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 Heaven Can Wait 
 
    (a look inside) 
 
    Before saving your wife from a life of prostitution, first make sure she wants to be saved. 
 
    “Tell me, Mr Djvonic,” Lazarus continued, ignoring the question. “What’s your tailored fantasy?” He rested his chin on his fist and studied the other man, awaiting his reply. 
 
    “Ha!” he exclaimed. “I don’t do fantasies. I’ve been in this game too long. I learned a long time ago that they’re better kept than fulfilled.” 
 
    “Very wise,” Lazarus smiled. “But not indulging them is very different to not having them. Come on,” he nodded conspiratorially, “just between you and me; two men talking. We all have a fantasy. Mine for instance is a beautiful young woman I see occasionally in the park. She knits, very nearly a lost art these days, don’t you think. In my fantasy, she’s riding me cowgirl style, knitting and whispering the pattern to herself while she slowly brings herself to orgasm.” 
 
    Djvonic could see the attraction immediately. The juxtaposition of fucking and something prim and wholesome like knitting was a staple of his industry. Lazarus sat back and waited for him to reciprocate. 
 
    “My daughter’s old maths teacher,” Djvonic said, waving his hand dismissively. “Young, slim, and hot, but the way she dresses and the way she carries herself make it look as though she considers herself plain. I imagine leaning her over her own desk and boning her while she’s teaching the class.” 
 
    “And there you go,” Lazarus gestured widely with both hands. “We all have them, but we rarely get to indulge them.” Then he locked eyes with Djvonic and his face took on an expression of fierce intensity. “What if I told you that you could have your daughter’s Maths teacher?” 
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 Prologue 
 
    “Can we dispense with the blindfold now, gentlemen?” Djvonic asked. 
 
    No response. He wasn’t completely sure these guys even spoke English. One of them had said, ‘Put this on’ about an hour ago, thrusting the blindfold against Djvonic’s chest, but that might have been a learned phrase. Since then he’d been bundled into a van and driven through endless Sydney back streets, finally pulling into what felt and sounded like an underground car park. To the best of his reckoning, he was now in a lift that was most curiously going down, rather than up. Secret underground lair? Who did this asshole Lazarus think he was? Fucking Blofeld or something? Resolution: if Djvonic saw a white Persian cat, he was outta there. 
 
    “Congratulations,” Djvonic sighed, “your secret lair is still a secret. We’re about a fucking mile underground, but otherwise I have no idea, so can we put a lid on the 1980s cloak and dagger bullshit?” 
 
    “Shut up.” 
 
    That sounded like the same voice as Mr Put-This-On, or as Djvonic had come to think of him: The Man with No Neck.  
 
    “Don’t make me kill you,” the guy finished. Must be feeling chatty. 
 
    He felt the elevator slowing and then glide to a stop. He was led down a corridor—long and empty by the hollow sound of their footsteps—and then one of them gripped him above the elbow, swinging him through a door and into a room. 
 
    “Wait,” Neckless-the-Second grunted. Then they both left and shut the door behind them.  
 
    Djvonic heard the lock engage after the door closed. He sensed he was on his own and pulled the blindfold off. 
 
    “Thanks for the lift,” he called. “Can I have your card? I like a driver who appreciates the old-fashioned values like indifference and B.O.” No response, just fading footsteps. Probably just as well—he could maybe take Neckless on his own, but not his less loquacious friend as well. 
 
    Was all this supposed to intimidate him? The blindfold, the goons driving him in circles, the secret location? It seemed more contrived to Djvonic than intimidating. Did Lazarus have any idea who he was dealing with? Surely he’d done his homework. He’d know that men had died for much less than the disrespect he was being shown. 
 
    And if Lazarus didn’t live up to the rumours Djvonic had heard, then dead was exactly how he would finish up. Oh, but if those rumours were true? Well then, high-end prostitution was about to take a very exciting upward turn, my friends, and I’ll control it all. For that, he figured he could tolerate a couple of disrespectful goons. 
 
    Djvonic looked around the room. It was some kind of post-modern waiting room, decorated in neutral tones with a few chairs and side-tables. There were artless geometric prints on all walls except one, where there was a huge, opaque glass panel. Two-way mirror? Probably not—the room wasn’t brightly lit and besides, the screen was opaque, not mirrored. More likely, it was that fancy privacy glass that turned clear at the flick of a switch. But when it did clear, who would be looking at whom? 
 
    He checked the door (locked) and quickly scanned for security cameras without finding one. Didn’t mean there weren’t any though—damn things were just too small and easy to camouflage these days. Safer to assume that eyes were always watching. Djvonic sat and checked his phone. No service, no GPS. Quelle surprise! 
 
    He waited. Lazarus had better be a fucking magician. 
 
    ────── 
 
     “Mr Djvonic, a pleasure to finally meet you. Has anyone offered you a drink?” 
 
    A young man swept into the room, early twenties or thereabouts, tall and good looking with a shock of undercut black hair that was so bedraggled it must have been styled that way. The tailored t-shirt and slim jeans completed the picture—hipster. Great, Lazarus was employing his fucking nephew as an office boy. The fifteen-minute wait had done nothing to improve Djvonic’s humour, and this kid was not helping matters. 
 
    Man, he hated hipsters. Fucking quinoa-munching, pot-smoking, organic gardening socialists who choke up the inner suburbs, sitting outside their fucking macrobiotic cafes in fucking Dolce & Gabbana sunglasses, sipping fucking fair-play single-origin lattes through million-dollar orthodontic smiles their Boomer parents gave up their retirement to fund. His daughter Mandy had just finished high school; God forbid she turned into another fucking hipster. 
 
    “Please tell me I didn’t go through all this to meet Lazarus’s fucking cock-polisher,” Djvonic said flatly. “Turn around and go get your boss, son. There’s a good boy.” 
 
    “I beg your pardon, Sir,” the smile slid off the hipster’s face as he turned back to the door. “I’ll be just a moment.” 
 
    He disappeared through the door as quickly as he’d arrived, but then a second later it opened again with the hipster back, his white smile beaming all the more brilliantly. 
 
    “Mr Djvonic, a pleasure to finally meet you. Allow me to introduce myself, I am Lazarus, CEO and founder of Heaven Can Wait.” The hipster was holding out his hand in greeting, but Djvonic hadn’t taken it yet. He wanted to bitch-slap the precocious little prick, but an alarm bell from his subconscious—the intuition which had saved his life in a dozen bad deals as a teenager and countless turf wars as an adult—warned him to hold back. 
 
    “Lazarus,” he said, inclining his head and raising one eyebrow sceptically. “Really?” He thought that showed the right amount of incredulity at meeting a twenty-two-year-old underworld boss without being overly rude…just in case. 
 
    “Shake my hand, you fat cunt,” the hipster said mildly, his smile still gleaming. “Or I’ll strangle your daughter’s cat.” 
 
    Figure of speech? Or did he know Mandy had a cat? If this kid wasn’t Lazarus then he had brass balls the size of grapefruits. But if he was, then he’d just gotten even for Djvonic’s ‘There’s a good boy’ quip a moment ago. 
 
    Playing it safe, Djvonic shook his hand. Neither of them tried any me-on-top mind fuck or macho bone-crusher bullshit, which was a positive step considering how this meeting had started out. 
 
    The hipster beamed. “Marvellous!”, he said, his eyes dancing with a psychotic light that made Djvonic nervous. “I think we’re going to be fine friends, don’t you?” 
 
    “Do you know who I am?” Djvonic asked in a low voice. He wanted the other guy to keep talking while he worked out who was in charge here. 
 
    “I believe I do, Mr Djvonic,” he grinned. “That’s the third time I’ve addressed you and we’ve even shaken hands. I would say we’re well met, wouldn’t you?” 
 
    Fucking smart-arse hipsters. Djvonic opened his mouth to speak, but the kid butted in. 
 
    “Andrej Djvonic, 53, born in Balmain, Sydney to Serbian migrants Mladen and Petra. Grew up in the inner suburbs dealing heroin on street corners but never established a gang affiliation. Six months in juvie when you were seventeen, but no adult criminal record. Your post-juvie career in pimping around Kings Cross hit a snag immediately when New South Wales legalised prostitution in 1979, but you moved to Melbourne and peddled whores in St Kilda for another six years before they too decriminalised the industry. You used your bankroll to move back to Sydney and bought into a legal brothel in Paddington, which you stuck with long enough to collect and train four of Sydney’s most beautiful and exotic young whores, whereby you cashed out and started Australia’s most prestigious high-end escort agency. 
 
     “Much to your parents’ disgust, you married a Croatian, Allessandra, in 1995 and fathered Magdalena the following year. You’re still engaged in mostly-legal prostitution and mostly-illegal human trafficking, and you spend three months of each year in Eastern Europe or South America looking for beautiful but disadvantaged young women whom you teach English, manners and fucking, in no particular order before putting them to work in your agencies.” 
 
    Djvonic remained impassive through this, trying to hide his surprise so as not to give this cum-splat the pleasure of seeing him rattled. 
 
    “And what about me, Mr Djvonic?” the kid calling himself Lazarus asked. “Surely you too have done your homework?” 
 
    “Well Mr Lazarus, if that’s who you are,” Djvonic began, choosing his words carefully to mitigate his great lack of useful information. “With apologies to Winston Churchill, you are a riddle wrapped in a mystery inside an enigma. Beyond eight years ago, there’s no trace of you, but since then you’ve cropped up in identity theft and long cons. In the last year or two, rumours began doing the rounds on the subject of mind-control and personality imprinting.” Djvonic was watching Lazarus for any signs that he was right or wrong, but the younger man was giving away no clues. 
 
    “Which,” he went on, “brings us to our current problem, Mr Lazarus.” 
 
    “Just Lazarus, please,” he said, his smile so broad Djvonic wanted to punch it. 
 
    “Which brings us to our current problem, Lazarus,” he repeated. “If my intel’ is right—and for what I paid, it’d better be—then I’d guess you were about fourteen years old when you came to prominence as a criminal overlord in Sydney, which I reckon you’d agree, warrants some kind of explanation.” 
 
    “Oh, Mr Djvonic, I assure you your research is indeed correct, although it is lacking in my less recent history.” Lazarus guided his guest to a chair and took the one opposite for himself. “I got my start in identity theft around the same time you got yours in prostitution, although back then, I was mostly reselling stolen credit cards and passports. Notwithstanding my current youthful good looks, it’s true that we are in fact the same age.” 
 
    “What if I told you I find that difficult to believe?” Djvonic replied casually. His subconscious alarm was still pinging; despite his words, he was half way to believing this man was Lazarus. Worse, he was also half way to believing the impossible story he was being told. 
 
    Lazarus shrugged. “And yet it’s completely true,” he said, his hands extended in a what-can-you-do gesture. “My most recent breakthroughs, to which you’ve already alluded, can be applied to solve problems we previously thought intractable. Like ageing, for instance.” 
 
    “So how old are you?” 
 
    “As I said, the same age as you, fifty-three,” Lazarus replied indulgently. “Give me a hard one, Mr Djvonic.” 
 
    “Who was Prime Minister when you were a kid?” Djvonic shot back. He watched the younger-looking man’s eyes, searching for those tell-tale signs of deceit. 
 
    “I was too young to remember Menzies, though he was much discussed,” Lazarus said. “But I vividly remember Harold Holt drowning and McEwen taking office. Anything else?” 
 
    “Where were you for the moon landing?” Djvonic asked, and then, realising that one was too easy, he added, “and what time of day was it?” 
 
    “It was a school day,” Lazarus sighed. “I was in Grade 2 and Miss O’Connell left the television on for most of the morning. Armstrong and Aldrin came down the ladder around lunchtime, Sydney time. I remember because I had a crushed up ball of waxed paper from my sandwiches in my fist while I watched.” Lazarus sat back and crossed his legs. “How am I going, Mr Djvonic? Convinced?” 
 
    Some famous recollections from the 1960s wouldn’t be too hard to fake, but why bother? What would be the point? More than anything, that convinced Djvonic that Lazarus was telling the truth. Or at least some version of the truth. Could he really have reversed the aging process? And if so, why wouldn’t he sell the technology legitimately? 
 
    “Convinced?” Djvonic said. “Maybe. I’ll decide when I see what else you’ve got. I’ve heard whispers, but they’re about as easy to believe as your age.” 
 
    “What can’t I do, Mr Djvonic?” Lazarus sat forward, his eyes twinkling with mad light again. “That is the better question. What can’t I do? You’re a man who deals in fantasies, are you not? How is the market for them at the moment?” 
 
    This was a subtle turn in the conversation, and it wasn’t lost on Djvonic. The introductions were over and now it was time to talk business. 
 
    “A man who deals in fantasies,” he mused, warming slightly to the other man’s charisma. “A strange choice of words. Most people would say I traded in women or sex, but I like your description better. The bottom tier of my trade sells sex—nothing more than wet holes to be plugged for a reasonable price. Next up is kinks and fetishes, usually women who are prepared to suffer pain and humiliation—or maybe inflict it,” he quickly interjected, “to earn an extra quid.” 
 
    “Neither of which are in direct competition with your business, correct?” 
 
    “Don’t get me wrong,” Djvonic said, waving an instructive finger, “there is a good market for masochism, but too often either the girls come back fucked-up or the client is pissed because they couldn’t fuck them up enough, both of which spoil the chance of repeat business, which in my book is bad business.” 
 
    “So you deal in fantasies,” Lazarus stated. “Exotic fantasies.” 
 
    “Exactly. Beautiful, exotic, intelligent women,” he said, checking off the points on his fingers. “Yours for no less than the full night, but more often for the weekend or the length of a holiday. The girls love those ones. ‘Companions’, is the term we prefer. Not just willing sexual partners—our companions are for wealthy men who’ve had their fill of dumb blondes and gold diggers.” 
 
    Lazarus smiled. “I sense a ‘but’.” He leaned forward with his fingers steepled beneath his chin. 
 
    “But it’s changing,” Djvonic replied resignedly. “Fantasies aren’t what they used to be. Fucking liberalism and internet porn has made everyone a fucking expert. Johns are exacting in how a woman should look and act and fuck. I said ‘Repeat Business’ earlier—we make a decent dollar off individual transactions, but our customer base is narrow, so repeat business is crucial. We can’t have these guys walking off soft, but they’re so bloody hard to please, there’s fuck-all we can do about it.” 
 
    “Exactly!” Djvonic’s problems seemed to please Lazarus greatly. “Your clients have very specific fantasies in mind—very real fantasies, if you like—and they’re becoming increasingly difficult to fulfil.” 
 
    “Real fantasies,” Djvonic nodded, pointing at the other man in agreement. “You don’t know how true that is. At least half of our Johns give us photos, videos, and even fucking names and addresses, for fuck’s sake, of their doctor or gym instructor or barista—women they know and fantasise about but can’t have. And we try to supply a surrogate, someone who looks, sounds, and behaves like what they want.” 
 
    “And you’re here because you see this shift as an opportunity.” Lazarus actually rubbed his hands together in delight. “Tailored fantasies, a way to differentiate yourself from the competition.” 
 
    Djvonic eyed him carefully. “So you can do something like this?” he asked slowly, beginning to get excited. 
 
    “Tell me,” Lazarus continued, ignoring the question, “what’s your tailored fantasy?” He rested his chin on his fist and studied Djvonic, awaiting his reply. 
 
    “I’ve been in this game too long,” Djvonic said. “I don’t do fantasies. I learned a long time ago that they’re better kept than fulfilled.” 
 
    Lazarus smiled. “Very wise. But not indulging them is very different to not having them. Come on”—he nodded conspiratorially—“just between you and me, two men talking. We all have a fantasy. Mine for instance is a young woman I see occasionally in the park. She knits, very nearly a lost art these days, don’t you think? In my fantasy, she’s riding me cowgirl, knitting and whispering the pattern to herself while she slowly brings herself to orgasm.” 
 
    Djvonic could see the attraction. The juxtaposition of fucking and something prim and wholesome like knitting was a staple of his industry. His own fantasy fed the same kink, in a way. “My daughter’s old maths teacher,” he said, waving one hand dismissively. “Young, slim, and hot, but the way she dresses and carries herself make it seem as though she doesn’t know it. I imagine bending her across her own desk and boning her while she’s teaching.” 
 
    “And there you go.” Lazarus gestured expansively with both hands. “We all have them, but we rarely get to indulge them.” Then he locked eyes with Djvonic, and his face took on an expression of fierce intensity. “What if I told you that you could have your daughter’s teacher? Not in front of her class perhaps, but in privacy, at a time and place of your choosing.” 
 
    “A look-alike, then?” Djvonic asked, but the rapid pumping of his heart belied the false innocence of that question. This was what he’d come for. What is this man really capable of? 
 
    “Not a look-alike,” Lazarus said through a knowing smile. “The actual woman herself. Perhaps not behaviourally so—after all, your Maths teacher may not be the type to bend over her desk and be fucked by a man twice her age, so obviously there needs to be some personality adjustment.” 
 
    “Mind control!” Djvonic whispered, eyes wide with awe. 
 
    “Of a form, Mr Djvonic. Of a form.” Lazarus waited for these revelations to sink in. 
 
    “But the fall-out …” he mused, mostly to himself. “Even if the women themselves don’t notice the change, their friends and family will.” 
 
    “The process is completely reversible,” Lazarus offered. “Zero consequences. Or as close to zero as makes no difference.” 
 
    “And you can do this now? Today?” As hard as it was, this was something Djvonic desperately wanted to believe. The possibilities…boundless! What might billionaires pay for the right woman who was otherwise unavailable? 
 
    “That’s why I brought you here,” Lazarus explained. “I have the technology and you have the network. Prostitution is merely scraping the surface of my capability, Mr Djvonic. Once we’ve demonstrated the potential to your clients, I expect to sell them much more fantastical and lucrative services, but sex is the gateway. Have I piqued your interest?” 
 
    “Am I interested?” Djvonic rocked his head to the side. “Yes. Convinced? Not yet. You can sing in tune, Lazarus, but I need to see you dance.” 
 
    “What florid imagery, Mr Djvonic,” Lazarus said, clapping his hands and laughing. “I was expecting just such a challenge, so I prepared a demonstration for you.” He stood and approached the glass wall, beckoning Djvonic to follow. He tapped on it three times and a moment later, it turned clear, confirming Djvonic’s earlier guess that it was electronic privacy glass. There was a fetching, middle-aged woman on the other side wearing a white lab coat, her finger still on the switch that cleared the window. 
 
    Djvonic scanned the rest of what looked like a medical treatment room. It was mostly bare apart from a trio of huge devices that looked like MRIs he’d seen on television, cavernous cylinders with a hole in the middle and a bed that slides in and out. The three machines were coloured green, white, and red respectively, and each was occupied by a motionless woman, their heads inside the machines and not visible from Djvonic’s vantage point behind the glass. 
 
    There seemed to be some kind of colour coding; the woman in the green machine wore a green hospital johnny, and similarly the one in the red machine was dressed in red. Although they had a healthy flesh colour, they wore toe-tags, and Djvonic wondered whether they might be dead.  
 
    The woman in the middle, the one in the white machine, was the exception; she wore a pair of stylish pink heels and a pretty sundress. Even without seeing her face, Djvonic could tell that she was young and beautiful. Smooth, shapely legs. Full, firm breasts. And with her dress moulding to every luscious curve, the Y-shaped crease at the junction of her thighs formed a target that drew the eye and revved his ageing libido. Considering the conversation he’d just been having, Djvonic couldn’t help wondering who this young beauty was and what Lazarus had in store for her. 
 
    “Crank it up, Ailsa,” Lazarus said, making a spinning gesture with his fist to the woman in the lab coat. 
 
    Djvonic doubted she could hear them, but she nodded her assent and picked up a computer tablet from the bench beside the window. 
 
    Djvonic watched her navigate a series of screens that presumably controlled the machines. “What’s she doing?”  
 
    “Shhh.” Lazarus held up a hand. “Just watch. It won’t take long.” 
 
    The machines hummed to life with a low, cyclic beat. The woman, Ailsa, had her back to the window and Djvonic was able to watch what was happening on her screen. It showed a graphic of a human brain, and as the machines worked, small areas on the image illuminated like a heat-map before moving on to a new location. A progress indicator at the bottom slowly filled, but then when it reached 100%, the screen momentarily cleared and then started again from scratch. Djvonic had been holding his breath and released it with a shaky wheeze when he realised the process was still going. He was so keyed up. What the fuck was about to happen? 
 
    The progress bar slowly filled again with the brain map firing light-bursts like a satellite stop-motion video of a thunderstorm. 
 
    “Let’s go take a look-see, shall we?” Lazarus said cheerfully, clapping Djvonic on the upper arm and moving towards the door. 
 
    Djvonic’s heart was racing. He wanted to think it was because of the enormity of this business proposition (mind control, fucking mind control!) but it was more than that; he could feel his cock hardening uncomfortably, and he couldn’t stop thinking about what might happen to the gorgeous young woman in the middle machine. What would she be made to do? 
 
    Lazarus led him to the adjacent room and held the door open, allowing Djvonic to enter first. The red and green robed women were still lying motionless in their machines, but the girl in the middle was sitting up, awake. The technician Ailsa was examining her pupils with an ophthalmoscope, blocking most of his view and only heightening the tension. All Djvonic could see was a corona of stunning, ice-blonde hair, the tips of her breasts beneath tight bodice of her sun-dress, and her smooth, flawless legs, which looked trim and round, even with her seated weight resting on them. Good God, he was with beautiful women every day and he’d fucked more of them than he could remember, but the thought of this nubile young thing—giving her body in a way that would be utterly out of character—had him harder than he could remember being in the last ten years. 
 
    “I think you’re good to go, honey,” Ailsa said, stepping away from the blonde and putting away the ophthalmoscope. 
 
    “Gabi?” Djvonic blurted, stunned almost beyond rational response to see his daughter’s closest friend in this underground criminal lair. Gabi and Mandy had been inseparable since kindergarten, and when she’d lost her own father at eight, Djvonic had become a kind of surrogate parent—a father figure. He sometimes thought the girl spent more time in his house than her own. “What the blue fuck is going on?” he cried, turning angrily on Lazarus. 
 
    “Andrej?” the blonde girl asked, sounding just as confused as Djvonic. Then more excitedly, “Andrej!” She jumped off the bed and ran to him, barrelling into him as she had done as a child, rocking him back on his heels. She threw her arms around his broad chest and hugged him fiercely, her breasts swelling lusciously out the top of her dress as she pressed them into his body. 
 
    Djvonic was doubly taken aback. Although she’d been a very tactile and expressive child, she hadn’t hugged him so heedlessly, pressing the full length of her slim, young body into his, since she begun to mature several years ago. Djvonic realised with mounting horror that the sweet softness bearing down on his hard cock was the delicate mound of her vulva. 
 
    “Andrej, I didn’t expect to see you here,” Gabi said, kissing his cheek. “Oh my!” she smiled at him, leaning her chest back but pressing her pussy more firmly into his cock. “Is this for me?” Locking her eyes on his, she slowly ground her hips and opened herself up against his manhood. “It is for me, isn’t it?” she cooed softly. 
 
    “Gabi, no!” Djvonic croaked, trying to prise the girl’s supple, young body away. As beautiful as she was, he thought of her in the same terms as his own daughter. 
 
    “Gabi, yes,” Lazarus said calmly as he lightly pressed a scalpel to Djvonic’s jugular. “Please don’t move, Mr Djvonic. I wouldn’t like your blood to stain Gabriela’s pretty dress.” 
 
    “What the fuck is your game, asshole?” Djvonic said through gritted teeth, conscious of the fact that even talking could cause the deadly scalpel to cut him. 
 
    “A demonstration, my friend,” Lazarus answered mildly, that psychotic light dancing in his eyes once again. “One you won’t soon forget.” Then to Gabi, “Go ahead, dear. Don’t let me interrupt you.” 
 
    “Oh, Daddy,” she breathed. “Can I call you Daddy? You’re so hard.” She moved her hand to touch him through his trousers, his manhood straining and twitching beneath her delicate fingers. “Can I see it?” 
 
    “Gabi, no,” Djvonic groaned miserably. 
 
    “I beg your pardon?” Lazarus murmured menacingly into his ear, placing another ounce of pressure on the scalpel at his neck. 
 
    “It’s reversible?” he whispered back. 
 
    “Completely,” Lazarus confirmed. “Won’t remember a thing.” 
 
    Djvonic contemplated resistance for a moment and then rejected it. Revenge was best served cold. 
 
    “Yes, honey,” he sighed sadly to the girl. “Go ahead.” 
 
     Gabi made an inarticulate squeal of girlish excitement. “Thank you, Daddy,” she breathed, and then she touched her soft lips to his and kissed him slowly, pulling away with a sigh. “I want to remember this forever.”  
 
    With a huge smile, she began to unbuckle his belt. Working slowly with sleek, manicured fingers, she popped the button and unzipped him, and then knelt and lowered his trousers to his ankles, the long, thick bulge of his erection straining beneath his underpants just an inch in front of her face. Gabi parted her lips and touched them to the cotton stretched over his cock, brushing them tantalisingly up and down his length while she gazed up into his eyes. Smiling mischievously, her tongue darted out to touch him, leaving a wet patch on the fabric. 
 
    Bringing one hand up between his legs, Gabi used her long fingernails to tickle his balls, and it occurred to Djvonic’s incredulous mind that these were exactly the sort of slow, teasing, erotic techniques that he made his escorts learn to prolong and heighten the experience for their clients. She licked him again and then closed her lips sideways over his shaft, taking his cock between her jaws like a dog with a bone. First, she blew hot breath through the thin cotton of his underpants, and then moistening it with her saliva, she sucked wetly on the side, her lips moulding to the hard contours of his cock. 
 
    “Mmmm,” she groaned, looking up into Djvonic’s eyes once again as she tucked her fingers beneath the waistband and pulled his underpants slowly down over his hips. Despite the terror of the situation, Djvonic was rock hard. His cockhead became caught in the elastic and was pulled downwards with his underwear, then finally it sprang free, grazing the downy softness of Gabi’s cheek. “Oh, Daddy, it’s so beautiful,” she marvelled, nuzzling its bulging veins with her nose and lips, allowing his cock-head to swing aimlessly, leaving stringy trails of clear pre-cum over her beautiful face. 
 
    “It’s so hard,” she panted, her voice edged with excitement. “I love it.” Stroking his balls again with her fingertips, she slowly kissed his cock all over, her soft lips smacking with delight as she moaned and touched her wet tongue to the throbbing, blue veins. Closing her fingers around the girth, she held him still, placing tiny, loving kisses all around the crown before touching the eye to her lips. And with maddeningly slow strokes, she painted them to a pink glossy shine with his pre-cum. 
 
    Even in his mounting horror at the inevitable outcome of this display, Djvonic had never been more aroused. Looking down at the vision before him, his eighteen-year-old daughter’s best friend, her soft and shining lips slightly parted and gently kissing his cock while she held the base in her tiny fist; he had to admit it was the single most erotic thing he’d witnessed in his long career with sex workers. At this moment he wanted nothing more than to feel her soft, young body envelop him and to fill her with cum. 
 
    “Tell me what to do, Daddy,” she breathed in the little-girl voice she used at his house to seek favours. “Tell me what you want.” 
 
    “Gabi, don’t,” he groaned. “You can’t.” 
 
    “Tell her, Mr Djvonic,” Lazarus said menacingly. “We’re just getting to the good bit.” 
 
    “God help me,” Djvonic breathed to himself. 
 
    “Now,” Lazarus husked, tightening the scalpel to his throat again. 
 
    “Okay, okay,” he panted desperately, his heart kicking up another notch as a warm drop of blood trickled down his neck. “Open your mouth, angel,” he said to Gabi. 
 
    “-ike -is?” she asked innocently, parting her lips and hovering them over his glans. The hint of a smile played at the corner of her mouth while she looked up at him with doe eyes, batting her long, black eyelashes. 
 
    “Uh huh,” he gulped, unable to believe this beautiful blonde was about to suck his cock. “Now put it inside.” 
 
    Gabi rocked slowly forwards and took half of his cock in her mouth, then softly closed her lips around the girth, allowing the length of his shaft to rest lightly on her tongue. 
 
    “Mm-hmm?” she asked wordlessly, although Djvonic understood perfectly. And now? 
 
    “Suck me, angel,” he croaked, his voice laced with a combination of misery and ecstasy. 
 
    Nothing could have prepared him for what followed. Djvonic monitored both girls’ social behaviour fairly closely, and he was reasonably sure Gabi was a virgin. The few dates she’d been on were to the movies or to dinner, and she’d never dated the same boy more than twice, understanding intuitively that to persist longer—when there’s no spark—would be to lead the boy on. Even if she had taken one to third base, that wouldn’t explain the sublime lovemaking skills she was now demonstrating on his straining cock. 
 
    With their eyes locked and her jaws yawning around his thick shaft, Gabi began to suck him in exquisitely slow strokes. Holding him still in her mouth, she sucked from front to back, constricting him first with her moistened lips and then rolling the pressure slowly back to his glans, using her powerful tongue to milk the trickle of pre-cum down his shaft and into her throat. 
 
    Now that the deed had begun, Djvonic’s reticence melted away, and he saw the girl for what she really was—a phenomenally beautiful, nubile teenager who at this moment wanted nothing more than his cock in her mouth. 
 
    “Oh my God,” he breathed, still watching her eyes as her cheeks worked rhythmically in and out, tightly hugging his shaft. “Angel…you are amazing.” 
 
    “Mmmm,” Gabi moaned, smiling at her surrogate father’s praise around a mouthful of throbbing cock. Letting go of his balls and the base of his shaft, she used her hands to stroke and squeeze her full breasts through her dress. 
 
    “Oh angel, yes,” he whispered. This was the ultimate in erotic gestures for Djvonic, and something he tried to instil in his prostitutes with rare success. For a woman to suck him without using her hands meant one of two things: that she trusted him completely not to force his cock down her throat, or that she had conquered her gag reflex and wanted all of him. Whichever it was, it didn’t really matter (though he always hoped for the latter) because it was the sight that captivated him. He could feel the head of his dick deep inside her mouth, but he could see another three inches of rampant cock projecting from her soft lips, ready to push forward into the rippling tunnel of her throat. 
 
    Gabi slipped the shoulder straps of her dress over her arms and pulled the bodice down to her waist, revealing a smooth, nude bra that perfectly framed the swell of her full, ripe breasts. Still sucking him with those luxurious slow strokes, she reached behind to the clasp and paused, looking questioningly up into Djvonic’s eyes. 
 
    “Mmmm?” she asked. The implication was obvious; she was asking him what he wanted. 
 
    “Yes, angel,” he encouraged her. “Take it off.” 
 
    She made a delighted, purring sound and smiled again around his cock. Still moving slowly, she unhooked the bra and slipped the straps off her shoulders but held the cups over her breasts with both hands while she watched Djvonic’s reaction, her eyes wide with feigned innocence. 
 
    “Please, sweetheart,” he said. “Show Daddy.” Djvonic was equally excited and ashamed to fall into the ‘father-daughter’ role-play. 
 
    Moaning softly with approval, Gabi lowered her hands, pulling away the bra cups to reveal her soft, natural breasts, still riding youthfully high on her chest and swelling lusciously at the sides. Djvonic yearned to take her large pink areolae and upturned nipples between his lips. Dropping the bra into her lap, she cupped her hands beneath her breasts and lifted them higher for his approval, shifting the balance of their weight so that they bulged sensuously at the top. 
 
    “Oh, my angel. You’re so beautiful,” Djvonic whispered, tears forming in his eyes. Pride and lust for the girl he thought of as his daughter mixed in an intoxicating and unfamiliar cocktail. Cum boiled inside his balls. He anticipated the beautiful moment when it would burst forth, and he would watch the expressions of shock and surprise as Gabi’s mouth filled with his steaming seed. His breath shortening, he closed both hands around her head, his fingers gliding through her silky, blonde hair, and his thumbs tracing the smooth bulge of her hairline along the brow. 
 
    Still, with his cock in her mouth and his hands grasping her head—in the perfect position to drive his manhood down her throat, still she sucked him, slowly, lovingly, her hands gently kneading her breasts and pinching her erect nipples but never thinking about returning to defend herself from choking on his cock. 
 
    The eroticism of this trust and confidence was too much for Djvonic, and he had to explore its boundaries before he exploded. Using Gabi’s head for leverage, he pulled out against the exquisite, wet suction until just the head was inside her mouth, and then allowed himself to be sucked back inside. A surprised gasp forced from his chest as she took him an inch deeper, closing her soft palate divinely over his glans. 
 
    “Mmmm!” she cried out with ecstasy, her eyes rolling back in her head as she pinched her nipples fiercely, the tips angry and red between her painted fingertips. 
 
    The effect on Djvonic was transcendent. Lust swelled deep in his chest. She wants this. She wants to swallow my cock. 
 
    He pulled slowly out and let her suck him back in again, holding his breath as the entrance of her throat worked over his cock head, squeezing and shaping it, preparing it to slide further down into the dark warmth of her lithe, young body. 
 
    Gabi’s eyes flashed with excitement and her nostrils flared as she panted with seeming anticipation. “Mmmm!” she moaned pleadingly, staring up at Djvonic, desperation in her eyes. Releasing one breast, she lifted her hem and parted her thighs, slipping her fingers beneath the waistband of her Hello Kitty panties. Her breathing intensified as she touched herself, and Djvonic watched as a wave of pleasure rolled upwards from her hips, her free breast bobbing sensuously as it surged past her chest. 
 
    Almost reluctantly, he pulled most of the way out again and held there, watching the girl’s eyes for a sign. With her fingers working rhythmically beneath the tight, white cotton panties, Gabi asked the question wordlessly, using just her eyes. Do you want to? 
 
    “Yes, sweetheart,” Djvonic husked, almost unable to breathe. “More than anything.” 
 
    Gabi gave her consent with an almost imperceptible nod and tickled the sensitive arrowhead of skin on the underside of his crown with her tongue. ‘Then take me,’ was the wordless invitation. 
 
    Gazing down upon her, Djvonic rolled the tips of his thumbs over her silky hairline again. “Oh, my darling,” he breathed, his voice catching on the last word before he pushed his cock slowly back into her mouth. It felt like an eternity, watching her supple lips roll smoothly over the thick, bulging veins, her wet saliva glinting off his cock beneath the fluorescent lights. As his cock head slid gently into the funnel of her soft palate, and he felt it close lovingly around him, Gabi dropped her shoulders and tipped back her head, opening her throat to him. Her cheeks sucked in tightly around his shaft as he penetrated her throat, her muscles convulsing and gripping him as she furiously swallowed to suppress her gag. She’s so tight! He had to brace with his fingertips at the base of her skull and push her face onto his cock with force, finally sliding past the resistance and easing the last inch home between her yawning lips. 
 
    With one hand still working tirelessly beneath her panties and the other squeezing her swollen, pink breast, Gabi slurped wetly on his cock, working her powerful tongue up and down the sensitive underside and snaking it out between her lips to lick his balls with the tip. 
 
    This was so far in excess of the best blow job of Djvonic’s life. He never wanted it to end, though his balls told a different story, swelling and lifting and preparing for the job that nature demanded—to inject his seed deep inside the body of a healthy mate. His hands shaking, he moved Gabi’s head forward and back, easing his straining cock up and down the rippling tunnel of her throat, fucking her virgin mouth with short, loving thrusts. 
 
    “Ah!” he cried out through his teeth. “Gabi…angel…almost there!” His balls swelled massively again and lifted inside his sack as he strained against the orgasm, denying himself for a few more precious seconds to build up the pressure. Three…two…one, he counted himself in. “Oh, my darling,” he groaned with the sweet relief of finally letting go and pulled out of Gabi’s throat, back into her mouth. 
 
    She sucked a quick breath through flaring nostrils and then squealed ecstatically as Djvonic came in her mouth, hot, powerful jets of cum, surging over her tongue and painting the back of her throat in thick, white ropes. With lips working furiously on his shaft to hold in the deluge, she slurped and sucked greedily on his cock, using her tongue to milk each delivery down the thick bulge beneath his shaft, and swallowing mouthful after mouthful of hot seed with low, contented moans of satisfaction. 
 
    “Oh, good Lord,” Djvonic moaned as the last of his spend pumped weakly into her mouth. “What have I done?” 
 
    “You’ve entered into a beautiful partnership,” Lazarus said indulgently as he slid the point of a hypodermic needle into the other man’s neck. 
 
    Lazarus removed the scalpel as Djvonic’s knees began to buckle, and then caught him beneath the arms as he collapsed while Gabi shuffled backwards on her knees, making room for her semi-conscious ‘father’ on the floor. 
 
    “How did I do?” Gabi asked Lazarus, getting to her feet and wiping her lips with the back of her hand. 
 
    “You were sublime, my dear, sublime,” Lazarus said. “Choose your words carefully though,” he whispered. “He’s only paralysed. He can still see and hear us.” 
 
    “I have a special treat for you, if you like?” she offered, her head tilted coquettishly and fingering her bottom lip.  
 
    “And what might that be, you sweet young thing? Lazarus asked with an indulgent smile. 
 
    Gabi bounced lightly on her toes, making her full breasts bounce enticingly. She leaned forward and whispered excitedly in his ear before rocking back and lifting her hem to show him her panties, stroking her fingers lightly over the white cotton stretched across her swollen pussy lips. 
 
    “Hel—lo Kitty!” Lazarus said, gratefully eyeing the ripened peach of her sex and unbuckling his trousers. 
 
    Djvonic watched from the floor with a mixture of disgust and envy as his daughter’s best friend bent over the bed of the MRI, her young breasts bobbing and swaying pendulously as Lazarus lifted her dress and drew her simple panties down those long, smooth thighs. When she raised one knee onto the bed, he got a brief glimpse of her supple pussy lips opening, releasing a trickle of her juices, which beaded and then ran down her thigh. 
 
    When Lazarus brought his cock head up to her entrance, Gabi snaked a hand between her legs and opened herself wider with her fingers, and just before the other man seated the tip of his manhood in her opening, Djvonic saw with yearning impotence but no real surprise, the pale crescent of her hymen. 
 
    With one finger stroking her clitoris, she looked back, first at Djvonic and then up at Lazarus, and smiled happily. 
 
    “Make me come,” she whispered throatily, and then cried out as Lazarus pushed forward and pierced her. She sighed with relief as he pulled his cock back, streaked with her blood, and then moaned lustily as he drove it home, filling her young pussy and making her a woman. 
 
   
 
  

 
 
   
    ꘏ 
 
    ───Ξ─── 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter One 
 
    I am not fat; I’m curvaceous. 
 
    I am a voluptuous, desirable woman. 
 
    I’m proud of my body.  
 
    I am not fat; I’m Junoesque. 
 
    Okay, scratch that last one from the mantra; it’s just modern code for ‘fat’. Like ‘Botticelli-esque’, nobody uses that anymore; God, it even sounds fat. 
 
    Pierra had Googled Botticelli once and saw the nudes and semi-nudes painted by the Italian Renaissance master; their full breasts, their luscious curves and their proud tummies. Jeepers! That shit should come with an NSFW tag! Not safe for work, and not safe for husbands, either! Shane had been passing by and saw over her shoulder. “Whoa! Sexy body!” had been his only offering before he walked away, as if nothing had happened. Pierra’s cheeks had burned. Getting caught looking at nudes on the computer was only part of it; she was quite sure that Shane looked at much more than nudes when she wasn’t there to warm their bed. It was the shame that burned hottest of all, the unfathomable guilt by association of a full-figured woman seeking validation of her beauty. That Botticelli’s full-figured models could so proudly flaunt their generous curves, while Pierra covered hers with beautiful clothes, well, she just longed for that confidence to sit nude for an artist to paint her. 
 
    She gazed at her reflection in the bathroom mirror. You know the sad part, Pierra? The sad part is not your size; it’s the fact you need a mantra at all. Clinically, she could see what Shane saw, what he reminded her of constantly; she was in fact quite beautiful. He frequently boasted without a hint of false sincerity that he was playing outside his league, that he counted his blessings daily to have such a desirable wife.  
 
    She really wasn’t all that fat; she could see the evidence in the mirror. No more so than those Botticelli paintings. 40D-31-41; that’s still an hourglass, not an apple…or worse, a pear. And at 5’11” she was tall enough to pull it off. Lots of Australian size twelve dresses fit her, even though the fashion she preferred tended more towards calling her figure a size fourteen. Bastards! It was the indignity of having clothes that fit in Plus-Size stores. Friggin’ fourteen was a Plus-Size these days! It’s like they think women enjoy self-loathing, starting Plus-Size at fourteen! 
 
    Not that Pierra ever shopped at Plus-Size stores. The list of boutiques that carried her size was short—though not as short as the list that labelled them size twelve—but so long as those beautiful clothes existed, and so long as she could stay this size (or smaller, this size or smaller!) then they could keep charging whatever exorbitant, bullshit prices they pleased, and she’d thank them for it. 
 
    The skirted chemise she was wearing was a good case in point. Black lace and mesh, clinging around her buoyant breasts (how much longer would that last?) and loose around her stomach, flowing into a tiny, translucent skirt with skimpy black tie-side panties. Two hundred bucks well spent, thank you very much! Shane loved it; pulling the bows undone on the panties was his favourite, if his breathing was anything to go by. Pierra’s favourite bit was the skirt; it meant she could leave the chemise on while they made love, and that meant her tummy was covered. Not that Shane could care less, Pierra thought; he loved every curve, and he showed it with gentle strokes and kisses all over her body during foreplay. 
 
    She began to brush out her hair; long, fine and straight—or usually straight, it was kinked now from wearing it in a plait all day. It was chestnut with natural highlights that came from long hours outdoors with it hanging in a plait. She’d considered going a few shades lighter, but the thought of exchanging natural for bottled highlights seemed…not wasteful, but disrespectful of what she thought was her finest asset. In her most honest moments, she also admitted to herself that the fat girl going for the Disney Snow Queen look was over-playing her hand. 
 
    One last look at her reflection: smooth, tanned features; bright green eyes; pink lips; hair under control (just!); and stylish, heart-shaped glasses resting on prominent cheekbones. Leave those on; Shane thinks they’re sexy. Give him a treat. 
 
    Ready for action! I hope Shane is, too. Shit, he’s always ready; let’s go! 
 
    I am pretty, you know. 
 
    I AM pretty, goddamit. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “Oh sweet Lord,” Shane whispered, looking up from his book as Pierra came out of the ensuite and dimmed the lights. That awe-laced voice always sent a little thrill through her body. She gave him a shy smile and swung her long, long hair over her shoulder to frame one breast. They hadn’t even been flirting after dinner, so this would be coming as a surprise to Shane. Not to Pierra, though; she’d had a good day, and she always celebrated a good day with a special treat for both of them. The black chemise was a good choice. 
 
    Shane quickly marked his page and put the book on the bedside table, his eyes never leaving Pierra, drinking in her long curves; the translucent black mesh leaving nothing to the imagination. As she came around the foot of the bed, he slid down beneath the covers, wriggling out of his shorts, which sadly didn’t come with handy tie-sides like Pierra’s tiny panties. 
 
    “Good day, honey?” he husked as Pierra pulled back the covers and straddled his hips, kneeling over him. He loved it when she took control. 
 
    “Uh huh,” she replied, placing a hand either side of his head on the pillow and bending down to kiss him, her breasts pressing softly into his chest. “I got a new client,” she whispered between kisses. 
 
    “A rich one, by the looks,” he joked, clearly enjoying the fact that her good fortune was also his good fortune. 
 
    “Not super rich,” she replied. “But it’s a good case.” 
 
    “So not another cheating husband?” he asked, smoothing back her hair and running it through his fingers. “Or a shop assistant raiding the till?” This was a familiar routine, combining sex with a debrief of Pierra’s day as a private investigator. Shane was genuinely interested in her exciting career, and talking helped to prolong the lovemaking for both of them. 
 
    “Don’t knock the cheating husbands,” she smiled, gently rubbing her soft cheek against his stubble and tickling his earlobe with the point of her tongue. “They paid for this lingerie, you know.” 
 
    Shane snorted with a burst of laughter. “Play that back in your head, honey,” he chuckled. “You’re a dirty girl.” 
 
    She took a moment to get it. “Oh, you!” she gasped, smiling in spite of herself. “How rude!” She gave his earlobe a gentle bite in retaliation. She could feel his cock getting hard beneath the cleft of her butt cheeks, and it surged wonderfully as she bit him. Must file that one away! 
 
    “It’s a missing person,” she said. “From around three months ago. Long enough to have gone cold for the cops, not that they ever took much interest.” 
 
    “Missing person?” he asked, pulling his head back into the pillow to look in her eyes. “Isn’t that the first since …?” 
 
    “Uh huh,” she confirmed sombrely. “First one since Rod died.” Rod Stein, her old boss and founder of their agency. It still hurt to think about him. Rod had been a private eye for about a million years, working solo for most of that time before he took on a young, green rookie girl ten years ago to do some of the legwork and long stakeouts that he just couldn’t manage in his fifties; teaching her the trade and sharing his contacts. He made Pierra a full partner three years ago and had all but handed over the reins in preparation for a glorious retirement when he up and died last year. Heart disease. Too many sleepless stakeouts and too many hamburgers. And now the business was all hers, free and clear, bittersweet as it was. 
 
    “Will you be okay on your own?” he asked, genuine concern in his eyes. 
 
    “Okay as I ever was,” she said, moving closer again and kissing him so he couldn’t see the apprehension in her eyes. “Rod hardly did anything on the last few, anyway.” 
 
    “You know what I mean,” he persisted. “Is it a criminal case? Or just a runaway?” The difference was everything; runaways might not want to be found, and the reasons for that might involve criminal activity, but they were rarely dangerous. Criminal abductions and murders were a different story. There were desperate people with some very compelling reasons to keep the disappearance a secret. It was important to keep in touch with the cops and handover the case as soon as you had enough new evidence for them to pursue, and most importantly before the perps got wind of you. Private investigators who run down the street with guns blazing are a happy fiction that only exists in the movies. 
 
    “Hard to say,” Pierra said. “The cops think she’s a runaway. She used to be a bit of a free spirit foster-kid and doesn’t have any family to speak of, but the client is a childhood best friend and roommate, and she’s convinced that Becca wouldn’t run off without telling her, even though she was a month behind on her rent.” Pierra sat up straighter—her weight partly resting on Shane’s now throbbing shaft—and pulled down the flimsy shoulder straps of her chemise; the lacy fabric now covering her breasts only by virtue of the fact that she filled it out so handsomely. It would take no more than a shrug to send it falling to her waist; a contingency she was saving in case Shane persisted too far down this line of questioning about her safety. 
 
    “But the cops aren’t you,” he cut straight to the chase. “What do you think happened to her?” As interested as he was in her client and her welfare, the temptation of her lingerie still lingered large, and his fingers moved to lightly stroke the side-swells of her breasts even as he asked the question.  
 
    “I think it’s suspicious,” Pierra sighed happily, enjoying his gentle touch. “Becca was using the roommate’s computer to backup and synch her phone, and playing a hunch I restored the image to a burner phone. Guess what I found?” 
 
    “Well, if a million TV cop dramas are anything to go by,” Shane began, his fingers brushing her nipples through the lace, causing her to arch back and massage his cock beneath her butt cheeks. “Then I’d bet it was a calendar appointment on the day she disappeared.” 
 
    “Oh, you are so clever,” she joked, bending down to kiss him playfully and trapping his fingers between her breasts and his chest. “I should bring you on as an apprentice,” she whispered, sitting back up and wriggling his erection into a more comfortable position. “Stakeouts would be heaps more fun.” 
 
    “So what would your next move be, Sherlock?” she finished. 
 
    “Okay,” he smiled back up at her, shaping his hands downwards, through the curve of her waist and over her hips. “Was there an address on the appointment?” 
 
    “There was,” she nodded, puffing out a breath of anticipation as his hands stole beneath her skirt and stroked the tops of her thighs. 
 
    “Let me guess,” Shane said. An abandoned warehouse!” Then when Pierra began to shake her head, “No, wait! An office suite that’s now stripped bare and just dangling wires and used condoms!” 
 
    “Eew, gross!” she laughed. “You’re not taking this seriously.” 
 
    “Yes I am,” he defended himself. “That’s exactly how it works on TV. The cops track down some shadowy organisation only to find they’ve missed them by a few hours, and now the office is bare.” 
 
    “Well, you’re close,” she smiled. “It’s managed office suites that you can rent by the day.” 
 
    “And do they have the records for that day?” he asked. 
 
    “Guess.” 
 
    “Missing!” 
 
    “Nope!” 
 
    “Becca rented it herself?” he tried again. And then before she could respond, “Erased by a cyber-hacker?” 
 
    “Nope and nope,” she smiled. “You’re terrible at this; you can’t be my apprentice after all. It was leased in a fake name.” 
 
    “Damn! That was my next guess.” Shane’s delicate strokes down her sides had been gradually pulling the chemise lower and lower over her breasts, and now it was held up only by her erect nipples. “So it was a dead end.” 
 
    “Not yet,” Pierra said, moving backwards so that she could put her husband’s hard cock to more practical use massaging her pussy. “Becca left a clue in her calendar with the address; it was labelled ‘Drug Trial’,” she finished, sighing deeply as her soft outer lips moulded to the rigid shape of his erection through the tiny, black panties. 
 
    “Junkie?” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Pierra said, now rocking her hips slowly, grinding against Shane’s erection. “It sounds like when they try new pharmaceuticals on people to test for side-effects.” 
 
    “Human guinea-pigs?” he exclaimed. “Isn’t that illegal?” 
 
    “Nuh uh,” she said. “Not when the drugs have already passed a bunch of other tests. They use paid volunteers, so Becca might have done it for the money. But the other possibility is that they were testing existing drugs to see if they help with other conditions. Did you know Viagra was originally developed to treat hypertension?” 
 
    “But none of that makes sense,” Shane said. “Why would a company doing legit drug trials use a fake name?” 
 
    “They wouldn’t,” Pierra said, now torn between telling Shane too much detail that would make him worry, versus showing off her insight. “But if you wanted to get a detailed family and medical background on a person and then lure them to a place of your choice at a time of your choice, that would be one way to go about it.” 
 
    “Oh my God,” he breathed. “They were screening women and then luring them to be abducted?” 
 
    “Maybe,” she replied. “Becca was young and very attractive.” 
 
    “Sex slaves?” Shane sounded worried. “Shouldn’t you be handing this over to the cops?” 
 
    “It’s just a theory,” she reassured him. “Her roommate said she did suffer from some kind of inflammatory condition, and that she was taking over-the-counter drugs to treat the pain. If I can find out what type of drug trial it was then it might give me something to search for.” 
 
    Not wanting Shane to keep worrying about her, Pierra shrugged the chemise free of her breasts and leaned over him so that they hung full and round and heavy above his face. Crunching his stomach, he craned forward to caress her long, pink nipples between his lips and to kiss the deep line of her cleavage. Placing a hand behind his head to keep him in place in that warm haven, Pierra lightly brushed the filmy softness of her panties up and down the length of his manhood, transferring the wetness that had now soaked completely through the mesh. 
 
    Shane’s hands found the bows over each hip and in a single motion, he slowly pulled both of them undone, causing the front and back to fall away, exposing her pussy but covering his cock at the same time. Her excitement building now, Pierra took hold of the sodden front and pulled them free, depositing them over the edge of the bed and gasping with pleasure as she lowered her soaking slit onto her husband’s heaving cock. 
 
    With his thick shaft holding her engorged lips apart, Pierra stroked slowly back to the base and forward again to the head, coating his entire length with her lubricating juices, and leaving his glans nestled in her opening. She whimpered with pleasure as Shane took her full breasts in his hands and caressed them, returning the welcome attention of his lips and tongue and even his teeth to her sensitive nipples. 
 
    “Promise me you’ll hand any leads over to the cops,” he whispered between sporadic breaths. 
 
    Pierra grasped his cock at the base and angled it upwards, rising onto her knees to keep it between her steaming lips until she got the angle right and the head slipped neatly into her opening. 
 
    “Shut up and love me,” she breathed, lowering and impaling herself to the hilt in a single stroke. 
 
    They moved together in a rhythmic dance of mutual lust, breathing and squeezing and thrusting as one until finally Shane stiffened and arched back, the cords on his neck standing out. Pierra felt the hot gush of his seed in her core, which triggered her own climax, her body quivering with the intensity of her release as she lay on top of him and held him tight. 
 
    “Thank you, my darling,” she breathed in his ear. “I love you.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Pierra spent the next day at Becca’s old apartment, searching through the Internet History and cookies on the computer she shared with the client, Sarah. She pawed through pages of links, looking for forums and chat rooms that Becca might have used, and noted down the pseudonyms so she could feed them into internet sniffers and monitor any activity. Becca had made the task easier by using the same name on each site—BeccOz95—but all of the accounts had been inactive since her disappearance. Becca’s actual activity online was no help either; Pierra couldn’t get access to any Instant Message chats, but the details she could see didn’t divulge her real identity, and none of her contacts had been taking an unhealthy interest in the missing girl. 
 
    “Do you have any other photos of her?” she asked Sarah. 
 
    “You already have the same one I gave the police,” she replied. “Isn’t that one okay?” 
 
    “It is,” Pierra agreed. “But facial recognition software works best with lots of samples.” 
 
    “Facial recognition?” Sarah’s eyes widened. “Are you going to tap into ASIO’s secret network of street cameras?” 
 
    “Actually I was thinking Facebook and Instagram,” Pierra smiled. “But I do have contacts at the airport and at Circular Quay who let me run scans over their CCTV recordings. I’ll be using them too.” 
 
    “Oh my God!” Sarah exclaimed. “I didn’t even know that was legal.” 
 
    “Well, now you understand the difference between the police and private detectives,” she winked. “We’re not bound by the same code of conduct.” 
 
    “I have a box of Becca’s papers and stuff,” Sarah said. “There might be some more photos in there.” 
 
    “I’ll look at all of it, thanks,” Pierra said. “There could be other clues in there too.” 
 
    Sarah fetched a large, plastic crate stuffed full of bills, receipts, warranties, and countless other items of personal junk. She moved the coffee table aside and sat cross-legged in the middle of the lounge room, then began sorting through the box, dividing it into piles; the most useful things close at hand, and the least useful beyond her arms’ reach. There was precious little in the near piles, just a few childhood photos, and no recent ones at all. She made a mental note to collect any digital photos from social media and the copy she made of Becca’s phone. 
 
    Tucked down the side of the crate, Pierra pulled out a folded sheaf of half a dozen or so computer printed pages full of technical words and numbers. They were from a company called Davenal Pathology, and Pierra recognised them as the results of a fairly extensive set of blood tests. One was titled General Biochemistry and another Lipid Summary, but the words were only vaguely familiar to the detective; she recognised things like Cholesterol and Sodium and Potassium, but others like Triglyceride and Creatinine were a complete mystery. Each page had a column of these words with two columns of numbers: one was Becca’s reading, and the other the ‘normal’ or healthy range. Some of the numbers were circled in red biro, and Pierra saw that in each of these cases, Becca’s reading was outside the Reference Range. 
 
    “Sarah!” she called. Becca’s roommate came into the lounge room from the kitchen. 
 
    “Uh huh?” 
 
    “You said you worked in a hospital, didn’t you?” Pierra asked. 
 
    “That’s right,” she agreed. “Theatre nurse. Why?” Sarah looked at the papers. 
 
    “What can you tell me about these?” she asked, showing the younger woman the circled numbers. 
 
    “Um…well, they’re blood tests, obviously,” she began, flicking through the pages. “A few general ones, but some very specific ones as well, like the doctor was looking for something in particular.” 
 
    “Do you know what those circled numbers are?” Pierra pointed to the two marked in red. 
 
    “This one, CRP, is C-Receptor Proteins; I don’t know much about that. And RF is Rheumatoid Factor; that one’s an indicator for rheumatoid arthritis.” 
 
    “You said Becca was taking anti-inflammatories. Could she have had arthritis?” Pierra asked. She didn’t know whether this was important, but there was no such thing as bad information when you were looking for a missing person. 
 
    “It’s not very likely,” Sarah frowned. “That’d be like putting a Band-Aid on a snake bite; it wouldn’t do much. You need a special cocktail of prescription drugs to treat RA.” 
 
