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OUBLIETTE:

The transport shuttle gave a slight shudder as its massive Plasteel belly skipped upon a brief patch of turbulence. The minor shimmy through the hull was more than enough to bring Claire out of her light snooze.

Lifting her heavy eyelids she surveyed the small cabin, reminding herself that she was no longer in her own bed and was in fact many hundreds of light years from home.

The meagre accommodation was nothing out of the ordinary. This shuttle was primarily a supply vessel with only the most token concessions given to the needs of passengers. The room bore a small and surprisingly uncomfortable bed, a slim wardrobe and a shaving mirror as the only objects of furniture, and she had declined using any of them.

The coarse sheets of the bed had dissuaded her from slipping into the folds and the lingering faint scent of dubious previous occupants had finally prompted her into just sleeping atop them.

Nothing of hers had been unpacked. Her securely fastened bags remained stacked in the corner and her suit was folded neatly over the briefcase at the side of the bed.

The luggage was sparse by Claire's usual standards, but there was little need for her to settle at her destination. She was travelling light because she intended to spend as little time at the forlorn penal outpost as possible. Once she had achieved her goal, she would be gone a split second later.

Claire stretched against the rough sheets, the material grating distinctly against her skin. Her body was used to far more sumptuous and expensive bedding than these scratchy covers and they irritated her flesh with their abrasive nature.

Rubbing her eyes free of sleep, Claire finally noticed that the blackness of space had given way to a new and more vivid colour. The gradual slide from vacuum into planetary atmosphere had drawn her from deep sleep to an extent where the turbulence could wake her.

Rising from the bed she peered through the slim window that permitted tarnished rays of sanguine sunlight to slip through and bathe the room in a ruddy soiled glow. The sun was hanging half-heartedly amidst the desert clouds, lurking behind the dense banks of pollution as though contemptuous of the barren world below.

It was hard to believe that this scorched stretch of arid desert had once been lush farmland and tangled rain forest, however humanity needed resources and the corporations were ready to pillage any new world in order to provide them.

The whole official history of the forsaken satellite known only as Sigma Delta 9-26 barely filled a paragraph in the Company ledgers. Accidentally discovered fifty-three years ago by interstellar prospectors working for Turan Inc, the corporation had sealed its claim and filed it with the puppet government back on Earth.

As usual the paperwork had to trickle through the various bureaus while being lubricated by bribes and extortion to ensure that rivals did not tamper with it. During this time it was deemed that more could be made stripping the world than by selling it to colonists. The military had shown a fleeting interest for the place as a possible forward listening post into the alien regimes, but nothing developed. Thus portions of the Turan Planetary Harvesters fleet were swiftly sent in to gouge it for every available resource.

After a decade of diligent toil, the titanic ships had mined or drained almost all the water, minerals, plants, animal life, and even most of the breathable air. To this day the planet still remained a desiccated lifeless husk.

However, the remoteness of the system in which it lay and the geological stability of the planet even after strip mining could be coupled with its placement in the arms of the Numari nebula and make it ideal for another purpose not listed on any Company database.

The nebula was fairly inert but was constantly riven with unpredictable energy storms. These forces disrupted star drives and could cripple or destroy a ship that exited hyperspace within its borders. Even in normal space the storms could pierce a hull or overload a reactor, so any craft trying to reach the planet had to weave the accurately plotted and complex navigational route through the massive cloud. Like a reef around an island, any ship lacking the correct path or who strayed from it for any reason risked having its hull shredded. Furthermore, due to the inordinate seclusion of this locale, no lifepod would survive the wait for rescue craft to arrive.

Eight years ago Turan's R and D division had begun work on a new and ultra secret project, code name 'Oubliette'. It was a prison facility for the government, one that was almost entirely automated so as to reduce the amount of employees required to operate and maintain it. The fewer the employees, the less finances the Company would have to expend on wages, provisions and lengthy supply drops to rotate guards and maintain a decent working environment for its people. Prisoners required only the bare essentials but paid workers needed far more elaborate considerations for their time and efforts.

Built in secret, the prefabricated sections of the prison had been shipped to 9-26 and a year later the facility had gone operational with an initial five hundred inmates.

Since then the number had swollen to well over sixteen thousand as the secretive location made it ideal for those both the Company and the government wished to 'disappear'. Had these dissidents been placed in more conventional locales then reporters, family, friends and other investigators might be able to trace those who had tried to disrupt or stand in the way of the authorities. Oubliette was perfect for that brand of political prisoner and seditious annoyance that needed to be brushed under the carpet and forever forgotten about.

The handling of problematic citizens for the government gained valuable favours. Such favours had to be honoured lest the 'irritations' suddenly surface with their knowledge of the government's wrongdoings and atrocities. It was a perfect scheme.

Such heinous injustice didn't trouble Claire in the slightest. After working for the Company for this long, her conscience had shrivelled away as her hunger for advancement and profit consumed and replaced both it and every other part of her life.

Corporate life was a vampire; it sucked the vitality from you and turned you into a predatory version of itself. If you resisted the transformation, its converted minions devoured you whole.

The shuttle continued to negotiate a route down through the skies, informing her that they were on final approach to what had been dubbed project Oubliette. She was eager to see it, to find out what was going on, to expose the illicit subterfuge she had glimpsed behind the prison façade. With such knowledge in her arsenal she could bring down other Turan employees and at their expense set forth her bright and shining future in the Company.

Moving in front of the mirror she straightened her black satin panties and bra and briefly let her gaze wander down her young body. She was fairly tall, her elegant form honed from numerous hours in the Company gym where she could more easily loiter in the changing room or by the pool and dredge for secrets and orchestrate covert plots and deals with others. Claire had always been there to improve her business standing rather than her body, but as a by-product of such clandestine dealings the potent motivation to succeed had also sculpted a superb physique.

Claire began by brushing the tangles from her bob of black hair and the fringe that cruised across her perked eyebrows and then started to apply cosmetics to add a dour edge to her expression. A final addition of lipstick to match her deep red nails and she turned to dressing for the forthcoming investigation.

After checking her claret nails for sign of chips that might snag her tights, she eased the fine denier hose onto her smooth legs. Slipping into a crimson blouse she fastened it and straightened her cuffs before sliding into her ankle-length black skirt, the slit at the side reaching almost to her hip.

Slotting her feet into low-heeled court shoes she drew on her jacket and buttoned it to have the stern garment cinch at her waist. After a final check to ensure she was projecting a forceful enough demeanour she took her briefcase and left the cabin.

Strolling casually towards the bridge she ran through the various Company laws and edicts that would allow her to initiate her search and survey. Claire was intent on readying herself for any obstruction by formulating possible problems and preparing a solution in advance so she wouldn't have to think so much on her feet.

The air of the shuttle gradually became more stagnant as they travelled the vast distance to the planet, and Claire couldn't believe she was actually looking forward to the recycled air of the facility. After the murky atmosphere of the shuttle it could only be an improvement.

With a hydraulic hiss the pressure door to the bridge slunk aside, sticking slightly as the aged craft strained to operate at adequate parameters.

The rotund captain was slouched in his chair, steadily feeding snacks into his mouth as he stared blankly at the landscape beneath them. Crumbs were bouncing down over his grease-stained and food-encrusted overalls, and the pilot remained similarly inattentive. It was a degree of slackness that riled Claire because of her many years spent having to exceed every expectation just to maintain her position. People with nothing left to lose made her nervous because there was no way to gain leverage on them. It meant they couldn't be exploited or used for her purposes.

'Almost there, Miss Malenko,' announced the pilot, turning to give her a laughably transparent smile of friendliness. 'We'll be in visual range any second now.'

'Try not to crash into a mountain, pilot,' Claire replied insipidly, ignoring him as she stared out across the desolate stretches of plundered land. On the horizon she spied a blemish upon the flat plain of sand, as they drew closer she could make out the fortified walls of a heavily defended landing pad.

