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      Chapter One

      
      She wriggled the tight white panties down her long, slender legs. The crotch appeared reluctant to part company with her sex
         and she had to tug it away. The panties fell to the floor. Her pubic hair was blonde, downy, soft but sparse, barely covering
         the triangle of her pubis. The clasp of her bra was in the front, between the silky white cups that moulded themselves to
         her creamy, full breasts. She unhooked it. Her breasts fell free, bouncing as they settled onto her chest, their cherry-sized
         nipples already erect.
      

      
      She extracted her arms from the bra, picked up the panties and tossed both garments at him. They landed in his lap. He picked
         up the panties and held them to his face, rubbing the silk against his cheek and inhaling the aroma of her perfume. It had
         become inextricably mixed with another, more primitive scent. He always did that. He had taken off all his clothes and sat
         in the armchair to watch her. He always did that, too. She liked it. His passivity excited her. She liked being watched. She
         liked to strip for him, slowly and seductively, exposing herself to him bit by bit. She wished she had the courage to go further,
         to lie on the bed and spread her legs wide open and let him watch her impale herself on the big plastic dildo she kept secreted
         in the top drawer of her bedside chest.
      

      
      Julia stood in front of him, her legs slightly apart. She reached up and started taking the pins out of her flaxen blonde
         hair, letting it tumble over her shoulders. She shook her head to untangle it. Her breasts shook too, slapping against each
         other. Her hair was so long it brushed the conspicuous curves of her buttocks.
      

      
      
      The sight of her naked body had made him erect. She cupped her breasts in her hands, as though trying to guess what they weighed.
         Coquettishly, she pushed her left breast up towards her chin, lowering her head so she could take its nipple into her mouth.
         She let him see her teeth pinching it.
      

      
      Derek moaned. ‘Love that,’ he muttered.

      
      Julia dropped to her knees. As her heels dug into her fleshy buttocks she felt a wave of exhilaration. She had never been
         able to explain to herself why kneeling, both the image and the fact of it, excited her so much. But it did. She clasped her
         hands behind her back to complete the picture.
      

      
      Derek parted his legs and threw the bra to one side. Without moving her hands she leant forward and opened her mouth to take
         in his erection. His cock was circumcised and very smooth. Her lips sank down its length until his glans was right at the
         back of her throat.
      

      
      She wished she could have asked him to bind her hands behind her back. Closing her eyes, she held her wrists together tightly,
         trying to pretend they were bound together by white leather cuffs. It was always white leather. In her mind’s eye she had
         a vision of herself, kneeling before him, her body swathed in tight white leather bondage. She shuddered as the icon of her
         sexuality glowed brightly on the black screen of her imagination.
      

      
      ‘Master,’ she said, but the word was muffled by his cock. She would not have dared to say it aloud.

      
      ‘Use your hands,’ he said irritably.

      
      The icon flickered and faded. She opened her eyes and faced reality. Reluctantly, she freed her hands from her self-imposed
         bonds. Sliding her mouth back until his glans was poised at her lips, she circled the base of his cock with one hand and gathered
         up his scrotum with the other, squeezing it gently.
      

      
      His cock throbbed. ‘Lovely,’ he said.

      
      ‘I’ll do anything for you, Master, anything you want,’ she wanted to say but did not. The imaginary words excited her so much she shuddered.
      

      
      ‘Come on,’ he said. He took her by the shoulders and pulled her to her feet. ‘I want the real thing.’ He walked over to the
         bed and sat on the edge of it.
      

      
      She had already stripped away the bedding. The mattress was covered with a white sheet. She sat down beside him, and immediately
         he rolled over on top of her, pulling her back onto the bed and kissing her on the mouth, his tongue plunging between her
         lips. She felt his hard phallus pressing against her belly.
      

      
      ‘You’re gorgeous,’ he said. ‘Fucking gorgeous.’ He pushed his hand down between their bodies until his fingers found the moist
         opening of her sex. His middle finger located her clitoris and began rubbing it from side to side. Then the finger slid lower
         and investigated the mouth of her vagina, running around the slippery wet opening before delving inside. He thrust it up into
         her as deep as it would go, so deep she could feel his knuckles pushing against her labia. His finger wriggled around the
         tight tube of flesh, exploring its inner contours. Then he withdrew it, raised himself above her, and thrust his erection
         into her cunt.
      

