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IT WAS EIGHT-THIRTY on a Sunday morning when Lance Vector took his mother the newspapers and her first cup of tea of the day.

'Just open the curtains about twelve inches dear,' she said as he drew back the brown brocade.

He did not comment that he knew exactly how she wanted them. Every Sunday her instructions were the same. So was the routine. Tea and papers in bed at eight-thirty precisely, curtains drawn back so that one third of the window let in the light of another Sunday morning. Any more and the violets on the dull beige wallpaper would have looked more faded.

Blinking rapidly, he watched as his mother placed her glasses on her nose. Her breasts heaved as she pulled herself more upright against the mountain of pillows. He leapt forward to help her. She took his assistance without smiling, without speaking, but she seemed pleased. Everything being in order, she reached for the papers.

Behind his back, Lance clenched his fists so tightly that his fingernails dug sharply into his palms. He could stand the pain. It was waiting for her opinion on the latest sex scandal that he found difficult.

As she began to read the most lurid of the Sunday tabloids, the very paper for whom he reported, Lance stood completely still. Would she like it? He hoped she would.

At last, it happened. She smiled, laughed, and tossed her head.

Lance laughed too. Tension left his shoulders, his arms and his fists. He saw her nostrils flare as she took a deep breath, half closed her eyes, and tipped her nose towards heaven.

'Smite and smite again!' she cried, and clapped her hands. 'Expose the fornicators, the sinners, those who fall to the lure of the flesh!'

Lance clapped too - just once - then rubbed his neat, white hands together. His fingers were cold, his palms clammy. He beamed brightly. She liked it. She really liked it. Even though he was in his mid-thirties, his mother's opinion of his work mattered very much.

'Do you like the article best, or the photograph?' he asked, though he didn't really need to. He could see that she liked them both. Her face, then her words, said it all.

In a tone reminiscent of a Bible belt priest, her voice rang around the bedroom. 'Your words are forthright and righteous! Your pen is the sword of truth. As for the photograph, see!' she exclaimed, tapping her finger on a spot where one Carol Anne Flowers held her hand in front of her face in a futile attempt to hide her identity. 'See how she tries to hide her face as though she can hide her shame the same way? The woman's a slut, a modern-day Whore of Babylon!'

Lance sighed with happiness. His shoulders became less hunched, his body more fluid. 'I'm glad you like it, mother. I put a great deal of effort into that particular piece of work. The editor was pleased too.'

He kissed her cheek, and as he did so, glanced over at the front page article he had written and the photograph he had taken.

"CAUGHT IN THE ACT", screamed the headline. Carol Anne Flowers, a pretty girl with dark brown hair and darker eyes, was still recognizable despite her raised hand and spread fingers.

Oh yes, he was good at his job; good at rooting out the wrongdoers, the sinners, the fornicators - no matter their status, no matter their wealth. No one was safe from his probing, his pen or his camera. Like a worm, as flexible as plasticine, he could get in places where no one else could get, see things no one else could see.

Straightening up, he sighed happily. An urge had come upon him, an overwhelming desire to go down to the basement where he kept all the other evidence about this particular case and many others.

Besides the article and the photograph, there were video machines down there, and piled beside them were tapes of all the other sex scandals he had reported on. He taped all his assignments. That way, he got to know his subjects' movements, their whereabouts, and their habits. From these tapes he could also lift stills if need be.

Of course, his mother didn't know too much about what he did in the cellar. She never went down there on account of her hip operation. It was just as well, otherwise she might take a different view of her son if she saw what some of the more explicit material actually contained. His mother only took pride in his achievements on seeing the end product, the damning evidence across the front page as another public figure was exposed as a sexual sinner.

'This, my son, is your crusade. It is for you to expose those who swim in the cesspool of fleshly sins. It is for you to find them out and expose them in their true colours. The more high and mighty they are, the greater are their sins!'

Of course, the newspaper Lance worked for didn't look at things in quite the same way as his mother. All right, they did their best to present themselves as upholders of public morals, but basically their intention was to increase circulation and make money. But of course, Lance never corrected his mother's view of them or of him. Lance revelled in the praises of both his mother and his editor. In his deep, dark soul, he was satisfied that work that brought such praise from others, was rightfully a delight to him.

'More tea?' he asked. Another useless question. She always had a second cup.

