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Think, Howard! Think!

He couldn’t. Heaving with emotion, he watched the monumental stature of his girlfriend sashay into the coastal haze while tying up her mane into one of those infuriatingly sexy, slightly disheveled hair-dos. The disappointment and this evening’s session of brutal humiliation by her were almost too much to bear. His breaths came in deep gulps, each spasm of his ribcage digging the iron bar more painfully into his arms.

Acting purely on instinct, Howard suddenly began fighting for his freedom. He thrust his torso forward, testing the firmness of the drainpipe to which the bar was attached. The steel bar bruised his chest, but wait – yes, there was a little bit of give.

Groaning with effort, Howard slammed his torso forward again and felt the pipe give some more. After several more tries, there was a creaking sound. The thing gave way. With his feet tucked beneath his butt, Howard slowly lifted himself up, wiggling back and forth until he was finally free of the pipe. The steel bar was still wrapped around him, of course, a straightjacket that kept his upper arms pinned to his sides. But he could deal with that later, after getting away from the house.

His face propped against the side of the shed for balance, Howard slowly struggled to his feet. Lowering his upright body to one of his knees, he got his hand low enough to grab his caving bag, full of gear.

Then Howard ran as fast as he could. A few miles, that was all he needed – just get out of sight long enough to get the damn bar off of him and make a plan. What sort of plan? He had no idea. He would improvise. He would do whatever he needed to get away from the women, or better, the one woman who suddenly seemed to have acquired a taste to subordinate him, break his spirit, rob him of his old life.

With the bar pinning his arms to his sides, running was more complicated than Howard had expected. He couldn’t move his arms for balance, as a runner normally would. And without the stabilizing effect of that motion, his torso jerked back and forth with every stride. He fell more than once, slamming into the ground without the use of his arms to brace against the impact, and then having to struggle back to his feet. Only the swamp heard his grunts of pain.

But he was free, the master of his own fate, Howard told himself. And there was no other way to live, was there?

___________

“Think, Julia! Think!” she hissed at herself as she once again surveyed the environs of the broken drainpipe. Howard was gone. Not in the house, not on the beach – he had fled the area entirely.

What devil rode me to taunt him so viciously? Julia wondered as she surveyed the horizon with telescopic vision. How did I become so brash, so harsh with him? How did I so easily slip into cheating on the man I love, and with so much abandon?

Julia stopped by the house only long enough to trade the fragile bikini of the prior night for an elastic tank top and beige denim shorts. Their sturdy cotton was a better match for the rigors of a search for Howard.

As the pink hues of dawn crept over the horizon, she set off on a brisk walk along the road behind beach houses, looking and listening for any sign of him. Each house was complemented by a large rack on which hung sea kayaks, ladies’ swimming fins, and late-model cars. Some houses were pulled closer to the water, but some were sitting on their permanent footings further inland, unoccupied for the weekend. Those empty houses offered plenty of places for Howard to hide.

But something, an intuition perhaps, or the lack of any scent of him, told her that Howard wasn’t here. Her feet decided on their own to follow the off-road trails, ones that lead further inland.

Under the guidance of her instincts, the fresh and salty smell of the ocean gave way to the dankness of a swamp. The swooshing of the waves receded behind her and was replaced by a chorus of insect noises. There were houses here, too. But the structures were smaller and older. On some, the paint had peeled. On others, a tarp had been spread across a faulty roof, or cardboard had been inserted where window glass had been. Cars, mostly decrepit, rested not on racks but on their wheels. This is where men live, Julia knew, men who don’t have a woman to provide for them.

Howard must fear this, she realized. He gets stuck in this world. Maybe I grow tired of him and toss him. His income potential is nothing near a woman’s, and if he doesn’t want to be subjected to the complete mercy of any woman who gets hold of him, then this is where he winds up. The realization sent a chill through her.

__________

As Julia walked, the path thinned and at times even disappeared. Large clouds of vapor issued from the water wherever it was touched by the rising sun, creating a thick grey screen to her left and her right.

You mistreated him, Julia accused herself. You took advantage of your overwhelming power that left him no chance – it wasn’t fair. Howard hates it when something isn’t fair. And now you’re alone – serves you right. 

She called out to Howard, repeatedly, for an hour. But her voice was swallowed up by the thick, grey air. Occasionally, a bird would call out at her approach, its voice, too, quickly swallowed up by the grey muck. The birds eyed her warily. Julia couldn’t help but see a glint of accusation in their stare.

Over the cries of swamp birds, Julia heard something else as well. It was more mechanical, like an engine repeatedly revving. Julia was sure it came from just around the next bend in the path, but once she got there nothing was to be seen.

Your supersensitive hearing is playing tricks on you, Julia realized. She picked up her pace, her long female stride covering ground so fast that a male would have had to jog to keep up. Two miles down the road she finally came upon the source of the noise: a pickup truck, stuck deep in the mud. Therein lay one encouraging insight: if Howard was in trouble and called out for her, she would actually hear him from that far. 

The truck was in deep trouble for sure. Its heavy-duty tires sprayed a shower of mud skyward as they spun, digging in deeper still. A large winch on the front of the vehicle was also in motion, its cable wrapped around a large tree. Or better, it tried to be in motion but only produced a pathetic whine instead.

Julia approached the single occupant through the open driver-side window. “Are you stuck?”

He was older and dirtied with mud, but there was a serene beauty to the man, too. His eyes were glacial lakes – pure blue water reaching down to untold depths. An involuntary heat blossomed inside her when she looked at him.