Energy cannon emplacements capped every squat tower, while several heavy artillery batteries jutted from the main walls. An orbital laser loomed over the landing zone, confirming that a major power plant was fuelling the facility. Such a pernicious defence could pick off ships even before they reached the atmosphere. It was a luxury few outposts could endure because of the monstrous power needs the macro-class weapon demanded.

'Transmit the clearance code,' ordered the captain.

Claire felt a sudden pang of anxiety as she questioned the pilot's competency in pressing a series of numbered buttons in the correct order.

The presence of material switches, controls, keyboards and keypads further revealed the craft's antiquity because any craft of even vaguely modern design used holographic displays. The projections of light vastly improved response and control times as well as being infinitely more reliable.

The amassed batteries of heavy weapons failed to destroy them and the shuttle continued to close in unhindered.

The entrance to the Oubliette facility looked as though it had been grown from the desert. Sand and dust had collected upon its reinforced Crysteel barricades to hide the true composition of the place. It now resembled some ancient lost temple that had been long since deserted to the ravages of time rather than any modern construct.

Claire grabbed hold of a stanchion for support as the braking thrusters awkwardly fired and the shuttle began to unevenly decelerate. The superstructure distinctly vibrated as the stress of countering its own momentum almost proved too much for the aged craft to bear. The creaking wail of landing claws emerging from hidden ports rent the air and with a jolt they touched down on the pulsing cross of strobe lights below.

The pilot flicked several switches and a cargo container was released from its magnetic grapples. The craft quaked as the massive pod dropped to the pad with a deafening boom and shook the ground beneath them. Claire wondered how traumatic such an impact would be on the startled prisoners stacked neatly within the container. Each of them was lost in the inky void of their tight transport pods, and all they could do was continue to wonder and fear what was happening to them.

The pilot arose and moodily meandered past to grab Claire's suitcases from her cabin and escort her to the lower airlock. Several times he tried to engage her in conversation but she refused to comply, her mind being elsewhere.

The pilot lifted the cup of a filter mask onto his nose and mouth and lowered the goggles perched on his forehead before slamming a palm to the door control. A recorded warning tried to emerge from the speakers and the outer door cranked aside to let the dry wind of the world spill through the interior.

The arid breeze filled Claire's nostrils, the hot air warming her lungs with dust-spiced breaths. The scorched wind seemed to steal moisture from her as it wafted her hair and pawed at her clothes, stealing the liquid it had been so callously robbed of by the infesting greed of human pirates.

Claire pulled a handkerchief from her breast pocket and covered her mouth, coughing slightly from the small particles of grit that lodged in her throat. Every breath she took seemed inadequate, as though she had just completed a lengthy sprint. The plundering of clean oxygen had left the atmosphere thin but it was still just about breathable.

The pilot placed the luggage at the base of the extended steps, offered her a bland farewell and retreated into the vessel. The stairs retracted back into the side of the ship and the airlock sealed over once more.

Claire looked around for an entrance and spotted the rough outlines of a door at the base of the tower that was responsible for sporting the orbital laser. Taking up the light cases she strolled over and brushed the dust from the panel beside it to expose a card scanner.

Removing her company identification she ran it through and hoped her clearance would be adequate to permit entry. Even if it was not, the landing field had to be replete with covert cameras and monitoring equipment. Both her physiology and everything in her bags and on her person were probably being scanned and scrutinised at this very moment by intense barrages of piercing beams. This close to alien space the facility couldn't afford to take chances.

The heavy vault-like doors sank in a short way and then parted to reveal a sizeable lift with only two buttons. Stepping in she turned around and pressed the lowest before shielding her eyes as the shuttle kicked up dust and sand with its roaring passage back into the sky.

As the ugly derelict of a craft banked aside and began its ascent, she saw a section of the landing field begin to lower, carrying the container and its living cargo down into the facility. The image of a descent into hell and an eternity of darkness momentarily crossed Claire's mind as she beheld the event.

Refusing to dwell on the manner in which the prisoners were being conveyed to the prison, Claire turned her mind to more important subjects.

The lift doors slid shut, locked, and a lengthy voyage downwards commenced with a gentle smoothness.

The facility was situated deep underground where it was safe even from orbital bombardment. But even beneath the layers of cells and corridors that held the prison populous and its overseers, Claire knew from the plans that there was even more to Oubliette.

Several factory plants operated in the depths to sustain the levels above them, the plants fed by a thermal reactor that tapped the molten magma of the planet. The automated factory plants processed stores of raw material into all kinds of usable items. They recycled waste and redundant products back into raw material to reuse while also tapping the well of provided materials to furnish the facility with anything it required.

Whatever Oubliette needed the guards could enter the specifications from the database or alter and create others to have the factory plants immediately supply them with it. It was much more convenient, secure, and cost effective than having items shipped in at extreme expense. Monitoring devices, security equipment, utensils, clothing, anything could be manufactured from the plants. Food and water were recycled, and computer-controlled greenhouses provided a few luxuries for the token staff. With anything available at the touch of a button the prison was virtually self-sufficient.

The only necessities that had to be brought in from the outside were the inmates.

A dull ping announced their arrival and drew Claire from her recollection of the prison's abilities and back to the matter at hand. The doors opened to allow the cool and conditioned air of the new environment to saturate her lungs. It was a welcome presence after the stale shuttle and the parched desert.

The place smelled like the Company headquarters on Earth. This more than anything bolstered her confidence by giving her an almost familiar environment in which to work.

The room before her was comprised of plain Plasteel plates that were almost seamlessly locked together. Several lights were set in the ceiling above to stain the chamber with a weak, almost token glow.

A door on the far wall lacked any visible control and set horizontally before it was a yard long bar. The bar was situated at neck height with two heavy struts dropping from the ceiling to support the strange metal trapeze.

'Please, place your hands on the grips for analysis and scanning,' announced a computer-generated voice, the words emanating from no clear source.

Setting her luggage down she approached the bar and looked over its structure to find two grips. Each was moulded to hold individual fingers, and although it was a little out of the ordinary to conduct a scan of fingerprints in such a manner she could see nothing overtly wrong with it. Grabbing hold of the bar as requested she waited for the scan to begin. Instead, two metal bands suddenly flashed out from within the bar and locked about her wrists. The interiors suddenly billowed with stern pressurised force, the rubber pillows squashing her flesh and preventing any hope of wriggling free of the shackles.

With a yell of shock she hauled at the bar, trying to break free of the restraints. Her panic caused her to remain oblivious to the panels opening in the floor and another pair of cuffs emerged on articulated arms, their metallic maws stretched wide with hunger.

The two clicks of hardened Plasteel preceded a sudden hiss as the latex interiors filled and compressed her ankles to establish a perfect and unbreakable fit. Claire screamed and hauled at the attacking devices, a chill sweat creeping down her spine.

'What the hell is going on?' she roared, yanking in frenzy as she fought to break free. 'I'm a level two Finance officer for the Company! Let me go! I demand that you let me go!'

The bar retreated upwards into the ceiling, moving slowly to deliberately let her angst blossom. She could see it would lift her from the floor and stretch her into the air to leave her horribly vulnerable.

'No!' she yelled, afraid that the automated system would mindlessly process her as a prisoner unless she drew the attention of a human operative. 'No, stop! What are you doing?'

Her toes left the floor and she was drawn up. The fetters followed her and the hydraulic might of the bonds started to rack her. The strain in her arms and legs continued to grow worse, the awful swell of pain in joints and ligaments becoming horrendous as the machine threatened to pull her asunder.

'Aaaaah, noooo!' she wailed, as she was stretched into a rigid spread-eagle, her fingers clawing madly at the metal and rubber responsible for containing them. 'You're going to kill me! Stop, pleeease!'

As though in answer to her screams the devices stopped their dreadful work, leaving her hanging immobile. Claire was now unable to move in the slightest because of the potency with which she was suspended.

'I'm a Company officer and I'm here to do an inspection!' she yelled. 'Let me go or I'll have you all fired! I'll have you here as inmates!' She was trying to sound forceful and conceal the far more appropriate fact that she was terrified.

