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    Prologue




    1289, Samaria – the Leopard




    ‘Are you listening to me?’ the Leopard roars, the indomitable darkness of his gaze having brought the young infidel to his knees. ‘Listen to me, why do you doubt me? How can you doubt the word of something greater than yourself?’




    The infidel quivers under the tongue of the lash, but his stare is sustained, and in it there’s an increasing awareness of how close he has come, and how much closer he can still advance in awareness. The Leopard likes this belligerent show of self-assurance and the blatant attack on his deeply ingrained philosophies.




    ‘I don’t understand,’ the young man moans. ‘Read me more. Force me to understand.’




    The Leopard grins salaciously as he tugs on his beard. His coils of thickly plaited hair fall around his bronzed shoulders. Within the coils sparkle beads made of the finest jewels; tourmaline, topaz, aquamarine. A breeze flutters the pages of the scroll and he licks his lips salivating, remembering; remembering how, driven by a storm, he came upon the cave, and while his eyes moved over the cave paintings – such beautiful heartrending pictures of ancient pain – he’d suddenly noticed the loose stone in the wall concealing the ancient texts. Unfurling them, he was amazed to find through some kind of prescience he could read the strange script in the curious ancient tongue. The texts were a Bible of savage lust, bestowed on mankind by an ancient race from long ago.




    ‘For centuries men have dreamt of reaching ultimate sexual rapture. Why would they sense such a thing existed, why would they dream about it, if it was an illusion?’ he continues. ‘The jeu is testimony that once one man felt such rapture and, through the secret teachings contained in these scrolls, he can feel it again. Is it love? Is it lust? Is it passion?’ He’s pacing the floor, the young man quivering with desire as he stares at the Leopard’s clenched buttocks, barely covered by the thinnest leather thong. ‘Is there one driving force behind the human urge to experience spiritual or sexual Nirvana, or is the state of sexual ecstasy a tangled ball of strands beyond human understanding? This –’ he waves the scrolls ‘– this set of laws is in the manner of a game, set forth and destined to be played by a master gamesman according to a series of carefully executed moves, taking the postulant and his master on a physical, mental, and spiritual journey through the senses and emotions. Eventually, at the end of this exquisite carnal journey – this lengthy period of preparation – they will have reached such a state of sexual humility they are ready for the sacred words, the sacred bliss the scrolls talk about. Like all philosophies it sounds like an impossible dream, doesn’t it?’ He’s now rubbing his whip across his lips. ‘But practitioners of the arts of sexual ecstasy know such a state exists and there’s only one way to achieve it through domination, masochism, submission.’




    ‘Who was the first one? Who made this philosophy – if indeed it can be called a philosophy, for I’m inclined to see in it some religious aspect,’ the young man argues peremptorily, sitting up, hands bound, shivering from so many lashes and the delicious creeping sensations which kiss the surface of his skin.




    The Leopard turns around. ‘I know not if it was one or a thousand and one?’ He grins mischievously. ‘I don’t even know if it’s of entirely human origin, since it feels to me like a dark kind of alchemy. I sense something greater than man made it; that it’s a key to a door of awakening in senses and pleasures which tantalizes men to discover that enigma of all enigmas, a human’s need for lust, and in ever greater quantities. The biggest question is whether there is a master brave enough to inflict such tests on a postulant? Is there a postulant strong enough to bear such exacting tests? Well, surely there has to be. That tangled ball I speak about – well, my friend, it’s just a case of slowly unravelling and teasing apart the knotted stuff of who we are as breathing, sexual creatures. At the heart of that tangled ball exists a pot of gold.’




    Konstantine Kopalski is now wetting his lips, and it creates a hot stirring in the Leopard’s loins just to see that hunger in his eyes. For a man from the freezing and barbarous lands of the north, the youthful crusader has a zeal and hot sexuality about him which far surpasses the slaves of Samarkand. The Leopard tugs at his beard again.




    ‘But what is it? Give me an answer; you seem so reluctant to,’ Konstantine demands. ‘If you wish for me to come on such a journey, feed this fire, Leopard. Don’t just couch it in fancy philosophy, explain to me the ultimate goal.’




    The Leopard is gazing at Konstantine’s pale skin; the young man has the eyes of a god. He suppresses an inner cry of jubilation. Why, it’s true, it’s always been true, he thinks, how can I fail when the forces of natural cause and effect are with me? The elements have always guided and shaped my destiny, and as they once curled up the dust from the desert floor to drive me to the cave of scrolls, so they have swept up, captured, and brought to me through artifice yet another gift – but this time the foretold herald. The Leopard knows that Konstantine Kopalski is the one to become the first postulant and he already craves the boy’s lithe and greedy body.




    ‘If I must, I call it rapture and euphoria, Konstantine. No, more than that, I call the game sexual exaltation.’