      
      Julia moaned. Her body closed around the intruder, squeezing it reflexively. Its breadth stretched her labia apart, exposing
         her clitoris to the pressure of his pubic bone as he drove his cock into her rhythmically, each inward stroke producing a
         wave of sensation.
      

      
      Derek was a good lover. He was considerate. He was strong. He would not come, she knew, unless she’d climaxed first. It was
         a point of honour with him. He had a lovely body, too, firmly muscled and slender. But despite all his exertions, despite
         the way his cock reamed her so effectively and hammered against her clitoris with unerring accuracy, it was not enough. It
         had never been enough. Not with him. Not with any of her other lovers. She needed more – she needed her fantasy to enhance
         the reality.
      

      
      
      She closed her eyes again. Slowly, sinuously, enjoying the feeling, she stretched her arms out over her head as if trying
         to reach the corners at the top of the bed. She stretched her legs out too, feeling the cartilage elongate until it was taut,
         her whole body spread-eagled across the mattress, then made an effort to stretch out even further, her fingers extended, her
         toes pointed, every sinew alive with feeling.
      

      
      In her imagination she could see the white leather cuffs strapped tightly around her ankles and wrists, the cuffs attached
         to white nylon ropes that pulled her limbs out to each corner of the bed. The image immediately made her sex spasm, gripping
         the erection inside it even more firmly.
      

      
      ‘Yes,’ Derek said, taking the sensation as a sign that she was approaching orgasm, and fondly imagining it was due to his
         efforts. He kissed the corded muscles of her long neck, then pushed his tongue into her ear, screwing its heat and wetness
         into the inner whorls. ‘Do it for me,’ he encouraged.
      

      
      She wished she could have told him what she wanted. She had never dared tell any of her lovers what would really turn her
         on. She feared they would ridicule her. Or worse, think she was perverted. Women were not supposed to have such unsavoury
         appetites, especially not such politically incorrect ones.
      

      
      The imaginary bonds bit into her flesh. Her muscles ached with the strain. Despite Derek’s weight on top of her, she arched
         her buttocks up, changing the angle of her pubic bone, so his cock could penetrate still deeper, striking against the neck
         of her womb. ‘Watch me, Master,’ she wanted to say. There was always a shadowy figure in her fantasies. She could never make
         out a face but the eyes were clear, their colour the palest of pale blues, their gaze hypnotic. They watched her without expression,
         their passivity total. As if their owner didn’t care what she did. She had to make him care. That was the point, to arouse
         him from his languor.
      

      
      She felt the spasms of her sex become rhythmic, getting stronger and more frequent. The hard cock inside her was relentless. Its physical provocation seemed to be intensifying her mental gyrations, the one feeding off the other. The more
         acutely her clitoris responded, the more real the image of herself helplessly bound to the bed seemed to become. The expression
         in those pale blue eyes changed, registering a flicker of interest. Desperately she squirmed and wriggled against her bonds,
         wanting her Master to see her pleasure. In her mind the word ‘please’ was repeated over and over again, a plea for something,
         though she did not know what.
      

      
      The eyes moved closer, watching more intently. She had to come now, so he would see it. With an enormous effort she pushed
         herself up off the bed, every muscle taut, her pubic bone crushed against Derek’s, her clitoris trapped between them. Her
         orgasm exploded. She saw the expression in those pale blue eyes register mild curiosity, before the image was wiped away by
         waves of sheer unadulterated pleasure.
      

      
      Derek waited for her crisis to pass, then, as her body seemed to melt under him, all tension gone, he began ploughing into
         her again, riding the huge wave of liquefaction that her sex had produced.
      

      
      ‘No, wait,’ she said, moving her hands to his hips to stop him. The white leather cuffs had disappeared. She was free again.
         ‘Will you do something for me?’ She was feeling brave.
      

      
      ‘Of course,’ he said.

      
      ‘I don’t want you to come like this.’

      
      ‘How, then?’ He rolled off her and onto his back. His cock stuck up from his belly, glistening wet.

      
      Could she tell him? Did she have the courage? She felt herself blushing, her cheeks turning pink. ‘This way …’

      
      She reached over to the bedside chest and opened the second drawer down, groping around inside until she found the black silk
         sleeping mask.
      

      
      Derek looked puzzled.

      
      ‘I want to be blindfolded,’ she said.

      
      ‘And?’

