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Sweet whispers filled his ears as Howard gradually regained full command of his senses, the black shadow over his eyes slowly lifting after what must have been a near-death experience. He still shivered from the aftermath of unthinkable pleasure, so overwhelming that he didn’t notice the severe asphyxia he suffered in the constriction of her sometimes excessively tightening embrace. Now he had to catch up with desperate heaves, his dangerously hammering pulse subsiding too slowly after pushing boundaries of passion he had never visited before.  

Despite all that he was trying to figure out why he was ever so reluctant to share this experience with her. He never experienced sex as anything other than a few minutes of urge and release, not as something akin to an epileptic attack of blinding ecstasy, and certainly not with his old Julia who more often than not just plodded along. Howard knew that no earthly man had ever lost himself in such a boiling cauldron of sweet helplessness when handled by an intoxicatingly sensual being in a body equipped with terrifying strength. 

He had never known three of the most devastating orgasms within an hour; he didn’t even think that was possible. But with Julia’s enhanced vaginal muscles kneading his bursting erection with knowing artistic skill, the relentless provocation of her breasts in his face, the undulations of her voluptuous body, and the incomparable experience of tenderness under the carefully restrained power of her immensely strong muscles it just couldn’t be helped.

Julia hummed a sensuous tune as she emerged from her own maelstrom of passion to revel in the deepest contentment she had ever felt. “You little devil let me wait for this for a long time.” Howard found himself arrested in a squeeze that spelled out more clearly than words who now held an inescapable sway over him. “A man can resist a Firmed no more than bees can pass a flower, they say. Nice to see that you are no exception; I like that kind of power more than anything. You shouldn’t have held out on me that long. You o.k., sunshine?” she asked, squeezing that limp body draped over her a bit more, worrying that she might have overdone it with him this first time together as a Firmed. But then, with her dreams coming true so unexpectedly, she couldn’t maintain the composure to take into account a constitution so easily overtaxed.

“If your hug wasn’t so tight, I’d be fine,” he wheezed. “Did we just have real sex? Or was it your pheromones?” he grunted, still dissolved in heavenly bliss. If only her affection didn’t come with such awfully tight, constricting hugs at times. All too often she seemed too strong for her enthusiasm to be safe.

“I said before I wouldn’t use those on you to make you want sex. You turn me on anytime like no other, day or night, for as often as you want, and I’d like to return the favor. But if you don’t feel like it, I won’t command you. I wish nothing more than to get going with the Howard I’ve always known, not the one I would need to hijack first. On the other hand, once we are at it, there isn’t much I can do about them doing a number on your brain. You simply wouldn’t last long enough otherwise.”

“If that is what it’s like, you have standing permission to blow up my brain; as a way to die from your hand, it’s a vast improvement over getting crushed. You have me think that sanity might be overrated; I’d trade it anytime for how I feel right now – if I’d die this very moment, it just might have been worth it all,” Howard mumbled into her cavern of a cleavage.

“Don’t you dare. Now that you know what serious sex looks like, isn’t this a much better place to be for us? Why did you ever have to be so damn difficult? Our time here could have been so much more exciting without all that drama.”

“I didn’t know then you were still the girlfriend I once knew. Perhaps you had morphed into a slave-driving, self-indulgent queen bee.”

“I don’t understand; what do you mean by that?” His tone with her was a bit more flippant than it would have been yesterday. She propped herself up on her elbows, quizzingly frowning at the head that remained firmly trapped in her cleavage.

“What side were you on after you broke our agreement? Ruth had become something of a guidance counselor for your new life in this world you claim to leave soon, and that immature brat Mindy you once called a bitch is now someone you even make out with. Don’t deny it, I see how you sometimes cozy up to her. Who wouldn’t be suspicious? You have even adopted their dialect as if you never lived elsewhere. You care more about their opinions than mine – oh yes, I know, they are so much smarter than me, how could I forget? You always take their side and defend their abusive culture, which is not much better than flat-out slavery disguised as a happy cohabitation arrangement between master – sorry, mistress – and servant. And all that from someone who has always been in my ears about sexist gender discrimination in my shop.”

“Honey, whatever I said about this culture was meant as a matter of courtesy to our hosts, wo were actually our saviors. We’d be in rotten hell without them, and we would never have gotten a chance to make it home again. I would never have found the way back without the help of Mindy and me having the mind of a Firmed. And Mindy made that happen, too. I just thought we owe them all the gratitude in the world. But I don’t want to live in this culture forever, I’m just curious about it.”

“That’s not what it looks like to me, Jules. I may not be as smart as you, but I’m not dumb either. I can see what it does to you – being that strong and that smart and having the unquestioned powers of a queen with scores of men standing by to cater to your every whim with a mere change of your tone. Hell, maybe I wouldn’t feel any different if it was that easy to get what I want.”

Howard swore that a trace of smugness puckered around her lips, that her eyes shone a tad brighter, and that her body firmed subtly. Unbeknownst to both, he had tickled something in her, a dragon nesting as a dark, fibrous substance, usually benign, but now stirring powerfully. 

“Since it seems to be confession time, I’ll be straight with you: it IS very seductive to have the power to do all that. To have YOU of all people slack-jawed about what I can do, to call the shots for once. That I can deal with guys however I want, not how THEY want, that for once I am the one who can run circles around them, and that none of them can do anything about it. That’s quite a tickle – sorry if that freaks you out. I don’t mean to scare you, honey, I am just laying it down in all honesty. I can tell THEM what to do, and they just DO it – and in a hurry, too. They don’t even dare to talk back or question me. Virtually no one and nothing can hurt me. There is NOTHING in nature that doesn’t yield to me. I could be forever impervious to sickness and pain if I wanted, while capable of experiencing pleasure in ways that would drive you insane. 

“To understand so many things, to sense that much – like that sex just now was so intense that in my former body I would probably have died in an epileptic seizure. You won’t ever know what that’s like. Whatever I experienced as pleasure before faints against it so that I hardly recognize it as such anymore.