  




  

    Chapter One




    London 2010




    ‘Oh fuck.’ Tristan moaned as the blow connected and he fell forward onto his hands in the crisp autumn leaves. ‘Oh fuck.’ This was the first time in ten years he’d been mugged, and today of all days, right when things couldn’t get much worse.




    A hand gripped him by the collar of his overcoat, hauling him upright. ‘Don’t panic,’ a warm, breathy voice smelling faintly of Gauloise cigarettes murmured in his ear. ‘Someone wants to say hello.’




    Tristan’s thumb stung where he’d cut it on a shard of broken bottle and ruby-red pearls were now dripping down his wrist and staining his crisp white shirt. Glancing up, he stared into a pair of cold blue eyes. Fuck, what the hell kind of game was this?’




    Tristan tried to shake off the restraining hand which was now marching him military fashion across the park toward a black BMW drawn up beneath the stark winter trees. As they approached, the door opened and out drifted the unmistakable odour of Astor’s cigars. Well, hell, this was all beginning to make sense now. Scrubbing his hand through his mussed blond hair, Tristan flicked away the mud and leaves which clung like dead moths to his expensive Savile Row coat. Shit, that coat had cost him a bomb. Then the man was pushing down his head, bundling him roughly into the car, and the door closed with a soft thump.




    Astor was staring at him, impeccably dressed as usual in a black suit with a loose silk scarf around his neck. His dark brown eyes smouldered with a mixture of sexual longing and impatience. Tristan instantly lost control as that sensation, the intense, unquenchable attraction, rose to the surface of his psyche like a bubble. He’d never felt like this with any of his other lovers, but then again, until he met Astor he doubted whether he’d ever really been in love. Astor didn’t touch him or even smile – a really friendly greeting would have been nice in Tristan’s opinion. Instead, his eyes coldly mind-fucked him instead.




    ‘That was sure stupid,’ Tristan grumbled, adjusting a cufflink. ‘What the hell was that all about?’




    Astor flicked open a monogrammed handkerchief and handed it to Tristan so that he could wipe his face and press it to his bloodied hand. ‘Mon dieu, I told him not to hurt you, not to so much as mark you. Are you hurt, Tristan?’




    ‘No, it’s just a scratch, but what the shit did you expect would happen? The guy jumped me. Christ, what an infantile stunt.’




    Astor chuckled quietly to himself. He exuded power and charisma, and today he had that dangerous aura of darkness about him, the air of a caged animal. People were in awe of the great Astor Kopalski for a number of reasons and they treated him deferentially wherever he went. It was always “Mr Kopalski, how are you today? What can we get you? How’s the champagne?” Tristan smiled as a thought crept into his mind. The awe wasn’t simply down to charisma and power. People were afraid of Astor because of his dark, secret life; it was easy to imagine black magic figuring big in Astor’s weird, twisted world, to believe that maybe his huge advantages in life had been gleaned from a certain metaphysical prowess and not purely luck and business acumen.




    The car pulled smoothly away from the kerb into the early evening traffic, and Tristan peered out of the window. Astor’s thick thigh was resting against his own and he could feel his master’s coat cuff scraping his arm.




    ‘Have some champagne,’ Astor said huskily. ‘I’ve got your favourite here, Veuve Cliquot.’




    Tristan shook his head. ‘You think you can smooth it over that easily?’




    Astor’s hands with the beautifully manicured nails closed over his wrist. ‘I can smooth anything over. Come on, Tristan, don’t be petty, just because I had you dusted up a bit.’




    Of course, Tristan reflected, in Astor’s world anything could be smoothed over; if not with money, then with influence.




    Their worlds were so different. Astor Kopalski was a multi-millionaire and exceedingly rich; it was hard to say exactly how rich, but it was the kind of money you couldn’t add up that easily – and Tristan Lorde was a city trader, now being investigated for fraud and way down on his luck.




    ‘Really, you need to loosen up and get into the spirit of things. You should be getting an idea of how the machinery in my life works by now.’ A crooked, sexy smile tugged at Astor’s lips as he exhaled a puff of blue cigar smoke. ‘Don’t be a child, Tristan. Besides, I’m no more infantile than you with this little game of charades you insist on perpetrating. Imagine my surprise when I turned up at your office this morning and they said you’d been sacked.’




    ‘Oh.’




    ‘Yes, oh, but forget it, it’s not important. What’s important is what happens from now on, because things have changed.’




    Tristan frowned. He wanted to ask “changed in what way?” but he knew better than to question his master. Instead, his hands turned cold and his heart began to trip.




    Astor turned Tristan’s face so Tristan was forced to look at him. ‘You wanted in on this, you wanted to be a part of my life, so this is how it is. You understand that, don’t you, Tristan? It’s always me calling the shots and never you. You told me you found that exciting in the beginning, that you were cool with it.’




