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 	Virginia Beckett had always known she’d run the family business. Ivy League degrees and a flawless pedigree prepared her for it. So when businessman Aaron Winston buys a stake in her company and threatens to launch a takeover, she plans to fight him off with every Wall Street lawyer she can buy. Fight his corporate advances, that is. His personal ones, she’s not so sure about.
 	Aaron Winston plays hardball. How else could an orphan from the Bronx end up with a successful business and boast-worthy bank account? He doesn’t plan on letting one corporate princess’s disdain for his methods get in the way of the deal, no matter how sexy she is. Although he wouldn’t mind removing that silver spoon and putting her luscious mouth to better use.

 	When a dead body ups the ante in their corporate war, Aaron and Virginia join forces in a trek that leads the unlikely lovers from fast-paced Manhattan to bucolic Connecticut to an isolated island off the coast of Oregon. Through it all, they learn nothing is more deadly than desire.
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 	Prologue

 

	 

 	“Have you ever heard the expression ‘I want her tit in a wringer’ or words to that effect?”

 	Phillip Carstairs cast an annoyed look at the disembodied voice behind the theatrically embossed silk screen, wondering if this could get any weirder. First the guy, whoever the hell he was, insisted on meeting him in this hole in the wall in Chinatown and then he hid behind a screen with a voice distorter and quoted Richard Nixon. Really. It was almost beyond what a respectable investment banker would do for fifty thousand dollars for an hour of his time. And Phillip would do just about anything for fifty thousand dollars for an hour of his time—unless it was illegal, of course. That cost more.

 	“Yes, I believe I have heard that expression.”
 	“Good. That’s the amount of pressure I need exerted in this situation.”

 	“I’m still a little foggy as to what you think I can do. I don’t really have a relationship with either of the parties you mentioned in your email.”

 	The email in question had magically disappeared from Phillip’s screen scant seconds after he had opened it. But it was there long enough for him to see the names of the two rather well-known business persons, the time and date of this meeting and, most importantly, the reference number for the fifty-thousand-dollar deposit into his account.

 	“For now, I simply need you to arrange a deal, Mr. Carstairs.”
 	“That’s what I do.”
 	“You’re to approach the gentleman I mentioned with an offer he can’t refuse.”
 	Great. Now the guy was quoting The Godfather.

 	“There will be made available to this gentleman a block of the privately owned stock of a certain company owned by the other aforementioned party.”

 	Whoever this guy was, he had to be a lawyer.

 	“The name and other particulars of the seller are in an encrypted email on your BlackBerry. Please read it as soon as you leave here and commit it to memory. These details will not be accessible by any other means.”

 	“I’m game on approaching Winston, but why would he bite? Don’t get me wrong, I don’t mind doing it, though frankly I wouldn’t sic him on my worst enemy.”

 	“Which is of course the point.”

 	“Oh yeah, the tit-wringer thing. But what does Winston get out of it? He’s a shark, all right, but there has to be a little blood to get him in the water. Or else the fish has to come to him and I don’t see that happening. This little fish is pretty self-sustaining.” He dropped the metaphor. “BFD is locked up tight. As private a company as there could be.”

 	“You let me worry about the details. This is all I need from you right now. I look forward to seeing the fruits of your labors. And rest assured there will be additional compensation.”

 	The waiter who had initially showed him in to the back room of this Chinese restaurant mysteriously reappeared, ready to show him out again. Phillip nodded. Additional compensation—that’s all a businessman like him needed to hear. What did it really matter who this disembodied voice was? He did wonder, though, what the hell Virginia Beckett had done to piss him off.
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 	Chapter One
 

	 

 	Aaron Winston scanned the room dispassionately. The same old cast of characters. Many of them he knew by name, but the rest he knew by type—the preppie investment bankers; the anxious lawyers; the monotone accountants. Most were men, he noted absently. But the few women present fit their mold just as neatly as their professional brothers. Aaron’s attorney, Rye Kinsey, pushed his perpetually slipping glasses back up on his nose and ran one hand through his riot of light brown curls. The plush mahogany conference room in the offices of Rye’s firm, fifty-eight floors above the Manhattan skyline, buzzed quietly with the low level of activity that preceded the commencement of a business meeting. “And so I said to Tammy, what the hell do we need a slate roof for, for God’s sake? What am I, made of money?”

 	Aaron listened with half an ear. For all the fees he paid Rye, the guy could afford a slate roof for twenty houses. Perpetually claiming a rich man’s version of poverty was annoying. Aaron had known what it was like to be poor, really poor, in a way that nobody else in this room likely did. It made him distinctly unsympathetic to Rye’s discourse on married bliss with his wife Tammy, the errant spendthrift.

 	He stood up abruptly. “Is there a vending machine around here somewhere?’
 	“Why? I can have whatever you want brought in.”

 	“Just point me in the right direction. I want to exercise my legs before we get started.”

 	* * * * *

 

 

 	Virginia Beckett stretched, crossing her arms in an arc above her head, her long blonde hair swirling from side to side as she began to roll her neck from shoulder to shoulder. It was a futile attempt to rid herself of the tension that had lodged at the base of her neck from the moment Aaron Winston had come into her life.

 	For as long as she could remember, Virginia had assumed that she would take over Beckett Family Delicacies when her father retired and run it until she was ready to retire. Her father’s unexpected death had tragically sped up the process, but she certainly was not going to let Aaron Winston prematurely end it by swallowing her company. It wasn’t about wealth or security or even pride—it was about identity. She was the head of BFD first and anything else—even a woman—second.

 	Which might explain why she hadn’t had a date in God knew how long.

 	Virginia scanned the soda offerings in the cafeteria vending machine. Diet Coke being her particular poison, she slipped two dollars into the slot and made the selection.

 	She had agreed to meet Winston and his troop of lawyers ostensibly to get some indication of his intentions, not that she didn’t already know them. Nobody paid that kind of premium for a minority stake in an essentially private company. She fully expected to be screwed, Wall Street style, by one of the best corporate raiders in the business—unless she could figure a way to get him to back off. Making a pit-stop in the cafeteria while the rest of her entourage went directly to the conference room was just putting off the inevitable. She reached for the can of Diet Coke.

 	“I know we can come to an agreement.”

 	The deep voice behind her startled her and she dropped the can. When she turned around, she recognized Aaron Winston. From his words, he clearly recognized her as well.

 	He picked the can up from the polished linoleum floor. “I’d advise you not to open that for a while,” he said as he handed it to her. She noticed that his eyes were a very dark blue, an interesting contrast to his black hair. Although she had seen him at a function or two, across a crowded room, she had certainly never been this close to him and was momentarily distracted by the blue eyes, the long lashes.

 	She looked away. “You’re full of suggestions for me, aren’t you?”

 	His mouth slanted up, head cocking to one side, and he leaned a little toward her and smiled, teeth white against his faint tan. “You don’t know the half of them.”

 	The forwardness of it, given the context, annoyed her.

 	“Nor do I want to,” she answered stiffly. For all she knew, there might have even been a double-entendre in there somewhere, although maybe she was getting paranoid. “I agreed to meet you because I want to put an end to this nonsense. But I don’t intend to cut some kind a deal in the back alley, er, cafeteria, if that’s what you’re thinking. I don’t run my business that way.”

 	“I’m quite aware of that, Miss Beckett. Your business is very well run, especially since you took over from your father. That’s what attracted me to it in the first place.”

 	“You’ll have to excuse me if I don’t find it a compliment to be taken over.”
 	She knew she was being surly, but she didn’t care.

 	He leaned casually against the vending machine. “How do you know I’m proposing taking you over?”

 	“An educated guess.”

 	He seemed to be studying her and when his black lashes flicked down, she got the most bizarre sensation. It was somewhere between outrage that he might be checking her out and a visceral excitement at it. Jesus, she was getting pathetic. She really had to break down and go out on a date once and a while. Once this was all over, of course.

 	“Well, I’m not going to be coy with you, Miss Beckett. I don’t operate that way.”
 	“No, nothing coy about you. Just the old sledgehammer.”
 	“Look, can we chill out?”

 	She warmed to the slightly annoyed tone. Those intense blue eyes were focused squarely on her face now. Good, she’d gotten his attention.
 	“I’m not interested in chilling out, Mr. Winston. I’m interested in making you go away.”

 	“Why are you so anxious to get rid of me?” he asked softly.

 	He was edging closer to her—how tall was he, anyway?—and she unknowingly moved backward toward the soda machine. “Look, Mr. Winston, getting your hands on that stock was an anomaly. It should not have happened, but nothing like that will happen again. I can promise you that. You’ll have paid a great deal of money for something that will never be anything more than a powerless minority voice in a family owned company. So why don’t you just name your price and get the hell out of my company.”

 	 

 	Clutching her can of cola as if it might prove to be some kind of weapon, Virginia Beckett looked royally pissed off. It didn’t exactly surprise him. Most of his targets were at first. So he knew that he should stay away from her for now and let her cool off. No good could come out of any one-on-ones between them at this point. But when he’d recognized her in the cafeteria, it had seemed like fate and he hadn’t been able to resist approaching her. For one thing, he was surprised by how sexy she was in person, with dark blonde hair and big gray-blue eyes, not to mention a killer body. Full, high tits with mile-long legs. They didn’t capture that kind of detail on the cover of Fortune. It made him half regret they weren’t meeting under friendlier circumstances.

 	Unfortunately, he’d already dropped a hefty amount into her company and wasn’t willing to kiss off the investment just yet. He knew what he should do was present her with the solution he had come up with, or march back to the conference room and present it to her and her lawyer. But he couldn’t resist teasing her first. Something about the uptight corporate exec vibe she was giving off made him want to for some reason.

 	“Any price?”

 	Virginia visibly relaxed, smiling smugly, and stood her ground, no longer inching away from him. “Greenmail is a dirty word these days,” she said, referring to the practice of certain corporate raiders of threatening to take over a company to extract a bribe from management to go away. “Just be careful not to get too greedy.”

 	Aaron flashed a gaze down her body, the gray silk snug against her tiny waist and the high curve of her breasts hidden by the demure neckline.

 	How about fucking you? Is that too greedy?

 	For one terrified second, he was afraid he had uttered the crude, completely inappropriate words out loud. He froze.

 	Since he was still standing and hadn’t been belted one, he assumed he hadn’t.

 	Instead he said, “You seem pretty fond of BFD and I’m going to assume it’s not for the same reason most CEOs cling to their jobs, namely for the fat pay packages and petty little fiefdoms.”

 	“For the sake of the civility of our negotiations, I’m going to pretend that you didn’t say that,” she murmured icily.
 	For half a second, he was tempted to say, “Good, then you can pretend that I didn’t do this either.”

 	He’d place his hands on her shoulders and gently nudge her back against the soda machine, then close the space between their bodies, feeling the luscious length of her against him, and before she could react, he’d kiss her lightly, his tongue tracing her soft, surprised mouth. The can she had been clutching would drop with a clatter to the floor and he’d move his hand down to her ass.

 	That’s when the slap would undoubtedly come, probably as hard as she could possibly make it, given her mood.

 	It would almost be worth it, though.

 	He cut short his daydream and smiled faintly. Smutty fantasies usually didn’t overtake him in the presence of business associates, not to mention about them. He chalked it up to surprise at how attractive she was.
 	“You didn’t hear me out. I said I’m assuming you’re not clinging to the independence of your company for those reasons. I’m assuming you have some kind of sentimental attachment because your family founded the company.”

 	“I wouldn’t call it sentimental. I’d call it a sense of value, of purpose, that you, with all your voracious gobbling up of companies, could never understand.”

 	“Whatever. I wouldn’t want to interfere with that. What I’m trying to say here is that I’ve thought about how we could make this a win-win situation and I’m willing to have you stay on as CEO of BFD. That’s a concession I almost never make. And if you agree to the merger to make BFD a subsidiary of Winston Enterprises, I’d be willing to give you an ownership stake in Winston as well as a hefty cash payment. Maybe even an operating role in the bigger company if it works out.”

 	“My, my, be still, my heart.”

 	He didn’t know what he’d expected, but she hadn’t even thought about it. In his book, that intransigence made her less than the businesswoman he’d thought she was. He found himself feeling a little less warm toward her.

 	“Again, no thanks, Mr. Winston. I meant what I said. BFD is my family’s company. It’s the only one I’m interested in running and I’m not interested in running it with any interference from any parent company or from you. If I don’t want you as a stockholder, what makes you think I’d want you as a boss?”

 	“As long as you make your numbers, you wouldn’t have any interference from me.”
 	“It’s all about the bottom line with somebody like you, isn’t it, Mr. Winston? Not people, not heritage—”

 	This was rapidly getting more heated than he’d intended. He didn’t back down from the argument, though. He rarely did. He was glad a quick glance around confirmed the cafeteria was empty. “I don’t know what people you’re talking about, but if you mean stockholders, mine are damn happy, thank you. And no, I don’t have a heritage to worry about. I made what I have. I didn’t inherit it.”

 	“Stole what you have, you mean,” she muttered, but loud enough for him to hear it.

 	“Fuck you.”

 	It just slipped out. Forget about smutty daydreams. She had managed to make him drop his cardinal rule of staying calm in initial meetings with a target, never losing his temper. But the thought that this corporate princess with all her family money was judging him and his methods unexpectedly infuriated him. Maybe he wasn’t as squeaky clean as she thought she was, but he’d done what he had to. Done things she’d never even imagine dirtying her hands with.

 	She popped open her Diet Coke and took a sip. “No thanks to that either.”
 	“Don’t be so hasty.”

 	Those gorgeous gray-blue eyes watched him thoughtfully. “You’re probably the kind of guy who never took the hint in college when a woman said she was washing her hair.”

 	“You may find this hard to believe, Miss Beckett, but I never heard that.”

 	He didn’t bother to point out that was because he’d never attended college. He was too busy working his ass off trying to stay off the streets of New York.

 	“That tells me more about who you were asking out than it does about you.”

 	Something about the way she was getting calmer and he was getting more worked up in the course of this conversation was just wrong. He tried to take back the upper hand. “Cut this bullshit. You’ve heard the proposal. Our companies are a good fit. I’m willing to cut you in on it, but if you’re not interested I’ll steamroll right over you.”
 	“You can try.” She took another sip from the can. “Who are you talking to in my company, by the way? Who gave you the tip? The greedy old aunt of mine you purchased your stock from wasn’t exactly advertising on eBay. I assume someone knew who to approach.”

 	“I don’t divulge my confidential sources.” He leaned against the vending machine, all his thoughts of getting a Coke himself long gone. “At least without some kind of a payment.”

 	“I don’t reward corporate spying.”

 	“You’re such a good girl, Miss Beckett. It almost tempts me to find out if you have a bad side.”
 	Annoyed as he was with her, she was quite sexy in her own way—well, in anyone’s way, actually.
 	“I do. It comes out when somebody is condescending to me. Or screwing me over.”

 	He laughed. “Gee, I almost got you to swear.”
 	“I’m glad you’re having such fun, Mr. Winston.”

 	“Grow up,” he responded dismissively. “If you don’t realize by now that I have you by the bal…throat, then you better get out of your ivory tower and get serious. Otherwise, this meeting is a waste of time and Winston Enterprises will be moving to an alternate plan.”

 	“Dare I hope that involves selling me back my stock?”

 	“Not quite. It involves getting a director or two on your Board to start with. And then you’re going to see how much trouble a dissident shareholder with as much stock as I have can cause. You may have been a good manager to start with, Miss Beckett. But from now on, I promise you, you’ll be spending half your time answering to me.”
 	“Thank you, Mr. Winston, for making your bullying tactics abundantly clear. I suspected this would be the case, but I at least wanted to hear what you had to say. Now that I have, I can be prepared for your shareholder eroding tactics and tantrums and can act accordingly. Was there anything else we should discuss?”

 	Aaron wondered how he had gotten so hostile so fast. Sure, he played hardball, but usually with a little more finesse.

 	That didn’t shut him up, though. Apparently he was on a roll.
 	“Well, for the record, since we’re already on such shitty terms—”
 	Her lashes dipped. “Your vocabulary is so wonderfully varied as well.”

 	“I’ll just throw in that if you want to fuck while we work this out, I’m more than amenable.”

 	Uh oh. He had said that one out loud. Clear as day. He levered himself away from the vending machine and licked his dry lips, waiting for her reaction. It was sort of out of line. He was actually a little ashamed of himself. He was usually more politically correct. He was a lot of things, many of them not so nice, but he’d never been a sexist.

 	But what the hell? Hard to believe he could go any lower in her estimation. And frankly, as much as she was pissing him off, she was turning him on too. Bizarre.

 	She didn’t slap him. By her calm reaction, she had expected the worst of him anyway, no matter what he said. Or else she was used to getting propositioned more often than her lofty station would suggest.

 	“This keeps getting better, Mr. Winston. Is this part of your normal intimidation tactic or are you making a special case for me?”

 	“Absolutely a special case. I’ve never wanted to fuck one of the CEOs of a company I’m taking over before. It adds a whole new dimension to the experience. But don’t worry, it’s not a one-time offer. Any time you feel the urge to take me up on it, give me a call. In the meantime, think about my other offer.”

 	“I’d rather die on both fronts, you conceited jerk.”

 	She stalked out of the room, nearly knocking over Rye who was coming through the doorway.

 	“What was that all about?” Rye asked him.
 	“I think I just made your job harder. I really pissed off our target.”
 	“Aren’t all our targets pissed off—unless they have a golden parachute, that is?”

 	“After the conversation I just had with Virginia Beckett, I don’t think a platinum parachute would help. We’re going to have to modify our approach in this case.”

 	“Why? What’d you say to her?”

 	“I offered to fuck her while she thought about my offer to take over her company.”
 	Rye pushed his glasses back up, then shrugged. “Wow. That bachelor-of-the-year thing really went to your head.”

 	* * * * *

 

 

 	Only when Virginia was safely back in the plush blue comfort of her office, the noon autumn sun streaming through the floor-to-ceiling windows, could she permit herself to think about what had just happened. Losing her legendary cool was putting it mildly. She was livid. Ever since Aaron Winston had entered her life a few days ago, she’d felt off-balance. Conservative and careful herself, she was baffled by Winston’s erratic behavior. First, threatening to try to take control of BFD and now, this. Insulting her with the oldest way to make a woman feel inferior—implying she was put to best use on her back.

 	Maybe Winston hadn’t gone quite that far, but he’d been inching up to it. Unbidden, the memory of how he had looked as he casually propositioned her came to mind. She had to admit he was handsome. His ruffled black hair, deep blue eyes and tall, lean frame had undoubtedly earned him a good deal of female admiration. But he could not possibly be arrogant enough to believe she would just fall into bed with him while she was fighting to save her company.

 	Even though he was rather hot.

 	A tousled blond head that would have looked more at home on a beach poked itself shyly around the half open door of her office suite. “I have it on the highest authority from several sources that you stormed in here and are prepared to eat alive anybody who has the audacity to disturb you.” Her brother Brendan hung dramatically on her door as if fearful to enter farther and deadpanned, “So I thought I’d come over and say hi.”

 	“Come on in, you idiot.” Virginia laughed in spite of herself. She rose to get them both a soda from her office refrigerator, handing her brother a can and then joining him on the overstuffed leather sofa.
 	Brendan whipped a cellophane-wrapped packet out of his shirt pocket and offered it to Virginia. At her blank look, he clarified, placing it in her hand, “Marketing sent this up. It’s a new cracker BFD is going to carry. Go on. Try it.”

 	“No thanks.” Virginia reached over to put the cracker back in his pocket. “Meeting Aaron Winston this morning made me lose my appetite.”

 	“So I take it that the big bad wolf, Mr. Winston, is not just going to go away?” Brendan asked, taking a swig of the soda and crossing his long legs in their perfectly pleated gray pinstripe onto the low glass coffee table.
 	Virginia took a drink of her own soda, buying time before she had to answer, finally saying, “I don’t know, Brendan, I think this guy is definitely on some kind of a power trip.”

 	“Tell me something I don’t already know. But what’d he do today?”

