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 The Venice Vampire




 "The end of the enchantment was come and the Princess awoke, and she said: 'Is it you,  my Prince? You have waited a long while...'" 

 

                -Charles Perrault, "The Sleeping Beauty in the Wood" 

                

                

                

 Chapter 1

 

 1795   

 

 

 

 Elizabeth woke. It was dark. She pushed on the lid of the coffin and it opened.   

 A single candle glowed on the table, and she saw that the crypt was empty except for herself and her casket. It was made of beautiful polished wood, and she spent a few minutes admiring its lines and running her fingers over its smooth surface. It was good to be buried in such a thing if one is dead, she decided.   

 Was she dead? She didn't know. She couldn't remember where she was, how she got here, or anything at all before this moment. She didn't even remember her own name until she read it on the little gold placard over the burial niche. It seemed she'd been buried, but then why was she alive again now?   

 The mystery didn't bother her that much, though. Finding a tiny silver bell on the table, she rang it, as much to hear its sound as to see what would happen. Two men answered. They were babyfaced, ruddy, and wearing waistcoats and stockings and short wigs. They were thick-lipped and very tall, and they both looked almost exactly alike.   

 She assumed these must be her servants. There was something very strange about them; they seemed distant and distracted, and their movements suggested they were not entirely aware of what they were doing. They seemed, she decided, like men who were walking in their sleep.   

 They presented her with clothes: a gown, a kirtle, a partlet, a sable fur, and perfumed gloves. Her shoes had gold fabric heels. All the materials felt smooth and lustrous. Delighted, she dressed. She felt no shame in dressing in front of these strange men. They barely seemed to know what was going on around them anyway.   

 Now, where was her looking glass? Seeing her puzzlement, one of the servants presented an oval hand mirror in a silver frame. But she found no reflection when she looked into it. She polished the mirror's surface with the hem of her shift, but an image refused to appear. How strange...   

 One of the red-faced men rang the little bell again, and in came a young woman, dressed exactly like Elizabeth. They were the same height and build, and Elizabeth supposed that their faces must look very much alike too. So she's to be my looking glass, Elizabeth thought!   

 Is this really what I look like, Elizabeth wondered, touching the servant girl's cheek. The girl, like the two men, seemed not to be conscious of what was going on around her, like a somnambulist. Vaguely troubled, Elizabeth finished dressing and left the girl and the coffin, and the crypt behind.   

 The burial chamber turned out to be aboveground and opened directly into the main house. She glimpsed the night sky and lanterns through some French doors in this hall and wondered what city this was. Running to the balcony and unlatching the doors she stepped out; the flickering light of a thousand, thousand lamps glowed in the city, and a river ran beneath the villa.   

 No, not a river, she realized: a canal. This was Venice. Even now, St. Mark's Square was flooding with the evening tide. Venice; she tasted the word without speaking it. It was good. Whoever she was and whatever was going on, at least she knew this place. She wasn't really lost at all.   

 

 ◆◆◆




 Chapter 2







 

 She went back inside. Her serving man was waiting for her. He seemed to want to take her somewhere, so she followed him. She noticed, as they walked, that the house's interior was quite extravagant. I must be very rich, she thought. That was lucky.   

 They came to a sitting room, and there was another man there, but Elizabeth guessed by the look of him that he wasn't another servant. He was young and handsome, but though his clothes were fine they showed signs of having been worn a bit too long. He was standing at an easel and was in the midst of cleaning his brushes. It took him a while to notice her.   

 "My lady," he said after he finally looked up. He went to kiss her hand but she brushed past him without pause, sitting on a nearby chair with a high cushion. A fan rested on the table next to it, so she opened it, watching the painter out of the corner of her eye. He looked flustered.   

 "How pleasing to see you again," the artist said. "Are you ready to continue?"   

 Elizabeth fluttered the fan once in reply. The artist cleared his throat.   

 "I think we can finally finish tonight. You've been so generous to me that I wanted to work as quickly as I could without sacrificing the integrity of the...that is to say..." He seemed to grow distracted by her gaze, and his words trailed off. Elizabeth pursed her lips. He blushed.   

 "Forgive me," the young man said. "Let's begin." And he picked up his brush and palette knife.   

 Elizabeth watched him work. She had no idea what this man was doing in what she assumed to be her house, and no memory of having met him before, but it seemed she must have sat for this portrait before. The man-the boy, really-was fascinating to watch, so deep in concentration with his work. Elizabeth reclined in the chair, letting the open fan dangle from her fingertips and affecting the smallest smile she could manage.   

 "You pose with remarkable grace, lady," he said. "Most find it difficult to keep so still."   

 He maneuvered his tools with ease, and he spoke with less hesitance when he painted.   

 "I painted a gentlewoman in Naples last year who couldn't stop sneezing whenever we had a sitting. The portrait was a mess because there were hardly two consecutive minutes when her face wasn't in some spasm, but do you know she said was completely pleased with it when it was finished?"   

 Elizabeth went as if to laugh but produced no real sound. The artist seemed to be applying very heavy strokes, and the flush on his cheeks was now exertion rather than embarrassment. After some hours he paused to rest and, wiping his brow on a handkerchief, declared:   

 "It's done. ...or at least, I think it's done. Naturally only you can decide that." And he turned the easel around.   

 Elizabeth saw a teenage girl with very large eyes, a small mouth, and curling hair. The couch, the fan, and the daffodils on the table ("Yellow narcissus," she knew they were called) were represented in sharp lines, as was each fold of her dress.   

 And the face? It was beautiful...but she had no idea if looked like her or not.   

 Elizabeth watched the portrait for many minutes, while the young artist sweated and fretted. Finally, he said, "We can start over if you want. But I really believe this is some of my best work. You've inspired me in a way I've never felt before."   

 Elizabeth reached out to touch the face of the painted girl, only remembering that the paint wasn't yet dry at the last second. The artist fiddled with a pen and cleared his throat again.. Finally, Elizabeth closed her fan and turned her back on him. She heard him sag.   

 "I see. I...appreciate your patronage. I painted my best for you, but I know it's not good enough. I'll go. Just give me a moment to collect-"   

 She turned around and caught him, slipping one arm around his waist and turning his face to hers with the other, leaning up for a long kiss that almost knocked him out of his shoes.   

 He went rigid as a statue, and she almost had to hold him up for fear that he'd topple over. Eventually, tentatively, he leaned in to return the kiss, and they stayed that way for a very long time. The serving man slipped away without making any noise.   

 Unbalanced, the artist fell backward onto the couch, and Elizabeth fell with him, ensnaring him with her limbs and trapping him with her body. Despite her small stature, she was very strong, and when she pinned him against the cushions he was like a wriggling minnow.   

 Elizabeth's mouth covered his, and her tongue stabbed into him again and again while she held him in her coils. She still couldn't remember anything about this man or how they'd come to be together tonight, but she was quite suddenly taken with the desire to be close to his flesh...




 ◆◆◆




 Chapter 3 

 

 

 

 Fabric tore and buttons flew as Elizabeth pulled off his too-many-times-mended shirt. Her pale fingers explored the lines of his naked chest, and he winced when she pressed on his ribs to feel the way they flexed when he breathed in and out.   

 "Please, not so rough..." he said, but she swallowed his words with another open-mouthed kiss.   

 She wanted very much to feel his skin on hers, so she tried to squeeze out of the confines of her own garments as fast as she could. Soon she lost her patience and simply tore her dress and undergarments off, the same way she had his shirt. Underneath it, she was white and lithe. A dozen candelabras lit the room, and the orange glow danced on her immaculate flesh as she straddled the hapless painter.   

 Now, this was a pretty piece of flesh; he had the soft body of a Borghese but the rough hands of one who worked for a living. She nibbled his fingertips and stuck one into her mouth to taste him. He was young and tender. When she kissed his neck, her mouth happened across the throb of his jugular and she froze, mesmerized. Her lips were very sensitive, and the feeling of his pulse generated a curious sense of tension...   

 She held him down and covered his mouth while she slid onto the length of his cock and secured him inside of her. He moaned into her palm. Then, just to see what sound he would make next, she tipped one of the nearby candles so that hot wax drizzled onto his naked chest. He squirmed but seemed to like it.   

 Elizabeth licked the artist's body; he tasted like excitement and anticipation, but also faintly of dread. She rode him, and her mouth was on his neck again, and she could almost taste the hot throb of his heartbeat...   

 She wasn't consciously aware of what she was doing at first. Only when there was so much blood that she couldn't help spilling some down the front of both of them did she realize that he was bleeding at all. The sticky hot drops smeared their writhing limbs as she rode on top of him. He seemed to be trying to say something, but Elizabeth's teeth were in his throat and he couldn't dislodge her.   

 She had only meant to try a little, but his blood tasted so raw and hot that she wanted more...   

 "Please, don't..." he said, choking, but that was all he managed. She sucked harder, and after a minute he was not struggling so much anymore. That was good.   

 She still rode him, and though his stamina flagged Elizabeth was no less enthusiastic than before. The delicate curve of her posterior slapped up and down in his lap as her shoulders rose and fell like the gently lapping waters of the tide at St. Mark's.   

 They were a complete mess now, hot blood drenching their two bodies and the couch and the floor, sticky red droplets clinging to her hair and her nails. She began lapping spilled blood off his chest. His breathing was ragged. She squeezed as hard as she could, wringing him out, and she thought she felt something pop and break inside of him as the lightning jolt of an orgasm shot through her...   

 And then he stopped moving. Very soon, the dribble from his throat grew cold, and then it stopped. Licking her fingers, Elizabeth thought that he was quite a sweet young man, in the end.   

 She rang the silver bell to summon her servants. They arrived with a heavy blanket and rolled the painter's body up in it, tying a cord about his feet and another around his neck and then hoisting him over their shoulders. They gathered up the artist's clothes and personal effects in a separate bundle.   

 The bloodstained couch seemed to give them pause, but then they moved it to one side of the room, apparently resigned to having to dispose of it, too. Almost as an afterthought, they took the portrait.   

 Elizabeth (still nude, blood still covering her naked breasts and belly) followed them out of the sitting room. They went to a hall pantry with a trapdoor that opened onto a set of old stone stairs. Elizabeth smelled brackish water and heard the tide lapping at the landing below. The men with the ruddy faces tied three stones to the body and dropped it into the water. It vanished into the abyss with barely a sound.   

 They burned the painter's clothes and anything that wouldn't burn they broke into many pieces and likewise deposited into a canal. The only exception was the painting, in which the tone servant was about to cast into the water when Elizabeth stopped him. She looked at the study, running her fingers over its surface (trailing blood wherever she touched it). She looked into the eyes of the painted girl and wondered, is this me? The coy woman on the canvas offered no answers. It was the face of a stranger who might as well not exist at all.   

 Elsewhere in the house, she found a closet full of portraits. Hundreds of them. They were all of the same girl, but no two really looked alike. No two really looked like her. She added the new one to the pile.   

 She wanted to see the city. In a private gondola steered by one of her sleepwalking servitors, she floated down the dark S of the Grand Canal. There were no stars out; the only light in the dark was Venice itself.   

 Imagine, she thought, a city on the water. Maybe Venice was a dream. Or was Venice dreaming of her? Did the city sleep? Did it know she existed? Whatever the case, the gentle rocking of the little boat and the sound of oars in the water comforted her, like a lullaby.   

 Dawn was coming when they returned. She hurried inside and, too drowsy to stand on her own, allowed the men to carry her to her crypt. They laid her out in the polished wooden box and closed the lid. The crypt seemed like the darkest, most secret place in Venice, and Elizabeth felt like she belonged. Within seconds, she slept.  




 ◆◆◆ 

 

 Chapter 4 

 

 1895

 

 

 

 Elizabeth woke. It was dark. She pushed on the lid of the coffin and it opened.   

 She remembered nothing before this moment. She explored the crypt, discovered her name, wondered at her whereabouts, and eventually, found the bell that summoned aid. Two men arrived, both short, with dark complexions and wide mustaches, dressed in trousers, vests, and shirts with high collars. They were almost identical, and they didn't speak, sleepwalking through their chores.   

 Elizabeth let them clothe her: a dress with a very wide skirt and a low neckline and short, puffed sleeves, with a wire frame holding it up. The color of the fabric was too bright to be natural; she couldn't imagine where such colors came from. She searched in vain for her reflection in a mirror, watched a serving girl model identical clothes for her, and speculated about what resemblance they two might bear. Still, she remembered nothing.   

 She left the crypt. She found the view of Venice from the balcony. The patterns of its canals and great old buildings comforted her. There was St. Mark's Square, flooded with the tide, and-   

 Wait. What was that building on the west side? Elizabeth leaned over the railing to look at it. It was enormous! It was extraordinary! She didn't remember it being there when...when what? What time was she remembering? How long had she slept? Why didn't she know? Her heart shrank with horror. She went back inside, fingers trembling while they latched the door.   

 Dazed, she allowed herself to be taken to a sitting room. A man was waiting for her. He was very tall, with a black beard and dark spectacles that made it impossible to see his eyes. She wasn't certain of his accent; German, maybe? The nearby trunks suggested he'd just arrived.   

 "My lady," he said, kissing her hand. "How pleasing to put a face to such a long correspondence. I hope you're pleased to see me as well?"   

 She smiled in a way that didn't show her teeth.   

 "I have everything prepared," the German said. "Shall we adjourn to the terrace?"   

 Outside, the dark, furtive scent of Venice-canal water and smoke hung in the air. It seemed he meant to paint her, although why he would do such a thing here, in the pitch black, was beyond her. He made reference to something called a "card portrait" several times. He seemed to have no canvas, no easel, and no paints. Instead, he spent a great deal of time laboring over a contraption he unpacked, a box that stood on very tall legs.   

 "You've seen tintypes, no doubt?" he said. "The principle is the same. We treat the paper with egg whites, of all things. You'll find new photography much superior to the old, primitive daguerreotypes. And I have a new innovation to offer..."   

 Elizabeth smiled so that he would keep talking.   

 "We can now capture an image in less than a single minute, with the help of this," the German said, holding up a strand of wire. "Magnesium. When it burns, it produces illumination as intense as daylight. An Englishman conceived of using it to light dark scenes like this, but I have done him one step better."   

 He produced a metal bowl, scorched on the bottom and filled with a foul-smelling mixture. "If we mix the wire shavings with gunpowder, we can fully illuminate even the darkest surroundings in an instant," he said.   

 Elizabeth nodded, pondering the substance proffered. She almost daubed a finger in it, but it smelled of sulfur. The German prepared another contraption, a kind of lamp with a bowl full of his powders.   

 "No need to be concerned," he said. "I have been trained by one of the most accomplished chemists in Europe. The reaction will be small and controlled. But I warn you, it can be frightening to those who have not witnessed it before."   

 He kept talking, but Elizabeth wasn't listening. She noticed that the back of his lamp was a curved mirror. In it, she saw the terrace, the balcony railing, and the lights of the city, but not herself. Imagine, that a piece of polished glass could contain an entire city, but have no place for her. The German was lighting a fuse, but she was so fascinated with the mirror that she was only faintly aware of what was happening... 

 

 ◆◆◆




 Chapter 5 

 

 

 And then the world exploded. Blinding white madness, a crackle like lightning, a smell like burning Hell. Everything turned silver, and time stood still.   

 Then it was over. When the spots faded from Elizabeth's eyes she realized that the German was dead and that she was holding him by the throat. In the split second of the explosion, she had sprinted across the terrace, knocked over the strange box, lifted the man off his feet, and broken his neck, all without even knowing what she was doing.   

 The sinews of her arms felt like taut wires. The German's head slumped, his dark spectacles askew, an expression of blank surprise frozen on his features, like a painted image. Slowly, she set him down. He crumpled.   

 Elizabeth picked up the mirrored lamp and threw it off the balcony. The box on legs followed. She watched them both sink, and when she was satisfied that the black waters of Venice had consumed them both she went inside. She walked right past the sleepwalking servants as they prepared to dispose of the unfortunate artist, barely realizing they were there.   

 She spent time looking in the mirror. There was nothing to look at, but she looked anyway. Then she rang the bell and summoned the servant girl who had modeled her clothes. She cupped the girl's face in her hand and ran her fingers over her cheekbones and forehead and the profile of her nose and the curve of her chin. Do I look like this, she thought. Are all portraits so unsatisfying, or only the living ones?   

