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Amanda Scott had been at the Ellison estate for a little over ten minutes, and already it was unlike any business meeting she’d ever experienced before.

The door had been opened by a shirtless man in his late forties, wearing a heavy steel collar with a garish padlock on the front – not entirely unexpected, given her line of work, but it was still unusual for her clients to be quite so forthright about it. He had taken her coat and guided her into a huge, ornate reception room, where two elderly ladies were seated around a small table. At the feet of one was another man, who looked to be roughly the same age as the greeter, serving as a footstool. In the corner, standing tall in a French maid’s uniform and matching cuffs, was yet another man – this one perhaps in his fifties – desperately trying to avoid meeting her gaze.

It seemed the rumours about the Ellison sisters were true.

They were richer than God, people said, and with a taste for kink that would put many a younger player to shame. Back in the seventies, they had been the talk of the town, famous for their lavish parties and exotic orgies, where – so the whispers said, at least – the minor royals of a dozen or more foreign countries had come to have their private fantasies tickled.

Of course, that was well before Amanda’s time. In recent years, they had become hermits, practically, shored up in their sprawling estate and living off their equally vast investments. It was assumed that they had a couple of slaves still – no one believed that they’d completely be able to remove their fingers from the pie, not after a life like theirs – but to all the world it appeared that they had fallen into a relatively traditional dotage: two spinster sisters, cloistered away from the world in their ivory tower.

Until the message had come that they wanted to speak to her, at least: a phone call, early one evening, that asked if she would be interested in a small business matter. Her response had been sceptical at best, but the promised car had turned up at the promised time, and had delivered her promptly to the house on the hill. Stranger things had happened, but not by much.

The Ellison sisters had introduced themselves without getting up – understandable, given their apparent frailty – and had beckoned her to take a seat next to them. The younger and plumper of the two, Lorraine, stayed oddly quiet, letting her sister do most of the talking. Sarah Ellison – taller, thinner, seemingly more businesslike – looked significantly different than the pictures Amanda had seen (all of which were twenty years old at least), but there was no doubting the fact that it was her. She had the same confident gleam in her eye, a no-nonsense attitude that the man prostrating himself at her feet would no doubt recognise well.

‘What’s your poison?’ Sarah had asked her, almost as soon as Amanda had seated herself. The sisters themselves were drinking cocktails of some description, and it didn’t look as though they were on their first.

‘It’s a little early for me, thanks.’

‘Nonsense! What’s the point in delaying gratification, eh?’ The elder Ellison sister beckoned the maid over with a click of her fingers. The fabric of the cotton dress had ridden up slightly over his substantial girth, and as he walked over to them he smoothed it down with his hand. Even with his eyes downcast, it was clear that maid service was not one of his preferred ways to be of use.

‘Fine. A dry white wine, please.’

‘Victoria, fetch the young lady a drink. And another martini each for me and Miss Lorraine. Hurry up.’

‘Yes, Ma’am.’ The man in the maid’s dress curtsied, before scurrying off to the kitchen.

Amanda had rankled slightly at being called a ‘young lady’ – she was twenty-five, and a self-made professional at that – but there was no way of getting around it: she was the youngest person at the table by a good forty years, and very possibly more. Even the youngest slave had to be at least forty-five; if their lined faces were hidden behind masks, their portly stomachs and white-haired chests were on public display, and made it clear that their youth was a dim and distant memory.

‘And now to business,’ Sarah said. ‘We’d like to hire your services.’

‘Hire me?’ Amanda was shocked. She had turned professional a few years before, and had built up a cadre of wealthy clients who liked to experience the joys of submission to an attractive young woman, but the Ellisons were about as far from her usual crowd as she could imagine. ‘I’m assuming it’s not for yourselves?’

‘Oh, goodness no,’ Sarah laughed. ‘And it’s not your usual job, I expect. From what we’ve been able to find out about you, I mean. We have done our research, I assure you.’ She tapped a manila folder lying on the table with a yellowing fingernail. Amanda chose not to open it.

‘So why me?’

‘Why not you? Your work comes highly recommended, from both sides of the crop. You’ve built up rather a name for yourself, Miss Scott. And in a very short time, too.’

‘Amanda, please.’

‘Amanda, then. You’re educated and principled, and – perhaps most importantly – you’re young.’

‘I’m not in need of a mentor, if that’s what you’re suggesting. I’m more than capable, thank you very much.’

Sarah laughed. ‘No, no... nothing like that. Who has the time? Lorraine and I are much more concerned with enjoying ourselves while we still can. What we have is...’ She turned to her sister. ‘How did you describe it?’

The younger Ellison sister spoke for the first time in a long while. ‘A very specific need,’ she said.

‘Yes, that’s right. A very specific need.’

‘How specific?’

‘Nothing unfeasible, or illegal. We want a boy. Well, a young man.’