 	If it had been any one of her sisters sitting across from her, Virginia might have been tempted to give an honest accounting of Winston’s completely unexpected, unsolicited and unwelcome pass at her. But since it was her little brother, such full disclosure was out of the question. The impetuous Brendan would probably charge out to beat Winston up and end up with his surfer-boy good looks spoiled by a broken nose. Virginia didn’t stop to analyze why she assumed that Winston would win any such imagined fight. There was a toughness in him that she may have sensed or just automatically attributed to him in view of his rags-to-riches background in contrast to her brother’s privileged upbringing.

 	From what she’d been reading about Winston in the last few days to educate herself on her adversary, he was an orphan who had built his lucrative and predatory company from the ground up, as he’d more than hinted at with his sneer about types that inherited their fortunes.

 	She hedged Brendan’s inquiry as to the specifics of the meeting. “He seems completely unpredictable. Our meeting accomplished nothing. I finally just walked out.”
 	Brendan seemed poised to pump Virginia for details when her secretary buzzed on the intercom.

 	“It’s your attorney on line one. He says it’s urgent.”

 	With Virginia’s nod of assent, Brendan rose to turn on the speaker phone on her desk. “What now?” Brendan began the conversation. “Did Winston dig up some Beckett second cousin in Peoria that wants to sell him some shares?”

 	Virginia smiled, grateful that Brendan made such an easy joke of Aaron Winston. She had the feeling he was becoming less and less laughable to her.

 	“On the contrary, my boy,” James Minlow boomed. “Virginia, are you there too?”
 	“I’m here, James.”

 	“I was a little skeptical, I must say, when you walked out after your informal meeting with Winston.”

 	Virginia ignored her brother’s raised eyebrow in inquiry.

 	“But whatever you said to him privately must have been quite convincing since I’m holding in my hands a very respectable draft of a six month standstill that Rye and I have worked up and Winston has agreed to sign. My secretary is emailing it to you as we speak.”
 	Just as Minlow finished his sentence, Virginia’s secretary brought in a single-page document that Virginia and Brendan immediately hovered over, scanning, as Minlow continued. “There’s a right of first refusal, as well, so if he tries to sell he has to offer it to us first.”

 	Virginia and Brendan rolled their eyes at the lawyer’s pedantic tendency to explain things to them that they already knew.
 	“I must say, I’m very pleased with it.” A master of understatement, Minlow was positively beaming over the telephone wires.

 	Brendan, done with the document quicker than Virginia—a testimony to his less intense scrutiny of most legal documents—exhibited the unrestrained enthusiasm that Minlow could only hint at in his decorous manner. “Wow!” Brendan clapped his hands and gave an exuberant fist-up sign. “This is fantastic!” He turned to his sister who was still poring over the document. “I thought you said the meeting wasn’t productive? You are so humble.” He gave her an affectionate bear hug which she didn’t allow to interrupt her engrossed examination of the document.

 	She shrugged him off. “I was exaggerating by even calling it a meeting, frankly. I had one heated conversation with him at the Coke machine and then walked out and texted James to carry on. I thought Winston would walk out as well. I assume this means he didn’t?”

 	“No, he did,” Minlow’s voice confirmed, “but he’d given Rye authority to negotiate this, apparently.”

 	“I wonder why.” Long a proponent of not looking a gift horse in the mouth, though, Virginia dropped the subject. “Fine. Okay, let’s get it signed up. Then I, for one, plan to forget about Aaron Winston for a little while.”
 	The mechanics of getting the standstill signed required a few more minutes of conversation. They decided that Brendan would journey over to Minlow’s offices later in the day to sign on behalf of the company.

 	“Winston’s team seemed to assume that you would be coming over to sign, Virginia, but I guess it doesn’t matter,” Minlow said.
 	Not on your life, Virginia thought even as she said diplomatically, “I’m going to get out of town this afternoon in light of this development. I could use a break.”

 	“You going to Bransport?” Brendan asked as they hung up. Bransport, the hundred-acre Beckett family estate, was located in Connecticut, only an hour and a half from Manhattan.

 	“Yes. You can call me there if any of this changes. Otherwise I’ll be back in the office on Monday.”

 	“No problem. I was going to mention something to you that IT found, though. It’s sort of weird. They said it was some kind of patch to, I don’t know, spy on our emails or dupe them or something. I’m foggy on the details.”

 	As on most things sometimes.
 	“Did they fix it?”

 	“Yeah, no damage done, they said. But it was weird. I thought you should hear more about it directly from the source.”

 	“Do they suspect it’s a competitor or something? It apparently happens.”
 	Though never to BFD so far.

 	“Or, God forbid, it wasn’t Winston, was it?” As if that guy could go any lower in her estimation.
 	“No, actually, they think it was just kids. You know, out for fun. Something about how it was done.”

 	“Okay, I’ll talk to IT about it. Monday.”

 	Noticeably light of any baggage as she made her way to the elevator—she kept a complete wardrobe at the country house so she could drop in whenever she had the time without the need to think about packing—Virginia felt like a truant grade-schooler.

 	“Virginia? You could not possibly be thinking about leaving the office now, could you?”

 	The reproving voice stopped her as she was about to step into the elevator.

 	She turned guiltily to see her uncle, hands folded across his chest, shaking his grizzled gray head at her, his patrician face frowning. Uncle Victor, her great-uncle actually, was sweet and a very capable businessman, but he still treated her as if she were twelve years old and needed to be watched by a grown-up.

 	“Hello, Victor.” She had dropped the “uncle” after she took control of BFD in the hopes that it would temper Victor’s somewhat patronizing attitude toward her. It hadn’t. “Actually, you’ve caught me on my way out to Bransport.”

 	“I just heard about the standstill from Brendan. You must have made quite an impression on Mr. Winston to win that kind of concession after only one meeting.”

 	Inexplicably, Virginia bristled and was about to protest that Winston’s behavior had nothing to do with her when her uncle cut her off. “But I think congratulations are a bit premature. The document isn’t signed until it’s signed. If there is one thing I have learned in my fifty years with this company, it’s that anything that can go wrong at the last minute will go wrong.”

 	Dreading the lecture that invariably followed any reference from Victor to his fifty years with the company, Virginia tried to reassure him. “Minlow says Winston has agreed to the document and I’ve already reviewed it. But if anything comes up, Brendan will be there to handle it.”

 	“Young Brendan is a fine boy, but…” At the exasperated warning look from Virginia, Victor apparently changed his mind about that train of thought. “Well, if you think he can handle it, I guess I defer to you.”
 	“Thank you.” Virginia leaned forward to give the stern old man a peck on the cheek. He really was sweet. “I’ll see you on Monday,” she said and stepped into the elevator, giving a quick last wave.

 	* * * * *

 

 

 	That night, it took a glass of wine, a roaring fire and the comfort of her favorite easy chair in the library at Bransport to finally relax Virginia. The drive up to Connecticut, meant to help her unwind, had just added I-95 traffic to her list of annoyances. But as she laid her head against the familiar cushioned chair back, the black night outside the picture window, she could almost let it all go. She closed her eyes.
 	The library always calmed her, the shelves of tomes never dusty but well-used by her sisters and brother and, when they were alive, her parents. Her mother and father, even long into their marriage, had cuddled up together on the couch and read and watched the fire. She opened her eyes. Well, at least she had the fire, even if there was no one to cuddle up to.
 	Once upon a time, she had thought there would be. She’d assumed she would be the half of a contented and happily married couple, but no such luck. The guys she’d dated, with less and less enthusiasm, not to mention frequency, through the years had either not sparked enough interest in her to go to the trouble of trying to get to know them or else had sparked only interest, and not of the happily married kind.

 	Unbidden, the thought of Aaron Winston intruded. Drats, just when she had been so successfully keeping him out of mind. She sipped her wine, never really doing much more than sip. To be truthful, Aaron Winston was the type of male who fit into that “sparking” category. All the while she had been arguing with him earlier that day, she had felt some kind of incredible, er, pull, to put it politely. She had been genuinely infuriated by his proposition, but she’d be lying to herself if she said she didn’t find him attractive.

 	She was, though, pretty good at lying to herself usually. She looked at the empty couch. Tonight for some reason she didn’t want it to be empty. What would it be like to cuddle up with Aaron Winston? Would he be cuddly and boyish, or manly and comforting? Looking at that huge leather couch, she could imagine him snuggling in the corner of it, a pillow behind his head, his arm around her shoulder, wearing a nice soft V-neck sweater in blue, to match his eyes…

 	Virginia shook herself from her reverie. “Absurd, completely absurd!” she said aloud to nobody. What was the matter with her? It must be the wine.

 	She put down her wine glass and flicked open her laptop, never far from hand. She’d received all the reports on the corporate raider and his targets and his business approach. Now she was in the mood for a little more down to earth snooping.

 	She ran a Google search on him.

 	The first entry that came up didn’t exactly help with that sparking thing. The photo of Winston, relaxed and smiling at some woman who Virginia barely saw, was mesmerizing. What was it? Oh, he was smiling. That was it. And not just the snide quirk of his lips she had seen today as he ribbed her. On the contrary, the smile in the photo was relaxed, confident…nice.

 	She flicked on another photo, balancing the laptop on her lap. This time it was of a much younger Aaron Winston. The caption, involving the words shark and attack, was not very complimentary, like most of his publicity, but the photo was appealing. God, how old was he in it? She looked for a dateline. It was a decade and a half ago. He wasn’t much more than a baby. She read the name of his target that time, but instead of sympathizing with the management, as she usually did, she found herself wondering how so young a man had pulled off so big a transaction. Scanning the details of the accompanying write-up, part of the answer was buried in the fourth paragraph with an explanation of a corporate maneuver that was as clever as it was ruthless. The photo drew her eyes back. He didn’t look much older than Mindy and Missy, her younger twin sisters, who at this time in their lives were worrying about no more than what grade they may get on a lit final or who they might go out with on a Friday night, and usually more about the latter than the former.

 	The third Google entry, being as how it involved a paparazzi photo of him sans shirt sailing on a yacht with a topless woman, prompted her to slam the computer shut. Damn, why the hell did that infuriating man have to be such a heart-throb?

 	* * * * *

 

 

 	Aaron stood at the living room windows of his penthouse, naked. A pretty dangerous thing to do in the age of YouTube even if it was midnight and the city that never sleeps was lit up fifty stories beneath him.

 	“Aarrrrooon…”
 	The voice from the bedroom didn’t move him.
 	“Come back to bed, lover.”
 	Uncharacteristically, he was in no mood to do so. He tuned Julie’s voice out.

 	He couldn’t put a finger on what was bugging him. Nothing was going wrong in his life. Not precisely. His company was thriving. His bank account was beyond anything a kid from the Bronx, an orphan to boot, could ever have even dreamed of.
 	He had just gotten a perfectly competent lay from his current girlfriend, with whom he had an unspoken open relationship that allowed him to wander whenever he was so inclined.

 	So what was the problem?

 	The problem was he was so inclined. And the woman he was inclined to wander with actually hated his guts, for good reason.

 	Virginia Beckett.

 	Her corporate princess disdain of his business methods still riled him in a way he rarely let get to him these days. Not like when he was first starting out, fresh from a dozen foster homes and out to prove he was as good as any Ivy Leaguer. Quick to take offense back then, even as he tried not to show it, he twisted the corporate knife into his targets with relish, glad to think of driving them to an extra martini or two at the yacht club in despair as to what the world was coming to with all these upstarts. Virginia Beckett would have inspired the most ruthless of responses had he met her in those early days.

 	But he thought he was beyond all that now. He thought he was secure enough in his own success not to let the old jibes throw him off. But they had.
 	Maybe because he wanted the mouth with that silver spoon in it to be sucking his cock instead.

 	He’d half thought when he propositioned Virginia Beckett that he was just trying to needle her. A vivid erotic dream—or two—since then had convinced him otherwise. Just remembering the one he’d had last night—waking up from a sound sleep with a boner—made his cock stiffen and he casually reached one hand down to it, closing his eyes against the sight of the city and seeing only her.

 	 

 	She was up against the Coke machine again, and the cafeteria was empty. In fact, miraculously, the whole building was empty.
 	“I’ll just throw in that if you want to fuck while we work this out, I’m more than amenable.”

 	The line was the same, but this time it was Virginia who said it, not him. Still in that cool, measured voice—no breathy Marilyn Monroe tones for this woman—but she didn’t have to ask him twice.

 	“Okay,” he said simply.

 	She unfastened the waistband of his trousers quickly and slid the zipper down, taking his already-hardening cock in both her hands and stroking, firmly, surely. He balanced one hand on the vending machine, watching her milk him, arching into her hands.

 	She was good with it, ruthless even, and his balls grew heavy.
 	“Not so fast,” he cautioned. “I want to come when I’m in you.”
 	“Okay. What do you want me to do?” she asked.
 	Hell, what didn’t he want her to do?
 	“Strip. Take your clothes off for me.”

 	She dropped her hands from him to comply and, losing the hot feel of her touch on him, he worried at first that he’d made a tactical error. But then she unbuttoned the silk of her blouse and slid it off her shoulders, and he knew the price was worth it. Bountiful tits—a solid handful even for a hand as big as his—spilled out, without the inconvenience of a bra.

 	 

 	He doubted the uptight Miss Beckett attended meetings braless, but what the hell? This was his dream, wasn’t it?

 	 
 	Naked to the waist, she was all curves and smooth skin and long blonde hair.

 	“Touch yourself,” he instructed, and she put her hands up to her breasts, fondling, the pads of her fingertips circling her nipples slowly.

 	He inched the skirt of her suit up as she played with herself and slid his hand along the inside of one sleek thigh. She closed her eyes and moaned so that by the time his fingers made it to the lace of what he could feel was a thong and slid over her soft and silky pubic hair and down to her pussy, she was soaking wet. He thrust two fingers into the warmth, rhythmically fucking her as his thumb flicked against her clit.

 	When she held one plump, pink-tipped breast out to him, he bent down to flick his tongue against the nipple, then took it in his mouth and sucked until the rigid peak was rosy and wet from his attentions. Then he started in on the other one.
 	“More,” she moaned and he straightened, withdrawing his fingers. Easing the zipper of her skirt down, he slid it off and then made short work of the thong as he wedged his hot cock between legs that were opening even farther to him.

 	“More what? My cock? You want my cock, Virginia?”
 	“Yes, yes, fuck me…”

 	He thrust his cock up her tight, wet pussy, his hands snaking around to her bare ass, holding her in place as he fucked her, so hard he could hear the soda cans in the machine behind them rattling.

 	 

 	Dreams like this, sleeping or waking, always had the slight feel of a porn film to him, as if he were watching instead of participating. And the dialogue was always cheesy.

 	He stroked his cock.
 	But what the hell? It worked for him.
 	 

 	They were suddenly in the conference room, fucking still, but on the polished mahogany table. All their clothes had vanished and she lay beneath him, legs wide open, tits jiggling as he held her arms above her head and pounded into her, papers jostling and falling to the floor.

 	“Aaron, we need to start the meeting.”

 	Rye’s voice from the door to the conference room didn’t make him pause for a second. The slick grip of her cunt as he moved in and out wouldn’t let him go.

 	“I’m coming,” Virginia moaned.
 	“Really, Aaron. We’re all on the clock here. Aaron. Aaron…”
 	 
 	“Aarrronnn…”

 	Seeing as how he was pumping his suddenly stone-hard cock anyway, reliving last night’s dream, Julie’s continuous beckoning from the bedroom should have been welcome, or at the very least convenient.

 	But being shaken out of his reverie merely annoyed him.
 	He stopped fisting his boner.

 	He hadn’t been kidding. He did want to fuck Virginia Beckett. Badly. Up against a vending machine. On a conference room table. Whatever. He doubted at this point, however, that the sentiment was reciprocated.

 	He’d have to do something about that.

 	He had given her the standstill, of course, but that was primarily because he didn’t have any prospects of additional stock purchases anyway and he thought it would maybe lull her into letting down her guard. In a business sense, that is. But now, maybe he could use it for something else he wanted.

 	“Aaarronnn…”

 	He didn’t want to go back in the bedroom. He wanted…he didn’t know. Something more. He no sooner had thought it, though, than the very idea pissed him off. Jesus, he was getting soft in his old age.

 	What was that old song—love the one you’re with? Or fuck her anyway.
 	He glanced toward the bedroom. After a moment, he headed that way.
 



 
 	Chapter Two

 

 
 	 

 	Virginia blankly contemplated the panoramic view outside her office window on the following rainy Monday afternoon. She hadn’t slept that well the night before. It had been a long time since she’d had the dream. A frequent nighttime companion in her childhood that she had finally trained herself to not scream at when she woke up, she hadn’t had it much as an adult. Except right after her parents died, of course. But that was years ago at this point. And then out of the blue, last night she’d bolted upright in her comfortable bed at Bransport. The clammy, drenched nightgown would have told her she’d had it, even if she hadn’t remembered every frame of every scene, which she had, of course. She always did. The dream…

 	 

 	The frigid air penetrated her thin cotton dress, black as befitted the occasion. Wrapping her thin arms around herself didn’t make much of a dent in the chill. She shivered.
 	The mammoth steel door was shut tight. Tugging on the handle wouldn’t change that. He would come back. He had to. It was just a little joke. She closed her eyes, but then opened them back up just as quickly. She was afraid to keep them closed.

 	She was afraid to keep them open too.

 	The glimpse she had caught of the near-dark room before her uncle slammed the door shut behind her confirmed what he’d told her. This was the room where they embalmed dead bodies. One was right in there with her, right on the table, covered with a sheet.

 	The fear almost paralyzed her. Afraid to move, she stood stock still, until her stick-like bare legs shook with the effort. A faint rustling in the corner behind her made her suck in her breath in horror. Was there something with her in the room? Something other than the lifeless corpse that either just had been or just would be drained of all its blood?

 	She sank to the dusty cement floor, hugging her knees in front of her. Out of the corner of her eye, she could see the drain in the floor. It was there to catch the spilled blood.

 	 

 	The buzz made her nearly jump out of her skin. She had been back in that damned funeral home again. God, would she never put that behind her? It was silly at this point.
 	She leaned over and pressed the lit speaker button of the intercom on her desk, allowing her secretary’s voice to come through.

 	“James Minlow on line one.”

 	“Thank you.” Virginia picked up the line, turning away from the silent thunderstorm bellowing out onto the street below. “Hello, James.”

 	They exchanged amenities about her weekend at Bransport, his on the Cape, and so forth before he addressed the subject of his call. “Rye tells me that you won’t take Winston’s calls.”

 	Virginia hesitated before responding. Winston had continued to have the incredible gall to try to contact her directly, phoning again this morning and then having his secretary refuse to put Brendan through when Brendan at Virginia’s instruction tried to return the call for her. “That’s right.”

 	“I see. What’s the theory behind that strategy?”

 	“It’s not precisely a strategy, James. We already have the standstill. I don’t want to talk to him. It’s as simple as that.”

 	“Well, I’m not sure I think that’s wise. You can’t afford to alienate Winston. He has too much leverage over you, especially if we hope to convince him to sell back the stock. Cold-shouldering Winston may be a dangerous move. Call him back, Virginia, find out what he wants.”

 	As if she didn’t know. It was either taking over her company after all or getting her to jump into bed with him until he decided to.

 	“He probably just wants to get a personal thank you from you about the standstill,” Minlow continued. “He did seem a little irked that you couldn’t make it to the signing, but I assured him that you had pressing weekend plans. And I covered for you with Rye just now, saying that you were probably swamped with catching up on work after your short vacation and that you’d get back to Winston as soon as possible. So let’s keep this on a friendly footing, shall we?”

 	Not too friendly, she hoped.

 	When she hung up with Minlow, she decided that there was no use in putting this off and dialed Winston’s number, surprised that she had memorized it from the message slip before she gave it to Brendan earlier today.

 	Winston’s secretary put her through immediately and Aaron’s low voice came over the line. “Miss Beckett, how nice of you to return my calls.”

 	Was there a hint of sarcasm in Winston’s tone? Virginia couldn’t be sure.

