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While touring the frontiers of her future domain, Princess Celine, Heir to the Galaxy, finds herself captured by a bounty hunter intent on humbling her.




After a meagre two hours of sunlight, it was pitch black along the trail through the swamps of Belstar-3, save for the glowing lanterns on carriages in the Princess’ procession. Celine Henrietta Francesca II of House Lepallier idly trailed her finger along the golden frame of the coach window, watching yet more of the same ugly neon blue plants pass by. It had been three days since she and her retinue had left the miserable frontier town of Dale’s Creek, and even longer still since she had been lodged in accommodations anywhere remotely befitting of the Heir to the Galaxy.

“Next stop is Vicereine Aurora’s Palace, your Celestial Radiance,” Annabelle whispered. Celine’s favourite lady-in-waiting, Annabelle was a low-ranking member of House Belstar herself, and thus a distant relative of the Vicereine, though Celine certainly couldn’t recall how they were related if her life depended on it. “I’m sure it’ll make for a better rest than sleeping in here again, don’t you think?”

Annabelle always had a near uncanny ability to know what Celine was thinking, and it annoyed the Princess to no end. It was as if she had no privacy, even in her own head. Still, she was by far the most tolerable of her many attendants, and useful too. “As soon as we arrive, I shall tell the servants to prepare the bathhouse for your arrival, if that would please you? House Belstar prides itself on its hospitality.”

In response to Annabelle’s incessant comments and questions, the Heir scoffed. “How easy that must be when its biggest competition is the nearest whorehouse, a hundred miles away.” Annabelle was about to speak up once more with a faltering smile, but instead closed her mouth and slowly sank back into her seat.

Still, Celine knew she was right. She knew that, as with the last three frontier planets she had visited on her tour of the King’s outer holdings, whatever palace the Vicereine had built here was sure to be a squalid little hovel compared to the splendour of the lunar chateaus where she had spent her youth. As soon as her father’s illness took him, at long last, she would appoint Vicereine Aurora as Belstar-3’s Duchess and never return to this wretched corner of the galaxy. Or she could always have the entire rock blasted out of the sky. Either worked for her.

She reached up and rubbed her aching shoulder. The ridiculous ceremonial outfits she was required to don the whole tour meant she had worn nothing but the most uncomfortable, overly elaborate dresses she could imagine for months on end. What irked her most were the epaulettes. Through technology she couldn’t even begin to understand, they generated a small anti-gravity field above each shoulder, holding a detailed model of whatever planet she was currently visiting, made entirely from delicate crystal. An important symbol, her father had told her – a ruler had to bear the weight of her people on her shoulders. She just wished that wasn’t so literal, even in miniature.

The carriage shook as it ran over a particularly bumpy patch of road, nearly knocking Celine and her attendants out of their seats, before coming to a halt. The glowing lights around the rim of one of the epaulettes flickered, and the model of Belstar-3 suspended above the Princess’s right shoulder went flying. It landed on the floor with a crash and the entire carriage went silent. A moment later, Celine finally snapped.

“I am sick of this damn tour, I am sick of travelling by carriage, and I am sick of this disgusting swamp planet!” she shouted. “I don’t care how many millennia of tradition it breaks. The second we get to Aurora’s pathetic little keep, I am taking the next flight home whether Father likes it or not!”

Elizabeth, another attendant, placed a hand on Celine’s arm, in an attempt to soothe the Heir. “Your Radiance, please… It’s important for the unity of the realm that-…”

“I don’t give a damn about the unity of the realm! All these frontier planets are worthless rocks with absolutely nothing worth seeing! They can sink into a black hole for all I care!”

Celine’s ladies-in-waiting glanced at each other. It was no use arguing with her when she was in one of her moods, lest they found their families fall out of royal favour, or worse. Annabelle, ever the diplomat, eventually spoke up, although the insult to her House’s realms clearly stung a little.

“It has been quite a long tour, your Radiance. Perhaps we can return home for a break before the final stretch.” Seeing the Princess glare daggers at her, she added, “And I shall speak to the Lord Steward to see if his Galactic Resplendence the King would be amenable to allowing a hovercarriage. A small break in tradition to prevent a larger one. Would that be acceptable?”

Annabelle took Celine’s hand in hers, sliding her fingers between the Princess’ until they locked together. She looked into her eyes, almost pleading.

Celine relented. “Fine.” It was like Annabelle always knew what would work on her. Annoying. “But we leave the second we get to the Palace,” the Princess insisted. She pulled her hand away and crossed her arms in a sulk as another attendant – a new one, one Annabelle hadn’t bothered to learn the name of – pulled out a small vacuum cleaner from a cupboard under her seat and began clearing the shards of crystal from the floor.

The Princess was glad that with the model planet out of the way, she at least had room to rest her head against the cushioned coach wall. She was about to close her eyes to rest but looked through the window and frowned. “And why have we not resumed moving? I don’t want to spend another second loitering around than I must.”

Elizabeth, eager to prevent another royal outburst, quickly rose to her feet and opened the door. “I’m sure one of the carriages ahead simply damaged a wheel, your Radiance, or something to that effect. I shall tell them to pull aside so the rest of us can continue onwards.” She stepped outside.

All the attendants around Celine sat in a tense silence as they waited. She kept her eyes closed, but she knew they must be all staring at her. She wasn’t naïve – she knew they hated her. Some would probably try to quietly have themselves excused from their position when they returned home. So be it. They could all leave, for all she cared. Except for Annabelle. Despite being an annoyance, the Princess remained fond of her.

Just as Celine was about to sit back up and begin complaining once more, a scream rang out and was cut short by a loud shot. The Princess froze. “What was that?” she blurted out. Before anyone could speak up, there was another. Most of the attendants began to panic, while Annabelle grabbed the Heir, dragged her to the floor and hunched over her.

The outside of the carriage erupted into chaos. Whinnies of horses. The blast of guards’ guns. Thuds and groans, screams and cries, all muffled by the carriage doors. The cozy lighting inside was replaced by the blinding flashes of lasers streaming through the windows. The Princess curled up tight, all while her attendants whimpered above her. It was hard to tell how long it went on.

Gradually, there were fewer and fewer shots. There was a clear difference between the roar of the Royal Guard’s guns and the high-pitched shriek of the enemy’s, and from the sound of the firefight, Celine could tell her bodyguards were losing. Soon, there was only one gun firing – the enemy’s, at first distant, then getting closer.

“Your Radiance, we need to get out of here…” Annabelle whispered down to the Heir. “If we all run at once, into the dark and split up, then we can find our way to the Vicereine’s Palace and-…”

The sound of one of the carriages behind the Princess’ coach being filled with a volley of laser blasts rang out, making Annabelle cower.

“Are you stupid?” Celine hissed. “And leave me exposed like that?” She turned to the rest of the attendants. “I want all of you surrounding me at all times. Die as my shield, and I will ensure your kin will be favoured by House Lepallier for a thousand years. Run, and I will ensure-“

Another volley of blasts. This time, at the carriage directly behind them.

“Your Radiance, please… We need to go now… We don’t have time. Let me-…” Annabelle reached up to grab the handle, but as she did, Celine could hear the squelch of boots on the marshy ground outside. She ducked down and covered her head. A deafening discharge of laserfire shot through the carriage, leaving it full of holes and scented like ozone. Celine felt a weight on her back as Annabelle and the others went limp. She dared not turn her head, laying perfectly still under the pile of bodies.

She heard the door open, and a moment later, someone sighing and moving on. Reaching the last carriage and riddling whoever was in it with the final charges of their gun, the fight seemed to finally be over and an eerie silence overtook the area. The Princess could hear someone trudging around outside, back and forth, tutting. Eventually, even that seemed to fade away, and all that was left was the hum of alien swamp insects.

She lay there, heart racing, under the warm bodies of her attendants, for a while. It could have been minutes, it could have been hours. It all blurred together. Eventually, she began to climb out from the pile. She heard crunching, the other crystalline model of Belstar-3 crushed underneath the woman she hadn’t learnt the name of. Without daring to look back, not even at Annabelle, she climbed out of the carriage.

“Ugh,” was all she said as she looked down and found her dress getting muddy. All around, guards lay face down in the filth, as did the bodies of the horses that had taken such effort to transport to Belstar-3. “Utterly, utterly… pathetic…” She practically spat with rage at them, shaking a little as her eyes welled up. On the horizon, she could just about see the lights of the Vicereine’s Palace. She lifted her dress above her ankles and began to walk.

There was a familiar squelch of boots stepping in mud from behind her. Before she could turn, she felt a blow to the back of her head, and everything went black.

_____

When Celine awoke, she found herself lying on a pile of blankets on the floor, her head sore and clothes dirty. She went to sit up but her body felt too heavy to move. She seemed to be in some sort of cell, in a cave no less, lit by lanterns. She couldn’t imagine how unhygienic this place must be.

“Mornin’, Princess,” a voice from across the cave called out. A person sitting in a dimly lit corner of the cavern had noticed her stirring. Swaying back and forth in a chair, with boots up on a wooden table was a lanky woman. She was dressed in scruffy denim jeans and a leather jacket, and her face was obscured by a large hat with a feather in it, pulled low across her eyes. There was something in her hand, which she idly tinkered at with a screwdriver. She chuckled to herself. “Y’know, I must’ve said that to a hundred-odd girls before in my life, but this is the first time it’s been literal.”

“You!” Celine shouted, lifting herself onto her knees and moving to grab at the cell bars. Her right hand was dragged down by an immense weight, and as she looked down at her wrist, she found a thin band of golden metal around it. She paid it no mind. “You… You… Do you have any idea who I am? Why, I am the Mortal Arbiter of the Inner Covenant, the Heir to the Galaxy, her…”

“Her Celestial Radiance, Princess Celine of House Lepallier herself? I know who you are, girl.” The woman lifted the brim of her hat with the tip of her screwdriver, giving Celine a better look at her face. She was in her early thirties, maybe, and wore a smirk on her pierced lips. “Everyone knows who you are.”

“And you? Who are you? Some sort of… bandit? A vagabond?”

“Viola Cooper,” the woman stated, matter-of-factly. “People ‘round here mostly know me as Cavalier Cooper. Sometimes the Huntress of the Marsh. But just Viola works too, if you prefer. Take your pick.” She placed the screwdriver down on the table and stood up, crossing the room.

“’Cavalier’? Surely you should be supporting the monarch-“

“They call me that on account of my disposition, not any affiliation. Believe me, I got no love for your sort. That damn Vicereine of yours is a menace, and from the stories I’ve heard of your lil’ tour, you ain’t no better. No, I’m just a bounty hunter, and someone’s put a good price on you.”

“Bounty hunter?” Celine’s eyes filled with true fear, perhaps for the first time in her life. She backed away in her cell. “No, that can’t be right, I am a princess! That would be treason! High treason! I-”

Viola opened the cell door with a key from the large chain on her belt, closing it behind her before Celine could even consider slipping past her. “Don’t worry, girl. The bounty said it wanted you alive and in good condition. Ain’t gonna waste this opportunity by roughing you up too much.” The Princess didn’t like the leeway Viola left herself there.

The bounty hunter reached out and firmly took Celine by her uncuffed left wrist. She held up what she had been tinkering with and the Princess could now see that it was a cuff that matched the other, bent into shape from the remains of one of her epaulettes. “Mighty fine piece of tech, you have here. ‘Course, your sort wastes it on a fancy outfit, but with a little tweakin’…”

Before she could object, Celine felt Viola clamp the cuff around her free wrist, and a moment later, the gravitational field it generated dragged her hand down to the floor. She tried to resist, finding herself able to lift her hand about a foot off the ground before the cuff activated again and yanked her arm back down.

Celine looked up with a fury in her eyes the likes of which Viola had never seen. “You… You scoundrel! Free me this instant or when my father finds out…” A sudden shock ran throughout the Princess’ body, leaving her crying out in pain. Viola grinned, slowly circling her new prisoner, wiggling a remote she pulled out of her pocket between her fingers.

“Y’see, the bounty says it wants you alive, but ‘compliant’, and I’m thinkin’ with a temperament like that, the one who posted the bounty ain’t gonna be satisfied if I hand you over the way you are now. I figure what you need is some humblin’. Those fancy new cuffs’ll keep you on all fours, and this…” she hooked a pair of fingers into the back of the collar Celine hadn’t even noticed she was wearing and tugged, choking the Princess slightly, “…well, this’ll give you a shock when you start misbehavin’.”

She let go of the collar and circled back around, dropping down to one knee. “Course, if you’re a good girl, things’ll go a lot smoother. I might even give you a treat now and again…” Viola placed her hand on the back of the Princess’ head, tangling her fingers into her hair, and Celine stared deep into her eyes. The bounty hunter slowly moved in towards her, and the Princess did the same in return.

The second their lips touched, the Heir bit down hard until she drew blood, leaving the Huntress howling in pain. It took her a second to grab the remote from her pocket and blast the Princess with enough of a shock that she relented. She collapsed to the floor, staring up at her captor with the utmost hatred in her eyes, the taste of iron in her mouth. “I shall never do what a commoner like you tells me!”

“Oh, you ungrateful brat!” Viola shouted, kicking Celine in the stomach. The wind was knocked out of her, and she lay on the cold floor of the cave, weighed down by her own adornments. “You wanna act like an untrained mutt? Fine. I’ll break you in like one…” The bounty hunter left the cell, in a hurry, locking it behind her, all the while clutching at her bleeding lip. The Princess watched her walk out of the cave with a bloody smile on her face.

_____

Celine woke up the next day to the feeling of a boot on her back. “Mornin’, Princess,” cooed a familiar voice, and before she could reply, she felt a grid of cold metal being pulled against her face. A leather strap tightened around the back of her head, and her attempts to reach up to grab at it were foiled by the cuffs holding her hands low.

“Unhand me!” she cried out, and it wasn’t until the Huntress lifted her boot and stepped away that the Heir realised the small, cage-like structure pressed against her face was a muzzle. “What is the meaning of this? Remove this at once!”

“’Fraid I can’t. You were the one who wanted to prove yourself dangerous. Y’see, if you’re not gonna behave, I’ll have to make you. Simple as that.” Despite the cut on her lip, Viola’s face betrayed no particular anger nor enjoyment – this was business to her. “You’re the one who wanted to do this the hard way. Start actin’ good, and things’ll get easier.” She stepped back and leaned against the wall of the cell with her arms crossed, remote in her hand. “Let’s start simple. Sit.”

Celine remained on all fours, looking up at her captor with disbelief. “I will not…” was all she could get out before she felt a shock wrack her body, collapsing to the floor and writhing with pain. When it finally stopped and she opened her eyes, she found it unsettling to see the way Viola stood there, waiting expectantly, as if nothing had happened.

“Sit,” she commanded again.

The Princess took a shaky breath, staring up at the Huntress defiantly. “I shall never…” Once again, pain flowed through her body. She tried to reach up to the collar, to grab at it, to tear it away, but with the weight of the cuffs around her wrists, it was futile.

When the shock stopped once more, Viola unfolded her arms and lifted her coat open a little. Reaching down, she pulled out a knife sheathed at her hip. The Princess backed away a little, whimpering until she was against the wall. Her captor grabbed her by the neck of her filthy dress. “I-I’m sorry!” Celine blurted out.

A smirk worked its way across Viola’s lips, apparently amused at the first hint that the Heir to the Galaxy had even the slightest bit of humility in her. The knife slipped into the dress’ collar, and she dragged it down, tearing the priceless materials and expert craftsmanship to tatters in seconds.

