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BOOK ONE: THE PRINCE AMONGST THE FLOWERS
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Part One: Pueri Regis
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1. The Transactions Of Life
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To say that her mother’s early death had led Sarah to make the journey to Rosedon was perhaps overstating things. Still, Sarah would have been the first to admit that she needed to shrug off her grief and make a new start. When the invitation to breed arrived in the mail, it felt like the last thing Sarah wanted to do. But a few days later, she reconsidered: a new life for a lost one. There seemed to be a balance to the idea, and her mother had left money in her will to pay for the breeding fees. So Sarah sent a reply confirming her attendance.

It was customary for the women of the Circle to travel to a different city from their own to breed. Sarah lived in Foxglow and belonged to the purple Foxglove clan. Under other circumstances, she could have journeyed east to Heatherville to procreate with a man from the pink Heather clan. But the invitation had originated from Rosedon, so she had instead travelled west.

As she stepped off the train, Sarah glanced up at the red sandstone cliffs of the city. Behind them, an impossibly tall concrete and stone wall cut across the rocky promontories as if a giant knife had taken a slice out of the side of a long-lost mountain range. The boundless wall continued in both directions, forming an immense circle spreading to distant horizons. Above her, bridgework made of red stone and shiny stainless steel spanned the gaps between outcrops. Sarah tracked the passage of a cable-car as it rose up the side of the city like a spider on a silk thread. Water cascaded from a cavern near the top of the tallest cliff, and the roar of the falling water filled the space around her. Sunlight made rainbows from the mist that rose from the falls, giving the city an almost dreamlike quality. 

“Well, there’s no point standing here looking like some befuddled idiot,” she muttered to herself.

Sarah walked along the rose-patterned terrazzo deck of the railway platform, carrying only the small bag of belongings she required for her short stay. Tradition mandated that a woman wear green when about to breed; Sarah had chosen to wear her mother’s viridian breeding dress. A single purple foxglove flower, the symbol of her clan, had been embroidered on the dress over her heart. Sarah touched it briefly, remembering her mother. 

Noticing her green dress, some women on the platform called out to her to wish her luck. Sarah smiled back and thanked them, but she had begun to find all the attention tiring. She now regretted all the times she had done the same thing to other women in her position. She hoped she could soon get inside and out of the glare of the public eye.

An old woman dressed in red with pink highlights approached her. “Are you the purple girl?” She asked brusquely.

“I’m Sarah Foxglove-Heather from Foxglow. Are you the midwife?”

“Of course I am, silly girl. Now hurry up!”

Sarah frowned, taken aback by the less-than-friendly welcome.

“We’ll have to walk,” said the midwife. “I can’t afford a cable-car. Unless you can.”

Sarah stared bewildered for a moment, surprised by the request. Money shouldn’t have been an issue for a midwife.

“How far is it?” asked Sarah.

“About an hour’s walk from here.”

Sarah didn’t see why she had to pay for a cable-car when she had already paid the breeding fees. Surely, the cable-car trip should have been included in the price. “Then I think we’ll walk.”

The midwife glared at her. Sarah guessed that the midwife had expected her to at least offer to pay.

“I’m not as young as I used to be,” said the midwife, walking away from Sarah.

“I can tell.”

The midwife turned back to scowl at her before grabbing Sarah’s bag from her hand. She strode away so fast that Sarah had trouble keeping up.

“You walk a good pace,” Sarah commented.

“Maybe I’m not as old as you think! Or perhaps I’m older but better preserved.”

They made an odd-looking couple as they walked the rest of the journey in silence. Sarah—tall and regal in her green gown, her long blonde hair falling to her waist, held in place by a silver hair tie. The midwife looked almost the opposite—shorter, with her grey hair piled up on top of her head in a loosely tied bun. It looked like it hadn’t seen a comb for a good while. Her faded red dress appeared mended and tattered in almost equal measures. She carried Sarah’s bag like a weapon, and people made room for the small, angry-looking woman.

The midwife took a circuitous route. They walked along streets, across bridges, up stairs, and through tunnels. Rose bushes grew everywhere: on street corners, the yards of homes, in parks and city monuments. Sarah had seen a few roses in her home of Foxglow, but never had she seen such a variety. She found them quite beautiful.

Eventually, they came to an empty cul-de-sac. There were no houses down this street, just a dead-end that finished with a wall of stone. A large two-doored wooden gate big enough for a large vehicle to pass through had been set in the cliff. The left side of the gate contained a smaller door. The midwife pulled a key from her dress, checked to see if anyone watched them and unlocked the door.

“Why the secrecy?” Sarah asked.

The midwife shrugged. “Never pays to be too careful. Come on. Don’t dawdle.”

Sarah followed the midwife into a small, undecorated room. A single, unadorned electric globe hung from the low ceiling above them, and another plain wooden door waited for them in the wall opposite the one they entered. There seemed to be no point to this little room, but when Sarah followed the midwife through the second door, she felt dizzy. If the midwife hadn’t grabbed her arm, Sarah might have fallen.

The midwife then led her through a pleasant garden at the back of a large white house. Instead of roses, the emblem of Rosedon, this garden featured well-maintained frangipani trees, the symbol of the white-sisters. Sarah hadn’t expected to see them growing in Rosedon. Nor did she expect to be greeted by a small group of anonymously veiled white-sisters, each with a frangipani flower embroidered on the front of their white robes. 

“I thought white-sisters only supervised the birth of children, not their conception,” commented Sarah.

But the midwife ignored her. “This is Sarah. Take her to her room. She’ll be breeding tomorrow.” 

Sarah noticed a change in the midwife’s demeanour. She seemed less bent over and younger—more commanding. It almost felt as if her earlier behaviour had just been an act.

A white-sister led Sarah inside the house, guided her to a small room and closed the door behind her, leaving Sarah alone and confused. The room felt sparse, with only a small bed and a chest of drawers to keep her company. A single window looked out into the courtyard and garden. From her vantage point, Sarah felt like Rosedon didn’t exist. Even the roar of the majestic waterfall seemed to have been silenced. She slumped down on the bed, confused and disoriented.

A few minutes later, the midwife returned carrying a tray of food that smelt surprisingly good. 

“Eat up, girl. You’ll need your strength tomorrow,” she said, placing the tray on the chest of drawers. She then pulled a small bottle from a pocket. “If you have trouble sleeping, drink this,” placing it next to the tray of food before turning to leave again.

