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	The Uncovering

	Sometimes a thief has to deal with booty of an unexpected nature - if he can...

	The electronic lock released the door latch with a loud click. Eric smirked and put the rigged key card into the breast pocket of his close-fitting, black jacket. Without the correct access codes the state-of-the-art security system should have barred him from entry; but fortunately for him, the manufacturer did not take the security of its own computer network too seriously. He made sure the silent alarm had not been triggered with a short glance at his mobile, then pushed the heavy door open a crack and slipped through. For a moment he paused motionless on the other side and listened carefully, but apart from the pounding of blood in his ears everything remained quiet.

	The cone of light from his flashlight danced over the dark gray marble when he unerringly crossed the old mansion's foyer, then turned left until he stood in front of another door. Behind it, a steep flight of stairs lead down to the cellar. Meticulously, he closed the door behind him, switched on the lights and waited patiently until his eyes had adapted to the sudden brightness, then unhurriedly walked down the narrow steps. At the foot of the stairs he paused to get his bearings. On the right hand side, a passage opened to the small room that housed the security system's server rack, with a generous wine cellar located to the left, and straight ahead, at the end of a short corridor, a massive steel door awaited him.

	"One thing after another!" he admonished himself and turned to the server rack first. Its primitive lock did not put up any serious resistance and a few seconds later he pulled out the keyboard tray, then his gloved fingers flew over the keys when he entered a string of commands into the system's console, disabling all of the connected alarms. In due course, the program would delete his back door into the system and remove all traces of his nocturnal visit, but in the meantime he could look around at will.

	When he routinely called up a list of all reporting points connected to the system, Eric was in for a surprise. The configuration had been substantially upgraded with respect to the original plans he had gained access to. An entire network segment had been added. Another query provided him with the location data for the new sensors but since he had only a text console available, Eric had to strain his excellent spatial ability to interpret the data.

	He whistled softly through his teeth because, apparently, treasures were not to be found beyond the vault door at the corridor's end alone. It seemed there existed another, rather generously sized basement room that, interestingly, was missing from any official plan of the house. Judging from his many years of experience with his clientèle, such caches often held more lucrative  booty than the official safes or vaults, to which inquisitive tax inspectors or other public servants could demand access at any time. In addition, his involuntary benefactors often preferred to tacitly accept the loss of assets stored in such places rather than bother the authorities with their theft.

	One thing was strange, though. Why had the sensors, which according to the listed device IDs also included cameras and microphones, been placed inside the cache? Eric frowned. He recalled what few facts his research in the run-up to the break-in had brought to light about his current victim, Prof. Dr. Reinhard Hartmann. He was a middle aged physician and art dealer, fabulously wealthy, well-established and well-connected in the highest social circles for many years, yet he was always careful to avoid any publicity. This morning he had departed for Eastern Europe, which incidentally was the reason for Eric's unannounced visit to his castle-like home. What would such a man want to keep secret from the authorities?

	Visions of stolen art treasures filled Eric's mind, for although they were difficult to unload, potentially they were very profitable as well for someone with the right set of connections; yet probably still nothing that would justify the surveillance equipment he had stumbled upon. On the other hand, notable individuals who had come to wealth by rather dubious means happened to be prone to certain forms of paranoia...

	Further speculation clearly was not letting him make any headway. He envisioned the coordinates of the reporting points until he was positive where he had to look. The rear wall of the wine cellar was occupied by a head-high, apparently continuous shelf, but Eric knew better now. About three strides from its left-side end, he began to systematically examine the rows of dusty bottles of red wine, then while scanning the Burgundy vintages his efforts were rewarded. The layer of dust on a 1995 Corton seemed much less pronounced than that on adjacent bottles and using his flashlight, he discovered a nondescript, narrow slit in the wall behind it.

	His hunting instinct was stirred. Without hesitation, Eric pulled out the rigged key card and inserted it in the slot. A subdued clicking sound proved he was on the right track. Experimentally, he shook the wine rack to find that a meter-wide section could effortlessly be pulled forward and swung aside. In the masonry revealed behind it, the outlines of a narrow rectangle could be discerned and when Eric pressed against it, the camouflaged door swung open silently, granting access to a small, apparently empty chamber only dimly lit from behind. The actual treasure had to be stored beyond the heavy steel door that was set into the rear wall facing the entrance. When Eric entered the chamber, the lights suddenly switched on. He flinched and instinctively took a step back, his shoulder colliding with the door frame before he could recover his composure. Cursing softly he rubbed his aching shoulder.

	All of a sudden his elation was gone to be replaced by a certain uneasiness. Normally, he could not be discomfited so easily, but in his considered opinion this night had brought enough surprises already, and Eric hated surprises. In his field they usually indicated a lack of planning and thus rarely boded well.

	He vowed to proceed more cautiously, and looked about thoroughly before he made the next step. The steel door that controlled entry to the next room appeared to be very sturdy, but fortunately was secured by another electronic lock that in all likelihood would succumb to his virtual master key just as easily as had the others so far. At eye level, there was a narrow observation slit covered by a panel that would allow Hartmann to visually inspect his treasures without having to open the door. The treasure chamber would have to wait, however, because true to his resolution not to rush ahead, Eric first turned to the flat metal cabinet that occupied the vestibule's narrow right side wall.

	He opened the cabinet's door and unexpectedly found himself faced with an assortment of weapons that would put a SWAT team's arsenal to shame. In addition to guns of all calibers, it contained menacingly looking, automatic weapons whose possession was not covered by any firearms license he knew about, as well as a taser, several knives and even a Japanese looking, very sharp sword.

	Eric was mystified. Either the good professor was one of those gun nuts who figured to survive World War III well-armed in his own private basement bunker or he spent his spare time as some sort of masked avenger like Batman. Both ideas seemed equally absurd to Eric. Yet he could not picture Hartmann as a trigger-happy mobster either; in those spheres of society one rather bent the law, if necessary, instead of breaking it, no doubt out of respect for "its majestic equality, forbidding the rich as well as the poor to sleep under bridges, to beg in the streets, and to steal bread." (Anatole France)

	Thoughtfully, he closed the weapon locker. It was time to risk a look into the compartment beyond the steel door and so with a vague sense of unease he slid aside its cover and peered through the observation slit. At first, Eric believed he was confronted with the laboratory of some modern day follower of Dr Frankenstein, but as his eyes became accustomed to the dim light and he was able to pick out further details of the equipment distributed over the entire room, he realized his mistake. What he really faced, was for all practical purposes the modern, clinical-looking version of a torture chamber.

	Eric let his eyes roam slowly around the spacious, white-tiled room. Some type of treatment chair, resembling those found in a dentist's surgery, took center stage. Steel brackets for fixing the "patients" suggested that any treatment could be carried out regardless of their resistance. Right next to it was a couch, also equipped with analogous restraints as well as metal leg-rests akin to those of a gynecological chair. Near the right wall stood a wide table with a stool in front of it, and on which some technical equipment was arranged looking as though it might actually belong in a lab.  In the semi-darkness, a solid steel cage could be seen at the room's rear end, and the left wall was graced by a metal lattice from which numerous chains hung, as did others from the surprisingly high ceiling where an electric hoist was installed.

	Eric tore himself away from the sight of the room beyond the heavy steel door and deliberated. Hartmann undoubtedly pursued an exotic hobby and the effort he had put into disguising his 'hobby room' suggested that this was far more than just the playroom of a closet sadomasochist.

	What had he stumbled upon here? Did Hartmann use his torture chamber to practice 'enhanced interrogation techniques' on 'unlawful combatants' on behalf of the CIA?

	A faint tinkle made Eric turn around and drew his gaze back to the cage at the room's other end. Inside, the play of dull reflections betrayed some movement.

	"What the hell?" Eric swore quietly, but with feeling. It seemed that he had been wrong with respect to Hartmann again. Apparently, he was neither a modern day Victor Frankenstein nor a secret agent, but rather a Josef Fritzl or Marc Dutroux. Eric had already put his smart card into the door lock's reader when he realized what he was doing. He was about to violate one of his cast-iron rules: no accomplices, no witnesses!

	On the other hand, it was too late, he was already stuck in the thick of it. He could not just close the door of the secret compartment behind him and pick up where he left off. His conscience forced him to continue, then the click of the door's lock put an end to his misgivings and without further hesitation, he pushed the heavy door open and stepped through. Once again the lights came on automatically, but this time Eric had expected it and proceeded unperturbed to the cage at the other end of the room. In the bright light of the ceiling spots the slender figure in its interior was clearly discernible.

	Based on the proportions, it was obviously a woman, and she had been forced into a skin-tight, black latex suit that clung to every contour of her body. With her feet stuck in high-heeled boots and her head enclosed in a mask, not even the tiniest bit of skin was visible. She knelt bent double in the narrow metal prison, whose massive bars left her no room to change the uncomfortable position one iota. Nevertheless, her captor had deemed it necessary to secure her even further with chains.

	Eric grasped the details of her cruel bondage only bit by bit, while at the same time his residual hope that he might be dealing with some indeed extreme, but nevertheless consensual SM game was dashed. He had enough experience with such practices to know that one must not leave a helpless person alone in a situation such as was presented before him, unless you recklessly accepted the risk of her death.

	The woman's delicate wrists bore wide, softly gleaming steel manacles, these locked together behind her back and connected by a short chain to the massive collar around her neck, so that her arms were pulled high up between her shoulder blades. Yet that was not all, apparently she had been forced to clench her hands into tight fists so they would fit into small hollow spheres made of the same steel as her cuffs. Even if freed from her her strict arm bondage, she would be unable to reach for or manipulate anything, let alone operate the lock of her cage should she miraculously come into possession of the necessary key.

	More metal bands were clasped around her slender ankles and, using a sturdy padlock, directly connected to a loop welded to the bottom steel floor of the cage. From a second loop at its other end a taut chain led to the front ring of her collar, forcing her head down onto her knees. However, all that paled in comparison to her head's imprisonment!

	It was encased by a tight-fitting mask that made the woman's whole face disappear, including her eyes, under a layer of heavy, black rubber. Over her mouth and chin stretched the muzzle of a strict head harness, its web like straps digging deep into cheeks apparently distended by an oversized gag and adamantly constricting her head. Only her jet-black hair escaped the helmet; in the form of a thick braid it passed through an opening at the back of her head. That was not all of it though, because Hartmann had woven a long chain into the braid, then fastened it to the loop holding her ankles as well, so she was forced to tilt her head back, unable to turn it aside even one inch.

	Instinctively, Eric squeezed his hand through the bars and gently touched the captive on the shoulder. She flinched violently, as if she had received an electric shock, and tried to escape his touch to the extent allowed by her chains, since of course, blind as she was, she had mistaken him for her tormentor.

	"Don't be afraid, I'm here to help you," Eric tried to calm the woman, unfortunately without much success. Maybe she could not hear him properly under her mask? Or maybe she was completely traumatized by her involuntary stay in Hartmann's Hell Spa? He withdrew his hand and looked around for a way to open her cage and undo her fetters. Matching keys were nowhere to be found, and so presumably Hartmann had taken those with him.

	With a sigh Eric pulled the tools of his trade out of his pocket. Although it had become increasingly rare that he had to rely on his skills as a lock picker, he had made it a principle to refine his technique through constant practice. After a brief appraisal of the locks he was confident that they – despite being of highest quality - would not withstand his skills for long.

	A little later, the door at the front of the cage swung open and after another five minutes, he had picked the padlocks which held the woman in the cage. When his attempts to cajole her into leaving her prison failed to produce results, he resorted to pulling cautiously but insistently on the chain leash fixed to the front of her collar until she was compelled to abandon the dubious protection afforded by the bars of her prison. Again he wondered what Hartmann must have done to her so that she considered staying in the cage the lesser evil. It took almost a minute during which she reluctantly wiggled forward inch by inch on her knees before she had escaped the cramped space. Once outside, she immediately toppled onto to her side and slowly stretched out her legs, accompanied by clearly audible groans despite her gag and mask.

	Eric knelt next to her and began to release the buckles of her head harness and this time, the woman cooperated and turned her head willingly into the positions he indicated with gentle pressure of his hands, obviously having no reservations regarding the removal of the latex helmet. Even so her gag put up resistance: steadfastly refusing to vacate its accustomed place in her mouth. Once all the straps were released, Eric pulled first cautiously, then with increasing force on her headgear, making no progress. At long last, he grabbed the gag's mouth shield with both hands and yanked at it until he finally managed through small tilting and twisting movements to wriggle the huge and obviously custom-formed rubber pear out of her mouth.

	„Nnngahhh!"

	The suppressed groaning with which the woman had accompanied his efforts gave way to a relieved sigh. Under the muzzle, a pair of blood-red lips was revealed, framed by the thick black rubber of the mask that continued to cover the rest of her face. To overcome the stiffness caused by the long, severe gagging, the woman gingerly moved her jaw up and down and ran her tongue over her dry lips.

	In the meantime, Eric grappled with the helmet's fastening at the back of her head. A double row of eyelets allowed the mask to be laced up like a corset, only Hartmann had used stout wire instead of ordinary woven cord, then inextricably twisted its ends and additionally secured them with a ferrule. Fortunately, Eric's equipment included a side cutter so this obstacle did not prove insurmountable. Unfortunately, he did not take into account that the strict lacing kept the mask under considerable tension: as soon as he cut the wire, its ends whiplashed through the eyelets of the mask and slashed across the back of his hand.

	"Ahh... Damn!" he vented his anger. A scratch appeared on his knuckles where the end of the wire had torn the skin, but now at least, a wide gap yawned in the neck area of the hood that Eric could squeeze his fingers in. He slowly peeled the semi-rigid mask from the woman's head and at last exposed her face, pale and marked with the deep indentations left behind by the harness. She sat up, blinked a few times in the bright light, then in one smooth, swift movement turned to Eric. It took a few tries before she regained enough control over her voice so he could understand her parched whisper.

	"Who are you?"

	The penetrating gaze of her green eyes contained something compelling and without volition Eric found himself answering truthfully.

	"Eric Rennfeld."

	"Has he sent you?"

	Her special emphasis left no doubt in Eric's mind whom she meant.

	"No, Hartmann is out of the country, he doesn't know I'm here."

	"So you're not a friend of his? Then how come you knew I'm imprisoned here?"

	"I had no idea. I was looking for his stash of art, when I found you."

	"You're a thief," she stated without reproach, but mild astonishment.

	"Yes,"  Eric admitted. "But do not be afraid, I will set you free."

	She held his gaze for a moment longer, then sighed deeply and closed her eyes. A shiver ran through her as part of her pent up tension left her body. Eric awoke as if from a trance and took the opportunity to study the woman more closely.

	Her face was of stern, classic beauty, and thanks to her flawless alabaster skin and finely chiseled facial features, she represented his ideal of a noble woman of eras past. Astonished, he noted that the marks left on her skin by the head harness had already faded.

	With eyes shut, she looked very young and if they had met under ordinary circumstances Eric would have put her age at no more than 25 years. As it was, he was still under the impression of the almost hypnotic gaze from her eyes which seemed old beyond her years. He could hardly fathom what she had been through, but it was probably enough to make any one mature before their time. Still, the days, weeks, or even months in Hartmann's dungeon had not been able to touch her fascinating beauty.

	Eric first realized that he had stretched out his hand and touched the woman's cheek when she snapped her eyes open and watched him warily. Of course, given her state of helplessness her extraordinary appeal to the opposite sex could instantaneously turn into a dangerous liability. Embarrassed, he nodded at his watch.

	"We're wasting time. Please turn around so I can free your arms."

	Provisionally reassured by his calm, nonthreatening manner she silently complied with his request and Eric tackled the lock that joined her manacles and connected them to chain running down from the back of her collar. While he worked, he began to satisfy his burning curiosity.

	"Who are you?"

	"Lisbeth Bathory."

	"How long have you been here?"

	There was a long pause. Eric considered repeating the question, when she huskily replied after all.

	"That...  I can't tell. It seems like an eternity."

	Eric fell silent, grimly focusing his attention on the recalcitrant padlock until it finally succumbed with a click.

	"It's done, in a moment you'll be free," he informed her of his success. Now all he had to do was extricate the padlock's massive shackle from the attachment loops on the cuffs and the collar chain's end link, then Lisbeth could lower her arms at long last. She did so with features contorted by pain, unsuccessfully trying to suppress a groan. After her wrists had been fastened who knows how many hours in the unnatural position high up between her shoulder blades, each movement had to be an ordeal and it was entirely possible that she had suffered permanent nerve damage.

	Eric took hold of one of her nervelessly dangling arms and examined the steel sphere enclosing her fist, turning her wrist back and forth, but only with difficulty spotting a fine seam that ran around the sphere. Her voice broke his concentration.

	"You're bleeding!" Lisbeth stared at his injured hand and nervously licked her lips. In fact, a few drops of blood were showing at his knuckles.

	"It's just a scratch," he dismissed her concern. "I'd rather you told me how to get these balls open."

	"You can't open them. The latches of all my fetters are located within their metal body and completely inaccessible. Once they were fitted, I was stuck in these bonds forever. You'd have to destroy them in order to set me free."

	Eric stared at her in horror. Rather than by the enormity of what Hartmann had done to her, he was startled most by the sober tone in which she discussed her plight. On the other hand, Lisbeth had probably been compelled for quite some time to get used to the idea of being permanently denied the use of her hands and since Hartmann obviously had not intended to let her go while she was alive, maybe it had not really been the most urgent of her problems. At any rate, now that rescue was close, she seemed to recover from the physical and psychological trauma of her captivity at a reassuring rate.

	"Don't worry. We'll find a solution once we're out of here," Eric assured her and squeezed her shoulder. "I'm so sorry for what's been done to you. What drives people to do such things?"

	"Why they lock someone up in a cage?"

	Her unexpected counter question took Eric by surprise. Actually, he'd simply intended his platitude to show his empathy. He shrugged helplessly.

	"That too. Hartmann is a dangerous, deranged pervert. But he'll be held accountable for his crimes and get his just punishment, I'll make sure of that."

	"You're wrong, he is not deranged! Definitely dangerous, undoubtedly perverse, but certainly not deranged. On the contrary, he even tried to cure my 'affliction'." Lisbeth snorted and made a derogatory gesture towards the laboratory equipment. "And I'll see to his punishment myself."

	Her expression sent shivers down Eric's spine. He could not quite follow her words, but his concern that Lisbeth might have developed a Stockholm syndrome during her long captivity evaporated in an instant. He would not want to be in Hartmann's shoes when Lisbeth caught up with him and followed through with her threat. Before Eric had a chance to respond, she continued.

	"But to get back to your question, as is frequently the case, the simplest explanation gets overlooked: someone's imprisoned to punish her or to protect the general public from her. Often both apply."

	Her feline eyes sparkled sardonically, then she parted her lips in a malicious smile and revealed two fangs. Eric's breath caught. Taking him completely by surprise, she used her elbow to deliver a vicious uppercut to his chin so that he dazedly tipped backwards and the back of his head hit the ground hard. In one swift movement, she jumped onto him and pinned his weakly flailing arms with her lower legs. Her left forearm forced his head sideways and pressed his temple with irresistible force onto the cold tiles. From the corner of his eye he watched as Lisbeth bent down to him, then felt her lips on his neck. With tantalizing slowness she drove her tongue along his neck to the ear. Her voice was no more than a lascivious whisper.

	"Thanks for your help, Eric Rennfeld. I don't know if there's a woman in your life that's waiting for your return, but now it's time to sing your 'Ch'ella mi creda' ..."

	The next moment, he experienced a piercing pain when she sank her teeth deep into his throat. The last thing he felt was how she greedily drank his blood, and then he felt nothing at all any more.

	Epilogue

	 

	After an eternity without real human blood it was incredibly hard, but eventually Lisbeth let go of Eric. She licked her lips, savoring the heady energy flowing through her body and mind she'd been deprived of for so long.

	Lisbeth rose in a single, swift and smooth movement, then raising her arms, frowned at the steel balls imprisoning her hands. She positioned herself sideways next to the nearest wall, spread her legs, lowered her head and stayed like that for a few seconds with her eyes closed in deep concentration before, in a sudden outburst of controlled violence, she swung her right arm against the wall. Accompanied by a hellish din the metal shell encasing her fist hit the concrete wall of her dungeon, then again and again, she struck with superhuman power and precision.

	The steel sphere proved no match for the sustained abuse; first, it got dents, then deformed and finally cracked open along the seam of its two halves before the internal latches failed for good and released Lisbeth's bruised fist. She could not suppress a groan when, for the first time in years, she opened her hand. It took a few minutes before she was able to flex her fingers as formerly and by then, her superficial wounds had healed also.

	A little later, Lisbeth had freed her left hand as well, but for her collar and the wide steel bands around her wrists and ankles, encircling her limbs tightly without any play, she would have to find another solution. This could wait however; in fact, she toyed with the idea to keep wearing her slave bracelets and collar as a memento for as long as she had not payed back Hartmann in the same coin. Until then, some preparations needed to be made. Hartmann was a formidable enemy and one not to be underestimated. She had made this error with respect to his father, only to regret it for many decades thereafter. But then she did not know yet she was dealing with a grandson of van Helsing.

	Lisbeth bent down to Eric again and noted with satisfaction that he was still breathing. Thanks to his knowledge and skills he could play an important role in her revenge plan. Since she had spent the last decades as a prisoner in this dungeon, she needed someone who could help her find her way in the outside world. The special rapport between a newly created vampire and his maker would leave Eric no choice but to comply with her demands.

	Using her razor-sharp fingernails, she scratched her wrist above its metal manacle and let the resultant flow of blood trickle into Eric's half-open mouth, then sat down cross-legged beside him, waiting for his transformation to complete itself. If the long years as Hartmann's captive had taught her one thing at all, it was patience. She would allow herself ample time to exact her revenge; Reinhard Hartmann would know neither the when nor where of their next encounter - only that it was inevitable.

	 

	Preparation For Torture

	An enslaved woman contemplates an unpalatable, but inevitable ordeal.

	“Get ready!”

	This had been his command and as such, his words were law: indisputable, requiring instant obedience, even though at times like the present she still desperately wished she could have exerted some control over her fate, those days when she had been her own woman and undisputedly in charge of her actions were long past.  Now, she was an owned woman instead; body, mind and soul.  She had willingly abdicated from governing her own life, turning over the responsibility for everything she was and had ever wanted to be, but foremost, her happiness, to the man she loved, trusting him to fill the craving void inside her with his love in return.

	For the longest time, she had feared and fought her deep-seated need to belong, to be part of something larger than herself, a craving she had correctly identified as impossible to satisfy on her own.  Only time had taught her to accept the submissive side of her personality; to gradually give in to its demands, until it had finally taken precedence over the values of independence and self-reliance that were instilled in her by her dispassionately demanding upbringing.  It was fortunate that she had met the man who was to become her husband and Master just then, for, accepting him as Acting God of her own universe, had brought her that much closer to redemption.  Over all, she was quite content with the results of her decision, despite the occasional hardships it had brought.  No, she had to be honest with herself and acknowledge her deep-rooted masochism.  It was not despite, but rather because of the pain and punishments that being his slave entailed.  Of course, some punishments were rather agreeable, but some a lot less so, bordering on true torture.  Instinctively, her mind shied away from what later lay in store for her.

	She studied her naked body in the bedroom’s large mirror: tall and slender, her training regimen keeping fat and muscles in perfect balance, she would easily pass for 25, or so her husband never tired of telling her.  She never tired of hearing it from his lips, glowing with pride when his gaze roamed appreciatively over her, caressing her supple form with his eyes.  Only the faint lines around her generous mouth and the knowing look in her pale blue eyes betrayed the additional ten years of experience she’d had with the vagaries of life.

	Her attention was temporarily arrested by the bright glitter of the steel rings piercing her nipples.  They were not the only sign of his taking possession of her body, nor even the most prominent one.  A small tattoo on her bald pubic mound proclaimed her as his property as well; a fact normally far more readily advertised by the sturdy steel shackle transfixing the septum of her nose.  Currently, however, instead of resting with devastating potential for discipline on her upper lip, it had been replaced by an unobtrusive black retainer, hidden high up in her nostrils.

	Being spared the indignity of the nose shackle for this once, if only for a few hours, was the only redeeming aspect of the disdained role she would be required to play soon, whereas the disdained rest of her mandated ensemble was spread out on the bed.  With distaste she contemplated what she privately called her Punishment Uniform for if not by its style, then assuredly by its function, it reminded her of a Nun’s Habit: drab clothing fit to do penance before a thoroughly prudish Supreme Being.  Since monotheistic religions by definition left little room for a companion co-equal to God, it was probably only human to ascribe to Him a rabid jealousy, especially with regard to the carnal pleasures granted his creation, but forever denied to himself.

	She turned her back to the mirror and looked over her shoulder to see that thankfully, the marks of her previous caning were fading at long last.  She had been anxious about being forced to spend hours sitting on a still-smarting derrière, while denied even the small relief of venting an occasional moan, this enforced by the certain knowledge of dire retribution obvious in her Master’s glare.  In hindsight, her spontaneous idea of submitting his beloved notebook computer to a drop test had proven somewhat more than half-baked, especially when it turned out that the casings’ claimed robustness regarding falls did not extend to first floor heights.  However, now that her buttocks had sufficiently mended, she could appreciate that her ploy had actually worked: He had apparently deciphered her none-too-subtle message and begun to spend more time with instead of next to her.  It was her tough luck she did not always agree with his idea of showing a girl a good time...

	She didn’t at first hear his impatient voice calling out to her from below for, lost in her thoughts, she had completely forgotten her task; allowing herself to fall for her subconsciousness’ ploy of shielding her from the unpalatable prospect of her imminent ordeal.

	“What’s taking you so long?  Stop dallying!  You know, my mother’s expecting us for lunch!”

	A Private Exhibition 

	A private tour of an extraordinary exhibition turns into a mind-blowing experience for young student.

	Arrival

	The gallery took up the entire ground floor of the converted storehouse in one of the posh areas of the redeveloped docklands. Bright light spilled through the extensive window panes cut into the old brick facade and peering inside, she could see throngs of exquisitely dressed people swirling around the big room, forming stationary vertices in front of the paintings and slow eddies around the sculptures. The muted sounds of laughter and lively conversation filtered onto the street, interspersed with the cool riffs of a jazz trio valiantly fighting to make itself heard through the din.

	She checked her reflection in the side window of a parked sports car for a last time then walked up to the entrance. The eyes of the uniformed security guard lit up appreciatively when she entered the lighted area in front of the massive portal, his unabashed stare making her blush self-consciously. With an abrupt gesture she passed him the invitation and began a deliberate study of the intricate relief on the metal door. He scanned the invitation perfunctorily, then with a small bow handed it back to her.

	“You are eagerly expected, Miss Liddell.”

	The deep, cultured tones of the guard’s voice surprised her as much as the unexpected statement and made her look at him questioningly. He only smiled enigmatically at her, whispered some words into a microphone camouflaged in the lapel of his jacket and opened the door. Instantly the noise level redoubled. She stepped through the entrance into the waiting arms of a liveried attendant who, after a brief skirmish, succeeded in separating her from her well-worn coat. He vanished with his prize to add it to his hoard, leaving her behind in her plain black gown. Another attendant balancing a tablet cruised by and forced a glass of straw pale wine upon her. She decided to leave the conspicuous neighbourhood of the entrance and drifted into the room, mixing with the other guests. Occasional glances came her way, lingered for a moment to tally her net worth, and, after coming to an apparently unfavourable conclusion, slid off. In these rarefied circles her simple clothing marked her as an outsider and pariah. 

	Inevitably, she arrived in front of a painting. At first glance, it showed a spherical composition of translucent, intersecting golden planes that somehow appeared to float free of a dark brown background. After a while, when the eye had picked out more details, the planes seemed to coalesce into a multitude of vaguely humanoid shapes, strangely contorted and intertwined, evoking a subtly erotic sensation. She looked at the catalogue excerpt pinned next to the painting. Apparently, it was an early work, nondescriptly entitled “Protuberances”. The attached price tag made her eyes water. 

	The music stopped and a sudden hush spread through the exhibition hall. Near the big freight elevator at the hall’s rear a knot of people was rapidly forming. A tall man with long, dramatically silver hair stood in the centre of the commotion. He was dressed conservatively in a black suit, an extravagant, silver belt buckle echoing his hair’s colour; the only concession to his image as eccentric artist. Involuntarily, her heart started a faster beat and the palms of her hands turned moist. With an effort, she wrenched her attention away from the figure and retreated to the opposite end of the room, against the forming general drift. Once there, she consciously drew several deep breaths to bring her reaction under control. Remembering her glass of wine, she emptied it in one big swallow, barely tasting the excellent vintage. She valiantly refused the urge to stare at him again, instead concentrating on the works displayed in this part of the room.

	They were large-sized paintings from a more recent period. One of them she instantly recognized: it was the one that had piqued her interest in his art in the first place and the reason she had taken up the course he gave at university. Almost against her will she became engrossed once more, as had happened so many times in the past already.

	Painstakingly executed in an almost minimalist style, it depicted a young woman, her naked body suspended by chains connecting her limbs to the edges of a triangular arch formed by two massive wooden beams angling toward each other. The scene was shown from the perspective of someone standing almost below the high arch and looking straight up into the woman’s lowered face. There was a bright halo around her head as though it eclipsed the midday sun; however, what could be seen of the sky was a midnight blue inconsistent with this assumption. Her features were hard to make out due to the brilliant nimbus, but somehow an expression of incongruous rapture was conveyed. 

	What would it really feel like to be the woman in the painting?

	She was so lost in her reverie that she only became aware of his presence at her side when he started to speak. 

	“Your devotion to the study of my art is commendable. However, everyone else has abandoned it for more carnal pleasures, I’m afraid. The buffet has opened.”

	Startled, she looked up quickly. His ironic expression did not soften the devastating impact his smile had upon her and she quickly lowered her head when she felt her face heating. Disconcerted by her reaction, she brusquely gestured at the painting. 

	“Your works always seem to revolve around carnal pleasures as well, admittedly of a darker nature. In your lectures, you never tire of stressing how important the motive of Eros has been throughout the development of art. So why begrudge your admirers their simple joys?” 

	“And why should you defend them, since you don’t seem to share their proclivities? Or is it that your appetite for this different kind of carnal pleasures just happens to be more poignant?” 

	“Man shall not live by bread alone.” She piously countered his teasing.

	“Indeed.” He chuckled. “However, I was about to ask if you’d care to join me for a private dinner.”

	“Oh! I’d love to accept, but wouldn’t it be unfair of me to deprive your other guests of the privilege of your presence?” 

	“Believe me, that’s a privilege they can dispense with quite well. Most of the men are here because their investment consultants advised them to come. They can’t help wondering how much the market value for my works might rise if only I had the good grace to pass away soon, so they seem to consider it a personal affront that I’m actually younger than most of them. Constantly answering veiled inquiries regarding the state of my health makes conversing with them a tad too tedious for my jaded tastes. Anyway, the situation’s actually worse with the women. Attending my party is more than sufficient to satisfy their taste for scandal and actually talking to me would have to be considered an act of outright frivolity.”

	“So you were forced to invite one of your humble students to keep you company at the opening night of your first exhibition in your very own gallery. I suppose I should feel honoured, Professor Lewis?”

	“Please, don’t call me that. It’s Stephen. Actually, it’s been my pleasure to invite you, because, unlikely as it seems, I enjoy talking to you, Joanna. It’s gratifying to learn that at least one of my students listens to what I have to say during my lectures, instead of just speculating about the truth behind the latest rumours regarding my private life.”

	Actually, fantasizing about just these rumours had occupied a large part of her waking time, so she blushed again. He had the good grace not to notice her embarrassment and continued. 

	“I’d also like to extend our association for a little longer than just tonight, for I need to discuss some plans concerning my latest project with you.” His dark eyes intently searched her face, his meaning clearly more significant than his words indicated.

	She felt her pulse racing for this was the moment she had dreamed about and dreaded simultaneously, ever since the time she had got up the nerve to approach him after one of his lectures. Unsure whether she could trust her voice, she acquiesced with a wordless nod.

	“Good.” 

	Stephen relieved her of the empty glass and beckoned an attendant who had unobtrusively hovered nearby to approach. 

	“Please see to it we aren’t disturbed.” 

	A Most Unusual Dinner

	He took her hand and setting a brisk pace led her towards the elevator. Quite a few pairs of eyes followed their rapid passage, and she felt their curious stares burning into her back, so she was glad when he didn’t bother calling the lift but opened the door next to it instead. In the staircase beyond, he pulled her up one flight of stairs before unlocking the door giving access to the next floor, then gestured for her to precede him into the dark room. She hesitantly complied and the solid clunk of the door closing behind them, cutting off the noise from the ongoing party, sent a shiver down her spine. It was as if she had suddenly entered another world.

	After the brightness of the gallery and staircase, her eyes needed a moment to adjust. Unexpectedly, she found herself in a spacious pantry, dimly illuminated by the light falling through the open doorway to the adjacent room. A mostly filled wine rack took up one entire side of the room with the other dedicated to a massive refrigerator and rows of shelves filled with all kinds of provisions. He took her hand again and led her through the doorway into the next room which turned out to be a large, well-appointed kitchen cum dining room. For the first time in her life Joanna saw a cooking island outside of a furniture store’s exhibition. The dining table had been set for two. 

	“Please take a seat. Dinner will be ready in a minute.”

	“Thank you!” She delicately lowered herself onto one of the severe-looking chairs, which, despite its straight, high back, turned out to be surprisingly comfortable.

	He captured her wrist and bowing gallantly touched his lips to the back of her hand. When he straightened, he pulled a pair of gleaming handcuffs out of his pocket and looked at her questioningly.

	“Do you mind?”

	Her pulse spiked again.

	My flight reflexes really get taxed to the limit this evening! The wry thought bolstered her confidence, and ignoring her hammering heart, she graciously offered him her other hand.

	“Not at all. I was taught to respect the indigenous customs, even if they appeared somewhat strange. Please go ahead.” 

	Stephen moved behind her and brought her arms close together around the back of the chair, gently twisting them until her palms faced outward. Slowly, almost sensually he ratcheted the heavy cuffs closed around her wrists to a tight, but not uncomfortable fit. When he released her arms, she compulsively tried to slip her hands out of their uncompromising embrace, immediately establishing the hopelessness of her efforts. She was not even able to turn her wrists within their close confines! To her own surprise, as the realization of her helplessness sank in, instead of panicking she felt an accepting calm come over her and a dreamy smile spread across her face. She could not deny she was turned on by the whole situation. 

	“I hope your precautions don’t reflect the quality of your cooking. Anyway, how will I be able to eat, with my hands bound like this?”

	“It looks like I’ll have to feed you. And don’t worry; it’s never been necessary to force-feed my guests yet. Not to say that the thought of thus stuffing your clever mouth is without appeal.” 

	The accompanying grin robbed his words of the sting they otherwise might have held and although she did not really agree, she wisely choose to swallow the barbed retort at the tip of her tongue. Content with having the last word for once, her host busied himself with the simmering pots and pans, causing delicious aromas to waft through the room. Craning her neck, Joanna watched interestedly while he readied the first set of plates. Satisfied with the artistic arrangement of the ingredients at last, he brought the fruits of his labours over for her inspection.

	“Voila! The first course: rochette salad with shaved parmesan and pear.” He announced grandly.

	“That sounds promising.”

	“Just wait till you taste it.”

	“It seems you’re leaving me no other option.”

	“Ah, indeed. However, let’s toast to our future collaboration first, Joanna. It may seem a little premature, but it’s been a very auspicious start and I hope the evening will continue in the same way.” 

	Stephen held a glass against her lips with his left hand, slowly tilting it until the dark red wine it held threatened to spill past her mouth and over her chin. Perforce she took a generous swallow, while he took a much more sensible sip from his own glass, savouring its rich body appreciatively. 

	He set down the glasses and reached for the cutlery. 

	“Let the feast begin!”

	Secret Lives

	An hour later Joanna leaned back as far as her chair would permit and sighed contentedly. Although her helplessness and the somewhat uncomfortable configuration of her bound arms had bothered her at first, she felt completely at ease now, if somewhat replete and just a tad tipsy. The food had been excellent and she feared she had overindulged herself; certainly disabusing her host of the notion that she was the dainty eater her slight frame and slender figure suggested. With a regretful headshake she indicated that she did not want yet another pastry from the plate Stephen held before her. 

	“I’ve had enough. One more of those and I shall burst.”

	She unsuccessfully tried to stifle a giggle when unbidden the memory of a notorious movie scene resurfaced, graphically detailing just such an event. She hated it when she giggled, fearing it made her sound like a little school girl rather than the sophisticated young woman she actually was. Or fancied to be, she corrected herself, thinking back to how often she had already felt out of her depth during the course of this remarkable evening. 

	He raised his eyebrow, silently inquiring about the cause for her exhilaration and she shook her head again.

	“It’s nothing.”

	He shrugged and put the pastries away.

	“I assume that the dinner met with your approval?” he smiled, “I’d hate to think you ate only to pre-empt me from force-feeding you.”

	“You needn’t worry. It’s been delicious. And thank you for feeding me. I could get used to that, you know?”

	“Maybe you will. Let’s get down to business. I have a proposal for you. But before I go into the details, let me explain to you what I’ve been really up to in recent years.”

	Stephen had her full attention now; her earlier drowsiness replaced by a state of anxious expectation and not a little apprehension. 

	“About three years ago, I had a creative crisis. I felt I had grown stale in my work, beginning to repeat myself. Eventually, I came to the conclusion that I’d exhausted the possibilities that canvas and bronze offer for artistic expression. I needed a new challenge and so decided to change the material I work with. For the last three years my raw material has been the human body; female ones to be more precise.”

	He paused, watching for the impact his words had on Joanna. Obviously quite a profound one, judging from her wide-eyed expression, vividly reminding him of the proverbial deer caught in the headlights of a speeding car. He continued smoothly in a matter-of-fact voice, as if discussing the weather.

	“As is obvious from my art, I’ve been interested in the darker aspects of human sexuality for a long time now. More specifically, the intricate ties between Eros and power as revealed in the interplay between sadism and masochism, dominance and submission have come to fascinate me. For the last three years I’ve explored these inter-relationships with brave women who are not afraid to break the stifling mould of their middle-class existence. Women who are driven by the same urge to explore, driven by the necessity to bring their inner truth to its fullest realization and have it revealed to themselves, as well as others, by becoming what they’ve in their inner gestalt always been: a living work of art.”

	He looked her straight in the eye before continuing. 

	“I believe you can be one of them.”

	His calm assertion caused a multitude of conflicting impulses to race through her. The images his words conjured in her mind resonated with a deeply rooted aspect of her personality that had lain dormant for the longest time but had gradually come to dominate her dreams and fantasies in the past year or so. Other, more familiar parts of her were alarmed and terrified by these same images. 

	“What do you mean? What did you do to these women?”

	“Unfortunately, what I mean is not easy to explain in words. Let me show you instead.”

	Not waiting for an answer, he again moved behind her. Joanna raised her arms as far as their awkward configuration allowed, expecting to be released at last, but instead, he took hold of her body by her armpits and effortlessly lifted her out of the chair, setting her down on her feet next to it. With a strange mixture of apprehension and relief she concluded that, apparently, Stephen had no intention of giving her the option to decline his invitation. Her assumption was further substantiated when he pulled another item out of his surprisingly deep pockets: this one turning out to be a leather collar with a light but sturdy looking chain attached. She stood motionless while he fastened the collar around her neck, readily tilting her head forward when he lifted her long, black tresses out of the way to close its buckle at the nape of her neck. Each touch of his cool hands, each breath caressing the flushed skin of her bared nape seemed to send an electrical discharge through her, further rousing the fire that simmered in her loins. 

	As with the cuffs, he tightened the collar to a snug but not uncomfortable fit, then grasped the chain cascading down her front and exerted a gentle pull.

	“Come!”

	Deeper Into Privacy

	She followed him through the pantry to the elevator and watched him punch the call button with trance-like detachment. The doors opened immediately for obviously the cabin had been waiting for them. They entered and ascended to the top floor. The high-ceilinged room they arrived in was probably even bigger than the pantry and kitchen below put together. At first glance it appeared to be an ordinary, if exceedingly well-equipped workshop with crates stacked along the inner wall, further on giving way to storage cabinets and shelves where all kinds of neatly laid out tools vied for space with cans of paint and stacks of brushes. Most of the floor was taken up by workbenches and bulky machinery, that, judging from its sleek lines and attached computer terminals, would do a dedicated machine shop proud. However, totally out of place in such an environment was the massive, clinical looking, rubber and steel contraption resembling a gynaecological chair; this sitting incongruously among all the other equipment. It gave the whole ensemble a deeply sinister note that became even more pronounced when she noticed the numerous, strategically mounted straps that would make it quite impossible for the chair’s occupant to move a muscle, let alone escape its confines.

	Luckily, Joanna had no time to dwell excessively on the likely applications of the chair that made these precautions necessary for the insistent pull on her collar urged her on to the far end of the room where she had to wait for her host to open a massive metal door. This led into a wide and quite long, windowless passageway, blocked at the far end by another door identical to the one they had just passed through. Both side walls were hung with close-packed photographs and paintings, with the occasional bronze sculpture on a pedestal interspersed at irregular intervals.

	Stephen stopped in front of the first picture; a large black and white portrait of a nude woman. She was quite stunning, standing upright in front of the camera with a cool, self-assured expression, as if daring the viewer to comment on her nakedness.

	“I met Susan about two years ago. At the time, she had just finished her degree in history of art and worked as an unpaid trainee for some art magazine. She wanted to do an interview with me, but in the end it was me interviewing her. It turned out we had a lot in common.”

	He smiled, as if recalling a fond memory. Meanwhile, Joanna experienced an unfamiliar emotion she reluctantly identified as jealousy. 

	“However, I convinced her to stay on as my model and muse and together we embarked on a venture whose stations you see documented here.” 

	He gestured at the pictures covering most of the corridor’s walls. Following his hand movement, she turned her head and studied the photograph on the opposite wall. It showed Susan kneeling on the floor in front of Stephen, her head lowered with arms held before her in supplication, ready to receive a collar very much like the one Joanna was wearing now.

	Was this woman’s history a preview of her own fate should she give in to her deepest desires?

	The thought electrified her, breaking the spell of detached compliancy that had enthralled her since the collar had been fastened around her neck. A wave of sexually tinged excitement urged her onward, to find out what thrilling future lay ahead of her if she was to follow the example of her newly-revealed soulmate. She took a few quick steps until her leash snapped tight and stopped her short.

	“Not so fast.” Stephen chuckled and began reeling her in like a fish on the hook. Smiling, she put up a token resistance to his irresistible pull and when she ended up standing close to him again, she was flushed and breathing hard from more than just exertion.

	Perforce, she made her way down the corridor at a much more sedately pace, with Stephen leading the way and pointing out particularly momentous stations in his and Susan’s quest to create the perfect slave. It was a mind-blowing journey into a fantasy she had thought no one would dare to bring to life.

	“She wanted to wear a visible mark of her slavery. I was happy to comply.”

	He indicated a framed drawing of a deceptively complex pattern which she recognized after a while as a highly stylised ‘S’. Apparently, it was the draft for the two inch high, black tattoo on her left thigh that a proud looking Susan now presented to the camera on the accompanying photograph. 

	“It’s very pretty.” Joanna’s voice held a wistful note that was not lost on Stephen.

	“I designed it especially for Susan as a present. For you, I’ll do a new design.” 

	His confident assumption she would agree to have a slave’s mark tattooed on her unblemished skin sparked a flash of anger, but her protest died stillborn when the simultaneous spike of irrefutable arousal forced her to accept that he was probably correct. The realisation came as a shock for her and she quickly distracted herself by wondering how much such a tattoo would be worth to an art collector. Before she could expand on her fantasy of being auctioned off at Sotheby’s someday, a tug on her collar interrupted her daydreaming. 

	They progressed further down the corridor, past numerous pictures that showed Susan in various states of bondage. At first she was mostly restrained with rope or leather straps, but later heavy shackles made from shiny metal became predominant. What did not change though was the character of the bondage she had to endure: everything looked extremely tight, the arduous positions requiring a gymnast’s flexibility from her body, and more often than not, Susan’s plight was aggravated by large-sized gags or even hoods encasing her entire head. Despite their blatant nature, some of the depicted scenes seemed utterly familiar to Joanna; obviously they had inspired or been inspired by the paintings that had fascinated her for so long.

	An Incredible Array

	Stephen stopped in front of another large-sized portrait depicting an uncharacteristically anxious looking Susan. 

	“Here, I have replaced her first collar by a permanent steel one.”

	As a matter of fact, the photo showed an obviously custom fitted, shiny metal band, snugly encircling her slender neck, with substantial rings at the front, sides and supposedly the back, leaving no doubt as to its purpose. 

	“What do you mean by permanent?” Joanna asked, not sure if she wanted to hear the answer.

	“Permanent as in forever. It has no lock. Once it was fastened around her neck it cannot ever be removed. I designed the mechanism myself to make utterly sure of that. Of course, one could try to cut the collar off, but I seriously doubt the wearer would enjoy the experience.”

	With the significance of the heavy machinery they had passed on their way finally dawning on her, Joanna had no doubt at all about the accuracy of his claim. Unconcerned by her shocked expression, Stephen continued in the same level voice.

	“We also fitted her wrists and ankles with cuffs of the same type. They make keeping her restrained so much more convenient.”

	Joanna’s mouth went dry. An undercurrent of terror crept into her arousal, perversely making it all the more poignant. Unbidden, the fantasy of having the same thing done to her rose within her, stoking the fire in her loins. She experienced a feeling akin to vertigo and desperately tried to get her balance back. 

	“I can’t believe Susan agreed to all this.” 

	“But she did, both beforehand and after the fact. I could prod her along for a while, nudge her over a particular hurdle, but that only went so far. In the end, she had to go all the way on her own. See for yourself.”

	He gestured for her to precede him to the next picture, staying back to give her the space to study it on her own. In the photograph, Susan had turned her back to the viewer, the camera peering over her blurred left shoulder, focusing on her face’s reflection in the small mirror she held in her right hand. Her expressive eyes were wide open and pooled with tears, staring horrified at the barbarous device adorning her straight nose. It took Joanna a while to interpret what she was seeing. 

	Apparently, a sturdy steel rod had somehow been run through Susan’s nose, completely transfixing both wings and her septum. Over its outer ends, the arms of a massive, slightly-bellied, U-shaped shackle had been clamped so that the lower third of her nose was outlined in gleaming metal. The shackle’s apex was level with her upper lip and within its confines Joanna spotted a second U, this one emerging from high up within Susan’s nostrils, obviously also anchored by the nose-piercing shaft. 

	Hard to believe that Susan endured this of her own volition! Unthinkable that she herself would ever put up with being disfigured in such a manner!

	Yet, even as Joanna shied away from the thought intellectually, her body’s contrary response betrayed her. This was when the backlash set in: a delayed reaction to the emotional strain she had been subjected to in the course of this remarkable night. Terrified by the newly awakened sexual drives that threatened to consume her, Joanna retreated as far as her leash allowed, straining in mindless panic against the chains that held her captive.

	Suddenly, there was a hard yank on her leash and she stumbled forward into the waiting arms of Stephen. He hugged her squirming body tight and, murmuring soothing words into her ear, waited patiently for her struggles to subside. When she regained her composure at last, Joanna raised her tear-streaked face to meet his sympathetic, knowing eyes. Her inner turmoil dwindled away under his rock-steady regard and all of a sudden, Joanna no longer felt restrained by his unrelenting embrace, but secure and protected. Likewise, the cuffs and collar she had fought like mad only moments before, no longer seemed to bind her, but instead to deliver her from her agonizing, inner conflict. The last tension left her body and she snuggled against Stephen, closing her eyes and offering him her lips for a kiss, but to her dismay he let go of her instead.

	“You’re OK?”

	She nodded silently and looked away, ashamed by her display of hysterics. Stephen continued, a faint trace of disappointment colouring his voice.

	“It’s been an eventful evening. Perhaps I’ve asked too much of you, too fast. Would you prefer to go home?”

	“No, I’m fine now.”

	“It won’t get any prettier, I’m afraid. Susan and I have come a long way together.”

	“Please, I want to see this through. I need to see this through!”

	“As you wish.”

	Permanent, Punitive Jewellery

	They resumed their tour down the corridor.

	Stephen took up his role as guide again and provided her with explanations and additional information not readily apparent from the photos alone while Joanna tried to see beyond his plain words, imagining what consequences they entailed for Susan. With respect to the pictures, she found herself focusing most of her attention on Susan’s expressions, hunting for an insight into the soul of this brave woman whom she felt so akin to, one who had chosen to follow such an extraordinary path.

	“Her nose shackles come in very handy to control her occasional impetuosity. You probably didn’t notice it, but there are grommets in the holes so her flesh won’t tear, even under substantial stress.” 

	To illustrate his point, Stephen called her attention to a photo that showed a very unhappy looking Susan, balancing on the tip of her toes, her lithe body stretched tight by a spring-mounted chain connecting her nose to the ceiling. 

	“Fortunately, Susan’s a very resilient young woman and all of her piercings healed without any complications. After the initial success with her nose rings there was, of course, no question that she was to be pierced and ringed in other places as well. At first, Susan hated each of these additions to her body with a passion, but since she had to concede their usefulness, our arrangement left her no choice but to consent. Eventually she became reconciled to her new look and I’m glad to report she’s quite fond of her ‘jewellery’ now.”

	The following set of prints would have looked right at home hanging in a piercing salon to advertise its operator’s astonishing prowess, were it not for the model’s manifest unwillingness to undergo the depicted procedures. Taking Stephen’s disdain for merely decorative jewellery and evident preference for industrial strength, utilitarian, albeit elegant designs into account, Joanna was not in the least surprised to see Susan shunning the role of contented client. While the massive U-shackles in her eyeleted earlobes and their slightly smaller twins at the tips of her ears might yet be considered a bold fashion statement, the array of tiny, steel-rimmed holes dotting her flesh, a few millimetres above and below her upper and lower lips was a lot harder to explain that way. Especially when they were employed - as shown in one picture - to lace Susan’s mouth shut. The large metal grommet through the tip of her tongue paled in comparison to this bizarre, nonetheless strangely erotic sight, Joanna concluded with an involuntary shudder. However, this last item seemed to complete the inventory of additions to Susan’s head, since the subsequent photos documented even further extensive modifications to her body. Large diameter, surgical steel tubes had been run horizontally through the firm flesh of her breasts, their flared ends inseparably fused flush with the outer rim of the wide, conical nipple shields they anchored in place. Except for an opening at their apexes, each shiny cone covered not only the aureoles, but also a centimetre wide stripe of skin around them. Susan’s nipples had been pulled through the shields’ narrow apertures and secured in this awkwardly-tensioned state by rings of greater diameter that had been pierced vertically through their bases. Adding insult to injury, the steel tubes through her flesh also played host to the shafts of substantial, freely swinging U-shackles! The entire mechanical assembly at the tip of each breast reminded a thoroughly appalled Joanna of miniature door knockers. Stephen helpfully provided her with further details she would rather not have been privy to.

	“There’s more to her breast restraints than meets the eye, Joanna. For example, there are a number of grooves around the edges of the nipple shields’ central openings. Why? Simple: this way, when I twist her nipple rings, the grooves will arrest them in this position! Quite unpleasant I’ve been given to understand. I’ve also created spacers I can use to stretch her nipples a little more. They’re basically small washers with a slot to accommodate the nipple ring, but they’re grooved like the shields and moreover magnetic, so they can easily be mounted or stacked together. The system’s simple but has proven to be very effective.”

	Joanna sucked in her breath in a sympathetic reaction, trying to imagine what Susan must experience when she was thus ‘modified’ even further. Attempting to stem the flow of unsettling revelations, she turned away and feigned interest in another picture. However, she was granted no respite, for only new horrors were unveiled.

	The next image showed Susan strapped tightly into the chair-like contraption they had passed earlier. Susan’s eyes were pressed tightly shut, tears trickling down her cheeks. Her legs were splayed wide to grant the viewer unrestricted access to her private parts; these festooned with a glittering array of metal. Stephen’s relentless explanations robbed Joanna of any chance to shy away from what she was seeing. 

	“Piercings turned out to be the solution for another problem as well for they finally provided me with a reliable means to control her sexuality. We experimented with conventional chastity belts, but Susan had become quite proficient at circumventing those. There’s little she can’t accomplish when sufficiently motivated.”

	With the last sentence, a hint of true affection crept into his carefully neutral voice. Despite herself and all she had seen so far, Joanna suffered another pang of jealousy. She stole a quick glance at Stephen and was surprised to see an expression bittersweet melancholy on his face. A moment later, he deliberately smoothed his features and took up his lecture again. 

	“It’s entirely plausible that males are evolutionary primed to strive for control of their females’ sexuality, trying to ensure they actually are the biological fathers of the children they’re supposed to help bring up. Consequently, patriarchal societies tend to invent all kinds of often unsavoury means to this end, generally disguised as sacred traditions commanded by divine revelation. I prefer to avoid such delusions. However, since sexual slavery is what this is all about, it was crucial to establish control over Susan as a sexual being as well, to be able to grant or to withhold pleasure at will. I’m happy to say I succeeded.”

	Being confronted with the results, Joanna was not sure whether she really preferred Stephen’s sophisticated sadism over the institutionalized brutality of primitive, patriarchal societies, although she had to concede that he at least did not practice his art on unwilling parties.

	“As you can see here, we inserted metal grommets into her labia; six on each side. They form the basic matrix to which Susan’s vaginal dilator is mounted.” 

	The picture he indicated showed a contrivance looking like the distant cousin of a miniature steel bear trap, with each of its jaws replaced by a double set of closely spaced, concentric, slightly curved metal bows. At both ends, the flexible, spring steel bows were joined together in what appeared to be intricate hinges

	“Her labia have been clamped between the inner and outer brackets of the dilator’s arms and permanently secured by cross bolts through the grommets. The arms can be locked open or closed at any angle, so I can either distend her sex or close it up completely, as I feel is required. The outer bows also provide anchor points for additional hardware, such as the crotch piece of a chastity belt that can’t be beaten.”

	Stephen pointed out a snapshot of a crestfallen Susan contemplating the obviously impenetrable nature of her shiny new steel briefs. Clearly, she was not particularly enthused by Stephen’s taste in lingerie. 

	“While this took care of her vagina, there was still her clitoris to consider. This I had pierced crosswise and equipped with another U-shackle earlier. Now, I also fitted a small metal cap over it that is held in place by the shackle’s shaft. Again quite simple, but very effective.” 

	During his extensive explanations, they had strolled further down the corridor. The pictures she had passed reminded Joanna more and more of the murals found in some Christian churches that used to bring biblical stories of suffering and transfiguration home to the illiterate masses. She could not help wondering what kind of Golgotha waited for her behind the door at the passageway’s end, looming larger with every step she took. 

	Would there be any kind of resurrection for her from behind it? Willy-nilly she would soon find out, since Stephen took the lead again, striding towards it and firmly dragging on her leash. 

	The final stretch of corridor was sparsely decorated with only a scattering of detailed drawings, but this time without any photos accompanying them. Blueprints for the future evolution of Susan’s slavery, Joanna hypothesised, but she had little opportunity to verify her theory by more than superficial glances. 

	One drawing had Susan’s head surrounded by a complicated network of broad, interlocking steel straps that closely conformed to its contours and apparently were anchored directly into her flesh and perhaps the underlying bone. Another one had her head replaced by a metal ellipsoid, unblemished except for an assortment of ports and sockets located in front of where her mouth should be. With her head locked into the contraption, poor Susan would not even be able to see!

	 

	Susan’s Secret Sanctuary

	Finally, they reached the end of the passageway. Stephen took an electronic key card from one of his jacket’s pockets and inserted it into an unobtrusive slot in the door’s massive frame. With soft clicks, the hidden locks disengaged and the vault-like door swung out of their way revealing an obviously spacious, but windowless room bisected by a wall of tightly-spaced bars to the right of the entrance. Joanna instantly felt reminded of a prison cell. An entirely apt association, as she immediately discovered when - reluctantly yielding to Stephen’s insistent pull on her leash - she had crossed the small stretch separating the entrance from the barred wall and was able to peer through its spacing. Deliberately taking a quick look around the cell first, she confirmed the existence of a cot and a metal washbasin and toilet before she let her attention be drawn to the tear-shaped form dangling in mid-air at the cell’s centre.

	Everything Joanna had seen so far still had not prepared her adequately for the sight she was now confronted with. Illuminated dramatically from above by a powerful beam of light coming from a single spot situated in one corner of the room, a tall tripod formed by converging steel girders dominated the room. From its apex a heavy, glittering chain descended to about the level of her head and swinging gently back and forth at the end of this chain was the contorted, naked, sweaty body of a woman. Joanna instantly recognized the blond beauty from the pictures she had seen before, although Susan’s current plight left her too dumbstruck to sort it out all at once. Susan’s legs had been bent upward past her arms and shoulders until her ankles could be crossed behind her head and shackled in this position, then, her arms had been forced around her thighs to go behind her back. There, a scant length of chain, mercilessly also fed through the back ring of her collar, joined her manacled wrists together. Thus locked in her awkward posture, Susan had been hoisted by her ankles; however, her tormentor, obviously not satisfied with her predicament, had found ways to increase her suffering even further.

	A light chain was strung between her exposed genitals and her face. At one end it was locked to the shackle transfixing her armoured clitoris, then it had been fed through the eyelet in her drawn-out tongue before being fastened off to the outer shackle framing Susan’s nose. Apart from rendering her effectively speechless, it forced her head down until she had little choice but to stare along its tight length at her own gaping sex, held wide open by her vaginal dilator. Amid the jumble of Susan’s intertwined torso and limbs, Joanna espied more chains; one pair leading from each breast shackle to the opposite-side earlobe, another pair connecting her nipple rings to her clitoris. Hence, each or any tiny headshake of protest was translated into painful tugs at her most sensitive parts. Susan was effectively discouraged from moving her head at all, ensuring that her uncomfortably close, yet forever unreachable genitals enjoyed her undivided attention. 

	Despite her humiliating and excruciating posture, Susan’s expression was tranquil; almost serene, betraying no sign of the pain and discomfiture she was most certainly experiencing. Her bright, dark eyes darted over to her visitors, and apparently unfazed by her own exposed condition, she blatantly sized up the disconcerted Joanna before meeting her eyes with a challenging stare. It was not Susan but Joanna who blushed and had to look away first. 

	“As you must know, appearances can be deceiving, Joanna. What you’re witnessing is a very proud moment for Susan. This represents her graduation, her rite of passage if you will.”

	Susan’s Happy Destiny

	This time Stephen did not even try to hide his emotion and his voice held a decidedly wistful note as he continued.

	“I consider her to be without doubt my finest artistic achievement so far. I’d like to call her my creation, but in reality what I did amounts to cutting a raw diamond. We’ve covered a tremendous distance together, for with Susan I got farther than with any woman I’ve known before, but our common way has come to an end at last. I’ve found a new owner for her, or rather, she found him, or they found each other: fate, providence, whatever you want to call it. The fact is, they’re madly in love with each other. By the way, you’ve met him already: Eric’s doubling as security guard tonight. Well, it seems I’m about to loose both my slave and my able assistant, but stand to gain two close friends in exchange.”

	Joanna tried to bend her stunned mind around these new, utterly unexpected revelations. 

	“You’re setting her free? Just like that?”

	“No, of course not. I’m a commercially successful artist, remember? Actually, I’m selling her to Eric and she won’t come cheap either. However, in this case most of the money will go to Susan and she’s the one who fixed the price. I’m taking only a very modest percentage as a ‘commission’.”

	Noting her incredulous expression, Stephen sighed wearily.

	“Whatever you may think, I’m not a jealous man. On the contrary, I almost feel sorry for Eric, since I’m not sure he’ll be a match for her. The ordeals my dear Susan had to endure as my slave have taught her to tap into an enormous reservoir of inner strength. By now, she’s like damascene steel. She just won’t break. And she’s absolutely fearless, too. I also know from experience that Susan can be headstrong, intractable and quite demanding at times. I only hope she’ll cut poor Eric some slack.” 

	Looking at the systematically enslaved, permanently pierced, inescapably bound and humiliatingly-displayed woman dangling helplessly from the ceiling of her own private prison cell, Joanna felt hard pressed to stifle a sardonic laugh at the preposterous reversal of roles that Stephen’s words implied. But then, she remembered the expression in Susan’s eyes and was not so sure anymore that his sympathy was in fact wasted on the wrong party. There was no question that Susan’s ostensible submission alone constituted an almost irresistible erotic allure and combined with her natural beauty, she exuded a sexual magnetism that affected even Joanna. What kind of power could a determined slave wield with such a weapon at her command?

	Stephen’s voice intruded before her fantasies could blossom any further.

	“So now that you know what I’ve been up to these last years, what do you think?”

	Although Joanna had been expecting a question like this, she nevertheless felt ill-prepared when it finally came, and so tried to prevaricate. 

	“Do you mean from an artistic point of view? Your work’s definitely pushing the boundaries of art in an unexpected direction. Very ori…”

	An irritated tug on her leash put an ungentle end to her desperate babble. Obviously, Stephen felt not inclined to indulge her intended diversion. Instead, his inscrutable dark eyes searched hers and held them.

	“I understand you’re probably a little overwhelmed, so let me put this as bluntly as possible. I plan to embark on another journey of erotic exploration like the one I undertook with Susan and you’re by far the most promising candidate. You’re intelligent, inquisitive and quite beautiful with a rarely found kind of unconscious grace. You’re alternately audacious and endearingly shy, at times insufferably impudent and then suddenly vulnerable again. In short, you’re utterly fascinating and I want you. Yes, I want you. I want to own you, form you, break and remake you until your true inner gestalt lies bare for everyone to see and admire.”

	To Joanna, his words felt like lightning bolts unerringly aimed at the rousing slave that had dwelt unacknowledged within her mind for all her life; laying low until she was finally ready to succumb. They pierced her to the core, throwing her unresolved inner conflict into stark relief. He wanted her! But was she ready to pay the prize? However, Stephen had not finished yet.

	“I know that you’re unsettled by the dark fantasies and dangerous desires that have taken hold of you, that are invalidating your lifelong conceits of who you are, Joanna. However, let me tell you, in the final analysis there is no denying who you really are. I sense an enormous potential in you that I want to help you realize. No doubt you feel intimidated by Susan’s example right now, but consider that what you see is the culmination of her own life-long fantasies. On a journey like this, the course cannot be set in advance, but has to be decided day by day. Believe me, in the process you’ll discover that you’re a lot tougher and braver than you consider possible now. Susan had her own reasons to join my quest and she has attained her goal at last. With you, I believe the quest might be open-ended and proceed even further than Susan has. And, I want to keep you for myself.”

	Stephen pulled two more items out of an apparently depthless pocket and held them up for Joanna’s inspection. One was a large, pear-shaped object resting in a nest of leather straps which she knew to be a fiendishly efficient gag; the other was a tiny, silver key. 

	“In my left hand I have the key to your handcuffs and by extension, the key to your freedom. In my right I hold a gag and again by extension, a token of your slavery. Left or right, what will it be, Joanna? Choose!”

	The Opportunity

	Stephen’s uncompromising command reverberated through her, jolting her stunned mind out of its paralysis and she blinked as if roused from a particularly vivid dream. The key to her freedom! It glinted in the overhead light, beckoning her to use it, to break the spell binding her in this wild, dark, dangerous place and return to the familiar world she had grown up in and knew the rules of: the world of packed trains, traffic jams and tiny apartments, or row houses with tidy front gardens and double garages, if you were really lucky. A world where money was the universal and only standard by which everyone and everything was measured. The lack of which was the root of all evil, as her late parents had maintained, they now tragically detained from continuing its relentless pursuit by their early deaths in a senseless accident. 

	Joanna glanced through the bars at the bizarrely twisted and suspended figure of Susan, dangling in her cell and suffering through her rite of passage.

	Did she really want to follow the path of this woman? Had the same seemingly uncontrollable compulsions led Susan to this culmination point of her submission? Had she rued her choice? Many times, certainly!

	The pictures in the corridor had spoken a clear language. Nevertheless, Susan’s demeanour left no doubt in Joanna’s mind that she would do it all again if that was demanded of her.

	Why? What was in it for her? What was the point of it?

	For herself, Joanna had already chased this particular question down almost every other track of human endeavour and come up empty time after time. At least here she had found something that called out to the innermost parts of her personality, these having lain dormant for the longest time, but now rousing with a vengeance; poised to consume all that she had been before. For the first time in adult memory she felt the urge to relinquish control and become part of something bigger than herself.

	She almost spoke the word that would have condemned her forever to the existence of a slave. Almost. But then, her lifelong habit of distrusting her own impulses kicked in. All her adult life, Joanna had been wary of her emotions; never allowing them free reign and always reviewing them with her analytical mind. Instinctively she had known about her dark side all the time, although she had until recently denied its existence, even to herself. What Stephen had presented her with was by no means a trivial choice, but a decision that would shape the balance of her life and therefore warranted careful consideration. 

	But what kind of existence could she look forward to as a pierced and shackled freak, indelibly marked slave? She had barely tasted life yet! It was all entirely ridiculous!

	Clearly, there was no sound reason to do what Stephen had asked of her, yet she felt so tired of always acting sane. She stole a glance at Susan again; an incredible exhibit of the appalling consequences, should she allow herself to enter the same role. Nonetheless, even though Joanna told herself again and again over the last minutes how abhorrent Susan’s condition really was, her own body was at odds with her conscious mind. She was undeniably aroused and becoming more so by the minute. Trying to calm down, Joanna forced herself to breathe slowly and focus her attention until her whole world contracted to just the pair of hands in front of her and the choice they symbolized. Despite all efforts, her fatal arousal only deepened, causing her heart to pound and her insides to become warm and wet. Incredulous, she identified the first stirrings of a powerful orgasm inexorably building within her and groaned helplessly. 

	Stephen’s left hand slowly closed around the gleaming key and began to withdraw. It took Joanna a moment to register what she saw, although when she did, her heart skipped a beat and a wave of panic crashed over her. 

	“No! Left! I choose the left hand! I want to be free!”

	The retreating hand wavered for long seconds; then reversed its course. Joanna released her held breath in a long sigh and began to weep quietly. Contrary to what she had thought, she did not feel relieved in any way after her emotional ordeal, only tired and numb. Stephen did not say anything for the longest time, but watched her intently, his face an inscrutable mask hiding his deep disappointment. When he spoke at last, his voice was carefully neutral, tinged only with the faintest hint of regret.

	“I understand. You aren’t ready yet, but I’ll wait for you.”

	Epilogue

	Joanna stared tiredly at the screen of her computer, trying in vain to make sense of what she had written in the past few hours. Her article might just find her editor’s approval for it was quite incomprehensible through the use of a highly specialised jargon creatively assigning new meanings to common terms and sufficiently vague to allow for a multitude of different interpretations. She sighed. Although her studies had enabled her to write for an elitist, but (in her considered opinion deservedly so) obscure art journal, they failed at providing her with a steady income. Since her graduation she had moved from one temporary position to the next, at most earning a pittance (a boon especially the more renowned institutions sometimes dispensed with altogether, on the basis that working for them was amply recompensed by the honour and the opportunity to build a reputation for oneself). Maybe she should really have gone to med school as her late parents had wanted, or have married some nice, rich guy and given up on this “art thing” of hers once and for all. However, the latter plan had already fallen through several times, although not for lack of opportunity. Her relationships with men tended to be very short, in recent times not even surviving the inception phase due to the lamentable fact that she became bored even before her suitor had the chance to provide proof of his depressing usualness. She had also delved into the SM scene for a while, but was quickly dissuaded by the hollow pomposity of its kingpins.

	The ringing of the phone intruded into her glum thoughts, interrupting before they could complete their familiar course and return to the one pivotal moment that might have given her life a new direction.

	“Hi Joanna, it’s me, Adrian.”

	“Hi Adrian. Listen, the article would already be done if you’d kindly refrained from pestering me about it every five minutes.” She did not bother to keep the exasperation she felt out of her voice.

	“Forget the article. Something important has come up. Guess who’s just agreed to do an interview?”

	“Elvis?” 

	“Please Joanna, this is serious. The enigmatic Stephen Lewis has called to congratulate us on one of our recent articles and said he’d like to discuss some of its implications with you personally.”

	Joanna felt her heart skip a beat. Although almost two years had passed since her encounter with Stephen, she still had nightmares about it, and occasionally, also a pleasant dream, she had to admit. About every other night lately and very pleasurable ones, if she was to be completely honest. 

	“Stephen Lewis?” She repeated numbly. 

	“Yep! The reclusive master himself.” Adrian lowered his voice conspiratorially. “If you ask me, he’s not so great an artist at all, at least thoroughly commercial. There’s no truly revolutionary spark recognisable in his so-called art; he’s just another interchangeable representative of the system’s structural oppression of true …” 

	Joanna wisely interrupted, before he could launch himself further into one of his dreaded monologues. 

	“Was he by chance referring to my article where I interpreted some of his recent artistic endeavours in terms of a psycho-pathologic condition manifesting itself? The one you didn’t want to print for fear of a libel suit?”

	Adrian switched to his most persuasive voice.

	“Well, yes. However, regardless of what you or I may think of him, the guy’s popular and the interview with him could be big for us. This may be the break we’ve all been working so hard for. And don’t forget, being the one to interview Lewis can do wonders for your reputation, too. Considering your article I wondered myself why he wanted you of all people to do the interview, but he specifically said he’d be ready if you are. So! Are you ready to do the interview?”

	Joanna had the distinct feeling that the interview had the potential to do wonders for more than just her reputation. Her heart hammered in her chest. She had wanted to provoke a reaction with her article and it seemed she had succeeded beyond her wildest dreams. She had not been ready for Stephen’s proposal then, but was she ready now? All of the incredible sights that had etched themselves into her memory came back, plunging her into the by now familiar maelstrom of dread and desire, and for the first time in what felt like years, she was fully awake. It was as if her whole life since her last encounter with Stephen had been nothing but a particularly dull dream and with this realisation, a deep calm came over her, for once stilling all the quarrelling voices in her head. Now fully aware of the consequences and embracing all of their implications she gave her true answer at last.

	“Yes, I’m ready.”

	 

	
An Unorthodox Life

	The trials and tribulations of a woman jailed in a secret underground cell by her husband.

	MUSINGS AT MIDNIGHT

	As I lay motionless in the subterranean darkness of my cell, remembering my former life, I could only wonder how much change the past three years had wrought within me. Just to remind myself of how impatient I used to be caused a feeling of unreality. To imagine that I once, in my fantasies, had craved the life I now endured! But perhaps, given the monumental changes that had been brought about in my circumstances, the really amazing thing was that I could still relate to my former self at all!

	However, the adaptability of the human mind was the true marvel. My situation would have filled me (as any remotely sane person) with horror just three years ago, but now, most of the time, I was able to accept it as a fact of my current and future existence. It was the seemingly inevitable resolution for my obsession with extreme, long term bondage and my husband’s tendency to always take things one step further. I suppose it was either that, or go mad. There was no other choice!

	Before I gave myself up to him, my master had made it very clear that I would (and in fact, to a large extent could) never be released and return to a normal, independent existence. The restraints he intended to place me in would be pervasive and permanent. Although he had made an effort to drive this point home by fitting me with a heavy steel nose ring as his idea of an engagement present, I knew that even then I had not really appreciated how serious he was. Otherwise, how could I have married him nevertheless, when the seemingly endless three months he had made me wait afterwards, and during which time I constantly had to put up with the ring’s humiliating presence, were finally over? Love really does impair one’s judgement quite profoundly.

	The piercing of my septum had been one of the few times he had inflicted quite serious pain gratuitously on me; but then, I guess his purpose had been to test the depth of my devotion and possibly frighten me away in order to spare me from his darker desires, so he had reason to forego the anaesthetic he usually employed for the modifications he deemed necessary to my body. The simple ring that had bothered me so much then had long since been replaced by a much more elaborate construction whose unforgiving presence I noticed yet again when I concentrated on it. To distract me from the unpleasant sensations, I thought about his curious reluctance to inflict the pain I sometimes craved when pleasure was too precious a commodity to balance the eternal boredom and discomfort I was condemned to endure.

	Being a surgeon of considerable experience, he should have been accustomed to human suffering, yet he retained a degree of sensitivity towards the pain of his fellow men that is rarely found among his colleagues. Hence it was not the desire to cause pain and suffering, but the need for absolute control that drove him; just as I was driven by my need to be controlled. I used to be fascinated by the notion of tight, stringent, inescapable bondage, and in fact during those blessed moments when I could forget its pervasive reality, it still excited me. The knowledge of being completely at his mercy, powerless to resist (or even encourage!) him in any way, whatever he chose to do, caused me inconceivable feelings. It was in this state of total helplessness that I felt paradoxically most secure and protected and at the same time fully alive and excited. Only now I was convinced that my master had gone way too far in his zeal - in fact, he had gone completely overboard. Though at age 28 I may conceivably have been at the peak of my physical ability (thanks to the rigorous training and balanced diet he imposed), I was but a woman, granted, quite tall at 181 cm, but of slender, almost delicate build, weighing (when discounting his permanent additions to my body) just 68 kg. There was no conceivable need for restraints that would have kept a full-grown and enraged grizzly docile.

	Take for example the collar. Made of the same silvery, light, and yet incredibly strong and durable alloy (as all my restraints were), it was some 6 cm high and at least half a cm thick, flowing around my throat, and making its constricting presence known whenever I tried to turn my head. As with all of my restraints, he had it custom-made to his precise specifications, by a small company that regularly provided his clinic with specialized medical prostheses. Its owner George, a mechanical engineer by trade, was a close friend of his who happened to share our more unconventional interests to such a degree that he always insisted on assisting my husband whenever a piece of his hardware was fitted to me; ostensibly because he took great pride in his workmanship and wanted to make sure that everything fitted just perfectly. Since I had once been taken to his machine shop where a complete cast of me was made to provide him with an exact replica of my body to work on (he stored it right next to the cast of his own wife, Fran), I considered this a rather transparent pretext. On the occasion of the fitting of my collar, I remember him extolling its unique features, harping on about the imperviousness of the metal that would make any attempt to cut it off an exercise in futility; about the equally solid construction of the 4 sturdy swivel rings mounted around its circumference, and finally praising the ingenuity of its close-once-only mechanism, that would forever inseparably fuse its two parts into a single piece. As I had come to realize since the fateful moment when the multiple, loud clicks signifying that the massive locking pins had engaged for good penetrated my feverish conscience, he had not been exaggerating at all, the bastard.

	The same heavy-duty construction had been used for the skin-tight, 5 cm wide and again, half a cm thick cuffs that would forever adorn my finely boned wrists and upper arms just above the elbows, and also for the almost as tight, 8 cm wide cuffs clamped around my ankles. They made their uncompromising presence felt with my every movement; their rounded edges constricting my tendons and muscles and accompanying even the smallest twitch with the tinkling of the 4 sturdy swivel rings sported by each cuff; most of the time aggravated by the rattle of strong chains attached to them by high security locks. My loving husband insisted on always restraining me in some way, although he knew perfectly well that I had no wish to escape him. Given the humiliating and permanent nature of his additions and modifications to my body, I would have found it quite hard to live a normal life apart from him even if I did. On the other hand, should my devotion to him (and his absolute control over me) ever have wavered and should I (inconceivable as it is) have escaped to the public with my story, my video taped statements of consent to his various additions to my body would not have carried much weight.  Everybody would have agreed I clearly could not have been compos mentis when I asked to have them done. So, I found comfort in the thought that each of my restraints bound him as permanently to me as they bound me to him.

	As a way to pass time, I tried to picture in my mind what my present predicament would look like to a police officer breaking into my cell in a valiant but misguided effort to rescue me. His flashlight would penetrate the darkness, slowly picking out detail after detail when its strong beam swept my cell. First, it would focus on the black bulk of the self-adjusting, automatic tensioner in the left corner, then follow the glitter of the taut chain emerging from it along the back wall to the foot of my sunken sleeping platform. There, it would rest briefly while my rescuer pondered the nature of its shiny, black softness, before moving on, only to stop again when encountering my feet, held closely together by the snug, wide metal cuffs locked to each other and the tensioned chain. Careful inspection would reveal that even my big toes were adorned with wide rings and joined by a tiny padlock.

	From my feet, the beam would then sweep up the graceful lines of my long legs and finally reach my crotch to reflect from the gleaming expanse of my chastity belt (another technological marvel that surpassed in fiendishness all of my other restraints). Now, I imagined, my wannabe hero would have to swallow an oath when he realized how tightly my flat stomach and naturally small waist were compressed by the unforgiving metal of its wide, permanently-affixed waist band. If he only knew about the technical array of horrors hidden underneath the belt’s impenetrable exterior he would surely drop his flashlight. E.g. my numerous, large gauge, vaginal piercings, or worse yet, the brand forever marking me as my master’s property; this a 4 cm high plain sign carved into my flesh, right above the pubic bone. Just remembering the ordeal of its placement made my lower abdomen shudder and I twitched involuntarily against the chains holding me prone, momentarily distracted from my self-appointed task.

	So, back to the chastity belt: At the front and back of the girdle, where the ratchet mechanism for fastening the removable crotch piece was located, the waist band’s normal half cm thickness nearly tripled. Here, the broad metal tongues that formed the ends of the tapering, U-shaped crotch piece vanished into matching slots on the underside of my belt. They could only be released with the help of a special magnetic key my husband always wore on a chain around his neck. I could no longer count the idle hours I had whiled away fantasizing about ways to wrestle this key from him and get rid of the tight crotch piece and the always punishing, varying hardware attached to it, like the two enormous intruders that were now locked securely into my body. The one stretching my vagina incorporated a long-term catheter, and the other an enema tube, thereby neatly eliminating the necessity to unlock me just to take care of my sanitary needs.

	If my imaginary rescuer had had this magic key in his possession, I would instantly have forgiven him almost any crime, even if he personally had invented spam mail.

	Next, the beam of his flashlight would flash off the twin domes of my metal breast harness. On my slight frame the E-sized cups seemed enormous, but their inner dimensions were considerably smaller, so that they severely constricted and compressed my breasts. The cups were the only parts of the upper body harness that could be removed, at least if you happened to have the magic key.

	At its base, each cup was locked to the rim of one of the elongated openings in the wide band flowing around my torso, whose too small circumferences squeezed my bulging, multiply pierced breasts into a state of heightened sensitivity. The torso band was securely held in place by the attached shoulder straps that started at the apex of each breast opening and on their way to the respectively opposite shoulder, they briefly merged over my breast bone, then, crossing my shoulders close to the neck, they finally met again at the small of my back, where they flowed together like the arms of a Y; its broadening vertical stem continuing downward to join with the chest strap, below my shoulder blades.

	Of course this latter part was not visible to my knight errant, and as well, the apparent absence of my arms might have given him pause. These too were hidden beneath my body, resting in a matching recess of my sleeping platform, fastened up between my shoulder blades in a back prayer position by a short chain that connected my joined wrist cuffs to the back ring of my collar. Due to an arduous exercise regime, my (un-) fortunately vigorous circulation, and helped by my slender build, I could now tolerate this position for any period of time, although I was excessively glad that for the night, the connecting chain was noticeably longer than during the day long training periods, where also my permanent thumb rings and elbow cuffs entered the equation.

	What my rescuer would see when the beam of his flashlight reached my throat, was the wide, snug collar encircling it and the two taut chains running diagonally from its side rings to fastening points at each side of the sleeping platform’s head. When the sweeping beam would finally light up my face, I doubted that my rescuer would be able to concentrate on my rapidly blinking, frightened, dark eyes, or my smooth, bald head where once thick, black hair abounded. Instead, he would focus on the most prominent of my many piercings, a thick, gleaming shaft fully transfixing my straight nose, passing through metal eyelets high up in both nostrils and the central septum. At its ends, flush with my nostrils, large diameter, outward pointing, obtuse cones with flashing diamonds at their tips were permanently affixed, thus preventing removal of this peculiar piece of jewellery and making sure of its actual purpose. Inside my nostrils the shaft served as axis for the bearings at the ends of my thick, U-shaped nose shackle, anchoring this convenient and supremely efficient means of subjugation securely to my face.

	Right now it was clipped to a fitting embedded in the conforming, outer shield of the thick, black rubber gag that completely covered my lower face and firmly cupped my chin. Inside, locking pins transfixing my eyeleted tongue captured it within a pocket in the huge, resilient pad that effectively muffled even my loudest screams to barely audible whimpers.

	My rescuer would be hard pressed to determine whether these whimpers indicated urgent and joyous pleas for my immediate release, or protesting shouts born of fear for having to face the fate that must have befallen my husband. Indeed, a question that may well have been impossible for me to answer as well, it lying at the heart of my life-long dilemma.

	Fortunately, there was no wannabe hero, no rescuer, no knight errant come to free me from my bondage, and so I spent one more night contented if not comfortable in the security of my chains, eagerly awaiting release at my master’s hands come morning.

	 

	AWAKENING TO A NIGHTMARE

	I awoke feeling slightly hung over and disoriented, ineffectually struggling against my chains on the sweat slick rubber mattress while trying to separate the images of my nightmare from the not so different reality. In my dream I had been a classical damsel in distress, scantily clothed but tightly lashed to some pagan altar, about to be sacrificed to win the favour of some decidedly evil, but otherwise nondescript deity. To my terror, the pompous high priest had just raised his arm, the surprisingly small ceremonial dagger nearly vanishing in his meaty hand, poised to cut my heart out when he was stopped by the voice of my master, coolly stepping between me and the priest. He wore his white physician’s smock like impenetrable amour and pointed out to the enraged cleric in his most deliberately reasonable tone (which I hated with a passion when it was directed at me) that the time for something so crude as this laymen’s attempt at heart surgery was long past, and besides, my heart had already been claimed by himself and was kept safe in cryogenic storage in the clinic’s vault. Hidden from view behind him I smirked at my master’s clever lie, that is until I noticed the faint scar above my breast, and realized the chilling truth of his statement. However, his remark deflated the priest’s bravado quite nicely, making his resemblance to my former boss even more pronounced.

	Examining my nightmare a little closer, I realized his ceremonial vest had born the logo of one of the company’s numerous corporate identity promotion campaigns, his dagger had resembled a stylus, and the “pagan altar” would not have looked out of place in one of the company’s conference rooms. Suddenly, fully awake from a rush of adrenaline, I felt immensely relieved to find myself in my cell instead, comforted by the familiar embrace of my restraints.

	I had no means to determine how late in the morning it was, but felt I had slept rather long. It was highly irregular that I should wake on my own. Normally, the rumbling sound of my master opening the massive door to my cell was the first thing that penetrated my sleep, to be soon afterwards complemented by the bright glare of the overhead, natural spectrum lights which always made me press my lids together. Now marginally conscious, I would listen to the soft footsteps on the tiled floor when he crossed the room, but still wait until the moment his kneeling body shielded me from the overhead brightness and his lips softly brushed my brow to finally open my eyes. Looking up, I would catch my husband’s ironically amused eyes, to silently reaffirm my submission to him, before I began my customary writhing and grunting, attempting to communicate my urgent wish to be freed from the night’s bondage at long last.

	But this day I seemed to be deprived of this treasured waking ritual. Instead, my quick mind was busy evolving all kinds of more or less (rather more) fatal scenarios to account for his absence, and their invariably disastrous consequences for me. An accident that even only temporarily incapacitated him could conceivably spell my end, for there was no chance at all for a casual trespasser to ever find my prison, perfectly sound-insulated and hidden as it was in an elaborately camouflaged subterranean extension to my master’s stately house. Once the annex may have housed big oil tanks for fuelling the central heating, but it had since been upgraded beyond recognition to serve its current, far more sinister purpose. As far as the authorities and their official documentation were concerned, the oil tanks had been demolished and the extension razed when the house was connected to district heating (the work supposedly even supervised by an official representative to ensure no oil spillage occurred). I assume the authorities would have been quite surprised if they had discovered the truth, i.e. that the annex was still used to store fuel, although nowadays of quite a different variety and for quite a different purpose; namely my helplessly chained body to satisfy my husband’s furnace-like appetite for dominance and control.

	In my own overheated imagination, I wondered what kind of theory some future archaeologist would come up with if he should happen to excavate the annex, uncovering my desiccated but well preserved remains, the harness and cruel piercings even more readily apparent in my body’s shrivelled state. What crime could possibly have justified this cruel a punishment? Maybe I had been some modern day Jean d’Arc, considered extremely dangerous by the ruling caste because my enlightened drive for a world of freedom, peace, and justice would surely topple them? Therefore, in revenge, I was kept in secret imprisonment by an agent of the regime, to prevent my loyal followers from freeing me and overthrowing the prevailing order. Or, I had been a cruel and remorseless terrorist, responsible for the deaths of thousands, now in the hands of an equally cruel and remorseless close relation to one of my numerous victims. I supposed that the actual, prosaic truth of what had put me in my present circumstances, namely my near suicidal drive for being dominated in the most pervasive manner imaginable, would never have cross my fabled archaeologist’s mind. That was strange, as he was nothing but a figment of my imagination and I could have created him a lot less straight-laced. Of course, he still had his scientific reputation to consider.

	I could not seem to control the torrent of my thoughts, becoming ever more distressed. It was most unlike my husband’s methodical, well organized, and reliable personality not to show up for his first, and as he maintained, most important appointment of the day. In my memory, it had happened only twice before. The first time he had gotten senselessly drunk after an error of judgement had cost him the life of a patient he was sure could have been saved, if only he had taken a different approach (his colleagues did not share this opinion, but he would not listen to them). He simply overslept the next morning. When he had finally sobered up enough to make his way down to my cell, I was nearly incoherent. Seeing me in this state obviously shocked him out of his stupor, and he had made a solemn promise to himself never again to allow his own troubles to trouble me.

	The other time, the electronic lock controlling access to my cell had developed a glitch and he had been unable to open it. That I did not hear anything of his frantic attempts to force the door open was a testament to the excellent sound insulation afforded by my prison. Fortunately, I had slept through most of this episode and had barely had time to work myself into a mindless panic again when he had finally managed to locate the glitch and found a way to circumvent it. Naturally, the door’s locking system had since been upgraded to a higher level of redundancy and fail-safety, as well as impregnability.