      
      
      She couldn’t find the words to tell him. She just held the blindfold out until he took it and wrapped the elasticated straps
         around her head, over her long hair. The blackness seemed to envelop her in a cloak of anonymity. No more embarrassment. Not
         being able to see him gave her the impression – however illogically – that he could not see her either.
      

      
      ‘Now what?’ he asked.

      
      She replied by groping around until she found his cock. She gripped it in her fist, then began to wank it quite hard. ‘Can
         you come like this?’
      

      
      ‘Is that what you want?’

      
      ‘Oh yes, come over me,’ she said, lying back. Just saying the words made her whole body pulse. Her sex was alive again, its
         wetness leaking out over her thighs. In the blackness behind the mask the pale blue eyes were there again, watching her.
      

      
      She felt Derek’s weight shifting on the bed as he got to his knees beside her. He replaced her hand with his own. ‘I didn’t
         know you were into all this,’ he said.
      

      
      ‘Please,’ she said. She could hear his hand moving up and down the length of his shaft. Some part of her wondered why on earth
         she found this so exciting, but most of her couldn’t have cared less. Most of her was content to feel the enormous surge of
         pleasure that radiated, like heat, from her cunt.
      

      
      The pale blue eyes were looking down at her naked body. She spread her legs apart so they could see her sex, the labia parting
         to reveal the scarlet maw of her vagina, as wet as it had ever been.
      

      
      Derek’s breathing was becoming more pronounced. He was moaning very softly. She felt the fingers of his spare hand dig into
         the flesh of her left breast, pinching at her nipple. It felt like he had touched her with a live electric wire. She knew
         she was going to come again. His hand worked faster.
      

      
      Suddenly he groaned. Immediately she felt a burning hot liquid spatter over her belly. Gobs of it landed on her thighs and
         in her short pubic hair. As easily as if someone had thrown a switch she came, harder and longer than before, her body raked by feeling, every nerve responding to the wave of
         sensation, every muscle trembling out of control.
      

      
      ‘Master … Master …’ She heard the word echoing in her head as the pale blue eyes regarded her quizzically. She was too far
         gone to know whether she’d screamed the word out loud or not.
      

      
      It took a long time before the tension melted away. Eventually, she pulled the mask off her eyes. She felt embarrassed. Derek
         had not moved. He was looking down at her, at his semen spattered over her naked flesh.
      

      
      ‘Is that what you want?’ he said. There was a detectable hint of disdain in his voice.

      
      ‘What?’ she said.

      
      ‘A Master?’

      
      ‘No,’ she lied. Obviously the word hadn’t only been in her imagination. ‘I don’t know what I want.’

      
      ‘Oh? You seemed to know exactly.’

      
      ‘I got carried away.’

      
      ‘Yes. I could see that.’

      
      Derek’s reaction was what she’d feared most. She had revealed too much, she knew. He did not approve. What he had been prepared
         to do in the heat of passion was less acceptable now the passion had cooled. He did not want to know her sexual secrets, and
         he clearly did not want any part of them.
      

      
      Julia Farrell was late. For the second time in a week the alarm had failed to go off and she had woken in a panic, throwing
         herself out of bed and into the shower. Derek had not wanted to stay the night and had gone home soon after their sexual encounter,
         making some excuse that didn’t sound particularly plausible but that Julia was only too glad to accept.
      

      
      Drying herself off, Julia stared into the mirror as she concentrated on her make-up. She had big blue eyes, a long straight
         nose, high cheekbones and a large but perfectly symmetrical mouth, with fleshy full lips – a combination that easily attracted admiring glances from the opposite sex and
         envious ones from her own. She drew a thin line around each eye and brushed shadow under the brows, then painted on a rich
         red lipstick with a brush and applied a light blusher to her cheeks.
      

      
      Julia rushed into the kitchen to make herself a cup of coffee, then decided there was no time and settled for orange juice.
         Her flat was small, the top floor of a Georgian terrace house in Islington that had been badly converted in the late sixties,
         but it was all she could afford on her limited means. It comprised a bedroom, just big enough to hold a double bed, a bathroom
         that was no wider than the hallway and a kitchen-cum-dining-room-cum-sitting room that overlooked the neat square outside.
         She would have liked something bigger, but on her none-too-generous salary was grateful to have managed to buy into the property-owning
         classes at all.
      

