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  Foreword


  Okay, my problem—one of my problems—is that I can imagine both sides regarding the toxicity of this collection. I know hard submissives who will regard this as a church picnic, and I know gentle and naive lesbians who will believe that I have been possessed by Satan.


  Neither is the case. Nor do I wish to offend either set of people; I have put content warnings on each story. Please avoid those stories that you need to, or avoid this book altogether. There is no shame in watching out for your mental health. 


  The most worrying one is noncon (non-consent) and its close sister dubcon (dubious consent). In real life, consent is absolutely foundational to relationships. But in fiction there is literally no consent. They are all characters; there's nothing capable of consenting. Oh, we can make characters perform consent, but it has no relationship to real consent.


  So what then? Don't bother about noncon in writing? Actually no, I keep a wary eye out for it. For why, let's consider violence. In fiction, a protagonist shoots someone; you obviously understand this does not require a call to the real-life police. But in certain types of novels, for example, if the sort of people getting shot all are from a particular demographic, then you might still be suspicious of the author. The same for non-consensual sex in fiction; one might wonder if the author believes in being flexible on matters of consent in real life. The key question is: does the actual author (not the characters) approve? Does the text signify approval?


  The answer for these stories is no, but I am asking you to take that on trust. The characters in the book are often messed-up, unhealthy, dangerous and unethical. Do not emulate them; nothing here should be taken as guidance. These stories range from the mildly toxic to the deadly poisonous; all I can do is extend the glass vial toward you… 
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  Endings


  Nova didn’t mind that I fucked her roughly, thoughtlessly, brutally. She would lay face down on the grubby sheets and make animal gasps and moans.


  I would come in her, wait a few minutes, and then get off the bed. Put my underwear and trousers back on; I would still be wearing my shirt and shoulder holster. I didn’t care whether she’d come: this was a one-time thing. I'd put my jacket on and leave. Until next time.


  ⁂


  She touched my elbow; I was at the bar in The Curfew. It wasn’t a lesbian dive; I was looking for alcohol, not company.


  “Sorry, I’m going to let my butch take me home and fuck me ragged,” she said.


  I didn’t look; didn’t need to. Three guys, hanging back; the one that had been harassing her all evening in the front. I’m no paladin; it had been annoying, but she was nothing to me.


  I leaned back on my stool, letting my jacket fall open, and the polymer butt of my HK45-CT show.


  They backed off; a stream of profanity. Dyke. Bitch. Tranny. I thought I remembered a time when those words would be weighted with hurt; but maybe I was fooling myself.


  I waited for the girl to leave as well. When she didn't, I finally looked. Femme. Slight. Slutty.


  “Are you going to make a liar out of me, butch?”


  ⁂


  It wasn’t just the one time; though I couldn’t tell you why not.


  She found me in The Curfew again; she sat on the stool next to me and drank vodka. I didn’t speak; even acquaintances are a weakness.


  She talked a mile a minute. Her name was Nova, she had a hundred zero-hour gig-work jobs, from food delivery to hostess. She had a lot of friends, enemies and lovers, and they seemed to move between those classifications randomly.


  When I put my whiskey glass down, with the finality that signalled it was for the last time that night, she slipped off her stool. “My place, I assume,” she said.


  ⁂


  The third time I sat on the edge of the bed for a few moments afterwards. I don’t know why.


  “Do you actually come?” I asked.


  Nova laughed. “I’m a mess down there; I leak and leak. I’m not purely a masochist.”


  “I’m not a good lover.” This was not an apology, just a statement of fact.


  “Sometimes all I want is to be ploughed mercilessly by someone who isn’t even sure she likes me,” she said.


  “Hmm. Fair enough.”


  I got to my feet, got dressed, and left.


  ⁂


  “Pull my hair,” she asked, next time.


  I didn’t break my savage rhythm, but reached out a hand and coiled it in her dark hair, tugging hard.


  Her moans changed. “Yes,” she whispered amongst them. I tugged again, harder.


  Afterwards, she lit a joint; she offered me some. I shook my head.


  “Why don’t you ever ask me what I do for work? Where I live? What my name is?” I asked.


  She laughed. “And force you to lie to me? You carry a gun, and you are loaded down with violence. You probably change names and houses like I change underwear. Any answers would be bad ones.”


  Her fingers traced some bullet scars on my leg.


  She is right. My job is violence. I am a gun, and I don’t even choose when to fire. There are multiple safe-houses across the world, and they might move me tomorrow. And my name? I could tell her the name on one of my passports, or one of my driving licences. But what would be the point?


  “I knew of a man,” I said, wanting to share something personal. Or that seemed personal. “Each time he killed someone whose name he knew, he would take their name, until the next.”


  “And then?”


  “Huh?”


  “How does the story end?”


  “Oh, he’s dead.” Two to the chest, one to the head; textbook stuff, if I say so myself. “Unmarked grave. Nameless.” 


  She took a huge drag, held it, and eventually blew out a cloud of sweet smoke.


  “Most people care about endings,” she said, voice rough.


  “If it’s an ending, surely that means you don’t have to care anymore?”


  She smoked in silence for a while.


  “When I was young, I used to watch a TV show, old even in those days,” she said, in a distant, dreamy tone. “El Vaquero Americano; about a cowboy who went up north in search of a killer. He was taciturn, determined, and quite violent for an old kids show. A superb rider too. So I think I will call you la vaquera.”


  “How did it end? The show. Did he find the killer?”


  She exhaled. “I never saw.”


  La vaquera was as good a handle as any, I supposed.


  ⁂


  “Fucking hell,” said Nova.


  “It’s fine, it’s mending,” I said. It was just my body; not something to get attached to. “He missed the kneecap.”


  “With what?” said Nova. “A fucking chainsaw?”


  “Just a crowbar,” I said. She had stopped halfway undressed. “My fault, should have checked the room properly.” He was dead, by the time he swung. But death doesn’t erase momentum. The medics had stitched and taped me up. I received a phone call from my employer: an irritated reprimand, a frustration that a tool had not worked properly.


  “You try to straddle me and plough me, you’ll have blood and stitches everywhere,” said Nova.


  I tried to disagree, but I was already walking on it more than the medics advised. The dressing was spotted with blood.


  “Spoon me,” said Nova, “and fuck me.”


  We manoeuvred into bed, and into position; as clumsy as virgins. It was—of necessity—gentler than usual; my injured leg barely moving. Because Nova was no longer pressed into the mattress, I reached around and rubbed her small but hard girlcock. I bit her shoulders, and kissed them too.


  When we were spent, I went to get up, but Nova said, “You’re injured, love, stay here.” I was too tired to argue.


  ⁂


  It shouldn’t bother me, but it did. We had a wordless understanding that, if it was possible, we would be in The Curfew on Thursday night. It often wasn’t possible for me; I’d be shooting gangsters or businessmen, zealots or peacemakers. Nova didn’t complain. This was the first time she hadn’t been here. I shouldn’t care; it wasn’t like I’d been stood up, and I was aware of the double standard. I shouldn’t care, anyway.


  I threw some cash on the counter.


  The drive to her place was short. I knocked twice at her door, to no response. I tried again. Finally, I heard Nova say, “Who is it?”


  I paused. “La vaquera.”


  She let me in, closing the door behind me. She’d been crying.


  “I’m sorry,” she said, stuffing shoes into a suitcase. “I’ve got to go. Tonight.”


  “Why?”


  She gestured at a card on the sideboard. “My ex knows where I am. Someone left his card in my mailbox. He’ll be round to collect cash I don’t have, and worse.” She was crying again. “He likes me to be scared.”


  I picked up the card; Richie Macías, Manager, El Cazador Gentleman’s Club.


  I put the card down. “Lock the door behind me.”


  ⁂


  El Cazador is a strip club, specialising in trans girls. The audience is mostly cis men, but a butch woman doesn’t draw much attention. It is loud and gaudy, as these places usually are. I nursed my overpriced drink and pretended to watch the girls gyrating.


  There was a door to the back rooms, used by customers and girls for private dances and more. But several enforcers and ‘businessmen’ also used this door; I reckoned the manager must be through there.


  The enforcer looked up as I came through the door; tightening his grip on the baseball bat. I was not with a girl, nor was I one of the criminals he knew. Just two enforcers that I could see; this one by the entrance, and one at the heavy door at the far end. There were lots of other doorways off this corridor, but they had curtains for doors.


  “Where’s the manager?” I demanded. “One of your girls just slapped me.”


  The enforcer relaxed his grip on the bat slightly, but, more importantly, his eyes flicked towards the far door.


  “You don’t want to bother the manager with that,” said the enforcer. “The floor supervisor behind the bar will make it right.”


  “Oh, thank you.” I put my hand into my jacket; the key is to do this without tension, like it is the most casual thing in the world. It is, for me. I pulled out my gun—Heckler & Koch HK45 Compact Tactical pistol with SWR Octane 45 HD suppressor—and shot him. In the real world, suppressors do not make a gentle ‘phut’ sound; the enforcer at the end of the corridor hears. He goes for, I assume, his gun but my next bullet is for him. Out of instinct I double tap both of them, even though recovery from a bullet between the eyes is very unlikely.


  I slip into the nearest curtained room. “Out,” I tell the occupants. Unnecessarily, because all the rooms are emptying. This will alert the enforcers in the rest of the club, but they seemed more used to dealing with difficult customers than anything else.


  With the bystanders mostly gone, I stepped out. At the far end of the corridor were two enforcers, on high alert. I killed them and ducked into another doorway. I proceeded down the corridor like this. They were just men with guns, but I was my gun, in as much as I was anything.


  The manager emptied his revolver, in panic, into wood and wall. I shot him in the arm, and stepped over the bodies of his men.


  “Are you Richie Macías?” I asked


  He nodded. “We can make a de—”


  I shot him in the mouth, and then killed my way out of the Cazador club.


  ⁂


  “You can unpack,” I told Nova, after she let me in.


  “Did you… Is he?”


  “A very firm warning,” I lied. “He won’t trouble you again.” That was true.


  She smiled and cried. She didn’t believe me, of course; the point wasn’t to convince her, just to make her not an accessory.


  She pushed me back onto the bed, knelt in front of me.


  “You don’t have to—” I began.


  “Shush, mi vaquera,” she said, and unbuttoned my trousers.


  ⁂


  It took three days; longer than I expected. The phone rang; the ring tone that told me it was my employer.


  “I understand you went off-piste,” said the voice. Feminine. British. Classy. “Twelve dead in unsanctioned executions.”


  “Yes. Personal matter.”


  “No,” said the voice. “You are not a person; you do not have personal matters. You are a gun; you do not get to choose where to shoot.”


  “I understand,” I said.


  “Do you?” she said. “Take out your pistol.”


  I did. She knew I would be wearing the holster.


  “Put the muzzle to your temple,” she said. I did so. “If we told you to pull the trigger, would you?”


  “Yes.” This was true.


  There was a long pause. “Fortunately, the Manor does not have any relationship with Mr Macías’s tiny business. And our bribes to the police are at a flat rate,” she said. “Stand down, holster your weapon.”


  I did so.


  “You are in a relationship with Nova Macías,” she said.


  The surname caught me by surprise. “Not a relationship; just fucking.” As I said that I realised that I wasn’t sure if it was true.


  “If we told you to execute her, would you do it?”


  “Yes,” I lied.


  Another long pause. “Well, that won’t be necessary at this time. We have a job for you. Chiang Mai. The details are attached.” She hung up.


  ⁂


  There was no answer to Nova’s door, when I returned. I picked the lock. Her small flat was empty, as if she had never existed.


  I considered the possibilities. Perhaps she had decided to leave, after all. She was a wanderer; she might have left this place and its complexities. Maybe she had just used me to kill an annoying husband.


  Or perhaps my employer had tasked another gun with executing this loose end and cleaning up. Or something in between; bribery, threats, kidnapping.


  I sighed and put the souvenir on the window ledge; a small carved Thai elephant.


  Most people care about endings. But I am not a person.


  An ending just means you don’t have to care anymore.


  (With thanks to @NightAnemone for setting details and phrases.)


  A Full-time Project


  Marius absently scrolled the document and stared at the neckline of Selina’s blouse. She had unfastened the first few buttons a couple of hours ago. Marius watched the interplay of shadows and contours betray the shapes below. Her tits, he thought, must be magnificent. Even the swell of them under a patterned work blouse was captivating.


  The conference room was climate-controlled, of course, all places on the orbital had to be, but it had gathered the heat, and smell, of two teams of executives over too long a meeting. Selina was one of Agile Paragon’s lead negotiators; the enemy, the new partner. Marius knew her from college; even then she’d had something of a reputation. He wondered what her breasts were like, to feel, to squeeze. The heft of one in his hand. Were her nipples big or small; tiny and neat, generous and toothsome? He imagined the texture, under his thumb.


  “And finally here,” his half-brother Laelius said, pointing to a bit of the contract. Laelius was Orbital Calibrated Integration’s lead negotiator; he was actually interested in this stuff. Marius initialled the tablet without even pretending to read.


  “Well, I think that’s everything,” said Laelius. “We’ll have a proper signing, with the press, at a later date. But the deal is complete; unless there’s anything else?”


  There was various stretching and derumpling from both sets of executives. Selina straightened her blouse.


  “Excellent!” concluded Laelius. “Thank you all for your hard work.”


  Marius made small talk with a couple of executives; desultory, bored. The room was beginning to empty out. Laelius packed up Marius’s tablet and papers as well. His half-brother was cross with him, for some reason; that was usually the case. It wasn’t jealousy; neither of them would countermand their father’s wishes.


  Selina was making notes; typing marginalia onto her copy.


  “Hey, Selina,” he said. Quietly, so as not to be overheard.


  She looked up. “Yes, CEO Amulius, OCI?” She sounded tired.


  “Marius, please,” he said. “We’ve known each other since college. I was wondering if you’d like to get a drink?”


  “Hmm? Plenty of the other executives will be hitting the bars, roaming the nightlife sectors,” she said. “The CEO joining will surprise them, but they won’t mind, particularly if you pick up the tab.”


  “No,” said Marius. “I meant you and I; as like, a date.”


  She laughed; a sudden peal, causing one of the executives to look over in their direction.


  “Why?” she asked.


  He supposed it was unusual; an executive from another corporation. And one with a bit of a reputation. “Well, I’ve always thought you were—”


  She shook her head. “No. I know why people would date me,” she said. “Why would I date you?”


  “Um,” he felt suddenly unmoored. “I’m a CEO, I’m rich, people say I’m handsome.” He didn’t like the pleading note that had entered his voice.


  “Visit the lower floors of your corporation. You will find scores of young women with low enough self-esteem that handsome, rich CEO Marius OCI will melt their hearts, and dampen their panties,” she said. “Try them. But I only go out with interesting people.”


  “I’m interesting—”


  “No,” she said. “I’ve known you since college, remember. At best, you’ve got in the way of actual, interesting people.”


  “Why?” Marius said, half-standing. “That’s mean—”


  “Yes; I’m sorry, I’m tired.” She sighed. “Go out with your fans, Marius.”


  The room was empty now. Selina turned to go. She had a hell of a walk; her butt, under her skirt, swayed incredibly.


  “But they’re boring,” he said. He wasn’t really sure where that had come from. “They are all really boring.”


  Selina stopped and turned. “Yes, obviously. They would have to be. But maybe, eventually, one of them might make you interesting.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “You don’t want to know,” said Selina.


  “I do,” said Marius, not sure where this desperation was coming from.


  Selina sighed again. “You got alcohol in your office? I’m not doing this sober.”


  ⁂


  Selina poured herself a triple, leaving a careless splosh against the countertop. His father’s whiskey, from Earth; Marius couldn’t remember how old it was, but it was old. Expensive. She didn’t pour him one. Of course, it was his alcohol. He could take a drink if he wanted.


  “You’ve got as long as I take to drink this to ask your questions,” she said, taking a sip. “So hurry, because I really will give myself alcohol poisoning to escape your company.”


  “Why don’t you like me?” Marius said.


  “Oh shit, too many reasons,” said Selina. She took a drink. “You’re a bully and a letch, but mainly, I was dealing with your sort throughout college. The gravball team, sports shooting, fencing club. Do you have any idea how many times girls have come to me in tears. With luck, they only had their hearts broken. Sometimes it was worse.”


  Marius looked down. “Yeah, some of my teammates… young, wealthy, inexperienced, they… I didn’t really understand back then.”


  “Some people didn’t have the luxury of not understanding.”


  “Yeah,” said Marius, realising that his memories of college may have been a bit rose-coloured. “Er, but not me, right? I dated lots of girls, but it was all…”


  “Oh, I’m sorry, I didn’t bring any cookies,” said Selina. “As far as I know, you only caused heartbreak, yes. You have a wandering eye, and zero loyalty.”


  “In college, yes, I wasn’t great—”


  “And a bully,” said Selina. “And so boring.”


  “How am I boring?” said Marius. “I… I did stuff? I was gravball champion three times—”


  “Yeah, and fencing and shooting, whatever. People saw that, but I saw a little dog, forever yapping at every bigger dog,” said Selina, leaning against the counter. “You’ll never be happy, because you have to bark all the time.”


  “That’s stupid!”


  “Is it?” she said. “Want to have a gravball match about it? Ridiculous child.”


  Marius shut his mouth.


  “And it’s also why your sex life goes nowhere,” she said. “You’re a take-charge guy, right? The fan club must appreciate that. And yet it goes nowhere. Why?”


  Marius shrugged.


  “Well, date enough women, and you might find one who manages to take charge,” she said. “You will like that, but it will be like pulling teeth to get there.”


  Marius laughed. “Now who is being ridiculous?”


  “Yap, yap, yap,” said Selina. “Let’s discuss in a decade. And that’s not even the most surprising thing you might eventually discover about yourself, if you’re very lucky.”


  “There’s something else?” Marius said. “What?”


  Selina shook her head. “You’re a full-time project, Marius.” She downed her glass. “And I have taken on such projects before, but they’ve been for people I’ve liked, not despised. So throw yourself at your fans, and hope one of them is unusually generous. Goodnight, Marius.”


  “Wait,” said Marius. “So you really won’t go out with me?”


  “Of course not,” Selina said. “I’ve been as polite as I can for the length of a drink. That’s more than you deserve.”


  “You can… you know, take charge… if that’s what you want…”


  Selina laughed again. “There are plenty of interesting, likeable people I could top. Do top, in fact. But you… my dislike is such that I have trouble keeping your excellent whisky down. So, unless you’re offering a thirty-second date where I just slap you senseless—”


  “Okay,” said Marius.


  “What?”


  “Okay,” said Marius. “I mean, you obviously want to. And I… well, I’ll prove you wrong.”


  Selina looked at him for several seconds. “Right,” she said. “I get to slap you a couple of times. You get nothing; no future dates, certainly no revenge, no corporate shit. You just get slapped. Is that really the deal you’re suggesting?”


  “Yes,” said Marius.


  “Interesting,” said Selina, and struck him across the face.


  It was hard; an open-handed slap, but not a playful one. Marius immediately felt his hackles rise. He’d been in fights before, of course. He knew how to fight.


  “Fuck,” said Selina. “Your first instinct is to hit me back. Most people—most men, even—grow up a little.”


  “No,” said Marius. “Well, yes. But I wouldn’t.”


  “Hmm,” said Selina. “You always were a contemptible bully. Taking what you wanted, and thinking it was alright because you used your bland charm and your status. And do you think I couldn’t feel your eyes on me throughout that meeting?”


  Marius breathed in to reply, but Selina struck him again; open hand, even harder. Marius looked down; whatever Selina said, he knew how to take a beating.


  “I… I thought you didn’t really mind,” said Marius. “Or at least… wanted it as a distraction from the deal.”


  “Why would I need to distract you?” she said. “Can you even remember what the contract is about?”


  “Um… machine parts?”


  “It was your brother we needed to distract from the parts of the contract that were too generous to us,” said Selina. “And, true, having him get angry with you for drooling across the table worked fine for that.”


  “Was it that obvious?”


  “Everything you do is obvious; obvious and boring,” said Selina. “So, no, I did not like it. The way I dress is firstly for me, and secondly, sure, for some sort of advantage. But just because I don’t mind giving out a few pennies to beggars, doesn’t mean I want to be mugged.”


  “Okay,” said Marius.


  “Okay?”


  “Okay, I’ll try not to stare.”


  She laughed and struck him again. Less hard, this time; perhaps her hand was tired. “You idiot; this isn’t me trying to reform you. I don’t give a shit about you. This is me working out my anger.”


  She slapped him again. “Which you have done, I suppose. So, thank you for a first and last date, Marius. Goodnight.”


  Marius watched her head to the office door and exit; a sultry walk, as ever. He sat down heavily; his cheek burned. No actual damage, of course. Selina wasn’t really a combatant. He poured himself a whisky and ice, holding the glass to his cheek. But what worried him was the odd stirrings he had felt from below.


  ⁂


  Marius watched Selina’s neck; he knew that this wasn’t quite what he meant by promising not to look at her breasts. But she swallowed so wonderfully; the muscles and planes as she sipped her champagne. Marius imagined himself in her throat, and looked away, back to his bright-eyed date.


  “People are beginning to leave,” she said.


  It was a tedious party; a post-AGM business party, with Orbital Calibrated Integration’s rivals and allies. Corporate fun-times. Impressive—obviously—for his date, who this was all new for. She had clapped at an ice swan, for fuck’s sake.


  “Huh?” he said.


  “I said people were beginning to leave,” she said. “Um… I wondered if you wanted to come back to my place, or yours?”


  This girl—he would remember her name soon—would suck him off. She would be happy, overjoyed, to. The merest hint and she’d be on her knees.


  It was so boring.


  “Why don’t you go?” he said. “I’ll stay here for a while.”


  “I can stay.”


  “No, I’ll call you. Goodnight.”


  He watched the party for a while longer. It was winding down. He nodded to some people; executives, CEOs, their beautiful families. There were some women here that his father had tried to marry him off to. For corporate dynasty reasons, of course; most of them were very businesslike about it. They certainly didn’t want sex or romance, just couples pictures for the press and a contract. Marius had almost enjoyed these fake romances, but they had all come to nothing.


  “Did you know?” Selina said, standing behind the couch.


  “What?” Marius had lost track of her at some point. He turned awkwardly.


  “Paragraph forty-three, section two,” she said. “Did you know?”


  “I still don’t know,” said Marius. “What’s paragraph whatever?”


  Selina sighed, and climbed, with surprising agility, onto the couch from behind. She was wearing an elegant cream gown, and Marius got a glimpse of thigh through the side split. She was slightly drunk, he thought, but handled it well.


  “The deal,” said Selina. “We stuck in clauses more favourable—secretly favourable—to ourselves. Laelius stuck in a clause which, it turns out, is favourable to OCI. I mean, it ends up sort of fair. Nobody’s in business for fair.”


  “Laelius is good at this,” said Marius.


  “Better than you,” said Selina. “And he cares about getting better. Very annoying.”


  “Want to date about it?” said Marius. “Slap me about?”


  “It’s tempting,” said Selina. “Oh, not dating you, but hurting you.”


  “I get that a lot,” said Marius.


  “Yeah, poor puppy,” said Selina. “How are you even the CEO?”


  “I was the heir.”


  “That’s a stupid reason. You don’t like it,” said Selina. “You’re certainly not good at it. Why bother?”


  “My father wanted—”


  “Oh, yap, yap, yap,” said Selina. “The old man is dead.”


  “Yes, but he wanted—”


  “Who cares?” said Selina. “What do you want?”


  “I want to go on a date with you,” said Marius.


  “I can’t believe I walked into that.”


  “I mean it,” said Marius. “You’re in charge. You can slap me or punch me, whatever. You date a lot—”


  She laughed. “Mmm, I’m pan, and poly. But the thing is, I like them all. I really don’t like you, Marius. At all.”


  “So, punch me!” said Marius. “Look, it’s not working at the moment. My life, my job, my… romance. It’s been one long disaster. You say you know why: that it would be ‘a project’. I want to find out. If the price for that is getting beaten up, fine.”


  Selina sighed. Finally, she said, “I’ll think about it.”


  ⁂


  The message was just an address—her apartment? It didn’t look commercial—and a time.


  Marius was nervous. It could be some sort of business ploy; he knew that allies in this business were only ever temporary. And he was CEO. This was pretty stupid.


  Selina answered the chime, and led him through to a lounge. Her apartment was smaller than his, but nice. She sat on the couch, and crossed her legs. There was nowhere for Marius to sit, so he stood. She was dressed in office wear, though her jacket was discarded. He was careful to look down, although that meant his gaze lingered on her legs; sleek and shapely within cream stockings.


  “I thought you’d back out,” she said. She looked a bit irritated.


  “I meant what I said.”


  “Hmm, we’ll see,” said Selina. “Before this sort of… project, I normally negotiate. Lines and safewords. No-go areas. Probable and definite borders. None of that for you.”


  She gestured at the door.


  “You can choose to go. I won’t argue,” she said. “If you stay you’ll get pain and humiliation. You won’t get sex. You certainly won’t get affection. I will be in control, and I will not negotiate. The door is there.”


  “Will it fix me?”


  “Are you worth fixing?” said Selina. “No promises. But, in the unlikely event you stick with it, I will shortcut ten to twenty years of failed love affairs, so maybe. You will, at least, understand yourself better. Whether that’s worthwhile…”


  “Okay, yes, then.”


  “Wait,” said Selina. “I haven’t finished all my conditions yet. You will be exclusive; I don’t want you confusing yourself with any of your fan club. Obviously, I will not be; I will continue to date people I actually like.”


  “That isn’t fair,” said Marius.


  “No, exactly,” said Selina. “None of this is remotely fair. I get all the power. And if I get the slightest hint that you will get physical about it, it’s over. Again, you know where the door is.”


  “Okay,” said Marius. “I mean… okay.”


  “Obviously, I won’t put you in hospital, or anything like that,” said Selina. “But otherwise, I’m in control. I won’t be arguing either; your voice is annoying.”


  “I get it.”


  “Do you?” said Selina. “We’ll see. There’s one last thing, but not here.”


  She stood, suddenly. “Follow me.”


  Marius followed; was this… her bedroom? Obviously, she said no sex, but this still seemed like an escalation.


  She had opened a wardrobe, and was rifling through one of the lower sections. Marius looked around; her bedroom was quite elegant, sexy in a subtle way. Though, despite all Selina’s dating, Marius didn’t think there was any sign of anyone else in this room.


  “There you go,” she said, putting a pile of orange material on the bed. “That should more or less fit, and the owner doesn’t want it. Her breasts are way too large now.”


  Marius unfolded the material; it was… a dress?


  “The last major condition,” said Selina. “While we are working on this project, you are to be a girl. You will dress as a girl. We’ll work out a girl’s name for you. Your pronouns, if they come up, are she/her. You will be a girl.”


  Marius dropped the dress. “I am not a girl!”


  “At the risk of repeating myself,” said Selina. “You know where the door is. I will not be negotiating.”


  “This is part of the humiliation, right?” said Marius, picking up the dress warily between finger and thumb.


  “Not at all,” she said, cheerily. “What is part of the humiliation is that I’ll call you Candy until you’ve thought of a proper name. I knew a Candy in school. Hated her.”


  Marius looked at the dress again.


  “Time’s ticking, Candy,” said Selina. “Stride out of here a man, by all means. Or stay a girl. But you have to decide.”


  “I don’t understand why—”


  “And you’re not going to,” said Selina. “I am in control. It’s not your job to understand my reasoning. True, with people I like, sometimes I talk them through my logic. Caring and reasonable. You don’t get or deserve that, Candy. Accept, or not. Obey, or not. Wipe your own tears.”


  “Okay,” Marius said eventually. “Yes.”


  “Really?” said Selina, surprised. “You’re a girl? Say it.”


  “I’m a… look, I’d be lying.”


  Selina rapped his forehead. “I don’t care what is going on in there. Assuming anything is. You obey me. What you think about it is utterly irrelevant. You are a girl; say it!”


  “I am a girl,” said Marius. He didn’t see the point of lying. He didn’t see the point of any of this. Maybe not seeing the point was the point, he thought.


  “Good. Again.”


  “I am a girl.”


  “Excellent,” Selina said. “So, Candy, would you like to start our second date?”


  “Now? Um, yes, sure.”


  “Hmm,” said Selina. “Yes, ma’am, I think.”


  “Yes… ma’am,” said Marius.


  “You actually had trouble with that, didn’t you?” she said. “I wonder whether it’s all women or just me you have trouble respecting. No matter. Don’t delay again.”


  “Yes, ma’am.”


  “Good,” Selina said. “Get changed into the dress.”


  “Um… here, ma’am?”


  “Yes, Candy, here.” She picked up a tablet. “Oh, believe me, you’ve got nothing I care to see. Quickly, now.”


  Marius changed out of his shirt and trousers. His underwear bulged; he had a partial erection for some reason. He put the dress on quickly, and tried to smooth down the front. The dress’s scoop top was uncomfortable around his shoulders.


  Selina looked up. “Yes, you’re a bit more muscular than my friend.” She stood up. “You don’t fit it well. But it takes girls a while to find their style. Do a spin.”


  She watched as Marius rotated.


  “Terrible,” she said. “Now, I’m going to offer you a choice, Candy. Isn’t that nice?”


  “Yes, ma’am, I suppose.”


  She walked over to a wall, reached up, and pulled a fabric panel down, revealing a neat, ordered rack of whips and canes. Some were tiny, soft suede things; others were huge coiled beasts. There were canes of rattan, and thicker rubber crops. Marius was stunned; Selina had a bit of a reputation, but nothing like this.


  “Choose which you’re going to be hit with, Candy,” she said. “Don’t worry: I decide how much to hit you, so even the lightest one you’ll definitely notice after I go wild with it.”


  Marius stared at the wall; his macho instinct was telling him to pick the biggest, heaviest whip. But he thought he might actually die. And Selina would not want him—would not want her—to be macho, would she?


  “Or, again—” Selina began, bored.


  “That one,” Marius said, pointing to what she hoped was a low to middle ranked flogger.


  Selina slapped Marius’s cheek. “That one, ma’am!” she hissed.


  Marius felt anger well up inside him again. She carefully tamped it down.


  “That one, ma’am,” she said, not entirely managing to keep the resentment out of her voice. Selina either didn’t notice, or ignored the tone.


  “Mmm,” said Selina, perhaps with approval. She lifted the flogger off the wall. “Over there,” she said, gesturing to the other wall.


  There were D-rings on this wall, although you wouldn’t notice unless you looked closely; the patterned wallpaper hid them. Selina bent to a cupboard, and got out two manacles with chains. She clipped them into the D-rings, and then gestured at Candy.


  Candy raised her hands slightly. “The shoulders, ma’am. I can’t raise my hands without tearing the fabric.”


  Selina sighed. “Then take your arms out, idiot.”


  Candy shuffled her arms out, feeling oddly exposed that the dress’s front was drooping down. Then she raised her hands to the manacles, facing the wall. Selina clicked them in place, leather-coated metal fastening firmly on her wrists. As they clicked Candy—Marius—realised how stupid he was being. This was just Selina taking revenge, and he was cooperating.


  Selina did something behind her; opening another cupboard. Something squeaked, making Candy jump. Selina pressed a squeaky ball into Candy’s hand. “I’m going to gag you now; I’ve no wish to hear your screams,” Selina said. “But squeeze on that if you decide you would rather go home instead.”


  There was another pause; Candy tried to work out what Selina was doing. She surprised herself by being a little scared. I’m a fighter, she told herself, but the nervousness did not go.


  Selina reached around Candy’s head, pulling fabric into her mouth, tightly tying something at the back of her neck. It was one of Selina’s stockings; Candy could smell her—her scent, her sweat—on it. Taste it, maybe, as the fabric soaked up her drool.


  “Finally,” said Selina, and struck her. A diagonal blow with the flogger, on her back; the dress deadened the blow somewhat, making it thud. It wasn’t even all that painful, yet it came as a shock to Candy; she yelled into her gag and jerked on the manacles.


  “You have the ball, remember?” Selina said. “Just squeak and you can go home.” She waited for a moment and then struck her again, and again; the flogger thudding against her.


  Candy—Marius felt the anger rising within her again. She thought about breaking free and turning on Selina and… what? It didn’t make any sense to fight her. This was her—his—her choice.


  The blows kept landing; sometimes a tail would land outside the dress, on her shoulders, and that would sting urgently. She found herself moaning.


  Selina continued with the flogging, almost frantically. Candy wondered if she really was that annoying. She thought of all the times she’d been beaten up. And had beaten people up. It was a lot. School, college, sports, business; it had all been fighting, one way or another.


  The pain was intense now, having increased somehow, multiplied over time. She surrendered to it. She could feel moisture on her cheek. Was she crying? The pain wasn’t that bad, surely? She felt tears falling, mostly being absorbed by the gag, but sometimes falling off her chin. She worried that Selina would think her weak, that she couldn’t stand a bit of pain. And yet she could not stop.


  Eventually, it was Selina that stopped; her blows became weaker. She swapped to the other hand, delivering half-a-dozen awkward blows of lessening intensity, and finally discarding the flogger. She sat down—heavily, by the sound of it—on the bed.


  Candy’s legs felt wobbly and leaden; her sobbing seemed much louder without the thwack of the flogger.


  “Shit,” muttered Selina. “Damn it all.” It sounded like she was speaking to herself. Then louder, “Just stay there.”


  Well, it wasn’t like Candy had any choice. She wanted to sit, but instead alternated her weight between her legs and the manacles, and tried to work out what Selina was doing. It was just strange noises.


  Then Candy heard a wet, organic sound. And another. A tiny moan. Selina was masturbating? Frigging herself. Candy stilled, listening. She felt herself blushing. And she was hardening; she’d had a semi for ages, but now it was becoming quite urgent.


  The moans became louder, and the sounds more frantic, until Selina gave out a low groan, and all was still.


  Candy waited, legs trembling. Eventually, she heard Selina stand, and approach her. Candy felt a soft touch on her side; fingers, wiping on the material.


  “Quiet,” Selina hissed, and Candy was taken aback by the anger in her voice, especially compared to the softness of her touch. Selina reached around and fleetingly patted Candy’s erection. She made a “tsk” sound, and then unclipped her from the manacles. She then guided her back to the bed.


  Selina massaged her wrists, gentle but also somehow angry. Candy found herself shaking, but didn’t know why. Selina fetched a medical kit, and attended to Candy’s back, where the flogger had broken skin.


  “Next time,” Selina said. “Assuming you’re stupid enough. Three things; one, buy a dress that fits you better. If I liked you I’d help you choose, but it’s down to you. Two: remove your body hair; lotion, epilate, laser, shave. Look it up online. Your hair and eyebrows can remain, otherwise I want it gone. Thirdly: get one of those endocrine implants. Oh, don’t worry, men can use it too; building muscle, for example, or erectile dysfunction. They are still limited availability, so you will have to use some money there.”


  She finally untied the gag, and let it drop to Candy’s lap.


  “Better?” Selina said. Candy had stopped shivering. She nodded.


  “Good,” said Selina, matter-of-factly. “Take a few moments, but leave. Take the dress with you. I’ll contact you. No discussion.”


  Selina left, leaving the door ajar; Candy heard the sound of a holo-show from another room.


  Eventually Candy got changed back into her suit, carrying the dress balled up. She left; Selina was watching a show, and didn’t glance in her direction. She hurried to her transport, and let it take her home.


  In her own bedroom, she unballed the dress, searching for the part Selina had wiped her fingers on. “What am I doing?” she muttered. She took a tentative sniff, then a longer one. Selina’s scent! But even headier than she remembered.


  Grasping the dress in her hand, she reached down and began to masturbate frantically.


  ⁂


  It was a while before she saw Selina again. Candy—Marius—had been indecisive; half the time he thought he should just find an ordinary girl and have ordinary sex with her. He didn’t understand—didn’t want, surely?—the kind of degenerate, unfair non-sex that Selina was offering. And yet…


  She had to admit that her masturbatory fantasies had all been about Selina, and usually involved Candy being slapped or whipped or worse. Which wasn’t right, surely? But it made her feel alive in a way that she normally didn’t.


  And she had to admit shopping, online, for the dress had been oddly fun; it had taken more than a few tries to get something that worked. Expensive, shipping them up from Earth, too. Women’s clothing was weird, especially women’s clothing for someone with her build. Luckily, she found a couple of articles written by and for trans women. She hadn’t really thought anything of trans women before, but she supposed that she felt a sort of kinship now; they had ended up in very similar positions for obviously completely different reasons.


  On the other hand, shaving had not been fun. Her bathroom was laden down with lots of unguents and various torture devices. She had spent too long in awkward positions with haphazardly placed mirrors. And once finished, the damn stuff grew back, so she had to start again.


  The HealthCorp Endocrine Monitor and Enhancer had taken some finagling too. It was very much in ‘early adopter’ mode. She supposed that was a benefit of being a CEO, though. Medically, it was pretty easy; an implant in her upper arm. She was still wearing a bit of gauze but it had healed pretty quickly. She had looked at the interface app, all those graphs and numbers, and decided to leave things as was.


  In the end, Selina announced that she’d be at Candy’s apartment in twenty minutes; meaning a quick shower, epilating the worst part of her legs again, and quickly climbing into her dress. She smoothed down the front as the door opened. Selina had asked for the passcode, she didn’t want to be kept waiting.


  Selina was wearing a loose fitting white dress; sexy, as always, but a little subdued.


  “Let’s see,” she said, without preamble. “Turn around.”


  Candy span around.


  “Hmm, don’t like the colour,” Selina said. “But the blouse cut works well with your shoulders, and the whole thing fits. Candy, are you actually good at this?”


  Candy blushed. This was stupid; she’d been gravball champion so many times; why was this offhand compliment affecting her more?


  Selina glanced at the gauze on her arm. “Let’s see the interface.”


  Candy picked up her tablet, and brought up the app. Selina took the tablet, and brought her own tablet out of her bag. She sat down at the table. “Stay there,” she said.


  She worked at both tablets for a while. “Thumbprint,” she said, holding out the original tablet.


  Candy supplied it without really thinking. For all she knew, Selina could be transferring Orbital Calibrated Integration stock. But she couldn’t really summon any alarm; she didn’t think Selina would do that.


  “Are you making a copy, ma’am?” she asked.


  “No,” said Selina, casually. “I’m taking the interface; transferring the rights. I will have monitoring and control over your endocrine system.”


  “But—”


  “It’s important, yes,” she said. “Oh, you could factory reset before I did any permanent damage, but I could make things very, very unpleasant in the meantime.”


  She made a show of adjusting one of the dials; Candy could not see what. She fooled herself that she could feel things changing, although the med-techs had been very clear it didn’t work that rapidly.


  “Candy,” said Selina. “Have you ever trusted anyone? Oh, the corporation, your father, I suppose; but that wasn’t really trust. You didn’t feel you had a choice. But now you do. Say the word and we can end all this; you can get your interface back, you can go back to your old life.”


  “I trust you, ma’am,” Candy said. It was true. Probably stupid, but true.


  “Really?” Selina said. “Most people would choose somebody who likes them. Who has their best interest at heart. Who gives a fuck whether you live or die. Still, I suppose you take what you’re given. I’ll try to be professional, I guess. Though it will be difficult.”


  She reached out and slapped Candy’s face. “You know, sometimes you are almost bearable, and the other times I see him. Marius. Make sure I never see him, Candy.”


  She didn’t know what to say. She was Marius. He was Marius. And yet, Candy did feel different. Could Selina tell? Could she choose to be Candy?


  Selina watched her. “You having to work your poor brain, Candy?” she said. “I’m sorry. Get undressed.”


  “What?” Candy said.


  Selina slapped her again. “What, ma’am?” she said. “And the command wasn’t difficult. You had three pieces of homework; I’m checking all of them. Quickly now.”


  Candy pulled off her dress, a bit sullen that she hadn’t got to wear it for longer. She stepped out of her shoes. She was feeling very exposed. I mean, she was exposed; she supposed that made sense. And Selina wasn’t reading now, but watching her. She hesitated, hand hovering above her underwear. Selina hadn’t actually said, and she had an erection which removing her underwear would make even more obvious.


  “Wait,” said Selina, and Candy breathed a sigh of relief. “Is that male underwear?”


  “Um, yes, ma’am,” Candy said. She had chosen them because they were particularly thick.


  Selina sighed. “I suppose I didn’t say. Next time: tights, women’s panties, a bra… well, a bralette. Make them lacey. Hell, make them slutty if you want. Understand?”


  “Yes, ma’am.”


  “Good,” said Selina. “Now take them off.”


  Candy slipped her underwear off, blushing at her obvious arousal. Selina said nothing. She stood and fished around in her handbag, coming out with a pair of old-fashioned handcuffs. She pulled Candy’s wrists behind her and fastened them.


  Then she touched Candy with the back of her fingers, checking for hair. She ran lightly over her arms, legs and butt. She traced each nipple. Candy shivered. Selina dropped her hand, bringing it to rest against her groin, just above her dick. Candy twitched.


  “What’s this? Stubble?” Selina demanded.


  “Sorry ma’am,” stammered Candy. “It’s quite difficult to—”


  “I don’t want excuses,” said Selina, using her free hand to grab the hair at the nape of Candy’s neck; her other hand stayed unmoving. Candy twitched and shivered again. “True, no-one is going to touch you there. Certainly, no-one is going to kiss you there, lips encircling your girldick.” She grasped Candy’s dick, for the merest instant, and then let go of her.


  “Smooth, next time,” Selina said. “Oh, obviously, I don’t mind a girl with body hair. It’s just you who isn’t allowed it. Now, remain here.”


  She walked off behind her. Candy wondered what she was doing, but then heard the sound of the shower. She wondered if Selina had meant her to remain standing here, or whether she could get more comfortable. No, better stay here.


  Selina didn’t take long; she walked back out wearing Marius’s dressing gown. It was tightly wrapped around her; Candy had certainly seen her in more revealing outfits, and yet the thought of her naked was making her giddy.


  Selina took Candy’s arm. “Kneel,” she said, and helped Candy down. She sat on the couch in front of Candy, and waggled her toes.


  “This evening, I’m going to teach you how to worship.” She pushed her big toe into Candy’s mouth. “Specifically, my feet. You will lick every centimetre of them. You will explore every crevice. You will tongue-bathe every expanse. And you will do it all with a dedicated and worshipful attitude. Do you understand?”


  She took her toe from Candy’s mouth, and placed both feet on the carpet. “Go on then,” she said.


  This was ridiculous, Candy thought. Humiliating, again; that was Selina’s plan. She—he—wasn’t going to do that. Except, maybe there was something she could learn. And, actually, Selina’s toes did not taste bad.


  Candy bent forward, but with her arms cuffed behind her back, it was quite awkward. She wobbled and struggled into more of a half-lie—Selina chuckling—and finally attended to the foot. Candy licked, carefully and thoroughly. She wasn’t sure how well she was doing, but Selina didn’t complain, just flexed and angled her feet. Candy glanced up a few times; Selina’s eyes were closed, or nearly closed, and she was lying back. The dressing gown shadowed the top of her legs, but Candy felt a… well, almost a reverence towards that warm darkness.


  Candy continued licking; it fell away into a meditative action, almost timeless. She wasn’t sure how long she’d been doing this for; certainly her tongue was tired, not that it mattered. She just drifted.


  It was actually something of a surprise when Selina spoke. “Mmm, that’s good,” she said, almost whispered, her voice drowsy. “You know, I don’t like to ask this too much of my lovers. They’re not really into it. Or, they’re into it, but only because their domme is into it. And that’s fine; that balance is good, in lovers. There are often things which you’re so-so on, but your partner absolutely loves. But that means that I’m always careful that this doesn’t become tedious.” She stretched. “But with you that doesn’t matter; I don’t care about you. It doesn’t matter what you’re thinking. I don’t have to consider balance, complementarity, fairness. You’re not my lover; you’re a toy, at best. It’s a pleasant change. I wouldn’t have predicted it, but a girl you have nothing but contempt for is quite refreshing.”


  Candy kept licking; she was happy. Selina was enjoying it, and even found her refreshing. She felt part of her twist, the ghost of anger, of offence, but she let it go. She wished she’d done this years ago.


  “I said you can stop now,” said Selina, rousing Candy from her thoughts.


  “Sorry, ma’am,” Candy said, but Selina’s tone was indulgent. Selina reached across for her handbag. “Eyes closed. Head down,” said Selina, putting a foot on the side of Candy’s face, and pressing her into the carpet. Candy closed her eyes as instructed; she heard Selina slide her other leg apart, and the rustling of her handbag. Then a soft buzzing started. Candy felt her attention focus; the bumblebee drone changed in volume as—Candy thought—it was traced over Selina’s folds. Candy almost opened her eyes, but she had been told not to. Selina gasped, and the change in volume told Candy that the vibrator was in her. Candy felt the uncomfortable pressure of her erection pressed against the carpet. She also felt the tension in Selina’s leg and foot; that was an actual connection, a way she could be of use, even as just a footrest. She listened to Selina’s cries getting louder and more frequent. She felt a little actual pain, as Selina’s foot—damp and tangled in Candy’s hair—curled inwards. Finally, moans and spasms, and silence. The sound of the silent vibrator being dropped a few centimetres onto the side table.


  Candy found herself breathing raggedly, but was also in that timeless-time she’d felt before. She wasn’t sure how long it was before Selina moved, but the removal of the foot from her hair struck her as a significant loss. She would have been fine being under Selina’s feet forever, but she supposed she didn’t deserve that.


  Selina shuffled down the couch. “I hope you didn’t like that,” she said, the words harsh but tone soft. Candy made no reply. Selina wriggled her toes, burying her foot under Candy’s groin. “Are you hard?”


  Candy tried to adjust her position. “Yes, ma’am,” she whispered.


  Selina made a disgusted sound, but stretched her foot against Candy’s erection. “You do realise that’s the closest you’ll, ha, come, right? Just feeling me get off. My proper lovers will be a part of it, their mouths, pussies, dicks being involved in the fun. But you? You just get to hear it. And get hard, I suppose, at least until I mess with your implant.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” said Candy. “Thank you, ma’am.” The old part of him raged at her supineness, but that part was getting harder to hear.


  Selina chuckled. “Do you masturbate, Candy? When I’ve gone, will you wank over me?”


  “Yes, ma’am?” said Candy, very quietly.


  Selina made another noise of disgust. “Well, your implant might make that more difficult. But I suppose that’s acceptable, as long as…” She paused, and put uncomfortable pressure on Candy’s erection. “As long as you’re only ever Candy. And I’m in charge, obviously. If Marius ever thinks about me, I will hurt you, and not in a fun way. But as long as you’re Candy, you can try to wank yourself dry thinking about all the things you will never get. Okay?”


  “Yes, ma’am,” Candy whispered. With a last bit of pressure, she removed her foot and stood. She stepped over Candy and headed for the bathroom.


  Candy just waited. When Selina emerged, she was dressed again. She stooped and removed the handcuffs.


  “Sit up, and get the blood back into your arms,” she said. “You…” She sighed. “You did well. Clear Friday evening, in a couple of weeks. My place. I might even reward you.”


  She picked up her handbag. Candy looked at the vibrator, discarded on the side table. “Wash that,” said Selina. “Simple soap and warm water. Bring it with you.”


  She left without any further comment.


  Candy hauled herself up onto the couch, and slid over to the vibrator. She sniffed, recognising Selina’s smell. Okay, now just wash it, some part of her said, but instead she lifted it, almost reverently, and sucked on it. Her other hand dropped to her girldick, and she began massaging.


  ⁂


  Candy made the dash between her transport pod and Selina’s apartment in her girl clothes. She’d tried to start alternating between Marius at work, and Candy at home, but it hadn’t really worked. Marius was so boring. What the hell was he so smug about? She preferred Candy. And Selina preferred Candy; oh, not to the extent of liking her, obviously, she didn’t deserve that. But at least she greatly preferred her to Marius.


  Laelius had been more than happy that Candy—Marius—was shirking her duties. Her half-brother seemed relieved at not having to manage Marius as well. She took some extended time off.


  She wasn’t sure what was going on with her implant; something was, but she wasn’t sure what was hormones, and what was… Selina? Her new life?


  She thought she smelled different. She had strange dreams. Mostly about Selina, but also about some of her exes. Mostly they were crushing her underfoot, but sometimes they were asphyxiating her with buttocks, thighs, or breasts. She awoke ashamed and messy.


  Apart from in dreams, her erections had become less frequent and less prolonged. That frustrated her, at first, until she had learned that she could still masturbate, it just took longer and involved more rubbing. She had hoped, at least, that not having such obvious arousal would spare Selina some disgust. But on Friday everything seemed to be working as normal, and she was nursing at least a semi for the lead up to their appointment.


  Selina closed the door behind her. She was wearing a gown again, layered and floaty. “New dress, Candy,” she said. “It’s nice. Did you do makeup as well?”


  “I tried, ma’am.”


  “It’s not bad,” said Selina, taking Candy’s chin and tilting her face. “Is it waterproof?”


  “Um, I don’t know, ma’am,” Candy said. “I don’t think so.”


  “Good,” said Selina, with a smirk. “Another reason to make you cry. I’ve had a hell of a day at work, and I intend to take it out on you.”


  “Yes, ma’am.”


  “I mean, it is largely your fault,” she said. “Your brother is smarter than you.”


  “I suppose so, ma’am.”


  “He definitely is,” said Selina.


  “Yes, ma’am.” Candy heard the resentment in her voice.


  “Now strip, let’s see the underwear.”


  Candy did what she was told.


  “Nice,” said Selina, feeling the soft bralette. Candy’s nipples and their surrounds had been feeling somewhat tingly over the last few days. She breathed in sharply as Selina traced her fingers over a nipple.


  “And lacey thigh-highs: excellent,” continued Selina. “Your panties are good too, but you are busting out of them. Are you aroused already? At a mere inspection?”


  “Sorry, ma’am.”


  “Take your panties off.” She waited while Candy did so. “I suppose I’d better check whether you’re smooth this time.” She grabbed her girldick, encircling the shaft but also rubbing the skin around the base. “Hmm, acceptable.” She drew her hand along the hardness, for an instant.


  “Bedroom, now,” Selina said.


  The bedroom had a bench of some sort set up. It had a long, padded top, and splayed legs with restraints. It was set on top of some sort of tarp.


  “There,” said Selina, pointing. “Face down.”


  Candy, again, did as she was told. Selina fastened her ankles and wrists to the legs, and tightened a belt around Candy’s waist. Candy was embarrassed by her girldick hanging below the bench; she really hoped her arousal wasn’t bothering Selina.


  “Wriggle,” said Selina. “Let’s check you’re secure.”


  Candy wriggled, largely pointlessly. “Good,” said Selina. She was standing behind Candy now, and she heard her turn to the wall of whips. “Which to choose?” said Selina, quietly. “I’d like to choose the heaviest one, but I suppose I should be nicer. A tiny bit nicer anyway. Though I am quite angry. Ah, this will do.”


  Candy listened, picturing the whips and canes. She involuntarily whimpered.


  “Do I need to gag you?” said Selina.


  “No, ma’am.”


  “Good. Make sure your tongue is away from your teeth,” she said. “And no screaming. Ready?”


  Candy nodded. It seemed like quite a wait until Selina struck.


  Candy screamed, a line of fire across her buttocks, sharp and blindingly intense. She jerked against her restraints and breathed hard, in and out, while the line faded.


  “I said no screaming. The complaints I get from the neighbours.” Selina rubbed Candy’s butt, which was painful in itself, but seemed to diffuse the reaction somewhat.


  “Sorry, ma’am,” said Candy.


  “You do remember that you can go anytime, right?”


  “Yes, ma’am,” said Candy. “I… I don’t want to.”


  “Your mistake, I suppose,” Selina said. The second strike was just as painful; Candy managed not to scream, but moaned instead. The pain was barely fading when the third strike landed. Candy sobbed, but just lay there. Two or three more struck down, but Candy was away. She would bear this for as long as Selina needed her to. There were tears, but they didn’t bother her.


  She gradually became aware of Selina rubbing her butt again. “Well done,” Selina said. “That’s much better.”


  “Thank you, ma’am.”


  Selina chuckled. “I broke the skin in a couple of places.” She moved around. “I’ll treat and dress them. It might sting.”


  It did sting, but Candy wouldn’t dream of complaining. Selina was looking after her toy; that made her feel fuzzy inside.


  “Right,” said Selina, putting away the medical stuff. “Let’s see how that makeup is doing.” She walked round to the front of the bench, bent, and grabbed Candy’s chin again.


  “Mmm, great,” said Selina. “I do love to see that. Girls, in tears, makeup running. Is that bad of me? I’m careful with my lovers, but you don’t matter, do you?”


  “No, ma’am.”


  “I can do whatever I like to you. And I don’t have to worry.”


  “Yes, ma’am.”


  “Excellent.” She released Candy’s face, and went over to a dresser. She pulled on a pair of disposable nitrile gloves, and walked back out of Candy’s vision.


  Candy soon felt a hand brush her butt again; a slightly different texture, and minor complaints from the welts. She felt something cold being squirted. Lube, she decided, as Selina massaged it. She clenched; Selina rubbed her butthole.


  “Relax, Candy,” said Selina. “Don’t make me cross.”


  Candy tried to relax; the massage was helping. Selina slipped a finger in; she tightened again, but Selina just waited still she loosened, and added another squirt of lube. It felt odd, not unpleasant, but somehow strange.


  “Let me guess,” said Selina. “None of your fan club ever did this. You really were dating the wrong girls. I suppose I have to show you.”


  She moved her finger around and then stroked. A jolt of pleasure ran through Candy’s body. Candy panted, her mind becoming fuzzy. Selina stroked again, harder and more accurately. Candy was leaking now, she was sure.


  “No,” Selina said. “That sort of pretty girl would never believe their handsome CEO would have such a button.” She pressed again, a multiple touch, oscillating between hard and feathery. “They only think anal is something that they have to put up with when they think they’re losing you.” Candy came; the mixture of watery spurt and leak that had become common lately. “Really, Candy, just from that? Those girls were really missing a trick.”


  “Sorry, ma’am,” Candy whispered.


  “It’s yourself you’re embarrassing,” Selina said, mildly. “Silly, leaky girl.”


  She moved her finger again, massaging her butthole, adding more lube. Candy felt something smooth and metallic enter, at the same time as Selina removed her finger. She clenched again, but that was no use.


  “Your first buttplug,” Selina said. Candy heard her peel and drop the gloves. She walked back and sat on the bed. “How does it feel?”


  “It’s big, ma’am,” said Candy. She was feeling a bit overwhelmed by everything.


  “It really isn’t,” said Selina. She reached back into a dresser, and brought out a small case. “Look,” she said, taking out another buttplug by the loop above its flared base. “That’s the next size up. You can keep these, by the way. I want to see you go up in size.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” Candy said, a bit unsteadily.


  “Now just rest for a while. But tilt your face in this direction.” Selina untied her robe, and lay back on the bed, spreading her legs. Candy gasped. Her pussy was beautiful; somewhat lopsided and puffy, already moist, and crowned by a tuft of hair. “Commit it to memory,” Selina said. “I want you to know in detail what you’re never getting.” She put a hand down, spreading her lips. She gently tugged at the outer folds, and then inserted her fingers. Candy just watched; she had no idea what she had done to deserve this reward, but she stayed particularly quiet, in case Selina changed her mind.


  Selina was moaning now, working her fingers, brushing her hooded clitoris. Candy tried to commit each movement to memory. She imagined herself worshipping Selina’s pussy; a foolish dream, but she imagined the fingers were her tongue.


  Selina cried out several times, jerking and spasming, and then went limp. Candy gazed at her.


  Finally, Selina sat forward, and grabbed Candy’s hair. “Will you remember that?” she asked.


  “Yes, ma’am. Thank you.”


  She put her fingers in Candy’s mouth, quite roughly. Candy licked and sucked them, her mouth filling with Selina’s taste.


  All too soon, Selina removed her fingers. “You’re hard again,” she said.


  “Sorry, ma’am.” Candy blushed.


  “You came earlier,” Selina said, voice low and venomous. “Are you really going to come again, wanking, thinking of my unavailable cunt?”


  “Sorry, ma’am, yes,” Candy whispered.


  Selina reached down, and unfastened one of Candy’s wrists. “Go on then,” she said.


  “Ma’am?”


  “You can reach back. So masturbate.” She grabbed the hair at the nape of Candy’s neck, again. “That’s an order.”


  Candy was burning up. She reached back, her arm a little clumsy after the restraint. It wasn’t comfortable, but she grasped her girldick and tried to work it.


  Selina pulled her hair again, leaning close. “Look into my eyes,” she said. Candy did; they were grey-green and merciless. “I want you to remember just how pathetic you are. A leaky girl, dripping everywhere, wanking herself off at the thought of someone she’s never going to be with. Someone who has nothing but contempt for her. Who only through extraordinary kindness permits herself to be worshipped by this stupid, messy girl.”


  Candy came; more of a long drool than a spurt. She whimpered and gazed at Selina as she dripped onto the floor.


  “Pathetic,” said Selina softly. She tousled Candy’s hair very briefly. “I suppose I better check your hormone balance.” She leant over and ran her thumb over the tip of Candy’s detumescing girlcock, causing her to shiver. Selina popped her thumb into her mouth. “Mmm,” she said. “Definitely girlcum. Say thank you for me managing your hormones.”


  “Thank you, ma’am.”


  Selina began unfastening the other restraints. “Next Friday then.”


  ⁂


  Next Friday was cancelled unfortunately.


  Candy had quit work completely; even taking the odd meeting as Marius made her feel bad. She had formally handed over the CEO role to Laelius, who was so much better at it. She wondered what her father had been thinking. She would maybe look for another job at some point, but it wasn’t like money was an issue. In the meantime she was teaching herself makeup, skincare, fashion and voice-work. And dreaming about Selina, and their date night.


  Which was now cancelled. Selina called the night before; something had come up with one of her lovers, and Friday was the only available time they could meet. Obviously, Selina would rather spend time with a person she liked; Candy didn’t resent that. She hoped Selina enjoyed herself. But she was still sad.


  Mid-afternoon and the comm chimed. Selina messaging, “Are you home?”. Candy typed back, “Yes ma’am.”


  The door opened a minute later. “Quick visit,” Selina said, dumping a load of bags on the floor.


  “Yes, ma’am.” Candy beamed.


  “It was just that I was nearby, in the Commerce Hub,” said Selina. “Did you get changed?”


  “No, ma’am. Should I—”


  “You wear girl stuff all the time?”


  “Yes, ma’am.”


  “Excellent,” said Selina, sitting on the couch. “Anyway, I realised I could use some worship.”


  “Yes, ma’am.” Candy knelt, approaching Selina’s kitten heels.


