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THE SUCCUBUS


Aaron, a real estate agent in Toronto, has spent man tedious months dealing with an old woman, Ms. Volkov, from rural Ukraine about a decrepit mansion in a rundown part of town. She’s unable to travel from Europe to see the property, but wants to know absolutely everything about it before making an offer. She has no phone, no internet, so communication is tedious—with penned letters.

He is just about ready to give up on selling the old house to the old woman—and then she sends Aaron a huge wad of cash, to thank him for his time. With the cash is an invitation, for Aaron to travel to rural Ukraine to meet Ms. Volkov, and perhaps to sign off on the deal.

He makes the trip, taking along photos and videos of the mansion and the surrounding area. It’s a multi-day trip to get to Ms. Volkov’s small castle in the middle of nowhere, to discover that Ms. Volkov is not an old woman at all, but a stunningly beautiful young woman with millions of dollars and a very mysterious lifestyle.

The stay issn’t supposed to be for more than a night, but Ms. Volkov insists that Aaron stay for longer. Just how long? Well, that quickly becomes an answer that Aaron wants when he realizes he’s trapped inside of that castle.


CHAPTER 1
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Ms. Elgiva Volkov was certainly a little old lady because she wrote to our agency in the form of a written letter about her interest in one of the properties we were selling. She was inquiring about pictures of the old mansion, which had been on the market for thirteen years with no bites.

When we wrote back and told her that all of the pictures could be seen on the internet, she replied a week later by saying, “I don’t understand this internet and would prefer to have pictures mailed to me.”
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This went on for a great deal of time, back and forth, one letter per week, as mail took a long time to get to her very rural address in the south-eastern part of war-torn Ukraine. We sent her pictures, and then she would request additional information on random details—like the date the wainscotting was installed, the proximity of the house to the nearest orphanage—and when we asked why the information was relevant, she was quite vague, though that could have been a consequence of her English as a secondary language. Though her English was quite remarkable. In every sentence, she used words that we, at the agency, had to look up—English words, many of which hadn’t been used normally in over one-hundred years.

She was a curious old woman, and my boss, Mr. Gregor, said, “We get old farts like this from time to time. Sometimes, I just think they’re bored and lonely and this is an excuse to talk to someone. If you ask me, she’s wasting our time. And, if you ask me, it may be wise to politely send her a letter telling her that we can’t do anything more for her unless she wants to come to Toronto to see the old house—or if she’s willing to get onto FaceTime—or at the very least on the phone. Does this lady not even own a phone? Can she not go to a neighbour who owns a phone?”
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Mr. Gregor was right—at least he spoke with conviction and experience, so I penned the letter to Ms. Elgiva Volkov and politely told her that speaking in this manner wasn’t reasonable. “We, unfortunately, have many clients who we have to prioritize,” to which Ms. Elgiva Volkov replied a week later, “I’m happy to pay you for your time, and I apologize greatly for wasting your time. Please accept this money as an edifice of gratitude.” Contained in that letter was cash: ten-thousand dollars in cash. Mr. Gregor and I simply stared in awe at the cash.

“Maybe we can entertain the old lady…” said Mr. Gregor, his voice quiet.

So we continued the correspondence, answering Ms. Elgiva Volkov’s many questions—and she truly had a great many questions. She wanted additional pictures that we didn’t have, so I found myself travelling with keys to the old house, snapping more photos of small details. I filled multiple envelopes with photos—but she wasn’t just interested in the house. She wanted photos of the neighbourhood, of nearby facilities, of the sidewalks, of the streets.

“If we could only send her a video…” I said, feeling exhausted after a few months of corresponding with Ms. Elgiva Volkov. Then, Mr. Gregor said, “You could bring her a video, answer her questions in person, and then just be done with her.” It wasn’t a terrible idea. “Bring the papers with you and try to convince her to purchase. If she’s got a spare ten grand laying around, then it shouldn’t be hard to convince her to put in an offer.” The house was only being sold for $230,000, down from $590,000 when it was first listed.

I laughed at the idea, and then I received a letter from Ms. Volkov a day later. “Mr. Dennison, why don’t you pay me a visit? We can discuss the details in person, and perhaps I can file a former offer.”

I had to think it over. She was asking me to travel into war-torn Ukraine. It was a dangerous place, of course, and not exactly an easy place to get to. There were no planes that would take me to the region—or even close to it. Trains weren’t operating into that part of the world.

But Mr. Gregor’s interest was piqued—mainly because Ms. Volkov had included in her letter a great deal of cash, which she insisted should cover the cost of travel: another ten grand, which was more than enough to get there.

“When you go there,” Mr. Gregor said to me, “tell her that, under the international circumstances, we have to increase our fee from six-percent to fifteen-percent.” It seemed like a scuzzy thing to do, given her generosity, but I was terrified of travelling to her part of the world, and maybe the pay bump would be more enticing.

A few days later, I found myself packing bags. Mr. Gregor had arranged my travel plans, and it would take three days to get to Ms. Elgiva Volkov, the little old lady who wanted to buy the crumbling old mansion on the far end of town (which was, by the way, right next to the town’s only orphanage).
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I would fly into Poland, and then I would be taking a series of hired cabs from the Ukraine border to Ms. Volkov’s property, which was on the far eastern end of Ukraine, in the heart of the fighting.

It was near Kyiv that I was given a bullet-proof vest to wear, and a helmet. “I’m afraid,” said the cabbie who provided me with the equipment, “that in case of bomb, this will do very little—and bomb is most likely case.”

I will admit that my heart froze in my chest for a moment. My skin felt cold. And it was only an hour later that I heard the first explosion: a deep boom that shook the ground; it was many kilometres away. The pop-pop-pop-pop of gunfire was also audible in multiple directions. “They aren’t shoot at us,” said the cabbie. “Don’t worry yet.” Yet—as if to say that I would soon have to worry.
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And it was true: the worst came that night, when we arrived in a small town. “You go no further with me,” he said. “My friend, Yuri, meet you at barn, midnight. With Yuri, you walk—across farm. Try not get shot, okay? Keep head low. He take you to his friend, Dima. Dima take you in cab to Zaporozhia. Yes?”

I was cold, sweating, heart pounding. But I followed the men, trusting them as they smoked cigarette after cigarette. Yuri gave me a bottle of vodka before we made our trek. “You will need the confidence,” he told me as he scratched his coarse beard. Yuri was holding a rifle that made my stomach churn. I swear it had blood stains on it, and I wondered if we were going to end up in some firefight, life or death battle or another.

He told me it was good that there was no moon. “If they can’t see us, they can’t shoot us.” I was admittedly drunk when he hurried me across that farm field, into Russian-occupied territory, which was being violently contended.

We heard the pop-pop-pop-pop-pop of gunfire, and the occasional distant boom, which made the ground tremble. “I think I saw meteor,” said Yuri. It was a one-hour hustle through the darkness to get to Dima, who was waiting by a small car, which was dented and blackened on one side as if it had survived an IED.

It hummed loudly as we drove away from the battlefront. Every time it hit a pothole (and it hit many), it sounded like a piece of the undercarriage had fallen off. A terrible metallic grinding sound brought us to a stop. Dima got out of the car, screamed swear words in Russian, kicked the car, poured something all over the engine block, and then he managed to get it started again so we continued on our way.
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I have to say that I was completely regretting this. Even if Ms. Volkov agreed to buy the house at asking price, with our fifteen-percent commission—it still wasn’t enough money to make any of this worth it…

And I had no idea just how horrible it was going to be…


CHAPTER 2
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We slept from 7:00 AM until around 3:00 PM. Then, we sat around inside of an old shelled-out barn, drinking coffee and vodka and eating rice with onions and a little bit of fried ground beef.
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Dima must have smoked forty cigarettes from the time we woke up, until 7:00 PM, when he said, “It’s dark enough, I think. We can keep moving.” So we got into his little car and continued our sputtering journey.

It was 10:00 PM when he finally said, “This part of Ukraine—it’s dangerous, you know.”

“Oh, I know,” I said.

“No, I don’t mean war,” he said. “I mean something else. Something much worse than war. You see, Mr. Dennison—I know that out in the west where you come from, these things… you don’t believe in them. Your beliefs are narrow. You trust science but don’t really know what is science.” His English was curious—sometimes just fine, and sometimes broken. “Science, as we see it—we consider what we see, what we experience. These things aren’t brushed aside so easily, Mr. Dennison. We don’t experience something totally unbelievable, so impossible, and then say that it must be a mistake because our science doesn’t explain. Instead, we say that our science must be wrong—and maybe, Mr. Dennison, that is something that makes us slavs more naive—maybe that’s true. But here, you may see things that are impossible, and I will tell you a warning, Mr. Dennison: if you see something that, to you, is impossible, do not discount it as a mistake of the eye; this is something you must be very, very careful with, Mr. Dennison.”
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“Care to explain what you’re talking about?” I asked, a bit frustrated by his vague rant.

“I’ve seen things around this part of Ukraine… I can’t explain these things. I’ve heard stories that I can’t explain, but nonetheless I believe these stories. And there are people here… though I don’t think that ‘people’ is the correct word. There are creatures here that masquerade as people, and I don’t just mean Russians, Mr. Dennison.” He grinned, and now I was half-sure that he was just making jokes.

“Well, I’m just here to get some papers signed,” I said. “And then I’m leaving.” At least I thought that would be the extent of my trip.

We arrived in the small town near Ms. Volkov’s address. The town was so quiet, and seemingly abandoned. It was night, and I was just about to step out from the parked car when Dima shouted, “Stop!” He looked around and then said, “We need to find somewhere to stay until morning.”
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Then, he eyed a group of women, who I hadn’t noticed before. They were wearing minidresses, all with long blonde hair: wavy, framing their dolled-up faces. They were eyeing us—and now, they were moving towards us.

“No,” he said. “I don’t want to stay here tonight.”
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But I knew we were close to Ms. Volkov. “Can’t you bring me to the address?” I asked. He quickly put the car in reverse and jolted us back, spun us around, and sped off, out of the town.

“In morning,” he said, and then he made me sleep in the back of his car for four hours, until the sun was up. Then, he took me back to the town, which was now truly desolate and silent. He drove slowly, looking left and right, possibly expecting an attack. Maybe this was a contested town. Maybe this was a vicious battleground and those women were going to attack us. I had no idea what was going on.

Dima kept checking the address as we went along the streets. I couldn’t read the street names, so I had no idea where we were, or if we were close; I just had to trust him. Finally, he slowed at a driveway, which went into a dense wood. “Here,” he said. “I’ll drive you up, and then I will return for you tomorrow, as per our deal. Okay?”

“Sure,” I said.

Slowly, he crept into the woods. It was a long, long, long driveway: winding, rising in elevation: up, up, up. Sometimes the trees were so dense that the car hardly fit between them on that overgrown drive.
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“We must be getting close,” he said. Then, through the trees materialized what appeared to be a castle; it wasn’t really a castle, but the old resident of some serf-owning Russian nobleman. It was four-stories, and easily 34,000 square feet. The whole building was made from huge stones, save for the doors, which were made from dense oak beams, stained with some ancient black stain. The windows were warped, reflecting the sun in unusual ways.

Dima stopped suddenly, refusing to drive closer. “This is the property?” he asked.

“It must be,” I said. It was an expensive estate of some 1800s aristocrat—but worn down, as if it hadn’t been maintained whatsoever—not one overgrown weed removed in 150 years.
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“You can’t go in there,” he said. “You must not.”

“It’s fine,” I said. “She’s a nice old woman.”

“She’s the devil,” he hissed. “And she will eat your soul, Mr. Dennison. Of this, I promise you. If you venture into that… pit! A demon will eat your soul—your eternal soul.”

“You’re kidding around,” I said, but there was a trembling now in my heart.

“I don’t kid,” he said. “Let me take you back west. I will do it now, no extra cost, Mr. Dennison. Don’t enter into that pit, or you won’t ever leave.”

“I’ll take my chances,” I said, and then I grabbed my small suitcase, which contained all of the papers needed for Ms. Volkov to make a formal offer on the dilapidated Toronto mansion.

I let myself out of the car as Dima crossed himself. “Please do not do this, Mr. Dennison,” he said.

I smiled at him and then made the long walk to that enormous front oak door. There was an old knocker made of heavy brass—so heavy that it was hard to lift it up (maybe because of the rust), but it was a simple matter of releasing it to make it fall and strike the metal plate, knocking on the door. I knocked three times before the door opened. Then, I looked back and saw that Dima was gone.
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“Come in,” said a voice, but the voice didn’t show her face. I was nervous, remembering Dima’s warning—and considering it one last time as I peered through the slightly-opened door, into the blackness of the house.

I pushed the door open, hoping to spill some light into the space, but the walls inside were painted black, so the light seemed to do little to brighten the space. In front of me was a figure, clad in black, with a black scarf over her head: the old woman, Ms. Volkov.

“Ms. Volkov,” I said with a small bow. “It’s a pleasure to finally meet you in person. I’m very eager to get started with our business.”

Then, she removed her head scarf with a gentle, elegant motion, and revealed that she was not old whatsoever—but instead, she must have been twenty-two at most! “Oh, I’m sorry,” I said. “You must be the help. Is Ms. Volkov in at the moment?”

“I am she,” said the young woman, her voice as youthful as her appearance.

Her skin glowed: pale in contrast to her dark hair. She was smiling, with a slight reddened shade in her cheeks. She was, I must admit, stunningly beautiful. And as my eyes adjusted to the light, I saw that she was wearing a small dress, showing her legs, which were long and smooth and youthful.

I stuttered—and I must admit that I was taken aback, completely shocked by her appearance. “I must say, Ms. Volkov, I did expect someone much older than yourself, just based on the fact that your correspondences were completely hand-written—and your calligraphy was so neat and… well, only something I’ve ever seen from someone from another generation.”
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“Well, maybe I’m not quite as young as you think,” she smiled. “People often tell me that I look young for my age.”

“I know it’s rude to ask—but I’m fascinated to know: how old are you?” I was now blushing—maybe because of how low-cut her red dress was, showing off her perky, full cleavage.

I was expecting her to tell me that she was twenty-five, though a small part of me was half-expecting for her to tell me that she was 4,000 years old, like some vampire, brooding in her castle, unable to age.

“Thirty-two,” she said. “And here in Ukraine, such a question isn’t rude to ask, it’s merely a fact of a person. Imagine thinking that it’s rude to ask of one’s age!” She laughed, covering her lips with the palm of her hand. “You westerners are a curious lot. I’ve done so much reading on your country and your people; at times I feel like I know you so personally, but then to meet you face-to-face, and to have you insinuate that I may be insulted to reveal my age… Are westerners really so insecure of such things? Why—It’s just your age!”

“It’s generally rude to ask a woman her age,” I blushed. “It’s not so rude with men, though men might find it offensive in some places.”

“In some places?” she said. “Please—explain what that means.”

“Well, it depends,” I said. “There are different kinds of people in Canada. Perhaps you could split them politically, left and right, thought that wouldn’t be terribly accurate. I mean, it’s complex really, especially these days. I feel as though I’m already starting to rant and move off the topic, but it’s not so simple to classify people.” I was flustered, which was unusual for me. I’d always been perfectly confident around women, even beautiful women. In fact, Mr. Gregor called me Mr. Charming, and would send me to meet with female clients, because he believed that I could woo them into buying properties better than any of our other agents.

“Maybe I have much to learn before moving out that way,” she said.

“It’s nothing you won’t figure out while you’re there,” I smiled. “And this house you’re considering is close to the heart of everything: Toronto, Canada. There’s no bigger city in the country.”

“Tell me more about it—I want to know everything. I suddenly feel as though I know nothing. It’s not like me to show up somewhere and simply figuring it all out as I go along; the thought of doing so fills me with a terror that I’m not sure I can verbalize coherently. So many dreadful thoughts.”

I was noticing now that she hardly spoke with an accent. You had to really focus to hear that slight Ukrainian tinge to her voice.

“I think you would be just fine, Ms. Volkov,” I said.

“Please, call me Elle,” she said with a soft smile. “We’re friends now, Mr. Dennison.”

“Well, in that case, you can call me Aaron. Now—would you be interested in seeing the property? I’ve brought my computer with many videos that I’ve taken of the many rooms of the house, as well as the neighbourhood. I’ve brought everything I could think of, from flyers of the nearby facilities, to restaurant menus. In fact, I have so much material here, it may take the whole day to go through it all—so it’s best that we get started right away.”

“Why do it in a day? I’ve had a room prepared for you, Aaron. You mustn’t leave so soon.”

“Well, I do plan to stay until tomorrow, as we agreed in our correspondence.”

“No, no,” she said, shaking her head. “Stay with me at least a week. I can’t process this much information in such a short period of time; it’s too big of a decision to make so abruptly. Plus, I would be thrilled if you could stay here a while and help me to learn more of your culture: the nuances that you just can’t ascertain from literature.” She smiled, and my stomach flipped. I didn’t want to stay there any longer than I had to.

“I really do promise you that you would have no issue fitting in,” I said. “You’re far more advanced than you realize.”

“Nonsense,” she said. “You’re just being kind. Aaron—I understand you’ve got important work to do back home, but I assure you that I will make it worth your while to stay with me for a while, to help me to make the correct decision.” Then, she walked over to an old oak lamp stand, which was coated in a quarter inch of dust, like everything in the room. There, she picked up an envelope, which she walked to me. I peered inside and saw a thick stack of cash, in Canadian currency.
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I embarrassingly let out a gasp when I saw that I was looking at hundred-dollar bills. “I’m not sure I can accept this,” I said softly.

“It’s fifteen-thousand dollars, for you—not your agency. Consider it a tip, which I believe is quite common in your country: fifteen-percent, correct? And, my current plan is to obtain this house for around $200,000, therefore that is half of the total tip; the other half I will give to you at the end of the week.”

“Tipping is customary… in bars and restaurants, but not with massive purchases like real estate, Ms. Volkov—I mean, Elle.”

“Is that so? Well, silly me. But I want you to take it either way; it isn’t much to me. I have little use for it. Take it and do with it as you will. Just please stay with me a week and help me to make a proper decision—and help me to feel comfortable with the idea of moving to your country, which is so far away, and the people and customs are so different from what I’m used to.”

I cleared my throat, eyed the cash, and then I made a very quick decision. I nodded my head, smiled, and said, “Okay. One week.”

“So it shall be!” she said, squirming with excitement. “Let me show you to your room, where you will stay. And I’ll show you the library, which you can access freely.” As she led me up the dusty stairs, she began pointing at doors. “You can go into any room you please, as long as that room is unlocked. If it’s locked, then it’s locked for a reason, and I would prefer you stay out.”

“Of course,” I said.

We went up another flight of dusty stairs, leaving footprints as we went in that thick dust. I wondered if she even lived in this house, or if she’d just showed up before I arrived.

She opened my bedroom door with ease, as if the heavy oak door was weightless. I thought nothing of it in the moment. She motioned towards my bed, which, thankfully was not coated in dust. It was a massive bed—much bigger even than a king-size. It had a canopy of black lace, and the wainscotted walls were a matte black that reflected none of the light that bled through the window, glazed by age like the cataract on the eye of an old dog.
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“I hope it meets your satisfaction,” she said.

“And beyond,” I smiled.

“Fine. Well, I will leave you here for a short while while I tend to some business. I hope you’re comfortable. If you need anything, simply call for the help, and they will make sure you’re taken care of.”

I was a bit surprised to hear her mention ‘the help’, since the house was not cleaned whatsoever, and I hadn’t seen a single living soul besides her in the house.

I smiled, nodded, and was left alone. I spent the next hour unpacking, now knowing that the plan was to stay for a week. I would have to figure out how to convince Dima to come back for me in one week, as he was sleeping in his car outside of town, waiting for me to be finished with my business. I was sure that he would happily accept a few hundred dollars as payment: a tiny piece of what Ms. Volkov was giving to me.


CHAPTER 3
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Ispent another hour or so preparing a presentation for Ms. Volkov in the library, which was across the hallway from my bedroom. There were many large tables in that library, surrounded by walls of old books. There were no windows in that library, but I believe it was inside of one of the turrets, as the room was circular; I wasn’t yet oriented with the layout, inside or out. I’d only briefly seen the house from the outside.
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I’d gone looking for Ms. Volkov, but wasn’t able to find her in the house, so I simply sat and waited, documents spread out, tabbed, organized, labeled. I had my computer out, but had realized that there was no power in that house: not one single outlet. So I couldn’t figure out how the lights worked, because there were sconces with old bulbs glowing orange in the hallways and in that library.

I planned to ask Ms. Volkov where one might find power, but when she finally showed up, at nearly 9:00 PM, she told me that the house had no power. When I asked about the lights, she told me that was a different system altogether, though I didn’t understand what that meant. It was almost as if she was insinuating that those lights weren’t powered with electricity. But I could tell from the strangeness of her answer that she likely didn’t know how any of it worked. It had been built by someone long ago, and for her, it simply worked. It was likely something she didn’t stop to think about. This woman lived in a very peculiar way, and her focuses and priorities were set on more important matters—at least I would assume that they were more important, as they were a complete mystery to me, and I didn’t even get a sensible response when I asked her, “Elle, would you mind if I asked you—what is that you do?”
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“What is it that I do?” she asked, eyes narrowed, as if totally confused by the question. “Well, I suppose I do similar actives as others. I eat, sleep, drink—I meet with friends and acquaintances and the occasional entrepreneur on business matters. I read books. I’ve dabbled in poetry.”

“Right, but what I mean to ask is, what is that you do for work—to be able to afford the lifestyle that you have?”

“Ah, I see,” she said. “Well, that’s a complicated question. Here in this part of the world, it’s not a simple matter of doing this or that.”

“Well, I don’t mean to pry, but would it be safe to say that you have many different enterprises? I mean—you clearly have a great deal of wealth, Ms. Volkov—I mean, Elle. Your house alone is… well, a house like this in Toronto would cost you millions—even outside of Toronto and into rural Ontario, you would be spending millions. And that’s not even considering the land! Looking out your windows, I can’t help but think that you have many, many acres here.”