His expression was at first one of surprise, then relaxing into something else. Recognition? Impossible. If Julia had ever met this man before, she would remember the rest of her life.

“Yes indeed.” He cut the engine.

“Is a tow truck on the way?” she asked.

“No, the tow trucks take forever out here. They prefer the beach neighborhoods, where the women give fat allowances to their men. Those men tip twice as much as I.”

“Can I help?”

“Of course. No sane man would refuse a woman’s help.”

Howard would, Julia thought. Howard would say no out of pride. He would try to figure it out himself.

She circled the truck. The front tires, the front bumper, even half of the front grill were buried in the muck. Julia grabbed the winch rope for stability with one hand, split her long legs across the mud patch to firmly wedge her feet against solid ground, and thrust her hand down into the brown goo, searching with her fingers for the undercarriage handle built specifically for a woman’s hand.

“And you? Been a long time since I’ve seen a woman so deep into the swamp. Are you lost?”

Julia supposed that the literal answer was ‘no’. Without any intent, she had recorded 3,798 strides on her walk here. She could remember the route back with unbelievable precision – every tree, every rise and fall and twist of the trail. But Howard had left her, and would he ever come back? In that way, that deeper way that mattered so much more, she felt lost like never before. And she admitted as much with a nod of her head.

“Being lost can be good. It’s how we discover the places we’ve always wanted to be but have never known to exist. But it can also make us appreciate what we once had.”

__________

After a solid hour of running, Howard could feel his right foot shifting inside his boot. He stopped at a pile of rocks to check it out.

As his lungs billowed for air, he took in his surroundings. The grey fog of the swamp had closed around all the trees, thick fingers of dampness combining into a single grim fist. Howard could barely perceive where he was going, or where he had come from. Normally, he would have been diligent about noting and marking his path. But his state of mind today was anything but normal. Did he come from between those two trees? Or from the right of the other one? He couldn’t remember.

The rock on which he sat was located on the edge of a pool of water. The air was made heavy by thick, grey clouds of vapor. They carried the dank smell of standing water.

He examined his boot. The shoelace had snapped. Out here, that would normally be a problem – a huge one. Nothing in the wilderness could substitute for a shoelace and walking more than a mile or two without a shoe was out of the question.

But Howard was prepared. He congratulated himself silently as he opened his pack.

His arms constrained by the bar, rifling through the pack was no easy feat. Several times he almost spilled the contents entirely. Once he found it, Howard balanced the shoelace on his thigh as he struggled to close the zipper.

The shoelace slid off his thigh and fell into the pile of rocks. He froze as he watched it skitter and slide until it settled near the bottom.

Oh no, he thought. Howard set the pack on the ground and got down on his knees, the wetness of the dirt soaking his kneecaps. His arms constrained, he could not reach between the rocks. He would have to move a boulder the size of a beach ball to get at the shoelace.

Howard applied himself to the task, gathering strength with an exasperated groan. The rock didn’t budge.

Julia could lift this thing that inadvertently presented such an existential threat to him as if it actually was a beach ball. That brutal reality shoved in his face, he began to sob in helpless rage and desperation – rage at how his girlfriend took advantage and left him mired in impotence. And that was humiliating enough to throw himself into it again with concentrated, redoubled effort, the constraints on his arms be damned. His utmost effort exploded in a primordial scream.

The rock remained still, unmoved.

Five more times he tried. The moisture on his cheeks could have been condensation from humidity or sweat. He wasn’t sure. He was failing.

He threw his entire weight into the rock, heaving his arms and his body against it, screaming with condensed rage. Still, it did not budge. Howard realized he might just be too weak.

__________

Julia realized she might just be too strong. The truck weighed a few tons, and she might easily tear the front part off if she tried to raise it with raw force, or snap the winch cable she had herself anchored against. Her fingers now wrapped around the truck’s carrying handle, she directed her super-strong biceps to tense in a graduated way, increasing the force it exerted by just five hundred pounds at a time until the truck began to shift upward. Easy does it.

The muddy trap reluctantly released the vehicle with a loud sucking sound as the wet Earth slopped off. Julia tilted the front part up, walked underneath, and used her spare hand to swing it over her head to come resting on her palm nose down, its weight conveniently balanced against her shoulder to be centered right above her head. Where even the winch had failed, only the restrained power of her arms was required to save the man’s day. And the truck – it rested on her palm easily! Her own astonishment reminded her that even for a dozen men a truck was an impossible weight. Yet, unlike Howard, Sallan didn’t appear to be intimidated by the specter at all.

“Where would you like it?” she asked.

“I was thinking you could put it over there, in the other pool of mud. It likes variety, and I enjoy seeing you do this again.”

Julia snickered. The way he fools around with me, he doesn’t seem to be intimidated at all, she thought. That was a nice change.

“On the ground is fine.”

She examined the dirt road ahead. It was unusually wet. There was perhaps enough dry ground for people to walk but moving a truck over it would mean another encounter with the thick mud.

“The groundwater rose last night for some reason,” he explained. “There’s something going on in the mountains – something powerful.”

Those eyes, that depth of blue! Although his face and neck were covered in stubble, and the sun had left his lips fractured with cracks and his skin populated with freckles, there was more to this man than trucks and mud and the calluses of time. 

“There’s no way you can get this truck through that mud. How far away is your home?”

“If we take a shortcut through that patch of woods over there, two miles, five on the regular road, I’m afraid.”