Sarah lay back on the bed and stared at the ceiling for a good while. She barely touched her food. Sitting alone in that sparse room, Sarah missed her mother even more. She would have known exactly the right thing to say to make her feel less nervous. But without her mother’s guidance, she just lay there, unable to sleep and feeling nauseous.

Later, she drank the bottle of medicine and managed to slip into a fragile but dreamless sleep.

Sarah rose early the next morning. She ate a light breakfast that a white-sister brought her. The midwife checked in on her and left Sarah with some more bottled herbs that she said would help her relax and be ready for the procedure. These were sweet compared to the slightly bitter taste that most herbs had.

Later, the midwife took her to a bathing room where she gently washed Sarah. The water felt warm, and the soaps and oils smelt pleasant. The midwife chatted amiably to Sarah as she washed her. Sarah nodded and only half-listened to the midwife’s chatter. Instead, Sarah tried to relax and mentally prepare herself for the coming experience. Did she really want to do this? Did she really want to commit herself to becoming a mother? But then she heard her mother’s voice in her head telling her that everything would be alright, and she began to relax a little.

Sarah rose dripping from the bath, and the midwife dried her and dressed her in a simple, short white tunic and nothing else. Sarah felt a little exposed. Some women were confident in their nakedness, but she had never been one of them.

The midwife took her to another room that, apart from some subtle decoration, contained only a single piece of furniture: the breeding chair. White plastic padding covered the back of the seat, which reclined slightly, and a pair of stirrups rose up from what would have been the arms of a typical chair. 

Sarah sat in the chair, and the midwife strapped her legs into the stirrups. “Are you comfy, dear?”

“No. Why does this bloody chair have to be so uncomfortable?”

The midwife made a scoffing noise. “You’re here to have sexual intercourse, not to have a good time. Anyway, sometimes innocent women like you have a habit of kicking out, and the last thing we need to happen is for you to land a kick in his family jewels. Now, have you ever been penetrated?” the midwife continued matter-of-factly. “You know, like during sex-play.”

“Well, yes, I have,” said Sarah, somewhat taken aback by the question.

“Good. Then this won’t hurt too much, if at all.”

“So, what do I do?” asked Sarah.

The midwife laughed. “Nothing! Just lie there, girl. He’ll do everything. But I’ll give you a tip. While I fetch him, play with yourself or rub your nipples. Something to get you wet down there. It’ll make it easier.”

The midwife left, and Sarah tried to arouse herself but soon gave up. She felt too nervous and couldn’t find any reason to feel excited. She strived to remember what her mother had said about her own experience, but Sarah now felt too nervous to focus on those memories.

She heard the midwife speaking to someone down the hall. She spoke as if talking to a pet or a farm animal. 

“Come on, Percy. Let’s get to it. She’s a pretty one. You’ll like her.”

Sarah heard a new voice, low and gruff. She had never heard a man speak before, but she knew their voices were much deeper than a woman’s.

“I’m sick of this. I’m tired and want to go back to bed,” he grumbled.

And then she saw him: old and bent, his hair wispy and white, barely covering the top of his head. He smelt terrible, too, so musky and overpowering. It almost made Sarah gag.

He struggled to remove his robe, and the midwife had to help him. He now stood naked before her, and she could see his thing. It waggled limp and dangling between his legs.

The midwife glanced over to Sarah and smiled apologetically. “I’m sorry. It takes him some time to get started nowadays.”

She proceeded to massage his member until it began to enlarge. He grumbled, but the midwife shushed him gently. Finally, she helped him achieve an erection. It looked huge!

“He’s going to stick that in me?” Sarah exclaimed.

“Don’t worry. It’s perfectly natural.”

She felt rushed and panicked as he leaned into the space between her legs. And then she felt it, soft and hard against her. She tried not to recoil, but she couldn’t stop herself from squeezing her eyes shut as he jammed his member inside her.

It felt both horrible and exciting. It reminded Sarah of the times her occasional lovers had used sex toys to penetrate her during sex play, but this felt different. Her lack of arousal meant it hurt at first. Still, soon, nature took its course, and it gradually became less painful and, she had to admit, mildly pleasurable. She had heard that some women climaxed during breeding, but she felt too nervous to allow herself to relax that much.

After a while, it seemed to Sarah that his efforts were taking a lot longer than they should. She could hear the midwife urging him on. “Come on then, you can do it. Look how pretty she is.”

“I need some help,” he grumbled.

“Do you want me to squeeze your balls?” the midwife asked.

“Yes,” he said, almost like a command.

Sarah saw the midwife reach around, presumably to squeeze the aforementioned balls. 

He grunted and jerked in and out of her. Almost before she expected it, she felt his member pumping inside her. He stopped moving and let out a deep gasp. He seemed to be about to faint on top of her, but the midwife grabbed him and held him steady. Sarah felt him leave her body as the midwife helped him move away.

“Just lie there, dear, while I take him back to his room,” she said over her shoulder. “And keep your legs in the air.” Not that she had any choice. Her legs were still strapped to the chair.

And then she smelt it—his seed. She could feel it oozing out from inside her. It felt horrible as it flowed down the gap between her buttocks. She felt relieved when a pair of white-sisters came into the room carrying some warm towels which they used to clean and dry her. They then unstrapped her from the chair. Sarah sighed, her ordeal over.

The midwife returned carrying another bottle of distilled herbs. “This will help fertilisation,” she said, giving Sarah the herbs to drink. “You did well, girl. I think this one will take. I have a good feeling about it.”

When the midwife returned Sarah to her room, a strange bottle had been left on the chest of drawers next to her bed, and a dark shape moved and danced within it.

“What is that?” asked Sarah.

“It’s a wild-shadow, tamed and trapped. It will help you forget the pain you felt today.”

Sarah had never seen a wild-shadow before. “Are you sure?”

The midwife smiled confidently. “Yes. Here, take this moonstone in your hand and drink the shadow. You’ll feel better.”

Sarah took the stone from the midwife and picked up the bottle. She didn’t know how one went about drinking a shadow, but she put the bottle to her lips and felt the shadow flow down her throat, leaving a slightly metallic aftertaste. The deadweight of sleep overcame her almost immediately, and she lay back on the bed before losing consciousness.