Deep, resonant notes drifted from the door in front of her as it unlocked, and the dense vault opened to expose a slim stretch of corridor with another set of wall-spanning doors at the other end.

The two sets of cuffs clicked as the supports were transferred to a set of rails in floor and ceiling, and suddenly she was being carried forward with a steady motion.

Flashing her eyes around in jeopardy, tears trickled down her cheeks as the mystery surrounding her fate continued to eat at her. Again and again she murmured her defence that she was a legal officer of the Company, using this assignation as a mantra for protection and courage.

The door behind slid shut and barred itself to have silence descend. Claire listened to her own startled breathing and glared around to see what was going to happen next.

Sounds of movement came from the walls, the sudden flurry of activity making her shriek in startled shock. Panels opened in the walls and floor, allowing robotic arms to emerge and reach out towards her. Each arm culminated in a small tripod claw with a laser orb set in the centre. The devices flexed and then began to move their cyclopean eye over her prone body.

Slender beams of dazzling blue light spilled from the lenses to slice deftly through her attire. The lasers brought nothing more than soft warmth to the skin they touched, and as each portion of cloth was carved free the trio of digits reached in and grabbed it. Claire bellowed her rage and dismay as the machines worked relentlessly, peeling off her clothes with blind precision and dropping the tattered shreds into an open hole in the floor.

Closing her eyes she felt her underwear and tights being cut from her and the last vestige of her dignity was dropped into the hole, which then promptly sealed over. Naked and held open to attention, Claire wept tears of frustration as the next set of doors opened.

The arms retreated back into their hidey-holes and sealed over before the rails carried her bare body forward into another identical chamber. From the floor and ceiling emerged several more sets of robotic arms, each with a strange humming device at their head. The mechanisms whirred and moved in, laying their tips to her legs and armpits.

Claire filled the air with a piercing scream as a fulgent jolt of anguish lanced deep into her skin. The arms continued their work, methodically moving across her body, blasting her with vicious electrolysis to slay her follicles at the source. Each moment was a hell of suffering and she wondered if this was deliberate a torture. Was it a further consideration to degrade and soften new prisoners to Oubliette's regime? Or was it just to ward against lice or some parasite or danger she was not yet aware of?

Claire started to accustom to the horrific ordeal, the adrenaline and endorphins set free by the steady cosmetic work letting her calm herself a little. But then the mechanical arms started to carry their baleful tools into her pubic hair. Every one of Claire's muscles rippled with strain as she squealed and struggled to break free or evade the thrumming tips while they attacked her loins and rear. Her voice grew hoarse from overuse and her body dripped with sweat as her lungs fought to feed her wails.

Finally the devices stopped and Claire went completely slack, hanging limp in her bondage as the machines drifted back into their homes and vanished. Wheezing softly, she shivered as the glaze of evaporating sweat carried away the heat of her pain. Saliva and tears dripped from her chin, her hair was damp and her ears were ringing with the aftermath of her own vehement hollering.

Once more the door opened and she peered through bleary eyes to see yet another chamber ahead, proving they were not finished with her just yet. Claire privately swore that those responsible would pay for this. When she was free she would ruin every one of them.

A new set of panels opened and a series of hose nozzles emerged and trained on her body from every direction. Claire yelped as hot soapy streams spewed from the tips and slammed against her. The power of the jets pummelled her form as she yelled and fought to evade them. She was being treated as an inanimate creature, something to be processed and prepared. The dehumanising ordeal was proving more than she could bear but she was helpless to affect it in any way.

The jets attacked her face, making her throw her features around, her eyes tightly closed to protect them as she fought to find air. When they finally cut off she was left coughing and spluttering, having breathed in some droplets during the struggle.

Her body was dripping with suds as the jets clicked to a new setting and pounded her with clean streams of lukewarm water. Again she was forced to hold her breath and wait as they cleansed her face after attending her body. Once the soap was flushed from her the machines retreated back into the walls. Small apertures in the floor opened to allow the waters to drain away and her sodden body was ferried forward into a new room.

'How much more?' she shouted in fury, unable to tolerate any continuance of this diabolic process. What else could they possibly do to her? She had been stripped, disfigured and nearly drowned. What else could they possibly want from her?

The door behind her closed and locked itself as new metal limbs unfurled from the walls and presented glowing red bars to her form. The buzzing devices were held horizontally to her and started to pan up and down her anatomy.

The medical scan was completed and an osmotic syringe appeared at the end of a robotic appendage. The head pressed to her arm and with a whistling hiss a hefty shot of the unknown contents entered her system. The cylinders within the device whirled and exchanged the empty container with another that was used to sting her and steal a blood sample.

For a moment Claire thought the syringe was about to be used on her again as it closed in on her navel. Then she saw the actual syringe vanishing into the floor with her blood and she realised this was an entirely new device.

'No!' she cried, as she noticed it was a laser tattooing needle. But the computer-controlled process was ignorant of her dismay and continued blithely. 'Oh no, not this!'

With swift sweeps a barcode was etched above her bellybutton. The small square of identification was painlessly applied, but the effects on Claire's psyche were devastating. It was repulsive to her to be branded like this, to be identified as a prisoner, a captive, to have her identity summed up in a string of digits.

Preoccupied with the tattoo she failed to hear something descending behind her until there was whinny of motion and a Plasteel band was clamped about her throat. The flat band pressed to her skin with a snug but forceful pressure and she immediately started to fling her head around to slough off the accursed item.

The machine finished its toil and retreated back into the floor as the doors opened to reveal a small box room with a smaller exit on the other side, one that would be insufficient to let her be carried through again.

Claire wondered if this was to be her final destination. She had to hope there would be a human presence at some point because she dared not consider being incarcerated. If she were, how would she convince the guards of her identity? Even if she tried, why would they listen to a mere inmate who would be willing to say anything to try and gain a chance at escape?

Drawn forward into the room, the door closed and locked behind her as the fetters deflated and released her ankles. The bonds slithered back into the floor via another subdued trapdoor and vanished. Claire then heard them starting to travel back to the start of the divided passage, there to await the next hapless soul entrusted to their duty.

Hanging in the air, Claire reached down for the floor and found that her toes could barely graze it. Left aloft she tried a couple more times and suddenly the manacles opened. Falling to the floor Claire collapsed into a tangled sprawl, her body too weak to support her.

Glaring up with rancour she watched the ceiling open and accept the bar back into itself before sealing again, leaving her utterly naked in a completely barren room.

Claire looked at her barcode and tears filled her eyes as she sobbed and traced the foul marking. It could be erased, but the stigma of having been tattooed like this would forever haunt her career. She came to this place to further her prospects. Now she had suffered a setback and there was the distinct possibility that she would really be incarnated unless she stopped this downward spiral of events.

Reaching to her collar she tried to get a finger under the tight band, but found it impossible. The scan had ensured the gaining of a perfect fit. Tracing the surfaces, Claire found that the smooth Plasteel had a slightly raised disc at the front, a fixture she could not discern by touch alone.

A panel opened on the wall to her left to briefly expose a chute. A set of shoes and a garment tumbled out onto the floor and the hatch quickly closed again.

'Please, put on the articles,' stated the computer voice.

'Fuck you, I want to speak to someone,' she bellowed, rising to her feet and trying to tug at the collar as she addressed the anonymous source. 'I want this crap off me, now!'

'Please, put on the articles or you will be reprimanded,' stated the toneless voice.

'Fine, reprimand me, get someone in here to tell me off,' she bitterly shouted, stamping her feet with rage.

Vicious voltage poured from the collar and coursed through her body. Claire jerked to attention, her jaw clenched, her hiss of reply pouring through gritted teeth while her world became a storm of distress.

The brief electrical lambasting stopped and she crumbled into a heap, shaking uncontrollably. She had never imagined that such pain could exist and not kill her. She had never imagined or felt anything like it. Dazed and quaking with shock and terror, she trembled like an abused animal as she heard the voice repeat its demand.

Still stunned by the chastisement, the time elapse brought a repeat of the discipline. Claire floundered on the floor and spasmed wildly as the collar savaged her, every muscle brought to attention by the abuse.