  “Not there,” said Selina, unbuttoning her blouse. Candy watched. Selina reached back and unclipped her bra, pulling it off. “New bra. It is not comfortable. I always think ‘I should save time by buying online’, and it’s always a mistake.” She shuffled down the couch, lying down. “Go on then; tongue only. I’m not going to tie your hands, but I don’t want your paws on me.”


  Nervously, Candy bent and licked the side of a breast. “Hurry it up, Candy. I’ve got things to do,” said Selina. Candy redoubled her efforts. Selina held her breasts up so that Candy could reach the undersides.


  Candy licked. She was amazed at how stupid and inaccurate her ideas about Selina’s breasts had been. She’d imagined milky spheres, unconstrained by gravity; but these were… a sacred landscape. Like this, without a bra, the breasts fell to the sides; not like spheres, but like droplets. They were uneven too, in shape and colour; cleavage compared to pale and hidden curves. Candy paid particular attention to where the bra had rubbed and left indents; she carefully tongued those red areas hoping she was bringing relief. The breasts even tasted different; here a touch of perfume, there Selina’s own scent, and the musky, salty sweat on the undersides. Candy lost track of time, wandering through this precious and holy landscape. She could hear Selina make contented noises, and this added to her happiness as well.


  “Don’t forget the nipples,” said Selina, voice soft. Candy had felt them to be too holy to lick, but didn’t hesitate now she was ordered. The texture of the areola, the swell of nipple, hardening under her tongue.


  “You’d better stop there,” Selina said. “You are making me horny. You may give them a kiss farewell, I suppose.”


  Candy did so, then sat back on her heels. Selina struggled upright, then reached across and grabbed Candy’s chin. “Good girl,” she said. “That was very nice. My date for tonight will definitely thank you.” She ran her thumb across Candy’s lips. “I will force her down, and sit on her face. I will have her drink my juices, and eat me out, her lips on my pussy, greedy and wet.” She put her bra back on, and her blouse. “You will think of that tonight, won’t you? Another girl, my lover, lapping at my cunt. I want regret and heartbreak as you wank yourself off, alone.”


  “Yes, ma’am.”


  “Good,” she said, standing. “Still, it was adequate worshipping. If you want to think of a treat… then I’ll deny it and laugh at you.”


  “Will,” said Candy, “will you kiss me, ma’am?”


  Selina turned toward the door, quite suddenly. “No, idiot,” she said. She turned back. “That’s just for people I like.”


  “Sorry, ma’am.”


  “But… I will spit in your mouth, if you like,” she said. “That’s a sort of indirect kiss. The sort of saliva, well, not exchange, donation that is appropriate for someone so low.”


  “Yes, ma’am, please.”


  Selina strode forward and grabbed Candy’s face, forcing her head back and her jaw open. Selina lowered her head, her lips so close to Candy’s, and drooled.


  Then she was away, picking up her bags and out the door, while Candy was still savouring the indirect kiss.


  That night, Candy received a picture message from Selina. “She says thank you.” The photo, selfie style, is of Selina and another girl, lying in bed. They are both naked and rumpled; the other girl has a cat head emoji masking her face. She has tiny breasts and a little girlcock, and this made Candy’s heart ache. She wished she could be transgender.


  ⁂


  “No dress or underwear, you’ve proved you can do that,” Selina’s message read. “Coat, shoes and buttplug. Friday, my place.” Followed by the time.


  Candy had dimmed the windows of her transport pod, and worried for the entire journey. She made the dash to Selina’s door, and waited while Selina was quite leisurely about opening it.


  “Drop the coat,” Selina said when she was finally in. Selina did the smoothness test, Candy immediately erect again. She was sure Selina was doing something to her system every Friday.


  “Your breasts are developing,” said Selina, tracing her nipples. It was a very slight development, but it was true. They itched a lot. Selina licked one of them; Candy wasn’t sure why.


  “Bedroom,” said Selina. “Face down, on the bed.”


  The bed was covered with a latex sheet, and had a manacle at each corner. Candy lay down on the bed and spreadeagled herself, extending a limb toward each manacle.


  Selina fixed and tightened each restraint, and then disappeared out of Candy’s vision again. When she returned, kneeling to the side of Candy’s face, she was wearing a harness and a strap-on.


  “You know,” she said, “I probably shouldn’t say, but sometimes I wish I had a cock. A girlcock, I mean; I don’t want to be a man. I get a lot of fun from my pussy, but sometimes a girlcock seems better for… well, the sort of things I’m going to do to you.” She pushed the tip of the strap-on down so that it brushed Candy’s lips. She licked it, automatically. “And most of my trans girl lovers are subby enough they would like another hole I could misuse. In a sensible world maybe all dommes would get cocks and all subs get cunts, not like this randomness. Although, I do like subby girlcock as well. A lot. It worried me a bit that I was a chaser—I love a lot of trans girls—but with you it doesn’t matter.”


  “No, ma’am,” Candy said, around the tip. “Because I’m not trans.”


  “What?” Selina removed the tip. “I meant because you’re… what do you mean you’re not trans?”


  “I know trans girls are real girls, ma’am,” Candy said. “But I only get to be a girl because you ordered me to.”


  “Wait, you do like being a girl, though?”


  “Oh yes, ma’am,” Candy said. “I’m so grateful.”


  “Well, that’s it then,” said Selina. “I’m cis, and I know that much. If you like being a girl then you are a girl. Cis or trans is just whether idiots agree with you or not.”


  “Really, ma’am?” Candy was crying.


  “Of course really,” said Selina, bending and using her thumbs to wipe away Candy’s tears. “What did you think you were, you silly girltoy?”


  “I don’t know, ma’am.”


  “Well, you’re a girl,” said Selina. “A trans girl. You’re my contemptible girl that I dislike, and will happily hurt, okay?”


  “Yours, ma’am?”


  Selina sighed. “Like trash,” she said.


  “Yes, ma’am.” Candy smiled.


  Selina unclipped Candy’s closest wrist.


  “What are you doing, ma’am?” said Candy, worried.


  “You’ve had a realisation,” said Selina. “I’m not going to use you while you’re having a realisation.”


  “No, ma’am,” said Candy, trying to clip her wrist into the manacle. “You don’t have to pretend to care for me, remember? I don’t matter, please.”


  “I don’t know,” said Selina. “I suppose you’re right.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” Candy said. “You should do whatever you want.”


  “I’ll make you regret that.”


  “Yes, please, ma’am.”


  Selina refastened Candy’s wrist, and shuffled down the bed. She touched the ring of the buttplug; Candy quivered.


  “Is this the biggest one?” Selina asked.


  “Yes, ma’am.”


  “Good girl.” There was a squirt of lube, and Selina began loosening the buttplug, until she finally popped it out. Candy felt suddenly empty but didn’t really have time to consider the feeling; there was another squirt of lube, and Selina moved, straddling her butt. She pressed the strap-on down, rubbing it against Candy.


  “Can you guess what I’m going to do?” Selina whispered.


  “Yes, ma’am.”


  “Good,” she said. “And you’re going to lie there and take it.”


  “Yes, ma’am.” Candy’s erection was sandwiched underneath her, but she thought she was already leaking.


  Selina pressed the tip inside her, and slowly worked the strap-on in, accompanied by occasional lube. Candy groaned. The strap-on hadn’t seemed too large earlier, but now it seemed immense, and more was sliding in.


  Candy jerked and came. Selina began rocking up and down on the strap, harness creaking. Candy moaned again; the feeling of the strap-on was almost painful, but rocking was stimulating her prostate. A pulse of fullness and pleasure. She was leaking, coming; pooling beneath her.


  Selina was making noises as well, enjoying rubbing herself, perhaps—thought Candy—enjoying taking her subject so thoroughly. Candy groaned again as the motion accelerated, Selina picking up speed.


  Candy was proud that she recognised the gasps and caught breaths that meant Selina was approaching orgasm. When it came, Selina bore down on the strap-on, and trembled. Candy, for her part, gasped and leaked spasmodically.


  Then it was over. Selina slowly withdrew the strap-on, then leant close to Candy’s ear, and whispered, “Say thank you.”


  “Thank you, ma’am,” said Candy, smiling.


  Selina slid off her, and collapsed back. Candy wasn’t sure how long it was before Selina sat up and unclipped the manacles; she was too busy luxuriating in the feeling of being a used toy.


  “You came a lot,” said Selina, eventually.


  “Sorry, ma’am.”


  “Well, it may be partly my fault for messing with your endocrine system,” she said. “You know where the bathroom is; go and shower.”


  Candy peeled herself off the latex, and walked to the shower; turning the water to hot, and just standing there for a while. She was a bit spacey, she realised, but it was fine. Would Selina mind if she used her soap? She guessed not.


  The door to the bathroom opened.


  “Ma’am?”


  “I thought I would watch you for a bit,” Selina said, leaning on the doorframe.


  Candy blushed.


  “You do know how beautiful I find your body, right?” Selina said. She was naked, the faint indentations of the harness still visible.


  “Really, ma’am?”


  “Of course,” Selina said. “It’s why I worry sometimes that I’m a bit harsh. I get so aroused. Probably worrying that I have thing for trans girls. Am I treating them as whole people?”


  Candy smiled. “But you don’t have to worry about me, ma’am.”


  Selina frowned. “But say I did…” She sighed. “You enjoyed it, right? The punishment, the… everything?”


  Candy looked down. “Yes, ma’am, sorry.”


  “Don’t be, idiot,” said Selina. “You’re meant to.”


  “Ma’am.” Candy was blushing and smiling.


  “Alright, don’t be weird about it,” said Selina, gruffly. “Come on, you take forever in the shower. Pass me the soap.”
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  Candy woke with a start and sat bolt upright; she was in Selina’s bed.


  “Sorry, ma’am,” Candy said, trying to work out how to untangle herself from the blanket.


  “What the fuck?” said Selina, blearily. “What are you doing, Candy?”


  “Sorry,” Candy said, again. “I know you must have asked me to leave, ma’am, but—”


  “For fuck’s sake, Candy,” Selina said. “You were tired. I’ve got nothing on today. Lie back down, it’s not even light yet.”


  Candy lay back; Selina draped an arm across her. “Remind me to punish you for waking me,” Selina said, and went back to sleep.


  ⁂


  They made breakfast together; a loaded scramble. Candy had wanted to make it herself, but Selina said, “You’re my toy, not my slave.”


  They watched shows for a bit; sitting on the couch, Selina leaning on Candy’s shoulder. Selina had found a spare dressing gown for her. Candy’s girlcock appeared to be back in non-Friday mode now, which she supposed was convenient.


  Selina finally turned off the shows, and sighed.


  “Candy,” she said.


  “Yes, ma’am?”


  “Have you thought of a new name for yourself? A girl’s name, obviously.” Selina said.


  “Ma’am? I’m Candy.”


  “That was just… I really hated her,” said Selina. “A bully; stupid and popular. But it was school, such a bloodthirsty jungle. I chose that so that I would definitely hate you. But you should have your own name.”


  “I like Candy, ma’am.”


  “I shouldn’t be the one to name you.”


  “I like that too, ma’am.”


  Selina sighed again. “You can stop calling me ma’am, for a bit.”


  “Ma—okay?”


  “This will be our last date,” said Selina.


  Candy immediately burst into tears.


  “No, no,” said Selina. “Don’t you see? You’ve done it: project completed.”


  Candy continued crying; Selina hugged her.


  “You’re a very subby trans girl,” said Selina. “Do you have any idea how many failed romances it would have taken you to get to that idea? Fuck, it could have been a decade before you lucked onto a girlfriend with a feet thing, let alone working out you’re a girl.”


  Candy was sobbing.


  “We’ll find you a proper girlfriend; a harsh domme,” said Selina. “Who will rail you hard, but will also love you. Probably trans; I think you’d look good with a girlcock in your mouth. You deserve that.”


  Candy sniffed. “I don’t deserve anything. I’m okay with contempt, and punishment.”


  “Okay,” muttered Selina. “I may have overdone it on the subby side.” She paused. “The point is; you deserve someone who loves you. Not a commitment-phobic sadistic chaser who alternates between torturing you and telling you how contemptible you are.”


  “You touch me gently, as well,” said Candy. “I love you, ma’am. It’s okay that you don’t love me, as long as you don’t send me away.”


  “We’re too toxic, Candy.”


  Candy shrugged. “That doesn’t matter. Through poison or pain, let me be your toy. Let me be with you.”


  Selina brushed at her eyes. “No—”


  “I know where the door is if I change my mind,” said Candy. “And so do you. But you don’t really want to lose your toy. And she doesn’t want to lose you.”


  Selina lightly slapped Candy’s cheek. “Say ma’am.”


  “Ma’am,” said Candy.


  “No, actually, say mistress,” said Selina. “It’s what my other lovers call me.”


  “Yes, mistress.”


  “Open your mouth,” said Selina. “I’m going to spit in it.”


  Candy obeyed; Selina climbed above her, and brought her lips down on Candy’s. Her tongue slid into Candy’s mouth, wet and mobile, exploring.


  “There,” Selina said. “That’s a more effective way of saliva donation.”


  “Yes, ma—mistress.”


  “And don’t think I’ve forgotten about punishing you for waking me up at what the fuck o’clock.”


  “Of course, mistress,” said Candy. “Whatever mistress would like.”


  “Obviously,” said Selina. She reached for the tablet. “What I’ve got in mind, I’m a bit afraid to try with my other lovers.”


  “But I don’t matter, ma’am, mistress,” said Candy, brightly.


  “Yes. You might work for it. I need you to be nice and hard though.” She slid some dials on the tablet.
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  Candy loved feeling Selina’s hands all over her, even though the restraints were tight, almost biting. Arms behind her back, fastened at wrist, elbow and upper arm, and these restraints joined to belts fixed around her torso. Her legs were similarly bound at ankles, knees, and upper thighs. By the time Selina has turned Candy over onto her back, her erect girlcock was about the only thing not restrained.


  “I don’t want you able to move,” explained Selina. “I also want you uncomfortable, almost to the point of pain.” She ran her hand over some of the bindings. “Did it work?”


  “Yes, mistress,” whispered Candy.


  “I’m not done yet,” said Selina. “I want to be absolutely sure I have your attention. I bet you’ve never tried nipple clamps, have you?”


  “No, mistress.”


  “Oh, they’re painful. Going on and coming off.” She smiled, and clipped one on a nipple. Candy winced and moaned at the biting pain. “And the other one.” Another moan from Candy. “You’re probably having difficulty thinking of anything other than getting them removed.” Selina smiled. “That’s what I want.”


  She slid further down Candy’s body.


  “Can I tell you a secret, Candy?” Selina asked, running her fingers up Candy’s shaft.


  “Yes, mistress,” Candy replied, unsteadily.


  “I love cock,” said Selina. “In particular, I love sucking cock. Trans girls for preference, cis men if necessary.” She kissed the tip of Candy’s girlcock. “But, if you’re a domme, you can never tell your sub that you love sucking cock. They get so smug. You just know they are picturing you on your knees.” She licked around the head, tongue exploring, whisking away precum. “So I want you to understand this: you are a juice box, for me to suck dry and discard. I am in charge.”


  “Yes, mistress,” said Candy, very softly. The mixture of pain and pleasure was disorienting, but Candy was definite that she wasn’t going to let her mistress down. I am a juice box, she said to herself.


  Selina took in her girlcock, her lips around the shaft. First a little way past the head, and then further. Candy thought she could hear the faint smack of lipstick, but maybe she was imagining it. Selina took more in, her tongue running over the girlcock’s underside. Candy moaned. The pain was fading away, being replaced by this sensation. I am a juice box. Selina is putting my straw between her beautiful lips, and sucking.


  Selina makes a tiny noise, and Candy knows she is leaking. Selina is slowly bobbing up and down now. She is holding the base of the shaft, but her lips are down there too, on the deepest part of the bob.


  Candy comes; a long series of spurts and leakage. Selina takes it in or tries to. The juice is overflowing.


  “I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” murmurs Candy.


  Selina licked her softening cock, licking up the spillage.


  “Why are you sorry?” Selina said, climbing up Candy’s body. “Did you picture me kneeling?”


  “No, mistress, never,” Candy said. “But I made a mess.”


  Selina wiped her chin. “I made a mess,” she said. “And it was lovely. Now, deep breath, this is going to hurt.”


  Candy was still trying to process this, when Selina removed the nipple clamps. Candy moaned and squirmed as the pain flooded back. Selina pressed against her; Candy felt her pussy, wet against her stomach.


  “I just love you writhing in pain,” Selina said. “Is that bad of me?”


  “No, mistress,” said Candy. “That makes me very happy.”


  Selina gently rubbed Candy’s nipples, again stimulating the pain but also diffusing it. She bent and delivered a sticky kiss to one breast.


  “Thank you, mistress,” said Candy. Even with the restraints beginning to bite, she felt floaty.


  “You’re saying that a lot,” said Selina.


  “Because I am, mistress.”


  “Well, perhaps I should have you show just how grateful,” said Selina. “With a bit of worship.”


  “Yes, mistress, I’d be honoured to.”


  Selina shuffled up, until her legs were either side of Candy’s face. She lowered her pussy toward her mouth, grabbing her hair to guide her.


  “I want deep and reverent worship, my silly girltoy.”


  Candy was too busy to reply.


  War's Prize


  Novice Sister Ursula shook her head at the tutelary spirit. No one else could see it, of course; tall, and stark white with black bands across it. The coloured light from the stained-glass windows fell like patchwork upon it.


  Ursula was fastened between two pillars, sacred cuffs fixed to chains, arms up in a Y-shape, feet just reaching the floor. Her legs were already quivering, even though she had only been here ten minutes. The two Avowed Sisters—Agnès and Ilina—who had chained her up, stood sentry, unmoving. Well, except for their ceremonial pain-staves, dangling from their belts. They had only zapped her a couple of times on the way here.


  The tutelary spirit moved closer—its gait was graceful but inhuman—and raised its hands towards her, palms out. As ever, one palm bore the check, the other the cross; sigils marked in black. Ursula nodded at the check. The spirit moved back to the edge of the room, stirring up the dust of a shadowy corner. The chapel was chilly, with high-vaulted ceilings, and wooden pews. There was a secret passage along the back wall, and a spyhole. Ursula remembered watching a similar punishment from there; she wondered if she was watched now.


  There was a deadened bell from the door. The Mother Subordinate travelled ahead of the Abbess, ringing her bell as warning. The Avowed Sisters went down on one knee. The beloved Abbess walked in, two Penitents supporting her cape’s long train. She moved slowly; the Penitents’ habits only permitted small steps, and their mask only had thin eye slits. Their hands were fastened behind their backs; the corner of her chain fastened to their collars, below the swinging inflation pumps. Ursula had mixed feelings about her time as a penitent. She hoped she wasn’t going to be demoted; luckily, the Cathedral still needed warriors.


  “Sister Ursula,” the Abbess said, after a slow procession up the aisle. “You understand why you’re here?”


  “Not really, Reverend Mother,” she lied. The Abbess had a glow around her; a spiritual signifier of power.


  “Your eyes were not fixed on the floor during the evening’s prayer, nor on me during the sermon,” the Abbess said.


  “I’m very sorry, Reverend Mother,” said Ursula.


  “I would love to accept your easily given apology, my child,” said the Abbess. She unclipped her cloak and sat on a pew. She was, thought Ursula, terrifyingly beautiful.


  “But the Goddess demands repentance,” she continued, “and that requires honesty and self-reflection. What were you looking at?”


  Ursula did not reply. She loved the Abbess, of course, but couldn't bring herself to confess.


  The Abbess sighed. “Undress her.”


  The Avowed Sisters sprang into action; a novice’s robes had plenty of clip-fastenings so that they could be removed when the novice’s limbs were restrained. The chapel was chilly, but that was not the sole reason that Ursula shivered. Her celibacy guard had grown uncomfortable, and her nakedness seemed more obscene in the stained but fading light.


  “Have I introduced you to Contemplation before?” said the Abbess. The Mother Subordinate handed her a case, and from it the Abbess removed a whip. She stood. “Seven tails, one for each promise that we make to the order,” she continued. “A knot for each mention of the Goddess.”


  She walked closer, and tapped on Ursula’s chastity guard with the hilt of the whip. Ursula’s girlcock was pressed so tightly against the guard that even the slight tap made Ursula squirm and rattle her chains.


  “What were you looking at during prayer and the sermon?” repeated the Abbess. She handed Contemplation to Sister Agnès.


  Ursula didn’t answer. The Abbess ran her fingers down Ursula’s thigh, tracing the tattoos of previous loyalties.


  “You have been on this satellite a long time,” the Abbess said. “I expected you to be wiser. Child, answer the question.”


  Ursula remained silent.


  “Three strokes on her back,” said the Abbess.


  Sister Agnès did not waste any time; the first stroke was like a rain of fire. Ursula screamed. She knew that if she hadn’t been augmented it would have been worse, but she had trouble believing it.


  “I was looking—” Ursula began, ready to confess, but the Abbess put a finger to her lips.


  “Again,” said the Abbess.


  The second stroke was incredible scintillating pain. She screamed again, crying, and her body jerked; the Abbess was standing close enough that she brushed against her. The tutelary spirit stood nearby, in a watchful but dispassionate pose.


  The Abbess reached out and tweaked one of Ursula’s nipple piercings. “You should stay still, child,” said the Abbess. “Again, harder.”


  The Sister put her strength into the next stroke. Ursula almost passed out from the blinding agony.


  The Abbess pushed Ursula’s hair out of her eyes, and cupped her face, as Ursula took ragged breaths, tears streaming down her cheeks.


  “Contemplation can be harsh, Novice,” said the Abbess. She held out a hand to Agnès, who handed her the whip. She pressed it against Ursula’s cheek.


  “Are you ready to be honest now?”


  Ursula nodded. The Abbess waited.


  “Sister Aquilina, in the row ahead,” said Ursula, unsteadily. “I was looking at her, Reverend Mother.”


  “Why, child?”


  “I… I am attracted to her,” Ursula said. “I was looking at her… her posterior.”


  “You understand, Novice, that unchaste thoughts do injury to our Goddess?”


  “Yes, Reverend Mother,” said Ursula. “But you assigned us as partners during a Celebration of Victory. I have been unable to stop thinking about her.”


  “The intercourse during a Celebration was sanctified for the Goddess,” said the Abbess. “But you were planning on stealing that which belongs to the Goddess?”


  “No, Reverend Mother,” Ursula said. “I was just looking.”


  “Sister Aquilina belongs, as do you, to the Goddess,” said the Abbess. “Looking, even thinking, in an unapproved and unchaste way, offends the Goddess.”


  “I’m sorry,” said Ursula.


  “Did you imagine,” said the Abbess softly, “kissing Sister Aquilina?”


  “Yes,” admitted Ursula, head lowered.


  “Did you imagine undressing her?”


  “Yes.” Ursula was blushing.


  “And did you imagine,” the Abbess asks, “your member being free of its guard?”


  Ursula nodded.


  “And coitus,” said the Abbess. “Did you imagine that?”


  Ursula nodded again.


  “Does Aquilina know? Is she a co-conspirator?”


  “No!” said Ursula. “Please, she knows nothing.”


  “Hmm,” said the Abbess, peering intently at Ursula’s face. “Very well. We will leave Sister Aquilina out if it, for now, as long as you accept your punishment gracefully.”


  Ursula nodded. “Thank you, Reverend Mother.”


  “Avowed Sister Ilina,” said the Abbess. “On behalf of the Goddess, you will take Sister Ursula from behind, with the strength and determination of the avowed.”


  There was a rustling of clothes, and then Ilina’s hands tightly gripped Ursula’s hips. She felt Ilina’s girlcock bash against her arse cheek, then against her butthole. Without further delay, Ilina pushed in.


  Ursula grunted and moaned. Again she was glad of her augments. Ilina’s grip was solid, holding Ursula in place as the rigid girldick was fully inserted. Her feet were lifted off the floor now, so her weight was split between her arms and Ilina’s painfully tight grip.


  Ursula’s chastity guard was also painfully tight. The Abbess caressed it lightly. Ilina began thrusting, deep and long, rubbing hard on Ursula’s p-spot. Ursula groaned, and Ilina’s breath was heavy. Ilina sped up, each thrust making Ursula gasp and tremble. She was leaking from her chastity guard.


  Ilina came, pumping into her, filling her. Drops escaping and splattering on the stone floor, followed by a huge gush as Ilina withdrew her girldick, and then let go of Ursula’s hips. Ursula tried to get her feet under her, but her legs were shaking.


  “Agnès,” said the Abbess. “Your turn.”


  Agnès held Ursula’s hips and slammed her girlcock into her. She was shorter but more girthy than Ilina, and her girlcock’s shape really smashed Ursula’s prostate. Ursula gasped, and there was more leakage from her chastity guard.


  Agnès continued to pump roughly into her, making her drool and moan, ploughing her to the point of overstimulation. Fortunately Agnès reached her climax before Ursula lost her mind. The splatter crept down a leg.


  Ursula tried to get her legs under her again, but they were trembling too much. The Abbess stroked her cheek. “Loosen the chains,” she said.


  Ilina and Agnès allowed the chains to slacken enough that Ursula could fall to the floor; arms still up, but her lower half slumped in a puddle of juices.


  “Kneel, Novice,” commanded the Abbess. Ursula took an embarrassingly long time to get to her knees.


  “Do you repent, my child?” asked the Abbess.


  “Yes, Reverend Mother.” Ursula’s voice was quiet and scratchy.


  “Will you offer atonement to the Goddess, via her mortal avatar?”


  Ursula nodded again.


  The Abbess unfastened the front of her habit, revealing her long, curved girlcock, already erect. “If your atonement is not satisfactory, some more contemplation might be called for,” the Abbess said, tapping the whip against her side.


  Ursula nodded and leant towards the holy girlcock; she kissed it, and then took it into her mouth, licking reverently. The Abbess put her hand on the back of Ursula’s head.


  “All the way, novice,” said the Abbess, “unless you want your atonement to be partial?”


  Ursula pressed forward taking in more of the girlcock. The Abbess grabbed a bunch of Ursula’s hair and pulled her head towards her. She was lucky her gag reflex was gone, Ursula reflected; she’d stopped trying to pleasure the Abbess, and concentrated on not being asphyxiated.


  With short thrusts, the Abbess pressed into Ursula. The folds of her habit brushed against Ursula’s tear-strewn cheeks, as the Abbess used her mouth with a cold fervour. Ursula throbbed behind her chastity guard.


  The Abbess withdrew her girlcock before finishing, blessing Ursula’s face and chest with her seed.


  She tidied herself away.


  “Acceptable, Novice,” the Abbess said. “Now you will sit in silent prayer. At the dawn service, you will make your confession before the congregation.”


  She signalled to the Avowed Sisters, who loosened the chains still more, but did not release them. Ursula slumped onto the cold and messy stone floor. She looked across to her tutelary spirit, as it vanished.


  ⁂


  Sister Ursula glanced, again, at Sister Aquilina’s arse; it looked incredible under the white latex of their battle habits. She was sure her assignment to the same unit as her had not been an accident. Ursula looked back at the horizon; she liked Aquilina’s arse, but not well enough to betray the Abbess by not doing her duty. Also, she could feel her celibacy guard beginning to tighten.


  As far as she could see, it was empty out there. This was Warhound territory; concrete shards and spires, steps and trenches. It was dark here; the atmosplates clouded and grey, the Earth showing only as a blue-white blur. More light came from the luminous Warhound graffiti; tags and warnings. Mostly Sisters being outraged against; on the shard nearest to her was a crude tit-outs nun surrounded by slavering dogs. Charming, Ursula thought. Although, to be fair, the Assault Maids were also depicted undergoing similar depredations.


  Ursula looked at Aquilina’s arse again. She would blush every time Aquilina looked at her; they hadn’t discussed her confession, of course. She sometimes wished the Abbess hadn’t assigned them as partners during the celebration. Somewhere in those hours of fucking, Ursula had caught feelings. At the subsequent celebrations, she had been disappointed to be paired with someone else.


  “Movement,” whispered Sister Aquilina.


  Ursula readied her gun; she didn’t see anything. Aquilina fired off a few blasts; green bursts of energy impacted on concrete.


  “Maybe a scout,” Sister Aquilina said, as much to her comm as to Ursula. “I’m going to see. Cover me.”


  Aquilina vaulted out of the trench, and began to jog towards an asymmetric stepped pyramid. Her battle habit was tight, and the sacred cuffs at wrists and ankles softly jangled. Ursula ignored this and scanned ahead of her.


  There was no sign of opposition.


  Then the heart-stopping sound of an energy shot hitting concrete nearby. Rolling sideways, Ursula could see three Warhound warrior’s running at her, firing wildly as they went. They screamed praise to their War-Empress. The Warhounds did not do stealth.


  Ursula tried not to panic. She aimed her gun, sighting up on the frontmost runner. Ursula had seldom seen Warhounds, and never this close. They were frightening; their mismatched leather armour marked with luminous paint, their wire dog masks giving them an inhuman look.


  Ursula fired, and the Warhound stumbled and then fell, almost in slow-motion. Ursula adjusted her aim to the next warrior, but found herself looking at a red bolt of energy the instant before it hit her head.


  ⁂


  The void was white, with black stripes zig-zagging randomly. Ursula looked for her tutelary spirit—the Interface, as she now remembered it should be called.


  It unfolded, detached itself from the patterned wall, and stalked towards her. It extended its palms towards her: the check and the cross again. Some explanatory text hung in the air beneath the check. She didn’t bother reading it, just nodded at the hand.


  ⁂


  She awoke to shouting. She knew, before opening her eyes, that she had not been dragged back to the Cathedral. Not that she would enjoy a couple of weeks of Penitence, but at least she would be under the care of the Abbess.


  She was in a small cell or cage, all blackened metal. A long chain fastened one wrist to one of the bars. She was still wearing her habit and wimple, but, of course, her comm and gun had gone.


  Further cells were to the left and right of her; she saw other nuns, but not Aquilina. The cells were at the edge of some huge and muddy courtyard. The fortress of the Warhounds—which is where Ursula was sure she was—was as stark and brutal as them. Blank-faced and asymmetric buildings, concrete angles and odd parapets.


  The shouting group was a collection of Warhounds; yelling, mocking, rattling the cages. They still looked terrifying.


  “Silence,” said a powerful voice, amplified by some means. The hounds quickly quieted. A tall figure emerged from the small crowd. She was flanked by four women, naked apart from their muzzles, and some silks and jewels. The tall figure, alone, was not wearing a muzzle. She was beautiful, Ursula admitted; her face was all hard angles, her eyes dark, her smile cruel. Though she wore similar armour to her warriors, Ursula knew that this was their War-Empress; the glow of power surrounded her.


  “Prisoners,” she said. “I am going to offer you a chance, a mercy. Join my pack; wear my muzzle. We have the Cup of Lethe, and the tattoo gun here. This will be your last chance for a while. I am not generous with my mercies.”


  Ursula knew she should go for the offer. There were willful Penitents—the Condemned—in the Cathedral’s catacombs that had been there forever; she knew that she was not like that. She would eventually convert, but she felt she owed it to the Abbess to not abandon her loyalty too lightly.


  “Those of you who choose otherwise,” said the War-Empress, “will be fed to my hounds.” The Warhounds cheered and shouted.


  A few prisoners did choose to convert. One by one they were led out on their chains. They were offered the Cup of Lethe, and accepted. The liquid dulls your memories, your loyalties. The tattoo gun printed the sigil of the Warhounds onto their thighs, beneath the sigils of old allegiances. Then a muzzle was locked in place on each, and the new Warhounds prostrated themselves before their War-Empress.


  As they were led away, Ursula wondered what awaited them next. In the Cathedral, the weeks of being Penitent Aspirant were the hardest. You were treated much the same as the Condemned, but had to be glad about it.


  With the War-Empress and her entourage gone, Ursula lay back and wondered if she had made the right decision. She eventually slept and dreamed of the void.


  ⁂


  Ursula was awakened by more shouting; a small group of Warhounds was going cell to cell.


  Eventually, they unlocked hers. She saw the tutelary spirit watching.


  “Right,” said the Warhound in the lead. She sounded tired. While she was clearly in command, she was the shortest and skinniest of the group. The two women behind her were walls of muscle. “You can either behave yourself or you can make a fuss. Frankly, my friends here would prefer a fuss; they volunteered because they like holding women down. But I think it’s safer if you behave; these are power tools.” She gestured to her tool belt that she wore over a leather apron. Beyond the muzzle was a dry smile.


  “Abbess, protect me from the twisted servants of evil…” Ursula whispered under her breath.


  The lead pulled out what looked like a combination bolt-cutter and mini circular saw. “Hold still,” she said. She reached out with the tool and snipped off the hinge on one of Ursula’s cuffs, leaving it to fall to the floor. Ursula couldn’t say that she would miss it much; they are to remind you how easily you can fall from grace.


  She snipped the other three cuffs off; Ursula held very still.


  “Good girl,” said the cutter, putting the tool back and bringing out a different tool. This one was smaller, and looked like it was plain plastic, an oval with a single line cut out. When Ursula saw a glitter on the inside of the line, she understood: a shielded blade.


  She started cutting at the arm of Ursula’s habit, the tool splitting the latex smoothly. The cutter was very professional, rendering Ursula naked in the same manner as she might skin an antelope. Ursula found her celibacy guard was getting tight.


  The cutter ran her hand down Ursula’s thigh, tracing over the column of sigils. “You’ve been here a while,” she said, leaving her hand in place.


  Ursula nodded. “It took me a while to find the love of the Abbess,” she said.


  The cutter tapped on the celibacy guard. “I can see your love trying to get out. Hold very still for this bit.”


  She swapped back to the first tool, and casually clipped the guard off. Ursula’s girlcock expanded.


  “I will use my faith in the Abbess to eschew all wanton—” she began.


  The cutter put her hand on Ursula’s girlcock. “You silly nun,” she said, and started to rub. Her hand was calloused and dirty, and her hand’s motion was purely efficient; but Ursula closed her eyes and moaned. She soon came all over the cutter’s hand. The cutter smiled slyly, and wiped her hand on her apron.


  “I’ll see you at the Feast, this evening,” she remarked, with a wink.


  ⁂


  The cells got more and more agitated as evening approached. In the courtyard, the Warhounds set out large wooden blocks with manacles attached. Along with the rest of the prisoners, Ursula was under no illusion that this feast was for their pleasure.


  Eventually, they started going cell to cell again; muscular Warhounds with pain-sticks on their belts. Each prisoner was manacled belly down on a block. A ring gag was shoved into their mouths. Ursula thought about resisting; these Warhounds were just itching to punish defiance, but she decided she had better conserve her energy.


  She wouldn’t have thought it, but she missed the chastity guard; having her girldick dangling semi-erect beneath her chained-up body made her feel even more vulnerable. She looked around for the tutelary spirit; it was standing some way away, but started approaching at her glance. Ursula shook her head.


  “My hounds,” shouted the War-Empress from somewhere behind Ursula. There was a raucous chorus of barks and howls.


  “I have brought you victory, and with victory, the spoils,” the War-Empress said.


  A prisoner in Ursula’s eyeline disappeared. She had seen this happen a couple of times before; she suspected it was to do with the spirits. The prisoner’s manacles remained in position at first, but one by one they opened, chains slackening. No-one paid any attention, of course; it was taboo to notice, acknowledge or talk about magic. Even glancing at the general area gave Ursula an uneasy feeling.


  “So, my loyal hounds, enjoy!” said the War-Empress.


  There were more barks and howls as the Warhounds fell on their feast.


  ⁂


  Ursula drooled some more. It was late; even the Warhound pounding at her arse was tired and going a little soft.


  “Hello, chew-toy,” said a voice. The cutter from earlier. She put a hand in Ursula’s hair. “I’m glad to see your mouth is finally free.”


  The cutter inserted her girlcock into Ursula’s mouth; moving gently compared to some. Ursula took her tongue to it, hoping to forestall all the thrusting. The cutter moaned; she did begin to thrust, but softly. Ursula redoubled her efforts. This Warhound’s girldick tasted better than most of the other ones that had been in her mouth tonight. Ursula was tired and her tongue was sloppy, but she tried her best. She was rewarded by a series of spurts down her throat, making her cough and choke.


  “Very nice, chew-toy,” the cutter said, removing her girldick from Ursula’s mouth, and tousling her hair.


  ⁂


  The table was rough, and the wire of her muzzle rubbed against it. Somehow Ursula’s right tit was in a puddle of cold alcohol. Åsa, the cutter, was inserting herself into her, gently for now. Ursula had sworn loyalty to the War-Empress the next time the offer was made, becoming a war-pup. She was still getting used to the muzzle. Pups were only treated slightly better than prisoners; Ursula had attached herself to Åsa, a big dog in the camp. Åsa was fairly nice, and usually ensured that Ursula got off too. Further down the table, several warriors were going to town on an unattached puppy. In her youth, Ursula thought, that might have been fun. Her tutelary spirit stood across the other side of the banqueting room, watching passively.


  Åsa accelerated, rocking the table as she began slamming her girldick into Ursula. The rest of the room faded into the background as the fullness and rubbing took over Ursula’s senses. Her girlcock spasmed and she splattered all over the floor. Åsa finished shortly after; Ursula gasping at the spurts. The Warhound leaned over her, and pressed the side of Ursula’s face against the wood of the table. Åsa produced a glob of spittle, which fell through the wires of their muzzles onto Ursula’s cheek and into the corner of her mouth. A Warhound’s kiss.


  Ursula glanced up at the top tables. Under a flag of parley, the War-Empress conferred with The Lady of the Assault Maids, another local gang. The two leaders’ glowing auras of power clashed and overlapped. Two maids, upper-ranking by their long dresses and neat aprons, sat nearby, trying not to look worried. Behind them stood five lower-ranked maids, thin aprons, blindfolds and single-sleeves. Gifts for the Warhounds, was the rumour.


  Åsa pulled Ursula back into a rather squelchy sitting position, and passed her a cup of mead. It still amused Ursula that, for all their roughshod ways, Warhound drinks always came with a straw. It made sense; the muzzles made it difficult otherwise, but it reminded Ursula of a child’s birthday party.


  “What do you think they are discussing?” Ursula asked Åsa.


  “The Cathedral is growing in power,” said Åsa. “So probably a truce to take it down.”


  “Will the Empress go for it?”


  “Yes, probably,” said Åsa. “I mean, she’s no fool. She knows The Lady will betray her, but the deal might be good while it lasts.”


  ⁂


  “Right,” said the maid-lieutenant, her combat dress torn. “They’ll be rushing us soon. Hunker down behind the pews and get ready for a fight.”


  This space was a minor chapel; a fairly intimate room for the Avowed to go about their business. Ursula had vague memories of being strapped to that altar and having candle wax on her tits. After spending time In the Warhounds’ camp, the chapel seemed over the top in decoration, but it was comparatively modest by Cathedral standards.


  “You, pup,” said the maid-lieutenant, addressing Ursula. “You said you know where the entrance to one of the hidden passages is in here.”


  “Yes, ma’am.” She nodded towards a stone frieze.


  “Maid Lysanne, take the pup and your squad, and scout out that approach,” ordered the lieutenant.


  ⁂


  Eventually, Lysanne and the squad went down, leaving Ursula alone in the cobwebbed space. Some were hit when the passage emerged into proper rooms, and they had to fight their way through to the next passage. Others fell when they encountered nuns hunting through the passages. The last of these took out Lysanne and the rest of the squad; Ursula escaped only because the chaos of unconscious bodies blocked the passageway. And now she was in the disused and crumbling parts of the passages, high in the Cathedral. She was glad for occasional glimpses of her tutelary spirit; a way out if she got completely lost.


  By the sounds (and the occasional peephole), the maid/hound forces were winning. Ursula climbed onward through smaller and smaller passageways, looking for a door.


  Eventually she chanced on the first spyhole for a while; a narrow view of a squad of maids trying to batter their way through an iron-reinforced door. On the floor were the unconscious bodies of both nuns and hounds. Ursula gasped; one of the Assault Maids was Aquilina. Shoulder to the door; a medium ranked maid, by her costume. Her arse was still nice.


  Ursula moved away from the spyhole. She was fairly sure now that she was in the main tower; maybe that was the door to the Abbess’ quarters?


  She continued to climb, mostly in darkness, up a slope that turned out to be the remains of ancient stairs. Well, not really ancient, thought Ursula, nothing on this satellite was genuinely old.


  When she finally found a door, it was stuck. She ended up putting her shoulder to it; at which point it broke, leaving Ursula stumbling through dust and fragments of bas relief.


  The Abbess coughed, a tiny ahem, and said, “I thought that passage was unusable.”


  Ursula picked herself up, and scrabbled for her weapon; it was on a strap and had migrated to her back.


  The Abbess sipped some wine. “Do I know you, hound?” Her aura was still bright.


  “I was Novice Ursula, Rever—” Ursula bit back the honorific. “Now I’m a Warhound.”


  “Obviously,” the Abbess said, gesturing to the muzzle. “Oh yes, I think I remember you.” She smirked.


  The room was dark, but well decorated. Bas reliefs, decorative tiles, gold filigree, damask curtains. The Abbess sat behind a vast mahogany desk, with enough scrollwork that the manacles and fastening rings barely stood out.


  “Where are your attendants?” asked Ursula.


  The Abbess sloshed her wineglass towards the door. “Downstairs, fighting off the maids,” said the Abbess. “But they will lose. You should shoot me, steal the aura, and escape via the tunnels. It will probably work: the aura isn’t just a light show.”


  “And you’re going to sit there and let me do it?”


  The Abbess shrugged, and looked at a patch of empty space. “I’ve had fun, a lot of fun. But I think I’ve had enough for now. Time to accept the spirit’s offer. What about you? You’ve been here even longer than me. And the Cup of Lethe gets less effective each time.”


  Ursula shook her head. From the doorway, there was the distant sound of splintering. “Shoot me, child,” said the Abbess. “They will be here soon.”


  ⁂


  The Assault Maid forces entered the room, cautiously, looking out for an ambush. When they saw none—Ursula had discarded her gun—they fanned out; Ursula and Aquilina’s eyes met for an instant.


  Then The Lady entered, aura glowing. She was dressed for combat; a sporting ensemble, tweed and jodhpurs. Serene and powerful.


  “I’ve captured the Abbess, your grace,” said Ursula.


  The Lady looked sceptical, but levelled her gun at the Abbess. The Abbess shrugged. The Lady fired her gun; Ursula watched as the golden haze of power swam over to The Lady, merging with her existing aura. The Abbess’ body vanished before she had finished slumping. The chair pushed back, and there was an awkward bit of shuffling, as an unseen spirit kicked up debris heading for the door.


  “Well done, hound,” said The Lady, turning to Ursula. “Though I’m afraid your reward will be the same as your squad mates.”


  She fired, offhandedly, at Ursula.


  ⁂


  The void was still white with black stripes. Already Ursula found her memories returning. The interface detached itself from the wall, and approached her. It held up a single hand, with a black speech bubble in the centre. Ursula nodded at it.


  “Hi mom!” A hologram appeared in the air before Ursula. Her daughter. “Hope you and Lina are still having a nice time! Just checking in.” Her daughter talked some more about family stuff, and about her work (rewilding the DC disaster zone), before signing off with a cheerful goodbye. Ursula smiled; another couple of months and it really would be time to go home. She recorded a short reply, and closed the interface’s fist.


  The interface held up the check and cross again, and Ursula nodded at the check.


  ⁂


  Something was being buckled on her shoulder, as Ursula awoke with a jerk. She couldn’t say anything, a ring gag was in her mouth, and she could already feel her drool on her chin.


  “Ah, awake, finally?” said a voice. “You’re blindfolded, by the way, so don’t worry that you can't see.” The woman moved over to the other shoulder. Ursula’s arms were pinioned behind her back, she realised, in a single-sleeve that the woman was finishing fastening. Ursula felt flimsy fabric across her front, not—she guessed—doing much to conceal her breasts. Her semi-hard girldick poked at some similarly flimsy fabric; a light apron maybe?


  There were other people around her; mostly unspeaking, though a few seemed to be fastening things and giving instructions.


  After a while, Ursula was pulled to her feet. Her ankles were chained together, permitting only tiny steps. A woman—the same one or not, Ursula wasn’t sure—grabbed her upper arm and led her forward. She had trouble keeping up with her; the reduced step span always threatening to trip her. It was a relatively short walk, however.


  The room that they entered was busy; warm with the sounds of chatter and laughter, the clink of wine glasses, warped and crackly music playing from somewhere. The woman pushed her, and she stumbled forwards. A hand on her shoulder stopped her falling. More hands stroked her tits, her arse, her erect girlcock.


  “This one’s mine, ladies,” said a familiar voice. Aquilina. She led Ursula somewhere a little quieter, and guided her to her knees. “It will go easier,” said Aquilina, “if you surrender.”


  Ursula nodded, happily.


  Circles and Crescent


  Morning over Rome was soft, wreathed in mist, street lights like fairy lanterns. Old buildings and new, rendered alike in pastel morning shades. Some would say it was beautiful; this city was a muse to many poets and fools, assuming there’s a difference. Virginia would say it was… inadequate. It needed her touch; she squeezed her talons.


  There was a whimpering sound from below her, and a soft shuffling, knees on carpet. She glanced down from the floor-length windows of her office. Her clawed hand resting on her secretary’s shoulder had drawn blood, pale pricks of crimson against the cheap white fabric.


  “Oh dear,” said Virginia. “I quite forgot I put you down there.” She slid her other clawed hand through her secretary’s hair, running her thumb-talon along her jaw. “Did I hurt you?”


  “N-no, mistress,” said Cindy. They both knew it was a lie, but it was important—Virginia said—that a subordinate knew when to lie, to protect those you loved. And the pain that Virginia bestowed was a blessing, after all.


  Virginia tilted Cindy’s face upward; she was pretty, of course, blue eyes, a little teary. Her lipstick was vulva pink; not a shade Cindy would have chosen herself, but it had amused Virginia. Same as Cindy’s name; Virginia wondered whether she had been Cindy too long. Maybe she would appreciate a new name.


  Virginia pulled Cindy toward her, sliding her girldick between those pink lips. Cindy was not a bimbo, though currently it amused Virginia to dress her in a ‘sexy secretary’ costume. She was actually brilliant, Virginia’s diary had never been so well maintained.


  Virginia began thrusting, holding Cindy’s head in place with her taloned hands. “Good girl,” Virginia said. “Serve me, love me!”


  Perhaps Cindy deserved another makeover; a chic euro chick, perhaps? Or perhaps a gothy punk? Virginia liked the confusion she produced in her guests; did this CEO, they wondered, really have a saucy sexpot for a secretary? But perhaps something more formal would be appropriate.


  Cindy made adorable gagging and choking noises, as Virginia pulled her deeper.


  Virginia looked up at the windows again. The last shreds of dawn had burnt away; Rome looked bold and brassy today. Fearless. But she had a way of getting things—women, cities—to surrender.


  She came; holding Cindy in place until she swallowed her juices.


  “Good girl,” she said again, removing her girlcock. She held Cindy’s chin; it was a little messy. “Do you love me, Cindy?”


  “Yes, mistress,” said Cindy.


  “Good,” Virginia said. It was not like she expected another answer, but it was still nice to hear.


  She turned her swivel chair back around to her desk. The windows would illuminate her, show her dominion. She opened her calendar.


  “You’ve got blood on your blouse,” Virginia said. “Take it off.”


  ⁂


  She had a lot of email; her personal assistant winnowed it down, dealt with what she could, removed junk and over-keen sellers. But there was still a lot. Some things needed her attention, her owlish eye. Business was about details. You can’t really control something you are unaware of, after all.


  One name caught Virginia’s attention; pietra.marchetti at some American company dot com. Pietrina?


  Virginia had a sudden memory of Rome Ciampino airport, watching Pietrina and her parents leave. Pietrina waved, excited. Pietrina had cried a bit, but Virginia had cried more. Great floods of tears. Virginia wondered when she last cried. She had plenty of attendant demons now, to sup away any sadness. And plenty of subordinates who loved her, of course. But perhaps Pietrina was the first person who had. For years, Virginia had imagined what would have happened if she had gone down on one knee, and confessed the magnitude of her love to Pietrina. Surely Pietrina would have said it back, and would have stayed.


  If it was love that Pietrina felt, at all, not teenage infatuation. Certainly Pietrina had given up that love without a second thought, to go to the states with her parents.


  The email had gone to an old address, an old joke name she had used as a teen. It had been forwarded through at least three others, before landing in her official Strix Group mailbox. She was glad her PA hadn’t got rid of it.


  Virginia, no idea if you’ll get this, but I’m back in Rome for a couple of days. Want to meet up, and talk about old times? P.


  And then a telephone number.


  ⁂


  Virginia dressed with unusual care. She was usually a little offhanded, a slightly roguish look to her suit. But tonight she made sure everything was just so. And charms and spells on top, of course. She would rather not startle Pietrina, and others. She was not looking forward to taking purely human form for that long; talons gone, hair rather than feathers. But she supposed lost loves were worth it.


  She put on her cufflinks; squares of onyx. A while ago, Virginia had gotten a valet to help with this sort of thing. A tall butch, always perfectly dressed, suit lines millimetre precise, grace notes just right, and handsome too. However, Virginia had found the fuss of having someone help her dress was rather annoying. She had asked her to be more polite and more deferential, and then found the obsequiousness even more irritating. Luckily, she had found other uses for the valet, and if the valet missed her clothes she knew better than to say so. Obsequiousness was not a problem in a bed warmer.


  ⁂


  Pietrina was from the sort of family, like Virginia’s own, who wouldn’t really appreciate how difficult it was to get Il Traliccio reservations at short notice. Their families moved in similar circles; that was how they had met. A house party in some minion’s expansive villa; Virginia was being ignored, as usual. Mother’s attention was strictly by seniority, and by the time it had filtered down to her fourth born, it was attenuated to the point of non-existence. And the other party-goers were very sensitive to Mother’s attention; they all noted Virginia’s unimportance. Oh, they were polite, of course. No one was stupid enough to insult Mother’s family. When Virginia forced herself into company, they were polite, but utterly unenthusiastic. So, full of impotent anger, Virginia had taken herself off to a quiet balcony, and brooded over the darkening grounds. She imagined herself a hunter, swooping above the grounds, mice scurrying as she reshaped the darkness.


  “Hey,” said Pietrina, startling Virginia out of a reverie. “Virginia, you're looking good.”


  Virginia straightened, and they exchanged air kisses over both cheeks. Virginia was surprised by how nervous she was feeling, like it was all those years ago. Pietrina’s voice was American now, not even the tiniest fleck of Italian, certainly not Roman. On the balcony back then, it had been refined Italian, even though Pietrina had been swearing, annoyed that her secret spot had been taken. Virginia had offered to go. She had sighed, and looked at her.


  “You also, Pietrina,” Virginia said. And it was true; Pietrina was still very beautiful. Her makeup was subtle and impeccable, done in beiges and nudes. Her suit had American lines, but combined formal with a touch of style; a sculpted waist, a sleeveless blouse. When they met, she was a posh girl playing at punk; leather jacket over party dress.


  “I’d forgotten that you used to call me that,” said Pietrina—Pietra—laughing. “No one calls me that now.”


  They sat down, ordered. The food was excellent, of course; scaloppine di vitello al limone for Virginia, spaghetti alla chitarra for Pietrina. They talked business for a while; carefully, guarding commercial secrets. Pietrina was a vice president now, back in town to discuss an acquisition. Virginia answered a few questions about being a CEO. They discussed differences between American and Italian business culture; Pietrina shared that one of the reasons she was here was to stop her coworkers from echoing the Godfather or Super fucking Mario at every opportunity.


  They chatted easily; Virginia would like to believe it was the long-buried friendship reasserting itself, but, in truth, they were a lot more skilled at conversation than they used to be.


  Back on that balcony, Pietrina had produced a joint from her handbag, and Virginia a lighter from her pocket. They had smoked, overlooking the night, until Pietrina had looked at Virginia again, and kissed her.


  The meal had ended, the wine drunk. Pietrina didn’t make a fuss about Virginia paying the bill.


  “I don’t think my hotel is far,” said Pietrina. “Will you walk me back?”


  ⁂


  “Why don’t you take off this form?” said Pietrina, running her hand up Virginia’s shirt. They were in the hotel room; stylish and expensive decor. Without any heart, of course.


  Virginia recalled that Pietrina had made the first move back then as well. Virginia had always pretended that she had been more forward herself, but that was applying her modern self over historical truth. It had been Pietrina who had said, in her parent’s junk room—an abandoned garage—that they should “do it”.


  Virginia stepped back, loosened and removed her clothing, and stretched into her true shape. Feathers burst forth, elongated fingers became talons, her features took on even more of a strigine shape.


  “Oh!” Pietrina did a little clap. “You have changed!”


  “I grew into myself,” Virginia said.


  “I always knew that clumsy, shy femme would find herself,” said Pietrina, stepping forward, and ruffling the feathers on Virginia’s forearm.


  “I was not a femme,” said Virginia, a little indignantly.


  “Oh, you kind of were,” said Pietrina. “I remember your party frock. You were a little afraid of your butch side. I’m glad to see you got over it.”


  “You are not scared?” Virginia asked. “Or even surprised?”


  “There were always rumours about your family,” said Pietrina.


  “Rumours?” said Virginia, fluffing herself out. “This is not hereditary.”


  “Well,” Pietrina said. “The Marchetti family has a precious heirloom. They wrap it in an altar cloth, and call it Saint Benedict’s Gaze, but we all know it has nothing holy about it. A flat square of obsidian, chipped and scuffed, a corner missing. It shows creatures, entities, and monsters around people. Father uses it when choosing business partners. A few years ago, I looked you up.”


  “And what did you see?” asked Virginia.


  “What I always hoped to see in your future,” she said, biting her lip. “Power. Sexy, sexy power.”


  Pietrina moved still closer, until she was millimetres away. She tilted her face towards Virginia’s face and they kissed. It was a lot less sloppy and innocent than those teenage kisses; this was two adults, communicating their needs through the urgent mashing together of lips and tongues.


  “I changed a bit myself,” said Pietrina, guiding Virginia’s hand to her groin, moving against it. “The finest neo-vagina that American money can buy.”


  Virginia remembered awkward sexual encounters; laughing then feeling each other’s dicks, mutual masturbation, embarrassing but always fun. And they got somewhat better; Pietrina patiently topping from the bottom, until Virginia got the hang of things.


  “I would like to try it out,” Virginia said.


  “I hoped you would,” said Pietrina, smiling. “But I’m fully dressed. Why don’t you show me what those claws can do?”


  Virginia lifted Pietrina onto the hotel bed, throwing her down and climbing on top. She pulled a talon up along the line of buttons on the blouse and sent them careening off. Virginia tore the blouse, shredding it, but careful not to hurt Pietrina. The trousers she removed in a similar way. Pietrina removed her bra and slipped off her panties; she might be wealthy, but good underwear was difficult to find.


  They kissed again, Virginia taking control, a harsh kiss of ownership, a bite of Pietrina’s lip.


  Pietrina moved Virginia’s hand to her breast.


  “Your claws are very scary,” she said, but she looked as unafraid as ever. Virginia thought that she had been the first person to ever really see her. To see her, and be impressed.


  Virginia traced around the fullness of each breast; an American fullness, she guessed. She could see Pietrina’s pulse fluttering in her neck; afraid, and aroused.


  The talons did not break the skin, but they could have. They tracked on, spiralling toward each nipple, then the merest pinch. Pietrina gasped, and they kissed again.


  Virginia shuffled backward, looking at her new cunt; well, new to Virginia, at least.


  “It’s funny,” said Pietrina, “but the best pussies in America are built by tanned, golfing, Republican-voting dads. Whose idea was that?”


  Virginia bent to kiss it, to taste it. She almost expected it to taste of apple pie and cola, but it tasted of Pietrina, of course. She recalled the first time licking Pietrina’s dick; how nervous she had been, until she had got going, and then how rich and surrounding the scent was.


  “I want your cock, Virginia,” said Pietrina. “Do me. It might have Italian lines, but it’s got American robustness. Fuck me.” She reached for Virginia.


  Virginia took each of Pietrina’s wrists in a set of talons, and pinned her down. Pietrina made excited noises.


  Virginia slowly pushed her girldick in. Pietrina bucked, but Virginia’s foot-claws meant she couldn’t wriggle much. Virginia eased the full length in, watching Pietrina’s gasps of pleasure, and silent, open-mouthed moans.


  She waited, in place, for Pietrina to mouth the word “please”, and then she started thrusting; pulling part way out, then slamming in. Pietrina tried to wriggle and writhe, but Virginia had her fixed more or less in place, and her movement was nothing more than an enjoyable struggle.


  Pietrina was moaning now, full voiced. No more having to be quiet as they had back then, afraid of parents and public; Virginia remembered Pietrina giving her a hand job in a cinema, under a jacket. This hotel was expensive enough to have thick walls.


  Virginia continued, ploughing her, impaling her, thrusting, bouncing. Pietrina was screaming, and saying “yes, yes” in her native tongue. Virginia was aware that some part of her was trying to demonstrate how much better she was now. Maybe Pietrina was as well. This was a far cry from two girls colliding their cocks together and making lightsaber sounds.


  Pietrina came, thrashing, and Virginia came as well, juices commingling and spilling. Virginia slowed, pumping still. She loosened her hold on Pietrina, seeing the scratches and redness she’d left on her wrists. Finally, Virginia pulled out and flopped down beside Pietrina


  ⁂


  “Mmm,” said Pietrina, after a while. “That was wonderful.”


  “I’ve had plenty of practice,” said Virginia, though in truth, this felt different to fucking her subordinates. Old memories, and old feelings.


  “I always hoped back then,” she said, “that you would let loose, go wild.”


  “I was scared of hurting you,” Virginia said.


  “And now?” said Pietrina, laughing. “I’m scratched, and bruised, and sore.”


  “I haven’t been scared for a long time.”


  “I see,” she said.


  “I loved you, you know,” Virginia said. “When you left.”


  “I know,” she said, quietly. “I was excited about America. I’m sorry if I was thoughtless. But what, really, were we going to do?”


  “I would have razed the city down, then rebuilt it for you,” Virginia said.


  “You were always so intense,” Pietrina laughed.


  ⁂


  In the hotel room, Virginia stood watching the sunrise over the city, her city. The window was less impressive than the one in her office—smaller, lower—but she supposed that the picture it gave of the city was still true. Cramped, chaotic, colourful. She must observe the entire city, after all, to see how to transform it.


