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		It was cold in the kitchen; the tiles chilled the soles of my bare feet, but the heat from the pans left a sheen of sweat on my brow. It was not easy to cook naked like this. Every sizzle and bubble caused me to flinch and cast a protective hand over my limp penis, but I persevered. Warm orange light glowed from under the door, accompanied by the sounds of gentle competition from the poker game unfolding in the next room. In front of me sat four plates set for service; four choices, one each for the four players. Each pre-selected for individual taste, group acceptability and ease of consumption. Nothing – they had been clear in their instructions – was to disturb the flow of the game. That was the most important rule.

		The spatchcock gave a satisfying sizzle. A tray of wrapped asparagus warmed on the hot-plate. I reached across to check the rice; a hiss. Hot fat spat from a pan, striking my hip, burning my naked skin. I recoiled, swearing under my breath. I had reached that point of preparation when everything comes together, or falls apart. Kitchen work was nothing new, I had worked as a chef in a previous life and was no stranger to set piece occasions. This one, though, was different. It had to be perfect. There was to be no margin for error. My honour hung in the balance.

		The kitchen clock ticked on without mercy, the seconds advancing with an unnatural rapidity born of deadlines and panic. They wished be served at ten, sharp. Not a second later. Sixty seconds to go. I was a shivering wreck. Side tables had been set by the wall, napkins neatly folded, drinks were to be served separately. Everything was in place. Thirty seconds. Drawing a steadying breath, I draped the serving cloth over my forearm and reached for a tray. Make it perfect. No mistakes. The second hand of the dial ticked to twelve. I reached for the door handle.

		Until now, I had not been formerly introduced to most of the company, which only served to increase my apprehension. Theatre, I had been informed, was everything, and having me newly presented with the food was designed to heighten impact. I had culinary training, and showing this off increased the perceived worth of the occasion. I was under strict instructions to be seen and not heard, to not speak until spoken to. An apprenticeship in five-star country hotels had ingrained the maxim of imperceptible courtesy on my being. It was a matter of pride to complete my duties exactly, and as instructed this evening. I was used to serving high-class clients and providing my services to those with extremely particular tastes, but this was something new to me.

		There was a bluish film in the air as I entered. One of the guests had been smoking. I made a mental note to clear the ashtray. It wasn’t something I’d had to do of late and it filled me with a nostalgia for private rooms in rustic pubs. I smiled. Observe everything, engage only when asked. That was another mantra overlooked in these hectic days of careless service. How else, but to take in every detail, would you know what needed attention next? How else, but to focus utterly on the external, could I avoid the inevitable crushing self-consciousness?

		The four women were fixed on the cards and the pile of chips on the green felt table. None of them paid any heed to the naked man with the trolley of freshly-cooked food. They were all women. All well-dressed. All immaculately presented. I knew each of their names. The host was Amber, my Mistress. She was accompanied by her friends, Ms Bowl, Miss Tate, and Mistress Sharpe. Amber wore a low-cut blue dress. Her only piece of jewellery was an emerald necklace that nestled between her breasts.

		One of the players smiled as I walked by. Judging by the upturned cards placed on the table, she had folded the hand. She was also short-stacked. The evening, thus far, had not been kind to her. I nodded, smiling politely. It was essential to return the recognition and I hoped the kindness would raise her spirits. I knew this particular guest; Ms Bowl.

		Anna Bowl liked things that flowed. She was an unconventional lawyerly type whom I had met a while ago during a meal in an overpriced restaurant. Since then, I had visited her home countless times. Tonight, Ms Bowl wore a flowing purple dress, generously V-necked to show off her ample cleavage and split just below the waist, so that a patent black Doc Martin was clearly visible on her protruding leg. She was powerfully built, with short cropped purple-tinged hair, a winningly warm smile and a penchant for striking tattoos, ancient poetry, and strong liquor. Ms Bowl – as she had always instructed me to call her, never ‘Anna’ or anything too familiar – sat to the host’s immediate right and was the closest thing to a friendly face in the room. I placed her food first, approaching from the left, lowering her plate carefully so as not to disturb the hand in play. She glanced back at me over her shoulder as I did so, nodding but saying nothing. The woman opposite tossed down her cards and raised an eyebrow. I withdrew quickly to fetch the second plate.