She was left limp, her body tingling with residual strain from the suffering endured. Twitches caused her limbs and fingers to spontaneously dance, as though there had been so much energy thrust into her that pockets of it had been left in her cells, pockets that occasionally brought random life to her nerves.

'Please, put on the articles,' it stated again.

'Okay, okay, I'll do it,' she wept in despair, clawing her way over, desperate to do anything to prevent another dose of the collar.

'Oh no... no,' mewled Claire as she found a set of skimpy latex shorts, a matching strapless bra and a pair of stiletto-heeled ankle boots. 'What is this?' she implored, unable to fathom what was going on. 'Why? Why do you want me to wear this?'

All the disturbing events of her processing could previously have been the product of a brutal but nonetheless ordinary prison regime, whereas now it had taken a turn towards something far darker. This fetishist attire did not bode well.

'Please, put on the articles or you will be reprimanded,' announced the voice, reminding her that unless she obeyed she would be punished again.

Trembling with strain from having to undergo this maltreatment, Claire took up the garments and with a sense of utter defeat pulled them on. The tight shorts clasped to her body, the waist resting on her hips to expose even more tempting flesh. The bra held her breasts in their moulded cups to create an obvious cleavage.

Taking hold of the dagger-heeled patent boots she found they had a metal shackle about the ankle, one that would prevent her from removing the footwear once on.

Pausing for a moment, Claire questioned whether she could acquiesce or not, but the vivid recall of the collar had her sliding her feet in and closing the permanent bands without further delay.

Her own consuming greed had brought this on her. The never-ending quest to claw her way ahead of others, to gain more and more power was now responsible for this atrocious situation. The Company was vast, having engulfed hundreds of other corporations over the decades to become one of the three main powers on Earth. Turan Incorporated, the United Earth Government and Korin Enterprises were all that was left after years of political and corporate feuding, and there was not one part of any human being's life that was not controlled by these business behemoths.

Like most of the populace, Claire's indoctrination had begun at school with talks from corporate representatives, along with corporate sponsorship and corporate funding to get the relevant brand name into the minds of the children.

The fiscally desolate government could only sit back and watch as the two mighty companies vied for the hearts, minds and souls of every child from the moment they were born. Like the territorial countries and political parties of old they sought to gain the allegiance of new recruits before their rival could. Psychiatrists and therapists, teachers and confidantes were all strategically placed Company agents to help ensure that their advice served the benefit of the organisation and not the individual.

From the age of ten Claire had majored in Corporate Management. According to the earnest advice of her school guidance counsellor this class was one that provided a comprehensive education and a superb opportunity for a corporate sponsored college ticket.

After she finished school at sixteen, Turan made the best offer and enrolled her into its own college for a six-year degree in what was essentially 'being Turan management'. With regular work experience in the multitude of divisions to help guide new recruits, Claire left college to enter the monstrous ranks of the Finance division.

A year of steady work and fortuitous decisions was coupled with a few backroom deals, covert bribes and some underhanded tactics that her tutors in college had taught her. At the end of her first term she was on the verge of gaining executive status. One exemplary deed was all she required in order to attain such a rank. Something performed with just enough initiative so as not to be insubordinate while also leaving no one other than herself accountable for the praise.

On two prior occasions rivals in her department prematurely exposed something she herself had detected and was covertly working on, beating her to executive status.

Then Sigma Delta 9-26 appeared. It was a bonanza just waiting to be unearthed. Something so secret that only the uppermost echelons of Turan Inc. even knew it existed.

During routine finance checks Claire found an engineer in research and design embezzling Company funds to try and buy a promotion. Always seeking new secrets and leads she chose to confront him first rather than have him arrested. The distraught engineer hinted to her about the Oubliette project that he and his colleagues were working on, knowing that arrest meant he would most likely end up there.

In exchange for erasing the evidence and mutual silence he gave her more details. Through careful and diligent following up on this lead and considerable private investigation Claire managed to sift through the code phrases and veiled references to find a portion of the truth.

The prison was masquerading in the ledgers as a long-term research facility for the Science division. The ploy that they were studying the nebula for possible power benefits was plausible enough that only the most dedicated Finance officer would even vaguely suspect it was something else.

Dredging through the related personnel files, Claire uncovered a discrepancy that might have proven to be her route upwards out of the ranks of mere management and into the hallowed halls of executive status. But now she had fallen into the clutches of the very organisation she had sought to exploit.

Claire felt utterly diminished as she stood unsteadily in her high heels, her body adorned with skimpy latex with a tattoo of virtual ownership and a vengeful collar that allowed the automated programme to abuse her whenever she failed to meet the detailed expectations of her behaviour. It was infuriating and shameful to be controlled by a mindless entity. Machines were handling her. She was being made to obey them as though she wasn't even human, and the worst part was that she couldn't do anything to affect it. There was no person to reason with, no ear to beg or plead to. Everything was fully automated.

The small door shifted aside to expose a broad corridor that stretched forward into the distance, the dim lighting hiding its true length. Placed equally along the walls were rows of transparent portals. Light emanated from inside and spilled onto the corridor. There were also grooves in the floor, like the tracks that dragged her helpless body through the preparation rooms. As Claire looked at the lines one of them lit up with a flickering red glow that pulsed in a single direction, beckoning her forward.

'Please, follow the trail,' stated the voice.

A brief shock made Claire cry out and then drop against the wall for support as her body quaked. The encouragement had its desired effect, and rather than accept more abuse she tottered out into the passage and meekly began to follow the path, her arms wrapped around her brazenly exposed torso.

When she came to the first translucent portals she saw the contents and her heart sank under a sense of doom. The small rooms had a single solid slab at the heart, upon which a man or woman was restrained. Steel bands like those that had initially captured her held them at wrists and ankles, while another lock grabbed the back of their collars to hold them down and immobile.

At the front of the tight throat bands she could see the disc was colour coded with a serial number comprised of two sets of numbers embossed upon it in black.

Claire was aghast that this was how she was to be contained. Placed amidst these teeming legions of condemned people. Pinned down and held forever in a computer-controlled domain.

'Oh m—' she began, her words of fright suddenly metamorphosing into a wail. She staggered back and clutched at the collar as it shocked her. The metal quivered with arcs of power that freely rushed through her body and brought burning woe to every nerve and muscle.

The electrical maltreatment stopped and she wilted until she dropped to her knees. Leaning against one of the clear doors she panted in recovery, her breath fogging the transparent material. With some difficulty she swallowed. The world was tilting from side to side and her pulse was distinct in her ears. Her muscles ached from being manipulated and her skin was clammy.

'Please, follow the trail,' repeated the voice, and another quick jolt was dispensed to gain her co-operation.

Claire gave a yelp and then snarled with rage, her lips furling back to present teeth rigid with anger. Dragging herself to her feet she swaggered unsteadily away from the door and addressed the computer voice with venom. 'What the—?' she began, and was once more sent sprawling onto the floor, her body issuing drastic throes as her nerves were operated like puppet strings by the electricity.

When the shock ended she clawed weakly at the floor, her mind reeling from the atrocious abuse, and suddenly realised that she was not being shocked to make her obey, but rather the collar was shocking her for daring to speak. There were no doubt sensors within the mechanism to monitor her larynx and chastise her should she attempt to use it for anything more complicated than screaming.

Curling into a ball to recuperate, Claire wept bitter tears as the full horror of her incarceration dawned on her. There was no way to escape, not now, not ever. Even if she found a human agency in here to petition for release, the collar would not allow her to address them. To all intent and purposes she was a legitimate inmate, to be held here for the rest of her life.

Her voyage to Oubliette had been made in secret to protect her discovery so no one would ever know where she was. Her own scheming had held those in her office back, their promotion and commendation thwarted time and time again. On numerous occasions she transferred blame for failure or misconduct, both real and conjured, to her co-workers to stunt their advancement and keep her own record spotless. Now she was gone the field was open for them to struggle for supremacy, to try and replace her. Not one of them would even think to find out why she had mysteriously vanished.