Whilst in the kitchen making another pot of tea, Lance could not resist opening the door that led down to the basement. A soft shiver travelled over him as his gaze settled on the first two steps which were picked out by the light from the kitchen. Beyond that, there was only darkness, a soft, velvet, beckoning darkness that filled him with excitement.

He reached for the switch that would turn on the light lower down the stone steps and light up the mix of grey flagstones and red tiles on the basement floor. Before his fingertips could touch it, he curled them into his hand; retreated.

'Not yet.' He said it softly. There was sweet regret in disciplining himself; the pleasure of visualising that floor, and the contents of his own private realm. Restraint and patience, would ultimately result in greater pleasure. Once he had delivered the tea to his mother he could indulge himself to the full. For now, he would enjoy the delicious tremors that spread like fine needles beneath the surface of his skin.

Already, in anticipation of what lay below, his throat was dry and his breath seemed to grate across his tongue. 'Not yet,' he said again. 'Do your duty. Wait.'

Dutiful son as he was, he took his mother her second dose of tea, then told her he had work to do down in the basement.

'On a Sunday, my son?' Her eyebrows rose high. Behind the thick glass of her spectacles, her eyeballs seemed larger and closer, as if they were separate from the rest of her head.

He knew she would say that. Was ready for her saying that. Once he had explained that he had a new subject to study, new sins to uncover, she smiled and gave him her blessing.

Odd jobs around the house, even gardening, was not allowed on a Sunday, yet anything to do with his job as a scandal sheet journalist was allowed. After all, he was exposing the wicked, the fornicators, and what better day than Sunday to reflect on his achievements and contemplate his next subject for exposure.

Lance had no qualms about exposing other peoples' sex-lives. To his mind, those in high places, in public life, had an example to set. Because they were in the limelight, they had no real right to a private life - especially a sexual one. They were the confident people, the people who had been born to status or had achieved success. They smiled from photographs, talked with authority on television, and mingled with others of comparable status and wealth. But they were all the same to Lance Vector. They all had feet of clay, and deserved their weaknesses to be made public.

To his mother his work was a crusade. To him, it was the most rewarding job he had ever had, and to his editor, he was catering to the age-old view that sex, no matter in what context, sells anything - especially newspapers.

Although his mother never came to the basement, Lance bolted the door after him. With mounting excitement, he switched on his latest video.

There she was. Carol Anne Flowers. And there was her partner in sin, Nigel Porter, the head of a huge public organization. Both were naked, their limbs entwined around each other, their breaths noisy as they sucked and licked at each other's bodies.

Porter was a man of humble background who had worked his way to the top. He was an icon to some and a shrewd representative of the capitalist system to others.

Carol Anne was an actress from some peak-viewing TV soap opera. Both were married, famous and therefore fair game for media exposure.

'Sixty-nine,' said Lance, tilting his head like an inquisitive sparrow as he studied the heaving bodies. 'Soixante-neuf?' He chuckled, then said it again, only this time more slowly as if he were both savouring the words and experiencing their meaning for himself. But, of course, he wasn't. He was only watching.

Fascinated, he ran his tongue over his lips as the man on the screen ran his over the famous starlet's sexual divide. How did her sex taste? he wondered. Enlightenment came as the salty wetness of his upper lip transferred to his tongue. Like the sea, he decided, she would taste like the sea.

In the manner of a child intent on aping its parents, Lance poked out his tongue. As the tip of Nigel Porter's tongue tapped at the small bud of flesh within the woman's sex, Lance tapped his against one of his fingertips.

How was Nigel feeling? How was Carol Anne feeling? He did his best to imagine and was well satisfied with the result. Over the top of Nigel's head, he could see the rise and fall of the man's buttocks as his member slid in and out of Carol Anne's mouth. How would that feel?

He undid his zip and let his penis fall into his hand. It was not exactly soft, and was getting harder. He knew from watching other videos he'd taken of people's sexual antics that his penis was of decent proportions. The only difference between his and those of like size on the screen was that they were getting something he'd never had. Lance, despite his age, was still a virgin.

As best he could, he formed his thumb and forefinger into pretend lips. His other fingers became her mouth and her tongue, hot and firm against his erecting flesh.

He raised his other hand before his mouth, and again tapped the tip of his tongue against the tip of his forefinger which had now become her clitoris.

In his mind, he was with them on the screen. True, he could not feel the softness of her belly against his, her breasts against his loins. But he could imagine it. Oh yes, he could imagine it very well.