“To feel confident about my looks like never before because guys – and I let you in on a secret: even girls –  are looking for the next opportunity to jerk off once they laid eyes on my curves. And so would you from now on if I didn’t take you to the task – which I intend to do. That much power and knowing that nothing can stop me from using it – there’s nothing like it. Just talking about it makes my blood rush. ” 

Howard’s blood froze. Built to dominate, built to subjugate with power and sex, carrot and stick, as she pleased. As much as he recognized his sweet old girlfriend on the surface, there was something else, something darker, lurking powerfully in an unknown depth to be glimpsed once in a while like the monster of Loch Ness.

Having laid it down with Howard how she truly felt about her power, her chest swelled with pride, inadvertently compacting him in the tight confines of her embrace. She stopped and let go of him as she realized how little his chest had to put up against her merely taking a deeper breath. 

Well, something in her had laid it down. She already regretted that outburst so unlike her as soon as IT bubbled up. What devil had come over her to talk like that?

“But that the one I love more than anything is beating himself up with futile attempts of being a match for me when there is really no chance of that, damaging his body and hurting his spirit in the process, and is hell-bent on ignoring how his behavior exposes him to the most horrific abuse or worse by an ill-tempered Firmed, that eats me up inside. 

“I do not condone the way things are handled here; with the way the cards are stacked, there need to be particularly strict laws against abuse for those who can’t defend themselves, and I wished my body wasn’t so extreme to make you feel insecure. Everybody has a right to safety and security, and you deserve to feel good about yourself even if you can’t compare to a Firmed. I have no intention to become part of this. Having been together for three years, why would you doubt me on this?”

Her steely fingers, digging uncomfortably deep into his shoulders, left him in no doubt that she was as serious as the excruciating pressure on his shoulders. This was the old Julia with a keen sense of injustice, but this time buttressed by power of staggering proportion. It took some effort to keep his composure long enough to soothe her concerns.

“You’re no longer the same, but calm down, please, I believe you. It’s nice to have you back,” he was quick to assure her.

“So, am I reinstated as a girlfriend with full privileges?”

“Ask him down there, he knows best.”

“By that measure, I am more of a girlfriend than ever.” Her grip eased; thankfully, the argument was convincing enough.

“As you once said, you are better at everything,” Howard quipped, cupping a small section of her breast and tending more of his affection to her nipple.

“Hey buster, what you are doing there is a bit dangerous. You could find yourself in another round before you know what hit you.” Her body tensing ominously with suppressed power warned him that this was no idle talk. “I don’t think you are ready for that, you almost died yesterday. Maybe I should get you an operating manual for the Firmed woman. Looks like you are not intimidated by me anymore, honey?”

“That depends on how much you remind me of being five hundred times stronger and how you parade around me in ways that could scare anyone shitless just by the looks of it – maybe you don’t remember how you once felt about this, but you have become one shameless show-off. It’s difficult enough to be normal around you, but then you always find ways to rub it in again. Everything about you is a reminder of how fucking strong you have become; even sex with you feels like a guy could end up crippled for life if your enthusiasm goes overboard. On that note, thanks for not breaking anything.”

“Honey, these days I can juggle raw eggs without breaking them. Now that I have perfected my control of this body, I am no longer the brutish oaf from last week. Haven’t you noticed how I had a better handle on my strength when we made love? I know now how to handle a man gently without hurting him, how I am supposed to touch you.”  

Where did she learn how to ‘handle a man’? Maybe the massage lesson? Or was there more? Howard was in too contented a mood to wake sleeping dogs that might as well rest a while longer. However, another part of him made it known that it had its own take on their post-coital chat.

“Hey, what’s going on down there again? It seems that this kind of talk is suddenly a turn-on for you. Speaking of which, did you notice that you’ve become a little more substantially equipped in the men’s department? I certainly did,” she giggled gleefully. “My girls did that, too.”

“I am briefed ad nauseam of what your girls can do, but honestly, I’m not sure what to think of that. Now that you mention it, I also seem to have grown a bit more muscle since then. But the way how this comes about is gross. I prefer more wholesome ways to improve my health.”

“I thought you would say that,” Julia sighed. “Too bad, the benefits for a man are much more general actually. Your wholesome ways are a lame duck against it. But let’s check out that biceps, I wish to examine the evidence.” Howard complied and Julia feigned an appreciative glance. “Hmm, definitively bigger, more substantial, and defined. Looks good, nicely toned.” Too bad that biceps surrendered instantly when probed between her thumb and forefinger. “That was worth several months of working out on Earth. Doesn’t seem fair just from drinking milk a few times, does it? Wanna see mine?” she offered coyly. 

“No need, you have me sufficiently acquainted with it,” Howard grunted, embarrassed about having been lured into a comparison he could only lose so spectacularly, and that remained absurd no matter how much Julia fortified him with her bosom’s magic. Howard was all too eager to change the subject. “Tell me, how many times did you come, I lost count.” 

“Eight times,” she chimed. Of course, beats me there, too, by a mile, Howard thought.

“I guess we should start thinking about how we get you out of here. Are you well enough for that already? Let’s get you bundled up again.”

“No need to rush, honey.” There was suddenly an odd comfort to the new Julia he was reluctant to be torn away from. The way he burrowed into the opulence of her curves gave Julia hope that her excessive physique might finally no longer be an insurmountable obstacle to making the best of their time here. 

“It feels comfortable and safe here, leave me for a while,” he surprised himself to say as he burrowed into her bosom. Was it the unexpected sudden softness of her body, so different from before, or its sweet scent of hibiscus and berries, or the reassuring drumbeat of her heart? He couldn’t tell and didn’t care – he was too happy.

Julia glanced down at the object of her love. “You couldn’t be safer anywhere than right here close to me. I provide more safety than a battalion of bodyguards. Can you see that now?” Howard only answered by snuggling up to her more tightly.

After another hour of taking her in and soaking up enough warmth for the day, Howard was ready to step out into the pale morning sun seeking to penetrate an icy veil, and in the light of day faced with trepidation where he found himself.  Julia was not far behind, stretching her frame with almost audible bulk. “As sweet as it was for you to try to catch me up here to return the armlet, so reckless it was of you again. This trail isn’t meant for men. You need to improve your reading skills, honey; this trail is called ‘Man-Eater’.“ 

Howard groaned and slapped his forehead. Yet he couldn’t prevent himself from claiming that he might have mastered the trail if he hadn’t been handicapped. 