When she awoke the next day, she found herself back in her bed at her home in Foxglow. She couldn’t remember how she came to be back home. She remembered the trip to Rosedon. She recalled meeting a young and vivacious midwife. She remembered her pleasant encounter with a young and handsome man. False memories that would gradually fade and vanish. 

And that is how I, Kegan Foxglove-Rose, came to be conceived.
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2. The Fire Festival
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I have been many things in my life. A friend, a lover, a slave, a runaway, a public official, an adventurer, a storyteller—and yes, even a King. But I began my life as my mother’s son.

Sarah often said to me, “Kegan, the moment you were born, the whole room became quiet. Everyone stopped what they were doing and stared at you.”

The room in question was a birthing room in Foxglow, my home city. A trio of white-sisters supervised my birth. Like all the women of their order, they wore white veils to hide their identity. Even so, Sarah could still see the mix of excitement and panic in their eyes. 

“What’s wrong?” asked Sarah. Then louder. “What’s! Wrong!”

“You have a boy,” the Sister-Superior said without emotion.

At the time of my birth, less than thirty men lived in all the cities of the Circle. The birth of a baby boy was a rare and extraordinary thing. I never cried. I just glared at the Sister-Superior. When she handed me to Sarah, still scowling, Sarah stared back at me as if she held the most alien thing in the world.

“What does this mean?” Sarah asked.

“It means your life has changed forever.”

Before my birth, Sarah had taught at a local school—an important position to hold, of that there is no doubt—but the moment she gave birth to a baby boy, she became a woman of much importance. She had no choice but to give up her career and look after me. Any desire she may have had to conceive further children was put aside. As the mother of a boy, her role in life became focused on me and my upbringing.

The Foxglow City Council provided everything she needed to look after me. A spacious new villa on one of the upper terraces of the city, staff to cook and clean for her and to help look after her new baby boy, plus guardians to help her manage her household.

But there were downsides to her new role in life. No longer an anonymous member of the public, she had new responsibilities that extended beyond her role as a mother and caregiver. She became responsible for not only me, her son, but also the people of Foxglow and the Circle. She had become a member of the ruling class. Sarah even attended city council meetings, but only as a non-voting member. She would not achieve full voting status until I came of age and proved my fertility.

As for me? Well, I was a boy in a world of women. I grew up isolated, home-schooled, spoilt, and pampered by my circumstances. I learnt to read and write. I learnt about the history of the Circle. I learnt how to play the piano. And I learnt about my role in life and the expectations that came with it. A simple accident of birth made the difference between ordinary and extraordinary, average and elite, freedom and slavery.

When I turned fourteen, the Foxglow City Council invited me to light the great bonfire during the annual Fire Festival, an honour given to every boy when he came of age. The Fire Festival was held during the darkest time of the year, being the middle of the longest night-time that lasted almost ten days. And even though I felt excited to attend the festival for the first time, the prospect of facing such a new experience also left me with some apprehension. I was not a boy raised to embrace the new and unexpected.

“Kegan, stop biting your nails,” gently scolded Sarah as we waited for the grand procession to begin. The night air felt cold on my face as we waited atop the pyramid-shaped float we had been assigned to. Behind us were three other floats of similar design, atop of which sat the other three men of Foxglow. Their mothers sat next to them, proud and noble. The one exception was my friend and mentor, Henderson, the oldest man in Foxglow. He had outlived his mother, and his midwife had assumed his ownership. I waved to him, and he smiled back at me.

Sarah and I were dressed in our finest robes of deep purple to signify our affiliation with clan Foxglow. My new outfit had been made especially for my debut at the Fire Festival. The red highlights on my robe represented the clan of my sire, a Rose-man from Rosedon. Hence, my name—Kegan Foxglove-Rose. 

I, of course, never knew my father. That was the way of things. Women used men for breeding and then forgot about them. But I always thought about him when I contemplated the red highlights of my clothes. What life did he lead? Was he happy? Was I like him? Would he have loved me? Would we have been friends or just a father and son related by birth? 

These were serious questions for a young man, but anytime I asked Sarah about him, she would just say, “I’m sure he would have liked you.” But I always felt as if she was dismissive of the question, somehow.

Sitting below us on our float, dressed in a plain black tunic, was Rhali, my guardian. She was surreptitiously pulling faces at me whenever Sarah looked away. As much as I tried not to, I couldn’t help giggling. I always liked the way she could help me relax.

“I know what you’re doing, Rhali,” Sarah said without turning around.

Rhali pulled one last face before turning her attention back to the waiting procession.

I first met Rhali when she joined our household as an apprentice guardian when I was eight and she was fourteen. We took to each other almost immediately. Like me, she had a broad smile and a mop of blonde hair and blue eyes. People often commented that we looked like brother and sister, and she felt like a sister to me in many ways. She was my best friend growing up.

As my personal guardian, Rhali made sure I got up in the morning, bathed, and cleaned behind my ears. She arranged my day, kept me on schedule, and ensured I kept to my best behaviour—at least when people were looking. Not that I was a disobedient child. Quite the opposite. Sarah had raised me to be a polite and compliant young man.

Now I was fourteen, and Rhali was nineteen, and she had become my full-time guardian. I had grown a little taller than her by then, but she could still wrestle me to the ground whenever she felt like teasing me. Sarah called her my guardian angel, but I knew better. Rude and earthy, rough and ready, Rhali was anything but an angel. She liked nothing better than to entertain me with fart jokes and burping competitions. Even at fourteen, I still enjoyed these childish games. I suppose I would have seemed young and immature for my age, a by-product of my social isolation.

My home resided in the exclusive top tier of Foxglow, where the wealthy and powerful women lived. Up until this day, my life had been a sheltered one. My days consisted of the same routines and people. Breakfast, followed by lessons given to me by Sarah: writing and mathematics and the history of the Circle. Then Rhali would lead me in some physical fitness exercises. Then lunch, and more lessons in the afternoon. Then, piano lessons, followed by dinner. I did have some free time in the evenings, but there wasn’t much I could do by myself. Sometimes, I’d read. Other times, I’d play board games with Rhali and Sarah or occasionally one of the servants—backgammon, or chess, or card games. 

I had grown up in a large, free-standing villa with tall ceilings and large windows that gave my home a sense of space and light. In my naivety, I assumed everyone resided in a house like mine, but earlier that evening, as we rode the cable-car down to the lowest terrace of the city, Sarah had tapped me on the shoulder to draw my attention to one particular building. 

“See that house? That’s where I grew up.”

