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         Article L-8535274 - Code L-17
      

         All Belgrame residents have the right to enter the Praegressus before their 30th birthday. The tournament takes place annually on the first day of summer. Applying to enter the Praegressus is a binding commitment. Failure to participate when summoned will result in immediate transferral to District X.
      

         Any resident who is victorious in the Praegressus will be immediately granted residency in the District of their choice.
      

          
      

         Matriculation Number: 1593
      

         Alias: Satie Wolfgram
      

         Sex: Female
      

         Location: District II
      

      

   


   
      
         The second explosion seems to be far away. As the sound fades, I try to work out where it came from. Was it from the east or the west? I have no idea. My ears are ringing and I can feel the blood rushing to my head. My white coat hangs open, revealing my Praegressus uniform underneath. I look over at the panicked crowd in the stands, which are collapsing beneath their feet. Their screams are lost in the air. I don’t even flinch at the third explosion. I feel like I am watching what is happening from afar, as my rivals and teammate rush around me. We are suspended in time as we watch the terrorists destroy our city and steal our spotlight. Smoke is rising now from the stands, flames engulfing the seats from which the spectators once cheered. I can hear gunshots all around me; they seem to be everywhere. Screams echo around the arena where just moments ago, we were fighting for our freedom. I had waited for so long to enter the Praegressus; it was my one chance to escape certain death and fight for a new life. I never knew how to thank the man who had got me into the tournament.

         After a grueling selection process, the candidates take part in a one-week training course. They are then thrown into the arena in District O. The Praegressus is organized and run by the Operators, who work in concordance with the Founders’ writings. No-one knows when the first Praegressus took place, so there are many different rumors and versions of the story. The tournament is held in a terrified reverence by everyone in Belgrame, and the participants are hailed forever as heroes and martyrs. And now all I can do is watch while this ancient tradition goes up in smoke in front of my eyes. Sirens echo through the streets, confirming what we already knew in our hearts. This is an attack; the beginning of a war. But as I lie on the battlefield with those who were once my enemies, I feel strangely calm.

          
      

         From the bridge on Avenue Talgrad, I watched the river flowing below, the water calm and inviting. Dawn was breaking over Belgrame, and I knew it would be the last one I would ever see. Despite my fear of heights, I wasn’t scared. I knew I could jump right at that moment and be swallowed into the late-autumn mist. I just hoped the fall would break me so that I could drown in peace. The icy water would quickly take my weak body under.

         I had been dreaming of this moment for months, convinced that there was no better way to end my life. I had tried to keep the dark thoughts from invading my head for as long as possible, but as time went on, they became more persistent, more insidious. I knew that this was the only way out. I had been assigned to District II and had become a Partner before I understood what was happening. I was thrown into an existence where my sexuality was controlled, and my one sexual partner for life was chosen for me by LeXuS. I hadn’t known what to expect, having never paid much attention to the Partners who had raised me. I realized quickly that I would never fit in in District II, nor in any of the other Belgrame Districts. I felt utterly lost and helpless, and meeting my prospective partner, Fred, just made things worse. I underwent training at the Institute of Belgrame, where the Operators in charge of the program paired us with compatible partners, based on our DNA. On a form given to us when we arrived, I had declared myself heterosexual, based solely on the desires that I had felt up until that point. Everyone had assured me that I would be paired with the right person, as the great LeXuS was never wrong.

         So it was dressed in my new uniform, my hair pulled back into a tight bun, that I met Fred for the first time, accompanied by my instructor, Davis. Fred was tall, with slicked-back hair and a neat beard. He had a cruel, cold look in his eyes that sent shivers down my spine. Together we underwent various tests and checks, including a lie detector test. According to LeXuS, if a couple displayed a powerful emotional connection, the relationship wouldn’t work. The function of the partnership was to raise Paidis, artificially born children. The connection between Fred and me was certainly not too strong. But there should have at least been something between us, some respect for building our relationship.

         I was nervous about our first sexual experience, overseen by a Worker sent from District I. We stood waiting in our spartan bedroom, Fred wearing a white robe and deliberately avoiding my gaze. He seemed at ease like he had been ready for this moment his whole life. The Worker instructed me to take off my clothes as she opened her tablet and projected a list of rules onto the white wall in front of us. The act was not allowed to last for more than 10 minutes. We were given consent forms to sign, which I skimmed before nervously scribbling my name. The Worker, her diamond-encrusted identity bracelet glinting on her slender wrist, asked me to lie on my back and spread my legs wide. This was it; Fred and I were both about to lose our virginity. The Worker offered him help, but he refused curtly, anger lacing his voice. Suddenly, he was on top of me, his robe hanging open to reveal his swelling penis. My hands trembling, I surprised myself by reaching out to touch his erection. The Worker nodded in approval. She stood by my side and got out a notebook, preparing to take notes. I could tell that her presence was annoying Fred, but as my fingers closed around his penis, it got even more rigid and he shuddered in pleasure. Fascinated, I continued, my cheeks burning with arousal. I wanted him to touch me too, and I hoped he would as I started to slide my fingers up and down his erection. He didn’t look at me as he groaned, a clear liquid seeped out of the tip of his penis. Seeing his pleasure made my stomach knot, and a wave of excitement coursed through my body. I slowly slid my free hand down between my legs. I had never explored this part of me before, and I was surprised to find it swollen and wet. Taking care to maintain the rhythm of my other hand on Fred’s penis, I inexpertly slid a finger inside my vagina. I jumped and immediately began to thrust it gently in and out in time to my strokes of Fred’s massive erection. He threw his head back and gasped, just as the Worker intervened. We had reached the permitted amount of foreplay for our first time.

         She told Fred to penetrate me, forcing me to let go of his throbbing penis and leaving me frustrated at having been interrupted. He straddled me, placing a hand on my breast as he did so. I tried to hide my shiver of pleasure, as the Worker had told us that this part should be mechanical rather than instinctive. I lay back and let Fred take control. I already knew that I would never love this man, but I liked the sensations he was provoking in my body.