		Normally, I would have served clockwise, but my instructions for the evening were to compliment the flow of play. I moved to the woman who had most recently folded – Miss Tate. She wore an elegant red satin dress tonight that made her figure look sensational I made my way around the edges of the room, focused on the table, trying hard to ignore the growing attention. The hand was reaching its climax, the pot was a good size, and the river about to be turned. I quietly approached the table, again staying to Miss Tate’s left. I laid her plate on the green baize, leaning back and extending my arm so as not to interrupt the hand. She glanced down and made a derisive snort, her severe bob swinging forward to reveal the low back of her red satin dress. The players were arrayed in showy fashion, formal wear and wealth very much on display. Even if I was wearing clothes right now, I would feel underdressed around all these powerful women. This evening appeared to be about wealth, status, and power. The scent of conflict hung in the air.

		“Would it be impolite,” began Miss Tate, pausing for impact, “to mention the small portion size?”

		There was a pause as she arched her eyebrow and fixed the host with a playful stare. Silence descended like the curtain of smoke.

		And then the players began to laugh, looking first at the plates and then to me. The noise grew steadily louder as one by one the hilarity caught.

		“It is,” conceded Mistress Amber, with a mocking glance in my direction, “a rather small offering I’m afraid, Cordelia, but it is, I think you will agree, the quality of the serving that counts, not the size of the portion.”

		Ms Bowl laughed at this, shrugging an apology before she remarked, “I tend to prefer something a little more filling than that.” She flicked her napkin in my direction.

		The women continued to rock with laughter. I moved instinctively to cover my groin.

		“Oh no,” chirped Miss Tate, her red dress catching the light, “let the guests see their server.” The host nodded in agreement, gesturing for me to expose myself again.

		I withdrew my hands, feeling shame bloom in my gut. Four pairs of eyes closed in; examining me overtly for the first time, appraising me from haircut to toenail. I flushed as red as Cordelia’s low-backed dress and fought the insane urge to run from the room. I stood there outnumbered and vulnerable, naked before the four women. Even if I could run from the room, what then? My clothes were locked away and the key was hidden. They all knew that this sort of examination was utterly humiliating. That was why they always insisted on it.

		“Well?” added Mistress Sharpe in a cutting tone, “are we going to finish the hand, or indulge this interruption further?” And so saying, she pushed a substantial stack of chips onto the pile. “I see you.” There was a threatening edge in her voice.

		

		****

		

		The first rule of card evenings was that all four women were in attendance. It was a sort of club, a sorority; My Mistress often joked it was more like a coven. But, to assume that she considered covens an evil was, very much, to miss the point. The second was that they stick unwaveringly by the rules and play for keeps. Stakes were uncapped but only wealth actually present in the room could be gambled. This regulation had the effect of preventing ludicrously high stakes. No IOUs or keys were permitted, but once a bet was staked it was completely binding. Poker, for these women, was power-play and putting real wealth on the line was a way to establish precedence. The final rule was that the server be male, and naked. Each woman was a dominant, each had a male partner and each knew that exposing their subservient to the other’s attentions was a mark of her own station. This evening, it was my Mistress’s turn to host. And it was my turn to spend the evening naked and at their mercy.

		Mistress and I had been together just over a year and it was the happiest of my life. To mark our anniversary last month, Mistress had instructed me to sign a contract of devotion and unending loyalty. I pledged myself to her in mind, body, and soul. In essence, she owned me. To reward my lifetime of servitude, Mistress had granted me her protection.

		As a show of devotion, I had written out my pledge, gifting, ‘...my body, my labour, and my heart’ to her, ‘without boundary and to do with as she wished.’ There were unspoken limits between us which would never be crossed, but it seemed only right and proper to have the contract formalised and signed. Ms Bowl had acted to witness the document. It was the happiest moment of my life. I could finally stop pretending to be a man and become something wonderfully new – I could be hers. Entirely, unendingly hers.

		Mistress had hung my framed pledge above the living room mantlepiece for the world, and those assembled tonight, to see. All four women in the Mistress Coven knew what I was and what I would do if instructed by any of them.

		

		****

		

		I kept myself busy as the poker game rolled on, returning with the final plates in time to see Mistress Amber pull in the largest pot of the night with a gleeful smile. Seated opposite and snarling angrily, Mistress Sharpe watched Amber restack the chips. My Mistress was asserting her dominance over the group. I allowed myself a smile; I was delighted for her. Mistress Sharpe was far from happy. She cast me a sly glance.

		“Here.” She snapped her fingers, pointing her manicured nail to a spot in the floor next to her. I meekly complied.