“Oh, yes. I would think thousands—maybe ten-thousand or so.”

I was speechless for a moment. “Ten thousand!? That’s a whole city!”

“Well, it’s mostly trees, Aaron, not a city.” She smiled and then let out a giggle.

“Well, no, of course. I just mean in comparison. The house you’re looking to purchase in Toronto is on a much smaller piece of land—not quite half of an acre, which is actually, relatively speaking, a massive plot of land in the city for the price you’re getting. In fact, there have been many inquiries into this particular property: buyers interested simply in the land, wishing to have the house torn down so they can erect a new build. The issue there—and I hope you don’t mind me shifting the conversation back to the Toronto property—is that the house you’re considering is quite old. In fact, it’s old enough that it’s protected by the Ontario Heritage Committee, and cannot, by law, be torn down. Whoever purchases the property—and this is something we’ve already discussed in our correspondences, but I should reiterate because it’s a vital piece of information concerning the property—whoever purchases the property mustn’t renovate it outside the spirit of its historical integrity. All renovations must be approved by the Ontario Heritage Committee, and I won’t lie to you Ms—I mean, Elle—I won’t lie to you and tell you that this isn’t a problem; the Heritage Committee has been known to be very difficult to deal with; there’s a great deal of red tape involved with getting approvals to even replace a broken door knob in a heritage home. And, of course, you may be thinking that you could just quietly contract tradespeople to do work without the knowledge of the Committee, and some people do this at their own risk… The fines can be hefty, and technically, the provincial government can choose to reassume the house, from you, and then the government will have retroactive work done at your expense, in the form of fines; it’s quite a serious matter, and one that you really do need to consider.”

“I have no interest in renovations of any kind, so it won’t be an issue.”

“Right—you mentioned that in your letters, but perhaps I’m not speaking with the utmost clarity… Let’s say that one of the toilets is broken. Well, in a normal house, you call a plumber, they bring a new toilet, and it’s installed within the hour. That isn’t a luxury in a heritage-preserved property. You can’t simply drop by a hardware store and pick up a toilet. It must be approved by the committee, so a formal request has to be put in, and that request requires a certain amount of… homework, on your part. You have to present the issue and your plan to have it fixed. You need to prove that this new toilet you plan to instal is in the spirit of the house’s historical integrity. I’m sure you can understand just how frustrating this process might be.”

“Well, it won’t be an issue, as I won’t be replacing anything,” she said with a casual smile.

I paused for a moment, getting a bit frustrated by her nonchalant reaction to the serious matter. “You do plan on living in the house, do you not, Elle?” I asked, trying not to sound condescending. “I mean, legally, you must live in the house. The Canadian government requires foreign buyers to live in the properties that they purchase now, lest they’re willing to pay a hefty premium to the government in the form of a tax. It’s one of the newer measures to aid in our housing crisis.”

“Of course I will live in it. It will be my new home.”

“Okay,” I said, smiling gently. “Well, the reason I ask… I’ve been in the home, Elle, and it is, in many ways, in a state of great disrepair. Now, I say that respectfully, as it really is a beautiful home with much potential. But there are broken windows. There are old crystal doorknobs, which have been shattered—rooms I couldn’t access to photograph for you, because the doors have settled on their hinges and become stuck in their frames. The roof is leaving in many places, Ms. Volkov, and that’s created a great deal of mould. The mould has destroyed a number of walls—rot and water damage, which could potentially be a harm to your health. So, these are issues which you would certainly want to address for your own wellbeing, Ms. Volkov, and so I might find myself, over the next few days, reiterating the severity of this particular detail. I can assure you, with one-hundred-percent certainty, that this is the single reason this property has gone unsold for as long as it has.”

“Issues, such as the ones you’ve presented, do not bother me. I find they give the home character and charm.”

I bit my tongue and tried not to reply in a condescending manner. “I understand character and charm, but I’m talking about broken windows and mould and rot—rot, which creates a very intense smell in a number of the rooms—and potential harm to your lungs.”

“Yes,” she said, nodding slowly. “It’s very charming to me.”

I thought at first that she was kidding, but now she was smiling politely and sitting quite still, unfazed, and that made me wonder if she understood me, or if there was information being lost in translation. “Mould, Ms. Volkov, is very dangerous for your health.”

“Oh, it doesn’t bother me.” And maybe I shouldn’t have been surprised, based on the state of her current residence, which was quite in shambles—but most of this home was made from stone, and stone doesn’t rot. There was certainly mould in that massive mansion; I hadn’t seen it yet, but I could smell it: that musty, sharp odour that stings deep in your nostrils.

I decided it wasn’t a matter that I would keep pushing. After all, my job was to get her to buy the house, not to talk her out of buying it. “Should I show you the videos, Elle? I’m afraid my laptop will die very soon, and I’d like to show you as much as possible before that happens—unless you know of a way I could charge it.”
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I opened the laptop and began showing her the videos. I couldn’t help but point out some of the issues that I’d just been talking about, but she just waved her hand at me and shook her head. “It’s of no consequence,” she said. “Isn’t it beautiful?” And now, she was speaking of the home’s old basement, with its crumbling stone foundation, looking more like a dungeon than a basement, with bars on the fogged windows, and intimidating streaks of blackness down the walls: water leaks from the old copper pipes, no doubt, but in the video, it almost looked like blood. “It’s so charming,” she said.

“You really like it, huh?” I said, stunned as I watched her glowing eyes.

“It’s perfect. Tell me, Aaron: does you have video of the nearby orphanage?”

“I do,” I said, having anticipated that very request based on her interest in the orphanage in our letters. While she was watching the video, I asked her, “Why are you so fascinated with the orphanage? If you don’t mind me asking…”

It made more sense when I thought that she was an old lady—but I suppose it’s just the same: a young woman who wants to help orphans instead of an old woman. I can’t quite say why I found it more difficult to believe a young woman helping orphans more than an old woman.

“I just find them so… full of spirit,” she said, and her eyes flashed.

I spent another hour presenting her more material. My laptop died on me, but luckily I had some videos on my phone, which took the videos—but my phone died after another hour of presenting videos.

Now, it was late. I yawned and rubbed my eyes, and she smiled. “You should sleep, Aaron.”

“I might have to,” I said. “Is there no way for me to charge my phone? I need my alarm to go off in the morning.”

“Why?” she asked.

“My ride will be here at 6:30 AM to pick me up, and I have to tell him that I plan to stay longer.”

“Don’t worry about that,” she said, waving me off.

“Well, he’s my only ride out of here, so I need to ensure it’s all arranged.”

“I’ll arrange you transport. Just go to sleep and don’t let anything disturb you. Sleep as long as you would like.” She smiled and then she stood up and left, and I realized that I’d meant to ask her where she kept towels, and if I could use a shower, as I was quite ripe after a long journey through a tense war zone. But when I went to find her, she was nowhere. I walked down hallways, calling for her. I checked room after room, and couldn’t even find a sign of her existence. Those rooms were huge, with dust covering ancient furniture. “Ms. Volkov?” I called out.

I didn’t find any towels, but there was an old bathtub in one bathroom, and a bucket that was near a sink. The sink gargled and coughed as I cranked it. The water was ice cold—and then it was boiling hot. It took me nearly an hour to make a bath, and I felt strange slipping into that bath in that massive stone bathroom, which only had a burning candle as a light source. Everything about it just felt so… gothic.

So I made quick work of cleaning myself, and then I found my bed and tried to get some sleep. After tossing and turning for some time, I dozed. I managed to wake up before Dima was due to arrive. I waited by the window until I saw his car pull up to the edge of the woods, then, I went to the door. I grabbed the handle and pulled, but the door was locked. It was an ancient door, with a keyhole on both sides—but now, there was no key in the door. I tried tugging and pushed and even checking it with my side.

Then, I went looking for another door, but there was none. I checked the whole main floor, even checking windows, but every window on the house was sealed shut. I tried to call for Ms. Volkov, but she didn’t answer. I went searching for her, like the night before, but the house was like a maze. I checked every room, starting to panic. I called out for her. I tried upstairs windows, thinking I could call to Dima from upstairs, but they were all sealed shut.

I will admit that, in my state of panic, I considered breaking a window, just so I could call to Dima, but I didn’t want to cause trouble by breaking Ms. Volkov’s property—so I kept looking for her, or for a key, or for an open door or window.

But I found nothing that helped—and soon, Dima left, probably assuming that I’d been swallowed up by his made-up demons.


CHAPTER 4
[image: ]


Ms. Volkov was gone all day—nowhere to be found for the next twelve hours. And I must say that it wasn’t long before I felt like a prisoner, unable to leave that old house, unless I was willing to break a window—but even then, it wasn’t quite that simple.

The windows on the first floor were all barred, so if I wanted to escape through a broken window, I would have to scale down from the second floor, which was much higher than the usual second floor. The walls were without adornment or ornaments, so there wasn’t anything to even ‘scale’—I would have to jump, and that would surely mean broken legs at best.

I was in the library, trying not to panic, when Ms. Volkov stepped in, casually smiling. “How has your day been, Aaron?” she asked.

[image: Ms. Volkov]



“I have to say that it wasn’t ideal, Ms. Volkov,” I said. I had some pent-up frustration boiling inside of me. I didn’t want to snap on her, because I did not believe she meant any wrongdoing, but the whole situation was a tremendous oversight on her part. “You’ve asked me to stay with you for a week, to help you to understand Canadian culture, and to show you the property—but you weren’t even home, and I had no way of getting out.”

“No way of getting out?” she said. “Did you try the door?”

“It was locked.”

“It was?” she said. “That’s unusual. I don’t often lock the door.”

“Were you at work?” I asked.

“I was tending to some business,” she smiled.

“Well, we really must tend to this business, as it’s rather pressing.” And then, I decided to invent a small lie, as us realtors do from time to time, to put a little bit of pressure on her. She was too comfortable in the process; she was taking advantage of my availability. “I didn’t want to tell you this, but there’s another party interested in the property. I was worried to tell you—afraid that fact may frighten you away from making a deal. Sometimes these situations end in bidding wars.”

“Another interested party?” she said.

“I’m afraid so. They haven’t put in an offer, and the agency has agreed to wait for your offer before making a final decision, but they could put in an offer today… or may have already since I left—and we can only pause an offer for so long, legally.”

“I see,” she said, nodding her head.

“I want you to make an informed choice, Ms. Volkov. I wanted you to make a decision without the pressure of the ticking clock, so to speak. But I’m worried that you’ve been rather slow with proceedings, and you’ve been interested for so long in this property… we would really prefer that you be the one to get the place.”

“This is something I must sleep on,” she said. And then I bit hard on my tongue, realizing that my little plan had backfired.

“Maybe we can just go over some more of the materials,” I said. “Right now—while you’re here.”

“Aren’t you hungry, Aaron?” she asked.

Of course I was hungry; I hadn’t eaten since Kyiv: three days, and my stomach was groaning in revolt. “I suppose I am,” I said. “I’ve been so swept up.” I had eaten some odds and ends: a couple of granola bars and a small bag of mixed nuts that I got on my plane to Poland.

“I’ll have the help make you some dinner immediately,” she said, and then she stood up.

And where was this help? Did they even exist? Ms. Volkov left for a couple of minutes and returned, then she left again ten minutes later, returning five minutes after that to tell me dinner was ready in the dining room downstairs. And there, on the table, was a fantastic spread of the most delicious foods from across Eastern Europe. Russian ‘Shuba’, Ukrainian cabbage rolls, polish ‘vareniki’. Steamed beets, fried beets—and lots of sour cream. The food was calorie-dense, leaving me feeling swollen and heavy. I couldn’t help but notice that she hadn’t eaten a bite. “Aren’t you hungry, Elle?” I asked.

“Not at the moment,” she smiled. “I’m just happy to see you eating.”

“The food was delicious,” I said. “I would love to meet your chef, and thank him for the meal.”

“Oh—that’s not necessary,” she said, waving me off. “He does as he’s told, and he’s thanked in the form of payment for the job. Sweet Aaron, you’re such a kind soul. The agency really couldn’t have sent a more perfect agent to assist me.”

I blushed and then I asked if she was interested in going over more material.

“But you’re so tired,” she said. “You really should sleep, Aaron.” As she said it, I really did feel tired—hardly able to keep my eyes open. My arms felt heavy and I couldn’t stop my posture from slouching. I tried to shake it off, and then she insisted I go to my room. “We can deal with the other materials in the morning. For now, it’s probably best that I process what you’ve told me about this other party.”

“O—Okay,” I said. She led me to my bedroom—and it was a good thing, because somehow, I’d gotten turned around. It seemed like a brand new set of hallways to get me to my room: hallways I hadn’t seen before, through doorways that I hadn’t passed through before.

Once I hit the bed, I was asleep. I think the stress of the day had just caught up with me, worrying that I’d become some sort of prisoner.

When I woke up, I found a breakfast spread waiting for me in the dining room. I ate, but Ms. Volkov wasn’t there. I went to look for the help, to thank them for feeding me, but could find nobody. I found a kitchen, but ti was covered in dust and looked like it hadn’t been used in at least a few decades. So where were they cooking this food?

I checked more rooms—rooms I hadn’t found the day before. I found a locked door that separated the main side of the mansion from an entire wing, which probably contained another dozen rooms.

I called for Ms. Volkov, but she wasn’t answering. I even tried knocking on locked doors. She was gone.

And again, the front door was locked, making me a prisoner in that house. I spent more time trying to track down a key, but there were none to be found. I was at my wit’s end—and ready to tell Ms. Volkov that our business was through if she wasn’t going to make an offer.

You see—we came across people like this often in the real estate business—usually older people, surely. People get lonely, especially living in these remote areas, and then they decide that we, real estate agents, are their friends simply because we are willing to talk to them without accepting payment (until a sale is completed). People—often older people—will sometimes come to the agency and pretend to be interested in buying property, but really, they just want to chat and have people to hang out with them.

Now, I was starting to wonder if Ms. Volkov really was interested in buying this house. There was nothing else I could tell her about it; she knew the place inside and out. She knew the neighbourhood. She knew the menus of the nearby restaurants, and she knew each and every flaw of the old place. She simply needed to make a decision, yet somehow it seemed like she was no closer. Maybe she was just enjoying my company… when it was convenient for her. Maybe she just wanted to keep me around like a sort of pet that she could play with when the mood struck.

But I wouldn’t accept it any longer—so that evening, when she finally appeared to me in the library, I told her: “Ms. Volkov, I’ve remembered that I have some pressing business to tend to. Without my phone, I really can’t do anything—and that wasn’t something I considered when I agreed to stay here for an extended period of time. So, I’m sad to tell you that I really must be going first thing in the morning. I’m hoping that, tonight, we can come to some sort of agreement on this property.”
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She had wide eyes, looking stunned. She opened her mouth, took a breath in, and then thought for a moment. “You… are leaving me?”

“I’m afraid I must,” I told her.

“But we haven’t gone over all of the materials.”

“We can do that now. I think it shouldn’t take more than an hour.”

“And you were going to help me understand the culture of your people.”

“I’ve ascertained, in the time that I’ve been here, that you have quite a decent grip on it yourself, minus a very insignificant few intricacies.”

“I can’t say that I agree,” she said, sounding upset—almost heartbroken.

“Well it’s really true,” I said. “It seems to me that it’s just a confidence that you’re lacking, which you would gain almost instantly upon arriving in my country. But nevertheless, Mr. Gregor is certainly waiting to hear back from me on this matter and others, so I really need to leave in the morning. You mentioned that you could arrange a transport for me, to get me back towards Kyiv.”

“I can,” she said solemnly. “If that’s truly what you want.”

“It’s just a consequence of the work, Ms. Volkov.”

She stared into my eyes. I thought for a moment about the big tip she gave me… and now, I was wondering if I was expected to return it. I wanted to give it back, to avoid awkwardness, but also… I went through hell to get there, and I would have to go through hell to get home—and if she wasn’t actually planning to buy the house in Toronto, some form of payment for all of this only seemed fair. So I said nothing, and she said nothing, almost looking as though she was expecting me to offer the money back. I could already sense that the second payment was no longer on the table: a fifteen-thousand dollar payday that I was forgoing, just so that I could taste freedom again.

“Well, if that’s it, then that’s it,” she said, seemingly annoyed to her limit. She stood up and spun around, and then left the room, saying nothing. And when I went to find her, to get details about my arranged exit from her property—and from that part of Ukraine—she was nowhere to be found. I searched for two hours, becoming increasingly frustrated, especially when I found that the house’s only entrance and exit was, once again, locked. In an act of frustration, I pounded on the door. “I want out!” I yelled, and I wondered if I’d ever been stuck inside for this long. It had only been a few days—but it was a few days without a breath of fresh air—not even an opened window! I was breathing in the same recycled air, over and over, in that stone-sealed house.


CHAPTER 5
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Iretired to my room around midnight after spending a few hours in the library, hoping Ms. Volkov would return with details of my transport to Kyiv. She never came, so I went to bed in a rage—and then I woke up in the middle of the moonless night to the sound of footsteps in my bedroom.

I sat up quickly and scanned the black room. “Who’s there!?” I called out, but nobody answered. Nobody answered… but I could hear someone breathing, sounding almost nervous, like some murderer who was trying to build up the confidence to plunge a knife into the middle of my chest. “Who is it!?”

I managed to break free from my paralysis to reach for a pack of matches. I grabbed one, struck it, and held it out, seeing a figure standing by the doorway, but it was still too dark to see them.

“My God!” I shrieked. Somehow, I managed to grab a cable, which I lit, and then I jumped up to my feet, next to my bed.

Now, in the flickering candlelight, I could see that figure, unmoved. It wasn’t Ms. Volkov; this individual was shorter. I was tense all over, ready to fight. “What is it? Speak now!”

“Mr. Dennison?” she said softly, her voice hardly a whisper.

“Well? What do you want?”

“Ms. Volkov sent me to see you,” she said.
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Now, my eyes were adjusting. I could see more details of her—and the details were very peculiar. She had long blonde hair, all done up as if she was going out on the town: curled into loose waves. She was wearing a very tight dress, which was strappy, and adorned with lace, making it see-thru in most spots. It was cut deep, showing off the cleavage of her small breasts. The skirt of the dress was ruthlessly short—hardly a frill. And now, I could see that she was wearing black stockings… perhaps even fishnets!

The woman looked like a damned prostitute. And now, she was stepping towards me.

“What is it that you want?” I asked.

“I would just ask that you try to be calm—and open—and together we can make Ms. Volkov happy.” It was a very peculiar thing to say. Now, she was close enough that I could see that she was very pretty. She had large eyes and plump lips. Her high cheekbones made her face appear youthful, and her blushing cheeks made her appear vibrant. She reached out and gently put her hands on my shoulders, now peering up into my eyes.

I was stunned. Had Ms. Volkov sent one of her maids to come and… sleep with me? Was this some sort of bribe, to get me to stay longer? “I’m sorry, miss, but this is hardly appropriate.”

“I promise you’ll enjoy it,” she whispered.

“I’m sure I would—but that doesn’t make it any more appropriate.”

“We’re both consenting adults,” she said. “I want to be with you.”

“You don’t know me!” I snapped, keeping my voice low—considering the fact that Ms. Volkov was listening to me. And now, I was considering other possibilities; maybe Ms. Volkov was setting me up; maybe she was going to use this as leverage—maybe to make me stay, or maybe to get some sort of deal on that house that she was mulling over.

She reached down and gently slid her fragile fingers over my crotch. I gasped, but I didn’t move. She began to massage me through my cotton night-pants. I would have pushed her back… had it not been so long since I’d been with a woman—and almost as long since I’d been with myself, so to speak. It had been weeks since I’d had the time to relieve myself. I will admit that there were moments in Ms. Volkov’s house that I considered sneaking into a bathroom to do the deed, especially when Ms. Volkov was wearing one of her very low-cut dresses, showing off her supple breasts to nearly the fullest extent—and then her long, smooth legs, which were always on display.
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And now, there was a willing woman before me, clad in seductive apparel, touching me in the most sensitive places… Her fingers mashed my tip, making it harder and harder to muster up a ‘no’. I looked down and watched those fingers. I hated how easily I was being won over. I hated how much power Ms. Volkov was earning over me.

Finally, I managed to muster up the strength to gently push her away. I was already hard, and blushing, but I had enough power to say, “We can’t do this. Where is Ms. Volkov now?”

“She’s out.”

“Out where?”

“I can’t say,” she said.

“You can’t say, as in, you won’t say? Or you don’t know?”

She blinked a few times: a clueless look on her face. Maybe she really didn’t know. “What did she say to you?” I asked. “What did she tell you? Is she paying you to do this?”

She blinked a few times again, looking absolutely hopeless. Then, she said, “I just want you to fuck me, Mr. Dennison.”

My heart skipped a beat. Now, she was approaching me again, putting her hands on my shoulders, sliding up to me, wrapping her thighs around me. She jumped and I instinctively caught her, and she hugged me with her thighs. Now, we were kissing—and I suppose I really couldn’t help myself.

But I did make a point of saying, “If this is some sort of bribe—I’m leaving in the morning one way or another. This won’t be used against me.”

“Okay,” she said. She managed to grind her ass against my erect cock as I held her in the air: an impressive move, which felt amazing. She cradled my tip between her butt cheeks and rocked her hips in a circular motion.

Her anus was magical—and pre-lubricated for the occasion. She wiggled herself until my tip penetrated her, and then she left herself slide slightly, forcing my cock into her asshole.

My God! She was so tight!

She let out a soft moan and I held her tight, working hard not to drop her. She was smaller—maybe 120 pounds at most—but heavy enough that I needed to rest my arms, so I walked her to the bed and fell upon her. Now, with my cock inside of her, I began to thrust. She threw her head back and moaned. I grabbed her breasts and squeezed. I pulled away her lace top, ripping the delicate fabric. My masculine energy was pulsing now. I grabbed her hands and pinned them to the mattress. I drove my cock deeper into her. I pumped. She moaned.