         He stroked my breast and then pinched my nipple hard. A wave of pleasure surged through me and my back arched automatically. He touched me, checking that I was wet enough to receive his penis, which was now throbbing and almost ready to explode. This was all new for him, as well, but he didn’t seem nervous at all. He gently rubbed in between my legs, and then his fingers found a small button of flesh which the Worker told us was called the clitoris. I sighed as his hand made contact with it, feeling myself get even wetter. I was ready. I lifted my hips and Fred slid inside me. A brief jolt of pain was soon washed away by the intense pleasure of feeling his huge penis filling me up. I grabbed his face, pulling it towards me, but he pushed it away and closed his eyes. After four or five thrusts, he couldn’t restrain himself any longer and he came inside me with one final groan. I could feel that I was about to reach my ecstasy, too, but my anticipation was cut short by the Worker, who declared the act finished.

         Apparently, we had fulfilled the basic requirements and we were now officially Partners. I shuddered as Fred pulled out of me, feeling frustration boiling inside of me. I hoped we could continue once the Worker had left. I glanced at Fred, trying to get my message across. But he just shot me a look of disdain and left the room. All hope I had had for our relationship plummeted as I lay on the bed, my legs still open. My body was begging for an end to what Fred had started, but I didn’t know how to control this newfound pleasure that he had ignited in me. I wanted to discover my body and sexuality, but I knew then that I would never have the chance.

         Fred and I embarked upon a doomed relationship. Being a faithful supporter of LeXuS, he was strict with me, and I had no choice but to submit to him. The walls of our two bedroomed house quickly seemed to close in on us, suffocating us, even without Paidis in the picture. Although forced to be together, we began to lead separate lives, cut off in our worlds. And then the arguments started; insults were hurled and feelings were hurt. And then the words turned into violence.

          
      

         Article L-512: Partners must adhere to LeXuS laws regarding their communication, lifestyle and sexual practices. In terms of expression of opinion, they must speak as one voice.

         Article L-518: both Partners must live in their allocated home until the death of one of the parties. The Law Sector (District O) may, in extreme circumstances, grant the separation of Partners. Likewise, if necessary, a relationship may be terminated by the Law Sector without warning.

          
      

         Fred reminded me constantly of the rules we were obliged to follow. I became a prisoner in my own home, and I often wished I was dead. I could have applied for a transferral under extreme circumstances, but I didn’t dare. I felt guilty for failing in the duty that LeXuS had given me, although, in some respects, I had become what they wanted. I was a robot, an unfeeling machine. Fear had become an everyday, unremarkable emotion. Fred beat me and raped me, convinced he was doing the Founders’ bidding. I couldn’t speak out against him; I knew that if I did, I would be sent to District X.

         He had total control over me. Over time, he had worn me down, making me forget who I was and what I felt. The arrival of our first Paidis gave me purpose, and I devoted myself entirely to them, scared that if I didn't, I would disappear completely. They were my entire life, until the day I walked into a nearby cafe on my one day off a week, with a black eye and a bruised leg. Free of my duties for a few hours, I sat down at the bar and caught the waiter’s eye. He was a man of about thirty, with smooth, tanned skin and clear blue eyes, which seemed to be overflowing with tenderness and expression. They were the most beautiful eyes I had ever seen. He came over to me and quickly struck up a conversation. As I laughed at something he said, I realized it was the first time I had heard the sound in years.

         I went back to the cafe the next week, and then the week after. His name, Ofield, will be burnt into my memory forever. I realized quickly that my feelings for him were real, and that I had to control them, or failing that, at least hide them. But in the end, I couldn’t. When he invited me up to his apartment, my excitement made me forget all about the duties waiting for me at home. I let myself get lost in the moment.

         As soon as the door to his apartment swung open, I threw myself on him, kissing him like my life depended on it. My instincts guided me for the first time in my life, releasing a carnal desire that I never knew I was capable of. He grabbed me and kissed me passionately on my neck and then my chest. My underwear was wet against my thighs, a regular occurrence since that first frustrating night with Fred. But I knew that things would be different with Ofield, that he would help me discover all the pleasure I had always been denied. He lifted me against the wall next to the front door, and I wound my legs around his waist. The bulge between his legs pressed into my thigh, making me burn with desire. My chest heaving in anticipation, I slid down the straps of my top. Ofield helped me, and in seconds he had taken off my bra and had released my breasts. Eyeing them hungrily, he began to lick my hard, sensitive nipples. I groaned, throwing my head back in happiness. I closed my eyes, relishing the new sensation of his tongue exploring. I pushed my crotch against him, desperate to relieve my frustration. Freeing one of my arms, I opened the zip of his trousers. He was wearing nothing underneath, and his penis was now free, hard and pulsing in excitement. I wanted to take it in my hands, to feel it throb and watch it ejaculate.

         Ofield carried me over to a nearby table and sat me down before quickly taking off the rest of my clothes. My vagina, now exposed, was swollen and dripping. I was desperate for Ofield to touch it, and I let my thighs fall open, encouraging him in. Ofield gripped his penis and slid his hand up and down it a few times, just as I had done for Fred on that first night. As I watched his hand move frantically, I could almost feel his pleasure. Suddenly, he buried his face between my legs. I held onto the shelf above my head and lay back to enjoy the incredible sensation as his tongue roamed, penetrating me gently and circling my throbbing clitoris. I cried out in joy, pulling his hair as he continued to swirl his tongue around and around, getting faster until his rhythm was frenetic. All the while, he continued to masturbate, until both of us were groaning loudly and uncontrollably. His free hand snaked up and grabbed my hip, pulling me towards the edge of the table. He looked up for a second, his lips shining and his eyes sparkling. Suddenly, my pleasure reached its peak, and I came for the first time, shaking and howling in ecstasy. My head was still spinning as Ofield picked me up and moved me over to the bed. I wanted to return the favor and take his red, hard penis into my mouth. But he left me no opportunity to do so, as he coaxed open my legs and slid inside me. He thrust several times, before wriggling back out, his penis pulsing and almost ready to explode. I used my hands to finish what he had started, excited to watch his release and feel his pleasure all over my trembling body. When I could feel he was about to cum, I approached his penis with my mouth, and no sooner had my tongue touched it than hot liquid spurted from the tip. I licked my lips hungrily, letting the rest of his semen dribble down my neck. And then we started again.