	Intellectually, I recognized that my fears of imminent doom were unfounded in reality, and only explicable as a kind of delayed panic reaction (if there was such a thing) to my total loss of control over my own fate. I knew that my master did not subscribe to the view that everybody else should share his funeral, and had on numerous occasions assured me of having made appropriate arrangements, so that in case of his untimely death, my continued well-being (translation: my continued suffering) would be properly taken care of. Obviously, George, my mechanical nemesis, being the only other person who knew every detail of my plight (sharing a great deal of responsibility in creating it!), was the logical choice for acting as his henchman in this capacity. So, I would conceivably have joined George’s wife Fran in receiving the tender attentions of her loving husband. This in itself was an appalling proposition! The concept of moderation was largely unknown to George, and only my master’s mitigating influence had so far kept him from pursuing some of his more extravagant ideas. Left unchecked his sometimes boyish enthusiasm could have serious consequences for those unfortunate enough to find themselves entrusted to his power, as Fran would undoubtedly attest to. I had never understood how she had managed to abide him, but neither could I claim complete understanding in my own related case. Of course, these days, our choices were somewhat limited.

	I wondered with sudden terror if the key to my chastity belt would also be transferred into George’s safekeeping? What if not? This chilling image of the key accompanying my husband to his grave, like some dead Pharaoh’s most valued treasures, made my lower abdomen contract spasmodically and the involuntarily sucked-in air whistled past my nose shackle. At the same time, the grommets occupying the many holes in my vaginal lips, as well as the shackle through my clitoris, dragged uncomfortably against their respective anchor points to the belt’s shield, forcing me to focus my attention even further on this most sensitive region. I slowly expelled the air in an effort to calm my racing heart and after some minutes of deliberate, slow breathing, succeeded in lowering my heart rate to a more sustainable pace. I would dearly have liked to also wipe the cold sweat from my brow, but I had to content myself with the observation that the tears streaming down along my temples would serve as well to prevent it from stinging in my eyes. The terrible prospect of living out the remainder of my life in stringent captivity, without the chance of ever attaining sexual relief, was too much to contemplate just then, so I retreated in a set of mental exercises my master had taught me in the past to help me cope with the sometimes overwhelming psychological strain of my situation. I was not very adept at these techniques, but this time I was supremely motivated.

	RESCUED

	At least another two hours had passed by the time the mechanical whirr of the retracting steel bolts announced the imminent opening of my cell’s vault-like door. Fortunately, the mental exercises had allowed me to get my initial panic under control, so I had had the leisure to contemplate ways in which to get back at my husband for again subjecting me to this particular kind of ordeal. Not an easy proposition, given how the deck was stacked against me. At least I had been able to come up with one or two appropriately scathing remarks I would relish taunting him with, should the opportunity present itself. The qualifier was significant, unfortunately, because my current gag incorporated a feeding tube and so could be worn safely for extended periods of time. I had had the misfortune to verify this for myself on various other occasions when I could not keep my sharp tongue under control. Regardless, in case the gag was removed, I would almost certainly feel compelled to deliver my clever insults to him, consequences be dammed.

	I had been a victim of this strange compulsion all my life, being constitutionally incapable of keeping up appearances just for convention’s sake, or refraining from showing my contempt for the complex and contradictory rules that govern under which specific set of circumstances it is sometimes deemed socially acceptable to call a lie a lie. Of course, this tendency had brought me grief in more instances than I cared to admit. In former times, my beauty normally had shielded me from the worst of the consequences; the predominantly male victims of unflattering, but impeccably accurate analysis having to swallow their pride in hope of retaining my favour. This tactic had never worked with my master, unfortunately. As a supposedly intelligent woman I should have recognized this and been able to adapt my behaviour accordingly. Instead, what I actually had managed to do was to focus his attention quite thoroughly on the essential intermediary (always a bad idea with him) and nowadays I was quite proud of my hard-earned achievement of learning to speak politely once more, after he had made his bid at restraining my tongue. The three, large diameter, steel eyelets irrevocably affixed in it (situated at the corners of an imaginary triangle pointing towards the tip of my tongue) had at first so severely impeded and distorted my speech patterns that for a while I had despaired of ever being able to talk intelligibly again. I still had to concentrate on articulating my words carefully, but generally got my message across. After all, having to repeat an insult several times before it is understood just would not do.

	The overhead lights turned on automatically and I blinked rapidly to accommodate to their brightness, then heard swift footsteps approaching and at last my master entered my field of vision. I felt vast relief to see him (and not George) coming to my rescue, but it was almost instantly replaced by an equally strong feeling of alarm, bringing my previous fantasies of petty revenge to an ignoble end. A casual observer probably would have noticed nothing out of the ordinary, my husband’s inner turmoil betraying itself only by minute telltales. To me, deeply attuned to his moods as I was for the power he held over my fate, his overly controlled motions and carefully schooled neutral expression practically screamed of his tension and inner agitation.

	Without delay he bent down and methodically began to release me from the various chains holding me prone on my sleeping mat. After seemingly endless minutes he was ready to use the front ring of my collar to help me to a sitting position, and I immediately twisted around to present him with my helplessly chained hands. Uncharacteristically obliging, he unlocked them from the chain connecting them to my collar and without being prompted further also opened the locking buckle at the nape of my neck, thereby loosening the wide strap that until now had pressed my gag’s outer shield and chin cup into intimate contact with my lower face. I turned towards him again and he quickly freed my nose shackle from its fitting on the shield, at long last allowing my jaw to yield to the insistent pressure exerted by the gag pad wedged into my mouth. Although I did not need to chew when fed my liquefied diet through the gag’s feeding tube, my jaw muscles nevertheless got plenty of exercise because of my perpetual struggle to bite down hard enough on the resilient pad to ease the uncomfortable strain on my nose.

	A specialized key was necessary to release the cross bolts that securely imprisoned my tongue in its dedicated pocket in the high density core of the gag pad. My master inserted it through a small slit beneath the feeding socket of the gag, and after about a minute of patient manipulation, a series of muted clicks announced his success.

	“Open wide!”

	I complied as best as I could to his command, dreading the unpleasant but unavoidable next step in the complicated process of freeing me from the incredibly efficient and punishing gag. Carefully, my master bent the still snug face cup away from my cheeks and insinuated his fingers into the gap to pry out the inner shield resting between my cheeks and gums. With it out of the way he was ready to insert the special forceps he used to clamp down hard on the pad, compressing its bulk enough so he could slowly extricate it from my painfully stretched mouth, while I helplessly retched from the unpleasant sensations generated by its trailing feeding tube when the slick surface irritated the back of my throat. Finally, the whole punishing device had been removed and with now unbridled moaning I forced my jaw and tongue through their restored full range of motion, hoping to bring them back into working condition a little faster this way. In the meantime, my husband busied himself with cleaning the gag then washing his hands at the cell’s basin and when he had finished, returned to sit next to me, holding a cup of water to my lips. I drank greedily from it, as fast as his slow tilting of the cup allowed. Left to my own devices I would have drowned the whole cup in one big swallow, but with my wrist cuffs still joined behind my back I had little choice but to abide by his superior judgement.

	“Want another cup?”

	“No, thanks.” I croaked in a hoarse whisper. My anxiety to find out what was going on took precedence over mere bodily needs.

	“Sorry about the delay, slave. Something came up last night and I had to make a visit, then couldn’t get away. However, you seem to have held together a lot better this time.”

	“The exercises actually help,” I confirmed his observation. “but it isn’t pleasant, laying here in the darkness and wondering what might have happened.”

	When he did not answer, I opted for a direct approach. “What’s up? What’s wrong?”

	He shifted uncomfortably beside me, then sighed.

	“Anne is dead. She took Euthanal, which Maren had provided her with from the clinic’s supplies. She called me to say goodbye and of course I rushed over to her place, but with Euthanal there’s nothing you can do. At least she passed away peacefully, without pain, as she’s always wanted. Afterwards I stayed and talked to Maren. Damn, what a mess.”

	“I’m sorry. I know how much you cared for her.” The trite remark is all I could think of. I had briefly made Anne Jordan’s acquaintance almost four years ago, when we could both participate in public life still, at a party to celebrate my husband’s (then only my latest prospect) appointment to head of the renowned Von Wenk Clinic. I remembered her open and fun-loving manner, more befitting a debutante than the ultra-affluent, 47 year old widow of an industrial magnate. Naturally, she had been a charter member of high society and had graced every major social event with her presence. 

	What had changed all this in her case was the onset of a severe and chronic form of photoallergy, a rare and cruel condition that had made her virtually a prisoner of her own house, and, even worse, of everlasting darkness. The shortest exposure to the sun or other strong sources of light had caused her skin to redden and blister; afterwards it would take days for the allergic reaction to die down. Anne had not been able to leave her home for the past 18 month, relying on my husband and Maren, her personal nurse and - despite her youth - confidante, to attend to her medical needs and keep track of her worldly affairs.

	“You haven’t heard the worst of it yet,” he continued after a short pause. “Before she passed away she revealed to us that her testament stipulates that the larger part of her fortune is to be endowed for funding research into cures for chronic forms of photoallergy, with Maren and me acting as trustees.“

	“What’s the problem with that? Sounds like a wonderful idea to me.”

	He looked at me pityingly. “Think again. Her dear relatives might have written her off years ago, but they certainly aren’t prepared to write off her money as well. They won’t take this lying down. It takes no special powers of prophesy to feel confident that they will muster all and any means at their disposal to contest the will. Unfortunately we are in a very vulnerable position.”

	Understanding began to dawn for me. “What are you getting at?”

	“Just look at the facts!” He exclaimed and began to count the pivotal points on the fingertips of his left hand, unconsciously imitating some fictitious master detective. “First: Maren and I were the only persons Anne had personal contact with for more than a year. Second: The Euthanal was taken from my supplies. Third: Maren at least abetted Anne’s suicide, if not more. Fourth: Her last will puts Maren and me in charge of a vast fortune. Fifth: Equally ominous, my own wife has not been seen for quite a while. How does that sound to you now?”

	“So you suggest they will claim that Maren and you found out about the testament and killed Anne to get at her fortune, making it look like a suicide? That’s insane! Nobody - not even you - would commit a crime so glaringly obvious and hope to get away with it! And just where do I fit into this little scenario of yours?”

	“As another of my victims, of course. Maybe you found out about my devious plan and did not want to go along with it, threatening to blow the whistle on me? Or perhaps I’d become Maren’s lover to make her do my bidding and you objected a tad too strongly for my peace of mind? I’m sure even you can think of a dozen other at least superficially convincing theories.”

	“All of which will be debunked as soon as I testify. That is…” For a moment I had forgotten my situation, being completely absorbed by the looming disaster. With a shudder I twisted against the suddenly no longer comforting embrace of my irremovable restraints. 

	“Except that you can’t testify,” my husband calmly pointed out. “Your public appearance would get me convicted faster than anything else I can think of! And if you foolishly insist on exculpating me in your testimony, I can guarantee that you’ll find yourself in a locked ward for the rest of your life, or until you are deemed healed, whatever that will mean. As this would be a very high profile case, my esteemed colleagues from the psychiatry department would certainly love to make a textbook case of you. And last but not least, George and Fran would also be drawn into it.”

	“Can’t the testament be disappeared?” I ventured. “With no money to gain, none of her relatives will ask the first question about her death.”

	“Unfortunately it’s been deposited with a notary. Much as it galls me to admit it, this would have been the preferred solution, even if the money would be wasted on Anne’s greedy relatives. Alas, that’s academic now.”

	“Damn!”

	“Exactly, damn! Now you know why I have reason to be a little peeved. We blew it. Or no, I blew it. If I’d resisted your whishes and not given in to my urges, we could have weathered this crisis. But as it stands now…” He glanced at me obliquely. “The best thing would have been if Anne had made the endowment while she still lived, or if she hadn’t killed herself at all.”

	“Yes, of course. No need to reiterate the obvious… Wait! Who knows about her death yet?” A daring idea began to coalesce in my mind. 

	“So far only us three. I asked Maren not to tell anyone else.”

	“Nobody knows yet? What if we didn’t tell anybody else at all? Anne has been living hidden from public view for years now, and we can conceivably hold up the illusion with nobody the wiser.”

	“Some public appearances might still be unavoidable.” my master objected. “Especially if we wanted the endowment to be enacted or have the testament changed. Then there’s the question of her corpse. It would be kind of redundant, leading to all kinds of awkward questions when it turned up.”

	“You’re head of a big clinic where dozens of people die each month, some of them perhaps even from natural causes instead at your and your colleagues’ hands; so you should be able to make a body disappear.”

	“That’s far easier said than done. Despite your impudent insinuations I wouldn’t know how to pull it off. On the other hand, if I’d a name to attach to the body, I could have it cremated after only a perfunctory examination without too many questions asked.” 

	“What if we pretend that I had died instead of her?” I heard myself asking, my tongue once more overtaking my brain.

	He replied a little to fast for his display of surprise to be entirely convincing. “You would do this willingly? Give up your own identity and be officially declared dead, just so you can step into the shoes of an unfortunate woman forever banned from daylight? Of course, that would be the ideal solution for our difficulties.”

	I realized I’d been had. “You can scratch the play-acting! That’s what you wanted me to do all along, isn’t it?” I was annoyed as hell with him for this little trap and even more with myself for stepping right into it.

	At least he had the decency to look a little ashamed. “You’re right, of course. But I wanted you to arrive at the inevitable conclusion yourself. If you see a better alternative, I’ll be happy to hear it. But so far, this looks like our best shot to come out of this mess more or less intact.” 

	“In my case,” I declared somewhat grumpily, “rather less intact considering that I’ll be officially declared dead. No doubt you plan to be a merry widower. And since you have it worked out already, you may as well tell me the details of your plan now,” I finished hotly, not yet ready to forgive him his little game.

	“Your wish is my command.” He replied in an amused tone, tolerating my insolence for the moment. “I suppose you’ll loose control over your car which should sound reasonable enough for anyone who knows how reckless you drive. I’m sure George can engineer some convincing pyrotechnics to go along with the crash. Being your only living relative I’ll have the sad duty of identifying your charred remains. By the way, through some strange coincidence your dental records will match Anne’s so closely one might be justified saying they are identical.” 

	He actually smirked. “Of course I’ll be devastated and try to come to terms with my loss by taking some weeks off. During this time Anne will suffer a serious relapse and be in need of constant medical attention. My old practice upstairs has all the necessary facilities, so it’ll be reasonable that she and Maren temporarily move in, so we can give each other mutual support in our hour of need. It’s quite touching, don’t you agree? Over time the arrangement will prove useful and eventually become a permanent one. Consequently it’s been necessary to tell Maren about us, and she’s agreed to help me take care of you.”

	“Maren knows about all this?” Disbelieving I indicated my restraints and my cell with a shake of my bald head. 

	“Naturally I had to convince her that the charade I plan is really necessary and actually the lesser of two evils. She was reluctant at first but fortunately saw the light when I pointed out how her own dubious role in Anne’s death would look like from a prosecutor’s perspective.” 

	“How did she take it? I mean it sounds pretty wild, you keeping your wife as a permanent slave and holding her prisoner in a secret dungeon underneath your house.” I felt my cheeks heat with embarrassment when I stated the ludicrous, but nevertheless true facts of my existence. 

	“Well, I didn’t tell her all the details right away. I suppose it was quite a shock, but after a while she realized I wasn’t joking and started believing me. Besides it explains a lot of things she wondered about, among them why I never introduced you to each other. She trusts me implicitly, so didn’t doubt that you’d consented to it all and have been a willing participant in your enslavement. Coincidentally I gathered from the ensuing discussion that she’s not completely ignorant of our lifestyle and may have a latent interest in the BDSM world herself.” 

	Somehow I felt quite incapable of duplicating my husband’s obvious enthusiasm. “Wonderful! What was her age again? Twenty-five? And she’s a natural blonde to boot? Will I be invited to your wedding or do I just get a card?”

	“Don’t be ridiculous. She’s twenty-six and of Swedish descent, yes, But that’s completely beside the point. She is a trained nurse and knows what to do in an emergency. You can’t deny that what happened today illustrates how necessary it is to have someone besides myself to look after you.”

	“What if I decline to play my assigned part in this melodrama of yours?”

	My master’s mood turned from playful to serious. “Sorry, but as long as you can’t come up with a convincing alternative, that’s not an option. Moreover, so far your part in my so called melodrama consists of being dead. As the role of the corpse is already filled by poor Anne this amounts to not being seen in public, something you excelled at lately.” His calm gaze held my glare. “Do you really want to destroy all our lives out of unfounded and childish jealousy?” 

	“No, I suppose not.” I sighed. “As always, Master, you only have everybody’s best interest in mind.”

	“Indeed, though it might not always be apparent to some.” He answered smoothly, choosing not to respond to my frustrated sarcasm in kind. “Which reminds me. You’re due for your exercise session on the rowing machine. I’ll settle you in but then I have to run again. There are a zillion things to organize to make this thing fly.”

	Oh no! I silently wailed but I knew better than to protest against my impending ordeal. 

	 

	AFTERLIFE

	I had purportedly died in the early hours of the following day. I first learned of this when my master entered the cell late that evening to prepare me for the night, bringing with him the evening paper. My fatal accident merited but a short notice in the local news, under the heading Miscellaneous, squeezed in between an article discussing the revised garbage collection schedule and the latest tidbits from some obscure celebrity’s love life. Despite myself and the plans we had made I was a little aggrieved at having passed away without making a bigger splash. ”Where is the anguished public outcry? Where are the mourning masses?” Even my husband looked remarkably composed, if a little strained.

	“How did it go?” I asked him brightly to cover my disappointment and the mounting disquiet I felt as the reality of the utter annihilation of the last tenuous links to my former free life outside of this cell slowly sank in.

	He sighed wearily. “Everything went according to plan, although it’s been a grueling day. To identify what little was left of poor Anne as your remains was a lot more unsettling than I imagined it would be. I think I realized just then how easily something like this could have happened to you in reality.” He shrugged. “Of course that only made my appearance more convincing and I received a lot of sympathy and deeply sincere condolences. There’ll be an investigation into probable causes of the accident, but George assures me no sign of tampering will be detectable. As for the autopsy, I can guarantee it will turn up nothing unexpected.”

	“So I’m officially dead now. That’ll take some getting used to! It’s really the weirdest of feelings.” Sometimes I managed to imitate my master’s knack for understatement quite convincingly.

	He gave me a lopsided grin. “After all the hassle of the last days, I feel we both desperately need to relieve some strain. I’m sure that’ll also help you settle in a little faster. I’d love to try out a perversion I read about recently in a psychiatric journal. How about you? Are you up to a little necrophilia?” 

	With a happy cry I melted into his waiting arms, straining to achieve full body contact despite the unwelcome resistance my breast cups offered to any such endeavor. Nevertheless, the long-missed snuggling up against his lean body proved most satisfying and smiling invitingly, if a little smugly, I offered my trembling lips to his. After endless minutes of hungry and passionate kissing with my steel endowed tongue meeting his in an intricate dance of exploration, he reluctantly disengaged, only to grab the thin but sturdy chain attached to my nose shackle and lead me to the sunken sleeping platform. It was high time to fasten me to my rubber bed for the eagerly anticipated upcoming delights, but first I had to wait for him to free me from the uncommonly long chains that had held me prisoner all day.

	When my master finally returned the previous night to release me from the rowing machine, I had spent endless hours working out under the supervision of an uncaring computer. It had been single-mindedly concerned with eliciting certain target performance levels through the judicious application of electric shocks to my most sensitive parts, and so apparently in an act of mercy he chose not to chain me to my bed as usual. Instead he had opted for the generous set of restraints I currently wore, complemented as always by the heavy chain leash connecting the back ring of my collar to its anchor point at the head of my bed. I had to endure it or something offering the same level of security constantly. I had suspected even then that things were coming to a head, but as explanation for his largesse, he volunteered only that he presumably would be too busy to pay me the customary morning visit to free me from my bed. Although my disquieting suspicions had obviously been well-founded, for the moment my mind was occupied with things far more palatable and engaging.

	After a few moments my limbs were freed from their chains but I knew this happy state of affairs was not meant to last. Following the nightly routine and for once accepting its inevitability without protest, I twisted my arms around and brought them up high between my shoulder blades, a normally difficult maneuver eased by long practice. With a small lock my master joined the inner rings of my wrist cuffs to the length of chain dangling from the collar’s back ring specifically for this purpose. 

	“Lay down, slave!”

	I sank obediently to my knees beside the sleeping platform and shifted my bottom onto the shiny black surface, then wiggled to its center. Stretching out my legs for balance, I used my well-developed abdominal muscles to lower myself onto the molded rubber mattress. I slowly reclined until my folded-up arms were swallowed by the recess provided for them and my bald head came to rest on the pillow. A formed depression bisected by a shallow groove was waiting to accommodate it and my leash. By applying a light tension my husband had kept the heavy chain aligned with the groove and now quickly locked its shortened length to the anchor point so I couldn’t sit up anymore. Quickly moving to the foot of the platform he grabbed my left ankle and stretched my leg off to the side where he fastened it to a waiting chain, also attaching my toe cuffs to its taut links, thus pulling my foot out to a fully restrained, ‘en pointe’ configuration, then he proceeded to do the same to my right leg. 

	His eyes roamed appreciatively over my helplessly spread-eagled body while he slowly pulled the chain around his neck from within his shirt and took the magnetic key to the few, but well chosen removable parts of my harness out. I gasped involuntarily when the object of countless frustrated fantasies entered my sight and my eyes minutely tracked its progress on its way to its rendezvous with the integrated lock of my chastity belt. Another shudder raked my body when the locking pins of the crotch shield were released from their fastenings within the waist chinch, a wide gap immediately springing open that at long last relieved the constant pressure on my private parts, for the first time in more than a month. The key had to be used a second time on the crotch piece itself to unlock the bolts engaging the grommets embedded deep in the flesh of my labia, before my master was able to pull the shield away from my body, exposing my crotch and the retreating invaders.

	“If only Pavlov had seen this!” my husbands chuckled indicating the larger phallus, glistening with a thick coating of my juices. Bad sportsmanship on his part, since I was panting to hard to think of a clever retort to this taunt. 

	Thankfully my master dropped the subject and focused his attention on my upper body instead. There, he had to use his magic key again to unlock the breast cups from the supporting harness and to release the tensioned pins forced through the curving metal tunnels ran horizontally through the bases of my nipples. As was his habit of late, he softly blew on the revealed twin mounds of firm, stretched flesh and with unflagging fascination observed the reaction this provoked. Obviously, there was something deeply engrossing for him in my involuntary gasps, violent jerking, and the goose bumps springing up all over my body.

	His cool voice held a hint of ironic regret when he finally spoke. “You know, there are moments - instants only - when I’d give everything to trade places with you.”

	“Uh-huh.” I could only utter a non-committal gasp in response to this surprising revelation. There are moments - but instants only - when I would not be willing to trade. 

	The next hour was spent with intense love making, fit to celebrate my strictly private resurrection from the dead. He started by playing with my breasts, stroking, pinching, pulling and squeezing my pierced nipples until my nerves tingled in time with his deft manipulations, alternately stimulating the pleasure and pain centers in my brain so that the varying sensations became indistinguishable, indiscriminately feeding the raging fire of my arousal. Then he concentrated on my nether regions, applying the same devious tactics to my genitals, always careful to limit his rubbing, pinching and stretching to an extend that kept me on the brink, without actually allowing me to cross the line to a premature release from the unbearable tension. He continued his cruel game until every fiber of my mind and body was stretched to the breaking point and my nerves vibrated from the stress, so that when he finally entered me, his mouth and hands simultaneously pulling and twisting the steel shackles through my nipples and clitoris, I came and came and came, my conscious mind evaporating in an orgasmic overload. 

	For an indeterminable time afterwards we lay silently in spent abandon next to each other, his arm and leg comfortably draped over my stretched-out, still trembling body. 

	“I suppose I must have gone to heaven, after all.” I sighed contentedly, still luxuriating in the afterglow of multiple orgasms, struggling fitfully against my chains.

	He stirred reluctantly. “Then I suppose it’s time to get you back to earth. Or this other place temptresses like you so rightfully belong.” 

	Sensing his momentary willingness to be swayed, I pressed my advantage. It’s possible to strike a sultry pose even while stringently bound, if you had some practice and an appreciative audience. “Won’t you join me there? When we were married, you promised to follow me everywhere I go.” Watching for his reaction from lowered lids I added in a husky voice “I’ll make it worth your while.”

	He grinned wryly. “There’s no rest for the wicked.” 

	*** 

	Considerably later when the waves of pleasure suffusing my body began to slowly ebb away, I opened my eyes again and found my husband sitting beside me, his chin resting on the arms he had folded above his knees and observing me with the abstracted air of someone not having been invited to a splendid party but trying hard not to mind it. When he saw me emerging from my private universe he smiled and crouched down to kiss me on the brow before he determinedly got up and began collecting then putting on the clothes he had strewn around my bed. I followed his motions with my eyes only, languishing in complete relaxation. Shrugging on his shirt apparently inconvenienced the darkening bite marks that showed on his left shoulder, causing him to wince and throw me a reproachful look. 

	“My, what sharp little teeth you have!”

	“The better to bite you with.” I replied lazily. 

	“And I thought I got to play the big bad wolf. I’ll better fit you with a muzzle then.” 

	I was shaken out of my complacency when I saw him retrieving the hated feeding gag. 

	“Oh no! Please master, I don’t want to wear this horrid thing! Not after tonight! Please!”

	He hesitated and searched my face. “Do you promise to be a good slave and spare me your usual theatrics and verbal abuse when I fasten your breast cups and the chastity shield again?”

	I bit my lip but the threat of the rubber and steel contraption dangling from his hand demanded unconditional surrender. “Yes, yes, I promise! I’ll be good!”

	“Alright.” He laid the gag aside and picked up the chastity shield instead. “Try to relax!”

	”Some advice!” Nevertheless, glad to have retained the treasured privilege of speech, although not the right to exercise it indiscriminately, I closed my eyes and focused my attention on something simple and harmless. ”What would the world look like if lying caused physical pain? Would politicians routinely be tested for pain killers like athletes for doping? Would therefore masochists ascend to power and become the new ruling class? Maybe I could take advantage of my high pain tolerance and pursue a career in marketing or public relations?” My train of thought came to a screeching halt when the advance elements of the twin invading forces started their two pronged assault on the nether provinces of my body. As my rash promise limited my resistance to ineffectual grunting through clenched teeth, the territory the invaders had withdrawn from only hours before was quickly recaptured and after some judicious maneuvering by the enemy warlord, I was once more beset by two implacable occupying forces. A series of reverberating clicks irrevocably secured their conquest and a few moments later the war was lost for good when a swift mopping up action spelled the end of my breast’s short period of freedom and prosperity. Utterly defeated I deliberately unclenched my teeth and tried to get used to the unpleasant sensations of my intimate hardware again. 

	“OK, it’s time for your muzzle.”

	My eyes popped open in protest. “But you promised not to gag me! I’ve been good! Please!”

	He chuckled and shook his head. “Where do you get these absurd notions? I never promised a thing; the gagging was merely postponed. Now be quiet and behave! You were very brave earlier; don’t disappoint me now!” 

	“You…” I noticed the steel glint in his eyes and closed my mouth with a snap. Judging from his sardonic expression I concluded that irate protests would not serve my purpose and so decided to take a different route. With some difficulty I curbed my temper and meekly played along with his requests, although I registered with grim satisfaction that blood had begun to stain his shirt at the shoulder.

	To fit me with the gag he had to release my leash temporarily from the bed anchor point (but not my collar - I was always tethered in some manner) and help me up to a sitting position. When the gag’s slick feeding tube touched my artfully trembling lips I sighed deeply but opened my mouth resignedly to accept it, though not without looking up to my husband with a tearful, heartrending, high-intensity pleading look. The intolerable way he cheerfully ignored my fine display of angelic suffering made me seethe but regrettably he cut short my foreseeable temper tantrum by the simple expedient of grabbing my nose leash and pulling hard, bringing real tears to my eyes. So a few minutes later my cheeks were once more stretched to the limit around the massive gag pad and simultaneously compressed by the tight straps encircling my head. 

	“See? Done already! Now, that wasn’t so bad, was it?” 

	“Nnnrrgh!” My angry objections were reduced to pitiful howls. Unlike me, my master apparently considered this a highly satisfying outcome and listened with a display of appreciative delight. 

	“Yes, that’s much better! Amazing! You sound almost civil now.” His chuckle was interrupted by a mighty yawn. “Guess it’s time to call it a day. Lay back so I can re-fasten your leash. Very good! That’s my girl.” He patted my bald head condescendingly before he moved on to my feet. 

	“Hold still while I free your legs; yes, flex them a little if you like. OK, that’s enough! Now be a good girl and bring them together so I can join your ankle cuffs. Good! Very nice. OK, I just have to connect the toes and the tensioner chain. So! There, that’s it, You’re settled for the night.”

	Loath to entertain my husband with futile attempts to resist I remained impassive throughout his practiced manipulations of my restraints. I was not yet ready to admit to another defeat in our constant contest of wills, so when he at last had chained me down to his satisfaction and tried to capture my eyes, I averted my gaze indignantly. Undaunted, he crouched down beside my stretched out form once more and began to gently fondle the accessible parts of my body, all the while whispering “I love you” repeatedly into my ear. Always a great believer in expediency, he would reach for the lowest means to achieve his ends. Even though I was well aware of this, I still couldn’t help myself. After a while I relented enough to glance up to him. A mistake, since my master’s steady eyes instantly captured my own, compelling me to give up all subterfuge and wordlessly confirm my loving submission to his will. A knowing smile played over his lips as he nodded his understanding and acceptance. He got up and swept me a gallant bow. 

	“It’s been a most pleasurable evening, milady. I bid you good night.” 

	He winked at me and headed for my cell’s massive door, only to pause when he reached it. “By the way, I’ve promised Maren to let her visit you tomorrow. Sleep tight, honey!” 

	With a low rumble the massive door closed behind him and I was left alone in my cell for the night, to uneasily contemplate Maren’s impending visit, and hopefully, dream of the joyful events of this past, most memorable day. When the door's massive bolts had slid fully into their steel recesses in the door frame, the lights of the cell gradually faded to black, leaving me entombed in soundless, depthless darkness, uncannily befitting my new situation of being recently deceased. 

	I shivered against the chains keeping me flat and virtually motionless, surging as much as I could against their tensioned lengths, but only subtle clicks of their links rubbing against each other broke the encompassing silence. These, and the small moans that hissed from my impaled nose, were swallowed up immediately, returning me to the full awareness of just how vast and uncompromising my slavery had become. I had no choice but to sleep, and soon was taken into the arms of Morpheus on my journey to yet another day as a slave wife.

	 

	MAREN

	I spent the next day in nervous anticipation of the first person to ever visit me in my cell apart from my master and occasionally George and Fran. Although I was certainly ready to see a new face after having been kept in almost complete isolation for more than two years, I nevertheless dreaded the upcoming encounter with Maren. Of course, the mere thought of having my state of arguably self-inflicted, abject slavery, along with its numerous bodily manifestations displayed to another woman was deeply humiliating and embarrassing, but even more disturbing was the knowledge that my master obviously fully intended to put her in charge of me during the times he was absent. It was one thing to give up control over your fate to someone you love and know you can trust, but something else entirely to be delivered into the hands of someone you had not even met. 

	“Therefore you’ll be meeting today. Trust me, you two will get along just fine.” My husband had tried to reassure me when I’d expressed these concerns to him in the morning, while at the same time leaving no doubt that he was not prepared to put his decision up for a vote. At least he had freed me from the hated gag. It would have been unbearable to be presented to Maren while still wearing it, reduced to the level of an utterly disciplined and mute animal. It was bad enough that my arms were fastened in their harsh back prayer training position; I suspected that despite his predictions of instant cordiality between Maren and me, my master wanted to preclude any possibility of accidents involving a length of chain wound tightly around her delicate throat. On occasion I have come to deeply regret all the effort I had in former times put into cultivating my image as dangerously willful femme fatale. 

	My dread made it hard for me to focus on the romance novel I was trying to read. Normally I got deeply engrossed when allowed the leisure to indulge in this treasured activity, but today even the escapist pleasures provided by the antics of improbably noble males and exquisitely impassioned females could not hold my attention. This had nothing to do with the aggravating problem of turning over the pages without the use of my hands because through long practice I had become quite dexterous with my feet and toes. Books set in a small typeface still posed a challenge, as they forced me to shift incessantly back and forth between a position allowing me to make out the words, and another suitable for turning over the pages. My husband considered these cumbersome gymnastics actually beneficial, as they purportedly reduced the risk of developing postural deformities, and so made sure my library contained an inordinate proportion of small print volumes. At one point he had even tried to make me read lightface tomes on taxation law, figuring I could become a cheaper alternative to his tax advisor, but when neither threats of severe torture nor promises of unprecedented sexual rewards could break my intransigent resistance, he reluctantly gave up on this idea.

	After seemingly interminable hours spent restlessly in nervous anticipation of the upcoming encounter, I was actually glad when the door to my cell finally swung open and my master strode through the opening, followed quickly by Maren. At the first sound of the door’s imminent opening I had quickly gotten to my feet and awaited them, standing at the maximum range of my leash, some two meters from the door, trying to project an air of calmness that I did not actually feel. 

	My first impression of Maren was one of angelic beauty and innocence, which goes to show that first appearances can be deceiving. Her long, curly blond hair framed a pixie face and contrasted nicely with the dark blue blouse she wore, complemented by tight fitting beige jeans and comfortable black sneakers. I was about a full head taller than her, although she arguably offset this advantage with a more athletic built. Her skin was quite pale, but that only served to enhance the striking effect of her luminous green eyes, which darted quickly around my cell before they focused on me. Her apprehensive smile slipped then, and her lips formed a soundless, wide O, revealing regular white teeth, as the details of my appearance registered. With impeccable timing my husband stepped in before the ensuing silence could degrade from awkward to downright embarrassing.

	“Maren, may I introduce you to my wife? My dear, meet Maren!” 

	Jolted out of her petrifaction, Maren mumbled something incomprehensible and held out her hand in an automatic gesture, only to snatch it back as if burned when she realized her mistake. Seeing her blush, I decided to play nice and treated her to a welcoming and almost natural smile.

	“It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance, Maren. This all must seem mighty strange to you, however, as you can imagine, it’s been ages since I last saw a new face, so please forgive me if I should sound a little inquisitive. I’d like to know everything about you; your experiences, how you met poor Anne and what you think of your role in my husband’s scheme …” I had to catch my breath, but plowed on before she had a chance to regain her balance sufficiently to interrupt me. “Conversely, I feel you already ought to know me quite well, with everything my husband must have told you about me.”

	“Actually, I realized just now that he hasn’t told me even half of the story.” Maren sent an exasperated look in my master’s direction, which was deflected with a bland smile. She took a deep breath and visibly got a grip on her emotions. Blithely ignoring my attempt to draw her out, she took her time to look me over thoroughly, taking in the details of my predicament with obvious fascination.

	“I probably wouldn’t have believed it anyway… So let’s get this straight. You volunteered for all this? To be kept chained in this cell and to have these”, she gestured briskly at my metal endowed body before continuing, “…these shackles fastened into your body and face?” 

	“Uh…” Surprised by her sudden intensity, I hesitated and glanced towards my husband. ”Was this my chance to enlist an ally and win some control over my fate again?”

	“Yes, yes and yes. She’s asked for all of it. I’ll show you the recordings later.” My husband confirmed in my place, stepping close to me and laying an arm around me possessively. Despite myself I felt my traitorous body relax against his.

	Maren gave him a dubious look, but when I made no move to dispute his claim she seemed to accept his statement reluctantly. I reckoned my chance to plead my case with her would slip away if I did not speak up.

	“It’s true, I’ve wanted it done at the time, but now …”

	“Now, we’ve all passed the point of no return.” My husband finished for me, catching Maren’s eye. “Whether by choice or circumstance, we’re all in this together now. We all have to abide by our past decisions and stand by their consequences, even if they go beyond what we originally envisioned. These shackles and restraints are quite permanent. They literally cannot be removed, regardless of what one might fancy now.” He gave my shoulders a reassuring squeeze and went on talking to Maren. “Believe me, I know my wife. She is a true submissive at heart and to be dominated in this seemingly harsh manner is what she needs. When we first met she was the classic rebel without cause, hell-bent on a course of self destruction. Barely 24, she’d gone through more relationships than I care to know about, she’d just been expelled from university for having an affair with a professor and his wife simultaneously. And on top of everything, she was on the verge of becoming a drug addict. In short, she’s never learned not to abandon herself to an impulse. Medically speaking, my wife quite probably suffers from a hyperactivity of the limbic system.” He delivered his synopsis of my deficiencies matter-of-fact, as if to underline his scientific impartiality.

	“And the good doctor knows how to make the most of this condition.” Maren acknowledged his little speech with an arched eyebrow and turned to me again. “However, do you concur with the diagnosis?”

	“I was bored then.” I answered defensively.

	“But you don’t agree with the therapy?” 

	I squirmed. “Alright, I am a submissive. I’m not ashamed of it. My husband has shown me my true self and I’ve found contentment and enormous strength by finally confronting it. I know these chains demonstrate his love for me as surely as they show my devotion to him, and I bask in the feeling of protection and security this knowledge brings me. I crave my master’s sometimes harsh attentions and I’m proud to be his treasured possession.” I allowed the desperation which had slowly but inexorably grown since my official demise to color my voice, pleading with both of them now. 

	“Despite all that, finding myself abandoned in this cell wears me down. I was able to endure it when I thought this was nothing more than an elaborate game, or rather a transitional arrangement to prepare me for my proper role as your wife and slave. But now that I’ve been declared dead, I realize I might be stuck in here forever! You can’t imagine what it’s like to be locked up down here day after day, banned from the sun and immobilized with chains, lying down alone at night. I don’t want to rot in this cell! I’d rather be dead! I need to get out … to see the sky and breathe fresh air! Please master, let me out and live in the house at your side again!” 

	My admission and desperate plea seemed to resonate in some dark, barely explored depths of Maren’s personality, for her gaze turned inward, concentrating on some private inner vistas and her breath quickened, while she unconsciously licked her lips. After a few seconds her eyes focused on me again and she staggered, as if looking down an abyss she experienced an attack of vertigo. With an apparent effort, she pulled away from the brink and some unsympathetic resolve hardened her features.

	“No, I probably can’t imagine what it’s like, but given my association with Anne I’ve got a better idea than most. Whereas she was the hapless victim of a cruel disease, you did all this to yourself and for your own selfish reasons, so don’t you dare to try tapping into my feelings of guilt over her death. By your own admission your fate is now for your master to decide.”

	“I didn’t … AHHRR!” I did not get any further, as my husband, who up to this moment had seemed susceptible to my entreaties, choose this moment to grab my nose chain and pull hard. He increased the tension until I looked up to him with brimming eyes.

	“I’ve had it! You made your point, and so now I’ll make mine. You will stay down here as long as I please. I’ve yet to see a change in your attitude that impresses me enough to reconsider. This ploy you tried to pull just now amply demonstrates your sly obstinacy, and if you feel inconvenienced by my choice for your placement … well that’s just too bad, because frankly my dear, I don’t give a damn. I’ve gone to considerable lengths to make sure it’s safe for you to stay in this cell indefinitely, and stay here you will if I say so. But don’t worry; at least you won’t feel abandoned and lonely much longer, for Maren will see to that, although no doubt you’ll soon wish you’d never have complained about it in the first place.”

	“But I … AHHRR! Please! Oh please?” My ill-advised attempt to protest my innocence was cut short by another deliberate, harsh tug on my nose chain, bringing fresh tears of pain and humiliation to my eyes. Paradoxically I’ve never been less convincing than when telling the truth, as my husband’s implacable anger proved to me once again. “Why did everybody insist on ascribing ulterior motives to me all the time?”

	“Kindly keep quiet now, or I’ll give Maren a first hand demonstration of how effective a well designed gag can be!” 

	“I think I can understand the advantages of silencing her. She’s certainly got a silver tongue.” Maren chimed in, an appreciative light in her eyes. “I mean that quite literally, also. What’s that metal I see flashing in her mouth? A tongue stud?” 

	“Something far more substantial, I’m afraid. Open your mouth and show her!” 

	Since he still maintained a strong tension on my nose leash, disobeying my master’s command was not an option. Besides, at least I got to stick my tongue out at Maren.

	“See? I’ve punched three holes through it and mounted permanent eyelets in the resultant wounds. Now, her regular gag incorporates a pouch for her tongue, complete with locking cross bolts that make sure it stays were it belongs and doesn’t wiggle around unnecessarily. Of course, the eyelets also provide me with a range of other options: I can easily chain her by her tongue to the floor or the ceiling, or lock it to other parts of her body. Having your own tongue between your legs apparently isn’t much fun at all.” 

	“No, I wouldn’t think so either. May I examine her other restraints?” 

	Maren did not even look at me, acknowledging my master’s supreme authority. I wasn’t entirely sure how and why it had happened, but in the course of a few minutes I’d obviously been demoted in her eyes from most-favored fellow human being … to livestock.

	“Go ahead.” He replied and with a negligent gesture signaled his acquiescence to her request. With a barely suppressed shudder, I braced myself for the impending indignity. Gingerly at first, but with fast-growing confidence she turned my head to and fro within the limits set by my high collar, getting a good look at the hardware mounted in my nose, then abruptly brought me to my knees by grabbing the U-shackle and experimentally twisting it sideways.

	My own miserable sobbing sounded very loud in my ears while my master helped me to my feet again. Since Maren looked both appalled and contrite, my husband settled for a mild rebuke. 

	“Careful. You don’t want to damage her! The nose shackle is sturdy enough alright, but with her arms bound like that she might easily overbalance and fall. Always keep in mind that she’s quite helpless and that her jewelry isn’t just pretty. It let’s you exert real authority.”   

	She acknowledged the admonishment with a grave nod and under his now watchful eyes, resumed her inspection. I could not help flinching from her touch, although she’d obviously taken my master’s warning to heart and no further accidents occurred.

	Not a single detail of my elaborate harness seemed to escape Maren’s attention and my master was kept busy explaining its more arcane features to her. She probed the tightness of my collar by trying to squeeze a finger under its rim (hopeless!) and studied how it compelled me to hold my head erect. Next, she checked the tension of the chain connecting my wrist and thumb cuffs to its backside ring and commented on the way this bondage forced my elbows together. She lauded the ingenious construction of the breast armor and admired how my abdominal muscles flexed beneath the constriction of the chastity belt, then listened with horrified fascination to the detailed description of its inner workings. I drew the uncomfortable conclusion that my numerous piercings and the way they meshed with my restraints intrigued her the most. 

	Throughout this degrading inspection, Maren and my master inexorably discussed how each single piece of equipment fitted into the greater context of my entire ensemble and the numerous ways it alone could be used to control and punish me. When they were finally finished going over me and my bondage I was in a state of psychic exhaustion with tears of dread and humiliation running freely down my cheeks. Temporarily spared from their immediate attention, I sank to the floor and pressed my feverish brow against the welcome coolness of the wall. Getting to know Maren, or rather getting her to know me (intimately!) had turned into an unexpectedly traumatic experience. Her total disregard for my discomfort and obvious glee at thinking up new ways to make me suffer boded ill for my future. It was not mindless brutality for she was clearly too intelligent for this pointed lack of empathy to be a natural trait. Instead, I assumed she’d made a conscious decision that this kind of treatment was my just reward for being what I was: a submissive. In an attempt to regain my badly shaken confidence, I closed my eyes and concentrated on an inner mantra, relegating their ongoing conversation to a remote corner of my mind, barely more than a background noise. Meanwhile, they went through the rest of my cell, my master pointing out its salient features to his fascinated audience.

	“This cell is under constant surveillance by some very sophisticated machinery. Those are cameras up in the corners, and that innocuous round thing hanging from the ceiling is a high sensitivity microphone. With it I can easily hear the proverbial pin drop. It’s most useful to monitor her breathing patterns. Coupled with the electrodes incorporated in her collar, chastity belt and breast harness, I can actually get more detailed information about her condition than if she was in intensive care.” 

	“What about the cameras? They look kind of bulky.”

	 “They’re multi-spectral, covering the entire visible and infrared spectrum. With their thermal imaging capabilities I can see her blush, even in complete darkness.” He smirked. “I can even see her getting into heat.”

	“I always believed that to be a figure of speech only, but never mind. You’ve shown me so many amazing things already I’ll take your word for it.”

	“You don’t have to. I keep backups of the more memorable recordings. Once she figured she could … But I digress. The sensors in the irremovable parts of her bondage are radio powered and what little energy they need is transmitted to them with the microwave pulse used to read them out. It’s basically the same principle that’s behind the RFID tags in the supermarket. All the telemetry data is channeled to a central server and processed there. It constantly monitors my slave’s vital signs and alerts me if they cross the thresholds I’ve specified. I can control almost every aspect of the cell’s automation and fully control her from any computer terminal or cell phone.”

	"What kind of automation are you talking about?"

	"Apart from the ordinary stuff like regulating the temperature, ventilation, lights and so on, there are also the more interesting ‘subjugation’ capabilities of my slave’s equipment. Some of the plugs I can mount in her belt’s crotch piece dish out anything from pleasurable impulses to severe electrical shocks. They’re most useful to motivate her during the exercise periods. You doubtlessly realize how important it is for my slave to work out regularly in order to keep healthy and in shape. Unfortunately, she sometimes lacks this insight and so I had to think of reliable means to ensure that she doesn’t slacken her efforts while exercising. Here, let me show you!”

	Judging from the sounds, he was unlocking the big storage cabinet across the room, where all “my toys” as he persistently, but incorrectly called them, were kept. First, the denotation “toys” improperly trivialized the metal, leather or rubber gear that filled row upon row, and second, if anything, they were with a few noted exceptions his toys. Despite myself I had to look, re-familiarizing myself with some of my dearest adversaries. I immediately picked out my old black leather hood, the one I’d bought myself shortly after moving in with my master, hanging at its place of honour between the complementary armbinder and ankle cuffs. I had spent the occasional evening mute, deafened and sightless in their tight embrace. Feeling the bite of the uncompromising metal restraints ensnaring my body nowadays I experienced a flash of bittersweet nostalgia. 

	Maren’s starry-eyed expression, as she took in the cabinet’s contents, forcibly reminded me of a kid’s in a candy store, although she frowned whenever she encountered a device whose purpose eluded her. My master was kind enough to fill the gaps in her education, taking a wicked delight in the incredulous reactions some of his explanations evoked. 

	“You can’t be serious!”

	“I am. That’s where it goes.”

	Maren involuntarily clenched her thighs and her hands moved protectively to her crotch. From my huddled position I could not see what kind of device had engendered this reaction, but I was loath to get acquainted with it first hand and so decided not to risk unwelcome attention by going over and elbowing my way to the front. Instead, I remained as quiet and inconspicuous as possible. Not every piece biding its time in this cabinet of horrors had made an appearance yet in the bizarre melodrama that my life had become, and in my considered opinion there was little to be gained by rushing their debut. Thankfully, my tactic of keeping a low profile paid off and after some further treasure-hunting my husband at last remembered his original intention and pulled out a well-worn drawer. Not that its contents were particularly comforting, but at least I was deeply familiar with them. Arranged in individual trays lined with black velvet reminiscent of a jewellery box the implements of my intimate torture were displayed; a variety of big black phalli of every form and description, all dotted with bright silvery spots.

	“These are the plug I mentioned earlier. The left one is a smaller copy of the one currently filling her vagina. As you can see, its surface is dotted with electrical contacts that can be individually energized. Depending on the activation pattern, it’s possible to generate almost any sensation imaginable; fondling, rubbing, itching, burning, you name it.”

	“Stop your sales pitch, you already convinced me! Can I buy one?”

	“Sorry,” he chuckled, “they’re not for sale. I had them built by George, as is the case with most of what you see around here. Maybe you can persuade him to make one for you too; you’ll meet him at the funeral. I don't know how he plans to manage it, but he wants to bring his wife along as well. I think you'll find Fran very interesting. She's quite literally got a lot in common with my own wife.”

	“Fran will be free to attend my funeral?” I blurted out. “While I’ve been buried in this damned cell for months?”

	My master’s cold stare instantly made me regret my rash outburst. 

	“Ah! Thanks for interrupting us, dear. You’re right. We’ve neglected you far too long! Maren, what do you think? Would you like to try your hand at gagging my slave?”

	“Definitely!” She watched my dismayed expression with obvious glee before carefully considering the plethora of gags on display in the cabinet.

	“Let me see … How about this one?” Maren held up a large, butterfly pump gag for my inspection; this fastened to an elaborate head harness. I refused to rise to her bait, but my widened eyes and flared nostrils provided all the encouragement she needed. 

	“Yes, this one it is.”

	“An excellent choice!” My master seconded. “I’ll be happy to assist you, of course.” 

	“Please no!” I wailed. “You’ve no idea how uncomfortable …” My pleading’s only reward was the sardonic grin that spread over her features and I shut my mouth with an audible click. I resolved not to humiliate myself any further with useless whining. I remained stoically passive while she handled me, following my master’s instructions on how to best force the gag’s tripartite bladder into my mouth then lock its numerous straps uncomfortably tight around my head.

	“Now, you have to pump it up. You can determine the appropriate pressure by checking the tension of her cheeks. If you overshoot you can release air through this valve.”

	Touching her left hand to my face, she squeezed the rubber bulb in her right hand several times and I felt the bladder in my mouth expand, slowly but implacably prising my jaw ever further apart, pressing my lips against the gag’s shield and forcing my cheeks to bulge outward. At the same time the straps encircling my head tightened painfully, trying to embed themselves into my skin and the mounting pressure crushed my tongue against the floor of my mouth, yet still she kept pumping. My master moved to intervene, but she restrained him with a raised hand, holding my gaze while she gave the bulb another squeeze. The straining muscles of my jaw were on fire! The pain became unbearable.

	“Nnnrrgh!” 

	“OK, that last squeeze was probably a little much.” Maren conceded and let a generous amount of air escape through the valve, reducing the strain from agonizing to merely uncomfortable. Now that she had pierced my armour of equanimity she could be gracious on her own terms. The bulb and its tube were disconnected from the socket on the gag’s facial shield and she turned to my husband with a smug smile.

	“You wanted to tell me something?”

	He had to clear his throat before he answered. 

	“It’s moot now. I’ll set her up for an exercise period on the treadmill and then show you the rest of the house and your future rooms.”

	“Fine by me. Let’s get to it!”

	I attempted to shrink back against the wall but as always my nose leash made short work of any resistance. Reluctantly following its insistent tension I was led to the metal contraption occupying a corner of my cell. The conventional treadmill at its core had been upgraded almost beyond recognition. A metal framework of interlocking bars was arched high over the central belt, a number of spring-mounted chains and helix cables with bulky connectors at their ends dangling from it.

	“You know the routine. Don’t make me wait.”

	With a heartfelt but stillborn sigh I stepped onto the belt, suppressing a shiver when the cold metal of the suspended chains slid over my naked body. I positioned myself beneath the arch and waited patiently for my master to tether me to it. With practised efficiency he pulled on the carefully-measured chains until he could fasten them to the side rings of my collar, then others to the side rings on the chest band of my breast harness, these leading down to the side rings of my chastity belt. As his coup de grace he locked my nose leash to a spring-mounted ring above me and adjusted the tension until I was no longer able to lower my head and had to face straight ahead. He stepped back and invited Maren to study the manner in which my body was now secured to the metal framework. From the edge of my field of vision I saw her appraising the arrangement of chains.

	“I think I get it; the tethers keep her in place and hold her up in case she stumbles, whereas the springs are necessary to absorb the jolts while she runs. But what’s preventing her from resting in her restraints and just letting her feet drag?”

	“Glad you asked.” He grinned happily. “For one thing, the pull on her nose might become a tad uncomfortable on the long run, but short term encouragement is also provided, through the electrodes I spoke of earlier. In fact, I’ll make the required connections right now.” 

	He grabbed the longest of helix cables and knelt before me. Immediately I felt the familiar jerk when its connector engaged the socket on my crotch strap. The procedure was repeated two more times when he connected the cables for my breast cups. Fortunately, the gag Maren had picked did not incorporate the capability to deliver electrical shocks to my tongue and so I was spared at least that particularly nasty ordeal … this time.

	“The cables are attached to the control box you see over there, which in turn is slaved to the main server. The computer controls all aspects of her training, always keeping her heart beat in the optimal range. George’s company actually sells a simplified version of the treadmill on the market, of course without the, ah, motivational upgrades. I forgot to bring my laptop, so to activate the exercise program we’ll have to go to my study. We can watch her run on the monitor and have some wine while we discuss things.” 

	“Alright!” Maren assented then positioned herself directly in front of me, looking me straight in the eye, her words mocking my initial greeting. “It’s indeed been a pleasure to finally make your acquaintance. I learned a great deal today and I’m sure we’ll get on with each other very well. Don’t worry, I promise to take good care of you. For now, I wish you an entertaining evening. Au revoir.”

	She turned and joined my master, waiting for her at the cell’s door. A minute later I was alone once more, a cold lump forming in my stomach.

	 

	FUN WITH FRAN

	I did not have the leisure to dwell extensively on bleak visions of my future under Maren’s thumb before more immediate concerns grabbed my attention. With a soft electronic sound, the treadmill’s control panel lit up and its belt started to move; smoothly picking up speed until I was forced into a trot, the chains and springs of my tethers tinkling and creaking in counterpoint to the thudding of my naked feet on the belt’s resilient surface. As always, the nasal leash proved the most bothersome of my many encumbrances. Its erratic jerking at the sensitive tissue of my nostrils and septum was not exactly painful, thanks to the embedded, wide flanged grommets, but it was nevertheless irritating as hell. Despite my Master’s claims to the contrary, I was not averse to exercising per se, in fact, I’d have loved to run through a lush forest with its varying landscape entertaining my eye and the rich smells invigorating my body. Instead my environment was comprised of a brilliantly lit, stark white, tiled room with sinister black and chrome equipment bolted to the floor and the mild breeze coming from the ventilation grille had a decidedly clinical tang. Even my most serious efforts would get me exactly nowhere and so it was small wonder I had little enthusiasm to spare for this kind of workout. “Would I ever get the chance to feel green grass below my bare feet again?” I wondered with a pang of poignant despair. 

	About ten minutes later, the computer deemed my muscles sufficiently warmed up for the next stage and the belt accelerated, forcing me to run in earnest to keep up with the pace. My breathing became increasingly laboured; the act of drawing in enough oxygen solely through my encumbered nose turning into an unanticipated challenge. I was getting slowly, but inexorably out of breath. My regular gag for this kind of workout incorporated a breathing tube and I suddenly realized that I might easily be driven into a faint when the computer, unaware of the changed circumstances, forced me through my usual, strenuous exercise pattern. This thought provoked an involuntary flash of panic, causing me to miss a step and I stumbled, falling helplessly forward until the tethers took up my weight and I oscillated in the harness of my restraints, in part supported by my abused nose, stretched painfully towards its leash’s overhead fastening. 

	My fall was an occurrence that had been anticipated in the training machine’s meticulous programming and thus associated with a specific set of instructions: The computer instantly shut down the treadmill’s motor and simultaneously activated the electrodes deeply embedded within my loins, sending powerful shocks of electricity into my nether regions! I shrieked like a banshee into my gag and my thighs clenched spasmodically, while my hands clawed frantically, but of course with futility, at the end of the chain to the back ring of my collar, holding my arms folded high up my back. Intermittently, my poor breasts were also subjected to the same horrid abuse, adding their own voices to this carefully orchestrated symphony of torture. The shocks ranged erratically over the whole spectrum of pain: stabbing, pulsing pain, perhaps replaced by burning pain or stinging pain, or a mind altering twitching and curdling agony. No sensation lasted long enough for me to get used to it and therefore created a mind-numbing ordeal.

	“Aahh-ooww!” My gag-muffled howls reverberated loudly in my skull and unable to get myself under control, I twisted in midair like a marionette played by a puppeteer in his death throes. “What a sorry spectacle I must make of myself!” 

	The unbidden image of Maren sitting on the couch, sipping wine with my husband and gleefully watching me suffer filled me with a mixture of rage and shame that temporarily surpassed even my electrical torment. 

	Thankfully, some moments or an eternity later the shocks subsided abruptly. This signified the end of the punishment for my misstep and meant that my training was to resume shortly. Still shaking and sobbing heavily, I nevertheless struggled to my feet for I knew that if I failed to comply with the machine’s uncompromising request in the short respite it had granted me, the torture would recommence with a vengeance. As soon as the reduced load on my tethers convinced the computer that I was standing again, the belt began to accelerate once more and my so-called ‘training’ continued.

	My earlier panic turned out to be unfounded and I completed the balance of my exercise without further incidents for either my Master or the computer had recognized my breathing handicap and compensated for it by shifting the emphasis of my workout from performance to endurance. Hence, from then on whenever I got seriously winded, the treadmill slowed to a leisurely walk until I had caught my breath, then accelerated once again; starting a new round of the vicious cycle. Of course, I had needed longer and longer breaks to recover, and when at long last the belt stopped and an electronic signal announced the end of my training, I was panting heavily; drenched in sweat and ready to collapse on the spot, but kept swaying on my feet only by the nose leash’s promise of instant retribution for this kind of transgression. Fortunately, I did not have to endure much longer, indeed my sweat had barely begun to dry in the ventilation’s warm breeze when the door to my cell opened and my Master strode into my field of vision. With great relief I noted he had come to my rescue alone, for I was deeply wary of the outcome of another confrontation with Maren. He quickly released me from my tethers and despite all I had to suffer at his hands on this fateful day, I felt intensely grateful and almost consoled when he picked up my quivering form and carried me in his strong arms to my simple hygiene zone. Located in the corner across from the cell’s entrance, a toilet, small basin and wall-mounted shower head vied for the limited space allotted to them by the clear Perspex splash guard that partitioned the zone off from the rest of the room. The drain at its centre represented the lowest point of my prison’s gently sloping floor, a neat arrangement that also greatly helped to relieve the issue of keeping my tiled cell clean.

	On arrival, he set me down gently, pulled up a short length of my collar leash and locked it to a handy ring set into the wall a hand’s breadth below the shower head. With another lock he joined my feet together, only then releasing my arms from their stringent bondage.

	“Mmhh!” I moaned with a heart-felt sigh rendered barely audible by the rubber bladder occupying my oral cavity, greeting this longed for opportunity to lower my leaden arms at last. My husband spent a few, deeply appreciated moments to expertly knead some life back into my abused arms and shoulders, before turning to the equally welcome task of freeing me of the gag.

	“I noticed the breathing problem you developed.” he informed me while fumbling with the numerous straps of the head harness. “Fortunately, the computer recognised it too and reacted adequately, but I don’t think that’s a satisfactory long term solution. To address the basic issue instead of just symptoms, I’ll investigate buying a respirator and integrating it with the rest of your exercise equipment. That should be a lot safer and give me better control over that aspect of your training.” 

	I had my reservations about the benefits of his plan, but remained forcibly silent while he released the last of the harness’s many buckles, letting its web of straps dangle from the inflated bladder still wedged into my mouth. Pushing it out with my trapped tongue alone immediately proved to be pointless, but my subsequent attempts to extract its massive bulk using my still weak hands fared no better. Before I could come to harm in my increasingly frantic struggle, my Master intervened, effortlessly pushing down my raised arms. 

	“Stop that! Be reasonable, the gag has to be deflated first!” 

	Willy-nilly, I waited indignantly while he hunted down the gag’s bulb, reconnected it to the socket on the face shield and then let the captured air escape through its valve. At long last he pried the bladder’s remaining bulk from my mouth.

	“Aahh! Thank you, Master!” I whispered gratefully.

	“You’re welcome. Now, be quiet! I don’t want to hear a single word while I get you cleaned up and ready for bed!”

	“But I nee-mmhh …” 

	I was rudely interrupted by an iron hand clamped over my mouth. My husband expertly assumed the expression of a suffering saint.

	“What part exactly of ‘I don’t want to hear a single word!’ was incomprehensible to you? Your continual complaining would impress me much more if you obeyed my commands even once in a while! Maren is certainly correct! I have been far too lenient with you in the past.”

	I stiffened at the mention of her name. He noticed my flared nostrils and grinned at me.

	“She’s been quite cocky, hasn’t she? I’ve got to admit she surprised even me back there! Looks like the days you routinely manipulated me to do your bidding are finally over!”

	He let me stew on this for a moment, then continued in a more serious tone.

	“In the end, I believe things will work out fine. Right now, I guess she’s overcompensating for what she perceives as a lack of experience with our lifestyle. But, she’s acting on borrowed authority and she knows it. However! I also expect you to obey her as you’d obey me. Or rather better, come to think of it.” He added as an afterthought, before catching my eye. “Can do?”

	I was far from sharing his confidence, but a wave of bone-deep weariness made me relent for the moment and I nodded weakly; instead of trying to voice my doubts. Kind of hard to do with a hand clamped tightly over my mouth. “Another time,” I promised myself. 

	He returned my nod solemnly and finally took his hand away.

	“Good! Now let’s get you showered. You’re badly in need of it, to be honest.”

	I made a rude gesture at him that he chose to ignore while he divested himself of his clothes. For the next half hour we luxuriated together in the shower’s spray of warm water. He applied a liberal amount of a soothing shower gel to my body, gently massaging it into every accessible pore of my skin, and even unlocking my breast and crotch covers in the process. Despite my weariness, the manipulations of his deft fingers quickly brought me to a shattering orgasm. Later, after he had finished rubbing me down, I clung to him in desperate need, but he was completely unmoved by my silent tears; simply prying my arms loose then incarcerating my private parts in their steel prisons once more. He made me brush my teeth and a few minutes later I was once again helplessly stretched out on my sleeping mat, ready to suffer through another night of lonely longing. But, despite my misgivings, I fell asleep quickly, claimed by my physical and emotional exhaustion.

	When my husband came to my cell for his evening visit some days later, he wore a very formal three piece black suit with a dark gray shirt and a black silk tie, as befitted a mourning widower. The strange mixture of chagrin and grim amusement was less in tune with his assumed role. 

	“I just got away from your funeral and its aftermath. That has to be one of the most bizarre events in my life!” he exclaimed, propelled through the room by his inner agitation. He pointed an accusing finger at me. “That’s just like you, turning your own funeral into a farce!”

	I considered his accusation to be highly unfair since neither had I wanted to be buried in the first place nor was my actual role in the proceedings (although it was nominally the pivotal one) more than marginal. In fact, up to now I had not even known that the burial had been scheduled for today and for the moment I instinctively shied away from contemplating what it signified for me. Unfortunately, I was once again incapacitated by my customary gag, unable to remind him of these salient facts. At least he recognized the complete non sequitur from my bewildered expression and relented enough to offer an explanation.

	“You know, I’d planned this to be a very private and quiet event. Just family and closest friends, though some of my colleagues also choose to attend. What I didn’t account for was a parade of old lovers and discarded spouses you left in your wake! They had to be the most unlikely assortment of individuals imaginable in a graveyard!” He shook his head in annoyance. “They were out in force, milling about at the fringes, apparently wary of me and the official guests, as well as each other, but some seemed genuinely stricken. Others appeared more determined to make sure you wouldn’t return from the dead to haunt them again. The worst group, mostly women of course, can only be described as shamelessly gloating. And none of them had even seen you in years! It was all very embarrassing and Maren was most upset about it.”

	His description of the event left me with mingled feelings. I was pleasantly consoled by the evidence that despite my earlier mortification, my alleged death had not gone completely unnoticed and I had obviously made a lasting impression on the lives I had touched. I preferred to think that those who remembered me fondly substantially outnumbered the others who still harbored hard feelings about me. But now, to all of them I was dead and buried and I could not help feeling that way myself! Moreover, the way my husband sided with Maren, as if I was somehow at fault for the violation of her sensibilities, set my teeth on edge, then to add injury to insult, his next remark sent a chill down my spine. 

	 “I think one of these days we will need to talk about your past in a little more detail.”

	This boded ill for me. Taking the adage of “What a husband doesn’t know won’t hurt his wife” to heart, I had been deliberately vague about certain less virtuous episodes of my life before I had met my Master and been, albeit forcibly, reformed. Now I’d need to make up some pretty solid legends, e. g. about the reason behind the generous severance pay after my short foray into the corporate world as a simple intern. I had a feeling that hard, hard work just would not fly.

	“However, afterwards George and Fran joined us for a private tribute to Anne and that seemed to calm Maren down a little. By the way, you should have seen Fran! George was quite ingenious in choosing her attire. With just a cloak, wig, hat and dark veil he managed to conceal most of her restraints. Everyone assumed she was weighed down with grief and everybody commanded the way George kept propping her up. If only they knew!” He chuckled. “Maren has gone on with George and Fran, for he insisted on showing her his workshop. They’ll drop by for a visit later, so let’s get you ready to greet our guests.”

	I welcomed his announcement with genuine enthusiasm for I hadn’t seen Fran for quite some time now and I was eager to meet her again. We understood each other on a level so deep that only women who had gone through the same mind-bending experiences together could have reached. Hopefully, we would have the opportunity to discuss recent developments and ease our mutual plight, at least temporarily, by sharing it. I’d also encounter Maren again, but some things just could not be helped.

	Getting ready for the upcoming visit entailed being freed from the hated gag and another, very welcome bout in the cell’s hygiene zone, unfortunately this time without the additional boon of sexual gratification. Instead, this time after rubbing me down with a rough towel, my Master distributed scented oil all over my body which he then massaged into my skin, a highly sensual experience that left me erotically supercharged, but due to my locked up state with no chance to relieve the tension.

	He had barely finished when a signal from his pager indicated that our visitors had arrived at the front door and pressed the bell. 

	“Damn! You better behave while I let our guests in.”

	He hurriedly put on his clothes again, detached my tether from its temporary anchor point in the hygiene zone and left to greet our guests. Of course, despite his admonition my hands flew to my crotch as soon as the cell’s door had closed behind him. So far, I had never managed to achieve enough stimulation to orgasm, but I’ve never been a person to be daunted by mere impossibilities when I really wanted something. Besides, my hands were completely free for once! Maybe if I twisted my body just so and pressed with my hands here and there… 

	Some minutes and a broken toothbrush later the opening door forced me to abandon my efforts and admit to yet another defeat by my mercilessly efficient chastity harness. I closed my eyes in frustration. If my husband ever reviewed the recordings of these minutes, he would no doubt be treated to some of the most astonishing contortions in the history of gymnastics. “Perhaps he’d even consider contacting the Chinese State Circus on my behalf?”

	“Hello again!” 

	With a mental sigh I opened my eyes again. Maren had entered my cell alone. This time she wore a long black skirt with a matching blouse and elegant, high heeled boots. I tried to peer around her into the passageway leading to my hideaway, but the others were nowhere to be seen. Apparently she was some kind of advance party and I wondered briefly what was delaying the main force. Maren strutted over to me, her heels clicking loudly on the tiled floor, and I was hard pressed not to shrink back from her embrace.

	“Hello Maren.” I greeted her demurely, unsettled by her unexpected display of cordiality, while holding me at arms length, she beamed at me. 

	“Your funeral was just splendid! So many old friends of yours showed up to commiserate with your husband. I’m so sorry you missed it.” Her eyes glittered as she added, “This time.” under her breath. 

	I blinked at her suddenly vicious tone, but before I had time to react she drew me close again and held me tight, whispering urgently into my ear. 

	“Do you remember Adrian Adler? I was just thrilled to recognise my former fiancé at your funeral. Well, my dear, your days of ruining other people’s life are certainly over. I’ll make sure of that!”

	Maren let me go abruptly and sent me reeling away from her. Without another glance she turned back towards the entrance, while I tried to regain my physical and mental balance. Adrian had been sweet and for a while I had indulgently responded to his advances, but I had tired of him quickly. Now, I desperately tried to recall if he’d ever mentioned having a psychopathic girlfriend. “Damn! It just had to be her!”

	From the long passageway outside, clanking noises emanated, slowly growing louder and louder. George appeared in the doorway, slowly walking backwards and dragging something along on a chain he grasped in his right hand. The sight of what obviously had to be Fran diverted me completely from my dark brooding over Maren’s threat.

	Fran shared my fate of having been afflicted (or “adorned”, as my husband liked to put it) with a set of permanent cuffs, and so I was not in the least surprised to see a chained, but otherwise naked young woman being led into my cell on a leash. What did startle me though was that, where Fran’s head should have been, a small ovoid made from the same shining metal as our cuffs sat on her shoulders instead! Except for a strong ring at its crown and an oblong, horizontally-oriented oval section on the lower front - this with numerous, complicated-looking ports and sockets - in the general area where I assumed her mouth to be, it was completely smooth. At the bottom, the helmet ended in a thick, circular tube that enclosed her neck just above her Adam’s apple. From the absence of anything resembling vision ports, as well as her halting and insecure steps, it was a foregone conclusion that Fran had been entirely deprived of her eyesight, and when she didn’t react to my horrified exclamation I realized that she couldn’t hear anything either!

	My husband brought up the rear of this bizarre procession, inducing the cell’s massive door to close after him, while George led Fran to the middle of the room. There, he got behind her, grabbed her by the shoulders and made her kneel by the simple expedient of pushing his knees into the hollows of hers. When he had thus forced her to the ground and attached her leash to a convenient floor ring, he got up again and greeted me casually.

	“Ciao Bella! Long time no see.”

	I had to tear my eyes away from where Fran knelt on the floor, motionless except for the occasional twitching of her arms when she tugged at the lock fastening her wrist cuffs to the back ring of her steel belt. Despite his demonstrative nonchalance, I could see George was quite anxious to explain the latest fruit of his misguided ingenuity to me. Maren and my husband had both taken up a relaxed posture and looked on tolerantly; apparently they had been treated to the same presentation already.

	“OK George, I’ll bite. What’s this contraption you locked around poor Fran’s head?”

	“It’s my latest invention! The prototype for what I refer to as a USD. That’s short for Ultimate Sensory Deprivation, or more succinctly put, the Ultimate Subjugation Device.” 

	He made a dramatic pause, giving me time to fully appreciate the import of his words.

	“That’s awfully nice. Could you please be a nice boy now and remove it? I want to talk to Fran.”

	He was about to launch into his rehearsed speech when my words registered. For a second he stood with his mouth open, then closed it with an audible click while his complexion turned an interesting shade of red. My husband started to cough and turned his back to us, shoulders shaking. Maren, on the other hand, was not amused and stared at me coldly, obviously chalking up another point against me. Bother. My husband cleared his throat and faced us again.

	“Sorry.” He sent me a quelling look that I parried with an unrepentant grin. 

	Although still smarting from his humiliation, George had recovered enough of his composure to answer my request in clipped tones. 

	“I’m afraid, but I can’t do that, dear. It’s designed to be permanent.”

	I was shocked out of my complacency about my petty triumph and stared at him in open-mouthed horror. Maren and my Master looked equally startled. 

	“But you said only the temporary locks were engaged!” She burst out, while my husband nodded vigorously in confirmation.

	“Right! The permanent locking bolts aren’t engaged … yet.” George conceded calmly. “To prevent accidents, the procedure to activate them is quite involved.” 

	He stole a glance at me and bent over the kneeling Fran. 

	“To do it, you have to turn the collar portion clockwise until the markings on its circumference are properly aligned with the corresponding ones on the helmet portion of the USD. Only now is the safety pin accessible through the aperture at the collar’s bottom and can be removed.” 

	He quickly pulled a long flexible rod from the aperture at back of the helmet and continued without pause. “You can now turn the collar in the other direction until you feel a resistance. This is the first stoppage you have to overcome.”

	He twisted the collar a few degrees more and was rewarded with a loud click. Fran, who up to this point had been passively enduring his manipulations, began to struggle wildly, although the nature of her restraints forbad any chance to resist him effectively. My husband was the first to find his voice again. 

	“What do you think you’re doing?”

	George did not bother to answer, but rotated the collar through another minute arc. The second click could clearly be he heard, even over the din Fran’s desperate struggles generated. For a moment she redoubled her efforts, then became very still. George fixed me with a malicious grin. Although I stood nearest to him I would never reach him in time.

	“George, please don’t…” My plea was cut short by the third click and the volley of fainter clicks that followed it.

	“And that’s that!” he stated smugly. “All good things come in threes.” 

	George let go of Fran and she collapsed limply on the floor, her body shaking with sobs no one would ever again hear. 

	For a moment I stood transfixed by the enormity of what had just been done to Fran and my own shame for having provoked it. Next, I was overcome by a white hot rage! A scream tore itself from my throat and I propelled myself in George’s direction. He was totally taken by surprise and had no time to brace himself, so we both went down in a heap of flailing limbs and I pummelled him as best I could; at one time even succeeding in driving my knee very forcefully up into his groin. Unfortunately, before I could repeat this feat, my husband was upon me, ruthlessly jerking on my leash until I nearly choked. I had to let go of George, who madly scrambled away on his bottom until he reached the wall, where he levered himself up on his elbows and stared at me, blood oozing from his nose. He looked satisfyingly battered; at long last, all the forced exercise and workouts had done me some good.

	My Master was very pale and his hand that grasped my leash shook slightly. Maren managed to look appalled and fascinated at the same time, then went over to George and knelt beside him, using her handkerchief to staunch the flow of blood from his nose. 

	Fran, of course, was completely oblivious to what had just transpired. Her more violent tremors had ceased and now she lay on her side with her legs drawn tight to her body in an embryonic posture. The unsettling sight of the impenetrable, metal shell locked around her head made it difficult for me to think coherently. 

	How does she feel, unable to see, hear, speak or even smell? The horrified thought twisted through my mind.

	I crept over to her and gently touched her shoulders, but at first she shrank from my touch, then she turned her body towards me as far as her restraints would allow and I took her in my arms. Fran pressed against me, obviously needing the reassurance of another human being’s presence with the last sense she still had at her command. I felt her quivering subside slowly, for apparently my presence gave her some solace. 

	“What have you done?” My master’s voice was deceptively calm when he confronted George.  

	“What do you think I did? I love Fran, for God’s sake! If you’d bothered to pay attention to what I said earlier, you’d remember that the helmet is just a prototype. Unlike the finished product, there’s nothing truly final about locking it, at this point. I’ve tested the mechanism multiple times already, and I have all the tools necessary, back in my workshop, to disengage the locking mechanism again and free her from the USD.”

	His words had me riding an emotional roller coaster. Anger and bleak despair were replaced by sudden hope, followed by immense relief, which immediately gave way to anger again. 

	“Had all this been George’s sick idea of a practical joke?” I felt like kicking him in the groin all over again and judging from his expression, my husband appeared to entertain similar fantasies.

	“Why doesn’t Fran seem to be aware of this little detail?”

	“Well, I thought I’d pointed it out to her. Maybe she didn’t choose to listen either.”

	He glanced uncomfortably at her huddled form, resting in my arms, and sighed. 

	“I guess I went a little too far this time.” 

	For the first time he sounded more contrite than petulant, but his remorse abruptly turned into anger and he pointed an accusing finger at me.

	“But! Speaking of going too far, your slave is totally out of line. If you’re righteous search for the guilty also extends to your own household, you will have to look no further than at the end of the leash you hold in your hands.”

	“Indeed.” My Master responded coldly. “Don’t worry! She’ll be punished severely, Maren and I will see to that.” My master promised him solemnly.

	“She will suffer. You can count on me!” Maren affirmed with an anticipatory gleam in her eye. 

	“I guess that will have to do. I’m sorry I can’t hang around and enjoy the spectacle, but I need to take Fran to my workshop now.” 

	Supported by Maren, George got stiffly to his feet and leaned against the wall while she took care of disconnecting Fran’s collar leash from the floor ring. I reluctantly released her from my tight embrace and let Maren help her up, then lead her to the cell’s door, where they were joined by George and my Master. While they waited for the door to open, George turned around and shot me a venomous look.

	“You have no idea of the devices Fran was required to accept before I affixed the outer covering of her USD. She wept and screamed a lot while I prepared her, and so was probably not paying full attention as I mentioned earlier. Unfortunately, she has become used to and complacent about most of her special equipment, but, the devices she had to accept before I closed the USD seemed to distress her quite severely, as was the intent. 

	By the way, I’m quite confident that I can finalize the design for the USD now and I’ve decided to use your head’s measures for the first fully functional unit.”

	“An excellent idea!” Maren exulted and even my Master nodded, albeit reluctantly.

	Minutes later I was still numbly staring at the door where it had closed behind them. 

	HIGHER EDUCATION 

	The following weeks were pure hell.

	All my customary privileges were revoked and I was subjected to a regime of constant training and punishment. I had known I was scheduled for some pretty serious “educational measures”, but as it turned out, I had severely underestimated the result of combining my Master’s ingenuity with Maren’s malevolence. However, my memories of the events taking place at the time are somewhat blurred and disjointed, since I spent long periods subjected to severe sensory deprivation.

	It all began harmlessly enough, at least when seen through the eyes of an observer not bothering to take my emotional upheaval into account. After seeing our guests off, my Master returned to the cell and prepared me for the night in the usual fashion, chaining me down into my so-called bed. He did so with icy calm and without showing the least inclination to accept the excuses I miserably offered. I have always been sensitive to his moods and the implacable anger I sensed in him this time chilled me to the core. No doubt, some of it would have been more appropriately directed towards George, but I happened to be at hand and an easier target to boot. It was grossly unfair! So far my husband had always been conscientious in the way he exercised his absolute power over me, thus justifying the total trust I placed in him; but since Anne’s unfortunate death and its aftermath, I sensed that my situation had become precarious.

	I could understand that the double load of responsibilities he had to shoulder as head of a renowned clinic on the one hand and as my husband, slaver and warden on the other was taking its toll on him. The institutionalized short-sightedness of the political caste had put the State’s finances in desperate straits so that now the public health system in general, and his hospital specifically, faced budget cuts that meant an ever-increasing workload had to be shouldered by its already overworked staff. Never one to lead from behind, my husband had reacted to this development by working even longer hours, although egotistically I would rather have had him resign from his post and concentrate on our relationship instead; a step he certainly had the financial resources to contemplate. After all, it had been his doing to maneuver me into a situation where (with little else to occupy my mind) I craved his attention more than anything else. Instead, he had jumped at the chance to shift part of the responsibility for my care to Maren! I viewed this as a betrayal since I felt he was overstepping the boundaries implicit in our original agreement, at least as I understood it. True, I had surrendered myself to him unconditionally, but in my considered opinion, that had meant to him exclusively and not some haphazardly chosen other person he deputized. The deal had been: my submission in exchange for his domination!

	Unfortunately, I could not think of any higher authority I could appeal to and recent events had undermined the last vestiges of control I still held over my fate. To the outer world I was dead, and of the few people who knew better, none was likely to grant my wishes. At present, George certainly would not lift a finger on my behalf and even the marginal support Fran could offer seemed dubious when she learned about my role in her recent ordeal. In effect, with no system of checks and balances in place anymore, all the stops had been pulled out and my future well-being depended solely on my Master’s whim. If he so chose, he could indeed have me locked into a USD for the rest of my life, although I would rather have him kill me outright instead. At the same time, he was actually my best bet against any such eventuality, since only his moderating influence stood between me and Maren’s apparently homicidal thirst for vengeance.

	Sleep eluded me for the longest time while my hyperactive mind went in endless circles again and again over these unpalatable prospects. Often, I involuntarily jerked against the numerous chains holding me prostrate on my sleeping mat assuring myself of their unyielding presence and restriction. At long last, I succumbed to an uneasy sleep that left me in utterly exhausted state when my Master woke me the next day for my morning routine.

	He looked a little worse for wear himself, and the grim way he pocketed my broken toothbrush without one of his customary sarcastic comments told me I had not yet been forgiven.

	Under normal circumstances, when he had the leisure to join me for breakfast, my husband would relieve me of my gag and either spoon-feed me, or sometimes even free my hands so I could eat by myself - always a small but joyful escape from my otherwise omni-present, back prayer bondage. On these occasions he would bring me up to speed on outside events, talk about his work and request my opinion on difficult decisions he faced, genuinely appreciating the unique perspective I could bring to the table. I treasured these moments of uncomplicated companionship, elated that he sought my counsel and unreasonably pleased with myself when I was able to serve him with a clever solution to one of his problems. Last but not least, often very satisfying bouts of love-making would ensue that I was kept on an emotional high for days to come. Unfortunately, these blessed moments had become increasingly rare of late, although I was certain they would have helped us both immensely to ease the strain we were under.

	Today however, my meal consisted of the watery, dull grey paste sloshing in a transparent feeding bag my Master had brought with him: a mixture of ground cereals and fruit which he pumped directly into my stomach courtesy of the feeding tube incorporated into my gag. I knew from experience that the taste of the mush closely matched its colour, and so was actually glad it bypassed my taste buds. Purportedly, it provided all the nourishment the human body needed: an assertion I felt confident my husband had never bothered to verify for himself.

	After the last lumps of what only marginally passed as breakfast had been forced down my throat, he disconnected the feeding bag then began applying liberal amounts of lubricating gel to my bald head. The reason behind his ministrations soon became apparent when he fetched a slithery pile of slick, black rubber from the storage cabinet. With a sinking feeling I recognized it as my inflatable, isolation hood.

	Turning the rubbery mass inside out, he carefully worked its pair of semi-rigid, laterally slotted air tubes high up into my nostrils while I writhed and struggled miserably to avoid them, until the fitting at their end, where they merged with the balance of the helmet, latched securely onto the U-shackle and cross bar assembly transfixing my nose. He went behind me, and stabilizing my head against his chest while pulling hard on the mask, stretched the thick resilient rubber envelope over my head, immediately eliminating my sight and plunging me into a world of darkness and deeply muted sounds. After some minute adjustments to the hood’s fit, he proceeded to roll its flange down to my throat where it came to rest on my collar. Eyeleted slits in the thick, reinforced flange allowed the numerous rings spaced around the collar’s circumference to protrude, while at the same time providing a convenient means to lock the helmet to it. Naturally, my Master availed himself of these, although with my arms forced high up my back in their normal, back-prayer configuration I found it hard to conceive how I could possibly have freed myself from the hood, even if he had not.

	However, after having secured the hood to his satisfaction, he connected a bulb to the valve at its top and began to inflate it. He kept pumping until the hood’s inner surface pressed uncomfortably against the exposed portions of my skin and for an outside observer, my head had been replaced by a featureless, shiny orb of taut, black rubber. The hiss of my panicked panting through the air tubes was the only noise that remained faintly audible inside my helmet’s stifling confines.

	With practiced ease, I was made to lie down on my stomach, to feel the rims of the imprisoning breast cups press firmly into my ribs, reminding me of their obdurate confinement of my flesh. Next, my calves were folded up against my thighs and held there with broad rubber straps, then my ankle bands were locked together and connected to my elbow cuffs. Additional chains leading from my toe rings to my chastity belt kept my feet arched, then he turned me onto my back and I felt the familiar and welcome twitches accompanying the removal of my breast cups. Normally, I would have greeted any occasion of having my breasts released from their constant confinement with enthusiasm, but this time my only emotion was one of trepidation. Cold chain slithered over the bared flesh of my left mound and was deftly locked to my nipple shackle and seconds later my right breast followed suit. Apparently, this was to be the extent of my bondage for my Master’s arms went beneath my body and he easily picked up the bundle of helpless femininity I had once more become.

	I spent the next few eons suspended from the ceiling, blind and deaf, without any sense of smell, taste or touch beyond the familiar constriction of my bondage. Subjectively, it felt like days, although I have been informed later that my ordeal had lasted for a couple of hours only. A multitude of chains strung from the cell’s gantry to the anchor points my restraints offered in abundance kept me floating horizontally in midair. Although the way I was suspended bent my body into a slight bow, with my pelvis forming its lowest point, my weight’s uniform distribution among the various parts of my metal harness made the posture a comparatively comfortable one. However, since every small twitch I made was translated into painful oscillations of the heavy weights swinging at the other ends of the chains attached to my nipple rings, I concentrated hard on keeping still. After a while though, despite my usually vigorous circulation a slight numbness spread over my breasts, alleviating most my discomfort.

	For the first hour or so my situation did not seem too bad and I kept reminding myself that I had endured worse. Come to think of it, I had survived less agreeable conditions in the economy class on some long distance flights and so with a little luck I might even be able to catch up on the sleep I had lost the previous night. Alas, with each passing minute, instead of becoming drowsy I felt ever more awake and alert and I was forced to abandon that hope. To make matters worse, I was afflicted by an aggravating itching that evoked the notion of an army of ants holding maneuvers on my body. Their war games raged all over my skin, but perfidiously favoured those areas I had no possible way of scratching! Given the way I was trussed up, that held especially true for my head. One more reason I found the stifling heat, utter blackness and oppressive silence within the tight confines of my hood harder and harder to bear.

	A creeping sense of disorientation gave me the first inkling that my breakfast this morning might have been laced with more than just vitamins and nutrients. It started with a sensation of movement: as if I was slowly swinging back and forth like a pendulum at the end of my chains. At first the rocking motion was not unpleasant, but before long I felt myself swaying sideways also, then spinning around my centre. My imaginary movements grew stronger and at the same time more erratic, adding to my mounting unease until suddenly, I found myself in free fall, as if tumbling down head over heels from a great height. I instinctively braced myself for the inevitable impact, but my plunge went on and on, never coming to an end! Soon I had lost any sense of orientation at all, although intellectually, I knew that my real circumstances had not changed in the least, and if I concentrated, could clearly perceive the bite of the harness suspending me. I imagined myself an astronaut floating in some pitch black region of space devoid of stars. The thought had barely crossed my mind when my other senses began to report nonsensical data as well.

	Originating in my pelvis, alternating waves of warmth and chill travelled along my body, causing my head to throb in tune. Soon other parts joined in, seemingly expanding with each pulse of heat then contracting again when hit by the following cold surge. The intervals between consecutive waves decreased over time until I felt my whole body vibrating like a plucked string. I was still trying to get used to the disconcerting sensations when, with a wave of intense heat engulfing me, they abated abruptly. Instead, I found myself being stretched like an elastic band! My body seemed to elongate and at the same time become thinner and thinner. The process continued unabated for endless moments while my waist contracted to an ever smaller circumference! Even though I experienced no pain, I whimpered with discomfort and fear.

	With a tearing sound more fancied than heard, my body burst into two parts! I instantly lost any awareness of my body’s lower half and still more horrifying, felt my inner organs heart, liver, lungs and everything else leak from the gash where once my abdomen had been, out into the surrounding void, then dissolve. In seconds, all that remained of me was a hollow shell, then that was gone too and I ceased to exist as a corporal being. I was but a bodiless mind, a thinking entity, floating in an all-encompassing emptiness. On the bright side, I had gotten rid of the dammed itching at last.