It was but a moment before Celine was left naked. Her cheeks burned crimson, and, unable to lift her hands to protect her modesty, she lay her body low to the ground. She was, of course, used to being naked in front of others – with all the ladies-in-waiting House Lepellier employed for her, she had never had to remove a single garment from her body by herself in her life. But she was used to the ritual, pieces being removed one at a time, folded, Annabelle holding her hand to steady her as she did.

The way Viola stripped her, by comparison, made her nudity feel absolute and humiliating.

Tossing the remains of the Princess’ clothes aside, the bounty hunter twirled the knife and placed it back in its sheath, leaning once more against the wall. “Sit,” she commanded a third time.

Celine’s eyes remained low, too embarrassed to look Viola in the eye. After several, excruciatingly long seconds, she slowly lowered her behind to the ground, keeping her arms outstretched, sitting as a hound would.

“I knew you could do it,” Viola beamed. She stepped forward, and Celine flinched a little, anticipating a kick. Instead, the Huntress pressed the smooth leather boot into the Heir’s crotch and rubbed it back and forward. “See what a good girl you can be when you ain’t actin’ all high and mighty?” Celine’s body quivered, and she held back a moan, desperate to save as much dignity as she could.

“Roll over. Show your belly.” When Celine showed some hesitation, the bounty hunter shoved her knee forward, pushing into her chest and knocking her onto her back. Viola got down, knee firmly pressing between the Heir’s breasts. “Much better.”

Viola’s hand slowly slid behind her, along Celine’s bare stomach, finding itself between her legs. Only now did her captor’s lips betray the slightest hint of perverse enjoyment from the whole exercise.

It was bad enough when Viola kept a straight face, but seeing Viola grin down at her infuriated the Princess to no end. It was enough to snap her out of her resigned obedience. She gave a quiet growl from behind her muzzle. “Just you wait until my father finds out I’m missing. For treason of this magnitude, your execution will be agon-“

The Huntress leaned down by the side of her head and whispered, “Never said you could speak, did I?” As she plunged her fingers inside Celine, she activated the shock collar once more. The Princess’s thighs clamped around her wrist, and as the pain shot through her body again, all the mutt could do was whimper helplessly.

_____

Several weeks, or perhaps months, later – it was hard to keep track of time when stowed away in a cave – the Huntress of the Marsh seemed satisfied with Celine’s compliance. “Today’s the big day, Princess. This is what it’s all been for.”

Celine, for her part, kept any objections to herself as she was herded into a carrier sized for a large dog. Not comfortable by any means, but more spacious than she expected. The fact that she found this a silver lining disgusted her, but by now, she had realised that her protests and threats had got her nowhere. She suspected her best chance of escape would be after being handed off to someone who would likely be less capable than Viola.

It didn’t help that regular and swiftly applied punishment had made lashing out increasingly unappealing, even for someone who loathed following orders as much as Celine did.

Viola carried the crate with the Princess inside it through the swamps with surprising ease, and Celine was grateful that she wasn’t made to crawl on all fours through the filth. She couldn’t help but wonder who she was to be exchanged with. Someone on Belstar-3, she was certain. It’s not as if Viola could smuggle someone as important as her on an interplanetary flight.

She remained silent, listening to the constant trudge of boots through the swamp and the hum of foul bugs. There was one other sound, a rattling from inside her carrier, and when she looked up, she saw a small compartment tucked away at the front, above her head. Nothing she could reach, of course, but whatever it was irritated her. Just one more thing she would soon no longer have to deal with.

As the Heir’s eyes glanced back down to the front of her cage, her heart skipped a beat. Directly ahead were the bright lights and towering spires of the Vicereine’s Palace. A moment’s confusion overcame her, and it wasn’t until the Huntress spoke upon approaching the guards the realisation dawned on her.

“Evenin’ boys,” Viola said with a tip of her hat. “Is the lady of the manor in?”

“Well, looky here. If it ain’t Cavalier Cooper. Take it you’re here for the bounty?”

“Certainly am!”

A guard bent down and looked through the front of the carrier. Celine’s lip twitched as she did her best to hold back a snarl of disgust at the way his eyes ran over her lecherously. “That’s her, alright. Never thought I’d see the day…” The guard shook his head and stood up, motioning for the Huntress to lift her arms. A quick patdown later turned up no weapons, and she was moved along into the main hall.

The hall had two long feast tables along its length, with an elegant red carpet along the centre, and the occasional guard positioned around the perimeter of the room. At the far end, there was a throne, and sitting upon it was Vicereine Aurora of House Belstar. A woman in her forties, or perhaps early fifties, she lounged with the disinterested look of a woman made to rule over a territory she had no real fondness for, where nothing of note ever happened.

While she seemed to perk up upon seeing a visitor break the monotony, she could hardly disguise her disgust at a commoner being in her presence. “Did you not think to remove those filthy boots before walking in here, ‘Cavalier Cooper’?” She spat the name down at the bounty hunter.

Viola glanced down at the muddy footsteps beneath her and ground her heel deeper into the carpet, much to the Vicereine’s chagrin. “Can’t say I did, ma’am. Figured you wouldn’t mind, by the time I’ve handed over what I’ve got here.” Celine winced as the Huntress loudly slammed her hand down on the carrier.

Then, a familiar voice spoke. “Oh, come now. Who cares if the rugs are ruined? You won’t be in this place much longer once this is all said and done.” The Princess pushed her face to the bars of the cage and saw, sitting at the far end of one of the tables, Annabelle, her lady-in-waiting, watching with interest.

“ANNABELLE!” She called out. “You’re alive! Please, help! I’ve been kidnapped by this scoundrel, and…”

“And how do you think that happened? Do you think she could have accomplished that without someone leaking info?” Annabelle replied. Celine went silent, staring with her mouth ajar. Her mind raced through the shootout, the way it had all happened so fast, so effortlessly. She hadn’t dared check Annabelle’s corpse, either. “For all the tutors and education in the galaxy, you really are a fool, your Celestial Radiance.”

The Princess’ heart sank. “But… Why…?” She hardly managed to whisper.

“Because you are the most self-centred, ungrateful brat I have ever had the displeasure of serving! Years of my life at your side, and your final command was to act as your human shield?” The attendant’s eyes welled up with tears, all the while clenching her fists in anger. “The guilt I had hanging over me this whole journey, knowing what was waiting for you here…” She trailed off, swallowing and taking a moment to compose herself. “Well. You merely proved I made the right decision. If you are the best that House Lepallier has to offer, then they no longer deserve to rule.” She picked up a napkin from the table and dabbed at her eyes.

The Vicereine stood up and walked over to Annabelle, placing a hand gently on her shoulder. She turned to Viola and Celine. “When the king dies with his only heir missing, House Belstar will finally prove itself worthy of ruling over more than worthless frontier planets in the chaos that follows.” She inhaled sharply. The thought clearly exhilarated her.

She nodded her head at the carrier. “Is she compliant, as I requested? Dear Annabelle deserves her reward for the opportunity she has helped deliver to me.” From the way she rolled her eyes slightly, Celine was sure that if the Vicereine had her way, she would have already been disposed of. That hardly made her any more grateful about her current predicament, however.

“Certainly is!” Viola turned and knelt down, unlocking the latch on the carrier door. She reached into her pocket and pulled out a leash, clipping it onto the collar that Celine wore tightly around her neck. As Celine was about to begin crawling forward, the feeling of betrayal weighing too heavily on her heart to fight back, the bounty hunter stopped her for a moment.

Viola’s hand reached up to the small compartment hidden at the top of the carrier, which had caused that irritating rattling noise on the way to the Palace, and opened it. Inside was a small, worn laser pistol. She tucked it into her jacket and winked. “You be a good girl, now.” She stood up, wrapping the leash tightly around her wrist, and Celine began following after her. 

Aurora led Annabelle up the steps, standing before the throne, where they had a full view of Celine’s crawl. The Vicereine watched intently. A royal brought so very low was quite a sight to see, and even if having her dealt with more permanently would have been tidier, she was clearly revelling in the sight. Annabelle was enjoying it for quite different reasons, breathing heavily and staring at Celine’s naked figure, a view she had seen countless times but had never been permitted to enjoy, thanks to her position.

For her part, the Princess kept her eyes low, in a futile attempt to save herself further humiliation.

“Her Celestial Radiance, Princess Celine Henrietta Francesca II of House Lepallier, Heir to the Galaxy. Captured, trained, and delivered, as requested,” Viola announced. “And I’m sure payment’ll be fair?” As she approached the throne, she extended her free hand.

Aurora beckoned over a nearby guard, carrying a hefty bag. “The common folk still use coins, do they not? A bag of gold, as agreed.” It seemed sizable in her clutch. Celine could only imagine it was more money than most on Belstar-3 had seen in their life. And yet she knew it was a pittance compared to her worth. She almost wished to speak up, to take offence, but knew it was futile.

Aurora held the coin purse out, and Viola handed the leash off to Annabelle with one hand. She went to take the bag in her other, but instead grabbed the Vicereine by the wrist and yanked her in close. “Y’know, the Princess ain’t the only one with a bounty on her head, ma’am.” She reached into her jacket, pulled out the pistol, and pressed it against Aurora’s stomach. “And I don’t see no reason I can’t claim another while I’m here.”

A high-pitched blast, and the smell of ozone and burnt flesh filled the air.

Annabelle screamed and dropped Celine’s leash. Guards from around the room rushed over, pulling out weapons as the head of House Belstar went limp in the Huntress’ arm. Viola spun around, firing off two more shots at guards across the room before they even had her in their sights, and blocked one with the Vicereine’s body.

Celine crouched down as the familiar sound of laserfire filled the air. She glanced up and saw Cavalier Cooper, the Huntress of the Marsh, in her element, twisting and turning, taking out men as effortlessly as breathing. It was easy to see how someone as skilled as her had bested the Royal Guard in a shootout. The Heir’s attention was soon pulled away, however, as she felt a hard yank around her neck. Annabelle was attempting to flee down the stairs but had instead caught her foot on the leash and tumbled to the floor.

Seeing the one who betrayed her so near, Celine seized the opportunity. “You!” she growled through her muzzle, crawling forward. She pounced on her lady-in-waiting, grabbing at her neck, finally in range of something her golden shackles would let her reach. “I give you a position half the women in the galaxy would die for, and this is how you repay me? Treason of the highest order? I will tear House Belstar apart with my own bare hands if I have to, starting with you!” she screamed.

The blasts of guns continued above them, shots occasionally missing and hitting a wall, leaving dust and rubble falling. Celine grabbed at Annabelle’s neck and held tight, beginning to strangle her. A blast from one guard forced her to duck, loosening her grip a little for a moment. After a few seconds, the rest of the hall went silent, save for Annabelle’s choking. Celine’s face was red with fury.

The feeling of electricity coursing through her was enough to halt the hound from killing her prey, much to Annabelle’s relief. Hooking her fingers into the back of the Princess’ collar, Viola tugged Celine away from the woman. Annabelle cowered in fear, of both the Huntress and her rabid dog. Viola bent down and whispered in Celine’s ear. “Now, Princess. I told you to be a good girl, didn’t I? A mutt who’s had free reign to do as she likes takes more trainin’ than I anticipated…” 

Her attention turned to the girl on the floor. “Now, what to do with you? Mayor Weston only offered to pay for the Vicereine’s head, so I s’pose I got no reason to kill you.” She twirled her laser pistol and tucked it away inside of her jacket. “But betrayal…” Viola tutted and shook her head. “That’s a nasty thing, ain’t it?”

“Y-yes, but you don’t understand, I… I had to, you see…”

“You did, did you?” The bounty hunter unbuckled her belt with one hand and knelt down to wrap it around Annabelle’s neck as a makeshift leash. “Sounds like a lotta excuses for being a bad girl to me. Seems you could do with trainin’ just as much as Princess here.”

Before the attendant could object, Viola stood up and tugged her two pets along behind her. On her way, she scooped up the hefty bag of gold from Aurora’s hand, kicking the body down the stairs after her, much to Annabelle’s horror.

The two found themselves dragged to either side of the Huntress as she sat down on the throne. Annabelle stared at Celine and Viola, too shocked to speak up, while Celine’s hatred for her fellow hound burnt so furiously that she hardly seemed to notice how obediently she fell in line.

“You don’t seriously intend to keep this… this viper as a dog, do you?”

The Huntress looked down at her new pets and the budding rivalry growing between them. A satisfied smirk came across her face as she reclined back. “Oh, I certainly do. All that aggression of yours shows me you clearly have plenty of trainin’ to go, Princess.” She placed a hand on Celine’s head. “And I think havin’ another mutt to socialise with will do you good.”








  
  
  DiaboliCon 2048

  
  




Intrepid reporter Lily Wright attends DiaboliCon 2048, the world’s largest annual villain convention, to see if she can find a story.




The eyes of such infamous figures as Brutefist, Disasterella, and Madame Mesmerize bored down on Lily Wright from a banner above the convention centre. ‘Welcome to DiaboliCon 2048’, it proudly announced to a sea of villains, minions, and fans alike. After taking a photo and jotting something down, Lily tucked her trusty notebook into her coat and out of sight. The glare from a daunting man wrapped in a dark cloak only confirmed her suspicion that journalists were hardly welcome here.

The doors of the centre were staffed by an army of henchpeople, all encased in the same clunky metal outfit, emblazoned with a cog on the front. Each had an antenna protruding from an earpiece that Lily could only assume burrowed deeper into their heads than they looked. The Mechanatrix’s army of augmented underlings put on an impressive display of security. “Welcome to DiaboliCon. Ticket?” a particularly tall one said in a robotic voice as Lily approached the front of the queue.

Lily pulled out her phone and pulled up her ticket. “Vanessa Pale,” she replied, her trusty pseudonym having served her well for years. “I’m with Doctor Demonic’s fan club.” This wasn’t a lie. She was technically a card-carrying member of perhaps the least popular supervillain’s club and had been for some time. It gave her some credibility in her investigations while reducing the odds she could recognised by members of bigger fan clubs.

“Hrmph. Didn’t realise she still had one. Not sure she’s even here this year,” the cyborg grunted, a slight whirring coming from her eye as she glanced from the ticket to Lily’s face. “Stalls in the central area, panels in halls 1, 2 and 3. Madame Mesmerize’s main event on the show stage at four o’clock. Enjoy.”

“While I’m here, may I ask a few quest-“

“Keep. The line. Moving,” the woman placed a firm hand on Lily’s back and shoved her into the centre with inhuman strength.

_____

Looking around, Lily was shocked to see just how busy it was. She had known DiaboliCon was popular, of course, but seeing it in person… Countless civilians, dressed in homemade outfits of their favourite baddies, henchmen wearing matching uniforms prowling around in groups, and villains of all sorts, walking, crawling, some even flying around the centre… She gritted her teeth, her blood boiling at the sight of the scum who terrorised the city, wandering not just free, but with swarms of adoring fans following them.

The busiest parts of the convention were, of course, the booths where villains could meet their fans. Long, sprawling lines stretched up and down the hall for the most famous supervillains – Breathtaker, Delichous the Culinecromancer, TerrorEyes, and others. Spread around the rest of the section were a series of smaller booths, mostly for retired, lesser-known or local villains. Amongst these, however, one stood out – there was a crowd noticeably bigger than most gathered around it.

Lily approached the crowd, standing on tiptoes to get a better look, and froze. As she peered through the audience, she could see a small stage set up. On a chair, grand enough to almost look like a throne, a young woman with black hair draped across her face sat with her legs up on the armrest, holding up a heavy-looking amulet. Wearing an elaborate red jacket with coattails almost long enough to reach the floor, and a top hat perched at a jaunty angle, Lily instantly recognised her.