    ‘I’m cool with it.’ For some reason, Tristan felt a mild flash of anger. Astor had been teasing him over the last few weeks with silences. He’d left him without so much as an email, text or phone call, and that hurt like hell.




    Astor smoothed Tristan’s cheek sensually with his fingertips, caressing each line around his mouth as his thumb stroked his lips before moving sexily inside to feather the soft flesh. Tristan’s heart missed a beat as he inhaled the heady scent of Astor’s unique cologne, which always reminded him of sex and silk sheets. Astor was a master in the true sense of the word, and in every element of his corrupt life, using sensuality to great effect; seducing with the mind, body, and spirit. Each scent he wore – which he often changed several times a day – was his own unique personal brew: a blend of oils and resins renowned for their occult and alchemical significance, the fundamental basis of which had been handed down through his family from generation to generation.




    Tristan could recognise the smell of Astor’s colognes anywhere in the world. He had them made in an exclusive Faubourg Saint-Honoré parfumerie and, a while ago, he had taken Tristan there. The shop, which had a tiny façade and had existed in the same narrow street since the 17th century, was known about and patronised by kings and queens and celebrities, who had their unique, trademark scents shipped to them all over the world from the small, artisan-run establishment. Astor explained his father and his grandfather had been patrons. At the age of 21 they had been taken to the shop, where Monsieur Flamande had prepared a new blend for the young man in question; a unique blend for each new pretender to the Kopalski male line.




    Astor intended Monsieur Flamande to make Tristan his own special scent on that day. Tristan had never worn cologne; however, he did now. He wore the scent devised by Astor and which identified him as a part of his master Astor’s world. It was a scent with the notes of submission.




    Tristan had gazed around himself at the cosseted, smooth world of pretty women with impeccable make-up and hair, and then at the shelves of tiny perfume bottles coded in different colours. It was a fascinating place, reminding him of an old apothecary’s, presided over by a man who looked a little bit like a sorcerer. Monsieur Flamande, who must have been in his late 80s, was bent almost double and had small, half-moon glasses over which he peered myopically. Apparently, there was to be a lesson, and Astor left Tristan in the old man’s capable hands. Monsieur Flamande took Tristan into the secret back room where the perfumes were blended, and Tristan was made to wear a blindfold and learn the key signature compounds of each aroma before he was allowed to handle the bottles and look at the essences. He didn’t find it difficult; in fact, his inquisitive mind found it a highly enjoyable experience. Monsieur Flamande was a good and engaging teacher, and he explained the complexities of the oil and how each one was a precious cargo yielded from petal, bark, stem or leaf. He also detailed the various processes each scent had to go through, from pressing to distillation.




    ‘The young garçon’s unusual,’ Monsieur Flamande remarked to Astor when he returned. ‘It’s been a rare honour teaching him. He’s patient and studious and quick to learn. Within half an hour he could tell a good damask rose from a bastard one, and he could identify the essences not simply by smell but colour.’




    Astor seemed pleased with this, and it put him in such a good mood that on the way back he bought Tristan a jewelled Patek Philippe watch. However, this was only lesson one of many in his curious world.




    The Kopalskis packed a punch, and were important people not just in business but genealogically. Astor had told him a little bit about himself but, as with most things, Astor was a private person and even if you Googled him, any incriminating details had been skilfully removed by a legion of formidable lawyers and publicists. All Tristan knew was that Astor was mega-rich and his family were mostly Russian. Astor was proud of his roots, which stretched right the way back to the Russian nobility in the freezing Siberian lowlands, the French strand being added when Luca Kopalski fell in love with Lutine Semarre, the breathtakingly beautiful but sexually tainted woman who stole his heart. Lutine had a passion for both men and women, a passion which she indulged to the extreme in her ribald and masochistic games of sexual domination. There was a rumour she tied her initiates up for days and left them alone, and that her house rang with screams of delirium induced by painful gratifications of the flesh.




    When the family inherited the Lutines’ huge wealth, acquired in manufacturing, their empire grew even more formidable. It seemed the Kopalskis had the Midas touch because everything they dabbled in turned to gold. Astor now owned a worldwide empire with business interests as diverse as banking to mining jewels.




    Tristan realised just how lucky he was as he held the handkerchief over his smarting hand and looked across into the eyes he loved. He adored Astor, and already he’d do anything for him; he could only conjecture what this love would turn into. Astor’s liquid velvet eyes stared back at him: they were implacable, compelling eyes capable of a multiplicity of emotions from soul-searching softness to opaque cruelty.




    ‘I’m going to take you to India soon,’ Astor asserted. ‘I want you to feel fabrics in the places they’re made, you know … Fine fabrics, Indian cotton, chiffon, silk.’




