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Dominated by my Secretary

Part 1: Succumb and Submit

by Tara Jones

Email sent: Monday 9th of April, 00:05

Sender: Hidden

Encryption level: Secure. Military level grade 5.

Message: The countdown has started. 48 hours to go.

As most absolutely batshit crazy days tend to do, it all started so deceivingly and utterly normal on a Monday morning.

I left my flat at Baker Street at exactly seven o’clock after I had double-checked that I had locked the door twice before I went down to my car and drove to the office. Rush hour had already started, and the London traffic was hectic and aggressive as always. Together with thousands of other late and bad-tempered drivers, I competed fiercely for the unlikely privilege of reaching my destination on time, preferably without killing anyone or–worse!–damaging my car. I was very fond of my metallic blue Volkswagen Golf in mint condition and the only thing that had been salvaged from my sudden divorce three years ago.

Luck was on my side, and without any major mishaps–or deadly accidents–I arrived to the office of Addington & Wrights Solicitors, where I worked as an accountant. I turned off the radio in the middle of the morning news about a new terrorist attempt in London’s underground.

“I’m late,” I muttered to myself as I stepped out of the car and closed the door behind me. “Bloody traffic.”

I locked the car with the remote car key and crossed the underground parking garage, where around twenty other cars were parked in their allocated spots by employees that had managed to miss rush hour or–far more likely–had left their cars overnight, although we weren’t allowed to do that.

The garage smelled of damp concrete and an unpleasant whiff of stale exhaust fumes. A faint sound of dripping water and a small water puddle with an oily surface told me that the parking garage was leaking again.

I’m going to report it to the janitor again, I thought with a frown and decided to cc my boss in the email conversation.

Hopefully the janitor would pay more attention to my well-founded complains if he knew that someone higher up in the hierarchy was aware of his lazy attitude towards renovations! I decided to comment about the fact that employees left their cars overnight, because so far no steps had been taken to prevent it, except for lame emails that had been sent around, which everyone ignored.

I hesitated for a moment before I pressed the round button to the stainless-steel lift.

All thoughts of the negligent janitor and leaking garage had fled my mind, and instead nervous butterflies invaded my stomach. I took a deep breath, and my grip around my brown leather briefcase tightened involuntarily.

It’ll be fine, I thought to myself and tried to get my feelings under control. Everything will be just fine.

Naturally, I was entirely wrong.

Five minutes later, I pushed down the metal handle firmly to the frosted glass door and stepped into the room next to my office.

The rectangular room was windowless and covered with a bland minty-green carpet and decorated with boring office furniture and veneered bookshelves from the 1970s that no one else wanted. The room looked like a depressing dentist waiting room, except for the lack of well-thumbed copies of glossy Good Housekeeping and Men’s Health magazines that promised that ‘You could get ripped rock-hard six-pack abs within just five weeks!’

However, it wasn’t the bland minty-green carpet or tired bookcases filled with neat rows of archive folders in various colours that made my mouth go dry as the Sahara Desert. It was the highly attractive blonde woman behind the desk next to my office, my new secretary, Miss Sophie Robinson, that I desperately tried to avoid.

She had large smokey eyes that you could easily drown in, a generous wide mouth, and long, blonde hair. A small beauty mark above her lips gave her a classic air. I had a feeling that she would fit right in the role of a sexy female villain in an Agatha Christie novel, perhaps wearing a dress with a high thigh slit, long velvet gloves, and smoking a cigarette in a black cigarette holder. The smoke would trail towards the ceiling, and I could almost hear her say in her sexy voice, ‘Yes, I admit I poisoned the doctor!’

But she didn’t. Instead she looked up from her orderly desk and smiled at me, which made my heart skip a beat. “Good morning, Mr Bradley.”

“Good morning, Miss Robinson,” I replied with a stiff nod.

Her white, crisply ironed shirt had a couple of buttons undone and revealed the top of a pair of generously shaped breasts, and although her black secretary shirt wasn’t exceedingly short, it forced me to look away, and I stifled the urge to clear my throat.

Act normal, I ordered myself sternly. Don’t be creepy!

“You’re here early today,” Sophie said with a brief glance at her silvery watch.

Not early enough, apparently, I thought darkly to myself and silently swore at the London traffic. I had hoped to arrive before her, but the busy traffic and unexpected roadwork around Piccadilly Circus had slowed me down.

“Yes,” I said and added vaguely, “I like being here early.”

What a stupid comment. I frowned and wondered if I had accidentally left my brain in the garage downstairs. Perhaps I should put up a ‘missing’ poster?

I knew my new secretary was way out of my league. After all, I was a thirty-five-year-old divorced accountant with reading glasses, which I tended to misplace. Sophie Robinson was the same age as I, but she was disturbingly attractive. She looked like she had stepped out of a detective film noir or possibly an early James Bond movie. A femme fatale with long nails and bright red lipstick, who probably poisoned her victims or seduced them–and not necessarily in that particular order.

In short, my secretary was the type of good-looking woman who made most men drool, or begin to ask stupid hook-up lines, or possibly a combination of both.

I was–of course!–completely above such undignified behaviour.

Office romances are generally overrated, sleazy, and acutely short-lived, I reminded myself.

For my own part, I had absolutely no intention of getting myself involved with anyone, especially after my divorce. A couple of online dating meetings had confirmed my new status as Single Man Forever, and it suited me perfectly fine, as it left more time for my work and hobbies. And besides, I had always disliked the posh couple dinners that my ex-wife used to arrange, and I had no intention of getting into a new relationship.

“Your morning meeting with Mr Meyer has been rescheduled to the afternoon at one o’clock.” Sophie interrupted my wandering thoughts and began typing on the keyboard with long red-painted nails that matched her lipstick. “Would you like me to change it to another time that’s more convenient for you?”

“No, it’s fine,” I lied and forced myself to keep my voice steady.

“It isn’t a problem for me to change it if you want me to.” She arched an eyebrow and gave me a curved smile. “I’ll be happy to rearrange your schedule if it would please you, Mr Bradley.”

Her comment made me unbalanced, and I hesitated for a moment before I replied.

Don’t be ridiculous, I thought to myself and scoffed silently. She is just polite, nothing else.

“It doesn’t matter.” I cleared my throat and stifled the impulse to loosen my striped grey-and-blue tie that threatened to strangle me. The room suddenly felt uncommonly hot.

Is the air-conditioner broken? I wondered and mentally added it to the long list of complains that I would write later on.

“Are you sure, sir?” Her nails clicked unnaturally fast against the keys as her fingers danced over the keyboard as she continued to type without looking at the screen and with ease passed eighty words per minute.

“It’s perfectly fine,” I managed to say, half-strangled.

“I’ve summarised the Grosvenor report, if you want to go through it before I send it off to the economy department,” Sophie said and nodded towards the desk next to her. “It’s in the green folder.”

“Excellent.” I cleared my throat and walked over to the desk.

I fumbled through my pockets before I found my reading glasses in their case in my leather briefcase.

There were several folders in different colours on the table, but most of them looked greyish to me. I leafed through the folders, searching for the right one.

Sophie studied me thoughtfully and tilted her head slightly to one side. “If you’ve a problem finding it,” she said in a gentle tone, “the green folder is the folder to your left, Mr Bradley.”

“Thank you,” I mumbled and raised my eyebrows in surprise over her observational skills.

Most people never noticed that I was, together with approximately eight percent of the male population in the UK, colour-blind. Although I could see most colours like a normal person, and I could easily distinguish between very bright colours, I had problems separating dull red and green colours that easily merged together into an undistinguished grey colour.

“You’re welcome, sir.” Sophie smiled at me again and absentmindedly tucked a strand of hair behind one ear as she went back to her work.

“Eh, yes. Thank you, Miss Robinson,” I said lamely and forced myself to walk towards the sanctuary of my office at a normal pace, although I wanted nothing else than to break into a run and flee the room.

As soon as I closed the door to my small office, I leaned heavily against the brown wooden door and exhaled slowly while I desperately tried to get my complicated feelings under control.

“It will be fine,” I whispered.

Everyone else at the office was smitten by my new secretary’s good looks and charm, but I didn’t really like her. She made me uneasy in a way I couldn’t explain. Sophie Robinson was neat, careful, and had an almost savant-like ability to keep my schedule in perfect order. Her desk was immaculate, she dressed smartly, and she was always on time. I couldn’t find any fault with her efficiency or anything else to complain about.

But the fact was that she had–without even trying!–effectively turned my world upside down from the very moment she stepped into my office thirteen days, twenty-two hours, and forty-five minutes ago for the first time.

I still didn’t have a clue why she affected me the way she did. Or what I could do about it.

I spent the better part of the morning working and hiding in my office until I heard my secretary leave for lunch. Patiently I waited another ten minutes until I was completely sure that she had left the building. There was no other way to enter my office without walking past her–I had even checked the fire emergency evacuation plans–and the only way to avoid her was to arrive early, eat lunch at my desk, and pretend to work late.

This is ridiculous, I thought to myself as I pressed my ear against the wooden door to my office and held my breath. Pathetic even.

But there was no sound of smattering long nails against the computer keyboard or her sexy and efficient voice on the phone as she rebooked my meetings and appointments. All I could hear was the digital grumble from the old temperamental copy machine farther down the corridor, the faint background noise of traffic from London’s streets below, and my colleague Mike Wilson’s high-pitched laugh. He had an annoying habit of laughing at his own witty jokes.

She is gone, I concluded. A mixture of disappointment and relief washed over me.

I gathered my brown leather briefcase and walked through the office door casually, as if I hadn’t spent the last ten minutes eavesdropping behind it with a rapidly beating heart.

The room was empty, just like I had guessed, and I hastily steered my steps towards Mr Meyer’s office. It was three minutes to one o’clock, and I didn’t want to be late to the meeting with my boss.

I’ll probably miss lunch today, I thought with a frown. But there wasn’t anything to do about it.

I smoothed the front of my grey blazer and knocked three times on the door.

“Yes?” Mr Meyer said with a hint of irritation that told me that I had interrupted him. He looked at me over his rimless, expensive glasses in titanium and glared at me. “Ah, it’s you, Bradley. Come on in.”

My boss was a tall man in his late fifties with thick dark hair that made all men over thirty jealous. Although my own sand-coloured hair wasn’t becoming thinner, I was constantly finding new grey hairs, especially around the temples. Not that I cared, of course. I would never sink to colouring my hair. While I believed in keeping clean and neat, I wasn’t metrosexual.

I stepped into the spacious corner office. The room smugly bragged about its location, and it had a grand view of the ninety-five-story-high Shard skyscraper and London’s skyline in the background. The glass skyscraper glittered in the sunlight as the April spring sun decided to shyly peek through between the clouds before hiding again.

No ugly bookshelves from the ’70s or worn minty-green carpets as far as the eye could see, and instead the office was light and modern with an enormous black desk and an abstract painting in black and white covering the better part of one of the walls. The painting looked like an unfortunate Frankenstein’s accident between some kind of musical string instrument–a cello perhaps?–and an ugly trilobite fossil. It was probably called something pretentious like ‘The Dreamers’, I concluded with a grimace of distaste. But then again, I wasn’t very fond of modern art in general.

“You wanted to see me, sir?” I said and straightened my back.

I hope I’m not in trouble, I thought to myself.

I knew that I wasn’t the most appreciated co-worker at the office. I never brought any cakes, I never participated in gossip, and I never showed up for after-work drinks–or the horrendous Christmas party that always seemed to end up in drunk disasters and various scandalous affairs! However, I was always polite and on time, I worked harder than anyone else, and I took pride in being one of the meticulous accountants at the office.

“Ah, yes,” Mr Meyer said and rose from the expensive swivel chair in black leather. “I was just wondering how the Grosvenor case was coming along?”

All the economy cases were simply called by the street names at the office. The property market in London was worth millions and millions of pounds, and while it was the estate agents who were the smiling outward faces, like actors on a stage, it was the diligent accountants behind the scenes who did all the hard work and made sure that the money changed hands. Without us the company would fall.

“I completed the Grosvenor case yesterday,” I replied and pushed back my shoulders. “Sophie–ahem, I mean–Miss Robinson, my secretary, went through it and sent it to the economy department this morning…” I paused, and my pulse increased.

Although I never gossip, I couldn’t avoid listening to what other people gossiped about. The last couple of days the office had been buzzing about the new Ladbroke case–and who it would be assigned to.

The Ladbroke case was the largest case Addington & Wrights Solicitors had been given in years, and I didn’t even dare to think about what the deal would be worth. The case would most likely be assigned to one of the senior accountants, which meant Sandra, Mike, or me. Sandra was eight months pregnant, and she was going on maternity leave the following week, which left the position open to me… or Mike.

Could it be me? I wondered and held my breath.

I was sure my quarterly report was better than Mike’s–or anyone else at the office for that matter! I had always enjoyed my work, and ever since my divorce, I had buried myself in my job.

As if my boss had read my mind, he said casually, “I actually wanted to talk to you about the Ladbroke case.”

“I see,” I said and swallowed hard.

“I talked to your new secretary earlier about your cases. She told me that you’ve been doing quite a lot of extra work around here?”

“I like being ahead of the game, sir,” I confirmed politely.

A warm sensation was spreading through my body like warm, liquid honey, and my hope soared. I was getting the Ladbroke case!

“Well, we all appreciate your effort,” Mr Meyer said and paused as he adjusted his rimless glasses. “Unfortunately, I have to give the Ladbroke case to Wilson.”

Wilson? My mind refused to accept his words. As in Mike Wilson?

“I… understand,” I said slowly.

I’m not getting the Ladbroke case, I thought, and the insight hurt like a rusty dagger had been shoved unexpectedly into my back.

“Wilson is young and eager. I’ve decided to give him this case to prove himself,” Mr Meyer said. “You know how it is.”

I blinked slowly. “Of course,” I said lightly and carefully hid my grave disappointment and withering resentment.

I’ll put broken pieces of glass in Mike’s tea next time I hear him laugh at his own stupid jokes! I thought darkly, although I didn’t mean it.

Mike was a former estate agent at a smaller firm who apparently had one morning woken up and decided that he wanted to work in accounting instead of selling houses. He always bragged about his experience as an estate agent and how he ‘had a feeling for the market’, but in my opinion, he was a useless accountant who didn’t like working and had no eye for the finer details.

That he was ten years younger than I was, and good-looking and fit without a single grey hair on his head had absolutely nothing to do with my dislike for him. Or that he flirted with my secretary whenever he had the chance! Mike was an obnoxious player with a smug attitude whose only talent was smooth-talking everyone, and naturally he could get away with almost anything.

I loathed him more than ever.

“I just wanted you to know who is getting the case from me directly.” Mr Meyer looked at me over his expensive titanium glasses.

“Thank you, sir. I appreciate that,” I replied automatically while I wondered why on earth I was thanking him.

“I’ve already talked to Wilson and told him everything while we played golf together, but it’s not official yet,” he said. “I’d appreciate it if you wouldn’t tell anyone yet.”

“Of course, sir.”

Mike Wilson got the bloody Ladbroke case although I work twice as hard as him! The words were echoing in my head, but I forced myself to keep a neutral expression glued on my face. It was vastly unfair.

I left the fancy corner office with an enormous urge to punch something–or someone!–very, very hard.

“Hey, James!” someone called out after me as I walked back to my office. “Where are you going in such a hurry, mate?”

I clenched my fists and inhaled slowly before I turned around.

Mike was walking down the corridor; his strutting steps informed me that he was in a wonderful mood. He had baby-blue eyes, annoyingly white teeth, and a manly chiselled jaw that would make Captain America jealous. He was five feet nine and slightly taller than me, which made me dislike him even more.

His chestnut brown hair was styled to look casual, but I was willing to bet anything he spent a good twenty minutes grooming himself in front of the mirror each day to carefully make sure it looked like he had just woken up, left the bed, and ran his fingers through his hair.

“As a matter of fact, I’m on my way back to my office. I’ve a report to finish up, and the deadline is getting close,” I lied.

“So, have you talked to the boss man yet?” Mike asked in a tone that told me that he already knew the answer to his own question.

The boss man? What a ridiculous expression! I thought and hid a disgusted grimace. Why all the women at the office swooned over him was a mystery.

“Yes, I’ve talked to Mr Meyers,” I replied shortly.

“I’m sorry that you didn’t get the Ladbroke case, mate.” He patted my shoulder and I stiffened. “Next time, I’m sure it’s your turn. No hard feelings, right?”

“Of course not,” I said stiffly. However, I couldn’t force myself to congratulate him, and there was an awkward pause.

“I think you should consider yourself lucky you aren’t an archaeologist.” Mike said with a crooked smile. I had a feeling that he thought it made him look like a charmingly lovable rogue. Personally, I thought he looked like a grinning idiot.

“What do you mean?” I said with a frown.

“If you were an archaeologist, your career would be in ruins.” He laughed at his own joke. It sounded like a donkey with severe constipation to my ears. “Do you get it? In ruins!”

I gave him a frosty smile, but I didn’t listen as he–in painstaking detail–explained the joke to me. I was busy plotting my revenge. Putting broken glass in his tea was far too kind after all.

I’ll enjoy watching you fail with the case, I thought grimly. Oh, yes.

“And by the way, I almost forgot to tell you, I just bumped into Mr Meyer, and he wanted to know if you could do him a favour.” Mike didn’t wait for me to reply. “He wondered if you could pick up a package for him during lunch.”

“A package?”

“Yes, it’s a birthday present for his nephew. He doesn’t have time to pick it up since he has golf practice today, and he wanted to go out for drinks on Tuesday. Everyone at the office has been invited.”

I hadn’t been invited to after-work drinks, but I decided not to mention it. I didn’t want to spend my spare time with people from the office anyway.

I knew that my boss didn’t play golf as much as he pretended to, but I suspected that he had an active Tinder account that his wife didn’t know anything about. On the other hand, I’ve heard gossip about his wife too–she was one of the best estate agents in London–so perhaps neither of them was especially faithful. Or maybe they just enjoyed an open and sexually liberated marriage, what did I know?

For a moment I was nearly jealous.

Not that I had ever been in an open relationship or had ever cheated on anyone. It had been three years since my wife left me after she had used my laptop to look for the phone number to Domino’s pizza and by accident stumbled upon my search history, which I had failed to erase. She filed for divorce immediately and successfully kept the house and the better part of my savings. In fact, she got everything except the car, which she didn’t like anyway. I’ve heard she drives a BMW these days. Not that I care, of course.

My ex-wife also decided to tell everyone that I was secretly gay, which meant that everyone pitied her and no one asked any closer questions. All our mutual friends took her side and abandoned me, except her cousin, who kept calling me every now and then to check that ‘everything is all right’. He keeps telling me that he understands what I’m going through, but I highly doubt it, since he’s happily married and has three kids.

Nevertheless, I had decided to consider myself lucky because at least my ex-wife had decided to keep my dirty little secret regarding my sexual intrest in dominating women quiet.

Things could have been worse, I reminded myself and shook my head to get rid of the unwanted visit from the old memories. I had moved on and left my divorce behind, honestly. I had no problem letting go of the past.

“An errand?” I said.

“Yeah, here is the address.” Mike wrote it down on the back of a thick business card with a stylish fountain pen that probably cost half of my salary. “It would be great if you could pick it up today. I would do it, but I have a hot lunch date with a sexy brunette that I can’t miss.”

“I’ll see what I can do,” I said and forced myself to sound polite.

Mike got the Ladbroke case, and I’m left to run bloody errands. I swallowed my bitter disappointment and stifled the urge to scream. That’s completely unfair!

I left the office and walked down the street in long angry strides. A Deliveroo guy with short dreadlocks and a large square backpack on a bright red mountain bike nearly collided with me as I crossed the street.

“Hey! Look where you’re going, you idiot!” I shouted at him.

“Fuck off, muppet!” The young man flipped the bird at me casually before he took off at a reckless speed that most certainly would get him killed one day. A chorus of car horns followed him, and I shouted a final insult after him, but he didn’t even turn around.

The world is filled with morons! I concluded as I crossed the lush Tabard Garden Park and continued down Trinity Street. It’s official!

I stopped and double-checked the address before I headed down a narrow cobblestoned street that looked more like a forgotten alley.

Is this really the right address? I wondered with a frown as I walked past a couple of neglected green rubbish bins among the narrow brick buildings.

I was just about to turn around when I noticed a half-hidden shop sign in elegant olive green and gold.

‘John Edward’s Bookshop,’ I read on the sign. Underneath the sign, smaller letters read ‘New & Antiquarian Books for sale’.

I raised my eyebrows in surprise because a) I hadn’t expected to find a shop of any kind in the narrow alley and b) independent bookshops were getting increasingly fewer and far between in London as rent increased ruthlessly every year.

However, since I collected vinyl records, I wasn’t entirely unfamiliar with strange shops at weird addresses. Some of them were nearly impossible to find and did virtually no advertising. It was like being a member of a secret club once you found them, or so I’ve always thought.

“But who in their right mind would rent this place at this address?” I muttered to myself and opened the door to the old bookshop.

Ding, ding. A small brass bell chimed cheerfully above the door to inform the bookshop assistant that a potential customer had arrived.

A man in his late twenties looked up from his book and pushed up his round glasses, which had slipped down his narrow nose. He was alarmingly thin, with brown hair and pale skin that suggested that he rarely went outdoors and probably never exercised or ate his five-a-day fruit and vegetables. I wouldn’t be surprised if he suffered from asthma or some sort of allergy, and I wasn’t the least surprised when I noticed that flaky dandruff covered the shoulders of his dark green waistcoat.

He flinched badly, and his startled reaction made me wonder how often customers really found their way to his shop.

“Hello,” the bookshop assistant said and hesitated. “Can I help you, sir?”

“Well, yes,” I said. “I’m here to pick up a delivery.”

“A delivery?” His shoulders stiffened.

I looked down at my note. “It’s a book by C. S. Lewis. The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe, it’s the first book in the Chronicles of Narnia series.”

The bookshop assistant froze, and the last of his colour drained away from his thin face. “O-of course,” he stuttered. “I assume you would like it wrapped?”

“Yes, please,” I replied and added, “It’s a birthday gift.”

I vaguely remember reading the Narnia books as a kid, although I had always preferred Enid Blyton’s addictive Famous Five books, and I could have committed murder to have a dog like Timmy when I was young.

I looked around at the dusty bookshop, where time seemed to have stopped during the Edwardian era or thereabout. All the books were vintage, and the bookshop reminded me of Ollivanders, the quaint wand shop where Harry Potter bought his wand from the late actor John Hurt.

The bookshop assistant bent down and searched through the wooden cupboards under the counter. For some reason he seemed increasingly nervous; his hands trembled slightly as he retrieved the book that was wrapped in thick brown paper.

Maybe it’s his first day on the job? I thought. Or perhaps he is just a nervous type of person?

The bookshop assistant cleared his throat. “Do you think it’s going to rain later today?”

I almost smiled at his comment.

When in doubt, always talk about the weather. It’s a centuries-long tradition that has served British people well. ‘Awfully hot and humid here in India, isn’t it? By the way, we’re invading your country, terribly sorry about that. Do you think it might rain later on?’

“Yes, perhaps,” I replied. “The weather in April is always rather unpredictable, isn’t it?”

“I agree,” he whispered as he handed me the wrapped book.

“Thank you,” I said and placed it in my leather briefcase. I paid and carefully folded the receipt before I said goodbye.

That was a little bit strange, I thought to myself as I walked down the narrow alley and left the bookshop and the peculiar shopkeeper behind.

But then again, the pale bookshop assistant was probably rather an introvert to begin with, and perhaps he suffered from social phobia?

Or separation anxiety from selling his books? I mused. These days everyone under the age of thirty seemed to have some sort of mental condition, at least according to the news.

I shook my head at my random thoughts and steered my feet back towards the office.

The bookshop assistant’s hands trembled as he opened the lid to his silvery Mac laptop. The computer hummed quietly as he started the military encryption program, a high-tech version of Pretty Good Privacy, only significantly more advanced.

He paused before he wrote a single sentence: ‘The delivery has been picked up.’

The bookshop assistant swallowed hard and pressed ‘Send’ before he turned off the computer again. He looked out through the large dusty bookshop window that was in desperate need of cleaning. Dark clouds were gathering at the horizon.

“It has begun,” he mumbled to himself.

I bought a soggy tuna baguette sandwich and a cup of coffee from Pret a Manger on my way back and ate lunch at my desk. Sophie wasn’t back yet, and luckily I managed to avoid Mike and Mr Meyer in the corridors.

I stayed at the office late, partly because I was avoiding Sophie and waited for her to go home, presumably to a handsome and charming boyfriend, and partly because I was still angry that I had missed the opportunity to get the Ladbroke case. I had decided to work twice as hard to show my boss that I was far superior to Mike and that he had made a huge mistake giving him the case. Mr Meyer’s words still rang in my ears: ‘Wilson is young and deserves a chance to prove himself.’

He deserves nothing, I thought and scoffed.

All Mike ever did was trash-talk other people to make himself look better, brown-nose his superiors, and deliberately let them win in golf!

“I’ll show them,” I muttered to myself while I double-checked all the numbers on my accountant spreadsheets. “I’m better than him. I’m better than everyone else…”

Time quietly slipped away from me, and it wasn’t until I was interrupted by a low rumble from my stomach that I looked up from my computer.

“Is that really the time?” I said to myself as I checked the time on my watch

It was eight o’clock in the evening. I had completely missed dinner.

I stretched my back and turned off my computer.

Pago is going to be mental when I get home this late, I thought to myself with a sigh and wondered which type of intricate revenge he had planned for me this time.

Pago was my flatmate, an African grey parrot that I had inherited together with a two-bedroom apartment on Baker Street six months after my sudden divorce from my wife, when my old great-aunt, Beatrice, had died of a massive stroke at the ripe age of ninety-two years old. For reasons unknown, my great-aunt had decided to leave her manky–but ridiculously expensive!–flat on Baker Street to me in her will. The rest of her money and possessions had been donated to various charity organisations and her old university.

But–as with all great deals–there was a catch.

