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    Foreword
  


  
    There are a lot of monsters in this book. And like most monsters, they do not always name themselves so. 

    
      After all, witches are women grown monstrous with power. Of course, society is always quick to name women as monstrous. But in a world where witchcraft is elevated as a power alongside wealth and status, maybe they have a point. 
    


    
      Dolls are monsters of depersonalization, of marginalization beyond marginalization. Beings of wood or clay or flesh; lacking will, lacking self, and having the merest ghost of personality. At least, that is what people say. Some are made, constructed in their pseudo-life, others were once human. Now they are servants and soldiers and more.
    


    
      And hellhounds are primal monsters; spiny dream-wolves, the half-nightmares that chase you with teeth and claws through the night-time forests. Dolls transformed into wild and arcane creatures. They are cryptids and the lurking other, wrapped in suspicion and fear.
    


    
      And since this is very nearly our world, there are quotidian monsters as well; capitalists, nobility and spies, for a start.
    


    
      If this feels familiar—if you would feel at home—in a world of witches and dolls, of hellhounds and faerie beasts: then please, gentle reader, continue.
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    Prologue: Grencombe Abbey, circa 8th Century
  


  
     The Mother Superior finished her prayer, and put down the pestle and mortar. She scraped the paste into the jug, and then fastened muslin over the top. She sat in quiet contemplation for a moment, resting. Until she realised that the silver candlestick was missing.
  


  
    “God’s hooks,” swore the Mother Superior. The candle was still there, upright on the table.
  


  
    “Dolores?” she called. No response. Which meant she was in the forge. The Mother Superior swore again. She liked to think that she was not attached to earthly treasures; most of her family’s estate had gone towards this abbey, and she did not resent it. But surely a single silver candlestick was not too much to ask for? She sighed, and hurried from her quarters, and down the stone passage.
  


  
    “Mother Catherine!” said Sister Patricia, startled from whatever daydream such entities have.
  


  
    “Patricia, please fetch me a pewter candlestick from the great hall. Place it in my quarters,” Catherine said. She could see Patricia weighing up whether to ask ‘why’, her porcelain brow furrowing, but Catherine didn’t bother waiting. She crossed the quad. Although it was only afternoon, the weather gave it the appearance of evening. Fat raindrops exploded on cobbles. The abbey was like a small walled village, but Catherine knew its ways well enough to know where the puddles formed. The Sisters in the herb garden were hurrying to cover, but bowed to her.
  


  
    “Are you still able to work, Sister Mabel?” asked Catherine. The girl had a comically huge bump. “Perhaps you should attend to your letters instead?”
  


  
    Sister Mabel screwed up her face. “My mum popped me out when milking a goat, ma’am, and didn’t even need no break.”
  


  
    “We’ll make sure she doesn’t work too hard, Mother Catherine,” said Sister Ava.
  


  
    The Mother Superior nodded; Ava was sensible. “And stay out of this cold and damp,” she said, resuming her route.
  


  
    The glow of the blacksmith’s was always comforting. While it was too hot in summer, her old bones appreciated it in winter or even a chill early autumn such as this.
  


  
    Just within the entrance, the Mother Superior stopped to watch Dolores. The smith was easily six feet, and laden with muscles. Or the appearance of the same, at any rate, thought Catherine. Dolores was made of wood; dark and furrowed with age, like salt-hardened driftwood. At wrists and elbow, and similar joints, bands of iron were nailed in place. The joints themselves were balls of pine resin. She was working the bellows, impossible muscles bunching and relaxing. Catherine had seen her under both bright sunlight and dying firelight, but she didn’t think she would ever tire of the sight. Her skin did not feel like wood; it was scarred and calloused, but very much alive.
  


  
    “Dolores knows you are watching, Catherine,” said Dolores. The voice was slow and melodic.
  


  
    Catherine blushed. “Where is my silver candlestick?”
  


  
    “Dolores thinks nowhere?” said Dolores.
  


  
    “Nowhere?” said Catherine. She looked pointedly at the crucible.
  


  
    “It has been transformed,” said Dolores. “It is no longer a candlestick.”
  


  
    The Mother Superior sighed. “Dolores, how many times have I explained private property to you?”
  


  
    “Fifteen,” said Dolores.
  


  
    “I did not mean—”
  


  
    Dolores held up a wooden finger. “Catherine, would you make Dolores a gift of the silver?” she asked.
  


  
    Catherine sighed. “Yes, my love,” she said, the irritation disappearing.
  


  
    “Dolores thanks you,” said Dolores. “Dolores would also like a kiss.”
  


  
    The Mother Superior crossed the room, as Dolores bent down. She kissed Dolores’ cheek and watched her jewelled eyes glittering.
  


  
    “What do you need silver for, anyway?” asked Catherine.
  


  
    “A gift, a tool, a symbol,” said Dolores.
  


  
    “How—” The gatehouse bell rang out; six peals. A noble visitor. The nunnery did not get many visitors.
  


  
    “I had better attend to that,” said Catherine. “I shall expect a fuller answer later.”
  


  
    ⁂
  


  
    Sister Marion came down from the gatehouse as the Mother Superior approached.
  


  
    “Mother Catherine,” said Marion, talking quickly. Marion had been a soldier once, and it was unusual to see her scared. “It is not a noble; we have no peal for a witch.”
  


  
    “A witch?” said Catherine. “Then you may as well open the gate. It would no more stop her than would a damask curtain.”
  


  
    The witch did not dismount; her horse was white but mud-splattered. Hard ridden; whip marks on its flank. The witch herself was free of mud; her clothes were hard worn, but of quality. Her hat was broad, and had a wand of wire and finger bones in the band.
  


  
    “Greetings,” said Catherine. “I apologise for any delay; we get very few guests. I am the Mother Superior here.”
  


  
    “Arantza Bastard, witch,” the horsewoman said. “So it is you that I speak to about a theft?”
  


  
    “Perhaps we should speak in my study?” Catherine said. “The rain still falls on some of us.”
  


  
    The witch considered, then dismounted, handing the reins to Sister Marion. The horse’s eyes were strange, Catherine noticed; blue and human-like. She shivered.
  


  
    In the warmth of her study, Sister Patricia served them mead. Arantza watched the Sister’s ceramic fingers clack on the jug.
  


  
    “The villages in the valley have a rather dim view of Grencombe Abbey,” said Arantza.
  


  
    “I am not surprised,” said Catherine. “Though they like us well enough when plague threatens.”
  


  
    “Unwed mothers, witchmade devices, even women with the tails of men,” said Arantza. “There are some strange Sisters here, Lady Kennard.”
  


  
    Catherine laughed. “Mother Catherine is my name now,” she said. “And while I am used to the disapproval of the church leaders, I hadn’t expected a witch to agree with them.”
  


  
    Arantza shrugged. “Many are the subtle wards around this place,” she said. “You are no stranger to witchcraft.”
  


  
    “We have been fortunate in our prayers,” said Catherine. “Now, you spoke of a theft?”
  


  
    “Indeed,” said Arantza. “A great work; a great treasure.”
  


  
    “We live frugally here,” said Catherine. “There are no treasures, lawful or otherwise.”
  


  
    “A doll,” said Arantza. “Old wood and resin. I have been searching for it for nigh on five years.”
  


  
    “Regrettably, your search must continue,” said Catherine. “For I have not seen such a doll.”
  


  
    “Have you heard tell of me, Mother Catherine?” said the witch.
  


  
    “I’m very sorry,” said Catherine. “I have not. We are isolated here.”
  


  
    “Then let me tell you,” Arantza said, swirling her beaker of mead. “Not for any self-aggrandisement, you realise, but so that you do not make any unfortunate mistakes.”
  


  
    Catherine nodded.
  


  
    “My witchly abilities are threefold,” continued the witch. “Firstly, I may give liveliness to unliving objects. As a girl child, the mender-of-nets who bought me said that she would snip off my nose with her black iron scissors if I did not behave. Maybe she jested. But that night the scissors walked, and snipped her into tiny pieces. I formed her finger bones into my wand.”
  


  
    Catherine sipped her mead.
  


  
    “Secondly, I may sculpt and remake living matter. Once, a landowner sought my exit from the coast; the docks were his by his king’s decree. I split his soul a thousand times. I made his fingers become sea-slugs, his arms became eels and lampreys, and so on. His face became crabs and sea-snails and barnacles. His wife, upon seeing this, begged for my mercy. So I left her as one creature, and even a noble one; I moulded her into my steed. Do you see my point, Mother Catherine?”
  


  
    “I do,” said Catherine. “What is the third ability?”
  


  
    “I am a soothsayer,” said the witch. “Three nights ago, I felt a vision come upon me. I saw an abbey under a waning moon, and a small room with a silver candlestick. I saw you, the Mother Superior, naked. When you were young, you must have been a true beauty, for it has not quite faded.”
  


  
    “Some accord it so,” said Mother Catherine. “Others, very much the opposite. In this arcane peeping, was that all that you saw?”
  


  
    “No, indeed,” said Arantza. “I saw you ploughing my doll with rare energy.”
  


  
    “I see,” said Mother Catherine. “May I tell you a story too?”
  


  
    “Of course,” said the witch.
  


  
    “When I was but a youth, one of my father’s hunting dogs whelped. The runt of the litter had but three legs; they intended to drown it. I begged to keep it as a pet. Swore, indeed, that I would stop wearing my sister’s clothes if only I was granted this boon. I called it Trefoil; he never grew above a lap dog in size.”
  


  
    “A defect of birth or ancestry,” said the witch.
  


  
    Catherine nodded. “Yet he accompanied me everywhere, even on my long forest perambulations. One day, on such a walk, I disturbed a young bear. I was sorely afraid. Trefoil was brave beyond measure, barking like he was a whole pack of mastiffs, rather than a tiny mite. The bear growled and looked passing displeased, before moving off. Do you see my point?”
  


  
    “The bear chose not to kill the dog,” said the witch.
  


  
    “Indeed,” said Catherine. “Nature often avoids such fights, since even the smallest bite can, with ill luck, be a deadly distraction.”
  


  
    “I understand,” said Arantza. “It is an impressive thing to threaten, with conviction, from a place of weakness. You should have become a witch. But unfortunately, my doll, Vessel, was constructed with great expense, effort and expertise. I cannot give it up. If you will not surrender it, the bear must attack the runt.”
  


  
    “You cannot take back what has already been transformed,” said Catherine. “You are looking for a doll named Vessel, but even if you leave this abbey in ruins, you will be taking only a blacksmith named Dolores. If you truly have the gift of vision, Arantza the bastard, part the weeds of time and check the truth of my words.”
  


  
    The room grew colder, and the flames in the brazier died back to embers. Arantza’s eyes went black.
  


  
    Catherine sipped her mead, and considered calling for a blanket.
  


  
    The fire burst back into life.
  


  
    Arantza sighed. “All that work lost,” she said, quietly. “But you speak true. My Vessel is gone.”
  


  
    “You can make a new doll,” said Catherine.
  


  
    “I saw that as well,” said the witch, tiredly. “A doll of fine wood and silver. Remarkable. A thousand of its sisters dead, it’s name a curse.”
  


  
    “I’m sorry,” said Mother Catherine.
  


  
    “This place does not endure,” hissed the witch, her voice overflowing with bitterness. “Nor does your line. I have seen it; this knot will be untied. It will vanish into history.”
  


  
    Catherine shrugged. “I am a simple woman; tomorrow, next week, next season, those are my concerns. If the folk of the millennium or beyond know me not: well, neither do I know them. I am content. I would not have become a Mother Superior if I was concerned with my family line.”
  


  
    A look of anger flitted across the witch’s face. “You have yet to explain what treasure you will award me to pay for your thievery,” said Arantza. “For I am not a bear; a beast may leave upon its discretion, but a witch will be thought a fool if she lets people steal from her.”
  


  
    “We have no treasure,” said Catherine. “And you will have little enough use for our potions or our crops.”
  


  
    “Your name,” said Arantza. “Your family name. Your noble line. I would have it.”
  


  
    “Done, and happily,” said Catherine. “We will summon for some vellum and write a contract immediately, Lady Arantza Kennard.”
  


  
    ⁂
  


  
    By the time the witch had gone on her way, it was near midnight. But Catherine was not surprised to see a glow still coming from the smithy.
  


  
    Dolores was at the anvil, twisting the silver piece into shape.
  


  
    “Is all well, Catherine?” asked Dolores.
  


  
    “It is,” said Catherine. “Various abbey matters required my attention I’m afraid.”
  


  
    “All dealt with?” asked Dolores.
  


  
    “Aye, love.”
  


  
    The silver was doubled back against itself and twisted together.
  


  
    “What are you making?” asked Catherine. Some of Dolores’ creations tended towards the idiosyncratic.
  


  
    “A rope spike,” she said.
  


  
    Catherine waited to see whether any additional information would be forthcoming, but Dolores just worked in silence.
  


  
    “And what is that?” said the Mother Superior, exasperatedly.
  


  
    “The building where Dolores was made, used to belong to a net-mender,” said Dolores. She didn’t often speak about her past. “The main work floor was largely abandoned. Discarded nets and mean cots full of cobwebs. And a few rope spikes, made from iron or hardwood, not silver, of course. For untying knots or splitting apart tarred mar-line.”
  


  
    “Oh, a sailor’s tool,” said Catherine. “But we are far from any sea, and silver makes for poor tools.”
  


  
    “Dolores thought it would make a fine wand for our daughter,” said Dolores.
  


  
    A wave of sympathy and longing washed over Mother Catherine. “Dolores, dear Dolores,” she said, putting a hand on the small of the smith’s back. “I have no womb, and you are made from wood.”
  


  
    “And magic,” said Dolores, putting a hand against her wooden belly.
  


  
    With Anguish Moist and Fever-dew
  


  
    I. The Thirteenth of January
  


  
    I’ve never been keen on interviews, but my lies were rehearsed, and my skirt was short. The two things I needed to worry about are my competition, and the witch voice. My competition, like me, was sitting on hard plastic chairs in a fine hallway. Cups of tea, in bone china, rested on a wooden patio table. Two competitors, their outfits less sluttish than mine. I didn’t know whether that was good or bad. I mean, it was obvious that the Marchioness Gemma Fernsbow-Samercy was not simply after a head maid. These two were not from any normal domestic agency, I was sure. They were both very pretty, although quite apart in looks. One was tall and angular, the other shorter and more curvy. I was sort of in the middle there, but whether that would help, I didn’t know. All trans, of course, but that was hardly a surprise, given the nature of the advertisement.
  


  
    We chatted about the weather, about the current reality show (“Mystery Doll Island”), and the Leighton murder, but soon fell back to reading our phones in silence.
  


  
    A maid kept checking in on us; if she was an example of the Marchioness’ tastes, then I might be too clocky. Still, I couldn’t do much about all my competition; I’ll just have to acquit myself as well as possible. I have one advantage; I’m a criminal. I want this job for the reward, which—admittedly—might sound like a normal job, but, believe me, people always get emotionally involved.
  


  
    My other worry, the witch voice; well, I tried to bolster my willpower, mentally. I wasn’t sure how useful that was. The witch voice wasn’t meant to work on normal people, but also witches weren’t meant to use it on normal people, which… if it doesn’t work, why that rule? Anyway, I had found some MP3s being passed around by the people of a hypno Discord. Most did nothing or gave a slight ASMR tickle. A few were different; warmer and fuzzier, a little mind-altering, like being a bit high, but not very much. And one… one I came round a key-press away from sending some very intimate pictures to an anonymous TOR server. I shivered as I recalled; but I had regained my senses before sending so… that was good? Again, I was aware that I was largely relying on luck. Fingers crossed, Amy, I thought.
  


  
    The maid asked the first applicant in; the beautiful, angular woman. Catwalk worthy, if you ask me. We both wished her luck; it was insincere, but it was polite.
  


  
    I asked the maid if I could use the loo; this was partly because it had been a long train journey up here, and I was drinking terrible coffee to stay awake that early, and partly to see a bit more of the house.
  


  
    She took me on a longish route to a nice, but clearly staff, toilet. I got the impression that she didn’t know the way very well herself; the house wasn’t really all that big, but was laid out very confusingly. The Gamekeeper’s Lodge, according to the sign at the gate, although it was hardly some cottage. There was an even bigger mansion, Fernsbow Hall, at the end of the drive, so this place was comparatively modest.
  


  
    The maid didn’t wait for me, so I retraced my steps at a modest pace, enjoying snooping at the ornaments and paintings, and noting the level of tidiness. Just right, in my opinion, nothing dirty and decrepit, but some dust and disarray. The Marchioness was clearly neither clean-freak or slob.
  


  
    I managed to make my way back to the waiting hall. I had only just settled back into my seat, when the door opened, and my first competitor emerged. She did not glance at us, but walked straight down the hall, unsmiling. That was not someone who felt her interview had gone well.
  


  
    They called the next one in. Curvy and sexy; I was worried about this one. I read my phone; she didn’t emerge for a good while. I wondered if my journey here had been a waste of time and vital money.
  


  
    The door eventually opened, and the competition walked out. She looked at me, and smiled/grimaced in an unnerving way, before hurrying down the corridor.
  


  
    So, pros: no competition. Cons: it must be a tough interview. Still, balls in my court now.
  


  
    ⁂
  


  
    My first thought was; oh, thank the goddess. The Marchioness was, if not beautiful exactly, then certainly striking. In that moment, I realised how much I’d been worried she was some ancient hag. She looked a decade older than me; of course, as a witch, she could have actually been one hundred and fifty years older than me. I suppose she was a futch; her outfit was very femme—a frilly blouse, a long black skirt—but her frame and mien were more butch, a solid set of both fat and muscle. Nice breasts, too. 
  


  
    She stood up and extended a hand. I curtseyed and kissed her fingers. This first part of the interview was standard stuff; previous experience, expected routines, etc. The Marchioness was looking at me, though; touring my body parts, with a predatory and cruel eye. I suppressed a shiver.
  


  
    “Your skirt is shorter than the other candidates,” the Marchioness said.
  


  
    “Yes,” I said. “I have good legs. And we both know that you’re interviewing for a fucktoy, so why not show them off?”
  


  
    “Oh dear. Such language,” she said, and I wondered if I had miscalculated. “But essentially true. You have no concerns about that part of the role?”
  


  
    “No, ma’am,” I said. “Well, a little. But I’m sure I will adjust—”
  


  
    “Do you have difficulty surrendering?” said the Marchioness. “That is what I require; utter submission.”
  


  
    In real life I was a switch, a versatile, often changing roles, usually not bothering with formal power-play. But I could pretend.
  


  
    “That won’t be a problem,” I said, casting my eyes downward.
  


  
    “Good. Light cooking and cleaning will also be part of your duties. I have cleaners in thrice weekly, and the majority of the food is catered. Nonetheless, there will be some work. Objections?” said the Marchioness.
  


  
    I shook my head. “How many staff do you have, ma’am?” I asked.
  


  
    “None,” she said. “I hire maids from a domestic company for things like this, running the interview, gatherings, etcetera. But otherwise… I am quite a private person. Grumpy as well.”
  


  
    None? That was maybe a problem. Why didn’t a Marchioness have legions of servants?
  


  
    “You’ve been managing on your own?” I asked, a bit rudely I suppose.
  


  
    “I am quite competent, thank you,” she said, primly. “And a bit of a loner. My last maid left three months ago.”
  


  
    “What about dolls?” I said. “Witches have dolls, right?”
  


  
    “I have never seen the benefit,” the Marchioness said.
  


  
    “Well, for cooking, cleaning, and sex?” I said, without thinking about whether I should.
  


  
    The Marchioness seemed surprised, and hesitated.
  


  
    “Cooking and cleaning, again, isn’t a problem,” said the Marchioness. “And sex…”
  


  
    “I’m sorry,” I said, “that was—”
  


  
    “I lied earlier,” she said, voice quiet and low. “Or simplified, at least. I don’t just want surrender. Dolls are made of surrender; they do it completely, but it doesn’t affect them. Surrender has no weight for them. I want a girl who surrenders, and feels it. She performs submission, but neediness and shame and embarrassment and duty, are part of it too. A genuine surrender, but not unequivocal. Do you understand?”
  


  
    Oh goddess, women who know what they want have always done it for me.
  


  
    I nodded. “Yes.”
  


  
    “And do you have a problem with that?”
  


  
    “No, ma’am,” I said.
  


  
    The Marchioness smiled. She passed a piece of paper across the desk. “Our salary is competitive. You would be expected to live in, with one day off a week,” she said. “After you have worked here a year and a day, you will be given the option of transformation rituals, top or bottom or both. How does that sound?”
  


  
    “Good,” I said, and it was, probably. Stick around for a year, get the ritual, then walk away, subtly stealing as much cash as possible. And it wouldn’t even be bad, bottoming for the rich bitch. The lack of staff or dolls was a concern, but… this was basically a marriage, for a year; it would take a decade to save up for the ritual otherwise. So, yes, it was good.
  


  
    “Oh, one other thing; have you heard of the witch voice?”
  


  
    “Yes, ma’am,” I said, trying not to react. “For ordering dolls about?”
  


  
    “Yes, ostensibly,” she said. “Although dolls don’t really resist their witch. But it can be used on humans, well, with a few charms to bolster it.”
  


  
    “Okay,” I said.
  


  
    “To command them, that is,” the Marchioness said. “How do you feel about it being used on you?”
  


  
    “Um, okay I suppose,” I said. “Honestly, I’m worried.”
  


  
    “Mmm, yes,” she said, smiling slightly. “It means a loss of control. A very real surrender. Well, I can forgo using it for sex, but I must use it to check first that you aren’t planning to murder me. AWA and all that.”
  


  
    I nodded. I wondered how specific she would be with her questions. I wasn’t planning to murder her, and I didn’t have anything to do with the Anti Witch Alliance (since I wasn’t an idiot or a tory). But I was planning to pretend my way into the ritual, and then steal whatever I could, without obviously implicating myself. That would look bad.
  


  
    “Do I have your permission?” the Marchioness asked.
  


  
    I steeled myself. I would be strong; I’d resisted sending those pictures, hadn’t I? I would resist this as well.
  


  
    “Yes, ma’am,” I said.
  


  
    “Very good,” she said.
  


  
    ⁂
  


  
    The office had large windows behind the desk, and bright but cold sunshine drew light squares on the wood-panelling. The squares jumped. For a second, I couldn’t see the Marchioness, but then I felt hands on my shoulders, and a whisper in my ear.
  


  
    “Very good,” the Marchioness whispered. “The job is yours, if you want it.”
  


  
    “What just happened?” I said.
  


  
    “I questioned you,” she said. “And, for security’s sake, I have caused you to forget the encounter.”
  


  
    That was unnerving. I subtly checked that all my clothes were in place.
  


  
    “Now,” said the Marchioness. “Will you accept the job?”
  


  
    II. The Ninth of February
  


  
    I didn’t have many possessions, but those I did I was unwilling to lose. I had one large suitcase, one medium suitcase, and a small rucksack. It was hell to lug them through New Street and onto a crowded train.
  


  
    Luckily, at the other end, the Marchioness had sent a taxi. A gruff taxi driver picked up my bags and put them in the boot.
  


  
    I remember the route from another taxi ride three weeks ago; narrow country roads between green fields and gentle hills. It was lightly raining, again.
  


  
    I looked at the rain-softened landscape; just a year of work, and I’d be free.
  


  
    ⁂
  


  
    My room was nice; it was in the servants’ quarters, but maybe two rooms knocked through. There was even a tiny bathroom. It also had one of those little bells on the wall, dangling on a spiral; I resented that instantly.
  


  
    I stacked my bags near the dresser for now. I concentrated on the fact I would be seeing the Marchioness relatively soon; I wanted to prepare my outfit, and my mind.
  


  
    I was nervous, but also a little excited. The Marchioness was interesting, perhaps dangerous. Which, to my bad brain, made her at least a little hot.
  


  
    As we had discussed, there was a uniform laid out for me on the dresser. Nice quality fabric, and only a bit slutty.
  


  
    At the appointed time, I made my way to the library. I had a hand-drawn map—I assumed in the Marchioness’ hand—and I followed it carefully. As I say, the house wasn’t huge, but was laid out confusingly.
  


  
    I knocked on the library door; the answer was too low to hear, but I took it as permission to enter.
  


  
    The Marchioness was in a straight-backed armchair, surrounded by books. She closed the one she was reading (a thin volume of Keats’ poems) and looked at me. I curtseyed.
  


  
    “Are you settling in satisfactorily?” she asked.
  


  
    “Yes, ma’am,” I said.
  


  
    “Any problems with your room?”
  


  
    “No, ma’am.”
  


  
    “Concerns about your employment?”
  


  
    “No, ma’am,” I said. “Not yet, anyway. Keen to get started.”
  


  
    She smiled. “Keen, eh? Come closer.”
  


  
    I stepped closer.
  


  
    “I’m going to fuck you, maid,” she said. “Do you understand?”
  


  
    “Yes, ma’am.”
  


  
    “You get to consent, of course,” she said, reaching out and arranging the way my skirt was hanging. “You’re not a doll. The usual safeword is vermillion, if that’s okay.”
  


  
    “Yes, ma’am,” I said. The Marchioness was not wasting time. I surprised myself by becoming a little hard. Which, rationally, would be great for persuading her that I was into this. But did raise the question of: was I actually into this?
  


  
    “Obviously,” she said, still feeling the skirt’s hem, “if you cannot complete your duties long-term… But, certainly, don’t worry about having to safeword a few times, my dear. Girls sometimes say I’m scary, but if a girl is pliable enough, she has nothing of which to be scared.” She smiled, cruelly. “Do you understand?”
  


  
    “Yes, ma’am,” I whispered. I was trying to sound sexy for her, but I wasn’t sure whether I was fooling her or me.
  


  
    “Turn around,” she said. Ordered, I suppose, but calmly, as if she couldn’t imagine me doing otherwise. I turned around.
  


  
    She placed her hands on my buttocks, feeling them through the fabric of the skirt, massaging. Then she lifted the skirt with one hand, stroking my arse through the panties with the other.
  


  
    “You only need to wear panties when we have guests over,” said the Marchioness. “Otherwise they just get in the way.” She reached around and hooked her thumbs about the elastic, tugging my underwear down. This meant manoeuvring the knickers around my definite hardness, which made me blush for some stupid reason.
  


  
    “Turn back around,” she said. My underwear was around my ankles, so I stepped out of it, and did as instructed.
  


  
    “Very good,” said the Marchioness. “Now, on your knees.” She held out a hand to support me as I knelt. The carpet was soft and deep.
  


  
    She stroked my hair. “Do you know what happens next?” she said. I could hear the smile in her voice, though I kept my gaze away from her face.
  


  
    “Yes, ma’am,” I said.
  


  
    She pulled herself to the edge of her seat. “Oh?” she said, stroking my cheek. “Are you ready to perform your duty?”
  


  
    I almost said yes immediately, but at the last moment I stopped myself. “And what happens if I don’t?” I said, trying to sound bratty, but actually sounding petulant.
  


  
    “Well, that depends.” The Marchioness ran her thumb along my lip. “If you don’t because you are using the safeword, vermillion, then everything stops.” She paused, maybe giving me a chance to speak. I said nothing. “Otherwise, I’ll assume it’s because you want me to be rougher.” She pressed with her thumb. I opened my mouth, embarrassingly automatically, and she inserted her thumb. I sucked it, because there was no sense in pretending now that I was ambivalent to the process. I was actually leaking.
  


  
    I took the hem of her heavy skirt and rolled it back, slowly. She seemed surprised, but didn’t tell me to stop. She was wearing lacy knickers—obvious double-standard—but her witchcock had broken free; rigid and unrestrained.
  


  
    The Marchioness took her thumb out of my mouth and put both hands in my hair. I moved forward and kissed the tip of the witchcock. “Make me,” I whispered.
  


  
    She increased the pressure from her hands, and I let myself be pushed onto her witchcock, slurping and sucking, almost choking myself. I needed to calm down.
  


  
    “Good girl,” said the Marchioness, ending in an almost inaudible gasp. “Very good.”
  


  
    She steered my head with her hands, bobbing me up and down on her witchcock. I moaned. This feeling of being used, like a sex toy, a human fleshlight, was really doing it for me; something about her control, and my pliability. Judging from the quiet groans, the Marchioness was enjoying it too.
  


  
    The Marchioness adjusted her hand movements, slowing slightly but going deeper. I felt a growing tension in her stiff witchcock. My leaking became a gush; it was all out of sight beneath my skirt, but I blushed anyway.
  


  
    She pushed into my mouth, holding my head in place, and came. I tried to swallow, though I choked a bit at the end. She eased the pressure on my head, making sure I didn’t asphyxiate myself. When she was done, she let her witchcock detumesce in my mouth; I gently licked it.
  


  
    “Oh maid,” the Marchioness said. “I made an excellent choice in the interview. I’m going to enjoy you so much.”
  


  
    She removed her witchcock, but seemed happy with me laying my head against her knee. She stroked my hair.
  


  
    Eventually, the grandfather clock in the corner of the library let out a series of chimes.
  


  
    “It is suppertime,” said the Marchioness. “We are informal here,” she said, ruffling my hair, “so you will dine with me.”
  


  
    “I’d better go back to my room first,” I said. “I’ve made quite a mess.”
  


  
    “No,” she said, firmly, and with a cruel smile.
  


  
    ⁂
  


  
    The dining room was smaller than I was expecting; I mean, a good size for normal people, but not up to a noble banquet. Maybe she had a separate banqueting room somewhere? This room was cosy; wooden furniture, lace doilies, watercolour landscapes, and worn but comfortable looking dining chairs.
  


  
    The table was laden with plates and bowls, all with covers. There was a bottle of wine, as well.
  


  
    “There are some glyphs to keep it warm,” said the Marchioness, passing a bowl. “And it’s delivered by magic, so be careful about leaving things on the table. Glasses and cutlery are in the kitchen.”
  


  
    She walked through another door, showing me the kitchen. It was nice, but clearly not used much. The Marchioness said something; I don’t remember what. She took a wine glass and some cutlery out of a dishwasher, and then another set from some cupboards.
  


  
    “This will be your duty tomorrow,” the Marchioness said.
  


  
    “Yes, ma’am,” I said, following her back into the dining room. That didn’t seem too difficult.
  


  
    The bowls contained soup. It was really nice; leek and potato, but somehow pleasant, not like the stodgy potato-flavoured wallpaper paste it usually is.
  


  
    “You will choose the menu next week,” said the Marchioness. “I will provide a list of things I do not like—liver, artichoke—but there is not much.”
  


  
    The other courses were similarly nice; lamb chops, potatoes and assorted vegetables, and jam roly-poly for dessert. I don’t know if an actual noble would have turned their nose up, but compared to pot noodles and Greggs, this was lovely. We ate in near silence though.
  


  
    “Just stack the plates in the middle of the table,” said the Marchioness, as we finished.
  


  
    “And the glasses and cutlery in the dishwasher,” I said.
  


  
    “Precisely,” the Marchioness said, giving me a satisfied smile. “Afterwards, you are done for the evening, by the way.”
  


  
    “You don’t need me…”
  


  
    “Not tonight, maid,” she said.
  


  
    III. The Seventh of March
  


  
    The desk was varnished mahogany; I wondered if my tears or drool would damage it. The red-nailed hand of the Marchioness was against my cheek, pressing me into the desk. My skirt was flipped up, arse exposed. I could hear her hissing a spell. I was already uncomfortably hard.
  


  
    She inserted her witchcock, slowly, as if she was holding herself back. Her other hand was on my side, gripping and pinning. She was strong; surprisingly so. I wondered if witches lift, or if it’s just a cantrip; at any rate, I was held down. The pressure of her witchcock making its way inside me was intense; again, I got the delicious sub feeling of being a toy, to be used and abused. After this year was up, I was probably going to be one of those annoying transfems who always used the pleading eyes emoji.
  


  
    She was fully in now, and gave me a moment to luxuriate in the satisfying fullness. Then she pulled halfway out and slammed in again. I gasped, eyes watering. “Yes,” I whispered, to her or me, I didn’t know. She repeated the manoeuvre, faster this time; making a little grunt as she slammed into me. I drooled; I was having trouble thinking straight. But I didn’t need to think, did I? I just had to receive.
  


  
    I’m not sure how long it went on for; the Marchioness found a ruthless rhythm, quite fast and extremely hard. I just surrendered myself to moaning. My girlcock had been leaking like an old tap, but surprised me by coming, spurting onto the antique wood.
  


  
    The Marchioness evidently wasn’t far behind me, her thrusts becoming increasingly spasmodic. And then, yes, she came, still thrusting slightly as she filled me up, and dripped on the carpet. She paused for a minute or so, softening in me, and absently stroking my side.
  


  
    Then she shook herself and pulled out, began rearranging her clothes. I still lay bent over the desk, breathing slightly raggedly.
  


  
    “Are you alright, Amy?” the Marchioness asked.
  


  
    “Oh sorry, yes, ma’am,” I said. “I was just—”
  


  
    “Don’t rush,” she said. “I didn’t hurt you, did I?”
  


  
    “No, ma’am.” Or rather, yes, but in a way I would happily sign up for again.
  


  
    “Good.” She flipped my skirt back over my legs, and patted my bum. “I’ve been somewhat stressed recently, so I’m afraid I took it out on you.”
  


  
    She began whispering cleaning spells.
  


  
    I levered myself upright, and staggered into a chair.
  


  
    “I’m afraid the next few days might be quite hard for you,” said the Marchioness.
  


  
    “Ma’am?”
  


  
    “Until the stress is over, I mean,” she said, tiredly. “It’s going to be difficult to stop me using you, roughly.”
  


  
    I smiled. “That’s fine, ma’am.” Pleading fucking eyes emoji.
  


  
    My time here so far had been quite easy. The Marchioness was not too demanding; she wanted sex most days, usually a blowjob, and honestly I was quite enjoying it. It wasn’t that the Marchioness was a considerate lover, quite the opposite; she was inconsiderate in exactly the right way. And the house chores were minor, mostly loading and unloading the dishwasher. The Marchioness spent much of her time here in her study, or the library, or painting in the conservatory. We both slept alone.
  


  
    She was watching me, I realised, my mind having drifted off. She smiled.
  


  
    “You are free until it is time for tea,” she said. “Get some rest. I’ll be in the conservatory if needed.”
  


  
    I sat for a while, spaced out, daydreaming. Then it occurred to me that her computer was still on. It was locked of course, but I’d seen her unlock it several times. Upside-down, but still. I typed “lastmoon0857” and it unlocked. An accounting program; not really my expertise, but I took a look.
  


  
    Okay, I saw now why she was stressed. She was only just keeping her head above water. She got in a good amount of money from renting out Fernsbow Hall, but had debts to service, plus the costs of the lodge. And me, of course. What if she ran out before I got my ritual? Plus, I was supposed to steal from her, otherwise this wasn’t a long con, it was just a fucking job!
  


  
    I locked the computer, and went to my room for a shower and a think. Well, it turned into a nap, but an uneasy one.
  


  
    ⁂
  


  
    “Can I use the witch voice on you?” the Marchioness asked. We were in the conservatory; the Marchioness had been painting the moody, overcast scene, but the afternoon had gotten too dark, and the watercolour was on hold. Rain hammered on the glass, and there was distant thunder.
  


  
    “Er, why?” I asked.
  


  
    She smiled. “Because I like it, maid.”
  


  
    “What would you ask me to do, ma’am?”
  


  
    “Are you afraid of thunder and lightning?” the Marchioness asked.
  


  
    “No, of course not,” I said. “Well, unless I was up a steeple in a thunderstorm.”
  


  
    “Do you want to be afraid? For a little while?”
  


  
    The Marchioness looked very keen. I was nervous. But, well, I wanted to do a good job, allay suspicion, and all that. Also, seeing the Marchioness excited about something was very pleasing.
  


  
    “Okay then,” I said.
  


  
    “Good,” she said. She added a little timbre to her voice, “You are very frightened by thunder and lightning, it makes you want to cower and tremble. Only I can protect you.”
  


  
    “Yes, ma’am,” I said. Although the rain was heavier, the thunder seemed to have stopped. I suppose I was glad. But I would always have been glad, right? No-one actually liked thunder, did they? “Er, what now?” I asked.
  


  
    “You sit down and we have a cup of tea,” said the Marchioness. “And I hope my weather app is right.”
  


  
    I sat on the creaky wicker sofa, and the Marchioness poured me a very milky cup of tea.
  


  
    I screamed at the first crack of thunder and sent my cup of tea flying. The next crack had me screaming again, and grabbing the Marchioness’ arm.
  


  
    “Maid, you forget yourself,” said the Marchioness.
  


  
    “Fuck you!” I said. “This is your fault. Fuck you!”
  


  
    She smiled. “Well, perhaps I should leave you alone to deal with the thunder then?”
  


  
    A flash of lightning, then another terrifying peal of thunder; I basically climbed into the Marchioness’ lap and clung to her. Some part of me knew this was irrational, that it was implanted. But that made fuck all difference.
  


  
    “Oh dear,” said the Marchioness. She maneuvered me down onto the sofa cushion, wicker creaking. Then she lay herself partially on top, and stroked my hair. The thunder rumbled again, and I trembled, but felt a lot safer, sofa on one side and the Marchioness on the other.
  


  
    “Is that better, maid?” she asked. “Not crushing you, am I?”
  


  
    She was, but in a way I was happy with. “No,” I said.
  


  
    “Even so, I should probably go,” the Marchioness said. “It’s a bit boring. You’ll be alright, won’t you?”
  


  
    I kissed her. I needed to think of a way to make her stay, and that was the only thing I could think of. She looked a little surprised; though she had kissed me before—on shoulders, back, arse, gock—this was the first time I had kissed her, and on the mouth as well.
  


  
    “Take me!” I pleaded. “Ma’am, do whatever you want to me, but don’t leave me!”
  


  
    The Marchioness smiled cruelly, and then kissed me back, hard and passionate, her tongue darting in. “Anything, maid?”
  


  
    I nodded, urgently. The rain hammered on the roof of the conservatory, and thunder sounded a continuous rumble. Her leg was between mine; she could tell I was getting hard.
  


  
    The Marchioness unbuttoned my blouse, and inserted a hand between my boob and my bra. Her hand was warm. She took my nipple between thumb and forefinger, the tiniest pinch making me gasp.
  


  
    “Don’t worry then, maid,” the Marchioness said. “I’ll go nice and slow with the tit torture. Say thank you.”
  


  
    “Thank—ah—thank you, ma’am.”
  


  
    IV. The Eighth of March
  


  
    “Very good. Amy, have you told me any lies this morning?” the Marchioness asked me. This was the sitting room, repurposed into an interview room. That was the desk from the study, though I didn’t know it yet. I smiled as I remembered being banged over it. Oh, I was talking!
  


  
    “I didn’t get as many GCSEs,” I said. “And the domestic jobs are a lie. Most of that time I was a cleaner in a meat packing company. Oh, the coffeeshop thing is mostly true, but I was never an Assistant Manager, just a barista. Also—”
  


  
    The Marchioness smiled. “That’s fine, Amy. Do you intend any violence against me?”
  


  
    I was confused. This must be the questioning, the one I didn’t recall. I listened to myself reply.
  


  
    “No.”
  


  
    “Any links to AWA or similar?”
  


  
    “No.”
  


  
    “Anything else I should know?” the Marchioness asked.
  


  
    “I’m a criminal.”
  


  
    I started awake. I was in my room, moonlight shining in through the curtains I had been too tired to close. The storm had cleared, at least for the moment. I wasn’t tired anymore.
  


  
    I remembered now. The Marchioness had asked what sort of criminal? And I’d told her. Mainly petty crime; shoplifting, breaking into industrial units, some RFID card stuff. That I had been at the edge of some cons; a distraction or stooge. She asked why? I had to DIY my transition; and it got pricey. But, also, I was just sick of having no money. The jobs I could get paid fuck all.
  


  
    “Do you intend to steal from me?” the Marchioness had asked.
  


  
    “Yes,” I had replied, “once I have the trans ritual done.”
  


  
    “I see,” the Marchioness had replied, calmly. “Tell me, Amy, are you attracted to me?”
  


  
    “Yes.” I blushed at the memory.
  


  
    And then she’d told me to forget the past exchange, and brought me out of that state.
  


  
    I shivered. So why the fuck had she given me the job? “I’m going to rob you,” is a pretty big red flag to most employers. Did she intend to murder me? To punish me? No, I couldn’t take that seriously; the Marchioness could be harsh—as I was reminded every time a nipple brushed my pyjamas—but she was never cruel cruel. She liked me, didn’t she?
  


  
    Sleep had completely fled. I put my dressing gown on, and headed downstairs. Cocoa and brandy; the Marchioness even kept them in the same kitchen cupboard.
  


  
    ⁂
  


  
    There was an extra door in the kitchen.
  


  
    I checked that I wasn’t dreaming. A normal wooden door, set into a wall that, well, I was sure it had been empty. Vague but empty.
  


  
    “Ignore that door,” the Marchioness had said. That first visit to the kitchen. “You will not see it, and you will forget this conversation.”
  


  
    I stood stock still in the kitchen. Why was I remembering these things now?
  


  
    I remember snuggling with the Marchioness, in post-torture bliss. I reminded her to undo the thunder thing. She’d tapped me on the nose and spoke in the witch voice; “Yes, my dear; thunder and lightning no longer scare you any more than usual. I hereby restore your mind to its normal state.”
  


  
    Was this an accident? What if she realised?
  


  
    Slippers on tiled floor, I cautiously approached the door. I had mixed feelings when it turned out to be locked. Relieved but also worried. Why would the Marchioness need a secret room? A murder room or sex dungeon, maybe? She didn’t seem the sort for the first, and she wouldn’t hide the second.
  


  
    I crouched to look through the keyhole, but the other side of the key blocked it. Which meant that the Marchioness was in there now. How quiet was I being? I couldn’t hear anything happening on the other side; maybe I was lucky.
  


  
    I eschewed the cocoa and poured myself a generous measure of brandy, before returning to bed.
  


  
    ⁂
  


  
    I awoke late, having finally gotten to sleep in the early hours. The rain had returned, along with the clouds. I went down for breakfast. The mystery door was still locked; though the key was gone. I was pretty sure the Marchioness was in her bedroom. I could only see darkness through the keyhole.
  


  
    I ate my cereal, and practised not looking at the door. I had two mysteries to solve; why had she employed me? And what was in this room? While I did that, I needed to convince her that I was still under her suggestion. I found myself wanting to trust her, but that was stupid. I’m a criminal, she’s a mark.
  


  
    A lazy peal of thunder gave me an idea.
  


  
    ⁂
  


  
    I knocked on the bedroom door. There was a pause—a confused pause, I thought—and then, “Come in.”
  


  
    I hadn’t been in the Marchioness’ bedroom before. It was less chintzy than I expected. Books and watercolours competed for wall space, a large bay window would have let in a lot of light, when it wasn’t murky and overcast. Probably a good view too, I’d thought. The bed was large, a four-poster, though done in black-coated metal.
  


  
    “Is there a problem, Amy?” The Marchioness was at a small roll-top bureau, writing in a journal.
  


  
    “Ma’am, the thunder, I’m still scared,” I said, trying to give my voice a quiver. “I don’t think you removed it right.”
  


  
    She looked surprised, and then annoyed. “Hmm. I suppose it was done somewhat informally,” she said. “And you were a bit unfocused. I’ll do it properly.”
  


  
    “No!” I said, “I… I don’t mind being scared as long as you are nearby.”
  


  
    The Marchioness closed the journal and put the cap on the pen. She turned and smiled at me, a genuine smile. She seemed to be in a better mood today.
  


  
    “I haven’t got time to babysit a cowardly maid,” she said, lightly. On the bureau, next to the journal, was a large key on a red ribbon. “Unless you are going to make it worth my while.”
  


  
    “Yes, ma’am,” I said. “Anything.”
  


  
    “Very good,” she said. “Take your clothes off and lie on the bed.”
  


  
    I nodded and started undressing, already feeling myself harden. She rolled the top down on the bureau, and then locked it with a tiny key. The Marchioness usually worked around clothes; being naked before her made me feel oddly vulnerable. And why was I smiling so much?
  


  
    “How do you feel about restraints, Amy?” the Marchioness asked.
  


  
    V. The Thirtieth of March
  


  
    If nothing else, I confirmed that the mystery room wasn’t the Marchioness’ secret sex dungeon, because—it turned out—her bedroom was the secret sex dungeon. Under the four-poster were lots of restraints, folding benches, ropes and chains, and other toys. The bed itself had subtle-ish mounting points, and was suspiciously well-engineered. I was waiting for the Marchioness to suggest tying me up and thrashing me. I hadn’t thought much about that sort of thing, but I was keen to try it. The Marchioness was being rather cautious in that regard.
  


  
    She pulled my hair, tugging my mouth off her detumescing witchcock. Something dribbled down my chin, but I couldn’t do anything about it; my hands were manacled behind my back.
  


  
    “Off your knees, dear,” said the Marchioness, lifting me under the armpits, and putting me onto the bed. I gasped, as the nipple clamps—affected by the swinging of weight—went from dull pain to intense, sparkling agony. The Marchioness noticed, and lightly tapped one with her fingernail.
  


  
    “Does it hurt, dear?” she said.
  


  
    “Yes, ma’am,” I said. “Don’t—”
  


  
    She looked at me, and I quickly closed my mouth.
  


  
    “Hmm?”
  


  
    “Nothing ma’am,” I said.
  


  
    She traced her fingers over the chain that linked the two clamps, while her other hand dropped to my girldick.
  


  
    “You’ve leaked,” the Marchioness said.
  


  
    “Yes, ma’am,” I said, blushing. “A lot.”
  


  
    “Still, I’m sure you’ve more in there,” she said, hopping off the bed, and pulling out one of the under-bed drawers.
  


  
    I shifted—very carefully—to get my manacled hands into a comfortable-ish place under me.
  


  
    The Marchioness climbed back onto the bed with a ‘personal massager’; witches didn’t say ‘wand’ to avoid professional confusion. She grinned at me, and turned it on.
  


  
    She ran it lightly up my girlcock; I gasped and writhed.
  


  
    “Do try not to wriggle, dear,” said the Marchioness, her cruel smile playing over her face. She kept the wand in place.
  


  
    It didn’t take long before I came to the Marchioness’s satisfaction; tiny spurts onto my belly. She smiled, and kissed me.
  


  
    “Good girl,” she said. She removed the nipple clamps; a tremendous rush of pain. She kissed the poor nips better; it didn’t really help, but I appreciated it.
  


  
    She rolled me onto my side, and removed the manacles, and then we just slouched together, her arm around me. I always liked the Marchioness best in this state; naked, disarmed but somehow strong, protective. Maybe I should just get her to wipe my mind again? I didn’t know what was going on, but I trusted her.
  


  
    “You are so good,” said the Marchioness. “How did you find this job, Amy?”
  


  
    “Hmm,” I said, pulled from gentle thoughts. “A witch showed me the ad on Our Delights dot hex.”
  


  
    “What, randomly?”
  


  
    I laughed. “No. I was working in a coffee shop—Broomstick Brews—which had a lot of witch customers. I was talking to Clover, another trans girl who worked there. She did—or used to do—sex work for witches, and, well, I was wondering about getting into that. A nearby witch suggested I look at the classifieds on Our Delights; and, like, the third she’d read out was yours.”
  


  
    “Was this witch chatting you up?” the Marchioness asked, a bit grumpily.
  


  
    “I mean, maybe.” I said. “She was quite flirty. Are you jealous, ma’am?”
  


  
    The Marchioness didn’t say anything for a while. Then quietly; “A bit.”
  


  
    I kissed her shoulder. “It looks like it might be stormy tonight.” That was our code, when we wanted to share this bed overnight. It didn’t happen all the time, but increasingly often.
  


  
    “Mmm, yes,” she said, looking at the window, and the clear dusk sky. She stretched. “Do you want the shower first?”
  


  
    “Nah, I have to recover for a while yet,” I said.
  


  
    She nodded, and I watched appreciatively as she padded towards the bathroom. My eyes fell on the bureau; the top was only half closed. Shit, this was my chance.
  


  
    I grabbed my phone from the dresser, and set it to vibrate in ten minutes. The Marchioness liked long showers, but I wasn’t taking any chances. I pulled the sheet off the bed, and wiped myself down. I did not want to leave a trail of slime drops through the house, like some human snail. I put on the Marchioness’ dressing gown; it was too long and too wide but at least it gave me a pocket to hold my phone.
  


  
    I reached under the half-closed roll-top, and took the key. I carefully opened the bedroom door, and slipped out.
  


  
    I made my way quickly but hopefully silently to the kitchen. I tried the key; it turned smoothly in the lock. I paused. It would be something harmless but embarrassing. I trusted the Marchioness.
  


  
    I opened the door. There were stairs down, concrete. I found a light switch, and a low-wattage bulb showed the bottom of the stairs. There was a door at the bottom. A basement, I supposed.
  


  
    I went down the stairs, regretting not wearing some slippers; my feet got very dirty.
  


  
    The bottom door was not locked, and the room beyond seemed to be lit by a light on the same circuit. A sort of utility room, I guessed. It was fairly small, and a bit odd, but in the way that surplus space sometimes is. A toilet—without a lid or a seat—stood in one corner. A large sink was opposite; one tap was dripping. A chest freezer was plugged into the wall in another corner. A dustbin was next to it. A stack of lifestyle magazines against one wall, and on top of them, a small crate of stoppered bottles; potions? A mop and bucket, and cleaning supplies. But the thing that got my attention was the other door.
  


  
    It was metal, and wouldn’t look out of place in a bank, or on a spaceship. The handle had a complicated locking mechanism beneath it, including a keypad.
  


  
    I stared at it for a while, and then tried the handle. It was unlocked; the door was heavy. Lights came on as I pulled the door open. This room was bare; concrete walls, ceiling and floor. A few folded blankets in one corner, a metal bucket in another. And scratch marks all over the walls, deep in some places, with remnants of what looked like old blood.
  


  
    The door hit my back; I was glad I hadn’t let it close—there was no handle on this side, and I didn’t know if it would automatically lock. I backed out of the room.
  


  
    My head was swimming; was this a cell? Did the Marchioness keep people? Or perhaps she summoned demons: that was more likely, though still worrying. Should I confront her?
  


  
    My phone’s alarm went off, startling me. I’d better get back to her bedroom.
  


  
    I hurried out, switching the lights off, and locking the door. I got back to the bedroom, relieved to still hear the shower from the en-suite. I returned the key, and set about remaking the bed.
  


  
    Did I trust the Marchioness? I should probably be a bit more reserved with the sex stuff. Remember that we are sort of adversaries. Keep things simple.
  


  
    VI. The Fifth of April
  


  
    I stretched and writhed, the welts in my back objecting. My arms were fastened above my head, manacles through the headboard, ankles chained to mounting points. I was on my belly in a puddle of my cum.
  


  
    The Marchioness was still in me, thrusting wildly. She had been in a bad mood all day, and I was happy to give her somewhere to express it. The brutal slamming barely seemed to reach me; my mood was floaty; the pain was precious.
  


  
    The Marchioness came, still thrusting, nails digging into my back. Her thrusts eventually slowed, and she sighed and slid down beside me.
  


  
    “Thank you,” she said, when her breathing had steadied. “I wasn’t too rough, was I?”
  


  
    “Nah,” I said. “And it seemed like you needed it.”
  


  
    “I did,” she said, and kissed my cheek. She began unfastening my restraints.
  


  
    “Mmm. Looks like it might be thundery tonight,” I said.
  


  
    A pained look crossed her face. “Not tonight, sweetie.”
  


  
    “Oh,” I said, suddenly deflated. “I suppose you’re right; I have become a bit too used to it.”
  


  
    The Marchioness turned away. “Right,” she said, softly. She unfastened my ankles, and went over to her bureau. “Have a shower,” she said. “I will see you tomorrow.”
  


  
    ⁂
  


  
    I binged “Mystery Doll Island” in my room; the TV was quite small, but nice and new. The banal puzzle—some of the women were dolls, others ensorcelled humans—kept my mind away from examining why I was so hurt. This was a job, I was a criminal, she was, well, I couldn’t believe a murderer, but there weren’t a lot of positive reasons to have a blood-stained cell.
  


  
    It was elevenish when I decided to have a cocoa and go to bed. As I stood in the kitchen, waiting for the microwave to ping, I glanced at the mysterious door. On the spur of the moment, I bent to check the lock; locked from the inside, key still in place.
  


  
    I wasn’t sure whether to be relieved or not. She blew me off to go and torture a demon or something. Was that good or bad? I didn’t know, and I was sick of not knowing. I would confront her.
  


  
    I knocked on the door; loudly because the stairway was quite long. There was no reply. The microwave pinged. I hammered on the door; I was not giving up.
  


  
    I had watched enough teen adventure shows to know how to do this. I pushed a junk page of Aldi deals under the door, and poked the key out with a chopstick. I drew the paper back—carefully—and the key came with it. I unlocked the door, feeling a bit of Nancy Drew-ish pride.
  


  
    The lights were on, but the utility room was empty—although the Marchioness’ dressing gown was on a hook on the back of the door. I took a deep breath, and tried the cell door.
  


  
    It opened. The light was on. I saw teeth and claws, and something barrelled into me; a tornado of violence.
  


  
    ⁂
  


  
    I blanked for maybe half a second. I was lying on the floor of the utility room, a fucking monster standing above me. It was large and grey furred, wolf-like but with longer limbs. Its teeth were dagger sharp, and its claws were scythe-like. It reared back, ready to swing its claws and disembowel me. Fur and muscles; terrible, like the predators I had seen at the zoo. More powerful than any human, a merciless and ruthless machine.
  


  
    I wanted to scream, but all I could do was whimper.
  


  
    It stopped, and bent its head nearer to mine; its jaws gleamed, a long strand of saliva dropping onto my pyjamas. It sniffed me, my neck, muzzle faintly brushing against me. Its breath was hot. I whimpered again.
  


  
    It licked my neck; tongue long and mobile. I looked up, and got my first proper look at its eyes; her eyes. They were fierce and serious and exactly the same steel blue as the Marchioness’.
  


  
    The creature drew herself up, shaking out her fur. She had a rather noticeable erection. She effortlessly scooped me up; one arm, one wide clawed hand. She shook her head and walked back into the cell. I struggled pointlessly, as the door locked with a series of final-sounding mechanical clangs.
  


  
    The creature slumped down onto a pile of blankets, taking me with her. She pulled me close in, facing away from her; her long muzzle against my neck and jaw. She did smell like the Marchioness, only wilder and more musky. Pretty sexy, honestly. Was that weird?
  


  
    “Marchioness?” I whispered, not wanting to move.
  


  
    The creature did not respond, but clutched me even tighter, and smacked its jaws.
  


  
    I stayed very still. The lights went off; maybe motion-sensing, I’d guessed. For some reason the darkness made my heartbeat louder. But the fear slowly ebbed away; every minute uneaten improved the chances of the next minute also being safe. Eventually, I had a bit of an adrenalin crash, and I found myself trembling. I snuggled closer. The wolf was at least warm and soft, compared to the concrete floor and thin blankets. Kind of hot too, in a forbidden and frightening way.
  


  
    ⁂
  


  
    The clangs of the door unlocking awakened me. I suppose that was on a timer, too. I was curled, spoon style, into the sleeping Marchioness. She nuzzled me, and then jerked in surprise.
  


  
    “Amy? You’re really here?” she said. “I thought you were a dream. Are you hurt?”
  


  
    I turned to face her. “Well, this floor isn’t very comfortable.”
  


  
    “You’re unharmed?” she said, manhandling me slightly as she checked for rents in my PJs.
  


  
    “I’m fine,” I said. “But we should probably talk about stuff.”
  


  
    “I’m fine too,” said the Marchioness, a bit distantly, looking at her hands. “Usually my hands are bloody. My own blood, I mean; clawing at the walls. Why the hell didn’t I shred you?”
  


  
    “Because you were still you, I guess,” I said. “Can we go somewhere more comfortable?”
  


  
    The Marchioness nodded, climbed to her feet, and pulled me up.
  


  
    “Aren’t you scared, horrified?” said the Marchioness. “This is a regular occurrence. Every full moon, I turn!”
  


  
    “I mean, it’s surprising,” I said. “But, you know, you’re nobility; you’re allowed to be a bit eccentric.”
  


  
    The Marchioness stared at me for a moment.
  


  
    “You’re hard,” I said. “Ma’am.”
  


  
    “Sorry. For the days around the change, my hormones go crazy,” the Marchioness said. “Plus, I think I recall some frustration from last night.”
  


  
    “Mmm,” I said. “Let’s go to your bedroom and sort that out.”
  


  
    ⁂
  


  
    “My family have been werewolves for at least a thousand years,” said the Marchioness, stretching on the bed. I clung to her side, still breathing roughly. “We came over with William the Conqueror; our family were Knights with a reputation for extreme brutality and wartime excellence. And we did well in brutal times; I suppose most nobles did.”
  


  
    She stroked my side.
  


  
    “Already,” she continued, “the women of the family had become hedge witches; finding potions and rituals to bring on the change, regardless of the moon. But in peacetime, we sought ways to prevent the change. People tolerate a lot of predation from their nobles, but would probably draw the line at having their entire family eaten.”
  


  
    “Can it be done then?” I asked. “Prevented I mean.”
  


  
    “A ritual, once a year, on the Wolf Moon, would spare one the change for an entire year,” she said. “And all it would cost is the sacrifice of a beautiful maiden. For a noble family, that was nothing. Peasants were used to losing women to witches and nobles. Of course, as the family’s fortunes dwindled, we learned that they didn’t have to be beautiful or maidens. They just had to have a human heart, and plenty of blood. Society always has some humans to spare.”
  


  
    The Marchioness paused.
  


  
    “It was not for me, of course,” she said, finally. “I used the method favoured by the odd family exile; I imprisoned myself at each full moon. And a day either side, it turns out. It took a while, as a teen, to get the timing right. I took a toll on the local sheep and was lucky I didn’t chance upon any humans. But it’s routine now; three days of rage, bloody claws, and launching myself at steel doors.”
  


  
    “I didn’t see much of that last night,” I said.
  


  
    “Well, I suppose you distracted me,” said the Marchioness. “And it’s always worse on the second day.”
  


  
    It was my turn to pause.
  


  
    “Can we take some cushions down for tonight?” I said. I was scared but… I don’t know. If the Marchioness was frustrated, it was my job to be there.
  


  
    “What? No,” said the Marchioness, angrily. “By the grace of the goddess I didn’t tear you into bits last night. I am not risking that again.” She lowered her voice. “It will be nice to have you on the outside, thinking of me. I hated having to hide it from you.”
  


  
    “But…”
  


  
    “Maid…” said the Marchioness, climbing over me and giving me a serious look.
  


  
    “Yes, ma’am,” I said.
  


  
    VII. The Sixth of April
  


  
    I was waiting in the utility room when the door unlocked.
  


  
    The Marchioness looked up from the torn-up blanket. She looked tired. Her fingertips were bleeding; bloody marks were on the walls.
  


  
    “There are some healing potions out there,” she said. “Bring them in, wouldn’t you?”
  


  
    She drank a potion, and I watched her fingertips heal up. She smiled wanly at me.
  


  
    ⁂
  


  
    “So how did you know about the door, anyway?” asked the Marchioness. “I told you not to notice it.”
  


  
    We were in the kitchen, drinking coffee. Particularly strong coffee, in the Marchioness’ case.
  


  
    “You accidentally reversed all your witch voice stuff,” I said. “After the thunder thing.”
  


  
    The Marchioness facepalmed.
  


  
    “So why did you hire someone who plans to rob you?” I asked.
  


  
    The Marchioness gulped some more of her coffee.
  


  
    “Because, I am afraid, I really found you attractive,” she said. “And it’s not like I’ve got much money to steal.”
  


  
    “Perhaps you should stop getting your food magically delivered,” I said. “We could cook.”
  


  
    “I don’t really know how.”
  


  
    “I’m not great at it either,” I said. “But I could learn. That has to be cheaper than paying for magic.”
  


  
    “Yes,” agreed the Marchioness.
  


  
    “Good. I want you to build up a large nest egg for me to steal,” I said. “But, to be fair, you’re allowed to revenge-fuck me in advance.”
  


  
    “Deal.” The Marchioness reached across and took my hand, kissing the back of it. Then she caught my wrist. “Reckon this table is strong enough?”
  


  
    ⁂
  


  
    I gave the Marchioness fifteen minutes before I opened the door and slipped into the cell. She looked up from the blankets; naked, but still Marchioness shaped.
  


  
    “What? Don’t let the door—” she yelled.
  


  
    The door closed, with the clangs of the locks engaging.
  


  
    “What are you doing?” the Marchioness said angrily.
  


  
    “My job,” I said.
  


  
    “I will rip you to pieces.”
  


  
    She was beginning to change; it was less bone-snapping than I expected. It seemed natural; limbs stretching, fur sprouting. Like a tree growing in fast motion.
  


  
    “I trust you,” I said.
  


  
    “And if I don’t kill you,” the Marchioness said, voice becoming distorted as her face changed, “I might… ravage you.”
  


  
    “I consent,” I said.
  


  
    A claw reached out, closing around my neck, but not tightly. The werewolf—my she-wolf—looked at me.
  


  
    Then she brought the other set of claws up, and tore my blouse open. She snipped my bra so that it sprung apart, her claws clicking together. I really should have undressed first. She pushed me back against the steel door, and lowered her muzzle to my breasts. Her breath was hot. She licked, her long tongue dragging on my flesh, curling around a hardened nipple.
  


  
    She bit, gently. Soft nibbles from jaws as strong as bear-traps. I was afraid, but in a way that made me embarrassingly aroused.
  


  
    I dropped my hands, and unfastened my skirt, while the she-wolf licked and bit my breasts. I moaned as her tongue massaged them; kneading and tugging.
  


  
    “Fuck me,” I whispered.
  


  
    The she-wolf growled. Removing her clawed hand from my neck, she grabbed my shoulders and spun me around. She pressed me into the metal door, moving her claws to my waist, and lifting me off my feet. She nuzzled the back of my neck, nibbling, letting me feel the teeth. I could feel her witchcock—wolfcock?—pressing against my arse. I tried to wiggle encouragingly against it; I was a bit worried about the size, but I was also desperately horny.
  


  
    The she-wolf gave a little howl, and began to insert herself into me. She went slowly, carefully, inch by inch. I groaned; I was grateful the Marchioness had been giving me a lot of anal experience. In fact, I could sense some of her presence; a precise caution overlaid on wild abandon. I was right on my limit; I knew in my heart of hearts that I would ignore that limit in order to get fucked.
  


  
    The she-wolf started thrusting; slowly, but setting off fireworks in my head. I gasped, throwing my head back. She gradually picked up the pace and the depth. I felt I was being split in two; but in a good way. I came, spurting onto the door.
  


  
    The Marchioness/wolf continued to thrust into me. My body felt weak and limp; I just let her hold me. Then an odd second hardening, another expansion, and she came, pumping into me. Pressure on top of pressure, but I had surrendered. She could use me all she wanted; I was a glorious toy. She nibbled on my shoulder, as the pumping finally finished.
  


  
    Still hard inside me, she shuffled over to the blankets, carrying me, impaled. She settled us on the blankets; big spoon, little spoon, except that the big spoon was knotted inside the little spoon. The she-wolf licked my ears, and nuzzled me.
  


  
    VIII. The Seventh of April
  


  
    I was awakened by the Marchioness jumping over me as the door unlocked.
  


  
    “Huh?” I said. I stretched; that was probably a mistake. I ached a lot, and was covered in scratches and tooth marks.
  


  
    The Marchioness ran back into the room, with a bottle of the healing draught.
  


  
    “You’re hurt,” she said.
  


  
    “Good hurt,” I said, though I nonetheless downed the potion.
  


  
    “I’m sorry—”
  


  
    “Why?” I said. “Good. Hurt. You were the perfect gentle-wolf. Well, not gentle exactly.”
  


  
    “But—”
  


  
    “How are you?” I asked. “How do you feel?”
  


  
    “Very well,” the Marchioness said. “I can actually remember it. It’s not just a miasma of pain and rage. I am sorry for, you know, all the sex.”
  


  
    I smiled. “Oh no, all that filthy, wonderful sex; how will I ever cope with being railed to euphoria by an inhumanly powerful top?” I lay back. “I can’t wait for the next full moon. We’re going to get some thicker blankets though.”
  


  
    IX. The Fourth of May
  


  
    Now that the Marchioness had stopped wrecking the cell every time, we actually went a bit beyond thicker blankets. We set up an inflatable mattress and a proper quilt, as well as a commode, and lots of water bottles.
  


  
    The Marchioness performed several charms on me first; she described it as making things easier on me, but I hoped it just meant she wouldn’t have to hold herself back as much.
  


  
    I left my clothes behind, hanging both our robes on the hook on the back of the utility room door.
  


  
    We held hands as the door closed. A bit soppy considering that we were, at best, ten minutes away from some obscene and vigorous fucking.
  


  
    I kissed her mouth; her mouth changed shape mid kiss, and I kissed her muzzle, pulling her down on top of me.
  


  
    X. The Fourteenth of May
  


  
    “What are you worrying about, love?” I asked.
  


  
    “Mmm?” the Marchioness said. “How did you know I was worrying?”
  


  
    “Because you are kneading my tits like they’re stress balls,” I said.
  


  
    “Oops, sorry.” She withdrew her hands.
  


  
    I grabbed one of her hands and put it back. I couldn’t grab both of them; I was still manacled by one wrist to the bed. I’d distracted the Marchioness when she was unfastening me. “I didn’t say stop! I am your stress relief toy, remember ma’am.”
  


  
    We were in the Marchioness bedroom; I couldn’t remember the last time I’d slept in my room.
  


  
    “I was worrying,” said the Marchioness, massaging my breasts more softly, “about money again.”
  


  
    “You could slash my pay,” I said. “I would have to stay on; I’ve become addicted to some of the perks.”
  


  
    “Are you joking?” the Marchioness said. “I have to stay competitive; the noble market for fucktoys is going wild… and I’m extremely attached to mine.”
  


  
    We kissed for a while. The Marchioness pressed her body up against mine, bringing her teeth to my neck.
  


  
    “Shit!” I exclaimed. “Werewolf porn!”
  


  
    “What?”
  


  
    “Werewolf porn,” I repeated. “We film it, sell access; it would be popular.”
  


  
    “Popular?” the Marchioness said. “With who?”
  


  
    “Lesbians, duh,” I said.
  


  
    “I don’t know.”
  


  
    “Clover has some contacts,” I continued, getting excited now. “We don’t want to get ripped off by the big sites.”
  


  
    The Marchioness sighed.
  


  
    “Maybe streaming would be better?” I said. “But video seems like the place to start.”
  


  
    “I mean, three days a month,” the Marchioness said, “I don’t think we’ll make much money.”
  


  
    “Well, I’m not saying it will restore the Fernsbow-Samercy fortunes,” I said. “But it’s a bit of extra money, for fun that we were doing, anyway. And didn’t you say there were rituals to bring on the change regardless of the moon?”
  


  
    “Yes, but for terrible and brutal vanquishing of our foes!”
  


  
    “Mmm,” I said. “Vanquish me, ma’am.”
  


  
    The Marchioness stopped me talking with kisses, and later, with throat-fucking.
  


  
    XI. The Thirty-First of August
  


  
    A chime; I forced myself to focus on the screen. My she-wolf was slamming into my behind with a feverish energy, and I wanted to just abandon myself to that feeling. But, after some prior discussion, the Marchioness had witch-voiced a compulsion into me. A certain percentage of our subscribers really liked that. Hell, I really liked it; taking the Marchioness’ commands even when I was busy taking the Marchioness’ wolfcock.
  


  
    “Thank you,” I said, unsteadily. “Thank you for… ah… the donation, ‘Anemone420’.” I knew I was sweaty, and had drool and werewolf cum on my chin; again, I had learned that our subscribers didn’t mind. “Aah… you say ‘faster!’.”
  


  
    The she-wolf didn’t speak, but understood well enough, she increased speed. I pictured the Marchioness’ cruel smile.
  


  
    XII. The Fourteenth of January
  


  
    The ritual took some time, and some expensive materials. Mostly it was boring; sitting or lying while the Marchioness recited spells.
  


  
    Some of the theatricals were nice; a virginal (but translucent) white robe, bundles of lilies, scented candles. None of it is strictly necessary, of course, but a girl is allowed to have some fun on the best day of her life: the feminine confirmation ritual.
  


  
    And then it was done. I lay in a chalk circle, knowing that I would never again have to face gatekeeper-y doctors or expensive DIY. It took powerful magic, but I suppose self-expression usually did, or was.
  


  
    “So you can rob me whenever you like now,” said the Marchioness, sitting heavily in a chair, her hands covered with blood and ichor.
  


  
    “I might leave it a while,” I said. “Crime works better if it’s by surprise.”
  


  
    “Right,” said the Marchioness. “Best to let those streaming revenues build up a bit more first.”
  


  
    “Exactly,” I said. “Lull you into a false sense of security.”
  


  
    “Do you know what would really help with that?” the Marchioness said. “The lulling? If you were my girlfriend, not just a maid.”
  


  
    “Hmm,” I said, shuffling across the floor to stroke her ankle. It would be a little while before I could rise. “I think girlfriend and maid would be best. Ma’am.”
  


  
    “Very good,” the Marchioness said, smiling.
  


  
    The Witch of Artemisia’s Doll Boutique
  


  
    1. Ophelia
  


  
    The day started early for the witch of Artemisia’s Doll Boutique. She came down from the attic room while the birds were still finding their voice in the pre-dawn light. She wore rabbit-eared slippers on the narrow treads; against slipping, not the cold. She didn’t really feel cold. It wasn’t clear whether this was a staircase or a ladder; too steep for the former, not quite steep enough for the latter.
  


  
    In this supply room, the witch—Floriane Artemisia—had her wardrobe; the attic did not have a lot of space. She dressed; a conservative witch ensemble. Dark skirt, with arcane symbols in a different shade of black. Its lines were straight but with hidden pleats; sometimes she needed mobility. Her blouse was cream; it looked like it had subtle pinstripes, but each was a line of microscopic sigils. Her hat—black, austere, not too wide of brim—hung on the back of the door. She took it, as she exited—still rabbit-footed—into the stockroom.
  


  
    She waved a hand, and the lights appeared; dim and yellowish, soft. Some humans—even some young witches—found this room spooky. Floriane did not. She supposed that it reminded humans of corpses; ridiculous—she could feel the comforting life around her. She saw the faint blush on not-quite flesh, and if you waited long enough, you may see one of them breathe. But maybe it was simply the appearance—rows of closed eyes—that disturbed humans. Each doll was in its own case, a box, really, but finely made. A glass front to each, a silver border, tiny hinges, a lock hasp; though the dolls in this room were never locked in. To want to—to be able to—leave the tranquillum cantrip that filled the box when the glass door was shut meant that something was wrong. Something she, as their witch, needed to know about. No, her dolls were filled with blessed stillness, standing inert in their boxes, resting on smooth velvet-coated wooden hooks under their arms. As was her habit, Floriane crossed to one of the boxes at random, and checked her makeup in the glass; her eyebrows dagger-sharp, her lips plump and crimson. It was, she thought, licking her pinkie and barely adjusting an eyebrow, important to create the right impression. Beyond the glass, this doll rested in something beyond sleep; yet Floriane knew that some of the psychic images would make their way to the doll-mind. Some part of them would be reassured to know their temporary witch was close by.
  


  
    She went over wooden floorboards to the spiral stairs; there was a cargo elevator as well, but it made quite a noise, and Floriane liked the quietness too much.
  


  
    Her slippers were silent on the cast-iron staircase; it was black and reassuringly solid, the maker’s mark—Wayworn & Forplaint—on every step. It was virtually the only fitting that had not needed to be replaced when Floriane had bought the rundown grocer’s shop. She had been right though; this part of the city had been on the up. If the grocer’s business had survived another few decades, maybe they could have rebranded it as a delicatessen, to fit with the independent bookshops, jewellers, and clothes shops that now filled the area. But Floriane had bought it instead; with old and blood-splattered witch’s gold.
  


  
    The store was dark now; the counter unmanned, and the fitting rooms empty. Her unused broom stood in a rack by the door. In a few hours, her apprentice Rosa would open up, putting her well-used broom in the rack alongside it. Floriane smiled faintly; she enjoyed being alone, but Rosa did make the place more lively. At least, she told herself that she enjoyed being alone. The point was moot: she had too many secrets to take a lover.
  


  
    Floriane stopped briefly at the well-equipped kitchen; making a coffee with plenty of cream and sugar. Then she continued down another floor, to her basement workshop.
  


  
    She placed her coffee on her desk, then put on a white coat from a battered coat stand. The room was busy—not untidy, exactly, but filled with Floriane’s projects. The desk was burdened with open volumes, and much of the floor was covered in rough-hewn boxes and thick glass jars containing doll parts. She was careful to keep the examination table free from debris though.
  


  
    Around the edges of the room, there were more doll cases; these had padlocks through the hasp. A few even had a metal mesh over the glass. Bad dolls, bought cheaply, or free; in some cases rescued from the justice of an official inferno. Floriane didn’t really believe in bad dolls, only bad witches. I should know, she thought, I am one.
  


  
    She took a sip of coffee; often, like today, her project comes to her from out of nowhere. Fate or inspiration, she thought. She pulled on a pair of nitrile gloves.
  


