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 CHAPTER 1


 Marika Fremen glanced out of the smoked-glass window of her office. It was only three-thirty on a Friday afternoon, but already dusk was falling.

Propping her chin on her hand, she swished the coffe around in her cup. It had long since gone cold. She could ask Gwen to make more, but decided against it. Pressing the button on the intercom, she spoke to her personal assistant.

‘Gwen. I’ll be leaving early today. I’m taking the Collins file home with me. I’ll look it over during the weekend.’ Her voice was low and throaty, carelessly commanding.

‘Oh ... er yes. Right you are,’ Gwen replied.

Marika heard the question in Gwen’s voice and smiled. It was uncharacteristic of her to leave the office much before six and she often stayed on long after everyone else had gone home. She had a reputation for being hard-working and thorough, even obsessive at times; one of the reasons why PrimeLight handled so many big names.

Marika loved her job. For the past year she had  lived and breathed for work alone. Her dedication had paid off. The coveted directorship was in the bag, her appointment a matter of formalities only. She had everything she wanted; designer clothes, an expensive car, a flat in Primrose Hill.

And James, her friend and long-term lover. That was what made her present restlessness all the more puzzling.

Something was wrong with her and she was at a loss to understand it. Perhaps she ought to have a health check-up, though she felt great physically and knew that she looked good.

The grey Armani suit, worn over a shell-pink silk blouse, fitted her slim figure perfectly. Sheer dark grey stockings and grey courts completed the outfit. She wore her shoulder-length blonde hair swept into a french pleat. Neat white-gold earrings were her only jewellery.

Marika knew that she thrived on stress, loving the thrill of the chase, and feeling comfortable delegating and giving orders. So why the recent headaches, her inability to sleep, and the vague feeling of dissatisfaction which coloured everything she did?

Well this weekend she’d take time out to relax. Maybe she’d give James a call and ask him over for dinner. She and James had an arrangement which suited them both. Neither of them wanted the involvement of a live-in affair. It was a good thing that James was married. He would never be tempted to get serious.

Marika gathered up the Collins file and placed it in her slim leather briefcase. As she uncrossed her slim legs, she was aware of the whisper of nylon as her thighs brushed together. The slight dragging sensation as thin fabric slid on skin was  pleasant, but something she hardly noticed usually.

Today it prompted a reaction, a rising tide of heat which seemed to centre somewhere near the base of her belly. This wasn’t the first time it had happened either. All week she’d been experiencing those flutters of self-awareness, little random messages that told her she was erotically charged.

It was like being twelve again, and having just discovered the ways to make herself feel good.

After those first furtive investigations under the bedclothes, she’d masturbated three or four times a day, enjoying having power over her body and exulting in the pleasure she could coax with her fingers. It was a guilty secret, something she hadn’t told anyone else about. Once she’d began to have boyfriends she hadn’t done it to herself so often.

Lately she’d started to masturbate again. And her love-making sessions with James were oddly unsatisfactory , but she didn’t tell him that, afraid to hurt his feelings. After he’d left her flat the previous night, she used a vibrator. But even pleasuring herself didn’t assuage the hunger.

She felt as body-conscious now as she had done all those years ago. Why was she so damn needy? It was inconvenient, unwanted.

Her Janet Reger knickers had ridden up under her skirt and a thin band of silk pressed snugly to the groove between her buttocks. The pressure of the fabric made her even more aware of the state she was in.

Shifting to make herself more comfortable, she knew that the crotch of her knickers was damp and her sex felt swollen and sensitive. Imprisoned by the closed purse of her sex-lips her clit throbbed dully.

Pressing her hand to her lap, she rubbed her knuckles against the bulge of her crotch, but that only made things worse. There was no time to see to her body’s needs now. She’d just have to ignore the insistent clamouring.

Marika reached for her grey raincoat, grabbed the black leather briefcase and left the office.

‘I’ll be at home all evening, if you need to reach me,’ she said cheerily to Gwen on her way past her desk.

‘Have a good weekend,’ Gwen smiled. ‘And enjoy the party on Saturday night. Should be plenty of opportunity to network. Though I’m sure you’d thought of that. You never miss a trick.’

‘Oh, yes... Yes. I’ll make the most of the occasion,’ Marika said.

She’d almost forgotten that she’d promised to look in on the author’s promotion at Waterstones. Janice Clements was a new client, the wife of an MP. She’d been paid an enormous amount of money for her first novel, a lurid tale of sex and intrigue, guaranteed to be a bestseller.

