check. Rising gracefully onto the balls of her feet, she lifted herself with a fluid motion, her body aligning with his in a way that left no doubt as to her intent.
For a moment, she hovered — poised, deliberate — as if savoring the anticipation. Then, with careful precision, she lowered herself, straddling him. Her thighs pressed against the outsides of his hips, her weight resting lightly upon him, while the hard length of him lay snugly between her inner thighs, pressed against the softness of her lower belly. The contact was intimate, undeniable — flesh against flesh, heat against heat — yet wholly different from what might have been expected.
Her breath caught just for an instant, not from the suddenness of union, but from the boldness of this new arrangement. She felt him — hot and rigid — nestled against her, contained yet palpable, a living presence she now held cradled between her legs. The sensation was strangely potent: a tease of proximity without surrender, a promise held in suspension.
She settled into the position, adjusting her balance with a subtle shift of her hips. Her hands slid from his shoulders to his chest, fingertips tracing the contours of his muscles as she found her centre. His breathing deepened; she could feel the tremor that ran through him, the way his muscles tensed beneath her touch. His hands, hesitant at first, rose to rest on her knees — not urging her one way or another, but anchoring himself in the reality of her closeness.
In the mirror before them, the image was striking: a woman seated astride the man who had knelt before her, her posture upright and commanding, his slightly bent in submission. The contrast was unmistakable — her calm authority against his suppressed urgency. Her head tilted slightly, a faint smile playing at the corners of her lips as she began to move: an intoxicating, lingering slide of her body along his length, the friction deliciously controlled, every shift a demonstration of her mastery.
He drew a sharp breath as she rocked forward, then back, the motion sending waves of sensation through them both. She watched his face in the glass — the way his jaw tightened, the flicker of his eyelids, the raw hunger now blazing openly in his gaze. A quiet triumph stirred within her as she realized the full extent of her influence: with every measured movement, she held him — body and will — entirely in her grasp, without ever yielding an inch of herself.
She paused, her body still against his, and for a moment her composure faltered. «Might you wish…» she began, then caught herself, her voice dropping to a near-whisper, «Would you have me now? Would you enter me?»
His head bowed, gaze fixed on the floor as if the very act of looking at her might be a transgression. A tremor ran through his voice as he spoke: «As you command, mistress», he breathed. «I am yours to direct — in all things.»
Her lips curved in quiet satisfaction at his reply — the simple, unquestioning obedience of it pleased her more than she had expected. She returned her gaze to their reflection in the mirror, studying the tableau they formed with a critical, almost clinical eye.
There, in the glass, she noticed a small but telling detail: the tip of him peeked out from beneath the curve of her right buttock — a flush, rounded crown just visible against the pale skin of her thigh. The sight struck her with sudden clarity: his length was considerable, well-proportioned, a fact she now grasped not through measurement but through the physical evidence of their alignment. The way his form traced the line of her body, the way it extended beyond the cradle of her thighs — it spoke of generous measure.
And yet, in that moment, the realization brought a pang of frustration. To possess such a specimen — and to have it hidden, obscured, denied full view — felt almost like an insult. She wanted to see it in its entirety, to appreciate its lines and contours unimpeded, to witness the full extent of what she held in her power.
Without a word, she shifted her weight and took a step backward. The contact broke with a subtle, intimate slide — his length slipped free from the warm confines between her thighs, no longer nestled against her flesh. He drew a sharp breath at the loss of contact, a faint tremor running through him, but he held his position, eyes still lowered.
She studied the new image in the mirror: him standing before her, fully revealed now, the strong line of him unobscured; herself, a pace away, the curve of her body no longer framing him. The contrast was stark, the transformation complete. A slow, knowing smile spread across her lips. Yes — this was better. Now she could see exactly what — and whom — she commanded.
A sudden impulse stirred within her — she wanted to examine him more closely, to appreciate the full measure of his arousal. Her body almost moved of its own accord: she was on the verge of crouching down, perhaps even kneeling before him.