		“Hands on your head.”

		I did as I was told.

		“Let’s have a proper look at you.”

		Cordelia Tate leaned in. Ms Bowl stroked her chin thoughtfully. I glanced at my Mistress seeking approval. She nodded her encouragement. I was her property, after all. It wasn’t any concern of mine what the other women did with me.

		Another finger snap. Miss Tate placed a tape measure into Sharpe’s outstretched hand. This, I had been warned, had become something of a tradition. The women enjoyed teasing and tormenting whoever served them. Miss Tate pressed the cold tape measure into my groin and slowly unfurled it along my length. Her expression was both dissatisfied and unamused.

		“From pubic bone to glans,” Mistress Sharpe intoned as if assessing a calf at market, “eight centimetres.” She clicked her tongue, not liking these numbers. I knew that each of these women preferred their men to at least twice this size.

		I tried hard to imagine I was not present, that I was elsewhere. It was like being back in school, only a thousand times more humiliating.

		Mistress Sharpe’s harsh tones battered a hole in my thoughts. “Girth,” she continued, wrapping the tape around the base and then middle of my manhood, “eight point five centimetres.”

		“Dismal,” concluded Miss Tate.

		“The worst we’ve ever had,” acknowledged Ms Bowl, casting me a look of pained regret.

		“Are you, at least, a grower?” inquired Mistress Sharpe, leaning in intrusively. I stayed still. A Mistress was allowed to invade my personal space if she wished; I didn’t have personal space, after all.

		“He’s certainly not a shower.” Miss Tate laughed at her own joke. My cheeks flared.

		Not knowing how to answer, I looked to my Mistress for assistance. Amber sat back, tight lipped, running her hand through her long auburn hair, a habit she indulged when nervous.

		After a few moments, she said, “Show them.”

		It took a moment for the implication of her instruction to become clear to me. I was aghast, shaken. They wanted to see my erection. Worse; they wanted to be amused by it. I looked down at myself. Nothing. The fantasy of pleasuring myself before multiple women had obviously occurred to me before. Now, faced with the reality of four dominant women assessing me for their own amusement, my prick didn’t so much as twitch.

		“What’s the matter?” goaded Miss Tate, who had the air of school bully to her, “Four gorgeous Mistresses not enough to turn you on?”

		Laughter. Ms Bowl’s eyes gleamed with rich amusement. Amber smiled, enjoying my discomfort.

		“Perhaps he needs other stimulus to get him hard?” Mistress Sharpe ticked my balls with her fingernail. I flinched. More laughter.

		“Maybe it prefers a little pain?” Miss Tate said, her smile growing wider in anticipation.

		My eyes widened in fright. I had heard tales of Miss Tate’s imagination and enjoyment at causing pain to her submissive men.

		Mistress Amber spoke, fixing me with a beautiful comforting gaze. Her voice made me think of a lighthouse beacon on a dark, stormy night.

		“Touch your cock for me.” Her voice was soft. Calm. Soothing. “I want you to stroke it slowly. Make it hard for me. Do it for me.”

		At the sound of her voice, I felt the blood return to me. The room seemed to dim and fade away. All I could see was her; my Mistress; my love.

		My prick began to twitch and thicken. I reached down, eyes fixed on my Mistress and took my cock in hand. I gave it a firm squeeze and felt my body push back in response. I began to pull back and forth, imagining myself alone with Amber. Just me and her. In moments, my dick began to rise as though coming out of a coma. Amber smiled. A look of pride washed over her. I might have been a child showing off a picture instead of a naked man, desperately trying to get aroused. I tugged faster, could feel my balls tightening. It felt wonderful. My stomach clenched. I bent forward, sensing the sap rising.

		“Stop!” barked Mistress Sharpe. “That is quite enough, you horrible little male.” And leaning forwards she wrapped the tape around my dick once more “Girth erect, nine and a half centimetres. Length erect...”

		Once again, I felt the chill of the plastic measure along the top of my manhood. She was careful not to touch my erection with her fingers.

		“Length erect, nine Centimetres,” she confirmed. “Dear, oh dear. Not a grower then. So... what,” she paused, leaning in towards my face, “is the point of you? I’m surprised you tolerate him, Amber, my dear. Is he of any use at all? Why not throw him out and get a vibrator. Even the smallest sex toys are bigger than this feeble excuse for a cock.”

