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    CHAPTER ONE 

     

     

     

     

     

     

    Stacey Adams was sweeping up the hair of her last client when the stranger entered ‘Scissor Sisters’. 

    Instantly, she was on edge. There was just something so incredibly intense about him, with his deathly-pale complexion and black hair. He wasn’t a goth or anything, far from it. He wore a pair of well-cut, blue jeans and an un-tucked, plain black shirt. Despite his casual attire, something about him spoke of Money with a capital ‘M’. 

    “Hi,” she said, leaning on her broom, and straightening out her twisted, white blouse. 

    “Hi. Can you fit me in or are you closing?” 

     He had no accent as such, but his clipped voice gave him away; this guy was pure class. He carried himself with the all the arrogant grace that went hand in hand with wealth and privilege. 

    She hesitated for a moment; she didn’t usually cut men’s hair. But then she thought of the outstanding council-tax bills she had amassed, both for her flat and her hair-dressing business. 

    “Sure. I’ll do you right now. Please, take a seat.” 

    She gestured to the middle seat in the row of three. He sat down and openly watched her in the long mirror that ran the length of the wall. Her stomach flipped. He wasn’t handsome in the conventional sense, but there was just something about him. His pale-blue eyes glittered and a corner of his perfectly shaped mouth tugged upwards in a smirk. There was no warmth in it, however. 

    “Now, what can I do you for?” she asked, standing behind his chair, their eyes locking in the mirror. 

    “Just a trim.” 

    His hair was a few inches long on top, and neatly trimmed at the back and sides. In fact, his hair was beautifully cut to accentuate the natural wave, and looked very much like it had been done recently. 

    For some reason, she found that her hands were trembling. 

    I don’t want to touch him, came the strange thought. 

    She tied the black plastic sheet around his neck and grabbed her scissors and comb. 

    “Is this your business? Or do you just work here?” he asked, his blue eye pinning her in place in the mirror. 

    Most customers didn’t make so much eye-contact – this guy was just so intense. 

    “It’s mine.” 

    “Do you employ many people?” 

    “Just the one. Bethan. She’s a lovely, talented young girl that could undoubtedly get a lot more money elsewhere. You have beautiful hair,” she said, realising too late that she was rambling; she always did when she was nervous. 

    And the more she looked at him, the more good-looking she found him. Her reminded her a little bit of that actor whose name she couldn’t remember that played Sherlock Holmes on the Beeb; the guy with the posh surname that sounded like a vegetable. She guessed him to be in his late thirties or so, about ten years older than her. 

    “Thank you,” he said. “So do you. Beautiful and natural.” 

    “Thanks,” she mumbled, avoiding his penetrating gaze in the mirror. 

    Stacey wasn’t a vain girl, but she knew he was right – she considered her hair to be her best feature. It hung halfway down her back in loose curls, and was many dazzling shades of gold. 

    “So, do you live round here?” she asked, keen to shift the emphasis onto him. 

    “I’m based in London, but I’ve recently acquired a property here in Thanet. I’m looking to extend my business ventures down this end of the world.” 

    “Oh. What do you do, if you don’t mind me asking?” 

    He smiled wolfishly at her in the mirror, and her stomach somersaulted like a school-girl’s. 

    “I’m an investor.” 

    “Oh,” she said again at his sweeping reply. Figuring that he didn’t want to talk about it, she didn’t push him and changed tac. “Whereabouts in London do you live?” 

    “Kensington.” 

    “Wow, Kensington. That’s posh.” 

    Fuck me, this guy must be minted. 

    “Indeed. Tell me, I don’t know your name.” 

    “It’s Stacey.” 

    “Stacey,” he repeated, saying it as if he were tasting the word. Tasting her. 

    It should’ve been creepy, but coming from him, it wasn’t. It suddenly occurred to her that she was really attracted to this guy, and that realisation didn’t sit easy with her. 

    “That’s a nice name. I’m Tristian.” 

    The upper-class name suited him. He looked like a Tristian, and she couldn’t even begin to imagine anyone calling him something as pedestrian as Tris. 

    “So, Tristian,” she said breezily, doing her best to disguise the fact he was having such a strong effect on her. “How much do you want off?” 

    “Just tidy me up.” 

    She wanted to say that his hair was perfect as it was. “Do you want it wet or dry?” she asked instead. 

    As soon as she realised what she had said, her cheeks flamed. 

    “Dry. I’m on a tight schedule.” 

    His blue eyes sparkled, but not in a necessarily friendly way; now she absolutely understood the term ‘wicked glint’. 

    Oh, this one’s a bad boy. 

    “Okay. I’ll just damp it down.” 

    She reached for her squirty bottle of water and set to work on his head, trying not to think about how good it felt like to touch him. As she ran her fingers through his hair, the fleeting, but oh-so-vivid image of him fucking the life out of her with her legs wrapped around his slim hips and her hands fisting his hair slammed into her mind. 

    She realised that she was scrunching his hair between her fingers, and she let out a little gasp, praying that he hadn’t noticed. 

    This really won’t do, she chided herself. You’re a grown woman, not a simpering teenager. 

    “Tell me, do you do other things, besides cut hair?” 

    For a moment, she thought he was being lewd and her heart started to hammer in indignation. 

    Or excitement… 

    “Excuse me?” 

    “Like other beauty treatments. You know, waxing, and all that other stuff girls do to themselves. What did you think I meant?” 

    “I... I didn’t think anything,” she said too quickly.  

    She began to wish that she hadn’t sent Bethan home early today. This guy felt dangerous, somehow, dangerous and so incredibly fucking sexy. She wasn’t sure if she wanted to be here alone with him. 

    “Well, do you?” he prompted. 

    She met his gaze square on in the mirror, the pale-blue of his eyes causing her breath to catch in her throat and her stomach to flip. She set to work with the scissors and comb, trying at least to look like the perfectly competent hairdresser she normally was. 

    “I do, as it happens,” she said. “I have an NVQ level four in Beauty, and I did that for a few years before I went into hairdressing.” 

    “Impressive.” 

    “Not really. I’m sure what you do is a lot more interesting.” 

    Forcing her treacherous, trembling fingers to cooperate, she concentrated on cutting his hair, trying not to think about what a devastating effect he was having on her body. Trying not to think about his cold, predatory gaze watching her every move. 

    “Oh, I suppose what I do is quite interesting. I certainly get to meet some interesting people in my line of work. And it pays well.” 

    Fleetingly, her thoughts dwelled on her own money problems. She was behind on the rent for her flat and for the shop. 

    She hadn’t banked on starting up her own business as being quite so tough; the bills kept on rolling in with no foreseeable way of paying them. Just thinking about it brought on the all-too-familiar icy flutter of panic in her guts. 

    Business will pick up, she told herself. It has to. 

    “I can’t say my job pays all that well,” she said with a small laugh. “But I guess I come across some pretty interesting people, too.” 

    Like you. 

    She fell silent, frowning slightly as she finished the cut; she was nothing if not fast. 

    “There, all done.” 

    “Well, you are certainly the quickest I’ve ever had.” 

    “Shouldn’t that be my line?” she quipped, as she unfastened the plastic sheet around his neck. 

    Shit! I can’t believe I just said that. 

    He smirked in that delightfully cold, confident to the point of arrogant way of his, that sent shivers down her spine. 

    “I’ve never had complaints before,” he said, getting to his feet. 

    He threw only the most cursory of glances at his new haircut, like he really couldn’t care less. 

    “I’m sure you haven’t,” she said, shocked at how breathy her voice sounded. 

    Are we flirting here? 

    “Thank you very much, the haircut was exactly what I was after. How much do I owe you?” 

    “Eight pounds fifty.” 

    He raised one perfectly arched brow. “Cheap at half the price. Keep the change.” 

    She accepted the offered note, balking when she glanced down and saw it was a fifty. 

    “That’s too much,” she stammered. “I can’t take all that.” 

    “Yes, you can. Really, it’s no big thing. Thanks for the haircut, it’s great. Goodbye.” 

    He turned to leave, and she stared after his departing figure in confusion. 

    He’s leaving? 

    But then, she reasoned, what had she been expecting, exactly? For him to ask her out? 

    Yes, actually, she had… 

    Don’t go, she wanted to call out to him. But Christ, that would just sound so lame. 

    Come on, come on, just please, turn around with an, ‘oh, one more thing…’ 

    To her dismay and crushing disappointment, he didn’t. 

    “Bye,” she said finding her voice at last as he shut the door behind himself. 

    But if he heard her, he showed no sign, and he left without a backward glance. 

     

    Twenty minutes later, she was next-door in the newsagents buying a packet of cigarettes. 

    “So I saw that hot guy go into your salon after he’d been in here,” Beth said, all set for a good gossip, leaning forward over the counter-top between them. 

    A good twenty years separated them, but Stacey considered Beth to be a good friend. She was warm, open, and full of mischief. 

    “Uh-huh,” she said causally. 

    “Oh my God, are you blushing?” 

    “No.” 

    “Yes, you are. Did he ask you out?” 

    “No.” She sighed. “But he was gorgeous, wasn’t he?” 

    “I’ll say. If I weren’t married,” she said, her eyes sparkling. “I’d be on that hot piece of arse in a heartbeat.” 

    “Beth!” she admonished. “You are terrible.” 

    “What’s wrong with that? You’re only twenty-nine, you act like you’re my age half the time. You should get out there, have some fun.” 

    “Before it’s too late, you mean?” 

    “No, I mean you’re so bogged down with your business, you keep forgetting about this delicious thing called men.” 

    Stacey rolled her eyes, not wanting to admit that her friend was right. She’d had her fingers burned one too many times, and had decided to put all that stuff on the backburner for a while. 

    But she had to admit, she wasn’t getting any younger and sometimes she got lonely. 

    “I have you and Jeff.” 

    “And you know we love you, but you should be getting out there, searching for a mate, not spending your weekends with a fossilised couple like me and Jeff.” 

    Stacey’s parents had died when she was just twenty, so in a way, Beth and Jeff had become replacement parent figures of sorts. 

    “You’re not that old,” she said, wishing to get off the subject, because, truth be told, these home truths were making her a little uncomfortable. “Let’s talk about the handsome guy.” 

    The woman smirked, not being able to resist the bait, and leaned over the countertop even further. “So, as I was saying, he came in here before he went into yours, and you’ll never believe what happened.” 

    The bell above the shop door sounded, making them both jump. An elderly man had entered the small shop. 

    “What happened?” she asked, lowering her voice, irritated at the man for interrupting them. 

    “He bought a scratch-card,” she said in a loud whisper. “And he only went and won fifty grand.” 

    “What? No way.” 

    Beth looked smug with herself at imparting this juicy titbit. 

    “Yes, he did. And the strange thing was, he didn’t seem at all surprised. Like, at all. It was almost like he had been expecting to win the money.” 

    Stacey frowned at this information. She didn’t know why, but a bad feeling niggled in the back of her mind. 

    They said their goodbyes, amidst promises to hook up for drinks round Beth’s house at the end of the week. 

    Stacey trudged home to her one bed flat, pulling her denim jacket more tightly around herself against the unseasonably cold, May weather. 

     

    




 

     

     

    CHAPTER TWO 

     

     

     

     

     

    At three AM, Stacey’s eyes snapped open in the shadowy bedroom. 

    What the hell was that? 

    She strained her ears in the dark, listening. She was sure that she had heard the entrance-door to her flat creak open. She lived on the ground-floor of a big, Edwardian building that had been converted into four flats on Broadgate seafront. 

    It must be the couple on the other side of the hallway, she reasoned, her eyelids heavy and the vague sense of panic fading away to nothing. 

    Or maybe the noise was part of the dream that she ached to get back to. The remnants of the dream clung to her, slices of imagery still vivid in her mind. Between her legs she ached, and when her fingers slipped underneath the waistband of her pyjama bottoms, they were wet with her own juices. She let out a soft moan as her fingers sleepily paddled in the slick folds of her cunt, Tristian’s pale face still burning bright in her mind. 

    She longed to get back to the dream of fucking him, to exploring the contours of his equally pale, slim but well-muscled body sheened with sweat… 

    The unmistakable sound of the floorboards creaking in the living-room reached her ears, and this time her eyes snapped open fully, the last vestiges of the dream deserting her completely. 

    She sat bold upright in bed, clutching the duvet to her chest, the rapid thump of her heart noisy in her own ears. 

    Forcing herself to breathe more quietly and steadily, she strained her ears in the darkened room. Shakily, she extended her hand for the switch of the bedside lamp, and the corners of the room were instantly illuminated with the dimmest of light. Everything looked normal, but in her heart of hearts, she just knew that wasn’t the case. 

    There’s someone in the flat. 

    The thought was sure and true, and utterly terrifying. Instinctively, her hand groped for her phone next to the lamp, but it wasn’t there. Then its whereabouts slammed into her mind, and she could clearly picture it charging on the kitchen counter. 

    Fuck. 

    Every instinct she possessed yelled at her to move, to get the hell off the bed and go rescue her phone… 

    Yet she didn’t move. She couldn’t. 

    As if she were in the throes of the deepest nightmare, she watched her bedroom door swing slowly inwards. The sight of this stunned her, yet at the same time there was no denying that in some way she had been expecting it. 

    When she saw him standing there – the man that she had just been dreaming about who had gotten her so wet – she was nearly not surprised. 

    I knew there was something about you, she thought absently. Something different. 

    “Hello, Stacey. Were you having pleasant dreams?” 

    He was wearing the same black shirt and blue jeans that he’d been wearing earlier that day when she had seen him. She hugged the duvet tighter to her body, not sure if she were awake or asleep. 

    “How did you get in?” she managed to ask. 

    Her voice sounded strange to her own ears, like it wasn’t her speaking, but a character in a movie. In fact, she didn’t feel like herself at all, and had the strangest sensation that she was watching herself from afar, as if indeed her life had been reduced to a solitary movie scene. 

    “I got in because I chose to,” he said, as if his answer was the most logical in the world and she was stupid for even asking. “Because that’s what separates me from every other person in this sorry world. Life really can be that simple.” 

    He stepped into the room, and that’s when she noticed for the first time that in his right hand he held what looked very much like a syringe – the kind she had only ever seen on TV in some lame Veterinary documentary were some Vet injected some bull with a huge, fuck-off syringe… 

    Yet still she didn’t scream or so much as move. Just like those big, dumb animals in those very same programmes, she stared stupidly at him with huge, round eyes, paralysed by his mere presence. 

    He took another step closer and she found her voice: 

    “What are you doing? You can’t do this. You have to go. Go right now, leave me alone.” 

    He stopped his journey towards her and cocked his head to one side, his blue eyes twinkling like she had just told a really great joke. 

    “Your fate is sealed, Stacey. You belong to me now.” 

    Fuck this. 

    At last, her paralysis broke and she scrambled off the side of the bed furthest away from him, tumbling onto the floor and landing on her knees with a painful smack that knocked her sick. 

    Regaining her composure, she lurched unsteadily to her feet, her gaze locking with his. 

    He was blocking her way; there was nowhere to run, no way around him. 

    “Don’t do this,” she repeated, wrapping her arms around herself, suddenly painfully conscious of her near nudity. 

    All she wore was the flimsiest of spaghetti-strap vest tops with her stripy pyjama bottoms, and she was horribly aware of her heavy breasts straining against the thin fabric, her large, red nipples stiff with fear and pointing right at him, unmindful of her humiliation. 

    A corner of his mouth tugged up in a smirk, his eyes sparkling, but the effect was far from friendly. 

    “You want to play, huh? You want some rough and tumble?” 

    A sense of unreality so strong washed over her. The man that she had been dreaming about fucking just seconds before, was now in her bedroom, hellbent on… 

    On what, exactly? She wasn’t sure. What was in that syringe? Did he mean to kill her, or just knock her out? 

    What does he want with me? 

    Her mind raced with the possibilities. Rape. Murder. Rape and murder? 

    She opened her mouth, and screamed hard and long. The release felt good. 

    Why haven’t I done this before? she thought absently.  

    It took her a second or two to realise that he was actually laughing. His head was thrown back in mirth, and her screams died on her lips. Now the tears came, thick, fast, and incontrollable. 

    “Scream all you want, my dear girl, no one can hear you. Every single flat in this building is empty tonight. Except for the old deaf couple on the top floor.” 

    Was he right? With a sinking heart, she realised it could well be true. Now that she came to think of it, she vaguely remembered that the young couple in the ground-floor flat next door to hers had indeed mentioned that they were going to be away. The floor above hers had been converted into just the one, large flat, and she hadn’t seen anyone go in or out of it for a few days. And yes, the old couple on the top floor were as deaf as posts. 

    I am so fucked, came the sinking realisation. He’s right, no one can hear me scream. 

    “Please,” she sobbed, absolutely hating the whining quality to her voice. “Please just go.” 

    Slowly, Tristian shook his head. “I don’t think so.” 

    With deliberate slowness, he came towards her, brandishing the syringe at her. She tensed in preparation, her gaze flitting to the bed. As far as she saw it, she had two choices; fight or flight. Either knock the syringe out of his hand or let him come for her and then leap onto and over the bed. 

    The latter wasn’t a bad option, she reasoned. Given the reasonable size and square layout of the room, and the fact that the bed was in the centre of the back wall with plenty of space either side of it, she figured she stood a fighting chance of escape. 

    “Stay back,” she gasped. “I’m warning you.” 

    Her hand unconsciously clutched her chest in an attempt to calm her racing heart as he drew closer. She stood her ground, resisting the urge to run too soon and harm her chances of escape. 

    He drew close enough to nearly touch her, and she bolted. She leapt onto the bed, and for a second she thought she had made it. She was standing in the middle of the bed when a heavy weight slammed into her back. She went sprawling with a ferocious speed, landing on her stomach with her face mashed into the duvet. 

    She went to scream but the air was knocked out of her. Dimly, she was aware of his weight on her back, pressing her into the mattress. 

    Her mind seized in terror when she felt the unmistakable prick of the needle on the back of her neck. Instantly, her limbs flushed hot, before turning tingly and heavy. She felt herself slipping into the black abyss. 

    




 

     

     

    CHAPTER THREE 

     

     

     

     

     

     

    “Hello, Stacey. Welcome to your new life.” 

    Stacey’s eyes fluttered open, her brain fogged with confusion. The voice was familiar, and made her stomach clench in terror. She groaned, her head throbbing and her body aching, like she was recovering from a bout of flu. 

    Then the rush of memories hit her and she sat bolt upright, her eyes snapping fully open. The strangeness of her immediate surroundings made her cry out. 

    “Where am I?” she gasped, taking in the Spartan, small bedroom. 

    She was sitting on a single bed, and Tristian was standing in front of the closed door. Except there was something badly wrong with this bedroom, and it took her a moment to work out what that ‘something’ was… 

    It dawned on her that this bedroom was less a bedroom, and more a prison-cell. The room was windowless and the walls were brick. The door was a solid looking metal, with a small hatch in the top third that looked like a hatch one might find in a holding-cell of a maximum-security ward in a mental institution. 

    She went to swing her legs over the side of the bed, only then realising that she was naked. She let out a little gasp, shocked by her own nudity. Instinctively, one arm flew up to her bare breasts and crossed over them, as her other hand reached for the thin duvet with the plain white cover. 