In the bargain, I had also been forced to adopt her ill-tempered parrot called Pago.

I fed Pago twice a day, in the morning before work and in the evening after the BBC six o’clock news. I had missed feeding him once, which in turn had resulted in his managing to open the door to the second bedroom–don’t ask me how!–where I kept my extensive vinyl collection.

With his sharp beak and malicious intent, he had nibbled and destroyed several of my rare Louis Armstrong albums that had taken me over a decade to collect and were worth thousands of pounds! I had placed him in house arrest in his cage and seriously considered putting him in the kitchen and turning the gas on, but he had shrieked and swore so loudly that one of the neighbours rang on my door and threatened to call the police and RSPCA.

Since then we had reached an unspoken agreement: I would feed him regularly, and he would restrain himself from happily tearing the rest of my priceless vinyl jazz collection into pieces.

I hope he hasn’t destroyed anything this time, I thought, and coils of worry tightened around my stomach.

Silently I prayed that Pago had found the hidden chocolate stash that I kept for emergencies and weekend mornings instead of access to my vinyl collection.

My great-aunt had enjoyed sweets and smoked like a chimney, and she had dragged her parrot down with her in codependency. The result was that Pago the parrot was heavily addicted to chocolate. I had talked to a vet and tried to break his unhealthy habit, but it was impossible. Pago was used to eating two Kit Kat or Twix per day, and if he didn’t get his chocolate fix, he unfortunately transformed from Pago the pet parrot to Pago the death parrot from Hell.

I had done my best to try to wean him off his addiction. But the damned parrot took revenge in the most evil and devious ways. Once he had escaped from his cage in the middle of the night, climbed up on my bed, as silent as a ghost, until he was less than an inch from my ear. And then he shrieked, “CADBURY!” as loud as he could and perfectly mimicked and air-raid siren. I fell out of bed screaming, sprained my shoulder and nearly had a heart attack as a result.

Since then I kept a hidden stash of chocolate that I–like a guilty and shady dealer–fed him when he was being hopelessly annoying or when I desperately wanted to sleep in late in the mornings during the weekends.

“If he has destroyed any of my vinyl records, I swear I’ll put him up for adoption,” I muttered to myself as I gathered my briefcase and put on my trench coat.

Wanted: Peace and quiet. Found: Crazy pet bird, in reasonably good condition, I thought as I gathered my things from my desk.

The rain tapped against the metal windowsill outside the office window, but otherwise the office was quiet and deserted; even the cleaners had gone home.

I closed the door and turned my steps towards the lift. As I rounded the corner, I nearly collided with my secretary. At the last moment I managed to stifle the impulse to cry out in surprise.

“Sophie? I-I mean Miss Robinson?” I said, and before I could stop myself, I added, “What are you doing here so late?”

I frowned. Had she just stepped away from Meyer’s door to his corner office, or had it been my imagination?

“Oh, I’m working late tonight, Mr Bradley,” Sophie said hastily and placed a strand of blonde hair behind her ear. “I was just on my way to get a cup of tea.”

“I see.” I paused. “I thought you had left already?”

She usually doesn’t work overtime, I thought with a frown.

During the nearly two weeks that my secretary had worked at the office, she had never worked this late. I knew her schedule well, since I spent an inappropriate amount of time waiting for her to leave her desk outside my office so that I could sneak past without meeting her. Not that I was avoiding her, of course. I simply preferred not to meet her more than necessary.

“There were a couple of things that I wanted to finish before tomorrow,” Sophie replied and paused for a moment. “I’m sorry that you didn’t get the Ladbroke case. I think you deserve it, you work harder than anyone else here at the office.”

“Thank you,” I said vaguely and looked over her shoulder. Something wasn’t right, but I couldn’t put my finger on it. “Did you just walk out of Mr Meyer’s office?”

“What? No, Mr Meyer left after lunch. I think he had golf practice.” She shook her head.

“Right,” I said and suddenly remembered that I had meant to give him the book that I had picked up during lunch as a lowly errand boy. I stifled the urge to click my tongue in irritation.

“There’s no one here at the office,” she said slowly.

Her comment made my stomach tie itself into a knot for reasons that I couldn’t entirely explain.

“Eh, yes.” I cleared my throat.

Don’t be creepy, I ordered myself. Just leave politely without saying something extraordinarily stupid.

“It’s only you and me here…” Sophie said in a low, sultry voice that made an icy shiver race down my spine, and something tightened deep inside me.

“Yes, well. It’s getting rather late, isn’t it?” I forced myself to keep my voice perfectly neutral. “You should go home. I’m sure that you have someone waiting for you.”

A boyfriend with a perfect body who makes American pancakes in the morning? Or a cute girlfriend? Or maybe a cat? I was dying to know, but I didn’t say anything, of course. It wasn’t my business and I didn’t care.

“As a matter of fact,” she said slowly with a curved smile. “I have been waiting for you, Mr Bradley.”

“I-I beg your pardon?” I blinked slowly and wondered if I had misheard her.

She took a step closer and my pulse increased rapidly.

“I’ve been waiting to be alone with you for quite some time,” Sophie whispered and trailed a finger lightly down my shirt.

“Have you?” I replied and swallowed hard. “Why?”

“Isn’t it obvious?”

“Not entirely,” I replied a little bit hoarsely.

I silently told myself to back away from her, but my feet had turned into lead and were rooted to the office carpet.

“I… want you,” she said and grabbed my striped grey-and-blue tie and pulled me closer. Her red lips were dangerously close to mine, and I felt my whole body react to her against my will.

“Are-are you sure?” I mumbled in disbelief, torn between acute desire and vast surprise.

I didn’t want this to turn into a horrible misunderstanding that I would have to explain under mortifyingly embarrassing circumstances at Human Resources, or have it end up on social media under #MeToo.

This must be some sort of mistake or a cruel joke, I concluded breathlessly.

There wasn’t any other logical explanation, after all. The office had more than 350 employees, and I knew that I wasn’t entirely unattractive. But people like me–boring accountants, let’s be honest, shall we?–weren’t the type of men that highly attractive and sexy women like my secretary would even consider flirting with. Well, unless they were incredibly drunk or were looking for casual rebound sex at a Christmas party. But my secretary didn’t seem intoxicated, and the dreadful Christmas party was luckily more than half a year away.

Sophie leaned closer and I could feel her soft, round breasts against me.

She lowered her voice to a seductive whisper that was impossible to resist. “I’ve wanted you ever since the first time I saw you. Don’t deny me.”

There was a sharp edge to her last words that demanded I obey her.

“Of course not.” The words left my lips, bypassing my brain.

“Then shut up and kiss me.”

Her moist lips met mine and she kissed me.

There was no doubt about her intentions, I realised vaguely as she pulled up my shirt from my trousers. For a short moment I hesitated. I had never had sex at my office–or anywhere else except in a bedroom, to be honest! Fear of getting caught mixed in an unholy combination with my growing need, and the insight that I was about to do something incredibly naughty only made me more excited. And yet, I kissed her back, helplessly caught between my conflicted feelings.

Her grip around my striped tie increased, and she wasn’t exactly gentle with me as she pulled me closer. Against my will it turned me on, and my breathing became shallow and unsteady. An expression that I couldn’t decipher crossed her forest-green smokey eyes, and her grip suddenly increased further until it bordered between pleasure and pain. She read me like an open book.

“I want you to do exactly as you’re told,” she said with a small pleased smile playing at the corner of her mouth.

“Whatever you want,” I replied hoarsely and meant every word.

“Good.” Her smile broadened and she kissed me again, deeper this time.

I groaned involuntarily in response and felt myself grow harder as she pushed me backwards and effectively pinned me against the old battered office copy machine.

Her lips were warm and moist, her tongue demanding as she kissed me thoroughly and deeply. I had never been kissed like that in my entire life.

Carefully–yes. Lovingly–maybe. Passionately–perhaps. But hungrily? Deeply and demandingly? Never, except in my guilty fantasies, which quite often involved dominating women who knew exactly what they wanted and weren’t afraid of taking it.

If she wanted me, I was more than willing to be hers, I concluded.

The rest of the world stopped existing, and all that was left was her as she pulled off my blazer and ripped up my shirt. I gasped out loud and the copy machine groaned loudly in protest as she pinned me against it. I wrapped my arms around her and let my hands travel along her curved spine and down to her soft bottom, pulling her closer.

“Someone could come,” Sophie mumbled between hungry kisses. “We should go somewhere more private…”

“Okay,” I said hoarsely. The old copy machine was in severe danger of being defiled if we continued like this. “Come, this way…”

I stepped away from her and fumbled with my keys with clumsy fingers. As a senior employee, I had a master key that opened most of the office doors in the building. A moment later I had unlocked the door to the nearest room, and it took me a moment before I realised it was the corner office that belonged to my boss, Mr Meyer.

“Excellent,” my secretary said with a small smile and locked the door behind me with a faint click. I was trapped.

“Are-are you sure this is a good idea?” I said. Common sense had caught up with me, and I was suddenly aware of how incredibly stupid this was.

She didn’t reply at first, but she removed her short black office jacket and let it fall carelessly to the carpeted floor as she slowly walked towards me, effectively forcing me to back away. I caught my breath as she unbuttoned her crisp white shirt one button at the time. I tried not to stare at her cleavage and her bright red low-cut bra, which was made out of a soft, slinky material that made all my blood rush downwards.

I could get in serious trouble for this, I thought to myself. But to be honest, I was too excited to care.

“Oh, I’m very, very sure about what I want right now,” Sophie whispered and pushed me backwards. “Are you?”

Without hesitating, she unfastened her bra, which opened at the front, and the last shreds of common sense left me. Her breasts were generously shaped and larger than I had imagined when I had fantasised about her. She had a small birthmark above the left nipple, which I instantly found incredibly sexy.

“Yes…” I mumbled, helplessly drawn to her. “I’ll do whatever you want me to.”

It was impossible and futile to resist her anymore.

“Very good,” she replied and pushed me down on the large elegant office desk until I was flat on my back on Mr Meyer’s polished black desk.

Deliberately slowly, she climbed on top of me and straddled me. Unabashed, she hitched up her black office skirt, and vaguely I noticed that she was wearing a pair of matching knickers in the same slinky material as her red bra. I groaned with pleasure as she spread her legs farther apart so that I could feel her against my hard erection. My hands trembled slightly as I stroked her soft bottom and pulled her closer towards me.

She kissed me again deeply before she without any hesitation unzipped my trousers and pulled them down. I gasped out loud as she touched me. I was so hard and excited; the tip of my erection was already dripping with precum.

A small smile crossed her face and she leaned forwards and whispered in my ear, “Tell me what you want me to do with you.”

“Do whatever you want with me…” I said in an unsteady voice, nearly delirious with burning white-hot desire. For a moment I hesitated before I told her the truth that I had never dared to say to anyone else before. “I want you to use me for your own pleasure and dominate me.”

My heart beat rapidly. I had never felt so exposed and naked in my entire life. But her smile only broadened.

“That’s a good answer,” she said and teasingly let her wet tongue slowly follow the contour of my lips without actually kissing me. “I like it.”

She pressed my hardness against her to let me feel how excited she was through the thin silky material of her knickers. I moaned quietly in response and rubbed myself uselessly against her knickers until they were moist and smelled of excitement. My desire rose desperately and her breathing became more and more unsteady.

“Please,” I mumbled incoherently. “I’m going to come if you continue like that…”

Dark passion threatened to consume me. I wanted her so badly, but deep down I liked it that she denied me and took her time, although it was driving me to the brink of madness.

With a curved smile, she kissed me once more deeply before she unfastened an invisible clasp at the side of her red knickers and slowly guided me inside, inch by inch. She was wet and ready, and she moaned with pleasure and arched her back before she began to ride me thoroughly.

I tried not to meet her movement, but it was almost impossible to hold back. Urges that I had never really accepted took hold of me and sank their claws in me. I dug my nails into my palms and let her decide the rhythm. Willingly I let her use me for her own pleasure as she rode me faster and faster. Our bodies were covered with a thin layer of sweat, and I met her eyes for a wild moment before she came.

She dug her red nails into my shoulder when she finally reached her climax in a long, outdrawn orgasm that irreversibly brought me with her. I cried out as the last shreds of my self-control left me and desperately thrust my hips forward–at last!–and buried myself as deeply as I could while my release left me in hot, blinding pulses.

It took several minutes before I could speak–and breathe regularly!–again. I swam in a warm ocean of pleasure where nothing really mattered anymore. The Ladbrook case, my divorce, Pago’s sinister behaviour, or my precious vinyl collection. Nothing mattered.

“That was… somewhat unexpected,” I said at last and propped myself up on my elbows.

She kissed me softly on the cheek. “Oh, I wouldn’t quite say that.”

I climbed down from the black desk and fumbled to get dressed, because Sophie had already buttoned up her white shirt and tidied herself up. Only crimson roses on her cheeks, a faint smile that made me secretly pleased, and her tousled, long blonde hair were evidence of what had happened.

I–on the other hand–looked significantly less civilised. I was sweaty and sticky, my office shirt was torn at the side, and my blazer was so crumpled it looked like a circus elephant had deliberately stomped on it several times. Not that I minded, really. Quite the opposite, to be honest.

Did this really happen? I wondered. I had a feeling that any moment I would wake up in my empty flat on Baker Street, but nothing happened.

“I’ll have to go and clean myself up,” Sophie said and straightened her skirt. “I’ll be back in a second.”

I made a guilty trip to the bathroom when she came back, and before we left, I made sure that Mr Meyer’s office–and his elegant desk!–was absolutely spotless and that there were no detectable traces of the unexpected and sinful incident that had occurred.

At the bottom of my heart I knew that I would never be able to glance at his fine desk again without feeling a little bit guilty… and smug.

Well, a small voice whispered at the back of my head and poked me with a devil’s trident, he did give the Ladbrook case to Mike, after all…

I locked the door to the office and we walked down the corridor.

As we stepped into the lift, I cleared my throat and said, “Will I… see you again?”

I had to know if this was a one-off thing or if it was the beginning of something else.

“I sincerely hope so.” Sophie smiled at me and arched an eyebrow. “After all, I work here.”

“Yes, I guess you have a point.” I chuckled at her comment.

“You worry too much, Mr Bradley.”

“Mr Bradley?” I repeated with a small smile. “I think you could call me James from now on if you want to.”

“I’ll see you tomorrow at work, James,” she said and kissed me goodbye on my cheek.

The door to the lift opened with a discreet ping, and she stepped out, but the sweet smell of her was still all around me.

I took the lift down to the underground garage in a hazy mist where I wasn’t sure what was real and what wasn’t. As I walked across the garage towards my car I realised that I was smiling broadly. Following an unusual impulse, I whistled a happy tune.

Who cares if Mike got the Ladbroke case? I thought. Or if my boss is making me run stupid errands.

The only thing that mattered was that I would see Sophie again tomorrow…

A sensation of warm happiness that I hadn’t felt in years spread from my chest and through my body all the way to my toes.

Life is pretty good, I thought with a smile and pressed the round unlock button on the remote car key to my metallic blue Volkswagen Golf.

A second later my car exploded in a deafening storm of fire. The explosion was so intense it pushed me off my feet. I hit the back of my head against the rough concrete wall hard.

Everything went instantly black as if someone had snapped their fingers and turned off the light, and I didn’t remember anything more after that.

The End
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Dominated by my Secretary

Part 2: Succumb to Please Her

by Tara Jones

“Explain to me how this could happen.” The voice over the phone was distorted by a digital voice changer that made it sound like Darth Vader’s evil cousin, but it was impossible to miss the acid disapproval.

“There was a mistake…” the bookshop assistant said weakly and trailed off. He wiped off a thin layer of perspiration that covered his pale forehead with the back of his hand.

“A mistake?” The other person paused to let the words sink in. “What do you mean there was a mistake?”

“I-I-I don’t know.” The bookshop assistant cleared his throat before he added quickly, “All I know is that the codebook was handed over to the wrong person.”

“How could that have happened?”

“It must have been a set-up! He gave me all the right keywords, I promise!” the bookshop assistant said in a shrill voice. “I don’t know how it could have happened… maybe he was an undercover cop? Or someone sent a pawn to pick up the delivery because they were afraid for their own skin?”

“There’s too much at risk for mistakes to happen at this stage. The operation has already begun.”

“I swear–I did everything you told me to. You have to believe me!”

“We’ll take care of the situation.”

“I-I understand.”

There was a long, drawn-out silence. The bookshop assistant closed his eyes and counted the seconds. Would they let him live? Or would he pay the ultimate price for his failure?

“Don’t ever fail us again,” the voice said at last.

“I’ve always been loyal!” A lead anvil fell from the bookshop assistant’s heart. “I-I promise it will never happen again.”

“I know,” the person replied and hung up.

The phone call ended abruptly and the bookshop assistant’s knees turned into overcooked spaghetti. He slowly sank down on the floor and leaned the back of his head against the cool counter.

“That was close,” he mumbled to himself over and over. “Dangerously close!”

“James?” Someone was calling my name from far, far away through a grey fog that swirled lazily in front of me. “Oh, my God, James! Are you all right?”

“I… I’m fine,” I lied automatically.

It was like when you answer the phone in the middle of the night and someone asks if you were sleeping, almost everyone lies. ‘No, no, of course I was awake. What time is it, by the way? Four thirty in the morning? Is it really?’

“Are you sure you’re okay?” My secretary leaned over me with a concerned expression on her face.

“Yes, I think so,” I said and pulled myself up from the ground.

Where am I? What happened?

I hesitantly touched the back of my head, which was throbbing badly. There was a large bump where I had hit my skull against the concrete wall, but luckily I couldn’t find any blood–or worse, sticky, gory brain substance, for that matter. My right shoulder blade hurt rather badly, and I had a feeling it would turn a lovely colour of plum within a couple of days.

“What happened?” Sophie asked.

I tried to stand up, but I was forced to lean heavily against the rough concrete wall for support. A wave of nausea washed over me, and it took a moment before the world stopped spinning like a psychedelic merry-go-round at an amusement park.

“I don’t know what happened, really,” I said and tried to get my memory to cooperate with me. “I was on my way to my car and then…”

Was there an explosion? My brain rebooted and came back to me with an express memo update of what had happened the last couple of hours. The Ladbroke case, stupid Mike, stupid errand, working late, sex with my secretary–wait? Did that really happen?–leaving, lift, car explosion…

“Oh no,” I groaned and staggered forward towards my car. “No, no, no…”

A sad sight met me and confirmed my worst suspicion.

In the corner where I usually parked my metallic blue Volkswagen Golf, only a smoking wreck was left. The roof of the car was completely gone together with the better part of the bonnet, which had been torn off by the violent explosion. It had been ripped into burning pieces of scrap metal, which decorated the underground garage floor like apocalyptic confetti.

I clenched my jaw and took a deep breath before I exhaled slowly.

It’s just a car, I reminded myself. It doesn’t matter. The insurance company will reimburse me, and I can get a new one, maybe even a later model.

But deep down I knew that I wouldn’t get a new model of my car. I would search everywhere for a car that was as similar as possible to my previous car. Not that I was sentimental or soppy, I just happened to have liked my old car. That was all.

Besides, I should be happy that I was alive, I concluded to myself. If I had been closer to the car when it–for some unknown reason–had exploded, I would probably have met a rather messy end.

“Was it your car?” Sophie placed her hand on my arm.

“Yes…”

“I’m sorry.” She paused for a moment before she added gently, “I think it would be best if we left before security or the police arrive.”

I shook my head at her. “I can’t. I need to stay and file a report and fill in all the insurance papers.”

It’s going to be a nightmare, I thought with a heavy sigh.

I didn’t look forward to a long depressing evening with endless questions. A headache was slowly building up like bad weather at the back of my head. I was surprised that the security guard wasn’t here yet. The explosion should have alerted the security and set off the fire alarm. Then again, the garage was constantly neglected–despite my repeated complaints to the lazy janitor!–and the security guard’s main job seemed to be drinking tea in the lobby together with the late-working receptionist.

I’m sure he’ll be here any moment, I thought and decided to send a new angry email in the morning to address both the lax security and the malfunctional fire alarm!

“If I were you,” Sophie said slowly, “I would leave and pretend I wasn’t even here in the first place.”

“What? Why?” I raised my eyebrows.

“To avoid unnecessary questions.” She lowered her voice and smiled impishly. “For example, why you were staying late at the office and together with whom…”

“Ah,” I said and mulled it over. “I see what you mean.”

“Let’s leave before anyone else gets here.”

“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” I said reluctantly and picked up my brown leather briefcase that was lying next to a piece of twisted metal that was still burning. “Everything is going to be filmed anyway, and I don’t know how I would explain that I left quickly after my car exploded?”

I nodded towards the discreet CCTV camera in the corner. The latest series of ISIS terrorism attacks had made the London Met Police and the National Counter Terrorism Security Office increasingly paranoid for good reasons. While I didn’t really look forward to being interviewed by an incompetent security guard or the police, I didn’t want the Met to have any reason to treat me with suspicion.

In my mind I could already hear the probing questions, ‘You and your secretary, Miss Robinson, were at the scene just after the incident, but for some reason you left? That seems rather strange, does it not?’ There would be an ominous pause and unnecessary shuffling of papers. ‘Could you explain why, Mr Bradley?’

“Don’t worry, it’s a dummy camera,” Sophie said. “It doesn’t work.”

“How do you know that?” I said with a frown.

“Because a real CCTV camera doesn’t have a fake blinking LED light.”

“I see,” I said slowly.

“Everyone knows that,” she commented and shrugged her shoulders.

“Yes, of course,” I agreed because I didn’t want to appear stupid next to her.

I guess that fake cameras would work as a deterrent for ignorant car thieves, I thought to myself and decided to get to the bottom of it later. Why would a respectable solicitor firm like Addington & Wrights Solicitors, which earned millions of pounds per year, skimp on real security monitoring? It was preposterous!

“Let’s go,” Sophie said, interrupting my thoughts. “If you want to… I could follow you home to make sure that you get back safe and sound?”

Her curved smile melted my resistance like the last snow on a balmy spring day.

A warm sensation spread through my body like glowing embers over the fact that she seemed to care about my well-being. I told myself I was being ridiculous, but I couldn’t make the warm, fuzzy feeling go away.

She is right, I concluded silently to myself. It would be tedious to stay here and wait for the incompetent security and the police, which in turn could lead to awkward questions that I would rather avoid.

“Okay,” I said at last.

A couple of minutes later we flagged down a cab outside the office.

“Could you take us to Baker Street, please?” I said to the cab driver, who wore a cornflower blue turban and looked like he desperately wished that he was home with his family in the quiet suburbs instead of driving around London’s busy streets.

I gave him the address before he could change his mind about accepting us as passengers. My crumpled trench coat was dusty and smelled strongly of burned tyres from the car explosion. I had a growing feeling that I could easily be mistaken for a crazy homeless person and that the cab wouldn’t have stopped for us if it hadn’t been for Sophie waving it down.

My coat is definitely going to the dry-cleaner’s tomorrow, I thought to myself and stifled the impulse to sniff the lapels of my trench coat. Bleh, it stinks!

Maybe it should pass GO without collecting two hundred pounds and go directly to the bin?

“Baker Street? Sure, no problem,” the driver said to me in a singing Indian-English accent.

However, he wrinkled his nose, and the corner of his lips turned into an upside-down U, and I had a feeling that he instantly regretted his decision as soon as we stepped into the black, chubby cab.

I just want to go home and take a long hot shower, I thought while I looked through the car window.

It had stopped raining for the moment, as if the sky had decided to take a break from drizzling to make up its mind if it was worth the effort to continue or save up to a more spectacular downpour–or maybe even an impressive lightning and thunderstorm to show off.

The cab driver drove easily through London’s busy evening traffic, and although he broke several traffic rules–which I normally would frown upon and make a stern remark about!–he didn’t talk during the journey and brought us to my address in less than fifteen minutes. I paid and made sure to tip him generously.

“Thank you, sir. Have a nice evening,” the cab driver said before he drove off.

Sophie glanced up at the elegant cream-coloured Victorian façade with its elaborate wrought-iron balconies.

“Do you really live here?”

“Well, yes,” I said and added hastily, “It isn’t as posh as you’re imagining. Actually, my flat is quite boring.”

“Are you sure you don’t have a spacious indoor swimming pool in the basement or a polite old butler that has been with your family for generations?”

“Sorry, no.” I shook my head and smiled at her description.

I happened to live at one of the finest addresses on Baker Street, not far from Arthur Conan Doyle’s famous detective Sherlock Holmes and his doctor friend. And although some of my neighbours were decidedly filthy rich, I wasn’t. I had just been lucky that my great-aunt had bought a flat during a time when ordinary people could actually afford to live in central London and when the Marylebone area wasn’t considered especially trendy or expensive.

I cleared my throat lightly. “If you’d like, you’re more than welcome to come upstairs for… a cup of tea?”

A cup of tea? I grimaced. That sounded so lame! But honestly, what should I have said? ‘If you want, you’re more than welcome to come up to my flat and look at my vinyl records while I desperately hope that you’ll seduce me?’ I think not.

My heart was beating in my chest so fast it felt like I had been running ten miles, but I forced myself to keep a calm expression although I was mentally preparing to be rejected.

Of course she’s going to say no, I thought to myself and felt stupid for asking her.

However, to my surprise, Sophie smiled at me.

“That sounds nice,” she said and placed a wayward strand of her blonde hair behind her ear. “After all, I said that I was going to make sure that you got home all right, and I always keep my promises.”

“Great,” I said and smiled back at her.

It had been ages since I had had any visitors. In fact, it occurred to me that I hadn’t had anyone over since my divorce. My ex-wife had always organised all our social events. I shook my head at my thoughts as we stepped into the grand marble vestibule with mahogany details and original rusty-red and white Victorian chequered tiles.

“Are you absolutely sure that you don’t have a butler?” Sophie said and looked around with wide eyes. She whistled softly.

“Not last time I checked.”

My flat was on the second floor, but the old wrought-iron lift was antique and a little bit unpredictable, so we took the stairs.