    “But if she doesn’t have arthritis, then why is this number high?” 
 
    “It doesn’t really work like that,” Sarah explained. “A high reading might just mean she has a higher chance of developing RA in the future. Or it might be associated with some other condition; I don’t think it’s very common for a young person like her. It’s probably also an indicator for other less common conditions, like the one Becca had maybe.” 
 
    Not very common…Pierra began to develop an idea. 
 
    “What about this other one, CRP?” she asked. “Is it unusual for that one to be high?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Sarah said. “I’ll look it up.” She sat down with her phone and began to search the internet, while Pierra continued sorting through more of the papers, finding nothing else interesting. “It says here that high levels of C-Receptor Proteins are associated with stuff like heart disease and late-term miscarriages. That’s some scary shit, hey?” 
 
    “Becca wasn’t pregnant, right?” Pierra asked. 
 
    “Pretty sure, yeah,” Sarah agreed with a smile. 
 
    “Heart disease?” 
 
    “Not at her age, I wouldn’t think,” Sarah frowned. “But it’s like the Rheumatoid Factor, high C-Receptors don’t mean she actually had either of those conditions, it’s just a bit more unusual.” 
 
    “Unusual …” Pierra mused. “The other one was unusual too. What would you say about someone who had high RF and high CRP but wasn’t pregnant and wasn’t in the high risk age group for heart disease or arthritis?” 
 
    “Very unusual,” Sarah raised her eyebrows. “What are you getting at?” 
 
    “I was wondering,” Pierra thought aloud. “If Becca ever had another blood test, could we identify her by these high readings?” 
 
    “Umm, yes and no,” Sarah said uncertainly. “I mean, you probably could, but if she had another blood test, she wouldn’t have these ones. They’re pretty specific; I’d say the doctor was looking for something in particular when he asked for them. The other ones like the Biochem and Lipids are common though; most tests would include them.” 
 
    “But there’s no unusual readings on them,” Pierra was disappointed; she had an idea that if Becca was still alive then she might be getting or have already had another blood test. 
 
    “Oh, that doesn’t matter,” Sarah said dismissively. “It’s the numbers themselves. Individually they’re all in the normal range, but together they form a sort of signature. There’s one, two, three, …,” Sarah counted under her breath, “nineteen different results here, plus blood-type—not that O-positive is much help. If you had another identical test then you could be pretty certain you had the same person. Do you think we can find her from her blood?” she asked cautiously. 
 
    “Maybe,” Pierra replied, not wanting to get Sarah’s hopes up needlessly. “But don’t these things change from day to day, depending on what you eat and drink?” 
 
    “Sure,” Sarah agreed. “Some of them can. But most of them are pretty stable unless you do something drastic like lose a lot of weight, or become a vegetarian.” 
 
    These blood test results were a major lead. Pierra was getting excited but tried not to let it show. Fingers crossed for the next question. 
 
    “Can you access results like this on the computers at the hospital?” she asked. 
 
    “Oh,” Sarah’s face fell. “Can’t the police do that?” 
 
    “The police think Becca ran off,” Pierra explained. “They won’t investigate the blood tests without some supporting evidence, and I don’t have access…unless I can get one of my computer guys to hack into the hospital.” 
 
     “It wouldn’t help,” Sarah sighed. “There’s a centralised database of this type of thing used for medical research, but all of the data is anonymised; there’s no names.” 
 
    “But the names are kept somewhere, right?” Pierra asked cautiously. 
 
    “Sure, see that Lab Reference Number,” she pointed to the top of one of the pages. “You take that back to the Pathology Lab and look up the original records.” 
 
    “Sarah, you’re a genius,” Pierra grinned, standing up and hugging her. “Let’s go to the hospital and do some searching.” 
 
    “Ummm, why?” Sarah asked. “I can log in from here.” 
 
    Pierra’s face broke into a wide smile. “I love the internet,” she laughed. “How did Rod do without it for so long?” 
 
    “Who’s Rod?” 
 
    “Never mind,” Pierra grabbed Sarah’s arm and walked her to the desktop computer. “Let’s try to find your friend.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
     What Pierra didn’t want to share with Sarah was the reason why she thought Becca might have another blood test. If she was right and the Drug Trial appointment was just a ruse to do family and medical screening, before luring several women into a group to be abducted together, then it was possible that they really had taken blood samples. A young and so very beautiful woman like Becca would fetch a considerable price as a sex slave, but buyers with that sort of money to spend were discerning; they would require a clean bill of health. If she was right, that would mean one blood test at around the time Becca disappeared, and another around the time she was sold—if indeed that had already happened. 
 
    Sarah logged into the MediStats database and began constructing her search for Becca by keying in the numbers from her General Biochemistry results. Pierra watched for a few moments, heart pounding as she anticipated a result, but after thirty seconds she realised she’d fallen into the trap of believing TV dramas where the computer whiz taps a few keys and announces “Thirteen males aged twenty to twenty-five in the tri-state area with green eyes, Volvos, and handlebar moustaches, Boss!” Then the boss says something like “Cross-reference people who bought duct tape at Walmart in the last three months.” A few more key-taps and the whiz proudly announces “Just one, boss. Three convictions for breaking and entering!” The boss then usually tells a couple of rookies to “Pick him up”, and it ends in a high speed chase through the city streets with guns blazing. 
 
    Pierra felt momentarily ashamed of herself; she of all people should have been aware of over-dramatized TV shows, because her job was one that was so often the victim of that kind of abuse. Just as she’d begun mentally chastising herself, Sarah hit a button with a green arrow on it, the screen cleared for a few seconds and then came back with a list of matches. And it contained exactly one row! 
 
    “Oh my God!” she cried, standing behind Sarah and holding her chair. “You found her!” Sarah clicked on the one match to expand it on screen. 
 
    “Look at the date,” she said in a disappointed tone. “This is Becca all right. But it’s this blood test, not a new one.”  
 
    “Oh,” Pierra said, deflated. “Dead end?” 
 
    “I haven’t put in any fudge-factors yet,” Sarah said. “This just proves what I told you before: no two tests are identical.” She returned to the query screen and began adjusting the numbers, adding low and high ranges for each of Becca’s blood results. She re-ran the query, and once again the result list popped up after a few seconds. 
 
    “Shit!” she said. “More than a thousand.” 
 
    “How many more?” Pierra asked. 
 
    “Can’t tell,” Sarah said. “It stops looking after a thousand so you don’t tie up the computer.” She paged through some of the results. “A lot of these are pretty old…” 
 
    “Can you …?” Pierra began. 
 
    “Yep!” Sarah interrupted happily, tapping away like one of those whizzes on television. Pierra watched her enter a date range starting from when Becca disappeared. 
 
    “Go back a month before she disappeared,” Pierra said. “It’s possible her disappearance has something to do with a blood test.” 
 
    “What?” Sarah turned to look at her. “Really?” 
 
    “Just trust me,” Pierra said. “If it plays out the way I hope then I’ll explain later.” 
 
    Sarah changed the date and reran the search. 
 
    “Seventy-eight Australia-wide,” she said. “Do you want me to limit it to Sydney?” 
 
    “Hmm. Depends on the date,” Pierra said after a few moments thought. “Up to the date of her disappearance, yes. But after that, she could be anywhere. Can you do both?” 
 
    “Probably,” Sarah said. “But I don’t know how. I’ll have to do two searches.” Sarah updated the query to the time-period before Becca went missing, and entered a location of Sydney-Metro. The computer came back with a short list. “Just two!” she cried excitedly. “The first one is …,” she opened up the record, “… uh-oh, aged fifty-eight. And the second one is…shit! A man.” 
 
    “Go back to the period since she disappeared,” Pierra instructed. “Keep it Australia-wide, and filter to females under thirty-five.” 
 
    Sarah made the changes and ran the query again. “Thirty-three,” she announced. 
 
    Thirty-three! She’d never track down that many names without access to the computers in the pathology labs. 
 
    “What about those other tests?” Pierra asked, thinking laterally. “The rheumatoid factor and the C-protein thing?” 
 
    Sarah scrolled through the list. “Nope, none of them had either of those tests done. Most of them look like cholesterol …” she continued down the list, “… thyroid…antenatal panels…there’s one HIV …” 
 
    “What?” Pierra jumped. “HIV?” 
 
    “Yeah, you know, AIDS,” Sarah said. 
 
    “Open it,” Pierra’s heart was pounding again. Maybe this was going to work! 
 
    “Okay, umm …” Sarah said, scanning over the tests. “It’s a woman, twenty to twenty-five years old. She had General Biochem and a full STD panel. Good news, she’s all-clear on HIV, chlamydia, gonorrhoea, hep-B, and syphilis. It was only done last week.” 
 
    “Who did the test?” Pierra asked, gripping Sarah’s shoulder fiercely. 
 
    “The GP is a Dr Terrence Brenner,” Sarah read. “And the Path Lab is Davenal, same as Becca’s.” 
 
    “Here in Sydney?” 
 
    “They’re all over the country,” Sarah advised. “But this one is Sydney, yeah.” 
 
    “Print it out,” Pierra said excitedly. “That’s Becca.” 
 
    “Why would Becca be getting an STD panel?” Sarah asked. “She didn’t sleep around.” 
 
    “I think Becca’s fallen in with some not very nice people, Sarah,” Pierra said gravely. “Print me that page. Oh! And look up the phone number for Davenal.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “Welcome to Davenal Pathology, this is Trisha, how can I help you.” Pierra had the phone on speaker so that Sarah could hear, and she was also recording the exchange with her own mobile phone. 
 
    “Hi Trisha,” she said sweetly. “It’s Pierra from Dr Terry Brenner’s surgery. I was kind of hoping you’d be able to help me keep my job.” 
 
    “I’ll do my best, Pyra,” she said nicely, mispronouncing Pierra’s name. “What’s up?” 
 
    “Okay, so up front, this wasn’t completely my fault, right? But I had a bunch of files on my desk and a cup of coffee …” 
 
    “I think I see where this is going,” the voice on the phone laughed. 
 
    “And this little brat ran through,” Pierra continued, “Okay, so it was one of my own kids, but they’re all brats, you know? Anyway, Jamie runs through and upends the coffee all over the files. I almost have a friggin’ conniption fit and I frantically start mopping up while I’m screaming at him, and the entire waiting room is staring at me like I’m a mad-woman, and before I know it I’ve mixed up all the files.” 
 
    “Uh oh,” sympathised Trisha. 
 
    “So now I’ve managed to get them all sorted back out except for one Pathology report,” she continued. “And I can’t read the name on it for the coffee. I wonder if you could look it up for me.” 
 
    “Not a drama, love,” Trish said, not attempting Pierra’s name a second time. What’s the LRN?” 
 
    “LRN?” Pierra asked, a mask of concern settling on her face. 
 
    “Lab Reference Number,” Sarah mouthed in chorus with Trisha, pointing at the number on the printout. 
 
    “Oh, the LRN?” Pierra laughed. “I thought you said LAM. I was going to tell you it’s a little woolly thing that goes ‘baaa’.” 
 
    Trisha laughed dutifully as Pierra read out the long list of numbers and dashes. 
 
    “Just a sec, love,” Trisha said. “Here it is. Patient name is Ailsa.” 
 
    “And the last name?” Pierra asked, writing ‘Ailsa’ on the pad in front of her. 
 
    “No last name,” Trisha said. “And Ailsa’s just a pseudonym. It’s one of those anonymous sex-worker bulk screenings. It just says ‘Ailsa’, and the client is ‘Heaven’s Gate’. That must be the brothel. Why don’t you know this already, love? Don’t you have the rest of the file? What’s your name again?” 
 
    “You’re a life saver, Trisha,” Pierra said quickly, her finger hovering over the cut-off button on the phone. “See you later.” Then she hung up. She looked at Sarah gravely for a few seconds and the other woman smiled. 
 
    “You’ve got balls,” she said admiringly. 
 
    “I couldn’t wear these if I did,” Pierra laughed, touching a finger to the waist of her shapely, high-cut, black slacks. “What I’ve got is moxie.” 
 
    “I thought moxie was an American thing,” Sarah giggled. 
 
    “I’ve got the Australian version,” Pierra replied simply, writing down ‘Heaven’s Gate’ beside the name ‘Ailsa’. “Aussie moxie can skull a beer, bang its wife, and round up a mob of sheep, all without getting up out of its armchair.” She felt pretty pleased with herself. 
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 Chapter Two 
 
    Pierra was torn. She had LRNs for two blood samples from the same Pathology Lab for what she believed was the same woman. This was a lay-down-misere—or a slam-dunk as the Americans say—for a cop with a search warrant; seize the two samples, test the DNA, and then go and retrieve Becca from Heaven’s Gate, and arrest some bad guys. The problem was what the cops would say when she presented her new ‘evidence’: a prostitute in the right age range with similar blood results to a missing woman. It was hardly compelling. Certainly not compelling enough to get a search warrant, even if she could convince a cop to look into it. She needed to find Becca. 
 
    Pierra spent another day in the office doing more research. Heaven’s Gate wasn’t exactly hiding; it was a legal escort service with a phone number and a web page. It didn’t have any prices, but it looked expensive. Not like the personal ads Pierra saw in the back pages of the local newspaper; she didn’t think Heaven’s Gate would do $80 relaxation or $120 full service. What exactly was ‘relaxation’ anyway? It probably wasn’t a sun-lounge by the pool sipping piña-coladas.  
 
    There was no location on their Contact Us page. ‘We come to you’ was all it said, plus the phone number—so it didn’t look like a brothel—and the advertising copy suggested classy services, like accompanying clients to functions, and cooking breakfast in the morning. The under-emphasised suggestion was that hiring a girl for the full night was the norm for Heaven’s Gate clients. 
 
    She did some deeper research into the business. The trading name was registered to a guy called Adrej Djvonic and the address on all of the business registration papers was Djvonic’s home address, so unless he was running a brothel out of his living room, the call girls must work by appointment only, rather than out of some central location. With nothing to stake out, the only way Pierra could think how to find Becca was to make contact with Heaven’s Gate and…well, just ask for her. Not Becca, of course—she’d have to ask for Ailsa! 
 
    Something about this didn’t make sense to Pierra. She could see how Becca might be kept against her will by personal threats in a brothel, but in a public place like a hotel? Why wouldn’t she just run away or call the police?  How could their hold on her be so strong? Maybe she’d been brainwashed. Was three months long enough to do that? 
 
    In one way, at least, it made things easier. Pierra’s too-good-to-be-true plan was to make a booking with Becca/Ailsa, get her into a hotel room, and then call the police. Simple! She played out the scenario in her head a few times trying to think of what could go wrong. Worst case: Becca didn’t want to be rescued, but if it came to that, she was prepared to forcibly detain the girl until the police arrived, and then they could hold her in protective custody while they investigated her disappearance, and Heaven’s Gate’s involvement. 
 
    Pierra made a decision. She picked up the phone and dialled. 
 
    “Welcome to Heaven’s Gate,” said the melodious voice on the other end of the line. “What’s your pleasure?” 
 
    “Oh, hello,” replied Pierra, trying not to let nervousness show in her voice. “I’d like to arrange for a…um …” Shit! How do you finish that sentence? Prostitute? Fuck-buddy? 
 
    “A companion?” asked the voice without a trace of amusement or condescension; it was just business as usual. 
 
    “A companion, precisely,” Pierra sighed with relief. She almost froze there; this was a seedy side to life that she’d rarely encountered. 
 
    “Is this for yourself?” asked the voice. “Or for a third party?” 
 
    Oh my God! I’m blushing! It wasn’t the implication that Pierra might be gay; it was her naiveté that she never even considered being asked the question. Do these women service both sexes? Of course they do; at the same time, if that’s what the client wants. She’d never admit it to Shane, but she sometimes fantasised about girl-on-girl. She’d seen pictures on the internet and thought she would be disgusted, but she wasn’t; she was intrigued. There was something fascinating about two lithe, soft bodies with their limbs intertwined; no power imbalance like with a man and a woman, just a feeling—like a sixth sense—that each would understand the other’s needs, and deliver on them with a gentle, loving touch. 
 
    “Um, no! Oh my goodness!” she replied, way too unsteadily, and way too late to sound convincing. “It’s for my…um…employer,” she stumbled through the explanation. “A man,” she finished weakly, as if to suggest that a lesbian liaison was the furthest thing from her mind. 
 
    “Of course,” said the sweet voice, as if to say she never thought Pierra sounded the least bit like a lesbian in the first place. “Is this for tonight?” she asked. “Because we do still have a few ladies available.” 
 
    “Tonight? Oh…um…actually I wanted a special…I mean, I was asked to request …,” she paused, pretending to consult some notes. “… Ailsa?” she finished it as a question. 
 
    “Ailsa is available tonight,” the woman on the other end said happily. “But she’s booked for the rest of the week, so you can only have her for the one night. Is that okay?” she asked, deftly getting across the reality that Heaven’s Gate booked escorts in minimum increments of one day. 
 
    “Just the one night, huh?” Pierra replied blithely, as if to say, “Well I guess that will have to do.” What she really said was, “That will be perfect, thank you.” 
 
    “Where would you …,” the voice began, “… where would your employer like to meet? And how will Ailsa recognise him?” 
 
    In her haste, Pierra hadn’t solved this problem yet. “Okay, sure,” she stalled, formulating her plan on the fly. “Look, can I book a room and then get back to you with the hotel and room number?” 
 
    “Of course,” the sweet voice dripped with helpfulness. “I’ll just need a deposit now of two-thousand to hold Ailsa, and she will collect the other half tonight.” 
 
    TWO GRAND!!! OTHER HALF?!! Holy golden hookers, Batman! Pierra deliberately said nothing for a couple of seconds to give herself a moment to process this information. She had an innocuously named dummy company with a corporate credit card for exactly this type of thing, and she quickly figured that later tonight she could cancel the transaction with the bank on the basis that Heaven’s Gate were a bunch of criminals. 
 
    “Just a moment,” she answered calmly. “Let me get out my card.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Pierra left a note for Shane to say she was “meeting a witness” in town, and would be home late, but failed to mention that she believed the witness was also the victim—she didn’t want him to worry. 
 
    Wanting to look the part in a nice hotel, she dressed in a navy blue and white polka-dot dress with a halter top and a broad, red belt that emphasised her bust and her curves and de-emphasised her tummy. Following the worst-house-best-street decree of real-estate, she booked only a basic room at the very fancy Hotel Intercontinental, but it still cost several hundred dollars for the night. She was going to have to wear that one as an expense and try to pass it on to Sarah, because there was no way she’d get the bank to reverse it later on. 
 
    Even though she was there for the wholesome purpose of freeing an abducted woman, she still felt self-conscious checking in and knowing that she was going to a hotel room to meet a prostitute. For some reason, it felt like the girl at reception knew exactly who she’d be meeting and had vivid ideas about what they’d be doing. She was already looking away shyly as the receptionist typed in her details and scanned her credit card, but when she was handed two key-cards for her room and told they would also work in the lift, she blushed to the roots and realised Becca/Ailsa wouldn’t be able to sneak anonymously up to her room. 
 
    “Oh! Um …,” she stumbled, plucking out one of the key cards. “I might have a…um…a friend…popping by later.” 
 
    “If you leave me his name, then I can buzz you down when he arrives,” the girl said helpfully. “Or you can leave a key-card here for him if you like.” 
 
    “Her,” Pierra corrected her, not sure whether this was a good thing or a bad thing, given the girl’s fairly obvious presumption that she was meeting a romantic partner. “Her name is …,” she almost said ‘Becca’, “… Ailsa. If you could give her a key, that would be lovely, thank you.” 
 
    “Of course I can,” the girl smiled, probably silently chastising herself for not recognising Pierra straight away as a big ol’ lesbian. “I hope you enjoy your stay.” 
 
    Relieved to be away from one potential minefield of publicly arranging a sex partner, Pierra immediately stepped into another by calling Heaven’s Gate as soon as she got up to her room. This went much more smoothly though; she just left the hotel address and room number and told the woman on the phone that Ailsa could collect the key-card from reception. 
 
    She had an hour to kill before Becca arrived, so she used it to undo her plait and brush out her hair—a practice she always found calming. Watching her sleek, long, chestnut locks running through the brush, she replayed the plan in her head. She intended to confront Becca the moment she walked in. She would probably be surprised and off-balance to find a woman instead of a man, and her reaction would be more natural. Based on whether it was fear, relief or anger, would give Pierra an indication of whether she was under duress, brainwashed or maybe even acting voluntarily—although that seemed unlikely. 
 
    If it went well, she could have the police there within fifteen minutes, and the whole thing wrapped up inside two hours. If it was early enough, she might just phone Shane to get him to come to town for a celebration; it’d be a shame to waste the pretty dress and the hotel room. 
 
    As the appointment drew closer, Pierra pulled out her phone and flicked through all of the photos of Becca she’d been able to find online. It was hard to imagine this girl as a prostitute; she was slim and angular with an almost boyish figure—narrow hips, small breasts. Her face was very feminine, even though she wore no make-up in any of the photos; she had dainty features, a sprinkle of freckles over her nose and a happy, disarming smile. Her hair maybe could have been beautiful if she cared for it better; it was red-brown and fell to about her shoulder-blades, but it was too dry and made her look scruffy. The overall effect was a girl who barely looked eighteen, let alone the mid-twenties that she was. Pierra shivered at the thought of the sort of men she would attract as a prostitute. 
 
    A light tap-tap of fingernails on the door shocked her out of her study of the photos, and her heart leapt as a rush of adrenalin put all of her senses on high alert. Five minutes early! Shit-shit-shit. She took a breath to steady herself. No need to be nervous; it’s all part of the job. Although it wasn’t the job that had her keyed up; it was the thought of meeting someone who fucked strangers for a living. Pierra wasn’t shocked or disgusted, she was fascinated…and slightly in awe. She couldn’t imagine the confidence it would require to do that. Shane had courted her for a whole month before she was convinced that he liked her enough to sleep with her. How could you just walk into a room and greet a man you’d never met, and know that he not only wanted to fuck you, but would pay for the privilege? 
 
    She stood up, but didn’t approach the door. 
 
    “Use your key,” she said loud enough to be heard on the other side. For some reason she was frightened to be trapped in the narrow vestibule in front of the door with her visitor. She heard the snick-snack of plastic on steel and then watched with mounting trepidation as the handle slowly turned. 
 
    The door pushed open, and Pierra took a breath, ready to deliver the line she’d practiced. (Hello Becca, hello-becca, hello-becca-hello-becca-becca-becca.) 
 
    “Hhhhh-,” her breath flooded out in a rush. “… hi,” she finished weakly, her lips still open as she gawped wantonly at the woman in the doorway. She was unrecognisable from the photos on Pierra’s phone, apart from those small doll-like facial features, and with her tiny frame perched on six-inch platform stilettos, she appeared to have the impossible proportions of a Barbie doll as well. She wore a clinging, blood-red cocktail dress that was split almost to the hip, showing off one smooth, shapely thigh in addition to her toned calves. If she really was Becca then she’d put on one or maybe two kilos—just enough to round out the angles of her hips, and give her a more sensuous, womanly shape. Without a hint of a bra strap, her breasts were almost perfectly round globes, swollen and full on both the tops and the sides. They rode high on her chest and seemingly defied gravity, the bust of the cocktail dress flowing over them like liquid silk, enhancing their perfect shape with texture and shadow. 
 
    “Has someone been telling fibs?” she said with a teasing smile, her teeth shining white and perfect behind lips painted the exact shade of her dress. “I was told I’d be meeting a man,” she continued, walking carefully on those incredible heels with a slow swing of her hips. Sashaying is what that’s called, sweetie. “Not that I’m complaining. I love your dress, by the way,” her gaze drifted slowly down Pierra’s body, lingering on her stockinged calves and drinking in her luscious curves.  
 
    Pierra still hadn’t said anything, and now she felt she’d lost the element of surprise, tearing her well-laid plan to pieces. This certainly didn’t look like a woman in fear for her life. 
 
    “My name’s Ailsa,” she said simply, stepping into Pierra’s personal space, and taking both of her hands. “What’s yours, sweetie?” 
 
    “I’m Pierra,” she replied, barely above a whisper. She looked down at Ailsa’s hands, lightly holding her own; the fingernails shone the very same brilliant, dark red as her lips and dress. 
 
    “Hello Pierra,” she said, brushing her soft cheek against Pierra’s and making the sound of a kiss close to her ear. “Mmmm, I love your perfume,” she said softly, not pulling away but just touching and breathing lightly through her nose. “What is it?” 
 
    “It’s called …,” Pierra paused, slightly embarrassed by the name. “… Sexy Little Things.” All she could think about when she said that was Ailsa’s tiny frame and her succulent breasts. Worse, she somehow felt that Ailsa could read her thoughts, making her blush deeper. “It’s by Victoria’s Secret,” she finished, wanting just to say something, anything, so that she wouldn’t be thinking about Ailsa’s breasts.  
 
    Or were they Becca’s breasts? The idea helped to stabilise her thoughts and she drew back far enough to get a good look at the woman’s face. She wore quite a bit of make-up, but it was perfectly applied and didn’t look caked or cracked; even so, Pierra could see she was about the right age, no older than mid-twenties. The hair was the right colour as well—give or take some highlights—but whereas Becca’s hair was stringy and unruly, Ailsa’s was smooth and shiny, elaborately swept up and pinned on one side, and flowing in radiant waves over one shoulder, ending just above the fulsome swell of one perfect breast. 
 
    Those features though, the nose, cheekbones, jaw. It could be Becca. Maybe. Becca with a celebrity make-over and a boob-job. 
 
    “Are you okay sweetie?” Ailsa asked, looking at Pierra with some concern. “I won’t bite,” she cracked a small smile. “Unless that’s what you ask me to do.” 
 
    Pierra had to change tack quickly. The appearance of this beautiful, confident woman had upset her plan; she needed to put aside this unexpected attraction and get back on topic. She just wasn’t sure how to do it. 
 
    “Are you here…of you own free will?” she asked slowly but earnestly, watching for a reaction. 
 
    Ailsa’s eyelashes flashed briefly and then a smile curled at the corner of her mouth. “Free will? You’re not a vampire are you?” she asked, mischief dancing in her eyes. “I’m no good for vampires you know,” a ghost of a smile still playing around her lips. Then she whispered with mock earnestness, “Apparently, they only like virgins.” 
 
    Pierra watched her fight a short internal battle before an infectious smile spread across her face, lighting up her beautiful features. Unable to help herself, Pierra returned it. 
 
    “I’m here because I want to be here,” Ailsa said softly. “Don’t you?” 
 
    “It’s not that simple,” Pierra said, even though there was a confused part of her that said she did indeed want to be there. It wasn’t a lesbian urge—not after almost twenty happy years of heterosexuality—it was more of a…curiosity. It was a feeling she didn’t understand, but in a different setting it was one she might have been interested to pursue. 
 
    “I came here for you,” she went on, earning a modest smile from Ailsa and a bat of her eyelashes. “But I didn’t expect …,” she gestured with one hand at Ailsa’s flawless beauty, “… this.” 
 
    “What did you expect?” the other woman asked disarmingly. Pierra thought this might be the moment to step back into her plan. 
 
    “I expected Becca,” she said, watching again for Ailsa’s reaction. The girl showed no guilt or fear or surprise, just a look of honest confusion. 
 
    “But they said you asked for me specifically,” she narrowed her eyebrows, her face a mask of misunderstanding. “Did you ask for someone else and get me instead? How disappointing for you, I’m so sorry. Let’s ring them now and sort it out.” 
 
    “No. You don’t understand,” Pierra was beginning to doubt herself; she saw no guile at all in Ailsa’s reaction. “I did ask for Ailsa, but I’m looking for Becca. I think…I thought…she was calling herself Ailsa.” 
 
    “I’m Ailsa, sweetie, the one and only,” she said, her confusion was being replaced with a kind of concern again, as if she wanted this to work out well for Pierra. “But I don’t know anyone named Becca.” 
 
    How could this be? Pierra had been so sure she was on the right track; a matching blood test turning up from a sex worker, exactly as she expected, what were the odds? And she was the right age, but she already knew that from the blood test—they’d filtered the results by age. All it came down to was Ailsa’s height and dainty features, so similar to Becca’s, but then she was hardly likely to find a four thousand dollar escort with chunky thighs and a big nose. 
 
    “Have you been doing this long?” Pierra asked, trying a different way around the problem. 
 
    “Ever since I could,” Ailsa smiled mischievously. “Let’s just say I was at an age where the state of New South Wales didn’t necessarily agree with me on the appropriateness of my employment.” 
 
    “And you’re not Becca,” Pierra sighed, giving up. It must have just been a coincidence. An expensive one! 
 
    “Hey, no need to feel sad, sweetie,” Ailsa said, softly moving back into Pierra’s personal space. “I’m pretty good at this, you know. You might even like me more than Becca.” And then, before Pierra could react, Ailsa placed a small, chaste kiss on her lips. It must have been the surprise heaped on top of the tension that she’d built up for this meeting, but Pierra felt that tiny kiss echoing through her entire body, sending shivers down her spine, and leaving her nipples erect. She blushed again, wondering whether Ailsa saw her reaction and accidentally mistook it for one of arousal rather than surprise. 
 
    “Oh goodness, no,” she gasped, bringing her fingers up to touch her lips. (That’s where Ailsa kissed me.) “I didn’t come for…I mean…I just wanted to find Becca…not …” Pierra stumbled around in a minefield of words, unable to give voice to the act of having sex, not with another woman anyway. 
 
    “Really?” Ailsa said, disappointed. “That’s a shame. You’re very beautiful, you know.” She touched the tips of Pierra’s hair, which hung to her hips when it wasn’t plaited. “How long have you been growing your hair?” She looked down at Ailsa’s delicate hand stroking her chestnut locks, the backs of her fingers also brushing that sensitive spot in front of her hip, just below the waistband of her panties. 
 
    “Longer than you’ve been …,” Pierra began to answer, painting herself into a corner where she couldn’t help but bring up that intoxicating knowledge that Ailsa fucks for a living. “… doing what you do,” she finished meekly. 
 
    “I don’t just do that, you know,” Ailsa smiled, taking Pierra’s hand and gently massaging the palm with her thumb. “I’m also a qualified masseuse—Shiatsu, Thai, Aromatherapy. I have some oils in my bag, and since I’m here and all paid up, it’d be a shame to waste me.” With that last, she looked into Pierra’s eyes with an expression that said, ‘This is something I want to do’. It was a feeling that Pierra felt obligated to return. Part of her felt awkward submitting to this magnetic woman, but another part felt the thrill of it too. (And that part wants a massage, Pierra. Let’s go!) 
 
    “Okay,” Pierra smiled, trying to forget how she was going to deal with a four-thousand dollar massage bill. “What do I do?” 
 
    “You, my dear,” Ailsa began, taking charge and arranging pillows on the bed, “can get undressed and lie face down with your head between the pillows. This is for modesty,” she gave Pierra a white hotel towel. “And I’ll be in the bathroom. Just call out when you’re ready. Okay?” 
 
    “Okay,” Pierra smiled, her heart fluttering nervously at the thought of getting naked in the presence of a prostitute. Ailsa closed the door to the bathroom, leaving Pierra alone and looking at her reflection in the mirrored wall beside the bed. You’re very beautiful, you know. Ailsa had said that. Shane says it too, sometimes, but he has to, doesn’t he? Pierra tried to think of the last person who’d told her she was beautiful before Shane. It must’ve been a long time ago, because she couldn’t remember. It was probably back in high school…when she wore a size ten school dress. 
 
    She regarded the size fourteen dress in the mirror. It was quite pretty. And it suited her, too. That had always been Pierra’s gift: choosing beautiful clothes. Modest but stylish. She took off the belt and quickly looked up from her tummy, not liking the shape of the dress without that belt to accentuate her curves. Quickly, she reached behind and unzipped, not wanting to stand looking at her figure for longer than she had to, but unable to look away, as well. 
 
    Shrugging out of the dress, Pierra let it fall to the floor, leaving her in only her pantihose and navy blue matching bra and panties. Oh my goodness, and my heels! As she stepped out of the dress pooled at her feet, she noticed with an excited shiver how the heels made her calves pop, and smiled to herself. Shane would love this. Striking a pose, she turned side-on and—keeping her legs straight—she flicked her long hair to one side and slowly bent down to pick up the dress, watching the long muscles of her thighs stretch, and also noticing how her breasts swelled out the top of her bra as her centre of balance shifted. 
 
    I am beautiful, she told herself; not as a mantra, this time, more as a matter of fact. Botticelli, phhfft! Botticelli’s models were beautiful too. So what if they wouldn’t make the cover of Vogue. Feeling better about her shape than she had for some time, Pierra laid the dress over a chair and took off her shoes, pantihose and bra. Do you leave panties on or take them off for a massage? She knew to remove her bra to give access to her back and shoulders. It didn’t make sense to take off her panties; it wasn’t as though Ailsa was going to massage her butt. She felt colour returning to her cheeks yet again as she slid her fingers beneath the waistband and skinned them down her thighs. It was just so exciting to be near someone as confident and sexual as Ailsa, and it felt like some of her magnetism was rubbing off.  
 
    Pierra hid the panties beneath her dress. It would be her little secret. Ailsa would massage her thinking she was wearing them, but Pierra would know she was completely naked beneath the towel. With a smile she climbed on the bed and lay down, positioning her nose between the pillows so that she could still breathe, and draping the towel over her waist. Lastly, she collected up her hair and laid it neatly out onto the pillow beside her head. Stealing a peek in the mirror, she thought she looked okay; maybe not modest, with her breasts swelling heavily out to the side, but okay nonetheless. 
 
    “I’m ready,” she called out, putting her face back down between the pillows. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    She heard the soft pad of Ailsa’s bare feet coming towards the bed. Wise move, getting out of those enormous heels. 
 
    “Now just relax and let me look after you,” Ailsa whispered close to her ear. “First rule of massage: no talking.” 
 
    Pierra felt the bed flex as Ailsa climbed onto it and knelt beside her. She heard the pop of a plastic bottle top—that would be the oil—and then the wet sounds of her hands rubbing together. Jumping a little at the first touch, she sighed as the other woman smoothed oil all over her, and warmed her back to the same temperature as those slippery hands. Ailsa settled into a gentle pattern and worked Pierra’s muscles beneath her fingers, quickly finding the knots and turning them into warm, supple nests of bliss.  
 
    Applying more oil, she moved up to massage Pierra’s neck and shoulders, slowly and rhythmically kneading the muscles over the course of ten minutes, and lulling Pierra into a deeper sense of relaxation. As Ailsa moved down her back again and rearranged her weight on the bed, Pierra was surprised (and thrilled!) when the younger woman straddled her, and settled her light weight on the towel covering her backside. With a guilty shiver she realised that only the towel and a few scant inches separated the prostitute’s pussy from her own, and without even meaning to do it, she flexed her bottom, knowing that those rigid muscles were touching the other woman’s sex. Ailsa responded, slowly undulating her body and massaging Pierra’s bottom with the soft mound at the junction of her thighs, kindling a slow heat in Pierra’s core. 
 
    Starting low on Pierra’s waist, Ailsa pushed hard with both hands, stroking them slowly and firmly up her back, and then curled her fingertips over the sides on the return, ploughing softly through the side-swells of her breasts. The pressure of the stroke drew them further apart and she felt both nipples pull against the coverlet; the friction combining with Ailsa’s touch to bring them to rigid peaks for the second time since they’d met. Pierra thought again about her panties lying beneath her dress over on the chair, and her skin pricked with goose pimples. 
 
    “Are you cold?” Ailsa whispered. 
 
    “Nuh-uh,” Pierra’s voice was muffled by the pillows. “I was just…thinking about something.” 
 
    Ailsa didn’t respond, but she walked back on her knees over Pierra’s thighs and down to her feet. Pierra could feel the woman’s smooth skin brushing against her own, and had a vivid mental image of that deep split in her crimson dress pulled rudely open as she knelt over Pierra, legs apart and flashing one perfect thigh all the way up to her hip. It took a force of will not to raise her head and look in the mirror. 
 
    Ailsa trickled oil onto Pierra’s calves and began to massage them both at once with long strokes, rocking slowly forwards with all of her weight and then back again. Forwards and back, forwards and back; she built up that slow, relaxing rhythm again. She was crouched over Pierra’s feet and with each stroke, she could feel something soft brushing across the tips of her heels. With an icy shiver that was one part shocked surprise and two parts excitement, she realised that it must be the silky gusset of her panties. 
 
    Ailsa must know what she was doing. Surely, it was impossible to have something brushing over your pussy like that and not be aware of it. Pierra felt her chest lifting as she breathed; the rush of having this woman pleasure herself as she massaged had lifted her heart rate and now she could even hear her own breath puffing between pillows on either side of her face. 
 
    Pierra felt Ailsa’s weight shift again; this time a knee insinuated itself between her feet, and she needed to part her legs an extra few inches to give her access. As Ailsa began to concentrate both hands on the one leg she was straddling, Pierra wondered for the first time about her view from back there, and the way the towel draped over her naked bottom. Can she tell I’m not wearing panties? Oh my God, can she see my pussy? 
 
    Once again unable to control the urge, Pierra walked her hips back and forth, and was hardly surprised to feel the delicious friction of her pussy lips sliding against each other. She never would have believed that a woman could make her wet like this, but right now it felt like the most natural thing in the world. 
 
    At that moment, Ailsa touched down on her heel again, not brushing this time but gently circling with her pussy as she stroked higher, her hands closing around Pierra’s knee. With eyes shut and her concentration focussed on her heel, Pierra released a startled gasp when she felt the friction of that slow, gyrating touch change and a transfer of wet warmth onto her skin. Oh God, she’s not wearing any panties either! 
 
    Her own excitement built as she felt Ailsa spread her natural lubricant, and her pussy lips burned at the idea of pleasuring herself on another woman’s body. Ailsa whimpered with pleasure as she bore gently down and her labia opened over Pierra’s Achilles tendon. Holding the other woman’s knee for balance, Ailsa moved in agonisingly slow strokes, riding that ridge back and forth through her slit, her breath now coming in ragged gasps to match Pierra’s. 
 
    She resumed massaging Pierra’s calf, her thumbs over the back, and fingers wrapped around the side as she moved in long strokes over the muscle, stopping short of the sensitive spot behind her knee. With each stroke, Ailsa rode her soaking slit down Pierra’s Achilles and ran her hands gently past the knee to the bottom of Pierra’s thighs, which were touching and blocking further exploration. 
 
    Panting, Pierra realised she was faced with a choice. Ailsa had stopped her massage at the bottom of her thigh and without saying anything, was asking Pierra a clear and unambiguous question: ‘What now?’ Pierra wanted time to think, but at the same time she wanted to be free of constraining thought; she just wanted to act, to live in the moment, free of judgement. 
 
    She drew a deep breath and released it with a long, shuddering sigh; then clearing her mind and concentrating only on the touch of the woman kneeling over her, she parted her legs. Ailsa voiced her own approval with a soft sigh and stroked up into the gap between Pierra’s thighs, shuffling forwards until she was crouched over her knee. Her thighs were still touching at the top, and Ailsa quickly applied more oil up to that point, then she lingered once again waiting for Pierra to respond by spreading her legs wide apart until she felt the coolness of air against her wet pussy lips. 
 
    Without hesitation, Ailsa stroked up to the top of her thigh and touched her fingertips to the moist junction there, causing Pierra’s petal-like folds to open, inviting the other woman to explore her intimate warmth. As an invitation, it was scarcely required but happily received. Ailsa slipped the tip of one finger into Pierra’s entrance and tantalisingly fucked her with just the first joint for a dozen slow strokes. Adding a second finger and probing deeper, up to the second knuckle, she stretched Pierra’s pussy, which responded with a happy buzz that tingled through her core. 
 
    Pierra sighed with the pleasure of being entered; the tension that had begun to build ever since Ailsa kissed her on the lips finally washing away and allowing her to fully enjoy the intimate touch of another woman for the first time. 
 
    She arched back to give Ailsa better access, and cried out with pleasure and lust as she responded, sliding both fingers in to the hilt and flicking Pierra’s clitoris with her ring finger. 
 
    “Yes!” she gasped into the pillows. “Oh my God, yes!” 
 
    “Don’t come yet,” Ailsa whispered. “I have a treat for you.” The attention to her pussy paused briefly while she heard Ailsa fumbling with something—presumably in her bag—and with her fingers deep inside Pierra’s dripping love canal, Ailsa lazily stroked her clitoris while she shifted her weight on the bed, preparing Pierra’s surprise. 
 
    She felt the other woman climb between her legs, and then sighed at the loss as she removed her fingers, but yelped with surprise a moment later when they were replaced with a cool, hard presence nuzzling at her steaming entrance. Oh my God! A voice screamed in her head. She’s going to fuck me. 
 
    “Shhh,” Ailsa soothed. “It’ll warm up in a sec.” 
 
    Pierra couldn’t breathe. She could feel the thick head of Ailsa’s dildo heedlessly probing up and down her slit, coating it with her juices, before the tip finally settled in her opening and penetrated half an inch. She was shaking now with the anticipation, imagining Ailsa poised above her with a thick cock lodged in her pussy, ready to drive it home. She waited and waited for that beautiful moment, but Ailsa continued to tease, moving and changing the angle of the cock head and setting Pierra’s pussy on fire. 
 
    “Please …,” she husked into the pillow; her voice quivering with emotion and impending release. 
 
    Ailsa adjusted her weight and then lowered her lissom body onto Pierra’s, lying with her firm round breasts pressed into her back.  
 
    “Please, what?” she whispered close to Pierra’s ear, kissing and nibbling lightly at her shoulder. 
 
    “Please,” Pierra gasped, not wanting to say the words, but not wanting to be left on this precipice either. “Please, fuck me.” 
 
    “Do you want me to fill you with cock?” she asked slyly, the teasing smile apparent in her voice. 
 
    “Uh huh,” Pierra agreed. 
 
    “I need to hear you say it,” Ailsa whispered. 
 
    “Fill me with cock,” Pierra husked desperately, “Fuck me.” 
 
    “Do you want me to fuck you hard?” she asked, stretching out the tension. “Or slowly?” 
 
    “Fuck me slowly,” Pierra begged, her voice beginning to break. “Make me come.” 
 
    “I’m going to love making you come,” Ailsa whispered devilishly, and with that, she slowly thrust her hips forward and pushed the first four inches of thickly veined, hard dildo into Pierra’s pussy. Pierra squeezed the pillows on either side of her face and screamed with delight as the thick tool parted the silky, wet walls of her vagina and the cool latex quickly succumbed to her furnace heat. She drew a breath as Ailsa pulled half way out, and cried out again as she drove deeper, thrusting her smooth mound into Pierra’s ass. 
 
    Oh my God, it’s a strap-on! She thought with an ecstatic shiver as Ailsa ground her shaved pubis into the junction of Pierra’s thighs and jerked the thick cock deeper into her pussy. She felt so wonderfully helpless being taken this way, lying prone with her legs spread and her open pussy exposed, but she knew from experience that it was the worst position for deep penetration. What she wanted more than anything was for Ailsa to fuck her completely; to fill her to brimming and to feel the soft lips of the other woman’s sex touching her own. 
 
    In a move that was Shane’s favourite—and therefore one of her favourites too—Pierra drew one knee up and out in a flat commando crawl, tilting her pussy to the other side. Ailsa knew this move too, obviously, because as Pierra rolled onto her side she quickly straddled the one outstretched thigh and got up onto her knees, their legs now scissored together in an intimate embrace, that allowed Ailsa to drive her strap-on all the way into Pierra’s core. 
 
    Pierra removed the pillows from around her face, looking up at the beautiful young woman fucking her. Oh my God, she was undressed all along! Ailsa was completely naked; her silky red-brown hair still perfectly pinned and fanned over one shoulder in a gorgeous autumn cascade. Even without a bra, her stunning breasts kept their shape; full and round, the size of small oranges, and capped with erect, pink nipples; bobbing erotically as she drove her cock into Pierra’s steaming hole. 
 
    She looked at their bodies in the mirror, wanting to watch this diminutive goddess plunder her innocent sex. Lifting her top leg out of the line of sight, that thick, thrusting tool came into view; her heart almost stopped with the eroticism of the image. Ailsa wore a flesh-coloured strapless strap-on, one end buried in her own tiny pussy, her smooth lips plumped out to the sides to accommodate the thickness of the base, and the other end stiff and erect and thickly veined, glistening with Pierra’s fresh juices and gliding effortlessly into her yawning pussy. 
 
    Ailsa thrust deeply and held there, touching her smooth, swollen lips to Pierra’s; rolling her hips and smearing their combined lubrication through Pierra’s sodden hairs. The erotic taboo of the other woman’s sex touching her own, stirred something deep in Pierra and she felt the familiar tingle of a building orgasm ignite in the hard bud of her clitoris.  
 
    “Show me,” Pierra husked, wiping a tear to clear her vision. 
 
    Ailsa slowly pulled the dildo out, distending Pierra’s hungry lips as they sucked wetly at its veined surface. She pulled free and showed Pierra her cock, thick and long and insatiably hard, it stood proud and erect, curving up from the smooth perfection of her sex. She held it lightly in her fist—the fingers and thumb barely able to touch around the girth—and fucked herself slowly with the other end, showing Pierra how her young pussy clung tightly to the thick base that projected almost at a right-angle from the main dildo. 
 
    Sliding it back home into her pink folds, Ailsa repositioned the head at Pierra’s gaping entrance. Squeezing with her secret muscles, Pierra winked it closed and bore down as Ailsa re-entered her, crying again in ecstasy as she was split down the middle, her pussy rippling and convulsing as the thick cock drove deep into her core. 
 
    “Harder,” Pierra whispered, almost too overcome to give voice to her desire. 
 
    “I beg your pardon?” Ailsa said disingenuously, cupping one hand to her ear. “I couldn’t hear you.” 
 
    “Fuck me har—AAH!” Pierra cried out as Ailsa drove long and deep into her pussy, mashing their soft lips together in a wet kiss, the cock-head pounding her sensitive cervix and knocking the breath from her chest. “Oh God, yes!” she gasped. “That! Fuck me like that!” 
 
    Ailsa didn’t need further encouragement; with a wet slurping sound, she quickly pulled the thick shaft back through Pierra’s clinging lips and stuffed her full again, driving her cock home with a throaty cry and a powerful thrust that echoed through her firm, round breasts. Pierra begged wordlessly for more and Ailsa pounded her again and again, fucking her with mounting cries of effort, grasping at Pierra’s raised thigh and leaning back to drill her deeper. 
 
    Pierra felt the heat of her orgasm building deep inside, where Ailsa’s cock-head drummed against her cervix. She reached down with a finger and touched her clitoris, pleasure exploding through her pussy in waves. 
 
    “Oh Christ, I’m coming,” she moaned as her thigh muscles began to contract with the onset of a powerful climax. 
 
    Ailsa pulled both heads of the strap-on free in a single movement and thrust her wet and open sex back into Pierra’s, their swollen lips peeling back and scissoring together, mirroring the union of their intertwined thighs. She threw back her head and with cords standing out on her neck she unleashed a deep moan as she ground her clitoris into Pierra’s soft folds, pumping her hips and driving Pierra’s orgasm to a shattering peak. 
 
    “Ohhh, n-n-n-n-nooooo!” Pierra cried as shuddering muscle spasms took control of her body, writhing helplessly on the coverlet and ejaculating wetly through the airless kiss of their locked pussies. 
 
    “That’s right, my darling,” Ailsa said softly, guiding and prolonging Pierra’s shuddering release, gripping her tightly between her thighs and rubbing her sex in slow circles against Pierra’s to keep pressure and movement on her clitoris through her long, climactic peak. 
 
    Pierra’s orgasm slowly melted away, and her muscles began to relax. She wiped tears of ecstasy from her eyes and looked up at Ailsa thankfully. 
 
    “Wow,” she husked with a sheepish grin; slightly embarrassed at the intensity of her climax. 
 
    “Nice massage?” Ailsa smiled back, unlocking her legs and pulling her pussy free of Pierra’s with a wet, sucking noise. 
 
    “Uh huh,” Pierra laughed, still trying hard not to have to mentally process her first lesbian experience. “Was that Thai or Shiatsu?” 
 
    “That was my own version of Deep Tissue Massage,” Ailsa joked, hopping off the bed and walking naked to the minibar. “I need a drink; how about you?” 
 
    “Mmm,” Pierra sighed. “Something cold.” 
 
    “I’m the queen of Minibar Mojitos,” Ailsa replied, fetching out rum and fruit juice. “They don’t look like Mojitos, but if you close your eyes and use your imagination, they taste kind of tropical.” 
 
    Pierra laughed at her disarming joke, glad beyond measure that there was no post-coital awkwardness. She picked up the strap-on dildo from the bed and ran her fingers along the thick shaft, which was still slick with her juices. She wondered what it would be like to fuck another woman, and held the toy down near her pussy, trying to imagine herself with a cock. 
 
    “Try it on if you like,” Ailsa said, looking over her shoulder. “You can do me next if you want. Or I can teach you how to eat a woman.” 
 
    Pierra looked up at the beautiful escort and blushed again, though not so deeply as before. She was quickly adjusting to this new side to her sexuality, and although she did want to fuck Ailsa again, she didn’t feel any special longing for girl-on-girl sex in general. It occurred to her that it wasn’t Ailsa’s femininity that she found compelling; it was her sexuality. She ached to have that kind of confidence in herself, to put herself out there as the aggressor and simply to take what she wanted without fear of rejection. 
 
    Watching in the mirror, she slid the head of the strap-on into her open sex and pushed it home. The base wasn’t as thick or long as the main shaft, but it still gave her a satisfyingly snug sense of fullness. She struck a pose on the bed, propped up on one elbow with her legs arranged artfully and her new cock standing proudly up from her mound. 
 
    “Mmm,” Ailsa said admiringly, walking back to the bed with the drinks. “I guess I know what comes next.” She reclined next to Pierra and kissed her with soft lips, leaning close to allow their breasts to touch, and sending a fresh shiver of desire through the taller woman. “Here’s to new experiences,” she toasted, passing Pierra her rum-and-orange-juice. 
 
    “To new experiences,” Pierra agreed, draining her glass and noticing for the first time the red scars beneath Ailsa’s breasts. She put the empty glass on the bedside table and lay back, wrapping an arm around the tiny prostitute and rolling her on top. 
 
    “Ow!” Ailsa cried out playfully, jumping as the hard shaft of the dildo pressed into her pussy. “Mind where you put that thing,” she laughed, their lips tantalisingly close. “It’s all good fun until someone loses an eye!” 
 
    “Kiss me again,” Pierra whispered, touching Ailsa’s nose with her own. “I liked that.” She closed her eyes and kissed softly, probing gently forward with her tongue, and rejoicing when her touch was reciprocated. She used her hands to explore Ailsa’s firm, young body, using her soft curves and pliant breasts to constantly remind herself that she was naked in the arms of another woman. 
 
    Her head was spinning again with arousal and desire for this free, sexual spirit. She opened her eyes to drink in Ailsa’s young perfection once more, but her vision doubled and the prostitute was a dull blur in her foreground. She tried to raise her head but her inner-ear swung wildly, telling her that ‘up’ and ‘down’ were constantly on the move, and she quickly let her head drop back onto the pillow. 
 
    “Oh,” she moaned. “I don’t feel so great.” 
 
    “Are you okay?” Ailsa asked, sitting up and crouching over her. She lifted one of Pierra’s arms and let go; it hovered for a moment and then fell limply onto the bed. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Pierra slurred. “Something’s wrong.” 
 
    Ailsa got up off the bed and fetched a phone from her bag, quickly dialling a number. “I shouldn’t worry, if I were you,” she told Pierra as the phone rang. “It’s probably just the drugs.” 
 
    “You …?” Pierra was struggling to hold onto consciousness. “You drugged me?” 
 
    “It’s me,” Ailsa said coldly when the phone connected. “She knows about Becca; come get me.” 
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 Chapter Three 
 
    “You’re putting on weight, mate.” 
 
    Shane was lost in his own thoughts and hadn’t even noticed the man sit down next to him on the park bench. He looked up without much surprise and saw Detective Senior Sergeant Luc Cametti, one of Pierra’s old confidants in the New South Wales police. They knew each other through Pierra’s old boss—Rod Stein—and had been close before she disappeared. Pierra passed Luc the occasional criminal case she had already solved for an easy arrest, and he referred new clients and passed the odd bit of intel under the table. 
 
    “I can diet,” Shane replied, turning his head back to contemplate the middle distance. “But you’ll always be ugly.” 
 
    “That’s not what your momma said last night,” Luc shot back. He was facing straight ahead as well but Shane could tell he was watching in his peripheral vision, and waiting for the smile Shane was unable to suppress. 
 
    “White guys can’t do ‘Yo Momma’ jokes,” he smirked. “I think there might be a law against it.” 
 
    “Hey paisano, I’m Italian,” he defended. “Wogs’re the black guys of Australia; we’ve got style and attitude, and we can dance without looking like a cock.” 
 
    Shane laughed; he couldn’t help himself. His depression over losing Pierra twelve months ago had left him little to smile about, but it was folly to match wits with Luc. 
 
    “I think Aboriginals are technically the black guys of Australia,” Shane pointed out. 
 
    “And we’ve got porn star dicks!” Luc added, ignoring his demurral. 
 
    “What have you got for me, Luc?” Shane asked. “And I don’t mean porn-star dick.” 
 
    “It wasn’t on offer,” Luc laughed. “But that’s the best news I got for you, paisano.” He turned to face Shane, his eyes taking on an uncharacteristically serious look that his friends rarely saw. “They’re making me stick a pin in Pierra’s case,” he said. 
 
    “Close it?” Shane exclaimed, turning to face the detective, a chill running through his chest, making it hard to breathe. “How about you fucking find her first?” 
 
    “Easy, mate,” Luc soothed him, his voice nonetheless edged with warning. “I didn’t lose as much as you, but I’m hurting too. Pierra was like a…she was like a niece to me.”  
 
    Shane thought he had been about to say ‘daughter’, but she’d been like a daughter to Rod, and Rod had been like a brother, so the simile was apt. He saw the pain in the other man’s eyes and regretted his outburst. Propping his elbows on his knees, he covered his face while he regained composure. 
 
    “Sorry Luc,” he sighed. “I’ll try that again. Tell me why they’re closing the case.” 
 
    “It’s not closed,” Luc explained. “It’s just cold, and I get that for a non-cop that sounds like bullshit, but it is important. The good news is that we can re-investigate a cold case; we just need some new evidence. The bad news is that we won’t be looking for any.” 
 
    “What kind of new evidence?” Shane stared off into the middle distance again. 
 
    “A sighting would be great,” Luc answered, not having to explain that a sighting would also be evidence that Pierra was still alive. “Or a tip-off. Or …” He didn’t finish the sentence, but Shane thought it might have been ‘Or a body’. He shuddered at the thought of Pierra spending the last year in a shallow grave, and the anger—that second stage of grief that had mostly played out in the first six months—surfaced again in a brief but ferocious flare. 
 
    “I can still work on it in my free time,” Luc continued, “but I’ve gotta tell you, I don’t know what else I can do. Cold means cold; we’ve run down every lead twice and every one of them has gone nowhere. What we need is a new one, and that’s gonna take a lot of luck, ‘cos hard work sure as fuck hasn’t done the trick.” 
 
    Shane heard the other man’s frustration and got some sense of his pain, to have the skills and responsibility to find Pierra but then to fail. 
 
    “So what’s in the folder?” he asked, gesturing to a plastic wallet full of papers in the detective’s hand. 
 
    “The end of my career, if anyone finds out I gave it to you,” Luc said, holding Shane’s gaze seriously. “It’s Pierra’s case file. A copy, anyway. You understand why I’m completely fucked if anyone finds out you have this, don’t you?” 
 
    “Because I’m a suspect,” Shane rolled his eyes. “The eight hour interrogation made that pretty clear.” 
 
    “The husband’s always a suspect,” Luc said. “And for a good reason, ‘cos they’re usually the doer. I didn’t copy your transcripts—figured you weren’t interested—but everything else is in there. Her last client’s testimony, CCTV stills from the hotel and the video on a flash drive, her office phone records, everything. If you want to hire a P.I., then it’ll all help.” 
 