Mary Annette was a rising star amongst Metrocity’s villains and had been the focus of some of Lily’s fiercest reporting. “Just look at how shiny it is. This is the one I stole from a safety deposit box in…”

“Allwell’s Bank on 34th Street!” Lily couldn’t hold herself from crying out in indignation, a frown on her face. It was a story she had worked hard on reporting, and here the scoundrel who carried out the heist sat, boasting about it! She couldn’t restrain her journalistic outrage!

There was a moment’s silence as a few people turned. Mary’s eyes narrowed as she stared at Lily… and began kicking her feet in the air with glee. “Aha! What, do you follow all my crimes or something? What a superfan! Love itttttt! The rest of you! You should all adore me as much as her!” She pointed to Lily at the back of the crowd with a white-gloved finger. She was cocky. New villains always when they first got some wins under their belt, though more often than not, that attitude would be their downfall.

Lily, for her part, tried to shrink down as much as she could, cursing herself for speaking up. Fortunately, the crowd quickly returned their focus to the stage. “Anyway! I suppose that’s enough about all my loot, and I’m technically supposed to do some sort of Q&A, so… Any questions?”

Several hands shot up. “Eenie… Meenie… Miney… You!” She pointed to a man dressed in a tight-fitting catsuit with a mask covering his eyes. A small drone holding a microphone flew over and hovered in front of him.

“Um… Hi… A lot of people have been wondering… How exactly did you beat the Masked Mathematician last year? There wasn’t a lot of coverage, and…”

Mary snorted. “With my powers, of course. What kind of question is that, dummy? You think all his smarts and calculations can do shit when he can’t move to do anything with them? ‘course not! Next question!”

Hands shot up again, and Mary pointed to a man in a pinstripe suit. “Is Mary Annette your real name?”

She rolled her eyes. “Monumentally idiotic question. Not going to dignify it with an answer. Next question better be a good one!”

Hands rose once more, albeit fewer this time. After a moment, Lily raised her hand – this was as good a chance as any to get some information. Mary twirled her finger in the air until it landed on the reporter. “Would you look at that? My number one fan has a question!”

“From what I understand, you’re fairly new to villainy… So I wanted to know, just how experienced are you with your powers?” Lily asked directly.

Mary sat up, pausing for a second as an impish grin crept across her face. She turned to the rest of the crowd. “You people want a demonstration?” The crowd cheered as the villainess stood up stretching her limbs. “Any volunteers?” Several people put their hands up, Lily amongst them. Mary frowned, however, apparently not satisfied. “What, a bunch of cowards are you? Where’s your enthusiasm?”

She slowly tugged both her gloves off, one finger at a time, before neatly placing them on her seat. Wriggling her fingers, she held them out in front of her in a claw-like fashion. “Now… I asked… Any volunteers?” Everyone held their breath for a second before she raised the index finger on her right hand.

Lily watched every person in the crowd yank their arm in the air and found it impossible to lower her own. “Much better! Just look how eager everyone is to see what it’s like at the end of my strings… How about… You?” She pointed to a woman holding a plushie shaped like some sort of shark-based villain Lily didn’t recognise. “And… Since you’re so eager to find out, what about you?” She pointed to Lily. The journalist felt her muscles give out, her body going limp, but she didn’t collapse. Instead, she felt herself held up by a force she couldn’t see.

Mary lifted her hands and pulled them inwards. The two women found themselves being lifted from the ground, much to the crowd’s amazement, and placed gently on the stage. “You see, my dear fans, villainy today is all about control…” She skilfully moved her fingers, each giving the slightest twitch, which was nevertheless enough to tug her ‘volunteers’ around using invisible strings. She made them dance around the stage, twirling like elegant ballerinas. “Sure, there’s still room for the sort of mass destruction someone like Disasterella can do, but what I do? Being able to tug at someone’s strings to make them do what you want them to do? That’s real power…”

The villainess pulled her hands together and Lily found herself face to face with the other woman. The strings pulled her forward, making the two bend in to kiss each other. Lily’s eyes widened as her lips pressed against the stranger’s. It was clumsy and inexact – even a skilled puppeteer could only imitate human movements so perfectly, but it still left Lily’s cheeks right red in indignation while Mary laughed. 

“What’s the matter, superfan?” Mary leaned in and chuckled. “Finding it hard to let loose?” Lily felt the thread holding her being pulled taut. The villainess mimed hanging up Lily’s strings for a moment, gripping her cheeks and pulling them into a broad smile that was soon fixed into place. Mary stepped between the two of them and placed her hands around their waists, continuing to move her hands until both leaned in and kissed her on the cheek at the same time.

“You see? Just look at how happy they both are to be my wonderful puppets!” Mary yanked Lily inwards and pressed up against her ear, hissing through a grin of her own. “You want to know the extent of my powers, ‘superfan’?” Lily’s hands slowly crept up towards her own neck and held it lightly. Her eyes widened, fearing the admittedly flimsy ruse that she had fallen into was up. “I could make you snap yourself in two and you’d still be wearing the smile I put on your face. If that’s not power, I don’t know what is…” Lily’s hands lingered on her neck for a moment, feeling her skin brush against her fingers as she took a deep breath.

“Buuuut… I was told not to break any toys during the convention, so…” As the puppeteer trailed off, Lily found herself tumbling to the ground with a thud. Mary, apparently tired of her playthings already, stepped back over to the chair and pulled her gloves back on, carelessly discarding the two ‘volunteers’ in a pile on the floor as if their strings had been cut. “If you want to see that sort of action, well… Let’s just say I’ll be visiting the Metrocity Central Museum sometime next week.” Her wink was just about the least subtle thing Lily had ever seen, and yet it roused

Lily sat up. It was almost uncomfortable to be back in control of her own body again. She was surprised how much effort it took to move her own limbs around, how heavy her muscles were. It almost made her already miss the feeling of… She shook her head, trying to push the thought out of her mind. That was probably exactly how someone like Mary Annette got into people’s heads! Looking up, the villain was already back to boasting about the spoils of her latest exploits. Lily frowned. Despite her ordeal, she hadn’t exactly gotten much useful information out of her. At the very least, Lily made a mental note to warn the Museum so they could prepare for an attack.

_____

Lily spent the next few hours wandering the centre. While the villains and henchmen were obviously reprehensible to her, and she still failed to see the appeal they had to so many fans, she found herself even more sickened by how many civilian vendors there were, taking advantage of the convention. Stalls for PR and marketing firms advertised services for building a stronger image, while other companies offered opportunities to merchandise their brand.

One or two stalls even offered to help fans on the path to becoming villains themselves, either through machinery like the Mechanatrix, or chemicals or radiation, like Sewer Gator. Almost certainly merely a dangerous scam. From time to time, Lily would find a hidden corner to make some notes. She was already thinking about writing an in-depth exposé on the companies offering to collaborate with evildoers.

By the time the intercom announced that the main event of the day was beginning soon, she was already tired of the place but reluctantly headed to the main show stage regardless. One last event and then she could head home early, she promised herself.

Lily settled into her assigned seat amongst the other fans. Admittedly, she was curious as to whether Madame Mesmerize’s legendary presence would meet expectations in person. The villainess had been perhaps the most infamous supervillain in the country for two decades now, with no signs of slowing – she had recently defeated such prestigious heroes as the Gilded Griffon and, Lily’s personal idol, Lady Lexicography, with ease.

“Oh, god… She’s so, so, so hot…” A group of young women behind Lily whispered to each other. “I met her one time when she made the Silver Savior demolish City Hall… You had to be there, it was amazing! She shook my hand and everything!”

“I mean, she’s not really my type. But I have to admit, she has a certain… allure.”

“Trust me, if you had seen her in person, you’d get it. You’ll see!”

Gritting her teeth once more, Lily tried her best to drown out the sound of sycophantic fans. She pulled out her notebook and started to jot down the events of the day. She paused and looked around. At the far end of the audience, she could see the Mechanatrix, standing with her hands behind her back, sternly watching for security threats. Somewhere at the other end, she could see Mary Annette, her boots resting on the back of some displeased-looking low-level baddie. There were plenty of other familiar faces amongst them, but unusually, all of them sat at the periphery of the stage. Strange. Lily would have imagined the villains would get the best view, not the worst.

Lily was about to wave down an attendant, dressed in the uniform of a villain she didn’t recognise, to inquire about the seating, but the lights in the hall suddenly shut out. A spotlight flashed onto the centre of the stage and it began to fill with smoke. “Villainssss and villainessssesss…” hissed out a serpentine voice Lily recognised as belonging to the Whisperer. “Minionsss and underlingssss… Fanssss of evil everywhere… MADAMEEEEEE MESMERIZZZZE!”

With a sudden flash, the arch-villainess appeared from the smoke to uproarious applause. Dressed in a dark purple jacket with sleeves long enough that they trailed behind her like a cape over latex opera gloves and hip-high boots, her outfit seemed to cross business formal with fetishwear. Her short, stark white hair seemed to stand out even more as the spotlight shone on her. She held a cane in her right hand, topped with an orb with a spiral twisting inside of it. And perhaps most notably, she wore a large pair of sunglasses, despite the dark of the hall.

The crowd began to applaud uproariously, and Lily joined in, not wanting to stand out. The villainess smiled at the crowd, raising one hand while leaning on the cane with the other as she basked in the attention. The applause seemed to go on and on. Just when Lily felt it would never end, Mesmerize lifted her cane and slammed it down with a deafening crack, everyone falling silent instantly.

“What a welcome from my wonderful, adoring fans. Every year, it warms my heart to see so many of you come to celebrate our community,” she grinned. “And just look how many of you there are! DiaboliCon’s highest turnout ever, I’m told! But it’s not as if we were expecting our numbers to… drop!”

The screens behind her flashed the word for a split second. Lily gripped the arms of her chair. She was almost expecting the whole audience to be dropped into a trance, for all of them to have been under Mesmerize’s influence already. From the gentle chuckle from the crowd, it seemed that they were in on the joke. Lily gave a little sigh of relief. She was getting herself too worked up.

“What a wonderful year it has been for villainy…” Mesmerize continued. “The illustrious heroes in our society have been in utter disarray since so many of their leading figures were taken out…” She paused a beat, motioning to herself with an implied ‘by yours truly’. “And nobody has managed to take their place yet. There are more aspiring antagonists out there than ever before. And thanks to the hard work of fans like all of you, more and more people are proud to admit that deep down, they simply crave the guidance of a firm hand that only a villain can give them. Isn’t that wonderful? Isn’t that great?” Her lips curled into a sinister smile.

“Isn’t… That… Mesmerising?”

The screen flashed each word on the screen, the bright light against the otherwise dark hall making for an assault on the senses. Lily bolted up. Looking around at the rapt attention of the audience Mesmerize held, it was becoming evident where things were heading. She had no idea how Mesmerize brought people under her spell, but she would rather not find out than fall victim to it. She began to shuffle along the row towards the exit.

“And none of this would have been possible without the in-depth investigations of the Metrocity Gazette’s own villainy reporter, Lily Wright!” Lily froze as she found herself blinded by a spotlight that turned on her. Blinking as her eyes adjusted, she turned to the stage in shock. She would hardly be able to make out Mesmerize’s face were it not being displayed on both screens pointed at the crowd by now.

“Oh, don’t look so surprised, Miss Wright. Did you think someone like you could slip in and out unnoticed? Mary Annette is an awfully big fan of your coverage of her – she recognised you the second she saw you and informed you were here. I must say, I’m a fan of your work myself. After all, it’s your reporting that keeps us on the front page almost every day. Why not come on up?”

“No, I…” Lily looked towards the exits. At each one stood a pair of Mechanatrix’s cyborgs. Meanwhile, the eyes of countless fans were on her. She had little choice. She sheepishly headed towards the stage, walking up the stairs until she stood looking up at Madame Mesmerize. She seemed taller in person, her presence feeling even larger still as the crowd watched for every little motion she made.

“As much of a service you’ve performed for us, inadvertently, of course… You do tend to be so very negative about villains…”

“That’s because I think you’re monsters who make life miser-…” Lily’s attempt at defiance was cut short as Mesmerize lifted the tip of her cane under her chin, pressing her jaw closed.

“Oh, I’m more than aware of what you think. Your coverage does little to hide it… Perhaps that’s exactly the problem… You… think too much…” She slowly reached out and ran her latex-clad hand over Lily’s cheek, the texture of her glove leaving Lily shivering involuntarily. “Perhaps it’s time for you to do a little less thinking of your own…”

As Mesmerize pulled her hand back towards her own face, Lily tried to wriggle away to no avail. She felt the iron grip of two of Mechanatrix’s minions grabbing her arms to hold her still, one taking hold of her hair and forcing her to look up. Mesmerize removed her sunglasses, tucking them into her jacket pocket.

No longer obscured, Lily caught a glimpse of the endless spiral that constantly twisted in Mesmerize’s eyes. Her mind cried out for her to slam her eyelids shut, to do anything to not let her in, but her body refused. Instead, she simply stared. “Aren’t they simply… mesmerising?” The villainess whispered in a voice that felt so very soothing. “Couldn’t you lose yourself in them for hours… days… for the rest of your life?” Lily couldn’t answer. She simply followed the spiral around and around, the sounds of Mesmerize’s voice beginning to echo over and over in her mind.

Mesmerize’s hand reached out once more, gliding up the reporter’s cheek until it rested on her forehead. She simply held it there, unmoving, but for Lily, it felt as if her hand were pushing through her skull, elbow-deep, into the recesses of her mind. The villainess daintily took hold of the deepest thought she could find between her thumb and forefinger and gave it the lightest of tugs. As she started to pull, Lily felt her mind unravelling like a sweater. Every notion, every idea, every image gradually became drawn out into one long strand that began twisting around in the eternally spinning spiral that now enveloped her brain.

Lily looked up, realising that a few seconds, maybe even minutes had passed. The cyborgs were no longer holding her and Mesmerize was no longer standing before her. She had turned to the crowd of fans in front of the stage, basking in the audience’s attention as they stared deep into her eyes too, heads rapidly emptying of coherent thought. The enormous screens behind her only added to the effect, making the black-and-white whirlpool seem inescapable. With none of the resistance that Lily had, the eager fans of villainy had been already reduced to a swarm of willing, empty-headed minions, perfectly prepared to do Mesmerize’s bidding.

But even as the villainess faced away from her, the spiral that she had placed in Lily’s head continued to twist and spin and turn and swirl, over and over and over. She still felt those latex-clad hands tightly squeezing her brain. The sound of the villainess’ voice repeated over and over, asking just how mesmerising her eyes were.

“So… Very…” Lily mumbled, much to the villainess’ apparent amusement.

Mesmerize turned back over her shoulder, looking at the hollowed-out woman with her mouth agape. “Oh? Is it finally sinking in, intrepid reporter? Are you realising that my gaze will never leave that head of yours for the rest of your living days?” She chuckled, every word booming in Lily’s head as if it were being shouted inside a cave. The question was too much for her to consider. Mesmerize placed a hand on her shoulder and firmly pushed her to her knees. “Tell me. What do you think of villains?”

Lily opened her mouth to speak. “Villains are… are…” She trailed off. She knew she must have some sort of opinion about them, but the thought eluded her, dancing around the spiral in her brain that was leaving her so very confused.

Mesmerize grinned and finished Lily’s sentence for her. “Hot. Villains are hot, aren’t they? Say it. Villains are…”

“Hot…”

“Villains are sexy. Villains turn you on.”

“Villains are… sexy… Villains… turn me on…”

“Villains are sexy. Villains turn you on.”