“Handicapped how?”

“They put me together with two young girls on the ski lift to the slopes up here. We could see a Venus tree plantation and the girls claimed that the trees looked good, but that wasn’t true, so I told them. They got upset, and one of them squeezed my thigh so hard that I almost blacked out with pain. She actually wanted to show the other girl some foreplay to crippling me. If the lift hadn’t arrived in time at the summit, both of my legs could have ended up completely destroyed. I couldn’t get up for half an hour, and my leg was weak all the time on the trail. I guess the damage got fixed by your hospital treatment, too,” Howard noted and gave her medicine chest its due with an admiring glance.  

Julia’s mouth fell open in abject horror. “Shit, honey, this is what I have been telling you. This would not have happened if you had been Claimed. After everything you’ve seen about this place, you should have known that it isn’t wise for an un-Claimed to insert himself into a conversation between two immature girls who may have just started Firming and are still drunk with their power over men. I have heard there are girls worse than Mindy. Especially when the sensitive topic of the Venus trees is concerned, which is on the minds of all women these days – you have heard about those dreams. This is how you found yourself at the receiving end of a light punishing touch. It could have been a lot worse even. There is no limit to what a pissed-off woman can do to an un-Claimed with all sorts of flimsy excuses. I’ve been trying to warn you over and over about that.”

“Light punishing touches? You’ve got to be kidding me,” Howard blurted, obviously gobsmacked.

“No, seriously. Some women apply these to mildly discipline their men and to express the anger or hurt they experienced from them. You are supposed to inflict as much pain as you feel yourself – a form of immediate retribution to establish ‘inner balance’ and peace. I learned this from Ash and Ruth, and I have to say, it works. The women squeeze the man’s flesh until it turns yellow and blue. It’s safer because it doesn’t require as much experience as beatings – it can be applied in a more cautious, gradual way, you see? They call these ‘light punishing touches’. I leave it to your imagination what serious punishing touches would look like.”

“And what do you mean by ‘it works’?” Howard had a hollow pit forming in his stomach.  Julia realized that she let her mouth run again. 

“Oh, it’s just something Ash told me about. Never mind.” Howard was hardly placated but didn’t want to wake yet another pack of sleeping dogs that could possibly shatter the fragile inner peace he had made with the herculean power at Julia’s disposal. Perhaps it was better not to know what kind of experiences his girl was indulging in when she was out on her own.

“Now let us get out of here. I won’t have you skiing down on your own power, though. Think you can hold on to my neck with your arms, and have your legs on my hips? I give you a ride down. You can close your eyes if you get too scared. We’ll be there in no time.” 

“You don’t need to do that, I feel fine, I can do it. If that tree hadn’t been in the way, I would have made it all the way down. And my leg is back to normal, too.”

“Really? You obviously aren’t aware of how steep it gets further down. You haven’t seen the worst of it up here.”

“I want to try,” Howard insisted.

“No, you won’t. Listen, honey, I have been inappropriate with you a few times, I regret that. But the buck stops when it comes to your life. Remember the cliff diving when you weren’t listening? I could have prevented that if I had been more decisive with you. This time I won’t be remiss. I didn’t save you up here just to lose you down there. Don’t fight me on this, you can’t win. I really don’t want to do this, but I will apply a more forceful argument to you if I have to, and I assure you it will be less comfortable for you. Your choice.”

Julia made it unmistakably clear that she wasn’t in the mood to cede any ground to male cockiness. Flashing the word ‘forceful’ had the intended effect of immediately chilling his ambitions. Indeed, there was no way for him to win this argument, it could only end in one way – another debilitating debasement. Better be with Julia on this one than against her. 

He stopped his futile protestations and let himself be loaded up. When the ride started, she went full throttle on a slope so precipitous he was practically lying flat on her back. Although she whizzed by the trees with perfect arcs and mere inches to spare, Howard did close his eyes eventually when his stomach threatened to turn on one of those jumps over a cliff. He quietly commended Julia’s wisdom in not having him try this himself. His pitiful efforts on the slope against her elegant mastery would have looked like a student driver racing a Formula I champion. He could have only embarrassed himself again, or worse even.

Down at the bottom lift station, Julia turned her skis sideways and came to a scraping halt from suicidal speed, driving an avalanche of snow before her. “Did you have fun?” she chirped with an infuriatingly innocent, blinding smile, while Howard slipped off her back on his wobbly knees and turned to vomit.  

“So, this is what women’s skiing is like?” he rasped.

“Sorry, I would have held back had I known,” she apologized, embarrassed once more by her naïveté about Howard’s more limited sense of fun. “Come on, honey, let’s get inside the station cafe for your favorite hot chocolate; I need to talk to you.” 

With two clicks she was out of the skis and barely resisted the temptation to sweep up her love from his shaking feet and lift him into the station, knowing how it would embarrass him. Her heart was hopping with excitement like on a first date. Skipping like a little girl she thundered into the station in her leaden boots, and Howard struggled after her, still panting from the terror of the downhill race.
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A mug of steaming hot chocolate in front of him, Howard felt already a lot better. The atmosphere in the café was quite lively. Most tables had one woman surrounded by several men who were engaged in excited chatter meant to capture the attention of their Mistress. The younger girls were literally holding court and weren’t shy about having one or two of their Borrowed sitting on their laps and flirting around like there would be no tomorrow. The men weren’t bashful either, fondling their sugar ladies in ways that would have earned them a slap in an earthside bar, albeit one of the less life-threatening variety. Having a half-dozen boys around them didn’t prevent the girls from pinching the butts of the one or other waiter rushing by. Julia with only one man opposite her was an oddity here drawing a few incredulous gawks. 