  Virginia heard Pietrina finishing up in the bathroom. She walked out, and also admired the view from the window. She was naked, and Virginia followed her lines and curves; her body seemed vibrant, full of life, whole. Even with the scratches and bruises. So was Virginia’s, naturally, but it had taken a lot of witchcraft, and numerous demons, to get it that way.


  “My meeting’s not until this afternoon,” Pietrina said. “We have the morning to fool around, if you'd like.”


  “Do you enjoy your job?” Virginia asked.


  “Well, I’ve enjoyed this trip,” she said, kissing Virginia’s shoulder. “But, yes, mostly. I suppose I’m like you; I am ambitious. Maybe next time I will be a CEO too.”


  “You could stay,” said Virginia.


  “In Rome?” Pietrina said, laughing. “It has memories, sure. Some good ones. But it’s hardly the centre of the world. Any more, at least.” She returned to the bed. “Rome is a fine place to come from, but not necessarily to be.”


  “I meant,” she said, carefully, “you could stay with me.”


  “You’re fun, Virginia, you really are,” said Pietrina. “I’m a bit jealous of your power. And I am thrilled to see you so self-assured. But my path is a different one.”


  Virginia turned away from the window and walked back to the bed.


  “Always jetting off,” said Virginia. “Abandoning me.” Virginia balled her talons. “Like your life here was nothing.”


  “Are you going to fuck me angry, Virginia?” Pietrina said, spreading her legs. “That sounds like fun.”


  “I could hurt you,” said Virginia.


  “Don’t be a tease, then,” said Pietrina. “Maybe I’ll have more business trips.”


  Virginia turned away, annoyed.


  “I could share my power with you,” said Virginia, eventually.


  Pietrina pulled her down onto the bed. “Really?” she said.


  “Yes. Sort of,” said Virginia, still angry. “Plenty of power. A channel for my puissance.”


  Pietrina leant up, and kissed her, softly. “Go on.”


  “A mark,” said Virginia, and talon on shoulder, she pushed her down onto the bed, and kissed her back. “A binding. Family.”


  “Family?” said Pietrina. “Virginia, are you asking me to marry you?”


  “No,” said Virginia. “Though I was thinking about it, back in the day.”


  “We were so young,” she said, caressing Virginia’s sides. “We didn’t know how we’d turn out.”


  Virginia shook her head. “Well, this mark is more serious than a marriage. You would get a monstrous amount of power. If you accepted it.”


  “And what would you get?” Pietrina asked.


  Virginia paused.


  “Oh,” said Pietrina. “Me?”


  “Yes,” said Virginia. “We would be joined. You would love me.”


  “And you’d be top, right?” Pietrina said. Virginia could see the calculations going on behind her eyes.


  “I would be in charge, yes,” said Virginia. “No warm words, then slipping out. No flying away, with my heart still exposed.”


  “You are still angry about that,” she said.


  Virginia shook her head again. “We would be bound, you to me.”


  “But I’d get power?” Pietrina said.


  “Yes. As my subordinate,” Virginia said, finding herself almost arguing against it.


  “You fucked me last night,” said Pietrina. “Do you really think being a sub would bother me?” She reached down, and ran her hand along Virginia’s girldick. It was semi-erect just from their naked closeness, and it hardened quickly.


  “Don’t be fooled,” said Virginia, trying to maintain concentration. “Some of your sense of self would definitely burn away, or break.”


  “Sounds like a price worth paying,” said Pietrina, still caressing.


  “It’s not a deal,” Virginia said. “It’s a ritual. A relationship.”


  “A transaction,” said Pietrina, as if she was agreeing. “Like all relationships. All those years ago, America offered a better deal than you, a charming fledgling still finding her way. But now, you're a formidable witch, full of power and magic; the deal is much better.”


  Virginia reached down and pulled Pietrina’s hand off her cock.


  “Will you take this seriously?” Virginia hissed. “You have to consent, no strings attached.”


  “I am taking it seriously,” said Pietrina. “And there are always strings attached, to everything. I shouldn’t have to explain that to a witch. Tiny, infinitesimal strings, linking everything together, everyone together. Sometimes money, sometimes power, sometimes sex. Either way, I say yes. If you mean it.”


  The anger was still present; Virginia didn’t really know why. Perhaps old stuff, long buried feelings. Or perhaps it was more Pietrina laying bare the entire edifice of human relations. It wasn’t like it surprised her; there was a reason that Virginia was determined to be the one holding the strings. She wanted to tug all faces upwards, in love and praise. She would lay the scenery out for them, set the scene, pluck the strings. Everybody would see her, and everyone would obey.


  Virginia growled, and took Pietrina by the shoulders, flipping her over. She pressed her down into the bed.


  “I would mark you here, on the shoulder blade,” Virginia said, tapping the spot. “With a talon. A crescent. It will hurt.”


  “Yes,” said Pietrina.


  Virginia reached down, putting the fleshy part of a talon-finger across Pietrina’s mouth.


  “Bite down,” said Virginia. “I don’t want you severing your tongue.”


  Pietrina mouthed the finger. The scaly owl-flesh, witch-flesh, was resilient.


  “Ready?”


  Pietrina nodded. Virginia used her body to pin her down, focused her magic, and with her other hand began to draw the crescent. Pietrina bucked and screamed into her hand. Virginia did not hesitate, but continued, talon in flesh, drawing her mark.


  When the mark was done, welling with blood, there was a momentary pause. Perhaps Pietrina thought the worst was over; it was not.


  Pietrina screamed and bit down as the magic flowed through her; Virginia gasped too, because it flowed through both of them. But Virginia was more used to it; used to putting the pain aside, rather than wailing. But it was like a storm, a thundercloud, surrounding them, illuminating them with knife-like lightning. The blood from the mark bubbled and boiled off. Virginia felt part of Pietrina’s mind snap; hopefully nothing important.


  And then it was over. Virginia sat back, removed her bloody finger. Pietrina cried, and breathed heavily. They were both soaked in sweat.


  “Are you still there, Pietrina?” Virginia asked, eventually.


  “Yes,” whispered Pietrina. “Ma’am? Miss?”


  “Mistress,” supplied Virginia.


  “Yes, mistress.”


  Virginia felt restless, magic sloshing around her synapses. And anger too, still.


  “You’re not going to leave me, are you dear?” Virginia asked.


  “No, mistress.”


  Virginia climbed back up on top, pressing Pietrina down again. She knocked her legs apart. Pietrina’s body would already be adapting.


  Virginia eased her hardness into Pietrina’s butt. Pietrina moaned and trembled. Holding Pietrina’s arms, she thrust urgently and repeatedly, spending her restless energy on a rough railing. Pietrina made little gasps.


  Virginia could see the magic in Pietrina’s veins, coursing down her back and arms in a show of iridescent fire. She could see tiny ghost feathers springing up on Pietrina’s forearms; delicate and glass-like.


  Soon enough, Virginia came. She slid off, girlcock detumescing.


  “Right, dear,” she said, when she had her breath back. “We had better think about what the best way is for you to quit your job. You will take any information useful to Strix Group, of course.”


  “Will I work for you, mistress?” Pietrina said.


  “You already are, love,” chuckled Virginia.


  “As a VP?” she asked.


  “Oh, dear,” said Virginia, brushing her talons through Pietrina’s hair. “Maybe someday. But you made me angry, hurt me…”


  Virginia paused. Pietrina looked up at her. Virginia caught a new reflective glint off the back of her eyes.


  “So perhaps you should be my secretary for a while,” Virginia said. “Okay, sweet?”


  “Y-yes, mistress.”


  “It will be fun,” said Virginia. “We’ll get you a makeover. A new wardrobe. A new shade of lipstick. Something pink.”


  “Yes, mistress.”


  “Do you love me, Pietrina?” Virginia asked.


  “Yes, mistress.” It wasn’t as good as Virginia imagined. But she supposed reality never was.


  “And a new name, as well, I think,” said Virginia. It was probably time to let go of Pietrina.


  (With thanks to @NightAnemone for character and setting details.)


  A Clumsy Picklock


  I.


  It is only on rare occasions that one could really do with an urchin. I was, by luck, relatively slight in build—this had been an amusement to the other boys in the academy, who were loutish sorts—but still this passage was all but impassable. An urchin would be far more suitable for this task than an—admittedly svelte—courtier. This shirt would be ruined; and it cost a pretty penny, I can tell you. But when Lady Maëlys wanted a passage investigated, a gentleman had little choice. I was certainly keen on providing any passage exploration the Lady would command, but this was not my preference.


  The original builders of this castle had no shortage of either space or materials; walls were built as a layer of stone, a layer of hay, then another of stone. The idea was that this would protect the inhabitants from the harsh winters. And so it did, for a while, but it had an unfortunate habit of catching fire; which kept the inhabitants rather too warm. They have now mostly been filled with sand or rubble, but occasionally one discovered a hollow like this. This one went a long way—into Princess Bérénice or Princess Rosemonde's demesnes, I believed—but it ended in another secret door. The castle’s primary amusement had been intrigue for many generations, so discovering past schemes was not unexpected. As Princess Sylvette’s mistress-of-spies, Lady Maëlys would be glad to know about it. I was not foolish enough to open the door—it looked like the back of some wood panelling—because it would probably be a guardroom or some such. Lady Maëlys could dispatch an urchin for that, if she so wished.


  I was about to start my return journey—I would be glad to get away from this dreadful grey dust—when I heard voices, and—even more captivating—my name.


  “What of Beaufoy?” That voice belonged to the Princess Rosemonde.


  “Ma'am, it is better we were in the inner chambers to discuss.” Unless I missed my guess, that was her apothecary and religious confidant, Sister Zénaïde Serrurier.


  “You forget yourself, Sister,” the Princess said. “Aid me in taking off these undergarments, while you tell me about this courtier.”


  Oh excellent, if they caught me here they would hang me once for spying, and then again for being in the presence of an undressed princess. That was twice more hanging than I wanted; so I had no choice but to remain silent.


  The nun sighed. “Your highness,” said Sister Zénaïde. “He is from a minor cadet house, of limited means, in the outlying circle. Book-clever, and apparently quite witty, but reticent at gatherings.” This was a surprising amount of basically accurate knowledge considering that I have only exchanged the occasional greeting with the sister. “But Princess Sylvette snapped him up as a courtier very quickly, which means that Maëlys Loiselle saw something.”


  “A lover?” said the Princess. “He is not unattractive, I suppose, so long as one does not like muscles.”


  I shall leave it to you to consider the crow-swoop of that sentence.


  “It's not impossible, ma'am,” said the Sister. “But talk among the ladies is that, while witty and courteous, even skilled at the, er, preamble, he is incompetent at the main, aha, thrust of lovemaking. Maëlys’ appetite is too demanding to put up with a clumsy picklock for long.”


  I was not looking forward to recounting this conversation to Maëlys; she always insisted on as close to a word-for-word report as possible, to avoid other people's assumptions. I could lie to her, of course, but she was very sharp.


  “So a spy then?” said the Princess.


  “That does appear to be the most likely scenario, your highness,” said the Sister.


  There were the sounds of them leaving the room, still talking, but inaudible. The slight echoes for the next room put me in mind of the bath-house. I had no idea of the layout of Rosemonde's quarters, but Maëlys would know.


  I made my way out, burned my torn and dust filled shirt, and reported to Lady Maëlys.


  II.


  The door to my bedchamber opened without a knock. There is precisely one person who would do this; servants and friends would knock, assailants would kick it open, only Lady Maëlys would do neither.


  “Beaufoy,” she said. “You missed yesterday’s service and this morning's royal breakfast.”


  “Good mor—” I began, and then had a coughing fit. I was still abed, but I had books and scrolls in front of me. “I apologise for not being in a fit state to receive your surprise arrival in my bedchamber.”


  “My lovers are usually breathless after the fact, not before,” said Maëlys. “Though even in full health, I would probably kill you.” Lady Maëlys was beautiful, in the same way a fine dagger, iridescent with poison, could be beautiful. She took many lovers; gentlemen and ladies. Gentlemen for quickness, she had said, and ladies for skill.


  “And now,” she continued, “you should call for Doctor Leloup forthwith. You are of little enough use to me alive, but absolutely no use to me dead.”


  “I thank you for the concern, milady,” I said. “But it would be better not to bother the doctor. I believe I have grey lace lung.”


  “I am no chirurgeon,” said Maëlys. “Am I in danger? Does it pass between folk?”


  “No, indeed,” I said, tapping the medical treaties before me. “It was thought a mystery for a long while, but medical scholars now know occasioned by the presence in the lungs of spores of the grey lace fungus.”


  “And Doctor Leloup cannot treat it?”


  “He can, though the cure is not commonplace,” I said. “But it used to be slowly fatal, and would wipe out whole swathes of the castle until the fungus had been found and destroyed. Which is why the doctor has standing orders to notify the royal guard of the outbreak, and find the source. Which means soldiers tearing up slabs.” I coughed again.


  “And this fungus was in the new passage?” said Maëlys. “Meaning you can't honestly give the location to the doctor without surrendering yourself.”


  “Yes,” I said. “But if I don't, they will surely tear up my rooms, and then the rooms I most commonly attend—”


  “So large pieces of the Princess Sylvette's demesne,” said Maëlys. “And by soldiers that we know not the loyalty of.”


  “Quite,” I said. “But unfortunately it's worse than that.”


  “Worse?” said Maëlys. “Considering I'm already wondering about having you killed, that's impressive.”


  “I'm fairly sure the fungus was not growing in that passage. Too dry and dark, and it prefers a moister setting. I believe someone left a huge amount of spores there, amongst the dust, as a trap.”


  “So, even if we were content with our apartments being torn up, Rosemonde would know that you are definitely a spy.” 


  “Indeed.” I coughed again.


  “Having you murdered is looking like a fine idea,” said Maëlys. “How frail are you? I have a stiletto in my garter, and it would be much easier to impale you myself.”


  She was probably jesting. “At the moment, milady, the mere sight of your ankle would be enough to dispatch me.”


  “Noted,” she said. “I assume you have a different plan, however? A healer in the lower circles, perhaps?”


  “They are very prone to talking,” I said. “If they are not bought out already.” I paused for another coughing fit. “I have a plan, but I must entreat your assistance.”


  “Go on,” said Maëlys. “But I am weighing this against the stiletto.”


  “Firstly, I need an urchin or a very slender woman,” I said.


  “That is a request I have heard before,” said Maëlys drily.


  “Secondly, I assume you have a trustworthy factotum in the kitchens?”


  “Correct.”


  “Good,” I said. “And last I will need a huge amount of tonics and healing draughts; enough to appear well for a quick round of the Great Hall during the Huntsman’s Ball.”


  III.


  “Do you mind if I take a seat here, sir?” asked Sister Zénaïde. The Second Hall was, unsurprisingly, far smaller than the Great Hall. This meant that with the Great Hall out of commission, for royal banquets and the like, the five factions had to share, awkwardly, this space.


  “Of course not,” I said. “A poor fellow I would be to leave a member of a holy order standing. The Goddess would strike me down.”


  “I'm sure the Goddess would not trouble herself on my behalf,” said the Sister, smiling and sitting. “Indeed, the Goddess' eyes seem to be turned entirely from the castle.” She picked up a goose leg from a platter.


  “I would test it with your knife first,” I said. “Mine was bloody in the centre. The beef skewers are safely overcooked, though.” The temporary kitchen was, I assumed, a bit of a state. Certainly all the kitchen servants looked harried to the point of exhaustion.


  “Ah, thank you,” said the Sister. “Have you heard any news about the—” She waved her hands. “—Matter?”


  She was pretty, not in the way of the sylphen ladies-in-waiting, but with the healthy solidity of a farm girl. Though I was very minor nobility, my best friend in childhood had been such a girl. But maybe I was wrong, her red robes gave me only a silhouette to work with. Maëlys had found little about her origin, or her order.


  Her face was covered in a fine lace veil, leaving only the mouth visible. The Sisters of Saint Roux are, apparently, sworn to chastity and penitence. I wondered if the mouth being uncovered was a sign that this chastity had a loophole.


  “Sir Beaufoy?” she said.


  “Sorry,” I said. I had better not say that I was thinking about a hearty farm girl playing my flute, in a quiet hayloft, the air full of the animal music of a warm spring. It was but an imagining; my childhood friend had been married off before I was old enough to think of such things.


  “The last I have heard, the soldiers have torn up all of the Great Hall and the Kitchen, but no sign yet of this dreadful mushroom. Did you catch the rot, Sister Serrurier?”


  “Thankfully, the Goddess spared me,” she said. “And call me Sister Zénaïde. But the Lady Hortense was quite ill. I attended upon her; I have some skill as an apothecary. How did you fare?”


  “Oh, the Goddess did not show me any mercy,” I said. “But nor should she. I was one of the dozens laid up in our beds, waiting for Leloup and his potions.”


  “I only saw you very briefly at that ball, I think,” said Sister Zénaïde.


  Yes, because I was out of my head on tonics, and also wondering whether the whole take spores from the passage and sift them into the sugar used on the fancies at the ball plan would work.


  “Oh, were you keeping an eye out for me, especially?” I said. “I regret that I do not like parties, but had I known—”


  “As you well know,” said Sister Zénaïde. “My order are strictly celibate…”


  The King stood and tapped his glass, preparing to give one of his tedious speeches. Everyone was waiting to see in which order he named the princesses, who all sat nearby. Especially nearby, in this hall. Last time it had been Pétronille, Rosemonde, Sylvette, Bérénice and Flavienne; my princess, Sylvette, ranking higher than expected.


  “But,” Sister Zénaïde whispered, “we still have eyes.”


  IV.


  “I disagree with this plan, milady,” I said. We were in Princess Sylvette's library; the decorations were better than the books, unfortunately. The Princess herself was lounging in an oversized armchair.


  “Beaufoy, you mistake yourself. You are not here to approve the plan; no more than a scullery maid commands the high cook,” said Maëlys. “You are here merely because you have some small talent for seeing pitfalls and opportunities.”


  Sylvette yawned. She took little interest in the intrigues. Unfortunately, she had been born into a royal family where—by long tradition—it was expected for girl-children to compete to inherit the crown. Boy-children of the royal line could not inherit; nowadays they became generals, traditionally they would have had their throats cut. The castle was technically a matriarchy, though the death of the Queen—by ill nerves and a ‘fall’—had left a king in charge.


  “Of course, milady, unfortunately the plan is all pitfall,” I said, voice raising. “A needless escalation that will set all the factions at our throats.”


  “They will not know it's us,” said Maëlys. “The brigands think they are in the pay of a local crime lord.”


  “The factions all being at each other's throats is scarcely an improvement.”


  “What’s this plan, again?” asked Princess Sylvette, resentfully.


  With a barely perceptible sigh, Lady Maëlys explained the plan again. “Lady Hortense let slip that Princess Rosemonde intends to visit a perfumery owned by a client house. It is within the fourth circle to capitalise on lower wages. A fifth circle brigand gang has been hired to waylay the returning coach, kill the guards, ravage the attendants, and steal whatever they like. The Princess, of course, per the dictates, will not be harmed. At least not physically, but with luck she has inherited your royal mother's weakness. At any event her ability to plot against us will be decimated.”


  “It is foolish to trust a brigand gang,” I said. “And even if successful it seems a pointless escalation.”


  “You are just worried about Sister Serrurier,” said Maëlys. “Honestly, why don't you fall in love with me? It's not impossible that I will play with your mouse someday, whereas she is ostensibly celibate and—unostensibly—focussed solely on ladies.”


  “I am not in love with Zénaïde,” I said. “I just think it is wiser to seek allies than enemies.”


  Maëlys scoffed.


  “Sisters have formed alliances before, have they not?” asked the Princess.


  “Yes, your highness,” said Maëlys. “Temporarily. An alliance offers a great deal of power; the trouble is getting out of it intact.”


  “Well, if Lady Maëlys feels she cannot—” I began.


  “Oh, spare me your childlike manipulations, Beaufoy,” said Maëlys. “Perhaps, when they are weakened by our attack, we can offer an alliance.”


  “An alliance with a weak and bloodied enemy is not as useful.”


  “By the Goddess, Beaufoy,” snapped Maëlys. “Do you have any idea how long this plan took to put together?”


  “Can it be adapted?” asked the Princess.


  Maëlys crossed her arms.


  “We could find some reason to have your guards arrive, your highness,” I said. “There are many brothels in that circle. They could see off the brigands after they have killed Rosemonde’s guard, and scared everybody.”


  “Really, Beaufoy, saving people from an attack we ourselves planned,” said Maëlys. “A very obvious strategy. And what would be the motivation? Just the spirit of friendship? Sisterhood?”


  She had a point, unfortunately.


  “Unless,” said Maëlys, “it's just Beaufoy? And a guard maybe. He helps because of his love for the Sister, and we are cross with him for it.”


  “I do not love the Sister!” I protested.


  “But Rosemonde probably already thinks you do, and this will confirm it,” said Maëlys. “Maybe the Sister will even be convinced. At any rate, they will believe this is an opportunity to seduce you to their side. And you, of course, will use that to steal information and mislead them.”


  “That sounds supremely dangerous,” I said.


  “Yes,” said Maëlys. “Particularly, as Princess Rosemonde has a liking for torture. But it is worth the risk.”


  Of course, it was worth the risk for her and for the Princess, but they weren't the ones whose buttocks were on the coals.


  “In the event of your death,” said Maëlys. “Your family will be well-looked after.”


  “I've never much cared for them, milady,” I said. “Or them for me. Though I suppose I would rather they live.”


  “Is that it then?” said Princess Sylvette. “The plan, I mean?”


  “There are sundry details that need—” began Lady Maëlys.


  “Yes, yes,” said Sylvette, “but you can deal with that. I'm off to bed.”


  She pulled a bell-cord that alerted her staff, and we both bowed or curtseyed as they escorted her out.


  “I will take my leave as well, Lady Maëlys,” I said.


  “No,” she said. “Did you not hear her highness? There are plans to be made.”


  “I thought you would prefer it if I didn't meddle with your plans,” I said.


  “Tis a little late for that revelation,” she said. “My plan was finished and complete until you put other ideas into the Princess’ head. My only comfort is that it may kill you. Until then, you are going to help me.”


  “I'm sorry, I just—”


  “Enough,” Maëlys said. “It is a fair plan. I am simply angry. Unfasten your breeches.”


  “Milady?”


  She sighed at my confusion. “Beaufoy,” she said. “I am in a state of some frustration, and I am too busy to find agreeable company. So unfasten your breeches, and let your mouse bury into my nest.”


  It was, frankly, a tempting offer, for all it had been framed as not an offer at all. She would be disappointed, of course, but at least that would not surprise her.


  I had barely unfastened my breeches when her hand dove in, pulling at my mouse, which was—thankfully—already at attention. She pushed me back onto the chaise longue. “Small and humble, but it will serve,” she said. She gathered great swaths of skirts and underskirts, and then—in a highly efficient manner—lowered her sheath onto my dagger. She rode me as if she was fleeing from brigands on a horse not her own. I think I did my duty sufficiently; that fact that we were both clothed was to my advantage. I tend to catch sight of my body—resembling a pale fish or plucked chicken—during the act, and it is quite off-putting.


  “Your hands,” Lady Maëlys pants, “are they broken?”


  “No,” I gasp, timing my speech to our thrusts, “I just did not… know what to do… with them.”


  “My paps, you fool,” she said.


  Her lily white fruit were large and firm; I eased them from her corsetry, and massaged them, catching her hard teats with my thumb. She moaned, a touch resentfully, I felt.


  We both achieved satisfaction, me slightly afore her, but not enough to be a problem. She lay briefly on top of me; almost a moment of intimacy. Then she stood and rearranged herself.


  “Adequate, Beaufoy,” she said. “Far better than the reports I've had. But they were silly ladies and common wenches, used to being hunted and pleasured. You lie there like an innocent virgin with a lecherous suitor, but that does not bother me, and you take instruction well.”


  “Thank you, milady,” I said, adjusting my state. “Would you care for my assessment of you?”


  “Unnecessary,” she said. “And unmannered. Do not confuse yourself; our jousting was merely a convenience. I also wished to test you out now, in case Rosemonde castrates you later.”


  V.


  Henri and I waited down a dim and dreadful alley in the fourth circle. It was industrial, and late enough that there were few passersby. A long way from the refined parks and gracious boulevards of the third circle; the fourth circle smelled of oil and coal and folk who had not heard of baths. Maëlys and myself had quite a debate on whether I was returning from a brothel or a bookshop. I had a small number of cheap folios in a string.


  Henri was one of the Princess Sylvette's guards; the rarest sort—competent but without any braggadocio.


  We waited in silence and darkness as we heard the coach and the brigands arrive. Slashes and shouts as the guards were killed, screams from the ladies-in-waiting as they realised their fate.


  I rounded the corner, dropping my folios and drawing my epee. I flatter myself that I cut quite a dashing figure; though any apparent bravery was more because the brigands were under strict instructions to flee, after putting up some cursory resistance. Henri was beside me with a much heavier sword.


  I espied the Princess Rosemonde, Sister Zénaïde, and a pair of ladies-in-waiting peeking out of the carriage. The driver had been left alive, but their guards were dead, lying around the place like so many tailor's dummies. Captain Clothilde, the Princess’ lead bodyguard, was amongst them. The horses nickered and shuffled their feet nervously.


  “Halt,” I said. “Brigands and ne'er-do-wells; leave these fine nobles alone or taste our steel.”


  I nodded at Sister Zénaïde.


  “Can you not count, you streak of piss?” said the chief brigand. He was wide and well-muscled. “We are seven, and you are, being generous, two?”


  “I will not let innocent ladies fall into your grasp,” I said. “The rest of my company are nearby.”


  “Yeah, I bet,” he said, and winked at me. He strode forward, readying his long dagger.


  Henri stepped to the fore, sword ready. They would exchange parries, mumming until the chief feigned conviction that fighting would be more trouble than it was worth. Maëlys had decided that I would be less convincing playacting with my weapon, although I felt I was an adequate duelist and a reasonable actor.


  They squared up. The chief swung his dagger, much higher than the guardsman was expecting, and slit Henri's throat. There was blood everywhere. The body fell, unceremoniously.


  “That… that…” I stammered.


  There was the sound of guards rising from a somewhat less final death than I had assumed. Clothilde smiled unpleasantly.


  “Fuck,” I said.


  “Drop your toy sword, string-bean,” the chief said. “You're wanted alive, but there's nothing saying I shouldn't remove your fingers.”


  I let my epee fall to the floor; I regret I am not the sort of hero who fights off a dozen men. Or even bravely chooses death before dishonour. The guards surround me.


  One of the ladies-in-waiting descended from the carriage, then turned and assisted the Princess Rosemonde in stepping down.


  “Thank you, Lady Hortense,” said the princess. “Please apply Zénaïde's handkerchief to our prisoner.”


  The handkerchief was dripping with something; a hint of alcohol and herbs. Lady Hortense moved it towards my mouth; I made to refuse.


  “They will break your teeth, sir, if needs be,” Hortense said quietly. I cravenly opened my mouth and let her stuff in the cloth.


  The cloying smell—and taste—filled my throat, and I immediately felt my legs weaken.


  “Good,” said Rosemonde. “Clothilde, fetch the guardsman's sword, and attend to the matter discussed.”


  Captain Clothilde picked up Henri's fallen sword. My vision was beginning to darken.


  “Say thank you, Lady Hortense,” she said.


  “Thank—”


  With her off hand, the princess lunged at Hortense's gown, and tore away much of her bodice.


  “Your highness—”


  “You talk too much,” said Princess Rosemonde.


  “I'm sor—”


  Captain Clothilde rammed the sword into Hortense's belly, then upward in a sickeningly bloody fashion. As sword and body fell, my tenuous grasp on consciousness did likewise.


  VI.


  I assumed I was in Sister Zénaïde's residence—a small ornamental tower in a private park in Rosemonde's demesne. This was based on very sparse evidence; the wall's curvature supported the tower theory, and the furnishings and clutter reminded me, somehow, of Sister Zénaïde.


  This was a basement room, and I was in a cell which occupied perhaps a third of the space. I had been stripped and tied, with uncomfortable tightness, to a heavy chair. I attempted to count my blessings, but if there were some, I was overlooking them at the moment.


  Princess Rosemonde and Sister Zénaïde were up a level, engaging in some spirited but largely inaudible debate.


  I tried to think of some clever plan, some ruse, some daring escape method. All that I could think of involved me suddenly and spontaneously learning the mystic arts. In astral form, I could quite easily make my escape. The difficulty was that this was all utter poppycock.


  Eventually there were footsteps on the stone of the spiral staircase and Princess Rosemonde and Sister Zénaïde descended into view. The Princess was holding a silvery dagger. The Sister unlocked my cell.


  “Do you know what is most difficult?” said the Princess Rosemonde, playing idly with the knife. She appeared to expect an answer, but—while I was beset with difficulties—I could not say to which of them she was referring.


  “No, your highness,” I said.


  “I prefer to pluck out eyes first,” she said, as if discussing the weather. “The pain is enjoyable to me, obviously, but also the subject's fear, and despair at the permanence is quite delightful. Removing one eye is often enough to get someone talking, but of course, I never stop there.” She had been walking closer throughout this speech, and she now pressed the point of her dagger into my cheek.


  I am embarrassed to say that I lost control of my bladder at this stage, and a prodigious amount of piss ran in rivulets down my body and the chair. The Princess smiled even as the spreading puddle met her shoe.


  “But the difficult thing,” said the Princess, “is that I want you to be able to see when I sausage-slice your longplum. Men are so in love with that delicate appendage, and so sorry to see it removed, slice by slice. But if I leave blinding you until afterwards, well, that seems like something of an anticlimax.” She pressed the point of the dagger into my skin, and I felt a drop of blood drip down my cheek.


  “Unfortunately, Sister Zénaïde has a good point,” said Rosemonde. “That if Lady Maëlys was here, she'd simply slit your throat. She would worry about the contents of your head, and how much we can pry painfully out of you. So you may be more use to us tiresomely alive.”


  She sighed. “Zénaïde promises that with her poisons and potions you can be tortured in ways that do not end you. She says that she has a draught that will make you feel like every single nerve is aflame and spread-out at knifepoint; that you will writhe in agony, your voice hoarse with screaming. But, whereas my blade eventually permits the release of death, this poison does not, and however many hours later, you are ready for another dose. Isn't that right, Zénaïde?”


  “Yes, your highness,” said the Sister.


  “I am sceptical,” said the Princess, withdrawing her knife with a sigh. “But she makes a convincing point. So we will try it. If you are difficult, I will remove parts of you that you love.” She stuck down with the dagger, and I flinched. It stood, point in the wood of the chair.


  Sister Zénaïde was using a glass pipette to transfer liquid onto another handkerchief. She passed it to Princess Rosemonde, who held it over my mouth, pressing roughly.


  “Sweet dreams,” she whispered, as—again—everything began to go black.


  VII.


  The bees buzzed lazily in the hedgerows and the river babbled excitedly at our feet. We were laying on the green grass of the riverbank. I kissed the farm girl again. She wore her linen cap pulled down so that I could not see her eyes, but her mouth was wonderful; full of promise and secrets. The only thing bothering me was a bramble around my ankle and an insect bite on my face. The farm girl's hand crept down into my trousers, encircling my spindle.


  “Ahem.”


  I snapped awake and withdrew my hand from my longplum as if it had found a viper. I was, firstly, alive, and secondly, complete. This was good news. I was in the cell, on the narrow bed, but the straw was fresh, and the long shirt I was wearing was clean. As was I, actually. A slack chain linked my ankle to the wall, presumably in case I learned how to bend iron bars. A small dressing had been placed on my cheek.


  It is an obvious ploy; one interrogator has to be held back from murdering you, the other is concerned for your wellbeing and asks only that you help yourself by confessing.


  Though I knew this, please believe me that the knowledge did not prevent the relief and craven thankfulness towards the sister.


  “How do you feel?” asked the Sister.


  “Um, well enough, I suppose,” I said.


  “Good,” she said. “The Princess took some persuading. She has an unusual affection for live vivisection.”


  I nodded. She was obviously reminding me of the unpleasant interrogator; it was unlikely I had forgotten.


  “Are you thirsty?” she asked.


  I nodded again.


  She reached through the bars, and put a waterskin down. I shuffled from my bed—to the full extent of my chain—and picked up the waterskin. On the first swig, I caught a herbal aftertaste.


  “Is it poisoned?” I asked.


  She shrugged. “The Princess was correct; I am going to use my apothecary skills to ensure obedience. You will have to learn to drink whatever I hand you. This time, at least, it is not fatal.”


  I had little choice, in the end; I could not survive long without water. I drank the wineskin.


  She put some ink, a quill and paper down within the cell.


  “Now, write down everything you know about Lady Maëlys’ plans,” said Sister Zénaïde. “Be detailed, but quick, and I will give you the antidote before the muscle cramps begin.”


  ⁂


  Being a prisoner is, unsurprisingly, not very stimulating. Oh, I was better off than some; I could be languishing in an oubliette, for instance, or subsisting on rats and cockroaches. I told myself this upon waking every grim morning.


  My bed was clean and warm, though it had a sad lack of courtesans, or—more honestly—books. A small table and a sturdy chair—the chair, in fact, but cleaned of my fearful micturition, and the dagger removed. I had a bucket for my privy, which was hardly suitable for a courtier, but worked well enough.


  Each day I would pass the bucket out, and Zénaïde would pass me an enamel basin and a washcloth, then, later, a mop and water.


  Once a week, something in the food would put me to sleep, and when I woke, the straw had been replaced, as had my shapeless shirt.


  I ate the same food as Zénaïde—mostly porridge and stews—save that mine were usually tainted with what Zénaïde called her ‘medicines’.


  Sometimes she would ask me how Maëlys would react to such and such an event or person or plan. I gave the best answer I could; there was little point in trying to mislead, especially if I valued my life.


  Sister Zénaïde had left off her veil after a couple of days. She found it hot, she said. Her face was round and pretty but often tired. Clearly, as her prisoner, I could not spare much sympathy.


  After nearly a week, I asked for a blade so that I could shave. I hate both beards and stubble.


  “I would have to be a fool to give my prisoner a blade,” Sister Zénaïde said.


  She shaved me, through the bars. I was nervous, of course, although she could murder me at anytime. In fact, she was excellent at it—shaving, not murder—better than any castle barber. The smoothness of my cheeks was thrilling.


  When I complained that I was going mad, she lent me books; cheaper ones at first, but—after I had shown I could be trusted with them—older and more expensive volumes. It helped, though I missed the sky.


  ⁂


  “Well, obviously, as a citizen of the Central Republic she is going to assume that,” I said. We were discussing A Tour of the City-States of the Outward Lands.


  “But doesn't it make sense?” said Zénaïde, passing the clay pipe through the bars. “The rules forbidding royal sons, the enforced competition between the princesses; this is a punishment for a rebellious castle.”


  The pipe stem tasted of Zénaïde. I suppose we had spent long enough in this blasted basement to become used to each other's scents. The bowl was filled with some herbal mixture that produced a little light-headedness. “A punishment by who?” I said. “There is no-one to enforce such a punishment.”


  “Tradition,” said Zénaïde. “What was punishment becomes a pride; a gaol becomes a stronghold.”


  “That is a trick I sorely wish I could manage,” I said, and passed the pipe back.


  VIII.


  “You are looking gloom-haunted,” said Zénaïde over breakfast. We had started taking many of our meals together, after a fashion. She had a chair and table akin to mine; the table was, like mine, pushed against the bars. It was as if two close friends shared an informal meal, except for hard-to-ignore iron bars betwixt them.


  In answer, I gestured around. This was a lie; one advantage of imprisonment is that it is easy for one to find reasons to be miserable. The truth was more embarrassing.


  I had been reading a book, My Days as a Butterfly, a diary—how true I do not know—of a widow whose husband died shortly after moving them to a foreign castle. Lacking money or prospects, she falls into prostitution. In this castle, however, the upper class are forbidden from paying a strumpet for such encounters as they are known for. So a polite fiction has developed where courtesans are considered beasts, and wear stylish animal costumes to signify the same. The book is rather racy, and I found myself wondering if Zénaïde had read it first.


  Anyway, I am slightly ashamed that, in the darkness of night, I was thinking on this volume. I picture two courtesans lying beside me. One was in a butterfly costume; all flowing varicolored silks. The other was in a tiger costume; more tightly fitting, with gold and black stripes. Both wore masks covering the upper part of their face, but I recognised Zénaïde's mouth under the butterfly mask, and Maëlys’ mouth under the tiger. I dropped my hand to my spindle.


  And nothing. My mouse was sound asleep, and imagined nuzzles and kisses did nothing to arouse it. I did not care for my mouse as much as did some fellows, but I liked pleasure, and this sleeping mouse offered none of that. I had heard of this happening to elders, of course, but I was in my prime.


  Had Zénaïde dosed me with a potion to quiet my spindle? Perhaps she sought to save herself trouble or perhaps to save me frustration. It was not working.


  Obviously, I could not ask her, so I broke my fast resentfully. I had thought we were developing a friendship, but perhaps that was the foolishness of a prisoner; assuming that the one you rely on for everything, feels something similar for you.


  ⁂


  In fact, the Princess Rosemonde gave me the answer, or, at least, an answer.


  It was evening time, and Zénaïde was just preparing to put out the lanterns, when there was a hammering from upstairs. Zénaïde kept no servants, so took herself off to answer it.


  Shortly thereafter the Princess Rosemonde descended the stairs, rapidly and clumsily. Zénaïde hurried after her. Some clumping around suggested her personal guard, probably Clothilde, remained above.


  “Come to the bars,” she shouted, obviously in her cups. “I wish to hurt you.”


  Clearly this was not a persuasive argument. I backed up against the far wall.


  “Your Highness, is something wrong?” said Sister Zénaïde. “Has the intelligence been at fault?”


  “No, no,” said the Princess. “It's just, I've been thinking, he doesn't need his spindle to talk to you. So I was thinking to slice it off and have it conveyed to that smug bitch Maëlys. Where is the key?”


  “Um, I'm not sure where I put it, your highness,” said Sister Zénaïde, in what I'm fairly sure was a lie. “Are you sure this is wise?”


  “Why not?” said the Princess, rounding aggressively on Zénaïde. “Are you lying with him?”


  “Your highness, my order requires celibacy, as you'll recall,” said Sister Zénaïde. “You may also recall that even if I had decided to eschew my vows, men would not be my choice.”


  Princess Rosemonde looked at her for a while, and then sighed. “I'm sorry, Zénaïde. You are right, of course. It's just that I get so tightly-wound. Some of the gentlemen at the ball tonight were so beautiful. You are so lucky not to see their beauty.”


  The Princess sat down on the Sister's chair. “I dream of inviting them back to my chambers, listening to their poetry as they cajole and plead with me into undressing. Excited that they disrobe too. Kissing them, until they realise that the draught I slipped them has left them unable to move. Listening to them plead again, as I slice them to pieces. Such a fine imagining, but my advisors are so against it. Maëlys would exploit this weakness, you all say. And now you tell me that I cannot prune this courtier's longplum?”


  “I would not presume to tell your highness what to do with her prisoner,” said Sister Zénaïde. “But if you ask for my advice; it would make my job harder. You know how proud men are of their spindles? How they claim they would plough a thousand girls and leave all of them with child? How they expound on the hardness and rigidity of their mouse? Well, this one is no different.”


  That was unfair, I thought; in no way had I boasted about my mouse, to the Sister or anyone else.


  “Yes,” said the Princess. “So imagine his face when I have it loose in my hand.”


  “Certainly a pleasant idea,” said Sister Zénaïde. “But I have given him a draught that has rendered his spindle entirely limp, like a dead goldfish. The frustration this causes him when I show him exotic and intricate drawings is wondrous to behold. But I can also offer him a potion to restore his function, temporarily. He will talk most freely when that is on the table, even for the smallest dose.”


  The Princess smiled. “I had thought myself the cruellest one, but you have found a way to castrate him more than once! I must commend you. I suppose I can wait until he is of no more use before I slice his fish.”


  “Your highness is very wise,” said Sister Zénaïde.


  They went upstairs and, going by the sounds, had several more drinks and some raucous japes. Finally, I heard the front door again, and Sister Zénaïde descended the stairs very unsteadily. She dragged the chair over to the bar and sat down heavily.


  “The Princess gets worse,” she said, in almost a whisper.


  I pulled my chair nearer the bars. “She seems…” I paused, afraid. “Unbalanced.”


  “She is,” Zénaïde said, leaning back on the chair and closing her eyes. “Sleeping with men is dangerous for Princesses,” she said. This was true; they are supposed to ascend the throne as virgins, so a sneaky gentleman can easily ruin their plans. “So most of them take only women for lovers. Rosemonde, due either to religion or preference, does not, and has redirected her energies into murder and mutilation of men. And she is getting worse.”


  “This is not good news for a prisoner of hers,” I said. I wondered, for an instant, if this was another trick.


  “Yes. Sorry.” She reached through the bars and grasped my hand. I was taken aback; I suppose I have not been touched in a longest time—to have soft fingers entangling with mine felt remarkable. Clearly, a deceit of the nun to make me fall in love with her, but again, knowledge was no protection.


  We just held hands in silence for a while.


  “You lied to her, the Princess,” I said, eventually.


  “Mmm,” she said quietly. “About what?”


  “You have never offered me a potion to restore… my sleeping mouse.”


  “Oh,” she said, chuckling. Her eyes were still closed. “You don't need a potion for that. You just need to go at it less like an angry gentleman strangling a misbehaving goose.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “You have been with ladies, I know,” she said. “You know how to provide excitement in them, not by any rough goose-strangling, but by gentle stroking of their kitty.”


  “I recall,” I whispered. I remembered all too distantly.


  “Well then,” she said. “Imagine that your mouse is now a kitty.”


  “Oh,” I said. Her hand in mine had grown quite clammy. She pulled her hand free, and then moved it toward my kitty-mouse.


  “Close your eyes, and picture whomever you desire,” she said. I kept my eyes open, looking at her face. Her eyes were closed, her lips parted.


  Through the cotton of my long shirt, she brushed my spindle. Her merest touch made me catch my breath. She stroked and caressed me; it was like the gentle lapping of waves. My mouse was waking, very slowly, floating on that ocean of her fingertips. When, after an unknown time, I reached euphoria, that—again—was like waves, slow and shudderingly deep. I moaned.


  Sister Zénaïde opened her eyes and saw me regarding her face intensely. She snatched her hand back, and with a mumbled apology, ran upstairs.


  IX.


  I put my book—The Shipwreck and its Contract—in my lap to drink some tea. But unfortunately some awkward movement of my arm caught the newfound tenderness of my chest and I winced and swore.


  “What's wrong?” said Zénaïde, with alarm. We had never talked about that night, but our relationship had become quite close, for prisoner and guard.


  I hesitated. If this was some fashion of medical emergency, then I would have to tell Zénaïde. But I was rather embarrassed.


  “I…” I began, unsure how to say this, “that is my…” I sighed, and unbuttoned my shirt, to show Zénaïde my chest, which had two puffy mounds, under somewhat enlarged buds.


  Zénaïde smiled.


  “I don't know what you are smiling at,” I said. “They are very sore.”


  “That will not always be the case,” said Zénaïde.


  “I should hope not,” I said. “I take it then that this is one of your potions?”


  “Actually, it's the same draught that changed… your mouse into a kitty,” said Zénaïde.


  “Well,” I said, speaking carefully, since the subject might be delicate. “That was something of an improvement, once I got used to it. Are these… these…”


  “Paps,” said Zénaïde.


  “Paps,” I said, “are they permanent?”


  “Would that be a problem?”


  “Yes,” I said. “Assuming I ever get out of this damnable prison, my fellow courtiers would make mock of my betittedness.”


  “I did not ask about the courtiers,” said Zénaïde. “How do you feel about them?”


  I did not reply immediately. Obviously, as a child, I had been jealous when my village playmate developed tiny apples and I did not. A thought common to most men, of course. Our friendship did not last long from that point; she was married off to a butcher in the next village. I was sad, naturally, but also somehow jealous, although I had no wish to be married to a butcher.


  “I mean, obviously, I like paps, as I am sure most gentlemen do,” I said.


  “Most gentlemen like them but at one remove,” said Zénaïde. “They might wish to possess them, but they do not wish to be burdened with them.”


  “They are hardly a burden at this size.”


  “And if they continue to grow?”


  “Well, I believe there are ladies’ undergarments to assist,” I said.


  “And you would not mind that?” she asked.


  I paused.


  “Well, a gentleman should not wear a lady's garments,” I observed. “But I suppose if they had reason to…”


  She rolled her eyes. “What if the gentleman was really a lady?”


  “That is hardly a common mistake to make,” I said. “But if I were a lady then obviously I would have no problem wearing a lady's dress.”


  Zénaïde sighed, stood, and went upstairs.


  I went back to my book; a young serving girl is caught in a shipwreck. She survives by begging a sea demon to save her. When she washes ashore, she finds herself altered; she is miraculously now a boy. She is upset, but cannot persuade anyone to take her seriously. It is clear that the book was not selected for me accidentally, though what meaning Zénaïde intends me to take from it I cannot say.


  The Sister comes back down the stairs, and throws something through the bars at me. A women's shift, in cotton.


  “It might be a little large,” she said. “Your frame is narrower than mine.”


  “What?”


  “Try it on,” Zénaïde said. “Your shirt could do with changing, anyway.”


  “Is this some sort of attempt to humiliate me?”


  “It is my shift,” Zénaïde said. “I hardly would have worn it if it was humiliating.”


  “You are a girl; it is hardly the same.”


  “I see,” she said. “You are a coward.”


  “I have never denied that,” I said. Then it was my turn to sigh. “Oh fine. Turn your back, Sister.”


  She grinned and averted her eyes. Mindful of my tenderness, I pulled off my shirt and put on the shift. It smelled faintly of Zénaïde and was very comfortable.


  “Well?” said Zénaïde.


  “It's fine,” I said.


  ⁂


  I brushed the length of my hair; it was, I found, relaxing. Previously, I kept it short, to go under my periwig, but it had grown long in prison. It was awkward to wash it frequently, which I presume is why prisoners have it shorn. I was glad that it didn't appear that Zénaïde had any will to do the same, and was instead happy to provide basins and jugs.


  Zénaïde was standing across the room, fussing with her flasks as usual.


  “Zénaïde,” I called. “May I have a hand mirror? I wish to see how my hair looks.”


  She smiled and nodded, going up the stairs to fetch one. She returned with not only the mirror but also what looked like a package of garments and oddments.


  She passed me the mirror through the bars; I almost dropped it in surprise. A woman looked out of it; I had no time for mysticism and superstition but for an instant I could consider no alternative.


  No, I realised, that was me. My hair was pretty, near black and wavy, softening my face. My face, I thought, retained the same landmarks I was used to—and didn't much like—but subtly softened and more rounded.


  The glass blurred as foolish tears sprang from nowhere.


  “Do you see?” Sister Zénaïde asked. She unlocked the iron door.


  “See what?”


  “That you are a lady,” she said. “I saw it that time in the Second Hall.” She fetched the package and entered my cell.


  “Your potions have made me look like a lady,” I said. “I am not a lady.”


  “Why not?”


  “Why not? By the Goddess, why not?” I said. “Because I have a longplum!”


  “It is rare amongst ladies, but not unknown,” said Zénaïde, sitting on the bed beside me.


  “Rare?” I said. Part of me wanted to believe her. “I have encountered exactly no ladies who had a spindle.”


  “One,” she said.


  “What?”


  “You have encountered at least one lady who has a spindle,” Sister Zénaïde said.


  “Who—” I began to ask, and then it dawned on me. I looked at her; there was no point in arguing that she was not a lady—the frisson of her closeness told me all I needed to know. I have never been attracted to men.


  “And I am like you?” I said.


  “I very much believe so,” she said. “Do you think it so?”


  I shrugged. “I do not know up from down at the moment. Maybe?”


  “Here is a russet dress, in wool,” she said, tapping the package. “I would love to see you in finery, but for now, a servant's dress will have to suffice. Please try it.”


  In a daze, I struggled into the dress. I remembered swapping clothes with my childhood playmate; hers were rough, but somehow felt good.


  “Yes,” said Zénaïde. “Now let me put your hair in a bun.” She picked up the brush and a wooden comb, and fussed with my hair for a while, before putting it in a cap. “You want a few loose strands though,” she said, touching my face as she arranged my hair.


  “There.” She held the mirror up.


  “I'm… pretty?” I said, wonderingly. “Although I would rather be a courtly lady than a serving girl.”


  “A courtly lady will not be ignored by the guards within Rosemonde's demesne,” said Zénaïde. She unlocked the chain at my ankle. “At the very least, they will tell the Princess’ guards.”


  “What?” I said.


  “Your intelligence is less and less useful,” said Zénaïde. “Soon enough, Rosemonde will decide to use you for entertainment. There are guards at the border of my park, but a serving girl leaving will attract no attention. When you're back in Princess Sylvette’s demesne, you should be safe. Though I hope that you consider staying a lady. For my sake and yours.”


  It was an odd feeling, being free. No chain about my ankle, the cell door standing open.


  “This way,” said Zénaïde, leading me up the stairs. It was strange to walk in a dress, but I rather liked it.


  The ground floor was a kitchen and living space; I recognised Zénaïde's style. She led me to the front door, and gave me several vials of her lady's draught.


  “Why take me prisoner, only to let me go,” I asked.


  “Simply because my alternative was to let you die,” said Zénaïde. “And I saw that you were like me. Mine can be a lonely life. So go, while you have the chance.”


  “How will you explain to the Princess that I have vanished?”


  “I will think of something,” said Sister Zénaïde, airily. “Now go. The path leads through the park. There will be a guard on the main gate, but you won't worry him.”


  She hesitated, and then leant forward and kissed me on the cheek.


  ⁂


  I walked about half the path before I came to my senses. I turned on my heels and headed back. The door was unlocked, to my good fortune. In the basement, Zénaïde was preparing a draught.


  “What are you doing—” she began, but I rushed across the room and kissed her. She hesitated, and then kissed back. We continued in that fashion for a long while, but finally broke.


  “The Princess will not suffer a traitor to live,” I said.


  Zénaïde gestured at the potion she was concocting. “That will put me beyond her reach,” she said.


  “No!” I said, alarmed. “We are two ladies of considerable intellect; we must think of a better plan than that. Can we not simply poison the Princess?”


  “Her bulldog Clothilde has been given instructions to kill me if any poison is even suspected,” said Zénaïde. “The other guards likewise, I bet.”


  “Well then, some other clever plan,” I said.


  Zénaïde turned to me. “I can barely think when you are so close. Without bars between us,” she whispered.


  “Um, perhaps it would be best to… to clear our minds, first?”


  Zénaïde kissed me, and pushed me back towards the cell, and the bed. Our urgency was such that neither of us had time to undress. Instead skirts and robes were lifted; our mice wrestled with each other, spindles clashing pleasantly. Meanwhile we explored each other’s paps, delicately tracing the puffiness, the sensitivity of the buds, the sweet taste of the fruit. And all the while kissing, like starvelings at a banquet, on mouths and neck, jawline and chest. It was unlike any encounter I'd had previously; no tedious climb to an unsatisfying crescendo, and then silence. Instead, a glorious symphony, with whoops and dives, entwined motifs and melodies, each climax prefiguring the next. Until, finally, exhaustion took the orchestra, and we both slept, holding each other.


  X.


  “Well,” said Princess Rosemonde. “You might have outlived your usefulness in the matter of intrigue, but you will, at least, provide me with plenty of entertainment as I butcher you.”


  She drew her dagger. I did not respond.


  “Yes, you're too weak to reply,” the Princess said. “The draught has paralysed you. But you will find the energy to scream soon enough, mark my words. Your body is a prison now, I shall carve you free.”


  She moved toward the cell. Zénaïde stepped in behind her and clasped a handkerchief to the Princess’ mouth. She struggled but not for long. We both waited, hoping that the fuss would not bring down Clothilde and the other guards. Thankfully, there was no sign of them being alerted.


  Zénaïde nodded at me, and went up the stairs. The Princess sometimes asked for privacy, and this was the best way of convincing Clothilde that Zénaïde had nothing to do with her murder. Perhaps Clothilde would take a pipe or a cup; it would benefit us if she was not at her sharpest.


  I carried the unconscious princess over to the bed. This was the most difficult and unpleasant part; I had a shard of pottery, sharpened. I slit Princess Rosemonde’s throat. There was plenty of blood, but I covered myself in more; pig’s blood from a wineskin. Then I arranged the scene; her blood-covered dagger in her hand, the shard of pottery nearby. Both of us sprawled on the bed, in a mess of blood. Finally, I chewed the capsule that Zénaïde had prepared, and felt myself beginning to drift. It would, apparently, render me dead to a cursory examination.


  It is an odd thing to lie with a murdered princess, feeling yourself slip away. At some distance I heard Zénaïde scream.


  I felt myself being shoved aside by her. A sword being drawn.


  “They've killed each other,” said Zénaïde.


  “Fuck,” said Captain Clothilde. “Are you sure?”


  “Her neck is torn apart,” snapped Zénaïde. “Of course, I'm sure.”


  Clothilde kicked my body; it is so distant I do not flinch.


  “The princess stabbed him, several times,” Zénaïde said. “Heart and lungs, is my guess. More than enough to kill him.”


  “Fuck,” said Clothilde, putting her sword away. “I'll send word to the King's guard.”


  “Right, Captain,” said Zénaïde. “Except… they will have to cover this up. The Princess cannot die alone with a man.”


  “Of course,” said Clothilde.


  “Captain, have you thought about what happens to the witnesses of such a deception?” said Zénaïde.


  “Fuck,” said Clothilde. “But what choice do we have?”


  “We perform the cover up,” said Zénaïde. “Give them someone to blame.”


  There was the sound of Clothilde pacing. “But who?”


  “I am not sure,” said Zénaïde. “We need a dangerous group, with no friends at court.”


  “Hmm,” said Clothilde.


  “A group whose protestations will not be believed,” said Zénaïde. “Because they are unsavoury sorts.”


  “The bandits!” exclaimed Clothilde.


  “The bandits?” said Zénaïde, affecting surprise. “That's brilliant, Captain!”


  “I'll have to kill a couple of my men,” said Clothilde. “But we know the bandits’ hideout. I'll need your help to get the Princess’ body to the carriage. What about that one?”


  “I'll dissolve him with acids,” said Zénaïde. “And bury the remains in the park.”


  “Better than he deserves,” said Clothilde.


  XI.


  “A dreadful business,” said Lady Maëlys.


  “Quite,” said Sister Zénaïde.


  The funeral was still taking place; common folk filing past to wail at the pyre. Occasionally one would try to throw themselves on, waiting for the guards to stop them. Paid, of course; none of the princesses were well enough liked for self-immolation—particularly not Rosemonde. The four remaining princesses sitting on thrones, weeping unconvincing tears. The king looked stoic; the princesses’ intrigue was supposed to stop short of sororicide, but this was hardly the first suspected occurrence.


  “The bandits in the lower town have become so bold of late,” said Maëlys. “You know, I lost one of my favourite fellow courtiers to them?”


  “Oh, really?” said Sister Zénaïde. “How sad! Still, you must feel comfort that he's in a better place.”


  “Indeed. Let us hope the latest round of executions puts fear back into the criminal hearts,” said Maëlys. “And what's this I hear about her Captain being killed?”


  “No, milady,” said Zénaïde. “Not killed, at least, not by any hand other than her own. I expect a warrior like her could not live with herself after failing to protect her charge.”


  “Impressive loyalty. So rare these days,” said Lady Maëlys. “I hear you are speaking with Princess Flavienne’s people?”


  “Indeed,” said Zénaïde. “Princess Rosemonde's death was so hard, and few were as pious as she. Princess Flavienne was kind enough to offer me employment as one of her apothecaries.”


  “I see,” said Maëlys. “And did you accept?”


  “Not as yet,” said Zénaïde. “She has no room for my apprentice, and I have come to rely on her.”


  “Oh, is this your apprentice?” said Maëlys, gesturing to me. Zénaïde signalled to come forward.


  “Lady Maëlys Loiselle,” said Zénaïde. “Sister Azélie Bellecour.”


  I was dressed in the same style of robes and veil as Zénaïde; there was obviously a terrible conspiracy to keep me out of glorious gowns. I curtseyed.


  “Ah,” Maëlys said. “Pleased to meet you, I'm sure. I am glad to meet another member of your order. I was beginning to think they were an imagining.”


  “No, milady,” I said. “We are but a small and humble order.”


  I had practised a lot with my voice; I thought it to sound completely unlike my old voice, but Maëlys glanced at me sharply.


  “Well, well, well,” said Lady Maëlys. “Considering the matter, I daresay Princess Sylvette will find herself needing religious counsel. Mayhaps we can find room for both of you in her entourage.”


  Box


  She was definitely not a thief. Nora didn’t steal, unless you counted some teenage shoplifting. Particularly she didn’t steal from the elderly. Especially from a neighbour that she liked. And yet the wooden box at the bottom of Ms Connie’s wardrobe had called to her.


  Ms Connie couldn’t climb her stairs any more; so her new bedroom was downstairs. Her old upstairs bedroom was dusty and full of the debris of a life. Things that, Nora suspected, were swollen with memories, but not for her.


  A few years back, in that harsh winter, Nora had checked whether her elderly neighbour needed shopping done. Now she had a key, and had gotten into the habit of popping over most days; sometimes with leftovers, sometimes just for a chat. After Nora had lifted something down from a tall shelf, Ms Connie had cautiously asked, “Nora, do you mind me asking… were you born a man?” Well, the answer was actually no, but yes was close enough for an old person’s understanding. Ms Connie nodded approvingly, and said, “I knew a girl like that, once.” She never spoke of it again.


  In the subsequent years, she had become increasingly frail. Often these days, Ms Connie just liked to go through her photo albums; not only to see the pictures, but also to talk about them. To transform the murky snaps into fragments of narrative; scraps of scenes past. Most of the photos were of her best friend—common-law wife, she eventually admitted, when it became too obvious not too—and their daughter. The earlier photos showed a lot of other women too; Nora suspected Ms Connie maybe had a slut phase.


  It was after one such photo trawl that Ms Connie had decided she wanted her lover’s opal necklace; it was in one of her photographs. She instructed Nora as to where to find her jewellery box.


  She had found it easily enough, but took the opportunity to look around. The bedroom had a grave and mournful air; a once-lively place, now in slow decay. Old postcards around the mirror, a framed bus ticket with what might be the merest smudge of lipstick on it, a book of pressed flowers, a portrait photograph of her wife, Betty, and several mini photos from a booth. She felt a sudden wave of shame; she had no right to be voyeuristically spying on another’s sacred memories.