‘What for?’

She sighed, softly. It was a sad exhalation, barely there, that added ten years to her age. ‘You’ve never been old, Miss Scott,’ she said eventually. ‘It’s... lonely. We can afford all the luxuries we could ever want, but the one thing we can’t buy is youth. Except, of course, we can. By proxy.’

‘I’m not following.’

‘We want a new slave. Early twenties. Obedient. Attractive. Intelligent. And we want him broken. We want him to show us the same level of devotion that our current stable shows us. Just in a nicer package.’

Amanda looked around the room. The other slaves must have heard it – save for the one she called Victoria, who was taking his sweet time with the drinks – but they were either well-trained or used to it enough that they didn’t let their owner’s cruel swipe against their physiques affect them.

‘Being surrounded by young people makes us happy,’ she continued. ‘That’s why we picked you. From what we’ve heard about you, we trust that you can deliver us what we want. Of course...’

The older woman had drifted off, as though she was avoiding saying something she thought might cause offence.

‘Of course?’

‘There is a catch.’

‘There always is.’

A small cough to her right alerted Amanda to the presence of the Ellisons’ maid, standing off to one side with the drinks. ‘Your wine, Miss.’

‘Thank you,’ she said as she took the glass. It was chilled to perfection, and a small sip told her that it was a high-quality bottle – much better than she had been expecting at one o’clock in the afternoon. The Ellisons might have been an unusual pair, but they didn’t skimp on refreshments.

After the older women had sampled their drinks, proclaimed them to be acceptable and packed Victoria back off into the kitchen with his tray, they turned back to Amanda. ‘My memory...’ Sarah began, apologetically. ‘What were we saying?

‘That there’s a catch.’

‘Oh, yes. Well, time is not on our side, and – as much as we don’t want to doubt your abilities – you’re a bit of an untested variable. So consider this your training program. One month to find us what we want. Payment in advance.’

‘And what does he get out of it?’

‘Oh, there’ll be a suitable financial recompense, don’t worry about that. I think... what did we say, twenty-five thousand a year?’ Her sister nodded. ‘And of course, that goes into a trust fund. He won’t be able to touch any of it without permission. But he’ll have his room and board. We do treat our stable pretty well, we like to think.’

‘It’s not a lot for being at your beck and call twenty-four hours a day.’

‘No, no... very much not. But of course, we won’t be around forever, and our money has to go somewhere. All the slaves you see here will be well looked after when we pass on, believe me. To the tune of seven figures, unless something disastrous happens.’

‘That’s a hell of an incentive.’

‘Isn’t it just? It certainly beats a retirement home.’

‘You said a month? Why so soon?’

‘I had a heart attack six months ago. Lorraine has had two strokes in the past two years; that’s why she’s not as much of a talker as she once was. Even a month might be too long for us. We think thirty days is a fair balance between suitable training and giving us time to enjoy the fruits of your labour.’

‘And you can’t just hire someone for that money? A million or so will buy you a lot of devotion.’

‘Not the same way as a collar will. And we fully expect devotion, for the amount we’re paying. We’d just rather the money not be the main focus. We don’t want an escort: we could get a dozen escorts every night. What we want is a slave. We want someone who’ll look at us adoringly because they recognise our control, not because we’re rich. Surely you can understand that?’

Amanda nodded. ‘So let me get this straight. I find you a boy, and train him, and then what?’

‘He’ll be under contract to us. Just like any other job. Except with a somewhat unusual benefits package.’ She laughed a weak croak, then finished her martini.

‘I don’t know.’

‘It’s not a bad life, my dear. We might be old, but we’re not terrible. Take Harry, here.’ She removed her heels from the back of the slave on the floor, and gestured for him to kneel up. ‘See, Harry found himself in a great deal of debt about four years ago. Didn’t you, Harry?’

‘Yes, Ma’am.’

‘And didn’t you come to us for help? And didn’t we fix your little problem?’

‘Yes, Ma’am.’

‘Of course, his wife had left him by this point, so he didn’t really have anywhere else to go. But I don’t think he regrets his decision at all. Do you, pet?’

‘No, Ma’am.’

The older woman sat back, satisfied, and gestured for Harry to return to his position as her footstool. ‘See? It’s a demanding life, but it’s not an unfulfilling one. And certainly not unhappy. Even those who come to us out of desperation choose to stay in the end.’

Amanda didn’t think that Harry’s voice was that of a happy submissive, but she chose to say nothing. Discretion might well have been the better course of valour.

‘So what exactly are you asking of me? Just to clarify.’

‘You find us a young man. You train him to our standards, and get him to agree to our terms. You teach him how to serve, and how to behave.’ Then, almost as an afterthought: ‘And for that, we will pay you one hundred and fifty thousand pounds. Fifty up front, fifty on delivery, if we think he’s up to scratch. The final fifty if he decides to stay.’