“There is something I have to tell you…” I said slowly as we walked up the spiralling marble staircase.

“You forgot to mention that you’re married?” She gave me a sidelong glance.

“What? No.” I paused before I admitted, “Although, I’m divorced since a couple of years ago.”

“Like everyone else,” she commented. “Do you have kids?”

“No, unfortunately not.” I shook my head.

My ex-wife had decided that we shouldn’t have any children, since she wasn’t willing to ‘sacrifice her career’, as she put it. She had never asked about my opinion on the matter or how willing I was to share parenthood responsibilities and tasks.

“Nice guys like you always have a catch,” Sophie said. “Obviously you aren’t gay, so it can’t be that… Let me guess, you’re living with two beautiful women in a sinful ménage à trois?”

“Er, no.” I shook my head at the bizarre notion. “But I live with a pet parrot, and he can be a little bit grumpy sometimes.”

That was a serious understatement. If I were really, really lucky, he hadn’t torn my flat to pieces and shrieked so loudly that the neighbours had arranged an emergency house meeting or called the police.

“A parrot? Like in The Pirates of the Caribbean?” She raised a perfect eyebrow. “Do you have a tame colourful pet parrot that sits on your shoulder?”

“I wouldn’t exactly call him tame,” I admitted. “Pago can be quite feral when he’s in the bad mood.”

“Pago the Parrot?” Sophie repeated in a bubbling voice that betrayed her amusement and disbelief. “Of all people, I think you’re the one I least expected would have an exotic pet. Aquarium fish, yes. A dog, maybe. But a parrot? What on earth made you buy a parrot?”

“Well, it’s a long story,” I said and slowed down my steps. “I actually inherited him…”

It took me a moment before I realised what was wrong.

There was a strong scent of smoke in the air–but it wasn’t coming from my trench coat!

“Shit!” I exclaimed, and without thinking, I ran up the marble stairs two steps at a time until I reached the front door to my flat.

A tendril of white-grey smoke was crawling out from under the door like a ghostly Lovecraftian Cthulhu monster. I stared at it in disbelief, but it refused to disappear.

What are the odds of two accidents happening on the same day? I wondered, dazed, before reality caught up with me. My flat was on fire! My vinyl collection was in danger!

Before I could change my mind, I unlocked the door and took a deep breath before I stepped into my smoke-filled flat.

I have to save my records! I thought in desperation and ventured forward, half-blinded by the thick, billowing smoke that quickly engulfed me.

From somewhere behind me, I heard Sophie call my name, but I didn’t pay any attention to her. With one hand stretched out before me, I moved forward. There wasn’t any open fire or flames that I could see, but the flat was unnaturally hot and filled with thick, greyish smoke that immediately made me disoriented. I had to find my way to the spare room, where I kept my collection of vintage jazz vinyl records that had taken me nearly a decade to complete!

Half-blinded by the thick smoke, I stumbled into my coffee table and scraped my shin against it. I lost my balance, fell to the floor, and dropped my leather briefcase.

“Dammit,” I swore and bit back the pain.

The smoke stung and made my eyes water, which made it even harder to see anything. I covered my mouth and tried to breathe through the fabric of my sleeve while I fervently hoped that the smoke wasn’t poisonous as I crawled forward on all fours.

Finally! I thought. A sense of relief washed over me as I placed my hand on the metal doorknob to my spare room, where I kept my vinyl collection.

At the exact same time there was a loud shriek from the other side of the smoke-filled flat.

“MAYDAY, MAYDAY!” Pago screeched. “MAN OVERBOARD!”

I hesitated for a heartbeat, torn between conflicted feelings.

To be honest, I had absolutely no affection for the horrid parrot that I had been forced to take care of since my great-aunt Beatrice had passed away. At his best Pago was insufferable, and at his worst he was a hellish creature to live with. To say that I would miss him if he passed away would be an overstatement.

My vinyl collection, on the other hand, was the achievement of years and years of patient, careful collecting. I had spent thousands of hours at obscure record shops all over Greater London and an equal amount of time in front of eBay and Gumtree. I had spent more money on vinyl records than I wanted to admit to anyone–myself included!–to gradually improve and build up my collection until it was as close to perfection as it could possibly be.

Yet, with a deep sigh that made me cough and a heavy heart, I turned away and fumbled towards the sound of the shrieking parrot that was sounding more and more hysterical every second.

“GOD SAVE THE QUEEN!” Pago greeted me when I found him in his metal cage on the dining table, where he had taken refuge. He flapped his grey wings as if he was saying ‘What took you so long to come and get me? Hurry up and let’s get out of here!’

I grabbed the handle to the large dome-shaped brass cage and headed towards the exit.

However, my flat had turned into a ghostly labyrinth. The smoke made it hard to think straight, and I couldn’t even see my hand in front of me as I tried to navigate towards the way out.

I can’t breathe! I was coughing badly, my lungs hurt, and my eyes stung from the smoke.

It felt like an eternity had passed until I finally tumbled over the threshold to the front door, which I had found almost by accident.

“James!” Sophie exclaimed. Her face was pale with anxiety. “Oh, my God, I was so worried!”

“I’m fine,” I lied for the second time during the same evening.

I coughed violently before I drew several deep and unsteady breaths. Air had never tasted so good, and it cleared my head instantly.

“I can’t believe you risked your life to save your pet parrot,” Sophie said in disbelief and shook her head at me.

Actually, that makes two of us, I thought to myself and threw a sorrowful glance towards my flat. I couldn’t understand why I had sacrificed my record collection to save an ungrateful chocolate-addicted parrot! The smoke must have made me confused and stupid, I concluded bitterly.

Pago peered at Sophie with his small calculating black eyes.

“Cadbury?” he said conversationally and tilted his head to one side. “Pretty bird?”

“I think I’ve some chocolate,” Sophie said and fished up a Bounty bar from her champagne-coloured handbag. “Is this what you want?”

“Sweets! Sweets! Pago want sweets! SWEETS!”

“He shouldn’t really…” I began to say before I changed my mind.

After all, it isn’t every day a parrot has a near-death experience. Or a solicitor accountant, for that matter, I added and wondered–not for the first time that day–if I had somehow managed to step into a parallel universe. What had happened to my quiet and boring life? And what would I have to do to go back to it?

“Who is a pretty bird? Who is a pretty bird, then?” Pago asked with growing excitement as he greedily grabbed the chocolate with a scaly grey claw through the metal bars of the cage.

Within a millisecond he had expertly shredded the blue and white wrapping paper with his sharp beak and began to furiously tear off large pieces of chocolate. He gobbled it down as if he were a tiny feathered dinosaur whose mission was to eat as much chocolate as possible before extinction.

“I’ve called the fire brigade,” Sophie told me. “They’re on their way, but I think we should leave before they get here...”

“Why?”

“Trust me, there’s something strange going on here.”

“It’s just a weird coincidence,” I protested.

“First your car and now your flat? I don’t think so,” Sophie said with a thoughtful frown on her forehead.

“It’s the only logical explanation.”

“Perhaps,” she said slowly. “Let’s leave. Oh, and if you want, you’re more than welcome to stay the night at my place, of course.”

“Okay, that sounds good.” My throat felt like I had swallowed pieces of broken glass, and I was too tired to argue, not to mention the fact that I didn’t want to walk around London looking for a hotel that would accept me and Pago.

The fact that I had irrevocably lost both my car and my precious vinyl collection felt like a heavy boxer’s blow, but on a brighter note, I wouldn’t mind spending the night with my incredibly sexy secretary.

I bit my lower lip and glanced at her from the corner of my eye. Who knows what could happen?

We took the underground Central line to Sophie’s flat because there was no way that any cab would have stopped for us, and I sincerely doubted that any bus driver would have accepted us either, especially carrying a large bird cage with an insane parrot.

Pago went into a combination of high sugar rush and swiftly developed a post-traumatic stress disorder. The only way to get him to shut up was giving him more chocolate, which bought a couple of minutes of blessed silence from his noisy outbursts.

I’m not taking him to the vet if he slips into a diabetic coma tonight, I thought darkly as I guiltily fed him another Kit Kat chocolate bar that I had bought on the way.

We got off at Leyton, where Sophie rented a small flat a short walk from the underground station. It was a converted flat in an old mews development where they used to keep horses in the olden days.

The flat had white walls and was decorated in neutral colours throughout. The living room was simply furnished with an off-white sofa, a wall-mounted TV, and a round dinner table in beech with four chairs. I caught a glimpse of a queen-size bed with a beige cover in the adjoining bedroom.

It was a nice flat, but oddly blank in a way I couldn’t put my finger on, like a stylish show house where no one really lived. The framed black-and-white pictures of New York’s skyline on the walls looked like they had been bought somewhat randomly at Gallerix or Argos. There were no personal photos, travel souvenirs, books, old DVDs, or even a fridge magnet that could give the flat some personality.

Maybe she simply likes neutral interiors or is into some sort of minimalistic feng shui? I pondered and decided not to be judgemental about it.

Most people didn’t like clutter, although almost no one had the willpower to resist hoarding rubbish with sentimental value.

Not that I was hoarding vinyl records–I was collecting them. There was a huge difference.

“You have a nice flat,” I said politely to Sophie while I placed the bird cage on the laminated floor in the dining room next to the tiny kitchen.

Pago was unusually quiet for the moment, which actually made me a little bit worried.

On the other hand, he has probably eaten more than his own body weight in chocolate in less than an hour, I thought and stifled a sigh.

I didn’t look forward to his withdrawal syndrome the following day, which most certainly was going to be horrendous–and incredibly noisy!

“Oh, I just moved in, and I haven’t finished unpacking yet,” Sophie said with an apologetic gesture.

“I see.” I frowned slightly because there weren’t any moving boxes around.

Perhaps she has a storage, what do I know? I dismissed the thought.

“Do you want anything to eat? Or something to drink?” Sophie said and headed towards the small kitchen. “I usually eat out, but I think I’ve a frozen lasagne and a bottle of wine? Or would you like tea and a sandwich?”

“A cup of tea would be great,” I said thankfully.

When in doubt, put on the kettle and make a cup of tea. Regardless of the type or level of emergency, a cup of strong black tea will always make things better. You’ve got sacked and your girlfriend broke up with you? Put on the kettle. The Queen is coming for a visit? Put on the kettle. Aliens from outer space are invading the planet? Definitely put on the kettle.

“Do you want English breakfast or Earl Grey tea?” Sophie asked while she rummaged through the kitchen cabinets.

“Earl Grey, please,” I said politely.

Involuntarily I shuddered at the notion of drinking English breakfast tea after twelve o’clock. Only a barbarian would drink English breakfast tea in the afternoon!

“Can I ask you something personal?” Sophie filled a round electric kettle with water from the tap.

“Er, yes,” I replied. “Of course.”

I prepared myself for mortifying comments regarding our unexpected–but highly erotic!–lovemaking on Mr Meyer’s desk, but I was wrong.

“Do you have any enemies, James?” She studied me and tilted her head to the side. “Or people who are after you for some reason?”

“No, of course not,” I said and chuckled at the absurd question. “Why on earth do you ask that?”

“Because I think someone is after you. They blew up your car and set your flat on fire.”

I stared at her and felt my jaw go slack.

“I’m pretty sure it was a pure accident,” I said slowly. “Someone’s fuel tank could have been leaking. I’ve seen oily water puddles in the garage before, and I’ve contacted the janitor about it. The explosion happened when I pressed the remote car key, so perhaps there was an electric spark that somehow ignited the fuel?”

“And the fire at your flat?”

“Well…” I said and trailed off. “It was just a strange coincidence. I guess that Pago might have managed to put on the gas somehow or nibbled at an electrical wire that made it unsafe and it caught fire.”

“Perhaps.” She sounded doubtful. “But what if it wasn’t?”

Her comment made me pause. It sounded far-fetched, almost like a conspiracy theory.

Perhaps next she’ll try to persuade me that the moon landing is a hoax? I thought, but deep down it made me a little bit worried.

“Are you honestly saying that someone is after me and they’re trying to kill me?” I raised my eyebrows. The words sounded even more bizarre and ridiculous when I said them out loud. “Isn’t that a little bit overdramatic?”

“Well.” Sophie bit her lower lip. “All I’m saying is that I can’t help but think that it’s rather strange that someone tried to blow up your car and burn down your flat on the same evening.”

She searched through the fridge and produced bread, butter, cheddar cheese, and cocktail tomatoes before she told me to help myself.

“I’ll admit that it’s a little bit weird,” I said and began making a sandwich. “However, it must have been a coincidence; it’s the only logical conclusion.”

“I don’t know… The office seems quite dull and boring, but there’s a lot of fierce competition going on in the background. You’re hard-working, but both Mike and Sandra are senior accountants too, and I bet they don’t like to be surpassed in their careers.”

“Mike got the Ladbroke case, and Sandra is going on maternity leave soon,” I said, and although I could envision Mike setting fire to my flat, Sandra–who was eight months pregnant and quite large–seemed like an unlikely candidate for the task.

Sandra can be a little bit passive-aggressive at times, but I sincerely doubt that she would set fire to my flat, I thought to myself.

“Perhaps you’re right,” Sophie said slowly. “But there is a lot of money involved in the firm, especially when it comes to expensive luxurious apartments.”

“That’s true,” I agreed. “However, I fail to see how that has anything to do with me? I’m just an accountant, after all.”

“How long have you been working at Addington & Wrights Solicitors?”

“Nearly twelve years,” I said and paused.

Has it really been that long? I furrowed my brown. It felt like I had started my internship a couple of weeks ago. How could time slip by so quickly?

“And how long has Mr Meyer worked at the firm?”

I mulled over the question while I chewed on my cheese sandwich. “I don’t know exactly, but he’s been working there for as long as I’ve been employed, so probably fifteen years or so. The only people who are new to the accounting department are you and Mike Wilson.”

Sophie was just about to reply when the water boiled and the kettle whistled. Pago woke up in his cage and copied the sound perfectly–only three times as loud!–which made my ears hurt.

“Welcome on board, sailor! Welcome on board!” Pago exclaimed and stretched his grey wings one after another.

My great-aunt had spent the better part of her retirement watching old movies, which in turn had resulted in that Pago had memorised an astonishing number of film quotes from everything from Casablanca to Hitchcock’s Dial M for Murder. He could even whistle several of the lead soundtracks with an eerie likeness.

“Aw, he’s so cute,” Sophie said and tickled him under his grey feathered chin through the metal bars of the cage. To my vast surprise Pago didn’t bite her, which I know would have been his automagical evil response if I had tried something similar. “Do you want some bread, Pago? You can have the crusts, they’ve got some nice sunflower and poppy seeds for you.”

“Lovebirds! Lovebirds!” Pago squeaked while he happily nibbled at the bread crusts that Sophie fed him.

Once he had torn the bread into pieces, he turned his head nearly 180 degrees in a feathered impression of The Exorcist and promptly went to sleep. Clearly the food, chocolate rush, and previous commotion–not to mention his near-death-experience!–had exhausted him.

Or perhaps he’s just stoned? I pondered. Didn’t poppy seeds contain opium, or was that just an urban legend? As long as he’s quiet, I don’t care.

“I still think it would have been wiser if we had waited for security and the police,” I said and sipped my tea.

“I don’t think it was worth the risk,” she said and added, “Besides, I don’t want anyone to know about… us.”

“I understand,” I said carefully and hid my feelings.

I suddenly lost my appetite, the tea tasted flat, and my sandwich turned into a dry sponge in my hand.

Of course, she’s ashamed about what we did, I concluded.

I could write an endless list of all my faults and flaws. And besides, girls like her didn’t sleep with guys like me, except in fairy tales or ridiculous Hollywood movies. Or Big Bang Theory, come to think about it. Everyone knew that Penny would never even look at Leonard or hang out with his nerdy friends.

Sophie sighed. “Don’t get me wrong, James. I don’t regret what we did, and I wouldn’t mind dating you and seeing where it leads.”

“But?” I filled in for her.

If she says ‘It isn’t about you, it’s me,’ I will scream out loud and leave this flat, I vowed silently.

“I’m new at the office, and I don’t want Mr Meyer or anyone else to think that I’m sleeping around. Besides, Mike has been quite forward in his attempts to try to make me go out with him.”

“Has he really?” I said and managed to hide my ice-cold rage at her last comment behind my tea mug.

I’m adding cyanide to his tea during the next Monday meeting! I decided. It wouldn’t be murder, I would be doing the world a favour.

“Does it make you jealous?” Sophie studied me with a small smile.

“No, of course not!” I scoffed loudly.

“Are you sure?”

“Well… perhaps a little bit,” I said in a half-strangled voice.

“I like that,” she said with a curved smile.

“I mean…” I cleared my throat. “You’re obviously a very attractive woman, and I’m not surprised that men would try to get to know you better. Or date you.”

Sophie put her tea mug down on the table and leaned closer. “There’s only one person that I would like to get to know better,” she said with a smile, and her smokey green eyes met mine. “As a matter of fact, I’m quite tired and wouldn’t mind going to bed.”

My mouth went dry and a swarm of nervous butterflies invaded my stomach and fluttered around aimlessly.

“I… I would like that too,” I replied and smiled back at her.

I followed her to the bedroom.

The room was white-painted and neutrally furnished with a wide bed with an upholstered headboard in beige that matched the bedcover, a chest of drawers in pale wood, and a small bedside table with a round reading lamp. Mirrored wardrobes covered the better part of the wall opposite the window.

My heart beat rapidly and a sensation of eager excitement and anticipation that I couldn’t deny, even if I wanted to, took hold of me.

“Undress,” Sophie ordered and closed the door behind me.

There was an edge of dominance in her voice that made me irresistibly turned on. A shiver danced down my spine and I shuddered involuntarily.

“Yes, mistress.” I obeyed instantly and began to loosen the knot to my grey-and-blue tie.

The corner of her lips turned into a pleased smile.

“You’re very eager to please, aren’t you?” Sophie said huskily and arched an eyebrow.

“Yes,” I mumbled and looked down.

“I like men who know how to submit,” she said and took a step closer to me. “I like watching them crawl around my feet and beg for me.”

Her comment made me grow harder against my will. She read me like an open book, and I didn’t dare to reply as she walked around me and trailed her long bright red nails along my shoulder.

“Tell me what you desire,” she whispered seductively close to my ear. “Is there something specific that you’ve fantasised about? Something naughty, perhaps? Or a little bit kinky?”

There were a hundred answers to her question. Things I wanted to do, things that made me blush, and things I barely dared to admit to anyone that I desperately wanted to try.

“I…” I said and trailed off, suddenly unable to finish the sentence. “I don’t know.”

“It’s okay to be nervous,” she said.

“It’s just…” I took a deep breath. “I’m… not really that experienced with this type of sex.”

An understatement of the year, I thought to myself.

“You mean BDSM?”

“Well, yes,” I managed to say in a half-strangled voice.

“That’s okay.” Sophie smiled at me before she added, “You know, no one is born as a dominating sex god or fully experienced from the start.”

“You’re right, of course.”

“And I’m not as experienced as you might think. I only recently discovered the BDSM scene.”

“Really?” I arched my eyebrows in surprise. Somehow, I found her comment highly unlikely.

“It’s true,” she said lightly. “I’ve been in relationships before, and although some of them were good, they were never really satisfying, if you know what I mean?”

“Yes,” I mumbled.

Or at least I knew exactly what it was like to live in a relationship and not dare to be open and honest about your sexual needs and preferences, until sex turned into a meaningless chore that happened once a month–if you were lucky.

“Then a couple of years ago, I went to a hen party with a colleague of mine, and we ended up at a BDSM club… We dared each other to go up on the stage to get spanked.”

A BDSM club? I thought, unable to stop the express train of questions. What type of spanking? What had she been wearing? Had she enjoyed it? Would I enjoy something like that?

I licked my lips without thinking and tried to regain control over my galloping thoughts, but the highly erotic mental pictures refused to go away.

In my mind Sophie wore high black leather boots that moulded themselves around her thighs, a provokingly short slutty miniskirt in leather, a corset in latex, and held a long braided leather whip. ‘Bend over,’ she would whisper huskily in my ear, and I would do as I was told…

I swallowed hard and tried to get the mental pictures out of my head, but they refused to abandon me.

“Eh, what happened at the club?” I asked a little bit unsteadily.

I was dying to know.

“Well, although I enjoyed getting spanked, I realised almost immediately that I wanted to be the one holding the leather paddle and not the other way around,” she said and admitted, “It turns me on to be in control and on top of the situation…”

“I see,” I mumbled while I fumbled with my tie.

“So I’m going to ask you again…” Sophie lowered her voice and lightly ran her fingertips down my chest before she trailed her fingers over my hardness. I gasped out loud in response. “Are you sure that there isn’t anything you would like to try tonight together with me?”

“Well, there is one thing…” My pulse increased rapidly.

“Yes? Tell me what it is.” She moved closer and brushed her soft lips against mine, dangerously close, but without actually kissing me.

I barely breathed. A tiny drop of sweat was making its way down my temple, and I began to tremble slightly. It felt like I was standing at the edge of a cliff, wavering. My stomach was in a tight knot of anticipation and desire mingled with raw fear.

She’s going to reject me, or laugh, or possibly both, a shrill voice at the back of my head warned me. But what if she doesn’t? another sultry voice replied.

“I’ve… I’ve always dreamt about getting tied up by a woman,” I said hoarsely. The words left my mouth as if they were in a hurry.

Sophie smiled broadly. Her green eyes twinkled with delight.

“That can easily be arranged,” she purred. “In fact, it would be my absolute pleasure…”

She walked over to the wardrobes, slid one of the mirrored doors to the side, and bent down before she picked up what looked like a wooden chest the size of a smaller suitcase and placed it on the chest of drawers by the window. The chest was made out of some sort of burgundy-red wood that I didn’t know the name of. It had a black wrought-iron lock that made a faint click when she turned the key.

Slowly she opened the wooden lid. From where I stood, I couldn’t see what was inside the chest, but my wild fantasy filled it with all types of sex toys and BDSM accessories.

A spanking paddle? Rounded ball gags with leather straps? Velvet blindfolds or clothes pegs? The thoughts made me excited in a way I couldn’t described. Like Pandora’s box, the chest could contain anything or everything, and no one knew what happened if you opened it.

“Hm…” Sophie gave me a sly sideways glance, and it sounded almost like she was thinking out loud as she continued, “What should I choose? I wonder. Handcuffs or rope? Or silk ribbon? I can’t really make up my mind.”

I swallowed hard. Raw excitement and dark anticipation were already roaring through my body.

The idea of handcuffs made me more nervous than I wanted to admit although the thought of cold, unforgivingly hard metal around my wrists–and perhaps ankles?–that would render me helpless and completely at her mercy was more than a little bit titillating. Silk ribbons, on the other hand, sounded sensual and erotic in a completely different way, while the idea of a sturdy rope that would dig into my flesh made me more turned on in a way that I didn’t want to admit even to myself.

“I think we’ll use hemp rope for tonight,” Sophie said with a sweet smile and retrieved a bundle of rope from the wooden chest.

The rope was the same width as my index finger and artfully tied into a complicated figure-eight knot.

“Okay,” I said hoarsely and swallowed hard.

“Before we begin, we need to establish a safe word,” she said. “Do you know what that is?”

“Yes,” I said and felt my cheeks colour up. Although I had never used a safe word in my entire life, I had read my fair share of erotic short stories at Nifty, after all.

“I suggest that we use two safe words. The first one is simply slow down, which means that you’re okay with what we’re doing, but you’re feeling nervous or you’re getting close to the edge of what you can handle.”

“That sounds like a good idea.” I nodded.

“The real safe word is summer. If you say that word, I’ll immediately stop what I’m doing and untie you.” She paused. “It goes without saying that I would never be annoyed or disappointed if you use the safe word.”

“I understand,” I said and cleared my throat.

“Very good,” she said with a curved smile. She smacked the rope against her thigh with a slap and added in a strict tone, “Now undress for me or I’ll spank you.”

Spanking is okay, I thought sinfully, but I did as I was told and removed my clothes.

She studied me quietly with a small smile while she played with the thick rope in her hands. I was both nervous and excited. My heart was beating so rapidly in my chest I was sure she could hear it.

Gently she placed her hands on my chest and pushed me backwards on the bed that smelled faintly of cotton and lavender fabric softener.

“Do you know what Kinbaku-bi is?” Sophie asked.

I hesitated and furrowed my brow. “It’s some sort of bondage, I think?”

I was hypnotised by the way her fingers moved as she created a series of complicated loops with the long hemp rope.

“It’s Japanese for ‘the beauty or art of tight binding’. It’s a form of erotic and aesthetic bondage,” Sophie explained before she added, “Sit up for me.”

I obeyed her and she looped several loops of the rope over my head before she adjusted the knots around my bare chest and stomach. The rope ran in elaborate Xs across my chest in a decorative pattern.

Sophie raised my hands behind my head and tied them together before she weaved the rope into the previous pattern across my body. I thought she was finished with me, but she wasn’t. Instead she turned her attention to my legs, and with a high level of expertise and attention to detail, she placed several loops of rope around my crossed ankles and tied them together.

It gradually became clear to me that I really wouldn’t be able to get free without risking dislocating my shoulder–or worse! The fact that I would be completely powerless once she was finished made me increasingly anxious. My breathing became shallow and my palms turned moist. I bit my lower lip.

What if she decides to take weird photos of me that she will post online? Or what if she is into some serious torture BDSM? Or snuff movies? I thought and swallowed hard.

Who knew? After all, I barely knew her.

A part of me told me this was crazy and that I shouldn’t trust her. But at the same time the idea of being helpless and completely at her mercy made me irresistibly turned on.

“Is it comfortable?” Sophie asked once she had finished tying the knots.

“Yes.”

She smiled at me as she tightened the rope further. It dug into my flesh, and I could see in her eyes that she knew it hurt.

“And now?”

“You’re hurting me,” I said breathlessly.

Please do it again, I thought. Harder.

“It’s meant to hurt a little,” she whispered in my ear and slowly licked the edge of my ear lobe teasingly. “Let’s begin, shall we?”