Claire thought what they would do if they could see her now, and pictured them smirking and grinning with glee at the appalling fate she had gained. The woman who was always so in charge of the office, so in command of her surroundings and her destiny, was now being ruled ruthlessly. The tyrant of the office was now rendered helpless, quivering on the floor, an emotional ruin.

Another brief shock made her yell with pain and struggle back to her feet. With morose steps she shuffled forward, hunched and defeated, her spirit temporarily broken by the terrible truth of her plight.

The denial of speech was an unexpectedly foul burden. Claire didn't really have anything to say, but it riled her that she no longer had the option or even permission to speak aloud. It at least explained why the legions of prisoners she had seen were eerily silent within their bondage.

The absurd footwear hurt her feet as she walked, and it was difficult to maintain a straight line. Her steps faltered and she constantly wobbled. The light trail led her through several junctions. The vast maze of the cellblock held hundreds of captives, each with a numbered purple disc at the front of their collars.

The light trail suddenly cut out and as Claire looked around to see what was happening, one of the doors to her left slid open to expose an empty cell.

'Please, enter and lay on your bed,' decreed the voice.

Another small shock of goading made her stumble in and drop against the solid metal plinth that had absurdly been referred to as her bed.

The clear door hissed shut and locked, sealing her in the room. Claire looked about, trying to think of something to do, to prevent herself from being controlled as she saw the open jaws of the steel restraints.

'Please, lay on your bed or you will be reprimanded,' announced the voice, but Claire was still frantic to avoid this capture. If she could just find some way to draw attention to herself she might be able to affect an escape.

The floor of the cell erupted with a fierce current that sent wriggling arcs of sorrow into her feet, her footwear doing nothing to insulate her from it. Claire screeched and her legs jerked to kick into the floor and inadvertently catapult her up onto the slab.

Nursing her numbed flesh, Claire huddled closer to herself, unable to handle the abuse, her mind churning with hatred and terror.

'Please, place your body into the restraints,' was the next demand.

Quivering with suppressed emotion Claire slowly began to obey. She desperately wanted to avoid this, but she couldn't. She wanted to disobey, but the shocks had already taught her to instantly do as commanded.

With eyes saturated with tears she lay down and placed her wrists and ankles into the open cuffs. The metal instantly snapped shut and the interiors swelled as they were inflated to tightly grasp her. A click emerged from the back of her collar and she found she could not even sit up. Claire sobbed as she discovered that she could do nothing save lay still, controlled, owned and helpless.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2
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CLAIRE HAD NO CLUE as to how long she dwelt in her bonds, dissuaded from even speaking by the poised wrath of the collar.

The quiet and the lack of stimulus left her to brood and contemplate her future. It was a bleak path that would keep her in this room for the rest of her life. Several times she just wept with misery, the distress of her lot overwhelming her.

Sometimes she yanked at the trammels when the frustration grew too great. The impediment brought wild fits of struggle that ended with her sagging in resignation until the next time she found herself unable to hold back the need to get free.

The sound of mechanised activity caught her ear. As the attachment to her collar prevented her from just looking over, she strained her eyes to their very corners to try and see what was going on.

Something was emerging from the floor at her side and as it stopped moving the manacles snapped open, setting her free.

Claire found that sitting up was difficult, her body stiff from being held in one position for such a long time, and when she looked to see what had joined her in the cell, her dismay grew even deeper.

A telescopic metal shaft had emerged from the floor, along with another set of fetters that were situated a yard from the base so as to spread her legs. What looked like a small urinal emerged from the oval base of a long and fat dildo. The phallic rod was peppered with perforations and glistened with a coating of lubricant.

'Please, remove your shorts,' came the bland order, the use of such politeness absurd when it was clearly an order that would earn pain if not instantly obeyed. 'Please, place your feet in the cuffs. Please, mount yourself on the rod.'

Claire stared with appalled alarm at the device, aghast that she was expected to sheath such a monster in her rear. Obviously she was going to be given an enema and allowed to relieve herself, but to have it done in such a hostile manner was offensive. But she gave a severe throe and a long squeak of distress as the collar demanded her obedience. Running on coerced automatic she slipped from the table and drew down the rubber shorts, peeling them from her body and setting them aside before approaching the device.

Shuffling her legs aside she had to attain an extreme split to slip her ankles into the loitering restraints. No sooner had the metal bands that condemned her feet to the footwear brushed the interior of the new bonds than they snapped shut and inflated to keep her in place.

Lowering her hindquarters her anus brushed the lubricated tip, the cold gel making her shiver. Descending a little, the bulbous head of the dildo started to stretch her open and with a wince she backed off, her rear unable to swallow it. Rather than be shocked again she tried once more, and riding against the phallus, she was appalled that she was so readily performing this act.

Once she was loosened enough she let the rod slide in and had its bloated dimensions fill her, making her shake with strain to stay on the device. No one had ever trespassed here before and the sensation was strange. It was a little scary yet strangely pleasurable, and for a brief moment she lifted herself up and sank back down, enjoying the smooth plunge of the toy into her.

Claire stopped and suddenly dismissed the alien feelings, allocating them as a by-product of shock. Her mind was obviously scrambled by the ordeal to an extent where it was misfiring, connecting emotions with the wrong stimuli. She was still squatting on the dildo when there was a soft click and the telescopic shaft suddenly fired upward.

The oval base slammed to her and shoved her upright until her legs snapped taut. Claire wailed and clawed at the device, trying to get it out as she pulled at the fetters, striving to get loose, her body speared by the dildo and held in place by it.

A swelling presence just beyond her sphincter started to grow more acute and she realised that something was inflating within her to prevent any of the douche leaking out. The strain of the balloon growing in her rectum became ever more distinct, the pain steadily increasing until she was screeching in torment.

Claire tried to beg to whoever might be listening that something had gone wrong with the machine, that it was malfunctioning, pumping her up to an extent where she would burst. But the moment her words formed the collar added to her ordeal with a prolonged and searing attack of voltage.

The bulb within her tracts stopped growing and left her struggling against its effects. Then she felt the interior of the rod shaking as a cleansing solution was forced up into her body. The influx continued gradually, there being little need to rush the job. After all, they had the rest of her life to conduct these demeaning rites at whatever pace suited them.

The pressure of the bulb was soon being eclipsed by the amount of water forcing into her innards. The churning influence continued to grow, the dildo pumping her up from within, making her limbs tingle with strain as she had to endure this enforced cleansing.

At the verge where she thought her innards would split, the flow ceased and the dildo began to suck out the douche. The machine drew it from her and she shook and moaned in dismay, the slurping gurgle from within her body horribly distinct as all waste matter was lazily siphoned away.

The relief from the effects of the enema were further enhanced as she let go of the holds on her bladder and allowed herself to be free of all unwanted fluid. It was embarrassing to have such an intimate act opened to scrutiny and to be controlled so intensely, but there were no options available to her any more, only obedience to avoid harrowing pain.

Movement from outside the cell caught her attention and left her incoherent as a tall woman in a form-fitting cat suit of purple latex majestically strode past. The woman had a black bob of hair almost identical to Claire's, save that it descended to a slight point at the front to accentuate the ferocious demeanour her black and purple eye-shadow and lush purple lipstick enforced. She had a highly attractive face, but the brooding tones of makeup and the dour look of impassivity had an edge like ice that unnerved rather than captivated. The woman sauntered effortlessly on knee-high black stiletto boots, moving as though she had been born with such lofty footwear.

Her entire shimmering rubber outfit rippled in the light with the motion of her wiry muscles. The vibrant purple hue of the cat suit perfectly matched the colour upon the collars Claire had seen worn by the other prisoners. She had seen no other colour on her way to the cell, and now could assume it was her identification colour as well.

Both of the woman's hands were sealed within latex gloves of polished black, but her right hand bore a strange device laid atop the burnished rubber shell. The woman's forearm was adorned with a strange metallic gauntlet, the smooth and polished surfaces too precise of engineering to be mere decoration.