It looked no different from any of the other houses in that part of the city. I had expected my mother’s childhood home to be vast and grand, like mine. “But why is it so small?” I asked.

She smiled at me. “You don’t think I grew up in a mansion, do you? I grew up in an ordinary house as a regular person. I didn’t become a woman of importance until you were born.”

I think this might have been when I began to understand what a difference my birth had made to Sarah’s life. Plus, my ignorance of any other kind of existence probably saved me from recognising the dullness of my life. But now the Fire Festival beckoned to me, and I would soon come to discern the narrowness of my life so far.

Below us, the women of the lower tiers of Foxglow waited for the procession to begin with eager faces. These were the ordinary women of the city. The farmers who tended the crops in the fields beyond the city gates and the tradeswomen who serviced the city. These women were not in the same class as the merchants, teachers, and public servants who lived in the higher terraces. Still, they were healthy, muscular women with loud voices and coarse laughs. 

One of the guardians in charge of the grand procession gave a call. Some women grabbed ropes that had been attached to our float and pulled with all their strength until we began to move. Some of the women pulling the float had hitched up their skirts to free their legs, and my awakening sexuality enjoyed the sight of their firm but feminine calves.

“Pull! Pull, you feckless fillies, pull!” yelled Rhali. It was her way of giving them encouragement. I thought Sarah might have chastised Rhali for such unseemly language, but she pursed her lips and chose to ignore her. She knew what Rhali was like.

The streetlights had now been switched off, and many women below us carried flaming torches to guide our way, an anachronism everyone enjoyed. They could have used electric lanterns, but they didn’t provide the same mood as the naked flames of a torch. The smell of burning sulphur and lime added to the air of ancient mystery.

Then the noise began. Many of the women around us began to beat drums and tambourines as they kept pace with our floats. Some even hit pots and pans. I put my hands over my ears, but Sarah gently pulled them away.

“It would be rude not to listen,” she yelled in my ear, but she didn’t look at all comfortable either. She shook her head. “I used to love all this noise when I was younger. I must be getting old.”

“But why do they have to be so noisy?” I asked.

“They are chasing the wild-shadows away.”

I felt panicked for a moment. “But I thought they were fairy tales.”

She smiled at my innocence. “Of course they are. It’s just pretend. A ritual to celebrate our past and future.”

But when I glanced at the shadows of the revellers in the torchlight—how their shadows seemed to dance and frolic—I wasn’t sure if the wild-shadows weren’t real after all.

As we progressed through the city, different women took turns in pulling the floats. Those not pulling smiled, laughed, and cheered as the procession of men and their owners zigged-zagged their way up through the streets of Foxglow.

Even more women joined the procession as we moved through more affluent suburbs of the upper terraces. Women with horns, trumpets, and saxophones now joined the drummers, and the noise became almost unbearable. Their droning seemed to vibrate through my entire body, and I felt as if the cacophony could lift me from my seat and into the air at any moment. I held tightly onto Sarah’s hand. I was unused to such loud noises, and I felt relieved when we left the crowds behind as we finally came to the top of the city, where we were finally allowed to climb down from our float.

Like most of the cities of the Circle, Foxglow itself backed onto the Wall, a giant and ancient feat of architecture that encircled our land. Built from concrete, dirt, and stone, it predated even the city of Foxglow itself. The knowledge to create such a vast structure was long forgotten. Still, it continued to serve its purpose over long millennia, separating our world from the nothingness outside. 

A series of huge bonfires had been erected on the top of the Wall, each topped with an effigy of a woman.

“Do you know who that is?” asked Sarah, pointing to one of the effigies.

I stood erect as if answering a question during one of my lessons. “Yes. That is the Shadow Queen.”

“And why do we hate her so much?”

“Because the Shadow Queen betrayed our people at the end of the great war and abandoned us in a world surrounded by nothing. She expected us to vanish like a stone in a pond, but we have prevailed despite her treachery.”

“Good boy.”

I felt proud of my answer, but Rhali folded her arms and grimaced. “Sarah, are you really going to give him a lesson in the middle of the festival?”

Sarah smiled wryly. “I know, I know. It’s in my nature. I guess I’m still a teacher at heart.”

“Well, can I show Kegan the nothingness instead?”

Sarah considered her request for a moment. “Alright. But don’t go too close to the edge. And be quick about it. They’ll be calling Kegan soon to come light the bonfire.”

Rhali gave her a happy nod. “Come on, kiddo, I want to show you something.”

She then unceremoniously grabbed a flaming torch from a startled dignitary who, like the other guests, stood waiting for the bonfire to be lit. Most of the city’s women remained on the terraces below us, and the sound of their revelries filled the open space on top of the Wall. Rhali walked me around behind one of the giant bonfires. Despite growing up so close to the Wall, I had never been allowed to walk the top of it before. The area behind the bonfires looked unkempt, with small patches of foxglove growing between weeds and grasses. There was a wildness to this place that I found slightly unnerving.

When we got to the edge, Rhali asked me, “What do you see?”

“Nothing.” There was a deep, dark grey beyond the wall. There was no horizon, no edge. Just nothingness. I felt slightly dizzy, and the vast emptiness stirred up butterflies in my stomach. 

Rhali looked around as if to check that we were alone. “Watch this,” she said, picking up a light-coloured stone. She threw it out into the darkness, and I concentrated on following its trajectory in the torchlight. At first, it sailed away from us, but then it began to slow. Then, the stone hovered in mid-air before fading and disappearing altogether.

“Weird, isn’t it?”

I nodded, eyes wide with wonder. I had never seen anything like it. I bent down to pick up a stone, but Rhali stopped me.

“No. Once is enough. We could get into trouble for doing this.”

“Why?”

“Well, think about it. If we chucked enough stuff into the nothingness, there’d be nothing left of the Circle.”

I nodded, seeing her point. “What’s out there in the nothingness?”

Rhali leant close and whispered to me theatrically, “They say there are wild-shadows out there somewhere, perhaps in another world. Dark and sinister and ruthless. They say the shadows are alive and eat the souls of anyone they touch.”

Rhali smiled, enjoying her attempt to scare me. After watching the shadows seem to dance in the torchlight, I didn’t need Rhali’s help to feel scared. She laughed and ruffled my hair. I pretended I wasn’t afraid and gave her a brave smile, but I still felt apprehensive about the nothingness and the shadows it might have hidden.

