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      The Lady Roxanne dedicates this book to her friends who helped her with advice and research. Particularly for Chapter Eight
         …
      

   
      
      Chapter One

      
      AT THE EXACT moment that Shannon Garrett came, the audience began to applaud her.
      

      
      A single spotlight illuminated the stage. The theatre filled with cheering.

      
      ‘Ohh!’ Shudders of pleasure ran through her flesh. Heat flushed her skin. She slapped her hands down on her thighs, trapping the
         young man’s hands where he was gripping her. The actor’s hands were hard and strong. His firm belly pressed up against her
         inner thighs. He held her up, her toes barely touching the floor, her back pressed against a hard surface.
      

      
      ‘Again!’ she gasped.

      
      The ripple of applause died down quickly. A hush of anticipation descended. The main body of the hall was a velvet blackness.
         Shannon’s head tilted back. Above, a few candles made the wooden rails of the galleries gleam. Galleries on three sides of
         her, going up into the darkness, three or four storeys high. From the gallery seats Shannon caught the glint of candlelight
         from rings, from watches, from the eyes of the hundreds of faces looking down at her.
      

      
      She felt no urge to question. The demands of her flesh were too imperative.
      

      
      She lowered her head slowly, languorously. She lifted her hands and wound the man’s long brown curls between her fingers.
         Her hands clenched.
      

      
      ‘Take me again!’ she growled.

      
      The man’s head dipped, and he buried his lips against her bare shoulders. His cock remained rigid, jammed up her, filling
         her to the brim. Shannon tried to raise herself and look down to see it, but the frothing mass of her satin skirts blocked
         her view.
      

      
      He moved inside her.

      
      His linen shirt with its lace collar hung open. Sweat shone on his chest. The warm, sweet smell of sex and bodies filled her
         nostrils. Patchouli scent drifted down from the wings. The cock inside her thrust up, up, up, and she gasped. The man drew it back until the thick head of his glans teased the lips of her vagina.
      

      
      ‘More?’ His smile was crooked, appealing, and wide. His face dripped sweat. ‘More, sweetheart?’

      
      ‘Yes!’ There was something hard pressing up against her back. Something hard and narrow. The wooden pillar of a four-poster bed. The bed curtains
         were drawn back in red velvet swathes, disclosing the bed fully to the audience.
      

      
      In their full view, she slid her hand down under her skirts. The wiry hair on his belly brushed her hand. Her fingers sought
         his plump, firm prick. She gripped the velvet hardness.
      

      
      She began slowly to rub the sheath of skin back and forth over his glans. She heard him gasp. She wound one leg around his
         for support. The tough cloth of his breeches and the soft leather of his boots slid against her calf and thigh. Her body felt every weave of the cotton. Her toes slid across the wrinkled leather of his
         boots. She gripped his cock hard.
      

      
      ‘Now!’ She let go of him, shifted her weight and slid back down on to the lace-fringed linen pillows that were piled high
         on the bed itself.
      

      
      He fell with her as she pulled him down on top of her.

      
      She licked at his shoulder. His sweat was salt. The softness of his shoulder-length hair brushed across her face. She caught
         the glint of an earring in his ear. His welcome weight pressed her down on to the bed, down among the soft pillows that cushioned
         her back. She felt his rapid breathing as his chest rose and fell against hers.
      

      
      Her groin throbbed. She thrust her hips up against him and he gasped. A ripple of applause broke the hushed silence and someone
         called ‘Yes!’ from the dark auditorium.
      

      
      ‘Ah, now. Not so fast …’ The man raised himself up. His strong hands gripped her bare shoulders. His palms rasped against
         her skin. She flinched with sheer overload of sensation. He reached for the top of her jewelled, laced bodice. With one sharp
         movement he ripped it down. She heard a seam tear. The tight cloth pinned her upper arms to her sides and pushed her breasts
         up, swelling, to his waiting mouth.
      