    Shane opened the file, and was immediately confronted by an eight by ten glossy of Pierra’s face, and the grief flared again in his heart. God, she was beautiful. She looked relaxed and confident, knowing that the camera was focused only on her face, not her body. Shane knew about her body issues. He didn’t share them, and nor did any of their friends, but he was always aware of the way she hid beneath beautiful clothes. Sometimes he’d wished she would just buy a bikini on a whim and flaunt her beautiful curves—see for herself how much men really desired her. 
 
    He flicked through a few other pages and saw all of the things that Luc had already told him about, including the CCTV stills of Pierra—and others of the mystery woman—in the lobby at The Intercontinental, which was the last trace they had of her. He knew the story maybe as well as Luc.  
 
    Shane had reported her missing the day after her disappearance when her phone was going straight to voicemail. Using her office records, the police had found and interviewed her client Sarah, and discovered that Pierra had found a lead on the missing girl Becca. Sarah told them about the blood tests and the phone call to Davenal Pathology, but while the call showed up in Sarah’s phone records, the suspicious HIV test they found on MediStats was gone. Sarah showed them the query she had run, but it just wasn’t there anymore. Worse, she couldn’t remember the name of the patient (something beginning with ‘A’) nor the referring doctor, so that clue ran cold. 
 
    Of course, Pierra had told Shane she was meeting a witness that night, but once they learned the rest of the story from Sarah, it seemed more likely that she was actually meeting Becca. They found the Hotel Intercontinental from Pierra’s phone records, and interviewed the receptionist. When they showed her the CCTV footage, she remembered Pierra and said she had seemed nervous—like she was coming to the hotel to meet a man—but then she left a room key at reception for a woman. Who was the woman? The receptionist didn’t remember, but she thought it might begin with ‘A’. 
 
    Watching more of the CCTV footage showed the arrival of the mystery woman, but that’s all. They didn’t have cameras in the hotel corridors, and the ones in the lifts only switched on when someone used the emergency button. Pierra never came out, and neither did the mystery woman, and by the time the police had gotten involved, the hotel room was clean with no sign of either woman having been there. 
 
    The police showed Sarah the pictures. Was it Becca? “Maybe …” was the best Sarah could offer. She looked about the right height and build, but she sure didn’t dress or act like Becca, and the images weren’t great resolution. 
 
    The big mystery for the police was how Pierra had arranged the meeting. Her office, mobile and home phone records had no unexplained calls, and the room phone in the hotel hadn’t been used. They originally hypothesised that she’d used the internet, but Shane informed them that Pierra used a second mobile—an untraceable burner—for outgoing calls on case-related work that she didn’t want traced. That phone was also missing; there were no records for it at Pierra’s office and Shane didn’t have the number. 
 
    Probably the most frustrating thing was Pierra’s computer. It undoubtedly contained information, but Pierra used hardware-based encryption, and contrary to what movies would have everyone believe, it’s not crackable by brute force—at least not inside a few hundred years. 
 
    There were dead ends everywhere, but there were also tantalising clues. Like that Pierra thought she had evidence on Becca’s abductors, and when she acted on it she went missing herself. Like the fact that the blood test that looked like Becca’s—the one that was suspiciously wiped from both MediStats and Davenal—belonged to a woman with an A-name, just like the mystery woman at the hotel. Like the fact that the mystery woman looked a bit like Becca, and wasn’t seen leaving the hotel, meaning both she and Pierra must have left through a service entrance, because a fire exit would have set off an alarm, and the lobby and garage both have cameras. 
 
    Luc had told him that all the facts pointed to an abduction, which was the primary focus of the investigation. One other possibility occurred to Shane, but so far Luc hadn’t mentioned it—probably out of respect—and that was murder-abduction. 
 
    “Can you recommend a P.I. who’d be able to take this on?” Shane asked. 
 
    “The only one I know with the balls and brains for this isn’t available,” Luc said, his voice flat and expressionless. 
 
    Shane turned towards him with a raised eyebrow. “Who?” 
 
    Luc didn’t answer, he just tapped the photo of Pierra on top of the folder. 
 
    “Oh,” Shane acknowledged. He felt slightly shamed that Pierra wasn’t the first name that came to mind when he thought of a private detective. He realised that a lot of the friendship and support she enjoyed from Luc was based on professional respect.  
 
    “So what should I do?” he asked. Luc’s gaze had strayed to a point over Shane’s shoulder and he didn’t respond. “Earth to Luc,” he waved a hand in the line of Luc’s sight. 
 
    “Sorry mate,” Luc’s eyes flicked to Shane’s and then back again to that point over his shoulder. “Enjoying the scenery.” And then, as Shane began to turn around, “God, man, don’t turn and look. You’ll get your turn when they run past.” 
 
    Shane heard the pounding footsteps of joggers coming up the path behind him, and the breathless voice of a woman. He smiled to himself, slightly entertained that the old detective hadn’t lost his taste for athletic young women in Lycra. 
 
    “Oops, ducks on the pond, Shano. They’re stopping,” Luc said with a ventriloquist’s lips. 
 
    There was a drinking fountain on the opposite side of the path from the bench, and a group of four women, all wearing compression tights and brightly coloured athletic crop tops, stopped to drink. 
 
    “Thank you, Lord,” Luc breathed, so only Shane could hear as the first one leaned over the tap, a striking honey-skinned Asian woman with amazing, feminine muscle definition in her arms and shoulders. Bent over the tap, Shane could see how perfectly hard and crafted her stomach was, and how it contrasted fetchingly against the swell of her small breasts inside the purple crop-top. 
 
    Grief had dampened his enthusiasm for the female body, but these four were difficult to ignore. As attractive as the small Asian girl was, the other three were even more beautiful, though admittedly not at their most elegant, panting and shining with a healthy sweat. They could have been models; all three were tall and slim, with beautifully defined curves and full, round breasts.  
 
    Shane couldn’t take his eyes off one in particular; long and lean but without the muscle-tone of the first girl, she had milky skin and the most sensuous curves he’d ever seen on a slim girl. But it was her hair that was most striking; it was raven black, and probably long enough to reach her waist except for the fact that it was currently tied in what looked like a hundred African braids. They were a work of art, following an intricate, swirling pattern close to her scalp, and gathered in a sheaf as thick as Shane’s wrist that hung most of the way down her back. 
 
    As she bent over the tap, it was impossible not to look between her parted thighs at the soft pillow of her womanhood inside the compression tights. It was forgotten in an instant though, when she held her hair in one hand while she drank, reminding Shane with a painful jab that Pierra used to do the exact same thing cleaning her teeth. 
 
    “Hello ladies,” Luc said genially. “You’ve considerably brightened up a dull day for a couple of lonely old men.” The brunette with the braids had just finished drinking, and they all turned to look across the path at the men. 
 
    “Hello,” they all said at once in an identical chorus, then smiled and giggled as they looked at each other, wordlessly blaming the others for the quadruplet-like tone of their greeting. 
 
    “Your friend doesn’t look so old,” one of the girls observed. She was blonde and beautiful, and standing in a hipshot pose that showed off her tiny waist to advantage, shading her eyes and giving the men a careful once-over. 
 
    “Oh!” Luc clutched his chest melodramatically. “Pierce my heart! Don’t just leave me bleeding, finish me off!” 
 
    The blonde just laughed at him and turned to the tap, bending over to drink and pointing her bottom at them. The way she arched her back downwards suggested she was either deliberately taking a doggy-style pose to tease Luc, or she had absolutely no idea the effect her body had on men. The latter seemed the least likely. 
 
    The brunette was standing back on the path, bending and stretching while the others finished drinking. Shane had never stopped looking at her, but now Luc directed both his attention and a small measure of ageing charm her way. 
 
    “You look familiar, Miss,” he said. “You’re not famous, are you?” 
 
    “Me?” the brunette answered, looking up in surprise with her head upside down near her knees and black braids falling across her beautiful face. “I don’t think so.” And then incongruously, “I’ve never heard of me, at least.” 
 
    “Oh my God,” Shane breathed, a hand going to his mouth. “Pierra?” He tried to stand, and fell back on the bench when his legs refused to take him. “Pierra?” he repeated, unable to form any other words. 
 
    He hadn’t noticed the source of his attraction to the brunette until she spoke (other than the obvious fact that she was gorgeous), but her height, her long hair, and the structure of her face all reminded him of Pierra. Those things just made her look somewhat similar, because there were plenty of other features where she was dissimilar. But that voice, she didn’t just sound similar, she sounded exactly like Pierra.  
 
    Once he’d made the connection, everything else started to flood in. The sound of her breathing heavily, he didn’t even need to close his eyes to imagine Pierra straddling him on their bed, her breasts glowing with perspiration while she panted and drove them both to climax. She was a lot slimmer now, but the incredibly long hair was another clue, even though the colour and the African braids made it harder to recognise. 
 
    “It’s you,” he said, his voice trembling with incredulity as he finally got to his feet. All of the girls were looking at him now with open wariness, but the brunette just stood up straight again and regarded him curiously. 
 
    “Do I know you?” she asked, no trace of recognition in her voice. 
 
    “I’m your husband!” he choked. “What’s happened to you?” 
 
    “O-o-o-o-o-o kay-y-y-y-y,” the other three girls said in nervous unison, backing away and eyeing both Shane and Luc suspiciously. 
 
    “Shane?” Luc stood up behind him and put a hand on his upper arm. His voice was edged with that ‘Are you okay?’ kind of concern that you only hear when the asker is pretty sure the answer is ‘No’. 
 
    The brunette woman’s eyebrows rose in surprise, but she wasn’t showing any of the obvious nervousness of her friends. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” she said, although the answer didn’t sound ironic as it should have; it sounded like she really wasn’t sure. “I mean no,” she covered, “I’m pretty sure I’d know if we were married.” She smiled at her own joke, but Shane noticed her eyes drop to his wedding ring and then to her own unadorned left hand. 
 
    “Mate, you need to sit down,” Luc said. 
 
    “What?” Shane turned on him with confusion in his eyes. “Don’t you see? It’s Pierra.” The woman visibly started as he said his wife’s name. “She looks different, but it’s her. Listen to her voice!” 
 
    Luc drew a slow breath and passed a ‘Leave this to me’ glance with each of the women. 
 
    “Shane, take a moment,” he said, and Shane realised with irritation that this was the exact voice he used to talk down criminals in a volatile arrest situation. “Sure. I agree, she sounds a lot like Pierra. She even looks kind of similar…although I don’t think Pierra ever showed quite this much skin in public.” He smiled weakly at his own joke, exchanging an apologetic glance with the brunette. 
 
    Shane was ignoring him and watching the woman instead, but she showed no signs of recognition; she just looked back and forth between the men, her eyes wide and interested. 
 
    “You don’t recognise me?” he asked rhetorically, the hurt clear in his voice. “Why would you say that? Where have you been, Pierra? What happened to you?” 
 
    “Shane!” Luc shook him by the arm. “The picture. Look at the picture.” He took the folder from Shane’s hand and removed the large, glossy portrait of Pierra. The women all realised what it was, and gathered around Luc to look for themselves. 
 
    The resemblance seemed even more tenuous to everyone except Shane, with the evidence right there in front of them. Pierra’s smooth, chestnut hair—brushed flat and straight and parted on one side of her head—was one obvious difference, but even more apparent was the weight difference. Pierra’s photo made the woman in front of them look positively gaunt, with her prominent chin and cheekbones that angled into concave cheeks. Only Shane could see the similarities: the shape of her nose and the distance between her eyes, which were bright green, just like the photo. Pierra had darker skin, but it was just the tan of someone who spent a lot of time outside; it would have looked identical if the photo was taken at the end of winter. 
 
    “See,” Luc said, ignoring everything Shane could see so clearly. “It’s just the eyes,” he justified. “She’s similar, I agree, but …” 
 
    “Look at the shape of her lips,” Shane entreated, wistfully regarding them himself and vividly recalling their soft touch against his own. “And her ears!” he pleaded, gesturing with one hand at the woman herself rather than the photo. 
 
    “Ears are ears, paisano,” Luc said sceptically. “You can’t even see all of them in the photo.” Pierra’s hair covered most of her outer ear in the picture, but the brunette’s braids were contoured around the side of her head, leaving them exposed. 
 
    “The piercings, Luc,” he explained, his exasperation clear in his voice like he was arguing with a five-year-old. “Two and one. She got the second one on the left to wear Rod’s lucky diamond stud after he died; he used to wear it in the same ear.” 
 
    “He did too,” Luc glanced between the photo and the woman; the stud was there in the photo, but was replaced with a second sleeper in the brunette’s ear. “I used to call him a poofter,” he mused. “But mate,” he went on, “look at the chin.” 
 
    “Huh?” Shane looked up at the woman he was sure was his lost wife. “What about it?” 
 
    “This young lady,” Luc said in the same quietly confident voice a poker player would use to announce ‘Four Aces’. “has a dimple.” He held a finger beneath her chin and touched the shallow dimple in the middle with the point of his thumb. The brunette pulled her head away—surprised to have her personal space invaded—but she copied Luc’s gesture and felt the point of her own chin, a look of studied concentration on her face, almost as though she was surprised to find it there. 
 
    “Oh,” Shane mumbled, temporarily taken aback. “Plastic surgery can do that,” he justified, but with less confidence. 
 
    “What’s your name, love?” Luc directed his question at the brunette. 
 
    “Look,” interrupted the smaller Asian girl. “Maybe we should call the police.” She had no trace of an accent, which was something Shane usually found both delightful and surprising—like he was being let in on a secret. He loved that it challenged those presumptions he didn’t even know he had about what it meant to be Australian. 
 
    Luc pulled out his badge and showed it to the girl. “Cops’re already here, Miss,” he said in a respectful tone that was much more reassuring than threatening, which was how he might have sounded if she’d acted pissed or petulant. He turned back to the brunette, his eyebrows raised in a question. “Your name?” 
 
    “A- …” she choked off the word before she could finish, and then quickly covered it with a cough. “Marlowe,” she finished. 
 
    “And how long have you known these three, Marlowe?” he gestured at the other women, and then held up a hand to shush the Asian girl when she opened her mouth to speak. 
 
    “Um, I’ve known Abbey all my life,” she gestured at the Asian girl, who nodded her agreement. 
 
    “Marlowe and Abbey, huh?” he mused. “Peas in a pod. Okay Abbey, what’s Marlowe’s date of birth?” He immediately held up a hand before she could speak. “Not out loud. Whisper it in my ear.” 
 
    Without a pause, Abbey placed a hand on Luc’s shoulder and stood on her toes to whisper. 
 
    “Marlowe? Your birthdate, quickly,” Luc clipped. “Don’t look at her, look at me!” 
 
    “Feb twelve, 1990,” Marlowe shot back without hesitation. 
 
    Shane was momentarily surprised; a part of him was expecting to hear Pierra’s birthdate, which would make her eight years older. Could she really be twenty-five? Shane looked at her lean, flawless body and hated to admit that it was quite easy to believe. But what shocked him most was the certainty with which she answered. He looked at Luc, and the other man nodded, signifying that it was the same date he got from Abbey. 
 
    “You girls go to school together?” he asked Marlowe. 
 
    “Uh huh,” she responded, holding his gaze. 
 
    “Who was your grade three teacher?” he asked. “Whisper it to me.” 
 
    Marlowe didn’t need to tiptoe, she just placed her lips next to Luc’s ear and said something too low for Shane to hear. 
 
    Luc looked at Abbey expectantly. 
 
    “Miss Nagle,” Abbey responded. It was a statement, not a question. There seemed no doubt in her mind that the answer would be right. 
 
    “It’s not her, mate,” Luc said, turning to Shane. “But you had me half convinced; she’s just a doppelgänger.” 
 
    “Pierra has a mole on her chest,” Shane said desperately, pointing to the left side of his chest just above the heart. “Right here.” 
 
    “Shane, much as I might enjoy it, I’m not asking her to take her top off,” Luc smiled. 
 
    Marlowe wasn’t waiting to be asked though; she pulled her crop top open and peeked down at her breasts—as if to satisfy herself that there was no mole—and then with no self-consciousness at all she stretched it down to show the men the luscious, unmarked swell of her left breast, covering only the nipple with her fingers. 
 
    “Oh, holy Mary!” Luc exclaimed, holding up a hand as if to ward off bright sunlight. “You didn’t need to do that, love, although I’m overjoyed that you did.” Then he turned back to Shane, “Are we done? Or do you want her to show us the other one too?” he asked sarcastically. 
 
    Shane was silent for a few moments, his face expressionless. “I’m done,” he said quietly. Then he turned back to Marlowe. “I’m sorry,” he said with both his voice and his eyes. “My wife was taken a year ago. I don’t know …” He stopped voluntarily before his emotions forced the issue. 
 
    “We’re sorry we slowed you down, ladies,” Luc said. “Enjoy your run.” 
 
    The women looked at each other, and three of them moved back onto the path beyond Luc and Shane. Marlowe stayed a moment longer, looking sadly at Shane. Suddenly, she swept him into a hug that was much closer than strangers are usually afforded. “I hope you find her,” she whispered in his ear. Before he could respond, she had released him and joined her friends on the track, where they broke into a jog. Abbey looked back once to check the progress of their retreat, and a minute later, they disappeared around a bend. 
 
    “Shouldn’t you have checked their ID?” Shane asked, still staring at the empty path. 
 
    “Why?” Luc asked. “You still not convinced?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” he replied, utterly deflated. “That may have been Pierra, but she wasn’t my wife.” 
 
    “Well if it was her, she’s got a shit-load better at lying,” Luc said. “Pierra tried to bullshit me a few times to get privileged information—and I usually gave it to her—but she never fooled me. If that woman was lying then you can mark me down for a fool.” 
 
    “So what now?” Shane asked. 
 
    “Hit the internet and find a good investigator,” Luc advised. “Set yourself a budget, brace yourself for disappointment, and for fuck’s sake avoid the psychics.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Three days later, Shane was sitting in front of the television at home. It was switched off. He’d taken to this when Pierra disappeared to be alone with his grief, but even now with the wound mostly healed, the habit still persisted. He still hadn’t engaged a detective—hadn’t even done any research. Luc’s file sat unopened on the coffee table. 
 
    The sound of the doorbell startled him out of his reverie. When was the last time it had rung? He could probably count the occasions on one hand in the last twelve months. Apart from cops, not many people like to visit the husband in the home of his missing wife, with reminders of her presence everywhere. It tends to stunt conversation. 
 
    The bell rang again, and this time Shane got up to answer it. When he opened the door, he had to blink against the brightness; all he could see was a small, slim shadow that slowly gathered enough contrast for him to recognise it as a woman wearing tights, long shorts and a hoodie. 
 
    She looked at him in silence for a few seconds, perhaps waiting for him to say something. As his eyes adjusted to the light, he noticed her honey-toned skin and the almond shape of her eyes, and he realised she looked familiar. 
 
    “I know what happened to Pierra,” she said finally. 
 
    Recognition and realisation swept over Shane with the force of a tidal wave, almost loosening his knees. “Abbey?” 
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 Chapter Four 
 
    “What happened to her?” Shane gasped, holding the door frame for support. “Where is she?” 
 
    “Can I come in?” Abbey asked. “It’s hard to explain, and I don’t want to do it on your veranda.” 
 
    “Um…yes!” Shane shook his head to clear it and stepped backwards to let Abbey through. At no stage did he fear for his own safety or suspect her of a foul motive. It only occurred to him later that he somehow sensed no harm in her, which was strange given she had just admitted to knowing the fate of his abducted wife. His ease with her made more sense later, after she had told her incredible story in full. 
 
    Abbey came inside and Shane led her through the house to the kitchen at the back, where she took a seat at the breakfast table. 
 
    “Tea or coffee?” he asked, momentarily proud that his manners hadn’t deserted him. 
 
    “Green tea?” Abbey asked hopefully. 
 
    “Um, yeah. I think there’s some,” Shane said, switching on the electric kettle. “It might be stale, though. I don’t drink it.” 
 
    “I’ll take my chances,” Abbey smiled. Shane had been too busy looking at Pierra / Marlowe when they first met in the park, and he was only now noticing how pretty Abbey really was. He was suddenly very aware that he was alone in the house with a beautiful young woman, and he wondered how much courage it had taken her to come here alone. 
 
    “Just tell me if she’s safe,” Shane asked, his eyes begging Abbey to say yes. 
 
     “I don’t know,” she replied. “She’s not hurt though—if that helps.” 
 
    Shane closed his eyes and released a shuddering breath. “It really was her. Marlowe. Somehow Pierra was Marlowe, right?” 
 
    “Kind of. Yes,” Abbey answered ambiguously, shifting uncomfortably in her seat. “But she didn’t lie to you.” 
 
    “She did though,” Shane just stated it as a fact, not an accusation. “That wasn’t her birthday, and I bet Miss Naples wasn’t her grade three teacher.” 
 
    “Miss Nagle,” Abbey corrected him. “She was my teacher, and that was my birthday.” 
 
    “I don’t get it,” Shane covered his face in his hands, exasperated. “What happened to her?” 
 
    “I think I need to start at the beginning,” she said. “Tea first?” 
 
    The kettle had boiled and on a whim he made two cups of green tea instead of making coffee for himself. He brought the cups to the table and sat on the corner next to Abbey, noticing again the dark beauty of her features; he surprised himself with the feelings that sharing a drink with her evoked. It was crazy, but it felt like a date! 
 
    “I’m a personal trainer,” Abbey began. “That’s what I was doing when you saw us in the park; I was training clients.” 
 
    “Please don’t suggest that Pierra ran away from me to diet,” Shane said tiredly. 
 
    “I’m not,” Abbey waved it away. “I’ll get to that. But that’s what I do, fitness. It’s something I’ve always done, exercise, healthy eating. When I finished school I didn’t want to sit behind a desk getting fat and wishing I was in the gym, so I got a job doing what I love.” Abbey shrugged at the obvious common sense of her career choice. 
 
    “I used to work privately—picking up new clients in the gym, or from fitness forums on the internet—but last year I answered a job ad posted on the notice board. It promised premium rates and top perks training the rich and privileged. It wasn’t specific, but I kind of got the impression of living in the pool-house at the rich kid’s mansion, and driving their sports car when they weren’t using it.” Abbey smiled shyly at her own naiveté. 
 
    “So, no Ferrari?” Shane asked. The story wasn’t going as fast as he wanted, but the girl was bright and interesting and her voice had a musical, contralto tone that belied her small stature. He found himself enjoying just listening to her talk. 
 
    “No Ferrari!” she rolled her eyes and smiled, white teeth flashing brightly behind her tan skin. “I had to do a test, like a psychology test. It was…I think it’s called ‘existential’. There were all sorts of questions about life and death. Things like ‘If you replace all of your body parts with bionics, are you still human?’ It was weird. There was another one, ‘If you had an unpleasant experience, and technology allowed you to wipe the last twenty-four hours completely from your memory, would you do it?’” 
 
    “What was your answer?” Shane asked. 
 
    “I don’t think it’s any way to live your life,” Abbey said. “But I said I would.” 
 
    “Why?” he frowned. “Don’t you think bad experiences are the contrast that make good experiences feel so good?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have put it like that,” she thought about it for a moment. “But I think you’re probably right. I just thought it sounded exciting, you know, knowing that there was a period that you had no memory of. I wondered how I’d feel to see a video of that missing day, watching that terrible thing happening to me, but having no experience of it.” She paused and considered it some more. “It’d be a rush, don’t you think?” 
 
    “I think you’re more adventurous than me,” Shane smiled. “I’m guessing you got the job.” 
 
    “I got to the next stage,” she said. “And as far as I know, that’s further than anyone else managed. I sat another test that made the first one look like kindergarten. The questions were way creepy. I still remember the very last one. ‘You have a scheduling conflict. You need to take a couple of days off work to attend a funeral in another city, but there’s a critical job at work that only you can do, and if you leave then your business will suffer a major and unrecoverable loss. Cloning technology has been perfected. Knowing that your clone would need to be painlessly terminated afterwards, would you clone yourself so that you could meet both commitments?’” 
 
    “Let me guess, you said yes,” Shane offered. 
 
    “Uh huh,” Abbey said. “I thought it through though. The thing that’s hard to come to terms with is that the clone has to die. But I think if I knew my time was limited to like one or two days, and the real me would still go on being me, then as the clone I could go to sleep knowing I wouldn’t wake up.” 
 
    “Wow,” Shane breathed. “That’s …” he was going to say ‘cold’, but that would be insensitive. “That’s gutsy.” 
 
    “They interviewed me about that answer afterwards and asked whether the time-frame would make a difference. I think it would. The longer the clone lives, the more different their life is from the real me, and the more they have to lose. I said I’d be comfortable doing it for a day, but much longer and I think my clone would resent being the one to sacrifice her experience.” 
 
    Shane watched her with a studied look of concentration, and Abbey paused, understanding that he was processing the implications of what she was telling him. 
 
    “Is Marlowe Pierra’s clone?” he whispered, his voice almost breaking. 
 
    “No,” Abbey said with quiet sensitivity. “She’s not. But let me tell you the rest of my story. Then if you believe it I’ll tell you about Pierra.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Abbey looked at the two envelopes in front of her, a yellow one and a white one. The woman, Ailsa, who had interviewed her after the second test, had told her it was a job offer. If she was still interested, she should open the yellow one first and read the terms and conditions, and then if she was still interested after that, she should open the white one. The white one contained her signing bonus. Then she should press the button to page Ailsa back into the room. The white one was thick, a few centimetres thick. What sort of personal trainer got a signing bonus that was a few centimetres thick? 
 
    An adventurous one. 
 
    The Abbey in her head who answered that question—the adventurous one—wanted to know what that signing bonus looked like more than she wanted to read the employment contract, so she opened the white one first. It was full of hundred dollar notes. A lot of hundred dollar notes. They were banded into sheafs of ten—or a thousand dollars—and there were fifty of those green sheafs. 
 
    Fifty fucking thousand dollars! Cash! Holy moly, what’s in the yellow envelope? Sign away your first born? 
 
    Abby opened the yellow envelope. It was an employment contract with a lot of legal mumbo jumbo, but there was one section that was helpfully highlighted with a little plastic “Important” sticker to mark the page. It was a non-disclosure clause. Abbey didn’t understand it all, but there was another helpful little hand-written sticky note that said, “This means you can’t talk about what you do or who you work for. Not to anyone. Not ever. It’s the same agreement that ASIO or CIA spies need to sign.” 
 
    What the hell were these people up to? And what was all this stuff about cloning and second lives? 
 
    Abbey couldn’t imagine what any of this had to do with fitness training, but she knew an adventure when she smelled it. She’d never experienced a real honest-to-God adventure, but she was keen to break the drought. She didn’t sign the forms, but she did press the button. 
 
    She waited a minute and the door opened, admitting a man she hadn’t seen before. He was young and handsome, and filled out a suit nicely. Very nicely, actually. He had a masculine, angular jaw and cheekbones, and a shock of crazy black hair that was almost shaved on one side in a style that looked modern and edgy. For a weird moment, Abbey envied his dress sense. Ever since she was old enough to choose her own clothes—and today was no exception—she put on leggings with something over the top (today it was shorts, but sometimes a skirt if she was feeling feminine), a cotton t-shirt, a hoodie and running shoes. 
 
    “Shabby Abbey! Baby doll!” he exclaimed happily, stepping so far over the line of familiarity that it was weirdly impossible to take offense. “Ailsa’s been showing me your tests. You, my dear girl, are The One!” 
 
    “Do I get a cool coat like Neo?” she joked, trying to match the nonchalance of this strange man. 
 
    “Ha! The Matrix! I love it!” he laughed. “I will personally buy you the most ridiculously long coat of your dreams, but only if you dress like Trinity in a leather bodice as well, you gorgeous thing! But enough of my sexual harassment, I’m Laz, CEO and founder of Heaven Can Wait.” He stuck out his hand to shake. “Can I welcome you aboard, Abbey darling?” 
 
    “Um …?” She looked down at the unsigned form. 
 
    “Don’t tell me,” he said, holding up a hand. “You’re interested—I can see that in your eyes—but you’re not sure. You’re kind of weirded out by the questions and the NDA.” 
 
    Abbey took a moment to catch on, and then she realised, Non-Disclosure Agreement. “Kind of, yeah,” she smiled. 
 
    “And what you’d really like is to know what it’s all about before you make a commitment?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes!” Abbey breathed a sigh of relief and agreement. 
 
    “I expected nothing less,” Laz flashed his eyes like they were sharing a confidence. “Which is why I brought this.” He pulled a single folded sheet from the inside pocket of his jacket. “It’s just the NDA without the employment contract,” he explained. “It means you can’t share what I’m about to tell you with anyone, ever.” 
 
    “Never? Not even after twenty years?” Abbey asked. 
 
    “Never ever,” Laz eyed her quite seriously. 
 
    “And do you think I’d be able to keep that promise?” Abbey asked, showing more candour than she intended. 
 
    “Actually I do,” Laz replied. “Because anyone you tell will think you’re crazy.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “More tea?” Shane asked.  
 
    “Yes please,” Abbey smiled, draining the last cold dregs from the bottom of her cup. 
 
    As desperate as Shane was to cut to the chase and find out what happened to Pierra, deep down he knew that the story would be difficult to believe, and he would need to hear the entire thing to make sense of it. Besides, sitting and listening to Abbey’s voice wasn’t the worst way to spend an afternoon. 
 
     “You signed it, right?” 
 
    “I would have signed the employment agreement right there, if he’d pressed me,” she said. “This just made it easier. That’s why he did it, I suppose. He knew he had me hook, line and sinker.” 
 
    “Fifty grand! Really?” he asked. “No alarm bells?” 
 
    “Sure, but fifty gees buys you a lot of ear plugs,” Abbey replied. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Abbey put down the pen, and gave the signed page back to Laz. Her heart was pounding with expectation; she imagined that Laz could even see the vein in her temple throbbing. 
 
    “As a personal trainer,” Laz asked her, “what do you think is the biggest barrier for most people to achieve fitness and weight loss?” 
 
    “Commitment,” she answered straight away. “Most people who want to lose weight or get fit don’t want to change anything about their lives. But it works the other way around; you change the way you live and you get fit and lose weight as a result. When people find that out, they give up, because they’re not committed to the lifestyle.” 
 
    “And what makes you different, do you think?” 
 
    “Me?” she touched her chest. “I do it because I love it. I don’t want to get fit or lose weight; I do it because it feels good. I’d probably keep working out even if it made me fat.” 
 
    Laz leaned forward and stared excitedly into her eyes. “What if I told you I had a way to duplicate your motivation in other people?” he asked. “What if I told you that when you train my clients, they will work with every bit as much motivation and determination as you?” 
 
    “If you can do that, then you’ve found the Holy Grail of fitness training,” Abbey rolled her eyes at the fantasy of the perfect client. “If you can work out how to keep people motivated to train like I do, then you could make a small fortune.” 
 
    “Abbey,” Laz touched her hand, that manic look of excitement still in his eyes. “It’s you who will make the small fortune.” 
 
    “Really?” Abbey was excited, but not surprised. That fifty thousand dollars in the white envelope had to come from somewhere. “So what do you get?” 
 
    “Oh, I get a percentage, of course,” Laz said. “But fitness is just one of the uses of my technology. I expect to be able to sell many other services to my clients, other than personal training.” 
 
    “Just what is this technology?” Abbey got to the root of the matter. “Some of the questions in the test were about cloning. Are you saying you can clone my motivation?” 
 
    “Have you ever seen one of those movies where one of the characters swaps bodies?” Laz asked in lieu of an answer. “A man in a woman’s body? Or a kid in an adult’s body?” 
 
    Realisation struck Abbey like a hammer-blow. “You can put me in someone else’s body?” she gasped, her eyes wide like saucers. 
 
    Laz just smiled, watching her face register all of the implications of what he was telling her. 
 
    “But what happens to my body in the meantime?” she asked. Then, suddenly realising the answer herself, “I stay there, don’t I? There’s two of me, right? And we train together.” 
 
    “I was actually thinking more like three or four of you,” Laz laughed. “Make a party of it!” 
 
    “Oh my God,” Abbey gasped. This was hard to believe, but if it wasn’t real then it was an awfully elaborate practical joke. The possibilities were making Abbey’s head spin. “I could monitor their heart rate all the time. And pain, too—no more whiners! And I could stop the idiots before they injured themselves with heavy weights! This is so cool!” 
 
    “So you believe me?” Laz asked, looking surprised. 
 
    “Maybe,” Abbey smiled. “I can’t imagine why you’d make up something like that without being able to prove it.” 
 
    “So if I can offer you proof, will you sign the contract?” he asked. 
 
    “Shit yes!” Abbey laughed. “And you’ve got clients who would do this?” 
 
    “You’re asking, do I know wealthy, lazy people who would like to close their eyes and wake up thinner and fitter?” he asked ironically. “The answer is yes; they’re not hard to find. 
 
    “Come with me.” Laz led her down a corridor to another room with a bulkhead door, like in a submarine. Inside were three big machines—one green, one white and one red—and each had a hole in the middle with a bed that slid in and out. Abbey had seen something like them on television dramas where the doctors are looking for growths or something in a patient’s brain. 
 
    Abbey recognised Ailsa from the interview earlier, but now she was dressed in gym gear. She looked to be in her forties or maybe early fifties, and Abbey admired how lovely her body still looked; she was lean and shapely, with all of the curves still going in the right direction. 
 
    “Ready for a workout, Abbey?” she asked as they walked in. 
 
    “What?” Abbey was instantly both surprised and excited. “You’re going to do this?” 
 
    Ailsa smiled. “What better demonstration that we believe it’s safe?” 
 
    “So I’m going to be in you?” Abbey asked incredulously. Ailsa nodded. “And in me?” 
 
    “We have a gym in the building,” Ailsa told her. “You can take my body for a workout and tell yourself all about it as you go. Learn from the experience so you can do better next time.” 
 
    “Oh!” Abbey was taken aback. “Because the other version of me won’t remember afterwards, she’ll…what…die?” she asked. “The me that’s in you will just…be gone?” 
 
    “I thought you understood that from the interview,” Laz said. 
 
    “I did, I did,” Abbey said, holding her fingers at her temples, trying to take it all in. “But that was hypothetical. Now you’re telling me it’s real.” 
 
    “Have you changed your mind?” he asked. “Because we can call it off.” 
 
    “No. Wait,” she said. “I just need to get used to the idea.” She stood silent for a few moments, thinking of questions that made sense to ask. “Will you remember being me?” she asked Ailsa. 
 
    “No,” Ailsa shook her head. “I’ll just have a blank for the period you were using my body. I won’t even sense that any time passed.” 
 
    “So where will the real you be when I’m inside you?” 
 
    “This is the only unsettling part,” she explained. “I’d love to say that I was stored in a computer, but we haven’t been able to perfect that. These machines can read the properties of one brain and write them to another—like a cassette tape recorder. Or are you too young to remember them? The problem is that the only medium we’ve found that reliably stores a brain’s information is another brain. We don’t understand why.” 
 
    “Sooo…” Abbey was beginning to have disturbing thoughts of the movie The Matrix, with its legions of body farms. 
 
    “Don’t be alarmed,” Ailsa smiled. “We’ve been fortunate enough to acquire some bodies that people have left to science. Sadly, they’re dead, but their brains are still good for storage.” 
 
    “Eeeewww,” Abbey wrinkled her nose. “So while I’m working out in your body, you’re going to be in a dead person?” 
 
    “It’s an idea that takes a bit of getting used to,” Ailsa explained. “But I won’t remember a thing, and neither will they.” 
 
    “Okay,” sighed Abbey, giving in to the anticipation. “What do I do?” 
 
    Ailsa nodded at Laz who went to another door and wheeled in a hospital gurney, with a woman in a red robe. 
 
    “You lie down at the green machine,” Ailsa instructed. “Green means safe, it can read but can’t write. I’ll be in the white machine and our blank here will be in the red one. The red can only write and not read. Never get in the red machine, because there’s no backup.” 
 
    “So it’s going to copy you from the white machine into the woman in the red machine,” Abbey tested her understanding. “And then it will copy me from the green machine into you?” 
 
    “Exactly,” Ailsa said. “And then after we’re done with the workout, my backup here,” she gestured at the body in the red robe, “goes into the green machine, and I go into the white again to be restored.” 
 
    Loaning someone your body seemed very brave to Abbey. “Aren’t you worried something might happen to that body while you’re…you know…me?” 
 
    “She’s already dead,” Ailsa shrugged. “There’s not much more that can go wrong. And besides, there are more like her, and I do these demonstrations all the time. If there was a problem, Laz could get one of the other copies of me—I have one as recent as last week.” 
 
    Abbey thought about it some more, and wondered whether Ailsa was nervous about her privacy. What if she needed to use the toilet? Abbey would see everything. And she could touch anything! But of course that version of Abbey would be gone later, along with her secret knowledge of Ailsa’s body. She supposed that she could live with it if Ailsa could too. She lay down on the green bed. Ailsa did the same on the white bed while Laz transferred the woman in the red gown into the red machine. 
 
    “Ready?” Laz asked. He picked up a computer tablet and swiped a few gestures to control it, before pushing all three beds into the machines with his hip. Adrenaline was coursing through Abbey’s veins; she’d never been so excited in her life. 
 
    She heard a thumping sound. Her ears popped like in a light aeroplane, and she had a moment to register that she was feeling lightheaded before she blacked out. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “This is incredible!” Shane said. He couldn’t comprehend the bravery of this petite, unassuming woman. 
 
    “You mean you believe me?” Abbey asked, astounded. 
 
    “You forget that I met Marlowe,” Shane said. “The only part of her that wasn’t Pierra, was the woman inside her. That was you, wasn’t it?” 
 
    Abbey nodded. “Uh huh. All four of us were me.” 
 
    “Did she…did you…feel anything …” Shane began confusedly. “I mean, did she say anything afterwards? Because it almost felt like she recognised me.” 
 
    “Yes,” answered Abbey. Shane let out a relieved breath, his love apparent on his face. “But let me finish my story first before I tell you about that.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Abbey only found out later that she had blacked out due to a pressure drop in the air-tight room. Laz explained before she went home that they knock the participants out to avoid side-effects, but they didn’t tell her beforehand, because they didn’t want to worry her unnecessarily. Abbey was still high on adrenaline at the time and didn’t register this for the breach of trust that it was. 
 
    At the time she woke up, she was too confused and excited to realise she had been unconscious, and for a moment she assumed that she was the clone in Ailsa’s body. The bed slid out of the machine and she sat up gingerly, feeling a bit woozy from waking up. The first thing she saw was Laz putting away an oxygen mask, then she turned her attention to the white machine, where the bed with Ailsa’s body was just rolling out. She realised she was who she’d always been, and she watched the other woman with rapt attention to see what would happen. 
 
    Ailsa lay there for a few moments and then took a sudden deep breath, as if she was a newborn and it was her first. She opened her eyes and blinked a few times, like she was trying to focus, and then settled her gaze on Abbey. 
 
    “Oh my God!” she cried with a spastic jerk, struggling to sit up. “You’re me! I mean…oh shit…I’m the clone. I thought I was me, holy crap!” 
 
    Abbey looked at Laz to see if he was going to do anything, but he just let Ailsa-Abbey acclimate to the new body at her own speed. 
 
    “Are you really me?” she asked Ailsa-Abbey. 
 
    The woman in Ailsa’s body smiled and laughed. “Um…oh, shit, weird…yes!” she giggled. “I am. Oh my God, I really am!” She felt her face and hair with her fingertips, pinching her cheeks and studying the texture of Ailsa’s older skin. “Oh, this is totally surreal.” 
 
    She climbed off the bed and stood up, holding her hands out for balance. “I’m taller,” she said to herself. “Oh my goodness! And I have boobs!” A full one to two cup sizes larger than Abbey’s, Ailsa-Abbey felt her own breasts in wonder and then self-consciously dropped her hands, realising she was groping another woman’s body. “Oops. That’s weird. Sorry.” 
 
    Abbey watched on, vicariously enjoying the voyage of discovery of her other self in a new body. 
 
    “Oh, cool. I’m white,” Ailsa-Abbey breathed, looking at her hands and then over at Abbey’s tan skin and almond-shaped eyes. “I bet nobody gives me patronising looks and tells me how good my English is.” 
 
    Abbey laughed with her, any last shreds of doubt that the woman in Ailsa’s body really was her were dispelled. She had an Anglo Australian father, and a Vietnamese mother who emigrated as a child, and Abbey had never spoken any language other than English. It was a pet hate that people assumed it was her second language because of her skin. 
 
    Laz placed a new tag on the toe of the woman in the red machine, and he velcroed a black and yellow warning symbol to her chest. Abbey saw the toe tag had Ailsa’s name and the date. It seemed like a wise precaution since it was Ailsa’s main backup. 
 
    “Who wants to see the gym?” he asked. 
 
    “Me!” both women answered in chorus, and then “Jinx!” with a reflex learned in the schoolyard. They looked at each other for a few seconds until Abbey snorted with laughter, and Ailsa-Abbey followed a moment later. 
 
    “Copy-cat!” Abbey laughed. 
 
    “Speak for yourself,” Ailsa-Abbey shot back happily. 
 
    “I am!” they both cried simultaneously, then they fell together in fits of laughter and followed Laz out the door, holding hands. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “So you had a workout with your clone,” Shane said. “What was that like?” 
 
    “From my side, it was amazing,” Abbey replied. “From her side, she said it took some getting used to, not being as fit or strong as normal, and running out of breath so easily. But it was like we could communicate in shorthand. You know how old married couples seem to know what each other are thinking? It was like that. I was almost redundant though; we just went through my normal circuit of spin, weights and stair-master, and she knew exactly how hard and how long to push, monitoring her own pulse and breathing.” 
 
    “And Ailsa transferred back afterwards?” 
 
    “I didn’t stay for that,” Abbey said. “But I saw her when I started the next day and she said she hurt all over. I told her if she let me back in, it’d still hurt, but it’d turn into a good kind of hurt.” 
 
    “You started work straight away?” Shane’s ears pricked up. “Did you see Pierra?” 
 
    “Not then,” Abbey said. “I started working with the two women you saw the other day. They were both kind of pretty, but …” 
 
    “Fat?” Shane offered. 
 
    “It’s not a very nice label,” Abbey said sadly. “But yeah, they were overweight, obese actually, if you use the technical definition.” 
 
    “That’s hard to believe based on what I saw,” Shane said with wonder. “They were…kind of…well, hot!” 
 
    “Thank you,” Abbey smiled wanly. “I’ll take that as a compliment. Since they were me, and I made them that way. It took six months though; that’s why you didn’t see lots of loose skin. I took it slow, got them fit first and then raised the intensity. When you saw them they were ready to go back to their old lives and just work out with me two nights a week.” 
 
    “You were in their bodies for six months?” Shane’s eyes boggled. 
 
    “I copied in fresh every morning, so the ‘me’ inside their body was just the regular me who had been training them; it didn’t feel like I’d actually been them for anything longer than a day.” 
 
    “And what happened to the real women?” he asked. “The ones who owned those bodies?” 
 
    “They went on ice for three months,” Abbey explained. “And then when they were a bit fitter they started going home for the weekends, and I had them the other five days.” 
 
    “How did they like their new bodies?” Shane thought it would be nice to wake up one morning all buff and toned, feeling healthy. Not that he was unhealthy now, just three or four kilos over his goal weight. 
 
    “I have no idea; it was one of Laz’s rules that I never met them,” Abbey said. “I was never there when they copied back in, and he sedated them when they returned from weekend R&R. The rest of the time…well…they were me!” 
 
    “So you…I mean…they lived there when you were training them?” he confirmed. 
 
    “All day, every day,” she smiled. “I never got to stay, but the others all slept in the same room, so it was like a sleepover every single night. They’d tell me about it in the morning before we re-synched.” 
 
    “And they never got sick of it?” Shane frowned. 
 
    “I never got to stay, remember,” Abbey smiled at his slow take-up of the situation. “And I copied over them every morning, so every sleep-over for them was like the first time. They go to bed early, and lie there sharing stories about their borrowed bodies.” 
 
    “And Pierra?” They seemed to be at that point of the story, and Shane was desperate to hear about his wife. 
 
    “She came along about three months ago …” Abbey began. 
 
    “Three months!” Shane interjected. “But she disappeared twelve months ago. What was she doing all that time?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Abbey said, looking away and avoiding his eyes. “I just know that I met her three months ago. She wasn’t as…as heavy as the other girls had been, but she was out of shape.” 
 
    “What aren’t you telling me, Abbey?” Shane thought she was telling the truth about the timeframe, but not the whole truth. “Did she tell you something?” 
 
    “No!” Abbey said sternly. “I never met Pierra, not properly. It’s just…I was in her body…and you can kind of…I mean, some things are hard to ignore.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Shane said, encouraging her to go on, both wanting and not wanting to know what his wife had endured. “What was hard to ignore?” 
 
    “You know how Ailsa was sore after I did a workout for her?” Abbey explained, her eyes downcast. “Well Pierra was sore too, but…down here.” Abbey placed a hand between her thighs. 
 
    “Oh God!” Shane groaned. “You think she was …?” 
 
    “I thought she was having sex,” Abbey defended herself. “But I never thought it was against her will. Not until…after I met you.” 
 
    “What happened?” Shane took her hands across the table, horrific images of rape and depredations spinning through his mind. He had been half-prepared for this; Pierra had shared her suspicions that she was dealing with sex traffickers before she disappeared, and he knew it was a possibility that they took her for the same purpose. “Did Marlowe remember something about Pierra?”  
 
    “Not exactly,” Abbey said, looking up at him and accepting his gaze. “I…she felt something, but she didn’t understand what it meant. So we did a kind of experiment.” 
 
    “An experiment?” Shane asked, his breath shortening. He understood up until now that Abbey only had access to Pierra’s body, but was there something more? 
 
    “With the machines,” she said quietly. “When Laz and Ailsa weren’t there.” 
 
    “What happened?” he prompted. 
 
    Abbey took a shuddering breath. She looked conflicted about telling Shane this part. After the amazing story she had shared so far, what could possibly make her so nervous of him? 
 
    “I …” she began, “I kind of…became Pierra.” 
 
    “You mean Marlowe became Pierra,” Shane squeezed her hands. “The real Pierra? Oh my God! What did she tell you?” 
 
    “No, you don’t understand,” Abbey shook her head, her eyes beginning to film with new tears. “It wasn’t Marlowe, it was me. I became Pierra.” Abbey bit her bottom lip and a tear rolled down her cheek. “And I still am!” 
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 Interlude—Anastacia 
 
    Anastacia scanned the bachelorette show room as she walked in—nodding and smiling to people she didn’t know—and she quickly identified a sweet-spot in between two separate bachelorette groups. 
 
    “Hi, ish thish sheat taken?” she lisped to the woman on the right hand side of the gap. Between groups always works best. Worst case, each one thinks you’re with the other lot and not just some walk-in, but if she played it right then nearly every woman in the room would think she was with their own party. 
 
    “No, it’s not taken. Sit down,” said the woman, moving over to make more room. She looked about thirty, homely and a bit thick through the middle. Perfect, in other words. “I don’t think we’ve met. I’m Janine.” The woman put out her hand to shake. Good, she thinks I’m with them. 
 
    “Shtashy,” she said (Stacy), pushing her thick, plastic framed glasses up her nose and trying not to spray Janine with saliva. The fake braces on her teeth were great for the geeky image she was cultivating, but they made conversation a challenge. She sat down and took Janine’s hand lightly. “Itsh short for Anashtashia,” she said slowly, “but thatsh a bit of a mouthful. Eshpeshially for me,” she looked away in a self-deprecating fashion, and allowed Janine a moment of discomfort, wondering whether to laugh along or not. “I hardly know anyone,” she went on, rolling her eyes. “I’m from the other shide of the family…you know …” she whispered conspiratorially, winking and putting a finger to her lips, just in case Janine was too stupid to realise that this was not a topic for polite discussion. The only time it had ever failed, she made the mistake of sitting next to the bride-to-be, but otherwise it was a fail-safe lie for a bachelorette party, where hardly anyone knew everyone. 
 
    And it worked with Janine, too. “Oh, ri-i-i-i-ght,” she whispered, wide eyed, perhaps assuming “Stacy” was from the groom’s side of the family, or maybe a step-sibling from an old divorce on the bride’s side. 
 
    Anastacia wriggled nervously in her seat. “I’m really exshited,” she smiled, putting a hand on Janine’s knee. “I’ve never been to a shtrip show, have you?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” Janine enthused. “A few times.”  Then she leaned closer and confided, “I went to this one bachelorette party where the stripper let the girls…you know…touch it.” Her eyes were wide with poorly concealed excitement, and it was pretty obvious that if there was any cock-touching to be done, then the other girls could just form a line behind Janine. 
 
    “Noooo!” Anastacia said disbelievingly. Janine was in for a treat, because as part owner of this club, Anastacia knew they had no set boundaries, and they let the strippers decide how far they wanted to go in the private show rooms. “And wazh it…you know…hard?” 
 
    “Not at first,” Janine explained knowingly. “But one of the girls…you know …” She made cock-stroking gestures with her hand and flashed her eyes at Anastacia, happy to be able to share her superior bachelorette experience. 
 
    “Oh! My! God!” Anastacia breathed. “She gave him a hand job? I don’t believe it!” 
 
    “Uh huh!” Janine enthused. “She totally did!” 
 
    “Thatsh sho cool!” Anastacia grinned back at her like a schoolgirl. Then she leaned closer and whispered, “I’ve never touched one. What do they feel like?” 
 
    “Haven’t you?” Janine asked, deftly avoiding the question. “Do you want to?” 
 
    Anastacia made her eyes into giant moons behind the thick distorting lenses, and bit her lip nervously. “I guesh sho,” she admitted. “I have a vibrator but…a real one’sh different, right?” 
 
    The seed was planted now. Janine was almost the perfect partner for this scam: someone desperate for an adventure, but almost certainly too self-conscious to orchestrate it for herself. Anastacia had been bribing her way into male strip-shows for years—long before she ever owned one. Waltz in, order drinks on the tab, play the curious virgin card until the money starts to flow, then fuck the stripper and scram with the cash. Easy-peasey. A couple of thousand bucks for an hour’s work, and then down to the casino to score a high-roller. All it takes is for one bachelorette to start chanting “Stay-cee, Stay-cee”, and she thought she’d found the ideal mark. 
 
    She’d perfected this routine a long time ago. Tonight’s outfit was what she thought of as her ‘uniform’: a long burnt-yellow cardigan over a knee-length, cornflower blue dress; tan, mid-calf boots; and of course the coke-bottle glasses. The braces on her teeth were a new addition from last year, when she was using Becca’s body. Nobody’s going to pay good money to see the hot girl go down on the stripper, and even in the geek uniform Becca was just a bit too hot, so the braces with the resultant lisp made for a smart addition. 
 
    Thinking about Becca still made her mad. What a waste! And after all the effort she’d gone through to find and abduct the girl, only to be tracked down by a fucking detective after the cops had given up. In a day! One fucking day! The woman must be Sherlock fucking Holmes! Damn shame to have to drop Becca down to Red Group. But still, revenge had been hers in the end. 
 
    “I love your hair, Stacy!” Janine said, changing the subject away from cock touching. “Did you do it yourself?” 
 
    “Oh thish?” Anastacia ran a hand over the intricate African braids swirling around her scalp. “No, my friendsh did it for me.” God bless Abbey. Sweet girl. Not too smart, but sweet. And the only one to pass Heaven Can Wait’s psych test. She was worth her weight in gold just for giving fat girls the bodies of underwear models, but the braids were the icing on the cake. As overseer of all of Heaven Can Wait’s bodies, she had almost kicked Abbey’s ass for fucking with the detective woman’s hair, but she took the braids for a test drive at the casino that Friday night, and nearly started a fucking bidding war. Sixteen grand for one night of sex! Rich guys like white chicks with braids. Who knew? 
 
    With all scarring from the minor plastic surgery long since faded, this might be the last time she could use the detective’s body for the bachelorette scam; Abbey had done too good a job with the weight loss, and she couldn’t easily pass for a virgin geek any more. It was a shame, but it did mean she could shift the body over to escorting, and that pulled a bigger payday.  
 
    Still, the bachelorette gig was her personal thing, and the escort path meant handing the investigator’s body over to Djvonic. Oh sure, all of Djvonic’s Heaven Can Wait escorts were Ailsa on the inside, but they all get overwritten every morning; the real Ailsa—the permanent Ailsa—never retained any memory of the jobs that the escorts work. But Anastacia was Ailsa’s private plaything; at the end of tonight she would copy the bachelorette memories back into Ailsa to make them permanent. 
 
    She’d played this game in more than a dozen different bodies over the last year—always retaining the memories—and the detective was by far her favourite. It wasn’t so much about the money; it was just recreational for Ailsa. Her own body was over fifty now, and these younger skins were just so much more fun. And this one? The detective? She fucks like a force of nature! God, she was up for it; it was like she had extra nerve endings in her pussy. As Ailsa, she almost never climaxed with a client, but as Anastacia she just came and came, orgasms ripping through the detective’s body with frightening force. She was sorely tempted to keep it full time, but she needed to see how it adapted to reduced training, and five nights of fucking per week. If her figure or her pussy blew out then the detective would be following Becca into Red Group. 
 
    A ripple of excitement ran through the audience as the lights dimmed, and the background music faded in a bit louder—the beat thudding underneath the benches in a way that was pleasantly like sitting on a washing machine. A white spot light lit up the main door through which they had all entered, and a moment later it opened to reveal an enormous West African man, pushing a mop bucket and wearing nothing but a pair of blue denim, bib overalls with one shoulder strap hanging loose, exposing most of his heavily muscled chest. 
 
    Anastacia smiled and started an appreciative cheer that spread quickly through the other women, building to a rhythmic handclap with wolf-whistles and hoots of appreciation. ‘Mr Big’ John Devereaux. This wasn’t her first encounter with Sydney’s ‘biggest’ male stripper, and in Becca’s smaller body he had easily had the better of her. She looked forward to the rematch and shifted happily in her seat as warmth swept through her loins in anticipation of Big John’s considerable blessings. 
 
    “Oh!” he exclaimed, a look of animated surprise on his face. “No, ah ain’t no dancah. I’se-a jus’ here t’mop da flo’. You ladiz jus’ gots ta mind yo feet,” he drawled in a cringe-worthy impression of a downtrodden African-American janitor. 
 
    “Get it off!” someone yelled from the cheering crowd of women. “Bust a move, sugar,” someone else called in an accent that—unlike John’s –actually did sound American. 
 
    “Ah don’ know no dancin’,” John smiled. “Ah jus’ know da moppin’. If’n you wan’ da dancin’ den you goan hafta sho Big John how it done.” Anastacia smiled at the way he worked the crowd; in a heartbeat he had half a dozen of the more pretty and confident women on their feet, and the rest clapping to the music—all this before he’d even started his routine. They were all jostling to be close to him, their arms in the air, hips swaying provocatively, hair loose and in their faces.  
 
    John was nodding and smiling, still leaning on his mop handle, but letting his hips pop to the beat of the music. “Ohhhhh!” he exclaimed, looking appreciatively at each of the ladies in turn as they circled, occasionally touching their bodies to his. “Dat kinda dancin’! Yeah, ah reckon ah c’n give dat a go.” And in one flowing move, he swung his mop—which was actually just a large paper cup attached to a stick—up over his head and emptied its contents of glittering confetti over himself and the small crowd of women surrounding him. In the few seconds it took to flutter to the floor, John had popped the remaining shoulder strap on his overalls and dropped them to his ankles behind the curtain of confetti, leaving him wearing only a golden posing pouch. 
 
    The music suddenly doubled in volume, thudding through the seats as Big John went into his routine, posing his muscles and gyrating his hips to the beat. There were plenty of gasps and exclamations to accompany the hand clapping, as he moved down the aisle, and the women got a closer appreciation of the improbably large contents of his thong. He picked women out at random and pulled them up to dance, either doing a quick turn or—for the more adventurous—an erotic manoeuvre, holding them from behind with his groin pressed into their backside, and a hand on their stomach as they gyrated in time with him. 
 