 Without thinking, she sank her teeth into the girl's neck. The girl screamed and, perhaps, woke from her stupor, but she didn't resist. When she no longer had the strength to stand, Elizabeth held her up. They embraced this way for a long time while Elizabeth counted the beats of the girl's heart, feeling them come slower, and slower, and slower...   

 Finished, Elizabeth let her fall. The wounded girl stirred, sluggish, as Elizabeth stepped over her, both of their identical dresses now in bloody ruins. The two servant men seemed confused when they came on the scene, trying to revive the fallen girl. Elizabeth didn't care.   

 She went to the outer balcony again. Venice greeted her, but it seemed strange now like an old lover made indifferent by age. Not caring who saw, she stripped the bloody clothes off and threw them away. Did they float, or sink? She didn't watch. She went inside. She went to the crypt. She slept.   

 But her dreams gave her no peace. 

 

 ◆◆◆ 

 

 Chapter 6




 1995   

 

 

 

 Elizabeth pushed on the lid of the coffin and it opened.   

 The crypt was cold, bare metal on all sides. The lamp was bright white. The flame, encased in glass, didn't flicker or make heat. Elizabeth knew nothing and remembered nothing.   

 Men in foolish clothes she had never seen the likes of came in. The dress they gave her was so small it was barely there, and it clung to her figure in ways that shocked her. They covered her with jewels and brought her strange shoes that made her seem taller and were difficult to wear, and they daubed odd-smelling perfume onto her throat and breast.   

 She followed them into a house lit by unreal, heatless ghost lamps. She went to the balcony and realized she was in Venice, but it was a nightmare Venice of impossible buildings she didn't know and blinding lights that sometimes flew through the air like stars fallen out of their spheres. Frightened, she went in and tried to lock the world out.   

 She followed the servants to a sitting room. A woman was waiting for her, a strange woman who wore trousers and shook Elizabeth's hand as if they were men. She had with her a metal box with something like a glass eye in it and something else that looked to Elizabeth like a canvas, though it was of very thin substance, and was very wide.   

 "We have it," said the woman. "I suppose you want to see it now?"   

 The woman spoke...English, Elizabeth thought. But it sounded only a little like the English she remembered.   

 Elizabeth sat (the shape of the furniture in this room was the most bizarre thing yet). The woman put the canvas against one wall, and then she set her strange box on the table and attached flat things like wheels to the top of it. "Lights please?" she said.   

 A servant made the room go dark with a wave of his hand. The mysterious box's glass eye glowed and, to Elizabeth's alarm, phantoms appeared, glowing silver figures of light on the canvas. The entire city of Venice was there on the wall; the old Venice, as she thought it should look. She recognized the clothing and the buildings and the old gondolas. Was this woman a sorceress, who had trapped the real Venice in her magic box and replaced it with the apparition outside?   

 Gradually, Elizabeth gathered that she was seeing some kind of play, and these people were merely actors (though what magic art was causing them to manifest in the room she didn't know.) She began to piece together the meaning of the story: A wealthy Venetian girl, the most beautiful in the world, was put under a spell by her jealous godmother, so that she would sleep forever, waking only at night, and even then as a monster.   

 The spell could only be broken when the girl saw her own image. But this proved impossible since the wicked godmother stole the girl's reflection as well (a cruel trick to play on one whose beauty had captivated so many). Great artists came to paint her portrait in hopes that they might break the spell, but each failed.   

 The sleeping girl never changed: She was a shadow and a shape and the reflection of nothing, illustrated in silver light before Elizabeth's eyes, real and not real at the same time. She was nothing but a face...   

 Elizabeth's hand darted out, touching the button on the side of the box. The phantoms disappeared. She stood, pacing the room, heart racing. The lights came on again. The strange woman looked at her.   

 "What's wrong?"   

 Elizabeth wasn't sure. She walked to the screen and touched it, checking for any impressions that the moving pictures might have left behind. Everything had been real; she had seen it all with her own eyes. But now it was as if it had never existed. What kind of portraits were these that were as fleeting as the light of day?   

 The strange woman sat on the couch, drinking something from a flat metal bottle. "You don't like it," she said. "We tailored the script to your specifications. What did we get wrong?"   

 Elizabeth said nothing. She sat. She put her hand on the woman's knee. The woman sat up a little and looked at Elizabeth from the edge of her eye, obviously unsure what to think. Elizabeth sat a little closer and, leaning down, she kissed the woman's wrist, letting the tip of her tongue tickle the sensitive skin there. The woman made an "oomph" sound, and Elizabeth did it again. She could very nearly taste the hot blood pulsing through the veins beneath her mouth, but she didn't bite down.   

 Instead, she kissed her way up the arm and, soon, across the rounded shoulder, pushing the strange, short-sleeved man's shirt out of the way. The woman tasted like curiosity, gratification, intrigue, and secrets. Very good.   

 The strange woman pushed back for a second. "Lady," she said. "are you on something? Because you are damn spooky."   

 Elizabeth brushed her lips over the other woman's in answer. She strained away a little but did not get up and leave.   

 "You're my client," she said. "I don't need hassle like this." A few more teasing kisses reeled her in, though, and soon she kissed back. 

 

 ◆◆◆ 

 

 Chapter 7 

 

 

 Both women rolled over on the couch, first Elizabeth on top, then the stranger, then back again. Clothes slid off so easily it was like they were barely there, to begin with. The smell of Elizabeth's perfumed body mingled with the woman's own natural smell. Her skin was hard and tanned next to Elizabeth's delicate pallor, and she kissed roughly. Though she looked soft and womanish she felt strong, and the two of them fell on and over each other and twisted around in tight embraces and breathed each other in while outside the long, hot, Venice night stretched out like a dark mirror outside.   

 Elizabeth kissed the other woman to keep her from talking. Words were mysteries that scared her. Touch was the only thing that worked the way it should anymore. The couch was slick leather, cool against her own cool body. The witch lights that lit this midnight world seemed harsh, but in that otherwordly halo, their bodies glowed with a light of their own. Elizabeth crushed her small breasts against her lover's and rocked back and forth with naked thighs clasped. They fit together perfectly.   

 Elizabeth listened to the rush of blood in the woman's veins. Her tongue flickered over her sharp teeth. The woman kissed her way across Elizabeth's thighs. Her mouth was softer than velvet. Elizabeth watched the telltale throb in her neck and wondered how it might taste mouth-watering   

 The woman was licking at her now. It was a pleasantly distracting stimulation, but even with the woman's face buried between Elizabeth's thighs, her attention couldn't wander for long away from the steady beat of the pulse. The more excited the woman became, the faster and harder the blood beat through her. Elizabeth ran her nails up and down the woman's back while her open mouth massaged Elizabeth's sex. She pressed hard enough to break the skin, and her hand came up with one bright scarlet drop clinging to the tip of a nail. The taste of it danced across her tongue.   

 Eager for more, she scratched again, and the woman cried out, sitting up and backing away. "What the hell?" she said. She touched the scratches tenderly. "You don't have to get so-"   

 But before she could say anything else Elizabeth caught her again, lips parted, teeth poised just above the soft hollow of the other woman's throat. And then...   

 She noticed the blank screen on the other side of the room, flapping a little in an otherwise undetectable breeze. A faint nagging sense settled on her. She turned away from her lover, all but dropping her. The other woman staggered and caught her own balance. "Hey?!" she said.   

 Elizabeth examined the strange box on the table more closely. She was convinced now that it wasn't really magic, though what it was instead she couldn't say. It made a whirring sound, and the wheels on top sprang into motion when she pressed the button, and the ghostly figures appeared again on the wall.   

 The girl on the screen was a graceful phantom in a world of silver and black. She floated down dark corridors and wept into the canals, forgotten and alone. At the play's end, she stood on a balcony as the sun rose over Venice and then-Elizabeth blinked, dazzled by the image of the dawn-she seemed to catch fire in the sunlight, burning away and leaving the face of the sun as the only thing on the screen, a white disc against a sea of silver.   

 Captivated, Elizabeth walked to where the image of the sun met the wall. She expected it to be hot when she touched it, but it wasn't. The light filled up her eyes.   

 "Is it real?" she said.   

 The strange woman looked up. She'd put half of her clothes back on and returned to her bottle, sulking. Elizabeth turned to her, the light from the magic box shining right into her face.   

 "Is it real?" she said again.   

 The woman blinked. "What the hell are you talking about?"   

 "This-this-painting with light," Elizabeth said. "Is it a real thing? Is that really the sun?"   

 The woman blinked, dumbfounded. "You are the strangest fucking person I have ever met," she said.   

 Elizabeth reached for the image of the sun on the wall. "It is real," she said. "I can feel it. It's almost warm. Can't you feel it too? It's like...a kiss."   

 The strange woman cried out. "What's happening? You're-?"   

 Elizabeth was on fire. Her hand on the screen was lined in white flames, and smoke rose in curls from her arms and shoulders. Her hair was burning. But it didn't hurt. In fact, she liked it. She felt the warmth of the sunlight. It was better than real. It was more perfect than any painting, more lasting and true than any portrait she'd ever seen. She threw her arms open as if she could gather the sun up in them, and when she did-   

 Quietly, she crumbled away, burning in the false sunlight until there was nothing left. The film ended and the projector snapped off. The producer was alone in the dark penthouse. Try as she might, she couldn't find it in herself to scream.   

 She didn't understand what had happened. She didn't know what she had just seen. In a few years, she would convince herself that this was all a dream and that her entire time in Venice was nothing but a kind of waking sleep.   

 In the morning, a servant scattered Elizabeth's ashes over the canal. They mingled with the waters of Venice, and perhaps they are part of it still. 

 




 "Death makes men weep, and yet a third of life is passed in sleep."




                                                                                                                                                -Lord Byron

                                                                                                                                                

 Until Death







 "All extremes of feeling are allied with madness." 




                                                                                                                -Virginia Woolf, "Orlando" 

                                                                                                                

                                                                                                                

                                                                                                                

 Chapter 1 

 

 

 

It was sundown. The carriage reached the cottage on the cliffs. Porphyria followed the path to the door but hesitated before knocking. Maybe I should go back, she thought. Maybe I should just throw myself off the cliffs instead. That would be better.   

 But she knocked, and when the door opened she went in without waiting to be invited or greeted. She had to duck a bit to fit through the doorframe. She was a great, tall woman, with strong arms and broad shoulders, and a hard face, but she was often called beautiful.   

 (A duke wrote a sonnet about her hair two seasons ago. She called the verses "quaint.")   

 Hester was wiping flour—covered fingers on her apron. She was small and fine, and anyone would admit she was pretty, but gentlemen of every stripe stayed away from her, and no one would have dared write her poetry. She said nothing to Porphyria, but instead went back to the kitchen and continued rolling out dough on the sideboard. Porphyria waited as long as her patience would bear and then coughed. Hester looked at her.   

 "Well?" she said. "What do you want?"   

 Porphyria set a box on the countertop. Hester smeared flour on it as she picked it up. Inside was a diamond necklace. "How...pretty," Hester said.   

 "My mother wore it at Queen Victoria's coronation. Just one of those stones would buy all the land from here to Marblehead Hall. It should be more than enough."   

 Hester turned the necklace over in her hand. "I'm sorry," she said. "But I wouldn't have a thing to wear with it."   

 Porphyria scowled. "If that's not good enough then what is?"   

 "You know my price," said Hester, continuing to knead the dough.   

 "I won't pay it."   

 "Then you won't. It's your decision. But no one else can help you. You've traveled all over the isles and even to the continent, but no one who can do what I can."   

 "How do you know that?"   

 "I know," said Hester.   

 Porphyria seethed. Hester separated the dough into pans, singing under her breath.   

 "If I agree," said Porphyria, "do you promise to give me what I want?"   

 "You know I will," said Hester, without looking up.   

 Porphyria went to the window. She felt ill. Her eyes burned, but she refused to cry.   

 "Fine then," she said.   

 Hester stood up straight. "We have a deal?"   

 Porphyria bit her lip. "Yes."   

 Hester picked the necklace up. "I'll keep the jewels too if you don't mind?"   

 "Not a bit."   

 Hester hung up her apron. She washed her hands in the rain barrel and took her hair down one layer of brown curls at a time. Then he took Porphyria by the hand and led her into the little bedroom.   

 She turned her back as Porphyria undressed, but after several minutes it was clear that Porphyria was having trouble with her layers of undergarments. Hester bit her lip to keep from laughing. This went on for some time. Finally, she said, "Let me help you."   

 "I don't need help."   

 "Plainly you do."   

 Porphyria made a noise very much like a growl but kept still long enough for Hester to undo everything. Then Hester stripped her down to her chemise and Porphyria sat on the edge of the thin mattress, hands knotted in her lap. Hester undressed by herself, and then both women stared at one another, seemingly unsure how to make the first move.   

 Finally, Hester leaned in and kissed Porphyria on the lips. Porphyria nearly fell off the bed. Hester kissed her again, with a bit more force. Porphyria's body went rigid. It was like kissing an anvil. Hester sighed.   

 "This isn't going to work," she said.   

 "Wait!" said Porphyria.   

 "No," said Hester, reaching for her dress. "It won't work. You don't love me."   

 "Did you expect me to?"   

 "No, but I expected you to be a little more convincing." Hester looked out the window. "Do you remember when my mother stood at this window and watched us play down on the rocks?"   

 Porphyria blinked. "Yes. I suppose. We were there almost every day."   

 "Do you remember when your father took you away and made you promise not to come back, telling you that you should never associate with our kind? That day in particular?"   

 "Yes," said Porphyria.   

 "I loved you even then. I think about that day every time I look out this window. Do you know what it was like for me when you married that man and went to live at Marblehead Hall and left me thinking I would never see you again?   

 "I could have had you for myself if I'd wanted. I could have forced you to believe that you love me. I have that power. But I didn't. And you can't even do this one thing for me, not even when you need my help. I gave up a life, and you won't give me a night."   

 "Give me a chance!" said Porphyria. "I have never...done...this before. It's not easy. But I'm willing if you just help me."   

 Hester had never heard this tone in Porphyria's voice before. It almost sounded like pleading. Hester drummed her fingers on the windowsill, thinking.   

 "Maybe I should make it easier for you?" Hester said. She went to a shelf and took down a round box, then drew a pinch of something that looked like crushed flower petals from it. "Taste it," she said. "Just a little."   

 Porphyria came no closer. "What is it?"   

 "Something to make you forget for a while." She held her hand higher.   

 "I don't need witchcraft."   

 "If that were true you wouldn't be here."   

 Hester touched the substance to Porphyria's lips and Porphyria felt lighter. She sighed and then swooned, closing her eyes as she fell onto the bed. She was not sure where she was all of a sudden, but she felt too good to care.   

 Someone touched her bare arm. It felt very good. Someone else was in the bed with her, she realized. Porphyria didn't recognize the woman, but the touch of her hand was soft and warm, and sensual.   

 Porphyria closed her eyes again. She felt the other woman removing her last few underclothes and didn't object. The sensation of silk against her skin was thrilling. Once naked, she stretched like a cat.   

 She forgot that Hester was there as soon as her hands went away, and then when she was touched again she experienced the surprise of finding another occupant in the room all over again. When Hester kissed her she pondered the sensation of another pair of lips, decided that she liked it, and responded in kind.   

 Hester was momentarily alarmed when Porphyria's strong arms wrapped around her as tightly as they could. For a second she feared she couldn't breathe. Porphyria's tongue darted into Hester's mouth, and then she bit Hester's lower lip. Her hands pawed Hester's undergarments and Hester only just managed to slip out of them before they were torn. Both women tumbled naked across the bed, limbs entwined. The night turned hot.   

 Outside, the driver wondered, idly, how much longer his mistress would be.   

 Porphyria felt like she was on fire. Everything that grazed her skin jolted her. She could concentrate on nothing for more than a few seconds before becoming distracted by a new thing.   

 She kissed Hester again, filling her mouth with the taste of the other woman. The more she had, the more she wanted. Hester barely caught her breath between kisses. She broke off long enough to kiss Porphyria's neck, tongue moving in a circle. Porphyria's red, red lips opened and she moaned. Hester cried out as nails raked her back.   

 Hester's tiny, shapely breasts were pressed to Porphyria's ample bosom. Her little fingers cupped Porphyria's breast and squeezed as her teeth grazed the tip of one nipple. Porphyria convulsed. She took hold of Hester, strong fingers fondling her body, and Hester gasped, shuddering.   