          
      

         Crowds of people are rushing towards the emergency exits, helped by the Guardians of Justice. No-one has come to help us escape; why would they? We are the circus freaks of Belgrame. We exist only for entertainment. Anyway, the Guardians seem like toy soldiers compared to our attackers, armed for battle and determined to kill us all. We are going to die on the battlefield that we hoped would bring us glory. Of course, we were all prepared to die today, as we knew only one of us could make it out of the Praegressus alive. But none of us ever thought it would end like this. A Guardian’s voice comes over the loudspeaker, telling us that the exits are blocked. We are all trapped.

         The explosions have stopped, replaced by gunshots. It is a massacre. One of the other participants runs onto the main battlefield in the middle of the arena. He is hoping to escape while the Renegades are hunting the rest of us down. At first, I thought the Renegades were only targeting the Operators, but now I see them trying to hide in their glass commentary booths. They were prepared. Earlier, a rumor was going around that one of the Founders of LeXuS was in the crowd. I knew it was impossible, as the Founders either never existed at all, or have been dead for centuries, as we are all taught by our Partners growing up. But if it were true, surely the Founder would be horrified to see what they have created. Thinking of this calms me down.

         Some Guardians are making their way over to my teammate and me. Maybe they think they can hide us among the residents and get us out of Belgrame. Or perhaps they think we could hide in plain sight among the Renegades. I know neither plan would work; we are too conspicuous in our Praegressus uniforms. One of them grabs my arm, pulling me up. I look at my teammate, who I trust and have trusted throughout the tournament so far, and then I gaze around me at the apocalyptic scene unfolding before my eyes. I already know that this will be a turning point in Belgrame’s history, which will never be forgotten. I don’t want to leave like this. I want to be here to see what happens until the very end.

          
      

         One year earlier, the Guardians of Justice stormed into Ofield’s bedroom. I immediately understood what had happened. I had stayed out too late and Fred had immediately gone to the District II headquarters. Playing the concerned husband, he had asked them to track me using the identification chip, which all Belgrame residents have implanted at birth. Some residents managed to have theirs deactivated, but I had never even considered it. Lying spent in my lover’s arms, I had forgotten the power that Belgrame held over me. I had been so stupid.

         Two Guardians forced their way into the bedroom, armed as if expecting a fight, and dragged us out of bed. I was ashamed of my naked, vulnerable body, but also of these men who had been stripped of their humanity by LeXuS. Ofield was handcuffed and covered with a dark cloak, and then they took him away before I could say anything or even look into his eyes one last time. One of the Guardians pushed my clothes towards me with the barrel of his gun, and I hurriedly put them on. I didn’t know what would happen to me, but I realized I wasn’t scared. I suspected I would be sent to District X to await judgment. We had committed one of the most serious crimes in Belgrame. We had had an unauthorized sexual relationship, and in my case, it was with someone from a lesser District.

         The Partners and Workers were considered the elite of Belgrame, unlike the Consumers, of whom there were too many important. But to my surprise, the Guardians took me home. Fred greeted me coldly, not bothering to put on an act, and thanked the Guardians for finding me. He didn’t ask what had happened; I think he could read the whole story on my face. Our Paidis eyed me warily, unsure of how to react. I was sorry to see them like this because I truly loved them like my children. I knew that Fred had even more power now. If he wanted, he could keep the Paidis away from me as punishment. It wouldn’t be unreasonable. Or he could send me away for having brought dishonor to District II. I hoped with all my heart that he did.

         But Fred pleaded with the Guardians to let me stay. He convinced them that I was the perfect Partner and that I had been led astray by Ofield, weak and stupid as I was. He thought these were better qualities for a woman to have than bravery or ambition. Like this, I was less of a threat. The next day Fred told me that my lover, whose name he refused to utter, had been sent to District X. In the end, we had both lost. I cried all night, mourning my short-lived time with Ofield.

         Just three months later, I had had enough. I left home in the middle of the night, determined to end my life. Darkness had descended on my mind, and every day was now a struggle. This was the only way out, the only way to escape Fred’s clutches. He would never let me go otherwise. LeXuS wouldn’t allow it. I found myself on the bridge, feeling the same sense of serenity I had experienced with Ofield. I was recognizable, having not taken off my Partner uniform. I knew that the Guardians of Justice would soon be doing their nightly rounds and that before too long, Fred would wake up, report me missing, and I would be caught and taken back to him again. I didn’t have much time. I had to jump.

         ‘Sacrifice is noble only when it is public and recognized only when it is in the name of LeXuS. In fact, if you jump, you will probably just end up badly injured, rather than dead. That would be both dishonorable and a waste of your time.’

         The voice which snapped me out of my thoughts sent an icy chill down my spine. I turned around slowly and saw an Operator in uniform. I wanted to escape, but I had missed my chance to jump. I quickly looked around, expecting to see Guardians or Fred. But the Operator assured me that he was alone, out for a nighttime walk. He was an average looking man of about 50, but something about him drew me to him. I wanted to say something to justify myself, to explain why I was on the bridge, but I couldn’t get the words out. I must have seemed completely crazy. He took my hand. By now, I was ready to accept defeat and go home. I had missed my chance at freedom, and now I would accept my lot.

         ‘You were about to do something irrevocable, so I assume that you have your reasons. You have to be brave to even consider taking your own life. But are you brave enough?

         He introduced himself as Robert Festord. He was an Operator and worked as an Ambassador of Belgrame in Sector VI of District O. I didn’t know what the Ambassadors did. Still, he seemed to be very knowledgeable about Belgrame and assured me that, given the time, my Partner would have already raised the alarm after finding me missing. Robert gave me a choice; I could go back to Fred, or I could go with him. He told me I could leave my life in District II behind, without consequences or repercussions. Of course, I accepted. We got in his car and set off for District O. Robert being an important man, we were waved through all the checkpoints, but I was uneasy. His proposition couldn’t be selfless. What did he want in return?

         We arrived at the central tower of Belgrame, where the Operators’ offices were. People stared as I followed Robert inside, my Partner uniform prompting whispers of speculation. Robert ushered me into his office and offered me a hot drink. Despite his kindness so far, I still felt uneasy. He took my hand and my stomach turned. What did he want? Was he going to turn me in? But if so, why did he bother saving me in the first place?