      
      Shannon gasped. She couldn’t move. His tongue caressed her exposed nipples which jutted into the cold air of the theatre.
         They hardened instantly. She thrashed her legs in the confining gown. His hard thighs pushed between hers, the tip of his
         cock teasing her.
      

      
      With one hand, the man eased her breasts out of her dress, cupping their firm, swelling bulk. He squeezed her taut flesh. His wet, hot tongue traced up the curve of one breast,
         up over her collarbone, up the smooth skin of her throat, to her mouth. Her lips opened. His mouth fastened bruisingly hard
         on hers. His hot tongue thrust into her mouth. She felt her fullness and relished it.
      

      
      ‘Yes!’ She flung her arms around him. She embraced his wide, muscled shoulders. His shirt was wringing wet, and his flesh
         burning hot. Her hands made claws and dug into his back.
      

      
      He tore his mouth away. ‘Yes! Now!’

      
      Her hips arched up. Her sex ached for his thrust. Her lacy undergarments slid down her thighs to the stage floor. The applause
         began again. She could think of nothing but his body.
      

      
      His hips pounded down. She spread her legs wide. The tip of his cock thrust her labia apart and the thick bulk rammed up into
         her, pushing her apart, thrusting again, thrusting again—
      

      
      Shannon’s body arched. She cried out. A flood of hot pleasure pulsed through her body from her sex. She came again, and, riding
         the thrust of his still-hard cock, came for a third time. The applause became thunderous.
      

      
      She sprawled back, breath hissing from her throat. The audience cheered. Sated pleasure relaxed every muscle in her body.
         The thin cotton of her lacy petticoat clung to her thighs, soaked with sweat …
      

      
      BRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRR RRRRRRR!

      
      ‘What? Shannon yelped.
      

      
      The siren – or was it a bell? – drowned out her voice. She tried to shout.

      
      BRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRR RRRRRRRRRRR!!
      

      
      The noise ripped through the theatre again. A fire alarm? The end of the world? She thrashed, tangled in something.

      
      Tangled in a duvet.

      
      The cover of a duvet soaked with sweat.

      
      The sun blared through the hotel bedroom window directly into her eyes.

      
      ‘Oh, what?’ Shannon Garrett groaned as she finally woke up. There was no man beside her. The hotel bed was empty.

      
      The harsh fire alarm became the buzzing of her travel alarm clock. Shannon whimpered. She slammed her hand down on the doze
         button.
      

      
      ‘Why am I doing this?’ She paused. There was no one in the hotel bedroom with her. She continued to address (for want of an audience) the
         ceiling. ‘Why am I not doing that?’

      
      There had been a time when she had engaged in sexual adventures not that far short of this morning’s dream. It had not even
         been long ago. Eighteen months, maybe; two years at the most. But since then …
      

      
      The alarm clock shrilled again. Shannon jumped. The pleasurable half-doze vanished. She looked at the green digital read–out.
         05:30. Five-thirty in the morning.
      

      
      That’s why I’m not doing this any more. Because I’m working thirty-six hours a day! Because I have to get up and practise my sales
         presentation for this conference. Oh, shit.
      

      
      Shannon Garrett sat up in bed. She slept naked, as always. Her smooth shoulders and full rounded breasts were slick with sweat
         from the dream. Her curly auburn-brown hair stuck to her cheek. She swept it back. Her grey-green eyes screwed up against the morning light. A
         sharp pain dug in above one brow.
      

      
      I certainly shouldn’t have drunk those last four daiquiris, she thought despairingly. It’s five-thirty in the morning. I am
         in a hotel in Luton. I have a sales presentation for Femme magazine. I feel like death. I would much rather be at home, waking up around ten – or rather, being woken up around ten
         by a large, muscular young man with a hard-on …
      

      
      But Femme’s worth it. I finally made editor. It’s my magazine now.
      