 "Take me," Hester whispered. "I'm yours."   

 Porphyria's hand slid between Hester's legs as Hester's tongue flickered out, licking her nipples, lapping around and around them before flicking the tip. Porphyria pressed on the back of her head. Hester began to suck. Porphyria's hand pushed against Hester's sex. Hester whimpered, whispering between the darting movements of her tongue:   

 "I belong to you. Own me. Use me. Do whatever you want with me."   

 One finger slid inside Hester, then two. She was wet and hot, and she clenched around the invasive touch. She rocked back, breath quickening. Porphyria smiled as she pushed harder. Hester whimpered.   

 "Oh God!" she whispered, as Porphyria thrust a finger up into her again and again, causing her sex to quiver and ache. "Oh God, oh God, oh God!" she repeated. She was sweating all over. Porphyria's other fingers nudged her clit, and she almost passed out. She was pushing down with her hips now, chasing Porphyria's touch whenever it retreated.   

 Porphyria slipped a third finger inside. Hester's eyes rolled back. Her body jerked and twitched. She tried to move but it was difficult, as Porphyria rammed her fingers up inside each time she did, reducing her to a writhing mess. She fell onto her back, legs splayed, knotting the blankets.   

 Hester was coming down off her climax when Porphyria grabbed a handful of her hair, dragged her up, and before Hester could say anything pushed her face between Porphyria's thighs. Hester was nearly smothered. Her lips parted instinctually and they met something wet. She pushed her tongue against the slit. Porphyria grunted. Hester opened her mouth, fixing her lips and running her tongue inside, tasting the inner rim, then went deeper.   

 Hester watched Porphyria's breasts quiver with each breath. She was grinding against Hester's mouth. Her breathing came in slow moans and little sighs, and then there came a deeper, harder panting sound, and an insistent growl from somewhere in her throat. Eventually, she was screaming.   

 Hester moved her head up and down. Her tongue lapped over and over. She was legitimately afraid of what Porphyria might do if she stopped, so she concentrated entirely on the moment. Her fingers massaged the Porphyria's inner thighs, her calloused fingers moving along the pale, delicate flesh of the other woman's gleaming white nakedness. She tasted wetness. She found Porphyria's swollen, trembling clit and engulfed it with her tongue.   

 The entire bed shook as Porphyria threw herself against the mattress. Her hands clawed Hester's back. Hester didn't stop. Porphyria ached all over. She was burning up inside. She tried to push the feeling out, but there was always more of it.   

 She screamed: "More!"   

 Hester went faster. Porphyria was covered in sweat, twitching all over. She buried was screaming non-stop now:   

 "More, more, more!"   

 She pulled Hester away and slapped her across the face. Hester blinked, stunned, and then Porphyria pushed her down again, and her mouth opened again, and they went on like that until Porphyria shuddered and screamed her last and collapsed, exhausted. Hester wiped her mouth and took a deep breath, then kissed Porphyria one last time, risking being crushed in another embrace.   

 They lay side by side for a little while. Then Porphyria's stomach lurched and she ran to the window just in time. She spat bile into the weeds and brush.   

 "Sorry," Hester said. "I should have mentioned that can happen once it's run its course."   

 Porphyria tried to reply but the pain made it too hard. Eventually, she settled down.   

 "I don't remember anything. Did we..." Porphyria said, and then realized that she was naked and sweaty and sore. She felt sick again but dressed herself without incident. Hester seemed bored as she watched, sliding back into her own clothes.   

 Porphyria did not look at Hester, or seemingly anything at all after they left the bedroom. She stared at the floor and muttered:   

 "Well. You're paid. Now give me what I came for."   

 Hester went to the hearth and removed a loose chimney stone, taking a small leather bag from behind it. Something rattled inside. She put it into Porphyria's hand.   

 "If this is a trick—" Porphyria said.   

 "Then you know where to find me," said Hester.   

 Porphyria put her cloak on and left. Hester watched her from the door, but she didn't look back. Her coachman had fallen asleep waiting for her.   

 "Danner!" she said, waking him and climbing into the cabin. "We're finished."   

 "Yes, mistress," he said.   

 "The workman, they should have arrived by now?"   

 "Yes, mistress."   

 "And they're reliable, and know how to keep their mouths shut?   

 "Yes, mistress." Danner climbed into the bucket.   

 "Good," said Porphyria, and it was the last thing she said the entire trip back.







 ◆◆◆ 

 

 

 Chapter 2 

 

 

 

"Heave, gents, heave!" said Danner. Rain dripped into his face from the brim of his hat. His boots squelched in the mud.   

 "Begging your pardon sir," said one of the workers, "but we've been heaving all night."   

 "Then perhaps you lack proper motivation," said Danner. "Move that box or you forfeit your pay."   

 The worker scowled, but wrapped the rope twice around his hands and braced himself against the fence to pull harder.   

 "Why aren't they finished?" said Porphyria. She stood under an awning, watching the workman haul what looked like a great trunk that had become stuck in the mud. They were at the gate of the little churchyard on the other side of the estate, trying to pull the box out and load it into the waiting wagon.   

 Danner wrung his hat it out. "We had a problem with some of the men. Half of them refused to work when they found out they would have to open the mausoleum. The rest had some trouble with the coffin. They've almost got it now."   

 "Have them take it to the old stable on the east side, the empty one," Porphyria said. "Make sure that none of the house staff are around to see them."   

 "Yes, mistress," said Danner. "Shall I dismiss them after?"   

 "No. Send them to the kitchens. Wake the cook and give them whatever they want, then tell them they can sleep in the other stable tonight. Tomorrow they'll take the coffin back to the crypt and seal it up again."   

 "Back?" said Danner.   

 "Yes, back. Do you have any problem with that?"   

 "No, mistress, none at all. Just making sure."   

 Porphyria watched the men work. "I suppose you're wondering what this is all about."   

 "Not at all. I do your business and I mind my own."   

 "Good answer. Did you turn out the old servants?"   

 "There's not a single person in the house who worked here while your husband was alive."   

 "Excellent." She paused. "I think it's time for a drink. Take care of this lot, then join me in the study."   

 Twenty minutes later Danner sat on a red velvet couch opposite Porphyria, sipping the absinthe she poured for him.   

 "Well," she said.   

 "Yes?"   

 "This seemed like a good occasion to talk."   

 "If you like. What are we talking about?"   

 "You've been...very faithful to me, Danner, these last few years."   

 "It's been my pleasure."   

 "I've been able to rely on you for everything, and I appreciate your services. And the discretion around them."   

 "There's no need to thank me."   

 "I didn't," she said, though she smiled as she said it. "Do you have any regrets?"   

 "None whatsoever."   

 "Not even about those mausoleums that you had a hand in filling?"   

 "Well, it had to be done."   

 "Yes," said Porphyria, looking far away. "It had to be done. It's hard to find good help these days Nevertheless, as much as I value everything you've done, it should be noted that, as of tonight, certain improprieties in our relationship must be discontinued."   

 Danner's heart sank, but he didn't show it. "That's entirely your decision. I serve in whatever capacity you wish."   

 "Yes. But you see, that makes me a bit nervous."   

 "Um?"   

 "To put it bluntly, I'm just not sure if I can trust you now that certain...choice rewards are beyond your grasp."   

 "There's no need to—"   

 "And you know all of my secrets. I don't like it when any person knows too much about me."   

 Danner's palms began to sweat.   

 "Given everything that's happened, I'm afraid we have to part ways. Starting tonight. Starting right now, actually, unless I miss my guess." Porphyria looked at her nails.   

 Danner paused. Something tasted funny about his drink, beneath the absinthe...   

 "Ah," he said. "Oleander."   

 She nodded.   

 "A good choice. I didn't even notice it." His limbs felt heavy. "But what do you intend to do with the body? I won't be around to dispose of it."   

 "You already have. You'll be in the coffin when the workmen seal it back in the vault tomorrow. You'll lie next to the Covel family's ancestors until the end of time. A fitting reward for all of your services to the family, don't you think?"   

 Danner's vision tunneled. Even now, he had to admire her thoroughness. It was her most charming quality. She patted his hand.   

 "For the record," she said, "It was...nice, while it lasted. Nice for what it was."   

 He tried to answer, but his throat closed up.   

 "I would give you a kiss for old times' sake, but I'm afraid it just wouldn't be appropriate. After all..." She stood. "I'm about to be a married woman again."   

 And that was the last thing he heard.  

 

 

 ◆◆◆







 Chapter 3 

 

 

 

 Porphyria rolled the body up in a rug, then slung it over her broad shoulders. She locked the study door and went to the old stable on the east side. As per her instructions, there was no one in the corridor to see her. The rain had stopped.   

 The coffin lid was unscrewed but not removed. She had worried that one of the workers might take the opportunity to rifle through for valuables, but it seemed that Danner picked a trustworthy lot after all. He was always so good. Such a shame to have to let him go.   

 The lid was heavy, but she was a woman of unusual strength, and she popped it free after a little work. A sour smell greeted her. She picked up the shape wrapped in the tattered winding sheet and laid it on the ground as gently as she could, then replaced it with Danner's body and put the lid back on. Then she sat down on the casket, wiping her brow with a silk handkerchief.   

 Now, for the business at hand. She unwrapped the winding sheet and looked at the shrunken, moldering form inside. She did not flinch. Why would she? This was the man she loved.   

 She took the leather bag from around her neck. Unlacing it, she dropped something that looked like a dried, black walnut into her hand. There were more inside. Remembering Hester's instructions, she crushed the black thing in her palm. It left a stain.   

 She pried open the mouth of the corpse, popped the crushed mass inside, and waited. First, the body quivered. Then the bones rattled. Porphyria backed up a step when the arms moved. Then the whole thing sat upright, jerking and twitching. It turned its head, joints creaking and opened its mouth. The rags of its clothes disintegrated as it stood up.   

 It walked toward her, one skeletal hand reaching out. Porphyria backed away. Was this how it was supposed to happen? Had she done something wrong? The dead thing came closer. A horrible noise came out of its mouth. Its empty eye sockets stared at her.   

 She closed her eyes. "Jonathon," she said, "please come back to me. Please..."   

 She waited for the touch of those ghastly fingers. It didn't come. She flinched in anticipation, but still, nothing happened. Then she heard a voice:   

 "Hello?"   

 She opened her eyes. In place of the horrible, ambulatory corpse was a young, handsome, virile man, dressed in the tattered remains of his funerary garb. His skin was fair, and his hair was long and dark. His expression was one of quiet bewilderment.   

 "Jonathan!" she cried and threw herself at him. He caught her with some evident surprise, and before he could say anything she was kissing him over and over again, repeating his name between half—hysterical sobs: "Oh John, John, John, John!"   

 It was several minutes before she could say anything else. She sank into his chest, crying, and he, astonished, put his arms around her until she recovered.   

 "I knew it would work," she said. "I knew you would come back to me, I knew it, I knew it. If you had any idea how long I've waited for this, everything I had to do—"   

 "Hello, miss," he said.   

 "John, this is—"   

 "John?" he said. "You keep calling me...John?"   

 She blinked.   

 "Is that my name? John," he said, as though trying it out.   

 She brushed his hair back, touching his face. "Yes dear, of course. You're Lord John Covel."   

 "I am," he said, evidently unsure. "And who are you?"   

 "I'm your wife!"   

 "You are?" He pondered this, eventually appearing not displeased with the notion. "And where are we?"  

 "Darling, don't you remember anything?"   

 "I don't seem to," he said. "I'm sure I've never seen you before in my life. And I have no remembrance of ever being called John. Although now that I think about it, I don't recall ever being called anything else either. The last thing I remember is...being here with you. There's nothing else."   

 She looked into his eyes. "John, you can hear me, can't you? This is real, isn't it?"   

 He nodded, but his expression was blank. "Maybe if you explain more I'll remember?"   

 She smiled. "Well, darling, you've been...gone. For some time. Five years. But now you're home again."   

 "I see."   

 "Oh, but you must be freezing in those rags! Here, put these on. They're yours, I saved them."   

 She handed him a bundle of clothes. He seemed fascinated by the workings of the buttons and laces as he dressed. "Just as handsome as ever," she said when he was done. He smiled like a child.   

 She led him into the house. With every other step, she looked back at him, smiling. "It's no wonder you can't remember, you've been through so much. It will all come back to you soon, darling, you'll see."   

 "I'm sure it will," he said. Then he gaped when he saw the interior of the grand entrance hall. Porphyria rang a bell by the central staircase. After a minute a tired looking maid appeared.   

 "Wake the kitchen staff," Porphyria said.   

 The maid looked surprised. "Are you sure? You've had them up once tonight already."   

 "Don't talk back to me!" said Porphyria. "Do you see this man? This is my husband."   

 The maid nearly fell over. " Have you remarried? We had no idea. Which is to say, I had no idea. Which is to say—"   

 "Wake the kitchen staff. Tell them to begin breakfast. The sun is almost up in any case. Let them know that they're cooking for the new master of the house. Don't just stand there catching flies, go!"   

 The maid gaped again but hurried away.   

 Porphyria took John to the dining hall, where he inspected each and every fork and candlestick on the table with rapt fascination while she talked the morning through, touching his hand every few seconds.   

 "This, of course, is Marblehead Hall," she explained, "built by your grandfather. You lived here all your life, except when you went to France for your education."   

 "I see," he said, balancing a silver butter knife on his finger.   

 "I've kept everything in order while you were away, and—oh darling I just can't believe that it's true, that you're really here again. I've missed you so much."   

 "I've missed you too. Or I imagine I did," he said, tracing the pattern on the tablecloth with the utmost concentration. "Why did I leave?"   

 "Let's not talk about that now. Let's just enjoy being together."   

 John agreed that this was an excellent idea. At breakfast, he ate enough for three men and paid no mind to the stares of the servants. After, Porphyria showed him the entire house.   

 "John, do you remember the garden? Do you remember when the duchess gave us this fountain as a wedding gift?"   

 "I may..."   

 "John, do you remember it was this window where we stood together to watch the sunset our first night here?"   

 "Perhaps, just a bit..."   

 "John, do you remember when I fainted here, and you carried me up five flights of stairs to my bed and then rode all night long to find a doctor?"   

 "I can just barely remember something like that..."   

 It was well past noon when they reached the bedchamber. Porphyria shut the doors and threw her arms around her husband's neck, kissing him. "Do you remember this?" she whispered.   

 He smiled. "Perhaps if you refresh my memory some more..." he said.   

 "Darling, you know you left before we could even have a proper wedding night."   

 "How monstrous of me," said John.   

 "Help me with this." She indicated the laces of her dress. When her petticoats were taking too much time to remove she ripped them off instead and pushed John onto the bed, climbing on top, and straddling him with splayed legs.   

 "I've been waiting so long for you," she said.   

 "I would imagine."   

 "Of course, there have been others, but you must know they meant nothing."   

 "Of course," he said. She had stripped him half-naked before he could even think of objecting (not that he would), and she had his stiff cock in her hands, stroking it and running her fingers over the swollen head. His expression conveyed complete disbelief that he was, in fact, this lucky.   

 Porphyria had no patience to undress fully. She freed herself up just enough to allow access between her legs and guided him in, gasping as his cock filled her from one end to the other. Her head lolled to one side.   

 "It's just like I imagined..." she said.   

 "Is it?" he said, face flushed. "I still can't quite remember everything."   

 "I'll jog your memory," she said, smiling. Working her powerful thighs she pushed herself up and down him. Her breasts strained against her corset. She felt him throbbing inside of her, the pulse from his body giving her a deep and abiding satisfaction.   

 "Tell me when you start remembering," she said, kissing his fingertips and bouncing over and over. Up and down, in and out, slowly, from the tip all the way in. John's eyes rolled back and he stammered something incoherent.   

 "Oh, God, the nights I've spent thinking about this." She tugged the pins out of her hair, letting it fall. The bed frame groaned under the weight of their bodies and the constant, steady, rhythmic thumping.   

 John felt hot and flushed, the heat generated by all this activity trapped under the layers of clothes he still had on. He worked as fast as he could to free himself from coats and shirts without disturbing Porphyria, who was riding him with single-minded abandon. She caught one of his hands and stuck two fingers into her mouth, full red lips closing around them.   

 She moaned and continued to push herself up and down, up and down, her outer lips gripping his shaft. He thought her quite wanton for a well-born lady, but he did not disapprove.   