      
      She glanced at her watch. Hurriedly she rushed back into the bedroom, clipped on a white bra, stretched tan-coloured tights
         over her long legs and stepped into a beige skirt. A cream cotton blouse and a beige sweater completed her outfit. She tied
         her long hair into a casual plait, then grabbed her handbag and coat and darted out the front door, double-locking it behind
         her.
      

      
      It was not until she was at the bus stop that she had any time to think about what had happened last night. As she stood under
         the bus shelter in a small queue of people, all anxiously looking up the road every time the red shape of a bus loomed into
         sight, peering intensely to make out the number it displayed, her mind drifted. Last night had been a mistake. She had taken
         a gamble and it had not paid off.
      

      
      The truth was, if she was honest with herself, that sex had always been a problem for her. Not a large problem that dominated
         her life and made it impossible for her to do anything but think about it, but a small, nagging, persistent worry. She was
         twenty-two and had been very careful in selecting her lovers from the numerous offers she received. In fact all had proved more than competent – except one. Her first. Brian Lewis
         had taken her virginity. But equally she had taken his, and his inability to arouse her was perhaps unsurprising, bearing
         in mind that he had found it almost impossible to hold himself back for more than a few seconds.
      

      
      But her lack of response to the several attractive, physically powerful and experienced men she had picked after Brian was
         less easy to understand. The succession of men who had comprehensively and conscientiously made love to her, who had caressed
         her and licked her and sucked her and penetrated her with hard unwilting phalluses, who had not stinted in their efforts to
         bring her pleasure, had all, without exception, failed in their endeavours. She had flayed about wildly, screamed with delight,
         done everything she could think of to express a pleasure she did not achieve. Faking her orgasm was the only reward she could
         give them for their sterling efforts.
      

      
      Until last year.

      
      It had never occurred to her until then that the answer to her lack of sexual fulfilment could be found in a book. She supposed,
         if she thought about it at all, that having an orgasm was like learning to swim. At first you flailed about and sank like
         a stone, then suddenly and magically one day you floated and would never sink again. She had never bothered to challenge this
         assumption. Her knowledge and curiosity about sex were strictly limited. She’d had sex-education classes at school which were
         little more than human biology. She knew little of sexual behaviour and nothing of the more outré pursuits. She’d heard vaguely about couples who got pleasure from spanking and being spanked and thought that faintly absurd,
         but had never investigated further.
      

      
      Until last year. All that had changed then. Dramatically.

      
      She remembered vividly when and how. It had been lunchtime and Chloe, the girl who shared her office, had left a new magazine
         open on her desk. There was an arresting picture of a naked couple, their genitals carefully covered by a strategically placed sheet, and an intriguing title, ‘Sex Games for Consenting Adults’, that caught her attention as she munched
         on her tunafish sandwich. The article was, in fact, an abridgement of a recently published book. The writer dealt with sado-masochism,
         bondage and corporal punishment. Then came the section on domination and submission. Julia could remember the paragraph word
         for word: ‘It is now generally accepted that just as men genuinely want to be dominated by a strong and powerful woman, women
         can have an equally affecting and fundamental desire to be dominated by a man. The Master–Slave relationship appears to be
         non-gender specific. It is also a syndrome for which no proper explanation exists. The desire to be a slave, to be not merely
         subservient but totally and absolutely dependent, is a sexual urge as profound as the basic instinct to procreate.’ Julia
         had felt her face flush as she read the words. Her palms had begun to sweat. It was as though someone had read her deepest
         secret and written it down except, of course, that until that very minute she hadn’t known herself what the secret was. She
         had been blind and now she could see.
      

      
      That night she’d had the most vivid and graphic dream she could ever remember. She was standing in the queue waiting for a
         bus. A car, a big silver limousine, stopped at the curb and the rear window facing her slid down with a soft whirr. She could
         not see inside, however. A man’s voice asked her if she wanted a lift. The next thing she knew she was in her bathroom taking
         a shower. There was someone in her bedroom waiting for her. She dried herself and brushed her hair. Naked, she walked into
         the bedroom, but it wasn’t her bedroom at all. In fact there were no walls, just heavy scarlet drapes like the curtains of
         a theatre. There was a large Gothic fireplace and a roaring fire. She heard a dark, rich voice boom out a single word of command,
         ‘Kneel.’ She dropped to her knees. That was the first time she’d seen those ice-cold pale blue eyes. She couldn’t see the
         rest of the man’s face. The shadows in the room veiled everything but his eyes. They were looking at her naked body. Then she was running, her bare feet kicking up amber and yellow autumn leaves. ‘Stop,’ the voice said. But
         she didn’t.
      