      
      Shannon dropped the duvet, swung her feet over the side of the bed and stood up. The wardrobe mirror reflected the soft, easy
         lines of her body: her smooth hips, her long, strong legs.
      

      
      Her dream vanished. A memory began suddenly to surface.

      
      I didn’t.

      
      Oh God, I didn’t

      
      I can’t have!

      
      Shannon sat down again on the bed, cradling her throbbing head in her hands.

      
      Oh yes I did, she thought. Shannon Garrett puts her foot in it again – right in it! I can’t believe I let Richard Stanley even start a conversation with me, never mind anything else!
      

      
      Shannon sat in the morning sun. The early heat poured over her skin like warm cream. She raised her eyes to the window with
         a gaze that saw nothing of the sparkling dawn skies.
      

      
      ‘Just what have I agreed to?’ she implored the empty room.
      

      
      Her mind raced frantically back to the night before …
      

   
      
      Chapter Two

      
      … AND RICHARD STANLEY.

      
      Richard leaned back against the plush hotel bar seat. His well-cut blond hair was unruffled. His suit was not even wrinkled.
         And it was past two in the morning, and the day had been crammed full of meetings. His eyes were only a little red. Damn,
         Shannon thought. How does he do that?
      

      
      She eased her high-heeled shoes off, under cover of the table.

      
      ‘So anyway,’ Richard Stanley continued, ‘this girl I knew worked for a telephone sex-line. You know: for sad gits who can’t
         get a bird. And perverts. Geeks who like sniffing panties.’
      

      
      There was a snicker from the gathered editors and editorial assistants employed by the various branches of Midnight Rose International.
         Most of the group who had stayed the course in the bar tonight were male. Shannon fixed Richard with a sharp (if rather glassy)
         stare. She sipped her daiquiri.
      

      
      Richard leaned forward into the centre of the group. He whispered conspiratorially. ‘And you know what? She ended up in the
         mail-order business. She told me she made more money selling her used panties to dirty old men than she did on the phone lines!’
      

      
      A secretary from Babes! went, ‘Ick! That’s disgusting!’
      

      
      Shannon Garrett did not like the staff that Richard collected around him on Babes! magazine. Come to think of it, she told herself, I don’t like him, I don’t like his magazine, I don’t like his people, and
         I certainly don’t like men who use schoolboy stories to gross out the women they work with.
      

      
      And just because Femme and Babes! are both owned by Midnight Rose International, that doesn’t mean I have to be nice to him.
      

      
      Especially when he thinks he can be more disgusting than a woman …

      
      ‘Used panties are easy money,’ Shannon said off-handedly. ‘I had a friend in the business, once. She tells me it can be faked
         convincingly with anchovy paste and tuna.’
      

      
      This time the ‘ick!’ was general. Shannon grinned.

      
      There was a glint in Richard’s pale blue, faintly bloodshot eyes that made Shannon think he wasn’t as sober as he looked.
         ‘You’d know all about faking it,’ he murmured smoothly.
      

      
      Shannon gritted her teeth. Then she smiled. ‘And you’d know all about sad perverts.’

      
      ‘How about it’s my round?’ Gary interrupted. He was one of Shannon’s editorial assistants: a lithe young twenty-two-year-old
         with one earring and a cheeky grin. He deliberately leaned between Shannon and Richard to collect their glasses. He murmured,
         ‘Save the blood on the carpet for tomorrow’s meeting, yeah?’
      

      
      ‘Yes,’ Shannon muttered. Her rival editor, Richard, said nothing. She added, deliberately provocatively, ‘After all, since
         Babes! is going to be deep-sixed, I suppose we should all be kind to Richard …’
      

      
      Gary shrugged and went to the bar. He wore a helpless grin. Richard Stanley leaned his arms on the polished wooden surface
         of the table and brought his face closer to Shannon.
      