As we walked back to join Sarah, Henderson waved at me to join him. Henderson was my personal mentor, helping me to learn the ways of being a man in a woman’s world. He was a chubby man with a nondescript face and thinning grey hair. At the time, I thought him handsome, but he was one of only a few men I knew back then. I didn’t realise how ordinary he looked until much later in my life.

“Are you ready?” he asked me.

I nodded. I didn’t trust myself to answer out loud in case my voice gave away my nervousness. My natural shyness had come to the surface, encouraged by the enormity of the waiting crowd and the cultural importance of the ritual. He took me by the hand and led me towards the largest of the bonfires. A platform had been built on the edge of the Wall above the city. The crowd cheered when they saw us stepping onto the platform where a white-sister waited. Henderson then knelt before the white-sister, and I followed his lead.

The white-sister raised her hand before her face, fingers spread, her palm facing her. She moved her hand in a circle before her face and spoke the blessing. “Good health and well-being for all.”

Henderson and I repeated the blessing and bowed our heads. The white-sister then handed us a torch each. We posed to allow an official photograph to be taken and then approached the base of the bonfire.

“Make a good show of it,” said Henderson, standing up and waving at the crowd.

I raised my torch above my head, and the women of the city roared. I paused, then threw my torch into the waiting bonfire. Then Henderson did the same. The noise of the crowd grew as the flames took light and began to run up the side of the stacked wood. Other dignitaries then lit the remaining bonfires. We all craned our necks upwards to watch the glowing embers drift into the dark sky. When the effigy of the Shadow Queen took alight, the noise of the crowd reached its crescendo. At that moment, I had never felt so vital and alive.

Then the women began to sing:


Will the circle be unbroken, with your sisters by your side.

We will all work together, to keep the future bright.

The Shadow Queen is gone now, her darkness lost in fire.

Safe and secure within our clans, from the neverness outside.



We spent the rest of the celebration eating with the other dignitaries: a sumptuous feast of pork on the spit and jacket potatoes and roasted vegetables, with cakes and pastries for dessert. We all sang songs and listened to stories, but I felt a little disappointed that I wasn’t allowed to join in the drinking. Sarah said I was still too young, but Rhali managed to slip me a sip or two of some wine when Sarah turned her back. But I did enjoy seeing Sarah get a bit tipsy. She kept giving me long hugs and calling me her precious darling boy. Being affectionate towards me wasn’t unusual for her, but doing it in front of other people was. At least I was still young enough not to be too embarrassed by her behaviour.

It was way past my usual bedtime by the time the great bonfires burnt down to large piles of glowing embers. Only then did the night grow quiet once more as the women of the city began to drift back to their homes. Sarah permitted me to walk the short distance to our home with Rhali. It was one of the few times Sarah allowed me to walk the streets of Foxglow almost like an ordinary person.

Women called out to me, “Good Breeding,” and some of the drunker women yelled ribald comments like, “May you be always stiff and ready.”

I felt a little embarrassed, but Rhali put her arm around me, “They only mean you well.”

I felt comforted by her protective presence. “Did you see me light the fire?”

She squeezed me harder. “I sure did. You did great, kiddo.”

I smiled, a proud young man. 
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3. A Change Of Plans
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The fire festival had left me full of expectations for my new life as a man. At fourteen, my body had begun to change. I was taller, my voice had started to break, and hair seemed to sprout in new places on my body nearly every day. And I noticed women in a new way: their voices, their hair, their faces, their shape. Curvaceous thighs and breasts and waists and backsides now stirred feelings in me that felt new and confusing. I had erotic dreams about one of the prettier kitchen maids who would serve us meals. (She was never shy about giving me peaks of her plush décolletage.) I even woke up from a wet dream about Rhali, an experience I found both revelatory and disturbing. My body spoke to me; I was ready to begin my breeding duties.

We had all assumed that I would serve my apprenticeship as a sire in Foxglow, but Sarah returned from a council meeting one day looking angry, and she paced back and forth while Rhali and I watched on. I don’t think I had ever seen her in such a bad mood.

“What’s wrong?” I asked, concerned.

She stopped pacing, hesitating as if not wanting to tell me something. “They want you to serve your apprenticeship in Rosedon.”

“Who does?”

“Both councils: Foxglow and Rosedon. There’s a boy about six months older than you in Rosedon. In their infinite wisdom, they’ve decided to pool their resources, and you’re to serve your apprenticeship alongside him.”

“Will Henderson be there?” I asked, worried. “I thought he’d be my mentor.”

“No. You will share the boy’s midwife and his mentor—his uncle, I believe. It’s all been decided, and we have no say in it.”

“But I don’t want to go. I want to stay here.”

I could see that she wanted the same thing, and she gave me a sad but heartfelt hug.

“If it were up to me, darling, I would have said no. I want you to serve your apprenticeship with Henderson as well. He’s a good man, and I argued as hard as I could, but I must do what the Foxglow Council tells me to. That’s how things work. They think it will be best for you to serve your apprenticeship in Rosedon, so that’s what we’ll do.”

Rhali now spoke. “This is unusual, isn’t it?”

Sarah nodded. “Yes, apparently so. And as much as I’d like to have Kegan stay in Foxglow, I can see their reasoning. It makes sense to save time and resources by sharing the services of a mentor and midwife.” Sarah then gave me a brave smile. “Kegan, it will be fine. It’s not what we were expecting, but I’m sure it will be fun. Let’s think of it as an adventure.”

I nodded, but I wasn’t entirely reassured, and I suspect neither was Sarah. My boyhood had been one of regimented certainty. Now, I felt unsure and scared. I had to travel to a new city and live with strangers. Sarah and Rhali tried to convince me that everything would be alright, but I kept imagining the worst.

Maybe these people would hate me. Maybe they would make fun of me or mistreat me. I kept having visions of disastrous humiliations or embarrassing catastrophes. For the first time in my life, I faced something unknown, and I struggled to cope with the insecurities it brought out in me.

But there was more at stake than just my fear of the unknown. During my apprenticeship, I would learn how to “sire”, and I would have to prove my fertility. If, after a year, I failed to sire a child, I would face exile and probable death.

Sarah could never give me any real explanation why infertile men were banished beyond saying, “It’s tradition.” But then she’d say, “But no man in living memory has ever been exiled.”