    ‘OK.’ Tristan thought this strange, but he didn’t say anything; he realised he was on an amazing journey which had the surreal quality of a dream. It seemed Astor considered him a favoured pupil and, as such, he’d be expected to learn to use his nose and eyes and sense of hearing and even his skin for sexual delight. He’d found this out from Nicodemus, even though Tristan wasn’t clear on Nicodemus’s role or whether he and Astor had once been lovers. All he knew was that the imposing Russian seemed to fulfil an important function in Astor’s life as he chauffeured and accompanied him everywhere, maintaining a stoic silence but occasionally imparting a gem or two of enlightenment.




    Once, Tristan had asked Astor, ‘Nicodemus – who is he?’




    Astor had flashed him one of his looks. ‘None of your fucking business. He’s just there, I need him.’




    Tristan had felt stung; it was a harsh lesson, and he’d had many of those from Astor. But, after a while, Astor’s hand came onto his shoulder and squeezed gently. ‘Remember, Tristan, I don’t have to tell you anything.’ He hesitated. ‘He’s in the manner of an advisor. I call him my shadow.’




    Nicodemus had also explained to Tristan in his turn that he was lucky to be on such a journey and that this journey was a greater one than he could ever hope to imagine. Astor was a master in the true sense of the sexual world, but he was also much more than that. The roots of his perverse past were rooted in the arcane laws of sexual slavery called the jeu, of which Astor had inherited the mantle of Divine Master. ‘Astor’s so many things,’ Nicodemus said. ‘Once he travelled to Japan and learnt the sacred arts of Japanese love and domination from the master Hashiko Kanjari. One day, you yourself will be taught the value of things like mysticism and silence and grand love and be trained, as am I, in several martial arts.’ He’d grinned. ‘If, that is, you are destined to become that great thing … Shimobe.’




    Tristan was confused, but apparently, in the quest for sexual mastery and the extraction of every last juicy droplet of sexual desire from a submissive, Astor used every human tool he could.




    Tristan hadn’t seen Astor now for three weeks now. He should have guessed this would happen. Astor was cruel and merciless in his techniques and he understood how the pain of separation raised the sense of exquisite sensual anticipation. Astor kept these first lessons short and sharp because they were meant to teach Tristan control. If he was to be a true submissive, he had to realise that for the man he loved he would endure anything, and he knew that Astor acted from his best interests, the interests of the jeu.




    They were speeding along the motorway and through the windows Tristan saw the splash of the sinking orange sun, which seemed significant. In his breast something exciting fluttered like a trapped bird: a cruel, passionate yearning; a desire to be free of the shackles of this normal humdrum nine to five life, free in the new and surprising way only Astor could provide.




    ‘You’re ready for it, of course, you were ready ages ago. I thought the hijacking would add some spice, you know. You like action movies?’




    Tristan grunted. Sure he liked action movies, but he never reckoned this kind of thing went on in real life. Astor’s hand was massaging and squeezing his pants leg. It was very erotic. Until Astor, gay sex had always been rough and almost vicious, and Tristan had never believed a guy’s touch could be so blindingly sensual, never like it was with Astor; so calculating and designed to arouse.




    ‘What’s happening, then?’




    ‘An adventure, Tristan, the start of the adventure or – to forgive the cliché – the first day of the rest of your life. You want to be with me, don’t you? And now you don’t have that fucking job you can be.’




    Astor lit another cigar, the lighter flaring briefly as he impatiently flicked his long cowlick of black hair out of his face. Tristan swallowed past the obstruction in his throat. Yes, his job. He didn’t want to dwell on that, it was far too stressful. Being dismissed had been a cutting reminder that this was real life, where security could be whisked away from under you at a moment’s notice and aspersions cast on your clean character. It was a world starkly at variance with Astor’s. Astor was cushioned to a large extent from the pain of the real world by his wealth and his simpering network of employees. He was not at the beck and call of a boss, and he didn’t have to rely on the benevolence of an employer to keep his job.




    The sudden lack of a job made Tristan feel somehow diminished; certainly it’d taken away something. His mouth became dry as he wondered if Astor knew why he’d been sacked. Naturally, he knew; he was bound to.




    Tristan glanced at Astor. His profile was so attractive. He had thick, black eyebrows which were often drawn together into a frown, patrician features with a broad forehead and angular cheekbones. Now in profile, his lips were temptingly outlined against the splash of orange sky.




    ‘Come on.’ Astor turned to him suddenly, his tongue flicking out to erotically caress the corner of Tristan’s lips. ‘You told me you dreamed of a situation like this. Well, I have the power to make it come true and, seeing as you’re now a guy of leisure, this will sure as hell be the adventure to end all adventures.’




