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Introduction


2012 was the year that erotica changed forever thanks to the success of a certain trilogy.


Not that the genre hadn’t been around before as my own editing efforts in the field for the past two decades and the stories and novels of countless writers with a taste and talent for erotica can historically demonstrate. But it was the year when it moved from a relatively confidential corner of the bookstores and shelves to a wider and surprising appreciation and acceptance by the reading public, and in the process attracted the silly moniker of “mommy porn” when it was established that so many of it was being lapped up by women with young families. As an aside, I can certainly vouch for this curious segment of the public if only from the comments on the website and Facebook pages of the collaborative alter ego under which I have also committed much literate if commercial fare in the genre and adorned the bestseller lists to my great surprise in the wake of E. L. James.


What this means for the future of erotic writing is still unclear, as the inevitable flood of copycat books was promptly unleashed on readers by publishers and has quickly muddied the waters and a disorderly retreat is already in progress, but one can only hope that the fad will leave a lasting impression and that, in the future, the sales and popularity of erotica will have moved a few steps ahead from where they stood far back some years ago.


Of course, the determining factor in the success of Fifty Shades of Grey was the way it opened people’s eyes and minds to the existence and importance of BDSM and its varied practices in the complicated world of sexual relationships and brought them into the open. Not a revelation for us grizzled veterans who had been writing around and about it for ages or the silent majority who had always indulged in real life, but a new world altogether for the average man and woman, it appeared! Where had they been hiding?


As is well reported, the Victorians freely indulged in the art of spanking and corporal punishment, a BDSM variation of sorts which still remains highly popular in deeds and words, but the genuine introduction of BDSM and its physical as well as psychological games of dominance and submission only fully came to light with the publication of the classic Story of O by Pauline Réage (a pen name for French academic and critic Dominique Aury) in the 1950s, a groundbreaking excursion into the byways of kink and sex which brought BDSM out from the under the counter territory it had long occupied and proudly into the open. Several generations later, and with all due respect to E. L. James’s mega-selling phenomenon, I daresay that no one has bettered Story of O for its visceral and shattering impact and the way it thrust what had previously been taboo sexual practices and games of power into the limelight of the written word and paved the way for so many other, ever more explicit variations by the likes of Anne Rice, Molly Weatherfield, Laura Antoniou, Laura Reese, Michael Perkins, Alison Tyler, Kristina Lloyd, myself even and a whole palette of new erotica practitioners.


Hence the reason for this new collection: a wish to present to the reading public how varied and imaginative the influence of BDSM is in everyday life and how sexy (and scary) it can prove on the written page. Unlike my annual Mammoth Book of Best New Erotica, which mostly relies on previously published material, all the stories included between these covers were written specially for the volume by the absolute crème de la crème of contemporary writing as well as a handful of brand-new talents. Only a few authors I had hoped to include missed the deadline due to personal reasons or because of crowded deadlines, but overall I would venture that the line-up of contributors is one of the most prestigious that could be assembled today, and the contents are likewise challenging and so terribly exciting.


We open with a sensational new novella by Sunday Times Top 10 bestseller Vina Jackson, which ties in with her recent Eighty Days and Mistress of Night and Dawn novels. Another welcome newcomer to my anthologies is Stella Knightley, whose recent trilogy of sexy romances was one of the best post-F.S.O.G. efforts and who, like Vina Jackson, is also a ferociously colourful writer with a unique eye for kink and works far from the quasi-vanilla shores of the colour grey! Also on-board are Booker Prize-long-listed author Matt Thorne with a most unexpected take on a familiar theme, award-winning Science Fiction star Ian Watson, ebullient bonkbuster queen Rebecca Chance and the dazzling new star of Italian erotica, Ilaria Palomba as well as the very top ranks of British and American authors on their very best and worst behaviour . . .


Much to savour and make your eyes spin: imagination truly unbridled. But don’t try any of this at home, please!


On a sad note, I would like to dedicate this anthology to the memory of Michael Hemmingson, who died shortly after delivering his story. He was a great friend, collaborator and writer who will be sadly missed.


Maxim Jakubowski




White is Not Just the Colour of Snow


Vina Jackson


As far back as she remembered Nelle had always dreamed in black and white. Colour never came into the equation. The illogical and haunting events that surged out of nowhere when she slept were also invariably soundless, like a silent movie although a touch more explicit than early days cinema would ever have allowed.


Even the blood that often gushed was white in this strange world of her perverse imagination.


There were moments when her conscious mind half realized she was moving through a dream and made a clumsy attempt to influence the plot or the outcome but it was, time and time again, to no avail. The dream kept to its inexorable path and she was carried by its tides to the ever-distant but fixed conclusion when she would wake, damp with sweat, her heart palpitating to the rhythm of a tango or pounding like death metal music. Breathless. Panicked. Lost.


She often tried to recall the strange course of events that had swept over her mind, and body, during the actual dream, but as soon as her soul found peace and she was able to orientate her consciousness, it all crumbled, vanished into a confused mass of faraway clouds, shards flying away to all corners of her memory, and the screen in her brain was just a Cinemascope landscape of white as far as the eye could see.


Lately, however neutral it was as a colour, black had been draining away from her dreams and all she could remember hours later was an immensity of white. Devouring both the land and the sky. Through which she fell, ran, stumbled, drowned. As you do in dreams.


That morning, she had rushed from the bed while it was still dark outside and made her way to the bathroom and stood for ages under the hot cascade of the shower, half dazed by the heavy sense of oppression and fear the dream had left her in the grip of. Water was dripping from her hair and shoulders as she slipped into her bathrobe without bothering to dry herself and walked downstairs to the kitchen. She had slept alone. Joseph had not joined her and had likely spent the night in his study.


He was sitting at the counter, absorbed by the eerie glow of his laptop screen, sipping a coffee. He didn’t look up when she came in.


“Hi,” Nelle said. “You didn’t come to bed last night. Did you complete your research?”


He raised his eyes. “Your hair is still wet. You’ll catch a cold,” he replied, ignoring her question.


Nelle was unsure whether the remote prospect of her falling ill would pain or inconvenience him. His tone was so neutral. He was always like this when working on a new trick. But before she could protest, Joseph spoke again.


“You must take next week off work. We’ll be going north.”


Nelle shivered. “The Ball?” she asked.


“Yes.”


“Where?”


“Far. It is to be a White Ball,” Joseph said.


So this was it, she recognized. What she had been both fearing and expecting for some time now. The event that they had talked about for so long. That Joseph had attended in the past, but never with her. She hadn’t been ready, he’d said. Maybe the reason why her dreams of the past weeks had gradually been morphing into something else, as if the unconscious part of her brain had already been preparing her for the days to come. She shuddered. Her body tingled with anticipation. They ate their breakfast in silence, lightly toasted bagels with a thick spread of cream cheese and then she noticed she was on the point of being late and rushed upstairs to dress and ran out of the house with just a wave goodbye to Joseph, who barely looked up, as she straddled her bike, and pedalled down the grey road, her wheels crunching the autumn leaves.


Even now, the memory of their first meeting was etched on her mind like writing on a stone tablet.


Nelle had been distracted. Living on autopilot, relying on her innate sense of grammar and punctuation to get her through the working days that she had previously relished, and barely awake the rest of the time. Still hungover on a past relationship that was leading nowhere slow and had eventually petered out with not even a sense of relief, leaving her wondering whether she had it in her to ever be happy. Or at any rate content.


Joseph was an up-and-coming magician. He had something of a cult reputation, she had read in a magazine article, compounded by his refusal to ever perform on television. He had been signed up by one of the small publishing houses she had worked for as a freelance copy editor for several years, and his manuscript had only recently been assigned to her. Nelle had received the commission with his copy attached out of the blue, and then been told by one of the publishing company’s administrators that another copy editor had been offended by the contents of his work, stopped midway and had asked to be reassigned, slowing down the whole process.


Nelle had expected the book landing in her lap would be one explaining his tricks and the art of subterfuge and trick-ery, but it was, surprisingly, actually a novel.


Had Nelle been less distracted at the time, she probably would have been intrigued at the thought of reading whatever had left one of her colleagues so inflamed, but she merely added the script to her electronic to-do list and then continued with her work, barely registering the interruption to her schedule.


When she did finally click open the attachment and begin reading, it was the tone of his writing, even more than the content, that first began to waken the spark in her that she had not felt for so long she had nearly forgotten it had ever existed. His voice was strong and, to Nelle’s mind, masculine. But the novel was not written from the point of view of a man, but rather that of a young woman. A dancer, who performed a series of erotic routines on stage in London’s music halls and the homes of wealthy patrons in the twenties and thirties.


The heroine of Joseph’s novel was not described as beautiful in any traditional sense of the word. Nor did she meet any of the other characteristics that were typical of the romance books that Nelle was now accustomed to trudging her way through, a genre that she was so often assigned to work on.


His heroine, Joan, was tall – too tall – and thin to the point of lankiness, flat-chested and with hair that was a perfectly ordinary shade of brown. Not unlike Nelle’s own appearance.


Joan was not described in a more flattering light when filled with the heat of lust, or love, either, a state that possessed her often, as she was highly sexed. In fact, Joseph’s writing was as cold as it was sparse and elegant, and his sex scenes verged on the anatomical.


There were many sex scenes. But none described lovemaking as Nelle had ever known it. She was not even sure that sex was the right word to use, as most of the erotic passages did not include penetration, but rather narrated the heroine’s elaborate dance routines, which became more and more perverse under the tutorage of her mentor and lover, an older, stern Russian man, who by the end of it had Joan performing ballet naked, blindfolded and en pointe with knives affixed to her shoes.