		“He cooks well enough,” Amber said, trying not to rise to the provocation. “And he has other talents.”

		Mistress Sharpe raised a plucked and painted eyebrow, shooting me with a piercing gaze. “Tongue,” she commanded.

		I hesitated, unsure.

		“Stick out your tongue.” This time, the command was a bark.

		Amber nodded, granting me permission. I extended my tongue, noting with embarrassment that my cock was near vertical and throbbing and utterly defenceless. I was terrified by Mistress Sharpe and yet there was something about her authoritarian manner I responded to physically. Perhaps it was the way she reminded me of so many former teachers – she had poise, grace, authority, and the ability to cut me down with a single word.

		She thrust the metal hem of the tape into my mouth. My eyes watered as I choked back the urge gag.

		“Wider.”

		She lay the measure out along the length of my outstretched tongue. My cock twitched uselessly in the air, pulsing with desperation.

		“Tongue,” she proclaimed, “fourteen centimetres. Well, well it does have a use.” She withdrew the tape, “Leave the tongue out until told otherwise.” She instructed. I stood there, hands on my head, cock hard, tongue extended, utterly naked. It was humiliating and absurd and I could not help but enjoy it. A droplet of precum formed on the top of my prick. I watched it bead and ooze elastically out onto my foot.

		

		****

		

		Mistress Sharpe had a reputation which required no maintenance. She had a severe beauty which rarely broke into a smile and a temper which had, if rumours were true, broken the will of the entire harem of men she kept for her own pleasure. Mistress Amber couldn’t confirm the rumour, but did know that for each of the four times she had attended the card game at Mistress Sharpe’s, there had been a different male in attendance. Whether this was evidence of a harem or just proof that Mistress Sharpe’s legendary temper wore through an average of two slaves a year, nobody knew. All she could say with certainty was that Mistress Sharpe was not a woman any male should cross, if they valued the skin on their rear. I had laughed at this, made a note to redouble my efforts to please my own Mistress. I would do anything to please Amber, but Mistress Sharpe did not like that Amber showed genuine affection for me. To Mistress Sharpe, all men were playthings to be used, broken, and discarded.

		In addition, there was bad feeling between my beloved Mistress and Sharpe herself.

		During their last poker night, the final hand had seen the stakes elevate into the low thousands. Determined to win, Amber had offered her grandmother’s diamond ring as a final incentive to increase the pot. The other women had dropped out, but Mistress Sharpe stayed in. She threw her own emerald necklace into the pile of chips and turned her cards over to reveal a full house, smiling a nasty smile as she did.

		Unfortunately for her, Amber had four of a kind. She scooped the pot and Sharpe’s favourite necklace and won the night. Amber offered to return the necklace, but Mistress Sharpe would not allow it. She could not accept a gift or be seen as inferior in front of the other Dommes. In offering to return the necklace, Amber had asserted her authority as being greater than Sharpe’s, an unpardonable insult to the woman’s pride.

		“Was it deliberate?” I had asked later, while massaging Amber’s tired feet in bed.

		“Obviously,” she had said.

		

		****

		

		Mistress Sharpe drummed her fingers impatiently on the deep green cloth. Her fingers glittered with jewels and rings. Every so often, I caught her glaring at the emerald hanging from Amber’s slender neck. I followed her gaze, before catching myself. Blood surged to my exposed and helpless groin. Amber’s breasts were wonderful and firm and-

		“What are you still standing there for, boy?” Miss Tate said, with a sneer. “Break out the drinks.”

		I stopped standing in place and busied myself with a champagne cork.

		

		****

		

		Drinks had flowed liberally all evening, as had the fortunes of those present. The tables had been cleared and it was nearing one in the morning by the time the final hand was dealt. I had gradually grown accustomed to the various jibes and jokes aimed at me, and had learned through earnest discussion and forensic examination that my dick was far smaller than all of the consorts of those assembled. It was, according to Miss Tate, “A shame that one so talented in the kitchen must be so utterly without use beneath the sheets.” I tried not to take offence at this but felt a sting of bitter experience and knew there was truth in her words. She had eloquently described what so many previous girlfriends had tried not to say to me.

		“I don’t know dear,” added Mistress Sharpe with an appraising glance in my direction, “sometimes it’s best for a male to understand he has no role in the bedroom, beyond bringing in the breakfast tray.” Tate snorted agreement while Amber shot me a mollifying glance. This was her evening and I was to take any humiliation dealt to me without question. If they wanted to bend me over the table and spank me, I would not be allowed to resist.