Then, I reached down to rip the fabric covering her pussy, and that’s when I discovered that the young woman beneath me was actually a young man.

I gasped, froze—and probably should have pulled out, but the shock had me paralyzed. I was staring at a small, flaccid penis, slumped to the side, foreskin pulled over the tip.

“What on earth…” I muttered.

“You don’t have to play with it if you don’t want,” she said.

I stuttered—and then finally, I pulled out. I watched her asshole as it puckered, gaped, and then slowly sealed itself closed.

“Is that it? Are you finished?” she asked.

“You’re… a male.”

“Were you not enjoying yourself?” she asked. “Would you prefer I suck you off?”

“I’d prefer you left!” I roared, heart pounding. I was in a state of utter shock. I’d been having sex with a young man… or maybe a trans woman. I suppose the latter, as she had breasts, which were undoubtedly real. They didn’t even seem like implants, the way they wobbled and bounced so delicately.

“You must leave,” I said again, this time in a lower tone. She looked afraid, which made me feel bad, but it had to be said. She stepped away from me and recoiled into the darkness of the room. I hardly saw the door opening and shutting, and then I was alone again.

I fell back onto the bed, my mind racing. A myriad of emotions swirled within me—shock, anger, confusion, regret. I felt both deceived and somehow complicit in the events that had just transpired. But more than anything else, I felt a keen sense of vulnerability.

I pulled my disheveled clothes around me, trying to regain some semblance of control over the situation. I tried to piece together the evening's events. Why did Ms. Volkov send this woman—or man, or trans woman—to my room? What could she possibly gain from it?

As the initial shock subsided, another thought gripped me: How would I confront Ms. Volkov? She was still responsible for my transport to Kyiv. I wasn't sure how this incident would affect our arrangement. And more importantly, why did she feel it was necessary to send someone to my room in the middle of the night?

Feeling uneasy, I got up and locked the door. I realized I was trembling slightly. I paced back and forth in the room for what felt like hours, turning over every detail of the evening in my mind, and struggling to make sense of it all.

When morning finally came, I knew I had to face Ms. Volkov and get some answers. I put on fresh clothes, gathered my belongings, and headed downstairs, determined to confront her about the previous night's events.


CHAPTER 6
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The hallway outside my room was eerily quiet. A sense of foreboding hung in the air as I made my way downstairs, every footstep echoing in the vast emptiness. The sun pierced through the grand windows, casting long shadows across the polished wooden floor. I took each step with caution, half-expecting to come face-to-face with Ms. Volkov or the mysterious stranger from the previous night. But there was no sign of life.

Reaching the ground floor, I looked around, trying to spot any hint of movement or any clue about where they might be. The living room, where I'd first met Ms. Volkov, was now shrouded in a cold, unsettling stillness. The furniture was untouched, the curtains still drawn. Every other room I ventured into had the same oppressive silence.
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Confused, I finally headed to the main entrance. Just as I remembered, the door was locked, its grandeur now feeling more like a prison gate than a welcoming threshold. I tried with all my might to force it open, but it wouldn’t budge. The sense of isolation intensified as the realization hit me: I was trapped.

Desperate, I rushed to the back of the house, hoping to find another exit. A garden, overgrown and wild, greeted me—but it was just a courtyard, surrounded by walls of that terrible house. The other doors to the garden were locked—but at least I got to breathe in some fresh air for just a few minutes.

Panicking, I searched for anything that could aid my escape—a rock or heavy object to break a window, perhaps. But as I scoured the grounds, a chilling thought dawned upon me: how could such a massive house, one that clearly echoed with voices and footsteps just the night before, be so deserted now?

Determined, I made my way back inside, this time to search for clues. I checked doors, finding myself in hallways that weren’t familiar, as if they’d materialized into existence overnight. It seemed like the layout of that house was different every day—but that could have just been a trick of the changing light, or just my tired, frightened brain.

The dread of being trapped became all the more palpable when I returned to my room to find my belongings gone. The bag I had set beside the bed, the few clothes I’d draped over a chair, the pocketbook containing important documents—all had vanished without a trace.

This was not just an eerie mansion with shifting hallways; this was a malevolent force at play. The sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach intensified, and a voice inside me whispered that I needed to be extremely cautious. My instinct was to shout, to call for Ms. Volkov or anyone else who would listen, but an underlying sense of danger told me to remain silent.

Hours passed, night fell, and shadows spread their veil across the mansion. With only the soft glow of candlelight to guide me, I wandered into the library once more. The stillness was interrupted by the rustling of pages. There, engrossed in a book, was Ms. Volkov. She looked up, seemingly surprised to see me, and for a moment, the tension was palpable.

"Aaron," she started, her voice dripping with faux sweetness, "I had completely forgotten about arranging your transport. My sincerest apologies."

"You've taken my belongings," I shot back, trying to mask the tremor in my voice.

She looked taken aback. "Oh, that? One of the maids must have thought it best to have them cleaned. This house can be rather dusty."

My intuition screamed at me that she was lying, but there was something about her—the way her eyes bore into mine, the subtle air of dominance—that made me hold back my accusations. Instead, a dull anger simmered beneath my surface. "I want them back. And I want to leave in the morning."

She eyed me with a mix of curiosity and amusement, as if she were studying a peculiar specimen. "Very well," she said, finally breaking our locked gaze. "I'll ensure a ride is ready for you come dawn. And your belongings will be returned."

Despite her words of assurance, I felt an icy dread wrapping itself around my heart. What was her game? What was this house? But more than anything, I couldn't shake off the fear that emanated from her, rendering me silent and submissive.

Taking a deep breath to steady my voice, I looked Ms. Volkov directly in the eyes. “Ms. Volkov, last night, after our conversation in the library, someone came to my room. Who was it you sent?”

Her eyes widened, a shadow of confusion crossing her face. “Sent to your room? What are you talking about, Aaron?”

As I addressed Ms. Volkov, my attention was momentarily diverted by her attire. She wore a sleek, dark dress that clung to her form, the fabric shimmering subtly in the dim light of the library. The plunging neckline and the high slit running up the side of her leg seemed more suited for a lavish soirée in a metropolitan setting rather than a quiet evening in a remote countryside mansion. Delicate lace embellishments adorned the cuffs and collar, adding a touch of sophistication to the otherwise risqué ensemble. Her choice of wardrobe seemed out of place, an odd juxtaposition given the isolation of the house. It was as if she were expecting, or perhaps enticing, someone— or maybe it was all part of the games she played.

Determined not to let her derail the conversation, I pressed on. “A blonde individual, dressed quite provocatively. Whether they were a woman or trans-woman, I don’t know. But someone was there.”

The atmosphere in the room grew thick with tension. Ms. Volkov seemed genuinely startled. She leaned forward, the warm glow from a nearby lamp casting shadows on her features. “Aaron, I swear to you, I sent no one. I have no knowledge of this individual you speak of. Perhaps this house, with its eerie atmosphere, played tricks on your mind. Maybe it was a dream? I’ve been told fantastic stories by guests in the past—and yours is indeed fantastic in its own right… I suppose there’s something about these old walls that produce curious dreams.”

I felt a surge of anger, the words threatening to spill from my lips. “This was no dream! I’m certain of what transpired, and your trying to convince me otherwise only makes me doubt your intentions more.” I bit my tongue, knowing I’d released more anger than intended.

She took a deep breath, her poise unshaken. “Whether dream or reality, I assure you I had no hand in it. And honestly, I have no knowledge of anyone in this household matching that description.”

We stared at each other for a moment, both assessing the other's sincerity. Despite the mounting distrust, something in her gaze told me she might genuinely be unaware of the mysterious visitor. Maybe it was a dream… a very, very realistic dream.
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With the initial confrontation addressed, I decided to pivot to the real reason for my visit. “The Toronto property, Ms. Volkov. That’s why I’m here. I’d like to think that you’ve had enough time to consider the details and conditions of the deal. I will not try to sway your mind in one way or another, as it is, without a doubt, a very serious decision to make. Will you sign the papers or not?”

Her gaze shifted from my eyes to the window, contemplating. After what felt like an eternity, she stood and walked towards a nearby cabinet. Extracting a folder, she said, “I've been looking through the documents you gave me. They appear to be in order, but now I’m beginning to lose my trust in you, Mr. Dennison, for you accuse me of stealing from you, and you accuse me of sending strangers into your room. If you don’t trust me, how can I trust you? How can I assume you aren’t just projecting your own terrible agenda upon my actions?”

“I’ve upheld my end,” I said, trying to keep the desperation out of my voice. “I came here as requested. All I ask is for you to finalize the agreement, if the house is what you want. If not, please tell me now so that we can be done with this. Our agency generally deals with properties worth one, two, or even three-million dollars. I’ve come across the world to discuss a property worth a mere two-hundred-thousand, which was acquired by our agency through a foreclosure auction. Properties such as this one are, generally speaking, given to interns to sell—but now, you have me, a junior partner with the agency, and you’ve taken a great deal of my time between written correspondences and this very dangerous visit that I’ve made to you. I’m only asking that you make a decision now, Ms. Volkov, as it’s been long enough for you to know your options to the fullest extent possible.”

She looked me over, her eyes piercing, assessing. There was an uncomfortable silence. “You've endured much in this short time, haven’t you, Aaron? This house has a way of... drawing out one’s deepest fears.”

I shifted uncomfortably, holding her gaze. “Indeed, this house makes me rather uncomfortable—and I don’t mean any offence in that. Maybe it’s simply conditioning from our western entertainment. If this house existed in Canada, Ms. Volkov, it would surely be rented to the film industry to produce horror movies—and I say that respectfully, of course. All the more reason to conclude our business.”

I caught her grinning—and blushing—as if my comparison of her house to a house from a horror film was the grandest compliment.

After a few more tense moments, she took a pen, signing the papers with a flourish. “I hope this ensures your time here wasn’t a complete waste.” She reached for a purse, fished out a thick envelope, and placed it with the signed papers.

“You can count the cash,” she told me. It was Canadian currency: the entire amount of the asking price.

Taking the documents, and the cash, their weight symbolic of the ordeal I’d undergone, I nodded curtly. “I’ll be leaving at first light.”

She simply smiled, a knowing glint in her eye. “Good night, Aaron. Sleep well, for tomorrow brings a new day.”

The weight of the day pressed heavily on me, urging a desire for some semblance of relaxation. The eastern wing of the mansion, where I'd been staying, had an expansive bathroom that I hadn’t noticed before—much nicer than where I took a bath the other night. In its centre was a stunning clawfoot bathtub, grand in scale. I turned the taps, watching as steaming water flowed, the room filling with a misty warmth.

My gaze caught the array of scented oils and bath salts on a nearby shelf. Selecting lavender oil, I poured it into the water. The room quickly filled with its calming scent, wrapping me in its embrace.
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Sliding into the bath, I felt the day's tensions begin to fade. The warmth of the water, combined with the soothing aroma, lulled my anxieties, if only for a while. Time seemed to stretch, and my mind wandered.

But the peace was short-lived. Once I emerged, wrapping a towel around me, I noticed my clothes had vanished. Even my shoes, set neatly by the door, were gone. "Not again," I whispered in exasperation. The thought of confronting Ms. Volkov crossed my mind, but considering the vastness of the mansion and the late hour, it seemed unlikely I'd find her.

Returning to my room in only a towel, I spotted a note on my bed. Ms. Volkov's elegant handwriting read: "Apologies for the inconvenience. Fresh clothes will be delivered to you in the morning. Sleep well, Mr. Dennison."
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Despite the situation, exhaustion overcame me. I slipped between the cool sheets, hoping that tomorrow would bring the clarity I so desperately sought.


CHAPTER 7
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The morning sun filtered gently through the gaps in the heavy curtains, illuminating the vast room in a soft, golden glow—or maybe I should call it a gloom. As I slowly roused from sleep, the comforting haze of a dream began to fade, and the peculiar predicament I found myself in rapidly took center stage in my mind. Not only was I still unclothed, but the sole towel I had used as a makeshift cover the previous night had vanished. The sense of vulnerability was profound.

My initial reaction was to call for assistance. Clearing my throat, I mustered up as much confidence as my current state would allow and called out, "Hello? Ms. Volkov? Is there anyone there?" The silence was deafening, my voice echoing emptily back at me, amplifying my isolation.

Desperation led me to scan the room, and my eyes settled on the bedsheet. It was thin, almost gauzy. A sinking feeling settled in my stomach as I realized it was slightly sheer, not offering much in terms of coverage. I hesitated momentarily, then, without many options, wrapped it around me, hoping it would conceal enough for a quick dash through the corridors. The duvet would've been a more comforting shield, but its bulkiness made it impractical; off the bed, it weighed damn-near fifty pounds, so I opted for the sheer sheet.

With a deep breath, I carefully ventured out of the sanctuary of my room. The hallway seemed longer, its grandeur now mocking my disheveled appearance. I moved swiftly, trying to blend into the shadows, praying no one would stumble upon me in this state.

To my relief, I spotted a door with a brass plaque labeled "Wardrobe". Hope swelled in my chest, and I hurriedly pushed it open, anticipating finding my missing clothes.
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However, what greeted me was a vast array of women's clothing, their delicate fabrics and intricate designs mocking my predicament further. Rows upon rows of elegant gowns, day dresses, and skirts spread before me. My heart sank. The universe seemed to be playing a cruel joke.

Each garment I looked at seemed to amplify my humiliation. The thought of wearing women's attire felt mortifying. I lingered, hoping to find something, anything that could be deemed unisex, but it seemed Ms. Volkov had quite the feminine taste. After what felt like an eternity, I hesitantly selected a plain black dress. It was a bit shorter than knee-length and looked to be the least ornate of the lot.

Dressing was a trial. The foreignness of the attire, the feel of the smooth fabric against my skin, the rustle as it settled around me — each sensation was a fresh reminder of my dire situation. Once it was on, I caught a glimpse of my reflection in a full-length mirror in the room. I nearly scared myself, thinking that I was seeing a woman.

Once calm, I took a closer look. I was suddenly captivated by my figure, which was almost unfamiliar. My hips were much wider than my waist. My legs seemed longer. My shoulders seemed less broad. Maybe it was one of those mirrors they put in fun-houses—or maybe it was simply the dress. Of course—it must be the dress, cut to shape a woman in a certain way.

But still, I stood, eyeing myself, feeling awkward as I looked up and down my body. That dress fit too well for my liking.

With every ounce of my being screaming to hide, to retreat, I forced myself to leave the wardrobe room. My stride, usually confident, was now hesitant. My mind raced with every possible scenario — what if someone saw me? How would I ever explain this? But the pressing need to find my belongings and, more importantly, my dignity, propelled me forward. I had to face the mansion and its potential onlookers, dreading the next turn of events.

The mansion’s corridors twisted and turned like a bewildering labyrinth. Wearing the dress seemed to enhance the unsettling silence, making every creak, every soft whisper of the breeze, and every rustle of the fabric sound like mocking laughter. The grandeur of the place only intensified my feelings of humiliation. Paintings of regal figures lined the walls, each one seeming to peer down at me, judgment evident in their painted eyes.

My search was fruitless. I encountered empty room after empty room, with no hint of my belongings or the mysterious Ms. Volkov—or her help. The weight of the situation and the garment I wore weighed heavily on me. With each step, the dress seemed to hold me, reminding me of my compromised state. My face warmed with every brush of silk against my skin. It was as though the house itself was revelling in my discomfort.

However, as I rounded another corner, I was met with the welcoming aroma of fresh coffee and sizzling bacon. It wafted from a grand dining hall where a solitary table was set, a sumptuous breakfast laid out, as if awaiting my arrival. A simple note was placed by the plate: "Enjoy, Aaron."

As much as I wanted to resist, hunger gnawed at me. The comfort of food was too tempting. Cautiously, I took a seat, the silk dress rustling beneath me, creating an odd sensation. With each bite, a bit of my anxiety seemed to melt away, but the feeling of the dress against my skin remained a stark reminder of my peculiar situation.

It was while savouring a particularly delicious bite of scrambled egg that a drop of the creamy mixture landed on the dress, creating a conspicuous stain on the black fabric. Panic set in. This was not my garment to soil. I scanned the room and spotted a laundry chute.

Without a second thought, I shed the dress and dropped it into the chute, hoping Ms. Volkov wouldn't notice the minor accident. Clad only in my vulnerability, I hastened back to the wardrobe room.

Upon my return, a strange sensation gripped me. The wardrobe, filled with its feminine allure, beckoned. There was an odd magnetism to the garments, a curiosity that I hadn’t felt before. I found myself touching the soft lace, marvelling at the intricate embroideries, and getting lost in the myriad of colours. Each piece seemed to tell a story, enticing me, inviting me to try. I suppose it was simply that I was noticing those intricacies for the first time. As a man, I’d never put any thought into what a woman has on her body. I’d only ever thought of women’s clothes as either conservative or revealing, or somewhere in-between. Now, I was seeing that there was much more to consider as I tried to pick something to cover myself up.

After much contemplation, I selected a deep blue dress, its fabric shimmering in the room's dim light. As I slipped it on, there was a strange feeling of both comfort and foreignness. It was as if the dress was a puzzle piece that oddly fit, even if it wasn’t my usual attire.

The dim room was full of surprises, and as I continued to explore the space, I noticed a stand holding a collection of wigs on pristine mannequin heads. There were several wigs, each varying in length, style, and colour—from long, cascading curls to short, chic bobs. My gaze lingered, a mixture of confusion, intrigue, and a growing sense of curiosity bubbling within me.

I approached the stand hesitantly. The soft light from the room caught the strands of the wigs, making them shine enticingly. A peculiar urge overcame me. Maybe it was the heightened atmosphere of the room or the spellbinding allure of Ms. Volkov's possessions, but I found my hands reaching for one of the wigs—a shoulder-length, wavy brunette one. Holding it in my hands, it felt surprisingly real—soft, glossy, and meticulously cared for.

After a few moments of internal debate, I decided to try it on. Carefully, I adjusted it onto my head, ensuring it sat just right. I could feel the strands brushing against my neck and shoulders, a new sensation that was both ticklish and oddly comforting.

Turning to face the full-length mirror once more, the reflection staring back at me was almost unrecognizable. With the dress and the wig, the transformation was uncanny. The soft waves framed my face, complementing the deep blue of the dress and accentuating features I'd never taken much notice of before—like the shape of my eyebrows or the curve of my lips. My jaw dropped; I truly looked like a different person, someone I had never met yet felt eerily familiar.

The wig somehow accentuated the dress's effect, molding my appearance into something that was undeniably feminine. I tried on a few more wigs—a short, sassy blonde one and a long, straight jet-black one. Each time I changed the wig, I felt a shift in the atmosphere and in my own perception of self.

But as I continued to experiment, a growing sense of unease bubbled beneath the surface. There was a thrill in this disguise, in stepping into an entirely different version of oneself. But with each wig change, I also felt an increasing disconnect, a surreal feeling that I was drifting further away from the Aaron I knew.
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Shaking my head, I carefully removed the wig and placed it back on its stand. I needed answers. Ms. Volkov and her mansion held secrets, and I was determined to uncover them. But first, I needed to come to terms with the strange allure of these garments and the person I was slowly becoming within these walls.

Every echo of my footsteps, every rustle of the dress fabric, mocked my trapped predicament. The day had been long, and every moment in Ms. Volkov's mansion seemed to tighten the invisible noose around my neck. The weight of the dress became more than just cloth—it was the embodiment of my helplessness.

My pulse raced as I tried downstairs windows, again, but each was barred, dense and unyielding. The plush curtains and golden lattices that once spoke of a long-ago-luxury now felt like prison bars. The realization was suffocating.

With a growing desperation, I charged upstairs, praying that one of those grand windows would be my salvation. Their magnificent size and intricate designs promised a glimpse of the outside world: a chance for freedom.

Picking up a heavy statue, with all my might, I hurled it through the closest window. The glass shattered, creating a mosaic of broken promises. Cold air rushed in, but my heart sank. Thirty feet of open air separated me from the ground below. It was a cruel joke, freedom tantalizingly close but just out of reach. I was sure that once I was able to lean out the window, I would see some ledge, or even some jagged stones in the wall that could act like a rock-climbing wall. But the wall was smooth, and the drop was far.

I wracked my brain, the tension gnawing at me. Every room I'd been in, every curtain, every bedsheet—it all flashed before my eyes. In a frenzied haste, I began gathering what I could: drapes, linens, even those silk scarves from the wardrobe room. Tying them together in a desperate bid for freedom, I secured one end to a sturdy bedpost and let the makeshift rope dangle out of the window. But it was still short—damnably short. And the moment I gave the makeshift rope a swift tug, the bedpost cracked, as if it suddenly decided that it was hundreds of years old. The leg broke off of the bed and the whole thing collapsed violently into a heap.

So I tried tying my makeshift rope to the door, but that just turned the door into a decaying relic: one swift tug and the hinges cracked and the door groaned and fell to the floor.

Exhausted, with the cold air whipping around me, I sank to the floor, the pressure mounting. The room seemed to close in on me, the walls pressing against my very soul. My breaths came fast and shallow. This couldn’t be the end. There had to be another way out, a passage or something I'd overlooked. Panic threatened to cloud my judgment, but I clung to the one thing I had left: hope, if it was even there at all.

I found Ms. Volkov in the library, after 9:00 PM. She smiled and asked me how my day was, and then she noticed the dress and her eyes lit up. “Is that my dress, Aaron?”

“My clothes were never returned to me,” I said through clenched teeth.

“Oh—I meant to tell you, Aaron, and I’m terribly sorry. The help encountered an incident in town, with your clothes. They were going to the laundromat and were attacked. I spent the whole day dealing with the authorities, and I completely forgot that you were also a victim in this incident.”

The weight of exhaustion and frustration settled in my bones as I faced Ms. Volkov. The vast library, its walls lined with heavy tomes and leather-bound manuscripts, seemed to bear witness to this standoff. Her gaze lingered on the dress, the glint in her eyes reminiscent of a child who had just opened an unexpected present.