  
    She went to Willow’s box; unlocked the steel padlock with a key magicked out of nowhere. She lifted Willow out; it stood on its feet without problems, but did not open its eyes. Floriane brushed back its dark brown hair; it opened its eyes—dark brown also—and stared at her. Floriane cast an aura reading spell; it hovered nearby, a circle of lines and sparks. Dolls were harder to read—without magic—than witches or humans; they were simpler than those, and much of their nature was their environment, or their trauma, or perhaps an inverse mirror of their witch’s nature. She could see a disharmony at the centre of this doll, sluggish sparks in the reader.
  


  
    “Undress,” instructed Floriane, firmly but not unkindly. There was a bit of the witch’s timbre in there, a gentle suggestion not to disobey.
  


  
    There was a pause, a hesitation; many dolls were embarrassed when given these sorts of instructions, but this was something different. No sparks of excitement paralleling the embarrassment.
  


  
    Slowly, it started to undress. Floriane bit back wanting to help it, to rip the clothes off with magic or unnatural strength. That would not help. It was dressed in a maid’s costume, but one too frilly and flouncy for Floriane’s taste. Gradually the pieces hit the floor, and it stood, shielding itself. This was ill-disciplined, but there was no point in punishment. Floriane sighed; she quite liked punishment, but this was not the time for her pleasure.
  


  
    “Lie on the table,” she said.
  


  
    Willow hesitated and then climbed on; lying awkwardly, trying to hide its penis.
  


  
    She swung one of the manacles up to the topside of the table. “Doll, you will be restrained for your own protection,” Floriane said, though it was also for hers. And perhaps a tiny bit because she liked restraints.
  


  
    She secured the wrists without any problem; soft leather and binding steel snapping shut. She checked its aura: there was some excitement there, but it was buried under dysfunction. Experimentally, Floriane grasped one of its breasts; again a buzz of arousal was swiftly swamped.
  


  
    Willow refused to move its legs; Floriane carefully but inexorably pulled each ankle towards a manacle. Then it was spreadeagled, unable to hide; the dysfunction had gone wild.
  


  
    “Hush, don’t worry, doll,” said Floriane. Standing at the foot of the table, she grasped its penis, massaging with both hands. She kept an eye on Willow’s aura as the cock became erect; but it was local arousal only—normally the doll’s whole body would be quivering.
  


  
    Sure now that she was right, she quietly mouthed the words of a spell. Cold blue flames formed around her hands, flowing and encircling. With one hand she made sure the shaft was fully extended, with the other she grasped around the base and the balls. Then a vicious twist, and the cock was free, writhing in the air. Willow gasped, not in pain—the flames could numb, if needed—but in surprise. Floriane put the cock in a thick-walled jar; it was pretty nice—big, perhaps too big, and capable of full erection. She would find some doll who needed it, or some witch who wanted it.
  


  
    She looked at the aura reader; the dysfunction was already ebbing, but Floriane was not finished yet. Where the penis had been removed there was simply a blank pubis; if you looked closely, you could see a faint spiral in the pseudo-flesh where the penis had been. A master fleshcrafter could have avoided that; Floriane was not yet at that level. It didn’t matter though, save as a sting to Floriane’s pride.
  


  
    She massaged the mound with her hands, blue flames still burning. With her thumb she made a furrow, slowly, then folds and lips around it. With soft origami she formed a clitoris, making sure it was linked into the doll’s nerves. At the moment the cleft was only superficial, but narrowing her fingers she gently formed a proper hole. The doll moaned; checking the aura reader, it was aroused and emotional, with no sign of disharmony.
  


  
    Floriane turned down the numbing effect and checked that everything was working. Her fingers caused the doll to spasm and shake; rattling the restraints. Floriane took it briskly to orgasm, watching its aura.
  


  
    “What do you have to say, doll?” asked Floriane.
  


  
    “Thank you, Miss.” The doll was crying.
  


  
    Floriane let the blue flames go out, and stripped off the nitrile gloves. Perhaps another test was necessary, she thought.
  


  
    She unbuttoned the white coat and put it back on its hook. She unzipped her skirt, and let it fall to the floor. Floriane climbed onto the table, holding herself above Willow. At the last minute, Floriane remembered to kick off her rabbit slippers.
  


  
    The doll turned away in humility and embarrassment. Floriane took its chin and turned it to face her, enjoying the blush that followed. Her witchcock was fully erect by now; she lowered her middle onto the doll, rubbing against its new folds. Willow moaned; the aura reader thrumming with excitement. Floriane penetrated Willow with glacial smoothness. Then she began to thrust, slowly at first, watching Willow gasp, its breathing becoming uneven. She got faster, the in-out rhythm picking up. Willow began to orgasm again. “Sorry, Miss,” it panted. It was probably used to an orgasm-only-when-instructed command; Floriane rarely bothered with such things. She kept going; Willow’s orgasms making it writhe and spasm.
  


  
    Then she finished also, christening the doll’s new pussy. They breathed together for a few moments, then Floriane slid off the table. She used a cantrip—tersus—to clean herself, the table, and the doll. She pulled up her skirt and zippered it, shuffling into her slippers.
  


  
    She unfastened the restraints.
  


  
    “Get down,” she said. Willow was a little unsteady; she helped it off the table. She saw a blip on the aura reader; a shadow amongst the fading euphoria, located in the speech area.
  


  
    “Speak,” said Floriane, loading her voice with plenty of witch’s timbre.
  


  
    “You are my witch.” It was not phrased as a question.
  


  
    “Yes,” said Floriane. “Temporarily.”
  


  
    “Will this one… will this one go back to the last witch?” it said, quietly.
  


  
    “No,” said Floriane. “I bought you off Ms. Hardgrave.” At a bargain price, too; Hardgrave was pleased to get rid of a doll who was descending into catatonia. Floriane watched its aura bounce up. “This is a doll store. You will stay here until we find a suitable witch.”
  


  
    “The last witch… the last witch, she…” it began, aura wobbling. Floriane bent and kissed its mouth, hard; sending in tendrils of magic.
  


  
    “You don’t remember that anymore,” said Floriane, when she had broken off. There was a little blood on her lip.
  


  
    “Remember what, Miss?” it said.
  


  
    “Nothing important,” said Floriane. “I’m going to find you a good witch.”
  


  
    The doll nodded.
  


  
    “Now it’s time for you to go to sleep,” she said.
  


  
    “Yes, Miss,” it said. It looked momentarily at the pile of clothes.
  


  
    “Did you like that outfit?” said Floriane.
  


  
    “This one wears whatever it is—” it began.
  


  
    Floriane waved it into silence. “I think, for now, you will remain naked,” she said, watching embarrassment and arousal war in its aura.
  


  
    “Yes, Miss,” it said, blushing. “Thank you, Miss.”
  


  
    Floriane lifted it back into its box; not bothering with the lock this time. She checked that the aura reader reported stillness, and then shut it off.
  


  
    She stretched; it had gotten late. One wall had an alcove, with glass bricks set into the sidewalk above; it showed diffuse morning sun. She could hear movement from the shop above.
  


  
    Floriane levitated Willow’s box to near the cargo elevator, for later, and went up the spiral stairs.
  


  
    Rosa had opened up, light streaming in through the front window. She had also fetched down two dolls from the storeroom. Dana and Millicent; a good cook and a decent maid. Millicent could be a problem though; it was a little bratty. It was a common problem with cat-dolls; a certain felineness to their nature was expected. The minority of her stock was so formed; cats, foxes, sometimes bunnies. Very occasionally, puppy-dolls; but the Great Hellhound Rebellion had made those deeply unfashionable of late. Sometimes, like Millicent, it was mostly fleshcrafting to add ears and tail. In other cases, like Alysa, a fox-doll in a case upstairs, it was a magical merging, usually by a nature witch. Floriane didn’t really like most nature witches: you’re not better because you live in a bog.
  


  
    “Good morning, Prentice Rosa,” said Floriane.
  


  
    “Good morning, Miss Artemisia,” said Rosa, largely drowned out by the dolls sing-songing, “Morning, Miss.”
  


  
    Floriane took her black high-heeled shoes from a cubby under the counter, and swapped them with her rabbit slippers. She saw—reflected in the shiny brass counter fittings—Rosa watching her legs as she slipped her shoes on.
  


  
    “Anything to report, Rosa?” she asked. She was careful to keep everything professional with Rosa. Much as it would be nice not to.
  


  
    “N-no,” said Rosa, a touch defensively. “Nothing to report, Miss Artemisia. It’s sunny, though a bit cold. Might rain later. I brought my big coat. A lot of dried leaves about; maybe they will need raking.”
  


  
    “Thank you. Call me Floriane if you wish,” she said, knowing that her apprentice wouldn’t. Rosa was a trainee witch; she attended Pennyroyal Academy most evenings; she was—from what Floriane had seen—competent academically, but had some trouble with the witchy mindset. Not really a problem; that would come with time.
  


  
    “Would you like a coffee, Miss Artemisia?” asked Rosa. Floriane winced as she remembered the half-drunk cup in the workshop.
  


  
    “Maybe later,” she said. “Oh, Willow is ready to come upstairs. Please put it in the stockroom when you have a moment.”
  


  
    “You fixed it, Miss Artemisia?” Rosa said.
  


  
    “Obviously,” said Floriane. “A little fleshcrafting was all it took.”
  


  
    Rosa nodded eagerly. “You’re so good, Miss Artemisia.”
  


  
    Floriane preened slightly; she considered herself a bad witch, all things considered, but enjoyed compliments.
  


  
    She took out yesterday’s paperwork and began organising; she had an office, but liked to take some time at the counter each morning. The boutique didn’t get many customers, but neither did it need them; their dolls were high quality and priced accordingly. Their only clientele was witches; unlike some disreputable retailers, Floriane would not sell dolls to humans. That was a terrible business; Floriane sometimes picked up a cheap doll from the estate of an unlucky millionaire. She had no sympathy for the millionaire; let them buy a fancy grave with their fortune.
  


  
    Rosa was checking her phone, scrolling and stabbing with her finger. Floriane disapproved somewhat, but refused to say anything, fearing it would mark her as old-fashioned. Floriane was careful not to stray into what she thought of as young people’s areas of expertise.
  


  
    She thought, for example, that Rosa’s mode of dress was not entirely appropriate for a high-end doll boutique. Rosa was dressed in what she believed they called the gothic style; Floriane did approve of the colour scheme—blacks and purples—but didn’t approve of the skirt. Skirts that short should be for dolls only. Floriane couldn’t say she disapproved, exactly, of Rosa’s lower thigh and below—it was soft, plump, and delicious looking, wrapped in fishnets—but she wasn’t sure it was appropriate. Her tee shirt, similarly, had a neck hole too big, so it was always falling off one shoulder or the other, and had—deliberate—cuts in it, such that an observant onlooker could see glimpses of mesh undergarments. Her makeup—plum lip gloss and shadowy eyes—was pretty enough, but could have been done with more precision. Floriane wondered if there was any—carefully neutral—way she could offer to help. She imagined Rosa’s face below hers, turned upwards as Floriane applied eyeshadow. Her lips parted as she applied lip gloss.
  


  
    Millicent moved by, polishing the already shiny counter, and bumping into Floriane, startling her from her revery. Millicent flicked its tail up Floriane’s leg, and ‘accidentally’ reversed into her again.
  


  
    Floriane sighed and moved forward, trapping Millicent, and bending it over the counter. Floriane gripped the back of its neck. It meowed quietly.
  


  
    “Rosa!” she said, voice raised. “Do you remember my instructions vis-à-vis Millicent?”
  


  
    Rosa started and put her phone down rapidly, blushing. “Yes… no… Miss Ar—”
  


  
    “It is very annoying unless vigorously taken or sternly disciplined before working,” said Floriane. “Did that happen?”
  


  
    “No, Miss Artemisia.” Rosa was definitely turning red.
  


  
    Floriane stepped back and pushed Millicent toward Rosa.
  


  
    “You may use my office,” Floriane instructed.
  


  
    “For… for which, Miss Artemisia?” said Rosa.
  


  
    “For either, Rosa,” Floriane said. “You are the trainee witch; do whatever you prefer. Or both. It does not concern me, and Millicent does not get a say.”
  


  
    She watched them go into the office, and attended to the accounting for a while.
  


  
    After a time, Floriane sensed the soft crackle of the tersus cantrip, done to middling quality. Rosa and Millicent emerged, Rosa a bright shade of red, Millicent looking down but not entirely hiding a smile. Floriane sighed; she supposed that was good. She had made it clear that Rosa had use of the dolls, but she was way too hesitant. Rosa would never achieve witch-mind at this rate; perhaps she would be happier being a doll. It wasn’t that unusual; the best witches knew how a doll thought, and maybe, in some cases, it was just a toss of the coin.
  


  
    Rosa nodded shamefacedly at Floriane, returning to the counter and doing some pointless organising. Millicent began dusting the shelves in the first fitting room.
  


  
    Floriane sometimes heard Rosa on her phone; to her roommate, or to Academy friends. She was talkative and funny; a far cry from the reserved girl she presented as here. Floriane supposed that was proper; your boss is not your friend. Still, sometimes she wished—
  


  
    The bell rang as a customer pushed the heavy door open. A few leaves came in with her.
  


  
    “Analysis, Rosa,” said Floriane, quietly.
  


  
    “Er, witch,” said Rosa, a rather obvious deduction given the broad-brimmed hat. “New. Reasonably wealthy.”
  


  
    Floriane was a bit surprised by the last deduction; the witch was wearing dyed wooden beads as jewellery, for Goddess’s sake, and her dress was layers of flowery fabric that looked very higgledy-piggledy to Floriane’s eye. But Rosa was correct; the witch’s handbag, while it looked like a generically ethnic affair that you could pick up in any market, bore the designer label of Prendre and therefore had cost at least one hundred times what it was worth. Her dress, too, was made of fine material and a high-quality cut, if zero actual fashion sense. “New” was probably true too: there was little of the witch’s aura about her, and her hat had a wooden wand tucked into the band. Floriane didn’t know any practicing witch that used a wand past a year or so out of Academy.
  


  
    She moved forward to meet her.
  


  
    “Welcome,” she said. “I am Miss Floriane Artemisia. Witch, third class.” She swept her hat off and performed an old-fashioned witch’s bow.
  


  
    “Oh!” said the other witch, awkwardly taking her hat off, and doing a bow about which the best thing that could be said is that one was fairly sure it was a bow. “Um, Ophelia Cerridwyn. Witch, fifth class. Just graduated, in fact.”
  


  
    “Ah,” said Floriane. “Congratulations. So would it be a first doll that you are looking for, Ms Cerridwyn?”
  


  
    “Yes,” she said. “Yes. And call me Ophelia, please.”
  


  
    “Of course, Ms Ophelia,” said Floriane. “You have come to the right place. Shall we go into the fitting room?”
  


  
    She led Ophelia towards fitting room one, shooing Millicent out of the way. The first fitting room looked somewhat like a library in a fine house; or, at least, like a theatrical set of such a library. Most of the books on the shelves were just the spines on hardboard, and the ‘window’ was glass against an interior wall, given a sunny glow with magic, a summer just out of reach. The comfortable sofa and chaise longue were real, though. Ophelia sat as directed; Rosa lurked outside the door, within hearing range.
  


  
    Floriane ran through some boilerplate information, and then reached her point. “So, Ms Ophelia, the important thing is: what are you looking for in a doll?”
  


  
    Ophelia shifted uncomfortably. “Um, well, I thought… to relax? That is why witches have dolls, isn’t it?”
  


  
    “That is a complex question, Ms Ophelia,” said Floriane. “Witches have dolls for many reasons. Perhaps, originally, as targets for spell training. But, yes, certainly relaxation is a common reason.”
  


  
    Ophelia nodded.
  


  
    “So,” said Floriane. “Perhaps the question is: how should the doll help you to relax?”
  


  
    “Well,” said Ophelia. “I like… songs and stories. Parlour games. Picnics?”
  


  
    Floriane had no idea why she had made the last a question, but knew when someone was not telling the whole truth.
  


  
    “Very good,” Floriane said. “We have dolls who will be excellent at those things.”
  


  
    Ophelia nodded again.
  


  
    “But,” continued Floriane, “many witches also use their dolls for other forms of relaxation. Using the doll’s physical skills. Do you understand me?”
  


  
    Ophelia nodded, blushing.
  


  
    “Therefore, it is useful for us to know your preferences in such matters,” concluded Floriane.
  


  
    Ophelia blushed. She opened her mouth, then closed it again.
  


  
    Floriane had an idea; she took a business card and a fountain pen off the desk. “Perhaps you would be happier writing it down?”
  


  
    Ophelia paused then nodded, taking the card and scrawling something on the blank backside. Floriane carefully took the card from the blushing witch.
  


  
    “Ah,” she said. “No problem at all. Please review the brochure while I pick out our most suitable dolls.”
  


  
    Floriane exited the fitting room and walked over to the counter, Rosa closely behind her.
  


  
    “What did the card say?” whispered Rosa.
  


  
    Floriane showed her the card. Rosa squinted at it. “Cauliflowers?” she asked.
  


  
    Floriane sighed. “Cunnilingus,” she said. “The witch believes she is the first one to imagine a doll eating her out.”
  


  
    Rosa blushed. Floriane shook her head; what was this generation of witches coming to?
  


  
    “So,” said Floriane, “have a think about which dolls would be suitable. I will go and arrange refreshments.”
  


  
    The kitchen was spotless. Having nothing to do, Dana was immobile, staring off into space. It snapped to alertness when Floriane approached.
  


  
    “Sandwiches, tea, and biscuits, doll,” instructed Floriane. “Use the good china.”
  


  
    “Biscuits, Miss?” said Dana.
  


  
    “Oh, cookies, I mean,” said Floriane. Even nearly a century hadn’t quite made her a native.
  


  
    “Yes, Miss,” said Dana, with a little curtsey.
  


  
    Floriane went out to the counter. “Well?” she said. Rosa was looking through the doll binder.
  


  
    “I’m thinking Evie,” Rosa said.
  


  
    “Good,” said Floriane.
  


  
    “And Claire.”
  


  
    “Indeed,” said Floriane.
  


  
    “And then Sophia,” said Rosa.
  


  
    “No,” said Floriane.
  


  
    “Why not?” asked Rosa. “Sophia seems… er… mouth focused.”
  


  
    “Yes, but on penises,” said Floriane. “Fine for us, but Ms Cerridwyn is lacking in that department.”
  


  
    “Oh, right,” Rosa said, blushing again. “Then who?”
  


  
    “Irene, I think,” said Floriane. “And one more…”
  


  
    “Alysa?” Rosa suggested.
  


  
    Floriane shrugged. “A reasonable suggestion. Please go and fetch the dolls from the stockroom.”
  


  
    Floriane returned to the kitchen; Dana was putting the last plate of sandwiches on the tea-tray.
  


  
    “Well done, doll,” said Floriane. “Very speedily done.”
  


  
    “Thank you, Miss,” said Dana. Floriane went to pick up the tea-tray. “Miss?” asked Dana.
  


  
    “Yes, doll?” said Floriane.
  


  
    “May… if this one has done well… may it have a kiss?” it said.
  


  
    Floriane stepped closer, and gave it a soft kiss on the mouth, and a hard pinch on the ass, just to remind it. Dana squealed.
  


  
    Floriane took the tray through to the fitting room, placing it on a low table. “The dolls will be here shortly.”
  


  
    She grimaced as the cargo elevator groaned and squeaked. But the dolls were already out of their cases, and Rosa led them into the room.
  


  
    “Right, Ms Ophelia,” said Floriane. “Here are Evie, Claire, Irene, and Alysa. I am sure you will find one suitable for all your needs. We will leave you to see how you like them. Please ring the bell when you have completed your assessment. Take your time; Artemisia’s Doll Boutique will never rush a customer.”
  


  
    Floriane closed the door on fitting room one, and both her and Rosa returned to the counter. Floriane picked up the paperwork again; Rosa just stared at the closed door.
  


  
    Eventually, Floriane said, “You can scry in there if you wish. It’s in the small print.”
  


  
    Rosa shook her head. “What do you suppose they are doing, Miss Artemisia?”
  


  
    Floriane gave her a disbelieving look. “Well, after some cursory singing and parlour games,” she said. “I imagine she passed rather quickly onto the… cauliflower.”
  


  
    Rosa blushed.
  


  
    “You need to control your blushes, Prentice Rosa,” said Floriane. “An efficient witch does not blush.”
  


  
    “You never blush, do you, Miss Artemisia?” asked Rosa.
  


  
    “Rarely,” said Floriane, a small concession. “Blushing is a doll activity, usually caused by a conflict between its desires and purpose; between self and selflessness. Conversely, a witch should own her desires without shame.”
  


  
    “I do try, Miss Artemisia,” said Rosa. “But I find it difficult.”
  


  
    “I could help you,” said Floriane.
  


  
    “Um, how?” said Rosa.
  


  
    Floriane closed the gap between them. “I want you to tell me what might be going on in there,” she said. “A witch’s intuition, or guesswork. This will allow you to get used to discussing such things.”
  


  
    Rosa blushed, of course.
  


  
    “Let us say that she is examining, say, Alysa,” said Floriane. “Explain to me what’s going on.”
  


  
    “N-no, I can’t,” said Rosa.
  


  
    Floriane stepped closer; close enough that she could sense Rosa’s heartbeat. “It is important to learn this,” she said. “Both for witchcraft and retail.” She put some of the witch’s timbre in her voice; officially, it had little effect on humans or lesser witches. In practice, it was sometimes useful.
  


  
    There was a long pause. “She is probably stroking Alysa’s ears,” Rosa whispered.
  


  
    “Yes, they are lovely and soft,” said Floriane. “Where is Alysa?”
  


  
    “Um, kneeling, I suppose.”
  


  
    “And what happens next?” said Floriane.
  


  
    “Um. Alysa nuzzles, I suppose. Puts its face… puts its face in the witch’s lap, and nuzzles.”
  


  
    “Good. And then.”
  


  
    “And she is still petting its ears,” said Rosa.
  


  
    “And?”
  


  
    “And,” said Rosa, “and… I can’t.”
  


  
    “Do you think the witch probably raises her dress?” whispered Floriane.
  


  
    “Yes,” Rosa squeaked.
  


  
    “And she’s not wearing any panties, right?”
  


  
    Rosa nodded.
  


  
    “So Alysa nuzzles the pussy, would you say?”
  


  
    “Yes,” gulped Rosa.
  


  
    “And the pussy is very ready, and the doll is lapping the witch’s juices,” said Floriane.
  


  
    Rosa nodded.
  


  
    “And the witch puts her hand behind Alysa’s ear, and roughly pulls the doll’s face closer.”
  


  
    Rosa nodded urgently, bright red.
  


  
    “And Alysa’s tongue is working at the pussy. Licking the furrow, circling the clit. The witch is gasping. The doll’s tongue goes deep, into the sopping cunt of the witch, probing urgently.”
  


  
    Floriane and Rosa heard some quiet moans through the door to fitting room one.
  


  
    “Does that seem like it might be correct, Rosa?” whispered Floriane, standing close enough to feel her heat. Rosa nodded, turning her face away in an attempt to hide her redness. Floriane was filled with a sudden desire to turn Rosa’s face toward her, to see those plum lips part in surprise, in arousal. To kiss her, as gently and roughly as if she were a doll. She stepped away instead; she had to be professional.
  


  
    “You should have Millicent or Dana attend to your erection,” Floriane said.
  


  
    Rosa shook her head, even more embarrassed.
  


  
    “It is your choice, of course,” Floriane said. “I will be in my office for a while.”
  


  
    She went—leaving the door open—and caught up on the Journal of Applied Angelology for a while. Or at least tried, a lot of the words were not going in right. Rosa stood behind the counter, not doing anything, it seemed.
  


  
    Floriane’s office was pleasant; it had to be, as it was sometimes used for discussions with customers. There was a real bookshelf, and an impressive desk and chair, as well as a sofa and seats for guests. It made Floriane feel like she had ‘made it’; a very dangerous sensation.
  


  
    When Ophelia rang the bell, Floriane was at the door in an instant, Rosa close behind. Ophelia had cast the tersus cantrip, quite skilfully too, but one would have to be very foolish not to realise what had been going on. Even Ophelia didn’t seem too bothered anymore; she was sitting, slightly slumped, her eyes closed. The dolls were in various states of undress; judging from a few subtle signs, Ophelia had forgotten to mention a particular fondness for nipples. Floriane had assumed, though.
  


  
    Evie and Alysa knelt on the carpet, limbs a little entangled, both resting a head on each of Ophelia’s thighs. She petted both of them; fingers running through Alysa’s soft red hair, and Evie’s curly blond locks. Claire and Irene were sitting on the other couch, kissing each other; first one would lean forward and kiss the other one on the mouth, then lean back, and the other would take a turn. Floriane assumed this was as instructed; it was a common way to keep spare dolls busy, and she didn’t recall Claire and Irene having much mutual attraction. Of course, depending on how long they had been kissing for, they might have developed such an attraction; dolls tended to. To be honest, humans probably would too, thought Floriane, and maybe witches. She wondered if Rosa would agree to an experiment, then shook her head.
  


  
    Ophelia opened her eyes; they were glistening.
  


  
    “Oh, Miss Artemisia, it’s terrible!” said Ophelia.
  


  
    Floriane was surprised. “We can fetch—” she began, but Ophelia was continuing.
  


  
    “These two lovely dolls,” said Ophelia. “Sweet Alysa, and gentle Evie. How can I choose?”
  


  
    “Ah,” said Floriane, relieved. “It is worth ma’am being a little objective about such things. Consider their skills, at singing and parlour games and… other things; surely one is slightly preferable?”
  


  
    “Oh, but no, Miss Artemisia,” said Ophelia. “Their… their mouths, their lips, their tongues. Oh Goddess, their tongues…”
  


  
    Floriane looked at the two dolls; it was impolite to cast an aura read in such a situation, but Floriane didn’t need to. From their relaxation, the way they leaned into the petting, the blush on their pseudo-skin; the dolls were very content.
  


  
    Floriane sighed. Alysa had been feral when she had arrived; the nature witch who made her had met an unfortunate accident—namely marriage—with a forest spirit. And, of course, the nature witch had not properly prepared for this eventuality. Some humans found the witch’s hut, eventually, and Floriane had contacts in the Doll Reclamation agency. As well as being feral—and bitey—the doll did not respond well to punishment; strokes and cuddles were necessary. Evie, for her part, was lost to its first witch in a magical duel, and then won and lost through several more; a prize among the duelling community. Eventually, it ended up the possession of the era’s greatest magic duellist. But this witch only had time for duels, and Evie went completely unused; not even a kiss or a caress, and certainly not the doll’s proper usage. When a doll is unused for so long, it is gripped by a strange lackadaisicalness, and constant tears. Floriane bought it at auction—the duellist had tax problems—for a fair price, and soon had it back to normal.
  


  
    “How much were you thinking of spending, Ms Ophelia?”
  


  
    She dug a cloth bag out of her handbag and passed it to Floriane. She passed it to Rosa, who tipped it out on the table and counted jewels and gold coins.
  


  
    “More than enough for either,” said Rosa. “But not enough for both.”
  


  
    “Do not forget that Ms Ophelia should get the newly graduated discount,” Floriane said.
  


  
    Rosa raised an eyebrow, presumably because there was no such discount. “No, ma’am, even then.”
  


  
    “And the bulk purchase discount, of course,” said Floriane.
  


  
    “Miss Artemisia…” said Rosa, shaking her head.
  


  
    “And the… um…” said Floriane.
  


  
    Rosa sighed. “The Fall Sale,” she said, through gritted teeth.
  


  
    “Yes,” said Floriane. “The Autumn Sale. Our prices are falling like leaves. Incredible savings. Including the sale price for these two, Rosa…”
  


  
    “Coincidentally, Ophelia has exactly the right amount,” said Rosa, sighing.
  


  
    “Really?” said Ophelia. “I can buy them both?”
  


  
    “Yes, Ms Ophelia,” said Floriane. “You were lucky to catch us in a sale.”
  


  
    “Especially as there are no signs or anything,” muttered Rosa.
  


  
    “Come through to the counter, and I will do the paperwork,” said Floriane. “Rosa, would you prepare Alysa and Evie?”
  


  
    Eventually, they got a tearful Ophelia and two bouncy dolls out of the shop.
  


  
    “Good luck, my dolls,” Floriane said, shutting the door.
  


  
    2. Veronika
  


  
    Floriane and Rosa walked back to fitting room one. Claire and Irene were still kissing, lips a little chapped. Floriane ordered them to stop, and noted the new hesitation when they did so. It is so easy to get dolls to fall in love with each other, thought Floriane. They don’t fear love, it is as simple as a habit for them. She started to get the dolls dressed. Bad habit for witches though.
  


  
    “Miss Artemisia,” said Rosa, helping her with Irene’s dress. “You cannot be so generous with the doll’s prices.”
  


  
    Floriane smiled. The one area where Rosa seemed to have a witch’s nature was in the matter of money. Rosa had experienced poverty, she knew, though Floriane had not enquired about the details.
  


  
    “The two of them together means that, at any given time, one of them might get a chance to rest its mouth,” said Floriane. “It would be very cruel to put all that tonguework on a single doll.”
  


  
    “But the price…”
  


  
    “This may be a business,” Floriane said, “but I hope I have not fallen so far as to become a businesswoman.”
  


  
    “If you keep doing buy-one-get-one-free on the dolls, this place will go bust, Miss Artemisia,” said Rosa, “and I won’t have a job.”
  


  
    The two dolls looked at each other in alarm. “Sorry, Misses,” said Irene. “We will do better.”
  


  
    “Don’t be silly,” said Floriane, kissing them both in turn. “I’m very proud of you. And I’m sure Rosa is too.”
  


  
    The dolls turned towards her. “Yes,” said Rosa.
  


  
    “Give them a kiss, Rosa,” Floriane whispered.
  


  
    Rosa awkwardly kissed them.
  


  
    “And anyway, we have plenty of cash in reserve,” said Floriane. “Plus any sensible business would be happy to employ you.”
  


  
    Rosa hmphed. “I don’t think so. And I don’t want a sensible business. I mean… I don’t want to work for anyone else.”
  


  
    Floriane was pleased. “I think sometimes I am too hard on you,” she said, softly, “for not thinking like a witch yet, even though you are just a trainee.”
  


  
    “No,” Rosa said. “You’re just teaching me. I don’t mind you getting, um, being hard on me.”
  


  
    Floriane and Rosa put the dolls back in their boxes, and—with Dana and Millicent—ate the remaining sandwiches, as it was long past lunchtime.
  


  
    Floriane spent a couple of hours getting Evie and Alysa’s paperwork for the various doll agencies right. Rosa always suggested that it would be faster to get a computer for these things; that just because the agencies accepted paper flimsies, that didn’t mean it was the preferred method. She was probably right, Floriane knew, but she disliked the idea of being a novice again. Rosa would probably think me an idiot, she reckoned, and she didn’t want that. Pennyroyal Academy did computer training of some sort, but Floriane was too embarrassed.
  


  
    She was startled out of these thoughts when she felt magic afoot. Floriane focused her arcane senses and deployed protective wards. A major spell, focused nearby, on the street not the store. An apportation! Floriane tried to tell if it had any sign of its caster.
  


  
    She realised that the shop bell had rang again, and quickly left her office. She was just in time to see Rosa perform a fair bow and greeting.
  


  
    “Mrs Marlinspike!” called Floriane. “Nice to see you again.”
  


  
    The witch bowed, small motes of apportation magic falling off and fading. “Lady Veronika Marlinspike. Witch, second class. I am pleased you remember me, Floriane.”
  


  
    “Miss Artemisia never forgets a visitor,” said Rosa, a touch defensively.
  


  
    “On the contrary,” said Floriane. “I seem to have missed our guest being awarded a title.”
  


  
    “Oh, it’s nothing,” said Veronika. “If you remember, I was leaving on AOMP business. It went… rather well.”
  


  
    Veronika was dressed in black. This was her habit, although sometimes she would wear an armband instead. Mourning, she said, for her dead wife. No one could remember her having a wife, but one wouldn’t argue with a woman in grief. At any rate, it was close-cut velvet and leather, finely tailored, a little uncomfortable looking. Black tights and stilettos. A thin veil hung from her wide witch’s hat; it didn’t really hide her face—one could see the emerald flash of eye, and the poison green of lipstick. A silver chain, surprisingly bright, held up a tiny black handbag. A wide, asymmetrical collar offered the only piece of unhidden skin; from collarbone to neck, the edges of the shoulder. It was pale enough that blue veins shone through it. Floriane realised that she had been staring.
  


  
    “And your doll, Samantha, is performing well?” Floriane asked.
  


  
    “Excellently, yes,” Veronika said. “You gave very good advice; it was adventuresome enough to stand up to the rigours of travelling life. And the rigours of its witch.” She nodded towards Rosa. “You have taken on an apprentice?”
  


  
    “Yes,” said Floriane. “Rosa is invaluable.”
  


  
    “Is she indeed?” Veronika looked at Rosa, up and down without shame. “I see. It is a pity that only the dolls are for sale here. But I wouldn’t want to deprive you.”
  


  
    Floriane and Rosa started speaking, but Veronika cut across them.
  


  
    “Anyway,” she said. “Now that I am more settled, I am minded to take on another doll for my collection. From my favourite boutique, of course. Do you remember my requirements?”
  


  
    “I do, Lady Marlinspike,” said Floriane. “But perhaps you could recap for the benefit of my apprentice? She has an excellent eye for suitable dolls.”
  


  
    “A quick study for her mistress, eh?” said Veronika. “Oh, and please call me Veronika. Both of you.” She looked at Rosa again. “My requirements are like so: I want dolls who take punishment well; who are aroused even as they scream or gasp or beg. Dolls who get wet, or hard, or soft and squidgy when they hear the thwack of a riding crop on skin, even if it is their own skin. Dolls who will frantically kiss your hand, or your foot, despite the fact that you have edged them cruelly, for hours. I don’t mind bratty dolls, as long as they can cry prettily. And dolls that, at the end of all that, will still cuddle you, as you magic away their welts. You know what I mean, don’t you, Floriane?”
  


  
    “I remember, yes,” said Floriane.
  


  
    Veronika began walking towards fitting room two. “I presume in here? Please have the dolls undressed for me; I have little patience for buttons. In fact, Floriane, can you or your apprentice help me undress?”
  


  
    “The dolls will help,” said Floriane, firmly but not entirely without regret.
  


  
    Fitting room two was more general purpose than fitting room one; which meant it was a little incoherent. It resembled a workshop, kind of; solid tables and desks lined up, obscure equipment mounted on the wall. An armchair stood—incongruously—at the head of the room. The only other seat were box-like benches, topped with leather. The sides of the room were wood-panelled, but most of the panels swung open to reveal tools, and toys, rope and straps.
  


  
    “You’ve improved it a little since last time,” observed Veronika. “Very nice. I must show you the dungeon in my new house, Floriane. You would enjoy it; we share similar tastes. And Rosa, I’m sure we could find a place for you.”
  


  
    “I will leave you to read the brochure while we organise the dolls,” Floriane said. “Would you care for a glass of champagne?”
  


  
    Veronika nodded and arranged herself on the armchair, crossing her legs.
  


  
    Floriane and Rosa retreated behind the counter.
  


  
    “I don’t like her,” whispered Rosa.
  


  
    “That is neither here nor there, Rosa,” said Floriane. “She is a customer and a witch. Even better, she knows what she wants. I find her quite refreshing.”
  


  
    “You would,” Rosa muttered. “She doesn’t look at you as if she’s imagining you trussed up.”
  


  
    Floriane got a sudden image of Rosa tied up, wriggling on the floor. She tamped down on her smile. “Don’t worry,” she said. “You are a trainee witch. And anyway, I will look after you. No-one else will… No-one will tie you up.”
  


  
    A little embarrassed by her slip, Floriane quickly ducked into the kitchen. She instructed Dana to take a bottle of champagne and glasses to their guest.
  


  
    Rosa was consulting the binder when Floriane emerged.
  


  
    “Well,” said Floriane, “what dolls do you reckon?”
  


  
    “Um, Sasha?” Rosa said.
  


  
    “Excellent, yes.”
  


  
    “Athena?”
  


  
    “Correct. Well done.”
  


  
    “Um, Emily?”
  


  
    “Interesting. But yes, I can see that working.”
  


  
    “I don’t know which other one though,” said Rosa.
  


  
    “Millicent,” said Floriane.
  


  
    “Yes, Miss?” said Millicent, who was chasing leaves around the shop floor.
  


  
    “Come over here and undress,” instructed Floriane. “Rosa, will you get the others? I had better check on our guest.”
  


  
    Despite her complaints about buttons, Veronika had managed to disrobe; presumably through magic, as there was no sign of her clothes anywhere. She was wearing a leather basque, but it didn’t rise high enough to hide her breasts, nor did it do anything to hide her witchcock, which was lying—unerect but somehow insouciant—on her thigh. Floriane avoided looking directly at her breasts; her nipples were pierced, but more importantly she had a row of sigils tattooed around each areola. Floriane was too much of a witch to read another’s intimate sigils without better protection.
  


  
    Veronika raised her glass to Floriane. “I do enjoy coming here,” she said. “It was very tiresome being out of the country for so long.”
  


  
    She had Dana on hands and knees by the side of the chair; the tray with the champagne bottle was on the doll’s back.
  


  
    “Oh,” said Veronika, following Floriane’s glance. “I needed a table.”
  


  
    “My apologies,” said Floriane, twirling a hand to levitate a bench towards the armchair. She transferred the tray and the champagne over to the bench, and instructed Dana to go back to the kitchen.
  


  
    “You’re no fun,” Veronika said. “Its fear was lovely.”
  


  
    “Not your type,” said Floriane.
  


  
    “As a participant? No. Too anxious,” said Veronika. “As a nervous audience, though? Mmm.” Veronika uncrossed and recrossed her legs.
  


  
    The noise of the cargo elevator meant that the dolls were here, and Rosa soon shepherded them in. They were naked, and blushing.
  


  
    “Hands by your sides,” said Floriane, who didn’t want any of the dolls embarrassing her by trying to cover themselves.
  


  
    “Oh, don’t worry,” said Veronika. “You have manacles in one of these cupboards, don’t you?”
  


  
    Floriane walked over and tapped one of the wooden panels.
  


  
    “Excellent,” said Veronika. She twitched her hands and cast an aura read on the dolls. She considered them for a moment. “Very nice. They are all excited, as well as fearful. I do enjoy a doll begging you to stop, when you can both see how much it wants you to continue.”
  


  
    “This is—” began Floriane.
  


  
    “Oh, don’t worry about names until I purchase one,” said Veronika. “Doll names are one of those things I disapprove of, even while I acknowledge their utility.”
  


  
    “Well, in that case, we will leave you to it,” said Floriane. “Just ring the bell when—”
  


  
    “I remember,” said Veronika. “But, Floriane, won’t you join me? The afternoon is getting late, and with two of us it would be a lot faster—and more fun—to put these dolls to the test.”
  


  
    “Unfortunately, that would be against professional ethics,” said Floriane.
  


  
    “Oh fine,” said Veronika. “I suppose the same rule applies to your assistant? I could teach her—”
  


  
    “Yes, professional ethics,” said Floriane. In truth, she was sure Rosa could learn a lot from Veronika, maybe too much. And, besides, if anyone was going to instruct Rosa, it would be her, Floriane thought.
  


  
    “Oh, well in that case,” said Veronika, “please please remember to scry on me. Have to ensure I don’t get too rough, after all. Plus, I adore being watched. When I was abroad, I used to run exclusive salons where I would perform a tableau vivant with dolls. Always very popular, I intend to set up something similar here. Please say you will attend, Floriane? Bring Rosa as a… guest.”
  


  
    “Our work keeps us busy,” said Floriane. “But I will consult my diary, of course.”
  


  
    Veronika smiled. “Anyone would think you were scared, Floriane Artemisia, witch, third class. Afraid of enjoying yourself?”
  


  
    “Just cautious, Lady Veronika Marlinspike,” said Floriane. “Just cautious.”
  


  
    They left Veronika in fitting room two and retreated to the counter.
  


  
    “This is a splendid opportunity to practise your scrying,” Floriane said.
  


  
    “Do we have to?” said Rosa.
  


  
    “Yes. She may well test us,” said Floriane. “She may even be able to detect it. And we have a duty to look after the dolls.”
  


  
    “Ugh,” said Rosa.
  


  
    “You do not find her attractive, Rosa?”
  


  
    Rosa paused. “Well, obviously, she is attractive. Like y—… like many witches,” she said. “But I… I could barely speak, her sitting there all naked. Regal. Like she owned the place. It’s your shop. She shouldn’t have been so… so… dominating.”
  


  
    “A witch,” said Floriane, “is clothed in power.” She touched Rosa’s hand to indicate the urgency of her point. “That is what is important; more than wands, or clothes, or even our hats. Circumstances may strip us of these things, and yet we are still the most powerful person in the room. A true witch may stand naked before armies, before nobility, before a mob; and they will all fall to their knees, and beg for her forgiveness.” Floriane was gripping Rosa’s hand; she let go, hurriedly. “We should also cast a warding against her sigils,” she said. “They are relatively potent, for the unwary.”
  


  
    Rosa looked at her. “So, we have to watch her?”
  


  
    “You have to watch her,” corrected Floriane, putting some witch’s timbre into her voice. “I have paperwork to attend to.”
  


  
    Rosa gave her a sceptical look, sighed, and cast a scrying spell. An Orb of Visions formed; it was competent enough. Floriane tweaked the arcane matrix slightly, to remove the chromatic aberration.
  


  
    Veronika was still sitting in the armchair; she looked up and smiled as the vision burst into existence. Floriane was impressed, detecting a scrying was difficult.
  


  
    The dolls were putting manacles on each other; their aura showing escalating fear and excitement.
  


  
    “You should run a claritas ward, to protect yourself from her sigils,” Floriane advised. “They will affect dolls, and humans, more than witches, but don’t take any chances.”
  


  
    “Around her… on her breasts, you mean?”
  


  
    “Yes,” said Floriane. “And also above her witchcock.”
  


  
    “Can you read them?” asked Rosa.
  


  
    “Yes, after casting claritas on myself, I can, safely,” said Floriane. “Like most sigils, they are more effective on the mind of the non-reader, going directly—if vaguely—to their subconscious. The sigils are about worship and submission, selfless love and surrender.”
  


  
    “Oh,” said Rosa, muttering the claritas ward under her breath.
  


  
    “The effect is fairly limited,” explained Floriane. “There are good reasons not to have, say, a seal of infernal command tattooed on your body. These are only slightly more effective than the sigils on my blouse.”
  


  
    “On your blouse?”
  


  
    “In the lines,” Floriane explained.
  


  
    Rosa lent forward, to a couple of inches away from the blouse. “Professional retail witch?” she read, sounding a little disappointed.
  


  
    “Exactly,” said Floriane. “Make sure people get the right impression.”
  


  
    “Have you got any tattoos?” asked Rosa, suddenly.
  


  
    “Hardly an appropriate question, Prentice Rosa,” Floriane said, smiling. “But no.” She had used to have, not a tattoo, but a mark; long erased now.
  


  
    “Is she right, though?” asked Rosa. “Are you really like her? In… tastes, I mean?”
  


  
    “Again, not really appropriate, Rosa,” Floriane said.
  


  
    Rosa nodded. “Sorry.”
  


  
    “She’s mostly right,” Floriane said. “I don’t enjoy giving out pain as much. But I like restraints, physical or mental. I like knowing I have power, and seeing a doll, or a girl, powerless against me. Gasping in surrender. Does that answer your question, Rosa?”
  


  
    “Y-yes, Miss Artemisia.”
  


  
    There was a thwack from the scrying orb, loud enough to grab their attention. Looking at the aura reader, however, Sasha was enjoying the pain.
  


  
    “Right,” Floriane said. “Paperwork calls. Enjoy the scrying.”
  


  
    Floriane left the door of her office open and got on with some paperwork that would be needed at some point. She kept an eye on Rosa, to make sure she was watching the scrying orb. Floriane hoped this might make Rosa a bit more witch-minded. She certainly seemed to get interested in it, and also rather fidgety.
  


  
    Eventually Floriane put her paperwork away, and walked out to the counter.
  


  
    “How is it going, apprentice?” said Floriane.
  


  
    “Miss Artemisia, can you watch the orb for a bit?” Rosa asked.
  


  
    Floriane supposed that was only fair, and nodded.
  


  
    Rosa dashed over to the kitchen. “Dana,” she shouted, and pulling the doll by its wrist, led it across to Floriane’s office and slammed the door. Floriane chuckled; that seemed to be going to plan.
  


  
    Watching the scrying though, it made sense. Veronika was like a pale demon, moving between writhing bodies. Punishing, rewarding, tasting, inserting. Like a conductor of an orchestra of dolls, adjusting their gasps and pleas. It was… compelling. It was also, at least partially, a performance; another area where her tastes and Marlinspike’s did not align.
  


  
    After a while, Floriane’s office door opened, and Rosa and Dana came out. Dana trotted off to the kitchen, smiling. Rosa was beetroot-coloured again.
  


  
    “Sorry,” she said.
  


  
    “Why?” said Floriane, exasperated. “You can and should use the dolls whenever you like. It’s much better than trying to go about retail work when you are distracted and aroused. This is one of the primary functions of dolls; they become unbalanced if they are not used. You are a trainee witch; why deny yourself?”
  


  
    “It’s embarrassing,” said Rosa. “I grew up among mundane folk; it’s embarrassing. I know I’ve got to overcome that to become a witch, but…”
  


  
    “Would it help if we shared a doll?” asked Floriane. “We could close for lunch tomorrow, and select—”
  


  
    “No,” shouted Rosa. “I mean… no, that would be even more… confusing, Miss Artemisia. I think, for now.”
  


  
    “Well, let me know if you change your mind,” Floriane said. Truth be told, she was rather afraid she would also find it distracting. But she would help Rosa whatever the cost.
  


  
    “Oh, I think she’s done,” said Rosa.
  


  
    “Thankfully,” Floriane said. “I have heard of the puissance of second-class witches, but Veronika really is remarkable. Mind you, it was the same last time, and I didn’t have an apprentice then.”
  


  
    “Did you watch the scrying orb yourself?”
  


  
    “Oh, indeed,” said Floriane. “Thankfully, I had a doll that was very very good at handjobs.”
  


  
    Rosa was blushing again, as the bell went off.
  


  
    The scene inside fitting room two was not a surprise, since they had watched it on the orb. No tersus spell had been cast, but Veronika had found time to get dressed; she was back in the costume she had arrived in, not a hair out of place. She had produced one of those silly ‘vapes’ from somewhere, and was currently blowing out greenish vapour. Technically, this was against the rules, but Floriane did not want the argument; it was better than the kiseru pipe she had smoked last time.
  


  
    “This one,” Veronika said, gesturing with the vape at the closest table.
  


  
    The doll she had indicated was strapped to the table, face down, still shaking, red marks over its back and bottom. And a heck of a mess around its bottom, at least until Rosa performed a hurried tersus spell. Its aura was hard to describe, but bliss was close enough.
  


  
    “Athena,” said Floriane.
  


  
    “Really?” said Veronika, bursting into a sharp laugh. “Excellent. It can think about its goddess name, while I degrade it, slowly, into a quivering mass of humiliation.”
  


  
    She blew out another plume of vapour. The other dolls were on a different table, tied together; Sasha sandwiched between Emily and Millicent. There was a lot of writhing; Emily and Millicent had evidently been instructed to be rough. Sasha was moaning silently, eyes glazed in exhaustion. Floriane nodded as Rosa stopped them.
  


  
    “Fine choices all, though: thank you,” said Veronika. “Just as I would expect from my favourite boutique.”
  


  
    “As I say, the picks are largely Rosa’s choice,” said Floriane.
  


  
    “Oh yes,” said Veronika. “Well, young Rosa, your mistress has obviously taught you well. Dolls, say thank you to Miss Rosa.”
  


  
    The “Thank you, Miss Rosa” that was occasioned was quite raggedy.
  


  
    “I’m not surprised though,” Veronika continued. “Floriane is very clever, and knows when to use a carrot and when to use a stick.”
  


  
    “Miss Artemisia is very good,” Rosa said.
  


  
    “I bet,” Veronika said. “Did the two of you have fun huddled closely around the orb? I do hope so.”
  


  
    “Again,” said Floriane. “I left much of that to Rosa.”
  


  
    “Oh, you wound me, Floriane,” she said, laughing. “Tell me Rosa; which of the dolls did you most wish to be?”
  


  
    “She is a witch in training,” said Floriane. “Obviously, she identified with the excellent witch.”
  


  
    “Really, Rosa?” said Veronika. “You were the tightener of knots, not the one bound and trembling? The flogger rather than the flogged? The inserter, rather—”
  


  
    “Yes,” said Rosa
  


  
    “I see,” Veronika said.
  


  
    She got a cheque book out of her tiny bag.
  


  
    “I assume that this will be sufficient for the doll,” Veronika said, writing down about half as much again as Floriane was going to ask for.
  


  
    “Very generous, Veronika,” said Floriane, accepting the cheque.
  


  
    “Well, apart from paying for your ungrudging time,” said Veronika. “I am including its box and delivery in that.”
  


  
    Veronika stood and reached into her bag, presenting a business card to Floriane.
  


  
    “My address is on there,” Veronika said. “And my personal phone number. Will you be making the delivery yourself, Floriane?”
  


  
    “We have a trusted courier for that,” said Rosa, quickly.
  


  
    “Indeed,” said Floriane.
  


  
    “A pity,” said Veronika. “Even so, you are quite welcome to visit, anytime. I promise you that my household would be very welcoming for someone of your capabilities. And as for you, Rosa; I daresay we can find something extremely captivating for you. Right, I have taken up enough of your time; I will be on my way.”
  


  
    Floriane accompanied her to the door. It was twilight outside now, and it had started to rain.
  


  
    “Floriane, your apprentice,” said Veronika, quietly, but not so quiet that Rosa could not hear. “Have you considered making her into a doll? She has the tendency, and you know the rituals. You would both appreciate it.”
  


  
    “I am a trainee witch!” snapped Rosa.
  


  
    “My apologies, of course,” said Veronika, unapologetically. “Good day, my fellow witches.” With another bow, she left.
  


  
    3. Rosa
  


  
    Floriane turned the sign to “Closed” and leant back against the door for a moment. She walked back to the counter and exchanged her shoes for the rabbit slippers.
  


  
    “Rosa, have you got a course tonight?” said Floriane. “You can go if you want.”
  


  
    “Not tonight, Miss Artemisia,” said Rosa. “It’s movie night with my roommate, but not until later, so I’ll stay and help you with the dolls.”
  


  
    “What film are you watching?” asked Floriane
  


  
    “My choice, Combat-dolls versus Hellhounds 3,” Rosa said. “Have you seen it?”
  


  
    “No, I am afraid not,” said Floriane. The last time she had watched a film it was in black and white.
  


  
    It took a while to put the dolls away; charms to clean, mend welts and cure soreness. Getting them dressed again, and reassuring them with kisses. They worked quietly, together.
  


  
    Sasha, Emily, Millicent and Dana were taken upstairs and settled in their boxes. They brought Athena’s box down, and left it by the counter for delivery tomorrow. Finally, Willow was shifted to the stockroom; thankfully the sales meant there was plenty of room.
  


  
    Floriane sighed, thinking about the sales paperwork she had still to complete.
  


  
    “Lady Marlinspike only had a glass of champagne,” she said. “Should we finish off the bottle?”
  


  
    Rosa paused.
  


  
    “I mean, three sales in one day is unusual, isn’t it?” said Floriane. “So we might as well celebrate.”
  


  
    Rosa fiddled with a box’s hasp.
  


  
    “Oh, I mean, you probably have things to do,” said Floriane. “You don’t want to hang out with your decrepit boss.”
  


  
    “You’re not decrepit!” said Rosa. “It’s just that… it’s unusual for you. You’re usually so professional it’s intimidating.”
  


  
    “I apologise, Rosa,” Floriane said. “It is important that I stay professional. I sometimes feel as if… no, it’s not important. Will you drink with me?”
  


  
    Rosa paused again, then said “Of course, Miss Artemisia.”
  


  
    “And for the Goddess’s sake,” said Floriane, “call me Floriane.”
  


  
    “... Floriane,” said Rosa, experimentally.
  


  
    “Thank you,” said Floriane. “Let’s take it into my office, then.”
  


  
    They sat at opposite ends of the sofa, and Floriane poured them both a glass of—slightly flat—champagne.
  


  
    “To sales, and an excellent assistant,” said Floriane, and they both toasted.
  


  
    “Do you really feel that, Miss… Floriane?” asked Rosa. “That I’m a good assistant?”
  


  
    “Of course!”
  


  
    “But… but I blush, and I get embarrassed by using dolls, and… and I don’t always think like a witch,” Rosa said.
  


  
    “True,” said Floriane. “But those are minor things that you will overcome with time.”
  


  
    “Lady Marlinspike thought I should become a doll,” said Rosa, sipping her champagne.
  


  
    “She was just teasing,” said Floriane.
  


  
    “You sometimes use the witch’s voice on me…”
  


  
    “Accidentally, I’m sure,” said Floriane, not quite truthfully. “And you can detect it.”
  


  
    “But… I don’t mind doing what you say,” Rosa said.
  


  
    “Good, yes, I am the supervisor,” said Floriane, “you are the assistant. Look, anyway, it only really works on dolls; on humans and witches its effects are very slight.”
  


  
    “So… you don’t think that I’m becoming a doll?”
  


  
    “You know better than that,” said Floriane. “People don’t just become dolls. There are several rituals, and plenty of forms. This is not mediaeval times where some bad witch may swoop down, carry you off, mark you, and strip your personality down without even a by your leave.”
  


  
    “I know,” said Rosa. “But… but occasionally that sounds sort of nice. No embarrassment. No family drama. No decisions. Someone else taking charge. It feels… peaceful. Just occasionally, I mean.” She gulped at her glass.
  


  
    “Of course,” Floriane said. “I don’t think there is a competent witch that hasn’t at some point thought that. We—witches—have to understand the nature of dolls. Their wonder, in fact.”
  


  
    “Really?” said Rosa. “So, did you, er, consider it? Becoming a doll.”
  


  
    Floriane took a sip of champagne. She weighed her words; she did not want to lie to Rosa, but nor was complete honesty possible. “I wrestled with the idea of being a doll for way too long, in my youth. But I found that I liked control a little too much. Doll or bad witch was certainly a question I had to answer for myself.”
  


  
    “You’re not a bad witch!” exclaimed Rosa.
  


  
    Floriane got a sudden flash; someone else’s blood, a sliver of glass, her hands. “I am older than I look,” she said, quietly. “And much less good.”
  


  
    “Nonsense,” exclaimed Rosa. “You are so smart, and professional, and pretty. Um, I mean…” She finished her glass.
  


  
    “Thank you, Rosa,” said Floriane, pressing her hand. “I think the tiredness and the alcohol must be getting to me.”
  


  
    “It’s alright if you’re not professional all the time,” said Rosa. “After closing time, we could just… hang out. You know, like friends. As friends.”
  


  
    “I would like that,” said Floriane.
  


  
    “Right. Is there more in that bottle?” said Rosa.
  


  
    “About another glass,” said Floriane. “You take it; I’m doing okay on this one.”
  


  
    Rosa tipped the bottle, getting almost a glass full, which she promptly half drained.
  


  
    “So,” she said. “Veronika said you knew the rituals, for a doll, I mean.”
  


  
    “In theory,” Floriane said. “Third class witch stuff. As I say, there is a lot of bureaucracy these days. Not worth the hassle.”
  


  
    “Oh, right,” said Rosa.
  


  
    “Of course, if you ever made the decision that you did want to become a doll,” said Floriane, “I’d hit the textbooks for you.”
  


  
    “Really?” said Rosa. “I mean, I’m not going to, of course, but that’s nice.”
  


  
    “Of course.”
  


  
    “I mean, you’d probably sell doll-me to a lower-end store,” said Rosa.
  


  
    “Are you joking?” said Floriane. “You belong in the highest of boutiques. But, also, I wouldn’t sell you.”
  


  
    “Oh?” said Rosa, taking another gulp of champagne. “What would… why not?”
  


  
    “You are an excellent assistant,” Floriane said, which was one of the reasons.
  


  
    “Oh, right,” said Rosa. “I thought… Anyway, one of the things that I don’t like is being an ‘it’; I don’t know how it was for you, but I had to fight for she/her.”
  


  
    “Similar, sort of, before I became a witch,” said Floriane. There were, technically, no trans witches, or cis witches. No one was born a witch, and all witches remade themselves; perhaps some more than others. Really, you could argue that all witches were trans, but some ancient and rich witches got cross if you said that. “But maybe not having to fight is a reason some dolls chose that path?”
  


  
    “Oh goddess, I can see why that is tempting,” said Rosa.
  


  
    Floriane sipped her champagne.
  


  
    “I’m not thinking about it,” said Rosa. “But I am worried that I obey the witch’s voice. That must mean something.”
  


  
    “Coincidence,” said Floriane. “It was something you would do, anyway.”
  


  
    Rosa looked sceptical. “Give me an order,” she said.
  


  
    “Don’t be silly.”
  


  
    “Just something simple and harmless,” said Rosa. “Please?”
  


  
    Floriane deliberately didn’t look at her puppy-dog eyes.
  


  
    “Fine,” she said, then loaded her voice with timbre. “Finish your drink.”
  


  
    She downed the remains of her glass, then set it on the side table. “No,” she said, “too easy, I was going to do that, anyway. Something else.”
  


  
    “Like what?”
  


  
    “I dunno,” said Rosa.
  


  
    “Make a silly face,” said Floriane, in the witch’s voice.
  


  
    Rosa stuck out her tongue and went cross-eyed. Floriane had a sudden impulse to grab her tongue, but resisted.
  


  
    “No,” Rosa said. “I just did it because it’s fun. Making silly faces at your boss is fun. It needs to be something I want to resist.”
  


  
    Floriane shook her head. “Just be happy; you only obey witch-commands you would have, anyway.”
  


  
    “No,” she said. She paused and went bright red.
  


  
    “Oh Goddess,” muttered Floriane.
  


  
    “It should be something I’m embarrassed by,” Rosa said, looking down. “So that I can properly resist, right?”
  


  
    “I’m not sure that’s a good—”
  


  
    “Ask me to take my top off,” said Rosa, in high-pitched embarrassment.
  


  
    “No,” said Floriane, “that would be—”
  


  
    “Don’t you want to see?” said Rosa. “Am I that ugly?”
  


  
    “No, of course you’re not.”
  


  
    “Well then,” said Rosa, sounding sensible but still bright red. “If you win: you get an eyeful of me in my bra. You’re a witch surrounded by dolls; a bit of mid-price bra is nothing to you. And if I win; then great, I am proof against witch’s voice. It’s win-win.”
  


  
    “Fine,” said Floriane. “Remove your top.”
  


  
    “In the witch’s voice!”
  


  
    Floriane sighed. “You’re sure?” she asked. Rosa nodded.
  


  
    Floriane put her glass on the edge of the desk. “Remove your top,” she said, witch’s timbre ringing out.
  


  
    Rosa was still, her hands balled up at her sides. “See, easy,” said Rosa. “No bra for you, Miss Ar—” She interrupted herself by pulling her tee-shirt—and mesh underlayer—off over her head.
  


  
    Floriane looked away, pretending she hadn’t seen lovely curves in a lacy bra, little pink nipples just visible.
  


  
    “Damn. I thought I had it. Damn,” said Rosa. Floriane waited for her to put her top back on.
  


  
    “Well,” Rosa said, impatiently. “Look, will you! How am I supposed to learn if you don’t do the punishment?” She shuffled closer on the sofa.
  


  
    Floriane looked again, although the first glimpse had been burned into her mind. Rosa’s blush reached down to her décolletage. She had a pair of moles—beauty marks—near her collarbone; they should be kissed, thought Floriane. She followed the blush down to the cleavage, and along the inside of a breast. Floriane’s hand involuntarily moved, no more than a twitch, as her eyes followed the line and estimated—by eye—the feel and heaviness of it.
  


  
    “Oh, right, sure,” said Rosa. “I suppose a bit of manhandling, or witch-handling, I mean, would teach me a lesson. Go on then.”
  


  
    “No, Rosa, I’m sorry—”
  


  
    Rosa grabbed Floriane’s hand, and held it to one of her breasts, pressing it against the lacy bra material. Floriane found her fingers pressing, a tiny massage into lovely flesh. She looked up, and was surprised to find Rosa looking at her, blushing across her nose and cheeks.
  


  
    Floriane suddenly shook her head and snatched her hand back. “I’m sorry—”
  


  
    “Why?” said Rosa. “You wanted me to stop blushing. I wanted to be immune to witch-voice. I mean, okay, I failed. But we were along the right lines, I can tell. Just need practice.”
  


  
    “No—”
  


  
    “What, is it so horrible for you when I fail?” said Rosa. “It didn’t seem that it was.”
  


  
    “No,” said Floriane. “It’s…” Just that she was worried about losing control. She shrugged.
  


  
    “Look, we’re alright, Floriane,” said Rosa. “Just friends; hanging out, helping each other, perhaps embarrassing each other, a bit. It’s fine.”
  


  
    “Okay,” said Floriane; uncertainly. “I haven’t had many friends but…”
  


  
    “This is all normal,” said Rosa. “Now, we need to find something else to test me with. For the witch-voice. Something a bit embarrassing.”
  


  
    “Um,” said Floriane. She wasn’t used to feeling off-balance like this. Maybe Rosa had more witch-mind than she thought.
  


  
    Rosa grabbed a cushion from the sofa, and threw it on the floor, at Floriane’s rabbit-slippered feet. “Tell me to kneel,” she said.
  


  
    “Rosa, no.”
  


  
    “Gosh, it’s just kneeling,” said Rosa. “I don’t know where your mind is going. It’s just a bit embarrassing; like you’re a queen or something.”
  


  
    “Really?” said Floriane.
  


  
    “Just give the command, Floriane.”
  


  
    “Kneel—”
  


  
    “In the witch-voice!” said Rosa.
  


  
    “Kneel before me,” said Floriane, with a bit of witch’s voice. Actually, more than she planned.
  


  
    “Okay,” said Rosa. “Got to stay focused.” She shifted her position on the sofa. “I’m comfortable here, why would I go and kneel?” She put her hand on Floriane’s knee, flexing and grasping. “But I keep thinking that you want me to.”
  


  
    I do, thought Floriane, carefully not speaking.
  


  
    “That cushion does look pretty comfy,” Rosa said, still grasping Floriane’s knee. “No, I will resist. I can do this.”
  


  
    Floriane looked at her again, eyes meeting. A flash of something pleading in Rosa’s eyes; Floriane didn’t know what her own eyes were saying.
  


  
    Rosa moved, getting off the sofa, and kneeling in front of Floriane; somehow graceful and clumsy at the same time.
  


  
    They sat in a silent tableau for a moment.
  


  
    “Damn,” Rosa said. “We should have started a stopwatch. I was doing okay for a while.”
  


  
    Floriane was silent, looking down at Rosa’s face, her eyes looking up. Floriane imagining stroking a cheek, then…
  


  
    “Well, what are you going to do to embarrass me?” said Rosa.
  


  
    “Don’t—” murmured Floriane.
  


  
    Rosa placed a hand on each of Floriane’s knees; and drew them apart, pleats unfolding in the skirt.
  


  
    “Rosa—” said Floriane.
  


  
    “I think,” said Rosa. “A good punishment for me would be… to kiss… your witchcock. See how red even the words are making me go?”
  


  
    Floriane’s witchcock was hard, tenting her skirt. She tried to get control, a witch’s control over her own body, but the cantrips would not come to mind.
  


  
    “Oh my Goddess,” said Rosa. “Are you blushing, Miss Artemisia?”
  


  
    Floriane could feel herself going red; hot pinpricks across her skin. The embarrassment of blushing made it worse. For the Goddess’s sake, Floriane, she thought, are you a trainee witch? Are you a fresh doll?
  


  
    “This afternoon you invited me to share a doll with you,” said Rosa. “Why would you be embarrassed now?”
  


  
    “That was normal doll retail stuff; testing the stock together,” Floriane said. And besides, I knew you wouldn’t agree.
  


  
    Rosa was carefully pushing back the skirt.
  


  
    “I guess,” said Rosa, quietly, “I might have been too jealous of the doll.”
  


  
    Floriane’s witchcock popped free of her skirt.
  


  
    “Rosa—”
  


  
    “It’s just a little kiss between friends, Floriane,” said Rosa. “It looks like it could use a kiss, straining upwards, like a flower to the sun. So pretty.”
  


  
    Rosa shuffled slightly closer. “Or order me to leave. You won’t even have to use the voice. Do you want me to go, Floriane?”
  


  
    “No,” Floriane said, quietly. “No. But I’m worried that I’ll lose control.”
  


  
    Rosa gently grasped the witchcock in her hands, and kissed the tip. Once, then again.
  


  
    “So lose control,” Rosa said, kissing again. “Do you think I’m expecting you to be, um, appropriate and professional?” She ran her tongue across the head.
  


  
    Floriane shuffled forward. “Rosa…” she said.
  


  
    Rosa picked up one of Floriane’s hands and placed it on the back of her head.
  


  
    “Miss Artemisia,” Rosa said, carefully. “I want you to facefuck me. Use me like a doll. Take my mouth like it belongs—mmph.”
  


  
    Rosa gleefully sucked on the head of the witchcock. Floriane pulled her closer, her hand curling into Rosa’s hair. Rosa took the cock in; Floriane imagined her lipstick on the side of the shaft. She closed her eyes, enjoying Rosa’s mouth, enjoying the close, warm space that enveloped her; saliva and active tongue, the occasional touch of teeth.
  


  
    Floriane started to thrust; Rosa responded with wet noises, muffled moans, and occasional gags, as Floriane found her depth and adjusted her speed.
  


  
    “Rosa…” murmured Floriane. “My Rosa…”
  


  
    It did not take long, particularly by witch’s standards. Floriane finished, overtaken by orgasm; a lightness in her head, heaviness and then an emptiness in her body. Rosa swallowed some, coughing and choking on the rest. Floriane stroked her head.
  


  
    “I’m sorry, Rosa,” said Floriane.
  


  
    Rosa carefully licked the detumescing cock, several times, and then looked up. Her mascara had run, and her lipstick was smudged. Her blush was almost gone though; a subtle pinkness on her cheeks and nose.
  


  
    “Why?” she said; eyes sparkling. “That was what I wanted. That was what you wanted.”
  


  
    Rosa took one of Floriane’s hands and delicately kissed the pad of her thumb.
  


  
    “I’m your boss,” Floriane said. “I don’t want things to be awkward for you. Heck, I don’t want things to be awkward for me. What if I have to tell you off again?”
  


  
    Rosa kissed her palm.
  


  
    “Goddess,” said Rosa. “You don’t think I didn’t think about being throatfucked, or just flung over the counter and my butt taken, every time you told me off? Is it really more awkward if we’re both thinking that?”
  


  
    “I was already thinking that,” said Floriane, dourly. “But, yes, knowing we’re both thinking it does make it considerably more awkward.”
  


  
    Rosa climbed up on the sofa next to Floriane. She leaned across her and drank the rest of Floriane’s champagne.
  


  
    “Awkward because you might just close the shop and fuck me?” Rosa asked. “Because I don’t have a problem with that.”
  


  
    “Yes,” said Floriane. “Well, it’s very unprofessional not sticking to advertised opening and closing times.”
  


  
    “Your professionalism is just going to fucking edge us, isn’t it?” said Rosa, with a theatrical sigh.
  


  
    “Yes,” said Floriane. “Seriously, though, I could just kiss you and erase the memories. Might be simpler.”
  


  
    “I’ll take half that deal,” said Rosa.
  


  
    “What?”
  


  
    “Kiss me, idiot,” said Rosa. “Leave the memories.”
  


  
    They kissed; short but intense, lips sliding over lips.
  


  
    “It won’t be that different, Floriane,” Rosa said. “You will teach me to be less embarrassed, and to be immune to the voice of witches. You’ll discipline me when I need it. All very professional.”
  


  
    They kissed again, for longer this time. Open mouths, licking and nibbling each other, tongues colliding.
  


  
    “And what,” said Floriane, when they broke off. “If I lose control, hold you down, and fuck you senseless?”
  


  
    “Then that will be an important glimpse into the doll mindset for me,” she said. “If it happens a few times, it might even persuade me.”
  


  
    They kissed again, and again, as the autumn rain fell.
  


  
    “Oops,” said Rosa, reluctantly pulling back. “Sorry, but I have to go. Movie night. Those combat-dolls won’t wait.”
  


  
    She stood, pulled her top on, and cast the tersus charm.
  


  
    Floriane stood as well, a bit uncertain.
  


  
    “Your makeup…” said Floriane, gesturing to her face. “A little charm—”
  


  
    “I wish I could leave it,” said Rosa. “My roommate had me top-envious for most of last year; she was semi-dating this butch chef. A femme witch outranks that. She’d be so jealous if I showed her my ruined mascara. But do your spell.”
  


  
    Floriane ran her fingers over Rosa’s face, feeling her soft warmth and lovely contours. She cast a more complex variant of tersus to clean off the cosmetics. Then a fallax charm on top, to give the appearance of fresh makeup. It felt surprisingly intimate to Floriane, considering that her witchcock had just been in Rosa’s mouth. She finished with a small kiss, and Rosa responded; they kissed several times until Rosa pulled away.
  


  
    “Wow,” said Rosa. She had moved to check out her face in the darkened window. “Very neat. Is this how come your makeup is always flawless?”
  


  
    “Mine is like a doll’s,” Floriane said. “Magically permanent, mostly.”
  


  
    “Oh Goddess, the reasons are piling up.”
  


  
    They walked out to the entry hall. Rosa retrieved some shapeless waterproofs from the coat rack and began climbing into them.
  


  
    “Are you sure you will be alright on the broom?” asked Floriane. “You’ve had a lot to drink, and it’s raining.”
  


  
    “Are you trying to persuade me to stay, Miss Artemisia?” asked Rosa. “Tempting. But I better go. I went mad at my roommate when she missed movie night just because she’d got off with a hot girl. And the broom flies itself.”
  


  
    Floriane nodded. She really wasn’t sure where this was going. Was she an idiot? At one time, she would have cut all ties with someone getting too close. She had too many secrets to take a lover. Bad secrets and bad history. And yet… she pictured Rosa’s face looking up at her, and knew she had to try. Even bad witches deserved that.
  


  
    “Don’t worry, Floriane,” Rosa said. “It really will be alright, you’ll see. Maybe tomorrow we can try restraints; I know you like those. You can witch-voice me into putting them on, and I’ll try to resist.”
  


  
    Rosa quickly kissed her, grabbed her broom, and skipped out the door.
  


  
    Floriane watched her take off in the street, hoping whoever’s car that was wouldn’t complain about the boot mark on the roof. She locked the door.
  


  
    Normally, she would listen to the wireless now, or undertake some project in the workshop, or spend some time with a doll or two. Tonight she just sat on the sofa and listened to the rain for a while. Imagining Rosa kissing, Rosa swallowing.
  


  
    At the usual time, she started checking the boutique from bottom to top; switching lights off, putting things away. Finally, the shop darkened, she ended up in the supply room.
  


  
    She undressed; her hand traced over the spot where the brand had been removed, and where her scars had been. Her skin was free of scars and marks now, free even of blemishes, and had been for an age. Yet the spirit remembers, she thought. Removing those memories would be a relatively simple piece of magic, but the memories protected her.
  


  
    She hung her hat on the back of the door, and put everything else into the washing basket. She laid out a set of similar clothes for tomorrow. Then she climbed the ladder/stairs to the attic.
  


  
    It was small and dark in here, though a tiny circular window let in some light. The rain was louder here. Floriane kicked off her slippers.
  


  
    She opened the door to her case; the light picked out the fractured glass. She used the broken gap, where the hasp had been, to open it. The shattered glass was old enough now that it rarely cut her. Floriane climbed onto the wooden hooks, and pulled the door closed.
  


  
    “A good day, all things considered,” she said to herself. “Well done, doll.”
  


  
    The Brute of Greengrave
  


  
    I. School
  


  
    Long before I was—by choice—a traitor and—mostly by choice—a murderer, I was an unhappy child. Among the noble witch families, there are some who take the noble part seriously, and some who take the witch part seriously. Mine was definitely the former. My mother, Lady Genevieve Lockwood, viscountess of Greengrave, was a class five, and had no intention of going further. She had no need of witchery when running her real estate portfolio and stock investments, and—of primary importance—managing the hunt. Her wife—my step-mother—was Lady Evelyn Kennard; a level three witch, but purely for fleshcrafting and the doll rituals. She was an amateur doll-maker; the sort of expensive and questionably ethical hobby only available to my class, or so I thought. The Royal Society of Knights Sorcerous didn’t really mind; if you had at least a modicum of witchery, and the right (upper) class, you were welcome.
  


  
    Neither of them had found enough time, among their important activities, for anything as trivial as raising a child. My mother, having done the duty of producing an heir, expected me to be quiet—to the point of non-existence—until I was old enough to learn about the family business. Evelyn was fractionally better; she would talk to me, but only to explain—in highly scientific terminology—her doll work; a lecture that was baffling or worrying to young me. It was the only chance I got to hear about dolls though; my family had a large pack, but I was not allowed to interact with them. Much of the time, I stared out of the windows at the grounds, while Genevieve and Evelyn were in the forbidden part of the house.
  


  
    Fortunately, I was packed off to boarding school as soon as was practical. For most children of my class this was an awful time. Their parents might have been terrible, but they were at least present; so now the children were homesick and lonely. I thought I was not; in fact, I was, but loneliness was like the water I swam in.
  


