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    ‘I’m too old for all this,’ laughed Willard, sharing a laugh as he climbed alongside the other passenger in the taxi. He had actually only last night celebrated his fiftieth birthday, and he was feeling more than a little hungover. It was a bitingly cold morning, only just gone half-past four, and he was feeling cold, shivery and barely half-awake. 
 
      
 
    ‘I’m saying nothing, mate,’ said the other man, chuckling along with him. 
 
      
 
    The taxi driver eased the car onto the wet road, setting off through the dark, quiet streets, winding its way down to the docks. 
 
      
 
    Both passengers were dressed in the dark blue uniforms of the port pilots, which in early spring included a thick woollen jacket with the glittering epaulettes at the shoulder, and rings on the sleeve. The man who had clambered in was tall and spare, the other rotund. Still, they both had the easy movements and confident bearing that was no doubt required when conning a ship in and out of harbour. 
 
      
 
    Streetlights slid by. Moving shadows through the cab's interior, splashing darkness and thin amber periodically across the integrated TV screen, showing the passengers mainly uninteresting adverts in long stills. Faraway holidays they wouldn’t be seen dead taking, or the inevitable ambulance chasing insurance rackets. 
 
      
 
    ‘I thought you actually were too old for it. Heard you were retiring.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Well, you know how it is at the moment, Harry. With this downturn, they’re trying to thin out the numbers.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Getting rid of the deadwood, you mean.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘That’s right,’ he agreed, laughing, ‘and about time, too. But the buggers are messing about with my pension.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘They are?’ 
 
      
 
    The Port Authority was always trying to cut costs, so this wasn’t actually very surprising. 
 
      
 
    ‘I’m on the old scheme, you see. Which they don’t recognise anymore.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Oh, the old gravy train! Nice.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘That’s it, worth a good bit now, and they’re going to have to stump up.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘You don’t need the money anyway,’ said Harry, shaking his head, ‘you’re only doing the odd job out of boredom now. And teaching at the college for the cadets when you feel like it. Easy street.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Well, you’re hardly a stranger to campus yourself, if it comes to that. Been selling any of those learner smartphone apps?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Hotcakes, Will, hotcakes.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘And private lessons, I suppose, mostly with those female cadets.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Life is one long tale of woe, I’m telling you.’  
 
      
 
    They both guffawed at this. 
 
      
 
    ‘The life of the single man,’ said Willard, wistfully. 
 
      
 
    ‘Y……up,’ said Harry, stretching back with a sigh, ‘it’s absolute hell.’ 
 
      
 
    At that very moment, a female face appeared on the taxi advertising monitor, filling the frame. But there was no apparent sales pitch, just two words. Words that were all too vivid. 
 
      
 
    Hello, Harry 
 
      
 
    They both stared at it for a moment. The woman was not strikingly beautiful, but her oval face, framed by lustrous brown hair, was very nicely made up. The pearl choker around her throat made for a sexually potent statement. But it was the eyes that really drew the attention. They were the uttermost black; confident, predatory, cold, and deeply unsettling. 
 
      
 
    The atmosphere of manly jocularity evaporated. 
 
      
 
    ‘Hell,’ said Harry, half under his breath. 
 
      
 
    ‘Do you know her?’ 
 
      
 
    It took Harry a few moments to reply, a few moments to gather himself. ‘Yes,’ Harry he finally admitted, in a low voice. ‘Or rather no. She has just been turning up weirdly for a few days now, after we met at that open day last week. I don’t even know her name.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘What, you’ve got a stalker?’ Willard couldn’t resist a laugh. The very idea. 
 
      
 
    Harry didn’t join in the other man’s mirth at the idea. 
 
      
 
    ‘How on earth did she manage to get onto the screen, anyway?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Oh, she seems very resourceful with technology,’ said Harry, with a weak smile. ‘Turns up in all sorts of places, though never in the flesh.’ 
 
      
 
    Willard hesitated, not sure how to respond. What was to say? 
 
      
 
    ‘Well, you can go to the police if it gets too much.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Huh,’ said Harry, unimpressed, ‘no one knows who she is. Nothing. She just turned up and then went away.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘That’s really weird. So what does she want?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘God knows,’ said Harry, and he suddenly sounded tired. 
 
      
 
    ‘They all want something. Every last one of them.’ 
 
      
 
    The taxi suddenly came to a stop by the checkpoint at the port limit. 
 
      
 
    ‘Just us, Charlie!’ said Willard, lowering the window and flashing his usual brilliant smile at the security guard, though he didn’t really feel up to it. 
 
      
 
    He sat back down and looked at the screen again. She was still there. He couldn't seem to help staring. As if his mind had already arranged itself into a familiar pattern, his attention locking back on her unblinking gaze, and it gave him an unsettling feeling. 
 
      
 
    ‘When’s the bloody picture going to change? Must have gotten stuck.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I told you. She’s very clever with this sort of stuff. Too bloody clever.' 
 
      
 
    The full, scarlet mouth seemed to turn up very slightly at one corner. Did her eyes crinkle up slightly in amusement? Not possible! If they had done, it had not altered the cold, hungry intensity of her gaze. She suddenly seemed to be looking directly at Willard, and he involuntarily flinched back. Stupid, he thought, knowing that photographs always had that effect. 
 
      
 
    When the taxi finally stopped, the picture flicked off, and both men sat back as if they had been released from some sort of invisible harness. Neither of them spoke as they clambered out, but Willard stopped to talk to the driver. 
 
      
 
    ‘Where are those pictures from?’ He asked. ‘The ones on the monitor.’ 
 
      
 
    The man’s head swivelled around as if on unsteady, worn bearings, and watery, vacant eyes stared back at him, the jaw slack. Willard had never seen such hopelessness and despair. Such profound desolation in a human being before and made him flinch. 
 
      
 
    ‘Never you mind,’ came with a lopsided smile and apologetic wave as he pulled away. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was beginning to feel like some sort of cheap horror movie, where everyone seemed possessed or damned in some way. The container terminal felt haunted enough at night as it was. The great floodlights cast sharp white lines everywhere across jagged shadows, highlighting the cargo booms' imponderable size; and rearing up into an artificial, starless sky. Everything was on the scale of giants, including the colossal ship docked by the wharf, waiting for their arrival. Finally, the last container was winched smoothly up into the sky and then lowered with computerised precision into its stowage position on board, somewhere near the flare of the great bow.  
 
      
 
    ‘Keep this to yourself, Will,’ said Harry as they crossed towards the pedestrian access. 
 
      
 
    ‘OK’, said Willard, surprised at his serious tone. ‘No problem.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
    Willard found the incident difficult to forget, though. The whole thing was preposterous, but at the same time, intriguing. Was Harry hiding something? Was he telling the truth? All of it? Somehow he doubted it. 
 