But the thought halted her mid-motion. No. Though such a position would offer the best vantage, it was unthinkable, unbecoming. She could not — would not — kneel before her own slave. The very idea struck against the bedrock of her authority, a violation of the order she had so carefully established.
With a subtle straightening of her spine, she issued the command: «Bring a chair.»
He obeyed without a word, moving with the quiet efficiency of one long accustomed to service. She watched him cross the room, her gaze tracking every step — the way his muscles shifted beneath his skin, the controlled grace of his movements, even in his nakedness. He retrieved a sturdy wooden chair and carried it back, placing it exactly where she indicated with a slight nod.
«Stand upon it», she instructed, her voice calm and unwavering.
He complied, climbing onto the seat with a moment’s hesitation — not of defiance, but of adjustment. When he stood fully upright, a faint smile touched her lips: her calculation had been perfect. Now, at this new height, his arousal rested precisely at the level of her face — close enough for her to study every detail, to trace the lines of tension along its length, to note the pulse of blood just beneath the surface.
She stepped nearer, close enough to feel the warmth radiating from him, close enough to catch the faint, primal scent of desire. But as her gaze lifted, she found herself momentarily distracted. She was not looking at him alone — no, her eyes were drawn to their joined reflection in the mirror before them.
There they stood: the woman, upright and composed, and the man, elevated yet submissive, his position a testament to her will. Their images merged and contrasted in the glass — power and surrender, command and obedience, all captured in a single, time-honored frame. She held that view for a long moment, savoring not just the physical spectacle, but the deeper truth it revealed: that true dominance lay not merely in giving orders, but in shaping reality itself — one purposeful arrangement at a time.
She inhaled deeply, drawing in the warm, heady scent of him — the musk of arousal mingled now with the subtle, intimate trace of her own essence. It was only natural, she realized: he had been inside her, in both passages, not long ago, and their scents had mingled, fused, become a single, potent aroma — a private language of desire spoken through skin and breath.
A fleeting thought crossed her mind: was it only the smell that lingered between them, or did the taste as well? The notion stirred something deep within her — a curiosity both primal and refined, a desire to know fully what she had already felt so completely.
She watched herself in the mirror, detached yet acutely aware — as if observing a scene unfolding before her eyes rather than living it. Her lips parted slightly, almost unconsciously, then moved forward with a tentative, exploratory touch against the firm, yielding skin of his shaft. At first, it was barely a contact — a whisper of lips against heat, a testing of boundaries.
Then, emboldened, she pressed more fully — her mouth closing over him with deliberate intent. The sensation was immediate and vivid: the texture of his skin beneath her lips, the warmth radiating from him, the faint, salt-sweet taste that lingered on her tongue.
Almost at once, she drew back, her lips parting from him with a soft, audible release. She licked them slowly, savoring the trace that remained — then, without hesitation, leaned in once more. This time, her movement was purposeful: she slid her lips along the length of him, from base to crown, the motion smooth and unbroken, a single, fluid line of touch and sensation.
In the mirror, the image held her gaze — not the act itself, but their joined reflection: her head bent in quiet concentration, his body still and taut with restrained breath, the contrast of their forms caught in the cool, unforgiving glass. She found herself not looking at him, but through him — at the story their bodies told together, at the power and surrender, the intimacy and control, all woven into a single, silent moment.
Her breath brushed against him as she withdrew slightly, her eyes never leaving their reflection. A slow, knowing smile curved her lips. She had sought to examine him — but in doing so, she had revealed something deeper about herself.
Now, curiosity kindled within her, and she extended a single finger — slender, measured — to trace the delicate ring of foreskin just beneath the exposed crown. The skin was soft, almost translucent in its fineness, gathered in gentle folds that yielded effortlessly to her touch.
She tested it lightly, tugging the sheath back with a careful pull. It slid smoothly, concealing more of the flushed, rounded head — the surface warm and taut, pulsing faintly with each beat of his pulse. She held it there for a moment, studying the transformation: the way the contours sharpened, the way the color deepened, the way a faint glistening bead formed at the slit.
