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Dominated by my Secretary

Male Submission: Succumb to Punishment

by Tara Jones

Email sent: Tuesday 10th of April, 22:30

Sender: Hidden

Encryption level: Secure. Military level grade 5.

Message: FYI. One of the independent contractors who was hired through the Dark Web to take care of unfinished business has failed, and the other contractor has disappeared without a trace.

Don’t make another mistake. There is too much at risk.

Deadline 01:30 hours.

He read through the email once again and frowned.

They were so close to fulfilling their glorious goal that they had worked years to achieve, and there wasn’t any room for more mistakes and mishaps! He slammed his fist hard against the desk and swore out loud before he took a deep, steadying breath.

“It doesn’t matter,” he whispered to himself between clenched teeth and turned off the computer. “I’ll take care of it myself, and I’ll make sure that nothing goes wrong this time.”

“Don’t worry, he’ll be fine,” Sophie told me calmly.

But I wasn’t so sure about that. I bent down in front of the security guard while I desperately tried to remember anything that I had learned from a mandatory CPR course I had taken a couple of years ago.

Should I check his pulse or breathing first? I thought and ran my hand through my short sand-coloured hair. How many chest compressions should you do before doing mouth-to-mouth?

“I think he’s dying!” I placed my hand under the security guard’s head. His whole body trembled uncontrollably. His eyes were half-closed, but only the whites were visible.

“No, he isn’t,” Sophie said. “It will take a couple of minutes for the body to react to the initial exposure of the neurotoxin, but after that he’ll be out for half an hour or so.”

“Are you sure?” I said, unconvinced.

“Of course,” she said. “I’m a spy, not a cold-blooded murderer.”

Gradually the security guard’s muscular body stopped twitching; his pulse and breathing became steady and normal.

“I think he’s unconscious,” I said.

“Come on, we have to hide him so that the other guard won’t find him.”

Sophie grabbed the security guard’s ankles and I lifted the guard’s upper body. He was heavier than I had guessed, and together we dragged him away from the noisy code-breaking machine and towards a pair of black double doors. To the right of the double door, a brass sign read ‘The History of Breaking Secret Codes–From Past to Present’.

Sophie took the guard’s key ring and opened the doors. The room looked like a miniature cinema with velvet folding seats for around fifty people. A large screen dominated the stage framed by heavy curtains, and a projector was rigged in the ceiling.

“I can’t believe you drugged him,” I told Sophie as we dragged the guard inside.

“Well, I’m not happy about it either,” she replied and placed the guard in recovery position on the floor. “But as I told you before, I didn’t really have any choice.”

“I guess you’re right,” I mumbled.

“The neurotoxin that he breathed in is perfectly harmless,” she explained. “It might look a little bit scary with the initial seizures, but he’ll wake up without any side effects except feeling drowsy and possibly a slight headache for a couple of hours or so.”

“If you say so.”

Sophie leaned over the unconscious security guard and crossed his limp wrists together behind his back. He groaned faintly. His jaw was slack and he was drooling a little bit from the corner of his mouth.

“Could you give me my handbag?” Sophie said.

“Sure,” I said before I went back to the exhibition room to get it. I handed her the bag and said, “Can I help you with anything?”

“No, it’s fine.”

Sophie searched through her champagne-coloured handbag and retrieved a couple of thick black cable ties that were the length of my forearm. She zipped them into a noose and wrapped two of them over the guard’s crossed wrists before she tightened them. The plastic cable ties made a whispering zip noise, and I licked my lips without thinking.

There was something about the way she leaned over the drugged guard and the thick black cable ties that I couldn’t help but find strangely titillating for reasons that I couldn’t explain. For a second, acute jealousy stabbed me in my back and I desperately wished that I were in the security guard’s place.

Half-unconscious, drugged senseless, and vulnerable.

She would be able to do whatever she wanted with me, I thought. I would be completely at her mercy, unable to stop her.

I swallowed hard and tried to push the tempting and guilty thoughts out of my head. The situation was making me more excited than I wanted to admit.

“Could you help me lift his legs?” Sophie said and tightened the cable ties.

“Eh, sure,” I said in a hoarse voice.

Of course, mistress, I thought to myself. I’ll do whatever you want me to do…

I didn’t know if it was the tone of my voice that betrayed me or if she could read my mind, but Sophie looked up and met my eyes.

A small curved smile formed at the corner of her sensual lips.

“We have work to do,” she mumbled.

Dutifully I helped her finish tying the unconscious security guard.

It was making me both turned on and increasingly guilty. However, the fact that I was feeling guilty over getting excited only made me even more turned on against my will.

The black cable ties were oddly erotic in my hands, even their plastic smell was alluring, and the way Sophie used them–swift, determined, and effectively–made me grow hard, and my pulse increased.

My hands trembled slightly and I couldn’t make them be still.

“There, all finished,” Sophie said at last and inspected her work.

The unconscious security guard was effectively tied up; he couldn’t go anywhere even if he woke up.

“Great.” I cleared my throat lightly.

But I couldn’t help but notice that she still held a couple of cable ties in her hands that she hadn’t put back in her handbag yet. I swallowed hard and tried to get my unruly thoughts and excitement under control.

I had a feeling that she was starting to have a bad influence on me.

“So, what should we do while we wait for the bombe machine to break the book code?” She arched an eyebrow. “Any suggestions?”