I watched her undress slowly and felt myself grow harder as she finally took off her red bra and slid her matching knickers down to her ankles before she stepped out of them on the floor. Hard and ready, I waited for her in bed, tied up.

“What should I do with you, hm?” she mumbled almost to herself and lay down on the side of the bed next to me. Teasingly she stroked me lightly.

“You can do whatever you want with me,” I replied hoarsely. “I’m yours…”

She kissed me slowly and lavishly. I groaned, and without thinking, I tried to reach out to pull her closer, but the thick rope held me prisoner. My breathing became more and more unsteady as she kissed me deeper and let her hands travel freely over my tied body while I mindlessly struggled to get free.

The sensation of the hard rope against my sensitive skin only served to make me even more excited and frustrated in a wonderful combination that I had never experienced before.

“I love it when you struggle,” she whispered in my ear. “It’s turning me on…”

“You’re making me crazy,” I growled softly in reply.

“Good.”

She smiled at me mischievously before she pushed me further down.

It took me a moment before I realised what she had in mind. My shoulders protested quietly at the uncomfortable position, but she didn’t care and simply placed a hand around my neck and guided me down between her legs.

I closed my eyes and trailed my tongue slowly along her swollen labia while she sighed with pleasure and moved closer to me. She was warm, wet, and tasted vaguely like some sort of exotic seafood.

The only thing I wanted was to please her as I slowly began to explore her most sensitive spot. She moaned softly in reply and arched her back for me eagerly. I licked her and followed her rhythm until I felt her unfold for me gradually. Her breathing became shallow and unsteady as she grew more and more excited.

“Yes, yes, yes…” she moaned loudly and placed her naked leg shamelessly over my tied shoulder and pressed herself closer to me rhythmically, urging me on. “Oh, yes.”

Her long nails scratched my back raw. I felt her thighs and all her muscles tense as in cramp before she reached her climax. Her whole body shuddered and her grip around my neck tightened as she cried out.

It took a couple of minutes until her breathing was steady and normal again. She stroked my hair affectionately and said, “If I had known that you knew how to do that, I would have tied you up the first day at the office.”

“Thank you, mistress,” I replied, and a small smug feeling spread from the centre of my stomach.

“No–thank you,” she said and kissed me on the mouth.

It was a slow kiss in the beginning, and although she was satisfied, I wasn’t. I tried to deepened the kiss and move closer to her.

“Oh, my darling, you’re not in control tonight,” she said and teasingly slapped my naked bottom.

The sound of her open palm as it smacked against my bare buttock in combination with already being severely turned on brought my excitement up several notches to an entirely new level, and I couldn’t help it when a small whine left my lips.

“Please,” I mumbled and abandoned the last of my self-respect.

I didn’t care if she thought I was needy, I wanted her so desperately my body was covered in a thin layer of sweat, and I was trembling uncontrollably.

“You should learn to wait,” she reprimanded me and teasingly rubbed the tip of my erection that was moist with precum. “But I do like it when you beg so sweetly.”

“Please, I’ll do anything for you,” I moaned.

She kissed me deeper until I was breathless and dangerously close to coming all over her bed.

“Beg for it,” she whispered in a husky voice in my ear.

She moved closer to me and let me kiss her rounded breasts. I covered them with wet kisses and licked one of her nipples before I sucked on it until she moaned and it grew hard and small in my mouth.

“I want you so badly. I’ll do anything for you,” I mumbled. The words left my lips of their own accord as if I had lost all willpower over myself. “Please…”

She had reduced me to nothing. She was my mistress, and she was in control of everything.

She knew it, I knew it, and we both knew that I was loving every second of it.

“You’re quite irresistible when you beg like that.”

“Please,” I mumbled, helplessly lost in a storm of burning hot desire that threatened to sweep me away and consume me.

I thought I would come directly when she finally guided me inside. It took every ounce of my self-control to resist the impulse to thrust my hips forward deep and hard. She kissed me thoroughly and wrapped her ankles around my hips. I gasped out loud as she increased the pace and pushed herself closer, faster and faster until I felt her tighten around me.

“Please, can I come now?” I mumbled and burrowed myself deeply inside her to show my intention.

“Yes, come for me.” She kissed me deeply until our tongues met and I thrust myself deeply against her.

I felt her tighten around me, and she bit my shoulder hard when she came for the second time with a long moan. The rope dug into my flesh as I strained my muscles and I finally came deep inside her. I gasped for air and my entire body shook in uncontrollable tremors for several minutes afterwards.

I opened and closed my eyes, but the world refused to come into focus. It took me an eternity until I had calmed down and my thoughts began to form coherent sentences again. I leaned my head against her soft breast and listen to her beating heart while she stroked my hair slowly as if I were her favourite pet.

A sensation of pure calmness and deep satisfaction that I had never experienced before spread over me like a soft blanket, and I nearly drifted off to sleep.

“You aren’t falling asleep, are you?”

“No… of course not,” I lied unconvincingly.

“Liar,” she said with a smile and shook her head at me. “Get up so that I can help untie you and have a shower.”

I groaned, but she didn’t care about my protests. She untied the knots and removed the rope and clicked her tongue when she saw the red marks they had left around my ankles and on my shoulders.

“You should have told me that it was too tight,” Sophie chided me.

“I didn’t mind,” I said.

“You say that now, but wait until I’ve put Dettol on it. It’s going to hurt.”

“I don’t mind that either,” I said with a small smile.

She was right, the antiseptic liquid did sting quite a bit, but I would be lying if I said that I didn’t enjoy the brief pain and the way she fussed over me.

The day caught up with me when we went to bed together, and although I wanted to stay awake, I fell asleep almost immediately with one arm around her warm, sensual body.

Sophie waited until his breathing was slow and even before she left the bed without a sound.

Quietly she moved through the flat. She began searching through his trousers, which she found in a crumpled pile next to the end of the bed. But to her disappointment the pockets were empty. She searched through the rest of his clothes. In the blazer she found his wallet and looked through it. Driving licence, a couple of credit cards, various reward cards, a library card, and thirty-five pounds and spare change. Nothing out of the ordinary or anything that seemed strange. She replaced the wallet and went through the last pockets.

At the bottom of his right pocket in the blazer, her fingers brushed against something. Her hand closed around the object and she pulled it out. With a thoughtful frown, she studied the simple golden wedding ring for a moment before she replaced it.

In the other pocket she found what she was looking for: the remote car key.

Sophie got up and quietly walked over to the kitchen, where she turned on the light over the hob and got out a small screwdriver kit from her handbag. She selected a miniature Philips screwdriver and swiftly open the black plastic cover to the car key. Inside there was a round lithium battery and a green circuit board connected to several tiny wires. She leaned forward and studied the green circuit board closely in the light from the kitchen cooker hood.

“Just as I thought,” Sophie mumbled to herself.

She screwed back the plastic cover and slipped the remote car key back into the pocket before she tiptoed back to bed, where James was sleeping.

The End
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When I woke up, I had no idea where I was.

For a moment I thought that everything that had happened must have been a strange dream, but then the previous day caught up with me. I ran my fingers through my sand-coloured hair and a mixed sensation of guilt, disbelief, and satisfaction rushed through me.

I can’t believe it, I thought to myself slowly, which neatly summed up the entire situation.

Sophie was probably already awake, because the bed next to me was empty, so I got up and dressed quickly.

“If we don’t hurry, we’re going to be late to the office,” I mumbled to myself while I tied my striped tie.

I never overslept and I hadn’t been late to anything in my entire life, except once to a sport day in sixth grade–but that hadn’t been my fault!

What on earth should I tell Mr Meyer if we are late? I wondered and tried to come up with various explanations that sounded believable, before I decided to blame the traffic.

After all, it seemed like the most plausible scenario, and that was the excuse that everyone else used at the office, whether they were five minutes late to a meeting or arrived an hour late to work with messy hair that told everyone that they just got out of bed.

“Sophie?” I called out as I left the bedroom. “I think we’d better hurry up unless we want to be late to the office.”

I thought I heard voices from the kitchen, but as I stepped into the room, I realised that the sound came from a chubby pastel blue retro-looking radio next to the toaster on the counter.

“The headlines for this morning on BBC News: The threat level to the UK from international terrorism was raised to ‘Critical’ this morning by the British police. Here is Chris Wright with the latest report, over to you Chris, from the studio…”

I didn’t listen to the rest of the news, although it was important to keep up to date with the state of the world, it was always the same gloom and doom report. Terrorism, climate change, politics. Pick your poison.

“Sophie? Eh… Miss Robinson?” I cleared my throat. “Hello?”

“Cadbury?” Pago replied hopefully from his metal cage and peered at me with black calculating eyes before he scratched himself thoroughly with a scaly claw behind his feathered neck.

I thought Sophie was in the bathroom, but the white door to the bathroom was slightly ajar, and no one was there.

It took me a moment to realise the depressing truth: the flat was empty.

Of course, I thought and swallowed down the rest of my bitter thoughts.

Sophie had left without a word early in the morning. No doubt I would find a set of spare keys and a cold note next to the tea kettle or somewhere else in the sparely furnished flat.

She’s probably already at her desk at the office, regretting everything from last night, I concluded with a sinking feeling. After all, incredibly sexy and attractive secretaries didn’t usually take home boring accountants and tie them up in bed…

It doesn’t matter, I told myself and firmly pushed down my feelings before they threatened to suffocate me.

I straightened my back and lifted the dome-shaped bird cage abruptly before I steered my feet towards the front door. I couldn’t stand being in the flat for a second longer.

“MAN OVERBOARD!” Pago shrieked in protest and fluttered his wings.

“Oh, shut up, you stupid bird!” I muttered between clenched teeth.

However, I didn’t get far, because just as I was about to press down the door handle and leave, the door suddenly opened.

“Oh, you’re up already, James?” Sophie gave me a sunny smile. “I didn’t want to wake you up, so I popped down to the corner shop to get some breakfast for us.”

I cleared my throat. “Eh, I see.”

“Are you leaving?” An expression that I couldn’t quite decipher crossed her face, and her smooth forehead creased.

“What? No, I was just… moving Pago’s cage,” I replied quickly. “It was in the way in the kitchen.”

“Really?” She arched a perfect eyebrow.

“Well, no,” I admitted and cleared my throat again. “To be honest, I thought that you had left…”

“What, without a note or anything?” Sophie commented with a small smile. “That sounds awfully rude.”

“Never mind,” I mumbled and firmly decided to change the subject before I got out on thin ice or made a fool out of myself. “What did you buy for breakfast? I’m starving.”

I usually didn’t have much of an appetite in the morning, and normally I would only have yogurt and a cup of tea for breakfast, but today I was ravenous. My stomach growled quietly, and I realised that for once I would be more than happy to eat a full English breakfast if I had the opportunity.

I’ll tell Mr Meyer that I’ve been to the dentist if he asks why I’m late, I decided while I followed Sophie to the kitchen.

I usually never broke my principles regarding being on time, but today felt like a valid exception. Especially regarding the previous evening’s various adventures, including losing my precious vinyl collection, which had taken years to complete, and hot bondage sex.

The kitchen was typical for a London flat and therefore too small for two people, but Sophie solved it by making the breakfast and letting me set the table. After ten minutes we sat down at the round kitchen table to eat. Plates of bacon, eggs, steaming hot baked beans, hash browns, and golden toast beckoned me, and I was more than happy to serve myself.

“There is… something that I should tell you,” Sophie said slowly once we’d finished eating. She paused for a moment. “Before I begin, I want you to know that I don’t expect you to believe me, but I want to be honest with you.”

“Okay,” I said and frowned while I went through various scenarios in my head and tried to guess her next comment.

I can read your thoughts. Or I’m an alien species. Or I know what you’ve been doing, why you hardly sleep, why you live alone, and why night after night, you sit by your computer…

Wait, where did that last comment come from? I shook my head at myself. My bet was on the alien-species scenario–after all, it seemed the most likely!

But I was wrong.

“The truth is,” Sophie said, “that I didn’t get the job at the office because I was the best secretary they could find.”

“Okay,” I said slowly.

I didn’t understand what she meant. Sophie was a highly effective secretary, after all. My scheduled meetings had never been smoother, and she was amazingly fast at typing.

“I got this job thanks to forgery and a little bit of computer hacking,” she said. “I sent in my CV together with everyone else who applied for the job, but I hacked into the HR system and removed all the applicants who had better qualifications than me.”

“What?” I raised my eyebrow in surprise. “Is that… is that even legal?”

“Not quite,” Sophie admitted and looked away.

“Why did you do that?”

Sure, getting a job in the city could be harsh, and there was a stiff competition for work, but hacking and erasing other people’s CVs sounded a little bit… extreme?

“I wanted to get this job so that I could investigate certain people who work in your department.”

“Excuse me?” I said with a frown.

Nothing made any sense.

“I’m a spy.”

“A spy?” I repeated and my jaw dropped. “Are you… are you with the police?”

“No.” Sophie shook her head. “I work as a spy to investigate a terrorist network that we’ve been keeping an eye on for quite some time.”

My eyebrows tried to climb up and join my hairline of their own accord.

A spy? I thought before I closed my mouth with a snap. My new secretary is a spy?

I tried to envision Sophie in a tight black outfit, ready to dodge sweeping laser beams, but my mind refused to collaborate.

“I see,” I said weakly and automatically walked over to the kitchen and turned on the kettle. Her comment most certainly demanded more strong English breakfast tea. Possibly an ocean of it.

I tried to make sense of her comment, but it felt as outlandish as if she had proclaimed that she was an alien species. Maybe I would choke on my toasted bread and a blood-covered alien with small nasty teeth would burst out of my chest. I sat down at the table again, and to be on the safe side, I carefully pushed my plate with a half-eaten piece of toast to the side.

“I don’t understand,” I said.

“We’ve reason to believe that someone in your department is collaborating with a group of known terrorists and they’re planning an attack very soon.”

I stared at her, not believing my ears.

“Are you saying that someone from the office is planning a terrorist attack on Buckingham Palace or 10 Downing Street,” I said slowly while my brain desperately tried to catch up.

“Exactly.” She nodded. “We don’t know where they’ll strike or when, but I need your help… Will you help me, James?”

“Y-yes, of course,” I said and cleared my throat. It was impossible to refuse her. “I’ll do anything I can to help you.”

However, I didn’t entirely believe her. Not because I thought that she was deliberately lying, but silently I wondered if she was a little bit confused. She didn’t seem like the general delusional conspiracy theorists, but then again they couldn’t all be chubby white males, could they?

Then again, I had found her snooping around outside Mr Meyer’s door at the office the previous day.

“I can’t tell you everything because it’s classified,” Sophie said and sipped her tea. “All I can say is that I work for the British government. A couple of weeks ago we got intel about someone in your department who has been sending and receiving emails that are highly encrypted to one of our contacts we’re surveying.”

Intel? Encryption? Contacts? My mind tried to make sense of it all, with little success.

“I see,” I mumbled.

“We traced the email and could identify the IP address as one of the servers in your department, but the person is using a proxy, so we don’t know who it is.”

“So it could be anyone at work?”

“No, it has to be one of the senior accountants or your boss,” Sophie replied before she added, “And I know it isn’t you or me.”

“How can you know that?”

“Because I searched through your computer, and because someone is after you. Your car key was rigged to set off the explosion in your car.”

“You searched through my computer?” I repeated weakly. “How did you know that my car key was rigged?”

“It’s my job,” she said matter-of-factly.

“Your job?” I started to feel like Pago the way I was repeating myself.

“Yes.”

“I still don’t understand,” I said slowly. “Why would people come after me?”

“I don’t know exactly, but I think that you have something they want,” Sophie replied. “Has someone given you something during the last week? Have you received any package with the post? Or has anything out of the ordinary happened?”

“No.” I shook my head. The kettle whistled and I made a new mug of English breakfast tea.

“Are you sure?”

“Well, nothing except…” I trailed off.

“Yes?”

“It’s probably not important,” I said and paused. “Mike asked me to run an errand for Mr Meyer the other day. It was his nephew’s birthday or something like that, and I picked up a children’s book from a small secondhand shop.”

Sophie froze in mid-motion and went utterly still.

“Say that again,” she ordered me. “Tell me exactly what happened.”

I quickly told her about how Mike had caught up with me in the corridor after my meeting with Mr Meyer and how I had been sent on an errand.

“Hm,” Sophie said and bit her lower lip thoughtfully, which I found highly distracting and a little bit erotic. “Mike could have been lying. We don’t really know if he spoke to Mr Meyer or not…”

“But why would a children’s book be important?”

“I think they’re going to use it for coded messages,” Sophie said. “A book code is virtually unbreakable, and if they’re planning an imminent attack, it would be smart to go off the grid.”

“It doesn’t make sense,” I said and shook my head. “If this book was so significant, why would they send me to collect it?”

“These are very dangerous people, James.” She looked at me, and her green eyes grew serious. “Most likely, you were sent to pick up the package because someone didn’t want to risk their own skin. You don’t know anything, and you’re nothing to them. You’re dispensable, and you could easily have been killed.”

“I see,” I said and swallowed hard.

All of a sudden, the strange incident at the bookshop made perfect sense. The bookshop’s assistant had been visibly nervous for no apparent reason, and he had been acting odd.

But would he really have tried to kill me? I wondered. It sounded implausible, but then again–

BEEP! Sophie’s mobile phone made a loud noise that made me flinch in surprise, and my tea sloshed over the edge of the mug and scalded my fingers.

Her mobile phone continued to bleep loudly in a combination of short and long beeps that sounded like Morse code. Sophie stared at the phone as if it had turned into a poisonous snake, and all the blood drained from her face.

“Fuck,” she whispered and rose quickly from the table.

“We have to get out of here!” Sophie said over her shoulder.  

“Why? What’s happening?”

“We’re leaving, right now!” Her wide eyes met mine. “Trust me, I’ll explain everything later!”

She quickly grabbed her coat and handbag on the way out. At the last moment I remembered to bring Pago before we left the flat in a hurry.

“MAYDAY! MAYDAY!” Pago protested vigorously in his cage as I ran after Sophie.

We dashed down the staircases, but instead of leaving through the front door to the building, as I had assumed, Sophie led me down to the basement. She opened a heavy metal door, and I followed her along a narrow brick corridor with a low ceiling that was sparsely lit by naked bulbs in the ceiling. Dust swirled in the air. It tickled my nose and I sneezed.

“Where are we going?” I asked and sneezed again.

“I’ll explain later.” Sophie unlocked another metal door with flaking blue paint and heaved it open.

How can she know where she’s going? I wondered. The network of corridors was an old treacherous labyrinth with unexpected twists and turns; it reminded me of air-raid shelters from the Second World War. Who are we running from?

After at least ten minutes of running through a maze of corridors and doors, we climbed a concrete staircase. Sophie paused for a moment to listen at the door. I held my breath and leaned closer. My heart beat rapidly in my chest as I listened, but all I heard was the muffled noise of people walking by and talking indistinctly to each other.

“It’s clear,” she said and opened the door.

“Where are we?” I panted.

I was out of breath from the running, and my sand-coloured hair was covered with sticky cobwebs, which I tried to remove the best I could.

“We’re at a Waitrose garage,” she said. “I’ve a car here for emergencies.”

“Emergencies?” I replied, more than a little bit confused. “You knew this was going to happen?”

Sophie closed the door behind us and strolled across the underground car park as if she had just remembered that she had left her grocery shopping list in her car. I stumbled after her–significantly less gracefully!–with Pago’s cage.

“No, but I always have a backup plan,” she mumbled, almost to herself. “Come on, we don’t have much time.”

The garage was half empty. Some people were leaving their cars, while some well-organised people had finished their early morning grocery shopping and were packing their shopping bags into the boots of posh Land Rovers.

“Wait here,” Sophie told me and aimed her phone towards a white, anonymous Fiat.

The car must have been parked at the garage for quite some time, I concluded, because it was covered with a thin layer of dust, and someone had written “Please clean me!” diagonally across the rear window. Underneath, someone else had added “I wish my girlfriend were this dirty!”

“What are you doing?” I asked with a frown. It looked like she was filming her car, but it didn’t make any sense.

“I’m checking the car for bombs or other explosives.”

What? I wanted to scream, but instead I swallowed hard.

“I see,” I said as calmly as I could muster.

Two minutes later, which must have been the longest in my life, Sophie lowered her phone.

“All clear,” she said. “Let’s go!”

Without waiting for my reply, she got into the car and threw her handbag in the back seat. I wriggled down in the passenger seat with Pago’s large metal cage uncomfortably on my lap. Immediately I wished I had placed the cage in the back or–even better!–left Pago in the garage, waiting for some poor soul who would adopt him.

“TWIX!” Pago shrieked as we drove off.

Sophie reversed and drove calmly towards the exit and we left the garage.

“I don’t think anyone is following us,” she said and checked the rear-view mirror.

“Who would follow us? And why? And what did that mobile phone signal mean?” I asked the three top questions–out of a thousand unanswered questions!–that zoomed around in my head like a swarm of hyperactive genetically modified bumblebees.

“I have an automatic system set up to warn me if someone is coming after me,” Sophie explained before she added, “It isn’t as sophisticated as it sounds, but it means that my phone will alert me when something is happening.”

“Was it Morse code?”

“Of a kind.”

“What did it say?”

Sophie kept her eyes sternly on the rainy road. Her shoulders grew stiff and her sensual lips turned into a thin line.

“It means that someone knows my true identity and they’re after me.” She went quiet for a while before she added, “They want to kill me.”

“I-I see…” I trailed off weakly. There wasn’t anything else to say, I concluded and stared out the rain-splattered window as London’s suburbs flashed by. The only sound was the windscreen wipers that moved rhythmically from side to side. “So what will happen now?”

“It depends–” Sophie began to say.

A motorcyclist drove up in front of us at a maddening speed from out of nowhere! The motorbike rider was dressed in black leather from head to toe and had a helmet with a smoke-coloured tinted visor.

I never had time to react before the motorcyclist raised a gun and pointed it towards us. I stared stupidly at it, unable to comprehend what I was seeing. The black submachine gun looked vaguely unreal, like something that had been imported from a computer game instead of belonging to this reality.

“I–” I started to say, but Sophie reacted much faster.

“Get down!” She grabbed my neck with iron fingers and pushed me forward. I bashed my eyebrow into Pago’s cage and hit my nose against my own knee.

“MAN OVERBOARD!” Pago shrieked in protest.

Sophie wriggled down in her car seat as far as she could, but so that she could still peer over the dashboard.

Prfu-prfu-pfru!

A smattering of bullets hit the car. The noise was like a hammer drill, and it took me a moment before I realised what it was.

“Someone is shooting at us!” I shouted for no particular reason except stating the bleeding obvious.

“MAYDAY! MAYDAY!” Pago shrieked and fluttered around in his cage in panic.

Several bullets hit the car windows, and the passenger window shattered into a thousand pieces that rained down over me.

Sophie swore loudly and the car swayed dangerously from side to side, which resulted in an orchestra of angry honks from other cars.

“Hold on!” Sophie cried out.

My stomach lurched as she floored it. The car made a metallic, strangled noise as it propelled forward like a mad pony that suddenly got stung by an angry wasp.

But the motorcyclist didn’t give up that easily, and a moment later the car was hit by a new set of bullets on the other side of the car.

How the hell did they manage to get on that side so quickly? I threw a quick glance through the broken window, and my question was instantly solved.

“There are two of them!”

Prfu-prfu-pfru!

A new series of bullets made me duck down again. Pago shrieked like an air siren, which would make my ears ring for days afterwards.

“Damnit!” Sophie said as the car began to hobble in an alarming manner. “They got one of the tires!”

We’re going to die! My heart was beating so fast it hurt.

“Hold on to something!” Sophie said and turned sharply.

We crashed through a metal fence. For a split second, the car was airborne before it landed hard with a screeching noise of manhandled metal against the ground. I bashed my head firmly against the car door and it felt like I was inside a maraca.

“What are you doing? Are you out of your mind!” I shouted.

“MAYDAY! MAYDAY!” Pago shrieked from a cloud of grey feathers as he fluttered his wings wildly. “CADBURY! SWEETHEARTS!”

“I’m trying to shake them off!” Sophie screamed back at me. “If you want to drive, be my fucking guest!”

“But we’re on the railway track!”

“I know! That’s the bloody point. They won’t be able to follow us as fast here.”

A quick look in the rear-view mirror told me that she was right, the motorbike riders had been forced to get off their bikes and push them onto the track. We were winning several precious seconds, which effectively bought us distance and–more importantly!–hopefully took us out of range of their guns!

However, one of the motorcyclists revved the engine, and the motorbike went up on two wheels for a second before they were after us again!

“Drive!” My voice was hoarse from shouting.

“DRIVE! DRIVE! DRIVE!” Pago copied me and added an air-raid signal for good measure.

“We won’t make it. They’re going to catch up,” Sophie said with a grim face. She narrowed her eyes before she whispered under her breath, “Unless…”

The rails curved to the right, and a black tunnel was ahead of us. Somewhere in the distance I heard a train whistle.

“No, no, no,” I said and shook my head in stark denial.

But Sophie didn’t listen, and a moment later we drove into a pitch-black train tunnel. There was only one railway track and it was claustrophobically tight. The car hobbled forward; it was abundantly clear that the tunnel was never meant for cars.

“What the hell are you doing?”

“Getting rid of them.” Her voice was so ice-cold and emotionless it made all the hair on my neck stand up.

“What do you mean?”

She didn’t reply. In the weak light from the dashboard she looked utterly composed and calm. Her blonde hair danced in the wind, but her knuckles were white as she held on to the wheel.

I followed her gaze and my heart stopped.

The good news was that approximately a hundred feet away the tunnel opened up in front of us. The bad news? A massive steel express train weighting approximately two hundred tons and moving at a speed of seventy miles per hour was coming directly towards us! And there was nowhere for us to go!

“Shit-shit-shit!” I gasped.

Sophie clenched her jaw and changed gear. The car protested loudly, but our speed increased and we drove at full speed directly towards the train!

Somewhere behind me I thought I heard the motorbikes speed up.

We’ll never make it! I thought and closed my eyes tightly.