    Tristian smirked. “The sooner you learn that your body no longer belongs to you, the better it will be for you.” 

    She stared at him, defiantly clutching the duvet to her naked body. Even though she was terrified, a rush of anger coursed through her, emboldening her. 

    “I don’t know what the hell this is, but I want my clothes back and I want to leave now.” 

    Tristian threw back his head and laughed. The sound of it made her skin crawl, and she gritted her teeth to stop herself from crying. 

    “It’s always the same with the new girls. God, what makes you think that you’re so special? What makes you think that you have rights? You are nothing. You exist solely to serve The Dark Red.” 

    Stacey didn’t know what he was going on about, and right then, neither did she care. All she wanted was to leave. Right now. 

    “Let me go.” 

    She could feel her chin trembling as she spoke, and she fought hard to control the tears. 

    “I’m trying to be kind to you Stacey, making allowances for this adjustment period. But let it be said, I am not the most patient of men, do not expect my good humour to last indefinitely.” 

    Stacey found she was trembling violently. Hot tears prickled her eyes; it was all too much, her nudity, her shame, her confusion… They were palpable things, utterly overwhelming and soul-crushing. 

    She closed her eyes for a moment, forcing herself under control. 

    “Where am I? What do you want with me?” 

    “Now we’re getting to the nitty gritty of it. You are at The Dark Red. This place doesn’t exist, it is nothing more than a name on the lips of the deviants dark enough to utter it. But you don’t find The Dark Red, The Dark Red finds you.” 

    His words were meaningless to her, and she just stared at him wide-eyed. 

    “What do you want from me?” she managed to ask. 

    Her voice was cracking, she could feel it, she could feel control seeping away from her. 

    Tristian casually swung his right arm back and forth, and only then did she notice the long, stick-like thing dangling from his hand. She didn’t know what it was, but the mere sight of it made her blood run cold. 

    “I want you, dear Stacey. Your body, your mind, your soul. I want you corrupted, degraded, humiliated, abused. Broken.” 

    Now the tears did fall. They slid down her cheeks, hot and fat and desperate. “Please,” she said, her voice thick with fear. “Please, just let me go.” 

    “There is more chance of hell freezing over, my dear child. Now, I want you to stop clutching that duvet to those luscious big tits of yours, and I want you to shuffle up to the top of the bed and spread those lily-white thighs. Show me your cunt, Stacey.” 

    The tears were falling heavily now, beyond her control. A part of her was grateful for their waterfall-effect, the way in which they blurred out her horrific new reality, providing at least the pretence of a barrier between her and it, whatever the fuck it was.  

    “Are you not going to cooperate?” he asked in an entirely bland manner. 

    She couldn’t have replied, even if she had wanted to. The tears were falling thick and fast, beyond her control. 

    “Very well. So be it.” 

    He extended the stick he held in his right hand, the end of it lightly indenting her shoulder. 

    “No,” she cried, edging backwards until her back smacked against the brick wall at the head of the single-bed. 

    Only when the thing made contact with her skin did it suddenly dawn on her what it was. 

    A cattle-prod. 

    As soon as she thought it, a jolt of electricity shot through her body. The burst of pain was all-consuming and awful, rendering her immobile. Her body spasmed and jerked, the scream of agony silenced before it could leave her.  

    She was helpless in the grip of that three-second blast of agony, and when the electrocution ended, she flopped sideways on the bed. Only then did she find her voice. She let out an almighty howl of indignant hurt, her body still pulsing with pain and her heart slamming. 

    “Hurts, doesn’t it? Now, are you going to do as you’re told? Repeated electric shocks will certainly have a detrimental effect on your nervous and respiratory system. So I’ll ask one more time; please sit up at the head of the bed, spread your legs and tuck your hands under your knees.” 

    Stacey listened through her haze of agony, his words barely audible over the ringing in her ears. But with every passing second, the pain dimmed. 

    I can’t go through that again, she thought, heaving herself into a sitting position and discarding the duvet. 

    Going against every natural instinct she possessed, she leaned against the brick wall with her bottom on the single, flat pillow. The bricks were cold against her back in the otherwise warm room, and sobbing, she gripped the undersides of her knees and spread her legs. 

    “See, that wasn’t so hard now, was it?” 

    She refused to look at him and kept her head bowed in shame, letting her blonde curls act as a curtain, separating her from the monster before her. Snot bubbled in her nose and her face felt red-hot and soggy with tears.  

    “I own you, Stacey. You will soon learn this, and come to respect it. Now, you need to listen very carefully to what I say, if you want to prolong your life, that is. Are you going to listen to me, Stacey? Do you want to learn?” 

    Answer him, said the voice in her head. She felt strange, disconnected from her own thoughts, like that voice didn’t come from her, but from a stranger. 

    Ever so slightly, she nodded. 

    “Good girl. I’m sure you’re dying to know how your average day will play out, and I’m happy to tell you, just this once. I will not repeat it, so please pay attention. You will rise at eight-thirty AM, when a member of staff will bring you your breakfast and your pills. After you have eaten and used your bucket, you will be escorted to the gym. You will perform exactly one hour of heavy exercise, then you will shower, and make yourself presentable, wearing whatever you are told to wear for the day. 

    “You will then sometimes be required to perform your duties in the hour before lunch, hairdressing, waxing, and general beauty treatments on the girls that are presented to you. How you spend the afternoons will vary, but a nutritious dinner will always be served in your room at five-thirty. You will go to bed at half past eleven every night for the optimum amount of sleep. Do you have any questions?” 

    Did she have any questions? That question itself was ludicrous and beggared belief. 

    “Why are you doing this? What do you want with me?” 

    Tristian laughed, revealing perfect, white teeth and once again she was struck by how handsome he was. 

    “A multitude of reasons, my darling. My motives are common amongst men, I should think; limitless wealth, power, youth. Tell me, what else is there in life? And as for choosing you, well, I guess you’re just lucky. I happened to be passing and I liked the look of you. I also need a hairdresser and beautician on call, and you’re very good at cutting hair. Does that sufficiently answer your questions?” 

    Surely, she thought, he couldn’t be serious? Her mouth hung open, she simply didn’t know where to begin. 

    “I want to go home,” she said. “Just let me go.” 

    Her legs were beginning to tremble with the effort of holding them open and she was acutely aware of her cunt spread open for his casual gaze. She had never let a man look at her in such a way, and the hot shame and misery that coursed through her veins was as palpable as the aches and pains in her body. 

    Tristian sighed deeply. “An inevitable part of our merry dance, I do suppose. You are never leaving this place again, the sooner you get used to that fact, the better it will be for you. And please remember, the more fuss you make, the more severe your punishment will be. And the more punishment you receive, the quicker your looks will decline. If longevity is you goal, it is in your interest to keep your looks.” 

    Stacey’s head reeled. 

    You’re dreaming, whispered that little voice again. This is just a nightmare. 

    Except it wasn’t, and she knew it. The dread that consumed her was all too-real. 

    But accompanying her ever-increasing confusion was a surge of strength. Her body felt like it was slowly recovering from whatever drugs he had fed her, and the aftereffects of being electrocuted were diminishing. 

    Tristian looked at his watch. “It is almost lunchtime, and I have things to do. You will have a rest day, today, and if I were you, I wouldn’t waste the day sulking and screaming and hollering. Just remember, it is in your interest to keep your looks and crying will be detrimental. Just relax, maybe get some sleep.” 

    Before she had a chance to formulate a reply, he turned around and left the room. She stared in disbelief at the spot he had just vacated, listening to the door locking behind him, her brain fizzing over with all the new information she had just received. Nothing made sense. Nothing. 

    She let out a strangled sob and grabbed the duvet, lurching to her feet. Unthinkingly, she hurled herself at the locked door. 

    “Help,” she screamed, battering on the door and clutching the duvet to her body with her elbows. 

    Her knuckles barely made a sound on the thick metal, and she couldn’t see beyond her room because the hatch was drawn across.  

    She screamed until she was hoarse and battered the door until her knuckles seesawed between numb and throbbing in agony. 

    Eventually, she gave up and retreated to the bed where she curled up against the wall with the duvet wrapped tightly around herself. Sobbing, she waited for the next chapter of her life to begin.  

    




 

     

     

     

    CHAPTER FOUR 

     

     

     

     

     

     

    Stacey had been held captive at The Dark Red for eight days now. She knew this because every morning upon waking, she would drag her fingernail over the same brick next to her bed to mark off the days. Somehow, those little white scratch-marks provided her with a disproportionate level of comfort, perhaps because they reminded her that she was still alive. Every day that she woke up alive, there was still hope. 

    Stacey’s eighth day had started out the same as any other; waking at half past eight, urinating and defecating in her bucket, and eating her breakfast which was brought into her on a tray by one of the silent men. Today’s breakfast consisted of porridge, a glass of orange juice, three slices of buttered toast, and an apple. Robotically, she had eaten the lot, knowing full well that refusal to do so would result in electrocution from the cattle-prod. 

    Usually, after breakfast, a man would come and collect her – sometimes the same one who had brought her her breakfast, sometimes not – and escort her to the gym. There she would lift heavy weights for an hour, after which she would be taken to the same bathroom. There, she would shower, make sure her hair was properly conditioned, and ensure that every inch of her body was thoroughly moisturised with the high-end creams provided. 

    But not today. Today was different. Today the man had actually spoken to her when he came to collect her after she had finished her breakfast. 

    On the first day of her captivity, she had tried speaking to the man that had bought her food in the evening. She had cried and begged to be set free. Big mistake. Her desperate pleading had resulted in a beating and a good going over with the cattle-prod. 

    Yet still she did not immediately learn from her mistake. In the morning, when a different man had entered her cell with her tray of breakfast, she had done the exact same thing, and again, it had resulted in her being electrocuted. 

    By the evening of her first full day in captivity, she had learnt to keep her mouth shut. 

    “No gym for you today,” the man said when he entered her cell. 

    She was perched on the edge of the bed, her hands clasped meekly in her lap, head bowed and avoiding eye-contact, but her head snapped back in surprise at the sound of his voice. Not a single soul had spoken a word to her for eight days, not since Tristian’s mini-lecture on day one. 

    He looked the same as the others; beefed up, shaved head and of indeterminable age. He was dressed in black jeans and a plain black T. 

    She looked at him uncertainly. Why was he speaking to her? Shakily, she got her feet and watched as he unclipped the bunch of keys attached to his belt, and unlocked the door. 

    She followed him outside into the corridor. Every day for the past eight mornings, she had taken the same route, to the same places. She always, without fail, turned right out of the door, to the gym, then the shower, then back to her cell where she remained until the following morning. But today they were turning left. This was monumental, and her stomach twisted into an anxious knot. 

    Maybe, they were going to a different room where there were actually windows. Maybe, they were actually going to go outside. It may have been only eight days since she had last felt the sun on her skin, but it felt like a lifetime ago since she had seen daylight.  

    She was pretty sure that they were underground. She couldn’t know that for sure, of course, but it just felt like it. It wasn’t so much the lack of windows, although that was certainly a factor, but it was the air itself that felt different. She conceded that she could easily be imagining it, but the air pressure felt heavier. The floor – which was either concrete or wooden, depending on the room – never creaked. Sounds were muted, everything was deadened. 

    She looked around herself as she followed the man’s broad back down the corridor – a corridor that looked exactly the same as her usual route. 

    Do these corridors never end? she wondered. 

    On her usual walk, she passed five doors on either side of winding walkway that were identical to the door to her own cell. It took her exactly sixty-three steps to reach the sixth door, beyond which lay the fully-equipped gymnasium. She knew this because by the fourth day, she had taken to counting the number of steps that the journey took. Just like with the scratching off of the days on the brick-wall, this mapping out of her immediate environment provided her with some level of comfort. 

    Now, turning left instead of right, she was struck by the sheer size of the place. They passed no less than three more corridors on their walk, each of which stretched as far as the eye could see before disappearing from view around a corner. 

    Her bare feet slapped rhythmically against the cold concrete as for the past eight days she had been naked. Her constant nudity no longer bothered her as much as it had in the first few days, and thus far at least, she hadn’t suffered any sexual abuse. 

    It had never occurred to her to run. Even though during her time here she had yet to pass another living soul in these corridors from hell, it was obvious to her that there were many people down here. 

    Bad people. People like Tristian… 

    Even though she hadn’t seen him since she was kidnapped, he still haunted her nightmares. She felt his presence all around her, conspicuous in his absence. He was watching her, she just knew it. He was waiting. He had chosen her. 

    But chosen her for what, she did not know. 

    What is this place? 

    It was the one question that consumed her. That, and the enigma that was Tristian. 

    Maybe I’m dead. Maybe I’m in hell.  

    Because if hell was endless, brick-walled corridors with concrete floors, then this was it. Every time she walked them, she was reminded of the hell depicted in the film ‘Hellraiser’, where the maze of corridors stretched on for an eternity. 

    The man leading her through the maze suddenly ground to a halt before a door that looked like all the others. 

    “In here,” he said, pushing open the door. 

    Fleetingly, Stacey wondered how many of the other doors were unlocked. What would happen if she just ran? Did one of these doors lead to the outside? Somehow, she very much doubted it. 

    She hesitated for a moment before following him into the room. The sight which greeted her was so normal, that for a moment it was simply too much to take in. 

    ‘Normal’, that was, apart from the fact that the girl in the ‘hairdresser’s’ was naked, just like she was. The room was done out like a regular hairdresser’s, complete with a row of three chairs along one wall that faced three large mirrors. The opposite wall was a zany, Zebra print to match the soft upholstery of the swivel chairs, which made it look so heartbreakingly normal, like any hairdresser’s that one would find on any given British high-street.  

    The only thing that stopped it from looking like a regular hairdresser’s was the standard-looking beauty bed in the middle of the room. Her gaze lingered on it for a second, before being helplessly drawn to the window. 

    Except it wasn’t a window, of course, and her heart thudded in disappointment. For a fleeting second, Stacey thought she was looking at a real window, but it was a blue glass panel, lit from within, made to look just like a blue Summer’s sky. It taunted her from behind the Venetian blinds, mocking her with its pretence of freedom. 

    “Stacey, you need to look your best,” the man said. “Janet here will cut and style your hair, and then she will give you a full body wax. You are not to communicate with each other. If you do so, you will be punished.” 

    As soon as the man stopped speaking, he turned and left the room, leaving the two girls alone. 

    For the first time, Stacey properly took in Janet. She guessed her to be around five-three, a good six inches shorter than herself. And like her, she was sleek and well-toned. She looked to be in her early twenties, with a sweet, heart-shaped face framed by a chin-length bob in a vibrant shade of unnatural red. 

    She must go to the gym, too. 

    She wondered why she hadn’t seen her when she was forced to work out, then briefly wondered if there was more than one gym in this nightmarish place. It was entirely feasible; there was certainly enough space. 

    Janet also looked very scared. 

    “How long have you been here?” Stacey asked the terrified girl. 

    “Please. We must not talk. Please just sit at the sink and let me wash your hair.” 

    Stacey glanced at the sink, a pang of nostalgia twisting in her heart. It looked so much like the sink at her own hairdresser’s. 

    God, that felt like a lifetime ago. 

    “How long?” she repeated softly. 

    The girl called Janet stared at her pleadingly. Her big brown eyes glistened with unshed tears and the unmistakable sheen of stark terror. 

    “Longer than you, obviously. Please, you’re going to get us both killed.” 

    For a second, Stacey didn’t move. There was so much she wanted to ask this girl; how long had she been held captive here? Where did she come from and how did they take her? What had they done to her? Did she know anything about this place? Did she have any idea at all where they were? And did she know anything about Tristian? 

    But she could easily sense the girl’s distress, which seemed to be so much keener than her own, and her own was bad enough. 

    What have they done to you to make you so terrified? 

    So she trusted her better judgement and sat down at the hair-washing chair with her back to the sink. Obediently, she tilted back her head, like she was just a regular customer in a regular hairdresser’s. 

    Janet turned on the tap, fiddling with the showerhead until the water came out the correct temperature. 

    For a second, Stacey allowed herself the luxury of pretending that she really was at a hairdresser’s and that her life was normal. The fantasy didn’t last long, interrupted by the fact that Janet’s little breasts dangled above her face as she got to work wetting her hair. 

    “Is this what they make you do all the time?” Stacey asked her. 

    For a second, Janet ceased lathering her hair, before continuing a little more briskly than what was strictly necessary. “Please don’t speak. They’re watching us all the time.” 

    Stacey lapsed into silence, knowing in her heart that the girl was right. Janet worked quickly, and the achingly familiar, soapy floral scent of the hair products wafted around her head – a painful reminder of her old life. 

    When she was done, Janet turned off the tap and gently squeezed her shoulder, silently indicating that she should sit up. Stacey did so, and allowed herself to be guided over to the nearest chair in the row of three. Janet even wrapped the standard green cloak around her neck, making everything seem even more ludicrously normal. 

    She quickly got to work, trimming her wet hair with an easy expertise. 

    She stared at the girl in the mirror as she snipped away at her hair, but she refused to make eye-contact. She was reminded of her last day in her old life, when Tristian had come into her salon and so charmed her. 

    How did I not see? How could I not tell that he was a psychopath?  

    Now Janet was carefully cutting layers around her face, a frown of concentration creasing her brow as she pulled the curls straight and cut into them at an angle. 

    Tears prickled Stacey’s eyes as the ever-silent girl snipped away at her hair. 

    No. Do not cry. 

    Ten minutes later, and the girl was finished. Methodically, she reached for the hairdryer and teased Stacey’s curls into shiny spirals. When that was done and Stacey’s head was a Lion’s mane of golden curls, she unclipped her green robe, leaving Stacey naked once more. It was heavenly to be covered for that brief period of time, and now she was bared again, she realised properly for the first time how stripping her of her clothes was a way to strip her of her humanity. It was a slow, insidious process, but in that moment of clarity, she understood it better. She was being prepared. 

    But prepared for what, she did not know. 

    “You have to lie down on the bed, now. I have to wax you.” 

    A mix of revulsion and apprehension coursed through her. Her constant terror aside, this was just so humiliating. 

    Why are they doing this to me? To us? 

    But there was no way that Stacey was going to refuse the girl; allowing herself to be waxed was such a small price to pay to keep from being punished. She had no idea what the punishment might entail, but she was pretty damn sure that getting waxed would be preferable. 

    Ever so slightly, the girl nodded her approval as Stacey lay down on her back on the beauty bed. She turned her head to watch as the girl opened the cupboard underneath the same sink where she had just got her hair washed, and then busied herself preparing the waxing-strips. 

    She set to work on Stacey’s body, starting at her feet and working her way up. When she reached her vagina, she couldn’t help but flinch. She’d never had a ‘Brazilian’ before, and these exceptional circumstances certainly weren’t making her feel any better about it. But she kept her thighs open and let the girl do her stuff. It stung a lot and made her eyes water, but not a sound escaped her lips. 

    Just as the girl had removed the last, stubborn hair from her outer labia, the door to the ‘hairdresser’s’ opened. 

    Both girls let out an audible gasp when they saw who was standing there, and Stacey’s legs snapped shut. 