 	“Not at all,” she murmured. “Is there something you want to discuss with me, Mr. Winston?” Better to just ignore that bizarre proposition and keep in mind that they were business partners in a sense, who had recently come to a satisfactory compromise of their perhaps conflicting interests.

 	“Yes, there is, Miss Beckett. Could you possibly meet me for dinner tonight?”

 	Virginia’s immediate reaction was to refuse, especially given their last explosive meeting, but she didn’t pay Minlow seven hundred dollars an hour just to ignore his advice.

 	“I’d prefer a meeting in my office,” she mildly substituted for a refusal.

 	But Winston, damn him, was adamant and Virginia found herself sitting across from him at a romantic candlelit table in a swanky French restaurant only hours after their call. He ordered a bottle of fine California white wine as soon as Virginia arrived and insisted that she take a sip of her glass before he would disclose why he had asked to meet with her.

 	“Miss Beckett.” He smiled indulgently, slight indentations in his cheeks she hadn’t noticed before deepening. “Virginia, I asked you here tonight because I’d like to clear the air between us. I’m sorry if I insulted you at our last meeting.”

 	Virginia felt her face go hot. She hadn’t expected such a frontal attack, and quickly stammered, “It’s forgotten, really.”

 	“Not quite, Virginia, not by me anyway.” His long fingers caressed the stem of his wine glass. “As I’m sure you know, I’m pretty aggressive in my business dealings and I’m sorry to say I let that aggressiveness spill over into the personal the last time we met. I don’t usually do that.”

 	Unbidden, his comment that he didn’t come on to the CEOs of the companies he raided flashed through her head. She kept an appropriately solemn expression anyway.

 	“We both got a little heated last time.”
 	“Yes and I hope the standstill went some way toward reassuring you.”

 	“Yes, thank you. Not as far as selling me the stock back would have of course, but I guess we can consider this a time out.” She tried a smile, but it came out pretty weak.
 	“And while we’re taking this time out, I’d like to say that some of my reaction to you was so exaggerated because I’m interested in you.”
 	Virginia stuck out her chin and straightened even more her usually rigid posture. The large dark picture windows of the restaurant reflected the movement.
 	“Yes, I remember. You offered to sleep with me while I made up my mind about you taking over my company.”

 	 

 	Aaron felt a swift twinge of irritation. This wasn’t going to be as easy as he’d thought. He should have suspected as much from her stonewalling tactic in ignoring his phone calls. He’d tried to put her out of his mind, but had been unsuccessful and had finally resorted to having Rye intercede. He felt childish about the whole thing anyway, like telling the teacher on her. And she wasn’t exactly extending an olive branch here.

 	“I was way off base with that.”

 	“Yes, you were,” Virginia pointed out expressionlessly, ignoring the tuxedo-clad waiter who arrived to take their order and then silently disappeared at a curt nod from him. “So when you say you’re interested in me now, I’m wondering how this approach is any different. Interested in me how, exactly?”

 	Aaron smiled. Why did this cool, self-possessed woman drive him to such bluntness? “How are men usually interested in you, Virginia?”
 	“I see. So that’s why you bought a multi-million-dollar stake in my company—in order to date me.”

 	What a bitch, he mused, even as he admired her graceful posture and the thrust of her breasts against her white silk shirt. Her lashes were incongruously dark against her pale cheeks as she looked demurely down at a menu. Aaron leaned back into the cushy yellow velvet of his chair, willing himself to relax. He wanted her. He could put up with a little sarcasm. “Naturally, my plans for your company were a little different before I met you,” he lied smoothly.

 	“Really? Well, what are your plans for my company, now?”

 	“Frankly, I haven’t given your company a second thought since I laid eyes on you,” Aaron said. That much was true. He wanted to get her into bed first. Then he’d deal with her company once he got it out of his system.

 	He coolly poured her another glass of wine and waited for her response. What he had hoped would be a seduction was rapidly turning into an interrogation instead. He wondered if the irreproachable Miss Beckett was as frosty in bed as she was at the dinner table.

 	Virginia took a sip of wine. The waiter approached again, and he was on the verge of waving him away again, but decided instead that they should order. This whole process needed to slow down before one of them blew their top again.

 	Virginia ordered fish, no appetizer, and he opted for the beef.

 	When the waiter left, he found himself fiddling with his silverware, uncharacteristically unsure as to how to proceed. He tried smiling at her as she took a bite out of one of the soft, warm rolls in the basket at the center of the white-linen-covered table.

 	“You must have a very inflated opinion of your charms if you believe that I would in any way risk my company in order to enjoy them,” she offered conversationally.

 	He stared at her lovely face as she chewed her roll.

 	“I’m not asking you to risk your company. Let’s put that aside for now. This isn’t some elaborate plan to trick you out of control or make you fall in love with me and hand over your stock.”

 	“As if,” she snorted.

 	Something about that rubbed him the wrong way. “I realize I didn’t make the social register, but I don’t see what you could object to in terms of dating me.”

 	“Other than the fact that you’re trying to take over my company?”

 	“Your company. Your company. Why do you keep harping on that? Possessions are made to be bought and sold. They’re not people.”

 	“Sold when the seller wants to sell them.”

 	“Your aunt wanted to sell me her stock. Somebody else will too. I guarantee it. Maybe even you at some point.”

 	“Do you plan to wear me down by continually asking me out?”
 	“Are you gay?”The thought had just occurred to him.

 	“Oh please! Do you honestly believe that’s the only type of woman who could bear to turn you down?”

 	“I know you’re not married,” he persisted. “Do you have a boyfriend?”

 	Maybe he was just trying to bug her now. He couldn’t tell anymore. And he’d never been very good at charming a woman into bed. He’d never had to be. They just came to him. When he was younger, it was apparently his looks. Now it was the money undoubtedly. He didn’t care either way, but neither seemed to matter much to Virginia Beckett.

 	He tried another tactic. Honesty.
 	“I find you extremely attractive.”
 	“I bet!”

 	That one did surprise him. Surely she knew how beautiful and sexy she was. Maybe, like all women apparently, she wanted to be complimented. Fine, he could get behind that if it served his purpose. “Really, you’re so gorgeous, I was a little stunned when I met you.”

 	“So it’s not CEOs you routinely offer to sleep with when you first meet them, it’s just ‘gorgeous’ women.”

 	“I said I was sorry about that.”
 	“That makes it all better, then.”

 	“Can you honestly say you don’t feel something between us that would be worth exploring, ah, in bed?”

 	For a minute, she seemed at a loss for words.

 	Unfortunately, she then found them. “You might just be the most egotistical man I’ve ever met. You’re trying to take over my company. All I’m feeling is hatred. Do you think I’m admiring your deep blue eyes or your hot body? Christ, why is it always about sex with men like you?”

 	“And money,” he muttered, knowing he was hurting his case but starting to feel he might have lost it anyway already.
 	“Isn’t one woman’s body much the same as the next to you, Mr. Winston? Why so obsessed with mine?”

 	“Well, I haven’t gotten a good look at it, but what I can see I like.”

 	“No really, if it has nothing to do with my company, why are you so intent on getting me into bed?”

 	“Other than that I’m having wet dreams about you?”
 	She colored.
 	“The answer is I don’t know. I don’t usually pursue a woman so blatantly.”
 	“They all come to you, I suppose, as soon as you crook your finger.”

 	“No false modesty here, honey. Like you don’t have a pack of admirers waiting at the foot of your bed? And while we’re at it, why don’t you be honest about why you really don’t want to see me? You think I’m beneath you with your old money and lily white hands.”

 	“Well, there’s that,” she said easily.

 	At the look of fury on his face, the little witch laughed. Oddly, it relaxed him. He let out a deep breath. “I take it I’m not winning you over?”

 	“I can’t separate sex from—from everything else, Mr. Winston.”

 	“You won’t know unless you try.” He smiled at her, for the first time with some genuine warmth despite his defeat. It was kind of ridiculous.

 	“No thanks.” She stood up and dropped the napkin that had been on her lap onto the table. “I knew it was a mistake to come here. If you want to sell me your stock, fine, call Minlow. But otherwise, no more one-on-ones for both our sakes, okay?”
 	Aaron stood up and signaled for the check. “All right. Message received. Again, I didn’t mean to offend you by coming on to you. I apologize. Let me give you a lift home.”

 	“No, no need for you to leave. You can have my fish.”

 	“No thanks. I’m not hungry anymore.” He scribbled on the check the ever-present waiter brought him without asking why they were leaving before they’d eaten. The guy probably thought he was about to get lucky. Hilarious.

 	He walked Virginia out. A couple of passers-by had stopped to chatter noisily on the corner. Something about someone’s job being too tedious to endure.
 	“I think you’ll have a tough time getting a cab around here. There’s a lot of competition at this time of night. I can give you a lift. My driver’s right here.”

 	“Okay. Thanks,” Virginia conceded as Aaron ushered her into the waiting gray limousine. An opaque sheet of smoked glass separated them from the driver and they pulled out into the Manhattan traffic.

 	Aaron studied her aristocratic, lush profile. She was gorgeous. He would have loved to trace his finger along her delicate, shell-like ear and press his mouth against her long white neck. Needless to say, though, he certainly wasn’t going to do so with a woman who kept begging him not to come on to her. He was more irked than he’d like to admit at the thought.

 	“So, honestly, do you have a boyfriend or what? At least throw a sop to my enormous ego here.”

 	She darted a look at him.

 	The driver slammed down on the brakes and, failing to have belted themselves in, Virginia fell against him, practically into his lap actually. He caught her, surprised, as she steadied herself, palms on his legs, mere inches from his crotch. Her mouth fell open and their eyes met. Desire roared through him and he froze, afraid to move a muscle.
 	But he didn’t have to. The electricity between them was not one-sided. She leaned forward and ran her soft lips along his cheek. Her palms on his legs clenched, her fingers digging into the wool of his trousers and his body roared to life. He groaned and she covered his mouth with her own.

 	 

 	She felt his tongue in her mouth, tentative, questing in response to her own. She should have pulled away then and stopped at the one kiss, understandable given how they had been, quite literally, thrown together. Instead, she opened her mouth wider, distracted by the delicious, warm pleasure that coursed through her body at the touch of his lips. The rough feel of his mouth against hers, his hands beginning to move slowly over her shoulders, down her arms, made her shiver. Wow.

 	Acting thoughtlessly for once, she wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled him closer to her, and was rewarded with the whole hard length of him suddenly pushing her back to lie beneath him on the leather seat, stretching her hands above her head. She arched her hips against him and registered the long, hard ridge of his penis as his mouth moved from her lips down her throat, one hand lingering tentatively around her rib cage as if not yet daring to move higher. She moaned and parted her legs beneath the skirt of her suit, lost in the pleasure she had not felt for quite some time, maybe never quite so keenly either and he pulled back a little, looking down, to slip his hand beneath her skirt.

 	Oh no, she better stop that right now. That was…oh…his fingers were skimming along her bare thighs and heading… It felt so… Oh no, that was so…inappropriate.

 	She’d said it out loud, hadn’t she?

 	But when she would have objected—she would have, really, assuming she could speak through the pleasure that was thundering through her veins—he covered her mouth with his own again, thrusting his tongue deep as his skillful fingers below slipped under the elastic of her underwear.

 	He swallowed the moan she let out as the base of her stomach jumped at his warm, sure touch and he dipped his thumb into what was undoubtedly a very wet vagina by now and then rubbed the moistened pad of it lightly against her clit.
 	Oh, Jesus—it was just the right amount of pressure. When he supplemented it by thrusting his middle finger up her, turning it some way she had never felt, her bottom arched up off of the leather seat.

 	She felt his smile against her lips as he paused in his kissing. “You like that, eh?”
 	He added a second finger, swirling it around in her. Oh God.

 	She clamped her thighs tighter against his hand and he bent his head, nudging her suit jacket out of the way and pressing his mouth to the silk of her blouse over her nipple. Her hands came round to the silky hair at the base of his neck and she pulled him closer to her breast until he latched on fiercely and sucked, the silk of her blouse and her bra no impediment to the sharp tug of pleasure he was inflicting.

 	 

 	Her breast underneath the silk was full and soft as he sucked it, dampening the material. Very nice. With one hand buried in her wet pussy, learning the feel of her, his other hand was free to wander and, surprising himself, he thrust it into the silky strands of her long hair. Every X-rated zone of the cool Miss Beckett’s body was suddenly, magically open to him—he could fondle that plush ass or unbutton her shirt to check out the color of her nipples poking against his tongue or even lead her own long fingers to his aching cock—but he did none of those things. Instead, he ran his fingers through her fucking hair, like some besotted teenager. Dry-humping her at the same time, of course, but still…

 	Man, considering he still had his pants on, he was dangerously close to going over the edge, fucking his fingers into her wet pussy and mirroring the motion with his hips, rubbing the length of his cock against her. She groaned, her legs spreading farther out to cradle him, and for a minute, he considered unzipping his trousers and dipping his cock into her right now.

 	An abrupt swerving of the vehicle reminded him where they were, and he thought better of it.
 	“Man, I want to fuck you,” he muttered, punctuating the thought with an even deeper thrust of his fingers, biting her nipple lightly through her shirt.

 	 
 	She came.
 	As easy as that.

 	She, who often had trouble making herself come when she took the time to bother to even try, and he had done it so quickly, so masterfully. Despite herself, she shuddered as the orgasm gripped her. He lifted his head to try to kiss her lips, but she twisted away, panting, and felt as much as heard his low laugh against her ear.

 	“Oh, you are so hot.”

 	Kissing her ear, her neck lightly, he withdrew his fingers and though her eyes were closed, she could feel him adjusting her underwear back into place, murmuring, “No thong, Virginia? I’m disappointed.” Even the utilitarian brush of his fingers against the cotton sent a jolt through her.

 	Then he laughed again, pulling her skirt down, and sat up. She heard some rustling. He was probably wiping his fingers on a tissue.
 	“Not here, though,” he said, sounding very matter of fact. “I’m as nostalgic as the next guy about making it in cars, but I need more room to explore this first time.”

 	She was stunned to hear him instruct the driver through the intercom to take them to his apartment. She felt as if the absence of his touch had switched something on, or off, in her seriously disordered brain. Or maybe it was just that she had gotten hers and her brain went back to functioning. She didn’t know.

 	She sat up too. She had just gotten through with telling the guy she wasn’t interested in him and she started to kiss him and then came apart right in his hands not two minutes later. What the hell was he supposed to think?

 	As he turned back to her, the corner of his mouth rose in a slight sexy smile, she moved out of his reach, terribly embarrassed. Winston didn’t let the distance she put between them discourage him. He merely used it as an opportunity to blatantly do what he had probably furtively been doing since he had first seen her—run his eyes in a frankly sexual assessment down her body, a body he had just beautifully, effortlessly, brought to a shattering orgasm.

 	“You are so hot,” he repeated, more to himself than to her, it seemed.

 	She didn’t know what to say to extricate herself from this suddenly humiliating situation. There were only two choices here. She was either going to allow herself to be turned into one of Aaron Winston’s casual hook-ups simply because he had proven himself as adept at seduction—well, making out, anyway—as his infuriating good looks suggested, or else she was going to have to blow him off again, which was seriously, and this time maybe understandably, going to piss him off.

 	Part of her wanted to pick Door Number One. But she wasn’t very good at casual relationships, actually at any relationships. And, standstill or no standstill, he still owned all that stock.

 	Well, there was no point in delaying it. “Look, I’m not going to bed with you,” she blurted out.

 	A number of expressions crossed his face before he responded.
 	Incomprehension. Surprise. And then wariness. “Did I miss something?”
 	 

 	What had happened between them just now hadn’t been one-sided by any means. He would stake his rather substantial and hard-won bedroom instincts against it. He hadn’t misread her or misinterpreted her or overstepped. Virginia’s shy, light kiss and then impassioned reciprocation of his own kisses and fevered writhing beneath him were what had driven him to shove her skirt up right there on the leather seat of the limousine and get her off, shielded behind the opaque tinted glass. And she had been eager to get off—on a hair trigger in fact. He could still feel the walls of her tight pussy squeezing his fingers as she came. She was so wet, she was lucky he’d still had the presence of mind to wait until they had more privacy to actually fuck her.

 	So what the hell was going on now?
 	“Tell your driver to pull over. I’ll get a cab.”
 	“Why? What’s wrong?”
 	“What’s wrong is I let a little kiss go too far.”

 	To describe the hot foreplay they’d just engaged in—her pussy juice still lingering on his fingers despite that he’d politely wiped them off with a tissue—as a little kiss was quite an understatement. Her blouse was still damp from his mouth. Aaron laughed, leaning back against the plush leather and considered pouring himself a drink from the small portable oak bar in the corner. “I’d say we didn’t let it go far enough.”

 	“Well, I didn’t. Ask you, I mean.”
 	“No, you just kissed me. Oh, and let me finger-fuck you too, of course.”
 	“For God’s sake—”

 	“What? I’m just saying. I didn’t exactly see you pushing me away and we’re both a little too old to play at making out. You were turned on, and you got off. Fine. You’re welcome. But if you don’t mind me pointing out, I’m still turned on.”

 	Her eyes flicked down, apparently registering that the excellent tailoring of his pants still didn’t hide a rather obvious erection.

 	He didn’t mind her looking, but he’d rather she touched.
 	“So let’s go to my apartment.”

 	“No, let’s not,” she said tersely, her cheeks bright red. “This is not going to happen.”

 	He stared at her. Incredible.

 	She most definitely meant it—the stiff way she held herself, her back probably not even touching the back seat of the limousine, ensured it. There would certainly be no further kisses, or open legs, or anything else from Virginia Beckett tonight. But goddamn it, he was mystified by the whole thing. Not to mention, still turned on as hell.
 	“Fine. If you can’t wait until we get to my apartment, then I’m more than willing to fuck you right here. Is that what you really wanted after all? Do you have some fetish about doing it in cars or something?” A little harsher than he’d meant to be, but he wasn’t exactly feeling kindly toward Virginia Beckett right now.

 	“Fetish? You conceited jerk!”
 	“I think you covered that one last time.”
 	“Just because I won’t have sex in the car, I’m a pervert!”

 	“I told you we could wait until we got back to my apartment. You’re the one who wouldn’t.”

 	“Not because I wanted to have sex with you! Because I didn’t!”

 	“So you say. But you better work out that little writhing thing you do then and the moans, sweetheart. Because you’re sure as hell sending the wrong signals. Not to mention you were so wet—”

 	“You cannot possibly be this much of a jerk.”

 	Well, actually, right now he was feeling pretty jerky. As well as not exactly suave. What had been his plan for dinner again? Softening her up with seduction before he went for the jugular with her company. Isn’t exactly working out, Winston.

 	Maybe he had dazzled her, he thought ironically, and carried a simple spontaneous kiss further than she had meant to go. Underneath that frosty exterior lurked a very passionate woman. Maybe she’d suppressed it too long and at the first jostling against a hard cock—and he admitted his cock had probably been hard even before she’d fallen in his lap—she just erupted.
 	Or maybe Virginia’s sudden change of heart was really due to an attack of guilt about a boyfriend in the picture who he didn’t know about. She had never answered his questions about that. She was just the kind of goody-two-shoes who wouldn’t even consider an affair under those circumstances. He glanced out the window at the depressing thought.

 	“Stop this car.” She pounded on the glass that separated them from the driver.

 	“All right, calm down.” He pulled her hands back from their pounding. “You don’t have to cause a scene.”
 	The condescendingly placating words seemed to calm Virginia instantly. Undoubtedly, she had never in her life been cast as the hysterical female.

 	“Fine,” she said quietly. “I kissed you and let you, ah, you know.”
 	You know? Christ, what were they? In high school?
 	“I guess in your book that involves some promise to sleep with you.”
 	“Well, what was the point of it otherwise, if you don’t mind me asking?”

 	“Maybe I was softening you up because I thought it would help me get my stock back.”
 	Now that was an interesting idea. Aaron watched the beautiful blonde with fresh skepticism.