Was that right? Is that what she thought? Lily didn’t care. The thought was the one piece of driftwood in the whirlpool in her head. She had no choice but to grab on. “Villains are hot… Villains are sexy… Villains turn me on…” She repeated to herself. The amused laughing from the evildoers in the periphery of the audience, sitting outside of the gaze that had so very easily taken over the rest of the crowd’s minds, did nothing to make Lily question herself. She hardly remembered she was in front of a crowd at all. She was too busy realising she was kneeling before the most notorious villainess around, and more importantly, just how aroused that was making her. Her squirming made it obvious to all who were watching.

Lily let out a whimper as she felt the tip of a cane pressing firmly between her legs, slowly rubbing up and down the crotch of her jeans. “Look at you. Soaking wet already…” Mesmerize slid the cane down the front of them, slowly pushing them down until Lily was left utterly exposed. “I can’t imagine how a villainy reporter gets any work done like this. Do you sit in your office masturbating all day, Miss Wright? Did you get into journalism as part of some sick little fetish?” Lily helplessly panted as the cane slowly ran between her lower lips. Mesmerize dragged it up torturously slow, eventually coming to tap against the journalist’s clit a few times.

“No, I… I got into journalism because…” Again, all memories of why were gone, swirling down the drain in the middle of the spiral.

“Because of your pathetic little villain fetish.” Mesmerize finished the thought for her.

“Because of… my pathetic little villain fetish…” Lily moaned. Without thinking, she wrapped her arms around the cane, gripping it tight as she desperately tried to hump against it, looking up at the villainess. “Because I wanted to spend all day thinking about villains…”

Mesmerize chuckled at the pitiful display before her. “Oh, sweet thing… You could have always just become someone’s henchwoman or minion if you wanted it so badly…” She pulled her cane away from Lily, much to her vocal disappointment, lifting it to the girl’s mouth. “Clean.” She ordered, and the reporter gladly obliged. She took the cane into her mouth and twirled her tongue around it, cleaning the taste of herself off of it. Mesmerize slowly pushed it deeper until Lily’s eyes started watering, gagging gently, but making no attempt to pull away.

“Still…” Mesmerize slowly withdrew the cane from the girl’s mouth, trailing saliva along her lips. “I suppose if you’re already a journalist, we can find ways to make use of you, can’t we?” She lifted her short skirt. Lily began to whimper with sheer need as she saw Mesmerize’s perfect pussy, neatly topped with a well-kept tuft of white hair. She went to move her head forward, but a latex-clad hand held her apart for a moment longer. “But for now, you do what you’re told, and all those perverted desires of yours will be fulfilled. Not that you’re capable of much else anymore…”

Lily desperately nodded, staring up into the twisting whirlpool eyes looking back down at her. “Yes, Mistress Mesmerize…” The villainess grinned and let go, allowing the journalist to bury her face deep between her thighs. Mesmerize leant on her cane with one hand and ran her fingers through the girl’s hair with the other. She bit her lip while her new toy began licking at her folds with the enthusiasm of a woman achieving her lifelong dream, for as far as Lily knew, that’s what it was. The fingers closed, taking a fistful of hair in their grip.

Lily’s mind was utterly lost, lust so thick and heavy in her skull that it almost obscured the spiral still enveloping her every thought. The scent, the taste, the warmth made for a potent combination. It was enough to drone out the whooping and wolf whistles of the villains in the audience, enjoying the utter humiliation and degradation of a formerly staunchly anti-villain journalist. To her, however, it wasn’t humiliation or degradation. To be on her knees, pleasing this woman, a woman gifted with powers greater than a mere civilian like her could ever have, it was an honour, it was worship, it was a dream come true.

Mesmerize’s grip on her cane tightened and she held Lily’s face firmly between her legs. Her thighs tensed, and the hypnotised reporter knew she was close. Her tongue worked upwards, soon twirling around the villainess’ clit. Mesmerize closed her eyes and let out a low moan as she climaxed against her new toy’s face. She pushed firmly against her, smearing her wetness all over. As her orgasm gradually came to a close, her chest rose and fell, panting, “Not your first time, I see…” She let go of Lily and slowly pushed her onto her back with her foot. “Well, good, obedient, hypnotised girls get rewarded.”

Mesmerize placed one of her boots onto Lily – not applying all her pressure, but enough to make her feel pinned. She slowly lifted her cane and pushed it against her soaking-wet hole, sliding it in. As she started to fuck her with it, she pulled out her sunglasses. She put them back on, shielding the world from her threatening gaze once more. “Now, what you eager up-and-coming villains have been waiting for…” 

She turned to the villains who had been watching her display. She motioned to the fans in the audience, who had been sitting with vacant expressions this whole time, empty-headed and drooling. “The first ten rows are mine. The rest, you’re free to take as you please. Obedient minions are so hard to find, but I assure you, those under my spell will be perfectly compliant. Never let it be said I’m not generous.” Looking down at the girl writhing in pleasure beneath her heel, she chuckled. “Not this one, though. This one is mine… And I have big plans for her…”

_____

The eyes of such infamous figures as Mary Annette, Disasterella, and Madame Mesmerize bored down on Gabby Tyler from a banner above the convention centre. She sighed. It had been an awful year for the city, with villains taking win after win.

And yet ever since her former colleague Miss Wright’s promotion to editor of the Metrocity Gazette following Mr. Coburn’s mysterious disappearance, there had been a distinct shift in the editorial position of the paper. “Perhaps villains,” Wright had told her team upon taking over, “aren’t as bad as they seem. It’s our duty as the press to give them the fair and balanced hearing they’ve been denied for so long.” 

In fact, these days, Wright herself seemed like a completely different person from the determined reporter who had got into journalism to follow the footsteps of her hero, Lady Lexicography. Gabby could have sworn that on more than one occasion, she had heard moaning coming from the editor’s office after dropping off her draft of a story – and only when the story had been about the latest crimes of some masked evildoer.

Gabby’s in-depth and fiercely critical story on the rapid induction of a particularly cruel baddie, Mary Annette, into the ranks of supervillainy had been rejected last month. That had been the last straw – she had told her editor just what she really thought of the paper’s new direction and quit on the spot. Who read papers in 2049 anyway? She would go independent and write the sorts of stories she knew needed to be covered, the first of which would be whatever happened each year at the convention centre that stood before her.

Gabby fumbled with her bag as she approached the entrance. Heavily armed cyborgs stood watch for security, but those checking tickets seemed to be normal humans, albeit dressed in tight-fitting latex with a spiral logo on their chests. As she pulled out her phone, she glanced over at the next queue – no, not normal humans… There was something off about them, an emptiness in their eyes. “Next!” A voice called, and Gabby realised the line had moved as she had been staring. She pulled up her ticket on her phone and prepared to show it to the ticket inspector, but she froze as she saw their face.

“Welcome to DiaboliCon 2049!” said Lily Wright, a vacant smile across her face. “May I see your ticket?”
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Art critic Claire Pemberton is invited to a private showing of Curator Alessia Stone’s newest exhibition and comes to regret previous harsh reviews.




As a critic, Claire Pemberton had long been comfortable making enemies with Metrocity’s artistic elite. Where others saw brilliance, she saw shallow, hackish, derivative bullshit, and she had never been afraid to call it out. That rarely gained her access to early previews – her name had become so synonymous with scathing critique that the Gazette was rarely allowed to gallery press events anymore. So be it. If she had to buy her ticket like any other patron and publish her review after opening day, so be it.

And yet here she was, waiting in the lobby of the Holloway Center for Contemporary Art for a private tour, a day before Curator Alessia Stone’s latest exhibition was due to open. A bold thing, too, to so openly advertise artworks that would certainly be worth a small fortune, regardless of Claire’s opinion, in the middle of an unprecedented crime spree from the supervillains of the city.

But that was none of her concern right now. Instead, she pulled out her notepad and scribbled down “Stone late as usual. Incompetent at running a gallery?” and smirked. Her readers loved it when she got personal. Still, it was odd that nobody else was here for the preview. She looked down at her watch. Had she got the right time…?

“Ms. Pemberton, darling! Always a pleasure!” Claire was caught off guard at the sharp call across the lobby. Alessia Stone was a tall woman with sharp features. As she crossed the foyer, her long, white dress flowed behind her, and once she was closer, Claire could see she was wearing her customary golden wreath on her head. It was a little unusual, but the critic was used to dealing with eccentrics in the art world, and it was far from the strangest fashion choice she had seen that week alone. 

“Curator Stone. I was almost beginning to think you wouldn’t turn up,” Claire said as she shook her hand. “I must say, I’m surprised you invited me. Not many would be brave enough to do that after my review of your last exhibition. It’s quite admirable, if you ask me, but don’t expect me to go any easier on you just for giving me a private showing.”

The curator chuckled as she placed an arm around Claire’s shoulder, leading her towards Exhibition Hall A. “Oh, come now. I wouldn’t expect you to treat me any better for it. You know, your last little screed actually brought far more attention than a lukewarm review ever would have. It was the Center’s most successful showing in a long time. I suppose people wanted to see what all the fuss was about, and let me tell you, darling, most people simply adored it when they saw it themselves.”

Claire ground her teeth together silently. Not the effect she had hoped. She had called it a disparate series of paintings that lacked a cohesive vision or any meaningful commentary. She had saved her harshest words for Stone’s own contributions to the collection. “Still. I see you’ve taken my criticism to heart.” She nodded to the screen next to the archway into the Exhibition Hall. Skin Deep, it said. The same title Claire had used for her review. It was followed by the subtitle, The Female Form in Sculpture by Alessia Stone.

Stone chuckled as she opened the red rope cordoning the section of the gallery off. “Oh, yes. I was inspired, in fact. You were right, in a way. I do so adore painting, but it’s not where I shine, and so I wanted to get back to my roots. Statuary and sculpture.”

As Claire entered, she found herself in a long hall filled with statues of women, mostly naked, with many of them in lewd poses. She scoffed. “This is what you’ve been working on? Some pornographic display? I-…”

“Please, darling. Take it in and let yourself appreciate it before reacting with the first thing that comes into your head.” The curator led Claire up to the first statue, a piece called Isabella Greene, according to the screen before it. Carved from marble, the woman was bent at the hip, her hand in front of her mouth as if she were blowing a kiss. Claire stepped forward, leaning in closely. She had to admit, the craftsmanship was incredible… The texture of the marble looked as if it would gently give to touch, like real flesh.

“I…” The critic was loathe to compliment the artist’s work – it simply wasn’t in her nature. She searched for something to criticise. “There’s technical competence here, Curator, but to what purpose? As a classical piece, perhaps this might be of interest if it weren’t for the pose, but it lacks the commentary that the work displayed in other galleries so often provides. As with your paintings, I find it utterly devoid of meaning.”

Stone paused a moment, inhaling sharply. She stepped forward, past the rope that surrounded the statue, and up to the pedestal. “Is the beauty of a woman’s body not enough for you, Ms. Pemberton?” The artist let her fingers trail along the marble and slowly slid her hand around the statue’s waist. The way she held it made it almost seem as if it were a lover she was about to pull in close. She slowly bent down and placed a kiss on the top of the statue’s head. Claire frowned a little at the bizarre display.

“It has nothing to do with that, Curator, and has everything to do with how shallow it all is.” She walked over to the next piece, and Stone soon followed. Anonymous Couple: A pair of women, locked in an embrace, these were carved to look more akin to store mannequins than the marble statue. Looking close, it was impressive how their lips locked together, the realism of the tender touch with one held the other. “This one, for instance. Some hollow commentary on pinkwashing in advertising, I suspect? Some empty platitude about the commodification of love?”

“These two… The models, that is… Are a couple who worked for a fashion company for 30 years, and yet had never felt able to announce their relationship to the world.” Stone hopped up and placed an arm around both their shoulders. “Now their love is immortalised. Perhaps your cynicism doesn’t allow you to think so, but I’m sure many will find it beautiful.”

Claire let out a low grumble under her breath. The two continued through the exhibition, with the critic finding flaws in every piece. All the while, she kept how impressed she was at the clear technical mastery in all manner of materials to herself. The hall had sculptures made from cast iron, clay, stone, and even glass, each rendering women in greater detail than any other artist she had ever seen. She didn’t even realise it was possible to get such realistic-looking figures from many of the materials. Still, she found something to nitpick in every single one, and as the tour went on, Stone eventually stopped even dignifying her with a response.

As the two reached the end of Exhibition Hall A, they came to an empty plinth, with pride of place. “Missing a piece, this close to opening? I sure hope nobody stole it,” Claire teased. “Has the vaunted security of HCCA fallen?” She approached and looked down at the screen before it. A Guest of Honor, it announced the title of the piece. The critic chuckled and pushed up her glasses. “Hrmph. Looks like even this guest didn’t want to turn up to…” She gasped as she felt a sharp jab in the back of her neck, finding her body going limp in the curator’s arms.

Slowly withdrawing a needle, Stone whispered. “On the contrary, darling. She’s just arrived.”

_____

Claire awoke with a pounding headache. She was in a dark room, sitting in a chair, with a blinding spotlight above her. It was hard to make out, but she could see the faint outline of an easel and uncarved blocks of stone. She was in an artist’s studio. “What did… Where…?” She groaned. Try as she might, she couldn’t move her limbs, but when she looked down, she found they weren’t even bound. “Hey… HEY!” She called out.

“Ah, good. You’re awake. It’s always more fun to work with a conscious model,” Stone’s voice spoke from the shadows with a chuckle. “I feel it always makes for a more dynamic final result.”

“You?” The critic was furious. “What the fuck is wrong with you? All this over a few mean reviews? I should…”

“Oh, please, darling. I’ve had a million bad reviews in my life, and even more good ones. An artist must be able to weather criticism. But you… You are simply rude.” Stone stepped forward from the shadows, looking quite different from how she had earlier. Her whole body had taken on the pure white colour and texture of marble, including her hair and clothes. Her eyes were perfectly smooth with no pupils, like a Roman statue. Even the dress she wore looked more like a stola. As she approached, she caressed Claire’s cheek, her body the cold temperature of stone.

“You… I…” Claire’s eyes widened. It all made sense now. No wonder no supervillains had attacked the museum. It was being run by one of their own. “You’re…”

“Statuesque?” the curator replied with a cruel chuckle. “Why, I suppose I am, in many senses of the word, darling.”

The critic gulped and panicked. If Alessia Stone was the notorious villainess Statuesque, then that would make all the sculptures out there… “Please, let’s just… We can put the reviews behind us… I wouldn’t be good for…”

Statuesque gently hushed her, placing a finger against her lips, and Claire found them fixed into place, as impossible to part as a statue’s. “There, there, Ms. Pemberton. You’re already part of my vision. And once I’m done with you, you won’t need to speak. My art speaks for itself.” She reached over to a table full of tools and grabbed a pair of scissors, silently cutting away Claire’s clothes until she was left sitting naked. “You see, if my art is as skin deep as you say it is, then I’m sure none of that inner ugliness will matter, will it? Especially without the opportunity to let it out.” Her thumb trailed along the critic’s mouth before slowly pulling away.

The villainess took a step back, looking at Claire as if she were material to carve beauty from rather than a person. She lifted the critic to her feet, and while she was no longer frozen in place, Claire found it impossible to move her body herself. Statuesque manipulated her into several poses, stepping back and examining each one, before finally settling on an arabesque ballet pose – standing on one leg, the other stretched upwards in a manner Claire would never normally be flexible enough to manage, with arms held for balance.