      
      Richard’s breath smelled of alcohol. ‘Somehow, sweetheart, I don’t think my magazine is the one that’s going to be cancelled. I think Femme is due for the chop. Your sales figures are hardly brilliant, are they? Perhaps ordinary people have got tired of reading
         unrealistic articles telling them they ought to be having orgasms twice daily while climbing Mount Everest!’
      

      
      Normally Shannon would have worried about what office gossip he might have heard. She did briefly wonder, what makes him so
         sure I’m the one who’s going to suffer from the downsizing? But her temper had begun to get the better of her.
      

      
      ‘So having orgasms is unrealistic, is it?’ she purred. ‘In that case, I’m sorry for the women you go to bed with!’

      
      ‘Normal people,’ Richard stressed, slurring his words very slightly, ’don’t have sex at the drop of a pair of knickers! Your
         readership, even in this enlightened age, mostly have routine sex in the bedroom with their partners, when they’re not too
         tired after working till nine at the office. People want fantasy, like Babes!’

      
      ‘How patronising. I think people want fantasy and reality,’ Shannon said silkily. ‘I always thought Babes! – tacky and naff soft porn though it undoubtedly is – was intended as an Argos Catalogue of novel sexual ideas for people to actually put into practice … What a shame that you don’t have any confidence in your
         own magazine!’
      

      
      ‘Oh my Gawd.’ Gary tugged at her arm. ‘Time to go to bed, tiger.’

      
      Shannon ignored him. She prodded an unsteady finger across the bar table at Richard Stanley and his superior smile.

      
      ‘People are a lot more adventurous than you think!’

      
      ‘Rubbish!’ Richard snapped, red-faced. ‘At the very best, it’s fantasy. That’s why people buy these magazines. They never
         do that kind of thing!’
      

      
      ‘I do,’ Shannon protested. ‘I used to be a real mouse. But all I needed was a challenge.’

      
      The fair-haired man leaned back in his seat. He abruptly changed tack. ‘Yes, Shannon, but we’re talking about normal people.
         Normal women.’ Richard glanced around at the group of men, most of whom were looking back and forth at him and Shannon and
         grinning. ‘You can’t call yourself representative. Bit more adventurous than the norm. Lots more adventurous, if what I’ve heard is true!’
      

      
      ‘Women having sex is normal!’ Shannon felt stung. She eased back in her seat, flexing her stocking-clad feet under the table.
         Her feet hurt, her head was beginning to feel the effect of too much coffee and too much late-night drinking. The background
         muzak irritated her almost as much as the way that Richard Stanley raised his eyes to the ceiling and smiled pityingly.
      

      
      ‘Shannon, my dear. Other people are so much more tame than you think. Why do you imagine Femme is so signally failing to succeed? The average woman doesn’t dare do what your articles say she should. And if she does –
         she doesn’t enjoy it.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, really?’ Shannon said. ‘Patronising sod. You should never underestimate “ordinary” people. If you’d ever looked under
         the surface, you’d know that. You take any ordinary person – take anyone on your magazine staff, say, or in the Femme office. I bet you anything you like, they’re already sexually adventurous enough to turn your hair grey!’ She paused. ‘And
         anything one of your people would do, one of my people would do double!’
      

      
      Raucous cheers broke out from the group at the bar. Shannon realised she had got loud. She glanced down and smoothed her satin
         skirt over her knees.
      

      
      In a much quieter voice she said, ‘How did I get into a dumb argument like that?’

      
      Richard Stanley’s smile was rueful. He scratched at his short blond hair, his suit-sleeve pulling up far enough to show the
         Rolex watch he wore. ‘By being dumb, I suppose.’
      

      
      His tone was friendly – for a moment she didn’t register what he had said.

      
      Richard stood. He leaned over the back of her chair. His smile sharpened to malice. She became very conscious of his wide
         shoulders, and the wiry fair hair on his wrists, and the strong fingers weighed down by gold signet rings. His body was oppressive,
         looming over her.
      