    Anastacia’s turn came and she allowed herself to be pulled up with wide eyes and a delighted squeal. Taking the initiative, she pressed her body to the big dancer and wrapped her arms around his neck, making sure he could feel her slim, sensuous curves hidden beneath the cardigan. 
 
    She pressed her lips to his ear and tried unsuccessfully to minimise the lisp, “Shtart a pot for me, handshome, and the first two-hundred is yoursh.” 
 
    John’s hand slid down her back and over her firm ass—just making sure the rest of her figure was every bit as delectable as the half pressed into his powerful frame—and he spun her back into her seat with a breathless twirl, dodging the tips of her flying braids as they swung past his face. 
 
    “Oh, she is sze feisty one!” he laughed, his charming Côte D’Ivoir accent finally replacing the terrible Yes-Mas’r-Uncle-Tom atrocity he’d started with. “I will be back for you, chérie," he finished with a wink, readily accepting her proposal. He might have done it for free, Anastacia considered—a lot of male strippers love to fuck a girl in front of her friends. But this made it easier; the promise of a bonus meant he’d be sure to pick Anastacia rather than some drunken slut across the room. 
 
    John finished his first circuit and started around again, this time shaking his hips and ass, drawing attention to the golden thong rather than the prize therein. Nobody took the hint, so he hooked his thumbs into the narrow waistband and pulled it down a few inches, raising an enormous, expectant cheer. Stopping with a cheeky grin, he left the thong mostly on, and eyed a pretty redhead meaningfully, challenging her to finish the job. Encouraged by the excited, hooting mob, she didn’t disappoint. Licking her lips and unable to draw her eyes away from the bulging pouch, the redhead took hold of the waistband and slowly pulled it down over his hips. 
 
    A short fringe of pubic stubble gave way to the root of Big John’s famous cock, as thick as a baby’s wrist even in its flaccid state. For those close enough to see, the cries of encouragement became gasps of shock, as inch after unending inch of thick, black meat poured forth from the pouch. 
 
    Anastacia caught sight and felt an excited tingle in her core as she imagined that monster sliding into the silky sheath between her thighs. And it wasn’t even erect! How would she feel when it was at its full nine inches? This physical reaction and excitement was new for her; each body she used from Heaven Can Wait seemed to react differently to stimulus, so even though her conscious thoughts were her own, those subconscious responses made her a different person. It was one of the main reasons she had started using pseudonyms when she was skinning; even though she thought like Ailsa, she just didn’t feel like Ailsa, and with a similar sound and a meaning of ‘resurrection’, ‘Anastacia’ felt just about right. 
 
    The redhead got the thong down past John’s knees and let it fall to the floor, then he stepped back and did a slow turn to let everyone see. The cheers for the redhead morphed into a few happy squeals—probably from women who had seen Big John perform before—and a lot more shocked utterances of ‘Holy fuck!’ and ‘Oh my God!’. Swinging his hips to the beat, John’s cock was obscenely thick and swung menacingly to his movements, striking his thighs with a meaty thwap. 
 
    Moving down the line again, previously vocal girls were noticeably more subdued, clasping their hands in their lap and looking nervously at John’s big, swinging dick. After being passed-by, these same women recovered some of their courage and called for the next one to ‘Touch it!’, ‘Stroke it!’, ‘Grab it before it hurts someone!’ 
 
    He made it almost all the way to Anastacia when she turned to Janine and said, “I will if you will.” 
 
    Ever the girl who is relegated to the end-seat, Janine was delighted to have someone who looked even more socially awkward to be her friend for the evening. It gave her confidence to know that she wouldn’t be the only one, and when John moved in front of her, she looked up into his eyes with a greedy smile and reached a trembling hand out to his cock. 
 
    “Szere we go,” John encouraged in his deep, mellifluous tones, slowing his movements to keep his manhood relatively still. “Go on; it won’t bite.” 
 
    Janine placed her fingers underneath and lifted it, testing the weight. It lay like a thick billy club across her hand, with a couple of inches projecting over the end. “Oh, jeepers,” she breathed. “It’s heavy.” 
 
    The crowd went wild with encouragement, and feeling emboldened, Janine closed her fingers and thumb around the middle, having to squeeze his thick shaft to make them meet. 
 
    “Oh, szat feelz goo-ood, baby,” John crooned to her, putting one foot up on the bench by her hip and a hand on her shoulder. “You’re going to make me szo ‘ard!” Moving slowly, he pumped his hips, working the meat of his cock through the too-small hole of Janine’s hand and aiming his strokes in the direction of her mouth, perhaps hoping she would be brave enough to go to the next level. 
 
    The crowd got the idea. “Suck it, Janine!” someone yelled. “Blow him!” cried another. And then they began to chant, “Ja-nine! Ja-nine!” The girls from the other groups picked up the chorus—even though they didn’t know her—and with a self-conscious look around, Janine opened her hand and let go, earning herself a good-natured boo from the crowd. A little longer now and a little firmer, John moved on to Anastacia and took up the same position as he had with Janine: one foot up on the bench and a big black hand on her shoulder. 
 
    Anastacia lifted her hand and then snatched it back nervously between her breasts. “Oh my goodnesh!” she looked apprehensively at Janine, the braces on her teeth flashing in the light. “Itsh sho huge!” 
 
    “Go on, Stacey,” hissed Janine. “Don’t be a chicken. You promised!” 
 
    Anastacia pressed her lips together with a look of determination and took the massive slab of black cock in her hand, and like Janine she had to squeeze his fat shaft to make her fingers and thumb touch. 
 
    “Oh wow!” Anastacia breathed. “It feelsh wonderful.” She smiled conspiratorially at Janine, as if they shared a secret that nobody else in the room could understand. Trying to look as though she had no idea what she was doing, she nonetheless stroked it expertly towards herself, from the root to the head, squeezing and drawing the blood through, feeling it stiffen in her grasp. 
 
    “Oh, szat’s right, chérie,” John encouraged, as his cock quickly hardened to the point that Anastacia’s fingers and thumb could no longer touch. He removed her glasses and gazed down at her face, his expression suggesting that he was noticing her delicate beauty for perhaps the first time. He put the large plastic frames on his own face and opened his eyes wide, making them bulge comically through the lenses and earning him a laugh from those not watching his manhood. 
 
    “I have a trick to show you,” John smiled, stepping back from Anastacia and relieving his cock from her grasp. He took the glasses off and balanced them from the bridge on the tip of his cock. “I will need you to kneel down.” With the glasses swinging free, he reached for Anastacia’s hand to draw her from the bench. 
 
    “No!” She gave a happy but apprehensive squeal, pulling away and clutching her hands to her body. “What are you going to do?” she cried, making sure everybody could see the expectant smile. “I don’t think I want to. I’m frightened!” 
 
    “Come on,” he said gently. “It’s just a little trick. Nothing to be frightened of.” 
 
    “Go on, Stacy,” Janine encouraged, giving her a shove. 
 
    The other women picked up on the name and began a chant that quickly spread to the entire room, “Stay-cee! Stay-cee!”  
 
    Anastacia congratulated herself on choosing Janine. This was just too easy. She allowed herself to be pushed into a standing position in front of John, who was easily four inches taller and more than double her weight, with her glasses bobbing on the tip of his cock. 
 
    “Now kneel down, my darling, and put your head back,” he instructed. 
 
    “Oh no!” Anastacia flashed her eyes and flared her nostrils, making as if to sit back down. “No way! No how! Nuh uh!” 
 
    “Oh come on,” he begged charmingly, his French accent difficult to resist. “It will be fun.” Then he turned his attention to Janine. “You!” he said, making the stout girl jump visibly. “Give me ten dollars.” 
 
    Janine almost collapsed with relief, obviously panicked that she was about to be asked to stand in for Anastacia. She didn’t hesitate to open her purse and almost thrust a ten dollar note into John’s hand. 
 
    “Payment for your performance, mademoiselle,” he offered, holding the note by the edges where Anastacia could see it. “Just to be my assistant for this one performance.” 
 
    “Itsh going to take a lot more than ten bucksh,” Anastacia laughed. “Jusht where are you planning on putting that monshter?” she cried, drawing everyone’s attention back to John’s erect cock. 
 
    And then it began. Just as she knew it would. 
 
    “Come on, ladeez,” John beckoned to everyone with the banknote. “Who else wants to szee sze trick?” (Stay-cee! Stay-cee!) “Well put your money vere your mousze are.” 
 
    Finally they got the message and more ten dollar notes—plus the occasional twenty—came flying in from all directions. Anastacia watched with mouth agape, feigning shock while Janine collected what looked like more than four hundred dollars. 
 
    “Szere we go,” John said. “Now it is worsze your troubles.” 
 
    “Mmmm,” Anastacia seemed conflicted. “I don’t know,” She looked at Janine for encouragement and got it. 
 
    “Go on Stacy,” she said, smiling excitedly and clapping her hands. “You’ll be fine.” 
 
    Anastacia looked back up at John and nodded, allowing excitement to replace reticence as the dominant expression on her face. 
 
    “Bon,” he said. “On your knees, mademoiselle. Put your ‘ead back and look up.” 
 
    Anastacia didn’t persist with the reluctance act any longer; the marks had paid for a show and it was time to deliver. If she could keep the momentum going, then it would be that much easier to get the next ‘donation’ out of them. Besides, she thought she knew what this trick was—putting the glasses back on her face using only his cock—and she found that she was looking forward to it. She knelt down as requested with Big John’s black cock bobbing in front of her face. 
 
    “’ead back,” he reminded her. 
 
    She tipped her head back and smiled up at his face, the lights of the showroom glinting off her braces. “Stay-cee! Stay-cee!” the women built up the chant again with hands clapping and feet pounding the floor. 
 
    Placing his feet either side of her knees, John poised his impossibly thick cock over her face so that it seemed to occupy her entire field of vision. She felt the detective’s heart (Pierra! That’s her name, Pierra!) thumping in her chest as adrenaline surged through her system. Resting his balls against her chin, John laid his manhood down over her face, touching her lips, her nose and extending over her forehead. Oh my God! It’s bigger than my fucking head! Hanging from the tip were her glasses, and they were nowhere near her eyes. 
 
     “Oh my goodnesh,” she said aloud, her soft lips tickling the sensitive underside of his cock and making it twitch. 
 
    “Okay,” he said, getting the attention of the women with a showman’s flair. “Watching carefully …” 
 
    Anastacia felt him gently flex his cock—once, twice—and the bows of her glasses rocked back and forth, in and out of her peripheral vision as he built up a rhythm. 
 
     “‘ere we go!” he cried. “T’ree! Two! One!” And then he flexed harder—his thick meat bulging against Anastacia’s face—and her glasses swung up and over the top. With a quick movement as they fell, he held her head in his hands to brace the bows and pulled his dick out like a cabaret magician with a tablecloth, allowing Anastacia’s glasses to plop down perfectly over her eyes. 
 
    It was a great trick, and Anastacia was duly impressed—as were the rest of the cheering crowd—but nobody else had yet noticed the real trick: that he had managed to leave the tip of his cock resting perfectly on her lips, which she had parted with surprise as the glasses landed over her eyes. Neither inviting nor rejecting him, Anastacia didn’t move; she just left the tip of his twitching cock between her lips and waited for him to take it further. 
 
    An expectant hush fell over the crowd as they finally saw what was happening. They saw a passive young innocent with geeky glasses and braces, kneeling on the floor with her hands folded in her lap, and a giant cock between her parted lips. They saw her head back and her long, black braids almost touching the floor, and they saw her wide moon-eyes as she looked apprehensively up at its owner, not knowing how he would use her, but nonetheless giving herself to him completely. What they didn’t see was the cold calculation as Anastacia considered the ideal moment to reassert her reluctance. They also couldn’t see her struggle with the raw, animal arousal as her borrowed body responded unconsciously to the imminent promise of John’s rampant shaft. 
 
    John moved his cock almost imperceptibly forwards; Anastacia didn’t open her mouth, but she allowed his bulging, black cockhead to open it for her. Completely passive, she allowed everyone to believe that she was too stunned to move, too overcome to either take an active part, or put a stop to her own assault. Taking care to make no outward signs of encouragement, she tickled and traced the underside of Big John’s cockhead with her tongue, hoping that he understood he was now part of her show rather than vice-versa. 
 
    “Oh yeah, chérie,” he said softly. “Open wide for Big John, mon petit chou.” He pushed deeper into Anastacia’s mouth—her jaws now yawning wide around his bulging member—and still she made no move. Moisture bloomed on her thin, nylon panties and still she made no sound. 
 
    “Suck him, Stacey,” Janine said nervously. 
 
    Anastacia smiled inwardly. Fuck, this one’s a keeper! You can’t script this shit! 
 
    She sucked in her cheeks lightly and John groaned happily at the warm, wet pressure surrounding his shaft. This set the women off again and the chant of ‘Stay-cee! Stay-cee!’ resumed with all of the attendant hand clapping and foot stomping as John allowed his shaft to glide all the way back into her soft palate. 
 
    Gently cupping her head in his large hands, his fingers unconsciously traced the silky contours of her braids, as he drew his cock slowly out—glistening with saliva—until only the knob rested on her tongue. 
 
    “Mon Dieu! Vous êtes magnifique,” he breathed, reverting to his native French. 
 
    Anastacia looked meekly up into his eyes and silently accepted his cock, as he stroked back into her willing mouth, trusting in his professionalism, knowing that he wouldn’t thrust too deep and choke her. With one hand on her crown and the other beneath the soft nape of her neck, he fucked her mouth with deliciously slow, wet strokes, while the crowd watched spellbound. 
 
    “Take it off,” he said softly, touching her cardigan—never breaking the hypnotic eye contact. “Show me.” 
 
    With slow, deliberate movements, Anastacia unbuttoned her cardigan and pulled it off her shoulders, revealing the true perfection of her figure inside the corset bodice of her dress. With his shaft still stroking into her yawning mouth, John removed her glasses, and the transformation—deceptive in its simplicity—was complete. Anastacia was stunning: slim and shapely with magnificent full breasts; flawless, milky complexion; large, soft eyes; and a deep mouthful of shining, black cock. 
 
    “Do you want to show me sze rest, chérie?” John asked, fingering the top button of her dress. 
 
    Anastacia knitted her brows with a look of indecision as he continued slowly to fuck her mouth, and after a brief pause, she nodded, signalling her acquiescence. John deftly unfastened the first button with his fingers and the square neck of her dress popped open to a vee, revealing the smooth valley of her cleavage. (Stay-cee! Stay-cee!) Unable to reach lower without removing his cock from her mouth, John gently stroked a finger between her breasts and tugged at the edges of the fabric, encouraging her to finish the job. 
 
    Anastacia began slowly unbuttoning with both hands and silently congratulated herself on her clothing selection. This dress opened all the way down to the hem, and as she continued to suck John’s monster cock, she slowly undid them all, past her flat tummy and down beyond her flimsy pink panties to her knees, where it fell completely open. 
 
    “Magnifique!” John groaned. He lifted the open dress off her shoulders and let it fall down her arms to the floor, leaving Anastacia in just her pink bra and panties. She parted her thighs and looked shyly down at the wet stain blooming on the gusset. “Now for your turn, mademoiselle.” He drew his shining cock from her lips—now fully nine inches long with dark veins bulging across its surface—and encouraged her to a standing position in front of him. 
 
    Anastacia shivered with anticipation. She was almost naked and dwarfed by this hulking black man in front of her, his long, erect cock resting heavily against her belly. He stroked his hands downwards from her shoulders, over her breasts, and then around to cup and squeeze the small, firm globes of her ass. 
 
    “Mmmmmm,” Anastacia was in conflict with herself; consciously she was trying to orchestrate a situation whereby the bachelorettes would pay to watch her be fucked, but unconsciously she yearned to bypass the games and posturing, and simply let him fill her to bursting with his cock. That unconscious voice was Pierra’s, and paired with Ailsa’s confident self-image and unconstrained sexuality, it cried out vehemently for gratification, and was becoming increasingly hard to deny. Unbidden, her hand moved between her thighs and touched her open sex through the now soaking film of nylon, eliciting a shuddering gasp of desire. 
 
    John slipped the pink strap off her right shoulder and pulled the bra cup down to expose one breast, full and firm with the nipple pink and already erect. He took it between his lips and nibbled at the tip, earning another low moan from Anastacia as she hugged his shaved head to her chest, using him for balance while her knees wobbled and her pussy burned for release. She was so focussed on the sensations in her breast that she didn’t even notice he was removing her panties until they were down to her knees. 
 
    “Oh! No-o-o-o-o!” she gasped weakly, still cradling his head in one arm while she unsuccessfully chased her fleeing panties with the other. (Stay-cee! Stay-cee!) The crowd of women were still chanting her name, but now there was an undertone of genuine awe. This unassuming woman in front of them was now virtually naked and aroused beyond rational thought; her resistance and will was completely broken and it now seemed certain that in just a few moments, the stripper would complete his conquest, and drive his thick cock into her core.  
 
    Going to his knees, John kissed downwards over her sternum and past her flat tummy to the neatly trimmed thatch of chestnut pubic hair. Brushing his nose through her curls, he blew gently over her soaking lips, making them hot and cold at the same time. Anastacia trembled and planted her palms on his head, arms straight and elbows in, both holding herself upright and pushing him lower where she longed for the touch of his tongue. 
 
    She parted her thighs and guided his mouth down to her open lips, and with the first touch of his tongue he dipped into the hot wellspring of her sex, lapping at the fresh and heady taste of her spiralling lust.  
 
    Anastacia closed her eyes and melted into the fantasy of being taken by this huge mountain of a man. “Oh God!” she gasped, her voice quivering, begging for more, “Deeper…please.” And then she cried out a lusty moan as John pushed his tongue past her entrance and into the tight tunnel of her sex. Bucking her hips into his face, Anastacia lost her footing and teetered backwards, but John caught her by the backside, and with biceps bulging, he lifted her off the floor. Anastacia shrieked with either fear or pleasure—she couldn’t tell—as she fell backwards, John’s searching tongue still buried deep in her pussy. Shifting his grip to her hips and using them as a pivot, he let her swing upside down with her long legs splayed in the air, and her wet, steaming entrance pulled wide open to display the full depth of her arousal. 
 
    With his cock tangled in Anastacia’s long braids, John paraded her around the room to the cheering bachelorettes, and with her open cunt held to his lips like a chalice, he lapped the juices welling in her slit and lifted her engorged, pink button with the tip of his tongue for all to see. Playing her like a musical instrument, he probed deep into her hole for low, throaty notes, and then sucked her clit for a melodious squeal of delight, and after a lap of the room Anastacia was gasping for air, and her pussy was tingling with the onset of a shattering orgasm. 
 
    “Oh yes!” she gasped, “God yes!” as John began thrusting rapidly into her depths and rubbing her clitoris with his upper lip. Bending at the knees, she tried to lock her ankles behind his head and force him deeper. “Oh my God! I’m going to come!” she cried, bucking frantically against his face and edging closer to the precipice of her climax. Oh fuck, here it comes…just…one…more… 
 
    And then he stopped. He fucking stopped! 
 
    Flipping her upright in a jarring, stomach churning flip, John dropped to his ass on the floor and before she knew which way was up, Anastacia was kneeling over him with one of his big hands between her thighs, guiding his thick cockhead between her tingling, pink lips. 
 
    “No!” she cried breathlessly, the suddenness of his actions helping the rational Ailsa-side of her personality to reassert control. She cupped her vulva in one hand, blocking his entry, then looked down upon him, panting, her face flushed and one exposed breast glowing with sweat. “It’s too big,” she smiled coyly, hoping he would help her with the next bit of the act. 
 
    Still fully erect, John slapped his massive meat against Anastacia’s firm ass, and looked around at the bug-eyed audience. “What do you szay, mesdames?” he asked. “Do you want Sztazy to keep going?” 
 
    “Hell yes!” 
 
    “Just fuck him, girl!” 
 
    “I got fifty bucks if you can get it in, honey!” one older, red-faced woman yelled, probably an aunt of some young bride. She stood up and tottered drunkenly over to Anastacia, brandishing a fifty-dollar note in her hand. “And if I was twenty years younger and had an ass like yours,” she slurred, thrusting the money into Anastacia’s hand, “then I’d push you off and hop on myself.” She began weaving back to her place, “You go for it, gorgeous. Never know when you’ll get another chance to get one like that up you.” 
 
    Anastacia looked doubtfully at the money in her hand and then back at the red-faced woman. 
 
    “Just to get it in?” she asked. 
 
    “Honey, the last time I had something that big in m’pussy, they used forceps to get the fucker out,” she laughed. “You jus’ do y’best and don’t make me come back over there f’r m’fifty.” 
 
    “Will you hold it steady for me?” Anastacia asked, smiling and folding the cash into her palm. 
 
    “Oh, shit honey,” she complained. “I just sat down again.” 
 
    “I’ll do it!” Janine blurted, rushing over and plopping to her knees beside Anastacia. She reached out greedily and took hold of John’s rock hard shaft, raising it to vertical with a happy little squeeze. 
 
    Bracing her hands on John’s ripped abdominals, Anastacia stood over his throbbing cock and lowered herself slowly down until her open lips kissed the tip. 
 
    “Oh fuck a duck!” Janine breathed from behind her. “There’s no way you’re getting that thing in there, Stacy.” 
 
    Anastacia ignored her and tried to concentrate on NOT succumbing to the urge to impale herself. She positioned John’s cockhead at her opening, and felt chills as she had to press down gently just to seat him in her entrance. Crouched over him in her boots, she straightened her body to get the angle right, balancing on her heels and holding Janine’s shoulder. Using her own bodyweight to apply force, Anastacia pushed downwards, and as the pressure built at her opening, she felt her pussy slowly open up to engulf John’s big, swollen knob. 
 
    “Holy fuck!” Janine whispered. “It’s going in!” 
 
    Anastacia could feel the burn of stretching pussy-flesh; it felt wonderful! It brought back a sweet, long-ago memory of her own (Ailsa’s) first time when she was eighteen. She had been so excited and nervous to finally have a cock between her thighs, thick and hot and stretching her tiny, virgin hole. She remembered the pain peaking as he pushed harder, and her hymen finally gave up the fight, and then the sudden bliss of having her most intimate place filled with hot, heaving flesh while she bucked and writhed helplessly beneath her boyfriend’s thrusting cock.  
 
    That pain was peaking again now. The Pierra-body she was wearing was certainly no virgin, but Big John Devereaux made every time feel like the first time. Nearly there! Nearly there! Anastacia was puffing out short breaths like a woman in labour. John’s cockhead was inside her now, and she had almost mounted the thickest part of his girth that followed. (Stay-cee, Stay-cee). Just one final push…“Ur-r-r-r-rgh-h-h”, Anastacia threw her head back with relief as he slipped inside, and then panicked as she overbalanced and fell backwards onto his thighs, impaling herself painfully at the same time. 
 
    Flopping like a speared fish, she shrieked and grabbed at Janine’s arm, missing it completely as she rolled backwards, her long legs flailing and her pussy convulsing madly at the sudden intrusion of cock deep in her core. The feeling of helpless abandon was breathtaking; lying back with her legs in the air and her straining pussy stretched around that thick slab of meat, she felt vulnerable and exposed like never before in her professional career. She felt taken! It stirred a deep excitement that combined with the pain and the breathlessness, and in an instant it built up a searing, intense pressure inside her. John grabbed her thighs and held her tight, and when he flexed his cock, his knob swelled massively against her cervix, and that burning pressure deep in her cunt suddenly erupted in a whole body orgasm unlike anything she had experienced. 
 
    “Oh fuck! I’m coming!” she cried, drawing her knees up to her breasts and arching her back, giving in to the flood of sensation bursting in waves from deep inside her pussy. So much for milking some extra cash from the audience, she thought to herself as she writhed and squirmed, feeling John’s thick meat moving inside her. But John wasn’t done yet. Sitting up with Anastacia lying on his legs, he effortlessly rolled her to the side and rotated his own body until he was on top of her, drawing his cock out and stroking thickly back in, sending her senses into a spin, and peaking her orgasm on a second wave. 
 
    “Wait! No!” Anastacia struggled weakly beneath him, fighting against her ascendant climax to re-establish control. John was really fucking her now, slamming his cock into her deep enough for his balls to slap heavily against her ass. While the Pierra-half rejoiced, Ailsa railed; this was what she had come for, but she’d missed the real fun of milking the marks for their money. 
 
    “Shut up and take it, sugar,” a blonde, American woman said, kneeling beside her and holding her hand, tucking another fifty into her bra. 
 
    This opened the floodgates. More women rushed to get a space close to Anastacia, where they could watch John’s thick, shining pole pistoning into her sex. They grabbed her arms and shoulders and held her down, stuffing more and more money into her bra. Two more women hooked elbows behind Anastacia’s knees and lifted her pussy, allowing John to drive even deeper, and more anonymous hands snaked through the gaps, stroking her exposed breast and pinching the nipple, rubbing her clitoris and running their fingers through her sodden pubic hair. A quarter of the crowd was now kneeling around her and holding her prone body to be fucked and used by the stripper. The rest were on their feet, cheering and clapping in time to John’s thrusting cock, raining money of all denominations down onto Anastacia’s bare stomach. 
 
    Wrapping his giant hands around her waist—and with the help of the women holding her legs open—John lifted her off the floor and fucked her madly like a rubber sex doll. His cock, too thick and too long for painless sex, stretched her burning, glistening cunt. Her inner lips, strained and pale, clung to his rampant dick with every withdrawal, and then upon re-entry he filled her hole to bursting, sending her pussy into contractions that clamped tight around his relentless shaft. Held down by ten women, Anastacia was pinned at every point and utterly helpless under this barrage of unforgiving sex, her senses spiralling as a continuous cervical orgasm crested at every stroke. 
 
    She felt John stiffen as his passion mounted (Oh baby! Yes baby!), and she knew he was going to cum. She cried for him to pull out, but he lay on top of her and grabbed her bottom, crushing her breasts and forcing himself deeper, pounding her cervix. “No-o-o-o!” she cried, as he grunted to announce the arrival of his climax. “Not inside me!” But then, agony turned to ecstasy as his cock swelled and bucked, and she felt his hot seed spill into her core, triggering yet another sweet release of her own. She could feel every inch of his incredible cock stretch her sheath, while his balls pressed tight against her lips and heaved powerful jets of cum into her steaming sex. 
 
    The hands holding her released their grip and John slipped gently out of her pussy, milking the last of his spend into her cunt with his hand, and leaving her alone on the floor with her money—more than a thousand dollars by the look. Not ideal, but enough that the businesswoman inside her could chalk this down as a qualified success. 
 
    The other side—the Pierra side—had receded now. But the arousal, the happy abandon at being held down, and the orgasmic release at being filled with the stripper’s hot seed, that was all her; all Pierra. It was frightening how much control that side was able to exert over Anastacia, but it was thrilling as well. 
 
    It was addictive. 
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 Chapter Five 
 
    “Abbey, you’re not making sense,” Shane said. She was openly crying now and he was just more confused. He pulled his chair around the table beside hers and comforted her, holding her in his arms. It was not the most unpleasant of tasks, he reflected, holding her around the shoulders and feeling those lithe, feminine muscles beneath his palms. “You’re not Pierra, and neither was Marlowe. I can tell that by listening to you, so I don’t understand what you’re trying to tell me.” 
 
    Abbey took a few more shuddering breaths and tried to compose herself. She sat back up in her chair and eyed the wet patch she’d left on Shane’s shirt. After another sip of tea, she tried again. 
 
    “Marlowe was edgy and upset for the rest of our run after meeting you,” she began, getting control of her breathing once again. “She told us she didn’t know you, but she felt like she should. We all ate dinner together, and after I’d gone home for the day, we…they went to the dorm to gossip about their new bodies.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Marlowe lay in bed in the dark with her eyes open, listening to the other two doing most of the talking. She was thinking about the man they’d met today, not the old one, but the younger one, the one who’d lost his wife. He made her feel strange, especially when he called her Pierra. She briefly wondered whether she might actually be Pierra, but that was impossible. She had the body of some rich girl who wanted to be thin; she really didn’t even look that much like the woman in the photo. 
 
    (Not anymore) 
 
    What did she look like previously? She tried to remember, but it was months ago. Using her Abbey-memories, she vaguely remembered Marlowe’s hair before she’d braided it. It had only lasted one day; it got in the way of everything when they were working out, and brushing it out the next morning had taken over half an hour. It was beautiful, but she just didn’t know how to look after it properly. They’d pushed back the workout and all three of them spent the better part of the morning braiding, doing them in the same way Abbey had learned when she was young, making money with her friends down at the beach by doing braids for the surfers’ girlfriends. 
 
    Her hair was black, although she knew it wasn’t her natural colour. Whoever the owner of the body was, she was obviously happy with the braids, because she kept them on the weekends. Abbey came in one Monday about six weeks into training to find Marlowe’s body sedated and ready to go, but with the braids untied and a fresh black dye job covering the roots. Everyone banded together again to retie them, and they’d stayed that way ever since, but now the roots were showing chestnut. Just like the photo the man showed them. 
 
    It was the braids that got her the nickname ‘Marlowe’. They knew they couldn’t all call each other Abbey, so they made up new names: Bianca was the blonde, Ruby was the redhead (it was really a lot browner than it was red, but Ruby was a cooler name than Sandy or Cinnamon). Marlowe was going to be Ebony, but then the combination of African braids on a white girl named Ebony seemed racially confused. Bianca (or at least Bianca de-jour, because they were different every day) said she looked like an African Queen. Rose? Like Katharine Hepburn in the movie? No, too easily confused with Ruby. What about Bogie, after Humphrey Bogart? Please! For some reason that had reminded her of another Humphrey Bogart movie—‘The Big Sleep’—where Bogie played detective Philip Marlowe. And Marlowe was a girl’s name, so that was that. 
 
    “Earth to Marlowe! Come in Marlowe!” One of the others was trying to get her attention; it sounded like Bianca.  
 
    “Huh?” Marlowe said, startled. She had been lost in her own thoughts. “Sorry, I wasn’t listening.” 
 
    “We were talking about these bodies,” Bianca said. “What’s the weirdest thing about yours?” 
 
    “Oh,” she replied, not really engaging in the conversation. “The hair, I guess. It’s really heavy; it’s actually a relief to finally lie down and rest my neck.” 
 
    Both of the other girls groaned in exasperation. 
 
    “What?” Marlowe complained defensively. “It is! What did you expect to hear?” 
 
    “Something interesting,” Ruby muttered, not quite under her breath. 
 
    “Like what?” she said genuinely. “We’re not Kardashians…at least I don’t think I am. What juicy gossip did you two share?” 
 
    “Well if you’d been listening …” Bianca teased. 
 
    “Mine has a maxi-size bladder,” Ruby revealed happily. “I didn’t need to go at all during the day, but then before dinner I peed like a freakin’ racehorse. I almost needed a half-time flush.” 
 
    “Oh, charming!” Marlowe complained, wrinkling her nose, even though she knew the others couldn’t see her in the dark. 
 
    “Mine shaves,” Bianca said confidingly. “And I don’t mean her armpits.” Marlowe could hear the gleeful smile in her voice. 
 
    “You mean …?” she began. 
 
    “Yep!” 
 
    “What, just the …?” Marlowe was more than a little interested in this revelation, which felt strange, because her Abbey-self had very little interest in her own lady-parts, let alone anybody else’s. 
 
    “Everywhere!” Bianca stage-whispered. “Squeaky clean. Silky smooth.” Then she made a comic whistling sound that somehow perfectly conveyed the message ‘Gone!’ She followed it with musical laughter, “And I can whistle better than Abbey, too! That’s so cool!” 
 
    “What does it feel like?” Marlowe asked. 
 
    “You wanna touch, do you?” Bianca teased. They were closer than twins and shared a natural rapport that knew no boundaries. Although Bianca had only been joking, Marlowe understood that if she said yes, then Bianca would let her do it. The thought sent an unfamiliar shiver of excitement through her body, and she felt goose bumps pricking on her breasts. 
 
    “I think mine had sex last night,” Marlowe said in a thoughtful tone, unconsciously touching herself under the covers. 
 
    “How could you know that?” Ruby asked. And then she laughed, “No, wait! I think I’d rather not know.”  
 
    “I’m sore down there, that’s all,” Marlowe replied. It was only a white lie. She really was sore; the soft padding of her vulva felt bruised, and she had more pain inside as well, like a stretched muscle. Then she thought about the other thing, and the corners of her mouth curled down with distaste. When she copied-in this morning—one moment Abbey and the next moment Marlowe—she felt the throbbing tenderness in her pussy immediately. She assumed she was having her period and immediately took her gym gear to the bathroom to get changed, using the privacy to investigate further. She discovered the gusset of her panties wet and slimy, but it wasn’t menstrual blood; it looked colourless. 
 
    At first she didn’t recognise it as semen. Abbey’s sex-drive and interest in men was non-existent, and she had never even slept with a man. She wasn’t naïve though. She touched herself and brought away some of the slime on her fingertip, discovering it to be translucent white, not colourless as she first thought, and she quickly realised what it was and wiped her fingers on the toilet paper roll in disgust. 
 
    Gross! Who would do that? How could the body’s owner just abandon her at Heaven Can Wait with cum leaking out her pussy? Jesus, at least leave a note! Common courtesy! 
 
    Marlowe had cleaned herself up with toilet paper and then inserted a tampon, hoping that would dispose of the problem for her (it did, thank God), then she had gotten changed and joined the others for breakfast. 
 
    Now lying in bed, she silently wondered where her body had been last night. What had she done? Who was she with? Did she enjoy it? How could something that left her so sore be enjoyable? Surely it must have hurt. And why would she have unprotected sex? For the first time in her life, she was interested in sex—or at least the thought of sex. As Abbey, she was never interested; not with boys or girls. ‘Asexuality’ is what they called it in books. She wondered whether every new version of Marlowe felt this way, or was she special? 
 
    “Do either of you guys feel …?” Marlowe began, then she paused. This wasn’t a question you’d normally ask others, but Bianca and Ruby weren’t ‘others’, they were just different versions of herself. 
 
    “Happy?” Ruby asked. 
 
    “Horny?” Bianca laughed. 
 
    “Do I make you horny, baby?” Ruby honked in a passable Austin Powers impression. 
 
    “That’s kind of what I mean,” Marlowe said, not buying in to the light-heartedness. “Do you feel…you know…sexier? Than Abbey, I mean.” 
 
    “I think we are a bit sexier than Abbey,” Bianca said with quiet seriousness. “We’re leggier, at least…if that’s even a word.” 
 
    “And stacked,” Ruby added happily. 
 
    “No, I don’t mean how we look,” Marlowe explained. “I mean, how do you feel? Do you feel sexy? Do you think about guys?” 
 
    “Wanna know a secret?” Ruby asked. 
 
    “Spill,” Bianca and Marlowe said in chorus. 
 
    “I’ve been playing with myself since we turned the lights out,” she revealed. 
 
    “Me too,” Bianca giggled, sounding surprised not to be the only one. 
 
    There was a short pause while they both waited for Marlowe. “Me three,” she said quietly to a chorus of giggles. She’d only been feeling through the material of her panties, but the idea of slipping a hand beneath the waistband had been growing steadily more attractive. 
 
    “Why are we different to Abbey?” she asked. 
 
    “It must be physical,” Bianca answered. “Different bodies, different needs.” 
 
    “I wonder if it’s more than physical,” Marlowe mused. “I wonder if there’s a part of our owners’ subconscious under the surface.” She pondered in silence a moment longer. “I wonder if it’s controlling…no, not controlling, affecting…I wonder if it’s affecting our emotions, like, the way we feel about stuff.” 
 
    “I feel pretty normal,” Ruby said. “Except hornier. But even that feels normal in a way.” 
 
    ‘But even that feels normal’. Ruby sure was right about that. When Marlowe hugged that guy in the park, she had felt something. It was hard to describe, but it certainly wasn’t horniness and the base desire to touch a man. Well, not at first, at least. But once he was in her arms, it felt good. Really good! It felt normal! Touching a man never felt normal to Abbey; she avoided it whenever possible. She kind of wished there was another man to hug—just for the purpose of comparison, of course. Would it feel normal with another man? Or was there something special about that guy? (Shane. The old guy called him Shane.) 
 
    “I’m tired,” she said to the others. “Let’s get some sleep.” With memories of Shane’s body pressed against her own, Marlowe gave in to the urge, and slipped her hand beneath the waistband of her panties. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “Hold on a minute,” Shane said, his brow creased with confusion. “If you weren’t there, how do you know what the others talked about?” 
 
    “I’m getting to that,” Abbey replied. Let me put it all in the right order and hopefully it makes sense.” 
 
    “Do you want more tea?” he asked, collecting her empty cup and taking it to the kitchen sink. 
 
    “It’s getting late,” Abbey smiled. “Do we have any wine?” 
 
    We? That’s a strange turn of phrase. 
 
    “I might have some red in the cellar,” Shane answered. 
 
    “I’ll get it,” Abbey volunteered. “You fetch some glasses.” 
 
    Shane watched in disbelief as Abbey walked unerringly to the cupboard in the hallway where he kept the wine. No—where they kept the wine—him and Pierra. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Marlowe dreamed. In the dream, she was kneeling over a man, straddling his waist and exalting in the delightful feelings of pleasure at the junction of her thighs. It was too dark to recognise him, but even so, she knew—as you do in dreams—that he was the man from the park today. She moved with slow, sinuous grace and gasped at the wet, sliding friction at their point of contact. He was so hard and she was so soft, opposites attracting like the poles of a magnet. 
 
    Suddenly the dream jumped and she felt him inside her, and she silently mourned having missed the exquisite moment of entry. (Exquisite? How could you know that?) The Abbey-side of her personality rejoiced at the foreign but somehow familiar sensation of fullness—of every nerve-ending in her vagina singing in chorus. She rocked her body on top of the man (Shane!) and felt her core ignite as he moved deep inside her, grazing her sensitive cervix, with an intoxicating confusion of pain and pleasure. 
 
    The dream jumped again and suddenly she was coming, arching back and thrusting against the hardness in her pussy, fireballs of ecstasy exploding, and sending waves of tingling heat through her thighs and stomach and her breasts. And pressed up against her soft outer lips, she felt his balls heave beneath her, as a wet warmth bloomed inside, combining with her own heat and sending her orgasm spiralling even higher. 
 
    Another jump, and this time she had skipped the sweet descent from climax; she was padding through the darkened bedroom and into the ensuite, where she closed the door and switched on the light. Squinting against the brightness, she cleaned the combined juices of their lovemaking from her sex, peed, blotted, flushed, and washed her hands, all before opening her eyes and looking in the mirror. 
 
    At first, the image she saw there was Abbey, but then she blinked, and everything began to dissolve; her skin lightened, her hair grew and changed from black to chestnut, and her face changed shape—her eyes rounding, and changing from brown to green, as her narrow cheeks filled and fleshed out. She watched the change at first with curiosity—recognising Marlowe’s features—and then with horror as they resolved into those of the woman in the photo, the missing woman. 
 
    “Who are you?” she breathed, confusion and fear sending her heart racing. 
 
    The answer came as a soft whisper in her ear, “Pierra.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Marlowe woke with a start and sat straight up in bed, trembling; the recollections from the dream fading even as she grasped desperately to save them. She was left with only fragments—feelings more than images—but one of those feelings was a certainty that something was wrong. Something important. She felt as though she knew what that something was, but it was like a word on the tip of her tongue that she couldn’t remember; the harder she tried, the further it danced from her grasp. 
 
    Experience told her to forget about it; go back to sleep and let her mind wander, maybe come at it from another angle and catch it by surprise. That normally works, but Heaven Can Wait wasn’t normal. Even if she remembered, what could she do with the knowledge? She wouldn’t have contact with anyone from the outside world, except for a few minutes with Ailsa and Abbey in the morning before she was erased. Could she tell them? What if Ailsa was involved? Whatever was wrong had something to do with Heaven Can Wait, so Ailsa maybe was involved. How could she talk privately with Abbey without Ailsa knowing? 
 
    What she needed was to skip the erase; if only she could have another day in this body, she was sure she could not only work it out, she could also explain it to Abbey. But skipping the morning overwrite was impossible; Ailsa was always there, Abbey was always in the green machine—her identity preserved—and the others were always in the red machine, where their identities were destroyed and replaced. 
 
    Marlowe knew what she had to do. 
 
    Listening for a moment to the sleeping bodies of Ruby and Bianca, she briefly considered waking them, but chose not to; they’d want to know what was going on, and she didn’t want to waste time explaining herself. Slipping into a robe, she crept silently out of the bedroom and into the corridor that led to the main office suites of Heaven Can Wait, most of which were a complete mystery to her—they could all be broom closets so far as Marlowe or Abbey knew. Trying doors at random, she quickly found one that was unlocked and ducked inside. Is there a security patrol? Marlowe had no idea, but her presence would be difficult to explain, so she moved swiftly and silently. 
 
    Inside the office, she found exactly what she was after: a phone. Dialling from memory, she silently thanked whichever minor deity watched over poorly organised covert operatives when it started ringing, and then breathed an audible sigh of relief when it connected. 
 
    “You’d better not be a tele-marketer,” a sleepy voice mumbled. “Do you know what time it is?” 
 
    “Abbey? It’s me, Marlowe,” she replied. 
 
    “Shit!” Abbey gasped, suddenly sounding more awake. “Whose phone are you using?” 
 
    “I don’t know, I snuck out,” she said quietly. “I need you. How soon can you get here?” 
 
    “To work?” Abbey replied incredulously. “Why? Is it important?” 
 
    “Would I be calling if it wasn’t?” Marlowe asked. 
 
    “I guess not,” she replied thoughtfully, quickly slipping into that almost psychic link that they all shared. “But I can’t even get into the building ‘til morning. Does Ailsa know about this? Or Laz?” 
 
    “No and no,” Marlowe said. “Look, it’s important. Just get dressed and come. I’ll let you in the fire exit.” 
 
    “Fuck!” Abbey whispered. “This had better be good…I mean, I know it will be, but …” 
 
    “Just come!” Marlowe hissed. “I’ll see you in ten.” Then she hung up the phone before Abbey had time to ask more questions. 
 
    She had no idea what to tell Abbey when she arrived. There was really nothing to tell; it was just a feeling—no, a certainty—that all was not right. She needed time to figure it out, and that’s where Abbey could help. It occurred to Marlowe how lucky they were to share such unquestioning trust in each other, because tonight she would test that trust to its absolute limit.  
 
    Please come! Padding barefoot to the fire stairwell, she chocked the self-closing door with the belt of her robe, and climbed the ten flights up to ground level to wait for Abbey. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    When Abbey arrived, Marlowe snuck her inside without incident, and led her to the lab with the three giant MRI machines, where she explained her plan, such as it was. 
 
    “You want to be me,” Abbey summarised. “I don’t see how that helps. You already are a version of me.” 
 
    “Other way around,” Marlowe corrected her impatiently. “I don’t want to be you; I want you to be me. That way, when they copy you in the morning, I’ll still be me. Get it?” 
 
    “No,” Abbey said. “Not even a little bit.” 
 
    Marlowe sighed. “Look, there’s something in my head—something important—and in the morning I’ll slide into this red machine and you’ll stomp all over it. It’ll be lost.” 
 
    “I get that bit,” Abbey said quietly. 
 
    “We can’t stop that from happening, right?” 
 
    “Right,” Abbey agreed. “Unless I call in sick, in which case they’d restore your real owner for the day, because our agreement with Laz is that I never have more than a day in a body that gets overwritten.” 
 
    “So,” continued Marlowe. “The plan is that tonight, we overwrite me onto you.” 
 
    “So then there’s two of you?” Abbey asked. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And none of me,” she confirmed, sounding deflated. 
 
    “Don’t make it sound like I’m sacrificing your firstborn,” Marlowe challenged her. “We offer up three versions of ourselves to be overwritten five times a week.” 
 
    “But we’ve never overwritten my body,” Abbey defended. “What if it doesn’t work?” 
 
    “It does work, though,” Marlowe sighed. “It always works.” 
 
    “Okay, so then I’m just another copy of you, and the version of me who went home and was so rudely woken in the middle of the night is just gone. Poof!” she confirmed. “Then what? You don’t even know where I parked the car.” 
 
    “You parked it around the corner,” Marlowe rolled her eyes. “Same as I would have done.” 
 
    “Hmmm,” Abbey grumbled, unconvinced of her argument. 
 
    “Anyway, when we’re both me,” Marlowe went on. “You can come back in the morning, copy into my body—just like normal—and give me another day to remember this dream.” 
 
    “And solve the mystery,” Abbey said with flat sarcasm. “Save the world.” 
 
    “I already know you’re going to do it, so stop being pissy about it,” Marlowe said. “You know this is the right thing to do. You know there’s something wrong with this place. You know I can work it out, and most important of all, you know I wouldn’t lie to you.” 
 
    “Well stop dicking about and let’s do it then,” Abbey said ironically, sliding the bed out on the green machine. 
 
    “Nuh uh,” Marlowe tapped her on the shoulder. “That’s mine. You’re in the red one.” 
 
    “Oh!” Abbey looked taken aback. She moved to the red machine and looked wistfully back at the ‘safe’ green one—the read-only machine that as a safety measure didn’t even have the equipment to overwrite. She didn’t seem as ready for this as Marlowe thought she ought to be. 
 
    “I’ll run the controls,” Marlowe explained, picking up the computer tablet. She’d seen Ailsa use it on many occasions and the operation looked simple. “Are you okay?” she asked Abbey softly, feeling slightly guilty that she was pushing a course of action that would technically kill the ‘real’ Abbey. That version of Abbey—the one who didn’t know what it was like to be in another person’s body, the one who had never slept in the Heaven Can Wait dorm—she would be gone. Gone forever. 
 
    Abbey—subdued, trusting Abbey—slid home into the red machine. Marlowe did the same in the green machine, holding the computer tablet down by her waist and dialling up the two-person program. 
 
    “Here goes,” she said. “Bye-bye Abbs. See me on the other side.” 
 
    The machines throbbed to life, and as usual (usual for Abbey, at least), Marlowe mentally prepared herself to wake up in a different body, knowing that it helped to deal with the disorientation for the recipient. 
 
    Something’s wrong! What is it? What did I forget? 
 
    Oh fuck! The oxygen! I forgot to knock Abbey out! What happens when you do a conscious transfer? 
 
    With an icy chill, Marlowe realised she was about to find out. Hardly daring to breathe, she lay still in the green machine, the seconds seeming to pass like hours as she listened for any movement from Abbey. When the machinery wound down, she glanced at the computer tablet to make sure the process was complete, and then quickly slid her bed out and sat up. Abbey was still lying motionless, but there was nothing unusual in that; it always took a few extra moments for the recipients to level-out after a copy. 
 
    She pulled Abbey’s bed out and helped her to sit up, relieved to see some animation in her body. At least she hadn’t murdered herself. 
 
    Abbey sat on the edge of the bed, staring right through Marlowe with an expressionless look on her face. Marlowe snapped her fingers in front of her face, causing Abbey to blink. A moment later, she jerked as if she’d been woken from a daydream and her face came alive with disorientation and fear. 
 
    “Who are you?” she gasped. “Where’s Ailsa?” 
 
    Thank God, she’s okay! Just disoriented! 
 
     “Are you alright?” Marlowe asked, holding her hand. 
 
    “Yes…no!” Abbey shook her head. “Where’s Ailsa? She did something to me!” 
 
    “Ailsa’s not here,” Marlowe reassured her. “Don’t worry, it’s just us. Do you know where you are?” 
 
    “No,” Abbey looked around warily. “This isn’t the Intercontinental.” 
 
    Marlowe had a flashback to The Wizard of Oz: “We’re not in Kansas anymore, Toto.” Some kind of memory loss. Fuck! What are you supposed to do with amnesiacs? 
 
    “Do you remember your name?” she asked, unable to think of anything more rational. 
 
    “Of course,” Abbey replied. “I’m Pierra. What’s wrong? Why do you look like I just shat in your cornflakes?” Then she looked down at her brown toned hands and forearms. “What’s wrong with my skin!” she gasped, panicking. Her hands flew to touch her hair and her face. “WHAT THE FUCK HAVE YOU DONE TO ME!” she screamed, panicking. “H-E-L-L-L-L-L-P! HELP M-E-E-E-E-E!” 
 
    Icy fear wrapped its fingers around Marlowe’s heart and squeezed. What indeed? What the fuck had she done? She reeled back from the screaming Abbey-Pierra (Pierra! The missing woman!) and bumped her backside heavily against the lab bench, her hand coming to rest on something cold and rubbery. 
 
    The oxygen mask! She watched Abbey-Pierra draw breath for another scream and did the only thing she could think of, she slammed down the depressurisation lever. As her ears began to pop, she brought the oxygen mask up to her mouth and nose, and took a deep breath, watching through a glaze of tears as the other woman wilted and collapsed back on the bed. 
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 Chapter Six 
 
    Abbey paused in her telling of the story, and drained the last sip of wine from her glass. She was almost at the end now, and the alcohol and talking had left her feeling lightheaded. 
 
    “Are you saying …?” Shane began. 
 
    “Mm hmm,” she agreed gravely, her chin resting on her hands as she nervously watched him process the information about his wife. “I was Pierra.” 
 
    “But not anymore.” He phrased it more as a statement than a question. 
 
    “Not anymore,” she agreed. It wasn’t the whole truth, but how could she tell him the rest? 
 
    “How is that even possible?” Shane rubbed his hands over his face, his afternoon stubble scratching against his palms. “You copied one version of you over another version of you. Where did Pierra come from?” 
 
    “I think it happened because we were awake,” Abbey explained, unsure herself how such a thing could occur. “When I was Marlowe, it wasn’t exactly like being me; my feelings and reactions were different, and they got stronger as the day went on.” 
 
    “You mean you could feel Pierra in there with you?” he asked. 
 
    “No…well, not really,” Abbey struggled to express herself. “It’s not like a split personality or anything. As Marlowe I felt just like myself, except different. I can’t explain it. What I’m saying is that I don’t think the overwrite process is perfect; I think that when you copy into a body, the original owner isn’t lost, they’re just…what’s the word…usurped. Dormant!” 
 
    “So,” Shane thought aloud, trying to get his head around it. “Marlowe is you in Pierra’s body. She mostly thinks and acts like you, but Pierra is still in there somewhere, dormant.” 
 
    “I think so, yes,” Abbey agreed. “And then when we did the copy from Marlowe into me, we got both halves of the personality, Pierra and Abbey together, except this time Pierra was ascendant.” 
 
    “And Abbey was…sorry, I’m speaking about you like you’re not here…you were dormant,” Shane said. 
 
    “But I wasn’t. Not completely,” Abbey leaned forward and looked at Shane with glistening eyes. “I don’t have my own memories of that time, but I do have Pierra’s. I remember her waking up. I remember her disorientation. I remember the fear and confusion when she realised her body was different. And …” She bit her lip, unsure whether she should go on, whether she could go on. 
 
    “And?” Shane asked. “You remember something else? What?” 
 
    “I remember …” Abbey paused, her eyes shining with tears. “Everything!” 
 
    “What, everything that’s happened to Pierra?” Shane asked, his eyes bulging with shock and apprehension. “Since she was taken?” 
 
    “No,” Abbey let out her breath in a rush. “Not that. I remember…before she was taken. I …” she took another shuddering breath. “I remember being Pierra. Her childhood, growing up, being your wife. I remember the things…we did…you know…together.” Then in a whisper, “As a couple.” Images of Shane’s naked body beneath her flashed unbidden again in her memory, sending unfamiliar tingles of pleasure through her midsection. 
 
    “Oh boy,” Shane smiled. “How awkward.” He didn’t sound embarrassed though; he sounded a little sympathetic, but he also seemed amused by her embarrassment. “But you’re Abbey now, right? Not Pierra.” 
 
    “Uh huh,” Abbey smiled. “Pretty sure I’m me. For the time being, anyway.” 
 
    “So what happened after Marlowe knocked you out?” he asked, navigating the conversation away from the source of her discomfort. “Or knocked Pierra out…whatever?” 
 
    “Marlowe didn’t know what to do,” Abbey grinned. “So she just did what she’d do—what I’d do—with a computer.” 
 
    “Let me guess,” Shane laughed. “Turn it off and on again?” 
 
    Abbey blushed. “She told me about it afterwards. She thought about getting Ruby or Bianca to help, and trying the copy again—this time with both of us knocked out—but then she realised that Pierra was the key; she probably knew the secret that Marlowe was trying to uncover. So she re-pressurised the lab—holding my hand and getting ready to calm me down when I woke up—but I woke up as me, not Pierra.” 
 
    “With Pierra’s memories.” Shane seemed to believe all of this, which must have been difficult. 
 
    “With Pierra’s memories,” she agreed. 
 
    “Including all the bedroom stuff,” he teased. 
 
    “Can we not talk about that?” Abbey held her hand over her face to hide the flush. 
 
    “That’s how you knew where to find my wine,” he grinned. 
 
    “That’s how I knew where to find your house,” she laughed back, relieved finally to share the details of her ordeal after pretending everything had been all right for the last couple of days. Leaving Marlowe behind that night and then coming back to work for the next two days had taken all of the courage she possessed. In the morning, she had copied into Marlowe, Bianca, and Ruby, and together—with Pierra’s memories—they had pieced together the rest. The prostitute at the Intercontinental who called herself Ailsa was really Becca, but the identity inside her was almost certainly Ailsa from Heaven Can Wait. They had abducted Becca to become a sex slave—just as Pierra suspected—except she became a willing participant, because a real prostitute was controlling her body. It seemed that they were trimming down Pierra to endure the same fate. As for Bianca and Ruby, who knew? They might be abductees or they might really be rich bitches at the world’s craziest fat farm. 
 
    “You know,” she went on, picking up her empty wine glass. “I want another one of these, but I’m a bit of a lightweight; two glasses on an empty stomach will have me rolling on the floor.” 
 
    Shane looked at his watch. “It’s late enough that we could get dinner,” he observed. “I don’t have much here. Do you want to go out?” 
 
    Going out to dinner with a man. Is that a date? Abbey had never been on a date, she’d never wanted to either. Anyway, he’s married, so it can’t be a date. So why did she wish it was? 
 
    “There’s a little pizza and pasta cafe out on Glebe Point Road,” Shane offered. 
 
    “Bogart’s?” Abbey perked up. “Yum.” 
 
    “Do you know it?” Shane asked. 
 
    “Oh…um…no, but …” 
 
    “But Pierra does,” Shane finished. He didn’t seem so pleased about this evidence of her shared memories. 
 
    “It’s her favourite,” Abbey said. “We used to…I mean, you guys used to go there…oh, shit…on dates.” Abbey suddenly realised why Bogart’s might be painful for Shane. “We can go somewhere else if you like,” she offered. 
 
    “No, that’s okay,” Shane brightened up. “It’s been way too long between Gnocchi Carbonaras. Let’s do it.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Bogart’s was less than a kilometre away, and when Shane suggested that they drive, he received a look of such withering intensity from the health-conscious Abbey, that he was shamed into correcting himself. 
 
    “Actually, let’s hoof it,” he back-pedalled, warily monitoring her expression for thunderclouds in the same way he used to with Pierra (mostly when she forced him to announce whether a new skirt made her look fat). “I’ll be thankful for the walk home when I’m toting an extra kilo of bacon and cream.” 
 
    Abbey made no comment, but she seemed happy with the decision. Walking in companionable silence, Shane was smiling to himself and marvelling at how she had so easily manipulated him, when she surprised him again by taking his hand and holding it as they walked. He glanced down at her questioningly, but her completely unaffected countenance convinced him that she had no idea what she had done. It was just an unconscious gesture of affection, but it was Pierra’s unconscious gesture, not Abbey’s. He felt conflicted and unsure at first, but by the time they got to the café, he found himself reluctant to let go.  
 
    Bogart’s was an unpretentious pizza and pasta café, with a row of tables down each wall of its narrow dining room. Shane held the door open for Abbey and she walked directly to a seat in front of the window, so he sat opposite with his back to the glass. He met her gaze and smiled. Conversation had been so easy when they were talking about Abbey’s connection with Pierra, and the mysteries of Heaven Can Wait, but now he felt rattled and he could only sit and stare, unable to think of anything to say. 
 