 	So maybe she wasn’t shy or caught unawares or otherwise committed. Maybe she had her own agenda. Maybe she was just a hell of an actress trying to extract her business end by any means. It struck him as laughable that she had gone so quickly from accusing him of trying to seduce her for his own sordid business plans to evidently trying the same thing on him. Well he had never let a woman get the best of him in the boardroom or manipulate him in the bedroom. And he wasn’t going to break both rules in one fell swoop. Still, he appreciated being treated to that masterful performance, her arching her hips and moaning under him as she came. Maybe she wasn’t so much of a girl scout after all. If that was her game, though, she would certainly have to come through with more than a make-out session, however much it whet his appetite.

 	“You miscalculated, then, honey. Foreplay, no matter how good, doesn’t do much for me. Now an actual fuck, if it’s done very skillfully, would go a lot further. So just let me know when you’re willing to fuck me for the stock and maybe we can talk.” He leaned over to instruct his driver through the intercom to stop the car.

 	An abrupt slam on the brakes brought Virginia tumbling toward him again. He caught her, but then pushed her away. “I’m going to start thinking you mean it by the third or fourth time you do that.”

 	“Please! You probably tell your driver to slam on the brakes as some kind of sleazy trick to pitch women in your lap.”
 	“No, as a matter of fact, I don’t.” He pressed on the intercom again. “Jesus, Ralph, what’s the problem up there? We’d like to get there in one piece.”

 	“Sorry, Aaron,” Ralph responded. “Some clown keeps getting in my way.”
 	“Just slow down, then. We’re not in a hurry.”
 	“Speak for yourself,” she muttered.

 	The slam on the brakes this time didn’t hurl Virginia, who was in the process of fastening her seat belt, into him. With shock, he saw it was hurling her into the shatter-proof glass separating them from Ralph. And he couldn’t stop it.

 	 

 	Virginia thrust her hands out in self-defense at the last minute, lessening, but not quite preventing, the blow her head took from the gray glass, which thankfully did not break at the impact. The glass, that is. Her head felt as if it might have. She wasn’t sure if the crash she heard came from the Manhattan streets beyond their doors or from her own banged skull. She sucked in her breath and held one palm up to what was most certainly going to be a nasty lump, falling back against the seat.

 	She heard Winston swear, felt the car still swerving, and then they were at a dead stop, horns blaring all around them.
 	“Christ, I’m sorry about that, Virginia.” He leaned over her, gently tugging her hand away to lightly probe her head. “Let me feel. That’s going to hurt,” he observed.

 	“It does already.”

 	His long fingers moved to her chin, lifting her face up toward him, again with a surprising gentleness. “Let me see your pupils. No, don’t close your eyes or look away. I need to see if they’re dilated.”

 	Apparently satisfied that they weren’t, he released her chin, at the last second running the tips of his fingers along her cheek. She shivered, interpreting it as comfort, however he meant it. With horror, she realized she was on the verge of tears. Her head was pounding and she had never been very brave about pain. Forget about that “whatever doesn’t kill you makes you stronger” crap. Pain—not that in her pampered existence she’d ever had that much of it—always made her just want her mama, who was long dead. Ridiculous for a grown woman. She felt inexplicably alone. And scared for some reason. Maybe car crashes did that to a person. She’d never been in one.

 	She looked at Winston tentatively, her hand going back up to the bump on her head, her lower lip quivering.

 	“Poor baby,” he murmured, looking down at her.

 	It was just the right thing to say. Not because it was sympathetic, which it undoubtedly was. If someone else—one of her sisters, for example—had been the one to offer those words at this moment, the sympathy of it would’ve made her burst out in tears. But with this corporate raider, it brought her back to herself. Or to her hard-as-nails CEO self anyway.

 	Yes, just the right thing to say, though probably not for the reason he thought.

 	She dropped her hand and sat up straight, ignoring the flash of pain that shot through her temple.

 	“I’m fine,” she said briskly.

 	He looked at her tentatively and then nodded. “Okay. You should still get yourself checked out by a doctor.”

 	Even the soundproof limousine couldn’t keep out the uproar of the crowd surrounding the car. She wondered what damage the accident had done other than to her own too-soft head.

 	Winston must have been thinking the same thing, as he surveyed the scene of onlookers outside the window.
 	“Listen, about what we were…ah,” he sounded uncharacteristically hesitant, “discussing before all this.”

 	At least the throbbing in her head muted her embarrassment a little. So there was that. Besides, he wasn’t even looking at her, still gazing at the turmoil outside the window.

 	“I was just pissed off. I wasn’t thinking with my head. Not my big one anyway.”
 	“It happened very fast,” she muttered, knowing it was a lame excuse.
 	“I aim to please,” he said with a wry little glance her way.

 	When she would’ve taken offense again—assuming she could through the ache in her head—he held up a hand to ward it off. “No, I know what you mean. It was, ah, pretty explosive. It took me off-guard too. And when we didn’t, ah, you didn’t want to, ah—”

 	“I know what you mean.”

 	“Well, again, I was just pissed. But if there’s one thing I abide by, it’s that no means no. In sex, not business,” he hastened to add. “It’s no, right?”

 	“No,” she repeated, to be clear.
 	He nodded and leaned over her to open the door on her side.

 	“You’ve had enough trouble from me for one night, Virginia. There’s no reason why you should be caught up in this. I’m sure the police have been called and this’ll take some time. You can just slip out and catch a cab. I’ll deal with this.”

 	She slammed her door shut again.
 	“I can’t do that. That would be leaving the scene of an accident. That’s illegal.”
 	He smiled, shaking his head. “Don’t you break any rules, sweetheart?”
 	“Not if I can help it. And don’t call me sweetheart.”
 	“Okay. What should I call you? Hard-ass?”
 	“It’s probably better than what you’re thinking.”

 	“You really want to know what I’m thinking? Because it’ll bring that pretty blush I saw in the restaurant back there when I mentioned wet dreams.”

 	“God!” The comment drove her hand back up to her aching head.
 	“There it is again.”

 	Aaron opened the door and slid out, holding his hand out to assist her in following him.

 	Out on the chilly sidewalk, lit so bright by street lights and storefronts that it could have been the middle of the afternoon rather than early evening, the crowd was being held back by one uniformed policeman while another was speaking to a hulking brute incongruously dressed in a suit. When the brute caught sight of them, he held out one beefy hand.

 	“No need to get out, Aaron. You and Miss Beckett can get back in the car. I’ll take care of this.”

 	Presumably the hulk was the limousine driver. She hadn’t seen him before as Winston had been the one to usher her into the car initially and the evil gray glass responsible for her massive headache had separated them from him for the duration of the drive.

 	“That’s okay, Ralph, although Miss Beckett should probably see a doctor fairly soon.” Winston patted the other man on the back. “You all right?”

 	“Fine, but pissed as hell.”
 	The policeman asked, “You were in the back seat?”

 	“Yes. Aaron Winston.” He held out his hand to shake the cop’s hand and the cop, looking surprised, complied. “This is Virginia Beckett.”

 	Virginia nodded.

 	“But I’m afraid other than a bad bump on the head by Miss Beckett, we don’t really know what happened. We didn’t see anything.”

 	Ralph spoke up, a testimony to his relationship with his boss apparently that he gave just the facts, no defensiveness in his narrative. “About a minute or two after we left the restaurant, I noticed this black SUV tailing us. I didn’t think anything of it at first, except that he was hanging too close, when the guy swerves out from behind and then cuts in front of me. I jammed on the brakes. That was the first time.” He directed that comment to Virginia and Aaron. “Then he does it again. So I slowed down to keep some distance between us, figuring he was the kind of jerk who liked to play games with limousines to prove what a big man he was. But out of nowhere, the guy slams on his brakes, a dead stop, so I had to slam on mine, which of course caused this pile-up here.”

 	He gestured behind them and Virginia noticed for the first time the smoking remains of several smashed bumpers.

 	“He sped away after that.”
 	“Was anyone hurt?” she asked.

 	“No, it doesn’t look like it,” the cop answered. “Just a lot of pissed-off drivers. And frankly, once they find out who you are, Mr. Winston, I think you might have some lawsuits on your hands.”

 	Ralph swore, but Aaron said easily, “No problem. If that’s the worst of it, then I’m happy to settle. I’m glad nobody’s hurt.”

 	Virginia got the disquieting feeling that he did not mean he was glad only in the financial sense. Aaron Winston with half a heart? An actual human being? She shuddered at the thought, half smiling.

 	He took her arm. “Do you think we could make whatever statement you need quickly and Ralph can get you the insurance information and whatever else you need? Miss Beckett took a pretty bad bump on the head. I’d like to see she gets a doctor as soon as possible.”

 	“Paramedics are on their way.”

 	The cop’s pronouncement was born true with the usual siren fanfare a moment later.

 	Virginia found herself in capable medical hands soon thereafter. A paramedic asked her questions, flashed a penlight in her eyes and felt around the nasty bump. All the while, she tried to listen to the conversation with the cop going on without her.

 	“You sure it wasn’t an accident?” she could hear the cop asking.

 	“Yes,” Ralph responded without hesitation. “This guy was definitely trying to cause this.”

 	“A guy like your boss has got to have a few enemies.”

 	At that, she noticed Winston smiled, hands in his pockets in a casual stance, and glanced her way as his driver answered.
 	“Maybe, but the windows were tinted and I didn’t get a license. It happened too fast.”

 	By the time everything was wrapped up and Virginia confirmed to the solicitous paramedic that she would consult her own doctor in the morning, she insisted on waving down a cab. “Not that I didn’t enjoy the ride last time.” She softened her comment with a smile, which was pretty genuine. She didn’t hold any of this against Winston. Accidents happened. As to the embarrassing episode before the head bumping—well, she’d rather just forget about that and she hoped he would too.

 	To her relief, he made no final mention of it.

 	But as Aaron handed her into a cab, he cracked, “Don’t say I don’t know how to show a girl a good time.”

 	She laughed. “I just bet you do.”

 	For the first time, she was thinking that it was too bad after all that she couldn’t be one of them.

 	* * * * *

 

 

 	Marilou Carstairs tapped her perfectly pedicured toes in her new stilettos impatiently against the hard wood floor of their foyer, ignoring the scuff marks she was making in the process. Lucita would buff them out in the morning anyway.

 	Damn that Phil. They were going to be late for the ballet, all because he was too selfish to get home from work on time. Then he had to go and compound it by jabbering away on his cell phone right when she had finally managed to get him in his tux and almost out the door.

 	She didn’t care who he was talking to. It could be the president of his company for all she cared. She didn’t want to have to wait until intermission to get into the theater.

 	He was probably talking to that horrid mistress of his who he thought he was so smart to hide from her. A waitress, for God’s sake. The filthy girl. She was no better than a hooker in Marilou’s book, and she didn’t care one whit what her husband did with her. In fact, she had quite a nice cabana boy in Bermuda and a personal trainer at her gym here in New York who saw to her own needs on that score very nicely, thank you very much. Sometimes even together when she could manage it, though that usually set her back a few Rolexes, for sure.

 	“No,” she heard her husband whine into his cell phone from the other room. “That’s it. That’s all. The only picture I got. What do you think I am, a goddamn paparazzi or something?”

 	They really were going to be late.

 	“No, I didn’t get a picture of them making out. Why would they make out at the scene of a car accident?” A pause. “No, she didn’t have her shirt off. They were treating a head injury. You don’t take your shirt off to have somebody look at your head. Christ, what is wrong with you people? Print it or don’t print it. I couldn’t give a shit.”

 	Phil was suddenly next to her, reaching for his overcoat. “Let’s go.”
 	“What was that all about, darling?”
 	The doors to the private elevator to their apartment opened and they stepped in.

 	“It was about paying for those god-awful expensive shoes of yours by earning chump change being at the beck and call of a lunatic.”

 	She didn’t even want to ask.
 



 
 	Chapter Three

 

 
 	 

 	“Mrs. Fields, I just could not be in this building and fail to pay my respects to you.” Rye Kinsey parked his fat black briefcase on the immaculate surface of her desk and leered at her, as if she was a “hot ticket” instead of the conservatively dressed, gray-haired woman she knew she was. She laughed on cue. “I’m flattered, Mr. Kinsey. But I don’t suppose that you may also want to say hi to my boss, would you?”

 	“Oh, him. He’s just an excuse so I can get over here to see you,” Rye confided conspiratorially. “But I guess since I’m already here.”
 	She leaned over, about to buzz Mr. Winston when Rye said, “Wait, is he in a good mood yet?”

 	Mrs. Fields kept her face carefully blank.

 	In fact, Mr. Winston had been a bear almost all week. He’d seemed fine on Monday, but from Tuesday until today—Friday—he had been testy with everyone, from his vice presidents to the man who brought him a sandwich for lunch to her. Of course he had been in that car accident on Monday night, but he’d brushed that off as a fender bender when she asked about it. The pictures in the tabloids the next day, those ones of him hovering over a shaken Virginia Beckett—she knew from long-past experience not to ask about that kind of thing. If he hadn’t seen a tabloid picture of himself, he didn’t want to. But even if he had, it usually didn’t put him out of sorts like this.

 	Heavens, she had never so looked forward to the weekend in all her ten years working for Mr. Winston. She supposed he must have talked to Rye during this week as well for him to pose the question he just did. But a man, especially one as usually fair and good-natured as Mr. Winston, was entitled to a bad-tempered week now and again. So she loyally pretended not to understand Mr. Kinsey. “I’m not sure I know what you mean. Would you like me to let him know that you’re here?”

 	Rye smiled in appreciation at her discretion. “Just remember that you can leave Aaron and come to work for me any time and I’ll pay you…well, almost as much as he does!”

 	Mrs. Fields laughed.
 	“Okay, throw me to the wolves. Go ahead and buzz him.”
 	 

 	Aaron didn’t seem especially pleased to see him when Rye was ushered in. Shirt-sleeves rolled up, his tie nowhere in evidence, he looked as though he might have been interrupted completing an especially arduous task. But the desk was clear except for a slim manila file that Aaron closed as Rye entered. He looked up expectantly, without bothering to get up. “What can I do for you, Rye?”

 	Ignoring Aaron’s coldness with an aplomb that had gotten Rye through many a sticky situation, he flopped himself down on one of the luxurious navy-blue Barclay loungers that faced the desk and nonchalantly scanned the huge office, pushing his glasses up farther on his nose. “Oh, nothing. I was just here with some of your financial guys for an auditors’ meeting and thought I’d stop by to remind myself how the other half live.” Rye casually continued to scan the lavishly done office, from the original impressionist paintings on the wall to the elaborate seventy-two-inch plasma television in the adjoining suite. “You know, I would really like an office like this.”

 	Aaron cut him off. “Was there something you needed to see me about, Rye? I’m kind of busy at the moment.”

 	“Yeah, I can see that.” He looked pointedly at the bare desk. “But actually, I wanted to see if you had reconsidered about going to that charity thing tomorrow night.” Rye had invited Aaron and “that gorgeous girlfriend of yours” to a benefit on Saturday night at the Museum of Natural History. Rye’s wife, Tammy, had worked pretty hard on the event and was determined that a full array of New York’s most prominent citizens should attend. Aaron had initially agreed to come and purchased the tickets for a hefty ten-thousand apiece, but when Rye called him on Thursday to remind him about it, he was curtly told that Aaron had other plans. Not that Rye cared whether Aaron wanted to drop twenty-thousand bucks and not even get a dinner out of it, but Tammy had made Rye promise to try to convince Aaron one more time. “It should be a lot of fun,” Rye argued lamely.

 	“Thanks again, but I’m not interested. Something came up.” Aaron was already rising to direct Rye out when Rye thought of a new approach.

 	“Your new friend will be there. You know, your latest target and tabloid buddy.”

 	Those headlines with the picture of Aaron bending over Virginia Beckett solicitously, police and wrecked cars in the background, probably drove Aaron mad. Cozy Romantic Dinner between Business Titans Ends in Disaster.

 	“Virginia Beckett?”

 	“Yeah. Sure, Tammy talked to her herself. This charity was very big with her late father. She bought tickets for her whole family. They show up every year, evidently.”
 	“Rye, if this really means that much to you and Tammy, I’ll see what I can do. I’ll talk to Julie about it.”

 	* * * * *

 

 

 	After hustling Rye out of his office, Aaron turned back to the report he had been scanning when Rye showed up. “PERSONAL AND CONFIDENTIAL—FOR THE EYES OF AARON WINSTON ONLY”, the envelope had been marked. Mrs. Fields had brought it in, still sealed, without a thought. A great deal of confidential information passed to Aaron this way. It was safer than email sometimes.

 	Only this wasn’t about business. The report, which Aaron had commissioned from a reputable private detective agency on the morning after his disastrously frustrating car ride with Virginia, was entitled: “Personal Affairs of Miss Virginia Beckett.” A more appropriate title, Aaron thought after reading the few sheets of paper, would have been “Lack of Personal Affairs of Miss Virginia Beckett.” They had not found out anything. Or there was nothing to find out. She was either incredibly discreet or she was a nun. Aaron could not quite believe the latter given her hot response to him in the car. But the report detailed no known current lover or even escort and no record of any past marriages or relationships that would have been serious enough to merit mention anywhere. Even the few discrete interviews with acquaintances that the agency had managed on such a tight timeframe turned up the same seeming pattern of complete lack of romantic involvement. He dialed his contact at the detective agency and instructed him to continue digging until he found something. This just did not make sense. Why would a woman as beautiful and accomplished as Virginia Beckett be so alone that way? She wasn’t cold. They’d proven that. It was as much of a mystery to him as his own inability to accept her brush-off.

 	Aaron felt a slight twinge of guilt at his tactics—he had never had a woman in whom he was interested investigated before. Let alone a woman who had told him in no uncertain terms to stay away.

 	Can anyone say stalker?
 	But he couldn’t get her out of his head.

 	On that unlikely note, he picked up the phone and dialed Julie. “How would you like to go to a charity ball tomorrow night?”

 	* * * * *

 

 

 	The Museum of Natural History was magically illuminated by the blue light of the huge fish tanks that lined the walls of the main gallery. The charity event, at 8:00 that Saturday night, was already in full swing. All of the members of Virginia’s immediate family were seated at a large, green-velvet-covered table, chatting over drinks. Allie, Virginia’s oldest sister by a decade, had flown in from Maine with her husband Pat for a romantic weekend at the Four Seasons away from their two adorable but mischievous little girls. Nora, Virginia’s next oldest sister, had come by herself and Virginia worried as she watched her sometimes-temperamental sister down another gin that this might indicate trouble in Nora’s marriage. The family had seen little of Nora’s husband, Brian, in the last year or so despite that the couple only lived in Boston, a few hours’ drive from Manhattan. That was fine with her. She wasn’t much of a fan of Brian, but she hoped that he and Nora would work out their apparent troubles, whatever they were, at least for the sake of their three teenaged children. Brendan was also at the table, Virginia noted, with his stunningly sophisticated girlfriend of the night in a black chiffon and silk confection, long pearls hanging to her waist.

 	Missy and Mindy, twins and the youngest members of the Beckett clan as well as by far the most boisterous, were jabbering away animatedly at their respective dates. The two young men seemed mesmerized by the nonstop flow of conversation, or rather soliloquy, emitting from the petite, fluffy-haired blondes in identical short gold lamé baby-doll dresses. The twins had all of Brendan’s airy charm but absolutely none of his occasional, even if sporadic, interest in the business side of the family. And they certainly, as they would be the first to gaily admit, had none of Virginia’s serious tendencies.

 

 	“I don’t know how you can stand that boring business stuff, all those numbers day in and day out,” one or the other of them would often complain to Virginia. “Why can’t you just be grateful to be born rich and leave it at that?”

 	The twins were certainly in their element now, Virginia thought, watching them glide to the dance floor, dates in tow. Virginia sipped her white wine gingerly, listening to the elegant strains of the orchestra in the background, when Nora, her voice a little slurred even at this early point in the evening, asked, “So did you get that business with Aaron Winston all worked out?”
 	Virginia clamped down on her confusing associations with Winston, just as she had all week. “It’s all taken care of, Nora. Didn’t you and Brian get the memo I had Brendan email to everybody?” Nora and the other family members, however uninvolved in the mechanics of the business, had been kept up to date on the threat from Winston and then the temporary settlement with him.