"It's really quite lovely on you," she continued, her voice teasingly light. But behind her playful tone, I detected a hint of genuine surprise. "The colour brings out your eyes."

Ignoring the observation, I felt my grip tighten on the back of a nearby chair. "An incident in town? Attacked? And you're only telling me now?"

She sighed, her demeanour shifting from playful to apologetic. "I truly am sorry, Aaron. It's been a chaotic day. After the police questioned my staff, it was one thing after another. It slipped my mind to let you know. In all honesty, I didn't even think you'd still be here."

"So you just assumed I'd go traipsing about the countryside in your attire?" My voice was sharper than I intended, but I couldn’t help it. The day’s events had been too much.

Ms. Volkov raised an eyebrow, looking momentarily taken aback. "No, of course not. It's just..." She paused, as if choosing her words carefully. "This mansion is a place of many secrets, many rooms. I assumed you'd find something suitable. But I must admit, that dress was a surprise choice."

I glared at her. The implication stung. "It was either that or nothing."

She studied me for a moment, her eyes appraising. "You know, Aaron, there's no shame in it. Vulnerability comes in many forms. Sometimes it's the clothes we wear, sometimes it's the emotions we feel."

"That's a nice sentiment," I retorted, "but it doesn’t help my current situation."

She approached me, her heels clicking softly on the floor. "Look, let me make it up to you. Stay the night. Tomorrow, I promise, first thing, we’ll get you proper attire. I’ll send my help to town—to the big city, and I’ll have them buy you a complete wardrobe to replace what was lost.”

“It wasn’t just my wardrobe! It was my passport, my visa... everything. It was even the cash you gave to me, Ms. Volkov.”

She waved me off. “I’ll replace the cash; don’t fret that. Just spent the night, I’ll have clothes for you tomorrow, and replacement cash. You can always go to the embassy in Kyiv for a new passport. We will arrange all of that. Just try to enjoy your time while you’re here. My father always told me something to remember: there’s no here there.”

The thought of spending another night in this peculiar mansion sent a shiver down my spine. But looking out at the darkness through the grand windows, the prospect of navigating the sprawling estate at night wasn't any more inviting.

I sighed, feeling the weight of my situation. "Fine, but I want my own clothes. And I want to know what really happened."

Ms. Volkov nodded. "I'll have your clothes replaced, and I promise full transparency about today's events. I’ll have a police report given to you, translated into English, of course.” She paused, studying me with a peculiar intensity. "But I ask you for one favor in return."

My eyes narrowed suspiciously. "What?"
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She pointed to the dress I wore. "Before you change out of that tomorrow, I'd like to sketch you. That dress, the way it falls on you, the juxtaposition of your inherent masculinity with its inherent femininity... it's inspiring."

I blinked in disbelief. The request was absurd. Yet, deep down, a part of me was intrigued. My time in the dress had been a series of conflicting emotions. "Sketch me?"

She nodded. "Art has a way of capturing moments, emotions, things that words often fail to express. I think this could be a way for both of us to understand today."

I hesitated, weighing my options. Finally, I agreed, "One sketch.” I felt so stupid agreeing to her, but I hadn’t forgotten that she’d originally promised me an additional fifteen-thousand, and maybe agreeing to this sketch would put that money back on the table.

Ms. Volkov smiled, extending her hand. "Deal."

As we shook on it, I wondered what other surprises awaited me in this enigmatic mansion. The day had been a whirlwind, but something told me the revelations were just beginning.


CHAPTER 8
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The dawn's light was a pale blue, casting the mansion in a soft glow. The morning was serene, but my heartbeat was anything but. Each step I took was filled with trepidation as the unfamiliar fabric of the white dress, which clung tighter than I would've liked, grazed against my skin.

Ms. Volkov sat at the head of the long, ornate dining table. Her poised silhouette seemed almost surreal against the morning haze, with a newspaper (written in Russian) spread before her. This was the first time she had joined me for breakfast, and I wasn't sure if that was a good or bad sign.

“Good morning, Aaron,” she remarked, her tone neutral. She didn’t even raise her eyes, but I could sense the playful edge to her voice.

I swallowed, “Good morning, Ms. Volkov," I hesitated, taking a breath to brace myself, "About this...dress."

She finally looked up, her piercing gaze examining me. "It's the best I could find on short notice that might fit you," she responded, her tone light but with a hint of amusement. "You wear it well."

I shifted uncomfortably. "It's not exactly my style."

Before I could say more, the double doors opened, revealing a slender young woman with a cascade of auburn hair. She stepped in hesitantly, clutching a leather-bound sketchbook to her chest. Her appearance was striking, almost otherworldly in her delicate beauty. Her clear blue eyes darted around, seeming unsure.

“This, Aaron, is Clara,” Ms. Volkov introduced, waving a hand dismissively towards the newcomer. "She will help with preparations. Clara, ensure Aaron is ready for our session."
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Clara hesitated, her mouth opening and closing as she searched for the right words. "Pleasure... meet, Aaron," she murmured, her English laced with a heavy slavic accent.

I nodded, attempting a friendly smile despite my growing unease. "It's nice to meet you too, Clara."

Throughout breakfast, conversation was sparse. The silence was only punctuated by the clinking of silverware and the occasional strained attempt at small talk. Clara's attempts at English were endearing but only added to the surreal atmosphere.

Once the meal was over, Clara hesitantly motioned for me to follow her. We walked in silence, winding through the mansion's numerous hallways. I was growing more anxious with every step, the weight of the situation pressing on me.

Finally, she led me to a grand chamber, its walls covered in ornate mirrors, each reflecting the other in a dizzying array. The air smelled of lavender and jasmine, and at the center was a basin filled with hot water, steam rising lazily. The display looked more suited for a royal bath than a mere shave.

Clara, biting her lower lip, pointed toward the basin, then to my legs. She seemed to struggle with the right words. "For...sketch," she began haltingly. "Ms. Volkov... she wants... clean? No hair?"

I blinked in disbelief, processing her fragmented English. "She wants me to shave my legs? Is that what you're saying?"

Clara nodded, her eyes wide and pleading. "Da, da, shave. Important for... art. Make right."

I sighed, running a hand through my hair. "Look, I'm all for artistic expression, but this is a bit... extreme, don't you think?"

She hesitated, wringing her hands. "Art is... pushing? Yes, pushing limits. Ms. Volkov sees... something special in you. Please, try?"

It took me a moment. I was torn between the sheer absurdity of the situation and a strange, growing curiosity. Could I even go through with this? But seeing Clara's sincere eyes, I finally relented.

"Okay, Clara. Okay. Let's do it.”

Her smile was a mix of gratitude and relief. "Thank you, Aaron. It will be... good. You see."

Still skeptical, I prepared myself for this new experience, hoping that, in the end, it would all be worth it.

I pulled up that short white dress and dipped my legs into the basin. I took the razor, and, with a groan, started to shave away my leg hair for the first time ever. Each swipe left a strip of glistening pale skin, which seemed so unnatural—and that unnaturalness became even more intense as more hair was removed. “Higher,” said Clara.

“Higher?” I asked.

She nodded. “Da. Around… you know. Penis.”

I was stunned. “She wants me to shave my crotch?”

“It’s just best. Just shave all.”

I was offended and shocked. I stuttered, and then, without putting up a fight, I turned my body away from her and I carefully shaved around my cock. I was capitulating because I just wanted this to be over and done with, without a fight. If Ms. Volkov wanted to draw me… fine—as long as I was going to leave there with that thirty-thousand dollars. At this point, with my passport and clothes gone, it actually was starting to seem like a fair price.

I shaved everything, even my chest, even my armpits.

Clara watched with a gentle, sympathetic gaze as I finished the process. As I turned to face her, the vulnerability I felt was reflected back at me in her eyes. I was stripped bare in more ways than one. The cold air of the room prickled against my freshly shaved skin, sending shivers down my spine.

Clara, sensing my discomfort, stepped closer. "You okay?" she asked, her English still broken, but her concern genuine.

"Just get it over with," I mumbled, forcing a weak smile, trying to mask the unease and irritation. There was a part of me that wanted to shout, to rebel against this entire ridiculous situation, but the allure of the money and my desperation to get out of this place held me back.

She nodded and began laying out a variety of makeup products on a table beside us, clearly preparing for the next step. "Sit," she gestured to the cushioned chair before the main mirror.

Reluctantly, I sat, the cold leather of the chair a harsh contrast to my exposed skin. In the reflection, I saw a version of myself I didn't recognize. But Clara, with a determined expression and a deftness that spoke of expertise, started her work.

She began with a gentle moisturizer, her fingers cold but gentle against my face. "For... smooth," she explained softly. Next, a light foundation was carefully applied, evening out my complexion, followed by a hint of blush on my cheeks to bring out a youthful rosiness.

While Clara was mostly silent, focusing on her task, I could sense her trying to make the process as comfortable for me as possible. She moved to my eyes, applying a soft eyeshadow that made them pop and look bigger. The mascara elongated my lashes, and when she gently pulled my lid down to apply kohl, I could feel her warm breath on my face, oddly comforting in the cold, strange room.

Lipstick came next, a shade that was soft and muted, but just pink enough to be noticeable. It was bizarre, feeling the stickiness of it, the unfamiliar weight of makeup on my face.

Finally, she gently brushed my hair, my blonde wig, setting it in a way that softened my features, making them look more androgynous. When she was done, she stepped back, surveying her work with a hint of pride.

"You look... beautiful," she murmured, her eyes wide with a mix of admiration and surprise.

I stared into the mirror, taken aback. The person staring back was someone I didn't recognize: delicate, youthful, with a haunting kind of beauty. The transformation was jarring. I was rendered speechless.

Seeing my shock, Clara whispered, "Sorry if too much. But for Ms. Volkov's vision, yes?"

I swallowed hard. "It's... it's fine, Clara. Let's just get this over with."

She gave me a comforting pat on the shoulder, her smile faint but sincere. "Almost done, Aaron. Stay strong."

I nodded, taking a deep breath. Whatever Ms. Volkov had in store, I was as ready as I'd ever be.

As I sat, trying to reconcile with my reflection, the door to the makeup chamber opened and Ms. Volkov entered, her tall silhouette framed by the dim hallway light. She was carrying a hanger draped with a sheer piece of black lace that seemed more suited for the bedroom than for any artistic sketch.

"Ah, Aaron, you look divine," she praised, her eyes scrutinizing my transformed appearance.

But as her gaze lowered to the white dress I wore, her expression shifted from delight to annoyance. "This is not what I had in mind," she muttered, shaking her head—even though it was what she had picked earlier that morning.

With a flourish, she displayed the lace lingerie before me. My heart sank. The material was scant and delicate, adorned with intricate patterns, and it was painfully clear how revealing it would be. Alongside it were strappy black heels that seemed impossibly high and a choker that promised to be snug. But what truly mortified me was the pair of false pads meant to give the illusion of a bust—of breasts. They were silicone, with false nipples like the tips of thumbs.

"You expect me to wear that?" I whispered, my voice quaking. The very idea of presenting myself in such a manner, especially after everything else, was unimaginable.

Ms. Volkov's eyes met mine, her gaze steely. "I do. For the vision I have in mind, this is essential."

I felt cornered, trapped in a situation that spiralled far out of my control. I looked to Clara, searching for an ally, but she was focused on organizing some brushes, carefully avoiding my gaze.

The weight of my situation pressed down on me, the humiliation, the exposure, the sheer absurdity of it all. But behind that lurked the stark reality: I wanted that money, and I wanted to go home. The desperation that had driven me here hadn't changed, and if anything, it had intensified.

Taking a shaky breath, I spoke, "Can Clara at least help me change?"

Ms. Volkov considered it for a moment before nodding. "Very well, but be quick about it."

Clara, her cheeks flushed, gently took the garments from Ms. Volkov and led me to a changing screen in the corner. As I undressed, the weight of the situation pressed down on me even harder. Clara's attempts to help were hesitant, her touch delicate as if she were handling a fragile doll. I could hear her muttering soft apologies in Russian.

Slipping into the lingerie was a torment. The fabric was tight against my skin, each lace pattern pressing into my flesh. The pads, once placed, felt foreign and heavy on my chest, a reminder of the vulnerability I was being forced into. The heels were a nightmare, forcing me to stand in a way that felt both awkward and precarious. And the choker, it felt like a leash, a final touch to the degradation.

Emerging from behind the screen, Ms. Volkov's eyes lit up. "Perfect," she exclaimed, seemingly oblivious to the turmoil raging within me. I was dress like a whore, like I was about to be marched onto the set of a porno, to be fucked by strange men.

I avoided looking into any of the many mirrors in the room. I didn't want to see myself like this. Every step, every movement was a harsh reminder of how far I'd been pushed.

But beneath the humiliation, a fire was kindling. A determination to endure this, to claim the money, and to ensure I never found myself in such a position again.

"Let's get this over with," I murmured, chin raised, unwilling to let Ms. Volkov see just how deep her claws had sunk.

The grandeur of the art room was overwhelming. High ceilings adorned with intricate mouldings, paintings from different eras gazing down, and at the center of it all, a luxurious leather couch that gleamed under the soft lighting. A solitary spotlight was focused on it, creating a stage for what was to come.

Ms. Volkov stood by an easel, her long fingers caressing the bristles of her paintbrush. Her gaze, cold and evaluative, settled on me. "Come, Aaron. Take your place."

The leather felt cool against my skin as I gingerly stepped towards the couch. Every move I made felt amplified, from the soft rustle of the lace to the echoing clack of the heels on the polished floor.

"Now," Ms. Volkov began, her voice dripping with authority, "I want you to recline. Left elbow supporting your upper body, right leg bent at the knee, foot on the floor. Arch your back, tilt your head just so," she instructed, motioning with her hands to demonstrate.

Trying to follow her directions, I positioned myself. The pose felt unnatural, exposing, and deeply provocative. The arch of my back pushed the fabric tight against my chest, accentuating the false pads, and the bent knee raised the hem of the lingerie precariously high. The choker seemed to tighten, every swallow reminding me of my vulnerable position. And now, my bulge was on full-display, possibly not even fully concealed in the tight, inappropriate lingerie.
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There was a palpable tension in the air. Each second stretched into an eternity as Ms. Volkov's eyes moved over me, making minute adjustments. "Drop your right hand down, let your fingers dangle off the edge," she directed.

The discomfort was intense. Muscles I didn't even know I had started to ache, and the leather beneath me felt increasingly slippery with sweat. But more than the physical unease, it was the emotional stripping that was excruciating. With each adjustment, each tilt of my head or repositioning of my leg, I felt more exposed, more feminine, more vulnerable.

Clara stood by, wringing her hands, her eyes darting between Ms. Volkov and me. She seemed to want to say something but held her tongue, torn between her duty and the evident empathy she felt for my predicament.

After what felt like hours, Ms. Volkov seemed satisfied. She stepped back, admiring her living artwork. "Perfect," she murmured, more to herself than anyone else.

As her brush started to move, capturing the scene on canvas, the room fell silent except for the soft scratch of bristles and my laboured breathing. Each stroke, each dab of colour, felt like another layer of my dignity being stripped away. Every time our eyes met, I felt a fresh wave of humiliation. But beneath it all, a quiet resilience was growing. This was a means to an end: a trial I had to endure.

The session dragged on, the atmosphere thick with tension.

Finally, it was finished. She told me to relax, and then she waved me over to see her work.

The weight of the room seemed to press down on me, the air heavy with anticipation. Ms. Volkov stepped back gracefully from her canvas, her posture impeccable. Her gaze pierced me. "Come, Aaron. See."

Taking a deep breath, I cautiously approached the easel, my heels making a soft clicking sound on the hardwood beneath.
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The painting that greeted me was both breathtaking and unnerving. The canvas was expansive, showcasing every inch of me as I had reclined on that leather couch. A brilliant, otherworldly light bathed the figure, causing the skin to gleam almost supernaturally. The inky black of the lace lingerie stood in stark contrast, highlighting the gentle curves, the arch of the back, and the suggestive parting of the lips.

The eyes in the painting, my eyes, were deep wells of emotion: a fusion of vulnerability and allure. The choker was a bold statement, a shadow against the light skin of the neck. The backdrop was an artful blur, ensuring that the central figure demanded attention. Every tiny detail was captured: the droplets of sweat, the tension in the fingers, the delicate hairs on the arm.

Ms. Volkov had transformed me into an embodiment of feminine allure. Though stunning, the sensual nature of the portrayal sent a rush of embarrassment flooding through me.

I faced her, trying to decipher the intent in her eyes. "It's... beautiful," I murmured, the admission tasting bitter on my lips.

Her eyebrow arched in challenge. "But?"

I hesitated, the words tangling in my throat. "But it's not me. Not who I truly am. This... this is some kind of dream."

Her lips curved into a slight smile. "Art captures moments, feelings. Not always reality. Sometimes, it showcases possibility."

I glanced back at the painting, torn between awe and discomfort. There I was, captured in vivid colour, a blend of vulnerability and sensuality, forever immortalized on canvas.

“I’d like to change into proper attire, Ms. Volkov,” I said.

“The help is still out; they may not be back until late,” she said. “The city is far—and finding appropriate clothes that will suit your preference may take some time. Clara will fetch you something from my wardrobe—something comfortable. And don’t worry, dear Aaron, for the eyes in this house of mine are not judging eyes. Nobody here will mock your situation. In fact, I think that you’ve a very brave man, and the confidence you’ve displayed here is admirable.”

“Thanks,” I said without much enthusiasm. And when Clara brought me the soft black satin dress, another little bit of my pride was stripped away. I wanted to protest, but there was nothing else; that house contained no male clothes, and my only other option was nakedness.

After giving me the dress, Clara vanished, down into another wing of the house where I couldn’t see or hear her. Ms. Volkov told me that she was leaving to do some work, but I stopped her.

I reached out, stopping Ms. Volkov with a gentle grip on her wrist. She turned to look at me, her expression unreadable. "Ms. Volkov," I began, my voice catching in my throat. "Please, just let me out for a while. I promise I won't leave the grounds. I just... I need some fresh air."

She hesitated, her eyes searching mine for a moment before she sighed. "Aaron, the outside world can be unforgiving. My home, for all its quirks, is a sanctuary. I worry about what might await you beyond these walls."

"It's suffocating in here," I whispered desperately. "You've promised me a ride multiple times, but it's never come. I just... I feel trapped."

"You are not a prisoner here, Aaron," she said softly, but her reluctance was palpable. "I've told you time and again that I will arrange your transportation in the morning."

"But you've been saying that for days!" I exclaimed, frustration spilling over. "All I want is a moment outside, a chance to breathe. I promise, I won't leave. I just... I need a break."

She studied me for a long moment, weighing my words. I could see the conflict playing out in her eyes. "Very well," she finally relented, her voice betraying a hint of concern. "But only for a few minutes. And please, stay within my line of sight. I cannot afford any more complications."

I nodded vigorously, relief washing over me. "Thank you, Ms. Volkov."

She led me to the massive front door, its old lock resisting momentarily before yielding with a loud click. The door creaked open, revealing the cool night beyond. I took a deep breath, the cold, crisp air filling my lungs. It was liberating.

As I stepped outside, I could feel Ms. Volkov's watchful gaze on me. The moonlit garden stretched out before me, casting long, intricate shadows. But for the moment, I didn't care about the mysteries of the house, the strange wardrobe, or even the hauntingly provocative painting. All that mattered was the chance to breathe freely again.

A part of me contemplated breaking my promise and running, but I couldn't risk it. The expansive mansion grounds seemed to stretch endlessly, and who knew what dangers lurked in the darkness? For now, this brief moment of freedom would have to suffice.

After taking a few moments to collect myself, I turned back, nodding at Ms. Volkov, silently conveying my gratitude and my intention to keep my word. She nodded back, a mix of approval and caution in her eyes.

With one last deep breath of the outside world, I stepped back into the confines of the mansion, the heavy door sealing shut behind me. “Does it truly need to stay locked?” I asked

She nodded her head. “We’re at war, you know,” she said to me.

“Of course I know, but your property is so remote… Perhaps the key could just be left in the door, just for my own comfort, so I don’t feel like a prisoner here.”

She paused, her icy blue eyes studying me intently. "It's not just the war outside," she said, her voice a soft whisper. "There are... other concerns. Things you may not understand. Dangers you aren't aware of."

I gulped, taken aback by the gravity of her tone. "All I'm asking is for some semblance of freedom. I'm already wearing dresses and posing for provocative paintings. The least you can do is trust me with a door key."

She sighed deeply, the weight of a thousand unsaid words pressing on her shoulders. "I've been through so much, Aaron, and this house... it's not just a house. It's my fortress, my refuge. It's the one place where I can control the narrative."

I nodded slowly. "I get that. And I'm not asking you to compromise your safety. But being constantly locked in, it plays tricks on one's mind."

She looked away for a moment, clearly conflicted. "I've had... experiences," she murmured, more to herself than to me. "People, unexpected visitors, who found their way here. I can't risk it."

"It's just for my peace of mind," I insisted gently, trying not to push her too hard. "You don't have to worry about me. Just... let me feel a little less trapped."

She bit her lip, weighing her options. After a moment that felt like an eternity, she nodded slowly. "Alright," she conceded. "I'll leave the key in the door. But Aaron," her voice grew stern, "you must promise me. Promise me that if you ever step outside, even just for a moment, you'll ensure the door is locked when you come back in."

I nodded eagerly, relief washing over me. "I promise, Ms. Volkov. I won't let you down."

She gave a faint smile, one that didn't quite reach her eyes. "I hope not," she whispered, and with that, she turned and walked away, leaving me standing in the vast hallway with the weight of my new responsibility hanging heavily on my shoulders.


CHAPTER 9
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As I half-expected, there was no ride for me in the morning, and Ms. Volkov was nowhere to be found in the house. I spent a long, tedious hour calling for her, searching rooms, knocking upon locked doors—but she was gone, and the help was gone too.