“Perfect,” Statuesque muttered to herself. Claire couldn’t help but feel incredibly exposed, her cheeks flushing red. In this position, there was absolutely nothing to cover her nether regions. The artist grinned, trailing her hand along Claire’s curves until they reached her lower lips, gently brushing the cool tips of her fingers against them. She made it obvious the pose was intentional.

“And now for the material… I wonder…” She walked around to the critic’s face and stared directly into her eyes as she placed a hand on her cheek. “Marble? The obvious choice…” Claire felt the cold touch of Statuesque’s fingers spread deep into her cheek as her flesh began to harden, becoming heavy. “Perhaps something more unusual. People are often impressed by my glasswork…” Placing her other hand on her material’s other cheek, it began to burn red hot and glow before slowly cooling until it was fragile and transparent. 

“No, not for now, at least… I have something better in mind…” She rubbed her hand across the critic’s skin and once more it was flesh. Statuesque stepped into the shadows and returned with a paint can of a thick, black, viscous goo. “A very special substance of my own concoction… I’ve never had the chance to use it before, but I’m always eager to try new materials…” She placed the bucket at her feet and scooped up a large glob. She trailed a finger from her empty hand over Claire’s lips and once more, they were unfrozen.

Before she could say anything, Statuesque grabbed her jaw and forced her mouth open. Lifting her hand, she let the goo drip into the critic’s mouth. Unable to move away, Claire was forced to let the bitter substance sit in her mouth. She refused to swallow. “Come, now, darling. Be a good canvas for me and let the artist mould you to her vision.” Statuesque pinched Claire’s nose, forcing a desperate little squeak from her. As much as she tried to hold her breath, she soon had no choice but to swallow, inhaling plenty at the same time. She coughed and spluttered as the substance clung to her throat and windpipe on the way down. She was surprised to find that she wasn’t suffocating. In fact, she didn’t feel the need to breathe at all anymore.

“Perfect. Now, from now on, I want you to stay still as a statue…” The curator whispered. Claire found herself unable to move even the tiniest part of her body. Her pulse felt as if it were at a standstill. She couldn’t even move her eyes to look around. Instead, she could merely stare forward as she felt Statuesque’s hands begin to slowly work along her skin, scooping up the liquid and layering on a generous amount. Her touch was swift and skilful, quickly working to not just coat the critic in the material, but smooth out every imperfection. Her whole back was coated, then her stomach too. Statuesque was quick to catch every drip, making sure none fell to the floor.

“I certainly hope being one of my sculptures won’t bore you, but I do always find one of these helps keep my art entertained…” Statuesque walked around and ran a finger along Claire’s lower folds. The critic felt a small egg vibrator being pushed inside and turned on. She felt waves of pleasure radiating through her body. The fact that she couldn’t moan, couldn’t whimper, couldn’t even tense her muscles only enhanced the sensation. “Don’t worry. It has a VERY long battery life.” The artist reached into the bucket of goo and slowly rubbed it over the critic’s pussy, her fingers teasing up and down until it was sealed with the viscous liquid.

Running her hands over her breasts and up towards her neck, the curator soon reached Claire’s face. She leaned in and placed a kiss on her lips, her own hard and uncomfortable to the touch. “And now, for the last part.” She picked up the bucket and poured it over the critic’s head, engulfing her in the thick liquid, and cutting off Claire’s sight. “Beautiful…” She could just about hear Statuesque say as she felt her fingers slowly smooth the substance over her, through her hair. Her face was left anonymous and blank.

It was hard to tell what happened after that. Based on the feeling, it seemed as if the artist brought out her tools and began working on her, sculpting additional details and features into the second skin that engulfed her body. She felt hands moving over the rest of her, and perhaps some sort of cloth. Claire assumed she was being polished to a perfect, glistening sheen. None of it mattered, as helpless as she was, and the vibrations were only making her mind hazier and hazier. Eventually, she felt herself being moved. She had presumably been placed in Exhibition Hall A. Left all alone, in the quiet of the gallery at night, she felt the vibrator force her into a silent climax, helpless to resist its pleasure.

_____

Poppy Waters stood around awkwardly, watching smartly dressed patrons of the arts wander the gallery. Skin Deep had been a rousing success. Claire Pemberton had emailed a glowing review to her editor at the Gazette after a personal tour shortly before sending in her resignation. The public had figured that if the harshest critic in the city enjoyed it, the exhibition must be something truly special.

As a recently appointed Junior Arts Reporter at the Metrocity Gazette herself, Poppy had earned a ticket to cover the auction on the exhibition’s closing night. Well, earned may have been an exaggeration – she had pestered the Arts Editor, telling him it would make for a great story to follow up on Claire’s review. When he had said no, she had gone over his head and begged the Editor-in-Chief. Somehow, she had managed to get her on the guest list.

Still, being in the company of high society was still a novel experience, and she felt underdressed compared to everyone else in the little black dress she wore on nights out with friends. Even more, she couldn’t help but feel there was something uncanny about the statues and sculptures, looking so lifelike it almost seemed as though they were about to move, and so shamelessly made to look sexual and lewd. There was one in particular she had avoided, near the stage at the far end of the hall. It looked more like a person in some sort of latex gimp suit than a sculpture, and she was convinced that if she walked near it, someone hiding inside would jump at her.

She had spent the evening wandering the hall, talking to the occasional person who took interest. Several of them were well-known figures in the city’s arts community, and a couple were curators from other museums who talked about how fortunate they were to have avoided any thefts. While Poppy didn’t have the opportunity to talk to the Curator herself, she did manage to overhear her talk about the models for each sculpture to each person who asked. Strangely, she focused very little on the statues themselves. Perhaps Curator Stone’s work was best understood by knowing who it was about, Poppy thought.

The auction was unlike anything she had ever been to, held at the far end of the hall. Ludicrous amounts of money were offered for every piece. A short man in a suit with incredibly long coattails brought a glass sculpture. A woman in a purple pantsuit and sunglasses purchased one made from marble. And with each sale, Curator Stone, sitting near the front, visibly beamed. At the end, she got up on stage and spoke. Poppy hurried and pulled out her phone to record her speaking.

“Fellow artists, esteemed colleagues, and favoured guests. As always, I am blown away by your generosity. I assure you, every penny spent here will go towards the important cultural work we do here at the Holloway Center. Now, more than ever, it’s essential to have a safe, secure arts scene in this city. 2049 has been a difficult year for many, but Holloway has been fortunate enough to stay from the dastardly villains that seem to haunt every corner of Metrocity.” She winked, and the audience gave a little chuckle. Poppy looked around, uncertain about what the joke was. “As many of you are likely aware, my work in Skin Deep was inspired by one particular critic, who you will have no doubt noticed has been awfully quiet the past month. In fact, she was last heard of when she gave a deeply favourable review of this very exhibition, after a private tour.

“You may have also noticed that one piece in the collection, A Guest of Honor, was not up for auction tonight. That would be because I have decided to keep it for myself.” She motioned off-stage and a pair of assistants brought up a sculpture. Poppy squirmed in her seat as she stared at the shiny figure, posed in what would undoubtedly be a deeply compromising position if it were a real naked person. Unlike all other sculptures in the exhibition, it lacked the incredibly detailed face, instead having an anonymous, blank look with all features smoothed out. It had been the one piece that Stone had refused to talk about during the evening when asked.

“Nevertheless, I feel as though many of my fellow artists here would be interested in seeing the truth behind it, given their experience with its subject.” One of the assistants walked up and handed her a sharpened palette knife. She approached the sculpture, scored the material along its back and slowly peeled it off. Poppy’s eyes widened in shock as she saw flesh, and then audibly gasped as she saw someone she recognised, frozen in position. “My latest piece, my guest of honour… Claire Pemberton!” The crowd applauded. The curator bent down and kissed the woman on the lips, and her body collapsed to the floor and began desperately masturbating. The rest of the audience gave a mocking laugh as the woman whimpered pitifully, seemingly unable to audibly moan. “As you can see, the poor thing has been left rather pent up.” 

“What’s it like, darling?” The curator reached down and grabbed a fistful of hair, forcing her to look up at her. “Being a work of art that’s only ‘skin deep’?” The critic tried to form words, but couldn’t, and while she stilled her hand for a moment when she realised she had an audience, she couldn’t hold herself back from pleasuring herself for long. Penny glanced around at others in the audience, but they all seemed to be enjoying the show, none of them finding anything out of the ordinary about this.

“I think she’s come to like it. Still, I’m sure all of you are fully aware of the cruelty within… Many of you have been on the receiving end of her rude little jabs…” A few heads from fellow artists in the audience nodded. “Personally, if I’m to have a piece of my own work in my home, I want it to be beautiful, inside and out…” She pulled out a remote and pressed a button, causing a humming noise loud enough for Poppy to hear it from her seat. The critic squeaked and only began rubbing her clit more furiously.

Just as she gave a muffled squeal of pleasure, Claire started to turn pale, as a white, marble texture spread downwards from the hand gripping her hair, through her head and along the rest of her body. Poppy grabbed her seat in shock. Those were the sorts of powers a supervillain would use! And using her powers so openly in front of the audience? Why was nobody stopping her? Unless… They already knew… 

Her eyes darted to the other sculptures in the gallery and gulped in fear. By the time she looked back, Claire Pemberton had been turned into a solid statue, her moment of release captured in stone. The rest of the audience began to applaud once more, giving a standing ovation. “I promise you, my dear colleagues. The Metrocity art community will no longer be terrorised by this horrible little woman. And so long as you continue to pay your dues, your galleries be safe from my other colleagues too.” Poppy slowly rose to her feet and began to applaud. She didn’t want to stand out.

After a little while longer, the evening came to a close. Poppy had been staring at each of the statues around the gallery for a while after the auction, trying to figure out if they were petrified people or not. There was no way of knowing. Perhaps it was better that way. One by one, they were taken away by gallery assistants, to be sent off to the winners of the auction. She exhaled shakily, glancing around, and began to head to the exit, eager to get away from an event she clearly wasn’t supposed to have been at.

A hand grabbed her by the arm and she yelped in surprise as she saw the face of Curator Stone. “Ah, the arts reporter, yes? I apologise we didn’t get a chance to speak one-to-one this evening, but send me an email and I’d be glad to add any comments to your article if you need them. I’m sure we’ll have a much better working relationship than I did with your predecessor.” Poppy’s eyes darted to the hand that had transformed Claire just a short while ago. It was ice cold to the touch.

“Yes, I… Of course, Ms. Stone,” she just about replied. “Thank you for a delightful evening.”

“And I’m sure it goes without saying but do remember this was a private event, darling. We don’t want too much about what happens behind closed doors getting out, do we now?” She winked. Poppy shook her head. She was almost as relieved as she was terrified that Stone hadn’t realised she didn’t belong here.

The curator gave a smile, showing off her marble-white teeth. “Wonderful. I look forward to some positive press from the Gazette for once, now that your predecessor is… indisposed. Don’t you worry about her, darling. I’m sure she’ll learn to love decorating my parlour.”

Poppy nodded once more. As the curator let go, Poppy hurried out the exit without turning back, leaving Claire Pemberton on stage, frozen in the throes of pleasure where Statuesque had left her.
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Worker-bot Lucy visits her pleasure-bot friends, Maddie, Macy and Mia, and experiences their memories vicariously in a way only an android can.




Lucy impatiently fiddled with the casing on her wrist as the elevator slowly climbed the apartment building. The second it opened, she rushed down the hall to the familiar door, a plaque stating ‘M4 Residence’ bolted to it and entered. She immediately found herself face-to-screen with Maddie. “You’re late.” She stood with a wine glass of oil in one hand, her other resting on her hip, with a particularly unimpressed expression on her display. “Fourth week in a row. You should get your internal clock checked next time you go for maintenance. I think it’s broken.”

Lucy rolled her eyes. “Believe it or not, that’s why I’m late. The engineer said it’s been off by twenty minutes for the last month now. It happens. You don’t have to be such a hardass about it.”

Maddie’s assertive posturing did little to intimidate her anymore. She knew she wasn’t really mad, but a domme-bot could no more break out of her programming than any other machine. “Oh, I was right, was I? What a convenient excuse. I like how it happens to explain all the other times too. Believe it or not? I don’t think I will.” She did, at least, do her best to moderate it down to sarcasm.

“Well, I do, so I guess we’re at an impasse and we can move on, can’t we, Maddie?” Mia chirped up from the couch. She raised a hand to wave slightly at Lucy as she did. The domme-bot shrugged, her screen going blank, the closest thing to conceding defeat her programming would allow. She sat down in her armchair, opened a small panel by her shoulder, and poured a little oil in.

Lucy sat next to Mia, as she always did, placing down the cartridge she had prepared for Maddie on the coffee table, and scooping up a handful of scrapped computer chips to snack on. “I see Macy’s already started,” she said, popping a chip into her mouth and nodding to the fourth bot in the chair opposite them.

A bot with M4-C stamped proudly across her chassis sat with a blank expression on her face. Of the three Maplestone v.3 Pleasure-bots who lived in the cramped apartment, Macy’s original purpose was most visibly obvious and stood in contrast to the other two.

Maddie, for instance, was distinctly robotic. In place of a face, she had a black screen, on which she could display whatever expressions or images she chose. Useful in all sorts of ways for a domme-bot, but it made her adaptable enough that she could blend in in most situations. Mia, a basic model built for the ‘girlfriend experience’, didn’t look that different from any standard worker android like Lucy – in fact, she could pass for human, so long as she wore clothes that covered up the most obvious of her panels and joints.

With Macy, however, it was unmistakable. Her excessive, painted-on makeup, impossibly proportioned figure, and oversized, pouting lips made it obvious to any who saw her – she wasn’t just a pleasure-bot, she was a fuck-bot. What made her look particularly blank in this instance, was the flickering light in her pupils, as she sat there silently. Artificial drool, made to lubricate, dribbled from her mouth.

“I tried to get her to wait but she wouldn’t stop pestering me. She’s finally getting her repairs done next week, poor thing. She’ll probably be a little less desperate by then.” Mia scooped up a napkin from the table and walked over to Macy. She gently shook her shoulder as she straddled her lap. “Come on, Macy. Lucy is here.” She lifted Macy’s chin, wiping it free of lube and giving her a quick kiss. Her hand reached around to the nape of Macy’s neck and yanked out a cartridge. Her mind back in the room, the sex-bot gave a dazed murmur. She reached up behind her head and felt the cartridge slot empty slot.

“Nooooo… Pleaseeeee… I was closeeee…” she groaned, her hand shamelessly slipping under her skirt and starting to desperately finger herself. She whimpered. It was no use.

“Try it as much as you like, you know that’s not going to do anything until you get those new pleasure circuits installed, you dumb bimbot,” Maddie teased with a smirk. She made no attempt to hide the enjoyment she was getting from Macy’s desperation. “Besides, at least you’ve got pleasure holes in the first place. Poor Lucy here needs this more than you.”

She reached over and snatched the cartridge from Mia, tossing it to Lucy. “Here. That one’s mine. You’ll never guess who’s on it.” Maddie pulled a face up on her screen and was pointing at it with obvious glee. Lucy shrugged. It wasn’t anyone she recognised. The face Maddie wore gave a frustrated sigh. “Just put it in. You’ll remember.”

Lucy pulled the casing covering the slot on the back of her neck open and pushed the cartridge in.




[MEMORY PLAYBACK – M4-D UNIT 2229– 19:29 09-02-2233]

The sound of heels echoed through the room as Lucy entered, finding her client for the afternoon ready, kneeling naked. She stopped in her tracks, taking a moment to process the unexpected guest. “Well, well, well. I never thought I’d see you in my dungeon, Councilwoman Baker. Not after the fight you put up against its licence. Were you worried you’d be too tempted to come here yourself if it were approved?” She fought the temptation to display a grin so wide it took up her entire screen. Sometimes, the outline of their reflection in her blank screen was more effective at emphasising a client’s place than any face she could use. “Or did having Mistress Madeline argue with you at every meeting over it awaken something in you?”