Julia considered her situation. She had been looking for Howard for several hours, to no avail. And this man seemed to know the swamp well. He might be able to help her if she did the same for him. At least, that was what she told herself. Something else in her simply didn’t want to be alone right now. Howard would be fine by himself for a little longer.

“I can walk it home for you,” she offered.

The man’s face initially reflected gratitude, but then shifted to – there it was again – recognition. “That’s too kind. Please don’t inconvenience yourself.”

Julia started walking, the vehicle balanced in her hand, her Firmed thighs tensing only a little bit more than usual with every step. “It’s no problem,” she assured him. “A few thousand pounds more or less make no difference to me – as long as I don’t step into a mudhole.”

__________

At twenty pounds, Howard's bag was heavy enough to make his muscles ache. It would have been alright if the thing was on his back, but with his elbows still pinned to his sides, the only choice was to carry it in his hands. His muscles were tiring quickly.

But this is better than being trapped, better than being at the complete mercy of a girlfriend who had finally woken up to using her monstrous strength as a Firmed woman for my subjugation, Howard tried to remind himself.

Pains and aches began to form also in his shoulders, his back, his right calf, his feet. The grey clouds of mist suffocated his breath and drew the warmth out of his limbs. He wondered how much further he could go before his arms needed another break.

__________

I feel like I could walk like this forever, Julia marveled at herself. The truck appeared to her new body about as heavy as a bowling ball once did to her old one, except that the mass of four tons made sudden stops impossible. If she ever needed to breach a wall, carrying a few tons might come in handy. Heck, she could be a one-woman demolition crew for a whole house! Moreover, her muscles were not just incommensurably stronger, but their endurance was phenomenal. Even the weight of a bowling ball would grow tiring over a long-distance walk. But this truck – she could carry it endlessly.

Julia had started the walk hoping that she could limit the chat to small talk. But the man, who introduced himself as Sallan, was too good a listener. Before long, the distress in her thoughts began to fight its way through her composure.

“Sallan,” she began.

“Yes?”

“I think I did something terrible. Something that will lose me the man I love forever.”

Before she knew it, she had shared everything – where she was from, how recently she Firmed, how she had attempted to help Howard adjust to the situation, and how poorly that had gone. She even came close to describing the events of the previous evening, but stopped short of that, wondering whether the strangeness of what she had shared so far was too much.

It wasn’t. Sallan took all the information in stride, listening but never judging or even reacting. Despite his ragged and muddy clothing, he had an inner dignity that seemed to rise above the lowliness of the swamp he occupied. “You seem unfazed by all of this,” Julia remarked. “Somehow I get the feeling you were not always consigned to this place.”

“I am alone in life now, but I was Majordomo to a great woman once.” His eyes seemed focused on a distant memory. “She was a member of the Sisterhood for one term, a self-made business success, and even a writer, poet, and eminent composer, although she would never admit it. And I managed her entire harem. Her Claimed, the Borrowed, the Unattached that from time to time became guests of her bed. When the men misbehaved, had disagreements, or needed assistance – those situations almost always came to me. And on the matters in which she personally intervened, she always sought my advice, and followed it.”

“And now what do you do?”

“I live in a shack in the swamp.”

That seemed odd to Julia, but she did not consider it appropriate to pry further. “This Majordomo role – it is the first time I have heard of a woman in this world seeking a man’s advice.”

“Firming increases the processing power of a woman’s brain, but not her wisdom. My lover told me repeatedly how much she valued my advice, and that of course made me work all the harder to help her. She brought out the best in her men, and I think this was part of her success.”

“So, she treated you as an equal,” Julia concluded.

He laughed. “Never. Far from it. A woman is the head of her house, and responsible for everything that happens in it. She provides not only for her children but also for whichever men she takes into her fold. She defends the family interests against outside threats and must ensure that the family’s internal dealings are harmonious. With responsibilities like those, her authority must be beyond question. Now, she can choose to be kind. She can choose to respect a man’s advice. And the most successful women do choose to do these things. But make no mistake: a woman’s respect for her men is built upon their unequivocal deference to her authority. Without this, there can be no peace in the home.”

“That is completely foreign to me.”

“The physical and mental power that you women possess dwarfs that of us men. Your earning potential exceeds ours in an identical way. There can be only one type of relationship between the sexes: you women are clearly dominant.”

Dominant. The word sent an unwelcome rush through Julia. She had never wanted a lopsided relationship with Howard. But being in charge, having so much power in her relationships... her nipples hardened at the thought, their distended stiffness scraping with agonizing pleasantness against the fabric of her shirt. But the facts of her current situation quickly sobered her. 

“I asserted myself a bit with my man last night, told him how things were going to be. Even detained him. But the ways of this world are foreign to us both, and my assertiveness was a shock to him and an insult. He fled.”

“That is odd,” Sallan replied. “He clearly must have known that his disobedience would invite punishment from you. And no detention is worse than life without a woman.”

Julia placed a hand on Sallan’s stained and tattered clothing. “He is the man I love, Sallan. I’m scared of what could happen to him – and what could happen to us.”

“Perhaps my experience in the administration of men may be of some help to you. Tell me how this happened, and I will gladly give you some advice on this Howard of yours from a man’s perspective.”

As Julia thought about this, the air filled with the clicking and whining of insects. The day’s heat was intensifying. It was one thing to confess your troubles, but another to invite advice from a stranger. Should she do it? Take the plunge and tell him everything? The chatter of the insects got louder as the hot, angry sun raked over her skin. She looked over to Sallan and saw only acceptance on his face. The cool glacial pools of his eyes were inviting her to jump in.