  
    So, anyway, all in all I had a jolly time at school. These schools tend to give you power in exchange for trauma; many aspiring MP’s and CEOs are happy to exchange influence and grift for the knowledge that you would never be loved. But maybe these places are somewhat less effective if you already have trauma.
  


  
    Academically I was… fine. A little above average, but not spectacular. I wasn’t particularly bright, but I had a good memory. But sports were where I excelled; cricket, golf, rugby and more. And then, as I got older; shooting, fishing and archery. This sporting excellence saved me from most bullying; the team sports gave me, if not friends, certainly acquaintances. That, plus the fact that I was uncommonly tall and wide for a girl meant that bullies were likely to try elsewhere.
  


  
    Even the holidays were somewhat improved once I got old enough to hike, fish, and golf nearby.
  


  
    And so the days passed. Eventually I gave up most of the team sports; as we got older, they wanted an actual team-member, not some solitary girl. I still had no friends; I wanted them, but I could not make myself speak more than monosyllabically to anyone new. They assumed that I was a bitch or a fool rather than someone whose loneliness had turned pathological.
  


  
    My teenage years did not improve the situation; I did not blossom, as aunts sometimes assured me I would. My boobs were nothing special, and although my general form had added some definition, it was still too tall and too muscular. It bothered me only inasmuch as I saw that the pretty girls had lots of friends, and perhaps if I was pretty, then I would too. Obviously, in retrospect, this was not true.
  


  
    In the last year at Lytleigh Girls Private School—in the sixth form annex by now, with a little more freedom—I had a particularly unpleasant time. Not only was I still friendless, but I gained a persistent bully. I’d encountered bullies before, but they didn’t last long; my responses were not entertaining, and if all else failed, there was the threat of violence.
  


  
    Sophie Tallowfield was, as I say, persistent. She tried many verbal barbs until she found one that worked. I was ugly (I didn’t care too much). I was posh (and so were ninety-five percent of the pupils). My uniform was bad (it was a uniform, though I was a little unkempt). I was stupid (I wasn’t). But finally she hit on: I haven’t got any friends. Which was true, and a great source of sadness to me. But while she had a line of attack, I thought at first my taciturn response would see her off. From the first thing in the morning (Sophie was a day student), she’d begin with a jibe about my friendlessness. A jeer about the way people avoided me. Every time I wandered past someone at break, she would speculate loudly that I was trying to pretend they were my friend. I assumed she would stop after a few days and settled in to taciturn it out. It did not stop.
  


  
    The next escalation was threats of violence. Sophie was skinny and not particularly well-muscled. I assumed that threatening to punch her would get results. I suppose it did; she just stepped closer and repeated whatever jibe she was making in a sing-song voice.
  


  
    Frustrated, I made a major error. I mentioned it to my mother over Sunday dinner. Unbidden, tears started, which I knew was a mistake.
  


  
    “Child,” said Lady Genevieve, “you are the daughter of the viscountess of Greengrave; is this child of similar stock?”
  


  
    “No.” I sniffled. “She’s there on scholarship. I think she’s poor.”
  


  
    “Then you are crying for entirely the wrong reason,” said my mother. “You should be ashamed to tarnish the family name so. Injure her. You do not even need to get someone to do it for you; use your cart-horse frame and punch her. Kill her, if you’ve got a mind to. I will deal with any disciplinary fuss.”
  


  
    The next morning, before school started, I was reading (“Alchemical Basics”) in the common room when Sophie found me. She started on some jibe, and suddenly I struck her; not a punch—I was not angry enough to break her jaw—but an open-handed slap across the face. The rest of the common room stopped at the sound and looked on; perhaps hoping for a fight. But there was none. Sophie wobbled, tears springing to her eyes. She sat down suddenly, silent. The other pupils sighed at the non-event and resumed their activities.
  


  
    I thought that would be the end of it, but Sophie did not learn. After lunch she found me again and immediately started up her jibes. I slapped her again, a little harder, and she immediately shut up. I was embarrassed rather than relieved; one side of her face was now a lot redder than the other, I even thought I could see finger marks. There was the odd silent tear. I felt strange; excited but also sick.
  


  
    Again, though, that was not the end. The next day she found me in the playground and again started up her jeering. I pushed her over; she was light and a little gawky. She stood up and immediately went back to her jibe about me having no friends. I grabbed her hair and pulled; angry with her and myself.
  


  
    “Why won’t you leave me alone?!” I shouted.
  


  
    I saw the tears form in her eyes again, and I let go of the hank of hair. A few loose ones stuck to my palm. She didn’t say anything. But neither did she go; hanging around in awkward silence.
  


  
    And I suppose that was the problem solved, albeit annoyingly. Sophie would approach me before the start of the school, or at lunchtime, and begin with “Verity has no friends because—”. And I would pull her hair or pinch her arms or slap her legs, until tears formed and she would be quiet, but wouldn’t actually go away.
  


  
    One morning—a Friday before half-term—she broke this stupid habit. She didn’t jeer, but just spoke to me instead.
  


  
    “I’m leaving Lytleigh today,” she said. I just looked at her. “We’ve got to move back with nan. Fucking Birmingham. Too far to come here.”
  


  
    “Oh,” I said.
  


  
    “I can give you our new address,” she said. “We could write.”
  


  
    “Why?” I asked. I didn’t understand.
  


  
    Sophie blinked, and turned away rapidly. She hurried off.
  


  
    So that was a success, I suppose.
  


  
    II. Hunt
  


  
    I left Lytleigh with a reasonable number of A and O levels, and I passed the Witches Entrance Exam without difficulty. This pleased my mother who had assumed—like at least the three most recent generations of our family—she would need to semi-officially bribe me in. And The Imperial Women’s College of Magical Philosophy was not cheap to bribe, although plenty of its old buildings were crumbling, and plenty of the old tutor-witches had expensive doll or angel-jism habits.
  


  
    I stayed in the student halls, and quickly felt more at home than I had at Lytleigh School. It was not that the women were more friendly—I was still friendless—but they were more weird, and less inclined to think me odd. People didn’t judge you for being a little taciturn, when one of the students only spoke ancient Mesopotamian for some reason. In some ways I had improved; I could fake a normal conversation adequately. But I still found it impossible to make friends. Some mental block lingered. I still found most of my solace in solo sports, or in the gym.
  


  
    They were still mostly posh girls there, although they had a lot more scholarship students as well. A few of the upper-class girls had dolls; I was curious, but didn’t participate when they were left in the shared lounge with inviting signs.
  


  
    Things with my family were strange. With the event of my eighteenth birthday, my mother had decided I was now actually a person. While I’d always gotten birthday presents bought by personal shoppers—because my mother’s money was the important thing, surely—now Genevieve and Evelyn talked about a birthday surprise that wasn’t quite ready yet. And, more than that, mother gave me an invitation to the Greengrave and Lytleigh hunt.
  


  
    My mother sent boxes of clothes, and a car. The clothes for the day of the hunt were pretty much as you’d expect; riding clothes, jodhpurs, boots and jacket. There was also an outfit for the pre-hunt banquet; a tweed skirt and linen blouse, very much my mother’s style. Both had elegant little witch’s hats, of course. I wished I was the kind of girl who could go in jeans and tee shirt, but I was not.
  


  
    I’d never seen the car’s driver before, but that didn’t surprise me. Mother got all the staff—drivers, butlers, human maids—from an agency, and insisted they were changed frequently. “It does no good,” she insisted, “for the mould of familiarity to grow in that situation.”
  


  
    The house, as I’d expected, was set in extensive grounds. There was a small protest of Anti Witch Alliance people outside, but they seemed mostly afraid. They watched the car glide by with concerned faces.
  


  
    It was not the stately manor I was expecting though. It was very modern; organic shapes in white concrete and glass, spiralled round on top of each other. There were several buildings, interlinked by covered walkways. One was the main house, another stables, a garage, and others with an unknown purpose.
  


  
    My mother greeted me from the car. Well, I was fairly sure she wanted to check I was presented correctly, but I suppose any form of maternal concern was something.
  


  
    She had looked me up and down. “You know, dear,” she said, “Evelyn says that you shouldn’t just mention fleshcrafting to young girls, but if you ever wanted your form corrected, we know some excellent witches.”
  


  
    “No, thank you,” I said. “Unusual house, isn’t it?”
  


  
    “An American billionaire,” she said, sniffing. “She has loaned it to her friend—lover, according to gossip, a jolly widow—who was just desperate to see an English witches’ fox hunt. Dreadful, isn’t it? But she’s paying for everything.”
  


  
    The inside of the house was much as I had imagined—only more so. Like our house, it was filled with antiques; but for us, most of these had a family connection. Here is a skull given by (taken from) Chinese mystics. This is a spear given (at considerable speed) to an ancestor’s batman at some rebellion or other. A jewelled necklace. A section of jade frieze. A broken sabre. A noble house was a diary of misdeeds. This place wasn’t. It was an antiques stall; furniture and ornaments set out with considerable care but without any sense of history. To look at Greengrave Hall was to get a sense of the British Empire’s interest in the ‘Far East’. Here it was just random pieces; oh, I’m sure many had terrible stories—there’s a reason noble-witches don’t learn psychometry—but it wasn’t all the same story.
  


  
    If I was concentrating on the decor, that was because the noble-witches and the dolls were scary. The huge foyer—it had two fireplaces—was full of both. I had met noble-witches before; many were dressed—like mother and me—in posh but sensible style, others wore ball gowns, ranging from straightforward Vera Wangs to witchmade confections run through with flowers and animals. A few were skyclad; a bit gauche for their class, but no-one was going to argue with a witch. And the dolls! Other than a few servants, all were puppy-dolls. There was a lot of variety here too; most were human-looking, with fleshcrafted ears and tails. Others had furry paws. Some had altered noses, or resculpted muzzles. A few had shortened and re-angled limbs. All were naked, of course, and wore collars with ribbons twined around. I recognised the green and gold Greengrave colours on some of the collars, but there were many others. My mother led me over to a small couch in the middle of green and gold collars. Evelyn waved lackadaisically; one of the pups had its head under her skirt. I looked away. My mother sat, and a puppy-doll rested its head on her knee. A few were fawning around my legs.
  


  
    “I’m going to mingle,” I said. I know they say that witches taking dolls isn’t technically sex—just something that appears identical—but I had no wish to see my mother doing so.
  


  
    I helped myself to a glass of champagne and set off on a brief tour. A witch was showing off her puppy-doll; it was on a coffee table, on all fours, and guests were stroking and touching it. Its owner drew particular attention to the excellence of its pussy. The pup was bright red. Another set of witches were laughing as they ordered a huge butch puppy-doll to penetrate several much smaller pups. They laughed at the expressions of the puppy-dolls as they were impaled and almost crushed. A puppy-doll whined as it writhed on the floor, displaying its belly to a group of onlookers. It took me a moment to work out what was going on; the group was passing the controller for an electric shock collar, experimenting with the different settings.
  


  
    I had taken a seat on the wide stairs, and drank my champagne. It was all a bit much.
  


  
    Someone sat beside me, descending almost silently from upstairs.
  


  
    “English people, eh?” said the woman, in a mid-Atlantic accent. “They make everything posh. And tedious.”
  


  
    I looked; she was obviously a witch; I felt quiet power roll off her. She was dressed very casually; a green cashmere jumper and form-fitting jeans, kitten-heeled shoes, an odd black armband. Her eyes were brilliant emerald, and watching me. She was the sort of scary beauty that witches sometimes were; pale skin, clever eyes, a smile that flickered between cruel and friendly.
  


  
    “I am English,” I said. I was nervous about being spoken to, especially by an attractive witch.
  


  
    “Never mind,” she said, smiling, knocking my knee with hers. It was impossible to tell how old she was; she looked to be in her mid-thirties, but she could easily have been three hundred instead.
  


  
    “You know,” she said. “Normally, I’d love this sort of thing. Doll orgies. Torture parties. Lovely. But the British somehow make them dreary.”
  


  
    I nodded, not sure what to say.
  


  
    “Cat got your tongue, pretty one?” she said. “Do you not like dolls?”
  


  
    I shrugged. “I don’t know. Sort of. Haven’t seen much of them, I suppose.”
  


  
    “Ah,” said the woman. “And this is not the ideal introduction.” She looked at me again; I wasn’t used to it, but there seemed to be interest—maybe even attraction—there. “You should have a play with my doll. What do you like? Spanking? Biting? Restraints?”
  


  
    I blushed. “I don’t know,” I said.
  


  
    “Yes, you do,” she said. “You like spanking, open-hand slapping.”
  


  
    Was she reading my mind?
  


  
    “Like recognises like,” she said. “Although I’m rougher than you. My doll would love you; it does complain about big welts. You would be a nice change for it.”
  


  
    Again, I didn’t know how to respond. A gong announcing that dinner was served saved me.
  


  
    “I had better go,” said the woman. “I’m Veronika, by the way.”
  


  
    “Oh, I’m Verity,” I said.
  


  
    “Wow, all the V’s together,” Veronika said, scissoring her hands together. “See you soon, Verity.”
  


  
    The banquet was a lavish affair. There were three huge tables; we were sat at the top table. My mother was seated at one end of the table, with Evelyn and myself either side of her. At the other end was the host’s chair, which to my surprise, was Veronika. She gave me a nod and a smile.
  


  
    In the centre of the room was a cage, hidden by a tapestry showing the history of the hunt. Or, rather, the mythic history, as it was supposed to have originated with the witches showing the Wild Hunt how it was supposed to be done. In the cage, I knew, was the fox-doll for the hunt.
  


  
    Everyone gradually filtered in; well, no dolls, obviously—even the serving folk were human. Finally, my mother stood, ahemmed (she considered tapping a glass to be common) and waited for silence. Then Genevieve began to speak; she was quite a talented speaker, though I won’t relay the whole thing.
  


  
    She thanked the host, “Mrs Marlinspike, a visitor to this fair land, but a very welcome one,” mentioned the house, “a lovely settling, though perhaps a bit adventurous for the older witches.” Then she went off for a bit about foxes (real), foxes (mythical) and fox-dolls (for the purposes of hunting). She directed people to charge their glasses, then signalled to an unseen witch, who levitated the tapestry off the cage.
  


  
    The fox-doll turned around, snarling and hissing. It was beautiful—delicate shading on its ears and tail, red through black to white—but obviously terrified, cringing and snapping.
  


  
    We toasted to the fox-doll—well, to the chance that it would make excellent sport—and then to Lady Pennelegion, sadly absent RSKS chair, and the Queen. Then the meal started; it was good—turbot, venison, etc.—but I was still thinking about the fox-doll. The witches around me were talking about hunt minutiae; I just zoned out.
  


  
    The meal eventually ended; people took their drinks to the more comfortable chairs of the foyer, or headed out to the wide patio to smoke. A few, like me, stood around the fox-doll’s cage. Some guests had saved little pieces of venison which they tossed or levitated into the cage. The fox-doll flinched from them, and did not eat them.
  


  
    “I wonder if the problem is that the British do not know how to do fun imperiousness,” whispered Veronika, standing—suddenly—closely behind me. “The only imperiousness they know is the unfun kind; the empire on which the sun never sets kind.”
  


  
    “This from a yank,” I muttered, several glasses of good wine (including a particularly nice Château Haut-Brion merlot) having unstoppered my tongue somewhat.
  


  
    “Odd, isn’t it?” said Veronika, her breath tickling the outside of my ear. “The idea of noble-witches. Witches are supposed to be outside of hierarchies, but here, instead, they are part of the order.”
  


  
    “Plenty of witches aren’t nobles,” I said. “And plenty of nobles aren’t witches. But it was inevitable that the two sources of power should meld. I hear America has formed its own witch’s court?”
  


  
    “The American Order of Magical Practitioners, yes,” said Veronika. “AOMP. They claim to be following the traditions of the Seelie Court, hence the Lords and Ladies, but we all know that the Royal Society of Knights Sorcerous is more of a direct influence. Curious though, that your Queen is not a witch.”
  


  
    “Our Royal family hasn’t produced a witch for five hundred years, not since Mary the first,” I recited. “The Royal is simply because it has a royal charter, not because of any membership.”
  


  
    “You don’t hold with the opinion that Victoria was, in secret?” asked Veronika. “Cementing the Pax Britannica seems like quite a job for a non-practitioner.”
  


  
    “Queen Victoria was not an engineer, a gun-maker, a ship-builder, a foot-soldier, or an administrator,” I said. “She did not need to be. She used these people as necessary, to enforce her imperium. Witches too.”
  


  
    “Ah,” said Veronika, the ghost of laughter in her voice. “You are well-studied, Verity.”
  


  
    “I have a good memory, is all,” I said.
  


  
    “Hmm,” said Veronika. “Are you looking forward to the hunt tomorrow?”
  


  
    “I don’t know,” I replied, honestly. “At any rate, I like horse-riding.”
  


  
    “Ugh,” said Veronika. “I didn’t take to horse-riding. If I’m going to exhaust myself bouncing up and down on a dumb animal, I ought to at least come.”
  


  
    I laughed; a bit shocked. “Some hunts use brooms,” I said. “But being able to fly makes it a bit pointless.”
  


  
    “Wouldn’t want anything pointless,” said Veronika, surveying the scene.
  


  
    “You’re the one who was just desperate to see an English witches’ fox hunt,” I said.
  


  
    “True, true,” she said.
  


  
    The fox-doll snapped, startling me. A witch, who had been trying to stroke its brush-like tail, jumped back, and laughed.
  


  
    “Is it alright, the fox-doll?” I asked.
  


  
    Veronika shrugged. “It’s full of charms,” she said. “Charms to cause fear and the need to flee. Charms to disrupt logical thought and enhance emotion. It’s overwhelmed, and, of course, horny.”
  


  
    “Horny?”
  


  
    “Any strong emotions cause arousal in dolls,” Veronika said. “Love. Pain. Misery. Fear. In this case, it’s afraid and horny, so it’s also frustrated. The fox instinct keeps it distrustful. A puppy-doll would whimper and display its belly instead.”
  


  
    I had never heard it explained quite so simply. “I feel sorry for it,” I said.
  


  
    Veronika chuckled. “Are you sure you’re English?” she said. “But dolls don’t need your pity. In many ways they are transcendent beings, unburdened by human detritus. They are pure—in a filthy way—that no witch is.”
  


  
    I nodded. I was feeling the effects of the alcohol now and could not formulate a cogent response.
  


  
    “Well,” said Veronika. “I think I will head outside and find out how passive-aggressive they can be about American dreamweed. It’s either that or watch a lot of English witches boringly fuck puppy-dolls.”
  


  
    “I’m going to bed,” I said, with alcohol driven directness.
  


  
    “Oh,” said Veronika. “Want any company? My doll? Me? Both?”
  


  
    I was flustered and could feel myself blushing. “No. I mean… no,” I said. “You are very nice. But, I’m… Why me?”
  


  
    She raised an eyebrow. “Why?” she said. “Because you’re a handsome butch who is adorable enough to overcome your Englishness. Don’t people tell you that?”
  


  
    “No,” I said.
  


  
    “Goddess damned Brits,” she said. “Seriously, sweetie, get some new friends. And call me if you ever change your mind.”
  


  
    ⁂
  


  
    I had slept in quite late, but was still up before most of the guests. Breakfast was a well-stocked buffet; every so often servants would remove a cold dish, replacing it with a hot one.
  


  
    “Don’t worry,” said my mother, who appeared to be breakfasting on coffee. “It doesn’t go to waste. They take it through to the kennels.”
  


  
    I nodded, putting my plate of kedgeree and toast down opposite her. She was sitting by the window; outside was a glorious view over fields and hedges, the occasional copse. The last few wisps of morning fog were almost evaporating as I watched.
  


  
    “I saw that you were talking with our host last night,” my mother said.
  


  
    “Mmm,” I said, taking a fork full of kedgeree.
  


  
    “About what?” my mother asked.
  


  
    I was glad of the food giving me a chance to not reply immediately. I was worried I was blushing, though.
  


  
    “Just chatting,” I said, eventually. “Differences between Britain and the US, that sort of thing.”
  


  
    “Well, be careful,” my mother said. “If a level two witch offers to sleep with you, there must be some ulterior motive.”
  


  
    My mother stood up while I was still deciding on a response. “See you later, dear,” she said, and left.
  


  
    ⁂
  


  
    Most of the guests were down by the time they released the fox-doll, though several carried toast (and in one case sausages) onto the patio, where we were crowded. They placed the cage some way off, in the middle of a croquet lawn.
  


  
    My mother made another brief speech, and then signalled that the cage be opened. The witches clapped and shouted or blew the ceremonial horn. The fox-doll wasted no time; it sprinted away, leaping the ha-ha and then over a hedge and away.
  


  
    Tradition demanded the fox-doll was given thirty-eight minutes’ head start. The keenest hunts-witches (witch-hunters was not the preferred term) were already readying their horses. The witches who regarded this as a fun outing went back to breakfast/brunch instead.
  


  
    I spotted Veronika across the crowd; she looked stunning in jodhpurs, tailored jacket, and a neat dart-like witch’s hat, a sprig of speedwells in the band. She waved, and then turned back to her horse, an elegant and black thoroughbred. Probably a bit rangy for hunting, but an excellent form.
  


  
    I was using one of mother’s horses; Bailey, from a thoroughbred line, but with a quarter Irish draft horse—so a good hunter, if a little stocky.
  


  
    Another blow on the ceremonial horn, and we were off. The puppy-dolls first, of course. The fox-doll’s scent had been magically enhanced, and the more experienced puppy-dolls excitedly chased after its trail immediately. The newer pups were more confused; being off-leash in a strange situation. They soon got the idea, however, and followed the rest of the puppy-dolls.
  


  
    We set off as well, on horseback. It was a little overcast but still a fine day, the meadows and hedgerows looking beautiful; muted greens, yellows and whites. The fox-doll had evidently followed a bridle path to start with, and so the first part of the chase was relatively easy going.
  


  
    I found Veronika trotting alongside me; for all her complaints, she seemed to be a splendid rider.
  


  
    “Is it that British people can’t do anything just for enjoyment?” she said. “They want to ride in the country, so they need the excuse of a hunt? Just like if they want a pleasant walk, they have to pretend to like golf. And, if they want a doll orgy they need to convince themselves they are maintaining an important tradition.”
  


  
    “I think they also want it to cost a great deal,” I said, “to keep the riff-raff out.”
  


  
    She laughed. “So does that explain why we use horses for this; the fact that they are pricey?” asked Veronika. “Because, while I hear the arguments against brooms, puppy-dolls don’t really run fast enough to need horses to keep up with them. Faster than humans, sure, but nothing that a witch with a festinare charm couldn’t keep up with.”
  


  
    “Very undignified though,” I said. “My class believes in having entities—horses or dolls—run for them.”
  


  
    “Why not pony-dolls, then?”
  


  
    “A bit nouveau riche,” I said. We had some pony-doll fans at college; they were pretty annoying. “Plus, as you must know, they’re not really suitable for that kind of riding.”
  


  
    She smiled. “You’re more talkative today,” she said. “It’s nice.”
  


  
    She slowed her horse; I did likewise. She stood in the stirrups and leant over; she must have used magic somehow, either that or had circus family. From nowhere she produced a tiny posy of speedwells; she tucked it into my buttonhole.
  


  
    “See you later, flower,” Veronika said, and—before she had finished sitting—her horse broke into a gallop.
  


  
    It probably only took me ten minutes from that point to become hopelessly, stupidly lost. I was following three Greengrave pack puppy-dolls; at this point my conviction they had a scent was waning, fast. The morning fog had returned, patchy, lying above the fields. As the horse stumbled into a cloudbank, I lost the pups.
  


  
    I slowed my horse to a walk; we would clear the fog soon, and I could look for other riders. On the floor, something glittered; a spearhead, rusted but with the edge still sharp and bright, attached to some decaying wood. That was a bad sign. I dismounted; I didn’t want to run my horse into any further debris. I picked my way carefully through the fog, finding other debris. There was a sword, corroded away until it was just a skeleton, sticking up out of the earth. A half-buried pot helmet, empty thankfully. No way that a farmer would just leave these objects lying around. Which meant—shit—there was a good chance I’d wandered into Faerie.
  


  
    I stopped. This was something that happened—very rarely—in the British countryside. The official advice was “Do not engage, just wait.”
  


  
    The fog was rolling back now, showing a whole battlefield of discarded weapons and armour. Cheerful flute music was coming from somewhere. Bailey shifted nervously.
  


  
    “Okay, time to go back to jolly old England,” I said, to myself and the universe in general.
  


  
    “This is jolly old England,” said a voice by my shoulder. I jumped back, turning.
  


  
    The speaker was beautiful; a princess or queen. Her gown was brocaded, silver and red. Her face was paler even than Veronika’s, her eye-holes were wide and dark, her jawbone was fine, her teeth were neat.
  


  
    “There was a jolly battle here, in old England,” she said. “Two orders, both alike in stupidity. They fought and they died. Did you know some faeries drink blood? Or to wash with? Or as ink in contracts?”
  


  
    “Yes,” I said, unable to take my eyes from her beautiful face.
  


  
    I saw now her court around her; I don’t know how I’d missed them earlier. They were lovely; elegant handmaidens in red sheer robes, handsome courtiers in silver frock coats. All were as slender as their mistress, narrow limbs, porcelain visage, a fixed grin.
  


  
    A handmaiden brought them a tray with two glasses of wine; red and mysterious.
  


  
    “Drink with me, my sweet berry,” the battlefield queen said. “You shall be a handmaiden.”
  


  
    I reached for the wine. I heard a new voice swearing, and something hit me hard from the side. We both went over, the wine glass flying aside. Everything tumbled.
  


  
    There was plaster ceiling above me. A plaster ceiling and a rather angry looking cat-doll. It untangled its limbs from mine, before giving me another unfriendly look and jumping off.
  


  
    “Wren, you fucked up,” the cat-doll said.
  


  
    “I don’t think so,” said a quiet voice, Wren, I assumed. “The spells are going quite well. But what have you brought in this time? Sorry!”
  


  
    I sat up; I was on some threadbare carpet in a fairly ramshackle room. The cat-doll crouched nearby, not looking at me. It was dressed in a worn sweatshirt and cycling shorts, each as black as its hair and ears and tail.
  


  
    “A hunter,” said the cat-doll, a little smugly. “About to get fucked by the Queen of Battlefields.”
  


  
    “Well, why?” said Wren, sounding a bit embarrassed. She was sitting on a quaker-style chair in front of a battered kitchen table, and a crystal ball. She turned to face me.
  


  
    She was a witch, obviously; I could sense magical power, and besides, her hat was on a hook across the room. She wore an olive-green cable-knit sweater and faded jeans. She was ginger and freckled. Her face was very pretty, in a sort of delicate and natural way.
  


  
    “Fucking speedwells, Wren,” said the cat-doll.
  


  
    “Oh right,” said Wren. “Well it’s quite difficult to tell through the crystal, you grumpy mog.”
  


  
    The cat-doll hmphed.
  


  
    Wren got up and offered me a hand; she was a little on the short side, and I was careful not to pull her over.
  


  
    “Anyway, why bring her here?” she asked the cat-doll.
  


  
    “Because, oh ungrateful mistress, she’s your fucking type,” the cat-doll said.
  


  
    Having just completed standing, my hand was in Wren’s; she snatched it back. Wren made an incoherent noise; she was blushing, but I imagined I was too.
  


  
    “What?” said the cat-doll. “Don’t pretend you’ve suddenly gone off muscular butches?”
  


  
    “Um,” I said. “What’s—”
  


  
    “See, she even has a nice voice,” said the cat-doll.
  


  
    “For Goddesses sake, Enoki, you can’t go—” began Wren.
  


  
    “What?” said the cat-doll, Enoki. “Would you rather I went back to dead birds?”
  


  
    “That pigeon was not dead!” said Wren, anger rising. “I knocked half the stuff off my shelves trying to get it to fly out of the window.”
  


  
    “Well, I’m fairly sure it was dead when I brought it in,” said Enoki, a bit sulkily. “But you’re missing the point: live butch girl.” 
  


  
    “Enoki!” shouted Wren. “Sorry,” she said to me. “Enoki, take her back!”
  


  
    “Fine,” grumbled Enoki. “You don’t have to listen to yourself sniffling all night about not being the little spoon.”
  


  
    Enoki looked like she was preparing to pounce.
  


  
    “Er, I’m Verity,” I said, sticking out my hand.
  


  
    Then Enoki slammed into me, and the world tumbled again.
  


  
    I sat up in a meadow, the sky resolutely English, by which I mean grey. Bailey was standing nearby, delicately eating brambles from a hedgerow. There was no sign of the cat-doll.
  


  
    ⁂
  


  
    I’d managed to catch up with some riders and the puppy-dolls, just as they had captured the fox-doll. It was at the bottom end of a waterlogged field, just before a small copse.
  


  
    The fox-doll was struggling and the puppy-dolls were biting, and pulled it to the muddy floor. It thrashed, but more pups joined the melee, more puppy-doll jaws biting. Not biting off chunks—they had been trained—but not play bites either; marking neat semi-circles on the skin, bruising or breaking.
  


  
    At some point, the fox-doll gave up, going limp. The puppy-dolls worried at it for a bit, and then one of the more experienced pups mounted it. The other pups crowded around.
  


  
    “So this is the quintessential British countryside sport, eh?” said Veronika, her horse trotting up beside mine.
  


  
    She—and her horse—looked unbothered by the hunt; unmuddied and fresh. I looked like I’d rolled over in a meadow, mostly because I’d rolled over in a meadow. My cuff was also stained with a few drops of what I took to be Faerie wine.
  


  
    “I suppose so,” I said.
  


  
    Over the general yapping, I could hear the puppy-dolls and the fox-doll grunting and moaning.
  


  
    “Is the fox-doll… enjoying that?” I asked.
  


  
    “A dangerous question to ask about dolls,” she said. “Some witches will tell you that it is entirely senseless as a question. Does a record player enjoy playing a record? I, personally, think it’s a complex question.”
  


  
    She watched the pup pile as the active puppy-doll changed over.
  


  
    “I mean,” she said, “the answer is yes. And no. It wanted to escape. It also wanted to be fucked. When humans have that sort of choice, they usually pick one or the other. Dolls don’t. They are both still true. It’s enjoying being railed. It hates being captured. Dolls cope with these contradictions in a way humans don’t. It’s amazing, really.”
  


  
    My mother rode up; she was holding the rein in one hand, and in the other a silver arming sword.
  


  
    “Mrs Marlinspike, daughter,” she said, eyeing the mud down my back. “You alright?”
  


  
    “Fine,” I said. “Took a bit of a tumble.”
  


  
    “You’re lucky,” my mother said. “We’ve had a lot of riders disappear into Faerie. Having a heck of a lot of trouble getting them back.” She held up the sword. “I had a dispute with a marsh husband. Evelyn is around here somewhere; a wyvern ate her horse. Verity, you should get back to the house. Take the roads; I don’t want the embarrassment of having to rescue you.”
  


  
    “Is this normal?” asked Veronika, voice full of concern. “I’d heard England sometimes had a problem with Faerie but I had no idea it was so commonplace.”
  


  
    “It isn’t, Mrs Marlinspike,” said my mother. “Either there’s an unprecedented magic slip, or it is enemy action. I suspect the latter.”
  


  
    “Gosh,” said Veronika. “Why would anyone do such a thing?”
  


  
    “Sabotage, Mrs Marlinspike,” said my mother. She gestured at the pile of dolls; the pups still taking turns. “They do not like our traditions.”
  


  
    Veronika tsked. “Well, Lady Greengrave,” said Veronika, “I will escort your daughter back to the house; we wouldn’t want her set upon by the enemies of tradition.”
  


  
    My mother looked at us suspiciously, but then nodded. She hurried on to order some more people about.
  


  
    “You’re lying,” I said, after we had ridden in silence for some way. “You knew all about Faerie.”
  


  
    Veronika smiled. “What makes you think that, handsome one?”
  


  
    I gestured at the speedwells in my lapel. “Wren said she wasn’t supposed to transport those with sprigs of speedwells. That’s just you and me, as far as I can tell. Also, I remembered the other name for speedwells.”
  


  
    “Bird’s eye? Gypsyweed?” said Veronika, smiling.
  


  
    “Veronica,” I said.
  


  
    “What a remarkable coincidence,” said Veronika. “Verity, do you want to become friends?”
  


  
    “What?”
  


  
    “It’s a simple question,” said Veronika. “Do you want to be close? Secret sharing. With benefits or without.”
  


  
    “My mother says you’re not to be trusted,” I said, but part of me was already singing. This poised, elegant woman wanted to be friends! And maybe more.
  


  
    “Your mother is quite right,” said Veronika. “To be clear, Verity; I will use you as far as you let me. But the offer of friendship is real.”
  


  
    We had reached the house now, ambling up to the stables.
  


  
    “It must have taken a hell of a lot of magical power to apportate people remotely, between worlds,” I said.
  


  
    Veronika looked at me. “Answer my question first,” she said.
  


  
    We dismounted. There were no servants about; we were earlier than expected.
  


  
    “Is it a deal, then?” I asked.
  


  
    “Most things are,” she said. “For both of us.”
  


  
    We led our horses into the darkened stables, tied them up in empty stalls.
  


  
    “Okay,” I said. “I agree.”
  


  
    “Thank you,” Veronika said, closing the distance between us. I took a half-step back, into the wooden wall of a stall. “Shall we seal it with a kiss?”
  


  
    My throat went dry. I nodded. She was almost exactly the same height as me, though her build was much more feminine. She removed my equestrian witch’s hat and discarded it to the floor. She ran a hand through my short hair, ruffling it. I felt ready to burst. Or to run.
  


  
    She angled her head, and softly kissed me. It was delicate but electric. I’d kissed aunts before; this was not like kissing aunts. I felt our breath merge; there was this odd sensation of feeling another being’s reality. Through a small portion of skin—our lips—we were connected. I pressed harder; I wanted this connection, I had hungered for it or something like it, for so long.
  


  
    She bit, nibbled really, my lower lip, and pulled apart, saliva stretching. I pushed forward, kissing her again, biting similarly. Our mouths became a gentle battlefield; tongues scouting, lips clashing, bites like artillery.
  


  
    Footsteps from down the corridor. We broke apart quickly.
  


  
    “I’ll see you later, dear friend,” said Veronika, calmly but slightly breathlessly.
  


  
    She turned towards the servant, issuing instructions for her horse, and strode off.
  


  
    I stayed and ensured Bailey’s grooming was done myself; the brushing gave me something to do while my mind went wild.
  


  
    The final score on the Faerie trips were: three returned entirely unscathed, five escaped with witchcraft, two were aged prematurely, and five were rescued by other witches; one of these was desperate to go back. One returned taciturn and covered in faerie blood, but that was the way of the Fernsbow-Samercy family.
  


  
    The assorted noble witches would normally spend the night ‘honouring the pups and the fox’ but the mood was dark now. People packed up and went home.
  


  
    My car was summoned; I hadn’t got the chance to speak to Veronika, and now she had disappeared entirely. As we pulled out of the drive, I spotted her on a balcony. She blew me a kiss.
  


  
    III. Hound
  


  
    A bouquet arrived at the halls of residence some days later; delphiniums, agapanthus, lisianthus and, of course, veronica. The card, unsigned, just said “later” and a kiss. I was happy that it wasn’t just a dream, though a part of me had noticed that Mrs Marlinspike had a tendency to be unnecessarily mysterious.
  


  
    My mother and Evelyn announced that my birthday present was finally ready, and invited me back to the house that weekend.
  


  
    They sent a car again; I insisted I would be alright with my broom, but my mother said that while brooms were fine for witch stuff, using them routinely was as bad as using the bus.
  


  
    We had a light lunch. Mother was still dealing with the fall-out from the hunt. Several witches—possibly her nemesis, Lady Pennelegion—were questioning her leadership, and both solicitors and the Order’s Border (Magical) Police had gotten involved. They had found no sign of the putative perpetrator; which I was glad about—I had quite liked Wren.
  


  
    I tried to make some subtle enquiries about Veronika. My mother just sniffed, and said she had gone travelling. I hid my disappointment.
  


  
    After lunch, Genevieve and Evelyn led me down to the basement. I’d never been down here before; the basement was mostly Evelyn’s workshop areas. They brought me to a corridor, all concrete and white paint, and lined with doors. One of the doors had a cheerful bow on it, and “Happy Birthday” written in my step-mother’s untidy hand. Several packages—in cheerful wrapping paper—stood outside it.
  


  
    “We made a doll for you,” said Evelyn, excitedly.
  


  
    “A puppy-doll,” said my mother. “So you get used to dealing with them. And, after you graduate, you can start your own pack, or Greengrave sub-pack.”
  


  
    “Uh,” I said. Even though when we started heading for the basement, I got a notion of why, it still surprised me.
  


  
    “Say thank you, dear,” said my mother.
  


  
    “Thank you,” I murmured.
  


  
    “Oh, the other gifts!” said Evelyn.
  


  
    In a bit of a daze, I opened the gifts. A leash, naturally. A riding crop and a long flogger; “Discipline is important,” said my mother. A small remote control; “It’s already wearing the collar,” said Evelyn. And finally—I shut the box hurriedly; “A strap-on dildo, or ‘strap’,” said my mother, as if discussing the weather. “It is very important for witches who are not naturally accomplished in that department.”
  


  
    Evelyn nodded at the door handle. I gathered up my half-unwrapped presents in an awkward bundle, and turned the door handle.
  


  
    The room was small and brightly lit. The puppy-doll was in the corner, facing the wall and whimpering, crying. I dropped the gifts on the floor and closed the door.
  


  
    I wished I could call on Veronika for advice. I moved closer. The pup was a little on the small side, and fairly slim. Its ears were down, almost hidden against its wavy, brunette hair. Its tail was beneath it. Evelyn seemed to have kept modification to the original girl fairly simple, limiting herself to ears and tail.
  


  
    I cautiously touched the top of its head. It flinched, but the whimpering slowed. I stroked its head, and it quieted.
  


  
    “There, there,” I said. “It’s okay.”
  


  
    It turned to look at me, just for a second.
  


  
    Sophie! It was Sophie, my bully.
  


  
    I stepped back. It—Sophie—made a happy noise and turned around. It grabbed my legs in a more human than dog movement, and hugged me. I pushed it away, scrambling back. I opened the door and stumbled out into the corridor, slamming the door behind me.
  


  
    My mother and Evelyn were walking back toward the stairs, but I caught up with them.
  


  
    “That was Sophie,” I said.
  


  
    “That’s right, Sophie Tallowfield,” said Evelyn.
  


  
    “You’re welcome,” said my mother. “No-one picks on a Greengrave.”
  


  
    “How?” I said.
  


  
    “Oh, that’s quite tricky,” said my mother, with unusual excitement. “You need at least two companies of solicitors.”
  


  
    “People can volunteer to be dolls, if anyone wants them,” said Evelyn. “But you can’t pay them—”
  


  
    “Thanks to that Labour government,” hissed my mother.
  


  
    “So it’s volunteer only,” finished Evelyn.
  


  
    “So, you need one set of solicitors to offer her dollhood, and another to offer to pay her family in the event that something happens to her,” said my mother. “And plenty of legal paperwork to ensure that the two things are not linked.”
  


  
    “But that was actually step two,” said Evelyn.
  


  
    “Right,” said my mother. “Step one was to make sure her mother lost her employment, and couldn’t get another job. A bit of telephoning around for that. It turns out that grinding poverty will persuade anyone.”
  


  
    “Will she—it—remember?” I asked.
  


  
    Evelyn shrugged. “If it does, it will be through puppy brain,” she said.
  


  
    “Can it speak?” I asked.
  


  
    “Oh yes,” said Evelyn, with a smile. “But only when they are calm.”
  


  
    “Oh gosh, Verity, it’s the funniest thing,” said my mother. “When they start talking to you and get upset or angry, and they start growling instead. Which makes them so frustrated, which makes it even less likely they can talk. It’s priceless.”
  


  
    I stood for a moment, trying to find words.
  


  
    “Don’t look so surprised, dear,” said my mother. “Just go and have fun. It won’t be the first Greengrave enemy who has ended up in our pack.”
  


  
    I walked back to the room. Took a deep breath, and opened the door. Sophie jumped to its feet, ran and hugged me. It nuzzled my chest, making joyful sounds, tail wagging furiously. Fawning.
  


  
    I reached for the bulky electroshock collar to unfasten it, but Sophie went still, rigid almost. Fear? I left the collar in place.
  


  
    I awkwardly bent, and picked up the leash, clipping it onto the collar. After a short pause, I picked up the gifts as well. I didn’t want to argue with my mother. I led Sophie out of there.
  


  
    I found them in one of the sitting rooms. Sophie hid behind me.
  


  
    “I’m going to go home now,” I said, trying to keep my voice pleasant. “Er, thank you for all the gifts.”
  


  
    “You’re welcome, dear,” said my mother. “But you can use your old room.”
  


  
    “She wants some privacy, sausage,” said Evelyn. “Away from the ears of her family.”
  


  
    “The rooms are quite well soundproofed,” said my mother, obstinately. “And it’s not like we mind whining or howling. But I suppose, if you would prefer, I suppose there is a lot to pay your bully back for. I will ring for the car.”
  


  
    “Thank you,” I said. “Oh, and have you got another collar? A normal one?”
  


  
    My mother looked at me suspiciously.
  


  
    “To show it the sort of reward it might get,” I improvised, “if it behaves itself.”
  


  
    “Of course,” Evelyn said. “I’ll send one out to the car.”
  


  
    ⁂
  


  
    I sat down on my bed, very stressed out by the day. Sophie sat by my feet, leaning against my legs. I stroked its head; that seemed to relax both of us.
  


  
    “Do you remember me, Sophie?” I asked. It nodded and kissed me on the knee. “Do you remember the sixth form?” I asked.
  


  
    There was a pause. With some difficulty, it said, “Kind of.”
  


  
    Another pause. “We were friends?” it said, uncertain.
  


  
    It was my turn to pause. “Yes,” I said. “Yes, that’s right.”
  


  
    It wagged its tail and hugged my lower legs.
  


  
    “I’m going to take your collar off,” I said. Sophie immediately whined. I waited again; it looked like it was trying to speak. “Scared without collar,” it said, hoarsely.
  


  
    I leaned across and grabbed the regular collar; it was quite thick and made of dark brown leather. “Okay,” I said, “I’m going to replace your collar with this one, alright?”
  


  
    It nodded, but in the way of something being very brave.
  


  
    I unfastened the electroshock collar. It started shivering. I put the new collar in place, and the shivering faded.
  


  
    “That’s not too tight, is it?” I asked. I paused, as it gathered itself to speak.
  


  
    “Tighter, please,” it said.
  


  
    I adjusted the collar in one notch. “Okay?”
  


  
    Sophie kissed my hands, multiple times. “Lovely,” it said. “Lovely.” And then happy whines.
  


  
    I was tired. I needed to talk to Veronika, she would know what to do, but I didn’t have any way to contact her.
  


  
    I told Sophie to stay put and went to the shared kitchen to make us both cheese sandwiches. I took them back to my room; Sophie refused to eat from the table, but sat by my feet and ate quickly. It was just as well; the table wasn’t very big—it was designed for homework, not shared meals.
  


  
    On the rug, I made Sophie a bed using a spare blanket and some cushions. I went to bed; tomorrow I needed to find solutions. Of course, I lay there exhausted but unsleeping, thinking about things.
  


  
    I felt the bed creak as Sophie climbed softly over the end of it, by my feet.
  


  
    “What are you doing, Sophie?” I asked, wearily.
  


  
    It stopped moving, but didn’t reply.
  


  
    “You can’t sleep there,” I said. “My feet go all the way to the bottom.”
  


  
    Again, there was no reply.
  


  
    I sighed. “You can sleep next to me, if you like.”
  


  
    Sophie drew back the covers, and fitted itself in, curling its back against me. I put an arm over it and tried to sleep.
  


  
    And I did drift off; Sophie was warm and comforting. When I came round, my nose was buried in its hair. Sophie made another soft noise; perhaps that was what had awakened me.
  


  
    I realised that my hand was stroking the puppy-doll directly on its breast. I stopped, drawing my hand back.
  


  
    “Sorry,” I said.
  


  
    Sophie grabbed my hand and placed it back on its breast. I was almost too tired to think about right and wrong. If Sophie wanted it, it must be okay, surely? Except that she might feel it’s her duty. Or it might just be dolls responding to any emotion with horniness. She was relieved after being scared. That was all. I removed my hand again.
  


  
    Sophie grabbed my hand again, kissed it softly, and put it back on its breast, pressing in firmly.
  


  
    “Please,” it whispered. At least, I thought so; its voice was guttural, more of a modified whine. But that was what its whole body seemed to say.
  


  
    I stroked its breast again, listening to its happy noises in response. It felt wonderful; cushioned and soft, the areola raised, the nipple hard. I wasn’t sure about the morality, the ethics, but Sophie really wanted this, needed this.
  


  
    I got a bit rougher, pulling the breast, tweaking the nipple. I hoped these were alright; I had little knowledge of people or dolls. I was going on the basis of fantasies, erotic novels and a few times seeing witches and dolls. Sophie’s noises got louder, and I could feel its tail wagging.
  


  
    I swapped over to its other breast, doing the same thing. Still hoping I was doing it right. Wilder now; it arced its body against mine. It took my hand; I thought to remonstrate with me, but it guided me down to its hip, top of its thigh, then kind of dropped it from an inch above its pseudo-skin. I was nonplussed. It repeated the action, making a low growl.
  


  
    “Do you… do you want me to spank you?” I asked. I remembered how Sophie had reacted in sixth-form; had I misinterpreted the whole thing?
  


  
    Sophie nodded urgently.
  


  
    I started gently, more of a tap than anything. Sophie flexed its hip towards my hand and nodded again. I slapped again, harder. It made its happy noise again. I brought my hand down again. I was feeling almost nauseous with excitement; my body was burning, especially where I made contact with the doll. I thought about what I had done to sixth-form Sophie. I awkwardly moved my other hand up and grabbed a hank of its hair. Sophie made a pleased sound that faded into a low bark. I spanked again, tugging on its hair.
  


  
    Sophie was getting breathless now, panting. After a few more slaps, it took my hand again, raising it to its mouth, and peppering it with licks and kisses. My hand felt hot with the act of striking; its tongue and lips were hot too, but the saliva cooled quickly.
  


  
    Then it lowered my hand again, this time guiding it to between its legs. I ran my hand over its pussy. Sophie rubbed against me, making a quiet, happy but also urgent whine. It was a doll, I thought; it needed to be used. I explored; the rippled lips, the soft furrow, wet and inviting, the firm clitoris emerging from its hood. Sophie turned its head and licked/kissed my upper-arm. With two fingers, I pushed inside it; because of our position, it was almost like touching myself. Well, in some ways; in other ways, really not. Still, I assumed that stuff I liked, Sophie would like as well. I plunged in and out, sensing my own wetness.
  


  
    I curled my fingers, finding the spot with a slightly different texture. Sophie arced again, making incoherent but readily interpretable noises. With my thumb I tried to rub its clit; although my aim was a little off once she started to orgasm.
  


  
    It was a long orgasm, or set of orgasms; Sophie jerked, making whines and soft howls, its pussy clamped around my fingers, tail wagging. And eventually it relaxed, although its tail still wagged.
  


  
    I rolled away, filled with an urgent need myself. I pulled my hand, still covered with Sophie’s juices, back and started to masturbate.
  


  
    After a few seconds, Sophie made a surprised bark, and whirled itself up into a kneeling position. It firmly moved my hand away, positioned itself, and lowered its head. The first lick was electric; I arced towards it. It licked deep, its nose grazing my clit. I put a hand in its hair and stroked.
  


  
    IV. Circle
  


  
    I was glad I’d talked Sophie into wearing one of my tee-shirts as a dress; it was cold at this altitude. My mother might have been all “dogs don’t wear clothes,” but evidently she didn’t follow the same Facebook feeds as me.
  


  
    My hardly used broom was doing alright though, and Sophie—seated in front of me—seemed to be enjoying the ride.
  


  
    We were flying over the American billionaire’s grounds. I’d stopped at the gatehouse, who would only tell me that Mrs Marlinspike was away. The house itself was well warded—presumably against magical paparazzi and the AWA—so I was flying around the wider grounds; just because it was something to do rather than go home in defeat.
  


  
    Sophie wuffed. I glanced and turned the broom toward where it was looking.
  


  
    There was a stone circle, grey, lichen-covered stones. In the centre of the circle was a tumbledown cottage, built of the local honey-coloured stone. But what had captured our attention was a cat-doll sleeping on the slate roof.
  


  
    I circled in to land. The cat-doll opened its eyes, but didn’t move in any other way, just lounged on the roof, watching the broom circle lower.
  


  
    We landed, and I picked up the broom in one hand and Sophie’s leash in another. It had insisted on being leashed whenever we went out.
  


  
    “Wren!” yelled the cat-doll. “That hot butch you fancied is here. And you were completely wrong, she looks good out of jodhpurs too.”
  


  
    I saw the curtain twitch, and heard a bolt slide behind the wooden door. I knocked; there was no answer. I tried again and then tested the door handle. It was bolted shut.
  


  
    “She’s pretending to be out,” said Enoki. “Will you mind your mutt?”
  


  
    Sophie had been staring at the cat-doll, but had made no move. I shortened its leash.
  


  
    The cat-doll jumped down and made a recludo glyph in front of the door. The door sprang open, and the cat walked into the dim cottage.
  


  
    I hesitated. It was rude to call on someone who didn’t wish to see you; dangerous in fact, if that person was a witch. But Wren knew something about Veronika. And also, she was pretty.
  


  
    I went in, Sophie following behind, a bit wary. I left the broom propped against the wall.
  


  
    “Oh, hello,” said Wren. “I didn’t hear you knock, I was, um, sorting herbs.” She was indeed sitting behind a kitchen table—no crystal ball today—laden with a lot of herbs. On the left hand of the table, she had woven some into wreaths. It smelled amazing.
  


  
    “You’d locked the bolt,” said the cat-doll.
  


  
    Wren gave the cat an evil look. “Oh, had the bolt accidentally slipped again? I’m sorry.”
  


  
    “You got changed,” said Enoki. “Didn’t think the faded tee-shirt with weasel puke stains was working for you, eh?”
  


  
    “Shut up!” hissed Wren. She was wearing a sundress with a floral design; she looked even prettier than last time.
  


  
    “I’m sorry to intrude,” I said, feeling like I’d blundered into the attractive people’s club.
  


  
    “No, no,” said Wren. “Come in, sit down. Enoki, can you put the kettle on?”
  


  
    “That doesn’t sound like the sort of thing I’d do,” said Enoki.
  


  
    “Enoki, boil the bloody kettle,” she snapped.
  


  
    I sat down at the table, Sophie sitting at my feet. The cottage was almost one room; a space for sitting, a kitchen, and then a bedroom, dimly visible through a bead curtain. There was a single door, presumably to a bathroom. Wren kept her head down, stripping woody leaves off a rosemary stalk.
  


  
    “I’m Verity, by the way,” I said.
  


  
    “Wren,” she said. “I imagine you’ve got a lot of questions after last time.”
  


  
    “She snores, but only lightly,” called Enoki. “She’s poly, but not actually dating anyone. She says she’s a vers, but she’s heavily sub. She likes big, attractive butches, especially those with posh voices. Libra.”
  


  
    “Enoki,” whined Wren, and slumped forward, burying her head in the pile of herbs.
  


  
    “Sorry, I’m sure,” said the cat-doll, throwing tea bags into cups. I actually preferred coffee, but I guess that wasn’t an option. “Just trying to be the best fucking wing-cat, but have a go at me. Milk? Sugar?”
  


  
    “Oh, a little of each, please,” I said.
  


  
    “And your dog?”
  


  
    “Ah,” I said, and looked at Sophie. It still seemed a bit too nervous to speak. “Heavy on the milk.”
  


  
    “Very wise,” said the cat-doll, bringing over an enamelled tray with four mugs. I passed Sophie’s down to it. Enoki took its mug and went and sat on the back of the sofa.
  


  
    “Please ask something about Faerie,” said Wren, sitting back up to grasp her mug, herbs adhering to her face and hair. She looked like a beautiful nymph. 
  


  
    “Yes, Faerie,” I said. “How were you doing that? It was you?”
  


  
    “A simple translocation ritual,” said Wren. “A lot of common country witches know how to get back from Faerie. This is just the reverse.”
  


  
    “But remotely, for at least a dozen people,” I said, “that must have taken a lot of power.”
  


  
    “I had a witchstone,” said Wren.
  


  
    “Even so, just doing it would take a lot of skill,” I said. “What level witch are you?” My surprise made me unusually direct.
  


  
    “Dunno,” said Wren. “I dropped out of college.”
  


  
    A hedge witch! And that was being generous; many people—like my mother—didn’t consider them witches at all. I was sensible enough not to call her a non-witch, given that she had done one of the most impressive spells I had ever seen. 
  


  
    “And it was to sabotage the hunt?” I asked.
  


  
    “Yes,” she said. “Have you seen the way they treat the puppy-dolls, and that poor fox-doll?”
  


  
    I nodded and then looked at the leash I was still holding. “Oh,” I said, “I don’t—”
  


  
    “No, your dog loves you,” said Wren. “Just as my cat loves me, even though it has a weird way of showing it.”
  


  
    “A witch’s familiar is supposed to be weird,” Enoki said, primly.
  


  
    “Well, that’s sort of one of the reasons I’m here,” I asked. “I know Veronika knows about dolls, so I was hoping to ask her about it.”
  


  
    “About what?” said Wren.
  


  
    “About whether dollhood can be reversed?” I asked. I felt Sophie go stiff.
  


  
    “Complex question,” said Wren, untangling some basil from her hair. “The transformation has physical and mental components. The physical I suppose you could do; fleshworkers can work with human flesh, even if it’s less malleable than doll flesh. But, honestly, with modern doll flesh there’s no need to. If you were talking about those archaic wood and ball joint things, then yeah.” She relaxed when she spoke about a subject she knew.
  


  
    “But the mental side of things?” I said.
  


  
    “Well, back to being human is theoretically possible,” she said. “Back to being the same human who signed up for dollification? Not really. Most of that person is gone, because a doll isn’t really a person. And in either case, it needs a dissatisfied doll.”
  


  
    “My… the people who made this doll,” I said, gesturing at Sophie, “coerced her, the human, into it. Paid her family. Made sure they were poor first.”
  


  
    Wren nodded. “More common than it should be,” she said. “Even here, where we have laws against it. But at least your puppy-doll doesn’t seem upset, a bit nervous, maybe, but happy.”
  


  
    “It was upset though,” I said, “where it was.”
  


  
    “Yes, and then it got re-homed to a good trainee witch,” said Wren. “It really lucked out.”
  


  
    “Don’t be jealous, Wren,” muttered Enoki.
  


  
    “But…” I said.
  


  
    “You can’t put a smashed bottle back together again,” Wren said. “Can I speak to it?”
  


  
    “It can’t speak when it’s nervous, just dog sounds,” I said.
  


  
    Wren stood and came around the table, pulling out another chair, sitting so that Sophie was between us. Sophie leaned against my legs. Enoki immediately crossed to Wren’s abandoned chair, and sat.
  


  
    Wren cautiously patted Sophie’s head, then began stroking it. I felt it relax; it angled its head so that Wren could scritch its ears.
  


  
    “What a good puppy you are,” said Wren. “Tell me, pup, would you like to be human?”
  


  
    “No,” Sophie said, the word fading to a bark.
  


  
    “Do you like being a puppy-doll?” Wren asked.
  


  
    Sophie nodded, hugging my leg again. “Be with my Mistress,” it said.
  


  
    Wren shrugged. “If you could convert it back,” she said, “seems like that would be a cruelty.”
  


  
    “But… I feel bad about it.”
  


  
    “Because you enjoy having a puppy-doll,” said Wren. “That’s natural. You’re a witch, or going to be. Witches need dolls, quite as much as dolls need witches. Dolls need love, and to be of use. Witches need entities who love them without qualms, and let themselves be used. Neither will admit it, but it should be a mutually rewarding relationship. Which is why I get so cross about bad witches like that bloody hunt.”
  


  
    “I see,” I said. I didn’t, though it would give me a lot to think about.
  


  
    “So,” Wren said, “how do you know Veronika?”
  


  
    “Oh,” I said, “I don’t, really. We met at the hunt, and I suppose we became friends.”
  


  
    “She trusted you with her sign, the speedwells,” said Wren. “She didn’t think she’d find anyone worthwhile at the hunt. You must have impressed her.”
  


  
    “I suppose so,” I said. “We talked about dolls; maybe we have similar ideas. I don’t know, she seems a bit mysterious.”
  


  
    “Tell me about it,” said Wren.
  


  
    “How do you know her?” I asked.
  


  
    “Oh, I suppose you could say she is my unofficial patron,” Wren said. “When the old manor house was in place, the duke built this cottage, and the stone circle, to house a hermit-witch. He was just an ordinary noble, but I suppose he liked the idea of having a witch around. Anyway, the manor house burned down, and the witch departed. Fast forward to the new house being built; Veronika suggested the billionaire fill the hermit-witch position, and she has got my name from somewhere.”
  


  
    “Wow,” I said. “So the stone circle isn’t real?”
  


  
    “Well, nineteen-ten, but not prehistoric,” said Wren. “The idea of noble hermitages is quite interesting—”
  


  
    “The nerd thing is working, Wren,” said the cat-doll. “Make your move. I favour shoving your butt in her face, but you probably want the human equivalent.”
  


  
    “For Goddess’s sake,” said Wren. “Please shut up. Sorry.”
  


  
    “It’s okay,” I said. “It’s funny that you let your doll joke all the time, but don’t worry, I know you don’t actually fancy me.”
  


  
    “What?” said Enoki and Wren together.
  


  
    “I mean,” continued Wren. “It’s just that Enoki likes to push me, but it’s not… not actually…”
  


  
    “She likes you,” said Enoki. “Do you like her too? You should. I love her.”
  


  
    “Enoki,” sighed Wren.
  


  
    “She’s very pretty,” I said, cautiously.
  


  
    “Yes!” Enoki said, “She is, isn’t she? Beautiful. Look at her lips.”
  


  
    “Enoki, please stop,” said Wren.
  


  
    The cat-doll swept a bunch of herbs off the table, and climbed up on top.
  


  
    “Are you looking at her lips, butch?” said Enoki. “So soft and cushiony. Her kisses are so sweet. Aren’t they lovely?”
  


  
    I didn’t know what to say. Yes, her lips looked lovely, but I couldn’t very well tell her that.
  


  
    “This is so embarrassing,” said Wren.
  


  
    “That’s not embarrassing,” said Enoki. “It would be embarrassing if I mentioned your great tits, or your fantastic arse, or—”
  


  
    “Enoki, stop!” said Wren. “Just stop. Obviously, she’s not answering because she doesn’t want to offend me, but—”
  


  
    “No,” I said, surprising myself. “I am attracted to her too.”
  


  
    “Really?” said Wren.
  


  
    “Of course, really,” I said. “I should be the one asking you really.”
  


  
    “Yay,” said the cat-doll. “You may now stroke my head.” It bent its head forward for me to pet. I stroked it a few times.
  


  
    “That’s enough,” it said, and clambered off the table, going back to the sofa.
  


  
    “So what…” began Wren, and trailed off.
  


  
    I reached over and pulled a sprig of rosemary from her hair. “Maybe I could help you prep these herbs?”
  


  
    Wren smiled and nodded.
  


  
    ⁂
  


  
    “We really don’t have to do this now,” said Wren.
  


  
    “No, no,” I said. “Unless you don’t want to?”
  


  
    “I really want to,” Wren said. “Kissing with you was lovely, but it really made me want to get… do more.”
  


  
    “It’s just…” I said, and gestured around. We were sitting on the edge of her bed. Enoki was perched on top of a dresser; Sophie had shuffled through the bead curtain. They were both watching.
  


  
    “Just here in case you need any hints, butch,” said Enoki. “She might not tell you what she needs.” She silently mouthed the letters A, N and A.
  


  
    “Right,” interrupted Wren. “Dolls, into the kitchen. Do the washing up.”
  


  
    “Yes, Sophie,” I said, “You too.”
  


  
    “Cats and dogs working together,” muttered Enoki, reluctantly climbing down. “Butch, you better make sure you pleasure her well.”
  


  
    “That’s the plan,” I said; quietly, because I was embarrassed, but audible because I was horny.
  


  
    Wren leaned into me. “Er, I’m not very experienced,” I said. “I mean, only really Sophie, and I don’t know if you should count dolls.”
  


  
    “It’s okay,” she said. “If you want to treat me like a doll, that’s fine.” She turned her face and kissed me. “But we ought to hurry up, the actual dolls will be done with the washing up soon.”
  


  
    I kissed her. Enoki had been right about her lips; they were soft and exciting.
  


  
    Wren stood up, suddenly, and pulled her sundress off. I started to pull my tee-shirt off, but stopped halfway to stare at her body; it reminded me of some luscious snack. She was mostly skinny, but her breasts, her hips, her arse were pleasantly rounded, in a way that invited biting. Freckles and moles were scattered across her body. Her lacy panties showed a bulge of witchcock, threatening to escape.
  


  
    “Is that good or bad?” she said. “The way you stopped like that.”
  


  
    “Good,” I said. “Very good. I’m worried now.”
  


  
    She pushed me down to the bed, helping me off with my tee-shirt. She ran a hand across my belly.
  


  
    “You have actual muscles there,” she said.
  


  
    “Yeah, but not very much in the way of tits,” I said.
  


  
    “Let’s see,” Wren said. We did an awkward bit of half-sitting up, as she unclasped my plain beige bra. It wasn’t quite a sports bra, but it was close. Nothing like the lacy number that supported Wren’s glorious breasts.
  


  
    “They are lovely,” said Wren, delicately touching the outer edges. “Can I…?”
  


  
    I nodded, and she ran her fingers over them, a circuitous, scrollwork pattern.
  


  
    “Could I, um,” I said, not knowing how to ask, but really wanting to caress her breasts.
  


  
    “Listen, Verity,” said Wren, seriously, still tracing lines on my breasts, orbiting the nipples. “We’ve both consented, right? I think we should touch each other how we want, and just shout up if we’re uncomfortable. Okay?”
  


  
    I gulped. “I… I’d like to remove your bra, and… feel you,” I said.
  


  
    “Well,” said Wren, bending to kiss a nipple, “I’d like you to pin me down and help yourself.” She lay back, raising her hands above her head, crossing her wrists.
  


  
    I hesitated, then put a hand over her wrists, and turned to her bra. Annoyingly, although it was front-fastening, the hook and eyes really needed two hands. I unclipped it, and returned my hand to her wrists.
  


  
    The bra had sprung open, and I eased the remaining material free. Her breasts were beautiful, bountiful. I touched them, like they were precious fruits that I might bruise.
  


  
    “I’m not made of porcelain, Verity,” she said. “Handle me roughly.”
  


  
    I nodded, paused, and then grabbed her breast, softly kneading.
  


  
    Wren wriggled enthusiastically. “Yes!” she said.
  


  
    I swapped to the other breast, handling it in the same way. Then I focused on the nipple, brushing it at first, watching Wren’s face. She caught my eyes, and gave a somewhat breathless, “You’re doing great.”
  


  
    I brushed her nipple again, catching it between finger and thumb, then pinched it. She writhed and moaned. Her witchcock had broken free of her panties. Abandoning her wrists again, I shimmied down, and took her panties off, with her wiggling her hips to help me. I gave the underside of her cock a quick caress; Wren responded by flexing towards my hand.
  


  
    I hopped off the bed and began removing my jeans and panties. Wren whined, then—seeing me watching her—began flexing for me, her wrists still crossed above her head.
  


  
    My underwear was already soaked through. Leaving a pile on the floor, I returned to the bed, on elbows and knees above Wren, face to face. I kissed her; a fierce kiss.
  


  
    “You could crush me,” she said, pleased not dismayed.
  


  
    “I could never crush a beautiful flower like you,” I said.
  


  
    “Some flowers offer their best scents when their petals are bruised,” she whispered.
  


  
    “Perhaps, such a pretty flower should be pressed,” I said, lowering myself until my pussy just brushed her cock, “flattened between two pages, weighted down, squeezed out…”
  


  
    She nodded urgently. I kissed her again, then moved upright so that I was kneeling over her. With a hand, I maneuvered her witchcock into position, brushing the head with my lips. She started to move her hips up, but I pressed my other hand on her belly, gently pushing her down.
  


  
    I lowered myself onto her; slowly, because I enjoyed seeing her desperation. The warmth and hardness entering me was intoxicating. When I had fully taken her in, I paused, letting her take a portion of my weight for a moment. She looked up at me.
  


  
    “Please, crush me, Verity,” she said.
  


  
    “My flower,” I said, and began to rock, up and down, thrilled to feel her within me, moving. Wren moaned.
  


  
    I fell into rhythm, rising and falling, my muscles clenching and loosening. Focused on Wren’s beautiful face; she wanted me—I didn’t understand it, but I could see it.
  


  
    She came, body arching, face a rictus of joy. Seeing her like that triggered me too; I came, the muscles in my cunt pressing down on her witchcock. Several waves washed over me; when I was finally done, her cock was detumesced and damp. I slipped off her, and fell to the side, lying on my back beside her. She felt for my hand and held it.
  


  
    After a while, I felt a lick on my shoulder; Sophie was kneeling on the floor, watching. I looked across; Enoki was crouching, looking at its mistress. I had a sudden, ludicrous feeling we were going to be scored by the dolls; holding up numbered boards like figure skating.
  


  
    “Shit,” I said, “I forgot the cat’s hint.”
  


  
    “Next time, Verity,” she said. “Oh, that’s if you want a next time, I mean.”
  


  
    “Yes! As long as you wa—”
  


  
    “Oh for fuck’s sake,” said Enoki. “You two were made for each other.”
  


  
    V. Play
  


  
    Wren and I both received an invitation from Veronika. Both were delivered to Wren’s cottage, which implied she was keeping an eye on us. I came down to the cottage every weekend, and Wren came to my room at college a couple times each week.
  


  
    Mrs Veronika Marlinspike invites you to contemplate an Exhibition of Knightly Wonder, a startling sequence of tableaux vivant. Masks mandatory.
  


  
    “What does that mean?” I asked Wren.
  


  
    “It means she screws dolls, but in an artistic way,” said Wren, without looking up from her research, tucking a drawing of a claw out of the way. “Flip over mine; she asks to borrow Enoki.”
  


  
    I turned over the card; the request was written in fancy handwriting.
  


  
    “Are you going to agree?” I asked.
  


  
    “Yeah,” she said. “Enoki likes the idea, so why not? At the very least, it will stop it from teasing your pup for a couple of evenings.”
  


  
    I glanced over to the rug where Enoki was playing with Sophie’s tail.
  


  
    “Fair enough,” I said. “Are we going then? Like a proper date?”
  


  
    “Lichen picking was a date,” said Wren.
  


  
    “But it wasn’t very proper,” I said. “Especially when we discovered that hidden woodland glade.”
  


  
    “If you are expecting one of Mrs M’s events to have less sex,” said Wren. “You may be wrong.”
  


  
    ⁂
  


  
    Wren and I visited one of the posher clothing stores, but—on Wren’s advice—to buy a suit rather than a ballgown. She was correct; it fit—in both senses—me better than any dress. I had been worried that it would make me look too manly but…
  


  
    “Babe, you look like a goddess,” said Wren. “But one of those badass goddesses, smiting entire cities, brawny armed and blood-splattered and stylish.”
  


  
    “You like then?” I asked.
  


  
    “Do you think they check the dressing rooms often?” she said. “Because I’m building a heretical tower that the goddess ought to smite, I mean just crush under her heel…”
  


  
    Wren would not let me buy her a fancy dress, preferring instead to check out the charity shops. She bought a lot of skirts and tops, in a wild variety of styles and colours, and we returned back to my room at college.
  


  
    There was a thud as Sophie ran up to welcome me back. A rather confused Enoki looked up from the floor.
  


  
    “Were you sleeping on Sophie again, cat?” asked Wren.
  


  
    “It’s comfortable,” said Enoki, with a shrug.
  


  
    We greeted our dolls, and had a snack, then Wren tried things on.
  


  
    I tried to restrain my excitement; no matter how many times I saw Wren in bra and panties I couldn’t quite believe I was allowed to. It made me want to do things to her, but, more than that, I knew she wanted me to do things to her. She wanted me.
  


  
    “Babe, if you keep looking at me like that,” Wren said, “we are never going to decide on a dress.”
  


  
    “Dress first,” said Enoki.
  


  
    “But mog, she’s looking at me like I’m the last piece of cake,” said Wren, “and I just want her to consume every crumb, squishing icing beneath her fingers.”
  


  
    “Focus, Mistress,” said Enoki. “Verity’s appetite is not going away.”
  


  
    “Stupid doll,” muttered Wren, but began sorting through her finds, pulling out a large pair of black scissors from her bag.
  


  
    Wren was a lot better at dressing herself than I was; I’d been taught that there was tweed and linen, and not a lot else. Let me try to describe the ensemble she chose; from a distance, it probably looked like a regular ball gown, in pastel colours. From closer to, though, you could tell that its texture came from how piecemeal it was; everything overlapped—mesh, sequins, canvas, cotton. It had a punky, rock chick vibe, yet never let you doubt it was a ballgown. She ensorcelled illusionary mice to run up and down it, and fungi to sprout from the seams.
  


  
    Wren did a swirl. “What do you think?” she asked.
  


  
    “Beautiful,” I said. “It’s beautiful. You’re beautiful.”
  


  
    “Thank you,” she said.
  


  
    “Enoki and Sophie,” I said, “come and help me undress her. I have some urgent smiting to do.”
  


  
    “Yes, don’t ruin the clothes,” said Wren. “Ruin me, instead.”
  


  
    ⁂
  


  
    The house was only dimly lit; as we walked up the gravel drive, only a few candles gave any indication of an event in progress. Wren wore a dark bird mask, dark leather and pearls. I wore a silver mask topped by either antlers or a crown, depending on one’s interpretation.
  


  
    As we got closer to the house, we began to see more of the other guests. If—heaven forfend—my mother was here, she would surely recognise some of the guests. I thought the woman in the daggers mask was probably Lady Pennelegion, for instance. Some others I thought I recognised from the edges of my mother’s set. Some I might have recognised from television, though goddess knows, I watch little of it. The one taking notes was Apollonia Leighton, the witch-historian, I was sure. Most were noble-witches, but several were just nobles, or celebrities, or wealthy. They were even a few men, though mostly as partners to their powerful wives. They formed into small cliques, chatting quietly. Wren and I did not mind; we were both out of place, but we were out of place together.
  


  
    “Looking beautiful, you two,” said Veronika. She was wearing a simple silvery gown, and no mask. Veronika leaned forward, avoided my mask, and kissed me on the lips. She then did the same to Wren.
  


  
    “Got to go, loves,” she said. “But please stick around until after the event.”
  


  
    She moved off through the crowd, greeting and pecking cheeks.
  


  
    The huge banqueting hall had been converted into something like a playhouse. A stage occupied one end, and the rest of the room was taken up by tables of various sizes. We were led, by a human servant, to a small table with an excellent view.
  


  
    It was, again, dimly lit; just well enough that the servers didn’t trip over, bringing champagne and canapés to the tables.
  


  
    The stage already showed a scene, or maybe it was a tableau, in progress. Judging by the stylised props and scraps of clothes it was meant to be medieval. A feast perhaps, or the aftermath. There were several dolls, in states of near undress, playing with or teasing each other. Some were dressed as nobles, some as servants. They continued playing with each other, as the guests settled themselves.
  


  
    Wren squeezed my hand; she was nervous and excited.
  


  
    A rather striking doll walked out to the centre stage, opened its mouth and made a sound like an angel’s chorus. It was made of wood—whorled and varnished—with silver accents. It was ball-jointed, the silver showing where there was some articulation. It was naked and, as far as I could tell, unembarrassed. You could see the wood grain on its breasts, the nipple and areola picked out in silver. Its cock was inert, but the many circles of silver suggested articulation there as well.
  


  
    “They say it’s the American billionaire’s combat doll,” whispered Wren.
  


  
    “Combat doll?” I whispered back. There was no sign of weaponry. “And the billionaire isn’t a witch, is she?”
  


  
    “Obscenely rich, though,” said Wren. “I’m only going by what I’ve heard.”
  


  
    The angel chorus soon quelled the murmur of guests, and the doll—the narrator, it appeared—began to speak. Its voice was musical, loud and inhuman.
  


  
    “All the enemies of the thane of Albion, the most glorious knight, were dead. She had taken all the beautiful women of the kingdom, many times, in many ways. And so, she had become bored…” it began, and lights came up on Veronika, lounging on a wooden throne. She wore a long silver chainmail shirt. A doll approached her, offering an embrace; she pushed it away.
  


  
    The narrator related that word reached the thane of a dragon consuming maidens and the like. The story was familiar enough; the thane decided to be a hero, and set off.
  


  
    She travelled across blasted plains, and stopped at a mysterious castle (made of cardboard). The lady of the castle was—obviously to us, if not the thane—a vampire, surrounded by her thralls. There was an elaborate orgy, which made me blush, and at the climax the lady intended to drain the heroine’s blood. But—scene freeze, change of lighting—the Goddess of Albion had gifted her with an enchantment that activated when the thane was naked. As her chainmail shirt came off, the lady of the castle decided not to drink Veronika’s blood, but to suck hungrily on her witchcock instead.
  