 	Uncle Victor, who was not sitting at the Beckett table but instead had opted to host a table of friends from his own generation, came over to say hello just as Virginia referenced the email. “I don’t know, Virginia, dear,” he said, kissing her on the cheek, “why you have to always use such an impersonal mode of communication for family members. I’d like to see you hand-write a note once in a while rather than put me to the trouble of having my secretary print out your computer scribbles.”

 	“You could try to read things on the computer screen like the rest of us,” Brendan pointed out as their uncle gave a little wave to all and departed as quickly as he’d come.

 	“Yes, I got the email,” Nora responded nonchalantly to the initial question. “I wanted to make sure because I think that’s Winston heading over here right now. I recognize him from his picture in People.”
 	Virginia turned in the direction Nora was indicating and made out Aaron Winston, tall and handsome in a traditional tuxedo, threading his way through the crowd toward the Becketts’ table.

 	“I can’t believe this,” she muttered, tempted to try to flee her own table but it was too late anyway. He was already here.

 	“Virginia, how nice to see you.” He hovered by her chair, waiting for her to introduce him to the others. When she merely nodded, a deliberate slight he was too pigheaded to acknowledge, he turned to Brendan, who, a prisoner of his own good manners, rose to make the introductions around the table.

 	After he had introduced his family members, Brendan smoothly continued, “This is Aaron Winston, of whom you have been reading so much of late.”

 	Pat rose to shake Aaron’s hand and Allie and Nora smiled at the handsome man despite themselves. Brendan’s model of the moment harrumphed loudly, causing him to laugh. “Sorry,” he said, “Freudian slip.” He turned back to Winston. “And this is my date, Linda Smith.”

 	“And where is your date?” Winston asked Virginia without preliminaries, although he did lean forward a bit toward her and spoke softly enough that the rest of the table could have been forgiven for turning back to their own conversations, surmising that a private one had been struck up between Aaron and Virginia. In fact, though, all eyes at the table continued to be glued to the two of them. Virginia looked into Aaron’s own teasing blue eyes and froze. Improbably, it was Nora who came to her rescue.

 	“She came with me,” Nora called out. “My husband couldn’t attend and Virginia didn’t want me to be the only one without a partner.”

 	Virginia took the opportunity to down the rest of her glass of wine and a waiter she had never seen came to refill it as Aaron commented, “How very sporting of her,” addressing Nora, but never taking his eyes off Virginia.

 	The waiter left without refilling the glasses of anyone else at the table, Virginia noticed. She must have been the only one who really looked as though she could use another drink. She downed it gratefully, despite its slightly funny taste. Almost salty. It was probably some outrageously expensive vintage her uneducated palate couldn’t properly appreciate.

 	Fortified by a sudden, unfamiliar buzz—she usually just nursed her drink all through an evening—Virginia was about to demand of Winston the same rude question he had asked of her when a stunning, dark-haired woman appeared at his side.

 	“My, my, my,” the woman said brightly. “What a coincidence. Look who you ran into on the way to the bar.” Never mind that the bar was in the opposite direction. Unexpectedly, she reached forward to shake Virginia’s hand. “You probably don’t remember me. We met on a deal once when you were practicing law.” The woman gave her name, Julie something or other, and the name of the investment bank she worked for.

 	“Nice to meet you,” Virginia offered, not knowing what else to say, and stood up as if about to make the introductions around the table. Aaron flicked his eyes down the length of Virginia’s classic, body-hugging, floor-length dress.

 	“No, no, sit down,” Julie protested. “We don’t want to interrupt. Aaron, there are some people you really must meet. Will you excuse us?”

 	After Aaron and Julie walked away, the Becketts’ table was strangely silent for a moment and then Brendan irreverently let out a low whistle. “Wow. How come I never have an investment banker like that on my deals?” His brother-in-law Pat gave a cautious sideways glance at his wife, but laughed in agreement and Linda poked Brendan in the ribs.

 	“What?” Brendan laughed innocently. “I’m just asking. Virginia, can we hire her for our next transaction?”

 	“I’m sure Winston has her under some kind of exclusive arrangement,” Virginia responded cattily, feeling the effects of the wine rather more than she usually did. Her sisters and Linda laughed heartily.

 	“I, for one, thought she looked a little overblown,” the rail-thin Linda, more than willing to get into the catty spirit of things, opined.
 	Brendan and Pat rolled their eyes at each other, but let the remark go, outnumbered by their female table companions.

 	Missy and Mindy returned from the dance floor. “What did I miss?” Missy demanded, flouncing into her seat, looking around at her brother and sisters, as if sensing a drama somewhere.

 	“Aaron Winston and his date came by,” Nora explained. She reached for the wine bottle and was startled when Virginia beat her to it.

 	“Shoot! You’re kidding. And we missed it?” Mindy cried. “Darn, we wanted to meet him! He’s supposed to be gorgeous, though you’d never know it from the way these two talk about him.” She nodded toward Virginia and Brendan.

 	“He was very good-looking,” Allie said mildly.
 	Good-looking. Yes, that was one way to put it. And charming and sexy and…

 	What was wrong with her? She must have taken more of a blow to her head last week than her doctors let on. Mixed with the alcohol, it left her with some unfamiliar pounding. Lost in her thoughts for a few moments, when she surfaced again, she looked around for Winston and saw that he was dancing with that black-haired bombshell.
 	“Do you want to dance?” she asked Pat suddenly, grabbing his hand before he could answer and gliding out with him onto the dance floor, feeling light from all the wine and graceful in her swirling white dress. She deliberately danced them over toward that dark handsome head leaning over his companion in her slinky red dress.

 	Seeming to be on the same game plan as her, Aaron also maneuvered his date so that before she knew it they were next to Pat and Virginia. “Can we switch partners?” Aaron asked Pat, ignoring his own partner’s furious expression.

 	Pat started to object, when Virginia simply walked from his arms into Winston’s.
 	He’d taken the words right out of her mouth.

 	Virginia felt a naked stab of satisfaction at the sight of his girlfriend or whatever she was standing there speechless as she and Winston whirled away. “You’re not very nice to your girlfriend,” she chided him, suddenly feeling alarmingly loose from the wine and the intoxicating experience of being in his arms again, even in just this most innocent of circumstances. Aaron pulled her full against his body as they danced and she felt his cock against her, immediately lengthening and growing hard. Uh, oh. Maybe not so innocent.

 	“I’d be different with you,” he promised in a whisper in her ear. She felt a shiver right down to her toes.

 	“We’ll never know, will we?” she countered gaily.
 	“That’s up to you.”
 	“So what’s next, Mr. Winston? May I call you Mr. Winston?”
 	She laughed at her own pun.
 	“What’s the alternative?”

 	“I guess I could call you by your first name. Aaron. Oh no, wait, I don’t want to send any mixed signals. Do you read use of your first name by a woman as an invitation to bed?”

 	 
 	She leaned defenselessly against him, but clearly still had her weapons.
 	He smiled at the barb. “Not if they preface it with an explanation.”

 	“Okay, fine. I’m sick of calling you Mr. Winston. So Aaron it is. But I don’t mean that as a pass at you.”

 	“Thanks for clarifying that.”

 	She seemed very different tonight, Aaron thought. Light and flirtatious. She was devastatingly attractive in this mood, but a small part of him was wary, wondering if this was just a new move in some game she seemed to be playing with him. He had meant to try to charm her tonight, just to see if he could change her mind about them. But he hadn’t expected her to initiate anything.

 	If Virginia sensed his hesitancy, she gave no sign.

 	“So tell me the truth. What’s behind all this interest in my company? Can’t you find somebody else as good to gobble up?”

 	“You make me sound like the big bad wolf.”
 	“That’s what we call you, me and Brendan.”
 	“I’ve been called worse.”
 	“I know. I’ve read all about you.”
 	“A fan?”
 	“A target.”
 	They danced together smoothly.
 	“Any chance we could leave the business world behind, just for tonight?”
 	“I will if you will.”
 	He tugged her closer just as the song ended. “I definitely will.”

 	Aaron smiled, absolutely floored by this new apparent guilelessness in her. Was she drunk? She still leaned complacently against him, his hands lightly on the silk of her dress, her head almost on his shoulder. She giggled, tossing back her mane of hair which was curled for the occasion.

 	Virginia Beckett giggling? He should be skeptical, but he was too busy being charmed. God, he was easy. His cock had hardened as soon as he had her in his arms, despite how Julie’s blatant arching against him had left him cold.

 	She was adorable. So what was the catch?

 	Virginia looked back in the direction of where they had left Julie and her brother-in-law. “I think your girlfriend has disappeared.” In fact, the brother-in-law was back at the Beckett table, his wife whispering furiously to him and looking in the direction of Aaron and Virginia, and Julie was nowhere in sight.

 	Aaron shrugged. “I hope she’s left,” he said honestly and earned another tittering laugh from this new Virginia Beckett.

 	Julie might have looked very inviting in her skintight red dress, but she was beginning to be a little inconvenient. Anyway, it was Virginia’s body in her tasteful and virginal white gown that Aaron found himself thinking about now.

 	“You really are bad.”

 	The light strains of a familiar tune began to wash over them as Aaron rocked her gently. She was a smooth and graceful dancer, he noted with satisfaction.

 	“What are you thinking?” he asked her softly, one hand reaching up the smooth slope of her back left bare by the evening dress to massage her neck beneath the heavy mass of her unbound hair.

 	“I was thinking you dance well.”
 	“Thanks. I was thinking the same about you.”
 	“In fact, you probably do everything well.”

 	He caught his breath at her lovely, open face as she parted her lips and delivered that incredibly sexy line. He leaned down to brush his lips against her throat, not caring who might have been watching, and whispered, “I would love the chance to finish showing you one or two things I can do fairly well. I’d just barely gotten started the other night in the limousine.”

 	The eerie blue light of the giant aquariums bathed the room in an other-wordly air.

 	“All right,” she said simply.
 	His head shot up. “What?”
 	“I said all right. Let’s go.”

 	He was stunned for a moment by her acquiescence—too much like one of the many dirty dreams he’d had about her—but it stopped him only for a second and then he was leading her toward the brightly lit exit sign. They had almost made it when unfortunately a hearty voice boomed behind them, “Hey, guys, where are you going?”

 	Aaron would have gone on, pretending not to hear, but Virginia stopped to greet Rye, looking uncomfortable in a tuxedo, and his wife, a diminutive curly-haired brunette. “Rye, how are you? Tammy, what a lovely party. You really did a wonderful job.”
 	“What are you skipping out so early for, then?” Rye asked, fiddling with his wayward glasses and staring in confusion at Aaron’s arm possessively at Virginia’s elbow. “Where’s Julie?”

 	Aaron flashed Rye a killer look and dropped his hand from Virginia’s elbow. “She had to leave…and we were just going.”

 	Virginia, in her expansive, wine-induced mood, beamed at Rye and his wife, enthusiastically complimenting Tammy on the decor, the music, even her flowered dress. Aaron hovered behind her, interjecting a casual “we really should be going” once or twice as Virginia continued to chat with Tammy.

 	“This isn’t really your style, is it, Aaron?” Rye spoke to him quietly enough so that Virginia and Tammy could not hear them over the background music and their own animated small talk.
 	“What do you mean?” Aaron didn’t want to drag himself away from his efforts to extract Virginia from her inopportune interest in socializing, but he was intrigued by the lawyer’s comment.
 	“We both know you cut a few corners in the business world, never crossing the line, just dancing damn close. But in your personal life, I always took you for a straight shooter. No little tricks, like promising a girl a ring someday…or getting her drunk.”

 	“Don’t push it, Rye.”
 	But he did.

 	“Look at her. She’s obviously bombed out of her mind. She wouldn’t even know what she’s doing.”
 	Aaron felt a rush of indignant anger at the accusation. “She’ll know what she’s doing, believe me. You stay out of this.”

 	“I’ve heard she doesn’t drink much. It must be that she can’t handle it,” Rye continued, but Aaron had already turned away and forcefully took Virginia’s hand to lead her away.

 	“Great party. See you later,” he murmured to Rye and Tammy behind them and then they were out into the crisp, cool autumn air.

 	* * * * *

 

 

 	Brendan Beckett hadn’t peeked underneath bathroom stalls since he was in prep school, but Linda had promised him it’d be worth his while. Stall after stall showed no heels on the marble floors. The room was empty. He walked back to the door and smiled, pushing it open to let Linda glide in. “Coast is clear.”
 	Giving one last furtive look down the thankfully deserted hallway, he followed the willowy brunette down to the last stall in the bathroom, the biggest, designed for handicap access, though Linda’s sweet smile over her shoulder as she ducked in ensured she planned to put it to better use.

 	This was their first date, but the New York social life of twenty-somethings being what it was, he had fully expected to get laid tonight.

 	Just not quite so soon.

 	Following her in, he locked the stall door behind him, grateful to find that there was plenty of room to maneuver. Moreover, his date had already untied the black silk halter top of her dress and was half naked.
 	Excellent. He’d have to make this quick, seeing as how he for one didn’t particularly get off on the risk of being discovered in flagrante, at a charity ball at which his whole family was in attendance no less.

 	His date, on the other hand…

 	“I like it a little kinky.” She’d leaned over and whispered in his ear at the table, making him stone-hard. Her hand had dropped in his lap for good measure and cupped his balls. “Let’s go find someplace. You’ll like it. I promise.”

 	Not doubting her for a second, he’d found someplace.

 	He loosened his tuxedo tie and smiled as he checked her out. Very nice. For all that she was a model, which ensured she hadn’t an ounce of excess poundage on her tall frame, he was pleased to note that as he had suspected, she had quite nice tits. Not full and heavy like Winston’s investment-banker babe, although that would have been quite enjoyable as well, but small and high like firm little apples. He took one in his hand, squeezing. Real too.
 	The pearls she wore hung in a long rope against her now-naked chest down to her waist and he gathered a handful and ran them softly over first one small coral nipple and then the other. Reaching down, intending to pull her long skirt up, she beat him to it, wriggling out of the clingy material, pushing it down her hips and stepping out of it. His hands of their own accord shifted from the pearls and high little tits down to the silk of her crotchless panties.

 	He laughed. “How convenient.”

 	With her fashion-runway height and her four-inch spiked heels, Linda was as tall as his usually-much-taller-than-a-woman height of six-foot-four. They would be the perfect match for fucking against the wall. His hands went to his trousers, feeling the pleasant heaviness of an erection about to be satisfied, but she crossed her arms and held them up over her head, indicating he still had something to do.

 	“Oh yeah,” he said, whipping his tie off and winding the black material around her wrists.

 	“I like to be tied up.”

 	“Yeah, I think you mentioned that.” Although he usually preferred to feel a woman’s hands on him when he fucked her, he was nothing if not solicitous and if she liked to be tied up, well, she liked to be tied up. He pulled the tie into a knot and smiled at the thought that she had described this as kinky. Not much into that kind of thing himself, he had seen his fair share of it in his attempts to be solicitous to the female sex, especially those members of it who he happened to be fucking at the time, and this was pretty tame as far as he could see.

 	“Tighter,” she whispered.

 	“Whatever you want, baby,” he assured her, complying and then pressing her tied wrists high above her head so that her compact tits bounced even higher.

 	With her hands out of commission, he freed his own cock, ready to get down to business, but the sight of those shimmering pearls dangling down her bare chest gave him an inspiration. Glancing down at neatly clipped bush visibly wet from her excitement—he supposed she really did like to be tied up—he reached two fingers down just to make sure. Thrusting them up her slick pussy for a moment, he was surprised at how tight a fit it was, especially given her obvious experience. She moaned as he withdrew his fingers.

 	“We need to loosen you up,” he murmured, lifting the string of pearls over her head and off, and running them down her sleek body until he reached the not-there crotch of her panties. He thrust a handful of the pearls up her pussy quickly and she arched in surprise.

 	“Those are on loan,” she moaned, her eyes closed and head flung back.

 	With one hand still anchored against her tied wrists, holding them up, he fed more of the pearls into her wetness, pushing the walls of her cunt out with the slick baubles. “I’ll lick them off before you return them,” he promised, taking her mouth for the first time. She kissed sweetly, tasting of the wine she’d drunk, and he wished they had more time. But the throbbing of his hot cock against her thigh, and the cold of the marble where he held her hands up, reminded him this was not the time or the place for extended foreplay.

 	He pulled the pearls out slowly, almost one by one, as she writhed and then draped the strand around her neck again. Taking his cock in hand, he lightly kissed her collarbone, smiling. “Now I can smell your sweet pussy while I fuck it,” he observed, letting go of her tied hands only long enough to fumble in his inside jacket pocket for a condom. Fisting his cock, he suited up and aimed it toward her, one hand going back to those tied wrists, the other around his erection, appropriately protected now.

 	Registering her heat, he fed his cock in easily, the pearls indeed having loosened her up, but she was still snug enough for him to groan as he buried himself to the hilt and began to move.

 	“My friend told me you had a nice big cock,” she whispered. “I’m glad to see she wasn’t exaggerating for once.”

 	He paused, raised his head and chuckled. “Gee, thanks.”

 	Nothing like that kind of comment to spur a guy on. He went back to it, pushing her legs farther apart, so that she lifted one to give him wider access and rested her stiletto heel on the water tank of the toilet.

 	“Oh yeah,” she breathed as he thrust in and out, her hips following his lead. “Fuck me with your nice big cock.”
 	A little unimaginative, but he appreciated the sentiment anyway, not pausing this time.

 	“I have a butt plug in,” she moaned, which he had to admit was more imaginative, although he assumed she wasn’t imagining it. Groping around to her taut cheeks, he felt the little knob between them, jiggling it a touch and engendering another moan from his date. Well, now that was a new one on him. Usually he was a little more clued-in if that kind of toy was involved in his screw. A woman didn’t usually—well, never had—just announce it like that, having taken care of the accessory all by herself.

 	Still fucking, he wasn’t quite sure what she intended to have him do with this information. “So you do,” he breathed. “That is sort of kinky,” he added, in case she wanted his approval on that score and also because he really did think it was a little kinky.

 	“I put it in before, just in case, because usually rich guys have such small cocks,” she murmured.

 	Forget about tying her hands up. He wondered how she felt about a gag. In the absence of one, he went back to kissing her lips, sucking her tongue to keep it from wagging.

 	Obviously, he wasn’t doing enough to keep her concentration on the main event. He thrust harder with his cock and dug the fingers of the hand that wasn’t on her wrists into her hair, giving a swift tug at the roots. She squealed, presumably in appreciation since the walls of her pussy tightened even further around him. With her other hole filled as well, undoubtedly she was doubly stimulated. Well, fine with him.

 	They were almost there…

 	He made the mistake of lifting his head, in preparation for feeling that sharp spark of pleasure run down his spine, his balls tingling.

 	“I hear that Aaron Winston has a big thick cock too.”
 	That stopped him dead. He looked down at her flushed face. “Do you mind?”

 	Her eyes fluttered open, big and brown, with long expertly coated lashes. “What?”

 	He took the momentary opportunity of her silence to pound his cock one last time into her pussy, so hard that he undoubtedly wedged her butt plug in as far as it would go and blessedly felt himself shoot his load, noting absently that she groaned loud enough for him to safely assume she came as well.

 	Panting, he pulled out of her, peeling the condom off his softening dick and then reclaiming his tie. He kissed the tip of her nose as he untied the knot and brought one wrist to his lips, kissing the pounding pulse there lightly.

 	He gestured toward her backside as she slithered back into her dress, wondering if he should offer to slip the plug out. It couldn’t be that comfortable. But hell, she’d slipped it in. He’d leave it to her. Anyway, he wasn’t planning to have them hang around at this ball a second later than they had to.

 	Fuck, he was going to get her back to his apartment as soon as he could so he could give her his full attention. None of this quickie crap. Damned if she’d be thinking about Aaron Winston while she was fucking Brendan Beckett, for Christ’s sake.

 	But just in case, he’d bring the tie.