But she’d kept her word in one way: there was a key in the door. I had to turn it to see that it was real—and it truly unlocked the massive oak door. I pushed it open and felt air: fresh air, and morning humidity. Fog obscured the tree-line. I stepped out and took a deep breath. Still, I was wearing a dress: a soft-blue satin nightgown, as the help had not yet returned from the ‘big city’ with my new wardrobe.

“I guess I’m not leaving today,” I muttered to myself.

The breakfast table, though set for only one, was filled with what looked like a traditional Ukrainian spread. A selection of cured meats and pickled vegetables lay next to a basket of black bread. There were small dishes filled with salo, thinly sliced cured pork fat, paired with garlic and onion. Nearby, there were bowls of tvorog, a type of farmer's cheese, topped with fresh berries and honey. A pot of hot zavarka, a strong Russian tea, steamed next to a container of sweetened condensed milk. Even though the surroundings were unfamiliar and eerie, the hearty food brought a fleeting comfort.
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Pushing aside the strangeness of the situation, I indulged in the meal. Each bite tasted like a journey into the heart of Slavic cuisine. I allowed the rich flavours to distract me momentarily from the unease I felt, trying to relish this unexpected moment of pleasure.

Finishing my meal, I felt a pull to explore this vast residence. As I meandered through the hallways, the mansion began to reveal its true nature. An architectural masterpiece of Gothic design, it stood as a testament to time, showcasing an opulent blend of antiquity and the newer additions. Vaulted ceilings loomed overhead, their gothic arches casting intricate shadows along the corridors. Large stained-glass windows painted colourful narratives with sunlight, their stories perhaps chronicling the house's history or maybe events of some distant past.

The mansion seemed endless, with grand rooms leading to even grander chambers. Some were adorned with portraits, stern-faced ancestors, I presumed, of Ms. Volkov, watching with an intensity that sent shivers down my spine. Marble statues stood sentinel in alcoves, their cold, chiseled features contrasting with the warmth of the heavy velvet drapes that adorned the windows. The dark mahogany woodwork, intricate moldings, and lavish tapestries hinted at the residence's past grandeur.

Stepping outside, the mansion's exterior was equally, if not more, awe-inspiring. Built of dark stone, it towered imperiously over the grounds. Ivy, seemingly ancient, climbed the sides, intertwining with the ornate stonework and gargoyles that seemed to sneer from above. The grounds were vast, with overgrown gardens giving an almost wild feel to the surroundings. Yet, amidst the wilderness, the flowerbeds were meticulously manicured, bursting with colours that contrasted the mansion's dark demeanour.

The fog from the morning had now lifted, revealing a dense forest that bordered the estate, its trees standing tall and silent, like guardians of a long-forgotten world. There was a pond not too far off, its waters reflecting the mansion's imposing facade, making it appear as though it existed in two realms simultaneously.

Despite the house's looming presence, there was an undeniable beauty to it all—a haunting elegance that seemed to hold within its walls and grounds countless secrets, just waiting to be uncovered.

I looked towards the driveway: the last place I saw Dima. I was clad in a woman’s nightgown now, and would surely look absolutely demented if I ran from the house and into town… but maybe it was worth considering—or remain a prison of Ms. Volkov for God-knows how much longer! I stared at the driveway for a long time, and then turned my attention to the mansion. I considered my options.

Just to satisfy my curiosity, I moved to the tree line. I stopped at the driveway where Dima let me out. It was a long driveway: at least two or three kilometres until the rural highway, and then another ten kilometres until town. I could hike it, barefoot, praying not to become a casualty of war.

The fresh air of the outdoors gave me a renewed sense of determination. Even as I hesitated, staring down the long path that stretched out before me, the idea of escape took root. I took a hesitant step, then another, each footfall echoing my growing resolve. Maybe it was possible. Maybe I could just...leave.

I was only a few yards down when a lone, distant howl pierced the silence. I froze, the chilling sound resonating through the very marrow of my bones. It seemed to come from deep within the forest to my left. I strained my ears, hoping it was a one-time occurrence, but my hopes were dashed when another howl responded, this time from the right.
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Before I could fully process the implications, the air was filled with an eerie chorus of howls, surrounding me. It seemed as though the woods were alive, echoing with the haunting call of a wolf pack. The sound was unsettling, echoing from all directions, suggesting they were everywhere, watching, waiting.

I could feel my heart racing, its frantic pace in sharp contrast to the paralyzing fear that rendered me motionless. The nightgown I was wearing felt even more absurd now, offering no protection against the elements or any lurking predators. My mind raced, playing out a myriad of horrifying scenarios. Would I become their next prey? Was this another one of Ms. Volkov's twisted games?

My instincts screamed at me to turn back to the house, yet the eerie symphony of the wolves gave me pause. Retracing my steps with haste, I made my way back to the edge of the driveway, ensuring I stayed well away from the treeline.

Casting one last glance towards the imposing mansion, I realized I was trapped in a twisted paradox: the very house that felt like a prison was also my sanctuary against the looming threats of the outside world. The weight of the decision, whether to venture out and risk the unknown or endure the certainty of Ms. Volkov's whims, pressed heavily on me.

The eerie howling slowly faded, but its memory lingered, an unsettling reminder of the ever-present dangers lurking just beyond the mansion's borders.

That night, as soon as I saw her, I snapped. “I want to leave!” I said to her when I saw her in the library, casually reading a book. “You’ve kept me here for long enough.”

“But my assistants haven’t yet returned with clothes for you,” she said.

“But why?” I asked, my head spinning. “It’s been days! I’m trapped here. My friends and family are probably worried sick; they, like me, were under the impression that I would be returning within a week. My mother is surely sick! Imagine, your son venturing into a war zone and then vanishing. There must be some way that I can leave, tonight.”

“Tonight?” she said. “But it’s dark.”

“I travelled here in the night, I can travel out in the night,” I said, biting hard on my tongue, clenching my hands into tight fists. I pushed my fingernails into the palms of my hands. I wanted to fully unload on her, but I knew that I was still stuck with her. “I’m a prisoner here.”

“Aaron, I’m terribly sorry about your clothes, but you aren’t a prisoner here. I’ve left the key in the door, just like you asked. You’re free to leave if you’d like. I’m not stopping you.”

“There must be a pair of pants and a shirt somewhere,” I said.

“Not in this house,” she said, shaking her head. She closed her book and set it aside, her gaze fixed intently on me. There was a long, eerie silence, punctuated only by the gentle rustling of the curtains and the soft crackling of the fireplace. She leaned back in her chair, her expression somber.

“Do you know what this house represents, Aaron?” she began, her voice soft and even. “It's more than bricks and mortar. It is a haven, a refuge from the world outside. And believe me, the world outside has more terrors than you can imagine.”

I frowned, confused and irritated. “Just let me go.”

“You see, the house, with its winding corridors and endless rooms, reflects the labyrinth of life. The choices we make, the paths we take. Venturing out, especially unprepared, especially now, is not just a physical journey, Aaron, but a metaphysical one."

She leaned forward, her eyes unblinking, “Have you ever heard the legend of the Vodyanoy? In Slavic folklore, they are water spirits associated with bodies of water like ponds, pools, or lakes. They may appear as a handsome man, but they can also drag you down, into their aquatic realm, from which there is no escape. The world out there is teeming with such entities, waiting for a stray soul to ensnare."

I gulped, not sure if she was trying to scare me or if she genuinely believed in these tales. “What does that have to do with anything?”

She continued, ignoring my interruption. “The wolves you heard, the thick woods that surround this place, they aren’t just physical barriers. They are protectors, gatekeepers, if you will, keeping the unspeakable at bay. The howling you heard earlier wasn't a warning to you, but a warning about you, signalling the spirits that fresh prey might be venturing out.”

My heart raced, and I took a step back, suddenly feeling trapped between two nightmares. "You're trying to scare me into staying."

She sighed, "I am trying to protect you, Aaron. The lines between our world and theirs have blurred, especially in places as old and rich in history as this. My ancestors built this mansion to be a bulwark against those very forces, and it has done its duty for centuries. But every so often, someone like you stumbles in, challenging the balance.”

I took a deep breath, trying to steady my racing heart. “So, you’re saying if I leave, I’ll be...what? Taken by spirits?”

She nodded slowly. “Or worse. Some who left were never found. Others returned, but they were...changed. Their eyes devoid of life, their souls missing, as if they’d seen the very fabric of reality unravel before them. These ancients woods have a way of possessing a person.”

I swallowed hard, memories of the eerie howling filling my mind. “You’re speaking to me like a man telling a fantastic story to a child, to try to scare some kid out of eating cookies from the cookie jar. It’s not going to work, Ms. Volkov. I’m not as gullible as you assume us westerners are.”

She stood up, walking over to a window, staring out into the dark expanse. “I don’t have all the answers, Aaron. But I do know that some threads of fate are intertwined, tangled in ways we can't comprehend. You being here, at this time, might be one of those knots in the tapestry of existence. Leaving now might just pull that thread, unravelling more than just your own destiny.”

I wanted to call her insane, because she was speaking like a nut in an asylum. But I bit my tongue and said, “If you would arrange a ride for me, I would take my chances.”

“I will write to a transport service, if you would like.”

“Write?” I said. “Can’t you call? Do you really have no phone?” I remembered suddenly how frustrating the process of speaking with her was using written letters. “There must be a way to access a phone!”

“Not in this house,” she said.

“A short hike to a neighbour’s house,” I suggested.

“There are none,” she said with a somber tone.

“And where is that you go every day!?” I said. “You’re gone for hours and hours—do you not have a car that takes you to your appointments?”

“I have no car.”

“So where do you go!?”
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“There are places beyond this house, and yet within its grounds, that I retreat to,” she responded, her voice even, but her eyes darting away momentarily. “Places where I can tend to my business.” Another vague answer that made my blood rise in temperature.

“That doesn’t make any sense,” I shot back, exasperation creeping into my voice. “You're talking in riddles. You go somewhere; you disappear! You can’t just vanish into thin air.”

She smiled faintly, "Many things in life don’t make sense, Aaron. Especially here. Some things are better left unexplored, for the sake of one's sanity."

“You’re talking in circles,” I said, frustrated. “Fine, let’s just focus on the transport. I want to see you write to this so-called transport service.”

She nodded. Without a word, she retrieved a delicate stationery from a nearby desk and began to pen a message. The gentle scratch of her pen was the only sound in the room. I watched intently, ensuring each word corresponded to my request.

When she finished, she sealed the letter in an envelope and placed a stamp on it. Handing it over to me momentarily, she said, "See? I have done as you wished.”

“And the mailbox?” I inquired.

“The postman comes once a week to collect our mail,” she responded.

“Once a week?!” I nearly shouted in exasperation. “You mean to tell me that I might have to wait a week just for this letter to be sent?”

“Yes,” she replied calmly. “I’m afraid that’s how it has always been. The postman arrives every Thursday.”

"And today is?"

"Monday."

I let out a groan of frustration. “You really live in a different era, don’t you? Is there no other way?”

“The world outside is constantly changing, but here, time has a different pace,” she answered cryptically.

I was done with riddles. “Fine. I’ll wait for the postman. But I insist on handing him the letter myself.”

“As you wish,” she replied. She stood gracefully, her eerie calmness contrasting starkly with my growing impatience. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have matters to attend to.”

I was left standing, clutching the envelope, with more questions than answers, and a mounting sense of being trapped in a place where time and logic seemed to warp and twist into something unrecognizable. And it was in that moment that I realized the house had no clocks; how I hadn’t noticed it before… I’m not sure.

I wanted to scream, and I’m not quite sure how I stopped myself from screaming. I was unable to sleep, so I wandered the house. Usually, I would lay awake in my bedroom, but I was now sick of staring at the same bedroom walls in my insomniac nights.


CHAPTER 10
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In the heart of night, the mansion seemed to undergo a metamorphosis. It no longer felt like the grand structure it was in daylight but rather, a creature of shadow and whispers, alive with stories from eras long past. Tapestries transformed into sentinels of old tales, the dim lights rendered the hallways into shifting labyrinths, and every creak of the timeworn wooden floors resonated like a hushed scream, as if echoing the footsteps of those who had wandered here centuries before.

Each step I took felt heavy, almost reverberating, the weight of the atmosphere pressing down on me. There was a palpable tension in the air; the stillness was oppressive, punctuated only by the soft rustling of unseen things behind heavy drapery and the occasional distant murmur that felt less like the house settling and more like hushed conversations from another time.

Turning a dimly lit corner, my breath caught in my throat as the soft glow of a distant sconce illuminated a hauntingly beautiful figure. A cascade of raven-black hair framed a face of porcelain perfection, her pale skin contrasting dramatically with the dark, glossy waves that tumbled down her back. Her large, luminescent eyes, the colour of stormy seas, held secrets, a depth of sadness, and a touch of defiance. They stared back at me, wide with surprise and a hint of caution. The sheer gothic nightgown she wore clung to her svelte figure, the lace detailing catching the faint light, making her look like a spectral vision from a bygone era.

For a breathless moment, we both stood still, two statues in a house of memories. My heart raced, but before I could react, she raised a delicate finger to her perfectly shaped lips, her plea silent yet emphatic.

“Hush,” she breathed, her voice a melodic whisper, drawing me into her enigma. “Any sound could be our undoing.”
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Swallowing hard, I whispered back, “Who are you?”

Her gaze softened slightly. “Lilia,” she replied, the name rolling off her lips like a melody long forgotten. "And you're Aaron, aren’t you?”

“How do you know me?” I questioned, my voice barely above a murmur.

“I’ve seen you around, though I’ve been told not to talk to you,” she replied, her voice imbued with sadness. “We must find a safer place to speak. This hall holds too many echoes.”

She took my hand, her skin cool to the touch, yet her grip was firm, guiding. We traversed through mazes of corridors, the mansion seemingly expanding, until we found ourselves in a secluded alcove. Lit by the soft glow of a single candle, the room held an array of faded portraits and old books, their pages yellowed with time.

“We don’t have long,” Lilia began, her stormy eyes locking onto mine. “Ms. Volkov cannot know of our meeting.”

“I don’t understand. What’s happening?” I pressed.

“I’ve been strictly told not to speak with you, but… I can’t seem to help myself.”

“Are you one of her assistants?” I asked.

“That’s a word you could use, though it insinuates some level of voluntarism.” Her English was perfect; I was sure that she was Canadian or American.

“Voluntarism? Are you saying you’re… a slave?”

“It’s complicated,” she whispered. “I’ve decided to stay here on my own freewill, but there are consequences of such a decision.”

“But why?” I said. “Why would you want to stay here?” I shook my head, feeling more frustrated than ever by this whole thing.

“She provides me with… what I need to be… satisfied.”

“So you like to speak in riddles as well.”

“It’s not a riddle,” she told me. “It’s just that I’m embarrassed to admit to you why I’m here.”

“Just say it, damnit!” I growled.

“She provides me with sexual satisfaction,” she said bluntly, turning red. “She provides food, lodging as well—and she doesn’t ask for much in return, other than loyalty.”

“And are you allowed to leave?” I asked, stunned.

“Allowed? It’s complicated,” she said. “I’m allowed, but it’s not practical, and she knows that, and keeps it that way.”

“So you’ve given up your God-given freedom in return for sexual satisfaction?” I asked, shaking my head. “You sound… possessed.”

“It’s not something that I’m particularly proud of,” she said with rosy cheeks. “And it’s something that she did to me. Like you, she kept me here, getting into my mind slowly, creeping in… She’s a mater of hypnotism, you know. She knows how to plant seeds, and how to make them grow and grow. If you stay here, you will be just like me. A part of me wants that for you—for my own sake. A part of me wants this family to grow.” That word: family; it made my skin crawl.

“Family?” I said, my lips suddenly feeling dry.

“It’s true—we have a lot of fun. Pleasure, which lasts for days instead of mere minutes—pleasure that you can’t begin to understand until it’s something you’ve experienced first-hand—and even then, you can’t quite understand it, because you know that it’s impossible. It’s not so easy to walk away from, Aaron. It’s like a drug, except it only gets better, unlike a drug. With drugs, people develop a tolerance for it, and they need more and more to reach that same high, until that high is just unobtainable—but this isn’t like that. With this, you’re always discovering more and more, and it just gets better and better and better.” Now, her eyes were wide, beaming, and her whole face was red. She put her hands on me. She slid her fingers down and then let out a soft whimper. Now, she was staring at my body.

“What are you doing?” I asked.

“Exactly what I was told not to do,” she said. She let out another soft whimper. “Oh God, Aaron. Would you fuck me—right here? Please. I just can’t help myself any longer. I need it.”

“You’re insane,” I said, stunned. But now, she was reaching down, sliding her fingers over my crotch. She gently fondled me, letting out a moan. And my head was now spinning; it had been a long, long time since I’d had any relief.

“I know that I’m insane. Ms. Volkov made me this way,” she explained. “And it’s what I don’t want to happen to you. So it’s so, so very important that you get out of here.”

“I can’t,” I said, frozen, watching as her fingers rubbed between my legs. I should have stopped her, but it felt nice and I wanted it to continue for just a minute. “I went out there, and I heard wolves, all around.”

“Because you went out while she was watching you,” the young woman said. “You have to leave when she’s not watching, and she won’t be able to use her demonic powers to stop you.”

“Demonic powers?” I said.

“She’s a demon, Aaron,” she said. Then, she lifted up the nightgown that I was embarrassingly wearing. I’d been wearing it for so long, that I’d half-forgotten it was on my body. But this woman didn’t seem to mind. In fact, I think it was turning her on.

She pushed down the panties that I was embarrassingly wearing. She slipped her fingers around my half-erect penis. She gripped firmly and began to massage, pulling back my foreskin.

“H—How can you say she’s a demon?” I asked. “That’s… superstition.”

“It’s hard to believe, but it’s just a fact,” she said. “And there are doors in this house which lead to staircases, which go down, down, down… into the underworld, where she sleeps, when she sleeps. I’m sorry, Aaron, but I’m unable to help myself. I must suck your cock.”

She dropped to her knees and plunged my shaft into her mouth. I was instantly taken aback as her warm mouth enveloped my penis. She sucked and moaned and used her hand to massage my ball sack. It felt amazing. I let out a moan, and then I clutched a nearby desk for stability.

I was hard almost instantly. She slurped loudly and moaned even louder. And then, while she was sucking me, I noticed that she was jerking something between her legs. I blinked a few times before seeing that she was massaging her erect penis, which was out from her little gothic nightgown.

“You!” I gasped. “You—You’re a man!”

“I was,” she said. “But Ms. Volkov changed that. Now I live as a woman, and I receive pleasure as a woman—and it’s so much better.” She went to suck me again, but I jumped back.

“I prefer women,” I said, trying to be polite.

“Am I not feminine enough?” she asked. “Ms. Volkov gave me these breasts.” She let her gown fall down, revealing a perfect set of C-cup breasts. She cupped them, lifted them, squeezed them, and then pulled until she was pinching her nipples. Her body was smooth. “These hips too, were a gift from Ms. Volkov.” She ran her hands down her perfect hips; her frame was unbelievable.

I was stunned, silenced—unable to think of anything to say. I knew that it was wrong... or was it? Was it really so bad? If I fooled around with her, just for a few minutes, would I really regret it?

She was standing now, looking shy, rejected, nervous.
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She was naked, standing before me, looking just like a woman… except for that erect penis, the tip of which was hovering around her navel. I don’t know why, but I decided to reach out, to feel her breasts, to feel how real these implants felt, as if it would help me to make up my mind. I gently squeezed them—and was stunned; they felt completely real. There weren’t even any scars to be seen. How was this possible? I gently squeezed and she moaned. Then, her cock twitched, almost as if it was about to spray cum into the air.

“Please fuck me, Mr. Dennison,” she whispered. “I could get into so much trouble for this—but I need it.”

She hopped up on the desk and spread her legs apart, rocking her body gently back to show me her asshole. It puckered, pulsing, opening and closing gently. And now, staring at her perfect body, that penis seemed inconsequential. Maybe this was some sort of trap… but I needed to satisfy my cravings.

So I did it; I stepped in, grabbed her thighs, pushed them wide open, and then she spat into the palm of her hand and reached down, rubbing that spit all over her anus. “Fuck me,” she whispered. “Fuck me as hard as you possibly can.”

I pushed into her, feeling her tight anal walls squeezing every inch of my shaft. Spit gushed out from her. She moaned. I pumped her, watching her supple breasts jiggling on her chest—and her erect penis pulsing, until she came (and she came quite fast, as if she’d been holding it in for months). Cum splashed her tummy, and then she threw her head back.

And I, sadly, didn’t last very long. I don’t think I thrusted into her more than thirty times before I was unloading warm cum into her. “Fuck,” I groaned, wishing I would have lasted longer.

And then, she perked up, jumping up to her feet. Cum gushed out from her bum and she turned to the door. “Did you hear that?” she asked.

“Hear what?” I asked.

“She’s awake,” she whispered. “I—I need to go.”

And without saying another word, she rushed away, leaving me feeling confused, heart pounding. I was afraid now that Ms. Volkov would find me and think that I was up to something, conniving behind her back. So I quickly moved into the hallway and started back towards my bedroom.


CHAPTER 11
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The cold, milky light of dawn crept into my room, casting long, foreboding shadows on the floor. Stirring from an uneasy sleep, my memories of the previous night's encounter came flooding back, disorienting me momentarily. Lilia’s face, the urgency in her voice, her sudden disappearance, it all felt like an eerie dream. But the unsettling feeling deep within my gut told me it was all too real.

Swinging my feet onto the cold stone floor, I hurriedly put on the satin nightgown. With its soft blue hue and delicate lace, it was a sharp contrast to the gloomy ambiance of the mansion. A quick scan of the room confirmed what I had already guessed: my clothes had not been returned. Ms. Volkov surely had no intention to bring my clothes; it was one more tactic to keep me within those old stone walls.