How could she have let that slip to the back of her mind? It wasn’t like her at all. Janice Clements was relying on her to attend and she didn’t want to mar their new relationship by disappointing her. She made a mental note now. Waterstone’s — Saturday. Eight sharp.

As the lift descended silently to the car park, Marika stared through the glass and chrome lift shaft which was attached to the outside of the building.

London’s Dockland took on an almost fairytale magic at this time of day. The deep purple sky formed a backdrop to the glowing towers of glass  and steel, which were reflected in the muddy waters of the Thames. Pin-points of light on the Isle of Dogs looked like christmas-tree decorations.

In the car park she approached her blue BMW, her heels clicking on the concrete. Recessed lamps cast a bluish light over the lines of gleaming cars and gave the concrete pillars a stark beauty. She disliked car parks. They were sterile, anonymous, a bit threatening.

‘Miss Fremen?’

The voice made her jump. She hadn’t heard the man approach. He was very tall and slim, dressed in something dark and well cut, expensive-looking. Immediately she was on her guard. He was hardly likely to call her by name if he meant to mug her, but she slowed warily anyway, her fingers reaching for the personal alarm cylinder which was attached to her key ring.

‘What do you want?’ she said.

The man smiled. She judged him to be in his late thirties. His hair was dark and close-cropped. He exuded confidence and self-possession.

‘You’re forthright. I like that. And beautiful too. He wasn’t lying.’

‘Who said those things?’

He ignored her question.

‘I’d like to give you this.’ He held out his hand. Covering his palm was a flat, black velvet box.

‘Is this some kind of joke?’ Marika said coldly. ‘I don’t know you. Why would you give me anything?’

The man smiled again, showing very white, even teeth. His face was lean, with high cheekbones. There was a rakish charm about him and something implacable in his calm dark eyes.  She felt instinctively that he could be dangerous.

He was very good-looking, she decided and was annoyed at the quick flare of interest. He seemed to sense it and she saw an answering response in his eyes. His gaze flicked over her, slowly and insolently.

‘This is something you’ll come to value,’ he said softly. ‘Take it.’

Marika stiffened, suddenly aware of the tension between the two of them. Her earlier state hadn’t entirely subsided. As she took a step backwards, the cool silk of her knickers brushed against her sex, which seemed to flutter in response. In her belly a hot, deep throbbing began.

Lord, all she could think about was what he’d look like naked. She imagined the flat planes of his chest, the muscles pushing against the smooth skin, his hard, flat belly and his cock, rearing up potently from the cluster of black curls at his groin.

The starkness of the imagery shocked her. She had never had such an immediate physical response to a stranger. The man could not have known what she was thinking, but Marika felt the guilty colour rush into her face.

‘Leave me alone, please. You must have made a mistake,’ she said, with a calmness she didn’t feel.

He shook his head. ‘No mistake. And I assure you that this is deadly serious.’ His voice was deep and well modulated.

She recognised the tones of someone who was used to getting their own way. Someone like herself.

‘It’s just a box,’ he said. ‘I want you to have it. That’s all. No strings. No explanations.’

His tone hadn’t changed. He seemed certain that  she’d take the box. Suddenly she was angry. Who did he think she was, trying to manipulate her? She hated having responded to him with that shameful surge of lust.

‘This is ridiculous,’ she snapped. ‘I don’t know you. And I don’t want your gifts. If you want to talk to me make an appointment at my office. Now stand aside.’

He smiled slowly. ‘I’m afraid I cant do that.’

Cloak and dagger, like a bad film, she thought. He seemed to have got his script straight out of Raymond Chandler. She was tempted to tell him to go straight to hell, but he stood between her and the car. Although slim he looked very solid.

The man waited silently, watching her reactions. His dark gaze unnerved her. She felt a trickle of icy sweat run down the inside of her silk blouse.

He didn’t look like a madman, but you could never be sure. Her throat began to dry with alarm. She decided to humour him.

‘OK. You just want to give me the box?’ she said evenly, surprised that her voice came out as anything more than a croak. ‘That’s really all?’

‘That’s all.’

‘Put it on the car,’ she said.

‘As you wish.’ Leaning forward he placed the box on the bonnet of the BMW. He smiled again. ‘I just wanted to be sure that I delivered it to you direct. There must be no mistake. I’ll bid you good night, Miss Fremen.’