    Tristan thought of the job applications piling up on his front doormat but suddenly that seemed a long way away and, to be truthful, he didn’t care a flying fuck any more. He’d hit rock bottom, and Astor made him feel better. A slow, secretive smile crept over his face. Astor was taking his hand and was examining it. Shit, the bastard could be so deviant. Now he was gently wetting the fresh cut with his saliva, rubbing gently with his handkerchief before pushing Tristan roughly back against the car seat and feeling under his pants.




    ‘I knew it would turn you on. Dieu, you can’t help it, can you? You must learn more control; you must be broken and I alone must break you, but all that will come, huh?’ He palpated Tristan’s crotch as he kissed him, alternately thrusting into his mouth with rapier-hard stabs of his ample tongue and then slower, sliding motions.




    ‘OK, you win,’ Tristan mumbled. ‘But if we’re going abroad, what about my passport? I’ll have to go back to my place and pick it up.’




    Astor settled back in his seat. ‘What do you take me for, some half-baked operator? I got that figured. I had a key made ages ago, and I bugged your flat. You really didn’t think I wouldn’t keep tabs on you, did you? Then, today, I discreetly broke in. There’s a carry bag in the trunk with a few necessities. Don’t worry about clothes; I’ll kit you out. You need to work on your style anyway. I got you an entire wardrobe worked out in Paris.’




    Tristan shook his head. ‘OK, OK, where are we going then? Paris, we’re going back to Paris?’




    Astor was watching him; he could sense the burning gaze on his neck. ‘Yeah, Tristan, we’re going to Paris but we’re not going to the usual place.’




    Tristan sunk silently back in his chair; he suddenly felt warm, and began unbuttoning his coat. ‘Where are we going, then?’




    ‘Loosen up Tristan, you’re tense, you know how you despise normal like me and you confessed to me only the other night you aspired to be exceptional. Well, this is the start of the jeu proper, for you mon ami.’ He stroked Tristan’s cheek. ‘Your life is about to change in big ways, new and exciting ways. Everyone’s impressed with you, Monsieur Flamande, Nicodemus. You have potential.’




    Tristan stared ahead in silence. There it was, that word – potential.




    ‘You’re starting an adventure, Tristan, you’re going to the Palais.’




    The Palais. Tristan’s mouth went dry. The Palais was Astor’s nerve centre, his real home. It was also the seat of who and what Astor Kopalski really was; the place where he entertained illustrious personages from all over the world. It had been Lutine Semarre’s house of dark, salacious torture.




    How had he got here? Tristan reflected as he sat in air-conditioned comfort with his thigh pressing against the man he loved. He’d always thought he’d been a regular guy with a regular life. He got up in the morning and went to a regular job and came home and did regular things and then, one day – well, one day, all of that had changed. It had started that night when Mike had talked him into going to his exclusive club. Mike was into kink and he’d been going there for some time. It was a secretive, guy kind of thing, and he didn’t talk about it much. All Tristan knew was that it was called the One club and, as he soon discovered, it wasn’t a regular kink club at all; it was a club by invitation only, the club where Astor initiated the first phase of the jeu.




    The chauffeur floored the accelerator and the car started off again. As it did so, Tristan pictured with a fond pang his ex-wife and his son and daughter, who lived halfway across the world, in California. Amanda was married to a dental surgeon who lectured at Stanford University, and Tristan couldn’t say that he was totally happy about never seeing the children grow up. But he was happy for Amanda and he guessed she deserved some happiness after what he’d put her through. Tristan clenched his fist as he thought about Terence Honeywell, with his perfect, pearly teeth and Californian accent. He loved his kids, Alex and Louise, very much and he knew they still loved him, but when they’d visited Terence they’d been seduced by the California lifestyle.




    He wondered if Amanda still hated him; she’d have every reason to. It must have been hard walking in on your husband kissing another man, but Chris had been so hard to resist, especially when they’d kept being literally thrown together. Tristan hadn’t known that Chris had fancied him for ages and contrived no end of situations to get Tristan alone, and then it had happened. Chris had enrolled him at his squash club and begun to call around for a shower when he picked Tristan up. Tristan always thought he’d had gay tendencies but he’d felt so passionately about Amanda when he married her. She was stunning, with her long, auburn hair and her high intelligence, and he’d reckoned that would be enough for him. Besides which, his mother had been so straitlaced and all she’d wanted was for Tristan to meet a decent girl and get married. Well, those long showers had been bound to lead to something, and Chris had a habit of walking around with a towel knotted so loosely around his waist it fell down to reveal his tight, sinewy abdominal muscles and that shaft of tempting flesh …




    Astor was watching him closely. ‘You know what I’m offering you, don’t you, Tristan? An escape route out of this life and a one-way pass into another, there’s no looking back.’