Exiting the room, I felt the oppressive emptiness of the house once more. Doors shut tight, rooms bathed in dim light, and that maddening silence that threatened to drown any lingering hope. “Hello?” I called out tentatively. But my voice only echoed back, amplifying my solitude.

As I wandered, each room seemed to taunt me with its luxurious furnishings, pristine and untouched. No signs of Lilia. No signs of Ms. Volkov. No signs of life at all. It was as if the house had swallowed them whole.

Torn between curiosity and a rising sense of panic, I found myself drawn towards the back of the mansion. The grand French doors beckoned, offering a glimpse of the outside world. As I pushed them open, the scent of morning dew and forest greenery filled my nostrils. It was a brief respite, but enough to bolster my courage.

There, before me, lay the vast expanse of Ms. Volkov's estate. The dense forest loomed menacingly in the distance, its trees towering and ancient, their branches swaying gently in the wind, whispering the secrets of eons. But today, they seemed to beckon me, promising refuge.

I thought of Lilia's haunting beauty and the palpable danger that seemed to surround her. The grim reality settled heavily on my chest: Ms. Volkov had no intentions of letting me leave. And every passing moment in that mansion increased the likelihood of me becoming just another lost soul within its walls.
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With a deep breath, I made my choice. The forest, with all its uncertainty, was my best chance. But as I went to the end of the driveway, I began to hear the howling of wolves, as if summoned by Ms. Volkov herself, as if she was watching me from one of those windows—and maybe she was. If I was going to escape, I needed to figure out a way to do it when she wasn’t expecting it.

I spent the day trying to invent a plan, but I didn’t know where she was or how (or even if) she was watching me. I was helpless, feeling like there were hidden cameras in all the rooms of that house.

And then, she finally appeared, as usual, around 9:00 PM. “I’m afraid my help returned today without clothes,” she explained .”While they were in town, shelling began and they were forced to hide for two terrible nights, and they were finally able to escape and return to the house this afternoon.”

“I didn’t see anyone,” I told her. “And I spent much of the day out in the garden.”

“Well you must have just missed them, as they came in a few hours ago.”

“And where were you?” I asked.

“I was tending to business. And speaking of business, Aaron, I know this will sound a bit… strange, but I had an acquaintance come by today, and she was in my office and noticed the painting I did of you, against my wall. She was taken by your beauty and she’s offered me a great sum of money for one just like it. I was going to ask—while we wait for the mailman to come—perhaps we could have another session together: me drawing you.”

“I don’t know if that would be so appropriate,” I said.

“Oh, but it would be a fine way to pass the time—and you can have all of the commission money. She’s offered ten thousand dollars; that’s not a bad chunk of money for a couple of hours on a couch, is it?”

Then, I realized that it was an opportunity. This was my chance to catch her distracted. “When?”

“Perhaps tonight. I can have one of my assistants aid you with your makeup.”

“Actually,” I said. “I wouldn’t mind trying my hand at it myself.” I managed to keep a straight face. I watched as her eyes widened and her body perked up, as if I was saying something very, very exciting to her.

“Is that so?”

“If it would be okay,” I said.

“It would be more than okay. I’m actually quite excited to see what you’re able to do.”

“I was watching your other assistant the other day, and I took note of her techniques.”

“Wonderful. So you know how to access the makeup chamber?”

I nodded my head, and she stood up.

“I will go and prepare my supplies. It will take me thirty minutes or so to prepare, but I’m sure you will take as long, if not longer. We will meet, together, in my studio.” She smiled. “I think this will be a wonderful project, Aaron, and a fantastic way to spend some time together.”

She looked into my eyes for a moment, pausing, almost as if she knew that I was up to something. Then, she took off.

The makeup chamber, a room I had visited once under Ms. Volkov's keen eye, was a haven of cosmetics. Shelves filled with various shades of foundation, lipstick, and eye shadow, and an assortment of brushes. But I had no intention of using any of it. I wasted no time, swiftly making my way to Ms. Volkov's office. I had only seen it once, but I remembered the location of the land transfer papers.

Rummaging through the drawers as silently as possible, my fingers brushed the cool surface of the envelope. Elation surged through me as I recognized the familiar texture of the papers and the envelope with the cash for the Toronto property. The documents and money in hand, I made my way to the back exit. Every creak of the floorboards and rustle of the curtains made my heart race, fearing that Ms. Volkov or her assistants would discover my escape.

But the house remained quiet, its eerie silence now a blessing. Slipping through the house’s only exit—that front door—I entered the expansive gardens, the dark canopy of trees from the forest beckoning me. Taking a deep breath, I plunged into the woods.

The underbrush was thick and the night was dark, making navigation treacherous. My satin nightgown snagged on branches and thorns, but the adrenaline pumping through my veins pushed me forward. The cold night air stung my bare legs and arms, but the promise of freedom kept me moving.

Just when I thought I might make a clean escape, a distant howl sent shivers down my spine. It was soon joined by another, then another. The harmony of the howling grew louder and the unmistakable sound of pattering paws echoed through the trees. Panic surged through me.

The path ahead became more difficult, with roots threatening to trip me at every step. But the distant shimmer of the road ahead gave me hope. With each stride, I willed myself to run faster, to outpace the wolves hot on my trail. The road grew closer, its asphalt gleaming under the moonlight.
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Reaching the edge of the woods, I burst onto the road, lungs burning and heart pounding. In the distance, I saw the headlights of a car approaching. I frantically waved my arms, praying they'd stop.

The car slowed, and to my immense relief, halted beside me. The driver looked at me with wide eyes, my appearance - disheveled and clad in a woman’s nightgown… surely a strange sight. I tried to communicate my distress, my need to escape, but he just shook his head, not understanding my English. Despite the language barrier, he gestured for me to get in.

I didn’t need any more prompting. I quickly climbed into the car, glancing behind to see the glinting eyes of the wolves at the forest's edge, their howls now a lament.

The car sped off, leaving behind the menacing forest, the haunting mansion, and the mysteries of Ms. Volkov.

I knew no Russian, and he knew no English, so we didn’t bother trying to speak; he understood that I just needed to get far away, so he took me as far as he was going—almost two hours west, about a quarter of the way to Kyiv. The town we stopped in, around midnight, was familiar; it was one of the towns we passed through between Kyiv and Ms. Volkov’s house. I gestured a thanks to the man who gave me the ride, and then I found a hotel: ХОТЕЛ was on the sign, and I knew the Cyrillic alphabet just enough to read that it said HOTEL.

Inside, the man at the desk spoke a bit of English. He looked at me, up and down, before saying, “What has happened to you?”

The dim lighting in the hotel lobby did little to hide the wide-eyed surprise on the clerk's face. He stared, taking in my windblown hair, the smeared traces of dirt on my face, and the satin nightgown that barely covered my legs.

"I... I was kept there," I started, voice shaking, pointing in the general direction of Ms. Volkov's mansion. "By a woman. I'm not... This isn't what it looks like. She kept me there and I had to wear this to escape."

The clerk's eyebrows furrowed in confusion. "Kept? Like prisoner?"

I nodded frantically. "Yes! She has my clothes. She has my passport. I had to get out of there." I could feel my breaths coming in short, panicky bursts. The reality of my escape was beginning to hit me. "I need clothes. Proper clothes. Do you have anything I can wear?"

The man stared for a moment longer, then his face softened. He held up a finger, signalling me to wait. Moments later, he returned from a back room with a pair of trousers and a slightly worn shirt. "It's not much," he began, "but it should fit you."

Relief washed over me. "Thank you," I whispered, my voice choked with emotion. I took out the envelope from Ms. Volkov and pulled out some notes.

"No, no," the man protested, pushing the money back.

"I insist," I replied. "I'll repay this when I get home. This is the least I can do for your kindness."

He reluctantly accepted the money, giving me a sympathetic nod. "You rest now. Room 208. Breakfast is at 7."

Climbing the creaky wooden stairs, I felt the weight of the last few days beginning to press down on me. When I finally reached my room and locked the door behind me, a sense of safety washed over me for the first time in days.

Changing into the borrowed clothes, I looked at myself in the mirror. The reflection staring back was one of a tired, scared man, but also one that had escaped the clutches of a demon.

I collapsed onto the bed, and for the first time in what felt like forever, I slept soundly, free from the watchful, predatory eyes of Ms. Volkov. The darkness that had clung to me in her mansion seemed to dissipate, replaced by hope and the promise of a new dawn.

I used the room’s phone to dial Canada. I got Mr. Gregor on the phone and he shouted with excitement after saying, “Is it really you, Aaron!?” He promised to call my family members, to tell them that I was safe. I didn’t tell him what had transpired—just that I was stuck because of logistics. I didn’t want to embarrassingly admit to him that I’d been forced to dress like a woman and pose for a psychotic demon-woman. I also told him the good news; that Ms. Volkov had purchased the house, and I had her cash with me. I also told him that I’d lost my passport, so getting home was probably going to be delayed. I mentioned my lost clothes, but didn’t tell him that I’d been forced to wear Ms. Volkov’s intimate attire.

I was too tired to make more calls, so I put the phone down and hoped Mr. Gregor would make the important calls for me.

I thought that whole chapter was over… and then, in the middle of the night, I heard a tapping on the window. I opened my eyes and spent a moment listening, letting my brain wake up. Maybe it was in my mind, but—no! There it was again! Something was tapping at the window, behind the curtains.

Terrified, I stood up and pulled the curtains open. There, at the window (of that second floor), was nothing. My heart skipped a beat before calming down. I went back to my bed, and then, before dozing back off, I heard something at the door: like someone tinkering with the door handle. I rushed over quietly and pressed my eye to the peephole, seeing someone in a hotel outfit. I threw the door open and snapped. “What are you doing!?”

It was a young woman, looking absolutely terrified now. She stared at me for a moment and then said, “This was sent to you.”

It was a box. “What is it?” I asked, eyeing the clock. It was 5:00 AM. Who was sending me packages at 5?

“Someone sent,” she said, with terrible English.
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I took the box, which was about the size of a small moving box, and I took it into my room. In the box was a copy of my passport, send fresh from the Canadian embassy. Mr. Gregor must have pulled some strings, somehow; I suppose that it was daytime over in Canada. Also in the box was some cash: enough to pay for flights and hotels and meals. He’d also included a pair of jeans, and three white T-shirt, some boxer briefs, and socks. My God! I wanted to kiss him on the face!

But at the bottom of the box was something else: a tiny little lace minidress. I don’t know how it ended up in that box. It was surely a mistake. I lifted it out and shook my head. I put it aside, planning to leave it in that hotel room. I didn’t think much else of it. Then, I saw in the box another feminine garment: a woman’s satin nightgown, which was amazingly soft to the touch. I remembered sleeping in one just like it a few nights before: embarrassing to wear, no doubt, but also unquestionably comfortable.

I put it aside and rolled over to go to sleep.

After lying in bed for a while, unable to sleep, I began to feel a cold draft permeating the room. The chill seemed to get right into my bones. I tugged at the thin hotel blanket, but it provided little warmth.

I turned my gaze to the woman's satin nightgown, lying casually across the room. I felt my cheeks heat up at the mere thought of wearing it again, especially after everything I’d been through. The memories of Ms. Volkov’s house were still vivid, making the humiliation fresh in my mind.

But the nightgown’s alluring softness was tempting. The room felt colder by the minute, and I was reminded of its undeniable comfort when I'd worn one just like it in the mansion. I thought, "Just one night, just for comfort, no one will know."

I hesitated for a few moments longer, arguing internally with myself. The rational side reminded me of the shame I felt when Ms. Volkov forced me into one. But another voice, a calmer, quieter one, argued that it was just a piece of fabric; and if it could grant me a comfortable night's sleep, then why not?

With a resigned sigh, I finally got out of bed and slipped into the nightgown. It felt as soft as I remembered, wrapping around me in a gentle embrace. The cold draft was immediately replaced with warmth and comfort.

I walked past the mirror and couldn’t help but chuckle. Despite my initial reservations, I felt surprisingly... good. Lighter, even. I realized that wearing the nightgown of my own volition took away some of the sting from my earlier experience. This time, it was my choice, not one forced upon me by a deranged demon-woman.

Allowing myself a small grin, I got back into bed. The cozy feeling of the satin enveloping my skin brought a sense of relief. And, soon enough, lulled by its soft touch, I drifted off into a deep, restful sleep.

And I had a dream… at least I think it was a dream. A woman came into my room, dressed in lingerie, putting her finger to her lips before climbing onto my bed. She pulled back the covers and fell upon me, lips pressing against mine. We fondled each other while we kissed, and then, she walked over me, on her knees, until her crotch was at my face. Gently, she pulled her panties aside and let her long, erect cock flip out. She pulled my mouth open with her gentle fingers and plunged her shaft onto my tongue, forcing me to suck her. I did it, feeling strange, feeling out of my element… but I still somehow felt excited by the strangeness of it all.

Dripping with spit, she took her cock and slid back down. She spread out my legs and pushed into me, penetrating me, stripping me of my anal virginity as she began to pump. We kissed again, her cock exploring inside of me. Each thrust was harder than the one before it. She sunk her tongue into my mouth while her penis plunged my anus: two parts of her inside of me at once…

And then she came, pulsing gushes of hot, thick fluid into me. She shushed me again as she snuck out of the room, giggling. I was in a strange state of euphoria. I remained in that state of euphoria until I dozed off again.

Was it a dream? It must have been. It was too surreal—and I was no acting like myself. There was no way that I would allow some stranger into my bed in the middle of the night! There was no way I would allow anyone—never mind a stranger—to penetrate me.

But somehow, it seemed so real.


CHAPTER 12
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The morning sun flooded the room, the sounds of the bustling town below rousing me from sleep. Groggily sitting up, it took me a moment to reconcile the soft sensation of the nightgown against my skin with the haunting memories of Ms. Volkov's mansion.

With a chuckle, I decided it was high time to leave that chapter behind. I quickly changed into the jeans and t-shirt Mr. Gregor had thoughtfully sent over.

In the hotel lobby, I checked out, catching a knowing smile from the clerk who'd assisted me the night before. My face flushed, hoping he hadn’t glimpsed my odd choice of sleepwear. After murmuring a thank you in my broken Russian, I left the hotel, laser-focused on the next stage of my journey.

The local train station was my first stop. With little difficulty, I managed to snag a ticket to the nearest Polish border town. As the train sped on, I was lost in the vast landscapes outside, mulling over all I'd experienced. Time seemed to fly, and soon enough, I was stepping into Poland.

The familiar European feel and pace of the border town invigorated me. The entire ordeal with Ms. Volkov felt like a distant nightmare, even if it had only been a few days ago. In a bustling cafe, after securing a WiFi connection, I booked a direct flight from Warsaw to Toronto using the funds from Mr. Gregor.

Making my way to the Warsaw Chopin Airport, everything felt simple and ordinary. Such a stark contrast to the unnerving luxury and danger of Ms. Volkov's residence.

At the airport, the standard security checks felt reassuringly mundane. Though the officer inspected my new passport a bit longer than I would've liked, the familiarity of an international airport was pure comfort.

Finally, I settled into my seat on the plane. The familiar hum of the engines and the soft chatter around me felt almost dreamlike. As we took off, Europe disappeared beneath the clouds, taking with it the memories of Ms. Volkov and her mysterious mansion.

Canada was on the horizon, and all I could think about was the comfort of my own bed and the familiarity of home. The harrowing chapter was over. As we soared through the skies, a weight lifted from my shoulders. I was heading home.

Mr. Gregor met me at the airport. He hugged me like a man hugging his son, and then he patted me on the back. “We thought we’d lost you, Aaron,” he said. “This isn’t something we will do again. And I take full responsibility for allowing this to happen; I should have said no. I should have put my foot down and prioritized your safety and wellbeing over selling some… slum! What was I thinking!? Why did I do that to you, Aaron? I’m so sorry—but so happy to see that you’re fine—and you look just fine! There’s not a scratch on you, and considering you just travelled from one end of a war-zone to the other!”

I showed him the money from Ms. Volkov. “The full amount is here, so we can process the transfer—and take the fifteen-percent commission.”

He gave me another pat on the shoulder. “Aaron, I want you to take the full commission.”
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“I couldn’t.”

“You must,” he said. “I can’t possibly sleep in good conscience, knowing that I took a dime of this from you. This was your work—and I don’t think any agent has ever put so much work into the sale of a house. You deserve every dime, Dennison. Take it, spend it, save it, invest it—whatever you want; the money is yours.”

I tried again to get him to take a piece of the money, but he wouldn’t take it. He wanted me to have it—and after leaving without Ms. Volkov’s tip, maybe I felt like I deserved it.

“I had to top it up with the cash you sent me,” I told him. “And by the way, thank you so much for doing that—and facilitating the new passport; you saved me days—maybe even weeks of being stuck in Poland, at the embassy. And can you imagine how tricky it would have been to explain the whole situation?”

He stared at me strangely for a moment before saying, “I didn’t send you money or a passport.”

“You did—yesterday morning. You sent a passport, clothes, and cash.”

“I didn’t,” he said.

“You… You didn’t?” I asked.

He shook his head.

“Someone else from the agency, surely.”

“I didn’t pass along your update until the next day, Aaron. Maybe your parents? I called them right away. Maybe they told one of your relatives.”

“But how would they get me a passport?”

“How would I?” he said with a laugh. He stared at me for a long moment as my stomach churned. If not him—then who?

My heart sank, and an unsettling feeling washed over me. If it wasn't Mr. Gregor or someone from my family, then who could it possibly be? The insidious thought crept into my mind—had it been Ms. Volkov? No, it couldn't be; she'd have no reason to help me escape.

But if not her, then who? Was I still being watched? I felt a sudden chill despite being inside the warm airport terminal.

Mr. Gregor seemed to sense my disquiet. "Look, Aaron, let's not think about that for now. What matters is that you're safe and you're back home. We can figure out this mystery later."

I nodded, doing my best to push my unsettled thoughts aside. Mr. Gregor was right; I was safe now, back in familiar territory.

"Let's go get some Tim Hortons," Mr. Gregor said, a smile returning to his face. "You must be missing it after all that time in Eastern Europe."

The thought of a warm cup of coffee and a Timbit did bring a genuine smile to my face. "You have no idea," I responded.

As we walked out of the terminal, the mystery still weighed on my mind, but it was overshadowed by the relief of being home. Perhaps some questions are better left unanswered—at least for now. Still, as we stepped outside, I couldn't shake the feeling that this chapter of my life was not completely closed.


CHAPTER 13
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The duffel bag sat on my bed like an unopened time capsule, holding fragments of an experience I was not eager to revisit. A few days had gone by since my return to Canada. I knew it wouldn’t take more than ten minutes to unpack those few items and sort them away, but there was just something terrible about the idea of revisiting that awful trip… it took a strange amount of courage to get around to it.

Finally, I decided it was the day—I needed to unpack. Reluctantly, I unzipped the bag and started pulling out its contents: the underwear, the shirts, and the rest of that haul that had been gifted to me by a mysterious sender. I’d been so sure that Mr. Gregor was the responsible party, but he was so certain that he had nothing to do with it. And I understood that whoever it was—maybe a coworker or a friend or a family member—didn’t want to boast or brag, and they just wanted to help me quietly and without the expectation of recognition or compensation, but really, they were doing more harm than good; the unknowing was driving me mental. I kept wondering if it was Ms. Volkov who orchestrated this whole thing—and if so, did that mean that she was okay with me leaving? And if that was true, then why?

And if it was she, then why not take the credit? Was it meant to be some sort of peace offering?

I kept unpacking, trying not to dwell on those topics that had been all I’d thought of for the past few days.

There it was, nestled at the bottom: the lace minidress. It was a hypnotic shade of royal blue, the kind of colour that captivates and holds the gaze, drawing you into its depths. The lacework was intricate, a labyrinth of delicate floral patterns that looked like they were woven by an artist rather than made by a machine. It was almost painfully beautiful.

As my fingertips made contact, an unusual warmth tingled up my arms and flooded my body. I felt an unexpected compulsion to try it on. The very thought jolted me. It felt like a betrayal to my own identity, to the masculinity I had always taken for granted. I couldn't—shouldn't—want to put it on. But why did part of me argue otherwise?

The dress stirred memories of that haunting time at Ms. Volkov's house. The very thought of revisiting that experience, of reentering the feminine attire I'd been forced into, filled me with dread and humiliation. I'd hated every moment of that degradation, hadn't I?
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And yet, and yet... something in the soft whisper of the lace seemed to say otherwise. What was this inexplicable pull? The dress, this object of feminine allure, beckoned to me, relentless, and I resented it even as a part of me was shamefully tempted.

"No," I muttered, my voice tinged with bitterness and confusion. I angrily folded the dress and shoved it back into the bag, zipping it up as though I could lock away the disquieting feelings it had provoked.

Who had sent me this package? Why had they included this... this thing? I shook my head. It was all part of a puzzle whose pieces I was not eager to touch, let alone assemble.

“A cursed thing, for a cursed person,” I said to myself. But this time the words felt like a self-imposed curse.

I put the bag away, averting my eyes as if the fabric could see me, could sense my unsettling mix of apprehension and temptation.

But the small voice that had whispered at the edge of my consciousness was not so easily silenced. It told me this was a chapter still waiting to be written, a door waiting to be opened.

A week went by. Each day was better than the last. Memories of being a prisoner in that gothic mansion were beginning to fade—still dreadful, still stealing away hours of sleep—but becoming something more tolerable. I was starting to make sense of some of the more ‘mystical’ events that I’d witnessed within those stone walls. There were explanations for them all, I was sure of it. Ms. Volkov was an evil woman, but she was not some sort of magical demon.

I sat at my desk at the real estate agency, flipping through property listings and preparing for the next round of client meetings. It was a typical day, in many respects, one that I was trying to keep as uneventful as possible given recent events.

Mid-morning, I felt the need to use the restroom, as one does. I got up from my desk, straightening my tie and walking past the maze of cubicles, exchanging casual nods with coworkers. As I closed the restroom door behind me and stepped up to the urinal, something felt… off.

