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It was a busy office and the Secretary seemed marginally more knowledgeable than the Receptionist, but even she was less than helpful.

She said: “I can’t let you in.”

"I definitely have an appointment," Melia told her, hoping she sounded convincing. "I was sent for. I'm the Mobile Massage service. Lonxa Doherty."

"Mr Dernier is a very busy man," the Secretary said doubtfully, twisting her impossibly brown curls around one little finger. She consulted the big desk diary in front of her. "There's nothing in here," she said firmly.

"Exactly," Melia told her, lowering her voice. "Don't you think that's odd? Mr Dernier is a busy man, as you say. So why has he left this one hour free?"

"Your point?"

"He wants to consult me, but he doesn't want the whole world to know."

The Secretary nodded, as if admitting the possibility. She knew her boss, so maybe she was beginning to understand at last. Suddenly she made up her mind. She came out from behind the big reception desk and led Melia towards the inner doors. Then she stopped, one last time.

"I'm still not 100% sure," she muttered.

"Sure," Melia said, trying to sound reassuring, knowing that she was going to be challenged. "I get this all the time." She put down her sports bag and pulled the zip open. She took out a thin ring binder and opened it, turning over the pages discreetly.

"My qualifications," she said. "I've been studying massage for over five years. I'm perfectly respectable, if that's what you're worried about."

The Secretary didn't smile. She was doing a thorough job: she read all the certificates carefully. Melia held her breath. This was it. They’d only had a few hours to put together this portfolio, and even though she knew the Documents Squad usually did a good job, she couldn’t be sure that there would be something that might allow somebody to suspect they were forgeries.

She watched the Secretary’s face, but the woman seemed gratifyingly reassured. "You'll have to forgive me," she said quietly. "Mr Dernier has been caused a lot of trouble in the past. Dubious women have tried to trap him into situations and then blackmail him afterwards."

So that was it: the Secretary was worried about morals. No problem. Melia had principles, and she had a badge to prove it. Unfortunately, that was the last thing she would be able to show on this assignment. She was definitely working ‘undercover’.

Instead of saying too much, Melia asked quietly: "That happens a lot?"

"Four times in the last two and a half years. Mr Dernier is a very attractive bachelor."

The poor woman didn't need to say anymore. Melia could tell from the whimsical tone in her voice that this Secretary was not only very admiring of her boss; but also very protective; and even a wee bit in love.

It was sad, but it happened.

Melia looked at her critically: this Secretary wasn't such a bad looking woman, either. Painfully scraped back deep-dyed hair and a fierce expression, but she was tall, imposing and fitted her carefully tailored suit impressively. With more make-up and a suitably low-cut evening dress, she would make a desirable dinner companion, in some dimly lit and expensive restaurant. The sort of exclusive place that Mr Dernier could well afford. Still, as far as she knew, the surveillance team hadn’t actually reported seeing the boss dining with this particular member of staff. Not yet.

Melia wondered how painful it must be for this devoted employee to be reading about her boss in the gossip columns of the national newspapers. And how awful to see photos of him with some of the most beautiful women in the country draped over his arm at charity events. Melia sighed inwardly. Well, it would be better than seeing him handcuffed and carried off to prison – as was likely, if she did her job properly.

"I didn't know he was a bachelor," Melia said, trying to prompt more revelations. "I thought he was married. Maybe separated?"

"He's a widower," the Secretary told her shortly. Melia nodded. Actually, she knew that. That was one of the reasons why they had started the current investigation of the rich financier by her team and why she had been judged to be the most likely person to succeed in the role of spy. After all, she was his type - tall, well rounded and feisty.

Amelia Harltiss, the most feisty of all investigators.

The Secretary snapped the binder shut and handed it back. Apparently satisfied - with the qualifications at least - she led the way into her boss's huge office.
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Melia stepped forward nervously onto the deep white rug in front of the most enormous desks she had ever seen. She was momentarily confused: the room was empty. The Secretary pulled the double doors closed behind them and seemed to be waiting. Sure enough, they could soon hear the sound of a voice, and the next moment, Mr Bronston Dernier, tycoon and import/export magnate, came bustling into the room from some kind of dressing room or bathroom off to the right. 

He saw them and moved forward, but didn't pause with the conversation he was having into the phone clasped to his ear. Melia thought at first it was a mobile, but she soon saw that it was a cordless, taken from the expensive looking system on one side of the desk. Mr Dernier didn't seem to be bothered with sitting there, though. He headed for a sofa off to the left, not far from the main door. He perched on its edge.

The Secretary announced: "Miss Lonxa Doherty, the massage lady." 

Her boss waved them both nearer but didn't stop talking.

Melia looked him over. He was a tall, well-built man in his early thirties. Heavy black hair complimented a strong face with a jutting jawline. He was handsome, in a rugged, outdoor way, which was surprising given his office-based work-life. 

Melia also knew his reputation, his playboy lifestyle and his success with women, numerous women. She had come today determined not to be impressed, but she was. He was a very attractive man. Still, she thought carefully, this was work. She was totally committed to making the secret assignment a success.

Melia put her chunky bag on the rug and moved forward determinedly, then stopped. She realised at once she wouldn't be able to play the part properly with him sitting cosily in the sofa. There wasn’t room for both of them. She wouldn’t be able to sit beside him and examine him easily where he was sitting. She looked around. Nearer the other door was a chaise lounge, padded leather and open at one end.

She went up to it, turned and said: "Sit here."

The businessman looked surprised. Perhaps he wasn't used to receiving orders, rather than giving them. Still, he acquiesced graciously, changing position, moving across and sitting on the edge of the unit where Melia was pointing, but still talking.

"Where does it hurt?" Melia demanded.

He pointed at his lower back, on the right hand side. She grabbed his knee and moved it round, so that she could sit beside him and have access to the affected area. The problem was that he was wearing a suit. Melia knew very little about massage, except the sports course she had been rushed through, but she guessed that normally the person doing the massage would have insisted that her client take off their shirt and lie down. It was clear Mr Dernier wasn't intending to.

As the Secretary hovered, still looking uncertain and concerned, Melia decided she needed to make an impression. Quickly. She began edging the man's jacket up and out of the way. She placed one hand on the small of his back and he practically jumped up in the air. The Secretary gasped.

"Hold this," Melia said firmly, and put one of the woman's hands on the edge of the man's coat.

"So," she said quietly, talking to her client, "it's sore, is it? This been going on long?" She knew the answer, but she wanted to hear it from him.

The man shook his head, in between talking.

Melia wasn't getting very far in working her way into his confidence and she wasn’t planning to take any more of the nonsense. She could sense that the man's back had all the makings of a serious injury, and needed to know more. It was evidence. She wasn't about to let his business get in the way of her finding out more.

She took hold of a fistful of silk shirt and gradually eased it up. The Secretary's eyes began to bulge out of her head. Melia looked at the pale skin along his ribs. Even her unskilled eye could see massive bruising. Placing a hand gingerly on the area just above his belt, she could feel the heat and the muscle tension.

Mr Dernier gasped and made an instant decision. "I'll call you back," he shouted into the phone. Suddenly, he was giving Melia his full attention.

"It
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