‘And if he doesn’t?’

‘Well, a hundred thousand pounds isn’t a bad sum for a month’s work, I think.’ Sarah Ellison smiled. It was more cruel than it needed to be, and it sent a shiver running up Amanda’s spine. ‘But I’m pretty sure you’ll find a way to make him... amenable to our offer, let’s say. We have faith in your abilities. Now, do we have a deal?’

As she took the cold, wrinkled hand of Sarah Ellison, Amanda couldn’t help but feel as though she had made a deal with the devil.

Two days later, she found herself at one of the lesser-frequented wine bars in town. Her usual haunts were out, she figured – they tended to be packed with rich, middle-aged businessmen; the only young men there tended to be the landed gentry, who had too much money to even consider the Ellisons’ offer, as well as being too prominent to be able to disappear completely into servitude.

No, what she needed was someone intelligent but humble, someone who could be bought and twisted and moulded into whatever she wanted him to be. She had put out her feelers across the city, waiting to see if anyone had a prospective man in mind, but so far nothing had come up. Instead, she had turned to her own investigations.

And they appeared to have paid off.

Elsa, the bartender, had given her the nod as soon as she had walked through the door, gesturing towards a lone man, reading a book and nursing a beer. When she had ordered her own drink, Elsa had slipped her a napkin with a few terse words in her scruffy handwriting.

Paul McClendon.

26.

Self-employed.

Polite, smart.

Try him?

It sounded promising, and Elsa’s eye for potential was usually well-trained. There was hope for this one. 

‘Mind if I sit here?’ she said as she sidled up next to him.

The man – Paul, if Elsa was to be believed – looked up with a warm smile, seemingly not annoyed by the interruption. ‘Help yourself,’ he said, before going back to his book.

She was a single woman in a bar, and he hadn’t tried to hit on her. That was a good sign. It indicated respect, which she valued – and she was sure her employers would feel the same way. He was attractive too, she noted gladly; the Ellisons would like that. A little scruffy, perhaps – a touch of stubble that would have to go – but overall he seemed worth investing her time in.

‘So I noticed you from across the bar,’ she said, letting him fill in the blanks.

‘Oh yes?’

She took a business card out from her wallet and slid it towards him. ‘I think I might have a business proposition for you. What line of work are you in?’

‘Doesn’t that usually happen the other way around? First you find out what I do for a living, then you try to hire me?’

She smiled. ‘Sometimes yes, sometimes no.’

‘Well, I’m an artist. So I doubt I’m what you’re looking for.’

‘An artist... well, well. Isn’t that something?’ That was helpful. It spoke of a certain openness of mind, not to mention a tendency towards poverty – a tendency that meant a little financial incentive could go a long way. Yes, that would work very well indeed.

‘Listen, lady... I’m flattered and all, but if you’re a prostitute...’ he said, trailing his voice off before he could cause offence.

‘When was the last time a prostitute gave you a business card?’

‘I don’t know. Maybe it’s a networking thing.’

‘I’m not a prostitute.’

‘Oh. Well, sorry. It’s just...’

‘An assumption? You want to watch that. They’ll get you into trouble one of these days.’

‘Like today?’

‘Not this time.’ The card still rested at the foot of his drink. ‘Take it. It won’t bite.’

He paused for a second or two, reaching out his fingers and picking it up just quickly enough that he didn’t seem rude.

‘“Amanda Miller”,’ he read aloud. ‘“Professional Services.” That sounds...’

‘I told you, I’m not a prostitute.’

He put his hands up defensively. ‘OK, OK. I believe you. “Professional Services.” So what does that involve, exactly?’

She had his curiosity piqued – always a good start. ‘I acquire certain things, for certain people,’ she said slowly, pretending for a moment that she didn’t have this explanation down pat. ‘Rich people. And I think you might be able to help me.’

‘With what?’

She was pleased that he hadn’t asked about the money. Most times she mentioned just how rich her clients were, people’s eyes lit up. The fact that he was more focused on assisting her was a very good sign.

‘Not here,’ she said sharply, cutting him off. ‘There’s an address written on the back of the card. I want you to be there at half past four tomorrow afternoon.’

‘Why?’

‘I’ll explain that when you get there.’

He breathed deeply, sucking air in through his teeth in the universal signal of a man who believes he is in danger of being taken for a ride. ‘Listen, Amanda... I don’t know what this is all about...’

‘Then I suppose you’ll just have to trust me.’

‘You’re not giving me much to work on.’

‘That’s your interpretation. Fine. Let me sweeten the deal. If you turn up tomorrow, on time and willing to listen, I’ll give you a thousand pounds.’

‘For what?’

‘Attendance. And for keeping an open mind.’

‘What’s the catch?’

‘I told you: I want an open mind. It’s not as common as you’d think.’

‘Nothing else?’