    Abbey leaned forward and whispered conspiratorially, “Do I have something on my face?” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he apologised. “Was I staring?” He knew very well that he was. “It’s just weird, coming here, I mean. You sat at ‘our’ table and you’re wearing Pierra’s clothes.” 
 
    “Oh! Does it look silly on me?” Abbey asked self-consciously, looking down and fingering the lapels of the slim, red jacket. She hadn’t wanted to go out for dinner in her t-shirt, so Shane had offered her anything she could find in Pierra’s closet. The jacket was a bit too long, but it was a good fit across her gym-toned shoulders, and in his opinion, it looked the very furthest thing from silly. He’d expected her to put it on over the top of what she was wearing, but found himself momentarily short of breath (and more than momentarily speechless) when she peeled the t-shirt over her head and put the jacket on over a tight, black crop-top, which flattened her small breasts and showed off an enticing strip of toned, brown midriff. 
 
    “Silly? Not at all,” Shane shook his head, taking the opportunity to enjoy a more prolonged look at her lithe curves. “It looks …” he gulped, “… it looks great on you.” 
 
    The waiter chose that moment to save him by coming to collect their drinks order. 
 
    “Yes,” Shane looked up distractedly from Abbey’s smooth décolletage. “Could we have a bottle of house red and some garlic-bread, please?” 
 
    After the waiter had retreated, Abbey giggled, “Do you think you might share any of that?” 
 
    “Oh shit, I’m sorry!” Shane put a hand to his mouth in apology. Why would he order for her without asking? What sort of bullshit cave-man stunt was that? “I didn’t even think…It’s just what we normally …” 
 
    “I know,” Abbey smiled. “It’s okay, I was half expecting it. It’s not just affecting me, is it? This thing with Pierra’s memories; you’re responding to me a bit like her, aren’t you?” 
 
    You don’t know the half of it! Shane thought, reflecting on the feelings that Abbey was stirring inside him, feelings that had lain dormant for the last year. 
 
    “Kind of, yeah,” he agreed, hoping his tone didn’t reveal more than his words. 
 
    “Should we talk about our next move to rescue Pierra?” Abbey asked, moving back onto safer ground. 
 
    God, what’s wrong with me? Shane thought, admonishing himself for not bringing it up first. This woman is the key to recovering my wife, and all I can do is stare at her tits? 
 
    “Yes, we should,” Shane agreed, mentally re-gearing to think about Pierra. “I think we have enough to go to the cops, don’t you?” 
 
    “Maybe,” Abbey conceded. “If all we wanted was to stop Laz and Ailsa from doing what they’re doing. But how does that help your wife?” 
 
    “I don’t get you,” Shane looked confused. “Don’t the cops just send in a SWAT team and confiscate everything? Then they find Pierra’s backup, restore her, and the job’s done. Isn’t it?” What if there’s no backup, Shano, said a voice in his head. Have you thought about that? 
 
    “I think you’re underestimating Laz,” Abbey frowned. “He has powerful contacts and almost unlimited resources. If the cops had to get a search warrant for Heaven Can Wait, then there’s a good chance he would hear about it beforehand.” 
 
    “And then he just clears out,” Shane realised. “Oh my God! We’d lose everything.” 
 
    “He wouldn’t even need to clear out,” Abbey speculated. “He could just load up the bodies with copies of Ailsa and let the police capture them. These women have done nothing wrong, remember; if they don’t complain of being abducted—if they say they’re staying of their own free will—then how do you make a case against Laz and Ailsa?” 
 
    “There’s your testimony,” Shane defended. 
 
    “Which is only good for stopping them,” Abbey said, gesturing roundly with her hands to demonstrate that the argument had come full circle. “It doesn’t get Pierra back if they disable the machines, nor any of the other women they’ve taken.” 
 
    “Like Becca,” he mused. 
 
    “Like Becca,” she agreed. “And Ruby and Bianca for all I know.” 
 
    “You’ve thought about this already, haven’t you?” Shane asked, impressed by her carefulness. “What do you think we should do?”  
 
    The waiter brought a bottle of wine with two glasses, and they watched in silence while he poured for them. Abbey tasted hers—pursing her lips at the astringency—and not for the first time, she reminded Shane of how she was tapping into Pierra’s mannerisms. Even with news of her relative safety, even with the chance of her imminent rescue, the pain of Pierra’s absence was keener now with all of these constant reminders. It was like a tease—though not in a good way—as if he could see and hear her but not touch her. 
 
    “I think we need to rescue her ourselves,” Abbey said when they were alone again. “We have Marlowe, Bianca, and Ruby on the inside; surely we can use them to our advantage.” 
 
    Shane agreed. If the police got involved then they would lose that edge, so they needed to work out how to exploit it. For the life of him, though, he couldn’t think how to do so. 
 
    “We need Pierra,” he said, as much to himself as to Abbey. “She’d know exactly what to do. You can’t ask her, can you?” 
 
    Abbey smiled, seeming to understand that the question was half-rhetorical and half-hopeful. “It doesn’t work like that,” she said, looking down at her wine. “I can only see her memories, not her thoughts.” Shane reflected on the growing list of Pierra-isms he was noticing, and wondered darkly how much longer that would be true. 
 
    “Buonasera, are you ready to order now?” It was the waiter again, and neither of them had opened their menu yet. 
 
    “Do you want a few more minutes?” Shane asked Abbey. 
 
    “Um…I kind of know what I want,” she said, looking apologetically at Shane. 
 
    “Let me guess,” Shane gave her a lop-sided smile. “Penne Rugosa with mushrooms?” It was Pierra’s favourite. 
 
    “Is that weird?” 
 
    “It is,” Shane admitted, shaking his head. “But order what you want to eat.” He turned to the waiter, “Gnocchi Carbonara, and Penne Rugosa with mushrooms, please.” 
 
    “With the Rugosa,” Abbey asked, “could you exchange the cream for Greek yoghurt and a spoonful of ricotta? I’m watching my cholesterol.” 
 
    “Of course, signora,” the waiter said agreeably. 
 
    “Oh, in that case, could you do the same with his Carbonara?” she grinned mischievously. “We’re both on a cholesterol ban.” 
 
    “What?” Shane blurted, imagining the loss of his delicious, creamy comfort food. 
 
    “Toughen up,” she said, once again quoting Pierra. Then with a grin, “If you behave, I’ll let you share dessert.” 
 
    “Hmmm,” Shane pondered, allowing the waiter to leave with the amended order. He didn’t know whether to be offended or charmed. “Why am I on a cholesterol ban?” 
 
    “Give me your hand,” Abbey said, placing both of hers in the middle of the table. Shane reached out tentatively and she closed her slim-fingers around his hand, front and back, reminding him of the pleasant walk to the café. 
 
    He expected her to say something but she just sat there, holding him and looking into his eyes. Watching her in return, he felt a pang of self-conscious guilt, not because her silence felt uncomfortable, but because it felt so natural. Good Lord, those eyes! Does she have any idea of their effect on men? Of course he had noticed them before, but he didn’t realise how truly striking they were until now. Did I really used to think all Asian eyes were the same? The colour of polished mahogany, Abbey’s irises were flecked with a starburst of black, flaring outwards from the pupil; the result was an optical illusion that gave them the appearance of constant dilation, which of course Shane’s lizard-brain wanted to interpret as arousal. 
 
    “Seventy- eight,” she said cryptically. 
 
    “Beg your pardon?” he blinked, startled out of his study of her eyes. 
 
    “Seventy-eight. That’s your resting heart rate,” she said. “It’s too high, and I bet your cholesterol is up, too.” 
 
    Shane thought that the petite Asian beauty holding his hand and gazing into his eyes might better explain his elevated heart rate than his health would, but he didn’t say so. 
 
    “So you want to be my personal trainer, do you?” he asked with a smirk. 
 
    “If you wanted to, I could,” she said, looking at him inquisitively. “But from what Pierra knows about you, you don’t seem like the type who could stick to it.” 
 
    “Hmmm,” he said, deflated. “That would have hurt less coming from her.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Abbey leaned forward apologetically and touched his hand again. “What I mean is you probably just need to watch what you eat and you’ll be fine.” Then she sat back and went on, “You know the thing I’ll miss about Heaven Can Wait? Training people by getting into their bodies. I’d have you at your goal weight in three weeks flat if I could get you into HCW.” 
 
    “Have you ever …?” he began, then stopped, no longer sure he wanted to know the answer. 
 
    “Have I ever, what? 
 
    “Have you ever…you know…copied into a man’s body?” 
 
    “No, I haven’t,” she answered absently, looking up and to the left as she considered the idea. Then, “Oh my God! No!” realising the implications of being inside a man. That would be …” she held a hand up to her blushing face. “That would be too much! It was weird enough for that one day as Marlowe, showering and toileting in a strange body. But a guy?” 
 
    “Sorry,” Shane apologised, nonetheless amused by her reaction. “That was a bit too personal, wasn’t it?” 
 
    “Would you do it?” Abbey asked. “In a girl’s body, I mean.” 
 
    “I don’t think you want to know the answer to that,” Shane smiled. 
 
    “Hey, I’ve got the life memories of two different people in my head,” Abbey laughed. “My threshold for weird is probably higher than you think. So you’d do it, would you?” 
 
    “In a heartbeat,” he said, not feeling as embarrassed as he thought he might. “There’s not a straight guy alive who wouldn’t jump at the chance.” Shane truly believed that; it would be any guy’s fantasy to masturbate as a girl. Or a lesbian encounter! Oh my God! Just so long as the other girl wasn’t really a guy on the inside. That would be so gay! 
 
    “Really?” she frowned quizzically. “Maybe you’d change your mind if you were as close to it as I am.” 
 
    “Maybe,” he conceded. “But I doubt it.” 
 
    “I think novel ideas always sound better in fantasy, but they lose their shine if you have to face them in reality,” Abbey speculated. “I mean, you probably think it’d be awesome to have boobs for a day, but think about the specifics. What if it wasn’t just any girl? Say it was me, for instance.” 
 
    Shane’s eyes fell to the soft curves of Abbey’s crop top. He opened his mouth to respond but nothing came out; he was just overcome with a mental image of being in Abbey’s small, lithe body, smoothing his (her?) hands downwards around the small mounds of her breasts, shaping them over her taut belly towards her…Oh, good God! 
 
    He felt a deep flush rise in his cheeks; surely she could guess what he was thinking. 
 
    Abbey appeared to take pity on him, and steered the conversation back onto safer ground, discussing movies, travel, and careers until the food arrived. Shane surprised himself by enjoying the cream-free carbonara almost as much as the real thing, and singing Abbey’s praises, he drew her into a longer discussion about nutrition and food choice, a subject that brought fresh animation to her beautiful features. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    On the walk home, Abbey took his hand once again, just as Pierra used to do when they were out together. Less surprised on this occasion, he was able to reflect on what it meant. For Abbey, he didn’t think it meant anything at all; she didn’t seem to have any romantic interest in him, which is why he let her do it without rebuffing her. For him though, her closeness was confusing. He desperately missed Pierra and the intimacy of being a couple, and he found himself not only physically attracted to Abbey’s youth and beauty—which was a normal part of being a man—but he was also responding emotionally to the similarities she shared with his wife. 
 
    He would just have to be careful. 
 
    “I should just get a taxi,” Abbey said as they turned off the main road back towards Shane’s house. “I can still feel that second glass of wine, so driving might be a mistake.” 
 
    “Oh, um? Okay,” Shane replied. “Can we meet tomorrow and talk about our plan? If we can’t think of anything, we could maybe get Luc to help. You remember him, don’t you? The guy from the park?” 
 
    “You mean Pierra’s de-facto uncle Luc? The one she’s known since forever?” Abbey asked ironically. “Yeah, he rings a bell. Let’s wait before we bring in a cop, okay?” 
 
    “Oh…the memories, right,” Shane sighed. “This is going to take some getting used to. Do you think you’ll ever be able to change back to the normal you?” 
 
    “Maybe,” Abbey answered. “Probably, in fact. Bianca and Ruby haven’t been getting Pierra’s memories from me, so I think if I copy into one of the backup bodies at HCW and back again, then I’d probably go back to normal.” She seemed to contemplate for a moment a future life with only her own memories. “But Pierra’s memories will be helpful until we can sort this out, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Mmm,” Shane said thoughtfully. “It can’t hurt.” Unless you fall in love with her, Shano. That might hurt just a little bit, don’t you think?  
 
    A taxi was approaching on Glebe Point Road and Shane waved it down. Oh, shit! What now? Kiss? Shake hands? Normal adults kiss cheeks to say goodbye, so that shouldn’t be weird, right? 
 
    “I’ll see you tomorrow, then,” Abbey said. “We’ll be running in the park around lunchtime. Meet at the same place?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah. Okay,” Shane felt a moment of confused guilt, meeting both Abbey and Pierra together, but of course it would be Marlowe, not Pierra. “See you tomorrow.” 
 
    He leaned down absently to kiss Abbey’s cheek, but she turned her face in, and met him with her lips. Shane jerked with surprise. Logic wanted him to pull away but politeness kept him there; it wasn’t the first time he’d been kissed inappropriately and it probably wouldn’t be the last—some people were just lip kissers. They smacked lips in unison and Shane had a moment to think how surprisingly not-weird it felt, when Abbey cupped one hand to his jawline and kissed again. She didn’t just touch lips this time, she fitted them together like a jigsaw puzzle, the ridges of her philtrum pressing softly into Shane’s mouth. 
 
    At first, he didn’t respond—he couldn’t—but Abbey brought out another ‘Pierra Special’ by tilting her head back and nudging his lips with a low ‘Mmmm’. Shane had always found it endearing, like a cat rubbing its whiskers against you to seek affection. He closed his eyes and his resistance collapsed. This wasn’t cheating; this was his wife, and he’d been without her for too long. He look Abbey into his arms and returned the kiss, opening to her as she did to him, and touching his tongue to her lips, seeking her permission to go further. 
 
    Abbey’s tongue met his, but not in the tentative exchange of a possible kindling romance, she kissed with the practiced ease of old love, folding her small body into his; every part of her—lips, tongue, fingers and hips—moving with him in a symphony of desire. 
 
    Shane’s sense of touch rejoiced at the shape of a woman, awakening muscle memory that he thought would be long forgotten, like the soft press of her breasts into his chest and the gentle hourglass curve of her waist. One hand was drifting down to remember the perfect round peach of her bottom when Abbey stiffened in his arms and stopped kissing. 
 
    Oh fuck! I was groping her! The reality that Shane was kissing a woman other than his wife came flooding back and washed along in its wake was a cocktail of guilt, self-loathing, and regret. He loosened his embrace and Abbey jerked against him, her eyes flying open in panic as she drew a whooping breath, as if in preparation to scream. 
 
    “Shane!” she gasped. “Where did …? How …?” Her head whipped from side to side, taking in the idling taxi and the mostly empty streetscape. “Where am I? There was a woman…she looked like me …” 
 
    “Pierra?” He guessed. It had happened once at Heaven Can Wait. Could Pierra have become ascendant again? Just like that? “Pierra! It is you!” 
 
    “Where are we?” she asked, holding him tight. “Wait! This is near home. How did I get here? How did you get here?” Then she looked down at the ground and up at Shane’s face. “Why are you so tall?” 
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 Chapter Seven 
 
    “In or out mate! What’s your pleasure?” 
 
    It was the taxi driver, and to Shane he didn’t sound like the very soul of patience. 
 
    “Sorry mate,” he said, bending down to look in the passenger side window. “Changed our minds.” 
 
    The driver sped off in a cloud of blue exhaust fumes without another word, though it was likely there were some choice words that Shane couldn’t hear over the roaring engine. 
 
    “Something’s happened to me,” Pierra-Abbey said, touching her hair and face. “I woke up in a…a hospital or something…and my skin …” She looked at the back of Abbey’s hands but not even Shane could discern the darker colouring under the sodium streetlamps. She looked back up at him searchingly. “What’s happened to me?” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” he soothed her. “You’re okay…for now. You’re just…shit, this isn’t easy to explain…try not to panic, but you’re just borrowing someone else’s body.” He waited tentatively for the explosion of emotion, panic and confusion that would surely erupt. 
 
    Pierra-Abbey felt her small nose and almond shaped eyes with her fingers. “Huh! I’m not me!” she said, a curious smile spreading across her face. “This is surreal. Cool, but surreal! Am I Becca? This is what happened to her, isn’t it?” 
 
    Shane was flabbergasted. He expected many things, but not this casual acceptance of her almost incomprehensible situation. 
 
    “You’re not Becca,” Shane said, realising that unlike Abbey, she didn’t seem to share her cohabiter’s memories. “This body belongs to Abbey. Do you remember her?” 
 
    “Abbey?” Pierra-Abbey asked quizzically. “Doesn’t ring a bell. Should it? Was she abducted too?” Her eyes lit up with excitement of the hunt. “Tell me about her. I want to know everything.” 
 
    “Let’s not stand around on the street corner,” Shane said, changing the subject with a guilty twinge. What happens when she asks why I was kissing Abbey? “We’ll go home and I’ll tell you about it along the way.” 
 
    “Let’s go then!” Pierra-Abbey took off ahead of him, skipping and twirling. “Oh man, I feel great!” she cried, turning in circles with her arms held out. “It’s like I’ve just chugged a litre of Red Bull! Wooooh!” She turned and beckoned to Shane, “Come on, slow coach!” Skipping ahead again with manic energy, she rolled into a passable cartwheel, Pierra’s red jacket riding up over her head as she landed confidently on her feet. “Oh cripes, I haven’t done that since I was twelve!” Then pulling the jacket down, “Is this mine?” She took it off and threw it at Shane, dancing off again wearing only Abbey’s crop top and leggings. “Geez, what was I wearing it with? And these shoes! Oh my God, someone needs to take Abbey shopping!” Turning in lazy, twirling circles, she pulled the crop top away from her chest and looked inside, “Mmmm, cute!” before swinging twice around a signpost and launching herself into Shane’s arms. “I like this body. Can we keep it?” 
 
    “I think Abbey wants it back,” Shane smiled, amused by her childlike joy of discovery. 
 
    “Bugger!” she pouted, holding his hand and hugging his arm as they walked. “I like you this tall. Shit, look at my guns!” she held out her arms and gazed down along the toned curve of her biceps, which she flexed to a modest bulge. “I’m super-woman! Cool! Take you on jelly-wrestling!” she turned in front of Shane and grabbed him around the middle, lifting but failing to get him off the ground. “Okay, maybe not.” She looked at him appraisingly, “Hey, have you put on weight? Why aren’t you wearing that skinny shirt I bought you last week?…Is it still Friday? Or did I miss a day? Did someone pick up my bag from The Intercontinental?” 
 
    Shane stopped and held her at arms-length, silencing her with the pained expression on his face. “Abb…” he began. “Pierra, you’ve been gone for a year,” he explained gently. He felt tears pricking at the corners of his eyes. “You’re still missing. The cops have stopped looking for you.” 
 
    “A year?” she asked incredulously, frowning as she tried to process the impossibility of that news. “But I was only just in the hotel? Then there was this hospital…just for a moment…like a flash…a dream. Then now! I can’t…how can I be missing a year?” 
 
    “Other people have been using your body,” he said. “Just like you’re in Abbey’s now.” 
 
    “Other people?” she asked, an expression of realisation forming on her face. “Like with Becca! Have I been…have they been making me …?” 
 
    “No…I don’t know,” Shane tried to reassure her, although the same thought—that she had been used as a prostitute—had been troubling him since hearing Abbey’s story. “It’s mostly been Abbey in your body. She’s okay; she’s a personal trainer.” Then, wanting to have something else to say, “Actually, you’ve lost a bit of weight.” 
 
    “What, this?” she asked, looking down at Abbey’s petite curves tightly encased in Lycra. “Or the real me? Have you seen me?” She flashed her eyes excitedly, hoping for more news about her body. 
 
    “The real you,” he smiled. “I saw you on Monday, jogging in the park. It’s how Abbey found me.” 
 
    “Jogging?” Pierra cried, eyes wide with surprise and glee. “Me? Did I look awesome? Was I thin?” 
 
    “You always looked awesome,” he said reassuringly. Then when she narrowed her eyes at him for the unwanted flattery, “Yes, you were thin. And maybe slightly more awesome than normal in a bright pink crop top.” 
 
    “Pink? Really? As soon as I meet this Abbey I’m doing a colour wheel with her,” she said with a smile. “And I’m thin? For real?” 
 
    “For real,” Shane laughed. They had arrived home and he pulled out his keys to open the front door. Pierra-Abbey stopped him with a worried look. 
 
    “Is everything…the same?” she asked. 
 
    “The same as what?” he asked, not understanding the question. 
 
    “Do you still have…you know…my things?” she said softly. “Are you…alone?” 
 
    “You’ve been gone twelve months,” he smiled, “not twelve years. I never gave up looking for you.” He laughed at her unwarranted concern. “Did you think I’d shacked up with someone?” 
 
    “No, it’s just…I don’t know,” she sighed. “I didn’t want another surprise.” 
 
    Shane opened the door and Pierra rushed impatiently past him as he removed his key from the lock, making straight for the mirror in the hallstand. She stood in silent contemplation of her reflection for a few seconds—long enough for Shane to catch up and stand behind her. 
 
    “I’m Asian,” she said simply. “You didn’t tell me I was Asian.” 
 
    “I didn’t think it mattered,” Shane answered. “Not compared to all of the other things. And you’re half Asian; half-Vietnamese to be exact.” 
 
    “Mmmm,” she said absently, turning her head from side to side to look at her hair and ears. “I’m hot, too. Do you think I’m hot?” 
 
    “Pierra, please …” Shane groaned, knowing there was no right answer to such a question. 
 
    “That’s okay,” she chirped. “I can tell. You’re checking out my boobs when you think I’m not looking.” 
 
    The most hurtful thing about that was that Shane thought he was being discreet. He obviously needed to work on his peripheral perv. 
 
    Pierra-Abbey had been silent for a few seconds, fingering a small scar on her cheek, when suddenly her eyes opened wide and she gasped, just like when the Pierra personality had become ascendant. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Shane asked desperately. “Abbey? Are you …?” 
 
    “Shhh!” she hissed, halting him in mid question. She still had one hand held to her cheek but her eyes had glazed over with a thousand yard stare. “Oh, holy fuck!” she breathed. 
 
    “What is it?” Shane whispered, unsure whether it was okay to interrupt yet. 
 
    “Do you remember that scene at the end of National Treasure?” Pierra-Abbey asked. “Where they find the gloomy treasure room and think it’s small, but then they ignite the flares, and it lights up this massive underground warehouse full of gold as far as the eye can see?” 
 
    “Um…yeah,” Shane answered. 
 
    “That just happened inside my head,” she continued. “I was thinking about this scar and I realised I got it falling off my bike as a kid. Except it was Abbey’s bike…and Abbey’s scar. Then I turned on a light and…just…everything! Memories!” She turned to Shane and grabbed his hands, squeezing them tight. “I remember Abbey! Seeing you in the park…but I was in a different body…Marlowe…no, it was mine! And we used the machines that night…then I woke up as me…then nothing…and I woke up as Abbey. But I found you. Abbey found you. Hey, she remembers me, too!” 
 
    “She does,” Shane agreed. “And she’ll probably remember this conversation.” 
 
    “And you kissed her.” She said this matter-of-factly, without any trace of accusation. 
 
    “Pierra, I’m sorry. It was …” A mistake? Was it? Then why didn’t it feel like one? 
 
    “It’s okay,” Pierra waved it off. “I get it. I actually get it. It was kind of like she was me, wasn’t it?” 
 
    “How did you switch?” Shane asked, choosing to ignore her question. 
 
    “I don’t know,” she answered. “It just kind of happened. Bit like a frog prince, wasn’t it?” she laughed. “But that kiss? That’s not something the regular Abbey would have done.” 
 
    Shane wasn’t sure whether that made him feel better or worse. 
 
    “I mean, it was her,” she continued. “But she was channelling my feelings—my emotions. There came a point when there was just more Pierra than there was Abbey and I…I don’t know…I stepped forward. Does that make sense?” 
 
    “As much as any of this does,” Shane sighed. “Do you think you can get her back?” he asked. “She needs to go to work tomorrow. We’re going to get the others and …” he stopped, realising Pierra could access all of Abbey’s memories. “You already know that, though.” 
 
    “Mmm hmm,” she confirmed, quickly tiptoeing up to kiss him, making him feel surprised, pleased and conflicted all at once. “I could pretend to be Abbey if I had to; it’s just an undercover job with the perfect disguise. I don’t think I’ll have to though. She feels…close. Being here with you in this house is anchoring me, but if I do something a bit more…a bit more ‘Abbey’—like go for a run—then I think she’d come back.” 
 
    Shane led her through into the lounge room where they sat on the sofa, Pierra-Abbey lying back with her feet in his lap, as if the last year of agonising loss and loneliness had never happened. He looked down blankly at her small, un-Pierra-like toes, which she wiggled to get his attention. 
 
    “No foot rub?” she pouted coquettishly. 
 
    “I don’t think …” he stumbled nervously. “It doesn’t feel right. You know, it’s kind of Abbey’s body and she mightn’t …”  
 
    “I asked her,” Pierra-Abbey grinned. “And she’s totally okay with you rubbing my feet…her feet…whatever.” 
 
    “She told me that she only had access to your memories, not your thoughts,” Shane challenged her, sensing a relatively harmless but fun game—a part of life with Pierra that he missed dearly. “You’re not telling me you can talk to her, are you?” 
 
    “No, don’t be silly,” she said, her eyes wide with amusement. “But her last thought before kissing you was that she hoped it would lead to foot-rubbing, and that’s the bit I remember.” 
 
    “Oh, well I guess that’s okay then,” Shane laughed, defeated. He took one small foot in his hands and began slowly rolling his thumbs through her arch. 
 
    “Mmmm,” she sighed, closing her eyes and tipping her head back.  
 
    While her attention was diverted, Shane’s gaze wandered unconsciously once again to her exposed midriff, and then down over the smooth, flat waist of her leggings to the vee where her thighs met. His imagination drew a short line in the fabric where the cleft of her vagina would show if her clothes were just a little tighter, and he shivered guiltily, looking back down at her feet. 
 
    “Goose walk over your grave?” Pierra-Abbey asked, not opening her eyes. 
 
    “Abbey and I were saying it would be good to get your ideas for a plan,” Shane said, ignoring her question; he didn’t think Pierra really needed reminding how desirable her borrowed body looked. 
 
    “Oh, really?” She opened her eyes again and regarded him quizzically. “I thought it was obvious.” 
 
    “To you, maybe,” he agreed with a smile. “But the rest of us who don’t think like criminal masterminds are waiting with bated breath.” 
 
    “Okay, so the plan is to rescue me, right?” 
 
    “Right,” Shane agreed. But we want you in your own body, not Marlowe, so we can’t just bust her out.” 
 
    “So first, we sneak in the same way Abbey did on Monday night,” Pierra-Abbey began ticking off points on her fingers. “Then we fix me, fix Abbey, get the hell out of there, and call the cops.” 
 
    “Oh, of course,” Shane rolled his eyes. “So simple. Oh yeah, except for the ‘fix me, fix Abbey’ bit. How were you going to pull that off?” 
 
    “Easy,” Pierra-Abbey said, frowning with a look that said she was surprised he wasn’t getting it. “I’m a combination of both me and Abbey, right? But when Abbey copies us into the others at Heaven Can Wait, they only get the Abbey half; the dormant half—me—is left behind.” 
 
    “O-o-o-o-kay…” 
 
    “So if we copied Ruby or Bianca back over the top of Abbey, then that should put her back to normal,” she explained. “So long as we knock them out first.” 
 
    “That makes a twisted kind of sense,” Shane agreed. “What about you?” 
 
    “Well, when we copied Marlowe over the top of Abbey, we got an Abbey-Pierra, right?” 
 
    “Mmmm,” Shane agreed tentatively. 
 
    “It’s like I was always there underneath Marlowe, but by doing the copy while we were awake, it allowed me to regain consciousness in this body. So what do you think would happen if we did it the other way around?” she asked. “What if we copied me—I mean this me,” she pointed to herself, “into Marlowe?” 
 
    “Ummm,” Shane thought seriously. “Same thing, an Abbey-Pierra hybrid.” 
 
    “That’s what I think,” she agreed. “But since it would be in my real body, I think I could take control more easily.” 
 
    “And then we delete the Abbey half by doing a couple of sleeping copies,” Shane said, excited to finally understand. 
 
    “Now you’re getting it,” she smiled. “I might still apprentice you as an investigator, but I’m warning you, you’d have to start out at the bottom.” 
 
    “What sort of jobs do I get as a junior investigator,” Shane asked, just knowing—as married couples do—that she was setting him up for a joke. 
 
    “Foot rubs!” she cried. “Keep rubbing, junior, if you want that promotion.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Spending the evening with Pierra-Abbey was a bittersweet experience for Shane. Having a plan to recover the real Pierra had gotten him past his earlier feelings of grief and helplessness to a point where he was simply able to enjoy her company, but in a way, he still felt as though he was talking to a ghost. Even if her plan worked, the Pierra that they rescued would be the one still buried in Marlowe’s subconscious; the one whose company he was currently enjoying would be lost forever when they restored Abbey. It was another reminder—as if he needed one!—that his desire for her was adulterous. 
 
    As the clock neared eleven p.m., a new problem formed in his tortured mind. Pierra-Abbey had not yet made any move to leave, and he realised with a jolt that in her mind, she was already at home. 
 
    “Um, this is a bit awkward, but …” he began. 
 
    “But what?” 
 
    “Do you think…were you planning on going home tonight?” he asked. 
 
    “To Abbey’s place, do you mean?” she asked. 
 
    “Uh, yeah.” 
 
    “Why?” she asked coolly. “Do you want me to leave?” 
 
    Shane felt manipulated and struggled against it. 
 
    “No …” he began. “You know that’s not what I mean.” 
 
    “I don’t think I should be driving, do you?” she argued, one eyebrow raised. “I could turn back into Abbey any moment and maybe crash.” 
 
    Shane sighed. 
 
    “This is where I live, honey,” she said softly. “The last time I remember going to sleep, it was in our bed.” She paused for effect. “With you. I was the big spoon. You might not remember, but for me it was just last night.” 
 
    “Baby, we can’t,” he pleaded, the pain in his voice back again and burning red. “I can’t.” 
 
    “If I had a heart transplant or an artificial arm, would it still be me?” she asked in clipped tones. “How much is allowed to change before I’m not me anymore? How much, Shane?” 
 
    “That’s not the point and you know it,” he said a lot more calmly than he felt. “It’s not a prosthetic or a transplant body; it’s Abbey! She’s a real person and the things you do, affect her.” 
 
    “What if I told you she didn’t care?” Pierra-Abbey challenged. “What if I told you she was up for it? I was in her body the moment after she kissed you, Shane. I literally felt the heat inside her and I can still see those memories front and centre in Abbey’s giant treasure-trove of thoughts. I’ll tell you the truth; it was intoxicating for her! Hell, I’m getting horny just thinking about it now. Look!” She touched her nipples, hard and prominent beneath the Lycra top. “It’s maybe not something she would have done without my influence, but she wants the same thing I do…and I want to sleep with my husband.”  
 
    The irony wasn’t lost on Shane; to have a beautiful woman ten years his junior virtually throwing her body at him after a twelve month drought, was more than most men could resist. It was more than he could have resisted under normal circumstances! 
 
    “Pierra,” he begged. “I get that you can compartmentalise this, but I can’t. I understand what you’re saying—I really do—but I just can’t. It’s not about cheating on you; it’s about cheating on myself.” 
 
    She regarded him silently for a few moments. “Fine,” she said, although her tone suggested she was anything but fine. “I’ll sleep in the spare room. Is it still made up?” 
 
    “Yes,” Shane sighed, hurt by her tone but relieved that the argument was over. For now, at least. What would happen if she didn’t change back into Abbey, though? He pushed the thought from his head and got up to prepare for bed. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Shane is dreaming.  
 
    He is back at Bogart’s with Abbey. Or is it Pierra? He can’t tell. She looks incredible; her golden skin and raven hair are both glowing with an intense inner light, and he notices that her eyes have changed from polished mahogany to a shining, opalescent green. 
 
    “Wh…” Who are you? He tries to ask, but his jaw locks and his breath runs out like a deflating tyre; he suddenly understands that he is living one of those lucid dreams, where thoughts have weight, and every action feels like swimming through molasses. 
 
    “It’s me, Abbey,” she replies, smiling at him with blinding white teeth. “Is there something you want, Shane?” She leans forward as she speaks and her breasts plump between her upper arms, lending her a modest cleavage above the crop top that has attracted so much of his attention all night. 
 
    He is painfully aware of his erection, and feels torn between the desire to keep enjoying the lovely cleft of her breasts and the now urgent need to excuse himself, and relieve his throbbing cock in the bathroom. 
 
    “I wh-h-h-h…” his breath floods out again. I want to see your breasts, are the words he is unable to form, and he feels immediately shamed by his loss of impulse control. 
 
    “But they’re right here,” Abbey responds with confusion, looking down at her suddenly naked chest. She hasn’t undressed; one moment she was wearing Pierra’s red jacket over the crop top, and the next she was naked. Instinctively, Shane understands that this applies to all of her clothes—top and bottom—and he can actually feel the heat radiating out from her core beneath the table. 
 
    “Do you want to touch them?” Abbey asks. She uses the same ordinary, matter-of-fact tone she might use when asking if he wants sugar in his coffee. 
 
    Shane thinks that he has wanted nothing more in his entire life. They are stunningly perfect. Small, round, and firm; they seem weightless, and ride improbably high on her chest. He looks carefully (very carefully), and sees that they swell equally top and bottom, as if she is lying on her back. How could that be? He wants to touch them for a lot of reasons, but not least is the desire to check that they are real. 
 
    He tries to focus on reaching out to her, but his fist is closed around his cock (am I naked, too?) and he is unable to let go. Other hand, his subconscious whispers. But that’s stupid, he only has one hand—such are the rules of dreams—and it is gently kneading his cock. He isn’t consciously stroking himself, but he can feel it, so it must be so. 
 
    Abbey tilts her head questioningly, perhaps wondering why he doesn’t answer. He wants to ask what her nipples taste like, and he has the question phrased and ready in his head; it sounds perfectly reasonable, like ‘How are you enjoying that Penne Rugosa?’ To which, of course, the polite answer is, ‘It’s delicious. Would you like to try some?’ The plan seems foolproof, if only he could open his mouth! 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Abbey asks, those opal green eyes clouding with genuine concern. 
 
    Shane tries to look down at his aching cock. It is the problem. He feels that if he could only relieve it then he could regain his speech and movement, but it’s impossible; although he feels his eyeballs moving, the image of Abbey’s perfect breasts—her nipples now hard points—remain in centre frame. 
 
    “Is it under the table?” she asks. 
 
    Shane could only release another impotent, wheezing breath in response. The pressure in his balls is now excruciating, and he longs to cum. If only he could control the pace of his own hand! 
 
    “What is it?” She looks at him with a half-smile of tolerance and amusement, lending her an achingly vulnerable beauty that physically pains him with longing. She leans down to look beneath the table and his cock flares hot under the light of her gaze. “Oh, you poor thing,” she sympathises. “Does it hurt? Why didn’t you say something?” 
 
    Shane concentrates his will on forming a single word. “P-l–h-h-h-h-h-h-s-e!” It was mostly just breath, but Abbey seems to understand. 
 
    “Do you want me to help?” she asks, as though he was trying to scratch an awkward itch on his back. 
 
    “P-l-h-h-h-h-h-h-s-e!” Another deep breath. “A-b-b-h-h-h-h-h-h!” 
 
    Her face softens into an indulgent smile. “Of course I’ll help, silly. Why wouldn’t I?” 
 
    She sinks beneath the table with none of the attendant difficulty of pushing out chairs and ducking down low; she simply descends as if on a gas-lift chair until she disappears, and then his whole world contracts down to the small cluster of nerve endings in his groin. The restaurant is gone, the table is gone; there is only darkness and the throbbing need of his cock. 
 
    “Is this better?” Abbey asks. The pressure and rhythm on his shaft doesn’t change, but he understands that she has taken him into her mouth, and what had once felt like the grip of his hand was now the smooth sucking pressure of her lips and tongue. Oh good Lord, she has me so deep! He could feel the tight circle of her lips squeezing the base of his cock, and at the other end—even though he couldn’t feel it—he knows she has swallowed him whole and has his cockhead deep in her throat. 
 
    Oh, and the action! He could probably count his lifetime of blowjobs on one hand—Pierra only ever experimented a couple of times early in their relationship—but this one is defining; this one makes up for every blowjob he has never had. She latches onto his cock so tightly that the skin pulls up from his balls and pubis as she draws him out, and at the same time, she uses her tongue to milk and squeeze him, kneading his erection to a hardness he has never experienced. 
 
    Finally he can feel his orgasm approaching. 
 
    “A-b-b-h-h-h-h-h-h!” he breathes her name again. He wants to announce his arrival. His rational side knows this is a dream and understands the stupidity of it, but he still wants her to understand that this is for her; ridiculously, he wants to dedicate this orgasm, like a song or a work of art, dedicate it to her—her beauty, her companionship, and not least of all her sublime cock-sucking skills. 
 
    His balls coil, ready to unload, and suddenly he can feel her everywhere—her relentless mouth on his cock most of all (which still feels curiously similar to a hand)—but he can also feel her arms around his body and, inexplicably, her peaked nipples touching his back, and the wiry tickle of her bush against his backside. How that is physically possible astounds him, but there’s no time to figure it out because now he’s coming. All that pressure and heat explodes forth and she clamps on to his cock even tighter, squeezing him and milking every drop. She’s swallowing! Oh my holy fuck, she’s swallowing my cum! Without exception, it is the single most erotic thing anyone has ever done for him; his orgasm redoubles and he’s coming again, riding the peak like a giant wave, while Abbey literally feasts on his ecstasy. 
 
    “That’s right, my love,” she whispers softly in his ear. He understands the paradox of this because he can still feel her lips around his softening shaft, but he chooses to ignore it. After all, it’s only a dream. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Pierra snuggles her naked body—her naked borrowed body—tightly into the warmth of Shane’s back. She finally releases his cock and moves her hand up to place it over his heart. 
 
    “Good night, my love,” she mouths, not wanting to wake him. 
 
    Abbey’s body is really too small to be the big spoon, but she has her husband, and she’s more than happy to make do. 
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 Chapter Eight 
 
    Shane felt a growing sense of déjà vu, sitting on the park bench for the second time that week and thinking about Pierra; he half expected Luc to walk up and make a joke about getting old and fat. Checking his watch for what might have been the hundredth time, he discovered with mounting impatience that Abbey was now forty-five seconds late. And counting! 
 
    Maybe it would serve him right if she stood him up. He didn’t feel entirely responsible for the previous night’s cluster fuck (can a hand-job even be a cluster-fuck?), but when Abbey woke him with a shrieking, naked sprint to the bathroom before dawn, he was the only one left in the bed to take responsibility—assuming you didn’t count the cold, wet patch on the sheets beside him. He wished he could blame the wet patch; he had glared at it balefully while Abbey sobbed behind the locked bathroom door, but it just sat there, coldly reflecting his own guilt right back at him. 
 
    He had put the pieces together pretty quickly: the wet patch had helped him remember the dream, and the small, naked woman fleeing his bed combined with the fading sensation of her warmth against his back, made it obvious from whence she had come. I.e. His bed! Equally obvious (as evidenced by the shrieking) was the fact that she had crept into his bed as Pierra, but had woken up as Abbey. 
 
    She had eventually calmed down and even accepted his apology. Not that it was terribly heartfelt; the only thing Shane truly regretted from that episode was that he hadn’t been awake to enjoy it. That brief, sleep-fogged view of her body had been more than enough to rekindle the interest he had stoically denied the previous night; enough at least to make him wonder how that stoicism might have fared if Pierra-Abbey had simply undressed in front of him, rather than trying to argue her case for sharing his bed. 
 
    To her credit, Abbey had later confirmed that she could recall Pierra’s memories, and conceded that Shane’s complicity in ‘The Incident’ was somewhat mitigated by the fact that she knew he had slept through it. She didn’t say so, but Shane thought there was some unspoken accusation that he ought to have woken up. He didn’t say so, but he thought it very likely that he would have a lot more to apologise for if that had been the case. 
 
    What he really wanted was to discuss her transformation into Pierra and reinstatement as Abbey, but she quickly dressed and left before he had the chance, staying long enough only to reiterate their agreement to meet again in the park. The process fascinated him. It seemed that both instances of Pierra’s ascendance had been in response to powerful reminders of her existence; the first time in Heaven Can Wait when she woke up and saw her own face in Marlowe, and the second when she kissed him. Furthermore, the return of Abbey on both occasions had been by waking from sleep or unconsciousness—almost like a natural reset button. He wondered whether they might harness this ability and teach her how to transform at will. Surely, the ability to tap into Pierra’s trained investigative mind would come in handy. 
 
    Over three minutes late. Was she even coming? 
 
    That question answered itself with a flickering of fluorescent colours between the tree-trunks, multiple joggers coming towards him around the bend in the path. As they cleared the line of trees and came firmly into view, he was able to zero in first on Abbey, who stood out despite her size, courtesy of her golden skin and glowing muscular curves. For a moment, he misidentified Ruby as Pierra, because her cinnamon coloured hair was most similar to Pierra’s original chestnut, but a “something’s wrong” alarm in his head quickly resolved to “too many blondes”, and he realised that Pierra had changed her colour again. 
 
    Once he had seen her, she became hard to ignore. The African braids were gone and she now wore her hair the way Pierra used to—plaited into a single thick rope that fell to the base of her spine—but instead of black or her original chestnut, it was a dazzling golden platinum blonde, the colour of buttermilk. 
 
    “You came,” Abbey acknowledged as they approached, momentarily stealing Shane’s attention away from the woman who had once been his wife.  
 
    “Does she…know?” He directed the question at Abbey but he was looking at Marlowe, so it was she who chose to respond. 
 
    “We copied over this morning,” she said, smiling at him more warmly than Abbey had since ‘The Incident’. “So in a way, all four of us woke up naked in your bed this morning…if that helps,” she finished with a teasing grin. 
 
    Shane glanced around the semi-circle of what was without doubt the most collectively beautiful group of women he had ever met. 
 
    “Less than you’d think,” he replied, trying to acknowledge the universal male fantasy, yet still match her light-hearted tone. “Should I call you …?” his mind said ‘Abbey’, but his heart said ‘Pierra’. 
 
    “Marlowe,” she replied with an apologetic smile. “It’s less confusing.” 
 
    “Do you…how much do you remember?” he asked. The time he had spent with Pierra-Abbey had been precious, and he hoped that Marlowe might recall that experience. 
 
    “Just the bits as Abbey,” she said, immediately understanding his purpose. “Abbey remembers ‘The Incident’,” she explained, implying the capitals and quotations with a roll of her green eyes. “But the rest of us just remember the aftermath. It’s like a memory of a memory.” 
 
    Shane blushed; it felt awkward to be surrounded by beautiful women who all knew about his illicit sexual encounter. 
 
    “No more flip-flops this morning?” he asked Abbey, changing the subject. 
 
    “None,” she confirmed. “I’ve been me all day, which is kind of a relief.” 
 
    His attention drifted naturally back to Pierra (Marlowe?) like a compass seeking North. 
 
    “You changed your hair,” he observed. 
 
    “Well, Ailsa did,” she said coolly. “It was like this when I…I mean, when Abbey got there this morning. The old me had a couple of minutes to explain before I copied over her. Apparently, Ailsa told her a story last night about my body’s ‘real owner’,” she added the quotes with her fingers, “wanting her hair done before the weekend, and they got a hairdresser around to HCW last night.” 
 
    “But the real owner is Pierra,” Shane explained redundantly, not yet realising the purpose behind Ailsa’s lie. “Why would she want to change Pierra’s hair?” 
 
    “Well,” Marlowe began pensively. “We’ve been talking about it and we have a theory.” She stopped and watched Shane with a distressed look. 
 
    “And?” he prompted. 
 
    “We’re not sure,” Marlowe dodged the question. “It’s just a theory. Maybe not a good one.”  
 
    Shane stayed silent to let her come to it at her own pace, but Abbey filled in the blanks. 
 
    “We think she’s going out tonight to be a prostitute,” she said bluntly. 
 
    “WHAT?” Shane was caught off-guard, but he wasn’t surprised—not really. He’d known for a year that Pierra disappeared investigating possible sex-traffickers, and Abbey had confirmed that theory last night, telling him about Pierra’s memories leading up to her own abduction. Hadn’t he understood the reason behind this fitness campaign? It’s not like they were trimming her down just to give her back. 
 
    “No!” he went on, putting his foot down. This ordeal had involved a number of difficult decisions, but this one was easy. “No way! We’ll take you now—go to the cops.” The truth was that he had contemplated Pierra becoming a prostitute, but it had been so much easier to deal with when it was just a possibility. It was an actuality now, but it hadn’t happened yet, so he still had a chance to do something about it. 
 
    “I don’t think we should,” Abbey interrupted. 
 
    “Neither do I,” Marlowe backed her up, and the others chorused in with their own ‘me-neither’s. 
 
    Shane tried to glare at all of them at once, feeling hunted. 
 
    “Nothing’s changed,” Abbey explained. “If we go to the cops, we risk HCW getting wind of it and going all scorched earth to destroy the machines and hide the evidence. Meanwhile, you still don’t have a wife and I’m stuck in four different bodies. That’s okay for a day, maybe two, but if you spend much longer, you start to live a separate life—one you don’t want to give up. If the cops take over, they won’t let us just walk in and start using the machines; it’d take months or maybe years, and when the real owners take these bodies back, I’ll be killed three times over.” 
 
    Shane had not expected such an impassioned argument. It was a good one, too. He had already tried several times to imagine what Abbey went through every day—spawning copies of herself whose identities were “killed” the following morning—and he knew it took a kind of strength of character that he didn’t possess. How much worse would it be for that copied version of herself, if she lived for an extra day? Or a week? Or a year? What if she wanted to get a job, settle down, have a family? Then one day someone shows up on her doorstep and says they need to repossess her body? Holy body-snatchers, Batman! 
 
    As compelling as that argument was, the thing that gave him most pause for thought was the version of Pierra trapped inside Abbey. What if she kept coming forward and living little snippets of a new life? When you added up those snippets, they became a life that the new Pierra would guard jealously. Shane accepted that if their current plan worked, then the Pierra returned to him would be the one currently locked in Marlowe’s subconscious, not the one inside Abbey, with whom he shared a bed last night. It had only been the one evening, and although he didn’t want her to lose that memory, it was a price he was willing to pay for the return of Pierra in her own body.  
 
    Whatever they chose to do, he realised that Abbey deserved at least as much say in the matter as he did, but as much as he respected her right to decide, he still couldn’t bring himself to ratify a plan that would send his wife out for the weekend to be fucked by strangers. 
 
    “Can we ask Pierra?” he hedged, turning to Abbey. 
 
    She shook her head. “I’ve told you, I can’t see her thoughts, just her memories.” 
 
    “Can you…you know,” he began, trying not to beg. “Bring her forward? Like last night?” 
 
    “Is that your way of asking me to kiss you again, Shane?” she asked, the corners of her mouth curling into a smile. 
 
    “No …,” he said, and then sighed with exasperation. 
 
    “I’m kidding,” she interrupted. “And I’m game if you are. I think it’s a good idea to ask her.” 
 
    “Oh! Uh…shit,” Shane was caught off guard again. “So you think we should …?” he couldn’t say the word ‘kiss’; it made it feel too real, too much like cheating. 
 
    “Abbey and Shane, sittin’ in a tree,” Marlowe began in a muted but pretty soprano. 
 
    “Really?” Abbey turned on her with a humorous glare. “Am I actually going to get teased by my own damn self?” 
 
    “Hey,” Marlowe giggled. “If you don’t want to kiss him then I will.” 
 
    “Seconds!” called Bianca happily, and then looked at Ruby with an expectant smile. 
 
    “What?” Ruby looked around and saw everyone watching her. “Not me! You guys have a frisky foursome if you want. I’ll go get a chai latte.” 
 
    Shane felt a warm glow inside. Three out of four hot women dig me. All right! 
 
    Abbey used the moment of distraction to step closer, and before Shane realised what was happening, she was up on her tiptoes and kissing him, lightly plucking at his lips and drawing him into an embrace. 
 
    “Woooooo,” the others crooned jealously. 
 
    Shane felt his heartrate spike—just as it had the previous night—and he closed his arms around Abbey’s small body, one hand between her shoulder blades and the other on that golden strip of bare skin above her tights. Breathing in shallow gasps through his nose, he squeezed her tight to feel the gentle resistance of her breasts beneath the sports bra as her body melted against him. On the next kiss, he opened his mouth to her, touching his tongue to her lips. Abbey responded immediately, meeting his tongue—dancing, tasting, and exploring his mouth while her fingertips dug into the hard muscles of his back. 
 
    “Wow, this isn’t awkward at all,” Marlowe said flatly. 
 
    Her voice—Pierra’s voice—jolted Shane out of his enjoyment of the kiss, and without rejecting Abbey, he slowly drew his lips away from her and ended it with a final, soft peck. 
 
    “Anything?” he asked Abbey, still holding her in his arms. 
 
    “Hmmm?” she replied dreamily, blinking at him as if she had just woken up. 
 
    “No Pierra?” he clarified.  
 
    “Pierra? No,” she confirmed, sighing. “I’m still me. I didn’t feel her at all; it wasn’t like last time.” 
 
    “Wow!” Ruby breathed. “That was all you? That’s new.” 
 
    “What?” Abbey said defiantly, letting go of Shane. “I’m allowed to enjoy kissing aren’t I?” 
 
    “It’d be a first,” Ruby said under her breath. 
 
    “Oh God! That wasn’t your first kiss, was it?” Shane asked, his face a mask of surprise. 
 
    “Of course not,” Bianca giggled. “That was last night.”  
 
    Shane didn’t know how to respond to that. It was hard to believe someone as beautiful as Abbey had never kissed; there was certainly nothing tentative about her technique. No wonder she was embarrassed to wake up naked with me; she must be a virgin. Just thinking that word sent a warm thrill through him. He hadn’t been with very many women, and never with a virgin; it was one of his unfulfilled fantasies—not to deflower one, but just to be remembered as their first (and to hope he had made it worth remembering). 
 
    “Really?” Abbey asked the others incredulously while a flush crept up her cheekbones. “I can’t believe I’m getting this kind of shit from myself.” She turned back to Shane. “I’m sorry about them,” she said, recovering quickly and smiling. “You can take them anywhere except out. I blame their parents.” 
 
    Shane laughed dutifully at her self-deprecation. “So much for the frog-princess approach,” he said. “Got any other ideas?” 
 
    “We need something that makes me feel more like her and less like me,” she said thoughtfully. “I can kind of tell she’s there, but we need something to make her step forward…or maybe me step back.” 
 
    “So kissing me doesn’t repel you, then” Shane joked. “At least not anymore.” 
 
    “Don’t you tease me too,” Abbey replied sullenly, her blush creeping back. 
 
    “Sorry.” Shane gave her a friendly hug and a kiss on top of her head. “What about the first time it happened? When you woke up from the machine and looked at Pi-…Marlowe,” he quickly corrected himself. 
 
    “I’m not kissing her,” Marlowe chuckled. 
 
    Abbey ignored her. “I do have one idea,” she said. “Pierra had this little self-actualisation mantra that she would do in front of the mirror. Do you know about it?” 
 
    Shane shook his head. Pierra was a relatively private bathroom person, which was fine with Shane; he was from the door-closed school of toilet etiquette too.  
 
    Abbey turned to Marlowe and instructed her to kneel on the grass so that they would be facing each other. “Now shush, you lot,” she said, eyeing Bianca and Ruby in particular. “And you,” she said to Marlowe. “You be a mirror, okay?” 
 
    “You be a mirror, okay?” Marlowe mimicked, a smirk fighting for control of her face. 
 
    “A mirror, not a parrot,” Abbey admonished. “Don’t talk. Just move your lips when I do.” 
 
    “Mirror! Gottit!” Marlowe said, physically shaking out the mirth and facing Abbey more seriously. 
 
    Abbey started with a slow, deep breath—which Marlowe copied a moment later—and then she brought her hands up to her cheeks, moving slowly to let her “mirror” keep as closely as possible to her movements. Putting her hands back in her lap, she slowly lowered her head, looked right, and then left, and with each movement, Marlowe was better able to anticipate, and she got closer and closer to perfect timing. 
 
    “I am not fat,” Abbey said in a low voice with Marlowe moving her lips to mirror her actions. “I’m curvaceous.” 
 
    This was Pierra’s mantra? It gave Shane a stab of pain to hear it—to know that she needed such a thing. It wasn’t a surprise though, he supposed. He knew she had body-image issues. 
 
    “I am a voluptuous, desirable woman,” Abbey continued. “I’m proud of my body.” 
 
    Damn straight! Shane thought. And with good reason! 
 
    Abbey took a quivering breath and her eyelids fluttered. “I am not fat; I’m …” She stopped with her mouth open and a glazed, faraway look in her eyes. 
 
    A five-count later, she released the breath with a whoosh and looked up at Shane with a happy smile. “Hey gorgeous! Have you been meeting hotties in the park behind my back, again?” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Pierra-Abbey woke up as if from a nap, refreshed and aware. She experienced none of the disorientation of the previous two occasions and was able to immediately access Abbey’s memories and bring herself up to speed. 
 
    “Abbey reckons you’re a good kisser,” she teased Shane flirtatiously, getting up off the ground. “Remind me what all the fuss is about, will you?” Without waiting for permission, she stepped up and kissed him with familiar ease. She could feel the tension and reluctance in his body, and was slightly jealous that Abbey had received the better kiss—but that could just be Abbey’s memory making it out to be more than it was. 
 
    “Wow! Look at my hot new bod,” she said, eyeing Marlowe appreciatively while she still held onto Shane. “I bet you’re looking forward to getting me back in the sack,” she grinned happily at him. “Sorry I left you holding the bag last night, Abbs,” she apologised to Marlowe, calling up Abbey’s memory of ‘The Incident’. “I was honestly planning to go back to the spare room—I just fell asleep.” Then she waved a hand dismissively. “Don’t know why I’m telling you, anyway; you won’t remember. Just pass it on to Abbs okay? Oh, and tell her for fuck’s sake, no more pink crop tops! Not even with the sexy blonde ‘do. Red or blue, Sweetie—easy peasey.” 
 
    “You seem happy to be back,” Shane smiled. Pierra-Abbey realised it must be hard for him to adjust, watching her change personality right in front of his eyes, but he seemed to be coming around. She gave him another kiss, and sure enough, he seemed to feel a bit more relaxed. 
 
    “I am happy to be back,” she said, and she meant it too. “But I can’t stay—I don’t want to. I know Abbs can’t keep me and we can’t copy me, so …” she shrugged helplessly. “You know, can’t get too invested, right?” 
 
    “Actually, that’s kind of what we need to talk about,” Shane said. “What to do about …,” he paused and gestured wistfully at Marlowe’s long platinum hair. 
 
    “Oh yeah, hooker hair,” she said, helping Marlowe up off the ground and inspecting her long, blonde plait more closely. “Literally, as it turns out,” she continued thoughtfully. “Do we really think they’ll take me out turning tricks?” 
 
    Nobody answered her; they all just looked on awkwardly. They were probably projecting their own feelings, and trying to imagine how it would feel if it happened to them. Pierra-Abbey realised that she ought to feel horrified, but she didn’t. She’d been hung up about her body and her desirability for most of her adult life, and it had put up barriers that had stood in the way of her sexual expression. Ailsa-Becca had broken down some of them in the hotel by providing her first lesbian experience, but the freedom of reincarnating in Abbey’s body (and now seeing her own svelte new form) had dismantled the rest. Now she felt…what, free? No, not free, lusty! Horny! Just the thought of exploring new boundaries in that beautiful new body sent a tingle through her core, and she could feel her nipples peak. 
 