Turning on his heel, the man walked rapidly towards the stairs which led to the lower level. Marika watched him until he was out of sight, then she unlocked the car and slipped into the driver’s seat.

Who the hell was he? And how had he got past security? Her hands were shaking and she gripped the steering wheel to steady them. Through the windscreen she saw the black box, its opulent velvet reflected in the gleaming blue bonnet. It was the sort of box expensive jewellery came in. And large enough to hold a small bomb.

She was tempted to drive straight out of the car park and leave the box where it fell, but curiosity got the better of her. Come on, you’re being melodramatic, she told herself. The man had known who she was. He had been polite, his manner cool, quite deliberately neutral.

Making up her mind, Marika opened the door, scooped up the box and placed it on the front seat. She was too spooked to open it here. She’d wait until she was safely inside her flat, with a Johnny Walker Black Label and ice in her hand.

Starting up the BMW she headed for the ramp, the rubber of the tyres squealing in protest as she swung the car in a tight half circle.

 



Marika pursed her lips and let out a long slow whistle. The box lay open on the glass-topped coffee table.

Nestling in the folds of deep red satin was a pendant. The heavy gold chain was curled snake-like around an oval of jet, surrounded by pearls.

She lifted the pendant, feeling its weight and running her fingertips across the smooth surface of the unmarked jet. The pearls had a wonderful creamy lustre. As she turned them this way and that she saw peach and pink lights in their depths. They were real, not cultured. She was puzzled. The plain jet oval seemed incongruous against the richness of the gold and pearls.

Somehow she sensed that the pendant was incomplete. It needed some final decoration to give it a unique character. She didn’t know how she knew this, but she knew that she was right. There was nothing else, no clue to who had sent the pendant or why.

Then, under the crumpled red satin, she found a small black card. There was a telephone number, embossed in gold.

She looked at the card for a long time. It wasn’t a London number. The gold lettering against the black looked classy, mysterious. She was intrigued, as no doubt she was meant to be. The whole scenario, the meeting in the car park, it was a set-up, designed to arouse her interest.

She pressed her lips together. One thing she did know. No one gave you anything for free in this life. There had to be a pay-off. The pendant was expensive, distinctive. Someone wanted something from her; someone who was confident of her response.

Marika took a sip of the whisky. One thing she hated was to be manipulated or taken by surprise by anything. In all of her business dealings she was in control. Her private life echoed the fact. She loved order in everything. Neat lines of figures on a page, matching colours, her spotless flat decorated in almost Spartan good taste.

She drained her glass and poured another drink, topping it up with water. Whoever her mysterious admirer was, he was going to be disappointed. She certainly had no intention of phoning that number. If some rich, bored playboy wanted to play games that was his affair. She didn’t have to go along with him.

Leaving the box lying on the coffee table, she  ran a bath. She undressed, then removed her make-up and unpinned her hair. While the bath filled, she washed her hair and swathed it in a towel.

Easing herself into the bath with a sigh, she soaked in the foamy water. With a conscious effort she let the tension go out of her body. It had been a strange ending to the day and she just wanted to forget everything for a while. The whisky imparted a pleasant haze to her perceptions. Breathing in the fragrant steam rising around her, she closed her eyes.

But somehow he was there, the dark, nameless man who had stepped silently out of the shadows in the car park.

With an effort she cleared her mind, concentrating on her breathing and clenching then relaxing her muscles; exercise techniques she used to unwind after a hard day’s work.

The bath ought to have been soothing, but the perfumed water caressed her sensitized skin like hot silk. She squeezed water over her shoulders and allowed it to trickle over her breasts.

Despite her efforts she couldn’t help but be aware of the state she was in. The gnawing hunger deep within her hadn’t gone away, it had merely subsided for a time.

As she soaped them, her nipples gathered into red-brown cones. She trailed her fingertips over them, idly at first, then with more purpose.

Her nipples had always been sensitive and prone to becoming erect without the slightest stimulus. They were large and prominent, embarrassingly so. She always wore a bra, or the dark areolae showed through fine fabrics. The hardened stems even poked against the woollen  shirts and cashmere sweaters, forming visible peaks in the fabric. She would have loved to go bra-less, but was too self-conscious to do so.

As she caressed her nipples they lengthened and hardened. She pinched and rolled them, biting her bottom lip as they awoke under her fingers. Little slivers of sensation radiated downwards, finding an echo in the ticking between her thighs. She smoothed her hands down to the slight pout of her belly, stroking and kneading the warm wet skin.