‘If you want to leave afterwards, I’m not going to stop you. But I want you to hear me out.’

‘This isn’t some sort of cult, is it?’

‘Not a cult. Not a prostitute. Not a drugs bust. It’s just business. A grand for showing up tomorrow, and there’ll be plenty more if you find that you like what I have to say.’ She finished her drink and set the glass down on the bar decisively. ‘Half past four tomorrow. I’ll be waiting, Paul. Don’t be late.’

With a smile, she walked to the door, and she was gone. Hook, line and sinker, she thought to herself. If he didn’t show up, she would be extremely surprised.

It didn’t occur to him until after she had left that he had never told her his name.

He hadn’t known quite what he had been expecting when he had knocked on the door; in truth, the whole situation was beyond his ability to comprehend. Still, a thousand pounds was a thousand pounds, and so there he was: at the given address, exactly on time, desperately wondering about what happened next.

Amanda’s house hadn’t quite been what he had expected either. Something about her forceful personality seemed at odds with the small, simple white-fronted cottage, set back from the road. It hadn’t taken long to get there, particularly, but he was glad he had his car. Even the driveway itself made for an impressive walk.

She valued her privacy, that much was clear. It only added to the mystery.

It was the distance that convinced him to push forward: by the time he knocked on her door, he felt he had already invested far too much time in the whole thing to back out. What harm could a few more minutes do?

She opened the door smiling, but Paul hardly recognised her. Gone was the harsh, businesslike ponytail of the night before, and it appeared to have taken her imposing fashion sense with it. Instead, she was wearing a floaty yellow summer dress, and her hair fell gently around her ears; as she greeted him, she pushed back a stray strand with one idle finger.

She looked... friendly. Normal, even. It was completely at odds with the bizarreness of the situation.

‘Paul!’ she said excitedly. ‘You made it. I am glad. And on time, too.’

He shrugged. ‘I don’t like to keep people waiting.’

‘Good. Very good. You’ll find that’s a useful trait to have, I can assure you.’

She swept him into the house before he had a chance to ask quite what she meant by that, and settled him down in the living room. In front of them sat a tray holding two small cups and an elegant-looking cafetière.

‘Refreshments,’ she said, by way of explanation as he sat down. ‘I don’t believe in doing business on an empty stomach. Would you care for some?’

He shook his head. ‘I don’t drink coffee,’ he said.

‘Oh. Well, that’s a shame. Can I offer you anything else? Juice? Water? A beer, maybe?’

Paul shifted uncomfortably in his seat. ‘Actually, I’d rather just get down to it. Why am I here?’

She smiled. ‘A businessman. I like that.’

‘Does that mean you’re going to tell me?’

‘Soon. First things first,’ she said, producing an envelope as if from nowhere and thrusting it into his hand.

‘What’s this?’

‘It’s your cheque. One thousand pounds just for turning up. Call it a consultation fee.’

‘And if I cash this?’

‘Then you’ll be a thousand pounds richer. Trust me, I’m good for the money.’

‘I mean, and then what? What happens after that?’

‘Well, I presume you’ll go and have one hell of a night out. Or cover your rent for this month, depending on how responsible you’re feeling.’

‘No obligation?’

She shrugged. ‘I’m a woman of my word. I promised you a grand for turning up, and I delivered.’ She paused. ‘You haven’t checked it.’

‘Am I supposed to?’

‘Most people would. I’m surprised, that’s all.’

Paul sighed. He had wanted to check it, desperately – a thousand pounds was a borderline inconceivable amount of money to him at that moment, especially for doing nothing more complex than turning up at a given time and drinking some coffee – but he had his pride, and something was stopping him, even as his thumb idly flipped back and forth over the envelope’s flap.

‘Something wrong?’ she asked.

He took a deep breath. ‘OK, so here’s the thing,’ he said eventually. ‘The second I open that envelope and I don’t see a cheque there, I’m convinced that there’s going to be some film crew just waiting to jump out and catch my reaction. It’s been kind of a rough year, and I’m not sure I could handle it ending with a Candid Camera moment, so I think that – for the moment, at least – I’m going to hedge my bets and just trust you that it’s there. For the sake of my own sanity, as much as anything else.’

She nodded. ‘Fair enough. It’s a lot to take in. I’m not judging you.’

‘I mean, you haven’t even told me what I’m doing here.’

‘No, I haven’t.’

‘And you’re not going to?’

She paused, running over her options. In truth, she was still trying to come up with the best way to explain it: a way that wouldn’t scare him off, at least until she had a chance to properly explain herself.

‘Think of it as being like Pretty Woman, except you’re Julia Roberts and I’m Richard Gere,’ she said eventually. ‘I want to rent you, for a month. Ten grand.’

‘Why?’

‘Does it matter? You’re an artist. Think... conceptually. I’m offering you ten thousand pounds to take part in an experiment.’