Julia opted for a woman-sized bottle of 160-proof rum of the ‘Firmed Throat Cleaner’ brand, knowing how it allowed her to approach tense issues with levity. A nagging concern remained lodged in her mind that this miraculous turn of events with Howard may just be a fluke, and she was eager to finally nail things down with him for good and find out where she stood. She did not dare yet to hope that her prayers to patch up her relationship with her boyfriend long enough to stay a few weeks more, or perhaps months – well, a girl can dream – were finally, finally answered.

“So, have you made peace with me being a Firmed woman?” she opened the inquiry, getting straight to the point.

“It was good to have a strong girlfriend up there, I give you that. I am sorry if I sometimes don’t appreciate what you do for me.”

“It should always feel good to have a strong girlfriend. There are many men here who wished they had one. But apparently, it didn’t appeal to you before. What took you so long?”

“The fact that you don’t understand was part of the problem. You didn’t put yourself into my shoes. We both saw how the women here regard men. The women hold all the cards. So, suddenly you become one of THEM, and we’re no longer in the same boat. You got so unbelievably strong, hardly anything can restrain you; with men, you have absolute power. I had no chance to protect myself. Sure, I know you love me. But there is such a thing as temptation; by undergoing this ‘Firmation’ you had begun to succumb to that. How do I know where this stops?

“And then, every time we’re together, you find ways to humiliate me, and –”

“But Howard, that was just clumsiness on my part. I didn’t know yet what it means to be what I am now. I had no intention–”

“Which makes it worse. You will always be more powerful than I can imagine on that fruit syrup, in EVERY possible way, I see that now; you can, of course, humiliate me if you try. But you weren’t trying, and I still couldn’t keep up. Even if you hold back, I still can’t keep up. Can’t you understand how that makes me feel about my existence?”

“I will be able to control that...”

“I am not finished. You actually hurt me, without trying, of course. The mountain up there isn’t the only place where I could have died, you know that, right? Like getting smashed into the wall?”

“Oh, the wall...” Julia mumbled.

“Yeah, or the night where you almost crushed me in your sleep, I didn’t even tell you about that. Must have been one of those dreams of yours. Oh, I forgot, you almost ripped my arm out, too. And for good measure, you are telling me you could have ripped both of my arms out. And that’s not funny when you actually can do that with next to no effort.”

Julia’s chocolate brown eyes returned a dumbfounded stare.

“All of that was decidedly unsexy. Just getting near you could have been a death sentence.”

“I am really sorry about all that, you make me feel like a brute again; but I learn fast, you know that. You don’t need to worry about that kind of stuff anymore. I have my strength under tight control now.”

“Fine. I am past that. But then I had to worry about you getting corrupted. You started to behave like these women. And this when you have complete discretion in this society in how you handle me.”

“I would never treat you like they treat the men here, you know that. I put that iron ball away immediately.”

“The point is, you could, that alone is a threat. If you don’t do it now, you could change your mind at any time, and there is absolutely nothing I could do about it. And you were drifting in that direction. Don’t try to tell me otherwise.”

Julia remained silent.

“Like when this guy Sallan dropped me off and you got angry with me because I insulted their culture. You said you had ‘asked’ me not to do that. No, you meant it to be an order, which I disobeyed, and so you punished me in a most degrading way just because you could. Didn’t you promise once that my dignity would be the apple of your eye as long as we’re here? Is that what it looks like?”

“I wasn’t as cognizant of that at the time as I should have, I know.”

“And that’s not all there is. You said that other women advised you to break my bones...”

“Which I didn’t do, I would never,” Julia whined. Incredible, Howard thought, she sounds like a little girl now.

“Let’s say you had the intention. What could I have done?”

Julia pursed her lips in silence, glancing sideways.

“I want you to spell it out. Say it.”

“Nothing, of course.” She couldn’t look him in the eyes.

“Right. So it pleases you to NOT break my bones. Instead, you decide to put me on, what did you say? ‘... a tighter leash.’ What gets put on leashes? Say it.”

“Pets.” Julia looked like a glass of water had been poured over her head.

“A pet you keep around for sentimental reasons, for old times’ sake. Who wants to live like that?” Howard almost choked up at the mere thought of that prospect. “What could I have done to avoid being treated like that?”

“Nothing,” Julia mumbled, looking at him like a wet poodle.

“And if, in your infinite wisdom, you had decided that I should always be on a leash, what could I have done about that?”

“Nothing,” Julia whispered almost inaudibly, unable to face him. “Not that I would ever do that.”

“And if I had been Claimed by you, would you still have done what you did?” Howard delivered his final strike.

Julia didn’t want to answer. “Say it!” Howard demanded loudly.

“You insulted the culture of our gracious hosts in public. It was rude and it made me very angry, so... maybe,” she insisted petulantly. “I wanted to have a break from your stubbornness, just for a while.”

“So how is there not a threat? I am only safe if I exactly toe the line with you, otherwise, you can do to me whatever you want? And you don’t understand why I can’t wait for us to get out of here? Do you seriously think that our relationship has two sides while we are here?”

The general chatter in the café had died down noticeably. A few beautiful heads had turned towards the altercation unfolding on their table and the unseemly sight of a woman unwilling to call her male companion to order. Lowering their voices wouldn’t have made a difference, so Julia glowered at them to mind their own business when a lioness tended to her cub, then placed a soothing hand on his arm. He was coming clean now, baring his innermost feelings about the madness her transformation subjected him to.

“Honey, I get it. I wasn’t oblivious to how you feel, but I didn’t know what to do about you endangering yourself and making our situation more difficult. I just did what seemed to be most effective, because you are incredibly stubborn. I have gotten so crazy strong, and as a Firmed, I have all these abilities that are probably intimidating as hell. After all that happened, I understand better how terrifying all this must have been for you when I acted thoughtlessly, as I have been often enough. I’m sorry if I crossed the line. Of course, there was the damned thing with the steel bar and the taunting, I was being such an asshole there, too, when I got carried away. This was all because I was ignorant about what it means to be a woman of this world. The good news is, I have become more mindful. I don’t want you to feel intimidated, humiliated, or terrified. I want you to be able to love me without reservation even under the present circumstances.”