Then, just as precisely, she released it — and the skin glided back into place with a whisper-soft return, nestling once more around the crown like a natural cloak. She repeated the motion: a studied, exploratory draw, then a gentle release. Each time, she noted the subtle changes — the increased warmth, the faint tremor that ran through him, the barely perceptible catch in his breath.
In the mirror, the scene unfolded with quiet intensity. She watched her own fingers at work — graceful, inquisitive, unhurried — and contrasted them with his stillness: his body rigid, his hands clenched at his sides, his jaw tightened against whatever urge he might have felt to move. His eyes, too, were fixed on the reflection — not on her face, but on the place where her touch met his flesh, as if he, too, was learning something new.
A low, thoughtful hum escaped her. The act was simple, almost methodical in its precision, yet it carried a weight of intimacy far greater than its simplicity suggested. It was not mere curiosity; it was a form of knowing — a way of mapping desire through touch, of asserting control through gentle examination.
She withdrew her hand at last, letting her fingers trail lightly along the length as they retreated. Her gaze met his in the glass — a silent exchange, wordless yet profound. The smile on her lips deepened, not with triumph, but with understanding. She had not just explored him; she had defined a new language between them — one spoken in breaths, in touches, in the quiet power of observation.
Her gaze fell upon his large, pendulous scrotum — loose and heavy beneath. She grasped it firmly in her fist and squeezed, noting with quiet interest the way his breath caught, the subtle flinch that betrayed discomfort. She squeezed harder, holding the pressure for a moment, then let go. Her fingertips lingered, probing the contours of the testicles under the coarse, hairy skin — feeling their firmness, their warmth, their natural weight. Without warning, she struck a quick, crisp slap with her palm — once. Then, after a pause, a second. The scrotum rocked back and forth, swinging like a pendulum, utterly submissive in its motion.
She kept her gaze fixed on his reflection in the mirror as her hand lingered near his scrotum. «Do you wish me to stop, or shall I continue?» she asked, her voice calm and measured.
«As you please, Mistress», he replied, his breath shallow but steady.
With a faint smile, she delivered another sharp slap to his scrotum, watching his features tighten ever so slightly. «Does it hurt?» she inquired, tilting her head.
«My concern is only whether it pleases you,» he answered, his eyes never leaving hers in the glass.
The sound of her stepmother’s voice made Varvara freeze.
«I’m glad my gift hasn’t grown stale for you yet,» came the soft, melodious tone — the same one Yelena used when offering advice or delivering subtle reproach.
She appeared in the mirror’s frame: Yelena Morozova, composed and elegant as ever. Her hair, a rich chestnut brown, was arranged in a simple yet impeccable style — parted in the middle and drawn back into a low twist, secured by a single enameled hairpin with a tiny sapphire at its tip. Over a white lawn chemise, she wore a day robe of peach-colored taffeta, its full skirt falling in smooth folds to her ankles, the sleeves gathered and buttoned at the wrists. Every detail — the way the fabric caught the light, the way her fingers rested lightly on the doorframe, the tilt of her chin — spoke of discipline and breeding. She moved with the quiet authority of one who knew exactly how to occupy a room — not by force, but by presence. Her gaze met Varvara’s in the glass, that familiar blend of tenderness and calculation.
With an effortless grace, Yelena scooped Varvara’s dressing gown from the chair and approached. In one smooth motion, she draped the robe over the girl’s bare shoulders — a gesture of propriety, yet one that felt like a quiet assertion of control.
Dmitri stood utterly still, his nudity at odds with the refined elegance of the chamber. In the mirror’s depths, Varvara caught the jarring juxtaposition: her stepmother’s composed features, framed by the soft lines of her morning dress, were reflected directly beside the man’s exposed flesh. Yelena’s gaze, however, remained fixed ahead — not on him, not on what lay so close to her face, but on Varvara alone. Her expression held its usual blend of gentle concern and distant poise, as if nothing in the scene required her particular attention but the girl herself.