If you want to, you can tie me up with the cable ties and use me, I thought and bit my lower lip. I want you to dominate me again.

“I don’t know,” I mumbled and looked away.

She played with the black cable ties in her hands, they reminded me vaguely of a cat-o’-nine-tails, and it made me shudder involuntarily.

“Did you get turned on by watching me tying up the guard?” she whispered and ignored my comment. Teasingly she swatted me across my upper arm with the bundle of cable ties. I gasped involuntarily; it was a strangely erotic gesture. “Answer me,” she demanded in a stricter tone.

“Yes,” I admitted breathlessly.

She took a step closer. “I would love to drug you senseless and tie you up,” she said in a low voice close to my ear before she kissed me slowly. “But unfortunately, we don’t have time for that right now.”

“Someone could come. I don’t think we should–” I began to say.

She interrupted me by taking a fistful of my short sand-coloured hair and pulling it hard. “Who asked for your opinion?”

I gasped in reply, hopelessly caught between desire and pain.

Sophie smiled at me and tightened her grip. “I decide everything.”

“Y-yes, of course,” I stuttered and swallowed hard. “Always.”

“Are you going to do as you’re told, or do I have to teach you a lesson?”

I hesitated. Both of the options were equally tempting in my opinion.

“I’ll do as I’m told, mistress,” I mumbled and looked down at the floor.

“Good.” She grabbed my chin with one hand and kissed me again, deeply and possessively, until her wet tongue met mine. She lowered her voice and said, “Show me your wrists.”

I instantly obeyed her and held my hands in front of her. Slowly–tantalisingly slowly!–she looped the black plastic cable tie around my wrists. My mouth went dry and I forced myself to breathe evenly. Her smokey green eyes met mine while she tightened the cable ties, and a shiver glided down my spine.

“I wish we had the entire night together,” she mumbled. “There’s so much I would like to teach you–and there are so many things I could do to you.”

My wrists were firmly tied together in front of me, it wasn’t tight enough to cut off my blood flow, but it wasn’t far off. The black plastic dug into my skin in the most uncompromising way.

“I like it,” I said breathlessly.

She teasingly stroked my hardness through my trousers. A small moan escaped my lips and I felt myself grow harder. Without thinking, I shamelessly moved my hips forward, eager for more physical contact.

“I can feel that,” she mumbled and wrapped her arms around me. “It’s making me turned on, too…”

Her hands were everywhere, tugging at my clothes, and her kisses were hot and demanding.

I didn’t care if anyone came or if the unconscious security guard woke up and saw us. All I wanted was to please her and do whatever she told me to. Raw desire and frustration tore at me, my bound wrists effectively prevented me from taking off my clothes, but Sophie solved the problem by unzipping my trousers and pulling them down to my knees.

“I want you.” Her voice was husky and thick with desire.

Without waiting for my reply, she hitched up her skirt and turned around. She leaned over one of the velvet seats. She wasn’t wearing any underwear, and for a moment I wondered if she had planned for this to happen. I didn’t care, I realised, and eagerly pushed myself forwards, not caring that we hadn’t even undressed properly.

I wanted her desperately.

I groaned in frustration until she helped me enter her. She was sleek and wet inside and eagerly arched her back at me, moving her sensual body closer to me.

“Harder,” she ordered.

There was an urgency in her tone that made me helplessly excited against my will. I grabbed her hip with my tied hands and thrust myself deep inside her. She moaned loudly in response and arched her back even further. With one hand she was pleasing herself, and it was making me grow harder.

I thrust my hips forward, burrowing myself as deep as I could.

“Please let me come,” I begged in an unsteady voice.

“Not yet,” she gasped. “Not until I tell you to…”

I pushed myself against her and she met my movement with an increasing pace. I held on to my self-control by a thin hair. I wanted desperately to come, frustration, desire, and an urgent need threatened to tear me apart, but I refused to give in until she told me to.

Just when I thought that I wouldn’t be able to hold back anymore, she reached her climax. All her muscles tensed and her nails dug into my hip as she pressed me closer to her.

“Yes, yes,” she panted. “Come… Come inside me.”

Before I had time to think, I pushed myself forward as deeply as I could. My release left me in hot, throbbing pulses, and I brought her with me for a second time.

“Wow, that was… amazing.” I gasped for breath. My knees threatened to give in, but I managed to stand up, if only barely.

“I agree,” she said with a pleased smile. She turned around and kissed me lazily.

We cleaned ourselves up as much as possible and left the unconscious guard behind on the floor. When we came back to the Codebreaker exhibition room, it was completely quiet.

At first, I thought the half-century-old code-breaking machine had broken down, but although the row of wheels had stopped, the bombe machine was blinking reassuringly. It took me a moment before realisation sank in.

“The message has been deciphered!” Sophie said and dashed over to the machine.

I was close on her heels. She ripped off the piece of paper that had been printed out from the old machine. Her face went so pale it was almost white, and her hands trembled slightly as she read the decoded message.

“Holy shit,” she mumbled.

I took the printed message from her and read it.

It was short, consistent, and absolutely horrifying:

“The bomb has been set on the top floor of the Shard. It will go off at exactly midnight on the 10th of April, according to plan.”

“What does that mean?” I struggled to understand.