“I’m trying to do my best, honey, but your temper scares the wits out of me sometimes.”

“It scares me, too, actually. I’ve noticed that all my feelings are enhanced as well, my love for you, my anger, but also my fear. Nothing can make me panic, except the thought of losing you, so when I do panic, I PANIC.”

“I thought Firmed women do not know fear?”

“When it comes to themselves, they don’t. But I do when it comes to you. And that’s where I differ from the women here. They don’t form the same kind of attachments.”

“I think I understood that yesterday when you found me.”

“And do you understand how scared I was this morning when you wanted to get down here on your own?”

Howard was trying to avoid losing the argument so obviously, but a gag reflex gave it away.

“Thank you. Sure, I’ve been excessive at times. Make certain you remind me when I come off the rails again. Part of it is my fault. Instead of playing games with Mindy, I should have gone with you to that museum to keep you safe. We could have talked about what we learned in that place and made sure you’re not scared of me. Oh honey, I can only imagine how upset this must have made you. 

“Same yesterday, I shouldn’t have gone with Ash. Yes, I was bored, but I should have dealt with it. I should have stayed with you. None of this would have happened either. Even my Claim wouldn’t have prevented the accident yesterday. Your life and well-being never needed to be in danger in the first place. As the one with all the ability to protect you, it is more my fault than yours.”

“That was supposedly the reason you broke your promise,” Howard surmised.

“Right. I wanted to become a better girlfriend with this Firming and be useful for our situation. Like the girls you always looked at. But it went overboard and I had become a stranger to myself, unmoored somehow. I don’t like it, I want us to get back on track, and I think we need to start with that before we get home again, before it’s too late.”

“How could that work? We’re so different now.”

“Easy. Allow me to show you how good of a time you can have with a Firmed. Do you even know what a privilege this is? Men here dream of what I want to offer you. For them, it’s the other way around. Don’t miss out, use it while I have it. You’d be surprised what kind of vacation this could be. It was supposed to be a vacation, remember? And it was my idea, so I am responsible for making it work, right?

“And if all this doesn’t convince you, I’m offering you a rip line: if you ever feel threatened by me again, or God forbid get hurt, you push the panic button and we both pack up and leave right away. My good behavior in exchange for staying a bit longer. Deal?”

“You would get me back home when I ask you, right away?”

“On the spot, promise.”

“Alright, I’ll stick it out with you a while longer. But don’t get sucked in. Keep your head above the water.”

“I will. But there is something you can do to make this work: Don’t behave as if this is a test for you to show that you can measure up in any way; you will lose... every... single... time. Not because I enjoy defeating you, but because Firmation has put me on a level where everything you can do is just too easy for me, you’ll just be hurt and depressed, and then I lose, too, because you’ll hate me for it, and then we are both miserable. 

“It’s a miracle that you are even still alive. I understand that I had something to do with it: I was enjoying all these fantastic outdoor activities right before the eyes of my super-ambitious sportsman which he has no chance of imitating. But no more of that; I had my fill of panic. I won’t allow you to hurt yourself anymore, you are too important to me. If you don’t get Claimed, then you’ll have to live with me as a 24/7 bodyguard. I’ll be your loving girlfriend, too, unless your stubbornness pushes me to use means of last resort for your own good because I will if you leave me no choice. I know that’s a tough pill to swallow, but I absolutely need you to get back home in one piece. Dying here on account of your pride is not an option.”

“I have always been responsible for my own actions, thank you very much. If you force my own good on me again, then I’d rather want us to go home, though.”

“So be it, then, that’s the deal. We both have our red lines, but let’s try our best to not cross them, o.k.?”

Julia cupped his hands into hers, urging him. “But here’s the good part: If you team up with me again like we used to, if you take advantage of everything I can contribute instead of fighting it, you can win... every... single... time, for as long as we are here. Your life can be exciting like it never was before. Just don’t get hung up on whether we’re equal or not, because when it comes to what we can do, we literally are a world apart. Even you can see that now. But we can promise each other that our interests and desires are of equal importance. So, please get your head out of your ass finally about the incredible stuff that ‘fruit syrup’ allows me to do and start thinking about how you can benefit from it. Like this morning, when you shamelessly took advantage of me,” she chuckled. “There is nothing more I want than to share with you what has come my way.”

She had a point again. The morning had brought a torrent of aching bliss not known in his own world. Everything about her had turned out to be wondrous: her painfully beautiful face, her flowing hair, her extreme female curves, the swells on every inch of her body, her undulating muscles, the carefully suppressed strength she exerted, irresistible yet barely hurtful, the amazing control over both their bodies – it was addictive as Firming itself seemed to be. Her excitement to let Howard glimpse the endlessness of her strength, not to humiliate him, but to show him what kind of power was available to take care of him was contagious. As weird as this new experience was for him, it turned out to be a revelation of new forms of heaven.

Too heavenly perhaps? Was that what they talked about in the museum, was he about to become addicted to her? How could something that felt like love on steroids be wrong? Don’t get sucked in yourself, Howard, he warned himself. 

Yet her power was so overwhelming! It had benefits that became impossible for him to ignore, now that they finally shared it in pleasure. And with all suspicions that remained, there was a newly emergent feeling of TRUST as it could only be brought about by two bodies coming together in loving intimacy. 

“Honey, are you there? Are you with me? What do you say?” He awoke from his ruminations, startled.

“Alright, fine. What I wanted to ask: you have been much more composed and calmer lately, and less intimidating in the last few days. What is happening with you? Is it the job you took on for Ruth?” 

“Perhaps. But more important is that I have gained a lot more control over myself in many ways. I feel this body fits me now,” Julia gushed. “Initially I had not been listening to my new body and treated it instead like an Earth woman would. That was plain ignorance, and I have come to understand that it is irresponsible and dangerous, given how Firmed women are wired. But since I have started to listen, I feel much more secure and in charge of myself.” 

Best for Howard to not know what ‘listening to her body’ meant. She was not yet on safe enough ground with him to explain that those bodily needs involved the bedding of thirty company men over three work shifts. 