  As she turned to go, she noticed that the wardrobe door was ajar; surely it hadn’t been earlier? Nora approached, cautiously. What if something—a rat, maybe—had pushed it open?


  The wardrobe’s insides were dark and cavernous, but appeared rat free. Most of the clothes were wrapped in plastic; clothes that Ms Connie would never wear again, or that belonged to her wife. Nora understood why she didn’t just throw them out; she still had the battered teddy bear to whom she had first confessed, “I am a girl.”


  As she went to close the wardrobe, she noticed the box. Plain wood, heavily varnished, except at the edges where the varnish had been worn away. It was about the size of a shoe box. You should take that, said some part of Nora’s mind; an intrusive thought, maybe. She hadn’t even opened it! There was no catch or lock, just a thin seam round the box marking the lid, but it would not lift off. Maybe a puzzle box? Take it. Connie won’t mind.


  Nora hesitated; she pretended to herself that she was resisting, but she knew she would take it.


  She came down the stairs, the box tucked under her arm. This was the dangerous part; Autumn, Ms Connie’s daughter, popped in fairly often. She was kind of stern and no nonsense; Nora didn’t want to get caught by her. At the bottom of the stairs, she stuffed the box into the bag-for-life she’d brought round to collect her tupperware in.


  In the living room, Ms Connie was tapping studiously at her iPad, but was delighted by the opal necklace. They chatted for a bit until Nora made her excuses and left.


  ⁂


  In her bedroom, Nora tried again to remove the lid from the wooden box. There were indications of hinges—concealed hinges—on one side, but no clasp or anything like that. No secret button or panels either, as far as Nora could see.


  Maybe she would have to call one of her butch friends to do something about it. Marjana was the most power-tool butch she knew, but Nora had sort of ghosted her, so she might not be too keen. Also, she would have to give some sort of explanation.


  She sighed. She could do with that explanation. Why on earth, she thought, had she been willing to steal it? Maybe she should sneak it back?


  She pushed it under the side table, and went down to do some work.


  At nearly midnight she was done with her work; she stumbled upstairs, got ready for bed, and turned off the light. As she was settling to sleep, she heard a click.


  She tried to ignore it, but sleep was suddenly very distant. She put the light back on, and scanned around the room. The lid to the box was open by a crack. She considered pushing it shut again, and pretending it had never happened. The table lamp seemed dimmer than normal.


  She brought the box up onto the bed, and nervously swung the lid back. Her brain went to body parts or bugs or rats. And for a second she thought she was right: a long black snake was coiled in the box. But then, blinking, she saw that she was wrong; it was just belts? No. It was a wide leather collar, and some leather cuffs, attached to the collar by a strap. There was a comforting scent to the inside of the box. Leather and something else; a sweet and feminine muskiness.


  Nora lifted out the gear; how long since it was used? It seemed clean and well-maintained; soft through use, with no crackling or stiffness. In the bottom of the satin-lined box was an old-looking envelope. Within there were half-a-dozen black and white photographs; they were faded and spotted, hard to make out, at first. But they were clearly erotica; a naked woman, facing away from the camera, wearing the collar and cuffs. The same woman, face in shadow, kneeling; the collar in place, hands behind her back, presumably cuffed. Another woman’s arm pressed a crop below a nipple. The arm was faded or overlaid; perhaps a multiple exposure. A glimpse of a face in the next photo confirmed her suspicions. This was Betty, Ms Connie’s wife. The other figure was blurred, again, in that strange way but Nora was fairly sure it was Ms Connie. She was holding a fairly fearsome flogger. Nora found it both sad, heartwarming and hot. Rather too many emotions, she decided, and put the photos back in their envelope.


  Nora removed the harness from the box and held it against her front, moving her vanity’s mirror to get a good look. The leather was soft and shiny; it looked quite nice. You should put it on, some part of her mind said.


  If she thought about it, it all felt a bit weird. So she tried not to think about it. The collar looked rather silly with her penguin-covered sleep tee-shirt. She pulled the tee-shirt off over her head, and held the collar up again. You look good. She couldn’t take a good phone picture with only one hand, so she reached around the back of the collar; she expected it would be difficult to buckle, but it was simple, leather flowing like a dream under her fingers.


  Obviously, as a trans woman, this wasn’t the first time she’d worn a collar. This one was taller than the simple dog collars she had tried before though. Not quite a posture collar, but heading in that direction. She snapped a couple of pictures with her phone; they didn’t come out badly. The dim lighting looked moody in the pictures, and the collar positioned her head at an appealing angle. There was a slight blurriness to her: an artefact of the low light. But still, good enough for an occasional thirst post.


  Nora checked how she looked with her hands behind her back. Her hands brushed against the cuffs. Obviously, she wasn’t stupid enough to put on bondage gear alone; plus it would be impossible to fasten the buckles herself. She was happy with the result though; with her arms behind, it made her small tits appear more prominent.


  Then Nora felt a soft pressure on her wrists, as leather slid across leather. She struggled to pull her arms to the front, but instead heard the sound of buckles being fastened.


  She tried to get to her feet, but felt something pressing on her chest. A hand; she could feel the fingers, though she could see nothing. It pushed her back onto the bed. Nora struggled again but the invisible palm held her down. The sweet scent was stronger now; berries and pine resin. Nora’s heart was beating like crazy.


  Nothing happened though. The hand remained, pinning her to the bed, but nothing more. Nora’s heartbeat stabilised, slowing slightly.


  “Let go of me,” said Nora, feeling silly for speaking to an apparently empty room.


  No, a voice, low and feminine, whispered into her ear. The feel of the gentle—ghostly?—breath made Nora shiver.


  She thrashed and writhed, but the hand kept her fixed in place. Nora stopped, and went limp; the fight fleeing from her.


  “Who are you?” she said. “What are you?”


  Does it matter? whispered the voice. Nora had to admit that her worry also had some measure of arousal. Good, said the voice. Let go of your will.


  “What are you going to do to me?” asked Nora.


  You know the answer. Whatever I like. She felt a soft bite on her earlobe.


  Nora whimpered, but even she knew that this wasn’t fear. At least, not completely. She could scream and scream; a neighbour would call the police. It would be very embarrassing, in so many ways, and people would decide she’d lost her mind. But still, she should scream, shouldn’t she? She didn’t.


  She felt a tiny kiss along the jawline and she jumped. Another at the corner of her mouth; she flinched again. On her neck, and collarbone. Her heart was still beating very fast. Her right breast. Her nipple. Nora moaned. The kisses were gentle, delicate.


  A hand stroked her girldick; it was already erect. Again, the pressure was very light. Too light, Nora thought, as she tried to thrust against it.


  She felt teeth clamp down on her nipple, but again the pressure was soft, a gentle nip.


  I’m afraid this will take some time, the voice said. Not having a body will do that to you. I hope you enjoy edging.


  Another soft caress of Nora’s girldick, as gentle as a breeze. She made a frustrated noise.


  ⁂


  The sacred tree rattled in the night breeze. Many of the women looked about nervously; the tree was close enough to the village that most dangerous animals would not approach, and the fires and torches would dissuade the rest, even the night-laughers. The priestess didn’t bother looking, but kept working at her mixture; ingredients set on a flat stone, and crushed under a handheld rock.


  The tree was decorated with gifts to the Goddess, strung on grass-twine. A once useful antler, worn down too far. An old man’s walking stick, broken in two by his wife, in her grief. The frayed remains of reed baskets. Clay beads. Bundles of fresh flowers. Stones with holes through them. Bark with pictures scratched upon them. But these were the least of the Goddess’ gifts.


  The latest sacrifice sat at the base of the tree, running a bone comb through her hair. She looked worried. She glanced up at me.


  ⁂


  Nora woke to the bleeping of the alarm. What a weird dream she’d had! She stretched; the harness was laying on her, but unbuckled. She recalled the previous night; that must have been a dream too. She must have dropped off while trying the collar on. It was odd, but at least it made sense.


  Still, she put the collars and cuffs back in the box quite hurriedly. They were still warm and had that scent about them.


  In the early afternoon, distracting her from her work, an ambulance turned up outside. No sirens, but it still wasn’t a good sign. Nora went to her front door and looked out, trying to stand in a way that suggested she was a concerned neighbour rather than a nosy neighbour.


  They brought Ms Connie out on a stretcher; she looked very embarrassed by the whole thing. Nora noticed how birdlike and frail she was now; she was comparing her to the photos of the pretty girl she had been in her youth.


  “Hopefully, just a precaution,” said Autumn, locking Ms Connie’s door. She looked worried too. A moment of vulnerability that seemed at odds with her powerful form. “She had a bit of a turn, and needs watching. She says you will water her plants?”


  “No problem,” said Nora. “If there’s anything else you need…”


  “No, got it all handled,” said Autumn. Then, “Sorry, thank you. Got to go.”


  ⁂


  That evening, Nora went to bed early; the clock was barely past ten as she undressed. She kept glancing at the wooden box. Perhaps she should put it back? She didn’t know exactly what had happened last night; there were a few pictures on her phone of her trying the collar on, so she must have fallen asleep at some point after that. At any rate, she wasn’t touching the harness again.


  It was warm to the touch and had that strange scent. The collar fastened easily, and only when she felt the cuffs tighten around her wrists did she realise that something was wrong.


  Aww, said the voice, usually the second time takes a lot more persuading.


  Nora struggled and twisted in the restraints.


  Don’t worry, said the voice, the sex will be a lot less gentle this time. Nora felt her hair being brushed out of her eyes.


  Nora thought she could see… something. Fleeting glimpses of a woman, tiny strips; like a laser shone into a turbulent mist, or a projector turned on to rainfall.


  “What are you?” asked Nora, again.


  That is not important, the voice said. What is important is that I’m in charge. The sooner you accept that, the better.


  The faint figure moved over to the table, and Nora saw her phone screen light up. She tried to see what was going on; the phone was scrolling through contacts.


  Let’s see…


  Nora felt something rustle and rummage in her head. “No!” she said.


  Oh sacrifice, you are mine, inside and out. The voice laughed. Marjana, eh? Too rough, too toppy; sounds great. Nice of you to take some pictures to send her.


  Nora watched as the figure composed a text message. Would you say just ‘rail me’ or something more like ‘rearrange my guts’? asked the voice.


  Nora didn’t answer. No point being silent with someone who can read your mind. The figure pressed send.


  Now a bit of a wait, said the voice. Nora felt lips on hers and a gentle but somehow irresistible pressure forcing her back. But we’ll find some way to while away the time. Nora felt her breasts being squeezed and pinched; she gasped.


  The figure continued to tease Nora, although she paused a couple of times to reply to text messages.


  Finally, the doorbell chimed.


  “The door’s locked,” said Nora. She was annoyed that it sounded like she was complaining.


  Is it? said the voice. Are you sure? I think someone may have messed with your mind. Nora realised she couldn’t remember locking the door this evening.


  The spectral figure sent another text message, and Nora heard the front door open and the staircase creak.


  “Wow!” said Marjana. “I thought maybe you were joking. I mean, you’re very pretty like that but… are you sure you’re alright?”


  No, Nora thought, I’m not alright at all. She couldn’t make her mouth work. It felt like someone else’s tongue was in it. She just nodded.


  “Because I’m not complaining,” said Marjana, “but it doesn’t seem like your sort of thing.”


  While she spoke, Nora saw the faint figure move towards her, overlapping, mirroring Marjana’s position.


  “… um, what was I saying?” said Marjana. Her figure showed the faint blurring, the overlay, that Nora had seen in the photos. Marjana’s eyes caught Nora’s; they were a golden tawny colour, rather than her normal dull brown. She smiled and started undressing.


  Nora, to her irritation, was getting harder. Marjana’s body was muscular and scarred; she was a very handsome butch. She climbed onto the bed and kissed Nora hard, groping a breast as she did so.


  “I’m afraid it’s been a while,” said Marjana. “So I’m going to use you nice and hard.”


  ⁂


  The sacrifice was tied; the rope was made of plant fibres twisted together. A loop for the neck, one for the wrists, and a span joining them. The priestess put them in place; the sacrifice with head bowed meekly, shivering.


  The priestess chanted a song while she worked; about trust, and teeth, and the goddess. I had heard it many times; thankfully I was still young when the elders decided—after much debate—I belonged to the goddess, even though she rarely chose people of my form.


  We painted the sacrifice; each woman took a handful from the shallow bark bowl, and daubed it on the sacrifice. The mixture smelled of berries and pine resin; it was dark red. Breast and buttocks, lips and cunt; the sacrifice was decorated with lines and dots, streaks and handprints.


  ⁂


  Nora awoke achy and pleasantly used. The harness was piled back into its box, and Marjana was gone. Nora was annoyed that she wasn’t angrier; this was no way to be treated. And yet, she had enjoyed it.


  Aww, said the voice, with a chuckle. A good question; is it consent if you read surrender in another’s mind?


  “Who are you?” Nora asked again, resignedly, rolling over onto her back.


  I used to be called Ceri, the voice said, Ceri, from the pine-hill village.


  “Well, Ceri from the pine-hill village,” said Nora. “Can you fuck off?”


  The voice, Ceri, laughed. No, she said, but I’ll give you a little peace while you do your work. Leave your phone up here though, I have to arrange this evening’s entertainment.


  Nora felt another annoying buzz of excitement. Of course, she was a little worried about what Ceri was planning, but she felt she ought to be more than ‘a little worried’.


  ⁂


  Dana was one of the scrawniest girls Nora had ever met, but her girlcock was impressive. In fact, judging by the weird overlay that Nora had glimpsed before the girlcock was shoved into her mouth, she was bigger than Ceri.


  Nora was on her knees by the side of the bed. She sucked enthusiastically; partly hoping Dana would be too drained to want to plough her arse, and partly because, well, it was thrilling.


  “Wow,” said Dana. She was a little out of breath, but not as much as Nora hoped. “You’re really going for it, eh? I was a bit surprised when you texted. I get just wanting to be fucked, but by a gal who gave you her number six months ago?”


  Dana was holding Nora’s hair and pulled her closer. Nora’s eye makeup was running. “I suppose it makes sense though,” Dana continued. “It’s not really ‘free use’ if you already know the girl, and how she’s… gonna use… you.”


  Dana finally shut-up, and concentrated on mini thrusts into Nora’s mouth.


  Don’t worry, sacrifice, whispered the voice. I’ll make sure we have enough strength left for an energetic railing.


  ⁂


  We all descended on the sacrifice; some more enthusiastically than others. I was careful; unlike most of the circle I could get people pregnant, which was not the point of tonight.


  I bit the sacrifice’s soft breast. Others turned her this way and that for kisses. Fingers were inserted into cunt and arse, the sacrifice twisted and writhing, gasping and screaming. She was losing herself; total surrender to the goddess, to her fellow women. We all felt it: the love and hungry warmth of the goddess, our bulwark against bloody nature. I was never the same after I'd been sacrificed; I was never truely apart from the Goddess from that point forward.


  ⁂


  “Ugh,” muttered Nora. “I feel like I’ve been run over by a steamroller.”


  Ceri ran a ghostly finger down my arm. Don’t say you didn’t enjoy it.


  “It doesn’t matter what I say, does it?” grumbled Nora.


  No, said Ceri. What you say you want, what you say you like, how much you can take; you fool yourself a lot.


  “And the dreams,” said Nora, “are they your fault as well?”


  In a manner of speaking, said Ceri. Psychic turbulence. After all, we’ve been extremely intimate. This last was whispered in Nora’s ear.


  Nora struggled upright and necked two paracetamol. Shower then work. Nora was extremely grateful her job still did WFH.


  Ms Connie’s daughter, Autumn, called round mid-afternoon. Nora made them both instant coffee, and they sat on the sofa.


  “How’s Ms Connie doing?” asked Nora.


  “Frail,” said Autumn, a bit woodenly. “When she’s awake, she’s quite cheerful but… I don’t know. Not quite all there.” Autumn sniffed. Autumn was several years older than Nora, and didn’t really resemble Ms Connie at all. Betty’s genes, and some donor, Nora thought. She was striking in the same way as the photos in the box.


  “I’m sorry to hear that. Give her my best,” said Nora. “Let her know that I’ve watered her plants.”


  Autumn nodded. “But that isn’t what I needed to talk to you about.” She looked very sombre, and removed a tablet—Ms Connie’s iPad—from her purse. “When Connie moved downstairs, she began to worry a lot about upstairs windows blowing open, or a cat getting in, or the roof leaking, or any of that sort of thing. And she wouldn’t be able to check it. So I got her a few cameras; the sort you use for watching pets or childminders.” Nora had gone cold. Autumn showed her a video; it was dark and pixelated, but Nora knew it was the theft of the box.


  “I’m sorry!” said Nora, almost yelling. “I don’t know what came over me. You can have it back.” Nora jumped to her feet and headed for the stairs.


  “Wait—” called Autumn. But Nora was already halfway up the stairs. She grabbed the box and ran downstairs.


  “Sorry. Here,” Nora said, thrusting the box at Autumn.


  “I was going to say,” said Autumn, putting the box on the table, then patting Nora’s knee. “Mum says you can have it. Have you managed to open it? I never could.”


  “Oh yeah,” said Nora, and then she stopped. “Um, I think it’s personal to Ms Connie and Ms Betty.”


  “Oh god,” said Autumn. “I’m both horrified and fascinated. But I already threw away a lot of sex toys. You can’t give those to a charity shop. The fact that my mums, and their friends, had a very active sex life is not a surprise.” She lifted the lid of the box. “Oh, just a collar and cuffs? Rather tame for them.”


  “There’s something weird about—” Nora began, but stopped when she saw the spectral figure overlay itself on Autumn. “Oh no,” Nora whispered.


  “I should probably go to the police,” said Autumn, eyes flashing tawny. “You’ve admitted to stealing my elderly mother’s property.”


  “You’re not yourself, Autumn,” said Nora. “Your mum said—”


  “Do you want me to go to the police, dear?” said Autumn.


  “No,” said Nora, “but—”


  Autumn lifted the harness out of the box. “I just want to see you in it.”


  Nora raised her chin to make her neck available. “Please don’t,” she whispered.


  Autumn placed the collar to her neck and reached behind, fastening it.


  “Oh, you look so beautiful in a collar,” Autumn said. Nora blushed, and shook her head.


  Autumn stood. “Let’s see the cuffs on next. Stand up.”


  Nora stood. Autumn put her hands on Nora’s shoulders and turned her around. She fastened the cuffs about Nora’s wrists. Then she dropped her hands to Nora’s arse, running her hands over her buttocks.


  “I think I’m going to fuck you, Nora,” Autumn whispered.


  “I—” said Nora. She was going to say something about only sleeping with trans women.


  “Shush, shush,” whispered Autumn in her ear. “It wasn’t a question, dear.”


  She pulled Nora’s skirt and knickers to the ground. Nora shivered, and blushed; she was very hard. Autumn roughly groped her tits through her blouse, feeling her nipples harden. Nora whimpered.


  “Mmm,” said Autumn. “I love that sound. Whimpering, gasping, screaming. I’ll make sure you do it all.”


  She unfastened Nora’s blouse, parted it. Autumn levered Nora’s small tits out of her bra, and brought her mouth to a nipple. She licked, rolled it between her teeth, and escalated the pressure until Nora gave a small scream. Autumn pushed Nora backwards onto the sofa, then took off her own jeans. She straddled Nora on the sofa. With her hands behind her back, and Autumn’s legs either side of her, Nora felt pleasantly trapped. She surrendered herself, abandoning any hope of self-assertion.


  Autumn kissed her lips and face; fiercely, more like she was biting than kissing. Autumn was still wearing her panties, but they were wet, and her pussy was rubbing, crushing against Nora’s girldick.


  “Do you surrender, sacrifice?” asked Autumn.


  “Yes,” Nora whispered.


  Autumn reached down and pulled her panties to the side, before lowering herself onto Nora’s girldick. Nora gasped as Autumn began to ride.


  ⁂


  The sudden shrieks of a night-laugher stopped the ritual in its tracks. Us participants halted their strokings, caresses and thrustings.


  “The fires will protect us,” said the Priestess, gesturing to the torches.


  I retrieved my black stone blade from my pile of clothing. “It’s near,” I muttered.


  It was close enough to see now. Sniffing around the edge of the torch circle, afraid of the fire. Bulkier than any hound, as long as a man and half as tall, spotted fur and sharp teeth. It gave the terrifying laugh again.


  The night-laugher looked at one of the torches; one that was slightly askew, uneven. The elders say the night-laughers are the most cunning of beasts; that we only have huts because they stole caves from us.


  It approached, body low, obviously afraid. I tried to make myself big and shouted; it ignored me. The night-laugher very tentatively sniffed the torches base. Then it grabbed the base with its fearsome jaws, and pulled the torch out of the ground. It yelped and tossed it away quickly, the sparking pine resin startling it and causing it to jump back. Then it recovered, and began to walk through the gap into the circle.


  I stepped toward it. Everyone else huddled together; the sacrifice screamed and thrashed against her bonds, the priestess prayed, the others were mostly silent.


  I was afraid too, of course. But I was also protective. Perhaps the Goddess stood at my back.


  The night-laughter leapt. I felt its teeth, as hard and sharp as flint, bite into my shoulder; I felt its claws shred my skin. It did not matter. I stabbed with the black stone knife that was my family’s only heirloom. Again and again I stabbed, as the night-laugher tore at me. We sunk to the ground, rolling, covered in blood. I felt my life fading, but the night-laugher’s fled quicker. I felt a spark of camaraderie as we both died.


  ⁂


  Nora awoke with her head on Autumn’s shoulder. She still wore the collar, but her arms had freed from the cuffs. They were in her bed; she remembered them going upstairs at one point. Before the spanking, of which her arse was suddenly reminding herself.


  “You alright, dear?” said Autumn.


  “As long as I don’t move,” said Nora. “Are you…” She trailed off, not knowing the right way to ask if she was still possessed.


  “Mmm, yes,” said Autumn. “Better than fine. I guess this whole faff with mum was stressing me out more than I thought. I kind of lost myself… I wasn’t too rough with you was I?”


  Nora waited for Ceri to stop her tongue. She sensed her, but just lying amongst them, not in control.


  “No,” Nora said, with a sigh. “It was lovely.”


  “Good,” replied Autumn, and they snuggled back to sleep.


  ⁂


  They burned me as a woman; that had worried me, but the priestess was resolute. Woman’s paint and markings, as well, on any patches of skin that were intact enough. The black stone knife, furs, night-laugher teeth, around me. The priestess leading the chanting and wailing.


  It was strange to be standing there, looking down at my body, among the mourners.


  “You should be proud, my child,” said the goddess. Even before I turned I knew it was her. A full body, full of life, but a predator gleam in her eye.


  I fell to my knees. “I’m sorry,” I said.


  “For what, child?”


  “I am a bad woman,” I said. “Many elders say I was not born with the womanly gifts due to some flaw in my character.”


  “Many elders are fools,” said the Goddess. “And men. But I repeat myself.”


  The mourners were gone now, the pyre ablaze. The priestess and the woman who had been the sacrifice remained.


  “I love all women,” said the Goddess, “and especially all women who commune with my sacred mysteries. But—and here is a secret—those whose calling is so strong it overcomes their bodies, their place in the village; those are particularly beloved by me. I am sorry that the times are so hard on you.”


  “The elders grow more accepting,” I said. “In a generation or two, perhaps.”


  A sad look passed over the Goddess’ face. “Are you ready to continue your journey, my child?”


  “It is not in a couple of generations?” I said.


  “There are ups and downs, but no,” said the Goddess. “The heavens will change before you get fairness.”


  The priestess was getting something out of a woven leaf basket; the sacrifice rope. She looked at the pyre.


  “But it does happen?” I asked. “Eventually?”


  “Of course, Ceri. Never doubt.”


  “I would like to see it,” I said.


  The priestess made to fling the rope into the flames, but the Goddess stayed her hand.


  “Very well,” she said.


  ⁂


  Nora had kind of lost track of who was doing what. It was Autumn who was gyrating against her, and—she thought—biting her neck. Unless that was Marjana? Dana was behind Nora, feeling her tits, and rubbing a girlcock against her buttocks. Unless that was Marjana. Everyone kept changing positions. And the tawny gleam and overlay would jump between women, strengthening thrusts, pinches and slaps. Occasionally, Ceri would whisper in Nora’s ear as well, making her confused and blushy.


  The harness—collar, cuffs and leash—is four hundred generations from the sacrificial rope, said Ceri, they replaced the collar with animal skin, later the cuffs with beaded material. New rope was made. And again, and again.


  Ceri pinched Nora’s nipples, a ghostly pressure, but still making her spasm and stiffen. The scent of berries and pine resin filled the air.


  The same way we’re going to fuck you.


  To Serve Her Right


  The battle was not going well. Even here, far from the front, the sounds of bloodshed and slaughter were ever present. Their camp was nearly deserted, almost all able fighters sent to the front, against an enemy that was much stronger than expected. A small band—including Jak and Lys—had been left here, to defend the princess from any surviving enemies who made it through the lines. In theory.


  “Now’s our chance” said Jak. “If we kill the princess we’ll be heroes to the Revolt, and I doubt we’ll ever get a better chance than this.”


  In military training, Lys had been surprised that not everyone admired the royal family, and particularly the young Princess Mirabelle, as much as she did. They were mostly indentured—as she was—and regretted that they were not farmers or hunters. Instead, they were being taught to kill for the sake of noble families, for disputes that they would not understand even as they lay dying with their innards on the ground. Lys had come around to their way of thinking; realising the princess she was so happy to serve was just another one of the noble families who would spend her life as freely as copper coin. Still, she had become an experienced soldier; after all, she had no opportunity to act on her opposition. Until now.


  Jak had turned, and was heading back towards the Princess’ tent.


  “Even now,” he said, “when we should be out there, defending our brothers and sisters, they have us here, protecting a princess! A disfigured princess who shouldn’t even be out here, but wanted to see our brave soldiers at work, or some such.”


  Certainly, someone was going to be in trouble for letting the Princess get this close to danger. Jak was several paces in front of her now, heading for the Princess’ tent, and drawing his sword.


  The Princess stood in the entrance to the tent, her lady-in-waiting beside her. Lys remembered the princess’ face; that fine, noble visage from pageants, tournaments, and celebrations. Always too far away for Lys to determine the emotion, but she assumed calm and collected. Beautiful. Tranquil. But now she looked concerned.


  “For the Revolt,” yelled Jak, hefting his sword, and breaking into a run.


  His feet went out from under him. Lys stared at her sword, skewering Jak’s back. As he fell, he tried to turn, tried to say something. Lys pulled her falchion out of him and put it though his throat.


  Lys knelt before her princess, as her friend Jak messily embraced death, throat bubbling red.


  ⁂


  Lys wished that she could dissolve in the water. It was near enough body temperature; if she closed her eyes, she could imagine herself becoming more diffuse, like dye in the water, bloody ink.


  This was the second pool that the experienced soldiers used after a battle. The first one was to take away the detritus; it was there that Jak’s blood was washed away, along with the mud and scrapes that Lys had picked up in the hurried escape. The second pool was for spiritual replenishment, according to the Elders. Most of the soldiers just used it to wash off any remaining blood, and hurried to get out and to the tavern, shouting and tussling with each other. Well, not today, today the reduced number had been mostly quiet, but still in a hurry to get to a tavern. Now Lys had the pool to herself.


  Lys closed her eyes again. She thought about Jak, his smile, his laughter. She regretted his death, but not so much having to kill him. He was going to kill the Princess, the most worthy and beautiful of nobles. Lys had sworn, in that instant, to defend her from anyone and everyone who would do her harm.


  She still expected the Inquisition to come for her, but everyone seemed to accept the story that she had come up with. That Lys had seen a fellow soldier abandon their post, and followed, just in time to prevent an assassination.


  She heard a throat clear from across the room. She opened one eye, and the other.


  The Princess stood in one doorway, her lady-in-waiting visible a step or two behind her.


  Lys remembered that she should kneel, but the pool was too deep for that. She could get out, but that would raise the problem of her nudity. Lys was not concerned about what fellow soldiers saw, but princesses were a different matter. And the water at least offered some faint protection. She felt herself blush, though.


  The Princess waved at her not to bother with any bowing.


  “It’s rare to see a soldier who likes soap and water. But, of course, I would be saved by an unusual soldier. I wished to convey my thanks,” the Princess said.


  They hadn’t spoken on the battlefield. Lys tried to think of what to say. “It was my duty, your highness,” she mumbled.


  The lady-in-waiting stepped forward and whispered something in the princess’ ear. The Princess laughed.


  “Nasira thinks you’ve been in there too long; you’re becoming soup yourself,” said the Princess. “What do you reckon, soldier, are you turnip soup, or something meatier?”


  “Um, yes, no, your highness,” said Lys.


  Princess Mirabelle laughed. “Sorry, soldier, for teasing. Do you have a name, I mustn’t keep calling you soldier?”


  “Lys,” said Lys. “Your highness.”


  “Lys is a good name,” said the Princess. “Short. Direct. Shoutable. Tell me, Lys, why did you save me?”


  “It was my job, my duty, your highness,” said Lys.


  “But did you not know the assassin? Was he not a fellow of yours?” asked the Princess.


  These were dangerous questions. “I am sworn to you,” Lys said. “To the royal family, the Inner Council, and the Chiefs of War. My duty was clear, and I was glad to perform it.”


  “Hmm,” said the Princess. “I believe I understand, Lys.”


  Then she turned and walked away. Nasira stood, raising her dark eyes from the ground and staring at Lys for a moment. Then she left as well.


  When Lys returned to the barracks, they had already started moving her belongings.


  ⁂


  Lys awoke next morning to the sound of the door opening.


  She had, to her surprise, slept well; for all it was a strange bed and a strange day. The bed was comfortable enough to encourage that; she wished that she had longer to contemplate its softness, but the door was opening.


  Nasira entered the room. “Good morning,” she said. It was the first time Lys had heard her voice; it was bright and friendly, but… something else as well.


  “Mirabelle, the Princess, has asked me to ensure that you are prepared for your first day as her bodyguard,” Nasira said. “Assuming that you still accept the role?”


  Lys couldn’t remember if she had been asked this last night, but nodded anyway.


  Nasira sent her across the stairs to visit the privy and washroom, while she consulted the wardrobe. Lys started to say that her wardrobe was negligible, but Nasira gave her a pitying look.


  When Lys returned, her clothes had been laid out. There were linen undergarments, plus hose, undershirt, light chain-mail and surcoat. Nasira watched attentively as each layer went on, and then moved in to straighten sleeves and to unscrew collars. Lys’ blushes were apparently unnoticed.


  The mirror in here was small, but larger than any that Lys had seen. She caught glances of her short red hair, and muscular physique; not hidden by the uniform, but emphasised.


  “Good,” Nasira said. “Now the sword.”


  She reached across for an arming sword, its scabbard new and gleaming. The sword itself was probably shiny as well.


  “No,” said Lys. “I’ll use my falchion.”


  She stretched across for the battered scabbard. A dangerous look flitted across Nasira’s face, and then vanished.


  “Fine,” she said, mildly.


  She helped her with the sword belt, and then stood for a moment with her hands on the buckle, looking at Lys with an unreadable expression.


  “There’s bread and cheese in the kitchen,” said Nasira. “You should have something to eat before your first shift.”


  The duties of a bodyguard were not particularly complex, Lys found. She was to stand behind the princess and look vaguely menacing. When out in public, there was a ring of Royal Guards as well, but Lys stayed next to her Princess. Around the castle, she simply stood behind the chair the princess sat in, watching.


  If it had been anyone else, Lys might have become bored, but she was in proximity of her princess. Not only could she see—mostly from the back—her elegant comportment and long tousled blonde hair, but there was her scent. In the morning her princess smelt of the unguents of the bath; strawberry and honey. As the day went on, the Princess Mirabelle might have the smell of a light sweat, human and faintly musky. Then perfume went on; rosewater, or violets.


  And the princess spoke to her, sometimes. Mostly, it was waves, signals to look moderately threatening to a petitioner who had overstayed his welcome, or to stand down when an elderly churchman seemed angry. But occasionally she would ask her to pass the water, or a book, and Lys would feel proud to be of service.


  And when Nasira bolted the door that separated the Princess’ apartments from the rest of the castle, Lys could relax.


  This was how the first week passed.


  ⁂


  It was late. Lys was surprised to find the Princess and Nasira waiting for her in the apartment’s kitchen—she could smell her dinner, under a cover, sent up from the main kitchen. Nonetheless, she knelt immediately before the Princess.


  “Lys,” said the Princess. “I’d like to know how you feel you’re doing as a bodyguard?”


  “Um,” she said, worried. “I believe that I have done adequately. But please let me know where I can improve, your highness.”


  “You have done well, Lys,” said the Princess. “You are an imposing figure standing behind me.”


  “Yes, ma’am.”


  “And not just imposing, Lady Cassandra and the Duchess Gemma definitely… admired you,” said the Princess.


  “Yes, ma’am,” she said. She could not think of anything else to say.


  “So this is the question,” said the Princess. “Do you want to keep this job? Bodyguard and military matters. The job is yours if you want it. Or you may leave, with a good reference.”


  There was a pause.


  “Or, do you want to keep the job, but have extra duties as well,” said the Princess. “Swear loyalty to my household, alone, and we will find additional ways for you to be of service.”


  “Yes, your highness, please. I swear loyalty and obedience to you,” said Lys. The reply almost happened without conscious thought, but she was happy with it. For the chance to receive commands from her princess, she would do anything.


  “You don’t even want to know what the duties would be?” said the Princess, with a chuckle.


  “They might not be contingent with your sense of chivalry, even your self-respect,” said Nasira, crossing her arms. “Are you prepared to surrender the entirety of yourself to the Princess Mirabelle?”


  “I am,” said Lys.


  “To my household,” said the Princess. “Which means that when I am not present, you will obey Nasira as if she were myself?”


  “… Yes, ma’am,” said Lys. There was some slight hesitation in her reply, Nasira had been friendly in tone, but Lys found her eyes cold.


  “Good,” said the Princess. She held forward her hand towards the kneeling Lys. Lys had a moment when she didn’t know what to do, and then she kissed it softly.


  The Princess nodded. “Enjoy your dinner,” she said, sweeping from the room.


  Nasira remained and walked closer. “Did you mean what you said?” she asked. “About obeying me. Will that not conflict with knightly ethics? Even if what you are asked for is dishonourable, objectionable?”


  “… To obey you is like obeying the Princess,” Lys said, with some hesitation. “And obeying such an order is always a privilege, however low it may seem.”


  “Hmm,” said Nasira, apparently noticing the hesitation. But she stepped forward with her hand out. Lys, after a moment, softly kissed it.


  Nasira smirked. “I was offering you a hand to rise, Lys.”


  ⁂


  The next morning, Lys was awakened by a tap on the window. Looking out, she could see a grey envelope attached to the outside of the leaded glass with a dot of wax. She flung open the window and looked up and down. There was no access that she could see, no ledges or similar. She took the envelope inside and opened it; inside was a single scrap of paper with the symbol of the Revolt on it. A worker bee with a dagger for a stinger.


  Nasira entered—without knocking, as usual—to give her an overview of the day’s events. “What is that?” she asked.


  “Um, nothing,” she said. Already the Revolt sigil was fading away.


  ⁂


  Late in the evening, Lys was summoned to the Princess’ sitting room, Nasira’s voice echoing down the corridor.


  Lys wondered whether she should go and put on chain-mail and surcoat, but decided that promptness was preferable.


  “Come in,” said the Princess.


  She and Nasira were in armchairs either side of the fireplace; both were doing embroidery by the light of several candles.


  “Since you have now sworn allegiance to us,” said the Princess. “You may sometimes, when invited, spend some time here.”


  “Instead of spending your time skulking in the kitchen,” said Nasira.


  “Pull up a chair,” said the Princess.


  The only chair was, in fact, a footstool, but Lys pulled it up and sat down.


  The Princess gestured at a jug on a side table, among potion bottles. “Would you like some wine?”


  “No, ma’am.”


  “Very well,” said the Princess. “Nasira and I were talking about our day. You know what I did; you stood behind me for most of it. However, Nasira apparently had an adventure through the merchants of the city, tracking down fine blue thread. It left her with quite a foot ache. So, Lys, we were wondering if you would be kind enough to rub her feet?”


  “Unless, of course—” Nasira began, but Lys was already speaking.


  “Yes, Princess,” she said, slipping off the stool and kneeling in front of Nasira.


  Nasira wiggled her white stockinged feet in front of her. Lys took one, and went to work. She was used to massaging her own feet, after a day of standing about, and took the same approach here. Though she lightened the pressure to allow for Nasira’s delicate nature.


  With the foot on her lap, she started massaging, working on the pad, the sides, separating the toes. Nasira’s feet were the princess’ feet, Lys reckoned, and so this task was an honour. Glancing up, she found that Nasira had left her embroidery on a side table, and was leaning back with her eyes closed. She swapped feet and continued. She could sense the Princess close behind her, attentive to her actions. Lys was beginning to flush, maybe the heat of the fire was a bit much.


  She finished the second foot.


  “Mmm, that was very nice,” said Nasira, a bit dreamily. She leant forward, and said, “Let’s see your hands, Lys.”


  Lys held out her hands. Nasira grabbed her by the wrists, and sat back in the chair, meaning Lys had to go from sitting on her legs to supporting herself on her knees.


  Nasira examined Lys’ hands, lying in her lap. “To think, these hands have wielded swords, and slain enemies,” she said. “And yet, they can be turned towards much finer work. Strong and delicate. And you don’t mind attending us if we’ve got something that needs massaging? Like feet, say.”


  “No, ma’am.”


  “Nasira, let me see one of her hands,” asked the Princess. Nasira leant forward again, letting Lys settle back down, and released Lys’ left hand. The Princess reached out and took it. Lys could feel her gentle fingertips. The position was awkward, Lys kneeling between them, both holding a hand each.


  “Yes,” said the Princess, running her fingertips across her palm. “These hands can serve us. My feet also get sore on occasion. Some relief would be nice.”


  “Yes, your highness,” said Lys. “I would be glad to be of service.”


  The Princess let go of her hand, and Nasira did the same. She nodded toward the footstool. “Sit yourself down, Lys,” she said. “And please have some wine.”


  When she went to bed that evening, she found she was picturing the Princess and Nasira both together, holding Lys’ hands.


  ⁂


  There was an envelope on her side table when she awoke. She sat up and grabbed for it. Another image of the bee, and this time a message, “We watch. We know. Bide your time.”


  The message began vanishing almost immediately.


  ⁂


  It had been a busy day, and Lys was glad to get into her room and relax. It was late when Nasira summoned her.


  “The Princess has had an attack of nerves this evening,” said Nasira, leading her through the Princess’ apartments. “She would feel more comfortable with someone on guard. If you would be so kind?”


  “I should fetch my sword,” said Lys.


  “There’s no actual danger,” said Nasira. “Reassurance is the main thing.”


  She had brought her to a set of double-doors, indicating a chair next to them. Lys did not know, but reckoned that beyond lay the Princess’ bedchamber.


  “If you would sit and guard?” Nasira said. “I will attend to the Princess directly.”


  Lys sat on the chair. After a short while, she heard a noise; of fear? No, it came again, a gasp. Lys quivered as she worked out what was going on. Another, louder this time. Of course, Nasira and the Princess were intimate; it made sense, now she thought about it.


  She didn’t know how long she listened for. Nasira’s voice, in gasps and moans, joined in. Lys pictured them intertwined, limbs entangled. An order from Nasira was an order from the Princess; an order from the Princess was an order from Nasira, she thought. They were one.


  Eventually, the noises stopped. A little while later, Nasira called out, “The Princess is recovered, Lys, you can go to bed.”


  Lys made her way down the cold corridor to her bedroom. But once she was under that blanket, she found that she couldn’t stop thinking about the Princess and Nasira. The sound of them, lips against lips, gasps, clefts touching, oh god, lips against cleft, tasting, probing.


  She shouldn’t, she thought, but she reached her hand down. Her cunt was wet. She quivered again, as she touched herself. She tried not to think of the Princess and Nasira, but it was their hands, their tongues that filled her mind as she came.


  The next morning was not busy, but Lys got ready for duty anyway. She ate breakfast—bread, cheese, goat’s milk—in the apartment’s small kitchen. As she finished up, Nasira entered and leant on the sideboard, watching her meditatively.


  “May I ask you a question, Lys?” she said.


  “Yes, of course,” replied Lys. She was a touch suspicious, but she was aware that her feelings for Nasira were somehow different now.


  “And will you promise, on your duty to the Princess, to answer truthfully?” Nasira asked.


  Lys paused. Was this about the Revolt notes?


  “… Yes,” she said.


  “Stand up and face me then,” said Lys. “I want to see your eyes.”


  Increasingly worried, Lys did as she was told.


  “Last night, did you realise what the Princess and I were doing?” asked Nasira.


  Lys had not been expecting that question. “Er, yes,” she said.


  Nasira grinned. “Oh, and what do you think we were doing?”


  Looking at the floor, Lys murmured, “… coupling.”


  “Look at me, please, Lys,” Nasira said.


  Lys forced herself to look at her. She could feel herself blushing, her face going the same colour as her hair. Nasira just waited.


  “Coupling,” Nasira said. “Yes. The Princess and I pleasured each other with our bodies. You understand?”


  “Yes, ma’am.” Lys was taking all her energy not to look at the floor. Nasira’s face was heart-shaped and rather pretty, now she came to think about it. Her eyes were cruel, mischievous and… something else, something unreadable.


  “Were you jealous?” she asked.


  “Yes,” replied Lys, without thinking.


  “Oh, really?” said Nasira, with a mean chuckle. “You thought that pleasuring the Princess should have been your job?”


  “No! She would never…” said Lys, looking at the floor.


  “Look at me,” said Nasira. “Tell me why you were jealous.”


  Lys paused for a long time. “I was jealous because… because… I wanted to be in that room too. Serving however I could.”


  “With your body?” asked Nasira.


  “Yes,” said Lys, looking downwards again.


  “Well, the Princess—” Nasira began.


  “Not just the Princess,” said Lys, interrupting without thinking, and then realising what she’d done. “… Both of you.”


  Her eyes glanced at Nasira’s face and caught a fading glimpse of a smile that did not look cruel. She looked down again.


  “Come closer,” Nasira said, gruffly.


  Lys walked closer, till they were an arm’s length apart. Nasira grabbed her under the chin and lifted her face upwards.


  “I got sick of you staring at the flagstones, despite my orders,” Nasira said, still oddly gruff. Her hand still touching Lys’ chin. “You’ve no objection to me manually moving your sweet and stupid beetroot-coloured face?”


  “No, ma’am,” whispered Lys. Though Nasira’s words were harsh, the touch on her chin was soft.


  “So, last night, when you returned to your room,” she said. “Did you touch yourself?”


  Lys tried to drop her head, but Nasira gently forced it up. Lys realised she had already waited too long to lie. “Yes,” she murmured.


  “Louder,” she said. “Did you touch yourself?”


  “Yes,” said Lys, louder than the mumble, but not much.


  “To completion?”


  “… Yes.”


  “And what were you thinking about?” Nasira asked.


  “… The Princess and you,” she said. “Serving you. Letting… letting you use my body.”


  Nasira smiled, and dropped her hold on Lys’ chin. “Which hand did you use?”


  Lys hesitantly raised her right hand.


  “Good,” said Nasira. “Now show me.”


  “What!?”


  “Show me.”


  Lys looked around. The door that closed the apartments off from the rest of the castle was still bolted. The only other person in this section was the princess, and she… was Nasira’s action at her behest?


  Lys reached for her belt.


  “No,” said Nasira, leaning on the sideboard, and hiking her skirts. Lys saw a flash of brown skin. “On me. Unless—”


  But Lys was already moving forwards. Nasira caught her hand, and moved it slowly between her legs.


  “Were you as wet as this?” Nasira asked, when Lys was within fingertip range.


  Lys felt, tentatively reaching out. “Yes, I think so,” she said.


  “Then don’t wait,” said Nasira, a bit breathlessly.


  Lys pushed two fingers into the wetness, feeling Nasira quiver. As far as they would go, then partially out again. Lys was moving slowly, afraid of hurting Nasira.


  “More…” whispered Nasira, “… faster.”


  Lys added another finger, and upped the tempo. Nasira moaned, like she had moaned the other night. Lys exalted in serving her thusly, in being the mechanism of her delight. She forgot about anything apart from giving Nasira pleasure. The rest of the kitchen, the rest of herself, seemed to vanish.


  From the state of her breathing, from her gasps, Nasira was close. Lys curled her fingers in, seeking the change of texture. Nasira came, clamping around Lys’ hand. Her scream was loud in the quiet kitchen.


  When eventually it was done, aftershocks and all, Lys removed her hand. Nasira, seemingly unable to speak yet, clutched for Lys’ hand and brought it to her mouth, kissing the fingers.


  “Good girl, Lys,” Nasira said, shakily. Lys felt comfort and pride bloom in her heart.


  That evening, Nasira called her to the sitting room again. Again, the two of them were seated around the fire, in armchairs. Although this time, Nasira was using the footstool.


  “Lys, come in,” said the Princess. “We’ve been having quite the chat about you.”


  Lys didn’t reply. She had no idea how to reply.


  “So we thought we should invite you to sit with us,” said the Princess. “But Nasira is using the footstool.”


  “I will happily stand, your highness,” Lys said.


  “Of course, if that’s what you want,” said the Princess. “But I thought this might be preferable…”


  She picked up a cushion and dropped it on the floor, in front of her chair, by the side of her legs.


  “Unless you feel that your dignity won’t allow it,” said Nasira, but this time her voice wasn’t cruel.


  “No,” said Lys, “I mean, yes.”


  Lys made her way over to the cushion, and carefully sat down. Her back was against the armchair’s foot, and her arm was by the Princess’ skirt.


  “Good,” said the Princess, moving her leg—the Princess’ leg!—to nudge Lys gently. “And you can help keep my legs warm.”


  “Her hair looks tousleable as well,” observed Nasira.


  “Good point,” said the Princess, as Lys felt cool fingers running through her hair. “Very relaxing,” she said. “After a hard day at court, I could just come back and…”


  She grabbed a bunch of Lys’ hair for a moment, and then let it go again, before Lys had really registered. The Princess stroked her hair.


  “That’s if you don’t mind?” said the Princess. “If you don’t mind me using your body to relax?”


  “No, your highness.” She could feel herself blushing again.


  ⁂


  She found another letter in her wardrobe the next morning. The same bee sigil and, “You are precisely where we need you. Stand ready.”


  She thought about telling Nasira. But that would mean telling them about Jak, about how, in another life, Lys might have murdered the Princess. That would be a short walk to the gibbet, she reckoned. She let the message dissolve away.


  The day went well. Mostly it still consisted of standing behind the Princess. There was little change in outward behaviour, at least as far as anyone else could tell. But Lys felt a difference, in how the Princess behaved, in her eyes, her whispers.


  She had hoped to be summoned back to the sitting room, but that did not happen. Eventually, Nasira did call her, but not to the Princess’ quarters.


  Nasira’s bedroom was a lot bigger and better decorated than Lys’. Nasira sat in a simple shift, her hair trailing down her back, holding a hairbrush.


  She handed the brush to Lys, then she paused, as if wondering if she had to give further instructions. She did not. Lys moved behind her and started brushing. Nasira’s hair was long and black. It was not greatly given to knots, but there were a few. Lys brushed until it flowed across the hand like spun silk.


  “Is there anything else, ma’am?” said Lys.


  “I like that you sometimes call me ma’am when I’m giving you orders,” Nasira said. “Can we make that permanent?”


  “Yes, ma’am.”


  “No objection again, hmm?” she said. “Can you kneel?”


  “Yes, ma’am,” she said, kneeling. “Ma’am, I have knelt before you afore.”


  “That was for the Princess,” Nasira said. “I want to know if you would do it for me.”


  “Yes, ma’am.”


  “What if I asked you to prostrate yourself?” she said. “If I asked you to lie at my feet.”


  Lys did as she was asked, lowering herself to the carpet, face down.


  Nasira stood up.


  “Arms by your side, face turned towards me,” she ordered. She delicately planted a foot on the side of Lys’ head, not placing much weight there, but still firm.


  “You’re a soldier,” she said. “A fighter. And yet, I vanquished you. Do you have no pride that someone like me can do this?”


  She fractionally increased the pressure.


  “I am proud to be of use to you, ma’am,” said Lys. “And if that use is amusement, I am still happy to serve.”


  Nasira removed her foot. Lys noticed that the soles of her feet were pink, rather than the light brown of the rest of her. Lys arched her body over, and delivered a kiss to the top of her right foot.


  “What… why did you do that?” Nasira was startled.


  “Sorry, ma’am,” Lys said. “I wanted to show my obedience… and your foot looked so kissable.”


  Nasira said nothing, but walked back and sat down. Several seconds passed.


  “Stand up, Lys,” said Nasira.


  Lys stood. She was concerned, she found, that this was the end of Nasira’s interview.


  “Undress,” said Nasira, leaning back in her chair.


  Lys began removing clothes. She had been naked, or partially naked, in front of Nasira various times… but this felt different. Even more embarrassing, but also more urgent.


  “Fold your clothes, Lys, we’re not savages,” said Nasira, amused.


  Then Lys was naked. She could tell she was blushing. She tried to keep her head up.


  “Put your hands by your sides, Lys,” Nasira said. “No covering yourself. Put your feet further apart, too. Good.”


  Nasira looked at her for a while.


  “The Princess and I have discussed you,” she said, eventually.


  Lys said nothing.


  “About using you, I mean,” Nasira said. “To be clear, about using your powerful soldier’s body to relax ourselves. About using your tongue, your holes, your whatever, however we choose to. Do you understand?”


  “Yes, ma’am.”


  “Do you object—”


  “No, ma’am.”


  “Well,” said Nasira. “There is a problem, however.”


  She stood up, and approached Lys, hand trailing over her stomach.


  “People have tried to assassinate the Princess,” Nasira said. “We haven’t known you long, and you’re a warrior. If you were secretly a killer, a turncoat, the Princess would not have a chance. So, we will have to wait for a season or four. How does that make you feel?”


  “Ma’am, I would never hurt you or the Princess,” Lys said. “But I understand why a delay is necessary.”


  “No, Lys,” said Nasira. “How does it make you feel? Truly?”


  “Disappointed, ma’am,” said Lys. “Sad.”


  “Well, there is an alternative,” said Nasira, walking back to her dresser. “We could make you wear restraints.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” Lys said. “Please.”


  “Please?” said Nasira. “Really, Lys, have you any idea how needy you sound?”


  “I want to serve,” said Lys, a touch defensively.


  From the bottom drawer of the dresser, Nasira took out a pair of heavy iron manacles, a short chain between the two cuffs.


  “Would you like to try serving me?” said Nasira. “And we’ll see if it’s suitable?”


  Lys stepped forward, hands out in front of her.


  “No, behind you, I think,” said Nasira. Lys turned around, and Nasira snapped on the manacles. They were heavy, and while they weren’t tight, Lys could tell that they wouldn’t come off until they were opened.


  Nasira stroked her bottom.


  “How do the manacles feel, Lys?”


  She thought about it. “Good,” she said. “Secure. I like that you and the Princess don’t have to worry about me any more.”


  Nasira got up, and went around to Lys’ front. She put her hands on her hips and manoeuvred her backwards until Lys’ knees hit the edge of the bed. Then she pushed, and Lys went over.


  It was hard not to react, not to try to save herself, but the bed was soft. The manacles were in an awkward position in the small of her back, though; she wriggled so that it was marginally more comfortable.


  Nasira flopped onto the bed, and then crawled partially on top of Lys, kissing her collarbone.


  “You have so many muscles, Lys,” she said. She moved and kissed the inner edge of a breast, then a tiny bite. “Maybe I should keep you here all night, just kissing every single muscle. And biting. Would you like that?”


  “Yes, ma’am,” said Lys. “I’ll serve you in whatever way you think.”


  Nasira reached down, putting a hand on her lower stomach.


  “What if you never got to reach satisfaction?” said Nasira. “What if I got you worked up, but never let you finish?”


  “Whatever you want,” said Lys. “I just want to please you.”


  “So you keep saying. Tell me how you’d really feel?”


  “… Sad, ma’am,” said Lys. There was no point being deceitful.


  Nasira propped herself up on an elbow. “Sad?” said Nasira. “But Lys, I thought your only concern was our happiness? Why would your pleasure count for anything? You are furniture. A toy.”


  Lys said nothing.


  “Perhaps, under all that ‘living to serve’, there’s a girl who is actually a selfish, greedy slattern?”


  Lys paused. It wasn’t quite right, she thought, but could not articulate why exactly. Or maybe it was right? “… Yes, ma’am.”


  “Ha,” said Nasira, lowering her mouth to Lys’, and whispering. “Of course, it doesn’t bother us that you’re a slattern. In fact, it’s better to know that you want something. Then we have the delicious choice of whether to grant it or not. Mirabelle and I disagreed on exactly how much fun it will be to keep you desperate. I suppose you’ll have to find out.”


  “Ma’am.”


  “But that’s enough talking,” she said, getting onto her hands and knees. “It’s time that you pleasured me.”


  Nasira arranged cushions, hiked her shift, and positioned herself over Lys’ head, knees apart, holding on to the headboard for stability. Lys could see Nasira’s cunt above her, beautiful and wet.


  “Thank you, ma’am,” Lys whispered.


  Nasira continued to lower herself. “It’s not for your pleasure, toy,” Nasira said, but her tone was indulgent.


  Lys craned her head, arched her back, to lick at Nasira.


  “Oh no,” said Nasira, taking a hand off the bed frame and grabbing Lys’ short hair, slamming her back into the mattress. “You will wait for what I give you, do you understand?”


  “Yes, ma’am,” said Lys. “Sorry, ma’am.”


  “It frustrates me that I can’t stop like this,” Nasira said, downwards journey halted. “With me in sight, close to you, maybe dripping on you. And you unable to do anything. That would be frustrating for you, wouldn’t it? Would you plead and whine?”


  “Yes, ma’am,” said Lys. “Please.”


  “Fortunately for you,” Nasira said, “I really need your mouth on me.”


  She descended the last few inches, and Lys felt heat and arousal.


  She tried to go cautiously, mindful of Nasira’s words about taking more than was offered. Lys dragged her tongue between Nasira’s lower lips, tasting her.


  Nasira made a noise, and the pressure increased. Lys took that as a sign. She moved her tongue into the wetness, feeling her way. It was like being enveloped in a sensitive dampness. Again, Lys had the perspective of everything reducing to one point; the point of contact between them. She craned her tongue, used her chin and nose to help. Nasira was rocking against her, gasping. She flicked at Nasira’s clitoris with her tongue, encircled it as best she could, then went back to probing.


  Nasira came, screaming and throwing her head back. The pressure drove Lys’ tongue out, but as the initial intensity wore off, she concentrated on lapping all the juices she could. Nasira’s shuddering seemed to go on for a long time. Finally, she shakily pulled a knee across her and collapsed onto her side of the bed. She lay there, breathing heavily.


  “Thank you, Lys,” she said, eventually. She shuffled around on the bed so that she was lying next to her. Nasira kissed her shoulder.


  “That was very pleasurable,” she said, after a while. “Your mouth, your face, were of considerable service. You should feel proud.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” she said. “I do.”


  “You know,” Nasira said, “I liked the ma’am thing at first, but I’ve grown bored with it. Call me… call me ‘your ladyship’ instead.”


  “Yes, your ladyship,” said Lys.


  “No, that’s too awkward,” said Nasira.


  “I could call you ‘my lady’,” said Lys. “Like, yes, my lady.”


  “Hmm,” said Nasira, running her fingertips across Lys’ stomach. “And it’s ‘my’ because you belong to me, correct? Like a dog, if she could speak, would call her mistress ‘my mistress’, right?”


  “Yes, my lady, exactly.”


  “Very well, I’ll permit it,” said Nasira. “Now, returning to an earlier subject…”


  She slipped her hand down to Lys’ cunt, one finger resting between the lips.


  “Oh, Lys, you’re so wet,” she said. “I’d bet you’d like me to take care of that for you?”


  “Yes, my lady,” she said, without much hope.


  Nasira tasted her finger. “But you see, I think it might be more fun if I didn’t. I mean, eventually I would unfasten your arms, but I would tell you not to touch yourself, and you wouldn’t disobey me. You could spend your days touching me, pleasuring me, but would remain frustrated yourself. Doesn’t that sound delightful?”


  “… No, my lady.”


  “No?” said Nasira. “Oh, I’m sorry, my mistake. I meant, doesn’t that sound delightful for me, the important one? Well?”


  “… Yes, my lady?”


  “Good, I’m glad we agree,” said Nasira, climbing slightly, kissing her cheek. Lys turned her head, and Nasira stopped for a moment before kissing her lips.


  “Of course,” said Nasira. “We’ve already established that you’d beg, whine and plead, in those circumstances. Why don’t you try it, see if it persuades me?”


  “Yes, my lady,” said Lys. “Please, I’m begging you.”


  “That is terrible, Lys,” said Nasira. “Consider me unpersuaded.”


  Lys thought, trying to make her mind work. “My lady,” she said. “My beautiful lady, my owner, who I am glad to serve with every ounce of my being, please grant your… worthless property a boon, spare her from her torture, and please relieve her… she does not deserve your kindness, but, please, anyway, please.”


  “Oh, your puppy dog eyes are dangerous,” she said, slipping down the bed. She put a pillow under Lys’ hips. “Be warned, I’m going hard and fast. Better make sure you finish before I get bored.”


  Nasira didn’t quite go as brutally as she suggested, but did slide three fingers into Lys with little preamble. Lys was more than ready, however. She made a low moan. Nasira began moving her fingers rapidly, keeping things just this side of too much. Or, thought Lys, maybe just the other side. With her thumb, Nasira teased Lys’ clit. Lys moaned. She could barely think, the delicious pressure was all she could focus on.


  She came, gasping. Nasira slowed down, but did not stop, and Lys came again and again. Finally, Nasira withdrew her hand.


  “Thank you, my lady,” Lys whispered.


  Nasira made her way up Lys’ body, kissing her mouth again.


  Then she sat up, and helped Lys turn, unfastening the manacles. She rubbed and kissed Lys’ wrists and arms where they were sore. They kissed again, then lay awhile in silence. “No, thank you, Lys,” she whispered.


  ⁂


  The next morning she barely saw Nasira, just a quick smile. The Princess was seeing petitioners today, that meant Lys was guarding her as usual.


  As they were heading out of the apartments, the Princess spoke softly, knowing Lys was several steps behind.


  “I’ve been speaking to Nasira,” she said. “I was thinking I could use your body for pleasure, tonight.”


  “Ye—” Lys began.