“The next terror attack in London is going to happen in less than an hour. They’re going to blow up the Shard,” Sophie said and paused for the words to sink in. “This is going to be the UK’s September 11. Thousands of innocent people will die, and it will generate political turmoil and hate crimes for years to come.”

“What should we do? We have to stop it!” My voice had a slight shrill tone that sounded a little bit hysterical even to myself.

It can’t be true, I thought over and over again. It just can’t be true. This is a horrible joke or some sort of mistake. Maybe the code-breaking machine deciphered the message wrong?

But deep down, I knew the truth: it wasn’t a mistake.

I was so caught up in my own thoughts, I nearly missed Sophie’s next comment.

“I have to stop the bomb from going off, but you’re not going to do anything,” she replied calmly. “You’re a civilian; you should stay out of this.”

“What?” I exclaimed. “Do you honestly believe that I’m going to just stand by and watch?”

“Yes,” Sophie said. “This is not your responsibility or duty–you’re an accountant, for heaven’s sake!”

“But I could help you!”

“I don’t have time to argue with you,” she said and dismissed me. “You’re staying here; this is governmental business and far too dangerous for civilians to be involved in. You should never have been dragged into this in the first place.”

“We should call the police–they can take care of it!”

“No.” Sophie shook her head. “It will just generate panic, and they won’t be able to stop the bomb in time.”

“What are you going to do?”

“I’m going to the Shard, and I’m going to try to get everyone out and deactivate the bomb.”

“That’s madness!”

“No, it’s my job!”

“Let me come with you,” I said.

“I’m sorry,” Sophie said and met my eyes. “You can’t come with me this time, it’s too dangerous.”

I could tell by her narrowing eyes and the way she held her chin that I wasn’t going to win the argument.

But I can’t let her risk her own life, I thought.

A crazy plan formed in my head, and I fumbled with her handbag before I gave it to her.

“Okay,” I mumbled. “Good luck, then, I guess.”

“Thank you,” she said.

“I’m sorry, too,” I replied softly.

I took a deep breath before I sprayed her directly in the face with the small metal can that I had nicked from her handbag.

A look of complete surprise crossed Sophie’s face.

“You traitorous bastard–” she managed to say before the neural poison acted and her knees gave out under her.

I caught her before she hit the floor. Although I knew I shouldn’t waste any precious time, I held her close to me while her body twitched and jerked as it reacted to the neurotoxin. Once the initial shock had passed and she grew still, I checked her breathing and pulse before I gently lowered her to the floor and wrapped my trench coat around her.

“I’m really, really sorry,” I said and stroked the side of her face before I left.

I threw a glance at my watch as I left the exhibition room; it was 23:14.

Forty-five minutes to go, I thought. A growing sensation of cold dread curled itself around my chest and made it hard to breathe.

Would I be able to make it? Or would I be too late?

I ran down the stairs and through the dimly lit museum. I didn’t have time to use the EMP to disable the security cameras on the way, but it didn’t matter because I wasn’t entirely sure how to use it anyway.

Halfway to the exit, I heard rapid footsteps behind me.

“You there! Stop!” a man called out. “Stop immediately!”

Damn! It’s the second security guard, I thought and increased my speed.

I threw a glance over my shoulder. The second security guard came stomping down the corridor. He could have been a younger brother to the other guard. They had the same muscular build and slightly army-inspired short haircut.

However, I had a decent head start, and thanks to my time on my running machine at home, I wasn’t completely out of shape. I dashed through the science museum, pressed the exit button, and threw the sturdy employees’ door open.

A moment later I was out on the street outside the museum.

Luck was on my side and a late-night cab was slowly coming towards me with its orange roof sign light on.

Yes! I thought and flagged it down.

The cab stopped, I got in, and we drove off. In the rearview mirror I saw the security guard coming out of the museum. In vain he looked around for me, because he hadn’t seen me jump into the car.

“To the Shard,” I panted. “As quickly as you can!”

“Ah, it’s you again, sir,” the cab driver said in a singing Indian-English accent.

It took me a moment before I recognised him; it was the same driver with the cornflower blue turban who had driven Sophie and me to my flat.

“Yeah, it’s me,” I said. “Listen, I don’t have time to explain, but I need to go to the Shard as fast as possible!”

“No problem, sir,” the cab driver replied, but I knew he didn’t really understand what I meant.

“Look, I know this is going to sound crazy,” I tried to explain, “but I’m going to try to prevent a terrorist attack from happening.”

“A terrorist attack?” The driver gave me a swift glance in the rear-view mirror.

“Yes,” I said. “There is going to be a new one in less than forty minutes–unless I can stop it!”

My heart sank.

He’ll never believe me, I thought.

I probably looked like I was mad, my clothes were wrinkled, my short hair tousled, and I was sweaty and out of breath. But for some reason–or unknown miracle!–he believed me.

“Put on your safety belt, sir,” the cab driver said before he turned the wheel sharply and made an illegal U-turn across the double-lined street.

“Shit!” I desperately fumbled with my seat belt while he casually drove against the traffic.

He’ll get us killed! I thought.

I have no idea where the cab driver had learnt to drive, but he drove like a Formula One driver who did suicidal-flirting car stunts in his spare time and who had drunk too many espressos!

The cab practically flew, zigzagged, and wrestled its way through London’s evening traffic. A whole orchestra of angry car horns followed us.

“Look out!” I screamed as we nearly collided with a large red Royal Mail lorry.