__________

Howard’s shoelace had completely come off now, leaving his right boot dangling on his foot with no more grip than a beach sandal. It made walking doubly awkward, and eventually, Howard gave up. He tossed his boots aside and began walking barefoot, only hoping that a false step would not injure him.

But his hopes were misplaced. One of his feet came down on a sharp stick, sending a piercing pain to shoot up his leg. He pulled it out, screaming at the woods. He tried to find a bandage in his pack, but in the first aid kit, nothing was designed for a wound this big. As he was soon walking again, he left a red splotch on the ground behind every footfall.

__________

How to describe last night’s events that strained even her own credulity? Where to begin? She was oblivious to her bare feet sinking deep into the soft Earth with every four-ton step. Sharp sticks and roots bore into the soles of her feet. They were easily sharp enough to puncture her old skin, but now these protrusions only tickled her.

“I guess it all started at a party.” She paused and wiggled her toes in the mud, feeling the buried sticks and roots being ground into splinters. “Ever since we arrived in this world, my life has been non-stop anxiety. It started with the stress of being lost, the stress of finding myself in a foreign land, the stress of wondering if I was ever going to get home. But it got worse with Howard. He made me promise not to take the Firming, even if that made me a freak in everybody else’s eyes. Well, I promised, but I eventually broke down and took it, whereafter he became downright hostile. From that moment on, he has refused to do anything but try to get home. And now I have anxiety about his well-being, even his life. I couldn’t live with myself if anything happened to him here.”

“Why all the urgency to get home?”

“Even back on Earth, Howard couldn’t stand being in a situation when he was not in control. But here, it’s so much worse that he’s started living in denial. By now, he ought to know that my mind is more powerful than his, but even last night he denied that I could memorize a map. By now, he ought to know that he’s physically incapable of hurting me, but even last night he believed otherwise. In fact, if he hadn’t seen evidence of the enormity of my strength over and over again, I bet he would have kept lecturing me that my muscles aren’t as strong as they look just to soothe his bruised ego. That’s how much trouble he has with being unable to compete with someone, and especially with me.”

Julia absentmindedly looked up to watch the eight-thousand-pound truck sway above her to the rhythm of her steps and welcomed the fleeting distraction by this surreal perspective. Talking about this is soul-crushing, she realized.

“So, yesterday afternoon,” she continued, “I found a way home. I was so proud of myself at first until I realized what a mistake it was. Howard began pressuring me right then, right there, to take us back. And I know how Howard is – the pressuring that started last night would never have let up – not for one minute – until he got what he wanted. And meanwhile, this awesome beach party was coming together. They built a huge bonfire, were going to barbecue this incredible seafood; there was music, and everyone was getting into a great mood. And for the first time, I let my hair down.”

Julia closed her eyes for a moment and reminisced about the party. The rich taste of the seafood, the music, the red-hot coals on the bottoms of her feet. It was all coming back in detail, and it made Julia yearn all the more for another carefree moment like that.

“I let my hair down,” she continued, “because I was finally coming to understand the reality of my situation. I could run a hundred miles without even feeling tired, smash my fist through solid walls like they are made of paper, process information at computer-like speeds. Wilderness that left me terrified before are just amusement parks to me now. There should be no rush to get back: when the time comes, nothing can stop me from taking us home. There should be no reason we couldn’t linger here a while longer.”

“How long is ‘a while’?”

“Maybe a few weeks? My only living parent is in around-the-clock care back home, and I have other family as well. I have to go back before long. But a few weeks here, I figured, would do us both a world of good. I could enjoy my Firmed state a little longer. And Howard – he could learn a bit about what life is like when you don’t have all the power and all the talent.”

As they walked, the percussions from her stomping stride caused more mud to fall off the truck – big brown globs that dirtied her arms, stained her cotton tank top, and matted her hair. But she didn’t care. Talking to him was cathartic. She much preferred feeling dirty on the outside to feeling dirty on the inside.

“So, I told Howard that we were going to stay here a few more weeks. I didn’t ask him. I told him. For the first time in my life, I told him.”

Sallan answered only with soft footfalls. The silence quickly grew as thick as the swamp air, an accusation without words.

“It wasn’t like I was asking him to stay a century,” she defended herself. “Just a few weeks, at the fucking beach, no less! He could just relax and sip umbrella drinks if he wanted to! But no, that is too much for him to bear. Back on Earth, give the guy three weeks in a strange place and he would have explored everything – hiked all the trails, seen all the museums. But here, because this is a place where I am actually much stronger than him, he’s got zero interest in exploring it. He couldn’t even give this place a chance. And that really pissed me off.”

“Your knuckles are turning white,” Sallan observed.

Julia ignored him. “... I wound up realizing that I was sick of it. Sick of his nonstop drumbeat about going home. Sick of how he couldn’t possibly live in a world where he is dependent on me for a change. Sick of how he couldn’t even acknowledge the realities of his situation, so fragile was his ego. And I finally thought I am so done with this shit. So I wrapped his ass in a bar and walked away.”

Somewhere in the back of her mind, she heard the groan of steel, a sound as painful as the memory of it from last night.

“It’s alright,” Sallan assured her. “It can be fixed.”

“How?” Julia asked, her anger at herself building. “You don’t even know him!”

“I meant the handle.”

Julia looked up. “Oh, no, Sallan. I’m so sorry.”