	That was when the visions started, for deprived of all external stimuli, my feverish mind began playing tricks on me. Fragments of actual memory mixed freely with dreadful delusions oozing out of my subconscious, giving the latter an unprecedented credibility not held in check by any contradicting sensory input. It was a Hell of my own devising, built upon my deepest fears, amplified and made real. I lack the words to adequately describe the horrors I went through, desperately clinging to the one thread of sanity that told me all I experienced were just hallucinations produced by my overactive imagination. But in the end, was my life’s reality not just another nightmare? So how could I tell the two apart? I had lost my body already and now I feared I was going to loose my mind as well! This torture went on for hours or days; I had no way to tell. Along with the awareness of my body, my sense of time had fled so that I was trapped in an eternal ‘now’, and a very unpleasant one at that.

	The next coherent memory I have is of lying in my husband’s arms. I had been freed of the clinging mask and the cell’s cool air drifted over my flushed face while I wept hysterically. My master made nonsensical but nevertheless comforting sounds until finally, I calmed down enough to stop weeping, although occasional sobs still shook my chained body. At last I blinked my tears away and looked up into his face. Judging from his worried expression, me becoming psychotic had not been part of his plan. With practiced movements, he checked my pulse and shone his pen light into my eyes, observing my pupils’ dilation, then settled back with a satisfied grunt.

	“Are you with me again? How do you feel, love?”

	I had to swallow before I could answer. I only now noticed how parched my throat was.

	“I’ve felt better.” I croaked. “Can I have some water, please?”

	“Yes, of course.”

	While he fetched a cup, I took stock of my situation. I had not only been freed of my hood, but most of my other restraints were gone as well. Only the collar leash securing me to the wall remained in place, as always. My breasts were still uncovered, although the weights and chains had been removed from my nipples. I touched myself gingerly, relieved to find them tender instead of unnaturally numb. My Master returned and I drank greedily from the offered cup. My spirits were slowly reviving, exhaustion gradually giving way to anger. He waited patiently until I had recovered enough to confront him.

	“What happened to me? You drugged me, didn’t you?” I accused angrily.

	He hesitated for a second. “Yes, I administered a small dose of a mild psychotropic; something to enhance your susceptibility to the effects of the isolation hood. I’ve never before seen such a strong response as yours - your vital signs almost went off the scale. You gave me quite a scare there.”

	“You haven’t been the only one to be scared, I can assure you!” I asserted with passion.

	“Well, I’m sorry. That wasn’t what I had in mind. I had counted on a slight disorganization of the cortex caused by the sensory deprivation, but not an idiosyncratic reaction like the one you experienced. Quite fascinating, actually.”

	“Not when you’re on the receiving end, it’s not!” I said hotly. “I thought I’d gone mad. Hey, I almost died!” I felt the urge to curb his scientific enthusiasm before he decided to study the phenomenon through further experimentation.

	“A drug-induced psychosis is nothing to fool around with, that’s crystal-clear. We’ve been very lucky the effects wore off so fast and no permanent damage was done.”

	He made a deliberate pause, mentally taking a step back from the calamity narrowly avoided. When he continued, his tone was no longer apologetic.

	“However, although using the drug is out, we still need to continue your training with the isolation hood. After all, what you’ve just experienced is only a small taste of what it’ll be like to be locked inside your USD, hour after hour, day after day ... year after year. You will have to repeat the exercise a few more times to increase your resilience and prepare yourself for its eventual fitting.”

	Upon hearing his pronouncement, my stomach dropped. My heart rate spiked wildly while my skin became cold and clammy. To make matters worse, I began to hyperventilate and very nearly fainted. Even if I had not experienced the same symptoms numerous times already since I had embarked on my journey of enslavement, I would still have diagnosed them correctly as a panic attack, albeit a somewhat worse one than usual. My cracking voice held a decidedly hysterical quality.

	“No! You … you can’t do that to me! Please!”

	“I can and I will! Make no mistake about that. With the stakes as high as they are, the days of clemency are past. If I say so, you will be fitted with a USD.”

	He held up a hand, pre-empting my next spate of desperate pleas.

	“Yet, I’ll grant you one last chance. You’re going to spend the rest of your days locked up in the USD, unless you can convince me you’ve learned your lesson this time. You’ll be given an opportunity to demonstrate your obedience soon. Do not fail!”

	“Please!!” I begged in absolute horror of what he could and would do to me, “I’ll do whatever ...”

	“For starters, shut up! In fact, don’t talk unless asked to. No more pleading! You’ll accept your punishment without demurring. My other demands will be made known to you in due course.”

	I closed my mouth and bowed my head as much as my high collar permitted in acquiescence. After all, what choice did I have?

	Over the course of the following week, sessions involving the accursed isolation helmet became a regular part of my schedule, replacing the leisure time I used to enjoy between my physical workouts and mental exercises. Fortunately, although my mind disassociated from my body again every so often, I did not suffer flashbacks to the horrendous visions that had assailed me the first time around. Had it not been for my drug-induced psychotic episode, I might even have found these altered states of consciousness inspiring, but now, I deeply dreaded each new encounter with the helmet and it took all my strength of will to suppress my panic and gracefully accept having my head locked in its tight confines each time I was fitted with it. Even my sleeping arrangements were temporarily changed so I could spend the nights in its oppressive enclosure. Naturally, this was not particularly conducive to me enjoying a good night’s sleep, so the disorienting effects of the sensory deprivation were aggravated by those of sleep deprivation and at times, I found myself wondering whether I was awake or dreaming. At others, when I was punished for my recent transgressions with computer-controlled electric shocks, administered through the plugs in my chastity belt, this posed, regrettably, no problem at all. Courtesy of George, who according to my Master, provided the requisite programming, I constantly had to be on the lookout for the uterus quivering convulsions and breast shuddering pain that lanced through my bowels and encased mounds on frequent but random times and for horrifying minutes and hours on end, even in the middle of the night! However, the physical pain of the punishment was far easier to endure than the perpetual anxiety caused by the looming spectre of being locked inescapably into the USD for the rest of my days. Unfortunately, adding to my woes was still another adversity: later that week the next phase of the scam to conceal Anne’s death was set in motion and Maren moved into the house full time, gradually taking over my daily care.

	In an all day crash course, my Master briefed her on her responsibilities as my warden, demonstrated all the basic procedures that made up my daily routine, then went on to explain my revised weekly schedule to her. It was a wearying experience for all involved, but especially for me, for I got repeatedly gagged and ungagged, chained down and let up again, put end to end through my morning and evening routines and was made to demonstrate all of the various exercise machines that gave my cell the appearance of a fitness club for the violent mentally disturbed. Fortunately, Maren was a fast learner and seldom needed more than one demonstration.

	“Keeping a slave is certainly a lot of work.” Maren complained at the end of the day.

	“And it’s also a quite expensive a hobby, I can assure you. A substantial portion of my assets has gone into the construction of the cell and the equipment, all to keep my wife sound and secure.” My husband sighed theatrically. “Well, if slavery was economically viable, it would never have been abolished. By and large, capitalism is a much more efficient way to organize the exploitation of manpower.”

	A wicked gleam entered his eye. “Alas, when I hear my colleagues talk about their marriages, there appear to be a few redeeming aspects.”

	“I thought you had your reasons.” Maren conceded with a smile. “But what about me? All work and no play makes Maren a dull girl. How do we make sure that I won’t get bored?”

	In my considered opinion, Maren looked anything but bored! Rather, I would have described her as unbecomingly excited by the prospect of having me under her thumb. Unfortunately, the gag in my mouth left little doubt that my input was not requested.

	“I can see what you’re getting at. Well, I guess I won’t mind if you two engage in Sapphic love from time to time; that is, if you’re up to it. My wife certainly won’t mind, at least she didn’t when she got her way. Besides, taking favours is what owning a sex slave is all about.”

	I blushed and lowered my eyes. Admittedly, I had indulged in more than a few adventures with other women during my wild days and even more recently, Fran and I had used every opportunity to become better acquainted. Nevertheless, hearing my husband barter my sexual services to Maren in this way was deeply humiliating. Yet, despite myself, the thought of having Maren use me in this way, undeniably made my loins tingle. A detached part of my mind wondered anew at the strange wiring within my brain.

	Maren eyed me speculatively, her face flushed. Apparently, she found the idea equally exciting, although from her flustered expression, I could tell she was new to this game.

	“Just in case, what if she chooses to be stubborn or is lacking in enthusiasm? How may I encourage her?”

	“In that rather unlikely case, you’ll have all the disciplining capabilities built into her harness at your disposal. Anything more exotic will have to wait until you’ve finished your apprenticeship.” My Master turned to me. “But then, I trust Maren won’t have to resort to such means, will she?”

	I quickly shook my head as much as my collar permitted, sending my septum chain flying, tugging with painful reminders of its weighty and controlling presence. My ongoing punishment had thoroughly drained me of the will to resist.

	“See? You’ll get your money’s worth.”

	“But only until she’s consigned to the USD. What then?”

	“Don’t worry, we’ll think of something.”

	That memorable day marked the beginning of what I dreaded would turn into Maren’s reign of terror. For the first few days, some additional on-the-job training was still necessary, which, when my husband was unavailable, led to a strange reversal of roles. Sometimes, I had to explain to Maren the specifics of my own mistreatment and of course in these instances I always strove to ease my burden. Predictably Maren caught on quickly and was henceforth determined not to err on the side of leniency again. So, despite my ungagged vociferous protests and then silenced pleading, more often than not I ended up in a predicament worse than my Master would have left me in. Over a short period of time I thus made significant progress with respect to the size of gags or strictness of bondage I was able to tolerate. To my chagrin, the ridiculous, chipmunk-like aspect I offered with my cheeks distended by a large ball gag became especially popular with her. I soon learned that it was far better to omit certain mandated parts of my chastisement altogether than to haggle over the details of their realization with Maren. However, this strategy also backfired when my husband later on reviewed our sessions and encouraged her to use her own creativity whenever she felt I had skimmed over some particularly unpleasant point of my handling. Not surprisingly, I rarely enjoyed the results.

	In fairness, I have to admit that despite our mutual animosity, Maren was very conscientious about her duties as my guardian. Her training as a nurse helped her to spot any sign of potential medical problems as soon as they appeared and she never hesitated to take corrective action immediately. She had a pretty shrewd notion of my bodily and mental limits and took extreme care never to push the envelope too far. Without doubt, her new-found sensitivity was at least partially due to her own training, received at my Master’s hand.

	I do not think she realized that her apprenticeship would entail being at the receiving end of the tortures she might inflict on me in the future, if only just once and in a watered down variant. At first she demurred, but when she learned that even my husband had at one point undergone a similar education (he still made a big secret out of his teacher’s identity, although I badgered him for her name for years) she gave in gracefully. However, she insisted on one additional condition.

	“If I’m to experience all the suffering you put your slave through, I will also want to enjoy the pleasures you occasionally grant her.”

	If this was - as I came to fear - part of a ploy to steal my husband’s heart, as I had stolen her own lover’s one so many years ago, it was a masterful move. I could see how sorely tempted my husband was to take her up on the full meaning of her offer and grew horribly terrified, for my previous sins were about to be repaid in full measure, with huge interest! Being the dominant man he is, my husband revelled not simply in making a woman hurt (any idiot can and inevitably does accomplish that), but he took far greater interest in the power to give or withhold pleasure at will and the sweet suffering that caused. The control he exerted over a woman by turning her own lust against her was the treasure he hunted. Of course, the woman in question first had to grant him this power herself, by giving in to her darker desires and allowing lust to overwhelm her. Evidently, it had not taken Maren long to figure that out.

	The practical “exercises” of her apprenticeship were held in my cell, because that was where all the relevant equipment was located. On these occasions I was subjected to another training session, fully enclosed in the isolation helmet and therefore had only my fertile imagination to rely on for an idea of what was going on between Maren and my husband. The one comforting thought I had during those endless dark hours was that if she actually succeeded in her attempted seduction, she would soon find that she had taken a far larger bite than she could possibly stomach, as my fate amply demonstrated. On the other hand, her plan might very well require me to take the brunt of his darker urges! If this was to be the situation she was engineering, I would remain incarcerated in my cell of course, but now deprived of the one thing that made my suffering worthwhile, namely my Master’s love! Maren’s revenge would be cruelly feminine in nature – total and completely devastating. The inner demons that haunted me during this period were amongst the most agonizing torments I’d yet had to endure.

	However, rarely I was allowed to observe when Maren was taught what it meant to be my Master’s slave. She was a tough one, I had to concede that much. Her initial refusal to show any weakness when facing serious torture earned her my grudging respect, although in the end her resistance only prolonged her suffering since it provoked my Master to redouble his efforts until she could not withstand them any longer. Then again, it also served to further arouse his interest in her, my inner demons readily pointed out.

	When it came to receiving pleasure, Maren unashamedly gave in to her feelings, displaying an ecstatic abandon which was by all appearances genuine. Nevertheless, I suspected her of even then keeping an inner reserve and modicum of control that forever differentiated her from a true submissive like me. During these sessions my Master was hard-pressed to keep his physician’s detachment, but he somehow managed, although he felt the need to cut some of them short, to Maren’s evident and vociferous displeasure.

	All the while, my own punishment continued without respite! Maren soon began too add her own ideas to the mix, at first tentatively, then, as she gained experience through her own education, more boldly. The remote control for the shocking capabilities of my restraint and control harness became her favourite toy and she quickly became an expert wielder of its considerable power. With it in her hand, I was at her beck and call constantly. During the day, she supplanted the computer as my primary disciplinarian, replacing George’s heavy-handed concept of revenge with her own, more subtle approach. Meting out random agony was no longer the objective: instead the shocks she applied to my body were part of a perfidious guessing game whose unwilling participant I became at Maren’s whim. The punishment would not stop until I performed a certain action whose nature I had to figure out, guided only by variations in the frequency and intensity of the shocks I received. The list of tasks she came up with was endless; ranging from simple things like crawling backwards through my cell until I reached its far wall, to more complicated evolutions, such as chaining myself up in a specific way with a bunch of padlocks she provided. Often, when I found my pain-battered and sluggish mind incapable of guessing her intent, especially after I had spent yet another sleepless night with my head locked into the isolation helmet, I would burst into tears of humiliation, anger and frustration, always silent though thanks to being so efficiently gagged.

	In the beginning, I unthinkingly raised my tear-streaked face to Maren in silent supplication, only to meet her impassive gaze. I knew that inside, she gloated over my misfortune, but outwardly, she projected the calm propriety of someone determined to discharge an unpleasant yet necessary duty. She made it look like it was entirely my own fault for having failed at the task she had assigned me. After a while she’d relent and reluctantly, as if against her own better judgment, grant me cryptic hints that would eventually enable me to solve her puzzle. Despite myself, after the torment finally stopped, I often caught myself feeling genuinely grateful towards her and at times actually preened when she chose to commend my ingenuity. Intellectually, I knew that I’d begun to experience the ‘Stockholm Syndrome’ but I could not help myself from feeling that way! Although I spotted the attempted conditioning early on and resolved not to succumb to it, her technique was extremely effective and nearly impossible to evade. However stubbornly I refused to beg for help, Maren only had to set higher goals for me, lean back and wait me out. Eventually, at the end of my physical and mental endurance, I would break down and be forced to grovel before her just the same. In some rare instances she would use my vaginal plug’s pleasuring abilities to bring me to a mind-numbing orgasm, driving home the lesson that she had the power to reward as well as to punish, and that for all the suffering I endured, I truly had no one but myself to blame. In my beleaguered state, I found it increasingly difficult to ignore her insinuations and nurture my resentment towards her instead. With my husband’s growing detachment, Maren became the sole human being I could relate to and soon, I caught myself longing for her attention and even trying to win her approval, if only to earn a modicum of empathy. She however, was determined to carry her role as my righteous tamer to extremes, and so remained aloof and visibly uncaring. Not even once did she take advantage of my tacit, silenced offers to pleasure her, to avoid becoming attached to a “clever tongue, forever rendered inaccessible soon.”

	Towards the end of the second week of my penalty, I was deeply exhausted and squinting at my reflection in the mirror during my morning routine, I began to find deep crinkles and dark circles surrounding my eyes for the constant barrage of psychic pressure and physical pain was taking its toll. By now, I deeply regretted not only my attack on George, but all of the instances I had ever lost my temper, and those occasions altogether amounted to a lot of regret. I solemnly resolved to become a model slave, vowing earnestly never to misbehave again. If only it would win me my Master’s affection back, I would gladly ask for any humiliation or torture he deemed necessary. However, for the longest time I was not given any opportunity to demonstrate my change of heart to him, being either locked into my isolation helmet or otherwise incapacitated by Maren before his visits. I used each short break to speak to the microphones in my cell, in the desperate hope that he would review the recordings, but I never received any reaction. In slowly deepening despair, I even tried to convey my message through Maren, but predictably with the same result. I feared that he had already fallen under her spell and in fact did not care for me anymore, other than as a prisoner he had a responsibility to maintain.

	The third week found me weaving on my feet with my mind drifting most of the time in a twilight state of being neither asleep nor awake. I seamlessly oscillated between disconcerting dream images and my equally nightmarish, waking world; blending both into one single, soul-shattering reality. My recollections of those days are blurred, with not much more than a chaotic jumble of distressing pictures and raw sensations sticking to my memory; all overlaid by overwhelming feelings of loss and despair. The threat of the USD began to dominate both my waking and sleeping hours and in my mind, I obsessively went over my Master’s promise of one final chance to redeem myself, again and again, all the time finding it harder to convince myself of the veracity of my recollections. At that time, I was more or less convinced I had lost my husband’s heart for good and would be sealed into the USD as soon as George completed its construction. Maren smugly provided me with reports on his progress, being insufferably eloquent when the project had reached another milestone and infuriatingly terse when it hit a snag. For me, it was the countdown to doom, although I found myself increasingly resigned to my fate, whatever it should be, if only it brought an end to the gnawing uncertainty.

	Then one evening, Maren informed me that my USD had been finished and that George would come over in a day or two, to oversee its fitting. That night, like a boon granted to a condemned prisoner, I was allowed to sleep unencumbered by either the isolation helmet or the random electrical shocks coursing through my innards. Despite my palpable angst, I fell into a dreamless sleep almost as soon as Maren left the cell, my state of utter exhaustion working in my favour for once.

	 

	THE TRIBUNAL

	The next day, I was woken late by Maren. It was already past noon when her insistent voice and inexorable shaking brought me back from my coma of exhaustion.

	“Rise and shine, my dear! George has just phoned and he’ll be here within the hour. We need to have you prepared by then.”

	With Maren’s happy announcement of George’s impending arrival resounding in my mind, I would rather never have woken up again, but an unsympathetic universe in general, and an exhilarated Maren specifically, had different plans. She and I were both tense with anticipation, albeit of a diametrically opposed nature. While Maren could barely contain her glee, acting like someone in on a brilliant coup finally about to come to fruition, my own feelings resembled those of a death row inmate, facing execution. Pivotal scenes of my life played before my inner eye; my mind obsessively retracing the steps that had brought me to my current calamity. Each of my decisions had seemed so right at the time and I racked my brains to spot just where I had gone so terribly wrong. I still could not accept that trusting my Master in the first place might have been that blunder.

	Maren put me through my morning hygiene, making sure I was looking my best, for the last time. Surprisingly, just one restful night had gone a long way to reverse the worst effects of my recent deprivations. Although I still looked pale and gaunt, my eyes were no longer red and puffy. Studying myself in the mirror, very possibly for the last time in my life, I marvelled at my still youthful features, the austere jewellery adorning my nose forming a strange counterpoint to their delicate beauty. Granted, I had irrevocably lost the allure of my silky black curls, courtesy of prolonged electrolysis treatments, but why would anyone in his right mind want to lock my head in a metal egg? What had I ever done to deserve such a cruel fate?

	I dragged my feet in a feeble attempt to escape the inevitable, but Maren would have none of it, using well-dosed electric shocks as compelling encouragement and the desperate entreaties I made once I had been freed from my gag only spurred her on to cram it back into my mouth at the earliest opportunity. With minimal delay, my morning ablutions were completed and I was ready to face the day, or at least as ready as someone in my situation could possibly be. Maren wasted no further time and eagerly initiated the next step in my preparations.

	“Come, slave!”

	Of course, she did not simply rely on her command to be obeyed, but pulled ruthlessly on my nose leash, dragging me behind her. With my arms once again chained high between my shoulder blades, I had no way to resist her attentions effectively. She led me to an area of the cell, at the farthest reach of my permanent leash, that saw comparatively little action, but which nevertheless had been the scene of some of the most vividly-remembered episodes of my imprisonment. There, taking up the centre of a generously-appointed space so as to be easily accessible from all sides, was a massive, clinical looking, rubber and steel contraption; eerily evocative of a gynaecological chair presumably designed by H. R. Giger. From the anatomically-moulded, multi-jointed steel rod constituting its spine, a number of curved, rubber-clad clamps sprouted, these like backwards-folded ribs, forming an exploded cage, poised to close about its hapless occupant. I knew from experience that once I had been consigned to the chair’s skeletal frame, I would not leave its confines again of my own volition.

	“Sit down! Make yourself comfortable.”

	For an endless moment, I debated the wisdom of attacking Maren then and there. I could try to run into her, maybe make her loose her balance, hopefully breaking her grip on my nose leash before she fell. Although my assault stood little chance of accomplishing anything more than enraging her (besides probably hurting myself in the process), at least I would not go down without a fight. It would demonstrate that, despite everything that had been done to me, I had not yet become a mindless sheep to be meekly led to the slaughterhouse. In the end I decided against what would have amounted to a purely symbolic act, since it might very well remove my last chance of being spared a life in the USD. My Master had made it very clear that he expected me on my best behaviour if I was to retain any hope of escaping that fate.

	Overcoming my reluctance, I complied as best as I could with Maren’s command, awkwardly straddling the chair before I carefully lowered myself onto its narrow seat. Maren went behind and grabbed me around the waist, drawing me firmly against the rubber-padded, reclining backrest until she could join the ring at the back of my chastity belt to the locking catch provided for it. The latter was but part of the overall restraint mechanism; its other constituents being the pair of pivot-mounted bows which Maren now swung forward over my belt. This action in turn caused the catch to retreat further into its mounting until I found my lower spine pressed into uncomfortably close contact with the backrest’s thin padding. Maren had a hard time overcoming the resistance of the clamps’ springy steel before she finally managed to bring their looped ends together in front. Quickly, she joined them to each other and my belt’s front ring with a padlock. The completed steel hoop held my belted waist in a vice-like grip that denied my lower body almost any movement.

	“One down, two more to go. But first, we’ll have to get your arms out of the way.” She informed me smugly, albeit redundantly. I was already more intimately familiar with the procedure than I had ever cared to be.

	She bent me forward, then my arms were released one at a time, straightened out and lifted up to shoulder level to clear the remaining clamps, then brought down behind them to the small of my back, where Maren locked my manacles to the chair’s metal spine. My collar’s back ring followed suit before she engaged the retractable catches for the rings at the back of my breast harness, and with considerable effort closed the clamps that clasped around my body above and below my breasts, thereby turning my torso and the chair into a single, un-budging unit. Normally, my head would be immobilised next, but this time however, I was spared the indignity of having the chair’s attached half-helmet with its accompanying assortment of rubber-covered steel hoops, lowered and fastened around my bald skull. Instead, Maren dismantled its mounting and removed the restraint altogether, leaving my head sticking up from the backrest, unencumbered and easily accessible. Only my legs had escaped her attentions so far, an omission she remedied now. Just below the seat, a pair of swivelling, splint-like struts extended from the chair’s base, ready to end their freedom. Each limb was fastened to its respective brace by locking my toe and ankle cuffs to the integrated footrest and tightening rubber straps around it just above and below my knees, as well as at mid-thigh. When she was done, the only body part capable of any movement at all was my head, if only within the limits dictated by my ever-present collar.

	Maren thoroughly checked the accurate fit of all my restraints one more time, then straightened with a satisfied sigh and a glance at her wrist watch.

	“OK, all done, and with a few minutes to spare.”

	In the course of less than an hour, I had been prepared for my head’s permanent imprisonment. Rendered completely helpless once again, my Master’s vague promise constituted my only hope of salvation and I had bet everything on his mercy. However, noticing Maren’s predatory smile and the anticipatory gleam in her eyes, cold shivers coursed down my spine. In a sudden welter of terror, I started to struggle against my restraints, which, apart from raising a din of clinking and creaking metal, achieved exactly nothing. Maren watched my struggles with indulgent amusement, then casually awarded my futile efforts a condescending pat on the head and departed with a less than comforting reassurance.

	“I’ll be back.”

	I was left behind, drenched in sweat and nearly incoherent with dread.

	I’m not here! This isn’t happening!’

	I started to endlessly repeat these words to myself, reciting them as a mantra of denial in an effort to shield my consciousness from further contemplation of what lay in store. Fortunately (or unfortunately, I could not decide which), I was not given long to ponder my imminent fate. I had barely managed to bring my panic under partial control when my subterranean prison’s door opened again and a procession of three veiled figures shrouded in wide robes of dark red, made its entrance. Although their features were disguised by pointed hoods reminiscent of those that medieval executioners purportedly had fancied, the differences in height and demeanour made my husband, George and Maren easily identifiable. Under other circumstances, the melodramatic tableau would have prompted me to laugh; however, the oversized hat box George carried stifled this impulse rather effectively. I could not wrench my eyes from it and the menace it represented. Without acknowledging my presence in any way, my self-appointed judges took up positions opposite me, forming a close semicircle in front of the chair, with my husband in the centre and George and Maren respectively on his right and left sides. Apparently, they were following a carefully-choreographed script, the deeper purpose of which eluded me, but which nevertheless succeeded to throw me off balance. Helplessly fastened to my chair, I watched the proceedings with a sinking feeling in my gut. I had counted on a chance to plead with my husband in private, not on arguing my case before an unsympathetic tribunal of masked avengers. Besides, as long as I remained thoroughly-gagged, I could not even accomplish that much. The unbidden thought that barring the occurrence of a minor miracle, my heavily-gagged state would very soon be turned into a permanent condition, made my heart flutter.

	Without a word, George bowed and put the rotund case he’d been carrying down on my lap. Unhurriedly, he started to unsnap the evenly spaced catches around its bottom and I felt its considerable weight diminish only marginally when he lifted the top with a flourish to reveal the object that had dominated my nightmares for the past weeks. Sitting on my knees directly under my nose, the USD appeared significantly larger than I remembered. It was a stark ovoid of shining metal; its most distinctive feature being a large section at the front that housed a bewildering array of connectors and sockets of various types.

	Leaving his unwelcome present squarely on my lap, George straightened again, then my Master started to speak. Due to their closeness, I could not keep them all in my field of vision at the same time, but had to constantly swivel my head in a way cleverly-calculated to keep me on edge and the fact that my high collar’s back ring was fastened to the chair’s spinal column firmly ensured that I remained ever aware of my helplessness before them.

	“We have convened today to determine the proper punishment for the most heinous crime the slave before us has committed up to now: to physically attack and injure one of her betters. We were all present at the time and witnessed the incident, so there’s no question regarding her guilt. To aggravate matters, this constitutes but the latest transgression in an unbroken history of insubordination.”

	With the hood concealing the face, his voice was the only clue I had to assess my Master’s mood. Although there was a hint of tightly-controlled anger in his tone, it was the regret I also discerned that chilled me to the core. Was my imprisonment in the USD already a foregone conclusion? I listened with bated breath as he continued.

	“For years I’ve tried to instil the appropriate attitude befitting her station in life in the slave. Regrettably, I have failed. I accept the responsibility for this failure, having been too lenient with her. In hindsight, a harsher regime was required. However, the situation has changed and I simply cannot allow her irresponsible behaviour to jeopardize everything we have all worked for so hard, any longer. These past weeks, she has been disciplined severely for her crimes. It’s now time to assess if she has taken her lesson to heart and to deal with the threat her defiance poses, once and for all. Maren, you’ve observed her most closely of late. What’s your take?”

	“At first glance, she cooperated reasonably well, never allowing herself to be caught in an act of open rebellion. However, she simply resorted to finding less obvious ways to challenge my rightful authority over her instead. As you know, she has constantly tried to mislead me about her punishments, excelling at errors of omission where outright lies would not work. Her stubborn resistance has forced me to rely on coercion where, otherwise, a simple command should have sufficed. Only lately has her stubborn antagonism waned; but unfortunately I’m convinced that this is a consequence of exhaustion, rather than a sign of a true change of heart. Given enough time, her resistance might eventually be overcome; however, I haven’t succeeded yet.”

	Maren’s carefully-controlled voice conveyed only concern, although I was sure that behind her mask she was laughing at my plight. I entertained myself with a brief vision of breaking free of my chains and kicking her soundly in the belly. Unfortunately, I could not elaborate on my flight of fantasy any further since my Master turned to George.

	“What’s your opinion?”

	“I believe Maren’s right.” he ominously agreed. “Watching the recordings, I haven’t seen anything to convince me that she’s truly reformed. She might be cowed by her punishment right now, but I’m quite sure that given the opportunity she’ll rebound and return to her former ways in no time. I’m not so confident Maren will be able to break her. As we’re all well aware your slave has a stubborn streak a mile wide.”

	George did not even try to hide his hostility behind a pretension of false regret and I supposed that I must have hurt him pretty badly to still stir up this level of resentment. Unlike Maren, normally he was not one to hold a grudge indefinitely.

	My Master listened to their condemning words without showing any visible reaction. Did he believe them? Thanks to the damned hood concealing his features, I had no idea whether he concurred with their judgment or not. I longed for a chance to convince him of my new-found humility and thus refute their hateful defamation, but even though I started to struggle and scream into my gag, I could not attract his attention. Determinedly ignoring my antics, once more he fielded his next question to Maren and George exclusively.

	“Does anyone wish to speak on behalf of the defendant?”

	I redoubled my efforts, but was still not granted any notice. Maren silently declined with a deliberate shake of her hooded head while George answered with an emphatic “No!”

	“So, it’s unanimous then.”

	For the first time since this travesty of a trial had begun, he acknowledged my presence and addressed me directly.

	“This panel has come to the conclusion that despite the punishment and discipline you’ve been subjected to during the last weeks, you have failed to embrace the proper mentality befitting a slave. Instant obedience still hasn’t become second nature to you. Therefore, to suppress your constant and continuing defiance, stricter measures must be employed. Since it was the USD that provoked your attack on George in the first place, it is hereby deemed appropriate that it will also serve as the means of your chastisement. You’ll be fitted with it now.”

	“No!” I screamed into my gag, shaking my head in denial while I fought my restraints with all of my panic-induced strength. If bones, muscles and sinews had been capable of that feat, I would surely have broken my bonds. However, against the implacable steel holding me prisoner, I stood no chance. I could not even move the dreadful orb sitting in my lap. The hooded figures unsympathetically observed my desperate struggles, calmly waiting until I had spent my energy, and only when I lay panting in the chair, too busy sucking oxygen into my labouring lungs to care about anything else, did my Master continue his little speech. He let his voice drop to a low and dangerously intense pitch.

	“There’s one question I must ask you at this point and I want you to think very carefully about your answer.”

	He stepped behind and released the straps of my gag, pausing for a moment before prying the giant orb out of my mouth.

	“Do you accept your punishment? I want you to formally ask for it, or rather beg for it, if you do.”

	‘What was there to think about? He was out of his mind if he thought even for one second that I would willingly go along with his and his cronies’ utterly unreasonable punishment!’ I considered it imperative to disabuse him of his delusion immediately.

	“No! And I’ll never beg for … umph!”

	Instantly, the ball was crammed back into my mouth and the straps re-tightened.

	“Wrong answer.” My husband’s shoulders dropped fractionally. “Very well, so be it then.”

	He motioned to George who approached me and retrieved his infernal invention. Inserting the end of a complicated looking tool into tiny holes spaced regularly along a faintly-etched line that vertically bisected the ovoid, he caused a small crack to appear in its until now unbroken surface. The fissure zigzagged back and forth between the individual holes, so when he finally separated the front from its counterpart, the two halves of the USD showed a matching, serrated profile. The cross-section revealed that the outer shell reached a thickness of about half a centimeter and was alternately studded with interlocking latches and notches. The inner surface appeared to be covered by a matte-finished, black material.

	Beneath the USD, an artificial head surfaced, presumably reproducing my own features, albeit minus the expression of naked terror that animated them at its sight. My twin had been festooned with a frightening array of rubberized appliances that covered its mouth, nose, ears and eyes. I had no doubt that they were soon to be transferred onto my own head.

	“I suppose an explanation is in order.”

	George launched into one of his dreaded technical lectures that nerds like him seemed to relish for some unfathomable reason. For once, however, he held my undivided attention.

	 “You see here what I believe to be the most advanced system currently in existence to control a subject’s aural-visual perceptions. Most of the basic components have been adapted from virtual reality technology that was originally created for military applications. With this system, every facet of what you see or hear can be shaped to match your Master’s every whim.”

	He gestured towards the bulbous goggles covering my double’s eyes.

	“These beauties contain ultra-high resolution screens, back-lit by the latest generation of powerful LED’s, nearly capable of matching the brightness of daylight. The colours are quite brilliant, hence subjectively, there’s little difference to natural vision, especially when you have no way of making a direct comparison. There’s also a built-in, infra-red, eye tracking system, and in conjunction with a decent computer system, it is conceivable to create a convincing, total immersion experience into artificial reality. There might be some latency issues, but probably well below ordinary perception thresholds. However, providing you with an escapist alternate world isn’t really the objective here. Rather, contemplate the prospect of watching reruns of folksy music shows in an endless loop.”

	George’s attempt at humour fell well short of raising any levity in me. That is to say, I was fervently hoping he had actually tried to make a joke, deeming the alternative too depressing to dwell on. I concentrated on his explanation of the headphones instead.

	“The main purpose of the outer cups covering the ears is to fully isolate the subject from all external sounds, and, at the same time, create a well-defined resonating cavity. The actual speakers reside within the ear canals, along with a pair of sensitive microphones. Working in conjunction, they are capable of eliminating all sound by making use of destructive interference, thus ensuring absolute silence. Imagine having your hearing shut down completely, with even the sound of your own blood cancelled out! And that’s only one possible application; the system is really quite talented. With a little DSP wizardry thrown in, the acoustics of almost any location can be emulated, be it La Scala in Milan or the Festspielhaus in Bayreuth. The speakers’ technical capabilities are on par with those of the VR-goggles. They can reproduce the entire audible spectrum with an astonishingly accurate frequency response, given their rather tiny size. In fact …”

	A discreet “Ahem” from my Master interrupted George’s breathless monologue. Unchecked, his enthusiasm for technological marvels tended to get the better of him every time.

	“Thank you, George. I’ll take it from here, if you don’t mind.” My husband stepped smoothly into the momentary silence. He pointed at the bizarre rubber snout covering the dummy’s face below the mirrored goggles. It resembled the oxygen masks worn by fighter pilots, yet where ordinarily the corrugated hose for the air supply should have emerged, an awesome array of tubes and fittings protruded both forward and sideways instead, reminding me of the vastly-magnified mandibles of some particularly voracious insect.

	“I want you to focus your attention on the breathing/feeding mask now, slave. It plays an especially vital role since it ensures your continued survival once you’ve been locked into the USD. As you can see, it completely covers the lower part of the face, but of course that’s not the whole story. As with an ice berg, the bulk lies beneath the surface.”

	He carefully detached the mask from the dummy, revealing a number of apparently rather stiff hoses that vanished into gaping holes representing grotesquely stretched caricatures of my mouth and nostrils. Steadily pulling on the mask, he coaxed the slick black tubes to slide out of their hidden recesses within the artificial head and its substantial base. Before my horrified eyes, centimetre after centimetre of tubing emerged, until, finally, after an interminable forty centimetres, the end of the longest and also widest specimen made it into the open.

	“Don’t look so alarmed. By now you should be more than fleetingly familiar with feeding tubes. This one’s a tad larger, that’s all.”

	My Master’s flair for understatement had shown itself one more time. To me, the giant gastric insert seemed at best a distant cousin of those I’d had to tolerate until now. Just beyond its bullet tip, the folds of the indwelling stomach bladder bulged thickly, ready to assume the size of a large orange when fully inflated and thereby sealing itself securely inside me. I shuddered involuntarily when I imagined the concerted effort its insertion was bound to require, not to mention the unpleasant feeling of fullness the subsequent inflation almost certainly engendered.

	In addition to the gastric insert and a pair of much smaller hoses obviously destined to go up my nostrils, there was another silicone rubber tube approximately twenty-six centimetres in length with a diameter of about eighteen millimetres to account for. It was armoured at strategic points with metallic rings evidently intended to prevent kinking. My husband disconnected it from the mask and held its bent form before my brimming eyes.

	“Due to the uncompromising character of your head’s confinement, it’s necessary to provide your lungs with a safe and utterly dependable air passage. Therefore, you’ll be fitted with this endotracheal insert.” He explained in a solemn voice. “It’s one of the largest available as well, so it will reach deep into your trachea, almost to the divide of your bronchia.”

	He directed my attention to a series of soft latex balloon encirclements at the tube’s straight lower section.

	“These inflatable cuffs will lock the insert in place and prevent fluids, mucus and oral debris from entering your lungs. That there are fully four of them may seem a bit like overkill at first, yet, given the permanent nature of your intubation, I’d rather err on the side of caution.”

	I was in implicit agreement with that view, although I would rather not have been exposed to the dangers his plain words implied in the first place. Regardless, his recital of horrors went on an on.

	“The upper part of the insert elevates through the larynx and throat to its anchor point within the face mask. Obviously, the whole thing has to be quite stiff; however, its curvature conforms to the erect stance encouraged by your collar, so it shouldn’t prove too uncomfortable.”

	“With the tracheal insert installed to safeguard your respiration, the additional inter-sinus tubes for your nose might appear gratuitous. Nevertheless, they come in handy to drain the secretions that would otherwise accumulate in the nasal and oral cavity. It’s unfortunate that your septum bar will have to be removed for their fitting though.”

	I felt incapable of sharing his regret. Being freed from the demeaning jewellery constituted the only piece of good news I had received up to now, even though it was tainted by his other intimations. I was not given much time to dwell on his words, for his voice shifted to an almost regretful tone, making me wonder what expression his face wore beneath the impenetrable mask.

	“Of course, since the tracheal tube will be blocking your larynx, you’ll be rendered utterly mute. Not that the USD would have promoted speech in the first place, so I guess it won’t make much of a difference. However, I’ll probably miss our occasional chats, not to mention your endearing groans and squeals. Alas, we all have to make sacrifices.” 

	His callous words shattered the last barriers my industrious subconscious had been busy erecting to shield me from the realisation that he really was going to condemn me to an existence at the mercy of George’s infernal and utterly horrid contraption.

	‘How could he do this to me? How could he be so cruel?’ For a second my mind went blank and I thought I was going into shock, but then my tried and true tenacity reasserted itself and I started to fight my restraints with renewed and frantic vigour, albeit with a predictably renewed lack of success.

	I was just switching tactics to try desperate imploration instead, when I felt a prick at my neck. Startled, I jerked my head around and saw Maren concealing a jet injector in the folds of her robe.

	“That’s only a mild sedative.” My husband offered helpfully. “It will help you calm down and accept the situation. You looked a little apoplectic just now and high blood pressure is bad for your health, you know.”

	In a fair and just or at least not utterly uncaring universe, the voltage of my glare should have reduced him to a ball of glowing plasma. Alas, his impenetrable mask deflected my heated stare and apparently unconcerned, he turned to his accomplices.

	“Words have been interchanged enough, let me at last see action too.” He declaimed, before continuing in a normal voice. “Maren, please get the inserts cleaned and sterilized, then prepare everything for the OP. George, I want you to run a final system check and make sure everything works without glitches. I’ll review the planned procedure one more time. I want to start with the insertion thirty minutes, from now. See you then, dear.”

	With this parting address, they all left the cell to go about their assigned tasks, leaving me alone once more. I was granted one last respite before my fate was to be sealed ... in a horrendously literal way. At first, I continued to test my bonds, but slowly, a strange serenity settled over me, as if a part of me actually welcomed the news of my impending demise as release from the unbearable tension that the preceding days of constant fear, uncertainty and doubt had built up. The spreading calm was accompanied by a feeling of drowsiness that supplanted the state of extreme anxiety I’d been in before and I lazily recognized both as effects of the drug I had been administered. I resolved to fight them, but before long the effort seemed exceedingly tiresome and not a little foolish. A blissful indifference took hold, insulating me from the small sliver of my mind that still raged about such ephemeral and ultimately insignificant events as my own inexorably approaching doom.

	ULTIMATE DEPRIVATION

	All too soon the band of my would-be executioners reassembled, although no longer attired in their medieval costumes, for they had exchanged their archaic robes for medical smocks and now wore face masks and gloves. George preceded my Master and Maren, carrying a large metal case that he subsequently arranged on a portable table next to my chair. Once opened, it revealed an array of glittering medical instruments and hand tools. George unbuckled the straps of my ball gag harness and helped me expel the huge intruder. I worked my jaw to get my stiff muscles under control again, somewhat hampering his simultaneous attempts to wipe away the accumulated drool. I knew I had to bring my husband to terms, although I could barely muster any feeling of urgency about it.

	“I don’t want to wear this ugly USD thing!” I informed him earnestly. “And I don’t want no tubes down my throat. Please tell George he can keep his stupid, metal hat.” I congratulated myself on having put my misgivings into such succinct, if slightly slurred words.

	“Hush! You know it’s best for you.” My husband said in the winningly reasonable tone normally reserved for his more intractable patients. “Now, be quiet and try to relax.”

	I knew he was just trying to placate me, but refrained from arguing my case. In my experience, most physicians tended to get tediously upset when a layman dared to contradict them. Besides, the effort to enunciate my concerns clearly seemed excessive.

	George finished his work and allowed Maren to take his place. First, she wiped my face with an antiseptic tissue; then made me open my mouth and inserted the rubber covered arms of a steel, oral spreader. Working its handle, she slowly jacked my jaws apart and finally locked them in a wide open position. Then, she picked up an aerosol can and from its long billed nozzle, deftly sprayed a cool mist deep into my throat. Out of professional habit, my husband kept up a running commentary of the action.

	“Take a deep breath. Yes, another one. That’s fine. Maren is desensitizing the nerve endings around your larynx and upper trachea so we won’t trigger your cough or retching reflex when we insert the breathing tube.”

	True to his words, numbness began to spread in my throat. Maren allowed the aerosol a few moments to act before following it up with a swab soaked in the same anaesthetic drug. Subsequently, my Master took the stage, and, picking up the endotracheal tube and a laryngoscope from the instrument case, he positioned himself behind me.

	“I’ll begin with the intubation now. Let me know immediately if you experience any difficulty getting air. Tilt your head fully back, please!”

	I complied as best as I could and soon the laryngoscope’s beak-like blade pressed down uncomfortably on my tongue. Due to the anaesthetic, I barely felt the breathing tube enter my throat and make its way down my windpipe. Looking up, I had an upside-down view of my husband’s focussed expression while he peered down the instrument’s length and directed the slick tube’s steady progress. Less than two minutes later, the insert had reached its final position and one after the other, the multiple cuffs on its deeply-burrowed end were inflated, creating a secure seal around the tube, within my windpipe. Despite my drugged and partially anaesthetized state, the endotracheal tube proved an unpleasant foreign object in my throat. Its presence became still more disconcerting when my mounting discomfort vented itself in an involuntary moan and absolutely no sound emerged! I faintly heard air whistling through the tube’s nozzle, but that was the extent of it. I had been utterly deprived of my voice! Although I had been forewarned of this effect of the intubation, I nevertheless was not prepared for its devastating potency. The shock of realisation momentarily overwhelmed the artificial calm that had held me enthralled and I desperately tried to dislodge the tube emerging from my mouth. I shook my head wildly from side to side like a maniac, making the metal fitting at the tube’s end rattle against the arms of the oral speculum that kept me from biting down on it. Naturally, my Master would have none of it. He grabbed my head on both sides and held it steady.

	“Stop it! You’re only going to hurt yourself. You don’t want to hurt yourself, do you? Now, calm down and take a deep breath. See how easy you can breathe? Good girl!”

	Under normal circumstances, his patronizing words would have set my teeth on edge, but in combination with the sedative, his steadying touch and soothing tone had an incongruously comforting effect and my latest spate of rebellion subsided quickly. He held my head between his hands a moment longer, then put on a stethoscope and started a thorough auscultation of my chest. For a few minutes he listened intently to my breathing before sharing his findings with his expectant audience and pronouncing me ready for the next step.

	“Clear and equal bilateral breath sounds indicate her respiration is unobstructed, direct visual observation confirms that the tube has passed through the vocal cords without a problem. To sum it up, the intubation was a success. Let’s proceed with her nose next, shall we?”

	On cue, George picked up a pair of pincers sporting oversized handles. I dubiously watched him approach, instinctively trying to shrink back from the shining instrument when it drew near my face. With thumb and forefinger of his left hand he pressed my nose closed, causing the central rod transfixing it to stand out to one side. This yielded just enough space between the eyeleted nose wing and the conical cap at the rod’s end for him to bring the tool’s jaws to bear on the exposed part of the shaft. I heard George grunt with strain while his knuckles whitened around the hand grips. Finally, the shaft gave way with a snapping sound, immediately followed by a sharp report when its severed end hit the far wall. George traded places with my Master, who slowly extracted the rest of the cross bar and eased the liberated U-shackle out of my nostrils. For the first time in years I was free of its humiliating presence. Cross-eyed I peered down my nose, strangely unadorned except for the silvery grommets irrevocably embedded in my flesh.

	“Son of a bitch! Look at this!” George exclaimed and offered the newly jagged cutting edge of his pincers up for my husband’s inspection.

	“That tool has been brand new. Now it’s ruined.”

	“What are you complaining about? After all, you’re the one who choose the alloy for her restraints. I have to say, I’m kind of pleased with the result.” My husband pointed out.

	Meanwhile, Maren had retrieved the missing end cone and amused herself by making the inlaid diamond twinkle in the bright ceiling lights. She gripped it between her fingers, making it look like the stone of a diamond ring.  “Pretty.” she mused, glancing speculatively at my husband. He simply shook his head at her and stretched out his hand, pocketing her treasure along with its counterpart when she reluctantly handed it over with a melodramatic sigh. Even in my befuddled state, I noted her rebuff with satisfaction.

	After this short byplay, my preparation continued with the insertion of the nasal tubes. One after the other was pushed up my dilated nostrils, sliding past the dividing cartilage and deeply into the sinus cavities, until only the threaded flange at the end of each tube projected out of my nose. The arrangement was an unpleasant one, but also one I had considerable experience with. Compared to the endo-tracheal tube I was still trying to accustom myself to, the nasal tubes only accounted for a marginal increase in my level of discomfort.

	The same would probably not hold true for the giant gastric insert which constituted the next course on today’s menu of horrors. Given the option, I would have abstained, however, no matter how stuffed I already felt, this was yet another bitter pill I nolens volens had to swallow.

	Prevented by the oral spreader from closing my aching jaws, I was helpless to deny the slick tube entry into my mouth. Due to the anaesthetic, the rubber folds’ smooth and slippery texture barely registered as the stomach balloon slid over my tongue.

	“You know the drill. Start to swallow when it reaches the back of your throat.”

	The faintly chemical taste from the surgical lubricant was a familiar one; reminding me that I had become an old hand at this whole tube-swallowing business. I knew I had no alternative but to comply with my Master’s command. I felt the insert’s rounded tip glide into the narrow part of my throat and began to swallow furiously. As it was going down, I was too busy to even think about gagging.

	“Just keep swallowing. Yes, that’s my girl!”

	By then, the huge tube was well inside me, and contrary to my earlier reservations I had no trouble tolerating the slight dilation of my oesophagus that it caused. Its descent continued until I felt a remote bump deep within my stomach. Next, I saw my Master connect a bulb with an attached pressure gauge to the pilot branch of the tube, then he opened its valve and gave it a few squeezes. Once the gauge’s needle had gone past the halfway mark, I began to experience a bloating sensation. At first, it was nothing more than a pleasant satiation, as if I had overindulged at some nouvelle cuisine temple (assuming such a feat was even possible). Gradually, the sensation became worse and soon, I felt like I had stuffed myself at the buffet of a mediocre hotel, then the feeling rapidly degraded, into something akin to the aftermath of an “All You Can Eat” dinner at some greasy fast food place. The bladder within my stomach continued to expand until it seemed to stretch my belly to the point of bursting. I was forcefully reminded of the infamous restaurant scene in Monty Python’s “Meaning of Life” and the fear of a real life re-enactment with me as the unwilling protagonist penetrated my drug-induced complacency. I started to struggle anew, batting my eyes at my Master to alert him to my mounting distress. Mercifully, he stopped the inflation and allowed some of the air to escape, so the induced gastric distension was reduced from near bursting point to merely uncomfortable. I closed my eyes in grateful relief, allowing the sedative to drain the tension out of my body. The valve was closed and the bulb detached, leaving me with multiple tubes projecting from my wide-stretched lips and distended nostrils, all geared-up for the next act of my trials waiting in the wings. Meanwhile, he busied himself with dabbing away my tears.

	“There, there. That wasn’t so bad now, was it? Now, we merely have to get the mouth filler in and the rest of your mask attached.”

	Jacked wide open for the last half an hour, my jaws had begun to hurt in earnest and all I wanted was to get the whole horrid process over with, even if that meant allowing some kind of gag to occupy my mouth. After all, I was pretty used to that, and since I’d already lost my voice, what difference did it make? Consequently, I almost welcomed the oddly-shaped, rubbery mass that was brought to my lips next. Apparently constructed from a basic matrix of hard plastic generously dressed in resilient rubber, it was carefully-moulded to exactly conform to my oral cavity, providing deep grooves for my upper and lower teeth, a slot for my tongue, and a transverse hole going through its centre ready to accommodate the twin tubes that emerged from my throat. Its surface was studded with shimmering, golden spots; these presumably being electrodes whose exact purpose I could only guess, but without doubt, would not care about too much.

	Maren assisted my Master with the contraption’s insertion, alternately operating a syringe with some oily lubricant and a pair of needle nosed pliers to coax my breathing and feeding tubes through their narrow conduit, while he pushed its bulk deeper and deeper into my mouth. It took judicious manoeuvring on their part and some tongue wriggling on mine, but before long everything slipped into its preordained place. The spreader was disengaged at last and with profound relief I closed my jaws around the intruder now amply filling my oral cavity. It extended a little past my lips, forming them into a perpetually astonished ‘O’ around the protruding end fittings of the supply tubes that incongruously echoed my spacy mental state.

	“Bite down hard! Harder!”

	Gingerly, I did what my Master asked of me, my teeth sliding marginally deeper into their groves until they clamped down solidly on the gag’s unyielding core. At the same time, its compressed rubber sheath spread out and was sucked into even closer contact with my gums, expanding into their every nook and cranny.

	“OK. Continue to bite down while I tighten your braces.”

	The long end of an Allen wrench was slid into the pocket formed by my rubber covered teeth and my left cheek, where, after some probing, it found its matching socket. He twirled the tool until I felt internal jaws grip my upper and lower molars on that side. With each further revolution, my Master had to exert greater force while the hidden clamps tightened their grip on my teeth. Finally, with an audible click reverberating through my jaws, something snapped and the wrench spun freely again. He quickly changed sides and repeated the procedure. Experimentally, I tried to open my mouth, but nothing at all happened! I instinctively knew that even if I strained to spread my jaws all day long, my efforts would meet with exactly the same lack of success. Short of pulling my own teeth in the process, opening my mouth had been rendered utterly impossible! Some subdued part of me wailed in terror, slowly, but surely wearing down my shroud of imperturbability. Then, with strangely disjointed pangs of apprehension, I watched the Allen wrench approach my lips for the third time!

	‘What more could he possibly do to me?’ I wondered, more mystified than alarmed.

	To my chagrin, I found out right away. This time, my master’s actions were aimed at immobilising my tongue. When he twirled the tool, it apparently caused bolts to descend through the grommets in the muscle into notches beyond, denying my tongue its last vestiges of movement and making it an integral part of my gag. Hence, I would be unable to expel the gagging device, even if by some miracle its iron hold on my molars was broken. He kept turning the wrench until the by now familiar snapping sound indicated that some internal mechanism essential to reverse the process had irrevocably been broken. I flinched from the jolt of terror that pulsed through me, yet part of it got strangely redirected towards my loins!

	My Master extracted the tool and straightened with a weary sigh.

	“Maren, would you pass me her feeding mask and the adhesive, please? It’s time to wrap this up, preferably before the sedative wears off.”

	George smirked.

	“I second that motion. She’s been exceptionally compliant. I guess it’s just too good to last.”

	Maren simply nodded in agreement and handed over the horrid, insectile mask and a large plastic tube. Before he fitted it to my face, my Master liberally coated its inner surface with some clear gel he squeezed through the tube’s long nozzle. While he endeavoured to distribute the stuff evenly, he expounded.

	“This special mixture is quite talented. It combines a mild antiseptic with an adhesive, allowing the mask to bond to your flesh, while at the same time dramatically reducing the chance for skin irritation. It also softens the rubber so that it adheres to your face seamlessly, preventing chafing, even long after the original bonding will have broken down. Of course, by that time, the USD will have taken up the adhesive’s role, so it won’t matter anyhow.”

	He brought the mask up to my face, taking care to accurately align the metal fittings on its inside with their counterparts terminating the tubes that projected from my nose and mouth. With some effort, he bent its rim back as far as the rigid inner core permitted while Maren busied herself with making the required connections. After she’d completed her task, he pressed the mask firmly against my face and released the rim so that it latched onto my cheeks. They then jointly massaged it into close contact with my skin, until every last pocket of air had been painstakingly smoothed away. Its gel-coated surface felt cool on my skin at first, but warmed rapidly: probably a side effect of the bonding process, I thought with a slowly increasing clarity of mind. When I squinted down my nose, I could just see the ends of the numerous fittings that sprouted from its curved front, quivering at the edge of my vision.

	It was horrible, I suppose. The complete lower half of my face had vanished beneath a bizarre rubber snout, its drop shaped outline extending from the bridge of my nose to below my chin, which in turn was enclosed in a tight-fitting cup. Yet, weirdly, all I cared about was the spark of arousal that my inexorably increasing helplessness kindled in me. With desperate abandon, I focused on the only palatable part of my current circumstances. Since I was powerless to change my plight, I might as well go ahead and make the best of it: Savour it unashamedly, consequences be dammed, as only a thoroughly depraved masochist like me could hope to manage. Or maybe that was just the drug coursing through my veins talking? My Master’s voice intruded into my thoughts.

	“It’s your turn now, George. She’s all yours.”

	“Thank you. I’ll start with her ears.” George replied.

	He opened a small plastic bag and took out the corrugated, bar-shaped ear plugs, each with a pair of delicate golden pins sticking out from its outer end. He dipped them into an antiseptic solution before inserting them one after the other into my ear canals. Despite their small size, the plugs were surprisingly heavy, but facilitated by their flexibility and softness, they slid in easily and he kept pushing gently, until they came to rest against my eardrums. Both times, the sudden pain made me wince, which he thankfully interpreted as a signal to withdraw them again fractionally. The immediate vicinity to my tympanic membrane apparently constituted the plugs’ final location; because once having properly positioned them, he did something to their exposed ends which caused three ‘O’ ring segments along the length of each plug to expand dramatically so that they were firmly and irremovably fastened into my ears. Concomitantly, all exterior sounds became severely muffled, although not to the point of absolute stillness as I had feared beforehand.

	However, the ear plugs were only the first element of the ensemble destined to control my hearing. Complementing them, were the domed cups for my auricles. On their insides, each featured a recess that closely followed the contour of the respective ear and together with a soft rubber flange around the rim, guaranteed an airtight seal. Also, wherever possible, these outer cups were designed to slip behind the outer cartilage, which was accordingly tucked in tight from both sides. Under the approving glance of my Master, George religiously applied the talented adhesive gel to all of the surfaces that were to come into direct contact with my skin, before he finally slipped the cups over and around my ears. It was a tricky manoeuvre, since he had to guide the ear plugs’ pins into their respective receptacles within the domes simultaneously, and it was a frightening testament to the meticulous planning and painstaking precision that had gone into the construction of the USD, that everything fitted in place without a single hitch.

	The now-applied domes proved to be highly efficient in shutting out all ambient, external noise, for when I saw George making a remark to Maren which made her look at me and laugh, all I could hear was the panicky susurration of my own blood. I had taken another major step away from the independent young woman I had once been, towards becoming a totally-controlled slave, dependent on others for every last aspect of my existence. Perversely, the thought only served to stoke the fire that smouldered in my sex. However, I was not at the end of this road yet. Having my eyesight taken away turned out to be the next stop on this terrible journey.

	George picked up the bulbous goggles and coated their rubber gaskets with the adhesive gel in the by now familiar ritual, then bent down and brought them towards my face. The approaching goggles blotted out an ever increasing arc of my field of vision and I was overwhelmed by the impression of falling towards a bottomless black pit from which I would never rise again to see the light of day. At the last possible moment, I violently jerked my head forward and to the side, and although my movements were severely hampered by my collar’s fixation, my unexpected manoeuvre caught George by surprise. I felt my forehead brush against his fingers while he snatched them back with lightning speed reactions. Damn! I’d almost succeeded in knocking the goggles from his hands. If I’d been successful, it would probably have spelled the end of their sophisticated optics and put a serious kink in my tormentors’ plans. Looking up, I saw a red-faced and visibly shaken George clutching his high-tech toys protectively to his chest. Despite my dire straits, his pose struck me as unbelievably droll. He noted the telltale twinkle in my eyes and started to rain a torrent of what I assumed were invectives down on me, but in his exasperation, it took him quite a while to realize that due to his own preceding actions, I could not hear a single word of his verbal abuse. He abruptly shut his mouth and turned to confer with Maren and my Master instead. Of course I could not listen in on their deliberations, but their gist nevertheless soon became clear.

	My Master stepped behind and cradled my chin in the crook of his right arm, clasping my head between his upper arm and forearm while simultaneously pressing it hard against his muscular chest. He nodded to George who promptly began his second attempt to bestow his unwelcome gift on me. I half-heartedly strained to break free of the iron grip that immobilised my head, but as I expected, could not budge it an inch. With sick fascination I watched the goggles draw near again, then their soft gaskets were pressed with great firmness into the skin around my eyes ... and the world turned black. When that happened, something inside me gave way and I felt the tension drain out of my unconsciously straining muscles. In the course of less than an hour, I had been rendered blind, deaf and mute. I’d made every effort, used every trick I could think of, but in the end I had not been able to change that outcome. Now, I paid the price for succumbing to my insatiable cravings for submission and slavery.

	‘I guess it’s finally time to accept that my fate no longer lay in my own hands.’ Instantly, the heat in my loins was turned up another notch, so that it was no longer a subdued simmering, but now matched the temperature of a very hot furnace rather. Clearly, I was onto something.

	By now, I had become so lost in my own shrunken world that the next steps of my enclosure in the USD went by in a blur. I remember more of the cool gel being splashed onto my bald skull, and then carefully rubbed into the still exposed parts. The rear half of the USD was pushed against the back of my head, its rubber-cushioned interior sliding effortlessly over my smooth, gelled skin, then pressed firmly against it and held. The narrow, bottom edge collar of the USD slipped over my regular steel one, holding the half ovoid and thus my head, quite rigid.

	Moments later, the front part followed suit.

	To arrange for an exact fit while at the same time establishing all the required connections, apparently proved a tricky business for my head was prodded, jerked around and yanked every which way for what felt like hours, before my tormentors were satisfied at last. Then suddenly, everything became a lot tighter when they squeezed hard to bring the two halves of the USD together. The rubber padding began to exert a firm, but not too strong pressure on every inch of my face and I had a vivid mental image of the stark metal orb enclosing my head: the edges of its front and back part drawing inexorably closer. The gap between them steadily disappeared and my last bond to the outer world was slowly, but surely, severed. My head became completely, rigidly held.

	Click! The first one was instantly followed by a staccato of others that I more felt than heard when they repeated from all around my head as the interior latches locked into their keepers. Each vibration sent fiery offshoots to my loins, building up an enormous tidal wave of arousal! It continued growing until I felt my whole being swept up by it and tossed around in its wake. I strained against my restraints with a wildness I had not been able to muster before. Any outside observer would surely have imagined me to be in the throes of desperation, while in reality, I writhed in the throes of unbridled passion. A stillborn scream tore itself from my throat, but still the wave would not break and my arousal climbed to unprecedented heights. I would gladly have given anything at all for the missing shove that would push me over the edge and grant me release from the unbearable tension and even tried to buckle my hips within the chair’s close confines in a desperate attempt to generate some friction. I’d forgotten the fact that my chastity belt alone was a reliable guardian against that kind of ploy.

	’If only I had a way to reach, to touch my smouldering sex!’

	Alas, I most certainly had none and so wept with frustration while my arousal gradually ebbed away, leaving me behind and now desperately fearful within the void of my new world.

	I do not know for how long I had been held back on this side, i.e. the wrong side of a monumental climax, but as the tension eased, I became marginally aware of my surroundings again. Nothing had changed. I had been left alone in the dark to ponder my plight for an indeterminate amount of time, but then, the up-to-now featureless blackness was suddenly broken by a string of symbols, floating eerily in front of my eyes. The circumstances might have been auspicious for some portentous words of heavenly origin, along the lines of: “Told you so, sinner!”, yet the goggles’ vendor logo and serial number struck even secular me as incongruously mundane. Anyway, they were quickly replaced by an avalanche of messages rushing past, culminating at long last in the plain, final line “System Ready.” These words remained for a few more seconds, before the image changed again: now I was looking down on my naked body, fastened to the bondage chair, my head enclosed within the USD’s almost featureless, gleaming shell. I was surrounded by my Master, Maren and George, the latter busy typing away on his handheld. A moment later, a barely noticeable click indicated that my earphones had been activated as well; a fact promptly confirmed by George’s announcement.

	“Telemetry link established. All systems nominal. Everything is going extremely well.”

	“Excellent! She can see and hear us now, can’t she?” Maren inquired.

	“Yes, I’ve routed the output from the camera over there to her screens.” He waved at me with an inane grin, or rather at the camera whose feed I watched.

	Looking up at the indicated camera, my Master addressed me directly.

	“Contrary to what you may believe, the USD hasn’t been locked for good ... yet. We need to conduct some further tests first and I want you to cooperate fully. Otherwise, it’s you who’ll have to live with the consequences. For the rest of your life, I might add, so make no mistakes!”

	A surge of hope shot through me. Maybe there would still be a chance to avoid lifelong imprisonment in this infernal steel bucket if only I convinced them something was seriously broken?

	However, as it turned out, my chances of influencing the outcome of their trials were next to nonexistent. They made sure of the essentials first, thoroughly convincing themselves that they could ventilate me, feed me, rinse and drain bodily fluids from me to their hearts’ content. The second item on their agenda was to verify that the USD’s extensive sensor network was transmitting reliable vitals signs of its occupant. Unfortunately, they were none to particular regarding the methods they employed to produce the necessary physiological reactions and so I was heartily glad when that part was finally over.

	Only then did they proceed to the USD’s secondary functions.

	The next hour or so was spent going through its full range of options, and there were many. Its capabilities to deliver electric shocks of varying strength and duration to selective parts of my mouth or face alone were legion and I suffered through the small Hell of them all, knowing with terror that the awful sensations I was made to experience were just the smallest, beginning tastes of what could be done to me ... and would! The performance of the audio-visual equipment lived up to George’s boastful promises and more, but he insisted on an additional, inordinate amount of time dedicated to calibrating each and every aspect of their operation. I had to indicate acceptable settings by distinct eye movements, the goggles built-in tracking capabilities providing a convenient and silent means of communication. Occasionally they hit a glitch, but nothing serious, and easily remedied by a minor firmware update, or so George maintained. When he finally declared that they had finished the last point on his checklist, all of us were tired and worse for wear, especially me.

	And then the moment I had dreaded since my Master’s earlier announcement arrived. They were going to irrevocably seal me in the USD! Out of nowhere, my arousal returned full gale and again, I was but a tumbling leaf before its terrible power, unable to heed any voice other than the howling of my own frantic lust.

	The actual locking procedure had not deviated noticeably from George’s original design. He laid his hands around my throat and turned the USD’s narrow collar portion one way, until its markings aligned with those on the helmet portion and he could remove the long safety pin. Then, he slowly turned it the other way until he stopped when meeting with resistance ... and paused for a moment. With a deliberate twist of his wrists he pushed the locking mechanism over the first stoppage.

	Click!

	This time I heard as well as felt the sound reverberating through my body and soul. On the screen, I saw my naked, metal-encumbered body straining against it’s implacable restraints, my muscles and tendons standing out like taut ropes under my skin. It was a surreal out-of-body experience, aggravated by the noticeable delay between immediate sensation and accompanying image.

	Then it was Maren’s turn. She took up George’s position and placed her slender hands on the fateful metal ring that closed off the USD at its bottom. I momentarily contemplated jerking my head around to break her grip, but decided against it. If I moved now, there was an excellent chance I would lock the USD onto myself. Maren raised her face to look directly into the camera when she, without showing the least bit of emotion, gave the collar another twist.

	Click!!

	To me, the subdued sound thundered like a sonic boom and its shockwaves raced along my nerves, setting up resonances within the super-heated plasma permeating my vagina. I was a too-bright star, poised to go supernova at any time, but still, it had not been enough to set me off.

	Naturally, my Master came last, for his would be the decisive act. The expression in his down-turned face was inscrutable when he clamped his strong hands around the locking ring, then stood motionless for a long time, not moving a muscle. What was he waiting for? Was he having second thoughts? Or, was he just giving me an opportunity to repent all the instances I had defied his will ... torturing me with false hope of salvation at the very last minute? As before, I quivered on the brink of a cathartic climax, the culmination of all the teasing, humiliation, degradation and pain and therefore unsatisfied lust and unfulfilled longing I had been forced to endure during the last, endless last weeks. I was a hair’s breadth away from the release I craved with every fibre of my body and it was inconceivable that I would be denied it a second time.

	I could bear the dreadful tension no longer! With an almost involuntary twitch I jerked my head sideways.

	Click!!!

	Instantly, a barrage of further, muted clicks! erupted from all around my head. Their significance was not lost to me, but was entirely eclipsed by the triumphant Yes! Yes! with which I greeted the gigantic, orgasmic avalanche crashing down and burying me under its immense weight. Wave after wave of pleasure suffused me in exquisite spasms and I shamelessly cried out my lust in attempted screams of rapture, bizarrely transmuted into soft whistles through my breathing tube. Even as my tongue and throat surged, their awful restraint systems clung to and dragged agonizingly on my captive flesh, adding even more to my endorphin and fear-filled arousal! It was a crescendo of ever-increasing ecstasy, effortlessly breaking down and grinding away all the inner reservations that had held me back from realizing my own true nature: I was a helpless slave to my own lasciviousness.

	At long last, the flood of pleasure receded and left my spent body behind on the shore of reality. For the longest time, I kept my eyes closed, deliberately shutting out what I did not want to face, continuing to bask in the afterglow of my incredible climax instead. It took endless minutes before the first slivers of rational thought penetrated my awareness. Instantly, the searing memory of my incredible folly dispelled the last traces of post-orgasmic bliss from my mind and I fell down the 10,000 metres deep well of the bleakest depression, knowing full well ... now ... that I was inescapably locked into my USD!

	 

	Encore!

	A quiet evening at home, listening to music can be relaxing - for some.

	It had been an arduous and busy week. Hagen lay in the semi-darkness on his Le Corbusier chaise longue and relaxed with a glass of Scottish “water of life”. Most of the living room was shrouded in shadow, with only a small area in front of the fireplace lit by the flickering flames, and there, right in the middle of his field of vision, he had placed Helena.

	With eyes half-closed Hagen followed the seductive dance of light and shade on her bare skin, while from time to time taking a sip from his whisky and enjoying the complex flavors of the 18 year old single malt. However, the greater part of his attention was devoted to the music reaching his ears through high-end headphones. It drowned out the gentle crackling and popping of burning logs as well as the other noises Helena still managed to make despite his countermeasures.

	Enraptured, he listened to the virtuoso performance of the pianist and the equally perfect accompaniment by the orchestra. As often before, his analytical mind wondered how some music managed to affect him, virtually without effort, on a deep, emotional level, something which otherwise remained elusive for his conscious mind. Despite his regrets at not having learned an instrument in his youth, he was on the other hand somewhat glad to almost be an utter layman when it came to music. He feared that given too intimate a knowledge of music theory, his naive and purely sensuous joy of it might have been replaced by an intellectual and abstract appreciation of the underlying compositional achievement.

	His job as CEO of a private equity firm exercised almost exclusively the rational, left hemisphere of his brain; consequently, at least in his spare time he wanted to indulge the other side of his personality, whose impulses he had to suppress far too often in his everyday life. He managed the conflicting expectations of greedy investors and unreasonable owners with consummate skill, but playing their desires, fears and vanities off against them afforded him little satisfaction. That he reaped when he was able to focus his talents on more rewarding prey, providing himself with both a greater challenge as well as promising greater personal gain in case of success. And at times like the present, of course, when he savored the fruits of his conquests.

	He closed his eyes and concentrated on the music that surged around him. After a long crescendo, the Piano Concerto's spectacular finale ended on a triumphant tutti chord. In the ensuing silence a muffled whimper intruded through the padded ear cups of his headphones and made him look up. Once again, he congratulated himself on his good fortune. Since Helena had moved in with him, he had found a way to complement his love for music with a sexual dimension, and thus provide himself with a holistic experience that appealed to all his senses.

	Helena was not fond of classical music.

	In recent weeks, her original indifference had given way to an instinctive, physical revulsion, since she had - at Hagen's insistent behest - become intimately acquainted with the works of various famous composers. Now, the mere mention of names like Bach, Beethoven or Brahms was sufficient to cause her physical discomfort and although Hagen had expected this effect, he was conversely surprised when he observed that merely thinking of classical music got him sexually aroused. Apparently, the process of conditioning did not function as a one-way-street! As far as he knew, Dr. Pavlov had never mentioned this phenomenon in his writings, probably because he had chosen - contrary to Hagen - an experimental setup which had made keeping the required scientific distance to the object of investigation much easier: drooling dogs simply lacked the female stimuli that Helena had to offer in abundance.

	Starting with her long legs, the taut stomach, firm breasts and her slender neck she fit the commonly accepted ideal of beauty to perfection. What applied to her body, also held true for her face, with the lively, light brown eyes beneath a high forehead invariably attracting attention first. A straight nose, high cheekbones and a sensual mouth blended harmonically and contributed just as much to Helena's striking looks. At present however, the latter were strongly impaired by a gag harness whose numerous straps held her head in a viselike grip and secured a rigidly inflated, thick latex bladder in her mouth. Or conversely, the strict method of her silencing augmented Helena's appeal, at least if you subscribed to Hagen's point of view, who considered her usual talkativeness to be one of her less endearing qualities.

	Hagen took off his headphones, rose from the couch and walked over to his slave to gently stroke the sweat-slick hair off her forehead. She nestled her head into his palm, then looked up at him with pleading eyes and muttered laboriously, yet unintelligibly into her gag. Hagen had to smile at her heartbreaking, puppy-dog look.

	“Oh no, I didn't get up to free you, not at all.”

	Instead, he went into a crouch behind Helena and, starting with her legs, began to adjust the fit of her bonds. Heavy black leather cuffs were clasped tightly around her ankles, with small locks securing their buckles against unauthorized opening and at the same time connecting them to a long, metal rod that forced Helena to spread her legs wide and balance on her toes. Hagen slid his hands slowly up her lower legs, enjoying the play of tense muscles under smooth skin. At the hollow of her knees, he lingered for a while until his gentle touch elicited a low moan from her, then his fingers unhurriedly continued their journey along the thighs to Helena's butt. There, his hands came upon hard metal.

	The anatomically shaped, brilliantly-finished stainless steel delta of a chastity covering ran through her crotch, continuing upward between her toned buttocks before it was reunited with the wide metal belt constricting her waist. Hagen tried to reach the erogenous zones trapped beneath the crotch cover, however, despite his best efforts could barely squeeze the tip of his little finger between metal and skin. Satisfied, he rose from his crouch and let his hands slide further up her back on both sides of the spine.

	At the level of the shoulder blades, he allowed himself a detour to Helena's breasts, which he cupped from below and kneaded gently, always careful not to touch the clamps attached to her nipples. Helen acknowledged his efforts with a stifled groan and leaned back into his embrace, albeit only to the extent permitted by her stretched posture.

	From the breasts, his fingers traveled underneath her armpits onwards to her neck, where they met with the next obstacle. A wide metal band encircled her neck, documenting in the same manner as the chastity belt, perhaps a little less blatantly, yet more visibly Hagen's claim of ownership, especially since large steel rings at its front and back pretty much eliminated any chance of mistaking it for a mere piece of jewelry, at least if an observer had an eye for such details.

	Just above her collar, the network of leather straps adamantly anchored the gag in her oral cavity. Although the sheer extent to which he had inflated the rubber bulb more than sufficed to effectively prevent Helena from spitting it out without help from her hands, Hagen remained unfazed by such purely practical considerations - after all, there were also the symbolic and aesthetic dimensions of her bondage to consider. So he carefully examined each strap and indeed, with the application of appropriate levels of force he could tighten the central strap running over her head an additional notch, thereby causing those on either side of her nose to cut more deeply into her cheeks. Helena initially struggled wildly and threw her head from side to side, so that he felt compelled to grab the ring attached to the top of her gag harness and pull her head back until she gave up her futile resistance. Afterwards, he stood in front of her and patted her soothingly on the hair.

	"Now, that wasn't so bad, was it? Why the fuss?"

	Helena glared at him from narrowed eyes, then turned her head to the side, mumbling something unintelligible, yet doubtlessly unflattering into her gag. Undeterred by her defiant demeanor Hagen pulled another leather accessory from his jacket and held it under her nose. Her head spun around to stare at him again, only this time from eyes wide with fear.

	“Hm-hm!“

	Helena emphatically shook her head, then looked pleadingly at his face again. With mock regret Hagen raised his eyebrows.

	“Helena, Helena... you're still saying no to me? I'd sure hoped you learned your lesson by now.”

	She let her head hang with a defeated groan. He stepped behind once more, reached forward between her up-stretched arms and applied the wide blindfold. Soft cushions pressed insistently on her eyelids, plunging her into absolute darkness when he tightened the strap at the back of her head and buckled it closed. Apart from her nose, peeking through a triangular cut-out in the mask, Helena's face was now completely covered by a layer of black leather.

	Hagen resumed his interrupted inspection of Helena's bondage. Only the wide leather cuffs that fixed her hands high above her head remained to be checked. He made sure the padded restraints clasped her forearms securely, but without affecting the flow of blood. Fortunately (or unfortunately?) for her, Helena was not only very flexible, but had an excellent circulation as well, and thus allowed Hagen to realize even his more fanciful bondage concepts. Compared to those, her current predicament had to be considered as rather harmless and consequently amendable.

	As with her shackles, a long metal rod between the cuffs made sure she had to keep her arms spread wide and from the middle of this bar, a steel cable rose to a sturdy loop and pulley in the ceiling, and continued from there to a box on the wall housing an electric winch. Hagen pulled a small remote from the side pocket of his jacket and pressed the rocker switch. With a soft whirring sound the cable disappeared into the box, while Helena was slowly but inexorably hoisted into the air, until she finally lost the ground under her feet and her toes hovered two hands width above the floor. Satisfied, he pocketed the remote control, studiously ignoring Helena's passionate, but incomprehensible protest.

	After this pleasant distraction Hagen finally addressed his actual purpose and moving over to his stereo rack, removed the previously heard CD from the player, put it back into its case and returned the latter to its rightful place. With a music collection as extensive as his, it took a certain orderliness not to loose track. Of course, he could have transferred his music to a hard drive or better yet moved it into the "cloud" and thus save meters of shelf space, but of what use was his large living room after all? Moreover, he actually appreciated handling physical goods in his spare time, since at work he dealt with predominantly virtual values constantly. And who knew, maybe digital possessions in the data center of some provider were ultimately just as volatile as the putative wealth on a depository account?

	Musingly he ran his finger over the lined up CDs. Mozart? Too debonair for him now. Beethoven? Always a good choice, but played too often recently. He was not in the mood for Bach either, nor Schubert, Brahms, Mahler, Strauss, Wagner, Shostakovich. His finger came to rest on Prokofiev. Ah! Yes, there were some pieces he felt like listening to now. Hagen glanced at Helena, still swinging back and forth and turning lazily like an oversized mobile, and smiled maliciously. He would not be the only one to appreciate the music's vital dynamic and complex rhythms. 

	He inserted the CD into the player, then bent down to an unassuming box, whose utilitarian design refused to blend in with the understated elegance of the other hi-fi components. The input side of the device was connected to the audio equipment and from its three outputs pairs of red and black wire snaked over the parquet floor to Helena, each pair terminating at sockets on her chastity belt and nipple clamps. Thanks to the electrodes pressing against the most sensitive flesh of her body, she could share in his enjoyment of music. Yet Helena did not really appreciate this opportunity, he had to concede grudgingly.

	It was a pity really, especially since he did not act out of pure self-interest. Like many other subs, Helena suffered from a passive form of the well-known attention deficit syndrome, i. e. she was obsessed with the idea that too little attention was paid to her. Formerly, when Hagen had returned home after a grueling week in the shark tank of high finance and just wanted to relax listening to classical music with no desire for further communication whatsoever, she often had felt left out and neglected. Now though he kept her involved, granted her his - admittedly not undivided - attention, and still she showed little gratitude. At the very least she should have appreciated the fact that he favored classical music or jazz over the techno music she incomprehensibly professed to enjoy and thus did not expose her to the latter's pounding beats, yet she obstinately refused to be placated. Well, to compensate, he would open her chastity belt later on and make reparations.

	A characteristic, electronic beeping echoed through the room when Hagen repeatedly pressed the button that gradually increased the output voltage of the electrical stimulation device. The sound triggered the expected reaction: behind his back, Helena made questioning noises and the growing rattle of her chains suggested that her formerly gentle rocking and turning had given way for somewhat more energetic movements. Hagen returned to his chair and sank onto the soft leather. Helena's wild thrashing caused a sudden tightness in his pants, although the next act of the drama had not even begun yet. Apparently, they both mentally anticipated what would soon follow; for anticipation was, after all, really the greatest pleasure. He put the headphones back on and reached for the CD player's remote.

	"Time for the encore!"

	 

	
A Slave's Quest

	A fetish fantasy detailing one woman's journey to ultimate enslavement

	Prologue

	Her hand trembled slightly when she put his letter down. Evidently, it was a good thing she had taken the time to sit down before reading the curt note. He was willing to consider taking her back, but there were conditions; terrible conditions, horrendous conditions, unacceptable conditions, all of which were painstakingly spelt out. The details were graphic and left no room for misinterpretation and no loopholes for last minute ‘but I didn't know what I was getting into' retreats. Victor was offering her a one-way ticket for a voyage to the outer limits of her fantasies, then beyond them and yet, despite a dread that made her feel almost physically ill, Elena knew she was going to accept.

	She'd spent the last six months in an effort to build a life apart from him; to excise him and all that he had come to represent from her mind. Elena had fled the city and gone to one where no one knew her, leaving her few friends and estranged family behind. By severing all connections to her former life she had hoped for a chance to start anew and break the spell he held over her, but it had all been in vain.

	Instead of gradually fading away, with each passing day the allure of his power had only increased, until thoughts of him dominated her waking hours as well as her increasingly fitful sleep. In desperation, she had thrown herself into several affairs, but to no avail. None of her suitors had survived even the first week and so now she had returned; ready to admit her complete and utter defeat. There was no way to deal with her obsession but to give in to it and looking back, Elena realized that her attempt to escape Victor's compelling influence had been ill-conceived from the start, because it had not been his outrageous notions that had driven her away in the first place, but her own reaction towards them. Of course, she had been horrified when she learned to what extent his intentions surpassed her own half-formed fantasies of submission and slavery, but as soon as she had overcome the initial shock, his ideas had taken root in her subconscious. They had found fertile ground, then thrived and prospered there in the hidden depths until the seed he'd planted in her mind brought forth its ample fruit, and now, she had no choice other than to let him harvest what he had so masterfully sown.

	Picking up the phone she dialled the number he had specified.

	“Yes?” The familiar cadences of his voice sent shivers down her spine and she took a moment to calm her nerves before speaking. It would not do to stammer now.

	“I accept.” There, she'd said it. Paradoxically, the act of surrendering her freedom was accompanied by a profound sense of liberation.

	“Good! However, I'll need proof that you're serious. You've disappointed me once already and I hate being disappointed. You know what to do. I'll be watching your progress. Do not call me again. I will contact you when the time has come.” He cut the connection and she stared at the phone.

	Once more, he had managed to surprise her. Elena had secretly hoped he would be as eager to come and take possession of her as she was to be owned by him, but instead, he expected her to redeem herself first. She did not know, exactly, what he wanted of her, but was determined to prove herself worthy.

	Measured

	Elena parked her car in the otherwise empty visitor's parking lot of the nondescript functional building. It had taken talking to her old scene acquaintances and some detective work to get this address. Fortunately, there were not many metalworking shops that specialised in the pertinent kind of merchandise and to her relief when she'd contacted the proprietor on the phone, it was confirmed that she was on the right track. Her call had been expected and she was assured that all of the necessary arrangements had been made. Courtesy of Victor, she had a private appointment this very Sunday.

	With some trepidation, she got out of the car and walked the few steps to the recessed entrance, the clicking of her heels echoing loudly in the eerie silence, adding to her unease. In the blazing afternoon heat, the whole industrial area appeared deserted. She arrived at the door and self-consciously looked up at the security camera before she rang the bell and for a brief moment, hoped that no one would answer and thus she could leave again in full knowledge that she had done her part. The thought died a second later for the entry phone came to life with a crackle

	“Yes?”

	“It's Elena. We talked on the phone.”

	“Right. Please come in.”

	There was a muted click and she pushed the heavy door open. In the reception area beyond, she was greeted by a stocky man in his 50's wearing a wrinkled plaid shirt, sneakers and jeans and his greying hair stood out in every which way, as if he'd just scrambled out of bed. Nevertheless, he somehow managed to convey an impression of competence and trustworthiness.

	“Hello! I'm Alex. Pleased to meet you.”

	“Hello Alex.” Elena took the proffered hand which he began to pump enthusiastically. His eyes lit up appreciatively as he looked over her tall form.

	“So you're Victor's Elena! Well, he's always had an eye for beauty, but from what he's told me, I'd have thought you were older.”

	‘What had Victor said about her? And what other beauties had caught Victor's eye before her?'

	An irrational bolt of jealousy cursed through her, but she was Victor's Elena to this man and so he had made his claim on her official already. She basked in that knowledge and her anxiety yielded to something akin of comfort, strengthening her resolve to see this through.

	“I'm 27, why?”

	“Indeed? I'd have put you at 23, max. Normally, I'm quite good at these things.” He shook his head in awe. “Victor has searched for a soul mate for a very long time now. You know what you're getting into, don't you? You must be very much in love with him to consent to what he wants. The various devices he requires you to be fitted with will stay with you until the end of your days, Elena. He's not pressuring you in any way, is he?”

	Not knowing what to say, she merely stared at him in reply and it took all of her will power not to start trembling uncontrollably. The silence stretched while he continued to study her, then he seemed on the verge of saying something more, but apparently decided against it. Just before the situation turned awkward, Alex gestured towards a massive metal door to the right

	“Please come with me.”

	The adjoining room was large and filled with bulky equipment. He led the way through the maze of state-of-the-art, CNC lathes and milling machines until they reached an area dominated by a head high, rectangular metal frame arching over a low turntable. A number of movable appendages sprouted from the frame, mostly curved bars that supported small cameras at each end. Alex stopped in front of it and turned towards her.

	“Please remove all of your clothing.”

	“Excuse me?” Although she'd half-expected such a request, the offhand way it was made left Elena speechless, a feat rarely accomplished.

	Alex noted her dumbfounded expression and smiled disarmingly. His sweeping gesture encompassed the contraption and the computer workstation next to it.

	“What we have here is a Rotwang T3. It's the latest in 3D scanner and proto-typing technology. The data it provides allows me to create a detailed computer model of your body, anatomically correct down to the last mole. I need your digital replica to construct the devices Victor has specified and so for the scanner to do its work, you'll have to be completely naked.”

	“Oh. OK,” Elena relented.

	She had never been particularly shy, casually flaunting her lithe body with the self-assuredness of a woman that was well aware of her beauty and relished the attention it attracted. Elena was particularly proud of her flat belly and firm bottom, reckoning that they were more a product of her own athletic efforts than the hereditary gift of high breasts and small waist. In a moment, she'd slipped out of her heels and shed her light summer dress, revealing her underwear, or rather her complete lack thereof. To his credit, Alex did not even blink.

	“Thank you. It's fortunate that Victor had you permanently epilated, so there's no need to shave off bothersome body hair first. Please allow me to put some reference points on your skin, as they'll enable the computer to create a detailed and accurate map of your limbs, head and body.” He produced some kind of marker pen and liberally sprinkled her body from head to toe with an irregular pattern of silvery dots, continuing his explanation while he worked. “Don't worry. The reflective ink can easily be washed off. The dots allow the computer to keep track of the spatial coordinates of each body part, even if you move. There, that's it. Now step on the turntable, please.”

	Elena stepped up onto the dais beneath the metal arc while he sat down in front of the workstation

	“Spread your arms and legs please, then try to keep as still as possible. The more you move, the longer the measuring process will take.”

	He touched some keys and the platform started to turn slowly. At the same time, blades of bright light started to sweep her body, slowly and methodically passing up and down right from her toes to the top of her head. The process continued for some minutes, then, with a loud beep from the computer everything stopped. Alex helped her down and led her to a nearby chair

	“OK, we're nearly done. Just a few more detailed scans.”

	She silently watched him pull a mobile cart stacked with whirring electronics and topped by a large touch screen that would have looked right at home in some high tech hospital next to her seat. Attached to it via a narrow, umbilical cord was a hand-held unit, reminding her of a soldering iron capped by a tiny glass sphere. Alex busied himself with the controls and the glass tip began to pulsate with a strong blue light. Elena eyed it dubiously, but only when he knelt beside her and approached her face with the flashing business end of the gadget did she speak up

	“What's that thing for?”

	“It's called a scanning wand. I'm going to make some digital impressions of your oral and nasal cavities, so just relax and follow my instructions. Lay your head back, please.