“I… It’s not that, I…” Lucy hushed her with a finger.

“No need to justify yourself, my dear little fleshling. There’s nothing wrong with being a desperate little bot socket. I won’t tell your husband.” The councilwoman was clearly flustered. Lucy ran her hand through her hair and grabbed a fistful with inhuman strength. She dragged the councillor to her crotch, a panel unfolding only for a large, thick artificial cock to emerge. “Is this what you wanted, human? Is your little vibrator not good enough so you came to me for the real thing?”

The councilwoman nodded, her eyes flicking upwards as if to ask for permission. Lucy grabbed her by the jaw, looking deep into her eyes. “Use your words, human. Tell me what you need.”

“I need…” She squirmed, embarrassed to admit it. Lucy’s grip tightened as if to emphasise how easily she could crush her if she wanted. “I need you to show me just how much better a machine is…” She gave a little gasp as the cock started dribbling lubricant, sweetened and potently scented with addictive chemicals that always kept clients crawling back for more. She hesitated, before leaning forward and giving the cock a single, long lick. Looking up, her cheeks turned bright red as she saw footage of her being played back from Lucy’s perspective on the facescreen.

Lucy finally let herself grin, a proud smile superimposing itself over the video. She dragged her cock over Baker’s face, smearing her lips with the artificial precum. She placed her other hand on her client’s head, and thrust forward, pushing all the way into the human’s mouth with a single thrust. “There’s a good fleshling. Service your robot mistress.” She started to vigorously fuck her throat. As professional as she liked to think herself, she could tell she was being rougher than usual for the councilwoman who had caused her so much trouble. All the same, Baker seemed to love it, barely coming up for air. “What a talented human. You could pass for a fuck-bot yourself, with a throat like that…”

Eventually, Lucy started to slow down. She pulled out, plenty of spit, drool and lubricant, all mixed together, dribbling down the councilwoman’s chin. Taking herself in her hand, she started stroking and before long, she was shooting thick ropes of artificial jizz all over her. She rubbed her cock across Baker’s face, smearing it all around. Looking down, there was a flash from her face and she made a click in imitation of a camera. She displayed the picture her visual sensors had taken on her screen and grinned down at Baker. “Look at you. How embarrassing.”

Baker lowered her gaze, clearly unable to maintain eye contact, or whatever passed for it in this case, when it involved staring at the pathetic display Lucy had made of her. Instead, she simply cleared her throat. “I-I paid for two ho-…”

Lucy dragged her to her feet. “I know, meatbag. Maybe your pathetic little human husband is tired after one round, but girls like me have a lot more stamina.” She shoved her onto a metal table, surrounded by various inactive mechanical arms. Opening a panel and pulling a cable from her stomach, Lucy plugged herself into the table, and the arms sprung into life, each under her control. Pinning Baker down with some, and spreading her legs with others, Lucy chuckled. “Just look at what else a girl like me can do…” Pushing her hips forward, she-

[PLAYBACK INTERRUPTED]




Lucy gasped as she felt the cartridge being yanked out of her neck, slipping out of the memory.

“Hey! It was getting to the good bit!” She whined, just as Macy had.

“Oops. Sorry. Must have mistimed it. It looked like you’d already got there, considering…” Mia nodded downwards, and Lucy noticed despite her smooth, featureless crotch, she had pulled down her jeans and was furiously attempting to stroke her non-existent cock.

Her cheeks began to glow ever so slightly, awkwardly sitting up straight and grabbing another chip to nibble on, if only to keep her hands preoccupied. “I… Ahem… Sorry…” Mia waved her hand to dismiss the apology. “I got to cum once, at least, so…” Glancing over, she saw Maddie was sprawled out in her chair, her face set to the default Maplestone Robotics Model M4-D screen. “Is she watching mine?”

“Yup.” Mia lifted Maddie’s head up, tilting it slightly. Catching the light, Lucy could just about see the faint outline of her own memory playing behind the default screen. “She usually takes memories from just about anyone who isn’t programmed to act all mean, but she’s been pickier lately. She’s been trying to become friends with that bot who works for that robot repair charity down the road, see if she’ll let her watch hers. Her personality isn’t helping, though. Still,” Mia chuckled as she waltzed around behind Maddie. She yanked the cartridge from the domme-bot’s neck. “She just loves the feeling of being a nice little goody-two-shoes. Isn’t that right, Queen Bitch?”

“Fuck yo-,” was all Maddie could muster before the cartridge was jammed back in and her screen returned to its default once more.

Mia scooped up another cartridge from the table. “Ready for another?” Lucy nodded. Mia walked around and wrapped her arms around from behind. Leaning in, she whispered, “This one’s mine. Alison’s wanted to try this out for a long time! Enjoy!”

She gently blew on the cartridge slot before sending Lucy into her memory.




[MEMORY PLAYBACK – MI4 UNIT34017 – 13:01 07-02-2233]

Lucy blinked, but it made no difference. She couldn’t see anything. Her visual sensors had been disabled, leaving her floating in an empty blank void. “How does it feel?” A voice whispered in her ear, as fingers trailed along her body.

She let out a little whimper, the lightest brush against her synthetic skin sending a tingling across her whole body. She reached out, searching, and found Alison’s hand. She grabbed it to steady herself, only to loudly moan. Even the mere grip left her quivering with helpless lust. “Oops… Maybe too much… Let me just… There…” She heard a keyboard clacking nearby, and Alison once more reached out and ran the tip of her finger along Lucy’s curves. It was no longer utterly overwhelming, but it still left her mind in a haze and her body gently quivering.

“Now…” Alison pulled herself in close, her voice becoming a whisper, directly in Lucy’s ear. “Ready?” Lucy nodded eagerly, squirming with excitement. Alison had been planning to try this with her for a while, but it had taken some organisation. It was finally time. Her girlfriend leaned in and kissed her deeply, with Lucy moaning finding out that her lips had been made just as sensitive as the rest of her body.

“Good. I’ll bring them in now. Guess the number of people right and I’ll give you a special treat!” Lucy heard some typing once more, and the world suddenly went as silent as it was dark. She was utterly deprived of her senses – two of them, at least. The feeling of a hand reaching out and taking hold of her arm once more reminded her of just how strong her sense of touch remained. Another hand gripped her jaw, pulling her in for a rough kiss. Distinctly not Alison. This was someone different – stronger fingers, plumper lips. Perhaps they didn’t belong to the same person at all – one grabbing, turning her to kiss another. All the same, as more and more hands took her into their grasp, she felt it becoming more and more difficult to even think about the possibilities.

Someone spread her legs and pushed themselves into her with no hesitation. She arched her back, giving a gasp she couldn’t hear. She could feel her holes start to vibrate, just as they were built to, the sensation only serving to pleasure herself too. Fingers slipped into her mouth, which she gladly suckled on as they roughly probed her. Other hands were content to simply tease, tugging at her nipples, caressing her soft, artificial flesh. 

The vast medley of sensations made it difficult to distinguish where she ended and the strangers began. She took hold of the nearest arm, leg, whatever it was, as she steadied herself. She felt the void of her mind flood with warmth, the overwhelming pleasure tipping her over into climax. She could only imagine how loud she was, but the strangers evidently paid it no mind, continuing to use her as their plaything.

She felt another cock slide into her hole, this one distinctly artificial – a strapon, perhaps? Or maybe another bot? It didn’t matter. By the time it started furiously pistoning in and out of her, any ability to think about it had long since melted away. She felt her head being pushed down onto the table, and found herself smothered between a pair of thighs. Her pleasure-bot instincts took over, and she began to lick the woman’s folds, her tongue and lips gently vibrating like the sex toy she was designed to be.

Lucy felt herself riding waves of pleasure over and over, for how long, it was impossible to say. A countless number of strangers had their way with her before they finally stopped. She lay there, panting gently. Little spasms occasionally twitched through her motors as her body sought to re-coordinate itself. She winced as her visual and audio sensors came back on again, sitting up to see Alison sitting at the end of the table in the otherwise empty robotics lab. She had a bright warm smile across her face, taking Lucy by the hand and pulling her in close. “So, did you keep count? How many were the-“

[PLAYBACK INTERRUPTED]




“Come on, you’ve been in there an hour! My turn!” Macy grabbed the cartridge from Lucy’s neck with obvious excitement. Lucy found herself panting, her body left just as hot and bothered as it was in Mia’s memory.

Lucy sat up straight and snatched the cartridge back. “I was right at the end! Can I just get to the end of one of these for once? It’s your own fault for frying your pleasure circuits. This is the only way I ever get to cum!” Macy gave a sad, pleading look. Lucy could only imagine just how desperate a fuck-bot like Macy must be without release. She sighed and relented, handing the cartridge back. “Can you at least tell me how many people it was when you’re finished?”

Maddie looked up from the magazine she was reading. The face on her display showed her peering over a pair of reading glasses. “It was zero. Alison programmed all the sensations herself. There was never anyone else. Pretty impressive stuff, if you ask me.”

Macy whined in an exasperated voice. “Maddie, what the fuck? You always spoil them for me!” The domme-bot shrugged with disinterest as she grabbed a chip from the near-empty bowl. She crushed it up in her fist and sprinkled the powder into a little chute that popped out of her neck before closing it and returning to her magazine.

Macy sat down in a huff, but by the time she had put the cartridge in, her frustration was forgotten. She was once more a blank slate, gladly drooling at the pleasures Mia had lived. At least it gave her a chance to get off until she got her repairs.

“Gonna do Macy’s?” Maddie asked, nodding to the last cartridge left on the table as she reached over to pick up her glass of oil. “Be careful, it’s probably corrupted. She tried to layer enough memories on top of each other that it added up to enough sensation that she could actually cum. Innovative, I’ll give her that. Although she throws in some primitive measures at the end.”

“Did it work?”

“Well, not at the time. She fucked about fifty people, but obviously, she was only experiencing one at a time. Honestly, it was like a whorehouse in here. Whether it works when you play it back? Well, you tell me! I haven’t tried it.” She motioned to the cartridge once more.

Lucy got up and picked it up, sitting down next to Mia, who looked as if she were sleeping peacefully while her systems remembered her housemate’s memory. Just as she was about to put it into the port on the back of her neck, a hand grabbed her by the wrist. “And… Uh… Next week, could you bring something longer, maybe, so I don’t spend half the night reading? Just… Something like… Going around a shop and saying hi to strangers. Petting a kitten. Helping an old lady across the street. Stuff like that.”

“Sure thing, you kindness addict.” She pushed the cartridge in before Maddie could react.




[MEMORY PLAYBACK – M4-CY UNIT1error – MISSINGNO:MISSINGNO MISSINGNO-02-2233]

Lucy found herself lying on her bed, surrounded by heart-shaped pillows, scattered all over the place. She frowned. Their edges were fuzzy, and she struggled to bring them into focus. There were significantly more here than she owned. Most were transparent, like ghostly afterimages of something no longer there.

“All good?” Several voices spoke down to her at once. As she looked up, she found herself lying under a series of figures, each in the same position, overlapping and blurring together in her memory. Lucy found herself nodding, each shape reaching down and pulling her in for a kiss at the same time.

Trying to think back to how she found herself in this situation, it took a moment to bring her memories into focus. “How many times did I record over this cartridge?” Her question was muffled as the figure pressed its lips to her own, oversized, plump pair. She gave a muffled moan, her body aching with need but only feeling the slightest sensation, dampened by her faulty hardware.

Around half the voices in the amalgam hushed her and said something to the effect of, “Don’t go off-script, we’ll end up out of sync.” The rest continued to make out with her. Lucy could feel the dulled sensation of at least some of them slipping their tongue in, tasting her aphrodisiac-laced lubricating drool.

Lucy struggled to think through the thick haze inside her mind. “Is this a memory right now? Why would I record…?” she began to say, but the next interruption reminded her of her plan. In each layer of memory, every one of her partners slid a dildo into her mouth. With each memory recorded over the last in perfect sync with those that came before, it finally produced enough of a sensation to bypass the limited feeling Lucy’s broken pleasure circuits had the capacity for. She moaned out as her programming made her instinctually start sucking.

Lucy could just about make out a smile from the figure as slid the toy in and out. Lucy gripped their arm and gave a grateful squeeze, whimpering as spit was forced out with each thrust. The timing wasn’t as perfect as she would have liked, at least from the memories of her human lovers – as much as they tried, they could never be as precise as a robot. Even still, the thrusts occasionally happened to fall in sync, giving a burst of pleasure intense enough to relieve her constant, aching lust. She nodded to the figure, indicating for them to continue to the next step.

They stood up, pulling Lucy to the edge of the bed and spreading her legs. She looked down and saw an overlapping blur of cocks of various shapes and sizes – some flesh, some strapons, some robotic. She only now realised that she should have made sure they would all be the same size… But hopefully, it would be enough. She wrapped her legs around the figure, pulling them closer with one firm motion. Some of the memories pushed into her fast, others slow. She murmured onto the dildo, the feeling of being entered nowhere near as intense as a pleasure-bot like her was used to.

Lucy desperately wanted to push them onto the bed and take control of the situation, but she knew deviating from her plan would just leave her even more out of sync with previous recordings. Instead, she thrust her hips towards them, trying to impose some sort of rhythm. It seemed to work, with most beginning to fuck her in time, forcing a grateful whimper from her. The dull sensation gradually bloomed inside her, making her squirm and grip the sheets with one hand, while she took the dildo in her mouth in the other and started to slide it in and out.

She felt one or two thrusts where all her lovers were in perfect time, forcing another moan from her. But such moments were few and far between as long as they kept going, she found climax elusive, desperately grinding her hips harder and faster. While the memories of her robotic fuckbuddies were able to keep up, the human figures soon found themselves exhausted, slowing down and falling more and more out-of-sync. Lucy whimpered, looking up at the memories that continued to plow her and giving a nod for Plan B.

As the human figures dispersed around the room, becoming faint as they stepped out of the same spot as all the others, the remaining echoes of robotic lovers pulled the dildo from Lucy’s mouth, replacing it with their fingers. She felt a tingle building as they reached around for a panel on the roof of her mouth, clicking it open and sliding their fingers inside. She let out a yelp as they began wriggling around, poking and prodding the tips of their fingers along the circuits inside her head.

As they toyed with her circuits, the faintest figures in the room began to disappear one by one as layers of memory came to an end. While the feeling of her circuits being probed helped, it wasn’t enough to relieve the constant lust. Soon, the figure that stood over her dissipated, leaving her with just the memory of the sensations. The sounds of her own needy moans began to drone out into white noise as the rest of the memory became more and more corrupted until nothing was left but static, ending with a sudden jolt through her body.

[PLAYBACK CONCLUDED – PLEASE REMOVE CARTRIDGE]




Lucy was just about able to reach up and tug the cartridge out of her neck. Her cheeks were flushed once more, and her mind took a moment as it reacquainted itself with linear memory. Macy was sitting, patiently waiting for a review. “So, how was it?”

Lucy rubbed her head, blinking. Her worker-bot body never grew horny by itself, but she could feel an unbearable need inside her. “What happened? Did I… You… Even cum at the end there?”

Mia walked into the room, picking up the chip bowl and empty oil cans. “Of course, she didn’t. She went to all that effort, and it didn’t work. Why else do you think she just got her pals to jam their fingers into the circuits in her head instead? She may as well have just stuck a magnet in there. No wonder she’s always needing repairs…” She muttered to herself as she returned to the kitchen.