The truck’s steel handle had collapsed under her angry grip, the thick, reinforced material unable to hold up under the thoughtless contraction of her fingers.

__________

The puncture in Howard’s foot was not getting any better. It protested over every step he took, and he didn’t know how many more of those he could stand.

He was well into the thick of the swamp now, Howard knew. And there was no telling how to get out – of this place, of this world, of the dungeon his relationship with Julia was beginning to resemble. She infused a quiet kind of happiness in his busy life that other women had not, but now she was scaring him in ways that other women could not.

Howard became so lost in his thoughts that he didn’t notice the swamp insects quieting their chorus, the uneasy calls of the squirrels to each other, or the crushed vegetation indicating that a creature of considerable size had passed.

Not until he heard the rustling in the underbrush did he realize he wasn’t alone out here.

_________

Julia tried to control her angry emotions, deliberately relaxing her grip on the truck handle to prevent further damage.

“I know I shouldn’t have done it,” she concluded.

They walked in silence for a moment.

“I love him,” she continued. “And if he is miserable here, then I will be miserable, too.”

“I see. My initial impression was mistaken. This is more than a matter of disobedience and punishment. This is about your happiness as a couple. And in this you are wiser than many of the women here. Men are not just sex toys, nor are they just domestic servants. They are these things, certainly, but those roles are only part of their identity. A man’s overarching purpose is to bring his woman contentment, and everything he does must serve that ultimate end.”

Sallan’s words made Julia uneasy, but she did not interrupt.

“However,” Sallan continued, “men cannot bring contentment to you if they do not have it themselves. The choice to stay should have been his.”

“I know that now. I knew it then, too. But somehow my thoughts were not so clear at the time.”

Julia shifted the truck to another handle, exposing the deep indentations her fingers had gouged into the first one.

“I’m surprised that Howard made you so angry,” Sallan said. “Men usually have a calming influence on the Firmed. Their presence reminds women of the pleasures of a man’s touch.”

A man’s touch – just hearing the words flooded her body with a mollifying warmth. She snapped off a tree branch with her free hand and gripped its reassuring thickness between her fingers. Bendjimon had been almost that thick down there – a girth that Julia had not believed to be enjoyable for her until that night. Her insides tingled happily at the memory. No, his girth had been more than enjoyable. It had been... sublime. In her imagination, she milked his solid shaft in her hand until she was rewarded with a delightful wetness between her fingers.

“Julia?” Sallan asked. “Is Howard’s presence not soothing for you?”

She fought the idle musings back. “It is, more than with anyone else. But with Howard, it’s difficult. He finds muscles like mine on a woman to be ugly. And their power intimidates him, too. So he isn’t available as much as I need him, and not in the way as he used to.

“It is not just your physical attributes at such a monumental scale that are intimidating for him. You are vastly superior to him in every respect. Your emotions are deeper, your desires are more intense, the satisfaction from fulfilling them is more profound, your energy and lust for life cannot be matched by him, you have greater vitality and sophistication of tastes he will never understand. Your intellect avails you of unimaginable options he can never have. With your power, you always have the choice to enforce his compliance with your wishes easily. No man has ever been known to be able to defy the wishes of a Firmed woman. Those who have tried ended up broken in body and spirit and then complied anyway. 

“But it is not the appropriate choice for you as a couple that shares its suffering, which women of this world are not wont to do. When I said it should have been his choice to stay, that does not mean that you don’t have other means at your disposal to influence his decision favorably. Therein, too, the power of the Firmed is vast.”

“What other means are there? I tell him all the time how much I love him, and it doesn’t matter to me whether he is as strong as I am, but he doesn’t listen.”

“It doesn’t matter to you, but it matters to him. Let him partake in your power. Show him how your power can be his pleasure, too, that your strength is his strength, too.”

“How does one do that? We can’t share a body.”

“I can show you the path, but you have to walk it yourself. You are the one with all the power. Make use of it for the benefit of you as a couple.”

“How about love? I would like to show him in every way possible what he means to me, but Howard has refused to touch me and I can’t let him partake in the pleasures of intimacy if I force him into it. He would always resent me for it. As it is, his presence reminds me of what I cannot have, rather than what I can. I remained celibate for him until that night.”

“A Firmed woman... celibate? For multiple days? I had never thought that to be possible,” Sallan chuckled incredulously.

“It was... it was torture. My discipline finally broke down that night, and I found myself in the shower with one of the men from the party.”

“Only one man, after multiple days of none? He is lucky to be alive.” Sallan shook his head.

“It’s so embarrassing, Sallan! My boyfriend was waiting for me just outside the house, and here I was inside the house screwing another guy. And do you know what’s even more embarrassing? The tryst in the shower wasn’t nearly enough.”

“Against your capacity for pleasure, a single man is nothing.”

“Perhaps he wasn’t, I don’t know. It was like going all day without food and then eating a few pieces of popcorn. It only made me hungrier for what I didn’t have. And as maddening as Howard is, the boy is every bit as adorable, too. The fact that he refused to touch me only made the torture so much worse. I tried to put it out of my mind and went to meet Howard at the location we had arranged. But my thoughts were a blur. I don’t know how I wound up wrapping him in a bar. It just, sort of, happened.”

“No, it didn’t ‘just happen’. You did not respect your body’s wishes and therefore overlooked their power. So desperate was your female gate to host a man’s desire that you lost perspective and control. So distracted were you by your need that his protestations were nothing more than a nuisance to you. Wrapping steel around him came easier to you than continuing a conversation with him, so you did it. Is that right?”