Now she didn’t try to fight the pleasure that was spreading through her. Instead, she indulged herself.

Throwing back her turbanned head, she rested it on the bath cushion and parted her legs. Drawing up her knees, she let her thighs fall open and slipped her hand into the soapy wetness of her vulva.

The first touch on her thickened sex-lips made her gasp. She had been on heat all day and the incident in the car park had added the spice of danger to her ardour. As she stroked her clitoris, smoothing the little hood of flesh up towards her stomach, she began to fantasise.

She pictured the face of the man in the car park. Lean and dark, with those incredible high cheekbones. A dart of pure lust speared her as she imagined him looming over her, a sardonic smile on his face.

Marika moaned softly. Her clitoris was so swollen it was a firm little bud. Circling the jutting nub of flesh, she varied the pressure, closing her eyes as the sexual tension built within her.

Her whole sex was puffed up with wanting, the flesh of it slippery and heated. Thrusting two  fingers inside her vagina, she worked them back and forth, curving them up and pulling against the inner walls behind her clit. The pad of sensitive flesh there seemed to vibrate to her touch.

Inside she was soft and liquid, the fleshy walls clinging to her fingers. Her juices flowed around her knuckles, mingling with the scented bubbles and bath water. She imagined the man in the car park grasping her and dragging her out of the bath.

He held her around the waist, pushing her forward so that her hair brushed the bottom of the bath. The cold enamelled rim pressed into her stomach and her buttocks were made to gape as he pressed his knee between her thighs, forcing them open.

As Marika rubbed hard and rhythmically, she thought of his stout cock-head, nudging against her vagina.

‘You beautiful bitch,’ he said, in her imagination. ‘I’m going to make you come.’

She felt open, receptive, longing for the feeling of hard, male flesh inside her. Her fingers plunged deeply inside her, slick now and coated with her pearly juices. With her other hand she pinched her clitoris, wanting to feel a more violent pleasure than her usual gentle stroking and manipulation.

The spiked pleasure, the soreness and the unusual wetness of her vagina all coalesced into a single pulsing heat. Oh God, her imaginary lover was plunging into her, rimming her dripping sex with his swollen cock.

‘You want it hot and hard. I know you do,’ he grated. ‘Press yourself back against me.’

With a groan working up in her throat, Marika climaxed. Her womb contracted and the pulsings were deep and satisfying, going on and on. She shuddered and bucked against her hand. But one climax wasn’t enough, she continued to rub at her swollen sex, pinching her nipples, until she came again and again.

Afterwards, she lay back in the warm water, feeling it lapping against her breasts and shoulders. Her mind was a riot of confusion.

What was happening to her? The unusual desperation, the erotic fantasies were new to her. She had rarely masturbated so wantonly, so luxuriously. On the occasions when she did, she thought of James and his gentle, rather diffident love-making. Her orgasms were usually gentle too, sweet contractions followed by a satisfying after-glow.

Nothing like the wickedly wrenching pleasure she’d just experienced. It had felt like she was dissolving into pure pleasure. She didn’t recognise herself.

The image of the stranger manhandling her, possessing her, plunging into her, had added a new element to her fantasies. She realised that she’d become strongly aroused by the incident in the car park. In her already heightened state, she’d fixated on the messenger.

God, she must be twisted, getting off on the air of menace that surrounded the man. In fact he hadn’t been all that threatening, now that she came to think about it. He was devastatingly attractive. It was more the thought of what might have happened, what she wanted to happen, that had driven her to fantasise about him.

He was the first man she was really interested  in for a long, time. The very antithesis of James. James was comfort, warmth, order. The other man was excitement, danger, the unknown. She realised that she hadn’t thought to ask his name. And now she wished that she had.

She felt guilty, as if she’d betrayed James somehow. Then she smiled, how stupid. He’d never know if she didn’t tell him. The harmless fantasy couldn’t hurt anyone. And she’d probably never see the man again. Unless... She could telephone the number on the black card.

No. Impossible. Too dangerous, too risky.

Marika’s hands shook slightly as she dried herself carefully and shrugged on a white towelling robe, before padding into the adjoining bedroom. The decor was predominantly grey-blue. Pools of light from blue-shaded, art deco lamps spread a golden glow over the room.

She sat on a chaise-longue and smoothed body lotion over her limbs. Her favourite perfume filled the bedroom. Rubbing at her hair with a towel, she left it to lie in a damp tangle over her shoulders. She decided to make coffee and skim over the Collins file before cooking herself some pasta.