‘Scientific?’

‘Not strictly. Or at all.’ This was the problem with vanilla, she thought: they took so long to catch on.

‘If this is a come on, I think I should tell you that I have a girlfriend.’

‘If this was a come on, do you really think I’d need to offer you money?’ It was a fair point. Amanda’s soft red hair and delicate features were precisely the kind of look Paul would have gone for in a heartbeat, and her confidence told him that she knew it. ‘I can’t promise your girlfriend will be entirely happy with this deal, no. For a start, you’d have no contact with her for a month. Secondly, you’d be living with me, and I’m not exactly known for putting other women at ease. But this isn’t a sex thing, although there might be a bit of a grey area sometimes. It’s strictly business.’

‘Who said it was a sex thing?’

‘You were thinking it. Don’t deny it.’

Paul said nothing.

‘Look, you’re worried. I get that. This isn’t a traditional request. And I’m being vague for a reason, trust me.’

‘Which is?’

‘I’m trying not to scare you off before you can let it sink in. One development at a time.’

‘I’m a big boy, you know. I think I can handle whatever it is you have to throw at me.’

‘Do you? Really?’

‘It’s always better to know.’

‘A nice philosophy,’ she said, unable to stop a smirk from crossing her lips. ‘OK. Let’s go.’

‘Go? Where?’

‘I have something to show you.’

She was already standing, and gestured for him to follow. She led him down and out into the hallway, then through to a nondescript door. Unlike the others in the house, this one had a large lock on it. ‘Can’t be too careful,’ Amanda said as she fished out a bundle of keys, selected a thin shard of silver, and then opened it up.

Blackness stared back at them. She raised a hand, gesturing for him to lead the way.

‘You’re lucky,’ she said with a grin. ‘Most men don’t get to see this place standing up.’

A small flight of stairs led them down into the darkness. She pressed one finger against a light switch and flicked, bathing the basement in a soft light. Having expected better illumination, he found himself squinting into the room. Slowly, shapes began to form in the darkness.

A large X, pressed against the back wall.

In the corner of the room, a metal box that gradually gave way into a series of sturdy-looking bars.

What seemed to be a low sort of pommel horse, complete with a large number of eyehooks dotted along its sides.

On the walls, a variety of chains and leather straps in all shapes and sizes.

Next to him, Amanda was smiling broadly. ‘You want to know what you’ll be doing for a month?,’ she said. ‘This is my playroom. This is what you’ll be calling home.’

Paul couldn’t speak. A thousand and one questions tried to force their way out at once, tripping over themselves in their eagerness. ‘What...?’ he said at last, but the next words drifted off into nothingness.

‘Impressive, no?’

He nodded. That was certainly one word for it.

‘I’m glad you think so,’ she said. ‘I understand it’s a lot to take in, especially so quickly.’

‘Yes, it’s...’ he began. ‘Yes.’

‘Have you ever done this sort of thing before?’ she asked.

It was a very personal question, but given the circumstances it seemed entirely natural. ‘I’ve... dabbled,’ he said at last.

‘Dabbled?’

‘Handcuffs. Silk scarves. The occasional spanking. Nothing too heavy.’ He took another look around at the walls. ‘Nothing like this.’

She smiled. ‘Good. No preconceived notions. It makes my job a lot easier.’

‘Your job?’

‘Yeah. Although I don’t want it to sound like a chore. I’m sure we’re going to have a lot of fun together, you and I.’

For the first time since he’d entered what he was already beginning to think of as the dungeon – God only knew where he’d picked that up; she’d only ever described it as the playroom in front of him, but the straps and chains that adorned the walls didn’t look much like any toys he’d had as a child – Paul felt a lump in his throat. When she said it, the word ‘fun’ didn’t feel very fun at all. The single syllable was sharp and foreboding, as though she was using it to hide something unpleasant.

And if this room was something she was open about, what the hell could she be planning that needed secrecy?

‘What exactly do you want me to do?’

‘I want you to let me test some theories on you. Call it... training, if you like.’

‘Training?’

‘In a sense. Behaviour modification. Nothing that will cause you any trouble. Nothing permanent... well, unless you want it to be.’ There didn’t seem to be much point in telling him about the Ellison sisters and their plans just yet. Why scare him off? As far as he needed to know, this was her little project, and nothing more.

‘I think I need more details than that,’ he said softly. ‘That’s all pretty vague.’

‘That’s all the detail I can give. The truth is, I don’t know exactly what I want to try out – not yet. I have a vague idea, and I can promise you that no harm will come to you – or permanent damage, come to mention it. You might be rather sore for the month, but a week back in the real world and no one will be any the wiser. Your bruises will last significantly less time than the money you’ll get, put it that way.’

‘Ten grand?’

‘For a month, yes. As long as you make it through the whole month. If you bail, the cash stays with me. I’ll have a contract drawn up to that effect. Terms of employment, that sort of thing. Everything will be perfectly above-board.’