It was animalistic, shocking, yet beautiful, and it wasn’t until Nelle reached the end of the text that she realized she had stopped actually copy-editing by the third chapter and simply allowed herself to be carried along by the flow of the story until the early hours of the morning when she reached its final chapter and then had to start over again, this time with an eye to her work.


Joseph’s story had continued to fill her thoughts when she finally switched off her desk lamp and slid into bed. She had not been able to sleep until she had slipped her hand between her thighs and brought herself to orgasm with the artful movements of her fingertips playing over her clitoris, as his images played in her mind, only in her imagination it was not the heroine, Joan, who danced naked on knife blades in front of a faceless audience, but her, Nelle.


She had typed his name into her Google search bar the following morning with the guilty feeling of someone steaming the envelope of correspondence meant for another. Nelle heartily disapproved of nosiness, but she could not seem to assuage her curiosity. Besides, she told herself, it was research. Finding something about the man himself and his past career might help her to better understand his current work.


What she discovered surprised her at first. But the more she read, the more it made sense, in light of his novel.


Joseph had once been a chemist by education and trade. He had published a handful of academic articles in obscure journals, most related to the study of minerals, and had worked as a teacher for a time, before leaving to pursue a career as a magician. Albeit one of a different nature, where the illusions he unveiled in public had a touch of the supernatural and proved more subtle than pyrotechnic. In the rare interviews he had granted, he would talk of opening up the door to secret worlds, which could be accessed through abolishing one’s sense of reality through a mastery of the senses.


The erotic nature of his story then, was a surprising as well as a logical departure. Try as Nelle might, she couldn’t erase his lines and the tale remained painted across her mind, even days later.


With the return of her sexual urges, she regained some of her usual joy for life. The leaves on the trees seemed brighter. Her daily swims at the local lido in nearby London Fields again made her feel as though she was gliding through the water effortlessly, for pleasure alone, and not for the sake of scheduled exercise. Even her morning coffee tasted better. And she looked forward to crawling under the covers each night and letting her mind drift away into the world of her private imagination, where she replayed the words of Joseph’s novel again and again as she brought herself to orgasm.


Sometimes she woke in the night, hot, sweating and desperately aroused to the point of discomfort, face down with her long limbs sprawled across the damp sheets, her pelvis grinding the mattress in an imitation of intercourse, her mind too carried away by the events reeling within to prevent her body from following suit. She felt compelled to seek out other erotic literature, hoping that she might find something else that struck the same chord in her, but it was no use. Other words aroused her, of course, but none engaged her mind as well as her cunt in quite the same way as the story of the ballerina on her knife blades, enduring pain for love.


Why it aroused her so, she couldn’t say, though in her darker moments she wondered if there was something wrong with her for relishing the thought of discomfort so heartily, and worse, pain administered by another. So long as it was fiction, she supposed, it didn’t matter what got her off.


But it would not stay fiction for long, as she came to meet him the very next day.


The pool was usually near empty when Nelle swam. She avoided the very early mornings when city workers ploughed ferocious laps before they scurried like ants to their office buildings, and the lunchtime aqua aerobics classes, which were full of expectant and new mothers, the elderly and the very overweight, who preferred to exercise beneath the sheet of invisibility and comfort that water brought.


She stood for a few moments and watched the only other swimmer in the pool, a man swimming laps in the fast lane. His singularity put him in the spotlight, a lone figure gliding through the water like a solitary ship in a vast sea, the swift movements of his arms creating a current that followed him like a rip tide.


Nelle lowered herself into the pool and began to swim in the lane alongside him, her mind and body quickly adjusting to the rhythm of her strokes, until it seemed as though the world around her had vanished entirely and there was nothing but her body and the vast cavern of her mind, as empty and weightless as the water that encased her like a shroud.


When she finally finished her allotted number of lengths and reached for the metal bar near the pool’s edge to pull herself out, he was standing nearby with his back to her, wet shorts clinging to muscled thighs, his face half hidden in his towel as he vigorously dried his hair.


Again she caught herself staring, transfixed not just by the angles of his body but also by his solitude, his habits. The way he swam, moved, suggested that this man and Nelle shared whatever characteristic it was that drew them both to the lido at the quietest time of day to be as alone as it is possible to be in London, removing even the company of the earth beneath their feet, replacing the ever-bustling sounds of the world around them with the steady lapping of water.


Alerted by her presence, or perhaps the rushing noise the water made as she pulled her body from the pool, he turned, and their eyes met before Nelle could look away.


She recognized him immediately. Just that morning she had gazed at the photo on his website, the same close-up picture that appeared on the proof of the back cover of his book. Nelle had paused and stared at the face that watched benignly back at her from the screen, handsome, she supposed, but harmless. Academic yet approachable. The sort of face that looked as though it belonged to a science teacher. Not the sort of face that she imagined belonged to a magician with an undoubted flair for the erotic.


Nelle had quickly dismissed the thought as ridiculous. People rarely looked how you expected anyway, which was why she generally refused to turn the final page to find the author’s picture on the inside or back covers of the books she enjoyed, preferring them to remain anonymous and not have reality intrude on the far more flattering light of her fantasy.


In the flesh though, she saw it as soon as he turned to face her. He possessed whatever it was that made a person appear sensual, as if the strength of his sexuality was such that it was apparent even in the lines on his face. His lips were much fuller and his mouth wider than it appeared in his photograph. His eyes were a darker shade of brown, so dark that they were nearly black, like pits of coal that she could fall into, but would surely burn up if she did. His hair, still wet, was thick and dark and clung in damp curls around his forehead.


“Joseph?” she said aloud, before she could stop herself. His mouth dropped open slightly in shock.


“Yes?” he replied in the wary tone of someone who has been cornered by the dullest guest at a party or found themselves trapped in an elevator with a salesperson. His eyes darted over her face and then away again as if he was mentally running her features through his mind’s eye, seeking out some detail that might remind him of where they had met, before he was forced to admit that he did not remember who she was.


They were trapped now. The unspoken laws of etiquette required that although they were both dressed only in their bathing suits, her feet still resting on the top step, half in the pool, she ought to explain herself, justify her intrusion into his privacy, put him out of the misery of wondering if he had committed a sin of terrible rudeness in forgetting her identity.


“Oh, no, you don’t know me. I’m sorry. I recognized you. From your book cover.”


He looked still more confused. And embarrassed.


“But the book hasn’t yet been published,” he protested.


“Maybe you’ve seen my website. Are you a fan of magic?”


She realized her mistake, and felt her skin begin to redden despite the cold.


Joseph furrowed his brow, now seemingly wondering if she had mistaken him for somebody else.


Nelle explained. “I work with your publishers. Copy-editing. I finished reading your manuscript just last night.”


Was he blushing, or was she imagining it?


“It’s very good,” she added. “I enjoyed reading it.”


“I didn’t think you copy editors actually read anything. Just scanned for all the infelicities.” His eyes crinkled up at the corners in the beginnings of a smile.


“Your work was fine,” she reassured. “I’ve seen much worse.”


He laughed. “Well, that’s a relief.”


She stepped forward and extended her hand, remembering too late that she was still dripping wet, but he shook it anyway.


“I’m Nelle,” she said. “Sorry about the wet hand. Not the most convenient place to meet, is it,” she added, looking around at the harsh grey concrete of the poolside, broken by a long line of locker doors painted in bright primary colours but bereft of seats. The café at one end that opened in the summer serving cold drinks and ice creams was now closed.


“Here,” he replied, offering her his towel. “It’s mostly dry.”


She took it, wrapping the fabric around her like a cape, grateful for the warmth and the opportunity to cover her body, although she had noted that Joseph had not cast so much as a glance below her neck. He was polite, in a very English sort of way. Nelle knew that, like her, he wore his social graces like a mask.


They paused, searching for something else to say, or some way to end this unplanned encounter between two strangers that had already gone on too long.


Nelle shifted her weight from one foot to the other. She licked her lips, embarrassed, wishing that she had never engaged him in conversation. The fantasies that his work had inspired in her had little bearing on the reality of meeting Joseph in person.


They spoke at the same time.


“Well,” she said, “I should be . . .” as he asked, “Would you like to join me for . . .” “getting on,” she finished, “coffee?” he said. “Yes of course,” she replied, interrupting him again as he backtracked, “no problem.”


They laughed uncomfortably, in unison. “There’s a Vietnamese coffee shop towards the market,” he said. “They serve it with sweetened condensed milk. Very warming.”


“That would be lovely,” she replied, firmly this time, to counteract her initial rejection.


She handed back his towel.


“I’ll change. Meet you out front in five?”


He nodded in agreement.


She turned away from him to fetch her change bag from her locker, conscious of the way that her bathing suit clung to her and crept up as she walked, exposing the tops of her thighs and the rounded edge of her backside. She tried to feign confidence, nonchalance, and did not stop to adjust herself. Was he watching? she wondered. Did he like what he saw?


Nelle looked good in a one-piece, and she knew it. Her slim legs sometimes appeared too thin to her eyes, in jeans, or a dress. Somehow the addition of clothes made her figure even more boyish. But her bathing suits accentuated what little she had in the way of curves, which was part of the reason why she owned so many of them but had relatively few other clothes. She’d never been particularly interested in shopping, or fashion.


She paused as she bent down to open the locker door, giving Joseph ample opportunity to let his gaze linger on her rear, but when she turned back again he had disappeared into the men’s changing rooms.


When she emerged through the lido’s glass double doors, he was already waiting for her, dressed in black running joggers and a grey jumper with the hood lying loose around his shoulders. It was an anonymous sort of outfit, the kind of clothing that advertised nothing at all about his economic status or sartorial taste.