The figure hugging vambrace covered her whole forearm and several silver cables emerged at the wrist to reach to the metal panel on the back of her hand. Four more cables exited this panel to merge into the articulated finger pieces covering each digit, the sections culminating in a smoothly rounded tip.

In her gloved left hand she clutched a riding crop, the slender woven stem of purple and black stripes tipped with a leather hoop. In addition to this weapon of corporal correction she had a leather hoop hanging about her wrist, the chain link leash reaching back to connect to another female.

The second woman tottered forward on her wicked heels, and was far less free than the guard who controlled her. Her entire body was locked within a shell of polished black rubber, the lack of fold or wrinkle when she moved testifying as to the density of the cocooning prison. Her arms were folded up her back to be ensnared in straps, and tight, featureless mittens removed all manual dexterity from her imprisoned hands.

The gag that dwelt in her smothered mouth distorted her hooded face, and the inflated device made her cheeks swell against the entombing hood. No concession was made to sight; she had to totter along and trust the benevolence of the woman holding the leash, which connected to a clip at her crotch where a metal rod ran down between her legs and plunged into her womb. Any pull to the lead would make the intruder haul against her tracts.

At her ankles, small chains were attached to the base of the rod and connected to metal fetters. Claire shook her head to try and banish the image after it had passed by, the outlandish nature of what she had seen making her livid with worry. Like a pulse of bright light it stayed burned onto her mind's eye, refusing to fade. She feared what was going on and what they were doing. But most of all, she feared what was intended for her.

The telescopic rod once more retracted, drawing the dildo from her and leaving her shaken and disorientated. The fetters opened and she slumped against the plinth for support, her violated and cleansed rear aching terribly. A section of the floor near to the exit parted and allowed a solid block to rise up to chest height and lock into position. On either side of the block was an open and expectant manacle.

'Please, don your shorts and place your hands in the restraints for your interview with the warden,' declared the voice.

Claire's attention leapt to the words, throwing off the fog that her induction into this prison had left clouding her psyche. At last she was going to meet with the warden. It was her chance to reveal who she was. She could convince him to let her go and correct this injustice.

Grabbing the latex shorts she eased them on and moved to the plinth. Slotting her hands into the cuffs she watched them close and swiftly inflate.

Once she was secure the door slid open and the block started to tow her out, making her follow one of the myriad tracks in the floor.

The actual identity of the warden was unknown to her. The company files listed everything according to Oubliette's cover story. But it was his vague personnel details that had first set her on coming here. The 'head researcher' of the Oubliette facility had been chosen for the post while construction was still in its infancy. Yet he had waited until the very last moment to handpick his all male team of custodians. By cross-referencing she found that the time between his appointment and the choosing of his assistants exactly fitted the duration for Turan employees to complete the course for the post of penal custodian.

Each of his aids suddenly entered the course the day after his appointment. For many of them it had been a stupendous leap down the hierarchy, costing them succulent promotions and opportunities for genuine advancement. Ten employees from totally unrelated backgrounds instantly joined the same course, entering the same class, graduating the same day and all of them were conveniently requested for a first term on Sigma Delta 9-26.

The stink of corruption had been strong, but couldn't eclipse the sweet scent of victory and promotion the exposing of such a high level conspiracy would bring.

Keeping the data to herself, Claire had decided to accept an inspection tour for that sector. A boring and pedantic assignment, it was often used and regarded as a punishment for poor performance. The area was on the edge of human space, near to the unpredictable alien sectors. It had several mining colonies, research stations, shipyards and some military watch posts to safeguard the border, all of which held no interest for her or anyone else in the office. But the assignment put Oubliette legally within her jurisdiction and therefore she could visit it with complete authority to conduct her finance and efficiency survey.

The exposing of whatever malpractice she found would more than defend her breaching of protocol and the layers of secrecy heaped upon Oubliette. With a little luck there would be enough credit left over to carry her into executive status.

Claire had often stared up at the ceiling of her tiny cubicle, wondering what the powerful officers in the floors high above her own were doing. They were no doubt making decisions that affected dozens of worlds, influencing millions of people, shaping and controlling destiny and fate as though they were standard commodities that were owned and ruled by the corporation. The childhood dreams of being one of them had finally entered her grasp and all she had to do was grab hold and not let go.

The track led her towards a dead-end where a set of doors slithered back to expose another lift. Each wall of the interior was mirrored and this forced her to see herself being led helplessly into it. Claire closed her eyes as she saw the sight she presented. She teetered on absurd heels. Her latex-clad rear wiggled invitingly, the light catching the polished surfaces. Her belly was marked with a brand of ownership and her throat was collared to prevent her making any sound lest she be punished for it.

The travelling block ushered her within and the doors sealed. The mirrored interior surface now caused her to be presented in hundreds of facets from every angle so that wherever she looked she could not avoid seeing an image of herself as a convicted and controlled piece of corporate property. It was a demoralising sight but there was also something else, a strange feeling that lurked in the back of her mind, refusing to step forward and present itself. The abnormal sliver of delectation lurked in the darkness of her psyche, easing her loathing of this treatment a little but baffling her as to what it meant. She regarded her pert cheeks and the token covering offered by the material. A thin layer of sweat was trapped under its surface and now the latex seemed to slither against her as she moved. It felt as though it could be alive and was almost arousing.

The lift commenced a long descent, carrying her deep through countless levels of bound and mercilessly contained inmates. The degrees to which the prison populace had been pinioned proved how a staff of only eleven could easily and effectively rule an infinite number of inmates. Whether Oubliette accepted one hundred or one million convicts they could all be managed more effectively than any high security facility manned by human guards and manual involvement. It was a terribly demeaning means of imprisonment, one that extinguished all hopes. With human employees there were the options of bribery, seduction, corruption, you could hurt them, hold them hostage or exploit their flaws as she had learned to do since childhood.

But the machines that operated the facility were cold and ruthless, working solely as programmed without care or consideration. They could not be reasoned with or tainted by those it ruled.

Once she was free of this prison, Claire considered using her information to help promote the Oubliette programme and to create others. After having experienced it firsthand she would be an ideal spokesperson, one that would be able to brush aside any attempt to slander it by expressing how it had felt to her at the time.

Oubliette would be a success for the Company. That much was certain. If she could latch herself onto it after convincing the warden and gaining her release, not only would she gain her precious executive status, but she would have a fast route up through the ranks to the very top. The current trials might well be a horrific ordeal, but therapy could help her erase any psychological aftermath.

Oubliette offered an opportunity for advancement she hadn't even considered before. In a way, being accidentally processed here might well be the best thing ever to happen to her career.

The lift slowed and the mirrors before her eyes glided apart to expose a large waiting room.

The chamber had comfortable settees running along the sides, the furniture crafted from the finest alien hides, with glass tables placed before each set of the exquisite seats. An elaborate crystal chandelier hung overhead, bathing the room in an amber-tinted radiance. Small lamps were placed over the art hanging on the walls, augmenting the chandelier with the directed beams that showed off the expensive masterpieces.

The block towed her forward towards a set of double doors. The portal automatically swung open and exposed the office of the warden.

The room had the extravagant design tastes of someone from the upper levels of the Turan hierarchy. Ornate wooden cabinets, drawers, armchairs and side tables added an almost bohemian adoration for the forsaken antique styles of long ago.

Artwork of fame and heinous expense dwelt upon the walls amidst brass and crystal wall lamps. Claire couldn't recall the last time she had seen so much timber deployed in one place, especially wood of obvious Earth origin. Actual timber from the home world was as precious as gold, and even the lumber ripped from other colonies and shipped back was delivered at no small cost.

A solid and monstrous desk dominated the centre of the chamber. The exquisitely crafted affair encompassed a throne-like chair behind it with three smaller versions situated immediately before it.

Her cuffs suddenly moved to the right, drawing her around the desk and towards the wall. Bemused, Claire wondered what was going on and why the meeting was not being held in the warden's sumptuous office.