  
    It continued on in much the same manner; a quick scenario, and some sex, the narrator filling in detail that the staging could not. Sometimes, it wasn’t Veronika who had the sex; in the desert the thane persuaded two sand spirits to dance-fuck each other. In another she whipped a dryad very harshly until it decided not to be evil any more.
  


  
    It was not Shakespeare, but it was fairly captivating. Mrs Marlinspike was amazing naked; demon-like and sexual. Wren kept grabbing my knee when there was a bit that really excited her; I started making a mental list. Then Wren raised her hand up my leg, and after a bit of awkward fumbling with buttons and zips, dipped her fingers into me. For my part, my hand dived under layers of skirt, and caressed Wren’s witchcock.
  


  
    In the jungle, Veronika was menaced by a tiger, played by Enoki covered in body paint. This scene was rather athletic, Enoki leaping and bounding about, slashing at the thane with some sort of (fake) claw weapons. Veronika parried with a chunk of wood, quite athletic herself. Eventually, she wrestled the tiger into submission, and cemented that by butt-fucking it on a fallen tree. The tiger’s roars gradually became meows, which got a laugh.
  


  
    And then, the final scene, with the “dragon”; it was, of course, a doll, dressed in an elaborate, stylised costume. A paper tail was operated—swishing and thrashing—by black-clad dolls. Similarly, others controlled a silken “gout of flame”.
  


  
    They danced and argued, taking off the dragon costume piece by piece. Eventually, they were both naked; Veronika, pale and tattooed, veins showing through her skin in a way that was just this side of beautiful, rather than disturbing, and the “dragon”, its doll body painted with reptilian scales. They wrestled and made love, in a way that was quite artful but also fully pornographic. The other dolls came back on set, also pleasuring each other. There did not seem to be any narrative justification for this.
  


  
    And then the lights went down, and there was applause. A cleaning—tersus—spell, covering the entire room, went off.
  


  
    ⁂
  


  
    The narrator returned the “tiger” to us, on a decorative leash. We were standing in the foyer again, though everything was more brightly lit this time.
  


  
    “Mrs Marlinspike extends her warmest gratitude to you, for the use of your doll, and for attending the event,” the narrator said to Wren, voice quieter now, but still musical. “She will join you later.”
  


  
    “Are you alright, Enoki?” I asked. “Did you have fun?”
  


  
    “Yes,” said Enoki. “Though I think I should have won the fight. And I don’t think they should have laughed at me meowing.”
  


  
    “Well, you do meow,” said Wren, ruffling its hair. “And it’s very cute.”
  


  
    The cat-doll hmphed, but leaned into the scritch.
  


  
    “We’re going to wait for Veronika,” said Wren. “You can stay or go home.”
  


  
    “Home,” said the cat-doll, yawning. “I could do with a rest. Mrs Marlinspike is a bit too girthy for this kitty.”
  


  
    Wren patted its head. “No teasing the pup,” she said.
  


  
    “Of course,” said Enoki, smirking. It turned to me, almost headbutting my chest. “Scritches,” it demanded.
  


  
    I acquiesced, and Enoki leaned into it, and then vanished when it had had enough.
  


  
    “You know,” I said, “You’ve never told me how your cat-doll can apport everywhere.”
  


  
    Wren shrugged. “Dunno,” she said. “Enoki was the first and only doll I’ve made. I probably got a lot wrong. I think the cat already had that spell. I’ll tell you about it sometime, if Enoki is okay with that.”
  


  
    I nodded. I could imagine my mother scoffing at asking for a doll’s opinion, but it made sense to me.
  


  
    After the show, the audience had split into two groups. One had collected their borrowed dolls, and headed off to homes, or at least the privacy of cars, very quickly. The other group had formed little cliques—maybe friends or business colleagues—and were playing with each other’s dolls, and each other. Honestly, Lady Pennelegion’s strap work was impressive, though she was rough with her colleague’s husband.
  


  
    Wren and I would definitely be in the first group if we weren’t waiting for Veronika; there was a lot on my list.
  


  
    Luckily, we didn’t have to wait long for Veronika. She emerged, dressed in the silver chainmail, but over black leggings and in expensive shoes. She made a brief round of the orgies; the odd word here, an occasional caress, a smack, or two.
  


  
    “Thank you for waiting,” she said. “Did you enjoy watching me?”
  


  
    We both said yes, simultaneously, and Veronika laughed. “Please come with me,” she said, and walked off, without looking back.
  


  
    She led us to an unmarked door, being guarded by the narrator doll. She gave it a nod as she walked by. Wren pulled her mask off, and I followed suit.
  


  
    We followed her down curved steps to a dimly lit basement, perhaps a wine cellar in the past, but now clearly a ritual space. A complex summoning circle was inscribed on the floor, and in the centre, a witchstone. It was large—about the size of my forearm—and crystalline, glowing with blue-white energy. Every so often, some motes of light would appear through the ceiling, and be sucked into the crystal.
  


  
    “You’re stealing energy from the guests?” said Wren, impressed.
  


  
    “Just a little. Sexual energy,” said Veronika. “Who is going to know if sex makes you five percent extra tired?”
  


  
    Witches, at least, keep a good eye on their magical expenditure, but sex is inherently distracting.
  


  
    “It’s so much bigger than the last one,” said Wren. “Did you fill that in the same way?”
  


  
    “I experimented,” said Veronika. “But this was the best way.”
  


  
    “Wait,” I said. “You’re going to send even more people to Faerie?”
  


  
    “No,” said Wren.
  


  
    “That was a test,” said Veronika. “But, first, Verity, both Wren and I trust you, but if you don’t want to hear any more, you should leave now.”
  


  
    “Wren?” I said.
  


  
    “She’s right, babe,” she said. “We could all get into trouble for this. You don’t need to be involved. If you leave, nothing changes between the two of us.”
  


  
    I thought. “I’ll stay with you,” I said. Wren was sometimes a little extreme for my slightly centrist instincts, but I trusted her like no one else.
  


  
    “In fairness, Verity,” said Veronika. “You might be called a class traitor for this, as it is the upper class that will be targeted.”
  


  
    “Good,” I said. They, at least, deserved it.
  


  
    “Some of them might be injured, or even die,” said Veronika. “Possibly your family. Are you sure you’re okay with that?”
  


  
    I didn’t really have to think about it; I pictured Sophie shivering in that room.
  


  
    “If my mother had shown any real capacity for feelings,” I said, “I would be worried. She hasn’t. I’m in.”
  


  
    Veronika nodded, but seemed a bit surprised. “Perhaps the toffs were right; your class does have a surprising amount of backbone,” she said. “The plan is to punish cruelty to dolls. The bad sort of cruelty, you know.”
  


  
    “Right,” I said. Something I was getting used to was Wren, and Sophie, enjoying being spanked, even a bit brutally, cruelly. But good cruelty.
  


  
    “Full disclosure,” said Veronika, “I am also doing it because the AOMP have some beef with the British aristocracy. I am, of sorts, a spy.”
  


  
    “Wow,” I said. “Well, I suppose it’s good that all the mystery isn’t just an idiosyncratic habit, then.”
  


  
    “You’re in then?” said Wren.
  


  
    “Yes,” I said.
  


  
    ⁂
  


  
    “Regretting your decision, Verity?” asked Veronika. They had explained the plan; Wren with excitement, Veronika with calm precision. Well, precision where possible; there was a lot still vague about the plan. Wren had six months to a year of research to do, and Veronika reckoned that filling the crystal would take as long.
  


  
    “No,” I said. “Maybe a little overwhelmed. But it should teach the bastards a lesson.”
  


  
    Wren clasped my hand.
  


  
    “Well, my two beauties,” said Veronika. “Why don’t we all go to my bedroom, and celebrate our alliance?”
  


  
    I looked at Wren; she seemed keen. “Will our dolls be alright?” I said, anxiously looking for some way out of doing what I wanted to do.
  


  
    Veronika waved open a scrying orb; it showed Enoki and Sophie lying on the bed. Sophie was licking Enoki’s tiny dollcock, and Enoki was applying its tongue to Sophie’s pussy.
  


  
    “Looks like they’re fine,” said Wren. “Can we?”
  


  
    “Well…” I said.
  


  
    “If it helps,” said Veronika. “This is what I am picturing: I will be in command, of course. Verity will be my loyal enforcer.” She adjusted my collar. “Strong and brutal. And Wren,” she continued, cupping Wren’s chin, “Poor Wren will be our desperate subject.”
  


  
    I saw how excited Wren was; eyes shining in the dimness. That made me excited too.
  


  
    “Aren’t you tired?” I asked Veronika.
  


  
    “Stop delaying,” said Veronika. “I am a powerful witch; tiredness is not a problem. And anyway, I will largely be supervising. An answer, please; are you coming to my room?”
  


  
    Wren clung onto my arm, bouncing slightly. “Yes,” I said.
  


  
    ⁂
  


  
    Veronika’s bedroom was impressive, of course. All pale wood and bright minimalism. Huge floor to ceiling windows, showing only inky blackness. A huge bed, four posts, with white sheets and black curtains. A small desk and chair stood to one side, a wardrobe and trunk/ottoman to the other.
  


  
    Veronika perched on the bed.
  


  
    “First, we all consent, correct?” she said, pulling off her shoes. Wren and I both agreed. “I tend to use the safeword porridge, if that’s acceptable?”
  


  
    Again, we agreed. There was—for me at least—a streak of nervousness
  


  
    “Lastly, Wren, do you intend to wear that dress again? Is it important that it survives?”
  


  
    “No,” squeaked Wren.
  


  
    “Good,” said Veronika. “Shall we start then? Verity, rip her dress off.”
  


  
    “Um, but—” I began, but Veronika was on her feet all of a sudden.
  


  
    “Verity,” she said, a hand shooting out and grabbing the collar of my shirt. “Remember your role. You are my enforcer; the unthinking executor of my will. The handsome brute. You obey my orders; not worry about them. Wren understands; any overstepping will be my fault.”
  


  
    She pulled forward and kissed me roughly on the mouth. “Do you understand, brute?”
  


  
    “Yes,” I said, “Er, ma’am.”
  


  
    I felt a lot of relief, the source of which I didn’t think about too closely.
  


  
    “Good,” said Veronika. She maneuvered Wren in front of me. “And we don’t need to check that our wench is okay.” She stroked Wren’s cheek. “She doesn’t get a choice. Now, brute, rip her dress off.”
  


  
    I mean, that was easier said than done. There were layers, and some of the seams were solid. Honestly, I used the zip for most of it, but I tore the dress off with a convincing simulation of brutality.
  


  
    Wren shivered with silent enthusiasm.
  


  
    “Her underwear as well,” instructed Veronika.
  


  
    I knew this was Wren’s favourite set, so I was careful to remove her bra and panties undamaged. Wren covered herself; an arm covering her breasts, the other at her cock.
  


  
    “Hold her arms out, brute,” instructed Veronika. I grabbed Wren’s wrists and held her arms out. I looked down at her body, over one shoulder; she was gorgeous, curved and lovely.
  


  
    “Mmm,” said Veronika, leaning forward on the bed. “What have we here?” She extended a hand and caressed Wren’s hard witchcock. “Is she hard? Brute, feel this.”
  


  
    I let go of one of Wren’s wrists and felt her cock. I followed Veronika’s lead; caressing, feeling our fingers slide over one another. Wren leaned back, into me, raising her chin and closing her eyes.
  


  
    “Hard and getting harder, ma’am,” I said.
  


  
    “Correct me if I’m wrong, brute,” said Veronika, still stroking the witchcock, “but I don’t think I gave permission for this wench to become hard.”
  


  
    “No, ma’am.”
  


  
    “Oh dear,” said Veronika, bending forward to kiss the witchcock on its tip. “Then she will have to be punished. Put her hands behind her back.”
  


  
    I moved my hands to catch her wrists again, holding them behind her back. Veronika leaned back. Wren whimpered at the removal of stimulation.
  


  
    Veronika slowly removed her leggings. “But what punishment? Well, the wench should be tied up first. Leave my brute free to use her hands.”
  


  
    She jumped off the bed and strode over to the ottoman.
  


  
    “Have her face you, brute,” Veronika said. “Play with her breasts for a bit. Be as rough as you like.”
  


  
    Veronika grabbed Wren’s wrists and started binding them. I kneaded her breasts in the way I knew she liked, catching and pinching the nipple every so often. 
  


  
    Veronika bound Wren’s hands together very neatly, coils of red rope halfway up her forearms.
  


  
    “Good,” said Veronika, “take her over to the desk.”
  


  
    In retrospect, Veronika probably meant that I should lead Wren over to the desk, but I flung her over my shoulder and carried her the short distance instead.
  


  
    Veronika laughed. She walked over, and straightened Wren up, before grabbing her chin.
  


  
    “See how strong my brute is?” she said. “If I told her to, she could crush you into nothingness. Have you realised how terrible your position is? Your only hope is that we find you entertaining.”
  


  
    She positioned Wren in front of the desk, and sat on the desk, playing with Wren’s nipples.
  


  
    “What a shame, wench,” said Veronika. “The brute and I have got your nipples nice and hard, and now we won’t be able to play with them for a while.”
  


  
    She leaned back across the desk and opened a drawer. “Don’t worry though,” she said, “these nipple clamps will make sure you don’t forget them.”
  


  
    I watched as Wren shivered and gasped, as Veronika clipped them on.
  


  
    “Brute, we don’t want our wench kicking us, when we make her writhe,” said Veronika. “Fetch the spreader bar from the trunk.”
  


  
    The trunk was full of stuff that I either knew, and was embarrassed by, or didn’t know, and was extremely embarrassed by. Although ninety percent sure, I held up the spreader bar so that Veronika could nod.
  


  
    I hurried back and used my knee to spread Wren’s legs apart. I crouched and fastened each cuff to one ankle. While there, I couldn’t help but to reach though, and give Wren’s lovely witchcock a quick stroke. She moaned, trying to lean into it, but I’d already stopped.
  


  
    “Ah, wench, have you forgotten whose pleasure you’re here for?” said Veronika.
  


  
    She spun around, and stood up, off the desk. “Brute, bend her over the desk.”
  


  
    I did so, lowering her head, tits and upper tummy onto the leather inlaid top. The clamps made a soft sound as they hit the surface. Veronika sat down, and grabbed a bunch of Wren’s hair, pulling her head to the side. “Now, wench, the brute is going to punish you,” Veronika said. “Say thank you.”
  


  
    “Thank you,” said Wren. She was quivering again.
  


  
    “Good girl, you may suck on my fingers,” Veronika said, sticking a couple of fingers in Wren’s mouth. “Brute, pummel the wench’s ass. You can choose the implement; flogger, crop, paddle, etc.”
  


  
    “I’ll just use my hand, ma’am,” I said.
  


  
    “Ooh, wench, do you hear that?” said Veronika. “I think my brute has a soft spot for you. But don’t worry, I won’t let her go easy on you. I’ll make sure you’re spanked long and hard.”
  


  
    Wren mumbled something into Veronika’s fingers.
  


  
    “Continue, brute,” commanded Veronika.
  


  
    I carefully lined up, and spanked her buttock, moderately hard. Was I a bad person that I enjoyed seeing her lovely arse ripple with the blow? That I liked the colour that bloomed on her cheek. That I loved her gasps—muffled by fingers, this time.
  


  
    “Again, brute,” said Veronika. “Keep going till I’m bored.”
  


  
    I brought my hand down again, and again, losing myself in the rhythm of the action.
  


  
    When Veronika told me to stop, Wren’s arse was bright red, and my hand wasn’t much better. I took a step back and mopped my brow.
  


  
    “Hard work, isn’t it, brute?” Veronika said. “Why don’t you get undressed?”
  


  
    I nodded and began disrobing.
  


  
    Veronika leaned close to Wren, taking her fingers from her mouth. “Oh, you’re missing this, wench. The brute is very handsome naked; quadriceps, biceps, abs. Sheets of pure muscle, ready to wreck you.”
  


  
    Veronika leaned back. “Maybe I should bring her round here, where you can see her, and fuck her. Would you be jealous, wench?”
  


  
    Wren nodded. Veronika laughed. “Brute, is the wench’s ass nice and red?”
  


  
    “Yes, ma’am,” I said.
  


  
    Veronika opened a desk drawer, and chucked a small box and a plastic bottle across the tabletop.
  


  
    “Then plug her up, brute,” said Veronika. “We’ll use her ass later.”
  


  
    The box contained a buttplug; I used plenty of lube on it, and on Wren’s butthole. I teased it, playing the plug around the edge, enjoying her gasps. When she’d relaxed enough, I plunged it in, feeling her body shake.
  


  
    “Tell me, brute,” said Veronika, “is she still hard?”
  


  
    I groped under her, and ran my reddened hand along the length of her cock.
  


  
    “Yes, ma’am,” I said.
  


  
    “Tut tut,” said Veronika. “Brute, come here.”
  


  
    I walked around the desk; Veronika stood. “Take my dress off,” she said, raising her arms. I lifted the chainmail over her head; it was not actual chainmail, I realised belatedly, but made of circles of silver thread, sewn together. I let it cascade to the floor. Mrs Marlinspike was breathtaking naked; not gorgeous like Wren, warm and welcoming, but alien, powerful, and terrifyingly sexual. She stood back, making sure I could see her breasts—captivating tattoos around each areola—and her curved witchcock—erect, tattoos around its hairless base.
  


  
    I glanced at Wren; she was looking too, eyes flicking between both of us. She had a small puddle of drool by her mouth, where she had been sucking on fingers. She looked so sexy, so helpless, like that; my cunt, my clit, ached.
  


  
    “Brute, eyes on me,” said Veronika. “That wench doesn’t deserve you looking at her. Kiss my breasts.”
  


  
    I bent immediately and kissed them, a smattering of solemn kisses. “Mmm,” said Veronika. “Thank you, brute.”
  


  
    She stepped closer, and kissed my mouth, hard; a nip of teeth as she pulled away. Her cool hands were around me, smoothing my back, feeling my arse. “Brute, the wench’s hardness offends me. You will go—take the chair, and your muscular hands—and milk her, wring her out, so that she is a sopping mess. Do you understand?”
  


  
    “Yes.”
  


  
    “But,” said Veronika, pushing me back, with a hand on my chest. “Only if I say so. Only if this wench, this slut, pleases me with her mouth.” She caressed my breast. “Understand?”
  


  
    “Yes, ma’am,” I said.
  


  
    She turned towards Wren, grabbing her hair again, and using her other hand to guide the head of her witchcock. Wren’s mouth was open; Veronika slid in, and allowed Wren to adjust slightly, before she started making short thrusts. I could see Wren’s tongue working, hear the messy breaths, gulps and gurgles, half chokes. To see her sucking, desperately, on Mrs Marlinspike’s witchcock made me so aroused I could barely stand it.
  


  
    “Don’t worry, brute,” said Veronika, breathlessly. “You’ll get your turn. We will fuck this slut to exhaustion.” And she nodded and signalled at me.
  


  
    I sat by Wren’s arse, and bent to reach her witchcock. I knew how Wren liked to masturbate; I grasped her cock with both hands and began to manipulate, sliding one hand toward the glans, and the other towards the base. I felt Wren’s body quiver, fancied I heard a groan amongst the other noises. The indescribable tension in her cock told me it would not take long. I kept going, repeating the motion, getting faster.
  


  
    Veronika gave a quiet moan, and Wren’s mouth noises increased, swallowing and choking as she came into her mouth. A small pool joined the drool. Shortly thereafter, Wren orgasmed too, splattering hands, desk and floor.
  


  
    Veronika pulled her cock out of Wren’s mouth, and allowed a bare minute for recovery.
  


  
    “Brute, pull her upright,” instructed Veronika.
  


  
    I gently pulled her upright, careful of her spanked and plugged arse. I held her against me, as she seemed to have little strength in her legs. Plus, I wanted to feel her body trembling against mine.
  


  
    Veronika walked around the desk. She put out a hand and caressed Wren’s detumesced witchcock.
  


  
    “Well done, wench,” she said. “No unauthorised hardness.”
  


  
    She continued to stroke the cock. “But now I give you permission,” she said.
  


  
    There was, perhaps, a very slight enlargement, maybe.
  


  
    “No?” said Veronika. “But I command it.”
  


  
    I felt the crackle of magic, as Veronika moved her hands. Circles of green energy buzzed along Wren’s witchcock; it engorged and stiffened rapidly.
  


  
    “There you are,” said Veronika. “Brute, take her to the bed and have your way with her.”
  


  
    I picked her up in an awkward princess carry (princesses did not usually wear spacer bars) and deposited her on the bed.
  


  
    “Are you alright?” I whispered.
  


  
    “Mmm,” she murmured, nodding.
  


  
    “Okay, because I’m—” I started.
  


  
    “Wren, do you remember the safeword?” interrupted Veronika.
  


  
    “Mhm, yes,” she said. “It’s good. Green. Green. Green.”
  


  
    That was from our sessions, but I guess the meaning must have been clear enough.
  


  
    “Go on, brute,” said Veronika, “Neither she nor you will appreciate any holding back.”
  


  
    I climbed onto the bed, positioning myself above Wren, knees on each side of her. I was soaking wet, and I slid onto her magically erect witchcock without preamble. She arched slightly, but she was too restrained and tired and weighted down to move much. Any ideas I had of careful, elegant lovemaking went out of the window. I bounced up and down on her cock more like it was a dildo than a body part. I felt bad about that, until I glanced at her half-lidded eyes, gazing at me, smiling, juices drying on her face. Veronika sat on the edge of the bed, watching us, idly tugging at her cock.
  


  
    My first orgasm was messy, chaotic; like rolling thunder, as easily twelve as it was one. Intense, almost painful sensations, landing without warning or rhythm. I gasped and moaned.
  


  
    I gathered myself, staying on her, the cock still hard inside me. With one hand, I grabbed a breast, making her gasp. I moved my fingers up to the nipple clamp, playing with it, delighting in Wren’s tiny moans. I took the clamp off, dropping it by the side of the bed, and Wren groaned again as blood flowed back to the nipple. I roughly massaged the breast, and then went to the other nipple, repeating the process. Wren’s moaning and lip-biting started something in me, and I began rocking myself to a more measured second (well, ‘second’) orgasm.
  


  
    “Don’t tire yourself out, my brute,” said Veronika, softly, caressing my shoulder. “The night is young, and the spell is potent. Why don’t you kiss her?”
  


  
    I carefully lowered myself to kiss her, aware of how our bodies were interlocked. It was a hard kiss, tongues wrestling.
  


  
    I felt Veronika reach under Wren’s waist, dragging through a doubled-up piece of rope. She tied it around me as well, clinching Wren and I together. Then she rolled us over, so that Wren was on top of me. I straightened her up.
  


  
    “Still nice and hard, wench?” Veronika whispered. “I know you are. Don’t worry about being tired; the brute and I will use you, anyway.”
  


  
    She wiggled the buttplug, manoeuvring it until it popped free. She squirted lube again. Veronika climbed on top of both of us, guiding her witchcock towards Wren’s butt. She went carefully, inch by inch, Wren softly moaning into my chest.
  


  
    Veronika began to thrust; I got the echo of the movement, relayed through Wren’s cock. I kissed the top of Wren’s head, let my gasps join with hers, and thought of the crystal filling below.
  


  
    VI. Grave
  


  
    Almost a year passed. In the second year of college, I had moved out of the halls, and in with Wren. It meant a lot of broom or cat transport, but it still made me smile to wake up in that bed in the cottage.
  


  
    Although there was something odd that morning; my boobs were being licked. Enoki’s rough tongue was working on the right tit, whereas Sophie was sloppily tonguing the left side. It wasn’t unpleasant, quite the contrary, but it was a confusing thing to wake up to.
  


  
    “What are you two doing?” I asked.
  


  
    “It’s my fault,” said Wren, from the kitchen, beyond the bead door. “They were in here, debating who had the best tongue. Which meant licking each other and arguing. But I’m trying to work, so I told them to go and see what you thought.”
  


  
    “Hmm,” I said, stopping the dolls, giving them both a kiss. “Why are you working?”
  


  
    “Veronika says that next Friday is the date for the ritual,” she said. “So I’m checking the spell, again.”
  


  
    I slid out from under the dolls. Wren had finished the spell six months ago, but had been checking it fanatically since then. I picked up Enoki—it always flails adorably—and turned it end over end, dropping it next to Sophie.
  


  
    “Lick each other,” I said. “The doll who makes the other come first has the best tongue.”
  


  
    I left them to it, and walked into the kitchen. Wren was at the kitchen table; she was wearing battered sweats and an old tee-shirt, her hair needed a wash, and was stuck up out of the way with pencils. She still looked unbelievably beautiful; I don’t know how I got so lucky.
  


  
    “It’s Sunday morning, Wren, come back to bed,” I said, ducking to kiss her forehead.
  


  
    “Working,” she said, paging through the handwritten ritual.
  


  
    “You’ve checked it a million times,” I said. “It’s perfect.”
  


  
    “And if it isn’t?” she said. “And you get pulled into an alien dimension? Or turned into a worm or something?”
  


  
    “I trust you,” I said. “It’s fine.”
  


  
    Wren continued scanning through the spell. I grabbed her hand.
  


  
    “Look what your kitty did to me,” I said, and guided her hand to my breast, and the still rigid nipple.
  


  
    “I know what you’re doing, you know,” said Wren, though she didn’t remove her hand. “Let me work.”
  


  
    “Okay,” I said, mildly. “Just one morning kiss on my abs, and I’ll leave you to it.”
  


  
    “Fine,” she said, turning to kiss—in a somewhat perfunctory manner—my belly. “And another one for luck,” she said, delivering another, slower, kiss. “Can’t have too much luck,” she mumbled, kissing again, and again. “Damn, can’t you wear pyjamas, or a gown, or something?”
  


  
    “I’m heading back to bed,” I said. “You can stay here, or you can come with me. Maybe see if any of my other muscles need a kiss.”
  


  
    Wren sighed. She capped her fountain pen and put it down, pushing the spell back.
  


  
    “I really should—” she began.
  


  
    “No,” I said, scooping her out of the kitchen chair into a carry.
  


  
    “No?” she said, laughing.
  


  
    “No,” I confirmed. “You’re not making good decisions at the moment, so I’ll decide for you.”
  


  
    I walked towards the bedroom.
  


  
    “Oh, really?” she said. “Why do I think I know what you’ll decide?”
  


  
    “I think we should see who has the best tongue,” I said.
  


  
    ⁂
  


  
    “I hate seeing it in a cage,” I said. I clipped the key to my belt.
  


  
    “It’s okay,” said Sophie; it looked sad but not distressed. I stroked its head through the bars; this was the same cage we used for the fox-doll, a couple of years back. The house was very different tonight; all staff, servants and dolls had been cleared, and most of the lights were out. It gave the place an oddly post-apocalyptic air. Like we seven—three witches, four dolls—were the last surviving entities. Enoki sat outside the cage, close to Sophie, looking unusually concerned.
  


  
    “It’s just a precaution,” said Veronika. Her doll sat at her feet, a piece of tape covering its mouth. I had decided not to ask: it didn’t seem upset by it. Out of the dragon costume, it looked remarkably human compared to its mistress.
  


  
    “Speaking of which,” Veronika continued. “Are you sure you don’t want to ring your mother?”
  


  
    It had been almost a year since I’d spoken to my mother; if that bothered her, she hadn’t shown it.
  


  
    “Might compromise us,” I said. “She can take her chances.”
  


  
    Veronika nodded. “Wren,” she said, “there are no mistakes in the ritual. But if there are, it’s too late to find them.”
  


  
    Wren sighed and pushed the papers back. “I suppose.”
  


  
    Veronika looked at her phone. “Curse will be back soon,” she said. “Then we can get started.”
  


  
    Curse was the name that the narrator doll went by. It was, apparently, on a three-year contract with the American billionaire; although Veronika was a little cryptic on the subject of ownership.
  


  
    As if summoned, Curse walked out of the darkness. “The grounds are secure, Mrs Marlinspike,” it said, in its weird, musical voice.
  


  
    “Thank you,” said Veronika. “Please guard the other dolls as discussed.”
  


  
    “Very well,” it said, utterly emotionless.
  


  
    We kissed the other dolls goodbye, and went downstairs.
  


  
    ⁂
  


  
    The basement was bright, despite only being lit by the crystal; the witchstone was bursting, overflowing with light.
  


  
    It looked almost like we were set up for a picnic down here; there were bundles of plants, roots and berries, as well as plastic-wrapped witch supplies, and some bottles of distilled water.
  


  
    We were all on edge, of course, as we gathered in a small triangle around an electric cauldron.
  


  
    “Is everyone ready to do this?” asked Veronika. “Anyone having doubts?”
  


  
    “Doubts?” said Wren. “Of course, I’ve got doubts. But we ought to do it.”
  


  
    “I agree,” I said. “We are going to help a lot of dolls.”
  


  
    Veronika nodded. “Let us begin, Wren,” she said.
  


  
    She sat for a few seconds, and then began pouring distilled water into the cauldron.
  


  
    I won’t go into detail about the spell; I don’t want any trainee witches trying their own version. Everything I’ve seen written about it has gotten the specifics wrong, and I am not about to change that.
  


  
    Suffice it to say that plenty of ritual stuff happened. The athame gets used; we all have little band-aids on our palms, if that helps.
  


  
    In the cooling cauldron, a dish-water coloured and evil-smelling potion had stopped bubbling.
  


  
    This is the part of any ritual that my college describes as “the officiants imbibe the reagent, and try to glean power and knowledge from astral entities attracted to the infusion.” This is because orthodox British witchcraft hates to say “they get high, and punch spirits.”
  


  
    We drank the potion.
  


  
    ⁂
  


  
    This graveyard was tidy, and not particularly spooky. I tried to remember why I was in a graveyard at all. Also, why was the sky green? I made a mental note of these important questions, as I looked around.
  


  
    Behind me was a mausoleum. Huge, in black marble, carved pillars, and angels and horses and… things. Oppressive. There was an impressive doorway, surrounded by pillars, with a wrought-iron gate.
  


  
    Yes, I knew I’d have to go in there. Stupid vision.
  


  
    The gate was locked, but I had the key on my belt. That probably meant something, but I was only in the second year of magic school.
  


  
    I unlocked the gate and walked through the doorway. It didn’t look like the inside of a mausoleum; in fact, it looked familiar. A corridor in a stately home; walls lined with dark wood panels, punctuated with hunting pictures and tapestry, a faded red carpet, worn through to floorboards in spots. It wasn’t any particular corridor, but it resembled many I had seen. What was different, was the amount of junk; I mean, antiques, I suppose, but piles of them. Armour, spears and flags, vases, helmets, a ship’s wheel, marble busts, rocking horses, glass frames of butterflies and beetles, leather bound books, silver candlesticks, muskets, and a hundred other things I didn’t have the inclination to identify. All piled together, rotting; there was an uneven path left down the middle of the corridor, except sometimes I would have to duck under a pennant, or step over a spilled ivory chess set.
  


  
    The corridor was long, and almost straight; occasionally, there would be a step up, or down, or a fractional change of angle. That was familiar too; the layout of stately homes was always just a little off.
  


  
    I had been walking for a while, when I heard a noise—a great sloughing of debris—from behind. A corpse of some sort raised itself from the debris. It was old: clothes and flesh rotted down and mummified. I was relieved; there is no great puzzle as to what one does with zombies—and my muscles weren’t decayed. The revenant didn’t attack though, just watched me from eyeless sockets. When I stepped back, the corpse shuffled forward: after a bit of experimentation, it seemed that it was just going to follow me. Cautiously, I set off again. A short while later another corpse stood from the side: again, it seemed content to follow. Not ideal hiking companions, but I could deal with it, I suppose.
  


  
    By the time I reached the end of the corridor, I had a somewhat worrying horde following me. The corridor ended abruptly in a throne, still surrounded by junk. In the throne was another corpse; perhaps mildly less decayed. Her face, though sunken and worm-eaten, had the family resemblance—the Lockwood nose—I had seen on the faces of my mother and aunts.
  


  
    “Heir of Greengrave?” said the corpse in a voice like my mother’s. She rose from her throne.
  


  
    “Yes,” I said. “Verity.”
  


  
    “What are you doing?” the corpse asked.
  


  
    “With the spell you mean?” I said. “Freeing the underdog, I suppose you could say.”
  


  
    “Foolish,” said the corpse. “Go back to your mother.”
  


  
    “No,” I said. I glanced at the debris, spying a narwhal tusk.
  


  
    “You are meant to rule,” said the corpse. “You feel it. Your blood sings as you crush others, as they kneel before you, as their bodies break.”
  


  
    “Yeah,” I said. “I’m a domme. Doesn’t mean I have to be a dick about it.”
  


  
    “The suffering of—”
  


  
    “No,” I said, picking up the tusk. “You people—our people—the whole damn class has gone too long without hearing the click of a leash coming off, without hearing a snarl, without seeing sharp teeth in the darkness.”
  


  
    “You fool,” said the corpse. “Your ancestors will consume you. You will become part of our system. We will render you into something elegant; tearing apart your lumpen, peasant body—”
  


  
    I ran her desiccated heart through with the narwhal tusk. “I prefer the term butch, actually.” I turned to the other revenants.
  


  
    ⁂
  


  
    Veronika was crying; proper streams of tears. Wren’s face had a hard set, and a single tear. I suppose we had all faced some stuff. Now wasn’t the time to discuss; although, I was sure that Mrs Marlinspike would never discuss.
  


  
    The witchstone and cauldron were glowing more brightly now; a bright blue-white light, cold and blinding.
  


  
    Wren shook her head, and began the second part of the ritual. The spell was long; magical definitions in an archaic tongue. I repeated the bits that needed repeating, drifting into a trance as it went on.
  


  
    I only snapped back to consciousness when the ghost of a puppy-doll appeared. Well, not a ghost, exactly, more an astral projection. It was a transparent blue, passing through the cauldron, and it was scared. Not scared of us, but its eyes were flicking to something we could not see, something where it was. It whimpered and cowered. It seemed to be heavily modified; its face sculpted into a muzzle, its legs shortened and rearranged so that it could easily go on all fours, its hands made more paw-like by taking off the fingers at the first joint.
  


  
    We watched its body crumple as something—unseen to us—crunched into its side. Its doll ribs were probably fast healing. It whimpered again, trying to crawl away.
  


  
    We still don’t know the degree to which this was a random puppy-doll, or the ‘patient zero’, or maybe just an ethereal ur-doll.
  


  
    What we do know is it started to change.
  


  
    Firstly, it stopped whimpering. Hair and spines—like porcupine quills—sprouted from the top of its back. Its limbs grew longer, slender talons unfurling. Its muzzle filled with teeth. Its face, its body, sort of settled, lost the traces of humanity, to become a beautiful nightmare, a cryptid, a mix of wolf and dream. It flew at something we couldn’t see, jaws snapping, and disappeared.
  


  
    Our part in the ritual was complete; the spell was still active, expanding outwards, but our part was done. The witchstone was getting dimmer as the spell worked.
  


  
    “Shit, Sophie,” I said, jumping to my feet and bolting up the stairs.
  


  
    ⁂
  


  
    Sophie was asleep, Enoki holding its hand through the bars.
  


  
    “It spasmed for about two seconds,” said Curse. “Its aura was disturbed for about eight seconds. There is no sign of any damage or alteration. There was no danger.”
  


  
    I unlocked the cage. Wren and Veronika were only slightly behind me. The spell should only affect maltreated pups, but—for all I knew Sophie was treated well—I was still relieved.
  


  
    “Is that all, Mrs Marlinspike?” asked Curse. I suddenly wondered what its actual role was.
  


  
    Veronika was hugging her doll. “Yes, thank you, Curse,” she said.
  


  
    “Then I will resume my duties for the assignee,” it said, and walked away, onto the patio, and out into the lightening dawn.
  


  
    We arranged televisions, radios and a computer, and listened for the results of the spell.
  


  
    The news came in slowly. A party overrun in Knightsbridge, with guests raving about demon dogs. One dead, many injured at “The Naughty Puppy”, an illegal dollhouse. Reports of “a pack of hellhounds”, running for the Wyre Forest. Unspecified disturbances at several estates.
  


  
    When we were content it had worked, we all went to bed. We spent the next three days sleeping, eating and fucking, in various combinations.
  


  
    VII. Aftermath
  


  
    It was the biggest transformation spell recorded, they said, once they worked out it was a spell at all. Its effects were felt around the world, although Britain was the definite focal point. The larger packs were all affected; Mrs Pennelegion stepped down, partly due to injury, partly in shame. The main hunting organisations soon disbanded.
  


  
    The Great Hellhound Rebellion they called it, to start with; going on the theory that puppy-dolls transformed themselves by wilfulness. It was an independent journalist who first had the idea that it was abused puppy-dolls that were affected. The name had stuck by that point.
  


  
    I sat on the window seat; over the moonlight grounds, I could just make out the wood where the local hellhounds lived. That had been an adjustment for people; packs of demonic creatures in parks and run-down buildings. Eventually people realised that, unless you went looking for trouble, the hounds would leave you alone. Occasionally, they would even help; a lost hill-walker, a panicked kidnappee.
  


  
    Only six deaths; a price worth paying, I think, though I do not blame you if you disagree. Of course, one of those was my mother. Evelyn had been the more sensible of the two, locking themselves into a cupboard while chaos raged. But Genevieve’s temper was up; she grabbed a horsewhip and went to tame them. She was torn to pieces.
  


  
    Evelyn was left a sizable sum in the will, but most of the estate was mine. Even though I had barely spoken to my mother in an age, she assumed I would take over from her. I suppose I did, in a way.
  


  
    Greengrave Hall was empty for a while. I would have let Evelyn stay, but she had no wish to.
  


  
    Veronika went back to the US, pleased with her anti-Briton action. Me and Wren talked about the degree to which we were pawns, but came to the conclusion that ‘subs’ was a better word for it. We emailed sometimes.
  


  
    After the American billionaire decided to sell up, we found ourselves needing to move out of the cottage. I was doing my final exams, and the simplest thing was for us to move into the Hall. It was a bit silly, though; us taking up four rooms of an impossibly large mansion.
  


  
    “Babe, what are you doing?” asked Wren, padding up beside me.
  


  
    “Dunno,” I said. “Thinking, I guess. Unintended consequences.”
  


  
    “Oh babe,” said possibly the greatest and most humble witch who had ever lived. She hugged me.
  


  
    “It’s alright,” I said.
  


  
    The guilt was not the guilt I expected. Maybe I ought to care more about the six who died? But I don’t. What I didn’t expect was the reaction of people towards puppy-dolls. Most of them hadn’t been affected by the spell, after all; they had largely content doll lives.
  


  
    I ought to have expected the reaction, I suppose. Nobody trusted them anymore; the most adorable puppy-doll was—in their view—ready to turn into a hellhound. Some witches just kicked them out, others looked to sell them cheaply, many just kept them, but regarded them suspiciously.
  


  
    So as a newly qualified witch, and also Viscountess of Greengrave, that was how the Greengrove Sanctuary for Puppy-dolls came to be. Yes, I changed from -grave to -grove, largely to piss off my mother, but also because I had a lovely nature witch here, and nature witches live in groves.
  


  
    Apart from our few rooms, the sanctuary takes up most of the house. It employs a lot of staff; mostly trainee witches. We take care to avoid the ones who purely want to fuck the puppy-dolls, but, at the same time, they are dolls, so using them is important.
  


  
    Of course, we can’t look after every puppy-doll; we work with other charities around the country. Many abandoned pups join the hellhounds, which seems fine to me, but makes most people nervous. People don’t like wild magic, I suppose. I think Britain has been tame for too long.
  


  
    As a viscountess, I mostly do the PR side of things. I’m a tiny bit jealous when I see staff in a puppy pile.
  


  
    “Is it time to get up?” said Sophie, trotting over. It had gotten a lot better with its speech.
  


  
    “No, it’s half three in the morning,” said Wren. “It’s butch introspection hours.”
  


  
    “Oh.” Sophie maneuvered so that it could kiss both of us, and then climbed—a bit awkwardly—into my lap. I patted its head.
  


  
    “If you all get out of bed, it gets fucking cold,” complained Enoki. It scurried over. “My turn on the lap,” it said.
  


  
    “Excuse me,” said Wren. “I think, as her wife, it’s my turn.”
  


  
    I knew what they were doing, but it still worked.
  


  
    “Okay, okay,” I said, “let’s go back to bed.”
  


  
    I stood, placing Sophie on its feet, and picked up my wife.
  


  
    “Oh no,” whispered Wren, “I’m being kidnapped by a fearsome brute.”
  


  
    “That’s Viscountess Brute, to you.”
  


  
    Why Enoki is the Best Cat-doll and also should be Allowed to Choose Titles
  


  
    It is raining. Boring. The Mistresses are in meetings. I am banned since the whole vase/duchess thing. The dog is asleep. Sigh. At least it’s warm. I watch the raindrops on the windowpane.
  


  
    ⁂
  


  
    When I was a girl, I was often cold. In winter I was permanently wrapped in blankets. I would cook, even go to the loo, swathed in these things. This was in my room at Mrs Becky’s house. Single glazed. There was an electric bar fire, but it made a worrying smell after five minutes, and Mrs Becky would up your portion of the leccy bill. Winter was a grim time, and always getting worse.
  


  
    Prices kept getting higher, whereas my hours kept getting shorter. I was alone. I’d alienated my family by refusing to be a boy. I’d alienated my friends by either fucking them, or not fucking them, or by fucking their girlfriends. And shit, I had terrible taste in girlfriends. If they were prepared to believe I was a girl, or to act as if they believed I was a girl, and wanted to fuck me, well, that was good enough for me. And if they hit me, or shouted, or burned me, well, that was because this stupid typical male-looking body made them angry. It made me angry, too.
  


  
    I was in a downward spiral, and I didn’t really see it. I was lucky if I saw a couple of days ahead.
  


  
    But then I found a cat. I thought it was a kitten at first, but no, it was just small. It was in the Aldi car park, batting around a mushroom from a spilled punnet. I watched it for a long time. I was high; I don’t know how long. When I finally went to go, it followed. Meowed. I picked it up.
  


  
    Mrs Becky didn’t allow pets, so I tried to keep it hidden. Mrs Becky was a bitch; she would misgender me if I was annoying or late with the rent. And I frequently was both. But she liked the cat. Mushroom, I called it, though she suggested Button. I called it an ‘it’ as well. I had enough trouble with my own gender, I’m not dealing with a bloody cat’s. Mushroom would escape from my room—fuck knows how—and haughtily demand treats from Mrs Becky. Which it got! Fucking cheeky.
  


  
    And, well, the cat improved things. It was a needy git, wanting cat food and litter. Which meant I couldn’t spend a week’s wages on drugs and alcohol without getting the little fuck meowing for tuna all week. I stopped seeing girlfriends who were mean to Mushroom. I stopped… well, doing various things that meant I wouldn’t be there for the bloody cat. It was stupid, but when it lay in my lap, profoundly unjudgmental, I began to believe in weeks, months in the future. Even if the bloody thing was too proud of its own arsehole.
  


  
    I even got a better job. Okay, it was because I could pass as a nice t-slur now. The couple who ran the coffee shop wanted to show how brave and indie they were. Henry (Ry) and Charlotte (Chaz), were upper class, and claimed to be queer in some magical way. Henry slept around, and Charlotte cried about it, so maybe that was it. But they were decent employers. And the coffee shop—Broomstick Brews—was popular with witches, who don’t tend to be terfs. Life was okay, for a couple of months.
  


  
    And then the cat got sick. I scraped together enough money for the vet. It had cat AIDS, fucking idiot. They said I should have it put down, before it got too bad. There were medicines, but they were so far out of my price range they might as well not exist.
  


  
    I could start to feel my life crumble.
  


  
    There were healing spells, of course, but those were as expensive as the medicine. The witches were nice, but unhelpful. Chaz spent ten minutes telling me, in the most roundabout and deniable way, not to bother the customers with my dying cat. At least Mrs Becky offered to pay to have Mushroom put down.
  


  
    One day, I heard two witches talking—bitchily—about a nature witch. Not even a proper witch, they said. Going around healing bird’s wings, like some Disney fucker. Living in the middle of bloody nowhere. And handily winning witches’ duels, whatever the fuck they were.
  


  
    I demanded to know where. Got them to draw me a map. I was a bit threatening. Ry told me to take the afternoon off. Unpaid. Lib-dem wanker.
  


  
    I went home. Mushroom was lying in the same spot it was this morning. I packed it into a second-hand cat crate. I stole some of Mrs Becky’s towels off the radiator, so that the fucker didn’t get cold.
  


  
    Caught a train to the right area. Got off at a little station in the fucking country. Consulted my hand-drawn map and set off. I was a city girl; it was tough going. Plus, witches on broomsticks are crap at mapping. For someone on the ground in cheap trainers, at least.
  


  
    Anyway, I did manage to climb the waist-high wall that surrounded the estate. Then I really got lost. I began to lose track of time. One moment I was walking through a muddy field, the next I was in a wildflower meadow, the next, a wood. It was dark now. I was beyond tired. I sat down at the base of a tree. I made sure the damn cat was still alive. I stroked it and cried my heart out.
  


  
    “Are you alright?” a woman said. She had a small knife, and a large basket of toadstools. She was pretty. Slightly clocky in that way that beats any cis chick. She had freckles.
  


  
    “No,” I said. “I’m looking for a witch.”
  


  
    “Oh well,” she said, shyly. “I’m Wren Hedgewitch. Well, not on my birth certificate. But I’m a witch, if I will do?”
  


  
    She led me back to her cottage. She listened to me talk about the cat.
  


  
    On her kitchen table, she did various spells around the cat. Mushroom was breathing lightly now. But I felt hope. The pretty witch really wanted to help.
  


  
    “I’m sorry,” she said. “It’s too late. I can make its passing easy, but I cannot save it.”
  


  
    I cried again. A lot. Wren made us both a cheese omelette. Mushroom didn’t even try to steal any.
  


  
    “Can’t you,” I said, “swap us? My life for the cat.”
  


  
    “That’s not how it works,” she said, kindly. “And besides, you’re using your life.”
  


  
    “Not really,” I said. I could see the spiral now. I felt powerless to prevent it.
  


  
    “Tell me about your cat,” she said. Distracting me.
  


  
    “It’s stuck-up, and playful, and flighty, and picky, and self-absorbed, and it’s not fair that its cuddles won’t be in the world anymore,” I said.
  


  
    Wren had an idea; I could see it in her eyes.
  


  
    “What?” I said.
  


  
    “Nothing,” she said. “Your cat sounds lovely.”
  


  
    “You had an idea,” I said. “I could see it in your eyes.”
  


  
    “No,” she said.
  


  
    “Tell me,” I said.
  


  
    “It’s stupid,” she said.
  


  
    “Please.”
  


  
    “There’s a ritual,” she said. “It would bind the two of you together. Into one being. Into a doll.”
  


  
    “A doll?” I said. “A witch sex toy?”
  


  
    “Dolls are a bit more complex than that,” said Wren, going bright red. “But as I said, it’s a stupid idea.”
  


  
    I looked at Wren.
  


  
    “Your doll?” I said.
  


  
    She was still red. “Yes. Well, I could bind you to another witch, if you know any…?”
  


  
    I didn’t. She was the only one who’d given a fuck about Mushroom. Or me.
  


  
    “Okay,” I said. Okay, if it saves the stupid cat. Okay, I could probably cope with being her toy. Okay, what else have I got to do? Okay, I just want out of the spiral.
  


  
    The ritual took some time to prepare. Wren worked quickly, in case Mushroom died.
  


  
    I lay on her bed. Naked. Mushroom on my chest, scarcely breathing. She drew sigils on me in green marker. She intoned, which is like singing but crap. She did lots of witch shit; candles, wavy dagger, cauldron, etc. Maybe I should have been excited; naked, hot witch, sexy magic. But I was too tired, and too afraid for the cat, and perhaps a bit worried about being a doll.
  


  
    I fell asleep. I remembered feeling Mushroom’s tiny mind merging with mine. That was what self-esteem felt like? Wow! Shit, that cat was so fucking content. No speech, of course, just a mood of extreme catness. Like a self-centred sainthood. Even though the damn thing is dying, it’s convinced its worshippers will save it. And I suppose it’s right.
  


  
    When I woke, it was as a different I.
  


  
    I leapt up, feeling myself. Pointy ears. Furry tail. Petite; a head shorter than Wren, who wasn’t tall. Really nice tits; not huge by volume, but perky and perfectly shaped. Nice cock as well; tiny, like a clit.
  


  
    “Is it alright?” Wren asked, sitting on the side of the bed. “It’s kind of random. There’s a mirror in the wardrobe.” She pulled open the door.
  


  
    I looked in the mirror, set into the back of the wardrobe door. There was a vague memory of horror; but toothless now. I had hated mirrors. Trans thing, and maybe a witch thing; even Wren kept her mirror out of sight.
  


  
    But I was… I was hot now. And not the high and drunk and slutty, sort of hot. But beautiful. Part of me just said “of course”. But there was an echo, a ghost, of the part of me that had hated myself. It tried to shout and scream as it had always done, but it was just silly now. It faded away; evaporating under this new self-regard. I was fantastic.
  


  
    “This one—” I said, and stopped, confused by the odd phrasing. “This one is fucking pretty.”
  


  
    “Yes, you are,” said my Mistress.
  


  
    I felt a huge welling up of love for my witch. How lucky I was! She was my home, my safety, my love. I never felt that I belonged before, but I belonged now, to her.
  


  
    “Will you stroke this one?” I said.
  


  
    “Of course,” she said. She stroked my head, scritched my ears. I leaned into it, trying to climb into her lap.
  


  
    “Are you alright?” my witch asked.
  


  
    “This one loves you,” I said.
  


  
    “I know,” she said, going red again. “Part of the spell, I’m afraid.”
  


  
    Why was she afraid? I loved loving her. I could only express this with happy meows. I would be the best cat-doll for my witch; I would give her the best cat advice, and she would pet me.
  


  
    My witch continued to stroke me.
  


  
    “Can this one—” I started, then frowned. That way of speaking was rubbish. “Can I have a kiss, please?”
  


  
    Wren looked surprised, but kissed me, blush rising again. Her kisses were so sweet. Her lips were soft and cushiony. She was so lovely. I wanted to be useful to her. I wanted her to use me.
  


  
    “You should probably fuck me,” I said. “While you are already embarrassed.”
  


  
    I raised my tail, and showed her my arse, with more pride than I had ever felt as a human. I was the best cat-doll.
  


  
    ⁂
  


  
    I smile. And now I have two Mistresses! Wren is still the best, but the butch is kind and firm and sometimes carries me. If only they didn’t spend so long in bloody meetings.
  


  
    I leap over to the sofa, and bite the sleeping puppy-doll on the ear.
  


  
    “Wuff,” says Sophie, startling. “Something bit me.”
  


  
    “Flea,” I explain. “I got rid of it for you. Cuddle me.”
  


  
    The pup sighs, and opens its arms, allowing me to little spoon next to it.
  


  
    “Do you ever remember being human?” I ask.
  


  
    A long pause. “No,” it says. “Try not to. I was friends with Mistress. But otherwise it was bad. Better now.”
  


  
    “Fucking right,” I say. “Better now.”
  


  
    I think about our poor Mistresses, dealing with all the shit of being human, of being witches.
  


  
    I turn around in the dog’s arms.
  


  
    “We should practise kissing,” I say. “As a surprise for our Mistresses.”
  


  
    “Okay,” says the puppy-doll.
  


  
    We kiss for a bit. I was the best, but Sophie isn’t bad at kissing. Wet, but nice.
  


  
    “It didn’t surprise them last time,” Sophie points out, as we break off.
  


  
    “Well,” I say, “we obviously didn’t practise hard enough.”
  


  
    Sophie shuffles against me.
  


  
    “You seem hard enough,” it says. I think that’s a joke.
  


  
    “Hmph,” I say, and resume kissing. The Mistresses will be back soon, and I will be so fucking content.
  


  
    Predatory Finance
  


  
    1. Pip
  


  
    Sabine Merritt-Hutchinson likes to describe the Tower as a human body; some departments—I forget which ones—are like the lungs, or the stomach. Others—like the department she’s talking to—are the heart. She will pause, look around, lean towards the audience. “And the board, the board are the ass… ahem… assorted leadership steering the body.”
  


  
    I have seen the speech three times; once as an intern in Accounting, once as a Junior Developer in Prototyping, and once when I accidentally got trapped coming back from Planning. She was very natural, every time. The same body language, the same perch on the desk, the same bonhomie. Sometimes you almost forgot that you weren’t in the same struggle. That she was a billionaire.
  


  
    But other than carefully planned appointments, there was only one place in this body where the higher and lower humours mixed; the bank of elevators. You could ride to your floor with senior management, board members, celebrity investors. They were going to much higher floors than you, of course. Higher floors with nicer furniture, probably actual offices, expensive coffee. But you were all in it together.
  


  
    Some places, I suppose, that wasn’t even true; the upper floors had their own elevators. But the Tower was more egalitarian, I guess. Karl Marx would be so happy.
  


  
    So that was how I found myself in an elevator with a witch and a vice president. I hesitated—stumbling—as I realised who had got on before me. If I’d have been paying attention, I would have caught a different elevator. But it was after the morning rush, it would have been even more embarrassing to back out now, but I was tripping over my feet.
  


  
    The witch put out a hand to stop me falling; a cool hand to my shoulder.
  


  
    “Careful, dear,” she said, smiling. She was tall and pale, wearing a neatly tailored and figure-accentuating business suit.
  


  
    “Floor?” demanded VP Serhan, gruffly.
  


  
    “Oh, three, please.”
  


  
    The witch nodded slightly at me; a clocking nod, I felt. I had read that witches couldn’t be trans, or didn’t acknowledge it, or something. But I’d also read a ‘Top Ten Trans-friendly Jobs’ article which put witches at number one. Unfortunately, I didn’t have any magical ability, and also didn’t start training when I was a toddler, so I was forced to take the second option.
  


  
    “MerHu keeps a stable of programmers on site,” said Serhan, talking to the witch. “To rapidly prototype interfaces. The UX for HedShake came to her at 3 o’clock one night. We had a preliminary version coded by close of business.”
  


  
    I mean, preliminary version meant some non-scalable Javascript with a single working button, but sure.
  


  
    “Once the basic interface is working,” continued Serhan, “longer-term work is handed on to offshore teams.”
  


  
    The lift stopped at my floor, and I hurried out.
  


  
    “Wait,” said the witch, putting a hand on my arm. “What’s your name, sweetie? I’m Veronika.”
  


  
    “Oh, um, Pip,” I said. “I mean Philippa, but people call me Pip.”
  


  
    The doors began to close, and Serhan—with great irritation—pressed the button to keep them open.
  


  
    “Pip,” said the witch Veronika. “Have a good day, Pip.”
  


  
    2. Flight
  


  
    The intranet had a link to a news piece; some tech charity working with disenfranchised youth. I mean, I supposed it was good, though the graffiti covered ballroom where the fundraiser was held seemed a bit over the top. Lots of men in tuxes and women in gowns; not all of them were white, of course, not all. But the reason I’d clicked through was: Veronika was there with Sabine. They looked good together; the billionaire wearing a tuxedo, subdued but well fitted, the witch wearing a forest green dress, layered and wonderful. I followed a couple more links; gossip sites on whether Sabine was dating the ‘mysterious witch’, and whether she’d broken up with her actor boyfriend.
  


  
    “If you’re finished with lunch, we can do that code review,” said Tom.
  


  
    Well, Tom, I thought, I am actually only a quarter of the way into this fucking sandwich which you can see I’m eating, so, no, I am not finished with lunch.
  


  
    “Sure,” I said.
  


  
    ⁂
  


  
    I was just packing up when the PA appeared. I was tired; the afternoon had been spent in code walkthroughs, and Jira wrestling.
  


  
    The PA was beautiful enough to make that tiredness vanish, replaced by shame. How could I call myself a woman, when the platonic avatar of womanness was standing before me? She was tall and slim, hands manicured, pencil skirt, sharp blouse.
  


  
    She sniffed. I was wearing the same hoodie as yesterday; it was clean though.
  


  
    “You are wanted upstairs,” she said, giving the impression of being bored without actually sounding bored.
  


  
    “Oh, yes, right,” I said, hurriedly checking I hadn’t missed a message or an email. “Er, fourth floor? Fifth?”
  


  
    The ghost of a sigh. “All the way up,” she said. “Sabine wants to see you.”
  


  
    “Sabine?” I said. Sabine?
  


  
    “You have heard of her?” the PA asked, turning and stalking towards the elevator. “Come.”
  


  
    I followed. On the long rise through the body of the corporation, I tried to think of what the CEO could want with me. I was worried; she didn’t fire people in person, did she? I was sure I was far beneath her notice. Hell, I was far beneath my line manager’s notice.
  


  
    On the top floor, I followed elegant clicking heels first into an office—nice but not extravagant—and then into another room. An office too, I suppose, but more like a living room in a stately home. Art and bookcases covered the walls, expensive carpets on the floor. The lighting was quite subdued, although some remaining sunlight was filtering through glass doors. Sabine perched on a huge mahogany desk. Behind her was an oil painting; people fighting against a vaguely Roman backdrop.
  


  
    “Philippa Pierce, ma’am,” announced the PA.
  


  
    “Thank you, Cal,” replied Sabine. “You can go now.”
  


  
    Sabine looked at me in silence, for a while, and then spoke.
  


  
    “Some people—close, drunk, almost-friends—have asked why I have a personal assistant who is prettier than me,” said Sabine.
  


  
    She was attractive, but not in the same way as her PA. A very soft butch perhaps. Or perhaps the attraction simply came from having a ridiculous amount of money. I didn’t think I was shallow, but I could smell money, and it was like a pheromone.
  


  
    I realised that she was pausing, waiting for me to answer, or perhaps to deny the comparison. “Um,” I said. Good one, Pip, very impressive.
  


  
    “It’s like eyespots on a butterfly,” she said, waving to a frame filled with pinned butterflies. “It takes people’s attention. Most of the people through that door are straight men; they are either attracted or intimidated or both. Same for lesbians. Gay men are usually fascinated by her. Or hate her. By the time they meet me, I seem normal, approachable, safe in comparison.”
  


  
    She leaned back on the desk, and grabbed a packet of cigarettes.
  


  
    “Do you smoke, Philippa?”
  


  
    I shook my head. I stopped for HRT, many years ago.
  


  
    “Ugh,” Sabine said, walking to the doors out onto the balcony. “I shouldn’t either.”
  


  
    It was chilly out here, but the view over the city was incredible. At ground level it would be dark now, but up here it got the last few rays of sun. Billionaires do not share the same days as the rest of us.
  


  
    Sabine took out a cigarette—it looked stylish—and fished out a slimline lighter from the packet. She leant over the balcony, and took a long drag.
  


  
    “Probably going to have to switch to vapes,” she said, blowing a long column of smoke into the air. “We’re going big in healthcare soon, and for some stupid reason the press thinks it’s a gotcha to snap a healthcare CEO smoking.”
  


  
    Again, I had no idea what to say, or, indeed why I was here.
  


  
    “I hear you met Veronika,” she said, gazing out over the city.
  


  
    “Huh? Oh yeah, in the elevator,” I said. I don’t think I said anything wrong? Hell, I don’t think I said anything.
  


  
    “I’ve been out with her a couple of times,” said Sabine. “Not out out, but we’ve attended a few fundraisers together. We’re negotiating; she works for AOMP, and they have something I want. You know AOMP?”
  


  
    “Er, the witch’s organisation?”
  


  
    “The American Order of Magical Practitioners, yes,” she said. “Negotiations are going well.” She smiled brightly, and took another drag. “Have you ever thought about jumping,” she said. “When you’re in a high place like this? The imp of the perverse.”
  


  
    “Um, I suppose,” I said. I really wasn’t following.
  


  
    “One of the dangers of being in my position,” said Sabine. “Nobody believes you can fall. Every mistake is actually part of a great strategy. Gotta watch you don’t start believing it. Isn’t there a chance I could fly?”
  


  
    She flicked her lit cigarette off the balcony, the red point spinning off into the night. “No,” she said, answering her own question.
  


  
    “Sorry, Philippa, I don’t get to chat much,” she said. “With people who aren’t trying to outmanoeuvre me, I mean.”
  


  
    She walked back inside, indicating that I should follow, gesturing to the chair. She sat behind her desk.
  


  
    “I had a lot of questions for Veronika,” Sabine said. “She was happy to answer questions about witchcraft; I mean, a bit cryptically, but that’s expected.” Sabine paused. “But she referred me to Google when I asked about being a transgender.”
  


  
    My stomach twisted.
  


  
    “But John—Serhan—mentioned you being in the elevator, and that he thought you are one,” she said. “So I thought I’d ask you.”
  


  
    “Um, I’m not sure I’m comfortable with this conversation,” I said.
  


  
    Sabine looked at me for a moment, like she was weighing things up. She suddenly stood, and moved over to a sideboard. “Drink?” she said, getting two glasses out.
  


  
    “I shouldn’t—”
  


  
    She poured two fingers into each glass, and passed me one. She perched on the edge of the desk, again, forcing me to look up.
  


  
    “Sorry,” she said. “It’s got to be difficult, medical stuff. But it’s better for me to learn from a person, rather than from the internet.”
  


  
    “It’s… it’s not my job,” I said.
  


  
    “True,” said Sabine. “Although most people are fine answering their CEO’s questions.”
  


  
    She downed her glass.
  


  
    “Fine,” she said. “Five hundred dollars a question.”
  


  
    I swallowed. Even just a few questions would be quite a boost to my surgery/ritual fund. And Sabine did seem genuinely interested; nosey, perhaps, but not terfish.
  


  
    I sipped my drink; it was whiskey, which I don’t normally like, but this was amazing, like smoke and honey.
  


  
    “Okay,” I said.
  


  
    She pulled out a notepad.
  


  
    ⁂
  


  
    “So your hormones are deductible with your insurance, but not, er…” She flipped back a couple of pages of notes. “SRS?”
  


  
    “Or GRS or GCS, and, no, technically it’s covered. But in practice it seems to get denied.”
  


  
    “Why?” she asked.
  


  
    “Transphobia,” I said, shrugging.
  


  
    “So you’ve still got your penis?”
  


  
    “For now,” I said. “But that’s not an appropriate—”
  


  
    “Sorry,” Sabine said. “You’re right. Forgive me.”
  


  
    She paused for a moment.
  


  
    “I won’t ask you to show me then,” she said. “Joke, joke.”
  


  
    I nervously gave an approximation of laughter.
  


  
    “You know,” she said. “It’s a real shame that there’s so few of you; you’re an underserved market, but the margins wouldn’t be good with that limited population.”
  


  
    I laughed, awkwardly.
  


  
    “What?” she said, suspicious of being laughed at when she hadn’t made a joke. Perhaps she was more bearable like this, a few whiskeys in, jacket discarded.
  


  
    “You don’t know how rare it is for a trans person to hear ‘I wish there were more of you’,” I said. “Even if it’s only to sell us stuff.”
  


  
    Sabine considered this, and then laughed too. “Don’t knock being sold stuff. If your group was valuable to corporations, you’d be getting a lot less trouble from the politicians. Money talks.”
  


  
    “Yeah, I probably should have thought about that when planning out a lifetime of dysphoria and depression,” I said. “How will this affect the poor corporations?”
  


  
    Sabine chuckled. “You have a sharp tongue, Ms Philippa, when people can get you to talk.”
  


  
    “Pip,” I said. “People call me Pip.”
  


  
    “Pip,” she said. “I’ll write you a check now. But if I have more trans questions, can I ask?”
  


  
    “I suppose,” I said. “If you pay. I don’t particularly want to be the trans oracle.”
  


  
    “What about normal questions?” she said. “Oh, I don’t mean normal like that. I forget how real people see things, sometimes.”
  


  
    “Um, I guess,” I said. “Haven’t you got focus groups for that sort of thing?”
  


  
    “They’re not as fun to talk to, Pip,” Sabine said.
  


  
    Interlude
  


  
    This doll was not constructed anew. It has sisters within it. Its knee is from one sister, its heart from another. All its sisters are dead, killed by the witch. Some sliced into pieces, some eaten by fungus, many burned. A thousand sisters destroyed in a hundred ways.
  


  
    This one does not—can not—blame the witch. But it is lonely, the great house empty as the witch put in its eyes, and performed the incantations.
  


  
    The witch, its mistress, brought it fully to life. She admired its form, both physical and magical. This one took no pride in that; it is the witches doing, not its own.
  


  
    The witch fucked this doll. It was wild, unhinged. A normal doll would be nail-ripped and teeth-torn. The whirling tempest was but nothing before this one. Then it was over, and the witch relaxed; for the first time, this one saw her smile.
  


  
    This one reached for her heart.
  


  
    She had a lot of wards; simple ones from her younger days, complex ones from her later life. All before she realised that she had no interest in living forever.
  


  
    Flame washed over this one. Decay traced across its surface. Ice. Demonic creatures. Eldritch curses. None found a foothold.
  


  
    When the last ward—an endless void—had battered itself to uselessness upon this one, the witch laughed.
  


  
    This one took her heart, and squeezed it to nothing.
  


  
    3. Gun
  


  
    Of course, I realised very quickly that I’d done precisely what she had talked about; taken her as mortal, rather than a billionaire. She could fix my life, and my friends’ lives, if she wanted to. She could fix world hunger. If she wanted to. But she was a billionaire, so she didn’t.
  


  
    I congratulated myself on boosting my savings, and threw myself back into work. The end of the sprint was coming up, and I was not ready.
  


  
    MERRITTS: U still here?
  


  
    It was late. Ten-thirty, and I was the only person in the section. Even the cleaners were gone now, although security still came round.
  


  
    The office chat beeped again.
  


  
    MERRITTS: your lights green
  


  
    I sighed.
  


  
    PIERCEP: im 1 of those mouse wigglers
  


  
    MERRITTS: :D
  


  
    MERRITTS: come up?
  


  
    PIERCEP: ive got work 2 finish
  


  
    MERRITTS: i am CEO
  


  
    MERRITTS: i will tell ur boss not too blame u
  


  
    MERRITTS: i have Qs and $$$
  


  
    PIERCEP: ok
  


  
    ⁂
  


  
    Sabine was a little tipsy. She was wearing a white dress and high-heels.
  


  
    “Left early,” she said, swinging on her chair. “Who cares about childhood cancer?”
  


  
    “Um…”
  


  
    “Right, right,” she said. “Everyone cares, I know. What I mean is that no-one at the fundraiser cares. We just give a tax-deductible donation, and dress up for a bit. Schmooze the press.”
  


  
    “Right.”
  


  
    “I bet if you asked the guests whether it was fundraising for preventing childhood cancer, or for causing it,” she said, “they wouldn’t be sure.”
  


  
    “Um, I suppose it’s a good cause,” I said. “Sorry you were bored though.”
  


  
    “Fuck,” she said. “Fuck. I sounded like I was whining, didn’t I?”
  


  
    “A little bit,” I said.
  


  
    “Sorry,” she said. “Do you want something to eat?”
  


  
    She stood up suddenly and walked over to one of the doors. “Come on.”
  


  
    The kitchen was bigger than mine, but didn’t look like it had ever been cooked in. It looked clean to the point of sterility.
  


  
    We—the office—knew she sometimes stayed here, rather than return to her expensive house in the exclusive suburbs, but I was expecting a camp bed, or similar. The kitchen led into a lounge; this was basically a very nice penthouse apartment. Of course, I didn’t know why I thought otherwise.
  


  
    She approached the massive stainless-steel refrigerator, and began getting out Chinese takeout. Was it real leftovers? Or takeout bought to be leftovers? Or cooked by personal chefs, and then put into takeout cartons? I was going to go mad thinking about this.
  


  
    She awkwardly carried an armful of cartons over to a low table, and slumped into a leather sofa.
  


  
    “Shit,” she said. “Forgot the wine. Can you get it?”
  


  
    She directed me to the glasses, and then to a large wine cabinet. “I think maybe a Spätlese?” she said.
  


  
    “I don’t know what that is.”
  


  
    “Oh. Any white will be fine,” Sabine said. I picked one that didn’t look too old and posh. “Corkscrew is in that drawer by your hip.”
  


  
    I managed to get the wine open, and everything to the table.
  


  
    “Sit,” said Sabine, waving a piece of dim sum in my direction. “So, question…”
  


  
    “Okay,” I said, taking up some chopsticks and snagging an egg roll.
  


  
    “Are you a lesbian?”
  


  
    I didn’t drop the egg roll, but I had to concentrate on not dropping it. “Is it that obvious?” I said.
  


  
    “You flinched the other day,” she said. “When I mentioned Calliope’s effect on lesbians. She isn’t, by the way. I made sure.”
  


  
    “Um.”
  


  
    “She likes men,” she continued. “Nothing men. She fucks them until they fall in love with her, then dumps them.”
  


  
    “Is that really—”
  


  
    “She is beautiful enough that I’d be tempted, if I hadn’t made sure she was straight,” said Sabine. “She sells anonymous stories to the press sometimes, but nothing damaging, so I let it slide. But, yes, lesbian yearning is wasted on her.”
  


  
    “I see,” I said, taking another egg roll. “Noted.”
  


  
    “Plus, I’ve caught you looking at me.”
  


  
    This time I did choke.
  


  
    “It’s okay, I’m a lesbian too,” she said, reaching for her wine.
  


  
    “You have a boyfriend,” I said. “A famous boyfriend.”
  


  
    “He’s gay,” she said. “But it’s in both of our interests to appear bi. His female fans love to imagine themselves in a gay sandwich.”
  


  
    “And you?”
  


  
    “Men don’t take kindly to people who can’t stand them,” she said. “I would be called a shrill, frigid harpy in minutes. Men are much happier believing that I could succumb to their charmless flirting.”
  


  
    “My bi friends won’t thank you for adding to the I don’t believe you brigade,” I said. “And anyway, don’t you find men still believe they are charming with lesbians too?”
  


  
    “Oh yes,” said Sabine. “They just won’t believe that we don’t want dick.”
  


  
    I froze.
  


  
    “What?” she said. “Your face just fell.”
  


  
    I looked at her.
  


  
    “Oh shit,” Sabine said. “Sorry! It’s just something my friends say.”
  


  
    “Yeah,” I said. “Not my friends.”
  


  
    “Right, right,” she said. “I should have thought. Don’t… don’t some lesbians mind?”
  


  
    “Yeah,” I said. “But we weed those out by checking whether they say shit like ‘I hate dicks’ first.”
  


  
    Sabine looked down.
  


  
    “But most are okay with it,” I said. “Because most understand that lesbianism is about your attitude to men, not your attitude to dick.”
  


  
    “But you still want to get it cut off?” she said. She had clearly finished with her short span of regret.
  


  
    “Yes,” I said. “But not because it stops me being a woman, or a lesbian. It doesn’t even make me particularly dysphoric. Just, I don’t want one, if I ever have the option. Other trans girls have their own opinions.”
  


  
    “Do you sleep with trans women?”
  


  
    “What? Yes, of course,” I said. “I like women.”
  


  
    “So some of them will have dicks?”
  


  
    “Yes,” I said. “You’re making this a lot more complex than you have to. I like women, including cis women and trans women; some have dicks and some have pussy. I don’t care much about that, but obviously, I prefer trans women.”
  


  
    “Really? Why?”
  


  
    “Because with some cis lesbians you have to answer twenty stupid dick-based questions first,” I said.
  


  
    She chuckled, and then looked down. “I annoy you, don’t I?”
  


  
    I sighed. “You are paying for it. I make that seven questions, that’s 3500 dollars.”
  


  
    “A bargain,” she said. “Okay, enough questions for now. Let’s eat.”
  


  
    ⁂
  


  
    I began to stack the empty cartons.
  


  
    “What are you doing?” she said. “Housekeeping will be in in the morning.”
  


  
    “Wow,” I said. “Spoken like a true billionaire.”
  


  
    She shrugged. “I am,” she said. “So why try and hide it? You’ve gotta be yourself.”
  


  
    “Yes, won’t somebody think of the poor billionaires,” I said.
  


  
    “People are mean to us,” she said.
  


  
    “Oh, I wonder why?”
  


  
    “Okay, some of us are a bit stupid,” she said. “Mostly very divorced men, who have been told that their every idea was brilliant, and have enough money to never confront the fact that they are stupid.”
  


  
    “Right,” I said. “And all the evil.”
  


  
    “No,” she said, holding up a finger. “That’s where you are wrong. Look, you’re a nice person, but even if you weren’t there are a lot of barriers for you. Police, expenses, effort. All things that could stop you from doing what you wanted.”
  


  
    “I suppose.”
  


  
    “But billionaires? Those barriers are a lot less. We can accidentally misplace millions, while you will be jailed for shoplifting a coke. We can expose ourselves to an underling, if we want. We can have reams of photos with a paedophile. A bit of money, some precisely worded apologies, and it’s fine. Murder and manslaughter are only slightly trickier.” She finished her wine; she had drunk most of the bottle.
  


  
    “Really selling me on billionaires.”
  


  
    She laughed. “But that’s the thing; the barriers are so much less for billionaires. You want to murder someone? As well as your conscience, you’ve got police and just plain effort to deal with, and not enough money to ease them. So you generally don’t. Billionaires, however, live purely on their conscience; we should get more praise for not being totally evil, because there’s very little stopping us.”
  


  
    “Wow.”
  


  
    “You don’t agree?” she said. “It’s like, if you had the power of a god, are you sure you’d be good.”
  


  
    “Yes.”
  


  
    “Really?” Sabine said, slumping back on the sofa. “You answered that fast. Wouldn’t curse irritating people? Wouldn’t love-spell attractive ones?”
  