		Miss Tate counted out the cards for a fresh hand. Both she and Ms Bowl were short stacked and had little hope of lasting the duration. I made a last round of the champagne and took up position by Amber’s shoulder to watch proceedings.

		By the time the river was placed on the table, Bowl had folded. She flicked her cards on the table and remarked that luck had left the building. She was right; she had nothing of note. Tate couldn’t match the stakes and seemed content to watch the main event from the side.

		There was an air of inevitability to the final two. Positioned behind my Mistress I could see that she had a full house of queens and fours. A good hand.

		Amber looked calmly at her competitor. Mistress Sharpe glared back.

		“Why don’t we make this final hand more interesting?” Amber said. She reached up to her neck and unhooked the clasp and placed the necklace on the table. She slid the diamond ring from her finger and added it to the pile. The two Dommes faced each other over the table. Sharpe checked her hand. Ms Bowl glanced at Miss Tate. They shared a look I could understand perfectly.

		Sharpe’s perfectly defined lip twitched for an instant. Did she have something? Clearly, something was not quite right. I’d seen it, but had Amber? Raising one eyebrow, Mistress Sharpe appeared to consider her options, tapping the painted red fingers of her right hand softly on the table. I wanted to speak, to warn my Mistress, to give her some clue that something was up. I sensed a trap. There was a dangerous edge to the air now. Mistress Sharpe seemed too calm, too sure for herself, for my liking. Her face did not have a trace of fury or anger on it.

		But I could do nothing. I was to be seen and not heard this evening. Mistress Sharpe formed a steeple with her hands and said, “My bet I believe?” Without waiting for the reply, she began to remove the rings from her fingers one by one.

		Amber watched aghast. Ring after ring fell into the silence, striking the chips with an ominous clatter; Each ring was a statement of Mistress Sharpe’s prestige. Every time, she paused for effect, waiting for silence to fall.

		“What are you doing?” Amber said.

		Mistress Sharpe said nothing. She took off every last ring. Her bet complete, she snapped her fingers. Miss Tate withdrew a folded white paper from the depths of her leather carpet bag, placing it carefully onto Sharpe’s open palm.

		“Within this paper,” she began, “you will find itemised, the resale value of each of these rings.” She waved her hand dismissively at the jewellery as if they meant nothing to her. “Some are more valuable than others. This one,” she selected a diamond cluster, rolling it between blood red thumb and forefinger, “was made for the Tsarina Alix, it’s worth is beyond measure, though we have given it a nominal value. This,” she picked out a deep gold band set with ruby, “I commissioned myself, its value is recorded... The sum total listed is...” She clicked her fingers once more.

		Miss Tate answered. “Two hundred and seventy thousand.”

		I choked. Mistress Sharpe raised an eyebrow. “Are you able to match my raise, Amber? Or perhaps you want to concede. This might be a little too rich for your blood.”

		My Mistress said nothing. I wanted above all to go to her, place my hand on her shoulder, to reassure her. I could do nothing. I stood utterly passive, my pathetic manhood hanging limply.

		“What?” goaded Mistress Sharpe, “Do you have nothing of value to sweeten the pot?”

		Amber’s shoulders slumped. She held a full house, had every chance of winning. If only she had the stake to play...

		“How about,” continued Mistress Sharpe, keen to press home her advantage, “I nominate something of yours from this room, which I deem to have value.” Amber’s shoulders shook with rage. Her composure held. Mistress Sharpe surveyed the shelves of books and antique ornaments. Amber nodded, finally.

		“Understand,” pressed Mistress Sharpe, “that once I choose, the bet has been made and cannot be revoked.” Amber nodded once more. “Did you see that ladies? We have a deal.”

		The two watching Mistresses nodded ascent.

		“In which case I choose... that.” Mistress Sharpe’s red fingernail pointed arrow-like to the mantelpiece. My heart stopped. Four heads turned in curiosity to the direction Sharpe indicates. I knew already her focus. All eyes were now fixed on the framed contract of service hanging proudly on the wall. My contract of service, in which I swore to love and obey my Mistress with all my heart.

		Amber’s jawline hardened. She slammed her palm onto the table. Chips leapt from the baize with a clatter. Sharpe smiled, turning her icy gaze to me.

		“Fetch me the contract,” she said, in a tone which invited no disobedience. I turned towards the wall, my duty of compliance clear.