         I sank back into a comfortable armchair in the corner of his office, looking out at the impressive view over Belgrame. I felt nervous and relieved at the same time. What was the worst that could happen? How could things get worse than they already were with Fred? Robert sat down at his desk and flashed me a comforting smile.

         ‘Satie… That is your name, isn’t it? Did you know that there is a way that you can leave your District and start a new life, without having to throw yourself off a bridge? I’m not trying to say that LeXuS was wrong in making you a Partner, but these things happen sometimes. I suspect that if you hadn’t been paired with Fred Potman, you would have enjoyed being a Partner. Don’t be surprised that I know who Fred is. On your way into the building, you were scanned, giving me access to your entire file. I know who you are, Satie, perhaps better than you know yourself. So, I’ll ask you again, would you like to change District and never have to see Fred again?’

         I didn’t respond, unsure if Robert’s question was genuine or some kind of test. What would happen if I gave the wrong answer? I didn’t know what to say. The thought of never having to see Fred again made my heart leap, and Robert could see that. He leaned forward, a triumphant look on his face, and uttered the words that so many Belgrame citizens dreamed of hearing; The Praegressus. Although everyone had heard of the Praegressus, I didn’t know what it was. I had always thought that it didn’t concern me, that it was just another part of Belgrame reserved for someone else. But according to Robert, my past experiences, as he put it, made me an ideal candidate. He was convinced I had what it took to defeat the nine other competitors and win the freedom to choose my new District. I didn’t have the heart to tell him that I wasn’t sure it was worth it. If I was going to die, I wanted it to be as quick and painless as possible. As well as this, I knew next to nothing about how the Praegressus worked. What if I wasn’t a good candidate? I had heard that the selection process, conducted by officials from each District, was ruthless. Surely the officials were biased in some way, through bribery or blackmail. What if Fred was somehow involved? I wouldn’t have been surprised.

         Robert’s voice pulled me out of my daydream as he began to explain more about the Praegressus. He said that this year was unique, as it was the anniversary of the tournament. The Operators behind it had been planning something revolutionary for months. Robert assured me that it was going to be exceptional and that I was the perfect candidate. I must have looked skeptical, as he continued:

         ‘Satie, you represent the very essence of Belgrame. You have the ambition and drive that it takes to succeed. But more than that, you don’t have the same fear of death that other people have. Imagine what you could do if you won. I bet you’d like to become an Operator, wouldn’t you? No Praegressus candidate has ever fought for a District other than District O.’

         ‘And I’m sure that no Operator has ever participated in the Praegressus, have they?’

         Robert’s encouragement buoyed my spirits. Maybe he was right. Perhaps I could succeed in the Praegressus. Maybe I could see Ofield again if I won, and free him from District X. But Robert was wrong about one thing; I wouldn’t become an Operator. I would become a Consumer and live in the freedom that I had always dreamed of. Suddenly, everything clicked into place. I had made my choice. I would enter the Praegressus. Robert smiled broadly at my acceptance, placing both of his hands firmly on his desk. I felt his eyes bore into me as they meandered over my trembling body. I realized then that he would see me at my most vulnerable and desperate; everyone in Belgrame was. I was sure that if he had the chance, he would fuck me, roughly and without mercy.

         I imagined him ordering me to take off my uniform and kneel in front of him. The fantasy took hold, and pleasure washed over me as I imagined what he could do to me, this man who I didn’t even find attractive, who made my stomach turn. I pictured him taking out his flaccid penis, which would harden gradually at his touch. I would be on all fours, and he would approach me, brandishing his erection. Despite my shame, I would be uncontrollably aroused and ready for him to take me. He would spank me and roughly caress my breasts, before snaking his hand between my legs, finding me dripping wet. He would finger me slightly clumsily, groaning as his penis strained. I would be surprised at how exciting it was, even compared to my incredible afternoons with Ofield. I would press myself into his palm, my clitoris rubbing against his skin. Then, just as my pleasure threatened to overcome me, Robert would force himself into me from behind with an authority which I wouldn’t dare to challenge, pulling my hair as he did so.

         The fantasy seemed so real that my cheeks burned, my underwear soaking wet. If he had wanted, I would have let him take me then and there. I was desperate to feel the sweet pain of orgasm again, with or without Ofield. I knew then that pleasure would be my motivation during the Praegressus. I would do anything to come out victorious and free to express my sexuality; however I wanted. Robert told me that he could help me bypass the preliminary stages of the selection process and enter me straight into the final interviews. Then I would really have to prove my worth.

         So that was that. I was given a temporary matriculation number and provided accommodation in District O, where I would stay until the interview. Fred would not be allowed near me, and I signed a consent form giving Robert full powers as my next of kin. Finally, free of the fear that Fred would come and find me, I was able to rest for the first time in years, in my comfortable room on the 30th floor of an Operators’ apartment block. It was hard to believe that just six hours earlier, I had almost thrown myself off a bridge.

         I only had to wait one week before I was summoned to the interview. I had no idea what to expect, and Robert had been careful not to reveal anything during our several dinners together during my stay. I didn’t know anything about the other candidates, either. Still, I had been able to find out some information about previous editions of the Praegressus, thanks to Robert giving me access to the Belgrame news archives. I was curious about what I was getting into, even though it was already too late to turn back. I read about the challenges that previous participants had undertaken, most of them as savage as they were arousing. Shocking sex acts designed to test those who were willing to do anything to change their lot in life. I was almost sure that previous winners of the Praegressus were looked down on by their new peers, considered to be unworthy of their place in their new District. Despite what they had been through to get there, they would never really belong. At least, that’s what Fred would have thought.

         On the day of my interview, I arrived at 9 am sharp. Having got rid of my Workers uniform, I was wearing clothes given to me by Robert. An expressionless security guard ticked off my name from the top of his list and led me through the security check and corridor. I followed obediently, my heart thumping, anxiety sweeping through my body. I had learned the night before that Robert was the director of the interview panel, which explained his reluctance to divulge any details about the process.