  
    “No,” I said. “And anyway, I’d be too busy doing body alteration on myself and my friends.”
  


  
    “Oh, but if you were a billionaire, you wouldn’t have friends,” she said. “Not really. Cheerful enemies and familiar servants.”
  


  
    “I see,” I said.
  


  
    “Sorry,” she said. “Hang on.”
  


  
    She got awkwardly off the sofa, and hurried into the other room.
  


  
    She came back with a gun. A pistol, I don’t know guns.
  


  
    “What the fuck—”
  


  
    “Come on.”
  


  
    She ran out of the door.
  


  
    I followed, panicking a bit. She had run onto the balcony. It had stopped raining, but everything was wet.
  


  
    “I come out here,” she said, aiming the gun over the balcony, downwards at one of the other buildings, “whenever I’m not sure that I am good.”
  


  
    “What?”
  


  
    She moved the gun around. “I could fire, at a building, or off into space, at traffic. Probably miss. Or maybe kill someone. Or something in between.”
  


  
    “Why don’t you put the gun down?”
  


  
    “On the TV, the police would do ballistics, trace it back here,” she said, waving the gun casually. “Don’t know if that works in real life. Would wind and gravity mess things up? But if they did, I would just say sorry, pay some bills. Cleaning my gun. An accident.”
  


  
    She looked sideways at me. “I could kill someone,” she said. “But I don’t, because I’m good.”
  


  
    She suddenly put the muzzle of the gun in her mouth.
  


  
    “Don’t!” I shouted.
  


  
    The gun clicked.
  


  
    “No magazine,” Sabine said, showing me the empty grip. “If there was a round in the chamber, I would have blown out the back of my head. No magazine disconnect on a Glock 43. But I don’t do that.”
  


  
    “Fucking hell, that’s so fucking stupid,” I shouted. “What the hell are you doing?”
  


  
    She shrugged. “Trying to show you that it’s different for billionaires.”
  


  
    “I know it’s different,” I said, voice still slightly raised, deeper than it should be. “Most of my friends have gofundmes; do you think I don’t know things might be different if I wasn’t just scraping by? If you bastards weren’t hoarding wealth? I fucking know.”
  


  
    Sabine leant forward. “Do you want to slap me?”
  


  
    It took me a moment to process what she was saying.
  


  
    “No.” I yanked the door open and went inside.
  


  
    “Thank you for caring about me dying,” she called after me.
  


  
    “Just didn’t want to get blood on me,” I muttered as I left.
  


  
    4. Contract
  


  
    I got a promotion, and a tiny pay rise. I had no idea if Sabine had anything to do with it, but it was the first one in my three years here, so I was suspicious. My manager actually seemed to know my name now. Very suspicious. But I was now a real developer, not a junior developer. The title didn’t so much denote expertise, so much as additional ability to dodge cursed tickets.
  


  
    Sabine was away; Britain, according to the web, in one of her foreign homes. It looked quite interesting: architectural, you know.
  


  
    I concentrated on my work. We had another stupid timescale for a stupid project; I had to spend a lot of time making sure I wasn’t going to be blamed for any of it.
  


  
    ⁂
  


  
    “Hello, Pip.” The witch’s voice was soft and deep. I jumped.
  


  
    My colleagues looked around, over the risible dividers that separated our desks.
  


  
    “Oh, er, Veronika, hi.”
  


  
    She was dressed more casually this time—sweatshirt, slacks—but still looked remarkably elegant.
  


  
    “Sabine and I want to show you something,” Veronika said.
  


  
    “Oh, is she back? I thought she was in England.”
  


  
    “We have returned to civilization,” said Veronika. “Come on.”
  


  
    “Er, I have a stand-up in ten minutes,” I said, looking at Tom.
  


  
    “It will be difficult, but I’m sure your colleagues can manage without you,” Veronika said, looking at Tom.
  


  
    “Well, act—” Tom coughed. “She—” He coughed again. “We—” He doubled over in a fit of coughing.
  


  
    “No objections then?” said Veronika. “Excellent.”
  


  
    ⁂
  


  
    Calliope gave me an evil look as Veronika walked me through to Sabine’s office.
  


  
    In the centre of the room was a still and feminine figure, dressed in a boiler suit and a motorcycle helmet.
  


  
    Sabine was sitting on the desk again. “Come on, Vee-vee,” she said.
  


  
    Veronika laughed. “Have some patience, Ms Merritt-Hutchinson.” She summoned a piece of parchment from thin air.
  


  
    “It took us so long to arrange this contract,” said Sabine. “I just want to get it signed.”
  


  
    Veronika produced a quill pen from the same thin air, and signed the paper with a flourish. Rather too much flourish; drops of dark red ink flew everywhere.
  


  
    She passed the parchment to me, and I handed it to Sabine. She signed it with a fountain pen from the desk tidy.
  


  
    “The doll is yours, sort of,” said Veronika. “For the next three years. Except, of course, if you break any of the provisions.”
  


  
    “I didn’t think that non witches could own dolls,” I said, wiping my ink-stained fingers on my trousers. “Or lease them, I suppose.”
  


  
    “It is unusual,” said Veronika. “But AOMP wanted certain… considerations that Ms Merritt-Hutchinson was able to provide.”
  


  
    “So we negotiated,” said Sabine. “I wanted you to see this, Pip.”
  


  
    She paused for a moment. “Um, doll, take your helmet off.”
  


  
    The figure moved suddenly, with none of the gradual acceleration you would see in a human. It removed the helmet; its hair was a soft mohawk, mahogany coloured. No, actual mahogany; wooden, despite the fact that I was sure it moved as the helmet came off. Its face was wood also, lighter, like maple. It was impassive, thin grain tracing over fine and feminine features. Its neck was a ball joint, wood and silver, merging with the complicated machinery of the shoulder.
  


  
    “It’s wooden?” I said.
  


  
    “Wood and silver and magic,” said Veronika. “An ancient warrior doll.”
  


  
    “It will protect me,” said Sabine. “And look,” she said, grabbing her cigarette lighter. “Hand,” she ordered.
  


  
    The doll stuck out its hands; joints picked out in silver, again. Sabine played the lighter across its hand.
  


  
    “See, nothing,” Sabine said. I was expecting scorched wood or burnt varnish, but there was no sign of damage.
  


  
    “Does it hurt?” I asked.
  


  
    Sabine looked a little surprised. “I shouldn’t think so, it’s not a person,” she said. “Well, doll?”
  


  
    “This one was made for such things,” it replied in a musical voice, like many flutes played together.
  


  
    “Oh, oh, not only that,” said Sabine. “Hang on.” She picked up the desk phone, and dialled an extension. “John, are you done with those packs yet? Well, bring them in, then.”
  


  
    “You see,” said Sabine, putting down the phone. “This doll was designed to kill people. Well, actually witches, so normal people are very easy for it.”
  


  
    “What the fuck?” I said.
  


  
    “That’s why they named it Curse,” said Veronika. “Oh, don’t worry, it doesn’t kill randomly, just when it is required by the deal. Its geas. It hates killing. But it’s very good at it.”
  


  
    “Pretty handy for a bodyguard, right?” said Sabine.
  


  
    The door opened, and Serhan and Calliope wheeled in a trolley; at first I thought it was laden with stacks of money, but no, it was packs of playing cards. Hundreds of them.
  


  
    “Thank you, John and Cal,” said Sabine, waving them away. “Two hundred packs!”
  


  
    “I’m confused,” I said.
  


  
    “Pick a pack,” said Sabine. “They’ve already been shuffled.” I wondered what poor department had been instructed to stop what they were doing and shuffle cards for a VP.
  


  
    I picked up a pack, slipping the cards out, and checking that they were shuffled. They seemed to be, though I could see jokers and even an advertisement card in with the normal ones.
  


  
    “Give it another shuffle, and pick a card without looking,” Sabine said. I did so.
  


  
    “Are you getting into close-up magic?” I asked. “Bit cringe.”
  


  
    “Still without looking, hand the card to the doll,” said Sabine. Again, I complied.
  


  
    Sabine grabbed the doll’s other hand, and raised it to her throat. “Okay,” she said.
  


  
    “Wha—”
  


  
    The doll twirled the card in its hand. “Eight of diamonds,” it said. “No death today.”
  


  
    “What?” I said.
  


  
    “The packs have all had their ace of hearts removed, except for one,” said Sabine. “If that card is picked, then Curse kills me. That’s about a one in 10,000 chance. It would have been really funny if it had come up though.”
  


  
    “What? Are you fucking mad?”
  


  
    Veronika plucked the card out of Curse’s hand, and shuffled it back into the pack.
  


  
    “Doing that pick once a day, means slightly less than a one in ten chance, overall,” Sabine said. “For a three-year contract. And that’s enough of a chance to keep the doll’s bloodlust satisfied.”
  


  
    “Curse does not have bloodlust,” said Veronika. “But it was built to destroy its mistress, and that remains a part of its makeup. This is a way to make it manageable.”
  


  
    “And one in ten is great odds,” said Sabine.
  


  
    I was having trouble talking.
  


  
    “I mean traffic accidents, medical incidents, all that sort of thing, they are all risks that we have to deal with,” said Sabine, kicking a foot against the desk. “But, again, my wealth insulated me a bit from that. So this is exciting. Some risk is what I need.”
  


  
    “Are you fucking crazy?” I asked, again. I lost control of my voice, and I did not like the deep sound that came out.
  


  
    “It’s not like your life is risk free,” Sabine said. “I don’t know what your chances are of meeting some dangerous hater, but they’re probably similar.”
  


  
    “That’s not a risk I volunteered for!” I said, voice all over the place.
  


  
    “No, of course not,” Sabine said. “But…” She trailed off.
  


  
    “Well,” said Veronika, brightly. “I’m afraid I have business to attend to. I will see you soon. Do try not to worry, Pip.”
  


  
    She left. The doll was still motionless.
  


  
    “I’m going too,” I said. “I don’t know what your problem is, Sabine, but I’m not getting caught up in it.”
  


  
    I turned towards the door.
  


  
    “Wait,” Sabine said. “I’m… I’m sorry. Okay? I’m sorry.”
  


  
    “That’s not the point.”
  


  
    “I know,” she said. She paused. “Doll, go through to the lounge.”
  


  
    She gestured to the other door. The doll calmly exited.
  


  
    “Look, Pip,” said Sabine. “I don’t know why, but I don’t feel alive unless I am doing something like that.”
  


  
    “You’re suicidal,” I said. “You need to see a therapist.”
  


  
    “I don’t want to die!” said Sabine, standing up and moving closer. “I really don’t. I just don’t want to be trapped in cotton wool. Like, wealthy people fly rockets, or race cars, or pilot stupid subs, or pursue questionable people, for the same reasons. To be alive. Well, none of those really work for me. But this does.”
  


  
    I shook my head.
  


  
    “Do you know why I have a Glock?” she asked. “I used to have a revolver, a 38 Special. A Taurus 856, six bullets. But I kept thinking about Russian roulette, how fun it would be to roll that dice.”
  


  
    She looked down.
  


  
    “So, I got rid of it,” she said. “I really do not want to die, Pip. But I need some risk.”
  


  
    “One in ten,” I said.
  


  
    “Right, but look,” said Sabine. “I have a helicopter, well, MerHu rents it, but you know what I mean. They crash a lot. Like once in every 10,000 hours. True, I don’t ride one every day, but it adds up. But that’s fine, is it?”
  


  
    “I don’t know?” I said. “I’ve never been on a helicopter, and it sounds like that was the right approach.”
  


  
    “It’s just my extreme sport,” said Sabine. “Like, I’ve got an acquaintance that skis black runs, or off-piste in avalanche territory. That’s more dangerous than my slight chance of being murdered.”
  


  
    “I suppose,” I said. “But that’s stupid too.”
  


  
    “Sure,” said Sabine. “Billionaires are stupid. It’s not a big secret.”
  


  
    I sighed.
  


  
    “Come on, Pip,” she said. “Let’s go through to the lounge. Have a look at my doll. I’m excited.”
  


  
    “What do you mean?” I asked, but she was already walking towards the door. I hesitated for a moment and then followed.
  


  
    Sabine flung herself down on a sofa.
  


  
    “Doll, come here,” she said.
  


  
    Curse walked over to stand before her. It was unnervingly calm.
  


  
    “Pip, come and sit,” said Sabine. I did. “Doll, undress,” said Sabine.
  


  
    “Wait, that’s—” I began. The doll began removing its boiler suit.
  


  
    “What?” said Sabine. “It’s not a person.”
  


  
    “Are you sure?”
  


  
    “It’s made of wood, Pip,” said Sabine. “And the law is very clear.”
  


  
    “Fuck the law,” I said.
  


  
    “This one is not a person, mistress,” said Curse, in its strange musical voice. “This one is a doll.”
  


  
    “But…” I said, waving my hands around pointlessly.
  


  
    Curse resembled a beautiful wooden statue; a statue of a trans woman, since it had breasts and a cock. Silver outlined the points of articulation; the cock reminded me of a wooden snake toy—disks of wood and silver. It dangled, not really detumesced—it clearly didn’t work that way—but inert.
  


  
    “It is very pretty,” I said. “But this seems wrong.”
  


  
    “Doll, do you mind being naked?” asked Sabine.
  


  
    “No, mistress,” it said. “This is how this one was created.”
  


  
    “See?” said Sabine.
  


  
    “I don’t know,” I said.
  


  
    “You’re silly,” Sabine said. “You know what dolls are for? One of the things?”
  


  
    “Okay, but that’s another reason why it’s important to know whether it’s a person or not.”
  


  
    “It says it’s not,” said Sabine.
  


  
    “Right,” I said. “But what if it’s lying?”
  


  
    “And anyway, I’m paying,” she said. “So if it was a person, rather than an it, it would basically be sex work.”
  


  
    “Well, that doesn’t automatically make it unproblematic,” I said.
  


  
    Sabine sighed. “Doll, do you mind your mistress fucking you?”
  


  
    “No, mistress,” Curse said. “This one was made for such things.”
  


  
    “I thought you were made to kill witches?” I said.
  


  
    “This one was built to pleasure its creator,” said Curse. “Then to end her.”
  


  
    “See?” said Sabine. “It doesn’t mind.”
  


  
    I sighed, again. I didn’t know what to make of things. Billionaires and witches and dolls; their morality seemed over my head. Was I just rejecting things purely on instinct?
  


  
    “Anyway,” I said. “It might be okay for witches, but I think it’s too… wooden for a person.”
  


  
    “Feel it, Pip,” she said.
  


  
    “No—”
  


  
    “Oh, on its stomach, if you are going to be a prude,” she said.
  


  
    I put out my hand and touched its (literally) sculpted abs. It didn’t feel human, but it was more than just wood. It felt living, it flexed under fingers; it was like wood smoothed by the passage of many bodies, and moulded to the memory of them. I trailed my hand around its navel, in something of a dream.
  


  
    A short laugh from Sabine brought me back to myself.
  


  
    Curse’s dick was partially erect. I snatched my hand back. “Sorry,” I said, to everyone.
  


  
    “It really wasn’t objecting,” said Sabine. “And I wasn’t objecting. It’s nice.”
  


  
    “I thought you didn’t like dicks?” I said, without thinking.
  


  
    “Yeah, well, Vee-vee pointed out that was a bit silly,” she said. “And thinking about it, dildos and straps are generally human inspired, and I like those.” She placed a finger on Curse’s dollcock. “So I guess it must be that I dislike those who dicks are normally attached to. I thought that was men, always.” She ran the finger along its length. “But I was wrong. Why are you red?”
  


  
    That wasn’t fair; Sabine was also blushing. “I had better go,” I said.
  


  
    “Why?”
  


  
    “Why? Because I shouldn’t be discussing straps and cocks with the CEO!” I said. “I’m pretty sure it says that in the HR manual.”
  


  
    “Are you uncomfortable?” she said, sliding towards me.
  


  
    “Obviously, yes!”
  


  
    “Yes, right,” she said. “What I mean is; are you uncomfortable because a billionaire is offering stuff you don’t want, coercing you, probably going to offer to buy you a horse, or whatever? Or are you uncomfortable because you’re awkward with girls you’re attracted to?”
  


  
    “Er.” I felt my blush increase.
  


  
    She shuffled closer on the sofa.
  


  
    “If it’s the former, you should leave,” she said. “In fact, I order you to leave.” She took my hand, lightly. “I’ll give you five seconds to pull your hand back… four… three… two… one.” She lifted my hand to her mouth and delicately kissed the knuckles.
  


  
    Mentally, I was still debating with myself whether to leave. She was attractive, but she was also unhinged or maybe just rich. And, honestly, that was sort of attractive too. A couple of my most fun exes were somewhat wild; but they were also the ones that I really shouldn’t have gone out with.
  


  
    Sabine took my hand, and sucked my fingers, surprising me. I looked at her.
  


  
    She went a finger at a time, licking and sucking each of them. It was sexy, but it was also disconcerting.
  


  
    I had to admit to myself that I wasn’t getting up and walking out.
  


  
    She moved my hand, and placed it on the doll’s cock, her hand on top of it. The dick didn’t feel like segmented wood, but it wasn’t quite human either. It had the iron in velvet feel of a real cock, but also an odd regularity, no veins or bends. Sabine guided my hand, up and down Curse’s shaft.
  


  
    The doll was becoming erect. I was too, sort of; the hormones made it a less rigid affair.
  


  
    “I am beginning to see the appeal,” said Sabine. She separated her hand from mine, and began running it up the dollcock. There was a moment of confusion, until we synchronised our approaches. The doll made some melodic noises, moaning perhaps. I accelerated my motion, indicating to Sabine to follow my lead. I felt the weird tension in the dick which meant—in girls, at least—that they were near. There was no precum, though. We sped up again.
  


  
    The doll climaxed; there was a series of musical grunts, and a weird but pleasant flex in its dollcock. There was no ejaculate, which I supposed made sense, though it was pretty clear what had just happened. The dollcock was already becoming inert again.
  


  
    “That was hot,” said Sabine. “I thought it might feel like a man, but you were right, it’s different, like...”
  


  
    “A girlcock, or gock.”
  


  
    “I like that,” she said. “Maybe I should swap playing with a glock for playing with a gock.”
  


  
    “Er, well, I don’t know what the refractory period is for dolls, but—”
  


  
    “Doll, go and sit in my office,” she commanded, gesturing to the door. She slid along the sofa. “Compared to a glock, would you say a gock is more difficult to trigger? Does it need a firm grip?”
  


  
    “Er,” I said.
  


  
    “Pip,” she said, putting a hand on my knee. “You’re going to help me find out, aren’t you?”
  


  
    She slid a hand up my leg. I was wearing cheap slacks, and I wondered if she was judging the quality. She stopped her hand on my inner thigh, and looked at me.
  


  
    “Are you this scared with all the girls?” she said.
  


  
    I shook my head. “No,” I said. But the girls I usually dated were not wealthy or flighty, and I would have flirted a bit with them first. They would also not be my employer.
  


  
    “Do you really not like cis girls?” Sabine said. “Or rich girls?”
  


  
    “Yeah, well, I have reason not to trust them,” I said. “What with all the evil.”
  


  
    “We’re not all evil,” protested Sabine.
  


  
    “Sorry, are you speaking for cis folks or billionaires?”
  


  
    Sabine shrugged, and yawned. She moved her hand off my leg and stood up. “I’m not going to force you,” she said, unbuttoning her blouse.
  


  
    That was my cue to leave. I did not need this complexity or this drama. I would simply leave, and go and attend to my Jira tickets.
  


  
    I stayed where I was.
  


  
    The blouse was sheer, silken. Her bra was cream-coloured, lacey with swirls and whorls. She kicked off her heels, red soles spinning away.
  


  
    “Sabine,” I said.
  


  
    She unfastened her belt, stepped out of her trousers. “Yes, Pip?” Her panties were the same style as her brassiere. I didn’t want to even imagine how expensive they were.
  


  
    “What are you doing?” I asked.
  


  
    She shook her head, moving closer. “What are you doing?” she asked, tapping my shoulder.
  


  
    “This isn’t…” I said, trailing off.
  


  
    “Isn’t what?” she said, pushing my shoulder again. “Isn’t sexy?”
  


  
    She went to push my shoulder again, but I caught her wrist.
  


  
    “Am I annoying, Pip?” She went to push my other shoulder, but I pulled her down, first into my lap, then onto the sofa. I was still gripping her wrist.
  


  
    “Yes,” I said, climbing on top of her, “you’re annoying.”
  


  
    She smiled, rearranging her limbs slightly. “Oh dear,” she said. “Kiss me.”
  


  
    I did. She tasted of apricot and smoke and mostly of money. I was not gentle, but she didn’t complain.
  


  
    I sat back and grasped her panties, tugging them down. She helped me, moving her legs.
  


  
    “Your existence,” I whispered, “is a policy failure.”
  


  
    “Oh god,” she said.
  


  
    I bent to kiss her belly.
  


  
    Her pussy was pretty; neat, wet, a patch of darkish hair above. I ran my tongue along the groove, around her clit, plunging inside. How did she taste expensive everywhere?
  


  
    “Eating the rich?” Sabine said.
  


  
    I raised my head, and shook it. “No. Fuck the billionaires.”
  


  
    With one hand, I unbuttoned my slacks. I was hard; not as hard as I had been in the bad old days, but hard enough.
  


  
    “Fuck those greedy bitches,” I said, aligning myself.
  


  
    “I’m so greedy,” said Sabine.
  


  
    “And a bitch,” I gasped, as I inserted myself into her. She moaned and flexed. “Yes,” she said, softly, breath hitching.
  


  
    “You’re everything that’s wrong with the world,” I whispered, thrusting between every word. She just nodded urgently.
  


  
    I fucked her roughly; I felt bad for it, like I wasn’t being a good, sweet girl. Although most of the lesbians I knew weren’t. I was worried by how angry I was, that I wanted to fuck her senseless, like I could somehow fuck her into global equity. I was a switch, but evidently CEOs flip me in one direction.
  


  
    I was silent now, other than a grunting as I thrust. She was moaning, which spurred me on. Her moan hitched, becoming part scream, she buckled and twisted under me as she came.
  


  
    I came as well, modest and watery, my dick detumescing almost immediately. I rolled off her, filled with shame.
  


  
    ⁂
  


  
    In her office, I almost tripped over the doll. Although there was still some dim light outside, the office was black with shadows, at least to my unadjusted eyes.
  


  
    Curse was sitting, very upright, in a chair in front of the desk; precisely on the route I was taking to the door. It put out a hand to stop me falling, a cool hand on my sternum.
  


  
    “Thanks,” I said. The hand remained in place.
  


  
    “Are you alright, mistress?” it asked. “Your bio-signs are elevated.”
  


  
    “Yes. No. I don’t know,” I said. “I have to go.”
  


  
    “This one is old,” said the doll. “It has been a bodyguard for a long time, and a handmaiden, and a killer. This one can tell the difference between angry coitus, and something it needs to worry about.”
  


  
    I felt a flood of relief, because part of me wasn’t sure. The predatory trans woman was a mostly mythical creature, but one it was difficult not to internalise the fear of.
  


  
    I wondered if the security guards would question me on my way down. “No,” Sabine would tell me later. “They know when to ignore things. Anyone who talks not only gets fired, they never work again.”
  


  
    Interlude
  


  
    The bodies of old, dead witches do not decay like regular humans; instead they are consumed by motes of wild magic, tiny spell fragments that were never cast. This one watched its mistress be eaten away before its eyes.
  


  
    The house was quiet now, as the years passed. Wallpaper falling, shelves creaking, the roof stripped away, like a fish being descaled, moss overtaking the carpets. Beetles and worms tried to gnaw and tunnel into this one; they failed and died, and eventually their descendants stopped. Spiders veiled this one in dusty webs; it did not object.
  


  
    This one does not know for how many generations the reputation of the witch kept thieves at bay, but eventually it had faded enough to let criminals into the house. Some died, but others retrieved the magical artifacts they sought. This one ignored them; they were not witches. And, for the most part, they ignored this one too, thinking it a dressmaker’s dummy, or the husk of a long-departed doll.
  


  
    But eventually, the witch’s house was picked clean like a whale carcass, and this one was thrown on a cart and taken away.
  


  
    They washed me, surprised that the dust and cobwebs sloughed off me, to leave shiny wood. Still, this one had no cause to speak or move; in those days this one ignored non-witches as irrelevant.
  


  
    In their surprise, this one was passed up the chain, being inspected by various lieutenants, until it ended up before the matriarch of the crime family herself.
  


  
    “What do you do?” she said. She was a witch; a minor hedge-witch but a witch.
  


  
    This one reached out and stroked her arm. She laughed. This one fucked her, and at the conclusion, killed her. At the time, this one thought that was the natural conclusion to all sex.
  


  
    The matriarch’s family tried to hack this one apart with knives and saws. They tried to burn this one, first simply with matches, then in an industrial furnace. Frustrated and afraid, they chained rocks to this one, and gave it to the sea.
  


  
    5. Balcony
  


  
    MERRITTS: why did you go??
  


  
    MERRITTS: your lights red. are you really not there?
  


  
    MERRITTS: i thought youd just gone to fetch something
  


  
    MERRITTS: ****
  


  
    I looked at last night’s messages.
  


  
    “Phil,” said Tom, tapping his smartwatch. “Time for the retrospective.”
  


  
    “In a minute,” I snapped. I heard several sharp intakes of breath. Tom didn’t seem sure how to react.
  


  
    “Okay,” he said, quietly.
  


  
    I had forgotten to set my status on the chat system.
  


  
    MERRITTS: pip, are you there?
  


  
    PIERCEP: yes
  


  
    MERRITTS: come up
  


  
    PIERCEP: i have meetings all day
  


  
    MERRITTS: we should talk
  


  
    MERRITTS: i enjoyed LN. U seemed 2 too
  


  
    PIERCEP: i need to work
  


  
    MERRITTS: afterwards then
  


  
    I sighed.
  


  
    PIERCEP: ok
  


  
    ⁂
  


  
    It was coming up on seven o’clock. I would go upstairs and make it clear that I was just going to do my job. Apologise for… anything else. Maybe she’d fire me? I would promise my silence, of course. But I was in a pretty weak position; trans girl versus billionaire; it wasn’t hard to see which way people would choose.
  


  
    Okay. I pushed back from my desk.
  


  
    ⁂
  


  
    She was on the balcony when I arrived. She was sitting on the stone balustrade, legs dangling over empty air. She was dressed casually; jeans and a sweatshirt.
  


  
    “I’m trying this,” she said, holding out a vape pen. “It’s… okay, I suppose. But not as cool or stylish.”
  


  
    “Er, come off the balcony, Sabine.”
  


  
    “Nah,” she said. “It’s my balcony. It’s my building. Well, technically, we sold it to a subsidiary, who rents it back to us, but you get the idea.”
  


  
    She took a drag on the vape and blew out a long stream of steam.
  


  
    “What’s happening, Pip?” she said, still facing away. “Between us, I mean?”
  


  
    I tried to gather my words.
  


  
    “I had fun,” she said, contemplatively, “but you just nut and ran.”
  


  
    “I’m sorry,” I said.
  


  
    “I mean, if it was a one-time thing, fine, but you could at least say it to my face.”
  


  
    “That’s fair, I was…” I said. “I was ashamed of being so rough with you.”
  


  
    She laughed, echoing out over the city. “Rough?” she said. “That wasn’t rough. I’ve been fucked by a mean dyke with a massive strap and a strong left hook. I’ve come with a belt around my neck, and a partner I’m only moderately sure will unfasten it if I go blue for long enough. You weren’t rough.”
  


  
    “Oh, um, good,” I said. “But, er, it was a one-time thing. Also, that sounds dangerous.”
  


  
    “Well, duh,” she said. “About the danger, that is. Why was it a one-time thing?”
  


  
    “Because,” I paused. “Because I don’t entirely like you.”
  


  
    She laughed again, kicking her feet over space. “I wasn’t asking you to marry me, Pip. Yes, I know the billionaire-hater has mixed feelings. Catch me.”
  


  
    “Wha—”
  


  
    She leant backward and toppled. Inwards, thankfully. I jumped forward, half catching her, so that her upper body didn’t hit the floor. The vape went flying off the building. She was in a strange pose, me clinging onto shoulders and ribs, her legs still resting on the balustrade.
  


  
    I awkwardly got her upright, but she continued to lean against me.
  


  
    “I annoy you,” she said, moving her ass against me. “And you hate the rich. But you find me sexy. And you like me a tiny bit, despite yourself. That’s hot.”
  


  
    I stood her upright again and backed away.
  


  
    “That’s…” I said, hoping that the rest of the sentence would come to me.
  


  
    She finally turned to face me. “It’s true, isn’t it, what I said?”
  


  
    “Yes, I suppose.”
  


  
    “Great,” she said. “We’re on the same page, so we can fuck.”
  


  
    “I…” I groped for the right words. “I prefer to sleep with people I really like.”
  


  
    Sabine frowned. “So you didn’t enjoy it last time?”
  


  
    “Well, yes, sort of, I suppose, but—”
  


  
    “Do you know how many people like me? How many propositions I get on Twitter? I mean, my social media team handles it, but sometimes I look. I can have people who like me with no trouble.”
  


  
    She stepped close. “Or who resent me secretly, I suppose. But you’re direct; you hate billionaires, you can barely stand me. You will fuck me furiously, like you mean it.”
  


  
    She put her arms on my shoulders. “And yet you worry about me taking risks.”
  


  
    “I worry about everyone,” I said.
  


  
    “Right,” she said. “Even though that’s pointless. Even though everyone includes people you don’t even know.”
  


  
    “That’s a natural human thing!” I said, exasperated.
  


  
    She kissed me, sudden and gentle. “You are so adorable when you’re angry.”
  


  
    “Don’t…” I said, and shook my head. “I think it’s a stupid idea.”
  


  
    “Why?” Sabine said. I could feel her body close to mine; arousal and anger combining. “We both enjoyed sex with each other. It is no more complex than that. I don’t need a relationship. You don’t need to defend my chastity. Let’s just fuck.”
  


  
    I tried to think of an argument.
  


  
    “Mistress,” said Curse, from the doorway. “You wanted this one to remind you when it was time for the draw.”
  


  
    “Yes!” she said. “Fetch a pack. See, Pip, there’s a one in 10,000 chance you won’t have to finish this argument.”
  


  
    “Do you have to—”
  


  
    “Hand me the pack, doll,” she said.
  


  
    On my way in, I had seen the packs, neatly arranged on several shelves. Curse had picked a pack, and now cut it, before handing it to Sabine.
  


  
    She took a seat at the metal table, and held a card up so that we could see it.
  


  
    “Seven of clubs,” said Curse. “No death today.”
  


  
    “Let’s do another one,” Sabine said, dealing another card.
  


  
    “Jack of hearts,” said the doll.
  


  
    “And another,” she said.
  


  
    “What—”
  


  
    She held another card up.
  


  
    “Eight of spades,” said Curse.
  


  
    “Again,” she said.
  


  
    I grabbed her shoulders. “What are you doing?” I asked.
  


  
    She flipped another card.
  


  
    “Five of diamonds.”
  


  
    I pulled her to her feet. “Stop it!”
  


  
    The wind blew the discarded cards off the table; Curse stooped and caught them, moving improbably fast.
  


  
    “Make me,” said Sabine.
  


  
    “Don’t—”
  


  
    She grabbed my hand, and pulled it towards her groin. “I’m so wet, Pip. You should take me to bed. But I can keep dealing cards if that’s what you prefer.”
  


  
    I snatched my hand back and turned to go. I saw her reach for the pack again.
  


  
    Before I even realised, I had spun and grabbed her shoulders again.
  


  
    Oh fuck.
  


  
    I pressed her against the balustrade and unbuttoned her jeans, yanking them and her panties down her legs. She was right about being wet. I flipped her shoes off, and pulled the jeans and panties off. She shivered; it was a warmish night, but the balcony was high up. I didn’t worry.
  


  
    I turned her again, bending her over the balustrade. Her hair was short, or I would have grabbed that, instead I held her sweatshirt, bunched up and awkward.
  


  
    Behind me, I heard Curse gather up the remaining cards.
  


  
    I slammed my girldick into her pussy; she gasped, echoing into the night. I thrust again, and again, a brutal rhythm. Sabine cried out, moaning. I tightened my grip on her sweatshirt.
  


  
    She came. Shuddering and trembling, gasping and writhing. Or attempting to writhe; my body, the stonework, and my grip held her in place.
  


  
    It took me a little longer to come; hormones again. My orgasms were a mix of spurts and oozes; neither fully one nor another. But still, a long moment of euphoria, and then the shame crashed back onto me.
  


  
    I staggered back, crashing down into a metal chair, pulling Sabine back with me. I had fallen out of her, but we were still in messy closeness.
  


  
    She twisted slightly and kissed my cheek.
  


  
    “That was really nice,” she said, still a bit breathless.
  


  
    I didn’t say anything. I was trying to deal with the shame; she said she enjoyed it, brain!
  


  
    “I had the idea,” said Sabine. “That after you came, you would imperiously fling me over the balcony. It was really hot. Legs flailing, trailing juices until I crumpled on the ground.”
  


  
    “What?” I said, horrified. “I would never—”
  


  
    “I know, dork,” she said. “You freak out about the smallest risk; you’re never going to be, like, let’s see if this rich bitch can fly.”
  


  
    “Right,” I said, grumpily.
  


  
    “But it was sexy to think about,” she said. “And maybe thinking there was a one in 10,000 chance. You never know, imp of the perverse, and all that.”
  


  
    “You’re a billionaire,” I said, still grumpy. “Doing that would probably be imp of the sensible.”
  


  
    She snuggled into me. “Don’t go,” she said. “Let’s have something to eat, and then you can tell me other ways that you could ruin me.”
  


  
    I paused. “If you promise not to draw extra cards again. Just what you have to.”
  


  
    “Okay,” she said. “Though really, it would have been alright. Only a one in two-hundred chance that pack even contained the ace. I was probably fine.”
  


  
    “It might happen!” I said. “And anyway, are you sure that Serhan didn’t leave all the aces of hearts in? Or add more?”
  


  
    She laughed.
  


  
    “You trust him?” I said.
  


  
    “No,” she said, “but he does not want me to die. I have documents that are ready to go out upon my death; he does not want people to find out what he does in his downtime, and there’s other stuff the FBI and IRS would care about. Friendly enemies, Pip.”
  


  
    “Wow.” I mostly hated her, but I wouldn’t live in that world for any money. Or maybe I would, but only for the time it took me to give away most of the money, and retire with a modest million.
  


  
    ⁂
  


  
    I left in the early hours of the morning. Time enough to go home, I thought, have a quick nap, get changed, and come back to work.
  


  
    As I approached the lift, I noticed that the security guards were asleep, leaning on each other. That was odd. Should I wake them up?
  


  
    “Hello, Pip,” said Veronika. She was standing in shadow, but walked forward now. She was wearing a dress of dark green. “I have something to show you.”
  


  
    She walked over to one of the other doors. Sabine’s penthouse only took up about a third of this floor’s space. The rest was posh conference rooms and VPs’ offices.
  


  
    Veronika did something to the handle of this office, and opened it up. “Jonathan Serhan, Vice President,” the metal label on the door said. Veronika muttered some words, and a dim blue light filled the room.
  


  
    The office was rather prosaic compared to Sabine’s. Shelves filled with binders, only a few bits of art—war planes, it looked like—on the wall. Expensive but modest furniture.
  


  
    “Look in the desk drawer,” Veronika said. “Bottom right.”
  


  
    There was a rectangular bundle, wrapped in printer paper, and bound with elastic bands. I put it on the desk.
  


  
    “Open it,” said Veronika.
  


  
    It was a stack of playing cards. All aces of hearts. I supposed that made sense.
  


  
    “Count them, Pip.” I sighed and began counting them into piles of ten. There were twenty piles in all.
  


  
    “Two hundred packs,” said Veronika. “And two hundred aces of hearts.”
  


  
    “Did I count right?” I said. “There should be one hundred and ninety-nine, shouldn’t there?”
  


  
    “Interesting, isn’t it?” said Veronika. She leant across the desk and picked the top card from one of the piles. “Why don’t you keep this one, in your pocketbook. A memento.”
  


  
    6. Red
  


  
    I am a little embarrassed to say it, but I had a Google alert on her name. She was over the other side of the country, in LA, at the moment. Which was fine, of course, we had been seeing each other for a couple of months, but everything was very informal.
  


  
    I was at home when I got the alert; “Actor and his girlfriend assaulted by ecoterrorists,” or some such. The news article had the video. Sabine and her ‘boyfriend’ were attending some party or premiere. There was quite a crowd of onlookers—for the celebs, not really for the CEOs.
  


  
    Two figures break from the crowd, getting past security. They both have guns, at least at first glance. The foremost raises her gun at Sabine, and fires a stream of red liquid. Then Curse is there, charging from offscreen at a ridiculous speed. It’s wearing leather motorcycling gear, and its helmet, but no-one is going to imagine it’s human.
  


  
    It somehow got between Sabine and the first assailant; pushing Sabine out of the way. Curse and the useless boyfriend were covered in watery red dye. Curse swipes the water gun with one arm, causing it to split into plastic, springs and redness. The other assailant is still raising her gun, but Curse kicks it out of her hand. It lands on the red carpet with a crack, and leaks very nearly the same shade. Curse stands in front of Sabine, ready. Eventually, security reacts. Her boyfriend looks disgusted at his sopping tuxedo.
  


  
    The background mostly concerned the actor; there was a lot of speculation on whether the dye was poison or acid or ‘red fentanyl’ but, no, it was just water made to look like blood. There was little about the assailants, though the news stories seemed to be gradually switching from terrorists to protesters.
  


  
    Eventually, I found a link to a manifesto; they were protesting about SUUUN, a MerHu subsidiary, and its—certainly dodgy, probably illegal—land use in Brazil.
  


  
    I sighed, because they were probably right.
  


  
    I turned off my PC and went to bed.
  


  
    ⁂
  


  
    The intercom chimed a few hours before I normally woke up. It chimed several times before I was alert enough to stumble across and press the button.
  


  
    “It’s me,” said Sabine, quietly. “Can I come up?”
  


  
    I buzzed her in, and went and waited at the door. I was glad the elevator was working at the moment.
  


  
    Curse accompanied Sabine; it wore fresh motorcycle gear. Sabine wore a big coat over jeans and a tee.
  


  
    “Are you okay?” I asked, letting them in.
  


  
    “No,” said Sabine, and leant into me. She began crying.
  


  
    “Hey, hey,” I said, guiding us over to the threadbare sofa, pulling us both down.
  


  
    She sniffed. “Sorry,” she said. “You must think I’m silly.”
  


  
    I shook my head.
  


  
    “Doll,” she said, “can you tell her what happened?”
  


  
    “I saw the video,” I said. “I’ve got an al— I happened to catch it. It looked scary.”
  


  
    “I thought they were going to shoot me!” she said. “I know you will laugh, but I don’t like people really hating me.”
  


  
    “Makes sense,” I said.
  


  
    “They weren’t trying to kill me, of course,” she said, still sniffling. “And it’s a PR nightmare, for me and the company. I had to be brave in an interview; deploring their actions, but celebrating their passion for the environment, a passion that is shared by SUUUN, and so on. More tomorrow. But the main thing is; they were so angry with me, with what I am.” She was crying again.
  


  
    “It’s different when you hate me,” she said, eventually.
  


  
    “Yeah,” I said. “Because I’m not very good at it.”
  


  
    “I’m not really evil, am I?” Sabine said, burying her face in my shoulder.
  


  
    I paused. “No,” I lied.
  


  
    ⁂
  


  
    I took her to bed. Honestly, it was time I changed the sheets, but she didn’t seem to mind. She had gone to sleep clutching my arm. She looked oddly vulnerable when sleeping.
  


  
    It was midmorning when she finally awoke. I was already dressed, and had phoned in sick to work. She looked up and smiled at me.
  


  
    “I like your apartment,” she said.
  


  
    “It’s tiny, and yet still eats up most of my pay check,” I said, grumpily. “I’m lucky it’s too small for roommates.”
  


  
    “It smells of you,” Sabine said.
  


  
    “Wow, great,” I said.
  


  
    “I like it,” she said. “And you’ve got a quirky sense of style.”
  


  
    “Craigslist and sidewalk finds,” I said. I wasn’t sure why I was getting mad at her for compliments.
  


  
    “Fuck,” she said. “Where’s my handbag?”
  


  
    “Floor,” I said. She leant off the bed to get it, pulling out her phone. “Shit,” she said. “Pip, can you give me twenty minutes to deal with this clusterfuck?”
  


  
    “Sure,” I said. “I’m going to the deli, anyway.”
  


  
    Curse was still by the door. I didn’t need to tell it to look after her.
  


  
    ⁂
  


  
    She was still on the bed, on her phone, when I came back. I was quiet.
  


  
    It was strange, seeing her amongst my sheets, wearing one of my old tee shirts and yet talking in CEO mode. I’d heard the voice before; friendly, assured, maybe a little bit cocky, casually informal. She was talking about MerHu’s commitment to green issues, and how it was important that this got full consumer penetration. I could tell she was in CEO mode by the fact that she didn’t even grin over ‘consumer penetration’.
  


  
    When she was done, she tossed the phone down.
  


  
    “Coffee and bagels,” I said, gesturing to the bag on the table. She scrambled off the bed and over to the table.
  


  
    “It’s kind of convenient, this studio set-up,” she said.
  


  
    “Yes, that was definitely the landlord’s thinking when he subdivided the old apartments with actual rooms,” I said.
  


  
    “Do you really not like it?” she said, sipping her coffee. “Why don’t you stay in the penthouse, then? Plenty of room, and handy for work.”
  


  
    I was a bit surprised; I didn’t think we had that kind of relationship.
  


  
    “Um,” I said, “I didn’t think we had that kind of relationship.”
  


  
    She shrugged. “Again, Pip, I’m not asking you to marry me. Just what’s the point of you leaving in the early hours of the morning to schlep back here to get changed? I’ve got wardrobe space, store some clothes there and save yourself some time.” She broke off a tiny bit of bagel. “And when I’m out of town, it would be nice to have you at the penthouse, which has got really fast internet.”
  


  
    On another recent England trip, we had tried to have a sexy zoom call, but the low bit rate had left us glitchy and out of sync. My somewhat flighty erection had not cooperated.
  


  
    “Um, okay, sure,” I said.
  


  
    She smiled.
  


  
    “Oh shit, yeah,” I said, suddenly remembering. “You should move your car, it’s likely to get ticketed there.”
  


  
    She looked at me for a moment, and then burst into laughter. “A ticket, Pip! Oh no! How much will they charge? Will I have to sell the company?”
  


  
    “Okay, okay,” I said. “It’s a fair amount to my friends. Just because you’ve got more money than sense…”
  


  
    “I’d have thought you’d have been more concerned about me being driven by the doll. It hasn’t got a licence!”
  


  
    “What!” I said. “Curse, what are you doing putting Sabine at risk like that?”
  


  
    “This one has been driving since the Model ‘T’ Ford,” Curse said, voice calm and musical. “It is simply that the driving test insists its taker must be human.”
  


  
    “Do you want to tell me how much of a fine they will levy for that?” said Sabine. “I can call our treasurer, and see if we can possibly afford it.”
  


  
    “You’re so annoying,” I said.
  


  
    Sabine smiled and looked down.
  


  
    “So what do you want to do today,” I asked.
  


  
    “Hmm,” she said, considering. “Got any duct tape?”
  


  
    “What? No,” I said, “I have serious butch friends I call if I need to fix ducts, or whatever.”
  


  
    “No, dork,” she said, looking down again. “To tie me up.”
  


  
    “Oh. Oh no, you shouldn’t use duct tape for that,” I said. “There’s, like, special bondage tape.”
  


  
    “Well, have you got some?”
  


  
    “No.”
  


  
    “Well,” Sabine said. “I was thinking you could be an ecoterrorist, and I would be the CEO. You’ve got me trussed up in whatever tapes or rope we’ve got. And you’re angry, so first of all you beat the—”
  


  
    “No,” I said.
  


  
    She sighed. “Fine. I’m scared but sadly unbeaten, and you use me in whatever way you like, spending your anger on fucking me into a broken mess.”
  


  
    “I think consensual non-consent is—”
  


  
    “Wait,” she said. “First of all, admit you find it hot.”
  


  
    I paused.
  


  
    “Come on Pip, we are not strangers,” she said. “Yours was the first gock I ever saw, apart from the doll’s, I suppose. You can tell me.”
  


  
    “Yes, alright. It’s hot,” I said. “Do you have any idea how often—like when you are talking about fines being for poor people—I want to gag you and just fuck you until you can’t form coherent words anymore.”
  


  
    She wiggled in place. “You should do that,” she said. “Please.”
  


  
    I shook my head.
  


  
    “I don’t understand why you’re so hesitant about a bit of consensual violence and mock violation,” she said. “You like it too.”
  


  
    “Because we—trans women—are described as dangerous predators,” I said. “Always ready to prey on innocent cis folks. We internalise it. Sometimes we even wonder if it’s true. I look at you and… do I want to hurt you?”
  


  
    “No,” she said, grabbing my hand across the table. “You don’t. You really think I can’t tell? You really think I would trust you otherwise? I don’t trust people easily, Pip.” 
  


  
    I squeezed her hand. “I wish you weren’t a billionaire, Sabine.”
  


  
    “Oh yeah,” she said. “If only I lived in poverty.”
  


  
    “No,” I said. “I’m not saintly. Just if you had a million or so.”
  


  
    “I’d see if I could invest it into two million,” she said.
  


  
    “Shit, you would, wouldn’t you?” I said. “Okay, I wish that just me had a million, then.”
  


  
    “And I’ve got nothing?”
  


  
    “Don’t worry,” I said. “I’d look after you.”
  


  
    She grinned. “You’d take pity on me?”
  


  
    “Sure.”
  


  
    “But what if I made you cross,” she said.
  


  
    “Well, you’d need to be careful that you didn’t,” I said. “I wouldn’t throw you out unless you were really naughty, of course. A bit of physical discipline would bring you into line.”
  


  
    “Yes,” Sabine agreed, squirming in her seat. “If I submit myself fully to you, you might stay your anger, at least a bit.”
  


  
    “Perhaps if you were really good,” I said, “I might let you wear some clothes. Otherwise, you had better get used to a collar and leash.”
  


  
    “Fuck,” she whispered. “Do you have a collar and leash? Here, I mean?”
  


  
    “No.”
  


  
    “See, this is why you should be a billionaire,” she said. “You need bondage tape and a leash on hand.”
  


  
    “For a billion, I could probably get a couple.”
  


  
    “See?” she said. “It’s not evil to have money.”
  


  
    “It kind of is though, that much money,” I said. “Bad for ordinary people. Bad for the planet.”
  


  
    She shook her head. “Okay, okay, we don’t need an economics lecture,” she said. “Can we go back to me being a naked, pitiful dog?”
  


  
    “But if you weren’t a billionaire, I’d be a lot less conflicted about lo…. liking you.”
  


  
    “Billionaires are natural,” said Sabine. “While society has money, we’re going to have winners and losers.”
  


  
    “Well, society shouldn’t have money,” I said, “but while we do, yes, it will probably be unfair; but that would be like you making twenty, fifty, one-hundred times as much as me, not untold millions.”
  


  
    “It wasn’t like I could help it,” she said.
  


  
    “Yes, your family is very wealthy, that’s not really an excuse.” I raised my voice.
  


  
    “I’m not giving excuses,” snapped Sabine. “I’m giving reasons. I’m proud of growing the companies and acquiring new ones. They are good for people; they employ lots of them.”
  


  
    “Right, but they would employ less if they could, wouldn’t they?” I said. “It’s not like it’s a charity.”
  


  
    “Of course not,” said Sabine. “But they are a net good in the world.”
  


  
    “How?” I said, exasperated.
  


  
    “For example, we’re top quartile in most ecological metrics,” she said.
  


  
    “Does that mean anything, or is it just advertising?” I said. “I looked up SUUUN on the internet, Sabine. Biofuels and solar power, sounds great. Well, okay, some questions around biofuels, but still. Except they’re chopping down ancient rainforest to do so.”
  


  
    “In a couple of cases,” said Sabine, shrugging. “And some pre-cleared land was used as well. But mostly it is just arable land.”
  


  
    “We can’t afford to lose any of these old rainforest carbon sinks,” I said.
  


  
    “The area is being developed,” she said. “If not by us, then by a competitor. And we care about carbon capture; we’ve got several companies selling carbon credits.”
  


  
    “Oh, what fucking bullshit.”
  


  
    “So, what, you think those protesters were right?” she said, balling her fists.
  


  
    “Basically, yes,” I said. “They shouldn’t have scared you, but it’s not like they had a lot of opportunities to protest. I mean, in a way that people will actually notice.”
  


  
    “I thought I was going to die,” she said.
  


  
    “That was wrong,” I said. “But they had good points, and some of the news stories are mentioning them. If I didn’t know you, I’d say it was a decent job.”
  


  
    “Fuck you,” she said, pushing back from the table. “Fuck you,” she repeated, in tears.
  


  
    She left. Curse looked at me, and then followed her.
  


  
    ⁂
  


  
    I tried to watch some mindless television, but I couldn’t concentrate.
  


  
    I googled MerHu’s ecological issues; there were pages of them. I read them all, trying to justify myself. I was right, of course. I probably shouldn’t even be working there, let alone fucking the CEO. I mean, that was Leftist 101; don’t fuck them. I hadn’t asked, but she was probably a Republican. No, she was probably a “didn’t do politics” idiot; privileged fucker. She should try having her party choice be: “we’re going to genocide you,” versus “meh.”
  


  
    Billionaires could present as normal people, but they weren’t. Look at their relationships; they must have seemed like regular people, once. Their partners thought that they were people they could laugh with, fall in love with. But they weren’t. There was no reason for me to be crying.
  


  
    I pulled the ace of hearts from my pocketbook, and stared at it.
  


  
    At a little past midnight, my phone buzzed. A text message from Sabine’s number.
  


  
    “Greetings mistress. This one is the doll sometimes called Curse. Please come to the penthouse.”
  


  
    I was surprised it could use phones; I didn’t know why that confused me, but it did.
  


  
    I texted back “Why?” but there was no reply. I tried ringing, but there was no answer.
  


  
    I grabbed my car keys.
  


  
    ⁂
  


  
    The lounge table was covered in playing cards, face-up, strewn randomly. A wine glass. The remnants of a few lines.
  


  
    Curse’s hand was raised, and it was standing above Sabine.
  


  
    Sabine was slumped on the floor at the side of the sofa. She was naked and covered in bruises and red marks. Her lip was bleeding.
  


  
    I caught Curse’s arm, even knowing as I did that it was pointless; I might as well try to stop a bulldozer. “What are you doing?” I yelled.
  


  
    “Exactly as this one was ordered, mistress,” said Curse.
  


  
    “What’s it to you?” Sabine said, words slurring. “Again, doll. Harder, so I can feel it.”
  


  
    “No!” I cried.
  


  
    “This doll cannot handle conflicting commands,” it said. I was sure I detected some relief in its tone. “Please come to an agreement before instructing me.”
  


  
    The doll went and stood in the corner.
  


  
    “Why are you listening to her?” Sabine shouted after it. “Just fuck off, Philippa.”
  


  
    “What are you doing?” I said. It took all my effort not to yell.
  


  
    “Fuck off,” she said, quietly. “Leave me alone.”
  


  
    I grabbed her under her armpits, and lifted her onto the sofa. She flailed at me, ineffectual punches on my shoulders. I grabbed her wrists, and sat beside her.
  


  
    “Why are you here?” she said. “You hate me.”
  


  
    “Do you need a hospital?” I asked.
  


  
    “The injuries and intoxication are not to a degree that require hospitalisation,” said Curse. “There is a first-aid kit in the kitchen.”
  


  
    “Fetch it,” I said. “And bring her a dressing gown.”
  


  
    Sabine was crying now. I tentatively released her wrists.
  


  
    With the—impressive—first-aid kit I cleaned and dressed her wounds; plenty of band-aids and gauze. Sabine just sat there.
  


  
    “Okay, all done,” I said, eventually.
  


  
    “You can go now,” she said, sullenly.
  


  
    “Um, no,” I said. “I need to make sure you’re alright.”
  


  
    “You don’t care!” she shouted. “You hate me. You despise everything I am.”
  


  
    “No.” Not everything.
  


  
    She fell silent again.
  


  
    “I fucked the doll,” she said, eventually. “Well, had it fuck me. It’s bigger and harder than you. Had it slap the shit out of me, as well. It’s not a pussy about that, like you are.”
  


  
    “Curse can’t refuse you. You should not have had it hit you,” I said. “I think it was upset.”
  


  
    “Why do you always care so much about non-people?” she said. “Why don’t you care about me?”
  


  
    “I do.”
  


  
    “You don’t care,” she said. “You thought that the people who I thought were going to kill me had a point.”
  


  
    Well, they did. “I’m sorry, I mis-communicated, and that hurt you.”
  


  
    “And I tell you that a doll fucked me and beat me,” she said, “and you’re worried for the fucking doll.”
  


  
    “I’m here because I’m worried about you, Sabine,” I said.
  


  
    “You—”
  


  
    “No, shut up,” I said. “I rushed over here, because I was worried. And this crazy behaviour is not making me any less worried. What are you doing?”
  


  
    “Oh, can I speak now?” she asked, quietly.
  


  
    I nodded, but she didn’t speak, she just suppressed some sobs.
  


  
    “It’s just…” she said. “You win, I suppose.”
  


  
    “Win?” I asked, incredulously.
  


  
    “I like to take risks,” she said. “But I made the doll go through a whole pack of cards. I made it fuck me and beat me, and I felt nothing.”
  


  
    I remained quiet, but stroked her shoulder.
  


  
    “Because you hated me,” she said. “I always thought that was alright. I don’t mind you hating me, but… but I wish you also cared about me.”
  


  
    “I do, of course.”
  


  
    She shook her head, took a deep breath. “I wish you loved me.”
  


  
    “Okay.”
  


  
    “Okay? What do you mean okay?”
  


  
    “I mean, I have a google alert on you. I hate your boyfriend. I haven’t even wanted to fuck anyone else. I come rushing over here in the middle of the night because of a cryptic text message,” I said. “So, yeah, love is probably accurate.”
  


  
    She blinked.
  


  
    “But,” I said, “I do think you have some major issues to work on.”
  


  
    “Yeah,” she said.
  


  
    “Come on,” I said, standing up. “Let’s go to bed, I’m too tired to think now.”
  


  
    “Are you sure?” she said. “You really sure you want to get involved with a billionaire with issues?”
  


  
    “Hey, I have issues of my own.” Like ignoring red flags.
  


  
    ⁂
  


  
    We had to be careful with the bondage tape. It was a couple of days later, but Sabine’s bruises still hurt, and we had to make sure we didn’t make them worse.
  


  
    So she was fastened to the headboard, arms secured with careful strips, watching me masturbate.
  


  
    My technique was a mix of rubbing and jerking. I shuffled closer to Sabine, between her splayed legs.
  


  
    “It’s a shame I can’t fuck you,” I said. “But you were too rough with my toy. But don’t worry, you can watch me while you heal.”
  


  
    “I think we—”
  


  
    I took a hand off my girldick and put it over her mouth. “Now, now, toy, don’t make me extend the wait time.”
  


  
    I returned to masturbating; Sabine watched, her face an adorable mixture of arousal and frustration. I was looking at her face when I came; I wish I shot ropes, but instead it was my normal intermittent spurt, watery cum over my hand. But Sabine gave a grunt and a shiver, almost as if I had painted her.
  


  
    Sabine looked me in the eyes, and opened her mouth. I put my messy fingers between her lips, and she sucked on them greedily.
  


  
    “I wonder,” I mused, “if I was gentle enough, whether I could finger you.”
  


  
    My fingers stopped Sabine from replying, but she nodded urgently.
  


  
    “You have been good,” I said, shuffling around a bit, and brushing my other hand against her tuft of pubic hair. “But maybe it would be safer not to.”
  


  
    She shook her head.
  


  
    “Okay,” I said. “But if you make any noise, any moans or gasps, then I’ll assume you’re in pain, and stop. Any noise. Got that?”
  


  
    She flashed me a rebellious look, but then nodded. I removed my hand, and kissed her, not too roughly, as her split lip was still healing.
  


  
    I adjusted her and my angles, and traced my hands over her lower lips. Her breath caught. A little more pressure, my fingers exploring.
  


  
    “Ah, you’re very wet,” I said. “A stupid slutty toy, flooding yourself every time I’m a tiny bit mean.” I slipped a couple fingers inside her, listening to the sound of her breathing, a halt and then aspiration.
  


  
    She pressed against my fingers; I thrust them in further. She gave a soundless gasp. I worked my fingers within her, thrusting and curling.
  


  
    With my other hand, fingers still damp from her saliva, I reached for her clitoris. I traced around it first, massaging the hood. As it began to peek out, I brushed it. She made the tiniest moan; I pretended not to notice.
  


  
    I curled my fingers inside her, and she came. Her cunt pressed down on my fingers; I tried to keep her orgasming for as long as possible. She shuddered and panted, making soft whines, pulling against the bondage tape. Eventually the tremors stopped, and I withdrew my hand. I kissed her, again.
  


  
    Interlude
  


  
    Chains rust and eventually fall away. This one washed up on a quiet shore. It spent some time in an antique store before an observant witch recognised that this one was a doll. The witch was called Grace, and she was as clever as she was beautiful. Through magical inquiries she discovered what this one was made of and for. She kept me in her library, and talked to me every day. Taught me, as well, many of the subjects her library contained. She would laugh, sometimes, and this would spur this one into trying to understand her jokes.
  


  
    But this was a time of chaos among the witches; many cabals were fighting for power, both arcane and temporal. And my witch had ended up on the wrong side of a conflict. They came to kill Grace. Her library was burning. She asked this one to defend her.
  


  
    Many witches and their followers died; musket-balls and fireballs raining upon this one with as much effect as an April shower. Blood and bone were spilled and splintered.
  


  
    When they were all dead, this one suggested to its beloved witch that we run to somewhere safe. But even as this one spoke, the feeling of compulsion arose; its price was fixed.
  


  
    My witch knew and smiled. On the ruins of a bed, she made love to me. This one will not share all that it remembers; the roof was open to the sky, and the night was warm and far too short.
  


  
    When this one took her life, it discovered one flaw in its design; its eyes were made of wood and lacquer. They cannot cry.
  


  
    7. Prey
  


  
    I let Curse drive; it was obviously competent, much more so than any human, and so the illegality of it did not bother me that much. The car was expensive but kind of boring; it didn’t attract a lot of attention.
  


  
    Sabine was virtually quivering beside me. She had picked out the place; a ‘cabin’ in the Catskills. It was more of a house, and the price was ridiculous. But it was Sabine’s birthday, so I didn’t talk about how many affordable apartments that would buy instead.
  


  
    We sat in the car for a while, letting Curse check things out. We hadn’t brought any additional security, but Curse was worth any number of black-suited men. I took the opportunity to take a little blue diamond pill.
  


  
    “This one has checked the interior, and the perimeter; all clear,” said Curse. “This one has an effective patrol route; this one will remain in earshot at all times. After it has helped you with the set-up, of course.”
  


  
    “Good,” I said. “Sab, are you sure about this? We could just watch Netflix and eat cake.”
  


  
    She shook her head. “Don’t start this again,” she said. “It’s my birthday: I choose the treat.”
  


  
    I sighed and fished the ball-gag out of our holdall. She opened her mouth.
  


  
    She leant on the back of the car while I used bondage tape to fasten her wrists behind her back. We had a small squeaky ball, for a dog, which I put into her hand, and secured with a bit of tape. We had an argument over this before; she felt it ‘broke immersion’ whereas I thought that there was absolutely no way I was doing this without some method for indicating there was a problem.
  


  
    I fastened her knees and ankles together, and then Curse princess-lifted her, and we put her in the trunk of the car.
  


  
    “Is she still okay, Curse?” I asked, looking at the trunk like I could spontaneously develop X-ray vision.
  


  
    “Yes, mistress,” said the doll. “Her heart rate and breathing are raised, but in a way that strongly suggests excitement.”
  


  
    I got into the car and drove it a little closer to the door. Again, Sabine had suggested I drive half a mile!
  


  
    “She still alright?”
  


  
    “Yes, mistress,” said Curse, walking the short distance. It seemed a little amused, but I could be reading things into its melodic voice.
  


  
    I waited a few minutes before opening the trunk. I tried to get into character; a vicious lesbian terrorist. It wasn’t a particularly nuanced character portrayal.
  


  
    I flung open the trunk; Sabine acted scared, though most of her body language was actually saying happy.
  


  
    “Enjoy the ride, princess?” I said, trying to make my voice gravelly and terroristic. “You are definitely going to prefer it to what comes next.”
  


  
    I gestured to Curse, who easily lifted Sabine out.
  


  
    It took her inside, and up the stairs to the bedroom. This was a really nice place, a bit studiedly neutral in decoration, but nice. The fiction was that the terrorist had simply rented a remote cabin for her depredations; though, really, you’d have thought the terrorist was more price conscious. But we weren’t writers.
  


  
    Curse nodded to me and went on its patrol.
  


  
    “Settle in, princess,” I said, surveying her sprawled on the bed. I assured myself that being turned on by seeing her gagged, tied-up and helpless was fine, because she wanted it.
  


  
    She wriggled, pretending to try to escape. I sat on the bed, and held her chin, forcing her head back.
  


  
    “Probably best not to annoy me, princess,” I hissed. “I mean, I’ll torture you anyway, but you might prefer it if I’m not too angry when I do. And you’re pretty enough that I might use you for… relief, if I’m in a good mood. Oh, you might shake your head now, but believe me, you’ll find it a nice break when I swap a cattle-prod for a good, hard girlcock.”
  


  
    She pantomimed fear. At least, I hoped it was pantomimed. “Is everything okay?” I whispered in my normal voice.
  


  
    She nodded emphatically.
  


  
    I ran my hands over her breasts, feeling the hard nipples through her bra and dress. “You really are pretty,” I said. “I’m going to enjoy breaking and ruining you.”
  


  
    I bent to the holdall, and pulled out some chains and cuffs, and some medical shears; heavy scissors, with no point, and a flat underside. “Stay nice and still,” I said. I cut her dress, a straight line from the bottom to the neckline. She had chosen the dress; I deliberately didn’t ask how much it had cost. She wiggled some more, and I knelt above her, enjoying the view.
  


  
    “Poor little CEO,” I said. “You will be punished for your crimes.”
  


  
    Attaching the chains to the bed, I snipped the tape fastening her ankles and her knees together. She tried to keep her legs together, but I spread them out, fastening her ankles into the restraints.
  


  
    I sat her up, and with another quick glance at her eyes (still happy), I snipped the tape at her wrists. I wrestled her arms apart, into manacles. I made sure she still held the ball.
  


  
    We were chest to chest, boob to boob; I let her feel some of my weight.
  


  
    “I am so lucky you’re beautiful, princess,” I whispered, mouth inches away from her gag. “Most CEOs are so ugly; I would end them quickly. But you, I will make last.” I stroked her face. “I can just see you, your make-up running, mouth gasping in pain and exhaustion, begging me not to discard you.”
  


  
    She writhed, against the chains, unable to keep the smile from her eyes. I took up the shears again, and cut the dress, along the arms this time, so the whole thing could be pulled out like a sheet from under her.
  


  
    “Do you feel a bit exposed, princess?” I said. “Spreadeagled. Helpless. And that’s with your bra and panties on.” I got closer to her again, brushing the closed shears over a breast. “When they’re gone, then even your most intimate areas will be mine to play with.” I put shears aside, and started tracing around an areola, through the cream lace of the bra. She shivered. “Can you imagine how much fun I’ll have? Pinching, biting, whipping, electrocuting…” I kissed the top of the bra, then shuffled further down. “And that goes double for your precious CEO cunt,” I said. Her panties were already soaked, which gave me assurance that I wasn’t being a delusional predator. I traced my finger down the panties, feeling the furrow. She gave a muffled moan, and pressed her pussy up against my hand. “Your poor cunt is going to take a lot of punishment.”
  


  
    I jumped off the bed and began undressing. “You know, princess,” I said. “You’re so pretty, I think I might need to cum just so I can focus on torturing you properly. Better get used to being a receptacle, a sleeve, for my juices.” I finished undressing, and rubbed my girlcock; it was properly rigid.
  


  
    Then I climbed onto the bed, suspending myself over her. “I’m going to fuck you mercilessly, Miss CEO, until you’re a quivering pile of naked flesh, covered in juices, and begging me.”
  


  
    Picking up the shears again, I turned off the part of my brain that always worried about cost, and carefully cut the bridge of her bra, allowing it to spring apart. I cut the straps as well, and unfolded it, like I was opening a present. I surveyed for a moment, then rubbed my own breasts against them, clumsily colliding our nipples. Then I moved and bent in, sucking a nipple. She flexed and moaned. I took the nipple in my teeth, and nibbled and pulled, feeling her writhe in response. After a bit of play on that nipple, I swapped to the other; I was leaking, leaving a tiny trail on her legs. Running my teeth across that nipple she suddenly bucked and shook. She gave a long moan, muffled by the gag, and her body trembled.
  


  
    “Wow,” I said. “You really are a slut, aren’t you? Maybe I should keep you for a while; it seems you were wasted as a CEO; you should have been a little whore instead.” I was a bit hesitant about using anti-sex/sex worker language, but I was playing a bad person.
  


  
    I moved down to her panties, kissing her vulva through the damp fabric, feeling the shape of her furrow with my tongue. Sabine whimpered.
  


  
    I pulled back, and reached for the shears again, neatly cutting the sides of the panties, then peeling them back.
  


  
    “There it is,” I whispered, “your most private, intimate place. Slutty CEO pussy. And now it’s mine. Mine to do whatever I like with. To tease, to torture, to exhaust, to penetrate, to pollute.”
  


  
    I ran my tongue along her labia, then inside, not gently. I explored with my tongue, tasting her juices. Her groans excited me further. I licked her clit, poking out from under its hood. I sucked at it, and felt her body jerk.
  


  
    Then I could take it no longer. I straddled her, and guided my girlcock inside her. I felt the entire, hard, length slip inside her wetness, muscles gripping me. “Take it, princess,” I gasped. I began to thrust; obscene damp sounds competing with Sabine’s stifled gasps.
  


  
    “Yes,” I said, panting. “Take my girlcock. You CEO slut. Take it.”
  


  
    She was rocking her whole body, in time with my thrusts; pulling each thrust in with a horny determination. I was reduced to grunting now, animalistic and brutal. She caught my gaze and held on, blue eyes on mine, until finally she shut them, and her entire body arched. She rattled the chains tight as she came, screaming past the gag. I came as well, cock gripped in her spasming pussy, leaking and spurting. I had to give lesbians with legacy pussies their due; this was incredible.
  


  
    When we had finished, I climbed up onto her, to lay on her shoulder. I reached around and unclipped the ball-gag, not giving her any time to stretch her jaw before I kissed her, sloppy and urgent; part ownership, part fealty.
  


  
    “One more thing, before I unchain you, for a while,” I said, eventually. I reached into the holdall, and brought out a present, wrapped in silver paper.
  


  
    “You’ll have to unwrap it for me,” Sabine said, smiling.
  


  
    I put the package on her chest and opened it. You have no idea how expensive collars not made for dogs are. I’d eventually found a barely affordable one, handmade by a transbian leatherworker. Brown leather, and gold-plated buckles and clips.
  


  
    “It’s lovely,” Sabine said. “Collar me, Pip.”
  


  
    I reached around and fastened it on; making sure it was loose enough that I could fit two fingers between the collar and her neck. I realised that’s for dogs, but I presumed CEOs were much the same.
  


  
    “There’s a leash as well,” I said, “but you don’t need it at the moment.”
  


  
    I gave the collar a playful tug, pulling her into a kiss. She stretched and rubbed her body against me. I felt an alertness in my girlcock, probably the effect of the blue pill. I lowered myself, pressing her down, as I kissed her again.
  


  
    ⁂
  


  
    “I knew I was going to regret this,” I said.
  


  
    “Regret what?” Sabine said, snuggling up to me on the sofa. The TV was showing a documentary about oceanic plastic.
  


  
    “Not putting my foot down about,” I said, waving at her, “that!”
  


  
    She smiled. “Is it distracting, Pip?” She had decided that she would wear only her collar and leash for the rest of the weekend stay.
  


  
    “Yes,” I said. Sabine unfastened a button on my blouse. “I keep looking at you,” I said. Sabine slipped a hand in and caressed my breast. “And then I want to touch you, and… do other things to you.”
  


  
    “But Pip,” she said. “You can do whatever you like to me. Why don’t you just hold me down and do it?”
  


  
    “Because I’m trying to give my gock a little rest,” I said. “Admittedly, it would be a head-start on my gender confirmation surgery, if my cock was snapped off or worn away, but I’m not sure I approve of that kind of self-medication.”
  


  
    “We bought plenty of toys,” Sabine said.
  


  
    “True,” I said, “but when we get going, my girldick really wants to get involved.”
  


  
    “Ah,” said Sabine. “Well, I’ll just drape myself over you until you change your mind.” She snuggled in further.
  


  
    “Have you given any thought to what I was talking about earlier?” I asked. I had made some notes of how we could address some of MerHu’s biggest ethical and environmental problems.
  


  
    “Pip, I’m not a working CEO now,” she said. “I’m a slutty CEO, remember.”
  


  
    “Right, right,” I said. “But some of this stuff is really low hanging fruit.”
  


  
    Sabine sighed. “I took some of your points to other members of the board,” she said. “The trouble is it’s going to be difficult to put together business cases for them.”
  


  
    “They might cost a bit more money,” I said, “but they are not evil. That’s got to count for something!”
  


  
    “Right, of course,” said Sabine. “Public reputation is important and valuable; but it’s quite tricky to work out how to value it. Often some targeted adverts will be more effective than a complex change to business processes.”
  


  
    “Yes, but—”
  


  
    “I know, Pip. I’m working on it,” she said. “Now, why don’t you give me another chance to practise my blowjob skills? Previous partners did not offer the opportunity.”
  


  
    She slipped off my lap onto the carpet.
  


  
    “As I say, you were dating the wrong lesbians,” I said, taking hold of the leash.
  


  
    Interlude
  


  
    This one was kept in a cellar, beyond thick iron bars, for a while. It was easy to escape, if this one had any cause to. This one did not; it had no tasks, and also, it mourned.
  


  
    Eventually, this one was put on a ship to what it still called the New World, though all now called it America. It had been sold to a witch; another criminal witch—they were a lot more common than the polite societies of witches liked to admit.
  


  
    This one was, again, insurance. The knowledge that the witch could command this one to wipe a rival organisation out, though it would cost the witch her life as well.
  


  
    This witch was dour and quietly funny. This one did not love her, as it had Grace, but neither did it hate her.
  


  
    In time, of course, this weapon was fired; this one wiped out a whole town of warlocks and bandits. It left a ghost town of amulets and revolvers, to be swallowed by the desert.
  


  
    The witch was chaotic in her coitus; trying many things she had not before, knowing that she would not get the chance again. But finally, it was time; she chose the method—a bullet from her favourite gun. This one agreed; the method did not concern it. She put a bullet in the gun, and spun the chamber; she did not want to know exactly when.
  


  
    This one took up the gun, aimed and fired; a click. The witch expected the next shot, but the urge was gone; the magics considered the deal to be done.
  


  
    This one considered that if Grace had known that, the two of us might have had longer.
  


  
    On the fourth time she used this one’s abilities, the gun fired first time, and the ensorcelled bullet killed the witch. In her will, she reflected that she had got a better deal than she expected. She passed this one on to a research witch (and founding member of AOMP), with instructions to find out precisely how much this one’s urge to kill could be ameliorated.
  


  
    There were experiments; dangerous ones, first with novice witches, then with normal humans. What probability did this one need? What if this one had two mistresses? Very bloody work.
  


  
    Perhaps this one’s geas was weakening, or perhaps it was always gameable in this way, but this one was pleased, at least, that there was a chance this one’s mistress would survive, even if it was too late for Grace.
  


  
    8. Silver
  


  
    I was still working, at my old job, but I had to admit I was taking liberties; I wasn’t scheduled on sprints any more, because I was on various ‘CEO projects’. I did do a few tickets, wrote documentation and unit tests, but for standalone functionality. I would have hated anyone else doing this; getting out of the bullshit and just doing occasional tasks. Really, I should have quit, but I didn’t like the idea of being even more dependent on Sabine. I mean, I was working for her company, I couldn’t really claim to be independent, but I needed to pretend.
  


  
    Generally, I worked ‘remotely’ from the kitchen table in the penthouse; they only asked me to meetings when they couldn’t help it.
  


  
    I was going through emails. Our medical insurance had changed to use MerHu’s new healthcare subsidiary, InnovHealth. I clicked on the details.
  


  
    ⁂
  


  
    I slammed open the door to Sabine’s office.
  


  
    “What the hell is this?” I shouted.
  


  
    “I’m sorry, I’ve got to go,” said Sabine, into the phone. “We’ll pick up later.” She put the phone down, and looked at me. “What’s the matter, Pip?”
  


  
    “The new fucking health policy, Sabine!” I said.
  


  
    For a split second, she looked guilty. Then she opened a drawer and took out her vape pen.
  


  
    She walked out onto the balcony. “It’s not anti-trans,” she said.
  


  
    “Bullshit,” I said.
  


  
    “No,” said Sabine. “There’s a blanket ban on any facial reconstructive surgery, and on genital modifications. It applies to both trans and cis people.”
  