 	* * * * *

 

 

 	He watched the arrogant young whelp and his whore leave the lavish rest room of the museum, the less-populated facility on the bottom floor. No mystery what those two had been doing.

 	Waiting a minute or two more to ensure his meeting place would be empty, he slipped in. The dark reflection beside him in the mirror a second later startled him.
 	“Were you in here all the time?” he asked the waiter, who was suddenly washing hands next to him at the sink.

 	The man nodded. “I was crouching on the toilet, waiting for you, when that couple came in. Not much I could do but wait them out. They were quick about it, though.”

 	“Fine. Whatever. No play by play required, thank you. They didn’t see you?”
 	“No.”
 	“Fine, fine. So did you put it into her drink?”
 	“Yes. I did.”

 	“Excellent.” He slipped the waiter ten one hundred-dollar bills. After he had dried his hands, of course.

 	“Nice doing business with you.”

 	Then the waiter was gone. He looked into the mirror with satisfaction. That’s how it should always go. Not this whining and questioning all the time, wondering why he was doing something or not doing something. It was really annoying.

 	Maybe he should hire this waiter for all his work and get rid of that annoying investment banker. He didn’t even mind someone like the waiter seeing his face. The servant class was of a different breed. As long as they were paid, they wouldn’t turn on their masters.

 	Not like an investment banker.

 	He’d give it some thought. In the meantime, he’d just lie back and see the results of honest to goodness pharmacology at work.

 	They called it liquid ecstasy, didn’t they?

 	* * * * *

 

 

 	Virginia took a deep breath, running her free hand through her long hair, her other hand firmly imprisoned in the purposeful grip of Aaron Winston. He led her to his waiting limousine and gave the driver—Ralph again she assumed—an address through the intercom. It sounded very familiar to her, but in her carefree mood she could not place it. Oh, well, it didn’t matter. Winston could take her wherever he wanted. It was like deja vu sitting with him in the confines of the luxurious limousine again (was this the same one they were in the other night or did he have a whole fleet?), but it felt very different to her now. And it wasn’t just because of the bump she could still feel on her head beneath her hair.

 	She stretched back against the smooth leather, vaguely conscious of the twinkling lights of the Manhattan streets whizzing by them, and smiled at Aaron. She felt so free of inhibitions. How could she have possibly pushed this incredibly handsome man away from her the other night? All she wanted now was to be close to him again. She reached up to trail her fingertips along his granite cheekbone, but he caught her hand, stopping her.
 	His low voice teased her as he pressed his lips to her fingertips, sending shivers down her spine, “Don’t start that here now. It would be too much like before,” he said, “and I’m superstitious. I want you all to myself behind a locked door and not in the middle of Manhattan traffic where something could stop us.” He might have said “someone” since Virginia was the one who stopped them the other night, but he did not. “Besides, I’m not so confident in Ralph’s driving skills anymore.”

 	 

 	A raucous laugh greeted his lame joke. She was wonderfully, magically compliant with him now, no talk of stock or angry accusations. Rye’s condemning insinuations about Virginia being drunk briefly intruded on Aaron’s sense of anticipation, but he put them out of his mind. Rye Kinsey was insane if he thought Aaron would pass up this opportunity with Virginia just because she’d had a couple of glasses of wine.
 	He no sooner had the thought than he realized she was climbing on to the floor of the limousine, wedging herself between his legs, facing him, one hand on each knee. His cock, which had been half hard on and off since he’d first seen her tonight, ratcheted up to full strength as the implications of her position sunk in. But it was a risky move given their track record.

 	For car accidents, that is, not foreplay. She laid her head for a second on his lap, docile, and then dropped a kiss in the general vicinity of his belly button.

 	Christ…

 	She leaned down then, long curls spilling over his lap, and rained light kisses on the seriously overstrained crotch of his tuxedo trousers. He took it for a minute, his breath catching even as he was bemused to find himself so turned on by this tame display. But after a minute, he put his hands on her shoulders to hold her back.

 	She giggled, looking up at him.

 	“What are you doing, Virginia?” His voice sounded tense to his own ears, but she apparently did not register it.

 	“I’m giving you a blow job.”
 	He declined to point out that the zipper needed to be down for that.
 	“You don’t need to do that. Let’s wait, okay, honey? We’ll be there soon.”
 	“I know I don’t have to. I never have.”
 	His mouth dropped open. He couldn’t help it.
 	He looked at her lips, dark red for the occasion. Never had?
 	His cock thrust enthusiastically toward her, volunteering. Me first! Me first!

 	“Never?” he asked weakly as she reached forward and applied herself to his zipper, slipping it down slowly.
 	“Never,” she whispered. “But I want to. Now.” She peeled the fabric of his trousers back.

 	He hesitated only for a second. Who was he to argue?

 	His head fell helplessly back on the headrest and he closed his eyes for a minute, feeling the first touch of her soft, warm hands at the base of his stomach, shoving his boxers out of the way and then stroking his hot, bare cock two-handed. He shuddered as she petted him. “Oh, this is bigger than, er, than I’ve ever seen.”

 	The corner of his mouth went up.
 	“Look at how hard it is, all the veins and the—”

 	“I don’t have to look,” he choked out as he felt her soft breath on the head of his cock. She touched her lips hesitantly to him and his cock jerked in her hands.

 	“Oh,” she laughed, and then licked the head with short eager little flicks of her tongue up and down the throbbing base. All the while her fingers hovered over him, as if not wanting to impede on the novel action of her tongue.

 	“It tastes salty,” she murmured.

 	His fingers came to her hair, thrusting in the soft silky strands, as she teased him. She kissed the underside of his cock, slicking it up and down with her warm, wet mouth until finally her fingers joined in, running lightly along the stalk, tracing the veins, circling the base with her forefinger and thumb.

 	Groaning, he lifted his head to look down at her. “Take it in your mouth, Virginia,” he instructed softly, gripping his cock himself and nudging it more forcefully against her lips.

 	She opened her mouth a little and slid the head in.
 	“Like that,” he murmured in approval.

 	He could feel a drop of pre-cum on the end as she seemed to get a little braver, taking a little more of his cock in her mouth before she abruptly pulled back, letting him pop out and bob against her face.

 	“I feel silly,” she said with a smile.

 	His breathing was heavy, his hands still in her hair and he could see the pearl of pre-cum at the end of his cock now, more seeping out just at her sophomoric play.

 	“You don’t look silly.”

 	If she’d really never given head, she was quite a talented beginner. She wasn’t deep-throating him, of course, like an old pro like Julie would do, but the sight of her ruby-red lips swirling around the head of his cock, and the feel of her long delicate fingers stroking him, excited him more than Julie’s practiced tending ever had. His grip on her hair got tighter as she moved her lips back to his cock and he dug his ass into the leather seat, holding off a climax. It wouldn’t do to come in her mouth…for the first time.

 	The limousine pulled to a halt. Smoothly, thank God. “We’re here, Aaron.”

 	Ralph’s voice over the intercom read Aaron’s resolve, or lack thereof, pretty accurately. He was giving them a warning before coming to open the door. Good thing, too.

 	Aaron took a deep breath, then reached over to push the button and answer. “Give us a minute.”
 	“God, that was awesome,” Virginia said with a grin. “Your penis was so hot against my tongue. No one told me how it would feel, the skin so velvety and smooth.”
 	He pulled Virginia up by the elbow to sit back next to him, and carefully zipped up his pants, willing himself to calm down.
 	Chattily expounding on his cock had never figured into his daydreams about this woman, no matter how wild. But apparently tonight, she was really letting go.

 	“And so big, too. Long and thick.” She looked at his now-covered crotch and reached out one hand, which he quickly grasped in his hand to forestall any further action on that front for the time being.

 	“I felt it against my hip that other time, but—”
 	“We’re ready now, Ralph,” Aaron called into the intercom hastily.

 	Two seconds later, Ralph opened the door on Virginia’s side and thank God she dropped the subject of his nice big cock. Although he’d be happy to take it up later.

 	Looking at the tall familiar building, she asked incredulously, “My office?”
 	Aaron laughed at her surprise. “I want to show you something.”

 	Some workaholics were streaming out of the building into the cool fall night and Virginia nodded at one or two of them who she must have recognized from her company. The security guard at his monolithic marble post blocking the entrance to the executive elevators smiled at Virginia. “Miss Beckett,” he said and then turned to Aaron. “Mr. Winston, welcome to the building. I have your keys right here. The management office said they weren’t sure when you’d be picking them up.”

 	Aaron thanked the guard and ushered Virginia toward the alcove of executive elevators, not the one she had taken almost every day during the last few years, but the one marked “P” for Penthouse. He inserted the key the guard had given him into the penthouse elevator, opened it, and they stepped in. “I bought the residential penthouse apartment in this building,” he explained to Virginia as they soared up seventy-five stories. Actually, the information about Beckett Family Delicacies that Aaron had originally looked at weeks ago had mentioned that the penthouse apartment in their headquarters building was for sale. It was only after his first encounter with the lovely—and at that time apparently unapproachable—Miss Beckett that Aaron became interested in purchasing the real estate. It seemed like a bargain and he felt a little proximity to Virginia couldn’t hurt. His agents closed the deal almost immediately after he had made the decision to purchase and his decorators were to have furnished the apartment yesterday, but he hadn’t been over to see it yet. Now seemed like the perfect opportunity to do so.

 	The elevator opened up into a two-story “great room” the size of most comfortable suburban houses. Floor-to-ceiling glass windows let in the black night, the lights of the city spread out below like a control panel to some monstrous computer. Aaron flicked on a light switch and several track lights overhead came on. Not bad. A deep blue oriental rug covered most of the expanse of the parquet floor, with deep blue sofas and love seat arranged tastefully in the center and a pristine white bar with mirrored back drop in the corner.

 	Now where the hell was the bedroom? He would fuck her first, just to take the edge off, and then continue his lesson in fellatio.

 	Turning with a keen sense of anticipation to Virginia, he found to his dismay that the beautiful blonde was heading straight toward the bar with a sexy, but distinctly swaying, gait. Rye’s words came back to haunt him and he studied Virginia with a frown as she moved behind the bar and reached below it, bringing out what appeared to be a bottle of champagne. She looked around distractedly, pulling open drawers and cabinets, and he moved to join her, smoothly removing the bottle from her grasp, glancing at the label in the process, and then placing it on the white tiled counter. “What are you looking for?” he asked her.

 	“A corkscrew.” Her adorable forehead wrinkled in concentration as she continued her search.

 	“That’s champagne,” he pointed out dryly, catching both of her hands in his, pulling her to him, and thereby effectively preventing her further foraging. “You don’t need a corkscrew. You just pop it open.”
 	She laughed. “You just pop it open,” she repeated, smiling at Aaron, putting her arms around his neck and shaking her head, as if wondering how she could have been so silly.

 	Aaron was starting to get a little worried. “You’re not really that drunk, are you, Virginia?”

 	“Yes, I believe I am,” she admitted and as if to prove the point leaned up on her tippy-toes and planted a kiss firmly on his mouth. He felt the electric shock of it right away, groaning as she pressed her body more firmly into his. He ran his hands down the length of her, giving what he discovered was a very plush high ass the proper amount of attention it deserved. Fondling those sweet, plump cheeks, he pushed her back against the bar and opened her mouth hungrily with his tongue. He could feel against his chest the hard points of her sweet tits through the silk of her gown and he moved one hand up to caress her, slipping under the loose neckline to brush a bare nipple with his thumb. She gasped and as if in reflex pushed his hand away, breaking away from his kiss to cry, “Don’t.”

 	He looked down at her, dazed, but before he could react she had flung her arms around his neck again and pulled his head down, kissing him with an abandonment that left him aching and hard and hungry for her. He cupped his hands around her ass again, his fingers reveling in the firm rounded feel of her, and lifted her up, grinding her against his cock, and then moved her gently back onto the high cushioned bar stool behind her. His lips trailed a burning path down her throat, his hands massaging the outsides of her thighs for a moment, still encased by the silk of her long gown, before he moved suddenly and purposefully to part and stand between them.

 	He pressed his cock, steely and needy, against the silk of her parted legs, his lips now in her hair, then at her ear, as he whispered hoarsely, “I want you…now.” But as he inched the silk of her long dress up and moved his lips down, now at her collarbone, now edging down toward that aching vicinity from which she had automatically pushed his hand away a moment ago, she muttered, “Slow down,” putting her hands on his shoulders to push him away. His head lifted and he fixed her with a heated gaze. The blue-gray irises of her eyes were almost completely obscured by the black pupils and her breathing was shallow. She was as turned on as he was. He knew she was. Realizing he had managed to get the skirt of her dress as high as her thighs, he reached tentatively between them.

 	“All right. We’ll go slow if you like.” Although, shit, she didn’t seem to need it. When his fingertips reached her panties—a thong by the feel of it, he was pleased to note—she was as wet as she’d been before.
 	There was a serious disconnect between the lovely Miss Beckett’s words and her body. She was asking for it slow, but it sure felt as if she was primed and ready for a good hard fuck.

 	He dropped to his knees, pushing hers apart as her hands came to anchor in his hair, as if she was trying to keep her balance. He moved the thong aside.

 	“Nice,” he breathed against her. “I liked your ladylike white cotton panties, Virginia, but to tell you the truth, I always pictured you in a thong. Did you wear this for me?”

 	“No, I have to wear it for the dress. Otherwise, I’d have panty lines up my bottom. Showing through the dress, I mean.”

 	Holding the sweet pink lips of her cunt open to him with his thumbs, he just looked at her for a minute. Christ, she was perfect. Mere wisps of soft curls covered those plump wet lips and the distended button of her clit. “As slow as you want,” he assured her, blowing at first and then pressing his mouth to those sweet lips as her fingers clenched in his hair.

 	She tasted wonderful, fresh and clean and just a little tangy. He moved one of his thumbs to dip into that seeping well, rotating in circular motions as he tongued her clit.

 	“What are you doing?” Her voice sounded thick and a little confused above him, as if she really was asking, giving him pause. Jesus, if she was, she had really missed the class on oral sex, both ways, giving and getting.

 	He kissed the inside of one soft thigh. “I’m going down on you.” The fingers in his hair pulled him back to it and he began to eat her out in earnest. Pushing her thighs wider open to him, he concentrated on her clit, licking and nuzzling the engorged bud until her moaning moved him to thrust his tongue, hard, as far as he could into her pussy.

 	“My God. That is so…”
 	He glanced up to see that her eyes were closed, her head thrown back.

 	He wanted to feel his fingers up her again. Not to mention wanted to get her off pretty quickly in order to get to the main event.
 	His haste was unusual. He liked to eat pussy and hers was extremely sweet. But, fuck. He’d waited long enough for her.
 	His hands moved around to her ass to yank her farther toward him and to his surprise, the move unsettled her and she slipped off the stool, tumbling them both over.

 	He laughed, ending up on the bottom, the hard parquet floor beneath him, with one gloriously half-dressed beautiful woman spread all over him. He grasped her ass, completely bared by the thong which was no more than a strip of lace between the cheeks, and rubbed her wet crotch against the ridge of his erection. “Let’s find the bedroom. It might be safer.”

 	“Okay, but first some of the champagne.”

 	It took him a minute to register that. What the hell? He still could barely breathe from wanting her so much and she wanted to stop for a drink? He searched her face, its usually porcelain hue a rosy red, her lips moist and parted, her gray-blue eyes still wide and dark. Surprisingly, he saw an anxiousness in them, as well as something he couldn’t quite identify. She didn’t look drunk exactly, she looked… He couldn’t put his finger on it. What did it matter, anyway?

 	“All right, if you’d like.” He rolled up from the floor, pulling her upright with him, and picked up the champagne bottle from the bar. “But let’s drink it in the bedroom.”

 	The mirrored wall-to-wall closet in the bedroom reflected the blonde, white-clad Virginia and the dark-haired Aaron in tuxedo-black as a study in opposites, bathed in the soft golden overhead light. Aaron poured Virginia a glass of the chilled champagne. She downed it in one gulp, he noted uncomfortably, and then held the glass out for another, repeating the exercise after Aaron had reluctantly refilled it. When she attempted to pour herself a third glass, Aaron pulled her hand away from the bottle and said gently, “I think you’ve had enough.”

 	But she earnestly protested, without defensiveness or hostility, but just as if she were explaining the matter, “No, I don’t think I have,” and she poured and drank a third glass of champagne before she twirled over to the bed and fell back on it with a carefree giggle.

 	Aaron studied the sprawled white form, her long curls streaming over the edge of the bed. Jesus, had Virginia really had that much to drink? Personally, it’d take a fifth of scotch to have much of an effect on him, but then he’d had the sterling example of many an alcoholic foster father to show him how to hold his hard liquor. The genteel Miss Beckett was undoubtedly not so lucky.

 	“I think you could use a cup of coffee,” Aaron found himself, incredibly enough, suggesting.

 	Virginia stretched sensuously, the movement pulling the white silk of her dress tautly against her full tits, the effect agonizingly catalogued by a suddenly wary Aaron. This was ridiculous. Virginia Beckett was a smart, capable, grown woman. She headed her own company, for God’s sake. He didn’t need to patronizingly second-guess her. If she wanted to get roaring drunk before she got laid, who was he to object?

 	On the other hand, if this was her usual practice, the private detective’s report on her personal life that he had commissioned certainly would have turned something like that up. He was starting to get a bad feeling here.

 	“Virginia, honey, how about some coffee?”

 	She turned on her side on the bed to face him and wantonly held out her arms, beckoning him to her. “Coffee? Why, that would defeat the purpose.”

 	Oh, well, he had tried. He could still taste the sweet juice of her on his tongue and he had been restrained enough for one night. He shrugged out of his tuxedo jacket and began unbuttoning his shirt as he approached the bed. But when he came to stand before her, he just stared down at her, making no further move to join her. She was very beautiful. Improbably, trying to bolster his point that she was her own person and could make her own decisions—like getting drunk and then getting a nice hard fuck—he said, “I don’t think I’ve ever told you how much I admire your track record in your business.”

 	“Thanks. I’m sorry I can’t say the same about you,” she responded with a loose, charming smile. “I think you’re a cutthroat robber baron.”

 	Startled by her honesty, he laughed, leaning down to kiss her, intoxicated himself by the soft feel of her lips, the proof that she was so ready, so open to him, her legs slightly parted under the silk of her gown, her nipples visibly outlining her desire for him. But he didn’t kiss her. He pulled back. “How did you come to end up taking over BFD?”

 	“My parents died.”
 	He felt a faint stab of kinship. “So did mine.”
 	“I didn’t think you had any.”

 	“Ever?” He laughed. “That’s not possible even for me. But what I meant was how did it come to be you that was your father’s successor? Why not one of the others?”

 	“The others? You mean Allie and Nora? They had no interest in the business.”
 	“Their husbands then?”
 	She shook her head vociferously. “Especially not Brian!”
 	“Your brother maybe?”
 	“He was too young.”
 	“Not much younger than you, is he?”
 	“And I’m not a man, you mean.”

 	He sat next to her on the bed and ran his hand down her silk-clad hip and she arched, actually arched, into his touch, like some kind of satisfied cat. He almost lost his resolve to slow things down until she was a little more sober. “No, you’re most definitely and most delightfully not a man.”

 	She sat up, leaning back against the headboard. “I trained for it. For running the company, I mean. From the time I could talk. I’m sort of driven.”

 	“I hadn’t noticed.”
 	“Really?”

 	“No, not really. Of course I noticed. But driven why? What do you want out of all this?”

 	“Is this some smarmy way to get corporate secrets out of me or something?”

 	“No, I’m saving that technique for later. I’m just warming up. So what do you want? More money?”

 	She guffawed. “Money!”
 	“Well, it comes out pretty handy down here, bub.”
 	“What?”
 	“Don’t you know your Frank Capra?”

 	“I do, but whatever is the cynical Aaron Winston doing quoting ‘It’s a Wonderful Life’?”
 	“Trying to keep from attacking you by keeping the conversation going,” he answered honestly.

 	“So attack me! What are we here for, anyway?”
 	“Oh, I’ll be attacking.”