Nelle had expected to return straight home after her swim, and hadn’t even brought a bra with her, just a long-sleeved blouse, a skirt that hung down to her ankles and a pair of casual flat shoes. She’d hesitated over removing her bathing suit and left it on in the end, thinking that more modest than appearing braless, but by the time she had dried her hair and gathered her things her thin cotton shirt had begun to dampen and now clung to her like a second skin. The chill present in the air hit her as soon as she stepped out to meet him and her nipples immediately hardened.


“Sorry,” she said to him, excusing her bedraggled appearance. “I wasn’t expecting to meet anyone today.”


“No need to apologize,” he replied. “You look fine. And I’m hardly dressed for a lunch date, either.”


He spoke as if he were cracking a whip, his tone brusque and his intonation clipped. She liked this quality in him. Joseph was honest, and his honesty relaxed her.


Nelle disliked meeting new people. She found it hard to be fake, a quality that, to her mind, almost all relationships required to begin with. Nelle simply didn’t care much about people that she didn’t know well enough to really like, and she resented pretending empathy for the sake of politeness, so spent a lot of time alone.


They fell into silence as they walked the length of the tree-lined footpath through London Fields to the Broadway Market. Nelle quickened her pace when she noticed that she was staring at Joseph’s back. Almost without thinking about it, she had fallen into a gait slightly slower than his, so she was walking half a step behind him.


When they arrived, Joseph ordered two coffees without asking her how she took it, and raised his hand abruptly in a gesture of refusal as she fished in her purse for change.


They sat opposite one another at one of the worn red tables and sipped their drinks.


“I usually take it black,” he said, almost apologizing for the thick, sickly sweetness of the drink. “But the sugar is nice after exercise.” He paused. “I’ve seen you before, at the pool,” he added. “You swim well.”


Nelle nodded, unsure of how to reply. Until today, she hadn’t noticed him.


“I swim every day,” she replied. “Most days, at least,” she added, and then swiftly gulped down another mouthful of coffee, fearing that she now sounded arrogant.


They finished their drinks and parted company uneasily. Nelle hadn’t been able to shake the feeling that he was laughing at her, somehow.


The following week, he was there again at the same time. Had he been there every week, and she just hadn’t noticed him before? Or was he now following her? He was already swimming when she arrived, so she was able to observe him unnoticed for a time. He moved through the water with monotonous regularity, turning his head first to the right and then to the left. Nelle always breathed on the same side. She counted his strokes. One, two, three, four, five, six. He held his breath for an age before coming up for air and even then he did so with measured precision, not the startled gasp of someone who should have paused for air several strokes earlier.


He stopped suddenly at the end of the length and, placing his hands flat on the concrete of the poolside, he straightened his forearms and with one rapid motion pushed himself out of the water.


“Hello,” he said, to her, smiling. “Are you swimming today? Or just waiting for me?”


Nelle was too embarrassed to reply. She simply pulled her goggles down as though she hadn’t heard him and dived into the water with a soft splash.


She swam for twice as long as usual, until she felt as though she might dissolve if she carried on any longer, but still she couldn’t shake the image of his wet body from her mind. He was older than she was. Probably in his early forties, to her early thirties, although she found it hard to guess the age of men, particularly fit men. He was tall, though not unusually so, and broad-shouldered, with just a light smattering of hair on his chest.


Images flashed into her mind unbidden. His pectoral muscles tightening beneath her hands. His dick hardening as she let her fingertips slide lower down.


When she was certain that he must by now have had ample time to grow bored of watching her swim, dry himself, change and leave, she ducked her head to cross under the lane rope and pulled herself up the metal rail on the side.


“Sixty-four laps,” he said. “You always swim an even number.”


He hadn’t even bothered to wrap himself in a towel. Just sat there, drip-drying and watching her. She might have been spooked, had it not been for the undeniable fact that the sight of his still wet shorts clinging to his thighs and the undeniable presence of his cock and balls caused her breath to quicken and all of her muscles to tighten in immediate arousal.


She was aware that her own nipples were hard, and also that he had watched them harden, but this time she held his gaze impudently and did not look away.


“You must be cold,” he added. “I live just a few blocks from here. And I have a coffee machine.”


It hadn’t even really been an invitation. Merely a statement. But the lack of a question had somehow made it more natural for her to go with him.


Joseph left her standing, waiting for a few moments, as he ducked into the outdoor showers and then emerged, still damp, but now wearing his tracksuit bottoms and, Nelle suspected, nothing underneath. She wondered how his cock would feel if she were to slip her hand beneath the waistband of his joggers and her fingers over his delicate skin, feel it jump to life in her hand.


He looked at her standing there, shivering in her bathing suit with usual long skirt and blouse hastily pulled overtop, and laughed.


“You’ll catch your death of cold,” he said. “Aren’t you going to change properly?”


She felt rebellious, all of a sudden, and shook her head. “No,” she replied, “I’ll be fine.”


“Come on then. Let’s get you warmed up.”


The suggestion in his words excited her. As they stepped through the metal exit gates and she turned away from the direction of her flat to follow Joseph to his, Nelle knew that she would have sex with him. At that moment, it seemed inevitable.


Nelle could see no sensible reason to follow Joseph now. She barely knew the man. They’d had one cup of coffee together, and even then, barely spoken. And yet her feet kept carrying her towards him, and with each step her heartbeat quickened and her already hard nipples became harder, until she felt as though she might drill holes through her bathing suit.


His mouth was on hers even before he had closed the door, and barely a moment after that, his hand had fastened around her throat. Nelle felt her feet leaving the ground as he picked her up as easily as a cat might pick up a kitten, and held her tightly against the door frame. He squeezed tighter, and she began to feel faint. Her mouth opened. She supposed she ought to scream, but with her airway restricted she could barely swallow and the only noise she could utter was half a gasp, half a moan.


Just as she thought she might pass out, his grip loosened a little. Enough so that her toes could touch the ground. She inhaled rapidly and coughed.


“Do you think I’m going to kill you?” he asked.


Nelle tried to speak but couldn’t. There was no air in her lungs. She shook her head from side to side. “No.”


“Good,” he replied. “You’re right. I’m not.”


She sucked in a long breath and, as soon as she did so, his grip was around her throat again, and his hands grasping and lifting the hem of her skirt and then she felt his fingers brushing past the soft skin of her inner thighs to the crotch of her bathing suit, where he stopped, and began to rub. Softly at first, gauging her reactions, exploring, until he found the nub of her clitoris. His fingers travelled in slow circles clockwise, pressing against the damp fabric of her bathing suit until the muscles in her legs began to contract and spasm, her limbs stiffened and her crotch became wetter still.


Joseph increased the pressure on her clit. His fingers moved backward and forward, faster and faster, around and around. His breathing quickened as hers did. Nelle imagined that she could see the pulse in his neck beating in time with her own heartbeat. She felt acutely aware of his vulnerability at that moment. As if, despite the weight of his body looming over her, she could easily lean forward as soon as he released his hand from her neck and tear at his jugular with her teeth. The thought made her smile, but only briefly, as he began whispering in her ear again and the words that he spoke filled her with a rush of desire so strong she thought that her knees might give way and she would collapse onto the floor of his apartment.


“You’re going to come, aren’t you?”


Nelle moved her head awkwardly – “No.” She didn’t know him. She didn’t want to give him the pleasure of being right. The victory.


“Liar,” he hissed, increasing the pressure of his fingers on her mound until her hips began to grind, as if of their own accord.


Damn her body, she thought, why was she responding this way? Was she ill, sick? She must be. But the more that she tried to fight it, the more she told herself that the things he was saying to her and the things that he was doing were wrong, the more her nipples hardened and the nerve endings in her skin burned with the need to be touched. She was conscious of her own heat, and the wetness that continued to seep from her cunt even as she fought against it.


Then he dropped to his knees in front of her, as suddenly as a religious man catching a glimpse of God in a chapel. He pulled the fabric of her bathing suit aside so savagely that Nelle thought he might tear it right off her, not that she would have cared if he had. And then her mind went blank, as the sensation of his mouth on her pussy lips drove every other thought from her head.


He began slowly at first, dragging the flat of his tongue along the top crevice of her inner thighs and brushing his lips over her mound in a trail of soft kisses. Nelle gasped. His hand was no longer around her throat, but she had forgotten to breathe. Joseph paused for the briefest of moments, waiting for her to catch her breath, or perhaps for her to come back into herself so that she could fully concentrate on his ministrations. Then he began to lick, gradually moving closer to her nub, occasionally stopping to nip her labia between his teeth, careful to soften the sharp edges with his lips.


Nelle’s legs began to tremble, as the pressure of his tongue flicking against her clit seemed to render all of the muscles in her body useless. She laid her hands on his head, first just resting them there and then, as he continued to lick, she threaded her fingers into his hair and pulled him against her, grinding her pussy against his face. He clasped each of her thighs in one of his hands, spreading her legs wider and using her body as leverage to keep his balance as he thrust his nose inside her. He stopped to inhale the same way that he did in the pool – rarely – but with far less precision. His breathing was laboured now, and he filled his lungs in short, swift bursts, keeping his lips on hers in an open-mouthed kiss and sucking the air in sideways, making a whistling sound with each breath as the air struggled to reach his lungs.


His hands travelled further up her thighs. He spread his fingers, brushing each of his thumbs against her hip bones and pushing up the fabric of her swimsuit so that her arse was exposed. He ran his hands over each of her cheeks, kneading her flesh beneath the soft pads of his fingertips, pulling her closer against him. Nelle let herself go. Joseph was strong. Strong enough to hold her weight and keep his balance as she thrust against him, fucking his face.