      
 
    Anyway, enough. As it was, he had plenty of other things to think about from a professional standpoint that day. But when he returned to his unexceptionable suburban home in the early afternoon, he went straight up to the little attic hideaway. The place that he used to catch up on his sleep. But this time, he found that he could not immediately drop off. Usually, he had no trouble going off the minute he got his head down. He kept thinking about Harry’s stalker, and the face that had imposed itself all too clearly on his mind's eye. There was something very unusual about it. Something…disturbing in its way. 
 
      
 
    He thought about how it might feel to have a stalker. He was surprised - peturbed - to find something insidiously attractive about the idea. Something he could imagine being drawn to. That someone should esteem you enough to think it worthwhile to traipse about and go to great lengths to make contact with you and want to be with you. He imagined the woman’s face suddenly appearing on his own PC screen, which he kept in his little attic room, and how he might feel about that. It gave him a strange thrill. It was an uncomfortable feeling. 
 
      
 
    He shook his head as if to clear it and turned on the radio. Eventually, it worked, and sleep rose up to claimed him. 
 
      
 
    When he woke up, he found a sort of subliminal dread in his heart, which he identified only slowly as the malign effect of that woman's face. He snorted and told himself that she really had nothing at all to do with him. He didn't know anything about her and had none of her contact details. Even if he had been inclined to find out anything more about her. Which he wasn't. No, not at all.  
 
      
 
    But he did have an undeniable curiosity to find out how Harry would eventually deal with the situation. He felt he had watched the first episode of a TV series and wanted to know the next installment. The trouble was Willard didn't really know Harry well enough to contact him personally. He didn't have the man's number. Of course, he was probably on social media somewhere, but even so, that wasn't going to tell him very much. 
 
      
 
    He thought about discussing the matter confidentially with his wife but decided in the end not to do so. There was the promise he had made to keep it quiet, and there was no telling how his wife would react to the news anyway. They never usually discussed anything as such. They both led more or less separate, hectic lives. 
 
      
 
    Willard was surprised at just how difficult it was to forget about it. Maybe it was because he couldn't discuss it with anyone. If he had been able to sit down with a group of friends, his golf four-ball, for instance, and have a good laugh about it. The image of the woman would have been effectively expunged from his memory. Instead of that, she seemed ever-present. He could remember every detail of her face and recall it with startling clarity. She did not seem like a star-struck ‘fan’ to him, nothing along the lines of an overly friendly, slightly desperate housewife attracted to a bit of fun on the side or a bouncy, mischievous flirt with a determined streak. As he considered those black eyes again, that hungry, amused look, it was more like she regarded Harry in a reptilian, predatory sort of fashion. Languid but deadly, poised. He shuddered at the recollection. He had never seen a woman with that sort of expression on her face before. There was something profoundly unnatural about it.  
 
      
 
    Several days went by, and Williard had heard nothing more about it. He considered dropping into the pilots’ lounge by the harbour wall, which he seldom did, just to see if there was any gossip. 
 
      
 
    However, he didn’t need to even do that, as it turned out. Harry Field’s name was – all too soon - on everyone’s lips. Willard heard the story from another senior pilot as they shared a taxi going to the grain berth. 
 
      
 
    ‘Heard about “Sexy Swing”?’ 
 
      
 
    That was Harry’s unofficial nickname after a typically flamboyant manoeuvre of Harry’s went wrong a few years ago. It also fitted well with his womanising reputation. 
 
      
 
    ‘No, what’s he done now?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘The man’s gone potty, apparently,’ grated the other man, not used to much chitchat but evidently making an exception this time. ‘He’s away at some psychiatrist getting assessed.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Assessed? What?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I haven’t seen him, but I’ve heard he looks like dogcrap. He came into the lounge a few days ago with piss all down his trousers. It was bloody awkward, and the worst part of it was, he seemed to know it. He came into the lounge, knowingly, with his trousers soaked in piss. Can you effing believe that?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I can't, to be honest,’ admitted Willard horrified. Jesus. 
 
      
 
    ‘Does that sound like a sane man to you?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Not really, if it’s true.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Half the pilot service saw it, Will. The man’s finally flipped. He was always a bit touched, I thought.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Hell’s bells.’ 
 
      
 
    Willard, of course, wondered if the strange stalker had had anything to do with it. Surely not? But then again….if not that, then what? It had been real enough. He had seen the woman on the screen in the taxi and then many times since in his mind's eye. He remembered the terrible vacancy and despair in the face of the taxi driver, and he shuddered inwardly. What on earth had Harry gotten himself into? 
 
      
 
    He learned that the ‘high ups’ were talking about some extended leave to have his mental state assessed. It sounded like a good idea. But that was before he received the notification that Harry’s next couple of jobs would have to be with another senior pilot – and that he Willard brown – had been selected. He was both repelled and attracted at the idea, but it was not something he could refuse anyway. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The next time he met with Harry, it was plainly evident that he was suffering in some way, and the smile and banter were forced and unconvincing. He performed his duties well enough, but he seems on autopilot a lot of the time—an automaton. 
 
      
 
    In the taxi on the way back to the pilot centre, Willard half expected the taxi TV screen to go back to the woman’s face again, but it did not. He could still see it in his mind thought though, still somehow fresh and disturbing. 
 
      
 
    ‘Got rid of that stalker, I presume?’ He asked with false nonchalance. 
 
      
 
    Harry looked up nervously at the taxi cam. It was there for security and recorded everything that went on in the car. But, unfortunately, it was retrievable only by the police in case of an accident. 
 
      
 
    ‘God yes,’ he said, with an unconvincing laugh. ‘Haven’t had any problems for a while.’ 
 
      
 
    Willard was strangely disappointed, but he tried not to let it show. 
 
      
 
    ‘Well, that’s good then, Harry.’ 
 
      
 
    He made a mental note to tell harbour authority that the man seemed fine for continuing service as a pilot and decided that a line could be drawn under the whole thing. 
 
      
 
    ‘Actually,’ mentioned Harry, uncomfortably, as they got out of the taxi and were standing outside the harbour offices, ‘what I said about the stalker isn’t exactly true.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Oh,’ said Willard, stupid excitement rising in him now. It was as though he was about the hear the next installment on that salacious soap opera storyline.  
 
      
 
    ‘The bloody woman just won’t give it up! She’s driving me round the twist!’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Ah, I did wonder what had been affecting you lately.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘She won't listen point-blank to anything I say. I think she's totally besotted.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Well, you always had a way with the ladies, Harry,’ said Willard, with a chuckle. 
 
      
 
    ‘Yes, but it was always just a bit of fun; they all understood that; I made that clear from the start, and they were always pretty much OK with it. Fun.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Yep,’ agreed Willard, though he did remember a couple of times when it had threatened to get messy with one or two of his romantic entanglements. 
 
      
 
    ‘This woman is full-on obsessed!!’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Hell’s bells.’ 
 
      
 
    Harry hesitated for a long moment and then waved to someone up by the window of the lounge. 
 
      
 
    ‘Listen, Willard,’ he said, uncomfortably, ‘I wonder if I might ask you to do me a favour.’ 
 
      
 
    Willard frowned, having no idea what was coming next, but he had a sort of premonition that it would not be good. Not that he was unwilling…exactly…. 
 