      
      ‘My dear girl,’ Richard Stanley said. ‘You know very well that Femme doesn’t stand a chance in any kind of competition with Babes!. I picked my staff personally. We’re hardly ordinary. If it came down to it, do you really think the staff of a ladies’ magazine could be more raunchy than my people, who do hard-core fantasy
         photo shoots? I think not. Get real.’
      

      
      You’ve changed your tune, haven’t you … Talk about male ego!
      

      
      Get stuffed! leapt to Shannon’s lips. She restrained herself. She smiled sweetly. ‘Then you don’t have anything to worry about at tomorrow’s conference meeting, do you? Mr Howard will pat you on the back and say “well done”. He won’t
         kick you in the backside, and say “you’re redundant!” ‘
      

      
      Richard scowled. He could not be much over thirty, Shannon thought, but when he frowned and stuck his lower lip out, he looked
         like a sulkily unattractive two-year-old. In a suit. The thought was comic.
      

      
      ‘And what are you grinning at?’ he snarled, his poise gone.

      
      ‘You’ll never know …’ Shannon picked up her shoes, and padded across the bar to the Ladies’ in her stockinged feet, swinging
         her hips (even in her business suit’s tight skirt) and smiling with an air of happiness and slight inebriation.
      

      
      And it would have stayed nothing but a bit of 2 a.m. drunken rubbish, she thought later – if only Edmund Howard hadn’t been drinking in the other bar…
      

      
      She emerged from the Ladies’ some minutes later, pausing at the door to drop her shoes and wiggle first one and then the other
         black-stockinged foot into them. She held on to the polished wooden door jamb as she did so. The carpeted floor was showing
         a distinct inclination to tilt.
      

      
      ‘Time for bed,’ she sang to herself.
      

      
      A voice behind her said, ‘I wonder if I could have a moment of your time’

      
      The muggy room settled back on its axis. Someone opened a window somewhere. The cool air of an early summer morning cut through
         the alcoholic fug. Shannon tucked her curly red-brown hair behind her ears, settled her feet firmly in her high-heeled shoes,
         straightened her back, and turned to look at the Managing Director of Midnight Rose International.
      

      
      ‘Of course, Mr Howard,’ she said. Her tongue felt too large and furry for her mouth. Her stomach plummeted. He wouldn’t tell
         me I’m being made redundant now, would he?
      

      
      Edmund Howard stood in the doorway of the private bar. Everything from his dark Savile Row suit to his hand-made leather shoes
         breathed wealth. At nearly sixty, he was as tall and upright as a much younger man. His hair shone silver. His face was deeply
         creased.
      

      
      It was not his clothes that gave him the impact he made on people. It was his eyes. Brilliant blue – and they hit you like
         a hammer. Edmund Howard was the only man Shannon had ever met who could stand at the far end of a sixty-foot conference hall
         and you could still see that his eyes were blue.
      

      
      ‘And Richard.’ He did not raise his voice, but Richard Stanley immediately left the group at the bar and walked across the
         room towards them. Shannon again wondered how Richard managed to look so uncrumpled.
      

      
      ‘Here.’ Edmund Howard held open the door to the private bar.

      
      It was much quieter here, Shannon realised as she walked in, preceding Richard. No music, better carpets, deeper armchairs, and the staff behind the bar looked entirely
         unaware that it was the early hours of the morning.
      

      
      So did the group of elderly men sitting on leather chairs at the far end of the bar. Edmund Howard acknowledged them with
         a nod, but did not rejoin them. He seated himself in an armchair by the dark window. ‘Now.’
      

      
      Shannon obeyed his pointing finger and sat down. The deep leather armchair almost swallowed her. She heard Richard give a
         slight grunt as he sat down opposite her. A waiter brought small glasses of spirits without being asked. Shannon let her brandy
         remain on the table.
      