	She raised her eyebrows at this, but he chose to ignore her silent inquiry and so with a shrug she gave in to his request. One after the other, he inserted the head of the scanning wand deeply into each of her nostrils and apparently oblivious to her discomfort, he none too gently tilted it to and fro while intently staring at the machine's screen. Subsequently, he proceeded to her mouth and repeated the procedure with enervating thoroughness. She had to open as wide as possible and also move her tongue around to accommodate the inquisitorial intruder. The muscles of her jaw burned dully by the time he finally retracted the wand. The scanning of her ears was a lot less aggravating in comparison, although he pushed the probe as deep into the ear canals as it would go, but he wasn't finished yet.

	“One more thing. Now, I want you stand again and spread your legs.”

	“Do I really need to?” She started to protest instinctively, but already knowing the answer she was going to receive.

	“Yes.”

	The simple statement denied her any bargaining leverage. Elena hesitated for a moment, then with manifest reluctance acquiesced to his demand. After all, she had come here ready to accept far worse than what had been asked of her so far and besides, she had vowed to herself to never to betray Victor's trust in her again. So when Alex asked, she meekly rose from the chair and spread her nether lips with her manicured fingers, opening herself for his deep probing. The process was a long and intimate one while he surveyed and recorded each square millimetre of her genitals, but she endured the humiliating examination stoically. Elena was heartily glad when he straightened with a sigh and pronounced his measurements complete.

	“Looks like I've got all the data I need. Thanks for your patience. It's been appreciated.”

	“You're welcome. But why stop halfway? Maybe you'd care to do a colonoscopy as well?” she quipped.

	He winced at the heavy sarcasm colouring her voice, but without further ado directed her to a door at the back of the room.

	“No. We've done all we can for today. Through that door you'll find the lavatory to the right. It has a shower stall where you can wash the ink off. Here, take your clothes with you,” he added and allowed himself a leering grin. “Regrettably, I've run out of reasons to keep you naked.”

	Quite a while later, freshly showered and dressed once again, Elena rejoined Alex in the workshop. Contrary to his claims, the marker ink had valiantly resisted her efforts to wash it off and afterwards, she had felt the need to take a time-out while luxuriating in the shower's warm spray. She found Alex standing beside one of the CNC milling machines, watching it process a fist-sized block of transparent resin. The machine completed its noisy work shortly after her arrival and Alex placed the finished product in an open cardboard box that already contained a couple of similar items.

	“Take these templates along when you get your piercings done. They'll ensure that everything will fit perfectly, later on. Victor has made an appointment for your piercings to be done on Friday, with the best piercing expert you'll find anywhere, I might add. Here's the address.”

	He flashed a business card at her, then put it into the box and closed the lid before handing it to her. Elena accepted it with well-founded trepidation, for Victor had never made a secret of his fascination with body modifications, especially as a means to exert control and discipline. If she'd ever harboured any doubts about that, his letter had disabused her of them once and for all. Although she'd had her navel pierced a few years back, the prospect of being comprehensively pierced in line with Victor's wishes frightened her deeply. Yet, despite herself, excitement laced her anxiety. To imagine how the very flesh of her body would be held captive and thus be holding her entire person captive was highly erotic and undeniably arousing. Oblivious of her inner turmoil, Alex continued to lay out the course Victor had set for her.

	“I'll need about six weeks to manufacture your restraints. The material Victor has specified is hard to come by, and harder still to machine.” He deliberated for a moment before he went on, “I reckon I'll have everything ready around the 21st next month. That should give your piercings plenty of time to heal and so I'd like to schedule the fitting of all your equipment for the following Sunday, the 24th, if that's OK with you?” He paused and looked at her challengingly, daring her to back off, now that her freedom had an expiry date.

	‘Less than two months before my slavery becomes irrevocable.' The thought was chilling and thrilling at the same time, but immediately, another worrisome notion entered her mind. ‘Would that translate into almost two more lost months before she could be together with Victor again as well?' Although Elena was still catching up with the implications of Alex' news, she was loath to give him any reason to doubt her commitment

	“Perfect, I'll be here on the 24th.”

	 

	Informed Consent

	Five days later, Elena found herself at the front door of a representative mansion in one of the city's best neighbourhoods. To her surprise, the business card from Alex' box of dubious gifts had turned out not to belong to some shady piercing parlour, but to a high-profile clinic for aesthetic surgery. She was early for her 2 pm appointment, but just could not bear waiting for another minute, let alone a half-an-hour.

	The intervening period had been aggravating, to say the least. Barely back home from her body's futuristic measurement for the custom-made restraints, she'd opened what she had immediately come to think of as Pandora's Box. It took her a while to make heads and tails of its contents, but when she finally did, she immediately wished she had not. The accurately-machined blocks of resin each conformed to a part of her body, even though just which part was not always immediately evident.

	Comparatively easy to identify were the templates complementing her breasts, despite the strange, T-piece type nozzles which sprang from the outside of each dome shaped item, with one end of the T's crosspiece attached right at the apex and its central stem pointing downward. Somewhat harder to figure out was the one intended for her nose; the twin, oblate, conical tubes sprouting on the inside threw her off at first, until she realized they were destined to go up her nostrils. A saddle-shaped piece with a number of parallel ridges and recesses apparently matched her pubic region, while yet another looked like it might just fit inside her oral cavity, provided that the shallow pocket at its core was intended to receive her stretched-out tongue. However, the most worrisome observation regarding all the templates was something else: if Elena surmised the purpose of the multitude of holes riddling them correctly, she would very soon be adorned with more numerous and more extreme piercings than any she had previously conceived possible.

	Also included in the box was a small plastic envelope containing scores of blunt-tipped pins of various lengths and gauges; all made from the same clear resin and obviously intended to be passed through the holes. Experimentally, Elena had pushed one into a hole and upon the realization that wherever the pin crossed an open space, it would later transfix her flesh, had shivered with dread. Some of the acrylic studs came with removable, flat ended caps to prevent them from sliding out, while others were threaded at one end for the same reason. A few featured cross-bores (several even more than one, some also threaded), so they could intersect each other within her body!

	Elena had stared at each part for a long time, oscillating between terror and arousal while she imagined the sensations of cold steel driven through her flesh. In the end the arousal had won, with her deft fingers diving between her thighs and driving herself to a monumental orgasm that granted her some much needed sexual relief. Afterwards, she meticulously put the templates back into the box and stored it under her bed, where it had rested with evil portent until today.

	The weather had remained favourable, so she wore the same light summer dress as before, presently drenched in cold sweat and clinging to her lithe figure. The fateful box felt heavier and heavier with each passing moment. She had left her car in the parking area reserved for visitors of the clinic, next to a brand new luxury limousine more representative for its usual clientèle than her own modest vehicle. Since on Fridays the clinic was closed to the public and received visitors by ‘special appointment' only, Elena had not been surprised to find the car park otherwise empty.

	Straightening her back with a tremulous sigh, Elena rang the bell. Its polyphonic chimes were still reverberating when she heard rapid steps approaching through the hallway, then a second later the door opened and she found herself face to face with a young woman in a white lab coat. Her stunningly beautiful face was marred by a frown of annoyance.

	“Yes?” She inquired with an arched brow. An embroidered label on her left breast pocket identified her as Lisa.

	“Hello, I'm Elena and I have an appointment with Dr Lowry. I'm a little early, I'm afraid,” she admitted with a nervous smile.

	“Oh, it's you!” Briefly both eyebrows went up before the woman schooled her features into professional politeness. “Please, come with me.”

	Elena followed her through the hallway and into a richly-appointed waiting room.

	“Please have a seat while I inform the doctor that you've arrived, but first, let me relieve you of that,” she beamed and took the box from Elena's hands.

	“Yes of course. Thank you.”

	While the physician's assistant was away, Elena studied the room and thought that the interior design was a bit too ostentatious for her taste, an impression reinforced by the coffee table magazines laying around. These were all geared towards “discerning individuals of demanding taste” and their high-gloss pages dispensed essential advice on topics such as the breeding of race-horses or what yacht might be fashionable at the French Riviera this season. It made for fascinating reading and helped her to forget about the reason for her presence in the anteroom.

	Her foray into the world of the ultra affluent was cut short by the return of Lisa, this time in the company of an attractive-middle aged woman and they stopped briefly in the open doorway of the waiting room. The older woman's haughty face was still youthful with only the slight crinkles around her mouth and eyes betraying her real age. They added character to her austere beauty, although Elena was not sure that the conveyed impression worked in the woman's favour. Even disregarding the cold glance she was spared, Elena had the notion that crossing this lady was not the smartest thing one could do, yet somehow, she already seemed to have attracted the other female's disapproval.

	“So this is the reason my consultation was cut short,” she remarked just loud enough for Elena to overhear. Unfortunately, Elena could not understand the assistant's reply, which to all appearances went a long way towards appeasing the other woman whose attitude changed visibly while she listened to the whispered words. Her hostile air was replaced by one of speculative interest and a predatory smile played around her mouth when she bestowed another, less intimidating, if rather more condescending look on Elena, before both proceeded to the front door, continuing their quiet conversation. A moment later, Lisa returned alone.

	“The doctor will see you now,” she announced from the doorway, where she waited for Elena, before leading the way up a flight of stairs to the second floor. Elena fell in step beside her. 

	“What was that all about?” she inquired, making no effort to hide her irritation about the mysterious encounter.

	“Oh, sorry about that. She's a prospective client, obscenely rich, but also very high maintenance, if you get my meaning,” Lisa explained in a conspiratorial tone, then made a face. “I suppose Greg, um, that is Dr Lowry, was quite happy your early arrival gave him an excuse to cut that appointment short.”

	“Well, she seemed not too happy about it. How did you mollify her?”

	“Um, I told her you were here to see Greg about your inverted nipples. I hope you don't mind, do you?” Lisa gave her a sidelong glance, smiling a little worriedly.

	Elena shook her head slightly and returned the smile, although inwardly, she had her doubts about that explanation. It sounded plausible enough, but she felt certain it was completely bogus nevertheless, and wondered briefly how many people were privy to the ‘secret' preparations that Victor had instituted for her permanent enslavement. It vexed her that almost everybody she met seemed more knowledgeable about them than herself, but this train of thought was interrupted by their arrival at a closed door. Lisa knocked perfunctorily and entered without waiting for a reply. Elena took a deep breath before she followed her. Inside, a tall, fit looking man greeted her with a casual nod from behind his gleaming white desk

	“Hello Elena, I'm Dr Gregory Lowry. Please have a seat.” He motioned her to an empty chair in front of the desk and Elena sat while Lisa remained standing behind her. The surgeon silently studied her through his rimless glasses until Elena wanted to squirm under his sharp gaze.

	“You represent a fine specimen of your gender, Elena,” he stated finally. “You're young, in excellent health, reasonably well educated as I'm told and rather beautiful. You can take my word on that. I'm a certified expert. If you applied yourself, you could have a bright future in almost any career you pick. Or, if you chose so, a favourable marriage would be virtually guaranteed by your looks. In short, by the standards of our superficial times, you've been extraordinarily blessed. Yet, you intend to give up all of that and become Victor's slave. Let me warn you though ... once you've taken this step, there'll be no turning back.”

	“I'm aware of that,” she assured him.

	“The modifications Victor has specified are quite extensive, and very few of them can be reversed, even by surgical means. Hiding them won't be an option permitted to you, either. That being said, trying to blend in with the petty bourgeois will be awkward, to say the very least. Victor's notion of irrevocable commitment may be very romantic, but assuredly is rather impractical with respect to everyday life. You're aware of that, too?”

	“By now at the latest, I guess.”

	“Splendid! In addition, as with all medical procedures, a small, but non-negligible quantum of risk is involved. Therefore, from a purely medical point of view, I must strongly advise you against having them done. Of course, from that narrow-minded point of view, nearly everything we do here is inadvisable.” An ironic smile played about his lips. “However, although we'll strive to make the actual operations as painless as possible, the healing period and aftercare will, by necessity, entail quite a bit of discomfort.”

	“Believe me, I get it. What's to be done is potentially dangerous. It's probably painful. It's certainly foolish. Nevertheless, I want those piercings done,” Elena asserted, having never felt surer of that than at this moment. Strangely, all of Dr Lowry's warning words had only served to strengthen her resolve. She would endure the ordeals to come. She was strong enough and would make Victor proud of her. Dr Lowry acknowledged her outburst with a raised eyebrow and continued to frown at her.

	“Could be love, actually,” Lisa quipped from behind. “It's said to cause a temporary, or in more severe cases, even chronic immunity to reason. You've seen the symptoms before, Greg.”

	Dr Lowry spared her a glare, then shrugged.

	“Very well! So be it. I'll need you to sign these documents.” He indicated a stack of papers lying in front of Elena. “These forms state that all procedures are performed at your express request and that you've been properly informed and educated about the medical risks involved. Furthermore, they indemnify us from any liability regarding the direct and indirect consequences of your modifications. The usual legal nonsense, you know.”

	She took the proffered pen and quickly signed her name at the bottom of each of the documents, not bothering to read them properly. After all, she had just been reminded that after today's proceedings her fate was sealed anyway. Lisa also signed each one as a witness and the doctor followed her, embossing each one to ensure legality. Then he addressed her again.

	“Thank you. That was very brave, albeit not too prudent, if you want my opinion, which you manifestly do not. Lisa will prepare you for the operations and I'll join you when everything is ready.” He shook his head, adding under his breath, “Victor's one lucky bastard!”

	On that note, he picked up a celebrity magazine and engrossed himself in it, probably to assess the latest trends in his field. The abrupt dismissal annoyed Elena, who had hoped for a more detailed explanation of what was in store for her, even though she most likely would have found his patronising tone hard to tolerate. Instead, she was forced to take comfort in the thought that Dr Lowry could get away with his patent lack of social grace solely because he was very, very good at what he did.

	Lisa guided her down the corridor to a small room where she asked Elena to disrobe. She'd anticipated the request and had not bothered with underwear this time either. She remained standing naked while the physician's assistant exchanged her white coat for surgical scrubs, then they left the anteroom through another door leading into a small but well-equipped operating theatre. In its centre, surrounded by medical machinery and taking up the space of the traditional operating table was a contrivance reminiscent of gynaecological chair. It was of massive rubber and steel construction and gleamed with menace emphasized by the multitude of integrated restraints, obviously intended to strap its occupant down securely. The low temperature in the room was not the only reason for Elena's dark brown nipples to harden into flinty turrets.

	“Sit down, please.”

	Reluctantly, Elena complied with Lisa's request and surrendered herself to the chair's cool embrace. It was equipped not only with dedicated rests and stirrups for each leg, but provided a deep cradle for her head also. Immediately after she had sat down, Lisa expertly began to buckle the broad belts around her waist, chest, wrists and upper arms, as well as her thighs, knees and ankles, then went over all of them a second time, systematically tightening each one until Elena was completely immobilized. Eventually, she could not even turn her head, thanks to broad, padded clamps swung forward and firmly latched to press against it. Elena allowed herself to be restrained in silence, apart from the occasional sigh when Lisa drew a strap uncomfortably tight. During her time with Victor, she had been taught to endure bondage far worse without complaint.

	Satisfied at last, Lisa draped her naked body with isolating sheets that left only her breasts and crotch uncovered. These areas she subsequently cleaned with a strangely slick, antiseptic solution, then Elena's face was subjected to the same treatment, starting with her nose. Lisa carefully swabbed the outside as well as inside her nostrils. Next in line were her ears, followed by her lips. Not even her oral cavity escaped Lisa's meticulous attention to detail, but finally, Lisa put away the swabs and pressed a button on the intercom next to the door.

	“We're ready Greg.”

	 

	     Pierced

	Dr Lowry appeared a few minutes later, attired in scrubs, mask and skull cap and immediately made a quick assessment of his assistant's preparations, taking extra notice of the strictness of Elena's restraints.

	“Well done! Lisa knows how I like my subjects prepared. You can't move much, can you?”

	“Not really,” Elena replied tersely striving to sound nonchalant, but unable to prevent a tremble from entering her voice. The enforced waiting had done nothing to calm her nerves.

	“You should have realized by now we're playing for keeps. Are you having second thoughts?”

	“No.” She forced the word out through clenched teeth. Simply shaking her head no was not an option, unfortunately.

	“Good. It'd be too late to change your mind anyway,” Dr Lowry informed her sardonically.

	He accepted the syringe that Lisa handed him, ceremoniously holding it upside down before Elena's hazel eyes while he gently tapped its side to shake loose some invisible air bubbles, then pushed the plunger until a drop of clear fluid was expelled from the glittering needle's tip. Elena watched the business end of the syringe approach her left breast in sick fascination, subconsciously holding her breath when it reached the nipple. She felt a small sting, quickly followed by a sensation of numbness spreading through her mound and did not even notice the subsequent injections when Dr Lowry systematically anaesthetized the whole area. Despite his foul humour and deliberately abrasive demeanour, he was a very conscientious professional, skilfully operating the plunger while he slowly pushed the needle in.

	The procedure was repeated with her other breast before his attention moved to her pubic area. Elena could not directly observe his actions there, but after a series of pinpricks, the whole region gradually faded from her body awareness, as if it had ceased to exist. Next, it was her face's turn and she crossed her eyes trying to track the hypodermic needle's tip when it closed in on her nose. The first injection into the base was painful enough to send tears to her eyes, but fortunately, the pain subsided almost instantly and she barely noticed the follow-up punctures on each side. Her lips next received the same treatment, emptying the syringe.

	“Please open your mouth for the next series of injections,” Dr Lowry requested, exchanging the emptied syringe for a full one.

	Elena was left with no option but to open her mouth and with a few more pinpricks, her tongue had been transformed into an insensitive lump of flesh. The final act of numbing her ears was anticlimactic in comparison, although he used several injections there as well. When he lay down the syringe at long last, the whole lower half of her face was without sensation. It was an awkward feeling and she feared that with her slack features, she must surely look like the drooling idiot she berated herself to be in that moment, for having volunteered for all this in the first place.

	In the meantime, his assistant had retrieved a large tray from the autoclave and placed it on a table next to Elena's chair. On top, right beside a frightening array of piercing needles, out of the side of her eye, she spotted the templates' and accompanying pins' familiar forms. Dr Lowry picked up the first template and held it before his eyes. Elena saw that it was the mould for her left breast. He studied it for a moment while an appreciative smile played around his lips before he pressed the dome shaped piece against her chest, capturing her breast.

	“Lisa, the vacuum pump, please.”

	While he held the template in place his assistant attached a flexible tube to the downward pointing stem of the T-shaped nozzle that Elena had wondered about. Its purpose became clear as soon as Lisa switched on the apparatus at the tube's other end, when, compelled by a strong vacuum, Elena's numbed breast was irresistibly pulled into the dome's narrow confines. Thanks to the anaesthetized state of the tissue, she barely registered the fact that her elongated nipple was drawn a full inch into the side arm of the T-piece.

	Dr Lowry made some minute adjustments to the template's fit, ensuring that her breast was seated correctly inside its cup, then picked up a long needle from the tray. Its hollow shaft appeared huge to Elena's frightened eyes.

	“Don't worry; these dermal punch type needles are extremely sharp,” Dr Lowry remarked cheerfully. Pointing to the tip, where the tapered end thinned to glittering point, he expanded. “They're made from surgical steel that's laser cut and so has a precision edge. It will slice cleanly through your skin without tearing or bruising and leave a perfectly defined hole that will heal quickly, even with a gauge this big.”

	“Ow reasssurin'!” Elena's attempt at sarcasm was unfortunately sabotaged by her numbed tongue, but Dr Lowry was unimpressed anyway.

	“You're welcome.”

	Unerringly, he located one of the holes at the mould's base, close to her chest, then in one swift movement, pushed the needle in, all the way through her breast and out again on the opposite side through the corresponding boring there.

	Elena gasped audibly, even though the actual piercing was accompanied by barely a prickle of sensation. The sight of the glittering steel projecting from her body while she perceived barely any pain at all was highly surreal and for a moment she felt as if she was just experiencing an exceptionally vivid dream, from which she would wake up any minute now. But then, a drop of red blood welled from the puncture and reality came crashing in again.

	‘It was actually happening! When I'm released from my bonds, I'll be marked forever! I've finally crossed the point of no return!' She was granted no respite to dwell on that realization though.

	Without delay, Dr Lowry picked up a delicate metal tube and held it up for his assistant, who had opened what looked like a pack of silvery white spaghetti, and extracted a single strand. The ‘noodle' was actually hollow with an opening at one end, as became obvious when she carefully slipped it over the proffered tube like a miniature nylon stocking, expanding its gossamer fabric in the process. In a second step, she used an even thinner pin to push the stocking's closed end into the tiny tube's hollow core, until only the first centimetre of its circumference remained sheathed in the gauze like material, while the rest of it was bundled within.

	“Here we have something quite extraordinary,” Dr Lowry explained, bringing the prepared tube in front of Elena's eyes. “You see, due to the random orientation of its fibres, scar tissue is normally less resilient than the healthy tissue it replaces. With this reinforcing lining in place, the story's different however. The nano-material it's made of is rather talented: on one hand the fabric is incredibly tough for its thinness and on the other, it will stimulate the growth of scar tissue and help to direct and align its fibres. During the healing, it fuses with the forming fistula and so the bottom line is that once healed, your piercings will have a much higher tensile strength than ordinary tissue. Of course, as with everything in life, there's a downside as well. Once your flesh has bonded to the lining, it can't be removed, unless cut out, and will prevent the piercing hole from closing up ever again. However, in your case, that won't be an issue.”

	This time around, Elena did not even try for a clever retort.

	After he'd dipped the tube in a jar filled with some clear liquid, Dr Lowry used it to push the needle out of her breast, thereby replacing the latter with the former and simultaneously introducing the soaked lining into the puncture. His technique was quite ingenious, Elena conceded grudgingly, for the sleeve of gauze on the tube's outer surface stuck to the wall of the tunnel punched into her flesh. Hence when Dr Lowry slowly drove it further in (displacing the needle in the process), more of the lining fabric unfolded from within, adhering to the wound and paving the tube's way through her breast. Eventually, its sheathed tip emerged on the other side, at which point the tube was retracted again, leaving the lining behind. Lisa cut off the protruding fabric with a scalpel, then Dr Lowry selected the appropriate plastic pin from those that had accompanied the template and began inserting it into the piercing. Thanks to the lining, the pin slid in effortlessly and so Elena had barely time to register the ominous cross-bore through its centre.

	“The plastic retainer will keep the hole dilated during the healing, until your permanent restraint jewellery is fitted,” Dr Lowry informed her while he screwed the pin into the hole on the mould's opposite side, so that its ends were flush with its outside.

	The used needle was discarded, however, Lisa immediately handed him another. The two of them worked together smoothly, punching additional holes in Elena's body at a rapid fire pace. While the initial piercing had transfixed her breast horizontally, the next one went through vertically, perpendicular to the first. Both were situated close to her chest, next to the breast's base, yet the latter one was offset towards her nipple by about half a centimetre. The lining was emplaced in the exact same manner before the finished hole was filled by another pin; this one also with an opening at mid-point.

	Piercing number three perforated her breast horizontally again, this time near its tip, beneath the base of the nipple, then a short, but rather thick pin, once again with an eye in its centre, occupied the lined tunnel that the needle had cut into her flesh.

	The final piercing was the most extreme and ambitious yet and also turned out to be the reason for the central cross-bore that the pins filling the previous ones commonly featured. Using the side arms of the template's closing T-piece for guidance, Dr Lowry slowly forced a thin needle directly into the centre of her nipple then deeper into her breast, steadily turning it while he pushed it in. Despite the anaesthesia, the needle's slow but inexorable progress was accompanied by severe pain. Elena watched in sick fascination while centimetre by centimetre the metal spike sank further and further into her flesh until she felt suddenly queasy and had to avert her eyes. Six times the needle's advance stalled; evidently encountering one of the lateral piercings and having to punch through a layer of lining. Thankfully, soon after the last impediment had been overcome, the vertical needle projecting out from the centre of her nipple, stopped its advance for good and the stabbing pain abated to a more manageable dull throbbing. When Elena finally dared to look again, Dr Lowry had already retracted the needle and was readying the tiny tube designated to deploy the reinforcing lining. Resignedly, she shut her eyes and kept them pressed closed until the cessation of painful ministrations to her breast indicated that a thick dilating pin had been emplaced.

	Elena reopened her eyes just in time to observe Lisa switch off the vacuum pump and remove its intake hose from the template's nozzle. With a slurping sound her breast detached from the mould, causing a bout of discomfort when the the pins skewering it in combination with their anchoring template forced it into a slightly changed configuration from its normal, unsupported shape. Dr Lowry gave her newly bared breast a cursory inspection and, apparently pleased, shared his findings.

	“Thanks to Alex's precision work, everything went extremely well. Until the holes have healed sufficiently, we can't remove the template, unfortunately; but then, I suppose you'll learn to appreciate the protection it provides. I hope you're not in the habit of sleeping on your stomach.”

	With her inarticulate groan when he picked up the template for her other breast, Elena elicited another of his sardonic smiles.

	“Nature loves symmetry, my dear, and so does Victor.”

	And symmetry he got. Each step of the whole, elaborate procedure was faithfully repeated with her right breast until it had been turned into its counterpart's mirror image. Elena kept her eyes shut most of the time, resolved to suffer her self-imposed ordeal stoically. Nevertheless, she could not prevent a trickle of silent tears from wetting the hair in front of her ears, but there were worse indignities to be inflicted on her yet. 

	     Dr Lowry positioned a caster stool between her wide-spread legs and sat down to work on her genitals. He pressed the respective template against her vulva and fiddled with it until her labia had settled into place between the appropriate recesses and ridges, then the vacuum pump was attached and switched on. The strong suction brought her genitals into close, over-all contact with the template's inner profile, stretching her nether lips further out and drawing her clitoris from the shelter of its hood, into the notch thoughtfully provided for it.

	Elena watched Lisa handing the various implements for her mutilation to Dr Lowry; however, she could not monitor what he was doing with them down there. The clamps that pressed against her temples held her head absolutely immobile and so her field of vision was delineated by the blood streaked mounds of her breasts. Yet whatever he did, it involved an alarmingly great deal of pain, given the general effectiveness of the anaesthetic.

	Although Elena tried to fend it off, her memory of the layout of the mould's numerous cross-bores rose unbidden, and, according to the image etched into her brain, her labia were destined to be pierced several times each and neither her clitoris nor its hood were permitted to escape unscathed, either. Judging from the steady progression of painful punctures, Dr Lowry slowly but surely worked his way up from her perineum to her clitoral hood; the latter and her clitoris probably being spared temporarily for an agonizing finale. Under the circumstances, Elena would have been heartily glad if her forebodings had turned out to be wrong; alas, some minutes later they once again reinforced their aggravating tendency to be spot on.

	     After a seemingly interminable and at times excruciating session, Dr Lowry finally rose and stepped back, watching closely while Lisa detached the vacuum pump and removed the mould, exposing Elena's blood engorged genitals to the room's chill air. Elena greeted the sudden cold with a gasp, immediately followed by a grateful sigh when it brought about a welcome easing of the dully throbbing pain. As previously, Dr Lowry took a moment to critically review his work before he turned his attention to the last body part scheduled to receive its permanent modifications on this fateful day: Elena's face.

	He and Lisa took up positions on either side of her head. The padded clamps that held it in their vice like grip allowed no movement whatsoever, so darting her eyes back and forth between them was the only option Elena had to follow their preparations. She watched him select a somewhat shorter, but comparatively large gauge needle, while his assistant picked up the triangular template for her nose. Elena eyed it with ill-concealed dread, for to her, the evidently imminent piercing of her nose was an act that like no other would openly proclaim her status as a slave. In addition, she was certain Victor would exploit the potential for controlling and humiliating her that was inherent in the piercing of this sensitive organ to the fullest extent. Yet, through her near-panic, she still recognized an altogether different emotion that came into play as well: an intuitive, almost preconscious craving for the very act she rationally dreaded.

	She followed the mould's approach until her eyes crossed and its upper end brushed against the tip of her nose. Lisa paused for a moment to make sure that the oblate, half-cones extending from its inside were aligned with the nostrils, then slowly pressed the device more fully onto her nose. Elena felt the cones slide up into her nose, stretching its side wings and at the same time rubbing uncomfortably against her sensitive septum while Lisa continued to press the mould forward and slightly down. At last it pressed firmly against the end of Elena's septum and her panicky breathing now became distinctly audible when it whistled through the hollow cones.

	As soon as Lisa had the template fully emplaced, Dr Lowry took over. With sure hands, he inserted the needle into the template's single cross-bore and slowly slid it in until its tip came into contact with the right side of Elena's nose. She felt a prick when the sharp point scratched her skin a generous finger-breadth from her nostrils, just below the point at which the cartilage attached to her nasal bone. She knew this to be just the overture and braced herself, clenching her teeth so hard that corded muscles stood out in stark relief on her jaw.

	Dr Lowry steadied the template with his one hand, then, in one swift movement, he thrust the needle in. Tightly trapped in the mould her flesh had no recourse. The tubular needle perforated the right wing of her nose, easily punched through the stiff cartilage of her septum and finally emerged from her left nostril’s outer wall. The transfixion of her nose was accompanied by a stabbing pain that made Elena's eyes water, yet it subsided surprisingly fast, thanks to the powerful anaesthetic kicking in. It was over before she had a chance to scream.

	‘Yes!' The deed was done.

	Once the jewellery that Victor wanted was affixed there would be no chance of hiding the telltale sign of what she had become, for the stark nature of her modifications went far beyond what could possibly pass for an ill-advised, albeit innocent attempt at adornment. Elena experienced a moment of perfect calm when her long-suppressed masochism finally triumphed over the familiar discord of dissenting voices in her head. In stunned silence, she slowly released her held breath and blinked away her tears. Looking down her nose, she could just make out the needle's blurred ends sticking out from the template on both sides, watching mesmerized when a drop of blood lazily formed at the needle's tip, wanting this magical moment to last forever. Alas, an uncaring universe did not cater to her wishes.

	Dr Lowry and Lisa continued, as efficient as ever and even before the drop reached critical mass where gravity could overcome the combined forces of adhesion and surface tension, the needle was displaced by a now-familiar sheathing pin. Momentarily, the pin was retracted, leaving only the lining in place, then Dr Lowry inserted a tiny scalpel into the hollow cone that distended her left nostril and cut through the tough fabric, trimming down the excess lining. He repeated the process on the other side so that Lisa could carefully withdraw the template while the remaining lining stayed in place. Nevertheless, there was some drag on the newly pierced holes and Elena was heartily glad when the template cleared her nose at last. Once that was accomplished however, the dilating pin was once more run through her piercings, considerably heightening her discomfort. Since this pin was meant to stay until the flesh healed, she would have to put up with its irritating presence, just as she had to make the best of the others that kept the new holes in her breasts and vulva occupied. Elena was thus given an inkling of what her permanent fittings would feel like. They would definitely take some getting used to. It was probably for the best that this latest piercing had left her emotionally drained and slightly dazed, especially since her current troubles were far from over. Next, her mouth received its share of not so tender attentions.

	“Open wide and extend your tongue, please!” Dr Lowry requested.

	With weary apprehension Elena eyed the mould for her mouth that Lisa held ready to be fitted. Whereas the template for her nose had featured only a single, albeit massive cross-bore, this one was riddled with seemingly dozens of holes. Resignedly, she complied as best as she could with his request, but was nonetheless rewarded with a nearly dislocated jaw when Lisa forcefully pushed the mould past the barrier of her teeth. Once inside, the strain was relieved only marginally since the template kept her jaws painfully spread apart and her muscles began to protest their abuse almost instantly. Elena fervently hoped that the planned procedures would soon be completed. First though, Lisa connected the vacuum pump, then turned it on and the strong suction immediately pulled Elena's tongue far out and fully into the thin plastic sheath waiting to accept it. At the same time, her lips and gums adhered to the lifelike, contoured profiles provided for them that prevented her from even twitching a muscle. With her mouth forced open wide, her lips stretched tight around the mould's gasket flange and her tongue painfully pulled out, Elena had been masterfully prepared. Everything was readily accessible and she was helpless to resist what was to come in any way.

	Of course, Dr Lowry was ready to take advantage of the situation and availing himself of his seemingly inexhaustible supply of needles, he soon had Elena decked out with even more holes. After he had pierced her tongue for the second time, turning the numbed lump in her mouth into a dully throbbing one, everything became a blur for Elena for the strains and stresses of her prolonged suffering finally took their toll. Now, as the anaesthetic's effectiveness slowly diminished, her breasts and genitals began to hurt in earnest. She closed her eyes and allowed her conscious mind to withdraw into a shell, blanking out the unpalatable reality of her situation, i.e. being defencelessly strapped into a chair and perforated in every imaginable way... all by her own choice!

	The further pinpricks in her tongue and lips barely registered on her mind, and she accepted the ensuing emplacement of dilating pins while almost forgetting about the formerly longed for extraction of the template. By then, the aching of her wide-spread jaws was just another thread in the tapestry of her misery. Besides, the relief of its eventual removal was short-lived, as Dr Lowry immediately switched targets and began his campaign on her ears. First, the respective moulds were applied; their anchoring extensions pushed deeply into her ear canals until they pressed uncomfortably against the tympanic membranes, then, the piercing needles' attack on her auricles commenced. Only after the constant barrage had ebbed for quite some time did Elena gradually emerge from her trance-like state and let herself become aware of her surroundings again.

	     To her surprise, Dr Lowry had already left the room, leaving the after-action mop-up to his able assistant. Lisa cleaned away the dried blood and swabbed all wounds with an antiseptic that was thankfully - now that Elena was ready to appreciate small mercies again - one of the non-stinging varieties. Where required, she then secured the dilating pins either by screwing them further in until their threaded ends engaged, or plugging the end caps onto their exposed heads.

	     Finally, she freed a physically and mentally drained Elena from her restraints and helped her out of the chair. Rising too fast after the long enforced immobilisation, Elena felt suddenly dizzy and would undoubtedly have toppled over if Lisa had not supported her. Her brain was flooded by pain signals from nearly every part of her body and for good measure, the throbbing behind her brow promised to turn into a major headache. With Lisa's help, she managed the few steps to an adjoining room appointed as a recovery area and with her every movement, the new, albeit temporary, hardware invading her flesh made its presence felt in unexpected and generally awkward, uncomfortable ways. Elena gingerly lowered herself onto the soft bed and with eagerness accepted Lisa's offer to administer a painkiller. Mercifully, the analgesic took effect almost immediately after the injection and Elena slipped into a dreamless sleep of pure exhaustion.

	 

	     Incapacitated

	Elena rose before dawn.

	After two interminable hours of incessantly squirming in her chains she had given up hope of getting back to sleep again. With practised ease she used her closely held feet to pick up the keys for her shackles from the floor and opened first the handcuffs that held her arms behind her back, then unlocked the second pair clasped around her ankles. She'd learned to sleep in restraints during her tempestuous relationship with Victor; and though it had been awkward at first, she had kept the habit even after their break-up. Tonight, however, not even the comforting embrace of the familiar steel had been able to quell her anxiety.

	In the brightly lit bathroom's large mirror she critically appraised her reflection, knowing this to be the last time she would ever see herself not wearing the permanent shackles and other, more intimate accoutrements. Looking back at her from the mirror was a tall and slender, almost delicate young woman with large, somewhat frightened hazel eyes. Her face was beautiful, even despite the peculiar set of piercings that now adorned it. Elena was heartily glad they had healed so well; remembering vividly how the initial bruising and swelling had made her fear she was permanently disfigured.

	Immediately after the surgery, she had looked (and felt!) like someone who had been run over by a truck. After a week or so, however, the worst had been over and the bruises had gradually started to fade, until at long last her mirror image became familiar again, although strangely transformed by her barbaric perforations and the hardware they hosted. She had spent the first few days of her recovery in Dr Lowry's clinic, diligently looked after by Lisa who tended to her wounds and taught her how to take care of the new piercings herself. Dr Lowry (or rather Greg, as Elena had come to call him) came by twice a day as well to take note of her convalescent progress and occasionally to replace the dilating pins with fresh ones. His initially cool demeanour towards her had noticeably warmed after he recognized the depth of devotion that was behind her ostensibly frivolous acceptance of Victor's conditions, just as Elena had taken a liking to the conscientious and witty personality hiding behind his abrasive exterior.

	On his seventh visit Greg pronounced her sufficiently recovered to leave and had Lisa drive her home, albeit not without personally reviewing the aftercare procedures for her piercings with Elena first. She left with a sack full of medical supplies and detailed instructions of when to swab which potion onto what wound. Elena had followed the advice religiously and now her new perforations looked like they had been precision cut by a laser drill. When at last the unsightly sleeves of extraneous sheathing not fused with her skin had frayed away (helped along by generous applications of some dissolving agent), they left behind slightly silvery rims that gave the cleanly defined holes an almost otherworldly appearance.

	A fortnight ago, she had discarded the last remaining dilating pins, along with the templates for her breasts. By then the healing process had long passed the stage where they were still necessary to keep the punctures open and as a matter of fact, according to Greg, even if they were left permanently voided, thanks to their lining, those punctures would never close again. Without the pins, her piercings were much less conspicuous however, a boon that Elena was most grateful for on the occasion of her rare sorties from the protective walls of her apartment. Even more importantly, with her tongue and lips rid of their distorting presence, her speech patterns had become nearly understandable once more. Although she tended to avoid exposing herself to the bewildered stares of her narrow-minded neighbours, she regularly had visitors. Victor was not amongst them, unfortunately; instead, he contended himself with having his minions shepherd her along the path he had set.

	Apart from Lisa, who regularly dropped by to monitor the progress of her recovery, a hotshot solicitor was her most frequent guest. Dr Mangel had been hired by Victor to help her put her affairs in order, for as Victor's slave she would effectively cease to exist as an independent woman. Victor was to be legally appointed and act as her legal guardian in every respect and because she would not be permitted to own anything, Dr Mangel had been charged with disposing of all of her worldly possessions, or rather ‘realize her assets' as he preferred to put it. Although Elena was not privy to the details, it was clear by now that Victor had to be even wealthier than she had speculated when they first met. Everything she owned would be donated to a charity and it was her job to pick one. She felt at a loss at first, for without doubt the state of the world was such that an abundance of worthy causes vied for her attention.

	In the end, she had decided on an organisation that promoted women's rights in less enlightened regions of the world. The somewhat paradoxical nature of her choice did not escape Elena. After all, she was about to renounce the very freedoms this organisation fought for so hard. Nevertheless, she felt there was a world of difference between her voluntarily surrendering her mind and body into a life of bondage, and the misfortune of being born into one. Besides, if humankind was to stand an albeit slim chance at survival, then men's atavistic struggle for supremacy would best be kept in check by women's moderation.

	Elena was somewhat distressed to learn how smoothly the liquidation of her former life went. Obviously the imprint she'd left on the world was far more fleeting than she had hoped for. By now, her apartment was nearly empty of furniture but for a camp bed and completely devoid of any personal mementos. To her surprise, she was mostly glad to be rid of her belongings; particularly, when she considered the energy she had expended to acquire them in the first place. Nevertheless, she felt as if a great burden had been lifted off her shoulders.

	In comparison, the process of putting herself into Victor's custody proved to be a lot more involved. A number of different public authorities, which until this point in her life had never taken any interest in her welfare, suddenly started to worry about her. Fortunately, Victor's silver-tongued solicitor seemed to possess some kind of lucky talisman that made most difficulties disappear almost magically; the rest, Elena suspected, were taken care off by an irresistible blend of bribery and pressure from higher up. Dr Mangel, it appeared, was well-connected with the top echelon in every pertinent agency. Or maybe Victor was, although this distinction was purely academic.

	Dr Mangel never let on how he personally regarded Elena's somewhat bizarre appearance and the task he was asked to discharge. His manners were impeccable and he always acted as if it was perfectly normal for a young woman to consign herself completely to a man and become his property, body and soul for all intents and purposes. Given Dr Mangel's uncanny efficiency, Elena wondered whether he had been asked to handle similar cases in the past, but his forbidding reserve quelled any impulse to ask him outright. It was too late now: Dr Mangel had made her sign the final documents the evening before, then had bid her farewell. His parting ‘Good night and good luck.' was the most amicable remark he had uttered during all of their dealings.

	On the other hand, something akin to a friendship had developed between her and Lisa. On Lisa's last visit, they had talked for hours and discovered a surprising number of things they had in common. When she finally left, she had hugged Elena tightly and promised to look out for her.

	The remembered hug took Elena back to the present. Regardless of Lisa's promise, this day she would have to face on her own. Predictably, the attempt to get some rest had failed miserably and so she studied her reflection once more to assess the damage the sleepless night had done to her face. She wanted to look her best when she finally presented herself to Victor as his reformed and worthy slave girl. Fortunately, the resilience of youth and her remarkable constitution minimised the impact a few hours of lost sleep had on her and a hot shower then some light touches of make up were all it took to restore her pristine beauty.

	The next order of business was to get dressed. Elena was spared the agonizing dilemma of choosing an outfit to wear on this most momentous day of her life by the simple expedient that there was only one choice left: the light summer dress she had worn to all previous stations of her quest. Since the weather was still fair, this was not a problem, and anyway, in the future she expected to spend much time without a thread of clothing. With her preparations completed, all she could do was to wait.

	Nervous energy kept her from sitting down and actually look at the pages of the book she pretended to read. It was on the approximately thousandth time she crossed the few steps between the camp bed and living room window that she spotted the taxi approaching down in the street. Without further thought, she grabbed her keys and after one last furtive glance around her emptied apartment, closed its door behind her forever. Only when she raced down the stairs did Elena's mind catch up with what she was doing. Her steps faltered and she paused in the doorway, suddenly beset by last minute doubts. There was still time. She could still back out and return to her former life; unscathed apart from a peculiar set of piercings she would need an explanation for, but on the other hand, she would never see Victor again. And, she would never sample the bittersweet pleasures of a life as his ultimate slave that she had begun to crave. The moment of indecision passed and Elena quickly crossed the street to the waiting taxi. 

	     The driver's eyebrows visited his hairline when he took in her appearance, but thankfully he refrained from making a remark. Nevertheless, she felt her face flush. During the ride she sensed his appalled stare in the rear mirror more than once. Pretending not to notice, Elena crossed her legs and looked out the window.

	Finally, they arrived at the metalworking shop where her quest had begun so many weeks ago and as before the parking lot was nearly deserted. Her heart sank when she failed to spot Viktor's lovingly preserved Mercedes SL-300 Old-timer anywhere. Only then did she realize how much she had hoped he would be there to accompany her on this last, pivotal step of her transformation, the consummation, or so she thought at that point, of her enslavement. Dispirited, she proceeded to the recessed entrance and rang the bell.

	The door opened at once, admitting her to the reception area beyond where Alex awaited her with a huge smile on his face. This time he was impeccably groomed and attired in an obviously expensive anthracite suit; yet in her considered opinion he still looked like a nerd, albeit one who tried to pass off as a banker.

	“Hi Elena, it's nice to see you again. You're even more beautiful than I remembered you to be.” Alex sounded completely sincere, as though he was unfazed by the rather bizarre sight her new facial piercings presented. He certainly was not oblivious to them; in fact, his gaze lingered on the circle of silvery dots that outlined her lips when he shook her hand in his customary effusive manner.

	“Thank you, Alex. You're sweet. Your belief that my new look constitutes an improvement is not a universally shared though, I'm afraid. My cab driver, for one, disapproved.”

	“Victor shares it however,” he countered, “so what if some bigot or other might think different. It mustn't bother you, must it?”

	“Touché!” Elena conceded, suppressing her own nagging misgivings. “Speaking of Victor, where is he? I had hoped he'd be here.”

	“He won't meet you before it's all done. He vowed not to take an active role, but to wait until you had surrendered yourself to him, completely of your own volition. In the future, there will never be any doubt in your or anyone else's mind that you choose to fulfil your destiny on your own.” Alex smiled. “Victor's monitoring your progress closely, however. And rather eagerly, I might add.”

	“Then we must not keep him waiting any longer. Let's get started.”

	Alex swept her an ironic bow before opening the heavy, soundproofed door to the workshop and beckoning her through. She passed him with a sideways glance.

	“Nice suit, by the way.”

	Alex shrugged.

	“I've been asked to officiate at some function in honour of one of our more important customers this afternoon and probably won't have time to change. Otherwise, I certainly wouldn't have suited up as a business buffoon.”

	He steered her through the maze of heavy machinery until they reached the room's far end. There, on a cloth covered workbench, a large assortment of lustrous, organically curved metal parts grabbed her attention. Elena immediately realized that once they were assembled around and inside her body and anchored to it by her new piercings, she would be ensnared in an inescapable web of unbreakable alloy. She was so engrossed in the sight and its implications she did not even notice the third person present until Lisa cleared her throat.

	“Hi Elena!”

	“Lisa! What are you doing here?” Elena exclaimed in surprise.

	“I thought you might prefer to have the more ... ah ... intimate procedures done by someone who actually knows what she's doing.” Lisa nodded towards Alex. “No offence intended.”

	“None taken. As long as you don't mess up the hardware, I'll be glad to defer to your superior experience with the, ah, soft parts in question,” Alex replied.

	Lisa rose from the out-of-place looking medical treatment table she had been sitting on and joined them. Elena pulled her close and embraced her tightly.

	“I'm really glad you're here, it means a lot to me. Thank you.”

	Lisa hugged her back.

	“You're welcome! I promised I'd be looking out for you.” After a long moment Elena let go and composed herself.

	“Well, we'd better get started before I loose my nerve.”

	“Ready when you are. I've already completed my preparations.” Lisa smiled, gesturing at the white coat she wore.

	“Then let's begin,” Alex interjected. “There's a lot of work to do and we're on a tight timetable.”

	 

	     Adorned

	Elena's breasts were scheduled to receive their permanent adornments first. Unsurprisingly, she was asked to slip off her dress first and then stand away from the treatment table, leaning forward with her upper body parallel to the floor so that her breasts hung pendulously away from her chest. Meanwhile, Lisa and Alex scrubbed and helped each other put on surgical gloves. Lisa next applied a disinfectant to Elena's body in much the same way as she had when preparing her for her stint as Greg's pincushion. Lisa noted her friend's mounting trepidation and smiled at her encouragingly.

	“Don't worry. We're done with the needlework. This is just a precaution to assuage my occupational paranoia, as Alex here would put it. However, yours certainly isn't the type of jewellery you'd simply take off in case an inflammation developed, so I deem it better to err on the side of caution.”

	Elena responded with a nod and a weak smile of her own, then Alex approached with the first parts of the assembly meant to imprison her left breast. Two metal tubes, both with cross-holes through their centres, were carefully inserted into the piercings that perforated Elena's breast vertically and horizontally near its base. Their five mm diameter was intentionally a bit too large for the perforations, so they stretched the firm flesh that played host to them uncomfortably. Nevertheless, thanks to the special lining of her piercings, both tubes slid in easily. Once they were fully inserted, about two millimetres of their length remained exposed beyond the contour of her breast on either side. Another, shorter tube of the same kind was inserted into the hole that punctured her breast horizontally behind the nipple and carefully centred, then Alex rotated each tube until tiny marks at their ends confirmed the proper orientation of the eyelets at their centre, before the next component of the restraining hardware was installed. This consisted of a sturdy post with three cross-bores unevenly distributed along its length, oblate at one end and tipped at the other by a small sphere, so that it resembled an oversized, blunt map pin. Since the post was destined to occupy the frontal piercing that extended through the nipple into the mound's centre, it had to fit through the openings in the transverse tubes. Nevertheless, its gauge as well proved slightly outsized for the puncture it was about to fill.

	Elena clenched her teeth while Lisa slowly pushed the pin into her soft flesh. It did not particularly ease Elena's plight that Alex, in order to facilitate the process, stretched her breast downwards by pulling at the ends of the tube through its uppermost lateral perforation. Aided again by the lining ingrown into her tissue, the post sank smoothly up into her breast, slowing only once when it encountered one of the transverse tubes whose central hole had not been perfectly aligned yet. As soon as the pin's full length had vanished into her body, with the ball at its end pressing tightly into her nipple, Alex produced two more, somewhat thinner rods. One after the other, each rod was inserted into the appropriate lateral tube at her breast's base and pushed all the way in. Along the way, they passed through the corresponding cross-bores of the outward projecting post that now resided in her nipple's central piercing and thus anchored it firmly in Elena's breast. The bar's lengths were precisely measured so they ended flush with the surrounding tubes. Elena lowered her head and marvelled at the appearance of her metal studded breast. The striking contrast between her own familiar flesh and the foreign alloy that invaded it fascinated her deeply. 

	Alex went on a foray to the workbench and returned with the two halves of a massive hoop. At the semicircles’ ends, its oblate cross section was exposed; about two centimetres high and a half centimetre wide it provided ample space to support the symmetrical pairs of sturdy locking posts. Corresponding mating holes waited to join the two half rings into a complete circle. Both halves were painstakingly positioned around the base of Elena's breast so that their still separated ends met at a 45-degrees angle with respect to her body's long axis and in this configuration, four slots cut into the hoop's inner circumference were properly aligned to accept the transverse tube's exposed ends. So far Lisa and Alex had worked in silence; now the latter spoke up.

	“When the two halves are pushed together, locking pins will engage and make the whole ensemble completely irremovable. So, if you had any second thoughts, now is the time to call a stop.”

	“I've talked to Greg and Alex earlier.” Lisa added quietly. “We'll back you up, no matter what you decide.” 

	Elena closed her eyes and tried to still her chaotic thoughts. The hard metal inside her body made its presence felt in deliciously restrictive ways, with every breath she took. She suddenly realized that once the hardware became embedded in her breasts, she would effectively be prevented from laying on her stomach, or at least strongly discouraged to do so because of the discomfort, if not outright pain, that would result.

	“Do it! Do it now!” she called out impulsively, prodded by a sudden surge of burgeoning masochism.

	“If that's your wish, so be it!” Alex acknowledged.

	He nodded to Lisa and she immediately started to pull down on the ball that capped the pin sticking out from Elena's breast, until the skin at its base was stretched tight. Alex checked the ring's positioning one last time, then pressed its halves together. The locking pins engaged with a series of solid and terribly final sounding clicks. Once closed, the hoop's adamantine metal clasped her breast tightly around its base in a not unpleasant, but definitely authoritative manner and immediately, Elena felt the constriction cause her breast to swell and become more sensitive with entrapped blood. She was given no respite to come to grips with the ambivalent sensations since the last parts of her breast's elaborate fittings were next mounted without delay.

	Alex produced a stout post capped by a conical head at one end and threaded at the other, accompanied by a matching locknut and a massive, U-shaped shackle. He stood by while Lisa positioned the shackle so its arms framed Elena's nipple and the eyelets at their tips were aligned with the openings of the tube that distended her aureole piercing, then immediately slid the post through the whole array. When its threaded end emerged from the hole at the top of the U's far side arm, the cone-shaped locknut was screwed onto this end of the aureole bar. Soon, the screw became too stiff for his bare fingers and Alex resorted to the help of two small, custom Allen keys that fit into corresponding sockets at the cones’ top. He managed a few more turns, then the muscles in his arms started to stand out. Nevertheless, he persisted until something gave way with a sharp twang sound. Suddenly deprived of the resistance, his right hand slipped off and despite his best efforts to soften the blow he hit Elena hard in the sternum.

	“Ouch!” She yelped from the unexpected pain.

	“Sorry! My mistake. I should have been more careful!” Alex apologized contritely.

	“What happened? Did something break?” Elena inquired worriedly while she rubbed her aching chest.

	“No, no. Everything's fine. To do damage to this kind of alloy, you'd need more serious equipment. What just happened is that the ceramic coupling between the end cap's protective, outer shell and the internal locknut shattered, as intended, thus making the cap virtually irremovable. In addition, the debris is now locking the threads. I simply did not count on the ceramics being so tough.”

	He held up his hands, where the imprints of the Allen keys were still clearly visible. Elena contemplated her breast's latest permanent additions with renewed awe. The substantial U-shackle alone was forbidding. Since its generous dimensions allowed it to swing freely past the ball resting against her nipple, it lent itself to act as an anchor for all kinds of tethers, as her fevered mind duly noted. Experimentally, she pulled at the shackle and the tension she applied was instantly transferred to her entire breast, thanks to the clever system of interlocking axial and radial rods embedded in her flesh. It was the damnedest feeling and Elena quickly let go of the shackle as if the metal had burned her fingers.

	In the course of the next few minutes, each step of the elaborate procedure, minus the accidental blow to her chest, was faithfully repeated with her other breast at the receiving end and soon it too had been decked out with the same fearsome implements of subjugation. Elena languished in deep subspace when Alex's voice intruded.

	“We'll move on to your vulva now,” he informed her. “First, we'll need to install some grommets in your labia. Could you please get onto the table now, then move your bottom close to the edge and open your legs?”

	Elena needed a few seconds to come out of her trance-like state before she sat down on the table, reclined and spread her legs. Lisa fetched a low stool and sat down between them, then with an indulgent smile, wiped away the wetness that seeped out between Elena's nether lips.

	“I guess we're ready here,” Lisa announced and accepted the first of a dozen widely flanged grommets from Alex. Each one came in two parts that would be joined inseparably with the help of a compound lever, heavy duty grommet setting tool. Lisa located the first of the holes that had been punched into Elena's left labia majora, then pulled on the thick fold of skin and deftly manipulated the grommet's sturdy tube through the too small opening, until its broad base rested against the stretched lip's inner side. Next, she mounted the complementary end piece on the lip's outer side and gripped both parts between the tool's jaws. Lisa pressed the long handles until her knuckles turned white with the strain and with a snapping noise, the grommet's halves finally mated, bringing its wide flanges into overall close contact with the tender flesh trapped between them. Her achievement elicited a gasp and some subdued jerking by Elena.

	“You're OK?” Lisa inquired.

	“I-I guess so,” Elena answered hesitantly. “It just feels a little weird.”

	Working from Elena's perineum up to her pubic mound, Lisa steadily added grommet after grommet until each of the five holes on either side played host to the reinforcing hardware. Elena felt her nether lips subjected to a constant, but bearable pressure and a less agreeable burning sensation where the connecting tubes of the grommets’ halves stretched the surrounding tissue. Fortunately, the latter was already abating and would hopefully fade completely over time when her body adapted to the intruders. She briefly wondered in what deliciously wicked ways Victor intended to use the new hardware now permanently resident in her labia. It would only take a couple of padlocks to render her sex effectively inaccessible. However, judging from her past experience with Victor's imagination and his henchman Alex's technical prowess, she strongly suspected nothing that simple and pedestrian would be entailed. Elena's lustful speculations were interrupted by Alex's voice.

	“We'll do your clit and its hood next. You may want to brace yourself.”

	Alarmed, Elena turned to Lisa, who pushed her palms down in a calming gesture. She spared a withering glare at Alex, before trying to assuage her friend's fears.

	“No big deal. The worst part's been the piercing and that you've weathered admirably. Now that everything’s healed, the holes’ lining will make the actual insertion of your clitoral hardware rather, uh, anticlimactic, I’m afraid.” She smirked. “Some men mistake their own whininess for a common standard. You know, if they had to have babies, our species would have become extinct long ago.” 

	Elena was less than reassured by her words but did not demur when an unruffled Alex handed Lisa what appeared to be a miniature eyebolt: a sturdy metal rod capped by a collared eyelet at one end and threaded at the other. 

	“I'll install the anchoring bar now. Please try to hold still,” Lisa advised.

	With a few masterful strokes, Lisa teased Elena’s clit from its hiding place, thus making it very difficult for her to limit her reaction to a few throaty moans. Then, Lisa grasped the rod in a pair of needle-nose pliers and pressed its threaded tip against the blood engorged, sensitive organ’s base while holding it captive with the fingers of her other hand. Elena’s clitoris had been pierced vertically deep through its shaft, with the puncture running from just above the urethra to the top of the hood. Ever so slowly, Elena felt the rod slide into the piercing, overcoming the resistance her swollen flesh offered. The sensation drove her wild, to the point that Alex had to press down hard on her pelvis to keep her from rearing up violently.

	“Whoa, easy tiger! Otherwise I’ll have to go and fetch some belts to strap you down.”

	Fortunately, he did not have to make good on this threat and now that Elena knew what to expect, she managed to get a grip on her agitation, allowing Lisa to finish her task without further incident. To complete the assembly, Lisa screwed a matching eyelet onto the bar's exposed end and when she was done, both eyelets were perfectly aligned, with their rounded shoulders pressing firmly against Elena’s clit respectively its hood from either side. A few drops of a high-strength, permanent thread-locking compound that a considerate Alex had applied beforehand guaranteed the irreversibility of this final step and thus eliminated any chance Elena would be able to rid herself of the bar any time soon, if ever.

	Lisa took a moment to turn the rod so that the eyelets’ openings faced sideways before finally pronouncing her work finished. Elena straightened up and doubtfully eyed this newest addition to her growing inventory of body jewellery. The twin eyelets extended a silent invitation to attach all kinds of controlling equipment to her most sensitive spot and Alex’s next words confirmed that her fears were well-founded.

	“I happen to know that Victor has some interesting applications in mind for your fittings, but for now, let’s keep it simple.” 

	He held an oblong, oval, small metal cap in front of Elena’s eyes and slowly rotated it so she could study it from all sides. It was formed like a miniature hard hat with a narrow brim all around that elongated into a peak both at the front and back. At both ends, along the hat’s centre line, two thin slits were cut into the metal that extended from the peaks' midpoint halfway up into the crown. Elena vented a weary sigh when she deduced the cap’s probable purpose and Alex smiled thinly.

	“Exactly, from now on access to your clit will be restricted to authorized personal only.” 

	He passed the cap to Lisa, who spread Elena’s nether lips apart so that the clit, its hood and eyeleted bar were fully exposed and easily captured within the impenetrable metal shell of their new prison. She aligned the cap, then pressed down on it until the eyelets at the transfixing bar’s ends fully emerged through the slits in the cap and Alex could guide the shackles of two small, but sturdy padlocks through them. The locks not only secured the cap however, but their hasps were also run through the adjacent grommets in Elena’s labia and so pulled her cleft partially closed around the imprisoning metal dome. Two subdued clicks ended Elena’s discretionary power over the centre of her lust, paradoxically stoking the latter to new heights. 

	Alex dangled a pair of keys in front of Elena’s face. 

	“I guess you’d like to have these.” 

	However, when Elena reached for them, he playfully snatched them away and shook his head with feigned regret. “These belong to Victor, I’m afraid.”

	“Of course.” Elena conceded petulantly. Almost against her will, her hands found their way to her sex. Alex looked on tolerantly while she probed the dome that protected her clit from her prying fingers. It easily deflected her increasingly frantic attempts at gaining access to her trapped flesh and after some more experimentation, she subsided with a weary sigh. Elena quickly came to the conclusion that she would still be able to stimulate herself, albeit only indirectly, and at the price of mixing in equal parts of discomfort and pain into the pleasure; all things considered maybe it was not so bad a deal for someone of her masochistic make-up. It could get worse - and most probably would! 

	Meanwhile, Lisa had collected a tray that contained the next pieces of Elena’s metal adornments. It was time to emplace her facial jewellery, starting with her tongue. Three holes, forming a roughly equilateral triangle, had been punched through the muscular organ, with the foremost one centred about a centimetre behind the tip and the other two located further back, a half centimetre or so removed from either side. Elena had to extend her tongue as far as possible so that each perforation could be reinforced with another one of the wide-flanged, permanently mounted grommets. She hated to think what these additions would do to her only recently regained ability to enunciate intelligibly; however, their presence suggested that Victor was not inclined to give her much opportunity to make conversation anyway, since their primary purpose presumably was to assist in immobilizing her tongue.

	Further corroboration was provided by the installation of small, silvery eyelets into the piercings that surrounded Elena's mouth. The punctures closely followed its outline but were separated from the actual lips by a few millimetres. First, the three piercings symmetrically located above her upper lip were filled, followed suit by their counterparts below her lower lip. At last, a pair of more substantial grommets was mounted into the slightly larger holes at the corners of her mouth, about a half centimetre removed from them. 

	The visual impact of these additions was severe. In comparison, the piercings alone had been rather discreet, despite the silvery sheen caused by their lining. Now, the eyelets' wider flanges drew the attention invariably to her lips, probably making even a casual beholder wonder whether they could be used to lace her mouth shut like a shoe. Elena was sure that this was the case; however, since she was well familiar with Victor's penchant for fiendishly efficient gags, she surmised that the eyelets would also prove useful when it came to fastening a gag's outer shield securely to her face. She forcibly stopped herself from probing the new hardware with her tongue and teeth yet again. Without doubt it would take time to get used to their invasive presence.

	“This certainly looks bizarre,” Lisa commented critically, then quickly amended, “but also interesting in a good, kinky way,” when she saw Elena's alarmed expression. 

	“Wait till we've dealt with her nose,” Alex countered.

	“What awout my nothe?” Elena managed to put in, glad that her pronunciation was only slightly off. With a little practice, she would probably get the hang of it. To her chagrin, her question was ignored just the same. 

	Instead, Alex and Lisa proceeded, next placing the grommets in her ears. All four holes in each auricle received their permanent metal reinforcements, but only those in the earlobe and at the top of her ear shell were also equipped with sturdy, utilitarian looking U-shackles. Their industrial appearance disabused any notion of them being purely decorative in nature and strongly hinted at their real, far more sinister purpose. The remaining two piercings, perforating the tragus in front of her ear canal and the cartilage across from it, were spared this additional indignity. As her alert mind dutifully noted, the configuration of these holes allowed for a horizontal rod to be run through them, and thus would make sure that anything Victor decided to put into her ear canal would stay inside. Elena somehow doubted it would be hearing aids; more likely the opposite. 

	“I recommend that you be an especially good girl in the future, or Victor may bring the outdated educational concept of pulling one's ear into the 21st century,” Alex teased, then sighed wistfully. “This sure would come in handy for my nephew. The little monster will pay me a visit next week.”

	Lisa patted his arm in mock sympathy. “I'm sure you'll be able to handle one little boy. Just keep him away from all your expensive toys.”

	Alex panicked gaze flitted around his workshop, probably identifying dozens of ways how an industrious three-year-old could wreak havoc among its delicate machinery. He shuddered, then with a visible effort got a grip on himself again and gestured for Lisa to return to the task at hand. Elena secretly wondered how many of the ideas behind her bondage were inspired by suppressed fantasies of disciplining an unruly child.

	Finally, it was her nose's turn to have its share of subjugation equipment installed.

	“Please lay back flat on the table again!” Alex requested and waited until she had hesitantly complied with his command. 

	He then produced a small, conical, oblate, metal sleeve and slipped it into her right nostril. Its profile matched the interior of Elena's nose perfectly: flattened on the side that rested against her septum and appropriately rounded were it pushed against its outer wing. The sleeve had a substantial set of cross bores partway along its length and Elena had become more than a little concerned upon seeing their diameter. He carefully pushed it in until it became stuck in the narrowing nostril; then he mounted its counterpart into her other nostril. The precision of his planning and workmanship became apparent when he knelt down at her side and sighted through the piercings: The holes in her flesh and the corresponding cross-bores in the cones were perfectly aligned, allowing him to shine his pocket lamp clear through them all. Equally, care had been taken not to alter the elegant form of her nose so that from the outside, the presence of the interior sleeves was barely detectable; at most a slight flaring of her nostrils, as if she was taking a deeper than usual breath, could be discerned. 

	Satisfied, he gave Lisa the go-ahead for the next stage, namely making the cones a permanent fixture of her nose. With a delicate pair of pliers, she slipped the male half of yet another, bigger and thicker variant of the versatile grommets up into one nostril and deftly manipulated its tube through the matching holes in Elena's septum and the interior sleeves until its flange rested in the recess provided for it there.

	When she had also mounted its female counterpart on the other side, she was relieved by Alex, who now wielded a specialized variant of the grommet setting tool. He inserted its business ends into Elena's nostrils and when its jaws engaged the grommet’s halves, he smoothly squeezed the handles. With a subdued click, the halves were joined as one, making the whole ensemble irremovable. Elena whimpered and tears shot to her eyes when the up to now merely irritating pressure on her sensitive septum suddenly spiked. This was not the end of her woes however, for next, a grommet was set into the hole in the right wing of her nose, anchoring the respective sleeve on that side as well, then the process was repeated with the left nostril wing. 

	By this time, the whole lower half of Elena’s nose had become intimately and inseparably joined to its new, metal inner core and perforce as rigid as its bony, upper part. Although the pressure exerted on her flesh was not painful, it was nevertheless unpleasant, constantly reminding her of the intruders' presence. Unfazed by the silent tears streaming down her temples, Alex and Lisa continued with the installation of the command and control portion of her nasal jewellery.

	This consisted basically of an appropriately scaled copy of the assembly for Elena's nipples, i.e. a sturdy post with a conical cap on one end, a corresponding, conical locknut for its other, threaded end, and a substantial U-shackle. Again, the locknut’s outer shell hid a ceramic compound that would shatter when the necessary amount of torque was applied and to this end both cones sported specialized slots in their heads that matched Alex’s custom Allen keys. The only difference in this instance was that the eyelets at the tips of the U-shackle’s arms were more pronounced so that when Alex slowly and carefully pushed the shackle up into Elena’s nostrils, they engaged complementary raised shoulders around her septum grommet's central hole.

	As soon as the U-shackle was properly seated, the anchoring post was pushed sideways through and into her nose until its threaded end emerged through the lateral grommet on the opposite side. Alex loosely screwed on the locknut, then used his set of specialized Allen wrenches to tighten it further. In order to prevent a recurrence of the earlier mishap that had resulted in the accidental blow to Elena's sternum, he asked Lisa to keep one of the wrenches steady while he concentrated on turning the other one. He had chosen their angle of attack carefully, so when after much grunting and swearing the ceramic within the end cap finally did shatter, suddenly leaving them bereft of a counteracting force, both his and Lisa's hands slid harmlessly past Elena's face.

	“It would have been a lot easier if you’d made these handles a little longer,” Lisa complained, rubbing the spot where the wrench had abraded her palm.

	“True, but spoken with the benefit of hindsight. All in all, for a version 1.0 it went pretty well so far, I’d say. I already have some minor improvements in mind; you’ll see, next time everything will work a lot smoother,” Alex defended himself.

	“You seriously think there’ll be a next time?”

	“Why not? Victor might start a new trend with this. If I ever found a girl as brave as Elena here…” He sighed and then added with a teasing smile, “Or what if you and Greg ever got serious?”

	“I certainly don’t think so!” Lisa protested. Belatedly, she amended, “I mean, not the Greg finally getting serious part, I hope, but this other scary stuff, you know.” 

	She blushed and had to look away. Alex laughed good-naturedly and took her in his arms, where she relaxed for a few moments. 

	Elena barely took notice of this byplay because her mind was still busy catching up with the fact that the post and therefore the shackle it anchored had just become a permanent feature of her face. Leading her around by a leash to her nose ring had always been an item on Victor's agenda, but now she wondered what more he had in mind that warranted a design as sophisticated as this. Then again, maybe it was just the deplorable outcome of combining his obsessive-compulsive quest for perfection with Alex’ mechanical genius to actually make it happen. Either way, the end result ensured that she did not need to worry about accidentally ripping out her jewellery; it was there to stay and presumably rated for substantial loads.

	Alex glanced at his wristwatch, the cheap digital model at odds with his elegant clothing. “We’re running late.”

	“OK, what's left?” Lisa asked.

	“At this stage, only her manacles.” He turned to Elena. “Please come with us!”

	He helped her up from the sweat-slick table and led her the few paces to the nearby workbench. The sensations produced by the additions to Elena’s body were impossible for her to ignore and rather disconcerting. She felt that the sensations from her breasts were the most appalling, for now, their familiar patterns of motion were completely upset by their new inner scaffolding. The hard clitoral shell enfolded by and simultaneously spreading her labia made her feel exposed, although intellectually she knew the opposite to be true. Her tongue felt stiff and unwieldy and the tightness around her mouth reminded her of the eyelets that stretched her lips and cheeks. Her nose sat like a foreign body on her face and its blatant shackle’s noticeable weight rested with evil portent on her upper lip. None of her adornments yet limited her freedom of motion in any way, but Elena already felt more deeply restrained than she had ever thought possible. Even more alarming, her real bonds were to be applied only now!

	On the workbench, next to a large, vertically mounted vice, the still separated halves of four gleaming metal cuffs waited to be permanently clasped around her limbs. Alex picked up the first manacle’s lower part and positioned it between the jaws of the vice.

	“Sit down and put your right wrist into the cuff, please!”

	Elena gingerly lowered herself onto the low stool Lisa had brought along and raised her arm, unable to control its shaking. Lisa had to help her guide it into the waiting half-cuff and then kept it steady while Alex made sure that her wrist was properly positioned within the broad metal band’s oval shape. After some minute adjustments, he was satisfied at last and emplaced the cuff’s upper half, taking great care her flesh would not get pinched between the interlocking, slanted teeth that made up the halves’ end profiles. On either side, three stout locking pins engaged corresponding slots in the manacle’s other half, sliding in easily at first, until the space separating both halves had shrunk to three millimetres. Alex then resorted to the help of the vice to overcome the resistance that kept him from closing the remaining gap and spun its handle until the cuff’s halves met in a staccato of sharp clicks that sent a shiver down Elena’s spine. She did not need to be told that the manacle’s halves had been joined for good. Short of cutting through the metal band with a laser (a rather impractical proposition, considering it enclosed her much less impervious flesh), she was stuck with it for the rest of her life.

	Once her hand was released from the vice, Elena drew it back to inspect the completed cuff. The metal seemed to flow around her wrist forming an apparently unbroken band. Either of the serrated seams where its parts met was barely discernible: a perfect fit down to the slight indentation that accommodated her delicate wrist bones. On both lateral sides, parallel to the seams, the cuff provided attachment points wide enough to accept a padlock or other fastening devices, essentially cut-outs in the metal where it bulged into wide fins that rose a centimetre or so above the surrounding surface.

	All in all, Elena guessed the manacle to be about seven centimetres wide, with a thickness of about half a centimetre; anyway, on her slender arm, it appeared massive, an impression that was only marginally alleviated by its elegant, organic lines and rounded edges. Experimentally, she turned her hand and flexed her fingers, only to be awed by the severity with which the cuff made its presence felt whenever she moved her hand or arm. Lisa looked on with manifest fascination. 

	“How does it feel?” she asked.

	“It’th very tight,” Elena answered, musing for a moment before continuing haltingly, “Though not painfully tho. It’th like thomeone ith grawwing me wy the writht, firmly, thecurely, with no intention of ever letting me go again. Maketh me think of Victor’th throng handth, actually.” She blushed, suddenly embarrassed by more than her inability to enunciate her words clearly. 

	“Oh!” Lisa sighed breathlessly.

	“Allow me to check the fit,” Alex chimed in and took hold of the cuff. When he tried to turn it, Elena’s arm was made to turn as well. There was no slack whatsoever. Despite herself, Elena cried out. Alex, on the other hand, was pleased. 

	“Excellent! Let’s do the rest of the cuffs!”

	In short order, her other wrist bore its manacle as well. Then it was time for her ankle cuffs to be fastened. Except for being proportionally larger, they resembled her manacles to a tee. Once again, Elena’s years of practice in Yoga proved their worth when she was asked to raise her legs one after the other to the level of the vice. It was an awkward posture to be sure, but positively harmless compared to some of the bondage positions she had learned to endure at Victor’s hands. Lisa held each limb steady while Alex assembled the cuff’s halves around it and then operated the vice to join them permanently. As before, everything went without a hitch and soon both her ankles were fettered with broad bands of seemingly seamless metal. Elena rotated her legs, mesmerized by the play of light over the fetters’ gleaming surface and the stark contrast between her supple skin and the unyielding metal. Meanwhile, Lisa and Alex busied themselves cleaning up the workshop and putting their tools away. 

	Alex took another glance at his watch.

	“Just in time. I suggest we proceed.”

	“Affirmative. Go ahead, I'll finish here and catch up with you later,” Lisa agreed.

	“Please come with me!” Alex grasped Elena’s left arm above the elbow and pulled her after him. 

	Elena followed in a daze, acutely aware of the weight of her cuffs and the interference of all her other accoutrements. With every step she took, Elena felt the ankle cuffs mercilessly constricting the muscles and tendons of her calves. She could probably ease their bite by walking on tiptoe, an almost irresistible incentive to wear the kind of severe, high-heeled shoes Victor preferred exclusively hence. Not that she considered it likely he would leave her much choice regarding her footwear, or any other article of her apparel for that matter. Alas, naked and barefooted as she was trailing Alex at present, she would have to do without the support of stilettos for now. 

	Meanwhile, they had arrived at the door that led from the workshop to the foyer. 

	“Where are you taking me? What about my clotheth?” Elena asked belatedly when her thoughts caught up with the here and now.

	“Don’t worry, we’ll stay inside,” Alex reassured her. 

	He pushed the heavy door open and quickly pulled her through. Unexpectedly, she found herself at the centre of attention of a sizeable crowd. 

	 

	     Marked

	Elena came to an abrupt halt once she had stepped through the door and realised that all eyes were fixed on her while behind, the door closed with a click that sounded oddly loud in the dead silence. She was too stunned to take it all in at once; nevertheless, the oddness of the group that had presumably gathered to observe the next leg of her journey into slavery immediately caught her attention.

	The scene she faced reminded her of the cocktail hour of a dinner party brought to an abrupt end by the eagerly-awaited announcement that the first course was ready to be served. The attire of the attendees oscillated between Wedding Reception formality and Fetish Ball strange. Tuxedos and gowns mixed freely with catsuits and body harnesses that were as upscale, as the men and women who wore them. Elena was confronted with an overlap of the rich and beautiful with the kinky, and a number of vaguely familiar faces suggested that the famous had sent a few delegates as well. To find herself unexpectedly the star of the show and right in the middle of such an illustrious circle was bad enough, but to have its member’s hungry attention focused on her naked, pierced and manacled body was even worse.

	She was glad when she spotted Greg, impeccably turned out in a tuxedo. Dr Mangel's presence came as a surprise and she barely recognized him, wearing not one of his customary anthracite suits, but proclaiming his allegiance to the latex and leather faction, by featuring a rather tightly-strapped black leather harness. Nevertheless, he appeared uncharacteristically cheerful, which was in all likelihood the merit of the beautiful blonde who casually held the leash to his collar.

	Elena was less than thrilled when she noticed the haughty lady whose appointment had been cut short by her early arrival at Greg's practice. This time the elegantly-dressed lady was accompanied by a man in a black rubber suit, who, despite his formidable muscular physique, appeared to cower in her presence. Elena quickly scanned the gathered crowd. However, the one face she longed to see was missing and to make matters worse she had never before seen most of the people staring at her.

	Elena felt herself plunged into a familiar nightmare of standing in front of a large group of strangers, suddenly realising she had forgotten to dress. In this instance at least she was not the only one without clothes. Her first impulse was to somehow attempt to cover her nakedness and hide the embarrassing array of body jewellery she had been adorned with, but unfortunately, this would have taken many more than the two arms she had at her command. She was about to dive behind Alex when the expression on the attendee’s faces finally registered in her sluggish mind. Instead of the shocked disapproval and derision she might have expected, she saw awe, respect and even open admiration in their appraising stares. Of course, some were also covetous or outright predatory, yet those fanned rather than quenched the heady rush she felt. She stood more erect, displaying her considerable charms to their best effect and was rewarded by what seemed to be a collective intake of breath. Later on, she could never tell how long this magic moment had lasted. It was Alex who broke the spell when he cleared his throat.

	“Ladies and gentlemen, I present to you ... Elena! As you know, she has undertaken to become Victor’s slave. Those of you, who haven't yet had the privilege of experiencing the extraordinary depth of her devotion in person, can do so today. Shortly, you'll witness Elena take the ultimate step of her quest: she will quit playing at being a slave and become the real thing.”

	His little speech was rewarded with loud applause, accompanied by agitated chit-chat and while she stood so blatantly displayed, Elena felt her cheeks heat. The blunt words had once more thrown into stark relief what she was about to commit herself to: namely, leaving behind her life as a self-reliant young woman to become a man’s sex slave; his property, a plaything to be used or abused as he pleased. Once again, Victor had raised the stakes, daring her to defy him before his peers. If she shamed him now, he could never again accept her as his slave.

	Alex raised his hand and the clapping and talking died down immediately.

	“I know we’re all eager for the Ceremony of Enslavement to commence. The necessary arrangements have been made in the Conference Room and so I would ask that you please follow us, then take your seats,” he directed his attentive audience, eliciting another animated mumble. He took Elena by the hand and led her towards a door on the foyer’s other side and while they slipped through the crowd, Elena caught some scraps of hushed conversation.

	“Do you see her piercings? So it’s all true!” a leather-clad young man whispered excitedly.

	“She must love him very much,” the girl at his side sighed.

	“Do you think she’s truly got no idea what’s in store for her?” another woman wondered.

	“You heard what Victor said. I tend to believe him,” her companion replied coolly.

	The mention of Victor’s name sent a jolt through Elena and with a few quick steps she closed the gap to the leading Alex.

	“What’th thith theremony you were talking about? And where’th Victor?” she whispered intensely under her breath.

	“He’s nearby, watching.” Alex stated brusquely. “As I’ve explained to you, he won’t interfere with the proceedings until you yourself complete your subjugation.”

	“I gave up my life. I’ve been pierthed on hith behalf. I wear hith chainth and manacleth. What more doth he want from me?”

	There was a telling pause before Alex answered.

	“You’ll see. You’re strong. You can do it.”

	They arrived at their destination, robbing Elena of the opportunity to pursue the point any further. She figured she would find out soon enough, whether she wanted to or not. The door opened to reveal a large, richly-appointed room apparently intended for conferences and meetings, but now, all the ordinary furniture had been removed and replaced by a low stage at the back wall and in front of it, multiple, widely-spaced rows of chairs. Alex assisted Elena up onto the brightly-lit stage while behind them the excitedly conversing guests filed into the room; then there was the usual confusion while they consulted the place cards and tried to find their seats. Not everyone was granted the privilege of a chair though. Apparently the slaves were supposed to kneel at their Master’s or Mistress’ feet.

	Elena, now standing at the centre of the stage, looked around and saw that next to her on the left was a low steel table, its top covered by a white cloth that concealed some indistinct forms. Farther back, surrounded by a number of boxes and a pair of backless medical stools, another ominous, cloth-covered contraption loomed, while on the right side, a video camera stood on a tripod; a steady, red LED next to its large lens indicated that it was faithfully recording everything taking place on the stage. Elena surmised that in addition to creating a permanent record of her voluntary surrender, it also provided Victor with a discrete means of following events. For the moment she was at leisure to contemplate the implications while the commotion below slowly abated.

	Finally, all guests had found their seats and settled into them. Confronted with their anticipation-filled faces, Elena felt like a lamb that had unwittingly stumbled into a lion's den. They obviously expected to be treated to a rare spectacle and unfortunately for her, she was the one chosen to provide the day’s entertainment. Alex resumed his role as the Master of Ceremonies once more.

	“Ladies and gents, kinksters, friends, lend me your ears!” His address was met with a few amused chuckles which he acknowledged with an ironic smile.

	“We've gathered today to honour this brave young woman's decision to irrevocably surrender her freedom and give herself as a slave to our dear friend, Victor. A gift so precious can only be given freely or it cannot be given at all. In fact, it would be criminally irresponsible to accept it if this momentous decision was not an act of volition, but the result of some sort of coercion.

	“Now, there are many ways for a powerful man like Victor to exert influence, even unwittingly, so therefore, to leave no doubt in anyone’s mind about the voluntary nature of Elena’s resolve, Victor has taken an unorthodox approach, showing that she treads the path to her enslavement on her own. At any point to now, Elena could have chosen to stop, yet she stands here before you, ready to take the final leap.”

	Elena grimaced. Although, superficially, she had rushed to this personal precipice at her own discretion, that certainly was not how it had felt like on the inside! By making his consent to take her back subject to her unconditional surrender, Victor had secured a supremely potent ally to expedite his plans for her: her own craving for him and his uncompromising brand of dominance. If he had accepted her return without reservations, she was sure she would not have allowed herself to be pushed quite so far, quite so fast. This way, he had neatly bypassed all of her carefully-crafted, but ultimately misdirected lines of defence. Did Victor himself really believe what he’d had Alex proclaim? She seriously doubted it, but the audience, however, seemed to eat it all up and applauded her bravery, or rather idiocy, as how she herself was inclined to call her behaviour. Nevertheless, she felt compelled to see this through.

	After the applause died down, Alex continued.

	“In a short while, Elena will be asked to complete her subjugation. She will be asked to wear Victor’s collar and let her body be indelibly marked as his slave. Up to that final marking, she’ll have the choice to call off the ceremony at any time. If she does, Victor will relinquish any claim he has laid upon her, but if she stays true to her resolution, she will become his property ... irrevocably, to do with as he pleases.”

	He paused to let his words sink in, then turned towards her.

	“Elena, do you understand the choice you’re being offered?”

	The sudden question startled her out of her whirling and semi-chaotic thoughts. She was still scrambling to come to grips with the part about the ‘indelible mark’ she was about to receive.

	“Yeth.” she said softly into the taut silence, her oral jewellery once again mocking the gravity of her declaration.

	“Speak up, please!” Alex was remorseless.

	“Yeth, I do!”

	“Excellent. Let us proceed then.”

	With a flourish, he lifted the cloth that covered the nearby table to reveal the dully gleaming halves of a massive metal oval: her collar. As was true for her cuffs, its elegant, organically-flowing lines were visually pleasing. Nevertheless, the substantial attachment fittings at the front and back, as well as on both sides, identified it as a formidable instrument of control. Alex picked up the halves and held them high so that his rapt audience was able to get a good look at them.

	“Here we have the front and back segments of Elena’s collar. They are made from the same impenetrable alloy as her other cuffs and jewellery and so once the collar has been fully assembled around her neck, there will then be no way to remove it again ... ever!”

	His last statement made the listeners gasp for breath and the hands of quite a few of the kneeling ‘slaves’ involuntarily flew to their own, less irrevocably enclosed necks. Like any good host with a flair for drama, Alex milked the moment for all it was worth.

	“That is, unless you chose to cut her head off, of course. However, while amputation might theoretically work for her limbs, it certainly isn’t a viable option for her head.”

	Satisfied that his drastic words had produced the intended shock and awe, he addressed Elena once more.

	“On behalf of Victor, I ask you, Elena: do you voluntarily accept the wearing of this collar?”

	This time, she had had the chance to think about her answer in advance. Not that it helped her much to quell her anxiety. Once more she found herself pondering how little she actually knew about Victor, the man. Certainly, they had been together for nearly a year before her ill-advised attempt to leave him, but in all that time she had never met one of his friends or a member of his family. It had been clear from the outset that the social circle he belonged to was exclusive as well as elusive. However, somehow she had never felt the need to dig deeper: whenever they met, other urges had been much more pressing. Theirs had been an amour fou, fuelled by unbridled lust. At least, that was how it had felt like for her then. Considering the cool detachment Victor managed to uphold, now she wondered whether his passion had ever run as deep as hers. Elena glanced at the impassive eye of the camera, but of course found no reassurance there.

	Nevertheless, she was committed. Since she was already decked out with a plethora of non-removable body jewellery and wore shackles on wrists and ankles, one more metal band around her neck would not make much of a difference. Besides, she admitted to herself reluctantly, her incongruously neglected neck bothered her on a visceral level. Without a collar she felt, quite simply, incomplete.

	“Yeth, I acthept!” she proclaimed loudly.

	“Very well!”

	Alex stepped to her side and carefully positioned the segments of the collar around her neck, so that the stout locking pins projecting from one half were aligned with their receiving holes in the other half, then began pressing the halves together, making a show of the effort required to make their edges meet. He almost succeeded, but the halves suddenly seemed to become stuck, leaving a remaining gap of perhaps five mm in width. Already the collar felt snug, albeit thanks to the sensitive nature of its placement, not as tight as her other cuffs. A few millimetres of additional clearance greatly reduced the risk of suffocation in case her throat should for some reason develop a swelling.

	“Time for Plan B.” Alex muttered, panting a little from his exertion.

	Elena looked at him questioningly. Her recent experience with the stiff resistance the other cuffs had put up against being fully-closed, suggested that this situation had been intended all along. Obviously, Alex wanted to make the proceedings more interesting for his audience, probably at her expense, but before she could voice her concerns, he grasped her shoulders.

	“Come! Kneel!” he ordered.

	He steered her to the front of the table, then pressing down on her shoulders he forced Elena to her knees and pushed her upper body down onto it. Her naked breasts touched its cold top first and their shackles caused a tinkling sound when they impacted then slid across the metal surface. Due to their new inner scaffolding, her normally resilient breasts did not become flattened as was normal, but instead, the load was taken up by the axial rods, spread to the radial pins, and transmitted directly onto her chest. It was the weirdest feeling and not altogether pleasant, so she quickly folded her arms below her chest to relieve the worst of the discomfort. That posture left her neck free, some dozen centimetres above the table with her head sticking out over its side.

	“Stay like that!” Alex commanded and straightened.

	As if on cue, Elena heard rapid steps coming towards her and when she glanced over her shoulder, saw Lisa climbing onto the dais. The first thing Elena noticed was that she had shed her lab coat at last and now wore a black leather harness that accentuated rather than concealed her spectacular body. The costume was further complemented by knee-high boots that were revealed as the source of the click-clack noise distinctive for high heels. Even more unexpectedly, a heavy leather collar encircled her neck with matching cuffs adorning her wrists and ankles. The articles she carried in either hand registered only when she handed them one after the other to Alex. The first one was a largish block of wood with a semicircular cut-out and this was deftly slipped under Elena’s metal-encased throat. The second article was a large rubber mallet that Alex immediately took into both hands then swung high over his shoulder.

	“Eyes straight ahead!” He commanded in a clear, carrying voice.

	Elena obeyed, subconsciously picturing the whole scene in her mind. Certainly, its striking resemblance to a medieval beheading would not be lost on the audience and she only hoped now for the incredible spectacle to be over soon. With some effort, she suppressed a groan and braced herself for the blow to fall.

	Alex did not strike immediately however, instead, he kept his dramatic pose while Lisa knelt in front of Elena and made certain there was sufficient space between the skin of her neck and the metal band enclosing it. Only the collar’s present comparatively loose fit made it feasible to get its joints to close in such a dramatic fashion, without running the risk that her flesh would get pinched in the process. Lisa next took Elena’s head between her hands and keeping it steady, looked Elena deep in the eyes. Reassured by what she found there, she nodded to Alex.

	The mighty blow of the mallet hit the collar’s back segment dead centre and the force of its impact drove the halves smartly together so that they instantly formed one, unbroken and unbreakable band of steel around Elena’s neck. She cried out involuntarily, for although the collar had shielded her delicate throat from the blow, the unavoidable jolt and thunderous bang had startled her considerably. A collective gasp from the ranks of spectators proved they had been caught up in the drama enacted before their eyes as well.