 Porphyria was almost doubled over now, lying across him, her face only a few inches from his. Her mouth was open and she was moaning again and again: "Oh John, John, John!" He felt something stirring. Her expression was disarmingly intense. "I want you to fill me."   

 "I am!"   

 "But more than this."   

 She clamored off of him and turned away, moving to all fours and gripping the headboard. He thought she might dent the oak. John positioned himself behind her. He put a hand between her legs and she moaned. My, my, he thought, rubbing and admiring the symmetry of her back and the firm, rounded flanks of her thighs and backside.   

 He put the tip of his cock inside of her and grinned when she squealed. Easy does it, he thought, sliding in. She pulsed around him, and her voice died in her throat when she tried to talk, although he was reasonably certain that all she was going to say was his name again anyway.   

 He reached under her body and took hold of her large breasts. What a sumptuous feast of a woman, he thought, pumping her from behind. She was wonderfully receptive, and when he accented his thrusts by bringing his hand down on her flank with two solid smacks she cried out and trembled. There was incredible power in her body, but she felt almost helpless to him.   

 When he sped up, so did she. When he slowed down she matched. She never seemed to tire, or more accurately, she seemed to be in a state of constant satisfied exhaustion, her head lolling to one side, eyes closed, mouth open, a growling moan her one constant utterance. Her legs, hips, and shoulders rocked back and forth with machine-like rhythm.   

 He squeezed her hanging breasts, tweaking each of the swollen nipples. She whimpered. He dragged the length of his cock out of her, all the way to the tip, and then slid it all the way back in at the same time that he twisted them, pulling down. She cried out again.   

 Her arms gave out and she half—fell onto the bed, smothering herself in the pillows and arching her backside in the air. John responded by going even faster. As afternoon became late afternoon he found himself exhausted. His limbs ached and his hair was drenched in sweat, but Porphyria showed no sign of giving out. Every little movement he made excited her more and more. She racked the headboard again, screaming   

 "Yes! Oh God, yes! Just like that! Fill me completely."   

 "I will," he said, "momentarily I think."   

 "Oh yes, John, yes, yes!" She rocked back on him again and again, and he felt the pressure swelling, expanding, pushing, looking for release. She was going harder and harder, and in fact, she had never decreased her pace even once, the entire process being one great quickening from beginning to end, until now she was going so hard and so fast that he believed she would harm herself if she continued.   

 That hazard was avoided when he felt himself swell and spurt, and she froze, keeping completely still, his cock buried halfway inside of her as it released. Her body jerked and twitched a few times as he groaned and continued gushing up into her, and when he was done she fell over, grabbing him, rewarding him with kisses and caresses and words of endearment, and finally, she fell asleep in his arms and whispered his name in her sleep.   

 Three days passed, and John professed to remember more and more. Porphyria followed him everywhere, answering all of his questions. He began to learn (or remember) the layout of the house, the names of the servants, and the details of his affairs. He commented how well she had got on in his absence, and she beamed.   

 He became a late riser because of the long nights she kept him up, and took to afternoon naps to recuperate from their daytime trysts. She, on the other hand, never seemed to tire.   

 On the morning of the fourth day, Porphyria woke, smiling, to the sight of John's face, but her smile vanished as soon as her eyes were fully open. She felt cold all over and hugged herself. He put a hand on her arm and she pushed it away.   

 "What's wrong?" he said.   

 She looked at him. "I saw your face, John. I saw how you looked at me when you thought I was sleeping."   

 "And?"   

 "You really don't remember me at all, do you? You don't remember anything, still?"   

 He hesitated. Then: "No. I don't."   

 She got out of bed. "Why did you tell me you did?"   

 "Well, it seemed so important to you. And you were sure that I would remember soon anyway..."   

 Porphyria dressed in a hurry. "I have somewhere to go. I'll be back in a few hours."   

 "Very well," he said. He was staring out the window, distracted. Then, as an afterthought: "Where are you going?"   

 "To see someone who has a lot of explaining to do," said Porphyria.







 ◆◆◆ 

 

 

 Chapter 4 

 

 

 

 Porphyria pounded on the door of the cottage. Hester's lips were already set in a sneer when she answered.   

 "I—"   

 Porphyria swung her arm, and the riding crop hit Hester on the cheek with so much force that it knocked her down.   

 "You lying bitch!" said Porphyria.   

 Hester rolled over and picked herself up.   

 "You cheated me!" said Porphyria.   

 "Why? Didn't it work?" Hester said.   

 "Yes, for all the good it does me!"   

 She almost hit Hester again. She set the riding crop on the sideboard instead.   

 "He doesn't remember me. He doesn't remember anything!"   

 "Why did you think he would?"   

 "Because that's what I wanted!" said Porphyria.   

 "Ah," said Hester, applying a towel to her face.   

 "You tricked me," Porphyria said.   

 "I did not. I said that a bezoar that old could cure a body of anything, even death. And it did. But you never asked about his soul. Even I don't know how to heal that."   

 "But you knew what I wanted, and you knew what would happen, and you didn't say anything! You didn't warn me!"   

 Hester looked away. "Why should I have, after you cheated me?"   

 Porphyria grabbed the crop up again. "Cheated? I gave you everything that you wanted, you disgusting slag!"   

 "No!" said Hester, coming at Porphyria so fast that she actually backed away. "I wanted you, but all you gave me was your body. So that's what I gave you; a body. Like for like."   

 Hester squared her shoulders, expecting another blow. It didn't come.   

 "Isn't there any way?" said Porphyria. A second ago her voice had been black with rage. Now it was dull and cold. "Isn't there any way for me to really be with him again?"   

 Hester looked away again. "I don't know," she said. And then: "I'm sorry."   

 Porphyria stood at the window again. She looked out at the cliffs.   

 "Hester, you really do love me, don't you? You shouldn't, but you do."   

 "Some days I do."   

 "Is there anything you wouldn't do to be with me if you could?"   

 Hester shook her head. Then she said: "Porphyria, what are you thinking of doing?"   

 "The only thing I can," said Porphyria.   

 She went to the door, then stopped, came back, and, without warning, kissed Hester on the lips. Hester nearly fell over. Without another word, Porphyria turned and left.   

 She rode hard all the way home and found her husband reading at a sunny window in the study.   

 "John," she said, taking off her riding gloves, "I want you to listen very carefully. There's something I need you to do for me."   

 

 

 ◆◆◆







 Chapter 5 

 

 

 

 Lord Covel counted the seconds. He looked at Porphyria, slumped in her chair, examining her vacant eyes and blue lips. He checked her pulse. Nothing. He picked up her empty glass and sniffed the inside.   

 "Ah!" he said. "Oleander."   

 After ten minutes were up, he reached into the little leather bag that Porphyria had given him and took out a black object about the size and shape of a walnut. Exactly as instructed, he crushed the bezoar in his hand. It left a black mark on his palm. Then he fed it into Porphyria's open mouth and sat back.   

 He watched, fascinated, as her skin flushed pink and her eyes began to move and her limp limbs unwound themselves. Then she began to breathe again, and all at once, she was alive. She sat up, eyes shining, and looked at him.   

 "Who are you?" she asked.   

 "I'm your husband, John Covel. You're Lady Porphyria Covel."   

 She blinked. "You are? I am? Are you sure?"   

 John considered this. It was, all things told, a very difficult question.   

 "You have always said so," he replied, eventually.   

 "Oh," she said.   

 He kissed her hand, and she blushed.   

 "And this is Marblehead Hall, my ancestral home, where we live."   

 "I see," she said. "Have we always lived here?"   

 "For as long as I can remember."   

 "Well then," Porphyria said and stood. "I suppose if things are as they always have been then we have nothing to worry about."   

 "Not a thing," John said, and kissed her, and she kissed him back.   

 "To think," she said, "we're married, and yet it's almost like meeting for the very first time."   

 "I thought the same thing myself, not long ago."   

 Porphyria picked up the little leather bag from the table. "And what's this?" she said.   

 John took it from her. He remembered the last instructions Porphyria had given him before drinking the poison.   

 "Nothing we will ever need again," he said. And threw the bag into the fire. 

 Satan Needs Flesh "But consorting with these pious elders, chaste dames, and dewy virgins were men of dissolute lives and women of spotted fame. 

 

 

 It was strange to see that the good shrank not from the wicked, nor were the sinners abashed by the saints."  

                                                                                                                        -Nathanial Hawthorne, 

 

 

 "Young Goodman Brown"







 Chapter 1  

 

 

 

 Cassie knew what the red envelope meant as soon as it fell through the mail slot. She held it in two fingers as if it might catch on fire. When her mother saw it she practically squealed, throwing her arms around Cassie in an enormous hug.   

 "I'm so proud of you," she said.   

 "It's not a big deal," said Cassie. "Everyone gets one sooner or later."   

 But her voice trembled a little anyway, and she twisted a curl of hair around one finger while she waited for her heart to stop fluttering.   

 "I know that," her mother said. "But I'm proud of what it means. You're all grown up."   

 The letter was identical to the ones that had been sent to her friends previously: black ink on red paper, with the town seal at the bottom. It was her formal invitation to her first Lodge meeting. Kids who grew up here usually got their invitations a little after their 18th birthday. Cassie's birthday had come and gone months ago, and for a while, she'd thought maybe she wasn't going to get one. But here it was.   

 She ran upstairs to get ready for practice and tucked the invitation into the frame of her bureau mirror. Meetings were held at the big, rambling Lodge House, where everyone gathered on the last day of each month (New Year's Eve this time). She wasn't sure exactly what they all did up there; Lodge meetings were secret from non-members, even family. Mom (who had gotten her invitation three months after they moved here) wouldn't talk about it, and the other kids in town said it was the same with their own parents.   

 Nobody seemed particularly interested in ferreting out the secret, either. "It's probably just boring grown-up stuff," as a neighborhood playmate had put it years ago. And anyway, they would all eventually get their own invitations and find out for themselves, one day.   

 More than likely it was just the same as the Elks or the Soroptimists, talking about charity or town history or something like that, Cassie thought as she changed. It didn't really matter what the meetings were about, anyway. What mattered was that you belonged.   

 She thought about the coming New Year as she slid into her cheerleader uniform. This year would be the end of high school, the beginning of college, and the first time on her own. It might be a year for other first-time things as well, she thought, as she removed the earrings Steve had given her for Christmas and put his varsity letter jacket on. But she put that thought away almost immediately, as she always did.   

 She skipped down the stairs and kissed her mother on the cheek. Mom, elbow-deep in dishwater, blinked at the sight of the uniform. "Well look at you. Aren't you on break from school?"   

 "Yes, but Coach Rayner still wants squad practice once a week. She says we got too rusty over the summer and she doesn't want a repeat of that time we dropped Marie. I'll be home by dark, okay?"   

 She banged out the door and down the walkway, waving to the milkman (Mr. Aron). It was a warm day for December, full of the drip-drip-drip of melting snow, and she waved at everyone else she knew as she passed the fading tinsel of their Christmas trees in each window. There was the old school librarian who lived on the corner (Ms. Baylock, retired) and the nice man around the block who helped Mom with the plumbing whenever it acted up (Mr. Poelzig).   

 Cassie hummed a few bars of some old Christmas carol as she walked. She could never remember what song it actually was, but it always came back to her this time of year. She loved the holidays, even this burnt-out week between Christmas and New Year's when most people start to get depressed. To Cassie, it was a quiet, cozy time, when she felt most like a kid again.   

 Marie was already at the bus stop, and as soon as she saw Cassie coming she grinned like the Cheshire Cat. She was wearing her own uniform, as well as her ex-boyfriend Glen's varsity jacket. Marie had broken up with Glen on Halloween but refused to give his jacket back. She wore it every day simply because she knew the rest of the team teased him about it.   

 Before Cassie could even say hello Marie blurted out, "Did you get it?"   

 Cassie blinked. "My invitation? Yes, this morning. How did you know?"   

 "Mom is Lodge secretary. She told me she'd sent it out. Oh no!"   

 Marie actually covered her mouth.   

 "I'm not supposed to tell who the officers are. Oh, but it doesn't matter, you'll know everything yourself soon. It's going to be so much fun having you at the meetings now." Marie had joined the Lodge last summer.   

 "I actually didn't think I was going to get one," Cassie said, settling in to wait for the county bus.   

 "Everyone gets one eventually," said Marie.   

 "That's what they say, but I figured...well, I didn't really grow up here the way you all did."   

 "You've lived here since you were 13 years old."   

 "Yeah. But..." She shook her head. "It doesn't matter," she said, and forced a smile. "I guess all I mean is that I never really got the Lodge the way you all do. Nobody does anything like it back in the city."   

 "It's just something people in little towns do. It's natural. Cassie!" Marie drew her name out as long as she could. "You're not scared or something, are you?"   

 "No. But I'm anxious."   

 She blinked. She WAS anxious. She hadn't even realized it until she said it. But that was normal, right? You always felt anxious before big things happened, especially your first time.   

 "You're such a kid," said Marie. "Look, EVERYONE does it, so it can't be anything that bad. Right?"   

 "I guess that makes sense..."   

 "Anyway, you'll know everything soon, and then you'll see. I just can't believe how excited I am for you!"   

 Marie had taken Cassie under her wing in the 8th grade and made it her personal mission to get Cassie to do anything Marie had done first. Marie was the reason she was on the cheerleading squad, and the reason she was dating Steve, for example, who had briefly been Marie's boyfriend before she declared that he and Cassie were "better for each other, and everyone can see it."   

 Anything Marie wanted usually happened.   

 Before Cassie could reply they were interrupted by a honk and the arrival of a shiny, candy-apple red car with the top down. It gleamed so brightly in the gray December sun that Cassie was dazzled, and she took a second to recognize the driver. "Steve?" she said.   

 He smiled. "Come on, I'll give you both a ride."   

 Cassie put her hand on the car door, not sure if it was real. "Whose is—? Where did you—?"   

 "Late Christmas present from my uncle. He drove it all the way from California. Says it'll double as a graduation present."   

 "Steve, holy shit!" said Marie, clamoring into the back seat.   

 "Language," said Cassie, getting into the passenger seat. She gave Steve a small kiss on the cheek and buckled her seatbelt. Marie kept hers off and practically fell out when the car roared away from the curb.   

 Cassie held onto the dash with both hands. "Steve, not so fast."   

 "Just wanted to show you what it could do. Do you like it?"   

 "It's incredible," Cassie said. "But how could your uncle afford to just give you something like this?"   

 They hadn't slowed down yet; the street was a gray and white blur around them. There was only a single stoplight in the entire town, and Steve made sure to go around it, and he gave only passing deference to the stop signs that tried but failed to be as brilliantly red as the car itself as they whizzed by. All the while he smiled with every tooth in his head. His seatbelt wasn't on either.   

 "He's got dozens just like it," Steve said. "It's what he does: Fixes up old cars and leases them to movie shoots out in Hollywood. Once I'm done with school he's going to bring me out to work for him. That's what he said last night."   

 He took a corner hard. Marie slid around the backseat, laughing.   

 "But I don't want to just be working on cars my whole life," Steve said. "It's like I always told you, I'm going to make movies. Uncle Max works with all the big-shot studio guys. Most people think it's directors you have to know, but if you get in good with the people who pay for the movies, that's your ticket. What do you think? Do I have a face for pictures?"   

 He winked at Cassie and put a hand on her knee. Marie piped in: "Take me with you! If Cassie doesn't want to go, that is."   

 Cassie felt a hot stab of jealousy. "I don't—!"   

 Marie laughed. "I'm just teasing, Cass. You're so easy to fool."   

 The car slid a little in the slush of the school parking lot, but Steve kept it in hand. Cassie wondered if the car would be safe here. Not that anything had ever happened to any student's car or any other car in town for that matter. Friends always made fun of Cassie for things like locking the front door or never walking at night without company, rules she'd learned growing up in the city.   

 "You don't have to worry about things like that here," Marie said.   

 The town had only two cops: Sheriff Marcato (or "Sheriff Lucy," as everyone called her) and her single deputy, her son Tommy. Most weeks there was barely anything for them to do.   

 Marie hopped out of the car without opening the door. "Thanks for the ride!" she yelled over her shoulder as she ran through puddles of slushy snow. "Cassie, catch up!" 







 ◆◆◆ 

 

 

 Chapter 2   

 

 

 

 Someone was waiting for her at the other end of the parking lot, but they couldn't make out who. Some new boy? Even Cassie's mom had commented on how many new boyfriends Marie had lately. And how quickly she went through them.   