At the last split second the cab driver turned the wheel and we took a highly illegal–and bumpy!–shortcut through a small park.

“Don’t worry, I got this,” the taxi driver said before he mercilessly drove over a small garden fence and ploughed through a flower bed with spring tulips.

“Watch it!” I shouted.

A second later we drove through an alley that was so narrow both of the wing mirrors scraped against the brick buildings on both sides. We left a trail of amber sparks behind us.

The cab driver drove like he had practically stolen the cab and all hell was breaking loose!

In the distance I heard police sirens closing in while we zoomed past red lights and reached the Shard in record speed. The cab driver did a razor-sharp ninety-degree turn before the car came to a screeching halt a couple of hundred feet from the entrance.

“I’ll pay you later!” I got out of the cab as soon as it had stopped. “Thanks for driving me!”

“Good luck, sir!” he called out after me.

I checked my watch again. Almost half past eleven–I had thirty-two minutes to find and disable the bomb!

I ran towards the entrance to the Shard before I stopped dead in my tracks.

“What’s going on?” I wondered out loud.

A thick red carpet had been rolled out in front of the entry. Elegant people in white tie suits and long evening dresses decorated with beads that glittered in the camera flashes from half a dozen photographers were standing in a long queue.

‘The Children’s Trust Charity Event,’ I read on a large banner over the entrance. In smaller letters it said ‘Supported by Queen Elizabeth II.’

“What the hell should I do now?” I whispered to myself.

I took one look at the long queue with people in front of the entrance. A couple of guards in black bomber jackets with ‘Security’ written across the back and discreet covert earpieces checked each person’s invitation.

They’ll never let me inside, I thought. And I definitely didn’t have time to explain the whole situation.

It was highly unlikely that the security guards would believe me and my fantastic story. Hell, I barely believed it myself, to be honest!

“There has to be another way in,” I said under my breath before I turned around and ran around the building.

I hadn’t really expected to find an open window or an unlocked door–that would have been insanely lucky!–but as I rounded the corner and came around the back of the building, I noticed a smoking man in his late forties. He had thinning dark brown hair and was dressed in black-and-white chequered trousers and a chef’s jacket. The man gave me an uninterested glance and stomped out his cigarette on the ground. He swiped a card through the card reader next to the door. It made a buzzing sound and a small light started to blink.

“Wait for me,” I said without thinking and jogged towards him.

The chef looked up at me in surprise, but held the door open. “Are you working in the bar upstairs?”

“Er, yes?” I said before I added quickly, “I mean–yes, I am!”

“You’re late,” he informed me. “Jeanette is going to flay you alive unless you hurry up. It’s a busy and important night tonight.”

“Tell me about it,” I lied as convincingly as I could. “Thanks for holding the door for me.”

“No worries, mate,” the chef replied. “You’d better get changed and hurry upstairs.” He pointed towards a door with a handwritten note that said ‘Changing rooms for employees only!’

“Thanks,” I said.

He nodded at me before he opened a pair of swinging doors in metal with round windows. I caught a glimpse of a large kitchen, where over a dozen people were running between steaming boiling pots and hissing pans.

I slunk inside the changing room. It was empty. A row of dark blue lockers covered the better part of the wall. They were locked, but several newly ironed white shirts and waiters’ uniforms hung on a rack to the left of the door.

Perfect, I thought and grabbed a white shirt and black waistcoat.

Normally it was completely against my moral principles to steal or borrow other people’s property without their approval, but I decided to make a rare exception. After all, it was a matter of life and death.

A minute later, I left the changing room and headed towards the lift briskly.

The lift was cramped with other waiters, kitchen staff, and servants. A short girl in her twenties with curly black hair carried an enormous flower bouquet with large deep-red lilies and ferns, which was pressed closely into my face. The heavy floral scent was almost overwhelming, and it effectively blocked out all other scents for several minutes afterward.

“Is everything ready upstairs?”

“Does anyone know where the extra linen napkins are?”

“What the hell is taking so long downstairs? What are they doing in the kitchen?”

Clearly, I wasn’t the only person who was stressed, although for a completely different reason!

I was more than a little bit relieved when I finally stepped out of the lift on the top floor.

If I had more time, I would have taken a moment to marvel at the view of London’s skyline and the sophisticated sky bar. Enormous floor-to-ceiling windows covered most of the walls, and the stainless-steel bar together with the rest of the monochromic black-and-white interior gave the spacious room an air of minimalistic industrialism design that probably had cost a fortune.

Across the room hung an enormous yellow banner. ‘Thank you for supporting the Children’s Trust Charity Event–Together we change lives!’

“Are you filling in for Andrew in the bar?” a freckled woman in a smart black suit and chestnut brown French braid asked me. “I’m the head bartender. Everyone should report to me.”

I hesitated for a moment. “Eh, yes, I am!”

“Thank God you’re here. The bar will open in ten minutes,” she said. “Have you worked here before? Do you know where everything is?”

“Yeah, don’t worry,” I said.

“You’ll work at the top bar together with Maddie,” she said and nodded towards a rounded horseshoe-shaped bar. “Maddie just called; she’ll be here any minute. There was a crazy cab that drove like an idiot on the way, so she got stuck in traffic.”

That could have been my fault, I thought to myself and felt a little bit guilty.

“I see,” I said and hoped that no one was hurt.