«I came to remind you», Yelena’s voice cut through the quiet, «that breakfast in this house has not yet been abolished.»
Varvara pivoted, her expression neutral. She stepped forward and pressed a kiss to the cool skin of her stepmother’s cheek — a gesture of duty, not affection. «I was just preparing to go down», she said calmly.
«May I bring my slave with me?» she added. «He’s quite hungry — you can hear his stomach.»
Yelena’s only response was a slow, measured stride to the wardrobe. She paused beside it, her posture relaxed yet purposeful, as if sharing a secret with an old confidant. «Certainly,» she said softly. «But one must consider appearances. You wouldn’t wish him to walk about in such a state — it might unsettle the staff.» Her smile was gentle, almost kind. «Fortunately, I’ve made provisions.» She opened the door and withdrew a folded stack of clothing — plain, practical, and entirely unfamiliar to Varvara, despite belonging in her own wardrobe.
Yelena placed the clothes neatly on the edge of Varvara’s bed. Without a word, she gestured for the slave to try them on — a subtle tilt of her head, a slight curl of her lips that could have been amusement or contempt.
Dmitri looked to his mistress for confirmation. Varvara met his gaze and nodded once, firmly. He descended from the chair, his bare feet making no sound on the polished floor, and moved to the bed. As he bent forward to gather the garments, his body shifted, revealing the strong, taut lines of his back and the curve of his buttocks.
Both women watched. Yelena’s eyes were cool and appraising, her lips pursed in a way that suggested she was mentally cataloguing every detail. Varvara’s stare, in contrast, held a different quality — a mix of familiarity and faint defiance, as if daring her stepmother to comment.
Dmitri picked up the shirt first — a coarse garment of unbleached linen, cut shockingly short, the hem falling scarcely to mid-thigh even while he stood upright. He drew it over his head and settled the rough fabric against his skin. Small dark buttons fastened the shirt only high across the chest; below that, the linen remained loose and partially open, shifting with even the slightest movement to expose the harder planes of his abdomen and hips beneath.
The cut was narrow through the waist and hips, less a servant’s practical clothing than something intentionally designed to remind the wearer how little concealment it truly offered. When he bent slightly to reach for the next piece, the fabric tightened across him and the hem lifted at the back, briefly revealing the shallow hollow above his buttocks and the first rounded curve beneath.
In the mirror he caught Varvara’s reflection.
Her eyes widened — only faintly, but enough.
Dmitri straightened at once.
Next came the trousers: heavy cotton twill, dyed a deep, sooty grey. They hugged his legs and hips with an almost indecent closeness, tracing every line of muscle and contour. He fastened the wide front flap — three large bone buttons, each with a satisfying click as they settled into place. The fit was snug, almost restrictive, yet unmistakably deliberate.
He turned to face Varvara fully, standing straight, hands at his sides. She studied him — the way the short shirt left his lower back vulnerable, the way the trousers accentuated the firmness of his buttocks and the strength of his thighs. Her gaze lingered, a mix of curiosity and something deeper, more possessive.
Yelena stepped forward, her smile thin and knowing. «Allow me to demonstrate», she said, her voice smooth as silk.
She approached Dmitri from behind and, without warning, undid the two small fastenings on the left side of the waistband. With a gentle tug, she parted the concealed vertical slit. Cool air brushed against his skin as the fabric gave way, exposing the full curve of his left buttock. Varvara inhaled sharply.
«See?» Yelena murmured, her tone almost maternal. «No need to undress him entirely. A simple undoing — here, and here.» She fastened the slit again, then moved to the front. Her fingers brushed the cloth-covered flap that hid the front opening of his breeches, secured by three small buttons, making Dmitri tense imperceptibly. With practiced ease, she unfastened all three, letting the wide panel fall open. The opening was wide, unambiguous — the full length of his member was laid bare, the natural droop of flesh unmistakable, the weight of the scrotum clearly visible beneath. All was exposed with nothing left to the imagination.