They say that when you die, your life will flash before your eyes.

It’s not true.

Or rather, the scenes from my life that swept through my mind like an autumn storm were a slide show of all the things that I regretted that I had never done.

Although I had been alive for thirty-five years, I had, in fact, never really lived.

I had never gone on a spontaneous trip to an unknown country, or eaten exotic fruit like dragon fruit, and now I would never know what it tasted like. I had never tried bungee jumping or parachuting. I hadn’t even ordered the gingerbread latte from Starbucks during Christmas. I had led a safe, sedentary life and never left my comfort zone or taken any risks. It had been a waste of time.

But strangely enough, what I regretted the most was that I would never have the possibility to get to know Sophie better.

I don’t want to die, I thought. At least not yet.

A heartbeat later the train missed our car with a few feet to spare! Sophie turned the wheels sharply to the side, but lost control of the car, and we crashed into a pile of rocks at the side of the tunnel. I hit my forehead hard against the dashboard, and for a moment everything went black before I came back to reality with a groggy sensation.

Am I still alive? I wondered in disbelief. The afterlife seemed to be unerringly similar to the reality that I thought I had left behind.

The brakes on the train screamed as the heavy steel train wheels grated against the rails. A shower of amber sparks flew through the air, but a sickening thud and the noise of metal being crushed together like an aluminium beer can told me that the motorcyclists hadn’t been as lucky as us. The express train came to a delayed stop, but I knew it was too late for the two persons that had been following us.

“Are you all right?” I said to Sophie. To my relief I didn’t notice any blood or broken bones. I silently thanked my lucky star.

“I… I’m fine.” She bit her lower lip and ran her fingers through her messy blonde hair. She was pale as a ghost, but her tone was steady. “We have to leave.”

I struggled with the seatbelt and stumbled out of the car. Pago seemed all right; he had lost a couple of grey feathers, which had fallen to the bottom of his metal cage. He was alarmingly quiet for once, and his brass metal cage was dented in the middle, but it was still intact.

I grabbed the cage and–for some reason that I couldn’t explain–I very carefully closed the door to the smashed-up car.

Shouldn’t we move away from the car in case it explodes? I thought in a daze. Or was that just in the movies? Hadn’t it been on MythBusters once? Or had I read it on reddit?

I wanted to laugh at the absurd situation, although there definitely wasn’t anything funny about it.

“I can’t believe you did that,” I told Sophie. There was an edge of hysteria in my voice that I couldn’t control. “I really can’t believe you did that!”

“James, don’t go into shock,” she told me firmly.

“But it’s so funny.”

“It really isn’t.” Sophie’s voice was hard as steel and brought me back to reality. “I probably killed two people and we have to go.”

Her comment made me sober up, and suddenly I felt dizzy and nauseated.

“You’re right,” I said quietly.

“Hey! You there!” someone called out in our direction from the train.

“We have to leave!” Sophie said.

Without waiting for my reply, she ran along the train track. A couple of hundred feet away there was a gap in the metal fence, and we squeezed through it and came out at an overgrown, abandoned train area. It looked like a graveyard for old rusty train carriages, artistically decorated with layers and layers of decades of graffiti.

No one was following us.

“We’ll wait here,” Sophie said and got out her phone.

“Who are you calling?” I asked.

“Someone who may be able to help us,” she said and added, “No one should know my identity or address, which means that either I’ve been hacked or my network has been compromised.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means that I can’t trust anyone,” Sophie said.

Someone on the other end answered her phone call.

“Hello?” Sophie said in a low, careful voice. She waited for the other person to reply. “It’s me. I’m in London and I’m going to need that favour you owe me…”

The other person said something in reply that I couldn’t hear, and Sophie explained our location before she ended the short call with, “Okay, see you soon.”

I was quiet for a while. “So what happens now?”

“We wait,” Sophie replied. “That’s all we can do for now.”

We took shelter next to a brown-and-cream-coloured train carriage from the middle of the last century. The rain went from a light patter against the train roof, which sounded like someone was tapping their nails in irritation, to pelting hard against the metal.

I placed Pago’s cage in the doorway to the train and took off my blazer to wrap it around the cage in an attempt to protect him from the chilly weather. I wasn’t sure if parrots could get a cold or not, but since he was an African grey parrot, I decided that he probably wasn’t meant to be exposed to the fickle English spring weather, which rarely was mild or dry.

As I adjusted the blazer, I noticed that my palm was covered in bright red paint.

Red paint? Where did that come from? I wondered for a moment.

“Eh, I think I’m bleeding,” I said and swallowed hard because I had always disliked the sight of blood.

“What?” Sophie moved closer. “What happened?”

“I-I’m sure it’s nothing.” I cleared my throat and tried to ignore the fact that the better part of my sleeve was covered with blood. “It’s just… a flesh wound?”

“Don’t be ridiculous. Let me have a look.”

Silently I obeyed. I knew when there wasn’t room for argument, and besides, I was too tired to protest. The shock was wearing off and I felt awful.

Sophie removed my soggy shirt, leaned forward, and inhaled sharply.

“It’s a deep cut across the triceps brachii,” she concluded as she studied the wound on my upper arm as if it were a highly interesting specimen. “You must have cut yourself on the broken glass. It’ll need stitches.”

She ripped the sleeve off my shirt and tied it tightly around my upper arm as an improvised dressing.

“Thank you,” I mumbled.

“You’re welcome,” she replied.

Half an hour later, when I had more or less given up all hope that someone would come for us, I noticed the yellow headlights of a car through the curtain of heavy rain. A black sports car crept between the old abandoned train carriages and slowly came closer.

My knees clicked as I rose, and I followed Sophie as she walked closer to the car while she tried to shield herself from the rain with her arm.

The side window slid down automatically as we got near the car.

“You look like… What do you call it?” The driver was hidden in shadows, but she spoke in an unmistakable Eastern European accent. “The drowned children of cats? Kittens?”

“Thank you for coming to get us, Kithira.” Sophie sat down in the passenger’s seat, which left me to crawl into the back seat of the car with Pago’s cage.

“Of course,” Kithira replied.

She had black hair in a tight braid, slightly tilted almond-shaped eyes, and an arched nose. Her black clothes were simple, a jacket that looked vaguely military in style, black trousers with leg pockets, and fingerless gloves in black leather.

I wouldn’t start a fight with her, I decided, because she had a badass aura of ‘If-you-mess-with-me-I’ll-hurt-you’. Silently I speculated if she were some sort of MMA fighter or worked as a private security guard.

The back seat isn’t designed for people, I concluded to myself. However, I was too relieved to get away from the cold weather and torrential rain, and I decided not to grumble about it although it was impossible to find a comfortable position.

“Who is he?” Kithira asked and nodded towards me.

“I’m James Bradley.” I tried to shuffle into position to shake her hand. “I’m a senior accountant at Addington & Wrights Solicitors. I work together with Sophie. She’s my secretary.”

The other woman looked at my hand blankly for a second before she shook it. She had a strong grip and I tried not to flinch as she squeezed my hand.

“Kithira Jurowski.” She paused for a moment. “I am a professional hitman, assassin, and bodyguard.”

“I see.” I chuckled at her comment. It was nice to see that someone who looked so badass could have a sense of humour. “It’s nice to meet you.”

“Why is he laughing?” Kithira turned to Sophie with a slight frown on her olive-coloured forehead. “I do not understand.”

“He thought you were joking,” Sophie tried to explain.

“Why would I joke about killing people for money? It is not funny,” Kithira said, and her furrow deepened.

“I don’t know… People have different types of humour,” Sophie replied and shrugged apologetically. In a lower voice she added, “Between you and me, it’s been a long day and I think he’s quite tired.”

I decided to sulk in a manly fashion and pretend that I didn’t notice that they were talking about me behind my back–or rather right in front of me–as if I didn’t exist! I most certainly wasn’t tired! Hurt, bloody, and bruised–yes. But tired like a retired old man who had missed his afternoon nap–no.

Is she really a professional hitman? I wondered and studied the woman’s profile and her gently arched nose. Do assassins even exist outside movies and computer games?

Pago suddenly came back to life in his cage and interrupted my inner musings.

“CADBURY!” he demanded loudly.

Kithira reacted so fast it took me several seconds to catch up with what had happened.

In one moment she was focusing on driving while chatting with Sophie. In the next second she had drawn a large intimidating black handgun from a hidden holster and pointed it towards me. Kithira stared at me with dead, black eyes.

“I didn’t say anything!” I raised my arms to my head instinctively. The gun barrel was less than two inches from my head and aimed directly at a central point just above my eyes. Cold sweat covered my body and I swallowed hard. “It… It was the parrot.”

Kithira aimed at Pago instead.

“Who’s a pretty bird?” Pago whispered and stress-pooped in his cage before he went dead quiet.

“Apologies,” Kithira said after an eternity and removed her gun. “I did not realise the bird could talk.”

“It’s an African grey parrot,” I said weakly.

Kithira turned to Sophie as if nothing had happened and seemed completely unfrazzled.

“You are lucky I am in London,” Kithira said to Sophie as she drove out on the wide motorway. “I have just come back from Uruguay with Alice.”

“How is Alice? It’s been ages since I met her last time,” Sophie said.

“Not bad,” Kithira said. “She works for MI6 and she is together with George K. Jameson, a famous billionaire. They have recently opened an Italian restaurant in Florida, where they live.”

“Really?”

“They are in love,” Kithira said in a disgusted tone. “I do not like it.”

“So, how is your life?” Sophie asked Kithira. “Who are you working for now?”

“I am still working for Mrs Eleanor Wyndham as a bodyguard most of the time, when I am not freelancing,” Kithira said and turned left.

She pulled up in front of a council tower block that had seen better days decades ago. A couple of kids were playing basketball in the drizzling rain with their hoods up. Someone was playing Eminem on a red cylinder speaker that was protected from the rain under a bench.

“We are here,” Kithira said.

“This way,” Sophie said and got out of the car.

We walked past the teenagers, who gave us uninterested looks, and Sophie opened the chipped metal door to the tower block entrance.

“Where are we going?” I said to Sophie.

“You’ll see.”

“Okay,” I said slowly and tried to hide a grimace, because I didn’t really want to spend the night in a manky flat in a council estate.

Then again, beggars can’t be choosers, and after all, this was the reality for millions of people in Britain, I reminded myself.

We took the lift to the eleventh floor and walked along a windowless corridor that was filled with random litter and smelled vaguely of a combination of weed, rubbish, and the sharp tang of cleaning products.

Sophie stopped in front of an anonymous blue-painted front door. It looked like all the others along the corridor except that it had two keyholes. She slid the metal cover to one of the keyholes to the side, and I raised my eyebrows in surprise. Instead of a keyhole there was a small sophisticated digital display. She pressed her thumb against it for a couple of seconds, and I waited for a digital voice to say something like ‘Sophie Robinson, access granted’ or possibly ‘This unit will self-destruct in T minus ten seconds.’

But nothing happened and instead the door smoothly opened by itself.

I had imagined a manky flat in desperate need of renovation with dirty windows and depressingly cheap furniture. But instead I stepped into a stylish two-bedroom flat with polished white floors, sophisticated grey walls, and contemporary furniture that seemed to belong to a four-star hotel and not a worn council flat.

“Is this really your flat?” I said to Sophie.

“It’s a bolt-hole,” she explained. “A safe house where we can stay for the night. It has everything we’ll need: food, extra clothes, equipment, internet.”

“I see,” I said, somewhat taken aback.

Some people have a holiday cottage in Devon; others an emergency secret flat in Croydon, I thought to myself.

“James needs a doctor,” Sophie said to Kithira. “Do you know anyone that could help us?”

“I can have a look if you want.”

“Eh, no, thank you,” I said. The other woman made me nervous, and I didn’t want her near me with a sharp scalpel–or any other kind of weapon, come to think about it. I had a disturbing feeling that she could maim and hurt me with a tablespoon if she wanted to. “I’m perfectly fine. It’s a shallow cut; it just needs cleaning out.”

“Don’t be silly,” Sophie told me in a no-nonsense tone. “Take off your shirt and let Kithira have a look at you.”

“Fine,” I muttered.

I was herded to the bathroom against my will. It was clean, modern, and significantly larger than an average hotel bathroom. White rectangular tiles covered the walls from floor to ceiling, and the floor was tiled with large granite tiles. A large freestanding bathtub in white porcelain dominated the better part of the room, while a discreet built-in washbasin and toilet were located to the right.

“Sit down.” Kithira rolled up her sleeves and washed her hands while Sophie came back with a leather dissection kit and several rolls of bandages.

“It’s nothing, really,” I said and added, “I’ll go to the GP as soon as possible tomorrow.”

They both ignored me. Sophie crossed her arms and with a sigh I took off my wet and bloody shirt.

Kithira raised a dark eyebrow and a ghost of a smile crossed her face when she noticed my shoulders that were covered with scratch marks that Sophie had given me earlier, but she didn’t comment about it. Instead she removed the improvised dressing and disinfected the wound with an antiseptic liquid that smelled–and stung!–sharply.

“There is a lot of glass in the wound and it is deep.” Kithira said, “but I can stitch him up.”

“No, thank you!” I said firmly in a voice that left no room for discussion.

“That would be great,” Sophie said to Kithira as if she hadn’t heard me.

“As I said, I can go to the doctor tomorrow morning,” I said. “It’s really not a problem at all!”

“This is going to hurt,” Kithira said in a perfectly unemotional tone.

“It’s–” I inhaled sharply. “It’s fine.” I finished lamely.

Sophie watched me while Kithira picked bloody fragments of glass from my upper arm. I clenched my jaw as Kithira began stitching the cut together with a disturbing finesse.

“You should make sure that you are not hurt,” Kithira told me in her Eastern European accent while she was working. “The blood should stay inside the body and not leak out.”

“Thank you for the information.” I clicked my tongue in irritation.

“But you failed,” she said perfectly deadpan. “To survive you should avoid getting shot or stabbed.”

“I’ll remember that next time,” I sneered, but my withering sarcasm was lost on her.

“Next time you may be dead, yes?” She arched a dark eyebrow. “That would be bad.”

It was like having a conversation with a brick.

“I suppose you’re right,” I agreed with a sigh.

Sophie helped me wrap the bandage around my upper arm, and I washed my face and got dressed again before I left the bathroom.

When I came out of the bathroom, Kithira was crouching in front of Pago’s cage in the sitting room. Pago had moved as far as possible away from her, and his black eyes seemed to beg me to save him.

“Does the bird really talk?” Kithira asked me.

“Yes,” I said. “It’s an African grey parrot.”

Kithira locked eyes with Pago and tilted her head to the side. “Say ‘idiota kusok’.”

“Idiota kusok!” Pago chirped obediently and moved back and forth nervously on his wooden perch. “Idiota kusok! Idiota kusok!”

“Can you say ‘Pizda rulyu’?” Kithira said.

“Pizda rulyu! Pizda rulyu!”

“Say ‘b’lyad’!”

“B’lyad! B’lyad!” Pago repeated in growing desperation and added, “Who is a pretty bird?”

Dear diary. Today my parrot was intimidated by a Russian hitman, I thought to myself and couldn’t help but smile. I almost felt sorry for Pago and decided to let him have a whole chocolate bar for himself once this was over.

Kithira straightened her back. “I have to go. I have other things to take care of.”

“Thank you, Kithira,” Sophie said. “I really don’t know what I would have done without you.”

“You would have been spending the night in an old train,” Kithira said with a frown. “It would have been cold and rainy.”

“Yes, that’s true,” Sophie said with a small smile.

Kithira turned to me. “It was nice to meet you, James Bradley. I hope you will stay alive and will not die.”

“Eh, thank you?” I said.

“Take care of the parrot. I like him,” Kithira said.

She left the flat, and I was suddenly alone with Sophie.

“What happens now?” I said and cleared my throat.

“I’ve set up the computer, and it’s going to sort through various algorithms, which hopefully will crack the messages that were sent to the office,” she said. “It’s military security encryption, but I think I can break it. All we have to do is wait.”

“I see,” I said.

“I think they’re using a book code. If we can break the encryption messages and get the book, we can solve the code. And then we’ll know exactly what they plan and how to stop it.”

“But I lost the book at my flat,” I said.

“Yes, I know,” she said and bit her lower lip. “I haven’t figured out how to solve that part yet, but maybe we can get a copy or something.”

“How long will it take for the computer to sort through the algorithms?”

“It will take hours,” Sophie said and lowered her voice to a seductive whisper as she moved closer. “There is nothing we can do but wait…”

“I see,” I said and cleared my throat. “Is there anything you would like me to do for you meanwhile?”

“You’re a quick learner; I like that,” Sophie whispered in my ear. “I think I would like to take a bath. Would you like to join me?”

“Yes,” I replied a little bit hoarsely.

Sophie closed the door to the bathroom behind me. She leaned closer and whispered in my ear, “I want you to do exactly as you’re told.”

“Yes, mistress,” I replied and swallowed hard. I had no idea what awaited me, but the thought only made me more excited.

“Stand absolutely still.”

She kissed me lightly on the lips before she began to undress me slowly. Her long red nails trailed against my bare shoulders. It wasn’t hard enough to leave a mark, but I shuddered anyway, and a shiver of anticipation rushed down my spine.

Scratch harder, I begged silently and felt my erection stiffening.

Sophie dropped my clothes to the floor carelessly, one item at a time, until I stood completely naked and breathless in front of her. She glanced down at me and smiled when she noticed how excited I was already.

“Fill up the bath for me,” she ordered. “Oh, and I like it rather hot.”

“Yes, mistress,” I replied.

Dutifully I walked over to the bathtub and turned the steel taps to the white porcelain tub. Steam filled the room as the water level rose, and I checked the water temperature to make sure that it didn’t suddenly run out of hot water. Although the flat was modern, I didn’t really trust the water system.

“When you’re ready, get back here,” Sophie said, and I instantly obeyed. “You have permission to undress me.”

“Okay,” I said.

I removed her clothes with clumsy fingers. She wore a strapless bright red bra, which was so low cut it showed a generous amount of cleavage and the tip of her pink nipples, and a pair of matching lace knickers that were almost transparent.

“Help me undo the hooks,” Sophie said and turned around.

She gathered her long blonde hair and held it out of the way. My hands trembled slightly as I fumbled with the small metal hooks. She was so close my hard erection accidentally brushed against her soft bottom.

“Sorry,” I mumbled, and she laughed softly.

I tried to force my thoughts and growing desire under control, but in my mind I desperately wished that she would order me to pull down her knickers and take her from behind.

But she hadn’t given me permission and I knew the rules. She was in charge and I wasn’t. She was my mistress, and I was her willing slave.

So instead, I struggled with her bra and folded it neatly before I placed it next to the washbasin with the rest of her clothes.

“Get down on your knees,” she said.

Wordlessly I obeyed her. The tiled floor was cool and hard.

“Take off my underwear.”

Slowly, oh so slowly, I pulled her knickers down her thighs, along her knees, and finally down her ankles. She was so close I could smell her, and the scent was intoxicating and made me more and more excited.

“Good,” she praised me and stroked my hair like I was a pet. It was a little bit humiliating, but deep down I liked it. “I think I’ll reward you later for your good behaviour.”

“Thank you, mistress,” I mumbled.

She stepped into the bath slowly. “It’s almost too hot, but it’s okay,” she said. “The soap is over there. Will you get it?”

“Of course,” I replied. I grabbed the white soap bottle, but as I was about to step into the bath, she stopped me by raising her hand.

“I didn’t say you could join me, did I?” Sophie arched an eyebrow.

“No, you didn’t,” I said quickly and flushed over my mistake. “I-I’m sorry.”

“Never expect that you’re allowed anything unless I’ve told you,” she scolded me.

“It won’t happen again,” I said quickly. “I promise.”

“Oh, but I do like it when you grovel like that,” she said with a smile and stroked my hair. “I guess I’ll forgive you for now. After all, you aren’t used to having a mistress...”

“Thank you,” I said.

Sophie took the soap from my hand and poured a generous amount in her palm before she slowly began lathering her breasts in lazy circular motions. “Would you like to clean me?”

There was something that was so incredibly sexy about her comment it instantly turned me on in a whole new way.

“Yes,” I admitted and swallowed hard.

She poured a generous amount of soap in my hands.

“Where do you want me to begin?” I asked huskily.

“You can continue washing my breasts, I think.”

I cupped her soft breasts and slowly began to lather them in soap. She moaned softly and leaned forward, her lips seeking mine. She kissed me slowly and lavishly as I continued to cover her breasts and stomach with soap.

“It feels so good,” she mumbled between kisses. “You have very soft hands.”

“Thank you,” I replied and slowly let my hand wander further down under the surface. “Do you want me to continue?”

“Yes,” she whispered with a small sigh of pleasure.

It wasn’t an entirely comfortable position for me. My knees protested against the tiled floor, and although she was warm and relaxed in the steaming hot bath, I was naked and a little bit cold.

However, I didn’t really mind, and I had a growing suspicion that she knew it. In fact, the way she treated me–a little bit harshly and slightly humiliatingly–actually made me more turned on than I was willing to admit. I wouldn’t have anything against crawling around her feet and being under her control.

Gently I stroked her between her legs with two fingers. From the previous evening I had a feeling that she liked taking it slow in the beginning, and therefore I barely touched her and only brushed my fingers against her. She moaned quietly in reply and kissed me deeply again until our tongues met.

I was growing harder and harder despite the uncomfortable position on the bathroom floor.

“Can I touch myself while I please you?” I asked.

“No,” she said and smiled sweetly. “You need to learn to wait.”

“But… but I want to.”

“I know,” she said and kissed me.

The fact that she was denying me instantly made me twice as turned on. Frustration fuelled my craving for her, and it rose to an entirely new level and made me tremble slightly, but instead I focused all my desire on pleasing her.

I placed a trail of kisses along her wet breast and played with her nipple with my tongue while I continued to touch her more and more intimately. Her breathing became more and more shallow and she moaned quietly. Gently I rubbed my fingers against her and began to massage her most sensitive spot. I could feel her unfold for me, her nipples were small and hard in my mouth, and she moaned louder with pleasure in the steaming hot water.

“I want your fingers inside me,” she mumbled. Her voice was thick with desire. “Now…”

She gasped and writhed shamelessly with pleasure in the bath as my finger entered her, first one and then two fingers at a time.

“Deeper,” she moaned and closed her eyes. “Mmm, that’s it. Right there…”

I could feel her tense when she came, and I kissed her breast and sucked on her nipples as the orgasms finally ripped through her body and she reached her climax. Gently I continued to touch her.

“Do you want me to continue?” I whispered softly and brushed my lips against hers.

“Yes,” she said breathlessly and gave me a lazy smile. “In a little while…”

The hitman had set up his Nexter sniper rifle and carefully aimed it at the flat on the eleventh floor.

Through the black infrared sniper scope, he could easily see the heat outline of the two targets in the flat as they moved around. All he had to do was wait for a clean shot.

People often thought that the most important trait for a hitman was that they had to be coldblooded or ruthless. They were wrong.

The most important skill when it came to killing someone professionally was to be patient.

The hitman leaned forward again and took aim. The two people were still in view; the person in front of the window had moved to what was the kitchen area, according to the blueprint that he had of the flat.

“Perfect,” he mumbled and exhaled slowly.

It was a perfect clean shot that he knew he couldn’t miss. He squeezed the trigger gently.

The End
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Dominated by my Secretary

Part 4: Succumb to Your Desire

by Tara Jones

The cold, sharp blade against his throat took Magnus entirely by surprise.

“Do not move,” a woman whispered in an East European voice next to his ear. She was so close he could feel her breath against his exposed neck.

Magnus froze. Only a handful of people in the world could sneak up on him, and he recognised the female voice. It made all his hair stand on end as if someone had walked across his grave. He knew exactly who he was dealing with–and how dangerous she was.

“Kithira Jurowski,” he managed to say. “What are you doing here?”

She ignored his question. “It has been a while, yes?” Kithira replied. “I have not seen you since the Hong Kong massacre four years ago.”

“What do you want?” Magnus fought the urge to swallow hard. His mouth had turned into ash, and his tongue was dry sandpaper.

The sharp knife was pressed directly against the carotid artery on the left side of his exposed throat. Even the smallest motion could be his last. A flick of her wrist and Magnus knew he would bleed out all over the cheap blue carpet within a minute as sure as the sun would rise in the east. Kithira Jurowski had a well-earned reputation dripping in sticky red blood and had killed more people than anyone else he knew. She wasn’t a forgiving or compromising kind of person.

“I want information,” Kithira said calmly.

“About what?”

“Everything.”

“Will you let me leave this room alive if I tell you everything I know?”

“Are you really in a position to bargain?” She increased the pressure of the blade a fraction. It was enough to cut through his skin, and a small drop of blood snaked its way down his exposed throat. His black T-shirt soaked up the blood greedily. “I think not.”

“We both know the answer to that question.” Magnus forced his tone to remain steady. “I’ll tell you everything I know if you let me live.”

“You will tell me everything anyway,” Kithira concluded in a perfectly emotionless tone that made an icy shiver race down his spine.

“Are you threatening me?” Magnus asked.

“Of course not.” She scoffed in disgust. “What are we? Boy Scouts? Amateurs?”

“No, of course not,” he agreed. “How… how did you know I was here?”

Desperately he tried to buy himself some precious time. The odds that she would slip and make a mistake were slim, but it was the only chance he had.

“I like to keep an eye on dangerous people, like yourself,” Kithira said and paused. “I knew that you had accepted this job, I read the email.”

“I didn’t know that you were a hacker.” Magnus raised an eyebrow. His eyebrows were the same colour as his blond hair that was so pale it was almost white. In fact, he was so pale and colourless people sometimes thought he had albinism.

“I am not a hacker,” Kithira replied before she added, “But I happen to know someone who is very good at computers.”

“I see,” Magnus said slowly while he tried to put the pieces of information together like a jigsaw puzzle. “How did you know where to find me?”

“If I were a professional hitman and sniper, this is the flat I would choose,” she said calmly. “It was listed on Airbnb, and you rented it under a false name.”