“Well, don’t just stand there, hurry up!”

“Yes, ma’am.”

I steered my feet towards the empty bar and pretended to check the coolers with drinks.

What shall I do now? I thought.

I had to get everyone out, but how?

It had been a mistake to leave Sophie behind, she would have known what to do, I concluded and tried to get my half-hysterical thoughts under control and to come up with a logical answer.

Would anyone believe me if I screamed that there was a bomb somewhere in the room? Or would they assume that I was crazy and call security? I didn’t know, and I didn’t dare to risk it.

As I kept pretending to check the rows of bottles of liquor, it suddenly occurred to me exactly what I should do.

Yes, I thought slowly and chewed my lower lip. It could work…

I glanced over my shoulder to make sure that no one was watching me.

Casually I picked up two large bottles of Bombay Sapphire Gin and hid them under a bunch of bar kitchen towels. I snuck a flat package of matches with an embossed silhouette of the Shard on it and placed it in my back pocket.

Everyone was busy; waiters and staff ran back and forth to finish the last preparation. No one spared me a second glance or tried to stop me as I headed towards the gentlemen’s restroom.

I locked the door behind me and piled the kitchen towels together with as much toilet tissue as I could find and placed it in a bin. It looked like a small version of an improvised Guy Fawkes Night bonfire pile. I emptied both bottles of gin over it.

“I hope it’s enough,” I mumbled to myself as I scratched a match against the side of the matchbox.

It worked better than I expected! The flames shot up and reached over three feet. I almost didn’t have time to close the bathroom door behind me before a ringing fire alarm went off. A moment later the automatic sprinklers from the ceiling started and a misty indoor rain began to fall.

“What’s going on?” someone cried out.

“Is there a fire?”

Time to take action, I thought.

I raised my voice. “Everyone should immediately go towards the exit and down the emergency stairs! This isn’t a drill. Please proceed to the nearest exit.”

“Where are the emergency exits?”

“Should we call 999?”

“I think I can smell smoke!”

People are like stupid sheep, I thought with a frown and desperately wished that I had two well-trained and hyper-focused border collies to herd the mindless people out of the building.

“You there,” I said and pointed at the woman in the smart suit whom I had spoken to earlier and who seemed to be in charge. “Call 999 and find three volunteers and get these people to safety. Make sure that everyone gets out.”

“I’m on it.” She straightened her back like a general and instantly took charge.

The smoke that was coming from the bathroom together with the head bartender’s authority had a surprisingly effective impact. Less than five minutes later the room was empty.

“I’ll check this floor to make sure that no one is left behind,” I said to the bartender. “You should go ahead.”

“All right,” she said and gave me a worried glance. “Are you going to be fine?”

“Yes, don’t worry, I’ll be right behind you.” I nodded reassuringly. “Just get these people out before the fire spreads.”

“Okay,” she said and left.

The emergency door closed behind her, and I was alone. I looked at my watch; it was quarter to midnight.

Time was running out fast.

For a heartbeat I hesitated and weighed my limited options.

In comparison to everyone else in the building, I knew exactly what was at stake. This wasn’t a fire drill or a smaller fire on the top floor that would cause inconvenience to a posh charity evening. There was a substantial risk that one of London’s largest skyscraper and all its glass-covered ninety-five floors would crumble to the ground and result in the UK’s largest terrorist attack to date!

For a moment my decision wavered. If I ran for it now, I could probably make it out of the building alive.

But how many people wouldn’t make it? I wondered.

There must be several hundred people in the building, and despite my efforts, a lot of them wouldn’t make it out in time.

Everything suddenly became crystal clear. I didn’t want to be a hero, but I had to try to find the bomb and deactivate it. Even if it would cost me my life.

I reached for my mobile phone.

“Please,” I mumbled to myself as the call went through. “Please pick up the phone…”

All too late it had occurred to me that I had absolutely no idea what the bomb would look like, where it was hidden, and–perhaps most importantly!–how on earth I was going to deactivate it.

The phone rang out, one by one. I held my breath and forgot to breathe. The fire alarm had gone silent, but the emergency exit signs still flashed brightly.

“Hello?” Sophie said in a slurred voice after an eternity.

Thank God she answered the phone! I thought and exhaled.

“Hi, it’s James,” I said.

“What… happened? Where are you?”

“I’m at the Shard,” I replied.

“You drugged me,” she said and paused. “You fucking bastard.”

“Yes, I’m sorry for everything that has happened!” I said and added quickly, “You can yell at me later, but right now you have to help me find the bomb!”

“All right. We’ll talk about that later,” she said in an ice-cold tone. “Where are you exactly?”

“I’m at the top floor, at the sky bar and restaurant at the Shard.”

“Have you called 999?”

“Yes, but I don’t think they’ll be able to get here in time.”

“You have to get everyone out right now!”

“I think I’ve got most people out,” I said. “I started a fire in the bathroom, and people are evacuating the building, but I don’t think everyone will get out in time.”

“Okay.”

“Eh, there might be some collateral damage because of the fire…” I threw a guilty glance towards the gentlemen’s restroom.

Wisps of grey smoke were seeping through the cracks of the door to the restroom. The sprinklers in the ceiling had stopped, but there was enough water on the floor to turn it into a three-inch shallow indoor swimming pool that the interior designers probably never had envisioned.