 	“Promises…promises.” She twirled a lock of her hair. “I like what you did out there to me, Aaron,” she said, almost shyly, in a way that uncomfortably reminded him this may not be her usual pace.

 	“Going down on you?”
 	She wrinkled her nose and he laughed.
 	“You’re so…” Shaking her curls, she finished, “Earthy, I guess.”

 	He took a deep breath. Christ, he’d show her earthy. “Don’t tell me you’ve never done that before either?”
 	“No, I have. I just don’t think the guy, my boyfriend at the time I guess you’d call him, knew what he was doing. It didn’t feel like that.”

 	He was suddenly acutely aware of how ridiculous all this restraint on his part was. But still he hesitated and she went on, as if she hadn’t just complimented him on the technique of his tongue between her legs.

 	“Okay, so what do I want?” She took up the thread of the conversation, bouncing a little up and down on the bed. “I suppose I want to make my dad and grandpa proud.”

 	‘They’re dead.”

 	“Now that’s the Aaron Winston I know. I know they’re dead. But don’t you think our loved ones can see us?”

 	“No.”

 	“Well, I do. So there’s that. But I guess I want to prove I can do it, can be a success.”

 	“Haven’t you proven that already?”
 	“Look who’s talking!”

 	He leaned over to give her adorable nose a peck. “Touché. I guess people like us never get enough. I’m not sure that’s an endearing quality.”

 	“Don’t lump me in with you!”
 	“I’ll try not to take offense at that.”

 	“No really. All that stuff you talked about—about eating up other companies and, ah—whatever—”

 	“I don’t think you were listening very closely.”
 	“It’s not like that for me. I only want my company, my family’s company.”

 	He felt just the slightest twinge of irritation at her for the first time tonight. “Not everybody is born with a company, princess. Some of us have to go out and get one.”

 	She looked about to respond, but then stopped herself. “Let’s drop it.” She came up on her knees and looped her arms around his neck. Light feathery kisses against his jaw followed. He should let it go, he really should. She was so obviously into this. But instead, he said, “Do you do this a lot? Go home with guys you hate?”

 	“You’re my first.”
 	“The first guy you’ve hated or the first you’ve gone home with?”
 	“Why do you keep talking?”

 	“I honestly don’t know,” he muttered. “You’re bringing out the knight in shining armor in me.”

 	“I’m not surprised. I bring that out in all the guys.”

 	“I sincerely doubt that,” he groaned. “Oh, honey, you’re not too drunk to know what you’re doing, are you?” He began to kiss her neck, hoping to coax the right answer out of her, feeling as if he would die if he had to give her up tonight. When she didn’t say anything, he pulled away and prodded lightly, “Because if you are, I’d have to be a gentleman and not take advantage of you.” He had purposely phrased the option in this old-fashioned way, willing the modern businesswoman Virginia Beckett to laugh at such a condescending idea and pull him down into her arms, freeing him from any possible guilt. But to his immense and painful disappointment, she just stared at him glassily.

 	“Of course I’m drunk. Do you really think I’d be here with you otherwise?”

 	Aaron swore violently. Something about that just hit him the wrong way. Maybe he didn’t want to take advantage of her or maybe he just wanted her to know it when he did and remember it in the morning. Cutthroat robber baron or not.
 	“Come on, then, honey. I’ll take you home. I have a hard and fast rule against having my first mind-blowing session of sex with a girl when she’s admitted to downing copious amounts of alcohol in order to do it. We’ll try this another time.”

 	 

 	The room was spinning and suddenly he was pulling away from her, leaning over to pick up his discarded tuxedo jacket and drape it over her shoulders. What was he saying? She could not focus on his words.

 	“I can’t believe I’m doing this.” He picked up the sleek, black cordless phone by the side of the bed. She heard him as if from a distance phone his garage and arrange for his Jaguar to be dropped off downstairs out front and the keys left with the guard in the main lobby.

 	“Where do you live?” he was asking her again.

 	“I don’t want to go home.” Smiling sleepily, ensconced in his tuxedo jacket, she rolled over back onto the bed and curled up into a fetal position on the black patterned coverlet. “I want you to kiss me again.”

 	“As much as I would like that,” he began, but stopped. “Did you take anything tonight, Virginia?”

 	“Like what?”
 	“Like drugs.”
 	The thought struck her as ridiculous. “Of course not. That’s illegal.”

 	“Of course.” He smiled, but when she reached her arms up for him, he held himself away. “How about for your head? Are you on something for your head that you maybe shouldn’t have mixed with the alcohol?”

 	“I don’t know. I don’t think so.”

 	For heaven’s sake, why weren’t they making love already? Fine, she’d just go to sleep.

 	 

 	She was starting to look much more than drunk to him. It was very odd. He believed her that she hadn’t taken anything. A girl who wouldn’t leave the scene of an accident because it was illegal was unlikely to dabble in drugs. But it finally was hitting him what her condition was reminding him of. He’d been around the bars enough when he was young and wild to know what the effects of ecstasy or GHB, liquid ecstasy, looked like, although he would’ve beaten to a pulp any bastard who he caught slipping it into a girl’s drink.

 	Was that what had happened to Virginia?

 	Bizarre as it seemed, had there been anybody in that hoity-toity charity event who might have slipped her something?

 	No, it was absurd. He was letting his imagination get away with him.

 	“Virginia.” He shook her shoulder lightly, trying to rouse her. “What’s your address, honey?” At her lack of response, he briefly considered just depositing her downstairs in her office, but rejected the idea. There might be some BFD employees still hanging around and he doubted that Virginia, once she was sober, would appreciate his having given them an opportunity to see their boss dead drunk. “Virginia?” Pulling her up by her hands, he steadied her as she came to her feet, his arms automatically reaching inside the tuxedo jacket and around her bare back, feeling the silk of her dress at the base. Her eyes came dreamily open, gray-blue in color but transparent in communicating her emotions. She wanted him, maybe as much as he wanted her.

 	At the knowledge, he could not resist sliding one hand forward to cup the weight of one luscious white silk-covered breast in his palm and was rewarded by Virginia arching her back instinctively, pressing her breast harder into his cupping hand. He felt an ache that was excruciatingly painful in the context of the fact that he could not have her. His hand dropped from her and he pushed her away as if he had been burned. “Come on, Virginia, help me out here.” His voice was raw with frustration. “I’m not a saint.”

 



 
 	Chapter Four

 

 
 	 

 	What on earth was he talking about? But he was already pulling her with him out of the bedroom and down the long darkened hallway to the elevator. Where the heck were they? She tried to remember.

 	He was still muttering. “The car should be downstairs. You can give me the address then.”
 	His hand firmly on one of her wrists but otherwise not touching her, they boarded the elevator and plummeted downward. She was beginning to feel a little sick.

 	The exchange with the guard downstairs, some keys being handed over—hadn’t this already happened?—was a blur to her as Aaron hustled her quickly out, assuring the guard, “No, no, Miss Beckett is fine, she had something to eat which didn’t agree with her. A little fresh air and she’ll be herself again.” Suddenly she was sliding onto plush green leather, Aaron fastening her seat belt and slamming the door behind her before sliding in on the other side. Then those ocean blue eyes were boring into her and his exasperated voice asked, “Do you remember your address, Virginia?”

 	Why was he mad at her? She reached up to touch one lean cheek, but he caught her hand in midair. “Stop it. This is hard enough.”

 	 

 	At her unabashedly wounded expression, Aaron regretted his tone and laid the hand he had caught gently back into her lap, leaning toward her. “Believe me, as soon as you’re sober, you can touch me all you want. And I sure as hell am going to touch you all I want, with everything I’ve got, honey. In fact, I intend to collect on every little come-hither look and word and movement you’ve sent my way all night. For now, though, we have to get you home before I lose my sanity. So where do you live?”

 	She seemed to concentrate for a moment, twirling a strand of her long golden hair. “Bransport,” she responded triumphantly, like a child eager to give the right answer to a demanding grown-up.

 	“Bransport? That’s your weekend house, right? What’s the address of your apartment here in Manhattan?” he persisted, but at her puckered expression, said, “Okay, the house is somewhere in Connecticut, right? I don’t suppose you could tell me where?” This was ridiculous. He ought to just take her back to his apartment and let her sleep it off there. They could pick up in the morning where they had left off before his gentlemanly instincts got the better of him. Unfortunately, he’d never be able to keep his hands off her long enough for her to sober up if he got her back alone in his apartment.

 	Just as he was despairing of ever finding out from her how to take her home, she rattled off short, precise instructions on how to get to Bransport, evidently imprinted on her mind even in her sodden state from years of relating them by rote. And then she promptly fell back against the head rest, asleep. The short ride to Connecticut would do him good, he thought, as he gunned the Jaguar’s smooth motor and headed off toward I-95. He depressed the power window button, letting in a rush of brisk autumn night air, and switched on a CD, low at first so as not to wake his sleeping companion, but then louder as she barely stirred. She was so heartbreakingly beautiful, even in her sleep, the flickering lights of the highway illuminating the thick black lashes against the high cheekbones. Her full pink lips opened slightly to let the breath in and out, her hair long and disheveled against her shoulders. The seatbelt pulled the white silk of her dress against her breasts as she slept and even the tuxedo jacket that he had desperately thrown over her shoulders could not mask the exquisiteness of her form. It would be so good to see her, to see all of her, completely naked and open for him, when they got through this inconvenient little episode. Maybe the sleep would help sober her up and they could use the presumed solitude of her weekend house to continue their exploration of each other, he thought optimistically as he drove through the night.

 	But when he pulled into the long entranceway to Bransport, assuming the directions Virginia had given him were correct, he saw that the house was completely lit up and a dozen cars parked at the base of the driveway.

 	So much for solitude.

 	As he shut off the motor and came around the outside of the car to rouse Virginia, he determined that she was still clearly out of it.

 	So much for the drive sobering her up.

 	He heard voices from the huge brick house as he helped Virginia from the car and she leaned dreamily against him. The oak front door was open. Who the hell were all these people inside? He hoped her whole damn family wasn’t there. He tried to remember who had been at Virginia’s table at the charity event earlier that night. They were all Becketts, weren’t they? And there had seemed to be a lot of them.

 	He scanned the spacious hall entranceway which was filled with young kids, most of them teenagers, maybe some in their early twenties at most. Glancing at the circular stairway, Virginia’s arm casually around his waist, her head resting against his shoulder, he pondered whether to put Virginia to bed upstairs himself or try to locate an appropriate person to help. He was starting to worry that Virginia may have given him the wrong directions and that they were now in God knew whose house, when a young girl clad in a gold lame dress, clearly a Beckett, appeared.
 	“Virginia,” the pretty blonde girl began in a rush. “I know what you’re going to say, but this is our house too and if Mindy and I want to have a little impromptu party with our friends, then we’re allowed, aren’t we? Besides, you weren’t even supposed to be here tonight. You told me you were staying in Manhattan.” The girl got the whole speech out in what appeared to be a frantic, but normal for her, pace, before she realized that Virginia was not listening to her in the least. The girl’s eyes did a dramatic inventory of the scene before her. “Who are you?” she challenged Aaron.

 	“Who are you?” he countered, weary of this whole matter, almost wishing he had never met the delectable Virginia Beckett.

 	“I’m Missy Beckett. Virginia’s sister.”
 	“I’m Aaron Winston.”

 	“Aaron Winston?” the girl squealed with delight, clapping her little hands together. “I love it! Just what is going on here? Oh, I wish Mindy hadn’t gone out to buy more beer. She’ll never believe this!”

 	Her enthusiasm was bizarre, but it was undoubtedly better than the reception he would have gotten from the older sisters or Virginia’s brother. This one just seemed to think the situation was a great opportunity for amusement. Oddly enough, he felt a little protective of Virginia. “Nothing is going on. Your sister had too much to drink and I offered her a lift home. Do you want to help her up to her room?”

 	“No, no, no, wait a minute,” Missy gushed, laughing, her green eyes sparkling, clearly trying to figure out what she considered to be an immensely enjoyable puzzle. “First, Virginia does not drink—”

 	“So I’ve heard,” Aaron interjected caustically.

 	“And second, what was she doing with you? Last I saw of her, she was at that charity ball and then she was gone. You know, we all thought…well Virginia, she’s probably gone back to the office for some reason, some worry or whatever must have popped into her head and she went back to the office to take care of it. But now you show up with her!” Missy concluded her dizzying soliloquy as if with a closing argument to some unknown jury. “And then why bring her here? Why not bring her to her apartment?”

 	It was exhausting just to listen to this girl rattle on at her amazing speed of conversation. “Do you mind if we don’t discuss this down here in the hallway? I think Virginia is about to drop. Can we get her upstairs to her room?”

 	“Okay, okay,” the girl conceded giddily, taking Virginia’s arm and leading the three of them so linked, one on either side of Virginia, up the long, gold carpeted circular stairways. The crowd of kids milling downstairs continued to chat animatedly and dance to the loud background rock music, evidently not noticing that their hostess had left their midst.
 	“Virginia, drunk! I never thought I’d see it!” Missy didn’t stop talking the whole way down the corridor to the bedroom at the end, which must have been Virginia’s. “This is so great! Brendan will never believe me! I told him he should come to our party, but he was so anxious to get that Linda, or whatever her name was, in bed that he wouldn’t even consider it.”

 	How strange that this open, bubbly girl should be Virginia’s sister. “Will he ever be sorry when he hears about this!” She switched on the overhead light, brightly illuminating a massive, ice-blue room, tasteful but cold, no knickknacks or folksy touches anywhere. A darkened alcove to the side appeared to be some kind of exercise room. “Boy, is the perfect Miss Virginia going to get an ear-load from me tomorrow morning!” Despite her cavalier words, her manner was gentle as they laid Virginia down on the king-sized bed.

 	Aaron oddly felt obliged to come to Virginia’s defense, as he stood looking uneasily at her prone form, with Missy at his elbow beaming at him expectantly. “Don’t be too hard on her. Everybody needs to let off a little steam now and again. Besides, she’s had a lot of pressure on her lately, hasn’t she?”

 	“You ought to know.” Missy gestured at him triumphantly. “It’s all been about that crazy stuff with the stock you bought from Aunt Winifred. Virginia was livid! She hates your guts, you know.” He winced a little at that, frowning down at the beautiful passed-out woman. “Or she did, anyway. That’s why this is so weird. How did you happen to give her a ride home? I heard you were at that charity thing, but Virginia left so early.”

 	Before she could draw the obvious conclusion, Aaron said smoothly, “Virginia did go to her office, but it so happens that I have an apartment in that building.”

 	“You’re kidding me?” Missy interrupted. “What a coincidence.”

 	“And I happened to see Virginia trying to get a cab,” he continued. “She looked a bit, well, like this…” He gestured toward Virginia. “So I thought I’d give her a lift. It was the least I could do. She wanted to come here. That’s all there was to it. Now, don’t you think you should get her out of those clothes?”

 	“Not with you standing here, I don’t. Unless,” she said, regarding him teasingly but suspiciously, “there’s something you left out of your little narrative?”

 	“Come on. You don’t think I’d jump a woman in this condition, do you?” he asked this impudent girl indignantly, as if he had not come dangerously close to doing that very thing with Virginia. Why not be blunt with this Missy? For all her fresh-faced looks, her conversation suggested that she had been around the block maybe more than her supposedly sophisticated businesswoman sister.

 	“You could jump me in any condition,” she countered saucily, her hands on her slim hips.

 	Startled at first, he saw that she was still just teasing and he laughed. “I’ll keep that in mind.” She was a pert little thing. Sexy, he noted, his eyes running down her scantily gold clad body. No doubt about it. But there was only one Beckett woman he was interested in and she was oblivious to the world right now. “I guess I should go and leave you to your sister. Good night.” He headed out of the room and down the stairs, but she was after him in an instant.

 	“Wait a minute, maybe you could stop by tomorrow, play a little tennis? I’m sure Virginia would want to thank you for all this personally.”

 	Don’t worry, I’ll make sure she does.
 	But he just said, “Maybe I’ll do that.”

 	He was halfway back to Manhattan when he realized he couldn’t stop thinking about Virginia. And, disturbingly, not just about sex with her. Although he was thinking about that a good deal as well. Her unguarded way of laughing tonight, her earnest declaration that she needed to make her dead loved ones proud…all the details of her personality that whatever she had ingested allowed to slip out tonight kept coming back to him. It occurred to him that when she wasn’t fighting with him, Virginia Beckett seemed like somebody he could maybe enjoy a walk in the country with or just talking to. She was funny and feisty and…

 	He roared the Jag into a higher gear, confident the ever-vigilant I-95 cops were already asleep in their patrol cars or else at the twenty-four-hour donut shop. Jesus, a walk in the country! Cue in the violins, Winston. He had learned a long time ago that the only company he could really count on was his own. And he was fine with that.

 	Although, maybe after they fucked tomorrow, they could take a walk around the grounds or get a bite to eat in the nearest town or…

 	Who knew?

 	* * * * *

 

 

 	Virginia awoke with an unpleasant, unfamiliar taste in her mouth and grimaced. She opened her eyes and looked down at the soft blue satin, recognizing it immediately. Bransport. What was she doing here? All at once the images of last night flooded in on her. Oh God, no. Please let it have been a dream. She rolled over onto her back on the bed and felt the tuxedo jacket hampering her movement ever so slightly. Oh my God, it was real. It had happened and she was still wearing Aaron Winston’s tuxedo jacket to prove it. No, no, no, no, no! She could not stop saying the words in her head over and over. How could this have happened? It seemed as if one minute she’d been fuming at the arrogant Winston, hating him and his stacked little girlfriend in her racy red dress, and then the next she was dancing with him, elated to have gotten rid of the girlfriend, and throwing herself at him. Her head ached. The wine. That was the explanation, obviously, but it didn’t spare her from the crushing sense of regret and humiliation and embarrassment. She would never be able to face Winston again. He must be laughing his head off by now. He’d practically had to drag her home, she remembered, with her continuing to beg him the whole time to kiss her. What had possessed her to behave like that? She was completely mystified. Why couldn’t it have been anyone but Aaron Winston?

 	Despite the pounding in her head, she dragged herself out of bed, flung the tuxedo jacket to the floor, followed shortly by the white silk, and headed for the shower. The pulsating jets of water helped her head, but did nothing to erase her disturbing memories. “Come on, Virginia, help me out here,” he had said, pushing her away from him. After a punishing hour and a half of exercise tapes, concentrating on the complicated steps, working herself to exhaustion, she felt a little more herself again. Following forty-five minutes on her stair master, she was finally ready to face this day. She decided to get something to eat before taking another shower. Who else was here at Bransport? She had a vague recollection of a lot of people and Missy. She was sure Missy was here. What to say to her?

 	Virginia peeked into the hall. No activity despite how her bedroom clock had indicated it was almost one in the afternoon. She had almost made it to the kitchen, no one in sight, when the doorbell rang. Probably one of Missy or Mindy’s freeloading friends. But when she opened the door without thinking, she was horrified to see Aaron Winston. As if her worst nightmare had materialized just by her thinking of him. He was cool and crisp in fawn-colored corduroys and a chocolate-brown cashmere sweater.

 	Immediately, she grabbed the towel from around her neck and pathetically clutched it in front of her. Those dark blue eyes followed the movement and he laughed. “Come on now, Virginia. Aren’t we beyond that kind of thing?”
 	She knew she was being unreasonable, but at this very moment she hated him. She wished he would drop dead in front of her right now and she would not be loath to aid in that end if given the opportunity. “What are you doing here?”

 	His laughing expression dimmed somewhat. “Take a wild guess. Wait, I’ll give you a hint.” He reached for her.
 	She dodged him. “I don’t think so. Look, I keep telling you, I don’t want that kind of…ah…thing with you.”

 	“That wasn’t the impression I got last night.”
 	“I don’t want to talk about last night,” she snapped.

 	He nodded. “Okay, fine. You were kind of out of it. But let me just point out, if you can’t remember, that we got on pretty well together.”

 	“I know we didn’t sleep together.” She was pretty sure of it, anyway.
 	“Not for your lack of trying.”