 Without taking her seatbelt off, Cassie twisted around to face Steve. His sandy hair was all mussed from the wind, and she pushed it back out of his face for him. She caught a glimpse of herself in the rearview mirror: Her face was flushed from the speed of the drive. Licking her dry lips, she said, "So, guess what? I got my Lodge invitation this morning."   

 "That's great."   

 "Yeah. But...I'd feel bad going knowing you won't be there."   

 Steve hunched his shoulders and looked away. "Actually...I joined. My initiation was last month."   

 Cassie started.   

 "But you told me you were going to turn it down. You're allowed to if you want to, right?"   

 He kept looking away. "Sure, but hardly no one ever does. My dad talked to me about it and I decided I had to join after all. Everyone in my family has always joined. I didn't want to break the tradition to be the last thing I did here."   

 Cassie was confused. Steve had always hated the Lodge and said it was a bunch of small-town nonsense. He actually laughed when his invitation came, and Cassie saw him throw it away herself. That was always how he'd been; he always hated to join anything. He'd only went out for the team so that he'd have a jacket to give Cassie and then quit at the first opportunity.   

 She guessed he was allowed to change his mind just like anyone else, but why hadn't he told her? She almost asked, but a sudden tightness in her throat stopped the words.   

 "You're definitely joining, right?" he said.   

 "Well, I always wanted to."   

 "That's good," Steve said. "I'll be there, and after it's over we'll go out for a late drive in the new car and celebrate the New Year. If it's a warm night we can take the top down and look at the stars."   

 "That sounds wonderful," Cassie said and meant it.   

 Steve leaned in for a kiss, and she let him. It went on for a long time. She wondered whether it was possible to get a car's windows to steam up while the top was down and then chastised herself for it. Steve's hand crept up to touch her just under her left breast...   

 "I'm going to be late," she said, breaking off.   

 "You can be late just once."   

 "No, I really can't, Coach is counting on me. Will you be here after? Oh, no, that's right, you're working in your dad's shop. I'll call you."   

 After a last kiss goodbye, she skipped across the parking lot and away.   

 Practice ran late. Nobody felt rusty, but they still almost dropped Marie twice. (She was always at the top of the pyramid these days. "I never wear any panties when I'm on top, you know," she said once. "If you ever look up, you'll see I'm telling the truth." Cassie had blushed like mad, and Marie hadn't stopped laughing about it all night.)   

 Cassie was sore when she got home and she wanted to take a nice bubble bath and just soak in the heat, but when the time came to take her clothes off she didn't feel quite right. She looked at herself in the mirror for a long time, trying to figure out what was wrong. Rather than undress, she put on an extra sweater and told herself that was better (although she didn't know why). What an odd day I've had, she thought. Although it hadn't been so strange really, had it? It left her only with a lingering discomfort she couldn't place...   

 She decided to go downstairs and help with dinner.   

 She discovered Aunt Janine at the kitchen table. They exchanged salutary kisses and Cassie dragged a chair over to sit closer together. Aunt Janine was over at least twice a week, but somehow it never stopped feeling like a surprise.   

 She had been Daddy's sister, but she and Mom were always close. In fact, Aunt Janine was the reason they'd moved to this town after Daddy died, even if she was something of a black sheep locally. She was a strongly built woman who kept her hair short ("butch" as Mom always called it), but she had surprisingly delicate features. Mom said she'd done some modeling work when she was Cassie's age, and Cassie believed it.   

 Aunt Janine sipped her tea and said, "Hey kiddo. Your mom tells me you've got big news."   

 It was a second before Cassie remembered what that must mean. "Oh, right. Well, it's not that big of a deal, really. But I got a letter today."   

 She said it in a hurry and bit her lip, not sure how Aunt Janine would react. The older woman just nodded and gave her an encouraging pat on the hand. "So your red envelope finally came, did it? I think that's great," she said.   

 "You do?" Cassie blurted it out before she even really meant to. "I'm sorry, I didn't mean it like that. It's just, you're practically the only adult in town who isn't a member. I thought you said the whole thing is silly."   

 Aunt Janine raised her eyebrows. "Oh yes, I forgot that my reputation precedes me: She Who Would Not Join." She laughed. "Just because I said it's a silly thing doesn't mean you have to think it is too. Go ahead and join if you want to. You do want to, right?"   

 Cassie nodded.   

 "Well, there you go. Be your own woman, that's my motto. For me that meant saying no; maybe for you, it means saying yes."   

 Cassie shifted in her chair. Mom had begun singing in the kitchen. It was a low and somber song, but Cassie couldn't quite make out the words. "Do you ever wish you'd joined?"   

 "It would get me fewer odd looks at the supermarket," Aunt Janine said. "But come to it, I've never much cared about being looked at. Sometimes..."   

 She paused and looked over the rim of her teacup.   

 "I do wish I'd been a different person then. To tell the truth, I thought I was too good for this town and its silly ways. I don't know if I'd be better off in the Lodge with everyone else, but I do know I'd have been smarter to be someone who thought less of herself and more about everyone else. Like you. So when I say I'm proud of you, I mean it."   

 Cassie leaned in and hugged Aunt Janine so hard that she almost fell out of her chair.   

 "All right, enough of that," said Aunt Janine. "Been a little worked up about it, have you?"   

 "A little bit. Worked up about some other things too. Stuff with Steve."   

 "Remember what I said: No matter what he says, it's your body and your decision."   

 "Nothing like that. Just, he has big plans for after graduation, and I'm still not sure what I want to do. School, I guess, but I don't know where, and if it'll be anywhere I can keep seeing him. And I think sometimes there are things he doesn't tell me."   

 "Ah, so that's it. Well, the thing you'll learn is—"   

 But she was interrupted by the arrival of Mom and dinner, and the matter dropped. It wasn't until that night, as Cassie finished up her evening prayers and tucked herself under the big old quilt on her bed, that she thought to wonder what Aunt Janine had been about to say.   

 Well, if it was important she'd probably say it again sooner or later. She wasn't the sort of woman to keep her opinion to herself. And people in little towns were always prone to let a thing slip eventually. Cassie rolled over and slept.







 ◆◆◆ 

 

 

 Chapter 3   

 

 

 

 "You're not really going to wear that old thing to your initiation, are you?" Mom was indicating the silver crucifix necklace around Cassie's neck.   

 Cassie touched it almost unconsciously. "I always wear it," she said.   

 "And it looks lovely on you. But it seems a touch...well, old-fashioned for a night like this."   

 It was eight o'clock on New Year's Eve, and they were already late because Mom had insisted on baking something for the meeting but didn't start early enough. The brownies were only just now coming out of the oven. She tried to cut them before they'd had a chance to cool and ended up making a crumbling mess that she eventually just swept onto a plate.   

 Now they were finally almost ready, but although Cassie had spent over an hour in the bathroom getting dressed and ready her mother gave her a look now as if she'd just come home with mud all over a Sunday dress. Her mom actually reached out for the silver chain, and Cassie backed away a step.   

 "Dad gave it to me..." she said.   

 Mom's face softened a little. "He did, didn't he? Well...all right. The rest of your outfit looks beautiful." She smiled, if a bit half-heartedly. "Let's hurry now, will we?"   

 Steve had offered to give Cassie a ride, but Cassie preferred to go with Mom. She wore the cranberry-red dress she'd gotten for Christmas, as well as black leggings, Steve's earrings, and of course the old necklace from Dad (tucked underneath her neckline). She held the plate of too-hot brownies on her lap during the long, dark drive out to the Lodge House, which sat on a remote track of land on the edge of the pine forest and just outside the actual town limits.   

 It was a long, ranch-style building, made of genuine redwood. Cassie had only seen it once before, at a distance. As they trooped up the gravel path, she found it pretty but surprisingly dark looking. It took a second to realize what the problem was: It was the only building in town with no Christmas lights.   

 She wasn't prepared for the commotion when they came in. Since they were the last to arrive, the main hall was filled to capacity, and hundreds of cheerful voices greeted their entrance. Most of the town broke into spontaneous applause at the sight of Cassie, and she was paralyzed by a blush. The room was all red carpets, wood paneling, and hunting trophies on the walls. The glass eyes of the taxidermy animals seemed to be staring at her too.   

 Everywhere she looked were familiar faces made unfamiliar by too much makeup and too many expensive clothes and jewels. There was the druggist, Joseph Clampett, and there was Mrs. Balkan, the widow three streets over. About half the girls from the cheerleading squad were here too. Everyone looked somehow like a painting rather than like their real selves. "Hello everyone," she said, stopping every few feet to say "Hello, hello, nice to see you, hello," to someone new.   

 Dr. Sapirstein, the dentist who took her braces off a year ago, and Mr. Karsley, who had taught her English class in the seventh grade, were grinning at her from the other side of the bar. She gave them a polite wave, but they didn't stop staring. She felt like sinking through the floor and vanishing.   

 Marie came to her rescue, emerging from the crowd and plucking Cassie by the hand. She was wearing a black formal dress that Cassie had never seen before, much too tight around the bust.   

 "There is someone here you've GOT to meet," Marie said, dragging Cassie off before she could say a word. Cassie looked over her shoulder and caught a glimpse of her mother waving before the crowd closed and separated them.   

 At one of the many long banquet tables brimming with wine glasses and bottles in buckets of ice, Cassie saw Steve (wearing a dove-colored suit she recognized as belonging to his father) and another man she didn't know who wore white from head to toe, along with a red bowtie and a small, dark mustache. Marie practically yanked Cassie off her feet bringing her to him.   

 "Meet Uncle Max," she said.   

 Cassie blinked. "From Hollywood?"   

 She regretted it immediately; it seemed a stupid thing to say. But Uncle Max nodded three times in reply.   

 "Yes indeed, and there's no need to ask who you are. Steve boy, you didn't tell me she was such a peach."   

 "Uncle Max, meet Cassie," Steve said. His usually unruly hair was slicked back with some kind of treatment. He looked incredibly handsome, even if the suit didn't quite fit. The Lodge House had a long bank of windows that were utterly black on a winter night, and he looked like a bright Christmas angel standing in front of them. Cassie's heart did little leaps.   

 Uncle Max handed her a glass of wine and she tried to shy away from it. "I'm underage," she said.   

 "I won't tell if you won't." He winked. "This is going to be a big night for you, so drink up."   

 "Everyone's been excited for you to come," Marie added.   

 "It seems a lot of people have had their eye on you for a long time," Max said.   

 Steve put an arm around her shoulder in a protective way. "Cassie knows all about that," he said. "We talked it over just last night. Right, babe?"   

 "Right. Yes, definitely. I've been looking forward to it."   

 In fact, she had no idea what anyone was talking about, but she didn't want to reveal her ignorance. She took a long drink of wine for an excuse to break eye contact and found the taste bitter. It was hot in here with so many people, and too many eyes were on her. She'd expected attention, but this didn't feel right.   

 Before anyone could say more they were approached by Monica Selwyn, the town's matronly woman pastor. "Why Max, you old devil, you didn't tell me you'd be in town for this," she said.   

 "I wouldn't miss it when there's a nice young woman to be taken into the communion," said Max.   

 The pastor turned to Cassie. "We're all just thrilled to see you here," she said. "I'm supposed to have a little talk with you, woman to woman, about the way things are done here. Can I can steal you away from your friends while everyone else gets ready?"   

 Cassie paused just long enough to give Steve a kiss on the cheek. The next thing she knew she was in a little office Pastor Selwyn led her to, with big leather chairs and tables of dark wood and shelves full of oversized books, the titles of which Cassie couldn't decipher.   

 It felt cold and important, and the room was lit only by candles. "How would you like a little more wine?" the pastor said, indicating a bottle on the desk. "It's fine; nobody's going to get you in trouble."   

 "It's really not appropriate..." Cassie said, but her glass ended up refilled anyway. She was becoming gradually used to the taste, finding it mellow and fruity, although she didn't like the bubbly, lightheaded feeling it gave her. "Is this your office?"   

 "Only for Lodge business. I'm what they call the Grotto Master around here. I know it's a silly title, but you remember our town founders started these traditions a long time ago, so they're bound to be a little bit silly. Traditions and secrets, those are what bring us together and keep us together."   

 She smiled.   

 "I guess you're probably feeling a bit overwhelmed by all of the attention?"   

 "A little," Cassie admitted. "Everyone is being nice. But they're a little more...enthused than I expected."   

 "Well, we've all had our eye on you for a long time."   

 There was that phrase again. Cassie gulped down a mouthful of wine so that she wouldn't have to respond. Then she nearly spat it all out again when the pastor said: "After all, you've become a beautiful young woman. With a very beautiful body."   

 It was a few seconds before Cassie stopped choking. A few drops of wine spilled onto the arm of the chair and, automatically, she produced a handkerchief and began blotting them out.   

 "I'm sorry," she said. "I was just surprised because I thought you said—well, I misheard what you said."   

 Pastor Selwyn didn't blink. "You heard me right. Don't tell me it surprises you. Modesty in an attractive young woman is very overrated. Anyway, it's just us girls here."   

 Cassie's mouth went dry. "That's...not at all appropriate."   

 Again it seemed a foolish thing to say, but what else COULD she even say? Pastor Selwyn was looking at her in a way that she never had before. In a way, no woman had ever looked at Cassie before, for that matter. It made her feel ashamed.   

 "I don't see why you think so," said Pastor Selwyn. "You're long since passed the age where these things should be on your mind. Oh, but your friends do tell me you're quite behind in such matters. You're not really planning on finishing high school still a virgin, are you?"   

 Cassie let the wine fly before she knew what she was doing. Her aim was short, and all she did was lightly sprinkle the cuffs of the pastor's pants. The rest splattered the carpet. Pastor Selwyn clucked her tongue and stood.   

 "We're all human animals, Cassie. It's normal for us to look at each other's bodies as sexual things. Don't you feel that way about Steve? Or is it someone else you're interested in? Your friend Marie, maybe? Or even me? I know I'm older than you, but I haven't really let myself go yet. What do you think?"   

 Cassie's eyes went wide as the pastor actually began unbuttoning her blouse. She stood and rounded on her heel. "I'm leaving. I'm finding my mother and I'm leaving."   

 "Go ahead, if that's what you want," said Pastor Selwyn, in the same patronizing tone you'd use for a child. "She'll be down in the basement, with the others. The stairs are passed the beaded curtain on the other side of the hall. You just go right ahead, if that's how you feel about it."   

 Cassie's eyes were blurry with tears as she stomped down the hall and shoved through the curtain. Was this some kind of sick joke, or was Pastor Selwyn really a pervert? Did she try to do this to all the girls who joined? Did she do it to Marie? You heard about this kind of thing on the news, but you didn't ever really expect it.   

 What was she going to do? Cassie was afraid of not being believed if she said anything, but she couldn't just keep her mouth shut. No, she had to tell someone. She'd march right up to Mom and tell her what happened, even in front of the whole town.  







 ◆◆◆ 

 

 

 Chapter 4   

 

 

 

 The basement steps were dark and narrow, but they opened into a big space with a concrete floor. Cassie pushed another curtain aside and ran through, blurting out "Mom, I—!"   

 But then she stopped short and gasped.   

 Hundreds of candles lit the basement, spilling pools of strange wax. Everyone turned to look at her at the same time, their faces peering from under the hoods of their cloaks. They had all gathered around a circle drawn on the floor, in the center of which was a golden statue of—well, exactly what it was Cassie couldn't say. But it was strange and awful, and it had wings and horns. There was a certain energy in the air, as if they'd all just been in the middle of something and stopped when she arrived.   

 No one said anything. Cassie stood with her mouth open, unable to speak. Eventually, she managed, "I'm sorry. I'm...in the wrong place."   

 "You're precisely where you should be," said Pastor Selwyn, appearing on the stairs behind her. Cassie was so stunned by what was in front of her that she actually didn't object when the pastor put his hands on her shoulders and guided her toward the middle of the room. The sea of hooded figures parted. Now that she was closer, she saw that many of them, men and women, were naked underneath their cloaks.   

 She was brought to the edge of the circle, where the golden idol stared down at her. "There's no need to be afraid," said Pastor Selwyn. "Everyone who loves you is here. You wanted to speak with your mother? Here she is."   

 Cassie's mother stepped into the circle and lowered her hood. She smiled, but it didn't look entirely real. "Mom, what's going on?" Cassie said.   

 "Oh, my baby," said Mom. "It's time to grow up."   