“You can worry about that later,” Sophie ordered me. “All you need to do right now is focus and find the bomb.”

“Where do I start?” I looked around. It would take me far too long to search the sky bar and the restaurant, not to mention all the other rooms on the top floor. “It could be anywhere…”

“No, it can’t,” Sophie said. “The latest terrorist events have used the same type of bombs. It’s practically a homemade bomb that contains ingredients that you could pick up at a Sainsbury’s and Homebase.”

“Okay,” I said.

“It’s easy to build–but it’s dangerous and very unstable. Therefore, it has to be stored somewhere cool, so you need to look for a fridge or freezer.”

“How big is the bomb?” I ran across the room and pushed a pair of double doors open. There had to be a kitchen area somewhere with a fridge.

But the kitchen area didn’t have a fridge or freezer. Clearly the food was prepared downstairs, because the room had plenty of stainless-steel benches, two large food lifts, and an industrial-sized dishwashing machine that looked like it could belong in a Stephen King novel and possibly would start killing people for no apparent logical reason at all.

Death by a dishwashing machine, what a horrible way to die, I thought with a grimace.

A logical part of me informed me that I was on the brink of freaking out and I needed to focus. Get a grip and find the bomb!

“I can’t find it!” I screamed in frustration. “The kitchen is downstairs; there isn’t any freezer or fridge on this floor!”

“Are you sure?” Sophie was calm, but her tone was tense. “Check everywhere.”

“Of course I’m bloody sure. I have looked everywhere!” I said in a shrill voice.

“If you can’t find it, get out as quickly as you can!”

“Wait–I think I know where it is!”

I ran back to the bar and started pulling out the drawers one by one.

It’s a damn bar; there has to be ice here somewhere! I thought in desperation.

But no. Stupid paper umbrellas, striped straws, colourful drinking sticks shaped like giraffes in plastic, and napkins. I went through the drawers and cupboards one by one.

Nothing.

I had almost given up when I pulled out the last drawer. It was filled with ice cubes–and a large black sports bag!

That doesn’t belong there, I thought, dazed, while my brain desperately tried to cope reality. It’s a bomb!

Sophie was saying something on the phone, but I didn’t hear her.

My fingers trembled badly as I fumbled with the zip to the sports bag and opened it. For a second I thought it would be filled with something ridiculous–like old bricks, for example–and I was completely convinced that people would jump up from behind the bar and scream ‘Surprise!’ before they would tell me that I was on hidden camera.

But I was wrong, the sports bag wasn’t filled with bricks, and I wasn’t on hidden camera.

“I-I think I’ve found the bomb,” I said weakly to Sophie.

I looked down on the bomb and the ticking digital display, still unable to believe my eyes.

But regardless of how many times I blinked, it refused to disappear. Clearly it was there to stay.

Several large one-and-a-half-litre plastic bottles, which contained some sort of brown-orange liquid that looked like syrup, were connected with wires in different colours and what looked like cookie dough. But what really caught my eye was the digital countdown display that blinked steadily.

00:11:59. The display blinked uncompromisingly. 00:11:58, 00:11:57…

Okay, I can do this, I thought and took a deep breath. I ran my fingers through my short hair. There is almost twelve minutes left, and Sophie can help me disable the bomb. We’ll be able to stop it in time!

“What should I–” I began to say when I got interrupted.

“What the hell are you doing?” someone said behind me.

My shoulders stiffened. I lowered the phone and turned around.

We stared at each other.

“What the fuck are you doing here, James?” Mike said.

“I–” I said before my brain caught up with me. “Wait, what are you doing here?”

“I’m here to keep an eye on things. The fire alarm went off and people started to leave the building,” he said. “I knew something was wrong, but I didn’t expect to find you here.”

“What?” I frowned. “What do you mean?”

“You’re really slow sometimes, did you know that?” Mike gave me a self-confident and crooked smile that I loathed. “I’m the bad guy, of course.”

“I-I thought it was Mr Meyers who was behind it all,” I said weakly.

Mike scoffed at me. “I knew it was a mistake to send you to collect the code book, but I’ll admit I never thought I would meet you here.”

“That makes two of us,” I mumbled before I added in a louder voice, “So you’re one of the terrorists behind the latest attacks in London?”

I frowned.

I’d admit that I had expected a potential terrorist to have a big, bushy beard and possibly an evil monobrow. Mike, with his clean-shaven, chiselled jaw and baby-blue eyes, somehow didn’t live up to my mental picture.

Mike arched an eyebrow at me. “You’re not very bright, are you?” he said. “The bomb is going to go off in ten minutes’ time. I’m here to keep an eye on it, but I might as well tell you the whole story.”

Isn’t that rather stereotypical? The villain gloats and explains their cunning master plan at the end, I thought and decided to let the insult slide.

Perhaps he would lock me up in a metal cage afterward? A cage that probably would be hanging over a pond of vicious sharks, alligators, or some other type of impressive predatory animal that would look good on film.

“Enlighten me,” I said between clenched teeth. “Why did you decide to join ISIS and become a cowardly terrorist and kill hundreds of innocent people?”

“I’m not part of ISIS.”

“I don’t understand,” I said and furrowed my brow. “I thought ISIS were behind the latest terrorist events here in London?”

“It’s true that my team and I have been carrying out a series of necessary attacks that have caused numerous deaths and collateral damage,” he said calmly with no regret. “But we’re not connected to the Islamic State or any of their filthy organisations.”