    “Hello, girls,” Tristian said. “It’s a pleasure to see you both, again.” 

     

    




 

     

     

     

    CHAPTER FIVE 

     

     

     

     

     

    Stacey hadn’t seen Tristian since his little lecture on her first day here, and her heart tripped in a mix of terror, and… 

    And, what? Hope?  

    Perhaps, she thought, he was about to tell them that this had all been a terrible mistake, a cruel joke that had gone too far. 

    It was nice to cling onto that feeling of hope, if only for a second. 

    “I’m sorry, girls, but you’ve fucked up. You weren’t supposed to talk, and you did. I’m afraid to say that you will have to be punished.” 

    Stacey’s heart slammed in her chest. “No. We didn’t talk, we did everything we were supposed to do.” 

    “She’s right,” the girl called Janet said in a high-pitched rush. “We did everything you asked, please don’t hurt us.” 

    “Oh, don’t worry, I’m not going to hurt you,” he said, looking pointedly from one to the other. “Just you.” 

    To Stacey’s absolute disgust, the first thing she felt was a stab of relief because he wasn’t looking at her, but at Janet. 

    “What?” Janet gasped. “No, you can’t, I didn’t do anything wrong.” 

    Stacey remained silent. She knew that she should stand up for the girl, but somehow, she couldn’t bring herself to do it. 

    “You talked. You broke the rules,” he said with a nasty little smile. 

    “It wasn’t my fault! I told her not to talk, I tried to get her to shut up but she wouldn’t.” She turned the full force of her hate-filled gaze onto her. “This is all your fault.” 

    Inside, Stacey withered. Because she was right. If anyone was to blame, it was her. But still she said nothing. Nothing about this was fair. The situation was beyond her control; as far as Stacey was concerned, this was not the time for altruism. She could hardly blame the girl for attacking her, she was pretty sure that she would do the same. 

    “And it is you, dear Janet, who is dying today.” 

    Better her than me. 

    On some level, she knew how unspeakably cruel that thought was, but there was denying the relief she felt. 

    “No, please, I’ll do anything, I don’t want to die.” 

    Stacey refused to look at her. 

    She’s already dead. 

    The dark turn of her thoughts didn’t shock her as much as it should have done, and she knew it. 

    “Then you shouldn’t have talked, then, should you?” 

    “It was a trick,” the girl cried, “a trick to get us talking. I told you, it wasn’t me that broke the rules, it was her.” 

    Tristian threw back his head and laughed, and once again, Stacey was struck by his easy charm. It was nigh-on impossible to reconcile this gorgeous, friendly guy with the psychopath he undoubtedly was. 

    “I make the rules, sweetheart. And besides, unfortunately for you, you happen to be the small-breasted redhead, today I have no call for a buxom blonde.” 

    Stacey discovered that she was holding her breath, and shakily exhaled. Tristian turned his attention to her, and she withered under his bright gaze, her heart slamming. 

    “Stacey, I would like you to sit in the middle chair and swivel round so that you are facing the room. I want you to sit with your legs open and your hands tucked under your thighs. Failure to do so will result in your death. If you sit like that for the duration of Janet’s murder, no harm will befall you.” 

    For a second she just stood there, her legs heavy and useless, resolutely refusing to obey her brain’s command to move. 

    “Go on,” he said with the faintest flick of his head and a half-smile on his lips. “You know I don’t like repeating myself.” 

    The threat behind his joviality was not lost on her and spurred her into action. On jelly legs, she crossed over to the chair and sat down as he had asked, her newly-waxed pussy on display. 

    Janet, who had been quietly sobbing the entire time, suddenly let out a louder, strangled sob, and rushed for the door. Crying loudly, she yanked it open and disappeared through it.  

    Stacey watched in disbelief, her eyes wide, for a second actually believing that it could be that easy, that Janet had escaped. 

    But of course she hadn’t, and she felt stupid for thinking such a thing, even for a second. 

    No soon as she had lunged through the door, she was back in the room again, accompanied by one of the heavies that had, on occasion, brought Stacey food or escorted her to the gym. Behind the man holding the crying, struggling girl, was someone she had never seen before. He looked different from the other men. He was a lot smaller, both in height and width, and he wasn’t wearing the uniform of black t-shirt and dark trousers. 

    Just the sight of this new man made her blood run cold in her veins. There was just something so fundamentally off about him, so much so that it made her skin crawl in repulsion. It wasn’t anything that she could put her finger on, besides from the obvious – the obvious being that he was wearing a mask. But the bad vibes radiating off him amounted to so much more than a mere mask. The nastiness was in the way he held himself, in his very essence. It was the way in which he seemed to think that this was normal. That this was fucking acceptable. 

     The mask – a latex skeleton – completely obscured his head, the edges of it tucking neatly under his chin. He had a thin, pencil neck with a prominent Adam’s apple, and he wore a pin-striped suit that was at least two sizes too big for him. Fleetingly, Stacey wondered if that was on purpose, for the whole ensemble made him look emaciated, like he really was a walking skeleton. 

    Janet screamed harder and louder but the man held her effortlessly in a headlock, the length of her back pressed against his front. 

    As distracted by the noise as she was, she didn’t notice that Tristian had left the room until he had re-entered it again. Before him he pushed a metal trolley. It looked like a typical hospital gurney, on top of which was a paraphernalia of surgical instruments and tools. 

    The sight of it turned her blood to ice. 

    Stacey wasn’t the only one that was terrified, for now Janet was so noisy that the burly man had clamped his free hand over her mouth. Her eyes bulged over his meaty hand, as crazed as a frightened horse. 

    Beneath the skull mask, Stacey heard the stranger chuckle. 

    “Let’s get this show on the road, shall we?” Tristian said, reaching under the trolley for the big holdall on the bottom shelf. 

    He unzipped the bag, and pulled out a nail-gun. The room lurched, and she had to extend her hands behind her back to keep herself upright. 

    “Put her on the bed, will you?” he said to the man holding the squirming girl. 

    The man effortlessly picked up the squirming girl and plonked her unceremoniously on her back on the bed.  

    She watched in disbelieving horror as Tristian handed him the nail-gun, and then the man casually nailed her left hand to the bed, parallel with her head, like he was doing nothing more unusual or physically taxing than nailing a picture to a wall. 

    Janet arched her back and screamed so loud that Stacey covered her ears with her hands. Over the racket, she was dimly aware of Tristian talking: 

    “Both hands, don’t you think? With just one nailed into place, she could flip herself over and pull herself free. She’s not going to gain enough momentum with both hands nailed.” 

    The man in the skull mask nodded and immediately, the man in black nailed her other hand in place on the other side of her head. As soon as he was done he left the room without so much as a backward glance. 

    “Christ, that screaming is giving me a headache,” Tristian said, reaching once more under the trolley for the holdall. 

    He pulled out a red leather ball gag and jammed it into her stretched-wide mouth, lifting her head to fasten the leather strap. When he let go of her head, he did so with such force that the back of her skull crunched into the table. The table was lightly padded, but it still seemed to work in shutting her up. 

    “There, that’s better,” he said, addressing the man in the skull mask, making sure to stand behind Janet’s head, away from her squirming legs. “That should keep her in place for you to do whatever you want to do. Don’t hurt the other one. If she runs amok, don’t try to subdue her, my men will just deal with her. You are not to touch her. You can talk to her, you can tell her whatever the fuck you want, but don’t so much as touch her and remember that it is not your place to tell her to do anything. She is a passive voyeur, as we agreed.” 

    He stopped talking, and turned his attention to Stacey. Inside, she withered, stupidly wishing that the ground would just open up and swallow her. His pale gaze swept her body and there was nothing she could do to keep the tears from falling. 

    “There are hidden cameras all over this room and we’ll be watching this little show with rapt attention. If you try anything funny, you’ll be next up on the table. Do not move an inch from that chair, understand?” 

    He’s talking to you, a little voice screamed in her mind. Answer him! 

    “Yes,” she managed to get out. 

    “Good. I’ll let you get on, then,” he said to the man. “She’s all yours. Any problems, and someone will be with you in a heartbeat. Your safety is of the utmost important to us.” 

    The irony of his statement was not lost on her. That cunt in the mask, that sick piece of shit’s safety was important to them? If she weren’t so traumatised, she may well have laughed. 

    “Here we are, then,” the man in the mask said. 

    He slowly circled the nailed-down girl, and behind the black holes of the eye-sockets, she fancied she saw his eyes gleam with an unholy lust. 

    “Don’t touch her!” Stacey blurted out between hitching sobs. 

    She hadn’t excepted to say that, she hadn’t expected to say anything. The moment of altruism surprised her, but then, Tristian hadn’t said anything about her not speaking, just not moving. Even so, as soon as it was out of her mouth, she regretted it. 

    “Don’t touch her?” he repeated, his voice rising in a question. “That’s funny. Are you and me going to have a problem?” 

    A problem? Surely he wasn’t serious? 

    The eyeholes of his horrible mask bore into her and she found that she couldn’t look away. Ever so slightly, she shook her head. 

    “Good.” 

    Dimly, she registered that he was well spoken, like Tristian. 

    This is a rich man’s sport, came the unnerving thought. 

    “We’re being filmed, right? Okay, so you’re wearing a mask, but you’re talking. If the police saw this film, I’m sure they’d still be able to trace you. I’m not wearing a mask, and neither is she. And these people could blackmail you with the evidence.” 

    Why am I still talking? What’s wrong with me? 

    The truth was, it almost felt good to engage someone in conversation, even if that ‘someone’ was blatantly a psychopath. The man laughed good naturedly, almost like he was enjoying her line of questioning. Perhaps he was. 

    “Obviously, you don’t understand how this works,” the man said softly, as he stroked the short, red hair out of Janet’s eyes. “People that come here, people like me, we’re safe. We are the life blood of The Dark Red. It needs us, and we need it. If I go down, then I take the whole ship with me. And believe me, it’s a big ship.” 

    His voice came out muffled because of the mask. Distorted and twisted, to match his soul. 

    “Why are you doing this?” 

    “Because I want to. Because I can. Because this is my fantasy. Because I hate hairdresser’s, especially petite, redheaded hairdresser’s. And before you ask why, it’s none of your fucking business.” 

    As he spoke the last sentence, he lovingly wrapped his hands around Janet’s neck. She made the most awful choking sounds, and Stacey whimpered. 

    The room swam around her and she closed her eyes to block out the sight of the girl’s bulging eyes and red face. 

    Oh God, this can’t be happening. 

    But it was, and all too clearly, she remembered her strict instructions – to stay sitting in the chair with her legs open and her hands tucked under her thighs. 

    “Open your eyes, Stacey,” the man panted. “You are to watch me. Those were your instructions, remember? If you don’t, you’ll die.” 

    Fuck, she realised. He was right. She had been told to watch. 

    Hesitantly, she opened her eyes. He was no longer strangling her, thank God, and once again, Janet was somewhere approaching normal colour. 

    The man in the mask had his back to her, and was inspecting the array of viscous looking instruments on top of the trolley. Stacey stared hard at him; so hard, in fact, that she unfocussed her eyes. As her vison blurred, she was reminded of those patterned, 3D prints that were all the rage in the nineties when she was a kid. The ones where, if you stared really hard, you could see three dimensional shapes in the garish, computerised patterns. 

    Look, Mum, it’s a string of elephants… 

    A giggle rose from her stomach like gas, but died immediately on her lips. She felt lightheaded and strange, wholeheartedly welcoming the sense of detachment. She could feel herself shutting down, going into herself. She supposed she had gotten good at that over the last few days. 

    A part of her was aware of what he was doing, of the pair of pliers that he had picked up. She was aware of him placing the pliers over her breast, of the metal jaws clamping down on the girl’s nipple. 

    She’s already dead. There’s nothing I can do to help her. 

    Despite the ball-gag, the girl’s scream was gut-wrenching, momentarily jolting Stacey out of herself. 

    “Shut up!” the man screamed over her plaintive cries. “You’re making too much noise, I don’t like it.” 

    He sounds young. 

    For some reason, Stacey had assumed that the guy had to be at least forty, but it suddenly struck her that he sounded so much younger than that. Maybe even as young as twenty. 

    Somehow, it made it all so much worse. Evil of this sheer magnitude did not belong in the hearts of the young. Evil like this was something that happened with the passage of time, that slowly eroded the soul, corrupting innocence. 

    Evil of this scope should simply not exist. 

    She wanted to shut her eyes; oh, how she did. But she didn’t dare. Instead, she kept her eyes glazed over, trying to empty her head of thoughts and feelings. 

    But try as she might, there was no escaping the fact that he was undoing the strap around her head and shucking out the ball-gag with a wet pop that she could hear from her chair a few feet away.  

    Now that her mouth was freed, Janet really went for it. She screamed so loud that Stacey flinched. As much as she wanted to, she didn’t cover her ears and remove her hands from under her thighs. 

    She may be dead, but I’m not. Not yet. 

    It wasn’t exactly a conscious thought, more a feeling, but this instinct kept her in position, kept her following the rules. 

    Janet didn’t scream for long, for the masked man squeezed her cheeks together, forcing her mouth open. His other hand reached inside her mouth with the pliers, and Janet’s screams turned to crazed, wet gurgles. A fountain of blood erupted from her mouth, and something red and shiny dangled from the plier’s pincers. 

    Janet’s tongue, sweet Jesus, Janet’s tongue... 

    The man cocked his skeleton head to one side, examining the lump of flesh held up before him. Janet screamed, and Stacey wished with all her heart that the poor girl would just shut-up. It took her a few seconds to realise that it wasn’t Janet screaming, for Janet was now incapable of any noise beside a wet, guttural gurgling, but that it was her making the racket. 

    Dimly, she became aware that the man 

    (not the man, the monster) 

    was talking to her. 

    “… or they’ll come and kill you.” 

    The words penetrated her terror-fogged brain, and some part of her recognised the truth of them. 

    Play by the rules, or die. 

    The screams gave way to hitching sobs, but in her head she was still screaming; a long, endless wail that signalled the beginning of the untethering of her mind. 

    A part of her mind was safe now, locked away in the iron cage of insanity, but the other part watched the man unbutton his suit jacket and throw the pliers to the floor like it was nothing more important than a fag-but. The rest of his clothes followed until he stood there naked – naked apart from the skeleton mask. 

    She was not surprised to see how youthful his body appeared. He was as pale as the underbelly of a mackerel, without a trace of fat. His body rippled with muscle and sinew, a six-pack clearly visible. He seemed abnormally strong for his relatively small size and everything about him pulsed with energy and strength. Each muscle flexed and unflexed, his entire being a tightly wound ball of energy. 

    And his cock was hard, sticking out at a right angle from his body. 

    Janet’s legs twitched on the table, but she had ceased kicking and arching her back. The man climbed between her legs, cock in hand. With his other hand, he reached up for her face, dipping his fingers into her gasping mouth and trailing his bloody fingers over her twitching torso. 

    He shoved into her with a grunt, and fucked her roughly. Tears blurred Stacey’s vision, thankfully distorting the horrific scene. 

    After less than a minute, he pulled out. He kneeled between her legs which dangled over the edges of the table, his chest heaving and sheened with sweat and blood. 

    Slowly, he turned his head to look at her, and what a frightful figure he cut. His hand was so bloody where he had paddled his fingers in her mouth, that it looked as though he were wearing a red glove. The sightless eyes of the skeleton mask bore into her, chilling her. Still staring at her, he reached down to fondle the girl’s chest, kneading her small breasts roughly together. 

    Stacey’s breath caught in her throat. It felt like this went on forever, when in reality it was probably only a few seconds. Still groping her chest with one hand, and still staring over at her, he extended his other hand towards the top of the trolley. 

    “No,” Stacey gasped. 

    Or at least, she thought she said no. Maybe she had just said it in her head, where it was safer. Because speaking would mean that she was participating in the scene, and all she wanted to do was pretend that this wasn’t happening. 

    In his hand, he held a pair of gleaming, surgical scissors with long, slim handles.  

    Janet continued to make those awful noises that were nearer in sound to a wounded cat than a human-being, and a howling sound echoed in the room around her. Yet again, it took her a moment to realise that the sound was coming from her. The stench of shit hit her nostrils, and when she registered the sensation of wet warmth under her rump and the backs of her thighs, she realised it was yet again, her.  

    The fact that she had shit herself was strangely sobering, and her mouth clamped shut, cutting the awful howling stone-dead.  

    Again, that ill-formed thought: I’m alive. She’s not. 

    The humiliation she would normally feel was dialled right back, and a welcome numbness seeped through her being. 

    It was in a detached kind of way that she watched the bastard fist the slender scissors like a knife, and stab the girl beneath her breasts, just below the sternum. 

    Only the very tips of the blades sliced into her flesh, and slowly, he dragged the scissors downwards. Blood instantly pooled along the red line, slipping over her torso in a silent, red river that hugged her middle. The girl twitched and groaned, but she appeared much weaker than she had even five minutes ago. 

    At some point, the man had shoved the red ball back into her mouth – Stacey did not remember him doing so – and she gurgled wetly. 

    The man continued to cut ever downwards, all the way to her hairless groin. He remained kneeling between her thighs the entire time, his skeleton face fixed on the gaping wound that used to be her stomach. 

    Slipping his fingers inside the bloody line, he peeled back the skin, down over her ribcage. 

    The blood pumped more violently, spilling over his forearms and pattering on the tiled floor. He inserted a hand inside the wound, and it disappeared up to the wrist. 

    He fumbled around inside her for a moment, then appeared to be twisting, and pulling at something. The muscles around his shoulders and biceps bunched with the effort, and he wrenched something free. Even in her dazed state, Stacey could see quite clearly what it was; coils of intestines. He kept on pulling at the glistening, brown and pink rope and her mind lurched. Somewhere during all of this, the girl had stopped moving. Sporadically, her torso jerked upwards with the constant tugging, but otherwise she was floppy and unresponsive. 

    Stacey was glad that the girl was dead: no one should have to witness such a thing being done to their body. 

    Shuffling up so that he was straddling her hips, he fisted his cock with one hand, and with the other he rubbed the lengths of intestines all over his body. His hand worked his penis hard, and in a matter of seconds, milky-white arcs of ejaculate hit the bloody wound. 

    “Oh, that was good,” the man said in satisfaction when he had finished spurting. “You enjoyed that, whore?’ he shouted down at the corpse. “You like that, huh? Fucking two-timing slag.” 

    A slow, clapping sound caused Stacey’s head to snap round. She hadn’t seen Tristian re-enter the room and her insides shrivelled at the sight of him. 

    “Did you enjoy that?” Tristian asked with a smile, before turning his attention to Stacey. “I think it’s fair to say that our friend here doesn’t like hairdresser’s.” 

    “But I haven’t finished yet,” the man said with a plaintive cry. 

    “I know, don’t panic,” Tristian said soothingly. “I just wanted to check. I thought you might’ve had your fill by now.” 

    “No. I still want to carve her up good. I want to cut her up into tiny little pieces.” 

    Tristian nodded his approval. “Very good. Then I shall leave you to it with your captive audience.” 

    Stacey listened to the exchange in disbelief, watching as Tristian retreated from the room. 