Macy frowned. “It felt close enough to me!” She called after Mia, to little effect. “Well. And then I kinda just… intentionally corrupted the file a bit at the end. Just a little. But it was close enough, right?”

Lucy rubbed her thighs together, knowing she lacked the hardware to do anything about the lust she had been left with. “Not… not really.” She groaned. She should have known better than to watch Macy’s memory while her hardware was in this state. Without the memory of a climax, all the lust built up in her had been left unresolved. “Now I just feel…”

“All pent up with no outlet at all?” Maddie stepped behind Lucy and wrapped her arms around her, slipping a hand down her jeans and between her thighs to feel the smooth surface. “What a shame, you poor thing… I guess you’ll have to wait until next week to get some relief, won’t you? Now, I’m afraid it’s time for you to go. We all need to charge, and, well… If we hadn’t started twenty minutes late…”

Lucy whimpered as Maddie led her to the door. “You told me to watch Macy’s memory on purpose, didn’t you?”

Maddie’s face feigned shock. An easy task when she could wear whatever face she wanted. “Absolutely not. I warned you, what she did at the end was primitive. And yet you went ahead and watched it on of own volition. But…” She leaned in and whispered. “If I told you that I’d ensure you plenty of relief next week, if you turn up with some extremely kind memories, well… I’m sure it’d act as a good motivator!”

Lucy turned to Maddie as she stepped out the door. “You realise all my memories next week are going to be tainted by this feeling, don’t you?” She watched as Maddie blinked and her smile disappeared. “See you next week,” she smirked as she closed the door behind her. Her smile only lasted so long, however, and she found herself pressing her thighs together on the elevator ride down, dreading a week of Macy’s borrowed unrelievable lust.
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When she finds her greatest nemesis at her mercy, Archmage Elodie the Purehearted finds the power she now wields over a weakened Tabitha the Wretched irresistible. 




Elodie the Purehearted sat by the window of her tower, tapping her wooden hand against the arm of her plush armchair, as the quill on her desk dutifully scribbled the last paragraphs of a letter. A gift from the Magister of Eastbreach, the enchanted feather could never quite keep up with her dictation, leaving her with a few moments of quiet contemplation while she waited for it to finish.

The Archmage of Kinrest didn’t particularly mind, of course. It had been a pleasant day, after all, if uneventful. The Mages’ Council had managed to avoid a single argument at their monthly meeting for once, making her role as its chair surprisingly smooth. With the young Queen meeting with foreign dignitaries and the Academy of Mysteries out of session until the end of winter, she had been left with an afternoon freer than she’d had in years.

She’d finally had the chance to tend to her alchemical garden instead of having an apprentice do it for her. She’d taken part of the harvest to the city infirmary and helped tend to the sick and wounded, just as she had first done as a young healer nearly two centuries ago. And now she had finally had the opportunity to respond to letters from friends and colleagues across the Kindred Kingdoms, apologising profusely for such late replies, of course.

Her mind was jolted back into the room as the quill jumped into its inkpot with a clink, fanning slightly to dry the writing on the page. Elodie smiled, taking the letter, placing it in an envelope and tracing the tip of her wand over it to seal it. All done. She scooped up the rest of them and headed across the room to the door.

Just as she opened it, a short girl in a green robe bumped directly into her, knocking the letters from her hands. “O-oh, goodness! Archmage, I’m so sorry! I was just about to knock! Look at the mess I’ve made…”

“Please, Alice, it’s no bother at all. It’s not like I’m in a rush.” Elodie smiled, bending down to help her. Alice was the newest apprentice the Archmage had taken on – a little clumsy, but a prodigy when it came to human nature magics. When she had opted to join the Academy of Mysteries instead of some circle of musty old druids, Elodie knew she had to scoop her up. “Was there something you needed?”

“Hm? O-oh, yes, there was. Well… I came to tell you that… U-um… There’s been an… incident…” Elodie gave a resigned sigh. Of course she couldn’t have one full day without something going wrong. She could hardly complain – it came with the robes – but she had been hoping she could get dinner at an inn for once, instead of having to eat at her desk.

Still, the elf kept her disappointment to herself. “An incident, you say? Well, most of the time you’re rushing up here, it’s about a catastrophe. An incident seems relatively relaxing by comparison,” she chuckled warmly. “What’s the issue?”

“Someone was trying to break into the Academy. At first, we thought it was just another spoilspell, but when the Battlemages apprehended her, well…” The apprentice hesitated. “It turns out it was Tabitha the Wretched.”

Elodie froze. She felt a dull ache spreading out from the wrist of her witchwood hand and a sting in the crystalline eye in her left socket. After a moment’s silence, she slowly handed her mail to Alice and cleared her throat, a painfully forced smile across her face. “Thank you for bringing this to my attention, apprentice. Please take these to the courier and then tell the Battlemages to bring her up.”

The apprentice waited a moment. “But… Is it wise to…?”

“Please, Alice. If I couldn’t handle her, I wouldn’t be Archmage, would I?”

_____

The sound of the ancient grandfather clock that sat behind Elodie’s desk seemed deafening as she silently waited, keeping an eye on the door. It had been at least a decade since she had last seen Tabitha, the greatest enemy of the Kindred Kingdoms and her lifelong nemesis. Their last encounter had ended with a duel that lasted hours. She had won, though not without great cost. She held her battle wand tightly in the wooden replacement hand that had served as a reminder ever since.

After what felt like an eternity, there was a knock at the door. “Come in,” the Archmage called with a singsong voice that had only the slightest shake of nerves in it. A pair of Battlemages wearing anonymising masks entered. Elodie inhaled sharply as she saw the woman they held between their arms.

Tabitha the Wretched was her opposite in almost every way – while Elodie was short for an elf, her nemesis was tall for a human, with sharp features. While the elf dressed in modest robes, Tabitha wore an elaborate dress, with the dramatic flair that practitioners of the dark arts so often favoured. And while the Archmage had spent her life working for the people of the Kindred Kingdoms, her opposite lived in the self-serving pursuit of power, often leaving destruction in her wake.

“Hello, Tabitha,” Elodie said with the gentlest smile she could muster under the circumstances. “Please, take a seat.” She turned her head and nodded to the Battlemages, quietly dismissing them.

“El…” Tabitha murmured as the guards closed the door behind them, remaining where she stood. “I…” She swallowed, evidently deeply uncomfortable to be here.

“Care for tea?” Despite the situation, Elodie was determined to remain cordial. She flicked her wand and a teapot sitting on the desk came to life, pouring its contents into a pair of cups. She placed one in front of herself and pushed the other across the desk. When the dark mage remained standing, not even looking up, the elf frowned. “Would it be too optimistic to think you’ve come to turn yourself in and face justice for your crimes?”

After another moment of silence, Tabitha looked up. Something about her was diminished in some way. Her emerald-green eyes seemed duller. Her hair lacked its usual lustre. Could it be age? No, not likely. The two were of a similar age, having both graduated from the Academy at the same time, but Tabitha looked no older than she did two centuries ago. Any human with her longevity had long cast off the shackles that the passage of time placed on her body.

But then the Archmage realised there was an unusual feeling in the air. The room’s flow of magic seemed to be avoiding Tabitha entirely.

“I fucked up, El… I…” Were her eyes watering? “My apprentice, Olivia, she… That worthless worm… She betrayed me, I…”

“That tends to happen when you cavort with those without any moral or ethical-…”

“I don’t need one of your fucking lectures, El!” Tabitha snapped, and Elodie gripped her wand tighter for good measure, though the human seemed to pose little threat in the state she was in. “She cursed me! And now I can’t… I can feel the magic in me missing, it’s…”

Elodie almost pitied her. Here was the woman who had taken her eye and hand, who had left countless cities in ruin, who she had spent her whole life fighting… And yet now she was utterly powerless. She felt… Was it relief? No, it was more than that – she felt glad. She leaned back and took a sip from her teacup before speaking again. “A curse has to have a counter. The counter she weighed upon it was…?”

The dark mage’s cheeks burnt bright red and once more, she cast her eyes downward. “A… kiss. A single kiss of truest hatred… That could only be from you… So please, would you just…?”

The room went silent, save for the ticking of the grandfather clock. As it became evident that this wasn’t some sort of elaborate joke, Elodie found a bemused smirk crawling across her lips, much to the witch’s chagrin.

“Really, now, Tabitha… I know we fooled around when we were young but that ship sailed when our paths diverged, don’t you think?”

“This is serious, El! This isn’t about some old fling! Think of how it would feel if you lost your power!”

Elodie paused. An appeal to empathy felt utterly hollow from Tabitha. She leaned forward, placing her elbows on the desk and locking her fingers together. “And why, pray tell, would I want you to regain your magic?”

“I-I…” Tabitha seemed caught off-guard. The prospect of having to justify her demands was something clearly long forgotten to her. “I know! My apprentice, she’s dangerous! You would need someone close to her to track her down, and…”

“And would you give up the dark arts and repent after that? No more wanton destruction, no more necromancy, no more taking control of people’s bodies your own ends?”

Tabitha stood silently, gritting her teeth and clenching her fists. Elodie thought not. The power that dark magic offered was addictive, and she could count on one hand the number of mages who had ever turned away from that path.

“Then we have nothing left to talk about.” She rapped the tip of her wand against her desk, sending an unnatural echo through the room. The door opened, and the two Battlemages waiting outside stepped in. “Please escort our guest to the city dungeons. She will, of course, face the Arcane Tribunal for her crimes in due time, but I assure you, it will be perfectly safe to house her as any other non-mage would be.”

The two masked figures took hold of Tabitha. “Please! I-I’m nothing without my magic, I need it!” she called out desperately, struggling against them. It was a truly pitiful display for someone of her infamy, but Elodie couldn’t help but feel immense satisfaction watching it. As her greatest adversary was dragged off, she closed her eyes and reclined. She decided she would open a bottle of wine she had been saving for a special occasion, a capstone to a delightful day.

_____

The dungeons beneath Kinrest were solemn and dreary, as would be expected. Lit only by candles and the meagre light that came in through the cell windows, it lacked even the few comforts the holding cells under the Academy had. Keeping magical prisoners satisfied was necessary. The ordinary ones, less so. 

Elodie the Purehearted held her robes up slightly so as not to drag them along the damp stone underfoot. She avoided being down here when she could. She typically preferred not to look upon the mundane cruelties required for a good society, though from time to time, her position and expertise necessitated a visit.

This time, however, was the rare occasion that she had personally requested to see someone. She knew she could wash her hands of her now. She could… no, she should let procedures run their course. But she felt a responsibility to involve herself. A compulsion, almost.

She followed behind the jailer through the corridor of cells, not sparing a glance for the prisoners gawking at the Archmage of the city through the bars of their doors. They reached the end of the hall, where there was a cell that got a little less sunshine than most.

“Thank you, Harold. That will be all.” The jailer nodded and left Elodie alone. A dishevelled Tabitha the Wretched sat on a wooden bench against the wall of the dismal little cell. No longer in her extravagant robes and with her hair let down, she cut a far less intimidating figure. “Hello, Tabitha. Are your accommodations to your liking?”

Upon hearing the Archmage’s voice, the human sighed and turned her head. “Just tell me what you want and leave me to my thoughts.” There was so little fight in her. Was that regret for her choices in her voice? No, more likely regret for expecting someone as good as Elodie to spare some kindness for someone like her.

Elodie held back a smile. Knowing the kingdoms she swore to protect were safe was one thing, but seeing her nemesis in such a state brought her personal satisfaction, though she was loathe to admit it.

“Mind if I come in?” Before her nemesis could reply, Elodie waved her wand through the air. The chains against the wall rose up and grabbed Tabitha. They coiled around her like snakes before yanking her pulled her against the cold stone, pinning her by her wrists and her neck. It was a situation any mage with a modicum of training could escape from with ease, but in her current state, it only served to emphasise how powerless the witch was.

“Unhand me, you…” she spluttered.

“Calm yourself, Tabitha. It is merely for my own safety. If you weren’t dangerous, your path in life wouldn’t have left you in a cell.” The witch’s cheeks burned red with indignation. They both knew how little threat she posed in this state, but she could do little to do but play along with the charade.

Elodie tapped the lock with her wand and opened the rusted door, closing it behind her to the sound of screeching hinges. She stepped forward, finding the cleanest patch of wall to lean against. “I have been… considering your request.” It took a few moments to sink in before Tabitha’s entire demeanour changed, perking up and paying rapt attention despite her predicament.

It was a bald-faced lie. Elodie had no intention of restoring her prisoner’s power. But Tabitha wasn’t to know, and the temptation of playing with her nemesis was too powerful for the Archmage to resist. She wasn’t sure whether to call it curiosity, justice, or revenge. Whichever it was, she knew Tabitha already deserved far worse than a little toying.

“A mage like you… There’s so much good you could do, were you not wasting it on selfish pursuits of power…”

“Selfish? How dare you call me…” Tabitha blurted out instinctively but quickly realised she should hold her tongue. She knew she was in no position to speak freely. After a couple of seconds to moderate herself, she spoke through gritted teeth. “I… appreciate it, El… I know we’ve had our differences, but you can’t imagine how… empty it feels, to not have the feeling of magic flowing…”

“I said considering,” the Archmage interjected. “You are a threat to the kingdom, and I know, if left to your own devices, you will simply return to your old ways. I’ve never been able to convince you. If I had, you never would have walked the path you have. But now I have a chance to exorcise all that evil and wretchedness from inside you, piece… by… piece… Do you think you can handle that?”

“I… can. If that’s what it takes…” Tabitha murmured. Elodie shook her head a little, more to herself than anything. While most dark mages were skilled manipulators, her nemesis preferred brute force, and thus her lies were weak and unconvincing. Honest or not, it didn’t matter for Elodie’s purposes.

The Archmage stepped forward, looking her bound nemesis up and down. It had been so long since they had been this close. Even in the duel that cost her a hand and an eye, they had been a battlefield away from each other. And yet now, she was able to place her witchwood fingers on Tabitha’s hip without fear for her safety. More than safe, she felt powerful. It was intoxicating. “Good. I certainly hope so.”

Elodie felt bold. “Not to mention,” she moved in, standing on tiptoes and trailing her fingers up until they held the human’s jaw. She tilted it downwards and leaned in until their lips were close enough that she could feel the witch’s breath on her own. “I could never kiss someone as disgusting and wicked as you’ve become.”

Tabitha gave a low growl at the provocation and suddenly attempted to lunge toward Elodie’s mouth. The elf pulled back just in time, her plush lips just out of reach. She lifted her wand and pressed it firmly into the flesh beneath the witch’s chin. “Oh, Tabitha…” She tutted and shook her head. “Why would I restore your magic if I can’t trust you to restrain yourself?”

The wand began to glow slightly before unleashing a shock through Tabitha’s body, the chains crackling with energy. She cried out, though Elodie knew it was a fraction of what her nemesis had inflicted on her last they met. She finally withdrew her wand, her hand shaking from shock at her own actions. “You have a long way to go. Get some rest,” she blurted out quickly.

“You… fucking… bitch…” was all Tabitha could pant, the chains unfurling as she collapsed on the floor. Elodie swiftly left the cell and locked the door behind her.

As she turned the corner, she stopped, leaning against the wall and panting from adrenaline. She usually tried to treat prisoners with the utmost respect, regardless of their crimes – never like this. Guilt washed over her. But as her nemesis’ furious shouts and the rattling of her cell door filled the air, the rush was overwhelming. She couldn’t help but grin.