  “To fuck, I mean,” said the Princess, and then they were in the castle proper, and Lys did not need telling not to reply. She thought she caught the odd smirk on occasions when the Princess turned towards her.


  The day seemed to take forever.


  When they got back to the apartments, the Princess swept away, pausing only to have a quick whispered exchange with Nasira.


  Nasira approached Lys.


  “Well, you’ve heard about your duty tonight,” Nasira said. “You accept?”


  “Yes, my Lady.”


  “You will be restrained, of course,” said Nasira.


  “Yes, my lady.”


  “The Princess has a bit of a different style to me, but you should be fine,” said Nasira. Lys thought she sounded a little sad.


  “I hope the Princess will use me as completely as you did, my lady,” said Lys.


  “However the Princess wants to use you, it is no concern of yours,” said Nasira, her tone not matching the harshness of the words. “You will simply obey.”


  “Yes, my lady.”


  “Right, well, the Princess wants you washed,” said Nasira.


  Lys walked to the washroom. Nasira leant on the doorway watching. Lys used the unguents and ewers to make herself clean; Nasira just watched at first, but stepped forward to help with the hard-to-reach parts.


  “What do I wear?” asked Lys, as she dried herself. She suspected she knew the answer.


  “Nothing, of course,” Nasira said. “Hmm, I wonder if the Princess would let us dress you this way each evening. It would make long evenings spent in front of the fire that much more interesting. Of course, it would be hard for you to be on display the whole time, but that hardly matters.”


  Lys felt herself going red.


  “There it is, your blush,” said Nasira. “Really, Lys, I think you like being degraded.”


  She led Lys down the familiar corridor. Everything looked a bit more foreboding now that she was naked. I mean, she thought, I’m still stronger than them; so why did she feel so docile and weak?


  Outside the Princess’ bedroom, she found there were restraints left on the chair.


  “I’m to prepare you,” said Nasira, hand resting on Lys’ shoulder. “Honestly, I think the Princess might be torturing me as well.”


  She picked up a restraint. It was clearly well-made; the bracelet was silver, or at least something as shiny, and the inner band was padded with the same soft material that formed the straps. Nasira snapped one around each wrist. There were two more, with wider bracelets, for her feet.


  “We’ll leave those for later,” said Nasira. “We don’t want you tripping over them. Now this.”


  She held up a blindfold; Lys bent so that it was easier for Nasira to put on. Darkness fell.


  “Thanks, love—I mean, Lys,” said Nasira. Lys couldn’t see now, but Nasira suddenly seemed quite flustered.


  “My lady, I am yours, you may call me whatever you wish to,” Lys said.


  “Well, obviously,” said Nasira, harshly. “You’re furniture. A toy. An item for our amusement. Please do not forget that.”


  “Never, my lady.”


  “One more thing, Lys,” Nasira whispered. “The Princess is concerned about… an aspect of her appearance. If you are unkind, I will—well, don’t be.”


  “Of course not, Nasira.”


  Nasira took one of Lys’ hands, and guided her into the bedroom, carefully steering her, and settling her back on the bed. Lys was pretty certain that the Princess was in here, though she didn’t know for sure.


  Nasira fastened the strap to… something? A bedpost, probably. Doing so seemed to require a lot of climbing over Lys. The other was also secured. Nasira put the restraints on her ankles, fastening her legs a way apart. Cushions went under her hips, and under her head. Nasira crawled on top of Lys again.


  “Secure?” asked Nasira.


  Lys experimentally pulled at her restraints. “Yes, my lady.”


  “Comfy?”


  “Ye—”


  “It doesn’t matter,” said Nasira. “I’m going to leave you to the princess now. Remember your purpose.”


  “Yes, my lady,” said Lys. “… But, I have no right to ask, but could my noble lady spare me a kiss first?”


  There was a gasp from the other side of the room; the Princess, presumably.


  “You see, Princess,” said Nasira. “How selfish and full of herself she is? I foolishly granted her release yesterday, and now she thinks she can just beg for kisses.”


  Nasira gripped Lys’ chin fiercely, and mashed her lips into hers, biting; and then tongue, and softness. She bit on to the lower lip for a second and then pulled away.


  “Oh yes,” said the Princess, drily. “I’m sure that will teach her.”


  “Do you want to give up your night, Mirabelle?” said Nasira. “I’m sure I could have her whimpering for mercy within minutes.”


  “No, Nas, I shall take my turn,” said the Princess, with a laugh. “If you want to sit on the chair outside and listen, that’s fine.”


  “Fuck you,” said Nasira, mildly.


  Then there were noises that Lys had trouble identifying at first, until a lip smack gave it away.


  “Have fun,” said Nasira. The sound of the door opening and closing.


  The Princess walked away, and sat down somewhere. A desk? There were various small noises. Lys wasn’t sure how long it had been.


  Finally, there was the noise of a chair being moved back, and footfalls heading towards the bed. Lys felt the mattress give as the princess sat down beside her. She flinched slightly as a hand unexpectedly touched her cheek.


  “I’m sorry, what was that?” said the Princess.


  “Sorry, your highness,” said Lys. “It was unexpected.”


  “Oh dear, unexpected that I should touch you?” said the Princess. “But surely that’s what you’re for? How are we going to use you without touching you?”


  “I mean,” said Lys, “with the blindfold, your highness.”


  “Well, I’m very sorry, Lys,” the Princess said. “But you’re going to have to get used to us touching you, blindfold or not. What would Nas say? Soft touches…”, she touched her cheek again, “or hard touches…”, she slapped the same cheek. “I’m sorry. But are you ready for that?”


  “Yes, your highness,” said Lys.


  “Perhaps you better apologise for flinching.”


  “I am sorry, your highness,” said Lys, though she didn’t see why. “Very sorry.”


  The princess laughed. “No, you’re not,” said the Princess. “But you are obedient.”


  There was movement, and the princess ended up, from what Lys could tell, with a knee either side of her.


  “You know,” said the Princess, a voice from above. “You’ve made quite the impact on Nas. Surprising. I am different though. Not as soft.”


  “Yes, your highness.”


  The Princess pressed Lys’ breasts together.


  “I bet Nas didn’t do much with these,” said the Princess.


  “Er, no, your highness.”


  “No, I usually have to remind her,” said the Princess. “Well, don’t worry, I love paps, and I will play with yours for as long as I want.”


  She started to massage Lys’ breasts. She ran her fingers all over them. Started to slap them a little roughly. And then she went back to massage. The Princess—the Princess!—was playing with her tits, thought Lys. It excited her, but in a strange way.


  “You have nice breasts, Lys,” the Princess said.


  “Thank you, your highness,” she said. Lys noticed the edge of arousal in her voice.


  “I’m enjoying them a lot,” said the Princess.


  The Princess began to caress Lys’ nipples. Gentle touches and then firmer; catching the nipples between finger and thumbs, rolling them. Lys gasped and arched her back.


  “Do say if this gets a bit too much,” said the Princess. “I probably won’t stop, but it would be nice to hear.”


  Lys just groaned and arched her back some more. The Princess would work on a nipple until it was almost too much, then swap to the other. Lys began to lose focus, the darkness making it even harder to track the passage of time.


  “Oh, Lys, I honestly wish you could worship my paps,” she said. “But we can’t trust you near me with hands or mouth. It’s very sad.”


  The Princess slid down a bit, and bent, putting her breasts on top of Lys’. “There,” she said. She ground into her. With Lys’ breasts and nipples in their current state, it was almost too stimulating to bear.


  “You see? They’re nice,” said the Princess, sitting up. “Oh, but you don’t see, do you? Nas said you shouldn’t get to see me naked, that you’d enjoy it too much. What do you think?”


  Either yes or no got her into trouble here. “Er, it is however your highness wills it.”


  “Pfft,” she said. “Let’s see.”


  She leant forward, and moved the blindfold up so that it sat on Lys’ forehead. Though the room was quite dim, Lys still had to blink against its light. The Princess’ noble face was quite close by.


  “Well?” she said.


  “You’re beautiful, your highness,” said Lys. “I have always thought you were beautiful.”


  “Aww,” she said, sitting up. “And what about my paps?”


  Nasira had a point. Lys’ brain was having trouble working out exactly how she felt towards the Princess’ breasts. Or perhaps not how she felt, how she could reconcile the animal excitement with her—surely—noble feelings towards the Princess.


  “Describe them, Lys,” said the Princess.


  “Your highness,” said Lys. “Um… they’re quite round… er… they look delicious… mounds of sweetness… your nipples look like flower buds.”


  “A little incoherent,” said the Princess. “But I’ll allow it. Lys, would you like to worship my breasts? I mean lick every inch of them?”


  “Yes, your highness,” said Lys.


  “I would like that too,” sighed the Princess. “But alas. Alright, Lys, I’m going to fuck you now.”


  “Please, your highness,” said Lys.


  “You know I am disfigured?” said Mirabelle, voice faltering. “That’s what they say, anyway. For a woman.”


  “You are perfect, your highness,” said Lys.


  The princess smiled, but wanly. She shuffled up the bed, raised herself on her knees.


  “Oh,” said Lys. “Is that all? I have been in the army long enough to see women with, and men without.”


  “Do you tell me truthfully, servant?” said the Princess.


  “Let me convince you with my mouth,” said Lys.


  “I dare not,” said the Princess. “I must guard against your bite.”


  “But your highness—” began Lys, then stopped herself. “Then do whatever you would like with your staff and my body.”


  “Are you sure?” said the Princess. “I’m going to fuck you… with my cock.”


  “Yes, your highness,” said Lys. She had already given up on reconciling her feelings about nobility and the concept of fucking the princess. All she knew is that she really wanted this to happen. “Please.”


  “I don’t like this ‘your highness’ phrasing,” said the Princess. “What was it you called Nasira?”


  “My lady.”


  “Then you shall call me ‘my princess’,” she decided.


  “Yes, my princess.”


  The princess pulled Lys’ blindfold back down. She manoeuvred down the bed, bent down and suddenly licked Lys’ cunt. Lys quivered and gasped.


  “Mmm,” said the Princess. “Nasira said that we got you very wet. And also that a lick from the Princess would render you speechless.”


  She licked twice more, giggling in delight at Lys’ moans and movement.


  “Are you ready for me?” the Princess asked.


  “Please, my princess,” Lys said. “Yes.”


  She rearranged Lys’ legs and held her girldick just touching the lips of Lys’ cleft.


  “Nas says I should make you wait?” said the Princess.


  “No, my princess, please. I will surely die.”


  The princess laughed. She went slowly, easing her girldick in, inch by inch. Lys felt herself shake and moan, the pressure increasing. The princess withdrew maybe a third its length, and then went in again, slightly faster this time. Lys moaned again, feeling the fullness and the tension. The princess also gave a little grunt, and began to speed up. She brought her hand in to tease Lys’ clit. Lys moaned again, abandoning herself to the feeling of being ploughed. The Princess’ gasps also got louder; Lys was glad she was enjoying her. All she wanted was to be used by her.


  Lys was going to finish soon, she wanted to wait until the princess was there too, but she came. She clamped down, but the girldick was too hard to be pushed out. In fact, after a second, the princess kept going. Tremors raced up and down Lys’ body. She was moaning something incoherent to herself.


  Responding to Lys’ throes, the princess came herself, high-pitched gasps. They rocked their pelvises together until they finally quieted.


  The Princess crawled up and lay on her back next to Lys, her head on Lys’ shoulder.


  “Thank you, my princess,” said Lys.


  “Rest for a little,” said the Princess. “And then I shall use you some more.”


  ⁂


  Lys awoke feeling fantastically sore. She barely remembered getting back to her room. Nasira had got her out of her restraints, kissed her goodnight, and put her to bed. Was that right?


  It was already late; no-one had awakened her. But when she sat up, her attention was immediately drawn to the window, and outside it, a small box placed precariously on the sill. Lys retrieved it; a small blob of wax meant that it was less likely to fall than she had thought.


  Inside the box was a small vial marked with a skull, and another note. Under the bee sigil it said, “You will kill the princess today. We will keep you safe. If you do not, the world will know.”


  Lys sat down on the bed. The note did not fade. Lys looked for a way out, mind buzzing.


  Eventually, she stood, and put on shirt and hose. She left the note half screwed up on the bed, but held the vial in her hand.


  She walked out of the room, and started looking for Nasira and the Princess. As she expected, she found them in the sitting room.


  “Oh, look who’s—” began the Princess, but stopped when she saw her expression.


  Nasira began to get to her feet.


  Lys opened the vial and drank the poison. It tasted of nothing. She dropped to her knees.


  “My princess, my lady,” Lys said. She had to speak fast, she had no idea how long before the poison killed her. “On the battlefield… I was there to murder you, alongside Jak. But I saw you and… well, I fell in love, I suppose. I shouldn’t be embarrassed in my last breaths. Sorry, princess. And then I ended up here, and it was so wonderful. You two made me feel so useful. And Nasira even started to like me. And so, thank you. I won’t go to the torturer or the gibbet, I die here. Please do not think too ill of me.”


  Nasira had knelt down and was hugging Lys. The Princess had also gotten up, and crouched nearby.


  “Why didn’t you tell us, Lys?” said the Princess.


  “And have you lead me to the executioner?” said Lys. “And worse, disappoint both of you. No, this is for the best. If you let me die in your presence, both of you, I’ll be happy.”


  The Princess knelt and hugged Lys as well. Lys thanked them through her tears.


  “It might take a while, however,” said the Princess, holding something up. Lys took a moment to focus her gaze; a signet ring, carrying the seal of a bee-with-dagger.


  “The notes… the poison?” said Lys.


  “The poison was harmless, Lys,” the Princess said.


  “I’m sorry,” said Nasira, through tears. “But it was necessary for the safety of the Princess that we uncovered the truth, and got a confession.”


  “So, it was all a trick,” said Lys, despondently. “And I am for the executioner after all.”


  “Don’t be foolish, Lys,” said the Princess. “You didn’t try to kill me, now or then; you have proved your loyalty at—beyond—the point of death.”


  “So, if you’d like to,” said Nasira, “you should stay with us. Um, even though we tricked you.”


  “Yes,” said Lys.


  “And if you like—” began the Princess.


  “Yes,” said Lys. “I’m still sworn to you, both of you. Please. Now. I want to forget the past.”


  She felt Nasira’s hand begin unbuttoning Lys’ shirt. The Princess was lifting her own dress up.


  “I hope you’re ready to do some worship that I missed out on last night, Lys,” the Princess said.


  “Yes, my Princess.”


  Nasira turned Lys’ face towards hers, and kissed her mouth, fierce and passionate. Then the Princess grabbed her face, and slid her girldick into her mouth.


  Lys made an “umf” sound; the princess’ grip was tight. Nasira licked and nipped at her breasts.


  “We are going to use you right,” said Nasira, roughly. “And you will serve us well.”


  Lys could not reply, but the thrum of her body indicated her approval and her surrender.


  Best Practises in Personnel Management


  Part 1: The Work Week


  Josie awoke with a start. Shit. Had anyone noticed? Falling asleep in an interview was a new low, even for her. She wondered if this was some sort of self-sabotage? She needed this job. True, she didn’t particularly want this job, or any job, but rent and food continued to cost money.


  Mrs Kerr was still reading aloud the contract, in a dry, stentorian voice. Ms Hollie was apparently playing with a pocket-watch, and Miss Maddison was looking at her phone.


  Josie shuffled in her seat. She thought maybe she had gotten away with it. The panel—the Management Panel, they called themselves—was quite attractive, she thought, idly. Mrs Kerr, the CEO, had at least a decade on her, and was quite heavy set, but had a sense of command about her. An imperious milf, perhaps, or a silver fox. Ms Hollie, HR, wore a men’s suit, had even shorter hair, and little make-up, but her features were fine and femme. Miss Maddison, Admin, dressed in a half-buttoned blouse and a short skirt. Her make-up was a little gothy; she had shown Josie into the interview, and Josie had been sure Miss Maddison had taken an admiring eyeful. How many of them were lesbians, Josie wondered?


  “So, is that all clear?” asked Mrs Kerr, jolting Josie from her reverie.


  “Er, yes,” said Josie.


  “Including the part about the nature of the content?” asked Ms Hollie.


  “Sure, yeah,” Josie replied.


  “Well, excellent,” said Mrs Kerr. “We’d like to offer you the job, Miss Stevens.”


  “Oh, yes, great,” she said, surprised. She barely remembered any of the interview, but she must have done alright. Odd; businesses didn’t usually find her useful. She could type, and the company was supposed to be trans friendly, that made it worth a try. Maybe they were just desperate. Well, so was she.


  Mrs Kerr indicated the contract and a fountain pen. Josie hurried out of her chair to sign it; she found, to her surprise, that she was semi-erect. She hunched over as she signed.


  “Welcome to the company,” said Ms Hollie. “It’s a great opportunity for you.”


  ⁂


  Monday morning, and Miss Maddison was waiting for her in reception. She looked Josie up and down with no attempt at concealment.


  “I see you followed our guidance,” Miss Maddison said.


  “Er, yes. Tried to.” Josie had been surprised by the detailed description of what to wear, from the pencil skirts to the shade of lip gloss.


  “Yes,” said Miss Maddison. “We’re a bit old-fashioned as a business. Strict hierarchy, that sort of thing. You will get used to it.”


  Josie hoped she was right: she hadn’t really got along with corporations before. All that guff about being a family, but really they just wanted you to give your life for their bottom line.


  Miss Maddison led Josie to a small office, with the blinds down. An old TV and a pair of headphones sat on the only desk in the room.


  “We’re all keen to get you properly started,” said Miss Maddison. “But unfortunately there are some HR and training videos you have to watch first.”


  She gestured to the chair, briefly putting her hands on Josie’s shoulders as she sat, then leaned across her reaching for the headphones. She smelled good, a scent of myrrh and sandalwood. She put the bulky headphones on Josie, then lifted one and whispered, “I’ll be back when you are done.”


  The television burst to life, a tinny jingle playing through the headphones. Two presenters, in a very seventies-styled set. “Human Resources. What does it mean? For you, and for your company? Think of a family…”


  Josie heard the door close behind her.


  ⁂


  The same door opening awakened her. She’d fallen asleep again. The TV was showing white noise, oddly spiralling, and she thought she could still hear faint voices from the headphones.


  “A bit boring, wasn’t it?” said Miss Maddison, turning off the TV, and then lifting off the headphones. She was very close to Josie, her warm scent enveloping her. Josie had awakened with a raging erection, and she was worried Miss Maddison would press against it. Well, half-worried; it might be nice. She did not.


  “Still, it’s important to know this stuff, isn’t it?” said Miss Maddison.


  Josie surreptitiously wiped the drool off her chin. One of her blouse lapels was wet, she realised.


  “Yes,” she said.


  “Ms Hollie is the head of HR,” continued Miss Maddison. “But, obviously, come to any of the management team with your concerns.”


  “Management knows best,” Josie found herself saying. She wasn’t sure where that had come from, but Miss Maddison gave her a warm smile.


  “That’s the idea,” Miss Maddison said. “Let me show you where you will be working.”


  ⁂


  Ms Hollie met them by the lift. Josie was still walking awkwardly; her pencil skirt made it hard to conceal her erection. Luckily, no-one seemed to have noticed.


  “All yours,” said Miss Maddison, exchanging looks with Ms Hollie. “I think she might do very well.”


  She waved and got back in the lift. Ms Hollie led her through to a large room; there were perhaps a dozen women here, the small desks very spread out.


  “This is yours.” The desk held a monitor, a keyboard, a small machine of some sort, and another set of bulky headphones.


  Ms Hollie also stood close to Josie as she settled; her scent was manly, some cologne, maybe, but that mixed with her girl smell to form a heady perfume.


  “Right,” said Ms Hollie, leaning over her. “The phrases will come over the headphones, with a pause afterwards. You type them out, as best you can. For non-words, just type ‘moans’ or whatever in brackets. Don’t worry about mistakes, we have multiple transcribers. Does that make sense?”


  “I think so, yes,” said Josie.


  “Let’s try one,” said Ms Hollie, “with the headphones out.” She unplugged the cable, and pressed play on the machine. She was uncomfortably close to Josie, who was having trouble focusing.


  “We ought to tell the police, don’t you think?” said the machine. A line from some drama. Josie typed it in; she was a fairly good typist, one reason she had applied for the job.


  “No, please, I can’t go back to jail,” said the machine. She typed it in.


  Ms Hollie stopped the machine.


  “See? Easy enough,” she said. “Press pause if you need the loo, or to take a coffee break or whatever. My office is just down there, if you need anything.”


  Ms Hollie smiled and departed.


  Josie plugged the headphones back in, and pressed play.


  “Well, maybe you will need to let us all ravage you then,” said the machine.


  ⁂


  Josie found the rhythm pretty well; hearing a phrase, typing it in, and then repeating the process. The lines were obviously from some porn, but she supposed that needed transcribing too. There was one about a girl being passed around a woman’s rugby squad, one about a novice in an unusual order, one about a mafia princess and her plaything. Strange that it was all lesbian porn, but she wasn’t complaining. Josie managed to type them in almost unconsciously, though she had an uncomfortable erection most of the afternoon. And she was sure she heard soft voices below the normal audio on the headphones.


  The only strange thing was when she tried to talk to her coworkers.


  “They prefer us not to speak,” her coworker said, after a long pause.


  “Who? Management?” asked Josie.


  “Management knows best,” said her coworker, and went back to her work.


  Her coworkers were a strange lot; mostly wearing the approved company look, but some with lurid pink lipstick instead, others looking dishevelled, some jerking awake at their seats.


  Still, she thought, she’d had worse first days. She went home, masturbated, and fell into uneasy dreams about management.


  ⁂


  “Miss Stevens,” said the headphones, interrupting something about a girl abducted by female aliens. “Please visit Ms Hollie in her office.”


  This startled Josie from the typing-trance she’d been increasingly falling into. She hurried down the room towards Ms Hollie’s office.


  Ms Hollie’s office was large, and quite neat; minimalist, restrained. Ms Hollie was pecking at a laptop, but she gave Josie a look of acknowledgement as she entered. She kept Josie waiting for a few minutes though.


  “How are you finding it?” Ms Hollie said, finally looking up.


  “Um, good, I think,” said Josie.


  “Excellent,” said Ms Hollie, standing and walking round the desk. “There are a couple of things I need to talk to you about. Nothing urgent. But management like to keep an eye on things.”


  “Management knows best,” said Josie, without really knowing why.


  “Exactly,” said Ms Hollie. She approached Josie, standing close behind her. Josie smelled her heady scent again; part of her wanted to relax back into Ms Hollie.


  Ms Hollie used a remote control to turn on a flatscreen behind her desk. Josie recognised some of yesterday’s text.


  “A few spelling mistakes,” said Ms Hollie. She was almost whispering; Josie could feel her warm breath against her ear. “Nothing important. We just want to make sure that it doesn’t become important. Especially when you have that penalty clause in your contract.”


  Penalty clause? Josie didn’t remember that.


  “Just read it for me,” whispered Ms Hollie.


  “Um, ‘Yes, the strap is holy, novice,’,” she read, blushing. “‘The ribbing represents the sacred…’ oh, I’ve made a typo on sacred.”


  “Keep going,” murmured Ms Hollie.


  Josie continued reading, blushing, very aware of Ms Hollies closeness, and of her own erection.


  “May I touch you, Josie?” interrupted Ms Hollie.


  Josie was fairly sure she already was, and she was pretty sure it wasn’t appropriate. “Management may do whatever they like,” she said. It wasn’t what she’d intended to say, but it seemed right.


  “Good girl,” whispered Ms Hollie into her neck. “Continue reading.”


  She slid a hand across her waist. Haltingly, Josie continued to read the protestations of the novice. Ms Hollie slid her hand round to the front, laying it squarely over Josie’s erection. Josie’s reading trailed off; she could feel herself becoming harder under Ms Hollie’s warm hand.


  “Some people,” said Ms Hollie, lips brushing her neck, “were worried this was breaking your clean, corporate lines. Can you make it go?”


  Josie shook her head, burning with embarrassment.


  “Oh. Keep reading, then, while I have a think,” Ms Hollie whispered. Trembling, Josie began to read again. Ms Hollie stretched her palm and began gently rubbing, through skirt and panties.


  “Keep going,” she said, and kissed Josie’s neck. Josie tried. Ms Hollie sped up her rubbing. Josie attempted to focus on her reading, though it was mostly the novice moaning and begging. She relaxed into Ms Hollie; the rubbing was intense, as were the kisses on her neck. Finally, Josie couldn’t read anymore, closed her eyes, and gave a small groan, as she ruined her knickers and skirt.


  “There,” said Ms Hollie, “look, it’s going down already.” She made sure Josie was standing upright, then moved away.


  “As for the spelling,” she said, very casually, as if Josie wasn’t a sopping mess in front of her. “Miss Maddison usually deals with that, but I believe stage one is simply to apologise to management.”


  Josie bowed her head, and found herself saying, “I am sorry for letting management down.”


  “Excellent,” said Ms Hollie, smiling warmly. “Run along then, Josie. Let me know if you have any other problems.”


  Josie went to the bathroom and scrubbed her skirt and panties until it at least looked more like she had wet herself rather than come in them.


  At home, she looked over her contract; there was a rather serious penalty—a training clawback—if she was fired ‘for cause’ in the first few months. She wondered if that was legal? Well, management knows best, she decided.


  ⁂


  The next day, her head wasn’t in it; she kept making typos. She would suddenly find herself actually reading the transcriptions, or thinking of Ms Hollie kissing her neck, or gently caressing her and she’d feel herself swell, even though she had her sturdiest panties on. And then she’d mistype whatever word she was on.


  She was half hoping for a call from Ms Hollie, but when the headphone finally interrupted its programming, it was a summons to Miss Maddison’s office.


  Miss Maddison’s office was a bit of a mess; papers and folders stacked everywhere. Miss Maddison sat on her desk, leafing through a ream of paper.


  “Tut tut,” she said. “Who’s been a naughty girl?”


  “Sorry?” said Josie. She was already blushing for some reason, and was already partially erect.


  Miss Maddison walked over. “I believe Naomi, Ms Hollie, warned you about typos yesterday.” She placed a hand on Josie’s shoulder. “And yet today is even worse.”


  Josie looked down, and said, “I am sorry for letting management down.”


  “Aw, cute,” said Miss Maddison. She leaned closer. “But that is level one. This amount of mistakes is at least level three. You are lucky Mrs Kerr didn’t notice.”


  “W-what’s level three?” Josie asked. Miss Maddison’s closeness made it difficult to think.


  “We are a rather old-fashioned company,” said Miss Maddison. “Level two is on your knees.”


  Josie found herself getting to her knees, almost without thinking. “I am sorry for letting management down,” she repeated.


  Miss Maddison put a hand on Josie’s shoulder, and ran her other hand through Josie’s hair.


  “Can you guess what level three is?” Miss Maddison asked.


  Josie found herself nodding. “I must serve management however they please,” she recited.


  “That’s right,” said Miss Maddison. Josie could see a tenting in Miss Maddison’s skirt. “Use your mouth to apologise.” She lifted her skirt and stepped closer. Her girlcock was curved and elegant, not too large. She had a flowery tattoo around the base, block capital letters intertwined amongst the flowers. “Girl lips here.” Josie kissed the tip and explored with her tongue. Miss Maddison’s scent was intoxicating. She put a hand in Josie’s hair and slowly pulled her onto her girlcock.


  “Show me how sorry you are,” Miss Maddison whispered, and Josie began to bob her head. Going from almost too much—nose butting Miss Maddison’s tattoo—to a more bearable halfway, and back again. Miss Maddison had both hands in Josie’s hair now, and was breathing hard. Her foot was between Josie’s thighs, rubbing on her erection. Josie kept up the bobbing, sucking and tasting. She felt almost drunk on Miss Maddison’s scent, on serving management.


  Miss Maddison’s hands tightened in Josie’s hair, and she began to thrust. Josie tried not to choke, as Miss Maddison’s girlcock pushed deeply into her. A few fast movements and Miss Maddison came, filling Josie’s mouth and throat with her juices. Josie gulped and swallowed, licking and sucking the detumescing girlcock.


  “Very nice,” said Miss Maddison, slightly breathlessly. She stepped back, and offered a hand to help Josie rise. “I knew you’d be an asset to the company. Oh, one more thing…” She scrambled in her handbag, and brought out a tube of lurid pink lip gloss. “Hold still.” She leaned closer, and painted it on top of Josie’s worn lip gloss. “There. I like people to know. Run along now.”


  Hoping no-one noticed her erection, Josie returned to her desk.


  ⁂


  The next day, Josie went slower; she didn’t want to disappoint management with typos. Well, half didn’t want to. She half hoped Miss Maddison would demand an apology; as the day went on, she looked at her lurid lipsticked coworkers with naked jealousy.


  When the headphones called her to Ms Hollie’s office, she found that her semi hardened immediately, like some sort of conditioned dog. Hunched over, she made her way to Ms Hollie’s office.


  Ms Hollie was perched on her desk, and gave Josie a knowing look.


  “Stand up straight,” she said. Her face burning with embarrassment, Josie did so.


  Ms Hollie walked over. “Still having trouble with that,” she said, casually placing her hand on Josie’s erection, through skirt and panties.


  “Y-yes,” said Josie.


  “Would you like me to help?” Ms Hollie asked, softly.


  “Yes,” whispered Josie. “Yes, please.”


  “Take your skirt off, and your underwear.” Josie did as she was told, blushing as Ms Hollie watched her undress. Her erection stood out at an embarrassing angle.


  Ms Hollie took her hand, and led her round the desk, gesturing that Josie should sit on her chair. She leaned against the desk, and began unbuttoning her trousers.


  “I’ve watched you,” Ms Hollie said, slipping her trousers down. “You and Danièle, Miss Maddison.” She shimmied out of her panties. “It made me very wet.” She took one of Josie’s hands and pressed it against her pussy. She was indeed wet. Josie hadn’t known she was being recorded. But management may do whatever they like, she supposed.


  Ms Hollie straddled Josie, and guided herself down onto Josie’s girlcock. She was slick, and Josie felt muscles welcoming her in. Ms Hollie kissed her neck, and then began moving; small thrusts, back curled.


  Josie moaned, and began to thrust back. Ms Hollie groaned, letting Josie take more of her weight, lips brushing Josie’s ear and throat.


  They fell into synchrony; both unified in their thrusting, both gasping in each other’s ears.


  Josie came first, but Ms Hollie’s grip was firm enough that she stayed mostly hard. Then Ms Hollie came as well, a long orgasm, her clenching muscles pushing Josie’s girlcock out.


  She breathed heavily into Josie’s ear for a while, then kissed her delicately.


  “Say thank you,” she whispered.


  “Thank you,” said Josie, automatically.


  “Good.” She stroked the back of Josie’s neck. “Why don’t you have a little sleep?”


  Josie closed her eyes.


  ⁂


  She awakened to a click, and something cold down below.


  “Wha?” she said.


  “A cage,” explained Ms Hollie. She was fully dressed now. “Nice and tight. That will stop you having erections all over the place. I said I’d help you, didn’t I?”


  Josie felt the cage tighten as she reacted to Ms Hollie’s closeness. Ms Hollie grinned.


  “Oh, don’t worry. I have the key, so I can release you at home time. Now put your skirt on and get back to work.”


  When the day ended, though, Ms Hollie was nowhere to be found, and Josie wore her cage home. She had a sleepless night, trying not to think about Ms Hollie or Miss Maddison.


  ⁂


  She was tired the next morning; she kept missing entire lines of transcription, and those that she’d caught were full of typos. She squirmed in her seat, thoughts of Miss Maddison and Ms Hollie mixing with the porn she was hearing (a girl blackmailed by an older lesbian couple). Her cage was very tight.


  When her headphones called her to Mrs Kerr’s office, she briefly wondered if she’d imagined it.


  She knocked timidly on the door.


  “Come,” said Mrs Kerr, sternly.


  Mrs Kerr’s office was enormous, and old-fashioned; wood-panels, pictures of yachts, filing cabinets.


  “Ah, yes, Miss Stevens,” she said, looking up from a file. “A week in. Would you say that it is going well?”


  “N-no, ma’am,” said Josie. Mrs Kerr was a butch, she supposed, and had a solid physicality that Josie found both intimidating and arousing. Her hair was short and white, her features blunt but imperious. Again, she squirmed in her cage.


  “No,” said Mrs Kerr. “You’ve needed attention from both Miss Maddison and Ms Hollie. And yet; inaccurate and slow work.” She shook her head.


  “I am sorry for letting management down,” said Josie.


  “It would be such a shame to fire you, especially when the penalty clause is in effect,” Mrs Kerr said.


  Josie said nothing. The clause would ruin her.


  “Of course,” said Mrs Kerr, “metrics are only half the story. Some employees might not be good at the job, but are… good for morale. Do you understand?”


  “I think so,” said Josie.


  “The management team have very stressful jobs,” continued Mrs Kerr. “Sometimes employees might serve best in releasing that stress.”


  “I must serve management however they please,” said Josie, again from nowhere.


  “Quite, quite,” said Mrs Kerr. “Naomi and Danièle were rather pleased with your behaviour. Should I see for myself?”


  “Y-yes, ma’am.”


  “Very well,” said Mrs Kerr. “Remove your skirt.”


  Josie slipped out of her skirt. Management knows best.


  “And come here,” said Mrs Kerr, standing. “Bend over the desk.”


  Josie did as she was told.


  Mrs Kerr rolled Josie’s knickers down rather brusquely, yet still traced the curve of her ass with her fingertips. Mrs Kerr forced her legs apart, and rattled her cage.


  “Looks uncomfortable,” said Mrs Kerr.


  “Yes,” said Josie.


  “Not much room for an erection,” said Mrs Kerr. “Shame. I expect you’d be quite hard now.”


  “Yes,” Josie squeaked.


  Mrs Kerr chuckled, and placed a hand on Josie’s back, pressing her down effortlessly. Josie heard her scrambling in a drawer for something, then a cold shock of lube being squeezed.


  Mrs Kerr moved closer, and Josie could feel her girlcock pressing against her ass. She felt big, hot and hard. Mrs Kerr rubbed herself along the groove, and then pressed the tip against her asshole.


  “Relax,” said Mrs Kerr. “You must serve management however they please, remember.”


  Josie did remember. Management may do whatever they like. Happiness is obedience and service.


  Mrs Kerr pushed herself in, slowly but inexorably. Josie breathed heavily in and out as Mrs Kerr pushed on. Her cage felt very tight.


  Mrs Kerr paused for a moment, fully in, perhaps allowing Josie to get used to the sensation. Then she began to thrust, slowly and carefully.


  Josie found herself drooling on the old wood of the desktop. She felt painfully full, but the thrusting was stimulating her p-spot, giving a rasp of pleasure on each movement. She gasped, almost silently, trying to take in enough air, as Mrs Kerr got faster.


  Josie moaned, realising that she was leaking through her cage. She was oddly embarrassed by the fact.


  Mrs Kerr was grunting, going slower and deeper now, and Josie was not surprised when she came, although the volume felt remarkable. She felt Mrs Kerr scramble in the drawer again, and as she pulled out, something cold and hard went in.


  Mrs Kerr sat down heavily in her chair. Josie remained bent over, trying to catch her breath.


  “A buttplug,” said Mrs Kerr, eventually. “To help you stay awake.”


  Josie gasped as it vibrated hard in her ass, the sensation also affecting her cage.


  “Say thank you,” said Mrs Kerr.


  “Thank you,” said Josie, unsteady.


  “Right,” said Mrs Kerr. “Get dressed and go about your work. It may be Friday, but there’s still hours to go. And I’ll have Ms Hollie pencil you in for some advanced training as soon as possible. I can see you being very useful.”


  Josie got dressed; it took some time, and she was pretty dishevelled. Her skirt was a mess; her cage was leaking, as were Mrs Kerr’s juices around the buttplug. She sat very upright, as that was the most comfortable position the plug allowed. She thought of Mrs Kerr, Ms Hollie, and Miss Maddison, and shifted in her seat. She put on her headphones and began to work; management knows best.


  Part 2: Overtime


  At five o’clock she felt a hand on her shoulder, and Ms Hollie leaned over and stopped the player.


  “Would you like your cage removed?” Ms Hollie whispered in Josie’s ear. She didn’t stop for an answer, but walked away. Josie scrambled back from her desk and followed her.


  Ms Hollie walked to the lift, Josie at her heel.


  “Not your office?” she asked.


  Ms Hollie took out her pocket watch. “After hours now,” she said. “If you’d rather go home…” Her hand hovered over the ground floor button.


  “No,” Josie said.


  Ms Hollie pressed the fourth floor button. “Management often take work home,” she said. “Luckily we live in the building.”


  The lift door opened onto a small corridor with three doors.


  “In here,” said Ms Hollie, and led her into an apartment. It was decorated in the same minimalist style as her office. Ms Hollie guided her through to a bathroom, and began unbuttoning Josie’s blouse.


  “A shower after work is always nice,” said Ms Hollie. “And you’ve had quite a tiring week.”


  Josie nodded. She was feeling somewhat disconnected, but she let Ms Hollie undress her. “Management may do whatever they like,” she muttered.


  “That’s right,” said Ms Hollie. “Bend over a bit, let’s get that buttplug out. Mrs Kerr can be a bit… robust for a newbie. But with some practice, you will learn how to serve her well.”


  “I must serve management however they please,” Josie recited.


  “Yes,” said Ms Hollie, “but that takes training. And practice. We’ll help you.”


  She produced a key from somewhere, and unfastened Josie’s cage. She found herself becoming erect very quickly, and this kind of brought her to her senses; she was standing naked in a bathroom with her boss.


  Ms Hollie kissed her mouth, roughly, forcing her tongue into Josie’s mouth. Josie surrendered, but it was over quickly.


  “Shower. Wash,” said Ms Hollie, nudging her towards the shower.


  Josie relaxed under the warm water for a few seconds, and began washing, aware of Ms Hollie unashamedly watching her. She felt the burn of a full body blush.


  Ms Hollie was also undressing, very neatly and precisely, folding each piece. Josie wasn’t sure whether she ought to watch or not, so she did. She was almost painfully hard.


  Ms Hollie stepped into the shower, and helped her wash. She also ran her fingers across her breasts and butt, neck and navel. She kissed Josie fiercely again.


  When they were dried, Ms Hollie led Josie through to a bedroom. A guest room, perhaps, judging by the sparseness of decoration. Ms Hollie lay Josie down on the bed, and Josie relaxed, assuming she was going to be fucked. But instead Ms Hollie fetched headphones and a small MP3 player from a side cabinet.


  “Advanced training,” she said, straddling Josie to put the headphones in place.


  “Management knows best,” said the headphones, in almost a whisper, but triple-braided, like three voices speaking in unison. “You must serve management however they please.”


  Ms Hollie used a remote to switch on the flatscreen at the foot of the bed. It was the same swirling white noise she had seen before. The intensity was turned up so high that the whole room reflected the spiralling static.


  Ms Hollie kissed Josie, again, roughly and for a long while. “Management may do whatever they like,” said the headphones. Ms Hollie massaged her breasts, running spirals round her nipples. “The mere presence of management arouses you,” said the headphones. Ms Hollie teased Josie, brushing her pussy against the tip of her engorged girlcock. Josie whimpered, though she couldn’t hear herself above the headphones. Ms Hollie was kissing her again, biting, sucking. With a hand she guided Josie into her, and rocked gently, unhurriedly, as she kissed her collarbone.


  Josie watched the swirling lights on the ceiling, and listened to the voices, as Ms Hollie very gradually accelerated.


  ⁂


  Josie was still wearing the headphones when she awoke in the morning’s light. She tore them off. The flatscreen was also still going, but daylight limited its effect. She was quite well rested, but felt a little bruised. Bites and hickies, and a dull ache in her groin; she wasn’t sure how many times she and Ms Hollie had fucked. It all merged into one. A lot, she guessed.


  She cast about for clothes, or even a blanket; she found none. She needed the loo, so she had no choice but to dash across the kitchen to the bathroom. Ms Hollie and Miss Maddison were sitting at the kitchen table.


  When she returned from the bathroom, wrapped in a towel, Ms Hollie pushed out a chair, and poured her a tall glass of water.


  “Er, where are my clothes?” Josie said, looking down. “I’d better get home.” She already had an erection.


  Ms Hollie smiled. “Unfortunately, management still need you here,” she said.


  “I must serve management however they please,” Josie said, and felt the warm glow of affirmation. Of course, that was right.


  Miss Maddison drew the towel away from her. “You are so pretty,” she said. “Especially your mouth. Don’t you agree, Naomi?”


  Ms Hollie took Josie’s chin and turned her towards her, kissing her fiercely. “Yes. Don’t be too rough.”


  “Hey, you’re the one that’s covered her in hickies,” said Miss Maddison, turning Josie back towards her. “The worst I’ll do is give her an achy jaw.” She kissed Josie, too, more clumsily than Ms Hollie.


  Ms Hollie rolled her eyes. “Just be careful,” she said.


  “Of course,” Miss Maddison said, grinning. She took Josie’s hand, and led her back into the bedroom. She pushed her down onto the bed. “Lie nice and still,” she said, and put the headphones on her. “Management may do whatever they like,” said the headphones. “Management may do whatever they like,” repeated Josie, quietly.


  “Yes,” said Miss Maddison, reaching into her handbag. “Let’s put some lipstick on you.” Her voice sounded faint, but Josie could just about make it out over the headphone voices.


  She straddled Josie, and put the lip gloss on thickly. Josie could feel Miss Maddison’s hard girlcock pressing against her breast.


  “All done,” said Miss Maddison. “Open wide.” She repositioned herself, kneeling over Josie’s head, and inserted her girldick into Josie’s mouth. Josie gulped, as Miss Maddison pinned her between mattress and groin. She licked and sucked desperately. She could just about breathe, but it was all Miss Maddison’s scent.


  Miss Maddison pulled a little way out, and then slammed in again. Josie whimpered, which seemed to encourage Miss Maddison. She started to fuck her mouth with abandon; Josie did her best to suck, but most of the time she concentrated on not choking. “Happiness is obedience and service,” the headphones said.


  Soon enough, Miss Maddison came and Josie swallowed what she could; she had little choice in the matter.


  Miss Maddison slumped off to the side, breathing heavily.


  “Very good,” she panted, snuggling closer.


  “I must serve management however they please,” said Josie. That was true. She was happy to serve.


  “Mmm,” said Miss Maddison. “Listen to your training until I’m ready to go again.”


  She reached down for Josie’s girlcock, and played with it absent-mindedly, keeping it hard, but stilling whenever she approached orgasm. Josie groaned and tried to concentrate on the voices.


  ⁂


  Josie wasn’t sure whether she slept or not, or fell into some sort of trance, or just spaced out. Her erection was aching, tense with need.


  “Turn over,” said Miss Maddison. She was lying next to Josie, her erection level with Josie’s head. She lifted a headphone off one ear. “We can go slower this time. You will lick my cock, kiss it, tongue-bathe every inch, run your tongue across every furrow, suck every crevice. Take your time. If you serve well enough, I might let you come.” She placed the headphone back, and lay down. Josie did as she was told; it didn’t occur to her to do otherwise.


  She kissed around the base of the shaft; she could see traces of her lip gloss, and left more. Miss Maddison’s scent surrounded her. She worked her way up the shaft, and took the head into her mouth, exploring its shapes and textures with her tongue. She took her time. The voices seemed almost like waves now; words so familiar that they didn’t seem like words anymore. She did her job, her service, diligently and thoroughly, because that was what management would want.


  It actually caught her by surprise when Miss Maddison came, but she lapped it up carefully, and kissed the girlcock while it detumesced.


  “You were made to be a cocksucker,” said Miss Maddison, ruffling her hair. “Every time you don’t have a girl’s throbbing cock in your mouth is a mistake.”


  She shuffled down the bed, and turned Josie over again, grabbing her girlcock and gently massaging it. Josie closed her eyes and prayed Miss Maddison would get faster.


  A second hand joined, as someone—Ms Hollie, Josie guessed—lay down on the other side.


  “Having fun, Danièle?” said Ms Hollie.


  “Oh yes,” said Miss Maddison. “I will get so much use from that mouth.” She kissed Josie’s shoulder. “Just trying to decide if she should come. I did promise her, but edging her is such fun. And she’ll probably come later.”


  “That’s mean,” said Ms Hollie, though she kept her hand going at the same gentle pace. “We’re supposed to be good managers.”


  “You’re the one who loves caging them!”


  “Yeah, well, that is pretty funny,” said Ms Hollie. “But the point is to reflect whose decision it is.”


  She kissed and nipped Josie’s breast.


  “Josie, would you like to come?” she said.


  “Yes, please.”


  “Do you understand that your pleasure is ours to give or take?” said Ms Hollie. “It belongs to management to bestow.”


  “Yes,” said Josie. “Management may do whatever they like. Happiness is obedience and service.”


  “See?” said Ms Hollie, tightening her grip and accelerating her caressing. She bent her head and took a mouthful of breast. Miss Maddison did the same on the other side. Josie threw her head back and moaned, listening to the voices, until she felt herself splatter on her own belly.


  ⁂


  A break; Josie let herself be steered to the toilet, and to the kitchen table. She drank water and ate an energy bar. Across the table, Miss Maddison sat, half-dressed and reading her phone. Ms Hollie, wearing a t-shirt and boxers, read a magazine with a graph on the cover. Josie still blushed to be sitting there nude, but if management wanted her to have clothes, they would give her some.


  “You’ve got all the things?” said Miss Maddison, after a while.


  “Yeah,” said Ms Hollie.


  “Because you know last time…”


  “Yes,” said Ms Hollie, a bit shortly. “I remember you losing the vibrator. But I’ve had Claudia check and sterilise everything.”


  “Good,” said Miss Maddison. “We should get started then.”


  ⁂


  The headphones went on again; Josie found the voices comforting now. They understood everything. It was just getting dim enough that she could see the spiral light again; that was welcoming too.


  They lay her on her stomach, pillows under her hips. I must serve management however they please, she thought, and felt the comfort in that statement.


  She heard—distantly—the snap of nitrile gloves being pulled on, and the shock of lubricant being squirted into her. She quivered. Then a probing finger, playing with her asshole, pushing in.


  “Loosen up,” said Ms Hollie. “Mrs Kerr won’t be so gentle this time. It will be a lot easier if you’re relaxed.”


  Another finger was inserted. Ms Hollie twisted her hand and stroked Josie’s prostate. Josie moaned; she was already hard, but this seemed to resonate through her girldick.


  Another finger, and Ms Hollie began to oscillate her hand, a gradual pumping. She went deeper each time, rubbing against the sensitive area on the way. Her breath caught.


  The hand was removed, and Josie felt Miss Maddison line up behind her, and insert her girlcock. Miss Maddison wasn’t that big, but she went deep and hard. Josie breathed sharply and moaned softly. Happiness is obedience and service, she thought.


  Miss Maddison came, pulling out even as she squirted inside. Ms Hollie took her place, smooth plastic inserted into Josie. A strap, she thought, bigger than Miss Maddison’s girlcock. Ms Hollie didn’t waste any time but immediately started thrusting. Josie began making little, open-mouthed moans. Ms Hollie’s thrusts became frantic, and then she stopped.


  Then a buzzing started; ribbed and bulbous plastic entering as the strap withdrew. Josie groaned. Miss Maddison tried a few different angles with the anal vibrator until she found the one that made Josie moan uncontrollably, and then she pressed remorselessly.


  Josie spasmed and came, and she heard Miss Maddison laugh. The vibrator stayed in place.


  She heard the door open, and a fresh hand on her butt.


  “Is she ready?” asked Mrs Kerr.


  “Oh, yes” replied Ms Hollie.


  “Don’t hold back,” said Miss Maddison, removing the vibrator.


  Without hesitation, Mrs Kerr plunged in with her girlcock. She was as big as Josie remembered, and was not gentle this time. Josie gasped. Ms Hollie came over to lay next to her, face inches away, brushing her hair back, and watching intently.


  Mrs Kerr was slamming into her; Josie felt Mrs Kerr’s body slapping against her butt, as she plunged in and out. Mrs Kerr put an arm under her, and lifted Josie on each ‘in’ thrust. Josie moaned and drooled and gasped for air; Ms Hollie watching her face with amusement. She spasmed—as far as she could in Mrs Kerr’s iron grip—and trembled, and found herself coming again.


  Mrs Kerr got even faster and deeper, somehow; Josie wondered if she was being torn apart. “Management knows best,” the headphones said.


  When Mrs Kerr came, Josie almost fainted, quivering as Mrs Kerr’s juices filled her. Mrs Kerr did not withdraw though, she just lay atop Josie, detumescing, letting juices escape.


  “A little rest,” said Mrs Kerr, and snaked a hand up under Josie, grasping a breast and tweaking it cruelly. Ms Hollie kissed her open mouth, and Miss Maddison bit her shoulders.


  Josie wasn’t sure how long it had been when Mrs Kerr got hard again, swelling in Josie’s ass. She started slower this time, thrusting gently as her girlcock grew and grew. She let Josie take more of her weight, her spare hand beneath Josie, hugging her close, pinning her.


  Josie tried to gasp, but Miss Maddison had placed a hand over her mouth, forcing her to breathe through her nose, or through her fingers, not quite feeling she was getting enough air. Management may do whatever they like.


  Mrs Kerr was thrusting faster now, her girlcock sliding through Josie’s messy and abused ass. Josie felt like she was being tossed on the waves, Mrs Kerr handling her like she was nothing, a toy, a cum-sleeve. She tried to scream, but Miss Maddison’s hand was still in place; Ms Hollie still watching in amusement.


  It took a while before Mrs Kerr came again, though just the feeling of her squirting inside caused Josie to come as well.


  This time Mrs Kerr climbed off, leaving her a leaking hole, and slumped on the bed. Someone was kissing her, but sleep enveloped her like darkness.
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  She wasn’t sure how much of that night she’d been conscious for. She remembered eating out Ms Hollie. Was the stickiness between her breasts Miss Maddison or Mrs Kerr? Or both? There was a lot of stickiness everywhere. Some of it was certainly hers. There were bruises and bite marks up and down her body; she remembered where some of them came from. The aches, too.


  The bed was empty now, but Josie could hear voices from the other room. Judging by the sunlight, it was midmorning. On Sunday, she supposed.


  She peeled herself off the bed, dislodging the headphones. The sudden quiet startled her. She had become used to the voices.


  She got up and made her way to the bathroom; the three of them—Mrs Kerr, Ms Hollie and Miss Maddison—were sitting around the kitchen table, and there was someone else behind the kitchen counter. She put her head down and hurried to the bathroom.


  She took a while showering, but no-one called her, so she relaxed under the hot water until her fingertips were all prune-like.


  Swathed in a towel, she finally emerged.


  “Your clothes,” said Ms Hollie, pushing a freshly laundered pile across the table. “You may get dressed.”


  They watched her, of course, as she pulled on the clothes. Mrs Kerr, indulgent but also predatory. Ms Hollie, interested and affectionate. Miss Maddison, amused and hungry.


  The other figure brought a plate and mug out of the kitchen. She was a coworker, Josie realised, she had seen her around. Though now she was naked, apart from a transparent plastic apron, some nipple clamps, and a cage.


  “Ruby is a good cook,” said Ms Hollie.


  Spanish omelette, toast and coffee; Josie suddenly realised how famished she was.


  Mrs Kerr tapped her knee; she was wearing a rather old-fashioned chinoiserie dressing gown. Ruby obediently walked around and perched on her knee; Mrs Kerr stuck her hand beneath the plastic apron and grasped a breast, hard, making Ruby tremble and bite her lip.


  “Her mouth isn’t as good as yours though, Josie,” said Miss Maddison. “You keep choking and gagging, don’t you, Ruby?”


  “I am sorry for letting management down,” said Ruby.


  Miss Maddison waved a hand. “Oh, don’t worry. With all the practising we’re doing, you’ll get it sooner or later.”


  “Most of your coworkers live in the building,” said Ms Hollie. “Much handier for servicing management.”


  “You will too,” said Mrs Kerr. “But it will take a while to arrange. Can’t have girls just disappearing. It takes a bit of work to drop unobtrusively off the radar.”


  “Yeah,” said Miss Maddison. “It’s a pain. But see what effort your management goes through for you? And it will be nice having you… within easy reach.”


  “I must serve management however they please,” said Josie, through a mouthful of egg.


  Ms Hollie smiled. “But for now, you get the rest of the day off.”


  “Rest, relax,” said Mrs Kerr, twisting Ruby’s breast again. “Next week we won’t be so easy on you.”


  Miss Maddison put a shiny cage and a silver buttplug on the table. “Make sure you’re wearing these to work tomorrow.”


  “One’s smaller and one’s larger than last time,” said Mrs Kerr. She smiled. “You can probably guess which.”


  “And welcome to the company,” said Ms Hollie. “It’s a great opportunity for obedience and service.”


  “Happiness is obedience and service,” said Josie, feeling the glow of affirmation. Happiness had been something different once, she vaguely recalled. But she had been mistaken then. She was very pleased that management knew best; she didn’t need to wonder any longer. She was where she could be of service.


  Her Monstrous Hound


  The Almighty is the finest strategist, placing His soldiers exactly where they needed to be. I believed that, even though the reason was hidden from me at the moment. Faith is with you in the dark, cold places, or else it is not with you at all. And the dungeon was definitely dark and cold; chill seemed to seep from the walls and floor, and crawled down the iron chain that led to a manacle about my wrist. I sat in my greatcoat, hugging it about myself, and prayed. The dungeon had—clearly—used to be a cellar; wide, vaulting arches, and a worn flagstone floor. The chains were not a recent addition though; they were rusty, but still strong enough.


  The other women were all gone now. Each chosen by one of the Countess’ hangers-on. They had thought the first one to be a lady-in-waiting, until her predatory smile had revealed her sharp canines. The women had been close to panic before, and whatever reserves of stoicism they had now vanished. They screamed and shouted, prayed and cried. They swore and spat at me, for leading them to their death. But the clamour grew silent, as each vampire picked its meal.


  ⁂


  Torches were the most important thing. Monsters need shelter too, and burning their lairs down was almost as effective as killing them. That went for human monsters too. I have seen several witches—who were granted freedom because small-town magistrates or clergy were unwilling to try them in court—crying bitter tears as their house and possessions burned before them. They would find themselves tried by the Almighty, and He had winter as His sword.


  I had plenty of torches, and enough people, although the village of Heiliger-Hügel had been slow with volunteers. I had my soldiers, of course. They were rowdy and irreligious, unhappy about being assigned to the Witchhunters’ office. Unhappier still at being commanded by a woman, though they had a few amongst their number. The chapel had turned out a few more; farmers, peasants, traders. They had simple tools but strong arms. A few thugs and sell-swords from the inn. Normally, a village’s hostelry will supply a good number of drunk fighters and curious onlookers. But they seemed to have little appetite for confronting this vampire. Still we had enough, and the Lord will protect us.


  The gate to the lair was open, revealing a courtyard beyond. This had been a nunnery once, but a noble had taken it for his manor, and it had changed hands several times.


  We moved cautiously into the courtyard. To my left I had Gunhild, a soldier, huge as any man, and better than most with a warhammer. To my right, a sell-sword named Ingeburg; she was impious, and looked at me in a way that reminded me of Corina, but she was skilled with her sword.


  We were being watched; the inside of the nunnery was dim but I saw faces spying from the windows.


  “Surrender,” I shouted. “By order of the Office of Witchfinders, surrender vampire, and beg the Almighty for mercy.”


  ⁂


  A servant brought me food and water; she had the swarthy and dark-eyed look of a foreigner. Though she, at least, was no vampire.


  “Free me,” I said. “And we will both escape.”


  She looked at me blankly; a simpleton, perhaps.


  “My mistress is very angry with you,” she said, finally. “I certainly do not wish to make her angry at me, too.”


  “It is the wrath of your Almighty you should be afeared of,” I said.


  She just gave me a sneering look, and left.


  The water was in a ceramic jug; I dipped a finger in to check whether it was some noxious substance. But, no, it appeared to be water, cold and clear. I took several large gulps.


  The food was simple bread and cheese; again, I checked for any sign of unholy tampering. I could see none; but I wondered still whether there was some subtle corruption. A brave rat approached, sniffing, and I made up my mind, and ate. I would be strong for whatever opportunity the Almighty saw fit to provide.


  ⁂


  The Countess was evil; I could tell that at once. She emerged onto a balcony and looked down at us with disdain. The Countess was demonically beautiful, and very arrogant in manner. She carried a glass of red liquid, casually, almost spilling it. A gray wolf walked at her heel—the monster’s monstrous hound. Behind her was a veiled figure wearing some twisted, scarlet version of a nun’s robes.


  “The gate,” the Countess said, “is open. Turn around, Witchfinder, and thank your god that you found us on a night when our appetites were already sated.”


  I levelled a flintlock at her. “Surrender, hellspawn, or die!” To indicate how serious I was, I jerked my aim over to her wolf, and fired.


  The sound was infernal; the dying screams of a wolf. The Countess bent immediately to it, like a master to a beloved hound.


  The gates swung shut behind us.


  “Kill the men,” hissed the Countess, “and capture the women.”


  Doors and windows were flung open, and the servants of darkness swarmed out.


  ⁂


  The next time a servant brought me food, two shadows came with her, standing beyond the candlelight.


  “Is that you, unholy fiends?” I shouted.


  The Countess stepped forward into the light, leaving the other shadow in darkness. I was startled by the raw hatred in her steely eyes. I flung the trencher at her; she stepped aside easily. She bent to pick up the bread, dusting it off. And then suddenly she was on top of me, a hand around my throat. She forced me to my feet; I struck out with my free hand, and kicked. She paid it no mind, as if I were a child throwing a tantrum. Her cool hand was around my neck, not crushing, but tight enough that I could feel her talons against my nape. She looked me in the eye, and I felt my fight drain away. Her eyes were the grey of old swords, of cobwebs, of the moon behind clouds. They were cold and merciless.


  “You need to eat,” she hissed, bringing the hunk of bread to my mouth. “So eat. Starvation is too easy a death for you.”


  I nibbled at the bread; I do not know why I obeyed, only that I did. It was dry, or maybe my throat was.


  “You do not know how much effort it is taking not to snap your neck,” said the Countess. “It is only the thought of keeping you alive and suffering that stays my hand. You shot my Hippolyta, my wolf, my bravest and most loyal companion. So be assured, we will devise some method of keeping you alive, and in agony, for years. My predecessor had a torture chamber; it’s all boarded up and dusty, of course. I could never see the point until now. So eat, mortal, so you live while I learn the torturer’s art upon you.”