    The blood sheened man turned his equally bloody splattered mask in her direction. Even though there was no way that she could see, Stacey just knew that he was smiling. 

    He picked up a small rotary saw. 

    “You want to watch, bitch? You want to see how many pieces we can get out of her?” 

    He walked round to the end of the table and picked up her foot. 

    And Stacey watched.  

    




 

     

     

    CHAPTER SIX 

     

     

     

     

     

     

    The incident at the ‘hairdresser’s’ had been one week ago and she had not seen Tristian since then, just a variety of male staff. 

    Dutifully, she continued to record the length of time she had spent there by marking the same red brick next to her single bed. 

    On the seventh day after she had watched the girl getting slaughtered, the morning had started out the same as any other. 

    Breakfast brought to her room at eight. Gym at eight-thirty for one hour, lifting heavy weights to hone her figure. Nine-thirty, shower. 

    She was always brought to the same shower room, a few doors down from the gym. It was a small room, with a shower cubicle, a towel rail, and a sink with an oblong mirror nailed to the wall above it. There was no toilet as Stacey was only allowed to use the bucket in her room. She strongly suspected that the mirror above the sink was a two-way mirror, but of course, she couldn’t know for sure. 

    In the shower, Stacey made sure that she was thoroughly clean and her hair was properly conditioned. Yesterday, she had endured a full body wax for the second time since she had been forced to watch Janet’s brutal murder. When the man had led her to the very same room where she had witnessed the poor girl’s demise, she had been close to freaking out. 

    “You’re the only inhouse beautician, now,” the man had laughed, “so you’ll have to do yourself.” 

    She had waxed herself on the same table that the girl had been killed, under the burly man’s watchful gaze. But there was no trace of the murder now; the room had been thoroughly cleaned and looked exactly as it had before the murder had taken place. 

    When she had completed the job at hand, a young, naked woman had been brought into the room. 

    “You are to wash and cut her hair, then perform a full body wax on her,” the man had said. 

    This time, Stacey had not dared to speak a word, and neither had the girl. Maybe something atrocious had also happened to the girl to account for her silent obedience. Stacey didn’t ask, and neither did she allow herself to care, she just got on with the task at hand. 

    As she had tended to the girl, she fully expected the door to burst open and the events of one week ago to repeat themselves, this time with her as the star attraction. 

    To her relief, no masked man had come to kill her. Even so, Stacey knew in her heart that she was on borrowed time. 

    Stacey turned off the shower, as she did so forcing out the horrendous memories. As usual, she made sure she was moisturised with the expensive moisturisers that were always laid out for her on the small shelf above the sink. 

    Since she had witnessed the killing, every morning thereafter, along with the creams, there would be a harness. Stacey didn’t know what else to call it, really. ‘Harness’ seemed the most apt. 

    In many ways, the harness proved to be perhaps the worst thing about her whole sorry situation. To start with, having to wear the damn thing had humiliated her to her core, and part of her wished to die rather than continue to wear such a thing. 

    But the other part of her – the practical part – had stoically endured. She didn’t know what the thing that she was forced to wear was called as no one around her had ever given it a name, but that’s what she had inwardly christened it as. It was a long leather strap with two, above-average-sized dildos attached to the strap. The part of it with the two dildos attached, looped into the second strap which she wore horizontally around her waist. This part of the contraption was more like a belt, which she buckled around her waist. It was the only item of clothing that had ever adorned her body since entering ‘The Dark Red’. 

    When worn, it vaguely resembled a sturdy, leather thong, except this thong held a dildo up her arse and in her pussy. 

    Her cunt and arsehole had stretched out a lot over the past week, and it was no longer so painful to wear. To start with it had been agony, she had cried a lot on the first few insertions. But, thanks to the lube and the inherently elastic nature of the vaginal and anal passage, her body had begun to accommodate the invasion. 

    But oh, how she hated it. When soaping herself between her legs in the shower, sometimes the soap would actually slip into her vagina and arse. And at night, she would tentatively explore the contours of her new body, as frightened as she was repulsed. 

    But she had almost stopped thinking that same old thought; why are they doing this to me? 

    Until today, that is. Because today it was different. 

    As she briskly rubbed the flowery-smelling emollient into her skin, she eyed this new variant of ‘harness’ on the little shelf with a growing sense of horror. The dildos that were attached to the leather strap were perhaps half the size again of what she usually wore. 

    I’ll never fit those in, she thought in a numbed kind of terror. 

    But she knew better than to complain. The last time she had done so, she had been electrocuted with the cattle-prod numerous times. The harness had also been forcibly fitted on her, and it was a lot more painful that way than if she were to do it herself. 

    So after she had dried herself on the fluffy white towel, blow-dried her hair and moisturised, she picked up the vile contraption. 

    This will never fit, she thought in despair.  

    No. It will fit. It has to. 

    Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad. It was true that she had quickly grown accustomed to the old harness. She was so stretched-out that wearing this one would just be like the first time she had worn the former… 

    She reached for the lube and squirted a generous amount up her waxed vagina and arse. With trembling hands, she picked up the harness. From the corner of the ceiling, a camera pointed at her, the unblinking eye of the lens a constant reminder that she had to cooperate. The first dildo felt fat and horrible in her hand – it had to be at least eight inches thick and twelve inches long. 

    Bracing herself, she positioned it at the entrance to her vagina and, gritting her teeth, she pushed. 

    Oh, dear God, she gasped in her mind. 

    It was way beyond comfortably snug, and her lower-gut clenched in protest, spasms of pain radiating outwards through her body. 

    But she persevered until the monstrous dildo was all the way up. Next, she turned her attention to her arsehole. During these unseemly endeavours, it had been a revelation to discover that her arse was more accommodating of the invasion than her vagina. Initially, of course, being an anal virgin, the first time had been excruciating. But by the fourth day, her anus had stretched out to resemble the slimmest of tunnels. 

    Perhaps, she reasoned, this was due to the elastic nature of the vagina, and the relatively non-elastic structure of the anal passage. 

    Whatever the reason, so long as she emptied her bowels at breakfast-time into the bucket, the anal-plug was less of a nuisance than the one in her vagina. 

    Today, however, it felt as if she were back to square one. As much as her anus had stretched, the size of this dildo was going to hurt. 

    I should’ve done my arse first, she thought, dimly aware that such a thought would’ve been inconceivable before she had been re-born into this new life. 

    She no longer recognised the tragic creature she had become as she squirted extra lube into her arsehole. 

    Sure enough, it hurt every bit as much as she thought it would. It was cold-comfort to her that her arse would undoubtedly stretch again to accommodate these new, enforced proportions, and therefore the pain would, in time, dim. 

    Yes, cold-comfort indeed. 

    Silent tears coursed down her cheeks. It was bad to cry, she knew she shouldn’t, it made her keepers so angry. But today she couldn’t seem to stop, and she kept her face lowered, fully aware of the camera mounted in a top corner of the room, of the possibility that the mirror before her was two-way.  

    The door to the bathroom opened and she swallowed hard, straightening her back. If her face was soggy with tears, it would mean punishment. 

    She had to look good. Even though all she had ever done so far in the afternoon was to go back to her room and sit on her bed and stare at the wall, she still had to look good. On some level, she knew that it was the only thing keeping her alive. 

    The door to the bathroom creaked open, revealing one of the muscle-bound, shaved-head men. 

    It w[bookmark: _Hlk484524810]as time to go back to her room.  

    




 

     

     

    CHAPTER SEVEN 

     

     

     

     

     

     

    Joan Brown leaned back in the rickety kitchen chair, exhaling a plume of smoke at the laptop-screen. Massaging her aching neck with one hand, she read back the last paragraph of the article she was writing: 

     

    Is the community of Broadgate right to be so worried about the second strip-club that has opened along the promenade? Does its mere presence degrade the female population of Broadgate? Will this casual objectification of women have a knock-on effect of how women are treated in the work-place, or indeed, their own homes? Or is it a just a storm in a double D cup? 

    To quote Alfred Jones, the manager of Pink Flamingos: ‘They’re just breasts, I mean, over fifty percent of the population has them. And if a woman wants to get them out, where’s the problem? More power to her, that’s what I say. It’s her body, her life, her choice. No one is forcing her. And neither is anyone forced to visit my club. If you don’t like it, then don’t come. A woman who chooses to celebrate her own body should be respected for her choice. These so-called feminists need to get a life and stop sticking their noses into other people’s business. We live in a democracy, don’t we? Without freedom of choice, there is no democracy, no equality. Surely that is the true meaning of feminism?’ 

     

    “Fucking sanctimonious, sexist pig,” Joan said to the computer screen when she had finished reading. 

    Men like Alfred Jones saddened her, and left her feeling demeaned. As a woman, must she be defined by the size of her breasts? (Or on her case, lack thereof.) Was the size and shape of her arse the most important thing about her? Did it define her abilities as a journalist? 

    Alfred Jones sure would think so. 

     The ‘glass-ceiling’ effect in society was her biggest bug-bear; most women that were apathetic to the issue only realised that it was even there when they smacked their thick heads into it. 

    Yet tonight, the issue of gender inequality, usually so close to her heart was not at the front of her mind. 

    The Dark Red was. 

    She turned the three words over in her mind, wondering their true meaning. In the process of writing an article on the effects that the opening of a strip-club might have upon a relatively small town, she had inadvertently stumbled over a potentially far juicier story. 

    A real-life, bone-fide, urban legend. 

    She stubbed out her fag in the over-spilling ashtray on the kitchen table, and for perhaps the fiftieth time that night, she went into her audio-recordings on the laptop. She clicked on the interview she had done yesterday with one of the girls from Pink Flamingos, a particularly eloquent stripper who went by the name of ‘Lily Pearl’. She had refused to give Joan her real name, claiming that she had a ‘proper’ job lined up in London for next week, and was permanently moving there. Lily Pearl had said that she was an actress, that she had landed a small-part in a television series. Joan wasn’t sure she had believed her, but had congratulated her nonetheless.  

    To Joan’s amazement, Lily Peal had agreed to meet her for a drink the following afternoon. They had sat in the corner of a large and impersonal Wetherspoons, away from prying ears. 

    Dragging the arrow over to just gone the fifteen-minute mark, at the point their conversation had taken an interesting, and unexpected turn, she lit another cigarette and listened intently to the recording: 

     

    Lily Pearl: All men are scum, sweetie, it’s just the way the world is. A lot of the girls are on drugs; coke, mostly. I guess most people think that stripping is just stripping, and like, prostitution is a totally different thing. And on the face of it, all clubs have strict rules, you know? Like, no touching, no soliciting, no drugs or booze, shit like that. But it’s all bullshit. They don’t give a crap about us. We’re commodities, toys for the boys. I was one of the lucky ones. I got out before it was too late. 

    Joan: What do you mean, you got out before it was too late? 

    Lily Pearl: This business, it’ll chew you up and spit you out. I’ve been there too, with the drugs, and the extras. It’s a slippery slope, you know? No girl is ever just a stripper. She always does extras. And sometimes those extras are rough. 

    Joan: Rough? Rough, how? Did you ever find yourself in a situation you weren’t comfortable with? 

    Lily Pearl: (Laughs.) Sweetie, my entire life was a situation I wasn’t comfortable with. Like I said, I’m clean now, and I want to leave that part of my life behind me. I had a friend, though; she wasn’t so lucky. She was the one that inspired me to get the fuck out of this game. 

    Joan: Inspired you, how? 

    Lily Pearl: She got herself involved in some really bad shit. I don’t want to name names, but she got propositioned by this guy, a real shady type, you know? She got offered fifty grand for one night’s work. She took it, of course, her coke habit didn’t come cheap. Anyway, she told me about it, afterwards. She told me what she had to do for the money. She wasn’t supposed to tell anyone about it, but you know, sometimes us girls will talk. 

    Joan: What did they make your friend do? 

    Lily Pearl: Sweetie, you don’t want to know. 

    Joan: I do. I want to help. I want to make people see that the girls working at clubs like this are not the enemy, but the victim. I don’t want the girls to be villainized and painted as whores. They are all someone’s daughter, someone’s sister, someone’s mother. All I want is to help open people’s eyes, to replace hatred with understanding and compassion. 

    Lily Pearl: You’re an idealist, darling. You might mean well, but you’ve got your head in the clouds. The world is a bad, bad, place, full of shitty men doing shitty things to pretty young girls. Do you really think anyone gives a flying-fuck about what you have to say? 

    Joan: Maybe they don’t, but I’m entitled to share my views as much as the next person. Girls are being exploited and abused in the sex industry, every minute, every hour. It’s ugly, and it’s sad. If I can make just one person as saddened by the evil as I am, then I’m doing something right. 

    Lily Pearl: People like you with your fancy education and liberal views who think they can actually change the system, it makes me laugh. Okay, sweetcheeks, you want to know? Then I’ll tell you. My friend got offered fifty grand for a night at The Dark Red. 

    Joan: The Dark Red? What’s that? 

    Lily Pearl: It’s a saying, mainly. and it’s a place. There are some sickos out there, guys usually, of course. Most towns have a red-light district. And I don’t just mean hookers on the streets, I mean the usual stuff of strip-clubs, sex-shops, peep-shows, blue-movie showings, shit like that. There’s even still a call for the dirty video shop, despite the arrival of the Internet. A lot of the clientele are older and still prefer the dirty mags. Anyways, some of the guys that go to these places ask for the darker side of red. You know, as in, the darker side of the red-light district. It’s usually referred to as ‘The Dark Red’. 

    Joan: I’m sorry, I’m not sure I follow. 

    Lily Pearl: I’m talking dark, sweetie. Scatalogical, animals, underage, snuff. The really fucking dark stuff. 

    Joan: And that’s what your friend did? 

    Lily Pearl: Yep, she sure did. She did animals and scat. Not human scat, animal scat. The things she told me… Believe me, you don’t want to know. She told me that she performed The Dark Red at The Dark Red. 

    Joan: Is that like the name of some underground club, or something? 

    Lily Pearl: She said she didn’t know where they took her, that she was blindfolded. She said it was sort of like a gentleman’s club, you know, except with the obvious differences. She said it was a place where anything went, absolutely anything. 

    Joan: It wasn’t like some sleazy party, or something? 

    Lily Pearl: Maybe. Who knows? I think I’ve said too much. I never should’ve mentioned it. And you shouldn’t either. Shit, you’re not taping this, are you? 

    Joan: No, of course not.  

    Lily Pearl: Good. I guess my mouth’s just running away with me, what with me moving away, and everything. Just forget what I said about The Dark Red, okay? You’re right, it was probably just some fucked up party for a bunch of bored, sleazy rich cunts. It’s just a saying, it ain’t a real place. Just forget I said anything, for your own good. I should go. 

    Joan: But you haven’t even finished your drink… 

     

    Joan pressed pause on the recording – the recording she had done on her mobile phone without the woman’s permission or knowledge. She did feel a little guilty, but she could live with that. It would be worth it for when she wrote the article on The Dark Red. 

    Despite the excitement of accidently stumbling upon a potentially juicy story, unease churned in her guts. There was no getting away from the fact that ‘Lily Pearl’ had been scared. After telling her about the probably-mythical club, or organisation, or whatever the hell it was supposed to be, she couldn’t seem to get away fast enough, leaving in a flurry of sickly sweet perfume and angst. 

    Her words echoed in her head: Just forget I said anything, for you own good. 

    She smiled humourlessly to herself. 

    Fat chance of that.  

    




 

     

     

     

    CHAPTER EIGHT 

     

     

     

     

     

     

    Stacey had been wearing her new ‘harness’ for a further seven days. Those seven days had passed uneventfully. It was the same old routine. Breakfast had been brought to her at half eight, and after eating, she had defecated in her bucket. The shit slid out of her too easily, due to the now near cavernous proportions of her arsehole. It was humiliating, but at least the pain had long since dimmed; it no longer hurt to shit, or to wear the harness for the duration of the day.  

    After defecating in her bucket, she had sat passively on the edge of the bed, no longer bothering to hide her naked body, her hands clasped meekly in her lap and her head bowed. 

    As usual, a man had come to escort her to the gym, and then to the shower. After her shower, she had stepped into her nightmare harness, to spend the rest of the day staring at the four walls of her cell. Some days, if she was lucky, she got to cut some other poor cow’s hair and do her make-up at her ‘hairdresser’s’. Every time that happened, she was convinced that she would die. 

    But that didn’t happen today. 

    Today, as she sat there on the bed, staring blankly at the wall, the door to her room opened. She stiffened in fear. Despite not having a clock, it felt too early to be dinnertime. It was obvious to her that a change in her routine could only mean one thing; something bad was going to happen to her. 

    “Hello, Stacey.” 

    The sound of Tristian’s voice had her close to hyperventilating, and her head snapped round in his direction. She never normally looked at the guards when they entered the room, but as it was him, she couldn’t stop herself. 

     If Tristian was coming for her in person, it could only mean one thing: 

    Trouble. 

    This is the end of the line, came the black thought. 

    The sight of him knocked her sick and she looked away, suddenly dizzy. 

    “You’re looking well, Stacey. I have avidly been watching your progress. Please look at me when I’m talking to you.” 

    It took all of her will power to obey his command. He was dressed in a well-cut grey suit, looking every inch like an upper-class playboy with mischief sparkling in his blue eyes. 

    Except Stacey knew full well that it wasn’t mischief sparkling in his eyes, but depravity. 

    There’s something different about him. 

    The strange thought disappeared as soon as it had arrived, and she forced herself to hold his gaze; his evil, sick gaze that made her feel as if she were staring into the very pits of hell. 

    When he lightly touched her arm, she wanted to scream, or at least pull away, but instead she did neither. 

    “Why, you’re covered in goose-bumps, and it so warm in here. Please stand up and remove your harness. Don’t make me ask twice, Stacey.” 

     

    She got to her feet and shakily removed the vile contraption with as much dignity as she could muster. Which wasn’t much, all things considering. 

    The dildo-studded belt dropped to the floor, and she stood naked before him. The air felt cool against her hot and tender vagina and rectum, and she felt empty and gaping without the foul dildos inside of her. 

    “Good girl. Don’t look so scared, things will go a little differently for you today. Don’t look so worried, you’ll enjoy it, I promise.” 

    For some reason, it was that blatant lie that threatened to be her undoing. Just lately, she had been doing so well, keeping it together. Even at night, she had managed to remain dry-eyed. 

    Tears are my enemy. Composure is my saviour. My looks are everything. 

    This private mantra usually held the tears at bay, but not today. He grabbed her upper-arm, making her gasp. 

    “I hope you’re not crying, Stacey. Because that would be incredibly stupid. Today, you need your happy face. Look at me, Stacey. Show me that pretty smile.” 

    She couldn’t catch her breath. It lodged in her throat, thick and terrifying, and a funny mewling sound reached her ears. It took her a moment to realise that the sound was coming from her. 

    “Please,” she said, gathering herself sufficiently together to speak. “Please don’t make me do this anymore.” 

    “Do this anymore? But we haven’t even started.”  

    He reached inside an inner pocket of his jacket, and produced a small spongebag. “Here, put this on. We don’t want you looking washed out on camera.” He held it out to her. “Go on. Take it. Please look inside.” 