That much, he didn’t doubt. Everything about Amanda spoke of a woman who liked things just-so, who knew what she wanted and how to get it her way. If she had a contract in mind, she knew exactly what was going to be in it.

She had just chosen not to tell him, for whatever reason. Another one of her little mysteries.

‘You look worried.’ Her voice, sudden and soft again, pulled him out of his thoughts.

‘A little,’ he admitted.

She nodded. ‘It’s OK. You should be worried. Worried, but not scared.’

‘Is there a difference?’

‘Oh, a whole world of difference!’ she exclaimed. ‘Barely even in the same league. Worry is... apprehension, you see. It’s what you feel before you go to the dentist: when you know that something unpleasant is going to happen to you in the short term, but in the long term you’ll be much better off. You know that feeling, I take it?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Then you see my point? Worry is what happens before a short term unpleasantness. It’s something to be pushed through. But fear? Real fear? That’s when you don’t know what’s going to come next, or how long it will last, or whether or not you’re even capable of surviving it.’ He thought for a second that he caught a faint flash of a grin across her face, but in the dull light of the playroom it was hard to tell. ‘That’s not what you’re here for. Believe me, I have every intention of ensuring that you get through this whole thing intact. Mostly.’

This time, the smile was definite, but it didn’t have the hard edge that he would have expected. It was... dare he say it?

Normal.

It was a normal, friendly, jokey smile, the kind that you might see in an office, or at a party, or in a bar on a Friday night.

Or, apparently, in a dungeon.

‘Relax, sweetie,’ she said after a while. ‘I’m kidding. You look like you’re about to choke.’ His own smile obviously hadn’t come off as well as hers.

‘Sorry. This is just...’ He paused, searching for the right words – for any words.

‘A bit much to take in? Believe me, you’re not the first person to say that. I highly doubt you’ll be the last.’

‘No?’

‘It’s not an unusual reaction, put it that way. And at least you haven’t run out of here screaming.’

‘Does that happen often?’

‘More often than you’d think. And even then, sometimes from paying customers. The reality is very different to the fantasy, it seems. So much more...’

‘Tangible?’

That smile again. ‘Tangible, yes. I like that. It’s all fun and games when we’re sitting upstairs drinking coffee, but once they see the display down here... it’s a little too much for them, sometimes.’

‘I don’t see why.’

The words were out before he was able to stop himself; he tried in vain to catch them before they tripped off his tongue, but it was too late. She raised her eyebrows expectantly, as if willing him – ordering him, perhaps – to elaborate.

‘It’s just... well, you know. These things. They’re not real.’

She reached across to the wall and picked off a leather strip about two inches wide and a foot long, handing it to him. It was smooth and soft, but far heavier than he’d anticipated, largely down to a fierce looking buckle on one end. He felt the temperature in the room go up a notch or five, as if he’d accidentally leant against a thermostat. Maybe that could explain the sudden dryness in his mouth and the shake that had taken up residence in his leg.

‘I can assure you, they’re very real,’ she said, practically at a whisper, before taking it back off him. ‘More than you could know.’

‘That’s not what I meant. It’s just...’ Damn it, where were the words when he needed them? ‘You could go into any shop on the high street, or one of a thousand websites, and buy that... thing. If you had the money for it, I mean.’

‘It’s not exactly Anne Summers, but I take your point.’

‘They’re nothing to be scared of, is what I mean. They’re just bits of leather and metal. That’s all.’

She put down the strap and looked at him. Does she want more?, he thought. I don’t know what else to say.

It was a lie, of course. He knew exactly what came next – and, he suspected, so did she. Anyone who was freaked out by the playroom had completely missed the point. There was no danger in the chains and canes and x-rated paraphernalia down here. The real danger had been sitting upstairs with him the whole time – a red-haired rattlesnake waiting for her moment to strike.

‘Congratulations,’ she said finally. ‘You passed.’

‘I passed? I passed what?’ A sense of relief gave way to confusion. ‘This was a test?

‘I prefer to think of it as an interview.’

‘You’ve been interviewing me this whole time?’

‘Well of course. Did you think I was just going to take the first person who walked in off the street? You’ve been selected. And pretty carefully too, I might add.’

‘And how many other candidates were there?’

‘None.’

‘None? You mean, I’m the first?’

‘You’re the only. I didn’t think I’d need any more. I still don’t.’

‘What made you so sure?’

She shrugged. ‘This isn’t my first rodeo, sweetie. You learn to look for things. Signs, signals... I had a good feeling about you. I trust my instincts.’

Amanda had known what would come next right from the second she had opened her mouth. Even in the dim light of the playroom, she recognised the hangdog expression on Paul’s face. It was the look of a man who expected that he was about to disappoint her – one part rationality, one part reluctant shame. It was such a letdown. 