		“No.” Amber’s voice was blunt. “You are my slave. You obey me. Not her. Bring me the frame.”

		I dropped my head in shame and walked to the mantel. Amber was right, I owed my service to her, nobody else. Whatever the wager unfolding before us, I was her property, sworn to obey her every task. Mistress Sharpe was a guest, to be honoured, but my ownership was held by Amber. It was there in black and white; neatly framed and carefully hung for maximum exposure. I lifted the frame from its hook with infinite tenderness.

		The focus of attention had shifted, I realised, from the card table, to me. I felt the weight of my nudity once more. I was helpless, vulnerable, objectified; there was no defence or retort I could offer. I was chattel. A prize to be won. I turned with the heavy brass frame cradled in my arms and advanced to the table.

		“Hold it up,” barked Mistress Sharpe. The hair on my neck tingled. Could I live under her roof? Under her rules? Would I survive?

		No. No, it would not come to that. Mistress Amber would win. She would save me. I knew it.

		I looked to my Mistress for confirmation, eager for her approval. She nodded. I hefted the frame up to my chest, obstructing my view. It smelt of lining paper and dust. A string stretched out across the backing like a thin smile. I was conscious of being on show, but more than happy to hide behind the frame.

		“This, is a most unusual situation,” remarked Ms Bowl, clearly taken aback by the spiralling events, “, I think we should take some time to clarify the bet.”

		Anna Bowls thrived on spontaneity; a wager like this, quirky and with legendary potential, should have been catnip to her. In my mind’s eye she leant forward, becoming animated, excitedly drinking in this new circumstance. Yet from behind the framed contract, it became clear she was unsettled by events.

		“I agree with Anna,” Mistress Sharpe replied, amiably. From the corner of my eye, I could see Amber nod in cautious ascent. She wanted to get another win over Sharpe, but was she prepared to risk gambling her devoted slave?

		Miss Tate stood and surveyed the table. She began speaking like a lawyer.

		“In addition to the existing pot, you, Mistress Sharpe, stake five rings, of various provenance and make-up, their combined value being not less than two hundred and fifty thousand... as detailed in the supplied document, here?”

		“Willingly.” The woman’s smile was razor-thin. I wondered for a moment if there was bluff in the air.

		“Against which you, Mistress Amber, bet a diamond ring and emerald necklace, to the value of twenty thousand, alongside,” she paused here, searching presumably for the correct form of words, “this contract of servitude, binding the male before us, in a willing state of bondage, until such time as the Mistress sees fit to dispense of his services.”

		She paused. Silence. My head span. I had written that contract for Amber, as a sign of my devotion to her. The language I had used had been formal, precisely because I wanted it to be binding, to bind me to her. I meant every word of it. I would do anything she asked of me, no matter what. My love for Mistress Amber was total and anything in my power, which could improve her life I would do. I just hadn’t intended it to be transferable. A bead of sweat ran down my forehead, into my eye. The hair wax stung. I blinked it away. I began to shake. I knew I was visible. I was horribly exposed; the four women must have noticed my disquiet.

		Ms Bowls spoke next. “I have my concerns though, that the wager, in its current form, could lead to unforeseen and unwelcome consequences. The wager, as currently agreed, stakes items of tangible value with a contract of debatable force... If, for example, this male were to break the terms of his pledge prior to release by the owner, to whom would the liability fall? Mistress Sharpe, might for example, seek financial remuneration for the value of the lost labour... so there’s that. There is also the consideration that handing over ownership of a human being without their explicit consent, might be seen as a touch unethical, even illegal.”

		I listened carefully, searching Ms Bowl’s speech for some direction. Miss Tate spoke next, the snide, bullyish tone had returned.

		“I think there is a way through all this, which will satisfy all parties, allow the wager to be honoured, and deal with any potential legal issues before they arise.”

		“And what is that?” asked Mistress Amber in a stony voice. She was the only one not entertained, amused, or curious about this turn of events.

		“We ask the male.”

		The reply hung in the air. Clearly no-one knew how they should respond.

		“Think about it,” continued Miss Tate, “If this male agrees to the use of his contract by his Mistress, as a stake, he accepts, should Amber lose the hand, to be given to Mistress Sharpe. Then should he break the terms, it is he who will be solely responsible. And I’m sure that Mistress Sharpe will decide exactly what his penalty shall be.”