    Her hand shook as she accepted the offered spongebag and tentatively, she unzipped it. Inside was a mascara, a pale foundation that exactly matched her skin-tone, a liquid blusher, a berry coloured lip-gloss, and a compact mirror. 

    “Use everything that’s inside. Do it now, please. We don’t have all day.” 

    Stacey stared at him dumbly for a second, before sitting back down on the bed and opening the mirror compact. Shakily, she applied the mascara, and she winced as she stabbed herself in the eye. Tristian silently watched her in rapt attention as she applied the makeup and her skin crawled in disgust. 

    When she was done, she looked up at him. He nodded his approval, the faintest smile briefly tugging at his full mouth. 

    “You look beautiful. Follow me.” 

    At least today he wasn’t holding a cattle-prod, but that wasn’t to say that he didn’t have any other kind of weapon concealed on him. Not that it mattered, because the urge to run or fight had long since been knocked out of her. 

    She followed him out of the room, her gaze fixed on his broad back in the dark grey suit. 

    As she followed, that vague feeling that he looked somehow different crept back into her mind. It wasn’t anything that she could quite put her finger on, but it was there, nonetheless. 

    And then it hit her. 

    He looks younger. 

    Unease clenched in her guts, a feeling that she didn’t understand. There were a hundred other things that she should be worried about, like, where was he taking her, and, was she going to die today?  But no. In that moment, all she could think about was how damn young he looked. Not just a little younger, but years younger. Like, he had gone from thirty-eight to twenty-two overnight. 

    She shook her head. She had to be mistaken; her irrational flights of fancy were hardly surprising, given her atrocious circumstances. 

    In a daze, she followed him through the brightly-lit, concrete corridors of hell, passing doors on both her left and right. Usually, she made a mental note of these, as well as where the corridor swerved or branched off. But not today. Today, she didn’t count them. The change in her routine alone was unsettling enough for her not to bother.  

    Change was bad. 

    Tristian stopped outside a metal door that looked the same as every other. 

    “Here we are. After you, dear girl.” 

    He pushed open the door and fleetingly she wondered how many of the countless doors were unlocked. Surely one of them led to freedom? Not that it mattered, she supposed. She was trapped here, and thoughts of escape grew substantially less with every passing day. 

    On numb legs, Stacey entered the room. 

    She blinked. 

    What the fuck? 

    




 

     

     

     

    CHAPTER NINE 

     

     

     

     

     

     

    Stacey was in a living room, a very ordinary and very real living room. The first thing she noticed was the window above the flat screen TV, and her heart lurched at the sight of it. Sunlight streamed through the slatted wooden blinds, bathing the wooden floor and fluffy white rug in thin strips of light. 

    Forgetting herself, she rushed over to it, a small cry on her lips. She flung herself at the blinds and yanked them open… to find an opaque plastic screen, brightly lit-up from behind. 

    The crashing disappointment that slammed through her was momentarily soul-crushing. It wasn’t as if deep down she had genuinely expected to find a window, especially as the hairdresser’s had a ‘window’ just like this one, but even so. Her disappointment was shocking. Her shoulders sagged and she slumped against the lightbox, tears prickling behind her eyes. 

    It was stupid, to allow herself to hope. She was stupid.  

    “I should fucking kill you for a move like that,” Tristian said calmly. “Have you learned nothing since you’ve been here? Your obedience is everything to us. Turn around and look at me.” 

    Stacey found that she was trembling violently, and she closed her eyes for a second, forcing the tears back down. 

    She turned round to face him, meeting his gaze head on. 

    “Look around you, Stacey. Tell me what you see.” 

    With her heart racing, she scanned the room. 

    “It’s just an ordinary living room,” she said slowly, taking in the soft furnishings in the reasonably small room. 

    There was a modern, glass-top coffee-table, perched on the fluffy rug with a pile of magazines neatly stacked on the bottom tier. The three-seater sofa was upholstered in a faded, chintzy floral fabric, and the armchair was a dark leather Chesterfield with elaborately carved legs. On the wall opposite the TV was a tall, narrow, open-backed bookshelf, mainly stuffed full of DVDs and computer games. 

    “I see a bookshelf, and, and a glass-coffee table,” she stammered, strangely uncomfortable with stating the obvious. “And I see a decorative fireplace without a fire, and a lot of ornaments on the mantle….” 

    “No, no, no, Stacey, that is not what you see. Look again.” 

    Stacey looked around herself, completely bewildered. What the hell did he want her to say? 

    “There’s a framed photograph of a cityscape hanging on the wall, New York I think…” 

    “No!” he shouted, and her mouth clamped shut. “No, Stacey, that isn’t what you see. This is a stage set, and you, dear girl, are an actress. Today, you will give the performance of your life. Tell me about the ornaments you can see.” 

    She looked at him blankly, blinking back the tears. 

    The ornaments? 

    This was all beyond weird, and intense dread squeezed at her heart, making it pump harder. 

    Oh God, what’s going to happen to me? Am I going to die in this room? 

    She cleared her throat, forcing her treacherous voice under control. “I see a red glass vase with a plastic sunflower it, a china ornament of a ballerina, a small piece of driftwood painted white and varnished, a brass candlestick holder…” 

    Her voice faded away. Why was he making her describe these things? God, it just scared her so much for reasons she didn’t understand. 

    “What else do you see? What other objects are here in this room? Don’t you dare cry, Stacey.” 

    Blinking back the tears, she proceeded to list the things she could see that were randomly dumped on the glass top of the coffee-table and on the bookshelf. 

    Except nothing about this was random, and she knew it. 

    “There’s an almost empty bottle of wine on the coffee-table, and a used wineglass. And there’s a small tub of Vaseline next to it. On the bookshelf, in front of the DVDs and games, there are three remote controls.” 

    “Very good, Stacey. And do you know what you are going to do with these objects when I leave the room?” 

    She shook her head in mute despair. Her breath was coming in ragged gasps, and the fake room was beginning to swirl around her. 

    “You are going to stick those objects up your cunt and arse, and you are going to make yourself come. And if you can’t come, you’d better be damn good at faking because everything rides on this, do you understand?” 

    She didn’t. She didn’t understand a god-damn thing about any of this. 

    “Stacey? Are you listening to me?” 

    Slowly, she raised her swimming head. 

    Answer him! Do you want to die? 

    “Yes,” she said softly. 

    “What? Speak up. Do you want to die today, or not?” 

    She thought of the girl who had been killed one week ago. 

    Janet. Her name was Janet. 

    She winced when the girl’s name popped into her head. 

    Tristian tricked her, just like he’s tricking me now. I’m dead, whatever I do. 

    “I don’t want to die,” she said, louder this time. 

    “Then fuck yourself with whatever comes to hand. I especially want to see you use the wine bottle. Make it convincing, and I promise that you shall be spared. I’ll be watching you the entire time. Oh, don’t look so scared, Stacey, this is only a little performance for the surface-net. You know when you go onto google image for porn in general, and all those nice little pictures and videos come up? Well, if you happen to click on this one, your computer will get a state of the art virus. It will be streamed on our site too, virus free, of course. Sort of a dark-net, in-joke. I mean, do you really think those rooms that you see on the net exist? That those are real windows you’re seeing? That those girls are there, in their own homes, of their own free will? No, they are in places like this, harming themselves, demeaning themselves, for men like me.” 

    Stacey had no idea what he was going on about. Or perhaps, on some level, she did.  

    “You have a website?” 

    It was a lame question, but she could think of nothing else to say. She wanted to keep him talking, both to delay the task at hand and to find out more. 

    “Yes, we have a lot of things, Stacey. A website is one tiny part of the bigger picture.” 

    He turned to leave, and in that second, she could think of nothing to say that wouldn’t get her killed. He got halfway to the door before turning around to face her again. “Oh, and one more thing – you need to fist your cunt and arse, too. Try and do it at the same time, if you can.” 

    With those final words he left the room, leaving her staring stupidly after him. Half of her wanted to chuck herself at the stupid metal door and bang her fists against it until they bled. Not that the door looked like a metal door from the inside, of course, but an ordinary wooden door painted white with a large, brass handle. 

    More than half of her wanted to do this. Either that, or fling herself on the sofa, hug a cushion and weep like a baby. 

    But she did neither of those things. She forced herself to take a deep breath, holding it for a few seconds before exhaling shakily. She figured that Tristian would allow herself a few seconds to compose herself; she wasn’t a robot, after all. 

    She glanced around herself, wondering where the cameras were hidden. She couldn’t see any, but then, that meant nothing. They could be anywhere. Not that it mattered, anyway. 

    Nothing matters anymore because you’re a dead woman walking. 

    As soon as that defeatist thought crept into her brain, she stood up straighter and pushed it away. Hard. 

    No. It’s not over yet. He wants a show? I’ll give him a fucking show.  

    Stacey surveyed the room, her resolve set in stone. Her gaze settled on the bottle of red wine and she poured out the remainder of the bottle into the empty wineglass. Thoughtfully, she sipped the wine and settled back in the sofa. 

    The cushions of the sofa felt good beneath her and she closed her eyes for a second, pretending that everything was normal, that this was her living room in her house, and this was just a normal day for her. 

    The wine burned a pleasurable trail down to her stomach – in her old life she had enjoyed a drink – and her free hand rested on the hard planes of her stomach. She had lost a lot of weight, in the best possible way. The sessions in the gym had leaned out her body, the ridges of her six-pack rock-hard beneath her fingers. 

    The irony that she was the picture of health was not lost on her; this was a woman who cared about her body and obviously spent hours a week down the gym. This was a woman who was a kinky bitch in her own home, of her own free will. 

    Tears prickled behind her eyes, but there was no way she was giving into them. 

    You cry, you die. 

    Her left hand travelled lower, and when it reached her pussy, it balled into a fist. Sitting up to set down the now empty wineglass on the coffee-table, she settled back into the sofa and raised her right leg, draping it over the back of the sofa. With her left foot resting on the floorboards, she pushed at the entrance of her vagina with her fist. 

    Unsurprisingly, she met with resistance. It looked like she was going to have to crack open the Vaseline and she reached out for the plastic tub on the coffee-table. Untwisting the lid, she scooped out a big globule of the opaque gunk and greased up her hand. 

    It helped things along no end and to her surprise, her fist slipped in with relative ease. The gaping tunnel that had once been her tight little vagina swallowed up her hand, greedily sucking it down. A few weeks ago, the mere idea of fisting herself would have made her shudder in repulsion, not to mention that she would’ve considered it impossible. It truly was amazing how adaptable the human body could be. She closed her eyes, concentrating on building up a rhythm, allowing her body to get used to the sensation. It didn’t hurt as such, but it was beyond ‘tight’ and her lower guts cramped in protest. 

    She forced herself to relax, and after a few minutes of pumping her fist, she withdrew her hand and reached for the Vaseline once more. Scooping out a generous dollop of jelly, she rubbed her hands together. 

    Here goes nothing, she thought. 

    It struck that she was being very pragmatic about what she was doing. She was no longer near tears and her revulsion was pushed right back. She had to do what she had to do, and that was the end of it. Fear would make her clench up and penetration would be that much harder. 

    So it was with very little further thought or disgust that she balled her right hand and pushed at the entrance of her rectal passage. Deciding that it would be easier, she went in the back way, her butt-cheeks resting on her forearm. Her anus resisted, puckering in protest, but she stoically endured. Inch by inch, her anus ate her fist. 

    When she was in up to the third knuckle, she rested for a moment, forcing herself to relax. She realised that she had been holding her breath the entire time, and she exhaled noisily and shakily. 

    No. She was showing her fear; that wouldn’t do. In an attempt to disguise her fear as lust, she reached down for her clit with her left hand, her right hand still in her anus. Frantically, she rubbed herself, feeling exactly less than nothing.  

    She prayed that the Vaseline would make her look slick with arousal, that it would fool the cameras, wherever they may be. 

    Pulling her right fist out of her anus with an audible, wet pop, she re-inserted her left fist into her vagina. 

    And so thus, she pistoned her vagina and arse in turn. In, out, in out, building up a rhythm.  

    Yet again, she realised that she was holding her breath, and she forced herself to breathe normally. It was time for her piece de resistance, the grand final, the moment of simultaneously fisting both her anus and her vagina. 

    Beads of sweat broke out on her forehead with the effort and she let out a small cry of pain. 

    I can do this. I have to. 

    The dildos that she had been forced to wear for the past few weeks were not that much smaller in width than her fist, although they were certainly longer. She told herself this, but it was a bitter pill to swallow. 

    Take it easy. You can do this. 

    She un-fisted her hands and began to finger her vagina and arse. She got to five fingers in each hole, gritted her teeth, and went for it. 

    She let out a harsh sounding laugh when she managed it, but fuck, was it tight. She held the pose for a short while, her head thrown back in victory. 

    I win, you bastard. 

    Her lips stretched tight, somewhere between a grin and a grimace. When she could stand it no longer, she removed both fists. The relief was wonderful, despite the throbbing in her lower region. 

    Warily, she eyed the wine bottle. It wasn’t over yet, of that she was sure. It would only be over when she was told to stop. Massaging her clit with her right index-finger, she reached for the wine bottle. Seeing as her arsehole was big enough to take it, she went in bottom first. Her hand wrapped around the neck of the bottle and slowly, with some extra assistance from the Vaseline, she fucked her own arse with the bottle. 

    She tried to make it look good, masturbating with a fervor that she didn’t feel. Sweat dripped into her eyes as she went at it, her mind as empty as her heart. 

    Just as she was finding her rhythm, the door to the living room burst inwards. The bottle slipped from her fingers, rolling off the sofa and onto the floor without shattering. 

    She screamed, scrambling into an upright position and pushing her rump hard against the armrest. 

    The three masked men that had burst into the room stood before her, and her stomach lurched at the sight of them. Like her keepers, they were dressed in black, but these men where not the staff of The Dark Red, of that she was sure. These guys were here on a paying basis. Just by looking at them alone, Stacey knew this. They had the same air about them that the man in the skull mask had possessed; the air of privilege and evil. 

    The shorter of the three lunged for her, fisting her hair and yanking back her head. She yelped in protest, clawing at the fingers entwined in her hair. 

    A second man stepped forwards and slapped her hands away. All three wore balaclavas, behind which eyes glinted with lust and evil. 

    “Hold her steady, boys,” the third man said, unzipping his black jeans. “She may not like this much.” 

    Laughter rang in her ears as he climbed on top of her. 
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    Joan leaned back in the uncomfortable wooden chair, cricking her neck. 

    This is useless. 

    She had tried every and any keywords that might yield results, but to no avail. As far as Google was concerned; ‘The Dark Side of Red’ did not exist. Or at least, it did not exist in the capacity she was searching for. All she had found was some weird Manga, a Bollywood film, and a highlighted sentence here and there of a completely unrelated topic. 

    Sighing in irritation, she closed down the pages and logged onto facebook. 

    “Oh my God, I really don’t want to be talking to you, you sad prick,” she muttered to herself as she clicked on Dave Griffin’s profile. 

    She shuddered theatrically as she looked at his profile picture. Dave was an old acquaintance from University – a guy that used to be on the peripherals of her ‘cool’ student click. By coincidence, they had both ended up in Broadgate after graduating from Canterbury University. She used to live with a guy, a newly qualified doctor who had landed a job at Broadgate hospital. The boyfriend was long gone – she had chucked him out a year ago for cheating on her with her best-friend at the time – but she had stayed on in the flat. 

    Now that she thought of it, she wasn’t quite sure why Dave lived in Broadgate. She guessed it was because it was only an hour way from London, and the rent was cheap. His job as a freelance web-designer probably meant he spent a lot of time in London. 

    Yeah. Who gives a fuck anyway. 

    She stared at his profile picture for a moment, unable to suppress the shudder. There was just something so creepy about him. Maybe it wasn’t his fault; he couldn’t help the fact that he was short-sighted, and that his glasses made him look bug-eyed. Neither could he help his weak chin, pale, still-spotty skin at the should-be-spotless age of twenty-six, and his too thick, too long, black hair that always looked greasy. Even in the staring profile picture that looked more like a police mug-shot, the sloping shoulders of his gangly frame were discernible. 

    You’re being too harsh. He’s never been anything but nice to you. 

    Yeah. Too nice. 

    Joan had a large dose of ‘geek’ in her, too, so she knew she should emphasise, but he was just too much. Too socially inept, too plain bloody weird. And he smelt funny. Not bad exactly, just ‘off’ somehow; a little musty and stale, like he needed a good airing. 

    Her friends used to tease her about his crush on her. She had always laughed it off, but deep down, she knew they were right, and it didn’t sit easy with her. 

    Whatever. I need a computer nerd, and he’s cheap. 

    “Here goes nothing,” she said, writing her private message to Dave: 

     

    Hi Dave, long time, no hear. How’s tricks? I need a favour; computer stuff. how are you fixed for work? Can you squeeze me in, pref. asap… Thanks. J. 

     

    She sat back in her chair and lit up another fag, staring at the screen. 

    He got back to her almost immediately: 

     

    Hi Joan, good to hear from you. I’m free right now and tomorrow… After that I’m booked up solid. 

     

    Joan glanced at the kitchen clock; it was three-thirty. 

    “Oh, what the fuck,” she said, typing her reply: 

     

    Great. Can you come round now? 

     

    Again, his reply was immediate and affirmative. She shut the computer lid a little too-hard, not sure if she was irritated or pleased at his speedy response. 

    You want this done, don’t you? Then stop whinging. 

     

    Dave arrived at four O’clock. He had no problem finding her place because he had done work for her before, helping her set up a blog, and fixing up her pc when it had caught a virus. 

    She ushered him into the kitchen, trying not to recoil at his weird, musky scent that made her nostrils flare and the back of her throat constrict. He was dressed in a black t-shirt and black jeans, his thick black hair hanging heavily around his slim face. 

    God, he’s so creepy, she thought uncharitably. 

    “Coffee?” she asked, painfully aware of his eyes on her back – probably her arse – as she filled the kettle with water. 

    “Sure,” he said. 

    His voice was exceptionally deep, given his reedy appearance. Why did guys with prominent Adam’s apples always have such deep voices? she wondered. 

    “So, I need to do research on a subject,” she said as she spooned the instant coffee into two, chipped mugs. “But I can’t find anything out by Googling, and stuff. I’ve got a hunch that it’s there, it’s just that I can’t access it. Can you take me on the deep web?” 

    She turned around to face him, still holding the teaspoon. He was looking at her strangely, his magnified, brown eyes intense and unblinking. But then, to her he always looked like a startled mole.  

    “You mean the darknet, not the deep web,” he said slowly. “The deep web is a catch-all term for everything that search engines aren’t equipped to deal with; you know, all the unintentional cast-offs, like dynamic database queries and odd file formats. The darknet deliberately hides from the searchable web. It cloaks itself in obscurity with specialised software that guarantees encryption and anonymity between users. And they use protocols or domains that the average webizen will never stumble across.” 

    She looked at him blankly, thinking how much more eloquent he was when talking about a subject he was so knowledgeable in. If he could be so casually assertive and confident in every other area of his life, then maybe he wouldn’t come across as quite so bloody creepy. 

     “So what are you saying? Can we go on the deep web and find what I’m looking for?”  