      
      She had woken in a sweat, the sheets distinctly damp. But it wasn’t only perspiration that had soaked the bed. Her sex was
         flowing with liquid, a river that testified to the effect of the dream. Her subconscious had decided to suppress the truth
         about her most profound desires. But now the secret was out. Laid bare. She knew what she wanted. More than that, she knew
         instinctively that it was what she had always wanted.
      

      
      She’d rushed out to buy the book. There was a whole chapter on what the author called ‘The Master/Slave Syndrome’. There were
         excerpts from other books. There were drawings, even a photograph. Like someone who was learning a new language, Julia read
         avidly, picking up a new vocabulary and absorbing the imagery.
      

      
      Three days later she’d had her first orgasm, with a man whose name was Philip. She had been going out with him for a month
         and had gone to bed with him five times before. On the sixth occasion she knelt in front of him, with her hands behind her
         back, just as she’d done with Derek last night. It was a position that the book had described and that had featured in her
         dream. It was the embodiment of the idea of submission. Her excitement was so intense as his erection slid between her lips
         that she thought she’d probably come then and there. She did come, screaming with a pleasure so sharp it was almost like pain,
         as he threw her onto the bed and lunged into her. It was not his ardour or his strength that had caused it, though, but the
         images that the book had inspired.
      

      
      Next day she had masturbated. She had done it previously to very little effect, achieving only a mild sensation of pleasure
         by manipulating her clitoris with her fingers. Penetrating herself had hardly increased the overall sensation. But with the
         image of her Master’s eyes – as she began to think of them – looking down at her, watching her naked body squirm around on the bed, she came as explosively as she had with Philip, cramming two, then three fingers into her vagina.
         She repeated the whole experience immediately, but this time using the handle of her hairbrush as a phallus.
      

      
      She had bought a large vibrator. Like someone who had just discovered an amazing new talent, for weeks afterwards she’d masturbated
         every night, sometimes twice a night, always imagining those passive pale blue eyes watching her, always lying stretched out
         naked on her bed, always coming with staggering power, the dildo jammed into her vagina, her fingers strumming her clit.
      

      
      But a problem solved was also a problem created. For a year now she had tried to find a man she could trust with her secret,
         a man who would be, for however limited a period, her Master. But time after time her courage had failed her. And the result
         of last night’s little experiment with Derek did not give her much confidence to try again.
      

      
      ‘Morning, Chloe,’ she said an hour later as she entered the lobby of the Datron Electronics building and saw the girl who
         shared her office rushing to the lift.
      

      
      ‘Hi, Jules. Have you heard the news?’

      
      ‘News?’ Julia looked blank. They crowded into the lift together.

      
      Chloe lowered her voice. ‘There’s been a take-over. The whole company. Jake in accounts told Rodney in personnel. Norstrom
         Industries. They’re going to make an announcement this morning.’
      

      
      ‘What! I thought Andrews said he’d never sell.’

      
      ‘He did. Lots of times. They must have made him an offer he couldn’t refuse.’

      
      ‘What about that interview with the Financial Times? He said that’s why he wasn’t taking the company public, because he didn’t want to live under the threat of a take-over!’
      

      
      ‘It’s bound to mean job losses.’

      
      ‘Oh God, I’ve only been here eighteen months.’

      
      
      ‘Me too.’

      
      ‘No redundancy pay.’

      
      They tumbled out of the lift and walked down the corridor to their office. Instead of the usual chorus of ‘good mornings’
         and ‘how are yous’ everyone was walking around staring at the floor.
      

      
      ‘It’s very sudden,’ Julia said, as they walked into their office.

      
      ‘These things usually are,’ Chloe observed.

      
      Julia switched on her computer. Chloe did the same. A message told them that the whole staff were called to a meeting in the
         main conference room at ten thirty. No doubt it was there that the axe would fall.
      

      
      ‘I suppose they might keep everyone on,’ Julia said.