She came in juddering bursts, her whole body pulsing with the force of the orgasm that tore through her like a wildfire, leaving not destruction but renewed energy in its wake. Every one of her nerve endings felt as though it had been woken at once. She was buzzing.


Her limbs continued to twitch for a long while after she had reached her climax. She gasped with each successive aftershock until her body eventually relaxed. Nelle sank down onto Joseph, not caring in the slightest whether her weight, now unsupported by the door, would be a burden for him. It was not far to fall to the floor, anyway.


But Joseph had not finished, and did not allow her any respite. He lifted her up as if she weighed no more than a child and flipped her over onto her front. Nelle flailed, ungainly, but instinctively caught herself on her forearms before she hit the wooden floor. His floorboards smelled of lemon, she noticed, smiling to herself at the inanity of noticing such a thing at a time like that. Nelle had heard – and read – about people who made shopping lists in their head, or thought about all the chores on their to-do lists while they were having sex. She had never been one of those people. Sex consumed her whole being. There was nothing on earth so important that it couldn’t wait for lovemaking.


She shuffled her knees closer to her chest so that most of her weight was leaning on her forearms and her arse was lifted in the air. “Doggy style” – a term she hated. It seemed to Nelle a crass and demeaning way to describe one of her favourite sexual positions. When positioned in that way, she thought of herself as offering a gift, not simply awaiting entry like a dumb animal.


She yelped when the flat of his hand connected with her backside. That was not what she had expected, and no one had ever spanked her before. The first slap left her arse cheek hot and stinging, but the pain quickly subsided as he held his hand against her flesh, as if he was absorbing some of the pain back into his body. She almost laughed with surprise. It was the sort of action that she might have considered silly if she had thought about it in advance, but Joseph was not a foolish man, and it was difficult to take him anything other than seriously.


She sucked in her stomach and bent her spine like a cat’s, lifting her arse even higher into the air.


Slap.


His hand came down hard on the other side and Nelle whistled between her teeth.


It was a curious sensation. Both pleasant and unpleasant at the same time. Like walking a knife’s edge between one feeling and another. She focused hard on the feeling, employing her logical, reasoning mind to decipher this new sense, and found that the more she focused her attention on the impact of Joseph’s palm on her butt the more everything else disappeared until it seemed almost as though she was floating. It wasn’t that she was disconnected or unaware of anything else but that other things disappeared, including the ache that had begun to develop in her forearms. She was flying above all of the trivial things, all of the banal thoughts and unimportant discomforts, balancing on that mysterious place that existed between good and bad, wanted and unwanted, desire and repulsion.


More than that, she was fiercely, fiercely aroused. “You’re dripping,” Joseph said. The tone of his voice had changed. It was full of sex. Rich, deep, throaty, almost a growl. Something else too. Cold, mocking.


“You love it, don’t you? You filthy bitch.” He sounded pleased, but not surprised. Like someone who has finally affirmed a fact that they had all along believed to be true.


Nelle opened her mouth, but she could not find her voice to answer him.


She felt the pads of one of his fingers pressing a line firmly along the inside of her thigh. Scraping up the moisture that was now running down her leg. Then his finger was in her mouth. She sucked, instinctively, tasting both sweet and sour, the very particular sea salt tang of sex. He pushed his finger to the tip of her throat until she felt that she might begin to cough or choke and then rubbed his fingertips over her mouth, pulling at her lips, pressing his palm against her cheek in a rough caress.


Nelle could feel Joseph’s excitement rising in tandem with hers. She knew, somehow, that it was not what he was doing but the way that she was reacting to it that aroused him so much. Toying with his senses pleased her, made her feel powerful. She shuffled her knees further apart and dipped her spine into an even more exaggerated position so that her legs were now spread wide, inviting.


He didn’t utter a word in response. His breath came in short, ragged growls. She felt it then: his bare cock nudging at her opening, just resting against her lips. He was rock hard and large.


Nelle knew he wasn’t wearing a condom. She hadn’t heard the telltale rustling of a wrapper opening or noticed the awkward pause of him breaking out of the moment to find protection. She could feel the warmth and smoothness of his skin against hers, and the hesitation as he waited, prone, for her to give him some kind of sign that she wanted him inside her just as he was, without any barrier between them, no matter the health benefits.


She pushed back, taking his full length in one thrust. He let out a groan that emanated deep from his throat and half fell forward on top of her.


“Nelle,” he said. The sound he made was like the cry of a bear caught in a trap. He grabbed hold of her hair and pulled. Her head snapped back, controlled by the grip of his hand wrapped around her long tresses.


He pushed harder into her and deeper with each thrust, ramming his cock inside her with such force that she could barely hold herself upright. Her hands, forearms, elbows all ached from resting on the wooden floor, but the discomfort was nothing, not even a pinprick in her consciousness, in comparison with the exquisite pleasure of Joseph’s cock filling her so completely. She pushed back against him, meeting every one of his strokes with her own until they were moving back and forward with the precision of two metronomes meeting in sync and it was impossible to tell which of them was the driving force.


His movements became imperceptibly faster and faster, more desperate, until she felt the weight of him pushing her forward, flat on her stomach on the wooden floor and she collapsed under him, unable to hold herself up beneath the bulk of his body. He let go of her hair and his hand moved across her back, pressing her down and then wrapping around her mouth, preventing her breathing. He released his grip only at the point when she was frantic for air and even then only allowed her a brief, desperate gasp.


There was a rhythm to his movements. He was counting, Nelle realized. He knew how long she could hold her breath for. Perhaps he was guessing, or acutely aware of the signs that her body made, the difference between wanting to breathe and needing to. Perhaps he had counted the seconds between each breath she took when she swam.


She relaxed, feeling safe with this knowledge. Somehow this man she barely knew already knew her body well enough to take her beyond the edge of comfort but not into harm. She let go. Allowed him to carry her into that place where she was no longer in control, not even of the air that entered her lungs.


Nelle began to feel hazy. Again, everything fell away but the taste and the pressure of his fingers against her mouth and the sensation of his cock pumping inside her. She flicked her tongue out, began sucking at the flesh of his hand, and this simple act seemed to push him over the point of no return.


His hand clamped down over her mouth and he let out an almighty cry and thrust against her one more time, so deeply she felt he might split her in two. She felt his semen pumping out inside her. Hot, dangerous. He collapsed over her and pulled his hand away. They gasped for air together, filling their lungs in ragged bursts until the moment passed and reality began to creep back into focus.


Joseph lifted himself up, and Nelle felt his cock sliding out of her, leaving emptiness and a line of moisture across her buttock in its wake. He shuffled over so that they were lying almost side by side on the floor, one of his legs still draped over her thigh. She turned her head to face him.


“Are you okay?” he asked her softly.


She nuzzled against him as he stroked her hair. “Yeah,” she replied softly, nodding. “That was . . . intense.”


“I wasn’t sure . . .” he said. “If it would be too much for you. If I’d read you wrong.”


“How did you know?”


“The way you spoke about my book. The way you move. The way you respond to me. Everything.”


Nelle was confused. She felt conflicted. He couldn’t be sure, not without asking. Even if he had been right. If he’d stopped, and asked her if she enjoyed being choked, would she have said yes? she asked herself. The answer was no. Of course not. She had never considered such a thing.


“Come with me,” he said, but it wasn’t an invitation, or even an order that she might have refused, as he simply stood and then bent down and picked her up and carried her. Nelle let him. She draped her arms around his neck and let her head flop onto his chest. He laid her down on the bed and pulled a coverlet over her. It was a faux fur blanket, light and soft against her skin. He kissed her forehead and pulled her against him. They lay like that for hours. Until night fell and the sound of Nelle’s growling stomach roused her enough to murmur that she ought to be making her way home.


“Stay,” he said. “It’s dark now. And cold. You only have your bathing suit,” he chided.


“I’ll get a taxi,” she insisted, as she struggled to push herself up off the bed. But the fog that sex with Joseph seemed to induce in her mind had still not lifted. She felt sluggish, still drugged with pleasure, like a cat asleep under a sunbeam.


Finally, she submitted and lay back down again. The prospect of climbing back into wet clothes and making even a short trip home was not a pleasant one in comparison with staying where she was and enjoying the warmth of Joseph’s body.


He left the room and returned a short while later carefully balancing a tray that held a bottle of red wine, glasses and a spread of cheese and bread.


Nelle ate as though she had been starved for days and then fell into a deep, dreamless sleep.


Somehow one night became two, and then three, and then a whole week. A week became month, and finally Nelle admitted to herself that she was living with him. She had moved in with a man after only meeting him twice, one date, a session of afternoon sex.


Nelle socialized so rarely outside of home and spoke to her family so infrequently that living with Joseph made little difference to her life. Still, on the odd occasion that she called her mother or communicated with one of her employers over the telephone she was careful not to mention him. The independent streak she had always had was still strong, somewhere deep inside her, and so she did not move her furniture, or rent out her flat in Hoxton. She let her mail continue to go there, piling up on the mat.


Initially, she popped back once every week or so to pick up new clothes, open the windows and check that nothing had gone wrong in her absence. Partly, she wanted to remind herself that she still existed as Nelle, as the person that she had been before Joseph. But as the weeks wore on, she visited her flat less and less and gradually she began to assimilate into a routine that revolved more and more around him. She still worked, of course, and despite continuing to pay her mortgage she even managed to save a little more than usual because Joseph insisted on paying all of the bills.


He often bought clothes for her too. Not just things to wear in the bedroom. He preferred structured, tailored shirts, crisp navy suit trousers that made her appear even taller and fragile somehow, despite their mannish cut. Her long, flowing skirts and light buttoned blouses hung in the wardrobe limply, unworn.