	Alex stood back with a satisfied air while Lisa helped Elena to her feet. Immediately, Elena raised her hands to her neck to find that where previously had been only the smooth and soft skin of her throat, her questing fingers now encountered hard metal. Fully-closed, her collar had become quite a bit tighter and now followed the contour of her neck closely. With some effort, she managed to squeeze the tip of her little finger under its rounded edge, but that was the extent of it’s penetration between skin and steel. At least she had no problem turning or nodding her head, although the collar made its presence markedly felt with every movement she tried. Elena trembled at the thought that she would never again be free of its authoritative control and the sensation of its constant weight. Yet, that same thought simultaneously sent a tingle down her crotch that made her gasp. 

	“You’re alright?” Lisa inquired worriedly.

	Elena pulled herself together. It would not do to loose her cool in front of an audience and thus humiliate herself even further.

	“Yeth, I’m fine. Can we protheed, pleathe?”

	The audience burst into spontaneous applause and laughter, relieving the palpable tension by honouring Elena’s expressed bravado, though failing to notice her suppressed terror. Regardless, their enthusiasm bolstered her courage. 

	“Your wish is my command.” Alex assured her with a bow in her direction, then addressed the audience. “For the final step of her transformation, I'll turn Elena over to Dr Gregory Lowry. You all know him as a highly regarded aesthetic surgeon, although few of you will admit to first hand experience with his proficiency.”

	This time the sparse laughter sounded somewhat laboured. Unfazed, Alex continued.

	“However, probably even fewer of you will know that he's recently become an expert practitioner of body modifications as well, and is especially well versed in the art of branding. Please extend a warm welcome to Dr Lowry!”

	Among a ripple of friendly applause, Greg rose from his seat in the first row and climbed onto the dais to shake hands with Alex, while next to them, Elena stood by, petrified with fear. For some reason, she had assumed to be marked with a tasteful tattoo, not barbarically branded like a farm animal. Visions of a red hot branding iron slowly approaching her unblemished skin appeared unbidden before her inner eye and she vividly imagined feeling its searing heat already. Her heart rate spiked while her sympathetic nervous system readied her to fight or take flight; yet neither seemed to be the right response. There was a rogue element in the mix of conflicting emotions whirling through her, that slowly gained dominance over her near panic. To her dismay, Elena had to admit that on some level beyond her conscious control, she actually wanted to be branded. Meanwhile, Alex had finished introductions and ceded the stage to Dr Lowry. At the mention of her name, Greg’s calm voice intruded into her thoughts.

	“Though technically, the procedure I’ll perform on Elena here is a form of branding, I prefer the more general term scarification. ‘Branding’ tends to convey all the wrong connotations,” he explained dismissively.

	Elena briefly speculated about what Greg had meant with his remark. Did he aim to dispel her own notion of branding as some sort of medieval torture, involving burning coal and glowing pokers? Or, did he want to distance his artistry from the supposedly menial job done by cowboys to their cattle? Intently, she watched him remove the cover of the other contraption she had noticed earlier at the back of the stage. At first glance it resembled a treatment chair with unusual metallic upholstery and some medical equipment attached to it. Greg gestured towards an unassuming grey box with a tilted control panel.

	“What we have here is a high powered electro-surgical unit.” he resumed his lecture. “It employs a high-frequency electrical current to instantly vaporize the skin I touch with this electrode.” 

	He indicated a pen shaped handpiece connected by cable to the main unit.

	“The advantage compared to traditional branding techniques is that there's less damage to the surrounding tissue and consequently, a more cleanly defined scar is generated. As well both the pain involved and the healing time required are considerably reduced, but be assured that the resultant brand is just as permanent however as those obtained by the more conventional means.”

	He stepped to the side and beckoned Elena to sit down on the treatment chair.

	“Ready when you are.”

	“Are you ready, Elena?” Alex chimed in. “Are you ready to have Victor's mark burned into your skin and thereby become his absolute slave, renouncing all your human rights and live on his sufferance from here on? If that is your will, please state so clearly now!”

	The moment of truth had arrived. Although there had been ample time to prepare, now that she had actually reached the point of no return, Elena found herself strangely reluctant to utter the words that would condemn her to a life of slavery. She longed for Victor’s reassuring presence, his encouraging smile, or any sign at all that he appreciated her sacrifice, to help her make this leap of faith. And faith was what it took: Elena suddenly realised that at no time had Victor promised that they would pick up their relationship where they’d left off when she’d left him, albeit on a much more serious level; she had only assumed this would be the case from her own understanding of their tacit agreement. Nothing at all would prevent him from taking on other slave girls as well or finding himself a proper, socially-acceptable wife to share his public life, and perhaps relegating her to the status of a plaything only to be let out of her cage when it suited him.

	And then an even more frightening thought entered her mind. What if Victor did not even intend to accept her back and it all had been nothing but an elaborate ploy to exact revenge for her betrayal? Once the thought was there, it was hard to ignore, even though she knew it to be wrong. Or did she? She had not seen nor spoken to Victor in nearly eight months, and after all that time Elena started to doubt her memory. Maybe what she remembered of him did not so much reflect reality, but instead, an idealized image she desperately wanted to be true?

	Nevertheless, one thing Elena knew with absolute certainty: how she felt right now. Her heart was hammering hard in her chest, her cheeks were flushed and adrenaline coursed through her veins. Elena did not need the supporting evidence of her rock hard nipples around their impaling jewellery, her engorged labia, or her dripping wetness to know that her near-panic was laced with at least equal parts of arousal. Although the long weeks of her quest had been exceedingly hard on her, there was no denying that she had felt more alive than ever before in her life as well. And though she had been pushed past what she then believed were the limits of her endurance more than once, events had proved her wrong time and again. She did not break, but tapped into reservoirs of inner strength she had not been aware of before.

	Time seemed to fly while Elena stood and contemplated the choice she had been offered. Her moment of indecision stretched into a long minute. Little by little, the audience grew restive, then suddenly the mood seemed to change. As soon as her acceptance did not seem to be a foregone conclusion any more, a sudden tension was noticeable in the room. Like sharks detecting a drop of blood in the water, all the attendant masters and mistresses worked themselves up to a feeding frenzy when they realized there probably was an exceptionally attractive and nearly no-limits submissive up for the grabs.

	“Well?”

	Alex’s matter-of-fact voice brought Elena back to the here and now. Looking around, she became aware of all the hungry stares fixed on her and immediately inferred the reason behind them. If Victor had expected this situation to constitute her ultimate humiliation, he had miscalculated badly. The palpable desire that radiated from the audience was intoxicating and boosted her ego to unprecedented heights. Elena sensed the power she held over her admirers and how they writhed in the incredible sexual magnetism she exuded. She was certain each of them would just jump at the chance to claim her. She had only to tell them which way and how high. Indisputably, whatever else outer appearances might suggest, she would be in charge ever after. For the briefest moment she was tempted to take back control over her fate and have her every wish fulfilled by playing the “topping from bottom” game. Only it would not fulfil her deepest desire, Elena knew. Only true surrender to someone immune to her manipulative charm held the promise of true fulfilment for her and so far, only one had withstood her allure. Only one she deemed worthy of herself. Borne by a surge of masochistic lust she made her decision.

	“I’m ready! I give mythelf over to Victor!” Elena asserted in a carrying voice.

	With him, she was certain, slavery would not be just some tediously upheld fantasy role play, but the real thing. He certainly had the will, means and connections to make it happen. 

	“So be it!” Alex pronounced her fate sealed.

	Greg beckoned her again to sit down on the treatment chair, and this time she followed his silent invitation. The metallic cover felt cold against her naked skin when she settled down onto the seat. Lisa retrieved a box with medical supplies, donned gloves and a mask, then pulled up a stool and began to thoroughly clean an area on Elena’s chest just above her right breasts; approximately where the name patch of a military uniform would be located. In the meantime, Alex moved the video camera closer to capture a more detailed view of the proceedings, while Greg provided a running commentary, keeping the audience involved.

	“We’ll soon be inflicting third degree burns on Elena, in layman terms: deep burns that extend through the entire dermis, so infection becomes a serious concern. Therefore, hygiene is of utmost importance – as always:”

	Despite Greg’s somewhat alarming statement, Elena followed the preparations with apparent equanimity. Once she had reached her decision, the dissenting voices in her head marvellously fell silent. Now, she only had to weather the upcoming ordeal, something she had gained considerable experience with recently. She leaned back, closed her eyes and focused on the exquisite teasing her raging arousal provided, fuelled further by the constriction and weights of her cuffs and collar and the occasional twinges of her body jewellery.

	Greg’s incessant explanations intruded into her trance-like state of masochistic bliss. 

	“Now that Lisa has thoroughly cleaned the area, she will apply the stencil that transfers the slave mark's design onto Elena’s skin.”

	Elena looked down in time to see Lisa remove the transfer paper, glimpsing an upside-down view of some emblem outlined in purple ink on her skin and it took her a second to recognize it as a suitably simplified version of the heraldic badge she had seen on some of Victor’s belongings. To her relief, she judged the mark’s overall visual impact to be elegant rather than blatant, to the extent such a statement even made sense with respect to something as extreme as a brand.

	Greg traded places with Lisa and assured himself that the design had been flawlessly copied to Elena's chest, then, satisfied, resumed his lecture to the rapt audience. The attendant dominants had apparently overcome the frustration of their fantasies to acquire Elena for themselves and took comfort in watching her ordeal.

	“Next, I’ll begin with the actual branding. For a number of reasons, hygiene and the acrid smell foremost, it’s a bad idea to inhale the vaporized skin, so we’ll need to put on respirators first. For your convenience, Alex will turn up the ventilation.”

	Greg donned a half-face mask, then handed another one to Elena, who gratefully accepted it. She did not particularly fancy being nauseated by the stench of her own burning flesh.

	“Brace yourself. This might hurt a little.” Greg advised her quietly, his voice muffled by the mask.

	He switched on the electro-surgical generator, picked up the handpiece and leaned forward over her chest. Elena forced herself to take slow, deep breaths in a feeble attempt to calm her fluttering nerves. Then it began.

	With swift and sure strokes Greg retraced the design painted on her skin. He did not quite touch her body with the handpiece, but a bright electric arc connected its metal tip with her skin, leaving a thin, dark line of charred flesh in its wake. The accompanying pain was piercing and terrible, but fortunately lasted only for an instant before abating to a dull throbbing. Elena clutched the armrests with both hands until the tendons stood out sharply on the back of her forearms, and fought against the rigidity of their encircling cuffs. Her earlier arousal had evaporated as instantly as her skin and beads of sweat formed on her brow, stinging her eyes. Ragged breaths hissed through her teeth and resonated within the tight confines of her mask. Elena could not bring herself to watch the brilliant spark furrow indelible scars into her previously unblemished skin, but instead focussed on Greg's engrossed eyes, deriving a quantum of solace from his evident competence and conscientiousness. She knew that when he would be done finally, the result of his work was virtually guaranteed to be perfect.

	The torture continued on and on, interrupted only by short intervals when he started work on another segment of the brand and each time Elena reiterated her wistful wish that Victor’s family should have settled for another, rather less elaborate heraldic badge. She was close to the end of her endurance when at long last Greg straightened and switched off the quietly humming machine. He pulled off his respirator and treated her to one his rare smiles.

	“It is done!” he pronounced her ordeal over and the audience burst into spontaneous applause. Greg waited until the clapping had abated and continued. 

	“From now until the end of your days you’ll bear Victor’s mark. He'd better be proud of his new slave. You've been exceptionally brave!” He spoke with peculiar emphasis, as if his words conveyed more than well-earned praise for her stoicism.

	Elena slowly unclenched her jaw and loosened her grip on the chair's armrests, then with a weary sigh, peeled the sweat-soaked mask from her face and let it drop to the floor. Her chest throbbed with a dull, pulling ache that increased tenfold with every movement of her arms. She barely took notice, though. Greg’s quietly impressed words still reverberated in her head and her mind was filled with the wonder and terror of her new station. She had come to the end of her quest and of her stamina simultaneously. All of her thoughts and wishes had been concentrated on reaching this point for so long that now, when she had finally achieved her aim, she unexpectedly found herself at a loss. Although suffused with a sense of accomplishment, instead of enjoying contentment for once, she remained still consumed by an inner craving she neither understood nor knew how to assuage.

	Suddenly, she felt a hand on her shoulder.

	“The trick, Dr Lowry, is not minding that it hurts. Elena’s very good at that,” a familiar voice said from behind and her heart skipped a beat. 

	Elena whipped her head around and looked up. The world seemed to shift around her when she found Victor towering over her. He must have entered through a door in the back of the dais while she had been exclusively focused on dealing with the pain of her branding. She greedily drank in the sight of him, like a person dying of thirst might ogle a fountain, rapidly reacquainting herself with his well-remembered features.

	There were the high brow and the aquiline nose, the chiselled chin and the firm mouth, now stretched into a thin smile that did not extend to his ice blue eyes. Maybe his dark hair showed a little more grey than she remembered, but otherwise he could have stepped directly out of one of her many dreams about him (admittedly, one also had to disregard his impeccable, charcoal suit that looked nothing like a knight's shiny armour). Yet most importantly, Victor still exuded that rare breed of strength and purpose that had always inspired implicit submission in her. Elena’s pulse quickened when recollections of the masochistic bliss she had experienced at his mercy rose unbidden from the depths of her memory and eclipsed current circumstances. 

	She was lost in her wistful study of Victor until interrupted by the approach of Lisa, who applied some antibiotic cream to the fresh burn and then covered it with a sterile pad, held in place by surgical tape. Rudely awakened from her daydreaming, Elena became aware of a disturbing divergence between her imagination and actual reality. For one thing, Victor did not fawn over her. Instead, his cool appraisal of the trappings of slavery she bore on his behalf was nothing but businesslike. She yearned for a sign of his appreciation but none was forthcoming.

	Of course, as his slave, she realized, she had no claim to Victor’s love. As his slave, her overriding concern, her very raison d’etre had to be his pleasure, not her own inconsequential needs. Paradoxically, this total submission under his dominance, wilfully bordering on self-abandonment, was what she needed the most. Without it, she had found out the hard way that she could never hope for any fulfilment in her life. How Victor treated her now was only befitting her self-imposed condition of slavery: this she was forced to concede. Inexplicably, Elena felt dejected nevertheless.

	She tried to get up but his hand on her shoulder pushed her effortlessly back onto the seat.

	“Wait!” Victor commanded and from the depth of his jacket produced a flat, black leather case. “There’s more.”

	 

	Owned

	Victor came around the chair and held the elegant case right in front of Elena’s eyes, who studied this latest Pandora’s Box in sick fascination. Embossed in its shiny surface she espied the same heraldic badge that now graced her own chest, unceasingly making its presence felt in rather uncomfortable ways. Deeply engrossed, she was taken by surprise when Victor suddenly thrust the box into her hands.

	“Open it!”

	Elena accepted the case with manifest reluctance, the old adage that subs should ‘beware of dominants bearing gifts’ running through her mind. So, instead of opening it, she looked up and searched Victor’s face for an explanation. What more could he possibly demand of her? What further indignity would she have to accept now? All the numerous holes that had been punched into her body were already occupied by ‘jewellery’ of the permanent and punitive persuasion; her limbs were already encircled by irremovable restraints and although she had consigned herself to become his slave and property, now she dreaded the consequences should his actions no longer be moderated by love and affection. Yet, though it looked like she might have lost the latter, she was nevertheless addicted to his dominance. This then, whatever it turned out to be, was yet another part of the price to pay for her craving. Alas, Victor chose to ignore her silent inquiry, so that after a moment she gave up and focused her attention on the ominous case again.

	“Go ahead, open it!” Victor prompted her once more.

	Discerning the irritation in his voice, Elena wisely chose not to delay the inevitable any longer and opened the lid to reveal the black velvet-lined interior. Alex had lifted the camera from its tripod and hovered nearby while Lisa and Greg had retreated to the sidelines to watch the drama unfold, as did the rest of their audience. The case’s contents elicited a shocked gasp of awe from Elena. There was what appeared to be more metal jewellery, but this was not what had caused her surprised reaction. Next to those pieces, neatly arranged in pairs of two, a number of diamonds flashed brightly in overhead lights. Elena's gaze flitted back to Victor’s face and found his cool demeanour transformed by a smile of overwhelming warmth and vividness that seemed to shine directly into her soul, instantly dispelling the distress she had felt only seconds before. It was the Victor of old that, for the moment at least, had been returned to her. Despite herself, Elena allowed herself to hope again and smiled back at him shyly.

	“They’re very beautiful, Mathter.” Although it was the first time she had called him master, the new form of address rolled very naturally from her tongue.

	“Yet they pale in comparison to you, my most precious possession.” Victor replied gallantly, making her blush. “Please, allow me.”

	With delicate fingers he picked up one of the diamonds and brought it close to her face. With the stone mounted in a round bezel setting, atop a short metal shaft of hexagonal cross-section, the ensemble reminded Elena more of an interchangeable bit for a multi-head screw driver than any piece of conventional jewellery she had ever seen. The pertinence of her observation was immediately demonstrated when Victor partially slid its shaft into the hex socket of the conical locknut that secured her nose bar's left end. He had barely inserted more than half a millimetre of the shaft's length before a powerful force yanked the “bit” from his fingers and slammed it home with considerable speed, causing Elena to cry out, albeit more in surprise than anything else.

	“Careful, these rare earth type magnets are something else!” Alex remarked helpfully.

	Victor acknowledged the belated warning with a raised eyebrow.

	“So I noticed.” he commented dryly, earning him a few chuckles from the spectators.

	Without further delay, the second diamond bit of the pair was emplaced on the other side of the bar transfixing her nose, then the analogous pins that secured her nipple shackles were decked out with their pairs of brilliants.

	“Much better!” Victor declared. “Don’t you agree?”

	Elena crossed her eyes and peered down along her nose. At both sides, the conical caps that guarded her nose bar against removal were now crowned by diamonds of exquisite brilliance and fire and further down, her metal infused breasts were similarly endowed. The precious stones did little to soften the starkly utilitarian character of her body jewellery, yet in Elena’s perception they changed its connotations quite profoundly. Like a jewelled hilt elevated a knife from interchangeable commodity item to cherished possession, they signified the appreciation and affection she had hungered for.

	“Yeth, much bether! Thank you, Mathter!” Elena stated emphatically.

	“You’re welcome! Let’s see how you like the rest of my presents.”

	The next piece Victor retrieved from the case was met with much less enthusiasm however. Elena stared doubtfully at the wide, slightly oval ring that he struggled to slide onto her right thumb. Although it was not fully closed, he had a hard time pushing the springy metal band past the knuckle. Thankfully, that problem was significantly simplified when the always-helpful Lisa procured a bottle of baby oil from her stash of medical supplies; then, once Victor had succeeded, he proceeded by gripping the ring between the padded jaws of the pliers Lisa handed him next. He squeezed the handles until the flat locking pin bridging the small gap in the oval’s circumference engaged the internal catch, and it closed with a final-sounding click. From the authoritative way the band clasped around her thumb and the obviously irreversible mode of its mounting, Elena surmised she had just acquired another addition to her growing inventory of permanent trappings. And not a purely decorative one to boot; copying the design of her shackles, small holes through the raised bulges on both sides of the oval provided further fastening points and thus yet more ways Victor could lock her body into any position he dreamed up. Given his penchant for inventive, always stringent and sometimes almost literally back-breaking bondage worthy of an accomplished contortionist, hers was not a particularly comforting realization.

	Of course, Elena knew better than to protest. Her eloquent silence communicated her misgivings quite clearly anyway, but Victor cheerfully ignored them, of course, and soon had her other thumb, then both her big toes similarly ringed as well.

	There remained one last item in the case. Victor took it up and held it out to her on his flat palm. It was another split-open ring; only this one was narrower than the others and completely plain, curiously missing even the otherwise ubiquitous attachment points. Elena sighed resignedly and prepared for being fit with what she hoped would be her final accoutrement, at least for now. To her surprise, this time she was not the receiver of the ring but was handed the pliers instead. She watched in wonder when Victor slid the band on his own ring finger.

	“This ring symbolizes my commitment to you. As you’re bound to me as my slave, I’m bound to you as your master. I made very sure that to become my slave was not a frivolous decision on your part; however, becoming your master is not a responsibility to assume lightly, either. This ring serves to honour your trust and to reassure you I’ll keep my side of the bargain, always.” he declared. In the awed silence that followed his words, he held Elena’s eyes for a long moment before he put forth his hand towards her. “Would you please do the honours?”

	Elena acknowledged his request with a silent nod. His gracious gesture meant more to her than she could ever hope to express in words. With tremulous hands, she grabbed his finger and brought the pliers to bear on the band encircling his finger, then looked up into his face. When he nodded, she slowly closed her hand around the handles and a moment later, a subdued click signalled the ring had been rendered permanent as well. Victor brought his hand up and contemplated the dully-gleaming metal band, then smiled at her.

	“I shall be a demanding master.” he promised her solemnly.

	“And I shall be a difficulth thlave.” she returned with a mischievous smile of her own.

	The audience burst into spontaneous laughter and applause. Apparently, the last hour had been an emotional roller coaster ride not for Elena alone, but for everyone who had taken an interest in the drama happening in front of them. Now that a happy ending seemed guaranteed, the collective strain that had held them all in thrall dissolved into general exhilaration. Victor gallantly offered Elena his hand and helped her to her feet. She winced when the movement stretched her fresh brand, then followed him gingerly to the front of the dais where they were joined by the others.

	“Dear friends, I should like to take the opportunity to greet you personally and thank you all for having attended Elena’s collaring.” Victor addressed his guests. “It’s been a very special occasion for us and I’m pleased to have been able to share it with all of you. By now, you must have realized how blessed I’ve been to have found this rough diamond of a slave. Due to the exceptional nature of my ambition it has been a long and wearisome search, but one which ultimately paid off beyond my highest hopes.”

	He paused and squeezed Elena’s hand before he continued with a wink.

	“Alas, this concludes the official part of the ceremony. It’s time for Elena to be properly introduced to her new station in life and installed in her new home, so if you would please excuse us ...”

	His announcement was met with cheers and the occasional hoot. Elena greeted the news with at best half-hearted relief; on one hand she was glad her involuntary public appearance was coming to an end and she was anxious to finally spend some quality time with Victor in private, on the other his vaguely ominous words filled her with a delightfully teasing dread. Alex returned the camera to its tripod and took up his role as host again.

	“I’m confident that I speak on behalf of everyone when I express my gratitude to Victor for the privilege of being part of this experience. We were allowed to witness something extraordinary and wonderful. Victor’s perseverance and Elena’s exemplary bravery and self-giving devotion are an inspiration to all of us.” Alex enthused piously.

	The reactions of his listeners were mixed: Dominants looked indeed inspired, while most of the subs seemed to be put off by the notion of emulating Elena’s example. However, quite a few had thoughtful or even eager expressions. Given the competitive pressures that inevitably built up in any social group, Elena considered it entirely possible that Alex would soon find other customers for his exclusive line of permanent restraints. His smug air suggested that he had come to the same conclusion. He smiled benignly when he went on.

	“I’m sure today’s ceremony will stay in our minds for a long time and provide ample food for thought. However, man does not live by thought alone, so let me invite you all to join me in the foyer for a culinary conclusion to this momentous day. The buffet and bar have been opened.”

	If Victor hoped the lure of the buffet would be enough to secure a clean escape, he had been sadly mistaken. Although a few guests actually departed for the foyer, most hung around to congratulate him on his good fortune, and of course, smartly mixing business with pleasure, they seized the opportunity to ogle Elena from close up.

	After shaking countless hands and an apparently interminable exchange of pleasantries, Victor and Elena managed to get away from the well-wishers into an adjacent room, accompanied only by Lisa and Greg while Alex stayed back to keep their more persistent admirers in check. Elena immediately noticed the monitor on the sideboard and the chair in front of it, deducing correctly that this was where Victor had followed proceedings. Then her eyes fell on the mass of glittering chains and locks lying incongruously next to the monitor and her breath caught.

	“Phew, I’m glad that circus is over with!” Victor sighed with feeling. “Now ...”

	He interrupted himself when Elena melted into his arms and started to cry softly.

	“I mithed you tho much! I’ve been tho lotht without you. Nothing made thense any more.”

	“Shhh, it’s alright. I missed you too, Pet.” He hugged her close, gently patting her back.

	“Don’t ever let go of me again, pleathe!” she wept.

	“Won’t happen.” he assured her. “I’ll never let you get away from me again, no matter what.”

	Elena sighed contentedly and snuggled closer into his tight embrace while he buried his face in her soft hair. After a moment she calmed and her rebellious nature reasserted itself. She looked up with a mischievous glint in her eyes.

	“And if I walked out on you again?”

	“So not a problem.” Victor chuckled, for the notion seemed to genuinely amuse him

	Come to think of it, Elena had to concede, her past choices did indeed limit her future lifestyle options. Still, she felt the need to have him affirm their new relationship once more. When he became serious again, Victor held her at arm’s length and met her bright gaze.

	“You don’t have that option any more. Make no mistake, you’re my slave now and I fully intend to keep you as such.” he informed her earnestly. “And after today’s ceremony, I have more than adequate means at my disposal to deal efficiently with your occasional impetuousness.”

	The steel in his voice sent a pleasurable shudder down her spine. She recognized that particular tone and remembered its ramifications extremely well.

	“I understand, Mathter!” Elena acknowledged meekly, then slowly turned around and crossed her wrists behind her back in silent supplication.

	“Ohhh!”

	Victor and Elena turned their heads when they heard Lisa’s wistful sigh. She had watched their impassioned intermezzo starry-eyed and now blushed furiously when she found herself unexpectedly at the centre of attention. She smiled apologetically and leant against Greg, who laid his arms around her protectively. Yet even the normally impassive Dr. Lowry seemed affected.

	“Would you like us to lend you a hand there?” he asked Victor in a throaty voice.

	“Sure. It’s high time we put her manacles to good use.”

	Together they started the elaborate process of turning Elena into a helpless, vulnerable prisoner. First, a short chain was fastened to the back ring of her collar to dangle down her spine. Next, they slowly and carefully forced her hands and arms high up her back between her shoulder blades, rotating them so that her palms faced outward. Then, her forearms were pushed closer and closer together and thereby, her hands and cuffed wrists were moved even further upward, centimetre by centimetre toward the end link of the dangling chain from the back of her collar. Victor relentlessly increased the pressure until Elena gasped audibly and rose on her tiptoes to relieve the strain.

	“Now!” Victor commanded tersely and while he maintained the tension, Greg quickly locked her wrist cuffs together and at the same time connected them to the bottom link of the dangling chain. When Victor released her arms at long last, Elena instinctively tested her bonds. It did not take her long to assess her arms’ remaining freedom of movement: there was none. Her fingers clawed helplessly at the air while she tried to cope with the strenuous bondage that taxed even her flexible body. Still, Victor was not entirely satisfied and picked up a small link, then pulled her squirming thumbs close together and joined their rings with it.

	“Not too bad ... for a start. A little more training and we’ll end up with an acceptable reverse prayer position.”

	Since presumably the answer would only serve to aggravate her, Elena wisely refrained from asking what constituted an “acceptable reverse prayer position” from his point of view and settled for an indignant snort instead. Victor patted her placatingly on the shoulder.

	“Don’t worry, we’ll get there. It’s a good thing you’ve kept up your Yoga practice.”

	Elena only rolled her eyes at his purposeful misunderstanding and resigned herself to what amounted for all practical purposes to the complete loss of the use of her hands. There was a chance that Victor would quickly tire of the additional workload her utter helplessness was bound to put on him, yet, given the meticulous planning that had obviously gone into all aspects of her enslavement, he probably had a solution for this problem as well.

	Anyway, it was too late now for trying to escape her pre-ordained fate. As if to underscore the point, her ankle cuffs were quickly joined by 30 centimetres of chain, turning the idea of running away into a highly unlikely proposition.

	The next addition to her growing ensemble of restraints was the most fearsome yet: a limp, dull black, thick-skinned bladder surrounded by a plethora of dangling straps, vividly reminding her of some hapless octopus washed up on dry land by an unkind fate. Nevertheless, her experienced eye immediately recognized it as some fiendishly-complicated and in all likelihood, correspondingly efficient gag. When Victor detached the flaccid balloon from its holding harness and brought the unpalatable mass close to her mouth, she pressed her lips together in refusal. Her master would have none of that though.

	“Open your mouth and extend your tongue! Now, please!”

	Her pleading look around variously met with unwavering resolve, sardonic amusement or sick fascination; only the sympathetic mercy she had hoped for remained regrettably absent. Since support for her silent plea was not forthcoming, she reluctantly complied with Victor’s order and allowed the distasteful invader to enter her mouth. While its surprising bulk was slowly worked into her oral cavity, Elena’s outstretched tongue slid into an internal sleeve within the gag’s bladder and she felt stiff rubber nubs dragging along her tongue’s sensitive surface until they suddenly engaged the triplet of steel-rimmed holes piercing the muscle. The nubs yielded easily in one direction only ... forward; and when bent the other way, they became rigid as Elena discovered to her chagrin when she unsuccessfully attempted to withdraw her tongue from its entrapment. However, as the gag advanced ever deeper, her tongue began to be pushed farther back as well, making her plan to extricate it moot.

	Soon the whole bladder had been bundled into her mouth, then Victor started to coax the gag’s wide inner shields into place between her gums and lips. After some judicious poking, counterpointed by his quiet swearing and Elena’s even quieter grunting, he finally succeeded and allowed himself a moment to study the fruits of his labours. The balloon had vanished completely and now the only visible sign of its presence was a round socket fixture that emerged from between her stretched lips. Pliable flaps filled her oral vestibule on both sides, distending her cheeks and giving her the chipmunk-like aspect Elena professed to hate with a passion. Victor apparently liked it though.

	“Looks perfect. Let’s fix her bridle now.”

	The gag’s harness was made of some rubberized, lightweight but nearly unbreakable high-tech plastic material and incorporated a rigid cup for her lower face that once fitted, would firmly clasp around her chin and extend high and far back over her cheeks toward her ears, rising to just below her nostrils and fully covering her lower face. But that was not whole extent of its talents, as Elena realized upon spotting the short metal rods that rose from its inner surface, arrayed around the slot that would accommodate the bladder’s external fixture. They were obviously intended to go through the eyeleted holes in her lips and pin them in place between the gag’s outer and inner shield. Elena could not suppress a low moan when she understood how strict her bondage was going to be. As had often been the case since the fateful day she had met Victor, the by-now-familiar, intoxicating mixture of dread and arousal suffused her mind.

	Oblivious of her inner turmoil, Victor set about ensnaring her head in the uncompromising web of straps. He carefully centred the face cup, then slowly slid it down over the socket sticking out between her lips until the spikes threatened to graze her lips. One by one, he aligned each metal pin with its matching piercing, making sure the tip would enter the eyeleted hole, before he clasped her head in the crook of his left arm and pressed down hard on the gag’s outer shield with his other hand. The spikes sank into the inner shield’s resilient material and thereby completely immobilized her skewered lips, yet at the same time protected them from being crushed between both shields. The separation maintained by the spikes was a lot less than what Elena would have considered comfortable though, and so she remained acutely aware of the pressure exerted on her sandwiched lips.

	This sorry state of affairs was perpetuated for the time being when Victor pulled vigorously at the wide straps that went around her head below her ears and joined them at the nape of her neck. The loud click of an integral lock told Elena that Victor had reserved the privilege to free her from the horrid gag for himself exclusively. He had no intention of doing so for the present of course, but proceeded to fasten the balance of the harness’ straps around her head.

	Two sets extended upwards from the chin cup on both sides; the first pair rose on either side of her nose to meet at its bridge between her eyes, and from there, a single strap continued back along her crown, bisecting her brow and hair, before it split again, level with her ears. Each of those straps descended separately over the back of her head on either side with two more integrated locks fastening them to the wide, horizontal band where they encountered it right behind her earlobes.

	The second pair went up her temples to unite with the ones that descended from her crown, their union joined by another, headband-like strap that encircled her head horizontally and served to lock all the vertical ones into position. Last but not least, her head harness was anchored to her collar. To her dismay, the short connecting straps Victor locked to its fastening points at the side and back also severely limited her ability to turn or nod her head.

	All in all, it was the customary bondage overkill Elena had come to expect as result of Victor’s (in her humble opinion) unfortunate association with Alex. Oddly enough, although all the straps were snug, they did not feel overly tight. This could not have been unwonted leniency on Victor’s part: whereas ordinary gags featured buckles to accommodate a number of different wearers, hers was evidently a custom-made head harness that came with only one, fixed setting. Not that there was any risk whatsoever she might rid herself of her gag without the key for the various locks, but still the incongruence made Elena wonder.

	Her puzzlement evaporated when Victor connected a hose to the fixture protruding through the outer shield of her gag and squeezed the attached bulb with vigour. The bladder started to inflate and slowly but surely forced her jaws apart. Instantly, everything became much tighter! As her chin was pushed with increasing force against its enclosing cup, the head-webbing harness took up the pressure and before long its interconnected straps started to dig into her flesh. Elena felt as if her head had been put in a vice that was being inexorably tightened. Inside, the expanding balloon filled every nook and cranny of her oral cavity and squashed her captive tongue to its floor. Elena tried to shake her head wildly in protest, or at any rate jerk it sideways to the minuscule extent permitted by her gag and collar, yet Victor continued pumping until her eyes widened dramatically and her pleading grunts took on a decidedly desperate note.

	“Nnnnnghh!”

	“Oops! Maybe I got carried away here. What’s your professional opinion, Dr Lowry? Do you think it's too tight?” Victor inquired pensively.

	“That’s hard to say, really. Alright, I'll have a look.” Greg acceded grudgingly.

	To Elena’s regret, he chose to disregard her enthusiastically affirmative squeals in his diagnosis. Instead, he took his sweet time to examine her gag, plucking idly at the taut straps, poking his index finger at her distended cheeks, or trying in vain to force his pinkie under the chin cup.

	“Hard to say.” Greg summarized his findings at long last, then retreated a step when an enraged Elena nearly managed to knee him in the groin, only to be confounded by her hobble at the last centimetre. Her narrow failure only served to fuel her fury and in a veritable temper tantrum she started a mad dancing struggle to free herself from her bondage; her muffled screams nearly drowned out by the incessant rattling of the chains that held her captive.

	“Whoa, take it easy!” Victor admonished her nonchalantly, while he and a mesmerized Greg watched her antics from a safe distance. Her enthusiastic, nevertheless ineffectual writhing and shaking of her naked body against its adamant bonds made for a fascinating and highly entertaining display of eroticism.

	“Oh, come on. Let’s help her already.” Lisa interjected.

	Victor and Greg exchanged an unrepentant grin, then turned their attention back to Elena.

	“She’s probably hurting.” Lisa tried again, this time with even less success. Victor shrugged, while Greg did not react at all.

	“She might damage her new brand!” Lisa pointed out in exasperation.

	This time she got their attention. Both sobered up immediately.

	“I’d say the gag and her other restraints work as intended. Mission accomplished.” Greg noted.

	“You're right.” Victor agreed.

	With an agility that belied his usually composed manner, he captured the still writhing Elena in his strong arms.

	“Stop that! I’m trying to help you.”

	Elena kept fighting him for another second before reason overcame rage and her struggles subsided. Panting heavily through impaled nostrils, she limited herself to alternately glaring at Victor and Greg, interspersed with the occasional thankful glance at Lisa. Unfazed, Victor grabbed the bulb that dangled from her gag and opened the valve slightly, then observed Elena carefully while he allowed a trickle of air to escape from the bladder wedged into her mouth, taking off the edge of her pain. All too soon, just when the strain on her jaws had been reduced from agonizing to merely aggravating, he closed the valve and detached the hose from the front of her chin cup.

	“You’re lucky Lisa intervened on your behalf. Mark my words, slave, I won’t tolerate such behaviour in the future! Behave, or ...” Victor brandished the bulb before her eyes.

	Elena shuddered, then averted her eyes and took a number of deep breaths. As her pain and anger gradually drained away, the throbbing of her sealed clitoris gained pre-eminence and she once again wondered why her libido thrived on this kind of abuse. It had taken her years to accept her masochism as the cornerstone of her personality, yet even now she struggled with the sometimes unintended consequences of succumbing to its demands. Nonetheless, when she looked up at Victor again, her eyes smiled and she managed a surprisingly graceful nod.

	“I can see now why you choose to have her pierced and outfitted so extensively. She’s got quite the temper.” Greg chuckled gleefully.

	“Yes, my Elena can be a wildcat at times. But afterwards, she invariably rubs up against your legs and purrs, if you know what I mean. That’s part of why I love my pet so much.” Victor patted Elena affectionately on the head, taxing her hard-won equanimity, before he continued. “Incidentally, it’s also the reason I’d like to wrap this up and get going.”

	Elena watched stoically when he fetched another, lighter but sturdy chain from the dwindling supply, this one with a black leather loop at one end and a snap hook at the other.

	“And now for the piece de resistance.”

	Although no self-respecting cat would willingly suffer such abuse, Elena had resigned herself to the indignity of being leashed like a dog, when to her horror Victor did not snap the chain’s hook to her collar, but to her nose shackle! With her mouth packed full and her arms wrenched up between her shoulder blades, her protests against his bovine treatment of her were reduced to angry squeals and ineffectual, small head shakes. Even those were soon brought to an end when he experimentally pulled upwards on her leash, forcing her to follow its irresistible command until she was balancing on her tiptoes.

	Elena did not need to be told that any resistance would amount to nothing but a painful exercise in futility. At the other end of her nose leash, even a child could take absolute control of her and make her do its bidding. Like nothing else, this realization drove home the fact that she had allowed herself to be turned into a perfectly helpless, permanently-ringed and shackled slave, subject to her master's every whim. The nose leash was another, long suppressed fantasy come true, yet its stark reality proved to be far grimmer than she had believed possible. However, it was too late now for her to reconsider and besides, she trusted Victor implicitly, although he could be a real bastard at times. Elena vented a weary sigh of relief when he finally relented and eased the tension on her leash, allowing her to lower her head again.

	“If looks could kill, I'd fear for you.” Greg remarked idly.

	“She'll come around to it eventually, I suppose.” Victor said unconcerned. “Just like she'll get used to the other stuff I've got planned for her.”

	He checked his wristwatch.

	“We really need to be on our way. Thanks a lot for all you did for us. Your support has been truly invaluable.”

	“You're welcome. Elena's been a pleasure to work with. I must say you two have set a truly inspiring example.” Greg turned to Lisa. “Don't you agree, my dear?”

	Lisa had to swallow before she could answer.

	“Yes, helping you both realize your dream has been a most enlightening experience.”

	“I’m glad you feel that way.” Victor said. “Please extend my compliments to Alex as well and tell him I'll soon get in touch concerning Elena’s head post.”

	“OK, I’ll pass it on to him. I can schedule the procedure for next month if he has everything ready by then.” Greg assured him. “Meanwhile, I can practice my trade on Lisa here.”

	Lisa blanched but did not protest. If Elena was not mistaken, she would have a friend sharing her plight soon. She was not sure whether she should offer Lisa her condolences or congratulations, but thanks to her gag, Elena did not need to make up her mind right now anyway. At any rate, she would not be alone in her peculiar form of slavery any more. The comforting thought helped her forget about the further modifications Victor apparently planned to impose on her body.

	Greg shook hands with Victor while Lisa embraced Elena in parting, tears in her eyes.

	“I'll pay you a visit, maybe we can talk then. That is, if your master permits it.” Lisa said with a sideways glance to Victor.

	“By all means, only not too soon, please. Give me some time to get her settled in first. Now, you two enjoy yourselves at the party while Elena and I take our leave.”

	“Thanks! I know I will.” Greg promised with a malicious smile.

	On that note, Victor grabbed Elena’s freely swinging nose leash and led the way towards the room’s second door while she scurried along behind him; anxious not to expose her delicate nose to further abuse, yet forced to take tiny steps by the too short ankle chain. From the corner of her eye, she just glimpsed Greg pick up another leash plus some locks and beckon to Lisa, then the door jamb blocked her view and she found herself in the adjoining hallway.

	Greg set a deliberately stiff pace, pulling his slave along the deserted corridor to the building’s back side. Hampered both by her hobble chain and the loss of her arms, Elena had a tough time keeping up and more than once felt the horrible pinch of her leash compelling her to increase her efforts. The muted sounds of a party in full swing were nearly drowned out by the frenzied clinking of her hobble chain; nonetheless they served as a bittersweet reminder of a life she was literally leaving behind.

	Finally, they arrived at the large, metal double door at the corridor’s end and passed through to the loading dock beyond. Since it was Sunday, the generous back parking area’s sole occupant was a large, black SUV with tinted windows which Victor evidently considered better suited to transport a prisoner than his beloved SL-300 vintage sports car. The late afternoon sun blinded Elena when she gave in to the incessant pull of her leash and stepped onto the hot tarmac, letting out a muffled yelp when its heat seared her naked feet. She quickened her steps to the limit imposed by her hobbled stride, keeping on tip toe, practically skipping across the parking lot to arrive at the big car alongside Victor, delighted to find cooler footing in the vehicle’s shadow.

	“I suppose someone’s eager to get going. Please allow me to assist you with your little, ah, handicap.” Victor said with a nod towards her ankle chain, which, together with her useless arms, would prevent her from climbing into the car unaided.

	With a mock bow, he opened the rear driver-side door, then, without further ado, swept Elena into his arms and placed her on the seat, heedless of the stains her sweat-slick, naked body might leave on the expensive leather. Bending over her, he fastened the safety belts and tightened them until she was firmly pressed against the seat, her bound arms wedged awkwardly between its backrest and her shoulder blades. Immediately afterwards, he did something to the tensioning mechanism of the belts and suddenly, they would not budge any more, effectively pinning her in her current position. To complete her immobilization, he locked her hobble chain to a sturdy metal loop conveniently located in the foot well that certainly had not been part of the car’s original features.

	“Almost done!” Victor assured her before he went around the car and began to rummage through the glove compartment.

	Meanwhile, Elena squirmed in her bonds in the vague hope to find a more comfortable posture, but with her arms held in a strict reverse prayer, her efforts were doomed from the start. At least, the safety belt went over her left shoulder and thus did not rub on her still smarting brand. She gently bent her knees and tugged her legs against her anchored hobble chain so that the implacable clasp of her ankle cuffs made itself even more definitively felt, reassuring herself that she was indeed a prisoner.

	‘It could be worse.’ She had barely finished the thought when Victor was back, triumphantly dangling a wide, black rubber blindfold before her eyes.

	“Nnnnnghh!” Elena screamed into her gag and tried to shake her head from side to side in negation, yet it never strayed beyond the small arc prescribed by the straps that ensnared her skull so effectively. A sharp tug on her swinging nose leash was all it took to end her little rebellion. Her silenced sobs failed to impress Victor as well and unfazed, he fastened the blindfold to waiting fittings on her head harness, plunging her into absolute darkness.

	Utterly defeated, Elena gave up her futile resistance and allowed herself to rest. As if to compensate for the loss of sight, her other senses sharpened and she became almost physically aware of his gaze lingering on her naked body, caressing her breasts, gliding lower over her flat belly down to the gentle swell of her hips. The scent of his aftershave rekindled half-forgotten memories of shared intimacy in her. Feeling his breath on her shoulders sufficed to send shivers down her spine, and when his hands touched her exposed, metal-caged and imprisoned breasts, her nipples hardened and she gasped, overwhelmed by the sudden intensity of her arousal. With exquisite tenderness, he began to fondle the soft flesh surrounded and held captive by hard steel. Soon, one hand was replaced by his mouth and he gently sucked and bit at her metal infused nipple, while between her thighs, his probing fingers tugged softly at the locks that her secured her sex and at the cap that armoured her straining, vibrating, demanding clitoris. In spite of her previous misgivings, she surged against her restraints, desperate for release.

	“You’re so damned beautiful!” Victor let go of her breast and gently stroked her hair. Then, to her intense frustration, he straightened and left her moaning with unfulfilled need.

	“Later.” he promised. Whether his words were for her benefit or his own she could not tell. “Enjoy the ride!”

	Victor closed the door and climbed into the driver’s seat. As soon as he started the motor, loud music began to play and she immediately recognized Beethoven’s ninth symphony. Apparently Victor had been in a celebratory mood when he drove here. Then the heavy car started to accelerate smoothly, the deep purr of its engine more felt than heard above the jubilant voices of the vocalists.

	Elena twisted in her bonds, assuring herself once again that she was indeed securely held. As the pent-up anxiety of the last months slowly drained from her body, a new, rather surprising but highly welcome feeling surfaced: she finally began to feel the deep calm and security that had eluded her most of her life. Evidently, it was the fulfilment of her long-held fantasies of bondage and slavery at the hands of a strict, nonetheless loving master that had brought this miracle about.

	Granted, Victor had expertly manipulated her into her current circumstances, yet ultimately he had only helped her to become what she always had been. She could admit and accept that now. She had become a slave of her own accord, and not as a result of Victor's scheming. By making her recognize and embrace her hitherto suppressed, true essence, he had relieved her from a subconscious burden that had crushed her spirit for as long as she remembered. Now, it soared free. In the course of her remarkable quest she had found a well of strength within herself that would allow her to carry on, no matter what fate and Victor might have in store for her in the future.

	As the car sped to an unknown destination, she realized that her journey had only just begun.

	End

	
Elevator Pitch

	A day in the life of a financial analyst takes a turn for the worse.

	   The massive door closed behind her with a soft click, shutting her out from the plush office. She was dismissed. She had just been told to search for 'new challenges' outside the company. Or more aptly put, she had been sacked. 

	     Alice took a deep breath to get a grip on her rage. Thankfully, the anteroom was empty, her boss’s, correction, former boss’s assistant having momentarily abandoned her fortified post behind the massive desk facing the entrance. Alice was grateful for the opportunity to regain her composure. She did not want to face her (as of now former) colleagues in a troubled emotional state, heck, she did not want to face them at all. She dreaded the thinly veiled schadenfreude of her rivals, who preferred to attribute her quick rise up the corporate ladder to her looks instead of her performance, and the palpable relief of her less intellectually gifted colleagues, glad at having been spared themselves. But most of all she dreaded the pity of the few people in the office she counted as friends. For the last two years, since the untimely death of her parents, she had thrown herself into her work and presented the front of an independent, tough, calculating achiever to the world. Now she feared she might break down, revealing the lonesome and frightened girl that still lurked inside. Better she held on to her rage.

	     Looking around, she weighed her options. Of course, like a well-behaved sheep standing in line for its turn in the slaughterhouse, she could wait here for security to arrive and escort her off the premises. Or she could take advantage of the assistant's rather exceptional absence. Let's misbehave.

	     Her gaze paused at the doorway to the right that was usually guarded by the assistant. With quick steps Alice passed through and went down the corridor. Actually, it was off-limits for lower echelon employees like her but what could they do? Fire her? She snorted at the thought.

	     Hurrying along the deserted corridor, she tried to make sense of what had just happened. She had come to the appointment expecting to be recommended for her diligence and resourcefulness in discovering some rather subtle financial irregularities in parts of the company's accounts. Granted, it had been suggested to her to cease this 'misguided and unproductive' line of inquiry repeatedly (and lately rather forcefully), but now she held irrefutable proof her suspicions were justified only to find out that her boss had shown no interest in her findings whatsoever; instead, he had referred to the company's unsatisfactory performance in the last quarter and stressed the deplorable necessity to 'close ranks'.

	     She rounded a corner and found another silent hallway stretching in front of her. At its end, the private elevator reserved for VIP's beckoned: her escape route for an ignominious exit. Of course, the universe at large did not care about fairness, but still, what had she done to deserve this?

	     The staccato click-clack of Alice's high heels suddenly faltered and her eyes widened. Had she really been so naïve? Everything she had wondered about during the course of her investigation could be explained if her boss was somehow involved in the manipulations. But this would in turn imply that their scope was probably much broader than she had assumed up to now. She needed to bring this to the attention of the CFO, or even better, the company's founder and CEO. In his internal communications, the charismatic Mr. Kellermann always urged all employees to develop an entrepreneur’s mindset and take on ownership for their area of responsibility; he should be delighted with her display of initiative. And due to a stroke of luck, she already was deep within executive board territory, practically en route to his office. She rushed ahead with new found purpose.

	     When she reached the elevator, she pressed the call button, but nothing happened. Puzzled, she looked closer and swore. An unobtrusive slit next to the controls suggested that you needed a key card to operate the elevator. Well, she could always take the stairs, although she did not enjoy the prospect of climbing the additional eight floors or so to the skyscraper's top in high heels. At least the climb would give her an opportunity to practice her speech. Yet, how would she even penetrate the protective screen of his entourage? Lost in her deliberations, she was taken by surprise when there was a sudden electronic chime and the elevator's doors slid open. She was even less prepared for the stunning sight that was revealed before her disbelieving eyes however.

	     “Hello Alice! So good of you to join us.” Mr. Kellermann made an inviting gesture with his left hand. Impeccably groomed and attired with a bespoke suit that clung to his lean, hard body he looked even better in reality than in his public relation shots. Yet this unexpected confrontation with the man she had been about to seek out was not what kept her rooted in place, gawking. It was his companion.

	     Later on Alice could never remember what she noticed first. The whole scene had etched itself into her memory with complete clarity like it sometimes happens when you suddenly realize on a visceral level that a pivotal – usually disastrous - event in your life is about to take place.

	     Although only a few choice patches of skin were visible, the woman that stood at Kellermann's side appeared to be completely naked. This was doubtlessly due to the fact that the shiny black material clinging to her body followed its every curve and crevice perfectly, showing off her spectacular figure. Moreover, strategic openings in the suit left just her crotch and breasts exposed, like some kind of bizarre, reversed bikini. The revealed flesh was not completely bare, however.

	Thick metal rods had been run through a horizontal piercing in each of her breasts just behind the nipple. From these, sturdy U shackles dangled and connecting both of them was a light, yet strong chain that twinkled in the glare of the elevator's bright LED lights. Clipped to its slightly larger mid link was another chain that terminated in an ominous, thick loop of black leather that Alice was afraid might act as the handle of a fiendish but certainly most effective leash.

	     At the woman's hairless crotch, her modesty had been partially preserved by a curved steel plate that had somehow been affixed to her body over her vulva. A thick band ran around its flanged rim, firmly secured with a miniature, tubular lock which evidently restricted access to her private parts to only those entrusted with a key. From the centre portion between her thighs, a short length of chain swung from what seemed to be some sort of button, serving as convenient anchoring point for another equally callous leash.

	     The latex suit ended at the top of her neck, leaving the dark-haired woman's head free. Otherwise, “free” was not a word Alice would ever associate with the pitiable sight it offered. For one thing, her face had not escaped the piercer's attention either: a heavy U shackle hung from her nostrils onto her upper lip, apparently anchored to her septum somewhere far up within her nose. True to form, yet another long chain leash was attached to it as well. This time however, there was no ambiguity with regard to its purpose. Kellermann held onto its other end negligently, tugging on it with small sharp jerks, thus compelling her head to minutely follow his hand’s every gesture. Moreover, the woman could not even complain about the careless manner in which he made her suffer.

	     A complex web of rubbery, black straps encircled her head, fastening a wide expanse of the same material over her mouth, without doubt to keep her from expelling the massive gag that distended her jaws and cheeks. The panel not only hid her lips, but covered the complete lower half of her face from just below her nose; in fact, it even captured her chin in a snug cup. No less than eight straps held it in place: two went up on either side of her nose, joining into one above its bridge like an inverted Y; the second pair ran across her cheeks, just below her cheekbones and passed above her ears, to meet with the joint strap from the first pair at the crown of her head. The next pair went around her head just below the ears, while the last crossed below her chin before meeting at the nape of her neck. At that point all the straps were connected to a complex tensioning mechanism that had been cranked up to pull all of them cruelly tight, as was evidenced by the way they indented her skin. Or maybe – keeping Newton's third law in mind - their tightness was rather attributable to the counteracting pressure exerted by the fully inflated gag bladder that filled her mouth. Anyway, Alice was sure the woman would not strike up a conversation any time soon. This part fell to Kellermann.

	     “Don't be shy, my dear! Please join us!” he smiled brilliantly and repeated his expansive inviting gesture. 

	     This forced his companion to scramble to protect her impaled and sensitive nose from serious abuse when the tether flickered, rose and snapped tight. The fact that she had to balance on the high-heels of her ankle boots while massive steel shackles chained her legs closely together made her turn and perform the necessary gyrations into an even greater challenge; her valiant efforts demonstrated a lot of practice. Even so, a single tear trickled from the corner of each eye and a hissing intake of breath told of her silent distress.

	     Staring in shock at this tableau, Alice instinctively took a step, albeit backwards, then another – and collided with someone immediately behind her. She whipped her head around and found herself facing a broad chest. Looking up, she recognized Paul Jones, Kellermann's new chief of security.

	     “Hi Alice,” Paul greeted her with a grim smile.

	     She had met him previously at a self-defence class he had taught for the company's female employees and had come to like the taciturn ex-military man. At one time she had even entertained fantasies of becoming romantically involved with him, but when he grabbed her upper arms and marched her forcefully into the elevator, a deep sense of betrayal added poignancy to her lingering shock. The soft “Sorry” he mouthed into her ear was rebuffed with a scoff.

	     “After I've heard so much about you, I'm glad to finally meet you in person Alice” Kellermann said with false cordiality when she was brought before him like a recalcitrant child. Angrily, she averted her head, but he grabbed her chin and forced her to face him again. 

	     “I must say, the photos don't do you justice. A little short for my taste, but nicely proportioned. And such spirit“ he added with an amused smile while her eyes flashed murder at him. Then he turned serious, “Your stubborn insistence to stick your cute nose into matters that are none of your business has inconvenienced me a trifle. Normally, I'd arrange for an inconspicuous accident or suicide, but Paul has convinced me what a terrible waste that would be. So instead you'll become a fugitive.”

	      “What?”Alice asked numbly. 

	     “Well, apparently you didn't think we'd figure out your little embezzlement scheme. Pretending to investigate elusive financial irregularities that you had in fact masterminded yourself, so no one else would start looking... Very clever. When your luck ran out and your boss confronted you, you attacked him and bolted. Unfortunately, we failed to anticipate your violent reaction and allowed you to escape - 'sorry about that, detective'. But don't fret Alice! With all the money you squirreled away in your hidden offshore accounts you'll be able to escape for good.”

	     “That's . . . preposterous. Nobody will believe a word of that. You're behind all the manipulations and I can prove it!”

	     “And that's why you'll never get caught.”

	     “You won't get away with it. My friend's won't buy it. They'll start asking questions...”

	     “No, they won't. We've done our homework and we've been thorough. You don't have any close friends or relatives. All work and no play...” he interjected, then added with a cold smile that did not reach his eyes. “We'll fix that for you.”

	     “But there will be an investigation. You won't be able to deceive the auditors. The regulators will become involved. They will see through this. They must!”

	     He listened calmly to her increasingly desperate pleas, not deigning to reply. His smug self-assuredness unnerved her. They could not all be in his pockets, could they? But then she remembered that her own superior had come from the regulatory authority through the infamous 'revolving doors'. Dejected, she let her body go limp in Paul's iron grasp and hung her head.

	     “What will become of me?” she whispered hoarsely.

	     “You, my dear, will make a most worthy addition to my stable, just like Sienna here,” he casually flicked the leash in his fist, forcing the woman at its other end to perform a spell-binding dance of desperate twists and turns. Alice let out a horrified gasp, unable to take her eyes from the erotic evolutions of the tethered woman. The uncommon name had a familiar ring to it and Alice studied what was visible of her face, then, with a shock, belatedly recognized her as the dazzling former intern from the Public Relations Department, who, after a promising start, had suddenly resigned 'for personal reasons' then later to everyone's dismay had reportedly been killed in a freak car accident.

	     So this was what had really happened to her? Kidnapped and enslaved by a megalomaniac madman! And the same fate was meant to befall herself!

	     Distraught, she stared more intently at the hapless Sienna. Clasped snugly around her throat was a wide, thick, and gleaming steel band that did not appear to have any kind of joining seam, and mounted at the front under her chin was a sturdy ring some three cm in diameter, that glittered and swung gently back and forth. Similarly, her narrow waist was encircled by another, albeit more massive band of steel that was obviously very tight judging from the way it dug into her flat stomach.

	     Alice's first horrified impression of her had been that of a willowy female apparition, but one without arms. Thanks to Sienna’s frantic twists and turns, Alice now saw that they were kept in a position she recognized from her own yoga exercises as 'reverse prayer' – but this version had been taken to extremes! Sienna's arms had been twisted and bent up behind her back so that her forearms lay in parallel between her shoulder blades! Manacles around her wrists and others above her elbows enforced this configuration, abetted by a short chain that connected her joined-together wrist cuffs to a ring at the collar's back. To ensure that her arms remained in that posture, her above-the-elbow manacles were also connected to each other and from the central part of their joining link, another short chain led down and was locked to the central ring on the back of her belt. Thus, Sienna was forced to maintain a bolt upright posture, unable to slouch at all while at the same time her bondage arrangements compelled her to stick out her formidable breasts.

	     Alice shuddered at the realisation of how strenuous and painful it must be to endure this position for even a short length of time and of how completely helpless and vulnerable it rendered Sienna. If she wanted to escape the same treatment, the time to act was now.

	     With explosive speed, she swung her lower leg up behind her, aiming a vicious kick at Paul's crotch. At the same time, she started to scream at the top of her lungs and violently twisted her upper body around, trying to break his hold on her. Next, she would knee Kellermann in the groin and while he was bent over, finish him off with another well-aimed kick into his smug face. Then she would run away. She hoped Paul would be incapacitated long enough for her to reach a populated area before he was able catch up with her.

	     During the self-defence training Paul had more than once attested her considerable talent and had urged Alice to take up martial art lessons but she had never acted on his suggestion since she had found it somewhat preposterous – after all, she was a financial analyst, not a ninja, but in hindsight the decision had probably not been her smartest move given her present circumstances. Although in the final analysis, it would not have made much of a difference anyway. She might indeed have some talent, yet Paul assuredly was a past master.

	     Her impromptu battle plan was foiled at the first step. Paul effortlessly blocked her kick and tightened his grip to the point where she feared he would crush her bones. While she continued to struggle with a vengeance, Kellermann unhurriedly stepped closer and punched her hard in the stomach. Immediately, Alice doubled over and her loud screams changed into much quieter gasping while she desperately panted for breath. Behind her, the doors of the elevator slid closed.

	     “I suggest we wrap this up. We're on a time table,” Paul reminded Kellermann.

	     He nodded, “A pity, but you're right.”

	     Without another word, Paul bent her arms up her back and jammed her against the wall. He pinned both of her slender wrists against her spine with one of his large hands and with the other produced a pair of handcuffs. Her arms were twisted around until her palms faced outward in the small of her back, then cold, unforgiving steel tightened around her wrists.

	     Next, a hand burrowed into her long, blonde hair and forced her to tilt her head back. Still gasping for air she had little chance to resist when a big, black ball gag was pressed against her lips. Before she could react, it had been shoved halfway into her mouth, painfully prying her jaws apart. Then it became stuck.

	     “Please allow me to assist,” Kellermann offered helpfully and bestowed a patronizing smile on her. 

	     He took hold of the ball gag's retaining straps at the corners of her mouth and none too gently used them to tilt and twist it around, slowly but surely levering its bulk past the barrier of her teeth, until it finally slipped into place, wedged deeply into her oral cavity. Her concomitant, vociferous but inarticulate protests suddenly reached a crescendo, then turned into a despairing whimper. Unfazed by her distress, Kellermann pulled the straps tight and buckled them at the nape of her neck, even bothering to secure the buckle with a small lock. Next, he accepted another pair of cuffs from Paul, these joined by a short chain instead of a rigid hinge, and fastened them around her nylon-clad ankles.

	     Almost as an afterthought, he ripped her blouse open to reveal racy, red lingerie that formed a nice contrast to her creamy complexion. Ineffectively struggling in Paul's unyielding grasp, Alice could not evade Kellermann's hands, while he let them roam freely over her body, fondling and squeezing her firm breasts until he had reduced her to mortified sobs. Satisfied for the moment, he whistled appreciatively, “Very nice, you're full of surprises. I wonder what else you hide beneath that cool demeanour. Are you even a true blonde?”

	     To her eternal relief, he refrained from giving in to his curiosity right away and left her skirt and briefs untouched. Instead, he turned away and mused in a conversational tone, “I must say, there's a satisfaction you can get only by doing things with your own hands.” He smirked, pressed a button and the elevator started to descent.

	     Alice blinked her eyes to clear away the tears. A cold lump of dread had formed in her stomach. She had squandered her best chance of escape, now only a wonder could conceivably spare her from becoming another one of Kellermann's playthings and he struck her as the type who regularly broke his toys. And, unfortunately, she was not the religious type at all. 

	     She was close to giving in to her despair, when her erratic gaze met Sienna's eyes. Instead of the expected dull apathy, she was surprised to find burning defiance in them along with sympathetic pity for her, although Sienna's plight was considerably worse than her own. Despite all the torments that she must have endured as Kellermann's captive, her spirit had not been broken. Her refusal to quit fighting kindled a similar response in Alice who had never been one to give up easily. Her very own stubbornness had brought her into this fix, maybe it would help her come through it as well. If Sienna saw reason for hope, maybe there really was. With a conscious effort, Alice straightened her shoulders and sent a thankful glance in Sienna's direction which she acknowledged with a conspiratorial wink.

	     The elevator stopped smoothly and its doors, accompanied by the familiar chime, slid open. They had arrived at the underground garage in the building's basement, albeit a section that Alice had never seen before. In all likelihood it was reserved for Kellermann's exclusive use.

	     “Let's go, ladies. Our ride awaits,” Kellermann informed them cheerfully. 

	     He grabbed the loop dangling from Sienna's breast chain and led the way. Since her ankles were chained together, she had no choice but to hop after him like a frantic kangaroo. True to form, Kellermann made no allowances for her handicap, so her ability to keep up with him was testament of her astonishing prowess regarding this peculiar form of locomotion. And of her nipple leash's superior motivational effect. Imagining the torment and embarrassment that she must be going through, Alice instinctively tried to protect her own breasts with her hands in a sympathetic reaction. For a short moment, she struggled in vain against her handcuffs, then Paul seized her upper arm and and frog marched her after Kellermann and his leashed captive. Thankfully, he allowed her to move in a more dignified manner, although the short chain between her ankles forced her to scurry to match his stride.

	     All too soon they arrived at a large black SUV with darkly tinted windows. In the rear, a large compartment allowed its occupants to sit facing each other; a privilege not extended to Alice and Sienna who were unceremoniously bundled onto the floor between the seats and stringently hogtied with the help of a few, expertly applied cable binders. Alice had a hard time adjusting to this newest aggravation of her bondage, yet her fellow in misery seemed to take it in stride. 

	     Kellermann climbed in after them while Paul took the wheel. Some classical piece, probably Mozart, started playing when the motor was started, occasionally counterpointed by their subdued grunts and moans. During the drive not a word was spoken; once inside the car, Kellermann seemed to have lost all interest in his sport of torturing them. Instead, he had immediately opened a laptop computer and was now intently studying some business reports, absentmindedly kicking at his captives whenever their noises irritated him.

	     Alice desperately wanted to ask Sienna everything she might know about their likely destination and further disposition, yet all she could do was stare into the other woman's steady, hazel eyes, which for some reason exerted a deeply calming influence on her. For the first time since the showdown in her superior's office her panic subsided, which allowed her to assess her situation objectively.

	     When seen from a safe distance, the way events had played out probably seemed deeply ironic. Less than an hour ago, all she had wanted was a chance to confront Kellermann with her findings. In her mind, she had been frantically composing a speech to sway him in her favour. She had even thought of it as her 'elevator pitch' at that time. Well, she had literally gotten her wish; only things had not exactly worked out as planned. Planned by her, that is, because Kellermann's plan was going like clockwork. Alice could appreciate a good joke, even if it was at her own expense and - despite herself and to the bewilderment and alarm of her companion – she slowly began to chuckle. She doubted that Kellermann would be an equally good sport if by some miracle - preferably of her own devising - their roles were reversed, but she vowed to find out.

	END  

	 

	What Could Possibly Go Wrong?

	The first part of my first attempt at a self-bondage tale. Of course, things will not go as planned...

	     It was time once again. Nina had left for the weekend two hours early because she was certain she would burst if she did not do something about the frustration that had accumulated over the working week. Especially about the sexual frustration: She’d left Robert almost four weeks ago and had not had sex since. It was not the case that no willing partner had offered himself though; on the contrary, there had been no shortage of advances since word had spread that she was ‘on the market again’. If she’d accepted all invitations for coffee, she probably would not have been able to sleep for weeks - the customary fate of an attractive woman working in a predominantly male domain. Then again, nerd biotope would probably be a more apt description; Nina could not fathom why many of her colleagues apparently tried hard to match the characters from ‘The Big Bang Theory’ in both appearance and habitus. Consequently, among her would-be consolers, there had been mostly consolation prizes, and not a single man she would have considered fit to satisfy her very special needs. Those which Robert had satisfied like none before him - and perhaps none after.

	     Nina closed the front door and threw her backpack carelessly into the corner. There was a suspicious rattle, but she had no hope of finally having dealt a well-deserved death blow to the bulky and heavy laptop her employer bestowed on its software developers. Neither sleek nor fast, its imperviousness to almost any kind of abuse was its one redeeming quality, unfortunately - apart from the presumably unbeatable price tag. More stylish and powerful models were, of course, reserved for members of the management caste, which undoubtedly boosted their productivity while creating presentations of supreme importance on the always popular topic of cost savings.

	     From the direction of the living room a plaintive meowing was heard, then a cat rubbed up against her legs leaving tufts of long, grey hair behind on her black jeans. She sighed and went to her knees to scratch her tomcat Christian under his chin, which he allowed with visible relish, but only for a short time, before turning away. He used his body language to make it abundantly clear that she was expected to follow him immediately and without further delay into the kitchen. She stripped off her sneakers and hung her wickedly expensive Italian, black leather biker jacket (a gift from Robert) on the coat rack, then grabbed the storage jar from the pantry where she kept his dry food and entered the kitchen. Looking at the battlefield of scattered crumbs from breakfast around the food bowl, she wondered once again why the hell cats were reputed to be clean animals. It certainly couldn't be their table manners; even the fact that they didn't get tired of licking their anus and genitals didn't necessarily speak for exemplary personal hygiene in Nina's opinion. Admittedly, they were able to use a litter box for their needs.

	     But perhaps she had been graced with a special specimen of Felis silvestris catus, because Christian was not found to be lacking in the department of behavioural abnormalities: Unlike most felines, he did not shy away from water or fire, was interested in all kinds of food accidentally left within his reach which by rights any self-respecting carnivore should not give a damn about, maintained a (one-sided) sexual relationship with an old blanket and was a passionate collector of Nina’s hair bands. These, he dragged by the dozen to an unknown den, somewhere in the cellar, and Nina suspected that there he would rest upon a mountain of loot, like Smaug on his hoard.

	     After she had taken care of Christian and cleaned up his mess, she let herself sink with a weary sigh onto the leather sofa in the living room.

	     "Ana, do I have any new messages?"

	     “There are two new calls and seven new e-mails," replied a female voice from an inconspicuous little cylinder next to the TV, while at the same time the screen turned on and displayed an overview of the received messages. The phone calls were from her parents. Once again, the PC that Nina had set up for them during an episode of insanity, had presented them with seemingly insurmountable problems. So once again, Nina would have to guide them through the required steps in her self-inflicted role as 24/7 first-level support - but certainly not today.

	     The mail was mostly spam with only a single one from Robert asking her to meet. His smug tone gave her a sting: How could he dare to not suffer terribly from their separation? After all, it was her who had sent him packing - not the other way around. Why on earth did she get the feeling that she was missing him more actually? In any case, given this sorry state of affairs he would have to wait a while longer before she was ready to face him again. 

	     "Ana, turn off the TV and play some music, but quietly, please!"

	     The device marketed as 'smart loudspeaker' complied with her wish and immediately the unmistakable bass line of Radiohead's 'All I Need' filled the room. Allegedly, thanks to the built-in camera, the AI technology behind Ana was able to analyse her facial expression and use it to determine her emotional state, which sometimes worked with astonishing success – thus giving the manufacturer the opportunity to delight her with offers adapted to her current mood and thus increase sales. Orwell probably would not have dreamed that thirty years after '1984', people were not only willing to allow a machine that put his crude ‘Televisor’ to shame in every respect into their homes, but were paying for the privilege to boot. When Robert had brought his latest toy along, Nina had initially been strictly against it, but as is so often the case, the concrete increase in comfort soon triumphed over abstract concerns. She consoled herself with the thought that given today’s technical possibilities, there was only one realistic chance to escape the unpleasant consequences of total surveillance, namely to be sufficiently insignificant and thus get lost in the masses - which was undoubtedly the case for her.

	     Nina ordered Ana to close the roller shutters, then made a short tour around the house to ensure that all the windows and doors were closed, before she was finally ready to devote herself to her project. As a first step, she took a hot shower to wash the week’s stress and tension down the drain. In the upcoming 48 hours she didn't want to waste any thoughts on unrealistic release dates and intractable Heisenbugs. No, this weekend would belong to her alone, work and the rest of the world be damned.

	     After the shower, she devoted herself to taming her mane of curly brown hair, which took up the next fifteen minutes. A final critical look into the mirror confirmed that only a few strands had escaped her practised efforts to bundle the unruly hair mass into a tight braid. She was pleased with the sight that faced her in other respects as well: her slender, well-proportioned body testified to the hours spent every week doing sports and yoga while her alert, brown eyes and energetic chin signalled intelligence and strength of will. It was by a small margin that she had missed a career as a fashion model – roughly estimated by about thirty centimetres of additional body height. But as it were, she found it hard to find fashionable clothes in her size and was more often than not referred to the children's department, which at the age of twenty-eight was not only embarrassing, but rather impractical from a stylistic point of view. She even needed an additional seat cushion for her office chair, but at least she was able to fly long distances in the cattle class without having to undergo orthopaedic treatment afterwards.

	     Her nudity also revealed the submissive side of her personality, which she otherwise hid carefully from the world. Even before she’d got together with Robert, she’d had her nipples pierced and since then, four holes had been added to each of her outer labia, while the existing ones had been stretched further so that now they were all able to accommodate the massive piercing jewellery he had commissioned for her. Incidentally, he had conveniently forgotten to inform Nina that none of her new jewellery’s closures could not be opened again once they had snapped closed. When she found out about his little omission, she had been raving mad at first, but in due course and after a few particularly intense sessions - thanks to her new and now apparently permanent adornments - her initial anger had been supplanted by the delightful excitement she felt every time she was reminded of these visible signs of her enslavement. This horniness still affected her even now and was also the reason why she had not yet taken a bolt cutter to the so-called ‘jewellery’.

	     However, there was one piece of her slave accoutrements that was not part of her permanent equipment: the shackle for her nose. Robert had realised that with this, a hard limit would have been violated. Nina had reluctantly, but only after some insistent and at times physical persuasion obeyed his wish to get a septum piercing. Yet this evening, she wanted to indulge her masochistic fantasies to the utmost extent and savour the feeling of being helplessly enmeshed in strict bondage as much as possible. Consequently, she opened the bathroom cabinet and withdrew the inconspicuous box in which she kept the 'jewellery' for her nose.

	     In contrast to the usual way it was done, her nasal piercing had not been punched through the soft tissue in the lower part of the septum, but higher through the flexible and strong cartilage. This placement accommodated Robert's sadistic desire for a stable fixation point for their bondage games as well as her need for discretion (and not to forget her lust for pain!). After the wound had healed, he’d had the new hole reinforced with a wide-flanged, surgical steel grommet, which - to Nina’s horror and chagrin - was also permanently anchored in her flesh with no way for her to get rid of it on her own. Due to the location of the piercing, putting the substantial nose shackle in was not easy, but she had plenty of practice doing it: Before her separation from Robert, this had been the first task she was required to complete every evening immediately after coming home. Consequently, it didn't take her long to insert the short locking pin of the shackle into the eyelet embedded high in her septum, thus fixing the U-shaped steel bracket in her nose. Once in place, it could only be removed by expending some serious effort and making use of the special pliers also in the box.  

	     Nina studied her reflection again. It was amazing how much the prominent nose shackle changed her self-perception. Now, instead of an ordinary young woman, she was confronted by an exotically adorned slave who confidently displayed her status as a challenge and a warning to those who were bold enough to aspire to taking possession of her. The first step of her metamorphosis from demure corporate drone to fetish princess was complete.

	 

	     Naked as she was, she went into the bedroom and opened the combination lock on the large Chinese lacquer chest next to the bed. She lifted the lid and let her eyes roam across the treasures that had accumulated therein over time. The range of torture and bondage equipment was extensive, with much of it custom-made for her petite physique. She left the choice of her torment to her rising excitement; probably not the most sensible course of action, but today she wanted to, no had to experience the feeling of complete and utter helplessness. She deposited her selection on the bed, only when it came to her chastity belt she hesitated briefly. After all, that had been the stumbling block that precipitated her separation from Robert. His increasingly paranoid, unfounded jealousy and associated control mania had been hurting and annoying her for a long time, but his requirement that she should wear the belt 24/7 had been the final straw.

	     It was not the case that the idea of having her private parts locked away held no erotic appeal for her (rather the opposite), but this was a matter of principle: there was no basis for a relationship like theirs but total trust, and this assuredly could not work as a one-way street. Robert had disagreed and claimed that she was simply getting cold feet, being terrified of where their common path might lead her, but that was complete nonsense, of course.

	     With a sigh she threw the steel contraption onto the bed, then closed the chest. Now she needed a plan how to put her intent into practice. Unfortunately, her last self-bondage session dated back years and since then, her partners had taken over the bondage part while she practised being an escape artist. Thanks to her flexibility and dexterous fingers, she had irritated even Robert with some initial successes, until he started to tie her as tightly and securely as possible, regardless of her whining. Later, when their games had become more serious and they had switched to metal cuffs that were more suitable for long-term bondage, he always made very sure that she could not get her hands anywhere close to the keys. He still held onto them even now; but she had the duplicate keys, originally intended for emergencies.

	     Nina studied the restraints spread out on the bed and pondered how she wanted to proceed. Fancy release mechanisms that required ice cubes, electromagnets and time switches or combination locks were out of the question; she neither had the required gear nor did she consider them to be absolutely reliable. It was better she followed the well proven KISS principle: She would attach the crucial key to her wrist with a rubber band, ensuring that it could not get lost and that she would be able to free herself at any time in case of an emergency. Naturally, this arrangement couldn't satisfy her desire for true helplessness, but she was confident that it would nevertheless be sufficient to put her into the right frame of mind - self-bondage always required a good deal of imagination, which she possessed in abundance.

	     She drank a large glass of water and visited the bathroom one last time before kneeling on the bed and beginning to adorn herself with the personalised metal restraints. First, she fitted the wide stainless steel bands around her slender ankles and snapped them closed, followed immediately by the corresponding cuffs for her wrists and the wide collar for her long neck. For a moment she closed her eyes and enjoyed the familiar feeling of the intransigent metal tightly clasped around her throat and limbs. Robert had insisted on only the heaviest and most secure style of cuffs and collar, which looked particularly daunting on her petite physique and certainly ruled out any possibility for them to be mistaken for normal jewellery. On the plus side, the wide steel bands with their rounded edges did not cut into her skin, even when she was suspended by them, and hence they could all be worn for long periods without a problem. They could only be opened with a special key, yet the manufacturer also sold a variant which locked permanently, and even offered a conversion kit to this “close-once-only” type. Robert had often mentioned that one day he would avail himself of this offer, a proposition which Nina had rebuffed in sheer horror each time. Now that same memory sent a pleasant shiver down her spine.

	     Her growing arousal made her breathe faster and she felt her nipples turn hard. She had to exert all her will power in order to refrain from touching herself between the legs and so it was high time for the application of the chastity belt; yet before she closed herself up, she would have to insert her high-tech dildo. This electromechanical miracle was to provide entertainment during her adventure and could be remotely controlled via WLAN. Not only did it vibrate, but was also capable of emitting electrical impulses of varying intensity that covered the entire spectrum from lusty, prolonged teasing to brutally painful torture.

	     First, Nina wrapped the curved metal band of her chastity belt around her waist. Despite being made of solid steel like her cuffs and collar, the waistband closely followed the profile of her pelvis; clinging to her anatomy like a well-fitting, albeit a little tight jeans, it encircled her narrow waist above the swell of her hips. She cursed her weakness for American ice cream and valiantly held her breath while she struggled to press the two ends of the belt together over her bellybutton. At last, the integrated lock closed with a final sounding snap. 

	     She spread her thighs wide and leaned her upper body far back, then grasped the huge black and silver dildo. A lubricant was not needed to ease the entry of the vibrator into her vagina, thanks to her building excitement. On the contrary, she had to focus her thoughts firmly on the upcoming Monday morning in the office, so as not to ruin her pent-up sexual tension with a premature orgasm. Nina wanted to savour this exquisite agony to the utmost and thereby create a truly memorable sexual experience; one which would not immediately get lost in the daily grind. No half measures!

	     Despite her efforts to keep calm, she could not suppress a soft moan when the phallus-shaped bulk of the dildo slid slowly and inexorably into her vagina and began to fill her more and more. Probably because of its complex inner workings, the intruder was of a size that she could barely tolerate, but at any rate it was quite a bit larger than she would normally have opted for. Finally, its broadly-flanged base nestled between her labia, while an elongated appendix pressed snugly up to encircle her clitoris, eliciting another involuntary moan.

	     She had to sit up on her knees in order to swing the crotch band attached to the back of the belt forward between her thighs. She had wisely refrained from attaching the thick and horribly intrusive anal plug, through which she could be given enemas when she was forced to wear the belt for longer periods of time, but putting it on properly was still a complicated process. She cursed silently while patiently teasing the thick rings in her labia one by one halfway through the slits for each in the crotch band, then locked them in place by pushing the long, removable U shackle of a special padlock through the now exposed half circles of the rings. Her labia were now securely attached to the crotch band that was shaped like an elongated, flat bowl and so her sanctum - as she literally knew first-hand – was securely protected from access by meddlesome fingers. Given what she had in mind, she wouldn't have her hands free to start another futile foray of this kind anyway, but her almost obsessive perfectionism didn't allow her to cut corners when she tied herself up. Hence, it was no wonder that she and Robert had harmonized so well, at least where their shared passion for bondage was concerned. Accordingly, she pushed the lock’s body onto the open end of its shackle and let it snap closed, thus accepting her self-imposed fate: She had just locked herself out from the centre of her lust.

	     Nina briefly straightened to stretch her tense back, then leaned forward again, sucked in her belly and pressed down against the waist band of her chastity belt from above with one hand, while at the same time using the other to pull forcibly upward on the crotch strap. After a short struggle, its wide steel tongue slid with a loud click into the integral locking mechanism in the centre of the belt’s waist band. Done! She exhaled slowly and savoured the feeling of how the chastity belt grasped her tightly around the waist and at the same time exerted a gentle, but constant pressure on her crotch and thus the base of the dildo stuck deep in her vagina. The prospect of being helplessly at the mercy of everything and anything that the extremely versatile vibrator decided to put her through made her utter another throaty moan.

	     Without further ado, she retrieved her smartphone from the bedside cabinet and opened the app for programming the vibrator. She started the wizard for selecting and parametrizing the functions to be used during a session; without long deliberation, she navigated through the sequence of familiar forms, impulsively choosing options that caught her eye. It was only on the last input mask that Nina hesitated briefly: Her subconscious (or an inner demon?) had put together a program wherein long phases of slowly increasing stimulation were repeatedly interrupted by electric shocks of painful and escalating intensity. This was evidently designed to keep her in a state of high arousal for as long as possible without allowing her to orgasm. She had barely formulated this insight in her mind when a titillating shiver swept through her body. Very well then! She set up a delay of half an hour, then quickly put the phone on the bedside table before she could change her mind.

	     If she didn't dawdle, half an hour of delay should give her enough time to complete her bondage before the dildo would interfere with her concentration. She continued by winding a chain tightly around her left thigh several times, then fastening its ends with a padlock – leaving no play at all - to her ankle cuff, which like all her metal shackles, was fitted with four sturdy U-bows, one located at each apex of its oval circumference. After repeating the procedure with a second chain upon her other leg, her strict Frog-tie was perfect: with thighs and lower legs chained together closely, she would be incapable of making big jumps (despite the name of the bondage position suggesting otherwise). However, she was accustomed to worse than that, since at least she would still be able to move. Robert, on the other hand, had often tied her up in ways that left her completely immobilised and had then let her stew like that for hours on end. Considering this, what was to come next constituted a greater challenge by far.

	     With mixed feelings, she looked at the big red silicone ball resting in its nest of sturdy, black, leather straps. She knew from experience how severely this gag would test her endurance. With a diameter on the mean side of five centimetres, it was at the very edge of what her delicate anatomy could tolerate over long periods of time. She would drool terribly and her jaw muscles would soon begin to hurt, but she had already proven many times in the past that she would survive this torment without lasting damage. However, she never seriously considered to simply forgo the gag because without it, her bondage just would not be complete. To be deprived of speech had always felt like the ultimate humiliation to Nina and besides, it also stripped away the last form of resistance and made her helplessness perfect - which after all was exactly the experience she was aiming for. The leather blindfold, that she had also chosen to wear, was therefore only the icing on the cake, so that she could immerse herself completely in the supposed inevitability of her self-imposed ordeal.

	     For now however, she had to take care that fantasy did not become reality and that she could indeed free herself again. She picked up the next padlock with which she intended to fasten her wrist cuffs to her chastity belt’s waist band and placed it behind her, threading its key onto an elastic hair band, which she then wrapped around her wrist. To be on the safe side, she tried a few times to grasp the key, which thanks to her dexterity posed no problem. It might take some time when she was cuffed for real, but as long as she could grasp the key, she would be able to free her hands.

	     A look at her phone revealed that she only had a quarter of an hour left until the vibrator was activated and therefore she had no time to waste. With a resigned sigh she grabbed the head harness and pushed the big ball into her gaping wide open mouth. Still, it was an arduous struggle before she finally managed to manoeuvre the firm silicone sphere behind her teeth. Immediately, a slight pain developed in her jaw muscles, which – as she knew from experience - would worsen over time to levels that taxed even her considerable masochism. She lowered her head as far as her wide collar allowed, then pulled the central strap which ran horizontally across her cheeks tight at the back of her neck. The other straps of the head harness were left to dangle for the moment. She would deal with them once she had put on the blindfold. Its softly padded, wide leather cushions pressed gently but relentlessly against her eyelids when she buckled its retaining band at the back of her head. Nina tried to blink, but not the slightest glimmer of light reached her eyes and her breathing accelerated involuntarily when impenetrable darkness engulfed her, a sensation she was intimately familiar with from many long bondage sessions. Robert had often blindfolded her after she had once confided to him how much she enjoyed the feeling of increased helplessness it engendered.

	     Her groping fingers searched for the remaining straps of the gag harness and soon had tightened them expertly around her head. She went through several passes doing this, since once she tightened one band, another became slack, stopping only when she was finally unable to find another strap that could be made any tighter; by then, the harness held the ball securely in her mouth, without giving her a chance to expel it by any combination of head, jaw or tongue movements. With single-strap gags Nina had succeeded in doing just that far too often in the past, so now she preferred it when a cleverly woven web of relentless straps kept her head trapped in its inescapable grip: not only did she look strictly gagged, she actually was, as well.

	     Now there was only one thing left to do. Nina leaned back and with her hands searched the blanket behind her until she retrieved the padlock she had deposited there before, then pushed its shackle through the restraint loop at the top of her wrist cuff. Next, her fingers moved along her waist band until they encountered the sturdy hoop affixed to it at the centre back and after a few attempts, she managed to guide the lock’s shackle through this U-bow as well and thus join her wrist cuff to the chastity belt.

	     She held her breath. If she connected the other handcuff to the lock as well and let it snap closed, she would be well and truly trapped! A harmless click and she would be at the mercy of her shackles for better or worse! The prospect was as intoxicating as acting on it would be negligent; first she had to make sure that her plan for freeing herself actually worked. Her already fastened arm was also the one around which she had wrapped the hair band with the key, so she closed the lock and then tried to reopen it again using only her trapped hand. This turned out to be far more difficult than she expected, since her oval-shaped, custom-made bracelet would not permit her to turn her wrist within its tight confines, so she already had problems getting hold of the padlock, let alone inserting the key into its lock cylinder. In addition, the cell phone’s timer had run out and the dildo in her vagina began to vibrate, which - as feared - was not very conducive to her efforts. Annoyed and forced to wage an aggravating war on two fronts at the same time, namely against the manacle and her own libido, Nina was close to giving up when the key suddenly slid into the lock. Done! Her triumphant howling, when she turned the key with her cramped fingers and the shackle promptly sprung open again, was swallowed up by her gag; only a torrent of saliva ran over her chin and dripped onto her thighs.

	     Nina tried to calm herself and deliberate for a moment, although she had a hard time concentrating, what with the vibrator sending waves of excitement through her abdomen. Her experiment could be considered a success, after all she had been able to release herself. Nevertheless, she was uncomfortable with the idea of closing the padlock once more - and this time also securing her other wrist cuff. How long would it take her to free herself then? The thought of what she would be forced to endure in the meantime was frightening and arousing at the same time.

	     As a small foretaste, a faint electric shock pulsed through her clitoris and caused her to twitch. Without thinking, she attempted to reach for her crotch, but since her handcuff was still caught in the shackle of the opened lock her arm was pinned behind her back. The unexpected jolt caused her to lose her balance, so she wildly flailed her other arm to compensate. The fact that she was able to move so freely struck her as wrong and spoiled her fantasy: She was supposed to be tied up and helpless! The sobering insight poured cold water on her arousal, which she had been barely able to rein in up to now, and killed her lust in one swift blow. Damn!

	     Spontaneously, she moved her free arm behind her back and twisted it until she touched the padlock with the back of her hand, then tried to slide the manacle’s fastening loop onto the free end of the lock’s shackle. This proved difficult, but Nina stubbornly repeated her attempts until she finally succeeded. Without further ado she forced the lock to snap shut, reassuring herself with the observation that at least the key was still inserted.

	     With the final closing of the lock, her excitement flared again. She instinctively tugged at her restraints, but the wide steel bands around her wrists did not leave any room for movement. Slowly, she bent her upper body forward until she toppled to one side and landed on her shoulder, then rolled herself onto her belly.