I had always vaguely been aware of this fact—Sarah had often reminded me about the duties of men during our daily lessons—but only then, being so close to my apprenticeship, did it begin to feel real. If I failed to breed, I could be exiled from the Circle. I realised for the first time that being a man in a woman’s world had nothing to do with being unique or privileged; it was about being different and being treated differently. There were rules for women and rules for men, and some of the rules about men had little to do with fairness or equity. I didn’t feel entirely comfortable with this revelation. It was my first experience of what it truly meant to be a man in a world ruled by women, and I was helpless to do anything about it.

Henderson, my mentor, asked to see me in my rooms the day before I left. I had hoped this would be a respite from my worrying, but he seemed more thoughtful than usual. He carried something that he kept hidden under a cloth.

“So, how are you feeling?” he asked.

I shrugged. I struggled to articulate my feelings at that age, even with Henderson.

“You’ll be fine. I’m sure they will be lovely people.”

“But I want to stay here with you. I don’t want to live in Rosedon.”

He smiled bravely. “It’s only for a year. Then you’ll be back here, and we can be friends again. It will be as if nothing had changed.”

Even at fourteen, I knew that couldn’t be entirely true. I knew that my apprenticeship would change me. I would no longer be a boy, and my relationship with Henderson would change, too.

“I still don’t want to go.”

“I know,” he said, ruffling my hair. “Look, this is your last chance to speak to me for a while. Do you have any questions?

I shrugged again.

“Are you nervous about breeding?”

I nodded.

“It will feel strange at first, but then you’ll get used to it. Fun even, sometimes. Anything else you’d like to know?”

I shrugged once more. Being a teenager, this was how I communicated much of the time. Now Henderson glanced at the package he had brought with him.

“I want to give you something, Kegan. Something old and precious. But you must promise to take care of it and keep it secret.”

I wondered what could be so important that he would need me to say this, but I trusted him. “I will.”

“Promise?”

“I promise.”

Henderson removed the cloth to reveal a small wooden box. Chipped in places, the box looked old. It had been carved with some geometric designs that gave it an unusually masculine feel. He carefully laid it in my hands, staring at me intently. He then took a delicate silver chain from around his neck and put it over my head. The chain held one small key.

“Never lose this key, and keep it with you always.”

I wanted to know what the box kept hidden and began to take the chain off from around my neck, but Henderson stopped me. “No. Wait until you’re in Rosedon. And wait till you’re alone. It contains something important. Something that only we men can know about. It has been handed down from one man to another for generations long forgotten. You are now its guardian.”

I thanked him, and he gave me a big hug, the last I would ever get from him. I would be a man soon, and our relationship would never be the same. 
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4. Rosedon
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We left for Rosedon the next day. I had never travelled outside Foxglow before, and even though I felt nervous about moving to Rosedon, the trip itself felt like an adventure. The novelty of taking my first train trip somewhat helped take my mind off the move to Rosedon, as did the contents of the box I had hidden in my luggage.

I had packed the box with my belongings, being careful to keep it hidden and secure. I had thought about carrying the box myself but decided against it. It would have drawn attention to it, and people—especially Rhali—would have asked too many questions. Still, I felt nervous being separated from it. I took my responsibility of guarding the box and its contents very seriously, and I felt impatient to discover its secrets.

We left early in the day, and I felt excited to once again have the privilege of riding the cable-car to the lowest terrace. The novelty of the ride had yet to feel routine to me. It was the fourteenth and final day of the current light-time, and I pressed my face against the glass, keen to see the city I had lived in all my life but had never witnessed up close in the light. Below us, each level of the city spread out in increasingly wider arcs of semi-circular terraces. All the buildings in Foxglow looked similar in design, with mauve roof tiles and lavender-painted walls, but the buildings in the lower terraces were smaller and built closer together than those in the upper tiers.

A shiny silver electric train waited for us at the station, and we had the use of a private carriage. Foxglow, my home, was located in the south-west of the Wall. To the southeast was Heatherville, and to the north were the twin cities of Primrosia and Bluebelle. To the east was the Port, that strange city that traded with a world beyond our own. But our destination was to the west. We were travelling to Rosedon, the largest city of the Circle and the place where, at that time, I mistakenly believed I had been conceived.

I spent most of my time looking out the window and watching the fields of crops, fruit trees and herb bushes roll by. I struggled to comprehend how the herbs we all took each day to stay fit and well were made from these crops. In fact, the white-sisters had placed me on a new regime of herbs to help with my fertility. 

After an hour or so, we arrived at the Foxglow exchange.

“Why are we getting off the train?” I asked Rhali.

Rhali sighed and thumped me playfully on the side of my head. “We’ve been through this. You should listen more, kiddo.”

I gave her my best sorry-face, and she softened a little.

“The train from Foxglow only goes this far. We need to ride the circle-line until we reach the Rosedon Exchange and then catch another train to Rosedon itself. That’s how it works.”

Women in dresses of various colours, each representing a different clan, crowded the platform. Lavender for Foxglow, pink for Heatherville, yellow for Primrosia, Blue for Bluebelle, and Red for Rosedon. A small group of white-sisters in their anonymous white habits and veils stood nearby, and I even spied a Port-woman in one of the plain blue overalls they chose to wear. Some women stared at me, others smiled. Some wished me health and long-life. Others bowed or curtsied. A pair of uniformed guardians in short black tunics kept watch over the crowded platform. They nodded to Rhali, who nodded back.

Soon, the train arrived that would take us to the Rosedon exchange, another trip of an hour or so. Again, we had our own private carriage. As we travelled further west, the fields of crops and bushes changed to fields of grassland where sheep and cattle grazed. I had never seen farm animals before and gaped at the wonders I saw from the train window.

Rhali laughed at my reaction and rubbed my head. “They’re sending a child to do a man’s job.”

“Stop teasing!”

She relented and gave me a sympathetic look instead. “Are you nervous?”

“I guess so. A little. Have you ever had sex?”

I think I surprised Rhali with this question, and she paused before answering. “Not with a man, obviously. You know it’s forbidden for guardians to breed. Our role is to keep everything running smoothly. We’re too busy to worry about breeding and having babies. That’s what the ordinary people are for.”

“Is that why the white-sisters don’t have babies too?”

“I guess so, but you’d have to ask them.”

“You still haven’t answered my question. I know you can’t have sex with a man, but have you ever had sex with a woman?”

She looked at me carefully. “You really want to know?”

“Yes.”