 "I don't understand. How could you be involved with...I don't even know what it is, but something like this?"   

 The Lodge members laughed. Cassie's mother took both of her hands.   

 "When your father died and we came here, the grief was so bad I thought I'd lose my mind. Sometimes I even thought about suicide. These people brought me in when I needed it the most. They showed me a better way. His way."   

 She pointed at the idol.   

 Cassie looked around the circle, recognizing the faces of her neighbors, teachers, and classmates. One of them was Marie.   

 "Come on, don't be afraid," Marie said. "I told you, it's fun once you try it. Just relax."   

 Someone else came into the circle with her. It was Steve, of course. He took her by the hand and she lacked the will to push him away, even though his touch here made her skin crawl.   

 "So it's everyone?" Cassie said. "The whole town? All this time?"   

 "Didn't you ever suspect? Honestly, you're such a kid," said Marie.   

 "It's the way the world is," said Uncle Max, from the crowd.   

 "I don't believe you," Cassie said. "I'm going to call the police."   

 "And what will you tell me when you call?" said Sheriff Lucy. Everyone laughed again. Mom hugged Cassie almost too tightly.   

 "I know it seems scary. I felt the same way my first time. You trust me, don't you?"   

 Cassie hesitated. "I do. But I'm confused. What do you even want me to do?"   

 "That part is easy," said Pastor Selwyn. "You've worked so hard to be a good girl and wait, but you don't have to wait any longer. It's time to use your body the way it was intended. Here, in His presence. You're lucky that Steve was initiated before you, and can be with you for this now."   

 Cassie squirmed. "You mean you want me to...I mean, here, with everyone watching? I've never even—Hey, wait a minute!"   

 A penny had finally dropped. She turned on Steve.   

 "Who did YOU do it with?"   

 He tried to disguise the look he shot Marie, but it told Cassie all she needed to know.   

 "You—you—! How could you?"   

 "Oh grow up," said Marie.   

 "It didn't mean anything," said Steve, his voice bland.   

 "You'll understand, once you're one of us," said Marie. "These things don't matter as much as you think they do. We can even do it all together if you want."   

 Marie pushed herself at Cassie in a way that made Cassie back away. Her friends' faces were dark and empty.   

 "What did they do to you?" she said.   

 "They opened my eyes," said Marie.   

 "I'm going to be sick."   

 "Don't be a drama queen."   

 "No, really, I feel sick. I'm dizzy. Mom, help me!"   

 She almost fell, but her mother was quick to catch her. Cassie leaned on her (even though she didn't like touching the cloak Mom was wearing), and everyone parted to make room again as she was helped for a few stumbling steps toward the door.   

 "It's all right dear, it's all right. I'm going to take her up to the bathroom for a moment. We'll be right back, all right?" Pastor Selwyn agreed.   

 Locked in the small upstairs bathroom, Cassie hugged the toilet. Her guts heaved and she expelled most of the wine she'd had. Mom stayed outside, talking through the door.   

 "I'm sorry, baby," she said. "I wanted to warn you, but it's not allowed. I knew what a shock this would be. I felt the same way my first night. But I owe everything to these people. They've given us a good life here, and I want you to enjoy all of the same things that I have."   

 "I understand," Cassie mumbled.   

 "You're so trusting. It's one of the things I love most about you, but you can't stay innocent forever."   

 "I know," said Cassie.   

 Mom's voice sounded dreamy now. "Don't be too mad at Steve. He's right, it doesn't mean as much as you think it does. And now you get to be with him for your first time. I know it sounds strange, but I'm glad I get to be here for such a big moment in your life. You'll learn that we don't have to be ashamed of any of this. Just tell me when you're ready and we'll go and see this through together. All right sweetie?"   

 The window was small and the opening narrow, but Cassie managed to wriggle through. She had no coat, and her feet sank into two inches of dirty snow when she landed. She wouldn't last long out here, but she didn't need to. The Lodge was right by the Country Club's golf course. If she cut across that she could be in the pine forest in less than ten minutes. However soon Mom and everyone in the basement took to realize she was gone, they'd have to go the long way around by car, all the way down the canyon road. That was all the head start Cassie needed.  







 ◆◆◆







 Chapter 5  







 

 The snow slowed her down, but at least she was wearing real shoes. (Mom had tried to talk her into high heels, but she'd said no.) The night was pitch black, and the cold stung her bare arms. It wasn't smart to run, she knew; too easy to fall and twist an ankle in this mess. But she didn't dare slow down. After five minutes she had crossed the Country Club grounds, and after another five she found the dirt road through the forest that twisted away from the main road.   

 Ten minutes after that (everyone at the Lodge had found her out by now, she was sure, and would be on their way to find her) she saw what she was looking for: A half dozen converted mobile homes, nested in the middle of what had once been a much larger and more populous trailer park. And, thank God, the lights were on in the one at the end.   

 Cassie flew up the steps, banged the screen open, and pounded on the door as hard as she could. "Aunt Janine! Oh God, Aunt Janine!"   

 Aunt Janine, when she answered, looked one part annoyed and one part amazed, but before she could say anything Cassie threw herself into her aunt's arms. The older woman, baffled, made reassuring noises and even rocked her a little until the storm ebbed and Cassie was able to talk again.   

 "My word, Cassie, what's happened? Why aren't you—"   

 "We have to go," Cassie said around little hiccupping sobs. "They'll guess where I went. They'll all be on their way here now. We have to get in your truck and go before they find us."   

 "Just what are you talking about? Now come here and sit down. No, no; whatever's going on it can wait two minutes more while you explain yourself, and then whatever you say I promise I'll believe you, and if it's as bad as all that I'll drive you clear to the state line. Deal?"   

 She had no choice but to agree, so Cassie sat on Aunt Janine's faded, avocado-colored couch and, with her heart in her throat and expecting to hear the telltale crunch of tires on the icy gravel outside any second, she told Aunt Janine everything.   

 After the first minute, the other woman's eyes went wide. After the second, she went pale. Cassie finished the story, licked her cracked lips, and looked at her aunt with red-eyed desperation. Please believe me, she thought, please oh please...   

 Aunt Janine stood. "Kiddo, we're leaving. I just have one call to make."   

 "We don't have time!"   

 "One call," said Aunt Janine. "I'm going to take you somewhere safe, but they've got to know we're coming. I've been worried about something like this for a long time. There are people who can help us, but they have to know. One minute."   

 So Cassie sat and stared at the clock while her aunt made a call from the bedroom. The numbers said 10:46; almost midnight, almost time for a Happy New Year. She could hear Aunt Janine's clipped voice speaking into the phone:   

 "It's me. It's happened. Yes, just like we were afraid of. The new place? Yes, we can make it, if you're sure. All right. Meet us there." And then she stood in the doorway, looking wan but determined. "Let's go," she said.   

 Cassie had a million questions (actually, only two: Where are we going and who are we meeting?), but Aunt Cassie shushed her. "We can't take the truck, they'll be on the road by now and we'll run right into them," she said. "We'll have to hike."   

 "It's freezing out."   

 "I know," Aunt Janine said, bundling Cassie in one of her extra parkas and cinching it as tight around the girl's smaller frame as it would go. "But it's not far. You know the new trailer park, by the river fork?"   

 "The one you said you'd never move into because it's full of plebes and assholes?"   

 Aunt Janine chuckled. "That's the one. You're young and quick on your feet, and I'll try not to slow you down too much. Going through the forest we can make it in 30 minutes flat."   

 "Will we be safe?"   

 "Safe enough until morning, and then we can be gone for good. You were real brave, kiddo. I've got your back now."   

 So even though it was still just as cold and the snow was still just as deep and even though the pine forest was dark and it honestly scared her just as much as before, Cassie felt encouraged as they set out. She liked Aunt Janine's plan: get away. That was all that Cassie wanted, to get as far away as possible from those people she'd thought were her friends. What in the world would happen to her after that she couldn't imagine, but she didn't care either.   

 Her face was numb and her legs were sore by the time they arrived. Aunt Janine gestured not to one of the trailers but to the little white cabin at the edge of the lot, the manager's home. "The people here are on our side and we should be safe, but be as quiet as you can just in case."   

 They crept through the snow, which just a week ago had been shimmering white and new but was now the drab, gray color that it always became after too many days between storms. The cabin windows were dark. Aunt Janine knocked on the door twice and then went in without waiting for an answer. Cassie followed. The inside was lit only by a few old-fashioned oil lamps, and it took a few moments for her eyes to adjust to the inky interior.   

 The main room looked like a small, neatly arranged study, with everything clean but distinctly unused, as if no one really ever lived here. It was perilously quiet. Cassie wanted to call out to see if someone was there, but couldn't, so Aunt Janine said, "We're here."   

 

 

 ◆◆◆ 

 

 

 Chapter 6   

 

 

 

 Someone had been sitting in the big leather chair by the fireplace, and now that person turned to them and held up the lantern from the table.   

 "Cassie!" said Cassie's mother. "Thank goodness you're safe."   

 Cassie turned to run. Aunt Janine stood in the doorway. Cassie pushed passed her, but through the open door, she saw people emerging from the forest and the other trailers and surrounding the cabin, each of them wearing a hood and holding a candle. She backed away so suddenly that she lost her balance and would have fallen and smacked her skull on the cabin floor, but Steve was there to catch her. Before she knew it he had carried her the rest of the way in and plunked her down in the big chair. Marie stirred up the fire and soon the whole tiny room glowed with orange light.   

 Pastor Selwyn patted Aunt Janine on the hand. "You did the right thing bringing her back to us."   

 Cassie felt tears coming. "How could you?" she said.   

 "It's like I told you the other day, kiddo: I don't want you making the same mistakes I did. It's better this way."   

 "Listen to her," said Marie.   

 "Listen to all of us," said Steve. "Everybody wants what's best for you."   

 "Don't you believe that darling?" said Cassie's mom. "Don't you believe we love you?"   

 Cassie looked around the circle of faces, each of them glowing in the firelight.   

 "Yes," she said, although hesitantly. "But I don't know what the right thing to do is."   

 "Then let us tell you," said Pastor Selwyn.   

 "That's why we're here," added Mom.   

 The people outside were making noise now—singing? Chanting? Cassie was in the big chair with everyone in a circle around her, silhouetted by the fireplace. She felt like it was the entire world surrounding her. This is really it, she thought, I can't win.   

 The tiny clock on the mantle ticked away the seconds, telling her it was well passed 11 and soon to be midnight. She sniffled and said:   

 "All right. Fine. But you'll have to help me."   

 Marie took Cassie by one hand and Steve took the other. They lead her to a small bedroom where she was not surprised to find a golden idol like the one in the Lodge House standing over the bed. Marie lit the candles while Pastor Selwyn stripped most of the linen off. Cassie stood facing Steve and he seemed uncertain, shuffling his feet and giving her a small smile in an awkward way. He seemed like his old self again. But it only lasted until Pastor Selwyn turned her around to face the statue again.   

 "You have to pledge yourself to Him," said the pastor. "Not just in words, but in your heart."   

 With that, Pastor Selwyn began to undress Cassie again, and Cassie didn't stop her. Her mother helped. When they were done, there was nothing on her lithe cheerleader's body except for the silver necklace and its crucifix, dangling from her neck. Her mother reached for it but Cassie again put up a hand to stop her.   

 "No," she said. "Let me."   

 The clasp came away easily. The whole thing dropped into a little glittering pile on the floor, which Marie kicked away. It slid off into some dark corner, forgotten. Now Cassie was naked in front of the idol. Even though it was only a statue, she swore she could feel its eyes on her. Pastor Selwyn wouldn't let her cover herself, though. Outside the little window, the crowd gathered, their candles still lit. The clock on the mantle ticked away the last remaining minutes of the year.   

 "You're not sure how to start," said Pastor Selwyn. "That's normal."   

 "Let me show you," said Marie. At some point, she too had shed her clothes, and the two stood face to face, their naked bodies only a few inches apart. They'd seen each other this way before, of course, but this was different. Marie leaned in to kiss her and it felt strange. Cassie tensed and wanted to pull away, but she forced herself to stay still for it. Marie kissed her again and again, her pink tongue probing Cassie's lips. Their lithe cheerleaders' bodies pressed together, soft curves and taut lines glancing against each other.   

 Marie licked her lips. "Don't be shy," she said. Steve was hovering somewhere nearby, and Pastor Selwyn and Cassie's mother watched from the doorway. Marie took Cassie's face in her hands and kissed her deeper, pushing her until Cassie's back was pressed to the cold, hard surface of the statue. It had a gigantic prick that protruded against her bare behind. Marie's hands fondled Cassie, squeezing and massaging her thighs and her hips before moving up to her breasts. Cassie gasped when the other girl pinched her nipples, tugging on them until they became pink and swollen. Her body went flush, and she quivered. Marie giggled. "See? It's not so bad. Just listen to what your body tells you. That's what He wants." She stuck Cassie's fingers into her mouth and sucked.   

 Cassie didn't know how she felt. It seemed wrong to let Marie touch her this way, but she was becoming increasingly curious about what might happen next. The combination of familiarity (she'd known Marie for years, knew every inch of her, backwards and forwards) and strangeness (she'd never even thought of doing anything like this before) was too unexpected to be pleasant but too unusual to want it to stop. It was a lot like the taste of the wine she'd had earlier, and the woozy sensation she'd gotten when alcohol first touched her tongue and mingled with her bloodstream.   

 Marie's hands were on Cassie's ass now, squeezing hard as the two girls pressed together into heated, open-mouthed kisses. Cassie was still trapped against the golden statue and it was starting to hurt, but Marie didn't seem to want to let up. In fact, she seemed almost rabid to keep Cassie exactly where she wanted her. Their naked breasts pressed together, hard nipples touching and sending little jolts of surprise and pleasure through her.   

 All this time Cassie's own hands had been glued to her sides, but now Marie picked them up and guided them to certain places. The other girl's body was soft but toned, and her skin felt aching hot on Cassie's cold hands. At Marie's insistence, she probed along the length of one thigh, then higher up, to the place where they pressed tight together. Cassie gasped when Marie pushed her hand even higher and she felt something unmistakable.   

 Marie purred. "See? We've all got a body, just the same as anyone else's. Nothing to be ashamed of. It's beautiful, isn't it? It should make you feel beautiful all over, inside and out. You should feel like it's the most wonderful thing in the world."   

 "I do," Cassie said, and it was true. But it was also the strangest and most frightening thing in the world. She knew (or imagined she knew) what it would feel like to be touched in that place, and the idea that she was making Marie feel that right now terrified her. It seemed dangerous, somehow.   

 Marie looked over her shoulder and nodded at Steve. "Now you," she said.







 ◆◆◆







 Chapter 7  







 

 This was easier, at first. Kissing Steve felt like the most normal and familiar thing there could be. Even the feeling of their naked bodies against each other was nothing Cassie wasn't prepared to handle, since she'd imagined it many times before. And she was ready for it; she hadn't wanted it to happen like this, but even so. She longed for him to take her to the bed, but every time he tried Pastor Selwyn wouldn't let him.   

 "Not like that," she said. "Turn her around."   

 Steve obeyed, and although Cassie wanted to resist she didn't, allowing him to manhandle her. He turned her around and bent her over so that the only way she could remain on her feet was to throw her arms around the idol and lean onto it. It was cold and hard and it made her hurt, but she held on anyway. Her ass was arched in the air and she could feel Steve moving into position. Cassie held her breath; she wanted it, but not like this. Steve seemed reluctant to, but Pastor Selwyn said, "Do it," and Cassie knew he wouldn't—couldn't—say no.   

 Marie crouched beside her and whispered in her ear. "It will hurt a little, but in a second you won't care."   

 "Look up, Cassie," said Pastor Selwyn. "Look at Him. Do this in His name."   

 Cassie looked up. The carved, expressionless eyes seemed to be staring right through her. She felt like she'd be crushed under that gaze, but at that moment Steve pressed in and Cassie gasped and nearly screamed as she felt herself open up. There was a feeling of something pulling away and (as promised) a sudden, sharp pain deep inside her. Reflexively, she hugged the statue even harder, to keep herself from falling. She felt a warm dribble on her leg and knew that it was blood.   

 "Are you all right?" Steve said.   

 "She's fine," said Pastor Selwyn. "Go ahead."   