      
      ‘And pigs might fly,’ Chloe said. The contrast between the two women could not have been more marked. Where Julia was tall
         and slender and blonde, Chloe was short and plump and brunette, her hair cut into a neat bob that emphasised the roundness
         of her face. The contrast in their personalities was equally noticeable, Julia serious and thoughtful and probably much too
         introspective, Chloe immensely cheerful, jokey and always looking on the bright side of life. Except this morning. Even she
         could not find anything to joke about, faced with the prospect of unpaid redundancy.
      

      
      Over the eighteen months they had worked together the two women had become friends. Julia was hoping that perhaps she would
         be able to confide in Chloe and discuss what had happened with Derek, but the take-over news had swept the whole matter out
         of her head.
      

      
      ‘Do we know anything about Norstrom Industries?’ Julia asked.

      
      ‘We can look it up on the Internet.’

      
      Chloe punched a few buttons on her computer. A few seconds later her screen was covered with information. Norstrom was a Norway-based
         multi-national company specialising in hi-tech manufacturing, with a large presence in computer software and the computer-servicing industry. Its profits the previous year had been well over a billion pounds, and it had
         increased its market share in computer hardware until it was now the second largest manufacturer in the world. Norstrom was
         named after and run by Niels Norstrom, a fifty-five-year-old Norwegian who had taken over his father’s small cigarette lighter
         manufacturing business and turned it, single-handedly, into one of the world’s major corporations.
      

      
      This morning the bustle and noise that normally floated over the tops of the partitions that formed the numerous small offices
         on the fourteenth floor was subdued to a virtual silence. The only sound was of voices whispering to each other, the same
         conversation repeated among all the staff. Would the take-over mean wholesale job losses, and if so who was likely to go?
      

      
      At ten-twenty the staff began to gather at the lift, the strain in everyone’s face only too plain to see. By ten-thirty the
         main conference room on the ground floor, a space that resembled a university lecture theatre with seating for three hundred,
         was almost full. Julia and Chloe sat side by side in the third row from the front. There was no talking. The founder, chairman
         and managing director of Datron Electronics, Donald Andrews, was already sitting behind a long oak table on the dais with
         the financial director and the head of personnel, each of them shuffling papers and conspicuously not looking out at the audience.
      

      
      There was a large electric clock mounted on the wall behind the management. It ticked loudly each time the second hand moved.
         At exactly ten-thirty-five Donald Andrews got to his feet. There was no need to call for silence. The only sound was the metronomic
         ticking of the clock.
      

      
      ‘Ladies and gentleman, good morning. It appears that the news has already leaked so I shall not beat around the bush. The
         board of Datron Electronics has received an offer for the whole of our share capital from Norstrom Industries.’ Andrews paused.
         He was a small stout man, almost completely bald, the little hair he did have forming a horseshoe shape around the back of his head. Beads of sweat had broken out on his upper lip. ‘The board has recommended to all our private
         shareholders that they accept the offer, and they have done so unanimously. As from close of business one week from today
         Datron will become a wholly-owned subsidiary of Norstrom Industries.’
      

      
      At that moment the large main door opened. The eyes of the audience swivelled towards the man who walked through it. He was
         tall and handsome. If Julia had not recognised Niels Norstrom from the numerous photographs in newspaper financial pages,
         she might have mistaken him for a film star. He exuded a power and sense of purpose that made it almost impossible not to
         look at him. His face was rugged, as if sculpted from some craggy seaside cliff, his jaw square and jutting, his nose large
         and turned slightly to one side. Though he was close-shaven, his tanned complexion was darkened on the lower half of his face
         by the stubble of what was obviously a very black beard, which seemed strange in combination with the thick mop of completely
         white hair on his head. He wore a navy blue overcoat, a cream cashmere scarf and black leather gloves. He strode energetically
         up onto the dais.
      

      
      ‘Please don’t let me interrupt, gentlemen,’ he said. He took off his overcoat and sat down at the table, crossing his legs.
         His suit was dark grey, his silk tie yellow and his silk shirt cream, its cuffs held together by gold cufflinks shaped into
         St Peter’s crosses. The same emblem, also in gold, was pinned into the buttonhole on the left lapel of his jacket. His black
         leather shoes were highly polished; even the insteps had been buffed and shined.
      

      
      ‘I was just explaining our position,’ Donald Andrews mumbled deferentially.

      
      ‘Good,’ Norstrom said. ‘Continue.’

      
      ‘Well, I think I have just about finished. Mr Norstrom, here, has kindly agreed to address you all personally and tell you
         his plans for the future of Datron. So, Mr Norstrom, if you will …’
      

      
      
      Norstrom got to his feet. He surveyed the audience, taking his time, as if examining each face in turn. Finally his eyes rested
         on Julia.
      