There was a simplicity in living with Joseph. Besides continuing her copy-editing assignments, she rarely needed to worry about anything. Many mornings she woke to find that he had already laid out what he wanted her to wear, had already prepared for her what he wanted her to eat. As if he had read her mind or instinctively knew what colour or fabric would suit her on a particular day. After all, he was a magician, Nelle reminded herself, although he hadn’t performed for ages, she found out. Joseph explained this away, developing new tricks, new illusions in the converted attic he used as an office and which Nelle was only allowed to enter by invitation. Here, he would often disappear for hours on end or spend the night. Nothing sinister, he would say, promising that she would be his first spectator when everything was perfected.


“Your assistant?” Nelle asked, her head full of images from her childhood and twirling ladies in sequined outfits and extended arms dancing a graceful ballet around a stage full of props to the gasp of spectators in search of wonder.


“Maybe. One day.”


Life had become like a moving meditation. In her waking moments, she never needed to think, only to be. Her dreams, though, became more and more vivid, filled with all the parts of her that she had begun to suppress since she met him. It was only in her dreams that she returned to the Nelle that she had been.


And that was when he told her about the Ball.


A black SUV awaited them as they walked out of the warm comfort of the airport arrivals hall. The air outside was cold but invigorating, just a soft breeze that brushed against her forehead and soothed her for the brief seconds she spent in the open. It was crisp, empty, pure. Many years ago, Nelle had once visited Sweden and remembered the crystal-like cleanliness of the air, but this was even more refined and precious. There was a grey-uniformed driver behind the steering wheel but he didn’t exit the vehicle to open the doors for them. The engine was rumbling monotonously. Nelle couldn’t see his face, just the back of his neck between the cap and the starched collar of his outfit. Joseph opened the car boot and dropped their luggage into it. Back in London, she hadn’t known what to pack, as he had been unwilling to disclose their final destination or any details about the nature of the activities they would partake of. She had laid out half of her winter clothes across the bed and just stood there nonplussed, wondering what to pack or not and he had ended up banishing her from the room and filling her suitcase himself. Nelle wondered about the choices he had made and what her luggage now actually contained. He was always particular about the way she dressed.


The hotel where the driver deposited them half an hour later reminded her of a cruise ship – not that she’d ever been on one, any temptation to do so defeated well in advance by her certitude she would end up being constantly seasick – in shape and appearance. Its sleek elongation alongside the city’s docks and wilderness of porthole windows like a land Levia-than ready to pounce or swim away. Walking across the lobby, she was immersed in a babel of sounds and languages, half of which she couldn’t understand, and experienced a sudden spell of dizziness. Joseph was briskly stepping ahead of her, reaching the dark smooth polished wood of the reception desk and declining the details of their reservation.


“Yes, just one night,” he confirmed to the bland, vacant blonde receptionist. “We leave early in the morning.”


This was news to Nelle, who had somehow been expecting they would spend at least a few days in the city. An acquaintance who had travelled here in the past had mentioned the existence of a wonderful spa outside of town. Maybe on the way back, Nelle speculated.


“The items you phoned us about were delivered yesterday and have been taken up to your room already, sir,” the blonde said.


“Perfect,” Joseph said.


The hotel room was also marine-themed, pale-blue roughly whitewashed walls with a green underwater tinge when a cold twilight sun squeezed its way through the porthole windows and bathed the narrow space in an approximation of light. The bed’s chenille cover was a puddle of green and the heavy-framed paintings scattered haphazardly across the walls – or maybe they were prints? – depicted shipping vessels of earlier times, sturdy, ghostly shapes skipping along a criss-cross pattern of waves.


In a corner, three large shopping bags in shades of grey, with labels Nelle didn’t recognize stood, bulky, dark with secrets. Sealed across their fragile handles with thin, silk lengths of string.


Curious, she stepped towards them, but was immediately called back by Joseph.


“No,” he just said, with an ominous sense of finality in his voice and Nelle knew not to disobey.


She froze.


Looked him in the eyes. She’d experienced that imperious tone of voice before. He held her gaze.


The awkward silence was broken by a porter knocking at the door, bringing up their two pieces of luggage. Joseph opened and indicated to the unfeasibly tall, angular and cheekboned to high heaven black-clad young man to carry the suitcases towards the bed and tipped him.


Nelle stood waiting.


“Should I unpack?” she tentatively asked.


“No point,’ Joseph answered. “We’re only here for the night and move on in the morning. Unpacking would be a waste of time.” He looked at her: she was still wearing the long green woollen coat she had travelled in and looked tired. “Maybe you should rest,” he suggested. “Take a shower first. It will relax you. We have a lot ahead of us,” he added.


“Sit down first.” He indicated the bed and, when she did so, he got down to his knees and unzipped her ankle-length brown boots and pulled them off her feet. He then nodded and she rose.


He then helped her out of the coat and, with an arm around her waist, guided her to the bathroom door and closed it behind her once she had stepped over into its darkness.


Disorientated and puzzled by Joseph’s sudden distance, Nelle fumbled for the light switch, found it and blinked as the recessed ceiling bulbs flickered into existence. The shower area was a glass sarcophagus fitted into a corner of the small space. A small porthole no larger than her hand and through which she could peer only on tiptoe unveiled a dark nearby sea where lights in the distance like remote stars betrayed boats in slow mo. It was already night. Joseph was right, she was tired. It couldn’t have been the plane journey, which had been relatively short and uneventful. As she shed her clothing, she hoped the anxiety would fade. She adjusted the angle of attack of the showerhead and placed herself in its direct path. Then realized she had forgotten to take one of the complimentary miniature bars of blue soap dotted across the now out of reach sink. No matter, she reckoned; she wasn’t actually dirty, encumbered by sweat.


The water alone would cleanse her.


She looked down at her body.


Out of the corner of her eyes, she could see her hair as it lay wet against her shoulders, rivulets of water pouring like wild cascades down her front, leaping across her nipples, streaming down the valley separating her breasts towards her navel before the downward journey towards her pubic curls.


She wiped her eyes free of water.


Closed them.


Wondered briefly whether Joseph would come in and interrupt her ablutions, join her in the shower, touch her, caress her, fuck her. She wanted him to. All of a sudden her whole body shook at the thought.


The warm water poured down, drip, drip, as Nelle felt her breath grow short.


Yes, how long had it been since he had held her under a shower, slipped his fingers inside her in the bath?


Too long.


She opened her eyes. Looked at the closed door. Which remained closed.


He did not touch her when she slid into the bed next to him either. She had been careful to dry herself properly so that she could curl her body up against his without wetting him with damp hair. And she had covered herself with the sweet-smelling body lotion that the hotel had provided, hoping that he would be aroused by the scent.


But it was no use. Joseph refused to even acknowledge her. She knew by the sound of his breathing that he was still awake.


“Get some sleep,” he growled, when she reached out to caress his shoulder. Nelle pulled her arm back as though she had been stung and abruptly turned over.


If he did not want to fuck her, why had he even brought her all the way out here? Her muscles were tense with frustration. She wanted to yell, cry, stamp her feet, insist that he tell her what he was planning, but she knew that it would be useless. And that no matter how much he insisted that she rest, she would not sleep tonight. Her mind was in too much of a whirl.


Despite his churlishness, Nelle still wanted him, and she still wanted to please him, no matter what that required of her. She still did not understand why her brain and her body worked this way but it was when he behaved coldly to her that she desired him most. He suited the north, she thought. The bleak, cold beauty of it resembled his nature, and his unwavering will, as hard as ice.


He turned towards her then and pulled her into his arms. Nelle moaned softly. Finally. He was touching her, at last. She arched her back, pressing her arse against his groin. He was not rock hard as she had hoped, but flaccid. The apparent absence of his desire for her left her feeling deflated. She was too upset to even masturbate, which she sometimes did after waiting for him to fall asleep. Instead she let her mind go as limp as her body had and travel into the world of her unconscious, the world of white that remained as cold and harsh as the man who lay alongside her.


The road endlessly kept on unfurling in front of them as they raced along a carpet of grey uninterrupted tarmac between a narrow corridor of black volcanic tongues. Their driver was the same, anonymous silent man who had picked them up from the airport and dropped them at the hotel.


Low, uneven hills dotted the landscape, broken geometrical shapes that somehow evoked the antechambers of hell for Nelle whose mind was still shaking topsy-turvy from the previous night’s frustrations and a surfeit of tiredness. Somehow when Joseph had said they were travelling to the North, she had composed a false image in her mind, from shards of Philip Pullman and Jack London adventures.


“Is it still far?” she asked Joseph. He was sitting at the front next to the driver, his broad shoulders blocking most of the tarmac from view.


There was a long pause.


“It’s up the road,” Joseph finally said.


Two hours later or maybe more as Nelle had dozed off briefly she realized, they were still driving along the straight road, lullabied by the irregular rhythm of the darker volcanic flows indenting the rocky fields abutting the monotonous highway.


She wanted to ask Joseph again, but decided against it and reined in her impatience.


Could they have travelled beyond the Arctic Circle? she wondered.


Soon, the horizon faded in full sight and vertiginous mountains, like antediluvian mammoths, rose suddenly all around them, the thin ribbon of the road threading its way through steep passes and shadowy canyons.


Nelle shivered inside the warm cocoon of the fur coat with a sense of nervous anticipation.


Her nerve endings tingled.


In the space of a few miles, the heavy grey sky had turned blue and the shimmering, ragged mountain peaks dominating the land were now bordered with distant ice and snow, a sharp demarcation line between rock and pure air. Below the white scar zone a depth of green and brown forests hanging on to the steep slopes spread out like a coat cushioning the lower edges of the mountain’s nudity.