  She let go, and I slumped, sliding down the wall. The Countess walked away. The remaining shadow also turned, a glint of gold at eye level.


  The servant put the cheese back on the wooden plate, and put it in front of me.
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  Most of my force died or were disarmed quickly. Gunhild kept them at a distance with her warhammer, as she backed towards the gate. But when she turned to try to get it open, the vampires swamped her.


  Ingeburg had immediately climbed, with remarkable agility, onto a low roof, and had run for the perimeter. But a huge vampire jumped onto the roof before her. Ingeburg attacked with her rapier; the vampire parried with her bare arms, before grasping Ingeburg in a bear hug.


  ⁂


  The trencher tonight had a chicken leg rather than cheese. I looked at the servant questioningly.


  “Just what we had,” said the servant. “The Countess makes sure her herd eats well, and I thought you could do with some variety.”


  “I see no chains about you,” I said. “Why do you not escape?”


  “As I said, it would make the Countess angry,” said the servant, “and maybe sad. I hope she would be. Life isn’t bad here. Besides, escape where? In a harsh land, where people mutter at your very being? Where my best hope is finding service to someone who doesn’t care if I live or die?”


  “At least you won’t be serving a child of Satan!” I said. “At least you will have church on Sundays; your soul might be saved.”


  She sneered. “Your churchgoers have damned me many times. At least, as one of the Countess’ herd, I am free of their judgement.”
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  The veiled vampire leapt at me; I fired my second flintlock in its chest, but that did little to slow it. I dropped both flintlocks, and drew my sabre; the vampire was unarmed. Its veil was metallic and gold; I could see only the occasional glint of eyes. I thrust with my sabre, but it twisted aside, almost casually. It hit the side of my blade with the palm of its hand, and my sabre shattered. The infernal army overwhelmed me.
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  I awoke to find the Countess standing close, looking down at me. Her servant stood behind with a flickering candle.


  “On your feet,” she ordered. She was dressed more lightly than last time; a sheer black robe, showing a shameful expanse of pale skin. I struggled to my feet and started to mutter a prayer.


  The Countess reached for me, and lifted my chin. “I, and my advisor, have decided on your punishment,” she said. I kept praying; this hellbeast might torture me, but the Almighty would not abandon me.


  “Stop that,” said the Countess, staring me in the eye. Her irises were like antique silver coins. “You will no longer pray to your god. He has abandoned you.” The prayer died on my lips. I tried to recite it again, but my mind refused.


  The Countess smiled. “I always forget how fragile human faith is. But like the human body, it dies very easily.” She put her hands on my shoulders. “Thirst: three days. Hunger: maybe seventy days. Pain: it depends, but your heart gives out before long. The ways to torture mortals are actually quite limited.”


  “I’m… I’m sorry for your wolf,” I said, my courage faltering.


  The Countess smiled again, showing her sharp canines.


  “Vampires do not accept apologies,” she said. “They exact revenge, piece by bloody piece.”


  She pulled me in, as if into an embrace; my body thrummed with her evil. She bit down into the side of my neck. It is painful, but not as painful as I imagined. But the feeling of losing blood, of having your life force sucked out, is obscene. Like when Corina… no. I tried to banish the memory, as usual, with a prayer. But there was nothing.


  The Countess stopped the bite, and licked the wound with her long tongue. I felt weak; remaining standing up was an effort.


  The Countess pressed me back against the cold wall. She bared her teeth again, but this time deliberately nicking her lower lip with a fang.


  She leaned in and pressed her mouth against mine. By some infernal instinct I opened my lips; she drove her tongue in. I sighed, strength and faith gone, and relaxed into the demonic kiss. Then I felt her blood, a few drops; heady, icy. I felt a strange innervated sensation down my throat, into my stomach.


  Then she pulled back, and some demon-infused part of me was saddened. The Countess smiled. “It’s a shame we need to torture you; you would have been good livestock,” she said. She turned and vanished into shadow.


  ⁂


  The next time I awoke, I was sweltering. It didn’t make any sense; the dungeon was always cold. Nonetheless, I removed my greatcoat. It was awkward with a wrist bound; I had to push it up the chain. Several of my outer clothes followed it, and for a while it looked like the heat would not abate. But finally the sweating stopped, and I became more comfortable.


  However, that’s when the hunger started.


  I have been hungry before, of course. In a few cases—long marches in rough territory—seriously hungry. But this quickly grew into something so far beyond that. The desperate feeling in the pit of your stomach multiplied tenfold; a screaming, gnawing hunger, coiled around my insides.


  A curious rat scurried across my cell; I leapt, faster than I had ever moved, to the full extent of my chain. My other hand closed around the furry body, tightly; crushing bones and killing it. Part of me was disgusted, but that part was tiny compared to the hunger.


  ⁂


  The hunger was increasing again by the time the Countess and her servant returned. She smiled at the exsanguinated rat corpse.


  “I forgot about that,” she said. “One of Hippolyta’s jobs is keeping the rat population down.”


  I barely heard her; I was nearly fainting at the delicious smell from the servant. Warm and meaty and spicy; a gravy overflowing with juices and herbs. My mouth watered. I thought that maybe she had food in the sack that she carried; but no, it was her, her blood.


  I leapt again, to the full extent of my chain, grasping for the girl. She was out of range, unfortunately, and the Countess stepped in front of her. I pulled at the chain and snapped my teeth.


  The Countess smiled. “Your transformation was quite rapid,” she said. “Another few hours and you might have broken that rusty old chain. But don’t worry, I have a new one.”


  She gestured back to the servant, who handed her something metallic from the sack. A thick and shiny chain, and a collar of the same material.


  “Silver infused steel,” said the Countess, reaching for my neck. “Much more robust than old iron.”


  I could bite her, I realised. Theoretically. But every instinct in my body was telling me not to. She would win, of course, but beyond that there was an inclination to cower.


  She lifted my chin and snapped the collar into place. It was heavy and solid. The Countess took the silvery chain over to the wall, and passed it through a massive iron ring, securing it in place with a shiny lock. 


  The Countess came back over to me, and grasped the rusty manacle. With a twist of her fingers she broke it, and it dropped to the ground. She still held my wrist though.


  “Your flintlock ball struck Lyta’s front leg,” she said, running her fingers up my arm. “Shattering bones. Massive blood loss.” She stroked my arm. “You heal very quickly now. But a silver spike in the right place will keep you in agony, unable to heal, and unable to die.” She squeezed my arm, and then backed off.


  “You can feel the hunger now, can’t you?” said the Countess. “The scent of Tzivya’s sweet blood. You smell it don’t you? Imagine how it is to taste it, to have it fill your mouth.” She pulled the servant towards her; she—Tzivya, I suppose—was unresisting, presenting her neck to the Countess. She bit, and the scent became overpowering. She took merely a taste, but Tzivya sighed and rubbed against her. I was drooling.


  “The hunger will get worse, so much worse. In a century it might kill you. A vampire of my acquaintance used to punish his political rivals in a similar way. He would bind them tightly in silver chain, so that it bit into their skin, throw them in an iron coffin, and have them buried. In fifty years, he would dig up the most feral, insane vampire one could imagine; driven quite mad by hunger and pain. A guard dog, a weapon, if he needed one. If he didn’t, he would toss a cat in there, and bury them again.” The Countess kissed Tzivya’s neck. “He stopped having political rivals. I assure you, I was quite apolitical when I killed him.” Her eyes blazed. “Hippolyta is in the chirurgeon’s quarters at the moment, unconscious, between life and death. If she dies, then you will spend the rest of your long, long unlife with a spike through your arm, bound in silver and buried in iron.” She smiled, meanly. “If she lives, I might be persuaded to make your punishment slightly less cruel. Maybe give you to the chirurgeon; she was quite interested in your punishment.”


  ⁂


  The Countess was right; the hunger did get worse. A gnawing pain that refused to let me rest. The rats quickly learned to avoid my range. I shouted and screamed. I tore my clothes. I tried to remember how to pray. I cried. The only thing that allowed me a few seconds of escape was to think of Corina, and let old pain swamp the new. No, that wasn’t true. If I put my hand between my legs, like some slattern, that was an escape too. I thought shamefully of Ingeburg, the Countess, the servant, and Corina, all in an effort to keep the hunger at bay. Corina, I swore, I would never demean by imagining her so; but she was the most vivid vision for my sin.


  Time was hard to track in the cellar, even harder in my current state, but I had the feeling that it had been only days. I despaired at the thought of months, years, decades ahead of me.


  ⁂


  I smelled Tzivya’s scent before she had fully opened the door. I almost fainted; it was so strong and toothsome. I thought about my teeth around her neck, an artery pumping into my mouth, draining her dry. She was carrying two buckets, which she put down just within the room, then exited again. The door was open, so I could still smell her. She came back a while later with a mop and a box. She sat on the step and waited.


  “Come over here,” I called. "I want to talk."


  She just rolled her eyes and shook her head. I resigned myself to just smelling her and tried to ignore the hunger.


  In a few minutes, the Countess arrived. I felt the same instinct to cower that I had before.


  “According to my chirurgeon,” said the Countess, without preamble, “Hippolyta will live. For a few days she has been improving, but now the healer is confident she will live.” There was a look of genuine relief on her face.


  “Good. Could I have some blood, please,” I said, ashamed by how much pleading was in my voice. “Please, Countess, I’m so hungry.”


  “Good,” said the Countess. “I’m still angry with you. You tried to kill my wolf. I’m not going to bury you, but you’re still going to be punished. The rest of us are having a banquet; meat and wine for the herd, the blood of the herd for us vampires. You’ve never tried blood from a replete and tipsy girl; it is truly excellent. Obviously, you won’t get to taste it. But don’t worry, you will get to smell it. I thought it might be a nice punishment. Lots of delicious smells. Watching us eat.”


  In truth, my first thought ran to scraps; blood splatters, or maybe a girl that isn’t quite drained. I nodded eagerly.


  The Countess looked over to Tzivya, who handed her something from the box.


  “I had the smith make a device,” the Countess said. “To help you behave.”


  It was a muzzle.


  “Iron and leather and a bit of silver,” the Countess said, getting closer. “And look, it even has ears on the head straps.”


  I backed off, but the Countess simply grabbed my chain and pulled me closer. Again, the fight went out of me. The Countess pulled the muzzle over my head, straightening the straps, before fastening it with a solid click at the back of my neck. She took out a small silver lock and secured it.


  “Good,” said the Countess, showing her canines. “Let’s properly prepare you.”


  The Countess reached for my petticoat, torn and dirty as it was. With her thumb she split the fabric and yanked it off me. The same with all my undergarments, until I was standing naked before her. I wanted to hide, to cower, but the hunger told me just to obey. If I obeyed, I would get closer to blood.


  “She’s pretty,” said Tzivya, walking closer, carrying the two buckets.


  “You just like vampires, Tzivya,” said the Countess, with amusement. She grabbed both buckets, and walked up to me. She tipped one bucket over my head. It was water, cold. I didn’t really feel cold anymore, but my body still had memories, and compulsively shivered.


  “Tzivya,” said the Countess. “Use the mop.”


  “She could grab me,” Tzivya said, almost as if she was reading my mind. I was thinking about opening her wrist and spraying it through the muzzle. I could get a mouthful before the Countess intervened, couldn’t I?


  “If she harms you, or any of the staff,” said the Countess, “I will break every bone in her hands, and stuff them into tiny iron and silver mittens, and lock them in place forever.”


  The hunger still argued that it might be worth it, but what remained of my rational mind won. I looked away.


  “See?” said the Countess.


  Tzivya used the mop on the most grimy spots; I tried to cower away, but the Countess moved closer and forced me upright.


  The second bucket rinsed me off.


  “Good,” said the Countess. I noticed that no new clothes were forthcoming; I tried to use my hands to cover myself.


  She unlocked my chain, wrapping it several times around her wrist. She looked at me like I was forgetting something.


  “On your hands and knees,” the Countess said.


  ⁂


  The scent of this room was so overwhelming, so disorienting and wonderful, that I did not know what to do. The clamour of scents was so intense I could barely make out what was actually going on. I was embarrassed by my nudity, but no-one else had really noticed. The Countess indicated a space next to her chair—throne really—and I had sat in it. I fought my hunger with obedience, compliance, but I was not sure it was going to win.


  The room was richly decorated with rugs and wall-hangings but I barely saw them. As a witchfinder, I had read many lurid accounts of satanic orgies; I had never expected to see one. Or to scent one; the frustrating aroma of blood was mixed in with the smell of arousal. I could pick out individual scents, blood scents, of the women. The mortal women, for the vampires were all female too.


  There was a naked woman being taken from behind by a vampire, the huge one, looking none the worse for her fight with Ingeburg. Her fangs were in the woman’s neck as they rutted like animals. The woman’s blood had the wild scent of abandon.


  Another woman—Gunhild, I realised—was on a table, writhing under the ministrations of half a dozen vampires. They bit her—neck, thigh, breast—but also groped and kissed her. Her moans contained at least a measure of pleasure. Her blood smelled rich and deep.


  Most of the women from the cellar were here; not dead, but caught up in this infernal celebration of blood and sex. All were either unclad, or dressed in the flimsiest of garb. One woman sat with each wrist in a vampire’s maw. Ingeburg had a vampire between her legs. Another was kissing the feet of the veiled vampire, while she whipped her back with knotted leather.


  I shut my eyes against the obscenity, but that only intensified the smell of blood. I whimpered.


  Closer by, Tzivya was on the Countess’ lap, drinking wine from a bottle while the Countess undressed her. The Countess was being quite delicate in her unbuttoning. If I was her, I would simply plunge my fangs into her neck, and pin the servant down while I drained her. I rubbed my thighs together feeling both appetite and—infernal, demonic—arousal. Maybe this was all judgement from the Almighty. I have thought about women in an unnatural way; maybe this is my punishment.


  Tzivya slid off the throne; she was wearing only a petticoat. The Countess slipped forward, as Tzivya knelt.


  Then I gasped in shock; the Countess had a male member! Could it be a demonic spell? Or… Corina had said that some women do. I had dismissed that as an obvious lie, but now… 


  At any rate, Tzivya was unhesitating, and took it into her mouth in the manner that whores are said to. I watched in bizarre fascination, as Tzivya ran her mouth up and down the Countess’ shaft. I could smell the arousal in her blood. But, also, I was not immune. I had, of course, seen men’s manhoods before; not willingly, or for long. They interested me even less than they did most women of good character. But the Countess’ shaft was enthralling. And beneath Tzivya’s petticoat I saw another member, a little smaller but just as hard. I could tell from her scent that Tzivya was a woman, a mortal woman. The realisation that I had doubly wronged Corina, all those years ago, almost startled me from my bloodlust.


  I watched as Tzivya went deeper, and then gulping down whatever evil seed the Countess’ could produce. Tzivya giggled, wiping her lips.


  The Countess lifted Tzivya into her lap; Tzivya presented her neck, and the Countess bit down. The scent of blood and arousal made my already confused head spin.


  Though she drank deeply, the Countess did not drain Tzivya; eventually she stopped, licked the wounds closed, and held her while she slept. This was true of the other vampires; I could see no death among their victims.


  A few drops of blood lay on Tzivya’s naked breast. I could smell them individually, like rubies against a background of gold.


  “Please, Countess,” I whispered, “may I have a taste.”


  The Countess sighed, and lifted the drops of blood with a single talon.


  “Call me Mistress,” she said.


  I was not going to call a vampire, a hellbeast, mistress. My loyalty was to the Office of Witchfinders, and to God. But the blood…


  “Yes, Mistress,” I said, quietly.


  She poked her finger through the muzzle, and I sucked at the blood. The taste was so much better than rats; lively and spicy like Tzivya herself. She left her finger in my mouth so that I could lick and suck for anymore of Tzivya’s blood.


  ⁂


  I was starving again by the following evening, of course. The Countess had locked me back in the cellar as morning approached. The few drops of blood had stilled my hunger for almost an hour, and slowed it for several more, but it was howling by the time Tzivya opened the cellar door. She looked at me suspiciously.


  “The Countess says I am to take you upstairs,” Tzivya said. “You remember what she said about your hands?”


  “I do,” I said, and dropped down to my hands and knees.


  She warily walked past me, and unlocked the chain. I could run now, I realised. I could easily yank the chain out of her hand. Run into the forest. Maybe find badgers and foxes to drink. Or maybe a peasant. And soon enough I’d have a militia looking for me. I could try to turn myself in to the authorities, but the absolute best case would be a nice execution. There was no point escaping, not if I wanted to live. I walked nicely to Tzivya’s heel.


  “The Countess is going to give you to the chirurgeon, you know?” said Tzivya. “As a reward for her healing Hippolyta.”


  “I’ve heard,” I said. “What’s the chirurgeon like?”


  “Reserved. A bit weird, with that veil. And rather rough, sexually,” said Tzivya. “With the herd, at least. I don’t mind that, though I could barely walk afterward. But she did give me a salve for it. Gruff compassion, I suppose. She’s a good chirurgeon. If a vampire has been too enthusiastic with your blood, or you just trip in the courtyard, she’ll fix you up. Well, you won’t need that, of course. But she’s the reason the Countess isn’t burying you. The Countess trusts her as an advisor, and getting the Countess to listen to anyone is tricky.” She said the last with warmth.


  We reached the hall again. There was a crowd of vampires, and some people, clustered near one of the great fires. The Countess made shooing motions to the crowd, who quickly dispersed.


  The wolf lay on the carpet; her foreleg was braced and bandaged. She looked across at me, and growled. The veiled vampire—the chirurgeon, unless there was more than one veiled vampire—touched the wolf’s shoulder, and it stilled.


  “She does not like you,” said the Countess, taking my chain. “Rightly so. And you sit in her spot. Luckily, you will be the chirurgeon’s responsibility soon.” The Countess nodded to the veiled figure.


  The Countess led me over to the side of her chair, and the night’s activities proceeded in much the same way as the previous night; a hellish orgy. But one where I am hoping for drops of blood. It appalled me just how quickly I had got used to the debauchery.


  This time the Countess used a wineglass to save a mouthful of Tzivya’s blood. She dipped her finger in it, and I could not conceal my hunger. I whined.


  The Countess looked meditative for a moment, then sucked her finger. “Mmm, still nice and fresh. Would you like some?” The scent of it was overpowering.


  “Yes, mistress,” I answered quickly.


  “Hmm,” the Countess said. “But what do you have to offer?”


  I thought. I had little. I doubted she would react well to ‘a pardon for your devilry’.


  “My… my blood?” I offered.


  “Oh my,” said the Countess. “You’re a vampire, hound. Your blood is unappetising to us.”


  I said nothing.


  “Well, since you have nothing to offer…” She swirled the wine glass.


  “Wait,” I said. “My… my body,” I whispered.


  “I didn’t quite hear that.”


  “My body,” I repeated, louder. I was ashamed, but fixated on that blood.


  “Oh,” said the Countess. “So you are offering your pussy to be pounded?”


  I wanted the floor to swallow me up, but not as much as I wanted that blood.


  I nodded.


  “Out loud,” said the Countess.


  “Yes,” I said.


  “Or,” said the Countess, “as some prefer, your mouth to pleasure womanhoods and pussies, filling your throat with the juice of girls.”


  “Yes,” I said.


  “And,” said the Countess, “your arse for sodomy, of course?”


  “Y-yes.”


  “And all that for a mouthful of blood?” said the Countess.


  I imagined magistrates, clergy and witchfinders looking at me. But I was a vampire now, or a hound; at any rate I would never be a witchfinder again. I cannot pray. There would be no heaven for me. But maybe there might be blood.


  “Yes,” I said.


  “Are you not a chaste witchfinder?” said the Countess.


  I shook my head. I really wasn’t, anymore.


  “Our vampires are used to talented sexual partners,” said the Countess. “Tzivya, for instance, is very highly skilled with her mouth.” Tzivya snuggled against the Countess. “Now, occasionally, a useless hole is enough, when there is also delicious blood. But yours is unappetising, and you obviously have no technique.” She swirled the blood again. “Still your willingness to whore yourself out is noted.”


  Tzivya leaned over to me. “Are you a virgin?”


  “Of course,” I said. “I am unmarried, nor has any man persuaded me to his bed.”


  “Oh, by that definition, I am a virgin too!” said the Countess. “I am so chaste!”


  “You obviously like women,” said Tzivya. “Have you bedded any girl?”


  “No,” I replied, but some misguided fealty to Corina made me append, “sort of.”


  “Sort of?” said the Countess, raising an eyebrow. “Tell us that story.”


  “No,” I said. “It is my shame.”


  “Excellent,” said the Countess. “Well then, you have two choices to earn your blood. One, you tell us that story, or, two, you submit sexually to a woman of my choosing. Or three, no blood, of course.”


  “Two,” I said. The Countess looked surprised, but then shrugged. “Tzivya, proceed, I know you have been looking.”


  The Countess positioned me on the rug in front of her, on my back, and stepped on the chain, limiting the amount I could move my head.


  Tzivya crouched over me and grinned. I was expecting her to slam her member into me, and I was planning on exercising stoicness. But she started with her fingers; running them up and down my folds. She was so warm and full of life and when I looked at her she was smiling, like she was having fun.


  I whimpered. God would not approve, but I was beyond His gaze now. It was a relief.


  Tzivya’s fingers were brushing deeper now; I was embarrassed by how wet I was. I felt the crowd’s eyes—humans and vampiric—on me. I felt exposed, completely exposed, but unjudged.


  “Shall I fuck you, dog?” said Tzivya. I nodded, urgently; my muzzle, collar and chain rattling.


  Tzivya eased her member into me; it might have been small compared to the Countess’, but it seemed large enough to me. Tzivya went gently though. Her member’s hardness and the fact that it was blood-filled made something inside go soft and wild. I moaned.


  Tzivya began to thrust, and I began moving in unison; I didn’t know exactly what I was doing, but I tried. The feel of her thrusting inside me was incredible, and I wanted her deeper.


  She reached down to above her thrusting member and stroked that spot that makes me writhe. My moans turned into screams. I was beginning to see why people liked coitus.


  Tzivya finished, squirting her seed inside me; this sets me off, and I shook and trembled with unholy pleasure. Waves of it. Tzivya stayed in place, in me, though her member was becoming softer.


  I gasped and moaned, and finally I am still.


  Tzivya crawled off me, and the Countess handed her the glass. I had turned my head to the side, still breathing hard. She pulled on the muzzle, straightening my head.


  “Open wide, mutt,” she said, and carefully poured the blood past the mesh and into my awaiting mouth.


  ⁂


  The next evening the Countess asked, “Do you tell us all that story, or, do you submit sexually to two women of my choosing?”


  Gunhild and Ingeburg were less skilled than Tzivya, although equally energetic. Gunhild had a fake member, in lacquered wood, and a leather harness to hold it. Sitting up, facing Gunhild, impaled on her wooden cock, I felt a comfortable sense of helplessness. Gunhild held my hips and bounced me up and down. She didn’t look me in the eye though.


  Ingeburg did. By this point, I wasn’t surprised to see she had a member; smaller than Tzivya’s, though she swung it proudly. She sat behind me, shuffled in close, and pushed her member up my fundament. Both she and Gunhild played, groped, pinched my breasts. The feeling of being pinned, double-impaled, and mauled by these two fine examples of vital womanhood, was wonderful.


  ⁂


  “This is becoming like a fairy tale,” said the Countess, bemusedly. “The story or three women?”


  I didn’t know these women at all, and we didn’t get much of an introduction. Because of my muzzle, there were more women than I had holes to offer, but they formed an ingenious relay. They moved around me, fucking, groping, biting, until I was a quivering mess.


  ⁂


  On the seventh evening, something was different. The wolf was lying in my spot next to the Countess’ throne. Her paw was still bandaged, but more lightly. She looked at me, sighed, and looked the other way.


  The chirurgeon was standing nearby, and, at the Countess’ signal, Tzivya handed my chain to her instead.


  “Yes, hound,” said the Countess. “I’m passing you to our chirurgeon. She will decide how to punish you from now on. She is a little harsher than me, so be good.” The Countess swirled a glass half-full of blood. “I was rather looking forward to seeing you fucked by half the room. You are quite a slut for a chaste girl. But you get one less choice today; the story or starvation.”


  “I can’t,” I said, turning to first the Countess then to the chirurgeon. “Please?”


  The Countess shrugged. “Then no blood. How many evenings can you resist, I wonder? You will surrender in the end. Isn’t it better to get it over with?”


  She was right, of course. I had hoped a lifelong secret would last longer against the hunger. It did not.


  ⁂


  When I was a young woman, I went to university. A modern university for young ladies. My parents had enough trouble finding husbands for my older sisters, so they gave me permission with some relief. It was there I met Corina. She was studying herbalism and animal husbandry.


  She was very shy and tended to hide in corners. She was striking rather than pretty, and was self-conscious about the fact. But I found myself gazing at her.


  I forced her to be my friend; she was very reluctant, at first. But after a couple of years, we had become fast friends. We would spend many evenings in her room, studying and talking. But I began to become aware that there was a problem. As our friendship grew, I began to feel an… unnatural warmth between us. I had heard this mentioned, of course, that foolish females sometimes confused friendship with something unholy. But I was sure that Corina felt the same way.


  One evening, I listened to Corina recite the structural elements of snail shells; she got it right, including the columellar plait, which she usually forgot. She looked so adorable, I kissed her on the cheek. She stopped in surprise, then kissed me back on my cheek. Then I kissed her mouth.


  I explained, of course, that what we were doing was against God’s will, His design. Corina said that I was the most pious person she knew, and if it was wrong, I would know about it. And that philosophy worked for me, although I would later call it Satan’s enticement.


  Kissing became more, until one night, I parted my legs for Corina, and she put her mouth on me, and…


  It was incredible; her warm tongue licking and probing, her mouth nuzzling and nibbling. I had to bite my fist to save myself from screaming euphorically.


  When I had finished we both rested, and Corina fell to sleep. I thought it would be a pleasurable surprise if I returned the favour. I lifted her skirt and… well, I do not need to tell you what I found. Corina tried to explain, but I thought that was all nonsense and lies. I fled in tears.


  I told my family, omitting certain elements, and they told the university principal. I thought she would simply be expelled; that perhaps she could be persuaded to abandon what I thought was unnatural dress and behaviour. I even dreamed we might marry someday. But, of course, the accusations multiplied, and there was no-one to speak for her. Witchfinders and magistrates were brought in. She was a predator, a warlock, a worshipper of Satan.


  I don’t know what happened in the end; I stopped following the events, but I cannot imagine it was good. I told myself that this was right.


  I left university. I ploughed into the bible and went to the Witchfinders’ Academy. I told myself that Corina was an emissary of the devil, that this was a sign from the Almighty that I should seek out other evil.


  But I never really believed it. I wish I had listened to her explanations. I wish I hadn’t reacted in haste.


  I am so sorry.


  ⁂


  I told the story, with pauses and sobbing. The vampires and their girls were silent. They were judging me now, and rightly so. It seemed so stupid now.


  “Look up,” said the Countess.


  She tilted the wine glass, pouring the content through the muzzle but at a greater distance than usual. Some of it went in my mouth, but other bits splashed off the wires, or splattered my face and body.


  “It is my turn to tell a story,” said the Countess, and the room hushed. “One day, perhaps fifteen years ago, I was returning here having dealt—pointedly—with some vampire fussing. I was in my stagecoach, of course, rushing through the forest in the deepest part of night, when I smelled a woman alone in the woods. Well, you all know how courteous I am…” There was some laughter. “So I had Ilse stop the coach, and took off for a hunt. She was not far. Nor was she in any state to escape. In fact, it looked like taking a drop of blood would kill her. She was evidently fleeing something. Half her face was bandaged, and I saw other dressings under her filthy clothes. I smelled pain in her blood, but also the scent of healing herbs. I carried her back to the coach, and gave her some mortal food and wine.”


  The Countess paused, surveying her listeners. “She really didn’t want to talk about her history, but I am curious, and possessed of a commanding demeanour. She was fleeing from witchfinders, and their mobs. She had been beaten and burned; it was lucky that she had some skill with the apothecaries’ art, or the simple pain would have killed her. She talked of a girl she had loved, or loved still, that had betrayed her. I know the anger of betrayal. Before the journey was complete, I washed a small patch of her shoulder clean, with wine, and turned her.”


  I felt something like shock settle over me.


  “We vampires heal fast, but burns are the slowest to heal,” said the Countess. “Back here, she picked out clothing and a veil to hide her disfigurements, and resumed her studies. The healing is long complete, of course, but, I suppose Corina is still reserved, unlike her sire.”


  I was crying. “Is it true?” I said, turning to the chirurgeon.


  “All true,” she said. Her voice was older, more scratchy, but still impossibly familiar.


  “I’m sorry, I’m sorry.” I clutched at her robes.


  “Hush,” Corina said. “Vampires do not accept apologies, they exact revenge, piece by piece.”


  I nodded. It was only fair.


  “Forgive me,” I pleaded.


  “Oh, hound,” said Corina, her hand playing with my hair. “It would take more than a lifetime of atonement before I could forgive you.” She took a key from her pocket. “Fortunately, we have many mortal lifetimes.”


  Corina unlocked the muzzle, pulling it down and to the side.


  “Just temporarily,” she said. She opened her robe; she was naked beneath. Why had her member scared me so? It did not scare me now. I kissed it, and took it into my mouth. I wished I had the chance to ask Tzivya about her techniques; I wanted to please Corina. But perhaps technique would have counted for little; she grabbed a handful of my hair and pulled me onto her member. Vampires had little scent, but this close to her, her filling my mouth, I could smell the younger Corina, shy and soft. We were both hardened by time, I suppose. Or by my actions. She started thrusting wildly, making my eyes water. I tried to make my throat a welcoming hole for Corina.


  She gifted me her seed; mostly down my throat, though some spilled when I choked.


  I tried to keep her shaft in my mouth while it softened, but Corina pulled it out, and immediately put my muzzle back on.


  She stroked the part of my cheek not occluded by straps. “I will grind you down to dust, dog, to the merest scraps. You will be baptised in the seed of many women, until you almost drown. You will find humility in hard and aching service. And one day, maybe in ten years, maybe in a hundred, I will use your name, the name that is engraved on my bruised heart, and you will weep and kiss my feet in gratitude.”


  “Thank you, Mistress,” I said, and hugged her legs. I no longer—I found—believed in God, but I thanked providence for putting me exactly where I needed to be.


  Whisky and Licorice


  Part One


  I blinked, my eyes tearing up as a helmet or mask was pulled from my face. A figure in a white coat said something, but everything seemed so distant I couldn’t make it out. I couldn’t move my body, but that didn’t seem important.


  “I said, how are you doing?” the figure repeated. Her voice was soft.


  My throat was very rough. “I don’t know. I thought I’d died.”


  The figure halted. I guessed she was a doctor; I was definitely on a medical bed of some sort, and there were machines making gentle noises, and tubes and drips, so hopefully it was a safe assumption. The doctor was on the short side, and a little plump, her hair up in a bun. “Ah,” she said.


  “You did,” said another voice. Harsh and gravelly, standing out of view.


  “Nik!” said the doctor.


  “Oh, you’ve got her on enough drugs she will hardly care.” The other figure walked into view; a tall woman with a scarred face, dressed in business attire. She wore an eyepatch with a symbol on it; an image of a tropical beach, and a fallen skull. I had seen that insignia before.


  The mech was terrifying; heavily armed and armoured, the symbol of Silvershore on its shoulder. So far the opposition had been ground troops and sentry guns, but this mech vaulted towards me. I fired my machine gun; a few hits, but only on limbs, nothing major. My own mech felt suddenly clumsy; I tried to dodge, but a stream of bullets took out the mech’s entire arm, including the hardpoint. Eschewing further gunfire, the enemy mech rammed its pneumatic spike toward me. I managed to parry its first strike, but that left me exposed. I felt the spike hit the mech body, and then a blossoming, unbelievable pain as the point burst through mechanics and into human flesh. My mech toppled, and the other mech casually kicked me off the drilling platform.


  ⁂


  I awoke with another struggle to consciousness. The doctor was setting a helmet back on its complicated stand. It had lights and bundles of wires.


  “What is that?”


  “Hmm?” said the doctor. “Just a medical device. You had some neurological damage.”


  “If she is going to make herself useless with PTSD,” said the other woman, the one with the eyepatch, “you might as well destroy her now.”


  “Her trauma, like everything else, will be useful,” said the doctor. “I wish you’d leave this bit to me.”


  “You’re good, Birdie,” said the other figure. “But you still think of them as people.”


  “I am a person!” I objected.


  “No,” said the tall woman, jabbing a finger toward me. “You died. The contract you signed with that lowlife merc gang gave them the right to use your body in the event of your untimely death. The treaties that Silvershore and all the other companies signed allow us to claim salvage off our fallen adversaries. You are such salvage.”


  “But I’m not dead!”


  “No, thanks to Doc Shaw, here,” she said. “But you were dead. And you vanished as a person at that point. Get used to it.”


  “Don’t worry about it,” said the doctor, aiming a sour look at the other woman. “Concentrate on getting better.”
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  “How are you feeling?” asked Dr Shaw, taking the helmet off me.


  “Um, okay, I guess. Everything seems a bit distant.” I was also feeling rather horny, but I wasn’t going to say that.


  “Yes, you have a large number of pharmaceuticals in your system,” said the doctor. “You’ve had a lot of surgery; repairs, reinforcements and neuro-work.”


  I tried to look around. “Is the mean woman not here?”


  Dr Shaw laughed. “No, but she might well be watching on the cameras, so be careful what you call her. She goes by Nikoleta Silver, now. You call her Mrs Silver, or boss.”


  “She’s married?”


  “Not anymore,” said Doctor Shaw. “And I do not recommend pursuing that line of questioning with her. Or any line of questioning.”


  I was barely listening; I was trying to move my arms and legs again, but not getting any reaction.


  “Your limbs were badly damaged in the—in your defeat. They had to be amputated, but we have excellent replacements, don’t worry,” said the doctor.


  I was trying to see. The doctor adjusted the bed, and pulled the sheet back.


  My arms ended just past the shoulder, terminated in a metal cap. My legs likewise ended mid-thigh. I had the strangest feeling of panic, but so far away that it almost felt like someone else’s.


  “Look,” said Doctor Shaw, showing me a tablet. Limbs, artificial limbs, rotating. “Full neurolinks, accelerated reaction time and increased musculature. They will be ready by the next time you wake.”


  ⁂


  I came round to Dr Shaw fastening on my arm, twisting and tightening the join. Mrs Silver was also there, enveloped in a cloud of vape smoke. It smelled of licorice. Dr Shaw batted the smoke away.


  “These were expensive, salvage,” Mrs Silver said. “So we need you up and piloting as quickly as possible.”


  “Which may not be as quick as all that,” said Dr Shaw. Mrs Silver just breathed out another cloud of smoke. “Firstly,” said Dr Shaw, “how are you feeling?”


  “Um, good, I think,” I said. “Not as nearly as floaty. But a bit on edge.” I said. Also somewhat aroused, but, again, I wasn’t going to mention that.


  “We’ve messed with—” began Mrs Silver.


  “Improved,” put in Dr Shaw.


  “—improved your hormone system and your brain,” said Mrs Silver. “In particular, you are feeling heightened aggression. Also, your libido has been co-opted as a reward system. Which is why—” With the vape she gestured toward a bulge in the sheets.


  “Don’t worry,” said Dr Shaw. “We’re used to it. So much of your mind and body is new, but we will teach you.”


  Mrs Silver blew out another cloud of smoke. “And you better learn, salvage.”


  ⁂


  The dummy was my favourite exercise in the small gym attached to the med-bay. A vaguely human punching bag with electronics to note when you’ve landed a good hit. My stamina was greatly improved; I could spend hours kicking and punching this thing. I’d even come to terms with the fact that it gave me a semi.


  In the shower, afterwards, I put my hand down and grabbed my girlcock. I had enough control over my arm now that I didn’t have to worry about ripping the damn thing off. I jerked and rubbed, but there was nothing. No reaction. No pleasure. I sighed, and went back to my hospital bed, and watched training videos until I fell asleep.


  ⁂


  I brushed the blood out of my eyes. The mech’s electronics were either keening or static. I tried to take inventory: there was a hole in my side, bleeding copiously, one leg was broken, lots of minor injuries. Blood loss would be the main problem. I cursed to myself; three years and a big payout. I had gotten barely halfway through.


  There was a metallic rending noise, and the entire canopy was torn off. Another mech, wearing the same insignia; come to finish the job?


  Behind the mech was a grav-truck; an ambulance, I realised, but in the Silvershore livery. My vision was starting to darken.


  “Help me,” I called, or thought I did.


  A figure approached; bulky in anti-explosive armour, carrying bags.


  “Still alive,” said Dr Shaw, “but critically injured. It would be a lot easier to save her now, Nik.”


  A burst of static.


  Dr Shaw sighed. “Okay, I hear you.”


  She climbed into the wreckage, and put some sensors on my chest. “Sorry, champ, it’s going to be the difficult route,” she said to me. I couldn’t see her now.


  “Foxtrot,” she said. “You got the LifeBag ready? And your saw?”


  I awoke with a start, breathing heavily; the machines were beeping loudly again.


  Dr Shaw rushed in. “What has happened?” she said.


  I launched myself to my feet, and ran at her, arms outstretched to throttle her. And then I stopped, unable to move.


  The alarm and horror on the doctor’s face was swiftly replaced by one of relief, then a sort of sheepishness. “I’ll get you a sedative,” she said, hurrying to one of the locked drawers.


  Then Mrs Silver slammed through the door.


  “I’m handling it, Nik,” said Dr Shaw.


  “No, this is my area, Birdie,” said Mrs Silver.


  She pressed on my arms; they went soft and lowered to my sides. She pressed on my shoulders, and I dropped to my knees. From her handbag she brought out a pistol.


  “Open your mouth,” she commanded, and I did. She put the muzzle of the pistol between my lips; it tasted of metal and oil.


  “You were expensive,” said Mrs Silver. “Medical care, prosthetics, conditioning. All because I thought you acquitted yourself well considering the junk pile of a mech you were given. But expensive doesn’t mean you’re not expendable.” She rattled the gun against my teeth. “There are blocks in place, of course, to stop you attacking the staff. But I still have little patience for it.”


  “Nik,” said Dr Shaw.


  “I’m guessing you remembered something me or the doc did to you,” Mrs Silver continued, ignoring the doctor. “You might have a point, if you were a person. But you’re not. You get as much right to complain as any other machine: zero. So get yourself together.”


  With her free hand she reached around and grabbed a handful of hair at the nape of my neck. I felt a sudden jolt of artificial arousal; a flooding of sexual submission. “Your brain has been loaded with triggers and blocks, you see. In fact, your brain, your body is ours now. Get used to it.”


  She removed the pistol and let go of my hair. “Birdie, move everything up. Final conditioning. Meeting the team. The simulator. I want to find out if she’s worth the cost, or whether we should—” She mimed firing the pistol. “—cut our losses.”


  “Okay,” said Dr Shaw. “But I think—”


  “I know, Birdie, I know.” Mrs Silver exited the room.


  Dr Shaw gave me an apologetic look. “You can stand up now.”


  I climbed to my feet. “Why?” I asked.


  “Why what?” she said, checking on some of the machines.


  “Why didn’t you save me?” I asked. “You were there early enough.”


  “Maybe,” she said. “With the professional companies we have reciprocal deals in place; we rescue their injured, they rescue ours. For a fee, of course. But your shitty crew didn’t have any such deal; we would just be handing them a soldier back. So Nik asked us to wait.”


  I sat down on the bed. “I didn’t know—”


  “You must have seen, in your contract, that there was a lot of wording around your death?” said Dr Shaw. “That their medical team is obliged to try to save you. And if they had reciprocal deals, the same would apply. But, the truth is, this industry runs on dead people.”


  “I don’t think I read my contract much,” I said. “I just wanted my payout.”


  Dr Shaw nodded. “Lie down. I’ll take some obs. Your system had quite a shock.”


  I lay back, as she placed sensors.


  “This place isn’t too bad, you know,” Dr Shaw said. “Even Mrs Silver, if you keep on her right side.”


  “She wants to shoot me,” I said. I was aware of a flicker of submission, even as I thought about her.


  Dr Shaw shook her head. “She threatens that about four times for every time she actually shoots someone,” she said, which wasn’t as comforting as she thought.


  “Great,” I said. “She’s a psychopath who can give me a hard-on by holding the scruff of my neck.”


  Dr Shaw glanced down at my medical gown. “She’s… harsh,” she said. “But it makes sense to listen to her. Forget your humanity; we have rebuilt your body and your mind into a peerless tool. It will be easier if you just make peace with that.”


  She reached under my medical gown and grasped my girlcock in her blue-gloved hand. It felt strange, thrilling, but with the same uneasy feeling I’d had when Mrs Silver had grasped my hair. She began to move her hand up and down my girlcock.


  “Anyway,” said Dr Shaw, very casually, as if nothing was happening. “You’ll feel better when you get to know your team. You are made to be part of a unit.” She was still stroking. The pleasure wasn’t normal; it was almost too much. It was also, clearly, a reward.


  “What’s…” I tried to say, but gave up.


  “Your brain is rewired,” Dr Shaw said. “Plenty of carrots and plenty of sticks. Concentrate on the carrots; it’s a lot more pleasant.”


  I came, almost passing out from the wave of pleasure. My breathing was ragged. I heard Dr Shaw peel off her gloves, and the clang of the waste bin lid.


  She wheeled the helmet on its stand towards me, and began setting it up.


  “Time for some extra sleep, champ,” she said. I was almost asleep anyway, and barely felt the helmet being fastened.


  ⁂


  The proper gym was a lot better equipped than the medical gym I had been using. More equipment, and lots of mat space too. I also appreciated not being dressed in a medical gown, even though the sports bra and shorts were almost equally anonymous looking. I exercised until the smell of licorice alerted me to Mrs Silver’s presence. She was at the door, vaping and watching me. I felt the arousal again; mild, an echo rather than urgent. Still, it caused me to look at her in a different way. She wore similar business-wear to before; jacket, blouse, skirt, tights. By now my eyes lingered on her bust and hips. Her hair was a rather dull yellow, possibly a dye job. She had easily a decade, maybe two, on me.


  She raised an eyebrow at me, and walked across the gym. “Birdie says you’ve been doing well,” she said.


  I didn’t know how to respond. Part of me wanted to shout at her, another part wanted to beg.


  “Birdie is good at what she does,” Mrs Silver said. “But she does tend to coddle you. She remembers when she was treating people. Medical ethics, I suppose.” She blew out a cloud of vape-smoke. “Which is why I was rather surprised to see her wanking you off.”


  She traced a hand across my stomach, and again I felt the twisted blossoming of desire.


  “Oh, don’t get me wrong,” said Mrs Silver. “I encourage the doc to make use of you all. But she’s normally all ‘ethics’ and ‘consent’. I’m guessing she thought it would do you some good. Or maybe she likes you.”


  She blew licorice vape-smoke in my face.


  “Ready to meet your team?” she asked.


  They filed in; three of them. All wearing similar sports bras and shorts to me, but nicely detailed, and in Silvershore colours. They all had artificial legs and arms, joined in the same places I was. I felt some anger, somewhere far away.


  “November, heavy mech. Foxtrot, scout mech. Sierra, medium mech, and team lead,” said Mrs Silver.


  A big butch, a gangly woman, a short but muscular woman. They stood not quite to attention, but not casual either.


  “Which one,” said Mrs Silver, “are you going to fight?”


  “What?”


  “It will help you fit into the team better,” said Mrs Silver. “Your methods of interaction are much simpler now. I think November; she was the one that defeated you. You might still have some anger around that.”


  November was the massive butch; I should be afraid, and perhaps I was, but the idea of fighting thrilled me. A strange and bloody excitement, almost sexual in nature.


  ⁂


  We wore a full set of protective gear; from head-guards down to foot wraps.


  “I don’t approve, Nik,” said Dr Shaw.


  “They are robust tools, Birdie,” said Mrs Silver. “And they are reinforced. We’ll stop it if they are going to cause serious damage.”


  Dr Shaw sat on a lifting bench, Sierra and Foxtrot stood off to the side. Mrs Silver stood on the mat, between me and November.


  “You hear that, girlthings?” Mrs Silver said. “This is not a deathmatch; you will make up afterwards. No gouging or the like. And… fight!” She stepped back.


  November struck straight away; a right hook. More by luck than judgement I avoided it; skipping out of range. That was my one advantage; I am probably faster than her. We sized each other up; my heart was pounding. Aggression and the need to win was flooding my body. I would knock her prone, ensure her surrender. I grinned through my mouth-guard.


  We both tested out jabs; it was as expected. November was stronger, I was faster. I got in more hits, but to less effect. The few hits I took were solid and jarring.


  But I learned I had another advantage; November didn’t kick much, so I could use a flurry of kicks to force her to keep her distance.


  With the knowledge that I could cause her to back off, I went in hard. She got her guard up, but I got in some good jabs. When I sensed she was about to hit back, I kicked out.


  But this time she dodged the kick, stepping to the side, and kicked my other foot out from under me. I fell, immediately trying to scramble to my feet, but November came crashing down on top of me. I tried to throw her off me, to no effect, except that it let her get an arm around my neck. I tried to elbow her, but she just tightened her arm. I was having trouble breathing. I jerked in panic, the need for victory pushing me past the point when I should have surrendered.


  Mrs Silver crouched gracefully beside me. “You’ve lost, salvage,” she said, and weakness crept over me.


  November let me crash unceremoniously to the mat. She was amazing, I realised, a predator whereas I was just prey. She straddled me, pressing me against the mat. I lifted my hips towards hers, mashing our armoured cups together pointlessly.


  “And there is a little ritual you go through when you fight,” said Mrs Silver.


  November spat out her mouth-guard and began taking off her gloves. It didn’t occur to me to do anything; I was too busy marvelling at November’s physique, all muscle and fat. She glanced at Mrs Silver, and bent over toward me. She attended to the metal interface between the artificial arm and the real arm. With a practised series of moves, she disconnected the arm. I didn’t resist. I wouldn’t resist anything she wanted to do. She disconnected my other arm, then shuffled down and detached my legs.


  “See,” said Mrs Silver, “you have been disarmed.” She grinned. “And dislegged. Oh, don’t worry, they’ll put them back. Sometimes, especially in defeat, you have to rely on your teammates. Of course—”


  There was an audible tut from Dr Shaw.


  Mrs Silver grinned. “Birdie doesn’t think you’re ready. But I know you’re a good girlthing, ready to join the team. I know November wants you to join. Do you understand?”


  I nodded. I suppose I could have spat out my mouth-guard, but I wasn’t thinking clearly. I didn’t even know what I was agreeing to, but if November and Mrs Silver wanted it, I couldn’t say no. And I hoped.


  “Go on then, November,” said Mrs Silver.


  November flipped me over, casually. I daresay my lack of limbs made that easier. She pulled off my shorts; I felt thrilled but also embarrassed. I was a loser. I was prey. I deserved to be taken, without a care, by the victor.


  She plunged in. She was big and hard and without hesitation. I moaned. My body was reinforced, including my ass, but I wondered just how reinforced. I writhed, impaled on her girldick, pain and pleasure intertwined. And something else: the wretched joy of surrender, of helplessness.


  I heard Mrs Silver stand. “Carry on, November, hard as you like,” she said. “And then you should all tidy up.” She walked away.


  November began to thrust, putting her weight into it. I gasped again and again. The pleasure/pain of feeling her slam in, withdraw, and slam in again. The fullness was incredible. I lay there, gasping, my mind in prey-mode, in profound surrender. I thought it would last forever, but suddenly November came. That felt a lot too, but the thrusting/pumping slowed and then stopped. Then November hauled herself out, and collapsed on the mat.


  “Foxtrot, please put her limbs back on,” said Dr Shaw. “And escort her to the showers. The med-bay showers. Sierra could you—”


  “Get a mop and bucket?” said Sierra. “No problem, Doc.”


  ⁂


  I’m not sure when the feeling of being a loser, of being prey went, but it was fading when I woke up in the medical bed.


  I tried to remember what it felt like; the ghost of it was there, but it was hard to grasp. Mainly now I thought about a rematch with November; beating her, stripping her, and fucking her.


  I tried to sleep again: usually the gentle beeping of the med-equipment was soothing, but I felt a bit on-edge. I wondered how the rest of the team was doing; I thought about beating them all.


  The door to the room opened, and Dr Shaw entered. She didn’t turn the light on. “You having trouble sleeping?” she whispered.


  “Don’t you ever go home, Doc?” I asked.


  “Sometimes,” she said, slightly slurring the word. Was she drunk? She remained standing by the door; my eyes are better in darkness than they used to be, but she was still mostly in shadow. Her hair wasn’t in a bun, but hung down.


  “Are you alright, Doc?” I asked.


  She gestured me over. I swung out of bed and padded across.


  “Out of the camera’s way,” said the doctor, voice soft. “And the mic is directional too.” Her breath smelled of alcohol.


  “What’s wrong?” I whispered.


  “I wanted to say… I don’t approve of what she, Nikoleta, did.”


  “I guess I shouldn’t have lost,” I said. I wasn’t really sure what her point was.


  “She knew you’d lose to November,” whispered Dr Shaw. “I mean, Foxtrot, you might have a chance. But November… do you know about her?”


  I shook my head.


  “She came from an upper tier company,” said Dr Shaw. “An upper tier team. All alive, all almost celebrities. All competing with each other. They let her get ambushed. She was killed; revived of course. But the company decided they didn’t want a dead girl. Or maybe they were looking for an excuse to lose the butch trans girl. Nik was at the auction.”


  “Right,” I said.


  “So anyway,” Dr Shaw said, “November is very skilled, and very competitive. Nik shouldn’t have let November humiliate you like that. To fuck you, whether you wanted it or not.”


  “Oh, I wanted it, Doctor,” I said, blushing in the darkness. “In a weird way I’m not keen to repeat, but I wanted it.”


  “Sure,” the doctor said. She took a small whisky bottle out of the pocket of her white coat. “Because we made you want it. Because we messed with your mind.” She took a swig from the bottle. “Because I messed with your mind “


  “I don’t really feel angry about that anymore,” I said. I could, deep down, still feel that anger, a faint ember, but every time I tried to connect it to Dr Shaw, or Mrs Silver, it faded away.


  “Because,” whispered Shaw, taking another slug, “we made you stop. We made you obey.”


  “Mmm,” I agreed. “Why are you drinking, Doc?”


  “Oh, do you want some?” she said, offering me the bottle. “Sometimes… you’ve got to.”


  I took the bottle, and took a sip. I remembered alcohol, but it didn’t seem to do anything.


  “And I can’t even ask for your forgiveness,” she said. “Because you will give me whatever I want.”


  “Yes,” I said. “What is it that you want, Doc?”


  She took the bottle off me, and had another swig, before putting the cap on and sticking it back in her pocket.


  “I did something worse,” said Dr Shaw. “I watched the video.”


  “What video?”


  “Of November and you,” she said.


  Of course there was video; embarrassment warred with a feeling that I shouldn’t have privacy, and the latter won.


  “Many times,” the doctor said. She was looking down. “I watched it many times. And…”


  She reached for my hand, holding it for a moment.


  “Wha—” I said.


  She guided my hand down, rucking up her skirt, and steering it to her pussy. She was wet. At some point before coming to this room, she must have ditched her tights and panties. Her apologies were, well, perhaps real but not the entire story.


  I stroked her pussy. “Do you want me to finger you?” I asked.


  She pushed my hand away. “I want you to fuck me,” she said.


  I shrugged out of my medical gown. I had been hard since touching her pussy. I put my hands on her waist and lifted her; she wrapped her legs around me. She seemed very light to my artificial muscles. I lowered her gently onto my girlcock, and, pinning her against the wall, began softly thrusting, finding the best angle. I knew, somehow, that I would not come before she did, so I wanted to make sure that happened.


  Dr Shaw told me when I had it right. “There. Harder,” she gasped.


  I picked up the pace. The sloshing of the whisky bottle as her coat swung. She felt wonderful. My system was flooded with artificial feelings, quite different to with November. This wasn’t about surrender, it was about service. A duty so profound it bordered on love.


  “Faster,” breathed Dr Shaw into my collarbone. I obeyed, of course. The friction, the slide, her quiet mouthings, it felt holy, and euphoric. That wasn’t real, I knew that, but that made no difference to the feeling.


  She began to come; trying to be quiet, muffled gasps, her head buried in my neck. The constraint in my mind vanished, and I came too, pumping into her as she shook. She was crying now, and whispering, “Sorry, sorry,” through the aftershocks of her orgasm.


  ⁂


  The simulator was big, but looked a bit like an armoured bean, with several hefty legs.


  I was a bit jealous, because my legs and arms had been removed. I was held in a sling or hoist. I was naked too. Dr Shaw was checking over everything; attentive, but only making eye contact occasionally. Mrs Silver was looking directly at me; or as directly as licorice vape-smoke permitted. She made me both uncomfortable and aroused.


  The front of the simulator opened up; a multiple stage, multiple door affair. The hoist was turned around, and I was backed in. Dr Shaw used tiny steps built into the doors to get nearby, and fastened one of my arm’s sockets into one in the bean’s interior.


  “You don’t have to wait for Birdie to plug you in, you know,” said Mrs Silver, leaning against the simulator.


  “Yes, but I have to check them all,” said Dr Shaw.


  Still, Mrs Silver was right; I fitted my sockets into the simulator. Dr Shaw checked them all, before stepping away. Further bands around the pelvis and torso were also detached, and the hoist was withdrawn.


  “Doors closing now,” said Dr Shaw. “Don’t worry.”


  Mrs Silver tapped her handbag, and I remembered her gun.


  The doors closed; it was suddenly dark and claustrophobic. It seemed like a long wait before something happened.


  “Okay,” said Dr Shaw’s voice from a mic somewhere. “We’re in the control room. Next is internal pseudo-suit parameter fitting, so standby as the simulator goes through some testing.”


  Panels extended from the walls and pressed into me, hardening and softening as they seemed to explore me. It was ridiculously intimate; I was grateful it was just a computer. When it finally stopped, it was tighter than I expected. My shoulders and hips had a lot of freedom, it was softer over my chest and windpipe, presumably so I could breathe. But otherwise I was pretty much fixed in position.


  “Are you okay?” said Dr Shaw. “Your levels are rising.”


  “It’s tighter than I expected,” I said. “And I’m a bit claustrophobic.”


  “A claustrophobic mech pilot?” said Mrs Silver, with a laugh.


  “Nik…” said Dr Shaw. “Okay, mech activation one.”


  A three-dimensional image appeared before me; a small airstrip somewhere tropical looking. It was slightly grainy. If I shifted my gaze, the view changed. At the edge of my vision, it swapped to side and back views.


  “Okay, and activation two,” said the doctor.


  I felt my limbs come online; two solid legs, and two beweaponed arms. I walked in a small circle. This was so much better than the levers and pedals of my old mech.


  “Right, we’ve got plenty of calibration to perform,” said the doctor. “And then you can tackle some training targets.”
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  “Four hostiles, unarmoured. Mounted machine gun. In cover,” Mrs Silver said.


  I popped up over the jungle canopy, and fired a micro-missile off in their direction. I skimmed out at an oblique angle, bouncing across the torn up dirt track. A soldier was bravely struggling towards the machine gun mount; a burst of my own machine gun sent him rag-dolling unrealistically away. This mech was so much better than the last one; it felt like it was made for me, like it was my real body.


  A soldier stood, peppering me with bullets from his long-arm. I was close enough now that I could leap into their pit, crushing the soldier beneath my foot. He got stuck partially in the ground, his legs flapping chaotically.


  I did a quick corpse count: three plus one somewhere in the distance.


  “Nice going, salvage,” said Mrs Silver. I hardly needed her to say it; I had a semi, which the suit accommodated. This was pretty great.


  The training continued; technicals, tanks, anti-mech installations. I dominated them all. A few missteps; a bit of damage, some loss of armour. I wasn’t perfect, and Mrs Silver snapped at me each time, but I won. She would give the details, and I’d go and kill them. It was like a dance. Or like sex. I had come several times and was still rock hard.


  “Okay, last one,” said Mrs Silver. “Heavy mech. Armaments unknown.”


  I won’t go over the details; a lot of running round while it used its missiles and cannon. Using cover, popping up to take shots before disappearing. And finally gutting it with my ripsaw.


  My head tried to roll back as I pumped into the already sticky interior.


  “And that concludes the test,” said Dr Shaw. “Well done.”


  The pseudo-suit relaxed. The interior went dark, and my arms and legs froze again. Luckily, it wasn’t long before the bean opened, multiple doors swinging away.


  Even before the doors were fully opened, Foxtrot was leaning in with a powerful hose, sluicing off the interior, and me. She looked so lovely, so edible, that she was fortunate my arms and legs couldn’t do anything.


  They wheeled the hoist in, and Dr Shaw placed each stump in it, plus pelvis and torso. The bean let my limbs go, and I, and the hoist, was wheeled out.


  Mrs Silver was there to meet me. She stood close, between my truncated thighs. Close to my still hard girlcock.


  “You did well, salvage,” Mrs Silver said. “I knew you would.” Dr Shaw tutted. “That final mech was difficult,” Mrs Silver continued. “But you beat it.” She delicately touched, with one fingertip, my girlcock. My aggression melted away, replaced by a desperate craving for reward. She lightly traced her finger down the shaft, and I whimpered. “Do you understand now, salvage?” I wasn’t sure what, but I nodded vigorously. “That you are not a person. You are a finely made machine part.” I nodded again. She smiled, and grasped my girldick hard. My head rolled back as euphoria gripped me. Mrs Silver jerked me roughly, up and down, until I almost fainted from pleasure. Then I came, and in the blinding, overwhelming rush, I did faint.


  Part Two


  “Hey, sleepyhead,” said Sierra.


  I was on a couch in what, I guessed, was the team quarters. It was a big room, and it had the feel of a section of warehouse. The ceiling was much higher than it needed to be. Markings on the floor seemed to indicate separate ‘rooms’, only the toilets and showers got low perspex partitions instead. There were sections for, as far as I could tell, meetings and eating, and one for pool, table tennis and similar games. The one that Sierra and I were in appeared to be general leisure; soft chairs and couches, low tables. Another held four beds, and dressers. Foxtrot and November were making out on one of the beds.


  “Sorry to wake you,” continued Sierra, “but I was ordered to give you a name, and it’s getting late.”


  “I’ve got a name! It’s…” I trailed off.


  Sierra gave me a sympathetic look and passed me a tablet. It was a phonetic alphabet; Foxtrot, November and Sierra were already struck through, as well as Kilo and Victor.


  “You can choose, as long as you do it rapidly,” said Sierra. “Or I’ll just pick one.”