    ‘I know.’ Tristan blinked, brought back sharply to the present. This kind of talk made him slightly uneasy. He was still growing accustomed to a relationship which baffled him; the speed, the passion, the darkness. Yes, dare he say it, darkness. It was true what they said about it being tantalizing, and Astor was very dark. He wore two curious rings on his marriage and pinkie fingers which seemed to possess some occult significance, and were composed of a cipher and what seemed to be an upside-down black cross. There were also books around his flats and various ritual items; a witchcraft athame and, in the wardrobe amongst the fine designer suits, what looked like some kind of ceremonial regalia.




    There was also the way Astor operated. He wasn’t like other masters; the whole meeting was like a contrived act, with him seemingly finding you at your weakest moment and then homing in on you, generally through spotting you at an art gallery, the opera, or a business opportunity. He next introduced himself, starting the game, with one of his special cards, champagne, and a bit of harmless flirting which often involved touching and marking out his territory. Tristan’s heart was beginning to beat faster; it was at moments like this he felt a seed kernel of doubt. He’d first seen Astor standing in front of Monet’s Water-Lilies at the Tate. The scale of the painting had always astonished Tristan, and, as he took a step back to admire it, Astor – his hands in the pockets of his long overcoat – engaged him in conversation so that the connection was made. It was weeks until he next saw him, but in that time Astor was doing what he did with all his prey; accessing the minutiae of his life, finding out every detail about Tristan, his likes and dislikes, his sexual proclivities. That was part of the excitement for him, the research, the exposure and digging, the unearthing of men’s secrets. No wonder they called him “Astor”, the Hawk.




    He then began to use his power as a master, not in an overtly threatening manner, but subtly, as he drew in the new guy; the prospective new slave. And that was what he was becoming, wasn’t it? One of Astor’s slaves, a pawn in the jeu. He flicked a glance at Astor’s handsome profile. A slave to this Frenchman who exuded sex.




    ‘It was a fuck of a dead-end job for you anyway, Tristan.’ Astor jogged Tristan out of his reverie. ‘Fucking shares. What a shit job in this economic climate. It’s like the banks; everyone realises finance is a stack of cards waiting to tumble.’




    Tristan bristled unnecessarily. ‘Well, sure, I know it wasn’t the best job on earth, but I enjoyed it.’




    ‘You might have liked the rush of pulling off a coup, but it wasn’t you, Tristan. You made the best of it, the same as half the population on this planet make the best of it. Well, now I’m giving you the opportunity to fully participate in life so you don’t have to worry about it any more, you don’t have to make the best of it. You can have it all.’




    Tristan glanced at him sharply; he knew he shouldn’t say what he next did.




    ‘It was very convenient my losing my job now, don’t you think?’




    Astor spun around, fixing him with his forbidding stare. ‘Dieu, you wouldn’t be accusing me of engineering your dismissal somehow, would you? For fuck’s sake.’ He bent forward. ‘I’ll stop the car and you can get out if that’s the case, Tristan.’




    ‘What, on the hard shoulder of the M1?’




    Astor grabbed him by the coat collar. ‘Hell yes, why not? You can thumb a lift or walk home.’ He looked at Tristan, not even blinking, his long, black lashes dusting his cheek.




    ‘Sorry,’ he stuttered. ‘I didn’t mean it, I realise you wouldn’t do anything to fuck up my life.




    ‘Damn right I wouldn’t.’ Astor kissed him hard and quickly on the corner of his lips. ‘Now shut up, arsehole.’




    Astor straightened his smart silk tie. Boy, he was something; so disarmingly Gallic and macho with his large, brooding physique and half-lidded eyes, and Tristan adored him, truly adored him, not in a simpering way but with a dynamic passion. But this kind of adult game play was going too far, wasn’t it? You didn’t whisk someone off a street and spirit them away. Although maybe you did. Perhaps this kind of thing went on all the time and the blank faces you saw in cars were simply people locked in a secret game of some sort, just like this one. It was an interesting premise.




    They were creeping slowly through a snarl-up of traffic and Astor’s gaze flicked out of the window, connecting with a gorgeous blonde woman driving a convertible Mercedes. As usual, he was exerting the Astor magic and the woman could see enough of the Frenchman through the tinted glass of the window to almost gun her car and ram into the vehicle in front. Tristan shook his head in amusement. Women adored him, although they knew which way he swung. However, Astor’s sexuality was so potent, so alluring and ultimately so fascinating they didn’t seem to care. Tristan had watched him in action, egging them on a little and offering himself as a plaything if the fancy took him, but that was as far as it went. Some exceptionally stunning women had thrown their hats in the ring with Astor – a Russian princess, models, actresses – and he had countless women friends. His feminine side meant he had exquisite fashion sense where women were concerned; his flair and eye for detail meant he could choose the right gown for any woman from both a cut and colour perspective, matching the outfit down to the last detail, from jewellery to make-up. He flattered, escorted, danced, made a woman feel like a million bucks, but those who hung around him in the vain hope they might one day be able to hammer out the bent nail and make Astor swing to the other side were bound to be disappointed; he never would. No, Astor adored men, and he’d even been known to pursue a straight man just for the challenge of a harder chase.