“But I thought ISIS took responsibility for the attacks?” I said slowly.

“Oh, they did,” he said and smiled. “In fact, it was I who faked the phone call to the police.”

I narrowed my eyes. “Exactly which organisation do you belong to?”

“The only pure race is the white race.” He straightened his back and raised his chin proudly. “And we’re here to take back control.”

“What?” I said and my mouth fell open. “Are you a member of the Ku Klux Klan?”

“Of course not, they’re all idiots.” Mike scoffed. “I’m a member of a highly organised white power group called Aryans.”

“Aries?” I couldn’t help myself. “Is it named after astrology signs and horoscopes?”

“No, it’s named after the Aryan race, of course!” he snapped at me.

“It sounds like fascist neo-Nazism to me,” I concluded.

“It’s patriotic,” he corrected me. “I’m a big fan of Adolf Hitler. He was definitely on the right track. It’s a pity that history has painted him in such a bad light. If more people were allowed to read his book like I did when I was young, I think people would realise his genius.”

“Right.”

Why is he telling me all of this? I wondered before I realised the truth. I nearly smacked my forehead. He’s stalling!

For every second he kept talking about the white-race-superiority rubbish, the digital countdown on the bomb ticked away. And I was the only person who could stop it, and instead of doing anything constructive, I was politely listening to him droning on.

Idiot! I chided myself.

“Ah, yes, I see what you mean,” I said and moved away from the bomb. “Immigration is causing all types of problems.”

“Exactly.” Mike nodded. “And that is only the tip of the iceberg.”

Discreetly I looked around for some sort of weapon. This was a bar; there had to be a knife to slice lemons with here somewhere? But all I could find was peanuts and snacks.

I didn’t dare try to smash a bottle against the counter, because I had a sinking feeling that it only would result in cutting my own hand.

I glanced at the bomb and the digital display.

00:07:12.

Seven minutes left.

I have to do something! I thought with a rapidly beating heart. A bad plan is better than no plan at all.

My fingers closed around the neck of a bottle behind my back.

“Well, I think that you’re wrong!” I said and threw a bottle of whiskey as hard as I could at Mike.

But Mike–to my enormous irritation!–easily stepped out of the way. The bottle hit the floor with a splash of water. It didn’t even break, I noticed to my frustration.

“Really?” Mike said and raised an eyebrow. “Is that really the best you could do?”

“I can’t let you get away with this,” I said.

“And what exactly are you going to do to stop me? Are you going to fight me?”

“If I have to.” I raised my fists in what I hoped looked like a professional boxing stance. “I used to box at the Reading University sports club.”

That was a downright lie, I had been part of the chess club.

“I doubt that, unless it was drunken boxing.” Mike snickered in the most annoying way. “But sure, if you want to fight, we can do that. I had hoped to survive the Shard, but I’m more than willing to spend the last couple of minutes of my life making sure that the bomb goes off while I beat the crap out of you.”

“Are we going to talk or fight?”

“Come on then, Neo.” Mike made a beckoning hand signal. “Show me what you got, James Bradley.”

We circled each other slowly. Mike held his hands in front of him in a relaxed manner that made me wary and silently I wondered if he had a black belt in Krav Maga or some other obscure martial art.

I tried to punch him, but he stepped out of the way easily and hit me with a quick jab to my ribs. I grimaced with pain. The blow hurt, and my stitches from the car accident had been torn.

“I’m going to enjoy beating you to a bloody mess,” Mike said with an amused grin.

He hit me swiftly in my face twice; his fists were so quick I didn’t even see them move. Blood streamed down from my nose and down my chest.

Without thinking, I raised my hands to protect my head, but he punched me hard in the solar plexus instead. I bent forward and gasped for air, but my body refused to cooperate.

I stumbled away from him.

“Where are you going?” Mike taunted me. “I thought you wanted to fight, or have you changed your mind?”

I looked around at the bar, desperate for anything that I could defend myself with. But there was nothing useful in sight. No knives, hidden baseball bats under the counter, or Winchester rifles hung over the bar. The only things available were glasses, snacks, striped plastic straws, and a bulky cocktail mixer, but it didn’t look heavy enough to cause any serious damage if I were to throw it at him.

Wait? A cocktail mixer? I thought and wiped the blood from my nose with the back of my hand. Perhaps it could work?

I turned around to face Mike.

“Is it true that Hitler had a disabled little brother? What does that really tell you about his inheritance and pure genes, hmm?” I said. “Wasn’t Hitler vegan and asexual, by the way? And a failed painter? I’m sorry, but that really doesn’t sound like a fantastic hero to me, it sounds more like a bullied schoolboy.”

“What? How dare you!” Mike stared at me and almost dropped his guard. “No one talks like that about my national hero!”

“A hero?” I scoffed. “Why would you worship a failed artist with mental issues and poor genetics. He probably had a tiny penis, too.”

“Take that back, or I’ll hurt you,” Mike growled.

“Well, you can try at least,” I said and clicked my tongue. “I’m still standing, in case you haven’t noticed? It’s pathetic, if you ask me.”

Mike’s face had turned an alarming shade of red, and my final comment made him lose his temper completely.

With a roar he ran forward. “I’m going to crush you!”