The open box on the coffee table drew her eye the moment she stepped back into the sitting-room. Somehow she had hoped that it would have disappeared, even though she knew that was impossible. The whole incident in the car park had the quality of a dream.

The pendant wasn’t going to go away. It was a potent reminder of a disquieting incident, a problem she must deal with. There had to be a way to address this. While she made herself coffee, she weighed the possibilities.

Could someone have sent her a surprise present? James? She didn’t think so, it wasn’t his style, but it was just possible. She had to discount him first. He answered the phone on the third ring.

‘Marika? What a pleasant surprise. I wasn’t expecting you to call.’ His voice sounded warm and comfortable, as it always did. But she detected a note of wariness. His wife was probably back from her business trip.

‘I know,’ she said, deciding to make this brief. ‘I wanted to talk to you. You haven’t... sent me anything, have you?’

He laughed. ‘No. Would you like me to? Have I forgotten your birthday or something?’

She laughed too. ‘No. That was in December. Remember?’

‘What’s this about then?’ He was amused. She pictured his face, strong-featured with creases around his blue eyes, the grey wings at his temples. ‘Is it just an excuse to phone me? I can’t come over right now. It’s a bit difficult...’

‘That’s not why I rang,’ she said, more abruptly than she meant to. ‘I didn’t expect that you could. It’s just that someone sent me a present. I thought it might be you.’

His voice was puzzled. ‘What sort of a present?’

She felt suddenly hesitant. For some reason she didn’t want to tell him about the pendant. She forced another laugh.

‘Well if you’d sent me something, you’d know what it was, wouldn’t you?’

‘What’s this, a riddle? Are you telling me that someone sent you a gift and you don’t know who it’s from? It’s probably an office prank. Shove it back in the post with “not known” scrawled on the front.’

‘Yes. You’re right, of course,’ she said, smiling at the way he had assumed she’d received a parcel through the post.

How odd. She thought James knew her fairly well. He ought to have realised that she wasn’t the sort of women whom people played pranks on. She had never phoned him for reassurance before either. For just a moment she was disappointed by his lack of interest. He wasn’t even curious about what the ‘gift’ was.

‘Look, I’m sorry to bother you with this,’ she said, her tone one of forced lightness. ‘It’s so silly really. I knew it couldn’t have been you. But I just wanted to be certain. Have to go now. I’ve work to do. I’ll see you tomorrow?’

‘Right. The Waterstone’s thing. Shall I pick you up from the flat?’

‘I’m not sure if I’m going, James. I think I have the start of a cold or something. Let me get back to you on that. OK? Bye for now.’

She replaced the receiver, slowly. What on earth had possessed her to say that? She felt perfectly healthy and she knew that she definitely was going to Janice Clements’s party.

And then she knew why she had put James off going with her to Waterstone’s. Whoever had sent the pendant had to know something about her; at the very least, her name and where she worked. That pointed to some sort of involvement with a client.

Of course. She felt stupid now for bothering James. Why hadn’t she seen it sooner? There had to be a business connection to this whole charade.

PrimeLight was very prestigious and she had a reputation for being choosy about the clients she represented. Some of them would go to great  lengths to gain her attention. She laughed with relief. There was nothing sinister about this at all.

The pendant, the mysterious man in the car park, the cryptic message - it was all a stunt. She had only to phone that number and a prospective client would answer.

She glanced towards the coffee table where the black card lay on the glass top, a small square of midnight with gold lettering.

In the box, on its bed of crumpled scarlet, the pendant glowed dully. It was beautifully crafted and obviously expensive. Whoever could afford to give away something like that as a gimmick had to be worth courting. She felt a frisson of excitement, the gut feeling she always experienced with an imminent deal.

Reaching out confidently, she picked up the black card and began to dial.




 CHAPTER 2


 As soon as he answered Marika knew that she was mistaken. He wasn’t a client after all.

‘Ah, Miss Fremen. I’ve been expecting you to call.’ The voice was silky smooth, confident. Perfectly in control of the situation.

She recognised the voice at once. It was him, the ‘messenger’ from the car park. Only she knew with bone-deep certainty that he was the instigator, not the errand boy. She decided to be direct.

‘Who are you? What do you want?’ she said coldly.

She could tell that he was smiling. His face appeared in her mind. The dark, impenetrable eyes, and perfect white teeth. What would he think if he knew that she’d brought herself to orgasm while conjuring his image?

He ignored her question.