  
    “Oh, that’s a real forbids rich and poor alike to sleep under bridges rule,” I said. “You know it hits trans people hardest.”
  


  
    “Yeah, and that’s shit,” she said. “But we want the basic, um, silver, package to be easy to implement across states, and, as you know, more states are making gender-affirming care illegal, so…” She took a long drag of her vape, and breathed out a cloud of steam.
  


  
    “Some cis might be disappointed as well,” she continued. “Even if they have the surgery for different reasons.”
  


  
    “That isn’t a point in support,” I said, my voice wavering.
  


  
    “Like I say, you’re not numerous enough to tip the scales,” Sabine said. “This lets us offer the silver package at a very competitive price.”
  


  
    “And you just approved this?” I said. “Even knowing a trans woman? Sleeping with a trans woman?”
  


  
    “I’ve got to be objective,” she said, breathing out steam again. “And it wasn’t as if it applies to you.”
  


  
    “What?”
  


  
    “Well, I can buy you whatever surgeries you like,” said Sabine. “Or witchcraft, even more expensive, but better. I was going to talk about it at a more suitable time, but I can pay for facial feminization surgery and even SRS, if you’re sure you want to lose that lovely gock.”
  


  
    “It’s not about me!” I shouted. “I’d have thought you were the one billionaire in the world who might have a fucking clue.”
  


  
    “I do,” she said. “But the calculations—”
  


  
    “What about morality?”
  


  
    “I’ve got a duty to the investors to make money,” Sabine said.
  


  
    I was too angry to reply. I stormed off, back to the kitchen.
  


  
    ⁂
  


  
    “I am sorry.” Sabine’s voice was quiet.
  


  
    I was crying; the kitchen table was littered with hankies.
  


  
    “I do love you,” she said, pulling up a chair.
  


  
    “I love you too,” I said. “But I don’t love what you are.”
  


  
    “I know,” she said.
  


  
    “So stop it,” I said.
  


  
    “I can’t.”
  


  
    “Bullshit,” I said. “Fix stuff, and the stuff you can’t fix, give to charity. Set up foundations and scholarships, and more charities. Give it away.”
  


  
    “I can do more good—”
  


  
    “But you can’t,” I said. “I made myself believe that, but it’s not true. You’re trapped by your wealth; it’s like some cancer, every good response is turned to evil. You’re not evil, but you’re part of an evil system. I think you know that.”
  


  
    “Pip…”
  


  
    “I’m sorry, Sabine,” I said. “Get rid of it. Let’s settle down, live as normal people. Try and… I don’t know, work for the common good. I love you, but…” I paused, not because I didn’t know what to say, but because I did. “I love you, but I need you to stop being a billionaire.”
  


  
    “Is that an ultimatum?” she said, quietly.
  


  
    “It’s a plea,” I said. “But also a red line.”
  


  
    She looked at me. She was crying.
  


  
    ⁂
  


  
    “Look after her, Curse,” I said. Curse stood immobile by the bookcase.
  


  
    “Yes, mistress,” the doll said.
  


  
    “Why do you call me that?” I said, sniffling. “Sabine is your mistress, not me.”
  


  
    “Your mark was on the contract, mistress,” said Curse, pointing at the parchment, now framed and on the wall.
  


  
    “You mean my inky fingerprint?” I said.
  


  
    “Yes, mistress.”
  


  
    “Well,” I said. “Shit. But I guess I mean it. Look after her. Don’t let her do risky stuff either.”
  


  
    Curse nodded.
  


  
    I glanced at the packs of playing cards. I could, theoretically, tell Curse that it was performing the draws unnecessarily. I could put the worn ace, still in my pocketbook, into one of the packs. I didn’t, of course.
  


  
    “Goodbye.”
  


  
    ⁂
  


  
    My apartment still had a lot of dust. I ought to do a good clean, but I could not be bothered.
  


  
    I scrolled tech jobs. There were a few, although they all filled me with corporate dread; either large company bullshit or start-up stress. Fortunately, MerHu had been unexpectedly good about me quitting; probably Sabine’s doing, I thought. Still, I would have to get an actual job soon.
  


  
    I sighed and changed tabs. Sabine had gotten back together with her actor boyfriend. She looked amazing. And there she was talking to the witch Veronika, at some sort of AOMP celebration.
  


  
    “Don’t torture yourself, Pip,” said Veronika, scaring the shit out of me.
  


  
    “Fuck,” I said, half standing.
  


  
    “She seemed cheery enough, but I can tell she wonders if she made the right decision,” Veronika said. “But she knows that she can’t really make any other choice. Money is like magic; past a certain point you can’t let it go. Not simply for the utility, but also because it has woven itself into you. Did you know that the bodies of old, dead witches do not decay like regular humans? Instead they are consumed by the scraps of spells uncast. I imagine something similar must happen for billionaires.”
  


  
    “Um.”
  


  
    “Do excuse the sudden appearance,” said Veronika. “But you weren’t answering your phone.”
  


  
    “Oh, was that you? Sorry.”
  


  
    “No trouble,” she said. “May I sit?”
  


  
    I nodded vaguely. She sat at the table.
  


  
    “Is she… is she okay?” I said. “Not doing anything risky, I mean?”
  


  
    “Curse reports not,” said Veronika. “Sometimes a gun going off is enough to persuade you not to play with it, I guess. Except for a card draw every day, of course.”
  


  
    “I didn’t even add the ace back,” I said. “I don’t know why I share pictures of guillotines on Twitter, when I wouldn’t even make a billionaire face the mildest risk.”
  


  
    “Perhaps some people’s role in the revolution is just to get out of the way,” said Veronika.
  


  
    “How is that card thing even satisfying Curse’s, um, drive? Geas?”
  


  
    “Normally, I would say that dolls don’t really have a subconscious,” said Veronika, “but strange and ancient combat-dolls might be an exception. Whatever geas was on Curse is long gone now, but it will be awhile before it works that out.”
  


  
    “So tell it,” I said.
  


  
    “And put the idea into its head that some of the people it killed, it didn’t need to?” said Veronika. “That would be cruel, and I don’t hold with that kind of thing. We will ‘discover’ in a couple of years that its geas has apparently been fading. That will do.”
  


  
    I shook my head. “If you say so.”
  


  
    “I do,” said Veronika, firmly. “Now, Pip, there is an opening for a Computer Tech at AOMP. Witches, as a class, are not good with computers. Things get rather interesting. But it would at least spare you from business speak. Interested?”
  


  
    “Why me?”
  


  
    “Well, Pip,” Veronika said. “You have experience dealing with monsters.”
  


  
    The Scent of Witches and Hellhounds
  


  
    1. A cat may look at a queen
  


  
    My list of things to be extremely wary of includes rich people, posh people, witches, lesbians and dolls. When you’re as nervous as I am, it’s always a challenge to work out if you’re overreacting; since this expensively decorated room contained all of them, I decided I was allowed to be nervous. I pushed the project plan across the coffee table again.
  


  
    The Viscountess of Greengrave was solidly built, impressive in a tweed suit. Her wife was more conventionally pretty, wearing a nice floral frock. A puppy-doll was sitting at their feet; the viscountess absent-mindedly patted its head. It was naked, and I had to stop myself looking. I looked at the stately but chaotic room instead; antique tables topped with modern textbooks, a roll-topped writing desk holding a laptop.
  


  
    “Why ever,” inquired the viscountess, “did you think we might be able to help you with hellhounds?”
  


  
    “Um,” I said. “I was speaking to a witch, at the university. The new science building is supported by MerHu, and she was at the opening. When I told her there was no proper science being done on the hellhounds, she recommended I speak to you. Er, you have a pack nearby? And sort of peaceful relations?”
  


  
    “Yes,” said the viscountess, carefully. “They do not descend from the woods and rip us to pieces, at least. But I do not see how we can help you.”
  


  
    I shrugged. “I don’t either,” I said. “But the witch seemed to think you could.”
  


  
    “Us witches can be too mysterious, sometimes,” the viscountess said. “I apologise for your wasted trip. Sorry to rush you, but we’ve got Lady Margot coming over to complain about ramblers.”
  


  
    She stood, signalling to me that the meeting was over. I stood as well.
  


  
    “Verity,” said the viscountess’ wife, “a quick word…”
  


  
    The viscountess signalled to me to sit. “Finish your tea, Mr Richards.”
  


  
    She and her wife adjourned to the hallway, where they had a whispered conversation.
  


  
    I drank my tea; it was in a ‘Greengrove Sanctuary for Puppy-dolls’ mug rather than the bone china I was expecting. It was possibly just Tetley; I don’t really have any taste for teas.
  


  
    The puppy-doll was looking at me, its nose raised in the air, mouth open.
  


  
    “Um, are you okay?” I asked.
  


  
    “Trying to get your scent,” said a voice behind me. I started, the tea lapping the edge of the mug, and splattering my lap. A cat-doll stood behind me, where I’m sure there was no one before. It was not naked, though the bikini seemed even worse than the nudity.
  


  
    “I am going to sniff you,” said the cat-doll. “Do not touch me.”
  


  
    It bent its head close to my chest then sniffed.
  


  
    It screwed up its nose in disgust. “Hmm,” it said, turning to the puppy-doll. “You may be right, mutt.”
  


  
    “Enoki, stop bothering our guest,” said the viscountess, walking back into the room.
  


  
    “I’m not,” the cat-doll protested. It skipped over to the viscountess’ wife, and rubbed itself against her. The woman patted its head.
  


  
    “Wren has made some excellent points, of course,” said the viscountess, gesturing over to her wife.
  


  
    “We can show you the area where the pack lives,” said her wife, Wren. “But actually making contact will be hard, if not impossible. You will need patience; we have some clues, but nothing definite. We can lend you a room here while you try; we tend to have a couple of staff rooms free. How does that sound?”
  


  
    ⁂
  


  
    My optimism didn’t last for more than a day. Wren and the viscountess, Verity, walked me up the hill and into the forest, showing me the area where they suspected the pack lived. It just looked like nice woods. I’d done fieldwork in ancient forests before, so I was familiar with that sort of environment. Wren and the viscountess also seemed to have a lot of affection for nature; Wren in particular was very good at identifying flowers.
  


  
    Anyway, the woods seemed like it would be a great place to research earwigs or mushrooms or rabbits, but showed no sign of having a cryptid population. Still, I set up camera traps in the most likely areas, and left optimistic.
  


  
    The room in Greengrave Hall was nice; small, possibly servant’s quarters, but given modern fittings, including a tiny en-suite with shower. Wren had told me I was free to join the staff for their meals, or to make use of the kitchen. I worked out pretty quickly that I would need to avoid the canteen, and sneak what I needed out of the kitchen. Remember what I said about being uncomfortable around witches? The staff who ran Greengrove Sanctuary were novice witches, trainee witches and hedge witches; all women, all used to training puppy-dolls, and all ridiculously intimidating. And, if I’m being honest, hot. If I had been the sort of alpha man my dad wanted, I probably could have had fun. Some witches were bisexual, I’d heard. As it was, I avoided them like the plague.
  


  
    The camera traps were all ruined when I went back, smashed in with sticks and stones. I decided my best bet would be to start visiting the woods at night; this was when the hellhounds were out, after all. I had night-vision goggles, and a bird-watching hide. Reports varied on how dangerous the hellhounds were to humans, but Wren and the viscountess believed it would be safe. And, more to the point, this new nocturnal system would give me much better chances of avoiding witches in the canteen.
  


  
    Interlude
  


  
    This one tucked its head down, and hurried along the pavement. This one had slept until dusk, but now had to venture into human areas. The cloak that this one wore was just a blanket really, gnawed strategically; it was tented over its horns. The few humans this one had seen must have known what this one was. But they did not gawp; just pulled up their coats and hurried on by. Darkness was falling, and the village was packing itself up, like a daisy folding up in the absence of sunlight.
  


  
    Lytleigh seemed like a normal English village, but it nestled against a forest that was home to hellhounds. At least, that is what the other deer-dolls said. This one hoped they were right.
  


  
    Eventually, this one made it through the village, and into the woods. There was a low fence here, a few strands of wire. More a suggestion to use a proper entrance, than a real barrier. But it spooked this one nonetheless. This one remembered the line of twisted barbed wire; its missing arm ached. It remembered also the angry cruelty of the witch.
  


  
    This one summoned its meagre reserves of bravery and hopped the fence.
  


  
    It was still very human here, parklike; wide paths and broad-leaved trees. But still this one felt more at home among the greenery. Its nose picked out what must have been the distant scent of hellhounds; musky and fierce. This one set off up the hill, into the older forest.
  


  
    The going became harder; the trees were more dense, and darker. The ground was steep, and covered in mud or leaves, pine needles. This one stumbled through brambles, clumsier than it used to be. All the while the scent of hellhounds grew stronger.
  


  
    Something hit this one’s shoulder, hard, spinning it round. This one flailed its useless stump pointlessly, trying to remain upright. This one fell onto pine needles; a hellhound loomed over it.
  


  
    The hellhound who stood over this one was rangy, white-furred with brown patches. Red eyes, four of them, doubled-up. Spikes at its neck and elbows. Purple tongue, and white, pointy teeth.
  


  
    This one relaxed and bared its throat. “This one is ready,” this one said. “Rip out its throat.”
  


  
    The hellhound paused for a second, and then brought its teeth down. This one closed its eyes.
  


  
    There was a scuffle and a yelp. This one opened its eyes; a new hellhound had arrived, bigger and more muscular. Its teeth were in the first hellhound’s shoulder. This one was jealous.
  


  
    The new hellhound opened its jaw, and the old hellhound hopped away, head lowered.
  


  
    “What are you doing, Snowdrop?” growled the new hellhound. Its voice had a thrilling timbre to it.
  


  
    “Nothing,” said the hellhound called Snowdrop. Its shoulder was bleeding. “Eating. It’s not human.”
  


  
    “It talks, Snowdrop,” the big hellhound said. “We don’t eat things that can talk. Well, at least, not without good reason.”
  


  
    “But it smells like a deer,” said Snowdrop.
  


  
    “Yes, but it is not a deer,” said the other hellhound, wearily. “It’s a deer-doll.”
  


  
    “And it wants to be eaten, Waxcap,” said Snowdrop.
  


  
    “That’s true,” this one said. “Why don’t you both eat me?” This one imagined one hellhound at its throat, the other at the belly, tearing into this one, sharing this one. Red blood soaking into pine needles.
  


  
    The big hellhound, Waxcap, looked like it was considering it. “No,” it said, finally. “I don’t understand. But I won’t make a decision when hungry.”
  


  
    “But I hunted—” said Snowdrop.
  


  
    “Take the rabbits,” said Waxcap, gesturing to a small pile of dead rabbits.
  


  
    Snowdrop sniffed, and then nodded. It picked up the rabbits then trotted off.
  


  
    Waxcap looked down at this one; crimson eyes, three of them. Perhaps it would eat alone now? This one stretched and flexed its body, trying to make itself more appealing.
  


  
    Waxcap was black, save its claws and muzzle, which were dark red. It had a long and bony tail, but the rest of it was covered in sinewy muscles.
  


  
    With its long claws and massive hands, it scooped me up, holding me to its chest. Its breasts were small, and six-fold.
  


  
    It began running through the woods. “Speak, deer-doll,” it commanded. “Why are you here?”
  


  
    “This one wants to be eaten by a hellhound,” this one said. “It is the dream of this one.”
  


  
    “But why?”
  


  
    This one had trouble explaining; the feeling of being prey, of being consumed, rendered into gory chunks. It was so exciting. And it had to be closer now. It was exciting being this near to a hellhound; it smelled of spice and meat.
  


  
    This one shrugged.
  


  
    2. Gather your rosebuds while you may
  


  
    My routine was to hike up to the woods while it was still light. I would pick a good spot for my hide, disguise it further using leaves and bracken, then—as darkness fell—settle in with my night-vision scope and camera. And see nothing at all.
  


  
    At about four AM, I would switch my flashlight on, pack up, and walk back to Greengrave. Sometimes I’d hear stuff on the way back; odd sounds, growls and scuffles. But I soon learned that there was no point pursuing these; they vanished at the merest hint of an investigation.
  


  
    But one day, when I was nearly back at Greengrave, I sensed something following me. I’m not sure how, but I felt eyes on me. I heard the soft shuffle of dead leaves behind me.
  


  
    I swung around, pointing the torch behind me, playing it over the knolls and hollows of the downhill path. I was almost at the edge of the Greengrave estate; other than the odd sapling, I wasn’t really in the forest anymore. Nothing was following me.
  


  
    I turned back to the path, and jumped. A pair of green points stood a metre away; reflective animal eyes.
  


  
    “Hello,” said the cat-doll.
  


  
    “Fucking hell, Enoki,” I said. “You scared me!”
  


  
    It shrugged.
  


  
    “I thought you were a hellhound!” I continued.
  


  
    “I thought you wanted to see hellhounds,” it said.
  


  
    “Well, yes, but not by surprise,” I said.
  


  
    “No luck, then?”
  


  
    “No,” I said, and moved past it to continue my journey home.
  


  
    “Have you considered,” said Enoki, walking alongside, “it might be because you smell.”
  


  
    “What? I shower and—”
  


  
    “No,” said Enoki. “I mean, like a boy.”
  


  
    Judging by the literature, it was right; the majority of hellhound sightings had been by women. The much smaller number of hellhound ‘interventions’, where hellhounds had disrupted kidnapping or assault, had also involved women. I supposed they were former dolls, which, like witches, is not a very male cohort.
  


  
    “Well, I can’t help that,” I snapped. “I am a boy!”
  


  
    “Hmm,” said Enoki, dropping behind. When I turned to look, it was gone.
  


  
    ⁂
  


  
    When I got back to my room, there was a bottle of perfume lying on the bed. Pivoine Flora Eau de Toilette, three-quarters full. I think pivoine is French for peony. I wasn’t sure that girls actually smelled of peonies, but maybe hellhounds also gendered scents? They might find this smell preferable to my Old Spice deodorant.
  


  
    I tipped a small amount of perfume onto my wrist, to test it. It smelled good. I was reminded of shopping trips with my (now ex) girlfriend; for whatever my many faults as a boyfriend, I was a good shopping mate. I enjoyed watching her buy clothes, coming in and out of the dressing room for my opinion. I had favourite styles (like, I hated nautical), which apparently is not common among boyfriends. And I loved going makeup shopping, her trying shades on her forearms, until she looked like some avant-garde artwork. Then perfumes; she preferred citrus and aromatics, I was always more floral. She didn’t believe in using those testing strips that they offered; she reckoned that perfumes needed skin warmth to smell properly. She would sample them on her wrist, or sometimes on my wrist.
  


  
    It might be a bit funny, but I would wear the perfume tomorrow; it was a long shot but this wasn’t like school, no one would tease me for it.
  


  
    I went to sleep still smelling peonies.
  


  
    ⁂
  


  
    Of course, to the surprise of no one, my new eau de toilette did not bring the hellhounds out of the woods. I did find a few scraps of fur, caught high on a holly bush. I bagged it up; I would do some lab work when I got back to the university. A few nights later, I heard some sounds as well; perhaps the hellhounds were getting used to me.
  


  
    So I was in a fair mood when I got back to Greengrave; I would always hurry to my room to drop my kit, then sneak to the kitchen.
  


  
    However, disastrously, I found myself in the corridor with Sadia, Kanda and Jette coming the other way. I knew their names because they were usually the night shift for the sanctuary. Also, to be honest, because they were hot and terrifying.
  


  
    I stuck close to the wall and nodded politely at them, without looking up. They were talking about the puppy-dolls, and just nodded back at me.
  


  
    But then…
  


  
    “Wait,” said Kanda. “Are you wearing perfume?” She spoke in a gruff but not mocking way.
  


  
    “Er, yes,” I said. “It’s for the—”
  


  
    “What kind?” She stepped closer. I backed up, or would have done if the wall hadn’t been there.
  


  
    “Um, pivoine, that is, peony,” I said.
  


  
    Kanda stepped closer again, angling her head to sniff me. Kanda was close to the same size as me, but she did not shrink herself down at all. Of course, with her in such close proximity, all I could think about was how pretty she was.
  


  
    “I had a bottle of Pivoine Eau de Toilette go missing recently,” she said, still sniffing.
  


  
    “A present from me,” said Sadia. She sounded amused.
  


  
    “Oh shit,” I stammered. “Enoki brought it. I just assumed—”
  


  
    “Bloody cat!” said Kanda, straightening up, but still standing way too close.
  


  
    “Sorry,” I said. “I’ll get it for you.”
  


  
    “Come on then,” said Kanda. “I’ll catch up with you two later.”
  


  
    “Oh.” I hurried back to my room with Kanda unnervingly close. I rushed in, dropped my kit in the corner, and picked up the perfume, offering it to Kanda.
  


  
    She didn’t take it, but looked around the room instead. There wasn’t much to see; a few notebooks on the dresser, some non-perishable snacks, an Ordnance Survey map taped over the mirror.
  


  
    She looked at the last for a while. I stood with my hand out, feeling increasingly silly. Gosh, Kanda was pretty; her eyes were deep brown, her hair was black, but purple at the tips, her smile was mean.
  


  
    “Does it work,” she said, voice still gruff. “The perfume, for hellhounds.”
  


  
    “Um, I don’t know.”
  


  
    “It’s not really girl-smell,” she said, voice softening slightly, and stepping closer. “You should smell the air in our room sometime.”
  


  
    “Um…” I was oddly aware of her realness; soft matter and sharp smile.
  


  
    She turned to go. “Keep the perfume,” she said. “I’ll borrow Sadia’s.”
  


  
    When she had gone, I sat down, a bit breathless.
  


  
    ⁂
  


  
    I found traces of a nest, I thought. A flattened circle of bracken, more fur on nearby plants. I looked for more, but the forest was really confusing at night. I was definitely hearing more sounds, though.
  


  
    I set up my hide nearby, and watched fruitlessly.
  


  
    Interlude
  


  
    Eventually this one and Waxcap entered a clearing in the forest, a small dell where the trees grew sparser. The scent of hellhounds was much stronger here; a mix of scents. There were a few hellhounds around, lying in beds of bracken; they looked more dog-like than the others. This one wondered if they were still transforming.
  


  
    Waxcap put me down in a clump of bracken.
  


  
    “I need to go and hunt,” it said. “I need to scent mark you, in case one of my pack-mates does something foolish.”
  


  
    This one was not sure what the hellhound meant.
  


  
    Waxcap pulled this one to its muscular body; it rubbed its chin on the top of this one’s head, its wrists against this one’s sides. It was pleasant, having the hellhound’s scent rubbed into one like spices. Waxcap was semi-erect, and this one tried to encourage it, but Waxcap pulled away.
  


  
    “Stay here,” it said, and disappeared into the woods.
  


  
    Some of the other hellhounds were looking at this one. “Eat this one?” this one said. They just looked on.
  


  
    When Waxcap returned, its muzzle was bloody. This one wished it was this one’s blood. The hellhound sat down next to this one. Waxcap had a large handful of blackberries, which it offered this one. This one ate from Waxcap’s hand, and licked the juice from the palm, hoping at any moment that the palm would spasm and send the long, sharp claws through this one’s brain.
  


  
    “Why do you want to die, little one?” Waxcap asked.
  


  
    “This one doesn’t,” this one replied. “Not just die, but be eaten.”
  


  
    Waxcap shook its head. “Do not use the witch tongue here. Say I or me, you are a self.”
  


  
    “This one is a doll,” this one said.
  


  
    “As once was I,” said Waxcap. “If you are a doll, go back to your mistress.”
  


  
    “This one doesn’t want to,” this one said.
  


  
    “No,” said Waxcap. “You don’t want to. Use the word.”
  


  
    “Will you eat this one if this one does?” this one asked.
  


  
    “No,” said Waxcap. “But I certainly have no appetite for dolls.”
  


  
    “This one will try,” this one said. “This one, this I, will try. I. I. Will try.”
  


  
    “Good,” said Waxcap. “Very good.” It reached out its claw and patted this one’s head. This one nuzzled into it.
  


  
    “It’s nearly dawn,” Waxcap said. “We should sleep.”
  


  
    It lay back from sitting, and immediately seemed to fall asleep. This one shivered; it was used to shelter, and the bodies of its herd.
  


  
    Waxcap grunted, and pulled itself towards me, curving around me. A huge limb hooked around my body. This one was trapped, a clawed hand on its breast, shining teeth next to its neck. This one sighed contentedly. Maybe Waxcap would eat this one when it awoke.
  


  
    ⁂
  


  
    This one, I, awakened to find Waxcap’s cock between its… my thighs. As I realised this, there was a strange ember of arousal in my groin. My dollcock was going hard.
  


  
    “Sorry,” said Waxcap, moving backwards.
  


  
    “No,” I said. “I haven’t been used in forever. Please take me.”
  


  
    “I, eh?” said Waxcap. “Are you sure? Hellhound sex is rough.”
  


  
    I whimpered. “Please. Destroy me.”
  


  
    It pinned me down, my belly against the bracken, its claws fixing me in place. It bent, its muzzle beside my neck, its cock brushing against my arse.
  


  
    It nibbled me, not the bite I yearned for, just enough to let me feel its teeth. I whimpered again, and raised my bum to rub against its dick, my stubby tail brushing against its belly.
  


  
    It let me take more of its weight, cock pressing against me. It closed its jaws on my shoulder, where it met the neck, teeth pricking my skin.
  


  
    I relaxed; my doll’s ass was lubricated. Waxcap’s cock pushed in, a thrilling fullness. I was held in place by teeth and claws, all motion focused in one place. I could feel the hellhound’s breath on my neck; a cloud of musk and meat and sex.
  


  
    Waxcap began thrusting; pulling part way out with exquisite slowness, before slamming back in. Each time was a divine explosion of pleasure and pain. Waxcap was so much better than any witch; witchcocks, magical straps, arcane toys were as nothing. My little dollcock was pressed against the bracken; I was coming and leaking.
  


  
    Waxcap sped up, shortening the strokes but making them faster, its jaw slightly tightening. I whimpered again; my whole being seemed focused at neck and arse, and I felt wonderful.
  


  
    There was a further tightening, an expansion of its cock, filling me in a satisfying way. Waxcap came, a long, effervescent spurt. It loosened its hold on my throat and gave a low howl. Then it began licking my neck, while I waited for its cock to detumesce.
  


  
    It didn’t though. Waxcap repositioned and spurted again. “We are knotted,” it said. “Joined together. For a while.”
  


  
    I felt strangely safe in that moment, knotted with Waxcap, in the forest. No fear, no running, no witch. Just a dominant hellhound coming repeatedly inside me.
  


  
    And eventually it was over; Waxcap detumescing, and messily pulling out.
  


  
    “You should consume me now,” I whispered. My body was quivering with pleasure, to be torn apart at this moment would be more than I could hope for.
  


  
    Waxcap snarled, and spun me over. It drew its muzzle over my chest, between my breasts, over my stomach. It stopped over my dollcock. I have heard that carnivores sometimes started with the most delicate bits; I offered myself.
  


  
    It began licking; its jaw was bigger than my girlcock, but instead of biting, it wrapped its tongue around my cock. I had been leaking throughout, and it didn’t take long for me to come again. Thrilling euphoria. Then it licked me clean. I was not too disappointed.
  


  
    A cat-doll watched me from a tree, swinging its feet idly.
  


  
    3. A ragged colt may make a good horse
  


  
    “Oi!” Kanda shouted, as I passed by the ajar door to their room. It was a double; Kanda and Sadia.
  


  
    I leaned close to the door. “Um, yes?”
  


  
    “Come in, stupid,” said Kanda. I put my kit down at the door, and ventured in, very much like a dungeoneer entering the Underdark.
  


  
    The room was, well, normal. I suppose I was expecting some pink-veiled chamber of mysteries, but this was just a dorm room. There were a few homey touches; Sadia had a photo of her parents, I guess, in a neat silver frame. Kanda had piles of books, pictures of cyber-lesbians on the dust-jackets.
  


  
    “How goes the hunt for hellhounds?” asked Sadia, in her normal amused voice. She was sitting on her bed, primly, the British Journal of Witchcraft in her lap. Sadia was a novice witch, newly graduated. Posh, I’d picked that much up. Jette lay on the bed, feet behind Sadia, reading her phone. From this angle I could see bruises, hickeys, just under the collar.
  


  
    “Uh, fine,” I said. “I mean, I’ve not seen any, but, er, I think I will.”
  


  
    “Sit down,” ordered Kanda. She was sitting on the other bed, much less tidily than Sadia. She patted the bed beside her. “We’ve been talking about your problem.”
  


  
    I sat down on the edge of the bed.
  


  
    “As you know, hellhounds prefer women, and puppy-dolls,” said Sadia, stroking Jette’s shoulder as she said ‘puppy-dolls’. “The puppies got a bit anxious tonight, so we had a stress-relieving puppy pile. Do you know what that is?”
  


  
    I nodded.
  


  
    “The puppy-dolls cuddle and lick the staff,” said Kanda. “While we make sure they are relieved.”
  


  
    I nodded. “Right,” I said, since she didn’t appear to have noticed the last nod.
  


  
    “That is,” said Kanda, “for puppy-dolls with cunts, we finger them thoroughly. For those with cocks, we, well, finger them again, but differently. Nice long pulls and thrusts.”
  


  
    I could feel myself blushing. And hardening. I felt very bad; she was just explaining her job, and I was objectifying her in a very inappropriate way.
  


  
    “Some of us take it further than that,” said Sadia. Still very calm, like she was discussing the weather. She nudged Jette.
  


  
    “You don’t have to let them take me,” complained Jette.
  


  
    “I didn’t hear any safeword from you,” said Sadia, “did I, dear?”
  


  
    Jette gave a hmph sound, and turned her face away.
  


  
    “You see,” continued Sadia, “even among the staff, some of us have teeth, and others are chew-toys.”
  


  
    “Do you think it’s the same with hellhounds?” asked Kanda, giving me a toothy grin.
  


  
    “Er, I don’t know,” I said. “Hellhound social structure is highly debated.”
  


  
    “So anyway,” said Sadia, “we thought that Kanda’s sweatshirt would help you.”
  


  
    I turned to look at Kanda. Or at least, vaguely in the direction Kanda was located.
  


  
    “It smells of both me and puppy-dolls,” she said, a bit muffled as she was pulling the sweatshirt off over her head as she spoke. I rapidly turned away.
  


  
    The Greengrove Sanctuary uniform was just a blue sweatshirt or tee-shirt, with the stylized puppy-doll logo. They could wear whatever bottoms they liked. The witches were all wearing some variation of this. Jette wore a long skirt and the blue sweatshirt. Sadia, the tee-shirt and stylish slacks. Kanda wore dark jeans and, as far as I could see, out of the corner of my eye, some sort of slip, since the sweatshirt had been removed.
  


  
    The sweatshirt was thrown at me; I clutched it.
  


  
    “Say thank you to Kanda,” said Sadia.
  


  
    “Er, thank you,” I said, risking a look in that direction. Kanda’s bare arms were surprisingly muscular, and covered in tattoos. Planets, stars, spaceships, and improbably proportioned women. I looked away, rapidly. Her breasts, though well-hidden by the slip, pulled my gaze towards them. I briefly imagined my hands lifting them, feeling the weight and the soft solidity.
  


  
    “Smell it,” said Kanda, startling me. “Check that it’s suitable for your needs.”
  


  
    “Um, I’m sure it will be fine,” I said. “I had better go. Thank you.”
  


  
    I stood up, holding the sweatshirt lower, because I was still a bit incommoded down there. I exited the room as fast as I could; I’m sure I heard laughter as I barrelled along the corridor.
  


  
    Back at my room, I sniffed the sweatshirt; it smelled of Kanda, girl-sweat, puppy-dolls, and some non-peony scent. I could imagine it putting the hellhounds at ease; it kind of put me at ease. Kanda and I were similar sizes, so I could wear it on tomorrow’s hellhound hunt.
  


  
    Interlude
  


  
    “Is she staying with us?” the dappled hellhound said. It was more doglike than Waxcap or Snowdrop, though it still had the teeth and claws.
  


  
    “Yes,” said Waxcap.
  


  
    “As what, emergency rations?” said the hellhound.
  


  
    Were they talking about me? I almost shouted out yes.
  


  
    “As a pack member, Birch,” said Waxcap, standing up.
  


  
    “She’s not a hellhound!” said Birch, baring its teeth.
  


  
    “Neither were you; neither was I,” said Waxcap, brushing past its teeth, and fastening its muzzle around Birch’s throat. Birch went suddenly limp. “I concede,” it said.
  


  
    Waxcap released its jaws. Birch fell onto all fours; Waxcap gave it a quick lick on the ear and neck, then turned back to the rest of the pack.
  


  
    “Anyone else?” said Waxcap.
  


  
    “Why did they call me that?” I asked as it sat down again.
  


  
    “What?” Waxcap said. “Emergency rations?”
  


  
    “No, I like that,” I said. “I meant she.”
  


  
    “I suppose it felt like a reasonable guess,” said Waxcap. “Birch is a she. I am, too.”
  


  
    “Only witches are shes,” I said. “And humans, I suppose.”
  


  
    “Anyone can be a she, if that is what speaks to them,” said Waxcap.
  


  
    “I don’t know,” I said.
  


  
    “Well, you should probably decide,” said Waxcap. “On a name as well.”
  


  
    “Emergency Rations,” I said.
  


  
    “Too long,” said Waxcap.
  


  
    Birch was creeping closer; Waxcap turned towards her. Birch lay on her belly, and raised her arse. Waxcap grunted, and went over to fuck her.
  


  
    ⁂
  


  
    The bilberry bushes were criss-crossed with rabbit trails. It became our habit to hunt there. I would graze, while Waxcap hunted rabbits. I would always go up to her when her jaws were red, hoping to confuse her. Hoping she’d eat me. She would turn me and fuck me, and I wasn’t too disappointed.
  


  
    Some nights the rabbits weren’t running, and Waxcap had to go further afield.
  


  
    I sensed movement out of the corner of my eye; I turned and saw Birch, approaching in a crouch.
  


  
    “Are you going to eat me?” I asked.
  


  
    “No,” she said. “Waxcap won’t stand for that.”
  


  
    “Please?”  
  


  
    “I am going to fight you,” said Birch. “We are both Waxcap’s subordinates, we need to establish rank.”
  


  
    “I’m not going to fight,” I said.
  


  
    “Are you a coward?”
  


  
    “Of course,” I said. “Plus, I don’t have sharp teeth, or claws, and only one arm. I don’t think being brave would make much difference.” The stump, my former arm, had been itching recently.
  


  
    “You have horns,” she said, starting forward, and putting a claw on them.
  


  
    “Purely decorative,” I said.
  


  
    “So, you won’t fight?” she said, annoyed.
  


  
    I shook my head. She turned to go, then turned back.
  


  
    “Do you want to fuck then?” she said.
  


  
    4. Never cast a clout, till May is out
  


  
    A couple of days later, there was a knock on the door of my room. It was morning, and I was just writing up my notes before I went to bed; I was pretty used to being nocturnal now.
  


  
    “Come in,” I called.
  


  
    The door opened, and Jette came in. She handed me another sweatshirt. “Kanda said to give you this,” she said, quietly. “She reckons the other one must be getting a bit rank.”
  


  
    “Oh, ha, yes,” I said, a little embarrassed, as I was wearing Kanda’s sweatshirt at the moment.
  


  
    She leaned forward to give me the new sweatshirt. “You do smell like her now,” she said. “But it could do with changing.” She had an accent of some sort, European or Scottish, or something. I was no good with accents.
  


  
    “Yes, er, I suppose the hellhounds don’t mind,” I said.
  


  
    “Don’t worry, this one smells of her too,” said Jette, with a small smile.
  


  
    “Thank you, Jette,” I said.
  


  
    “Ugh,” she said, voice raised very slightly, “it’s Mariëtte, not Jette.”
  


  
    “Oh, shit, sorry,” I said. “I heard them, Sadia or Kanda, call you that, and thought—”
  


  
    “It’s a nickname,” she said. “It annoys me.”
  


  
    “Oh gosh, I’m sorry—”
  


  
    Mariëtte waved my apology away and turned to go. At the doorway she stopped. “Sadia and Kanda can be a bit full on. Teasing and bullying. If you want them to stop, you have to tell them so.”
  


  
    “Er, okay, thanks,” I said. “You too, as well. If you don’t like the nickname they called you, order them to stop.”
  


  
    She laughed, making her blonde bob shake. “You are so innocent!” she said. “But thank you.”
  


  
    When Mariëtte had gone, I thought about what she’d said. I suppose I didn’t mind Kanda and Sadia’s teasing because it wasn’t cruel. Or was it? Perhaps it was. It didn’t seem like the bullying I faced in school. There was no hatred or derision behind it.
  


  
    ⁂
  


  
    I dreamt I was being chased by wolves. I ran across open fields, covered in bluebells: the two wolves were snapping at my heels, but never quite catching me, as I stumbled over walls and hedgerows.
  


  
    Eventually I ran into a field of peonies, blood red, even in the dusk light. But the stalks of the peonies were thorny, more like a tangle of brambles. I pressed on, thorns tearing at me, slowing me from a run to an agonising crawl. I checked on the wolves; they were slowing too, stepping delicately through the flowers on long legs, bare feet choosing carefully where to step. I saw now that these were not wolves, but women wearing wolfskins. Their teeth were bloody.
  


  
    The thorns brought me to a halt, suspended amongst the flowers. The wolf-women were upon me. They removed the torn and shredded clothes from me. They ran their claw-sharp fingernails up and down me; my back, my breasts, my shoulders. They bit me; my ear, my neck, my mouth. Painful and bloody and thrilling.
  


  
    I woke up with an erection so rigid I almost thought I was a teenager again.
  


  
    ⁂
  


  
    I was definitely getting closer to the hellhounds; not only the sounds but now in odd blurs and smears in my night-vision scope. Maybe they were just getting used to me, but I felt—without evidence—that the scent masking helped. Plus, I don’t know how they made these sweatshirts, but they were extremely comfortable to wear.
  


  
    But I was worried about one thing; I sat on my bed and gazed at my large OS map, comparing it to the smaller version that I carried with me. There was a part of the forest that I had meant to observe several times, but I had always got turned around somehow. I knew the woods quite well by this point, but my map of hide locations had an obvious lacuna that I couldn’t seem to fix.
  


  
    Was this magical? I should probably ask a witch. I stuffed the smaller map into my pocket and picked up the freshly laundered sweatshirt.
  


  
    ⁂
  


  
    The door to Kanda and Sadia’s room was shut. Like me, they slept during the day, but it was probably early enough that they were unwinding from the night. So, I knocked, but quietly.
  


  
    “It’s open,” called Kanda.
  


  
    Still, I didn’t want to charge in. “It’s me,” I called.
  


  
    “Well, come in.”
  


  
    I started to enter, then immediately started to back out. “Sorry,” I said. Kanda was wearing a dressing gown over a sort of long slip, and nothing else.
  


  
    “Oh grow up,” said Kanda. “I’m decent. Come in.”
  


  
    “Um, okay.” I didn’t make eye contact.
  


  
    She patted the bed again. “You know, there are always a few witches at the academy that go sky-clad. I’m imagining you viewing that in a little incel fugue state.”
  


  
    “Er,” I said, taking a seat on the corner of the bed. “Sorry. No Sadia?” I said, nodding at the other half of the room. I wasn’t sure whether Sadia being here would make things better or worse.
  


  
    “She’s in Jette’s room,” Kanda said. “She’ll be a while.”
  


  
    “Are her and Mariëtte…?” I asked, wondering how to phrase it.
  


  
    Kanda raised an eyebrow at me, but didn’t say anything.
  


  
    “It just…” I stammered, knowing I was doing the stupid thing of talking into a deliberate void. “I thought you and her… not that perfume as a gift means…”
  


  
    I trailed off, and Kanda grinned at me. She definitely looked cruel.
  


  
    “Er, none of my business, sorry,” I said.
  


  
    “Sadia and I are girlfriends. Non-exclusive, ish. Jette is our… well, you could say girlfriend, but we prefer toy,” she said, slowly.
  


  
    “Oh,” I said. Why had I started this line of questioning?
  


  
    “Was it Sadia you wanted to see?”
  


  
    “No,” I said, quickly. “Um, you.”
  


  
    “Good,” she said, leaning forward.
  


  
    “I brought your sweatshirt back,” I said. “Your first one. Clean.”
  


  
    “Ready for me to smell it up again,” she said, accepting the sweatshirt, and throwing it onto a pile of folded clothes. “And you’re wearing the other one. Enjoying the scent?”
  


  
    What? Oh shit, I hadn’t removed it after coming in from the forest. “Um, it’s very comfortable,” I said. Too damn comfortable, obviously.
  


  
    “Oh,” she said. “Do you enjoy wearing it?” She shuffled along the bed until she was quite close, and sniffed. “You do smell like me. It fits quite well,” she said, “except you have some bagginess where the tits should be.”
  


  
    “Ha, yes,” I said, awkwardly.
  


  
    “If you had tits,” said Kanda, “how big would they be?”
  


  
    “Um, medium, I guess,” I answered, anxious that this question be put away. “That’s how big they are, if I have them in a dream.”
  


  
    Kanda raised an eyebrow. Oh right, that wasn’t something men were supposed to admit to, although they all had dreams where they were girls, of course.
  


  
    “Bigger or smaller than mine?” asked Kanda.
  


  
    “Er, a fraction smaller.”
  


  
    “You didn’t look,” she said, sliding closer. “Do you know what that means?”
  


  
    I gave serious thought to backing up over thin air, falling, then running away in the confusion.
  


  
    “It means,” Kanda said, “that you have snuck enough glances at them that you can easily estimate their volume. Is that right?”
  


  
    “Um,” I said. “I just—”
  


  
    “Don’t tell me you’ve imagined caressing them?” she said, mock indignantly. “Or kissing them? Worshipping them?”
  


  
    “No!” I said.
  


  
    “Why not?” she said, laughing. “Are they not worship worthy? Jette would disagree. Tell me you’re not thinking about long, respectful licks?”
  


  
    “Please stop,” I said.
  


  
    “Alright, alright,” Kanda said. “Sorry for teasing. You know it’s okay to like me, right?”
  


  
    I nodded, slowly.
  


  
    “I mean, you’ve had girlfriends,” she said. “You must have had to negotiate this before.”
  


  
    “One girlfriend,” I said. “She asked me. Very directly. She was annoyed that she had to. We’d been chatting for months.”
  


  
    “Oh goddess,” said Kanda.
  


  
    “Apparently, she kept arranging all these times when we were alone,” I said, not really sure why I was talking. “And I kept behaving even more properly when we were alone, because I didn’t want her to feel threatened.”
  


  
    “Oh dear,” said Kanda.
  


  
    “So eventually, she had to come and tell me, very directly,” I said.
  


  
    “Why did you split up?” asked Kanda.
  


  
    “Um.” The answer was: because I was bad at sex. I fancied women, a lot. But sex felt wrong, somehow. Unnatural. Not just unpractised, though that too, but somehow incorrect. I didn’t tell her that.
  


  
    “I’m sorry,” Kanda said. “I shouldn’t have asked. I am not gentle.”
  


  
    I shrugged.
  


  
    “I’ll ask another question then,” Kanda said. “Are you teeth or chew-toy?”
  


  
    “I dunno,” I said. “I suppose probably not teeth. Is there something in the middle?”
  


  
    She smiled. “Maybe. I can tell you, if you’d like. But I need permission to touch your face and your hair.”
  


  
    I looked at her, confused.
  


  
    “Is that okay?” she asked.
  


  
    “Okay,” I said.
  


  
    She reached out, and delicately brushed my hair off my face. She hooked it over my ear, then ran her fingers around the edge of the lobe, then along my jaw. She leaned in, lips almost touching mine. “Nice?” she whispered.
  


  
    “Yes,” I said.
  


  
    She sat back suddenly. “For comparison,” she said, and reached out again, running her fingers through my hair. Then suddenly tightening her fingers on a clump of hair at the nape of my neck, and tugging my head back. I gasped in shock, but also in arousal. She leaned close again, teeth almost at my neck, a hand on my thigh. “Nice?” she said.
  


  
    “Yes,” I squeaked.
  


  
    “Nicer than the first?” she said.
  


  
    I paused. The answer was yes, but I was embarrassed to give it.
  


  
    Kanda jerked on my hair. “I asked you a question.”
  


  
    “Yes,” I said.
  


  
    “Good,” she said. “You’re definitely a chew-toy. I would like to kiss you. Would you like me to kiss you?”
  


  
    “Yes,” I whispered.
  


  
    “Say please.”
  


  
    “Yes, please,” I said.
  


  
    She kissed my neck, delicately and then wildly, teeth scraping my skin. Then she moved up to my lips; my head was still pulled back, so she got closer, climbing onto my lap. She could probably tell I was hard. She kissed me, hard and sloppy. I could feel her breasts pressing against me, and her lovely tummy, and, maybe, a hint of girldick. I had wondered. I tried to kiss back, but she was definitely in charge, biting lips and probing with tongue.
  


  
    The door opened. “Jette is wa—” began Sadia, then stopped. I hurriedly extracted myself from under Kanda.
  


  
    “Sorry,” I said, standing awkwardly because of my erection. “Sorry. I’ve got to go.”
  


  
    “See you tomorrow,” Kanda said, amused.
  


  
    I rushed back to my room. I had completely forgotten about the map. I lay in bed, unsleeping, wondering if Kanda would mind if I masturbated to her.
  


  
    ⁂
  


  
    While looking for hellhounds the next night, I decided that I was imagining there being something between me and Kanda. While we had sort of talked about it, she hadn’t actually mentioned being attracted to me. There was kissing, sure, but that was just to demonstrate the chew-toy thing. It’s typical of men, like me, to read too much into a woman just being friendly. Still, it made me a bit sad.
  


  
    I knew I hadn’t managed to penetrate the forest lacuna either, despite wandering around for an hour before setting up my hide. I caught some more blurs on my camera, some more odd sounds, but basically nothing.
  


  
    Sadia ambushed me as soon as I was back on the Greengrave estate. I came back through the wrought-iron fence in the wall of the kitchen garden, and she was leaning on the wall like a delinquent.
  


  
    “What,” she said, without preamble, “are your intentions regarding my girlfriend?” She had one of those Mid-Atlantic accents, which always sounded posh to my ears.
  


  
    “Um, nothing,” I said. “None.”
  


  
    “Oh, really?” she said, starting down the gravel path. “Because she wanted to fuck you. You would have said no?”
  


  
    “Um,” I said, hurrying to catch up with her.
  


  
    “I think she’s moving too fast,” said Sadia, “but she has always been the reckless one. Deposit your gear in your room, and join us in the canteen.”
  


  
    ⁂
  


  
    I suppose, in theory, I could have said no, but it didn’t really occur to me. Besides, I wanted to get their opinion on the map.
  


  
    At this time, the canteen dealt with both the night shift, and the morning folk. There was a small buffet of two kinds of eggs, bacon, sausages, mushrooms, and toast. Depending on who was in the kitchen, you might get baked beans or tomatoes as well. As I said, most of the time I just took rolls, cheese, cold cuts and fruit from the kitchen, since venturing into witch territory was scary.
  


  
    Although this time was better; I could see Sadia, Kanda and Mariëtte waiting for me, and I was wearing the same blue top as most of the witches. I didn’t feel as embarrassingly man-like as usual, for some reason.
  


  
    I went up to the buffet, and then joined them at the table.
  


  
    “Er, hello,” I said.
  


  
    “Hello, Kanda’s project,” said Sadia. I was sitting next to Kanda, and she reached out and squeezed my knee.
  


  
    “Er, hello,” I repeated.
  


  
    “Discussion after we eat,” said Kanda, who was trying to balance a mound of scrambled egg on a floppy piece of toast.
  


  
    “Kanda loves eggs,” said Sadia. Mariëtte smirked, and Kanda raised a middle finger at Sadia. I was confused, so I turned to my mushrooms and fried eggs.
  


  
    Mariëtte finished first, because she just had cereal; she got out her phone. Sadia just had toast, but she was covering each piece with thinly sliced radishes. I wondered if she brought them in.
  


  
    But eventually we had all finished our breakfast/dinner.
  


  
    “So we’ve been thinking about your problem,” said Sadia. “Perfume and Kanda’s lovely primal scent are all very well, but you…”
  


  
    Kanda leaned over and laid her head on my shoulder. “Still smell a bit like a man.”
  


  
    “But we are witches,” said Sadia, “or trainee witches, so there is an answer.”
  


  
    She took out a small vial, an old-looking oval bottle, full of a blue potion. “Neosilphium potion. This will give you a woman’s smell,” she said. “And more.”
  


  
    “There are some side effects,” said Kanda.
  


  
    “Most find it lifts their mood,” said Sadia. “But it will also cause you to fill out your sweatshirt more effectively.”
  


  
    “She means it will give you tits,” said Kanda.
  


  
    “Is it safe?” I asked.
  


  
    “Many witches take it, before they choose a more final ritual,” said Sadia. “It is perfectly safe. I have taken it in the past, and Kanda still takes it.”
  


  
    I looked at Mariëtte. “Poor Jette has never taken it,” said Sadia. “Her breasts are deeply unmagical.”
  


  
    Mariëtte turned sharply towards Sadia.
  


  
    “Are you angry, Jette?” Sadia asked, lightly.
  


  
    “I just don’t think you should say it like that!” said Mariëtte.
  


  
    “Oh really,” said Sadia. “Is it your job to decide how I phrase things?”
  


  
    “No, but—”
  


  
    “Your breasts are wonderful, dear,” said Sadia. “Perhaps after dinner I’ll experiment to see just how wonderful they are; sensitivity, resilience, that kind of thing.”
  


  
    Mariëtte blushed and nodded.
  


  
    “Anyhow,” said Kanda. “A potion lasts a week, it’s reversible but it can take a while before the effects go.”
  


  
    “Um, okay,” I said, and reached out for the potion.
  


  
    “Just to be clear,” said Sadia. “A lot of men would object to the ‘growing tits’ part.”
  


  
    “Right,” I said. “But I’m not going anywhere with men anytime soon.” I gestured around me.
  


  
    “But what about you?” said Sadia.
  


  
    “Um, well, I don’t know, I never had them before,” I said. “But I don’t think they will get in the way of my observations. And they might help convince the hellhounds.”
  


  
    Sadia nodded, and—with a quick smile at Kanda—handed me the potion.
  


  
    “Wait,” I said. “I’ve heard about potions being expensive, is—”
  


  
    “Yes, compared to pharmaceuticals, you are right,” said Sadia. “But they are cheap for witches, and for girls who witches fancy.”
  


  
    “Okay,” I said, “because I haven’t got a lot of cash—”
  


  
    Kanda nudged into me. “She means you, dork.”
  


  
    “Oh right, because I’m pretending to be a girl,” I said.
  


  
    “Sure,” said Kanda. “And I fancy you.”
  


  
    I blushed and looked down.
  


  
    “You should have a girl’s name as well,” said Sadia.
  


  
    “May,” I said. “My birth month.” I swallowed. “And the name I pretended I had whenever I daydreamed I was a girl.”
  


  
    “That’s great, May,” said Kanda. Thankfully, they didn’t pretend it was strange that I imagined being a girl. Other men often pretended that they didn’t! I wasn’t sure why I actually needed a girl’s name to go with the potion, but I supposed that witches know best.
  


  
    “So, should I take the potion now?” I asked.
  


  
    “Before you go to sleep,” said Sadia. “It works faster than pharmaceuticals, but sometimes brings odd dreams.”
  


  
    “Okay,” I said.
  


  
    “Can’t wait to see,” said Kanda.
  


  
    This made me blush, for some reason.
  


  
    “I would like to kiss you now,” said Kanda. “Is that okay?”
  


  
    “Er, yes.” I was very scared of doing it in front of people, but I really wanted her to kiss me.
  


  
    She kissed me again, on the lips, her hand curled in my hair, not pulling but reminding.
  


  
    When we broke apart, I sat in a stupor for a moment. That was definitely her; her doing, her initiative. And it wasn’t really making a point. And wasn’t really teasing. So, that meant…
  


  
    “Oh shit! The map,” I exclaimed, making the witches jump. Kanda smiled. Mariëtte and Sadia exchanged an unreadable look.
  


  
    “There’s a part of the forest that I can’t get to,” I said, spreading the map on the table. “I try, but, um, I just get turned around. I wondered if it was magic.”
  


  
    “Reality fold?” asked Sadia, to the other witches.
  


  
    “Or a border-portalling charm?” said Kanda.
  


  
    “May’s not a witch, remember,” said Mariëtte. “It could simply be a path-fool glamour.”
  


  
    “That’s true,” said Sadia, patting Mariëtte’s shoulder.
  


  
    “Can you cover for me tomorrow night?” Kanda asked. “I’ll check it out.”
  


  
    “I suppose,” said Sadia. Mariëtte nodded.
  


  
    “I’ll meet you in the woods, May,” Kanda said.
  


  
    ⁂
  


  
    I thought that I might have trouble sleeping after drinking the potion; it had tasted weird, like pickle juice and Red Bull. But I slept easily, and it felt like I dreamed immediately.
  


  
    The two or three wolf-women were torturing me. I was between a pair of standing stones, pitted and lichen covered. It was dark. Rough hempen ropes linked each wrist to a stone, suspending me in the middle, feet just touching the floor. I was naked, and two of the wolf-women bit and clawed me without mercy. My body shook as I tried to angle it away from their teeth, but in vain. I throbbed with pain, and with arousal. My dick was painfully hard; I was embarrassed, but I couldn’t do anything about it. The wolf-women sometimes brushed against it, but frustratingly fleetingly.
  


  
    Suddenly, the wolf-woman behind me pulled my head back. The one in front of me held a bowl in her hands. It contained a red substance, an unguent or ointment, thick, with berries and leaves crushed up in it.
  


  
    With a rough brush, she daubed the liquid on me. A thick line through my lips and onto my chin, my head still held back. The mixture was acrid, acidic. More of the mixture was painted on me, lines and splotches on my sides, my belly, my arse. I twisted and grunted as the mixture hit bite marks and scratches; it felt like fire, or needles. My head was still held back, so even my writhing was contained.
  


  
    Then she turned to my breasts; they were already sore—bitten and pinched—and I begged them not to. I was ignored. I screamed as the mixture was daubed on, a slow spiral on one breast, then the other. My screams became moans and then heavy breathing.
  


  
    When the pain had lessened, enough that I could almost think, the wolf-woman behind released my hair. A moment of relief. Then she reached around me and grabbed my breasts; I groaned again. She roughly kneaded them, massaging the mixture into me. I was in pain, but also very aroused, my dick rigid. Eventually, the woman took a red hand off my breasts, and moved it to my dick. Her arm was red up to the elbows. She grasped my dick and began pulling, pumping, without gentleness. I moaned. A third wolf-woman knelt in front of me, mouth open.
  


  
    ⁂
  


  
    I awoke in the afternoon, very aware that I would have to squeeze in a shower before leaving; I’d made quite a mess. As I was attempting to survey the damage—I would have to change the sheets—I saw that my pyjama top wasn’t sitting right.
  


  
    I hastily stripped the OS map off the mirror; I had breasts. Small, and a bit pointy, further apart than I imagined, but excellent, and mine.
  


  
    They weren’t joking about the potion lifting one’s mood.
  


  
    ⁂
  


  
    I saw Kanda’s silhouette waiting for me at the edge of the woods. I felt oddly nervous about meeting her outside the estate; for some reason it felt strange that the two worlds should mix. Oh shit! It’s because it felt like a date. Just the two of us. Away from everyone else. It was even a romantic setting; the sun filling everything with a rosy light as it dipped below the horizon. Get a grip! This was just a research thing.
  


  
    Kanda was wearing a dress, rather than her uniform, and was carrying a small picnic basket.
  


  
    “Er, hello,” I called.
  


  
    “Hi, May,” she said, smiling, and glanced at the front of my, well, her sweatshirt. She stepped close, and leaned in for a quick kiss. “Lead on, sweetie.”
  


  
    I led her into the forest. It was pretty in the half-light; soft illumination, cosy shadows. I pointed out common inkcaps, wood anemones, and red campions. Kanda smiled.
  


  
    “You really know this stuff, eh?” she said.
  


  
    “Um, I suppose so,” I said. It was getting darker now. “Hey, not that way.”
  


  
    “No? I thought we were going in a straight line?”
  


  
    “We are,” I said. “So I don’t know why you’re turning.”
  


  
    “Hmm,” she said, backing up to the point where the path split off. “So this way is forward, right?” she said, stepping onto the leftward path with me.
  


  
    “Yes,” I said, confused.
  


  
    “And this,” she said, stepping onto the forward path, “is turning?”
  


  
    “Obviously, yes,” I said
  


  
    “Which way is it turning?”
  


  
    “What?” Well, that was easy… obviously… it was…
  


  
    “Is it left or right?” asked Kanda.
  


  
    “Not left,” I said. That was clear; the straight path was left. “Or right. Sort of straight.”
  


  
    “Okay, so we don’t take the straight path to go straight?”
  


  
    “No. Wait. But…” I said.
  


  
    “We take the left turn to go straight?”
  


  
    “Yes!” I said. “It seems confusing, but that’s only because…”
  


  
    “Yes?”
  


  
    “Shit,” I said. “But, I don’t…”
  


  
    “Just a glamour,” Kanda said. “And you handled it better than most.” She took my hand. “I don’t say this often, but let me lead you straight.”
  


  
    My sense of direction objected, but I let Kanda lead. She didn’t appear to need a torch or night-vision goggles. Were witches like owls?
  


  
    I wondered if my hand was too sweaty for her; she didn’t complain.
  


  
    We were definitely in a new area. There was an odd scent; I’d caught whiffs before, but this was much stronger. It was nice: deep and musky.
  


  
    “We’re about in the middle now,” said Kanda.
  


  
    I flicked on my torch. It was much the same as the rest of the forest; ancient trees, bracken, leaf-litter floor.
  


  
    “I should look for somewhere to put my hide up,” I said.
  


  
    Kanda squeezed my hand. “I brought a little picnic,” she said. “But…”
  


  
    I turned, catching her eyes glittering in the half-light. “I want to kiss you, May,” she said.
  


  
    “Yes, please,” I said.
  


  
    She kissed me so hard that I almost fell over. A hand winding itself into my hair, lips mashing into my own, biting, sucking. She guided me back until my kit collided with one of the broad beech trees. I quickly shrugged off my backpack, dropped my torch. She must have dropped the picnic basket as well. She pinned me against the tree and kissed the fuck out of me.
  


  
    She broke off, leaving me panting.
  


  
    “Have you ever fucked outdoors, May?” she asked.
  


  
    “No,” I said. “I haven’t even fucked with the light on.”
  


  
    “Tsk,” she said. “Well, you’ve got plenty of darkness here. I want to fuck you, May.”
  


  
    “Are you sure?” I asked.
  


  
    Kanda laughed. “Yes, idiot, I’m sure. Do you want to, is the question?”
  


  
    “I’m not very good at it,” I said.
  


  
    “Bullshit,” said Kanda. “If that’s an excuse, because you don’t want to, that’s fine, of course.”
  


  
    “I like you, Kanda,” I said.
  


  
    “Good?” she said. “I like you too, obviously.”
  


  
    “So, when you see how bad I am at sex,” I said, “you won’t want to see me again. And that will… make me sad.”
  


  
    “So what,” she said, “assuming that you are really that bad, are you going to keep me waiting while you find someone else to level up with?”
  


  
    “Um.”
  


  
    “I bet you’re not really bad,” said Kanda. “I bet you’ve just been having sex as a man.”
  


  
    “Er…”
  


  
    “Men are not good at sex. You can tell because they are so unsexy,” said Kanda. “But girls like us… And you’ve probably been having sex as a non chew-toy.” She moved closer, flexing a hand in my hair. “I can tell how hard you are. Let me take you.”
  


  
    I tried to gather my words. “I think—”
  


  
    “Shit,” said Kanda, backing up. “I’m sorry. I wasn’t trying to coerce you; it seemed like you had self-esteem issues, but I shouldn’t be trying to browbeat you into sex. Sorry.”
  


  
    “Wait,” I said, “I was going to say I think that would be lovely.”
  


  
    “Really?” she said. She was shadows and moonlit planes, and I reached out to pull her closer.
  


  
    “Yes,” I said.
  


  
    “I’m going to take charge,” said Kanda, “but you must tell me to stop or slow down if you are uncomfortable with anything, okay?”
  


  
    I nodded. She kissed me again, more roughly this time, tugging at my lip. Her hands moved up and felt my boobs. I was a bit worried at first, they were so small, surely Kanda would laugh. But she didn’t, she massaged them with such obvious enthusiasm. It was weird, but very pleasurable.
  


  
    “I don’t know what your sensitivity is like,” said Kanda. “Is this okay?”
  


  
    “Yes,” I said. “You can, um, be rougher, if you like.”
  


  
    “Oh, May, you are my kind of girl.”
  


  
    She kneaded my little breasts, and it was both euphoric and a little painful. My nipples rubbed against the sweatshirt; she would catch them with her thumbs and send a shiver of pure arousal through me. In the moonlight, I only caught a glimpse of her face, but it had such a hungry and horny expression, I could scarcely believe it was about me.
  


  
    She indicated that I should raise my arms, and she pulled my sweatshirt off over my head. The evening was still warm, but I shivered anyway. She massaged my breasts again, and took hold of the nipples.
  


  
    “Too much?” she asked.
  


  
    “No.”
  


  
    She pinched them slightly. I gasped again, at the electric feeling.
  


  
    “More?” she said.
  


  
    “Yes,” I said, a bit unevenly.
  


  
    She pinched harder, giving them a slight twist. It was like she was plucking a string attached directly to my groin. It was amazing, but it was also a bit much.
  


  
    “Mmm. Enough,” I said.
  


  
    She swapped back to lightly caressing. “Good girl,” Kanda said. “You know, as your tits grow, it’s important to keep them well massaged. Maybe I should do that for you.”
  


  
    I nodded. “Except…” I said.
  


  
    “Yes, May?”
  


  
    “Except I think I’m going to come in my pants if you keep this up,” I said, blushing like crazy.
  


  
    “Oh dear,” she said, laughing. She stepped back. “Why don’t you take your trousers and pants off.”
  


  
    I unbuckled my belt, and then stopped. “This is public woodland,” I said.
  


  
    “That everyone is scared of, and behind a glamour,” said Kanda.
  


  
    “Okay, but…” I said. “You won’t laugh at me… at it?”
  


  
    “What kind of person do you think I am, May?” said Kanda, gently.
  


  
    I paused. “Will you take them off me, Kanda?” I whispered.
  


  
    She smiled wolfishly. “I would like that, May, but I’m worried you might let yourself be bulldozed.”
  


  
    I shook my head.
  


  
    “We will traffic light it, okay? Red, amber, green,” she said. “You understand?”
  


  
    “Yes,” I said. “Er, green.”
  


  
    “Good,” she said. She crouched, pulling my trousers down, lifting each leg so that she could flip off my trainers. She lowered my underwear enough that my cock sprung out. She made such a delighted expression that I couldn’t even disbelieve it.
  


  
    “You know,” she said, swapping from crouching to kneeling. “It wasn’t my first plan, but this makes me so hungry.” She moved in closer. “Traffic light?”
  


  
    “What? Oh, green, green.”
  


  
    “Good girl,” she said. She kissed the end of my cock, licking away precum.
  


  
    “Keep your hands busy by playing with your breasts,” said Kanda. “No thrusting; I am in control of you. You are my toy. Traffic light?”
  


  
    “Green,” I squeaked, already playing with my breasts.
  


  
    She lowered her mouth onto my cock, licking and sucking. Her hands wrapped around the base of the shaft. It was soft yet rough, gentle and urgent.
  


  
    “I’m going to—” I said.
  


  
    She took in more of my cock, lips wrapping around it, tongue warm against it. I came, hard; a sudden crash of pleasure. Kanda continued sucking and gulping, as the orgasm ebbed. She kept my cock in her mouth as it softened.
  


  
    “I’m sorry,” I said. “I couldn’t help—”
  


  
    Kanda let go of my cock. “No,” she said, climbing to her feet. “I’m in charge here. If I’m happy, you should be happy too. And I’m very happy.”
  


  
    She kissed me, and it tasted of both of us. She grabbed my hair again, and forced her tongue into my mouth.
  


  
    Eventually, she broke off, trailing saliva. “You’re so pretty,” she said.
  


  
    “No, I—”
  


  
    She slapped a hand against the tree, at head level. “You don’t get a say,” said Kanda. “You are my toy, and what I say goes. Traffic light?”
  


  
    “Oh, green.”
  


  
    “You are my pretty girl,” she said. “Your tits are lovely and teaseable. Your girlcock is beautiful and delicious. Say yes, mistress.”
  


  
    “Yes, mistress,” I said.
  


  
    “You are not allowed to say anything disparaging about my toy,” she said, “because that would imply my judgement is flawed. Is that what you think?”
  


  
    “No, mistress.”
  


  
    “Excellent,” she said. “Do you know, I like the fact that you are nearly naked, whereas I am still dressed.” She stroked my cheek. “It makes me feel powerful. My poor little chew-toy, naked before me.” She kissed my neck. “Is it alright if I put a mark on you, May? A love-bite, on your neck?”
  


  
    “Yes.”
  


  
    “Are you sure?” Kanda said. “I love marking my girlfriends but—shit. I mean, do you want to be girlfriends?”
  


  
    “Yes to both,” I said. “But… but I like being a girl for this, and to look for hellhounds, but do you think it would be alright… if I carried on afterward?”
  


  
    “That would definitely be alright, May,” she said. “But you know you can swap to pharmaceuticals if you like? You don’t have to be with me just for the potion.”
  


  
    “Now who’s being silly?” I said, and kissed her. She kissed back, and worked her way in kisses down to my neck, where she bit and sucked.
  


  
    I wasn’t sure what to do with my hands. “Er, may I touch you?” I ask.
  


  
    She broke off from my neck. “Firstly, of course,” she said, “but secondly, hearing you be a good girl and ask for permission like that… really fucking turns me on.”
  


  
    She stepped back slightly, and pulled her dress off over her head. It was dark enough that I could mainly see shades of grey, but just the idea of our bodies, our flesh, being present together made me almost painfully happy.
  


  
    She took my wrists, and guided my hands to her breasts; I performed gentle caresses on the bra, feeling the lovely resilience of the flesh underneath. She reached back, and unfastened her bra; I let it fall out from beneath my hands. I continued caressing, getting a bit stronger.
  


  
    “May I kiss your breasts, mistress?” I asked.
  


  
    “Yes, my good girl.” 
  


  
    I kissed her lightly, on each nipple, then slightly harder.
  


  
    Kanda lowered her hands, and took her girlcock out of her knickers.
  


  
    “Mistress, what are you going to do?” I asked.
  


  
    “I’m going to wank myself off,” said Kanda, “looking at my beautiful girl. Traffic light?”
  


  
    “Green, sort of,” I said. “But I want to help.”
  


  
    “Have you ever had sex with a girl with a cock?” she asked.
  


  
    “No,” I said. “I’m sorry. I’m a bit scared of, you know, anal. But I could try a blowjob. I’m probably no good—”
  


  
    “Don’t,” said Kanda. “Why don’t you use your hands, if you’re sure everything is green.”
  


  
    I carefully got down on my knees. “You don’t have to—” said Kanda, but stopped when I kissed her girlcock. I wrapped my hands around the shaft, enjoying the feel of it. I had thought it strange that though I enjoyed handling myself, the idea of handling another cock always left me cold. It was, I realised now, because I had always imagined them on men. But girlcock? The weight, the texture, the scent of Kanda’s cock was intoxicating.
  


  
    I began to massage the girldick, in the same way that I did my own, working the shaft. I kissed and licked the head. Kanda had put her hands into my hair, and was moaning. I kept up with the movement, making longer licks and sucks of the head. Occasionally, Kanda would increase pressure with her hands, and then apparently remember and loosen up. I tried to take more of her cock into my mouth, but realistically it was only the head, and I was worried that my teeth might have grazed it. But the hypnotic flow of my motion, and Kanda’s body, soon swept that away.
  


  
    When Kanda came, it took me by surprise, though—obviously—I should have expected it. Some of her cum hit the back of my throat, and I had a little choking fit, which I made worse by trying to apologise in the middle of it. More cum was on my chin, and my fingers. Kanda was laughing, not meanly.
  


  
    “I’m sorry,” I said. “I’m sorry.”
  


  
    I kissed her detumescing cock, licked my fingers. Her juice was like concentrated Kanda, her scent, her spirit.
  


  
    “Don’t be,” she said, tousling my hair. “That was wonderful.”
  


  
    “Will you teach me how to give a good blowjob?” I asked.
  


  
    “Fucking hell, May, don’t ask as if that’s a hardship,” she said. “Anytime, baby, anytime. You’re going to get very used to my cock in your mouth.”
  


  
    “And… in my arse? I’m still scared, but…”
  


  
    “Whenever you’re comfortable, sweetie,” said Kanda. “Don’t rush. And some spells make it easier.”
  


  
    She helped me stand, and we kissed again. We held each other tightly, until I felt Kanda jump.
  


  
    “Er, May,” she said.
  


  
    I turned; we were being watched. A pair of green eyes, a pair of orange eyes, and a triangle of red ones, reflective.
  


  
    Interlude
  


  
    When I awoke, most evenings, I liked to pretend I was a meal, a feast. Waxcap’s muzzle was usually on my neck, and Birch’s muzzle against my collarbone. They always slept close; they knew I was more sensitive to the cold. But while they slept, I imagined that I was their food, their hearty breakfast. I imagined Waxcap biting at my neck, Birch biting at my belly, spilling my red blood for my lovers, a haze of pain and love and gore.
  


  
    And eventually, they would awaken, and not consume me, but make love to me roughly, and it was almost as good. Sharp teeth and claws, saliva, biting, waves of pain and pleasure. I could almost believe.
  


  
    Except today my stump was hurting, a dull throb that distracted me from our lovemaking. When we hunted and foraged, it bothered me still.
  


  
    “Will you tell me yet, Morsel,” said Waxcap. “About why you left your witch, and about why you want to be eaten.”
  


  
    I sighed.
  


  
    “I don’t know, really,” I said, “The deer-doll herd were talking about hellhounds, and we imagined them raiding the shelter, ravaging and eating us. Scary and exciting; a night time tale. It was soon forgotten, except by me.”
  


  
    “I see,” said Waxcap.
  


  
    “My arm,” I said. “I got it trapped in a barbed wire fence, all tangled up. I couldn’t free it. The herd didn’t hear me. By the time the witch found me, she said it would have been too costly to save the arm. She had a machete and some spells.”
  


  
    Waxcap hugged me.
  


  
    “After that, I thought about getting devoured more often,” I said. “I was no longer used at all; the witch and her guests preferred whole deer-dolls. I thought about leaving, but I—this one—couldn’t, until suddenly, I could.”
  


  
    Waxcap was crying for some reason. “I’m glad you could,” she said.
  


  
    I just let her hug me.
  


  
    ⁂
  


  
    “Someone walks hellhound paths,” said Waxcap, looking up from a rabbit, gore still on her muzzle.
  


  
    “Our human watcher?” said Birch.
  


  
    “Maybe,” said Waxcap. “In which case we have underestimated her.”
  


  
    “Should we go and look?” I asked.
  


  
    “I suppose,” said Waxcap. “As silent as possible, then.”
  


  
    ⁂
  


  
    “A witch!” Birch hissed.
  


  
    “My witch?” I asked.
  


  
    “Don’t know,” said Waxcap. “Not from how you’ve described her.”
  


  
    “Is she hurting that woman?” said Birch. “I smell fear.”
  


  
    Waxcap sniffed. “Nervousness,” she said. “They are fucking. I think they are harmless.”
  


  
    “One’s a witch!” whispered Birch.
  


  
    “The ones from the house have not been aggressive,” said Waxcap. “We will let them finish.”
  


  
    5. May as well be hung for a sheep as a lamb
  


  
    “Shit,” I said, looking for my clothes. “Shit.”
  


  
    Kanda was pulling her dress back over her head. “Sorry,” she said, switching the torch on. “I should have kept a better lookout.”
  


  
    “We are hard to see,” said a distorted voice, a low growl that made me shiver. “When we do not want to be. This is hellhound territory. Leave.”
  


  
    “Er,” I said. I had only just got my pants on. “I want to study you. For a project. Scientific.”
  


  
    “Leave!”
  


  
    “Maybe we should go, May,” said Kanda.
  


  
    “No,” I said. “I came here to learn about them.”
  


  
    Something roared, and charged out of the woods. It was like a bear, but leaner. Huge and spiky: three eyes, glowing red.
  


  
    I screamed and fell over. A cat-doll appeared in front of me.
  


  
    The hellhound skidded to a halt. “Witch, witch’s pet, witch’s…” The hellhound stopped and chuckled. “Witch’s other pet; leave our woods.”
  


  
    “Don’t pretend you hellhounds don’t like having me around,” said Enoki.
  


  
    “You never listen to us,” said another voice. A more dog-like creature—but still terrifying—emerged from the trees. 
  


  
    “Quite,” said Enoki. “For a cat, that is a sign of profound respect.”
  


  
    A third figure emerged from the woods; this one had horns, but was less spiky and muscular. It was missing an arm. It didn’t speak.
  


  
    “May wants to learn about you,” said Enoki. “I think it’s a good idea.”
  


  
    “Why?” said the three-eyed one.
  


  
    “Because you can’t rely on just scaring people forever,” said Enoki.
  


  
    ⁂
  


  
    My optimism returned; I was definitely twice-lucky.
  