    “It’s possible. What I’m trying to say is that most stuff is buried waaay deep on the darknet, and it doesn’t work in the same way as the surface net, as in using a standard search engine. The search engines are primitive and don’t trawl the depths of the darknet, it works with simple link directories. So yeah, it could prove difficult to find exactly what you’re looking for.” 

    Joan carried their coffee over to the table, and sat down opposite him. “I have to try. Will you help me? Is it hard to get on the darknet?” 

    “Not hard, as such, but borderline illegal. I mean, it’s not illegal to go on the darknet, but it’s illegal to go on certain sites, and it’s always possible that the government can track your movements. The police have caught a lot of criminals on the darknet. Are you sure you want to go on? It’s a bad place, Joan. The depths of human depravity are on the undernet. Paedophiles, the darkest porn imaginable, human-trafficking, hitmen, drug sites that look like ebay, bomb-making, arms-deals, terrorism, cyber-attacks, you name it, it’s there.” 

    “Yeah, I know, I Googled it and I’ve a read a few articles.” 

    “You have no idea. But if that’s what you want…” 

    “I do.” 

    “Fine. May I?” he said, reaching for her pc that sat between them and flipping up the lid. 

    “Sure.” 

    She watched him work, the way he squinted at the computer over his glasses and the vertical frown of concentration between his eyes. Dark brown eyes, she noticed, like a puppy-dog. 

    And he doesn’t have spots anymore, she thought absently. She shook her head, as if to dislodge the thoughts. 

    She contemplated pulling up her chair to sit next to him, but decided against it – he still smelt funny and besides, she felt suddenly and inexplicably shy. 

    I just don’t want to crowd him, she told herself, feeling strangely confused. 

    “What are you doing?” she asked, after a few minutes had passed. 

    “Trying to get into Onionland. I’m downloading TOR.” 

    She had read about the funny-sounding phrases earlier, but she still let out a small, humourless laugh as she had completely forgotten what it meant; technical information never really stuck with her.  

    “Yeah, what’s all this onion stuff about again?” 

    “The onion router, or TOR,” he said, not looking up from the screen as he clattered away on the keyboard. “TOR is an anonymous browser, and it’s the best way to get on the darknet, or, more specifically, onto one of the simple link directories that are the gateways to Onionland. The onion router protects our IP address by scrambling and bouncing us around many different servers. It has many hidden layers, just like the layers of an onion, hence the name. But it cuts both ways and makes stuff that much harder to find. Everyone and everything is anonymous on the deep web. Unless the police catch, you of course.” He fell silent for a moment, his brow creased in concentration as his fingers flew over the keys. “And there we have it. We’re in. We’re on the hidden wiki.” 

    Joan abandoned her side of the table and sat down next to him. At first glance, the page didn’t look like much to her. It was just as he said – a simply link directory that one might find on Wikipedia or Yahoo, or some such thing. She leaned in closer, reading the listings. Only then did she realise that this was no regular Internet directory. Her stomach knotted in apprehension. 

    This sure ain’t no Wikipedia. 

    “Pretty dark, huh? It looks deceptively simple with all the basic graphics, doesn’t it? The average site is pretty basic and takes an age to load because everything is so encrypted,” he said, as her gaze skimmed the headings of each section;  

    Policy Announcement… Editor’s Pick… Market Place… 

    Underneath the Market Place heading was the sentence that she was probably looking for, which read; ‘See Also: The separate Drugs and Erotica sections for those specific services’, with Drugs and Erotica highlighted in a clickable blue. 

    “Yeah,” she said, reaching out for the mouse-pad to scroll down the page. 

    “Ah! Be careful what you click on, for God’s sake.” 

    She snatched back her hand as if he had slapped her. “I was only going to scroll down.” 

    “Maybe I should navigate. So, what are we looking for?” 

    “The Dark Side of Red.” 

    “What is that? The name of the site? An underground organisation? Is it political? Erotica? Please don’t tell me it’s kiddie porn, that’s not safe to click on. I don’t want the police knocking on my door.” 

    “I thought you said this onion thing was completely anonymous?” 

    “It is. If the police aren’t tracking certain sites.” 

    “Well, that’s a complete contradiction in terms now, isn’t it? And you know what? Even if they are, I’m just a journalist, doing some research. Technically, I’m helping the police, right? I’m exposing evil.” 

    She said the words, but somehow, they lacked conviction, even to her own ears. 

    “If you say so. Just only go on it once, and you should be fine.” 

    “Anyway, it’s not like I even know what The Dark Red actually is. I mean, there might be elements of paedophilia in it, but I don’t think it’s all about that. At least, I don’t think so, anyway.” She sighed heavily, suddenly doubting her brilliant idea. “Can we just get on with it?” 

    Before I chicken out completely, she silently added. 

    Her heart leapt into her throat when Dave clicked on erotica. 

    Here goes nothing. 

    Much like with Google, a list of options appeared on the screen. She closed her eyes for a second, suddenly dizzy. 

    “We need to get on a message board,” Dave said. 

    Her eyes snapped open. “Message board? What’s that?” 

    “Sort of a starting point for most searches. Anonymity is key, and people can post and share links about anything they want. And I mean anything.” He drained the dregs of his cup and placed it assertively on the table-top. “I’d love another coffee. Kind of my vice, you know? Can’t live without the stuff.” 

    She felt a wave of affection for him. Such a shame he was so geeky. She didn’t want to stop looking at the screen, but at the same time, she welcomed the short break from having to look. 

    Over by the kettle, she watched him work, the screen scrolling up and down so fast she wondered how he was even able to read at such a manic speed. 

    “Well, okay, I may have found something,” he said, more to himself than to her. 

    “What?” she asked breathlessly, temporarily abandoning the coffee. 

    “Someone’s posted something… In fact, there seems to be an open discussion about it. And there’s some links too, to the site.” 

    She sat down next to him and started to read. The top message was from someone called urbankiller: 

    There is no experience like The Dark Red. Worth every penny. I gutted the girl like a fish, then I fucked her. Those guys are amazing, they took care of everything, I didn’t have to worry about a thing. 

    Yeah, same here, wrote jezaking654. They gave me exactly what I wanted, right down to my exact physical specifications. Ten-year-old boy with sandy-blonde hair and a slight build… 

    Joan had to look away from the screen, her stomach lurching in disgust. “Oh God.” 

    Get off this fucking place! the rational part of her mind screamed. 

    She scraped back her chair and lurched to her feet. To her dismay, tears prickled her eyes. She could stomach anything but the abuse of children. 

    “I think this was a mistake.” 

    “Why don’t you make us coffee,” Dave said gently. “I’m inclined to think that your first hunch was right. There is some underage stuff, but I don’t think it’s the Dark Red’s main focus. From what I can gather, it’s like a gentleman’s club for every deviant sexual desire going. I think it’s more snuff movies of beautiful women, rather than children. That seems to be the main focus, anyway…” 

    Maybe Joan was imagining it, or being unfair, but it seemed as if he was enjoying himself far too much. 

    Then the horrible thought occurred to her: 

    Is he into this shit? 

    “I need a fag,” she mumbled, reaching over his shoulders for her cigarette packet. 

    She lit up over by the kettle, trying to get herself under control. 

    You wanted to find out this stuff, remember? You can write an explosive article about this, it’ll put your name on the map… 

    By the time she had made the coffee, she was feeling more like herself. Dave was still concentrating hard, his tongue ever so slightly poking out of the corner of his mouth. 

    “Feeling better?” he asked, without looking up. 

    “Yeah,” she said, only lying a little bit. 

    “Are you going to come over and look at the site?” 

    Her stomach clenched. “I guess.” 

    “You’re the one that asked me to help you get on it.” 

    “Yeah.” 

    Just because he was right, it didn’t mean that she actually wanted to look.” 

    “How bad is it?” she asked. 

    “Pretty bad.” 

    “Uh huh. Are there any contact details? Any numbers to call?” 

    “Nope. Just an inbox. You message them and they’ll get back to you.” 

    “Can you make me an email? Something untraceable?” 

    “Yes. You’re stalling. Do you want to see this, or not? Because I don’t think it’s a great idea to be on this site for long, you know?” 

    Joan wasn’t sure that she did know, but she pretty much got the drift. 

    Fuck it. You didn’t get him over here for your health now, did you? 

    She stubbed out her fag still-damp teabag in a small, glass pot from earlier that morning, and went to him: 

    “Christ, what is this shit?” she asked, recoiling from the screen. 

    “Just about your worst nightmare. Or your biggest fantasy, depending on which way you look at it.” 

    Joan wasn’t sure that she liked the way he said that, but she brushed the niggly, bad feeling aside.  

    She stared in mute horror at the video of the girl on screen, thankful that there was no sound. The attractive young woman with the long, golden curls was in an ordinary looking living-room, the sun streaming through the slatted, wooden blinds. 

    She was also being gang-raped by three men. They were dressed in black with balaclavas obscuring their faces. 

    It was nothing short of horrendous, and she knew that she should look away immediately. Yet somehow, she found herself staring at the grotesque video for a few seconds longer than she should have done. 

    “Jesus,” she said, wrenching her gaze away and gripping the back of Dave’s chair for support. 

    “There are lots of videos like this,” Dave said. “There are hundreds, but you have to pay with Bitcoins to see the harder stuff. None of them have sound, though. Do you want to see another?” 

    “No, I really don’t.” 

    “Hey, you wanted to go on this site, remember? I don’t want to see this shit any more than you do.” 

    Joan hoped that he was telling the truth. And he was right. This was for her article – her ground-breaking article, no less – the article that would make her name in journalism. 

    “It’s just too awful.” 

    “Yeah.” 

    Joan couldn’t help but sneak a look at the laptop screen.  

    As soon as she had, she wished that she hadn’t. The girl was being brutally sodomised, in a position that made Joan wince in disgust just looking at it. The man raping her was lying on his back on the sofa, with the girl straddling him, reverse cowgirl style. The second man had a hold of her arms, yanking her backwards so that she was leaning back at the most awkward angle.  

    But that wasn’t the worst. The worst was that the third man had one of her legs thrown over the back of the sofa, and her other leg over his shoulder. He was raping her vaginally with the neck of the shattered wine bottle… The widest, jagged end first. 

    The girl’s lower region was sheened in blood. 

    “It can’t be real. Please tell me it can’t be real,” she said, more to herself than to him. 

    Dave shrugged. “It’s the darknet. It’s probably real.” 

    Joan squeezed her eyes tightly shut, horrified to discover that her cheeks were damp with tears. Hastily, she wiped them away on the back of her hand. 

    “What are the other videos?” she asked. “And what do you mean, darker?” 

    “They’re of women, mainly. This particular girl is in another two videos. I think that the first one was maybe filmed before the three men came in and gangraped her.” He cleared his throat, as if he were suddenly uncomfortable. “She was, you know, fisting herself, and then she went at it with the wine bottle.” 

    “Oh. And you say she was in another video too?” 

    “That was some of the harder stuff, you have to pay to watch the full thing. It shows the first few minutes of it, though. It’s bad.” 

    Joan licked her dry lips, feeling decidedly jittery. 

    I’ve drunk too much coffee. 

    Except it wasn’t the coffee, and she knew it. 

    “How bad?” she asked quietly. 

    She didn’t want to know, yet she asked, all the same. 

    “It was a full on snuff film. That same girl was in a hairdresser’s or something, and she was just sitting there in a hairdresser’s chair, watching this other girl get cut up by a guy in a pinstripe suit and a skeleton mask.” 

    She shuddered. “And you really think that stuff is real?” 

    It wasn’t a question so much as a statement. 

    “Yeah.” 

    “So are you going to make me that email address, then?” 

    “Are you sure that’s wise? Can’t you get enough information for your article just by browsing the site?” 

    “I don’t know. I do know that I don’t want to see any more disgusting videos or pictures, but I still need more information.” 

    “It could be dangerous, contacting them.” 

    “But you’ll make me untraceable, right? That’s the whole point of the darknet, isn’t it? Anonymity?” 

    “Yes, in theory. What are you going to ask them, anyway?” 

    She sat down next to him. “Can you take me to their homepage? I want to see what services they’re offering.” 

    She let out a shaky sigh of relief when he clicked off the horrendous video. There wasn’t much information on the site, just a lot of links to torture and snuff films, most of which one had to pay for with Bitcoins. Information was scant: 

     

    ‘Please contact us to discuss and arrange specifics at your convenience. Every desire catered to. No limits.’ 

     

    No limits. Those two words stuck in her head on a loop, both sick and frightening. 

    “What are you going to ask them, in your email?” 

    It then occurred to her that she was sharing too much, that she really didn’t want to be discussing the finer points of her article with him. 

    “I just want out a bit more information, that’s all,” she said, subtly sidestepping his question. “Can you make me that email now?” 

    He turned his head to look at her, and her toes curled in discomfort. For a fleeting second, there was no mistaking the look in his eyes, the way they shone with… 

    With what? Love? Desire? Need? 

    No, she was being silly. 

    You’ve really got tickets on yourself, don’t you? 

    He turned his attention back to the screen and she breathed an inward sigh of relief. 

    “Sure,” he said, so casually that she was beginning to think that she had imagined the way he had just looked at her. “I can do that for you.” 

    True to his word, she watched him open a few more windows and get to work. 

    I shouldn’t be doing this. This is a mistake. 

    She brushed the bad feeling aside and watched the birth of her new email address. 

    “Thanks,” she said when he was done. 

    “Is there anything else I can help with?” 

    No, I’m good, thanks.” 

    Now Joan had got what she wanted, she couldn’t wait to get rid of him. She knew she was being a little cold, but she didn’t care. He wouldn’t take much in the way of payment, which annoyed her; she didn’t want to feel indebted to him. 

    When he was finally gone, she breathed a massive sigh of relief, and settled down in front of the computer to work. 

    Yes, tonight was going to be a long night. 

     

    




 

     

     

    CHAPTER ELEVEN 

     

     

     

     

     

     

    Dave Griffin leaned back in his old, stained sofa, beer in hand, laptop next to him on a pile of cushions. On the screen, Joan was frowning at him. 

    “Don’t look so sad, babe, you’re doing a cracking job with that article. Maybe I shouldn’t have helped you get on the darknet, it’s not the place for someone like you.” 

    He watched her thoughtfully, waiting for her to reply. 

    She didn’t reply, of course, but for a moment there it was nice to pretend that this was a real, honest-to-God conversation between the two of them. 

    It had been so amazing to see her today. Well, technically he saw her every day, but to be invited into her home again was by far the highlight of the past six months. 

    Six months ago, when she had asked him round to fix up her pc because it had a virus, he had done more than remove the virus; he had also installed a ton of spyware. This meant that whenever she opened her laptop lid, he was watching her. With only a three second delay, her webcam transmitted everything in its field of vision straight to Dave’s computer. 

    He spent hours a day watching her. Hours upon hours. God, he could never get tired of watching her, she was so fucking beautiful. 

    And now, just looking at her made his heart sing. He loved everything about her, from her dark hair which she wore down to her shoulders in messy layers, to her big, brown eyes. Some might say that her nose was too big and her body too boyish to be considered conventionally beautiful, but to Dave, she was perfect. He even loved the way she dressed; how she had never quite shrugged off her penchant for DM boots and long black skirts from her student days despite now being twenty-six. 

    Sometimes, if he was lucky, she took the computer to bed with her, and if he was really lucky, she would masturbate to porn. Her tastes were pretty vanilla, she tended to go on Google images and just type in ‘sex’ or ‘big breasts’. Dave wondered if she were gay. But then, apparently women liked looking at other women, or so he had heard. Joan certainly did. 

    She never actually clicked on any of the sites, however. Dave knew this, because everything she looked at, clicked on, or wrote down in a word document, appeared on his computer, too. He had a window with her stuff permanently open. 

    Yes, Dave had got to know Joan very well over the past six months. He liked to think that he knew everything about her – everything from the trivial to the important. 

    He knew all her little quirks and the bigger things and dramas that shaped her, that defined her as a person. He knew that her bank balance was one hundred and twelve pence in the red, and he knew that she liked perfumes. When she was supposed to be working, she would often get hopelessly distracted by some perfume review site and spend far too long reading about the latest Guerlain release. He knew about her troubled relationship with her parents, and the fact that she was still hurting over her ex. He knew this because he read every single email that she wrote. And every time she stalked her ex’s facebook page, he was right there with her. She was still so cut up about him that she showed very little interest in other men on any social media site. Dave was glad about this, but at the same time, he wished that she would just get over him, already. The dickhead had cheated on her a year ago and not all men were like him. He wasn’t, he would never do a thing to hurt her. Still, at least she never bought any men back to her place. 

    Joan enjoyed writing, and she had a lot of close girlfriends with whom she shared far too much than was good for her. She would tell Sally, one of her closest friends from University, all about how cold her parents were. About how they had pinned such high expectations on her, expectations which she felt she couldn’t live up to. Just like her ex, they were in the medical profession, and had wanted her to be ‘more’ than just a glorified, online blogger. They were in their fifties, and had never come to terms with the way the internet had revolutionised the world. 

    That was the one thing that Dave couldn’t get his head around with regards to Joan. Any parents were better than no parents. And parents that only ever wanted the best for you? Joan had no idea how lucky she was. She should try being brought up by an abusive older brother after your single mother had died of cancer when you were just ten years old. Now that was hard. 

    When they were properly together, he would explain this to her and make her understand. He would help her come to peace with her life. 

    In the meantime, he had this, and this would just have to do. He had been in love with her since Uni, and he could wait.  

    Joan leaned forward, peering at the screen, a small frown creasing her forehead. 

    She squinted like that a lot and Dave could tell that she was short-sighted, that she needed glasses. He hoped for her sake that she would soon work that out for herself, before she damaged her pretty eyes. 

    Dave clicked off her face for a second to properly read what she was reading – it was too small to see properly when it just came up on the side of the screen. 

    It was the official UK, Missing Person’s site. She was scrolling through all the faces of young women that had disappeared the country over in recent years. 

    “What are you looking for, Joan?” he murmured. 

    Perhaps she was trying to match up faces with the women they had seen on The Dark Red’s site. Or more specifically, that luscious, curly-haired blonde with the big tits. She opened another window and clicked on her new email address; the one that he had made for her. He didn’t know her password for it, but it hardly mattered because he could just read whatever she had written whenever she was on it. 

    There was no reply to the email that she had written to that foul snuff site. Dave may have been a stalker, but he didn’t see anything too wrong with what he was doing. He certainly never had any rape fantasies or anything, because that would just be wrong. That site had made him feel quite ill. He shook his head sadly. 

    God, there really were some fucking sickos out there. 

    There was no activity for a moment her end as she lingered in her sent folder. There was only one email in it. Dave guessed that she was re-reading it, one more time: 

     

    I want to rape and murder a twenty-four-year-old-girl with long, dark brown hair, pale skin, slim but curvy. How much will this cost and what happens next? 

     

    Dave clicked out of the window and her beautiful face filled the screen once more. She was biting her bottom lip, that frown still creasing her forehead. 

    “I don’t think you should’ve sent that email, sweetheart,” Dave said softly. “You don’t piss around with the darknet, you don’t know what you’re dealing with.” 