 "I'm okay," Cassie whispered. "Really." So he did it again, and it hurt again, and then repeatedly, and eventually the hurt subsided and she felt her body open up more. Steve reached underneath her so that some of her weight rested on his forearms while his hands (somewhat too eagerly) reached for her breasts, squeezing them in two handfuls and rolling her nipples against his fingers. She cried out again, but not in pain; this was a sound she'd never heard herself make again.   

 Marie looked pleased. "That's it," she said. "Isn't it just like I told you? Steve, slow down, it's not a race."   

 "No," Cassie said, breathing the word out in a hard rush. "Faster."   

 She braced herself against the idol and pushed backward into Steve. He filled her more. Marie seemed to find this funny, but Cassie suddenly didn't care what her friend thought. She didn't care that her mother or the pastor were still watching. A hot, powerful, delicious feeling was stirring inside of her, and she wanted to feel it spread all the way through her. Marie had smeared some of the blood that had dribbled from Cassie onto the statue, and now regarded the sight of it with an expression of awe.   

 Cassie put her head down so that the force of Steve's uncertain but persistent thrusting wouldn't shake her around, but Pastor Selwyn shouted again, "Look up. Look up! Know Him." Cassie looked up into the unseeing golden eyes, and somehow it didn't seem so terrible this time. Or maybe it was just that it didn't matter so much anymore. Her mouth was frozen in a kind of wide O, and the unfamiliar noise was coming out of her all the time, like a long coil unspooling itself from inside her. She thought it will happen soon.   

 From outside she heard a voice, one of the Lodge members, say, "Everyone, it's almost time." And then all of their voices together said: "Ten!"   

 Cassie was drenched in sweat, her naked back and thighs gleaming as her hair became damp with it. Steve was covered in it too, she knew, and his breathing sounded ragged, but he didn't slow down. She wriggled around and around, swiveling her hips in an unfamiliar way and grinding against him.   

 From outside: "Nine! Eight! Seven!"   

 She wanted it harder and faster, but this seemed to be as hard and as fast as he could go. Marie clung to Cassie's legs and stroked her thighs, whispering encouragement. A throbbing feeling that had started deep inside of her was growing. Any second now it would get so big she couldn't contain it, and then it would crush her completely. But she didn't stop. She couldn't.   

 "Six! Five! Four!"   

 Right at the pivotal moment, Cassie looked up. For a split second the rest of the room faded away, leaving her alone with the golden idol. The agonizing, twisted upwell of pleasure grabbed hold of her and sent her plunging into its depths, and her arms wrapped tighter around that figure. Finally, she really did feel at one with Him. Everything they'd told her was true: This was what her body was made for, and it was made for Him. He had set her free. All of her anxiety and fears about the future melted away in an instant of unadulterated gratification.   

 The voices at the window cried out, "Three! Two! One!" And the little clock struck the first chime of midnight. The old year was dead. The New Year was finally born.   

 Steve picked Cassie up and laid her on the bed, which she fell into with a grateful sigh. All of the trials of her long night caught up with her at once, sending her into a state of blissful exhaustion. Everyone peered down at her, and her eyelids fluttered a few times as the clock finished striking. Before she drifted into unconsciousness, she heard her mother say:   

 "Well? Do you feel any different?"   

 "Yes," Cassie said, drawing the word out and tasting it as if she'd never said it before. "Oh yes, I do. Very much."   

 "That's good," said Pastor Selwyn, and everyone else agreed. Cassie's mother wiped at tears.   

 "Oh my little angel," she said. "Mommy is so very proud of you." 

 

 

 

 Submitting To A Rival

 

 

 

 Chapter 1 

 

 

 

 There is a most exclusive club within the back streets of Miami called "The D Club". The club likes their secrets, you will not find it on any maps or street directories because for many people it doesn't exist. it's situated within the disused underground level of a famous hotel and therefore the members pay well to be left alone by the hotel. There are only 68 members, they're all extremely wealthy women who are real-life dominatrix. 

 All their slaves and submissives are men and they must undergo a rigorous training and breaking process before they're allowed to serve a Mistress within the club. These women are wealthy and sadistic - a dangerous combination. This story concerns two of the foremost distinguished figures within the club, two of the toughest, hardest, most dominant women you may ever meet, and the way one among them had to submit the other. 

 Mistress Celeste was just above six feet tall, in her late thirties, and includes a very upright poise to herself that's explained by the actual fact that she was for over a decade a runway supermodel. With a fit figure, beautiful long blonde hair, and long legs she looks as a goddess to be worshipped. But her attitude and demeanor are equally as horrid as her looks are lovely. She is bad-tempered, treats everyone like shit, and yells at anyone that looks at her the wrong way. Her personal ring of male subs loves it but it's no act she saves for them and tends to treat everybody as just being there for her and has fallen out with many a person, within the club, and out with. A woman of substance she lives within the richest area of town with her own mansion and keeps four slaves with her. there's a distinct brutal streak to Celeste that she relishes unleashing on her slaves.  

 Mistress Niko was in numerous ways a complete contrast to Celeste. She was short, a touch under five feet, had long, pitch-black hair, and had the dazzling Asian attractiveness of a Japanese girl in her early twenties. Not much was known about her life or background but she was very well off and wore some mighty expensive S & M outfits. She was in many ways the foremost sadistic and brutal of all the Mistresses and even a number of the other Mistresses cringed at her treatment of her slaves. 

 In their own ways, Celeste and Niko were the two most hated and formidable Mistresses within the club and it didn't take long for them both to ascertain a sense of hatred for each other. Within a week of Niko joining the club, Celeste made a very patronizing and racist remark to Niko as if she were nothing more than the scum on the underside of her shoe. Niko fired back with every expletive and curse she knew and finished by slapping Celeste in the face and it took three other Dommes to break up the approaching fight. But no one was banned from the club as a result of the incident, they were paying too much to be kicked out. But they had to understand that the club wouldn't tolerate any physical violence that wasn't consensual.







 ◆◆◆ 

 

 

 Chapter 2 

 

 

 

 That incident was the start of a year of evil eyes, snide comments, name-calling, and upstaging each other. the sole thing they didn't do was get physical with one another. The other Mistress's tired of it real quick and would do anything for the two of them to either get along or leave the club. Then one of the ladies came up with a cunning idea to at least halve their problem. 

 There is a legend in Domme fable of contests between two Mistresses who have an irresolvable dispute, whereby the loser must agree to serve as submissive to the winner. To the knowledge of all the other members of the club, this situation has never occurred before but the more they thought and discussed it the more the idea grew until they were committed to getting it underway. Essentially, one of the challengers had to put forth the contest to the other and a panel of their peers would have to determine the challenge, and the conspirators set about the set-up with vigor. 

 Those that were friendly or on speaking terms with either Celeste or Niko began to get in their ear a little more and stoke the flames of anger and resentment between them. They all were in agreement that Niko, being more youthful and having a worse temperament, was the best bet to make the initial challenge and her associate dropped the concept of the challenge to her and built up the idea of taking on Celeste. And Niko being the bold, confident young woman she was could not see herself losing to some old hag like Celeste and could only envisage having that stuck-up whore as her slave. An alluring prospect for her. 

 So during a cool Spring evening, Niko approached Mistress Celeste and slapped her viciously across the face, and spat the word "Challenge" out at her. Celeste knew her myths and seized the glove from Niko and slapped her back just as hard and said "Challenge Accepted." The wheels were in motion and one of these strong, powerful Dominants was going to be humiliated and humbled as a result. 

 The council of peers consisted of eight fellow Dommes from the club and their rules for the challenge were clear. They'd thought about having the two fight till one submitted however failed to view that this was applicable for the club. So the challenge was that every Mistress would be given a male target. Somebody renowned within the town. They'd then be given three months to seduce them and convey them to the club. On that given night the Mistress would need to induct the male celebrity into the club as a submissive and take them as far down the initiation method for subs as they may get them.  This method would occur before the other Mistresses but not their immediate challenger therefore whoever went second wouldn't know their target to beat.

 Those rules of initiation for submissives were as follows :  

 1.To strip naked before his Mistress and kneel before her.  2.To lick his Mistress's feet upon command.  3.To be caned twelve times by his Mistress.  4.To on command suck the cock of a fellow male sub. 5.To consent to being fucked by his Mistress with a 12" strap-on.  6.To consent to being branded with the club's emblem for good on their backside. 7.If each subs meet all these criteria the Mistresses can decide additional challenges on the night. 

 The rules explained Mistress Celeste was given her target – a notable Actor that lived within the town and had a well-publicized wedding to a fine-looking television star and the two were vaunted for the happiness of their marriage. Niko's target was a renowned athlete with a large reputation as a womanizer and a playboy. The three months began..…

 

 

 

 ◆◆◆







 Chapter 3 

 

 

 

 Three months later and neither one of the Mistresses had been seen at the club since, most likely energetically chipping away at their objective. Their nonattendance was a cheerful symptom of the test that satisfied different individuals with no closure. At 8:30 pm precisely Mistress Niko stepped through the passage lobby and into the assigned space for the zenith of the test. She was trailed by a man on his knees with a gimp cover on and stripped aside from some dark elastic shorts (that showed up so well against his dull athletic, built body), Niko drove him in and halted him in the focal point of the room on a studded collar and rope. Mistress Celeste was reserved from 10:30 onwards.  

 Mistress Sadie had consented to oversee the test and as different Mistresses quieted and sat in their seats to see this there was an unequivocal demeanor of fervor and expectation. The crowd quieted and Sadie gave the floor to Niko. 

 Niko swaggered unhesitatingly to the middle stage. She looked a million bucks wearing a glossy dark outfit that squeezed her little, saucy tits up, and limited her midsection enormously. Her legs were completely encompassed by the longest thigh-high, dark, calfskin boots possible. They had stiletto heels that helped her stature fundamentally.  

 "Slave!" she yelled, "Remove the veil! Quickly!"  

 The stooping submissive anxiously tinkered with the item that darkened his face and unclipped it and pulled it off to uncover the acclaimed Basketball star. He appeared to be far unique from his typical public disposition where he was regularly shot with a wide grin and encompassed by a group of meagerly clad delights. Presently the regularly glad athlete bowed almost exposed and couldn't in any event, force himself to raise his eyes to meet those of Niko or any of the gathered Mistresses. He bowed at her feet and slouched over anticipating her next order. 

 "Remove those shorts, canine! Immediately!" barked Mistress Niko. 

 The hotshot slave immediately stripped off the tight elastic shorts and there was an aggregate pant from different Mistresses when his enormous, flabby dick sprang into view. Indeed, even in this form, it must be 10 inches long. 

 Niko addressed her fellow Dommes "As should be obvious this pitiful fool is very well endowed. He used to be pleased with it yet not any longer, eh slave?" 

 He looked up to answer yet before she could express a word she had kicked him in his scrotum and he slumped, short of breath onto his side at her feet. 

 "While you're down there slave start licking my shoes so I can pass the second phase of your test."  

 He cringed on the floor before the slight Asian Dominatrix and gradually stuck his tongue out and started to tamely lap at her long, dark boots. To start with, twisting his pink tongue around the toe zone and gradually following it back to lick at the heels. Every last trace of her boots was licked as she stood menacingly over him and once done she requested him to grovel to her soles, which he did unquestioningly. It was an incredible sexual sight for the watching crowd as this highly paid, notable mass of a man complied with his small (in comparison) Mistress. She positively appeared to have him very much trained. A fact betrayed by the detestable scoff decorating her face.  

 "Does that fulfill the initial two tests?" asked Niko jokingly. 

 A gesture from Mistress Sadie demonstrated that it did and Niko advanced to the following test. She was certain this weakling would do them all as she requested, not in the slight bit astounded at what she had done to him in the brief time frame she had known him. Men were powerless and wretched numb skulls and a solid Mistress could typically tame them, and she had discovered that she was an incredibly strong-minded woman. She delighted in humiliating and debasing men yet the idea of having that stuck-up cunt Celeste at her mercy was an alluring and powerful one that had driven her on throughout the most recent couple of months. No contemplation of losing had entered her mind.  

 She requested the huge competitor to his feet and over to a whipping horse arranged in the focal point of the room for this test. He obediently hung his long, dark body over the structure and Niko lashed his arms over it and his lower legs to its base.  

 "I will whip you with this stick (she cut it down inches from his head) and you will count each stroke and thank me after every one. Get it?"  

 He swallowed subtly and spoke "Yes Mistress" in a lot gentler voice than he typically used to yell in his courtside interviews. Before the final word was all the way out Niko had brought the thick bamboo stick down brutally over his uncovered arse with a commotion that made even the other Dominants flinch as they heard it. 

 "O-one...T-Thank you, Mistress." 

 The ten further strokes with the stick that followed appeared to get continuously stronger and harder and when the last struck the slave was nearly passed out as he gave his thank you. Niko had a smile from ear to ear – this was going so well.  

 But the next test was one that a lot thought she may fail on. This superstar was a self-confessed lover of women. He treated them mean and they stayed keen. He seemed to have a different lady for each day of the week. Many of the other Mistresses doubted even Mistress Niko could have him voluntarily suck another man's cock. 

 Yet, the following test was one that a great deal figured she may bomb on. This superstar was a self-admitted admirer of ladies. He treated them mean and they remained sharp. He appeared to have an alternate woman for every day of the week. Huge numbers of different Mistresses questioned whether even Mistress Niko could have him intentionally suck another man's cock. 

 

 

 ◆◆◆







 Chapter 4 

 

 

 

 Niko left him tied to the pony and left the room quickly, returning with a fat, oily, sub called Richard. He was one of Mistress Niko's typical slaves and the other Mistresses were accustomed to seeing him dealt with like crap by her. He was all that the basketball player was not – ugly, unfit, unattractive, with a little dick, he truly was a pathetic specimen. As she ordered Richard to stand to the side, she loosened her new slave and pushed him to his knees before Richard.  

 "Why not show everybody how devoted you are to your Mistress by having a nice long suck on this slave's cock" demanded Niko and to the astonishment of the rest, without hesitation, he opened his enormous mouth and engulfed Richard's growing penis. He appeared as though he was loathing each second of doing this yet at the same time, he sucked at the fat guy until he was hard in his mouth. Niko reached down and began to play with his large, dark cock until he too was aroused and she spoke for everybody to hear "Let him cum in your mouth Bitch." Again his eyes deceived him however his obedient body responded and when the fat guy's cock started to pulse in his mouth he prepared himself and accepted his sticky seed into his mouth and a little spilled down his jaw. 

 "Great job slave" expressed Niko and right away, she kneed the still standing Richard directly in his nuts and commanded him out of the room. As he pulled his injured body away Niko turned again to her new slave "You know what's coming now Bitch, you'd better not let me down."  

 She pulled the strap-on dildo from a dark canvas sack and started to fix it to her groin as he bowed there still as cum solidified all over. The dildo was threatening and would have matched his mammoth weapon between his legs and as Niko trickled some lube onto the plastic phallus she ordered him to get onto his hands and knees and to introduce his arse to her. At the point when he did that she realized this next test would be a breeze.  

 Niko looked a stunning sight as she stood over the bent-over sports star, the enormous veiny, dark plastic cock extending out vulgarly from her groin. In her shrill, slightly Chinese accented voice she addressed her new slave. 

 "So you like to suck cock, isn't that right? You are a cocksucking slave, right? Please tell me what you are?"  

 "I-I am a-a cocksucker Mistress" was the floundering answer she got.  

 "Indeed, that must make you a bitch at that point, doesn't it. To be more exact MY BITCH! Consequently, you will need me to ram this up your arsehole don't you Bitch! Tell me you need it. Tell me!"  

 "P-Please Mistress fuck my ass." 

 Right away, Mistress, Niko got to her knees behind him and roughly moved the greased-up dildo to his behind and crushed its plastic protective cap into his tight hole, bringing an anguished grimace from the slave. When that was in she quickly forced the remainder of the dildo inside him and started to pound to and fro inside him. As she screwed him she slapped his rear end dismissively. Essentially everybody in the room was cherishing seeing a dominant woman taking this womanizer as no doubt he had taken numerous airheads before. How, they all pondered had Mistress Niko vanquished him into such a state of submission?  

 Her long dark hair streamed fiercely behind her as she increased the pace and the grunts and moans that came from him showed a combination of agony and delight was being enjoyed by the sub. She fucked him like that for more than fifteen minutes and as she pulled out of him with an audible pop he fell on the floor, spent. He lay there panting from the butt fucking he had just taken as Mistress Niko smoothed her hair and outfit back to being perfect and asked him very clearly if he was happy to submit to being marked with the club's imprint. 