		There was a slight pause before she pressed on.

		“If on the other hand, the male declines. The wager will not stand, Mistress Amber will lose her not inconsiderable stake, and...” Miss Tate let the word hang. “It will prove that the promise in that contract is, in fact, worthless, that the slave was never truly subservient to Mistress Amber.”

		She almost spat the word ‘Mistress’ into the room, and suddenly her objective became clear, the meaning turning into a poisoned blade. Her contribution, the entire aim of her suggestion, wasn’t aimed to clarify a legal point; it was meant to injure my Mistress, to humiliate her. By asking me to deny the contract, they were stripping Mistress Amber of status. In the eyes of her friends, Amber would no longer be seen as a proper Mistress. How could she be if her only slave had been pretending all along?

		This wound would not be contained long within the walls of the card room. It would fester and spread; Sharpe and Tate would make sure of that. Amber would be finished in the wider community, laughed at and mocked wherever she went. And, it occurred to me, a permanently humiliated Domme couldn’t properly be seen as a Mistress at all. In the eyes of the world, Mistress Amber would be seen as, in some way, submissive. I was shocked. The truth lay before me, exposed. My own lazily worded contract would scar my Mistress forever, would humiliate her within the society she treasured and diminish her power. I loved Amber; had pledged to do anything at all for her, whatever the cost to myself. I knew my duty even before thinking. But it wasn’t truly a duty, not something merely demanded by agreement. In my heart I wanted to do it. I needed to prove the depth of our love. I wanted to shout it to the room. I knew that allowing myself to be wagered, to risk being traded as one might an object, was the ultimate act of love a slave could offer his Mistress. My heart pounded.

		“Put the frame down, dear,” said Ms Bowl in a kind, motherly voice. I placed the contract carefully onto the floor, resting it against a side table so that it faced the room. My nakedness was terribly exposed again, but nobody seemed to care.

		“You have no doubt been listening in on our conversation,” Miss Tate began, in a school matronly tone, her head tilted slightly as if inspecting a curiosity. “As odd as it may sound, we are at a bit of an impasse and require your input.”

		I surveyed the room. Mistress Amber faced me, wide eyed, lips slightly parted, her long shining hair perfectly framing her pale skin. I swallowed, tried to smile reassuringly, hoping my expression would convey my utter devotion. Her hands gripped the table. Her head moved slightly, was this a no?

		Mistress Sharpe stared intently, her gaze set on my own Mistress. For her, this wasn’t about the male in the room. A trap had been set, and Amber had fallen in. Fold and Sharpe took the jewellery along with Amber’s dignity. Gamble and Amber risked her slave. Mistress Sharpe licked her hard red lips. Finally, her eyes turned to me. “Well?”

		I could have said no, could have backed out, gone to my room, or run out of the house naked and alone. We always have a choice; even if something is forced on us. We get to react. Sometimes though, the right choice is not the easiest thing to do; often it takes courage and determination. And sometimes we just have to let things play out a bit before acting.

		A bead of sweat trickled down my side. It felt icy cold and alien. I shivered. I suddenly felt self-conscious and I reached forward to cover my pride, before stopping. I was an object. It was not my place to feel embarrassment. My throat was dry and I feared my voice might fail. I took a final look towards My Mistress. Tears welled in her beautiful eyes. She said nothing.

		“I accept.” I said simply, hanging my head, shoulders slumping forwards. At least my voice had held.

		Miss Tate clapped. Bowl drew breath. My own Mistress smiled thinly, her exhaustion plain. Only Mistress Sharpe made no move. Her gaze once more fixed on Mistress Amber. She fanned her hand, eyes shifting to the community cards and back. Mistress Sharpe thumbed her stacked hand, face down on the green cloth. I knew already that Amber’s hand was strong, I wondered if I would have agreed to the bet had it had been worse.

		“Well?” Mistress Sharpe’s voice was cold, demanding. They were very much playing her game, but her bluff had been called. I had stayed true to my Mistress and Sharpe stood to lose a quarter of a million. Did I see her lip twitch? Was it nerves? Had I won the day for Amber? I allowed myself to dream for a moment what that might mean; to have won my Mistress two hundred and fifty thousand, and to have taken it from the infamous Mistress Sharp...

		

		****

		

		Blue smoke and tension filled the room.