    Tristan could sense the metaphorical key turning in a pair of mental handcuffs. He was in thrall to a major player, a man who exerted tremendous sexual control and who engaged in subtle mental bondage and masochism. Once in the jeu you never knew what Astor would do next, what weak spot he’d choose to expose. He played the mysterious sexual jeu like a chess master, considering each move and timing it to perfection, before planting an unexpected twist. Like this, for example; turning a normal day into something extraordinary, presenting Tristan with a life-changing moment.




    Astor smiled at him, lips half parted in the suggestion of “I want to kiss you, fancy some tongue play”, before he glanced at his fancy Rolex watch. ‘Ah, we have a few minutes.’




    Tristan closed his eyes as Astor’s lips came closer, his tongue all the way in, probing. His hand gripped Tristan’s balls again, this time squeezing just hard enough to cause that pulse of pain.




    ‘I have a surprise for you.’ He was being covert, tantalizing; this wasn’t unusual, Astor had a way of psyching Tristan up and it was all part of the fun. He tapped the attaché case. ‘It’s in here.’




    They weren’t too far from Heathrow airport, pausing at the traffic lights then creeping forward in a tailback. A large 747 swooped low over the road, blotting out the startling sunset for a moment with its broad wings. The roar came afterwards in a shuddering, orgasmic burst. Tristan could smell the sharp, exciting odour of kerosene. It had always thrilled him as a child because it meant his parents were taking him on some foreign holiday.




    Astor’s hand was still on his cock, but he’d shifted his attaché case onto his lap. They’d played this game before, Astor and the attaché case of secrets. Once, they’d been driving along just like this, heading down to a town on the outskirts of Berlin where Astor was due to see a guy who bred racehorses. He had a hot thing about horses and stabled a couple of fine Arabs in France. As the car sped along, he had been working Tristan into a mammoth hard-on. There was something obscene about speeding down a German autobahn in a luxury car. On that occasion, he had snapped open the case and taken out a fine towel, the best that money can buy, soft and fluffy and doubtless handwoven. It had been laundered and smelt distinctly of Astor’s soap. As usual, every aspect of the seduction was taken care of according to a carefully worked out pattern. Touch, taste, odour … It was the work of a true master in action, whose task was to make himself dominant in his slave’s psyche. Your master became a part of the fabric of who you were. He was, in a manner, like a poison, an obsession.




    Tristan hadn’t understood very well at first. He was new to this world and a virgin in respect of domination and submission. He’d been out and gay for four years but he’d never had a master and never one as subtle as this; not a master masquerading as so many other things and so skilled, so covert.




    Astor was private, his own man, living his own perverse fantasy in his own carefully constructed world, which was what made it so hard. You could go into a club and you could ask this or that person about a guy or a master and find out a little bit about how he operated; like, for instance, whether he was a recreational master or more hardcore. Not so with Astor. Astor was ultra-secretive, and only visited a club like One on the odd occasion. He had, by his own admission, told Tristan that many years ago he had once been something of a name in the domination community but that had been a long time ago and Tristan could put away any preconceived ideas of modern slaves and masters. Astor now operated in a different manner, by a whole different set of rules: his own rules, the rules of the jeu.




    That first time with the towel had been early on in their relationship, the fuck for fun stage when Tristan thought it couldn’t and wouldn’t last and he’d wanted to immerse himself in every opportunity. God, the memory of that soft towel on his inflamed cock and the way the scenario was acted out – from the clinical precision of the seduction to the cold, calculated indifference to etiquette in public – was a real turn-on. He’d been shaking with the illicit nature of it; he’d never realised this kind of sex could be so powerful, and he’d been trying to rationalise it ever since. It was the thrill, he guessed, of the cars speeding by, the possibility of one pulling up and maybe someone seeing inside through the smoky screen of those windows. Didn’t sexual lust and passion like this burn itself out or become too strange to bear? Surely it wasn’t meant to become this addictive?




    On that occasion, Astor had said, ‘I’d appreciate it if you didn’t speak.’ Then he’d grinned as he tugged down Tristan’s zip. Tristan, ashamed at his hard-on, had stared out of the window. He might as well have been chained because he was frozen as Astor smoothed the towel under his cock and balls and tucked it under his legs. Astor next proceeded to undo his fine diamond cufflinks, placed them in a small jewel case, and then rolled up his hand-stitched Egyptian cotton shirt and took out of the case a small, dark bottle, squeezing exactly seven drops of oil from the bottle into his palms. The smell rose up pungently in the hot car. It was some of the special stuff, the stuff he used for fun; one of the poisons contrived in hell. Tristan braced himself with his hands on the sumptuous leather seat, waiting for the burn. Holding Tristan’s cock, Astor slid him into his mouth and begun to do what he did best, rolling his large, fleshy tongue around and around the bursting stem. Just when Tristan experienced the first pulses in the base of his spine, Astor removed himself and, squeezing the base of Tristan’s cock with one hand to prevent his ejaculation, he began stroking the oil over the turgid flesh.