He shuddered with them, groaned with them as Carol Anne's flesh pulsated against Nigel's mouth, and Nigel's hips spasmed against hers.

They had come, and so had he.

Relief spread over his body as his semen spewed forth from the head of his member and lay in a milky pool on the floor. He sighed. It was over - at least for him. After tucking himself away, he zipped up his flies.

Something on the screen caught his eye and made him wonder anew. Nigel, a slim, graceful man of forty or so, was standing up now. So was Carol. They were gazing spellbound at one another as they ran their hands in sweeping caresses over each other's bodies. There was real affection in those looks, real emotion.

Lance undid his shirt and ran his hands over his own chest. He frowned. No matter how well he copied their movements, he could not feel so moved that his expression reflected theirs. For the very first time, he wondered how it would truly feel to run his hands over a woman's body and to have her touch him that way. To his own great surprise, he had a tremendous urge to escape his celibate state and once, just once, taste the fruits his mother warned him against and his newspaper decried.

His mind was made up. He would find someone to suit him. Someone aloof from the seduction of others; a cool, confident woman. Not an actress. Not a television personality. Someone professional, intelligent and as engrossed in her work as he was in his.

Leaning forward, the light from the screen accentuated the hollows above his deep set eyes, the grooves on either side of his nose and mouth. He screwed up his eyes and studied the dark-haired, dark-eyed woman.

No, he decided, he didn't want a woman like her. For some reason, the fact that she was dark and the fact that he had watched her seemed to go hand in hand. No. Not a dark woman. He would go for a fair one, the fairer the better. And she would have to have blue eyes.

Now, where, he asked himself, would he find her? Prerequisites raced through his head. Not a prostitute, he told himself, not someone who had to be paid for it. The woman he would give himself to had to be beautiful, but she also had to be willing to have sex because she wanted to, and not because she was paid to have it.

On the other hand, he had to be aroused by her. So far, no woman had had that effect on him. True, he took these secret videos of women having sex with willing partners, but, in all honesty, he was not exactly turned on by the women themselves - not in the flesh anyway. He took his pleasure from them purely through the video screen, at a distance, so to speak.

Yes. He had to find someone who aroused him, who appeared impervious to the approaches of others - almost as if she were waiting purely for him.
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BESIDES THE WHITE WIG and black gown of a Queen's Counsel, all the dancer wore was a pair of thigh-high black boots, and a mask that covered her face. The mask was made of something pale mauve and had a faint sparkle. The boots were suede, the gown - naturally - was of silk.

She carried a black rod that was about two inches in diameter, and four feet long. At first, she passed the rod behind her back, and hooked her arms over it so that her naked breasts pouted forward like two round and ripe grapefruit. The crowd roared their approval. Then she wriggled her hips as though she were getting out of some item of clothing that was loath to leave her flesh. The audience fell to an instant hush. A few groaned or mewed as if they too would like to shed their clothes.

Satisfied she now had their full attention, the dancer turned her back on the glistening faces, slid the rod up under her gown and pushed the black silk up towards her shoulder-blades. Then she bent over so that those watching could appreciate the firm curve of her behind and the sultry shadow that peeped so provocatively from between her legs.

Judging that they had seen enough of her rear, she turned to face them. To a roar of approval, she slid the knob of the rod over the lips of her sex, then clasped it between her legs. Folding her arms behind her back, she held the black gown away from her body.

As she exposed the extraordinary perfection of her high breasts, her narrow waist, and her flat belly, she swayed her hips from side to side; backwards, forwards, slowly, then more quickly. As she moved, so did the rod, and as the rod moved, she ran her tongue over her lips, and moaned deeply, throatily into the microphone.

The effect was electrifying, and she knew it. She knew also that mentally, each man there was making love to her, embedding his own rod in her as she writhed beneath him. He wouldn't be asking whether she liked what he was doing to her, or what her personal preference was: missionary, rear approach, oral or anal. He wouldn't even be asking her if she liked her nipples being rubbed. Selfishly, he would notch her up as just another hot pussy he had screwed who had gyrated like crazy on the hardness of his giant - no - to him, unique erection.

Because of the mask, she was only a body. Each individual could indulge in his personal desire to his heart's content. The wig and the gown added an extra dimension; a belief, even, that the law itself was not above the delights of the flesh.

To the woman who danced beneath the discerning gleam of a dozen spotlights, the mask was something else. Behind its anonymity, she took in the florid faces, the fish-bowl eyes, and the slack, open mouths of her spellbound audience.