		Ms Bowl withdrew the thin cigar from her lips. The tip was dark with saliva, the aroma pungent. Tate’s eyes flicked between the remaining players. Mistress Amber held her hand close, vibrations from her tapping foot drawing rippled circles in the unfinished drinks. A mask of anxiety had settled on Sharpe’s face. Her jawline showed a periodic grinding flex, her lips pulled into a snarl. It was a moment of parity, a conjoined emotion only these two Mistresses would experience or understand. For its duration the two women sat equal. Each enjoying the exquisite thrill of power held in balance.

		I knew Amber’s hand was strong; I had glimpsed the friendly colours of object, the three kings within, and seen the pair of jacks alongside single twos, sevens and nines on the table. My Mistress’s hand was strong but not unassailable.

		The aggressor turns first, that was the rule, but Amber was never one for unnecessary conventions. She flicked her cards one by one onto the table, spelling out her hand.

		“Full house; kings and Jacks.” Her voice was tight. She did not sound delighted about playing such a good hand. It was as if she needed to affirm her actions. The cards stood out boldly against the verdant green of the table. I drew breath.

		Mistress Sharpe sighed. She paused and drained her glass before placing it deliberately on the table. She considered Amber, now nervously drumming her nails on the baize. Whether Sharpe was enjoying the moment or holding off the inevitable, I could not tell. She placed her first cards together.

		Two and Eight, making a low pair, which was ok.

		Next a ten. Still she had nothing. My spirits rose.

		Her manicured fingers laid out a Queen. She had been bluffing. She had a pair of twos, that was all. Even if she had the remaining King, her full house was weaker than Amber’s. My heart soared. To have earned my Mistress so much, and by risking my freedom, felt incredible.

		Mistress Sharpe dropped her remaining card, a six of spades. I laughed out loud. It had all been an awful bluff. I punched the air and turned to Amber. Amber sat silently, fingers knit together, face white. I did not understand. I looked once more at the cards.

		Amber held a high full house, Mistress Sharpe nothing. Wait. I checked again, ordering the cards in my racing mind.

		Six. Seven. Eight. Nine. Ten.

		She had a flush. Still lower than a full house. I looked again. My vision zooming in on the hand. It wasn’t a flush. Each of the cards were black. Every one a spade. Mistress Sharpe had a straight flush... which beat a full house.

		I staggered. My knees buckled. Mistress Amber stood, reaching out to steady me.

		“Leave him,” barked Mistress Sharpe. “Any slave of mine needs to learn to suffer with fortitude.”

		I sank to my knees. Mistress Sharpe rose before me, towered up to the ceiling. I gazed numbly at her knees.

		“Up.”

		I did not move.

		“Get up now.”

		The room span, I could hear my pulse pounding. Pain seared through my ears. Something vicelike was gripping them, twisting them, wrenching me upwards. I struggled to my feet, locking my knees for support. Mistress Sharpe’s face was inches from my own. A tear of anguish ran down my cheek. I grimaced in agony.

		“Good,” she said. “From this moment on, you obey me.”

		I nodded weakly, aware once more of my duty.

		“You will do as I instruct without question. I will only ever ask once. Disappoint me or fail me, and I will not hesitate to punish you.”

		I nodded, unable to raise my eyes, unwilling to face the reality of Mistress Amber’s loss.

		“Cordelia, my dear,” Mistress Sharpe spoke softly to her friend, “would you be a darling and pick up all this jewellery for me. I need to ensure this... thing,” she gestured vaguely in my direction, “is properly taken care of.”

		Miss Tate nodded and began scooping the pile of betting chips and jewellery into her over-sized bag.

		I looked forlornly towards Amber, slumped and shaking in her chair. She stared unfocussed at the gaming table, unable or perhaps unwilling to connect with the events unfolding before her. I stood for a moment watching her, hoping that she might look up and acknowledge me.

		But she never did.

		My new Mistress took me by the arm and led me from the room. From the house. She didn’t pause to allow me to dress. She walked me out into the cold night, where a driver stood waiting with her car. He opened the door. She gave me a shove. I climbed onto the backseat. She sat next to me.

		As the car pulled away, I cast a last, longing glance back at the house. Amber was nowhere to be seen.

		Mistress Sharpe turned my gaze back to her with a pointed fingernail in my chin.

		“No looking back now, slave,” she said. Her lips stretched into a cruel, mocking smile. “You only have eyes for me now. You’re going to enjoy life as my slave, aren’t you?”

		After a long, long pause, I said, “Yes, Mistress.”

		

		###
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