      
      She met the Managing Director’s hard gaze. ‘I like Femme. It took me four years to get to be editor. I don’t want to be told the magazine’s cancelled. Is that what I’m here for?’
      

      
      It was a gamble, but in four years of working for the company he ran, she had always found he appreciated honesty, and the
         blunter the better.
      

      
      Edmund Howard inclined his head. ‘Possibly.’

      
      Shannon felt her stomach go cold.

      
      Richard cleared his throat and muttered, ‘Then perhaps I shouldn’t be here, sir.’

      
      Edmund Howard leaned his elbows on the arms of the chair and steepled his fingers. His gaze moved from Richard to Shannon,
         and back again.
      

      
      ‘If I were firing people on the grounds of idiocy,’ he said, ‘then I expect that both of you would currently be clearing your desks. I am in the process of talking to my business colleagues here about Midnight
         Rose International. I do not require two junior editors having a drunken and very loud conversation in the next bar. Do you understand me?’
      

      
      Shannon Garrett ignored Richard’s wince and took her courage in both hands. She smiled at Edmund Howard. ‘Drunken, loud, but
         interesting?’ she suggested.
      

      
      There was a pause. The skin around Howard’s blue eyes crinkled. The MD of Midnight Rose International smiled. Shannon noted
         the slightest suggestion of a sheen on his skin. Edmund Howard was not, she realised, one hundred per cent sober himself.
      

      
      ‘ “Interesting” is one way of putting it. In fact, it gave rise to a little bet between myself and my colleagues. That need
         not concern you, except that it has brought me to a decision.’ He paused to sip from his glass and savour the fine brandy.
         He returned his startlingly blue gaze to Shannon. She sat tensely in the deep armchair. She was aware of Richard squirming
         opposite. Her mouth was dry.
      

      
      ‘Sadly,’ Edmund Howard went on, ‘keeping both Femme and Babes! on the newsstands is proving uneconomic. You are aware that I have decided to cancel one of the titles. Your sales figures
         are much the same. In all other respects, there is very little to choose between the magazines – almost nothing, in fact.
         I need to make a decision by the end of this month. And, overhearing your conversation, I have decided to let it stand on
         the issue of who wins your contest – who, in my judgement, has the most sexually adventurous person working for their magazine.’
      

      
      Richard Stanley gave a high-pitched laugh that cut off immediately as he realised the MD was not joining in. Shannon saw his
         face lose colour. She herself smothered a giggle. She stared at the older man in the armchair.
      

      
      Edmund Howard regarded them with a quizzical smile. ‘I might add, I intend that the person who gains the most – satisfaction – from an encounter shall be deemed the winner. Not one who merely consents to perform it.’
      

      
      ‘But we didn’t – we haven’t – there isn’t—’ Shannon Garrett stopped. She realised her voice had crept up to falsetto. She
         swallowed and started again. ‘Excuse me, sir, but are you quite serious?’
      

      
      ‘I don’t make jokes.’

      
      The faint undertone of menace made Shannon realise, this is a man who deals in billions, who is ruthless in business, who can afford the occasional caprice… and I think we’re it.
      

      
      ‘I’ll speak to you both once the conference is over and we’re back at home office,’ Edmund Howard said briskly. ‘Meanwhile,
         I suggest you think of … candidates.’ His lined face became cold as he watched his two seated employees. ‘Unless you’d prefer
         me to make up my mind now, on the flip of a coin? That might be more sensible.’
      

      
      Shannon was about to say yes, forget the whole idea, this whole thing is completely untenable!

      
      And then, out of the corner of her eye, she saw Richard Stanley grin.

      
      It was more of a smirk. The blond man, in his executive’s suit and his expensive male jewellery, leaned back in the armchair
         and crossed his leg over his knee. His grin was aimed at her. It said, very plainly, you don’t dare.