	     In this position, she lay still while letting awareness of her body suffuse her mind. Her jaw hurt slightly, but the tightly cinched head harness thwarted any attempt to expel the big silicone ball from her mouth. Neither could she hope to free herself from the blindfold as long as it was kept in place by both its own tautly fastened band and the straps of the harness. Due to her enforced blindness, she felt the relentless grip of her collar and shackles all the more intensely, as well as the stringent pull of the chains wrapped tightly around her thighs and the constant pressure that the chastity belt exerted on her crotch. Most noticeable of course was the vibrator in her vagina, which kept her simmering on a small flame. Her breasts too now throbbed and swelled with her growing arousal!

	     Nina writhed lasciviously in her chains and rubbed her inner thighs together, feeling the metal expanse and pressure of the crotch band with mixed terror and delight. Before her inner eye, a familiar film ran, in which she played the leading role as the wild slave of a sadistic and strict, sometimes cruel but nevertheless loving master, who was trying to tame her (in vain, of course). Just then she was driving him crazy with the sensual movements of her helplessly twisting, taut body so before long he would lose control and ravish her... She balled her hands into fists and tugged fruitlessly at the handcuffs, pulling the crotch band of the chastity belt into tighter contact and thus pushing the dildo a few millimetres deeper into her vagina. At the same time, she threw her head back and fought to straighten her legs until the chains cut uncomfortably into her thighs. Her body was now stretched like a bow, so that her tensed tendons and muscles were clearly visible under the sweaty skin. The clinking of her chains and her fitful breathing roared loudly in her ears as she imagined her master silently sneaking up on her and slowly opening the belt of his skin-tight jeans. Nina moaned throatily into her gag. Her engorged and thoroughly filled pussy throbbed with need. She was so close, just a little bit more stimulation, and her pent-up sexual tension would explode into a spectacular orgasm, like those she had experienced when she was still with Robert. Damn! She didn't want to think of him now! It was hard enough to imagine her perfect master with an innocuously generic face.

	     "Aii!" Another, this time slightly stronger electric shock pulsed out into the surrounding flesh of her vagina and made her howl mindlessly. Her spasmodically spread fingers brushed against the key that was still sitting in the lock keeping her wrists fastened to the chastity belt. With just a little twist she'd be free again. If she wanted to, she could end her sweet torment at any time. She made an irritated groan and stopped fighting her shackles. Again she was yanked out of her fantasy, again her mood was spoiled and the orgasm lost. It just didn't work that way. Her imaginary master shook his head and smiled mockingly, exactly as Robert used to when she fancied she could evade one of his punishments.

	     Nina was close to giving up when her fighting spirit reasserted itself: she would see this through and prove to herself once and for all that she could get along without Robert. With stubborn determination, she bent her hand until she got hold of the hair band wrapped around her wrist below the cuff and jerked on it. The key slipped out of the lock, then dangled down from the back of her hand. Yes! No half measures! The sexually frustrated part of her rejoiced inwardly, while the weak voice of reason tried to rationalize her impulsive action. As long as she was in possession of the key, she would be able to free herself, although her experiment had shown that it would probably be anything but easy given how she had bound her hands. She suddenly realized that there was no plan B; she had wilfully manoeuvred herself into a 'do-or-die' situation. Her breathing accelerated involuntarily and her heart started pounding in her chest. At the same time, she felt her nipples harden even more, pressing firmly into the blanket when she writhed or inhaled; the now super-sensitive, blood-engorged, metal-infused flesh demanding attention. The way she was predisposed, her helplessness and the looming danger acted as a strong aphrodisiac, but there was now no way to satisfy her overpowering need.

	     The vibrator in her vagina also once more began to do its best to reignite her arousal. It had slowly increased the strength of its vibrations and was now sending major tremors through her loins, but her arousal was lagging behind. She had to immerse herself into her imaginary world again; a challenge she only faced since Robert didn't bring fantasy to real life for her any more. It was a race: she knew that at the end of this cycle, yet another series of more painful electric shocks waited to torment and torture her, threatening to deprive her of the fruits of her labours. Or, conversely, they could catapult her across the threshold towards an epochal orgasm if by then she was so deeply inside her subspace that her brain would interpret the pain as lust-pain. Until then, she savoured the sweet agony of uncertainty. No matter whether pain or lust-pain won the race, she would have no choice but to endure it.

	     Once more she tensed her body and fought against her shackles. She registered the spreading moisture in her vagina, the vibrator’s insistent pulsation and the answering twitches of her muscles while she tossed her head back and forth moaning into her gag. Blood pounded in her ears and her hectic breathing rushed loudly and audibly past her nose shackle, yet in her agitated state, it became increasingly difficult for her to suck enough air through her nostrils and past the gag into her lungs. Again, she felt the precursors of an imminent orgasm when a sudden, muffled clang caused her to flinch.

	     Burglars! Someone had misinterpreted the lowered shutters as a sign of the owner’s absence and thus an invitation to trespass and had just smashed the kitchen window. Soon she would find herself surrounded by a bunch of sleazy scumbags who would take advantage of her helpless state to do unspeakable things to her! In wild panic she tore at her handcuffs, her lust - which had been overwhelming just moments before - wiped out by fear. With great difficulty she calmed her raging mind, which was very busy drawing up one horror scenario after the other. Blind panic didn't help; on the contrary, the more noise she made, the faster she would draw the criminals to herself. She held her breath and listened intently. Maybe they were already inside her bedroom? Nina cursed herself for putting on the blindfold and thus removing one of her most important senses. Everything remained eerily quiet. There! The silence was broken by a crunching sound, soon followed by quiet munching.

	     Her panic gave way to boundless relief, only to be instantly replaced by anger at herself. Idiot! In her keyed up state, she had immediately assumed the worst and overlooked the most obvious explanation. Before her mind's eye, she replayed how she had in her haste earlier left the storage jar with the cat food behind on the kitchen table, where it had become easy prey for Christian. She almost wished for her idiotic tomcat to at least step onto a sharp glass splinter as punishment for his misdeed, but of course she would only have to take him to the vet then.

	     To add injury to insult, the dildo decided that now was the right moment to hit her with the anxiously anticipated strong electric shocks. She screamed her pain and pent-up frustration into the gag while the biting electricity zipped and buzzed through her guts. Rolling onto her side, she curled up into a foetal position to ride out the agony and anguish the shocks left in their wake. Afterwards, she rested exhaustedly on the sweat-soaked mattress. She'd had enough. She was worn out and frustrated, the dildo in her vagina was now merely an annoying presence and her jaw hurt. She wanted to get out of her bondage as fast as possible, then retreat to the bathtub with a bottle of Robert's best red wine.

	     From the foot end of the bed, she felt a soft impact and immediately after that, soft fur brushed along her naked body. Christian had apparently gorged himself sufficiently to be ready for new adventures. The sight of his restrained mistress was nothing new, but he had never before had the opportunity to busy himself with her in this state. Nina felt the gentle breeze of a sniffing snout on her sweaty cheeks, followed by a rough tongue licking over her nose and playing with her nose shackle. Automatically, she threw her head back.

	     “Mmhh!” Unfortunately, Christian strongly objected to her attempt to take the sparkling toy away from him, and slashed at the nose shackle with his paw. The unexpected attack made her yelp more out of surprise than actual pain, but her ordeal was not over yet. Apparently, her idiot feline had hooked one of his claws into the loop of metal and now began to tug on it. She screamed in response and rapidly gave in to the erratic pulling, trying to protect her sensitive nose from worse abuse; she had learned the hard way that any resistance was always painful and ultimately pointless – it was not for nothing that Robert had loved to leash her by her nose shackle. Christian now also seemed to have developed a taste for it since he didn't tire of defending his new favourite toy whenever she tried to rob him of it by turning her head away: every time he grabbed the ring between his paws and tugged at it until she was forced to give up her plan. Nina developed a faint inkling of what a mouse had to go through when she got caught by a cat. Her only consolation was that - unlike the mouse - she did not have to fear any fatal consequences; moreover, the grommet in her septum protected her from Christian’s impetuous play doing any real harm, e. g. by lacerating her cartilage or even ripping the shackle out of her nose altogether. On the downside, he seemed to be particularly keen on the soft clinking of metal on metal which accompanied the shackle's every movement.

	     Nina made another attempt to escape her cat's claws and was ruthlessly stopped once more. After that, she felt his tongue again, but luckily was spared his teeth; as it seemed, he couldn’t find enough space to lock his jaws around her nose ring. With horror she imagined what she would have to deal with if against expectation he were to accomplish this feat: how he would push his paws against her face, then begin to pull with all of his considerable strength. He might even start tossing his head back and forth wildly, as lions do when they try to rip a bite-sized shred of meat from their prey. Enough! She would no longer allow herself to be terrorized by a megalomaniac house cat who was not even bright enough to keep his bushy tail away from a burning candle whereas she had graduated from university magna cum laude.

	     The next time she felt Christian's rough tongue, she did not try to pull her head back, but instead let it dart forward, until her forehead collided with his snout and he jumped back with a satisfyingly miserable squeak. Perhaps that would teach him to stay away from her, but she didn't have much hope; in the past, the tomcat had proved to be surprisingly slow-witted for a vertebrate – better she stayed alert. She quickly rolled onto her other side and turned her back to him, not daring to think about what would happen if he discovered her nipple rings as new targets for his attacks! It was high time she released herself from bondage and put an end to her martyrdom once and for all. With her fingers trembling she fumbled for the key which had to be dangling from her wrist … somewhere.

	     When she became aware of her fatal mistake it was already too late. A furry head lightly touched her hand, then she felt Christian begin to pull the hair band off of her wrist. She closed her hand in a flash to try and hold on to it, but caught just a corner with her fingertips. Christian snatched the band away from her after a short tug-of-war, then there was a thud when he jumped from the bed to get himself and his prize to safety; next, she heard him kicking the key across the parquet floor in the living room a couple of times as if he were a soccer star who had to dribble past the defenders of an imaginary opposing team before he knocked it down the basement stairs. She listened to the receding clinking of the key bouncing down the steps, then it became very quiet indeed.

	     Nina was paralysed with terror. Shit, shit, shit! 

	     For a while, she couldn't and didn't want to believe what had just happened and what it meant for her. She was in deep trouble! Without that key, she stood zero chance of freeing herself and being bound, blindfolded and almost unable to move she would not able to recover it, not even if she had a hundred years and already knew the hiding place of Christian's hoard – which she did not. Given how she had put on the blindfold, there was no way for her to get it off her head and in this regard she could rely on a rich treasure trove of pertinent experience. She would not be able to operate her smartphone in this state and the locked front door likewise represented an insurmountable obstacle. No one would miss her before Monday and so her only hope was that her parents, colleagues, neighbours or someone else would notice her disappearance and alert the authorities before she died of thirst. Or was it more likely for her to die because of an embolism first? Nina realised that she had begun to hyperventilate and with an effort brought her breathing back under control. Fainting was only a reasonable survival strategy if there was a dashing hero around ready to save her. With some considerable effort she pushed her fear aside and gave in to her rage and anger instead.

	     First of all, she was mad at herself. What on earth had she been thinking when she turned her back on Christian? Nothing much at all obviously! Otherwise, she would have been aware that the combination of her hair band and the twinkling key had to exert an irresistible attraction on Christian, much like a heroin shot would on a junkie or a tax haven would on a top earner. In addition, she had to thank her bloody overzealous rigour not only for escape-proof steel shackles, but also for the impenetrable blindfold and the huge gag causing her increasing discomfort. This was not to mention the very talented dildo that made itself felt within her loins again. Things did not bode well for the near future. When planning her self-bondage session, she had been looking for a challenge, albeit one in which she had to fight for her pleasure rather than survival. Should she have allowed for her idiot tomcat to act as a substitute master? If she got out of her predicament alive, she would have Christian’s hide as a (miniature) bed rug!

	     But in the final analysis, Robert was to blame for everything. Without his excessive jealousy, she wouldn't have been forced to leave him, wouldn't have had to dabble in self-bondage in an attempt to address her sexual frustration, and so none of this would have happened. Moreover, it was his uncompromisingly dominant manner that had not only awakened in her the insatiable greed for submission responsible for her current predicament, but at the same time had ruined her for lesser relationships as well. That was why there was no other man around now to help her out of her predicament. Robert, Christian, her absent saviour - everything male had turned against her! Her bleak brooding was interrupted by the dildo that suddenly switched from reward to punishment mode once more and dished out another volley of unexpectedly violent electric shocks, making her thrash dementedly on the bed.

	     When Nina eventually got her twitching body under control again, she tried to blink back tears and cursed the day and hour she had met Robert for the first time. Yet, as she admitted to herself grudgingly, she would still give anything if he were here right now to save her. Alas, she would have to extricate herself from this mess on her own somehow. Without any real hope for success, more to establish the extent of her helplessness, she fought her restraints with all her strength, yanking at them and pushing her tongue uselessly against the huge ball gag, until she finally tired of her fruitless efforts and rested exhaustedly on her stomach, weeping helplessly in frustration and barely contained terror.

	She considered her options carefully. That didn't take her long, as the list was depressingly short. Or more precisely, it was empty. Instead, she came up with lots of things she could not do: unlock her restraints, operate her smartphone, open the door lock and get outside. This list she could extend endlessly, but that probably was not really helpful. Think, Nina, frickin’ think!

	The electronic 'pling' Ana used to announce the arrival of new messages rang out from the living room and interrupted her frantic thoughts. Maybe another, insufferably smug message from Robert? If she were free to do what she wanted, she would send the bastard a voice mail and give him an earful! She was busy screaming a cannonade of choice swearwords into the gag (a pointless but strangely satisfying act) when suddenly an idea popped into her head: Maybe she could use Ana to make an emergency call! As far as she knew, the device featured such a function but to make use of it, she would first have to get into the living room.

	Lying on her stomach, she laboriously worked her way to the edge of the bed and once she had arrived there, carefully swung her folded legs over the edge until she could touch the floor with her knees, then let herself sink slowly onto her chained lower legs. Finally kneeling beside the bed, she tried to get her bearings.

	She reckoned she was now on the left side of the bed, which meant that the door to the living room was located in the wall behind her. It would probably be best if she made a beeline for the wall first, then moved along it until she reached the door. Since Robert loved to make her play fetch, with her in bondage (the son of a bitch should rather have gotten himself a dog!), she had long ago worked out the most efficient means of locomotion when bound in a hogtie. The fastest way to get anywhere was to slither sideways like a snake. Consequently, she bent over and let her upper body tilt to the side until she landed on her shoulder, then rolled onto her belly and began her arduous journey. Particularly remarkable about this type of grovelling motion - besides the inherent humiliation - was the fact that her nipples, which were especially sensitive due to her nipple rings, dragged on the parquet floor - something she might have considered arousing under other circumstances. Now though, the unwanted stimulation of her breasts and the ceaseless vibration of the dildo became just pesky distractions.

	Inch by inch, she doggedly worked her way forward until she hit the wall, unfortunately quite literally head first, but given that her dildo regaled her with another series of electric shocks at the same time, another small bruise did not matter much. She simply shook her head dazedly and treated herself to a short break, then carried on. It was imperative that she approached the bedroom door most carefully. If she accidentally nudged it shut, she would face a serious problem. Her caution paid off; although her shoulder collided with the half-opened door, shortly afterwards she had passed through without further mishap.

	Nina maintained her course until she bumped into the sofa, then turned right and continued to wiggle sideways. Her remaining strength sufficed for one small sigh of relief only when she - exhausted, frustrated and thoroughly irritated - finally reached the low sideboard where, next to the TV, the electronic miracle rested that was her only hope for rescue. She rolled onto her side to turn her face towards the device and cleared her throat, making an effort to get rid of the saliva that had accumulated in her mouth. Unfortunately, she had no idea what the voice command for the emergency call might be and now it was definitely too late to RTFM. She just hoped that the manufacturer had chosen a simple and obvious keyword; after all, the function was meant for a person in distress.

	‘Ana, help!’ was what she had wanted to say, but what left her mouth sounded much more like 'Aha, heh!' and elicited no reaction. The damn gag once again proved to be devilishly effective in preventing her from speaking and reducing her utterances to unintelligible gibberish. Okay, next try.

	"Aahaa, heeh!"

	     She waited eagerly for a reaction, but again nothing happened. Apparently, Ana didn't understand gag speak. Small wonder; after all, her speech recognition algorithms had never been trained for it. Robert had always been able to guess what Nina wanted, but of course he had benefited from ample opportunity to practice. Perhaps she would have more success if she proceeded in small steps using a more systematic approach and taking special care to articulate the vowels intelligibly, despite her blocked tongue and gaping jaws.

	     "Aahnaa"

	     Unfortunately, Ana signalled her willingness to accept a command with just a blinking LED on the casing, which did Nina a fat lot of good in her current circumstances. Consequently, Nina simply had to carry on and hope for the best.

	     "Heh!"

	     "I didn't understand the request."

	     Finally an answer, although not the one she longed for! But at least this time around, Ana had acknowledged her command, that was something she could build upon.

	     "Aahnaa: heehe!"

	     "Sorry, I didn't get that."

	     "Aahnaa: heeehhe!"

	     “Unfortunately, I didn't understand you", Ana insisted with fake regret in her voice.

	     Stupid cow! Nina realized that she was working herself into a frenzy, something that never proved particularly helpful when dealing with computers. She would do better trying to tackle the problem intellectually. Did the speech recognition fail because of her poor pronunciation or was 'Help!' simply not a valid command? Unfortunately, there was no way to decide this question except to try out other, probable commands in hope that she would eventually hit on the correct, “magic” word, and also enunciate it in a sufficiently understandable way to boot.

	     During the next quarter of an hour, she tried all the eligible key words she could come up with, in all possible combinations, often several times in a row. Her task was further complicated by the ever increasing buzzing of the vibrator that she had to compete with despite her oversized gag.

	     “Aahnaa: hakh ehnehnehzy cah!“

	     "Sorry, I didn't understand."

	     "Aahnaa: Kah hohize!"

	     "I'm sorry, I didn't get that."

	     “Aahnaa: Kah... Aaiihhh!” Nina had been so absorbed by her task that the next volley of electric shocks hit her completely unprepared when the vibrator punished her once more for her own recklessness. Ana however was unfazed by her cry of pain and did not relent.

	     "Sorry, I didn't understand the request", she countered coolly.

	     No matter how hard Nina toiled, the result remained always the same, except for the fact that she gradually came to know and hate the dozens of different ways in which Ana responded to an unknown or incomprehensible command. When she caught herself making bets which variation she would hear next, she lost it. It was just too much! She was mentally and physically exhausted, sweat burned her eyes, drool ran out of her mouth and everything hurt. She was incredibly tired of having to argue with a simple-minded, digital disaster. Rightfully, in Ana's case the abbreviation AI could only stand for 'artificial idiocy’.

	     "Aahhaa: hukh hu!"

	     The reaction to her outburst of fury was completely unexpected. Instead of the woman's voice uttering one of her hated standard answers, there was loud laughter. Nina froze. She knew that laugh all too well.

	     "Nina, Nina Nina! What on earth are you doing? As soon as I leave you to your own devices, you go and get yourself into trouble."

	     It was undoubtedly Robert's voice coming from the not-so-smart speaker. In her mind's eye she could clearly picture the amused head shake that doubtlessly accompanied his words. Nina experienced an unprecedented emotional turmoil when her incredulous surprise abruptly gave way to unbridled joy. Robert was aware of her distress and her martyrdom would come to a happy ending after all! I'm safe! She let out a hoarse shriek of delight and began to sob with relief.

	     After an embarrassed moment of silence, Robert, who had perhaps only now - alarmed by her outburst of emotion - recognized the depth of her desperation hastened to give her solace with words of comfort. She felt her tense muscles relax while her panic slowly abated. After the first euphoria had passed, her critical mind reasserted itself and brought forth new worries. Robert wouldn't let her down, that she knew with absolute certainty, but what she did not know was what price he would demand for his help, after all she had walked out on him. Moreover, it seemed like a miracle that he was on the scene at the very moment of her greatest need, except that she - unlike Hollywood screenwriters – did not believe in miracles. So how the hell had Robert managed to make his appearance as Deus ex Machina?

	     There was only one explanation: the son of a bitch had hacked into her home network and used Ana as a bugging device to spy on her. He was bound to be watching her even at this moment through the built-in camera. Now that he had revealed himself to her and thus laid at least some of his cards on the table, she wondered how she could have missed this obvious contingency all along, given that she was well aware of both his jealousy and his technical proficiency. Like detectives on television, she normally regarded motive and opportunity as ample proof to convict a perpetrator.

	     She felt her face burning with embarrassment when she considered what a spectacle she must have made of herself while he was looking on. Paradoxically, thinking about her humiliation caused a hot flush in her vagina of all places. How long had he been watching her? Perhaps the bastard had been gloating over her misfortune the whole time? She hoped for his sake that this was not the case, otherwise....

	     "It seems you've calmed down again. Are you alright?"

	     Dumb question! Of course she wasn't alright. But she knew that was not what he meant to ask anyway; actually, he was only interested in whether she was in danger from an imminently life-threatening condition. She hesitated for a moment, then shook her head.

	     "Good! I'm watching today's recording in time lapse. Looks like the grey one has truly outdone himself this time. What can I say? Owning a cat is not all advantageous."

	     He paused, probably so she could appreciate his 'told you so' moment properly. In fact, he had never tired of pointing out the various disadvantages of living with a cat, e. g. when Christian, while on the wild hunt for a fly, had left scratches on his Le Corbusier armchair again.

	     However, as his words seemed to imply, Robert had not witnessed her self-bondage fiasco from the outset, but instead had become aware of her predicament only recently. Good for you! Bad for her was that he apparently now possessed a video of it. Despite their less than amicable breakup, he would never stoop so low as to upload it as revenge porn, of that she was sure. On the other hand, her involuntary appearance as bondage model would most probably serve him as visual masturbation aid in lonely hours. Yet why did she find this prospect not appalling, but exciting? She was done playing that role! Before she could come to grips with her conflicting feelings, he spoke again.

	     "Oh, you haven’t really been nice to yourself I see. I'm just looking at the programming for the dildo and it appears that I've severely underestimated your lust for pain the whole time!"

	     "ho, I nahe a nizhake", she protested ineffectually while a deep blush suffused her face. She fervently hoped that the gag harness and blindfold concealed her embarrassment.

	     "Anyway, my lovely little masochist, in light of what I’ve discovered today and what I’ve suffered at your whim in the past, we now have some important details as to your future life to sort out."

	     From a distance, soft keyclicks reached her ears, then the annoying vibration in her vagina stopped abruptly. What he had to say obviously did not tolerate any distraction.

	     "What will happen now? I could instruct Ana to alert the fire department. That’s going to be an emergency call the boys will tell their grandchildren about."

	     He was trying hard to make his voice sound neutral, but she knew him too well not to spot the amused undertone he was trying to conceal. Nina could vividly imagine how her story would make the rounds. In no time at all, she would be the city’s laughing stock. Nowadays, too, she also had to reckon on one of the 'helpers' recording events for posterity with his smartphone, which thanks to YouTube & Co. could mean that her worldwide fame would be assured as well. Then she would have to start thinking about a new career in the porn industry in earnest, since no other options would be open to her any more. As long as she had believed to be fighting for her life, she had had no choice but to take that risk. Now she was hoping for a better deal.

	     "No, honh hu zhah!"

	     "No? Of course, I could come myself. But if that’s the option you chose, it will cost you. Your call, my dear." 

	     "Hah hu hou hanh?"

	     "What do I want? But you already know that: you! And this time there’ll be no reservations or half measures, Nina!"

	     Of course, she had suspected that this was what he was going to say. He had never made a secret of the fact that he considered their separation a mistake and wanted 'his little slave' back. He had even promised to wait until 'she saw reason' and returned to him of her own volition. Apparently, his confidence in her capacity for reason had recently taken a hit, or he just saw himself presented with a golden opportunity to shorten the waiting time by forcing her to choose: she could either give in or learn from failure.

	     "After today's events, it's clear that someone has to watch over you, Nina. You very nearly sent yourself to kingdom come. It’s fortunate that I keep an eye on you."

	     Even though it probably had saved her life today, in general she was rather reluctant to consider the fact that he had spied on her as being particularly ‘fortunate’. Stalking was not without good reason regarded as a crime, at least as long as it was perpetrated by someone other than large corporations or the government. She tried to console herself by noting that he had probably been over the weeks since their separation bored to tears observing her domestic activities: ever since she had left him, her life had not been particularly exciting, at least until today. Which, on second thought, was perhaps not such a comforting realisation after all.

	     When Robert continued, his voice adopted the determined tone he always chose when speaking as master to his slave. Nina could not help feeling a pleasant shiver run down her spine.

	     "You have to give me your word that you’ll return to me and we’ll continue from where we’ve left off. You will obey me and you will wear the chastity belt as well as any accessories I decide to use with it. Let me be clear, Nina! You will not be locked into it for only a few hours, but 24/7, until I decide to unlock you again! You can look forward to a few weeks without orgasm for starters, but that can easily be extended to months, should I consider your conduct less than perfect. Incidentally, this time I’ll take all the keys, and that applies to your shackles and nose ring as well.”

	     Nina gasped in horror. She was not sure whether she should take his declaration seriously. Surely, he would not keep her locked in her chastity belt for weeks on end? That would go against his own self-interest. Or would it? There were indeed other ways she could satisfy his urges. And what about his remark regarding her shackles and nose ring? She already saw herself forced to wear turtleneck sweaters and long sleeved jackets, as well as boots at the office in order to fully conceal her steel restraints, but how she would deal with having to wear her prominent nose ring in public was something she dared not even think about. However, Robert was not finished yet.

	     ”Naturally, I’ll take care of and protect you and make sure that all your needs are met. We will decide on everything else when the time comes, and we’ll do it together. That's my final offer. Nod once if you want me to alert the fire department, twice if you agree to be mine again under the conditions I’ve just stated!"

	     Her heart was pounding like mad because at last her moment of truth had arrived. She held her breath and listened to what her fluttering heart had to tell her. Then she nodded once, and then a second time. She chose Robert, not because she was more afraid of the alternative, but because she wanted to be with him again. She wanted to start living instead of just surviving, to experience the full range of intense emotions, from euphoria to terror, while at the same time feeling safe and secure, which in this rare combination he alone could grant her.

	     However, she thought that she deserved some small revenge for his attempt at blackmail, and therefore decided not to reveal any of her feelings to him. Let him wonder whether she was with him on her own accord or because she felt bound by her word of honour. If she played her cards right, she could exploit his insecurity and jealousy to her advantage and thus wrest some concessions from him which he had always refused before. Not that she attached particular importance to it, but perhaps he might even reconsider his stance on marriage…

	     "Wonderful, I'm glad you’ve come to your senses. Now that that's sorted out, I'd better get going right away", he interrupted Nina’s sweet visions of the future. "You do second that motion, I suppose..."

	     She nodded vigorously to signal her approval. She could not help grinning: although Robert was anxious not to let it show, she nevertheless clearly discerned his anticipation regarding their reunion from the tone of his voice. Of course, she was looking forward to it as well, since she would finally be freed of her bondage (at least partially) – although at the moment she did not consider it to be nearly as unbearable as before, thanks to the recently released endorphins having a miraculous effect on her mood. In fact, her body even seemed to have regained its ability to interpret pain as a lust-pain; in other words, she was acutely aroused.

	     "Okay, I'll be with you in twenty minutes. And to make sure you won't get bored, I have a little surprise for you. Make the most of it, who knows when I’ll feel magnanimous again. Ciao!"

	     The second he logged off, the dildo buried in her loins suddenly began to vibrate in a wildly arousing pattern, causing her to scream in surprise. Had Robert simply restarted the dildo, or had he also changed its programming? She had no idea, and so consequently didn't know, either, what was in store for her, and that made the whole experience all the more intense. Within a very short time, the vibrator had her moaning her rampant lust into her gag and jerking wildly at her inescapable bondage ensemble. This time though, she did not even have to immerse herself in a fantasy world first, the reality of her situation was far more exciting than any contrived scenario. Soon, she would kneel at his feet and languish in his shackles once more, compelled by her deep masochism to unabashedly yield to her desire for submission under his will. Robert had often talked about his plans for her and she had obligingly acted horrified - all that to conceal how much his unusual ideas coincided with her own secret dreams.

	     The vibrator intensified its efforts again and extended them to her clitoris as well. Groaning, she pressed her thighs together and at the same time tensed her well-trained pelvic floor muscles to feel the intruder inside her even more acutely and thus finally find the longed-for release. The continued stimulation only aroused her to a level just below her threshold for climax, then kept her stewing there, slowly but surely driving her crazy. In the rapture of her sexual over-excitement, she realised that this time she would be willing to go further than ever before, perhaps even become the driving force behind her own escalating enslavement. Inadvertently, she began to think about the permanent closure of all of her restraints. Once that came to pass, it would put an end to her everyday game of hide-and-seek, making it almost impossible to conceal her true self from others any longer.

	     The prospect poured gasoline into the blazing fire that raged in her loins. Her wet pussy felt impossibly hot and sensitive, while her clit seemed to throb in step with her racing pulse. She was unable to withstand the inescapable titillation and sweet torture much longer. Already small quakes were spreading through her abdomen, with her vagina at the epicentre. Yes, yes, yes.…

	     “Ooouuuhh!” The vibrator had gradually stepped up its stimulation as so many times before, but then it sundered her loins with a truly horrifying series of electric shocks. Nevertheless, this time everything was different. At the same instant, a slightly weaker discharge pulsed through her clitoris, at last triggering the longed-for short-circuit in her pleasure centre. Instead of experiencing searing pain, she barely noticed how the muscles in her vagina briefly cramped before beginning to twitch rhythmically, then her conscious mind was buried under an avalanche of pure bliss.

	     In the preceding minutes, her excitement had continually grown but, unable to find an outlet, her sexual tension had reached critical levels and so the surprise electric shock had been exactly the missing spark that caused her lust to explode. The massive series of orgasm finally released all of her pent-up sexual energy and discharged it in a long series of climaxes that sent wave after wave of mind-bending ecstasy flooding through her body. For the longest while, all she did was feel, her normally tireless 'I' completely wiped out.

	     Nina could not tell how much time had passed before she roused from her oblivion and gradually became conscious of her surroundings again. She was lying on her side, tired, physically exhausted as though after running a marathon, and unexpectedly euphoric. It couldn't be long until Robert arrived. She would have to endure gag and blindfold until then, but that didn't bother her. He'd free her from her strict, self-imposed bondage, hold her in his arms, and everything would be alright. She was imagining their reunion in lovingly hand-coloured dream images of soft pastel shades, when suddenly she felt a furry paw on her chest, then a tugging on her still tender nipple… 

	THE END

	 

	Probation Period

	Victoria and Penelope are engaged in a no-holds-barred mistress/slave relationship. As usual, it’s complicated.

	Now

	The ceiling lamp flickers, intermittently bathing the windowless room in cold neon light. A naked body begins to move on the narrow bunk where silvery, shimmering chains wind their way over the pale skin of the stretched-out woman. Their soft tinkling is suddenly drowned out by a loud clicking noise from the heavy steel door’s locking mechanism, then a tall woman with long black hair steps through the opening door and stops in front of the wall of bars separating the cell and bunk from the rest of the large room. Over her arm, she carries a comfortable-looking bathrobe, somewhat worn out, which forms a strange contrast to her immaculate black leather outfit.

	"Good morning, Mistress." The young woman on the narrow bunk manages to rise halfway before being held back by her chains. 

	“Hello, Penny. I think we can leave the formalities aside. Do you know what day it is today?"

	Penny freezes for a moment, then closes her eyes and takes a deep breath before silently nodding.

	“You have persevered. You’ve endured everything. You can be very proud of yourself. I assuredly am."

	“Thank you, Mi.. Victoria.”

	She waits patiently while Victoria unlocks the door of her cell, then, piece by piece, frees her of her chains. She stares meditatively at the wide metal cuffs tightly encircling her slender wrists, until Victoria has released the final chain to her collar so that she can finally stand up. With a brief gesture, Victoria points to the bathrobe she has dropped down on the cot next to Penny.

	"Put that on. The rest of the house isn't as cosy and warm as your cell.”

	"Oh, I don't mind that."

	"Maybe you don't. But be considerate of Alfred's blood pressure."

	"It's not so easy to shock him," Penny contends, but still slips into the robe, then together they leave the room in which Penny has spent so much of her time over the past months and silently climb up the stairs to the light-flooded ground floor of the house. They proceed further up the generous staircase to the gallery on the first floor and upon arriving at the top, Penny suddenly stops and extends her hand towards Victoria.

	"Please give me the keys!"

	Victoria scrutinizes Penny's face, but her suddenly mask-like, rigid features don't reveal any emotion.

	"Of course," Victoria relents after a moment’s hesitation, pulling out the loop of her necklace from the front of her top. In place of a pendant, a clutch of unusually shaped, little keys dangles, which she now detaches and presses into Penny's hand.

	"There, you have them. By the way, I’ve asked Alfred to prepare a bath for you."

	"Huh? Oh, thanks, that's very considerate of you, but please leave me alone now?" Penny demands absently, staring spellbound at the cluster of strange keys in her hand. 

	"As you wish. I suppose I'll hear from you once you have decided. You know where to find me." Victoria turns abruptly and stalks away. 

	Penny looks up in surprise and raises her hand, as if intending to hold Victoria back, but remains silent. Instead, she leans against the railing and watches Victoria irresolutely until she disappears from her field of vision. 

	"Crap!" Penny exclaims softly, clenching her hands into fists, so that the keys press painfully into the soft skin of her palm, then she quickly turns away and hurries off in the opposite direction.

	Before

	It took a while for the melodic humming of her smartwatch to penetrate Victoria's mind, indicating that her training session was over. Strangely enough, it was while running that she could best calm herself and think. With a regretful sigh she killed the alarm, jumped off the treadmill and began a series of stretching exercises.

	When she straightened herself again, she found herself the subject of numerous admiring glances. Some of the men caught staring looked away in embarrassment, while the more self-confident ones tried a winning smile instead. Victoria was used to being the centre of male attention and didn't mind, even though she sometimes found it annoying. Some of her would-be admirers were so convinced of their own irresistibility that they misinterpreted her dismissive behaviour as a particularly challenging way of flirting - only being deterred from further advances by sharp-tongued rebuffs, or, in rare, even more obstinate cases, impressive demonstrations of her karate skills.

	She grabbed her towel, then quickly left the fitness centre. Enticed by the prospect of a hot shower, she hurried with quick steps towards her cabin. The corridors in this part of the ship, reserved for premium passengers, were designed with a dignified elegance that her fitness outfit comprised of sports bra, short trousers and running shoes clashed with badly. This was made plain by the venomous glances of some elderly, costumed ladies that she overtook along the way. Fortunately, the cabin door accepted her key card without the bitching that was typical of over-sophisticated technology, and Victoria was able to escape their silent disapproval by withdrawing into the safety of her suite.

	She went straight into the spacious bathroom and slipped out of her sweaty training outfit, but before taking off her smartwatch, she looked at the status display, whose soothing green assured her that everything was fine with Penny - at least to the extent it was appropriate to make such a statement given the circumstances in which Penny presently found herself. That thought brought a happy smile to Victoria’s face and a pleasant shiver of excitement ran through her. Quickly she got into the shower and while she let herself be caressed by warm water, her hands wandered over her body, soon finding their way to her breasts and lap as if of their own will. Later, she admonished herself with a regretful sigh and grabbed the shampoo.

	Half an hour later, she stood naked in front of the right half of the large built-in wardrobe in the suite's bedroom. In quick succession, she selected a black leather bra, a tight skirt made of the same glossy material and a pair of knee-high lace-up boots; tossing the ensemble onto the huge double bed.

	First, she stepped into the skirt and with some effort, shimmied it up over her hips and buttocks until it hung loosely around her narrow waist. To close the zipper, she had to suck in her breath and hold it for a moment, but in exchange, when the zip was fully closed, the skirt fit like an expensive glove; emphasizing her (literally) breathtaking figure.

	Next, after fastening the clips of the wide chest band over her spine, she shrugged her upper body into the expensive bra so that her firm breasts with their pertly protruding nipples disappeared into the tight-fitting leather of its deep cups, then she adjusted the shoulder straps to the point that they dug narrow furrows into her shoulders. Quietly cursing, she spent another 10 minutes lacing her slender calves into the high shafts of her boots, before getting up and posing in front of the mirror mounted on the inside of the cupboard door.

	With a critical eye, Victoria examined her image; made only a few final adjustments, then was satisfied. Even a less biased observer would have to admit that her appearance was well worth all the effort. Her black, straight hair, strictly combed back and falling over her shoulders, combined favourably with her classic, perhaps somewhat sharply cut, facial features; her dark, almost piercing eyes and pale complexion were complemented by sensual, blood-red lips. Her appearance, combined with her leather outfit, constituted the epitome of the femme fatale, or the stereotypical dominatrix. She quietly closed the cupboard door. Showtime!

	For a moment, she stood motionless and listened to the ship's various, subtle noises. If one listened carefully, amongst the rustling of the wind and the waves, the subliminal humming of the engines and the cheerful voices of the other passengers, from time to time other sounds could be discerned. A muted clicking and muffled moaning emanated from the closed wardrobe. But one had to listen very carefully indeed.

	The furniture in the cabin was not only sturdily built, but also firmly anchored to the walls and floor, so that even in heavy seas it would not leave its assigned place and turn into deadly projectiles; a circumstance Victoria found convenient for her very own reasons. A smile played on her lips when she unlocked the doors on the large cupboard’s the left side and quietly opened it.

	Immediately, not only the volume of the moaning multiplied, but also its intensity. Probably, it was the light draught on her sweaty skin that had informed Penny about the end of her solitary confinement, since no other senses were at her disposal; this handicap enforced by the tightly laced, thick and insulated leather helmet that adhered to her head like a second skin. It was hermetically sealed except for two small, metal-reinforced holes below her nose. At the neck, the helmet merged into a wide posture collar that concealed the end of its rear lacing, being secured with a small, silvery padlock, thus preventing any unauthorized attempts to remove it - not that Penny’s other bonds left her the slightest opportunity.

	Her slim arms were confined behind her back in an armbinder that reached halfway up between elbow and shoulder, pressing her elbows firmly against one another. Lower down, the thick but supple leather casing firmly encircled her wrists, with the palms of each hand pressed onto the other by the tight mitten. To Victoria's delight, this aspect posed no real problem for the very flexible Penny, although it assuredly turned into a challenge in the long run.

	The mercilessly tightened holding straps, each running over one shoulder to the opposite armpit and thus crossing over her chest, securely prevented escape of any kind - despite her dramatically backward bent shoulders. There was no possible way she could wriggle her arms out of their leather prison; a condition that the twin straps above her elbows and around her wrists could have guaranteed on their own. They too had been pulled taut and secured with locks like all the others of their kind.

	As well, the wide strap around her wrists provided a stable anchor point for a short chain, the other end of which was attached to the clothes rail, mercilessly pulling her arms high up behind her. Combined with the wide belts that bound her ankles to her thighs, the result was a severe strappado that forced Penny to balance on her knees. This was a feat she had unwillingly, but valiantly struggled to accomplish for the last two hours.

	Victoria crouched, smiling and with delicate, fingertip caresses, began to stroke Penny's thighs that trembled with tension. The subdued sounds that penetrated through the helmet took on an urgent undertone. Penny couldn't produce understandable words due to the firmly inflated butterfly gag she wore under her mask, but the message, however, was clear: she implored salvation from her torment. So not exactly what Victoria was up to now.

	Victoria let her hand glide to Penny's crotch. Her fingers slid unerringly between the lust-swollen labia and penetrated deeply. Penny froze momentarily, then her formerly imploring moans were replaced by frantic but restricted inhalations, for she was now desperately struggling against the resistance of her tightly laced corset to suck more air into her lungs.

	A tremor ran through her pinioned body when Victoria first gently circled her fingertips around the vaginal opening and then slowly ran them upward between her lips until they encountered the hopefully erected clitoris. The gentle touch made Penny shiver violently and a throaty wail pierced through her gag. Involuntarily, she tilted her hips forward and pressed her thighs together as if trying to prevent the intruder responsible for her wild flaming excitement from escaping.

	"Not so fast!" Victoria freed her hand and had to smile. Her fingers were shining wet, a finding sweat alone could not provide a satisfactory explanation for.

	"It seems to me that someone is enjoying her treatment. What do you think?" she mocked, holding her fingers under the helmet’s breathing holes. "Maybe I'll allow you to climax later. Once you've earned it."

	Penny sagged in her bonds with a disappointed groan, which due to her precarious position caused her arms to be instantly pulled up almost vertically behind her back. She immediately tried to straighten again, but Victoria beat her to it and instead released the chain that connected her wrists to the clothes rail, then she opened the lock on the posture collar and began to work on loosening the lacing of the helmet.

	Two minutes later, she first pulled it forward over her prisoner’s head and, finally, it came all the way off to reveal the sweaty face of a young woman with short blonde hair. The narrow straps of a gag harness dug into the skin of her head and around her neck she wore a snugly-fitted, stainless steel band that had previously been hidden by the posture collar. Above the wide leather shield that covered her mouth, green, slightly reddened eyes blinked in the sudden brightness and immediately directed an imploring gaze towards Victoria.

	"I know, I know ..." Victoria gently stroked her dishevelled hair. "Wait, I'll free you from your gag right away."

	With nimble fingers she had soon opened the many buckles until the mouth shield was held in place only by the thick latex balloon filling Penny's oral cavity to capacity. To get it to pass between her teeth without dislocating her lower jaw in the process, Victoria had to first exhaust nearly all the air via the integrated valve and only then was she able to extract the now flaccid rubber pad, accompanied by a surge of saliva.

	"Ah!" With a relieved sigh Penny slowly closed her mouth. Victoria watched with interest while she moved her lower jaw back and forth with her eyes closed and pain-distorted features, intent to regain control over her stiff muscles before finally looking up.

	"Thank you, Mistress. May I have something to drink, please?" Penny asked in a husky voice.

	"Of course." Victoria fetched the water bottle with the straw from the bedside table, then sat down on the bed and pointed to the floor in front of her feet. "Come here!"

	She waited patiently as Penny slowly crept closer on her knees, then, when she had reached the designated place, Victoria held out the bottle to her and allowed her to drink until she had quenched her thirst.

	"Another sip?"

	Penny shook his head. "No thank you, Mistress."

	"Good." Victoria placed the bottle on the floor, then leaned forward and hooked her fingers through the front ring of Penny’s steel collar and pulled firmly while slowly reclining and spreading her legs, forcing Penny's head deep between her thighs until she felt her slave’s breath on her exposed pussy. 

	"You know what to do."

	     

	Much later, they both lay in bed, Penny closely cuddled up to Victoria, who stroked her hair absentmindedly. After Penny had used her tongue to bring Victoria, who was in this respect a discerning customer, to an apparently acceptable climax, the latter had returned the favour by stimulating Penny for what felt like an eternity – at least half an hour – with a vibrator; albeit without allowing her to climax. Every time Penny was a hair's breadth away from release, Victoria had paused her efforts and watched her helpless victim wriggle in wild frustration in her bonds until her arousal had dropped back to a sub-critical level. When Victoria at long last had had enough of this horrible/beautiful game, she had pushed Penny over the threshold by mercilessly using a strap-on dildo.

	All of Penny’s pent-up sexual energy was unleashed in a spectacular orgasm followed by a volley of smaller aftershocks that left her completely exhausted and numb. She had hardly reacted when Victoria freed her from the corset and armbinder, then pulled her into bed. The handcuffs, which now fixed her hands behind her back didn't interfere with Penny’s contentment at all, but on the contrary, relieved her of the need to do anything other than just lie there and enjoy the lingering bliss of her climax.

	"Do you think I’m too harsh on you?" 

	Victoria's sudden question broke Penny's post-orgasmic lethargy and made her flinch. She bit her lips to not spontaneously scream ‘Yes!’. In truth, Victoria had always stayed well within the limits of their agreement and helped her to realize a long-cherished fantasy: to be treated like a mere sex toy, taken out of the closet only when needed, but otherwise left to languish helplessly and securely tied up in the cabin, while her mistress enjoyed all the comforts of the luxury cruise. Was it Victoria’s fault that the reality behind her fantasy brought her to the limits of her stamina? However, this was exactly the kind of thrill Penny sought and craved with a vengeance. While she still had been trapped in the closet, only the thought of her safe word had allowed her to endure the painful bondage; but now, the mere memory of the torments she had suffered during her martyrdom made her horny again.

	Penny quickly looked up at Victoria's face. Depending on her mood there was no right answer to this question anyway. Yet, as usual, her mistress had her features under perfect control, unfortunately.

	"It was very intense ..." 

	Victoria frowned. "You may speak freely."

	"I’m treated in such a way, as Mistress considers fitting," Penny declared piously.

	Apparently this was not the desired answer because Victoria's frown deepened and she sounded irritated when she reformulated her question: "Well then, if you had a wish, how should I treat you? 

	"It’s not up to me to express wishes, Mistress."

	"Suit yourself!" Victoria was now visibly irritated. She sat up with a jerk, slipped from the bed and retrieved the harness gag and the awful helmet from the floor. "If you don't want to talk to me, you shall say nothing at all."

	 

	
Now

	In anger, Victoria slams the door to her suite shut and quickly crosses the living room to drop onto the bed in the adjacent bedroom, then rolls onto her back and stares sightlessly at the ceiling while she attempts to analyse her feelings. Why is she angry, disappointed and sad? What did she expect? After Penny has had to submit to her will (and whims!) every minute of every day for the past six months, she can hardly blame her slave for seizing the opportunity to run away from her now. Penny would want to enjoy her regained freedom to the fullest extent, and above all without her tormentor interfering.

	In fact, their agreement stipulates that she must leave Penny completely alone for the next 24 hours because she has to be able to make her decision freely and without outside influence whether she wishes to continue their unusual arrangement. Or not.

	In the seclusion of her bedroom, Victoria curses the restrictions imposed on her by her role as Penny's mistress. Right now, she would have liked to approach Penny as a confidante and friend. Or as her lover. But in any case without the obligation to constantly maintain the necessary distance between mistress and slave. She thinks back over the past months; these counting among the most intense and happiest of her life, and not simply because for the first time she has been able to let her dominant side run wild. In enforcing the subjugation of a headstrong, beautiful and rebellious slave and the ensuing contest of wills she has realized one of her life’s passions.

	Out of an initial sympathy for Penny, deep feelings have developed almost against her volition and so Victoria has found it increasingly difficult neither to show them nor be misled by them into misplaced lenience towards her charge. Is it possible then that, when her timid advances did not meet with enthusiastic acceptance, she has erred on the side of strictness in an effort to not give her feelings away?

	A few times she has come hard up against the limits set by Penny and even gone beyond them, assuming that this would be precisely the kind of borderline experience her slave seeks and ultimately wants. Or has that assumption in reality been nothing but a convenient rationalisation to justify her own sadism, fuelled by her own growing frustration? While being honest with herself, she acknowledges that she has consciously been trying to push Penny into using her safe word a few times lately, but of course the stubborn brat has not done her that favour. It seems as though her slave ultimately stands to gain the upper hand in this exotic game.

	Penny has probably long since realized how Victoria feels about her. Yet, the question remains how she will deal with this knowledge. Perhaps Penny has waited all this time only for a clear and unambiguous sign from Victoria to trade the implacable and aloof mistress for a loving one? No. It has been Penny's express wish from the very beginning to experience abject submission and nothing else. She has, without question, enjoyed being almost unconditionally at another woman’s mercy, just as Victoria herself has been intoxicated by the power granted to her. Today, however, the game ends with the expiry of the six months long probation period and all of her imagined power culminates in nothing but helpless impotence.

	Victoria claws her fingers into the silky bed sheet with the thought that everything could be over after today being unbearable, despite her realisation that that outcome might actually be the best thing for both of them. Given how their relationship has come to a head recently, continuing as before for sure is not an option.

	Before

	"Look what I have here!" Victoria waved what appeared to be a standard DIN A4 envelope in her hand. Nonetheless, Penny gasped for she suspected that the envelope’s contents could only be of evil portent for her. She was already out of breath anyway, being in the final phase of the fitness training regime Victoria had prescribed: struggling up a simulated incline on the cross trainer.

	Since Victoria had brought home a body fat scale and thus revealed Penny to supposedly be in the ‘skinny/fat’ portion of the population, she had, in addition to yoga sessions, also required a demanding workout to now be a part of Penny’s daily routine as well. At least she was allowed to exercise without annoying shackles, if one disregarded the fact that she was always leashed to the respective training device by her ever-present collar.

	Victoria retrieved two tickets in bright red and black from the envelope.

	"These are VIP tickets for 'Europe's biggest fetish and BDSM Convention' - and that's where you and I will be going! What do you think? Are you excited?"

	"I'm thrilled," Penny claimed with very little enthusiasm, which was not solely a result of her physical exertion. In fact, she had wanted to attend this event for quite some time, but unfortunately, based on recent experience, she had cause to suspect that there existed a slight discrepancy between her and Victoria's ideas regarding the manner in which she would be attending.

	"You do have the terms of our agreement in mind?"

	"Don't worry, no one will recognize you," Victoria assured her blithely, only to continue with a malicious smile: "However, what’s good for the goose is good for the gander …"

	Penny did not find out what Victoria had meant with her remark until a week later, when they drove their big SUV to the convention venue and parked it in a secluded spot of the fenced parking lot, where they were shielded from view by dense vegetation.

	"Here we are," Victoria informed her silent front passenger. "Showtime!”

	Over the past months, nearly every time when they were out in the car, Penny was required to wear a long coat with its deep hood pulled fully over her head, hiding her risqué outfits and the harness gag which Victoria had always insisted on her wearing since their very first car ride together.

	In the aftermath of that momentous trip, Victoria had informed her slave in no uncertain terms (and with the help of a judiciously applied crop) that henceforth she would gladly dispense with 'unqualified comments' about her 'dynamic' driving style. Actually, Penny felt quite safe with Victoria behind the wheel, even though she liked to max out the eight-cylinder's acceleration power. She somehow mastered even the most confusing of traffic situations with somnambulistic confidence, seemingly to be intimately aware of the car’s dimensions down to the millimetre, just as if she had been driving a taxi in a Southeast Asian metropolis for years.

	Victoria leaned across to Penny, pulled the hood back and off her head, then opened the buckles of the harness that held the big red ball gag in her captive's mouth.

	"Spit it out!"

	Penny lowered her head to her chest and began to move her lower jaw back and forth, while, as always fascinated, Victoria listened to her muffled groans. Already spread wide open by the gag, her mouth resisted Penny’s dogged efforts to open it any further and use her tongue to push the huge silicone ball past the barrier formed by her teeth. Finally, she gave up her futile attempts and looked up at Victoria pleadingly.

	"Ih can’h!"

	"You can't spit out the gag?" Victoria inquired with false regret, then giggled with glee as Penny shook her head dejectedly.

	"Excellent! Wait, I'll free your hands!”

	First, she opened the lock which attached Penny's handcuffs to the front ring of her chastity belt, then unlocked the cuffs themselves. With the use of her hands, Penny finally managed to extract the ball gag from her mouth using gentle twisting movements.

	"Ahh!" she moaned when she was finally able to relax her jaw muscles that had become stretched and sore during the half-hour drive. Yet, she was only granted a short respite. Victoria extracted a sports bag from the trunk and put it in front of her feet, then opened the zipper and removed a black leather armbinder. Penny - with a sinking feeling in her stomach - recognized it as the strictest one in her small but fine collection: the particularly tight one, that reached almost to her shoulders whose buckles were secured with small locks. 

	"OK, take off the coat, then put your hands behind your back!"

	"Yes, Mistress."

	Victoria waited impatiently for Penny to wriggle out of her coat in the cramped space. Beneath it, a gleaming black latex catsuit was revealed; encasing Penny’s luscious curves like a second skin. The way her ringed nipples and her body’s every contour showed under the shiny rubber layer made it clear that no other garment had found room between the suit and her skin and so, consequently, she wore her shiny, stainless steel chastity belt over it. With squeaking sounds she slid forward on the seat’s leather, then turned her back towards Victoria and venting a resigned sigh extended her arms behind her.

	Once more, Victoria admired how effortlessly Penny could bring her forearms together, including her elbows. Undoubtedly, in addition to regular gymnastics, Penny's delightful slim figure also played an important role here. Victoria’s more athletic physique made the same pose a rather strenuous affair, despite years of yoga. However, Penny's natural flexibility did her little good, since it only incited Victoria to push her bondage to limits that even she could barely endure.

	Today was no exception: When Victoria finally was done, Penny could not suppress a throaty moan. Her elbows were pressed firmly against each other by the armbinder, laced to the max and forcing her shoulders back so far that she had to keep her back ramrod straight and stick out her chest, as if she wanted to draw attention to her ringed nipples. These were now prominently displayed, showing blatantly under the thin layer of latex. Without the idiosyncratic, conditional reflex that somehow made her body transform the aching tension in her joints into sexual arousal, she would have considered her position painfully uncomfortable, but as it was she enjoyed the severe bondage - at least for the moment.

	Even the anxious question of how long she would have to helplessly endure her predicament did not dampen her lust, but stoked it instead! It was too late anyway. The small locks with which Victoria had secured the buckles of the holding straps crossing above Penny’s breasts and going around her wrists and upper arms ensured that she was completely at Victoria’s mercy. Not even any compassionate soul they might encounter at the convention would be able to take pity and free her against mistress’s will.

	"It doesn’t get any tighter than that! Ha! That will show them," Victoria enthused.

	"In case it looks as tight as it feels, they’d better be impressed. I'm glad you for one are enjoying it."

	Victoria's face became serious.

	"Can you endure it? Or should I loosen the armbinder?"

	For a moment, Penny wavered between reason and arousal, then her masochism gained the upper hand.

	"Make me endure it!"

	"Good girl," Victoria praised her and gently stroked her head. Penny snuggled her cheek against Victoria’s fingers but the intimate moment lasted only briefly, then Victoria withdrew her hand and reached into the sports bag again. The leather object she drew out this time made Penny flinch.

	"Oh, no. Please don't make me wear that again, Mistress!"

	"Oh yes! You most certainly will. You said you didn't want to be recognized."

	"But then I won't be able to see anything at all!" Penny complained. 

	"Really? I wouldn't have noticed it myself, but now that you mention it ... I'm afraid you'll have to live with that. Now, bend the head so that I can put the helmet on!”

	"No! I don't want to!”

	Penny shook her head wildly in rebellion and struggled madly against her restraints to avoid what was coming, but to no avail. Victoria looked on with amusement for a moment, then her hand shot forward and grabbed the hair at the back of Penny's head. 

	"Ow! You're hurting me!"

	"Stop this nonsense immediately and hold still! I’d really hoped we were beyond this stage." Victoria maintained her iron hold and stared sternly into Penny’s face until she gave up her resistance and lowered her eyes in surrender.

	"I'm sorry, Mistress."

	"OK, apology accepted just this one last time. But I warn you, no more antics!"

	Victoria loosened her grip, whereupon Penny tilted her head back as far as her collar would permit and allowed the tight, black leather helmet to be pulled over it without further ado. Apart from two metal-reinforced holes for the nostrils and a larger one for the mouth, the mask had no other openings. Victoria adjusted the fit of it until everything was seated perfectly, then she turned to the lacing at the back and starting from the crown, she pulled the criss-crossing laces taut through the chromed eyelets.

	When she reached the bottom edge of the collar at the nape of Penny’s neck, she repeated the whole process with a vengeance, before securing everything with a knot. When she was finally done, the soft leather stretched tautly around Penny's skull so that her facial features were nearly visible beneath it. Finally, Victoria closed the integral collar over the knot of the lacing and locked it snugly around her neck, so that here, too, no unauthorised person stood a chance to free her.

	Penny endured the whole procedure without uttering a single sound; only her hectic breaths whistling through the small nostril holes were clearly audible. Fortunately, she did not suffer from claustrophobic attacks; otherwise she could not have tolerated having her world reduced to the oppressive confines of the helmet which neither allowed her to see anything, nor to hear particularly well, muffling all ambient sounds to the point where they were almost drowned out by the noise of the blood rushing in her ears.

	As it was, the awareness of her almost complete helplessness triggered quite different emotions. Her subliminal but nevertheless undeniable anxiety added to her excitement and the thrill she so desperately craved. Yet, up to now she was still able to plead for mercy or help, an oversight that Victoria would surely correct soon. With this realisation, she involuntarily pressed her thighs together and groaned throatily. 

	"Are you alright? Are you getting enough air?" Victoria's loud question penetrated through the hood and jolted Penny out of her masochistic bliss.

	"Yes, no problem, I'm fine," she replied impulsively, being well aware of the foreseeable consequences of her statement. But even if she had tried a tactical lie, the end result would probably be the same. 

	"Perfect! Open your mouth as much as you can!”

	At the same moment Penny felt a touch on her lips. She willingly opened her mouth, fighting against the resistance of the helmet. Instead of the expected ball gag - for which she likely would not have been able to pry her teeth far enough apart anyway - she felt a flaccid, silicon rubber bladder pushed into her mouth.

	Penny shivered fitfully, but it was too late to protest by this point. Victoria was already stuffing the wings of the inflatable gag into the space between her teeth and cheeks and its central partition behind her front teeth. It was her strictest gag, the only one that reliably stopped all attempts at speech - and the only one she was truly afraid of. Not quite as afraid as of the electric shocks her steel collar frequently meted out to keep her from making any noise at all, but it was close.

	Although she would never admit it to Victoria, Penny loved being gagged. Well, she did not exactly love the inherent discomfort and humiliation, but without a gag, her bondage just did not feel complete since a crucial element was missing. As long as she could talk and protest or beg, she felt compelled to actually do so. Only enforced speechlessness relieved her of this perceived obligation and allowed her to revel in her helplessness.

	Despite its size, she had almost gotten used to the ball gag. It was Victoria's declared goal to keep her gagged in one form or another for days on end, which is why she was ‘encouraged’ to practice with ever larger gags over ever longer periods of time – a training that Penny secretly enjoyed, although the butterfly gag was an exception. From her sorrow- as well as lustful experiences she knew how extreme it could be. Similar to doing a bungee jump after looking into the abyss, facing up to wearing it once more required a conscious effort on her part each and every time. That is not to say, however, that Victoria would have given her a choice in the matter in the first place. 

	After the various sections of the inflatable gag had found their proper places within her mouth, Penny felt its wide leather panel begin to press onto her lips, followed by the many ensnaring straps of the head harness designed to secure it immovably in front of her mouth. Since the gag - like most other pieces of her slave equipment – had been made to measure for her according to Victoria’s exacting specifications, each strap sported only a few holes, so that harness could either be fastened ‘too tight’ or ‘damned much too tight’ in Penny’s considered opinion.

	Incidentally, Victoria seemed to be in a rather merciful mood today, although this probably did not bode well with respect to the length of time that she would be forced to tolerate it. Besides, Penny was very well aware that her evaluation of the situation could only be preliminary: the gag had not been inflated yet, which meant that the pressure its expansion would exert on her jaws and therefore a variable decisive for the overall assessment was still unknown.

	Penny was not left guessing for long. Victoria screwed the hose connection of a small hand pump onto the valve protruding through the mouth shield and then squeezed the bulb. After some energetic squeezes, Penny began to protest incomprehensibly, yet enthusiastically. Victoria paused for a moment and tilted her head as if she was listening hard, but shook her head regretfully.

	"Still much too loud. As long as you can make such a spectacle, you're not really gagged."

	Immediately the volume of Penny's protest doubled. Victoria was not impressed.

	"You’re only confirming that I am right!"

	Penny groaned in anguish. A few more squeezes reduced her whining by as many decibels to only a quiet whimper and guaranteed the desired state of silence. In the meantime, the rubber bladder in her oral cavity seemed to have assumed the dimensions of a billiard ball. It pressed her tongue down and completely filled her mouth to the last corner, but without expanding down her throat and endangering her breathing.

	At the same time, its side wings distended her cheeks, so that without the constricting mask she would have resembled a chipmunk after a particularly fruitful session of foraging for nuts. She hated it when she looked so ridiculous, but Victoria seemed to enjoy the sight for some reason. Fortunately, under her tight helmet only a slight curvature of her cheeks showed, which under the prevailing circumstances was a cold comfort indeed to Penny.

	Before Victoria removed the hand pump, she checked the fit of the gag, trying to slip her fingers under the mouth shield and the straps of the head harness. As Penny would have wanted to confirm to her, if she had been able to do so, everything was once again ‘damned much too tight’. Victoria played it safe once more and secured the buckles with small locks, then petted Penny’s leather-encased head.

	"Almost there ..."

	Victoria took a pair of lockable, thick leather cuffs with approximately 30 centimetres of connecting chain out of the sports bag and a moment later had them fastened around Penny's ankles, then came a second, longer chain with a sturdy leather hoop at one end, quite possibly designed to keep a cranky pit bull rather than a petite woman in check. Victoria clipped it to the front ring of the hidden steel collar, which projected through an eyelet in her latex suit. In combination with the collar of the hood directly above, the wide steel band made tilting her head almost impossible.

	After she had prepared her slave girl, Victoria was finally ready to take care of her own appearance. She folded down the vanity mirror and checked her make-up. This time she had opted for a casual outfit because she did not want to steal Penny's thunder, or attract any wannabe slaves. Unfortunately, even in jeans, T-shirt and biker jacket she could hardly be considered a wallflower. However, for her to change her spots to the extent as to swap her high heeled boots for Birkenstock sandals was inconceivable.

	After a few last corrections to her hair she was ready. She circled the car and helped Penny climb out.

	"Come!”

	With insecure steps Penny had to follow the constant pull of her collar. Blind, almost deaf and with her arms fastened into the armbinder behind her back, it was a challenge to simply maintain her balance on the high heels of her laced boots. In addition, Victoria set a pace she could hardly match, thanks to her stride being shortened by her ankle hobble chain. It required her full concentration not to stumble on the uneven pavement of the parking lot, so that she missed the sudden slackening of the pull on her leash and bumped into Victoria, who had stopped in front of the ticket booth at the entrance to the exhibition hall. A muffled, many-voiced laugh penetrated her helmet, drawing her attention to the fact that she had messed up their grand entrance in front of a larger audience. 

	"Watch it!" Victoria hissed angrily into her ear.

	How? Unable to utter a hot retort, Penny felt herself turning red. Suddenly she was glad that her face was concealed from curious observers. They passed the checkpoint without further incident and left the entrance area, then at the threshold to the main hall they paused briefly.

	"Don't embarrass me!" Victoria admonished her one last time before pulling her into the hustle and bustle of the exhibition spaces. From a distance, humming basses reached her ears, presumably accompanying a stage show. The general background noise made Penny suspect that they were moving in the midst of a larger crowd, but in her immediate neighbourhood the vociferous conversations seemed to die down and be replaced by hushed whispers. Presumably her appearance was causing quite a stir.

	It felt strange to know that she was at the centre of attention, yet at the same time was quite inescapably trapped in her own small world. Likewise, she almost felt ashamed of being presented to strangers practically naked and in such a helpless condition, but simultaneously the notion excited her as well. Without a doubt, her well-proportioned body attracted a lot of covetous attention. She could not help wondering how prominently her stiff nipples showed through the thin latex.

	Anyway, the steady pull on her collar prevented her from getting lost in her conflicted emotions. She had to concentrate hard on her steps, anxious not to stumble. If she fell and perhaps even dragged Victoria down with her in the process, stunned admiration would surely turn into raucous mockery. She did not even want to consider what Victoria would do to her then.

	Hence, she followed along obediently behind Victoria, who, to her relief, now strolled through the exhibition hall at a much more leisurely pace than before. Victoria probably wanted to get an overview first, at any rate Penny suspected that, since it felt like she was forever led every which way along the aisles formed by the various booths. Within a very short time, she had lost all orientation and would not have been able to tell whether they were at the edge or in the middle of the hall. It was a thrilling experience to be led tightly bound, gagged and blindfolded through a crowd, completely dependent on her mistress.

	Finally, the dragging on her leash disappeared.

	"Stop!"

	Penny obeyed and sighed into her gag with relief. Her forced strutting along on high heels had proved to be quite exhausting in the long run. Within her cat suit, she had become mighty warm and the thin latex adhered to her sweaty skin, adding to her sensations of complete confinement.

	"A very compliant slave you have there!"

	Suddenly, she was accosted by the dark voice of a man who had perhaps been standing next to her the whole time. Penny jerked involuntarily and almost jumped to the side. Not knowing what was going on around her definitely had its downsides.

	"But only if you’re woman enough to take her on," Victoria countered.

	"It certainly looks as if you have everything under control."

	"Thank you. But your companion can't complain about the lack of a hard hand either."

	"Well, indeed, she can hardly complain." The amused sounding voice of the man was accompanied by a soft rattle of chain and what sounded like an outraged snort, which led Penny to suspect that the ‘companion’, just like herself, was severely gagged and bound.

	"Actually, I had my eyes on her butt when I said that. These marks look like quite precise handiwork," Victoria said. 

	"Well observed. From time to time my slave requires a spanking; this morning it was necessary again. Unfortunately, my favourite flogger broke down recently and so I had to get a replacement. But you seem more interested in the whips here?"

	Whips and floggers? Penny stopped breathing. Why on earth had Victoria stopped at a stand for whips and floggers?

	"I’ve heard that these are of very good quality."

	"I can confirm that. We’ve always been very satisfied, haven’t we, Nina?”

	Another outraged snort suggested that Nina begged to differ, but of course her helpless protest was only taken as further proof of the high quality of the torture instruments on offer. Apparently, Penny, if unlucky, would soon get to form her own impressions.

	"By the way, my name is Robert."

	"I am Victoria and the obedient young lady here is Penny." Victoria briefly tugged her leash, so she had to make some kind of involuntary bow.

	"Pleased to meet you. Best manners, I see. My slave Nina could take a leaf out of her book."

	Another snort and Penny could not help but notice a certain, probably unwise contradictory tendency in her counterpart. A peculiarity that Penny allegedly shared with her, at least if one believed Victoria's respective complaints.

	"But Nina possesses other attractions, as you have already discovered. I have noticed your intrigued glances," Robert teased.

	His amused words stung Penny. Why was Victoria interested in other subs? She pricked her ears so as not to miss any of the conversation, which was not an easy task given her leather helmet and the manifold ambient noises. 

	"Same as you stared at Penny," Victoria observed.

	"Touché! But she really is an eye-catching sight," Robert admitted. 

	"Not quite as eye-catching as Nina! Hers is indeed a ... an unusual rig-out. Somewhat extreme, but wildly fascinating as well."

	"Thank you very much! Would you like to have a closer look at her? Nina certainly can’t object!”

	"Of course," Victoria agreed.

	"Come on, there's more room over here, and nobody will bother us."

	Their voices became quieter when they turned and walked a few steps away. This was followed by a prolonged period, accompanied by a soft clanging, during which they apparently inspected Nina's outfit. Penny was annoyed to be the only one who missed out on the action, especially since she was almost bursting with curiosity. She would have loved to see with her own eyes what fascinated Victoria so much. As it was, she had no choice but to try eavesdropping, despite her helmet, on Robert's low-voiced explanations, which repeatedly sent shivers down her spine.

	"Yes, everything is made to measure, that's why all of Nina’s cuffs and her collar fit so perfectly. However, the special thing about them is their locking mechanism. Once closed, it’s impossible for them to be opened again. In an extreme emergency, we’ll just have to use heavy equipment to tackle the shackles ..."

	"As you can see, Nina is delicately built and has always been very flexible. Nevertheless, it took several months of training before we could fix her arms in this position on a more or less permanent basis ..."

	"This is her favourite gag. Behind the mouth shield of the head harness is a custom-formed silicone mouth filler. It’s not too big and so she can wear it for days on end, and has actually worn it, now, for a month and a half ..."

	"Exactly! The piercing jewellery was custom designed and made especially for her. One cannot buy something like that off the shelf. By the way, the manufacturer has a booth here at the fair ..."

	"The piercing for Nina’s nose ring was done through the solid cartilage of the nasal septum - like for a Nasallang. Of course, that is way more painful, but Nina can take it. Besides, there's nothing better to tame an unruly slave ..."

	"At first, I had to be very persuasive, but now she sometimes surprises even me with her fantasies ..."

	This continued for quite a while, while Victoria apparently was shown over and over again the more interesting details of Nina's accoutrements and restraint ensemble. Before Penny's inner eye, the image of a young woman who had allowed her master to transform her into the ultimate fetish object for bondage and piercing enthusiasts, drew itself stroke by stroke.

	To her dismay, Penny realized that she felt attracted to this vision as much as it put her off. Wasn't she following a similar path? After all, she had allowed herself be led on a leash through the exhibition hall of a BDSM convention, clad only in a revealing latex outfit, helplessly tied and gagged. Wasn’t it natural for Robert to mistake her for a kindred spirit of his slave? But how much of Nina was really part of herself?

	Engrossed in her disturbing thoughts, she only realized that Nina's demonstration was over when Robert said goodbye to Victoria.

	"Here is my card. Please feel free to contact me directly, or I can email you more details about Nina's equipment. Perhaps next time you'll introduce us to your mysterious girlfriend? I would imagine that Nina and she have a lot to tell each other ..."

	"If we allow them to talk, that is," Victoria pointed out sardonically. "But let's see, Penny is still very shy unfortunately. Anyway, thank you for the offer and I’ll take you up on it for sure! Have fun at the fair!"

	"The same to you. See you soon!”

	"Yes, until then!"

	Penny spontaneously breathed a sigh of relief when the retreating tinkling indicated that they were alone again. Victoria had obviously been fascinated by Nina's equipment. Who could say what ideas this encounter had given her? This Robert definitely represented a bad influence, which had to be avoided if possible. Unfortunately, Victoria saw it quite differently and grabbed Penny around her shoulders, then conspiratorially bent her head down to her ear level.

	"That was a most instructive encounter. Too bad you couldn't see Nina, otherwise you wouldn't complain any more that I treat you too harshly. Perhaps I should ask Robert to help training you for a while?"

	"Hohh!", Penny protested in horror.

	"No? Rather not? Then you’d better behave yourself in the future!”

	Victoria gave her a slap on the butt to reinforce her argument, then turned again to the displays of the fair stall. A little later she had made her choice and pulled Penny along behind her to the checkout.

	"The Devil's Tail it is? Someone must have been very naughty then. A first-rate choice and one you’ll certainly enjoy for a long time."

	Penny couldn't really share the enthusiasm of the saleswoman, but unfortunately nobody seemed interested in her opinion. She waited patiently while Victoria completed the purchase, then obediently followed the pull on her collar again, trotting behind Victoria like a horse on a lead.

	Wherever she went, astonished cries and muffled whispers seemed to follow. In the isolation of her leather helmet the round tour seemed almost endless to her. Either the hall was very spacious or Victoria had set herself the goal of traversing each corridor at least once in each direction. A few times they stopped at other stands and Victoria bought something, but Penny never knew which items had aroused her interest. However, she was sure that sooner or later - whether she wanted it or not - she would become acquainted with them.

	When they stopped once more, Penny would have loved to sit down to relieve her aching feet; but instead, she felt a sudden, strong upward tension applied to her leash when it was apparently fastened somewhere above her head, forcing her to balance on her toes if she didn't want to dangle from her steel collar. Quickly, she shuffled forward to lessen the strain on her neck and hit a wall with her breasts first.

	"I'll be right back."

	What? Victoria couldn't seriously intend to leave me alone like this, could she?

	"Hoh!"

	"Don't be afraid, stay calm and nothing will happen to you!” Victoria patted her head reassuringly, then she hurried away.

	"Koh hak!"

	Penny instinctively tried to follow the retreating steps, but immediately her collar exerted a strangling pressure on her neck that held her back. She turned towards the wall and bent her knees slightly, but had to straighten up again at once, when her rigid steel collar clamped itself mercilessly into her throat. She had no chance of escaping her leash; helpless as a lamb tethered in the woods, around which a pack of wolves was gathering. Only that in her case instead of hungry wolves, ruthless sadists like Robert would pounce on her …

	She had barely formulated the thought when she began to struggle frantically against her bonds in a mix of fear and fury. With all her strength she fought against her armbinder, but unsurprisingly, the leather didn't yield a millimetre. No matter how much she twisted her shoulders or tried to push her elbows apart, her arms remained stuck uselessly on her back in their tight leather prison.

	Her pent-up frustration erupted into an unarticulated scream which, thanks to her hood, resounded in her ears but was otherwise stifled by the huge gag in her mouth. The only thing she accomplished was to run out of breath and so she had to stop her fruitless efforts to somehow free herself. Exhausted, she leaned her forehead against the wall and desperately sucked air through the nostrils of the mask to regain her breath.

	"Aihh!"

	Without warning, a hand had grabbed the ring at the top of her gag harness and forced her head back.

	"What kind of racket is this? As soon as I let you out of my sight for a second, you’re creating a scene," an apparently furious Victoria hissed into her ear. "Just you wait! I’ve warned you …"

	Before Penny could recover from her surprise to protest against the rough treatment, Victoria let go of her head and stepped behind her. Immediately thereafter, a line of burning pain erupted across both of her chastity belt-separated buttocks when the Devil's Tail slashed across her butt with a loud whistling noise. Penny howled, dancing mindlessly from the pain against her short hobble chain, but Victoria in her righteous anger was unmoved by her frantic wailing. The next blow was directed at the backs of her thighs, then it was her bottom’s turn again.

	Penny thrashed madly at the limit of her leash like an eel on a fishing line and tried desperately to avoid the blows, but she had no chance. Victoria seemed to have a seventh sense for her hectic evasive movements and the bound-together arms swinging wildly in front of her butt and so guided the whip again and again with supernatural precision to its designated target. Unfortunately, the thin latex of her suit proved to be completely inadequate for the task of protecting her sensitive hindquarters from the painful bite of the pointed leather tongue.

	Two more strikes raised the total to six, then Victoria's wrath was apparently spent. She embraced the sobbing Penny from behind and hugged her for long moments.

	"Shh, calm down! Now it's all good again. It's all good!"

	She spoke soothingly to Penny and gently stroked her head until the miserable sobbing eased and the tension left her body. Penny remained upset, but it was much more tempting to let herself fall into Victoria's comforting embrace than to cling doggedly to the ultimately useless anger she felt over her burning bottom. Especially since it was burning not only from the blows! In retrospect she had to admit that the whipping had also stoked her libido ...

	"I do hope you’ve learned your lesson. You mustn’t freak out like that, just think what impression that makes. If you don't want to draw unwanted attention to yourself, you shouldn't act like a fledgling slave who hasn't learned to trust and obey her mistress yet. Don't lose your countenance! I advise you keep quiet now, I’ve activated the shock function of your collar."

	With this whispered admonition Victoria untied her leash from the wall ring and dragged Penny after her. Around them, applause suddenly surged. It was only at this moment that Penny realized her little drama had attracted an audience that had witnessed and enjoyed her punishment. In her mind's eye, a repetition of the scene played out in slow motion, as it must have looked like from a spectator’s point of view: First, there was the awe-inspiring Victoria, who effortlessly radiated dominance even in her jeans, skilfully swinging the whip; then herself as her defenceless victim, virtually naked in her shiny black, skin-tight rubber outfit, but fortunately anonymous due to the hood, dancing dementedly on her high heels in a vain attempt to escape the blows of her strict mistress; the slapping of the whip when it hit her sensitive ass; her screams suffocated by the gag ...

	It was so unbelievably humiliating to be first disciplined in front of strangers like a stubborn donkey, then placated into obedience again with a few, calculated cuddles. And yet it was so incredibly exciting. If she hadn't been so thoroughly bound, her hands would probably have found their way to her crotch without caring about any spectators. Or, she would have torn the mask off her head to reveal herself to the envious eyes of the voyeurs as the proud slave of her divine mistress.

	The emotions that these thoughts unleashed were so overwhelming that Penny involuntarily stopped. For a moment, she wished for nothing more eagerly than for her fantasy to come true - only to be snatched out of her trance by a violent tugging on her leash which immediately brought her back to the here and now. She nearly lost her balance and only a few quick steps saved her from an ungentle crash. Composure! With an effort she suppressed a weary sigh and resumed strutting behind her mistress. 

	Penny was drawn along to another booth, where she was made to wait again trapped in her own dark world while Victoria inspected the goods on offer. Several times, muffled clinks penetrated to her ears, suggesting metal as the material of choice. Penny was confused; they were already well equipped with chains, handcuffs and all other sorts of bondage gear made of steel or sometimes titanium, most of these custom-made for her. Her extremely talented collar with its many functions was even a unique specimen, probably the only one of its kind worldwide. So what on earth was Victoria looking for now?

	Penny came closer to solving the mystery when the stand owner spoke up courteously.

	"Can I help you? Are you looking for something special?”

	"Indeed I am. Our mutual acquaintance Robert told me that you’ve designed the piercing jewellery for his slave Nina."

	"Oh indeed, her jewellery is something very special. I never imagined I’d sell more than one set of that."

	"Not so fast. For now, we’re only interested in the designs."

	"No problem. The jewellery definitely requires a number of rather uncommon piercings that take some time to heal. I don't even know who did them for Nina, so you’ll have to contact Robert for that."

	"That's what we were planning to do." 

	No, we were not! Penny had to muster all of her self-control not to protest vociferously into the gag. Only fear of her shock collar’s painful retaliation held her back. Instead, she stomped her foot angrily, knowing for sure that she didn't need, and certainly did not want any additional holes in her body! Admittedly, the play with her nipple rings was very intense, but that made any step-up from there completely unnecessary, and above all, undesirable. 

	There was an immediate reaction to her silent protest, in the form of a jerk on her leash that dragged her forward until she stumbled against Victoria, who shoved a leg between her limbs and stepped on the connecting chain between her ankle cuffs, pinning her down in place.

	"You disagree? Shall we take the necessary measurements right away?" Victoria's voice hissed in her ear.

	Penny froze for a moment before shaking her head as best as she could.

	"That’s what I figured." Victoria took a step back and turned back to the proprietor of the stand.

	"Please excuse the small interruption. Do you have the designs here?"

	"Yes, I have the files on my laptop, we can go through the specifications together, preferably in the back of the booth. If you want, you can lock your slave in the cage here, she seems to be a little, uh, nervous. My wife can take care of her while we’re busy."

	"Gladly, thank you very much!” Victoria jerked on the leash again. "Come!”

	Penny followed her for a couple of steps, then she felt hands on her shoulders gently pushing her down.

	"Squat!" Victoria ordered.

	Penny hesitantly obeyed, then was immediately pushed forward by the hands.

	"Just a few steps ..."

	Penny almost toppled over when her toes suddenly hit an obstacle, but Victoria held her steady and helped her to sit down on her knees.

	"Now slide forward! Careful! Pull your head in!”

	Penny obeyed and crawled forward on her knees until she was completely inside the cage and its rear door could be closed. When she heard the lock click behind her, she slowly began to explore her temporary prison. There were only a few inches of leeway on all sides before she bumped into tightly-spaced bars. This was not a repurposed hamster cage, but professional equipment, just as they used at home. It was solidly built, made of steel and had a padded base plate. Nevertheless, it would be an uncomfortable wait; hopefully Victoria's session with the owner did not take too long.

	However, her caging was not complete, for, a second later, Penny felt a pull on her leash when its other end was, apparently, locked to one of the cage’s bars. She felt the increased, and in her view, totally unnecessary additional bondage very strongly and struggled what little she could, only to feel her hobble chain also pulled upon before it too was fastened to the cage’s bars.

	“Behave yourself!” Victoria emphasized her parting admonition with a slap on Penny’s raised buttocks, then she was gone.

	Penny leaned a little against one side and tried to find a somewhat tolerable position. Slowly her whirling thoughts calmed down. Victoria loved to frighten her, but she would never break their contract and cause her permanent damage. In the worst case, she could always use her safe word and activate the opt-out clause in the contract, but that would also be the end of their delightful game. A defeat she was not ready to accept, especially since she found the fantasy of being turned into a pure sex toy against her will so exhilarating.

	Meanwhile, the hustle and bustle of the convention continued around her. The booth was well frequented and a lot of visitors seemed to be particularly interested in her cage. 

	"Is the cage’s contents part of the deal?" was a frequently asked question, to which her guardian answered increasingly irritated with a regretful "Unfortunately no, you have to provide for that yourself."

	Penny listened to the banter with mixed feelings. She was unable to decide whether she should feel degraded by being considered part of the inventory or flattered by being the object of desire. In the end it didn't matter, since both views seemed to stoke her libido in the same way and she enjoyed all the attention. As far as her bondage allowed, she began to loll lasciviously inside the security of her cage. 

	"Can one buy the inmate only?" the latest joker inquired, and Penny rubbed her thighs against each other with relish, which the latex rewarded with a soft squeaking sound.

	"Unfortunately, she’s not ..." the proprietor’s wife started to reply.

	"Only by the hour. Of course, it all depends on the price as well," she was interrupted by Victoria's voice. 

	Penny held her breath. She couldn't possibly be serious, could she?

	Apparently, the joker hadn’t been either.

	"Uh, really? What would ... how much …?" he stuttered. 

	"Definitely more than you can afford," Victoria dismissed him and turned back to the stand’s owner who had returned with her. "May I have the key for the chains and the cage, please, Alex?"

	"Of course. Or, you could also leave Penny here for a while longer if you wanted to take a look around unencumbered. As you see, we’re keeping her safe and the customers are obviously very fond of her."

	"A tempting offer, but unfortunately we have to leave now. Perhaps another time?”

	"Too bad, but I suppose there's nothing to be done about it."

	A few moments later, Penny had been released from the cage and was once more strutting behind Victoria. She was more than ready to finally go home: her feet were hurting, her arms felt numb and the strained muscles of her jaw were protesting their abuse with an increasingly vicious pain. She was soaked with sweat and the latex stuck to her body.

	The visit to the fair had surpassed her worst fears. Not only had she seen nothing at all of the displays, even though her outfit and strict bondage must have made her one of the main attractions. Then, Victoria had taken things to extremes by whipping her in front of everyone until she had struggled, howling in her restraints and the audience applauded. Her butt still smarted from the blows she had received. Too, she had also been made a spectacle of while bound in the cage.

	Yet that was not even the worst of it. The worst was how much she had enjoyed her public humiliation! The wetness in her crotch was by no means caused solely by the sweat sloshing in her suit. Just remembering her disgrace now turned her on again, but unfortunately, as long as she was locked into the chastity belt, the path to indulging her urges remained blocked.

	The changed, ambient sounds and the cool breeze that swept over her body made Penny realize that they had left the exhibition hall and were now crossing the parking lot to the car. The worst is over! Relief flooded through her and she almost fainted. With the end of her ordeal close at hand, she suddenly felt like a puppet whose strings had been cut. 

	The last steps were the hardest. Her legs seemed full of lead and she barely managed to put one foot in front of the other. When they finally reached the car, it was a struggle to hold herself upright until Victoria had opened the doors and manoeuvred her onto one of the seats. Exhausted, Penny reclined against the backrest. Now, all she wanted was to be freed of her restraints and sleep for the next hundred years or so.

	Meanwhile, Victoria worked on her gag until a soft hissing was heard and Penny sighed with relief when the intrusive bladder inside her mouth began to shrink. She struggled to suppress a groan when she managed - against the resistance of her protesting, stiff jaw muscles - to close her mouth a few millimetres, but then the hissing stopped. 

	"If I free you completely of the gag now, you will doubtlessly start to yammer," Victoria pondered. "You're probably also bathed in sweat inside your helmet, so that’ll make for a nice stench here in the car, but if we drive with the window open, you might catch a cold and that would be irresponsible of me."

	Hello? Victoria couldn't seriously consider keeping her tied up, gagged and hooded for another minute? Penny was beside herself with horror and this time she could no longer contain herself. She vented her displeasure with a gag-stifled cry, which was immediately punished by a painful electric shock from her collar. Breathing heavily, she doubled up on the seat.

	"Don’t! Please calm down again, you're only hurting yourself." Victoria stroked her head comfortingly. "Look, I’ll let you choose: Either I'll untie you now and you can rest, or ..." Victoria interrupted herself and began to massage Penny’s breasts through the suit. She played gently with the rampant nipples, which began to show even more clearly beneath the latex.

	“… or I'll only unlock the chastity belt and shove the just purchased Hitachi vib..., pardon, massage stick between your legs."

	Penny, who had immediately become horny again under the skilful ministrations of Victoria's practised fingers, flinched. She had wanted this particular vibrator forever, but Victoria had always claimed that it was hard to come by. Perhaps the visit to the fair had one redeeming aspect to it after all?

	"So, what is it? If you want me to free you, nod once, if you prefer the Hitachi, nod twice".

	Damn it! Penny wanted to be freed of her bonds and have the vibrator as well. She felt as if she had been locked up in her leather and latex prison for days and days. Thanks to the tightness of the chastity belt she could only breathe in shallow gasps. The armbinder robbed her of her arms and made any resistance impossible, while her collar and the gag prohibited any verbal protest. Imprisoned within the helmet, she was kept completely disoriented, unable to see anything or hear properly. Victoria had absolute control over her. She was in the hands of a self-confessed sadist, at the mercy of her every whim and so her only hope was that Victoria would not push the game too far, for otherwise she would be doomed.

	That wasn't true of course. Although Victoria had just generously allowed her to choose her ordeal, in reality she always had a choice. At any time, she could decide to use her safe word. But that would also spell the end of her agreement with Victoria. No more heavy bondage and evil torments, which only fuelled her need for more, more, more. If she was honest, she didn't really want anything else. The wetness in her crotch attested to that and so, in the final analysis, she had no choice after all. She was a slave to her lust. She nodded impulsively twice while her abdomen contracted almost painfully.

	"A wise decision. By the way, I switched off the shock function. During the ride, you're welcome to entertain me with your moaning."

	Now

	With a sigh of comfort Penny slips deeper into the warm water and closes her eyes. Her fingers gently caress her body, sliding around her breasts, toying with her nipple rings before finding their way back to her lap. How long has she been made to dispense with the pleasure of touching herself there! It is a boon she has formerly taken for granted, before being forced to wear an inescapable chastity belt.

	Now, she shudders with masochistic relish and the movements of her fingers become more frenetic and urgent. Down there, where for endless weeks unyielding steel has removed the centre of her lust from her reach, they once again reacquaint themselves with long lost territory. Penny bites her lower lip and moans throatily. How often have severe gags prevented her from all other vocalizations? How many times have hands not her own pulled on her nipple rings during sex and thus spiced her arousal with the necessary amount of pleasurable pain? She gasps as she climaxes, her orgasm intense and satisfying, but far less breath-taking than the previous ones.

