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            Max

          

        

      

    

    
      I come out of the doors at London City Airport. It’s early morning, and I worked the entire flight home. I’m looking forward to spending a couple of days at home before another business trip later in the week. Alistair, my driver, is waiting for me. I head over to him with my luggage, suit bag, and laptop thrown over my shoulder.

      “Mr. Steele,” he says, taking my bags from me.

      “Alistair.” I nod, getting in the back seat and pulling my phone out of my inside pocket.

      He closes the door behind me, while he sorts out my things before getting in the driver's seat.

      “Are we heading straight to the office or your apartment, sir?”

      “The office, please, Alistair. I won’t be doing a full day today.”

      “I understand,” he replies before the privacy screen rises between us.

      Alistair has been my driver since I moved to London nearly a decade ago. Now, I split my time between London and New York, but my home is my house–an old farmhouse–just outside London. That home has been in my family for decades. My mother loved the house and lived in it until the day she died–almost fifteen years ago. When my parents split, I was just about to hit my awkward teenage years, so the trans-Atlantic flight is one I’m used to taking after being shipped backward and forwards between my parents. My mother was a British society girl and model, and my dad was the stereotypical business executive. I’m my father’s son through and through; something I’m not always happy about.

      I work my way through my email inbox on the drive, noticing the red and orange leaves are covering the trees, and it feels colder than it did even a week ago before my trip to Milan. At least, that’s how it felt when I got off the plane.

      I look up to see we’re approaching Tower Bridge. We’re nearly there. My office has an amazing view of the bridge.

      I press the button next to me for the intercom. “Alistair, once you’ve dropped me at the office, can you take my things back to the apartment?”.

      “Of course, sir.” His voice comes through the speaker system.

      “I’m hoping to be leaving by two o’clock.”

      “I’ll be ready, sir.”

      Our car pulls up behind a car I recognize. Alistair gets out and opens the door, and I see my oldest friend–and business partner Daniel standing there smiling as I get out.

      “I knew you’d head straight here from the airport,” he says, slapping me on the shoulder as we walk into our building and take the elevator to the top floor. “Glad to be back in cold, wet England?” he laughs.

      “Like you wouldn’t believe. We finally got everything sorted out late last night.” We make our way over to the elevator and get in as the doors open for us; Daniel presses the button to our floor. The elevator pings, and we step out. “I’ll swing by your office in an hour or so. I think Caitlyn will have my balls if I don’t check in with her first.”

      Daniel mumbles something I can’t hear before heading down the opposite hallway to mine to his office, laughing to himself as he goes.

      I head straight toward Caitlyn’s desk. I smile down at the best executive assistant I’ve ever had. Finding her three years ago was the best thing I ever did, and my office wouldn’t run the way it does without her.

      “Max.” She smiles warmly, standing up from behind her desk. “How was the flight?”

      “I worked most of it.” I run my hand through my hair. I should have stopped by the apartment first. I still have that grimy feel from traveling. I should have asked the pilot to change the flight time home, but I wanted to get back. Being away all week, I knew my desk would be a chaotic mess.

      “You look shattered. You don’t have any in-person meetings today. I wasn’t sure what your plans were.” Caitlyn says, following me into my office, stopping in front of my desk. She takes a seat in the opposite chair like she does every morning. Her ipad and phone in hand, ready to make sure my day goes as planned.

      “Thanks.” I pull my chair back from my desk and crash down onto it. “I’ll be leaving in a couple of hours.”

      We’ve recently moved into the gin market. I work on the liquor side of the business. Daniel is the money man, our CFO, and I’m more hands-on with the clients. Gin is my current obsession. That was part of the reason for my trip to Milan. We offer some limited-release bottles. A client there wanted us to offer one in his michelin star restaurant,

      “The Italians sent over the contract during your flight. They liked you,” Caitlyn says. She puts her hair behind her ears, her pause making me nervous.

      “What is it, Caitlyn?” I’m more gruff than intended, but I’ve been awake since yesterday morning.

      “Daniel has asked that you go to his office.”

      “I saw him on my way in.”

      “Okay.” She has Post-it notes in both hands. “This is the important pile.” She hands them over, and there must be ten or more names and companies there.

      “Thanks. Do I even want to see the other pile?”

      “Probably not, but you’re the boss.” She gives me a weak smile before leaving.