      
 
    ‘I wonder if you might have a word with the woman for me.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘She won’t listen to me at ALL,’ said Harry, turning up his palms and holding his arms out, ‘but she might well listen to someone else.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Oh, I don’t know, Harry….I….' 
 
      
 
    ‘I could ask a few people to do it, but in the first place, you already know about her, and secondly, let's face it, Willard, you have some gravity. You pack a punch, just the way you are. You could be the cold shower that kills this stupid thing right off. You have that sort of natural… natural…authority.' 
 
      
 
    ‘Well,’ said Willard, frowning, ‘I suppose it couldn't make matters any worse.' 
 
      
 
    ‘Exactly! Us senior pilots have got to stick together, haven't we?' 
 
      
 
    ‘I suppose so. How do you suggest I contact her, then? Set up a meeting?' 
 
      
 
    ‘I shouldn't think that will be necessary, Will,' he said; ‘a phone call would do, I’m sure. So here's her number.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘What on earth do I tell her?’ 
 
      
 
    He took the scrap of paper and tapped the number into his phone. 
 
      
 
    ‘Oh, just tell her the bloody truth,’ said Harry with feeling, ‘that I’m not interested in her and never will be.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Right,’ said Willard, thinking that he would be a lot more diplomatic than that, but nevertheless very firm. The picture of her face came into his mind, and he suddenly shuddered at the thought of contacting this woman. Still, he had agreed to do the thing now, so he could hardly get out of it, and it was true that clearly something needed to be done. Harry was clearly at his wits end about it. 
 
      
 
    ‘I’ll call her today,’ he said determinedly.  ‘This does need sorting out.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Thank you so much, Will.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Oh, one more thing. What’s the woman’s name?’ 
 
      
 
    Harry hesitated. 
 
      
 
    ‘It really doesn’t matter, does it?’ 
 
      
 
    With that, he turned away, leaving Willard frowning after him. He supposed that the man was trying to forget about her as much as possible. He shook his head. It wasn't going to make a difference. Probably.  
 
      
 
    Willard had one more job to do that day before he went off the roster, and he decided to pull over in a lay-by and make the call on his way back to his house on the outskirts of town. Best not take any chances about being overheard.  
 
      
 
    His heart was thumping in his chest as he called the number. It was going to be a tough call, but it had to be done. He had said he would do it. The thought of just telling Harry that he had done it went through his head. For a moment, he considered it, but surely it would be evident that he hadn't eventually. 
 
      
 
    He pressed the 'call' button, and she picked up on the third ring. 
 
      
 
    ‘Hello?’ 
 
      
 
    Her voice was quiet, breathy and deep, and amused. Perhaps a touch of a northern accent, but he couldn't be sure. It did seem to go with that image of her face, though. 
 
      
 
    ‘Hello, my name is Willard Brown,’ he started, and immediately he went into a much more comfortable mode as if he were introducing himself to a new batch of students. He was very good at public speaking and being entertaining at dinner parties, after all. 
 
      
 
    ‘You don't know me, but I think you do know a friend of mine, Harry Field.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Oh, yes, dear Harry’, she said, with a bit of an evil snicker that made his blood run cold.  
 
      
 
    Willard had rehearsed more or less what he would say, both sympathetic and firm, but her tone rather made it seem an irrelevance. Nevertheless, he pushed on with it. 
 
      
 
    ‘I understand completely that you have formed a deep attachment with Harry,’ said Willard, beginning to sound like a lawyer. 'But unfortunately, as so often happens, I have to break it to you that your feelings are not at all reciprocated. Not. In any sense.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Oh.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘And he would very much appreciate it if you left him alone. It is affecting him badly, affecting his work.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Oh, dear.’ 
 
      
 
    Her tone was entirely unsympathetic, and it instead left Willard at a loss for a comeback. Then, just as he was going to lay it on a bit thicker about how Harry was suffering, she spoke again. 
 
      
 
    ‘I think a conversation of this sort of sensitivity should at least be done via video; what do you think?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Oh, OK,’ he replied, somewhat relieved that she sounded a little more amenable and obviously intending to take the matter seriously. She ended the call, and then he jumped as an invitation to a video link came immediately afterwards. 
 
      
 
    He pressed the acknowledgement, his finger trembling slightly. 
 
      
 
    The standard features filled his screen, and dark eyes trapped his gaze. 
 
      
 
    ‘Hello, Willard Brown.’ 
 
      
 
    He told himself it wasn't a new conversation; it was a continuation of the one he had been making. But it felt as though it were strangely disconnected. He felt strangely disconnected altogether. 
 
      
 
    ‘I’m sorry, I don’t know your name.’ 
 
      
 
    She smiled at that, a thin, slowly forming expression that reminded him of a film where the evil villain witnessed some dastardly scheme coming to fruition. 
 
      
 
    He waited for her to speak, but she did not. 
 
      
 
    Willard was suddenly desperate to fill that silence, even with the constant sounds of passing traffic. 
 
      
 
    ‘So, are you going to leave Harry Field alone?’ 
 
      
 
    His voice was raspy and dry, and he hardly recognised it. 
 
      
 
    ‘Are you sure that’s what you rang for, Willard Brown?’ 
 
      
 
    Her voice was soft and unhurried, and the cold smile still lingered about her lipsticked mouth. 
 
      
 
    ‘Of course, that's what I rang for!’ 
 
      
 
    But another of those silences followed the automatic denial, and he stared at her, unable to think of something else to say. 
 
      
 
    ‘Goodbye, then.’ 
 
      
 
    She ended the call, and the screen went blank. 
 
      
 
    Willard flinched. The air around him suddenly seemed as still as a tomb, despite the proximity of the busy road. It was the strangest phone call that he had ever had. So much of it had been unspoken, unspeakable. The question that she had put to him rang again in his head, and he shuddered at the memory, refused to consider its implications. He had found it so difficult to put her image out of his mind, and his interest was starting to feel unhealthy. 
 
      
 
    In the end, he shook his head, told himself that he had done everything he could have for the man, and tried to draw a mental line under it. He needed to move on. 
 
      
 
    Willard badly needed normality again, and he continued on his way home, determinedly thinking mundane thoughts about food, sport, even tinkering with his classic car. 
 
      
 
    Nothing entirely worked, though, and he was reminded of it again when Harry rang him to find out how the conversation had gone. 
 
      
 
    Willard said that he didn’t think he had made much progress, which caused the other man to complain bitterly. 
 
      
 
    ‘Didn’t you tell her about how badly it is affecting me? 
 
      
 
    Willard paused, trying to clear his mind. 
 
      
 
    ‘Look, I’ve done what I could, Harry. I don’t want anything more to do with it.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘No,’ said the other man, a note of panic creeping into his voice, ‘you can’t let me down like that. I’ll go mad.’ 
 
      
 
    Willard frowned. He had never really been this man’s friend, and nothing in their recent exchanges had given any indication that things were going to change in that regard. He simply had no obligation to help him any further. It had all gotten too weird already. 
 