«Efficient», Yelena concluded, stepping back. «And discreet. From the front, it looks like any workman’s outfit. Only those who know its secrets can appreciate its… conveniences.»
Varvara’s eyes met Dmitri’s in the mirror. His expression was neutral, controlled, but she caught the faint flush at the base of his neck. She looked back at the clothes — the short, defiant shirt; the tight, revealing trousers; the clever slits and flaps designed for easy access. A slow, thoughtful smile spread across her lips.
«Indeed,» she said softly. «Very… efficient.»
«Perhaps you would be so kind as to fasten your trousers, slave» she added, her tone deceptively polite. «There’s no need to remain so… exposed.»
His eyes flickered to hers in the mirror. Without breaking her gaze, he reached down and methodically fastened each button, the practiced motion a stark contrast to the tension coiling in his stomach. When he was done, he stood straighter, as if reclaiming a measure of dignity.
«Thank you,» Varvara added, her smile thin. «That’s much more suitable.»
Yelena observed her stepdaughter for another moment, her gaze moving with quiet satisfaction between Varvara’s composed face and Dmitri’s silent figure waiting near the door in its unfamiliar new clothing. Morning light had strengthened while they spoke, spreading pale gold through the tall windows and softening the room’s earlier shadows. The crumpled linen upon the bed, the abandoned garments scattered carelessly across chairs and carpet, the faint warmth still lingering in the air — none of it suggested vulgar disorder. Rather, the chamber bore the appearance of habitation: a private world only recently emerged from sleep, intimacy, and unhurried indulgence.
«Well,» Yelena said at last, smoothing one gloved finger along the cuff of her sleeve, «if we remain here much longer, the kitchen will assume the household has collapsed into permanent idleness.»
Varvara let out a low breath that almost became laughter.
«I cannot possibly go downstairs like this,» she replied, lifting one hand absently toward the heavy mass of dark hair spilling loose over her shoulders and breasts. «I have not even washed. And I must look entirely disreputable.»
Yelena’s expression altered by scarcely a degree, yet amusement touched the corners of her mouth.
«Your father is not expected home before tomorrow evening,» she said. «I believe the household may survive one informal breakfast.»
Her eyes drifted, not accidentally, toward Dmitri.
The slave stood near the bedchamber door exactly where he had positioned himself after being dressed, silent and upright, his hands clasped behind his back. Yet the new garments transformed the nature of his stillness. Nakedness possessed one kind of exposure; this possessed another entirely.
The coarse linen shirt, cut short through the thigh and close across the chest and shoulders, concealed little of the powerful structure beneath it. The narrow working trousers followed the hard lines of his hips and legs with unsettling clarity, their severe practicality rendering his physical strength more apparent rather than less.
And now that Varvara understood their concealed construction — the hidden seams beneath the inner thigh, the discreet fastenings disguised within the stitching, the folded openings permitting access to the body without complete undressing — she found herself incapable of regarding the clothing innocently.
Not because it appeared indecent.
Because it did not pretend otherwise.
The garments acknowledged openly that the body enclosed within them was not entirely private. Accessibility had been incorporated into the design from the beginning — not theatrically, not obscenely, but pragmatically, as one might arrange harness buckles or riding straps for efficiency of use.
That simplicity disturbed her far more profoundly than vulgarity could have done.
Yelena noticed the direction of her gaze.
«Besides,» she added lightly, «I suspect the servants will find themselves occupied by other curiosities this morning.»
A faint warmth rose into Varvara’s cheeks. Yet even that embarrassment no longer resembled the sharp mortification she might once have felt. It seemed softer now, threaded with reluctant amusement — and with something else she had not yet entirely named.
The morning had altered her more than she wished to admit.
«Well», she said after a pause, «then breakfast first and propriety afterwards.»
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