         The security guard led me into a large, dimly lit room. I looked around, taking in what I could see in the vain hope that it might give me some clue as to what to expect of the interview. A throne-like chair stood in a shallow pit in the center of the room. The security guard led me down there and asked me to take off my clothes. I did as I was told, removing each item of clothing slowly with shaking hands. My eyes continued to dart around the room, noticing large, empty picture frames covering the walls. I wondered briefly whether they were two-way mirrors, but I didn't have time to dwell on the answer, as the security guardleft me alone next to the chair, just as the overhead light was turned off, replaced by a neon red glow from the floor beneath me. I had the horrible feeling of being trapped. I jumped as a voice boomed into the room through a speaker. It explained my task; several Operators were watching me from what I had assumed were two-way mirrors, but were small booths shrouded in darkness, and I had to bring them to orgasm in any way I could. I had been given some sex toys to help me with the challenge, which I found in a box under the throne. If and when I succeeded in pleasing a member of the jury, their box would light up. To avoid disqualification, three out of eight boxes had to light up. It was like a twisted TV talent show.

         The voice faded, informing me that my time had started. For a few seconds, I was frozen to the spot, not knowing what to do. Then, I sat down on the chair and took a deep breath. I was beginning to understand what was expected of me. This was the moment where I could put into practice everything the Ofield had taught me about my pleasure. I closed my eyes. I was ready. Keeping my legs crossed to maintain an element of suspense, I slowly ran my fingers down the front of my throat, down to my chest. I gently caressed my right breast, then my left, before snaking my hand down onto my stomach. I circled my navel for a few seconds and then came back to my chest, pinching my hardening nipples. The sensation sent a jolt of arousal through my body, and I arched my back, sighing gently. I breathed in deeply, settling my nerves, enjoying the feeling of my soft hands on my breasts as I pinched and pulled my sensitive nipples. I had already forgotten all about the time limit, my mind focussed solely on exploring my body. I resisted the urge to open my legs, knowing that keeping them closed would be even more tantalizing for my audience. The throbbing sensation between my legs quickly spread through my entire body, and I instinctively threw my head back. Just then, one of the booths lit up, revealing a man with his trousers open, his spent penis in his hand. He smiled at me, but I ignored him.

         Keeping one hand on my breasts, I guided the other down between my legs. I was desperate to reach my destination as fast as possible, but I held back, moving as slowly as I could bear. I forced a finger into the small space between my still crossed legs, finding myself already dripping wet. I groaned as I penetrated my tight vagina, teasing my rock hard nipples as I did so. I could feel that my clitoris was swollen and pulsing; I couldn’t resist opening my legs, revealing myself to my audience. I rested my legs on the armrests of the chair, wondering if I should put one of the toys at my disposal to use. But the pleasure already coursing through my body told me I didn’t need to. Three other booths lit up, revealing two women and a man, in similar positions to the previous man. One of the women was licking her lips hungrily, one finger still inside her gleaming wet vagina. I wished I could have licked it, but I contented myself with looking her straight in the eyes, encouraging her to follow my movements. She didn’t hesitate to do so, copying me as I used two fingers to caress my clitoris, moaning at the incredible sensation. I was afraid I might cum too quickly, as excited as I was by the view of the Operator in ecstasy. I was no longer sure who was guiding who. She slid three fingers inside herself, then brought them back out and licked them teasingly. I copied her, now desperate to finger myself until I reached my climax.

         I barely noticed as three more booths lit up, focused as I was on my final destination. The Operator sets the rhythm, expertly kneading her clitoris faster with each second. I pressed my entire hand onto my clitoris and arched my back. I was on the edge of the chair now, desperate to succumb to my pleasure, but I didn’t want to cum before her. I wasn’t sure I could hold on much longer, as I felt the wave of my climax crest, threatening to engulf me.

         The remaining booth lit up, revealing Robert standing up against the glass. His penis was erect and still pulsing, and it seemed he had ejaculated on the glass without even needing to touch himself. I remembered my fantasy about him, fingering myself furiously now as liquid began to seep from between my legs, until I came with a devastating shudder, just after the Operator. I tried to hold onto the feeling of ecstasy as it faded away, knowing that it would be worth risking death to feel this every day.

          
      

         My head spins as the Guardian clutches my arm, pulling me with him as he runs. I follow him blindly, eyeing the gun, which he seems ready to use at any moment. I have no idea where he is taking me, given that the emergency exits are already closed. I can hear the Renegades close by, shooting anyone who tries to escape.

         The blatant violence shocks me. I understand now that the Renegades are not merely a story told by Belgrame to scare us into obedience; they are real, and they are ruthless. It is clear that no-one has a chance of getting out of the arena alive. I don’t need to look at them to know that their eyes are filled with hatred, their faces contorted by fury. They are in a shared frenzy, fuelled by their loathing for Belgrame.

         Just a few weeks earlier, I felt like they did, disillusioned as I was with LeXuS and its laws. But I chose to die alone, without taking others down with me. As I watch the bloodshed of so many innocent people, I know that I made the right choice. In their desire to overthrow LeXuS and claim power over Belgrame, they have lowered themselves to using the violent tactics of those they abhor. But what choice do they have?

         The Guardian leads me to a hidden tunnel, usually used to collect the bodies during the Pragressus. I saw it put to use four times before the Renegades came. We realize too late that the entrance is locked, just as a Renegade comes barreling towards us at full speed. I close my eyes.

          
      

         After being accepted into the Praegressus, thanks to my successful ‘interview,’ I was overwhelmed by a mixture of excitement and nerves for the upcoming tournament. Robert insisted on helping me train, and I knew I couldn’t say no to him, knowing how powerful he was, and especially after seeing him standing there, panting in his lit-up booth, his penis erect for me.

         I had just three weeks before the Praegressus, three weeks to enjoy the freedom I had never before been granted. I could walk through the streets anonymously, having no matriculation number or uniform to identify me. I hadn’t heard from Fred or the Paidis, and I began to wonder why. Perhaps someone from District O had told them I was dead?

         I relished my temporary existence as a sort of refugee. There was almost nothing I couldn’t do, although I was surprised that Robert hadn’t used his power over me to demand something more than friendship. I decided I had been wrong to assume that his intentions were anything other than honest and good. I was about to make him an offer I hoped he wouldn’t refuse - he could do as pleased with me in exchange for letting me keep my new-found freedom and forfeit my place in the Praegressus - when he suddenly disappeared. I was sure that it had something to do with the way he had recruited me. I waited for him to come back, but soon the Guardians of Justice came to take me to Sector IV of District O. It was time for the Praegressus.