They see my body, and that is all they see. But I see them clearly. I see them at their most lustful, their most foolish, and their most vulnerable. I see them for what they are, but they never truly see me.

Eventually, to tumultuous applause, her dance was over, the lights went out. Like something that was not quite real, a fanciful apparition existing only in over-ripe imaginations, she melted into the shadows, just as dreams vanish at dawn.

She stripped and refreshed herself in the privacy of her room, warm streams of soapy water taking her sweat and her dance from her body. After showering and dressing, patting her coal black hair, and reapplying her make-up, especially her bright red lipstick, she slid back the bolt on her dressing-room door.

Immaculate in pale blue suit, paler shirt, and white satin tie, Archie Ringer, who owned the Red Devil Club, walked straight in. His mouth smiled. His eyes were the same colour as his suit, but less solid, less appealing. His voice was slow, monotonous - like a car engine on tick-over.

'Carmel, darling, I do not know why you bother to lock the door. You know I am not interested in your body, and the boys will stop anyone more vulnerable to your charms from barging in.'

The boys were Trev and George who were in their late thirties, wore satin shirts, split to the waist, and had bodies that were far more to Archie's liking than hers was. The fact that their predilections were not heterosexual suited the sort of establishment this was. They were effective because, with their sexual preferences, they could stand apart from the more general clientele. Added to this, they gave impeccable service, and paid outstanding attention to detail.

'I like my privacy, Archie.' She didn't look at him as she spoke. Instead, she surveyed herself in the mirror, then patted into perfection her glossy black hair, which was cut in a neat page-boy style that swept her shoulders. With her small finger, she neatly scraped a smudge of red lipstick away from the corner of her mouth, then pursed her lips as if she were kissing the mirror, or the reflection of herself.

Archie shrugged, his shoulder pads bunching as if they had minds of their own and were nothing to do with the narrow shoulders beneath them. 'Please yourself, darling. I take it you will be coming into the bar before you go?'

She smiled. Not at him, but at herself - the one reflected in the mirror. 'Once Jezebel Justice has left the stage, I always come into the bar before I go.'

She didn't need to do that. Archie's place was no sordid hole where the exotic dancers were also expected to sell their bodies. That particular choice was their own. It was a club of rich fabrics, immaculate service, and richer clients. The woman Archie knew as Carmel enjoyed that part of her night almost as much as she did her dancing.

From her favourite spot, she could watch those who were wealthy enough to be admitted, watch them as, sometimes nervously, they enjoyed their drinks, the floor show, or the company of people with similar minds, and similar bank accounts. These were the people who came in through the front door which was down a narrow set of steps below black-painted railings and a crumpled pavement. Building, railings and pavement had all been there since the eighteenth century.

Upstairs was another part of the club, a place reserved for the more favoured and famous members of the Red Devil Club. It was a place only whispered of. Entrance was granted only to a few select people. So far, the graceful young woman with the black hair and bright red lips had not been invited up there, though she wasn't really sure she wanted to be.

Upstairs remained something she only knew of, and from all that she had heard, she felt for the moment satisfied enough to gaze at the crowd on the lower level.

Some faces were familiar. Some too familiar. These she kept away from, although, like her, they would not want their two lives mixing - their professional life and their life of pleasure. She knew who they were, but they did not know her; such is the benefit of a double disguise. She was the dancer, Jezebel, who was also Carmel. But she was also someone else, someone she wished to keep hidden from those at the Red Devil Club.

Because she had worn a mask during her act, no one could be sure of who she was - that Jezebel Justice was Carmel. Someone extremely beautiful, but remote. But they did look, they did admire. The more heroic ventured to ask her if she wanted a drink, company, or a late supper in one of the rooms upstairs - and perhaps to join the 'special' club up there.

'I never go upstairs,' she told them, and they retreated before the crispness of her voice, the hard look from her coal-black eyes.

But still they stared. Still they came and asked the same questions. But then, how could they resist?

To match her hair, she wore a small black dress that barely covered her breasts and only skimmed the cheeks of her behind. Black suspenders crossed her creamy flesh and bit into the tops of her sheer, black stockings. They showed and were meant to show from beneath the hem of her dress. Her legs seemed to go on forever. The whole effect could have been cheap, blowsy, but instead there was a girlish, almost innocent quality about it.