The SUV was now having to slow as it took each turn at awkward angles as the road rose and grew narrower. Emerging from a sharp ascent and a full ninety-degree curve, the vehicle reached a junction, with an unsigned path to the right continuing straight into the wall of the mountain. It seemed almost impassable, not designed for cars and perilous even on foot.


Joseph turned his head. “We’ll be there soon,” he said. “Ready yourself, Nelle.”


He looked away from her and nodded to the mute driver, who acknowledged his command with a movement of his chin and the car halted. Joseph opened his door and the cold air of the heights whooshed into the car’s interior and she tightened the fur coat around her body to keep the cold at bay. Joseph stepped out, opened the back door for Nelle and extended his hand.


His touch was uncommonly warm, and she flashed back to all the occasions when she would seek the heat of his body under the covers, during winter nights when they invariably slept with the bedroom window open.


She shifted and slipped off the leather seat and tentatively set foot on the ground. Beyond Joseph, who stood still and silent, his face like stone, the narrow road disappeared abruptly and a chasm opened up below the mountain’s sharp slope. Nelle caught her breath. She had always feared heights.


Joseph approached her, brushed her hands away where they’d been holding the heavy fur coat tight to her body.


He pulled on the garment.


Nelle didn’t resist.


The fur coat opened. Unveiling her nakedness.


The freezing breath of the mountain air washed across her skin and she felt her nipples harden and her cunt tighten.


Her cheeks turned red as she noticed that the ever silent driver was watching, his steel-coloured eyes fixed on her, not betraying a single hint of emotion. A perfect spectator, or voyeur. But Nelle had long learned to lose any sense of self-consciousness in these sort of uncommon situations, although none had ever occurred on a dirt track by the side of a glacier before.


As the cold swept up her body, she felt momentarily grateful for the heavy leather boots he had asked her to wear; all that she now had on.


Joseph was clad in black from top to bottom, a multicoloured woollen scarf draped around his neck, blocking out the weather between his close-shaven features and the thick cashmere coat that reached below his knees. The razor-sharp crease of his dark slacks drawing a straight line all the way down to his ankle-high half boots.


“The car can’t go any further. We continue on foot.” He indicated the dirt track on which they were standing, which just a few yards away appeared to merge with the mountain wall, leading nowhere.


He stepped ahead.


Nelle gritted her teeth and began to follow him.


The driver watched them move away, standing silently by his vehicle. Nelle wondered if he would wait for them, or whether they would be abandoned on the mountain. She took a deep breath. The air spread through her lungs, cold, bracing.


As the track narrowed into an ever unsteady path, unlike Joseph, whose progress along the track was assured, Nelle had to keep her hands against the rough rock walls to retain her balance. Out of the corner of her eyes, she couldn’t avoid contemplating the abyss on her left, her naked body feeling even more fragile as the breeze rose. Her whole body was a landscape of goose bumps now.


For a second or so, Joseph disappeared around a bend and Nelle’s heart stopped.


When she joined him on the other side of the perilous corner, her skin scraping against the ragged mountain’s side, she saw they had reached a kind of natural platform where the track came to a halt.


Joseph looked towards her as she reached the natural end of the path.


“You look beautiful,” he said, scanning her body with a smile full of kindness bathing his face.


He then gestured towards the mountain wall and Nelle saw where he was pointing to.


A roughly circular opening in the rock.


A cavern.


Or a passage of some sort.


Evidently their destination. Or a way station on the journey to it.


“Come,” he said, bending his head and entering the darkness of the cave.


Why did her want her naked? Nelle speculated. Surely he could have stripped her on arrival.


How had he known there would be a passage through the mountain? Had he been here before? With other women?


As soon as she squirmed her own way through the opening in the mountain wall, Nelle felt the cold quickly fade away. Not that it was warm inside. Humid and dark was more like it. Sounds of dripping water echoed distantly through the hollow. She treaded carefully, attempting as best she could to follow Joseph’s steps ahead of her, fearful of tripping or falling.


She had so many questions.


As her eyes adapted to the penumbra, her attention was caught by a spot of light some one hundred or more yards ahead in the direction they were heading.


All the while, as they made slow progress, the temperature was rising and the breath of cold air that had been curtaining her skin was melting away.


It was another opening. To the other side of the mountain?


Was Joseph leading her to just another dirt track which they would have to painfully negotiate on their way to this mythical event he had long spoken of, or would it actually turn out to be a valley? A modern Shangri-La.


Her steps now more confident, Nelle squinted and gazed ahead. The colour beyond the opening at the far end of the cave, which they were steadily approaching, was definitely blue. Sky blue. Unlike the monotonous grey on the opposing side of the mountain they had been journeying on.


Her attention increasingly captivated by the growing circle of light hanging like a motionless will-o’-the-wisp in the shadows of the cavern’s passage far ahead of them, Nelle felt herself being drawn to the mystery that lay beyond, step by step, heartbeat after heartbeat. Even Joseph’s presence faded as her mind fluttered in a frenzy of nervous expectation.


Sensing her agitation, Joseph said “Close your eyes now,” and, as she obeyed, took her hands in his and guided her across the final distance of their subterranean journey through the heart of the mountain.


“Stop. There.”


Nelle drew to a halt. She knew not to open her eyes until she was allowed. There was a subtle difference in the air now. It felt purer, crystalline, layered with subtle, clean odours she couldn’t quite recognize. She felt the fur coat being drawn open by Joseph and brusquely pulled away from her body. She raised her arms in response and felt the warm material sliding across her skin until she was totally divested of it, and stood naked on the brink, in only her leather boots.


“Now,” he said.


Nelle opened her eyes.


Drew her breath. Her body freezing in awe.


It wasn’t Shangri-La and some verdant valley bordered by high mountains and dotted with shining pagodas, impossible gardens and a flurry of exotica.


It was better.


Majestic.


A path led from the exit of the cavern at her feet all the way down to a vast field of ice, maybe a frozen lake, as far as the eye could see, whiter than white, resplendent under the sharp rays of sunlight pouring down from the blue heavens, half circular and half rectangular, with rugged edges on its spread-out perimeter. Surrounding it was a wall of fierce snow-topped peaks, distant summits blurring into a wash of clouds. But, and even more so in view of her nudity, it felt improbably warm. A gentle and tepid breeze at distinct odds with the landscape. A whisper of wind flowing across her skin, caressing her nipples into hardness, buzzing at the gates of her cunt, triggering her desire and humidity.


The immense circle of ice was like the stage for a giant circus in the centre of this mighty glacier plateau, a modern Colosseum.


As she kept on gazing ahead at the dizzy spectacle of the ice plain, Nelle began to distinguish small, moving dots of black along its surface, like ants gathering and busying themselves into an organized frenzy at a frost fair. People. Vehicles. Poles. Flags. Yurts. Ropes. A growing vortex of movement.


“The building of the Ball . . .” Joseph whispered, as if the very thought of speaking loud here would cause the magic to cease.


Nelle remained silent.


Finally, Joseph indicated the narrow path down towards the ice plain and Nelle took a tentative step forward, her eyes looking up at him as if begging to be given the fur coat back, and some form of protection for her intimacy. It was on the ground, dishevelled, sprawled across the soft grass like a melting puddle, too beautiful and expensive to be abandoned.


Joseph shook his head. “No.”


They walked down towards the valley of ice, he a sharp, straight silhouette in black from head to toe, she a wraith in white, her skin like milk offered to the improbable sunlight, the fire between her thighs raging along with a symphony of nerve endings buzzing like electricity in her gut. A sensation, Nelle knew from past experience, she was unable to control. Never wished to control.


As they neared the throng of people, Nelle realized that she was not the only one naked, and her self-consciousness began to ebb away. Even if she were the only example of nudity, the sights and smells that invaded her senses were so remarkable that the shock of it all would have made her forget her sense of modesty.


A sweetness lingered in the air. “Do you recognize it?” asked Joseph.


Nelle breathed in. Had she been able to see herself through Joseph’s eyes at that moment she would have noticed the child-like wonder that swept across her face, softening her features and lifting the edges of her eyes and mouth in a wide smile.


“Toffee apples,” she said. “And candy floss.”


“Yes,” he replied. “Come on, quickly. The show will begin soon.”


Joseph strode ahead and Nelle struggled to keep up with him as each step brought her closer to the myriad of visual delights that surrounded them. In every direction that she glanced there was something wonderful that caught her eye.


“Joseph! Look!” she cried, pointing to the sheet of blue sky above them that was now decorated with a dozen gulls freewheeling overhead. Each bird was larger than she was and had the body of a woman and wings that must have been twelve feet across. As if the creatures sensed Nelle’s gaze, they put on a show, gliding and diving and somersaulting in the air in unison. One after the other, they wrapped their feathers around their naked bodies as though donning a cloak and then dropped down like thunderbolts from the sky until they were almost level with Nelle and like flashers they spread their wings wide so she could view them in their entirety.


The youngest of the bird-women was in her fifties or sixties, Nelle reckoned. Their age showed in the lines on their skin, stomachs that had lost their flatness – if they had ever had it – breasts that hung when they were stationary or swung like pendulums when they moved. But age had not taken away the suppleness of their limbs or the speed and grace in their movements, as they shifted their bodies through the air, twisting, turning and balancing on the mildest gusts of wind. There was a power and a vitality and sureness in the bird-women. They were like witches of the air.


Nelle stared, straining her eyes to find what trick of the light or what invisible mechanism allowed these creatures to appear to be flying but she could see none.


“They’re really . . . they’re really flying,” she breathed in wonder.


“They’re the Women of the Wind,” Joseph replied. “When it grows dark, later, they bring the light for the performances. It’s easier than setting up stage lighting, you see,” he added, as if that made the presence of women with wings less fantastical. He looked up. “And until they are needed,” he said, “they play.”