Even the memory of that moment agonized her. Julia opened her hand to find it had inadvertently squeezed so much moisture out of the branch that only a pile of dry wood shreds was left, more resembling straw than the insides of a tree. Moderation of unintended force was still a serious issue she needed to get a handle on. “Yes,” she slowly nodded. “By the time I was twisting that bar around Howard, my body was on fire.”

“You are new to Firming and did not listen to what your body was telling you. And your overwhelming need was not a good foundation for engaging Howard in the sharing of pleasures. You have been too impatient. You need to give yourself, and him, more time. If you share his suffering, and you wish to share the pleasures, then you also must share your power. Find other more subtle ways to convince him of the advantages of enjoying your favor, which evidently is unconditional, and of the joys of partaking in your power, and he will heed your preferences out of his own volition.  Howard is out there somewhere, and you will find him. 

“But the path back to him begins with understanding yourself, the demands your nature places on you, and the many powers that you have besides the obvious, and how to control them. Then you must help him understand who and what you truly are, and eventually, in time, he will join you again as part of the couple you both wish to be.”
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Nature Doesn’t Care about Fairness
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Howard stopped walking. A downed tree blocked his path. It lay low to the ground, only the height of Howard’s kneecaps, but its densely arranged branches formed a screen through which he could not step, particularly with his arms bound as they were.

Howard considered going around it, but the ground on either side was so waterlogged that it shimmered in the sun. One wrong step would put him up to his waist in mud, without the help of his arms to get him out again.

The trunk was quite thin, only about the width of Howard’s leg, and he wondered whether he might be able to move it.

He braced his lower back against it and pushed with his legs. Branches scraped and punctured his lower back as his thigh muscles screamed in pain. He groaned his efforts into the swamp. But its humid thickness of grey just swallowed the sound with no sympathy.

Howard tried again, screaming to mobilize his utmost strength, but the tree did not move. He kicked it in frustration. His injured foot exploded in pain, but the most forceful of his kicks didn’t even remove any bark.

Howard collapsed, overwhelmed by frustration and shame. Upset by his failure, it took him several minutes to notice the deep indentations in the mud. They were tracks. But by their shape, they were not of human origin.

__________

“I am sorry, it seems we are stuck again,” Sallan apologized to Julia and helplessly shrugged his shoulders. He had stopped before an uprooted pine tree that had fallen across the path. The trunk was perhaps a foot in diameter, but the tree’s dense branches armored with stiff needles held it up at knee level and formed an impassable screen for Julia’s companion.

“I would suggest going around it through the forest,” Sallan said as he looked up at the looming mass over Julia’s head. “... but with that truck...” He shook his head in resignation.

“Men...” Julia spoke with a slight tinge of sarcasm that may have colored off from Mindy, “... so easily discouraged by the slightest bit of adversity.” Julia rested a foot against the trunk and rocked it back and forth for an estimate of its weight. At most two tons, she figured; with twice that weight from the vehicle she carried it amounted to a mass ratio that was definitively on her side.

She hooked her foot underneath the obstacle and leaned back to let the weight of the truck balance itself against it. This was actually easier with the truck than without one, Julia found. Sallan stepped back respectfully as soon as he noticed her thighs tensing slightly to announce the impending release of inhuman power; when finally unleashed in one violent move the obstacle was thrown up and tumbled over itself into the canopy on the side. The damage there was horrendous enough for Sallan to take cover from an assorted mess of twigs, leaves, and other debris raining down on them.

On Julia’s end, the damage amounted only to a hole in the ground where her other foot had to absorb the shock from the action. A small crater remained to commemorate the event.

“Sorry for my lack of imagination. I had forgotten how convenient it can be to have a woman along as a travel companion.” Sallan shook his head in quiet appreciation.

Julia brushed the twigs and leaves off Sallan’s head and shoulders, setting off a slight tingle whenever she touched his skin. It was nice having the prowess to impress a man, and so easily. And those glacial pools of blue.... Julia found herself biting her lip to keep tabs on the stupid heat that welled up inside.

“So, what happened after you wrapped him in the bar?”

“Back at the bonfire were six – get this – six guys set aside for me. I don’t think I need to spell out what happened next.”

Sallan laughed. “They probably did not know what hit them.”

They didn’t, Julia knew. She could have relied solely on her devastating attractiveness, solely on the men’s own desire for her, but her superhuman endocrine system had not been taking any chances. Her sex had carpet-bombed that beach with quantities of pheromones so great that the men lost all ability to speak or even walk. She had kept six begging poles at rigid attention for hours on end, her superhuman muscles delivering a non-stop pounding that left her attendants gasping for air and fighting for consciousness. Whenever one of their minds crawled out of its orgasmic crater long enough to assess what happened, another pheromone bomb would go off, knocking down the man’s mental functions once again. By sunrise, a casual observer could have mistaken her attendants for battlefield casualties, strewn as they were across the sand in flaccid contortions. And casualties there were: two had broken femurs and one a broken pelvis from the pounding they had taken under 450 pounds of passion finally unleashed from its chains. Ruth would take care of it, she was told. And indeed, Julia was both incredulous and relieved when all of their male consorts departed in walking condition after spending another night with Ruth in her spacious chambers, as if a magic wand had been waved, without any sign of what she had done to them. Only afterward did she gain an understanding of how that happened.

“It was nice, though,” Julia admitted wistfully. “So very wrong. But so very nice.”