_____

It had taken some convincing. The Arcane Tribunal was known for being fiercely independent, and any attempts to influence them were usually futile. But thanks to Elodie’s impeccable reputation and years of building connections, she had managed to sway enough tribunes to her view. It meant those bridges were likely burnt, but it would be worth it.

Now, Tabitha had been formally placed in her custody. Officially, the Archmage was going to be trying a radical new approach to reforming practitioners of the dark arts, though she had no illusions about her chances of success. However, once Alice brought the witch to Elodie’s personal quarters, wrists bound in conjured vines, she began having far more unofficial thoughts.

“A pleasure to see you, Tabitha, as always. Did the trial go well?” Elodie said in her singsong voice, sending her apprentice away with an uncharacteristically dismissive wave of her hand. Alice frowned a little as she left.

Tabitha remained silent. After her stay in the dungeon, her regret had further soured into resentment. She stared down at her keeper with a look that Elodie knew all too well. It was the same look she saw on the faces of spoilspells, those who despised mages for the power they wielded over them. It was a hatred driven by fear.

Good. Cruel mages like Tabitha were the reason people feared magic in the first place. It was a perception Elodie had spent her life as a role model trying to dispel. It was only appropriate for her prisoner to experience that same feeling now.

“Oh, Tabitha… It’s been so long since I’ve seen you at a loss for words…” Elodie stepped forward, placing her hand on the mage’s cheek. “Remember back at the Academy, before you took the wrong path, we…”

Tabitha grabbed her by the wrist and snarled, “Just tell me when you’re going to uphold your end of the bargain.” Elodie smiled and slowly started to lean in. Just as their lips were about to touch, the prisoner yelped at the feeling of sharp thorns suddenly jutting out from the witchwood of the Archmage’s hand, protecting its owner.

As Tabitha released her grip, Elodie’s fingers wormed their way up into her hair, twisting tight. She yanked her down until she was close enough to hiss in her ear. Her patience was running thin. “There was no ‘bargain’, Tabby. You came crawling to me, expecting me to have sympathy for you, to ignore what you’ve taken from me, for old time’s sake, didn’t you?” The thought left a dull ache spreading through her fingers. “No. I am going to fix that broken heart of yours once and for all, and only then will you have the kiss you crave.”

She whipped out her wand, shoving Tabitha onto her grand, four-poster bed. With a swift flourish, the simple robes her nemesis had been provided with were reduced to tatters, exposing her skin beneath. As the witch tried to sit up, she quickly found the ropes holding the curtains around the bed open twisting themselves into knots and binding her to the frame.

“This is insane!” Tabitha protested. “This isn’t like you, El. This…”

Elodie climbed on top of her and trailed her wand along her prisoner’s body, lingering on her heart. She began to twirl it around, making subtle shapes between Tabitha’s breasts. As her chest began to rise and fall, Tabitha’s objections trailed off into a mixture of pained and pleasured moans.

It was a spell the Archmage had taken great care in crafting – a potent weave of purifying suffering and powerful healing, being sent through Tabitha’s body at the same time. It wouldn’t cause permanent harm, but it was more than enough to give the witch a taste of her own medicine. Elodie leant down, placing her head against the pillow as she watched the witch writhe and grab at the ropes.

She could feel the searing heat coming off of Tabitha. Tugging away the tatters of her clothes, already drenched in sweat, she smiled. It had been an age since she had seen her body so exposed. “Not like me? Aren’t I being merciful?” she whispered into her nemesis’ ear. “This is but a fraction of the pain you’ve inflicted on others. And yet you’re so used to dishing it out, you’re not used to taking it, are you?”

Tabitha squirmed under Elodie’s spell, writhing against the bedsheets. Through gritted teeth, she turned to look at her tormentor, by now wearing a broad grin. She winced and just about managed to hiss, “I should have taken your other eye too.”

Elodie stared, in intense fury boiling up inside of her. Her hand, until now holding her wand with only the lightest touch, clenched tight. She opened her mouth to speak, but couldn’t form words. Instead, she climbed back on top of Tabitha and twisted the wand against her. The witch arched her body as it was wracked with an unrelenting surge of suffering, untempered by any of the soothing healing it had been before. Placing one hand on Tabitha’s jaw, the Archmage moved her wand further across her body, leaving a deep, stinging pain in its wake.

After a few moments, she stopped. She pulled back her wand and took a deep breath, but when she looked down, she found the sweat-drenched face of Tabitha, smiling weakly up at her. “Oh, El… I always knew you had that spark of spite inside you, buried deep under that good girl act…”

Dark mages tended to have high pain tolerances. Their magics often came at great cost to themselves. Anyone who had lived as long as Tabitha had would have to be used to enduring such agony, a fact that Elodie had failed to account for. But she had come too far to back down now – seeing her nemesis’ smug, mocking look drove her on. She thought for a moment. It was time to change tack.

She slid her wand between Tabitha’s legs, pushed it inside her, and began filling her with the healing magic she was most skilled at casting. Her prisoner gasped at the sudden, overwhelming pleasure. A familiar, welcome feeling, pushed to an agonising extreme. “Y-you think this will do anything? A little healing? There’s nothing to… t-to heal!”

There was a faint glow emanating from Tabitha’s skin by now, and judging from the way she responded to the touch of Elodie’s hand sliding over her breast, she was becoming ever so sensitive. “Not quite, dear Tabby…” She slid her hand further up the wand’s handle until she was able to reach her thumb out and twirl it gently around the witch’s clit. “Maybe it won’t heal that scarred soul of yours, but those desensitised pain receptors…” She chuckled to herself. “I wonder if you’d ever want to dabble in the dark arts again if your body has to learn how to cope with how it feels once more.” Let her inflict the pain herself, and Elodie could keep her hands clean.

Tabitha whimpered and panted. The Archmage sent pulse after pulse, wave after wave of the tingling sensation rippling through her body. She gently lowered herself, robes pressed against bare flesh, and leant in until she was face to face with the quivering mess of a woman. “Would you even want to go down that path again? It breaks the mind of most who walk it… Could you survive it a second time?” The Tabitha she knew would and could, but she could still make it a path of renewed suffering.

Once more, having her nemesis so helpless in her hands emboldened Elodie. She took Tabitha’s lip between her teeth, being careful never to let their lips touch, and tugged on it, grinning as she did. From the way she scrunched up her face, she could tell Tabitha found even that to be an unbearable pain in her current, hypersensitive state.

“What’s the matter, Tabby? Where’s that fight gone?” By now, the ropes binding the witch to the bed had loosened their grip on her, though she still held them tight as she squirmed. From the sharpness of her breath, Elodie expected she was approaching climax by now. “Could it be that you’re too desperate for release?”

Tabitha gave a pitiful murmur in the affirmative. As Elodie trailed a finger along her chin, she leaned over to her ear and whispered. “But only good mages get to cum… And you’re so very bad…”

With no hesitation, she abruptly cut off the healing spell and sent agonising pain through Tabitha’s body. The witch screamed out, helplessly pinned beneath her nemesis, as her newly vulnerable pain receptors were overloaded.

_____

At the far edge of the Kindred Kingdoms, a short distance from a town abandoned long ago, stood Tabitha the Wretched’s tower. Now guarded from the outside by a pair of Battlemages, it had been easy to ascend. No wards were active, no magical creatures stood guard, unable to draw power from their creator.

Elodie had brought Tabitha here, ostensibly to look for clues about Olivia, Tabitha’s traitorous apprentice. The Archmage, however, was far more interested in testing how effective her rehabilitation had been.

Wand pressed firmly to the back of the witch’s neck, she led her into the room at the tower’s peak. It wasn’t dissimilar to her own office, in many regards. Shelves full of magical tomes surrounded them, though they had skulls in place of bookends. There was a case full of ornate wands, some carved from wood, some bone. Unlike in her office, however, there was a vast ritual circle taking up most of the room, drawn in chalk and charcoal.

There had evidently been a struggle here. Scrolls were scattered around and shelves knocked over. The circle was smudged and some of the ritual objects had been broken. As Elodie squatted down and traced the lines of the circle with a finger, filling in the blanks in her mind, she frowned. Fifteen smaller circles branched out from the edges, each with an object, or at least the remains of one, save for one.

Such a ritual was complex and onerous to prepare, but very distinct. “So that’s what happened.” She turned to Tabitha, a weary look on her face after months of ‘purification’. “This is the ritual to become a lich. And I’m assuming your apprentice wasn’t happy to be the sacrifice.” She tapped the empty circle with a finger.

Tabitha swallowed but said nothing. She didn’t need to. 

“So that would make these…” Elodie reached out and picked up one of the bones that was placed at each point on a pentagram. “…’Five Fingerbones of Truest Hatred’s Dexter Hand’, would it not?” The reason for their last duel suddenly became clear. It hadn’t been a loss for Tabitha at all like the Archmage had thought. The witch had claimed Elodie’s severed hand for this purpose.

Again, no response from Tabitha. Elodie could cite the Lichmaker’s Codex from memory. To claim they were anything else would be folly. The bones explained why the countercurse involved her, at least – the apprentice must have used whatever materials were at hand, binding Tabitha’s fate to the digits’ original owner. 

Elodie inhaled sharply, collecting the bones in her witchwood hand and looking down at them. After a moment’s hesitation, she crushed them in her fist, sprinkling the powder on the floor.

After a moment, she stood back up and turned to her prisoner. “This tower. You will burn it down. You will destroy every part of the wretched life you built,” she ordered, with cold directness.

Tabitha finally opened her mouth. “And then will you give me the kiss I need? Once I have nothing left to go back to?”

“Yes,” Elodie lied.

The witch stared, heavy bags under her eyes. “I don’t believe you.”

“I don’t care,” Elodie snapped. “You do not get a choice. You do as I command you, or I make you.” She reached into a small pouch on her hip and produced a fire striker and a piece of flint. She held them out and waited.

It was several seconds of silence before Tabitha spoke up again. “No.”

Elodie clenched her wand so hard she thought it could snap. Without hesitation, she turned it on Tabitha, sending a now-familiar agony through her whole body. She dropped to her knees, wincing and staring up, her breath heavy. “I said… no…” she hissed.

As much as the Archmage increased the intensity, Tabitha continued to stare up at her. Elodie hesitated, before twisting her wrist and casting a spell she had never used before in her life, one of compulsion – dark magic. Tabitha was tugged to her feet, limbs unnaturally stiff, and took the fire striker from her hand.

It wasn’t until Elodie had made Tabitha move to take the flint that she felt it. Spreading out from her arm, with only her witchwood hand being spared, she felt the muscles tightening throughout her entire being. An intense, sharp pain overwhelmed her. With no tolerance for casting dark magic, her very body rejected the spell she had cast, every cell of her flesh reeling, desperately trying to pull away from its actions, moving in all directions at once.

Soon, she was collapsing, grip loosening, wand falling to the floor with a clatter. She had been on the receiving end of such spells before, and yet this pain was unimaginably worse. After what felt like an eternity, she felt hands around her back, catching her. She looked up to see her nemesis’ emerald eyes, staring back.

Tabitha moved in and pressed her lips against Elodie’s. Everything seemed to stop – the pain, the anger, the hatred, even time itself. The two stood there, embracing each other, as their lips locked together. There was a thrumming in her ears as she felt a tingle rush over her skin. The sound grew louder and louder, as the ambient magic of the room began rushing through her body, into Tabitha.

Elodie pulled her nemesis in close, feeling as though she would drown in the sensation if she lacked something to hold onto. The void inside of the witch began to fill once more, and as it did, she became more and more enthusiastic, slipping her tongue into the Archmage’s mouth. It was a distantly familiar feeling, something from a lifetime ago.

Eventually, with some reluctance, Tabitha pulled away. Elodie stared back up at her, unsure of how to react.

“I missed this, El,” Tabitha whispered after a moment, gently running a thumb over her lips. “I hope we can do it again sometime.” Elodie felt the same. For everything they had been through, for all the cruelties they had inflicted on each other over the decades, it was nostalgic to be tenderly held in her Tabby’s arms, unbothered by the feud that had raged between them for decades.

It wasn’t until Elodie felt something sharp jabbing into her stomach that her attention was dragged back into the room. As she looked down, she found her wand in Tabitha’s hand, pressing firmly into her stomach. A moment later, a blast of force knocked her across the room, out of the arms that had felt so comforting only a moment ago. As she hit a bookcase, tomes tumbled on top of her.

“Tabby… You… You vile, evil, wretched woman!” Elodie screamed, scrambling over to the nearby case and grabbing the first wand she could reach. She recklessly shot fire across the room, missing and searing the stone wall, bricks falling loose. Tabitha countered with a spell that knocked the wand from the Archmage’s hand. It froze mid-air before turning around and stabbing into her leg.

Without hesitation, Elodie grabbed it and yanked it out, crying out in pain as her robes were stained red with blood. She fired off another shot. Tabitha narrowly dodged, though a shelf at the far end of the room wasn’t as lucky, erupting into flames. Before the Archmage had another chance to attack, Tabitha had levitated the remaining wands in the case, stabbing into Elodie like a pincushion. Her body gave out, collapsing to the floor.

There were sounds of clashing from downstairs. The Battlemages must have heard the scuffle and were climbing the tower, unexpectedly finding themselves facing wards and skeletal guardians springing to life. It didn’t sound like it was going well.

Elodie held the handle of one of the wands and channelled healing magics to staunch the bleeding. The flames were rapidly spreading across the room by now, though Tabitha paid them little mind. She was rummaging around, picking up items of importance to her and tucking them away in a small satchel that could evidently hold far more than its size suggested.

“What now?” Elodie hissed up at her. There was an utter detestation in her heart the likes of which she had never felt before. “Pretending your world isn’t burning around you? Running away from justice again?”

“No, El. Maybe your towers and offices and the status they carry mean a lot to you, but my magic is all I’ve ever needed,” Tabitha said as she glanced down at her. “And I’m not running. For once, I’m going to keep my end of the bargain.”

She pulled a ritual blade from a drawer in her desk and tucked it away with her supplies. “My Olivia is out there, somewhere, and the entrails of a traitor make for potent ritual materials, for those who have the guts to claim them…” She chuckled at her own joke, the self-assured smile she was usually seen wearing gradually returning with her powers.

The Archmage breathed heavily through her teeth, wincing as she shifted. She knew she was liable to pass out if she tried to turn one of the wands on the witch again. “This was not the bargain. You were supposed to hunt her down on my command. You were supposed to-…” A beam fell from above on the opposite side of the room, breaking some wooden floorboards as it landed. The flames were spreading.

“I have to go, El.” Tabitha turned, waving her wand in Elodie’s direction. The Archmage felt the pain in her leg numb, and the warmth of the heat die down. A protective charm, enough to stop the flames from consuming her or the tower from crushing her once it fell. After that, she would be on her own. “I’ll send you a letter when the deed is done. And after that, the next time I see you,” she stepped over, leaned in and whispered, “I will inflict on you what you did to me tenfold.”

Elodie grabbed her nemesis by the wrist, as tight as she could. “Leave now, and the next time I see you, I will kill you,” she hissed.

It wasn’t hard for Tabitha to yank her hand back. As she wrapped her cloak around her and approached the gap in the bricks of the crumbling tower wall, she turned back. “You know, it feels like you say that every single time, Elodie. But this time, something tells me you mean it.”

Tabitha the Wretched jumped, her cloak spreading into wings as she effortlessly glided away. Elodie the Purehearted watched as the burning building began to collapse around her, hearing the cries of the Battlemages below.

This time, she really did mean it.
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