      
 
    ‘Sorry, Harry,’ he said, ‘if it carries on, I suggest you go to the police.’ 
 
      
 
    There was a silence at the other end. All Willard could hear was Harry's rapid breathing. He really seemed to be feeling it.  
 
      
 
    ‘I suppose you think that this is some sort of comeuppance for my disrespecting women,’ he said at last, somewhat harshly. 
 
      
 
    ‘What!? No! Christ, what makes you think that?’ Willard had a little guilty start, however. Along with many pilots, he had some inner jealously at how Harry always seemed to have a good looking young girl on his arm. But, nevertheless, he could feel a certain grim satisfaction rising, at the way in which he had finally gotten himself into trouble over it. 
 
      
 
    ‘I’m not as bad as some, Will,’ he continued, at least I’m not married.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘No, that’s true.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘And I didn’t snog a cadet in a cupboard after my wife went off early from a passing out party.’ 
 
      
 
    Willard's blood ran cold. It had been a fair time ago, and he was never sure whether it had been noticed—something and nothing. Quickly forgotten. But now potential dynamite. 
 
      
 
    ‘All I’m saying is,’ said Harry, in a softer tone, ‘just try to have some sympathy.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Right,’ said Willard, trying to keep the tremble out of his voice. 
 
      
 
    ‘Don’t give up on me so easily. Call her again and don’t take any of her nonsense. I know that she can be intimidating, but then so can you when you have to be. I’m really at my wit’s end with it.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘All right, OK.’ Placate, thought Willard. Just take it easy. Oil…troubled waters. 
 
      
 
    ‘Thank you.’ 
 
      
 
    He rang off and left Willard trying to make sense of another strange and upsetting phone conversation. The knowledge that Harry had the info on him and Trish in the cinema gear cupboard lay like a dark weight in his stomach. He really thought that he had gotten away with that one, just like some of the other times, during private lessons. His family was so important to him. He tried to imagine how his wife would react to any of that becoming public and he quailed at the thought.  
 
      
 
    He perked up when he thought that he only had to call that woman again and plead Harry’s case a bit more forcefully. He really could do no more than that, after all, and surely the man would realise it. 
 
      
 
    Stopping at the same lay-by, he called the woman again. 
 
      
 
    After a brief pause, she came on screen, the same dark-eyed poise, round made up face framed by brown curls. This time she had a black choker and the bottom edge of the screen was filled with her ample bust straining at a red latex corset. He took his eyes away from it with difficulty.  
 
      
 
    ‘Hello, Willard Brown.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I-I don’t think I really stressed enough last time that Harry is really suffering because of this,” he said, his words tumbling one over the other. ‘The man is ill, and he’s probably going to lose his job over it.’ 
 
      
 
    She smiled that familiar, cold smile. It really was unsettling.  
 
      
 
    ‘You really are a good friend to Harry, Willard Brown,’ she said. 
 
      
 
    Must she keep using both his names? That, in itself was unnerving. ‘Well, I am trying to look out for him, that’s all. I can see that he’s in a bad way.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘A bad way,' she repeated as if savouring the words.  
 
      
 
    He didn't know how to respond to this, and a short silence ensued. 
 
      
 
    ‘How good a friend are you?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Well,’ said Willard, frowning, ‘I’ve known him for years, you know how it is when you work together.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Then perhaps if you do something for me, I might consider a change.’ 
 
      
 
    He flinched slightly, surprised. 
 
      
 
    ‘Do something?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘A gift, maybe?’ 
 
      
 
    Willard suddenly found that all had become clear. He almost laughed. Of course! Money!! With women, after all, he told himself, it was an easy matter. Just splash the cash. It was always just a matter to fix the price. He could always get Harry to repay him afterwards. This was easier than he had thought it ever could be. A relief.  
 
      
 
    ‘How much?’ 
 
      
 
    He was suddenly master of the situation again, a cynical smile curling at the edge of his mouth. 
 
      
 
    ‘Hmmm,’ said the woman unhurriedly. ‘I have just acquired a pet dog. Perhaps you could buy something for him?’ 
 
      
 
    This took him by surprise. It did not sound expensive. He was so sure that the price was going to be high. 
 
      
 
    ‘I’m sure I could do that. I’ll give you the cash for whatever you want to buy him.’ 
 
      
 
    She smiled at that, and again, it sent chills down his spine.  
 
      
 
    ‘You’re such a dear. Go to the pet shop on Mortimer Street and buy a nice collar. Black, studded, 18 inches. Sending cash is just too easy. Do something for me, I said.’ 
 
      
 
    Willard hesitated. 
 
      
 
    ‘You do want to help Harry, don't you?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Yes, of course.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘And doggies need collars, don’t they?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Yes, I suppose so. But I should be getting home.’ 
 
      
 
    His head seemed strangely slow and confused. She was speaking plain words, but he didn’t seem to be able to fully apprehend their meaning.  
 
      
 
    ‘Make an excuse. Get to it, and text me when you have the items.’ 
 
      
 
    Willard shook his head as if to clear it. 
 
      
 
    ‘And then we are square?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Yes, just go. And get a matching chain lead while you're at it.’ 
 
      
 
    She suddenly ended the call. 
 
      
 
    Willard let out a breath. He hadn’t realised he had been holding it. What on earth was going on? Why had he agreed to this bizarre scheme? It seemed as though the world was a different place when she was there. The ordinary world was back, and the idea of buying a collar for her dog as a means of persuading her to refrain from stalking Harry Field was utterly ludicrous. However, there were no understanding females. There seemed to be nothing else to do but acquiesce, even if it was ridiculous.  
 
      
 
    He called his wife and told her that another job had come up and he wouldn’t be there for lunch. She was pretty disinterested and accepted it without rancour. That sort of thing happened all the time.  
 
      
 
    It occurred to Willard as he drove to the industrial estate where the pet shop outlet was situated, that all women seemed to enjoy getting men to do things that they didn't want to do. That and make them hand over cash. Well, he'd play along with her little game if it got him what he wanted. 
 
      
 
    He pulled into the car park of the pet shop and walked towards the gleaming, metallic entrance. He was feeling unaccountably nervous. Surely people bought collars for dogs all the time? He tried a friendly smile with the female assistant by the till as he went in, but she was not looking in his direction.  
 
      
 
    When he got to the aisle where the collars and leads hung in an untidy row, for some reason, his mind suddenly turned them for a moment into a mass of coiled and hanging snakes. It made him pause, and adrenalin suddenly spiked painfully, making his heart race. 
 
      
 
    Of course, there was nothing dangerous or living about them, and he mastered his nervousness a moment later. 
 
      
 
    He realised that he was probably feeling a bit exposed and uncertain. Because these items could certainly be construed as sexually suggestive if you had that sort of turn of mind, which most people seemed to have these days. A brown collar, yes, or a rope one, no problem, but a black one with studs? It was rather a stereotype. 
 