“I do not understand why you describe it as ‘wrong’.”

His confusion was genuine, Julia convinced herself after a double-take. That alone felt like a small boon of forgiveness.

“On Earth generally, and certainly in my relationship with Howard, the physical act of sex in a couple is tied to the emotion of our love for each other. To touch another man would be like cheating on that love.”

“ ‘... would be like’ – it sounds as though you are talking about the past. Has Firming changed your perspective?”

Julia hesitated. She gazed into the endless, formless swamp for an answer but couldn’t find one, her emotions lost in a swamp of their own.

“I suspect it has,” Sallan concluded. “For a woman here, the presence of multiple sexual partners in her life is never an obstacle to deeper affection for one man in particular or a few of her men. You can have both love and pleasure. And you should, for the sake of your own well-being – and that of your greatest love. A Firmed woman in the prime of her life should be helping herself to at least two men a day, and each encounter should be providing her multiple orgasms.”

Julia’s old Earth instincts revolted. What about disease? Pregnancy? But she already knew the answers. So long as the Firming ran through her veins, her body would never suffer disease. It would conceive only when she wished it to. She could allow herself the pleasures of a man’s affection unburdened of normal human caution. No, it was the overarching, more emotional aspect of normalizing infidelity that made Julia most uncomfortable.

Sallan did not seem to be aware of her unease. “You can choose to form a harem of men dedicated only to you, as my lover did. Or if you prefer more variety, you can keep your family small – just your main lover or your First-Among-the-Claimed, for example, and then have additional men visit your home to satisfy the cravings that your permanent partner cannot.”

Indeed, the latter pattern was the one Julia had observed at Ruth’s household – a ‘husband’ that was ever-present, but other men who came and went with each passing day. From the moment Julia first noticed what Ruth was doing she felt extremely uncomfortable. “It’s not natural to have more than one romantic partner,” she concluded.

“Look not to the nature of your Earth to judge what is natural here. Look to your own body. What feels natural to you now?”

Unbidden, Julia’s mind returned to the beach. Six men, in the prime of their sexuality, all dedicated solely to her pleasure. Orgasms so numerous she lost count. Julia’s cheeks became flushed with heat. Her super-strong heart pumped with increasing might. No, there was no doubt what her body thought about this. But her mind claimed to know better.

“It seems selfish,” Julia objected, “for me to be enjoying multiple partners while my boyfriend is dedicated only to me.”

“The men in your life will lack for nothing. Your face is beautiful, and no man can ignore the feminine curves of your body. For almost any man you will meet here, intimate time with you is a dream come true. And of course, you will exceed his capacity for pleasure long before he exceeds yours. In fact, your body has a nearly limitless capacity for the physical act. Your muscles will never tire, your skin will never chafe, your most intimate parts are dozens of times more sensitive than in your un-Firmed state. Your body was built for sex.”

Built for sex. Julia didn’t need the reminder. The warmth between her legs became an ache.

But before Julia could object further, a cracking sound announced that a tree was about to fall. Julia turned and peered through the underbrush. The sound was coming from the grove into which she had kicked the large trunk. She had kicked it with such unmoderated force that its impact had broken several of the standing trees, which began to topple as well.

Sallan continued. “If you really care about the men in your life, you must indulge in everything your body desires. The scale of the power you wield is effortless to you, but terrifying to men. An offhand slap on the cheek can take his head off. A hug that’s only a little too vigorous can snap his ribs like dry kindling. That which is thoughtless to you can be deadly to him. Your entire body must be at peace so that your actions are free of unwanted aggression and you can apply the necessary tenderness to your touch of men. We have a saying here: if you want your man to see his later years, then share your bed also with men still in their earlier ones.”

Julia could hardly restrain a laugh at the absurdity of it, but Sallan continued unfazed. “This isn’t just about sex. Be it rich and fatty food, the rush of adventure and exertion, and yes, countless decilles of romance – give your body what it craves, and you will receive not only satisfaction but also the peace and balance you need to make the best decisions and perform your best. Keep your body in balance and you will earn the respect of other women, for the betterment of your career and your place in society. Indulge yourself in everything your body desires. It isn’t selfish; it is your responsibility. Before you can address your problems with Howard, you first need to address your own.”

‘Indulge yourself of everything your body desires’. Ruth had said something similar inside the bonfire last night. Another wave of warmth surged inside of her. Nine or ten orgasms a day – that’s what Mindy was averaging, Julia had recently learned, and sometimes even more when she scored a particularly good haul of prime asses from the Paradise Club. The promiscuity of the women here was breathtaking. A spot of heat erupted between her legs – breathtaking in a good way, her body seemed to tell her.

But her mind continued to rebel. “It’s unfair, Sallan, for me to have many partners while he has only one. That’s the part that seems unnatural to me: the lack of fairness.”

“Nature doesn’t care about fairness. That you are vastly superior to him is just a fact, and you must take it from there. What could be more natural than a superior being assembling around her a harem of inferior beings to serve her needs?”

Julia shuddered with unwelcome warmth. “I’m not superior to him,” she protested.

“Your soul is not superior, but the rest of you is. You are superior not by virtue, but by design. You can deny it no more than you can deny the color of your hair or your eyes. Denial will not do any good to either of you.”

His words tasted like the sweetest honey. She searched the cupboards of her mind for castor oil. “I bedded six men last night, Sallan. Isn’t that promiscuous enough?”

“Is it? Listen to what your body is telling you.”