‘I don’t think I can do this,’ he said softly. ‘I mean... it’s all a lot to take in, you know? You’re asking a lot from me.’

‘I’m not asking anything from you, Paul,’ she replied. ‘That’s the point. I’m offering. It’s an opportunity. A challenge. Not a chore. Not something to run from.’

‘I know. I didn’t mean...’ he drifted off. ‘I mean, I’m sure it’s an honour. I’m just not sure it’s for me.’

She sighed. ‘Well, I’m sorry you feel that way,’ she said, ‘because you don’t have a choice. People who come down to this playroom don’t leave again. Not today. Not ever.’ She reached out to one of the wall displays and pulled off a riding crop, pointing it at him. ‘And I can promise you, no one will find you.’

The colour drained from his sweet, stupid, innocent face, and a grin blossomed on her own. She couldn’t keep up the pretence any longer. ‘Paul, I’m kidding,’ she said.

She had never seen a grown man look so relieved. He let out a deep breath, and she burst out laughing. ‘Jesus Christ,’ she said. ‘You should have seen the look on your face. Did you really think I was going to kidnap you?’

‘Well I don’t know.’ He sounded petulant, defensive. Was it really such a ridiculous notion? Was it really so much crazier a thought than any of what she was offering? He didn’t think so.

‘Let me make this clear to you, Paul,’ she said. ‘I want you for this job. I think you’d be perfect for this job. But I can’t force you. I mean, I could, technically speaking, but that’s not how this works. You have to want it – and, right now, you don’t. And that’s fine. I’ll see you out.’

He breathed a sigh of relief as she led him up the stairs and to the front door.

‘There,’ she said at last. ‘And of course, today’s cheque is all yours as promised. No hard feelings, OK?’

‘None at all.’

‘And tell your girlfriend I say hi. She’s a very lucky woman.’

‘I’ll do that,’ he said, not realising until the words had left his lips that it was a complete and utter lie.

She leaned in to give him a kiss on the cheek as he left, a continental touch that seemed oddly intimate for someone who radiated control the way she did. As she pulled away, he detected a faint note of perfume in the air – light and breezy, just enough to tickle the senses.

Then the door closed behind him, and it was gone.

As soon as he had turned the corner and he was sure he was out of sight, Paul reached into his pocket and pulled out the envelope she had given to him when he had first entered. Even after everything, part of him still doubted that it would have anything in it, but there it was: a small white oblong, with a signature, his name and ‘One Thousand Pounds Only’, written in her handwriting.

She really did do her research, he thought idly as he looked at his name on the paper. She seemed to know everything about him – far more than he knew about her, even now. Maybe she really had thought he was perfect for the job. Maybe he had just passed up a golden opportunity. And what was a month, anyway? She wouldn’t have paid out ten grand unless there was some catch, but still... thirty days? He could have lasted thirty days, surely?

But no. It was too late now. He’d made his decision, and he planned to stick with it. He folded the cheque neatly in half, preparing to put it into his pocket, when his fingers caught on something: another bit of paper.

There was a small pink Post-It note stuck on the back, with one sentence written in her delicate, flowing script.

I hope you change your mind, it said.

The bedroom was dark: but for the luminous green of the digital clock and its incessant countdown towards dawn, there was no light at all, and hadn’t been for hours. Next to him, Helen’s body lay curled up on her side, her back to him, gently rising and falling with her breaths.

Helen always slept well, when she stayed over at his flat. It was in her nature.

Perhaps it was guilt that was keeping him awake: he hadn’t told her about the offer he had received. But why would he? Surely that was just a fight waiting to happen? Besides, it wasn’t as though he had taken the money. He hadn’t even been tempted, really. Why did she need to know what some kook in a bar had offered him?

He pulled himself out of bed and went to the bathroom. The harsh light bouncing off the tiles seemed to hit him from every angle at once, blinding him, but cruelly leaving him just enough light to see what a mess he looked in the mirror. ‘You’re a real catch, McClendon,’ he said to himself under his breath. ‘It’s no wonder she picked you out.’

Jesus.

He pissed unceremoniously and uncomfortably, half-hard all of a sudden; the thing seemed to have a mind of its own. It certainly hadn’t been quite so lively when he was laying in bed next to Helen. But now...

Perhaps it wasn’t Helen’s doing. Perhaps it had more to do with the memory of that afternoon, and everything that it entailed.

The playroom had been... well, ‘interesting’ wouldn’t have been too far from the mark. He had never been the kind to go in for that kind of thing – it had never even caught his attention before, let alone his arousal – but coupled with Amanda and her soft red hair and deliciously shapely figure, it suddenly seemed a lot more enticing.

That must have been it. It wasn’t just the image of Amanda that had stiffened him. It was the image of Amanda and her... what was the term she used on her business cards? ‘Professional Services’?