When I unbuckled my belt, I felt an unfamiliar texture around my waist. Startled, I looked down and froze.

I was wearing women’s panties.

They were black lace, the material both foreign and strangely familiar. My mind raced, frantically sifting through the morning's foggy memories. I'd been running on fumes, my coffee maker had broken down, and I’d been up late working on a property listing. Dressing had been an automated blur.

Had I put these on by accident? No, that was impossible, wasn't it? And yet, here they were. Where could they have come from? A cold sweat formed on my brow as a series of uninvited thoughts invaded my mind: Had someone broken into my house? Was this some kind of prank?

Perhaps it was that cursed duffel bag, I thought, suddenly seeing a connection. But why would I have mixed them up with my regular underwear? I’d never bought or owned anything like this before. I couldn't have.

My God, I needed to dispose of that bag. Some terrible energy must have rubbed off on it, passing from the hands of the terrible Ms. Volkov, to me.

Quickly, I took the panties off, balling them up and shoving them deep into the pocket of my coat hanging on the restroom door. I pulled up my pants, my face flushed with embarrassment and confusion, and hurriedly washed my hands. As I stared into the mirror, my reflection seemed to taunt me, eyes almost asking, "Who are you?"

My hands were shaking as I exited the restroom. I tried to regain my composure, aware that I couldn’t afford to appear unsettled in the middle of the office.

I returned to my desk, sitting down gingerly as though the chair might betray me next. I couldn’t focus. My eyes scanned the documents in front of me, but the words blurred into incomprehensible squiggles.

The tingling sensation I felt when I touched the lace dress a few days ago returned, but this time, it felt like an electric shock coursing through my veins. Something was happening—something I didn't understand and couldn't control.

The small voice that whispered at the edge of my consciousness grew louder, yet more enigmatic. It was as though some unknown chapter in my life had started writing itself, a chapter filled with questions, each one more unsettling than the last.

I found myself gripping my desk to steady my shaking hands. I knew that I couldn't ignore this much longer, that these odd occurrences were fragments of a larger puzzle that demanded to be solved. But did I even want to know the answers? And what would those answers say about me?

Days of dread followed. Every morning, as I dressed, I was on edge, constantly checking myself to make sure I was putting on the clothes that I meant to put on; I felt like a senior suffering from a terrible dementia, unable to trust my own actions, worried that any automatic movement would betray me.

It didn’t happen again—until it did, this time after a long, long day of showing homes to a new client. They had me driving from one end of the city to the other, and then back again, as they considered all of their options down to tiny details. We went from house to house, late into the night. They were interested in one particular house, which was near the airport. They wanted to see what it was like inside of the house, at night, when airplanes were landing at the airport. I entertained them—even though I’d been up since 4:00 AM, working on listings that had fast-approaching deadlines.

I hardly remembered stumbling into my home, heading straight for the bed. I changed into my night clothes and slipped under the covers, and it wasn’t until morning, when I was rousing, that I realized that I wasn’t wearing my proper night clothes—but that lacy nightgown.

My eyes snapped open and for a moment, I felt disoriented. The fabric that clung to me felt too soft, too silky to be my typical sleepwear. I glanced down and my heart sank.

I was wearing the lacy nightgown. The royal blue hue was the same as the dress I'd discovered earlier; intricate lace designs etched its surface, delicate as cobwebs yet resilient, like the creeping questions that tangled my thoughts. It felt weightless and yet heavy with significance.

How did I end up in this? My last memory of the night was staggering through my front door, mind foggy from the day's exhaustion. I thought I’d pulled on my usual cotton pyjamas. I'd thought— but could I trust my thoughts anymore? My memories?

My hands began to tremble as they often did these days. I stood up, intending to change, but then I caught a glimpse of myself in the full-length mirror. A strange man stared back at me, a man veiled in feminine fabric, a contradiction woven in threads of unsettling reality.
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The absurdity and confusion of it all made my head spin. Why did the garment feel both repellent and oddly comforting? I felt humiliated, emasculated, and yet... why didn't I want to tear it off immediately?

I didn’t look bad in the outfit. I’d seen men wearing women’s clothing before—on TV, online, in the news, and so on—and often, they looked silly, but that was not the case now. Now, the little garment actually framed me in a sweet sort of way. It made me look delicate. It made me look… cute. I stood for a moment, catching myself grinning, catching myself blushing. I turned left and right, and then I caught myself posing.

I bit my lip. I was enjoying this—but that realization just led to dread.

As I peeled off the nightgown, still staring at my reflection, it felt like I was shedding a second skin, one that I never knew I had, or one that was newly growing—either way, a part of me.

I folded the nightgown, handling it like evidence at a crime scene, and placed it back into the drawer. And that’s when I saw them—the black lace panties from the office mishap—right there, folded neatly as though they belonged among my regular clothes. I didn’t remember putting them there, but then again, there was a lot I didn’t remember or understand these days.

Shaking my head, I dressed in my usual work attire—slacks, shirt, tie—and tried to push the morning’s events into the recesses of my mind. I had another busy day ahead, clients to meet, homes to show. No time to mull over the inexplicable.

But as I sat in traffic later, my mind wandered again to the uninvited garments that had infiltrated my life, the disquieting questions they raised, and the indefinable emotions they evoked.

Who was I becoming? Or had I always been this person, buried under layers of societal expectation and self-denial? The more I tried to ignore these questions, the more persistent they became.


CHAPTER 14
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At 3:15 PM two days later, I was on my way to meet with a new client at a cafe. We were going to talk about their wish-list and their expectations. I already had a good idea of what they wanted, and their budget, and the two were quite far off from one another, so really, the talk was going to be more along the lines of ‘unfortunately, this is actually what you can afford.’ Talks like these were always tricky, and somewhat dreadful; I never enjoyed watched the job drain from the faces of a young couple.

I was just a few blocks away when it dawned on me that I was passing the house that had been purchased by Ms. Volkov—whether she properly understood that she bought it or not. The papers had been processed and the agency had accepted the money—and the deed had been made out in her name. But she was so unimaginably rich, there was a chance that she’d forgotten all about the purchase, and it would default back to the county once she missed a share of tax payments—or failed to register with the property tax department altogether.

But, to my great shock, there were lights on within the house as I passed. The lockbox had been removed, suggesting that she’d gotten her keys and taken it. The SOLD sign was also gone—possibly stolen, but it was just as possible that Ms. Volkov was inside of that house, now residing in Canada.

A shiver ran down my spine as I rolled by. I swear I could suddenly feel her familiar gaze, watching me, scrutinizing me. And a moment later, I swear to you on my mother’s grave that I heard howling. All of the neighbourhood dogs, seemingly in unison, began to howl as if at a full moon, though it was the middle of the day. And I wasn’t the only to notice the phenomenon; I saw strangers in the streets stopping and peering around, stunned by the canine chorus. I knew—though I didn’t know how—that Ms. Volkov could somehow command wolves, and perhaps dogs as well. Was this her way of letting me know that she could see me?
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There was more still. A block away, I saw a young woman emerging from a clothing store. She looked frightening familiar—maybe an old client or… No! She was one of Ms. Volkov’s assistants: the girl who put my makeup on for that horrible painting session!

I nearly crashed my car trying to look back at her. Was it really her, or was my brain playing tricks on me?

My God! The dread that was now churning in my gut was unbearable. I reached the cafe and met with the young couple, but my mind was scattered. I kept stumbling and stuttering as I tried to speak, and they seemed confused. “So is it something we can afford or not?” asked the man, and my answer was just as vague and confusing to myself as it must have been to them; they just stared at me, probably considering changing agencies.

“Would you excuse me?” I said. “I just need to use the bathroom.”

My plan was to splash water on my face. I got into the bathroom, locked the door, and I splashed the water: cold and sobering. Then, I reached high for a fresh roll of paper towel, as the one on the holder was spent. As I reached, my shirt pulled out from my trousers, and then I saw the panties peeking out.

I gasped. I unzipped my fly, and sure enough, I was wearing panties: red panties—and there was more! I was shaved! My crotch was hairless and so were my legs.

Now, I knew that I couldn’t have possibly done it automatically without knowing. Putting on panties was already inconceivable enough.

I felt sick. I paced the bathroom, and then finally returned to the couple and told them, “Let’s resume this talk another day. I’m afraid I’m not feeling so well.” They looked at me as if looking at a man with rotting boils and festering cysts on his face. I hurried out of the cafe, humiliated, and went straight home to change. Then, I began to tear up my bedroom, looking to find hidden garments—and I found them: some under the bed, some in the closet, some right in my dresser, underneath dress shirts and slacks. There was lingerie, minidresses, skirts, panties, stockings, fishnets, and accessories like chokers and necklaces. “It’s impossible!” I shouted. Someone must have been fooling with me, breaking into my home… and possibly even drugging me. And if they were drugging me and changing me, what else were they doing to me? Oh God, I felt so vulnerable, and so… helpless.

I knew that it was Ms. Volkov—or one of her servants. Like a vampire, coming into the room in a mist, using hypnotism. God only knows what she’d been whispering into my ear! And then her familiars, her servants: those girls who were once boys. And how many of them were there? I tried to remember them; I was sure, positively, that I’d seen four different young women, not including Ms. Volkov. And I knew, for sure, that three of them had been males. And the things the one young woman had told me, begging me to leave before I became like one of them. Was that her plan? Was the whole scheme just to lure me into her mansion so that she could chip away at my sanity and my masculinity. And was she just continuing her scheme now, with me out of her grasp?

Was I really out from her grasp?

It was that very night that I woke up to the sound of footsteps within my own home. I was frozen with terror, naturally. I dreadfully turned away from my bedroom door and shut my eyes, like a child, sure that if I couldn’t see the beast, it wouldn’t see me.

I heard something enter my room. I wanted to cry—but then, suddenly, I had the courage to jump out of bed, ready to fight. “Who’s there!?” I roared. But nobody was there. I flew through the house, sure that I would find someone—or a sign that someone had been there, but the doors were locked, windows shut—and nothing disturbed.

Was she in my home, spying on me? Or was it just a nightmare?

It was the very next day that I received a package from Amazon. It was a wrong delivery, to the wrong address, but I didn’t catch the wrong-name on the label until it was too late and the package had been opened: a small minidress with a pleated skirt and a low cut top.

My heart fluttered. I put it back into the box and walked five houses down to the correct house. I knocked, and planned to leave the box on the step, where it belonged, and then a woman stepped out. “Can I help you?”

“This came to me; I didn’t realize it wasn’t for me until I opened it. I’m terribly sorry.”

She picked it up, looked in the box, and then shook her head. “I didn’t order this.” Then, she eyed the label. “Oh dear.”

“What is it?” I asked.

“Well, the woman who ordered this… my gosh, I’m not sure how this happened…”

“What is it?” I asked again.”

“Well, she passed away almost a year ago. She used to rent a room in the basement. She found out she had cancer and died just a few months later—a terrible tragedy, as she was only 33. Well—she must have ordered this and it must have just taken this long to finally arrive. Maybe it got wrapped up at customs. Anyway—she’s gone.”

“What should I do with it then?” I asked.

“I suppose take it to a donation bin,” she said, shrugging her shoulders.

“Couldn’t you just wear it? Maybe that would have made her happy.”

She smiled and blushed. “It’s too small for me, I’m afraid. Maybe if I lost… forty pounds! Ha!” She shook her head, and then she went back inside, leaving that box with me. So I took it home, and then it sat on my table, seeming to stare at me wherever I went.

The terrible presence of the dress put ideas into my head. It was only an hour before I had the idea to satisfy the curiosities, and to get this whole thing out from my system. I would wear the dress one time, feel it against my skin—and maybe wear it for a few minutes until I’d demystified whatever it was that was nagging at me—and then I would fold up the dress and take it to a donation bin.

And I thought I would look at myself in the dress and simply roll my eyes, though that wasn’t the case. I saw myself and paused, jaw slacking as I stared upon myself. It was almost as though the dress had changed the shape of me entirely. It was like my torso had shortened and my legs and stretched out. It was as if my waist had sucked in and my hips had bulged out. It even looked like I had small breasts while the dress was on—like my nipples were larger and perkier, almost like the nipples of a woman.

The sight of myself was fascinating at first, and then, as the time passed, the fascination turned to captivation. I kept staring at myself, in awe of what a simple dress could do to me. I hadn’t forgotten Ms. Volkov’s painting, seeing the feminine beauty that she apparently saw when looking at me. Maybe her painting wasn’t quite as exaggerated as I originally thought; maybe she saw something in me that I was only just noticing now, thousands of miles away from her terrible mansion.

So out of curiosity, I found one of those mysterious garments that had found its way into my house. I tried it on: another little dress with a flared skirt. I spun around in front of the mirror, and then I caught myself blushing.

Then, finally, I managed to force myself to take it all off—for a few hours at least. But when it was time to retire to my bed, I noticed the little satin nightgown that had felt so comfortable in the past. Its allure was strong—simply because it was more comfortable than any sleeping attire I owned. I figured that wearing it to sleep wouldn’t be too much of an assault on my masculinity, so I wore it to sleep.

But maybe that was a mistake. Maybe I was allowing this feminine spirit into my soul, and getting it out wouldn’t be nearly as simple as it was to let it in.

At noon the next day, Mr. Gregor phoned me and asked me to meet with one of his clients. He had to run to the hospital, to meet with a sick uncle, and this client was very important to him. So I cleared my schedule and headed to the marked address, which was a wig store. I didn’t think much of it, until I was inside and we began talking about a new commercial space that they were interested in.

They were new clients; they hadn’t even met Mr. Gregor, but had only reached out via email to him the day before. They wanted to expand their wig shop into a downtown space, which was three-times the size, capable of holding a great deal of stock, which would make them the country’s biggest wig store. Now, they’d already sold their current space and were on a tight timeline to move. We discussed their options—and then, I made them a personal offer, to ensure we would keep their business (they were hoping to buy a 3-million dollar property, with cash); I told them that they could store their stock at our agency’s storage facility until they relocated. We kept a large storage locker for special clients.

That very afternoon, we had a moving truck sent to their place, to pick up all of those boxed and bagged wigs. But only about 90% of the stock would fit in that storage locker. They had a great many wigs. “What are we going to do here?” asked Mr. Gregor when he arrived, from the hospital, and saw the huge stack of wigs that still needed a temporary home.
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“Keep them at my place. I have a spare room that would fit them, and it hardly gets any use.”

“Are you sure, Aaron?” he asked. “It could be months.”

“I’m happy to help.”

He gave me a pat on the back. “And that’s why I made you junior partner.”

So that evening, the truck took the remaining stock to my house and unloaded about three thousand wigs into my spare bedroom.

And that night, overwhelmed with curiosity, I snuck into that room and picked out a blonde wig. I put it on, along with the little white dress from the day before. I found myself in front of the mirror for an hour… and then two hours. I tried on different outfits. I lost track of time. I kept catching myself blushing, grinning—and even giggling. I put on the panties. I tried on the lingerie. I did this until well into the night, and then I finally noticed that it was 3:00 AM, and I realized that this had gotten way out of control, so I stuffed everything back into a box and went to sleep.

And the strangeness came the next day when Mr. Gregor sent me a message asking me to meet with another client, this time a woman who did bridal makeup out of her home. She was recently told that she needed to own a commercial space to continue her work, legally, so she was interested in looking at cheap commercial properties. We spoke for two hours, and then she handed me a makeup kit. “What is this for?” I asked.

“It’s a gift—for your wife, or girlfriend, or sister. It’s a thank you for meeting with me.”

I smiled and nodded and accepted the gift. Then, I went home and practised my own makeup, with a wig, with a dress—and it wasn’t until the next day, when I saw Mr. Gregor, that I was told that I’d missed my meeting the previous day. “What are you on about?” I said. “I spoke with her for over an hour!”

“She said you never showed up.”

“The makeup woman!?” I said.

“Makeup woman? What are you on about?” he said. “You were supposed to meet with Ms. Andrews about a willed property transfer!”

And I was stunned. I checked my phone, but now, the old messages from Ms. Gregor weren’t there. “So who did I speak with?” I asked. “Who did I spend over an hour with, talking about commercial spaces?”

He shrugged his shoulders. “You’ve been quite spaced out lately, Dennison,” he said. “Maybe you need to take a leave, for a week or two. I’m worried about your… mental health. I’m sure it has to do with your time in Ukraine; that was certainly traumatic.”

My cheeks flushed hot and red as Mr. Gregor stared at me, his eyes softening from irritation to concern.

"I assure you, Mr. Gregor, I'm absolutely fine. Just a bit stressed from all the recent changes, I suppose. I don't need any leave; I can handle everything." The words tumbled out of my mouth in a hurried stream, desperate to put an end to this bizarre and disorienting conversation.

Mr. Gregor looked at me for a long moment before finally breaking the silence. "Aaron, are you... wearing makeup?"

My heart sank. "Makeup? What are you talking about?"

He leaned a little closer, scrutinizing my face. "Your eyes, Aaron. There's something around them. It looks like... smeared eyeliner?"

My mind raced. I had been so careful last night, so meticulous about removing every trace of the makeup I'd experimented with. At least, I thought I had been. How could I have missed it?

"Mental health leave might not be such a bad idea after all," Mr. Gregor added softly, but the suggestion felt like a heavy blow, underlining the humiliation and vulnerability I felt.

The room started to feel unbearably warm, my shirt collar constricting. I pressed my lips together, fighting back a wave of emotion. "I think you're mistaken," I stammered, barely recognizing my own voice. "Must be the lighting in here."

Mr. Gregor sighed, his face lined with a mix of confusion and worry. "Aaron, I've seen a lot of things in my time, but I've never seen an employee go through... whatever it is you're going through. If you need to talk, my door is always open. But if you need to take some time off to sort yourself out, consider it authorized."

"I appreciate that, sir," I said, mustering as much dignity as I could. "But I'm really fine. I can manage."

He nodded slowly, his eyes still filled with concern, then walked away. As I stood there alone, I felt like the ground had been pulled out from beneath me. What was happening to me? The lines between my personal experiments and my professional life, the very boundaries of my identity, seemed to blur and shift until they were unrecognizable.

Before going home that evening, I took one last look in the bathroom mirror at work, rubbing away the last smudge of eyeliner that had apparently managed to escape my earlier clean-up. I was not going to let this define me.

But as I pulled into my driveway, the boxes of wigs in my spare room, the lace garments, and the now partially-used makeup kit filled my thoughts. Each of these things was a thread in a tapestry I didn't understand, a story that seemed to be writing itself whether I wanted it to or not.

As I walked into my home, I made a promise to myself: no more. No more trying on clothes or wigs, no more makeup, no more delving into whatever this was. I was Aaron Dennison, junior partner, responsible, reliable, and completely in control of my life. And I was going to prove it, to Mr. Gregor, and more importantly, to myself.

But even as I made that promise, I knew it was one that would be exceedingly difficult to keep. Because a part of me didn't want to keep it, a part that was growing more persistent, more compelling, with each passing day.

And so, as night fell, I found myself standing once more before the mirror, my reflection a question mark, a riddle, a mystery that was simultaneously terrifying and, I had to admit, exhilarating to explore.


CHAPTER 15
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Iwoke up the next morning in full feminine attire, which I know that I did not put on before bed: a nighttime camisole (satin), and a pair of soft satin panties, warm cotton stockings, and a wing, which was cross-pinned to my hair, making it very hard to remove: a technique that I’d never even learned.

It was clear that another force was at work. Maybe it was hypnotism, or maybe it was full-blown possession. Some other entity was manipulating me: my brain, and my environment. It was also clear that it was only going to get worse.

This terrible affliction was growing.

As I stepped out of the shower, wrapping a towel around my waist, I found my eyes drawn towards the satin camisole and panties I'd found myself in this morning. They were folded neatly on the edge of the bathroom sink, almost as if taunting me. My fingers itched to touch the soft fabric again, to experience the thrilling and confusing feelings they evoked in me.

No, I shook my head fiercely. I had to stay focused. I had to get to the bottom of this before it spiralled completely out of control. Ms. Volkov was my best lead, the one person who might have answers. Quickly, I got dressed in my usual attire: slacks, a button-up shirt, tie, and blazer: a suit of armour against the inexplicable urges that seemed to be growing stronger every day.

I grabbed my briefcase and keys, heading towards the door. But as I moved through my home, I couldn't help but glance back towards the spare room, where boxes of wigs and delicate pieces of clothing were hidden away. I gritted my teeth and stepped out of the house, locking the door behind me.

The drive to Ms. Volkov's place was both illuminating and maddening. I found myself turning my head almost unconsciously every time I passed a women's clothing store. The glimmering window displays of high heels, skirts, and flowery blouses were pulling at me like magnets.

What was happening? Why was it so hard to resist these urges?

At one point, I even found myself pulling into a parking space in front of a boutique. I sat there gripping the steering wheel as if it were a lifeline. "No," I whispered to myself, "I need answers. I can't give in." With great effort, I pulled out of the parking spot and continued my drive.

Finally, I arrived at Ms. Volkov's residence. My palms were sweaty as I gripped the steering wheel. I was suddenly an anxious mess, struggling to control my own breathing. My mouth was dry.

I could feel her presence, as if she was looming over my shoulders. I could feel her fingertips against the sides of my skull, as if she was trying to burrow her fingers into my brain. “It’s impossible…” I whispered.

I could feel her watching me; I knew she was watching me—maybe from a window, or maybe from some crystal ball in her hellish pit where she dwelled during the days.

I went to the door, starting to tremble—sweat forming on the back of my neck.

I stood at the edge of her front yard, staring at the door as if it were a gateway to some unfathomable abyss. My hand hovered in the air, unable to complete the final movement needed to knock. It was as though an invisible force was stopping me, or perhaps it was the crippling weight of my own doubts and fears.

"What are you doing?" I muttered under my breath, scolding myself. "You need answers, Aaron. You can't keep running from this."

I could feel an invisible tug-of-war happening within me. Part of me was inexplicably drawn to Ms. Volkov's house, as if some spectral hand were pulling me towards it. Another part, the rational part, wanted to turn back, to get as far away as possible.