As she raised her glass to her bright, red lips the girl known as Carmel to Archie Ringer, and Jezebel Justice when she was behind her crystal-bright mask, eyed the men - and the women - who jostled for drinks, conversed, laughed, and looked her over. And all the time, she looked for a face, a physique that would make her evening perfect.

Carmel was Abigail by day, but although Abigail was successful in her chosen profession, there was a side of her that needed release, needed adventure of the more sordid kind. But then, the Red Devil Club catered for people like her. All the same, she never came here as herself. Most people trusted the club's reputation for discretion. That's why the rich and famous went there. Being a barrister by day - and by inclination - made her more wary, more apprehensive of the turn such a climate could take. Not content with changing disguise once, she was Jezebel behind the mask, and then Carmel of the black hair, black eyes and crimson lips when she sat at the bar. By day, as Abigail Corrigan, herself, she was fair-skinned, her hair silvery blonde, her eyes very blue, and her lips, cleaned of any trace of lipstick, were a pale, enticing pink and of a shape that had no need for outline or colour.

Within the Inns of Court, she was regarded as single-minded, highly professional, aloof and cold. It was said, and she knew it, that she had nothing to do with men because she was frigid. Such knowledge amused her. Their attempts to seduce her were perfunctory. Not for her the candlelit dinners at some bijou restaurant, a weekend away at some Torquay hotel, a sweating, noisy copulation with a soft-fleshed colleague. Sex, to her, had to be laced with excitement, even danger. And she liked powerful men with hard bodies and a yen for variety of venue and partner. But experience had taught her to be careful.

Slowly she cast her gaze over those assembled. What would her friends and colleagues think, she wondered, if they knew that for one night a month she was Jezebel, the woman behind the mask, and Carmel, the dark beauty who radiated sexuality?

Because she was so single-minded in her work, her natural sexuality was stored up. It bubbled inside her as it got hotter until it reached boiling point and she half expected steam to start shooting out of her ears, her nostrils, her mouth, but most of all, out of her sex organs, so hot, so demanding it was.

The dance excited her. She left the power of law and the precision of court address and the politics of chambers behind her the minute she stepped up onto that stage. From then on, she was as much at the mercy of her dancing as her audience was. This was a world and an occupation in which she needed to release her own emotions, exploit her own weaknesses.

Her nipples were hard against the constraint of her bodice; the frilled lips of her most secret place were slick with the juice of arousal. Her body was goading her to live out the rest of her fantasy, a role she only enacted on one night in every month. She needed a man. She needed passion.

A twirling orb positioned above the bar threw shafts of light over those who lingered in the shadows. There was a smell of expensive perfume, heady wines, and headier cigar smoke.

Carmel saw faces she knew; men's faces. Some were bankers, others were 'something' in the city. Others were 'something' in uniform, mostly generals and admirals. Some had titles, most had a fortune. Some she avoided. Only one other person knew her little secret. Valeria, a dark-skinned beauty of Anglo-African parentage.

There she was now among the crowd at the end of the bar. Carmel waved, and Valeria waved back, then turned and said something to someone behind her. Carmel craned her neck and tried to see who it was. Valeria had a friend with her, a tall, blonde friend who seemed reluctant to step into the limelight.

Just at the moment when Carmel was about to leave her perch and join Valeria and her friend, a hand landed on her shoulder.

'Carmel, darling. There's someone I want you to meet.' Recognizing Archie's voice, she turned round to face him, ready to hurl a sharp rebuke that she had entertained enough. Her time was now her own. For the moment, she buttoned her lip. Like chips of broken coal, her eyes went from Archie to the man beside him. He was tall, blue-eyed, his facial features irregular, but not unattractive.

'Do you really?' Her voice was noticeably hostile. Archie ignored it, his smile still plastered on his face.

'This is Olly, darling. He specifically asked me if I could introduce him. I said you wouldn't mind.'

Archie barely winced as her glance hardened.

'I'm not a whore, Archie, and I'm not something you bandy around like a snort of coke.'

For the umpteenth time since she'd first asked Archie for a job, shivers of revulsion crept up her spine and burst into frosty twigs across her shoulders. Not that Archie was disgusting to look at. He was smooth, polite, shiny and sleek; just like the satin of the shirts he sometimes wore. But all that glitters is not gold, and the shine of satin can hide the most obscene, the most hirsute of bodies. That was Carmel's feeling about him; that the sleek outer casing hid something more bestial, more dangerous.

Archie smiled his most carefree smile, turned on his most winning charm.