    “I agree with the Abbeys,” she said, turning back to Shane. She realised she’d have to handle this delicately. “I mean, it’s not like I have to go through it myself. It’s going to be Ailsa or some other tart at the wheel, right? So long as she doesn’t do any damage …” She shrugged, letting Shane know it was something she could get past, and she expected he should be able to do the same. 
 
    “But …” he began, his eyes filled with pain. 
 
    “But if we don’t stick to the plan, then Abbey’s going to be stuck with me in here—maybe for good.” Pierra-Abbey put forward the same argument as Abbey had earlier. “Never knowing when I’m going to pop up, like driving the car, or worse—when she’s with a guy.” She watched with interest as the mental picture of that scenario—Pierra suddenly waking up with someone’s cock inside her—played out on Shane’s face. For what it was worth, Pierra-Abbey thought it would be a dream come true. Shane looked less impressed. 
 
    “So you’re really prepared to…you know …?” Shane couldn’t finish that sentence. 
 
    “If I can’t remember it, then as far as I’m concerned, it didn’t happen,” Pierra-Abbey reassured him. She made a show of looking at her watch. “We really ought to be heading back.” 
 
    Shane sighed resignedly, giving up. He hugged Pierra-Abbey again. “Will I see you on the weekend?” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” she replied. She didn’t need to hide the truth about that. “I don’t want to spend too much time in a life I have to give up—not with you. If Abbey’s able to do the switch again then I’ll come back to say goodbye when we break in to Heaven Can Wait on Monday night.” 
 
    “I guess I’ll see you on Monday night, too,” he said to Marlowe. 
 
    “Well, not me exactly,” she smiled apologetically. “I’ll be gone by tonight. But hopefully it’ll be the Pierra inside me. I can almost feel her, you know?” 
 
    “Really?” Shane asked. 
 
    “Kind of,” she waggled her hand back and forth. “She’s the bits that don’t feel like Abbey. But we both agree on one thing.” 
 
    “What’s that?” Shane asked. 
 
    “We want a hug, too.” Like Pierra-Abbey, Marlowe didn’t wait for permission either, she just clutched him desperately, perhaps apprehensive over what would happen to her borrowed body that evening. 
 
    Pierra-Abbey felt a stab of envy. Not for another woman embracing her husband, but for that tall, sleek body that used to belong to her—and the fun it would get to have without her.  
 
    “How are you going to change back to Abbey?” Shane asked her. 
 
    “I don’t think it’ll be hard,” she replied. “She feels close. I think if I start running and zone out a bit, she’ll just pick up the reins.” 
 
    “Well don’t do a face-plant on the path, will you,” Shane smiled. 
 
    “We’ll run on the grass,” Pierra-Abbey laughed, stealing one last kiss. “Let’s go, all you Abbeys.” 
 
    “Tell the real Abbey to come round on Monday night,” Shane said. “We’ll hit Bogart’s again before the raid on Heaven Can Wait.” 
 
    “I can’t exactly tell her,” Pierra-Abbey laughed. “I’ll leave her a mental note though. See you Monday.” 
 
    “See you Monday,” Shane replied. 
 
    Pierra-Abbey looked over her shoulder a few times as they jogged away. Shane was still there. Still watching. 
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 Interlude—Elsa 
 
    Elsa couldn’t suppress a smile as she exited the studio car park and passed the contingent of paparazzi waiting for her outside, none of them suspecting who was behind the darkened van windows. She wondered how long they might wait for her, and hoped fervently that it would be all night. So few of life’s moments could be gleefully enjoyed with those vultures and their candid, unflattering photographs; she would treasure the thought of them sitting out there into the wee lonely hours of Saturday morning. 
 
    As co-host of a morning TV current affairs show, Elsa was unlikely fodder for the jackals of the women’s magazines. That elusive “blessing” of fame had come not through her performance on the small screen, but her mere presence as an unashamed, voluptuous woman in front of the camera. The studio used clothing, make-up, stylists, lighting and camera angles to present her in the most flattering way. The magazine editors, however, took it as their solemn duty to expose the ugly truth by publishing photos of her in gym gear or street clothes, from unflattering angles and without make-up.  
 
    Elsa’s weight struggle—friend tells all. All of the headlines amounted to the same thing. Of course, there never is a tell-all friend; the writers just make it all up. There wasn’t even a weight struggle. Elsa couldn’t remember the last time she’d tried dieting. She wasn’t big; she was just big for television, and that made her a target. How dare viewers like her when she wasn’t as skinny as a bikini model! 
 
    Her thighs and ass on their own had been enough to secure at least one article per year—maybe two in the worst of the hate-peddling mags—but a flirty TV interview with a movie star twelve months ago, followed by the inevitable rumours of a relationship, had done the rest. Now her life was a monthly feature in one trashy tabloid or another. 
 
    Most frustratingly, the rumours of romance weren’t even true. The flirting was real—who wouldn’t flirt with a hunky Hollywood star—but that’s all it was. Elsa actually wasn’t very gossip-worthy. She didn’t get embarrassingly drunk, didn’t do drugs, didn’t host wild parties—hell, she didn’t even go to wild parties (anymore), so all the magazines had left were thighs and lies. Her one secret vice had necessarily come to an abrupt halt with the unwanted media attention, because if it ever got out, it would be the biggest celebrity scandal of the decade. 
 
    It was over eighteen months ago that she last indulged her secret passion. And that drought ends tonight! She could still scarcely believe that skinning was real. It sounded like pure science fiction, but she’d now heard about it from two independent sources, and her inner journalist insisted that was enough to put it over the threshold of ‘rumour’. Belief though? It was so far-fetched; she wouldn’t believe until she’d seen it for herself. 
 
    Oh, the things she could do in another woman’s body! 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Best. Body. Ever! 
 
    Elsa never remembered sex clubs being so much fun. Stairway to Heaven was a bit more up-market than the places she used to frequent, but it wasn’t the venue that made the difference, it was this goddamn body. 
 
    The man who organised it—Djvonic—had let her meet its owner before the transfer. Elsa had insisted upon this; using somebody else’s body to go to a sex club was an ethical quagmire, but she figured that first-hand consent would go a long way towards assuaging any guilt she might feel later. As it turned out, Anastacia had seemed most willing, and had set very few limits; vaginal, oral and anal were all okay, as were multiple partners and girl-on-girl. Her only stipulation was “return it as you found it”. In other words, no bruises, no lashes, protect the hair and try not to break a nail. Elsa could live with that. 
 
    She looked at her rental body—Anastacia’s body—in the mirror behind the bar and took a thoughtful sip of her Bloody Mary. Stunning! (The body, not the drink.) Tall and beautiful with the most breathtaking platinum blonde hair that fell in loose spirals all the way to her waist. If only the paparazzi could see her now! Between the hair, the supermodel figure, and the low cut, slinky, ice blue mini-dress Anastacia had loaned her, it would take them about a nanosecond to make the connection to Disney’s Frozen. Next headline: Elsa the Slutty Ice Queen! 
 
    She smiled around her drinking straw at the thought of a cartoon Princess Elsa in her current position—perched on the edge of a bar stool, with a guy underneath eating her pussy. Oooh! Maybe Olaf the snowman with his carrot nose! She let out a gleeful snicker. 
 
    The guy came up for air. “Did you come, baby?” 
 
    “Not yet,” she said indulgently, stroking his cheek with her thumb. “But soon. Just a little longer, okay?” 
 
    The guy—she didn’t remember his name—disappeared again beneath the slit of her dress. He was earnest, but he had no technique. Elsa decided to give him another few minutes before she faked an orgasm and moved on. She was spoiled for choice, too; every guy in the place had his eye on her. She wondered whether she could fuck them all. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “I’d ask what a nice girl like you was doing in a place like this, but I see now you’re getting your carpets cleaned.” 
 
    Elsa hadn’t noticed the guy approaching until he appeared in the bar mirror behind her left shoulder. The other guy between her legs tried to come up for air, but the newcomer placed a large hand on the back of his head and pushed him back into Elsa’s pussy, where he happily resumed his incompetent assault on her slit. 
 
    Strictly speaking, it was poor etiquette to interrupt a couple in a sex club. Under normal circumstances, Elsa would have told him so, but this man had caught her eye several times, and she had already put him at the very top of her fuck-list. 
 
    “Carpets?” she smiled mischievously, fingering a large hoop earring with her red, painted nails. “I had them ripped up. I so much prefer the feel of polished boards.” 
 
    “Well played!” he laughed, silently clapping his hands. Elsa liked that; guys who were too cool to laugh at her jokes bored her. She was delighted to see a very natural smile dimpling this one’s cheeks beneath the dark brown stubble. The rest of him was more than pleasing as well: tall, slim hips, a well-cut torso without being overly muscled, and an attractive face with neat, dark hair. She couldn’t tell his eye colour in Stairway’s low light, but his irises gleamed with beautiful patterns. 
 
    The window to a person’s soul, they said. Elsa loved eyes; she treated them as a fashion accessory, and owned a number of tinted contact lenses that she used to tweak her look. With a small pang of disappointment, she realised that in the excitement of the skinning transfer, she had forgotten to check Anastacia’s colouring. 
 
    “What colour are my eyes?” she asked. Never mind that it was an unusual question; ‘enigmatic’ was often a good quality in a sex club. 
 
    The new guy gave her a curious, sidelong look in the bar mirror, but he perched on the edge of the adjacent bar stool and leaned close enough to Elsa’s face that she could smell his breath mint. With a smile touching the corners of his mouth, he stared intently for what felt like a long time. He was close enough to kiss, however neither of them tried. She hadn’t intended any subtext with her question, but the fact that he used it to share her personal space gave her a warm thrill that the tongue in her pussy had been unable to achieve. 
 
    “I believe they’re green,” he said in a low voice that suited their intimate proximity. “A versatile shade, too,” he continued, smiling. “They complement your dress, although a red gown would be better still.” 
 
    Fashion banter, that’s new! If she had not already decided, Elsa now knew she would definitely fuck him. 
 
    “My knickers are red,” she grinned happily. “See?” She opened her purse to display the tiny ball of lace and gauze she had stuffed in there upon her first offer of cunnilingus. 
 
    “They’re lovely,” he replied, rubbing the sheer fabric between his thumb and forefinger. “A shame though. I would have enjoyed removing them myself.” 
 
    The conversation had obviously moved on to the negotiation of terms. Elsa was quite sure she would enjoy him, but she wanted to be sure his confident manner wasn’t all talk. 
 
    Her eyes slipped down to his groin, and she was surprised not to see a bulge there; walking around with a semi hard-on was de rigeur for sex clubs. He caught her looking and followed her gaze down to his own trousers with a knowing smile; he was probably accustomed to women wanting to vet the goods before they took receipt. 
 
    “Allow me,” he said, unzipping his fly. He left it open, the invitation clear that Elsa could inspect to her heart’s content. She looked back up into his eyes and noticed that they were olive—not as in brown, but as in pale green, like the fruit—and flecked with yellow, giving them a luminous, feral glow. They made her feel unaccountably excited. 
 
    Holding his gaze, she slipped a hand into his fly and cupped his cock and balls through his close-fitting briefs. Soft it may be, but small it was not. She stroked her fingers gently over his balls, following the contours up to the base of his cock, which she then followed sideways towards his hip to trace the rest of his length. 
 
    “And does it get hard?” she asked nonchalantly. 
 
    “If you leave your hand there much longer, you’ll find out,” he replied with equally cool indifference. He gave it a small pump, and Elsa felt it begin to firm beneath her fingers, then she gave him a gentle squeeze in return and withdrew. 
 
    “Pleased to meet you, Dick,” she smiled. “I’m Elsa.” 
 
    “Like the princess,” he grinned. “I knew I’d seen that dress somewhere.” 
 
    “No, more like the chubby morning show host,” she replied, not really knowing why she would say something so denigrating about a body of which she was perfectly proud. 
 
    “Don’t say that,” he frowned. “Elsa’s a babe. With apologies to Z.Z. Top, she’s got curves. And she knows how to use them.” 
 
    “Right answer,” Elsa purred, releasing his cock and shaking the collection of bangles and bracelets back up over her wrist with a sexy wave. That unintended compliment cancelled out a lot of the misery dealt by the magazine jackals.  
 
    “I’m Tom,” he said by way of belated introduction. “I have a private room booked if you’d like to join me.” 
 
    “I just have to finish up here,” she stage-whispered, making a face and pointing overtly to the dome of the pussy-licker’s head beneath her dress. 
 
    Tom laughed politely. “Anything I can help with?” 
 
    “I don’t think there’s room for two,” Elsa giggled, enjoying his wit. Then she whispered, “I’ll have to fake it. You might not want to watch.” 
 
    “Oh no, don’t do that,” Tom admonished her with a smirk. “Here,” he said, placing a hand on the other guy’s head. “Allow me.” Elsa felt him tilt and push the guy’s head until his nose made contact with her clitoris. 
 
    “Oh God!” She twitched with surprise; it was the first time the nameless man had found her clitoris, and all of a sudden the tonguing in her entrance had a context; it had been all rhythm and no melody, and only now did she realise how unutterably horny she was. 
 
    “Now squeeze your pelvic floor,” Tom whispered hotly in her ear, grinding the disembodied nose into her clitoris. “Hold it …” he waited for a three-count. “… And release.” 
 
    Tingling endorphins flooded Elsa’s borrowed body as she released, and she felt the first stirrings of an orgasm. “Oh fuck!” she whispered, closing her eyes and concentrating on the warmth of Tom’s breath in her ear. 
 
    “Tell him to go deeper,” Tom husked. 
 
    Elsa opened her thighs wider to unblock the guy’s ears and passed on Tom’s command. She sank a little lower on the barstool and tilted her entrance up to his mouth, and with Tom’s help jamming his head into her pussy, the unnamed man strained a fraction deeper, opening her up wider with his probing tongue. 
 
    “Squeeze again!” Tom told her. 
 
    Elsa tightened her pelvic floor again, bearing down deliciously on the thrusting muscle spreading her lips. When she released, that flood of tingling ecstasy fizzed through her nerve endings again. Her orgasm wasn’t just a shadow on the horizon any more, it was a rearing, frothing beast, charging towards her. 
 
    “Yes!” she whimpered, her legs beginning to shake. “I’m going to come.” 
 
    “Squeeze again,” he whispered urgently, pushing her earring aside, and taking her earlobe between his teeth, gently biting her. “Come for me, Elsa. I want you to come for me.” 
 
    Elsa bore down again and Tom ground the guy’s face into her cunt, the hard bud of her clitoris dodging left and right beneath his nose while his tongue searched and probed, holding open the tight barrel of her sex. 
 
    “Oh, shit-shit-shit-shit-shit,” she squeaked, her climax mounting in intensity as she squeezed and held, waiting for the perfect moment of release. 
 
    Tom released the guy’s head and cupped Elsa’s breast, unerringly finding the nipple and pinching it gently through the bodice of her mini. With the other hand, he combed his fingers into her long, blonde curls and supported the back of her head as he kissed her. 
 
    Releasing her pelvic floor, Elsa’s orgasm crashed over her in a giant wave. The feeling of Tom’s hands and lips and the separate action of the tongue in her pussy made it feel surreal, as if the two parts of her were somehow physically separate. It was a kind of out-of-body experience; she was watching somebody else coming (Anastacia?), but she could feel it too, and the net effect was deeply sensuous and even romantic—as though Tom had made her come from his kiss and touch alone. 
 
    She gasped into his lips, simultaneously clawing for air and seeking out his tongue as she clamped her thighs over the head beneath her dress and abandoned herself to the shuddering throes of release. She shook and kissed and inexplicably watched from afar, and slowly the wave retreated, bringing her back to her body, back to the present moment. Knowing she was done, Tom finished their kiss with two soft pecks at her upper lip, and released her breast as well. 
 
    “Now that one wasn’t faked,” he whispered in her ear. 
 
    Elsa smiled gratefully and shook her head in agreement, as she began to push the very determined head out from under her dress. 
 
    “I’ll get you another drink,” Tom said, and he retreated to another bar, allowing Elsa the privacy to thank and dismiss her anonymous tongue-donor. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “Now, have you been with us before?” the hostess asked Elsa and Tom. She certainly looked the part for a sex club hostess, Elsa thought. Tall, elegant, beautiful, and dressed like a high-priced call-girl. Like me, she realised belatedly. 
 
    “I have,” answered Tom. “But…” 
 
    “But I haven’t,” Elsa finished. 
 
    “Okay then,” the hostess went on in her ‘the-exits-are-here-and-here’ flight-attendant voice. She opened a door lined with red leather and led them inside. “We’ve set up your basic bondage bench…” 
 
    “Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Elsa warned, holding up both hands in a stopping gesture. “Who said anything about BDSM? I’m nobody’s slave girl and I don’t do pain! Not sexy! Not even a little bit.” 
 
    “BDSM is four different things. Bondage is just one of them,” the hostess informed her in a matter-of-fact voice. Tom looked from her to Elsa and nodded his hearty agreement, allowing the hostess to sell it for him. “All it means is restraining your movement. What you two do then is up to you; you can do Discipline or S and M if you want—whatever floats your boat. Or—and this is my suggestion—you can just tease and fuck until you come so hard your eyes pop. 
 
    Elsa looked warily back at Tom, who looked apprehensive but hopeful. If Elsa had to give a name to that expression, it would be the ‘Please-please-make-this-happen-and-I-promise-to-eat-all-my-vegies-and-make-my-bed-Jesus-name-amen’ look. 
 
    “Eyes,” he said, nodding and pointing to his own. ‘Pshhhhew!” He made a quiet exploding noise with the accompanying exploding hands gesture. 
 
    “No whips. No chains. No none of that shit!” Elsa stipulated. She had never allowed anyone to tie her up. The hostess was right though; she had wrongly associated bondage with discipline and the giving and receiving of pain, but obviously that needn’t be the case. 
 
    “Not even a feather duster,” Tom assured her. “Unless…?” 
 
    “No feather dusters, either,” Elsa said flatly. 
 
    “Right you are,” he agreed, looking even more chastened. 
 
    Slightly mollified, Elsa took a closer look at what the hostess had called the ‘bondage bench’. It looked a lot like her gynaecologist’s examination chair, except the stirrups where you rest your calves were fitted with shackles, and there was a similar arrangement for resting and restraining her arms. 
 
    “You’re smiling,” Tom observed. “That’s good, right?” 
 
    “I was just imagining this rig in my Gyno’s office,” Elsa answered, snorting an unladylike laugh as she tried to dispel the mental image of a physician wearing only a white coat, a cock ring, and a gimp mask. 
 
    A worried expression reasserted itself on her face; she still wasn’t sure about trusting a complete stranger to restrain her. 
 
    “I think this is what you’re after,” the hostess said, showing her some kind of black plastic finger ring with a red button on top. It looked like a bad cereal packet super-hero toy. She moved to the bench and snapped the shackles closed on the leg and arm rests, and then she offered the ring to Elsa. “Press the button.” 
 
    Elsa had a fair idea what was about to happen, but she was surprised when she pressed the button and the restraints didn’t open; instead, the room lighting turned red, bathing them all in an unsexy, bloody glow for a few seconds before returning to the usual low, white lights. 
 
    Elsa enjoyed mood lighting as much as anyone, but this didn’t seem especially helpful. “How does that…?” she began. 
 
    “Press it again,” the hostess interrupted. Elsa did, and the lights turned back to red. “And again?” 
 
    When she pressed a second time, all four restraints popped open and bright, overhead fluorescent lights lit up the room. 
 
    “The red light is a warning, in case you press it accidentally. If it’s not an accident, press it again to get free.” 
 
    A huge security guard put his head through the open doorway. “All good, Rhonda?” 
 
    “Thank you, Dex,” she answered. “I’m just doing a demo.” 
 
    “You wanna demo the bench, too?” he offered with a smile. “’Cause I can …” 
 
    “Thank you Dex!” she interrupted, dismissing him with a wave and a flirtatious giggle.  
 
    The guard pressed a button on another device he was carrying, dimming the lights before he disappeared again. 
 
    The hostess—Rhonda—turned back to Elsa. “The second press also pages security, which is kind of a mood killer, so don’t do it by accident, okay?” She handed over the ring and Elsa slipped it onto her middle finger. 
 
    “Um,” Tom began reticently, pointing to the ring. “You might want to…” 
 
    “Turn it so the button is on the inside,” Rhonda said, taking Elsa’s hand and doing it herself. “Then you just need to make a fist.” 
 
    Elsa squeezed her hand into a fist, turning the lights red again for a few seconds. “Cool,” she breathed. She looked back at the bench with more confidence. To be bound and teased and finally fucked while she lay there technically helpless, but with freedom only a button press away—she felt a shiver of anticipation that hardened her nipples and made them stand out beneath her tight fitting bodice. 
 
    “Is there anything else I can help you with?” Rhonda asked. 
 
    “Yes, I ordered a few items…” Tom began. 
 
    “On the side-table.” She pointed to a tray of items covered by a white cloth. 
 
    “Great!” he smiled. “Then I think we have everything.” 
 
    “You’ve got the room for ninety minutes,” she said, turning for the door. “Enjoy!” 
 
    The red door swung closed with a soundproof whoosh of trapped air, and in the awkward silence that followed, Elsa realised that her fussing over BDSM had spoiled the mood. 
 
    “S-o-o-o-o-o,” she said to Tom, smiling to acknowledge the strangeness that they both obviously felt. 
 
    “Do you want another drink?” he asked, gesturing to the complimentary wet bar. Elsa saw full bottles of top-shelf spirits, and wondered for the first time how much Tom had paid to rent the room. Not as much as I paid to rent this body, was the answer that came immediately to mind. 
 
    “Can you unzip me first?” she asked, offering him her back. A drink would be good for relieving tension, but a naked drink would be better. 
 
    Tom moved behind her, but she didn’t feel his fingers on her back. 
 
    “Um, are you sure you didn’t sew yourself into this thing?” he asked curiously. “You know there’s no zip, right?” 
 
    “What?” Elsa looked confusedly left and right, as if she would be able to see her own back, and then belatedly she looked under her arm at the side. “Call off the search,” she laughed. “I found it.” 
 
    “You forgot where your own dress zips up?” Tom frowned. 
 
    Elsa blushed. It wasn’t her body, let alone her dress. Anastacia was already wearing it when they were sedated for the transfer, so she had just assumed the zip was in the back. 
 
    “I have another one a bit like it,” she smiled sheepishly, pulling down the zipper to loosen the bodice. “How about that drink?” she asked, slipping off the shoulder straps and allowing the entire thing to fall to the floor. 
 
    Tom stood and gaped, all expression gone from his face. 
 
    Elsa followed his gaze down to her breasts. She thought she had been wearing a strapless bra, but it turned out to be an invisible one—just a pair of adhesive, silicone cups that fasten in the middle for enhanced cleavage. She didn’t think it was as sexy as a proper lacy bra, but Tom didn’t seem to mind. 
 
    Two of the walls were mirrored and Elsa turned to inspect the rest of her new body; she was stunned by the beauty of her own reflection. With her panties still in her purse, she looked at her lean, naked body for the first time with utter fascination. She hadn’t seen her pussy before, but she had felt the face against her smooth mound when the guy went down on her in the bar, and her nude, clean shaven sex came as no surprise. But the rest? No tan lines, no cellulite, just long, toned, beautiful curves, broken only by the top edge of her pussy crease, which was just peeking out above her closed thighs. Even that was delicately curved, with the pad of her vulva folding softly in on itself; it left only the barest suggestion of the silky, welcoming entrance hidden underneath. 
 
    “That was unexpected,” Tom breathed, drinking in her lean, flawless perfection. 
 
    “You and me both,” Elsa agreed, unable to take her eyes from the woman in the mirror. 
 
    “I beg your…what?” Tom shook his head as if to clear it, and looked quizzically at Elsa. 
 
    “I forgot I wasn’t wearing panties,” Elsa smiled, by way of explanation. She cupped her breasts, marvelling at how firm they were with the support of the invisible bra. “If I peel these off, they’ll have to stay off,” she explained. “I forgot to pack adhesive.” Didn’t know I needed any, more like it! 
 
    “No. God no, leave them on,” Tom said dreamily. “They’re …” 
 
    “Sexy?” Elsa asked, flicking her hair over one shoulder and striking a pose. 
 
    “Um, yeah.” He continued to stare openly, a noticeable bulge now forming in his trousers. 
 
    “You make us fresh drinks,” Elsa said. Taking his arm, she stepped out of the puddle of her dress and led him to the wet bar, her stiletto heels clicking on the wooden floor. “I’ll get everything else ready.” 
 
    “Everything else?” Tom asked, turning over two tumblers and reaching for the vodka. 
 
    Elsa closed her arms around his waist from behind, and with her breasts and naked pussy snuggled against his firm body, she commenced undressing him by touch. 
 
    “Oh, that everything else,” he laughed, obviously enjoying the feel of her fumbling fingers at his belt and fly. 
 
    By the time he had added garnishes and topped up the tumblers with tomato juice, Elsa had his trousers and underpants pooled around his ankles, and most of his shirt buttons undone. 
 
    “One of us needs to take off my shoes,” Tom advised archly. “Or will this bondage fantasy be taking an unexpected turn?” He turned, and with a full glass in each hand and his ankles trapped by his fallen trousers, he looked himself up and down to demonstrate his incapacitation. 
 
    Elsa followed his gaze, but didn’t quite get all the way down to his bound ankles. His stiffening cock was growing before her eyes, thickening impressively and slowly rising from a downward angle to the horizontal. Guys were almost always hard by the time she undressed them, and she discovered with a warm thrill that watching a guy getting an erection just from looking at her was not just flattering, it was incredibly hot! She clenched her pelvic floor and felt an erotic tingle deep in her core. That’s where he’s going to stick it, she thought to herself, watching his cockhead bob and bulge as he flexed it to an even more impressive girth. Inside me! ALL the way, deep inside me. She felt short of breath for a moment as she remembered Anastacia’s final instruction: no condoms. She wanted to wake up when Djvonic restored her body with cum still seeping from her pussy. Elsa had never had unprotected sex, and the thought of a handsome, virile stranger like Tom straining through the ecstasy of orgasm, his bulging cock buried in her cunt, pulsing and rearing as it pumped her full of thick, creamy spunk—well, it was erotic beyond her wildest fantasies. 
 
    She lowered to her knees in front of him and began untying his shoelaces, holding her head back to allow his cock to play freely across her face, touching her nose, her cheeks, her eyelids, and of course her lips. She managed to kiss it a couple of times as she removed his shoes and socks, but each time it danced away from her, bobbing with erotic energy at her lightest touch. Holding his trousers for him to step out of them, Elsa moved her lips down to his root, resting his thick manhood across her face as she licked lasciviously around his balls, and nuzzled his thickly veined shaft with her nose. 
 
    With Tom now naked from the waist down and his white shirt laid open to reveal the finely carved muscles of his chest and stomach, Elsa sat back on her heels, her mouth slightly open and her eyes cast demurely upwards to catch his gaze. He quickly sensed her purpose. Still holding the drinks—and with Elsa refusing to take his cock in her hands—he had to guide his bobbing member, carefully, carefully, until he placed the tip between her parted lips. Elsa was briefly reminded of a scene from the Apollo 13 movie, where the pilot manoeuvred the Lunar Module so that the Command Module’s docking probe entered and lodged into the cavity of its drogue assembly. Elsa smiled around the thick manhood between her lips, knowing she would enjoy that movie in a new light the next time she watched. 
 
    Closing her lips over his shaft, she held his gaze with wide eyes, and slowly tongued the rim of his cockhead, using her hardened tongue-tip to concentrate pressure on the underside seam—a sensitive area an old boyfriend had shown her, and one that she had since used to drive many lucky men to greatly heightened passion. 
 
    “You…are…amazing!” Tom whispered. He sipped his own Bloody Mary, but never lost eye contact with Elsa. 
 
    She sucked him in with wet, lubricating slurps down his shaft, not pushing onto him, but beckoning him deeper with little strokes of her tongue along the underside of his cock. Tom ventured halfway in and then stopped with Elsa’s jaws stretched wide as she struggled not to touch him with her teeth. Still she sucked him deeper, and Tom seemed happy to comply, feeding his thick cock slowly into the warm, wet cavern of her mouth. Touching down in her soft palate, Elsa swallowed over his cockhead to suppress the gag reflex, and touched her teeth to his shaft as a signal that she had enough. Although no stranger to cock swallowing, teasing was the theme of the evening, and Elsa knew that leaving just the last inch-and-a-half un-sucked would be an exquisite torture for Tom. 
 
    She set about enacting that torture with a deep, powerful action on his manhood, working the delicate cock-skin over the thickly veined shaft underneath while she reached out with her tongue to lick and probe around the root. She watched Tom take a shuddering breath and felt his glans swell impressively in the entrance to her throat. Should she make him cum? The temptation was enormous. This submissive, no-hands cock sucking was the most erotically charged moment she had shared (maybe less really is more!), and while the raw, sexual woman inside her wanted to crown it by feeling him throb and squirt down her throat, another side wanted to prolong the payoff.  
 
    She couldn’t shake the mental picture that Anastacia left her of waking up after the transfer as if from a deep sleep with her pussy violated and cum trickling down her thighs, knowing she had been fucked but not by whom or even how many. Elsa had once passed out in her dentist’s chair—either a faint or a reaction to the anaesthetic, she never found out—and although nothing had happened, she realised later that the dentist could have lifted her hem and done almost anything. She had enjoyed masturbating to many happy fantasies of him touching her pussy through her panties, or parting her legs and kissing her there, but she had never taken the fantasy to its logical conclusion. Now—thanks to Anastacia—she couldn’t think of anything else. She imagined waking up with the bright light of his overhead lamp in her eyes and his concerned face looking down on her. As she slowly regathered her wits, she would realise that although she had her legs primly together and her dress smoothed over her thighs, her panties were missing and there was a wet warmth leaking from her pussy onto the dentist’s chair. 
 
    “Ohhhhh, fuck,” Tom breathed. 
 
    It was the reminder Elsa needed to break from her daydream fantasy, and she realised with a delicious shiver that she wanted to fulfil Anastacia’s fantasy and have him cum in her pussy, not her mouth. With one last deep suck, she withdrew and smiled up at him.  
 
    “I’d like my drink now,” she said, holding onto his naked hips for balance as she climbed back up onto her stiletto heels. She accepted one of the glasses and took a deep swallow of the rich, spicy cocktail, allowing a trickle of red juice to escape her lips and drip into her cleavage. 
 
    “Drinking problem?” Tom smiled, mopping up the spill with his thumb, which fit snugly into the deep cleft held closed by her bra. He daintily licked the juice from his thumb in a gesture that could have been lascivious and obscene if done improperly, but instead was sweet and intimate. 
 
    “I drink. I get drunk,” Elsa smiled, flipping her hair dismissively. 
 
    “Where’s the problem?” they finished the old joke together and laughed as though it was the first time either had heard it. 
 
    Elsa took another sip and glanced furtively at what she still thought of as a gynaecologist’s chair. 
 
    “I suppose I should try this thing out,” she ventured. 
 
    “In your own time,” Tom reassured her. “Don’t feel rushed.” 
 
    Elsa sat down with her knees together, knowing that the top of her pussy crease was teasing Tom, who probably longed to part her thighs to see the coral pink folds of her sex. Putting down her drink, she lay back and placed her left arm in the restraint, snapping the shackle closed with the other hand and feeling its padded sleeve bite down gently on her forearm. The tingle that ran through her body as that arm was immobilised came as a surprise, and she eagerly awaited the escalation as her other arm and her legs received the same treatment. 
 
    She placed her free arm in the other restraint, but of course, she was unable to snap it closed on her own, and she looked demurely up at Tom for help. 
 
    “Tie me up?” she asked submissively, sensing that was how he wanted her to play. 
 
    Tom stepped closer and flipped the restraint closed, allowing it to lock automatically. They were mounted on fully adjustable brackets, and Elsa watched with her heart pounding as he thumbed back the catches, and with an ominous ratcheting sound, he spread her arms, causing her back to arch and her breasts to thrust forward. 
 
    “Magnificent,” he whispered, stroking upwards over her taut stomach and teasing the sensitive creases beneath her silicone bra cups. Elsa looked at her reflection in the mirror and was proud for Anastacia; trim and fit with her ribs now standing out in a rack below her full, firm breasts. 
 
    Tom knelt in front of her with his face at the level of her pussy and took gentle hold of one leg by the knee and ankle, guiding but not forcing it into the leg restraint. Snapping it closed, he repeated with the other leg, and Elsa felt a surge of adrenaline, knowing that she was now completely helpless. In a moment of nervous indulgence, she squeezed her fist closed, pressing the button and sending the lights red. 
 
    “Just testing?” Tom asked. 
 
    “Mmm hmm,” Elsa agreed apprehensively, smiling down at him as the lights turned back to white. 
 
    Tom took hold of the articulated arms of her leg restraints and slowly forced them open, the ratchet mechanism click, click, clicking as her shaved slit was at first revealed to her new lover, and then split open under the increasing pressure. Elsa tried to remember when she’d ever been so exposed, so open, and she realised she hadn’t—this supple young body was so much more flexible than her own had been, even as a teenager. Breathless from her vulnerability, Elsa could feel the weight of Tom’s gaze on the glistening, tender, pink flesh of her open pussy, and she shrieked with unfeigned surprise as he next elevated her legs and ratcheted them into a position higher than her head. 
 
    Elsa felt like a spatchcock on a spit, spread and stretched and utterly at Tom’s mercy. Now what was he going to do with her? 
 
    “Comfortable?” he asked, peeling off his white shirt and tossing it in a pile with his shoes and trousers. 
 
    “Uh huh,” Elsa agreed. The strain on her shoulders and hips was just a pleasant burn.  
 
    She watched his thick erection bob and sway, hopeful that she would soon feel it inside her. Tom pulled up a gas-lift stool and sat on the edge between her open thighs, and then adjusted the height to position his cock at the height of her entrance. Good, she wouldn’t have to wait very long at all. 
 
    He removed the cloth covering the “few items” that Rhonda the hostess had left for him, and Elsa saw a small collection of sex toys, some paint brushes, and half a dozen tubes of what she quickly identified as body paint. An artist. Interesting. She had an intuition as to what he would be using as a canvas, and smiled happily at the thought of his brushes tickling intimately over her body. 
 
    “That’s not henna, is it?” she asked. “Because this body’s a rental and I lose my bond if I return it with stains.” She phrased it as a joke and Tom laughed dutifully, but she was quite serious. The bond on Anastacia’s body was cripplingly expensive, but worse than that, she didn’t entirely trust Djvonic’s credentials as a legitimate businessman, and worried about her own body lying sedated and vulnerable in his lab. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Tom smiled. “It’s body paint. Same as they use for face-painting.” 
 
    “Are you going to make me a butterfly?” Elsa giggled. “I had a sheltered childhood and never did face painting. Ooooh, no—a tiger! Make me a tiger!…Hey, what’s that?” 
 
    Tom had picked up one of the toys—a plug—and he began to lube it with the one tube that obviously wasn’t paint. 
 
    “Do you want me to tell you?” he asked seriously. “Or do you want it to be a surprise?” 
 
    “Nice surprise? Or scary surprise?” Elsa had many toys of her own; she didn’t really think they could surprise her any longer, she was just playing the part. 
 
    “Nice surprise.” 
 
    “I get the feeling I won’t have to wait long to find out, in any case,” she said archly. 
 
    Tom used the tip of the plug to tease her clitoris for moment, making her squirm, but she felt no great amazement when he moved it down to her anus. 
 
    “Oh, you tease!” she moaned as the pleasure from her love button faded away. “Hold on a sec’. Let me relax.” She took a deep breath and consciously relaxed her thighs, her abdominals, and finally her sphincter in preparation for the plug. “Okay,” she breathed, shutting her eyes. 
 
    She felt Tom pressing the toy into her butt, and she clenched involuntarily just as she was about to open up. 
 
    “Hang on!” she gasped, willing her body to relax. “Okay, go again.” 
 
    Increasing the pressure again, Tom breached her hole with the tip of the plug and gently forced her open. Elsa felt an erotic tingle spread throughout her nether regions and squeaked an excited note of encouragement as he went deeper, filling her up. She felt the change when it finally passed the thickest point and she squeezed herself shut, sucking the plug quickly in to the hilt and sending a warm burn of strain through her sphincter muscles as they clamped down on the unyielding plastic. She wriggled in her seat and moaned softly to feel it moving around inside her, pressing against the tender walls of her back passage. 
 
    “Mmm. Nice surprise,” she husked. 
 
    “It will be,” Tom grinned mischievously as he toggled a switch on the base of the plug—Elsa could feel the click echo inside her. 
 
    “What was th-” she began to ask, when a bolt of electricity zapped her asshole and made her shriek. “OH HOLY HELL! What THE FUCK was that?” It was more shock than pain that caused her to yell, and she quickly realised that the plug was also a low-current stimulator. Even as she finished crying out, the muscle spasm caused by the toy started melting away, leaving just a pleasant tingling sensation that made her skin prick with goose bumps. “Never mind, I worked it out,” she husked, shivering and voicing a little moan of pleasure as her clitoris continued tingling. 
 
    “Still a nice surprise?” Tom asked, smiling as he picked up a brush and a tube of body paint. 
 
    “Mmm hmm,” Elsa agreed, wriggling again to feel the hard toy move inside her. It zapped her again, but this time she was ready, and she just rode out the muscle spasms, enjoying the tight squeeze around the toy and the satisfying feeling of fullness. 
 
    With his paintbrush ready, Tom pulled his chair up close and rested the tip of his cock between her open pussy lips. Is he going to paint me or fuck me? Elsa couldn’t work out what was going to happen next, but he just left his cock there in her entrance and squirted a blob of green paint onto her stomach, using it as a palette for his brush while he went to work sketching leafy green pubic foliage over her shaved mound. 
 
    When the next electric shock hit, Elsa’s pussy muscles contracted again, wetly ejecting the tip of Tom’s cock as her entrance pinched tightly closed, and a payload of erotic pressure built up in her core. When it abated and her pussy relaxed again, the strain of his insistent erection opened her back up and penetrated just a fraction of an inch. As the built-up pressure began to drain away again and her nerve endings sizzled with the slow release, Elsa realised with a thrill that he was forcing her through the same exercise as out in the bar when he had helped her to come. He was stimulating her pussy with his cockhead and squeezing her pelvic floor with the shocks, but would she be able to come without the direct contact to her clitoris? Elsa didn’t think so. 
 
    By the time he finished paining a literal bush on her pubic region, Elsa was panting with excitement, and perspiration was beginning to bead on her breasts. There had been a dozen more shocks, and with each one, she watched rapt as his cockhead—now slick and shining with her juices—did battle with her pussy muscles for the right to occupy her burning entrance. 
 
    He mixed his green paint with some other colours in one long daub on her belly, making a continuous palette of various brownish, blueish, and yellowish shades of green, which he then used to paint his cock in gently winding stripes down its length. He came back over the top with a pencil-fine lattice of charcoal grey, but it wasn’t until he added the slitted yellow eyes on his glans that Elsa realised it was a snake—just about to disappear inside the pink burrow of her pussy, by the looks! 
 
    Elsa moaned deeply through the ecstasy of another muscle contraction, wringing pussy juice from her poor, punished entrance as for what felt like the hundredth time she squeezed out Tom’s relentlessly hard cock. Her clitoris burned with the need for attention, and she choked a sob of frustration as his shaft yet again pierced her opening without actually entering her. 
 
    “Please,” Elsa whispered. “Just rub my clit for me. I just need a little …” She heard the whine and desperation in her voice and felt ashamed; this was part of the game, obviously. “Please,” she whispered again, unable to contain herself. She was so aroused; it would take just the smallest thing to tip her over the edge. 
 
    “Shhh,” Tom hushed her. “It won’t be long.” 
 
    Elsa bit her lip and waited for the next shock so she could ride the wave of frustration and pleasure. 
 
    Tom mixed up a brownish-grey colour on her stomach and began brushing in the shape of a tree trunk on her outer pussy lips, alternating with a light grey and charcoal to generate the shade and texture of tree bark. He moved in to coat the coral pink of her inner lips as well, but they were too slick, and the water-based paints smeared and ran.  
 
    As Elsa shivered and moaned through the next contraction, Tom squeezed out a small dollop of bright red onto her stomach and loaded up a fresh brush. Panting through the aftermath and teetering once again on the brink of orgasm, she watched him add glossy red daubs to the green foliage, and suddenly she understood the canvas—upside down, as it was. An apple tree! With a snake disappearing into a hole in the trunk. No, a serpent! 
 
    “Oh my goodness,” she breathed, elated. “It’s the Garden of Eden!” 
 
    “Do you like it?” Tom smiled. 
 
    “I love it!” she enthused. “Now fuck me like Adam fucked Eve!” 
 
    Instead, Tom swapped the red brush to his left hand and took up the green one again to paint Elsa’s clitoral hood as he had done with the rest of the foliage. The tickling pressure of the soft bristles was exquisite; Elsa squirmed and writhed in her bindings, but Tom just followed her with the brush, teasing her with his gentle strokes, but refusing to touch the delicate surface of her swollen bud. 
 
    Elsa began thrumming with pent up energy, trying to bring on her orgasm through force of will. With the next electric shock, she cried out, tears of frustration welling in her eyes. Her pussy muscles ejected Tom’s cockhead yet again, but this time he leaned into her and forced his way back in, squeezing two inches of thickly veined meat into her silky, constricting sheath. Elsa squealed with newfound ecstasy and strained against the bonds as her tree-hole cunt tried to wring the life from the invading serpent. 
 
    Tom grabbed his red brush again and played it over Elsa’s swollen clit, tickling and dancing over the surface, smearing it with liquid red, and snapping it left and right with the stiffer bristles at the base. 
 
    It was all Elsa needed, and she felt herself tip over the edge of orgasm. The pressure built up and up, and when finally the muscle contractions ceased, she sailed down the other side in a sweet, slow orgasmic release. This one wasn’t the fireball of shuddering ecstasy she had experienced back in the bar; it was the weightless bliss of free-fall, tingling nerves and flushed cheeks, erect nipples pinging with referred pleasure, and most of all the exquisitely fulfilling joy of a cock in her pussy and a toy in her ass. 
 
    Once again, she felt that curious doubling—like an out of body experience—as though she was experiencing the orgasm second hand. The electric shock retreated and so did the orgasm, but it stayed close, teasing her with heightened sensations in her breasts and her pussy. 
 
    With his cock still two inches inside her, Tom resumed painting, wiping her stomach clean with a damp cloth, and adding new colours for the background of his masterpiece—bright flowers and dappled sunlight through a green-grey overhead canopy. When the toy in her ass delivered a fresh, buzzing shock, Elsa’s climax erupted again and Tom paused in his work to tease her love button, providing another sweet, slow flood of ecstasy washing over her body. And so she continued, rising and falling on an orgasmic tide, riding the muscle contractions to release after glorious release. With each climax, her primary senses dulled until the only things in her world were the twin pressures of the toy and Tom’s cock and the pleasure they gave her. 
 
    By the fifth (sixth? seventh?) orgasm, the painting was almost complete—a bold and colourful composition covering all the way from the bottoms of her breasts to her spread inner thighs. Elsa came down again from her peak wondering how much more she could take. Exhausted, she embraced the dissociative, out of body sensation; relaxing her mind, she retreated from the reality of her bindings, her nakedness and even her pleasure. It only took a moment, but in her trance-like state, Elsa felt another figure step forward inside her head. 
 
    Anastacia? Is that you? 
 
    Then a dark curtain came down and Elsa retreated into the void of unconsciousness. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Who’s Anastacia? 
 
    That came from inside her own thoughts. Her eyes still closed, Pierra grasped at it like a retreating dream, but the thought was gone. She awoke confused and disoriented, as if from a deep sleep, and with her eyes closed, she tried to remember when and where she had gone to sleep. 
 
    The Hotel Intercontinental! Becca! No, Ailsa! Oh my God, the amazing sex—I can still feel it! 
 
    Pierra sensed her own heightened arousal, and thought for a moment she was still with the prostitute Ailsa, on the verge of another orgasm. 
 
    “Ailsa?” she croaked, opening her eyes. 
 
    She was assaulted with a flood of reality that was too sudden, too extraordinary, and so very far outside her range of experience that she was unable to process it. Her arms and legs were bound, she was naked, spread and stretched in some kind of restraint, and there was a man—a stranger—seemingly fucking her and painting her at the same time. And she was skinny! What the fuck? 
 
    Her senses and her brain still dulled from waking, Pierra took several moments to comprehend her predicament, and as she took a breath to scream, an electric buzzing filled her core, and a climax rose up to take her. The muscles of her pussy and ass contracted and she realised she was being doubly penetrated—her ass full and tight and her clenching, wet pussy stretched around the guy’s thick shaft. 
 
    The scream came out as an inarticulate moan of pleasure as the orgasm swept her up and carried her along like a powerful wave. Her senses reeled from the shock and the ecstasy. Was she being raped? Was it consensual? And why didn’t she remember? If she was being raped, then why did it feel SO…FUCKING…GOOD! And the guy—he didn’t look like he was trying to hurt her—he was diddling her clit with a…what…a paintbrush? He was TRYING to make her come…and fuck, was it working! 
 
    The electric pulse in her ass ceased and her muscles relaxed, letting her glide down the far side of her climax in a blissful release. She was confused and disoriented, but she wasn’t angry or frightened any longer. Whatever this was—regardless of how weird with the restraints and the painting—it was consensual, she felt that very deeply. He was cute and attentive, she was horny and still on the verge of orgasm—what else could it be but consensual? 
 
    Looking down at his throbbing cock lodged partway inside her pussy, Pierra took a shuddering breath and cleared her throat, just to make sure her voice would work. “Put that thing down,” she panted, nodding at the paintbrush in his hand. “And fuck me, for fuck’s sake.” 
 
    The man looked up into her eyes and for a moment, she didn’t think he was going to do it, but maybe he saw the earnestness in her eyes, or heard it in her voice, because he smiled gently and put down the brush. 
 
    “Okay,” he said, using the foot pedal to lift her chair; he rose up as well, keeping his cock inside her. “Just a minute though, I left the condom in my pants.” 
 
    “No!” Pierra husked, the excitement of her position beginning to overcome her. “Cum in my pussy!” What was she saying? Where the fuck did that come from? “I want to feel you do it inside me.” The erotic fantasy of being bound and fucked by a stranger, and have his stranger’s spunk dribbling from her pussy while she lay helpless—it was as unarguable as it was irrational, and all she knew was that she must have it. 
 
    He was standing now. Pierra sat semi-reclined with her forearms held back at shoulder height and her long legs raised and spread, her feet higher than her head. 
 
    “You look stunning,” he said softly. He gripped her at the curve of her waist—taking care not to smudge the painting—and pulled himself slowly into her soaking wet pussy. 
 
    Pierra watched spellbound as the depiction painted on her lower abdomen came to life, the leaf canopy swaying with the nervous flutters of her stomach, the hole in the tree trunk splitting apart, and the body of the serpent bulging with latent power as it slithered inside. Her eyes traced back down the body of the serpent to the artist, his hard abdominals, the manly angles of his torso and his shoulders—and she shivered happily with fulfilled lust. 
 
     He touched down on the outside and the inside simultaneously, his cockhead rubbing gently against her cervix as his pubis pressed into her soft pussy lips, compressing them, pushing just a fraction deeper to cement their connection. He was completely inside her, and with the toy stretching her ass, Pierra had never felt so wonderfully, deliciously full. 
 
    Starting slowly, her lover withdrew all the way and pushed lazily back inside, touching down gently and then withdrawing once again to establish a tormenting rhythm, whereby Pierra could feel every vein and every sinew in his bulging shaft gliding through the tight body of her sheath. 
 
    Another electric shocked buzzed in her back passage; it was only the second Pierra had felt, but the dull ache in her contracting pussy muscles suggested it had been going on for some time before she awoke. She clamped down on the artist’s shaft, squeezing him in her wet embrace and making him gasp with pleasure. Cupping the sides of her breasts, he drove his cock deep inside the hot, sucking grip of her sheath, triggering another little climax. 
 
    With her bound legs quivering helplessly, Pierra strained her pussy upwards, giving herself completely to her unknown lover as she rode the crest of her orgasm once again. 
 
    “Please,” she begged through gritted teeth. “I want to feel you cum. Do it now!” 
 
    “Oh, God yes,” he moaned in a quavering voice, speaking as much to himself as in response to Pierra. He increased the pace of his thrusts, but instead of gliding to a gentle halt at the end of each stroke, he punched roughly into the soft pad of her pussy, making her full breasts bounce and surprising a small squeal from her lips. 
 
    The toy had stopped shocking her again, but her climax went on and on, cresting and curling, over and over, like a deep water wave rolling over the open ocean. 
 
    “Harder!” Pierra cried desperately, the muscles in her arms and legs straining uselessly to help drive onto his cock. “Fuck me harder! Cum in me!” 
 
    The stranger groaned as he pounded into her. His cock was hard and thick and long, and now it was building heat from the friction of Pierra’s straining wet sheath. With eyes closed and face strained, he started muttering pre-orgasmic inconsequentials—Oh yes! Fuck! Oh my God!—and then finally he lunged deep inside, straining, pulling at her hips. With his cockhead jammed into the back of her pussy, she felt him unload with a massive gout of hot spunk that sprayed off her cervix wall and swirled back around his bulging glans. Grunting with exertion, he held that deep penetration while he bucked against her sensitive lips, peeling them back until they clung wetly to his balls, which she could feel swelling and pumping, still squirting long, hot creamy jets into her core. 
 
    Unable to hold him with arms or legs, Pierra massaged him with her pussy, milking and squeezing his cock, and rejoicing to the feel of his hot spunk mixing and stirring, swirling wetly around his cockhead. 
 
    As he began to soften, the stranger pulled slowly out, leaving just a small white pearl of cum in Pierra’s entrance. They had ruined the painting of the tree trunk on her pussy lips with their exertions, but Pierra was more than happy with the replacement—she couldn’t stop looking at it. Stranger’s cum in my pussy! Oh my God! She couldn’t imagine what had possessed her, and yet she felt herself wondering whether he would do it again. 
 
    “You’re an incredible woman, Elsa,” he said, unlocking the restraints on her forearms and shins. “Thank you.” 
 
    Elsa? Elsa? Why is that name familiar? 
 
    Pierra saw a metaphorical door in her mind labelled “Elsa” and opened it, and she was immediately assaulted by a tidal wave of knowledge and understanding—and a deep, sexual yearning! Elsa the morning TV host, Djvonic, skinning, the sex club—Stairway to Heaven! Elsa thought Anastacia was the real me—boy is she in for a surprise! She looked up at the stranger. No, not a stranger; his name is Tom. 
 
    “Thank you Tom,” Pierra-Elsa said, smiling as she stood up and got herself balanced on the tall stilettos, pulling the toy from her ass. “You’re very gifted.” 
 
    She placed a small thank-you kiss on his lips and then picked up her dress and walked to the door, naked apart from her heels and silicone bra cups. Elsa had much more planned for tonight, and Pierra wasn’t going to disappoint. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Tom wasn’t sure what had just happened. He thought the sex had been good—really good—and had been hoping for an encore performance after they cleaned up. But Elsa seemed different now, changed somehow. He watched her naked bottom sway enticingly as she strutted out the door, and then stared vacantly at the empty doorway for a few moments. 
 
    “Oooh!” He heard her excited discovery from the corridor. “Glory holes!” 
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 Chapter Nine 
 
    What the fuck am I doing here? 
 
    Abbey was sitting in her car, parked outside Shane’s house and feeling just a few hyperventilated breaths short of a panic attack. 
 
    He’s probably not even inside. 
 
    The flickering light of a television around the edge of the curtains gave away the lie in that thought, and even without that evidence, the chances were pretty good of finding just about anyone in their home on a Sunday evening. 
 
    Abbey looked down at the package on the passenger seat, a Bogart’s Pizza and Pasta take-away, still lightly steaming and beginning to fog up the car windows. 
 
    Nothing wrong with that. We’re breaking in to Heaven Can Wait tomorrow night; what could be more natural than sharing a meal tonight? Gnocchi Carbonara - his favourite. Made with real cream this time, too. Makes sense: knock on the door, invite myself in, share a meal, settle the nerves. Maybe fuck—whatever. 
 
    Abbey pulled down the mirror in the sun-visor and inspected herself. For the first time in a long time, her hair was down; washed and dried and smoothed to a glossy shine. And then there was the eye liner, mascara, cherry-red lipstick, and matching drop pendant earrings.  
 
    When was the last time I wore drop earrings? Shit, have I ever worn them? 
 
    She wondered whether she could sell the friendly, just-driving-by dinner story when she was made-up like this. She wondered whether Shane would even care. Maybe he would just sweep the pasta to the floor and take her in his arms, squeezing her tight as he lifted her up to his lips and carried her to the bedroom. 
 
    She tilted the mirror lower. 
 
    Cleavage! Jesus, maybe he won’t even recognise me. I’m not sure I recognise myself. 
 
    She was wearing a scoop neck, black body suit over a push-up bra with a red leather mini, black tights, and heels. Looking down into the shallow canyon between her breasts, she touched them just to make sure they were real. Smiling to herself, it occurred to her that this might be the first time she’d ever felt sexy. 
 
    Pierra did this. But why? 
 
    Abbey had ‘woken up’ in the car. These weren’t her clothes, and this wasn’t her make up. She couldn’t dress like this if she tried. After changing into Pierra and back again on Friday, she’d been keen to try it again without Marlowe to assist. It had taken until Sunday afternoon to cough up the courage to try. Meanwhile, she had spent the weekend obsessing about the kiss with Shane outside Bogart’s, and worse, waking up naked in his bed. She’d made a big deal of it at the time, but the biggest deal was that she didn’t feel horrified at all; she felt excited, and that was both horrifying and exciting. She’d never felt anything much towards men, but now with Pierra sharing her body, the knowledge that she’d spent the night in Shane’s bed thrilled her in a way that she couldn’t quite comprehend. 
 
    The switch to Pierra had been easy—easier than she thought—and the fact that she was here, dressed in sexy clothes with sexy hair and make-up, that meant Pierra knew how to change back as well. But in the hours in-between, she had taken Abbey shopping. Probing Pierra’s memories, she could see the shopping trip, she could see herself getting ready, and she could see herself dialling Bogart’s and picking up her order. And worst of all—or was that best of all?—she could also see what Pierra had planned. 
 
    In Pierra’s mind, the identity that time-shared Abbey’s body was temporary; after Monday night, she would be restored in her original body with no memory of this existence, and that gave her a laissez faire attitude. Bugger the consequences! She was like a terminal cancer patient with a bucket list, and number one on that list was sharing her husband with another woman, with the added spice of being able to remember the experience afterwards. 
 
    The problem was that the Pierra identity and the Abbey identity weren’t completely independent. They bled through and affected each other, so whereas a week ago, Abbey would never have considered sleeping with a man, the idea now filled her with a tingling sense of anticipation. So it wasn’t just Pierra who wanted this now, and both of them knew it. 
 
    She looked again at the house, the light flickering behind the curtains. 
 
    What’s it going to take to get you out of that seat? 
 
    The voice in her head was her own, but it could easily have been Pierra’s, the line between them was that grey. 
 
    Just a few more minutes. Just to muster up the courage. 
 
    She wished she had a glass of wine. She put her hand on the door handle. 
 
    Count of three, okay Abbs? One…two … 
 
    She didn’t honestly know whether she would have acted on three or not, but before she got there, her phone rang.  
 
    RING, RING. 
 
    She took it out of her bag and looked at it. Shane! Instinctively she looked at the house, expecting to see the shadow of a man holding a phone, but either the curtains were too thick, or he was in a different room. 
 
    RING, RING. 
 
    It would go through to voice mail soon if she didn’t answer. But what if she did answer?  
 
    Oh, hi Shane. Where am I? Why, I’m right outside your house, dressed like a prostitute with take-away Gnocchi Carbonara fogging up my windows. Why don’t I come inside and fuck? Good question! Oh, I don’t know. Maybe because you’re married. Maybe because I’m a virgin. Maybe because I think your wife is fucking with my head and that’s all the fucking I can handle right now. 
 
    That conversation didn’t have a happy ending. 
 