 He only gave two words as a response "Yes Mistress." 

 So the self-heating branding iron was brought forward and with a grin, Niko pressed it onto his taut, firm black buttocks.  

 With that he was forever marked with the mark of The "D Club" and Niko looked rightly proud of herself. Mistress Sadie praised her and informed her that Mistress Celeste would be tested next and if she failed to match Niko's effort, Niko would be determined the champ of the contest and assume full control of her rival. Assuming, be that as it may, Mistress Celeste were to match Niko then the two of them would be recalled for a sudden-death challenge. Niko swaggered out of the room on her high heels, dragging her collard sub behind her sure that she was unable to lose and as of now considering what she would do to that stuck-up Chinese bitch once she controlled her.







 ◆◆◆







 Chapter 5 

 

 

 

 Mistress Celeste's entrance to the again quieted room some twenty minutes later was nothing if not sensational. Wearing an unimaginably smooth dark PVC cat-suit that was skin-tight showing her astonishing figure she strode into the room followed by a figure covered in a blanket. Under the glare of the spotlight she whisked off the blanket and the assembled Mistresses viewed her new slave. 

 There was no denying how stunning Mistress Celeste looked, her natural height and elegance added to her high heels making her tower over her groveling partner. Also he, that famous actor, in what the tabloids portrayed as a dream marriage standing for all the world a miserable submissive. But the ball gag he had jammed in his mouth could not hide his matinee idol looks and the leather belt outfit that webbed out over his torso could not hide his chiseled physique and the tight rubber briefs only enhanced his tanned legs. He was one of the most beautiful people indeed. 

 "On your knees slave, you are before your superiors here and will treat them with the respect they deserve", a remark not without irony from Mistress Celeste given the aloof manner she adopted with most of the other Mistresses in the club as if they were not worthy of speaking to her. 

 The famous actor dropped to his bare knees beside his Mistress and most in the audience were wondering if his equally famous and beautiful wife knew where he was right now. Celeste ruffled his fine mane of hair playfully and released his mouth from its bondage. His torso wear followed suit and when she peeled the rubber briefs off everyone was delighted to note that they were the ones with an inbuilt anal plug. She cast them aside and slipped a black collar around his thick neck to show she had collared him. She was as confident as Niko of victory. 

 So, how did Celeste get her hands on such a fine specimen of manhood? Really, it had been fairly simple; her money had bought her access to the rich and famous events, and she had wriggled her way into his affections with the help of one of her subs who had come along to distract and seduce his star girlfriend. He was quickly broken against her will once she had his attention; like many performers, he had a pronounced feminine or softer side that she abused with her harsh domineering personality, and she had him wrapped around her slender fingers before she knew it. She had no idea how that poison midget Niko had done before her, but she was sure that this pitiful worm would complete all of the tasks and therefore win. 

 The first three went smoothly, with the actor kneeling, kissing her boots and heels, and accepting a firm caning without hesitation. She was gentler on her slave than Mistress Niko had been before her, and her strokes lacked the intensity of her adversaries'. When it came to the fourth test, he seemed to be willing to please his Mistress, as she provided a tall athletic model who normally served her, and the actor knelt and welcomed his cock in his mouth without hesitation. The other Mistresses thought it was almost as if he did it on a daily basis as he expertly pleased the cock with his soft actor's mouth. He had no trouble swallowing the cum shot into his mouth to complete the task. 

 Celeste's strap on Dildo was long and thin, and he seemed almost desperate to get it, so they spent the next fifteen minutes rutting like wild animals in front of their audience. He was doing fantastically well. He accepted the brand on his buttocks as well but hid it deep inside the cleft of his buttocks. Celeste beamed a big smile at Mistress Sadie as the branding iron left his butt, almost asking, "Well, did I win?" 

 As she stood, all Sadie said was, "Summon Mistress Niko from next door." 

 The two kinkily dressed dominatrixes stood side by side, barely able to keep from glowering and sneering at each other, unsure who had prevailed. 

 "It is my responsibility to remind both of you that the competition has been drawn," Sadie said, noting the relief and disappointment on both of their faces. "As a result, we will further test your new slave's loyalty to you to decide the winner of the challenge." You'll go get them from their holding cells and bring them back here right away. They will be strung up by their wrists to the restraints suspended from the ceiling, then slipknots will be tied around their cock and ass, and a 5 pound weight will be tied to each. The loser will be whoever's slave requests their freedom first. Once the loser has been determined she will immediately become totally subservient to the other Mistress." 

 Niko and Celeste both went to fetch their slaves, knowing that the next few minutes would have a significant impact on the rest of their lives.  

 The Dommes gathered their charges and returned them to the bed, almost desperate to see who could last the longest. The slaves were rapidly bound to the wrist restraints and the tight knots slipped around their most delicate bits, giving them just seconds to tell them the rules but not the consequences. Niko and Celeste were instructed by Mistress Sadie to remain silent and watch while their fates were determined. Two more Mistresses took out the weights and carefully tied them to the rope that was still holding them up, ensuring that their balls were not under any pressure. 

 Both slaves were confronted by Mistress Sadie. "Do you know how to play this game? You can interrupt this at any time and have the weight removed from your balls by saying the word submit aloud. You will be released if you do so, but whoever says it first will be declared the loser. Is that okay?" Both men apprehensively nodded, ready to take the pressure. The two Mistresses lowered the weights at Sadie's nod, and the sportsman and actors nuts were immediately under a lot of pressure. 

 As the weights struggled to hit the floor, the thin ropes became unbearably taut. Both slaves kept a calm expression on their faces, but as time passed, their expressions became more uneasy. A brief look at Celeste and Niko revealed that they were both mentally, if not physically, affected. Then, in the midst of the silence, a male voice yelled out, "Nooooo, it's too much, I submit, I submit, let me go!" 

 As soon as the words were spoken, everyone turned to watch Mistress Celeste's reaction, as it was her actor slave who had squealed them. She was dazed and sweaty, and her plumy English voice stammered. Everyone turned to see Mistress Niko with the largest, cruelest smile on her face as the two slaves were freed from their chains and weights. She fixed her gaze on Celeste like a starving cat on a mouse with two broken legs. Before someone could say something, Mistress Sadie crossed the room and addressed the loser. 

 "You have lost the Mistress contest, and as a result, you must serve as Mistress Niko's slave for the agreed-upon duration of one week, according to the terms of your agreement, Celeste (no mention of Mistress now). If you don't follow her absolutely and submissively at that period, you'll be kicked out of the club and every other one in America. Now you must strip down to your underwear, and I will deliver you to your Mistress." 

 The terms were blunt and abrasive, as though this arrogant snob wanted her to realize she was no longer on the same level as her. Mistress Sadie relished the opportunity to talk to her in front of the others and was pleased to see the temporarily dazed woman comply and remove her catsuit and boots, revealing her beautiful figure to everyone. 

 Mistress Sadie turned to Niko, who was giddy with anticipation at the prospect of claiming her new slave. 

 "You have won the contest, Mistress Niko, and will now have Celeste as your slave to rule for the next seven days. Although you are free to do whatever you want with and to her, you must be responsible enough not to harm her physically. If you do, you'll be kicked out of the club and its sister organizations. Are you in agreement with this?" 

 Niko hurriedly replied yes, clearly preoccupied with the promise of the next week's delights. 

 "In that case, I'm happy to hand over your new slave to you; this bitch is yours." 

 Mistress Sadia stepped back, but no one left the room; they were all eager to see what was going on. Except for the actor, who shuffled off into the darkness, aware that this wasn't going to end well. 

 Niko strode over to Celeste and took a position in front of her, looking up into the proud eyes of the taller woman. 

 "You useless slut, get down on your knees! You'll never look down your nose at me again as if you're better than me. Over the next week, I plan to demonstrate just how pitiful you are. On your knees in front of me, that's it. Are you frightened, Bitch?" 

 Celeste just shot the little Asian with a look of hatred but compensated for it with a hard blow across her cheek and an order to answer and call her Mistress. On her knees and embarrassed by what used to be her peers, Celeste bowed her head slightly and, for the first time, turned to Niko as her mistress. They all knew it was the first move on the path to submission. 

 Celeste was taken aback by her defeat; she had been so sure of her victory and that she would be ruling the young Asian woman for a week, and now she was on her knees, bowing before her and calling her "Mistress," how humiliating. But it was just the beginning for the haughty and vain posh Dominatrix – Mistress Niko would have a profound impact on her. 

 For the time being, one of Niko's regular male subs appeared on command, with a large trolley that was covered with a black material and had a large black chest atop it. Niko grinned as she dipped her hand into the chest, forgetting to chastise him as she usually did because she was so enamored with her new submissive. Her hand appeared from behind the chest, holding a thick black collar with a large silver ring protruding from the front. Everyone in the room understood what it was, what it meant, and where the younger woman planned to put it. "Does this work, I wonder?" she sarcastically asked as she mocked her rival. 

 Celeste's long, dark hair was swept to the side, and she slid the leather collar around her waist, clipping it in place snugly. Celeste tried to object, to stop it from happening, but she couldn't muster the bravery, and she was soon Mistress Niko's collared submissive. 

 Niko spoke to the whole audience "You know, I'm so delighted with my new male slave (pointing to the recovered basketball player), and I think he deserves to be honored, Slut! You will pleasure him orally while we watch." 

 The smiling man walked over to them, his balls still sore from the weight ordeal, and spoke to them with domineering force and purpose. Celeste was in uncharted territory; taking orders from another Dominant was one thing, but men were regarded as a subspecies by the club's members, so far below them that they scarcely merited consideration. Giving one, particularly one who was also branded as a sub of the club, a blow job in front of the other members would be a major embarrassment for her and her reputation. Nonetheless, her Mistress had ordered it (Wait, did she just call Niko her Mistress?! No way, she'd never be like that; it was just a ruse). Celeste couldn't take her gaze away from his huge cock as he got closer; even though she obeyed her so-called Mistress, there was no way that thing could fit inside her mouth. When he came to a halt, inches in front of her and Mistress Niko yelled, "Suck it Bitch," Celeste immediately opened her mouth to its widest and let the big, black cock in without resistance. 

 As he carefully pushed it back and forth in her tight mouth, she swallowed as much as she could and managed to use her squashed tongue on the side while breathing through her nose. She actually found it more enjoyable than she had anticipated, and her tongue gradually found more space and purchase as she worked on the thick meat, seemingly ignorant that she was not reacting as a female dominant should have. She wasn't being humiliated or degraded, and she was starting to like it. 

 "Stop!" shouted Mistress Niko angrily, "I want you to finish by masturbating over her until you cum on her face, OK?" 

 The sportsman was reluctant to leave his blow job because he was enjoying it so much, but a glimpse at the hard bitch who controlled him convinced him to do as she requested. He did so, and he came within minutes, spraying his thick, sticky white semen all over her beautiful face. Cum hung and dripped from her hair, eyelids, nose, mouth, and chin as he stood back. There were a number of women in that room who were glad to see her like that, none more than Celeste's new Mistress, who grabbed shackles from the chest and cuffed Celeste's hands behind her back as the cum streamed from her face. The cover was lifted from the trolley, revealing a low, thin mesh cage within, which Niko cleverly packed Celeste into before refitting the cover. She then addressed the audience.  

 "As you have seen I have won the right to own our Posh friend for the next seven days. I intend to make her 100% compliant and obedient to me, her Mistress and I invite you all to be here one week from today to see the results", she then left with the sportsman pushing the trolley. 

 "As you can see, I've won the right to possess our Posh friend for the next seven days. I plan to make her completely submissive and obedient to me, her Mistress, and I welcome you all to come here in a week to witness the results," she said as she walked away, the sportsman pulling the cart. 

 After a week, there was no trace of Niko or Celeste at the club. The room was buzzing with rumors and gossip, but no one knew what had happened except that after last week's show, this week was not to be missed. The male subs were left in the main area, and the club members gathered in the same room as the previous week's activity to await their arrival.  

 Niko appeared at nine o'clock sharp and marched imperiously into the room, followed by Celeste, who was being led in on her hands and knees by a collar and leash. Celeste's continuous sneer and smug expression had vanished, replaced by a pitiful adoration of the lady guiding her, which was also barely evident as she kept her eyes dropped and gazing at the floor. She was still completely nude, and you got the distinct sense she had been since losing the challenge. She had no constraints other than the collar to keep her in place. True to her word there was no sign of any marks on her body, Niko had used other means to fully conquer this once dominant woman. 

 Niko wore a stunning leather outfit, a tight corset that showed off cleavage she didn't normally have, and hotpants that flashed off her lovely legs on high stiletto boots. She stood in the middle of the room, surrounded by the other dommes, taking in their stares before speaking. 

 "Kneel there, slave, till I command you!" "Yes, Mistress Niko," she said softly. 

 "As you can see, I've broken our colleague here, who was proud and arrogant until recently and thought nothing of us. I promise you that I have shown her the error of her ways, and with just two hours before her forfeit is up, I will let you all see how obedient my little bitch has become. So, slave, to begin, why don't you face these women and tell them precisely who you are, and be sure to speak up or you will be punished." 

 Celeste knelt and began to speak in an apologetic tone, never raising her eyes to meet those of her listeners. 

 "I owe the club and its members an apology. I've pretended to be a powerful Mistress for a long time, but Mistress Niko has shown me that I'm not. I've discovered that I'm nothing more than a submissive, suitable solely to serve a true Dominant and be treated how she sees fit. I am grateful to my Mistress for demonstrating this to me and for punishing me when I have strayed from the path. My whore mind, slut body, and subservient soul exist just to serve her, and they are totally hers to exploit and abuse as she deems appropriate." 

 The other Mistresses stared with a mixture of amazement, admiration, and joy as Niko listened with a grin on her face to this remark. 

 "Celeste has consented to put on an exhibition for the other Mistresses right now to further demonstrate this worthless servant slut's worthlessness," Niko added. You are welcome to bring any male slaves you desire through, and Celeste will gladly serve them with her mouth. To begin, I've supplied three of my own male subs for her pleasure; you determine whether any of your own slaves are deserving." 

 Three pitiful-looking slaves rushed forward on command, rearranging their limbs to fill Celeste's mouth with their cocks and thrusting rapidly in or over it. The Mistresses who were watching were faced with a minor conundrum. Allowing their male slaves to fuck a woman would be far too much of a reward for them, and they should not receive it. But seeing Mistress Celeste have to service these worthless men would be the most humiliating thing she could possibly do. 

 Celeste served a total of fifty-five men in an hour and a half. She gladly sucked them off, desperate to please Mistress Niko, her prior position in this club long forgotten, and she was drenched in slave cum by the time the last was taken away. Her face was covered in it, and she was embarrassingly dripping it over the floor. 

 "Did you have fun with that slave?" 

 "Yes, Niko, Mistress. Thank you very much." 

 "Excellent. Now, as my time for possession of this slut is nearing an end, I aim to see it out by fucking her with this." Mistress Niko responded by producing the largest, thickest dildo any of them had ever seen, a dildo of monstrous proportions. It protruded from Niko's hips like a third limb, dwarfing the one she had used on the sportsman the week before. She shoved its helmet into Celeste's cum-covered mouth, covering as much of it as she could before Mistress Niko turned her onto all fours, knelt behind her, and put it into her pussy. It crept in slowly, but even when it slammed down, most of the shaft was still visible. And then Celeste began fucking her doggy style, pounding her with the strap-on and yanking her long hair back like reigns before the other mistresses. 

 After 10 minutes of this intense fuck, Mistress Sadie said, "That is time up!" The week had gone, and Mistress Celeste's forfeit had been passed. 

 Celeste lay gasping on the floor, weary from being fucked like that, while Niko rose and took a position behind her slave. She resumed speaking once she had caught her breath "I meant it when I stated earlier that I don't consider myself a Mistress any longer. I am a submissive, and I will serve Mistress Niko as long as she desires." 

 This elicited a slight gasp from the rest of the crowd. 

 "Then you'll have to wear my mark slave," Niko said triumphantly, knowing that this would make her the club's most revered Mistress. When Niko returned to the club three days later, Celeste became the club's first female submissive and was branded with the club's emblem. But it was nothing compared to the words "I AM MISTRESS NIKO'S BITCH" tattooed on Celeste's back, much like she did with her male slaves. Her new life as a submissive was calling to her...
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