‘Have you a pen? Then take down this address. Come here at once. And wear the pendant.’

‘Wait!’ she said, sensing that he was about to hang up. Scribbling the address on a memo pad while she talked, she said, ‘I don’t take kindly to  being told what to do. What’s this about? Why should I do as you ask?’

‘You don’t have to do anything,’ he said coolly ‘It’s your choice.’

We both know that I’ll go, she thought. This is part of some elaborate game. But he knows the rules and I don’t. Well she wasn’t going to let him think that he was totally in control.

‘At least tell me your name,’ she said.

There was a pause and she realised that she was holding her breath, willing him to tell her. She sensed his resistance.

‘Your name,’ she repeated. ‘Or I swear I’ll tear up this address.’

There was another pause. She listened to his breathing, slow and measured. Her palm felt damp against the phone.

‘Oh I don’t think you will,’ he said. ‘We’ve marked you out as a woman who enjoys a challenge. Look inside yourself, Miss Fremen. See the dark void, the emptiness? Are you prepared to take a risk and look for something to fill that place? Don’t try to pretend that you’re perfectly happy with your life.’

Marika’s knuckles turned white. How could he know about that? How could anyone know?

‘You must tell me who you are,’ she whispered.

‘Must?’ His voice was cool, amused. ‘That’s not a word I respond to.’

There was another pause. The silence seemed to reach out to her. She sensed that he was waiting, anticipating her response. And, somehow, she knew what she had to say.

It cost her some effort.

‘Please....’ she said, horrified at the smallness of her voice. It didn’t sound like anyone she  knew. ‘Please. Will you tell me?’

‘That’s better. Now that wasn’t so difficult, was it?’

No one spoke to her like that. She fought the urge to swear at him, knowing that it would do no good. Was he going to tell her his name, or was this another of his games?

‘Stone,’ he said, softly. And hung up.

She stood looking down at the phone, gripped by mixed emotions. Uppermost was triumph. He’d given her his name and she sensed how reluctant he had been to do so. But she had almost begged him for that privilege.

Just the sound of his voice made her react in a way that was totally out of character. Instead of the hard-nosed businesswoman, she felt gauche, unsure of herself. It was extraordinary. No man ought to be able to make her feel that way.

‘Stone,’ she said aloud.

It must be a surname. It suited him. An unusual name for an arrogant bastard. She couldn’t wait to meet him again. Perhaps face to face she’d be able to cope with him, be her usual poised self.

The address was outside London. It would take her two hours to drive there, given the Friday evening traffic. Stone might be a prospective client even yet. One thing was certain. He was playing her like a fish on a line and he damn well knew it.

 



By the time Marika had dried her hair and applied make-up, the effects of the whisky and water had worn off.

She dressed carefully in a rust silk sheath dress and her favourite handmade shoes. Brushing out her hair, she secured it at the nape with a  matching ribbon. The pendant hung at her chest, just above the start of her cleavage. It was an unfamiliar weight. She did not normally wear necklaces.

Shrugging on a cream linen jacket, she left the flat. As the BMW nosed through the London traffic, she concentrated on driving, trying to order her thoughts. It was no use. She was too strung out to think clearly. The nervous tension seemed to have settled into a tight ball in her stomach.

Popping a cassette into the player, she turned up the sound and let the haunting voice of Roy Orbison wash over her as she drove. The traffic flow lightened as she headed up the Finchley Road into Hendon Way. Soon she was entering the slip road to the M1.

Glancing at her watch, she saw that it was nearing eight as she approached the signpost for Newport Pagnell. The butterflies in her stomach were having a ball.

She realised that she was hungry. The last thing she ate was a tuna salad sandwich and an apple. That had been around one p.m. She could have stopped at a pub, but she knew that if she swallowed a single mouthful she’d be sick. Besides, she was nearly there.

Glancing down at the scrap of paper with the address, she absorbed the directions she’d scribbled next to it. The house was on the outskirts of a village. Ah, there was the turn-off now.

She swung a left and eased the car round the curve of a bend. Stone pillars topped with lions marked the entrance to a private road. At the end of the road was a pair of tall, wrought-iron gates.  She cruised up to them slowly. As she approached, they swung open.

Obviously she was expected. The red brick façade of a large Elizabethan country house came into view as she drove up a tree-lined drive. The moon was visible between the trees. Elongated shadows panned across the bonnet of her car. Gravel crunched under the tyres as she drew to a halt, parking beside a stone fountain.
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