  I scanned the list. “I could be Papa?”


  “If you really wanted,” said Sierra. “Is that your pick?”


  “No, no.” I was a bit distracted by the fact that Foxtrot and November had progressed to full fucking. I looked again. Juliett was, at least, a girl’s name. But I didn’t like it. Echo was alright, or…


  “Whiskey,” I said. Sierra laughed. “Are you sure?”


  “Yes.”


  “Fine,” said Sierra. “I will tell Mrs Silver. You can return to your snooze, either there on the couch or in your actual bed. It’s the one nearest the wall.”


  “I think November and Foxtrot might object.”


  She glanced over. “Nah. We are all used to that stuff. Sleep or join in; we won’t mind.”


  A tannoy blared into life; Mrs Silver’s voice, “Sierra. My office.”


  Sierra grinned and shrugged. “Seriously, Whiskey, make yourself at home.”


  I waited until Foxtrot and November took a shower, then went to the bed that Sierra had identified as mine, and quickly fell asleep.


  ⁂


  A terrible beeping awoke me, awoke us all. Thankfully, it was quite short.


  I hear the rest of the team swing themselves out of bed, and I did the same. I looked for Sierra.


  “Shower and dress,” she said, seeing my expression. “Breakfast at the next tone.” She was sitting up in bed, and had really nice breasts and fantastic muscles.


  “Oh yeah,” said November, standing up, a massive slab of sexy girlflesh herself. “I meant to say, sorry about the other day, um—”


  “Whiskey,” said Sierra.


  “Whiskey,” said November. “But, you know…”


  “I wanted it,” I said. “And I would have done the same if I’d won the fight. Which I intend to, by the way. Um, win a fight, that is.”


  November nodded.


  The shower section was very much as I expected. Four powerful shower heads, and some cameras. There were probably cameras in the rest of the quarters too, but here they were more noticeable because of the waterproofing. A quiet part of me felt I ought to find that objectionable, but I couldn’t remember why. The others claimed there were no mics in the quarters, at least.


  “So,” said Sierra, from behind me. “As you may have picked up, we help each other out here.”


  “Even Sierra, who is awkward,” said November.


  I turned around. Sierra was holding November’s girlcock.


  “I’m not awkward,” said Sierra, starting to rub November’s dick. “Just less outgoing than you girls. Anyway, no need to worry about my pussy this morning; Mrs Silver was extremely hard on it.”


  “L-legacy hire,” said Foxtrot, looking down. I tried to remember if I had heard her speak before.


  “Yeah, before the new management,” said Sierra. “You’ll be doing me a favour if you and Foxtrot can take care of each other this morning.”


  Foxtrot looked at me. She was gawky, skinny, but pretty; she carefully reached out, very slowly, towards my girldick. I nodded, and reached out toward hers. We were both hard.


  “Mutual a-aid,” said Foxtrot.


  Her hand on my girldick felt great, but sort of normal. No heightened emotion, just the usual girl/dick good-feeling. The same for my hand on her girldick. We both started masturbating each other; girldicks sometimes touching. Again, very slowly, Foxtrot reached out and caressed my boob. I did likewise; hers were small but adorable.


  “Hey, you two,” said Sierra. “Pick up the pace, you need to actually wash as well.”
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  “Chicken should not be square,” said Sierra. Tonight’s meal was, as usual, military ration packs; jerk chicken and rice, in this case. Although Sierra disagreed with each element of that description. She ate the two packs, however; we all did. Life was too draining to skip food. The gym, sparring, the simulator, medical checks, and watching training holos really took it out of you. So we ate.


  The evening was the only time we really got to ourselves, although often I just went to bed. Sierra said that my endurance would improve.


  This time, however, the door opened just as I was preparing for bed. Everyone got to their feet, and I followed belatedly.


  “No, no, don’t worry,” said Dr Shaw. “I just wanted a word with Whiskey about her latest check-up.” She beckoned to me.


  “My office is probably best,” she said, leading me through the med-bay. I followed. Her office was always a mess; she loved paper manuals and print-outs.


  “Is there something wrong with my check-up, Doc?” I said, standing in front of her desk. She paced up and down before the illuminated holodisplay that served as a window; a moonlit beach.


  “Er, yes, your gluconeogenesis is slightly behind where it should be, so we’re adjusting your meds,” she said.


  “Yes,” I said. “You told me, doctor.”


  “Oh shit,” she said. “Sorry.”


  “No problem,” I said. “Is there anything else?”


  She didn’t say anything for a while. I remembered a time when I was impatient; it seemed strange to me now.


  “Your name,” she said, eventually. “Did you pick it because of me?”


  “Partly,” I said. “I also just liked it.”


  She slumped into her chair, and got a bottle out of her desk drawer. “I’m not an alcoholic, you know.” She took a swig. “Just, after hours, I sometimes get drunk. You need to, in this job.”


  I didn’t say anything.


  “Do you resent me?” she asked.


  I frowned. “No, of course not.”


  “Of course not,” she repeated. “You should. I came up with the conditioning, you know? Oh, middle status companies have been using the notionally dead for ages, and the use of sex to motivate is hardly new. But the specific plan, the four types of sex, that was me.”


  I felt the familiar but distant squirming that meant some past version of me would have been angry. I said nothing. It was interesting but irrelevant.


  “I wish I was more like Nik,” Dr Shaw said. “No conscience. I mean, she deals with the Sierra thing like it was nothing. She’d deal fine with… all this. She says it’s good that… that it turns me on. That the idea that I have stuck my fingers in your mind, and made you a tool, a machine part… that it’s good that it arouses me. That I ought to give in to it.”


  She sighed. “That I ought to give in to it more often.”


  “Is there anything you want me to do, Doctor Shaw?” I asked.


  “No, no, I didn’t ask you here to…” She trailed off. “Call me Birdie. When we’re in private. It’s supposed to be Bernice, but I’ve always hated that.”


  “Yes, Birdie.”


  “And…” She turned her chair to the side. “And would you come and kneel here?”


  I did, feeling the first warm pangs of reward. Dr Shaw stroked my hair, but said nothing.


  “Would you like me to eat you out, Birdie?” I asked. There was no harm in being solicitous.


  “Yes,” she said, extremely quietly.


  She was still wearing flats, tights and panties, so I reverently but efficiently removed them. She moved to the edge of her seat; she was already wet.


  I was tentative, at first. Respectful licks. But the way she pulled my head closer and whispered, “More,” made me take it up a notch.


  My tongue delved in, exploring to its full extent. My nose and an occasional lick stimulated her clitoris. I softly mouthed her outer lips. I carefully attended to her reactions; by pleasing her, I could build the joy that stretched from my tongue to my rigid girldick.


  “Yes, yes, yes,” she murmured, and I felt these affirmations through my very core. She was coming, her muscles pushing my tongue out, but I pushed back, licking, nuzzling, attempting to keep her going for as long as possible. I exalted in her shudders and tremors. I came myself, and hardly noticed compared to the holy rapture that rolled through my body.
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  Sierra grimaced as she orgasmed. She was on top, and had done most of the work. “I know how to get this done,” she had said. “I don’t want you flailing around.” I had come moments before, but the pressure was keeping me hard enough. She didn’t really make noises, aside from her heavy or hitched breath. She rocked on me, gradually slowing. I could feel her trembling, slightly, but it was almost as if she was trying to hide it.


  Eventually we were both done, and she slid off me. Almost immediately, she went to swing off the bed. I put my hand on her arm.


  “Foxtrot and November both lie together for a few minutes afterwards, sometimes even cuddling,” I said.


  “Yeah, well, they’re not the team lead, are they?” Sierra said, but stayed anyway. We both let our breathing return to normal.


  “What’s the story between you and Mrs Silver, anyway?” I asked.


  She sighed. “Whiskey, you really mistake our level of intimacy,” Sierra said.


  “I apologise.”


  “Well,” she said, “possibly the sex confused you.” She glanced over at where November and Foxtrot were playing chess. They were both supremely average at it. November was quite good at thinking several moves ahead, but would easily miss important changes to the board state. Foxtrot was keenly aware of the board state, and a good defender, with no idea how to attack. Odds were in November’s favour, but Foxtrot stuck her tongue out in an adorable way when thinking, which had to be worth something.


  Sierra sighed. “It’s all fuzzy anyway. Like everyone’s old life.”


  “Like it happened to someone else.”


  “Sure. Someone you know, but…” said Sierra. “Nikoleta and I were both mech pilots, both actual people. We were Skullstomper company at that point; but the company wasn’t doing well. And management, chasing the money, signed us up for a mission that completely outmatched us. Silver was badly injured. I was killed, though the med-team revived me. The company shuttered. But Nikoleta found some money—some say it was family, others a loan—and bought the company at auction. A disgraced doctor was brought on board. And then the long slog back up to middle ranking.”


  “Thank you,” I said. “That’s a nice potted history of the Silvershore company.” I nudged her. “Did you give any thought to answering the actual question?”


  She rolled her eyes. “Foxtrot and November both fell for that.” She sighed. “Alive-me and Silver used to be girlfriends. Even had one of the joke marriage certs from Vegas. But we split up just before I died. I don’t know why; the reason has been heavily scrubbed.”


  “How does that make you feel?”


  Sierra shrugged. “It happened to someone else. Someone alive. Someone who had choices. That’s not me, anymore.”


  November stood and punched the air. “Checkmate, you kingly asshole.”


  ⁂


  Our first combat mission, after so long in the simulator, was lovely. It wasn’t that the simulator was inaccurate; it was just that being really here gave us all a feeling of being alive and predatory and aroused. I could touch grass, I suppose; feel the rough tawny scrub under my mechanical feet. The stars above my upper camera were beautiful too.


  Foxtrot went ahead, of course. Though Mrs Silver had satellite scans, eyes on the ground were preferable, so the rest of us hung back. Foxtrot shared her camera.


  “Right,” said Mrs Silver. “The headlines are: the camp is lightly guarded. There are no mechs. There’s a parked technical, and space for another. It may be on patrol. Three mounted guns, and what looks like a mounted flamethrower. A single anti-aircraft missile. A small lookout tower.”


  We looked over the images, night vision and infrared. “A lot of hostiles,” said Mrs Silver, “but also plenty of noncombatants; families and children. Our clients want every adult and near adult fatally neutralised but you can leave small children. Their stories of overkill will dissuade other rebels. And orphans are a material burden.”


  We approached until we were just outside their sightlines. November sent up several cluster bombs to rain on the camp—hopefully, they would think bombers before mechs—and while they were dealing with that, we charged.


  We had almost reached the anti-tank barricades when we saw the green flash of Foxtrot’s laser. There was a scream from the lookout tower, and then the damn thing exploded. A hostile with a RPG, maybe?


  We hopped the barricades. The camp was already in chaos; people waking to bombs and explosions, many just fleeing from that into our guns. But we had to be careful; there were soldiers with heavy weapons that could be a danger to us. Between the four of us though, we did a good job of spotting them. Foxtrot was clearly enjoying being able to use her laser with abandon; against serious enemies she would have had to move after each shot. Here, the worst that could happen was some hostile would fire off a useless burst in her direction, and we’d take them down.


  It took a while. Many stayed in the tents; bullets and fire dealt with those. Others ran. They were trickier to deal with because we had to pick off the adults while leaving as many children as possible.


  But eventually we were mostly done, and we combed through the wreckage looking for survivors. “A lone survivor can sometimes become a rallying point,” said Mrs Silver. “The only survivor of… yadda yadda. Our clients want us to be definite.”


  Foxtrot joined us when there was nothing left to snipe, and when the dawn made her cover less complete. This was tedious work, checking every space that was capable of hiding a human, and destroying (or taking) anything that might be useful to salvagers.


  Foxtrot pulled the metal cover off an anonymous cuboid. “Battery storage. Can g-go up when punctured,” she said. Over the comm, of course, although if we’d been without the mechs we’d have been in talking distance.


  “Going to add one of November’s mines?” I said.


  “Guess so.” The anti-personnel mines would not activate until we were away from here, so as to avoid any fatal comedy on our part. “It’s already t-too close to their fuel oil.”


  I checked another tangle of tarpaulin. “How did you get into this game, Foxtrot?”


  “Prison. D-death row. Don’t remember why,” she said. “A small p-payment to my family, a large pa-payment to the prison. Easy execution.”


  “Difficult conditioning, though,” put in November.


  “I suppose,” said Foxtrot. “More attached to m-my old life than I thought. Seems stupid now.”


  “She didn’t want to be a girl, at first,” said November.


  “Hey,” said Sierra, “we all had faults, in our other life. Now, stow the—”


  My side camera caught a trail of smoke from the long grass outside the camp. I flagged the origin on our shared map. A light rocket launcher; it’s ordinance would miss me, but was aimed for Foxtrot. I stuck out my arm and caught it.
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  Mrs Silver shook her head as I was wheeled out on the hoist.


  “Mech arms are very expensive, Whiskey,” she said. She sucked her vape.


  “At least you’re okay,” said Dr Shaw. “And that rocket would have caused serious damage to a light mech.”


  Mrs Silver blew out a cloud of licorice smoke. “True,” she admitted, grudgingly. She tapped my erection for a second. “When you’ve got your limbs on, go and wait for me in my office.”


  ⁂


  I hadn’t been in Mrs Silver’s office before; it was a lot larger than Dr Shaw’s. The faux window was huge, and her desk was clean and black. Abstract and metallic sculptures stood at the corners; they had the look of hotel art, not something Mrs Silver had chosen personally. The same could be said for the small pictures—splashes of colour—dotted around the wall. From this, and the number of chairs, I guessed that she must see clients in this room, sometimes. There were also two doors, on opposite sides. Obviously, I do not try the doors, any more than I sit on any of her chairs, but just stand and wait.


  I had, I think, a fairly long wait, but eventually Mrs Silver breezed in.


  “The amount of organisation needed for even a successful mission…” she said, sitting at the desk. “I’ve got a few emails I need to send immediately. Go through—” She gestured to her right. “—and disrobe.”


  I went through the door indicated; as the door closed behind me, I tried to work out if this was a sex dungeon or torture chamber.


  The white floor dipped slightly to a drain in the middle. A shower with a long hose stood in the corner. The only other furniture was a very solid looking table or plinth; gunmetal grey and heavily panelled. The far wall had an array of metal cabinets with glass fronts. They held knives and saws, chains and hoses, speculums and forceps, whips and canes, tasers and cattle-prods.


  I was very afraid, but also very hard. Whichever sort of room it was, I would have an opportunity to please her. I disrobed and waited, turning my back on the wall of implements, trying to ignore it.


  It was a shorter wait this time.


  “I’ve decided,” said Mrs Silver, entering and shutting the door. “That you will be both punished and, maybe, rewarded.”


  “Thank you, Mrs Silver.”


  “I’m not like Birdie,” said Mrs Silver, unbuttoning her blouse. “I do not fool myself. I don’t pretend I am a good person. Who has time for that? I like hurting and scaring girls and girl-like things. With actual women, this meant worrying about safety and safewords. It’s nice not to have to worry.”


  She unzipped her skirt, and let it fall to the floor. “Are you afraid, Whiskey?”


  “Yes, boss.”


  She laughed. “Do you know what the funny thing is? If I order you to tell me what thing scares you most, you would do it. If I asked you the sort of torture you would most fear, you’d tell me that as well. Isn’t that funny?”


  “Um…” I said.


  Mrs Silver unclipped her bra. “Tell me again, do you fear me, Whiskey?”


  “Yes, Mrs Silver.”


  “And yet you don’t run? Won’t defend yourself?”


  “I… no, boss.”


  “Mmm,” said Mrs Silver, taking her panties off. “That’s what I love. I could beat you, stomp on you, and you’d just crawl back. Oh, that’s such a high. Look at me.”


  She stepped back. She was beautiful, probably would have been beautiful to anyone, but that was hard to tell. Her skin was taut, but had the slight translucency of age. She had a lot of scars, mostly red stripes and zigzags, but also puckers and ridges. Her breasts were quite large, and without youthful pertness; her nipples wide and puffy. I could worship them forever. Her girldick was long and slim. Her stance, her attitude, was breathtaking. An empress, surveying the battlefield. A witch, with crows wheeling about her. A bloody countess, laughing at you struggling at her feet.


  “Are you attracted to me, Whiskey?” she said.


  “Yes.”


  “Even though I could hurt you?” She moved in closer, and grabbed my girldick, roughly. She pushed me back against the table.


  “Yes, Mrs Silver.”


  “Mmm,” she said. “I could crush you—” She squeezed. “—and you would gaze longingly at me while I did.”


  She released my girlcock, and attended to my arms, disconnecting first one prosthesis then the other.


  “It’s funny,” Mrs Silver said. “Even though you wouldn’t raise a hand to stop me, it is still oddly scary when you can’t. Don’t you find that?”


  “Yes.”


  She ran her fingers over my skin, her nails lightly scratching. Fear and arousal rose in me. “You have quite a lot of bruises,” she said, pressing on one.


  I winced. “Yes, boss.”


  “I guess getting an arm blown off must mess you about.” She pressed another bruise, one on my side, and then bent to bite it, breaking the skin. I moaned.


  “Mmm,” she said. “I like biting. It isn’t very scary, but there is something neat about doing damage without tools.”


  Yes, that made sense. She was the predator.


  “Of course,” she said, grabbing one of my breasts and roughly kneading. “I do have tools. Clamps and vices. I could mechanically chew on a tit, steel biting down, tightening each in turn, infinitesimally. How long before you moaned, screamed, begged?” She let go of my breast, and pushed her ear against my chest. Listening to my fear-accelerated heartbeat, I realised.


  She let out a very human sigh, and kissed my chest. A burst of reward in the middle of fear.


  “Unfortunately, Birdie will go mad if I seriously hurt you,” she said. “Any of you, but particularly you. And she’s right; you cost money to repair, and Silvershore’s margins are very low. Especially since we’ve got a whole fucking mech arm to replace.” She ran her fingers along my side, fingernails leaving tracks. “But maybe someday you’ll do something that causes me to lose my reason.” She stood back. “So be ready for the bite of steel. Now turn around.”


  I did as asked, of course, and she pushed me down onto the cold metal. I was her prey. A morsel of flesh, all fight gone. I knew, somewhere deep inside, that I was stronger, but that information seemed useless, even humorous.


  “So you get a hard and harsh railing,” Mrs Silver said. “Don’t worry, I’ll put in all my frustration, it will be rather vicious. Oh, and you don’t get to come.”


  She inserted herself into my asshole, smooth and relentless. I groaned. November had been wide, but she was longer, but more, there was a precision to her movements, not like November’s frantic rutting. I was impaled, not on a bear’s claw but on a raptor’s shiny talon. She started thrusting, sliding in and out, slowly, like she was chewing her meat. Her fingernails scratched the small of my back. I thought I had already surrendered, but I found new reserves of submission; the twisted pleasure/pain echoing through me, throbbing like a wound.


  Mrs Silver gave a grunt, the first real sound she’d made, and accelerated. I had no control over the sounds I was making. I had no control over anything. My place was simply to endure. To be a good meal for Mrs Silver. Her thrusting was determined now, her breathing rough. I was being torn apart; an eagle tearing at a rabbit, separating sinew from muscle.


  When she came it was like a hammer blow; pain and pleasure and fear and surrender pressing me down into nothingness, into the earth. She slowed, but still seemed to be pumping into me forever. Time felt strange. Her hands gripped my hips, nails tearing skin.


  Finally she slid out. Her hands loosened. After some unspecified time I heard her walk away and start the shower.


  “You know,” she said, voice raised over the sound of water. “The original plan for the company was that I’d be bad cop, and Birdie would be good cop. Play to our strengths, you know. Hard domme versus gentle domme.”


  She paused. I wasn’t sure if she was waiting for me to say something, but I couldn’t remember how to form words.


  “But,” she continued, “Birdie is cis. She hasn’t been taught that she was a monster since forever. Oh, she is every bit as monstrous as me. Maybe more. She just can’t admit it.”


  She shut the shower off, and walked back over to me. “You’re going over onto your back. It’s difficult without arms, but use your shoulders and your legs.”


  She turned me over; the cool metal felt good on my scratched-up back.


  “Still very hard, I see,” Mrs Silver said, giving my girlcock a quick and painful squeeze. “Let’s get you full on the table.” I shuffled until my butt was secure. Then she unfastened my legs.


  “You look cute like that,” she said. “Defenceless. Makes me really want to hurt you. But I have a mission for you instead.”


  I made an indistinct noise.


  “I want you,” she said, “to make Birdie skip her three-hour apology before she uses you, or the others. She’s quickest with you, anyway; you must be her type. So tell her you really want it. Tell her that you all love her. Tell her whatever you need to tell her, but make it so that she uses you as casually as I do. You and your teammates. Understand?”


  I nodded.


  “Good,” she said, stretching her hand against my belly. “I realise it may take a little while, but if you fail… I guess we get to see which sort of torture you most fear.” She smiled. “We’ve got some proper mech missions coming up, and I want all the team, people and non-people, to be working properly.”


  Mrs Silver padded out of the room, leaving the door open. I heard her use the comm on the desk. “Birdie, can I borrow you for a moment.”


  ⁂


  “Nik, you could have warned me you’d be nude,” said Dr Shaw.


  “Relax, Birdie, you’re a doctor, you’ve seen it all before,” said Mrs Silver. I couldn’t see, but there was the sound of a vape draw, then exhalation. “Anyway, I wanted your help with this one.” She moved through the doorway, just into my vision.


  “What are you doing with Whiskey?” Dr Shaw said.


  “Oh, you know me,” said Mrs Silver. “Fucking. A touch meanly. And I would do more, if I have to. But my dick is tired, so I thought I’d ask you.”


  “I’m not one of your toys that you can mess with, Nikoleta,” said Dr Shaw.


  “Who’s messing?” said Mrs Silver. “I’m asking for help. I will fuck her if needs be, but it would be a favour if you would instead.”


  “Please,” I said. “She says she will hurt me.”


  Mrs Silver chuckled. “I told her I would use some of my devices on her. But if you’d rather see her in med-bay…”


  “Alright,” said Dr Shaw.


  Mrs Silver smiled through a cloud of vape-smoke, and exited the room. Dr Shaw closed the door firmly.


  “Sorry,” Dr Shaw said, and crouched to pick up one of my arms.


  “Birdie, you saved me,” I said, loading my voice with grateful emotion.


  “She bought the room out of a catalogue, she probably hasn’t used half the things,” said Dr Shaw. “She likes scaring girls.”


  “She scared me,” I said. “Birdie, would you mind just hugging me please?”


  Dr Shaw put the arm on the table, and awkwardly hugged me, leaning over the table. I stretched my head up, trying to kiss her.


  “What are you doing?” she said.


  “Trying to kiss you,” I said.


  She looked very doubtful. I dropped my head back. “Sorry, Birdie. Obviously, why would you—”


  She kissed me, hard. It was a sloppy kiss, clumsy, but it ignited the reward part of my brain, and I had trouble staying on mission.


  “Mmm, Whiskey on your lips,” I said, and she laughed. And then I saw her have the idea.


  “You’re still hard,” she said.


  “Mrs Silver edged me unbearably,” I said.


  “Oh,” she said. “Let me help you.”


  She shuffled down the table, and softly grasped my girlcock. “Thank you,” I whispered.


  She lowered her lips over the head, feeling it with her tongue, her warm mouth sucking on it. I felt duty and service blossoming within me. My reward was heading toward me apace. I couldn’t remember what was strategy, and what was reality.


  “Thank you, Birdie.” I repeated, and smiled. Reward, punishment, victory, teamwork; this was all I ever wanted.


  The Human World


  Day One


  Zoey had long since stopped being disappointed. She was good at her job. At what her job would be, if she had one. She gazed out of the window of the bus, as it rattled down suburban streets. It was mostly sexism, she thought, and wildly that was a good thing as it meant she was passing. Not that passing was good in itself, but it made things a little easier; it meant an hour interview rather than a ten minute one. But interviewers still liked bros for coding; oh, the businesses were progressive, so they’d interview women—just rarely hire them. Plus, they wanted people just out of university, not decrepit early-thirties hags. So another failed interview, another chance to add wear and tear to her one ‘interview dress’. And now back, in defeat, to Trevor’s home.


  ⁂


  Her battered holdall was on the step: that wasn’t a good sign. Her key still worked, but the door chain was on, so it only opened a few inches. She knocked, several times. Finally Stephanie, Trevor’s girlfriend, appeared in the crack. “Can’t you take a hint?” she said. “Fuck off.”


  “Just let me in for a couple of hours, until Trev gets home, then we can all discuss,” Zoey said. She had been sleeping on Trevor’s couch for seven months, but his girlfriend didn’t like that. Trevor also wasn’t keen, but he was a bit of a pushover. Zoey didn’t like it either, but had little choice.


  “No,” said Stephanie. “Trevor agrees with me. You’re taking the piss. Fuck off, you lazy tr…tramp.”


  ⁂


  She caught the bus back to the city; she had an all-day ticket, so she might as well use it. She could, in theory, go to her parents; she had just enough for the train fare. They’d be happy to see her, at first. Not happy enough to use her real name, though. The choice between home-style conversion therapy and being on the streets was a tough one. Oh, Zoey knew she ought to be the brave transexual—death before detransition, etcetera—but the street was cold and unforgiving, and Zoey was human. She had been through so much, but she didn’t know how to be homeless. There must be shelters, right? But were they trans friendly?


  In town, Zoey sat on a bench and stared into a fountain. There was a statue of a rather oddly proportioned woman just chilling out. Statues didn’t need money or shelter. A couple walked by with a small dog; it didn’t need money either, nor did it have to endure job interviews. Zoey was aware of how stupid it was to be jealous of a dog. She tried not to think, to be statue-like, as dusk fell around her.


  “Zoey, is that you?” said a woman’s voice, a little posh.


  “Huh? Oh… Alexis?” It must have been almost a decade since they had last met. Alexis had always been nicely turned out back then, and the years only seemed to have refined her taste. A sober suit, in a light and feminine cut.


  “That’s right,” Alexis said, perching on the bench. “How have you been since Uni?”


  “Um, alright, mostly,” said Zoey. It was sort of true, taken as an average. “How about you?”


  “Oh, terrible,” said Alexis, laughing. “You know, business. Mostly arguing with men. Not like I imagined back—”


  There was a bleep from her expensive-looking handbag; presumably a phone.


  “Shit, I’m late,” Alexis said. “Le Morceau Anglais. And they’re always very quick to give your table away. Let me give you my number.”


  She took a pen and business card from her jacket, and using Zoey’s shoulder to lean on, scrawled something on the back.


  “That’s my personal number,” she said. “I’d love to catch up.”


  Zoey took the card, forcing a smile. Her phone was off, to conserve battery. “Alexis Britton, Chief Financial Officer, Nexufin Global.”


  Alexis paused and looked hard at Zoey for a moment. “Unless,” she said, smiling, “you would join me for dinner?”


  “I’m a bit short on cash at the moment,” said Zoey. She wasn’t sure how much seventeen pounds and some change would get you at Le Morceau Anglais; maybe a glass of tap water?


  “Oh, I never carry any either,” Alexis said. “Corporate credit card. My treat.”


  Free food in the company of an attractive woman; Zoey wasn’t sure why her first instinct was to turn it down.


  ⁂


  The honey-roasted figs were almost amazing enough to offset Zoey’s discomfort, at least for a few moments. She finished off the vanilla ice-cream, scraping up the honey glaze. She had been living, even more than usual, on bulk-bought ramen this month; it was lovely to feel full.


  Alexis just sipped her coffee, watching Zoey with a curious expression. Her dark chocolate mousse was untouched. Alexis had always looked so calm and put together, thought Zoey. Oh, she would probably claim that a few loose strands of her dark hair meant she was quite dishevelled. In contrast, Zoey—whose short hair wouldn’t behave in a remotely hair-like fashion—was well aware that her ‘interview dress’ was beginning to show its age.


  Zoey had liked Alexis, back in Uni, even though she was a Lib Dem. Partly that was because they were the only two out lesbians in their hall of residence. And partly because Alexis was fine with the trans thing; not a given, considering that in those days she was a long way from passing and on a virtually homoeopathic dosage of oestrogen. There was also a non-zero amount of sexual tension between them. If Zoey hadn’t already been exclusively T4T, maybe something would have happened; Alexis had hinted occasionally.


  “So, anyway,” resumed Alexis. “I quietly pointed out that Thompkins was using a mix of adjusted and unadjusted dollars in his report, and he had a very uncomfortable Q&A.”


  She reached over and swapped our plates; her chocolate mousse for my scraped-clean plate.


  “Wha—” Zoey began.


  “I could see you deliberating over the dessert menu,” said Alexis. “I don’t like sweet things.”


  Zoey hesitated, then picked up the spoon. Having Alexis—or her company—paying for everything, tolerantly allowing two desserts, it was a little infantilizing. But she could hardly be choosy at the moment. She took another sip of wine; she had probably had enough, but fuck it. 


  “So Thompkins learned that you don’t pull that shit in my ballpark,” Alexis continued, “or I will mess you up.” Alexis sipped some more coffee, and watched Zoey eat. “How’s your job? Probably less boring than mine.”


  Zoey shook her head. She couldn’t be bothered to lie anymore. “I’m between jobs,” she said. “I had an interview today; didn’t get it.”


  “Why not?” said Alexis. “You were always so clever.”


  “Today’s modern business doesn’t put much value in being clever.”


  “True enough,” said Alexis, looking contemplative. “Must be challenging though.”


  “Yes,” said Zoey. “Can we stop talking about it, please?”


  “Of course,” said Alexis. “How’s your love life?”


  Zoey shrugged. Another disaster. “Nonexistent.”


  “Surely not!” said Alexis. “You were quite popular in uni, and have only gotten prettier since.”


  “Yeah, for some reason the chicks turn up their nose at a broke girl who sleeps on her DM’s sofa,” said Zoey, giving away more than she meant to. Too much wine.


  “DM?”


  “Oh, dungeon master,” Zoey said, feeling any remaining cool slip through her fingers. “You know, Dungeons and Dragons.”


  “Oh, the game?” said Alexis. “I like roleplaying, but not of that sort. And it’s nonexistent for me too.”


  “And yet even my DM has a girlfriend,” said Zoey. “I have less rizz than a man who puts ‘the sexiest funko-pop figures’ on his bedroom shelf to ‘impress the ladies’. His girlfriend hates me, as well.”


  “I was dumped by my long-term girlfriend, Delphine,” said Alexis. “She said I was cold, and only used her for sex.”


  “Oh, I’m sorry.”


  “Meh, it was true enough,” said Alexis. “She was French, Zoey; I’m hardly going to use her for conversation. I suppose that makes me a crap girlfriend.”


  “Well, at least your day involves something other than watching Columbo reruns and farting into the sofa,” said Zoey. “Women go mad for that.”


  “It appears both of us are not doing great in that department,” Alexis said. She looked at Zoey again. “Why don’t you work for me?”


  “I know fuck all about finance,” said Zoey. “As is painfully obvious.”


  “Not for the company, for me,” said Alexis.


  Zoey laughed. “Doing what?”


  Alexis finished her coffee. “Sex.”


  Zoey nearly choked on her wine. She looked around, but no-one seemed to be listening.


  “The truth is, Delphine was right, I don’t really want a girlfriend,” Alexis said. “Too much commitment. But I like convenient sex. It makes sense to buy it, but sex workers are a hassle. Your living arrangements sound tenuous; move in with me, and let me fuck you on demand.”


  Zoey laughed, uncertainly. “You’re joking, right?”


  “No. It solves a need for both of us,” said Alexis. “Plus I’ve fancied you since university.”


  Zoey wasn’t sure how to respond. Alexis was attractive, certainly. And Zoey hoped no hidden middle-class distaste for sex work lurked within her. “Erm, I’m still T4T.”


  “In your own romances, yes,” said Alexis. “This is work.”


  “Okay, but I haven’t slept with a cis woman for more than a decade,” said Zoey. “And what if we’re not sexually compatible?”


  “Well, things are generally still in the same place they were a decade ago,” said Alexis. “They are for me, anyway. So, unless you have…”


  Zoey shook her head. “No.”


  “And we can do a week’s probation if you would like,” continued Alexis, “although I really don’t make that sort of mistake.”


  Zoey drank her wine, looking down.


  “Well, think about it at least,” said Alexis.


  Alexis got the check; Zoey didn’t even see how much it cost, but guessed that it was easily more than her food budget for the month.


  “Okay,” said Zoey. “Okay, I’ll do it.”


  Alexis smiled. “When would be a convenient start date?”


  “Now.”


  ⁂


  Alexis led Zoey through to her bedroom, after first dropping their bags and coats in the living room. Alexis’ flat was nice, of course. Huge. Lovely views over the city; lit up now, of course. Tastefully decorated; dark leather and pale wood.


  Alexis pushed Zoey down onto the bed; burgundy sheets with a ridiculous thread count. Zoey was happy to be on an actual mattress for the first time in forever. She lifted Zoey’s dress; her girlcock was already poking out of her underwear. Alexis smiled, smug and self-assured; she stepped back from the bed, and shimmied out of her trousers and underwear. Zoey awkwardly took her dress off, pulling it over her head, careful not to tear it.


  Alexis pulled Zoey’s panties down to mid-thigh, and pressed a palm against her girlcock. “Very nice,” she said. “Do you normally get this hard for women you might not be sexually compatible with?”


  Zoey shook her head. She didn’t usually get this hard for anyone, but Alexis’ aggressiveness was doing something. Also, honestly, that fact that she wouldn’t be cold or hungry tonight was doing a lot for her libido.


  Alexis’ pussy was already very moist, which was just as well, because she lowered herself onto Zoeys girldick without preamble.


  “You’re much better than a vibrator,” Alexis said.


  “Well, that’s—” began Zoey.


  “Shush,” said Alexis and started riding her. Not gently either; raising herself half off the girlcock, then slamming back down. Zoey moaned; the feeling was incredible and intense. She tried to move her hips in synchrony, but Alexis paused and shook her head.


  Zoey could feel tension in her girlcock, and a complimentary tension in the muscle walls that surrounded it.


  “My clit,” commanded Alexis, breathlessly.


  Zoey moved her hand up to Alexis’ clit, stroking it—a bit clumsily—with her thumb. Alexis gave a small gasp and flung her head back. Zoey came, and then so did Alexis; her grip tightening, and making little moans again and again.


  ⁂


  They sat at the kitchen table. Alexis had used the shower first, and then made hot chocolate while Zoey took a turn. The only spare bathrobe was for a much skinnier woman—Delphine?—so Zoey wore a towel around her waist as well. She sipped the hot chocolate; even that tasted posh and slightly bitter. It came from one of those pod things.


  “So,” said Alexis, “minimum wage but accommodation, food and incidentals will be provided. Your duties will be sexual acts and associated play. Your right of consent still applies, of course. But unless there is a problem with consent, I expect you to be ready on demand.”


  Zoey was annoyed with herself for getting a semi. “Minimum wage?”


  “Yes,” said Alexis. “I am a business woman. But it’s for 24 hours, and the vast majority of that will be on-call, rather than working.”


  Zoey pretended to consider this, for longer than was really necessary since the alternative was living on the streets, being paid fuck all to not sleep with a beautiful woman. She finally nodded, and sipped her hot chocolate.


  “I, of course, will be dominant. There are several kinks that you will need to accommodate,” Alexis said. “The first one, I am somewhat ashamed to tell you.”


  “Oh shit,” said Zoey. “Vore? Inflation?” She thought back to dessert. “Feeding?”


  “I’m what I think you call a chaser,” said Alexis. “In terms of porn, of OnlyFans, of erotica: I really like girls with dicks.”


  “Hmm,” said Zoey. “Well, liking girls with dicks is not a crime. I suppose the important thing is that you treat trans girls as actual people.”


  “Well, about that,” said Alexis, cupping her hot chocolate. “I’m really into puppy play.”


  “Oh, no problem,” said Zoey. “To a trans girl, that barely counts as a kink.”


  “Good,” said Alexis. “I also just like the idea of paying someone.”


  “Like a sex worker?”


  Alexis shook her head. “More like a trophy. In my business, you meet lots of old, rich men, and their young and beautiful girlfriends. It’s not—or not entirely—sex work, but those women wouldn’t be with them without money. I like the idea of affording a fuckable trophy.”


  “We’re almost the same age.”


  “That just makes it better,” Alexis said with a mean smile. “I am successful enough to lord my wealth over my peers. I also have a major humiliation/degradation kink, as you may have noticed.”


  Zoey nodded. “Right. I mean, a bit shitty that you have so much money and I don’t.”


  “Indeed,” said Alexis, smiling in a way Karl Marx would not have approved of. “When I take you out to restaurants, I want everyone there to guess that while I will be paying for the meal, I’ll be extracting the value from your body later.”


  “It’s grim being broke,” said Zoey. “I’m not sure I like you getting off on it.”


  “Red line?”


  “No.” Zoey sighed.


  “And of course, various related stuff; bondage, sadomasochism, denial, edging, etc,” said Alexis. “Any problems?”


  “No, not in general,” said Zoey. She took another sip of her chocolate. “Where do I sleep?”


  “That’s up to you,” said Alexis. “The sofa is comfortable, but my bed is wide.”


  Zoey nodded. “I’ve been having dreams about an actual mattress.”


  “Good then,” said Alexis. “I’ll have a contract drawn up soon.”


  Day Two


  Alexis was gone when Zoey awakened; it was mid-morning on a weekday, so Alexis had gone to the office. Zoey starfished on the lovely mattress for a while. The bed smelled of Alexis, which lent the entire room an undercurrent of… excitement? Arousal? Zoey was in someone else’s space but, for once, they wanted her here. Were paying her to be here.


  Zoey slowly got up. She ought to be looking for a job; Alexis would get bored soon enough, she thought. Or maybe she’d annoy her too much. 


  Still she decided she needed a day off.


  She watched some telly, and ate some of Alexis’ food. Alexis’ (big, American) fridge was ridiculously well-stocked but kind of random. It was as if she had gone into Waitrose and ordered “food, general” and left it at that, Zoey thought. She supposed that Alexis didn’t need to know what items were BOGOF at LIDL.


  As evening approached, Zoey found herself watching the door. She was a bit nervous, she realised. She liked Alexis, sort of. She was attractive, and the dominance was sexy, but she was still uneasy.


  It was getting towards eight when the door finally opened. Alexis looked tired; she slumped on the sofa.


  “Fucking audits,” she said, kicking her shoes off.


  “Can I make you a coffee?” said Zoey. “I think I have the pod thing figured out.”


  Alexis shook her head. “That isn’t what I want,” Alexis said, a hard edge in her voice. “Has my trophy had a nice day relaxing in my flat?”


  “Um, yes?” Zoey wasn’t sure how she was meant to respond; she had imagined having more time to prepare but…


  Alexis parted her knees. “Then come and show me how grateful you are.” She pointed at the carpet. Zoey knelt between Alexis’ legs. She was already getting hard, which somewhat surprised her.


  Alexis shuffled down the sofa, hiking her skirt. She was wearing stockings and suspenders.


  “Wow,” said Zoey softly. “I didn’t realise people wore these in real life, not just thirsty photoshoots.”


  “They do when they want to feel sexy,” said Alexis, tousling Zoey’s hair. Zoey found herself leaning into it, cat-like.


  “Now shush, and take my stockings off,” said Alexis.


  Zoey carefully unclipped one, and rolled the top down. She instinctively kissed Alexis’ inner thigh. She removed one stocking, and proceeded to the other leg. Alexis slipped a hand into her panties. Zoey removed the other stocking; placing several kisses down Alexis’ leg. Again, it seemed like the right thing to do.


  “My panties,” said Alexis, voice catching.


  Zoey thought about trying to remove them using her mouth, but that seemed too difficult, so she used her hands—and some strategic wriggles from Alexis—to pull the damp panties off.


  Alexis’ cunt was, thought Zoey, beautiful—she was more used to girlcocks, but girlcunts were nice too. Folds whorled on top of each other; like a fancy foreign pastry. Glistening with moisture like sugar; a cherry at the top. Zoey probably should have eaten first, she realised.


  She nuzzled the folds, tentatively.


  “Show me how grateful you are,” said Alexis, “my trophy, my bimbo, my slut, my puppy. Show me why I keep you.” She put her hands in Zoey’s hair, and pulled her in. Zoey’s girlcock was annoyingly hard; she would swear she didn’t like being called a bimbo.


  Zoey dove in with her tongue; she tasted good. Alexis was very wet; Zoey could hear her making small moans. Zoey wasn’t sure she was doing it right; it had been a while since she’d had a go eating out even a neo-vagina. She hoped the prototype version was identical. She licked and probed. She nibbled the folds, and nuzzled the clit. From Alexis’ soft and increasingly frequent moans, she must be doing something right. Still, a progress bar would be handy, thought Zoey.


  The nature of the moans changed; Alexis’ hands tensed, and she pulled Zoey in even closer. Zoey continued to probe. Alexis started to orgasm; muscles pushing Zoey’s tongue out. Zoey redoubled her efforts. Alexis was moaning with every breath; she trembled as wave after wave wracked her body.


  Finally, she let go of Zoey’s hair, pushing her away slightly. Alexis just breathed in silence. Zoey still knelt; her lower face covered in Alexis’ juices.


  Eventually, Alexis asked, “Are you hard?” Her voice was soft.


  “Yes, very.”


  “Stand up,” ordered Alexis. “And let me see it. Entertain me, trophy.”


  Zoey stood up and dropped her jeans, manoeuvring her cock out of her panties; there was already a pearl of precum on her girldick. Zoey just stood there, embarrassed, unsure of what to do.


  Alexis smiled, only a little cruelly, and gestured to the space between her knees again. “Come closer”.


  She put out a hand and touched Zoey’s girlcock. Zoey made a little moan/grunt. “I’m very close,” she said.


  Alexis caressed the girlcock slowly, moving glossy mouth nearer, and whispering. “It looks like it, but I want you to wait until tomorrow.”


  Zoey groaned. She carefully tucked away her girldick. 


  “Cheer up, trophy,” said Alexis. “You have lifted my spirits. Right, shall we call for a takeaway? I’m starving.” 


  Day Three


  The next morning, Alexis woke Zoey by grabbing her girldick and manipulating her into a very aroused state, before leaving. She’d done the same last night. Zoey wasn’t a fan of denial; she wondered if she ought to just finish herself off. Would Alexis really be able to tell? Still, she decided not to.


  She watched some more telly, then used her phone to check for jobs. Nothing caught her eye; IT jobs that were clearly three roles shoved together, or so full of buzzwords that she didn’t have the slightest clue what the actual job was. Previously, she would have still applied, but it seemed pointless at the moment.


  Alexis rang, startling Zoey so badly that she almost dropped the phone.


  “I’m taking the afternoon off,” said Alexis, directly. “I’ve got some shopping to do, but then I’ll be home to take care of your problem. You haven’t finished yourself off, have you?”


  “No,” said Zoey, a touch defensively.


  “Good,” said Alexis. “Take a photo of your cock, erect, in the next five minutes. Send it to me.” She hung up.


  Zoey was somewhat taken aback, but she supposed there was no harm in it. She massaged herself to hardness, and took a picture; double-checked the contact and sent it to Alexis.


  She realised that she hadn’t actually turned Columbo off, just muted it; if someone walked in now, they would think she had the strangest taste in pornography.


  Alexis messaged, “Good. Until I get home, I want similar pictures on the hour.”


  ⁂


  Mid-afternoon, another text from Alexis. “Home in ten. You will be in the bedroom, naked, kneeling on the floor.”


  Zoey found her orders at once irritating and arousing. Rude, she said to herself, getting undressed. She sat on the bed until she heard the key in the door, then knelt.


  It felt like a while before Alexis stalked into the bedroom. She was carrying a black gift bag.


  “Hello, trophy,” she said. “Waiting for your owner?”


  “You told me to,” muttered Zoey.


  “And you obeyed,” said Alexis, sitting on the bed. “You are hard already, aren’t you? Has it been difficult for you? Wanting release and not getting it? All wound up and frustrated?”


  Zoey nodded.


  Alexis smiled. She had already taken her shoes off, and now she reached out with a stockinged foot, and rubbed Zoey’s girldick. Briefly though, stopping after a few clumsy strokes.


  “Well, you’re going to have to wait a little longer,” said Alexis. She reached into the bag. “I’ve brought you a present.” She pulled out a heavy black leather dog collar.


  “A collar?” said Zoey. “Do I have to?”


  “Only if you want to come.”


  Zoey leaned her head forward, and Alexis fastened the collar in place. Then she clipped a chain leash to the loop at the front.


  “Excellent,” said Alexis. “It really suits you. Now, does the good puppy want to come?”


  “Yes,” said Zoey, a touch sullenly.


  “No, silly,” said Alexis. “Bark.”


  Zoey gritted her teeth. “Woof.”


  “Again.”


  Zoey barked.


  Alexis wiggled a leg. “Rub yourself off on my shin, like an enthusiastic puppy.”


  Zoey sighed but wrapped herself around Alexis’ left leg, and started humping. Alexis watched her indulgently while holding the chain. Her stockings were sheer and somehow expensive seeming, although Zoey hadn’t fucked enough stockings to know how she arrived at that conclusion.


  She came; the translucent spurt looking more obscene than normal against the tan stocking.


  “Good girl,” said Alexis, parting her legs. “Now demonstrate the use of your tongue.”


  Day Seven


  “I’ll have to buy you some new clothes,” said Alexis, over a breakfast of scrambled eggs.


  “What’s wrong with this?” Zoey was wearing a tee-shirt with ‘That’s how I roll,’ and an image of a twenty-sided die with the one uppermost. And her collar, of course.


  Alexis sighed. “In your own time, you may wear whatever shit you like,” she said. “But on my time… well, I get to decide. I’ll buy you something more pleasing; we will hit some shops before we go to the restaurant.”


  “Are we having a meal out tonight?”


  “Indeed,” said Alexis. “I want to show you off. Oh, that reminds me; I got you a gift.” She leant over and fetched a gift bag from the sideboard.


  It was a silver necklace; complex swirls and whorls surrounding a central ring.


  “It’s a day collar,” said Alexis. “Most people won’t know, but those that do…”


  “It’s nice…” Zoey said. “But it’s not really me. I’m more of a futch.”


  “Of course, how you dress in your own time is up to you,” said Alexis. “But in my time, you will dress for me. Now eat your breakfast and sign this contract, we have to be off soon.”


  ⁂


  It turned out that Alexis’ preferred style for Zoey was a slightly slutty femme. The stores they visited are mid-range; not the sort of place that Alexis gets her finely cut clothing from, but several steps above the online bargain bins Zoey usually shopped at. The clothes weren’t exactly her style—too sheer, too fitted, too femme—but she found it nice to have someone buy her things. And Alexis also served as an excellent transphobia guard; that was another reason why—even when Zoey had a job—she didn’t frequent these places. But a posh, no-nonsense cis woman would give even the most unhinged of terfs pause.


  If she wasn’t keen on most of the clothes, the chance to get properly fitted bras was incredible. As with everything else, Alexis had the final say, but she listened to Zoey’s opinions on these.


  Alexis always accompanied Zoey into the changing room, and surveyed her body with a proprietorial attitude. This was both annoying and arousing for Zoey. She was being treated like a dress-up doll; it was not completely unappealing, but it embarrassed her.


  ⁂


  After shopping, Alexis dragged Zoey into the mall’s toilets. They squeezed into a cubicle.


  Alexis spoke in a harsh whisper. “Seeing you strip and choosing your dresses has made me wet.” She moved closer, hiked her skirt, and lowered her knickers, slightly. “Use your fingers.”


  Zoey did so; she was right about being wet. It was easy to slide a couple of fingers into her, Zoey stooping slightly. Alexis moaned, a tad too loudly; she leaned forward and bit Zoey’s ear. Not quite hard enough to break skin, but hard enough that it felt like a warning. Zoey plunged her fingers deeper into Alexis, brushing her clit with a thumb. In a short while, Alexis was moaning a muffled orgasm into Zoey’s ear. When the trembling had stopped, Alexis whispered, “Lick your fingers.”


  While Zoey was doing that, Alexis pressed her hand against Zoey’s skirt, feeling the outline of her girlcock. “Aww, you’re hard, aren’t you?” She rubbed up and down. “Behave for the rest of the day and I’ll attend to it later.”


  ⁂


  They ate at another restaurant; The Vesicle evidently didn’t consider themselves bound by earthy notions of cuisine. There were foams, gels and vapours in various colours and textures; it was all, unfortunately, delicious. Zoey ate in a kind of angry trance; stuff that you couldn’t make at home shouldn’t be so delicious. Zoey didn’t believe The Vesicle had a kitchen; she thought it more likely they were hacking things out of a captured angel. Alexis had ordered for both of them; again, annoying but probably necessary. Zoey did not think she could order ‘pork and wild quince cloud’ with a straight face. She was also already feeling self-conscious; her out-of-her-price-range clothes were the cheapest in here. Oh, there were more scruffy looking outfits; torn and faded jeans, paint-splattered tee-shirts, but Zoey just knew they were laser faded, artisanally ripped, and with paint splatters hand applied by someone with an art degree and no shame. From her clothes, to the way that she had to watch Alexis to see what cutlery to use, it was obvious she didn’t belong. To make it worse, Alexis would, on occasion, press a stockinged foot onto her groin; she timed this so that it happened when waiters were asking questions. She must seem stupid as well as poor.


  ⁂


  They were on the dessert course—gold-dusted clear durian gel for Zoey, chocolate and beetroot smoke for Alexis—when Alexis’ foot let Zoey know that someone was approaching.


  “Ah, hello Mrs Byun,” said Alexis, although there were two people there.


  “Ms Britton, what a pleasant surprise,” said one of the women. She was older than Alexis, but her dress was more colourful. Beautiful in a slightly androgynous way. She looked over at Zoey. “Is this your…”


  “Yes,” said Alexis. “Zoey, Mrs Byun wrote up the contract you signed.”


  “A law degree is useful sometimes,” said Mrs Byun. “You remember Lyuba, my… project.” She gestured to the other woman, who stepped forward, head bowed. She was wearing a conservative dress, and looked uncomfortable in it. Lyuba seemed a few years younger than Zoey.


  “Of course,” said Alexis. “She’s very pretty.”


  “She is,” said Mrs Byun. “But very disobedient. Spilled wine and crumbs of food.” Mrs Byun smiled cruelly. The other woman blushed. “Yours looks well behaved. And pretty too.”


  “She’s getting there,” agreed Alexis.


  “Excellent!” said Mrs Byun. “Nice necklace too. May I?”


  There was a pause; Zoey realised she was waiting for Alexis to answer, but Mrs Byun was looking at her. She nodded.


  Mrs Byun lifted the day collar slightly, her cool fingers brushing Zoey’s neck. “Do you like it?” she said.


  Zoey felt Alexis’ foot press into her groin again. “I’m… I’m getting used to it.”


  ⁂


  Alexis carefully pulled Zoey’s new clothes off her. The necklace was removed too, replaced by the dog collar.


  “On the bed,” commanded Alexis. She got manacles out from under the bed.


  She spreadeagled Zoey, a cuff at each ankle and wrist. Zoey felt herself blushing at the exposure; she’d been naked in front of Alexis before, of course, but this seemed more vulnerable.


  The artificial whirr of a phone camera brought her attention back to Alexis. “What are you doing?”


  “Some photos. A private collection, don’t worry,” said Alexis, smiling. “It’s just you already looked defenceless, and I thought this would make it worse.”


  “It does, yeah.”


  Alexis lifted Zoey’s skirt and rubbed at her panties. “So hot. You’d think I get enough power in my day job, but that doesn’t compare to a pretty girl tied up, helpless before you. Annoyed, and scared, and blushing, and aroused.” She shimmied free of her panties, put her phone on the dresser, and climbed onto the bed.


  “You’re nice and hard,” she said, massaging Zoey’s shaft. “Would you like me to blow you?”


  “Yes, please,” said Zoey, surprised.


  “Do you promise to be a good girl?”


  “Yes.”


  “Then bark for me.”


  Zoey hesitated, then barked.


  “Good girl,” said Alexis. She kissed Zoey’s girlcock.


  “No thrusting, or wriggling, or human vocalisations,” Alexis said. “If you’re good, you will come, but it’s going to take a while.” She licked the length of Zoey’s girlcock.


  Day Sixteen


  The camera had plastic puppy ears. “It’s a pet cam,” explained Alexis. “I can keep an eye on you from the office. Even speak to you if I need to. Isn’t that great?”


  “Oh yes, I’ve always wanted to live in a panopticon.”


  “Don’t worry,” Alexis said. “It is only in this room, and you can still watch telly or whatever. I just want to enjoy my trophy.”


  “Fine.”


  “Oh, and I’ve been thinking; you don’t need to wear clothes around the house, do you? Just the collar will do.”


  Zoey almost complained, but what was the point?


  ⁂


  Zoey watched television, and read her phone. She knew she ought to be job searching, but she just didn’t feel like it. She was already getting used to not worrying about money, and she had decided that it would be awhile before Alexis got bored with her. Especially if she made an effort.


  She only remembered the camera when its ‘head’ moved. She knew that Alexis must be watching, and she gave a little wave. And then she had a better idea.


  When the camera moved again, Zoey stood and walked in front of it. She tried to make it sexy. She gripped her girlcock and began playing with it, pulling and massaging.


  “What are you doing?” Alexis’ voice crackled with static over the camera’s speaker.


  “Making an effort,” said Zoey.


  ⁂


  That evening, when Alexis arrived home, she put Zoey over the arm of the sofa and spanked her, hard.


  Zoey struggled and writhed, though never really hard enough to free herself from the gentle pressure of Alexis’ other hand.


  The pain soon felt meditative; she missed it when Alexis stopped. Alexis caressed the soreness and kissed her.


  “Now get on your knees and say sorry,” Alexis said.


  Day Seventeen


  Zoey awoke to a snap and a click. She murmured something confused, and looked down. A pink plastic cage was fitted over her girlcock.


  Alexis clipped it into place; Zoey was already becoming hard from the attention, and the result was uncomfortable.


  “What is this?”


  Alexis smiled. “I have to concentrate on my work, pup. When I get home, I can remove it.”


  “But—”


  “Are you really saying you can’t go eight hours without playing with yourself?” said Alexis. “You’re not a teenager.”


  ⁂


  It was ten hours before Alexis came home, with an armful of shopping bags. Zoey was sitting on the sofa, watching quiz shows. She turned the TV off.


  “Here, trophy,” said Alexis. Zoey stood and approached.


  “Will you remove this thing now?” Zoey asked. “Apart from everything else, it’s fucking annoying to wee in.”


  “Soon,” said Alexis. “First kneel.”


  Zoey sighed, and knelt on the carpet.


  From one of the bags, Alexis produced some fuzzy ears on a headband. She placed them on Zoey’s head.


  “Bark,” Alexis said. Zoey thought about saying ‘woof’ again, but knew that would just delay things. She barked.


  “Good girl,” said Alexis. She walked past Zoey to the sofa and sat down.


  “What about—”


  “No, pup,” said Alexis, tolerantly. “While you have the ears on, you must only make dog sounds. I spend all day listening to humans; I’ve had enough of that.”


  She paused, looking at Zoey. With some effort Zoey stayed quiet.


  “Now, come and kneel on the sofa beside me,” Alexis said. Zoey obeyed.


  Alexis reached out and tapped the cage around Zoey’s cock. Zoey flinched, already feeling herself try to harden.


  “Nearly time for freedom,” Alexis said. “But you’ve got one more present first. Lie across my lap.”


  Zoey was careful not to lie awkwardly on the cock cage. Alexis used her back as a kind of table, as she pulled some stuff from shopping bags. There was a snap of a nitrile glove, or similar, being pulled on, and the obscene squelching of lubricant being squeezed. Zoey almost spoke again, but instead gasped when Alexis inserted a finger into her arse. Almost instantly the pressure in Zoey’s cage was nearly unbearable. Alexis eased her finger carefully, feeling around for the prostate, then pressing and massaging. Zoey made a strangled noise; half pleasure, half pain. Her poor cramped cock produced a long, frustrated leak.


  Alexis chuckled. She pulled her finger out, and then Zoey felt something else being inserted, cold and smooth.


  “There! You have a nice tail now,” she said. “Let’s get you out of your messy cage, and then you can eat me out.”


  Day Eighteen


  Zoey was surprised and pleased that she woke up uncaged. Alexis was already gone to work. Zoey ate some cereal then went to the living room to watch some television.


  On the coffee table, on a tray, were the ears, the cock cage and the buttplug-tail. All cleaned and neatly presented.


  Zoey tried to ignore them. But they niggled at her. Eventually she sighed and phoned Alexis.


  “What’s the dog stuff for?” she demanded.


  “Trophy, I am very busy,” Alexis said. “I did not grant you this phone number so that you could bother me with inane questions.”


  “Am I supposed to put them on?” said Zoey.


  “You are an independent woman,” Alexis said. “And I am very busy. Do what you like.”


  “Yeah, but you will reward me if I do, or punish me if I don’t, right?”


  “I’ll be home at the normal time,” said Alexis, and hung up. The camera swivelled toward her, though.


  Zoey pointedly ignored it and went on with watching her shows. But as the evening approached, she got worried. Finally, she sighed. She lubed the buttplug and awkwardly inserted it. When her hardness had gone, she snapped the cage into place, and put the dog ears on her head. Stupid, she thought, I have a degree.


  When she heard the key turn in the lock, Zoey scrambled to kneel in front of the door.


  “Oh, what a good girl!” Alexis said, fussing with Zoey’s hair and caressing her cheek. “Who’s a good pup? Is it you?”


  Zoey had to admit, grudgingly, that she enjoyed the attention. She mentally kicked herself for being so weak.


  Alexis took the leash off the coat hooks, and snapped it on to Zoey’s collar. She led her on all fours into the bedroom.


  “On your back,” she said, and when Zoey obeyed, she hooked the end of the leash over a bedpost. She unfastened Zoey’s cage and rode her.


  Day Twenty-Four


  It was only just after noon when the door unlocked; Zoey looked in panic at the unworn dog things.


  “I’m sorry,” Zoey called. “You’re home early.”


  “I think I am allowed to set my schedules,” said Alexis.


  “Yes, of course,” said Zoey. “I just didn’t have time to put the dog stuff on.”


  Alexis made a sound of acknowledgement, and began making herself a sandwich.


  “Should I put them on now?” said Zoey.


  “That is up to you,” Alexis said. “I have work to do.”


  Zoey was conflicted; what did Alexis want? She was setting up her laptop on the kitchen table.