Nelle turned back again, following the line of Joseph’s gaze. The winged women were now hovering above a troupe of young men. Dancers, Nelle guessed, or acrobats perhaps, who were warming up for a routine. Their flesh was as taut and firm as the women’s was soft and each of them was as muscled as any Adonis. Their skin was the improbable tan colour of caramel, as if they had recently arrived in the North from a beach holiday some place tropical. They were like carbon copies of one another. The same height and sturdiness, the same dirty blond short hair.


The bird-women circled the men like carrion fowl at a feast. One by one, they darted down with arms outstretched and swept one of the young men into their arms until the entire troupe was borne aloft. Some of the men cried out in surprise as they were taken, but most simply allowed themselves to be carried away. Their sturdiness was no match for the strength of the women, who carried the boys in their arms as easily as if they were scraps of meat ready to be devoured. Again the women seemed to be aware of their small audience, as Nelle watched their antics in wonder, and they flew down low and near enough that she could make sense of their strange dance. Despite, or perhaps because of the age difference between them, the men were obviously aroused by the attentions of the bird-women. They each sported prominent erections, which the women took turns to either make fun of or pleasure themselves with. One would hold a man upright as another woman dived down to take his stiff cock into her mouth and tease him to the point of explosion, before darting away again, laughing at his frustration.


Another promptly let go of her hostage, letting him plummet almost to his death before swooping beneath him, and catching him with her body directly beneath his so that he penetrated her as he fell. The young man stiffened and shuddered the moment that he entered her, as if the marriage of his cock into her cunt at the moment of his almost certain death had aroused him so much that he ejaculated immediately. She then lowered him carefully to the ground in an apparent faint and took to the air again in search of another. Droplets of ejaculate ran down her thighs as she sprung into the air and sizzled when they hit the earth, not more than two feet from where Nelle stood.


Nelle’s mouth gaped open. She dropped to her knees to check that her eyes had not deceived her, but, sure enough, the droplets that she had just witnessed falling down from the bird-woman’s cunt had sprung into miniscule white lilies. She crawled through the grass, careful not to knock or trudge on any of the new blooms and found more and more of them, springing up instantly as the juices of the airborne men and women hit the ground and sprouted into delicately petalled flowers. She bent her head to breathe in the heady scent that emanated from the blooms. It was rich and floral but also undeniably musky, like no flower Nelle had ever known.


“But . . . but this is impossible,” she said to Joseph. “It’s impossible,” she repeated firmly, as if saying the words a second time would make everything in front of her eyes disappear.


“Nothing is impossible,” he replied. Joseph bent down alongside her on the grass. He perched on flat feet, with his knees bent up like a grasshopper’s to avoid staining his trousers on the damp earth, then leant forward and began to pluck a handful of the white flowers. Nelle hissed as he pulled them up at the roots. They seemed so alive to her that the act of him tearing at the stems with hands that were gigantic in comparison to the tiny buds was an unnecessary violence. Then she gasped as she saw the flowers he had plucked change shape and join together in the palm of his hand. Instead of a handful of dead flowers, he now held a glittering pearl necklace.


He pushed himself to his feet, pulled her up, and stood behind her to fasten the luminescent strand around her throat. Nelle shivered as his knuckles brushed her chin. His hands felt as cold as the ice that surrounded them. The pearls, though, were as warm as any living creature. She ran her fingertips along the smooth beads. She could have sworn that they had a pulse that beat in time with her own, as if she now carried a part of the bird-women with her. Nelle raised her hand to them in an awkward wave of acknowledgement but they had gone already and were now gliding towards the arena.


“We’re late,” Joseph said. He raised his hand into the air and twisted his fingertips as if he was turning an invisible doorknob and, for a brief moment, Nelle felt as though all the air had been knocked from her body. Her eyes watered and she stumbled as the ground seemed to be shifting beneath her. Then the world was still again.


Nelle blinked. They had moved somehow without taking a single step and were now standing right at the edge of the icy stage. Behind them stood row upon row of seating. They were at the front of an enormous stadium without a single empty pew. All of the people that had seemed like brightly coloured ants from a distance had now gathered here. Up close they were totally unlike ants, and there was nothing uniform about them unless variety could be considered a uniform. Some were laced tightly into corsets, others were totally nude or painted with stripes or spots like animals, and some were adorned in elaborate couture gowns. The gender norms that Nelle was accustomed to did not apply here. She saw women with shapely hips accentuated by latex jodhpurs and square jaws covered with neatly clipped beards, men with long, lustrous hair and pert breasts. Many wore masks, but not the ordinary sort favoured by guests at masquerade parties. These were decorated with large curled horns or elongated cat-like noses or even gnarled bark, giving the wearer the appearance of a forest nymph.


Joseph wiped his brow. The colour had drained from his face entirely. He took hold of Nelle’s elbow. Not, she thought, to support her but rather to support himself. She had not previously noticed how much each of his tricks drained him. Perhaps that was why he hadn’t performed publicly for so long – it simply sapped too much of his energy. Nelle, on the other hand, felt stronger, more alive and more invigorated than ever before. The pearls around her neck pulsed with life, which permeated her skin and seeped into her bones until she felt as though she was glowing, as luminescent as the beads that encircled her throat.


The whole landscape suddenly turned pitch black, as if they were in a windowless room with the lights suddenly switched off. Devoid of sight, Nelle’s other senses became keener. She could hear the rustle of fabrics as the crowd behind them shifted in their seats and smell the odour of sex, sweat and rising excitement mixed with perfumes and the dry cold Nordic air.


A light burst into flame, but to Nelle’s surprise it did not come from atop or above the large, blank circle of ice that spread out like a skating rink in front of them, but rather below. She looked down at her feet in wonder. The sheet of ice that they were standing on had turned transparent, like very thin glass. Beneath it the winged-women dived and glided, each of them holding torches that brightened and dimmed on cue, like stage lights. Their feathered wings remained completely dry, and no current swept out behind them. They were not holding their breath and were not attached to oxygen tanks.


“There’s no water,” Nelle whispered. She shrugged. Considering all the other impossible things she had witnessed, she supposed that seeing a dry world under the ice rather than a watery one was no stranger than anything else she had seen that day.


The winged-women gathered into formation, creating a ring of light, about the size of a football pitch. Their torches dimmed, and for a moment they were again cast into darkness. The crowd fell silent. Then the light burst forth again, this time into a column, like a sunbeam. Within the sunbeam stood an enormous woman. Whether it was a trick of perspective, or she really was a giant, Nelle wasn’t sure, but she made even the winged-women seem Lilliputian. Each of her limbs was as thick as the trunk of a tree and her breasts were like mountains, but she was perfectly proportioned and moved with effortless grace. Her hair was pitch black and swam over her shoulders like a waterfall. The woman raised her arms overhead and, as she did so, a dozen invisible television screens burst into life so that her image was projected in every direction that Nelle looked. Instead of one giantess, it seemed as though they were surrounded by a dozen, all nude besides their flesh-coloured ballet shoes.


Piano music broke the silence and, as the first notes filled the air, the woman beneath the ice tensed her calves, lifted her heels into a perfect en pointe and took a short step to the right. As she did so, Nelle realized that the shining surface the woman was standing upon was in fact the flat end of a knife blade. In contrast to the gentle lullaby of sound emanating from a seemingly invisible instrument, the expression on the dancer’s face grew more and more pained with each turn on the points of her blades. Every muscle in her body was as taut as a drawn bowstring and her nipples had frozen into points as long as Nelle’s fingers. The moisture gathering at her cunt was apparent on the apparitions projected on the screens around them. Her thighs glistened as the juices of her arousal ran down between her legs. Like the heroine of Joseph’s novel, it seemed that pain aroused her.


The lullaby rose to a crescendo and, as it did so, the woman’s face shifted further from pain and closer to pleasure. She spread her arms out like a crucifixion, raised one leg into a standing split and spun on the point of the blade that supported her until Nelle began to feel dizzy just watching. The dancer’s body tensed and then shuddered as if she was experiencing her own private earthquake beneath the ceiling of ice that enclosed her. The moisture that had previously seeped onto her thighs now poured from her cunt like rain in a thunderstorm, but each droplet took the form of a falling star that lit up the dark night with an unearthly glow.


Gradually her body stilled.


As the image of the graceful dancer incomprehensibly faded into thin air to the final accompanying, dying notes of the music, Nelle blinked as if the rapid movement of her eyelashes might miraculously fix the image and make it return, render it whole again. But as she opened her eyes, full of hope, all she could now see was a canvas which was whiter than white, a glacial sun that consumed the valley’s landscape, feeding on the memories of the dancer on the knives.


She took a deep breath and, as she did so, felt the warm touch of Joseph’s hand on hers.


“That was beautiful,” she said. “It seemed so real.”


“It was just an illusion,” Joseph said. “But how . . . ?”


He interrupted her. “Everything is an illusion. Tricks, misdirection, make-believe . . .”


A wave of disappointment coursed through her, as if he was actually revealing the secrets of his trade, denying her the succour of actual magic. His hand left hers and he traced a circle in the air and, for a brief moment, it looked as if he was somehow grabbing a distant snowcapped mountain peak inside the hollow of his hand. Only to open his fist and pull out of nowhere a whole series of brightly coloured handkerchiefs, which he draped across her shoulders and perilously balanced on the hard tips of her nipples.


He smiled.


Her nerve endings stirred, like will-o’-the-wisps inside her fluttering wildly.


“Would you have liked it to have been real?” he asked Nelle.


“I want magic to be real,” she said. “There’d be no coming back,” Joseph stated, his features an unsettling blend of severity and irony. She was about to retort jokingly that it was a bad magician who lost his assistants when it dawned on her.