A section of wall parted and allowed her into a dark and slender passage. The secret door had been completely invisible to the naked eye and Claire was concerned as to what was being concealed by it. Unable to refuse the demands of the towing machinery, she trembled with fright as she was drawn through the bleak passage. Suddenly she was plunged into complete blackness as the doors closed behind her.

After a few moments of slow walking she winced as the far end of the passage opened and allowed an effulgent burst of light to dazzle and pain her eyes. The time needed to accustom from void to light had her drawn into the chamber beyond and halted at its heart before she could even vaguely make out her surroundings.

Peering cautiously up she found herself in another office, but where the previous one had been an opulent and regal place, this version made her heart sink and her mind quiver with appalled fright and dismay.

The dark metal plates of the wall were lined with sets of stern manacles that hung from chains in an almost medieval style of dungeon decoration. But unlike any other place of incarceration, animate materials were a vital part of the decor.

In each corner was a naked woman, the shapely females hugged into the smoothed curve of the corners by oppressive metal bands. The silver ribbons squeezed them against the wall, preventing even the slightest movement. Two segmented and vastly oversized pipes emerged between their legs to bury themselves in belly and anus while another pair followed their cheeks and slithered into their nostrils.

The wild and desperate eyes of the women glittered in the glare from the expanded orb that stretched their jaws wide and puffed their cheeks out to a severe degree. The implanted device was a radiant creation that let light pour from the portion exposed in their extreme rictus, while the flesh of their cheeks seemed incandescent as the potent light sent its glare through the stretched tissues.

Claire concluded that the lights had to be heat-free because any ordinary variety of such obvious intense wattage would scorch them. But it was a token mercy considering the rigour of their containment.

A grim table held rule in the middle of the room as it had in the other chamber, but this was a far more despicable item. The thick featureless slab had a hinged square in each corner with a hole cut into it. Acting like a set of stocks at each edge there was a naked woman left kneeling with her neck locked into the structure of the table.

The legs of each woman were contained within leather ballet boots that rose up over their thighs and which were fastened tightly at the top by a stern buckled strap that was itself part of the footwear. Their calves remained parallel and were pinned to the floor by a metal band that emerged from the floor by ankle and upper shin to keep them in position.

Forced to support the table, none of them dared relent in their task because a metal pole between their legs rose to penetrate their sex and leave them impaled to the deepest extent by a monster phallus. The only thing that prevented serious harm was the single support in the centre of the underside. A sprung portion stopped the women sinking to a level that would damage them, but coerced them into trying to stay as far off the dildoes as they could.

The women were faced inwards, their arms twisted up behind their backs so that their forearms ran together up their spines. A triangular sleeve of black leather was lined with buckles and kept the limbs under tight reins. A single mitten squashed their hands into balls to deprive even their fingers of any freedom. A thick black strap ran around their lower face with a maw-stretching pipe emerging from the tabletop before their eyes. The tube plunged down their throat and both gagged and sustained them.

The chair before this twisted desk was ordinary enough, comprised of dark metal and forged in a stark high-backed design. A cabinet behind this throne held numerous drawers and larger chambers, this somewhat plain storage compartment being the only other addition to the intimidating office of indulged perversity. It was perhaps the most unnerving part because whatever lay within it remained anonymous, allowing Claire's imagination to conjure the ghastly tools of torture awaiting deployment.

The block stopped before the desk, leaving Claire facing it as though in anticipation of judgement. To the other inmates it must have seemed as though their sentencing were repeating, but Claire had received no such measure of justice and was being held without trial or reason.

As she waited, all she could do was stare at the captive females and dread what warped mind had taken over the running of Oubliette and what it would mean for her. She wondered if she could handle such sadistic imprisonment. To be held and forced to serve as furniture for the delight of the warden would make all the treatment she had received so far pale in comparison.

Claire couldn't decide whether to appeal to him or not, because if she revealed her status as an investigating Company official, surely he would ensure she never got the chance to broadcast what she had seen here. She could well be helping hold up his twisted table the moment after the words slipped her lips, her arms contorted behind her, a nourishing pipe shoved down her throat, her body riven with endless fatigue as she fought to keep the table supported for the amusement of her oppressor.

A dark creeping arousal moved through Claire as her fear grew, confusing her addled thoughts all the more. Beads of terrified sweat were starting to well upon her skin as her heart stamped a tremulous beat, her anticipation of confronting the warden filling every thought.

Another hidden portal in the wall hissed open to her right, briefly letting her catch a glimpse of another corridor. Before the portal shut behind the new arrivals she saw the passage was carpeted in red and lined with doors, each of them spaced well apart.

In all her researches she had never considered where the warden came from, and she certainly never thought him as someone recruited from the military.

The warden had a closely cut head of near white bristles. His clean-shaven visage was stern and ferocious with icy blue eyes. He was of average height with a build that while lean and slender was also armed with dense muscles, honed from the training and experience associated with his Special Forces uniform.

The tactical commando units attached to Turan Inc. were well known within the Company, if only by rumour. They easily outclassed anything the government could hope to field and only Korin Enterprises could muster anything to rival them.

They were a private and elite force that the Company used to defend its holdings, protect its investments and augment any hostile takeover. When diplomacy or money failed to acquire or defend assets, these pernicious troops were the final and irrevocable solution to negotiations. Assassination, rescue, retrieval, theft, investigation, extermination, any extremely hazardous duty the Company might find blocking its way, these forces were used to overcome it.

The uniform was as unmistakable as it was malevolent. The apparel was designed to inspire dread.

Dull black synthetic leather covered his frame. The armoured fabric was both comfortable and a practical guard against the elements, physical attack and projectile or energy weapon discharge.

Polished black shoulder guards of solid Plasteel bore the rat skull emblem of his unit on the left, while on the right was the company symbol set proudly above the insignia of a major. Two slender silver chains swung from the front to the back of this pauldron, each chain denoting a full decade of service to the Company as a Turan commando.

The same carapace of dark armour encompassed his upper chest and back, rising to forge a loose collar that again bore the sigils of his lofty rank. Other sections shielded his forearms and shins, these pieces extending to cover elbow and knee with studded plates. The warden's hands emerged from beneath the armour to be sheathed in a sturdy pair of gloves that had oval plates set upon the knuckles.

A utility belt adorned with many pouches encircled his waist above a solid codpiece, but where a sidearm would ordinarily rest at the hip he had shed such defence for a holster that contained the coils of an ornate bullwhip.

Marching forcefully on heavy boots, a billowing black cloak hung from the back of the decorated shoulder guards, adding to his powerful presence.

Claire was surprised by the revelation of a military leader in charge of the prison. But she was infinitely more shocked by his aids, for even though she had glimpsed one before, to see their post legitimised was even more disturbing.

The two women flanking him were identical to the guard in the purple cat suit Claire had spied from her cell. They bore an identical engineered glove on the right hand, the same dagger footwear, even the colour and cut of their hair was the same. The main difference between them was that one wore a striking blue suit with matching cosmetic shades while the other wore a glaring red ensemble.

Claire wondered if each colour-coded cellblock of the prison had a correspondingly colour-coded guard responsible for it. But she knew from the records that the guards were all male. Were these assistants to them?

Without even a glance in her direction the group strode behind the desk. The warden trailed a hand over the head of the nearest table support and briefly took in the imploring stare of the woman before he sank into his throne. The man pressed an area of the table while his aids took up positions like sentries on either side of him. The women's eyes instantly fixed to Claire, while she remained bound before them.

A slender line of red light was drawn down across his face and repeated as a horizontal sweep. The retinal scan was confirmed and a holographic display flickered into life before him. The projected images allowed him to poke the air and flick through various computer databases to locate Claire's entry.

An image of her face appeared and rotated slowly beside a series of hyperlinks. The beleaguered expression upon it clearly showed it had been taken during the scan conducted during her initial processing.

'I'm not—!' began Claire, desperate to unveil the truth about her situation, but the rashness of her appeal brought the collar to life and her croaking yell was accompanied by the growling cackle of an electrical reminder to remain mute.