  
    After an awkward start, I was writing up some good stuff on the hellhounds. They didn’t show up particularly well on camera, but they got used to me taking notes. At least the three of them—Waxcap, Birch and Morsel—did; other hellhounds didn’t remain in my presence for long.
  


  
    Waxcap was the leader; disputes were settled with words and teeth. She was an ‘original hellhound’; created by the magical event that transformed puppy-dolls into hellhounds.
  


  
    Birch had been a puppy-doll until relatively recently. But she had definitely transformed into a hellhound, just less so than Waxcap.
  


  
    But the strangest one was Morsel. She was actually a deer-doll. The others were surprised when I pointed it out, but she was definitely becoming a hellhound, or similar. A hell-deer? Her horns were growing sharper, and her hooves looked like they were on the way to becoming talons, or similar. Though, I was worried about her amputated arm, the stump of which had taken on a speckled black sheen.
  


  
    And back at Greengrave, things were going well with Kanda; we hung out most mornings, often having sex. I was beginning to think I was good at it.
  


  
    A lovely couple of weeks passed this way.
  


  
    ⁂
  


  
    “What do you think of Sadia?” asked Kanda. We were in my bed; I was snuggled in against her.
  


  
    “Um, nice,” I said. “A bit formal, and scary, but nice. I mean you know that.”
  


  
    “I meant, do you fancy her?” said Kanda.
  


  
    “Um,” I said.
  


  
    “Oh, you dork,” said Kanda. “I fuck her, remember? I’m hardly going to be annoyed because you said you fancy her.”
  


  
    “Well, um, yes, she’s hot, of course,” I said.
  


  
    Kanda reached down and gently played with my girldick, almost absent-mindedly.
  


  
    “She really is. We’re both dommes, so our fucking is… well, it’s a competition to see who comes out on top. Fun,” she said. “You’re getting hard.”
  


  
    “You’re touching me,” I said.
  


  
    “Are you sure it’s not thinking about the two of us, me and Sadia,” she said, lengthening her strokes. “Entwined and writhing?”
  


  
    “Erm,” I said, breathlessly. “Who wins?”
  


  
    Kanda made a hmph noise, and sped up. “She does, most of the time. I’m primal, but she’s commanding, so…”
  


  
    I squeaked. “Puppy?”
  


  
    “You brat,” she said. “This is what I get for letting you rest on my shoulder. I should keep you at waist height, with my cock in your mouth, to stop your cheekiness.”
  


  
    She massaged some more, until I came in her hand.
  


  
    “So,” she said, getting tissues, “do you want to let Sadia fuck you?”
  


  
    “Um,” I said, still recovering.
  


  
    “I mean,” she said, “you can stay metamours if you like, but since you both like each other…”
  


  
    “She likes me?”
  


  
    “A naïve, innocent girl, unsure of herself, but beautiful and ready to listen to orders? And secretly a horn-monster?” said Kanda. “She’s so jealous, it’s funny.”
  


  
    “Oh!”
  


  
    “Don’t worry,” Kanda said. “I’ll get her to behave.”
  


  
    ⁂
  


  
    The photos were not good, but I showed them to the witches, anyway. We were in the canteen, and I popped my phone face up on the table.
  


  
    “Infected?” said Mariëtte.
  


  
    “No, I don’t think so,” said Sadia.
  


  
    “Yeah, it’s more… like hellhound skin?” said Kanda. “I still can’t believe that it, um, she was a deer-doll, not a puppy-doll.”
  


  
    “She said the stump itches,” I said.
  


  
    “We don’t know anything about the hellhound spell, and its… well, echo, I guess,” said Sadia. “But we know, after the initial catastrophe, that it works slowly. But maybe it’s rebuilding the arm.”
  


  
    “There are some reports of hellhounds with six limbs, so I suppose it isn’t impossible,” I said. “Although, the witnesses aren’t reliable.”
  


  
    “It’s a hell of a demand, creating an arm out of nowhere,” said Kanda. “Normally that would take an extreme amount of raw magical focus. But, as the princess says, we don’t understand the hellhound spell.”
  


  
    “Part of my follow-up proposal,” I said, “is seeing if we can work out why the spell affects dolls so differently, I mean, none of them are quite the same. Trying to work out a grid of the variants.”
  


  
    “Such a nerd,” said Kanda. “Oh, love, I will leave you on your own today. It’s been a while since I ravished Jette, and I feel particularly bitey.”
  


  
    Mariëtte blushed into her ice-cream.
  


  
    “Um, fine,” I said, “I’ve got stuff to write up myself.”
  


  
    “No,” said Sadia. “I think that will wait, won’t it?”
  


  
    ⁂
  


  
    “So, May,” said Sadia. “Do you know the rules?” We were in my room, and Sadia was considerably more at ease than I was.
  


  
    “The rules?” I said.
  


  
    “Safeword. Traffic lights,” said Sadia.
  


  
    “Oh. Yes. Cerulean, the safeword,” I said, barely coherently. “And traffic lights; red, amber… well, you know that…”
  


  
    Sadia chuckled. “Good. And traffic light now?”
  


  
    “Er, green,” I said.
  


  
    “Excellent,” she said. “You go and have a shower; you’ve got a lot of forest on you. Kanda might like that sort of thing. I do not.”
  


  
    I nodded, and scurried for the en-suite.
  


  
    “Oh, have you got a bowl?” called Sadia. “Like for washing up.”
  


  
    “Yes,” I yelled back. There was one under the bathroom sink.
  


  
    “Well, when you come back, fill it with warm, soapy water,” she said.
  


  
    ⁂
  


  
    I came out of the en-suite with a towel wrapped around me, and carrying the bowl. Most of Sadia’s clothes were in a neat pile on the desk; she was just wearing a long slip, and sitting on my chair. She looked impossibly elegant; white slip against dark skin.
  


  
    “You are staring, May,” she said. “Keep your eyes down, unless I tell you otherwise.”
  


  
    I looked down, rapidly.
  


  
    “Traffic light?” Sadia said.
  


  
    “Green.”
  


  
    “Put the bowl down here,” she said. “And drop your towel.”
  


  
    I hesitated, then did so, before she traffic lighted me.
  


  
    “Already erect?” Sadia said. “My, my, I haven’t even played with you yet.”
  


  
    “I’m sor–” I began.
  


  
    “No,” she said. “You stay quiet unless I ask you a question. Or you have to safeword or traffic light, obviously. Okay?”
  


  
    “Yes,” I said. “Yes, er, mistress?”
  


  
    “Princess,” said Sadia.
  


  
    “Yes, princess.”
  


  
    “Excellent,” she said, clapping her hands together. “Now, for what I call you; give me a traffic light on the following names. Toy? Fucktoy?”
  


  
    “Green,” I said.
  


  
    “Pet, or puppy, or kitten?”
  


  
    “Green.”
  


  
    “Maid?” she said.
  


  
    “Green.”
  


  
    “Slut?”
  


  
    “Green,” I said, “er, very green.”
  


  
    She smirked. “Um, slattern?”
  


  
    “Green.”
  


  
    “Slave?”
  


  
    “Um, amber, I guess.”
  


  
    She nodded. “Whore?”
  


  
    “Green. Very green. Sorry,” I said. I could feel myself blushing.
  


  
    “Kanda is right,” said Sadia. “Both that you’re even more pretty when you blush, and also that you are a total slut who merely pretends to be innocent.”
  


  
    “No, I—”
  


  
    “Quiet, slut!”
  


  
    “Yes, princess,” I said.
  


  
    “Kneel, and wash my feet,” said Sadia, gesturing to the bowl.
  


  
    I knelt and went to work with the soapy water. She hadn’t given any instructions for a flannel or sponge, so I used my hands. Her feet weren’t particularly dirty; a trip in shoes and tights to the canteen, but I was thorough anyway. I rubbed over the pink sole, the smooth heel, the delicate toes. Sadia gave a very quiet moan. I had never really been into feet, but the idea that Sadia was really turned me on. The fact that this was for her, uneven, unreciprocal, actually made it arousing.
  


  
    I dried her feet off with a fluffy towel.
  


  
    “Good job,” said Sadia. “Nice work, for a whore pretending to be a maid. Now move the bowl out of the way, and kiss my feet.”
  


  
    “Yes, princess.”
  


  
    “Traffic light?”
  


  
    “Green,” I whispered. I shifted the bowl to the side, a bit of water slipping over the edge. Reverently, I lifted her right foot, and solemnly kissed it.
  


  
    “More, slut,” Sadia said. “The sole. The sides.”
  


  
    She shifted forward on the chair, her slip hitching up.
  


  
    I began peppering the foot with kisses, covering it, licking the pink soles, tasting the toes.
  


  
    Sadia dropped a hand to her pussy, and began playing with herself. I looked and quickly looked away, changing feet, and kissing.
  


  
    “Watch me, slut,” Sadia said, slightly breathless. “Watch my hand, and my pussy.”
  


  
    I did so, between lavishing attention on her feet.
  


  
    “Enough,” she said suddenly, stopping—but not removing—her hand. “Sit back, on your knees.”
  


  
    She stretched a foot out and carefully pressed it against my erect girlcock.
  


  
    “What’s this, maid?” she said.
  


  
    “My girlcock,” I said.
  


  
    She massaged it clumsily with her foot. “Why is it so hard?”
  


  
    “Because of you, princess,” I said.
  


  
    “You’re suggesting it’s my fault?” she said, indignantly. “My fault that you couldn’t control your baser instincts? My fault that your sexual drive had you think about fucking a princess. Have I got that right? It is my fault?”
  


  
    She was still massaging my cock with her foot. “N-no, princess,” I said.
  


  
    “No,” she said. “I can’t believe my maid is so horny. I can’t believe that a princess like me has to be waited on by such a slut. Come here, on your knees.”
  


  
    I moved closer. Sadia removed her fingers from her pussy, and stretched her hand out to me.
  


  
    “Kiss them,” Sadia said. “Lick them.”
  


  
    I took the fingers inside my mouth, kissing and sucking, tasting her.
  


  
    “Would you like to eat me out, slut?” she asked. I was unable to speak because of her fingers, but nodded, slightly but urgently.
  


  
    Sadia took her hand back, and adjusted her position on the chair, sliding forward.
  


  
    “It would be nice to have a trained slut worship me with her tongue…” she said, “but you have been bad.”
  


  
    I actually had a moment of panic, until I remembered it was all in play.
  


  
    “I’m sorry, princess.”
  


  
    “You spilled a little water earlier,” said Sadia, gesturing at the bowl. “You need a punishment.”
  


  
    “Yes, princess.”
  


  
    She sat forward. “My normal canes and floggers are in the other room.” She reached forward and grabbed my chin. “So how am I going to punish you?”
  


  
    “I—I don’t know, princess.”
  


  
    “Hmm. Maybe with a slap across the face?” she said. “You have such a pretty face. Traffic light?”
  


  
    “Green,” I said. I wasn’t sure why, but if she had wanted to beat me up, I would have said yes.
  


  
    She drew her hand back, and—after giving me a moment of anticipation—slapped my cheek. It was not all that hard, but was hard enough to produce a wave of shock and arousal. This princess wanted me, and—as with Kanda—my response was to surrender gladly, and let them use me how they may.
  


  
    “My palm is red now,” said the princess, pouting a little. “Kiss it better.”
  


  
    I kissed her reddish palm; she carefully stroked my glowing cheek.
  


  
    “You take punishment well,” she said, adjusting her position. “I will reward you.”
  


  
    She guided my head down between her legs, her hands loosely gripping my hair. I licked hungrily at her labia; she pushed me down more.
  


  
    “Eat your princess out, slut,” she said, not as calm as usual.
  


  
    I obeyed, plunging my tongue into her witchmade cunt. Her juices were delicious. I could hear her gently moaning, and it made me even harder. I licked and probed, my nose brushing her clit. Her moans got louder.
  


  
    Then, tugging on my hair, she pulled me back.
  


  
    “Bed,” she gasped. “Get on the bed. On your back.”
  


  
    I did as she ordered, climbing onto my bed.
  


  
    “Arms up, legs apart,” Sadia instructed. “Imagine I tied you up. You move your limbs, I will be very cross.”
  


  
    “Yes, princess.”
  


  
    She placed a hand on my girldick. “You are going to pleasure me. You will not come. Unless I order it.”
  


  
    “I’ll try, princess,” I said. I didn’t hold out much hope.
  


  
    “You’ll try?” said Sadia. “Don’t make me punish you.”
  


  
    She pulled off her slip, and dropped it to the floor. I didn’t know whether I was allowed to look at her, but I did anyway. She was so beautiful; not as beautiful as Kanda, but a different kind of beautiful, anyway. Sadia was neat and elegant, whereas Kanda was natural and fierce.
  


  
    Sadia straddled me. She guided me into her with her hand, lowering herself slowly onto my girlcock.
  


  
    I gave a little moan. The princess smirked, and began slowly rolling her hips. I tried to thrust, but Sadia glared at me, and reached forward and pinched one of my nipples.
  


  
    “This is for my pleasure, whore, not yours,” said Sadia. “I am in control.”
  


  
    “Yes, princess.”
  


  
    She began moving her hips again, slightly bouncing, getting more rapid.
  


  
    I groaned, concentrating on not coming. Sadia was moaning as well, her head thrown back. She sped up again, bouncing up and down on my girlcock.
  


  
    Sadia came, moaning and trembling, her princess composure vanishing for a moment. I couldn’t help it and also came. “Sorry,” I panted, as I pumped into her.
  


  
    Sadia had her eyes closed, and was continuing to move on top of me, as our juices mingled. She gradually slowed down, eventually stopping and lifting herself off me. She flopped down next to me, and surprised me by kissing my shoulder.
  


  
    “You did a nice job, little slut,” Sadia said.
  


  
    “Sorry that I came,” I said.
  


  
    She laughed. “Don’t be silly, May,” she whispered. “You were meant to come. The princess is very happy to have something to punish you for next time.”
  


  
    She leaned over, and kissed my mouth.
  


  
    ⁂
  


  
    The next night, the viscountess and her wife were waiting for me as I arrived back from the woods.
  


  
    They cornered me in a quiet section of the corridor. I wondered if I’d broken some rule about sleeping with witches; but that seemed unlikely.
  


  
    “What’s this?” demanded the viscountess, holding up a tablet to me. She was very scary.
  


  
    “HELLHOUND INFECTION SPREADS TO OTHER DOLLS.”
  


  
    It was a newspaper website, and it seemed to be talking about Morsel, although it was thankfully vague.
  


  
    “The aim wasn’t to make people even more scared of the hellhounds,” said the viscountess.
  


  
    “What? No!” I said. “I didn’t tell anyone, well, apart from Kanda, Sadia and Mariëtte.”
  


  
    “I hardly think witches—” the viscountess began.
  


  
    “No one else?” said Wren. “It mentions your university.”
  


  
    “Well, I told my project supervisor, of course,” I said.
  


  
    The viscountess and Wren exchanged a look.
  


  
    “Well, at least it doesn’t name the woods,” said Wren.
  


  
    “But we should visit her supervisor,” said the viscountess. “Just to make sure there are no further… miscommunications.”
  


  
    Wren noticed my face. “Don’t worry, we won’t change them into a frog or anything.”
  


  
    “Probably,” said the viscountess, darkly.
  


  
    ⁂
  


  
    I didn’t tell the hellhounds about the newspaper. I felt guilty; I’d promised to help them, but this was the opposite. Every so often, an idiot decided to hunt hellhounds; they didn’t return, but I hoped this didn’t inspire more.
  


  
    Otherwise, my observations went well; Waxcap, Birch and Morsel had definitely gotten used to me, and another hellhound, Snowdrop, was becoming less wary.
  


  
    I didn’t know how I was going to make sure my project didn’t affect the hellhounds, though. I’d been going on pure science, but I forgot that normal people were scared, and a bit stupid.
  


  
    ⁂
  


  
    “We should talk,” said Mariëtte.
  


  
    The wall of the kitchen garden was obviously becoming the place to ambush me.
  


  
    “Bloody hell, you startled me,” I said.
  


  
    “Sorry!” she said, apologetically. “You were in your own little world. Hellhounds or witches?”
  


  
    “Um…” I said.
  


  
    “Witches, huh?” she said. “I get it. Which is what I want to talk to you about.”
  


  
    “Er, right,” I said. The path we were standing on was in the middle of several sets of herbs; marjoram, rosemary, lemon balm. It smelled delicious. Wren took an interest in the kitchen garden, and it was also a little witchy in how it grew.
  


  
    “I want to make sure the others don’t bully you,” said Mariëtte. “Improperly, I mean.”
  


  
    “Um…”
  


  
    “I think they are going to ask us if you can join the polycule proper,” Mariëtte said. “You want to be prepared.”
  


  
    “Prepared?”
  


  
    “When a domme asks you to fuck another of her subs, that’s hot,” said Mariëtte. “But that doesn’t mean you have to go along with it.”
  


  
    “What?” I said. “Slow down.”
  


  
    “We’re their pets, their toys,” said Mariëtte. “Obviously, they would like to smash us together like Barbie dolls. As I say, hot. But it’s difficult…”
  


  
    “I’m sorry, wha—”
  


  
    “I mean, with Sadia and Kanda you would fuck each other individually, right? But you and I would never fuck.”
  


  
    I was actually a bit disappointed to hear this. Becoming a girl had done such a number on my self-esteem that I had gone from ‘no woman could ever fancy me’ to being surprised when a lesbian was indifferent.
  


  
    “Oh goddess,” she said, reading my face. “Not saying you aren’t attractive, just that you are definitely a sub; and I’ve had enough ‘they were both bottoms’ relationships to know to steer clear of two subs trying to trick each other into domming.”
  


  
    “I’m still confused,” I said.
  


  
    “I’m just saying, you don’t have to do someone just because your domme says so,” said Mariëtte.
  


  
    “Obviously,” I said. “But what if… I want to?”
  


  
    “May, if we give our dommes the slightest chance, they will have me sucking your cock, you eating me out,” she said. “Which is fine, but I wanted to be sure you understood.”
  


  
    I was blushing a lot. But so was Mariëtte. I nodded.
  


  
    “And maybe don’t mention this conversation to them,” said Mariëtte. “They do love to be in control.”
  


  
    ⁂
  


  
    The woods were making me a little freaked out. Maybe it was just my imagination, but I kept feeling I was being watched. Not by hellhounds, was my feeling, but by something else.
  


  
    In terms of actual evidence, I would sometimes see a battered Land Rover on one of the access roads. Sometimes park rangers used them, but not after dark, and usually with some signage. But, for all I knew, it was a couple after some adventurous dogging.
  


  
    ⁂
  


  
    Kanda held out the collar. “We thought you should have a special treat,” she said. “You know, given the occasion.”
  


  
    “Oh, gosh,” I said.
  


  
    We were in Kanda and Sadia’s room; they were both there, sitting on their respective sides. Mariëtte was there as well, sitting at Sadia’s feet, naked apart from a pair of leather cuffs, and a maid’s headdress.
  


  
    “But first, undress,” said Sadia.
  


  
    “Er.”
  


  
    “Do not make me ask twice, slut,” said Sadia.
  


  
    “I can tear them off if it’s easier,” offered Kanda.
  


  
    I shook my head, and began undressing. They were all staring at me in a way that made me blush but also made me feel amazing. My body wasn’t finished yet, I didn’t ‘pass’, and yet they were hungry and horny for it.
  


  
    When I was finished, they kept me standing there, getting increasingly red and increasingly hard.
  


  
    “Serving girl,” said Sadia, tapping Mariëtte’s shoulder. “Go and see if that’s as hard as it looks.”
  


  
    Mariëtte shuffled across the floor, and with her cuffed hands, took hold of my girldick. She ran her hands over it.
  


  
    “Yes, princess,” she said. “Plenty hard.”
  


  
    “You can’t tell with just hands, girl,” said Kanda.
  


  
    Mariëtte gave me a look that was both aroused and self-satisfied. She took the head of my girlcock in her mouth, and gently sucked. I moaned.
  


  
    “Quiet!” Sadia instructed.
  


  
    Mariëtte took more of my girlcock in, licking and sucking. I tried to remain silent.
  


  
    “Alright,” said Sadia, “that’s enough for now, servant.”
  


  
    Mariëtte carried on for a couple of seconds more of sucking, before—reluctantly, it seemed to me—stopping. She moved back, saliva trails arcing from lips to cock.
  


  
    Kanda grabbed Mariëtte’s hair and yanked her back. “When your princess speaks,” Kanda said, “you obey right away, not when you feel like it.”
  


  
    “I’m sorry, ma’am,” Mariëtte said; her voice was a bit panicky, but her body language was kind of smug.
  


  
    “Apologies are no substitute for correct behaviour,” said Sadia, in a somewhat grandiose manner. “You will have to be punished. Come here.”
  


  
    Kanda let go of Mariëtte’s hair, and she shuffled over to Sadia.
  


  
    “On the bed,” instructed Sadia.
  


  
    Mariëtte climbed onto the bed. Sadia roughly positioned her, clipping her cuffed hands to the bedstead. “You stay there, while we decide what punishment is suitable,” said Sadia, casually kneading one of Mariëtte’s breasts in a way that looked both a little painful and very jealousy inducing.
  


  
    “Pet,” said Kanda to me. “Kneel.”
  


  
    I did so. She fastened the collar around my neck. “Good girl,” she whispered, then bit my ear, quite hard.
  


  
    Kanda lifted her skirt; she wasn’t wearing any underwear. “Pleasure me,” she said, shoving my head towards her girlcock. I took it in hungrily.
  


  
    “Don’t worry, servant girl,” I heard Sadia say. “I will amuse myself with you. Try not to scream, it puts me off my pinching.”
  


  
    Kanda grabbed my hair, pulled me further onto her girldick. I had gotten a lot better at this now; Kanda was as good as her word about training me. I licked and sucked, worshipping her delicious cock, until I felt the tension that meant she was about to come. I swallowed most of it, though I did choke a bit; but Kanda secretly quite likes that, in the same way that she likes when my eye makeup runs. There’s a reason I don’t wear waterproof.
  


  
    Sadia raised her head from Mariëtte’s nipple. “If you’ve finished,” she said, “we need to decide what to do with our disobedient serving girl.”
  


  
    “I think,” Kanda said, somewhat breathlessly, “she ought to get roughly fucked by our new pet.”
  


  
    “Oh yes,” said Sadia. “That would put her in her place. Let’s see.”
  


  
    Sadia stuck a finger in Mariëtte’s pussy, causing Mariëtte to flex and moan.
  


  
    “Embarrassingly wet,” said Sadia. “Slut, come here.”
  


  
    “Yes, princess,” I said.
  


  
    “You remember the safewords,” asked Kanda in a stage whisper. Mariëtte and I nodded.
  


  
    They positioned me over her, like I was a toy being posed. Mariëtte made some cursory struggles, but Sadia and Kanda slapped her legs apart.
  


  
    “Lower yourself into her,” instructed Sadia. “Nice and slowly.”
  


  
    I looked at Mariëtte, very briefly; her expression was lip-bitingly horny, and I supposed mine was the same.
  


  
    I eased my girldick into her; I didn’t have to think much, between the safewords and the orders, my anxiety had almost vanished. My dommes knew what they were doing; all I had to do was whatever they instructed. 
  


  
    Kanda and Sadia were both watching; I didn’t want to look at them, but I pictured cruel smiles. Kanda roughly squeezed my bum. “Now, fuck her,” she hissed.
  


  
    I started thrusting into Mariëtte; she gave a quiet moan.
  


  
    “Look at each other,” Sadia said, grabbing my chin. Mariëtte and I locked eyes: we both got even more blushy.
  


  
    She was subtly rolling her hips into each thrust now; her warm, wet cunt was hungry for my girldick. We both moaned. Sadia and Kanda touched our bodies, tracing hands across us, as if admiring a sculpture.
  


  
    My thrusting was getting quite fast now; I could tell I was almost there, and probably Mariëtte too.
  


  
    “Stop!” commanded Sadia.
  


  
    Halting the thrust seemed like the most difficult thing I had ever done. I involuntarily gave a groan of complaint. Mariëtte, or her body, actually continued with the reciprocal thrust for a second, before also shuddering to a halt.
  


  
    Kanda climbed onto the bed; she kissed my back, and bit my shoulder. “Pet,” she whispered. “I’m going to fuck you up the arse. How do you feel about that?”
  


  
    “O-okay, mistress.”
  


  
    “Traffic light?”
  


  
    “Green,” I said. “Well, maybe amber-green. I’m scared.”
  


  
    “We have spells and potions,” Kanda said. “And your safeword, of course. I’ll look after you, May.”
  


  
    Yes, all play aside, that was true. I nodded. “Green,” I said.
  


  
    Kanda turned my head and kissed me. Sadia was already reciting some spell over my bottom; which made me smile.
  


  
    There was a glittering sound, and I felt suddenly a little lighter, a little cleaner.
  


  
    Sadia passed Kanda a small potion bottle; Kanda poured a little onto my arse. It was slightly cold. It felt like it organised itself, spreading, spiralling into my butt. It was pleasantly cool, and kind of relaxing.
  


  
    “Traffic light, May?” said Kanda.
  


  
    “Green.”
  


  
    Kanda positioned herself behind me. I felt her girlcock brush against my bottom, playing around my asshole.
  


  
    “The potion has done its work, Kanda,” said Sadia. “She’s loose and lubed. May, we still green?”
  


  
    I nodded.
  


  
    “May, breathe deeply,” said Sadia. “When Kanda pushes in, you slowly breathe out. Okay?”
  


  
    I nodded again.
  


  
    I felt the tip of Kanda’s girldick probe my anus; they were right, the potion had worked, I opened without resistance. I breathed out, as Kanda carefully inserted herself; it was strange, full, hot but also oddly cosy. Inch after inch was inserted; I’d sucked it enough to know that Kanda’s cock wasn’t huge, but it felt massive now. I moaned, and—mortifyingly—drooled on Mariëtte. I’d almost forgotten about her, despite being hard inside her. And then dribbling on her. Very rude.
  


  
    “S-sorry, Mari-mari—” I gasped.
  


  
    Mariëtte smiled. “Call me Jette,” she whispered, my saliva running down her cheek.
  


  
    Kanda started to thrust. I was aware that my senses—which were currently telling me that Kanda’s girlcock had somehow quadrupled in size—were not very accurate. Rationally, I knew that her thrusts were probably more like centimetres, but it was difficult to not imagine a huge battering ram, smashing my innards beautifully. I was breathless, moaning, but also very happy.
  


  
    Without conscious thought, I started thrusting as well. I almost felt like a puppet, like Kanda was operating my girldick as well. This is not a complaint.
  


  
    Mariëtte—Jette—was responding to the rhythm too. The whole world seemed to be rocking; certainly the bed was. Sadia was watching, smiling, frigging herself.
  


  
    Then Kanda adjusted her angle somewhat and… wow. I came, but that was secondary to the mind-wiping pleasure. I’m not sure how long it took, but it felt different, special. When my focus returned, Jette was coming too; tight walls trying to push me out, but I was still too hard, and anyway, I had nowhere to go. As her moans trailed off, Kanda came as well; again, I knew my senses weren’t accurate, but I smiled to think of her pumping me full. She kissed my back.
  


  
    We sort of slid off and out of each other, a complete mess of juices.
  


  
    I blearily focused on Sadia, who was getting a strap-on out of a cupboard. She noticed me looking; “The night, well, morning, is young.”
  


  
    Interlude
  


  
    “Knots?” the human, May, said incredulously.
  


  
    “It’s nice,” I said, picking the tiny bilberries off the low bush. “It means that you have to stay very close. Cuddling. Your dominant and you are joined, for a while. You can’t do anything, so you just think and get filled.”
  


  
    “Wow,” said May. “I’m only just getting used to… you know… up the bum, but I think I’m glad that the witches don’t knot.”
  


  
    “Are the witches that own you really nice?” I asked.
  


  
    “They don’t really own me, not really,” said May. “But, yes, they are. They all seem nice at Greengrove. But I understand why you don’t trust them.”
  


  
    I nodded. “Waxcap says witches are subtle, and full of trickery,” I said. “Thinking back, though I was always glad to be used, it was meaner than it should be. She—my witch—terrified the herd. She terrifies me. But we had to love her. Do you love your witches?”
  


  
    May looked surprised. “Um… yes, I do,” she said. “But it’s not because of magic. It’s just… well, you know… like you and Waxcap or Birch.”
  


  
    “They protect you, mate with you, and mark you?”
  


  
    “Er, well, yeah,” said May. “But I meant, they care.”
  


  
    I supposed Waxcap did care. Birch as well. I supposed I cared back, even if they were tedious about not eating me.
  


  
    I didn’t trust witches, but maybe the human was correct. Maybe she wasn’t. The forest had felt odd of late.
  


  
    “Oh Waxcap is back,” said May. “I need to ask her about rabbit sizes.”
  


  
    I nodded, and turned back to the bilberry bush, but stopped. I felt that something was wrong. My vision seemed cloudy, wobbly.
  


  
    The air opened in front of me, unzippered, and my witch was there. I tried to move, to scream, but everything was moving slowly.
  


  
    6. Sticks and stones may break my bones
  


  
    I turned at some quiet sound, a whump or similar, in time to see a figure grab Morsel and disappear.
  


  
    I was still trying to make sense of it, when Waxcap thundered by me.
  


  
    She howled, low and urgent. I ran up.
  


  
    “What’s—” I said. “Where’s—”
  


  
    “Witch stuff,” snarled Waxcap, spines rattling terribly. “Apportation.”
  


  
    A lot of hellhounds ran up, appearing almost noiselessly; I recognised Birch and Snowdrop.
  


  
    “Apportation?” I said. “We don’t know where she’s gone?”
  


  
    “Short-ish range, carrying someone,” said Birch.
  


  
    “We should get the Greengrave witches,” I said.
  


  
    “No!” said Waxcap, shining teeth close to my face. “This is why we don’t hold with witches.”
  


  
    Snowdrop cocked her ear. “A vehicle moving on the service road,” she said. “Could be a coincidence, but—”
  


  
    Waxcap was already moving, an eerie howl calling the other hellhounds to her. In next to no time, the patch of forest was empty, the bilberry bushes trampled.
  


  
    I began hurrying back towards Greengrave; whatever Waxcap’s opinion, the viscountess probably needed to know what was going on.
  


  
    I hadn’t gone far when Enoki appeared in front of me, causing me to swear, and trip.
  


  
    “What’s going on, May?” she said. “Why are the hellhounds going wild?”
  


  
    I gave her an abbreviated explanation.
  


  
    “We need to tell the mistresses,” said Enoki. She hugged me, and the world somehow shifted disconcertingly. I was in a bedroom; I could tell by the fact we were standing on a bed. The faces—angry, confused—of the viscountess and her wife were looking up at me.
  


  
    Interlude
  


  
    I was frozen. I didn’t know whether it was magic or just some ‘stuck in the headlights’ thing.
  


  
    The Land Rover bounced over potholes, slamming me into the vehicle floor again and again, unable to brace. My horns, my stump, hit the metal floor painfully each time. I couldn’t even scream.
  


  
    Eventually we stopped. I had no idea where. I was afraid, but the fear didn’t release me, it just fluttered within me.
  


  
    The back door of the Land Rover was slammed open, and my witch grabbed a horn and flung me out. I landed, skidded, in some mud. We were on a hilltop somewhere.
  


  
    I tried to look around, but I was still paralysed, mostly staring at the ground. A sensible shoe to my face turned me to look upward.
  


  
    “Why didn’t you just die?” said my witch. Her clothes were expensive but dirty. Her face was as cruel as I remember. “Dolls do, you know?” she said. “Good dolls. Don’t fuck them for a while and they fold up and cry themselves to death.”
  


  
    She withdrew from my vision, and I heard her clonking around in the back of the Land Rover.
  


  
    “That’s what I thought you had done, when you ran off,” she continued. “Thought that finally you were a good doll, and had gone to die in a ditch.”
  


  
    She returned to my field of vision, holding a machete. “Then I read in a paper that there was a deer-doll that thought itself a hellhound, and I just knew it would be my stupid, crippled doll.”
  


  
    Blue fire sprung up on the blade of the machete. “Well, I’m not going to let you embarrass me,” she said. “I should have done this the moment you lost your stupid arm, but witches today are too concerned about cruelty to dolls. Ridiculous. Like worrying about cruelty to maggots.” She raised the machete. “You live and die for us!”
  


  
    A howl rang out. Waxcap! And others.
  


  
    “Oh, an audience!” said my witch. More blue flames sprang into place—as far as I could tell—around us. “This is what they should have done to start with; cleansed each pack with witch-fire. It’s a shame you will miss it.”
  


  
    She brought the machete down.
  


  
    7. Let the chips fall where they may
  


  
    I ducked my head, trying to see out the front of the Range Rover. The viscountess drove at the aggressive pace of a country landowner, and made no adjustment for mud and potholes. We were on some kind of hill. She swerved and slammed the brakes on, sending Enoki into my lap.
  


  
    She narrowly missed several hellhounds; all of the pack must have been here. They seemed to be ignoring us, for now.
  


  
    There was some sort of fire ahead, blue and sparkly. I might not be a witch, but I was guessing magic. Beyond the flames I could make out a weapon being raised.
  


  
    “Enoki,” said Wren. The cat-doll disappeared.
  


  
    Wren and the viscountess began getting out of the vehicle. There was a crump on the roof, and I hurried out as well.
  


  
    Enoki and Morsel were on the roof; Morsel looked still, but alive.
  


  
    “I will burn the fucking lot of you,” shouted a voice. A blue fireball shot through the curtain of flames; hellhounds diving out of the way.
  


  
    “I know my deer-doll is out there,” the voice said. “And I don’t mind fucking killing the rest of you first.”
  


  
    “Lady Margot, some decorum please,” shouted the viscountess.
  


  
    “Is that young Verity?” said, presumably, Lady Margot. “Arm yourself against the pack.”
  


  
    This caused the hellhounds to notice our presence, and caused a large number of muzzles to point in our direction. And we didn’t have a handy wall of flame.
  


  
    The viscountess shrugged. “We have no quarrel with them,” she said. “I suggest you get back in your vehicle, and floor it.”
  


  
    “And miss out on burning these stupid dogs to death?” said Lady Margot.
  


  
    But the flames were getting lower. I glanced at Wren, who was quivering and shaking.
  


  
    “What are you doing?” said Lady Margot.
  


  
    “Nothing,” said the viscountess. “Stealing the power of a witch, in use, out of the air, is almost impossible. You never met my wife, did you?”
  


  
    The curtain of flames guttered and died. The flames wrapping around the witch’s hand and machete did the same. The hellhounds began stalking forwards, Waxcap in the lead.
  


  
    Lady Margot backed up. “Verity, I was friends with your mother,” she said.
  


  
    “Oh,” said the viscountess. “Well, do give her my regards.”
  


  
    Waxcap leaped. The machete cut into her, but she ignored it, biting into the witch’s neck, cutting short a horrible scream. The pack descended on her.
  


  
    I turned away. Morsel was moving a little now. Wren turned to her, and put a shaky hand on her shoulder.
  


  
    Little motes of blackness were boiling off Wren’s skin. Again, I didn’t know magic, but that seemed bad. Morsel spasmed, making the vehicle roof shake noisily.
  


  
    Limned in blue fire, an arm was beginning to form below Morsel’s stump. In fact, the stump grew into it, like a sapling in fast motion. It was a hellhound limb, no doubt, clawed and angular, but it seemed to fit.
  


  
    With it done, Wren slumped into her wife’s arms. The viscountess carefully put her into the car.
  


  
    Enoki and I helped Morsel down from the roof; she was still marvelling at her new arm, still glowing slightly and with luminous blue patches.
  


  
    Waxcap ran up. “I saved you some liver,” she said, proffering a bloody chunk. “I know you don’t normally eat that stuff, but she was your enemy…”
  


  
    “I couldn’t do anything though,” said Morsel.
  


  
    “That’s what the pack is for,” said Waxcap. “No shame in being defended by people who love you.”
  


  
    Morsel blushed and looked down. She took the chunk of meat—using her new arm—and awkwardly chewed it.
  


  
    The other hellhounds gathered around the Range Rover. I was used to them, and they were still intimidating. I nodded to Birch and Snowdrop.
  


  
    “Well,” said Morsel, with slightly bloodied teeth. “I definitely prefer berries.”
  


  
    “Is the body gone?” said the viscountess, getting out of the car, having checked on Wren.
  


  
    Waxcap nodded. “Hellhounds don’t leave scraps.”
  


  
    “Good,” the viscountess said. “Dead witches are usually consumed by uncast spells, so the police won’t find it odd when they discover her car involved in a tragic accident, and no body. Some of the drainage ditches on these country lanes are deadly.”
  


  
    Waxcap nodded.
  


  
    “Right,” the viscountess said. “Take your friend and get back home. Try not to wake all of Lytleigh in the process.”
  


  
    “You have the thanks of the pack,” Waxcap said.
  


  
    “Neighbours should look out for one another,” said the viscountess, smiling.
  


  
    “Yes,” muttered Enoki. “A cup of sugar here. A brutal cannibalistic murder there.”
  


  
    Waxcap nodded. Birch and Snowdrop supported Morsel, and the hellhounds disappeared in a swish of serpentine tails.
  


  
    “Oh, and welcome to a conspiracy, May,” said the viscountess. “Your first?”
  


  
    I nodded.
  


  
    “You’ll get the hang of it,” she said. “Now, Enoki, fancy learning to drive?”
  


  
    ⁂
  


  
    “Really?” said Kanda. We were all sprawled a bit awkwardly on her bed; it really wasn’t big enough for four. I was jammed in between Kanda and Sadia, and Jette was curled on top of us.
  


  
    “Yes, Greengrove is sponsoring the entire project, and its follow-up,” I said. “I don’t know what the viscountess said to the university, but they are being super polite. When I corrected my supervisor on my pronouns, he nearly crapped himself.”
  


  
    “So, you’ll be here for longer?” said Sadia.
  


  
    “Yes, phase two of the project is quite expansive,” I said. “And they are going to pick up the deer-doll herd from Lady Margot’s estate sale. Comparing deer-dolls and puppy-dolls with their hellhound equivalents is a big part of the project.”
  


  
    “Big time researcher,” said Kanda, kissing my shoulder. “Hope you won’t be too busy to get roughly fucked by your dommes.”
  


  
    “A work/life balance is important,” I said, though my delivery was somewhat impeded by Kanda grabbing my hips and manoeuvring me into place.
  


  
    Interlude
  


  
    I pressed Birch down further into the bracken. This was definitely a two-handed job.
  


  
    “You can dig your claws in if you want,” she said, voice muffled by leaves, and a little breathless. “We’re hellhounds, we can take it.”
  


  
    I tightened the claw very slightly, and repositioned myself, pressing my girlcock more firmly into her arse.
  


  
    She gasped. “Mhm, yes,” she said. Her tail coiled around my waist.
  


  
    I started to move, to thrust into her warm passage. She backed into me, trying to get the timing right. I was worried, because my girlcock was not as big as Waxcap’s, but she really wanted this.
  


  
    “Faster,” whispered Birch. “Rail me. You won’t hurt me.”
  


  
    I stepped up the speed. I had felt a little weird at first, but I was definitely getting into it.
  


  
    “Mhm,” whimpered Birch, which I took as a good sign.
  


  
    I felt something change, an alteration in my girldick, like a second hardness.
  


  
    “Unfh!” Birch exclaimed. “Morsel, you’re knotting!”
  


  
    Wow, I suppose I really was becoming a hellhound. I came.
  


  
    On the Origin of the Anti-Witch Alliance
  


  
    Bloody hell, do you people not know how to make a proper cup of tea?
  


  
    Oh, it’s from a machine, is it? Ah, I suppose a machine can’t learn to use a kettle like every other fucker. You’re investigators of arcane mysteries, but I see the fucking tea-bag passed you by. Fine, get on with it then; ask your questions.
  


  
    Wait. Let me stop you there. That Discord is private. Yeah, well, Order or no, that doesn’t mean you can look at a witch’s private messages.
  


  
    Oh, sure, you’re being friendly. A chat, is it? A crappy interview room, crappy tea, no fucking sign of a sarnie, and dredging up a witch’s private messages. Very friendly.
  


  
    Okay, yes, I did say “Oops girls, think I created the AWA!” No, I’m not pro-AWA, I’m a bloody witch. I’m not wearing this hat to prevent fucking sunburn, right?
  


  
    Look, some of the stuff I did back at the academy was stupid. I was a student! They’re all silly bastards. Yeah, Knocknairshill Academy for the Magically Gifted.
  


  
    Well, Maggie had brought in some… what do you call them? Tracts, you know? Like leaflets. Not, you know, Monty Python, although Maggie does have some massive—
  


  
    Alright, alright, keep your hair on, I’m getting to it. Where was I? Leaflets, right. Being handed out in town. They were deranged anti-witch stuff; we had a good laugh at them. A blogger, sorry, citizen-journalist wrote them; whatsherface—yeah, her—trying to get her unhinged message out. Honestly, not surprised she was upset; if my job required me to be a writer, and all I could do was write that dreck, I’d be miserable too.
  


  
    So these leaflets were shit like “The Ancient Evil Among Us.” We said “Amongus” because—oh, you remember that? And “Witches: not women but demons.” Well, we made a fake sign for the Ladies. Oh, very sorry that we weren’t as funny as justiciars, Ms. Chuckle!
  


  
    We were just messing around. Student witches, you know? Yes, I did study, actually; I was fucking brilliant at neopotenology. Yeah, new spells, or combinations of spells.
  


  
    Anyhow, apparently word reached the journo that we—student witches—had read her tracts. And she really escalated. “Knocknairshill Students Cursed Me,” that sort of thing. We just laughed. No-one cursed her; she was too entertaining. Anyway, she was working up to her fucking magnum opus; “The Secrets of Knocknairshill.”
  


  
    Now, they’ll do you a tour if you like; it’s all 19th century decorative brickwork, you know. Quite nice, a little run-down. But I don’t think she went on the tour. She said it was mediaeval, with magical staircases, and that sort of crap. That we played football on broomsticks! I mean, why? We had a good non-magical football team; nobody broke their neck playing that. But the really funny thing was this; she said we didn’t have toilets—that we would shit where we stood and magic it away! Oh, we had fun with that! Every time a student said she was going to the loo, we’d say “wands out”, that sort of thing. Oh, sorry, Ms. Chuckle, I’m sure you could have done better.
  


  
    It was probably the tersus cantrip she was thinking of; I guessed she’d heard about people not just using it for cleaning, but for, you know, an arse scrub before going in the backdoor. Anyway, we all had a good laugh about it.
  


  
    But, well, it sounds wanky to say, but this blogger was gathering her forces. You know, the whole “slowly and surely, they drew their plans against us,” thing. And this meant gathering people. Idiots, in other words. People like, I don’t know, ‘mums’ who had alienated their own family and were looking to take this irritation much further. Divorced dads, keen to pursue the bloody hobby that had cost them their marriage. The normal witch-hating misogynists, of course. Quiet tories, who despite voting centrist, were ever alert for any opportunity to kick people. The nazis and has-beens that hook onto such things. Sorry, you are right, they just annoy me. Yeah, teaching my grandmother to suck eggs, I know.
  


  
    Anyhow, these shitheads lapped up these tales of evil witches. They believed that we were dollifying and mind-controlling normal people. We were still laughing; like, stopping that is your job.
  


  
    But, of course, it didn’t stop at stupid twitter threads. A group of these ‘just asking questions’ fuckers, including the journo herself, cornered Maggie in a pub toilet. Now, she’s a talented witch, so she wasn’t exactly in danger, but it wasn’t nice to be surrounded by idiots shoving, spitting and ranting. Shouting “Matthew Hopkins did nothing wrong”, for fuck’s sake, and alluding to flames and faggots.
  


  
    And you, the bloody Knightly Order of Nimue would go mad if she fireballed them, wouldn’t you? She eventually did some light mind-control and got away. But she was very shaken up. And the bullies were mad at being mind-controlled. You better not go after Maggie for that, or I’ll—Good.
  


  
    So, we were all cross, me particularly. I had a massive crush on Maggie, for a start, so I was raging. So I did something a bit stupid, maybe.
  


  
    Do you know how cantrips work, really work? Yes, smarty-pants, you just bloody say them. Right, what that does is actually links to the master spell in one of the higher spheres. I mean, tersus is a simple cantrip, even young students can manage it. But what it does is; works out what’s clean versus unclean, and teleports the filth to a null dimension. Yes, destroys it, same thing. But telling clean from dirty is hard; spill gravel on a desk, that’s rubbish, but spill gravel in a fishbowl, that’s decoration. The first thing they have you do in neopotenology class is to roll your own tersus, and fuck me was it difficult. Spells that stripped off the varnish, or left desks looking like Swiss cheese. A girl vanished her own hair, because fallen hair is bad. Gives you a new appreciation for the master spells, I can tell you. Honed for hundreds of years. It took us a term till we had an initial tersus that wouldn’t kill us.
  


  
    Alright, alright, I’m getting to the point. I built another new version of tersus now. I had many terms experience, and had gotten very good at it. So, rather than teleport the rubbish to nowhere, the new spell actually teleported it to the approximate location of whatsherface. We called it turdus, even though technically that’s just a thrush and not, like, shit.
  


  
    Now, it was both more difficult and more expensive—magicwise—than regular tersus, so we didn’t do it often. But it became a bit of an in-joke to use it occasionally; like before or after a major railing. Maggie said it really got her in the mood—you’re right, not relevant.
  


  
    Now, the journo complained to the academy, of course, and the press. She was very annoyed, and I kind of see why; having filth occasionally appear around you is a bit of a pisser. Like being on a bus and seeing people with the Daily Mail. But, live by the crap, die by the crap, I suppose.
  


  
    Anyhow we eventually decided we’d had enough revenge. We retired turdus, although the spell had pretty much spread throughout the whole academy by then, and it took a while for the admin to shut it down.
  


  
    But I reckon it pushed her—the blogger—over the edge. Her blog and twitter threads became increasingly unhinged. Soon after, she announced the formation of AWA. Then the fire bombings of witch-focused businesses, with AWA’s ‘Resistance Executive’ claiming responsibility. So I can’t help feeling a little to blame for that.
  


  
    Yeah, you’re right. You don’t have to be perfect to deserve shitheads not trying to genocide you. I guess she was always going to go down this path; it wouldn’t have helped if we had been a little bit nicer.
  


  
    And it was pretty funny.
  


  
    No? Still not cracking a smile. Suit yourself. Can I go then? Maggie’s cooking tonight, and I don’t want to be late.
  


  
    Investigations
  


  
    Part One: Apollonia Leighton, Britain
  


  
    The lights were always low in the Knightly Order of Nimue headquarters; orange, flickering and feeble, as if tired by the weight of history. Modern electricity didn’t seem fully confident here; browning and blacking out, popping and sparking. The non-witch staff often complained, but MacKenzie didn’t really mind.
  


  
    Against the dimness, the green mote snapped and sizzled in its arcane cage; wires linked to brass nibs producing a continuous flow of lines on a spooling ribbon of paper. MacKenzie held the paper lightly, looking for patterns. She was good at patterns.
  


  
    A rapping at the door upset the mote, causing the lines to go wild.
  


  
    “Yes?” MacKenzie did not keep the irritation out of her voice.
  


  
    KJ Celeste Oxana popped her head around the door. “KC Kashyap wants to see you,” she said, cheerfully.
  


  
    “Now, presumably?” said MacKenzie. “She didn’t consider setting up a meeting at a mutually convenient time?”
  


  
    Celeste shrugged. “Must be important.”
  


  
    MacKenzie grunted and waved her away.
  


  
    ⁂
  


  
    Knight-Commander Rajkumari Kashyap had done little to redecorate the office since taking it over from her predecessor. The family photos had gone, but the average watercolours were still in place, as were the decorative jugs.
  


  
    “Knight-Superior MacKenzie, Mack, good afternoon,” she said, glancing at her watch. “Take a seat.”
  


  
    MacKenzie did so.
  


  
    “The paperwork will be issued soon, but I just wanted to let you know; we’re putting you on the Leighton case.”
  


  
    “With respect, ma’am, my current case leaves me with little—”
  


  
    “The hellhound case?” the commander said. “We’re dropping it.”
  


  
    “But ma’am,” said MacKenzie. “I believe I am close to identifying the witches responsible. I don’t know if you’ve read my latest update but—”
  


  
    “And I don’t know if you’ve read the newspapers, Knight-Superior,” she said, “but they believe that all the hellhounds were abused puppy-dolls.”
  


  
    “Yes, ma’am,” said MacKenzie. “I included that several updates ago. The spell still broke five major ordinances.”
  


  
    Rajkumari sighed. She opened her desk drawer. “Chocolate hobnob?” she said, offering the packet to MacKenzie. She shook her head. “Well, I will. This job runs on sugar. Look, what’s the point of the Knightly Order of Nimue?”
  


  
    “To ensure the safety of the witchfolk of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland, by ensuring reasonable measures in the practise of magic. This shall be done by enforcement of—”
  


  
    “Yes, quite,” interrupted Rajkumari. “Ensure the safety of witchfolk. British normals love dogs, Mack. Not so keen on dolls, but really, excuse me, fucking love dogs. If we confirm the widespread abuse of dog-dolls, do you think that makes us safer?”
  


  
    “That doesn’t seem relevant to—” began MacKenzie.
  


  
    “But it is,” said the Knight-Commander. “If people see witches as puppy kickers, that puts us in danger. You have to see the big picture, Mack.”
  


  
    “The big picture, surely, is the enforcement of ordinances,” said MacKenzie.
  


  
    “No, Knight-Superior, it isn’t.” said Rajkumari. “Look, we came up together, Mack. You’re a fine investigator, but the reason you’re stuck in the basement is your unwillingness to see the bigger picture. Drop the case, archive the files, take the rest of the day off. The Leighton case notes will be with you tomorrow.”
  


  
    ⁂
  


  
    It was raining when MacKenzie left the office. She pulled up her collar and cast a quick rain-shield before walking back to her flat. She sat blank-eyed in front of the television for a while, and then pulled out her phone. Paused a bit before pressing the button.
  


  
    “Clover,” she said, when the call was answered. “Are you free tonight?”
  


  
    There was a brief pause. “Got a shift at the bar,” Clover said, “but I can find someone to cover. Nice to hear from you again—”
  


  
    “I’ll see you at the normal time.” MacKenzie pressed the button to hang up.
  


  
    ⁂
  


  
    At eight o’clock, MacKenzie hit the buzzer.
  


  
    “On the dot, detective,” said Clover, rendered static-y by the ancient intercom. The door clicked.
  


  
    In the kitchen area, MacKenzie took off her coat and jacket.
  


  
    “I trust the normal arrangement is fine,” said MacKenzie, getting out an envelope. “And the usual protocols and limitations. I added a small increase to the payment based on the inflation rate; I used the RPI value rather than the CPI value because—”
  


  
    Clover smiled. “That’s fine,” she said, leaving the envelope untouched. She had evidently dressed for the appointment, a gauzy gown over some frilly underwear. MacKenzie could see the bulge of girldick.
  


  
    “Did you have a bad day at work,” Clover said, “because—”
  


  
    MacKenzie took out her wand—KON issued, dark English Oak—and flourished it. A cord of red wrapped itself around Clover’s throat and carried her back into the wall. The magical binding was not tight enough to stop her breathing, but MacKenzie knew it was tight enough to make her very aware of that breathing. MacKenzie could see her chest moving, rapidly, and her girldick, already erect, popping out of her panties.
  


  
    “Silence,” said MacKenzie, unnecessarily. She carefully removed her shirt, folding it. She ignored a suppressed squeal from Clover who enjoyed—or pretended to enjoy—the results of the KON gym.
  


  
    MacKenzie moved her wand again, and the binding coiled around the rest of Clover’s body, enwrapping waist and wrists, legs and ankles. MacKenzie brought Clover over to her, floating in the air. She stripped off her bra and panties in a very businesslike way, and just looked at her, half sneering. Clover’s cock twitched.
  


  
    MacKenzie directed Clover’s suspended form through to the bedroom. She let the magic waver for a second, to dump Clover on the bed, then tightened up again.
  


  
    MacKenzie pulled a chair over and sat down. She adjusted the magic again; it flowed out, locking down each joint, till even Clover’s fingers were held immobile. MacKenzie watched her breathing—rapid and slightly fluttery.
  


  
    MacKenzie moved the wand again, wrapping spirals of energy around Clover’s breasts, squeezing them. Clover gave a halting moan. MacKenzie smiled, and altered the spirals of energy until she guessed it was right on the limit of Clover’s tolerance. She moved the wand again, and looped a tight tendril of energy around each nipple. Clover gave a little scream and shuddered in an attempt to writhe.
  


  
    “You are nothing,” said MacKenzie, coldly. “A discarded toy.”
  


  
    “Ad—” began Clover, but MacKenzie tightened the bindings at her neck.
  


  
    “I said silence,” said MacKenzie, waiting a few seconds before loosening the binding. Clover’s girlcock was leaking.
  


  
    MacKenzie coiled her magic around Clover’s cock, straightening it skyward. Clover’s breathing got harsher. MacKenzie tightened the grip, and started a slow rhythmic pulsing, starting at the bottom of the spiral and working its way up to the top.
  


  
    MacKenzie stood, and moved over to Clover’s head, sitting on the floor, so that their heads were at the same level. MacKenzie twisted her wand, and the pulsing accelerated.
  


  
    “I’m going to drain you, remorselessly,” she whispered. “You have no choice in the matter.”
  


  
    Clover made a noise, perhaps of approval. MacKenzie watched her face, the tiny muscles, the micro-expressions.
  


  
    It didn’t take long for her to orgasm. MacKenzie prevented her breathing for the culmination; holding for a long moment, before releasing again. The pulsing continued; she came again and again, with greater and greater gaps between them. Still watching Clover’s face, MacKenzie decided that she was done. MacKenzie stiffened the binding from top to bottom, a final paroxysm of rigidness, before releasing the magic. Clover relaxed back onto the bed, its springs creaking.
  


  
    MacKenzie let Clover pant for a bit. Clover flipped out a hand towards her. “Adora…” Clover whispered.
  


  
    MacKenzie took her hand for a moment, then transitioned into feeling for her pulse. Rapid but healthy.
  


  
    “Any bruises or abrasions?” asked MacKenzie. The indentations and redness formed by the binding was already fading. MacKenzie visually checked the joints for damage caused by struggling, but all looked well.
  


  
    Clover shook her head, but then said, “My heel.”
  


  
    MacKenzie moved down the bed. There was a small bruise on her left heel.
  


  
    “Hit it on the doorframe when you were manoeuvring me in here,” Clover said.
  


  
    MacKenzie winced. “You should have said something.”
  


  
    “What, and delay things?” said Clover, cheerily.
  


  
    MacKenzie didn’t bother with her wand, but put her hand either side of the bruise, recited some ritual words, and watched the bruise dissolve into healthy skin.
  


  
    “There,” said MacKenzie. “Anything else? I can’t sense any major problems.”
  


  
    “No.” Clover sprawled out, languorously. “Everything’s fine. Messy but fine.”
  


  
    MacKenzie stood. “Then I will take my leave, Clover. Thank you.”
  


  
    “Adora,” Clover said. “You paid for the night; you can stay.”
  


  
    “Thank you,” said MacKenzie, “but no.”
  


  
    “Wait, Adora,” said Clover. “Do you go home to wank about this? You could do that here. On me, if you want. In me, if you want.”
  


  
    MacKenzie shook her head. “At some point, I will masturbate to this evening’s activities,” she said. “But it will take a while for the shame to abate.”
  


  
    “But—”
  


  
    “Goodnight, Clover.”
  


  
    ⁂
  


  
    As she walked out into the living room, MacKenzie felt some subtle change in air pressure. She pulled out her wand; it was a field of silence.
  


  
    “In here, Knight-Superior,” called an unfamiliar voice from the kitchen. “I didn’t want to disturb you.”
  


  
    MacKenzie muttered some words under her breath, and levelled her wand. She cautiously made her way towards the kitchen. A woman—a witch, obviously—was sitting at the kitchen table, and leafing through one of Clover’s supermarket magazines. She was pale, and black-haired, wearing a dark, finely cut suit. She did not look up.
  


  
    “What are you doing?” demanded MacKenzie.
  


  
    “Waiting for you.” Now she looked up, and made no secret of admiring MacKenzie’s shoulders and abs. MacKenzie thought the face looked vaguely familiar.
  


  
    “Marlinspike, Mrs,” MacKenzie said. “Veronika. Witch, second class. Suspected AOMP operative.”
  


  
    Mrs Marlinspike made a moue. “Suspected AOMP operative? How very tedious that sounds,” she said. “I am merely a concerned citizen, Ms. Adoración MacKenzie, witch, also second class, Knight-Superior of the Knightly Order of Nimue.”
  


  
    “Again,” said MacKenzie. “What are you doing here? I could call for other justiciars.”
  


  
    “Yes, Adoración,” Mrs Marlinspike said. “You could. But why mess up a friendly chat? Sit down, and stop pointing that wand everywhere. I’m surprised a capable witch uses a wand so much.”
  


  
    MacKenzie paused, then put her wand back into her shoulder holster, and sat down. She grabbed her discarded shirt from the table, and pulled it on. “The wand is also a badge of office. And don’t use my first name.”
  


  
    Mrs Marlinspike smiled. “Very English.”
  


  
    “What do you want?” said MacKenzie. “Are you here to try to blackmail me?”
  


  
    “Oh, MacKenzie, you would hardly be the first witch, or the first cop, to use the services of a sex worker,” said Mrs Marlinspike.
  


  
    “I’m not a cop,” said MacKenzie.
  


  
    “Excuse me, a justiciar,” said Mrs Marlinspike. “I mean, your Order does seem more prudish than most. Perhaps your bosses would worry about how you met? But no, I’m not here to blackmail you; I’m here to ask a favour.”
  


  
    “No,” said MacKenzie. “I’m not helping the AOMP.”
  


  
    “Hear me out, first,” said Mrs Marlinspike. “The AOMP and the RSKS aren’t at odds over everything.”
  


  
    MacKenzie shrugged.
  


  
    “You were investigating the Hellhound mystery,” said Mrs Marlinspike. “But the RSKS has decided to park it, right? My friends at AOMP:BOC would like a copy of the files.”
  


  
    “Why?” said MacKenzie.
  


  
    “The spell went worldwide,” said Mrs Marlinspike. “Some people think that’s worth investigating. And you are a talented investigator, even if you have a blind spot.”
  


  
    “A blind spot?” said MacKenzie.
  


  
    “Yes.” Mrs Marlinspike stood, and put her mug in the sink. “You forget that things change. Check Clover’s background, for instance. Now, I must go; have a think about those files. Here’s my card.”
  


  
    Mrs Marlinspike put a card on the table, and walked past MacKenzie, to the door. “See you soon, justiciar.”
  


  
    ⁂
  


  
    MacKenzie crouched over the chalk portalling circle, making notes. The Leighton’s house was a ‘small’ manor, subsumed by the city, but posher than the smart offices around it.
  


  
    “The team has already checked it out, ma’am,” said KJ Oxana. “The transfer circle is all normal. Poppy made it through to the club intact.”
  


  
    “Poppy?” MacKenzie said, licking her finger and testing the chalk.
  


  
    “Our test rat, ma’am,” Oxana said.
  


  
    MacKenzie sighed and straightened up. She was sure there was a memo about not naming the damn things.
  


  
    “I know we’ve got to investigate, high up witch and all,” said Oxana, “but surely this is just one of those portalling accidents. I mean, a witch being chopped up, or mashed, or eaten by interdimensional shit; does happen.”
  


  
    “Indeed,” admitted MacKenzie, “but if you only look for one thing, you will only find one thing. Apollonia Leighton didn’t generally portal anywhere else?”
  


  
    “No, ma’am,” said Oxana. “This portalling room was used pretty much for that. There’s a receiving room just across the hall.”
  


  
    “And if her wife wanted to portal somewhere?”
  


  
    “Dunno, ma’am. But they’ve got plenty of space to draw circles, this one seemed to be kept for the club,” said Oxana. “Time to speak to the wife, ma’am?”
  


  
    “No,” said MacKenzie. “Let’s get your rat back.”
  


  
    She stood in the circle, phone out. KJ Oxana joined her, a little nervously.
  


  
    ⁂
  


  
    They arrived safely in the painted targeting circle. This circle wasn’t necessary, of course, but helpful for avoiding unpleasant simultaneous arrivals.
  


  
    The blood and flesh of Apollonia Leighton had long since vanished, of course, although the club staff had taken some photos. The Stropholos Club was a witches’ club, well-heeled members only. Miss Yates, a functionary—a maître d’ or floor manager or similar—came into the room carrying a rat in a KON cage.
  


  
    “Your rat,” she said, unimpressed.
  


  
    “Thank you,” said Oxana. “Hello KS Poppy, good little rat!”
  


  
    MacKenzie shook her head. “Celeste, have you got the timings written down?”
  


  
    “Yes, seven thirty PM.”
  


  
    “Arrival, or start of the—” MacKenzie checked her notes, “Witches Historical Society meeting?”
  


  
    “Both.”
  


  
    “Hmm, Miss Yates?” MacKenzie called.
  


  
    “Yes, justiciar,” said Miss Yates, wearily.
  


  
    “You noted the time when the body arrived,” asked MacKenzie.
  


  
    “I’ve given this information before.”
  


  
    “My apologies. You noted the time?” asked MacKenzie.
  


  
    “Seven thirty,” said Miss Yates.
  


  
    “Exactly?”
  


  
    “No.” She sighed. “I heard the portal activate from my desk down the hall. When no-one came out, I went to check. When I saw the… meat, I checked it was human, not some stupid practical joke. I rang the justiciars. The time then was seven thirty-six; so I estimate seven thirty approximately for the arrival.”
  


  
    “Thank you,” said MacKenzie. “And there was no-one else using the portal first?”
  


  
    “We had a guest twenty minutes earlier,” said Miss Yates, “approximately. But no-one else until the… body.”
  


  
    “And Leighton was a regular at this event, this society?” asked MacKenzie.
  


  
    “Yes, absolutely.”
  


  
    “Could you show me the room where they had their meeting?” asked MacKenzie.
  


  
    “Um, I suppose,” Miss Yates said. “If you will follow me.”
  


  
    “Celeste, once you’ve finished debriefing the rat,” said MacKenzie. “Reach out to the Witches Historical Society meeting, and get the minutes of the Monday meetings. Oh, and Apollonia wrote books, didn’t she? Get them. Right, lead on, Miss Yates.”
  


  
    MacKenzie followed her down the passageway and up a flight of stairs, remarking on the gilt statuary. Then down a long corridor, Miss Yates walking briskly enough that MacKenzie couldn’t really admire the oil paintings on the walls. Then up a final staircase and to a heavy wooden door. Miss Yates searched her overburdened key fob for the key.
  


  
    “That won’t be necessary, Miss Yates,” said MacKenzie. “Thank you for your help.”
  


  
    ⁂
  


  
    Back in her office, MacKenzie wrote up her notes; it was important to be thorough, although the case was a little boring.
  


  
    There was a knock at the door, and KJ Oxana bustled in, pushing an overloaded trolley.
  


  
    “Photostats of the Hellhound case,” she said, handing over a thick folder. MacKenzie tended to keep a copy of cases in her own files; it was frowned upon, but magical disasters tended to hit the archives with depressing regularity. “And Witches Historical Society minutes. I went for the last three years. I got a rather firm talking to about not damaging them.”
  


  
    “Oh sorry, Celeste,” MacKenzie said. “Three months would have been fine. The society can have them back soon.”
  


  
    “Yes, ma’am. And you asked Research for a basic background check?” She handed over a slim folder. “Oh, and the history books.”
  


  
    MacKenzie waved her thanks.
  


  
    She checked through the most recent minutes; they were written in longhand, in marbled folios. Apollonia was Vice President, and made her presence known, mostly through tedious points of order. MacKenzie flicked through the folios, then put them back on the pile.
  


  
    She leafed through a couple of the books; British history, particularly as regards witches. Dry, except for a few parts where it seemed mean-spirited instead.
  


  
    Finally, she picked up Clover’s background check; she had run one a few years back, but Mrs Marlinspike was right, things do change.
  


  
    ⁂
  


  
    “Adora,” said Clover, opening the door. “This is unusual. I could have been working.”
  


  
    “Wednesday you do most of the day at the coffee shop,” said MacKenzie, walking into the kitchen. “Weekends and occasional weekday evenings at the pub, plus you sometimes help out when a friend has a big cleaning job on.”
  


  
    “Yes, I work way too much,” said Clover. “That’s the world we live in, non-witches at least. Have you been doing research?”
  


  
    “No time anymore at Mx Berkley’s Lodge, and frankly you’re too busy with normal work to be an independent,” said MacKenzie.
  


  
    “What are you asking, justiciar?” said Clover.
  


  
    “Where are your other customers?” said MacKenzie.
  


  
    Clover sighed. She stood and got a bottle of whisky from a kitchen cupboard, along with a couple of mugs.
  


  
    “I finished paying for the ritual,” she said, pouring a generous measure into each mug. “Which means these puppies aren’t going anywhere, and I don’t have to fight the NHS.”
  


  
    Clover picked up her mug. “I earned a lot from witches, but they are, sorry, a bit messed up. I mean, you rescued me!”
  


  
    “Someone would have noticed,” MacKenzie said. “There are many physiological differences between a doll and a person, and the mind control spell would have worn off eventually, especially with the caster being dead.”
  


  
    “Well, no-one did notice until you turned up,” said Clover. “And it was pretty fucking traumatic. So yeah, since then I scaled back my sex work, paid off my debt, built up a little in the bank. I’m also getting older.”
  


  
    “But you didn’t stop with me?” said MacKenzie. “Presumably you are afraid of the KON, and maybe assume that you ‘owe’ me for the so-called rescue. I assure you, this—”
  


  
    “No, stupid,” said Clover. She paused. “You pay well, and… it’s fun. I mean, paid to cum, it’s not bad.”
  


  
    “I am cruel and degrading.”
  


  
    “I know,” said Clover, smiling. “But I also know real cruelty and real degradation, and it isn’t carefully restraining someone and then giving them amazing orgasms.”
  


  
    MacKenzie sat in silence for a moment.
  


  
    “Why? Does it worry you?” asked Clover.
  


  
    “It raises the possibility of some sort of blackmail, or subterfuge,” said MacKenzie. “Though I can’t see how it would work.”
  


  
    “You are a bit of an idiot, Adora,” said Clover.
  


  
    “Yeah,” MacKenzie said. “I should go.”
  


  
    “Why don’t you stay?” said Clover. “I mean, you are here anyway.”
  


  
    “No,” said MacKenzie. “I’ll get out of your hair.”
  


  
    ⁂
  


  
    On her walk home, MacKenzie dialled Mrs Marlinspike’s phone number.
  


  
    “You can have the files,” she said gruffly into the phone. “Better that someone is looking at them. Where do you want to meet?”
  


  
    “Come to the park near your apartment,” said Mrs Marlinspike.
  


  
    ⁂
  


  
    Mrs Marlinspike was leaning on the rail of a disused bandstand.
  


  
    MacKenzie took the Hellhound papers out of her case, and handed them across.
  


  
    “This is a one-off,” she said.
  


  
    “Of course,” said Mrs Marlinspike. “We cooperate where there is mutual advantage, compete where there is not.”
  


  
    MacKenzie grunted. That wasn’t quite the same as a one-off, she thought.
  


  
    “Hey,” MacKenzie said. “You’re good at apportation magic, right? I mean, you appeared in Clover’s kitchen without me realising.”
  


  
    “I have some practice, yes,” said Mrs Marlinspike.
  


  
    “What are the chances of erasing one part of a rune of a targeting address and finding another working address? I mean, changing one rune, maybe erasing a stroke,” asked MacKenzie.
  


  
    “Slim, but possible. There are maybe a dozen runes close enough to each other to work, but most random addresses are in solid ground, or miles high, or in walls, etc. Modern rituals will just not work rather than transfer you to your death. Also addresses are not sequential; two very similar addresses could be on opposite sides of the world. With enough time, one could probably find one that worked though; taking each rune, and trying close substitutions. Seems like a lot of research, for little benefit.”
  


  
    “Right,” MacKenzie said.
  


  
    “Sometimes the answer is more direct than you think, justiciar,” said Mrs Marlinspike.
  


  
    ⁂
  


  
    The following morning, MacKenzie and KJ Oxana approached Leighton Manor again.
  


  
    “Your wand loose in its holster, Celeste?” asked MacKenzie, as they walked up the gravel drive.
  


  
    “Ma’am?” said Oxana. “Yes, ma’am, but—”
  


  
    “Can’t be too careful, Celeste,” said MacKenzie.
  


  
    The butler—a doll—announced them. Mrs Alyson Leighton, witch, third class, was crying, flipping through a photo album. She was dressed in a chinoiserie robe, and a jacked puppy-doll—or maybe a fox-doll—was massaging her shoulders.
  


  
    “Mrs Leighton, I’m sorry to disturb you,” said MacKenzie.
  


  
    The room was filled with swords and armour, in glass cases. English Civil War, the Plantagenets, the Warlocks Rebellion.
  


  
    “Is there something I can do to help your investigation, justiciar?” said Mrs Leighton.
  


  
    MacKenzie tarried by some Roundhead armour. “My condolences,” she said. “I’m sorry about all the repeated questions, and the trample of KJs through your lovely house.”
  


  
    “I understand that the order has its methods,” Mrs Leighton said. “Again, how can I help you?”
  


  
    MacKenzie moved on to a case of swords. “Did anything happen before your wife set off, on her final journey?”
  


  
    Mrs Leighton sniffled. “Like what? We had a light tea—Apollonia always ate supper at the club on Mondays—then she was off to the library, and I watched some telly, and phoned a friend. She… she called out that she was leaving for the club and the next thing I know the… the justiciars were knocking.”
  


  
    MacKenzie nodded. “I’m sorry that we keep asking you; it must be the fourth or fifth time we’ve asked you to recount that. But, please, think again, is there anything odd about her behaviour?”
  


  
    “No,” said Mrs Leighton. “Not that I can think of. She usually researches or writes her books in the library, then her Monday night club meeting is very regular. It was all… all very normal.”
  


  
    “What time did Apollonia leave?” MacKenzie asked.
  


  
    “I was on the phone, but I suppose in time to get her seven thirty meeting,” said Mrs Leighton
  


  
    “Hmm, but she was late, wasn’t she?” said MacKenzie. “Apart from being dead, that is. It’s a long walk to the room the society uses, but she was always on time. Until this particular time; if she’d been alive, she would have been late.”
  


  
    “I’m sorry… I suppose she might have left here late,” said Mrs Leighton. “As I say, I was on the phone.”
  


  
    “Quite,” said MacKenzie, still looking at the collection. “Bit of a puzzler, but I’m sure we’ll get to the bottom of it. How about you, Mrs Leighton; do you portal much?”
  


  
    “I see friends at the club sometimes,” she said. “Do you think I should stop using our circle?”
  


  
    “No, no, I’m sure it’s fine,” MacKenzie said.
  


  
    “You don’t think it was a portal accident?” Mrs Leighton said.
  


  
    “No, unexpectedly, I think I know what the murder weapon was,” MacKenzie said, looking at the reflection in the glass cabinet. Mrs Leighton, KJ Oxana and the doll all showed surprise.
  


  
    “Really?” said Mrs Leighton. “You think it was murder?”
  


  
    “Yes,” said MacKenzie. “Apollonia really knew her history, didn’t she?”
  


  
    “Well, obviously,” said Mrs Leighton. “Knight-Superior, I don’t approve of your—”
  


  
    “So why is this display case so wrong?” said MacKenzie.
  


  
    “What?”
  


  
    “This sword, or rather its place, is labelled a Plantagenet Arming Sword,” said MacKenzie, gesturing at the sword case. “But it’s clearly a rather battered English Cavalry Sabre. But, not to worry, the Plantagenet Arming Sword is here, just a couple of spaces below, in the space for a Warlock’s Falchion.”
  


  
    “You… you sound like you know swords,” said Mrs Leighton.
  


  
    “I did some reading,” MacKenzie said.
  


  
    “And you believe this falchion was the murder weapon?” asked Mrs Leighton.
  


  
    “A Warlock’s Falchion was a weapon made for killing other witches,” said MacKenzie. “Enchanted and ensorcelled for that very aim. But it’s missing. The cavalryman armour over there is missing its sword, presumably because the gap in the sword case would catch attention, so our murderer needed a sword from somewhere.”
  


  
    “A sword that is not here seems a tenuous choice for a murder weapon, Knight-Superior,” said Mrs Leighton.
  


  
    “Oh, indeed,” said MacKenzie. “But I think I have the general scope of the murder down. Mrs Leighton, I’m going to need your assistance.”
  


  
    ⁂
  


  
    “I’m hardly dressed for the club,” said Mrs Leighton, from inside the circle.
  


  
    “Not to worry,” said MacKenzie, using her foot to rub away one of the rune strokes.
  


  
    Mrs Leighton just looked.
  


  
    “One of the strokes was more recent than the rest,” said MacKenzie. “Shall we see where this new address goes?”
  


  
    MacKenzie performed the ritual. They emerged into darkness. MacKenzie and Oxana both spoke light spells. They were in some sort of deserted building; the floor was concrete, and the ceiling had exposed iron beams.
  


  
    “Chalk dust,” said MacKenzie, examining the floor. “Swept away. But it led to the club, yes?”
  


  
    Mrs Leighton ignored the question.
  