  Zoey decided to ignore her, and just read her phone for a while. But she felt restless and antsy. She had disappointed Alexis, she was sure. Maybe Alexis would get bored with her; she shivered as she remembered her old life.


  She sighed again and started putting the dog things on.


  She crawled into the kitchen on all-fours. Alexis looked at her quite coldly, but then gestured to under the table. Zoey crawled under. Alexis stood, kicked off her shoes, and removed her tights before sitting down again. She softly kicked Zoey.


  “Lick my feet,” she said. Zoey set to work, while Alexis went back to her laptop.


  In the dimness of the tables underside, Zoey found herself entering something of a fugue state. Licking Alexis’ feet, and the slow pressure behind her cock cage, seemed to be the only things that were real. A million miles away, Alexis typed and even took phone calls; Zoey just licked.


  Eventually, Alexis closed her laptop, startling Zoey.


  “Bedroom,” Alexis said, getting up from the table.


  In the bedroom, the manacles came out again, but this time Alexis put Zoey on her belly, slightly awkwardly because of the cage.


  Alexis took some more photos, and then fetched a strap-on and harness from the wardrobe. She played with Zoey’s tail for a while, making Zoey uncomfortably hard. Then she pulled the buttplug free, and squeezed some more lube over everything. She straddled Zoey, and pressed the strap carefully into her arse, working her way in. Zoey felt trapped, pinioned, between the penetration and the tightness of her cock’s attempt at hardness. It only got worse as Alexis started to thrust.


  ⁂


  Zoey had trouble sleeping that night because Alexis had left the cage—now very messy—in place. She had wanted to ask for it to be removed, but since Alexis had also not removed the dog ears, she was unable to ask.


  Day Twenty-Eight


  “It’s payday,” announced Alexis, across the kitchen table.


  “Oh, right,” said Zoey. “I haven’t really thought about that, but I’m getting emails about bills and stuff.”


  Alexis sighed. “You should have told me.”


  “They know I can’t pay,” said Zoey. “They just nag me and increase the amounts every month.”


  Alexis shook her head. “This is what I deal with in my day job,” she said. “You manage money like most corporations, except that they have the government on their side. I am going to need details of all your credit cards and contracts and anything else that bills you periodically.”


  Zoey hesitated. That was important, personal information.


  “You enjoy managing it yourself?” ask Alexis. “Because it doesn’t look like it.”


  “No, but…” Zoey sighed. “Okay.” She began going through emails.


  ⁂


  Zoey watched television while Alexis typed. Occasionally, she would hear her phone ring briefly; she had left it with Alexis too.


  Finally, Alexis called her back.


  “Right,” Alexis said. “I have put your debts in one place. I have cancelled all the contracts I am able to, and paid off most of the rest. Likewise, your credit cards have been paid off, their debt transferring to the single debt account. I also cancelled all but the best of your credit cards; please do not use it,” said Alexis. “You have a remarkable amount of debt, but at least it’s in one place now.”


  “How… how much?” said Zoey.


  Alexis turned the screen, and circled a figure with the cursor.


  “Fuck,” said Zoey.


  “And that is less this month’s wage,” said Alexis. “But I think you can pay it off quite quickly.”


  “What interest does that account charge?” said Zoey.


  “None,” said Alexis. “I hold the debt. No point paying someone else.”


  “You own my debt?”


  “Are you hard, trophy?” said Alexis.


  “You were the one who insisted I didn’t wear any clothes,” protested Zoey.


  Alexis pushed her back onto the kitchen chair and straddled her.


  “I pretty much own you now,” she said. “At least until you pay your debts.”


  “Yes, Mistress.”


  Day Forty-Seven


  “Special night tonight,” said Alexis. Zoey was kneeling with her mouth open, ready for today’s pills. She had her ears on, anyway, so she couldn’t reply, other than to tilt her head inquisitively.


  Alexis shook the pills into her hand, and fed Zoey.


  “Do you remember Mrs Byun?” Alexis said. “She invited us for dinner. That means I have to dress you to impress.”


  ⁂


  The dress was sheer, barely more than a slip, but expensive feeling. Zoey shifted uncomfortably, partly because she’d got out of the habit of wearing clothes, partly because she was very aware of not wearing any undergarments (unless the cage counted), but mostly because she was wearing jewelled nipple clamps. She held the jacket tightly closed as they took an Uber.


  The day collar completed the look, and Alexis had done her makeup, hair and nails. Zoey remembered thinking she was a futch, but no more.


  Alexis was dressed elegantly, but fairly simply, in a cream blouse and houndstooth skirt.


  Mrs Byun’s house was in the upper class part of the city; not huge but detached and on a wide and tree-lined street.


  The inside of the house was surprisingly colourful; Zoey had been expecting it to follow Alexis’ reserved but elegant tastes. The house was in no way vulgar, but the colourful accents and vibrant abstract paintings gave the place a lively feeling.


  “Ms Britton!” Mrs Byun said, greeting them in the hall.


  “Oh, call me Alexis!” said Alexis.


  “Only if you call me Eun-hye,” said Mrs Byun. “And your project is called Zoey, if I remember correctly?”


  “I mostly call her trophy or pup these days,” said Alexis.


  “Excellent,” said Mrs Byun. “It is easy for names to confuse them into thinking they’re people. Come in and sit down. Lyuba, or should I say dirt, and I have been busy in the kitchen.”


  The meal surprised Zoey with the number of plates it took up. There was rice and stews, but also braised and battered veg, crab, pork belly, rice cakes and fish cakes, noodles, pickles and more.


  Lyuba sat opposite Zoey, and appeared to be permanently blushing. She had freckles and red hair. If Zoey had been dressed to impress, whoever had dressed Lyuba had other ideas; short denim shorts, and a cheap t-shirt, cropped above the waist, struggled to contain her breasts. Alexis and Mrs Byun must have similar feelings about breasts, both Zoey and Lyuba had nipples showing through the fabric. Lyuba had piercings rather than clamps, of which Zoey was jealous.


  Alexis and Mrs Byun talked about the weather and finance. Zoey wasn’t listening; she wasn’t very used to chopsticks and so was especially careful. It took almost ten minutes before she lost her grip on a piece of cabbage covered in heavy red sauce. It flopped down her top, leaving a trail of red, and landed in her lap. Everyone looked at her. She shamefacedly put the piece of cabbage back on her plate. “Sorry,” she said.


  Alexis said, “Do you know how much that dress was worth, trophy?”


  “Err, it might come out in the wash,” said Zoey.


  Alexis laughed.


  “My mother used to say, lemon juice, white vinegar, baking soda. Soak and rinse five times,” said Mrs Byun. “Then give up and cut it into rags for the household.”


  “I apologise for my pup’s clumsiness,” said Alexis.


  Mrs Byun waved the apology aside. “My dirt was much the same, but now she is quite neat. The trick is, well—” with her chopsticks, Mrs Byun dexterously flicked a splash of sauce onto Lyuba’s t-shirt.


  “Ma’am!” whispered Lyuba.


  “You know the rules, dirt,” said Mrs Byun.


  “Please, Ma’am,” said Lyuba.


  Mrs Byun placed her chopsticks on their holder in a very definite way.


  Lyuba pulled her t-shirt off over her head. She looked down and shrank back in her chair. Her blush was already spreading down from her collarbone.


  “Dirt hates being naked,” said Mrs Byun. “It’s a surprisingly effective punishment.”


  “Oh, my pup spends most of her time naked, don’t you?” Alexis said, turning to Zoey. “Well? Don’t leave poor dirt alone in her punishment.”


  Zoey looked at Alexis and Mrs Byun, and then stood and shimmied out of the dress. She immediately felt the burning blush that swept over her. She sat, quickly. Mrs Byun looked at her, clearly enjoying the view.


  “I find leaving her in her cock cage is a more effective punishment,” said Alexis.


  The meal was delicious, but Zoey (and Lyuba) ate very sparingly. Mrs Byun and Alexis talked about many things, before ending on lesbian dominion.


  “The problem—one of the problems—with men is that they can not do hierarchies,” said Mrs Byun. “Oh, they will simper and cower, if the situation demands it, but they will always be plotting a way to end up on top.”


  “It is their society that has taught them that,” said Alexis. “Machoness. Independence. Alpha-ness.”


  “Oh, indeed,” said Mrs Byun. “Which means you always need a lot of fear and pain to keep control. Your foot needs to be on their neck.”


  “Whereas with lesbians, there’s a whole cohort who will beg for your foot on their neck,” said Alexis.


  “Precisely,” said Mrs Byun. “Girls who will happily be the bottom of the pyramid, as long as it is a lady who puts them there.”


  Zoey wasn’t sure if this speech was genuine, or just for their benefit. She thought about pointing out that she was just in it for the money. But firstly, “I’m a whore,” was not a great argument, and also, was that still true?


  “Obviously, the only reasonable solution is to humanely euthanize all men,” said Alexis.


  “And then we see about removing those tricky human rights from subs,” said Mrs Byun.


  “Indeed,” said Alexis. “But for now we must persevere with our individual praxis.”


  ⁂


  Mrs Byun’s basement dungeon was, thought Zoey, frankly terrifying. It was all cold concrete and steel bars set into the floor and walls. The only soft part seemed to be five leather armchairs.


  “Wow, it’s even more impressive than it seemed in the photos,” said Alexis.


  “It should be,” said Mrs Byun. “It cost enough! Dirt, sit on the floor.” She looked at Alexis.


  “Pup, join her,” Alexis said. The floor was hard and uncomfortable.


  Alexis and Mrs Byun settled into armchairs. “I know that heavy bondage isn’t really your thing, but look…” A rolling screen descended from the ceiling, and Mrs Byun played a file from her phone.


  Lyuba was fastened to the wall, secured at wrists, ankles and waist. A massage wand on some sort of stand was pressed into her pussy. Lyuba whimpered.


  Real life Lyuba was going beetroot red.


  “I can see the appeal,” said Alexis.


  “Oh, but it gets better,” said Mrs Byun, fast-forwarding the video.


  Lyuba was still in the same basic position, but clearly a much greater proportion of her weight was now supported by the bindings. She was sweating heavily, and tears had ruined her makeup. She jerked and screamed.


  “I know you like orgasm denial,” said Mrs Byun, turning down the volume, “but forced orgasms have a lot to recommend them.” 


  “I couldn’t make my pup cry,” said Alexis.


  “Oh, I would advise you to do that at least once,” said Mrs Byun. “It really helps them understand their place.”


  “Hmm, maybe,” said Alexis. “What do you think, pup? You’re hard within your cage, aren’t you? Would you prefer to have your girlcock wrung out, milked beyond the point of exhaustion?”


  Zoey shook her head. Alexis smiled cruelly.


  Mrs Byun chuckled. “Well, Alexis,” she said. “Shall we play? You can take the lead; dirt knows she has to obey guests as well.”


  “Right, yes,” said Alexis, her voice a little uncertain. “You two; make out.”


  Zoey and Lyuba looked at each other, and moved their faces together. Their kisses were delicate.


  “Harder,” said Mrs Byun. “Alexis and I will be judging, and the loser will regret it in whatever game we play next.”


  Lyuba kissed harder.


  ⁂


  Lyuba continued licking; sometimes at the cock cage itself, sometimes pressing the tip of her tongue through the bars. Zoey groaned.


  “Would you like your girlcock to be released, pup?” said Alexis.


  “Yes, Mistress,” said Zoey.


  “And what will you do in exchange?” asked Alexis.


  Zoey tried to think, the pressure of the cage was distracting. “Anything, Mistress.”


  “Anything?” said Alexis. “Total surrender to me, and our host?”


  Zoey kept expecting to speak up for herself: to say no, to refuse. “Yes, Mistress.”


  “Come here,” Alexis said, and unfastened her cage, stroking the rapidly hardening dick. “Now take Lyuba up the arse.”


  “Dirt, on all fours,” said Mrs Byun. “Present your butt.”


  Zoey didn’t manage to get a look at Lyuba’s face before she turned. Was she alright with this?


  “Pup, quickly,” said Alexis. “Or you’ll have the cage back on and the roles reversed.”


  “Yes, Mistress.”


  Day Forty-Eight


  They slept very late the next morning; Zoey was stiff with aches and bruising. The rest of the evening was a blur, as was the Uber back. She groaned.


  “Yeah,” said Alexis. “Quite a night. I guess you see now what a gentle mistress I am.”


  Zoey found herself agreeing.


  “I mean,” Alexis continued, “Lyuba must like it; she was like a sluice when I took her.” Zoey felt a pang of jealousy. “But all the fuss Eun-hye goes to, with the CIA black site dungeon, it is a bit much for me.”


  “Me too.” Zoey snuggled.


  “Well, you might have to get used to it,” said Alexis. “Eun-hye and I are already discussing next time.”


  Day One-Hundred and Sixty-Eight


  Zoey was kneeling again, as Alexis fed her bits of bacon, one by one.


  “Big day today,” said Alexis.


  Zoey inclined her head.


  “Your debts are all paid off,” said Alexis. “You’re in the black.”


  Alexis lifted off Zoey’s dog ears. “And there’s a fair excess left.”


  Zoey turned her head the other way.


  “So I could let you go,” Alexis said, ruffling Zoey’s hair. “You could get a job, go outside, wear clothes.”


  Zoey didn’t know what this dismal feeling that descended on her was. “No, Mistress.”


  “A little kick, and you’d be in the real world. You could stop being a dog,” Alexis continued. “You’d be a person. We’d be equals again.”


  “Please, no, Mistress,” Zoey said. “I love you. I love being your dog.”


  Alexis stroked Zoey’s cheek. “Are you sure?” she said. “Because I view you with the same level of affection that I would a dog. A good and well-trained dog.”


  Zoey nodded, picked up the dog ears and put them on her head. Enough with the human world; it had nothing to recommend it.


  She dipped her head, and licked her Mistress’ inner thigh. Alexis spread her legs.


  Tempting Poison


  The computer woke me with artificial birdsong. Surrounded by soft plastic, with only the faintest of light, I waited for some sense of self to return. I was Nyla. The capsule soon grew brighter, though the light is still soft. I feel a twinge from the port in my arm as the start-of-day meds are injected.


  The capsule opened, top folding away.


  “Afternoon, princess,” said Rikke, gruffly. “Mostly green, one orange. Out.”


  Various tubes and monitoring devices detached and slid away. Rikke pulled on blue latex gloves. The pod lifted and tilted, and Rikke extended a hand to help me out. I blushed; my system was designed to, but I liked Rikke. She was surly and very butch, but had a gentleness to her manner.


  Rikke turned me around, hands roughly searching, until a mild buzz of pain told me that she had found a bruise. It is at the top of my leg, below the buttock.


  “Fucking hell,” said Rikke. “Who put you away yesterday?”


  I didn't answer; my memories of the past were too blurred to be of use.


  “It was that bloody lazy Salma, wasn't it?” said Rikke. “If a bruise is too deep for a day's autohealing to be effective, you've got to log it for attention.”


  She smeared some med-gel on the bruise, strong fingers massaging it in painfully but all too briefly.


  “You'll be on soft play today, Nyla,” said Rikke. I made a complaining sigh. Rikke checked for other bruises, and stuck her fingers into my mouth, my cunt and my arse in turn. All my orifices were top of the line, much more robust than unaugmented humans, but still needed checking. Rikke was very businesslike about it, but must have noticed how wet I was. I got wet for Salma too—I got wet for everyone—but not as wet.


  “Come on, people,” said Ms Lawrence, walking through backstage. “Rikke you are running late.”


  “Unexpected bruise,” said Rikke. “Going to need to adjust the rota. Swap her with Maisy, say?”


  “Well, hurry it up,” said Ms Lawrence. She was the manager of The Tempting Poison. Many people thought that Addison Lawrence was the proprietor too, but the actual owner was elsewhere; semi-retired, uninterested in the day to day running of the business.


  Rikke muttered under her breath. “Come on,” she said, touching my shoulder. She guided me to one of the restraint chairs in the Opium room, fastening my wrists above my head, and my ankles spread apart. She checked the toys in their maintenance tubes.


  “All set?” she said. I nodded. Rikke briefly tweaked one of my nipples, and left. I saw Elza and Jade strapped to other furniture, but also a couple more empty; they were running late today. Mx Jónsdóttir, the security supervisor, looked in briefly. Xe often gave me curious looks, but never touched me or—as far as I knew—any of the girls. I felt a pang of gratitude towards xer, though I didn't know why. Maybe xe saved me from an unhinged customer, some way in the misty past.


  ⁂


  My instincts were at war; I was greedily taking a lesbian dick down my throat, but I also wanted to breathe. The girl was pushing my head back into the chair with her body, which should have taken all my attention, but another of the group was clumsily running a massager over my pussy.


  I gulped and sucked; the girl thrust and pumped frantically. She was supremely uncaring about me, which made it hotter.


  I wondered if she was trans; there was a fashion, nowadays, of cis lesbians—tops, normally—getting themselves a dick. I thought I was probably trans, but I couldn't really remember my life before. Certainly not whether or not I had a dick. My prostate felt real, but artificial nerve clusters were a thing.


  She climaxed, pulling out before she'd even finished coming, splattering my face. She sat down, heavily, to some cheers from the group. Friend group, I reckoned, rather than polycule.


  “What are you doing with that wand?” said one of them.


  “I'm not sure,” said another.


  “Give it here,” said the first. “And remember for later.”


  She was both more skilled and more sadistic, directing pressure and vibration over my folds and then my clitoris. I spasmed in the chair, twisting against the restraints, and the group laughed. I blushed; annoyed and aroused. They kept it up, bringing me to a brutal orgasm.


  “Ooh,” said one of them. “I want to try the strap-on next.”


  ⁂


  I snoozed while the other girls were put away. Rikke was working alone. Ms Lawrence had popped her head round the door just to complain about something and then said goodbye.


  Finally, Rikke unfastened me, and helped me stand. She put the toys back into their spaces, and folded the chair down into its maintenance and cleaning pod. Everything in this place was easy to clean. Rikke yawned and walked me backstage.


  Most of the capsules were already closed; the doors offering a dim view of the occupants. Most were in sleep mode, a few still in nutrient mode, one still in cleaning mode.


  “Any new injuries?” said Rikke. I shook my head. She turned me, checking. She lifted a buttock. “Bruise looks like it's going, but I'll put some more med-gel on to be certain.” Again, her strong fingers rubbed the gel in. This time for longer; massaging and groping my butt.


  Rikke grunted, stood, and then propelled me into a nearby wall; face and body mashing into self-cleaning plastic. I heard her unbuckling her trousers; her mouth near my ear, breathing ragged. She slid herself into my arse, and began rutting, pressing into me. One of her hands pinned my upper arm, steel fingertips feeling like they would leave bruises. Her other hand was about my throat, forcing my chin up. I felt her strong fingers there as well; not choking but very close.


  She continued to thrust into me; short, intense slams interspersed with breaths. I dropped my free hand to my vagina, putting two fingers inside, and brushing my clit with my thumb. Her thrusting got more frantic; hard tension piling into me. She whispered, “Nyla,” and, “Princess,” in my ear. Then she came, filling me in spurts. She didn't pull out though, but stayed in me, tightening her grip on my throat until I frigged myself into a strangled orgasm.


  Then she stood back slightly, releasing the pressure on my neck and against the wall. I felt light, like I might float away, but at the same time I could barely stand. She guided me back into my capsule; buckling her belt as the top closed.


  The warm jets and probes of the cleaning cycle deployed, and I relaxed. Rikke briefly touched the outside of the capsule, and then her shadowy form departed.


  ⁂


  The computer woke me with artificial birdsong. Surrounded by soft plastic, and harsh light, I waited for some sense of self to return. I was Nyla Almasri.


  It was light outside, and I winced as the capsule's top folded back. The room’s blinds were up; the city looked dull, the neon not competing with the afternoon’s heat.


  “Why are you waking that slut?” asked Ms Lawrence, angrily.


  Mx Jónsdóttir had a gun, which was trained on Ms Lawrence, but xe kept glancing at the status lights on my capsule. There was a mem-stick in the pod's maintenance port.


  With xer free hand, xe pressed a small controller. A holo shivered to life; a spreadsheet, hanging in the air above quiet capsules. Accounting, profit and loss, for The Tempting Poison.


  “The proprietor expects a little skimming,” said Mx Jónsdóttir. “A minor defalcation is just an informal bonus; it's the way things have always been run in this business.”


  The holo changed, certain numbers being picked out in toxic green. “But your embezzlement went far beyond that. Enough to imperil our position. Enough to get competitors circling.”


  “It isn't what it looks like,” said Ms Lawrence.


  “Enough to get the proprietor’s attention,” I said.


  “What?” said Ms Lawrence.


  I turned to Mx Jónsdóttir. “You are confident you have the right person, Faida?” I said.


  “Yes, ma'am,” xe said.


  “I had to poison plenty of backstabbers in my youth,” I said. “More lawless days, back then. Helped to have a gimmick, you know. They knew that betraying me was dangerous.”


  “I'll return the money,” said Addison, falling to her knees. “With interest.”


  “No, no,” I said. “I hope you enjoyed it. Spent it freely. Had fun.”


  “I'll give you twice the amount back,” said Addison.


  “I always used to offer my betrayers a choice between poison and being tortured to death,” I said. “Funny, isn't it, that offering a choice was more effective? Plenty of bosses offered just torture, but I simply offered death; you even got to choose how.”


  “Please,” sobbed Addison.


  “I suppose they thought their boss might stop after taking a finger or an eye. People can be very optimistic if they think there's a chance. But I just wanted them dead. No second chances.”


  Addison cried, breaking down, floods of tears, ugly. I motioned to Faida: xe rolled a vial of liquid across the room. It stopped against Addison's knee.


  “We don't offer the torture in house,” I said. “Mx Jónsdóttir is excellent, of course, and fine for shooting out your kneecaps, but is a bit… bloodless for the kind of extended torture we need. But the city has many, ah, hobbyists, happy to take the jobs for free. Strange what pastimes people have, isn't it?”


  Addison continued sobbing.


  “The poison is almost painless,” I said. “Clean. Peaceful.”


  Addison picked up the vial, and looked at me, eyes pleading. I just waited. A minute, two.


  “Which one is next on the list?” I asked Faida. “Of hobbyists, I mean.”


  “Lowery.” She made a sour face.


  “Do I know that one?”


  “Homemade scalpels and sewing kits,” said Mx Jónsdóttir. “Filth.”


  Addison unscrewed the lid, took a breath, and then downed the contents.


  “Excellent,” I said. “Of course, things have changed since the old days. Perhaps I've even become less ready to kill in my semi-retirement. It used to be a neurotoxin that just stopped you breathing.”


  Addison fell onto her side.


  “Now it just renders you unable to move while we wipe your mind, and make a few improvements,” I said.


  “Usual procedures, ma'am?” said Mx Jónsdóttir.


  “Yeah,” I said. “Normal surgeries. Simplified personality. You can pick out the details.”


  “Should we store her current mind?” Xe gestured towards the mem-stick.


  “No, she won't be needing that any more.”


  “Yes, ma'am,” said Mx Jónsdóttir. “I presume we should advertise for a new manager? Anything else?”


  “No, that's all. Thank you for your efficiency,” I said. “Oh, give Rikke a pay rise.”


  “Yes, ma'am.” Xe removed the mem-stick, and closed the capsule.


  ⁂


  The computer woke me with artificial birdsong. Surrounded by soft plastic, with only the faintest of light, I waited for some sense of self to return.


  Salma prepped me, and took me to the Nightshade room. She chained me down over a padded stool, across from the new girl, Addi. She looked confused but excited. I gave her a friendly smile.


  Spite


  I felt my whole body perk up when Cesca entered her rooms; she was a butch, powerfully built. She had literal blood on her hands. I drooled. I drooled most of the day; Cesca didn’t let me close my mouth, so I couldn’t help it. She had put a puppy-pad in my kneeling spot, so the carpet didn’t get messed up.


  Cesca walked into her bathroom; I heard the shower going. I imagined her, soaping up under the water, and felt my groin twinge.


  She eventually came out, naked and carrying her gun, silver but scuffed. She was erect. She walked closer, grabbing the back of my head with her free hand, and pulling me forward. She inserted her girlcock into my swollen, open lips, ramming it down my throat. I had no gag reflex, of course. She thrust hard, relentless, uncaring; she knew I could take it. She stroked my cheek with the muzzle of the gun.


  She pulled me even closer, and came; my lips smushed into the base of her shaft while she pumped inside me. My own cock quivered; I could not come at the moment.


  When she had finished, she held me there for a while. Sometimes she stopped me breathing at this point, enjoying my panic. But tonight she did not; I breathed in her scent, leather and soap, her pubic hair still damp. I tried to communicate how grateful I was, with licks and sucks.


  Then she pulled her girlcock out, and sat down on the bed. She lifted one of my breasts with her gun.


  “I haven’t let you come for some time, have I?” she said.


  Four months and eleven days. I can’t say anything, of course.


  “But I don’t hear you complaining,” she said, smiling at her little joke. “Well, I can’t be bothered to fetch the tablet now.”


  She lay back on her bed.


  “Go to the guard room and let my girls do whatever they want to you,” Cesca said.


  I nodded, and got to my feet.


  ⁂


  Sometimes I have bad dreams. Confused and senseless. Random memories. Time running wild. I reach out, and grab whoever is in the bed with me—usually Zlata—and cling on to them, shaking, until morning.


  ⁂


  I coughed my guts up; racking, painful heaves, made worse by the fact I could barely move. I was still in the perspex box, and still unable to move my limbs. Something felt different though, different and wrong.


  “Well, well, well. Alive,” said Cesca. “Surprising.”


  “You always underestimate me,” said Doctor Griffith. “I told you I had ironed out the problems.”


  “She’s just alive, Doc,” said Cesca. “You promised a lot of other features.”


  “Well, if you’ll go upstairs and run your little syndicate for a bit,” said Doctor Griffith, “maybe I’ll have a chance to do my tests.”


  ⁂


  “Well, is Griffith’s stuff all there?” asked Cesca, with irritation, but not letting her gun stray from the side of my head. The hanger was cold; I could hear rain hammering down outside. Anita’s body lay cooling on the floor. She had hesitated.


  Barb opened the briefcase, carefully examining the vials. “Yes, ma’am.”


  “Thank fuck for that, Jana,” said Cesca, nudging me with her gun. “If you’d handed them off, I would have had to torture the details from you. It’s so unpleasant torturing for information; you’re always worried that you’ll break the subject’s mind and render any information useless. Or, of course, you might accidentally kill them. Tie her hands, Barb; use that coil of wire.”


  Barb pulled my hands behind my back, roughly, and wrapped wire around them. Not tight enough to cut anything off, as long as I didn’t struggle.


  Cesca sat down in a metal chair, still pointing her gun at me.


  “No,” said Cesca. “I much prefer pure torture. My aim is to inflict maximum pain; the subject’s aim is to die with the least amount of pain. No transactions. No begging, at least not real begging, that you have to listen to. Just the subject’s dawning realisation that they are going to be in unbearable agony for the remainder of their life. I mean, you can still fuck up and kill them too early, but it’s easier when that doesn’t matter.”


  “I can tell you whose plan it was,” I said.


  “For what?” said Cesca. “Freedom? A quick death? You killed three of my employees; both of those options are out of the question. The girls will be very keen to watch you die in pain, right, Barb?”


  Barb grunted the affirmative. Cesca leaned back. “Anyway, it was Renaud, right? Should have known better than to get involved with someone who’s organisation is so leaky.”


  Cesca sighed.


  “Jana, Jana, Jana,” she said. “I liked you. Trannies together, right? You got promoted. You got wealth. I wasn’t stingy, was I? We even… well, I liked you. But you betray me for a couple of million in illegal nanotech, and some bonds from my safe. I suppose torturing you is the best option; I will hear all your reasons and excuses before your throat goes mute from screaming. You will cry much more than me, but I might shed a few, Jana.”


  She stood. “Put her in the trunk, Barb. And then back to the Steeple. I’ve still got a chair and a toolbox in the furnace room don’t I? It really messes with people watching me chuck their appendages in the flames. Really cements the ‘oh, I won’t see those fingers, my ears, that cock, again’.”


  Cesca’s mobile chimed. “Yeah, Doc, all fine,” she said, answering it. “Got her here.” She listened. “Don’t think my girls will go for that, Doc. They’re pretty angry.” Another pause. “Not quite the same thing, Doc.” Pause. “Yeah, good point. Yeah.”


  She hung up. “Barb, you remember when some girls complained about those animal experiments? Poor cruelly tortured bunnies, that sort of thing. Remind the girls of that and tell them that’s how Jana is going to die.”


  ⁂


  “I’m removing the box,” said Doctor Griffith. “Don’t try anything.”


  It was her assistant, Yulia, who actually lifted the perspex box off. She was strong, with a weightlifter’s physique. She made Doctor Griffith look even more skinny and birdlike. I imagined what they’d be like to fuck: the doc, feral and frenetic; Yulia, slow and spine-snapping.


  I tried to move, but my limbs and neck seemed fixed in position.


  The doctor shone a light in my eyes. She still had a dressing on her forehead from where I’d knocked her out. I bet she was the sort to bear grudges.


  “Okay,” the doctor said, with a gleam in her eye. “This next bit is going to be difficult to bear. Oh, you’ll survive. But, you know, plenty of fun secondary trauma.” She looked at her tablet. “Mhm, nice fear response. Yulia, fetch a mirror.” She looked at the tablet again. “Would you like to be able to scream or not? I can’t decide.”


  ⁂


  Barb and Yulia dropped me a few inches onto the mesh table. Yulia strapped my ankles down before I could even react. Barb sat me up, and unwound the wire from my hands.


  “Lie down,” Barb said.


  I immediately reached down for the ankle straps. I heard Barb sigh, and reach into her suit. What was she going to do, shoot me? That would be a lucky escape.


  There was a click, and a sudden wave of convulsive pain radiating out from my shoulder. I jerked and felt my bladder release. With her free hand, she effortlessly pushed me down. Yulia fastened the bands on my wrists.


  “Oh, Doctor,” said Barb, a bit sheepishly, “it’s okay that I stun gun her, right?”


  “What?” said the Doctor, looking up from a clipboard. She had bandages around her head, giving her a cartoonish look. “Should be fine. Zap her again if you like.”


  Barb shrugged, and pressed the stun gun against me again. I screamed and convulsed. When I stopped, Yulia fastened a strap at my neck and at my forehead.


  “The funny thing, Francesca,” said the Doctor, “is that in a few minutes I expect she’ll be feeling nostalgic about the electroshocks.”


  “I thought you said you’d knock them out for the next bit?” said Cesca.


  “I mean, that’s what I recommend for a productionized procedure,” said the doctor. “But this one tried to bash my head in, so let’s traumatise the bitch.”


  Yulia and Barb lifted a perspex box, fitting it over me and the metal grate. Yulia did some complex sealing on the edges; I can’t see what, but I hear the box settle into place with a hiss.


  There’s a pause, and then something rises through the metal grid; a liquid, but more viscous than water. Like oil, maybe. I can feel it stinging my back, and the undersides of my legs. It seems to be dissolving my clothes as it goes. I struggle, of course, but I can barely move, and it keeps rising. Not entirely like oil; it also crawls.


  I can see it now as it comes within my constrained sight; a black goo, with a horrible, iridescent sheen. I am panicking now. It enters my ears, burning, and the room goes quiet. I have to close my eyes, my mouth, as its level reaches my head. Finally, it creeps into my nose, and I can’t breathe. The burning feeling is all around me. I open my mouth and more slides in; I gasp, but there’s no air. I choke, swallowing more of the goo, and everything goes black.


  ⁂


  The others finally persuade Zlata, the new girl, to sit on my cock. She had watched in horrified fascination as Barb and Sara put me on the table, Barb burying my face in her pussy, Sara going frenetically at my ass. When that was done, they showed Zlata how flexible my breasts were; that they would take pulling and groping that would injure a real woman.


  Zlata had tentatively twisted a nipple, then a second time, harder. At the prompting of the others, she lowered her pussy onto my cock.


  “Go on, whore,” said Barb, slapping my face, hard. “Give her a ride.”


  I started to drive my pelvis up and down.


  “Ooh,” said Zlata. “Can you make her go faster?”


  I accelerated.


  Zlata started thrusting herself, slamming herself on to me, letting me take her weight. She started to moan, quietly; Barb and Sara chuckling. Zlata started swearing under her breath in a language I didn’t understand. Finally, giving a strangled groan, she came several times. Barb and Sara clinked their beers together.


  “Fucking hell, Zlata,” said Barb. “Not getting enough?”


  “She has a better cock than my boyfriend,” said Zlata, breathless, still sitting on me. “She didn’t come though. I mean, that’s better than my thirty-second boyfriend as well.”


  “Don’t call it she,” said Sara. “It’s not a proper human, it’s just a girlthing. Right, Barb?”


  Barb caught my eye. “Right,” she said. “And it probably didn’t come because the boss is edging it.”


  “So I can go again, and she, er, it still won’t come?” said Zlata.


  “Yeah, that would be funny,” said Barb. “Then I can show you how good it is at resisting stun guns. Hurts it but not injures; you can really go to town.”


  ⁂


  The cell they put me in has a mirrored window; I think it’s just the doctor being cruel. They could watch me as well through normal glass.


  I sit on the camp bed; my legs are too weak to let me stand for long. I stare at my reflection. Only my eyes are unchanged.


  I thought it was a gimp mask at first, a gimp suit.


  “Oh no,” the doctor had laughed. “Your old skin has completely gone; dissolved away by the nanotech.”


  I was a sex toy. Head to toe in black nanotech, gleaming like latex. It even went down my throat; coated my tongue. My hair was gone, but out of the back of my head a single handle protruded. Two more on my hips. Nano-bracing and cartilage, according to the doctor.


  I stared for a while. I was clearly designed with one thing in mind. My breasts were bigger, as was my ass, and I think my cock was too. My waist was smaller. And I was horny; fascinated by Doctor Griffith and Yulia, even as I hated them.


  Without even being particularly aware, I started playing with myself.


  The doctor entered, carrying a small bowl. She set it down on the bed.


  “What is that?” I said, stopping and staring at the grey mush. My voice felt strange; higher, sweeter. My tongue also felt larger and uncomfortable in my mouth.


  “Food,” Doctor Griffith said. “Your insides have been rearranged as well. Believe me, you won’t deal well with regular human food.” She leaned against the wall. “Plus, buyer lock-in. Once we’re making and selling girlthings, having the owner need to come to us for food is a plus.”


  Angrily, I flipped the bowl onto the floor.


  The doctor took out a small tablet, and pressed a button.


  I stopped breathing. My lungs just stopped working; my mouth was open, but I wasn’t breathing. I panicked, but was also angry. I went for the doctor, but I just crashed to the floor.


  “I am afraid I may have misled you by speaking to you as a person,” said the doctor, calmly. “You are not. A person just breathes. But your owner controls your breathing permissions.”


  I gasped pointlessly and fish-like.


  “Do you understand?” she asked, crouching down. “Give me a nod if you understand.”


  With difficulty, I managed to incline my head.


  She pressed her tablet, and air returned. I gulped it in; it wasn’t fresh—the room smelled of terrified animals—but it still tasted wonderful. I hated myself for how grateful I felt.


  The doctor turned the discarded bowl over with her foot; she drew, with the point of her plain flats, a small circle in the spilled gruel.


  “Now, be a good girlthing and lick up your food,” she said.


  ⁂


  “Yeah, this is the worst part of the job,” I said, as we rode the lift down to the lab.


  “Barb says it’s cleaning-up after an execution,” said Anita.


  I winced. “That is pretty bad, especially if you haven’t dealt with much blood or brains before,” I said. “But I find this worse.”


  Yulia buzzed us into the lab, and we put on heavy gloves and too-light face masks. I led us towards the trash room. Between us we manoeuvred the huge plastic dumpster into the lift, and down to the furnace.


  “Can’t they just throw them in the waste chutes?” asked Anita. “I mean, we’d still have to pick them up at the bottom, but—”


  I shook my head. “Remember when a garbage bag tore and stunk up three storeys? Cesca doesn’t want that to happen with a rotten monkey corpse, and I agree with her.”


  We clipped off the tarp from the top, and paused for Anita to throw up. There was a human this time, which was bad luck. She lay, like some disembowelled Disney princess, among the corpses of other animals. Mostly monkeys; macaques, and chimps. Or were chimps an ape? I don’t suppose they care. There were rabbits, raccoons, and rats too.


  When Anita had recovered, we dealt with the woman first. She wasn’t the first human to go into this furnace, but we tried to do it with a little respect. We didn’t know who she was; an enemy, a victim, something in between, but it didn’t matter. She was light, and her limbs were broken in multiple places. I wished I believed in a nice afterlife.


  The chimps also needed two people, but after that we worked individually, in grim silence. The best case was that the animal was whole, the next when it was split, or broken, or deformed with growths, the worst case was that it was still just about alive. They were careful enough not to do this with the larger animals (they had a bolt gun), but some of the smaller animals clung pointlessly to life. I showed Anita how to brain them against the side of the furnace. True, the flames would finish then in seconds, but they screamed.


  By the time we finished, Anita was looking a bit unsteady.


  “I’ll take the dumpster back,” I volunteered. “You go and find yourself a strong drink and an easy woman.”


  ⁂


  The dildo was huge and purple, and had a suction cup which the doctor had fastened to the wall.


  She used my head-handle to push my mouth onto the dildo, and thrust me forward. I kept expecting to gag or choke, but I took the whole thing in.


  “Stay there,” said the doctor, and set up the portable x-ray. It took a while.


  “Great,” she said, finally.


  I started to remove myself, but she shoved me back on.


  “No, I prefer you like that,” she said. “Look.” She turned the screen to face me. It looked wrong to see the dildo all the way past my neck.


  “Even though this isn’t for me,” said the doctor. “I think people with dicks will really go for it. See the folds, for their tactile pleasure? And your senses are boosted down the whole throat. With their arousal and senses turned to full, you could probably get a girlthing addicted to being throatfucked. When I hand you over to Cesca, I’ll ask her to find out.”


  She brushed my cheek.


  “The problem with humans is that their throats are part of the digestive system that we use, in an off-label sort of way, for some sexual fun,” Doctor Griffith said. “But a girlthing’s mouth, its throat, are a sex organ. Oh, as a secondary thing, you can metabolise a special nutrient foodstock, but it’s primary design is sexual. The same goes for your ass. Human’s asses are very inconvenient for sex, but yours is engineered for it. Turn around and back onto the dildo, and I’ll show you.”


  ⁂


  Cesca was stressed this morning; I could tell because she called me into her bed, turned off my limbs, then railed my ass like someone possessed. Pulling on my handles and bucking fiercely. Then, when she had come inside me, she flipped me over and gave me my arms back.


  “Wank me,” she said, straddling over me. “Until I come on your face.” She grabbed her gun, and pressed it into my mouth, hard, up to her knuckles. As I started to work her, she flicked the safety off and on.


  I remember one of the first times this had happened, and I tried to lick the gun, performatively fellating it. That had earned me a backhanded pistol whip, which would have put an actual woman in hospital. So now I just let her shove it in.


  It always takes a while for her to come a second time. When the shooting started, I thought for a moment I’d been shot. It was surprisingly quiet. But no, it was from downstairs.


  “Shit!” Cesca leapt off the bed, scrambled into her robe, and ran out the room.


  I just lay there for a while. She would be back at some point. I listened to the shooting.


  The tablet was on the bed, forgotten by Cesca. Just within arms reach, I thought. It had been almost five months since I came.


  I reached out, fingertips just reaching the tablet, inching it into my grasp. I pulled it above my head. It was hard to read; I had to spell some of the words out. But I found ‘Orgasm’ and slid the marker up from none. I dropped the pad to my side and reached for my cock.


  I’d evidently turned Orgasm too high, as a simple stroke caused me to splatter my belly and tits. The second stroke repeated this, and several more strokes led to further splattering, and finally, relief.


  I lay for a moment. More shots, closer now.


  Cesca would be cross if she returned and found I had rogue cum all over me. I needed to think of an idea. There must be something I could do.


  Finally, I picked up the tablet, and looked for Intelligence. It was at about a third; I moved it up to one-hundred percent.


  It occurred to me that I could escape.


  ⁂


  “You’re a doctor,” I said, voice rough, “and yet you want to do this to other people.”


  “What?” said the doctor, flexing her hand and pulling on the belt, “fisting or strangulation?” She laughed, and looped the belt around her hand, tightening it so that I could not breathe. My limbs were inactive too; I couldn’t even thrash. I had already come once. “Oh, I know what you mean,” she said. “Shouldn’t I be curing kids with brain cancer rather than inventing robust sex-slaves? Nah, fuck those kids. This is a hobby that I’ve turned into a job: I never have to work. Have you any idea how many girlfriends have left me? Because I didn’t have time for their safe, sane and consensual? Moaning. Crying. Talking about the police. So I’m building a line of girlthings where I never have to worry about that. And I turn a nice profit into the bargain.” She flexed her hand again, spreading her fingers wide. I tried to gasp, but the belt choked it. “In some ways, I’m quite considerate. There have always been people who don’t count as human. Hell, it’s one of the things Cesca deals in. A person falls a certain way, and politicians or, ha, police know they don’t count anymore. But do you know what the problem is? They’re so breakable. If I did this with my hand to a normal girl, we’d have to go to the ER. Or to the furnace, I guess. Same with the belt; I could crush my girlfriend’s windpipe. Doesn’t facilitate repeated play. But your windpipe is reinforced; it pops back into shape. Hell, you even take longer to black out, and I get a readout of your blood-oxygen. You need less sleep, as well. All those tortures that sound fun, but would actually injure humans quite quickly; you will survive. Plus, having your pain and pleasure senses merged means you can orgasm from being beaten if that’s what your owner wants. You’re coming from this, for fuck’s sake. Girlthings should thank me.” She loosened the belt; I gasped for air. She moved her other hand inside me, a wave of sensation, and I felt my cock twinge and pump.


  “And remember, most girlthings won’t really understand what’s happening to them,” she said. “I kept your intelligence and speech up, because, well, it’s fun watching you understand your position. Most girlthings though, I think they’ll be dialled nice and low. A mute bimbo, confused by constant cruelty, but loyal like a dog. I think Cesca will probably have you like that, if she lets you live; for all she goes on about the purity of torture, unlike me, she doesn’t really want to be understood. Now, I reckon you have had enough air for a while.”


  ⁂


  I crept down a few storeys.


  This was where the fighting was; Barb and some of the others had makeshift barricades at the top of the stairs, clearly against some invading force. I hung way back, not wanting to get spotted by Cesca or the others.


  Okay. The lift was shut down, one of the first actions in making the building defensible. The stairs were guarded. How was I going to get down to ground level?


  The Steeple had waste chutes. Old, rusted metal. Cesca had once, in a fit of anger, thrown an unwelcome messenger into one. His neck was broken at the bottom, and that was only a few storeys. Actually, it was a huge problem for Cesca as her ex-wife made a real drama about her messenger being killed.


  Fatal for humans, I thought, opening a chute, but I was a girlthing.


  ⁂


  Cesca put down her wineglass. “Well…” she said, pausing.


  I finished my glass. “What, boss?”


  She shook her head. “Don’t call me that. Not here.”


  “Your rooms? What do I call you then?” I laughed. “Cesca? Francesca? Ms. Ricchetti? Mommy?”


  “Don’t I scare you?” Cesca said. “These hands are bloody. I’ve killed people. Tortured people. Some of them deserved it, but some were just business. I mostly enjoyed it anyway.”


  I leaned forward, across the table. “Of course you scare me,” I whispered. “You scare me hard. But I like thrill rides.”


  “I mean, I am your boss, Jana,” said Cesca, swirling her wine. “I don’t usually…” She trailed off.


  I laughed. “You lend money to those who can’t afford it, sell drugs to people who can’t handle it, sell people to those who shouldn’t even be allowed pets,” I said. “But your limit is you won’t take a subordinate to bed?”


  “It makes things complex,” said Cesca.


  “Oh please,” I said. “You throw me over the table and fuck me. If it works out, we do it again. If it doesn’t, I tell everyone you were a good lay, but we are not taking it further. Your girls are all grown up.”


  Cesca glumly stared at her wine.


  “I’d kill you too,” she said, “if business demanded it. Double-crossing, snitching, that sort of thing.”


  “I know,” I said, frustrated. “You’re a mean, bloody-handed, brutal butch, who, for some reason, I can’t get to fuck me.”


  “You really want this don’t you?” she said, smiling for the first time in this conversation.


  “I thought I was being subtle,” I said. I emptied my handbag onto the table. Condoms. Cialis. Poppers. Handcuffs. “I want fucking, Ms. Ricchetti. And I think you’re the woman to do it.”


  She picked up the handcuffs and raised an eyebrow.


  I leant over the table and put my hands behind my back. “It makes me really hot to be tied up, Francesca. Do I really need to go to your guards and ask if any of them can help?”


  Cesca stood. “I don’t think that will be necessary.” She walked over to my side of the table, and clicked the handcuffs into place. She pulled me up and kissed my neck.


  “We’ll be more comfortable in the bedroom,” she whispered.


  I rubbed against her: she was hard. “Maybe I don’t want to be comfortable,” I murmured.


  “Well then,” said Cesca, slipping a spaghetti strap off my shoulder, and kissing the space. “I will be comfortable, and you will have to squirm against hardness.”


  I made an approving noise, moving against her. She suddenly picked me up, princess-style—except princesses do not usually have their hands bound behind their back—and carried me through to the bedroom.


  As she dumped me onto the blankets, I got my first look at the safe.


  ⁂


  I love rollercoasters, log flumes, those wavy slides. Rockets on octopus arms, pirate ships, things that spin and climb. Even an ancient helter-skelter. I had my first orgasm (well, not delivered by myself) in a mostly secluded part of a theme park with an experienced and exhibitionist girl named Helen.


  I like thrill rides, but I cannot recommend the Steeple’s waste chutes. A near vertical slide, in darkness, with odd turns, and surprising sharp metallic outcroppings. A human would have been shredded and bruised, probably to death. This girlthing did not find it fun, even with my pain/pleasure cross wiring.


  I lay, just breathing, reclining on some garbage bags like they were silk pillows. I panicked that I’d lost my tablet, but, no, I’m still clutching it to my chest. I’ve gotten used to being naked, but I really could have done with pockets.


  The door opened. Shit, of course, I wasn’t silent while plunging down that chute. I curled myself up; I am the same colour as a black refuse sack.


  The person had a flashlight, and, I’m guessing, a gun. He scanned the room with the light. It passes over the refuse bags and me. I stopped breathing; I’ve had plenty of practice. The figure got closer. Then I heard the gun being holstered. He spoke, into a radio, I realised, “Yeah, just a garbage bag… I don’t know, perhaps they have OCD… I am checking.” He kicked the trash bag next to my knee. It clanked, garbagely. “Fuck all. I’ll see you in a minute.” 


  I struck, leg unfolding to catch him in the solar plexus. As he staggered back, winded, I scrambled across the floor and knocked his feet out from under him. Then I am upright, and standing on his neck. It cracks.


  I took off his shoulder holster; it doesn’t fit around my breasts all that well, but it’s better than nothing. I go over to Cesca’s torture corner, and picked out a couple of blood-specked but sharp knives. I managed to wedge them in behind the gun. I moved to the corridor; a dead lift and a stairwell, and some junk space beneath the stairwell. Eventually two of the man’s compatriots come to find him. I’m in the junk below the stairs; regrettably, I have to put my tablet down. They don’t hear me behind them; in one case my aim is true, and the backstab takes him out. In the other, it’s slightly off, and he turns, gasping and trying to draw his gun. I punched him in the neck, crushing his windpipe, and then wrestled his hands while he asphyxiated. Neediest bloody henchman ever.


  I picked the tablet up, and cautiously went upstairs.


  ⁂


  The doctor used the handle on the back of my head to yank it back, and inserted another dildo into my mouth. This was longer and harder than the other one. It was straight, and I had to look almost directly up to allow the doctor to force it down my throat. I burned with pleasure/pain, and concentrated on sucking breath past the throat-filling dildo.


  “You can’t say that isn’t appealing, Cesca,” said the doctor. She felt my throat, showing off the hardness within it. Barb touched as well, and nodded.


  “And even better, if you turn off their breathing while they have something filling their throat, they absolutely panic,” said the doctor. “I mean double-panic.” She pressed a button, and moved her hand to the base of the dildo to stop it being pushed out as I spasmed and quivered. “If you turn its speech on, it’s so funny hearing it beg and plead before you do it.”


  She pressed a button and I could breathe, jagged and heavily, around the edge of the dildo.


  The doctor watched me for a bit, and then drew the dildo out.


  “See how its mouth stays open,” said the doctor. “Another button. And—” She reached and grabbed my tongue. “This is very useful for those of us that don’t have cocks,” she continued. “Or anybody, really. Eating out, blowjobs, rimming, you name it.”


  “Sure,” Cesca said. “I admire your sex toy, doctor, and look forward to the large-scale rollout. But Jana betrayed everyone; if you’re done with your tests, maybe it’s better for everyone—almost everyone—if I just take her, it, apart. It sounds like it would be a nice long torture session.”


  “Could be days,” said the doctor. “And I’ve got lots of questions about it dying. It is very resilient, but I think power tools would do it. But, at the moment, it’s one of a kind. Why kill it until you’re bored with it?”


  “I don’t think many people will recognise it as Jana, boss,” said Barb. “Jana was very pretty, but not a pornographic wet-dream cartoon.”


  “And as long as you keep it on silent,” said the doctor, “it’s not going to tell anyone.”


  “Fine,” said Cesca. “I have missed that ass. After that, Barb, you can draw up a rota; everyone’s got to have a turn.”


  ⁂


  The next floor was empty as far as the stairwell went. The door to the lab was propped open, and there were voices from that direction. And there were more voices, a lot of them, from upstairs. They sound like they were discussing coming down. I crept into the lab. They had remodelled in the last few months, but the metal desks were still there, and they were easy to hide behind.


  Doctor Griffith was outside the Output pen talking to somebody else. Most of the walls were glass panels. I risked another glance around the edge of the desk.


  The new girlthings were a sad-looking bunch; sitting listless or crying. Most looked similar to me, although some were different colours, and some had head handles shaped like rabbit ears or cat ears.


  “No,” said Doctor Griffith, “with their intelligence turned down low, they don’t have any initiative, so they’re very easy to distribute.”


  “Impressive, Doctor,” said the other woman. Octavia Renaud; I had met her. Could I throw myself on her mercy? That would have been easier if I hadn’t killed three of her men. “Ricchetti really should have been all in. And you say the colour can be changed as well?” said Octavia.


  “Through the app, yes,” said the doctor. “That’s the main changes with version two; all your girlthings on one app, plus new ‘latex’ colours. Oh, and the proprietary food is now in kibble form. Do you want to see the Conversion room?”


  Doctor Griffith led Octavia across the corridor. The new Conversion room had ten of the mesh and perspex tables I had drowned on, and pipes connecting them to a tank of goo that filled the whole back wall. Shiny and iridescent, I think Doctor Griffith was showing it off. Yulia was doing something technical at a control bank. I couldn’t hear what was being said; I was about to sneak closer, when I heard people approaching. I ducked back into my hiding place.


  Two of Octavia’s men came in, dragging a semi-conscious Cesca between them. She had a leg wound; a through shot, not hitting any artery. Quite lucky, but she did not seem to appreciate it. She looked pretty funny in her ratty robe, now bloodstained.


  Octavia slapped Cesca to consciousness, and I could hear her swearing through the wall. Doctor Griffith just looked smug. Octavia said something to Yulia, and detached a flexible pipe from the wall. Another word to Yulia, and the black goo began squirting through the pipe; Octavia directed it at Cesca, standing clear of any splatter. Cesca immediately started to spasm; Octavia had covered her head first. Yulia cut off the flow, and they all watched Cesca buck and twitch.


  I stood up, and drew my gun. Any of them could have seen me through the glass walls, but they were all looking at Cesca. They only turned as I opened the door.


  ⁂


  Doctor Griffith entered my cell, carrying the usual bowl of mush.


  “You can stop now,” she said. I had been masturbating for most of the afternoon; my cock was sore, and I was lying in a pool of cum. The doctor looked at the volume, but didn’t note anything down.


  “You’ll go to Cesca tomorrow,” she said, leaning on the wall. “She’s still talking about torturing you to death. Honestly, it sounds interesting to watch, but it also seems like a bit of an insult to me. I mean, it’s a bit like consigning Da Vinci’s notes to the fire. You’re not my masterwork, but you’re a rough sketch showing my genius.” She sighed. “What do you think? Would you prefer a slow, agonising, tortured death, or a girlthing life of cocksucking and having your ass stuffed till you scream.”


  I didn’t answer. She began to reach for the tablet.


  “Girlthing,” I muttered.


  “Say ‘I want everyone to use my mouth and my ass, as roughly as they like.’”


  I repeated her phrase. She laughed. “How little pride you have. A few glimmers. Another reason to let you live; I would love to watch those sparks die.” She looked at me. “And it also occurs to me that I haven’t really used you. Oh, I had fun putting things inside you, making you beg and obey, humiliate yourself, and the like, but you haven’t made me come. Not a very good sex toy! Maybe if you make me come tonight, I’ll argue with Cesca that you should live. What do you think? Make me come, or die horribly.” She squirmed slightly. “Mhm, I like that.”


  She looked at me again.


  “How shall I—” I began, but she pressed a button and my voice died.


  “No,” she said. “It will be more fun—for me—if you don’t speak. Just obey; without the slightest hesitation. Understand?”


  I nodded.


  “Good,” she said. “Oh, your food. I’ll give you a special treat.” She held up the bowl and spat into it, a long string of drool. She gave it a little stir with her finger, and placed the bowl on the floor. “Eat it all up, girlthing.”


  ⁂


  I shot, five times. The back wall merely cracked on the first two shots, but by the fifth the glass had shattered, and a wave of goo sloshed into the room.


  It was slower than water, but quick enough to take people’s ankles. Octavia’s men shot at the goo, but it climbed them. Octavia and Griffith tried to climb onto a table; they might have succeeded too, if they had chosen different tables. But, fighting each other, the goo took them.


  I hadn’t been sure how the goo would react to me. The answer was: fine. It touched my ‘skin’ briefly, and then held itself a millimetre off. I strode across the room to where the doctor was flailing; she tried to grab me, but I brushed her off, and just grabbed her phone. Moving free of her clutching fingers, I crossed the room, and opened the door for the goo.


  It took a while to clear the whole Steeple. Oh, at first, people were very keen to rush into the goo to save their compatriots. When they gained a bit of caution, the goo hose was still quite effective.


  After that, I needed to talk to the new girlthings. On the doctor’s app, I set them back to as close to normal as possible. My speech was simple; help me and you can go free.


  It was rather funny, running through the floors with a herd of pornographic girlthings, armed with buckets of goo. But a syndicate hench-person is not trained for that sort of thing.


  I took a bullet in the shoulder; bloody Barb, firing blind with her head covered in nanotech goo. It fucking hurt, but not to the degree it would have hurt a human. A few others of my girlthings got hurt too, and a few hench folk escaped. But eventually we had the Steeple.


  ⁂


  “I’m worried,” said Cesca, lying in bed.


  I snuggled closer. “Why, sweetheart?”


  “Because I think I might be falling for you,” said Cesca.


  I kissed her breast, softly. “Oh, no.”


  “A boss shouldn’t fall in lo—, shouldn’t fall for someone,” said Cesca.


  “I’ve loved you since that first night’s railing,” I lied. I kissed along her collarbone.


  “Really?” she said. “But you’re allowed to. I shouldn’t trust anyone.”


  “In case they betray you,” I said. “I know. If I betray you, you have permission to kill me. It’s fine; I have no spite.”


  “Don’t joke,” she said. “I would. I wouldn’t even regret it, at first. The anger I feel at being betrayed is… it’s too much. Cold hatred. I don’t want to feel that, for you.”


  “I better assure you of my loyalty then,” I said, my kisses descending her belly.


  ⁂


  Zlata woke me with a blowjob, as usual. She was supposed to be in the ‘atonement’ group, but took to the job with such obvious keenness that I forgave her pretty quickly. I have two groups of girlthings: ‘atonement’ and ‘free’. The ‘free’ get proper pronouns, clothes, and the theoretical ability to leave; theoretical because the outside world is not accepting of us. The ‘atonement’ group get punished, to one degree or another. I am not without spite.


  I dressed in silver: it looks good against the black. Satin robes, fluted over my hip-handles. A silver and diamond necklace, bangles, shiny stilettos. A silver crown that affixes to my head-handle.


  You may think I’m vain, when I tell you I have a throne room. Drama is important, though; to clients and customers.


  Cesca was sleeping in front of the throne, but swiftly assumed the footstool position. I slumped in the throne, kicked a shoe off, and put my toes in Cesca’s mouth. It sucked and licked obediently. With my other foot, I rubbed its hard girldick.


  “Do you want to come, Cesca?” I ask. It nods desperately.


  “I can’t hear you,” I said. It had only been seven months, after all.


  Octavia has brought a report; Octavia is ‘atonement’ but I don’t have much of an argument with it. But I’m not setting a crime boss free. And it’s smart enough to obey.


  “The electroshock couple are in again,” it said. “I woke Barb to attend to them. I hope that was—”


  “Yes, very good,” I said. Barb did love electroshocks, though possibly not so much on the receiving side. She shouldn’t have zapped me or shot me, should she?


  In truth, I turn down the customers that are too extreme. The atonement group do get those who are borderline though. As I say, I am not without spite.


  “Anything else important?” I asked.


  “We have two more volunteers,” said Octavia. “Shall I schedule them for this afternoon?”


  “That will be fine.” I wasn’t sure why we got volunteers. I suppose people want to be sexy. I offer a three-year contract to work off the debt; I’m not sure whether I’m being generous or mean. Yulia was doing a good job getting the lab up and running; it might not have the genius of Doctor Griffith, but it had learned a lot, and loved breathing.


  That reminded me; I got off the throne, and went to Leah’s room. I filled a small bowl with kibble on the way.


  Leah—it seems wrong to call it Doctor Griffith now—is not breathing when I enter. It is shaking, and its eyes are darting this way and that. Then it can breathe again, and it’s gulping in air, choking on it.


  It’s a simple program; when the blood oxygen is too low, its breathing is turned on. When it’s almost back to normal, it is turned off. It looks tired; I don’t stop the program for it to sleep. But us girlthings are robust.


  Still, I wonder if I have broken it; seven months of this. One day I will turn its voice on and find out.


  I spit in the bowl, and place it beside Leah. In the early days I had to force feed it, but it seems to have learned its lesson. It’s bending towards the bowl as its breathing turns off again.


  No, I am not without spite.
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