“Of course,” Magnus mumbled as realisation dawned upon him. The tiny mistake was probably going to cost him his life.

“It was easy,” she said casually. “Personally, I think you are getting… what is the word in English? Sloppy?”

Magnus frowned before he decided to let the insult slide.

“Who is paying you?” he asked, trying to change the topic.

“Does it matter?”

“Yes. If you’re going to kill me, I would like to know who ordered it,” Magnus said and hesitated before he continued, “Besides, I thought you didn’t do these types of jobs anymore? I heard you quit the game?”

Kithira grew unnervingly still, like a predator before it strikes. She pressed the blade closer to his throat, and he involuntarily straightened his back and gasped.

“I do not kill people for money anymore. I’m not like you,” Kithira said. Her voice was cold as a frosty winter night. “But sometimes it is necessary to kill people to protect others, yes?”

“You don’t have to kill me,” Magnus said. “I’ll tell you everything I know, and then I’ll disappear.”

“I do not trust you.”

“But you know it’s true,” Magnus said. “After all, disappearing is my speciality, that is why they call me ‘Ghost’.”

Kithira paused for a long moment that stretched out.

“Good answer,” she said at last and removed the sharp hunting knife from his throat and stepped away from him. She turned one of the kitchen chairs around and straddled it. “Talk, and I might spare your life.”

Her eyes were dark and emotionless as she pointed a 9 mm Beretta with a silencer directly at Magnus. They both knew it was a point-blank shot that was impossible to dodge or miss.

Magnus took a deep breath. He didn’t want to betray his employers, but he knew he didn’t have any other choice.

“What do you know about the latest terrorist attacks that have been carried out in London?” he asked her.

I wasn’t really awake, but instinctively I pulled her closer and nuzzled her long blond hair.

Her soft hair smelled faintly of the strawberry shampoo that she used, and her sensual body was warm and relaxed. Although I wasn’t completely awake yet, other parts of my body had woken up before me, I realised as she moved closer to me. We were spooning each other, and I felt her soft bottom against my erection under the sheets.

It was late, the sun had gone down and we had slept for the better part of the afternoon.

“Good morning,” I mumbled softly. “Are you awake?”

“Yes, I think so,” Sophie replied and covered her yawn with the back of her hand. “And so are you, I’ve noticed.”

“It isn’t my fault that you’re both beautiful and irresistible,” I said.

“Am I now?” She moved closer and arched her spine teasingly.

“Yes,” I replied a little bit unsteadily.

She sat up in the bed and leaned forward to look at the computer screen at the desk in the corner of the room. I groaned in disappointment as she moved away from me.

“It’s seven o’clock, but the computer is still working through the rest of the algorithms,” she said. With a mischievous smile that made my heart melt, she gathered my wrists and held them above my head as she pushed me on my back. “I guess that means we don’t have to leave the bed right away…”

She kissed me slowly and I felt myself grow harder.

“That sounds fine by me,” I mumbled.

“I’d like to tie you up again,” she whispered seductively in my ear. “Would you like that?”

“Yes,” I replied.

“I guess we’ll have to improvise a little bit,” Sophie said and gave me a curved smile that made my heart skip a beat.

She reached for the white bathrobe that hung on a chair next to the bed. My pulse increased and my mouth went dry as she played with the white bathrobe belt in her hands. All the memories from the previous night at her flat when she had tied me up with a long hemp rope instantly came back to me, and I felt myself grow more excited. Raw need and eager anticipation tore at me and demanded my undivided attention.

Tie me up, use me, do whatever you want with me, I begged her silently.

“Put your wrists together,” she ordered in a husky voice.

“Yes, mistress,” I said.

For a moment I met her smokey green eyes before I quickly averted my eyes again. For some reason that I couldn’t explain it felt wrong to meet her direct gaze.

“You’re so wonderfully submissive by nature,” she said in a pleased tone that made me oddly proud in a way I couldn’t describe or completely understand.

“Thank you, mistress,” I mumbled.

She tied my wrists together tightly and gave me a smile before she looped the white belt over my head and around my neck. I felt the blood drain from my face, and my stomach filled with ice. While I had nothing against being tied up, having a rope around my throat was something else entirely. It wasn’t that I didn’t trust her, it was more a basic instinctive reaction that made me wary and increasingly nervous–but in a bad way.

This could go horribly wrong, I thought and stifled the impulse to chew my lower lip. I didn’t want to disappoint her, but I knew deep down that I had to tell her to stop or I would probably freak out.

What is the safe word again? I wondered as panic began to spread through my body. I took a deep breath to get my feelings under control.

“I-I think,” I began to say. I cleared my throat and said, “Slow down.”

Sophie hesitated for a moment, and cold despair washed over me.

I’m going to ruin everything, I thought and quickly changed my mind. “I mean, it’s okay. I’m fine. I-I don’t mind what you’re doing.”

But Sophie removed the white belt from my neck, and although it had never been tight, I instinctively took a deep and unsteady breath.

“It’s all right for you to set limits,” she said in a gentle tone before she wrapped her arms around me and hugged me. “I like it when you submit to me, but I want you to tell me if I’m doing something that is making you anxious or scared.”

“Okay,” I mumbled, unconvinced.

“I’m serious, I mean it.” Sophie caught my gaze and held it. “Do you understand?”

“Yes,” I replied.

She gave me a small smile. “Do you want me to continue, or do you want us to snuggle instead?”

“I… I would like you to continue,” I said and teasingly pushed my hips forward. My desire had returned, and I felt myself grow harder again. “Please,” I moaned shamelessly.

“You’re such a slut,” she said, but her comment only served to make me more turned on.

“Yes,” I agreed breathlessly.

She raised my hands over my head and tied the loose ends of the bathrobe belt to the bed frame so that my wrists were firmly secured. Instinctively I pulled against it and tried to get free, but the tight knots held me in place.

“Struggle as much as you like, darling. But you’re not going anywhere,” Sophie said with a small curved smile while she straddled me. “I can do whatever I want with you.”

She kissed me slowly and pressed her naked body against mine. I groaned softly as my hard erection rubbed against the inside of her thigh.

“I want you…” I said hoarsely.

“I can feel that,” she said and stroked my full erection teasingly. “But you’re not allowed to come until I tell you to.”

“What?” I gasped. “That seems incredibly unfair.”

“I know,” she replied with a superior smile before she moved her hips closer so that only the tip of my erection entered her.

The sensation was both maddening and highly erotic.

Her self-control was much more advanced than mine, and while she gently rocked her hips against me rhythmically, I could feel her getting more and more excited and wet. She kept me on the edge of coming while she teasingly kissed me and touched me everywhere. I lost control and strained against the bathrobe belt, but she only laughed softly at me and my helpless attempts to get free.

“Tsk-tsk,” she tutted. “If you lose control again, I’ll punish you.”

How she had imagined that I would be able to control myself was a mystery. She deliberately teased me and stroked me until I lost control again and came dangerously close to coming.

“Shame on you,” she purred before she teasingly bit one of my nipples. It wasn’t hard enough to hurt, but to my surprise it made me even more turned on.

“Again,” I whispered, helplessly lost in dark desire.

“Bad boy,” she whispered and bit me a little bit harder while she at the same time pinched my balls with her long nails.

Pain and pleasure mixed in an unholy combination.

“Yes,” I moaned. “Please… do it again.”

I didn’t care if I sounded pathetic when I begged her to continue. I had lost all self-control and modesty.

She owned me and had reduced me to her willing slave.

I was far beyond excited, and I lost all concept of reality. It was like I had wandered off and accidentally stumbled into another realm, where the only thing that mattered was her pleasure as she finally rode me faster and faster. I mindlessly struggled to get free to pull her closer when I felt her tightening around me, and her nails dug into my shoulders.

“You can come now,” she said in an unsteady voice. “I give you my permission.”

I didn’t even have to thrust against her, I came instantly in an orgasm that was so intense I almost blacked out. I trembled involuntarily, my breath was ragged, and bright white spots danced before my eyes.

“Oh, my god,” I mumbled incoherently.

“I agree,” Sophie replied and leaned her head against my chest.

We lay there for several minutes, until she finally untied me and kissed me tenderly.

“You’re amazing,” I said and meant every word.

“I know.” She smiled at me.

I think I’m in love with you, I thought. My mind formed the words, but I didn’t dare to say them out loud.

I took a long and well-deserved shower. When I stepped out from the bathroom, Sophie was sitting in front of the computer.

“I got it!” she exclaimed.

“What do you mean?” I said while I dried my short sand blond hair with a fluffy white towel that seemed to belong to a posh hotel.

“The code!” Her cheeks had turned rosy pink, and her voice was filled with bubbling excitement. “The algorithm program is finished–it has broken the encryption!”

I leaned closer and looked at the computer screen over her shoulder. The neat rows of numbers told me nothing. “What does it mean?”

“It’s a numeric cipher! It’s directly linked to the book that you picked up at the antiquarian bookshop,” Sophie explained. “I’m pretty sure it’s an Ottendorf cipher.”

“A what?” I frowned.

“An Ottendorf cipher is a specific version of a book code,” she explained. “It uses numbers that translate to a page, a row, and a specific letter inside the first word in that row.”

“Okay.”

“It means that you can string together other types of words that you normally can’t find in a book or encyclopedia, like an address or a meeting place. For example, you can spell out ‘Buckingham Palace’ using the Ottendorf cipher, but if you’re using an ordinary book code, you would have to find a book that contained the words Buckingham and palace. Do you understand what I mean?”

“That’s pretty smart,” I said, trying to follow her explanation.

“It is,” she agreed and pointed at a number on the screen. “Each number correlates with a letter in C. S. Lewis’s children’s book. For example, the number 230501 means turn to page 23, look at row five, and write down the first letter in that word. Then next one is 721204, which means turn to page 72, row twelve, and the forth letter in that word.”

“I see,” I said.

“I wish we had the right book.” Sophie sighed and bit her lip thoughtfully. “If we had more time, we could get hold of all the printed editions of The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe and go through them one by one.”

“But I don’t understand,” I said slowly and furrowed my brow. “Is there really such a large difference between printed editions? Isn’t it pretty much the same words in all of the editions?”

“You’re right,” she said and added, “The books won’t differ that much, but because they’re printed differently, the words will move around and mess up the cipher. It’s almost impossible to crack the code without the right edition of the book.”

“Can’t you use some sort of computer program to figure it out?”

“In theory, yes, but I don’t dare contact the government department and access the right program. It was pure luck I had the algorithm program installed on this computer, to be honest,” Sophie said.

“I see,” I said thoughtfully.

“Only three people know my true identity, but my flat was targeted anyway, and we were chased by hitmen.” Sophie paused for a moment before she added, “That can only mean two things: either I’ve been betrayed by a double agent, or someone has a mole that is spying on the secret department at British intelligence.”

Double agents? Moles? Spying? My head spun around and I felt like I had stepped directly into the Tinker Tailor Soldier Spy movie. Any second now Gary Oldman would open the door to the flat, wearing a pair of thick 1970s brown glasses.

I looked around, but neither Gary Oldman–or Colin Firth for that matter–showed up.

“So what should we do now?” I said at last.

“I don’t know,” Sophie said with a small sigh. “I can’t send the numeric code to the department because that could lead them here, or the terrorist network will figure out that we have the code. Everyone would go underground and we would miss the chance to catch them!”

“But there has to be something that we could do.”

“Well,” Sophie said slowly and narrowed her eyes. A small crease formed on her forehead. She was quiet for a while. “Actually, there is another way…”

“What do you mean?”

Her fingers danced over the keyboard at lightning speed.

“If we can’t use modern computers to break the cryptic code, perhaps we can go old school?” she mumbled to herself. “Aha! I knew I had read about it somewhere! Look, the Science Museum has a new exhibition. It’s called Codebreaker.”

“Codebreaker?”

“It’s an exhibition about the history of encryption and Alan Turing, who broke the code of the Germans’ Enigma machine during the Second World War.”

“I see.” I vaguely remembered that I had seen a documentary about the Enigma machine on the History Channel a couple of years ago.

She clicked on a link on the website. “It’s a joint exhibition. The Science Museum has borrowed several code-breaking machines from different museums in the UK, including the original bombe machine from Bletchley Park.”

“Okay,” I said slowly.

“We could use their old machines and break the code!” Her voice was filled with happy excitement.

“But I don’t think the Science Museum is open this late, it’s nine o’clock in the evening, and I’m not sure they’ll let you borrow their equipment,” I said with a frown.

“Who cares about when the museum is open?” Sophie smiled roguishly at me. “And who said anything about asking permission to use their vintage code-breaking machines?”

She arched a perfect eyebrow.

“Sophie,” I said slowly and shook my head, “please tell me that you’re not going to suggest what I think you’re planning…” I gently massaged my temple and tried to prepare myself for the worst.

“You mean like an innocent little break-in?” She tilted her head slightly to one side and pouted her mouth in the most adorable way.

I’m not going to get dragged into this! I promised myself. My life was all too complicated the way it was!

“It’s illegal and an absolutely horrible idea,” I said sternly before I added for good measure, “Sophie, seriously, it’s mad!”

Worst. Idea. Ever, I concluded silently and stifled the urge to grab one of the pillows on the bed and scream into it.

“Does that mean that you won’t come with me?” Her large green eyes made her look like a cuter version of the animated Puss in Boots cat. “I got a weird text message from Kithira who told me that no one is following us anymore, but I might end up in trouble without you…”

I exhaled slowly and pinched the bridge of my nose hard. A terrible headache was building up at the back of my head.

“Is there anything that I can say to make you change your mind and realise what a bad idea this is?” I said at last.

She pondered my question for a moment. “No, not really.”

“Okay, I’ll come with you.” I sighed deeply. “But for the record, I don’t like it at all and I’m only doing it to protect you.”

“Thank you, you’re the best!” Sophie said and kissed me on the cheek.

“It’s a terrible idea,” I said.

“I’ll make up for it later, I promise.” She smiled roguishly at me.

We left Pago in his cage together with several bars of Twix at the flat and took the underground to South Kensington, where the Science Museum was located. Trying to break into a museum without getting caught and arrested was going to be hard enough without a shrieking chocolate-addicted parrot tagging along, and Pago seemed content to be left alone with a small mountain of chocolate to devour.

Once this is over, I’ll contact a specialist vet that will help him deal with his chocolate addiction, I promised myself guiltily.

The Science Museum was an imposing building from the nineteenth century. It had a row of large stone pillars, which were lit up by bluish light from large spotlights on the ground, which made it look strangely futuristic in a kind of steampunk manner. I had a growing feeling that any moment a cigar-shaped airship would emerge through the dark clouds above our heads and someone would lower a rope ladder from the roof of the museum, but it didn’t happen.

“Can I just remind you once again that I think this is a terribly bad idea?” I told Sophie as we walked down Imperial College Road for the third time as we circled the museum.

“I know you don’t like it,” Sophie replied, somewhat distracted, as she kept looking at her mobile phone, which she discreetly aimed towards the museum, “but it won’t affect my decision.”

“I strongly object to your plan.” I tried again to make her see sense.

“Come on, it will be fun. Where is your sense of adventure, James?”

‘Dead and buried ever since I fell out of a treehouse at the age of seven and broke my collarbone,’ I wanted to say.

But the truth was that I didn’t have a sense of adventure–and I didn’t want one either! Especially since it most likely would result in a prison sentence for burglary–or worse!

I clenched my teeth and bit back a sour comment before I decided that grumbling complaints like an old man was far beneath me.

“This is completely against all moral principles, not to mention it’s illegal,” I muttered under my breath.

“Did you say something?” Sophie glanced at me from the corner of her eye.

“No, nothing,” I mumbled and dug my hands deeper in the pockets of my trench coat.

It’s a horrible plan, and it will most certainly get us arrested! I thought to myself.

How on earth had I ended up in this situation? I had no recollection of it saying ‘break in to the Science Museum together with my dominant, sexy secretary’ in my MS Outlook meeting schedule this week. Or any week at all, for that matter.

“I’m almost finished.” Sophie interrupted my inner musings.

“What exactly are you doing?” I asked and peered at the screen.

“I’m scanning the museum and creating a map of the layout,” Sophie replied. “The software program is measuring wall density, distance, and residual body heat. It’s building up a three-dimensional map and identifying if there are any people in the building.”

“That sounds pretty advanced,” I commented and raised my eyebrows. Against my will I was a little bit impressed.

“We stole the technique from the Americans a couple of years ago,” she said casually and shrugged.

“I see,” I said slowly as I digested her comment.

I still had problems accepting the idea that my new secretary was a secret spy and worked for the British government. It seemed far-fetched and unrealistic, to say the least.

“There, all done.” Sophie pressed a button and showed me a digital grid system on her phone. “The green lines are the walls, and the red contours are people. At the moment there are four persons in the building.”

I looked at the screen, and although the contrast between green and red wasn’t strong enough for me to be able to differentiate between them since I was colour-blind, I understood what she meant anyway.

“Are all of them security guards?” I wondered out loud.

Clearly the Science Museum had a larger budget for security than I would have guessed, if they could afford four people working night shift. Addington & Wrights Solicitors, where I worked, had one hired night guard, as far as I knew.

On the other hand, perhaps an old museum has more valuable objects than a solicitor firm? I concluded to myself.

“I don’t think all of them are security guards,” Sophie said and shook her head. “Judging by how they move around, I’d say that two of them are guards, one person is someone working late, and the last person is probably the cleaner, who is currently leaving. Look.”

I looked at the screen. A blurry outline of a person was heading towards an exit door before it disappeared. “I see what you mean.”

“It appears that one of the security guards walks around the museum each half hour, while the other guard sits in front of the computers and watches the monitors, before they take turns.”

So one of the guards is always playing Tetris and drinking tea while the other one is actually working, I thought.

My trust towards underpaid security guards was low and mainly based on my observation from years at my office.

“But there is something that I don’t understand,” I said. “If the museum is constantly under surveillance and patrolled regularly by security guards, how on earth are we going to get in undetected and use the code-breaking machine?”

“You’ll see,” Sophie said. “Follow me and I’ll show you.”

She gave me a small mysterious smile that made my heart skip a beat.

Against my better judgement–and against all of my moral principles and common sense!–I followed her as she headed towards the dark museum.

This is completely mad, I thought to myself, and added–not for the first time–It’s going to end in disaster!

In my mind I had imagined that we would find a fire staircase and climb up on the roof of the museum. Perhaps Sophie would change clothes to something black and skintight before she would use a sharp diamond glass cutter and make a perfect round hole in the slanted roof ceiling? She would slowly lower herself in a harness and smoothly avoid randomly moving laser beams that would trigger the alarm.

However, I was entirely wrong.

Instead of turning into a black-dressed ninja cat burglar inspired by the Mission: Impossible and Ocean’s Twelve movies, Sophie simply strolled towards the back door for employees where we had seen the cleaner leave earlier.

She stopped fifteen feet from the door and dug up what seemed to be a combination between a bulky camera and a bright yellow Nerf gun from her champagne-coloured handbag. The Nerf gun camera looked like it could have been a movie prop in any of the Ghostbusters movies–including the new remake, which was surprisingly good.

Not that I watched movies like that, of course. I preferred educational documentaries and the news, but sometimes I would watch movies or Netflix with Pago on weekends when I didn’t have anything else to do.

“What are you doing?” I whispered and nodded towards the Nerf gun. “And what’s that?”

“It’s an EMP. I’m going to use it to disable the security system.”

“EMP?”

“It’s an electromagnetic pulse,” Sophie explained while she turned a couple of large grey knobs on the device. “It will temporarily disable all electronics in a small area, and the security system will have to reboot. During that time gap, we can sneak past the cameras without being filmed. It will only look like a temporary glitch on the security monitors.”

“I see.” I paused before I added, “Are you sure this is going to work?”

“Yes, I’ve used it several times. Don’t worry,” she said and aimed the bulky camera-Nerf gun towards the back door.

I waited for it to go ‘Fthumpf!’ or something like that, but the only thing that happened was that a small green LED lamp began to blink urgently on top of the EMP.

“Hurry up,” Sophie told me. “We only have a thirty-second window to get in.”

We ran towards the employees’ sturdy back door. The EMP had disabled the electronic locking mechanism to the door, and Sophie opened it without any problems.

We’re in, I thought.

My skin was cold and clammy. A growing sensation of anxiety and dread of getting caught was filling my stomach, like a horde of bugs and millipedes crawling over each other.

I had never done anything illegal in my entire life. I always did my taxes on time, I parked legally–which in London was nearly impossible and a Herculean feat!–and I even recycled my rubbish according to the council’s latest guidelines.

The only time I had broken the rules was when I was thirteen years old and fell for peer pressure and skipped geography class. I got busted by Mr Pinckney, our vicious school janitor, and it resulted in a week of detention and a stern note to my parents. My dad forced me to read the note out loud for the entire family during Sunday dinner. To this day I could repeat exactly what the note said word for word. I had never broken any rules or laws since then.

Until now, that is.

“I really think this is a bad idea,” I whispered to Sophie.

“Hush,” she replied.

However, despite my grim foreboding, we slipped into the museum quietly–unseen and unnoticed. No angry guards showed up waving police batons, and no ear-piercing alarm went off.

In fact, it was unnaturally quiet; the only sounds were our footsteps against the thick carpet and the faint sound of London traffic from outside. The museum rested in darkness; only a couple of dim spotlights were lit, which cast long shadows on the walls of the various objects that were on display.

Thank God we didn’t break in to the Natural History Museum across the street! I thought with a rapidly beating heart as I followed Sophie while she disabled the security cameras on the way, one by one.

It was more than a little bit unnerving to sneak through the Making the Modern World exhibition, which included old steam locomotives and vintage airplanes from the 1930s, but at least we didn’t have to zigzag between old, dusty glass jars filled with disgusting ancient octopus tentacles in formaldehyde that were just waiting to crawl out of their glass prisons as soon as you turned your back towards them!

I shuddered involuntarily at the mental images and forced myself to stop thinking about the Alien movies.

That’s it, I’m going to stop watching scary movies and series on Netflix, I promised myself silently and vow to cancel my Netflix account as soon as possible–or at least after I had finished watching the new Stranger Things series.

We were halfway through the Mission Space exhibition when Sophie suddenly stopped dead in her tracks.

“Someone is coming!” she hissed.

I looked around in panic. “There is nowhere for us to hide!”

The glass exhibition cabinets would be useless to crouch behind, and there was no other place for two people to hide!

“Let me handle this,” Sophie hushed at me. “Here, take this! Hide!”

Without hesitating or waiting for my reply, she pushed the EMP device into my arms before she shoved me unceremoniously behind a conical space capsule in metal that was on display. It wasn’t large enough to hide both of us and barely provided enough cover for me.

I ducked down and kept a low profile. My heart was in my throat and my pulse increased rapidly as I heard footsteps coming closer and closer through the dead-quiet museum.

What should I do if we get caught? I thought with growing alarm and chewed my lower lip.

I had no idea if I could win a fight with a burly security guard, but I sincerely doubted it. While I was in reasonably good shape and did the 150 minutes of training per week according to the guidelines from NHS, I definitely wasn’t a fighter.

We’re doomed, I concluded.

Breathlessly I peaked around the corner of the space capsule as the footsteps came closer.

However, instead of a steroid-pumped and muscular guard in uniform, a short and rather thin woman in her mid-fifties walked down the wide marble stairs. I raised my eyebrows in surprise before I remember the third person who had showed up on Sophie’s mobile phone map.

She must be the person who Sophie thought was working late, I concluded and stole another quick glance towards the stairs.

The woman had grey hair that was cut in a short bob, and she wore a slightly crumpled woollen brown blazer, dark trousers, and a chunky wooden necklace in bold African colours. She walked with the lofty air of a crisp academic scholar with a higher education. Absentmindedly she peered down at a couple of papers that she was half-reading while walking.

For a moment I thought that the grey-haired woman would actually walk directly past Sophie without noticing her at all, but at the last moment she looked up. She flinched when she finally noticed Sophie, clearly surprised to meet another person so late.

“Good evening,” Sophie greeted her and nodded to the other woman as if they were old neighbours.

“Er, good evening.”

“And I thought I was the only person working late,” Sophie said conversationally with a polite smile. “How is your project going, Dr Mortimer?”

How on earth did she know her name? I wondered, and my mouth fell open before I noticed that the other woman was wearing a white plastic clip-on name tag attached to the pocket of her blazer. Elementary, my dear Watson, I thought to myself.

“It’s going rather well, thanks for asking,” Dr Mortimer replied, somewhat taken aback. She paused for a moment before she admitted, “I’m sorry, I’ve forgotten your name, dear. Are you one of Dr Lewis-William’s new interns?”

“Yes, I am.” Sophie smiled at her. “And don’t worry, I forget names all the time, especially when I’m working late. I’m Jane Clark. I’ve just started.”

“I see,” Dr Mortimer replied and gave her a friendly smile. “Well, good luck with your internship. It’s nice to see young, dedicated people working late. I’ll be sure to mention it to Andy next time I see him.”

“Thank you, that’s very kind.”

“Have a nice evening,” Dr Mortimer said and added in a motherly tone, “Don’t work too late.”

Sophie smiled and placed a strand of blond hair behind her ear. “I’ll try not to, but I’m not going to promise anything,” she replied shyly.

Dr Mortimer nodded to her, and they said goodbye to each other. I held my breath as the grey-haired woman walked past me and continued walking through the museum. A moment later I heard a door close behind her, and I drew a deep sigh of relief.

That was close! I thought and silently thanked my lucky star that the guards hadn’t noticed anything weird. Thank God for lazy security guards and absentminded academic scholars!

“That went well,” Sophie said, and I nodded in reply, not trusting my voice to be steady.

We ghosted through the rest of the Mission Space exhibition and continued through the dimly lit museum and walked upstairs. The Codebreaker exhibition was located on the third floor. It was a spacious room with a high ceiling and filled with old chunky computers in thick grey plastic that were from an era when colour monitors had seemed like an improbable futuristic dream and as farfetched as digital implants, teleportation, or the colonisation of Mars.