      
 
    He couldn't stop his mind manufacturing the image of a woman wearing such a collar, a chain lead attached. He had seen it countless times in pornographic films, of course, and he felt his cock begin to swell in his uniform trousers. 
 
      
 
    God, he thought, think about something else!! 
 
      
 
    He looked around guiltily to see if anyone had noticed, but the shop wasn't exactly bustling. When he looked at the girl at the checkout, however, she was looking right at him. He looked away at once and cursed inwardly as he felt himself go red. The woman's image came into his head again, and that thin smile seemed to curl at the corners, her black eyes amused and hungry. 
 
      
 
    He reminded himself that he was on a perfectly respectable errand to get a collar and chain for someone's dog and that there was absolutely nothing to be ashamed of. So could he be blamed for the associations that came on their own into his head? 
 
      
 
    He drew in a breath to gather himself together and scanned the items in the aisle for something suitable. He narrowed it down quite quickly to a small number of black leather items precisely like the ones he had seen in sex films, gleaming with studs. He reached out to check the length and found that his fingers were trembling. Thankfully there was one at eighteen inches. He had no wish to go traipsing around half the pet shops in the city. He cursed himself for not just offering to order it online for her, though he knew that she wouldn't have agreed to that. She wanted him to suffer somewhat in this purchase; that was obvious. She hadn't told him how he was even going to get it to her. By post, he imagined.  
 
      
 
    It occurred to him that eighteen inches was a fair-sized dog. He considered his own neck size at 16 inches, which made that measurement about perfect for him. What did that have to do with anything? 
 
      
 
    All of a sudden, he wanted to get the thing done, get out and get back to normality. So he took up a chain lead with a matching black leather loop at the end and went to the checkout. He was determined not to be in any way intimidated by the girl at her station there. He was, after all, an elder statesman of the sizeable local port, a family man and someone of standing in many influential places. It was simply insupportable that he should feel in any way intimidated by her. 
 
      
 
    ‘Lovely day,’ he said brightly as he came up to the till, trying to summon up the usual impression of effortless competence. 
 
      
 
    ‘Yes, it is,’ replied the girl, coolly, with the tiniest hint of a smirk. 
 
      
 
    He swallowed and put the items down on the belt next to her. Although he had to admit, it did look very suggestive. They reeked of perversity and power. And despite his intentions, he was struggling just like someone who was buying them for questionable purposes.  
 
      
 
    ‘Just a minute,’ she said, lifting up the till cover. ‘Have to change the reel.’ 
 
      
 
    He felt a cold wash of fear at that, and anger, too. Why couldn’t the stupid girl have changed it while she was doing nothing all that time she hadn’t been occupied? 
 
      
 
    A small queue began to form behind him, an old lady with something for her cat and a pierced young man with a reptile magazine. He nodded unconvincingly at them and turned back to the girl as she exchanged reels in the till. He couldn’t help wondering what they might all be thinking. Did they imagine that he was some sort of pervert that put young girls into collars and leads? As soon as this thought when through his head, he dismissed it. He knew they wouldn’t be thinking that. But he was far too uncertain of himself, far too nervous. This wasn’t somebody in control. He groaned inwardly. They probably thought that the collar and chain were for him, the humiliation of having to buy it in a shop all part of the process. Who wouldn’t have bought it online to save embarrassment? 
 
      
 
    They probably pictured him on his hands and knees wearing nothing but the collar, and the chain lead in someone else's hands, someone with total confidence and radiant with dark power. He thought of her again, of course, and it was straightforward imagining her doing that to some man or other. The thought gave him a strange, tingling twinge as if something was stirring from slumber inside him, some deep spring of sweetness. 
 
      
 
    At last, the till was in order, and he handed over the notes to the checkout girl, who took her time putting them away in the drawer. It would have been easier to swipe his card, but he didn't want anything on any bill for his wife or anyone else to see. It would be hard to explain. 
 
      
 
    ‘Could I have a bag?’ He asked desperately as the checkout girl started to simply hand him the collar and lead. Her red nailed fingers around the studded black leather and gleaming chain was an arrangement of colour and form that momentarily made his senses reel. 
 
      
 
    She smiled slightly and put them carefully in a brown paper bag, giving him ample more opportunity to see the way her beautiful fingers manoeuvred the items neatly inside and then handed it to him. 
 
      
 
    It was such a relief to actually get them out of sight behind the brown paper. It seemed to break the spell. There was no way he was going to walk across the car park with them in his hand, even if his mission was a wholly charitable one. 
 
      
 
    His head was throbbing as he went back to his car, and he resolved to get a paracetamol at the service station across from the pet shop and a bottle of mineral water. 
 
      
 
    As he sat in the car and took the tablets, he tried to rationalise the feeling of guilt that had prompted him to pay cash rather than by card. He was doing something that was surely all to his credit. So why did he instinctively feel the need to conceal it? 
 
      
 
    He let out a breath and took his phone into his hand. Her image had never been much out of his head in the past hour. Now it came into his mind with forceful clarity as he tapped out a text to her. He decided that he didn't want to Skype again. Instead, he sent a message to say that he had obtained the items she wanted and how she wanted him to get them to her. 
 
      
 
    Good boy came the reply. Send me a pic of them. 
 
      
 
    The message sent a jolt through him, though he couldn't have said exactly why. He tried to ignore the implications and proceeded as quickly as possible towards a resolution, which plainly involved sending a picture of the items. To do so, he had to take them out of the protective brown wrapper again, which on a deep level he was very loathe to do. Besides, he couldn't understand why, since he was in the privacy of his own vehicle now. Nothing seemed to make sense. 
 
      
 
    Pulling himself together with a muffled curse and a straightening of the shoulders, he pulled the collar and lead out of the bag in a confident jerk and lay them down on the passenger seat. It was as if he were handling a recalcitrant animal. 
 
      
 
    He put them back in a panic-stricken fumble before he could snap them with his camera, though when he heard footsteps approaching.  
 
      
 
    Of course, they were just shoppers heading back to their own cars, with absolutely no interest in what Willard was doing. He was acting like a complete idiot. What on earth was happening to him? 
 
      
 
    And always before him was her face, that gloating, total confidence, that sadistic amusement. 
 
      
 
    He shook his head and waited for the passing customers to go by, but a furtive look around revealed more people coming.  
 
      
 
    He cursed and decided that he needed to go somewhere more private, perhaps a lay-by again. 
 
      
 
    The first place he found to pull in, he did so and parked as far away from other parked vehicles as he could. Then, after carefully looking around, he photographed the collar and lead and then sent it to her. He also asked her how he was going to get it to her. 
 
      
 
    Good boy, Willard Brown. 
 
      
 
    He frowned at the disrespectful tone. It really was time that a firm line was drawn under all of this. 
 
      
 
    How are we going to do this? 
 
      
 
    He wanted something quick and straightforward and a return to normality for himself and for Harry. The reply came peeping back promptly. 
 
      
 
    How would you like to do it? 
 
      
 
    He thought about it for a moment. 
 
      
 
    Mailing it would be easiest. 
 
      
 
    He waited anxiously for the reply. 
 