I stood my ground until the very last moment. Swiftly I jumped up on the bar so that my feet didn’t touch the wet floor. I turned on the cocktail blender and threw it to the floor as hard as I could.

Water plus electricity equals bad.

There was a hissing ziiing, followed by blue and bright yellow sparks as the blender short-circuited. The ceiling lamps blinked a couple of times, and half of the electricity in the room went out. The air smelled of ozone and burned plastic.

Mike was unconscious on the floor next to the broken blender in a pool of water.

Bingo! I thought.

I turned off the switch to the wall socket, which was still smoking, before I jumped down from the wooden counter.

I looked down on the dripping wet and unconscious man by my feet.

“Never mess with an accountant,” I said and straightened the lapels of my stolen waistcoat.

Although it was completely against my morals and principles, I gave Mike’s unconscious body a good kick. He groaned weakly in the most satisfying way.

I grabbed him under his armpits and dragged him to the kitchen area.

It’s better to get him out of the way, I thought as I stuffed him into the cramped food lift and pressed ‘DOWN’.

Rule number two: always double tap to make sure that the bad guys stay down.

Wait, where did that come from? I shook my head at my own thoughts before I ran back to the bar and grabbed the phone from the counter.

“Are you still there, Sophie?” I said.

“Yes,” she replied. “What happened?”

“I’ll explain later.” I took a deep breath. “Right now, I need you to help me disable a bomb, because I have absolutely no idea how to do that!”

00:01:15.

The digital display blinked urgently, and I felt cold sweat break out on my forehead.

“Describe the bomb quickly,” she said in a no-nonsense voice.

“Eh, it’s in a sports bag,” I began to say. “There a three one-and-a-half-litre plastic PET bottles with some sort of brown liquid inside them, a digital display that is counting down, and squishy stuff that looks like bread dough.”

“Go on.”

“There are several cables that run from the countdown display, the bread dough, and the plastic bottles. It kind of looks homemade.”

As a matter of fact, it looked like someone’s failed attempt to brew beer. The thought was oddly reassuring, and I smiled in relief.

“The bomb might look simple, but it has enough potential to blow off the ten top floors of the Shard,” Sophie commented and promptly brought me back to cold reality. “Listen very carefully now, and I’ll guide you through how to disable it.”

“Okay.” I cleared my throat and swallowed hard.

00:00:53.

I tried not to look at the digital countdown.

“Do you see a black-and-white-striped cable?”

“Yes,” I said and nodded, although I knew she couldn’t see me. “It’s right here in the middle of the wires.”

“Whatever you do–don’t disconnect that cable until last! It’s a quick switch and it’ll set off the bomb directly.”

“I understand,” I said and carefully let go of the cable as if it were a poisonous snake.

“There are three other cables that you need to disconnect first in a specific order.”

“Do I have to cut the wires?” I said. “There are no bloody knives in this useless bar.”

“No, it’s fine. You should be able to simply disconnect them. They should have small clips like tiny metal clothes pegs or connecting plugs like on a mobile phone charger.”

“I see what you mean,” I said and leaned closer.

The cables were connected with small metal clips that looked like crocodile teeth and which I vaguely remembered from design and technology in secondary school.

“The first cable that you need to disconnect should be bright yellow or neon yellow,” Sophie said. “It will run from the digital display to one of the plastic bottles. Can you see it?”

“Yes.”

“Disconnect it.”

00:00:39.

I can do this, I thought.

I took a deep breath and tried to prevent my hands from shaking as I disconnected the wire. “Okay, got it.”

“Good,” Sophie said. “There are two more cables. One is red and the other is green. You need to disconnect the green wire first; it’s very important. Do you understand?”

I looked at the identical cables and frowned. “Is the green cable the one connected to the dough or one of the plastic bottles?”

“I don’t know,” she said. “It doesn’t matter, but you have to unplug the green cable first, or the bomb will go off!”

“Is there any other way to tell the cables apart?” I surprised myself that my voice sounded so calm.

“What? No, it’s–” Sophie began to say before she gasped out loud. “Shit, I forgot! You’re colour-blind!”

“It’s actually rather common. Approximately eight percent of the men in England are colour-blind to some extent…” I said for no particular reason at all.

“It’s okay, don’t worry,” she said quickly. “Take a photo of the bomb and send it to me. I’ll tell you which cable to disconnect.”

I looked at the digital display and my hope fled.

00:00:19. 00:00:18. 00:00:17.

“The bomb will go off in less than twenty seconds,” I said quietly.

“Just take the damn photo and send it now!” Her concern bled into her voice, like paint from a brush into a glass of water. “

“There isn’t any time left. I am going to cut one of the wires,” I said. “There’s a fifty-percent chance that I’ll blow up the building.”

The comment sounded so irrational I wanted to laugh out loud.

This is absurd, I concluded. I’m not a hero. How on earth did I end up in this situation?

“You’ll set off the bomb and die if you disconnect the wrong cable!”

“I know. But if I don’t do anything, I’ll die anyway,” I said and took a deep breath while I fumbled with the identical cables. “Oh, and there’s something I would like to tell you.”

“What?”

If there was a good time to stop regretting old mistakes, a life-and-death situation was a very good time.

00:00:03.

“I think I’m in love with you,” I said softly.

I closed my eyes and sent a silent prayer to a god I didn’t really believe in, before I disconnected one of the cables that looked perfectly identical to the other.

The End
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