	A few languorous minutes later, she opens her eyes and studies the wrinkled skin of her hands, realising that it is high time to get out of the tub. Wrapped in her comfortable bathrobe, she leaves the bathroom a minute later. In the bedroom, she first straightens the rumpled bedspread, then collects the chastity belt and the wide metal cuffs for her wrists and ankles from the floor, where she has carelessly dropped them earlier in her frantic haste to finally rid herself of them.

	After some time spent searching, she discovers the bunch of keys for her shackles under the bed. Thoughtfully she touches her collar, which she has not taken off in her impatience. She has become so used to its constant presence that she almost doesn't notice it any more. Is Victoria using its sensors even now to monitor my bodily functions? Has she been notified about my unauthorized orgasms?

	The unbidden memory of the terrible punishment she has been subjected to for indulging herself in prohibited masturbation, although only once, makes Penny shiver with terror and she snatches her hand away, as if she has burned herself on the metal. This time, however, she is safe from retribution, and so after her moment of shock passes, she puts the key ring into her gown’s pocket and grinning smugly continues her way to the study. Once there, she sits down at the desk and opens her laptop.

	For the next hour she is busy working her way through the masses of messages that have accumulated in her mailbox, before she leans back in her office chair with a sour smile and thoughtfully looks through the glass front of the room into the garden. The arrangements made for her absence have proven to be effective, nothing urgent awaits her personal attention and the world seems to be doing quite well without her. It is both a sobering and comforting realization that no one appears to have missed her particularly and so without pressing obligations, she is free to live her life according to her own ideas. Or those of my Mistress! The last six months have definitely provided her with a taste of what those might entail.

	With this thought she involuntarily squeezes her thighs together. In her memory, the time she has spent as Victoria's slave is reduced to a single, seemingly infinite succession of episodes of torture, humiliation and horror, yet at the same time and inseparably connected, there have been intense moments of devotion, ecstasy and fulfilment. These long hours of almost unbearable sexual tension were always crowned by breath-taking climaxes and blissful exhaustion.

	Even the times when she has been imprisoned in her isolation cell, comfortably, but inescapably restrained and leashed with nothing but her bondage to focus on, have provided an experience more intense than the mindless bustle of the daily humdrum she has lived before. In her innermost being, Penny feels that in playing with Victoria, for the first time, she has begun to assuage her previously insatiable desire for submission.

	The realisation that it is now in her own hands to go even further and let her wildest dreams become reality, both electrifies and frightens her at the same time. Her fantasies have now evolved to a point far beyond mere temporary playing and culminate in genuine, unconditional and irrevocable enslavement. As if what I’ve already been subjected to hasn’t been extreme enough!

	With a shiver she recalls the luxury cruise in the South Seas, because for her, the journey has been anything but luxurious. Instead of enjoying the tropical sun on deck, or on the white beaches of various exotic islands, she has spent 95% of her time tied up and gagged in the cabin; not that she has seen much of even that! For many hours she has languished in the (admittedly generously dimensioned) closet, often wearing a blindfold or worse a discipline hood. At least the sea has been calm and the cabin air-conditioned.

	Meditatively, Penny strokes the soft fabric of her bathrobe with her fingertips. During the last six months she has rarely been permitted the opportunity to wear normal clothes. Most of the time she has spent naked or covered in skin-tight latex. She loves the material: how it feels, its smell, and above all, what she looks like when wearing it. The lust that shines in Victoria's eyes at the sight of her body encased in rubber proves that her mistress feels the same way. In return, Penny is happy to accept the inevitable sweating.

	Victoria also loves Penny’s nipple rings, although for her they haven't exactly been an unequivocal source of joy. Strictly speaking, piercings even violate the rules of her slave contract, yet Victoria has only realized one of her long-cherished, secret fantasies by having them done. What Penny has foolishly not anticipated is the enthusiasm and ingenuity Victoria has exhibited for including the rings in their play ever since.

	The days after the previous, smaller rings had to make way for larger ones to stretch her piercings further have been especially tough. Now, the dull silvery thickness of the rings makes it impossible to confuse them with ordinary jewellery and for the initiated clearly points to their disciplining characteristics. Nevertheless, Penny still finds the presence of the unyielding metal embedded in her body and the possibilities it offers to control and punish her extremely exciting.

	Almost too exciting. Especially when she considers how much further she is willing to go in pursuit of her fantasies. After visiting the BDSM convention, the encounter with Robert and his slave Nina has more and more frequently dominated her thoughts for days on end. It is only with great difficulty that she has she refrained from raising the subject with Victoria. For sure, her mistress has only been waiting for her approval to arrange a meeting, and who knows what would then come from that ... 

	Penny fidgets restlessly on her chair. Within the next hours she has to inform Victoria of her decision if and how she wants to continue their arrangement. Ending it now and contenting herself as before with mere fantasies, self-bondage or occasional, carefully prepared and choreographed sessions is no longer a viable option for her. Now that she has tasted blood, going back to a ‘normal’ life, while possible, seems pointless. Moreover, Penny is sure that Victoria would not be available as a stand-by dominatrix for sporadic sessions; yet she is the only one who Penny trusts enough to surrender herself to absolutely.

	But even continuing as before would not be a real option either for Victoria or for her. They both want more, much more. In recent weeks, she has sensed and felt Victoria's growing frustration - often on her own skin. She is sure that some of Victoria’s actions have been intended to force her into using her safe word to bring about a premature end to their dead-locked relationship. She can certainly sympathize with Victoria, for she, too, has found it increasingly difficult to keep her feelings in check and not crack under the strain. However, giving in to her feelings for Victoria would have meant losing control.

	Penny lets her head sink onto the desk and cools her hot forehead on the cold glass surface. No matter which way she looks at it, she has to make up her mind. Wanting to surrender herself completely while, at the same time, trying to keep control is like squaring the circle. All she can do is move forward with the only question being: How far is she prepared to go, if otherwise she risks losing Victoria forever?

	Before

	The address contained in the mysterious invitation belonged to an impressively large, modern house that presented a fortress-like, stark concrete façade to the world, with narrow windows reminiscent of embrasures. Anyone who could afford such a property and dwelling in this neighbourhood, or anywhere else in the city, definitely had more than enough money, so maybe the paragraph of the invitation that spoke of a ‘financially interesting offer’ turned out to be not entirely fictitious. Nervously, she pushed a recalcitrant strand of hair behind her ear before pressing the bell and looking as calmly as possible into the camera of the intercom.

	"Yes?" a tinny voice answered.

	"Hello, I'm ..."

	She did not get any further before the voice interrupted her: "Ah, Miss Sisking, you're expected. Please be patient for a moment, I'll let you in!"

	After half a minute of tense waiting, a distinguished middle-aged gentleman opened the heavy door and ushered her into a generously appointed and surprisingly bright foyer. The bunker-like architecture was presented only on the street side of the house, while at the rear, large glass windows provided an expansive view of a park-like garden and pool surrounded by a high wall. A wide and elegant staircase led up to the first floor, so that despite the modern interior she was reminded of an old manor house.

	"Miss Bode will see you in a moment. I'll show you the way."

	While following the man in the dark suit, she looked around with interest. It was the first time in her life that she found herself in an ambience that seemed to have sprung from the pages of an avant-garde architecture magazine. The high-ceilinged rooms were flooded with light and the bright floors, combined with lots of exposed concrete and minimalist designer furniture, made the house look like a walk-in sculpture, but decidedly quite sterile. She imagined how a concealed army of domestics constantly ensured that each piece of furniture was exactly positioned at its assigned place. In direct comparison, her own small apartment resembled the epicentre of a devastating earthquake.

	After rounding several corners, they reached their destination: the room was dominated by a black glass conference table surrounded by the inevitable Eames chairs. But that was not what captivated her attention. It was the young woman who now stood up to greet her with a firm handshake. She had expected someone over 40; perhaps some career woman wearing a power suit, but not an elfin blonde in jeans and camouflage tank top who must have been a few years younger than herself.

	Victoria felt her mouth go dry and she had to hold on to herself not to stare at her hostess. Thanks to an amazing resemblance to a young Romy Schneider, she matched her preferences perfectly, but unfortunately not her social class, making her practically unattainable, even in the unlikely event that she happened to also prefer women.

	"Welcome Miss Sisking, I'm glad you could come. Please have a seat." The young woman pointed to one of the chairs and waited until Victoria had seated herself before sitting down as well. The man took a seat a little apart, from where he watched the action attentively.

	"Before we continue, we must first take care of one necessary formality." The woman pushed a densely printed sheet of paper over the table. "I must ask you to sign this non-disclosure agreement. By doing so, you agree to keep the contents of this conversation strictly confidential."

	Victoria drew the sheet in front of her and skimmed the text. Violations were threatened with penalties that would ruin her for the rest of her life. Apparently, these people attached great importance to discretion.

	She reached for the pen, but stopped at the last moment.

	"It's nothing illegal, right?"

	"No, not at all. At most, it would be considered ... unconventional," the blonde assured her while the corners of her mouth lifted. The man frowned at this answer, but when he caught Victoria's questioning gaze, he shook his head in the negative.

	"All right, then." She signed the declaration with a flourish, then looked up with anticipation. "What is this all about? Your letter remained quite vague ..."

	"The matter is somewhat delicate." The young woman, who had appeared so self-confident until this point, showed a touch of nervousness for the first time, but immediately had herself under control again. "To get to the point without digressing: I've done some research on you. You may rest assured that I’ve been fully-briefed, both as regards the public part of your life and the … ah ... unofficial one. On the basis of this information I will make you an offer. I would like to hire you as my personal dominatrix."

	When Victoria left the conference room an hour later, she still felt as though she was in a dream from which she could awaken at any moment. As she followed Alfred to the door, she tried to organize her swirling thoughts. Actually, the offer was far too good to be true, but she was unable to see any hidden catches by any stretch of the imagination.

	If she accepted the proposition on offer, she would in all respects train Ms Penelope Felicitas Bode, the 22-year-old heiress to one of the country's largest fortunes, as her slave. The initial contract would be for the next six months, with the option of extending it for another six months at each term’s end. 

	For at least the next half a year, the attractive and apparently heavily-masochistic young woman would be totally in her power; a willing victim for her sadism. Victoria would move into her own suite in the house and thus be available to take care of her protégé's education 24/7. She would also have access to a generous monthly budget to cover all expenses incurred to advance Penny's training. Best of all though, for her ‘efforts’, she would also receive a lavish fee, including tax-free weekend and holiday bonuses. The money would be adequate to cover her livelihood for the rest of her studies after the first six months long term already.

	At the beginning of the negotiations, Victoria had been sceptical. Of course, it had made her angry that Penny had been snooping into her private life, but had to admit that her people had done a good job. The dossier meticulously listed every detail of her life: her mother's early, accidental death, the tense relationship with her father, a complete chronology of her various friendships, enmities and affairs; her hobbies, sporting activities, musical preferences, favourite books, films and television series, her financial circumstances, political views and religious convictions - or rather the latter’s absence. Victoria suspected that she should urgently reconsider her use of social media.

	Without wanting or even suspecting it, she had gone through an elaborate vetting and application process. Naturally, the dossier compiled on her also contained her high school grades, the diploma of her training as a nurse, and the results of her university courses up to now. Above all, however, there was one area usually not covered in traditional CVs, namely her sexual history.

	This was actually the focus of Penny's many questions and she had asked them with painstakingly suppressed excitement. When had she first recognized her sado-masochistic inclination? How had she dealt with this realization? Had she always felt attracted to her own gender? How did she come up with the idea of financing her studies by being a part-time dominatrix for an exclusive escort service? What, in her opinion, constituted the secret of her success? Apparently, her clients had given her enthusiastic reviews and obviously, the discretion of the escort agency was just as up for sale as its other services.

	Victoria had answered thoroughly and truthfully, as she felt Penny's interest was sincere. By that point she had instinctively realized that there was volcano of unfulfilled desires seething beneath the blonde's cool façade. Her hunch had been confirmed when she was given the opportunity to read the clauses of the proposed ‘training contract’.

	Naturally, Penny had ruled out senseless brutality, permanent damage, or an involuntary coming-out. The use of a safe word was her last resort, enabling her to instantly terminate the contract and withdraw irrevocably from it. In the event, Victoria would immediately receive all outstanding pay, including a substantial bonus, with no further obligations. But beyond that, the other provisions were more about giving her license to do things to her charge rather than putting restrictions on her actions.

	Penny wanted to spend the whole six months as a sex toy and prisoner. She would wear a specially-created, custom made collar that could be used to monitor her vital signs, and whose shock capability made it possible to control her in public. She was to spend many hours strictly tied up and gagged. The rest of the time, she wanted to be put in chains or locked up in cages or boxes. Even at night she should be prevented from escaping or resisting by suitable restraints. For this purpose, a cell was already set up in the cellar, from which escape was completely impossible. There was no overlooking the fact that Penny had a veritable bondage fetish.

	Victoria would have the right to force Penny to engage in any sexual activity, although the involvement of third parties and practices involving body excretions were ruled out. She was allowed to break Penny’s resistance by any means she saw fit and was, in fact, required to severely punish any lack of zeal. Conversely, she was encouraged to reward good performance accordingly.

	Penny obviously believed in the proven principle of carrot and stick. In principle, Victoria had no problem with these aspects of the contract, especially since nowhere in it was stipulated when the reward was to be granted. In her experience, sexually frustrated slaves could be spurred on to peak performance by the promise of a climax. Anyway, she had no intention of acting as a mere facilitator for Penny’s sexual fantasies, and clearly stated her refusal to function solely in that capacity. Penny had been quick to realize that such a role would indeed not meet her needs.

	As part of punishment, Victoria was allowed to torture Penny in any manner she desired, provided that the treatment caused no lasting damage and left no permanent marks. Victoria was strictly prohibited from giving in to any and all begging, tears or pleading, except for use of the safe word. On the contrary, when she was faced with such blatant lack of discipline she was required to proceed with particular severity.

	She had grinned inwardly at this point. Obviously, Penny had no idea what unbearable torments Victoria could inflict on her, and yet remain still within the framework of rules she had set. Penny appeared to be bent on being taken to her limits, perhaps to prove something to herself - Victoria knew of such cases.

	She had no difficulty in recognizing the unfulfilled longings and secret fantasies of a still inexperienced masochist in the clauses of the contract, who, after long hesitation, had finally decided to give in to her repressed passions. She would either find fulfilment in them, or, if she did not like the experience, be able to settle the matter once and for all, without having any doubt afterwards that she had not seriously tried.

	It was quite plain that Penny was not the type to be satisfied with half measures; hence the insistence on 24/7 and maximum harshness. It would take a lot of Victoria’s skill to provide her with the desired, borderline experience without unintentionally causing a severe trauma.

	The distinguished man, who had introduced himself as Alfred and was apparently Penny's closest confidant, had followed the negotiations closely, but had only commented on a few details of the practical implementation. It had not escaped Victoria's notice that he was, to put it mildly, sceptical about Penny's plans, but he bowed to the young woman’s will. Victoria discerned that Penny was used to getting what she wanted and so, just to set a counterpoint, had demanded a day for consideration, which she intended to utilize fully, although she already knew that she would accept the offer.

	"A word, please."

	Deep in thought, Victoria had paid little attention to her surroundings, until Alfred suddenly turned towards her and pointed to a wide niche next to the entrance door, which probably served as a cloakroom. She followed him willingly, eager to learn what he had to say. Apparently still undecided as to how he should present his request, he first scrutinized her thoroughly.

	Victoria also took the opportunity to study him more closely. For a man who had passed the age of fifty, he seemed very fit. Small wrinkles around the eyes suggested that he enjoyed laughing. But now his face was serious when he fixed her with a penetrating look.

	"I’ve been in the service of the family for over 20 years now. I’ve seen Penelope grow up. Her parents didn't have it easy with her, she was a ... wild child." He took a breath before continuing. "After the accident, I took custody of her until she came of age. It was a difficult year for both of us." With a curt gesture, he pointed to his grey hair.

	"For a time, she seemed determined to follow her parents to the grave. Parties, affairs, alcohol and drugs - unfortunately nothing out of the ordinary in her circles, but she carried it to extremes. She barely missed a lethal overdose once, but luckily, this shock acted as wakeup call.

	Then she switched to extreme sports, everything that promised a thrill and robbed me of my sleep. Fortunately, she also survived this phase. Penelope tries a lot, but her initial enthusiasm fades as soon as she masters something. Business lies in her blood, but unfortunately it doesn't interest her very much." Alfred sighed sorrowfully and paused, probably to let what he had said take effect. Victoria found his story highly revealing, but did not know what he was getting at and so, with a gesture, invited him to continue.

	"Two months ago, I found her tied up. I don't know how she managed it, but she had hung herself by her feet, and having bound herself so thoroughly, couldn't free herself. When I found her, she was semi-conscious.

	Later we talked for a long time and I learnt that she had been tying herself up for years and had an amazing collection of pertinent ‘toys’. This was obviously another, not entirely harmless hobby of hers. Ms Victoria, I've seen a lot of things in my life and so wasn't shocked, but I was deeply worried because she didn't confide in me before it was almost too late. In the meantime, I’ve studied and read a great deal of the literature about the BDSM lifestyle, although I can't claim that I understand her inclinations. However, if it makes her happy ... Anyway, I hope with all my heart that with you, Penelope will finally find what she is looking for."

	He leaned forward until his face was only a few inches away from hers and his voice became dangerously quiet.

	"Now you are probably wondering why I have entrusted all this to you. To avoid any misunderstanding: I love Penny like a daughter of my own. I do understand that you will coerce her, humiliate her and torture her and that she would have it no other way. I have to accept that. But please understand that if you abuse our trust or harm her beyond what she needs and desires, you will be very sorry indeed. I promise you that."

	Alfred stepped back again and looked her firmly in the eyes. Then he extended his hand towards her.

	"Ms Victoria, I think we understand each other? Welcome aboard. I'm looking forward to a mutually beneficial, for us all, relationship."

	Victoria nodded seriously and returned his firm handshake.

	"Yes, we understand each other. Thank you, Alfred."

	 

	Now

	Victoria stands indecisively outside the conference room and nervously strokes her hair. She has spent a sleepless night in the course of which, after a long struggle with herself, she has decided to refuse an offered extension of another six months to her contract. Provided that eventuality comes to pass at all; in the late evening, her smartphone has received the alarm that is triggered when Penny removes her collar.

	She braces herself and opens the door. Alfred, as always in a flawless dark suit, greets her with a nod of the head.

	"Hello Victoria! Please have a seat!"

	Penny is wearing the same jeans and tank top that she has worn when they first met. Did she fall in love with her right then? No, in the beginning there was only the purely physical attraction and a lot has happened since then. The lighter stripes of skin around Penny's neck and wrists prove that beyond a doubt. Victoria struggles to push aside the uninvited, emerging memories of Penny’s naked, collared and cuffed body writhing in ecstasy. What she has to do is already hard enough.

	After everyone has seated themselves, Penny pushes a stack of papers across the table. 

	"Please accept this extension of your contract for another six months. You will see that there’s a substantial increase of your fee, but most of the other terms remain unchanged."

	Victoria stares at the contract in front of her. The ‘substantial increase’ turns out to be a straight doubling of her remuneration. She would not have to worry about money for many years to come. Wasn't it crazy to give it all up just because she would continue to be Penny's employee? Her temporary ‘mistress’ leased for another half a year? A mere means to an end?

	Victoria looks up with burning eyes to see that Penny also appears pale and tired. Under her eyes are slight shadows, which is unusual considering her amazing resilience. She nervously avoids Victoria's stare.

	"Thank you, Penny. That's a very generous offer, but unfortunately, I have to decline."

	"That's what I thought you’d say." Penny speaks quietly, staring down at her hands folded on the top of the table in front of her. "But I had to know." 

	For the first time in years Victoria doesn't know what to do. She would love to jump up and run away before she begins to cry in front of the two people she had come to know so intimately over the past half year. Instead, she visually devours her former slave for perhaps the last time, burning her image into her memory.

	When Penny lifts her eyes again, they are filled with a feverish glow. Yet, she seems completely calm outwardly when she turns to Alfred.

	"It's time."

	"You're sure?"

	She grasps his hand and squeezes it when she steadfastly answers his questioning gaze. "Yes, absolutely sure."

	"Then that's a good thing. I think I'd better leave you two alone now." He gets up and kisses Penny on the forehead. "Good luck!”

	Before he leaves the room, he secretly winks at Victoria.

	Her gaze follows him thoughtfully. What is that supposed to mean? Does Alfred want to spare himself an embarrassing farewell scene? During the last six months he has always kept himself in the background and never interfered in their games, although he must have found it hard to do so, given how harshly Victoria has sometimes treated Penny. Actually, she even imagined that he has come to accept how much Penny enjoys and craves Victoria’s strict and uncompromising dominance. After all, he has confided to her a few weeks ago that he believes Penny to be ‘in good hands’ and that he can finally sleep peacefully again.

	A loud noise makes her turn around to see that Penny has placed her opened collar on the glass top. She begins to undress slowly in front of Victoria's eyes, first pulling her top over her head, then she releases her bra to expose her firm breasts. The massive rings in her nipples glisten dully in the bright light of the ceiling lamps. Victoria watches as if hypnotized and only after Penny had tugged at her pants does she wake from her trance.

	"Penny? What is this? If you think you can change my mind this way ..." - then you are not wrong, Victoria completes her sentence in thought. She has to bite her lip so as not to burst out loud with it. Damn!

	Meanwhile, Penny unabashedly continues her provocative striptease. Victoria is itching to show her with the Devil's Tail what she thinks of Penny’s audacity to try and persuade her in this way. She has made her decision and has no desire to play games any more.

	After Penny has removed her last piece of clothing, she stands before Victoria and unashamedly displays her perfect, naked body. The enforced fitness training of the last few months has ensured that her lean torso now sports defined muscle groups.

	"I thought a lot about us last night, Victoria, and I'd like to propose a new arrangement between us, please?"

	Penny takes the contract extension from the glass top and tears it in half, then tosses it into the trash can under the table. She next bends over the table and pulls out a sheet from the sheaf of papers in front of her own seat, and places it in the hand of a bewildered Victoria. Without further ado, she kneels in impeccable posture before Victoria's chair, crosses her wrists behind her back and humbly lowers her gaze, exactly as Victoria has taught her to do.

	Victoria’s eyes skim over the page covered with Penny's precise handwriting, then she frowns and quickly turns the sheet over before carefully reading the text on the front again. She presents the blank back side to Penny's face.

	"You didn’t write down any rules!" Victoria states.

	"Indeed."

	Irritated, she looks down at Penny, kneeling motionless in front of her.

	"What’s that supposed to mean? No limits?"

	"Exactly. No limits whatsoever.” Penny appears completely unconcerned when she quietly adds, "Or just the ones we write down now."

	Victoria elects to ignore the last remark. She will not allow Penny to back-pedal right away. Instead, she decides to call Penny’s bluff. 

	"No time limit either?"

	"Carte blanche," Penny affirms.

	"Are you serious?"

	"Yes.”

	Victoria raises her eyebrows and asks herself a most important question: What if Penny is really serious? She should be made aware of all of the possible consequences. Better to make sure that she truly understood what she is getting into.

	"I'm going to have your head shaved. No more annoying hair under your masks and helmets."

	Penny accepts the announcement without any visible emotion.

	"You’ll remain locked in your chastity belt 99.9% of the time. With the penalty dildo and butt plug."

	Once more there is no reaction. Victoria has to bring the big guns in.

	"I’ll have stainless steel wrist and ankle cuffs made for you. The same kind that Nina wears, the one’s that can't be opened once they’re closed. You will also be fitted with a permanent, non-removable collar."

	For the first time, Penny's ostentatious equanimity is somewhat shaken and her breathing accelerates noticeably.

	"You'll also be extensively pierced just like Nina has been. Your labia, tongue, nose and so on. Robert has developed some really interesting concepts and you will get to be the one to show them off," Victoria adds.

	Penny moans quietly, shuddering with both terror and arousal at what the future might hold for her. Victoria doesn't miss how she unconsciously rubs her thighs imperceptibly against each other.

	"What are you doing? Do these things turn you on? Answer me!"

	Caught, Penny interrupts her sacrilegious actions.

	"M-maybe, Mistress," she admits meekly and blushes.

	"Unbelievable! You really are an incorrigible pain slut, aren’t you?" Victoria shakes her head. "And on top of that you still believed I wouldn’t notice how you were stimulating yourself! I thought I'd broken you of that habit."

	Deliberately, she fails to mention that she too is aroused by these same ideas, albeit not as the receiving party. Be that as it may, it is now obvious that Penny will not be deterred by threats that cater to her own fantasies. Victoria vows to herself that she will teach the brat to fear her yet.

	"I’ll present you in public, Penny, and this time without a helmet. Everyone will recognize you.”

	Penny licks her lips nervously. At last Victoria knows she is on the right track.

	"You will, of course, have to be marked permanently. I think a tattoo immediately above your pubic area will work great. What do you think of 'SLAVE' in beautiful, big letters? Then everyone immediately knows what you are."

	"Only if they see me naked," Penny dares to object.

	"Would you rather I have it placed on your forehead?"

	Penny gasps in horror and shakes her head.

	"I thought so." Victoria smiles sardonically. "And if I have the tattoo put there nevertheless?"

	"That would be your privilege, Mistress. Then I would just have to accept it," Penny concedes in a hoarse, shaking voice.

	Victoria pauses in surprise. Is Penny actually willing to go that far?

	"So, you're really giving up your safe word?"

	"Yes, I will. Instantly."

	"Let me understand you perfectly, Penny. You wish to, and will, completely surrender yourself to me, without reservations?" Victoria continues, staring intently into Penny’s eyes.

	"Yes, Mistress. I do."

	"Why?"

	There! The crucial question has been asked. Victoria feels her heart pounding, but Penny continues to keep her eyes lowered and her head bent, staring silently at the floor. Victoria has almost given up hope of getting an answer when Penny finally raises her head and looks her straight in the eye. All of a sudden, the self-assurance she has displayed before is gone and the words tumble out of her mouth in a rush.

	"Because I trust you, Mistress! Because, only with you do I feel safe and can let go completely. Because I know that you love me! I’ve known for a long time, I am not blind! Damn, why have we all become so cynical nowadays? Otherwise, this wouldn't sound so ridiculous just now. But Mistress, it's your fault!” 

	She starts to weep, tears flooding down her quivering cheeks while she continues to speak.

	“You made the permafrost in my heart thaw, and for the first time something is stirring within it. For the first time in my life I really feel alive. Because I love you too. Yes, I love you! And I want to live with you because I assuredly could not face a life without you. I’d kill myself, and God knows, I’ve tried."

	"But I don’t want, no, I simply cannot be just your dominatrix!" Victoria exclaims, shaken by her own emotional response to Penny’s outburst. 

	"Mistress, a slave is not entitled to suggest ... It's just an idea ... but maybe ... Well, maybe you might consider marrying me? Of course, that's a lot to ask under the circumstances and I’d completely understand if ..."

	Penny's stream of words is suddenly interrupted when Victoria grabs her neck and kisses her firmly on the mouth, tears of her own flowing freely. It takes a long time before they resurface to catch their breath. Victoria looks at Penny in wonder, as if she is seeing her for the first time. Wow! We should definitely do that again ... 

	This time it is Penny who initiates the kiss. It is not quite as frantic and urgent this time, but no less passionate than the first. When they finally manage to disengage, Victoria has slipped off the chair and stares deeply into the tear brimming yet smiling eyes of her slave. Do I have the same idiotic grin on my face as Penny? She quickly straightens and strives for an appropriately severe facial expression.

	"Don't think that I’ll be more indulgent with you because of that!"

	"I will be an obedient slave!” Penny asserts with a mischievous grin, “… a at least most of the time."

	"I'll see to that." Victoria smiles maliciously and takes the metal collar off the table.

	"Careful, Mistress! The safety pin needs to be removed before it’s closed."

	Victoria hesitates and takes a closer look at the collar.

	"What kind of lock is this? There’s no key hole."

	"Yesterday I replaced the old locking mechanism with this permanent one," Penny admits, blushing slightly.

	So-so. Victoria contemplatively weighs the collar in her hands. Penny has obviously been pretty sure of herself. Victoria realizes she must not forget that she is now together with a skilled manipulator who is accustomed to getting everything she wants. However, that is a challenge she is happy to accept.

	“How about visits to the doctor and dentist? What about flying and trips? If you are to be in public, there will be no way to hide it, other than to conceal it with clothing. I hope you understand that fully," Victoria inquires.

	“Well, I’ll just have to accept that and live with it. Everyone will see the collar and probably know precisely what it means, but I can deal with that."

	"What if there's a medical problem?"

	Penny shrugs. "Then I guess we' ll have to cut the metal open somehow."

	Victoria flips the two halves of the collar open, revealing the sturdy locking posts on the opposite side of the nearly invisible hinge.

	"Penny, when I fit you with this collar, I will immediately make you my slave again. You do realize that I can make my announcements true at any time then?”

	"Yes Mistress, that is clear to me.”

	"Okay, I'm going to give you one last chance to change your mind."

	"Please, Mistress, I want it. I need to be your slave!" It is plain to see that Penny can barely keep her excitement in check. 

	"Very well, Penny. Suit yourself. Now, lift your chin!" Victoria removes the safety pin and loosely wraps the dully gleaming metal band around Penny's neck. "Any last words?"

	Penny moans and closes his eyes.

	"Do it already!" She exclaims impulsively, then adds a belated, "Please, Mistress!"

	"With the greatest pleasure," Victoria replies with an oily eagerness steeped in irony, which Penny – deeply submerged in her subspace - fails to register. Victoria struggles to suppress a grin. Old habits die hard. Penny might be facing a steep and painful learning process until she finally realizes that Victoria is no longer her employee. But one thing at a time. 

	Using both hands, Victoria slowly presses the halves of the wide, ring-endowed, steel band together, until the joint under Penny’s left ear slides almost fully closed. She has to exert considerable pressure to make it snap shut with a sharp, metallic click. Penny’s slender neck has once again become snugly-encased in her collar and, this time, there is no way to remove it.

	"Ooohhh! Yes!" A tremor runs through Penny's body and Victoria watches with amusement while a damp spot spreads between her thighs. She gives Penny a few seconds to calm herself, then grasps her chin and tilts her head back as far as the width of the collar at the nape of her neck permits.

	"That reminds me! Actually, I haven't really responded to your so-called 'idea' yet."

	Penny looks up surprised at first, then her face assumes a worried expression. Victoria grasps the front ring of her collar and effortlessly pulls Penny up until she stands meekly in front of her. The ring once more proves to be very handy when she plants another kiss on her stunned slave’s mouth.

	"Yes, I will!"

	THE END

	
Collected

	A remote cabin in the woods appeared to be the ideal place to study for her exams. She should have known better.

	Lin left the cabin and started her morning run through the forest. She liked to begin the day with rigorous physical activity to compensate for the hours she would later spend glued to her desk, studying for her exams. 

	Her running shoes beat a steady rhythm on the dry forest floor and for a moment she wondered about this observation, given that last night lightning and thunder had briefly disturbed her sleep, but apparently, the storm had passed without bringing any rain. While her body automatically followed the familiar trail she let her mind dwell on the lessons she planned to cover today. Neurobiology was not her strong suit, hence she had to apply herself especially hard on the subject, but if she made good progress during the day, in the evening she would treat herself to some self-bondage play with her handcuffs. Although her parent’s cabin lacked internet access, its remote location did not leave it entirely without interesting possibilities to entertain herself.

	Lost in pleasurable thoughts she only noticed the strange puddle at the last moment and was barely able to stop before stepping into it. In front of her, filling a shallow depression in the track, a strange metallic liquid gleamed in the early morning’s light. It looked a lot like a pool of quicksilver, except its silvery bright surface glittered with an otherworldly, iridescent sheen.

	“Beautiful,” Lin thought to herself and crouched down, moving to touch it, but at the last moment snatched her hand back. What was she thinking? Whatever the substance was, it certainly did not belong on the forest floor in front of her. She wondered if it was indeed quicksilver or some other toxic waste that somebody had dumped here instead of paying for its professional disposal. Alternatively, considering last night’s flashes and booming sounds, maybe it was a spill left behind by a crashed plane or satellite? Yet, a quick look around confirmed that no smoldering wreckage was in evidence anywhere nearby. The mighty trees around her appeared as serene and undisturbed as ever. 

	Picking up a fallen twig, she gingerly probed the puddle’s shiny surface. To her surprise, the liquid turned out to be rather viscous, offering stiff resistance to the stick’s prodding and indeed, when she pulled her hand back, a layer of the stuff clung to the stick, stretching back to the pool’s surface as if unwilling to release its quarry. Lin watched open-mouthed when more of the substance seemed to gather around the twig, strengthening the pull that tried to suck it back.

	With a startled cry, she let go of her probe and fell backwards onto her bottom. The strange substance had moved of its own volition, like a living being! Instantly, she was reminded of an old action flick featuring a shapeshifting, liquid metal killer robot sent into the past to dispatch some annoying youth who happened to be mankind’s future savior. Lin considered it highly unlikely for this role to be her own destiny, yet caution suggested she should better quit playing researcher and get into reverse gear posthaste.

	In panic, she scrambled back on her butt, but when her desperately kicking legs grazed the pool’s edge, a thick tendril shot from the liquid and wrapped itself around her ankle. Immediately, her other foot was grabbed as well, rooting her in place. She attempted to jerk her legs free but only succeeded in sliding her torso closer to the pool. An irresistible force drew her legs together while more and more of the strange material shot towards her and joined the strands already encircling her legs.

	Her long-legged model’s physique that many of her fellow students lusted after granted her only a few milliseconds reprieve while yet more tendrils spiraled around her legs, rapidly approaching her hips. Lin reared up and screamed at the top of her lungs, thrashing to escape the cool metallic strands that had mated her legs into a single column of tightly compressed flesh. She had to break free! Instead, the inexorably advancing appendages reached her belly and quickly thickened into a broad cinch around her waist.

	“Ahrg!” Her screams were cut off when the belt abruptly constricted around her middle and took away her breath. Lin felt as if she had been cut in half! Thankfully, the murderous compression relented momentarily, but not before her weakly flailing arms had been captured as well, then became welded to her sides. Immediately, at the front, the liquid metal slithered under her top and up between her breasts as well as in the back along her spine to form a wide collar around her neck. Lin ceased her futile struggles and became perfectly still. If the collar contracted as the belt had, it would surely crush her windpipe and strangle her. To her immense relief, the collar tightened only a little until it exerted a noticeable, but tolerable pressure. Nevertheless, she did not fail to miss the implied threat.

	More and more of the metal encircled her body, wrapping her into an inescapable mesh of interlocking strands so that within seconds, the web pinioned her from the soles of her shoes to the crown of her head. At first, its strands had been quite flexible, but as soon as they had ensured her captivity, they hardened and turned the web into a rigid shell: Her arms were pressed to her sides, her legs formed a single column and her skull was ensnared by a framework of metallic straps that left only her face free and kept her head totally immobilized. Although Lin strained against its tight embrace with all her strength, she failed to move her limbs even a single millimeter. The metal was far from done with her, however.

	Lin gasped when she felt questing metal appendages slither into her underwear and enter her lower orifices. A rapidly expanding phallus formed in her pussy, filling her to capacity. At the same time, another wormed its way up into her urethra and extended into her bladder. The unwonted pressure was as discomfiting it was uncomfortable. Her anus was not spared the indignity of being violated in the aggravatingly familiar manner as well and once within her bowel, the intruder first swelled to painful dimensions, before relenting and becoming slightly smaller again. She felt like a goose stuffed for an upcoming feast and moaned disconsolately.

	Perhaps the metal took issue with her noises, or maybe her mouth was simply the next point on its agenda; either way, Lin felt with trepidation how twin fingers of the stuff crept along her cheeks and insinuated themselves between her tightly compressed lips, then into her mouth. Quickly, as more metal flowed inside, a slightly flexible lump swelled between and behind her teeth, trapping her tongue and spreading her jaws apart, but it did not stop there! Suddenly, an appendage plunged down her throat deeply into her stomach, while yet another branched out into her airways. For endless seconds, Lin could neither breathe nor swallow. The metal had moved in for the kill; it was time to die! She redoubled her struggles, mobilizing every ounce of strength she possessed, in vain. Blood pounded in her ears and her eyes bulged when, suddenly, the blockage was gone and she gasped, greedily sucking in air in the shallow breaths allowed by her constricted chest. 

	Still trying to recover from this latest ordeal, she was assaulted by the oddest sensation yet, when a strange tingling suffused her entire body. Unbeknownst to Lin, microscopic filaments of the liquid metal spread through all her flesh, seemingly intent on attaching themselves to every cell. Actually, it was primarily her nerve cells that were targeted, hence the highest concentration of the fibers found their way into her brain. Although Lin was not aware of the fact that she had been compromised on the deepest level, for sure she noticed the effects: It felt like her frenzied thoughts had developed a faint echo; almost as if they were projected beyond her own head’s acoustically dead confines into some wider space.

	For the next several minutes, nothing further happened. The respite gave Lin the opportunity to calm down a little and impose a modicum of order on her panicked mind. So far, the strange liquid metal had not harmed her, so probably it was not some killer robot sent into the past to terminate her. Instead, it seemed content to have immobilized and silenced her, but for what purpose? She was quite confident that humans were not part of the metal creature’s diet, so maybe it was an alien just looking for a native symbiont it somehow depended on for its own survival? If she was very lucky, the alien would turn its host (i. e. herself!) into a dashing heroine with some really cool superpowers …

	With an effort, Lin reigned in her burgeoning fantasy before it could go completely off the rails. She examined her state of mind and noticed with astonishment that her previously predominant fear had been relegated to the background. It seemed as if the alien had flipped a switch to turn off her fight-or-flight reflex. Calming her down was probably a prerequisite before commencing the next phase of its nefarious plan: Lin experienced a bewildering barrage of sensations when the alien began to probe her body and mind and gauge her reaction to various stimuli.

	Parts of her became alternately hot and cold; sounds of all frequencies flooded into her ears; bright, colorful flashes were projected into her eyes while a variety of sweet, sour, salty and bitter flavors assaulted her taste buds. At first, all her senses were flooded indiscriminately, but soon a pattern emerged. Predictably, the liquid metal ceased its full spectrum onslaught and concentrated its efforts on the area between her legs.

	The intruder buried so deeply in her pussy soon exhibited an amazing range of movement and rapidly employed it with a level of skill easily surpassing any lover she ever had ... and there had been quite a few. Given her model-level good looks, she had never found it difficult to attract men or women (whom she actually found more congenial) to her bed; yet she was not ready to settle into a serious relationship until she had achieved her professional ambitions. Besides, she had never felt safe enough to reveal her rather peculiar sexual needs to anyone, which incidentally would have been a prerequisite for a fulfilling, long-term relationship. Hence, she had always preferred to assuage her masochistic fantasies of bondage and slavery with occasional sessions of self-bondage.

	Now, however, since the alien metal had tapped directly into her mind, a perfect feedback loop had been established and every bit of stimulation it provided was perfectly attuned to her needs. As a consequence, the twin phalluses within her loins not only moved, rotated and vibrated, but in addition administered electric shocks of varying intensity, these ranging from mildly aggravating to acutely painful, to her pussy and bowels.

	With her fear artificially suppressed, she had no chance but to succumb to these insidious ministrations, especially since the entire scenario could easily have been taken from one of her own erotic fantasies: Inescapably bound and gagged, she was helpless to resist the skillful advances of a demonic lover with supernatural prowess. In record time, her arousal skyrocketed to unprecedented heights, both propelled along and held in check by the carefully timed electrical shocks that did not allow her to climax prematurely.

	Learning at a prodigious rate, the sentient metal constantly introduced new elements to the mix, thoroughly compiling an all-encompassing map of Lin’s erogenous zones. Soon she found her tender, blood-engorged nipples being sucked and pinched and her firm breasts roughly manipulated, while unseen teeth nibbled at her earlobes. Her clit received special attention, a delicate appendage delivered bursts of tingling electricity interspersed with feather-light touches that caused her to unabashedly scream her unendurable lust into the gag plugging her mouth.

	After an interminable stretch of time, it simply became too much. Her mind blanked and her insides seemed to melt when the continued assault finally drove her over the edge. The long-delayed climax lit up every cell in her body like the EMP from an exploding atomic bomb. Lost in the throes of an incredibly intense sexual release, she wildly thrashed against her bondage until blissful oblivion engulfed her at last.

	When she regained her senses, for long minutes she lay stunned. Never before in her life had she experienced sensations of such wondrous intensity and she immediately craved to repeat the experience with an almost desperate poignancy that frightened her. Like an addict, she knew she would do almost anything for that wish to be granted, although it would probably inure her to any lesser pleasures forever and thereby turn her into the metal creature’s abject slave. She wondered if that had been the plan all along and if her sensations had been artificially amplified somehow to produce this outcome. Yet suspecting she was manipulated did not help at all: The conditioning worked nevertheless. 

	For the time being, however, her captor was content to observe and learn. Within her mind, it had discovered a promising link between pleasure and pain that merited further exploration and fortunately, it did not need to be shy about it. Through direct stimulation of the subject’s nerves, it could simulate the most severe tortures without causing actual injuries.

	A sharp pain in Lin’s left breast destroyed the last vestiges of her orgasm’s afterglow. It felt as if her flesh was being skewered by a white-hot needle. Instinctively, she struggled to assume a protective fetal position and raise her hands towards her chest, but try as she might, the metal did not permit her to budge a millimeter. Then the pain was suddenly gone, only to assault her other breast after a few seconds of blissful respite. She snapped her eyes shut and howled mindlessly into her gag.

	For the next minutes, she was mercilessly tortured. All her body, but especially the parts that had been instrumental in giving her so much pleasure, were now subjected to the same almost intolerable agony. It seemed to her that any torment ever invented (and creativity abounded in this field) was visited upon her. Everything hurt like hell! Every single nerve poured white-hot pain into her feverish brain! The metal granted her only short respites lest her mind shut down and she could escape into unconsciousness. During those lucid moments, Lin was terribly scared that she would be left permanently damaged in body and mind by the ordeal, provided that by some miracle she even happened to survive it. Obviously, she was allowed to experience fear again and she put her regained ability to good use.

	She was at the end of her mental and physical endurance when, all of a sudden, everything changed. Out of nowhere, the image of an imposing figure loomed in her mind, a radiant goddess too beautiful and terrible to behold by a mere mortal like herself. At the same time, the conviction grew in Lin that her torture was not simply an act of random cruelty, but was, in fact, a test; a way to prove herself worthy of the goddess’ regard. The chance to make an offering of her suffering was a privilege that could not be refused and instinctively Lin dealt with the excruciating pain in the only way left open to her: reframing her torment as an act of submission, her brain was suddenly able to derive pleasure from it. One moment she was at the brink of total collapse, then in the next instant her latent masochism became ascendant and transformed her suffering into an irrepressible erotic experience.

	In short order, her muffled screams turned into throaty moans when pain turned into pleasure and both became indistinguishable. Buried under an avalanche of raw sensation too acute to process or endure, her overwhelmed mind succumbed to another earth-shattering orgasm.

	This time, Lin took even longer to recover. She remained in a near-catatonic state for nearly an hour while her sweat-drenched body dried in the day’s mounting heat. The sun had risen high enough to shine down through the dense leafy canopy and reflect in multicolored highlights off the iridescent prison that continued to hold her in its unyielding embrace. Far from idle itself, the alien metal was busy analyzing the data it had collected.

	Interestingly, not all pain was created the same. Most pain was only that, yet, depending on its nature and the subject’s state of mind, some could be transformed into sexual pleasure. The first kind trivially lent itself to punishment, while the second fit right into the toolset for the much more effective reinforcement training. Its captive had proven to be highly susceptible to suggestions of submission and promised to thrive in captivity. Even her current state of enforced immobilization met with the subject’s subconscious approval and in fact, she secretly yearned for more stringent bondage. The social conditioning responsible for her conflicted feelings towards her repressed fantasies of slavery and submission would be easily overcome, once she had accepted her new circumstances.

	The overall assessment yielded an extremely high score: young, in excellent health and with an apparently limitless libido and capacity to enjoy sexual pleasure, the female would be a most suitable specimen for collecting. The sentient metal sent its report and immediately received authorization to proceed with the final phase of the collection process.

	 

	It had long been established that for the set of personality traits the captive presented, the best results would be achieved if she was allowed to exercise some choice regarding her enslavement, albeit limited to alternatives that coincided with the objective of preparing her for her new station in life. Thus, her own choices and deepest desires established a baseline for her future role, ensuring that she would eventually realize her full potential. Without further ado, the metal implemented the measures that would put the subject into the appropriate state of mind. 

	’Oh no, what now?’ Lin was shaken from her stupor when a thick strand of the metal shot upwards and wrapped itself around a stout branch that arched over the trail. Once securely anchored, the strand contracted and Lin was hoisted feet first up into the air until she found herself dangling upside-down about a meter above the ground. It was an awkward position to have to endure, yet due to her excellent circulation (and probably the metal’s meddling), she felt no ill effects at all. Hence, she suffered it uncomplainingly and only groaned when the insidious assault on her erogenous zones resumed, this time mixing pleasurable and painful stimulation in equal measure.

	The preceding orgasms had left her satiated, drained and exhausted, hence she did not believe she would be up for another round, yet to her surprise, she soon found herself becoming wet again. Her body had already been conditioned to respond indiscriminately to the metal’s manipulation with arousal, regardless of whether her mind tried to tell it otherwise. Besides, her earlier mortal fear had given way to the titillating thrill of the unknown: The prospect of having to submit to a formidable, alien Mistress excited her like nothing before in her life and if her adventure up to now hinted at what her future with Mistress would be like she wanted to sample its pleasures with an absoluteness that left no room for doubt. And she wanted so much more of it! However, the metal had changed tactics once again, as she soon realized to her chagrin.

	Instead of continuously ramping up the intensity of its harsh fondling, the metal kept her lust simmering on a level too acute to endure but backed off the moment an orgasm approached. Every time this happened, Lin howled with frustrated need into her gag. With each new round of this awful game, the unbearable tension was ratcheted up another notch until she felt she must surely burst.

	Once more the vicious cycle started, her pussy, breasts and every other erogenous zone she possessed was exposed to a continuously stepped-up whirlwind of sensations, varying between tender caresses and nasty shocks, yet each perfectly attuned to whatever desire her brain telegraphed to her wily tormentor. In record time, Lin was once again shuddering with pleasure in her restraints. She was a hair’s breadths away from exploding into a spectacular orgasm when every stimulation suddenly ceased and she was left high and dry for the umpteenth time.

	’No, no, not again!’ She had been so damned close! It was grossly unfair to be denied again and again. In a fit of temper, Lin bucked and strained with all her strength against the bonds that held her arms uselessly at her sides, desperately attempting to somehow reach her crotch. If bone and sinew had been up to the task, she would surely have ripped the strands of metal apart, but so all she achieved was a totally ineffectual rocking movement that mocked her titanic effort. Beside herself with rage, she screeched at the top of her lungs, yet even her scream was effortlessly muffled by the lump in her mouth, leaving Lin at her wit’s end, frantic with unfulfilled lust. Then it got even worse.

	The metal had learned an impressive new trick and the next time she was at the brink of what promised to be the greatest orgasm of her life, it held her there, twitching and moaning, but unable to find the release she desperately craved. She absolutely needed to climax, yet could not! When, after interminable minutes, the metal finally released its hold of her mind and allowed her raging libido to subside a little, Lin was a sobbing wreck. She would do whatever it took to be granted her climax! Whatever was required of her, she would gladly agree if only it ended this erotic torment. Suddenly, she knew this thought was, in fact, the key to her salvation.

	Her Goddess had graciously accepted the gift she had made of her lust and pain. Now it was up to her to demonstrate her unconditional surrender to the Mistress’ dominance. Now she had to turn herself into the slave she had dreamed of becoming for so long so that she might be rewarded with the boon she craved. The Goddess’ metal minion had been tasked to put its considerable means at her disposal to help with her transformation.

	In Lin’s mind formed a surprisingly detailed image of how she currently looked: Dangling upside-down from a tree, flushed and panting from exertion, her blonde hair matted and disheveled, her running outfit stained and soaked with sweat. Her bondage was more cumbersome than tantalizing and apart from her upside-down configuration far less challenging than the positions she regularly attempted on her own. In addition, it gave her the aspect of a sausage caught in netting, like a salami hanging in the pantry – this would not do. Like, not at all! So in her mind’s eye, she began to make changes and the metal dutifully implemented them in reality.

	First, she decided that a proper slave needed to be naked. The metal made short work of her clothes and shoes, forming blades that shredded them to small pieces that rained down on the forest floor below. She critically surveyed her now exposed body. Normally, she shaved regularly, but since she was staying alone in a remote place, she had foregone the routine for the past week and some stubble had accumulated at her crotch, legs, and armpits. Somehow she knew that the metal could take care of that, once and for all. Before she had even consciously formulated the thought, an army of silvery blobs crawled all over her, excising all body hair below her neck and also completely eradicating the follicles at the same time. Still brimming with pleasure, Lin did not mind the discomfort that accompanied her permanent depilation. Besides, the entire process took only a few minutes and when done, her skin appeared smoother than it had been since she was a baby.

	Encouraged by this success, she proceeded without pause to have other flaws corrected that conflicted with her idea of a perfect body. Before long, her few moles, an in hindsight rather embarrassing tattoo on her ankle and the scar on the back of her hand that attested to a conflict of opinion with the late family cat were gone forever. Unfortunately, nothing could be done about her boring blue eyes; while such changes were possible in principle, they required gene editing beyond what the metal could accomplish on short notice. On the other hand, it excelled in modifications of a more surgical nature and was able to speed up the healing process miraculously. 

	Contemplating her newly unblemished body, Lin experienced a moment of bliss. The metal rewarded her with another burst of teasing that made her pelvic muscles twitch around the intruders stuffing her, but it ended before she was pushed over the edge. She willed the metal minion to continue or at least free her arms to let her engage in some old-fashioned masturbation, but her request was denied. Obviously, the sway she held over it was strictly limited, so she had no way out but to keep calm and carry on by directing her attention towards her bondage.

	To relieve her submissive urges, she frequently watched bondage clips or read pertinent stories on the internet and over time had found herself compulsively drawn to the more extreme end of the spectrum. Best were the tales that chronicled how the hapless heroine gradually got in over her head, until she ended up in lifelong slavery, preferably against her loud protests, yet in line with her secret desires - albeit taken to unanticipated extremes. Bonus points would be awarded if the reluctant slave was equipped with permanent shackles and her body perforated by serviceable and demeaning piercings. Although those stories were often far from realistic, they never failed to arouse Lin and her mind automatically turned towards them now.

	Featured in her favorite tales were a number of stringent bondage positions she had always wanted to try, but that were far beyond what could be accomplished with self-bondage alone. Somehow, she had gained the knowledge that even the most strenuous, long-term bondage would not be allowed to do her harm; the Mistress’ minion would take care of that, ensuring that her blood flowed unobstructed and that her muscles did not atrophy. Lin could not decide whether she should feel reassured or frightened by that tidbit of information, yet her libido welcomed it unequivocally; and to aggravate matters further, it was not her rational mind but her raging libido that had been artfully manipulated to be in charge of her transformation.

	Readily obliging her out-of-control desires, the metal drew her arms behind her back, gradually forcing her forearms together until her elbows were tightly pressed against one another. For a moment, Lin reveled in the ease with which her elbows met, although she had expected nothing less: She had always been flexible and kept herself supple with gymnastics, even after she had given up ballet to concentrate on her studies; besides, being slender and willowy certainly played a role as well. Unfortunately, always the over-motivated achiever, Lin was constitutionally unable to content herself with such an easy win, but felt compelled to push herself harder and found a congenial accomplice in the metal.

	It slowly twisted her arms around until her palms were pressed together at the small of her back, fingers pointing towards her head. Next, gently but inexorably, her forearms were drawn towards each other, so that her hands were forced up her spine, while the gap between her elbows shrank. The metal exerted a steady pressure and, working like a ratchet, capitalized on every millimeter her muscles and tendons yielded. Soon the strain became painful which only served to stoke the fire in her loins higher, while the rational part of her looked on in impotent horror. Instinctively, she knew the process would not stop until her arms had achieved the perfect reverse prayer position.

	With her arms being taken care of, her thoughts wandered towards her legs. The mesh forcing them together was certainly effective, yet in her considered opinion unsightly. Lin much preferred the shackles of the classical slave girl look. The metal apparently concurred and reconfigured itself into bands that flowed around her ankles. For sure 8 cm wide and half a centimeter thick, they held her with an authoritative grip, yet somehow did not bite into her Achilles tendons when she experimentally rotated her feet. The latter, however, was deemed an unwanted degree of freedom and so the metal also linked her big toes to the strand she depended from, forcing her feet into a strict en-pointe configuration.

	Inevitably, the topic of her genitals came up next and although the metal had already proven to be fully in control of her lust, Lin nevertheless clung to the belief that a slave girl’s access to her own sex should be barred by physical means. The tight belt around her middle constituted a promising start and soon was complemented by a tight, U-shaped crotch piece that sealed her stuffed pussy and rectum behind a formfitting, impenetrable shield. In a somewhat misguided effort to reassure her, the metal revealed that it was perfectly capable of taking care of all her bodily wastes and hence there was no need to unlock her loins for hygienic reasons, ever. As if to rub in the fact that sexual gratification had been taken out of her hands for good now, another near-orgasm shook her for several minutes and the poignancy of her unfulfilled yearning skyrocketed once again.

	“Nnnhh!” Lin groaned into her gag when she was once more denied the climax she so desperately longed for. Resuming her quest to become the ideal slave girl so she might be granted release from the unbearable tension at last, her feverish thoughts now focused on her gag. Although the lump in her mouth effectively inhibited intelligent speech, she figured it could definitely be improved upon. In her favorite stories, the unfortunate heroines always had their heads imprisoned within a full head harness. The metal seemed to approve of this notion as well, since the mesh that had ensnared her head reformed itself into a set of flat straps that fastened a wide panel in front of her mouth, complete with an integral deep cup for her chin.

	However, that was not the end! At the same time, the metal inside her mouth expanded, forcing her jaws even further apart and also flowing between cheeks, gums, and teeth to fill every nook and cranny of Lin’s oral cavity, while her tongue was captured in a pouch that immobilized it completely. The appendage that went down her esophagus developed into a veritable feeding tube, with its lower end firmly anchored in her stomach. Although she was already resigned to the futility of her efforts, Lin simply had to test the beefed-up gag and so she screamed at the top of her lungs and tried to somehow expel the intruder from her mouth, both efforts meeting with negligible success, if you discounted becoming seriously short-winded and a little light-headed.

	Like all her other restraints, the head harness fit like a glove, with its straps pressed deeply into her features and its panel hiding the lower half of her face from her chin to just below her cheekbones behind an unbroken expanse of shiny metal, except where the feeding tube’s external socket marked the position of her concealed mouth. Since the metal would ensure that no dental or other issues arose, Lin realized with horror that with this arrangement she could very well be kept gagged indefinitely. Being forced to endure a gag for days on end was a fantasy she had frequently entertained, but now that it threatened to become reality, she was of two minds about it: The sensible one abhorred the idea while the other unabashedly rejoiced. Clearly, if she ever got the chance, she would urgently have to work on curbing her libido’s impulsiveness. At least, she was confident the metal would spare her the agony of sore muscles commonly associated with the way her jaws were spread wide apart now. 

	It was a foregone conclusion that her collar had to be upgraded as well, after all it symbolized her new role like no other item could. The metal band around her throat widened and thickened while around its circumference, at the front, back and both sides large, swivel-mounted rings formed. A slave girl needed a collar that unequivocally stated she was owned and the 8 cm high, 5 mm thick, seamless tube now snugly encircling her neck fit the bill perfectly.

	Lin could not help but imagine herself being paraded naked and leashed by her new collar in front of her fellow students. Doubtlessly, they would use the opportunity to gloat over her downfall from annoyingly prim and proper model student to wanton sex slave, her real nature openly revealed to all. Maybe she would even have her orifices unlocked and be forced to service them sexually? She shuddered, yet the imagined humiliation acted as a strong aphrodisiac and in an involuntary reaction she squeezed her legs together, tensing her pelvic floor muscles so that the intruders in her loins made themselves felt even more poignantly. A wave of lust suffused her, but still it was not enough and Lin sobbed in frustration.

	Meanwhile, the inexorable pull of the metal had forced her forearms into close contact along their entire length, so her helplessly fluttering fingers grazed the nape of her neck. As soon as her arms had reached their final configuration, the metal reformed into wide cuffs around her wrists that were attached by means of a short, rigid bar to the bottom edge of her collar. Another set of rigidly joined cuffs around her biceps kept her elbows pressed together and also connected them to her belt, thus locking her arms into the double-jointed position of a full reverse prayer.

	This was the ultimate bondage of her dreams brought to life, which made enduring the sweet ache in her arms worthwhile. The feelings engendered by the awareness of her absolute helplessness were overwhelming and for a little while, Lin forgot everything around her, just relishing her pain and the euphoria of finally allowing her mind to just soar in the moment and let go of all the mental baggage that usually weighed her down. Unfortunately, the precious moments of pure sensation and blissful oblivion passed all too soon and were again replaced by the unbearable sexual yearning. Lin had almost dared to hope this consummation of her bondage would finally provide the last drop that allowed her pent-up lust to spill over into a gargantuan orgasm, but her alien Mistress’ minion was implacable.

	By now, her appearance matched her mental image of the perfect slave girl much more closely, yet there were still discrepancies. She instinctively shied away from thinking about them, frantically trying to flood her mind with memories from harmless childhood days instead; anything to drown out the unbidden images conjured up by her supercharged libido. Scenes from carefree summers spent playing with the kids from the neighborhood repeated before her mind’s eye. She fondly remembered that “Cowboys and Indians” had been a favorite, yet in hindsight, it maybe was a little odd how often she’d ended up tied to a tree …

	’Oops!’ In panic, she scrambled to summon up some less dangerous memories. Her first boyfriend, for example, had been sweet and caring. He would never have done anything to hurt her, unfortunately. Such a pity that he’d been so clearly out of his depth when he found the handcuffs she had ‘accidentally’ left lying around. Since he had been puzzled by the simple cuffs then, how would he react if he saw her now? Or worse, adorned the way she was supposed to be ...

	’Fuck!’ Apparently, her desperate efforts were doomed to fail. Ordering herself not to think about something invariably provoked the exact opposite result. Maybe it would be for the best if she ceased her futile evasive maneuvering and simply embraced her inevitable fate. After all, it were her own secret fantasies that would shape it. Despite the voice of reason screaming at the back of her mind to stop, she succumbed to her irrepressible desires and once again turned towards her favorite stories, in which slave girls were not only helplessly enchained, but also adorned with extreme piercings that rendered them even more controllable.

	The metal rewarded her renewed compliance with the desired mode of thinking with a spike of pleasure that made her gasp. Analogous to what it had been doing to her arms, it had put her mind into something akin to a mental ratchet that propelled her down the route to an ever-deepening enslavement. She saw through its tactic, yet could not change course regardless. 

	“Aiih!” Lin screamed into her gag when both of her breasts were perforated horizontally behind her nipples, through the areolas. This was accompanied by an intensely stinging sensation that quickly subsided since the metal was working its magic to dampen the pain. Not that Lin would greatly have minded the pain, being as filled with masochistic bliss as she was. The metal quickly enlarged the piercings, then formed grommets within the wounds while simultaneously healing and strengthening the tissue surrounding them. Two thick rods filled the openings and were immediately complemented with sturdy U-shackles that outlined the lower halves of her nipples.

	Next, she felt her lower lips grabbed and stretched. In rapid succession, each of her outer labia was pierced five times and the resulting holes immediately fitted with more of the wide-flanged grommets. Of course, the grommets were not left unoccupied for long but soon played host to sturdy bolts joining her lips to the protective shell that covered her pussy, splaying her sex wide open. Unfortunately, that was not all.

	Forced to go ever deeper down the rabbit hole of her masochistic fantasies, Lin moaned in dread when she felt a tight metal collar clamp itself around the base of her clitoris. As it turned out, her fears were well-founded, when a thick metal pin speared through her compressed flesh and thus irrevocably anchored the collar to her body. Adding insult to injury, another U-shackle formed on its outside, turning her forcibly lengthened, sensitive nodule into the fastening point for a most intimate leash. Although only some unseen hook snagged the shackle and locked it to her chastity cover for now, the persistent, irritating pull on her clitoris acted as a disconcerting preview of future woes.

	All her new piercings throbbed in time with her racing pulse, yet apart from the initial spike of pain when her flesh had been perforated, Lin was spared from any more serious discomfort. Within seconds, the metal repaired the damaged tissue, integrating the grommets into it as if they had always been part of her body. Consequently, there was no lengthy healing period to consider before her Mistress could make full use of her new attachments. It also meant that the metal could continue its assault indefinitely without endangering its victim’s physical health. Albeit Lin’s mental well-being was a different matter.

	Her mind was still riven between reason and passion; the former abhorring her ever-worsening debasement while the latter rejoiced in the incredible eroticism of her absolute submission. The wetness in her crotch attested to which side kept winning the argument. Lin had obsessed about such outré fantasies for years, always secure in the knowledge that they could never come to pass. However, now that the metal had moved them into the realm of the possible and attainable, the temptation to actually experience them became irresistible. The knowledge that she was doing this to herself provided the sweetest of agonies.

	Done with her crotch, her relentless masochism’s focus moved upwards again. Or downwards actually, if Lin chose to take her current, upside-down configuration into account. Either way, although thoroughly immobilized already, it was now her tongue’s turn to receive the metal’s biting attentions. A triangle of large bore holes was pierced through the muscle, the central one three centimeters in from the tip. After the customary grommets had formed, more of the metal flowed through their openings and fused her tongue to the solid mass that filled her mouth. Unless she could get the metal to withdraw again, expelling the gag had become absolutely impossible, at least if she did not fancy to rip out her tongue in the process. 

	The subsequent piercing and eyeletting of her earlobes and their incorporation into the head harness was anticlimactic in comparison, yet it was only the prelude to the final act of the drama. When Lin felt the metal sliding high up into her nose and clamping tightly onto her septum, she knew what to expect. She pressed her eyes closed and screamed when, with a sharp pain, a sizable hole was neatly punched through the cartilage. Immediately, the hole’s edges were infused with particles of the metal that healed the wound and formed an eyelet strengthening the tissue. For a second, Lin hoped she had endured the worst of it, but she should have reckoned that all her most extreme fantasies were to be realized … in full.

	Both wings of her nose on either side of the central hole in her septum were pierced and grommeted as well, then a thick metal shaft grew to occupy all the openings and transfix her entire nose. It in turn served as the axle for the arms of a U-shackle whose tip reached halfway down to her upper lip. This clearly was no delicate piece of jewelry, but another serviceable anchor point, ready to accept a devastatingly effective leash. The metal immediately put the new hardware to good use when it sprung up fixtures on each of the metal straps framing her nose that latched on to the heads at either end of the central shaft and thus integrated it into her head harness.

	’Yes!’ It was done. She had done it, and so she found herself hanging upside-down from a tree, naked, helplessly bound by wide cuffs tightly fastened around her limbs, pierced with demeaning shackles through her nose, nipples, and clit. Locked into a chastity belt, with her pussy and anus stuffed, gagged to the max and forced to stomach a feeding tube, so she could stay this way. A fetishist’s dream, her dream, come true! Now that fantasy had become reality, the repressed, masochistic part of her that had dreamed up all this rejoiced while in the back of her mind, her former self desperately clung to one comforting, unexpressed thought ...

	Lin felt a flash of heat when she imagined herself helplessly restrained in this manner for hours or days on end, with nothing to keep her occupied but the urge to find sexual release. With relish she tried to pull her tongue out of its pouch in her gag, reveling in the ultimate rigor with which the piercings kept it trapped. Likewise, any attempt to open her mouth further was met by the unyielding resistance of her head harness, its metal straps digging into her skull. She imagined being led around by a leash to her nose ring, any attempt to resist instantly and effortlessly overcome by the painful tug on the sensitive organ.

	Almost as an afterthought, the metal combed through her long hair, arranging it in a complex braid with threads of metal weaving themselves into the strands while at the braid’s end, a ring offered a convenient means to incorporate it into her bondage. Lin felt her head pulled back by her hair until she was forced to stare straight down at the forest floor a meter below. 

	With the last degree of freedom removed, her arousal spiked once more. The metal stepped up its clever manipulation of her erogenous zones and this time she knew her unconditional surrender to its demands had earned her the release she desperately craved. For now, though, it played its favorite game with her again, supercharging her with pleasure, then holding her back right at the brink. She was riding the breaking wave of an enormous orgasm that would surely lift her right up the shores of paradise.

	’Soon!’ Lin held her breath in anticipation. She was so close now! And when she had finally found release from the throes of sexual frenzy she could plead for having the changes to her body reversed - surely, what the metal had wrought, it could undo again. The traitorous thought had popped unbidden into her mind and was immediately punished by an agonizing shock to her tongue that acted as a cold shower, killing her buzz instantly. Once again the orgasm was lost.

	“Nnnhh!” A desperate howl escaped her throat. This was not fair! Yet the heroines in her favorite stories did not get to play at being a slave for just a short time, so neither would she. The sudden awareness that there indeed was a way to make her body modifications permanent struck Lin like another electric shock. Cold sweat beaded her brow. Her neocortex informed her that she did not really want to go down this route, but her lizard brain begged to differ. Granted ascendance for once, it drowned out the small voice of reason that wailed in terror, finding a willing partner in crime in the metal that eagerly complied with the wish to make her bondage irrevocable.

	It started with her piercings. The grommets capturing her flesh became hot for an instant, despite the metal’s best efforts to dissipate the heat. Somehow Lin knew that the affected portion of the metal had lost its shapeshifting capabilities and irreversibly changed its molecular structure into something far harder than steel, impervious to the best tools known to man. The process repeated itself with the U-shackles that occupied her nose, nipple and clit piercings, then was extended to the cuffs around her wrists and ankles, but left out the links between them, though Lin did not learn that yet. Callously, she was led to believe she would be forced to endure the reverse prayer bondage for the rest of her life, never having use of her arms again!

	The transformation of her manacles progressed more slowly on account of their greater mass and the commensurate amount of heat that was generated. Moreover, the innermost layer of the metal kept its adaptability, so her circulation and the mobility of her joints would not be unduly impaired despite the cuffs’ skin-tight fit, whereas on their solidified outside a plethora of new fastening points sprung up which the metal connecting them latched onto now.

	Her skin prickled maddeningly when thousands of microscopic filaments of the metal grew from the cuffs into her flesh and anchored themselves to her very bones. Similarly, more fibers permeated the tissue that played host to her piercings and ensured that nothing short of lethal force would be able to rip any of the grommets out of her body. Once again the metal proved absolutely uncompromising in its implementation of her half-baked fantasies.

	The last pieces to be made permanent were the belt around her waist and her collar, which were retrofit in much the same way. Lin was not entirely sure whom to thank for the fact that at least the crotch piece of her chastity belt remained removable: Maybe it was some policy set by the Mistress herself that had saved her from going completely overboard since in her current state of mind, even the thought of being kept chaste forever appealed to her rampant masochism. In any case, the awareness that the metal was irrevocably trapping her in bondage of her own design propelled Lin’s desire again to its previous stratospheric heights, so the sensations of heat and prickling around her throat that announced the permanence of her collar nearly pushed her over the edge. Nearly, because this was when she learned that – despite its now inert form – the metal in her nipples and clit was still capable of transmitting sobering electric shocks.

	Once more beside herself with unfulfilled yearning, Lin tested the limits of her freedom (or rather confirmed its complete absence) and strained manically against her restraints, relishing the authoritative grip of the cuffs on her ankles and wrists. Almost of their own volition, her pelvic muscles clenched so she felt the intruders in her vagina and rectum even more acutely now that they had resumed their inescapable, tormenting teasing. She even enjoyed the discomfort when her tongue surged against the piercings that mated it to her gag and the drag on her nose shackle when she tried to toss her head from side to side, blithely putting up with the painful jerking on her trapped hair. Each sensation provided incontrovertible proof of her enslavement and sent another spark along her spine that further stoked the fire in her loins. But still, the metal did not allow her to orgasm, as if it wanted to flush out the last vestiges of concealed thoughts of resistance.

	But Lin had been thoroughly conquered and her will to resist obliterated by the constant barrage of her own fantasies having been turned against her. After she had accepted defeat by her own hand, the only thing that still mattered to her was the fulfillment of her lust. Beads of sweat ran down her hot skin, while she desperately tried to suck in enough oxygen to sustain her hammering heart. Her body was tight as a bow-string, with the tendons standing out like ropes under her pale skin and every muscle locked in a spasm of pleasure bordering on agony. Teased and tortured past breaking point, she felt a microsecond away from losing her sanity when the metal finally relented.

	“Aahhh!” A shrill scream ripped from her throat and broke against her gag. Lin’s eyes became wide as saucers before she squeezed them shut. Wave after wave of uncontainable contractions rippled through her taut muscles, shaking her dangling body like a leaf in a storm and all conscious thought evaporated in the blinding heat of the supernova ignited by the sudden release of her pent-up pleasure. For a timeless sliver of eternity, Lin just existed as pure sensation in the unfathomable bliss of that supreme orgasm of her life. Surely she had died and gone to heaven!

	Alas, as a mere mortal she had no claim to permanent residency in heaven, so when at long last the massive orgasm and its innumerable, follow-on climaxes had run their course, Lin found herself expelled from paradise, dangling above the forest floor once more. Reluctantly winding down from her high, she opened her eyes just in time to see a tall figure materializing out of thin air in front of her. It took her a second to overcome her surprise and make sense of the upside-down view she was presented with. 

	The athletic body was humanoid and as the skintight, black suit revealed clearly female, yet next to its imposing height of at least 230 centimeters Lin’s own 181 centimeters would make her look like a child. The only part of the alien’s body not covered by the matte black material of the suit was the head, where pale skin with a faint golden tint was framed by long burgundy tresses that seemed animated by a life of their own. The face was that of a stern Greek goddess with the luminous, golden eyes being the most striking of her perfect features. They fixed on Lin who could not help but shudder under the piercing gaze. She sensed that her innermost secrets lay bare before her beautiful Goddess’ penetrating eyes. Involuntarily, she squirmed and clenched her thighs, provoking her captor to show her gleaming teeth in a lazy smile. Lin’s breath caught when she noticed the elongated canines that raised associations of a most disturbing nature.

	For a split second, she struggled mindlessly, then got a grip on her panic. If she had just been intended as a snack, her elaborate enslavement would not have served any purpose. No, her captor must have something far more devious in mind for her.

	“Fear not, my little pet!” The soothing contralto voice spoke directly to her mind. “We’ll have so much fun together ...” 

	Lin was looking forward to it.

	Epilogue

	Mia-la looked down on the human female and smiled. For an hour, she had stayed hidden and feasted on her prey’s raw emotions before switching off the lightbender and revealing herself. Still, the taste of the young woman’s desperate need, guilty pleasure, and exquisite pain lingered as a heady afterglow in her mind. This one she would definitely keep for herself. 

	With wry amusement, the huntress contemplated the restraints her new pet had chosen for herself. The heavy shackles were quaint in their primitive, hardware obsessed style, especially since the smart metal symbiont evidently provided so much more sophisticated means of control. Nonetheless, they reflected the auspiciously submissive girl’s own self-concept and therefore would help her come to terms with her new role much more quickly. Besides, Mia-la rather liked the brutally blunt message they conveyed. She considered equipping the other specimens she had collected similarly but would need to run this idea past her prospective buyers first. 

	Mia-la was the product of millennia of coevolution of natural and artificial intelligence. Although her physical appearance retained much of her ancestral humanoid matrix, her mind was a different matter altogether. Honed by generations of genetic meddling, it far surpassed that of any human. However, what her species had gained in intellectual prowess, it had lost in the capacity to experience raw emotions, yet the telepathic abilities acquired in the exchange made up for the loss somewhat: They allowed its members to tie in with the primal emotions of other, compatible species, glorying in their sensations like an intoxicating drug. Humans with their barely domesticated feelings worked best, turning them into a highly sought-after commodity.

	Yet even among the teeming masses that populated their little planet, Lin stood out as a rare gem. Her feelings transmitted exceptionally true and her masochistic nature practically guaranteed that Mia-la would be able to elicit an especially delicious mix of the strongest emotions from her: love and hate, pleasure and pain, all intricately blended into one heady cocktail. To boot, all that came packaged in an appealingly cute and highly sensitive body. The huntress experienced something akin to elation when she considered that thanks to the metal symbiont, she would have the young woman at her disposal for centuries to come.

	From the moment the decision to collect Lin had been finalized, self-replicating, microscopic particles of the metal had entered her bloodstream and allowed themselves to be transported everywhere. Wherever the nanites settled, they got to work repairing her genes, rejuvenating her cells, strengthening her bones and quickening her healing. In a way, Lin was to become the superheroine she had fantasized about, although she would never get to play the role of caped vigilante. Instead, the metal was turning her into the unbreakable plaything of a most demanding Mistress.

	The last but not least changes the metal had set in motion concerned Lin’s brain, which was being tuned to operate at peak capacity, activating all its underutilized reserves. In the future, she would also be given intellectually challenging tasks to ensure that she honed her mental faculties regularly during the periods her Mistress had no use for her. Over time, Lin would quite probably become the most intelligent human being in existence – Mia-la was not interested in owning a lackluster and dull pet.

	Collecting her counted as the perfect conclusion to a successful hunting season. All that was left to do was to get her to the ship and feed her; the ongoing changes required energy which the metal took from its host’s body, so once Lin calmed down enough she would be starving. With a mental command, Mia-la ordered the metal to get them ready to leave, which for Lin meant that the strand connected to her braid shortened while, simultaneously, the one holding up her feet lengthened, slowly inverting her upside-down configuration until she dangled from her hair instead.

	Next, her toes were released and the link holding Lin’s ankle cuffs close together extended, granting her a fighting chance to keep up with her Mistress’ long stride. When snug metal ankle boots formed around her feet, Lin was relieved at first that her delicate soles would be protected from the rough terrain, up to the moment the boots turned rigid and she realized that her new footwear would continue to enforce the torturous en-pointe position. She endured this latest imposition with gallows humor; at least she had possessed the foresight to prepare herself for such an eventuality by taking ballet lessons when she was younger. Nevertheless, Lin was glad when the metal finally set her down and thus freed her from the increasingly aggravating burning of her scalp. 

	While she was still trying to find her footing, a leash extended from her septum shackle and wrapped itself around Mia-la’s waiting hand. A painful tug on her tender nose was the signal for departure.

	“Come pet, we’re going home!”

	End

	 

	Mistakes

	Another tale about self-bondage gone wrong. Does it ever go right?

	No, I should not have kicked Dusty. That definitely has been a mistake. The pivotal one in a chain of mistakes that led up to my current predicament. Come to think of it, disaster usually rests on supposedly inconsequential events whose combined consequences one fails to anticipate. Sure enough, it had all started pretty normal – normal for me, that is, other people might beg to differ – with a weekend self-bondage session.

	As numerous times before, I had stripped naked and taken a shower before laying out my collection of naughty toys on my prized, king-sized bed. Admittedly, it was too large for the limited space afforded by my penthouse apartment, but I loved to stretch out and roll around at night. Or during the day, on occasion. Like the present.

	My posture collar, harness ball gag, handcuffs and legcuffs, two chains of different lengths, a bunch of padlocks, and of course my vibrator made the cut, the rest went back into my treasure chest. From the wardrobe, my latex opera gloves, ballet boots, and corset joined the party. Even though no lover was around to appreciate my transformation from an ordinary working girl to fetish princess, I liked to look the part.

	It took me the better part of half an hour to put on my corset and the knee-length ballet boots and lace both of them tight. The boots left no doubt about their proud fetish heritage. They sported lockable straps at their tops which I dutifully secured with a pair of padlocks. Short of breath and hard-pressed to keep my restive libido on a short leash, I slid the vibrator into my pussy. I took a moment to enjoy the fullness down there (yay, that felt nice!) before I slung the longer chain around my compressed waist and fastened it with another padlock. The excess length I fashioned into a nice tight crotch strap. Running the chain through the loop at the vibrator’s exposed end ensured it would stay at its designated post. No joy to have it go AWOL in the heat of battle. 

	Spurred on by my mounting arousal, I jammed the 2.5-inch ball gag past my teeth. I ignored the spike of pain from my jaws and fastened the attached harness around my head, vigorously tightening and retightening each strap. By the time I was finally satisfied that I would not be able to work the gag out of my mouth no matter what, its straps dug painfully into the corners of my mouth. The posture collar made for an additional layer of security since it very effectively prevented me from tilting or turning my head. Sometimes I just can’t help myself.

	Taking the shorter chain, I used a padlock to fasten one end to the links connecting my handcuffs. With another padlock, I attached its other end to the back ring of my collar, so the cuffs dangled at the small of my back. I swung my legs onto the bed and closed the legcuffs around my slender ankles. Even through the boots’ leather I felt the authoritative grip of the cool metal encircling my limbs and shuddered with delicious anticipation. I rolled onto my stomach and reaching back, snatched the connecting chain with the shackle of the last padlock. It was a strain, but on the third attempt, I managed to close the lock around a link in my crotch chain. My legs were now secured in a strict hogtie. Each attempt to straighten my legs yanked at the vibrator. Nice!

	The bunch of keys for my restraints went into my time locked strongbox. Thirty minutes? Nah, make that forty. That would give me ample time to contemplate my folly after my horniness had been assuaged. Yet, experience suggested the uncomfortable wait for my release would not deter me from a reenactment in the future. Likely even near future. I pushed the closed box to the bed’s far side, out of the way, but easily accessible.

	One after the other, I slipped my hands into the latex gloves and rolled their sleeves up my arms past the elbows. Besides looking great, they would protect my wrists from the cuffs’ harsh bite, at least a little. I rolled onto my side. Inserting a hand between my legs, I switched on the vibrator. Now I would have to hurry.

	With the preparatory tasks completed, it was time to consummate my bondage. Back on my stomach again, I slipped my left hand into the cuff and ratcheted it closed. Tightly. Giving myself no time to reconsider the wisdom of my actions, I put my right wrist in the other cuff. With the back of my left hand, I pushed at the circlet. Click, click, click … I only relented when the metal clasped my right wrist in the same unyielding grip that trapped my left.

	I briefly struggled against my bonds. There was no way to escape without the keys. The confirmation that my bondage was both final and absolute sent a jolt down my spine. Right into my pussy that now took center stage of my attention. With practiced ease, I slipped into my favorite fantasy. In my helpless state, I had no choice but to succumb to the sexual torture meted out by my unseen mistress.

	Rolling around on the bed, yanking on the chains I worked myself up into a sexual frenzy. My restraints easily withstood my increasingly frantic struggles and held me secure in their tight embrace. The vibrator sent tremors into my molten core, priming me for an eruption. I moaned into my gag. I was close, so very close. For a moment I teetered on the brink, then the orgasm’s onslaught swept me over the cliff and buried me under an avalanche of pleasure.

	When I registered my surroundings again, I was lying on my side. Utterly spent, sweaty, hair plastered to my brow, but contented. I glanced at the alarm clock. Twenty minutes still to go. For a little while, I kept basking in the orgasm’s afterglow but soon the discomfort of my situation began to preoccupy me.

	There was a dull burning in my jaw muscles. From experience, I knew it would likely turn into a somewhat fierce ache before too long. That’s what you get for having a gag fetish. Apart from the disgusting drooling, of course. I really longed to stretch out my legs. I had recently pulled a muscle and was afraid my predicament might prompt it to act up again.

	I stole another glance at the clock. Another fifteen minutes before I’d get my keys. I had known the wait would become aggravating. But I had no choice now – which was the whole point. The thought even had me juicing again. Besides, the vibrator was still lustily buzzing in my pussy … I was working towards a second orgasm when the strongbox suddenly beeped and its lid sprung open. Bother! Of course, the orgasm was lost now.

	Forced by my posture collar to work by touch alone, I maneuvered around on the bed. My questing fingers encountered the box and retrieved its precious contents. Fumbling around the bunch of keys, I identified the one for the padlock that kept me hogtied. Yay!

	On the seventh attempt, I finally managed to insert the key into the lock and turn it. The shackle sprung open, but the stupid thing snagged on the chain when I tried to straighten my legs. Getting aggravated, I repeated the attempt with more force. Big mistake! The lock suddenly came clear and launched across the room, taking the still attached bunch of keys with it. I heard it hit the far wall, then crash to the floor. Great! Now I would have to totter across the room to retrieve the keys. For the moment, however, I luxuriated in the pleasure of stretching out my legs again. Pure bliss!

	I wormed my way to the side of the bed where I sat up with some difficulty, putting my feet on the ground – or, to be more precise, my toes, given the constraints imposed by my footwear. I bent my torso forward and looked around for the abducted keys. There! The lock with the keys had landed squarely in a recess on top of my robot vacuum that peacefully rested in its docking station. 

	With a sigh, I struggled to my feet and started teetering towards Dusty and the means for my release. It had taken a lot of practice, but by now I was able to walk in my boots. Admittedly, you needed to be in a generous mood to attach the term “walking” to my lurching gait. But hey, you should try it yourself before offhandedly dismissing my valiant efforts. Besides, my posture collar, tight corset, and the chain between my ankles all conspired to make matters even more challenging. 

	My inability to turn my head or look down meant that each time I needed to get my bearings, I had to stop and bend forward at the hip. Try that while balancing on toe boots! Preferably, while a vibrator pounds your pussy! Hence, it took me a whole minute before I finally was in striking distance to my goal. Of course, this was the exact moment when Dusty decided it had been idle long enough. It backed out of its station, elegantly turned around in front of me, and got busy vacuuming the apartment. Starting with the adjoining living room. You gotta be kidding me! Screaming expletives into my gag, I hobbled in hot pursuit.

	My boots drummed a rapid beat on the parquet floor. By the time I reached the doorway, I was wheezing. The resistance of my corset made it hard to draw in the necessary oxygen. Stabilizing myself against the doorjamb, I assessed the tactical situation. The sofa, coffee table, and sideboard afforded my prey ample shelter. To my advantage, Dusty was constitutionally unable to simply lie low. Right now, it navigated the tricky terrain between the coffee table and TV stand.

	If I managed to box it in there, I should be able to catch it. I pointed my feet towards the target area and launched myself from the doorjamb. Accompanied by the clinking of my hobble chain, I scurried across the room. With my gaze forcibly directed towards the ceiling, I had to rely on sound to home in on my prey. I strained to hear the soft noises of its gorging on dust bunnies over the racket made by the chain. There, now slightly to the left! I reckoned I was getting close and set out for the final spurt.

	Ouch! If I had not been gagged, my scream would surely have brought my neighbors banging on my door. Spittle flew from my mouth as I bit into the orb filling my mouth. The flaring pain at my shin indicated that I had connected with the edge of the coffee table. Hard. When I finally got rid of my boots, I was sure to be greeted by some nice bruises. Tears leaked from my eyes. I had to blink them away before leaning forward to reorient myself. Dusty was not half a meter in front of me! And just vanishing under the sofa!

	I screamed into my gag again, this time to vent my frustration. It wasn’t fair! For the next twenty minutes, I chased the little shit around the apartment. It ricocheted in a random pattern around the rooms, making it hard to anticipate its next move. A few times I thought I had it cornered, but the agile machine outmaneuvered me again and again. And again.

	Meanwhile, the chase had circled back to the bedroom. Awkwardly bent forward to watch, I stood in front of the bed, ready to ambush Dusty when it emerged. In hindsight, I should simply have waited for it to return to its base. That would have been much smarter than shuffling around in my ballet boots like a drunken penguin, trying to anticipate its erratic turns. But no, I had been impatient, with my jaw muscles and feet aching more acutely by the minute. The pain was somewhat fierce now.

	The whirring sound suddenly redoubled. Dusty had reappeared, trying to cross the room to my right. I moved to intercept but it sensed my approach and began evasive maneuvers. Yet this time I would not let it get away! When it turned left, I made a quick sideways step, snapping the chain between my ankles tight. Before I could recover my balance, it spun to the right again and tried to sneak past me. I hopped backward and brought my legs back together. Already Dusty had almost passed me! In a panic, I lashed out with my foot. With a satisfying thud, my boot connected with the casing. Dusty was thrown to the side. The jolt nearly dislodged the keys, but from the recess’ rim they slid back into its center when Dusty started to spin around its center axis.

	Unfortunately, I did not emerge unscathed from the skirmish either. The kick had cost me my footing and my bondage left me no chance to regain my balance. Twisting in midair to land on my shoulder instead of my delicate nose, I crashed to the floor. Just in time to see Dusty recover from its spin and scoot right back under the bed where it hit the far wall full steam. Then, it just sat there, some red LED blinking accusatory on its casing. Maybe my kick had yanked some sensor out of alignment or the spiteful shit just wanted to pay me back for its abuse, but at its current location, it was completely out of reach. Shit!

	Crawling under the bed was out of the question, I could barely squeeze my head in the gap. Pulling the bed away from the wall was not an option either. I remembered well that when it had been delivered, it had to be assembled in place to make it fit into its niche. No chance in hell I would be able to move it. My breath caught. I was trapped! Fuck!

	Panic set in and I started to hyperventilate. Struggling wildly against my bonds, I flopped around on the floor like a stranded fish. The room was filled by the din of the rattling of chains, creaking leather and my muted screams. I only stopped when I became lightheaded. For a few minutes, I lay wheezing while I tried to get a grip on my nerves. I needed to assess my options calmly. Preferably without having a vibrator in its last throes stuck in my pussy. Life’s not fair.

	Maybe I could use a broom to fish for the bunch of keys. The problem was, I stored my cleaning materials in the apartment’s cellar compartment, five flights of stairs down. Even if I endured my bondage for a couple more hours to wait for the wee hours of the morning, I stood little chance to make the trip undetected. Rather, I’d break my neck trying to navigate the stairs. In my current predicament, I was an accident waiting to happen.

	No, there was no other resort. I had to admit defeat and call for help. Leni was my closest friend. Better yet, she was not prone to gossip. A fair amount of embarrassment and humiliation was to be expected, but that prospect actually excited me for some unfathomable reason. I had felt attracted to Leni in a non-platonic way for some time now. Maybe this was the nudge I needed to finally come clean with her. And introduce her to my fetish. Maybe she even shared it … How exactly I was going to explain my predicament over the phone while unable to speak I did not know. Yet. One step at a time. 