  
    “Look around, KJ Oxana, you should find another circle,” said MacKenzie. “And possibly the sword, but I think not.” She checked her phone. “Colorado. A disused warehouse.”
  


  
    “I’m not sure I understand,” said Mrs Leighton.
  


  
    “Found it, ma’am,” said Oxana. “Another portal circle. Where do you think it goes?”
  


  
    “Back to the house,” said MacKenzie. She sighed. “Annoying, we’re going to have to talk to the AOMP’s Bureau of Compliance. We’ll need some evidential psychograms, but this is where Apollonia was killed.”
  


  
    Mrs Leighton said, “Can we go back now, Knight-Superior? I don’t like this place.”
  


  
    “Apollonia expected to end up in the club,” continued MacKenzie. “She ended up here. She was confused for a moment; long enough to be run through with the Warlock’s Falchion. Then chopped into pieces and sent on to her original destination. Then the assassin swept up that circle, and took another portal home. It’s a shame all the chopping made Apollonia a tiny bit late for the society.”
  


  
    “Fine,” said Mrs Leighton, wearily. “You got me. I murdered her. I don’t suppose it will make any difference if I tell you how annoying Apollonia was?”
  


  
    “The ordinances do not make any allowance for such things,” said MacKenzie. “I have two questions, if you will permit?”
  


  
    “You are annoying as well,” said Mrs Leighton.
  


  
    “My sincere apologies,” said MacKenzie. “How did you discover this place, one rune stroke away from the club? My, er, colleague says that would have taken a lot of trial and error.”
  


  
    “Apollonia and I ended up here once,” said Mrs Leighton. “We were going to a gala at the club, and my long dress—we later found—erased part of the rune. So, dumb luck, I guess.”
  


  
    “Thank you, Mrs Leighton,” said MacKenzie. “I always forget about that one. Shall we?” She gestured at the other portalling circle.
  


  
    They gathered in the circle. “The other question is why you’ve admitted to being the murderer so readily, especially when you were not the one wielding the sword?” said MacKenzie. “Knight-Junior, wand at the ready.”
  


  
    “Don’t hurt her,” said Mrs Leighton.
  


  
    “Defensive spells, Celeste, and aim for the body,” MacKenzie said, and activated the portal. “Someone knows we’ve worked it out.”
  


  
    “Well, I’m glad someone knows what’s going on, ma’am,” muttered Oxana.
  


  
    They appeared in the Leighton’s receiving room; the puppy-doll immediately charged at MacKenzie. Oxana’s cast of restraining ribbons were mostly split apart by the warlock’s falchion. MacKenzie’s more practised ribbons enwrapped its torso and halted it, sword inches from MacKenzie’s face. After a few pointless attempts to break free, the puppy-doll growled and dropped its sword.
  


  
    “Un-doll-like behaviour,” said MacKenzie. “Celeste, would you pop into the corridor, and call an arrest team, please.”
  


  
    “Um,” said Oxana.
  


  
    “I’ll be fine,” said MacKenzie.
  


  
    Oxana nodded and left.
  


  
    “I’d say combat doll, but—” MacKenzie began.
  


  
    “That’s right,” said the doll. “I planned the murder. Alyson had nothing to do with it.”
  


  
    “Won’t work,” said MacKenzie. “Mrs Leighton already confessed, plus called you ‘she’ so…”
  


  
    “It was all my idea—” started Mrs Leighton.
  


  
    “For goddess’ sake,” said MacKenzie. “You both planned it together, because you are, well, lovers, right? I would just like to know how that happens with a doll. Dolls love witches, and witches often love dolls, but it’s an unbalanced thing. I find it hard to believe a doll and a witch could become murderous lovers, in that way.”
  


  
    They were both silent for a while. Then Mrs Leighton said, “She changed during the Hellhound thing, not much, just slightly. But a… personality began to emerge. And I started to… fall in love. Apollonia and I, well, it was a lineage thing, for the families, and she was mean and pernickety. So the portal accident seemed to be just the blessing we were looking for.”
  


  
    MacKenzie nodded. “The last thing the RSKS want is more hellhound drama. Stick with ‘it is a doll that you trained for violence’. You are rich and from a powerful line, your punishment should be light. If Apollonia had been a better witch, she’d have protected herself, after all. And she was, on the evidence of the minutes, very annoying.”
  


  
    ⁂
  


  
    Back at the office, MacKenzie wrote up her notes, carefully eliding certain information about the so-called doll. If the RSKS didn’t want her to investigate hellhounds, well, she wouldn’t.
  


  
    KJ Oxana reported that Mrs Leighton was in a holding crystal. The so-called doll, as a mere tool, not something with actual will, had been left at the house. MacKenzie wondered if it would stay. Probably, love was strange, even for things that weren’t meant to love in that way.
  


  
    MacKenzie sighed, and finished her report.
  


  
    She pulled out her phone as she left the office, and made a call. “Clover, you around tonight?” she said.
  


  
    “I can be, Adoración,” Clover replied. “Normal time?”
  


  
    “Actually, I’m half an hour away, if that’s okay?”
  


  
    “Oh,” said Clover. “Sure.”
  


  
    ⁂
  


  
    “Seeing a lot of you this week, justiciar,” said Clover.
  


  
    “Yes,” agreed MacKenzie, taking off her jacket, and throwing it on the couch. “Problem?”
  


  
    “No, it’s nice,” said Clover, “just unexpected.”
  


  
    “Coffee shop today?” asked MacKenzie. Clover was wearing a white blouse and black slacks.
  


  
    “I haven’t had time to change, but if you wait for a moment—” she said.
  


  
    “No, I’ll do it,” said MacKenzie, flourishing her wand. Beams of energy wrapped around Clover again, lifting her off the floor.
  


  
    “Yes, ma’am,” Clover said.
  


  
    MacKenzie took off Clover’s blouse in a very businesslike way, but she noticed that Clover’s breathing hitched whenever her fingertips touched her, so she did that more often. MacKenzie carefully worked her way through each item of clothing. Bra, shoes, socks, slacks, panties; all removed with inhuman precision. The magical bindings kept her in the air; loosening whenever MacKenzie needed access, then re-tightening when she was done. By the time the panties were removed, Clover’s girldick was very erect, already topped with a gleaming drop of precum.
  


  
    MacKenzie tightened the bindings again; Clover’s arms were pinioned at her side, her legs fastened together, her body encased in a tight web of magical energy. Only her head and neck, and her girlcock, were unbound; though her cock was rigid enough without magic.
  


  
    MacKenzie started to undress herself, removing shirt and trousers; her underwear was black and boring, but Clover made a quiet squeak of approval. MacKenzie tightened the web a little more.
  


  
    She put a hand out and caressed Clover’s gock. Clover spasmed in her web.
  


  
    “What?” asked MacKenzie.
  


  
    “You don’t usually touch,” whispered Clover, breathlessly.
  


  
    “Problem?”
  


  
    Clover shook her head emphatically.
  


  
    MacKenzie continued to stroke Clover’s girlcock, faster and faster, her own bulge getting very visible even through the thick knickers.
  


  
    MacKenzie listened to Clover’s breathing; rapid and hoarse, but light, her chest too tight to get all the breath she wanted.
  


  
    Now MacKenzie felt the tension increase in Clover’s girlcock. She halted her hand.
  


  
    “Do you want to cum?” MacKenzie asked.
  


  
    Clover nodded.
  


  
    “In words,” said MacKenzie.
  


  
    Clover took a little while to get her breath in order. “Yes, ma’am.”
  


  
    “I’m afraid I have a little interrogation to perform first,” said MacKenzie, lightly touching her girlcock. “You see, on the face of it, your explanation makes sense. A favoured client, sure. But… I’m not convinced. For example, tonight you didn’t ask about the envelope, or even hesitate as if you were about to ask, makes me wonder…”
  


  
    “Adora—” said Clover.
  


  
    “That’s the other thing, you always call me by my first name,” said MacKenzie. “I don’t allow anyone to do that. Except you.”
  


  
    “Adoración,” said Clover, shaking her head. “I like you, alright? I’m fixed here… stupidly hard… feeling like I’m going to burst… detective, obviously, I really like you!”
  


  
    MacKenzie smiled. “I thought as much.” She crouched and kissed the tip of Clover’s girlcock, watching the tremble of pleasure run through her. “It is mutual,” MacKenzie said, and wrapped her lips around Clover’s shaft.
  


  
    Part Two: Sybil Berrycloth, United States
  


  
    “Breathe, dear,” said Veronika. “Are you sure you don’t want an enchantment? If you would let me control your mind for a bit, then everything would be fine.”
  


  
    “Er, no thanks.”
  


  
    The room was quite crowded; a mix of witches, some in traditional robes and hats, some in eclectic sets of mundane wear, a few sky-clad except for their plastic welcome-pack envelopes.
  


  
    “Don’t you trust me?” she said, smiling.
  


  
    I shook my head. The stupid thing was, I did trust her, despite my better judgement. There were a few other non-witches here, but it wasn’t lost on me that Veronika was, more or less, guarding me. I mean, I’m not sure where I’d end up if I let Veronika mind-control me, but I know I wouldn’t really regret it. Which is a lot better than my record when I control my mind. But nonetheless.
  


  
    “Let’s go and attack the buffet,” I said. “I’m sure crab puffs are proof against embarrassment and regret.”
  


  
    “You did a good job, Pip,” said Veronika.
  


  
    “It’s just,” I said, “it’s such a mix. Some of the witches behaved like they were in the middle-ages, and I was talking about bizarre future stuff; the mystical glass that showed images of other places. Others knew computers existed, but weren’t interested beyond witch-tok. The Linux witches at least knew what I was talking about, but I kind of lost them when I spoke about an easy to use, common portal. And come to that—”
  


  
    “Ah,” interrupted Veronika. “That is my fault, dear. I should have known we witches would react badly to the word portal. That rather derailed the Q and A.”
  


  
    “Were they right?” I said, loading up a plate. “The witches going on about demons?”
  


  
    “Which one?”
  


  
    “Um, the one in the frilly dress?” I said. “The one who had heard that programs contained loops, and loops are basically circles, and circles could attract demons.”
  


  
    “Ophelia? She’s… easily worried,” said Veronika. “If demons could enter computer programs so easily, almost every website would be a cruel and pointless hellscape.”
  


  
    “Hmm,” I said. “Are you on any social media, Veronika?”
  


  
    “Does Fetlife count?”
  


  
    I shrugged. We shuffled down the queue a bit; I had left some room for crab puffs. Witches know how to cater. Or their minions do. I’d been to a couple of IT conferences, but this AOMP conference had pulled out all the stops.
  


  
    “Okay, what about the pretty butch, who thought that we should be doing more to protect our systems from faeries?” I asked.
  


  
    “Pretty, Pip?”
  


  
    “Just indicating which one, Veronika,” I said, finally helping myself to the crab puffs. “Unlike someone, I don’t know the name of every witch in the AOMP. So, yeah, the pretty butch, leather jacket, short hair.”
  


  
    “What sort of pretty, Pip?” said Veronika. “Pretty like a nice landscape?”
  


  
    “Sexy, Veronika, okay? She is sexy. If we met in a club, and I still went to clubs, and I had enough alcohol to be brave, I might have made a move. Okay? Was that what you were after?” I said, moving away from the buffet. “No trying to set me up.” This had happened three times; Veronika really thought I should be dating again. I mean, she offered to test out the new equipment herself, but failing that…
  


  
    Veronika helped herself to one of my crab puffs. “Just trying to be helpful!” she said. “Her name is Carmella Temple, witch, third class. What do you think her job is?”
  


  
    “Well, witch,” I said.
  


  
    “More specifically,” said Veronika.
  


  
    “Um, something cool,” I said, around a fork full of vegetable rice. “Motorcycle witch, is that a thing? Blacksmith witch? General sexy, stylish butch witch? Something like that?”
  


  
    “I’m Head of the IT department at Pennyroyal Academy,” a posh voice said from behind me. “But I’ll bear those careers in mind if I ever feel like a change.”
  


  
    I choked on my food, and almost upset my plate.
  


  
    “Hello, Mrs Marlinspike,” Carmella Temple said, her voice disconcertingly English. “Still torturing normies?”
  


  
    “Oh, Pip hardly lets me torture her at all!” said Veronika. “No restraints, no implements.”
  


  
    “Just my stupid mouth,” I said, wiping my chin. “Um, how long were you there for?”
  


  
    “Enough to be curious of how much alcohol it would take to get you to ask me out,” Carmella said. “Are we talking completely sloshed?”
  


  
    “Er, no, I just meant—”
  


  
    “Oh yes,” interrupted Veronika. “I’m organising a little soirée in my rooms. You should both attend.”
  


  
    “Um, sorry, no,” I said. “Your parties are too unhinged for me.”
  


  
    “You really are obsessed with wearing clothes,” said Veronika, playfully haughty.
  


  
    “I also have to pass,” said Carmella, getting out some sort of silver charm on a chain from her jacket. “The system’s acting up again. I don’t know if it’s fairies or demons or just a haunted copy of Windows, but I had better exorcise it.”
  


  
    “Oh,” said Veronika. “Pip will help you. Pennyroyal is AOMP affiliated.”
  


  
    “No,” said Carmella. “Me doing overtime is bad enough, without roping in other people.”
  


  
    “Oh, at her old job Pip would do overtime nearly all the time,” said Veronika. “Sometimes she didn’t even come home, just stayed at the office, grinding away.”
  


  
    “Thank you, Veronika,” I said, through gritted teeth.
  


  
    “Of course,” Veronika said, “I understand why you’re making excuses; you actually want to come to my party! Excellent!”
  


  
    “Is Pennyroyal Academy far?” I said.
  


  
    “Not by portal,” said Carmella.
  


  
    “Um, I can’t—” I began.
  


  
    “Obviously,” she said. “I can transport you.”
  


  
    “Fine,” I said. “If I recall correctly, Pennyroyal is one of the few Witch Academies that actually has an IT programme; it would be good to see it.”
  


  
    Veronika looked at me, raising an eyebrow. I’d spent several hours driving up here rather than risking Veronika magicking me here.
  


  
    She smiled. “Enjoy yourselves.”
  


  
    ⁂
  


  
    The convention centre catered largely to witches, so it had a cluster of portalling rooms available. Well, I say rooms, it was clearly one large room with little dividers partitioning it into small cubicles. Carmella filled in a form at the makeshift desk, and was given a piece of chalk. She set to drawing circles on the chalkboard floor.
  


  
    “It won’t hurt will it?” I asked.
  


  
    “Not unless you jump out of the circle,” said Carmella. “Don’t do that. Getting someone back from the Gray Interstices is a pain.”
  


  
    “Okay,” I said.
  


  
    “Hasn’t Mrs Marlinspike transported you?”
  


  
    “No,” I said. “She always had a devilish look in her eyes when she offered…”
  


  
    “Oh, but you trust me?” Carmella said.
  


  
    “Er, you seem less, um, devilish,” I said.
  


  
    Carmella smiled, devilishly. “Well, we’re ready. Get in the circle and I’ll start the spell.”
  


  
    I carefully stepped into the innermost circle.
  


  
    “Keep your arms in,” she said, stepping in as well. “It’s quite snug.”
  


  
    She wasn’t quite touching me, but she was very close. We were about the same height. I looked at her lips as she recited the spell; she had a piercing, a loop on the side of the bottom lip, and I wondered how it affected kissing. Then I looked away.
  


  
    The room blurred and spun, a mess of lines and shadows. A dreadful sense of cosmic emptiness,
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    but just for a moment. Then a horrible jolt, and a new room spun itself around us.
  


  
    I felt faint. Carmella held my arms and manoeuvred me backward.
  


  
    “There’s a sofa behind you,” she said.
  


  
    I sat down. Carmella looked concerned.
  


  
    “Are you okay?” she asked. “That was odd.”
  


  
    We were in some kind of, I guess, office. It had a university lecturer vibe to it; shelves full of binders, a whiteboard, a battered couch, a desk with at least three computers on it.
  


  
    “What was odd?” I said. “I mean, the whole thing was odd.”
  


  
    “That jolt,” she said. “That doesn’t usually happen.”
  


  
    “Oh, so the emptiness is normal?”
  


  
    “Oh yes,” Carmella said. “Don’t worry. It’s not really empty. You just don’t want to meet the things that live there.”
  


  
    “Lovely,” I said.
  


  
    “You get used to it,” Carmella said. “I’ve got some bourbon, if you like.” She reached into a cupboard and pulled out a bottle.
  


  
    “Does that help with…” I said, flailing slightly.
  


  
    “No,” said Carmella. “But it would be a useful experiment.” She sat beside me on the couch. “To find out if you were telling the truth,” she said, taking a swig from the bottle, then offering it to me.
  


  
    “Hmm?” I said, taking a sip.
  


  
    “About asking me out,” she said.
  


  
    “Oh,” I said, and took a gulp of the bourbon. “I… I thought you had a problem with your system.”
  


  
    Carmella rolled her eyes, and took out the charm on a chain again. It was dimly flashing blue. “I do,” she sighed. “But it usually fixes itself pretty quickly. You really came here to see a computer being wrong?”
  


  
    “Well, sure,” I said. “Kinda.”
  


  
    “Kinda?” said Carmella, taking the bottle off me.
  


  
    “Well, maybe, like, subconsciously, I thought…” I said.
  


  
    She raised an eyebrow. “Subconsciously?”
  


  
    “My last relationship was a bit of a disaster,” I said. “So I decided I’d leave it at least a year, for myself, you know? Still only ten months.”
  


  
    “So, what, just hooking up in the meantime?” Carmella asked.
  


  
    “Er, no, just…” I shrugged. “Taking time to focus on my new job. Quite a learning curve.”
  


  
    “Wow,” Carmella said. “Don’t you think it would be a shame to not make a move on a hot witch because of some arbitrary calendar?”
  


  
    “Um…” I began, but was interrupted by the charm suddenly flashing red.
  


  
    “Fuck,” said Carmella. “It’s angry today.”
  


  
    She got off the couch and went over to her desk. I also stood up. “So what’s going on?”
  


  
    She bent over her desk, typing into one of the computers.
  


  
    “Not sure,” she said. “Something’s really got a hold on the network this time.”
  


  
    “Malware? A hacker?”
  


  
    She turned the laptop screen towards me; it was full of weird symbols, shifting and swapping.
  


  
    “That… that doesn’t look like hexadecimal,” I said. “But it could still be malware or a hacker.”
  


  
    “That gem indicates it’s supernatural,” she said.
  


  
    “Oh, I’m not used to that sort of monitoring,” I said.
  


  
    “I invented it; computer charms are my specialty,” Carmella said. “Network-mediated summoning, that sort of thing. I wonder if there is anyone else on the network. Shouldn’t be, it’s vacation. Can you check?” She gestured to the other PC.
  


  
    I took a look. “Just the one. Is LB2 a room?”
  


  
    “One of the labs,” she said. “Annoying, but we should probably check that whoever is using it is okay.”
  


  
    “Sure,” I said.
  


  
    “Hmm,” Carmella said. “I had hoped I could persuade you...”
  


  
    “It’s probably good for me to see how witches really use computers,” I said. I wasn’t sure what she hoped to persuade me about, but she would find it embarrassingly easy to do so, if I let her try.
  


  
    Carmella tutted. “Really?” she said.
  


  
    She stuffed the laptop into a small bag and walked over to the door.
  


  
    “Come on,” she said. “Let’s show you the splendour of the Pennyroyal Academy.”
  


  
    She opened the door. Beyond was a thick forest, twisted trees and a mossy floor. Sun filtered down through patchy leaves. She shut the door.
  


  
    “That’s not right,” Carmella said, with mild surprise. She went back to her desk.
  


  
    “There was a sky,” I said. “Indoors.”
  


  
    “Yes,” said Carmella, distractedly. “I thought that was strange.” She tapped away at the keyboard. “I can’t connect to anywhere outside the system. Is your phone working?”
  


  
    I tried to ring Veronika; but it just gave me birdsong. “Nothing,”
  


  
    “Hmm,” said Carmella. “Let’s try the window. The decorative brickwork is very climbable.”
  


  
    “Why do you know—”
  


  
    Beyond the window’s glass it was early evening; a sparsely populated campus parking lot below. She opened the window, pulling it up. Beyond the open window were grassy plains; fog shrouded, boulders looming. The rest of the window—through the glass—showed the parking lot.
  


  
    “This is irritating,” said Carmella. “I’ll try an old-style communication charm.”
  


  
    She got out a pad of paper, and drew some circles and runes. They immediately burst into flames.
  


  
    “Is that good?” I asked. Carmella’s glower told me that it wasn’t.
  


  
    “Veronika will come looking for me,” I said, “eventually.”
  


  
    “Assuming time is still working normally,” said Carmella. “Those old fairy tales were not completely made up. And assuming Mrs Marlinspike can actually get in here.”
  


  
    Carmella took another swig of the bottle. “We’re going to have to explore,” she said, going over to her desk and getting out water bottles and granola bars. “Don’t eat anything. Don’t drink anything. Don’t dance. Don’t fall in love.”
  


  
    “Those are the four things I most like to do!” I joked. “Do you really think it’s fairyland?”
  


  
    “It’s good advice for a lot of other places as well,” said Carmella. “Fairyland, demonic realms, elemental plains, Ohio.”
  


  
    She put the water and bars into a small knapsack and went over to the door again. “Ready?” she said.
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    The forest was actually very pretty. Everything was old and mossy, gnarled and twisted, but not evil-seeming, at least for the moment.
  


  
    Carmella had set off down the slopes, and then waited as I caught up with her.
  


  
    “You hike, Carmella?” I asked. “I’m not used to this.”
  


  
    “Take my motorcycle to a national park sometimes, then take a trail or two,” she said. “With a girl, usually. Nothing like fucking against a tree.”
  


  
    “Um, oh, you do ride a motorcycle?” I asked, because that seemed like the safest thing to ask about. I certainly wasn’t going to ask about the sudden vision I had of Carmella slamming me back against a tree, knee between my legs, head angled, mouth hungry…
  


  
    She smiled. “Yeah, motorcycle witch was a good guess,” Carmella said. “Can’t stand brooms; it’s portal or bike for me. One for business, one for when you just need a hard ride.”
  


  
    “Fuck, I wish we’d had a teacher as cool as you back in college,” I said. “Piercings, motorcycle, jacket. We had a substitute who wore a Tegan and Sara tee-shirt once. I was a little obsessed.”
  


  
    “Pip, I’ve lost count of the times you’ve called me cool,” she said. “It’s nice. I wonder what the next step could be?”
  


  
    “Um…” I said. Not the time. “Is that a window?”
  


  
    Carmella rolled her eyes, and looked in the direction I was pointing. “Yep,” she sighed.
  


  
    The window hung unsupported in the forest; it could only be seen from one side. Inside was another cluttered office. Carmella peered through the glass.
  


  
    “Zaida Fadel’s office,” she said. “Otherworldly contracts. We could break in; she has some good snacks.”
  


  
    “Can we get out?” I asked. “Of fairyland, or whatever.”
  


  
    “Nah, I doubt it,” Carmella said. “But let’s try.”
  


  
    She picked up a rock from the forest floor, and threw it through the window with less hesitation than I show knocking a door. She used a fallen stick to clear some of the remaining glass, then reached through and unlocked the window. Lifting the bottom of the window, she climbed through. “Watch the glass,” she said, as I climbed through after her, less expertly.
  


  
    The office was small, but was actually tidier than Carmella’s. No computer, but some neatly packed away calligraphy supplies. Carmella stole a bottle of Snapple and some Takis from this Ms Fadel. She wrote a short message on a post-it note.
  


  
    “Right,” she said. “Let’s try this door.”
  


  
    It was locked. Carmella got some lock picks out of her knapsack.
  


  
    “You can pick locks?” I asked.
  


  
    “I do a little locksport as a hobby,” she said, crouching before the keyhole. “Stops me fidgeting. And impresses girls.”
  


  
    “Yeah, I can see that,” I admitted.
  


  
    She started putting two of the doohickies in the hole. “I can do the ‘nothing on one, a click out of two’ thing if you like,” said Carmella. “I had a girl who used to love that while I was fingering her. She dated a lot of men, so I think she was just happy to have an expert down there.”
  


  
    I tried to think of something to say. The other reason I’d been out of the dating game for a while, is that I’d had the bottom ritual done. I’d dilated and masturbated, of course, but it sounded nice to have an expert’s attention. Particularly if that expert was Carmella. I let my thoughts drift.
  


  
    There was a click, and Carmella put away her picks, and opened the door. A foggy moor greeted us, a thin sheep track wending past.
  


  
    “Thought as much,” said Carmella. “Oh well. Might as well follow that track.”
  


  
    She set off, and I followed behind. “I guess what happened is that Zaida and I set certain wards on our offices. So the—whatever this is—couldn’t affect those spaces,” she said. “Other—competent—lecturers probably did the same. But geography is all fucked up, so it’s hard to tell.”
  


  
    “So, um, do you know where we’re going?” I asked.
  


  
    “No, of course not,” she said. “But a path has got to lead somewhere, right?”
  


  
    “I suppose,” I said.
  


  
    “Especially in fairyland or some similar oneiroscape,” she said. “Hmm, I think that using the network for summoning might have caused weakness.”
  


  
    “To the network?”
  


  
    “To reality,” said Carmella. “Have to work on that.”
  


  
    “Shit. I’m going to have to learn some magical theory,” I said.
  


  
    “I could teach you,” said Carmella. “You said you wished you had a teacher as cool as me. Would you like that? I can be quite stern, if you like. But rewards for the good student.”
  


  
    “Hey,” I said, “is it getting darker?”
  


  
    There was absolutely no way I was having problematic thoughts about Carmella, sitting on the edge of a desk, thwacking a long ruler against her hand. At least, not on a fairy moor; at home, with a fully charged vibrator, maybe.
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    The moon was up, and the stars were out, when we decided to rest. I was tired, and kept tripping on dips in the ground. The moon looked normal—full, but normal—not worm-eaten or spooky-visaged or anything like that. I didn’t recognise any of the constellations, but I wasn’t great at that sort of thing.
  


  
    Carmella seemed largely unaffected by darkness or fatigue, but I guessed that was a witch thing.
  


  
    We rested in the lee of a small mound; Carmella gathered sticks for a fire, and lit it with a snap of her fingers. She sat down close to me, and gave me a bottle of water and a granola bar.
  


  
    “I’m not really hungry, just tired,” I said.
  


  
    “Yes, you’re not hungry or thirsty,” Carmella said. “But that doesn’t mean you don’t need food and water.”
  


  
    I ate the granola bar and drank the water; they were tasteless, but then granola and water isn’t a flavour explosion at the best of times.
  


  
    “I will stay awake,” said Carmella. “You should get some rest.”
  


  
    I shuffled uncomfortably.
  


  
    “Rest your head on my shoulder, Pip,” said Carmella. “Or on my lap if you would prefer.”
  


  
    “I’m… I’m not sure that’s a good idea,” I said. Not if I wanted to sleep, anyway.
  


  
    “Why not?” she said. “Don’t you want to? I’ve been thinking about it.”
  


  
    “It’s not that,” I said.
  


  
    “You fancy me, I fancy you; but you won’t make a move,” she said. “If I wasn’t a witch, I’d think you weren’t interested. But my witch-sense tells me you want me. So make a move.”
  


  
    “Well, you could!” I said.
  


  
    “Oh, and me subtly telling you about how good I am at sex wasn’t?” she said. “Look, I can be a bit too direct. I’m a witch. That is why I let others act first; don’t want to bulldoze them. But I don’t know why you’re scared.”
  


  
    “As I say, my last relationship went bad, very bad,” I said. “And it has kinda burned me on…” I shrugged.
  


  
    “Relationships? Girls? Sex?” guessed Carmella. “You giving them up?”
  


  
    “No, but…” I said, sighing. “Plus, I think I’ve got to learn again how to, well… I had the bottom ritual. Which is great, by the way. Like, having a harp when I grew up with a single-string banjo. And I’m a natural harp…ist? Harper? But I kind of got good with the banjo, whereas I’m still learning the harp. So it seemed sensible to ‘take some time for me’ both psychologically, and, er, instrumentally.”
  


  
    Carmella shook her head; firelight glinting off her piercings. “Look, Pip, I don’t hesitate much. You may have noticed,” she said. “And it’s not because hesitating is never worthwhile; it’s frequently a good idea. But the problem is: it can become avoidant, very quickly and almost invisibly. Look, it’s self-serving, but you should find someone to pluck your harp.”
  


  
    I nodded, hesitantly.
  


  
    “I’m not a psychologist, I can’t tell you that this is what’s going on with you,” she said. “But you’re almost a year out of a shitty relationship, and you have magical genitalia to test out. I don’t see why you wouldn’t ask a cool, sexy witch for a kiss.”
  


  
    “Um, we are also trapped in fairyland,” I pointed out.
  


  
    “There’s always some excuse,” said Carmella.
  


  
    I thought for a moment or two. “Go on then,” I said.
  


  
    “Go on?” said Carmella. “Do you mean Carmella, please kiss me? Because if it’s a bother, or I’m being a creep—”
  


  
    “Carmella, please kiss me,” I said.
  


  
    “Good girl,” said Carmella, and leant toward me. I felt her breath, felt our lips touch. And then I just about jumped out of my skin.
  


  
    A snake had crawled out of the fire. It was silver, and had the upturned snout and tail-rattle that said rattlesnake, though it was quite small; maybe the same diameter as my pinky, and the length of a chopstick. I drew my feet up. The snake had stopped and seemed to be observing us.
  


  
    “Not native to this place, I think,” said Carmella.
  


  
    “I can hear something,” I said. “On the track. Hooves? Feet?”
  


  
    Carmella tore her attention away from the snake. “I hear it too,” she said.
  


  
    She picked up the snake, holding it just behind its head, and popped it into her jacket, like it was a wallet or something.
  


  
    “Er…” I said.
  


  
    “It’s safe,” she said, “don’t worry.”
  


  
    Several pale dog-dolls ran into the firelight and stood staring at us. They were dark-eyed and naked; their skin was white or grey, whatever colours were present had become desaturated. They paced on dirty feet, growling.
  


  
    “What ho!” said a cheerful voice. “My hounds have found thee!”
  


  
    The woman was easily eight-feet tall and had the legs of a goat. She wore a loose linen blouse, and a shortish skirt of green. A long dagger hung at her belt, and a bow at her back. Her hair was yellow, unstyled, and did not conceal the curved, spiralling horns. She was smiling, and though her teeth were not uniformly pointy, they had more points than they should.
  


  
    “You are the ones I sensed in the forest, perhaps?” she said. “Quite a chase you’ve led me on to end up here. What are you, then? This is my land, and my law. And where there are laws, there are taxes.”
  


  
    “Forgive me, but I believe it is good manners for the inquirer to give her name first,” said Carmella, impossibly calm. I would be stammering, even without a live snake in my jacket.
  


  
    The goat-woman laughed, heartily. “I daresay that be the custom in some places. Well then; I am the bound huntswoman of Berrycloth’s Bane, a Glaistig by birth, Cora of the Green when I need a name.”
  


  
    Carmella nodded. “I am Carmella Temple, witch, of the third rank,” she said, and shot me a look. “And this is my doll, Pip.”
  


  
    Cora sniffed the air. “Are you sure she is not human?” Cora said. “She has not the scent of a doll.”
  


  
    “It is a new doll,” said Carmella. “The transformation is not yet complete.”
  


  
    Cora strode towards me, kicking the ashes of the fire, and grabbing my chin. “If you were human,” she said, “you would have been made to join my pack. A tax.” She nodded at the dog-dolls. “Since you are newly a doll, I offer you a choice. Come, and run from dawn to dusk, over yellow meadows and green forests, play in the dew, sleep at the huntswoman’s feet, and rise at her whistle. What say you?”
  


  
    “Um…” I said. I was scared; even though the goat-woman was pretty hot despite being half goat, I didn’t want to be a doll. “My, er, this one’s mistress is Carmella.”
  


  
    “Ah well,” Cora said, stepping back, and putting a hand on her long dagger. “A doll and a witch is what I’m hunting for.”
  


  
    Carmella moved slightly, like she was preparing.
  


  
    “But that’s not you, is it?” she said, crouching by the fire. “A pity. Still, we will share your fire for a little; you are burning my wood on my sward, after all.”
  


  
    She sat and summoned her dog-dolls around her.
  


  
    “You are the owner of this land?” asked Carmella, like she was making casual conversation. She pulled me close and patted my hand reassuringly. Why did I ever get involved with witches?
  


  
    “You could put it so, mayhap?” she said, producing a cloth bag from somewhere. “But I would say that the land is me; though it has become quite overgrown in my sleep. Berrycloth’s Bane, both me and it.”
  


  
    “Ah, a spell realm?” said Carmella. “I thought we were in fairyland.”
  


  
    Cora pulled a drinking horn from the bag, and took a long swallow from it, a trickle of pale liquid running down her chin. She wiped her face.
  


  
    “I wish it were, witch,” Cora said. “Such wonders we would see. But no, it is my domain, and my prison.” She offered the horn to Carmella. She shook her head. Cora passed it to a dog-doll, and took out a leg of roast meat, dripping fat, from the bag. “How came you by this place?”
  


  
    Carmella shrugged. “Accident,” she said. “It has overrun the place where I work.”
  


  
    “Ach, yes, it’s more expansive than it was when I was young,” Cora said, through a mouthful of meat. “And I haven’t been called forth for so long.”
  


  
    “Berrycloth is a witch’s name,” said Carmella. “An old line.”
  


  
    “A dead line now,” said Cora. “Sybil Berrycloth sired no daughters, nor swived any apprentices.” She took another mouthful of meat. “I do not mourn her line,” she said, waving the leg. “None do, I reckon. She charged a high price for the villages under her protection. Fortunately, our binding compels no affection.”
  


  
    “What does it compel?” asked Carmella.
  


  
    “That I find and kill her murderer,” said Cora. “Twas why she bound me, and prisoned me. Much to my dismay.”
  


  
    Cora offered Carmella the remains of the meat. She shook her head again. Cora started peeling titbits of meat off, and giving them to her dog-dolls.
  


  
    “It was not a freely entered contract then?” said Carmella.
  


  
    “I should say not,” Cora said. “I was ranging with my pack; scaring cattle, waylaying travellers and fondling the teats of milkmaids. Then I spied a rare beauty, a maiden; this one here.” She pulled one of her dog-dolls forward. It was a very pretty doll. “She was laying, naked as a pin, on a large flat rock. Taking in the sun perhaps, or resting, waiting for a tumble. Well, I was happy to oblige. I barely noticed the silver chain around her neck, and I surely didn’t notice the circle of powdered silver in the grass.”
  


  
    “The witch, Sybil, trapped you,” said Carmella.
  


  
    “Aye, and I was not too pleased about it,” Cora said. “For three days I raged. I threatened to ruin the maiden; but the witch did not care. Eventually, I cast myself down, and the witch offered the contract. A contract of revenge, and imprisonment.”
  


  
    Cora stripped the last of the meat off the bone, and let some of the dog-dolls fight over it. Another licked her fingers.
  


  
    “So, I was trapped in this,” Cora said, gesturing around her, “jewel, Berrycloth’s Bane, until the Witch’s death. If it was—some chance!—simply a natural death, then I would be freed. But a murder; I should know—by magic—the name, and harry them to death.”
  


  
    Cora pulled a dog-doll into her lap.
  


  
    “And the witch was murdered, right enough,” said Cora. “But no knowing of the name leapt to mind. No-one to haunt and slay. My dirk is a killing weapon, enchanted to slaughter the bloody culprit. And yet, I did not know who. Oh, the damn Knightly Order of Nimue knights asked a few questions; I could manifest partially for that. A doll, a witch, they said. And then nothing.”
  


  
    Cora began adjusting her skirt. “Until of late. A lady was asking questions, many questions, about the Berrycloth killing,” she said, glancing eastwards. “And I found, with practice, that I could manifest this place, and talk to her. She refused—under great threat—to name the murderer either, but let slip that she expected the murderer to come for her. So I have her captured and patrol the land for her compatriot. Soon my dagger will run red, and I shall be free.”
  


  
    Carmella nodded. “And very good luck to you, ma’am.”
  


  
    Cora laughed. “You witches never minded your fellows being killed, as long as you were sure you were not next,” she said. “And with revenge complete, this land, this Berrycloth’s Bane, will fade, and we will be back in the mortal realm.”
  


  
    I was a bit concerned about a huge goat-woman running around the East Coast, but that was a problem for later.
  


  
    “Now,” said Cora, pulling the dog-doll to her, and roughly kissing its neck, “I will take one of my hounds. You should take your doll too.”
  


  
    Carmella shot me an apologetic look. “As I say, it’s new, I’m going carefully.”
  


  
    “Hmm,” Cora said, slamming into the dog-doll. “Mollycoddling. Hard and relentless, that’s the way. It looks like it would appreciate a rough railing.”
  


  
    “Perhaps one day,” said Carmella. She tilted my chin and kissed me. “Sorry,” she whispered into my ear.
  


  
    The dog-doll was making little yips, a cross between happiness and pain, as Cora bounced it up and down on her lap.
  


  
    I kissed Carmella back. Sure, it was a strange situation, but I enjoyed the kiss; probably would have enjoyed it more if I wasn’t listening to the goat-woman rutting. Carmella’s lip ring was nice, a hardness amongst the softness. I pressed into her, guided her hand to my breast. Well, we had to impress the goat-woman. And, I was beginning to think I might have to admit I was smitten with Carmella.
  


  
    We kissed, with varying degrees of urgency, until Cora came with a great degree of noise. Then she lifted the dog-doll off her, turned over, and went to sleep.
  


  
    “We should go,” whispered Carmella. We waited until the dog-girls seemed to be dozing and slowly crept away from the fire.
  


  
    After we had put a couple of hills behind us, we felt safe enough to speak.
  


  
    “Sorry, Pip,” Carmella said. “I had to say you were a doll, um, and for kissing.”
  


  
    “I’m glad you did, or I’d be one of that goat-woman’s hounds,” I said. “And I enjoyed the kissing, even if the circumstances were a bit odd.”
  


  
    “Oh, um, good,” said Carmella. “Maybe you’ll let me take you out to somewhere that isn’t a dangerous dreamscape? A pleasant, mortal woods, with fine trees…”
  


  
    “Where are we going?” I asked.
  


  
    We weren’t on a path anymore; it was awkward going, across uneven territory, in the dark.
  


  
    “This is far enough,” she said. She reached into her jacket, and pulled out the snake. For a moment, in the moonlight, it looked like a long wand, but then it was definitely a snake again. “Did you get all that?” she said, talking—I realised—to the snake. “Berrycloth, jewel, vengeful fairy woman?”
  


  
    The snake didn’t say anything, which isn’t normally remarkable, but seemed surprising now. Instead, it turned into a puff of smoke, and disappeared.
  


  
    “What was that?” I asked.
  


  
    “A spy,” said Carmella. “Hopefully, Mrs Marlinspike’s.”
  


  
    “Really?” I said. “Can she rescue us?”
  


  
    “I imagine that is something she’s thinking about,” she said. “Meanwhile, we have things to do.”
  


  
    “Oh?”
  


  
    “We will head East,” said Carmella. “To see if we can find the goat-woman’s captive. I’m guessing it’s the student in Computer Lab two.”
  


  
    On the one hand, going after the captured student was the sort of prime action butch stuff I admired, on the other hand, trekking across muddy dales in the blackness was not fun.
  


  
    ⁂
  


  
    It was just dawn when we found the windmill; a reddish light illuminating the sail-like blades, as they turned lazily in the wind. It was the old English style, a rounded (and somewhat misshaped) cone, and huge canvas and wood blades.
  


  
    The windmill was surrounded by a patchwork of vegetable and herb plots, and also ghosts. Ethereal figures—young women dressed in little more than rags—tended the plots, digging ghost turnips and spectral carrots out of the earth.
  


  
    We watched for a while, from behind a ruined wall, the ghosts were on loops of varying duration; they never completed their tasks.
  


  
    Carmella spotted a couple of living beings though; three dog-dolls patrolled the area. Carmella muttered some words, and moulded a black hare out of dew, shadows and cobwebs. She sent the hare out; it ran through the patches, in spirals and zigzags. The dog-dolls sprang after it, barking and yapping with joy and bloodlust. The ghosts paid absolutely no attention.
  


  
    Eventually, the dolls cornered the hare, but as they tore it apart, it exploded in a burst of pyrotechnics. The dog-dolls fell where they stood.
  


  
    “Don’t worry, they are just sleeping,” explained Carmella.
  


  
    “That was cool,” I said.
  


  
    “I know,” said Carmella, standing up from behind the wall. “I did it to impress someone.”
  


  
    “Um,” I said. “Are we going into there?”
  


  
    “I think we ought to, Pip,” she said. And started walking toward the windmill. I followed her, cursing action butches. The ghosts ignored us.
  


  
    The front door was sturdy and opened without a squeak. Inside, it was quite well-lit, but a sail occluded the sunlight on one side every second or so. It gave the room an odd sense of movement or rotation. It was open plan, and full of ghosts; young women, dolls, in fact. Some worked in the kitchen, pressing cheese and pickling vegetables. Others laboured at washboards or scrubbing floors. Again, they wore rags, and many had whip marks. We walked through the spectral tableaux, without speaking, and climbed some spiral stairs. Carmella went first, of course.
  


  
    I thought this room was full of coffins, at first. Wooden boxes on shelves, with glass tops. Empty, thank the goddess.
  


  
    “Doll storage,” whispered Carmella. “Rather unusual nowadays. Especially with locks like that.”
  


  
    Other than the shelves, there was little to this room; no decorations, and the windows were tiny. We exchanged looks and went up to the next floor.
  


  
    Upstairs was a study and workroom, maybe a bedroom as well. The walls were lined with books, and surfaces covered in magical crap; scrying crystals, bottled potions, scrolls. And in the centre of the room stood a ghost-witch, tall and angular, with robes in deep purple, and black witch’s hat. She wore a necklace with an enormous emerald.
  


  
    She stood over a doll, a ghost doll, or maybe a ghost person. No, it’s better if I decide it was a doll. The doll was restrained on a table, tied down with bonds of glowing energy. As we watched, the witch opened a clay jar, letting some sort of syrupy shadow drip onto the doll. The syrup ran, under its own arcane power, towards the doll’s face and groin, pushing into nose and mouth, and similar gaps. The doll spasmed and jerked; things were moving under its skin.
  


  
    “Sybil Berrycloth,” whispered Carmella. “The old methods of making dolls were… harsh.”
  


  
    There was a scuffling from the corner of the room, as a figure looked out from behind a sideboard.
  


  
    “Ms Temple?” she said, emerging. She wasn’t a ghost, and her clothing was modern. She looked like a very scuffled student goth.
  


  
    “Hello Rosa,” said Carmella. “I wondered if it was you in the lab.”
  


  
    “Sorry,” Rosa said. “Do you have any water?”
  


  
    Carmella handed over one of our last bottles. “Take it in little sips.”
  


  
    “I think this is my fault,” Rosa said, gesturing around. “Some sort of incursion, and there’s a genius loci as well.”
  


  
    “The goat lady? Yes, we’ve met her,” I said.
  


  
    “Oh, this is Pip, by the way,” said Carmella. “She knows about computers, and kisses really well. You were using the academy’s logins to the witch databases?”
  


  
    “Yeah, mostly the RSKS Historical Archives,” said Rosa. “I… I was looking into my girlfriend. Sorry, that sounds bad. She… she’s just secretive, even for a witch.”
  


  
    “Yes, well,” said Carmella, sternly. “Looking for a witch’s secrets is bad on both a personal and a practical basis.”
  


  
    “I know,” Rosa said, eyes downcast. “But she kept behaving like this secret meant she was unlovable. And I wanted to prove her wrong. Can you get us out of here?”
  


  
    “Beyond me,” said Carmella. “But hopefully we’ve got a witch on the outside trying.”
  


  
    “Will she stop Flo— my witch getting in? That goat-thing wants to kill her,” said Rosa.
  


  
    “I think so,” said Carmella. “Mrs Marlinspike is usually very on the ball.”
  


  
    “Oh, I know her,” said Rosa. “She… seems to know what she’s doing.”
  


  
    Behind them, the ghost of Sybil Berrycloth continued with her routine, the silent torture of the proto-doll.
  


  
    “She didn’t name them,” said Rosa. “The dolls. I mean, not at all. The surrounding villages contributed them, in return for good yields and protection from outlaws and nobles. Orphans, sickly girls, the occasional ‘boy’ who wanted to be otherwise. Her transformation didn’t care much about the original form. And she didn’t name them. Objects don’t need names.”
  


  
    “Damn fool thing, since she got murdered by one,” said Cora, from the stairwell. She was surprisingly quiet on her hooves. “Thank you for not killing my hounds, witch.”
  


  
    Carmella nodded. “In return, why don’t you let us three go?”
  


  
    “Once her lover,” Cora gestured at Rosa, “turns up, and I kill her, then all three of you may go, and with my blessings. In fact, simply name her, and I will let you go. I trust my dirk will know if you speak the truth.”
  


  
    “Never,” said Rosa.
  


  
    “You, Carmella, can’t you torture it out of her?” asked Cora.
  


  
    “The rules of the Academy specifically forbid the torture of students,” said Carmella.
  


  
    Cora sighed, and sat down on a desk. “Witches have grown softer while I slept. But I cannot leave until Berrycloth’s murderer has been ended.”
  


  
    “Maybe she already did, end, I mean,” I said. “Berrycloth was killed by a nameless doll, right? In the years since, maybe she has become a person, a witch. Are they really the same entity?”
  


  
    “Ach, you talk of high-flying notions, you so-called doll,” said Cora. “I have never understood such things. I am bound to vengeance, lass, and philosophising will not make it less so. I can survive here indefinitely, but you cannot. Sooner or later you will drink my water or eat my meat. Then—”
  


  
    There was a clinking noise, like metal tapping on glass, coming from everywhere. Cora and the rest of us looked around.
  


  
    “I think your lover is arriving,” said Cora, drawing her long knife.
  


  
    There was a tear in, well, not reality but whatever this place was, and two figures stepped through. One was Veronika, who I was embarrassingly pleased to see. The other was an unknown butch, dark in a nice but crumpled suit.
  


  
    “None of ye are the murderers,” said Cora, grumpily sitting down.
  


  
    “Indeed, no,” said Veronika. She was holding the same emerald necklace that Berrycloth’s ghost was wearing. She made an annoyed expression and waved the apparitions away. “I am Veronika Marlinspike, witch. I consult occasionally for the AOMP, in whose territory you have incurred with your magical manifestation.”
  


  
    “Aye, well, I’m sorry about incursioning,” said Cora, “but I’ve got some revenge to take before I’m away. Can your WOMP find me the slayer?”
  


  
    “That won’t be necessary,” said Veronika. “This is Knight-Superior MacKenzie, witch and justiciar of the Knightly Order of Nimue.”
  


  
    I looked at Carmella. She mouthed the word “English” at me.
  


  
    “Those fuckers couldn’t help me last time,” said Cora.
  


  
    “Indeed,” said MacKenzie, in a slightly different English accent to Carmella. “The case notes were destroyed in another archive mishap, but according to a file card index, it was closed unsolved.”
  


  
    “Yes, not a fat lot of good that does me, lass,” said Cora.
  


  
    “That is not why I’m here,” said MacKenzie, with obvious irritation. “We have looked over the spell that binds you to your fate…” MacKenzie gestured to the jewel that Veronika held. “And determined that it violates Ordinance five, subsection thirty. Our deal with the fae lands permit capture and binding, but the contract-spell must have a properly constructed escape clause.”
  


  
    “And so it does!” said Cora. “I’m not sitting here for my health.”
  


  
    “If Berrycloth died naturally, or by accident, you’d go free,” said MacKenzie. “But if she was murdered, you get the name, and magical vengeance, which if enacted—”
  


  
    “When enacted,” said Cora.
  


  
    “—will also free you,” said MacKenzie. “But if the murderer had no name, then you are just stuck. Improperly constructed under ordinance 5/30.”
  


  
    “Oh,” I whispered to Carmella. “English witches are boring?”
  


  
    “Why do you think I came here?” she whispered back.
  


  
    MacKenzie gave us a look. To be fair, she was the sort of butch who you wouldn’t mind telling you off.
  


  
    “Aye, then we are all agreed that the old witch was a fool then,” said Cora. “Great. Now, I need to be killing, so stop running your mouths, and point me at the murderer.”
  


  
    “So, we can dissolve the contract,” said MacKenzie.
  


  
    “What?” said Cora.
  


  
    “By the Queen’s command,” said Veronika, “we can undo it.”
  


  
    “Isn’t the queen dead?” I asked.
  


  
    MacKenzie tutted. “Not that queen. By the joint authority of His Majesty Charles the Third, king of the UK and other miscellaneous territories, and Her Majesty Mabb the First, queen of Faerie and sundry other realms, vested through treaty to the agents of the Knightly Order of Nimue, an improperly constructed pact may be dissolved. Unless you have an objection?”
  


  
    “Objection?” said Cora. “Nay, lass, I’m all for it, but spells are tougher than bureaucracy. And your third try at King Charles sounds like no more a witch than our fool was.”
  


  
    “No,” said MacKenzie. “It has to be said that the useful authority in that treaty is coming from Queen Mabb. But the point is, we have the right to dissolve the pact, by the laws of both countries. Mrs Marlinspike will assist me.”
  


  
    Veronika threw the green jewel onto a desk. She summoned lightning to her fingers. MacKenzie pulled out a dark wand from a really cool shoulder holster. They looked at each other, and then blasted the jewel.
  


  
    There was a cracking from around us, and the scene shattered into pieces.
  


  
    ⁂
  


  
    We were in a slightly boring computer room, lines of average desktops and academy mouse mats.
  


  
    A rather prim and pretty witch pushed past me, rushing to embrace Rosa.
  


  
    Cora glanced over. “Was that my enemy? She’s only a wee thing.”
  


  
    The hound-dolls were confused, milling around Cora and growling at monitors.
  


  
    “The mystery of who killed Sybil Berrycloth shall go unsolved,” said Veronika, looking pointedly at MacKenzie. “Shall we go into the car park? The Dean will hardly thank us for ruining her lab.”
  


  
    MacKenzie shrugged. “As long as it is big enough to draw a portal. I would like to get back to a sensible country before I have to speak to too many Americans. And I have no intention of resurrecting a very cold case.”
  


  
    “Thank you, Adoración,” said Veronika, shepherding the hound-dolls out through some double-doors.
  


  
    “MacKenzie. And no need to thank me; unfortunately, I know the value of a Marlinspike favour,” said MacKenzie.
  


  
    “I have some ideas how you can spend it,” said Veronika, touching MacKenzie’s arm.
  


  
    “No,” said MacKenzie. “Best I wait for a diplomatic emergency. They are frequent enough.” She pulled out a piece of chalk, and started drawing a circle on the car park tarmac.
  


  
    “What is this place?” said Cora, jumping on somebody’s Impreza, and sniffing the air. Her hound-dolls circled around her.
  


  
    “America,” muttered MacKenzie. “Some people like it.” And then she vanished.
  


  
    “Cora,” said Veronika, “the AOMP would like to offer you—”
  


  
    “Nay, lass,” said Cora, “I’ll not be contracting myself to any witches for a while. Has this place got any trees? And nature?”
  


  
    “Oh yes,” said Carmella.
  


  
    “Then take us there,” said Cora.
  


  
    Veronika shrugged. “I had better deal with the fallout here. Carmella, can you handle it? Getting Cora to nature.”
  


  
    “Um, are we sure it’s alright leaving an eight-foot-tall goat-wo—, er, Cora wandering around the eastern seaboard?” I said.
  


  
    “I reckon we’ll get used to it,” said Cora. “Are you sure you won’t join my pack? You’re no doll, yet.”
  


  
    “No I—” I began.
  


  
    “No,” said Cora. “It looks like you have another owner in mind. Come on then witches, direct me to the forest!”
  


  
    No one else seemed to think this was a bad idea. And perhaps they were right; perhaps the woods are the best place to deposit a cryptid.
  


  
    “Fine,” said Carmella. “But I’ll need Pip to help me shield the network afterwards. This whole weakening of the walls of reality has been a pain. Okay, Pip?”
  


  
    “Um, yes, if you’re sure I can help,” I said.
  


  
    “So it might be a couple of days, or more, before she returns to work,” said Carmella.
  


  
    Veronika rolled her eyes. “Don’t break her.”
  


  
    “No promises,” said Carmella, looking at me. That wasn’t fair, when butches look at you like that.
  


  
    ⁂
  


  
    It was my first time on a motorcycle. I held on tightly to Carmella; you have to, for safety. And if Carmella—through her leather jacket—was firm and warm and butch-sexy, I wasn’t complaining.
  


  
    Cora and her dolls ran alongside; a bit of a traffic hazard but what are you going to do?
  


  
    Around us, hills and trees rose up, rolling and magnificent. I heard Cora shout in glee. I remembered Carmella talking about her trips to national parks; about fucking girls against trees.
  


  
    You know, for all the oddities, my job has a lot to recommend it.
  


  
    Some shall be Pardoned, and some Punished; Rattlesnake Bluff, 1889
  


  
    The shotgun was scratched and dented to hell; I wasn’t even sure it would fire. I reckon it was bought from some white-bearded old-timer who used it to scare off vermin. But if the Serpent Sorceress offered you money, you took it. She doesn’t offer twice.
  


  
    Now, I wasn’t very valuable, so I was near the gate, ducked behind a crate in O’Hanrahan’s yard. I could see Martha and Lily, and also Tom and Jed, but there were many more; pretty much everybody that works for the Serpent is out with a gun or a wand. I don’t mind confessing that I was no gunslinger, just a whore. Though Tom trained me some in the shotgun; Tom was a good boy, gentle and came nice and easy. He nodded at me now. “Barrel up, Nik,” he said, cheerfully.
  


  
    I see Martha take a swig from her flask; don’t know what it is, but I’m betting it’s not water. If some doll—this Curse, they called it—has the Sorceress scared enough to arm her people and put us out here, well, then there’s no shame in needing some dutch courage.
  


  
    At least my sweet Amelia was back at the Garter; she’s an expensive whore, but still expected to fight. Stationed with a longarm on the balcony, apparently.
  


  
    This fearsome doll, this Curse, will be dead long before it gets there, I hope. My precious Amelia was even worse with a gun than I was.
  


  
    Amelia and I are like many of the Serpent’s whores; we were born with unfortunate manhoods. Amelia reckons she always knew she was a woman. I didn’t know until the Serpent’s ritual; where most of my fellows were crying and screaming with their new voices, or clawing at their bounteous chests. I looked at my breasts, heard my voice, and was happy for the first time.
  


  
    Rattlesnake Bluff had a wall around it; a bit tumbledown, but everyone was sure the doll would come in through the main gate; a wide adobe arch.
  


  
    Jed was there now, standing at the edge of it, occasionally looking out. I didn’t like Jed; he was a killer, mean as a skunk, and ready with his fists. Good thing he didn’t bother the women with anything other than his fists, even women like me. He favoured the Serpent’s delicate fancy boys, and I was glad of it. The Serpent has a few chosen man-whores, a few muscled, a few slight; but there’s not that much demand. So most men, and so-called men, that fell into the Serpent’s clutches got converted. The Serpent’s ritual made us into women; changing bust and hips, skin and muscle. The first ritual leaves the member intact, but that didn’t matter much to me.
  


  
    Several of the converted men always try to flee; the Sorceress didn’t take too kindly to her folks running, that was what the likes of Jed was for. He normally brought runners back alive, barely, and the Serpent would administer a potion that made them not want to run anymore. They didn’t want anything much, after that; they would starve if you didn’t remind them to eat. They couldn’t remember their names, their man-name or their woman-name. We just called them molls. They were even less valuable than me; cheap whores, for men who only needed—or could only afford—a warm hole. They were outside the gate now, crouched behind rocks and bushes, with rusty guns. They needed Jed to tell them to shoot.
  


  
    Jed has his own gun; a rifle, black-enamelled and silver chased. A rare gift from the Serpent Sorceress; for some dreadful loyalty, we thought. The Serpent rewarded loyalty and obedience, and Jed—shitheel though he was—had plenty of both. I didn’t; but neither was I going to run, and have folks like Jed hunting me, or have my mind taken. My life wasn’t so bad, and I got to spend time with Amelia.
  


  
    “Here it comes,” called Jed. “Shoot the darn thing.”
  


  
    I couldn’t see what was going on outside the wall, but there was a lot of gunfire. Jed raised his rifle and took aim, unhurried. He was a good shot, of course.
  


  
    He fired. Jed seldom needed to fire twice. I kind of expected the gunfire to cease, which it did, but only for a moment, then it started up again. Then one of the molls screamed, and the quality of the gunfire changed. There was a steady beat though the gunfire, one gun being fired with terrible regularity. The other guns fell silent. Jed was still shooting; not panicking, moving that lever like he was a machine.
  


  
    “Get ready,” he shouted to Tom and the rest of us, as he backed away from the gate.
  


  
    We readied our guns; hopefully the doll was already damaged. Jed’s shots alone would have killed a grizzly.
  


  
    The doll they called Curse walked through the gate; precisely, but without any urgency. It had a gun, a rusty sidearm I guess it took from a moll. It was held loosely at its side; maybe empty. The doll looked at the small blockade we had formed.
  


  
    The doll was wooden, nicely polished with silver trim tight around the joints. Sculpted after a powerful woman; carved with love, it seemed to me. It was dressed in buckskins, though they were peppered in bullet holes.
  


  
    Martha shot first; shouting, scared, emptying her revolver. Reckon she probably hit with four shots, could have been five. It would not make any difference; the bullets hit the wood and recoiled, the wood unblemished. Martha tried to reload, clumsily.
  


  
    Curse threw its gun; kind of casually, but very fast. I heard the sound of it hitting flesh and bone, and the sound of Martha dropping. I didn’t look. I quite liked Martha; when I joined, she had been at The Garter and Ribbon and she would sometimes make excuses for me and Amelia.
  


  
    The town had three brothels; all run by the Serpent Sorceress. Townsfolk put them into classes; us whores did too. The Copperhead Mill was for molls, and those made febrile by drink, drugs, disease, or alchemy. The Diamondback Saloon, where I worked, was in the middle, mostly clean whores in mostly clean rooms. And finally, The Garter and Ribbon Hotel, was very posh, and the whores pretended to be cultured. In truth though, the Serpent didn’t really value one more than the other; I’d heard her talk. The Copperhead Mill made pennies—the joke was its name was its price list—but got a lot of business done, and the whores were easily replaced. The Garter and Ribbon Hotel cost a lot more to keep a whore, and they worked less, but they made a hearty profit. In terms of her pocketbook there wasn’t much difference. Of course, for us whores there was a difference; less work and less violence at the Garter.
  


  
    “Get down,” yelled Tom, flinging a stick of dynamite. I ducked behind the crate. The bang set my ears ringing. When I popped my head up, the smoke was clearing.
  


  
    Curse was getting up; it had been blown backwards, its clothes were shredded, and it was covered in soot. But it looked undamaged.
  


  
    Tom gave an incoherent shout and leapt over the barricade, a woodsman’s axe in hand. He was brave, if not very bright. The doll reached out and stopped the axe on its way down toward its head. Tom staggered in surprise. With its other hand, Curse reached toward Tom’s chest. A crunch, and then Tom dropped.
  


  
    Then there was a crackle, and the doll’s head jerked to the side, fire blooming around it. Lily held a long wand, silver and twisted, pointed and spiralling; not her normal wooden one. I didn’t like Lily, she was a hedge-witch, and like most witches she was prideful and cruel. She was particularly disdainful to those of us who weren’t volunteers.
  


  
    Still, she was braver than I at the moment; I was still holding my shotgun, unaimed and unfired. Martha and Tom were dead. Jed had disappeared.
  


  
    The Serpent didn’t make much distinction between volunteers and not. She had us all on the same thirty-year contract, just that for those of us that were drafted, it was signed for us. I was in a melancholy anyway, alternating with fits of fears, so I barely noticed. My mother was a few months dead, and I guessed the friendly man would give me food for being a usable asshole. Foolish; he made his cash by finding desperate youths to sell onward. So I, like other strays, urchins and criminals, ended up in the Serpent’s coils. I remembered the first time I saw her. I was terrified; both of those around me in The Copperhead’s basement, and the enforcers with clubs and guns. And then the Serpent Sorceress made that fear seem almost quaint. She was capable of projecting terrible fear; like she was holding a ticking bomb. I’ve since learned that I deal with it better than most; many of the new intake wet or soiled themselves. The Serpent was beautiful, even when her fear magic was flowing, but the beauty did not take away the fear. She had some scales; ridged and diamond-like, patches of them highlighting particular areas; an eyebrow, a collarbone, a wrist. She didn’t dress like a wealthy person; a worn leather vest, and scuffed jeans. But we all understood that she didn’t need to display her status, to us.
  


  
    Well, I say ‘all’; in truth some men, the toughened criminals, had trouble with it. But they would not remain either men or tough for long, and the Serpent wasn’t shy about cracking down on misbehaviour.
  


  
    I adjusted well-enough to my new life. My mother had been a whore, so I did not find it that much different, save that I looked and felt way better in myself.
  


  
    Amelia was a volunteer. She even hired a lawyer for her meeting with the Serpent Sorceress. Her family was wealthy, but they had disowned her and cut her off, on account of her clothing choices. She was left with only her savings, the last of which went on the lawyer. Twenty-year contract, no becoming a doll or having her mind messed with, full two-stage ritual. The Serpent was amused, but Amelia was pretty—even before the ritual—and entertainingly clever. And the Serpent always admired shrewdness. Amelia was still something of a favourite of hers.
  


  
    Curse walked toward Lily; I tried to make my hands do something with the shotgun. Lily cast again, enveloping the doll in flames. The doll continued, reaching out and snapping Lily’s neck like a dry twig.
  


  
    Then Curse turned towards me.
  


  
    I dropped the shotgun onto the top of the crate and backed away from it, raising my hands in a pointless gesture of surrender. The doll walked over, at the same unhurried pace. It picked up the shotgun, and looked at me with its featureless orbs.
  


  
    Then it walked away.
  


  
    I collapsed to my knees, indulging in a few moments of tears.
  


  
    Neither Amelia or I could recall when we met. There was enough swapping between the cathouses that we were sort of aware of each other for a while. Of all things, it was Shakespeare that introduced us. My mother taught me to read and write; I had no clue how she had learned. I had no knowledge of my mother’s early life, but I guessed now it had been easier than her later life. She had one book, battered and falling to bits, the frontispiece torn out, certain pages crinkled with tears, but that was my primer and my practice.
  


  
    I was working at the Garter one night; they sometimes needed to make up numbers, and an oil magnate and his fellows were celebrating.
  


  
    At dawn, Amelia and I took a break on the balcony; a good place that wasn’t exactly hiding, but also was out of the bustle. It was an unusually overcast morning, there would be thunder and desert rain later.
  


  
    “A glooming peace this morning with it brings,” said Amelia, leaning on the rail.
  


  
    “The sun, for sorrow, will not show his head,” I finished, half mumbling round my clay pipe.
  


  
    And she gave me the first of her looks; sly and curious. Interested and mischievous. I fell in love in that moment, unfortunate and disorientating.
  


  
    Over the next few days we talked, a little, of our pasts and other such sad things. A week later, we fucked. A month later, we made love.
  


  
    The Serpent didn’t mind her whores coupling up, as long as it didn’t get in the way of work. It did, of course, with some sneaking around being required, but not enough to cause problems.
  


  
    I blew my nose. I couldn’t see anyone or anything stopping the doll; if there had been some sign of damage to it, I might have had hope.
  


  
    I needed to run. Which meant fetching Amelia, because I wasn’t going to run without her. I made a crouching jog over to Lily’s body, slumped like she was having an uncomfortable nap. I picked up the wand; it was silver, nicely made, if a bit long. If we were escaping, we’d need money.
  


  
    I cut down the back alleys; I could hear gunfire and explosions from the main street, as well as the sizzle of spells.
  


  
    The Garter and Ribbon was largely empty; I entered through the back door. August, a fancy boy, lay dead on the floor in the lounge, shot through the head. I nervously headed upstairs, to the balcony.
  


  
    Tilly, Callie, Pearl, and Rose were there; all crouched with rifles, but only one looking comfortable. Rose looked over at me; she was an enforcer, muscled and mean-looking, but fair and popular with the girls.
  


  
    “Grab a gun,” she said, gesturing at a spare rifle. “This one was August’s. You don’t want Jed to get the idea you’re deserting.”
  


  
    “Where’s Amelia?”
  


  
    “Jed took her to the villa,” said Rose.
  


  
    The balcony overlooked the main street; I had outpaced the doll, it still kept up its measured pace. It was carefully demolishing another barricade.
  


  
    “Still the Serpent’s favourite,” said Callie, bitterly.
  


  
    “Nik’s favourite too,” said Pearl, smirking at me.
  


  
    “Probably safer than we are,” said Rose. “Pick up the gun and hunker down, Nik.”
  


  
    “Why?” I said. “Bullets do nothing to it! Dynamite neither. All you’re doing is getting yourself killed.” Tilly began to cry.
  


  
    “The Serpent’s orders,” said Rose. “You know that she doesn’t like runners.”
  


  
    “I think the doll will do for the Serpent,” I said.
  


  
    Pearl scoffed.
  


  
    “She wouldn’t have everyone out if she could handle it herself,” mused Rose. “You may be right.”
  


  
    “What?” said Pearl.
  


  
    “I’m going to rescue Amelia,” I said. “You folks need to decide.”
  


  
    “There’s no deciding, we have orders!” said Pearl.
  


  
    Rose sighed. “Watch out for Jed, he’s not as much of a bleeding heart as me. Just ask August.”
  


  
    I nodded at her.
  


  
    “They are setting up in the cellar,” said Rose, getting to her feet. “Or so I’ve heard.”
  


  
    “Thank you.”
  


  
    The villa was more difficult to get to using the back streets, the best I could do is reach the side wall of its garden, and scramble over.
  


  
    I had only been to the villa a couple of times; the gardens were full of plants that were not native or well-suited to the savannah. Tropical flowers that needed more water, alpine plants that needed more cold; kept alive by magic means, and anyway seeming rather spooky, even in full daylight.
  


  
    Normally the grounds would be teeming with guards, but they must all have been thrown against Curse.
  


  
    I found a side door, and slipped into the house proper. It was similarly deserted. I crept through fancy rooms; lounges, sitting rooms, dining rooms, parlours, not really telling one from another. At one point I got a view of the inner courtyard; five dolls—three ball-and-jointed, two pseudo-flesh—stood in the courtyard with guns, heavy rifles and one gatling gun. They definitely expected Curse to come this way. Fortunately, they paid me no mind.
  


  
    Dolls were probably the highest status of the Serpent’s whores. Only rented out under special circumstances; they were all Garter and Ribbon girls, particularly talented, and beautiful enough that the Serpent didn’t think exposing them to the ravages of time was a good idea. There was always some talk about how voluntary it was; personally, I am sure if it hadn’t been forbidden by her contract, Amelia would be a doll by now, maybe one of the porcelain jointed ones.
  


  
    I made my way to the rear of the house; chancing upon a storage room with some stairs disappearing into darkness. I crept down.
  


  
    The stairs led to a wine cellar, although there was also a lot of other alcohol, as well as suspicious crates.
  


  
    There was a single door from this room, and I got a strange feeling from it. I could sense the nearness of the Sorceress; I was always surprised that others couldn’t. I bent, and looked through the keyhole.
  


  
    The room was another storage room, though it looked to have been rearranged recently. A chair, a drinks cabinet, a small desk—all looked like recent additions. The back wall of the room was a vault door, like a bank vault, standing open. Indeed, I could see coins and ingots in there, but also a camp bed, and some tins. There were three people in this room, depending on how you counted. A doll stood motionless against a wall. The Sorceress sat in the chair, eyes closed. And my love, Amelia, knelt between the Sorceress legs, sucking her off. The Serpent’s hands were in her hair, and Amelia was making some delightful noises.
  


  
    So, although the Sorceress was definitely distracted, I was unlikely to be able to steal Amelia away without her noticing. I watched for a moment; I’ve never minded watching Amelia work. She’s good at it, and it makes me a little proud that I can tell the theatrical moans from the real ones. And when it’s a woman like the Sorceress, even better. I’ve only been fucked by her once, and I got to say, it’s easily the best rough no-preamble butt-fucking I’ve ever had.
  


  
    “Mistress,” said her doll, still against the wall. “This one hears someone outside the door.”
  


  
    I swore, and started to back up. Immediately, I heard footsteps coming down the stairs. I turned to face Jed; he did not look happy.
  


  
    “Er, how—” I started, but he back-handed me viciously.
  


  
    “What are you doing alive?” he said, grabbing my collar, and bundling me into the room beyond.
  


  
    “Ma’am, this shitheel—” began Jed.
  


  
    The Sorceress didn’t open her eyes. She held up a finger, and with her other hand in Amelia’s hair, pressed her further into her groin.
  


  
    Jed stopped, as did I; pausing dead. We both ignored the moans and sucking noises from that portion of the room. Jed looked a bit sick. We waited uncomfortably.
  


  
    With various squelches and some choking, the Sorceress came, and released Amelia.
  


  
    “Ver!” greeted Amelia, turning but not standing; wiping her mouth on her dress. The Serpent’s hand on her shoulder was somewhat possessive. The Sorceress flashed her black eyes at us. “Well?”
  


  
    “She,” said Jed, nearly spitting, “was meant to be on the front gate, not sneaking around here. Damn coward.”
  


  
    “You were on the front gate as well,” I said. “Getting killed wouldn’t have helped either of us.”
  


  
    “I had my orders,” said Jed. “I didn’t turn tail and run.”
  


  
    “Well, hardly run, Jed,” said the Sorceress. “I expect most of my folks are following the river or disappearing into the desert.”
  


  
    “She must have come here to betray you, then,” Jed said. “And I’ll hunt down those runners, for you, ma’am.”
  


  
    The Serpent Sorceress sighed. “Oh Jed, she’s here for Amelia,” she said. “Stupid, but I don’t really blame you, Nik. She’s an excellent lay. A pity you weren’t born with money or magic, or you could own her.” She tousled Amelia’s hair. “Oh, kill Nik or whatever, Jed; I really don’t care.”
  


  
    Amelia gave a cry of distress, and the Serpent grabbed a bunch of her hair, and jerked her back.
  


  
    Jed nodded, and went for his Bowie knife. I backed up really quickly. Why the fuck didn’t I have a gun? I had a tiny penknife with my pipe, but that would just give him a laugh. I searched my pockets; about the only weapon was Lily’s wand. It was pointy enough that it might do some damage if I stabbed him.
  


  
    Jed snorted, adjusted his hold on the knife, and came towards me.
  


  
    Shit.
  


  
    A bright red line appeared on his cheek. He brushed at it, loosening a drop of blood. Then another appeared on his arm. “What the—”. The top of his ear was sliced off. He shouted.
  


  
    The wand in my hand trembled and went cold. Cuts and slices appeared all over Jed’s body; cloth and flesh rent as one. He screamed, for a surprisingly long time, as he was diced by invisible blades, or something similar. Finally, he fell, an unrecognisable pile of mince. The wand went still.
  


  
    Amelia was hiding her face, but the Sorceress was laughing.
  


  
    “Veronika, if you’d said you were a very competent hedge witch, you wouldn’t have had to spend so much time on your back,” she said.
  


  
    “That was me?” I said.
  


  
    “Oh yes,” the Sorceress said. “You are a natural. Very unusual. Of course, the wand helped a little. My old wand.” The witch sighed. “Go,” she said, waving a hand. “Professional courtesy, get out of here. Find someone to train you. And don’t rely on the wand, the Marlinspike, too much; wands are good for beginners, but constrain your abilities when you get more advanced.”
  


  
    “Please let Amelia come with me, ma’am,” I said.
  


  
    “Please,” echoed Amelia.
  


  
    The Sorceress ran her hand through Amelia’s hair. “You know, I really figured that Curse was a tall tale. A combat doll, sure, but I thought people must have been exaggerating its abilities. A bad bet on my part; should have kept clear of my rival’s operation.”
  


  
    She pulled Amelia’s hair again, almost absent-mindedly. “Ma’am,” Amelia said.
  


  
    “You know,” the Sorceress said. “The plan was: I seal myself up in the vault. It’s reinforced, both mundanely and magically. Me, a girl, and a doll, would wait it out. Eventually, my people on the outside, or the marshals, or the goddamn army, would kill Curse.” She sighed. “But that isn’t going to happen, is it? It’s not hard to kill, it’s impossible to kill. A month, a year, a decade, and it would still be here, waiting for me. Or maybe it would claw through the steel.”
  


  
    I could hear gunfire from the direction of the courtyard. “Please, ma’am, Amelia?” I said.
  


  
    “You know, it doesn’t really work out,” said the Sorceress. “Witches and mortal women. As lovers, I mean, not playthings. She will slow you down.”
  


  
    “I love her,” I said.
  


  
    “I don’t think witches are really capable of that,” the Sorceress said. “But your turn to make a bad bet, I suppose.”
  


  
    She patted Amelia’s head, and gave her a little push. Amelia scrambled to her feet, and hurried over.
  


  
    “You should be paying me for letting you out of your contracts early,” said the Sorceress, picking up a small bag from her desk and tossing it to Amelia. “But I guess I can afford to be a little generous.”
  


  
    “Thank you, ma’am,” said Amelia. I just nodded.
  


  
    As we left the room, we heard her call her doll over. The sound of gunfire had stopped; we exited the villa in a hurry.
  


  
    We followed the river, to civilization.
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