“This is it,” I said quietly. “We’re here.”

“Yes, let’s find the code-breaking machine and see if it will start,” Sophie whispered.

We continued forward and meandered between various old computers and code-breaking machines that looked practically ancient. Informative posters were on display in front of some of the machines and told the reader about their backgrounds and histories.

Sophie stopped to fasten the EMP with a couple of cable ties from her handbag. She tied it to a large sign for a hands-on part of the exhibition aimed toward kids, which included sending and receiving coded messages using replicas of wooden Alberti disks from the fifteenth century.

“What are you doing?” I asked as she carefully aimed the EMP towards a black dome-shaped security camera in the ceiling.

“I’m jamming the camera,” she replied and adjusted the angle and turned the grey knobs on the EMP. “It’s going to interrupt the CCTV camera and make it resend the last couple of seconds of filmed frames over and over again to the security monitors. The monitors will show what looks like an empty room. With a little bit of luck, the guards won’t notice that anything is wrong and we’ll be able to work in peace and quiet.”

“That’s neat,” I said, but I felt like a daft assistant to Q in a James Bond movie.

At least I’m very good at economics and spreadsheets, not to mention that I’m a self-taught expert on jazz music, I tried to console myself, but it didn’t really make me feel any more competent next to her.

Sophie finished setting up the EMP before she walked over to an enormous machine behind a red velvet rope.

The machine was made out of a wooden cabinet and had rows of turning wheels the same size as my hand that were covered with letters like the numbers on a clock. It looked like it could have belonged to a crazy scientist with bushy white hair who was hell-bent on destroying the world and had a tendency to giggle for no apparent reason.

“This is the original bombe machine,” she said in a low voice. “It’s one of the first computers that were used for code-breaking during the Second World War. It was built by the mathematician Alan Turing and his colleagues during the war, at Bletchley Park. At the time it was a state-of-the-art electromechanical device.”

“It’s quite impressive,” I said.

“Yes.” She nodded. “It broke the code of the German’s encryption machine Enigma and probably shortened the war by two to four years, saving millions of people’s lives.”

I stared at the clunky machine in awe. It was mindboggling to try to imagine that if it weren’t for the code-breaking machine in front of me, I would most likely be wearing a brown shirt, speaking fluent German, and be convinced of the Aryan race’s superiority.

“Do you really think it will work?” I said uncertainly.

“It will take a miracle,” Sophie replied with a small curved smile. It sounded like a quote, but I couldn’t place it. “Let’s plug it in and find out.”

Breaking in to a museum and using a code-breaking computer from the 1940s had so not been on my agenda this week, I thought to myself and stifled a sigh.

Then again, my life was already upside down. I wouldn’t be surprised if my MS Outlook meeting schedule informed me that I had several new–and completely outlandish!–appointments for next week. Maybe ‘start taking tango lessons’ or ‘steal the Crown Jewels at Tower of London’ or why not ‘meeting with the prime minister to discuss the new evidence that UFOs are real’?

I shook my head at my own random thoughts.

Life rarely turned out the way you expected, but since Monday morning everything had gone downhill disturbingly fast. On the other hand, it included erotic spanking and bondage with my new secretary, so I couldn’t really complain, I decided and glanced at Sophie.

“How does it work?” I said and cleared my throat.

“Oh, it’s really clever,” Sophie said. “The bombe machine can calculate the different combinations of letters in a coded text. In our case, we already know that each six-digit number correlates to a specific letter in the C. S. Lewis book, and therefore we can narrow down the options. I’ve downloaded a copy of the book and eliminated all duplicate words, which means there are only a limited number of words the machine can choose from.”

“Okay,” I said slowly while I desperately tried to keep up with her explanation.

She disconnected a white extension cord from a bulky computer and trailed it across the floor before she plugged it into the wall socket.

“C. S. Lewis’s book The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe has one hundred eighty pages and approximately two hundred fifty to three hundred words per page,” she said.

I did the math in my head. “But that would mean somewhere between forty-five thousand and fifty-four thousand words. Can the machine really handle that?”

“Yes, but it would take a long time,” she replied and plugged the black Bakelite-plastic plug from the bombe machine into the extension cord. “However, a lot of words are repetition, for example he, she, it, but also names such as Lucy, Aslan, and Edmund.”

“So the number of unique words is much lower than the total word count?”

“Exactly,” Sophie said before she added, “If they had used a dictionary, it would have been much harder–not to mention taking a longer time to break the code this way. In fact, it would have been almost impossible.”

“I see.”

“Alan Turing and the rest of his team decoded Enigma’s messages during the Second World War by deciphering parts of the messages beforehand,” Sophie said and paused. “They knew that each message would always contain information about who sent the message and the recipient or certain words like weather report or Hitler.”

“I think I’ve heard about that,” I said.

“We’re going to use the same approach, but in a different way.”

“How?”

“Well, we know that a terrorist attack is imminent, and although we don’t know when it will happen, we already know where it will take place.”

I hesitated for a moment before I replied, “London.”

“Precisely.”

“That will give us a head start, and the bombe machine will do the rest.”

“How do you know all of this?” I asked.

Sophie shrugged her shoulders. “I did my master’s thesis on modern encryption.”

“I thought you went to secretary school?” I said with a frown.

“There are a lot of things that you don’t know about me.” She smiled mysteriously.

“I suppose you’re right.”

Sophie made a couple of last adjustments and turned the wheels on the machine one by one to reset and program it. She picked up the power board to the extension cord, which had an orange on-and-off button.

“Okay,” she said at last. “Here we go. Are you ready?”

I cleared my throat. “What happens if it doesn’t work?”

Sophie hesitated before she replied, “Well, in the best-case scenario, the machine will short-circuit and blow out the power in the entire building,” she said in a matter-of-fact tone. “Old electronics are often unstable and sometimes dangerous.”

“And in the worst-case scenario?” I said slowly and gave the old machine and the thick bundle of electrical wires a sceptical look.

I wasn’t an electrician, but I had a feeling the frayed wires didn’t really live up to modern standards.

“In the worst-case scenario, we’ll electrocute ourselves to death,” Sophie admitted with a grimace.

“Ah.” I fervently wished that I had never asked the question.

Sometimes ignorance really is bliss, I concluded to myself.

“Fingers crossed,” Sophie said and smiled nervously at me.

But her smokey green eyes gleamed with excitement in the dim light as she pressed down the switch button.

I held my breath and desperately hoped for the best.

The old code-breaking machine started with a high-pitched screech, and the rows of round wheels began to turn in a mechanical and rhythmical manner that reminded me of an enormous clock in dire need of tender loving care. The air smelled of electricity, and a shower of sparks rained down from the thick copper wires on top of the machine and onto the floor, but luckily it didn’t short-circuit–or electrocute us!

“How long do you think it will take to solve the code?” I said over the clanking noise.

“If my calculations are correct, it should solve the code in less than twenty minutes,” Sophie replied. “We should have plenty of time to get away before the next security check.”

Later on, I always wondered if she jinxed everything with her comment, because a moment later someone called out in an angry voice, “Hey! What do you think you’re doing?”

I froze in mid-motion and desperately tried to come up with something clever to say, but my mind had gone on holiday and refused to come up with any helpful lies.

Excuse me, I think I’m lost. Could you tell me where the exit is?–unlikely. I’m here to deliver a pizza. Did you order a calzone with extra cheese?–absolutely not! These aren’t the droids you’re looking for–my brain had run out of realistic and believable explanations.

Luckily Sophie was a faster thinker than me, and she faced the broad-shouldered security guard with a big smile.

“Oh, hello,” she said in a charming tone. “Are we making too much noise?”

“Step away from the machine, miss,” the security guard said sternly and reached for a walkie-talkie attached to his belt next to an intimidating black baton.

He wore a dark blue uniform and well-polished black leather shoes. In addition, he was several inches taller–and significantly more muscular–than me and had buzz-cut hair, I noticed with a sinking feeling.

Okay, this time we’re doomed, I corrected myself.

But Sophie was unfazed.

“Is there a problem?” she said to the security guard with a slight frown.

“Who are you, and what are you doing?” the guard demanded to know stonily.

“Oh, I can explain everything,” Sophie said and paused for a moment before she continued, “I’m one of Dr Andy Lewis-William’s new interns, and we’re conducting an experiment. The bombe machine is quite noisy, so Dr Mortimer suggested that we run the tests when the museum is closed. I’m surprised you haven’t been informed about it. Didn’t you get the email that was sent out?”

I stared at her, but wisely decided not to get involved in the discussion, and instead I simply nodded to support her story.

We’re just a couple of nerdy academics working late. There’s nothing to see; please carry on, I thought.

“Show me your security card.” The guard watched her without moving a muscle on his face. He hesitated with the walkie-talkie in his hand, but he didn’t seem entirely convinced by Sophie’s made-up story.

“Yes, of course. I think I have my card here somewhere…” Sophie rummaged through her handbag and took a couple of steps closer to him. “Ah, here it is.”

But instead of showing the guard a false security card, she aimed a small metal can towards him and sprayed it in his face. She covered her mouth with her sleeve and swiftly moved away from him.

“What the–” the guard began to say, but he never had the possibility to finish the sentence.

His jaw went completely slack, his knees buckled, and he toppled down on the floor as if all the bones had been removed from his body like a filleted chicken.

“Sophie! What have you done?” I exclaimed in horror and stared in shock at the guard on the floor.

His eyes had rolled back, white foam was dripping from the side of his mouth, and his entire body cramped badly as if he were suffering from a serious epileptic seizure.

She sprayed him in the face with nerve gas! He’s going to die! my brain screamed at me.

“Oh, my God. You killed him!” I gasped and covered my mouth with my palm.

“I did what I had to do,” Sophie replied calmly and met my eyes. “What did you expect?”

I stared at her, speechless.

My secretary, whom I was falling hopelessly in love with, wasn’t a spy–she was a coldblooded murderer!

The End
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Dominated by my Secretary

Part 5: 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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Dominated by my Secretary

Part 6: Always Succumb to Her

by Tara Jones

I disconnected one of the two identical cables, but nothing happened.

The shard didn’t explode.

I opened one of my eyes and peered down at the digital countdown. It had stopped at exactly 00:00:03.

We did it, I thought. I can’t believe we did it!

I exhaled slowly; an enormous weight fell off my shoulders like a tipping boulder. The homemade bomb was deactivated, and thousands of innocent people’s lives had been saved!

“I-I think I managed to disconnect the right cable,” I said to Sophie over the phone. “The countdown has stopped.”

A wave of stark relief washed over me. I was light-headed and my knees turned into squishy Haribo worms.

“Good job!” Sophie replied in a bright tone. “You have almost finished. Disconnect the red cable now.”

Since I was colour-blind, both of the wires looked identical to me, a kind of bland grey-green colour, but I knew the other wire was supposed to be red.

“Done,” I said.

“Excellent, then disconnect the final black-and-white cable,” she said. “That’s going to turn off the bomb completely.”

“Okay.” I fumbled with the zebra-striped cable with clumsy fingers. “The digital display just went blank. That’s a good sign, right?”

“Yes,” Sophie confirmed. “You need to leave the building. Leave the rest of the dismantling of the bomb to the police bomb squad. They’re on the way.”

“Shouldn’t I talk to the police and explain everything?”

“I think it’s better if you keep a low profile,” she replied. “If anyone should ask, you could pretend that you’re a guest or working at the venue for the evening. I’ll make sure that my department removes you from the investigation.”

“Okay.”

“Trust me, you don’t want to be involved in this.”

“What are you going to do?” I asked.

“I need to coordinate with the rest of my department, and we’ll try to catch the rest of the members of the gang,” she said and paused. “I’ll probably be gone for a while.”

“Are you…” I hesitated for a moment before I continued, “Are you coming back to the office, or will you start a new mission?”

“ʻA new missionʼ?” she repeated and laughed softly. “You make me sound like some sort of adventurous super-secret agent.”

“Well, isn’t that what you are?”

“I’m just an ordinary secretary,” Sophie said before she added, “And a spy, of course.”

“Of course,” I agreed.

“At least for now, then we’ll see.”

“Sounds good to me,” I said and added teasingly, “But just so you know, I’m not really into office romances.”

She laughed. “I think you should make an exception to that rule, at least for me.”

“I’ll think about it.”

“See you back at the office in a couple of days, James,” Sophie said warmly before she hung up.

Two days later, I stood outside Mr Meyer’s office. I knocked politely.

“Yes?” Mr Meyer barked from inside. I opened the door and his expression brightened. “Ah, it’s you, Bradley. Come in, come in.”

“Thank you, sir,” I said.

“What happened to you?” Mr Meyer looked at me over his rimless glasses. “Have you been in a fight?”

I forced myself to laugh and shook my head. “No, there was a minor accident with my car.”

“Ah, yes,” Mr Meyer said. “I have talked to the janitor about it. Clearly, he’s been neglecting the repairs in the garage and letting people leave their cars overnight although it’s against the company’s policy.”

Ha! I thought to myself and straightened my back. Finally, all of my complaints and stern emails had been taken seriously. About time!

“That sounds good,” I said modestly.

Mr Meyer made a hand gesture to the visitor’s chair and I sat down. Outside the large corner office, the Shard glittered proudly in the sunlight. It was a clear, warm spring day and I instantly decided to take a walk during lunch.

Mr Meyer adjusted his glasses and peered over them. “So how are you feeling? I heard that you had to visit the hospital?”

“I’m all right,” I said and shrugged. “The hospital kept me for observation to be on the safe side.”

The official story that Sophie and I had agreed upon was that there had been an accident in the garage. My car had exploded; I had hit my head and suffered a concussion and been kept at the hospital for observation for a couple of days.

While I was ‘at the hospital’, my flat had partly burned down due to a fire that started because of a problem with the old electrical wiring in the building. My story was backed up by a small article in Metro, if anyone cared to google it. It wasn’t a watertight explanation, but it explained why I had been gone for a couple of days from work.

“You’re lucky you’re alive,” Mr Meyer said. “It could have been much worse.”

“Yes,” I agreed.

You have no idea, I thought.

No one except Sophie and a handful of people in her department knew the whole truth about what had happened. I’ll admit that a small part of me would have liked to be on the front of every newspaper and be known as ‘the man who saved the Shard’, but to be honest, I was mostly relieved that I didn’t have my fifteen minutes of fame in the limelight.

Instead, it was the taxi cab driver who had been given all the fame. His name was Ravi and his picture had been all over BBC News this morning. He was hailed as a hero who had reacted instantly and driven ‘an undercover policeman’ to the Shard who had disabled the homemade bomb. The better part of the white power organisation that Mike had belonged to had been taken in for questioning, and most of the members would most likely face years in prison.

I smiled to myself.

I’m the secret protector of the city, I thought and straightened my back. Perhaps I should get a cape of some sort? And a cool symbol so that the common people of London could light a signal when they need my help and I would come to the rescue.

Mr Meyer interrupted my inner musings. “Have you heard the latest office news?”

“Do you mean about Sandra and that she has given birth to twin girls?” I asked. “Yes, there was a card sent around for everyone to sign to congratulate her.”

“No, I meant about Wilson,” Mr Meyer said.

“I haven’t heard anything about Mike Wilson,” I said carefully. “I don’t listen to gossip, sir.”

“I know,” he said. “I have always liked that about you, Bradley. You’re a hardworking man who minds his own business and never breaks the rules.”

“Eh, yes. Thank you, sir,” I said and promptly refused to glance at his large well-polished desk.

Don’t think about it, don’t think about it, don’t think about it, I thought to myself and firmly pushed down the erotic memories from when Sophie had seduced me and ridden me mercilessly on Mr Meyer’s office desk.

“Actually, Wilson has been fired,” Mr Meyer said.

“Has he really?” I said innocently and raised my eyebrows.

A warm sensation of justice–with a hint of smugness, if I were completely honest–spread through my body.

“HR called me yesterday. Apparently his CV and his references were completely fake.”

“Were they?”

“Yes, can you believe it? He was a car salesman before he got this job. And he doesn’t have a bachelor of business administration in accounting, but a bachelor of nutrition–of all things.”

“I had no idea,” I said, but I couldn’t help but say, “But I have always thought that he seemed to be the type of person who likes to talk about work instead of actually working.”

“Well, naturally he got sacked immediately.” Mr Meyer’s voice dripped with disgust. “We can’t have that kind of person working here at Addington & Wrights Solicitors.”

“I think that was the right decision, sir,” I said honestly.

Not to mention that he’s in jail at the moment, I thought and tried not to smile. The police had found him bound and furious in the food lift at the Shard.

Mr Meyer took a deep breath. “I know that this might be a lot of me to ask, especially since you’ve just came back from the hospital, but I’m wondering if you would like to personally take care of the Ladbroke case?

“Of course, sir,” I said. “I would be delighted.”

“Thank you, Bradley.” He rose from the large desk and shook my hand. “You’re a good man, and quite frankly, you’re the best senior accountant at the firm. I’ll make sure to remember this when it’s time for the yearly bonus.”

“I’m just doing my job, sir,” I replied before I headed towards the door.

“Oh, and we’re going out for drinks on Friday,” Mr Meyer said. “Would you like to join us?”

“Yes, that would be nice,” I said politely.

During my lunch hour, I went for a long walk.

Spring had defeated winter–or at least temporarily, because you never knew when winter would make an unwelcome return and literally storm back on stage with freezing temperatures. But for now, the wind that blew against my face was mild, and the April sun shone from a clear blue sky that was dotted with small white clouds.

I walked north until I reached the Thames and followed the meandering river. Hectic businesspeople walked past me, talking on their phones so loudly the conversation could be heard by everyone; a group of Japanese tourists was placidly herded by their patient guide; and a couple of young students were talking energetically about their latest history of art lecture and whether or not Rembrandt really was the master of light and shadow.

As I crossed the street, I nearly got run over by a delivery bike cyclist who clearly had ignored the traffic lights.

“Sorry, mate,” he called out over his shoulder.

I inhaled sharply as the cyclist steered his bright yellow bike between a lorry and a red double-decker bus in a daredevil manner.

“You bloody idiot!” the lorry driver with a large beard shouted after him from the side window, but the cyclist didn’t care, and in the blink of an eye he was gone.

I shook my head at the cyclist.

He must be crazy, I thought to myself as I continued walking.

I walked out on the Millennium Bridge that spanned the Thames. It was a modern bridge, mainly famous for being traffic-free and for getting destroyed in one of the Harry Potter movies. I didn’t like the ultramodern design of the bridge, but I’ll admit I did approve of being able to cross the river without having to share the roads with the noisy traffic.

I was still waiting for the insurance company to get back to me so that I could buy a new car. Initially I had wanted a car of the same model and colour as the one I had owned, but now I wasn’t so sure.

Perhaps I should buy another model? I thought. Or maybe I should go wild and crazy and get a brand-new electric car?

Not a Tesla, I couldn’t afford that, but perhaps a hybrid Toyota Prius? After all, with the Clean Air Act and the constant fight against city pollution in London, maybe buying a hybrid car wasn’t such a bad idea, I concluded.

I passed a young, lovesick couple on the bridge. He looked like he probably worked as some sort of hip designer, and she must have been an artist of some kind, I decided based on his neatly trimmed beard and tight jeans, and her brightly coloured red hair and long striped scarf.

“I love you,” she mumbled.

“And I love you, too,” he replied. “Have you ever been to Paris? I’d like to go there with you…”

“That’s so romantic!”

They locked an engraved lock on the metal wire on the bridge before they kissed again as if they were the only people left in the world. I stifled the urge to clear my throat pointedly to remind them that other people were around, too, but instead I walked away from them.

At the middle of the bridge, I stopped.

Without thinking I reached down in my pocket; my fingers closed around my old wedding ring.

I had stopped wearing it the same day I signed the divorce papers from my ex-wife, but I had kept it in my pocket for reasons I couldn’t fully explain to myself. I wasn’t nostalgic, but it felt wrong to keep the ring in a safe or on a shelf at home. I had thought about melting it down. I didn’t want to sell it or give it away, because I couldn’t stand the idea that someone else would walk around with my old wedding band.

I should really get rid of it, I thought. It’s a link to the past, but perhaps it’s preventing me from moving forward at the same time?

And before I had time to change my mind, I followed a sudden impulse and flipped the ring like a coin from the bridge. It spun in circles before it hit the surface below with a small plop accompanied by a tiny splash of water. A heartbeat later it had sunk to the bottom and disappeared from view.

Perhaps it will be found by a curious archaeologist hundreds of years from now, I thought to myself. Or maybe the tide will wash it away and the ring will follow the river and end up in the North Sea.

I didn’t know. But my steps were lighter as I crossed the bridge and reached the other side.

On the way back to the office, I stopped at Selfridges on Oxford Street and bought a massive box of Guylian Belgian chocolate for Pago.

Pago had won his chocolate battle and I had given up. Personally, I had decided that if Pago wanted to eat himself to an early parrot-grave, I wasn’t going to stand in his way. After all, it was like trying to get a ninety-five-year-old great-grandmother to quit smoking, or so I told myself.

Besides, I’d recently read a newspaper article that claimed that a group of scientists had shown that chocolate was actually quite healthy for humans. Apparently cocoa in chocolate contains high levels of antioxidants, which decreased the risk for both heart attacks and depression, and perhaps the results could be translated to birds, too?

Pago probably didn’t care about the latest medical advice for humans, but he had instantly taken his addiction to the next posh level and clearly approved of the luxurious chocolate that I had brought home as a guilty gift for leaving him alone in the aftermath following the Shard. In fact, Pago wouldn’t even look at Twix or Mars bars anymore and had learned to shriek ‘LINDT!’ and ‘GODIVA!’ in addition to the Russian swear words that he had picked up from Kithira.

His vocabulary isn’t expanding in the right direction, I thought as I took the lift to my office. Perhaps I should start buying audiobooks of classic novels? It isn’t an entirely bad idea, I decided while I steered my steps towards my office.

“Good afternoon, Mr Bradley.” Sophie looked up from her desk and smiled at me.

“Sophie?” I said in surprise. “I didn’t know that you were coming back to the office today. How did everything go with–”

She shook her head and placed her index finger across her lips. “People are listening,” she mouthed and gave me a meaningful look. “Thank you for asking. It was a wonderful wedding.”

“Wedding?” I said with a frown.

“Yes, I told you several times, Mr Bradley,” Sophie said in a patient tone. “I had to take a couple of days off because of my sister’s wedding in Edinburgh.”

“Ah, yes,” I said and added lamely, “Now I remember…”

Sophie rolled her eyes at my poor attempt at lying. “Well, I’m back,” she said. “I know you would never manage without me.”

“That’s true,” I admitted and smiled at her.

“So, I heard that you got the Ladbroke case,” Sophie said. “Congratulations, you deserve it.”

“Thank you,” I replied and straightened the lapels of my grey blazer. “I should get back to it straight away, I have lots of work to do, and I want Mr Meyer to know that I can handle this type of case.”

“Of course.” Sophie paused for a moment before she added innocently, “I expect that you will be working overtime quite a bit?”

“Yes, it’s very likely.”

“I see,” she said and lowered her voice. “I was going to ask if you had any plans on Friday otherwise?”

“Mr Meyer asked me if I wanted to go out for drinks with a couple of other people from the office,” I replied. “But I would be more than happy to cancel it if you would like to go out… with me.”

“I would like that very much,” Sophie replied and placed a strand of her blond hair behind one of her ears.

“Would you like to go out and eat and perhaps see a movie afterward?”

“We could go to a restaurant, but I have a better idea in mind than going to the cinema.” Sophie gave me a mischievous smile.

“What do you mean?”

“You’ll see…” Her smile deepened. “If I tell you, it wouldn’t be a surprise, would it?”

I narrowed my eyes, but I decided not to push the question further. If she wanted to be mysterious and secret, that was fine. I wasn’t the curious type anyway.

Well, perhaps a little bit curious, I admitted to myself after a short moment.

I cleared my throat. “I’d better get back to work. I have loads of work to catch up on.”

“I’ll leave you to it.”

I didn’t close the door to my office, but left it a little bit ajar so that I could steal glimpses of her as she filed my reports, rearranged my meetings, and typed at the speed of lightning.

Time flew by.

I was busy with the Ladbroke report, which really was quite extensive, and more than once I wondered if I had bitten off more than I could chew. But I was determined to do my best and finish the case.

In addition to my workload, I had to make a million phone calls to the insurance company and make sure that my flat was renovated. I was trapped in an endless nightmare of phone call queues, quotes, and insurance papers.

However, eventually Friday finally arrived.

The day seemed to drag itself forward like a tired snail. At half-past five o’clock I decided that I had done enough work for the day and turned off my computer. Everyone else had already left the office for after-work drinks or made various vague excuses to escape working late on a Friday.

“Are you ready to leave?” I asked Sophie.

“In a minute, I’m just going to send this report off to the economy department,” she said, and her long bright red nails tapped against the keyboard. “Have you decided where you want to go and eat?”

“I have booked a table for us at a small French restaurant.”

“Have you? Where?”

“It’s a secret,” I said and tried to sound mysterious.

“Is it?” Sophie arched an eyebrow at me.

“Yes, there are a lot of things that you don’t know about me, Miss Robinson.”

“Oh, I already know everything about you.” Her smokey green eyes met mine. “You’re forgetting that I’m much more than an innocent secretary.”

“Fair enough,” I commented. “I usually like to eat at pubs, but I have decided to broaden my horizon a little bit.”

“That’s a good mentality,” she said. “You should stick to it later tonight.”

I hesitated before I nodded in reply.

What did she mean by that? I wondered and narrowed my eyes. I was dying to know about her secret plans for the evening, but I sternly refused to admit it.

“Okay,” I said slowly.

I’m not curious! I decided firmly.

“Oh, don’t worry,” Sophie said with a curved smile that made my heart skip a beat. “You’ll like it, I promise.”

We had dinner at a small French restaurant close to Marylebone Road.

I had walked past it several times and I had always thought that it looked like a romantic restaurant that seemed to belong in Paris and not on a small street in London. Candlelit atmosphere, discreet and attentive waiters, delicious French cuisine and an excellent wine.