'Darling, I would never presume such a thing.'

His lips were damp on her cheek, his breath moist upon her ear. 'For me,' she heard him whisper. 'Please.'

Through half-closed eyes, she studied the man who stood next to Archie as though he were some schoolboy applying for his first job, his first step into the adult world. But this was no adolescent, and by definition, he was not likely to be inexperienced in the ways of a wicked world. He was tall, and his eyes twinkled when the shafts of light from the twirling orb caught them.

'Oliver Hardiman, Miss Carmel.'

She let him take her hand, raised her eyebrows when he kissed it. His lips were cold; from his last drink, no doubt. Gin, she thought, with ice. His head hovered above her hand. She took in the glossiness of his hair, the slightly thinning spot in the middle, and the large mole just behind his left ear.

Once he raised his head, his eyes looked intently into hers. They shone with admiration; almost with awe, but more so with lust. 'Miss Justice. Jezebel. Or may I call you Miss Carmel - I am told that is your true name. Your performance was incredible. I have truly never seen anything like it in my life. Perhaps we could have supper tonight?'

'No. I'm sorry. We can't.' She caught the wary, almost fawning expression on Archie's face, and wondered what his relationship was with this man. Why had he betrayed her identity to him? Normally, he respected her privacy once her act was over. Anger replaced her loathing for him.

The look on Oliver Hardiman's face told her he was not used to being rejected. It also said that he did not much like the experience. 'Then lunch?'

She tossed her head. Held it high. Her eyes looked past him to the mix of people, silk suits, and designer dresses. She took a deep breath and almost got high on the mix of expensive perfumes.

'No. I never mix business with pleasure, Mr Hardiman. I regard collusion with my audience as detrimental to my professional performance.'

Fair eyebrows rose sharply towards the gleaming blond hair. Now there was no denying the annoyance in his voice. 'Good grief, Miss Carmel. Spoken like a lawyer. No wonder they named you Jezebel Justice!'

'That was the reason,' said Archie. 'I noticed the way she spoke. And the clothes, of course. It was my idea to call her that. In fact I...'

His attention suddenly seemed to drift. Carmel looked to where he was looking. The light from the glass orb had stopped and settled on the group of people at the other end of the bar.

Valeria was among them, but did not notice that Archie was looking her way. She appeared to be in deep conversation with her friend who had shoulder-length blonde hair, was very tall, very angular, and wore a dark grey trouser suit.

Oliver Hardiman attempted to regain her attention. 'If that's the case, perhaps I could buy you a drink.'

'I'm sorry,' said Carmel as she slipped off her stool. Suddenly, an idea came to her. She smiled sweetly up at him. 'But perhaps you'd like to meet my friend, Valeria. I'm sure she'd like a drink with you - perhaps even supper.'

She ignored Archie's look of annoyance. How dare he presume she would accommodate this man? How dare he betray her privacy?

Oliver eyed her sidelong. He looked puzzled, but Carmel - Abby - gave him no time to question her actions. Grabbing his hand and dragging him firmly through the crowd, she led him to where Valeria still stood with the tall blonde stranger.

Valeria's dark eyes opened wide when she saw her friend. 'Darling,' said Valeria in that husky voice of hers. 'Marvellous to see you.'

Abby introduced everyone.

Valeria was all attention, all gushing enthusiasm. Her eyes raked Oliver Hardiman's body as though he wasn't wearing the Armani suit and Gucci shoes. As though he wasn't wearing anything but a big smile and a large hard-on, and Valeria did like big erections!

Her long dark fingers were grasped by his. 'Charmed, Mr Hardiman. My word. Where did Carmel find such a gorgeous man as you?'

Abby took charge of events. 'Here, darling. Now do try and get on together. Get closer. Get to know each other.'

As she said it, Abby, in her guise as Carmel of the black, shoulder-length hair and bright red lips, caught hold of Valeria's hand. Accompanied by such words, anyone else would have placed it inside Oliver's hand. But Carmel was not anyone else. She was something very different, something far more special than those who saw her could ever realize.

With a haunting smile around her bright red lips, she guided her friend's hand to Oliver's crotch; then laughed at his sudden intake of breath and the shocked look on his face. All the same, she knew he would not refuse to let that hand go further, to let it undo his zip in some darkened place, and let Valeria do to it whatever she pleased.

'Well...' Valeria's breasts swelled with excitement. Her dark brown eyes were wide, and her generous, plum-coloured lips glistened after her tongue had run over them once or twice.