She didn’t want to come back.


“Show me the real magic,” Nelle said.


Nothing made sense any longer. The central tower, from which sturdy ropes flowed weightlessly around the whole perimeter of the citadel of ice, emerged from a widening crack in the ground peppered with snow where its thick mast was surrounded by a bed of wildly coloured orchids in contrasting shades of bright blue, ivory white and deep purple. The flowers were impossible, could in no way survive in this environment. And then Nelle was reminded of the ambient warmth in the air, the soft and soothing breeze caressing her naked skin even though they were just miles from the Arctic Circle. She looked to the sky above and the white explosion of the sun that had now relegated the blue of the day to another dimension.


Joseph led her down an invisible path that only he could decipher along the glass surface of the artificial glacier lake. As they moved across its canvas, she could follow the razor-sharp lines, the thin, sinewy indentations the dancer’s knives had carved across its skin. Like hieroglyphs, a language she couldn’t decipher properly, but which held the power to disturb her senses until her mind was drowning.


They stopped and she felt the feather-light touch of his breath down the back of her neck.


Ahead of them, the banks of canopies scattered across the valley floor appeared to have multiplied, like a chain reaction spreading out in concentric circles. At the entrance of each, like watchful guards posted either side of the thresholds to protect the treasures or the secrets concealed within, stood darkened silhouettes, their bodies lost in a cloud of black gauze. The whole landscape kept feeling unreal to Nelle.


By the nearest tent they had reached, a tall Medusa-blonde-haired woman detached herself from the group standing at attention, their collective gaze inquisitively examining the two arrivals.


She nodded at Joseph in recognition.


At first, Nelle assumed the woman approaching her was wearing a billowing dress full of motifs, weird shapes and random, almost cabalistic, illustrations from the neck downwards. But it was yet another illusion. As her eyes became further accustomed to the brilliant whiteness that suffused the scene, she realized the woman was as naked as she was. Her whole body was covered in tattoos. Dragons, snakes, trees, lips, faces. Nelle’s mind was struck with an unsettling form of dizziness.


The illustrated woman extended her arm towards them. Captivated, Nelle walked closer to her, sensing Joseph had stayed back and was no longer following her.


The woman’s smile was limpid, all kindness and expectation as she watched Nelle’s movements. Behind her the small crowd was growing, all eyes on Nelle.


She recognized the dancer on knives, from both the earlier spectacle and Joseph’s book. Men and women in flimsy attire, masked, partly dressed, a carnival of fabrics and flamboyance, men who were half-animals, women who were half-birds, and even, it was just a brief glimpse, unholy beautiful creatures who exhibited the sexual characteristics of both men and women. Nelle didn’t know where to look next. She told herself that it was just another magician’s trick, what Joseph had been leading up to ever since their fateful encounter, a masterpiece of illusion, of misdirection and that there would be a logical, simple explanation for it all.


Lost in her frantic speculations, Nelle was now merely a few feet away from the Ball’s participants, when her progress was halted by a wall of glass, which her toes hit before she could bang her nose or forehead against the invisible rampart.


Instinctively, she raised a hand and felt the smooth surface of the barrier separating her from the others and her soul was overcome with a terrible disappointment, as if she had travelled all this way only to fail at the final stage of the adventure. A wave of frustration swept across her and she was unable to hold back a solitary tear, which pearled down her left cheek.


She heard the soft tone of Joseph’s voice whispering in her ear. “The magic is part of you,” he said. “Use it.”


Clumsily, Nelle wiped the tear away and raised the wet tip of her finger to the invisible barrier and spread what was left of the tear across it. The wall shimmered and disappeared.


Nelle stepped forward.


Stopped. A final hesitation. Looked back.


The glass wall had reconstituted itself and Joseph was now out of reach. He waved at her. A farewell.


“Welcome to the Ball,” the woman said. “I am the Mistress. My name is Aurelia. You must be Nelle, our magician’s offering.”


“Offering?” Nelle queried.


But the woman didn’t answer, just took her by the hand and led her inside the tent as all the spectators brushed aside to let them pass.


Once inside, the flimsy construction had inexplicably grown in dimensions, now extending high and wide, a Tardis-like cave of thick drapes, quilts, carpets, and a geometry of tables laden with food and jewels and, to one side, a gallery of exotic attires – dresses, sheaths, uniforms, silk wraps – hanging as if in thin air, waiting to be plundered, worn.


It felt like a dream.


Aurelia led her to a vast oak table, full of gold and silver platters, on which exotic cuts of meat and fish sat, piled on each other, alongside deep bowls of ripe fruit.


“Eat,” Nelle was told. And realized how long ago she had eaten last. She grabbed a pomegranate and greedily separated the fruit from the skin and bit hard into the individual grains to extract the heady juice. A curly-haired man in his mid-twenties, naked to the waist, and wearing tight white leggings through which the shape of his genitalia was unavoidably and prominently outlined, rushed to her side, holding out a small porcelain recipient for her to spit the crushed remains of the pomegranate out onto it. Nelle could smell a spicy kind of warmth radiating from his body. The faint sugar rush sharpened her senses. Her appetite revived, she helped herself to a slice of rye bread over which she spread some slices of smoked fish.


Nelle allowed herself to relax and took in her surroundings. The vast, cavernous, endless interior of the tent was like an enclave out of time, its pleated materials hanging from a central pole where they unfolded like a night sky glimmering with a thousand tiny stars (or were they electric bulbs?). Again, the outside temperature had miraculously been kept at bay, and her naked body was caressed by a summer-like warmth despite the close proximity to the snow, ice and northern mountains around.


Nelle turned to the Mistress and the waiting crowd of Ball revellers.


“I’m ready now,” she said.


She was no longer the magician’s apprentice.


[image: image]


It could have been Joseph, or it could have been another man altogether. The man in the sharply creased tuxedo, black silk shirt, scarlet-red bow tie, dark bandanna and velvet mask obscuring even his eyes, was of similar height, although his posture was more regal and demonstrative. Although Nelle had never actually witnessed Joseph perform, and had only seen photographs of his act.


He raised his right hand and opened his closed fist and a small ball of fire surged forth and then changed into a bouquet of flowers. The audience obediently gasped as if following a script. It was hours following her arrival, and Nelle had been bathed and scrubbed and she knew her body smelled of lavender and incense, both fragrances swirling around her skin, in unseen waves.


A broad cape appeared out of nowhere, which he then waved theatrically in front of him and, when he pulled it back with an exaggerated flourish, a tall mirror stood, in which she caught a reflection of herself against a background of stars from the tent’s artificial sky. Her breasts appeared fuller than she remembered them, her hair more lustrous, her limbs more supple. Maybe it was a trick mirror? One conceived to flatter.


From afar, she could hear the plaintive sound of a violin playing a tune she was unfamiliar with until it burst aloud into a devilish pizzicatto and the audience surrounding her began clapping to its beat.


The master of ceremonies waved to Nelle and she stepped towards the mirror, peered into its depths and in one swift movement walked into and through it, emerging on the other side, with the insistent sound of the music still accompanying her.


She was in a field of snow, which extended to infinity. There was no horizon. Even the surrounding mountains had vanished.


She looked down at her feet. She no longer wore the leather boots and under her toes the snow crunched like cotton candy, although it felt like wool to her nerve endings. It wasn’t cold.


A drop of rain splashed against her bare shoulder blade. Another landed on the slope of her breasts, swimming down towards her nipple, where it then cascaded down towards her belly and, its flow never diminishing, reached the slit of her cunt and melted into her wetness. Another raindrop brushed against her nose and Nelle extended her hands out to catch the falling drops in her palms.


She caught one. The music ceased.


She gazed at the hollow of her palm and watched in fascination as the raindrop slowly began to grow in size until it was as large as a Christmas bauble and could no longer be held there. She let it go but it did not fall to the ground. It just floated in the air, still expanding, like a transparent and tenuous bubble growing exponentially, its crystal-like walls a whirl of colours, all in shades of white. Finally, as she stood there with her mouth open in amazement, the bubble, having reached the size of a giant sphere, settled down onto the snow’s surface, facing her.


Nelle put her foot forward and, taking a deep breath, she entered the transparent sphere. It did not burst and closed up behind her. She was now inside it. Within seconds, the giant bubble began moving, floating above the bed of snow with grace and alacrity. Nelle extended her arms towards the bubble’s seemingly thin walls in order to keep her balance. The consistency felt like rubber but helped her maintain her equilibrium when the ball began gaining momentum and rolling across the endless snow plain.


On and on, she floated along the white tundra, surfing the ever-stretching plain on unseen thermals. Until she felt she had almost circumnavigated the globe, or at any rate the valley where Joseph had led her.


A sense of detachment crawled across her thoughts.


A woman’s voice cut through the silence.


“Let them in.”


Nelle realized her eyes had been closed, a side effect of her floating in space and her consciousness not wishing to take a geographical bearing.


She opened them.


The giant transparent bubble in which she was standing, legs firmly apart to keep her balance and arms stretched out like a Da Vinci geometrical figure, was now motionless and back in the vast tent from where she had begun her journey of sorts. It was now more like an arena, with tiers of seats surrounding the sphere in which she hovered, a sea of masks gazing out at her.


The faintest of touches grazed her right cheek. Nelle turned her head. A palm tenderly caressing her bare buttocks. Then, another hand, invisible but firm, teasing a nipple and then another contact, skin gliding against skin, a nail drawing across the back of her knee. The white light streaming in from the roof of the structure blinded her to what was happening. She could be seen by the audience, but was unable to observe her spectators inside the sphere, caught as she was in the unnatural glare.
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