She caught herself stealing a glance at Sallan – his healthy frame, his sturdy stride, the pleasant curvature of his ass. Her gaze settled on his facial features – placid and rugged, like a weather-beaten escarpment of a mountain, hewn by a lifetime of unfettered love, and unfettered pain. Her heart gushed a waterfall of emotion into the deep glacial pools of his eyes.

He was right, she knew, the warmth in her building. Whatever pleasure she had enjoyed so far, it wasn’t enough.

__________

Having given up on moving the tree, Howard circled it gingerly, hoping to avoid the mud. He tried to pick solid patches to step on but looks proved deceiving. The mud sucked up his leg knee-deep with a soggy slurp. With some significant effort, he was able to extract himself. But when his leg emerged from the mud, it had claimed his loosened boot as a tribute.

Wearing only a sock on that foot, Howard struggled on, falling more than he cared to admit and more than once stepping in more mud. Finally, he came face to face with a thicket of thorns. The bush’s spines were larger and meaner than he seemed to remember from home. But Howard remained undaunted; he just needed to thread himself through them carefully. How bad could they be?

Bad. Sharp pricks on his face, his arms, his neck, even his legs persuaded him to back off immediately, the retreat only doubling the damage. He held up a forearm to see several lines of red. His pant legs were sliced open. He looked more carefully at the thorns: they weren’t just pointy, but also shaped like blades. What sort of horrific plant was this?

Howard tried again at a different, less densely grown spot, only to lure him in deeper and entrap him for another barrage of cuts. He must have had dozens of them. Slowly, slowly, he retraced his steps, paying dearly for every inch, then collapsing on the ground once he had escaped the vicious thorns.

He took in his surroundings – the rustle of wind through the leaves. And then, there was another rustle, accompanied by a snapping of branches. Something was out there, moving.

__________

“You can see my place through the thicket there.” Sallan pointed, but he quickly withdrew his hand. “Damn bush,” he mumbled. Sallan held up his hand, sporting several painful lines of red.

Julia peered into the overgrown brush. A ramshackle structure with an aluminum roof was largely obscured by it.

“There actually used to be a path straight from this part of the road to my place, but it’s covered with scimitar brush these days. Better if we go around.”

“Scimitar brush?”

“They have thorns that cut just like blades.” Indeed, knives couldn’t have left much worse damage on his hand.

Julia ran her thumb over one of the thorns, its sharp edge glinting in the sun. She squeezed it between her thumb and forefinger. The thorn collapsed. She squeezed another lengthwise, driving the point into the pad of her thumb. It dimpled her skin before snapping apart.

“Would you like there to be a path again?” she asked.

“I don’t understand,” Sallan said.

“Good.” She put the truck on its wheels. “It’s nice to see someone else bewildered and confused for a change.”

Julia hoisted her mud-covered tank top over her head, allowing her magnificent breasts to wobble free. She slid her shorts down over her hips with equal dispatch, now fully naked. She heard the now-familiar hammering of the nearby male heart as his stare took account of her extreme feminine curves and robust musculature. The old Julia never would have stripped in front of a stranger like this. But the new one had no fat obscuring her breathtaking figure, had tits to die for, and was composed of copious layers of astronomically strong muscle that could surely turn a local man’s knees to jelly – or the whole man if he didn’t know how to behave. She had no reason to be bashful.

“Which do you want to carry – my clothes or the truck?”

“I’ll take your clothes. I see plenty of my truck,” he quipped lightheartedly, but to Julia’s delight couldn’t hide how effective the tease was in causing a twitch in his pants. She was getting the hang of it with these men. Would that Howard reacted to her this way.

“Follow me.”

Julia hoisted the truck back up and strode straight into the thorny thicket. Hundreds of scimitar thorns scraped against her body, but they did no harm. What had opened up Sallan’s skin in a line of blood felt to Julia like the quartz exfoliating scrub last night: abrasive in a pleasant way.

Balancing the truck high on her head to avoid damaging the paint, she moved through the thorns like a plow through snow. The truck came in handy once more: it gave her enough traction on the ground so as to be unstoppable. The tangle of plants bunched up in front of her, caught on each other and went taut. The sound of hundreds of roots being ripped out filled the air as her juggernaut progress pulled the bushes from their sturdy moorings. With her spare hand, Julia twirled her arm through some more of the thicket like she was making cotton candy and then yanked it sideways, the blade-shaped thorns proven irrelevant as she decimated the plants with the steady equanimity of a bulldozer, leaving behind a swath of raw, roiled soil.

A hundred yards further, they arrived at the clearing surrounding Sallan’s home.

He surveyed the path of destruction behind them. “That would have taken me all day, wearing canvas gear head to toe. And I still would have come out bloody. I am in your debt.”

She liked the sound of that – the idea that the delivery of this truck was not the end of her acquaintance with him. Julia put the truck back on its wheels and brushed the plant debris off her body.

“So, this is my estate,” Sallan announced. His home was made of dilapidated wood board with a corrugated metal roof. That structure was neighbor to an outhouse and crude outdoor shower stall. His days of opulent living in the care of a Firmed woman were clearly behind him.

The man’s ‘estate’ also featured several clotheslines, but they weren’t for hanging clothes. Instead, Julia observed strings of seashells.

“What are those?”

“The shells? I make them into clothing accessories and jewelry and sell them on the boardwalk. That’s what I use the truck for, collecting shells.” He ran a finger over them, and they clinked like wind chimes in the heavy air. “Most
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