      
      ‘You want to bet?’ Shannon murmured under her breath. She looked back at the Managing Director and gave him a dazzling smile.
         ‘I think it’s a wonderfully creative solution, sir. I have no objection, if Richard hasn’t.’
      

      
      It’s economics, she thought, as she enjoyed Richard’s weak attempt to smile. One of the titles is going to go. His or mine.
         We could let it be decided by some anonymous suit down in Accounts. Or we can do this.
      

      
      I want to do this!

      
      ‘It’s rather unfair on Shannon,’ Richard recovered. ‘But I agree with you, sir, it’s a good way of settling this. To the end
         of this month?’
      

      
      ‘Yes.’ The silver-haired man stood up from the armchair. The only sign of his age was the way that he momentarily took his
         weight on his wrists as he gripped the chair-arms and pushed himself up.
      

      
      ‘My secretary will deliver the bets,’ Edmund Howard said.

      
      ‘Bets?’ Her rival editor unconsciously wiped at his upper lip. Richard said, ‘How do you mean, sir, “bets”?’

      
      Shannon managed to stand up without falling back into the deep burgundy armchair. She beamed with inebriated satisfaction.
         ‘I said all anyone needed to be sexually adventurous was a challenge. You said any one of Femme’s staff didn’t stand a chance against any one of the staff of Babes!. I think Mr Howard is going to suggest the challenges. The bets. The things we bet our staff will do – will enjoy regarding as a challenge! And if they don’t enjoy the experience … they lose!’
      

      
      ‘Exactly.’ Edmund Howard’s grip under her elbow was strong and steadying. Shannon had not realised she was swaying. ‘Good
         night.’
      

      
      ‘Good night, sir.’ Richard stood.

      
      Shannon concentrated on not falling off her heels. Once through the closed doors of the hotel’s private bar, she leaned back against them and let out a long breath.
      

      
      ‘I don’t believe it!’ she exclaimed. ‘He’s nuts!’

      
      ‘He’s the MD,’ Richard Stanley said soberly. His bloodshot eyes were dazed. ‘He can be nuts. He can do this sort of thing
         any time he likes.’
      

      
      ‘It’s … the fourteenth today? That only gives us a fortnight! This is going to be …’ Shannon gave an amazed chuckle ‘… fun!
         Unbelievable, ridiculous, but fun!’
      

      
      The other bar was empty. Even Gary had gone up to his room. She picked up her jacket from the back of her chair. A warm, sweaty
         male hand touched her back. It felt wet through her silk shirt.
      

      
      Richard’s hand slid down over her skirt and caressed her bottom. His brandy-smelling breath brushed her cheek. ‘No reason
         why we shouldn’t start at the top, Shannon. Let’s say we see what Femme’s editor is willing to do. How adventurous will you be? Huh?’
      

      
      Shannon moved her elbow sharply back as she turned to face him. He grunted and fell back a step.

      
      Shannon said sweetly, ‘Just because I’m uninhibited, that doesn’t mean I’m not choosy!’

      
      His expression was wonderful to see. Shannon giggled. ‘Good night, Richard,’ she smiled.

      
      She reached the bottom of the stairs. He called after her, in a malicious whisper, ‘Don’t forget, Shannon. When all the girls in your office tell you that you’re crazy, and that they’re never going to do anything like that,
         and it’s the end of this month, and your crummy little mag ends up down the toilet – don’t forget that you agreed to this!’

      
      *

      
      Shannon Garrett fell back across the hotel bed, the following morning’s headache throbbing and stabbing behind her eyes.
      

      
      ‘He’s right. I agreed.’ She threw her arm across her face to block out the dawn sunlight. She forgot the rest of the conference
         and thought ahead to Monday.
      

      
      Monday, back in the office. With the editorial staff.

      
      Shannon chuckled. ‘They’re not going to tell me I’m crazy. In fact, I think I’m going to be knocked down in the rush!’