The restaurant had everything I had hoped for, including an amazing crème caramel for dessert.

“That was really nice,” Sophie said as we left the restaurant and walked down the street.

“Yes, you have to give it to the Frenchmen, they do know how to cook.”

“I agree,” she said.

“So, where exactly are we going now?” I said.

We were heading towards Soho and it was getting late.

As always, London slowly transformed during the evening; it went from a lively business city to a strange and almost exotic metropolis. Music and people were everywhere, it was one of the first warm evenings of the year, and it seemed that everyone was taking advantage of the balmy weather.

Sophie glanced at me from the corner of her eye. “Have you ever heard about The Secret Garden?”

“The Secret Garden?” I frowned. “Isn’t that a book?”

I searched my brain for the name of the author, but drew a blank.

“It’s a novel by Frances Hodgson Burnett, but it’s also the name of a club in Soho,” Sophie said. “It’s for members only.”

“What type of club?” I swallowed nervously.

She lowered her voice. “It’s an exclusive BDSM club for dominant women and their partners.”

“I-I see,” I stuttered, and my mouth went dry.

“I would like to go there tonight,” she said with a curved smile. “Would you like to join me?”

“Yes,” I replied, a little bit breathlessly. “I think so…”

I followed Sophie through the busy nightlife of the Soho district.

Soho had effectively washed away the seedy ‘red-light district’ stamp it used to have a couple of decades ago, and it had transformed to a rich and diverse nightlife with all types of clubs and bars.

Where are we going? I wondered and bit my lower lip. What if it’s some sort of weird club with adults in diapers? Or people dressed up like animals?

I wanted to be open-minded–I mean, seriously I liked getting tied up and spanked by dominating women, so who was I to judge other people–but I’d admit I was getting more and more nervous with each step.

Still, I’d admit that I was a little bit surprised when we stepped into an old hotel bar.

Is this really a BDSM club? I thought and looked around.

It wasn’t what I had expected. It was a 1920s art deco hotel bar with rich mahogany panelling and salmon-pink walls that were covered with black-and-white posters of old movie stars, including Marilyn Monroe and Marlene Dietrich. In the corner a vintage jukebox played ‘Sweet Georgia Brown’, which instantly made me like the place.

A long polished bar counter ran along one side of the room, and round tables were scattered around the room. The hotel bar was half-full of people who looked like your average Soho clientele. No latex, no kittens, and only a few piercings.

“I don’t understand,” I said to Sophie and lowered my voice. “Is this really the club that you talked about?”

“This is just the lounge,” she replied. “Come on, follow me.”

We walked across the hotel bar and behind a velvet burgundy curtain, and we stepped into a wide corridor. To the right there was a black wrought-iron staircase with a geometric pattern that resembled Tetris shapes, and straight ahead there was an entrance with a sign that read ‘The Secret Garden’. Two muscular bouncers checked people’s membership cards, and there was a line with a dozen people in front of us.

But they look so normal, I thought and glanced at the curvy red-headed woman in front of me and her taller boyfriend.

I had assumed that people going to a BDSM club would have large tattoos, extreme haircuts, and bizarre piercings, and although some of them did, most of the people looked deceivingly normal. In fact, they were just like the average type of people that you would find in the queue to a Tesco checkout.

Huh, I thought to myself.

The queue moved forward and soon it was our turn.

“Hello, luv,” one of the bouncers said to Sophie while he checked her membership card and wrote down the card number on a clipboard. He was broad-shouldered, fit, and a couple of years older than me. “I haven’t seen you here for a while.”

“I know,” Sophie replied and grimaced. “I have been buried in work, you know how it is.”

“Tell me about it.” He rolled his eyes. “So, who is your friend that you’re bringing as a guest? Is he new to the club?”

I tried to look casual and relaxed, as if I visited BDSM clubs all the time, but I had a sinking feeling that I failed badly.

“He’s a newbie and he’s never been here before,” Sophie said before I could reply. “But I’ll take care of him.”

“Oh, I’m sure you will,” the bouncer said teasingly and gave her a crooked smile.

“Don’t be rude.” Sophie swatted his upper arm.

I’m not jealous, I decided and firmly pushed down my feelings.

“Hey, save that for your boyfriend later.” The bouncer tsk-tsked. “Have a nice time. If you have any questions, talk to Sarah. She’s the dungeon master tonight.”

Dungeon master? I thought with a frown, but I decided not to ask about it. It probably didn’t have anything to do with Dungeons & Dragons role-playing games, I concluded to myself.

The bouncer held the velvet curtain open for us. “Welcome to the Secret Garden. Enjoy your evening.”

“The changing rooms for men are over there,” Sophie told me. “There are lockers too for your clothes.”

“What do you mean? Can’t I go like this?” I asked and looked down on my clothes.

“No.” Sophie shook her head. “It’s a dominatrix and fetish BDSM club.”

“Eh, okay,” I said, but I didn’t really understand what she meant.

She smiled at me while she handed me a glossy white bag from her handbag. It had a discreet and sophisticated logotype in grey and black that read ‘Forbidden X’.

“You could get away with dressing in black for your first visit, but I want you to wear this.”

“Is that an order?” I said and raised an eyebrow.

“No, that will come later,” she said and lowered her voice into a seductive whisper. “However, as always, there will be rewards or consequences for good and bad behaviour.”

Her comment made me lick my lips without thinking. “I-I see.”

Nervous butterflies fluttered around in my stomach when I opened the plastic bag that she had given me. I stared at its contents. A mixture of conflicted feelings tore through my body.

“A-are you sure about this?” I said and cleared my throat.

“Oh, yes,” she said with a curved smile. “Absolutely.”

“I’m so not sure about this…” I mumbled to myself as I inspected myself in the mirror in the changing room.

My bewildered brain tried to make up its mind about my feelings.

To say that I was uncomfortable and embarrassed by what I was wearing would be an understatement of epic proportion. The black leather pants were too tight, the matching boots felt alien, not to mention the harness…

The harness was made out of criss-cross black leather straps that were two fingers wide, and it had several metal buckles. It took me a while to figure out how to wear it, although it came with an illustrated guide, but it left me more confused than enlightened.

Thank god for the mask, I thought to myself and tightened the cords behind my neck.

The black leather mask covered the upper part of my face and was laced at the nape of my neck.

“I sincerely hope I’m not going to meet anyone I know,” I mumbled before I took a deep breath and left the sanctuary of the changing room.

However, all of my reservations disappeared when my eyes fell on Sophie. My pulse increased rapidly and my mouth went instantly dry.

My eyes wandered over her. She was wearing a bright red latex corset that gleamed in the light, a shamelessly short matching skirt and high boots that seemed to be glued around her long legs. Her face was covered with a thin lace mask, and she had elbow-long gloves in the same material as her corset. She had tied up her long blond hair in a tight ponytail that gave her a strict and commanding look.

“Ah, there you are,” she said. “I was starting to wonder where you were.”

“It, ahem, it took me a while to change,” I said before I added, “Sorry about that.”

“It was well worth waiting for.” Sophie smiled at me, and her eyes travelled up and down my body.

I lowered my voice and said, “I feel a little bit ridiculous, to be honest.”

“No one is going to laugh or judge you here. That’s what makes these types of clubs so great,” Sophie said. “And don’t worry, you’ll see other people wearing the most outrageous costumes tonight.”

She was right, I concluded a couple of minutes later. I tried not to stare at the other guests–or at least not stare in an impolite way–but it was nearly impossible. The club was down in the basement and consisted of several interconnected rooms that were filled with people of all ages. Most of them were in their twenties or thirties, but some were of barely legal drinking age and a couple of people were significantly older than I would have guessed, including an older woman who must have been well above retirement age. She had grey hair in a tight bun and wore a vintage dark purple bustle dress that made her look like a combination of a strict headmistress at an old-fashioned boarding school and the vampire-author Anne Rice. She walked with an amazing straight body posture and regally carried an umbrella that looked like she had borrowed it from Mary Poppins. But what really added to the bizarre element was that she had a young man who was half her age on a leash crawling after her on all fours. He was wearing nothing except for a brown leather collar around his neck and the smallest suede loincloth I had ever seen.

“Do try to keep up, Rexi,” she said and yanked the leash.

‘Rexi’ didn’t reply, but crept faster behind her.

“This is the lounge area and bar,” Sophie said to me over the music from the next room. “The dance floor is over there, and there is a playpen for pets to the right. The dungeon is over there.”

She nodded towards a closed studded leather door. Two bouncers dressed discreetly in black from head to toe stood next to the door.

“There are certain rules that you must obey at this type of venue,” Sophie said.

“Okay.” I cleared my throat.

“You can’t touch anyone or do anything to anyone without their consent,” she said. “Since this is a dominatrix evening, women are in control at all times and we decide everything.”

I shivered involuntarily. “I see,” I said and tried to get my feelings under control.

“The safe word is red, orange means slow down, and green means that you’re okay,” she said and added, “This is a strict BDSM club, and snogging and making out like in any other pub is okay within limits. However, it’s not a sex club, so sexual activities such as penetration aren’t allowed.”

“Ahem, that sounds reasonable,” I said and tried not to blush.

“However, since it’s an old hotel, rooms are available upstairs,” Sophie said and paused. “As a matter of fact, I have already booked a room for us tonight.”

“I see.” I felt myself blush, I was both nervous and a little bit excited.

“Do you want something to drink, and we can look around?”

“That would be nice,” I said.

“Then go and order the drinks,” she said and arched an eyebrow. “Hurry up.”

I knew she wasn’t serious, but I hungrily took the opportunity to submit to her. “Yes, mistress,” I said and quickly averted my eyes.

“I wish my pet was that obedient,” the older woman said to Sophie. “You must tell me how you do it.”

“I can’t take any credit, he’s naturally submissive,” Sophie said. “However, sometimes he can be frustratingly disobedient.”

“Well, this mongrel is going into his cage for a while,” the other woman replied and pulled the leash harshly. “He’s not going to play with anyone until he knows who is in charge.”

Rexi whined softly, but didn’t protest as she crossed the floor and opened a metal cage.

“In with you,” she ordered and the young man obediently crawled into the cage.

She closed it after him and locked it with a heavy latch before she promptly sat down on top of the cage.

I tore my eyes away; the scene had made me both hot and bothered in a way I didn’t want to admit to anyone, including myself. I hurried towards the bar and fled the room.

We sipped our drinks and walked around the club for half an hour before Sophie said, “Come on, the next scene is going to start in a couple of minutes.”

“Scene?” I said.

She linked arms with me. “You’ll see, but I think you’ll like it.”

Sophie headed towards the studded door that was flanked by two bouncers.

“Do you know the rules?” one of the bouncers asked us.

“Yes,” Sophie said.

“If you have any questions, just talk to Sarah. She’s the dungeon master tonight,” the bouncer said. “The show is about to begin. Have fun.”

“Eh, thanks,” I mumbled.

We stepped through the door and into a dark octagonal room. The only light was a spotlight in the ceiling that lit up a low stage at the end of the room. There were about thirty to forty people in the room; most of them were couples. A muscular woman with shoulder-long chestnut hair and wearing a latex mask was sitting on top of her submissive boyfriend, who was standing on all fours and acted as a human bench.

“What’s going to happen?” I whispered to Sophie.

“It’s a scene,” she replied. “Every hour a BDSM-inspired fantasy is played out on stage.”

“Okay,” I said slowly.

“I like watching it.” She smiled at me and lowered her voice. “It makes me turned on and often results in new, fun ideas that I want to try later on.”

I cleared my throat. “I see.”

“Hush, it’s about to begin. The dungeon master is coming onstage.”

The dungeon master stepped up on the stage. She was wearing a tuxedo jacket, black trousers, and well-polished riding boots. At her hip hung a coiled ox whip that drew my attention.

I wonder what it would feel like to be whipped? I thought and swallowed hard.

“Ladies, pets, subs, and slaves,” she said, “let me present to you tonight’s entertainment: The governess and her naughty boys.”

Everyone around me clapped their hands as the curtain was drawn to the side and the older woman that we had seen earlier entered the stage with her male companion, Rexi. Behind her stood a closed wooden cabinet, an antique-looking school desk, a whipping bench with leather padding, and a Victorian replica of a Berkley Horse spanking ladder.

“Thank you,” she said and waited for the applause to go quiet. “For those who don’t know me, my name is Governess Agatha, and this is one of my pets, Rexi.”

Agatha paused for a moment before she continued. “Rexi is usually a very obedient pet, but lately he has started to misbehave. Sometimes he won’t do what I tell him to, or he’ll be slow to obey. Other times he pretends that he didn’t hear me.”

Rexi was looking down at his feet, hanging his head.

“Isn’t that true, Rexi?” Agatha said.

When Rexi didn’t reply at once, the older woman casually whipped his buttocks with a riding crop. It made a whipping sound when it connected with his loinclothed bottom, and Rexi flinched badly.

“I’m sorry,” he said and went down on his knees in front of her. “I know I haven’t been good lately, but please don’t punish me in front of all of these people…”

She slapped him across the face once and then again with a backhand slap. “You shouldn’t speak to me without permission,” she hissed. “How dare you!”

“I-I didn’t mean to…” he replied.

The slap had been hard enough to bring tears to his eyes, but there was something more. A growing need for submission that I recognised all too well.

He’s just like me, I thought, taken aback.

“No more excuses,” Agatha said mercilessly. “Crawl over to the whipping bench. You know I have to punish you. It’s for your own good.”

“Is there anyone else that needs to have their pets or slaves disciplined tonight?” Agatha said and turned to the audience. “There is room for two more.”

And to my surprise, Sophie took a step forward to the stage.

“Please, madam,” she said. “My pet has been disobedient and I fear he’s in dire need of discipline.”

“What are you doing?” I whispered to Sophie, but she ignored me.

“What has he failed to do?” Agatha tilted her head royally to one side while she studied me.

“He’s new to submission and he needs to learn his lessons,” Sophie said.

“Very well, bring him here.”

“I-I’m not sure about this,” I whispered urgently to Sophie as she half-dragged me on stage.

“This is payback for leaving me at the science museum,” she whispered back.

“But–” I began to say.

“Hush, darling,” she replied before she placed a ball gag in my mouth and adjusted the straps behind my neck.

“Mphf!” I protested.

She leaned closer and whispered in my ear, “I have already talked to Agatha; she knows all about your preferences and limits. You won’t be able to speak, but you can communicate by making an ‘okay’ signal with your fingers. If you need to use the safe word, spread all of your fingers wide, and we’ll stop immediately. Nod if you understand me.”

I nodded, because what else could I do?

I was trapped between cold dread and eager excitement. My brain couldn’t make up its mind as Sophie led me towards the antique school desk.

“Bend over,” she said in a voice that was husky and so filled with desire it instantly made me turned on.

I obeyed and placed my knees on the school bench and leaned over the desk. It wasn’t a comfortable position and it made me feel deeply self-conscious. It wasn’t a dignified position in any kind of way.

“Place your wrists here,” Sophie told me and pointed to the school bench table legs.

I obeyed and she strapped a thick leather cuff around my wrists and chained them to the table legs. The sound of the rattling metal chains was making me increasingly nervous and excited at the same time.

What’s going to happen? I thought and tried to breathe normally.

“Are you nervous?” Sophie purred.

I nodded in reply.

“Don’t be,” she said fondly. “We won’t hurt you that much.”

Is that meant to make me feel less nervous? I wondered and stared at her. I had no idea what to reply, so I kept my mouth closed.

“Are you finished yet?” Agatha asked Sophie in a strict tone.

“Almost,” Sophie said.

“You’re spending too much time reassuring your pet,” Agatha told her. “Don’t mollycoddle him; he needs to learn how to behave. The strict way.”

A shiver danced down my spine at the tone of her voice and I swallowed hard.

“You’re right,” Sophie said and adjusted the chains to the leather ankle cuffs that held me firmly in place.

The antique school desk had looked fragile, but up close I realised that it was much sturdier than I had anticipated.

I’m not going to be able to get loose unless someone helps me, I thought and instinctively pulled at my bonds.

“Tsk-tsk.” Agatha clicked her tongue. “See, he’s already trying to get free instead of accepting his fate and the fact that he’s not in control. That type of behaviour should be nipped in the bud.”

“I agree,” Sophie said.

“Don’t worry, I’ll beat the disobedience out of him,” Agatha replied. She paused for a moment before she added, “Pull down his trousers.”

“Mpfm,” I tried to protest, but the rubber ball gag muffled all of my words.

What? No! I thought in desperation. I’m not okay with this!

But the fact was that although I was blushing furiously in humiliation, I couldn’t help growing harder as Sophie slowly unbuttoned my trousers. She teasingly rubbed the top of her breast against my bare shoulder and stroked my hardness over my tight trousers while she unzipped them. It was highly distracting and it was making me turned on against my will, because I definitely didn’t want the audience to see my erection under the school bench.

Sophie hesitated for a short moment before she said in a low and serious tone, “Checking in, red or green, James?”

I tried to swallow, but the gag was making it impossible.

I really shouldn’t let this happen, I thought, but another seductive voice whispered close to my ear, ‘Why not? Let it happen, you know you’re going to enjoy it…”

With a shaking hand I formed an ‘okay’ sign with my thumb and index finger. I met Sophie’s eyes. They gleamed dangerously and she gave me a broad, pleased smile.

“Good boy,” she purred before she pulled down my trousers.

I gasped.

“We will start with birching,” Agatha said. “It’s what I always like to begin with to punish naughty boys.”

I bit my lower lip when the bundle of thin birch branches hit my naked buttocks.

I’m fine. It doesn’t hurt that much, I thought, but I could feel my eyes tearing up.

Not because it was painful, but because it was so humiliating. She was treating me like a misbehaving boy and everyone was watching.

“You have been a very bad boy,” Agatha said while she hit me again and again.

At first it didn’t really hurt that much, but for each time the birching rod connected with my naked bottom, my skin became more and more sensitive. It stung more than I had expected, I realised, and gasped when she hit me again.

“Oh, does it hurt?” Agatha said. “Are you starting to regret your bad behaviour?”

I didn’t answer, but she hit me again.

“Nod if you agree,” she demanded to know.

“Mmph,” I said and nodded obediently.

“Let us move on,” she said and I heard her walk over to the cabinet. “For corporal punishment, I prefer old-fashioned tools and methods like birching. A wooden hairbrush works exceedingly well for spanking.”

She held it under my nose, and I got a close-up of a hairbrush with stiff black badger hair. It looked like it could have belonged to a little girl a century ago.

She tapped it lightly against my naked bottom, and involuntarily I flinched and arched my back. There was a solid twack when she hit me with the hairbrush again, and I inhaled sharply in both surprise and pain. A small whine escaped my lips and I forced myself to blink away the tears that threatened to overspill.

“Very good,” she said and patted my bottom. “I want you to express how much you’re enjoying the sensation of a good spanking.”

But it hurts, I thought and in vain I struggled to get free.

And it did hurt… but it was also alluring and darkly titillating. The blows were harder than with the birching, and the sound as the wooden hairbrush connected with flesh was making me increasingly turned on.

Stop it, a voice pleaded at the back of my head, but at the same time another voice whispered, No, do it again…

Sweet pain and dark pleasure were tearing me apart. The sensation was so extreme I felt like I was slowly losing my grip on reality. The BDSM club seemed to fade away from me in the same way a theatre scene comes to life with imagination. All that mattered was my new mistress’s voice and what she told me to do.

“You will never disobey your mistress again,” Agatha said and swung the willow cane across my back.

I hadn’t even noticed when she had swapped the hairbrush for the cane. Tears streaked my face and my breathing was ragged and uneven.

“Have you learned your lesson?”

“Mphf! Mphf!” I nodded vigorously.

Agatha paused and slashed the cane across my back for the last time. I flinched badly and stifled a moan. “Very good,” she said and straightened her back. “You can come and collect your pet now. He won’t disobey you again soon.”

Sophie rushed forward and bent down next to me. Her smokey green eyes were filled with a strange combination of burning desire and concern.

“That was fantastic,” she whispered next to my ear while she released the leather cuffs around my wrists and ankles. “Are you all right?”

I only nodded in reply as she carefully removed the ball gag.

“Yes, I think so,” I said. My lips hurt, my backside was on fire, and yet I had never felt so alive before.

To be honest, I barely remembered getting down from the stage.

I followed Sophie as in a hazy dream. The music seemed louder, and everything around me was oddly distorted, as if I had been drinking. I was constantly acutely aware of everything around me.

Sophie led me upstairs and I stumbled after her. We walked along a hotel corridor with brown doors and narrow carpet. She stopped in front of a door with a sign that read ‘Room 48’ in black art deco font and fished out a key from the side of her corset.

A moment later, she had opened the door and pushed me towards the bed.

I gasped out loud as I landed on my back, and then she was over me. Sophie kissed me deeply and climbed on top of me. Her body weight pressed me against the bed and I moaned in response. My aching back was so sensitive even the smallest pressure sent a shiver of pain and excitement through my body like an electric current.

“I got so turned on by watching you onstage,” Sophie mumbled between kisses while she unzipped my trousers and pulled them down. “I loved when she caned you. It was so hot…”

I kissed her back and fumbled with the buckles to her latex corset before I gave up. She unzipped her shirt and straddled me. Without waiting for my consent, she grabbed my hard erection and pushed me inside. She was warm and ready for me.

I writhed with pleasure under her as she rode me. Each thrust was like a harsh slap against my back, but it only served to make me even more excited. The fact that I was already drugged senseless on endorphins after the spanking I had received made me feel everything twice as intense. Even the smell of her excitement and her latex corset were stronger than before. The sound of the bed hitting rhythmically against the wall seemed too loud, and her moan of pleasure as she climbed towards her climax was making me more and more excited until I knew that there was no way I could hold back.

I pulled up my legs and bent my knees to give her better access, and she leaned heavily against my chest with both hands, pressing me down while she rode me faster and faster. I met her every thrust and every movement.

“Yes,” she moaned and arched her back. “Oh, yes…”

I grabbed her hips and pressed her closer. With a small scream she reached her orgasm and I felt her tighten all around me. It was the last shove I needed, and I buried my face against her breasts as I came deep inside her as my suppressed release finally left me.

My breathing was ragged and I panted desperately for air. Bright spots danced in front of my eyes like fireflies.

“Are you all right?” someone said far away. “James? Are you okay?”

“Yes,” I mumbled incoherently.

“Are you sure?” Sophie said.

“I’m fine,” I mumbled as reality slowly came back to me. “Don’t worry, I’m just a little bit…” I searched for the right words. “I’m just a little bit out of this world.”

“That’s okay,” she replied. “Here, drink some water.”

“I’m not thirsty,” I said sluggishly.

“You’ll feel better if you drink it, I promise.”

I took the glass she offered me, and to my own surprise I drained it in one go. I hadn’t realised I was so thirsty.

“Thank you,” I said and met her eyes.

“How are you feeling?” she asked with a small frown.

“I’m okay, I think…”

The fact was that although I was satisfied beyond description, my back hurt and my entire body felt sore. My legs cramped and a small headache was drawing closer at the back of my head. My cheeks felt strained and tender after the ball gag, and when I looked down, I realised that my wrists were decorated with angry red marks from the leather cuffs.

“Come on, let’s get you to the shower,” Sophie said gently. “You need to drink plenty of fluids and get something to eat.”

Sophie helped me shower although I told her that I didn’t need any help, and afterward she put a soothing aloe vera cream on all of my bruises and some stinging ointment where the skin had been grazed. She forced me to eat a multigrain bar that she got from her handbag and drink another glass of water, although I reassured her that I was fine.

To be honest, I didn’t mind her attention, I admitted to myself when we lay curled up in bed afterward.

“I want to apologise to you,” Sophie said softly as she stroked my hair.

“Why?”

“Because I took advantage of you after the show,” she said quietly. “I shouldn’t have done that; it was irresponsible of me.”

“It’s okay,” I said and kissed her softly on the cheek. “I’m sorry about leaving you at the science museum, I shouldn’t have done that.”

“But I used you,” she said. “I used you for my own pleasure without making sure that you were fine.”

“I know,” I said with a small smug smile. “And that’s okay, too.”

“Does that make me bad?”

“A little,” I agreed and pulled her closer. “But I like it, and I think that’s part of why I love you…”

She smiled and kissed me softly. “I love you, too.”

Epilogue

I had absolutely no idea that my life would change so radically when I left my flat at Baker Street at exactly 07:05 on a perfectly normal Monday morning almost a year ago.

So much has happened.

My flat got renovated after the fire on Baker Street, but I sold it six months later when Sophie and I decided to move in together. We bought a terraced house outside London, which has a large porch that I turned into an aviary for Pago. He likes to spend most of his time in it and quickly learnt how to copy the magpies, to their enormous irritation. He’s also become best friends with a black crow, and I have noticed that he sometimes will share his chocolate with the other bird, which I assume is a sign of deep friendship or manipulation.

It’s quite possible that they’re planning to take over the world together.

I still work at Addington & Wrights Solicitors and I’m enjoying my work although I have to commute by train to the office every morning. However, commuting turned out to be less stressful than navigating London’s horrible morning rush hour, so that’s okay. Mr Meyer is going to retire next year, and I have a feeling that I might be offered his job unless Sandra, who is back from maternity leave, snatches it under my nose. Mike and his delusional Nazi companions got sentenced to life in prison, so I guess he’s not going to compete for the job.

I never got my fifteen minutes of fame for saving the Shard, but I was awarded the Queen’s medal for extraordinary bravery together with Ravi and Sophie in a discreet ceremony at Buckingham Palace.

Sophie continued to work as my secretary for six months before she got a new assignment at a florist’s shop, which possibly has links to drug smuggling and human trafficking in Asia. Before she started working at the florist’s shop, we continued to work together at the Addington & Wrights Solicitors. Although I had always frowned on office romances, I’ll admit that I liked sneaking around with her, especially late in the evening when everyone except the lazy security had gone home. More than once we ended up in highly compromising and naughty situations at the office, but I didn’t actually have anything to do with the old copy machine breaking down!

Well, at least, it wasn’t entirely my fault…

THE END
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