    RING, RI–. 
 
    It stopped ringing. Was he leaving a message? And if so, what was the message? 
 
    Maybe he wants to see me. Maybe he’s inviting me over. Maybe he wants me to stay the night. 
 
    She waited a minute, one hand on the door handle and the other holding her phone, waiting for the message to come through. 
 
    BIP-BIP-BIP! BEEP-BEEP! BIP-BIP-BIP! 
 
    New message. That’s unexpected.  
 
    She dialled voice mail and held the phone up to her ear. 
 
    “Welcome to voice mail,” began the recorded voice. “You have…one…new message, at…seven…thirty-five…p.m.…today.” 
 
    Get the FUCK on with it! 
 
    “Oh, ahhh, hi Abbey. It’s me. Shane. I’m—um—I’m still thinking about tomorrow night. Pretty keyed up. You’re probably the same. Hey look, I was wondering…” 
 
    Abbey had stopped breathing. What was he wondering? Was it the same as what she was wondering? 
 
    “…whether you wanted to, maybe, meet me…” 
 
    Her grip tightened on the doorhandle. OhmyGod-ohmyGod-ohmyGod! Should she call back? Or just show up? Her heartbeat was thudding in her ears. 
 
    “…in the park again. You know, with Pierra. Um, Marlowe. You know what I mean.” 
 
    Abbey’s jaw dropped and an almost physical pain settled on her heart. 
 
    “So give me a call back, okay? If you can. Okay, see you later.” 
 
    She heard the click of him hanging up and didn’t wait for the mechanical voice to offer her options, she just hit the number three to delete the message. 
 
    “Message dele–” the voice began, but Abbey hung up before it could finish. Feeling numb, she put the phone back in her bag and started the car. Her vision doubled and she paused before driving away to wipe her tears.  
 
    It’s all about Pierra for him. I can’t wait to get that bitch out of my body! 
 
   
 
  

 
 
   
    ꘏ 
 
    ───Ξ─── 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Ten 
 
    The alarm woke Marlowe at 1:45am. Fifteen minutes to get ready before Abbey and Shane arrive. She didn’t know whether to feel envious or sorry for Abbey, getting to spend more time with Shane on the drive to Heaven Can Wait. She still felt part shame, part disappointment from last night, regaining consciousness as Abbey with what amounted to a post-hypnotic suggestion to seduce him. The copying process that morning had erased Pierra’s half of those memories, so Marlowe was able to look at the situation more objectively; it occurred to her that as much as she (or Abbey, at least) might want Shane, it was wrong to expect him to reciprocate her feelings.  
 
    It’s a waste of time having strong emotions about anything, girl. You’ll be dead in half an hour. As good as dead, at least. 
 
    As she got dressed, Marlowe felt a deep but satisfying ache in her muscles from their workout. Abbey had left a message for Shane to say they wouldn’t be at the park, and they had spent all day in the gym at Heaven Can Wait. It was unusual for them not to go out, but the quiet day indoors had suited Marlowe; it gave her a chance to be introspective. She had woken up after the copy process that morning with a strangely familiar ache in her groin, and after excusing herself to go to the bathroom, she discovered with mixed fascination and disgust that not only was she leaking semen, but also that her mons was clean-shaven. There could no longer be any doubt that Heaven Can Wait had turned her into a prostitute over the weekend. Marlowe wasn’t sure how she felt about that fact; she was alternately thrilled, shocked, curious, revolted, and ultimately aroused to know that not long ago, a stranger had been thrusting his cock into her, pumping his cum so deep into her pussy that it was still there the morning after.  
 
    Oh well, Shane need never know. That knowledge would be gone forever when they restored Pierra, and they could all pretend that nothing had happened. Marlowe certainly wasn’t going to tell. 
 
    She looked at herself in the mirror. It was hard to believe that in fifteen minutes time, she would be gone, and Pierra would occupy this lithe, young body. Are you in there Pierra? Can you hear me? There was no answer, not that she expected one. Pierra was definitely in there somewhere, though. She wondered how similar her version of Pierra was to the one inside Abbey. Would this one try to set up her husband to cheat with another woman? How grateful might she be to get her identity back? How grateful might Shane be to get his wife back? Intuition told her that that was just wishful thinking. Shane and Pierra would be reunited, and Marlowe would never see them again. 
 
    She would never see Heaven Can Wait again, either. Or Abbey wouldn’t, at least—Marlowe wouldn’t see much more of anything in a few minutes. She thought Abbey would miss this place—the salary, the private gym, the perfect clients—but Ailsa and Laz were going to jail and this place was shutting down. 
 
    Better get on with it then. 
 
    Marlowe took a last look at the sleeping forms of Bianca and Ruby, and she moved quickly and silently out of the bedroom. Padding down the hall and up the stairs to the fire exit, she chocked open the doors as she went, so that she could get back in. At the exit, she lightly tapped a manicured nail against the door three times, and when three taps came back a second later, she pulled the handle and opened the door to admit a very wide-eyed and nervous looking Abbey and Shane. 
 
    “What took you so long?” Abbey hissed. “We were out there waiting for five minutes.” 
 
    “Then you were seven minutes early,” Marlowe replied evenly, raising an eyebrow as if to ask whether this was really the time or place to get into an argument with yourself. 
 
    “Where are the others?” Shane asked. 
 
    “I didn’t wake them up,” Marlowe explained. “We don’t need them, anyway. If this works like we hope then we can try to restore them too, but remember we don’t know their real identities; they could be involved with Laz and Ailsa for all we know.” 
 
    “Shit!” Shane exclaimed, his eyes widening. “I never thought of that.” 
 
    “It’s something Pierra thought of on the weekend,” Abbey explained. “We can’t risk mucking about with their identities unless we get one hundred percent success with the two of us, otherwise we might not get a second chance.” 
 
    “Pierra was…how do you say it…‘out’, ‘up’…on the weekend?” Shane asked. “She didn’t call me.” 
 
    “I wanted to practice the change in case we need her tonight,” Abbey explained. “And she didn’t call because she doesn’t want to invest in a version of her that she won’t be able to keep.” Marlowe didn’t retain Pierra’s memories of the previous night inside Abbey, but she thought that response skirted the truth a little. 
 
    “Mmmm,” Shane said, neither agreeing nor disagreeing, although Marlowe thought he sounded disappointed. 
 
    They had made it back to the bulkhead door of the lab. “In here,” Abbey told him. 
 
    “God, it’s like a submarine,” he said, looking at the thickness of the door and the rubber seals all around. 
 
    “It’s a pressure chamber, remember,” Abbey explained, leading the way inside and shutting the door behind them. “It’s a nice safe way to knock people out briefly without filling their system with drugs.  
 
    “Shit,” Shane breathed, looking at the three big machines. “Is that it?” 
 
    “That’s it,” Marlowe confirmed. She looked at Abbey. “Who goes first?” 
 
    “You do,” Abbey confirmed. “I want to keep my version of Pierra a bit longer. Just in case.” 
 
    “So what’s the plan again?” Shane asked. “Do a waking copy into P–,” he paused to correct himself, “into Marlowe? And hope we get Pierra?” 
 
    “That’s the plan, Stan,” Marlowe joked, trying to lighten the mood. “Worst case? You get two Abbey’s, which is what you’ve got now.” 
 
    Abbey powered up the machines and the control tablet, showing Shane how to control it. 
 
    “Okay?” she asked him. He nodded confidently. She climbed onto the green bench and lay down. 
 
     Marlowe did the same in the red machine. Her heart was beating quickly. “See ya later,” she said to Shane, raising one ironic eyebrow. Oblivion in t-minus 10, 9, 8 … 
 
    “Thank you, Marlowe,” he replied sincerely as she slid into the bore of the red machine. 
 
    A moment later, she heard them rumble to life for the last time. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Pierra awoke dazed and confused, which immediately triggered a vivid sense of déjà vu. God, I wonder if somebody’s fucking me again. She heard industrial, echoing sounds of clanking steel, but felt no sexual arousal, so the sensation quickly dissipated. 
 
    “Anything?” 
 
    She didn’t recognise the female voice, although she thought maybe she ought to. 
 
    “She hasn’t moved yet,” came a male’s response.  
 
    Shit! That was Shane’s voice! 
 
    “Shane?” she questioned tentatively. She opened her eyes and was startled to find herself in the coffin-like confines of a red tube. 
 
    “Pierra?” he replied. Pierra could hear excitement and apprehension in his voice. Where were they? And what did he know? She quickly cast her mind back to her final memories at the sex club; exhausted and defiled by a dozen different men, she had lain down on a bed and closed her eyes for a few seconds. And then…? This! 
 
    She squawked with surprise as the bed she was lying on started to slide, and then squinted against the glare of bright, overhead lights when she emerged from the tube. Two human outlines quickly coalesced into real people; one of them was Shane, but she didn’t recognise the Asian woman. 
 
    “You’re not Elsa,” she said confusedly. She felt no sense of time passing from when she was in the sex club, but she quickly recognised her surroundings from Elsa’s memories—now just memories of memories—that she had interrogated when they had shared a body. She probed inside her mind for those recollections but found Elsa to be completely gone. 
 
    “I’m Abbey,” the woman said. “Do you know where you are?” 
 
    “No …” she began. “Wait, yes!” she corrected herself, realising that Elsa must have been connected with the escort agency to which she had originally tracked the missing girl, Becca. “This is Heaven’s Gate, isn’t it? Headquarters.” Then she turned to Shane. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “It’s called Heaven Can Wait,” Shane said. He smiled warmly and took her hand, helping her up from the sliding bed. “And I’m here to rescue you. You are Pierra, right?” 
 
    “Of course I am,” she laughed, standing up and embracing him. It felt good to have him in her arms again, and she winced guiltily at the thought of her infidelity at the sex club. Those things felt like they happened to a different person. Maybe she was a different person with Elsa inside her, but that didn’t excuse her earlier adventure with the woman who called herself Ailsa, who she now realised with the benefit of hindsight was really a prostitute in Becca’s body. What’s happening to me? 
 
    Stairway to Heaven, Heaven Can Wait, Heaven’s Gate—obviously there was a connection, and it pinged at her detective’s intuition for a mystery. 
 
    “Have I been…somebody else?” she asked, already knowing the answer. She looked down at her svelte, unfamiliar body, and then back up at Shane, who looked older and maybe a little heavier. Then she asked the real question, the one she really wanted answered. “How long have I been gone?” 
 
    “A year,” Shane answered simply. “Abbey’s been training and dieting in your body, but she’s a friend. She’s helping us to get you back.” 
 
    “Abbey,” Pierra mused, looking at the small, Asian woman. The name sounded like it should be familiar. 
 
    “You don’t remember me yet?” Abbey asked. “It took a few minutes for the memories to kick in with me, too.”  
 
    Pierra had no idea what she meant, but she kept hunting that name in her mind, unable to work out why it felt so familiar. 
 
    “Try to think around the edges of it,” Abbey said, holding her by the upper arms and looking straight into her eyes. “What was the last meal you ate at Bogart’s?” 
 
    “Penne Rugosa made with Greek yoghurt,” Pierra answered automatically. “But how did you…wait!…Greek yoghurt?” She was confused for a moment; Bogart’s made Penne Rugosa with cream, not yoghurt. She pictured herself sitting in the restaurant with Shane, smiling, feeling attracted to him. Looking down at the table, she saw the sleeves of her red jacket and (what the fuck!) her hands and fingers were golden brown. A door opened in her mind—a door marked ‘Abbey’—and she was inundated with a lifetime of unfamiliar memories that began to self-organise in her mind, becoming as familiar as her own. 
 
    “Urgh! Head rush,” she said, holding her temples and leaning back against the sliding, red bed. 
 
    “You remember, don’t you?” Abbey asked, standing close and looking up at her with piercing, mahogany eyes. 
 
    “Oh! Oh my God!” Pierra looked around the room with new awareness. “It’s you! You’re inside me. Shit! I’m inside you, too! We’d be awesome at Bridge!” 
 
    Abbey laughed. “Do you remember why we’re here? What we’re doing with the machines?” 
 
    “I do!” Pierra said, sounding surprised. “Shit, I feel like I’ve been given the Teacher’s Edition with all the answers in the back.” 
 
    “Looks like this bit’s worked, then,” Abbey said. “Now we need to do another copy and restore while you’re knocked out to get me out of your head. We need a spare body to do the backup, though, so one of us has to go fetch Bianca or Ruby.” 
 
    “Uh uh,” Pierra shook her head. “Too risky. We use one of Ailsa’s blanks instead.” 
 
    “But they’re locked away,” Abbey countered. “And we don’t have access.” 
 
    “God, it’s like half your brain is on standby,” Pierra chided. “You’ve seen Ailsa open that door a dozen times. Don’t you remember the code?” 
 
    “Um…no,” Abbey relied. “But that means neither do you.” 
 
    “You’d make a terrible spy,” Pierra laughed, walking to a door on the other side of the room. “And an even worse detective! You don’t need to remember the code, just the pattern. Ailsa doesn’t put her hand over the keypad, so all you need to do is watch—which you did. It’s a big letter ‘A’.” She showed Abbey on the security keypad, “Seven, two, nine, five, hash, a-a-a-a-a-a-n-d …” A green LED lit up with an encouraging beep, and they heard the lock in the door disengage. “Voila! We’re in! Hold the door open, honey,” she said to Shane, a smile of minor conquest lighting up her features. 
 
    There was a set of swinging hospital doors further inside that the Abbey-memories in her mind had never seen beyond, so even though Pierra didn’t know what to expect, the sight of dozens of stainless steel drawers in the main room—like morgues she had seen on television—came as no surprise. How else would they store bodies? 
 
    “Oh, holy crap!” Abbey breathed. “Why are there so many?” 
 
    “Because we’re dealing with psychos,” Pierra muttered. “Let’s take a look.” 
 
    She pulled open a random drawer with a hiss of escaping vapour from what must have been some kind of preservation system. Are you sure they’re dead, Pierra? Maybe it’s life-support. She shook the morbid thoughts away with a shiver. Inside the drawer was a female body dressed in a red hospital johnny, and a toe-tag that listed only a number (there must be a catalogue somewhere) and a date. Presumably, it was the date the body had died (or was abducted!). Closing the first drawer, she opened a couple of others that were further up the room, finding similarly unidentified women. 
 
    “God, there must be dozens of them,” Pierra marvelled. “What about the ones on the other side?” she asked Abbey, opening a fourth drawer and finding a fourth red-clad woman. 
 
    Abbey pulled open a drawer on the other side of the room. 
 
    “Same,” she said. “Except she’s wearing green.” 
 
    Green and red. Something pinged again at the edges of Pierra’s investigative mind. The machines!  
 
    “The machines outside are green and red,” she said, as much to herself as to Abbey, whom she joined to look at the woman in the green johnny. “Ailsa told us the red machine is write-only, and the green machine is read-only,” she continued, still thinking aloud. “Kind of a safety mnemonic—get in the red machine and you’re toast. If the red corpses are like blanks waiting to be overwritten, then the greens …?” 
 
    “The greens are read-only,” Abbey picked up the thread for her, pulling out more drawers and finding more women wearing green. “They’re backups! Not to be overwritten.”  
 
    “What’s on the toe tag?” Pierra asked, looking at the tag on the woman in front of her. “This one says ‘Ailsa’ and a date from last July.” 
 
    “Same on this one,” Abbey replied. “But the date is September.” She looked at two more. “Ailsa again. This one too. All with different dates.” 
 
    “She’s keeping backups of herself,” Pierra mused. “But why?” 
 
    “Why not?” Abbey asked. “Don’t you always want to ask yourself why you made some decision six months ago, or five years ago? She can effectively time travel in her own memories.” 
 
    “Or mentally reincarnate herself.” Pierra suggested. “Ever want to go back to an earlier, less-complicated time in your life?” Because I sure do! She suffered another guilty shudder thinking about her own descent into hedonism in the sex club.  
 
    “I might have thought about it,” Abbey said, making a shocked face. “But faced with the actuality, I don’t think I’d have the guts to go through with it.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t need guts,” Pierra said flippantly. “Take another backup. If you don’t like the old you, you can always go back—or forward, whatever.” 
 
    “Mmmm,” Abbey replied, sounding unconvinced. “Look, we need to get a move on. Let’s pick one. Green or red?” 
 
    “We can’t use a green one,” Pierra said, looking thoughtfully at the body in front of her. 
 
    “Why not?” Abbey asked. “I know it sounds cold, but they’re all as dead as each other.” 
 
    That was probably true, but Pierra was still tempted to cut one of the women to see if they bled. 
 
    “Because we’ll be leaving her behind,” Pierra replied. “If we copy one of us into her, but then the rest of the night doesn’t play out the way we hope, we’ll be leaving behind a virtual prisoner. How would you like to wake up one day in a new body, only to be discovered and tortured for information so they can hunt down and silence the real you.” 
 
    “But that’s the same for the reds,” Abbey protested. “Perhaps we should go and get Bianca after all.” 
 
    “We’re much less likely to get caught if we use a red,” Pierra explained her reasoning. “If a red gets used again, they’ll just overwrite our backup and be none the wiser.” 
 
    “So let’s get a red,” Abbey said impatiently, closing the drawer of the last green-clad body.               
 
    Pierra felt distracted and edgy. “Hang on a moment. Let me think about this.” Her investigative mind was working overtime; her natural instinct upon discovering new and unexpected information was to figure out how it could help her case. The Ailsa backups were unexpected and she felt sure she could exploit them somehow. 
 
    “All these women,” she began slowly, “either disappeared, or were stolen from morgues. There’re dozens of serious crimes here that we can solve in one fell swoop.” 
 
    “Um…or the cops can,” Abbey rationalised. “They can probably identify them all from DNA or dental records.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Pierra neither agreed nor disagreed. “But what about the ones who aren’t here? The bodies they’ve already buried? Or the ones who they’ve kept alive for…for other purposes.” She shivered again.  
 
    “Like Bianca and Ruby,” Abbey agreed thoughtfully. “And you.” 
 
    “There might be others, too,” Pierra said, looking up. “Out in brothels, or sold overseas. We might never know.” She had the skeleton of a plan and began fleshing out the detail in her mind as she spoke. “These numbers on their toe-tags suggest they have records somewhere—maybe in the computer. What if we could find those records tonight and hand them over to the cops?” 
 
    “But why take the risk?” Abbey implored, beginning to sound distressed. “If there’s evidence to be found then the cops will find it. They’ll haul in all of the computers and get some tech to hack them.” 
 
    “You really watch way too much CSI,” Pierra smiled. “The security built in to almost every computer these days is only crackable by dumb luck or a bajillion years of trying passwords. If they’ve taken any care at all in selecting a password then that data is as safe as your unspoken thoughts.” She allowed the corner of her mouth to curl into a half smile at the hint she had just dropped. 
 
    “Well if the cops can’t crack it, then how do expect …” Abbey stopped mid-sentence and a shocked look of dawning realisation spread across her dainty features. “Oh my God! You want to revive one of the Ailsas! But that’s mad! Why would she tell us anything? We’re not going to torture her!” 
 
    “We don’t need to revive her,” Pierra said, eyes wide with excitement. The plan was now fully formed in her head. “Your credit card PIN is 8405 …” 
 
    “Hey!” Abbey interrupted, her offence at having a secret revealed aloud was the natural reflex response. 
 
    “What I mean to say is that I have access to all of your memories without actually having to be you,” Pierra explained. “We can do a waking copy of one of these greens into my body, and I’ll get access to everything Ailsa knows. Passwords, secrets—the lot!” The idea of all those terrible secrets thrilled Pierra, but if she was being honest with herself, it didn’t thrill her nearly so much as the thought of having access to Ailsa’s memories of life as a prostitute. 
 
    “You’ll also give her access to your body!” Abbey’s golden complexion was looking decidedly pale now. “We don’t know how this all works, remember. We’ve only done two waking copies—one in my body and one in yours—and both times it was you who woke up on top. What do we do if she wakes up on top?” 
 
    “Same as what you did when you were Marlowe,” Pierra shrugged. “Pull the depressurisation lever and put her back to sleep. Then just hope it’s me who wakes up the second time.” 
 
    “It’s too risky. Let’s just get the two of us fixed up and let the police sort out the rest,” Abbey pleaded. 
 
    “This started with Becca, and I need to be able to go back to her roommate and tell her what happened,” Pierra explained earnestly, although Abbey still looked unconvinced. She decided to deliver an ultimatum. “And the only way I’m getting back into that machine is if we do this my way,” she said in a low voice that Shane couldn’t hear. “So if you want the version of you in my head put to rest, then we’re doing this together.” She looked through a few drawers and found a recent copy of Ailsa—the one with the best chance of knowing what happened to Becca—and pulled over a hospital gurney to transfer her into the lab. “Help me with this, will you.” 
 
    Abbey looked conflicted, but after a few moments, she set to helping Pierra lift the stretcher from the drawer to the gurney, and then they walked together back through the swinging doors where Shane waited. 
 
    “Got one,” Pierra said as they re-entered the lab. If she did this right, she wouldn’t need to have the same argument with Shane as she’d just finished with Abbey. 
 
    “Sounded like a NATO summit in there,” Shane observed. “Any problem?” 
 
    “Nope, we’ve got it all worked out,” Pierra replied, sidling the gurney up to the green machine and preparing to transfer the body. “On three, Abbs. One, two, three!” The woman in the green smock was not heavy and they neatly deposited her onto the sliding bed. 
 
    “Here you go honey, you can drive,” she smiled at Shane, handing him the control tablet. “Abbey?” she caught Abbey’s eye and nodded towards the depressurisation lever and the small, portable oxygen tanks sitting beside it on the bench. “You ready?” 
 
    “Uh huh.” Abbey took a seat on the stool beside the lever and watched Pierra climb onto the white bed. “Be careful, okay?” 
 
    “Roger that,” she grinned confidently, sliding herself into the machine. “Go for it, Shane!” 
 
    Shane started the copy program on the tablet and the machines once again thrummed to life. 
 
    “Use a code-word!” Abbey called at the last moment. “Your middle name!” 
 
    It was the last thing Pierra heard before blackness swept over her like a wave. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Ailsa opened her eyes and immediately sensed the different skin-feel of a new body. Think! Who am I! 
 
   
 
  

 
 
   
    ꘏ 
 
    ───Ξ─── 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Eleven 
 
    Ailsa knew straight away that something was amiss. Not wrong, necessarily—not yet, anyway—but amiss. Whenever she took a copy of herself, she went down concentrating on ‘Who am I?’ so that she would wake up the same way. Prepared! 
 
    When she took a long-term backup, she never knew how she would wake up. Or when! Sometimes she would be uploaded into an unconscious host, in which case she’d have to wait to be told who she was, but this wasn’t one of those occasions. She could tell it was a conscious transfer, not just by the waking up process, but she could also sense another identity inside her head—and its memories. 
 
    They performed conscious transfers mostly for demos, but sometimes for particular sex fantasies, where Ailsa would need intimate knowledge of her host. This meant that a client in the observation room would watch a person they knew in the white machine receiving Ailsa’s upload from the green machine. This was her bread and butter. This was what she had practiced for, the race against time to retrieve the host’s memories and to act her part when the bed was pulled out. 
 
    That’s how she knew something was amiss. She supervised all of the demos herself, and as soon as the subject woke up, the protocol was to provide a clue by stating the host’s name—it acted like a mental trail of breadcrumbs that she could follow back to the memory cache. And nobody had spoken yet! Whoever was out there, it wasn’t her, and that might be a problem. 
 
    Who am I? Who-am-I-who-am-I-WHOAMI? How long had it been? Five seconds? Ten? Someone out there would say something soon. That might give her a clue, but meanwhile she was going nowhere and saying nothing until she worked out who the fuck she was. 
 
    Conscious transfers weren’t an exact science. Strictly speaking, it was a lottery as to which identity came out on top. Waking up from natural sleep, it was always the host’s personality on top (so Ailsa never went to sleep after a waking transfer), but waking up after the upload, it could be the host or the visitor. It had taken a lot of practice, but Ailsa had now perfected the technique of going down alert and dominating the host when she came back up. She’d never yet screwed one up; coming out on top and then quickly accessing the hidden memories was now almost second nature. I just need a goddam hint! 
 
    She lightly flexed some muscles, not enough to be visible to someone watching, but enough to help her get a feel for her body shape. She felt tall. Slim and strong, too. The weight of her breasts suggested they were heavier than her own, but maybe only by a cup size. So I’m tall, athletic, and stacked. This has to be a sex demo—just a quick blowjob, like the one with Djvonic and the girl Gabi. Or maybe it’s a fantasy gig. Could be an all-nighter. 
 
    If I’m sexy then I probably have guys on a string. Who was the last one I fucked? Where was I? 
 
    Ailsa concentrated on the feel of her new body, the image of lying back, naked, spreading her legs. A man. Tom! I’m bound to a chair! Painting! Fucking! Coming! Elsa…no, that’s wrong…Pierra! I’m Pierra! 
 
    Pierra’s memories unfurled in Ailsa’s mind, naturally cataloguing as if they were her own, and she instantly and intrinsically understood the risk that Abbey and Shane presented to Heaven Can Wait. 
 
    Oh, holy shit! We’re under attack! That fucking gym whore, Abbey! How did she get this far without me knowing? 
 
    Okay, relax. Nothing’s different. I’m playing a part like any other job. I just need to reach the duress button and get security in here. 
 
    They had installed the duress button after the Djvonic demo. Not that it hadn’t gone well, it had gone perfectly; the look in his eyes when he asked his daughter’s best friend to blow him was priceless. But Lazarus had been holding a knife to the man’s throat, and Lazarus was only one or two twists short of a slinky. Djvonic was a big guy, and the situation could easily have gotten a lot worse. 
 
    Ailsa steeled herself, redirecting her attention to the current problem. Okay, it’s showtime! 
 
    “Are you guys leaving me in here?” she asked aloud. “Or is one of you going to pull me out?” 
 
    “Oh thank God.” 
 
    That was the guy, Shane; the investigator bitch’s husband. 
 
    “Who are you?” came another cautious voice. “And what’s the code word?” She recognised Abbey’s voice easily, but needed to consult Pierra’s memory to answer her. It took only a moment to recall that last instruction to Pierra as the machines spun up. 
 
    “Don’t worry, it’s me,” she laughed, pulling the sliding bed out herself. “And my middle name is Grace; a choice my parents quickly regretted after a tragic year of wasted ballet lessons. 
 
    She looked up in time to see Abbey visibly relax with relief. 
 
    “Do you remember anything yet?” Shane asked. “It’s okay,” he continued when Ailsa looked at him questioningly. “Abbey told me what you were up to while the machines were running. She thought I’d flip, but you taking unnecessary risks is ‘situation normal’. I don’t like it, but it’s who you are, and I’m kind of used to it. 
 
    “So, do you have any of Ailsa’s memories?” he reiterated. 
 
    “I do,” she beamed, sitting up and dropping down to the floor. “And we’re going to be able to sort it all out tonight.” 
 
    “Really!” Shane and Abbey chorused. 
 
    “Uh huh!” she said, stepping over to the bench where Abbey sat. “Shift your butt, Abbs. I need to get into that drawer behind you.” 
 
    Opening the top drawer beneath the bench, Ailsa reached in and easily found and pressed the duress button recessed into the underside of the benchtop. The room wasn’t perfectly soundproofed, so when a whooping alarm came filtering in from the corridor outside, Shane and Abbey both turned in panic towards the door. 
 
    “What the fuck is that?” Shane cried. 
 
    “It’s game over!” Ailsa hissed, her face transforming from Pierra’s delicate beauty into a vicious snarl as she grabbed one of the oxygen canisters and swung it round-arm with all her strength at Shane’s head. It struck the back of his skull with a sickening thud, the force of the blow sending him sprawling unconsciously to the floor. 
 
    Ailsa turned towards Abbey and wound up for another strike, one end of the canister now dripping with Shane’s blood, but as she swung, Abbey screamed and deflected the blow with an arm. 
 
    Realising she had been tricked, Abbey rushed forwards to grapple her, driving Ailsa painfully back into the foot of the occupied green bed and then crashing to the floor in a tangle of arms and legs. 
 
    They fought for control of the oxygen tank. Ailsa had the better grip around the middle, but the power and desperation of the petite Asian woman was an unexpected shock, and it took all of her strength to avoid getting brained by it herself. 
 
    Initially on top, Abbey missed the opportunity to press home her advantage, and allowed Ailsa the chance to roll her off while they struggled for control of the only weapon. Wrenching it from side to side, they both attempted to gain sole possession and use it to beat the other woman senseless. 
 
    Ailsa felt strong and fit in a body that was twenty years younger than her own, but gym-hardened Abbey was stronger still, and she was winning the struggle for the canister. 
 
    Fighting for her life and her livelihood, Ailsa despaired as her grip began to weaken. Playing her final hope, she viciously pulled the steel canister towards her, and when Abbey responded in turn, Ailsa released it and grabbed instead for the hose as her opponent tumbled backwards. 
 
    Before Abbey could recover her balance, Ailsa launched herself at the younger, stronger woman, and in an instant, she had the tank’s rubber tubing turned around Abbey’s neck and pulled tight. 
 
    The anger and desperation in Abbey’s face morphed instantly into panic and fear as her airway closed down under the improvised garrotte. Unable to swing the canister while it was tethered to her neck, she abandoned her possession of its deadly weight and fought instead to get a finger underneath the tubing before she was choked to death. 
 
    “End of the line, bitch,” Ailsa panted, feeling short of breath herself from the exertion and the adrenaline rush of the fight. “It was a mistake…to let you…into my lab.” With each breath, she yanked on the tubing, pulling it even tighter. “But it’s not…one…I’ll repeat.” She let the final syllable out in a feral growl, shaking Abbey by the neck as her struggles weakened. 
 
    Abbey’s fingers left the tubing and reached impotently for Ailsa’s face, but with fading consciousness, she was unable even to scratch her attacker. 
 
    Nearly there. Just a few more seconds. Nighty-night, Abbey. 
 
    Her victim’s hands finally fell away, but just as Ailsa was about to rejoice her victory, she heard a familiar sucking thud, and a moment later, her ears popped with a change in pressure. 
 
    What the fuck? She turned in time to see Shane, hunched and bloodied, leaning on the bench in front of the depressurisation lever and fumbling with the spare oxygen canister.  
 
    “Noooo!” she screamed, wasting her last breath. Desperately, she grabbed for the mask on the end of the hose she was holding and held it over her mouth and nose, but the tension around Abbey’s neck had blocked the flow, and she gasped with despair, trying to draw oxygen that wasn’t there. 
 
    She looked back around at Shane as a veil drifted down over her consciousness. The last words she heard sounded tinny in the depleted atmosphere. 
 
    “Get off her, you bitch!” 
 
   
 
  

 
 
   
    ꘏ 
 
    ───Ξ─── 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Twelve 
 
    Dazed and exhausted, Shane collapsed into the passenger seat of Abbey’s car. They had sprinted the few hundred metres from Heaven Can Wait, and he could feel the gash on the back of his head trickling fresh blood down his neck. 
 
    “Are you going to be okay?” Abbey panted, plucking tissues from a small box in the centre console and pressing them to his wound. “You’re going to wake up with a nasty headache tomorrow.” 
 
    “It can’t be much worse than the one I have now,” he winced, taking the tissues away to look at the rose blooms of blood in the dim light from the street. “Start the car,” he went on, pressing the tissues back down firmly to stop the bleeding. “We need to get away from here.” 
 
    Abbey started the engine and executed a deft U-turn before accelerating away from any possible pursuers. They hadn’t been caught by security in the lab, but it was a near thing; they’d heard pounding footsteps coming as they slipped into the fire stairwell to make their escape. A few seconds later and the guards might have heard the door closing and come after them. 
 
    They would have caught us if not for Abbey, Shane reflected. There had been a tense moment after he revived her, unwinding the rubber tube from around her neck (secure your own mask before assisting others!) and pressing the oxygen mask to her mouth and nose. He had wanted to revive and restore Pierra, but Abbey insisted they couldn’t risk waking her up in case she was still Ailsa. It would take four separate procedures: first, they would need to get rid of Ailsa, then restore a Pierra-Abbey hybrid, and finally copy-restore Pierra. With another two procedures to fix Abbey as well, there was at least half an hour of work.  
 
    “And security could be here at any second!” Abbey had cried urgently. “Better to get out now and come back with the cops,” she had argued, “than to stay and get ourselves killed.” At that moment, she had looked fearfully at the door to what Shane thought of as The Morgue. “Or worse,” she added. 
 
    Shane realised that the stakes were somewhat higher for Abbey. The worst that might happen to him would be to get himself killed, but Heaven Can Wait had other uses for a beautiful young woman like Abbey. He tried to imagine her as a prisoner in her own body, turned into a prostitute and repeatedly defiled by strangers. That was the moment he took her hand, released the lab’s pressure lock, and bolted out the door without even waiting for Ailsa-Pierra to stir. 
 
    “Do you know where there’s a police station nearby?” Abbey asked. “Or do we dial Emergency?” 
 
    Shane tried to imagine the conversation when they got through to the police emergency response unit and reported a lead in a year old missing person’s case. He foresaw a lot of questions and not such a rapid response. 
 
    “I’m going to call Luc,” he said, pulling out his mobile phone and looking up the detective’s contact details. 
 
    The line began to ring at the other end. 
 
    “C’mon Luc,” Shane muttered as it rang a third time. “Two a.m. calls are the important ones.” The line connected a moment before he calculated it would go to voicemail. 
 
    Luc’s voice was thick with sleep. “Paisano, if you’ve drunk dialled me, I’m gonna feed you your own dick.” 
 
    “Mate, I need you,” Shane began. “I know where Pierra is.” 
 
    “Shit,” came the mumbled response. “Hang on a minute. You woke me up. Give me a sec’ to get my head on straight.” Shane heard him grunt with the effort of getting out of bed, and then a more lucid voice came back. “Did you say Pierra? She’s come back?” 
 
    “She hasn’t come back,” he replied, trying to be patient while Luc woke up enough to understand him. “Some people have her and I know where. I need help to get her while she’s still there.” His voice started to rise with desperation towards the end. 
 
    “Slow down, mate,” Luc said calmly. “It’s two in the morning. How did you happen to see her in the middle of the fuckin’ night? Please tell me this isn’t like that day in the park.” 
 
    “It’s not,” he said patiently. He was beginning to regret not dialling Triple-O Emergency. And then he had a bolt of inspiration to get himself taken seriously. “I have a witness!” A phrase from Law and Order leapt to mind. “A corroborating witness!” 
 
    “Keep talking,” Luc said. He sounded fully awake and interested now. “Who’s your witness?” 
 
    “She’s here with me. I’ll put you on speaker,” Shane said, finding the right button to activate the speakerphone. “There you go.” 
 
    “What’s your name, love?” Luc asked. “And how do you know Pierra?” 
 
    “My name’s Abbey, and …” 
 
    “Abbey?” Luc interrupted, disappointment clear in his voice. “Abbey from Miss Marple’s third grade?” Shane recognised the reference to one of the questions Luc had asked Marlowe in the park to prove that she knew and had grown up with Abbey. 
 
    “Miss Nagle,” Abbey corrected him. “But you need to understand …” 
 
    “Shane, are you fucking with me?” Luc had gone from disappointed to short-tempered. “Is she offering you information for money? Don’t be so stupid, paisano. Take me off speaker again.” 
 
    Shane turned to Abbey in desperation. This was not going anything like he imagined. “Help me,” he begged. He had another moment of inspiration. “Tell him something only Pierra would know.” 
 
    Abbey gave him a confused look, but then she seemed to understand his intention. She considered the question for a few seconds, and then said, “Luc, there was a night around the time Rod made Pierra partner, and he took her to the pub for a drink—the same one you cops go to. You joined them and the three of you sat together.” 
 
    “That’s not exactly a state secret, dear,” Luc said. He sounded cautious, but his voice had a ‘keep talking’ tone. 
 
    “Rod said something funny and Pierra almost fell backwards laughing. Do you remember? When she kicked out her legs for balance …” Abbey paused for a moment and asked, “Do you want me to keep going?” 
 
    “Keep going.” Luc’s voice sounded serious now. 
 
    “When she kicked out her legs, she flashed her knickers at you. You looked straight up at her face again and blushed when you made eye contact. She winked and smiled, and neither of you ever mentioned it again.” 
 
    Shane was looking at her with wide eyes, realising maybe for the first time exactly what having access to all of Pierra’s memories actually entailed. Abbey returned a level gaze and shrugged as if to say, ‘Well, you asked for something only Pierra would know.’ 
 
    Luc was silent for a few seconds. “Why would she even tell someone that?” he asked confusedly. 
 
    “She never told anyone,” Shane replied. “This is weirder than you can imagine, but you have to trust us. We have found Pierra, and we really need your help, fast!” He waited a silent three count. “Or do you want Abbey to tell you some more Pierra facts?” 
 
    “No.” There was a change in his voice this time. “Tell me where she is. I’ll go pick her up.” 
 
    “You’ll need a SWAT team,” Shane said, excited to have gotten through. “The place has a security team.” He gave the address of Heaven Can Wait and Abbey provided details on the main entrance and access to the underground lab area. 
 
    “God help you, you better not be fucking with me, Shane,” Luc said after he had written down all of the information. 
 
    “I’m not,” he replied earnestly. “And be careful, okay?” 
 
    “I’ll be careful,” Luc said. “But understand I’m going into this place on some pretty fuckin’ flimsy evidence. It’ll really help me not to get my ass kicked if you stay the fuck away from the building. Do not, I repeat, do not show up and make a scene, okay? Go home. Stay by the phone and I’ll call you on the landline.” 
 
    “Thank you, Luc,” Shane sighed. The phone clicked and went silent. Luc had hung up. Shane looked gratefully over at Abbey, recognising that her help in convincing Luc that he wasn’t completely crazy might have just saved Pierra’s life. 
 
    “What do you want to do?” she asked. 
 
    “I want to turn around and park a few blocks away from that place,” Shane said. He realised that Luc had deliberately promised to ring on the landline for that exact reason. 
 
    “What are you going to do, then?” 
 
    “Go home,” he sighed. “And wait for the phone to ring.” 
 
    “Mind if I stay?” Abbey asked, taking a turn off that would lead them towards Shane’s suburb. “I don’t think I need to be up early for work tomorrow.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    The phone rang shortly after three a.m. Abbey was asleep on the sofa beneath a blanket that Shane had only just draped over her, having finally realised that he had spent the previous fifteen minutes staring at the smooth curve of her black leggings. 
 
    He had the telephone handset sitting in his lap and answered it on the first ring. 
 
    “Luc?” 
 
    “I need an honest answer, paisano,” Luc said ominously. “Were you here tonight?” 
 
    “What? Where’s here?” Shane was confused. “Heaven Can Wait?” 
 
    “The address you gave me—were you there tonight?” he repeated. 
 
    “We were,” Shane answered. He saw no reason to lie to Luc. After all, he and Abbey weren’t the bad guys here. “Did you get in? Did you find Pierra? She looks different. And she might be acting different too.” 
 
    “Mate, we have nothing,” Luc told him, sounding almost surprised that Shane didn’t know this already. “I arrived three minutes before the fire brigade. The place is an inferno. It’s a total loss.” 
 
    “A fire?” Shane was too stunned to form proper sentences. “Pierra? Did she get out? There were security guards, too.” 
 
    Abbey had woken up and sensed what was going on from Shane’s side of the conversation. 
 
    “Bianca and Ruby?” she asked, sitting up straight. “Are they okay?” 
 
    “Nobody’s come out, and nobody has been able to get in yet,” Luc told him. “It’s too hot. There’s some kind of accelerant and the fire fighters don’t have control of it yet.” 
 
    There was a pause while Shane absorbed the information. Maybe they got out before Luc showed up. Someone must have set the fire. The guards? Ailsa? 
 
    “Mate,” Luc continued. “You know I can’t keep this quiet, don’t you? You were the last ones here, and we’re going to have to interview you.” 
 
    “I understand,” Shane said, defeated. It was as though Pierra had been taken all over again, except this time he fast-forwarded through all five stages of grief, straight to Acceptance. Do not pass GO, do not collect two hundred dollars. “Are you coming to get us now?” 
 
    “Jesus, mate!” he replied, aghast. “I’m not the fucking Gestapo pulling you from your bed in the dead of night. You’re just a witness; drive yourself in, and bring Abbey, too. How does ten tomorrow morning sound?” 
 
    “Ten tomorrow? Or ten today?” Shane asked flatly. 
 
    “Good point,” Luc considered it for a moment. “Make it midday. I might have had a few hours of cot time by then. Get some rest, yourself. Okay?” 
 
    “See you at noon,” he said, and cut Luc off mid-way through his ‘ciao’. He sat silently, staring at the handset and wondered what to do next. Why did Pierra have to be so fucking reckless? They could have been out by now and at the station, with Pierra giving a statement that would get Ailsa and Laz arrested. 
 
    “Bianca and Ruby?” Abbey asked. She came over to sit with Shane, putting her arms around his chest and resting her head on his shoulder. “They didn’t get out?” 
 
    “Nobody knows,” Shane whispered, trying to suppress a sob as his defences began to crumble. “No one has gone in or come out since the police arrived.” 
 
    “All of those fire doors downstairs,” Abbey thought aloud. “Maybe it’s okay. Maybe it was just the aboveground floors.” They were both silent for a few moments of hopeful reflection. Shane put an arm around her shoulders and held her tight. 
 
    “They were me,” Abbey said mournfully. “And they were burned alive.” 
 
    “We don’t know that,” Shane croaked, recognising that Abbey’s sense of loss, though perhaps less tangible than his own, was every bit as real.  
 
    He pressed his lips to the top of her head and kissed her there—reassuringly, he hoped. Her shampoo smelled like watermelon. 
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    ───Ξ─── 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
    Abbey awoke before dawn in an increasingly familiar state that she now understood was sexual arousal. It took a few moments to orient herself, but she quickly recognised the reassuring bulk of Shane’s chest beneath her cheek, and the warm touch of his hands—one on her thigh and the other on the curve of her waist. His breathing suggested that he was still asleep. 
 
    I should get up and leave. Except…this is nice. 
 
    She especially enjoyed the feeling of his hand on her leg, separated from her skin by just a thin layer of Lycra. With his fingertips curled over the top and resting on her inner thigh, it felt intimate—not sexual, exactly, but not so far from it, either. It was more the thought of where those fingers would touch if his hand were to slide north. Before Pierra set up time-share in her body, she had never thought about a man touching her there in anything but a clinical way. These thoughts were very non-clinical though, and they only built in intensity every time she gave Pierra control. 
 
    Thinking about Pierra led to dwelling upon the previous night’s failure, and then to Bianca and Ruby, who probably used their final breaths to scream or choke as they burned to death in the sub-basements of Heaven Can Wait. She took a long, hitching breath and then exhaled, flaring her nostrils and consciously trying to dispel the dark, depressing thoughts. The warmth of her breath tickled across the fine hairs on the back her hand, making her suddenly aware that it rested on Shane’s stomach. 
 
    Let’s be honest, Abbey. Once you’re over the belt buckle, it’s a bit low to actually be his stomach, okay? Bladder might be more accurate. 
 
    Fine, ‘bladder’ then. The correct identification of the body part beneath her palm no longer seemed important, because she was now aware of another point of contact along the lower edge of her hand, near the little finger. It could just be a fold in the fabric of his jeans, but it felt, well, stiffer! 
 
    Without moving her hand, she focussed all of her attention on the nerve endings along that line of contact, concentrating on the pressure and resistance. Is that his penis? Initially that felt like it ought to be the ‘big question’, but within a second of it forming in her head, another one replaced it, which seemed even bigger. Is it hard? 
 
    A sexy thrill shivered through her body. It was an unfamiliar feeling, but far from unwelcome; it was the thrill of being wanted. 
 
    Is that what this is, though? It could just be hard of its own accord—morning glory, or whatever they call it. Or maybe it’s because I’m touching it. It doesn’t mean he wants me. Shit! I don’t even know for sure if it is what I think it is! 
 
    Without any real forethought, Abbey stretched the muscles in her hand. Nothing more than a localised version of a wake-up stretch—at least that’s what she told herself. That’s not a fold in his jeans! A heavy resistance down there defied the pressure of her touch, but when it did yield, the entire landscape moved! It was like pulling a piece of driftwood from the wet sand, and realising you were only holding a small piece of a much larger whole. 
 
    Abbey relaxed her hand and gasped with wanton pleasure when the hardness in Shane’s jeans returned her caress, surging back against the edge of her hand, almost as if it was seeking her. 
 
    Holding her breath now, she raised her little finger and laid it over the top of that hard bulge, curling around his shaft in a miniature parody (not that miniature!) of his fingers curled around her thigh.  The joy of that touch assaulted her senses. Just like a silent, black and white movie suddenly transforming to technicolour and surround sound, the one-dimensional touch down the side of her hand was now throbbing beneath her finger in glorious 3D. 
 
     She squeezed it gently with just that one finger. It felt thick and powerful, surging in her grip, and impossibly, it seemed to get even harder. Abbey parted her lips and released a long, quavering breath. She couldn’t comprehend how she had never been interested in this. It was electrifying! 
 
    Almost instinctively, her ring finger joined her little finger (those two always work better together, anyway), her fingertips probing Shane’s jeans-clad erection. Together they stroked and smoothed over his cock, finding and defining the line where it rested against his pubis. 
 
    Abbey squeezed her pelvic floor in excitement over her first half-handful of cock, and she felt rather than heard the wet squelch of lubricating juices in her entrance. 
 
    That’s my body doing that, not my mind—and it’s not Pierra, either. It’s me! Preparing for him, getting ready to take him inside me. 
 
    Abbey tried to imagine taking the thick cock in her fingers and sliding it into her pussy. As a virgin who had never used a dildo (heck, never even had a pap smear), she found it a delightful impossibility to imagine. Even Pierra’s memories of sex and of losing her virginity weren’t much help; it was no better than reading about it in a book. 
 
    She squeezed again and felt the clinging discomfort of her wet panties against her sensitive lips, and she realised she was more than just wet, she was open. 
 
    On autopilot now, her remaining fingers closed around Shane’s cock; the last two wrapped around the girth, and the fore- and middle finger cradling his length, lightly squeezing and tracing out a ridge that she thought must be his cock head. Swelling and responding to her touch, it felt beyond wonderful, and she questioned how she could ever have been satisfied just to touch him with a single finger. 
 
    Shane took a deeper breath and sighed, but still he slept. Abbey’s need was becoming undeniable, and she felt little flutters of anticipation in the muscles around her sex, as if any moment they expected Shane to part her virgin lips and plunge manfully into her silken depths. 
 
    Her body lay cradled in one of his arms. The other arm, reaching across his body, had been holding her when they fell asleep together, but had since fallen, and now rested on her thigh. With her own hand lightly stroking his cock, her attention now shifted back to his fingers, and to the short distance that separated them from the moist heat of her sex. 
 
    Her free hand was trapped between their bodies, but moving slowly, and by gently shifting her weight, she managed to lever it free without waking Shane. Unable to deny herself any longer, Abbey touched at the junction of her thighs, and even through the layers of her leggings and panties, she still felt an arcing buzz of pleasure in her clitoris. Slowly rubbing that hardened nub in big, lazy circles, her sodden panties crept rudely up her slit, and she felt her swampy wetness beginning to soak all the way through her leggings.  
 
    But it wasn’t enough. 
 
    Jealously eyeing Shane’s hand lying on her thigh, she stopped rubbing herself and moved her own hand down, laying it lightly across his with the tips of her fingers nestling into the spaces. She felt his fingers flex, almost caressing, as if testing the firmness of her toned thigh, but still he slept. 
 
    Could she? Could she move his hand without waking him? And what if he did wake up? Pretend she was still asleep herself; that was the obvious ruse. 
 
    What do the Americans call intimate touching? Second base? So is this ‘stealing second’? Abbey smiled inwardly. Shame there’s nobody to share this rapier wit. 
 
    Heart pounding with, what, fear? Apprehension? Excitement? Hard to tell, probably all three—she curled her fingertips beneath the webbing between Shane’s fingers and half-lifted, half-slid his hand up her inner thigh to her pussy. 
 
    At the first touch to her aching, soaking entrance, muscles contracted across Abbey’s shoulders, down her back, and all through her pelvis and thighs.  Still cradled in his arm, she arched into his touch, thrusting out her small breasts and gasping, a whimper of passion escaping her parted lips. Opening like a flower, her legs parted, her genetic programming spreading them wide, to draw her mate deeper, closer to her womb. The Lycra gusset of her leggings stretched tissue-thin across her slit, its impenetrable skin silently mocking her virginity, a cruel parody of the infinitely more delicate flower of her hymen. 
 
    Shaking now, Abbey laid a finger over Shane’s and pressed him into her, pushing her panties deeper, and rolling the meat of his digit back and forth over her clitoris. 
 
    “Oh holy jumping Jesus!” she moaned, eyelids fluttering as she descended into the hypnotic isolation of pure sensation. She existed only to feel, to experience, knowing somehow that this was special. It was her first touch; the pinnacle against which all future intimate contact would be measured and found wanting. 
 
    She gripped Shane’s cock in her fist. It was now at peak hardness, and she revelled in its throbbing power, squeezing its unyielding girth just to feel it heave and swell in reply. She pictured her own virgin sheath doing the squeezing, and tried to imagine the feeling of his thick manhood bucking inside her, cleaving the gripping walls of her sex. She tried to call up Pierra’s memories of how that felt, the hot gush of release as his seed pumped into her. Those memories were there, but they were mere ashes to the roaring blaze of his finger on her clitoris. 
 
    She had become unmindful of waking him—gripping his cock tightly and grinding her love button beneath his finger—and too late, she heard his breathing change as he began to rouse. It started with a low moan of pleasure, as perhaps an erotic dream merged with the reality of her artful hands, but a few moments later he jerked with realisation, and his muscled chest flexed and hardened beneath her cheek. 
 
    Abbey moaned wantonly and pressed his fingers forcefully into her pussy. The opportunity to play asleep had long since passed; she could do nothing but express her need and desire, and hope that he reciprocated. 
 
    “Oh my G-…” Shane gasped. “What …?” 
 
    “Shhh,” Abbey soothed, stroking his cock. “Please.” 
 
    “What …?” Shane began again, and then paused in obvious thought for a few seconds. “Who are you?” 
 
    Pierra or Abbey? Is it important? Which one does he want? 
 
    “I can be her,” Abbey breathed, tilting her head back and looking up at him. “I can be her if you want me to be.” She looked up at him with eyes filming over, a stray lock of glossy black hair had escaped from her ponytail and draped over her face. She wanted so badly to say the right thing—the thing that would cause him to take her in his arms and plunder her. If he asked, she would change into Pierra for him, if only to retreat from the anguish of not having him herself. 
 
    Shane met her eyes, his gaze unreadable. A few seconds ticked by and still, he did not respond. 
 
    “Or I can be me,” Abbey whispered vulnerably, biting her lower lip with anticipation. She felt his cock throb again beneath her fingers, and he breathed a conflicted sigh. His expression began to transform as he reached some kind of decision. Me? Her? Or neither of us?  
 
    Abbey didn’t wait to find out; she stretched up and met his lips. They were hard at first—unyielding—but a moment later they softened and returned her kiss, his intensity quickly mounting to match her own. 
 
    Extricating his hand from her lap, Shane smoothed it up over her tummy, and brushed across the gentle swell of one breast, seeking her nipple by touch and circling, stroking the areola, and tweaking the hard peak through her bra with his finger and thumb. 
 
    Abandoning his shaft and lifting her feet onto the sofa, Abbey rolled into him, laying with her upper body in his embrace, and putting her fingers back to work, first finding and then unfastening the buttons of his shirt. Still kissing, she pulled it open and explored blindly but enthusiastically across the muscles of his chest, still hard, but not as lean as Pierra remembered them. 
 
    After virtually having his fingers in her pussy, the foreplay now felt all backwards for Abbey. There would be time later to take it slow, but right now, she wanted to cut to the ending and have their bodies coupled. 
 
    “I’m ready already,” she gasped, breaking their kiss. “If I wait any longer, I might chicken out.” 
 
    Shane didn’t respond verbally, but he moved his free hand back down over her stomach and dipped beneath the waistband of her leggings. He made two failed attempts to slip beneath her panties, but the third time was a charm, and Abbey squeaked with delighted surprise as his fingers snaked through her pubic curls, tickled over her sensitive outer lips, and gently cupped her vulva. 
 
    Forming a barrier over her most intimate opening, his hand felt paradoxically safe, but at the same time dangerously erotic, as he pressed and gently circled, allowing his middle finger to settle longways into her open slit.  
 
    Abbey was impatient and felt somehow distanced from the action unfolding in the privacy of her panties. All of this was so new; she wanted to bring her full array of senses to bear and drown in the sheer eroticism of a man’s first touches to her womanhood. 
 
    Pushing up with her feet, she lifted her bottom onto Shane’s lap, and while he cradled her, she athletically raised her legs to the vertical and in a single, lithe movement, she skinned off her leggings and panties. 
 
    “That was impressively nimble,” Shane offered, his eyes shifting appreciatively from her face to her trim, naked hips and thighs, and then back again. 
 
    “That’s nothing,” she purred, smiling. With Pierra’s natural flair for the erotic, she slowly, slowly lifted the leg nearest Shane, up past his face and rested it on his shoulder. She was half way to full splits, and she could feel her molten pussy stretch and open even wider beneath his fingers. 
 
    “You’re incredible,” Shane husked, his cock bucking and flexing erotically inside his jeans beneath Abbey’s bare backside. 
 
    She placed her small hand over his and used it as a live sex toy, stroking and teasing herself, bearing down on the finger lining her slit to grind her clitoris, flicking it left and right in the increasingly slick pool of her juices. 
 
    With the meat of his finger on her clitoris, Shane had been using the fingertip to tickle her perineum, making Abbey moan as she writhed and gyrated on his lap. When he followed the trickle of slippery love juices back up to their source, his fingertip dropped neatly into her entrance and sent a chilling bolt of adrenaline through her midsection. 
 
    Oh God! He’s going to put it inside me! 
 
    It was a moment of panic, but it was pleasurable panic. Although tampons were a tight fit and she hadn’t yet torn her hymen, Shane’s finger was thicker. And altogether knobblier! Abbey quivered with excitement. 
 
    He was so gentle! Just touching, probing softly around that silky gateway. What if I bleed? Will he stop if I bleed? Abbey watched spellbound as he added a pound of pressure and slipped smoothly inside, backing off before the first knuckle and retreating. Very slowly, he entered her again, setting up a gentle rhythm and allowing her pussy to stretch, making Abbey moan lustily as her straining hymen sent a warm burn through her core. 
 
    It’s inside me! He’s finger fucking me! Does this mean I’m not a virgin? 
 
    “You’re so tight!” Shane whispered, his eyes never wavering from the sight of his finger dipping between Abbey’s coral-pink lips. 
 
    “I’m …” Abbey began fitfully. “I mean, I’ve never …” It wasn’t something that had ever particularly concerned her, but now she found it hard to admit to being a twenty-five year old virgin. 
 
    “It’s your first time, I know,” Shane said reassuringly. Forgetting the delightful sensation of his finger in her pussy for a second, Abbey shot him a how-did-you-know glance. “Ruby outed you when we met in the park. Remember?” 
 
    Of course! It was embarrassing; how could I forget? Somehow, the knowledge that Shane knew her condition—her vulnerability—made sitting on his lap with a leg cocked over one shoulder indescribably sexy. 
 
    That’s why he was so gentle! He was feeling for it! 
 
    “Have you ever had sex with a virgin?” she asked candidly. She was suddenly aware that she might not be the only one who had been fantasising about their imminent coupling. 
 
    “Not counting myself?” Shane smiled lopsidedly. 
 
    Abbey laughed in spite of herself, causing her pussy to squeeze down lovingly on his finger. 
 
    “Is that sexy? Being my first?” she asked. “Like a fantasy?” 
 
    “I don’t know about other guys,” Shane revealed. “But it is for me. It’s the ultimate gift of trust, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Am I spoiling it by talking?” Abbey asked nervously. Still a virgin, but already she had grown past the selfish, visceral fulfilment of her defloration. She understood what he meant and discovered that she wanted this to be a gift, just as much for him as it was for her. 
 