      I wish Caitlyn would use the inter-office message app. She's the only person who insists on giving me these Post-it notes. I look at some of the names and Mike Dawson is on my list. I have a meeting with him in New York on Friday. Mike owns a members-only club both here in London and New York. I’ve been trying to get him to hold one of our limited bottles in his clubs for a couple of months now.

      His number is already saved in my phone, so I scroll through my contacts and hit call.

      “Hello,” he says drowsily down the line.

      “Hey, Mike, sorry to wake you,” I say, genuinely when I realize what I’ve done. If I wasn’t so tired from the last twenty-four hours I’d have thought about the time difference.

      “It’s Max,” I hear him whisper to someone else before there is movement and rustling in the background.

      “Mike?”

      “Give me a second,” he says followed by the sound of a door opening and closing. “Thanks for getting back to me. Kate and I flew into London yesterday. I was wondering if we could bring forward our meeting?”

      “Yeah, I don’t see why not. I’m free today if you are?”

      “Perfect. Shall we say two o’clock at the club?”

      “Sounds great. I’ve not seen the place since the refurb.” I’ve been so busy on this deal with the Italians that it’s left little room for fun, and play, at the club.

      “Okay, see you then,” Mike says before ending the call.

      I put my phone in my pocket, log in to my computer and work on the emails that have flooded my inbox since I last looked.
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            Sophie

          

        

      

    

    
      The noise outside my apartment has been driving me insane for the last two hours. Not all of us work nine-to-five hours, assholes. My internal clock hasn’t gotten used to working crazy hours yet. Last night was a late one. I’ve been working at Hidden Secrets for a month now, and I love it. We had VIP clients in until four this morning. Last night was the first time I met the owners; they were not what I expected. I pull my phone out from under the covers and see I’ve missed a couple of texts from my brother.

      
        
          
            
              
        Daniel: Hey Soph, where are you this month? I hope the show is going well.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Daniel: When is your next trip to London?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Daniel: I’ll pay your train fare.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Daniel: Soph. Get in touch with me!

      

      

      

      

      

      Daniel doesn’t know that I lost my job six months ago, on a popular touring show. I should have told him. I know I should have, but I didn’t want him to cause trouble. One of the Producers on the show had been hitting on me ever since our first stop on the tour; things escalated though when we got to Edinburgh. He threatened to fire me if I didn’t sleep with him. So I walked out. Why didn’t I say anything? Because he’s the money man, and a lot of people from the cast to the people who work behind the scenes rely on this job. It would also be my word against his; he made sure all of his advances were away from other people. My friend, who I was in a show with a million years ago, heard about what happened and got me a job at a club she’s been working at. It’s recently got new owners, who Rachel said are even better than the last. So I’ve been a cage dancer for the last month.

      The club is fantastic, and the clients are much the same. Hidden Secrets is a very exclusive kink club that caters to any number of–kinks. We’re talking the hardcore BDSM people right down to the people who want to experience sex in a public place, with no judgement or unwanted prying eyes. Rachel is a waitress and dancer like myself, but the club also offers in-house entertainment. I’m not gonna lie; I've been tempted to ask the manager about that. The place is elite. During my first week working there, we had movie and TV star Reid Taylor with his partners. Yes, I said partners, plural.

      I’m making more money here, and our benefits are excellent too. Mike and Kate know how to look after their employees. We get paid extra for the extra services we offer, but everything is our choice. Like everything, nobody in this place does anything they’re uncomfortable with. Kate said she wants to see me before my shift today, and I'm hoping she will let me move away from just being one of the cage girls.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      

      I walk up the steps from the tube station, my bag with my ‘uniform’ over my shoulder. Looking at my watch, I see I’m cutting it a little too close for my liking. I hope Kate doesn’t get mad at me. I’m the biggest people pleaser on the planet (or so my brother says), so I spend a huge chunk of my time worrying about what other people think.

      Rachel is standing just outside the big glass doors, talking to the security guy she’s had a crush on since he started a couple of weeks ago. They both nod at me as I walk through the glass doors and past the desk in the foyer. To the outside world and anyone who just so happens to wander in off the street, this place looks like a hotel or something. But they’d be wrong. Pure sin happens in this building, and I’m glad I get to work here. It's way more fun than I thought it was going to be. What I envisioned is totally different. In my mind I was envisioning a glorified strip club. This place is high class. Not seedy, or cheap. There are some floors even I haven’t seen, some for the more hardcore clients. Fetishes that do nothing for me, but I’m not about yuk somebody else’s yum. The club takes up every one of the ten floors in the building, with some floors designed for speciality kinks.