    Joan’s lips moved as she muttered something to herself, and Dave wished that he had installed sound on the camera too. He watched as she scraped back her kitchen chair with some force and jumped to her feet with a sudden burst of energy. 

    “Calm down,” he said to the screen. “Don’t get so uptight.” 

    Maybe he would message her on facebook. He had never done that before, apart from with computer, work-related stuff, because he didn’t want to come across as creepy. But he had a really bad feeling about this darknet business; she had absolutely no business sticking her nose in it, of that he was sure. 

    Yes, he should message her and warn her. Tell her that it was dangerous on the darknet and that she shouldn’t be on sites like that. He never should’ve helped her, he regretted it now. 

    He watched as she stalked over to the kettle and re-filled it at the sink. She drank far too much coffee, it was small wonder that she was so jittery. 

    She glanced over at the computer as the kettle boiled, frowning slightly. Dave knew her so well, that he could easily read that look. She was thinking about slamming down the lid of the laptop – it was written all over her face. Hopefully, the screen would’ve gone black by now, and she would soon forget about closing the lid, just as she usually did. 

    “Leave it up, baby,” he cooed. 

    As if she’d heard him, she turned her back to him to pour out yet another cup of instant coffee. Dave sipped his lager and watched her, wishing that she would lay off the copious amounts of coffee and fags. 

    From the computer’s position on the kitchen table, he had a panoramic view of her small kitchen. To her right, where the short counter-top ended, was the backdoor that led outside to the small, concrete patio where she dried her washing in the summer. It was a warm summer’s night and the door was open, the shadowy patio barely discernible beyond. 

    As she smoked a fag, leaning against the counter-top with her back to the door, a movement on the dark patio caught his eye. He sat bolt upright, every nerve-ending in his body suddenly on full-alert. 

    It must’ve been her washing on the line. 

    He leaned in close, squinting at the screen. If he looked really hard, he could just make out some shadowy clothes hanging on the line, undulating slightly in a mild evening breeze. 

    But it hadn’t looked like her washing. It had looked like a figure, darting from one side of the patio to the other. 

    Something’s not right. 

    His heart started to hammer and the tin of his lager can was suddenly slippery and hot in his grip. Joan was still smoking, oblivious to anything and everything. 

    To the man lurking in her garden. 

    Fear squeezed his heart, and try as he might, he couldn’t push the feeling of panic to one side. It had to be a cat, or something. 

    Yeah. Or something. Something like an intruder in her garden. 

    “Shut the bloody door and lock it,” he said to the screen. 

    Joan sipped her coffee and smoked her cigarette, her lips moving slightly as she talked to herself under her breath. 

    I have to warn her. 

    But how? Officially, he didn’t have her phone number – the scant times they had communicated with each other, they did so through facebook. Sending her a message was no good; she wasn’t likely to log onto her facebook right at this very second. 

    Besides, what was he supposed to say? There’s an intruder in your garden. I know this because I’m watching you on my laptop right now… 

    “Shit, shit, shit,” he said. 

    And then the logical answer occurred to him, and he slapped his forehead for being so stupid that he didn’t think of it straight away. 

    Jumping to his feet, he lunged for the landline over by the TV in the corner of the small room. Not taking his eyes off the screen, he dialled her number, which he had long ago memorised.  

    On screen, he saw her jump on hearing the ringing phone. She ambled over to the cordless phone, which was currently residing next to the toaster, frowning at it and biting her bottom lip. 

    “Come on, come on, pick up.” 

    For a horrible second, he thought that she wasn’t going to bother picking it up seeing as he had withheld his number, and he breathed a massive sigh of relief when she pressed the receiver to her ear. 

    “Hello?” 

    The hairs on the back of Dave’s neck prickled at the sound of her voice, and he closed his eyes for a second, overwhelmed from hearing her. 

    “Hello?” she said again, more assertively this time. 

    Dave didn’t want to scare her, but he figured that he had little choice. He let out a shaky sigh, then sucked in a long, deep breath, his mouth pressed right against the receiver. 

    “Who is this?” 

    He could easily hear the alarm in her voice, and it made his stomach churn in disgust doing this to her. 

    Come on, shut the bloody door, he silently willed her. 

    Even though she was a good distance away from the laptop, he could see how wide her eyes were, how scared she looked.  

    Good. He was creeping her out. 

    He stared intently at the screen, watching the way she gripped the work-counter with one hand and kept the phone pressed to her ear with the other. 

    Then he spotted more movement beyond the back door. This time there was no mistaking the shadowy form of a man silhouetted in the doorframe. He was thrown into stark relief by the light from the kitchen, his features obscured. 

    “Get out of the kitchen now,” Dave shouted into the phone. “There’s a man at your backdoor.” 

    Joan yelped into the phone and dropped it, spinning around to face the door. 

    The intruder stepped into the kitchen, and for the first time, Dave was able to get a proper look at him. He was tall and slim and dressed in black jeans and an untucked, smart black shirt. He had wavy black hair swept back off a porcelain white,  marble smooth forehead. He looked to be in his late twenties, maybe older, it was impossible to tell through the pc screen. 

    He was smiling at Joan, and saying something to her. 

    Does she know this guy? 

    If she did, he was so fucked, because he had spoken to her on the phone. There was no way she wouldn’t recognise his voice, especially as she had just seen him today and the sound of his voice would still be fresh in her mind. 

    But from the way Joan was edging backwards, it was fair to say that she probably didn’t know him. 

    The man’s smile broadened on his handsome face as he took a casual step towards her. He carried himself with such self-assurance, such grace, like he had every right in the world to be standing there in her kitchen. 

    Dave was confused. Maybe she did know him. Maybe he was an ex that he didn’t know about. Jealousy twisted in his heart at the mere thought of her with another man. 

    No. I would’ve known about him if that were true. 

    Just as he was pondering on this, the man on screen lunged for Joan. Dave flinched and inhaled a sharp scream. The man had moved so quickly. Impossibly quickly. One second he was grinning at her, the next he had stabbed her in the side of the neck with a small needle that he had seemingly whipped from out of nowhere. 

    Joan swayed on the spot for a second, clutching the side of her neck where he had stabbed her. A second later she crumpled to the ground.  

    The man stood over her, gently prodding her with the tip of his black shoe. She was unresponsive, moving slackly with his nudging foot. As he did so, two non-descript men came in through the back door. Like the other man, they were dressed in black, but wearing t-shirts as opposed to shirts. They had cropped hair and their physiques were considerably more worked-out than the first guy’s. Just by looking at them, Dave could tell that they were the first guy’s ‘lackeys’, that they worked for him. 

    All this happened in a matter of seconds. 

    “Shit, shit, shit,” Dave muttered, punching in the first of the three nines. 

    A creaking noise from the hallway beyond the living-room reached his ears and he froze on the spot, his finger hovering over the nine. 

    “Who’s there?” he called out. 

    His shaky voice was met by a wall of silence and he stood there trembling, straining his ears. He was sure he had heard something. 

    Someone’s in the house. 

    Icy fingers trailed up his spine and he realised that he was gripping the phone hard enough to make his hand ache. He loosened his grip slightly, but still held his breath. 

    Movement on the screen snapped his attention back to the laptop, which was still on the pile of cushions on the sofa. The man that had injected Joan in the neck with whatever-the-fuck-it-was, was right up to the camera of the computer, his head completely obscuring the view of Joan’s kitchen. 

    And he was smiling right at him. 

    “Jesus,” Dave muttered, the shock of it causing him to stagger slightly and the room to spin. 

    The man raised a hand in front of his face, and waggled his forefinger at him. 

    Dave could easily read his lips as he was so close to the camera: 

    Tut, tut. Naughty, naughty. 

    A high-pitched whining sound reached his ears, startling him, and he realised that it was coming from him. 

    Fuck this. 

    He lunged for the only exit which was the door out into the hallway, his fear momentarily overriding the fact that only seconds before he thought that he had heard a noise coming from there. 

    Out in the hallway of Dave’s dingy, one-bedroomed terraced house, was a man standing in front of his front-door. The hallway was dark, his features eaten by the shadows, but even in the half-light, he could see that his hair was cropped, his body was muscular, and he was dressed in black. 

    “Boo,” he said. 

    Dave screamed, turned heal, and ran for the kitchen-door at the end of the short hallway, beyond which was the backdoor. 

    He didn’t get very far. Searing pain exploded in the back of his head, followed by a brief flash of white light and everything went black. 

    




 

     

     

    CHAPTER TWELVE 

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

    Joan came to with the mother of all headaches. 

    Jesus. The hangover from hell. 

    Except she didn’t remember drinking. In fact, she didn’t remember much of anything. Her bed felt funny, too – a lot harder than usual, her duvet considerably lighter. 

    The first tinge of panic set in and her eyelids fluttered open. 

    “Hello, Joan. I trust you slept well?” 

    Her eyes snapped fully open and she lurched upright. There was so much to take in that her head span with the magnitude of her strange, new situation. 

    “What the fuck is going on? Who the hell are you?” 

    Her voice came out slurred, like she had been drugged. 

    And then she remembered that she had been. The sluggish memories clumsily thumped into her brain, stark and awful. 

    “You,” she slurred, glaring at the man standing before her in this small, barren room; the very same man that had appeared in her kitchen and fucking well injected her in the neck. 

    “Try to relax, Joan, give the drugs a chance to wear off. I gave you a hefty dose of anaesthetic.” 

    Anger flared in her mind, despite the fact that it felt like her skull was stuffed full of cotton wool. She was having difficulty breathing, like a Boa Constrictor was curled around her lungs. 

    He was right; the after-effects of whatever the fuck it was that he had given her was making her feel like shit and dulling her thought processes. 

    Then it hit her that she was naked, that subconsciously, she had been clutching the sheet to her naked body to protect her modesty. 

    A whimper escaped her lips and her eyes burned with unshed tears. 

    “Why?” she managed to get out, past the lump in her throat. 

    He stared at her, his head cocked to one side, like she was a particularly curious exhibit in a museum. 

    “They always ask why. Why, why, why? Somehow, I thought you’d be different.” 

    She licked her dry lips, her throat rough and dry. “It is an entirely reasonable question,” she said calmly, determined to keep a tight rein on her fear. “You kidnapped me. Why would you kidnap me? Who are you? Where am I? Are you going to kill me? Entirely. Reasonable. Questions.” 

    She spoke in a monotone, as if she were reading out a shopping list, and to her surprise, he laughed. She tried not to let that surprise show. 

    “Spunk. Yes, I like that in a girl. And I promise, all will be revealed before too long. I think that deep down, you know why you’re here, don’t you?” 

    He stared at her, his blue eyes blazing. This was a test, she could sense it. 

    “I should never have gone on your website.” 

    “Clever girl. Or not, I suppose, depending on how you look at it. You wanted to find out about The Dark Red for your article. Well, now’s your chance. You get the full guided tour, sweetheart. No details shall be spared.” He smiled wolfishly. “You don’t find The Dark Red. The Dark Red finds you.” 

    She closed her eyes for a second, remembering the stripper’s very same words: You don’t find The Dark Red. The Dark Red finds you. 

    “What is this place? Who are you?” 

    “My name is Tristian Fiennes, and I own this place, and now I own you. I made a deal, Joan, and now I’m living the dream.” 

    His words made little sense to her, and she closed her eyes, overwhelmed by simply everything. In her head, she was sobbing and begging him to spare her life, but she remained resolutely calm. 

    “Living the dream,” she repeated softly, her brain close to folding in on itself, like a faulty deckchair. 

    “Come with me, Joan, and I’ll show you my world.” 

     

    Joan followed the man called Tristian Fiennes through the endless, narrow corridors with redbrick walls and concrete floors. Closed, industrial-looking, metal doors appeared sporadically on either side of the corridor walls. 

    In a daze she followed, stunned by her nudity and her surroundings, by her very existence. Every time the soles of her bare feet smacked against the cold, concrete floor, she cringed in humiliation and stark terror. 

    I’m going to die. That one thought, going round and round in her head on an endless loop, threatened to untether her mind. 

    “Please, where are we?” she called out to his broad back in a voice that surprised her with its assertiveness. 

    He stopped dead, and she almost went careering into the back of him. Her heart crashed against her ribcage and all the moisture sucked from her mouth when he turned around. 

    “You are impatient to know, this is a good thing. I can’t wait to read the stories you will write about this place.” 

    His words made little sense to her, but all confusion was swept from her mind when he pinned her to the wall. Instinctively, her hands flew up to cross over her breasts but he prised them down to her sides. 

    Why am I letting him do this to me? 

    But she knew why. Despite the fact there were no visible weapons on him, she was in way over her head, lost in this labyrinth straight from hell. 

    He was so close now, his body just inches from hers. Her skin prickled with shame, yet she remained defiant as she held his gaze. Looking into his pale blue eyes made her head spin but she refused to look away. His eyes were bright and cold, completely merciless. 

    When he spoke, his breath tickled her forehead. “I like you, Joan. We are going to have a good working relationship, I can feel it.” 

    For a horrible, fleeting second, she thought he was going to bend his head to kiss her. Instead, still with his fingers curled around her slim upper arm, he reached out to push open the door next to her on her right. 

    It was unlocked. Were all the doors unlocked, she wondered? 

    “In,” he said, pushing her in first. 

    Joan found herself inside a big room. At first glance, it was barren, with the same concrete floor, redbrick walls and low ceiling of the hallway. Her heart tripped in terror, for this new room appeared to be no closer to revealing the secrets of The Dark Red. 

    Slowly, she turned around on the spot, even forgetting that she was naked for all of two seconds. The room was about half the size of a football pitch, the edges of which blurred by darkness. In the centre of the ceiling was a large spotlight – the only light in the room. 

    “Why are we here?” she asked him. 

    He ignored her, walking into the depths of the room. She glanced behind herself, at the open door. 

    I could just run, right now… 

    But her legs wouldn’t move, her bare feet welded to the concrete floor. She watched his still figure, his back to her. He was illuminated as if on stage, the light from the spotlight casting his silhouette into dramatic relief. 

    Still with his back to her, he began to speak, his voice almost lost in the large space. “The Dark Red is an institution. It is a myth, a legend. It is the whisper on the lips of perverts, it is the grafitti scrawled in a toilet cubicle in the sleaziest establishment, it is your own reflection in the mirror across the bar when you fall into the abyss of your own twisted desires. It is the sickness of the human soul. It is death. And it is my life.” 

    He turned around to face her and Joan realised that she had been holding her breath. The light glimmered in his thick, dark hair the corners of his mouth lifted in a cruel smile. 

    “You wanted the truth. Well, now you may have it.” 

    She opened her mouth to say that no, she didn’t understand, that she didn’t have a clue what was going on, but the words wouldn’t come. She stood there, her arms wrapped around her bare breasts, her legs clamped firmly together. 

    “Your modesty is severely displaced here, but you’ll soon learn that. For the moment, I only want you for your mind. As you have expressed such an interest in my activities, I am offering you a most unique opportunity. I would like you to document your experience here at The Dark Red. I would like you to record everything you that see, everything you do. You’re a good writer, I very much enjoyed reading your blogs. I admire your emotional honesty, your passion, your heartfelt beliefs. Of course, it doesn’t hurt that you’re beautiful. I thought it would be an interesting angle to have some stories from you as content for the website. We could even turn all your documentation into a book.” 

    “And if I refuse?” 

    “Then you die. You get to fulfil some lucky person’s darkest desire, you become content for the website. Or if you’re very unlucky, you get to keep me young.” 

    The last sentence he uttered baffled her completely, but right then it was the least of her worries. The effects of the drugs were beginning to wear of, and the dread she was feeling was a physical thing, seeping into her bones and poisoning her blood. 

    “Please, nothing’s happened yet. Nothing has to happen. You can just let me go, I won’t tell anyone…” 

    Unshed tears choked her words as they trailed away. 

    The façade of good-humour evaporated immediately. “I really thought you were different from the others. No matter. Let’s just get on with it, shall we? It’s time.” 

    He pulled out his mobile phone and quickly pressed a button before pocketing it again. Movement behind her caused her to spin round, a cry on her lips. 

    “Dave?” she asked incredulously. 

    Dave, accompanied by a woman that appeared vaguely familiar, stood just behind her. For a second, she glimpsed a man in black behind them, and then he was gone again, shutting the door behind himself. 

    Both Dave and the woman were naked. And then it hit her who the woman was – it was the girl she had seen on the website from Hell; the girl who had been raped in the living room. The girl who had passively watched the other girl get murdered. 

    Involuntarily, her gaze flickered over their naked bodies. The girl looked in a bad way, her body covered in purple and yellow bruises. Her right eye was closed-up and swollen, the surrounding flesh a nasty shade of deep blue. 

    Even though she didn’t want to, her eyes latched onto Dave’s small, flaccid cock, and she wrenched her gaze away, shuddering in repulsion. 

    “What the fuck is going on? Who the hell are you?” Dave asked Tristian, who still stood in the centre of the room. He turned his attention to Joan. “Are you hurt?” 

    “No, are you?” she asked, keeping her gaze lowered, not wishing to see his skinny, yet untoned and flabby white body. 

    “I’m fine, apart from the fact I was just at home and this guy broke in and next thing I know, I wake up in some cell and then I’m brought here…” 

    “Silence!” Tristian barked. “Stop chattering. What do you think this is, a mother’s meeting?” 

    Throughout Dave’s monologue, the girl next to him remained silent, her arms dangling limply by her sides and her head lowered. 

    She’s broken, Joan realised. 

    Dave started to sob. “What do you want with us? Why are we here?” 

    “I told you to shut up,” Tristian said, taking a few steps closer to where they stood. “You are a sad, disgusting, pathetic excuse for a human being, you know that? Joan, did you know that this fucker here has been spying on you for the past six months?” 

    His words made her flesh creep. Despite her horrendous situation, she was fully focussed on what he was saying. “What do you mean?” 

    “Don’t listen to him,” Dave choked out through his tears. “Whatever he says will be a lie.” 

    A wave of disgust for the blubbering naked man washed over her. Did he have no self-respect? 

    “You remember when he cleared your pc of a virus? He also installed some high-tec spyware. Whenever your computer lid was up, he was watching you.” 

    “No! He’s lying, I wouldn’t do that, please don’t listen to him.” 

    She stared at him, disgust roiling in her stomach, not for a second believing his pleas of innocence. 

    “You bastard,” she said softly. “You complete fucking bastard.” 

    “There’s no point lying, Dave. The Dark Red knows everything.” 

    Dave visibly deflated, his eyes red, puffy and wet. “Joan, I’m so sorry, it wasn’t like that. I love you, I’d never hurt you…” 

    “Shut up with your blubbering. Come here please, Stacey.” 

    Joan was so caught up in the situation, she had temporarily forgotten that the other girl was still standing there. She was so silent, so absent, that Joan had the distinct feeling she wasn’t there at all anymore. 

    The girl obeyed instantly, standing before him like a well-trained dog. Tristian smiled over at Joan, and her heart lurched, thumping hard against her sternum. 

    “Now, Joan, I know you watched the video with this girl in, so I thought it was fitting to choose her. She’s beginning to lose her looks anyway. Her arse and cunt are cavernous. She took a good beating from the three rapists, she’s damaged goods now.” 