    “You’re not spoiling it,” he breathed. “You’re amazing.” Continuing to fuck the slick, clinging barrel of her vaginal opening with his fingertip, he dipped his thumb into her juices and touched it to her incandescent clitoris. 
 
    “Ohhhhh!” Abbey cried out ecstatically, arching back, tipping back her head and fanning her ponytail across his supporting arm. 
 
    “You’re every guy’s fantasy,” Shane told her, causing her cheeks to flush with self-conscious pride. “I could watch you do that forever.” 
 
    “What’s the fantasy of being with a virgin?” she asked, taking his assurance at face value that she wasn’t spoiling the mood. “Is it the conquest? Popping her cherry?” She thought that sounded wrong, maybe crude, but she couldn’t find the right words; she could only imagine it from the female perspective. It was the fantasy of submitting to his superior strength, to be opened up and have him plunge into her; to want it, but not to have any choice in it. It was the fantasy of being taken. 
 
    “Maybe that’s part of it,” he admitted. “But …” And he paused. Abbey could see he was in two minds about revealing the rest. 
 
    “But what?” 
 
    “Well,” he started again tentatively. “It’s kind of voyeuristic but …” he paused again, and with a look, Abbey silently encouraged him to continue. “It’s about watching your reactions, you know? The look on your face. The moment of indecision as you bear down, feeling the pleasure but anticipating the pain, and still deciding to go ahead because you want me inside you even more than you want to spare yourself.” 
 
    Abbey felt a prickle of goose bumps run up her back listening to his description. Her newfound fantasy of being taken—of being fucked with glorious abandon—it wasn’t especially a virgin fantasy. That was just the way she had projected it on him, but really, it was a fantasy she could indulge time and time again. What Shane had described though –watching a cock slide into her pussy for the first time—that was erotic. She thought about the pain, the tearing, but also the maiden pleasure of feeling him inside her, throbbing and alive, going deeper until their perfectly matched anatomies joined at the root, making them complete. 
 
    “So what you’re saying,” she said huskily, running her fingers through his chest hair and allowing herself a cheeky smile. “… is that you want to watch me fuck you.” 
 
    “Well since you put it that way,” Shane said with a smile of his own, obviously getting the joke and enjoying the game. 
 
    “Well, get’cha popcorn, lover,” she purred, swinging her leg down off his shoulder and sitting up for a kiss. “Cause the show’s about to start.” 
 
    Moving with the sleek grace of an athlete, she rolled off his lap and slithered to the floor in front of him, her hands going straight to his belt. In a moment, she had him unbuckled and unzipped, and was pulling his jeans and boxers down together while he arched his backside off the sofa to help. 
 
    His cock sprang free like a Jack-in-the-box, slapping lustily against his stomach and leaving a dab of pre-cum there. Abbey got his jeans down to his ankles and abandoned them (fuck ‘em, they’ll be fine) in favour of investigating the main object of her interest. 
 
    Pierra’s memories of her husband’s manhood were very clear, and Abbey had drawn them up a number of times in the past week. So although it was familiar, it was also delightfully new, and she reached for him with trembling anticipation. 
 
    Oh, good Lord! Am I really going to try putting this monster inside me? 
 
    Abbey’s logical side knew that Shane wasn’t especially big in relative terms, but when she closed her hand around his girth, and had to squeeze to make her thumb and middle finger touch, she began to doubt it would even fit. 
 
    Holding his cock at the base, she climbed onto the sofa and straddled his lap. She tried to rise up on her knees over his manhood, but she sank too far into the soft cushions, and when she brought his cock to her pussy, her entrance touched only half way up his shaft. 
 
    “You’re too big,” she said in a soft voice, looking into his eyes, just a foot away from her own, and smiling. 
 
    “You know all the right things to say,” Shane joked, cupping her small, round ass cheeks in his hands and pulling her close, trapping his cock against his stomach and stretching her pussy lips wide as they closed around the sides of his shaft. 
 
    They kissed again and Shane rocked his hips, sliding his thickly veined erection between Abbey’s slick pussy lips, grazing her clitoris and making her small, sleek body shudder in his hands. 
 
    The feeling of his thick cock hotdogged in her pussy was exquisite. Every nerve was singing, and as she got wetter and transferred her slick juices all over Shane’s bulging shaft, the sexy feeling of wet, almost frictionless contact intensified. Abbey ground him back and forth, rolling and pumping her hips like an exotic dancer, flattening and peeling back her lips until she could feel the warm burn of her stretching hymen. 
 
    Shane’s hands slid upwards from her gyrating butt, over her hips, and traced the smooth, lean curve of her waist, beneath her t-shirt and up to her bra strap. Continuing, he pulled the shirt up over her head, exposing a simple black bra with smooth, satin cups and an embroidered frill along the shoulder straps. It was one of Abbey’s very few non-sports-bras. 
 
    Tossing the t-shirt aside, Shane stroked his thumbs across her satin-lined nipples and tucked a finger beneath the underwire to stroke her soft breast-flesh. 
 
    “Do you want to do the honours?” he smiled ruefully. “I’ve never had much luck with these things.” 
 
    Considering her position—almost naked with his thick cock snug between her virgin lips—Abbey became uncharacteristically shy and blushed. 
 
    “You don’t want me to leave it on?” she whispered, touching noses and pecking softly at his upper lip. “It’s my nicest one.” 
 
    “I want to see you,” he replied, whispering as well. “All of you. Don’t you want me to?” 
 
    “I’m shy about them,” she said softly, kissing him, but not making eye contact. She thought about Pierra’s full, buxom bust, and knew that Shane liked it when she knelt over him in bed, allowing him to kiss and nuzzle them. “They’re only little,” she admitted. 
 
    Shane smoothed his hands over the cups again, tickling his palms with their satiny sheen, and transferring the lightest tingling through to her breasts. 
 
    “If you’re worried I’ll be disappointed, don’t be,” he said. “You’re stunning, Abbey. Everything about you makes my heart race.” 
 
    Unused to compliments of any kind, especially ones laced with sexual desire, Abbey felt a surge of pride and confidence that made her feel bold again. Sitting back on his lap to give him a better view, she reached behind and unhooked the catch, and then holding the cups to her breasts, she shrugged the straps off and let them fall loose down her arms. 
 
    Not letting Shane look yet, she pulled the bra away an inch and peeked down. Nope, no change. Still there. Still small. Weights and exercise had defined her pectorals and given her breasts a little more shape than they might otherwise have had. They were small and round and not even heavy enough to define a crease at the bottom where they met her ribs. Golden like the rest of her skin, the areolae and nipples were a rich, cocoa brown, and at that moment, they were stiff little chips of stone. 
 
    Closing the bra back over the top, she tilted her eyes demurely back up to look at Shane. Want me some more, she begged him silently. 
 
    He raised his hands and took a gentle hold of her wrists, slowly lowering them and uncovering her breasts. 
 
    “Oh, God!” he breathed. 
 
    Abbey thought that was probably a good response, but she wasn’t completely certain. She watched his face for a sign, but couldn’t read it. He just stared blankly at her flat chest, his lips still parted from his words of a moment earlier. 
 
    She looked down at her breasts again and gave her chest a waggle. If they moved at all, it was a wobble more than a sway, and they snapped immediately back to resting position.  
 
    I wonder whether they’ll bounce when we’re fucking. 
 
    Shane leaned forward and kissed one. He was panting and she could feel his hot breath on the small patch of saliva he left on her nipple. He kissed her again, running the tip of his tongue around the areola, making her squirm; her burning pussy lips finding his cock once more and embracing it like an old friend. 
 
    Rubbing herself against him, she laid back in his arms and allowed him to kiss her breasts, testing their petite weight with his tongue, and gently biting her nipples, sending raw bolts of pleasure through her body so intense that she squeaked excitedly, and had to back off to make him stop. 
 
    Leaning back with her pussy lips hugging his shaft, she realised the moment had come, and although she was frightened, she was still excited. It was the Pierra side of her identity that was driving her passion, and while a few hours ago she was ready to exorcise it from her body, she now couldn’t imagine wanting it gone. Having known this feeling, how could she face a future without it? 
 
    Pierra was close; she could feel that, too. It would be the simplest thing to just relax and let her come up; take the reins, so to speak. It was something Pierra would do gladly; her own first time had been a disappointment, and Abbey could feel her there, eager to make amends. 
 
    “Fuck off Pierra,” she said under her breath. “This one’s mine.” 
 
    “What did you say?” Shane asked, taking his lips from her breasts. He had pushed them together and was nuzzling and tonguing the shallow valley they formed. 
 
    “I said I want you to fuck me,” she husked boldly. “I want you to stick your cock in me and fuck me ‘til I squeal.” Where did that come from? That sort of dirty talk wasn’t like Pierra, and it sure as heck wasn’t like Abbey. She felt his cock swell impressively between her pussy lips, and she realised that as corny as it sounded, Shane was getting off on it. 
 
    Dredging up lines from the steamy novels that Pierra favoured, she put her lips to his ear and continued. 
 
    “I want you to bend me over the table and fuck my brains out,” she whispered, rubbing her gently weeping pussy all over his cock. More sexy old tropes came flooding forth from Pierra’s memory: “I’ve been a bad little girl, and I want you to punish me with your big cock. Stretch my little pussy and teach me how to be a woman. Hold me down and fuck me ‘til I beg you to stop, then cum inside me. Pump me so full I can taste it.” 
 
    “Stop,” he gulped. “You’re going to make me finish too soon.” 
 
    Abbey felt emboldened and in control, her entire body tingling with power. She reached back and pulled the band from her hair, shaking it loose and letting it cascade over her shoulders. 
 
    “You wanna watch me fuck you?” she purred, mahogany eyes glinting with confident passion. “Want to watch my little virgin pussy open up for your cock?” 
 
    She didn’t expect an answer and didn’t get one. She was performing now, using it to overcome her nerves, still thrilled and frightened at the idea of having him inside her. 
 
    “Lift up your knees,” she instructed. The sofa was low and Shane was tall, so when he drew his legs in, his knees rose and put his lap on an angle that Abbey was delighted to see was roughly that of a playground slide. 
 
    Getting her feet beneath her on the sofa cushions, Abbey pushed back, sliding her bare bottom half way up Shane’s lap—far enough to angle his cock towards her opening. 
 
    Holding it in one hand, she spread her lips with the other and felt inside for the delicate crescent of her virginity. She slipped a finger inside to confirm she was still wet and ready. So tight! Even the vaginal barrel in deeper felt tight. 
 
    “Can you see it?” she asked, spreading herself wide and tilting her pussy upwards to let Shane see inside her. 
 
    “Uh huh,” he gulped, eyeing her small, pink opening. 
 
    “You put it in,” she instructed, letting go of his cock. 
 
    Shane took hold and gave it a long stroke, forcing a bead of clear pre-cum to the tip. He touched it to her slit and smeared it around, skating over her clitoris and making her jump, and then moved it down to her opening. Abbey could feel its weight there, like a gravitational pull, drawing her in. 
 
    She released her labia and let them close over his cock head, and then she lowered herself, millimetre by millimetre, until her pussy burned with the stretching pain. 
 
    “How does that look now?” she asked. With his cock head fully buried in her entrance, it looked as though he was deeper than he really was, and that they were already fucking. The thick bulk of his cock was prising her soft pussy lips apart, and they curled around him almost protectively, holding him tight lest he get away. 
 
    “Unbelievable,” Shane whispered. He stroked his long cock with his fingers, milking slick pre-cum into Abbey’s hole that would help to lubricate his maiden entry in a few moments’ time. He combed his fingers through her short curls and brought his hands up to rest on her hips. 
 
    He could pull me down onto him now, if he wanted to. I’d be helpless to stop him. 
 
    With her legs spread wide, Abbey slowly twisted and ground her hips, sliding Shane’s greasy cockhead around in the socket of her pussy, and trying to find a little more stretch, but there was none. He was as deep as he was going to get while she remained a virgin. 
 
    She bit her lower lip, agonising over the moment. Pierra’s memory of the pain was still fresh from her first time so many years ago. It seemed cruel that that memory could be so sharp, while the pleasurable recollections of fucking were just shadows of the raw, animal lust she felt right now. 
 
    “Oh God, this had better be good,” she whispered, and then she relaxed her knees and slid smoothly onto his cock. The initial tear was the worst; it made her cry out, but it only lasted a second, and was replaced by a burning sting that wasn’t so different from the pain of a hard workout. 
 
    All of it was easily forgotten as she felt her pussy begin to fill with Shane’s cock. The first stroke only took him half way in, but Abbey felt impossibly tight and full enough to burst.  
 
    “Oh, holy jumpin’ Jesus,” she shuddered. “It feels like a fucking baseball bat.” 
 
    The muscles around her pussy quivered with the unexpected assault of being so forcefully parted, and they held their half of Shane’s thickly veined shaft in a death grip, making it almost impossible for her to either withdraw or commit further. 
 
    “I’m stuck,” she blurted, hyperventilating a few panicky breaths. “I’m done. I can’t fit any more in.” The pain was almost gone, but the fullness overrode every other sensation. She looked down and saw another three or four inches of cock awaiting their chance to enter her, and she felt a pang of disappointment that she wouldn’t be able to have all of him.  
 
    “Just take it slow,” Shane reassured her. “Move your hips. Try a new angle.” 
 
    Taking his advice, Abbey slowly circled her hips like a belly dancer and felt him moving inside her, the tip of his cock circling and sliding deliciously along her pussy walls. 
 
    “Oh God, that feels good!” she husked throatily. 
 
    Tucking her feet underneath again, she knelt over him, her weight pushing him a fraction deeper. She held on to his shoulders and continued dancing to her own unheard rhythm, eyes softly closed and every sense tuned to the achingly hard slab of meat impaling her, twisting inside her and probing the unexplored secrets of her womanhood. 
 
    It was working! She felt herself getting wetter and Shane began to move more freely inside her—even around the impossibly tight band of her pussy opening. 
 
    With her head thrown back and her hair tickling between her shoulder blades, she held Shane’s lips to her slender neck, and he kissed her there while she fucked him, slowly writhing on his spike, and little by little, taking him inside of her. 
 
    When she had him all the way in, Abbey was so full she could scarcely breathe. Not taking a backward stroke, she pumped her hips against him, crushing her lips against his root and wetly kissing his balls, trying to pull him deeper. She felt the tip of his cock slipping across her cervix; it was uncomfortable at first, but after a few thrusts, it gave her a heady rush that knocked the breath from her lungs. 
 
    “Oh wow,” she panted, her arms around his neck, leaning close and brushing her nipples across his chest. “Did you cum?” 
 
    “Uh uh,” Shane shook his head. “Do you want me to?” 
 
    “God, yes!” she moaned, still writhing on his shaft. “Tell me when. I want to feel you doing it. Do it all the way deep inside me.” 
 
    “But what about…” 
 
    “Not my time,” Abbey interrupted. She was frantic for fulfilment now. “Fuck me properly,” she told him, “and then fill me up.” 
 
    She yelped with surprise when Shane sat up straight and pushed himself to the edge of the sofa. Half expecting what came next, she held on tight and watched him with wide, happy eyes while he hooked his arms beneath her legs and stood up. Helpless now, she was suspended on three points, his cock in her pussy and his powerful forearms beneath her knees. There was no equivalent memory of Pierra’s to consult; this was completely new.  
 
    “Don’t trip,” she giggled, looking down at his pants still around his ankles. 
 
    With a little dance that jiggled his cock delightfully inside her, he managed to free himself of the jeans, and then he hitched her up, bouncing her on his dick to get a better grip under her legs. It was the first backward stroke Abbey had taken, and the sensation was erotically charged and utterly delicious. Her pussy clung to him like a rubber glove; she could feel the suction and pulling as her tight opening distended around his cock, and then he was driving back inside, cleaving her open again. 
 
    She squealed with the unexpected ecstasy. So many erotic sensations at once, the friction of his thick cock in her sheath, the wet slap of his balls into her ass, and the phenomenal, breathless pounding of her cervix. 
 
    “Oh, God yes!” she blurted excitedly. “Like that! Fuck me like that!” 
 
    Using his arms as a swing and his hips to push her, Shane bounced her again, higher this time, catching her gently by bending at the waist and sending her up again. 
 
    The wet friction was an unbearable ecstasy. Abbey bore down on her pelvic wall, squeezing Shane’s cock in a vice grip, but it was so hard and unyielding, it almost hurt. She could feel herself getting hotter and hotter as an undeniable feeling of crescendo built inside her. Her boiling juices leaked out her hole and trickled down Shane’s balls, and as he pounded into her silky sheath again and again, they painted her ass cheeks like a Jackson Pollock original in hot sprays of pussy juice. 
 
    “Yes! Fuck me harder!” Abbey cried, her voice quavering and close to tears. She was utterly unprepared for the soaring ecstasy of a thick, beautiful cock routing her pussy. She understood that this unbridled abandon was all Pierra’s doing, but it felt so intimately her own. 
 
    Shane backed her up against a wall and pressed into her, holding her steady while he adjusted his grip on her splayed legs. He held her there, helpless, then he drew out his cock again and rammed it home, knocking the breath from Abbey and sending her a little closer to a looming precipice that she didn’t yet recognise was her first orgasm. 
 
    “Again!” she encouraged him. She felt his cock swell impressively inside her as he flexed, and she instinctively realised he was close. “Do it again,” she panted. “Don’t stop. I want to feel you cum.” 
 
    Shane didn’t answer, but he held tight to her legs and pinned her to the wall, driving his cock into her slick cunt, making her petite breasts bounce as he pushed deep, twisting his hips at the end to make her soaking lips kiss the tops of his balls. 
 
    Abbey felt a ball of fire building inside; deep down at her cervical entrance where Shane’s long, thick cock was bulging and preparing to empty his load into her womb. 
 
    “Oh Jesus, don’t stop!” Abbey squealed. “Something’s happening!” 
 
    Shane redoubled his efforts, lifting her legs higher, changing the angle and trying to get deeper. His movements were getting jerky, thrusting and holding, and cords were standing out on his neck from the strain. 
 
    “Now,” he groaned through gritted teeth. 
 
    “Yes!” cried Abbey as her own climax began to peak. “Please, yes!” She bore down on his cock once again and squeezed it tight. A moment later, she felt it buck spastically as an electric vibration tingled at the base of her entrance, the rumble of his ejaculate coursing through the swollen vein beneath his cock. 
 
    She felt it spill into her, hot and thick, two, three, four powerful spurts, spraying off her cervix and leaking inside, where on a different day it might kindle a new life. 
 
    With hot cum inside her, Abbey locked her legs around him and thrashed her hips as the orgasm tore through her, washing sweet endorphins through her blood and starbursts of ecstasy exploding behind her closed eyes. 
 
    Struggling for breath, she clung to Shane, her pussy contracting and releasing, milking him, but also ejecting his seed from her sex, where it coated her lips and pubic hair in a sticky mess. 
 
    “Oh wow,” she panted, catching her breath. “Did you cum that time?” She giggled at her own joke, forestalling what she knew would be a messy clean up when he put her down. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” he laughed. “Perhaps we should try again.” 
 
    Abbey was about to reply that she was game, when the phone trilled. She looked into Shane’s eyes, still clinging to him with arms and legs. “Are you going to get that?” she smiled. 
 
    “I should,” he replied. “But …” 
 
    The call went through to the answering machine. It was Luc. 
 
    “Shane, I hope you’re asleep and not sneaking around down here at the scene. I’ll kick your arse if you’re here. I thought I should tell you before you come down to the station, the fire fighters have managed to get inside.  
 
    “The fire didn’t reach downstairs, but when they got down there, everyone was gone. I mean everyone; it was empty, paisano.  
 
    “They found the room you described, you know, the lab, with some kind of morgue in an adjoining room. There were no bodies, no machines, no nothin’, mate. Whatever they were doing there, they packed it up and took it with them.  
 
    “We found a passage big enough for a van or a small truck. It led to the car park of the building out back. We think the fire was maybe a diversion, and while we were putting it out, they were loading shit into vans and driving it out the back. 
 
    “I’m sorry I don’t have better news for you, mate. I still want to see you tomorrow, but you’re not a suspect. There’s something fucking hinkey going on here, and we were a hair away from catching them. 
 
    “I can’t wait to hear your story. See you at noon, paisano. Don’t call me; I’m going home to get some sleep.” 
 
    The phone disconnected. 
 
    Shane lowered Abbey to the floor and slipped out of her vagina. 
 
    “She’s gone again,” he said, defeated. “She’s not dead, but she’s gone again.” 
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 Chapter Fourteen 
 
    Six months later. 
 
    The Hotel Intercontinental. Why would she want to meet here? Shane wondered whether Abbey was being deliberately insensitive by asking to meet at the place from which his wife had been abducted, or maybe it just didn’t occur to her.  
 
    Or was it punishment? He wasn’t proud of the way he had treated her after the night of the fire. After what they had shared, she deserved better from him, but he had been too busy with self-pity to mind her feelings. He had essentially broken all contact with her—told her that the sex had been a mistake. That he’d hurt her was beyond doubt, but he didn’t know how to make amends, and now he was more than a little surprised that she wanted to meet him. 
 
    The news that the fire had not killed Pierra had made him initially hopeful. Did Ailsa have time to run through the machine again? One last unconscious copy to give her full control of Pierra’s body? Given how quickly they had cleaned out the building, Shane hadn’t thought so, but days passed without contact and he had been forced to concede that whatever had happened to her body, Pierra’s personality hadn’t survived the night. Otherwise, she would surely have reached out to him. Surely. 
 
    Abbey’s invitation had arrived by text. 
 
    I have some information about the case. Cannot send. Must meet. Sat 6pm in the bar at the Intercontinental. Abbey. 
 
    Just ‘Abbey’. Not ‘Love Abbey’, but why would it be?  
 
    He was early. Looking around when he walked in, he was surprised to see Abbey there ahead of him, sitting at a quiet table in the corner. 
 
    “Hi,” he said as he approached. Nice, Shane. Smooth. 
 
    “Hi Shane,” she replied with a smile. “I didn’t know whether you’d come. You didn’t reply to my text.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said, avoiding eye contact. “I’ve been…um…busy.” He paused a few moments and then added sorrowfully, “Actually, what I’ve been is rude. I didn’t reply because I didn’t know how to apologise, except in person.” He paused again, and after a few more moments, he realised that he still hadn’t apologised, and Abbey was waiting for him to continue. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Abbey,” he said, pulling out a chair and sitting down. “For the whole business. Especially the way I treated you after…you know.” He sighed, not happy that he had made any better job of it in person that he would have done by text. “You deserved a lot better,” he finished weakly. 
 
    “Apology accepted,” she said. She didn’t add any inflection, but to Shane it sounded honest enough. “I was hurt,” she continued. “But hurt heals. I’ve moved on.” 
 
    “Oh, okay. Good,” he said, a bit surprised. Moved on—interesting choice of words. “Are you…um…you know, seeing somebody?” 
 
    “Not yet,” she replied. “Pierra still pops her head up from time to time. Unexpectedly, I mean. It might be hard to find someone who can deal with that.” 
 
    “Oh, really?” For the last six months, he had only thought about Abbey’s version of Pierra in abstract terms, not as a real and separate person. He was reminded that she had a life of sorts, even if it was just the stray moments she could steal from Abbey. “So she just kind of,” he snapped his fingers, “pops up?” 
 
    “Sometimes,” Abbey agreed. “Not so often, now, and usually only when I’m tired. “I invite her to come up, too. It’s cool in a way; I’ve outsourced all of my clothes shopping. I never enjoyed it anyway. There’s a lot she doesn’t know about sportswear, but she just picks up it from my memory.”  
 
    She looked thoughtful for a moment. “Funny though, it doesn’t work the other way, because I still can’t pick fashion. I guess that’s more of an emotional thing than memory.” She smiled again, reflecting. 
 
    Leaning back in her chair, she showed off her clothes, a navy and white tailored blouse with a slim, navy skirt. “She dressed me this morning, you know.”  
 
     “You look great,” he said, and not just because he agreed (he thought it was beautiful, a very ‘Pierra’ outfit) but also because some kind of response seemed necessary, and he didn’t know what else to say. 
 
     “I even wear pantyhose, sometimes.” She smiled at her own joke. 
 
    A waiter broke the awkwardness by arriving to take their order. Abbey requested a bottle of Riesling without asking Shane, which was exactly what Pierra might have done in the same situation, reminding him again—as if that was necessary—that in many ways, this woman was an embodiment of his wife. 
 
    “So,” he began. “You called it a ‘case’ in your text. It sounds like your Pierra’s been doing more than clothes shopping.” 
 
    “She has,” Abbey agreed. 
 
    “How does she feel about …” Shane struggled for the right words. “About, like, a cure. For you, I mean. If you’ve tracked down Heaven Can Wait, aren’t you going to use them to fix you?” 
 
    “I’m not sure I need fixing,” Abbey replied thoughtfully. “I’m not the same person I used to be. Even when she’s down, I can still feel her, but in a good way.” 
 
    She considered it for a few more moments. “And she doesn’t have any sense of time when she’s ‘down’, so it’s not like she’s locked in a cell or anything. She cherishes the time she has when she’s up, but she shares in my memories too, so it doesn’t feel like life is fragmented or empty.” 
 
    Shane thought about Abbey and Pierra sharing a body for the rest of their life; it was hard to imagine. 
 
    “Do you want to talk to her?” she asked. 
 
    “To Pierra?” Shane jerked as if she had prodded him. “I…um…I don’t …” Part of him did want it—just for old times’ sake—but it was only a small part. To have another taste of Pierra that would be stolen away again was too painful. But how could he explain that to Abbey? Worse, what would Pierra think when she learned that he had rejected the offer? 
 
    “That’s okay,” Abbey said, seemingly understanding everything just by the look on his face. “And don’t worry about it, she gets it. It hurts for her, too.” 
 
    Of course it does! Shane mentally admonished himself for once again failing to think of anyone except himself. May be the road to ‘grumpy old man in a rocker shaking his stick at the world’ wouldn’t be such a long one. 
 
    “So anyway, we found her,” Abbey said, breaking Shane out of yet another introspection. 
 
    “Pardon?” he said, unable to make sense of the statement. “Who found whom?” 
 
    “Um, Pierra and I found, I don’t know, Pierra, I guess.” Abbey smiled. “We don’t know who’s identity she has, but it’s definitely her body. Does that make more sense?” 
 
    “Are you kidding?” Shane sat forward, suddenly understanding. Abbey had tracked down Pierra’s body again. “What? How? Did Heaven Can Wait set up shop again? Have you told the cops?” 
 
    “Not Heaven Can Wait,” Abbey explained. Just Pierra—or Anastacia, that’s the name she’s using now. We tried to use her to trace Ailsa and Laz, but we don’t think they’re in contact. Anastacia looks like she’s freelancing.” 
 
    “What do you mean, ‘freelancing’?” Shane asked, afraid that he already knew the answer. 
 
    Abbey sighed and made a pained look. She obviously had mixed feelings about telling him versus sparing him. “The same business that Heaven Can Wait was in,” she said, choosing her words carefully. “Meeting men.” 
 
    My wife is a whore! Could this get any worse? 
 
    “So if she’s not with Heaven Can Wait,” Shane thought out loud, “then Ailsa must have done a proper copy on the night of the fire and then, what, escaped?” 
 
    “Ask her yourself,” Abbey said. 
 
    “Huh?” Shane wasn’t sure he heard that correctly. 
 
    “Here she comes,” Abbey said, nodding towards a point over his shoulder. 
 
    He twisted around in his seat and caught sight of Pierra. She hadn’t seen them yet, and for a few unforgettable moments, he was able to observe her completely unguarded. She was stunning, even more so than the last time he had seen her, if that was possible.  
 
    It’s the dress. Oh my God, the dress!  
 
    As his wife, Pierra had always selected elegant but modest fashion, and as Marlowe, Shane had only ever seen her in sportswear. At first, he thought her current outfit was something cheap and slutty, but he realised after a moment that it was every bit as elegant as Pierra’s wardrobe, only far more revealing. 
 
    Looking like she just stepped off a Paris catwalk, Pierra was wearing a long, backless, red dress with a deep, vee-shaped cutaway up the front, which showed off her bare thighs, ending tantalisingly short of her knickers. Assuming she’s wearing any! With just the one shoulder strap, the bodice sloped low across her breasts, revealing a cleavage that looked substantially more ample than he remembered, even from before the weight loss. It occurred to Shane that she’d had a breast augmentation, but before he could chase down the thought and dwell on the further loss of his wife-who-was, she recognised them, and he witnessed a transformation of a different kind. 
 
    For just a moment, he thought he saw the real Pierra—the old Pierra—when a look of happy surprise seemed to cross her features, but a mixture of disappointment and consternation quickly replaced it. Even before she spoke, she left them in no doubt that she was unhappy to be found. 
 
    Shane thought she might turn around and walk out. He was prepared to get up and give chase, but after a short but tense consideration of her options, she began walking slowly towards their table. 
 
    “Phillip, I presume?” she asked nonchalantly. 
 
    Shane wasn’t sure what she meant by that, but he was quickly piecing together parts of the story that Abbey hadn’t yet disclosed. She had not only found Pierra, she had also made contact and obviously lured her here. No doubt, ‘Phillip’ was the name she had given for the meeting. 
 
    “No, that’s okay, don’t get up,” she said with a sarcastic sting, pulling out her own chair.  
 
    Ouch! Shane felt slightly shamed by his own bad manners, but he was prepared to be lenient on himself given the circumstances.  
 
    Up close, she was even more stunning than he thought on first impressions. Forget manners; he wasn’t even sure he could speak coherently. It was more than just the clothes and the full breasts; it was everything. Her makeup was perfect, of course, but she complimented the look with two beautiful strings of pearls, matching pendant earrings, and a stunning diamond and mother-of-pearl bracelet that twisted up her forearm like climbing ivy. It occurred to him that all of that creamy white against her tan skin looked vaguely sexual. 
 
    “How are you, Shane?” she asked, warmer this time. “Do you like my hair?” She draped her waist-length blonde spirals over her bare shoulder. It was similar to how he had seen her last, but now it was perfectly styled, with dark lowlights that made the blonde base colour gleam. 
 
    Several emotions were fighting for control of his mind—surprise, lust, and grief—but the most upsetting, and most unexpected as well, was anger. Partly, it was the indignation of having something precious stolen, but then to have that thing flaunted and paraded in front of him, it incensed him. It was a frustrating reminder of his helplessness, and it made him grind his teeth. 
 
    How dare she? This Ailsa (or what did Abbey say? Anastacia?) had stolen his wife and treated her like a plaything; changing her hair, her face, even her breasts. Look at her fucking breasts! How could she sit next to him, parading her stolen body like a whore (not just ‘like’ a whore!) and expect to engage him in a civil conversation? 
 
    He took a breath, preparing to say something, but it shuddered in his chest with barely constrained emotion. 
 
    “Give me my wife back.” It came out as half-whisper and half-growl, but it was the best he could manage. It was all he could manage. 
 
    “Well technically, I am still your wife,” she tilted her head and gave a wry smile. “Maybe we should do something about that.” 
 
    “Ohhhhh, shit!” Abbey whispered, awestruck. “I didn’t expect…Oh my God, I never thought …” She didn’t get any further before Shane interrupted. 
 
    “You’re nothing, compared to Pierra!” he spat, his voice beginning to return. “You’re a thief! And a whore! Tell me what you did with her. Did you obliterate her again, or is she still in there? Like some kind of prisoner!” He took another shuddering breath. “Give her back to me,” he hissed, his eyes beginning to glaze with a film of tears. 
 
    “Shane, you don’t understand,” Abbey began. She sounded tortured, as though this was now the last place she wanted to be, even though she had orchestrated the meeting herself. 
 
    “Abbey gets it,” Pierra said, not reacting to the savagery of Shane’s attack. “You should tell him,” she directed this at Abbey. “He won’t believe it from me.” 
 
    “Don’t,” Abbey pleaded. “Just go. This was a mistake.” 
 
    “It’s me, Shane,” Pierra said, turning back to him. “I’m not Ailsa. It’s true that I’m not the same person you married—that’s one of the reasons I use a different name, now—but I’m Pierra. I’m your wife.” 
 
    Shane recoiled, horrified. He didn’t believe it—dared not believe it—but those words and the expression on her face, he detected an earnestness and honesty that was frighteningly familiar. 
 
    “I saw you in the lab,” he said, shaking his head in denial. “The look on your face when you hit me, and when you were choking Abbey. I don’t care what sort of act you put on now; that was somebody else!” 
 
    “You’re right, that wasn’t me,” she agreed. “It was Ailsa. And it was Ailsa who ran out of there, probably a minute after you. But she couldn’t stay awake forever, and when she slept, it was me who woke up afterwards.” 
 
    “Prove it!” Shane said harshly. How could he believe that this woman was Pierra? That would mean she had not been stolen from him; she had abandoned him.  
 
    “She’s telling the truth,” Abbey said quietly. “I know both of them. You can hear Pierra in her voice, if you listen. It was the first thing I noticed when we restored her, she didn’t sound like Marlowe anymore. And this one doesn’t sound like Ailsa.” 
 
    Pierra listened to this explanation without interrupting, and then looked at Shane questioningly, as though she was challenging him to refute it. 
 
    “If you’re Pierra,” he said, still struggling to control his breathing, “then why haven’t you called me? Why haven’t you come back to me?” 
 
    Her face softened, and she looked at him with tenderness. “How could I?” she sighed, wistfully, it seemed. “How could you take me back? When I first woke up and I saw Ailsa’s memories, I discovered all of the things she’d done with my body. Horrible, depraved things. Things I could never share with you; they’d destroy you. They’d destroy us.” 
 
    “So the solution is to keep doing them?” Shane said with bitter strains of disbelief and sarcasm in his voice. “I can’t understand that.” 
 
    “You don’t need me for this,” Abbey interrupted, standing up and shouldering her handbag. “Shane, I’m so sorry, I didn’t expect this. I would have left it alone if I’d known.” She turned her attention to Pierra and took a yellow envelope from her bag. “This is your fee. It’s what’s left over from my signing bonus at Heaven Can Wait. I don’t want it anymore. Stay a while. There’s some extra in there, so get a room and either reconcile or give him some closure, okay?” 
 
    “Abbey, wait,” Shane said. “Don’t go yet.” 
 
    “No, this is between you two now,” she replied gently. As she made to leave the table, Pierra stopped her by grabbing her wrist. 
 
    “Wait,” she said. “Before you go, tell me how you found me.” 
 
    “Pierra found you,” Abbey said. “My Pierra.” 
 
    “But how?” she asked wonderingly, shaking her head. “I’ve been careful. I haven’t used any of my old contacts. I’m virtually off the grid.” 
 
    “It was those,” Abbey pointed disdainfully to Pierra’s oversized breasts. “We guessed that Ailsa would get some kind of work done—although we expected facial work as a disguise—and you caught a cab home from the plastic surgeon’s clinic. You’re kind of memorable, more so when you’re not wearing a bra because of the sutures. You really should have asked for a female cabbie.” 
 
    Abbie prised her wrist from Pierra’s grasp and touched Shane’s arm tenderly. She looked for a moment as if she wanted to say something, but then turned and walked away. 
 
    Pierra peeked into the envelope and smiled. 
 
    “There’s quite a bit extra in here,” she said happily. “Shall we take this upstairs?” 
 
    Before Shane could reply, the waiter delivered the bottle of wine that Abbey had ordered, and they were distracted while Shane enacted the short but familiar ritual of tasting, nodding, and then allowing him to fill their glasses. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” he said when the waiter had left. He was more in control, now. He still couldn’t comprehend why she had shut him out of her life, so he resolved to understand at least that, if nothing else. “Tell me you don’t love me,” he challenged her. 
 
    “It’s not that simple,” she explained, tasting her wine. “I never stopped loving you, but I’m different now, and I can’t reconcile the two.” Some of the haughtiness from when she arrived was fading, and the woman he knew—tender, thoughtful, and loving—was beginning to show through. “Part of it is Ailsa’s influence at the back of my consciousness, but you need to understand it’s not her making me the way I am now. I think it was always a part of me, and she just unleashed it.” 
 
    “How can you say that?” Shane lamented. “You were never unfaithful; tell me I’m wrong! We were happy.” 
 
     “We were happy together,” Pierra agreed. “But I was never happy with myself. I was so hung up on my body image and self-confidence. But with this,” she gestured with one hand to her new super model figure, “and with Ailsa’s confidence, I want to be greedy. I want to be self-indulgent. I want to do all of the things from my fantasies, but what I can’t do, is fit them into my old life.” 
 
    “So why not get rid of her?” Shane asked. He realised with surprise that he no longer questioned her identity. As much as this woman was a complete stranger to him, she was most certainly Pierra. “You could go back to Heaven Can Wait and get yourself restored properly,” he said. “With what you know about them and their crimes, you could blackmail them and force them to do it.” 
 
    “You don’t get it,” Pierra shook her head. “I’m just like Abbey; we’re both stuck this way.” Her face reflected the helplessness of her words, and Shane believed that she really meant them. “I don’t know where they are, and I don’t know how to find them. Ailsa never made plans for this contingency, so whatever they did on the night of the fire, they did on the spur of the moment.” 
 
    “Wait, what?” Shane shook his head, confused. “I thought you set the fire. Are you saying they did it?” 
 
    “I don’t know who did it,” she explained. “But if I had to guess, I’d say it was Lazarus. He was …” she paused, as if considering how much information to reveal. “He was…unstable.” 
 
    “That’s what Abbey said,” Shane mused. He might never understand Pierra’s desire to be a prostitute, and perhaps in a search for answers of any kind, he switched his focus back a few steps to understanding how they came to be in this predicament.   
 
    “She also told me that Lazarus was only about her age,” he continued. “I mean, obviously he had wealth and connections, but how did he build such an empire so young?” 
 
    “Lazarus?” Pierra looked at him comically. “Oh my God, no,” she laughed. “He couldn’t organise a chook raffle! It was mine!” She shook her head, mentally correcting herself. “I mean Ailsa’s! Lazarus was just a tool—a layer of protection between her and the underworld.” 
 
    “Like a patsy,” Shane thought he understood. In a sexist world, it might be hard for Ailsa to have herself taken seriously. “But if she was in charge,” he continued, “why not get someone more…I don’t know…competent?” 
 
    “She couldn’t trust anybody,” Pierra explained. “Not with that kind of power. She could barely trust Lazarus near the end. He was …” she searched for the word. “Unravelling.” 
 
    “So what made her trust him in the beginning?” Shane asked. “Did she have something on him?” 
 
    Pierra looked doubtfully at him, obviously wondering how much to share. She seemed to come to some decision and leaned forward, holding her wine glass by the stem and turning it slowly. 
 
    “She trusted him,” she began carefully, “because she was him.” 
 
    “She was him,” Shane repeated, not understanding.  
 
    “Lazarus was Ailsa, but in a man’s body,” she explained. “He was supposed to be her resurrection. She figured if she was going to have a second lifetime, she’d have it as a man.”  
 
    Pierra shook her head sadly and pursed her lips, constructing the rest of her thoughts before she spoke.  
 
    “The transfers are never perfect, even the unconscious ones. Some of the identity underneath bleeds through, and to be a woman living in a man’s body, it was just too much. Ailsa saw what was happening to him and rejected the reincarnation idea, but she kept him as a figurehead for Heaven Can Wait.” 
 
    “Reincarnation,” Shane tasted the word. Eternal life seemed too incredible for his mind to comprehend. “Heaven Can Wait,” he mused. “That’s what the name means.” 
 
    “In the beginning, that was all it was about,” Pierra explained. “A bit like the Internet, in the beginning it was all about scientists sharing research, but over time everything gravitates towards sex.” 
 
    “But I don’t get it,” Shane frowned. “How does a prostitute conquer eternal life, and only later discover she can use it to sell sex fantasies?” 
 
    “You’ve got it backwards,” Pierra said. “Ailsa was the sex fantasy. The inventor was a neuroscientist, and he was also one of Ailsa’s regulars. He believed in a future of synthetic bodies that would live forever, and he created the machines to capture a person’s identity.” 
 
    It made perfect sense. Grand things such as Heaven Can Wait’s technology came from the pursuit of immortality, not from some criminal enterprise. 
 
    “So what happened to this guy?” Shane asked. 
 
    “The ultimate in cosmic karma,” Pierra said. “He wanted to bone his hot young post-grad research assistant, and he did a deal with Ailsa to make it happen.” 
 
    “And he got caught?” Shane speculated. He was interested in the story in spite of himself. He wasn’t immune to the universal male fantasy of unattainable women suddenly throwing themselves at him. 
 
    “Worse, he died,” Pierra replied. “He got his fantasy, but he threw a coronary doing it. Ailsa freaked the fuck out, thinking she was trapped in the research assistant’s body, but she managed to restore herself and then just …” she shrugged, suggesting the rest was history. 
 
    “She just stole the technology and set up a criminal empire in sex slavery,” Shane finished. 
 
    “Well, kind of, yes,” Pierra agreed. “It didn’t start out that way, but that’s where it finished, I suppose.” 
 
    “And you’re okay with that?” he asked. “Knowing she’s still out there somewhere?” 
 
    “No, I’m not okay with it,” Pierra countered, sounding hurt. “I’ve looked for them. The police have looked for them. They don’t want to be found, and I don’t have the resources to find them. Exactly what do you think I should be doing about it?” 
 
    Everything began to fall into place for Shane. Since Abbey had arrived on his doorstep months ago, it had been a battle of ‘us’ versus ‘them’. When he had thought Ailsa was still ascendant in Pierra’s body, he had classed her as ‘them’, but really, she was just another victim like himself and Abbey. He still didn’t understand her choosing prostitution over their marriage, but he began to feel some of her anguish instead of just his own. 
 
    “How do you live with her inside you?” he asked. As much as she had changed, he didn’t think Pierra was a bad person, and he knew she couldn’t condone Ailsa’s criminal past. “Aren’t you afraid that she’ll get control and do something bad?” 
 
    “It’s not like that,” she answered thoughtfully. “We have a kind of arrangement. If she behaves, then I give her uptime. She can’t take over permanently because she has to sleep, and it’s always me who wakes up. And she can’t plot and hide anything from me, because I know what she’s done.” 
 
    “So it’s a kind of partnership,” he said. “You work together because you have to. Is that why you …?” he waved a hand airily at her breasts and the enormous split in her dress. 
 
    “Did she make me into a prostitute?” 
 
    Shane blinked and took pause at the baldness of the statement. 
 
    “No,” Pierra answered her own question. “She taught me, but I do it because I want to. It’s what I am, now. Do I miss my old life? Of course I do. But I can’t have both.” She paused, considering her next words. “Can I?” 
 
    Shane wasn’t as shocked as he thought he should have been. Could he be married to a prostitute? The animal part of him found the idea strangely attractive, but the rational part knew it would tear him apart. 
 
    “No,” he answered finally. “You can’t have both.” 
 
    “You thought about it though,” Pierra smiled. It was one of her old smiles—all warmth. “That’s pretty sexy. There’s hope for you, you know.” 
 
    Shane smiled back in spite of himself, but it melted quickly with the knowledge that the battle was over. He’d lost. 
 
    “If you change your mind …” 
 
    “I won’t,” he interrupted. He drained his wineglass and considered the truth of this assertion. He’d been through a carnival of emotions since she walked in—fear, disgust, frustration, and grief—and he was left in a place that he never anticipated: acceptance. And acceptance was fine. He thought that he could make peace with his loss, but he couldn’t build a new life around it. He could accept Pierra this way, but it could never be a platform for a marriage.  
 
    “I need…I don’t know…stability, I guess,” he said. 
 
    Pierra smiled enigmatically, as though she knew something he didn’t. 
 
    “More wine?” she asked, reaching for the bottle and topping up her own glass. Shane declined and made a move to stand up. “Are you sure I can’t convince you to come upstairs with me?” she smiled. “Just for old times’ sake?” 
 
    “Not this time,” Shane said with a dour smile, making her laugh prettily. 
 
    “So I can live in hope,” she trilled. 
 
    His eyes joined in with his lips on the smile, and he took a long, last look. He had always told her she was beautiful, but now she was so stunning, it almost hurt. 
 
    “Goodbye Pi–…” he began, quickly correcting himself. “Anastacia.” 
 
    “Shane, wait.” She took his hand as he began to walk away. She waited until she had his attention again and asked quietly, “You know she loves you, don’t you?” 
 
    “I beg your pardon?” 
 
    “Abbey,” she said. “You want someone stable? Someone who understands you? Call her, okay?” 
 
    “Abbey doesn’t love me,” Shane told her. “Pierra does. The other one, I mean.” 
 
    “They both do,” she said softly. “Just call her.” 
 
    Shane frowned and considered how to respond. How can you respond to your estranged, prostitute wife setting you up with another woman? After a moment, he gently pulled his hand free and walked out of the bar.  
 
    Outside on the footpath, he looked back in through the windows and saw her join a middle-aged man at the bar, smiling and carrying her wine bottle. Lot’s wife couldn’t help herself, either. He kept on walking. 
 
   
 
  


 Afterword 
 
    ───Ξ─── 
 
    Well, that’s it, readers; my first novel. Did you like it? There were sexy bits. There was a beginning, a middle, and an end. I sure had fun writing it, and I hope you’ve enjoyed the read. 
 
    What do you mean, it’s not finished? Not every story goes through to happily ever after, you know. Sometimes the hero gets the girl, and sometimes he doesn’t. Sometimes you get to put those bits together in your imagination. 
 
    If you like Hollywood endings, then I guess Abbey tracks down HCW, and she finds an old backup of Pierra, restoring her to Shane with no memory of her time as a prostitute. Happily ever after, right? 
 
    Or if you like your endings a bit darker, maybe Shane’s will breaks down, and he becomes one of Anastacia’s regulars, paying her by the hour to play-act his wife. 
 
    That’s the beauty of an open ending, you can use your imagination. 
 
    I know I have a favourite ending. The problem is, what if it’s different to yours? Could you have come all this way with me just to be let down on the final page? That’s why I set it up to be ambiguous. 
 
    Well, if you think it’s worth the risk, then turn the page and find out how it finished in my mind, but don’t say I didn’t warn you. 
 
    And to avoid an After-Afterword (or is that a Postscript?), let me take a moment to acknowledge my patron and inspiration, @Poirot515 from the Literotica Story Ideas forum. He provided the story idea of an investigator hunting an abducted wife, who is being transformed into a prostitute. Poirot preferred a much darker ending—you can read it for free in the members area of my web site. And let’s not forget my faithful proof readers, @TerryTheTraveller and Aussie B. You guys are the best. 
 
    Belinda LaPage 
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 Epilogue 
 
    “Honey, I’m home!” Shane called as he came through the front door, locking it behind him. It was a little private joke they enjoyed together, him acting like the breadwinner, coming home after a long day at the office, and her acting the dutiful, pre-liberation housewife. 
 
     He never knew quite what she would do, and that was by far the most fun aspect of the game. Sometimes she’d bring him a glass of wine, or a scotch on the rocks, wearing only a French maid’s apron and nothing else. Other times, she set it up so that he would catch her pleasuring herself with a vibrator in the living room. Once, she brought two glasses and made him hold them while she knelt and sucked him to an explosive orgasm, standing in the open doorway. 
 
    I do love Friday nights. But this time there was nothing, the house was quiet. Is she late home? Or is this part of the surprise? 
 
    “I have Bogart’s!” he called into the quiet house. The smell of garlic steaming up from the foil containers of pasta was making him hungry. “It’s Penne Rugosa,” he called again alluringly. “With mushrooms!” 
 
    Still no response. He was beginning to believe that he was alone in the house. That was a disappointment, because her treat for pasta night was usually to sit naked at the breakfast counter, eating together while they shared the highlights of their day. It was a delicious irony, of course, because the highlight was yet to come. 
 
    “Hmph! Pasta for one,” he muttered to himself. 
 
    As he walked into the kitchen to put down the take-away, his phone chimed. A message. 
 
      
 
    Let’s play: Who Do You Do?…downloading … 
 
      
 
    An MMS—she was sending him a picture. Pretty large too, if it was still downloading. 
 
    Shane smiled, it seemed Friday Night Follies were back on. ‘Who Do You Do’ wasn’t his favourite game, but Pierra loved it. She would flip a coin to choose which personality would be ascendant, and then give him a clue. If he picked correctly, he got to choose which one of them he had sex with, and if not, she got to choose.  
 
    Inevitably, she would choose both. Those two identities in one body didn’t concur on much, but on that one thing, they were in vocal agreement. One of them would begin the act of lovemaking, and then at a critical moment—like just before he entered her, or just before her orgasm—she would step back to let the other personality take control. 
 
    Shane had tried (and failed) to understand the attraction of waking up, initially disoriented and not knowing what was happening, only to discover a man sinking his cock into you, or an unexpected orgasm reaching up and taking control of your body.  
 
    Just because he didn’t understand it, that didn’t mean he couldn’t enjoy it, though. Initially, he had been reluctant to share his thoughts on the fantasy; he had pretended that the change didn’t make much difference for him. It was such a lie, though. They spoke differently, they fucked differently, and they most certainly came differently. In a very real way, he was fucking two women at once, and he felt a small amount of unfaithful guilt that he enjoyed it so much. 
 
    The true guilty pleasure that he had only recently shared, was looking into her eyes as she performed the switch. As he slipped inside her silken pussy, he would watch the genuine confusion and disorientation—the moment when she didn’t recognise him in the darkened bedroom—and all she knew for sure was that she was being taken without her explicit consent. Shane didn’t have rape fantasies as such, but that wide eyed moment of horror (Oh my God, he’s inside of me!) before she softened and fell in with his rhythm, was a sublime, wicked pleasure. He supposed that the pleasure for her was just a different angle on the same fantasy. 
 
    The picture finally came through, and he opened it up. An eye. An iris, to be exact, it was that much of a close-up. It was no help at all, of course. He sometimes caught her staring into the mirror, claiming she was certain that she could tell the difference. Who knew whether she could tell or not, he certainly couldn’t. He once considered taking photos of her eyes with each personality ascendant to compare them, but the uncertainty was more fun. If he was honest, he preferred to lose ‘Who Do You Do?’, and he thought she probably knew that. 
 
    He stared at the iris, beautiful black flecks glinting with reflected light, and the pupil wide and alert, signalling her arousal. It was most definitely his wife, but which side of her personality, was anyone’s guess. 
 
     “Not enough information,” he texted back. Then he followed it with another one. “Pasta will get cold.” 
 
    He heard the birdsong of her phone announcing his messages in the bedroom, and it was followed by the guilty giggle of being found out. So he wasn’t alone, obviously. He’d play it her way, then, and stay out here until the game was won. He turned the oven on to keep the take-away containers warm. 
 
    Another message came through. No text this time, just a picture. He waited a few moments for it to come through, and had to stare at it to figure out what he was looking at. It was their ensuite basin with a pool of soapy water, and a lot of short, dark hairs clinging around the edge. 
 
    Shane’s heart stepped up its rhythm in his chest, and he felt a dizzy surge of adrenaline.  
 
    Oh my God! She’s shaved herself! 
 
    He felt his mouth fill with saliva at the thought of tonguing her smooth pussy lips. He was no stranger to shaved porn stars, but had never had the pleasure of brushing his lips across a completely bare pussy, dipping, tasting, drowning in their smooth, pillowy softness. 
 
    Abbey would never have shaved herself. Grooming just wasn’t her thing. It was all she could do to tie her hair up into a ponytail in the morning. Pierra did everything else, make-up, eyebrows, waxing, the lot. 
 
    He thought about lying so that she would win, and he could have them both, but he reflected that the rarity of the fantasy was part of its attraction. It was more fun when it was earned. 
 
    “Hello Pierra,” he wrote back. He thought about the itching she would suffer in the coming week, and added, “Abbey might not thank you for this.”  
 
    Sex with Pierra again would be nice, he reflected. It had been what, a fortnight? As the dominant personality and original owner of her body, Abbey got the lion’s share of the living, and that meant the lion’s share of the sex, too. Pierra was more passionate and erotic, experimenting with ropes and blindfolds sometimes, and the longer wait between occasions to have ‘uninterrupted’ sex made her all the more energetic. 
 
    She showed no signs of slowing down, either. Lying in bed in post-coital bliss the last time Abbey had let her ‘stay up’, she had shared with him what happened on the night she went missing—or at least, the night her old body went missing. She had, she claimed, had sex with the prostitute Ailsa, who was skinning in the abductee Becca’s body. 
 
    Girl on girl, holy fuck! Shane had tried not to let on how excited that idea had made him. 
 
    “Oh, really?” he had asked, his heart pounding nineteen to the dozen. “And what did she…what did you two, you know, do? Together? In the hotel room?” He wasn’t certain that playing it cool was working for him. 
 
    Pierra had explained how Ailsa had used a strap-on dildo to fuck her, and that afterwards, she had offered to let Pierra return the favour. That, she said, was when Ailsa had drugged her and knocked her out. 
 
    “And would you have done it?” Shane had asked. Actually, he had kind of panted it. Pierra had smiled enigmatically and reached for him, finding him hard for the third time that night. She never did answer the question. 
 
    He heard his message come through on Abbey’s phone in the bedroom. It was followed by some musical laughter, and the sound of fingernails tapping on the screen that he could hear all the way out in the kitchen. 
 
    His phone beeped out a new message notification. 
 
      
 
    WRONG!!! :-D My choice. I choose Abbey. And Pierra!!! :-D Come and get it! Abbs. 
 
      
 
    What? Abbey shaved herself? Will wonders never cease? Must have been trying to trick me. 
 
    He smiled happily and turned the oven off with the pasta still inside. This might take a while. 
 
    Walking to the bedroom, he began to undress, knowing that Abbey would be ready for him inside. 
 
    “Honey, I’m home!” he called in a manly voice, pushing open the bedroom door. “Where’s my pipe and slip…” He looked at the bed, unable to finish the sentence. 
 
    “Hi honey,” Abbey said. She was lying in bed wearing a tiny silk camisole and translucent panties. He could see her smooth, hairless mound straight through them. “I got a new client at the gym today. She wants to drop a kilo or two before summer. I brought her home for dinner; I hope you don’t mind.” 
 
    “Hello Shane,” Pierra purred. She was wearing a thick strap-on dildo and nothing else. “Abbey wants to try this thing next. You can both have me together, if you like.” 
 
    Shane tried mentally to calculate the permutations—two women, four personalities, a strap-on dildo, and only one of him. One lucky, lucky him. 
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 Goodbye, Miss Granger (a sexy snippet) 
 
    (A Hot-Wife Novel) 
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    Bound, blindfolded, naked. What if those aren’t your fiancé’s hands? And what it that’s not his—? 
 
    (ZIP!) 
 
    What am I trying to remember? Was it something I saw? But I haven’t seen anything since the blindfold went on. Something I imagined? Maybe, but being helpless is a common fantasy for me and I’d been thinking about being fucked by a stranger several times tonight, so that didn’t feel right. 
 
    I felt another touch at my entrance, softer than before. Not a thumb this time, but the head of his cock. I drew a sharp intake of breath and vocalised my mounting desire and need on the exhale, anticipating the beautiful moment when his hard cock would breach me. 
 
    Something I heard? I haven’t heard much of anything. Just the wet sounds of my pussy, my own breathing, Kevin’s zipper … 
 
    (ZIP!!!) 
 
    Kevin’s zipper. A tidal wave of adrenaline swamped me, sending a chill down my spine and making my heart race. His zipper! I heard it when he undressed right after blindfolding me, and now I heard it again, just a minute ago. He’d been naked when he left the room to close the front door; I was sure of it. And he left so quickly, he didn’t have time to redress. 
 
    And now there was a cock tracing the length of my slit, touching my clitoris and firing off cannon-bursts of ecstasy, a cock that until a minute ago had been inside a pair of pants. 
 
    A cock that didn’t belong to Kevin! 
 
    ────── 
 
    Chillingly sexy, Goodbye, Miss Granger blurs the line between lover and stranger, and teaches us that sometimes it’s more fun not to know. Look for it along with Belinda LaPage’s other sexy tales on Amazon. 
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