“Alright. Well, sometimes I get a feeling, like an urge. I need to be close to someone.”

“What do you do about it?”

“I sometimes go to a local bar and pick up someone—usually a farm girl. They’re uncomplicated and healthy. I like their physicality. Looks don’t matter. It’s their stamina I like.”

“What do you do?”

Rhali looked unusually shy. “We kiss and touch and give each other pleasure.”

“Will it be like that for me?”

She glanced out the window before answering. “Honestly, I have no idea. You’re a man. I’m not sure you’re even meant to enjoy sex.”

That left me wondering if men and women were more different than I had ever suspected.

We changed trains again at the Rosedon exchange and took the final journey to Rosedon itself. Sarah looked nostalgic as we approached the red city. I realised that we were undertaking the same journey she had made almost fifteen years before when she had visited Rosedon to breed with my father, whoever he was. I changed seats to sit next to her and reached over to hold her hand.

She smiled at me. “It’s beautiful, isn’t it.”

I nodded and smiled back. The air felt warm from almost sixteen days of light-time, but the next dark-time was almost upon us. The city's lights had started to shine from within the darkening shadows of dusk.

A small bird-like guardian with short black hair greeted us at the station. She bowed to Sarah and then gave us the sign of the blessing. “Welcome to Rosedon. I am Ellini. I work for the Mayor. I am guardian to her son and grandson.”

Sarah smiled in return. “Thank you. This is my son Kegan and his guardian Rhali.”

Ellini bowed. “It will be an honour to work with you over the next year.”

Rhali nodded. “And you too.”

Ellini escorted us to a private cable-car that carried us to the upper levels of the city. The view took my breath away.

“And to think I wouldn’t pay for this the last time I came here,” Sarah sighed. 

Despite the grand view, a single question filled my thoughts. “Will my father be there?”

She continued to look out the window, avoiding my gaze. “I’m not sure. I don’t think so.”

“Could you ask someone when we get there?”

“Shush. You’re here to breed. Nothing more.” She was always evasive when I asked her about my father. I knew better than to pry further. It would only make her angry.

As we rose higher, I realised Rosedon was much larger than Foxglow. The walls of the houses and buildings below us were all painted a dark red. It almost felt as if the city had been dipped in blood.

Now we passed the massive waterfall that was the source of all the water in the Circle. From Rosedon, it flowed across the central plains and irrigated the grazing lands and fields of crops through a series of canals. 

“Where does the water come from?” I asked Rhali.

She shrugged. “No idea, Kiddo. Why worry about stuff like that? You’re here to breed. Nothing more.”

That’s all I seemed to be here for. 

When we disembarked from the cable-car, a comely servant in a red dress bowed and gave us the sign of greeting. Ellini and Rhali left us in her hands so they could chat about some logistical things that I had no interest in. I wanted to discover more about this new city and the people I would share it with for the next year.

The servant led us to a palatial mansion a short distance away. I found myself studying her pert backside and the alluring shapes that formed in the back of her dress as she walked before us. I imagined what she would look like beneath her clothes, naked and exposed. I was interested in sex and wondered what it would be like to breed with her. I felt the stirring of an erection and tried to ignore the feeling. I didn’t want to embarrass myself with such a conspicuous display of sexual arousal when I met our hosts.

An older woman in a long, dark-red gown waited to greet us in a large ceremonial hall within the mansion. She stood much shorter than Sarah and wore her greying hair in a severe bun. She raised her arm and gave us the sign of blessing in welcome. “Good health and well-being for all.”

We all returned the greeting.

“Welcome, friends. I am Olivia, Mayor of Rosedon.”

“It’s a pleasure to meet you,” said Sarah, shaking the mayor’s hand. “Thank you for hosting us during my son’s apprenticeship.” I knew Sarah remained unhappy with this arrangement, but she behaved graciously, as always.

“Thank you for trusting us with your son,” Olivia said, smiling. She then turned to look at me. “And you must be Kegan.”

I nodded, unable to speak. Even at fourteen and not yet fully grown, I stood a few inches taller than Olivia, and yet something in her demeanour made me feel small in comparison. This woman had power, and she knew how to wield it. I felt relieved when she finally looked away to introduce the other people in the room.

“This is my son, Edmund, and my daughter, Chloe.”

They were around the same age as Sarah, and I could easily guess their relationship with Olivia. Chloe might have been attractive if she hadn’t looked so grave and business-like. Edmund merely looked surly. I think I was a little scared of them, to be honest. They seemed so solemn and humourless. Plus, I had never seen a sister and brother before. It surprised me that two people could look so much alike despite their different genders.

Sarah shook their hands one by one and then turned back to Olivia with a quizzical look. “It’s unusual to see a brother and sister. Were you allowed to continue breeding after you had your son?”

Olivia gave a grunt that might have been a laugh. “No. I was blessed with twins.” She then spun quickly to her other side as if dismissing the question, “And this is...” A frustrated look passed across Olivia’s face. “Where has that boy gone again?”

“Here, Grandmama,” said a new voice. I turned around to see a young man rush into the room. I remember noticing two things about him: his unkempt mass of thick red hair and his broad, disarming smile.

Olivia looked angry for a moment but let it pass. “This is my daughter’s son, Edgar. He will be undergoing his apprenticeship alongside yours.”

He took my hand in an enthusiastic handshake. “I’ve been so excited the past few days; I’ve hardly slept. I’ve been so looking forward to meeting you. We’re going to be great friends.”

Chloe interrupted him. “Edgar, are you forgetting your manners?”

“Sorry, mother.” He walked to the middle of the room and bowed before Sarah. “I am Edgar. I am pleased to make your acquaintance.”

Sarah smiled at his exaggerated formality. “I am delighted to meet you, Edgar. I am Sarah. I hope we will be friends.”

This made Edgar smile. “Oh, I hope so too.” He then ran back to his mother. “May I show Kegan my room?”

Chloe glanced towards Olivia, who nodded in reply. “Be quick about it. We have other things to attend to.”

Edgar smiled. “Come on, Kegan. My room is this way.”

He grabbed my arm, pulled me down a long corridor, and then through another door.

“This is my room.” He waved at the air with a vague motion but dragged me away before I could take in any details.

He then pulled me further down the corridor to another room. The walls and ceiling of this room were white and unadorned. In the centre of the room stood a strange-looking chair with an inclined back and what looked like a pair of stirrups. The air smelled of antiseptic and lavender. 