      
      And that was when it happened. It was a physical shock, like being slapped. The eyes that were staring at her so unwaveringly
         were the eyes she had seen a thousand times before in her imagination, the pale blue eyes of the mysterious Master she had
         conjured up. What’s more, they were looking at her in the same way – the expression of interest mixed with a certain superiority;
         the sexual agenda, at least as far as she was concerned, perfectly clear. She shivered, staring back at him intently, feeling
         her flesh break out in goose pimples.
      

      
      ‘Gentlemen, ladies. I am sure that you are all feeling most put out. The company for which you have worked, the company to
         which you have devoted loyal service to for so many years suddenly changes its management, like catching a cold.’ He was talking
         to the whole audience, but Julia couldn’t get over the impression that his eyes were directed straight at her. ‘I will keep
         this simple and straightforward. Norstrom Industries has acquired twenty-two companies in the last seven and a half years.
         In each of those companies we have managed at worst to double and at best to quadruple the profits. In each of those companies
         we have at worst increased production capability by twenty per cent and at best by two hundred fifteen per cent. More to the
         point as far as you are all concerned, we have achieved these goals without a single compulsory redundancy. Indeed, we have
         increased employment in twenty out of twenty-two plants, and by achieving agreed productivity targets we have also increased
         the average take-home pay of each worker by thirty per cent. We have introduced flexitime and job-sharing schemes, and have
         put elected workers’ representatives on each board and on the main board of Norstrom.
      

      
      ‘These are facts that you can check for yourself. My message to you is simple. If you continue to work loyally and effectively
         for Norstrom, as you have proved you can for Datron, then your jobs, all your jobs, will be safe and indeed you can look forward to a happy and prosperous future. That is all.’
      

      
      There was a burst of spontaneous applause from the audience, expressing their palpable relief. Little conversations erupted
         between friends as they elaborated on the implications of what Norstrom had said.
      

      
      ‘I didn’t know any of that,’ Chloe whispered, turning to Julia. ‘It’s great news, isn’t it?’

      
      But Julia did not reply. Niels Norstrom had sat down behind the table on the dais. He had crossed his long legs again and
         was pressing his finger tips together, holding them in front of his chin almost in an attitude of prayer. But his eyes were
         looking straight at Julia. They seemed to pin her to her seat, making it impossible for her to move, their effect hypnotic.
         She knew he could see all her secrets, that her soul lay bare for him to examine minutely. He appeared more than satisfied
         with what he saw. His lips parted and he smiled the thinnest of smiles before he turned away.
      

      
      ‘He’s rather dishy, isn’t he?’ Chloe said. ‘I wouldn’t mind meeting him on a dark night in a Norwegian fjord.’

      
      ‘Well, ladies and gentleman.’ Donald Andrews had got to his feet again. ‘On that note, perhaps we should show Mr Norstrom
         our appreciation by getting straight back to work.’
      

      
      There was another round of applause before the audience rose. Julia saw Norstrom turn to the managing director and then nod
         towards her. She lip-read her name on Andrews’ lips.
      

      
      Or was that all in her imagination? Had Norstrom merely glanced at her, as he’d glanced at the rest of the audience? She was
         a very minor cog in what had just become a very small part of Niels Norstrom’s vast corporate machine. Why should he have
         any interest in her? It was absurd.
      

      
      ‘Well, that was a storm in a tea-cup,’ Chloe said as they filed out of the conference room and walked to the lift. ‘I actually
         thought we were going to be out of a job.’
      

      
      ‘Everyone did,’ Julia said.

      
      
      ‘So all we’ve got to do now is learn Norwegian and change the musak in the lift to Sibelius.’

      
      ‘He was Finnish.’

      
      ‘Same thing.’

      
      ‘Don’t let Norstrom hear you say that.’

      
      ‘Greig, then. And I’ll buy a copy of Peer Gynt to carry under my arm. Just to show willing. And with Mr Norstrom I’d be very willing.’
      

      
      Julia glanced over her shoulder. She saw Norstrom come out of the conference room with Donald Andrews and the other directors
         in attendance, bowing and scraping as they escorted him to the front entrance. A tall blond chauffeur was standing at attention
         beside the open door of a black stretch Rolls-Royce with opaque black-glass windows. Norstrom shook Andrews’ hand, looked
         up at the six-storey glass and steel office block he had acquired as part of the deal just concluded, then climbed into the
         car.
      