      
 
    OK. 
 
      
 
    He let out a long breath. This was going to be easier than he thought. He felt like someone who had been stumbling through a maze alone for days and then unexpectedly found himself coming to the way out. All of a sudden the panic of being lost was all gone; the encroaching dread disappeared, leaving him wondering if it had all been a dream. 
 
      
 
    Are you sure that’s what you want? 
 
      
 
    He frowned and texted back at once. 
 
      
 
    Of course. 
 
      
 
    What a stupid question. 
 
      
 
    Hasn’t buying that collar and lead been the best thrill you’ve had since forever? 
 
      
 
    That brought him up short. He would have said 'stressful', but at the same time, he frowned, trying to process it. When was the last time he had felt his heart flutter in his chest? When was the last time the blood had pounded in his head like that? Was there something in what she said? 
 
      
 
    There was another 'ping', and this time it was an image. An image of Her, a close up of her face, with those predatory black eyes. There was such malice and amusement, such certainty in them. They seemed as steady and powerful as an image of a god. Goddess, he thought, with a shudder. 
 
      
 
    His stomach ached suddenly, and his heart began to pound, great slow beats that seemed to make his whole body shake. 
 
      
 
    What’s the real reason you contacted me? 
 
      
 
    He closed his eyes, but her image was still there, in his mind. Just as it had been from the moment, he had seen her on that screen in the taxi. Of course, there was no other 'real' reason apart from trying to help Harry, but the question seemed to reverberate through his head, and each time it echoed, his response seemed less and less sure. 
 
      
 
    The phone pinged again. 
 
      
 
    Don’t you want more? Don’t you have to have more? 
 
      
 
    It had been like something from a nightmare, he told himself, but his mind couldn't help consider the question, see it from every point of view. It had not occurred to him to see the upset and distress of the day as in any way a positive experience. 
 
      
 
    He seemed unable to reply. The questions should have been a simple matter to respond to. An emphatic and total ‘no’ would have been all that was required, but he realised with a sort of deep dread that he had been thinking about her pretty obsessively ever since the encounter in the taxi. Had all his so-called generosity to Harry actually been nothing more than a way to have more contact with her? 
 
      
 
    If you want more, post me a pic of you naked and on your knees, wearing the collar, with the end of the lead in your mouth, begging me to own you. If not, fine, don’t contact me again. 
 
      
 
    Willard read this last message over and over as if it were written in a foreign language. They were ordinary words but combined in a way that seemed utterly impossible. Suddenly it seemed nothing at all to do with Harry. 
 
      
 
    He saw from the messaging app that she had logged out.  
 
      
 
    It was so easy to see what to do. He'd done what he could for Harry. There was no trap, nothing to choose, nothing to worry about. All he had to do was throw the collar away in the rubbish bin that was in the lay-by and drive home to his wife and grown-up children. Drive back to the sane and respectable situation that he had spent decades constructing. The enviable and pleasant life that was certainly not going to be hazarded for a day's stupid excitement. 
 
      
 
    Did the woman really think that he was going to throw away his whole life just for a cheap thrill? He shook his head. It had happened just that way for too many men of his age. Their head turned by a young girl and forty years of gradual accumulation gone in a heartbeat. It certainly wasn’t going to be him. 
 
      
 
    He looked at the litter bin a few yards away from his car. All he had to do was walk across to it, throw in the bag containing the collar and lead, and drive away, back to his old life. An absolute cinch. 
 
      
 
    To think that she really thought that he was going to kneel naked with it round his neck and beg to be owned by her! The thought inevitably produced the image in his mind, and it seemed to kick him in the stomach so he could hardly breathe. His heart pumped treacle, some dark sweetness that had the menace and dread of poison in it, too. He gasped, and her face came into his head again, so confident and assertive. 
 
      
 
    Stop bloody thinking about it! Christ, he was going mad!! 
 
      
 
    Anyone in the passing cars who might have looked would have seen a man sitting inside a parked vehicle seemingly telling himself off in no uncertain terms, yelling, wagging his finger, shaking his fist. 
 
      
 
    Then they might have seen him get out with a violent heave and slam the door. Then the man appeared to be going up a steep hill or leaning into a hurricane, though the weather was calm. Step by step he approached the litter bin at the end of the lay-by, carrying something in his hand. No-one stopped to find out what was in that bag. No suspicious mind or curious policeman enquired into the extremity of his situation, which was obviously something out of the ordinary. No one inquired about what deadly cargo was in that bag and what he was doing depositing it in a public litter bin. It contained something strongly radioactive for all the world.  
 
      
 
    Willard drove home after accomplishing this simple but somehow intensely demanding task, trying to feel victorious. 
 
      
 
    However, his metabolism had not really settled down, and he was obliged to fabricate some sort of story before going indoors to his wife. He had settled on a close shave on the road, some idiot cutting him up and making his heart race. In the end, however, he need hardly have bothered. She was busy making a recipe for almond cupcakes for the church bazaar and barely looked at him as he came in. His daughters were both out.  
 
      
 
    He went upstairs to his 'cave', in the attic room. He spent quite a lot of time up there. He had his short wave radio rigged up and various other electronic paraphernalia. He mainly kept in some obscure homage to his father, who had been a keen radio ham. He could watch his documentaries and ship videos up there, away from his wife and daughter's enduring fascination with soap operas. He had a bunk up there too, which he used when on nights and needed to sleep during the day. It had been essential when the girls were younger but still helpful to escape the bustle and noise.  
 
      
 
    His computer was there, too, a bit older and more decrepit than his wife's PC, but still serviceable. Again, he felt the dread in the pit of his stomach. This would have been the perfect place to contact her or pose for that photograph.  
 
      
 
    He told himself, of course, that he had had a narrow escape and that there could be no going back on his obviously sensible and sane decision to throw away the collar and lead. But he found it difficult to put her out of his mind. He looked at the image on his phone, and it smote him like a blow. Feverishly, he deleted it. 
 
      
 
    Willard was not looking forward to having to tell Harry that he had again failed to try and persuade the woman to leave him alone. Still, he had definitely got as close to her as he wanted to. He felt the riptide, the dark waters pulling him in, dragging him closer and closer to that fatal energy, and he knew he had to stay away, keep away, and forget all about it. If he had fallen for it, knelt in the collar and sent the pic, she would have bloody owned him. He would have been utterly lost. He would have woken up each day in a sort of terror, wondering what she was going to make him do. There would be nothing he could do about it unless he wanted everyone else to know, to see his whole life destroyed.   
 
      
 
    He saw her face again, so evident in every detail. And that ghost of a smile, the glitter of amusement in her eyes.  
 
      
 
    He heard her voice, could anticipate what she might say. 
 
      
 
    It would be so much FUN, don’t you think? 
 
      
 
    He didn't know how she had done it, but all his everyday interests and pastimes suddenly seemed totally drained of all life. She effortlessly dismissed them all from his mind. His achievements, professional and personal, which were so considerable and respectable from every perspective, were suddenly irrelevant. But he had made his decision. 
 