'Still learning, are we?' smiled the warden, deactivating the projection and leaning back into his throne. 'Mustn't be too bright.'

Claire shook and toiled through the after-effects of the shock, fighting to remain upright as her legs sought to wilt beneath her. Opening her eyes she launched a contemptuous glower at the warden, her resentment of this maltreatment flourishing.

'Oh, still plenty of fight left in you,' he responded. 'That's rare. The initial processing usually shatters the resistance of even the hardiest convict.'

Claire calmed her rancour lest she unwittingly sabotage any hope of salvation by earning the warden's enmity. The man leaned forward and laid his arms on the desk. The added weight brought soft groans from the women as they sank further onto the dildoes. With trembles of effort they fought against the weight and arose slightly, easing the worst of their suffering.

'I am warden Pravus,' he stated with grave tones. 'You, however, are property and are owned by the Company. You do exactly as you are told and you don't do anything unless told. Escape is utterly impossible and you have no hope of rescue. Is that understood?'

'Yes—' began Claire, answering without thought to gain another searing blast from the collar. Her anger flared and she let loose a profane curse that vanished into another holler as the chastisement was repeated. Biting her tongue, she panted and strove to keep silent.

'Either you're incredibly stubborn or just a very slow learner,' said Pravus, indicating the cabinet behind him. 'Perhaps a learning aid will help you adjust to your new life.'

The two women accepted the silent command and opened two doors to arm themselves with some articles that Claire could barely make out even as they walked around the desk and closed in on her. Pravus took Claire's attention from them as he continued to address her.

'There are three possibilities open to you whilst here,' he revealed. 'The first is spending the rest of your days in your cell under rigid computer control. The second is to be assigned to duties outside the cellblocks. The third is that through exemplary service outside the cellblocks you may become a trustee such as these fine ladies before you.'

Claire glanced to the women, realising they were not appointed guards, or aids, but fellow prisoners. They had to have endured similar fates to the women supporting the table and those providing the light, possibly even in being the rubber-bound slave on a leash she had seen the purple-clad trustee towing.

Her contemplation as to the class structure of Oubliette was broken when the indifferent women strode past her towards the door and opened hidden panels in the wall. A set of stern cuffs were removed and drawn out on dense cable. The trustees marched back and with the purr of latex stretching across their lithe bodies they crouched down. A strong hand grabbed each of her ankles as the other hand snatched her shorts and started to pull them down. The speed with which they worked caught Claire by surprise and the garment was off before she could react.

The fetters were quickly clamped to Claire's ankles, the trustees stepped back as she felt the insides of the restraints inflating to grasp the joints with a more secure hold. She looked at the cables and panic set in as she realised what was going to happen. Frantic, she tugged and pulled, trying to find a way in which to get free of the bonds before they did what she suspected. A soft mechanical whine sifted from the walls as hidden winches took hold of the cable and began to haul it back in. The disappearing slack made Claire's sense of jeopardy rise and her futile efforts became more rash and haphazard as she tried to find some way in which to avoid this fate.

She could not get free. She could not even protest or beg for mercy without increasing her ordeal.

The trustees watched with impassive stares as she tried to use her stiletto heels to puncture the pressurised rubber interior of the cuffs. But then her feet slid against the floor as the cable started to drag them back. Claire's balance was shattered and she dropped forward, her arms being wrenched taut as her legs were drawn up into the air and spread apart by the powerful haul of the winches.

Transformed into a living female hammock she growled and murmured with endurance, fighting to keep her words in check as the cables continued to vanish, and she was stretched tighter and tighter.

When she was spread-eagled in the air, her body rendered horizontal, full of stress, the winches automatically ceased their work. Locking off they left her suspended and utterly vulnerable.

The women closed in again, bringing forth articles from the cabinets. The blue trustee grabbed Claire's grimacing features with her latex-gloved hand and squeezed strong fingers into her cheeks. Claire fought to resist but there was little she could do. The metal glove joined the task and helped keep Claire's jaws spread as the red trustee readied her instrument for use.

The black moulded posture collar was of a harsh design that would rise from her shoulders, control her neck and ascend to run just below her ears, over her cheeks and rest just beneath her nose. The polished metallic outer surface was hinged at the side to allow them to apply it and the other ends were armed with several locks.

The interior of the collar comprised of slightly loose rubber that would no doubt inflate to create the perfect fit. But this was not the full extent of its brutal qualities. From the front section at the point where her lips would rest there was a slightly stiff corrugated pipe.

Claire strained and fought the hold of the trustee as the woman's partner lifted the pipe in one hand and readied to feed it down Claire's throat. The metal glove cupping her chin discharged a shivering blast of voltage and her struggles were transformed into a virulent throe before becoming docile twitches.

Having revealed its usage as a weapon of punishment, the glove continued to hold Claire's enfeebled jaw, the shock having temporarily robbed her of strength. Numbed and barely able to move, she watched as the end of the tube entered her mouth and brushed the back of her throat. An instinctive retch assisted the trustee and Claire's eyes bulged with revulsion as the ridged pipe slithered into her, the passage of its peaks and troughs distinct against the soft lining of her oesophagus. The cool rubber interior of the posture collar pressed to her face, the pipe driven to its destination. The red trustee closed the stern device and pressed the locks into each other until they clicked with damning permanence.

In answer to this securing of the collar, the interior broke into life and began to grow. The balloon interior swelled quickly and established a rigorous compression. At the same time hidden sacs at the root of the pipe broke into activity, spreading their dimensions into her mouth, protecting the pipe and levying their bloated might against her cheeks. The interior sought to part her jaws and expand her mouth while the exterior warred against such a quest, forcing inward, seeking to smother her. The battle made Claire shudder and whinny in dismay as she aimed to endure the process. She tried to pray for it to end, but there was no faith in her; the domination of the corporations had seen to that. All she could do was curse the fate that had deprived her of any recourse from the pain.

Allegiance to a corporation had replaced religion long ago. The chosen corporation was the deity that rewarded and punished, looked after and nurtured its flock rather than some intangible spiritual figure. Like any other corporate takeover the religions of the world were driven out, bankrupted, embarrassed and humiliated through unearthed or conjured scandal until finally they were reduced to the level of an obscure fad for those degenerates the Company had no use for anyway. The acquisition of power and wealth in the Company was now the only faith, a zealous denomination that was followed without compassion or relents.

Stripped of her Company status and spiritually bankrupt Claire had nothing to fall back on in the face of this ordeal. Turan had turned its back on her; it wasn't stopping this trauma from being heaped on a zealous devotee. The resulting crisis of faith emphasised her turmoil.

Only once her face was pulsing with distress from the opposing forces of intense inflation did the collar stop and leave her stranded at this awful peak. Then with her guaranteed silence the trustees added the second part of their duty. Moving to her sides, they unfastened her bra and let it fall to the floor.

Her unsupported breasts hung in expectation of awful attention, and she flinched and snorted as she felt warm latex-coated fingers begin to stroke the tender flesh. No woman had ever groped her, this was cultivating some of her resentment, but what enraged her most was the fact that she was being manhandled and there was nothing she could do to stop it. The feeling of such vulnerability was terrifying. The fact that they could do whatever they wished without consequence or even impediment was almost worse than the molestation itself. The touch was an act of ignominious trespass, but the women were skilled in their caress and Claire's anatomy could not help but be affected by it. The gentle pinches to her nipples and the swirl of smoothed digits about each inverted asset had her eyes drifting shut. Claire shivered and involuntarily started to revel in their touch. She sought to block these reactions but the effects of the sterling massage were irresistible.

Then the soothing pleasure was cast aside and replaced by aching torment as the trustees simultaneously exploited her distraction to slip a metal band up to the root of each breast and snap it shut. The sudden strangling hold brought Claire to rigid attention, the throbbing constriction making each breast flushed and swollen into a spherical state, every heartbeat distinct through the punished tissues. She instinctively quivered, fighting to wriggle free of the baleful hoops, but the actions only made matters worse as her breasts jiggled, aggravating the garrotted flesh, bringing new tears of distraught panic to her eyes.
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