   



      
      
      Chapter Two

      
      It was impossible to sleep. Julia just lay on her bed with her eyes closed listening to the sound of the rain pattering on
         the roof. She had gone to bed early, exhausted, or so she thought, by her late night and the events of the day, but sleep
         had eluded her. She lay tossing and turning, her mind playing over everything that had happened with Derek last night, then
         turning to games of ‘what if’. What if Niels Norstrom was interested in her, however absurd an idea that might be? Was she
         right in thinking that she had seen something in his eyes, something that not only indicated his interest in her, but his
         inclination to be what she so desperately craved? There was no way of knowing.
      

      
      She knew what she wanted. She knew that very clearly. She had never been so attracted to any man in her whole life. Everything about him excited
         her. His wiry white hair. His slim svelte body and the way he moved with grace and poise. But most of all, those eyes. The
         eyes that had seemed to watch her so carefully, seeing her and seeing through her at the same time.
      

      
      She had been attracted to men before. She had developed lusts and passions for several handsome men even in the days before
         she had become aware of her sexual inclinations. But those attractions had not been like this. What she felt for Norstrom
         was something quite different. It was like a virus that ate into every part of her, heating her blood, changing her cells,
         destroying the emotional immune system that would have advised caution. She could and would do anything for him. She knew that more certainly than she had ever known anything. She imagined his rich, deep voice with that distinctive
         Scandinavian accent giving her precise, clinical instructions. She imagined those pale blue eyes watching her levelly, not
         betraying the slightest hint of what he thought.
      

      
      ‘Master.’ She breathed the word aloud. It seemed to hang in the air.

      
      Almost before she realised what she was doing she spread her legs apart and arched her body up off the bed towards the phantom
         she had invoked. She tore the duvet off her body and opened her eyes. She always slept in the nude. There was enough light
         coming from the street lights outside for her to see herself. Her nipples were hard little knobs of corrugated flesh, her
         breasts pulled over to either side of her chest by their own weight. She ran a hand down her belly and bent her knees, her
         thighs forming a large V shape with her sex at its apex. Her middle finger parted her labia and groped for her clitoris. It
         was already engorged. An enormous surge of feeling engulfed her as she touched it. She moaned. Her labia were wet. She probed
         lower until her finger was at the mouth of her vagina. Urgently she crammed two fingers into the tight, slick tube and then,
         not satisfied with that, added a third, pushing them up as far as they would go.
      

      
      ‘Is that what you want me to do, Master?’ she said aloud. The words aroused her further. She felt her sex contract around
         her fingers. She saw those cold, pale blue eyes watching her.
      

      
      Rolling over onto her side, she pulled her fingers away and opened the top drawer of the bedside chest. Sometimes, in the
         regular masturbation rituals she now performed, she could bring herself to an orgasm without any form of penetration, just
         playing on her clit with the lightest of touches. But tonight she needed more. Extracting the large plastic dildo, she lay
         on her back again, bending her knees and raising her buttocks off the bed. The dildo slid into her vagina, her wetness making
         the penetration effortless. She thrust it right up, its breadth stretching her labia apart, its length pushing right up into the depths of her womb. She moaned for a second time. Her fingers
         tried to cram it deeper but her sex resisted, the elasticity of her vagina not able to cope with any more.
      

      
      With her other hand Julia pinched sharply at her nipples, one after the other, producing little islands of pain. The pain
         rapidly transformed itself to pleasure. She ran her middle finger over her clitoris. With her labia stretched apart by the
         dildo, her clitoris was stretched too and responded to her touch with a second surge of pleasure. It was almost too sensitive.
         Very gently she pushed it from side to side, creating disproportionately huge waves of feeling that made her sex contract
         rhythmically around the fat dildo. Almost instantly she felt herself accelerating towards orgasm, her body keen to match the
         passion generated in her mind.
      

      
      The pale blue eyes watched her. Her whole body was squirming, her hips undulating as if she were fucking an imaginary lover,
         the dildo riding in and out of her cunt, as her finger moved faster and faster against her clit, strumming it like the string
         of a musical instrument. She wanted him to see it. She wanted Norstrom to see it. She wanted to come for him.
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