      
 
    ‘I’-I’ve thrown them away,’ he rasped as if she were there before him.  
 
      
 
    Disappointment seemed to flash like anger in her eyes for a moment, but then the usual amusement returned. So he imagined it. Amusement because what he said didn't matter. He knew it didn't matter. Throwing away the collar and lead didn't count. It had been a useless, pathetic denial. 
 
      
 
    Well, fucking go and get them, then, idiot. 
 
      
 
    His mind had said that. His own thoughts, putting words in her mouth. Was that what he wanted her to say? Wanted, or dreaded, or needed, or feared, or prayed for her to say?  
 
      
 
    But she wasn’t going to say that in reality. She had logged off. But she was still in his mind, smiling, waiting for that photograph, waiting for him to surrender. So confident and malign, so amused. 
 
      
 
    He put his head in his hands and groaned softly. He felt as if he were going mad.  
 
      
 
    A mad thought came to him about heading back to the lay-by to retrieve the items. The bin had been quite full, so it was probably practical to do so. He remembered putting them in there. He recalled quite clearly that it had been in his mind to push the bag right down so that it couldn't have been reached, but he had not done so. Had he left the possibility of their retrieval on purpose? Had it always been on his mind to keep the door open? 
 
      
 
    He knew what he must do. He had to go back to that lay-by and push the bloody things so far down that they couldn’t possibly be retrieved, couldn’t be reached at all. That would bloody draw a line under the whole matter. 
 
      
 
    He nodded to himself and went downstairs, feeling as though once more he had gotten a grip on things. This time he would do the proper job. All contrary arguments he dismissed from his mind.  
 
      
 
    ‘Just going out for a bit, Jen,’ he said in passing. She murmured something con-committal in reply, frowning at her oven temperature gauge, an elegant, composed figure. 
 
      
 
    He got back into his car, determined to sort out the situation, once and for all. 
 
      
 
    He knew it would seem mad to any one of his family or acquaintances. He knew it was mad! The situation was really entirely under control. He had voluntarily thrown out the collar, after all. He had won out over the temptation. Willard recalled a sci-fi book about a ring that entailed some sort of addictive power and how important it was to the liberty of the ring wielder that he had voluntarily given it up at one point. He had done the same thing. There was no real need to go back to the lay-by at all. No one was going to give a damn about it but him. All the same, he wanted to draw a line under it and make sure that they couldn't get it back. The bin would be changed periodically anyway, he knew, but he didn't want to wait that long. 
 
      
 
    He pulled into the lay-by again and was relieved to see that there was no one there... It was going to be easy. 
 
      
 
    But when he stopped and got himself together, he realised that he hadn't really thought it through at all. The shop had other similar collars, and there were other pet shops if they went out of stock. And then there was always the internet. He could get it posted to a separate location. He closed his eyes against a sudden horrible current of despair that flowed malignantly out of his stomach. Pushing the thing down further into the bin wouldn't definitely forbid him from surrendering to that evil woman. Again the face was in his mind's eye, and again the pleasure in those steady, vindictive eyes, the hunger and malice in them. 
 
      
 
    His mind worked slowly, painfully. If he hadn’t come here to end his vulnerability to her once and for all, what had he come here for? 
 
      
 
    He slowly got out of the car. It was quite a contrast from the last time he had made that walk. Before, he had been struggling manfully against the evil tide. This time he stepped out like a condemned man, his eyes hollow, haunted, his steps listless, but one in front of the other, on and on. He looked around desperately, as if his head was the only part of his body that he still controlled, hoping for a lorry to pull in, or a car to stop. Anything to break the rhythm and interrupt the spell. But the vehicles simply passed by, not even glancing in his direction. 
 
      
 
    Presently, he stood by the bin again. He could see the brown paper of the bag. He remembered placing it carefully so that it wouldn’t fall down. Why had he done that? It was as though he was suddenly someone else entirely, investigating a crime scene. 
 
      
 
    He reached inside. He felt like he was somebody else now, and retrieved the bag with a hand that shook violently. Unsteadily, but with the same inevitable tread, he went back to the car and got inside. He collapsed in the seat and found himself breathing hard as if he had run a race. Run a marathon. Every joint ached. He did not need any convincing that he was in trouble, in every sense of the word, and the sudden physical fatigue was the least of it. He knew that he absolutely had to stop this, and stop it now. Bizarrely, he thought of himself in a huge bath, swirling in ever tighter circles, with the gurgling maw of the plughole yawning wide and hungry, black as death. 
 
      
 
    But somehow, he could not. There was a relief, too, as he put the bag down on the seat. He looked around briefly to check no one could see and opened the bag. It still lay there, the open strap of black leather with the gleaming studs. It was waiting for him. Waiting for his neck. He felt the excitement rise in him, and there was a deep, deep joy in it too, a sort of sexual exhilaration. There was no need to rush, no need to fight, no need to struggle. It was all flowing too strongly inside him.  
 
      
 
    He started the car and drove back to his house. He was extra careful at the junctions. He wanted to live more urgently than at any time in his life. He had to reach his room and abase himself. Give himself. He felt that after that, he would perversely be free. Free to enter a new world.  
 
      
 
    His wife was still intent on her cooking. She heard him say that he would be trying to sleep for a bit. In a way, it was true, because he had a pilotage job to do sometime in the night.  
 
      
 
    He got to his little room and shut the door. There was no lock on it, but he wasn't likely to be disturbed. Anyway, he had his 'porn lock' that he used to look at sexual images. He could pull out a drawer on his desk that effectively prevented the door from opening inwards if anyone should ever think of doing so for whatever reason. No one had ever done so yet, but it was best to be sure. He wanted an absolutely private space. 
 
      
 
    A part of his mind wondered absently why it should be so important that no one should be able to see him. Why it was not the sort of thing that could ever be done in the daylight, in public view. Why it was so appalling to normality when it felt absolutely primal, natural, and essential? 
 
      
 
    He started unbuttoning his shirt, and every movement of his fingers was pregnant with a cessation of meaning that he had never felt before. Every released fastening seemed to loosen something in his soul. When he took off the shirt entirely and put it to one side, it seemed like he was sloughing off an old skin. Time did not exist as he stood there trembling, naked, like a fearful adolescent. Except that there was no fear about being unable to perform. No apprehension that his penis would not harden or that he would be in some other way be deemed unsatisfactory. All he had to do was surrender and obey. 
 
      
 
    He knelt down on the carpet. It felt like the right thing to do. He saw her face ever before him now, and the expression was just the same, poised, predatory, amused.  
 
      
 
    He put the collar down between his spread legs, his penis jerking hard at his crotch. The feeling was more than sexual though, far more than sexual, as he lifted the leather strap up to his neck and fastened the buckle at the back. He did not need to be told to secure it that way. It just felt right. He didn't think of it as a female arrangement, a submissive statement. Their clothes often fastened at the back, suspender girdles, bras, skirts, dresses. That locked-in feeling. The fastenings out of reach. Ceding control. Submitting. 
 