         We were given very little information about what awaited us in the arena, having been told that we would find out most things right at the last minute, at the same time as the spectators. We were given our uniforms and a thin white coat bearing the Belgrame coat of arms. They were identical for everyone, with no numbers to distinguish us. We were to be thrown into the arena completely anonymous. Once we were there, it didn’t matter who we were. I was acutely aware that for most of us, these would be the last clothes we ever wore.

         The evening before the tournament, we had a special dinner, a banquet presided over by Daxine, the host of the Praegressus since its very first edition. That night, we felt like the stars of Belgrame. I savored those few hours as a hero, trying to forget what was coming the next day.

         As we all sat around the table, groaning with delicious food, the atmosphere was strangely light and friendly. All of the other candidates seemed happy and excited about what was to come. Were they innocently hiding their nerves, or were they trying to confuse each other? They all appeared relatively normal, even though I knew that to get to where we were, you had to be ruthless and frankly, crazy. By the end of the tournament, only one of us would be alive, and we all seemed sure it would be us. But to enter the Praegressus, you had to be prepared to die. The candidates were not only fighting for glory; they were utterly desperate. I looked at them one by one. Having given up our identities upon entering the tournament, I had no idea which Districts they came from. Were they Consumers? Partners? Workers? Who were my rivals?

         But I didn’t ask any of these questions as I sipped my glass of wine, the first and probably last of my life. I enjoyed the feeling of lightness that it gave me, and if I could have, I would have drunk the whole bottle. I found I became more confident as I drank. I was excited and ready for anything. Halfway through the evening, Robert Festord entered the room, followed by two uniformed Operators, who, like us, seemed to be in good spirits. We all stood up as he approached the table, waiting with bated breath for whatever news was coming. I watched as the man I held in such high regard told us the last thing we were expecting:

         ‘This year, we have a very special candidate in the Praegressus. Someone very prestigious indeed.’

         I blushed, sure he was talking about me. I tried to maintain a neutral expression as he continued.

         ‘Don, as an Operator, you will be the key to this year’s tournament,’ he said, gesturing behind him at one of the Operators who had accompanied him in. ‘All eyes will be on you. You see, my dears, his participation will prove that anything is possible in Belgrame. If he wins, he will be free to choose the District in which he wants to live, or he can return to District O, of course.’

         Robert’s words were met with stunned silence. We were all speechless. An Operator in the Praegressus? It didn't make sense. Why would he risk his life when he already lived in District O? Was this some kind of test? Don didn’t say anything. His eyes fixed on the wall behind us. Underneath his clenched jaw and steely expression, I could see that he was handsome. He seemed like an Operator, confident and charismatic.

         Robert had a second piece of news, which was less dramatic, but just as relevant. He told us that this year, the organizers of the Praegressus had designed three brand new tasks. And we wouldn’t be alone in confronting them. We would be paired up with another candidate, with whom we would work as a team. I didn’t know if this was a good thing or not. We would find out who our teammates were the next day, at the start of the tournament. Then the truth dawned on me; this meant there wouldn’t be just one winner this year, but two.

         Then, we had a capsule of poison injected under our rib cage. When we failed a task, the capsule would be opened remotely, killing us instantly. A shiver went down my spine at the thought of what was to come. Suddenly, it all seemed so real. I went to bed and slept soundly, and before I knew it, I was in the arena. This was it.

         ‘Ladies and gentlemen of Belgrame, it is my honor to welcome you to this extraordinary anniversary edition of the Praegressus. Today, you are going to witness never-before-seen challenges and meet some truly exceptional candidates, all thanks to the great LeXuS. Now, let the games begin!’

         Standing anonymously amongst the other candidates, I didn’t hear anything else after that, as the blood thumping drowned out the sound of Daxine’s voice in my head. The arena seemed incomprehensibly big to me, and nerves took over my body, rooting me to the spot. We had been instructed to stand in front of the seats, facing the spectators, while Daxine gave her speech. Three huge screens hung above us, to provide the audience with a close-up view of the imminent bloodbath. I looked around me, searching for clues of what tasks we might have to face, but the organizers had been careful to give nothing away. I felt minuscule standing there in front of thousands of people. But I realized that although I was nervous, I wasn’t scared. I was ready.

         Daxine explained to the spectators that we had been kept in suspense about who our teammates would be. Now was the moment of truth. Our names flashed up on one of the screens, and my heart somersaulted as I realized that I was with Don. The audience cheered, and some of my rivals turned to look at me, expressions of shock and jealousy on their faces. A Guardian ushered me over to stand beside my new teammate. I blushed; he was even more handsome than I remembered. He grabbed my hand, and I sensed his apprehension. I began to suspect that he was being forced to participate against his will. He was truly terrified, and his Operator mask was already starting to slip.

         The three tasks were to be revealed one by one, and the rules would remain the same throughout the tournament. Each task would last for ten minutes, during which time we aimed to either resist our orgasm or bring our rivals to climax. After two tasks, there would be a short pause to allow the surviving candidates to regain their strength before the final showdown. During the tasks, we would compete as one with our teammates. If they faltered, we would both fail. We would fight together until death.

         I shivered in anticipation, not daring to touch Don again. We glanced at each other and then up at the screens, where the name of the first task soon flashed up; ‘NOMEN LIGNEA.’ The crowd erupted, while we stayed still, unsure of how to react. Suddenly, the ground started to shake, and then split open, creating a large hole in the middle of the arena. Five wooden letters rose out of the ground, forming the word LEXUS. Each letter was adorned with straps, steps and locks—one letter for each pair. The Guardians approached to give us our instructions. One member of each team would be strapped to a letter and faced with an opponent, who would do everything they could to bring us to orgasm, while we had to try to resist. Our partner, meanwhile, would be the dominant one in the letter next to them. I was nervous, but Don flashed me a look that made me trust that he knew what he was doing. I climbed onto the ‘X,’ my arms and legs splayed apart and secured by the Guardians. I knew what I had to do; control my pleasure, whatever happened.