	Using the bed for support, I struggled to my feet and started hunting for my mobile. I found it in the kitchen next to the sink, where I had plugged it in to recharge. I turned around and bent backward over the counter. My questing fingers only just reached the counter’s top while the chain linking my cuffs to the collar nearly choked me. Splendid!

	Working by touch alone, I located the phone and tapped the screen to wake it up. Yet, when I faced the sink again it was still black. I repeated the painful exercise – silently cursing all persons involved in the development, design, manufacture, sales, and distribution of this smartphone - multiple times, without better success. It had to be that my latex gloves somehow interfered with my ability to operate the touch screen. What now?

	Bending forward at the hip I tapped the phone with my nose. Yay, that worked! What didn’t work was convincing the stupid phone to unlock by glancing at it. Obviously, nobody had thought to test the face recognition algorithm with someone whose features were distorted by a huge harness ball gag. Figures! I admit to getting a little aggravated at this point. However, I had more pressing concerns than to throw another tantrum.

	Seething inside, I laboriously started to enter the pin with my nose. Why oh why had I used an eight-digit code? With my head kept immovable by the posture collar and my torso held rigid by the corset, all movement had to come from the hips and thighs. They proved quite inadequate to provide the fine motor control required for the task. Especially, with me bent awkwardly over the counter and squinting along my nose to somehow make out the screen which also was partially obscured by the straps of the gag harness. By the time I finally succeeded, the muscles in my back screamed from the strain. I just had to rest for a moment.

	When I straightened up, I somehow lifted up the phone as well and tossed it into the air. It described an elegant arc before it plunged straight into a water-filled pot that sat in the sink. No way! For a moment I stood dumbstruck while my mind scrambled to catch up with what just happened. Presumably, the charger cord must have become entangled with the front ring of my collar. Straightening up, I had launched the phone by its cord before both decided to part ways. Naturally, my phone had found no better landing site than the pot I had left soaking to clean burnt rice off its bottom.

	As theories go, this one was pretty solid. It depended on a few, reasonable assumptions. It explained all the pertinent facts. And it did not help me at all. With my scientific curiosity satisfied, I gave myself over to another bout of rage.

	After I had exhausted my considerable inventory of expletives, fury gave way to desperation. Not only was my rather expensive mobile toast, but I had squandered my chance to ask Leni for help. Maybe now was the time to become religious and pray for salvation? Despondent, I slid to the ground. My sobbing was the only sound that penetrated the silence.

	Sometime later, I realized I was working my way through the classic stages of acceptance. Ain’t nobody got time for that. Spurred by the pain in my jaws and feet, I short-circuited to the acceptance stage. Embarrassing as it was, I had to ask my neighbors for help. Fortunately, both marginally acceptable choices were living on the next floor. 

	First, there was ... what’s-his-name, the shy graduate student. I barely acknowledged him but his eyes followed me whenever we met. We had talked only once and I had been intrigued to learn that his area of research was knots. That is until I realized he was a mathematician by trade and knots had to be n-dimensional to rouse his interest. At least he was about my age and seemed nice enough.

	Vicky was the other choice. A few years older than me, she epitomized much of what I wanted to be but was too sensible to go for. She sported some prominent tattoos and piercings, with probably quite a few more hidden from view. On her they looked good, reinforcing her commanding presence.

	Where I dressed sensibly, she went for an edgy look. She did not even shy away from latex. Admittedly, it definitely complimented her spectacular figure. She liked loud music and liked her music loud, as I could nolens-volens attest to. I did not know exactly what she did for a living, but I supposed she worked in a field where the word ‘creative’ constitutes an acceptable part of one’s job title. 

	I struggled to my feet. No point in delaying the inevitable. But whom to turn to? By the time I had teetered to my apartment’s front door, I still did not know. Maybe one of them was not even at home. I shuddered at the thought that both might have gone out. If worst came to worst, should I return to the safety of my apartment or continue on down to spook one of the petty-bourgeois families with their annoying kids? At least, I could serve as an instructive, cautionary example for them ...

	I turned the handle with my elbow and opened the door a crack. Peeping through and listening carefully, I was relieved to find the stairwell deserted. I grabbed my keys from the dresser and quickly ventured out. I left the door ajar to allow for a quick retreat.

	The safest way down was probably to slide down the stairs on my bottom, dignity be damned. But then, which doorbell to ring? Vicky’s or what’s-his-name’s? I could not afford to become paralyzed by indecision now. Forward momentum! I resolved to further deliberate the question on my way down.

	Each step I bumped onto jolted the dead vibrator in my pussy and reminded me of my folly. Today, my decisions had consistently proven suboptimal. What made me think I would do better choosing my savior? Maybe I should toss a coin (figuratively speaking, of course)? An odd number of steps from here on down, the student. Vicky otherwise. But was it wise to leave such an important decision to chance?

	What’s-his-name clearly fancied me. That might work to my advantage. Or to my disadvantage. After he’d helped me, there would be no going back to the status quo ante. Who knew what he’d want in return? Maybe he’d even take advantage of me in my helpless state. After all, he was a man!

	Vicky was the safer choice for sure. I was pretty certain she would be cool with my “hobby” as well. Besides, I wouldn’t mind getting to know her better. Vicky it was! Even though it turned out to be an odd number of steps.

	I clambered to my feet and scurried to her door. Subdued noises indicated that she was at home. Thank goodness! I pressed the doorbell with my elbow. Now I could only wait. I stepped from one foot to the other, but not solely to keep my balance in the ballet boots this time. My blood pounded in my ears and every sound from the stairwell made me jump. What took her so long? Any day now! At last, I heard quick steps approaching from behind the door. Someone grumbled as multiple locks were opened. It seemed Vicky strongly disapproved of uninvited guests. Then the door was ripped open and she stood in front of me.

	Vicky was wearing a sweatshirt and baggy training pants, her striking face marred by a frown. Clearly, she had not been expecting anyone. She did a double-take when my appearance penetrated through her annoyance. Her eyebrows shot up and her mouth formed a capital ‘O’.

	I felt compelled to strike up a conversation before the silence became awkward.

	“He hee!”

	Damned gag! For good measure, I rattled my chains to make her understand. At least, my plea helped her overcome her surprise. She arched an eyebrow and watched my antics with an amused smile. Not exactly the reaction I had hoped for.

	“My, my, you’re a dream come true! How did you find out … Never mind!” 

	Her expression changed again. This time, it turned downright predatory.

	“I’ve fantasized about this since first I met you. As did you, apparently. Don’t worry, I’ll take good care of you.” 

	She hooked a finger into the front ring of my collar and I was forcefully pulled into her apartment. Artistic black and white prints of women engaged in S/M play adorned the walls. With a start, I recognized my host as the whip-wielding domina in a couple of them. The door slammed shut behind me with resounding finality. Oh no! Oh yes? 

	 

	From Duty To Calling

	Frank follows the call of duty and encounters a most unusual suspect.

	The body lay at the bottom of the ravine. An unnaturally twisted leg indicated broken bones. Sightless eyes stared at the distant sky. The man’s weathered face revealed that he had spent much time outdoors, maybe working on a ranch as his cowboy-style clothing suggested. Blood had oozed from his fractured skull, matted the greying hair, and formed a pool on the rocky bed of the dried creek. The side of his head was smashed in. Frank whistled soundlessly while he looked around. If the man had cracked his temple on a boulder, the latter should have been in evidence nearby.

	His practiced eye recognized the tell-tale tracks where the man had dragged himself over the ground. Given the state of his leg that must have hurt. A lot. For some reason, the man had felt some urgency to get here. Or to get away? Sighting along the tracks, Frank spotted something stuck between the trees growing on the gorge’s steep slope.

	It turned out to be the wreckage of a strange vehicle. Basically, just a seat mounted between two wheels, like a sulky used in horse races. But the frame seemed too narrow for a horse; its dimensions were more suitable for a small pony. Or for the two-legged, human variety popular in certain fetish subcultures. No wonder they had been coy about the exact nature of the missing ‘horse team’ he was supposed to track down. Unfortunately, there was no sign of the mount. When the sulky had tumbled down the slope and hit the trees, its carbon fiber shafts had broken off, releasing the pony. Digging through the debris yielded no further clues, except for a nasty-looking flogger that made him frown.

	Frank pulled out his mobile phone. As expected, it showed no signal. If he wanted to call this in, he would have to use the radio in his patrol car. That meant climbing up the slope again to the forest service road above and losing even more time. Nah, he better went after the missing pony himself.

	Which direction? Upstream, into the wilderness? Or downstream, which would sooner or later lead back to civilization? He started to jog along the ravine, downstream. After about half a kilometer, he spotted a strange footprint on a patch of sand. Like a horseshoe, but smaller. He had guessed right.

	Half an hour later, Frank had to lean against a tree, wheezing. Damned! He tried to stay fit, but his quarry was probably in prime physical condition. Not to mention the considerable head start it had. He pushed himself off the tree and was about to start running again when he noticed the broken twig. Leaning over, he saw that the leaves on the ground were disturbed as well. It looked as if something had been dragged over the forest floor.

	Apparently, the frightened pony had decided to leave the conspicuous stream bed behind, trading speed for stealth. Clever beast. He congratulated himself on his good fortune. If he had kept jogging along, he would have missed the signs. But now that he knew what to look for, following the tracks would be easy.

	...

	Frank caught first sight of his quarry about half an hour later. Quick-witted, he ducked behind a tree. Sweat suffused his shirt, and he was seriously winded but when he spied the lithe figure in the distance, his fatigue evaporated. Some primal instinct informed him that he was confronted with a woman. She had not noticed him yet, and he did not want to spook her, so he kept quiet while he observed her.

	Immediately, he realized that she seemed to be stuck. She would lean forward as if she strained against an invisible force holding her back, then turn around again and kick at something on the ground, presently hidden from his view. Using the dense trees to cover his approach, Frank crept closer. It helped that she created quite the ruckus with her frantic attempts to escape her predicament.

	From about eight meters away, he got his first good look at the woman. His breath caught. The thing that struck him first was her lack of arms. No, he had to amend that impression. When she turned her back towards him, he saw that they lay folded against her spine, the forearms pressed together and pointing upwards towards her head. It resembled an especially devout prayer position, only assumed behind instead of in front of her body. Frank marveled how her arms could achieve and sustain this double-jointed, reverse prayer configuration. No doubt, being slender as a sword had something to do with the former, while the latter certainly was not by her own choice. Her attire looked like it had sprung from a bondage enthusiast’s fevered dream.

	Frank allowed his eyes to roam her body. She was not naked, strictly speaking, but the black leather straps forming a harness around the woman’s body exposed exactly those areas that conventional clothing covered. Indeed, the harness framed her breasts and crotch as if to call attention to her assets, as did the glinting bits of metal embedded into them.

	Her round breasts were not large but very firm, as befitted someone with her slender yet athletic build. She had long, sleekly muscled legs, made to look even longer by her strange, knee-high boots. Like high-heels, they kept her on the balls of her feet, except they had no heels. Instead, their soles widened into round platforms that resembled hooves, especially since they were shod with steel horse shoes, although narrower than those for real horses.

	A wide belt around her waist, almost like a small corset, constituted the central element of the harness. From its front, a pair of straps descended towards her crotch. Digging into the crease between thigh and groin on each side, they joined at her perineum. The united strap anchored the tail protruding from her bottom and reaching down to her knees, then followed the crack of her ass before it merged with the back of the waist belt again. Broken-off pieces of the sulky’s shafts dangled from the belt and dragged over the ground. This, combined with her hoof boots, had made it so easy for him to follow her tracks.

	Particularly daunting was the high collar that enclosed her neck. Its high sides and the stiff tongue extending under her chin immobilized her head in a slight backward tilt. Her plight was aggravated by a pair of blinkers attached to the web of straps that ensnared her head. They cut off her peripheral vision and forced the woman to bend or turn her whole upper body if she wanted to look at something not directly in front of her. No wonder she had not spotted him yet. Navigating the difficult terrain handicapped like this must have been hell.

	So that was what a real-life, high-end ponygirl looked like. The reality surpassed his wildest imagination. Frank licked his parched lips. He was no stranger to kink role play, having used his police handcuffs on a number of girlfriends for their mutual enjoyment. Unfortunately, they all had balked when he wanted to go further. But the display before his eyes took it to the next level. They certainly spared no expenses at the billionaire’s remote ranch to indulge their perverted fantasies. Only this time, their kinky games had taken a fatal turn.

	Besides the blinkers, the head harness also mounted a bit that was stuck between her teeth and pulled at the corners of her mouth. Attached to the bit shanks were the reins that Frank identified as the cause of her current troubles. Apparently, the long leather loop had become entangled in the shrubbery. Bereft of her arms, the ponygirl had no other recourse than trying to pry her reins loose by pulling at them from alternating directions.

	But pulling at her reins resulted in an obviously painful action on the bit shanks. Hence, she spun in a circle to wind the reins about her body before she strained against them. The resultant friction lessened the pull on her bridle. Smart pony!

	Fascinated, Frank observed how she leaned her whole body forward, adding her weight to the efforts of her legs. She struggled with all her strength, her horseshoes scraping over the forest floor while her muscles quivered with exertion. Her pained grunts suggested that her sensitive mouth did not escape all punishment from fighting her reins. Like a fish caught on a hook! Despite himself, Frank found a part of himself rooting for her, even though it meant he would have to race after her if she managed to extricate herself from her predicament.

	Alas, once again, the scrub triumphed over human ambition. With a cry, the ponygirl ceased her struggles and turned to deliver a heartfelt kick to the callous undergrowth. Frank decided to step in before the cycle repeated itself. He left the cover of the trees and approached her, not bothering to hide the sound of his footsteps.

	 

	She froze, then spun around. Her eyes widened in shock. He spread his arms and held up his palms.

	“I mean no harm!”

	She kept staring at him like a deer caught in the headlights for another second until his uniform registered. A stifled sob broke from her and the tension drained from her body. She stumbled towards him as he raced to catch her. She collapsed into his arms. They wound up in an awkward, one-sided embrace since her tack prevented her from doing anything more than leaning stiffly against him. Sobs wracked her body, and he muttered soothing sounds into her ear until her heaves subsided.

	“Better now? Let me help you.”

	He laid his hands on her shoulders and gently pushed her away. In her hoof boots she was so tall he had to look up to study her face. Immediately, his eyes were drawn to the thick nose ring resting on her upper lip. Swinging freely as it did, it was probably mounted in an eyelet pierced high-up through the cartilage of her septum. The elongated ring appeared serviceable rather than decorative, confirming she was kept not as a pet, but as livestock.

	The tears had left tracks on her sweaty and dust-covered face. A bruise marred her left cheekbone. The bit pulled at the corners of her mouth and stretched her lips back. Both sides of her head had been shaved bare, leaving only a stripe of short,blonde hair along the top of her skull, like a mane. Incidentally, the tail sticking out of her butt was the same color, suggesting where the balance of her hair had ended up. The straps of the head harness bisected her face in a strange, quilt-like pattern while the collar enforced a faux haughty posture. Yet, despite her willful disfigurement, his connoisseur's view discerned the exceptionally beautiful girl hiding beneath the grime.

	“Hmlgh mm!”

	Frank had been staring spellbound into her luminous green eyes when her plea broke through his rapture. Guiltily, he lowered his gaze. Onto breasts thrust towards him as if begging to be fondled. With erect nipples pierced by heavy gauge steel, ready to be sucked …

	Stop it! Her tantalizing pose was just an involuntary consequence of her bondage. He had to get a grip on his surging hormones and act professionally.

	“Let’s see,” he murmured, lowering his arms to pluck at the straps of her harness. From up close, her gear looked even more formidable. He could not help but admire the workmanship that had gone into it. Black leather and gleaming steel formed an intricate prison for her body and head. Judging from how the straps indented her flesh, the harness had been fastened cruelly tight. Or, maybe the reason for its tightness was not cruelty, but caution to prevent chafing when she ran?

	Despite their modest size, her breasts practically oozed out from the straps surrounding them. Pierced through each areola, right behind the nipples, incongruously large D-ring type shackles vied for attention. Like their counterpart in her nose, their industrial appearance dispelled any notion they could be simple jewelry. Their import was clear. What did it feel like to be so easily controllable? With a leash attached to her rings, even a child could take charge of her.

	He released the snap hooks that fastened the broken-off shafts of the sulky to her belt and let them fall to the ground. That was all he could do for her. Each and every of the heavy-duty buckles on her harness was secured by a lock. Without the keys or a bolt cutter, there was no way to open them. Her owner obviously did not fancy the idea of someone else freeing her from her tack. Peering over her shoulder, he saw her mittened hands grazing the nape of her neck. Below the thumbless mittens, massive steel cuffs enclosed her delicate wrists. A few chain links connected the cuffs to a ring at the back of her posture collar. Not a chance. He beckoned her towards the brush that had snagged her reins.

	“Step close, please! I’ll try to get you free.”

	Frank suppressed a smile when she stomped her right foot in acknowledgment, clearly an automatic response ingrained by her pony training. A pang of guilty conscience made him lower his gaze. How long had she been forced to endure this dehumanizing treatment? Dutifully, she positioned herself close to the shrubbery, creating slack in her tether that made his task easier to accomplish.

	He knelt down next to her feet. From this perspective, her legs appeared endless. Along her left flank, he noticed a long, bloody gash. She had been lucky, as this was apparently the only serious injury she had suffered in the fall into the ravine. Frank could not help but steal a look at her pussy, curious about the metal he had espied there earlier.

	What the fuck? Five sturdy locks blocked access to her sex. Their shackles passed through paired grommets that pierced her outer labia on either side, ensuring she was not (ab)used beyond her designated role as a beast of burden. More steel peeked out from between her tightly compressed lips, but its exact nature could not be discerned.

	The barbaric display made a bold statement. No doubt, her owner was the jealous type. Just as surely as Frank felt envious right now. Anyway, if you wanted to reward the pony, you could always slip your finger between her nether lips. The fresh whip marks that crisscrossed her bottom and thighs suggested that her late driver had taken a different approach to motivate her. Karma’s a bitch.

	Frank swallowed. So this was the moment. No more hesitation, he had to decide on a course of action now. One question bothered him, though. Why me? Half of the police department was on their payroll, surely they could have sent one of them. It was a test. Had to be. Up to now, he had stayed clear by looking the other way. Unlike poor Bradley with his foolish do-gooder pretensions. Help the girl or rather help himself? If he did what was obviously expected of him, they would own him forever.

	His gaze lingered on her right hoof boot. Ominous splotches darkened the leather just above the massive steel bow of the horseshoe sole. To kneel at her feet like this put him in a vulnerable position. He was well aware of what havoc a kick of these boots to his head could wreak. He had seen the results firsthand.

	That decided it. After all, he was dealing with a murderess. Fortunately, the ponygirl could not observe his actions since her posture collar prevented her from looking down at her feet. From time to time, he tugged at her reins to convince her that he was working to free her when, in reality, he pursued a very different goal.

	He took a number of broad cable ties from the pouch on his belt. Doing fieldwork, he preferred them over the clunkier handcuffs. Careful not to tip her off, he fastened cable ties loosely around her ankles, then completed the makeshift hobble by threading a third one between them. Done! Now, she could neither kick him nor outrun him in case she somehow managed to get away from him. He took a deep breath and tightened the loops around her ankles.

	“Whampf?”

	The ponygirl finally realized that something was amiss. Her questioning whinny turned into an alarmed cry when her attempt to step back ran afoul of her improvised shackles. She stumbled, but Frank caught her in his arms before she hit the ground. Although he set her down gently, she whimpered when her welted butt touched the forest floor.

	Leaning forward, she could see now what he had done to her ankles. Her eyes widened dramatically. A flood of emotions played across her face before it finally settled into an expression of hurt and betrayal. Frank turned his back on her. Bending down, he began to tackle her tangled reins in earnest. Behind him, the pony began to cry softly.

	Somehow, she had managed to tangle her reins in a Gordian knot in the thorny undergrowth. He pulled out a pocket knife but was loathe to cut through the leather. Undamaged, the reins would came in handy later. Instead, he attacked the recalcitrant shrubbery with a vengeance. He felt her eyes burning holes in the back of his head. Doggedly, he sawed through the tough stems. After a while, her stifled sobs subsided. He did not turn to face her when he finally spoke.

	“Mr. Epwell’s made some generous donations to the community when he bought the Jeffries’ ranch. He’s cozy with the sheriff and the mayor. And every other official. When I got this job, I was told not to stick my nose in his private business.”

	His attempt to explain himself elicited no reaction. Spoken aloud, it sounded lame even to himself. He glanced at her over his shoulder. If looks could kill, the county would lack a deputy sheriff. Better! Hate he could deal with.

	“They say the governor is a regular visitor on the ranch...”

	Her flinch told him all he needed to know. He had made the prudent choice. Who knew who else was in the billionaire’s pocket? This was far above his pay grade. He did not want to end up in a freak accident like Bradley. Besides, he had family in town. He had to worry about them, too.

	He resumed his attack on the shrubbery. A minute later, he had freed her reins. Gripping them close to her bridle, he stood up and gave them a tug.

	“Up!”

	With a grace that belied her demanding footwear and strict bondage, the pony first rolled onto her knees, then got to her feet. In the same fluid movement, she stepped close to knee him in the groin. The hobble stopped her just millimeters from her target. Her frustrated howl sent spittle flying past her bit He smirked, and then she lost it.

	Frank watched in amazement as she twisted and turned like a blade of grass in a storm. She fought her bondage with all she got. The locks in her pussy jangled when they bumped into each other. Their din was multiplied by those on her harness rattling against the buckles they secured. Her muscles trembled with exertion, yet despite her titanic efforts, her bonds did not budge a millimeter. Instead of reining her in, he gave some slack, allowing her temper tantrum to run its course. He would have an easier time later if he let her get the rage out of her system now. Besides, her frantic gyrations made for a fascinating spectacle, one he found deeply exciting. Finally, her shoulders slumped, and she ceased her struggles. Panting hard, she sent him a glare that should have scorched him on the spot. His answering smile was appreciative. She was a feisty one, for sure.

	“My turn.” He vigorously pulled down on the reins, forcing her to bend at the hips, until her head was at the level of his chest.

	“Aii!”

	If her scream was any indication, yanking on her reins like this did something disagreeable to her mouth. Assuming her bit worked along similar lines as the curb bits for real horses he was familiar with, its shanks acted as levers for a spade-like mouthpiece that – depending on which way you pulled – pressed either into her soft palate or onto her tongue. A cruel regime to inflict on a ponygirl, but an effective one.

	 

	He brought his face close to hers, staring into her eyes. She stared right back at him, her defiance tempered by just a hint of fear.

	“Behave!”

	To emphasize his point, he hooked his little finger into her nose ring and pulled, while his other hand yanked down on her reins again. Frank slowly increased the force of his pull until she neighed in pain and stomped her foot. He continued her torment for a few more seconds to make the lesson stick. She needed to learn he was not one to be trifled with. He let go of her nose ring and patted her on the cheek.

	“Good girl! I knew you’d come around.”

	He wiped the tears from her eyes, then stepped back. She hung her head in defeat, but he was not fooled. With her, he must not let his guard down. Looping the end of the reins around his wrist, he turned to lead her back the way they had come.

	“Let’s go! Time to get you home.”

	They made slow progress. Handicapped by her hobble, he often had to help her negotiate the steep stretches of the trail. Frank did not mind. Every time he grabbed her by the front ring of her collar or touched the bare skin of her shoulders, an electric discharge seemed to jolt through him. If her orifices had not been protected by leather and steel, he would have pounced on her then and there. Frustratingly, with every step she took, the jangling of her pussy locks reminded him of what he was denied.

	He found himself unable to take his eyes off her for long. Frequently, he would turn back to watch the play of muscles in her sleek legs or admire the swell of her forcibly thrust-out breasts. His gaze was inevitably drawn to the tail that swung hypnotically back and forth behind her. The contrast between her soft, tanned skin and the harsh leather and steel of her harness fascinated him to no end.Rays of sunlight shone through the canopy and glinted off her nose ring. Her chin was wet from the drool that oozed from her bitted mouth. Frank licked his parched lips. How long had she been kept as a ponygirl? Did she ever get a reprieve from this drudgery?

	He wondered what it must be like to spend most of your life bound and gagged. To be intimately controlled by rings through your flesh. To have your freedom stripped away and be treated like a dumb beast. What a cruel thing to do to a person! But as cruel as it was, he enjoyed having a beautiful girl at his beck and call. One who, under normal circumstances, would undoubtedly have looked right through him. Now, he had her scurry to his side with a flick of his wrist. The power was intoxicating. Unfortunately, he would soon have to return the ponygirl to her rightful owner.

	Although ‘rightful’ was perhaps not the most appropriate term. But in Frank’s experience, ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ in the real world depended on which direction the business end of a gun pointed – or, in this instance, which side of a leash you found yourself on. He nodded to himself. Life’s not fair, and then you die.

	Meanwhile, they had reached the dry creek bed again and were following it upstream. His charge grew more restive with each step. She swerved to the side, then suddenly turned around in an attempt to jerk the reigns from his grip. Or she would sneak up on him, trying to knock him over. Resisting her curb bit had to hurt, but she did not seem to care. He had to be constantly on guard against her antics. It was a good thing the rattling of her pussy locks invariably gave her plans away.

	Slowly but surely, they drew close to the scene of the accident. Frank realized that he had never asked himself why the sulky had gone off the trail and plunged into the ravine in the first place. Had the pony been so desperate that she engineered such a suicidal stunt to end her torment?

	In the distance, he spotted the lifeless figure crumbled on the ground. A gasp from behind told him that the ponygirl had noticed it as well. Frank turned to face her.Her feverish eyes darted around, and she turned pale under her tan. Had her pony boots had heels, she would have dug them in. But as it was,she simply dropped to her knees and refused to get up again, no matter how hard he tugged on the reins. Maybe she would be more cooperative if he clipped the reins to her nose ring? But something in her expression made him pause. He crouched at her side and studied her face.

	“What’s the matter? Feeling sorry for what you’ve done?” He jerked his thumb over his shoulder, indicating the body.

	She hissed, and her eyes narrowed in scorn. Remorse, then, had nothing to do with her distress. That left fear. Frank looked at the situation from her point of view. She had tried to escape and probably believed to have almost succeeded. Defeated by shrubbery.That sucked.Of course, it was naive of her to think she could slip out from Epwell’s clutches so easily. She had gotten a taste of imagined freedom, and now she was being returned into the hands of her tormentors.Worse, she had killed one of them. No doubt, they would punish her severely.

	What form of punishment did she face? She probably had a pretty shrewd inkling of how they dealt with bad-tempered, problem ponies like her. One look at her rigid features convinced him that it would be bad. If her bondage had allowed it, she would probably have curled up in a fetal position. Very bad, then. Perhaps they might even put her down for killing her driver? He shivered when a chill went through him.

	Frank took her chin in his hand and forced her to face him. His eyes bored into hers.

	“Listen! It’s not your fault. It was an accident. Your driver made a mistake and lost control. The cart went off the trail. You were lucky, he wasn’t. He was thrown out of the cart and smashed his head on a boulder.”

	She gave him a quizzical look. Slowly, understanding and a timid hint of hope dawned on her face. He gently squeezed her chin.

	“Under the circumstances, I doubt there will be an official investigation. That means no coroner’s report to contradict my version.”

	She stared at him with brimming eyes, then thrust her upper body forward and nestled her head against his shoulder. Her action took him by surprise. He tensed, but apprehension turned into delight when she started to nuzzle his neck. She had to nibble around her bit, which made for an awkward kiss, but he appreciated the sentiment.

	Her sudden movement had trapped his hand between them. Acting on instinct, he cupped her right breast in his palm and caressed the nipple with his thumb. He traced the circumference of the shackle that pierced her firm breast, fascinated by the contrast between cool metal and hot skin. The ponygirl let out a throaty moan and pressed her body against his, encouraging him to step up his efforts. Obligingly, he fondled the hardening nipple between his thumb and forefinger. His other hand snaked between her thighs. He pressed the side of his hand against her pussy, pushing up against the locks that closed her off.

	A needy purr escaped her throat. She squeezed her legs together to capture his wrist. Thrusting her pelvis forward, she began to grind against his hand. The locks’ metal casings dragged uncomfortably over his skin. How did that feel like for her? He turned his hand and insinuated his middle finger between her hot and slick labia. It was a tight squeeze, only rendered possible since she was already wet. Since she became a pony, she had probably learned to snatch pleasure wherever and whenever it was offered.

	His questing finger encountered even more hard metal. He deemed it unlikely that her clit, of all things, had escaped the piercer’s attentions. Judging from what he had seen so far, her bud probably played host to another shackle-type ring. She bucked when he nudged it, validating his suspicions.

	“Ahmm!”

	Clearly, the ponygirl liked what he was doing. She splayed her legs and opened herself up for him. He rubbed his finger along her slit while his other hand kneaded her breast. She rocked her hips back and forth in counterpoint to his own movements. Her rhythm became increasingly frantic, her guttural moans more urgent. When it came to petting, she obviously preferred a heavy-handed approach to a more subtle one. Perhaps the constant stimulation from the piercing had left her clit less sensitive?

	She made a pleading sound and pushed down against his hand. Taking the hint, he curled his finger and entered her. For a moment, she went completely rigid, then a shudder coursed through her body. Pushed over the edge by his last move, her pent-up sexual energy burst into a powerful orgasm. Her body reared up against his. She burrowed her face in his shoulder, her bridle digging into his skin. A long-drawn-out whimper escaped her throat before all tension drained from her body, and she slumped against him like a puppet whose strings had been cut.

	Frank gently extricated his finger from her folds. His hand glistened with her secretions, and the musk of her arousal hit his nose. As best he could, he wiped his hand clean on her thigh. It took a full minute before the ponygirl stirred again. He patiently waited while she recovered. Given the ferocity of her sexual discharge, it probably had been months since she had been allowed any release. Moreover, he suspected that her need had gone beyond sexual gratification. She had been looking for a tangible kind of comfort to ease her anxiety and frustration.

	Finally, she straightened and looked him in the eye.

	“Hangh uhh.”

	“It’s OK. Now, be a good pony. No more antics.”

	He stood up and tugged lightly on her reins. Once again, he had to admire the fluid grace with which the ponygirl rose to her feet. She was calmer now, but far from resigned to her fate. He was convinced that, sooner or later, her rebellious spirit would resurface. It would take a kind but firm hand to reform her for good. When they continued on their way, Frank began to whistle an off-key tune.

	Maybe life as one of Epwell’s henchmen was not so bad after all. He was a country boy at heart. Having grown up on a farm, he had always enjoyed working with animals. Everyone agreed he was particularly good with horses, which had earned him a reputation as a ‘horse whisperer’. Now, he felt it was time for a career change, to return to his roots. He felt he had found his true calling at last. As luck would have it, he knew of a ranch where a vacancy for a pony trainer had just opened up. In for a penny… 

	END

	Wiremore

	Nina wants her bondage and Robert is happy to oblige. Just a short story about one couple's afternoon of bondage fun.

	“I’m back!”

	Robert replied with a noncommittal grunt. He sat in the study, focused on the screen of his laptop where multicolored lines of code refused to reveal their secret to him. A minute later, he flinched when ice-cold fingers found their way under his sweater.

	“Hey!” He tried to shrug off the attack, but the slim fingers slid even further up his back.

	“It’s freezing outside. Don’t be a wuss and let me warm my hands a little.”

	Nina’s head appeared next to his, her long, curled hair tickling his neck. Her diminutive height meant she did not even have to bend down to look over his shoulder.

	“What you’re working on?”

	“Bug report. App crashed under load. I don’t get how this function here could fail.” Robert vented an irritated huff.

	Her finger started kneading his tense back muscles. For someone so delicate, she was surprisingly strong. Must be all the hours she spent working out. He was just starting to relax when she suddenly withdrew her hands. Her finger pointed at the screen.

	“What’s that conditional doing?”

	“Limits the number of concurrent threads allowed to access this block, so they don’t exceed the cache’s capacity.”

	“What if tc becomes negative?”

	“How? It’s a counter.”

	“Overflow.”

	“Overflow?” Oh, overflow! He wanted to smack his forehead, but Nina beat him to it. She patted his cheek.

	“Elementary, dear Watson. Join me when you’re done.”

	He hated it when she did that. In five minutes, she solved problems he had wasted hours on. It made him feel stupid. But then, the only people who did not feel that way in her presence were those too dim to recognize they were outclassed. His insufferably brilliant girlfriend. Not to mention beautiful, adventurous, and affectionate. And kinky. Must not forget kinky.

	He closed the lid of his laptop, stood up, and stretched. Picking up his coffee mug, he crossed the hall and entered the kitchen. When he put the cup in the dishwasher, he noticed the filled grocery bags on the floor. Apparently, Nina had forgotten to put the ingredients he had asked her to get in the refrigerator. Robert was an excellent cook and strongly preferred the dinner he had planned for tomorrow to be remembered for something other than spoiled fish. He sighed. Nina could be a little self-absorbed at times. So what! While he put the groceries away, he contemplated how lucky he was.

	When they had ‘that talk’ and she confessed her interest in exploring BDSM with him, he had been delighted. For him, it ran deeper than just an ‘interest’, and by now, there could be no doubt that it held true for her as well. To his amazement, she had quickly seized the lead, and since then, he could only keep up with difficulty.

	He smiled to himself. He still found it hard to credit, but he even felt obligated to curb her impetuosity at times.

	Of course, as with everything, she excelled in the dominant role but did not fancy it. She much preferred to play the bratty submissive and leave the dirty work to him. Robert did not mind. In fact, the arrangement suited him just fine.

	Also, he had a pretty good idea of what need compelled her to submit to him. It must be exhausting to be that driven. Hell, at times just being around her left him exhausted. For her, submission was the antidote. It allowed her to experience limits. Bondage allowed her to relax. She could stay tied up for hours, the more extreme, the better. She did nothing by half measures. Besides thriving on adversity, she obviously got off on pain, preferably combined with a healthy dose of humiliation.

	Leaving the kitchen, he noticed a large empty bag with the logo of the Hi-Fi shop around the corner. His eyebrows lifted. Weren’t they going out of business? Maybe she had gotten a good deal on the surround system he had his eye on?

	“I see you’ve been shopping. What did you buy?”

	“Why don’t you come in and take a look.”

	Her seductive voice from the bedroom made him follow her suggestion without delay. The vision that greeted him caused a sudden drop in blood pressure in his cerebrum, temporarily incapacitating his speech center. Nina posed naked on the bed, her head propped on one arm. A satisfied smile curved her lips when she noticed his stare. Subtly shifting her hips, she directed his attention from her full breasts, flat stomach, and small waist to the perfectly groomed, hairless delta between her svelte thighs. His breath caught.

	“Like what you see?” she asked innocently.

	“What do you think?” His voice sounded strained. He fidgeted to conceal the sudden tightness in his pants.

	She grinned mischievously. “Then don’t just stand there. Make yourself useful.”

	Nina gestured at the large chest she had pulled out of the closet. The one with their naughty toys. On its top, an unfamiliar cable drum caught his eye.

	“What’s that?”

	“One hundred meters of the finest speaker cable. Enough to tie me up and still have plenty left to connect all the surround sound speakers you dream of.”

	“I want a wireless set,” Robert interjected plaintively.

	“Whatever. More wire for me then.”

	With fluid grace, she sat up and extended her crossed wrists toward him. “Please master, your slave needs to be punished.”

	“You got that right.”

	But first, he wanted to know what he had to work with. Robert knelt next to their toy chest and picked up the cable drum. The speaker cable consisted of two strands of copper, individually insulated by clear plastic, yet joined together to form a figure-eight-shaped cross-section. That would not do. Fortunately, the strands could easily be pulled apart. Once separated, the individual wires were thinner and consequently less comfortable than the rope he normally used, but that was not his problem, was it?

	Putting aside the drum and the cable cutter, which Nina had helpfully already fetched, he opened the chest’s lid and rummaged through its contents. The items he wanted to use soon wound up in a pile next to the chest. Some of his choices elicited suppressed whimpers behind his back. He acknowledged them with a malicious grin. Robert freely admitted to a modest sadistic streak, but by no means was it a mile wide like Nina claimed. Finally, he gathered the lot and dumped it next to her.

	Biting her lip, she looked up at him.

	“You plan to use all that? The pump gag? The nipple clamps?”

	“All of it,” he confirmed. “But especially the nipple clamps.”

	She acquiesced with a tiny nod of her head, a shiver of masochistic bliss running through her body.

	“You’re ready? All limbered up?” he asked.

	“Is the pope a catholic?”

	Her bold demeanor was spoiled by a slight tremor in her voice. He smirked.

	“Will a sassy sub be put in her place? You bet!”

	Robert picked up the heavy metal collar. It was a beautiful piece of engineering, made to measure and fitting her throat perfectly. On her tiny frame, it looked massive. The large ring at its front ensured that it served more than just decorative purposes.

	The collar held a special significance in their play. Once he had put it around her throat, the negotiation phase was over. He was in charge, and she had to comply. Of course, she could still use her safe word to abort the session. It was a point of pride for both of them that it had never come to that.

	Nina lifted her chin and allowed him to place the thick, wide metal band around her neck. She had tied her long hair into a ponytail, so he did not have to deal with her unruly curls getting in the way. The collar closed with a loud click accompanied by another sensual gasp. He hooked his finger into the front ring and forced her to her feet. Leaning down, he pulled her close to him until their lips met. They kissed passionately, their tongues performing a complex dance. When they finally disengaged, they were both out of breath. Nina had closed her eyes and was biting her lower lip again. Robert stared down at her flushed face. How he wanted to put that collar around her throat permanently.

	“Turn around!”

	She positioned herself with her back to him, then brought her forearms together until her elbows almost met. It was not easy to assume that pose unaided, and Robert was suitably impressed.But it was also a bit presumptuous of her.He took her arms by the wrists and slowly twisted them up her back to between her shoulder blades. She gave him a worried look over her shoulder and rose up on her toes.

	“No, keep your feet flat on the floor!”

	Nina obeyed, bracing herself for what was to come. Against his superior size and strength, she did not stand a chance. He could easily manhandle her into any position he wanted. The realization that she was at his mercy excited her.

	He clasped her elbows and gradually increased the pressure, squeezing them together until her body suddenly stiffened. She groaned, and her fingers twitched at the nape of her neck. About eight centimeters still separated her elbows.

	“Getting there,” Robert noted with satisfaction.

	Over the previous months, he had trained her arms to assume a reverse-prayer position. A few more weeks and she would be ready. But not today. He let go of her elbows and told her to relax her arms. With a relieved sigh, she let them dangle at her side.

	Robert took the latex opera gloves from the stack and helped her slide them up her arms. When he had smoothed out all the wrinkles, it looked like Nina had dipped her arms up to the biceps in glossy black paint. The latex was probably too thin to offer much protection against the wire’s harsh bite, but it certainly looked spectacular.

	He began to unwind the speaker cable from the drum and cut it into pieces of varying lengths before he separated the two wires. She watched him with wide eyes. Clearly, he had some pretty elaborate bondage planned for her, and the realization both frightened and excited her in equal measure. "Man can do what he wills, but he cannot will what he wills" was an apt statement of her dilemma. Nina could never have explained why she craved an ordeal that she simultaneously feared.

	Robert finished his preparations and approached her with a piece of speaker wire that seemed excessively long even though he had folded it in half to form a sliding loop, known as a Lark’s head to bondage aficionados, at one end. Without being asked, she put her arms behind her back for him, eager to get on with the main event. He guided her hands through the loop and slid it up past her elbows, where he wound the wire in neatly stacked coils around her upper arms, then cinched them, forcing her elbows to meet. The excess length went up under her arm, over the shoulder, behind her neck and back under the other arm before he wrapped it around the elbow cinch again. There was still some wire left when he had completed another loop around her shoulders. Lashing it to the strands behind her neck, he anchored the elbow tie to the shoulder harness. Robert pulled the last knot tight at the nape of her neck where she would never be able to reach it.

	“Comfy?”

	Nina arched her back in an abortive attempt to relieve the harness’ tension on her shoulders. Unlike ordinary rope, the speaker wire had no give at all. There was zero chance she would wriggle out of that tie. Exactly how she had imagined it. Perfect.

	“I’ll manage,” she asserted blithely.

	“Inevitably.”

	Next, he bound her hands palm to palm, wrapping the wire in tight loops around her wrists. When he was done, the wraps reached halfway to her elbows, and he struggled to slip the wire between her forearms for the cinch.

	“Should have brought a crotchet hook,” he grumbled.

	Again, he placed the final knot out of reach, on top of the cinch. Her arms were now welded together from the wrists to above her elbows. Thanks to her limberness, it was not even that uncomfortable. Nina thanked her good fortune for her body’s extraordinary resilience. Otherwise, sooner or later, her crazy stunts would invariably land her in the hospital. She squirmed in her bonds, enjoying their tight embrace that left her utterly helpless. All she could do was wiggle her fingers. Robert could easily put a stop to even that if he fetched the armbinder and laced it tight over her already lashed limbs. She subtly changed her stance, so she could ground her thighs together. This was the kind of bondage overkill they both thrived on.

	“Bet you’re thinking about the armbinder,” Robert teased.

	Damn! He knew her too well. Of course, she had made no secret out of her love for his expensive birthday gift. To insist on wearing it for the entire day while Robert, of necessity, waited on her hand and foot had probably been a dead giveaway.

	“Maybe,” she conceded.

	“Well, not today. The wire looks good on you.“

	He was quite pleased with his rigging, everything neat and tight, not a single strand out of place, but his masterpiece was not yet complete. He selected another length of wire and wrapped it several times around her waist and forearms, pinning them to her body. At the small of her back, he formed a loose loop around the strands that connected her body and arms, then gripped the end of the wire firmly and braced his other arm against her shoulder.

	"Exhale and hold your breath!"

	She did, and he tugged hard.

	“Oof!” Nina grunted.

	Unfazed, he pulled the cinch tight. When he, after a few more turns, tied the wire off, the loops around her body cut deeply into her waist. Nina squirmed, probably hoping that her movements would shift the newly fashioned waist cincher into a more comfortable alignment, yet her arms did not stray an inch from her back. Mission accomplished!

	"This isn't very comfortable," Nina whined in a breathless voice.

	“Frankly, my dear...”

	His flippant dismissal of her distress earned him a cute, little groan. If she had wanted him to take her complaints seriously, she should not have confessed to him how wet she became when he showed no consideration for her and just did with her what he wanted. Like putting an end to the bothersome wiggling of her fingers. He had to smirk when he devised his solution to this problem.

	"Don't worry, I'll help you take your mind off it."

	Judging from her startled look, his announcement somehow failed to reassure her. Was it because she had some experience with the kind of help he usually provided? Whatever. She would come around soon enough.

	Her diminutive height required that he crouched beside her to carry out his plan. He folded a shorter piece of wire in half and used it to lash her thumbs together, letting its free ends dangle for the moment.

	“Spread your legs!”

	Nina obeyed with an eagerness that indicated she saw through his intentions and realized how she would benefit. Robert squatted in front of her, reaching through her legs for the wire with one hand and spreading her labia with the other. Her pussy shone wetly with her juices.

	“You really are a shameless bondage slut!”

	“Mm-hmm,” she purred, affirming his accusation.

	He carefully ran the strands through the folds of her parted labia, trapping her clit between them. This elicited another throaty moan that turned into a yelp when he yanked the wire upward and tied it to the loops around her waist.

	Robert took a step back and admired his work. Maybe Nina had been correct about the nature of his ‘help’ after all. Considering how the wire cut into her pussy, twiddling her thumbs could not be much fun now. At least, that was what he thought until he spotted the crotch rope’s rhythmic tightening.

	“You’re incorrigible!” He shook his head in mock exasperation.

	“Yesss! You always say the sweetest things to a girl.”

	“Flattery won’t make me lenient.”

	“Who wants lenience? Girls just wanna have fun.”

	Clearly, she had let go of what was left of her good sense. This was her need doing the talking, compelling her to goad him.

	“I’ll show you fun. Hop on the bed!”

	When he saw her naked, wire-wrapped body sitting on the bed in front of him, he was tempted to remove the crotch rope again and have fun with her the conventional way. But the prospect of teasing her until she squirmed with insatiable lust at the intersection of ecstasy and agony was even more enticing. He deftly lashed her legs together at the ankles and above the knees, then, for good measure, also tied her big toes. Nina watched his progress with a serene expression, quite the suffering saint who endures torture in the certainty that heaven is waiting for her.

	 

	As usual, she tested her bonds after he had finished tying up her legs. She could still wiggle her toes, but that summed up the extent of her freedom. Judging by the frantic contractions of her crotch rope and the accompanying moans, however, she seemed to be enjoying it. Time to put a damper on that.

	Nina froze when she noticed he had picked up the dreaded muzzle gag. The flaccid balloon attached to the wide panel that would cover her lower face from nose to chin did not appear particularly daunting, but she knew better. She looked up at him with puppy eyes, but when she saw his determined expression, she opened her mouth with a resigned sigh. He patted her on the head.

	“Good girl!”

	Her eyes narrowed, but Robert just chuckled and fed the rubber bladder into her waiting mouth. Sorting through the mass of straps attached to the leather panel, he located the head harness’ main strap and tightened it around her cheeks until the mouth shield pressed firmly against her lips. He buckled the strap at the back of her neck, right below her ponytail, then surprised her when, instead of fastening the rest of the harness around her head, he attached the hand pump to the valve protruding from the panel. A few squeezes inflated the bladder in her mouth enough to immobilize her tongue, making intelligible speech impossible.

	Nina was now reduced to endearing grunts and squeals. Just like the one she emitted when he dangled the pair of nipple clamps from their connecting chain in front of her eyes. Robert sat down next to her. She shrank back, but he would have none of her antics. His hand shot forward and grabbed her breast, his thumb and fingers pinching the rock-hard nipple between them. More squirming and squealing ensued. She was blessed with rather sensitive nipples.

	“The more you struggle, the more I’ll tighten the clamps.”

	His calm statement gave her pause. She was painfully aware that their mechanism was strong enough to drive the tips of their serrated jaws right into her flesh. After all, this was explicitly stated in the product description on the dubious darknet site where she had ordered the nipple clamps. An impulse buy she had probably rued a dozen times over.

	Robert captured the nipple between the clamp’s jaws and began to turn the wingnut that closed them. The action was accompanied by subdued clicks from the integrated ratchet that prevented the nut from loosening on its own. He kept going until her nipple was flattened between the jaws. When he let go, Nina shook her upper body in an instinctive bid to dislodge the clamp. The movement set its counterpart at the other end of the connecting chain swinging. Although her nipple stretched with the increased pull, the clamp held tight. She hung her head. Until Robert relented, she was stuck with the clamp. Another fact that she had learned the hard way, but still had to reassure herself of every time.

	“Tsk, tsk! What did I tell you? No struggling!”

	She acknowledged her mistake with a muted whimper. Robert quickly attached the remaining clamp to her other breast. His eyes bored into hers as he tightened the clamps further. He constantly switched back and forth between both breasts to keep their bite at the same level of ferocity. Another full turn of the screws made her stare at him wild-eyed. He continued more slowly, spreading out the time between the ratchet clicks. Every new click made her shudder. Her nostrils flared as she braced herself for every new increment of her anguish. Watching her closely, Robert took a clamp in each of his hands.

	Click! Click!

	The two clicks sounded almost simultaneously. Her eyes widened dramatically, then screwed shut. Tears streamed down her cheeks. She threw her head back and arched her quivering body like a bow. A low, keening wail escaped her gagged mouth. Inadvertently, she thrust her breasts toward him as if begging him to tighten the clamps even more, but he recognized the telltale signs. She had reached her limit. The acute pain from her crushed nipples strained even her rampant masochism. It would take a moment for her endorphins to catch up.

	Briefly, he considered loosening the clamps again, but he knew better. She might thank him now, but afterward, she would feel cheated out of the chance to prove her mettle. Besides, the wild tugging at her crotch rope suggested she had found a way to cope with the pain. Either that, or she was trying to saw herself in half. Indeed, it did not take long for her posture to relax and her moans to take on a subtly different quality. Smirking, he plucked at her nipple chain to get her attention. Her eyes snapped open.

	“You should get your nipples pierced. Might not need the clamps, then.”

	She snorted. But her automatic rejection lacked conviction. Her thoughtful look told him that the idea had taken root in her mind. She was probably enthralled by how some shiny jewelry would enhance her appearance, maybe thrilled by the possibilities nipple rings would open up for their play. In her aroused state, she might even be willing to consider the septum piercing he fancied. For the time being, he would have to make do with what he had.

	He pulled on her nipple chain until he was able to clip it to the front ring of her collar with a snap hook. Nina moaned in pain as her breasts were lifted by her stretched, tightly clamped nipples. Really, she would be better off with the nipple rings.

	“Lie down on your side! Back toward me!”

	With her arms and upper body fused into one rigid unit, she had no choice but to slowly topple over. The jolt when her shoulder hit the mattress yanked at her trapped nipples and elicited a strangled cry. Nevertheless, she soldiered on and wormed around until she presented her back and latex-gloved arms to him. Her bonds had neither slipped nor loosened at all. He quickly went over them once more, making sure they did not pinch any neuralgic points. Nina had never reported any adverse side effects from his ropes, though.

	Robert took the next length of wire and anchored it at her shoulder harness. From there, he threaded the wire between her legs and looped it around her ankle tie before returning it to her shoulders. He wrapped its free end around his hand for a better grip and started to pull.

	“Arch yourself!”

	Steadily at first, then interrupted by pauses to give her time to accustom herself to the mounting strain, he drew her legs up behind her. Nina greeted each further tightening of her hogtie with a groan, but he did not relent until her ankles were level with her wrists, forcing her body into a nice, tight arch.

	Robert could not help but admire how the strenuous posture showed off her flat stomach and sleek legs. Incidentally, it also increased the tension on the chain that connected her nipples to her collar, which probably accounted for the tears pooling in her eyes. Although her hogtie was extreme by ordinary standards, he knew it did not really challenge her miraculous flexibility. He began to tie off the wire at her shoulder harness when she shook her head and mumbled into her gag.

	“Ooh!”

	“No? Too tight?“

	“Ooh.” She shook her head no again. “Iheh!”

	“Tighter?” he inquired incredulously.

	“Mm-hmm!” Nina nodded her head enthusiastically, sending the loose straps of her gag harness flying.

	“Wow!”

	Her impetuous masochism surprised him again and again. He bent over to look into her face and see if she was serious. Her eyes sparkled with intense arousal and a hint of fear, but she met his gaze with a challenging stare. Okay, she was hell-bent on being pushed to her limits. He was happy to oblige, although she once again was topping from the bottom. Robert let her get away with it because her desire matched his own sadistic impulses. This time. He would have to break her of this habit eventually.

	"Alright, it's your funeral. Don't think I'm going to untie you a second early for this."

	Of course, there would be a time limit for her bondage. But it was his prerogative to set it. He undid the half-formed knot that anchored the wire connecting her ankles to the shoulder harness. Kneeling behind her, he braced her knees against his leg, then began to pull.

	“Mmmmaiiih!”

	Her drawn-out moan suddenly changed pitch as her feet approached her elbows. The hogtie forced her body into a dramatic bow, stretching her muscles and tendons to quivering tension. If he rolled Nina onto her stomach now, only her hips would touch the mattress. Robert cleared his suddenly dry throat when the eroticism of her plight caught up with him. He had been so focused on his rigging that he had almost lost sight of her, his willing subject. Now, her helplessness struck a chord deep within him. All the more so since, ultimately, she had brought it on herself.

	His excitement added urgency to his movements when he quickly tied off the wire to complete her hogtie. Done! As a treat, he let his hands roam over her body. His fingertips slid over her thighs, then probed the taut muscles of her stomach, trying to sneak under the strands that constricted her waist. When they encountered the wire that bisected her mons pubis, he let it guide them to her hot, wet core. Her juices had seeped from between her pussy lips and soaked the entire region, giving him an idea of how turned-on she must be right now. With a needy moan, Nina fought her bondage to push her crotch toward his questing fingers. Robert chuckled and withdrew his hands.

	“You know better,” he admonished.

	The familiar script for their bondage games included additional steps, but she could not care less. She sighed exasperatedly and stepped up her own efforts, as evidenced by the increasingly frantic tensing of her crotch rope. If she had not provided her own lubrication, she would have rubbed her pussy raw for sure. Her thumbs were getting quite the workout. He made a mental note to check her latex gloves for wear afterward.

	For the moment, Robert was content to just watch. Her struggles made for a fascinating spectacle. A smile played around his lips. He had a pretty shrewd notion why release eluded her, despite her dogged attempts to get off. Although the crotch rope was far from ideal, lack of stimulation was not the real issue: for Nina, the problem was a mental one.

	He had played a dirty trick on her. From the start, he realized that her bondage fetish showed obsessive-compulsive traits. There were certain preconditions she simply could not do without. For one, bondage did nothing for her unless she was absolutely sure that escape was impossible. That had made self-bondage a difficult and dangerous proposition. Similarly, her bondage had to exude perfection. Anything she perceived as a flaw irritated her to the point where she could concentrate on nothing else.

	“Rrrmh!”

	Her growl interrupted his musings. Nina shook her head, attempting to direct his attention to the loose straps of the gag harness that flapped around her head. Bingo! He met her beseeching gaze with a reassuring smile of his own.

	“Don’t worry, I’ll get to that.”

	To be honest, they were not so different after all. The untidiness of her incomplete bondage bothered him as well. But his own obsessions compelled him to complete their established protocol first. Nina just had to simmer a little longer.

	He retrieved the remote from the nightstand, turned on the TV, and flipped through the extensive catalog of movies stored on their home server. He needed to choose something that kept him entertained while she languished in her bonds. It was a given that she would not be released until the credits rolled over the screen.

	At the beginning of their D/s relationship, in the heat of some silly disagreement over how much he got to ‘play’ with her while she was helpless, he had remarked that watching over her in bondage was as exciting as watching paint dry. Of course, that was complete nonsense then and now. He could never get enough of seeing her body writhe in tight restraints, of listening to her soft groans, smelling the scent of her arousal. Nina had never believed him for one second either. Nevertheless, his brazen lie had started the practice they now adhered to religiously.

	Nina had laboriously inched her body around, so she could watch what he was doing with nervous eyes. Of course, the opportunity to play a little game was too good to miss. He deliberately made a show of considering movies notorious for their lengthy running times. Although there were a few of the overlong, modern blockbusters at his disposal, he quickly moved on to classic masterpieces.They both enjoyed films that were considered unusual for their age group.

	“What do you think of ‘Lawrence of Arabia’, hmm?”

	“Ooh!” Her panicked look was priceless.

	“No? Thought you liked David Lean,” he teased.

	‘Once Upon A Time in America’ and ‘Gone With the Wind’ each elicited a very satisfying whimper as well. Unfortunately, the rigor of her hogtie ruled out any of these choices. In the end, he settled on a film both he and Nina loved. With a runtime of 94 minutes, ‘Dr. Strangelove’ seemed manageable. But then, that was for her to find out, wasn’t it?

	He started the movie and focused on Nina again. Only a few more steps to complete her bondage. She rolled her eyes when he presented her with the leather blindfold. By now, she was resigned to the fact that he never allowed her to watch while bound, to let her ‘concentrate on the experience without distractions.’ Still, she did not seem happy with his reasoning, presumably since, at some point, she became desperate for any distraction from her predicament. Too bad! At least, she would be able to hear the sound. Given that she was something of a movie buff and knew the screenplay of her favorite movies by heart, that allowed her to time her ordeal.

	He placed the heavily padded blindfold over her eyes and buckled it at the back of her head. The previously skipped straps of her gag’s head harness quickly followed on top. He went over each of the many buckles several times and methodically tightened them until there was no more slack. Extending from the crown of her head to under her chin, the web of interlocking straps doomed even the most dogged attempts to expel the gag or dislodge the blindfold. She reflexively worked her jaw against its constriction as if to reaffirm this fact.

	Once, he had left Nina like this for half a day, blindfolded and gagged, but free to roam the apartment with only her arms locked away in her armbinder. The experiment had been a smashing success. It had been highly entertaining to observe her desperate attempts to free herself of the hated restraints. None of them came even close to succeeding. In the end, a demoralized Nina gave up stumbling around blindly and assuaged her frustration by humping the furniture. He had ended the experiment then and made up with her through some conventional, but vigorous lovemaking. He also began to look into chastity belts, but so far, she adamantly refused to wear one.

	At the time, he had not inflated the gag to its maximum capacity. With less than 90 minutes remaining, she would not be so lucky today. He reached for the hand pump still attached to the gag and gently squeezed, carefully observing the effects.The inflating bladder tried to push her jaws apart, which the harness forced closed. Nina stiffened in anticipation of the inevitable. Well versed in his ways, she knew he would not relent until the constricting straps of the head harness prevented any further expansion of the bladder in her mouth – with her chin and cheeks crushed between them!

	He monitored her closely while he repeatedly squeezed the pump. Her cheeks started to bulge around the panel covering her mouth and the straps that held it in place. By his best guesstimate, the gag was about the size of an orange now. Despite her diminutive size, Nina had a generous mouth. And a sharp tongue! Hence, an effective gag was about the only way to get the last word in an argument with her. Fortunately, her tongue was not sharp enough to pierce the bladder that now pressed it to the floor of her mouth. Robert sighed wistfully. There were times when he wished he could keep her permanently gagged.

	With her eyes gone as gauges for her level of distress, he had to find other ways to assess the effectiveness of her gag.

	“Hum, when it gets too tight!”

	Immediately, her soft whimpers turned into vigorous humming.

	“Oh, come on. This just proves you’re still making too much noise.”

	He squeezed the pump again, which quieted her down nicely. Her distended cheeks gave her the aspect of a chipmunk after a particularly successful foraging session. Perfect! He detached the flexible tube connecting the hand pump to her gag and patted her head.

	“Nearly there…”

	Only one more degree of freedom left to remove. The last piece of wire connected the ring at the top of her head harness to her big toes. He tightened it until her arched feet pulled her head back sharply and her breaths became labored, then loosened it again until her breathing returned to normal before he tied it off. Now, he could relax and enjoy the movie.

	The plot was already well underway already. The mad General Ripper had set events in motion, and the inescapable logic of the MAD doctrine did the rest. However, this time the end of the world was not as engrossing as the sight of Nina lying helplessly bound next to him.

	From the looks of it, she was deep in subspace territory, oblivious to everything except her burgeoning lust. She was frantically working her crotch rope again, her efforts accompanied by muffled grunts. Her breath came in quick, shallow gasps, almost on the verge of hyperventilating. Sweat glistened on her skin and dampened the strands of hair that had escaped her ponytail. Veins throbbed visibly on her forehead, making Robert wonder if apoplexy posed a serious risk at 23. Given her excellent health, he did not think so, but he preferred to play it safe. Resolutely, he squeezed his fingers between her thighs and gently stroked her clitoris.

	That was all it took. She suddenly stiffened, and her taut muscles stood out like whipcords under her skin. Her body trembled convulsively when she climaxed, then with a drawn-out moan, the tension slowly drained from her body. She went limp until her strict posture was enforced by her bondage only.

	One. Robert always kept count of her orgasms during their play. Considering how long it took her to recover, this one had been pretty spectacular. He made a careful mental note of that, too. Actually, he maintained detailed statistics about her reactions to anything they tried, hoping that, one day, the data might help him figure out the enigma that was Nina. She laughed at the notion, of course, and regarded it as the product of ‘an occupational psychological deformity.’ On the other hand, if his approach to understanding women was so ludicrous, why did she threaten to distort the data by faking orgasms? In any case, she had to realize this strategy would not be to her advantage.

	A movement in the corner of his eye interrupted his musings. Apparently, she had rested enough and was ready for the next round. Here we go again…

	

	

	Four. Nina sagged in her bonds. Her latest climax was the hard-earned reward for an extended struggle. Each orgasm had been more difficult to attain. He doubted she had the stamina for another one. His fingers stroked her head, then followed the line of her throat down to her breasts. She whimpered pitifully when he began to idly play with her nipple chain. Her attempts to spoil his game by rolling over onto her stomach were amusing to watch. Nevertheless, Robert recognized the familiar telltales, her incessant fidgeting and clenched fists. She had enough.

	Nina had been evicted from subspace, but she still had to pay the rent. No more riding an endorphin high that insulated her from her suffering. Her strenuous bondage was finally getting to her. A stray thought made him smile. Bet she now wishes she’d listened when I said I wanted a wireless setup...

	On the screen, the fate of the world hinged on Mandrake finding the change to call the president on a pay phone. So she still had a while to go.

	This was the phase during their bondage play when he had to monitor her most closely. Any sign of serious trouble and he would have to abort their game. He did not mind watching over her since this was also the phase he treasured the most. Now, her bondage became more than just foreplay, more than some bizarre masturbation aid. Now, it turned into real torment. Now, she was suffering beautifully. For him. Her devotion turned her torment into an offering, made her suffering into a sacrifice.

	He could only guess what caused her the most distress: The huge gag, the vicious nipple clamps or her back-breaking hogtie? Whatever it was, she would have to endure it. Purportedly, the realization helped her experience her pain as something else entirely. She professed that it was in these moments that she felt most alive. Afterward, she always reveled in the knowledge that she had risen to the challenge, transcended her pain and fear, and made him proud.

	His gaze wandered over her contorted body, committing the sight to his memory. He listened to her strained breaths, the anguished whimpers muffled by her gag. Her tired muscles quivered under his probing touch. A well-timed nudge allowed her to roll onto her stomach. Immediately, her breathing became labored as the pull on her head harness exerted by its connection to her toes increased and forced her head further back. Robert quickly knelt on the bed in front of her and hauled her upper body onto his thighs to lessen the pull. She sighed gratefully. Nina smelled of sweat and sex, a heady scent that fueled his lust. Her new position put her gagged mouth right in front of his crotch. If only he had used a ring gag! He felt ready to explode.

	‘Yahoo! Yahoo!’

	He looked up in time to watch the iconic scene of Major Kong riding the atomic bomb as it fell on its target. The white flash of a nuclear blast blanketed the screen. Not much longer now.

	It was these intense moments he relived during conventional sex with her. Nina had confessed to him once that it was the same for her. They were a well-matched pair. His fingers slid over her head and softly caressed her ears. In return, Nina rubbed her head against his palms, at least to the extent her bonds permitted. In time, he would convince her to become his slave girl for real.

	“We’ll meet again, don’t know where, don’t know when...”

	Nina began to urgently hum as soon as the song started playing over the eerily beautiful footage of nuclear explosions. Her sudden agitation reminded him that it was time to free her. He did not bother trying to release the knots, which he deemed hopeless anyway. Instead, he reached for the cable cutter and made quick work of the wires that held her captive.

	Her head slumped on his thighs as he cut the wire connecting it to her toes. The one that held her in the hogtie followed, and she sighed blissfully when she was finally able to relax her back and stretch her legs again. He rolled her onto her side and unfastened her nipple chain from the collar ring. Then he hit the clamps’ quick-release.

	“Aaiiih!”

	He was glad he had kept her gagged for that part. The bladder in her mouth muffled a little what would otherwise have been an ear-splitting shriek. She bucked wildly like a demented stallion, and if her sinews and muscles had been up to the task, she would probably have snapped her bonds. He had to pause until she got herself back under control before continuing. Next, he attached the hand pump to her gag again, but this time to let the air escape through its valve. Immediately, the volume of her moans multiplied.

	He freed her from the head harness and the blindfold. She worked her stiff jaw but kept silent. Her beautiful green eyes shot him a reproachful look. Seeing his innocent expression, she rolled her eyes at him and then closed them. She remained passive while he released her from the rest of her bonds, letting him handle her limp body as he saw fit.

	Once she was free, he turned her onto her stomach and began massaging her. His strong fingers worked the knotted muscles in her back and shoulders to loosen them. He continued until the soft groans accompanying his manipulations had turned into blissful sighs.

	“Better?”

	“More,” Nina demanded without stirring.

	Robert shook his head but bent over her again. The next time he stopped, she did not protest, too relaxed to complain. He shook out his cramped fingers, then lay down beside her and pulled her naked body against his. Fortunately, their height difference did not matter much in the horizontal. With her back pressed against his chest, he held her in his arms and lazily nuzzled her neck. Neither of them felt the need to talk yet. He was happy to let her process the extraordinary experience in silence. They stayed like that for a long time. It was late in the afternoon when she finally roused. She extricated herself from his embrace and padded to the bathroom. Apparently, nature was calling. After she had relieved herself, he heard the shower. She let the water run for a long time. He hoped she would remember to open the window after she had turned the bathroom into a high-powered steam bath.

	When Nina emerged still naked, her skin was glowing. The rope marks had already faded. A little rest and the hot shower had revived her spirits. ‘Yai!’ for her astonishing resilience.

	She rolled her shoulders and grimaced.

	“I think I’ve pulled a muscle.”

	He just raised an eyebrow. She sauntered over to the bed and crawled up to him.

	“You’re a brute.”

	She followed her accusation with a long kiss. So being a brute could not be that bad in her books. When they came up for air again, she propped her head on her arm and regarded him pensively.

	“Think we could repeat this sometime?” she asked idly, twirling with her curls.

	Robert played it cool. It was hard, but he managed to respond with a noncommittal grunt. She faltered for a second, then rushed on.

	“You always liked the ‘Lord of the Rings’ trilogy, right? When I bought the wire, they also had the extended edition on offer, all 12 hours of it. So, I got that as well...”

	THE END

	The Uncovering

	The electronic lock released the door latch with a loud click. Eric smirked and returned the rigged key card to the breast pocket of his close-fitting, black jacket. The state-of-the-art security system should have formed an insurmountable obstacle; fortunately, the manufacturer had failed to secure its own corporate network adequately.

	A short glance at his mobile convinced Eric that the silent alarm had not been triggered. All-clear. He pushed the heavy door open a crack and slipped through. For a moment, he paused on the other side and listened intently. Apart from the pounding of blood in his ears, everything remained quiet.

	The cone of light from his flashlight danced over the dark gray marble when he crossed the old mansion's foyer. At its back, he opened another door, revealing a flight of stairs that led down to the cellar. Meticulously, he closed the door behind him, switched on the lights, and waited until his eyes had adapted to the sudden brightness before unhurriedly descending the narrow steps. At the foot of the stairs, he paused to get his bearings. To his right, a passage opened to the small room that housed the security system's server rack. A well-appointed wine cellar was located to the left, and straight ahead, at the end of a short corridor, a massive steel door beckoned him.

	"First things first!" he admonished himself and turned to the server rack. Its primitive lock did not put up any serious resistance and a few seconds later he had plugged in a USB drive and pulled out the keyboard tray. His gloved fingers flew over the keys when he entered a string of commands into the system's console that disabled all connected alarms. In due course, the program he had just uploaded would delete his back door into the system and purge all traces of his nocturnal visit. In the meantime, he could look around at will.

	When he routinely called up a list of all reporting points connected to the system, Eric was in for a surprise. The configuration had been substantially upgraded compared to the original plans he had gained access to. An entire network segment had been added. Another query provided him with location data for the new sensors. Since he had only a text console available Eric strained his excellent spatial ability to interpret the data.

	He whistled softly through his teeth. The vault door at the corridor's end might not protect the only treasury to be found here. There existed another, rather generously sized basement room that, interestingly, was missing from any official plan of the house. Judging from many years of experience with his clientele, such hidden caches often held more lucrative booty than the official safes or vaults to which inquisitive tax inspectors or other public servants could demand access at any time. In addition, his involuntary benefactors often preferred to tacitly accept the loss of assets stored in such places than to bother the authorities with their theft.

	One thing was weird, though. Why had the sensors, which according to their device IDs also comprised cameras and microphones, been placed inside the cache?

	Eric frowned. He recalled what few facts his research in preparation of this visit had brought to light about his involuntary to-be benefactor, Prof. Dr. Reinhard Hartmann. Eric's latest victim was a middle-aged physician and art dealer, fabulously wealthy, well-established, and well-connected in the highest social circles for many years. Yet, he was always careful to avoid publicity of any kind. This morning, Hartmann had departed for Eastern Europe, which incidentally was the reason for Eric's unannounced visit to his castle-like home. What would such a man want to keep secret from the authorities?

	Visions of stolen art treasures filled Eric's mind. Although those were difficult to unload, they constituted highly profitable booty for someone with the right connections. Still, they would not justify the surveillance equipment he had stumbled upon. On the other hand, notable individuals who had come to wealth by dubious means often were prone to certain forms of paranoia ...

	Clearly, there was no point to speculate further. He tried to visualize the coordinates of the sensors until he was positive where to look. The rear wall of the wine cellar was occupied by a head-high, apparently continuous shelf, but Eric knew better now. About three strides from its left-side end, he began to systematically examine the rows of dusty bottles of red wine. While scanning the Burgundy vintages, his efforts were rewarded. The layer of dust on a 1995 Corton seemed much less pronounced than that on adjacent bottles and using his flashlight, he discovered a nondescript, narrow slit in the wall behind it.

	His hunting instinct was stirred. Without hesitation, Eric pulled out the rigged key card and inserted it in the slot. A subdued clicking sound proved he was on the right track. Experimentally, he pulled at the wine rack to find that a meter-wide section could effortlessly be slid forward and swung aside. In the masonry revealed behind it, the outlines of a narrow rectangle could be discerned. Eric pressed against it and the camouflaged door swung open silently, granting access to a small, apparently empty chamber only dimly lit from behind. The actual treasure had to be stored beyond the heavy steel door that was set into the rear wall facing the entrance. When Eric entered the chamber, the lights suddenly switched on. He flinched and instinctively took a step back, his shoulder colliding with the door frame before he could recover his composure. Cursing softly, he rubbed his aching shoulder.

	All of a sudden, his elation was replaced by trepidation. Normally, he was not discomfited easily, but in his considered opinion this night had brought too many surprises already. Eric hated surprises. In his line of work, they usually indicated a lack of planning and thus rarely boded well.

	He vowed to proceed more cautiously and looked about thoroughly before he made the next step. The steel door that controlled entry to the next room appeared to be very sturdy but fortunately was secured by another electronic lock that in all likelihood would succumb to his master key just as easily as had the others. At eye level, there was a narrow observation window that allowed Hartmann to view his treasures without having to open the door. The treasure chamber would have to wait, however. True to his resolution not to rush ahead, Eric first turned to the metal cabinet that occupied the narrow vestibule's right sidewall.

	He opened the cabinet's door and unexpectedly found himself faced with an assortment of weapons that would put a SWAT team's arsenal to shame. In addition to big-bore guns, it contained menacingly looking, automatic weapons whose possession was not covered by any firearms license he knew about, as well as a taser, several knives, and even a Japanese katana.

	Eric was mystified. Either the good professor was one of those gun nuts who figured to survive World War III well-armed in his own private basement bunker or he spent his spare time as some sort of masked avenger like Batman. Both ideas seemed equally preposterous to Eric. Yet he could not picture Hartmann as a trigger-happy mobster either. In his stratum of society, there was little need to break the law in "its majestic equality, forbidding the rich as well as the poor to sleep under bridges, to beg in the streets, and to steal bread." (Anatole France)

	Abstractedly, Eric closed the weapon locker. It was time to risk a look into the compartment beyond the steel door. With a vague sense of unease, he peered through the observation window. At first, Eric believed he was confronted with the laboratory of some modern-day Dr Frankenstein, but as his eyes became accustomed to the dim light and he was able to pick out further details, he realized his mistake. What he really faced was for all practical purposes the modern, clinical-looking equivalent of a torture chamber.

	Eric let his eyes roam slowly around the spacious, white-tiled room. Some type of treatment chair, resembling those found in a dentist's surgery, took center stage. Steel brackets for fixing the "patient" suggested that the treatment would be carried out irrespective of any attempt to offer resistance. Right next to it was a couch, also equipped with analogous restraints as well as metal leg-rests akin to those of a gynecological chair. Near the right wall stood a wide table with a stool in front of it; the technical equipment arranged on the tabletop looked as though it might actually belong in a lab. In the semi-darkness, a solid steel cage could be discerned at the room's rear end, and the left wall was graced by a metal lattice from which numerous chains hung. More dangled from the surprisingly high ceiling where an electric hoist was installed.

	Eric tore himself away from the sight and deliberated. Hartmann undoubtedly pursued an exotic hobby and the effort he had put into disguising his 'hobby room' suggested that this was far more than just the playroom of a closet sadomasochist.

	What had he stumbled upon here? Did Hartmann use his torture chamber to practice 'enhanced interrogation techniques' on 'unlawful combatants' on behalf of the CIA?

	A faint tinkle made Eric turn around. His gaze was drawn to the cage at the room's far end. Inside, the play of dull reflections betrayed some movement.

	"What the hell?" Eric swore quietly, but with feeling. It seemed that he had been wrong concerning Hartmann again. Apparently, the man was neither a modern-day Victor Frankenstein nor a secret agent, but rather a Josef Fritzl or Marc Dutroux.

	Eric had already put his smart card into the door lock's reader when he realized what he was doing. He was about to violate one of his principles: no accomplices, no witnesses!

	Yet, it was already too late. He could not just close the door of the secret compartment behind him and act as if nothing had happened. His conscience forced him to continue. The click of the door's lock put an end to his misgivings and without further hesitation, he pushed the heavy door open and stepped through. Once again the lights came on automatically, but this time Eric had expected it and proceeded unperturbed to the cage at the other end of the room. In the bright light of the ceiling spots, the slender figure in its interior was clearly discernible.

	Based on the proportions, it was obviously a woman. She had been forced into a skin-tight, black latex suit that clung to every contour of her body. With her feet stuck in high-heeled boots and her head enclosed in a mask, not even the tiniest bit of skin was visible. She knelt bent double in the narrow metal prison, whose massive bars left her no room to change the uncomfortable position one iota. Nevertheless, her captor had deemed it necessary to secure her even further with chains.

	Eric grasped the details of her cruel bondage only bit by bit, while at the same time his residual hope that he might be dealing with some extreme, but nevertheless consensual SM game was dashed. He had enough experience with such practices to know that one must never leave a helpless person alone in a situation such as was presented before him unless you recklessly accepted the risk of her death.

	The woman's delicate wrists bore wide, softly gleaming steel manacles, these locked together behind her back and connected by a short chain to the massive collar around her neck so that her arms were pulled high up between her shoulder blades. Yet, that strenuous reverse prayer position had not been secure enough for Hartmann. She had also been forced to clench her hands into tight fists so they fit into small spheres made of the same steel as her cuffs. Even if freed from her strict arm bondage, she would be unable to reach for or manipulate anything.

	More metal bands were clasped around her ankles and, using a sturdy lock, directly connected to a loop welded to the steel floor of the cage. From a second loop at its other end, a taut chain led to the front ring of her steel collar, forcing her head down onto her knees. However, all that paled in comparison to her head's imprisonment!

	It was encased by a tight-fitting mask that made the woman's face disappear, including her eyes, under a layer of heavy, black rubber. Over her mouth and chin stretched the muzzle of a strict head harness. Its web-like straps dug deep into cheeks apparently distended by an over-sized gag and furrowed the rubber enclosing her head.

	Only her jet-black hair escaped the helmet; in the form of a thick braid, it passed through an opening at the back of her head. Never one to pass up an opportunity to increase her helplessness, Hartmann had woven a long chain into the braid, then likewise fastened it to the loop holding her ankles, so she was forced to tilt her head back, unable to turn it aside even one inch.

	Instinctively, Eric squeezed his hand through the bars and gently touched the captive on the shoulder. She flinched violently, as if she had received an electric shock, and tried to escape his touch to the extent allowed by her chains. Blind as she was, she must have mistaken him for her tormentor, of course.

	"Don't be afraid, I'm here to help you," Eric tried to calm the woman, unfortunately without much success. Maybe she could not hear him properly under her mask? Or maybe she was completely traumatized by her involuntary stay in Hartmann's Hell Spa? He withdrew his hand and looked around for a way to open her cage and undo her fetters. Matching keys were nowhere in evidence. Presumably, Hartmann had taken those with him.

	With a sigh, Eric pulled the tools of his trade out of his pocket. Although it had become increasingly rare that he had to rely on his skills as a lock picker, he had made it a principle to refine his technique through constant practice. After a brief appraisal of the locks, he was confident that they - despite being of the highest quality - would not withstand his skills for long.

	A little later, the door at the front of the cage swung open and after another five minutes, he had picked the locks which chained the woman down. When his attempts to cajole her into leaving her prison failed to produce results, he resorted to pulling with increasing force on the chain leash fixed to the front of her collar until she was compelled to abandon the dubious protection afforded by the bars of her prison. Again he wondered what Hartmann must have done to her so that she considered staying in the cage the lesser evil. It took nearly a minute during which she reluctantly wiggled forward inch by inch on her knees before she had left the cramped space behind. Once outside, she toppled onto her side and slowly stretched out her legs, accompanied by clearly audible groans despite her gag and mask.

	Eric knelt next to her and began to release the buckles of her head harness. This time, the woman cooperated and turned her head willingly into the positions he indicated with the gentle pressure of his hands, obviously having no reservations regarding the removal of the latex helmet. Her gag offered resistance, however, steadfastly refusing to vacate its accustomed place in her mouth. Once all the straps were released, Eric pulled first cautiously, then with increasing force on her headgear, making no progress. At long last, he grabbed the gag's mouth shield with both hands and yanked at it until he finally managed through small tilting and twisting movements to wriggle the huge and obviously custom-formed rubber pear out of her mouth.

	„Nnngahhh!"

	The suppressed groaning with which the woman had accompanied his efforts gave way to a relieved sigh. Under the muzzle, a pair of blood-red lips was revealed, framed by the thick black rubber of the mask that continued to cover the rest of her face. To overcome the stiffness caused by the long, severe gagging, the woman gingerly moved her jaw up and down and ran her tongue over her dry lips.

	In the meantime, Eric grappled with the helmet's fastening at the back of her head. A double row of eyelets allowed the mask to be laced up like a corset, only Hartmann had used stout wire instead of an ordinary woven cord, then inextricably twisted its ends and additionally secured them with a ferrule. Fortunately, Eric's equipment included a side cutter so this obstacle did not prove insurmountable. Unfortunately, he did not take into account that the strict lacing kept the mask under considerable tension: as soon as he cut the wire, its ends whiplashed through the eyelets of the mask and slashed across the back of his hand.

	"Ahh... Damned!" he vented his anger. A scratch appeared on his knuckles where the end of the wire had torn the skin. On the plus side, a wide gap yawned in the neck area of the hood now that Eric could squeeze his fingers in. He slowly peeled the semi-rigid mask from the woman's head and finally exposed her face, pale and marked with the deep indentations left behind by the harness. She sat up, blinked a few times in the bright light, then in one smooth, swift movement turned to Eric. It took a few tries before she regained sufficient control over her voice so he could understand her parched whisper.

	"Who are you?"

	The penetrating gaze of her green eyes was strangely compelling and without volition Eric found himself answering truthfully.

	"Eric Rennfeld."

	"Has he sent you?"

	Her special emphasis left no doubt in Eric's mind whom she meant.

	"No, Hartmann is out of the country, he doesn't know I'm here."

	"So you're not a friend of his? Then how come you knew I'm imprisoned here?"

	"I had no idea. I was looking for his stash of art when I found you."

	"You're a thief," she stated without reproach, but mild astonishment.

	"Yes," Eric admitted. "But do not be afraid, I will set you free."

	She held his gaze for a moment longer, then sighed deeply and closed her eyes. A shiver ran through her as part of her pent up tension left her body. Eric awoke as if from a trance and took the opportunity to study the woman more closely.

	Her face was of stern, classic beauty, and thanks to her flawless alabaster skin and finely chiseled facial features, she closely resembled his ideal of a noblewoman of eras past. Astonished, he noted that the marks left on her skin by the head harness had already faded.

	With eyes shut, she looked very young and if they had met under ordinary circumstances, Eric would have put her age at no more than 25 years. As it was, he was still under the impression of her almost hypnotic gaze from eyes, which seemed oddly old in her youthful face. He could hardly fathom what she had been through but it was probably enough to make anyone gain life experience far beyond their years. Still, the days, weeks, or even months in Hartmann's dungeon had not been able to touch her fascinating beauty.

	Eric first realized that he had reached out and touched the woman's cheek when she snapped her eyes open and watched him warily. Of course, given her state of helplessness, her extraordinary appeal to the opposite sex could turn into a dangerous liability. Embarrassed, he nodded at his watch.

	"We're wasting time. Please turn around so I can free your arms."

	Provisionally reassured by his calm, nonthreatening manner she complied with his request and Eric tackled the lock that joined her manacles and connected them to the chain running down from the back of her collar. While he worked, he began to satisfy his burning curiosity.

	"Who are you?"

	"Lisbeth Bathory."

	"How long have you been here?"

	There was a long pause. Eric considered repeating the question when she huskily replied after all.

	"That... I can't tell. It seems like an eternity."

	Eric fell silent, grimly focusing his attention on the recalcitrant padlock until it succumbed with a click.

	"It's done, in a moment you'll be free," he informed her of his success. Now all he had to do was extricate the padlock's massive shackle from the attachment loops on the cuffs and the collar chain's end link, then Lisbeth could lower her arms at long last. She did so with features contorted by pain, unsuccessfully trying to suppress a groan. After her wrists had been fastened who knows how many hours high up between her shoulder blades, each movement had to be an ordeal. She might even have suffered permanent nerve damage.

	Eric took hold of one of her nervelessly dangling arms and examined the steel sphere enclosing her fist. Turning her wrist back and forth, he spotted a faint seam that ran around the sphere. Her voice broke his concentration.

	"You're bleeding!" Lisbeth stared at his injured hand and nervously licked her lips. In fact, a few drops of blood were showing at his knuckles.

	"It's just a scratch," he dismissed her concern. "I'd rather you told me how to get these balls open."

	"You can't open them. The latches of all my fetters are located within their metal body and completely inaccessible. Once they were fitted, I was stuck in these bonds forever. You'd have to cut through them somehow to set me free."

	Eric stared at her in horror. More than by the enormity of what Hartmann had done to her, he was startled by the sober tone in which she discussed her plight. On the other hand, Lisbeth had probably had quite some time to get used to the idea of being permanently denied the use of her hands. Since Hartmann had obviously not intended to let her go alive, maybe this had indeed not been the most urgent of her problems. At any rate, now that rescue was close, she seemed to recover from the physical and psychological trauma of her captivity at a prodigious rate.

	"Don't worry. We'll find a solution once we're out of here," Eric assured her and squeezed her shoulder. "I'm so sorry for what's been done to you. What drives people to do such things?"

	"Why they lock someone up in a cage?"

	Her counter-question took Eric by surprise. Actually, he'd simply uttered his platitude to show his empathy. He shrugged.

	"That too. Hartmann is a dangerous, deranged pervert. But he'll be held accountable for his crimes and get his just punishment, I'll make sure of that."

	"You're mistaken, he's not deranged! Definitely dangerous, undoubtedly perverse, but not deranged. On the contrary, he even tried to cure my 'affliction'." Lisbeth snorted and made a derogatory gesture towards the laboratory equipment, then whispered in a dangerously low voice. "I'll see to his punishment myself."

	Her expression sent shivers down Eric's spine. He could not quite follow her words, but his concern that Lisbeth might have developed a Stockholm syndrome during her long captivity evaporated in an instant. He would not want to be in Hartmann's shoes when Lisbeth caught up with him and followed through with her threat. Before Eric had a chance to respond, she continued.

	"Getting back to your question, as is often the case, the simplest explanation gets overlooked: someone's imprisoned to punish them or protect the general public from them. Usually, both apply."

	Her feline eyes sparkled sardonically. She parted her lips in a malicious smile and revealed two fangs. Eric's breath caught. Taking him by surprise, she used her elbow to deliver a vicious uppercut to his chin. He dazedly tipped backward and the back of his head hit the ground hard. In one swift movement, she jumped onto him and pinned his weakly flailing arms with her lower legs. Her left forearm forced his head sideways and pressed his temple with irresistible force onto the cold tiles. From the corner of his eye, he watched as Lisbeth bent down to him, then felt her lips on his neck. With tantalizing slowness, she drove her tongue along his neck to the ear. Her voice was no more than a lascivious whisper.

	"Thanks for your help, Eric Rennfeld. I don't know if there's a woman waiting for your return, but now would be the time to sing your 'Ch'ella mi creda' ..."

	The next moment, he experienced a piercing pain when she sank her teeth deep into his throat. The last thing he felt was how she greedily drank his blood. Then he felt nothing at all anymore.

	Epilogue

	After an eternity without real human blood, it was incredibly hard, but eventually, Lisbeth let go of Eric. She licked her lips, savoring the heady energy flowing through her body and mind that she'd been deprived of for so long.

	Lisbeth rose in a single, swift and smooth movement. Raising her arms, she frowned at the steel balls imprisoning her hands. She positioned herself sideways next to the nearest wall, spread her legs, lowered her head, and stayed like that for a few seconds with her eyes closed in deep concentration before, in a sudden outburst of controlled violence, she swung her right arm against the wall. Accompanied by a hellish din, the metal shell encasing her fist hit the concrete wall of her dungeon. Again and again, she struck with superhuman power and precision.

	The steel sphere proved no match for the sustained abuse. First, it got dents, then deformed, and finally cracked open along the seam before the internal latches failed for good and released Lisbeth's bruised fist. She could not suppress a groan when, for the first time in years, she opened her hand. It took a few minutes before she was able to flex her fingers. By then, her superficial wounds had healed.

	A little later, Lisbeth had freed her other hand as well. For her collar and the wide steel bands around her wrists and ankles, encircling her limbs tightly without any play, she would have to find another solution. This could wait, however. In fact, she toyed with the idea to keep wearing her slave bracelets and collar as a memento until she had paid back Hartmann in the same coin.

	For that, some preparations needed to be made. Hartmann was a formidable enemy and one not to be underestimated. She had made this error concerning his father, only to regret it for many decades afterward. But then she had not known she was dealing with a grandson of van Helsing.

	Lisbeth bent down to Eric again and noted with satisfaction that he was still breathing. Thanks to his knowledge and skills, he could play an important role in her revenge plan. Since she had spent the last decades as a prisoner in this dungeon, she needed someone who could help her navigate the outside world. The special rapport between a newly created vampire and his maker would leave Eric no choice but to comply with her demands.

	Using her razor-sharp fingernails, she scratched her wrist above its metal manacle and let her blood trickle into Eric's half-open mouth. She sat down cross-legged beside him, waiting for his transformation to complete. If the long years as Hartmann's captive had taught her anything at all, it was patience. She would allow herself ample time to exact her revenge. Reinhard Hartmann would know neither the time nor place of their next encounter - only that it was inevitable.

	End
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