Yes, they seemed very professional indeed.

He wondered quite how it would feel to be under her power. Men no doubt paid for the privilege – and he could see why. Even the short time he had spent with her had given him a thirst for more, a hunger to see just how it would be to lose control, even for a little while. The array of devices and restraints that had lined the walls of her playroom were one thing, but they were just the start. She was the attraction. She was the real draw.

Perhaps, if he had enough cash tucked away in the bank, he might even have been tempted to employ her professional services himself – a quick session, just an hour or two, just enough time to see what it was like. As if he’d ever be able to afford to rates she no doubt charged.

He was hard now, standing at full mast against the loose cotton of his pyjama bottoms. With a curious hand, he pulled the elastic down and allowed his manhood to emerge. If there was any doubt as to what he thought about Miss Amanda Scott, at that moment it would have been hard to deny.

Well, there’s no way I’m going to get to sleep like this, he thought, taking himself in hand.

He stroked slowly but firmly – a strong, businesslike grip with no illusions of romancing himself. His mind drifted to Helen – sweet, innocent, loving Helen, who was always so wonderfully and depressingly constant. Helen, whose body was beautiful but never available, whose mind was never in the mood.

Amanda.

Helen, who could always be trusted to give him a blowjob if it was his birthday, or a special occasion.

Amanda, who would push him to his knees at a moment’s notice.

Helen, who would never expect oral sex in return; good girls, after all, didn’t go for that kind of thing, and she was nothing if not a good girl.

Amanda, who would make him beg for the chance to lick her cunt, before pulling his face in there and holding it tight.

Helen, who abhorred the C-word and all it stood for.

Amanda, who would bruise his body just because she could.

Helen, who wanted to sleep next to him.

Amanda, who wanted to own him.

Amanda, who wanted to wrap a tight collar around his neck, to have him on a chain, to make him scream her name into the darkness.

Amanda...

Amanda...

‘Amanda...’

The word escaped his lips as he came, barely a whisper and yet one that he felt must have been audible even in the other room; it echoed off the tiles like a drumbeat, over and over again, filling his mind even as his balls emptied themselves.

Amanda.

He hadn’t expected the intensity of the orgasm her image had just provided. Splashes of his excitement coated the sink; a few enthusiastic droplets had even worked their way onto the mirror. He hadn’t come like that in... what, months? Must have been.

A few scant pieces of tissue paper later, and all traces were disposed of. He was still breathing heavily as he climbed back into bed. As his leg accidentally brushed up against her, Helen stirred.

‘Hey,’ she said groggily. ‘What’s up?’

‘Nothing,’ he said – an easy, simple lie – and she turned to go back to sleep.

Eventually, as the first light began to lick around the edges of the curtains, he joined her.

The gravel crunched underfoot as he walked up the path to the cottage again.

He didn’t know quite what had brought him back. He had told himself – repeatedly, until the words were little more than white noise in his ears – that it was the money, but he knew that wasn’t true. If it had been the money, why hadn’t it been enough to tempt him yesterday?

He tried not to think about the things that had changed between now and then. That would only complicate matters.

If it wasn’t the money, then what? Curiosity? Possibly. Her little trick with the Post-It note had been impressive enough. How had she known that he would have said no? Perhaps she would have done that to any possible recruit for her little project. Perhaps it was just a way of getting into their heads.

Well, it had certainly done that, he thought as he rang the bell.

Yes. That was why he was here. It was the only logical reason. He just had to find out how – if – she’d known that he was going to pass. Nothing else.

The door opened with a creak, and when it did he saw her face. She was grinning broadly, as though she had been expecting him.

‘Welcome back,’ she said. ‘What can I do for you today?

‘How did you do that?’ The words tumbled from his lips without greeting, but she didn’t seem to mind: apparently she was used to men losing their grip on language around her.

‘It’s pretty simple,’ she said, pointing to the door. ‘You just turn the handle and it swings right on open.’

‘You know what I mean. Yesterday. The envelope was sealed. I had it in my pocket the whole time. How did you get that note in there? What was it, sleight of hand or something?’

‘The same way I got the cheque in there. Before I sealed it up.’

‘How did you know I was going to say no?’ He hadn’t planned to be so abrupt, but something about the way she had greeted him – so confident, so sure of herself – got to him. What was worse, she had been right. She knew he would be back. Somehow, some way – she had known.

And she had prepared in advance.

‘The same way I knew you’d change your mind. The same way I know exactly why you’re here right now, and not in bed with your girlfriend. Instincts, sweetie. That’s all.’ Amanda swept her hand back, welcoming him into her home – and his new life.

‘Shall we begin?’ she asked.


Want more?

EstherHarshom.com

OEBPS/images/image_fe51b582-8d66-4fad-90a1-232e620981102918355434118575358.jpg
Esther Harshom

Book One:
Introductions