         My opponent was called Jared, and I almost laughed when I thought that just 12 hours previously, we had been sharing a drink. Although I was naked and vulnerable, I felt invincible. As the gong signaling the start of the challenge was struck, I took a deep breath. I had sensors strapped all over my body, which would detect an orgasm as soon as it happened. And as soon as an orgasm was registered, the corresponding pair would be killed. I knew that Don would do everything he could to bring his opponent to climax, and that mine would not stop for anything. Attached to my perverse crucifix, I closed my eyes. I was ready.

         Almost instantly, I felt a tongue on my breasts. I jumped in fear. I knew that this was a particularly sensitive area for me, and I hoped Jared wouldn’t linger there for too long. Being restrained just made me all the more aroused. I exhaled slowly, trying to steady myself, feeling wetness start to spread onto my thighs. I held back a groan as Jared climbed up next to me and slid two fingers inside my pulsing vagina. He fingered me for a few seconds before pressing on my clitoris with his thumb. I had no idea how to resist the orgasm I knew was racing to engulf me. I tried to think about other things, but it was no use. Jared persisted, kissing my stomach as he continued to caress me. Without looking at me, he gently brought his mouth between my legs. As his lips made contact, a jolt of electricity passed through my whole body. His tongue began licking me roughly, the sensation different to the tenderness I had experienced with Ofield. It was all I could do to stop myself crying out, and as my back arched instinctively, I didn’t dare look over at Don. I knew that if Jared continued, we would both be dead in minutes. His tongue slid into my throbbing vagina, out of which hot liquid was beginning to seep. I noticed his penis swelling as he did so, which did nothing to appease the fire inside me. He didn’t stop; he knew what was coming, that he would soon defeat me. He was going to take me to heaven, in more ways than one.

         Just then, the first pair fell, closely followed by the second, pulling me out of my ecstasy. Just a few moments later, and I knew we would have met the same fate. I had been marginally stronger than my unfortunate rivals, who had let their pleasure get the better of them. Mercifully, the gong sounded, signaling the end of the first task. As I was freed from my cross, I watched as the corpses of my rivals were cleared away.

         I found myself unexpectedly upset by the death of the first four candidates. After all, they had become familiar faces during what had already been an intense 24 hours. As I watched the Guardians unceremoniously load their bodies into a truck, I realized I didn’t even know their names.

         I stood next to Don, wishing I could congratulate him on our success in the previous task, but not wanting to draw unwanted attention from the Guardians. I wondered apprehensively what the next task would be, feeling grateful that there weren’t any Workers in the tournament. If there had been, their expertise would have surely been our downfall. There were just six of us left now, and no turning back. If we tried to escape, the Guardians would shoot us, or activate our poison capsules. The name of the next task appeared on the screens: ‘POSTERUM AMORE.’ We were told that this time, we would compete alongside our teammates, but that two of us would not make it through alive. I was terrified but relieved to be with Don, who I had grown to trust.

         We waited with bated breath, expecting something even more outrageous than the previous challenge. And we weren’t disappointed. Two men and one woman entered the arena. I watched as they strode up to us, without acknowledging the cheering crowd. They were naked, and their faces expressionless. I understood what they were before Daxine’s announcement. Robots.

         They would be our subjects for the next task. Together, we had to make them cum before our time ran out. And all while resisting our pleasure. Daxine told us that all of the androids’ sensors would be turned on, and we would have to use our skills to stimulate them and win the task. The first pair to succumb to their pleasure, or to fail to make their android cum, would die. I knew I couldn’t let my pleasure get the better of me, and that Don and I would have to combine our skills to bring our robot to ecstasy. I was worried; I knew nothing about artificial intelligence. But at least Don looked calm and confident.

         We were covered in sensors, once more, which I guessed were similar to those used in District I during the Workers’ training. The robots were introduced to us as Jin, Brixte and Chan. Ironically, they had matriculation numbers sewn onto their uniforms, somehow making them more human than us. We existed now only within the confines of the arena.

         Each pair was assigned a robot, and Don and I found ourselves with Jin, the only woman of the trio. Don seemed oddly familiar with her already, but I didn’t dare ask any questions. Beds were wheeled into the arena as we were given a reminder of the rules; we were not allowed to use any props or toys in our task, and kissing was strictly prohibited. In the end, it was relatively simple; we just had to make sure our android reached orgasm before the others. As the gong sounded, Don grabbed my wrist and lay me on the mattress face down. He didn’t touch Jin initially, working on a theory that the robots were turned on by watching, just like humans. Our rivals began throwing themselves at their robots; hell bent on inflicting as much intense pleasure on them as they could. I couldn’t watch. Despite the stress of the situation, Don remained calm as he opened my legs. I watched him in admiration, noticing, not for the first time, how handsome he was. I trembled as his strong hands dominated me, closing my eyes as his huge, hard penis slid inside me. For a moment, I forgot where we were, enjoying the sensation of him as he thrust deeper. Don didn’t take his eyes off Jin. I glanced at the gauge next to us, noticing that her sensors were already responding. Don smiled at her and murmured something which I couldn’t make out. I wished it was me he was talking to, and that we were alone, without Jin. I grabbed Jin’s hand and placed it on my breasts. Her skin felt cold and slightly grainy, but other than that, she was so lifelike that she could have easily been mistaken for human. I watched the levels on the gauge rise as Jin caressed my breasts. I could see how aroused she was, and I wondered how far her likeness went. Could she get wet? I pulled her closer to me, desperate to check. I felt her breath hot against my face, and I resisted the urge to kiss her, which turned me on even more. Jin’s eyes met mine, her gaze burning into me like fire. The humanity I saw in it confused me. I touched her cheek, still desperate to kiss her. The level on the gauge rose again. I struggled to keep my cool as I told Jin to kneel over my face. I explored her with my fingers, remarking at how perfect her anatomy was, and yet how realistic. I got the answer to my previous question when I found her already dripping wet. Aware that time was running out, I gently started to lick her vagina, swollen in pleasure, albeit engineered pleasure. I found her clitoris and began to suck it quickly. It was the first time I had ever done it, and now I am sure it was the last. Jin breathed in profoundly and groaned, loudly enough for the other participants to hear. The levels on the gauge rose steadily; we were almost there. Don continued to thrust inside me, taking care to hold back his pleasure. Suddenly, I felt Jin’s muscles contract, and a hot liquid spurted into my mouth. A bell rang out - we had done it!