Like a panther, thought Carmel, like a sleek, black panther about to partake of a meal.

'Carmel...' Fingers touched her shoulder. 'Hardiman is a very special man. I wanted you to...' Archie's voice was low, but coldly angry. Carmel slid from his grasp. Now, she decided, was the time to leave. She had no wish to hear why Archie wanted her to ingratiate herself with a 'personal' friend of his. The shadier side to Archie's world was something she carefully steered clear of. There were rumours that he was involved in other rackets; drugs, prostitution, dirty films. She wanted to know nothing about them.

Taking the view that there is safety in numbers, and a certain security in like reaching for like, she grabbed the arm of the big blonde who had come with Valeria.

'Come on,' she said quickly. 'Valeria can manage him without our help.'

Valeria, she could tell, still had the man's crotch in her hand, her body leaning against him so he was trapped between her and the bar.

The blonde began to protest, but her voice sounded croaky, as though she had a cold. Carmel ignored her protests.

'Don't be a gooseberry,' she said crisply. 'Val likes to have guys to herself. Don't worry. She's set up for the night. She won't miss you.'

Outside, the night air tingled and throbbed with the sounds of civilization. A thousand lights twinkled from the night-time city. The sky blearily reflected its brazen light.

'Taxi!' shouted Abby, and raised her hand.

'No!'

Strong fingers gripped her arm.

'I have a car.'

'And a cold?'

Either the blonde did not hear, or she ignored Abby's obvious comment about the deep croakiness of her voice. With heels clacking along the cracked, uneven pavement, the two figures threw long shadows as they passed beneath the yellow glare of an NCP sign. They took the stairs, the blonde consistently taking them two at a time. Abby did a pretty fair job of keeping up.

'This way.'

Now it was the blonde's turn to grip Abby's hand and guide her among the parked cars.

'This is mine.'

They stopped and the blonde rummaged in a small patent leather handbag. 'Keys are in this bloody thing somewhere. Oh, shit. How can anyone find anything among all this bloody rubbish!'

With that the blonde tipped the contents of the bag onto the ground. Lipstick rolled one way, mascara another. Clunk went the keys as they too hit the ground. With knees spread wide, the blonde bent to retrieve them.

'What about your make-up?' Abby caught the rolling lipstick under her sole as she said it.

The blonde straightened up before she responded. 'Stuff the bloody make-up. I won't be needing it any more. Quick, get into the car.'

Abby shook her head in amazement and smiled. 'You must have money to burn. That stuff's going to take some fair money to replace.'

'I won't be replacing it. I told you, I won't be needing it any more.'

Glad to escape the fridge-white coldness of the car park's fluorescents, Abby slid into the front seat of a sleek, black car. The car smelt of leather and expensive tastes. Her companion switched on the interior light.

'Thank God for that!'

That is not a woman's voice, thought Abby. At last the penny dropped, and as if her head was perched on a spring, she turned quickly and stared at the person beside her. Her heart skipped a beat. A blonde wig flew into the back seat. A pair of high-heeled shoes followed.

'How the hell do you women wear these things?'

Should she laugh, or should she scream and get the hell out of here? A male face; female make-up, female clothes, broad, male shoulders. No. There was no danger. Valeria had something to do with this, and if this guy was a friend of Valeria, he could not possibly be suspect.

'Never mind how women wear such things, what explanation do you have for wearing them?' As she spoke, she took a deep breath and recognized the scent of a man among the warm leather smell of the car seats.

'It was Valeria's idea.' He smiled. His teeth looked very white, though comical, against the peachy brightness of his lipstick. 'I dared her to do something. And in return, she dared me.'

He paused. She was aware of his eyes studying her face, her eyes, her hair, and her lips.

He had brown eyes, dark eyebrows. Even in old age, she thought, his eyebrows would still be dark. His hair, although flattened tightly to his head from wearing the wig, was also dark and expensively cut.

Should I stay, she asked herself, or should I go? It was a stupid question. She already knew the answer.

Unblinking, she studied the firm contours of his face, the smile that played around his mouth and in his eyes. The seat beneath her buttocks felt suddenly warm, suddenly mobile. Her body was beginning to move, to demand. She sensed this man was unusual, as unusual as herself. She also sensed his sexuality. Strong forces were at work between them; complex chemical reactions that neither could fully understand, but both were responding to.