    This kind of game often happened spontaneously, but Tristan was still unsure whether it was meant as a kind of reward or punishment, or even if it was simply intended as a subtle reminder of pleasures above and beyond what men dreamt were possible. As with all things, Astor drew him deeply into the psyche of sex, employing his mind and intellect, because with Astor it wasn’t simply a case of fleshy delight; it was more, much more. A physical cage wasn’t a challenge for Astor; oh no, that was far too simple. He used the tools of his copious and kinky intellect to enchain men, which was much more fun as it stretched his mental capabilities, and his initiates, once trapped in his silken psychological web, became obsessed with it and found they couldn’t get enough of the mental hell on earth which was Astor’s world.




    How could Tristan know, though, that this maestro of men and boys, this psychological demon who refuted the existence of love, had never taken such a perverse thrill, never felt such a gut-wrenching sense of excitement as he did with Tristan? By his own admission, he flailed his own naked body with his ten-inch leather whip in private to quench the ardour Tristan awoke in him.




    As the stinging top note oils subsided into ecstasy, tears sprung into Tristan’s eyes as he realised he was a masochist. He was enjoying this pain, and he wanted more, much more. Astor placed his forefinger on Tristan’s penis head and rolled it around as a strong, volatile, and coolly satisfying sense of arousal stole up his stem. That pleasant sensation didn’t last long, and was simply a transitory flush of bliss before the middle note crept in, a mellow slow burn in the back of his consciousness, the prelude to a searing base note which would have the effect of a catalyst as it propelled him into ecstasy. The oils were devilishly clever: they caused Tristan’s erection, encouraged it, and then, at the moment of maximum effect, they made him impotent.




    He’d become used to these surging highs and lows. Astor was a master of foreplay and he could take a man to the point of screaming orgasm before throwing water on the fire. In the end, it paid to just flow with it until the moment of the grand finale, which could happen at any time dependent on what number oil Astor had chosen from his vast sensory armoury, and how long he wanted his pleasure to last. He was pushing back now, his cock red and swollen from the action of Astor’s stroking fingers, but they had at least another hour until they got to Berlin and Tristan knew that this sustained feeling which made him rigid would last at least that long, unless, of course, it was mixture number three, and mixture number three was deadly.




    Back at the apartment, Astor would use him and sometimes Tristan would be asked to penetrate his butt. You never knew. These games in a car, an aeroplane, even in a meeting were more titillating, though, since they relied on an element of danger and voyeurism.




    Astor grinned at him and held up the bottle. Tristan sighed. Thank God, it was bottle number seven. Number seven was deadly, but not as bad as number three and number one; well, to be truthful, he’d only ever heard rumours about bottle number one and could only hazard a guess at the delights that one contained. He was giddy with delight, almost about to break into laughter; after all, the situation reminded him of Alice in Wonderland and those little bottles labelled “drink me”. Never knowing whether he’d shrink or grow.




    At that moment, Tristan knew he was locked in a dependency with Astor that he couldn’t get out of. Well, no, that wasn’t exactly true; he could get out of it at any time. He wasn’t living a prison sentence; he’d never be under duress. But that was the thing: once the tantalizing prospect of entry into the jeu proper was dangled in front of him, how could he say no, when he’d been singled out for perverse amusement the likes of which men only ever fantasised about? He knew what he’d been getting into the night Astor approached him. Tristan was entering a world of dependency, addiction, obsession, even possible insanity, where he would find every logical instinct he had about sexual behaviour turned on its head.




    He snapped back to the present as Astor’s fingers tapped out a tattoo on the case.




    They were now at the entrance to the airport, gliding down to the roundabout, under the tunnel, and up the approach road to the main terminal buildings. Today Astor seemed a little preoccupied and his gaze darted here and there, his fine, handsome face, with the two heavily grooved lines either side of his mouth, tight.




    The car drew up outside Terminal Five and a woman in an exquisite grey haute couture suit consisting of slacks and a tight little bolero jacket jumped out, opening the door for Astor. She didn’t take any luggage from the trunk except the promised shoulder bag, and Astor only carried the attaché case.




    ‘Things will soon be clear,’ he explained to Tristan as they walked into the airport together. He handed him the bag. ‘Just some hand luggage, no more.’ Then he leant closer to Tristan’s ear. ‘One day I’ll have you coming through here on a collar and chain.’
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