   
      
      Chapter Three

      
      ‘YOU’RE CRAZY! I’M never going to do anything like that!’
      

      
      ‘But I have to find someone!’ Shannon wailed. ‘Come on, Julia, you’re not going to let me down. Are you?’
      

      
      Julia Royston, the redheaded deputy editor of Femme, looked at her askance. ‘Now tell me this is a joke. Okay? Tell me this is your sense of humour. Please?’

      
      Shannon cupped her hands around a mug bearing the legend Give Me The Coffee And No One Gets Hurt. She took a deep breath and smiled at the older woman. ‘Oh – of course it is! You know what the conference is like. Adrenaline
         panic. I just thought you’d like to hear the depths to which late-night bar-talk can descend!’
      

      
      Julia, whose fortysomething calm had begun to seem curled at the edges, relaxed and smiled. ‘You do have a way of getting
         me going, Shannon. Now. About this article on lingerie; it’s late in …’
      

      
      The back of the office chair dug into Shannon’s shoulder-blades. She wriggled. The smart blue cotton summer dress she had
         bought on the way back from the convention was already marked with sweat under the arms. The Femme office’s air-conditioning couldn’t cope with the heatwave.
      

      
      Damn! That’s everybody. All my staff. I’ve raised the subject with them all. They all think it’s a joke – or want to think it is. And today’s the eighteenth. Now what?
      

      
      She sipped the acrid coffee and tried to get her mind back on to the October issue of the magazine.

      
      Her gaze strayed over her workstation monitor and out of her tiny, paper-filled office. A slim young woman with silver-blonde
         hair was emerging, rump-first, from under a desk. She dusted the knees of a pair of raw silk harem-pants with casual efficiency.
      

      
      ‘Her,’ Shannon interrupted Julia, ignoring her deputy editor’s sigh. ‘The girl with her bum under David’s desk – I’ve forgotten
         her name.’
      

      
      ‘Alix something.’ Julia’s copper-coloured eyebrows lifted. ‘Alix Neville. She’s on a contract to come and sort out our IT
         equipment every three months. Last time she set our local network up.’
      

      
      ‘That’s right. I remember talking to her way back in January …’ Shannon drained her coffee mug. ‘Take the lingerie article
         out and put the winter fashion article in. Drop the sexual compatibility quiz. Tell Sandra it would be really good if we could
         have the piece on sex with best friends’ exes for October instead of November. And hold my calls, I’m taking an early lunch.’
      

      
      On her way out of the office, Shannon stopped by the desk at which the silver-blonde woman was working.

      
      ‘Alix, isn’t it? Fancy lunch?’

      
      The young woman looked up, presenting Shannon with a pair of grey eyes as clear as cold water. She nodded once.
      

      
      ‘Let’s order.’ Shannon handed the menu back to the waiter, asked for salad. Fierce sunlight on the London pavements was muted
         here, through the bistro’s darkened windows. Fragments of light glinted from glasses, knives, and Alix Neville’s amazing hair.
         She was an inch or two taller than Shannon’s five foot five. Her slight build, and the long silver-blonde hair caught up over
         her ears, gave her an elfin look. Her face was wide at the temples, sharp at the chin.
      

      
      Alix’s gathered harem-pants and silk tank-top clung to a smooth-hipped and small-breasted figure. A stray curling tendril
         of hair lay across the ecru silk at her shoulder and the skin at the base of her throat. Her skin gleamed. There was a hint
         of muscle that made Shannon think the younger woman worked out in a gym, and that her slight build might be deceptive.
      

      
      Alix Neville smiled unexpectedly. She had a gamine grin. ‘So why am I having lunch with the boss? And why is the boss looking
         at me as if I were prize bloodstock?’
      

      
      Heat rose to Shannon’s cheeks. ‘Was I? Sorry’

      
      A twinkle appeared in the younger woman’s eye. ‘I thought perhaps I was supposed to blush, and say “this is so sudden”.’
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