If Howard got away from their first love-making session in her new size without any injuries, then only because of those after-hours activities. Absent that, he could easily have ended up a bruised mess after a more untamed version of his girlfriend’s passion was finished with him. As a man unfamiliar with the scale of what Firmation did to a woman, he couldn’t possibly be ready to understand that. A being with that much power needed to be well ‘equilibrated’ to make sex a benign affair for her male consort.

Howard’s presence in this world had been an unceasing struggle with the enormity of his inferiority compared to her, and whenever another one of her absurd abilities had been revealed to him, he tried to put it out of his mind, hoping it would insulate him from a reality that threatened to crush his increasingly disoriented ego. Just long enough to make it home with his familiar sense of self intact, so that he could pick up where he left off for the sake of both of their lives and their relationship. The alternative was too frightful and sad to think about.

But maybe that was the wrong way to go about it. Just like in hindsight it was silly to refuse intimacy with his girlfriend for fear that sex with her might rub in his inferiority even deeper. Yes, she was overwhelmingly dominant in lovemaking, but it was better than anything he was ever able to experience with his old Julia. Maybe his feelings of insignificance would also appear in a different light if he just understood more intimately what kind of reality his girlfriend lived in. Perhaps truth was the best medicine?

“Julia, I want to understand better what it is like for you, as a Firmed woman. I don’t think you have let me in on everything that makes you almost a different species, or maybe you even are.  Some of what I’ve seen so far is already too fantastic to believe. There is more than being extremely strong and smart, isn’t there? You should tell me, come on, I want to know it all.” Howard steeled himself for the demoralizing revelations that were sure to follow. He was ready to take his head out of the sand.

“O.k., honey, but you have to promise me to not freak out. Some of this stuff may be tough to digest for you, and you haven’t taken it very well so far. So, let’s see, where to begin?

“Why don’t you start with what is staring in my face day in and out?”

“You mean this?” Julia tensed her arm slightly to draw attention to the issue at hand, like how he once had to struggle for his life in this arm even when it exerted less than a hundredth of its strength. He nodded.

“Yes, they’re something else, aren’t they? Now I know what Mindy meant when she said they work in wholly different ways. It’s not just that they are awfully strong, they’re also efficient in other ways. I can kind of freeze them solid into a fixed position. With normal muscles, when you just hold something up, it is the same effort as actually lifting it. With my muscles, I only spend the energy in the process of lifting, but holding up something very heavy isn’t much of an effort at all. So they are much more economical. Besides, without that it would be a lot more difficult to exert the fine motor control needed to, for example, safely touch glasses.

“So, the other day, you weren’t kidding when you threatened to keep me trapped in that car for hours?”

“Actually for much, much longer. Longer than you could possibly have held out in there. You made the right decision to not let it come to that.”

“Pfffft.” Howard deflated. She doesn’t just look like a statue sometimes, he realized, she can become one – one that can just as easily dispose of a mangled wad of steel as if it were a cannonball.

“And then there is the effect of exercise. In my natural body, I got tired quickly when I did something strenuous. With these muscles, it’s the opposite: the more my muscles get to use their power the better I feel, so long as I take in enough food. It’s not just about strength, though. With these guns of mine, I can unleash explosive speed, literally – remember how I devastated that poor tree in the swamp? I didn’t even mean to throw that hard! Scary, isn’t it?

“The flip side is: with that kind of extreme power you need tremendous control which I didn’t have at first. I was like an elephant in a china shop. But now I have such a tight handle on it that I know exactly where all my body parts are at all times down to the last millimeter, and I have a precise mental map of any movements I’m going to make. This is how I learn complex moves so fast and can execute them perfectly every time without fail. 

“You see, for a Firmed woman, interacting with the environment by the feel of resistance alone doesn’t work very well. I had to learn how to handle things by knowing and remembering the exact location of my fingers or arms. For example, whenever I squeezed you too hard, then that happened because I had not yet calibrated precisely what the proper position of my fingers or arms is for my grip or hug to not turn into something painful or God forbid disabling. It could end up being quite debilitating for you if I misjudged; there is no room for error. When I feel actual resistance, it could already be too late. I almost ended up crushing your hand that way and who knows what else. I really had to learn an entirely different way to interact with the environment. Everything feels very soft to me. My body feels to me like it always did, although you experience it as extremely hard. Even my breasts must feel unnaturally firm to you, but not to me.”

“So, how do I feel to you?” Howard asked, vaguely apprehensive about the answer.

“The way I recall jellyfish to feel, yes, like that....” Julia pulled in her head and covered her mouth. “Oh, I am so sorry, that was probably not a good analogy.”

Howard instinctively drew back from her fingertips resting on his hand. “You love someone who feels like jellyfish to you?”

“Yeah, right? This is one of the confusing things with my new body: that I am turned on by yours being so tender. But there is one part of you that still somehow feels hard when it’s where it belongs – thankfully. It turns out I can make any part of me very sensitive when I focus on that.”

Howard squirmed at the prospect that his body might have to serve for more of these ‘calibrations’ of her touches when he had only this kind of consistency to her. 

She seemed to have registered his discomfort. “Don’t you worry, I am pretty much done adjusting my touch to what is appropriate for your body. I’m pretty familiar with your dimensions at this point, you know how fast I learn. I have figured out exactly when I have to stop squeezing you, at least most of the time. From now on, you’d only get hurt if I actually meant it. Doesn’t that make you feel better about me?” she chirped enthusiastically with that unnerving naïveté that made Howard wish he could smack her for it without hurting himself.

“For some reason, I’m still worried of you meaning it someday. Maybe you can restrain the strength of your muscles, but what about your brain? That’s the really scary black box, with what might be going on in there. Can you restrain that? Would you want to?”