I glanced back at my car. It was just a few steps away, offering a retreat from all this madness. But could I really run away? Even if I did, would it end? Would I ever be free?

My heart pounded in my chest, each beat echoing loudly in my ears. I took a deep breath, filling my lungs with air, as if trying to inhale courage itself.

"This is it," I thought. "Just lift your hand and knock."

With a surge of newfound determination, I lifted my hand and knocked sharply on the door. And then I waited. The seconds stretched into minutes, but no one came to the door.

As I was about to knock again, a voice called out from next door. "You looking for someone?"

I turned to find a middle-aged man, eyeing me with a mix of curiosity and caution.

"Ah, yes," I stuttered. "I was looking for Ms. Volkov. Is she home?"

The man looked perplexed, then let out a slow chuckle. "Ms. Volkov? This house has been abandoned for almost two decades. No one lives here I’m afraid you have the wrong house.”

I felt my knees weaken, as if the ground beneath me had suddenly turned into quicksand. “I think you’re mistaken. She purchased the home three weeks ago. I saw the lights on just the other day.”

He stared at me strangely. “I work from home. I’m here all day. I’ve never seen a soul go in or out of that house, and I’ve certainly never seen any lights on. Are you sure you’ve got the right place?”

“Am I sure? I know it. I was the one who sold the house. I’ve been inside. I’ve taken pictures of every room. I’m sure that Ms. Volkov lives here.” I turned away from the neighbour and knocked again. “Ms. Volkov!” I called out, suddenly feeling frustrated, and desperate for answers.

The neighbour just stood there, watching me.

But I remembered that Ms. Volkov wasn’t active during the day; she would vanish for long periods of time and the appear casually as if never gone. So I left for twelve hours, and then returned, at night.

Now, there were lights on upstairs in the house! I wanted to go to the neighbour and grab him and force him to look at the house so I could say, “See!? I was right and you were wrong!”

But instead, I went straight for the door and knocked, standing tall, ready to confront the alleged demon-woman—and demand that she free me from whatever spell she’d put on me.

My knuckles rapped against the door with a sense of urgency, the sound reverberating through the silent night air. I listened intently for any signs of life from within the house, but nothing came. The lights that had been on upstairs seemed to mock me, adding to my mounting frustration.

"Ms. Volkov!" I called out again, louder this time, my voice tinged with desperation. Still, no answer came.
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Torn between my need for answers and the understanding that entering someone's house uninvited crossed boundaries—especially as a real estate agent (such an act could put my license to work in jeopardy)—I hesitated for just a moment. But the temptation was too strong; something inside me compelled me to reach out. With a trembling hand, I turned the doorknob, and much to my surprise, it yielded. The door creaked open as if inviting me into the belly of some malevolent beast.

I stepped inside, the air around me suddenly feeling colder, as if the house itself were inhaling, drawing me into its depths. "Ms. Volkov, are you here? It's Aaron, from the real estate agency. We need to talk."

My words seemed to be swallowed up by the dark walls, absorbed into the uncanny stillness of the house. I looked around the entrance hall; it was just as I remembered it, only more oppressive, as if the walls had closed in since my last visit.

Summoning every ounce of courage, I ventured deeper into the house. My footsteps echoed through the hallway, a haunting melody that only heightened my sense of dread. I couldn’t shake the feeling that I was being watched, that some unseen eyes were tracking my every move. The light from my phone’s flashlight danced around the room, casting eerie shadows that seemed to writhe and move as if possessed.

I paused, noticing a soft light: pinkish in hue, coming from underneath a doorway at the end of the hall. “Ms. Volkov?” I called out. “I’m not trying to be intrusive, but we do need to talk.”

No answer.

I moved towards the door. I knocked, and waited, and then I pushed it open.

The room had been renovated: fixed up from floor to ceiling. The walls were covered in a cute soft pink wallpaper with white pinstripes.

There was a bed, and on the bed were outfit: small slips, nightgowns, lingerie teddies, a lace minidress, a blouse, a skirt, and accessories like bracelets, necklaces, and earrings.

“What is this?” I asked, heart beginning to race. There was an allure to the spread, but I wouldn’t allow myself to touch it. I knew that this was part of her horrible trap. She knew I was going to come into her house, and she set this up—but I wasn’t going to fall for it. “Ms. Volkov!” I shouted. “Come out, now! No more of this!”

There was no answer, so I continued through the house. I spotted another lit room behind a closed door: light seeping across the uneven floorboards like a mist. “Ms. Volkov!” I shouted.

I grabbed the handle and threw the door open. There was another room, recently renovated (against code, surely, as there was no way she had that wallpaper approved by the Heritage Committee, and in such a short period of time), and with a bed, covered in racy little feminine outfits. I felt that pull again: that urge to just give in and be at her mercy.

My heart pounded in my chest as I surveyed the second room, fighting the visceral urge that gripped me. I could feel a tempest raging inside me, a complex tangle of emotions I couldn't begin to understand. With every fibre of my being, I wanted to escape, but I also knew I had to find Ms. Volkov. Answers were within my reach; I could feel it.

With a deep breath, I stepped back into the hallway. I needed to find her, to put an end to this spiralling nightmare. My flashlight beam swept the staircase leading to the upper floor, the treads swallowed in dark shadow.

With each step, the creaks of the wooden stairs seemed to grow louder, as if amplifying my fear, stretching my nerves to their breaking point. I reached the landing and paused, catching my breath, my hand clenched tightly around the flashlight.

I scanned the darkened hall, and my light fell on the door to the study, partially ajar and emanating a soft glow. I approached cautiously, pushing the door open with one tentative hand.

"Ms. Volkov?"

Ms. Volkov sat behind an intricately carved wooden desk, a relic from another era, adorned with vintage curiosities that seemed to resonate with her elusive aura. Her eyes met mine, icy yet inviting, like twin pools of moonlight. She was wrapped in a black, form-fitting velvet dress—exposing most of her bursting, natural breasts—one that plunged at the neckline and stopped just above the knee. The fabric clung to her as if it were a part of her, accentuating each curve with a keen and sexual insistence. Ornate lace lined the hem and the cuffs, imbuing an air of mystique and tempting fornication. A slit ran up the side of the dress, revealing a sliver of her leg, just enough to captivate the raunchiest imagination. Her skin seemed to almost glow in the dim light of the room, contrasting sharply against her dark attire. A silver necklace lay around her neck, its pendant disappearing into the shadows of her décolletage.

She wore dark lipstick that matched the velvety shade of her dress, her makeup impeccably applied to highlight her striking features. Her raven hair was swept up in an elaborate chignon, tendrils escaping here and there to frame her face. She exuded an air of dangerous elegance, a siren cloaked in an aura of enigma. Everything about her seemed carefully considered, yet effortlessly mesmerizing.

Her face broke into a smile of seeming surprise and pleasure.

"Aaron, what a pleasant surprise. To what do I owe this late-night visit?" Her voice was smooth, almost melodious, and clashed horribly with the raw tension eating at me.

"You know why I'm here," I said, my voice steadier than I felt. "This has to stop, whatever this is."

Her eyes narrowed slightly, but her smile didn't wane. "Whatever do you mean?"

I wanted to shout, to demand she stop playing games, but instead, I took a deep, grounding breath. "You've done something to me, Ms. Volkov. I've been experiencing...changes. I wake up in clothes I never put on, feeling urges I don't understand. It's as if someone else is controlling my life, and I think you have something to do with it. No—I know for certain that it’s something to do with you, because these changes occurred originally within your walls. There’s simply no denying it, Ms. Volkov; you’ve cast some sort of spell, and now I’m demanding that you put an end to it.”

For the first time, her smile seemed to falter, but just a little. "That sounds quite alarming. But why would you think I'm responsible?"

"Because ever since I sold this house to you, ever since I entered into your mansion in Zaporozhia, my life has become a maze of unexplainable phenomena. I need it to stop. Now—no more playing games, as I’m truly finished with the games.”

She leaned back in her chair, her eyes sizing me up. "You're quite the enigma, Aaron. But I must confess, I have something of yours. Your clothes were returned to me, the ones you left here during the final walk-through, remember?"

I did remember, but I also knew that she was steering the conversation away, subtly manipulating the narrative. "I want them back. But that's not the main issue here, and you know it."

She sighed, an elegant motion that seemed rehearsed. "Alright. Wait here, and I'll fetch your belongings."

She stood up and moved past me, her presence almost magnetic, impossible to ignore. As she walked out, I felt my muscles tense. Was this another trick? Another layer of the enigma she was wrapping around my life? I felt an almost irresistible urge to follow her but fought it back, suspecting it might be what she wanted.

Instead, I quickly glanced at her desk. There were old books, manuscripts, and—wait—was that a photo? A picture of a man who looked eerily similar to me, dressed in clothes from another era but with the same confused, haunted look I'd seen in my own mirror. I touched the photo, then quickly drew back my hand as if it were a live ember.

Time stretched out horribly while I waited, each tick of the clock amplifying my unease. Finally, I heard footsteps approaching, but it was not Ms. Volkov to come into the room—nor my bag.

The door swung open with an almost theatrical creak, and in sauntered a young woman who seemed to have walked straight out of a provocative fantasy. She wore a body-hugging, crimson dress made of a shimmery, almost liquid fabric that caught the ambient light and threw it back in glimmers. The dress, daringly cut, showcased ample cleavage and plunged down in a low V-neck, ending barely mid-thigh. A jagged slit cut up the side offered tantalizing flashes of her leg with each step she took. She wore stiletto heels that seemed impossibly high, yet she moved with the grace of a cat—elegant and dangerous.

Her makeup was bold, smoky eyes framed with lush eyelashes, and lips so red they looked as if they'd been dipped in wine. Her hair was a cascading waterfall of curls, golden and free-flowing, caressing her shoulders and framing her face like a halo of sensuality.
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Golden bracelets clanged softly at her wrists, and a delicate choker with a single ruby accent lay elegantly against her neck, drawing attention to the graceful curve of her collarbones. Her entire presence was a heady blend of allure and peril, making it difficult to look away despite every fibre of my being screaming that I should.

As my eyes met hers, I felt a fluttering disquiet. They sparkled with mischief and unspoken promises, making my thoughts scramble and my words stutter, and in that moment, I knew I was entering dangerous territory.

"Uh, who—what—are you doing here?" I managed to ask.

She blushed and smiled, a disconcerting expression that oozed with a certain predatory confidence. "Ms. Volkov told me to keep you company while she fetches what you came for."

Her eyes trailed up and down my body in a way that made my skin tingle uncomfortably. "I have questions, important questions. Where's Ms. Volkov? What is going on?"

She took a step closer, her gaze locked onto mine. "Maybe the answers aren't as important as you think. Maybe you should just relax and enjoy the moment."

My mind screamed at me to leave, to escape this house and its growing labyrinth of surreal experiences and unanswered questions. But I needed answers, and my best chance at getting them was Ms. Volkov.

"Look, I don't know who you are or what you're trying to do, but I need to speak to Ms. Volkov. Now," I insisted, struggling to maintain a semblance of control.

“She mentioned that you might be interested in staying with us. I really do hope that’s true,” she said in a hushed tone, as if she was about to start singing ‘Santa Baby’.

“Are you trying to seduce me? For what end?” I asked, trying to keep my composure.

Then, she reached down and pulled up the skirt of her dress, showing me an erect penis: thick, veiny, and dense. Its small opening pointed right at me, like an eye staring into my soul. And I was suddenly overwhelmed with new desires that were even harder to push away.

She waited a moment for me to cave, and then she grabbed her cock and tipped it down, touching the skin on the back of my hand with her warm tip. “Play with me while we wait. It could be a while. She’s gone to dig through storage.”

“Maybe I should help her,” I said.

“It would be more fun to wait,” she said. Then, she gripped her cock and began to slowly stroke it. “Play with me, Aaron.”

“I don’t know you,” I said through clenched teeth.

“That makes it more fun, no?” She giggled.

“I think it makes it inappropriate.”

“I can tell that you want it; it’s all over your face. And if you’re too shy to admit it, we don’t have to talk at all. You can even pretend you don’t like it, if that would preserve whatever sense of dignity you’re clinging onto.” She took my shoulders and gently spun me around. I was too weak to fight with her, even when she bent me forward. Her hands came around and found my belt, and a moment later, I was bottomless.

“This is—This is far from appropriate,” I said. Then I felt her warm tip sliding between my ass cheeks. I heard her spit, and I felt the warm wetness trickling down my crack. She used her tip to mash it against my hole. “You really should live with us, Aaron. We have a lot of fun here.”

She began to push into me, and my heart raced. Why wasn’t I fighting back?

“I like your panties,” she said.

I looked down and saw that I was wearing panties. Had they always been under my trousers, or were they magically placed there by Ms. Volkov?

Now, I was frozen with a mix of terror and excitement. She was pushing into me—and it already felt good. I moaned. I shuddered. I let my head fall down, and I unclenched my anus, allowing her into me.

Her hands found my hips and she began to thrust.

And maybe it wasn’t such a bad proposal: to live in that house, with infinite access to sexual satisfaction. Now, Ms. Volkov was in Toronto, away from the war, and near my friends, my family members, my work… Perhaps I could just live there: spend my nights within those walls and my days at work.

This was too good to pass up! The pleasure was intense. And now, I heard footsteps. I assumed it was Ms. Volkov returning, but I looked back to see a new girl, giggling, rushing into the room with her penis erect and out from her lace teddy. She was stroking lubricant on herself as she rushed up next to her friend: another stranger. The original girl pulled out so the newcomer could penetrate me. Now, they were taking turns, giggling with excitement.

And I was feeling pleasure that I didn’t know was possible. I moaned. I clutched the edge of Ms. Volkov’s desk. My own cock was hard now, pushing out from my panties.

A third girl came in, holding an outfit: a small dress with a ruffled skirt. The girls all giggled and agreed that I would look good in it, so between penetrations, they dressed me up. It was a whirlwind of confusion and terror and pleasure and excitement.

Suddenly, I was on top of a girl, who was on her back, on that desk. I was bouncing, with a long blonde wig on my head, with lingerie on my body, with a cock in my left hand and another in my right. I was jerking the girls off, and they were moaning.

And then they took turns ejaculating into me: one at a time, stuffing me before the previous load could spill out. I screamed out with pleasure, feeling that heavy gushing inside of me: warm and thick and gooey.

Finally, finished with me, they helped me down from the desk, and held me up until my legs found strength, and then the giggled and begged me like a pack of sirens to stay with them—and turning them down wasn’t so simple.

I stuttered. I bit my tongue. They looked at me with warm, glowing eyes.

Each of the women who had entered seemed to exude a unique charisma, a different shade of femininity that together made up a beguiling tapestry of womanhood. As they fussed over me—adjusting a scarf here, adding a touch of blush there—I couldn't deny the burgeoning sense of freedom and, dare I say, rightness that washed over me. I felt alive in a way I never had, as if I were finally tuning into a frequency of myself that had always been there but had never found the right channel.

Their laughter was infectious, their acceptance unconditional. I found myself giggling along, letting my guard down, perhaps for the first time in my life. When they asked me to stay, their voices blending together in a chorus of tempting enchantment, every cell in my body seemed to scream 'Yes! This is where you belong!'

My mouth opened, words teetering on the tip of my tongue, when the door swung open once more. In walked Ms. Volkov. She stood there, taking in the sight before her—a smile creeping onto her lips, a sparkle in her eyes.

"You're more than welcome to stay, Aaron," she said, her voice dripping with both invitation and understanding. "Here, you can be free. Here, you can be yourself—without judgment, without responsibilities."

Her words wrapped around me like velvet, a seductive blend of promise and possibility. I glanced at the mirror, seeing myself dolled up, radiant, and oddly complete. It was a crossroads, a moment that could redefine everything. My heart pounded with indecision and longing, torn between two worlds—one that I had always known but never fully fit into, and another that promised a future both glorious and unfathomable.

Ms. Volkov stepped closer, her presence magnetic as ever. "Make a choice, Aaron. But know that some doors, once closed, can never be reopened."

Her words weighed heavily on me, and I felt myself on the brink of capitulation.

They all stared at me—and my God, it was a tempting offer… but I simply stepped away. In that moment, I gathered the strength to look at the situation objectively, to see that it was toxic and crazy and absolutely terrible what Ms. Volkov had done to these young women. Perhaps they felt that they were sexually liberated—and perhaps I would enjoy that as well—but it came at the cost of their freedom. They were like slaves with a veil pulled over their heads, and I didn’t want to be one of them.

For a fraction of a second, my eyes met Ms. Volkov's, and in that fleeting instant, something shifted. It was as if the veil had lifted, revealing not just her vulnerabilities but also my own newfound strength; the balance of power had been altered.

"Thank you for the offer, Ms. Volkov," I said, my voice surprisingly steady. "But I have to decline. You offer a compelling illusion of freedom, but it's just that—an illusion. Perhaps there’s a certain amount of safety in what you’re willing to give to me—and maybe I’ll look back and feel foolish for declining. Maybe there will be days that I’ll wake up and wish that I hadn’t declined—but ultimately, I know that I must value my freedom, to be able to live freely without your influence—or anybody’s influence, for that matter. These ideas—feminization, crossdressing—they’re ideas that I can explore on my own.”

She seemed to waver for a moment, her poised façade giving way to something far more human: a flicker of uncertainty, perhaps even a touch of fear. The magnetic field she had built around herself seemed to ripple, disoriented by my resistance.

"I see," she murmured, her eyes narrowing ever so slightly, as if she were recalculating the dynamics of the game we were both playing. "Very well. You're free to go."

I nodded at the women around me, who looked at me with a mixture of disappointment and respect. I could see in their eyes a glimmer of something—recognition, maybe, or the distant echo of a choice they had once had the chance to make. Maybe it wasn’t too late for them to change their minds.

My steps were weighted but determined as I walked out of the room, out of the mansion, into the crisp night air. The door closed behind me with a resounding thud, as if marking the finality of the choice I'd just made.

I took a deep breath, feeling the night air fill my lungs, cleansing me of the intoxicating atmosphere I'd left behind. I felt empowered, not just by my decision, but also by the realization that in standing up to Ms. Volkov, I had punctured the aura of invincibility that she wore like a cloak. For the first time, I had glimpsed her humanity—and her fallibility.


PROLOGUE
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Isit in front of my vanity mirror, carefully applying the finishing touches to my makeup. The soft hues of eyeshadow and a dash of mascara complement my features in a way that feels genuinely me, echoing the reflection staring back.

The door to my room is locked, but for the first time, I feel like I wouldn't mind too much if someone were to walk in. This part of me isn't really a secret anymore. I’ve been out as a girl, many times—on my own accord. I’d met others like me: trans-girls who weren’t being forced or coerced or hypnotized or manipulated; they were just excited and happy to be girls. I’d slept with a few of them: intense nights of passion and sexual exploration. It didn’t take me long to discover that I was a ‘bottom’, that I loved it when someone spread me out, on my stomach, and then mounted me and plunged me and pumped me and filled me with warm, gooey cum. One of the most memorable nights of my life came one night when I met a pair of trans girls who spit-roasted me on my own bed: one girl mounting me from behind, the other thrusting her smooth cock in and out of my mouth. In moments like those, you feel vulnerable (as you might imagine), and when you’re feeling your most vulnerable, that’s when you can finally let go of aspects of yourself that you’ve desperately been clinging onto for reasons that you don’t understand, that are so far gone and so irrelevant. After that night, I no longer put any value into my masculinity.

I've come a long way from the entanglement of mystery and allure that was Ms. Volkov's mansion. Her haunting promises and unsettling manipulations now seem like fragments of another lifetime. While the questions about identity and self had initially led me to her door, I've found my own way to explore them—on my own terms, at my own pace.

Life has continued, seemingly free from Ms. Volkov's influence. Friends and family have been surprisingly supportive as I've started to open up about this part of myself, and for that, I'm grateful. And every day I discover something new, something empowering, that draws me closer to a self I'm happy to be.

So I put the finishing touches on my makeup, slip into an outfit that represents this newfound liberation, and step out the door. There's a whole world out there, and I'm finally ready to meet it as myself—no veils, no manipulation, just me.

As for Ms. Volkov, she's become something of an enigma, even more so than before. Her decrepit mansion in Toronto is back on the market, a place that now only ghosts might call home. I got a call from Mr. Gregor a few weeks ago… The house was back in his portfolio because, curiously enough, Ms. Volkov never finalized the sale. It's as if she never moved to Toronto at all.

According to Mr. Gregor, the paperwork had never been completed on her end, and there was no record of her registering with the county. Even more mysterious was that the agency had lost all contact with her. Attempts to send mail to her last-known address (that Ukrainian gothic mansion) resulted in the letters being returned. The address, it seemed, didn't exist—as if it never had existed.

Feeling a mix of relief and unease, I asked Mr. Gregor what would happen with the money that we couldn't return to her. He paused, then sighed, "Look, Aaron, you've been through a lot. I think the only right thing to do here is to give you the cash. Consider it recompense for whatever it was you endured when you were in Ukraine.”

The money helped, sure, but the real reward was knowing that, even if just for a moment, I'd managed to shake Ms. Volkov's seemingly unshakeable composure. The last time I saw her, when I refused her offer and walked away, I could swear her once steadfast gaze wavered, that her usually smooth voice hitched. In that moment, it felt like I was the one with the power, and I've carried that feeling with me ever since.

I was in a bar late at night recently, and I heard some men telling stories. One of the men was from the northern part of Romania, and he was telling his friend about a creature that lives in the woods: a sort of pied-piper who lures young men away and sends them out as different creatures: dogs, cats, birds, and so on. Well, maybe Ms. Volkov was one of these things: a demon who lures in men and sends them out as women… and maybe it actually worked with me, though I liked to think that I reached this conclusion on my own accord.

The Romanian man called the creature a ‘succubus’, and maybe that’s what Ms. Volkov was…

THE END
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