      
 
    His mind was literally in meltdown by this point. The submissive sweetness was overwhelming. He felt as though his whole body was glowing with beautiful energy. If the light went out, he was sure that his body would be able to light the room to dazzling effect.  
 
      
 
    He put his hand to his aching prick, and at once a great jolt of sexual pleasure shot through him but let it go almost as soon as he touched it.  
 
      
 
    No. 
 
      
 
    It was as though her voice was actually in his head. He sensed that he would explode with the minimum of stimulation, and he did not want it to end like that. He had to go further, go the point of balance, the teetering fulcrum where his life would be exquisitely poised between disaster and salvation. 
 
      
 
    That meant that he would have to pose for the photograph with the lead in his mouth, his hands pressed together in prayer, a pose of complete supplication. His mind worked on a practical level, thinking how to make his surrender as complete as possible, how to heighten the pleasure, make the danger absolutely real. He realised that he might claim afterwards that the picture had been constructed by some blackmailing computer expert. How to make the image as convincing as possible? 
 
      
 
    Then with a sickening lurch in his stomach, he had it. His watch. His fiftieth birthday present, just given two months previously. It was a limited edition. It would prove that his arm was raised in an attitude of prayer and confirm that the photograph was current. 
 
      
 
    In another perverse twist, he wrote on his chest in permanent marker PLEASE OWN ME, MISTRESS. He remembered not to do this in the mirror but to use his phone camera image to come out the right way. 
 
      
 
    He set up the camera on his phone for a timer shot and set it to ten seconds. Then he knelt before it and took the handle of the lead into his mouth. He put his hands together in prayer, being careful not to obscure the script on his chest. The camera clicked, and he examined the result. It was incredibly erotic and compelling. Had he ever taken a picture of himself that was remotely so powerful? 
 
      
 
    There was only one way he was getting out of this without sending, which was to jerk off. A small, faraway voice was yelling at him to do just that, but then the need to submit and make it real was far too powerful. He thought of ways that he could ensure he couldn't touch his prick. The phone had a 'Send Later' function for messaging, so he could set it for ten minutes and then find some way of tying his hands behind his back. It would be so sweet to watch helplessly as the message pinged away, and all his life and freedom along with it. Total captivity was just moments away. 
 
      
 
    He looked around and pulled open the bottom drawer, which was full of all sorts of odds and ends. There were some thick cable ties that he had used to secure the transmitting radio aerial just the other day after it had started to lean in the wind. Just the thing. There were scissors in the top drawer, but it would take time to get them out and very awkward to use behind his back.  
 
      
 
    He slipped a cable tie over each wrist and pulled them tight enough so that he could not get his hands out. Then he knelt in front of his PC. He rescued the deleted image of her face and made it his desktop. It felt so incredible to abase himself before it. He felt a twisted conviction deep down that this was what he was made for.  
 
      
 
    He set the timer on the phone, putting no message with the image. What words were required? He set the ‘send later’ to five minutes. Then he put the phone on top of an old wardrobe, where he could never hope to reach it with his hands fastened securely together at his spine. 
 
      
 
    Then he knelt back and put his hands behind his back, threaded the cable tie through the ones around his wrists. Voices screamed in his head not to do it, but her eyes left him with no option. He heard the slight clicking sound as the plastic tie drew tight. 
 
      
 
    A pitiful voice yelled in his head. 
 
      
 
    Noooooo!!!!  
 
      
 
    Then a feminine one made answer, deep inside him, full of malice and amusement. 
 
      
 
    Oh, YES. 
 
      
 
    He got up in a panic then and immediately tried to pull the plastic loops apart but only succeeded in making them bite painfully into his skin. Could he open the drawer, retrieve the scissors and cut himself free before the five minutes were up? Surely he could!! 
 
      
 
    Then he looked at her face again, and her eyes made him pause, half back to his feet. He heard the feminine voice in his head again. 
 
      
 
    Kneel. 
 
      
 
    He whimpered a denial. Caught between terrible forces. 
 
      
 
    I said KNEEL. 
 
      
 
    He found that his legs had gone weak, and he sank once more down to the carpet. If only he could masturbate and cum!! He was right on the point of ejaculation, but he could not reach his prick. However, he struggled it was out of reach, and he could hear feminine laughter ringing in his head, cruel and amused. 
 
      
 
    This is the most beautiful moment of your life. Enjoy it. 
 
      
 
    He looked at the clock in the corner of the PC screen.  Two minutes had already somehow gone by. 
 
      
 
    Relax. This is your destiny. 
 
      
 
    Who was speaking in his head? It could only be himself. It could only be his deepest fantasy giving voice, and it was precisely replicated by the woman on his screen. They were one and the same. A dream that he didn't even know he had. 
 
      
 
    He began to weep, unable to even try to free himself. 
 
      
 
    He hung his head, defeated. 
 
      
 
    A moment later, there was a whooshing sound that indicated that the message has been sent. 
 
      
 
    He got to his feet unsteadily. In a sort of daze, he succeeded in opening the drawer, removing the scissors, and after a few frustrating attempts, cutting the rigid plastic of the connecting cable tie. The phone on the wardrobe went 'ping', indicating an incoming message. Without cutting off the ties on his wrists, he reached up and retrieved his phone. 
 
      
 
    Haha! Doesn't that feel better? 
 
      
 
    He considered that question, thinking that he felt not so much better or worse but completely different. He was a slave to an evil, heartless Dominatrix. He would have to please Her in every way or face the consequences. There was no question of appealing to Her or buying Her off. His money was Hers anyway. He tried to imagine how his daughters or his wife would react if they were shown the image of him kneeling in a collar, begging to be owned. Or his professional colleagues. It would be the end of everything. Despite people always assuming that he was made of money, he hadn't finished paying the mortgage on the house, and his daughters' school fees still had to be found. 
 
      
 
    The phone pinged again. 
 
      
 
    Your Owner's name is Mistress Misery, and I'm going to totally break you inside. You'll be a hollow, robotic, suffering shell by the time I'm done, just like all the rest of my toys. You'll worship and thank me for it just as they do, just like Harry, who enjoyed so much sending you my way. 
 
      
 
    He looked at the message and felt a cold, chill feeling of dread wash gradually over him. He did not doubt for one moment that She was completely serious. So that's why Harry was so anxious to make him contact Her. Tears pricked his eyes. But why did he ache to give everything up to Her? Why was it so sweet at the same time? 
 
      
 
    Oh, and if you weep at any time, make sure to record them for me. Close up. Tears of despair are my favourite. 
 
      
 
    ‘Yes, Mistress Misery.’ 
 
      
 
    The End 
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Thank you for reading this book. If you have enjoyed it (and I do trust that you have), then a positive review/rating on Amazon would be so much appreciated.  
 
      
 
    Cruella 
 
      
 
    Cruella.pain@gmail.com 
 
    Or visit: 
 
    https://www.tantalus-press.com/cruella-pain-femdom-erotica/ 
 
    For further information/contact. 
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