“Glad it is you bringing it up. I’ve been trying to figure out how to tell you about it as it’s the best of all, but the reality of being me as a Firmed has to be as unimaginable for you as it once was for me. So let’s talk numbers: did you know your eyes have a data processing capacity of 100 million bits per second? While your conscious reasoning proceeds at the glacial pace of ten – get that! – ten bits per second? That’s because the normal human brain is a very recent invention in evolutionary terms. A Firmed woman has taken a quantum leap in that regard: with a lot of practice in specialized tasks some of the gifted ones could theoretically top out where your eyes are. For general purposes, I may still be a few thousand times faster than you. What does it mean in daily life? I can follow a multitude of conversations at once, for example here in this café I could follow everyone, but I don’t have to, it is a choice. My brain doesn’t HAVE to work faster than yours, that’s why I can still enjoy having a normal conversation with you. So, yes, I AM restraining it often, actually. Still, I could perfectly recall what everyone within earshot said even when I haven’t paid attention at the moment it was said. It doesn’t work as well if I am stressed, though. The calmer I am, the better.”

“I am already aware that you can follow Multiview TV. But how does that actually feel? With your super-sensitive hearing, doesn’t it drive you mad to hear so many noises simultaneously all the time?”

“Well, hard to explain if you can’t experience it. But let me try: it is like your mind splits into multiple subminds that operate independently, but are still mutually aware of each other. To put it all together, my attention kind of rotates around, like in a simultaneous chess game, but much faster. This way I maintain a sense of identity. However, I can adjust my attention to still be aware of an event or a sensation on a level that is not distracting, but then bring it to the fore and instantly be aware of the entire event. It’s almost like hosting a party with many guests: some are closer to you, others farther away, and you can change that by moving around among them and, when you get closer to someone, call up everything they said before. Another example: I can start thinking about a problem, and then move most of my attention elsewhere; at some point, I become aware that the problem is solved, and my full attention returns. Or my attention returns and I find that the problem has been solved – or something like that. Neat, huh? But my emotions can only be tied to one of these minds, the same one where most of my attention is; I can choose which one, though, but they tend to be a bit sticky if you know what I mean.”

Howard returned a blank stare, not comprehending. “Sticky?”

“Well, if part of my mind gets connected to a strong emotion, then it’s hard for me to turn my attention away from it; it’s like my entire mind contracts around the emotion. This is how my mental power can get seriously compromised – and my judgment. That can be a bit unnerving – as you know. I guess the primitive parts of my brain aren’t subject to the same level of enhancement as the other parts. But I do feel more strongly, and that can be both good and bad. Wrapping you up in that steel bar was a case of bad, and I have to work on that. Does that make sense?”

Howard was trying to wrap his hopelessly outmatched mind around that; this kind of talk just had him feel sorry for himself – and scared like hell, especially the part about her judgment. 

“Fuck. It sounds like your mind operates like a parallel processing supercomputer that can get super furious, too,” he realized glumly.

Julia commiserated. “I am so sorry, honey, but you wanted to know. Honestly, I almost laughed when you said your ‘whole package’ could handle anything.”

In the face of the scale of her unbelievable abilities Howard wasn’t so sure anymore whether he really could ‘handle’ Julia, or any of those women.

“That’s why you need to tread carefully around here as an un-Claimed,” Julia explained. “Upsetting a woman can invite immediate retribution. With someone like you, they can express their displeasure in any way they damned well please. These ‘punishing touches’ – sounds harmless, right? Well, they can be more painful than anything you ever had to endure, they can cripple you for life, or even kill you. And there’s nothing you could do except pray that your screams are enough satisfaction for your punisher. You can’t count on her empathy because, unlike me, she likely has no recollection of what pain feels like, she just knows it gets results. There’s no way of knowing how far she’d go. She might leave you with some bruises or as a cripple. Your screams have no other meaning to her than as a tell of having expressed herself clearly and she won’t stop until she is satisfied on her own terms. And that would be a good one like Ruth, honey. Let’s not even talk about the bad ones. There is a reason why the men around here behave the way they do.”

“You sound like you know what you are talking about,” Howard probed cautiously, worried about the answer.

Julia bit her lips. “Uhm..., I have informed myself, yes.”

“You realize you are talking about torture here?” Howard asked, now with a hollow voice.

“They don’t see it that way. For them, these are perfectly legitimate measures to ensure harmony with their men to the benefit of all. On their terms, of course, and they always get it one way or another. It’s almost like a community service. Do you understand now why I am so worried about you? If you feel you must vent outside or call attention to yourself, make sure I am around to keep you safe, like right in here. And if not – always remember: our hearing is so good that I can even hear your heartbeat and other things that are going on in your body. My ears alone tell me a lot about you. If one of these girls was sitting here instead of me..., I don’t even want to think about it. Of course, all of that would go away with one simple Claim. You would enjoy a fool’s freedom; I would be the only one allowed to punish you, but after all that happened I would take extra care to avoid that.”

“That’s terrible. That kind of surveillance – it’s outright dystopian.”

“It’s actually worse because most men are kept unaware about how far these abilities go; it helps women to keep better tabs on men. Ruth told me that; I am probably breaking some kind of rule letting you in on this.”

Howard noticed some women giving them annoyed looks again. Their table had become something of a disturbance of public order, so much so that some patrons got up and left. But with Julia there, he wasn’t worried. It was reassuring to have her on his side. However, two of the women sitting together alone in a corner seemed to be engaged in too heated an argument, even talking over each other, to pay any heed. Although their voices were raised Howard couldn’t make out anything.

“Do they have more than one language here? Those two,” he nodded toward them, “are they speaking in a foreign language? Sounds more like gargling to me.”

“No, honey, they are just speaking faster than normal.”

“Can you do that, too?”

“If you had read the book I gave you last Christmas about the couple getting lost in a magical cave by that author Hanno Roder I wouldn’t have to explain all of this to you. ”

Julia’s garbled blurb lasted less than a second.

Howard didn’t react at first, then he perked up. “What? Did you just say something?”

“Twenty times faster, that was. Women only use it among themselves. Generally, it’s impractical to use it in the presence of male company, so you don’t get to hear it usually; besides, we do want men to listen to us most of the time, though sometimes it is a drag with you guys. In that spirit, let’s move on. I can process arithmetic calculations into the trillion range almost instantly, but I need to be calm and collected for that, too. I could learn hundreds of languages with perfect inflection, if I needed to, in a few days. Remember the program I wrote for you to learn the local letters? I intentionally introduced errors and bugs and made the interface unnecessarily crude and reduced the card number to one thousand from originally five thousand to make it easier for you.  I wrote that in five minutes, and it ran perfectly right out of the gate, no debugging required. It took me more time to make it less perfect so that you won’t find out how good I am at this. I still remember all five thousand cards in perfect detail.”