      I press my employee key card against the lift's card pad, and feel it jerk before moving upwards. There’s two elevators in the lobby of the building, the fancy elevator that opens out into the main room in the club, I’m in the staff elevator. I look at my reflection in the mirror and run my finger under my bottom lip, rubbing away a bit of red lipstick that must have gotten there in my rush to get ready. The doors open into the corridor of the changing rooms on the employee floor.

      I nod at a couple of people. Only some people who work at the club are performers, some are front and back of house staff. I walk to my locker, and I see Kate standing, talking to one of the girls from behind the bar.

      Kate turns to me. “Mike and I have a meeting with a potential new supplier. He’s a club member here and in New York, but I don’t think he’s spent much time at this place, at least not recently,” Kate says.

      “Okay,” I said, not knowing where she’s coming from with this information.

      “So I need to push our meeting back. I’ll come and grab you after.” Kate says; she looks at me in the  reflection before she leaves.

      “Okay,” I shout to Kate, putting lip gloss on in the mirror. She nods her head making her way out of the changing room.

      I grab the wig from my locker and go to the mirror to do my thing. I thought my wig-wearing days were behind me when I stopped touring. When I started working here, I was worried about somebody noticing me, so the wig was my way of protecting myself. A couple of the other girls do it too. But now! I don’t know; I’m not sure if I need to hide who I am now. I’m confident enough in my own skin.

      I put on my barely there jewelled bikini top and black hot pants. Ready to start another night. God, I love my job here!
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            Max

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        MOVEMENT: HOZIER

      

      

      Mike and Kate meet me at the reception desk at the entrance to the building. The security guard returns my membership card as I walk over to the pair.

      “Max, good to see you again,” Mike says, his hand held out.

      “You too,” I smile. “Kate,” I nod at her.

      “Your assistant said you’ve been out of the country.”

      “Yeah, I got back from Milan this morning.”

      Mike and Kate share a look. “Oh really? Mike recently found out he has family there.”

      Mike says something under his breath that I can’t quite make out, but Kate shakes her head as she presses the button on the elevator, the members-only sign discreetly above the opening doors.

      “You’ve not been here since the refurb, right?” Mike asks.

      “No, business has been crazy. I've not been to the house in the country for over a month either.”

      Mike raises his eyebrows at me. He knows how important the house was to me growing up, and it's the place I truly think of as home. I hope to spend some time there when I return from New York next week.

      The doors open onto the open-plan playroom and bar; it’s not as quiet as you’d think for the middle of the day but also not as busy as it is in the evening. Not all of the cages are being used, but a couple of dancers are in them. A red glow is over the room as the mood and look of the room give Moulin Rouge vibes. I watch them as we walk through the area. The seating in this place is all dark red velvet and leather. The tables are all solid. I'm confident there is a good reason for that. I’m a guy who likes to observe; I’m a voyeur at heart. A dancer in the middle cage captures my attention; she’s in the zone and sexy as hell. She moves to the music like she was born to be a performer, naturally moving to the beat of the music. The song has a slow beat that draws you in but is perfect at the same time. I’m aware I’ve been watching her for longer than I should. She seems so confident with her sexuality. It really is something special to see. I keep her in my line of sight as I sit at one of the tables Kate and Mike are sitting at.

      “Someone has you distracted,” Mike laughs as he sips his drink.

      “Leave him alone,” Kate says, poking him in the side.

      “You two already act like an old married couple, you know that.”

      “Yeah, so we keep being told...” Mike mumbles, not looking impressed with the comment. “We didn’t call you here for chit-chat about our love life.”

      Kate and I both laugh. I’m not sure what part she’s laughing at, but I’m laughing at his use of the word ‘love life’; never in a million years did I think I’d see the day.

      “You’re dicks, the pair of you,” Mike says.

      “Hey, is that any way to talk to a client?” I argue.

      “You’re right.”

      “We want an exclusive bottle unique to the club as a brand,” Kate says, with all the power I’ve heard and come to expect. She is an absolute boss bitch–and I mean that as a total compliment. If Mike hadn’t taken her off the market, a million guys would have taken his place. But for years, nobody has so much as whiffed in her direction. It was obvious to everyone–except Mike until earlier this year–that she was off-limits.