         But after Jin’s explosion came another. A real one, this time. We held onto each other as the ground shook, the Praegressus fading into insignificance.

          
      

         A shot rings out, and the Guardian falls to the ground beside me. I feel his warm, sticky blood run over my feet, and I am sure I am going to pass out in shock. I close my eyes, certain of what is coming. I am next. I never wanted to die like this, having come so far since that night on the bridge. There is no use in pleading with the Renegade in front of me; I must simply accept my fate. This is it.

         ‘No! Stop!’

         Someone cries out, and then I feel strong arms knock me off my feet and pin me to the ground. Another explosion blasts nearby; surely, there aren’t many of us still alive? I open my eyes to see Don on top of me, looking up at the Renegade, who has lowered his gun. The Praegressus feels like it was a lifetime ago, instead of just a few minutes. I cling onto Don, tears rolling down my cheeks, the first time in years that I have allowed myself to weep.

         I look up at the Renegade. His face is broad and sun-kissed, a far cry from the gaunt pallor of everyone in Belgrame. He looks out of place in his combat uniform. He is not a fighter, not really. I wait for someone to say something, but Don and the Renegade just look at each other silently. They know each other. Had Don recognized him before saving me? I continue to cling to him, but now his attention is focused on the Renegade. The silent tension between seems to create a bubble, separating us from the gunshots and terror just meters away.

         ‘You can kill me if you want. After all, I deserve it. That’s why I’m in this arena. But please, not her.’ says Don slowly.

         ‘So, even after everything LeXuS taught you, and everything you took from me, you are still capable of love?’ Replies the Renegade with a sneer.

         ‘I regret what happened, Pold. And if you have to destroy Belgrame, do it. I won’t stop you. But take her with you. Take her out of here.’

         I loosen my grip on Don, shocked at his suggestion. Pold seems to be the leader of these Renegades, who are decimating our city. What could have driven him to take such drastic action? Couldn’t he have targeted District O, instead of killing most of the city? Suddenly, I wonder if Don could persuade Pold to call off the attack and let the surviving citizens of Belgrame walk free. But then I realize that it doesn’t matter anymore. Don and I, we don’t exist anywhere. We are neither citizens of Belgrame, nor Renegades. But whatever is between Don and Pold feels real. What if Pold could forgive Don, and we could leave Belgrame together?

         I notice a Guardian sneaking up behind Pold, ready to shoot. But after Pold, what will he do to us? I suddenly realize that I don’t want to go back to Belgrame. I can’t go back. I can still change things. Pold points his gun at Don, his finger on the trigger. I know I have only seconds to act. Should I try to save Don, Pold, or myself? All of us, of none of us? This is my final challenge, which is so twisted that not even the Praegressus would have set it for me.
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            Belgrame
      

         

         In a dystopian future, the city of Belgrame is governed by a set of laws called LeXuS. Under a strict totalitarian regime, sex has become a privilege which can be bought, sold or earned. Having the right to sex indicates social success, and due to strict control, sexual crimes have become a distant memory.

         Under the rule of LeXuS, the population is divided into six distinct Districts. The Operators (District O) take care of all matters of public service. The Workers (District I) attend the Institute of Belgrame, where they are trained as Sex Workers. The Partners (District II) live in either same-sex or mixed-gender couples. Their job is to raise the children of Belgrame. The Consumers (District III), who represent 70% of the population, have the most sexual freedom. The Outcasts (District IV) have no access to sex and have trackers implanted in their bodies. The Wretched (District X) are all those who have broken the laws of LeXuS.

         However, all is not well in Belgrame. A group of renegades are leading a rebellion to overthrow the LeXuS regime and grant sexual freedom to all.

          
      

         Welcome to Belgrame!
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         LeXuS, Article 1

         All sexual acts must be authorized by LeXuS, in accordance with residents’ status.

         Any resident found to be involved in a sexual act, not in compliance with the rules of their District shall face life imprisonment.

         All sexual acts can be bought, sold and rented, provided that the residents involved are eligible:

         The Operators (District O — eligible) are assigned a Worker, dedicated to their personal pleasure.

         The Workers (District I — eligible) are Sex Workers.

         The Partners (District II — eligible) have limited access to sex. They may only perform sexual acts with their Partner, chosen by LeXuS.

         The Consumers (District III — eligible) have total sexual freedom.

         The Outcasts (District IV — ineligible) do not have access to sex.

         The Wretched (District X — ineligible) do not have access to social interaction.
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         Article M-792 – Code 19

         All Belgrame residents found to have broken the LeXuS laws will be punished accordingly.

         All residents found to be in opposition to the LeXuS ideology will be imprisoned in District X.

          
      

         Matriculation number: -

         Alias: Pold Vandertch

         Sex: Male

         Location: The Renegades

          
      

         Pretending to be dead is like having a silent orgasm. You feel exhilarated and guilty at the same time. As far as Belgrame is concerned, I have been dead for years. Perhaps luckily, there is no-one left in Belgrame to miss me. Once I thought I was a friend, even a lover, but I was just naïve. Those who betrayed me believe that I’m dead, and that’s the way I want it. I didn’t do what I did out of hate or resentment, but rather out of a sense of justice. I’m too old now to be sentimental. I still appreciate our victories, of course, but I would like to take a step back from the responsibility that weighs heavy on my shoulders. We are at a crucial moment for our cause. We have gone too far to ever go back, and moving forward could cost us everything. But we have to keep going, to save all the Belgrame residents who dream of freedom. I don’t think of myself as a hero, even if my colleagues and those who I have helped do. If I’d had a choice, I’m not sure I would have fought for my freedom as hard as I did. But my circumstances left me with no other option, and after what happened, there was no going back. There are some things that we never forget. Important words spoken to us, gestures, dreams. I think of this as we are putting together the last parts of the bomb. I still have doubts about whether mass destruction is the right choice. It is an enormous risk for us. But I have spent years of my life working on this plan, and in a month it will all be over. While Belgrame watches the opening ceremony of the Praegressus, we, the Renegades, will wake them up. The time has come for change.




OEBPS/images/9788726944563_cover_epub.jpg
VIRGINIE BEGAUDEA

LeXuS

EROTIC DYSTOPREAN
S'ERIES

S 1