Howard looked at her like a deer in a headlight. All this time he thought he was overcoming a real challenge, and now it turned out she managed him with baby stuff and intentionally screwed up here and there to fool him.

“I am sorry, honey, but you asked, and I won’t lie to you anymore, you wanted it all out, so here it is. You o.k.?” Howard nodded with another blank stare.

“My vision is just mind-boggling. When I look around casually, my mind filters out the finer details, and yet it is already crisper than you could ever imagine. But when I look at something intently, an amazing thing happens: my mind stops filtering and ever more details emerge the longer I look. Surpassing even an eagle, I could see a mouse from three miles high. Even more, I could tell you the color of its eyes. There are actually many more colors in my view of the world than my old brain knew names for. If your brain was suddenly exposed to the crispness of my vision and the orgy of colors, it would just get overwhelmed and rebel with a severe migraine. 

“I see much farther out in the infrared as well as the ultraviolet. For example, I can resolve your body’s radiation in the infrared as a shade of your color, this way I was able to determine that your body temperature had fallen to 32ºC when I found you yesterday, isn’t that cool? I can see at night like I used to at dusk, and even then in color, not just gray like normal humans. I can train my eyes to perceive polarized light and use it for orientation, like bees do. I can even do that for each eye separately if I want to play computer games or watch videos in 3D. I am going through all this quickly because there is so much more. You follow?” 

“Yeah, let’s get it over with. Hit me more, I can take it.” Howard tried to sound dispassionate; inside, his soul quivered. His imagination was an oversaturated sponge under a gushing faucet.

“You’re sure?” He didn’t look like it, but Julia knew it was now or never to put the cards on the table. “O.k., here goes: Ruth says with a little practice I could learn to convert echo soundings into visual representations of my surroundings. I can store landscapes with incredible detail in my head as if they were super-high-resolution photographs and completely map out my movements across them in advance. After that, I could be blind and still find my way.”

Howard’s mind hadn’t caught up yet. He was still trying to digest the echo thing.

“My voice range supposedly runs from baritone to almost as high as you can hear, but I haven’t tried that yet. My pitch is... you guessed it... perfect. Some professional female singers are said to be capable of producing ultrasound but they aren’t very popular with men because sometimes they just can’t hear them. My vocalization feels to me like always, but it comes out more substantial somehow; guys seem to be more impressed by it. Also, my lungs and vocal cords are super strong, I could be loud enough to blow your eardrums if I wanted, you know?”

“Of course, how could you not?” In the face of the absurdities hurled at Howard, sarcasm seemed to be the only appropriate response. “Your voice can actually be a lot more than impressive when you want to be listened to.”

“That doesn’t seem to stop you for long. I guess you are already banking on not experiencing any serious consequences from your girlfriend if you don’t listen,” she teased, stroking the tip of his nose tenderly with her finger.

“It didn’t feel that way at the time.”

“It’s not supposed to not feel that way, silly, otherwise it wouldn’t work. I am just telling you, there was nothing for you to worry about.”

“Getting wrapped in a steel bar felt pretty serious to me. Maybe you Firmed women have different ideas about what constitutes ‘serious’.”

“Come on, I didn’t break anything, did I? Just a bit of a time-out – sorry, I was wrong, I should have known that this wouldn’t end well with you.” Julia raised her hands apologetically.

“If it bothers you so much to hear my tough talk, I’ll make an effort to save that for when we’re back home again. You were pretty good at ignoring me then. Sometimes I like to use it with the men of this world, though, because it cuts the bullshit most effectively. They are incredibly responsive.”

“I’ve noticed that; it gets results fast.” Howard recalled his own instinctive response to her command when she ordered him to sit for his debilitating confinement in a ring of steel with just a single word. It had felt so natural, so beyond question. He couldn’t even muster any resentment.

“Doesn’t it? It’s amazing how men scramble when I put a little authority in my tone, like their brains are turned off; I just love that part, it’s so cool,” she gushed cheerfully. 

“Now, my sense of smell. They say dogs can distinguish 16 million different odors, and I think I must be in that range. If the wind is right, I could pick up your scent out of all other scents from ten miles afar. I can even distinguish whether you are happy, scared, tired, or sad. This is how I found you in the swamp. And once I caught the scent on the ground, there was nothing to prevent me from tracking you down. 

“It also makes me a real gourmet. Food tastes so much more interesting. However, most of the time I have to eat too much, so I can’t afford to be as picky as I would like to. 

“There are senses I didn’t have before at all. I can detect magnetic fields and air pressure. I can estimate time with such precision that I need a clock only after waking up, to synchronize for the rest of the day, you know. I can estimate distances with 0.1% accuracy.”

“With that sense of smell, I never had a chance to run away from you, did I?”

“Sorry, honey, I am better than a bloodhound and I can cover ten miles in less than five minutes. You would need a lot of luck to succeed unless you get yourself killed before I find you. But I have to be calm and collected to be at my best in that skill.”

“Oh, so is that your kryptonite? That all this works only if you are calm?”

“Don’t get your hopes up, honey. I am still quite good at this even when upset.”

“Now here is something that doesn’t make sense to me at all: that invulnerability. Nothing seems to hurt you. Is there an explanation that makes any sense?”

“The medical textbooks call it reactive hardening. My skin cells are highly responsive. They are normally soft, not like yours, just relatively speaking, but can become as hard as my muscles in an instant when impacted. Here, see for yourself.” She stretched out her forearm. “Gently push on my skin, very gently.”

Howard touched her forearm that could terrorize a martial artist just by the looks of it with gentle pressure. The skin had a deceivingly supple and silky feel to it, like peach skin, and could be dimpled only slightly, becoming progressively harder in the way of a very dense rubber
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