“This is the breeding room. This is where we have sex with the women who come to see us. Have you had sex yet?”

I shook my head.

“I have! Lots of times. I’ve already started my apprenticeship, you know. I’ve had sex with fat women, ugly women.” He elbowed me in the ribs. “Gorgeous women!”

He must have seen something in my face because he then asked, “Are you nervous?”

“I think...”

“Don’t be. It’s so much fun. Well, it can be, sometimes.” He then studied me for a moment. “You don’t say much, do you?”

That made me laugh a little. “You don’t leave any places for me to get a word in.”

This made him laugh a lot.

“Shouldn’t we be getting back to the others?” I asked.

“But I haven’t shown you the kitchens yet.”

Half an hour later, Ellini and Rhali found us sitting in the kitchen eating the chocolate pudding that Edgar had persuaded the cook to make us. This earned me a clip behind the ear from Rhali, a lecture from Ellini, and looks of disappointment from both Olivia and her daughter Chloe. Sarah seemed a little embarrassed but was careful not to admonish me in public. Edmund, on the other hand, merely watched us all and muttered, “Pathetic.” That hurt more than anything else.

Afterwards, the attractive servant we had met before led Sarah, Rhali, and me to a small lodge in the rose gardens located behind the mansion. The lodge only had a few rooms and felt a little more cramped and less luxurious than I was used to.

Sarah sighed. “Well, we’ll only be here for a year at most. I’m sure we’ll get used to the limited space.”

Rhali shrugged. “I’ll be happy to sleep on the floor.” I think she only half-joked.

I had thought we were going to have dinner with Olivia and her family, but Sarah explained that Olivia had cancelled it. “You can eat in your room tonight,” Sarah told me. 

I realised Olivia had cancelled the welcoming dinner to punish me for going off with Edgar. Still, I couldn’t help but think that she was also punishing Sarah in some way. This made me feel even more guilty.

Rhali led me to my room as if taking me to jail. Before she closed the door behind me, she asked, “You alright, kiddo?”

I shrugged.

“Don’t let it get to you. It’s not your fault. I’m surprised you don’t rebel like that more than you do.”

I stared back at her. I didn’t think I had rebelled at all. I had simply allowed Edgar to lead me astray. It wouldn’t be the last time.

“Anyway,” continued Rhali, “Chloe and Edmund are a pair of sourpusses, and Olivia is pompous and self-important.”

“I know,” I said, wiping my nose on my sleeve, “But why did Edmund have to be so rude? What did I ever do to him?”

Rhali shrugged. “I don’t know. Some people are just ungracious shits.” She gave me a wry smile. “Enjoy your punishment. I’ll bring you something to eat later.”

I tried to smile back, but the best I could manage was a mild grimace. Rhali had managed to lift my mood a little, but I still felt I had let down Sarah. The day had begun with such promise—and the journey to Rosedon had been so enjoyable and full of adventure—but my short time in Rosedon had started so poorly. I wished I could have begun the whole day over again.

Rhali, as promised, brought a plate of cold meats, cheese, and bread, but I had lost my appetite. I tried to sleep, but the day's events kept replaying in my mind. Plus, I kept thinking about the mysterious box Henderson had given me back in Foxglow.

Once I felt sure Rhali wasn’t coming back, I unpacked Henderson’s box and placed it on the table in my room. I took the key from around my neck, held it in my hand, and tried to work up enough courage to open the box. I placed the key in the lock and turned it. It clicked, and the lid of the box popped open. I found a single book inside.

It looked timeworn and fragile, slightly battered, but clearly well-loved. I picked it up and held it in my hands, surprised by how light it felt. I read the cover: Great Expectations by Charles Dickens. I opened the book. Inside its cover, written in faded pencil, were these words: Percy. D.M.D.S. I had no idea who Percy was or what the letters meant. So, I turned a few pages and read the first paragraph:


My father’s family name being Pirrip, and my Christian name being Philip, my infant tongue could make of both names nothing longer or more explicit than Pip. So, I called myself Pip, and came to be called Pip.



I don’t know how long I read that night. All I know is I fell asleep at some point having devoured as much of the book as possible. Rhali woke me by banging on my bedroom door.

“Wake up, sleepy head.”

I rushed to put the book back in its box and hid it amongst my belongings before opening the door.

“What took you so long? I hope you weren’t playing with your tool. You’re going to need that soon.”

“Shut up.”

“Look at you. You haven’t even changed. Have you had a wash? Hurry up!”

I rushed around to prepare for the new day but found it difficult not to think about the strange new world I had read about. A world where men were the masters and women were slaves to the whims and desires of men.

Over the following weeks and months, I would read that book repeatedly. Some of it felt familiar, like how Mrs Gargery bossed Joe and Pip around. But other things were strange and confusing. Why was Joe a blacksmith and not a sire? And why were the guardians in the story men and not women? And why was Mrs Gargery so poor when she owned two men? And why was Miss Havisham so wealthy when she didn’t own a boy, but a girl instead? None of it made any sense.

I had no idea where the book came from, who the author was, or even if the world he described was real—but it seemed so real to me. It must have been real. A world where a man could write a book. A world where men were free to be whoever or whatever they desired. These possibilities made me feel both happy and sad.
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5. The Apprentice
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It was only my first full day in Rosedon. Still, I was expected to start my breeding apprenticeship almost straight away. In some ways, I looked forward to my first sexual experience. My wet dreams and awakening desire for the female form left me intrigued and hungry for more. But, as always, my natural hesitance and dislike of new experiences also fuelled my anxiety.

I tried to hide this from Rhali, but she could see right through me. “Come on,” she said, putting her arm around me as she led me out of our lodge. “You’ll need to get this over with sooner or later. Let’s go see the white-sister. Maybe she’ll make you feel better.”

I smiled a thank you at Rhali, and she walked me through the rose-gardens and then into Olivia’s mansion. She had already memorised the entire building layout, a feat that impressed me greatly. Rhali’s competence and self-confidence helped me overcome my nerves to a degree.

We came to a door with the symbol of the white frangipani painted on it. Rhali knocked and opened the door for me, indicating I should enter. I wanted her to accompany me, but I knew I had to do this alone. I entered the room, and a white-sister waited for me, sitting behind a small but functional desk.

“Good health and wellbeing for all,” I said, giving the sign of the blessing.

She gave me a perfunctory nod. “Take off your clothes.”

I
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