A woman of your profession, she thought to herself. How could you do this? How could you? But the need was too strong, and anyway, it wasn't the first time.

Once more, she told herself, I'll take a taste of the wild side just once more, and then I'll leave this life for good, stick to the day job, perhaps even get married and have a family. But for now...

She smiled, leaned forward, kissed his cheek.

'So, my blonde bombshell, you have exposed your gender. How much more is there to expose?'

He laughed, reached out, and cupped her cheek in the palm of his hand. He might just as well have cupped her breast or forced his fingers between her legs. The effect was the same. One touch, and her body was on fire.

His lips touched hers as he murmured his answer. 'Only my body. What about you?'

She did not hesitate.

'The same,' she lied.

The editor had told Lance not to spend any more time spying on the Red Devil Club, but Lance did not always do what his editor told him. Earlier he had seen the two women come out, had thought of how beautifully one of them moved - so seductively that he gave scant attention to the other.

He would have followed them if he'd been off duty, but to his mind, he was on duty, and that duty was in making notes about who went up and down the stairs that were lined with black painted railings and led to the dark red door at the bottom.

His editor might have ordered him away, but he knew his prey well, knew their habits, knew where to find them. Until his editor or the man above him gave explicit instructions as to whom he was to expose, he would do his own thing, and at this moment in time that meant hanging around the entrance to the Red Devil Club, searching out sinners.
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Chapter 3
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THE MAN WHO WAS DRESSED as a woman parked his car in a place he told her would be safe from radio bandits and joyriding drogues. Abigail looked around her. Empty streets, a few brick buildings, a railway arch that looked as if someone had scooped it out of the embankment with a soup spoon. Sodium street lights garnished the pock-marked road and pavements with hints of tangerine. This, she thought, is an odd place to leave something sleek and shiny, but it's his car, his problem. All the same, she couldn't help but comment. 'There's no one around here.'

'Correct. It's empty of people.'

He's right, she thought as she slammed the car door and cast her gaze over their immediate surroundings. There were no buildings; no pubs, clubs, houses, or blocks of concrete flats. The road was lined with fences of corrugated tin, spiteful wire, and crumbling stone walls. Behind such dubious compounds, wrecked cars were piled in rusting ziggurats, and around their base, guard dogs barked and howled.

'I know a place,' he told her. His fingers were warm and firm on her hand, and she trembled. It was as if the warmth and the firmness were heralds of his masculinity, and that masculinity was diffusing into her flesh. A host of familiar feelings gathered between her legs and hung there like molten lead. Later, that heaviness would disappear, that thrill of illicit fear would turn to sensual excitement. Later - when they got to where he was taking her.

She stumbled, so he let her hand go and slipped his arm around her waist. He led her over wet cobbles. Their footsteps, even their breathing, sounded hollow, echoing in the emptiness. Long and black, their shadows fell across the streets, the tin and the yards. Behind their makeshift barricades, the dogs in the scrap yards barked more excitedly.

Excitement was also in Abigail's mind. Who was this man to assume she was his for the taking in some dingy, dark hotel room?

Sidelong looks at his face, his height, revealed nothing. Good looking, dark haired. Was it blue eyes? Sodium street lights were notorious for mutating natural colours. She thought they'd been brown in the car. But then, he thought hers were black. She smiled to herself. A mask. Another mask.

None of it mattered. He looked good, he smelt good, and her body was on fire. She wanted him, this man who had been dressed as a woman. Another mask.

Thinking about that and wondering at his reasons for being in disguise, she glanced down at the silk trousers that skimmed her companion's feet. Instead of high heels, he now wore a pair of white trainers. They looked new. All the same, they did nothing to enhance the rest of his outfit.

He seemed suddenly aware that she was studying him. His gaze met hers. Yes, his eyes were brown. Her thoughts went back to the white trainers. She laughed.

'What are you laughing at?'

'I hope they don't object to your dress in the place we're going.' She glanced pointedly at the offending articles sticking out beneath the swirling silk of his trousers.

He took her point and laughed too. His eyes sparkled as they passed beneath a streetlight that leaned at an odd angle. She liked the way he laughed, liked his eyes and the way his hair left his forehead. He squeezed her waist, his hand moist and warm. Then he kissed her as one friend would another. 'I doubt it. Clothes might maketh the man in the Red Devil Club, but round here, it's money alone that opens doors - and no questions asked.' His voice was as warm as the palm of his hand, its moistness diffusing through the fabric of her dress.
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