    Joan watched in disbelief when he pulled a flick knife out of an inner pocket of his suit jacket, and in one fluid motion slit the girl’s throat. She swayed on the spot, clutching her throat, her eyes wide and crazed. Blood spilled out between her fingers, running in rivers down her forearms and pattering on the concrete floor. Then she slumped sideways, but he caught her in his arms. 

    For a second, Joan simply didn’t understand what he was doing. 

    Is he kissing her? 

    With the way he held her in a deep swoon, his mouth pressed to hers, it was almost like a scene from a Hollywood movie. Almost, that is, apart from the fact the heroine was bleeding to death and passed out in his arms. 

    The macabre kiss went on and on. The woman was drenched in blood now, it flowed down her flanks and thighs, pooling round her ankles. Her arms dangled straight down, her beautiful curly blonde hair matted with bright red. 

    Suddenly, he let go of her and she fell to the ground, sprawling ungainly on her side. Tristian, his dark shirt glistening with the woman’s blood, wiped his mouth. 

    “Oh, yeah! What a rush! So much better than coke.” 

    He righted himself, cricking his back as he did so. Joan could only stare at him open-mouthed, not believing what she had just witnessed. Not understanding what she had just witnessed. 

    Behind her, Dave let out a strangled sob. She spun around in time to see him make a dash for the door, his scrawny white buttocks wobbling as he ran. He disappeared from sight through the door, and she stared after him. 

    Tristian smiled at her. “He’ll be back, don’t worry.” 

    Sure enough, a few seconds later, Dave was escorted back into the room, practically carried by the two men flanking him. They dumped him before disappearing back through the door again. Dismally, he hugged himself. He was crying hard and yet again Joan felt the stirrings of disgust.  

    Tristian didn’t even look at him, his eyes never dropping from hers. It suddenly occurred to her how radiant Tristian looked. It struck her as a strange thing to think, but the thought was there, nonetheless. His blue eyes sparkled, and his skin gleamed with vitality. 

    “Dave is not someone we would normally choose, we only use beautiful people. Of course, we occasionally get requests for victims to look a certain way, and such certain ways are not necessarily the most conventionally attractive, so there are times that we must source all types of people. As it is, there is no call for someone like Dave right now, and I’m certainly not going to keep him on the off-chance that there might be. So, you are going to kill him, Joan. Think of it as your initiation into The Dark Red.” 

    Her head span with the magnitude of what he was saying. 

    “What?” Dave cried. “You can’t do that, you can’t, you just can’t. Oh God, please don’t kill me, I won’t tell anyone, just please, let me go.” 

    “Joan? Look at me Joan. I want you to take this knife and I want you to kill him. I don’t mind how you do it, it’s your choice. Personally, I would recommend that you slit his throat rather than stab him. It’s surprisingly difficult to stab a person, and if you miss the heart, you’ll just make a lot of work for yourself. Cutting his throat will stop the screaming, too, the noise might make the whole experience more traumatic for you.” 

    “I can’t do it,” she said simply, refusing to give into the rise of hysteria that bubbled up from her guts. 

    Behind her, Dave was sobbing loudly, pleading for his life through the tears. 

    “But you have to do it, Joan. Because if you don’t, you will die. You will become fodder for The Dark Red, rather than the impartial observer that I want you to be.” 

    ‘Impartial observer? You call killing someone being an impartial observer? You’re going to kill me, anyway.” 

    “Not necessarily. Look, I do appreciate that this is a lot for you to take in. The thing is, Joan, I have made a deal with the devil. All of this is my offering to Him. The depravity of The Dark Red calls to His dark heart, and in return I am rewarded with limitless wealth and youth.” 

    “You’re insane.” 

    Those two words did not even come close to explaining the way she felt about this conversation. His words dripped with insanity, wrenched up from the bowels of madness, coated with shit and craziness. 

    “I’m not, and you know it. Look at me, Joan, really look at me. Can’t you see? Don’t I look different to how I was before I killed Stacey? Before I inhaled her soul?” 

    She could feel her mind spinning out of control, her thoughts scattering in every direction. Using all the willpower she possessed, she gathered herself. 

    “No.” 

    Although she wasn’t quite sure what she was saying ‘no’ to. Killing Dave? The Satanic bullshit? 

    Every fucking thing, that’s what. 

    “You’ll see soon enough. You’ll see everything. The Dark Red is evil. Rotten, corrupt, delicious evil.” 

    Dave’s blubbering grew louder, and Joan turned to look at him. 

    “Take the knife, Joan. Kill him.” 

    He strode over to her, knife in hand, extended out towards her. 

    “No,” Dave cried, lurching for the door. 

    He seemed to think better of it and stopped in his tracks for a second, crying and staring at the door. Then he seemed to think better of it and lunged for the door once more. 

    Why? was all she could think. They’ll only bring him back in again. 

    Sure enough, the same two men from last time, half-escorted, half-carried him back into the room. 

    Tristian threw back his head and laughed. “Hold him steady, Joan’s going to kill him.” 

    He was right next to her now, and her skin crawled at his nearness, the flesh at the base of her neck tightening in repulsion. When he grabbed her hand and pressed the knife into it, her entire body stiffened in terror. 

    “Do it. Do it now.” 

    His voice was velvet smooth, seductive and cajoling. She closed her eyes, the feel of the knife abhorrent in her palm. 

    “I can’t.” 

    “You can.” 

    She opened her eyes and looked down at the knife, then at Dave, wriggling between the two men. He was so close, just arm’s length away. All she had to do was reach out and slice…. 

    No. She couldn’t. She just couldn’t.  

    Dave was crying in earnest now. “Don’t do it, Joan, I’m sorry for what I did, I’m so sorry…” 

    A wave of hatred for him so strong washed over her. He was just so disgusting standing there, so pathetic. 

    Better him than me. 

    Horrified at the turn of her thoughts, the knife clattered to the floor. 

    “No. I can’t.” 

    When she glanced over at Tristian, all traces of joviality had disappeared. “Pick up that knife and kill him. Or I’ll make you wish you’d never been born.” 

    “Thank you, Joan, I’m so sorry, I just love you so much…” 

    His words trailed away into sobs and she regarded him dispassionately, the tears momentarily dried. 

    “I’m not doing this for you, you foul piece of shit. I’m doing this for me. I’m not a killer.” 

    “No. But I am.” 

    Dave didn’t have time to protest. Tristian scooped up the knife and plunged it into Dave’s throat. Blood pooled instantly in the gaping wound, flowing over his bare chest in a glistening sheet. 

    Joan staggered backwards, subconsciously clutching her throat, her eyes locked on his. The rattling, gurgling sound he made as he tried to scream twisted her stomach into a tight ball of acidic terror. As wide as his eyes were, they were beginning to get glassy. 

    Tristian closed the gap between him and the dying man, and, like he had done with the girl, he pressed his lips to Dave’s. Dave quit struggling. A horrible, keening noise reached her ears, and she realised that the sound was coming from her. 

    When Tristian righted himself, Dave was dead, his body hanging limply between the two men. 

    “Take him away, and tell the clean-up team to come in here and deal with the other body, too.” 

    The men left as silently as they had arrived, the dead man’s ankles dragged behind him on the concrete, bent at an awkward angle. 

    “Don’t look so put out, he got off lightly. Believe me, things could have got a whole lot worse for him. Come, I wish to show you around. You have so much to write about.” 

    She had been so strong, up until that moment. Tears blurred her vision, and when she looked at the dead girl on the ground, she saw two of her. 

    “It’s time, Joan.” 

    And so she followed him out of the room, into the deepest bowels of The Dark Red. 
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    “Behind every one of these doors there is a unique delight, and I promise, eventually you will get to see and experience them all. We cater to every fantasy here, no detail or expense is spared. I know you will come to love it here as much as I do.” 

    Tristian strode briskly down a corridor, with Joan trailing behind him. She staggered slightly, scraping her shoulder on the brick wall as she lurched sideways but she barely felt it in her numbed state. 

    As he walked, he talked: “We are in the underground chambers beneath an old friend’s house. Unfortunately, this friend of mine died last year, and I bought his house. It is a very special house.” 

    Joan had no idea what he was talking about, and right then, neither did she care. Despite this, she recognised the fact that it was best to keep him talking. ‘Knowledge was power’ had always been her mantra in life, and at least if he was talking, it would postpone her fate, whatever that may be. 

    “What’s so special about the house?” she asked when he stopped speaking. 

    “This house used to belong to a man named Michael Cooper. Have you heard of him?” 

    “No,” she answered. 

    Tristian laughed, and the sound was like nails down a blackboard. “Maybe I misjudged you, maybe you’re not such a brilliant journalist after all. No matter. Michael Cooper owned an underground organisation called The Flesh Factory. The Flesh Factory was an organisation not that different to The Dark Red. But whereas Mick sold on most of his girls as sex-slaves, I like to keep all mine. I am more about the in-house entertainment, and I offer a much wider choice of activities. In fact, Mick and I were such good friends that he didn’t invite me to the final party. I suppose he was very fond of me, to spare me in such a way.” 

    “What do you mean? What final party?” 

    She asked the question, even though she really didn’t want to know. 

    “Mick and I were fellow Satanists, Joan. Not the ridiculous Anton Le Vey nonsense, the real stuff. The concept of true Satanism is really quite simple: inflicting the maximum of suffering on humans is rewarded with youth and wealth. If I want money, all I have to do is buy a scratch-card or place a bet on the horses.  Mick’s fatal flaw was he killed his own kind. He arranged a party for the biggest deviants in Britain, and slaughtered them en-mass in the ballroom upstairs. But you can’t sacrifice evil, Joan, you must sacrifice innocence. Evil must be celebrated in all its glory, not wiped out. Poor Mick lost his way and he lost his mind.” He shook his head sadly, remembering his friend. “At least he didn’t invite me, or some of the more powerful figures in Britain, so this mass-slaughter stayed out of the press.” 

    “But that’s impossible,” she whispered. 

    They had come to a stop because the corridor had ended. A metal door like all the others marked the end of the corridor, and the more Joan looked at it, the more her insides twisted into a tight knot of fear. 

    This is the end of the line. 

    She knew this with a cold certainty that churned in her stomach and made her want to throw up. 

    “Nothing is impossible, Joan. The world holds many, wonderful secrets if we just open out eyes and let the darkness in. You know nothing of our rituals, of our kind. But you will learn, with time. There is a long, glorious road ahead of you.” 

    She sucked in a sharp intake of breath when his hand curled around the metal door handle. 

    “This house, these chambers, they are a conduit for evil,” he continued. “The atrocities that were committed here, that are still being committed here, it seeps into the very heart of the house; it makes the house come alive. Evil breeds evil, Joan. Evil can collect.” 

    He pushed open the door and the hallway spun around her, and she was sure that the ground lurched sideways beneath her feet. 

    I can’t go in there, she thought with utter certainty. I can’t take seeing. 

    “This, dear Joan, is the beating heart of The Dark Red. This is what only the lucky few ever get to see. This is where your journey begins. Open your eyes, Joan. Don’t be scared.” 

    Reluctantly, she opened her eyes. At first appraisal, she thought she was in an opulent, but sleazy nightclub: she had never been in one, but a BDSM club, perhaps.  

    The first thing that hit her was the wall of music. The door to this room must be completely soundproofed, for in here, the music pumped out at a moderate level; loud enough to drown out the hum of voices. Some industrial metal was playing, the bass deep and the lead vocalist guttural. 

    The next thing she noticed was the smell, and her nostrils instantly flared in repulsion. The air was musky, not fetid as such, but the smell of death and terror hung heavy in the air; a little coppery, slightly feral, and absolutely corrupt. 

    The lighting was dim, in tune with the club vibe. Then she slowly took in the people. Lots of people. Sitting. Standing. Chained to the walls...[bookmark: _Hlk485978993] People hurting other people. 

    The onslaught to her senses was too much, and, as she struggled to make sense of her surroundings, Tristian continued to drip his poison in her ear: 

    “This is where the paying customers do not go. It is mine, and now it is yours, too. My mansion is set on one hundred acres of land, and this underground network amounts to the size of one hundred football pitches. But this room is the most special of all. It is the very heart, the very centre of The Dark Red.” 

    Only dimly was she aware of him speaking. Lightly, he touched her arm, and she flinched. 

    “Come. Let me show you.” 

    He led her through the room, and the bodies parted for them as they walked. There were no outrageous leather or latex outfits, and those that were clothed wore ordinary black clothes. Ninety percent of those dressed were men, and ninety percent of those naked were women.  

    “We call this the feasting room. You are witnessing agony in its purest form; no frills, no extras, just pain.” 

    Most of those people, or women, that were naked, were writhing in silent agony. Some were chained to the walls, streaming blood. Some were simply curled on the floor in various states of dismemberment. Everywhere she looked, the clothed men were hurting the naked women. Some cut the women chained to the walls with knives, some used pliers and other instruments of torture that she couldn’t make out. Some women were being raped on the ground, some were being beaten, and some were simply being used as footrests for the men sitting down. 

    “They all have their tongues cut out. It may not sound like much, but it is an act of unspeakable cruelty. Not being able to voice your pain is torture.” 

    It was too much to take in, her mind was overwhelmed by the sights. The room was so large, the ceiling so high compared to the corridor, that it was making her dizzy. In fact, now that she thought of it, how could the height of this room even exist down here? 

    It was slowly dawning on her how grand this room was. A chandelier hung from the ceiling, and the furniture was all high-backed, Victorian-era style leather sofas and the occasional chaise-lounge. The tables were low and elaborately carved, the walls all panelled in wood. The only colours in the room were brown and red, adding to the decadence. An open plan balcony wrapped around all four walls, and when she glanced up there, she glimpsed more women chained to the walls. 

    “Yes, it’s beautiful, isn’t it? Shall we go up? There’s someone I want you to meet. She will be your initiation into your new life.” 

    Tristian led her to the narrow, beautifully carved, dark-wood staircase, and together they ascended. Joan did her best not to look at the women chained to the walls. Some were cuffed to the walls by their wrists and ankles with thick chain, others were simply nailed in place by their hands. 

    Tristian stopped, his hands resting on the banister as he peered down at the scene below. 

    “Look, Joan. Look at my world. Isn’t it beautiful?” 

    Joan looked, tears blurring her vision. From up here they had a bird’s eye view of down below, and it was just soul-crushing. So much torture, so much pain… 

    “And this is who I wanted you to see.” 

    Tristian had turned around, facing the girl chained to the wall behind them. This woman was nailed to the wall by her palms, her arms extended at right-angles to her body. Her body was sheened with blood, but Joan couldn’t see any obvious wounds, besides the ones in her hands. Her head was lowered, her long, blonde hair partly obscuring her blatantly fake breasts. 

    Slowly, the woman lifted her head, her pretty face contorted with pain, her blue eyes glassy and pleading with Joan. She opened her mouth to speak, or scream, and Joan saw the black stump that had once been her tongue. There was something desperately familiar about her, but in that moment, for the life of her, Joan couldn’t place her. 

    Then it hit her. 

    “Yes, that’s right, Joan, I can see the light dawning in your eyes. It’s the stripper you interviewed for your article. Lily Pearl, remember? The one who put you on the trail of The Dark Red.” 

    Joan stared at her in horror – she wasn’t sure how much of this sickness she could take. She averted her gaze, unable to stand seeing the look of defeated terror in her eyes for a second longer. 

    “Kill her, Joan. Join me. Join us. It is true, we are mainly a male organisation, but that is only for practical purposes. Men are stronger, and better at playing jailor. They make much better, angry, silent jailors. But I’m all for sexual equality.” He laughed at that, making tears spring into Joan’s eyes. “I want you to write about this, about what we do. I want you out there in the world, sourcing future clients and victims.” 

    “I would never help you.” 

    “But you will. Because you will drink her, Joan, and you will become one of us. You will always be young, and you will always be beautiful. You will be rich beyond your wildest imaginings and you will share our ideologies. The evil will enter you, corrupt you, take you.” 

    He was back on that Satanic claptrap again, and she realised that she was surrounded by stark raving madness.  

    The tears were falling hard and fast now. “Just kill me now,” she said, her voice cracking. “You’re going to kill me anyway, so just do it now. Please, I don’t want to live like this.” 

    “Oh Joan, don’t you know how lucky you are? I have chosen you. So do it.” 

    No sooner than the words had left his mouth, he was behind her, hugging her naked back to the front of his body. He pressed something cold into her trembling hand, and when she looked down, she saw that it was a knife. 

    Tristian was a lot stronger than he looked, and he wrenched up her hand, pushing it into the terrified girl’s throat and dragging it sideways. 

    “No,” she screamed as the girl’s blood spilled over her forearm. 

    The knife clattered to the floor and Joan was weak with shock. Over the music, Joan could just about make out the wet, gurgling sounds Lily Pearl was making, and before she knew what was happening, Tristian had fisted her hair and was shoving her face into the dying girl’s face. 

    Hot blood splattered against her mouth and chin as she was relentlessly pushed into the girl, their lips joining in a forced, macabre kiss. 

    Panic washed over her; she held her breath, not wanting to smell the blood and terror of the dying woman. 

    “Breathe, damn it,” Tristian said. 

    Still with his back pressed against her and his hand in her hair so that she was helplessly mashed between the two of them in a grotesque parody of a threesome, he reached around with his free hand to pinch her nose. 

    She groaned into the girl’s mouth. 

    I’ll just hold my breath until I pass out. 

    But as much as she wanted to, the innate instinct to breathe, to survive, won out. 

    Just as her head felt tight enough to burst, she breathed in. The woman’s breath felt hot and damp in her lungs. 

    Her life essence, came the disconcerting thought. 

    Still Tristian did not let her go. She breathed in again. 

    Now she could feel something happening to her, and she panicked hard, struggling in Tristian’s grip. 

    She tried holding her breath again, until her treacherous body forced her to breathe in once more. 

    Now Tristian let go, and she staggered sideways, slumping against the wall next to the dying woman. 

    The dead woman. 

    Joan felt so strange. The sensations that coursed through her body were not unlike an orgasm, rendering her weak and ecstatic. Her mind buzzed, alert yet relaxed. In fact, she felt better than she had done in ages. 

    All traces of fear were gone. And repulsion, angst, sadness… She felt… Good. 

    It was a revelation, and she looked over at Tristian in dismay. She wiped her sticky mouth and chin on the back of her hand, not giving a second thought for the life of the woman who had just died. 

    Tristian smiled at her and instinctively she went to him. He took her in his arms, and she melted into the hard lines of his body. 

    “Welcome,” he murmured into the top of her head. “We welcome you.” 

    He bent his head to kiss her, and she greedily responded, her body eager for his touch. He pulled away, leaving her panting for more. 

    Gently, he guided her over to the banister, encouraging her to look down at the carnage below. 

    It was the most beautiful thing that she had ever seen. Deep within her, an ancient, primal, blood lust stirred. 

    “I have so much to show you, dear Joan. There is so much pleasure to be had. My secrets will soon be yours to keep.” 

    His hand cupped hers on the banister and a warm glow suffused her being.  

    “Thank you,” she said, humbled and overwhelmed by his generosity, by the divinity and grace of life. 

     

    The End. 
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