      “Everything okay now?” I ask, realizing I’ve not seen Kate since the day before her accident.

      “Yeah, it takes more than a fender-bender to knock me down.”

      Mike turns to look at her. “It was way more serious than that, and Max knows it.”

      “I know, I was there.” Kate glares back at him. Something tells me this is a conversation they’ve had before.

      “Back to this exclusive bottle,” I say, trying to get the topic of conversation back on track. I don’t want to get in the middle of the current domestic situation these two are obviously in.

      “You know we have big plans for this brand, Max. We've started that with the addition of the clubs, and we have plans in place for more.”

      I knew Mike had deep pockets, and given the amount I spent on my membership, I should have thought of the elite private club scene myself.

      “We’re flying out to Milan tomorrow, but if you can get the team working on something,” Kate says, and I give her credit for trying to steer this ship.  Mike has always been a grumpy so and so. That was obvious during the years he was pining over Kate. I guess some women find that whole broody thing attractive.

      I pull out my phone and open my diary app to see when I’m next stateside. “I’m in New York again in about a month. I could extend the stay and catch a flight over to L.A.”

      “E-mail over the dates, and we’ll see. Kate and I usually take a trip to New York once a month, six weeks at the latest.” I notice Kate fighting back a smile as Mike talks. I’d heard rumors from the club scene but thought it was just gossip. Mike didn’t take me as the kind of guy who liked to share his toys.

      I look at the dancer in the cage again and how she moves. “Is this a club-specific bottle you want or for your whole brand?” I ask, already the cogs turning in my mind on this.

      “Just the club-specific currently,” Kate smiles. “It was my idea to do something special for the clubs. I thought it would be a fun thing to add. What’s the point in having an elite-members-only club and not going all in? Eventually, I’d like each club to have their own bottle.”

      She’s right, and I love seeing her business mind at work. Kate is way more than someone who covered for Mike. I can see why he jumped at the chance to go into business with her.

      “I look forward to working with you both.”

      “You staying?” Mike asks.

      “Yeah,” I say as I watch her again.

      Kate and Mike leave me at the table we’ve been sitting at, and the next thing I know, a drink is put down in front of me, and I take in the view. It’s good to be back in the London club. It’s been too long. Mike and Kate really classed this place up when they bought out the last owner and expanded the club.
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            Sophie

          

        

      

    

    
      I could feel the guy's eyes watching me the whole time he was sitting and talking to Kate and Mike. Not in a creepy way–at least, I hope not. No, the guy seemed normal enough. He looked hot from a distance in the club's lighting. I wonder what he looks like up close?

      A couple of songs play out, all with a similar soft, sexy vibe as the last. They scream seduction and that’s my favourite type of mood when I’m in the cage. Whoever is in charge of the music is obviously aware of my preference for this type of music. The guy, who’s eyes are still on me, is keeping himself at a distance. He could be getting a better view choosing the table right in front of me. I guess this adds to his air of mystery.

      Kate signals me from across the room. I wait until the song ends before getting out of the cage I’ve been dancing in since the start of my shift. The guy who was watching me leaves before the last song finishes, his empty glass still on the table. I walk over to Kate, who is standing laughing with Mike and one of the guys from behind the bar.

      “Sophie,” she smiles at me. She motions to the table she was sitting at earlier with the hot guy. “Let's go and have a chat.”

      I know I knew this meeting would happen but it didn't help that feeling in the pit of my stomach, that feeling of being sent to the headmaster's office. She sits on the couch and pats the seat next to her. So I follow and take a seat. I hope the fact that this meeting is happening out in the open means I’m not about to be let go. This isn’t a power move on Kate’s part to fire me in front of everyone. I need to get that out of my head.

      “So Sophie, you’ve been with us a while now. I know you originally came to us…”

      I stop Kate before she can say anymore. “I want to stay. If possible, I want to do more.”

      The smile on Kate’s face gets brighter, and I know we’re on the same page now.

      “Well, that’s good then. Everyone here speaks highly of you, and I know we’ve not had much chance to talk and get to know each other, but Mike and I are updated with everything that goes on here on a regular basis. So you said you had some ideas?” She sounds hopeful and genuinely wants to hear what I have to say.

      “How do you feel about something like a burlesque show a couple of times a week?”

      I thought Kate’s smile couldn’t get any bigger, but I was wrong. “I love that idea. I was thinking something similar, but your idea is so much better.”

      I love
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