 	It was a casual observation, but she cringed, feeling her cheeks burn. “Yeah, I remember enough about last night to have gotten that part, but thanks for the tactful reminder.”

 	He glanced around the entranceway. Virginia blocked further entrance, so he moved to take one of the wooden straight-backed chairs against the wall of the hallway, looking for all the world as if he was under the impression that she had just offered him a seat.

 	“I didn’t sleep with you last night, Virginia, but we sure as hell both wanted to. For my part, I just wanted to make sure you weren’t bombed out of your mind when we did it. And there was something else I wanted to ask you about that.”

 	“I just want you to get out of here. I’m embarrassed enough as it is.”

 	“Embarrassed of what? You had a little too much to drink…or something. Listen, that’s the other thing I wanted to talk to you about.”
 	“Really.” She put her hand to her pounding head. “Can you just leave? I want to completely forget about last night.”

 	He stared at her.

 	Finally, he said, “Where have I heard that before? Great. So this is what I get for my chivalry? A brush-off? Do you have to be bombed out of your mind to have any fun, Miss Perfect?”

 	“Oh, shut up.” Her head was hammering so hard, she thought it would break open.

 	“I should have just fucked you,” he muttered.

 	“Why am I not surprised that any honorable behavior you manage to exhibit always comes with a price tag?

 	He stood up again and yanked the towel away from in front of her, his blue eyes blatantly staring at her breasts bound in the exercise top, her bare midriff, her legs encased in the bright spandex like a second skin. “I just don’t like all these games you’re always playing. One minute you’re all over me and the next you want to act like it never happened and pretend to hate my guts.”

 	“No pretense necessary.”

 	“This is the second time,” he said, seeming as pissed off as he probably was. “The second time you’ve done this to me. I’ve finger-fucked you, but you know I get a lot more out of it when I use another favorite part of my anatomy in the process.”

 	His sense of entitlement was starting to piss her off as well and anger overtook embarrassment. “God, you are so crude!”
 	“Oh, so you can do it but you can’t say it? Oh no, I forgot. I did it. I did all the work—”

 	“Get out.”

 	“You’re like some kind of a hot chick version of Jekyll and Hyde. Let’s end this already, preferably not out in the hall. Come on, Virginia, take me back to your room and I’ll make sure you’re glad you were sober for the experience.”

 	“There you go with your lack of confidence again, Mr. Winston.”

 	“Oh, cut the bullshit, you were starting to give me a blow job in the limousine and by the end of the night you were practically attacking me.”
 	Blow job? Oh, for heaven’s sake, he was probably lying about that one. She didn’t…she’d never…

 	Before she could respond, a high voice behind them called out, “Oh, you’re here! Why didn’t somebody tell me? I’m glad you could make it. Didn’t you bring your tennis stuff, though? Oh, that’s okay, you can borrow something of Brendan’s.”

 	Missy was charging at them from a long corridor in the rear, in a skimpy white tennis dress, her long thighs almost completely exposed, her curls down to her waist. He smiled a slow smile at her and said warmly, “Missy, there you are. I was just telling Virginia that we had a tennis date.”
 	Virginia’s jaw dropped as she took in the adoring look Missy was giving Aaron. In the course of spurning Virginia’s attentions and unloading her off at home dead drunk, he had found the time to make a date with her baby sister? This guy was not to be believed.
 	Missy grabbed Aaron’s hand, apparently gratified at his warm greeting, and started to pull him upstairs, intending to point out Brendan’s room and his store of tennis clothes, when Virginia’s curt voice stopped her, “Wait a minute, Missy. I want a word with you.”
 	Missy turned back to her older sister like a reluctant child about to be scolded. “Go on up,” she told Aaron. “It’s the third door on the left. Pick out anything you like. All his tennis stuff is in there and we have rackets downstairs. I have some friends down at the courts now. We can play doubles.”

 	Aaron followed her rapidly fired-off instructions, disappearing after a sardonic smile at Virginia. “See you later, Virginia.”

 	Missy followed Virginia into the library, flopping down on one of the maroon leather sofas as Virginia closed the door behind them. Missy decided that the best defense was an offense. “Now, if this is about the party, Virginia, I just want to say that I think you’re hardly one to judge anybody about last night. I mean, you should have seen yourself! You could barely walk! If Aaron…” She paused in her lightning-quick speech, as if were the first time she had used his first name out loud and liked it. “If Aaron had not been so helpful and given you a ride home, then I don’t know quite what would have happened.”

 	Virginia surveyed her sister calmly. Yes, Aaron Winston had been extremely helpful, but she was not about to get into the circumstances of her episode with Winston last night. God knows what he had told Missy about it, but she certainly didn’t seem to suspect anything romantic between Virginia and Aaron. Fine, that was not the point. And she didn’t care about the unauthorized party Missy—and Mindy, probably, although the second twin was not in evidence—had thrown behind her back. What she wanted to do was make sure that her silly little sister knew how two-faced Winston was. Virginia sat next to Missy and began in her best “wise older sister” tone, “Missy, I hope you’re not thinking about seeing Aaron Winston.”

 	“Why not?” she interrupted petulantly. “He said there was nothing between you two, right? Well, not exactly in those words, but—”

 	Virginia bristled. “Of course not. We’re business associates, or rather adversaries, which is exactly my point. Winston has been trying to get stock in the company, you know that, right? Well, in a family company you get stock by cozying up to the family.”

 	“All my stock is in some kind of a trust, right?” Missy argued.
 	“Yes, but Winston doesn’t know that.”
 	“Well, I’ll just tell him and if he still sticks around, we’ll know that wasn’t it.”

 	Virginia grimaced. Her baby sister could be so unexpectedly, infuriatingly logical sometimes. “Winston is a lot more subtle than that, Missy. He’s very sneaky and I’m asking you not to see him.”

 	“I’m over eighteen.”
 	“Just barely.”

 	“And I can see whoever I want.” Missy stood up to go, smoothing her tennis dress—what little of it there was. At her sister’s tight expression, Missy relented and said, “We’re just playing tennis, don’t worry. I’m not giving him any family secrets or anything. Besides, I’m surprised he even showed up. He didn’t seem that interested in me. Funny,” she tossed over her shoulder as she left Virginia alone in the cavernous library. “I almost thought last night that he had some kind of a thing for you.”

 	Virginia stayed in the library long enough to make sure she wouldn’t run into Winston and Missy on their way out to the tennis courts and then snuck upstairs. Her plan to shower and change into blue jeans morphed into a need to try to generate some more endorphins to counteract her fury at Winston’s visit. She hit the elliptical this time, blasting Red Hot Chili Peppers on her iPod as her arms and legs slogged through the paces. She didn’t know how long she lasted, but by the time she threw in the towel, sweat was pouring off of her and she’d pretty much lost her hearing.

 	Panting, she wandered over to her open bedroom window to take a deep whiff of the crisp outside air, but unfortunately she’d forgotten that the tennis courts were just below. “Game,” someone shouted. The ball sounded as if it was still being slammed time and time again. “That’s the set. Hey, Missy, your friend here sure likes to win.”

 	Virginia moved to look down at the tennis courts below and saw a grim Winston, in white trousers, polo shirt and sneakers, say something low to which the other three evidently agreed. Then he furiously lobbed the ball over the net out of reach of the other team but within bounds. “That’s our point,” Missy, Aaron’s teammate, squealed and Aaron unexpectedly looked up at Virginia’s window, catching her watching them. He turned and said something to Missy who yelled up to her, “Virginia, why don’t you come down and play a set? Aaron says he’ll bet you one thousand shares, you against him.”

 	The arrogant jerk. Virginia shook her head clearly and moved away from the window. She would get all of his shares back, she vowed, not just a measly one-thousand. She picked up the blue cordless phone and called a local car service to pick her up and take her to Manhattan. They said it would be about an hour, maybe more.

 	Just the proper time for a really good soak. She headed to the bathroom in her suite, stripping her exercise clothes off along the way. Pouring some bath salts and bubbles into the massive bathtub, she cranked the water up as hot as she could take it. Tying her hair into a loose bun, she stepped into the tub as it was filling, stretching her arms along the sides and laying her head back against the cushioned plastic backrest.

 	The sound of the water soothed her as she let the heat soak into her tired muscles and closed her eyes. This was precisely what she needed. After a few minutes, the water level finally so high that it felt as if it might spill over, she sat up and turned off the gushing of the tap.

 	She reached for the loofah.
 	“I can do that for you if you like.”

 	Startled, her heart near to coming out of her chest, she swung around to the sound of the voice, splashing water out of the sides of the tub as she did so.

 	Aaron Winston, still dressed in his dashing tennis whites, delicately sidestepped the puddles she’d created. “I don’t want to get your brother’s clothes wet,” he said, pulling a bath stool over to the side of the tub.

 	Outrage didn’t begin to cover it for Virginia. If her body temperature could seep out, the bath water would be boiling.
 	“What the hell are you doing in here?” she demanded, crossing her arms over her breasts and sinking down farther into the bubbles.

 	He smiled innocently. “I was looking for the bathroom. Such a big house, though. I must have gotten lost. I remembered your room from last night, though. So I thought I might use your bathroom. But I see it’s otherwise occupied. I can wait.”
 	“Get out of here. Right now.” When he didn’t leave, just smirked at her, she realized the predicament she found herself in here. She couldn’t exactly get out of the tub to kick him out and it didn’t look as if he was leaving of his own accord.

 	The gall of the man.
 	“Stay away from my sister.” It just came out. She hadn’t really meant to say it.
 	“Why? Are you making me a better offer?”

 	She ignored that. “All her stock is tied up in a voting trust until she’s twenty-one and I’m the trustee. You can’t touch it.”

 	“Maybe that’s not what I’m interested in touching. Your sister has a cute little body.” He leaned forward casually and ran one finger along the surface of the bath water, causing little ripples.

 	“Look, I don’t know what you’re after—”

 	“You don’t?” he guffawed. “Well, I haven’t exactly been secretive about it or anything. I’m after a fuck with you, baby.” He splashed her suddenly and she recoiled at the childish gesture while he sat back. “With my cock, like a real adult, not just fingering you in the car or getting a taste of your pussy, rolling around on the floor.”

 	A taste of… Oh Christ, she suddenly remembered that too. Amazing he hadn’t actually slept with her after all, she supposed.

 	She clamped down on any further memories. “If you’re trying to shock me, you can forget it. I had a little too much to drink last night and got a little frisky. You were there. It happens.”

 	“To you?”
 	“What?”

 	“Does it happen to you?” He asked it so casually, not getting up from the stool, as if they always had conversations in which she was naked and in a bathtub and he sat coolly by.

 	“Does what happen to me?”
 	“Do you often get stinking drunk like that?
 	She colored. “Ever the gentleman.”
 	“No, really. Did you really drink that much last night?”
 	“I suppose. I suppose I must have.”
 	“But did you? Think.”
 	“Why? What are you getting at? Are you suggesting I was faking or something?”

 	“No, of course not. You were completely out of it. That’s what I mean. How long were you even at the dinner before we left?”

 	“Not long.”
 	“And did you drink before you got there?”
 	“No.” She paused. “What exactly are you saying?”
 	“Have you ever seen the effects of ecstasy or GHB?”
 	“GH-what?”

 	“GHB. They call it liquid ecstasy. It’s a club drug. People take it to, uh, rid themselves of their inhibitions. Some people even think it’s an aphrodisiac. Unfortunately, it’s not unheard of for it to be slipped into a girl’s drink. ” He stopped her before she could say it. “And don’t make some snide remark about how I must be so familiar with that. I don’t use drugs to get laid any more than I cause accidents in my limousine to get a girl on my lap. But I have seen what the drug does to a girl. That’s sort of what you looked like last night.”

 	“Are you suggesting I gave myself that drug?”

 	“I’m suggesting someone slipped it to you. Is there anyone who might have done that?”

 	She eyed him warily.
 	“Besides me,” he scowled.
 	“No. I was there with family.”

 	“What about your sisters, the young ones? Are they jealous of you? Could they have done this as some kind of a trick to embarrass you? Maybe because they wanted to get you out of the way for that party they threw last night.”
 	She laughed, the suggestion was so absurd. The six Beckett siblings would die for each other. They all knew that. “There’s not a chance in hell. And you don’t know much about family if you could possibly suspect something like that.”

 	“No. I don’t. But I don’t know what else to think.” He dangled his fingers in the water again, causing her to be acutely conscious of how little separated her from him right now. “That’s the real reason I didn’t go through with it with you last night. Maybe I was imagining it, but I couldn’t shake the feeling. So I thought I should mention it. Bad things, unusual things, seem to be happening a lot when I’m with you.”

 	She looked at him uncertainly.

 	“Like, for instance, taking a gorgeous girl who’s falling all over me home with me and not getting laid.”

 	She scowled. “Poor you.”

 	“But anyway, you look like you’re back in regular form now. So how about it, do you want to fit a quickie in before I get back to my tennis game? We could take up where we left off before you fell off that bar stool at my place.”
 	She had forgotten about that too, she realized in a rush. Aaron had spread her legs out as she perched on the stool, licking her, kissing her in that wildly exciting way. Maybe she really had been drugged. It had felt so amazing.

 	And then of course she had fallen off her chair. Par for the course for her romantically, she supposed.

 	“Hand me a towel and then turn around.”

 	“Why would I do that?” He leaned closer toward her and then his thumb moved to caress the underside of her chin. Abruptly, he closed the distance between them and kissed her. He did it so fast she hadn’t time to avoid it.

 	Really.

 	Despite herself, she felt one aching surge of excitement, his tongue deep and sexual in her mouth. Gathering her senses about her and acting against every impulse that was crying out in her body, she pulled her lips free of his kiss, panting, but he began to kiss her neck. She moaned involuntarily, but then said quickly, “You have some nerve coming in here.”
 	“Yeah,” he agreed. “And you have some nerve teasing me all the time when you know how good we could be together.” He put his arms around her wet body, not caring about Brendan’s clothes anymore apparently, and yanked her toward him as he leaned over the tub until he was half off the stool and her naked, wet breasts were pressed against his shirt.

 	“Virginia,” he murmured, “do you really want me to let you go?”

 	He led one of her hands down to the crotch of his pants, putting his hand over hers to make her cup the huge, jutting penis that jumped when she touched it, even through the fabric. She didn’t need much encouragement to caress him, almost mesmerized by the sharp intake of breath he took as she did, his excitement some kind of bizarre aphrodisiac to her.

 	“God, Virginia. Feel how hard I am. My balls are aching. I’m dying.”

 	She pursed her lips at his dramatic pronouncement and saw a corner of his mouth go up as he forced her to cup him harder. “Really, I’m going to embarrass myself if you don’t take pity on me.”

 	“That’d only be fair considering how embarrassed I am about last night,” she muttered.

 	“Nothing to be embarrassed about. But now, you can make it up to me.”

 	He scooped up a handful of the silky bubbles and rubbed them against one of her breasts.

 	Her hand fell away from where she’d been fondling him as she registered a stab of desire so powerful that she felt drunk again. He slid his hand around to her wet bottom under the water, and squeezed. He mumbled, “Oh, I am going to fuck you so hard. I swear to God I am.” He was kissing her throat now, his lips near her ear, his voice low and breathy as his hands traced a wild, wet path over her body.

 	“And these beautiful tits.” His wet mouth closed over one nipple, licking and kissing the now rigid nub. “You didn’t let me near these tits…”

 	She arched up into him. Her breasts were very sensitive. No wonder even in her drunkenness he had apparently not gotten far there. She must have known at some level that it would all be over then.

 	But hell, face it, hadn’t she wanted it to be over?

 	He nipped her bare nipple and it was as if there was a direct connection to her vagina, which she could feel was wet in a much different way than the rest of her. Didn’t she want it to be over now? Didn’t she want him to bury that heavy hard penis in between her legs and put them both out of their misery?

 	Why? some little voice in her head still asked. So they could both get back to fighting over her company?

 	He was a powerful drugging force in itself and she wanted nothing more than to give in to his magic. But as incredibly pleasurable as it would be to let him take her where he assumed they were heading (and she had to admit now, if just to herself, that it would be to die for), it wasn’t a good idea for them. Period. End of story. She knew that. They were adversaries and she needed for them to stay that. Whatever had gotten into her to destroy all her inhibitions last night, it was gone now and she was able to get a hold of herself. Just barely, but still able.

 	A little sorry for him, and very sorry for herself, she pushed at his shoulders. “No, don’t, Aaron. I’m sorry. We’ve got to stop.”

 	He didn’t seem to hear her at first and she winced at the continued pleasure he was giving her, his long fingers now pinching one of her nipples as he sucked the other one.
 	Oh God. He was awfully good. “Aaron, I want you to stop,” she said distinctly enough for him to hear, trying to insert some of her usual cool demeanor back into her voice, and he pulled away from her a fraction.

 	“Obviously, there’s an attraction between us. But that’s beside the point given the situation we find ourselves in.”

 	“What fucking situation?” he muttered. “My cock so hard I could pound nails with it and you so wet between your thighs,” he reached down to demonstrate and she jumped at the intimate touch along her slit, “that it’s seeping out into the bath water?”

 	Again, beside the point. He let her push him away and she sank back into the bath water, covering her chest with her arms again.

 	“Honestly, Aaron, I’m asking you to get out of here and stop pursuing this…this whatever between us. I’m grateful you didn’t take advantage of me last night. I am. And grateful you told me your suspicions, even though I can’t believe there could be any truth in them. Maybe what happened to me had something to do with the knock on my head in the car accident. I don’t know. But whatever, I’m thinking clearly now and I know this isn’t a good idea for us. There’s too much baggage between us. My company—”

 	“Fuck your company.”
 	“I’m not going to sleep with you.”
 	At her calm, final tone, he stood up, all his humor apparently vanishing.

 	“Is this how you get turned on or some kind of power trip? Is frustrating me some kind of master plan with you? You pull me to you and then push me away? Kiss me back and open your legs so I can feel how wet you are and moan that sweet little moan and then you just switch it off and tell me to stop?”

 	“You’re the one who pushed your way into my bathroom.” Modesty be damned. She was going to get her robe. She stood up quickly, arms still crossed over her chest, the sound of the water dripping off her audible, and stepped out of the tub, intending to get to the hook on the back of the bathroom door fast and then show him the door as expeditiously as possible.

 	She never made it. He hauled her up against him, his hands wrapping around her slippery waist, and though her palms came up to his shoulders, it was mostly to keep her balance. Push him away? God, it was becoming a herculean effort not to attack him again.

 	And she wasn’t even drunk this time.

 	Virginia had a powerful respect for chemistry—although she hadn’t experienced much of it in her life personally. Her parents had had it. Allie and Pat had it. But they were in love. This was different.

 	Clearly, the key was not to let him within ten feet of her.
 	And she kept failing abysmally at that effort.

 	When he kissed her this time, her hands came up around his neck, sifting her fingers through the silky hair against his nape. He insinuated his erection in some subtle way against her bare thighs so that she almost felt as if he was inside her, shoving his leg between hers and rubbing his thigh along her wet slit.

 	She was going to get the “no” out. She was. Any second. They both knew it, which might have been why he quickly unzipped his pants and freed himself, taking his bare cock in hand to rub it against her belly, skin to skin. She remembered this from last night. The feel of him, huge and hard. When he led her hand to him, as he had before, she could feel the burning heat of him as he wrapped her hand around his throbbing cock. God, it was so hot.

 	And so big, she could barely encircle it. But she tried, squeezing lightly, getting a gasp out of him.
 	“Go on. Jerk me off,” he muttered, making her stroke him harder, and she felt a drop of pre-cum along the head of him.

 	No meant no. He knew it and she knew it.

 	So she didn’t say it. She tugged the rigid, hot length of his cock harder, looking at his face, flushed, watching her handle him. His hands fell away, leaving her in charge. If she closed her eyes, she could almost imagine him thrusting right up into her.

 	“Kiss me,” he demanded through his teeth, squeezing her shoulders. At her hesitation, he said, “Just a kiss.”

 	And the hand job, it went without saying.

 	But at his low, excited tone, she considered it. “I’m still not going to sleep with you,” she murmured, closing the distance between their lips. She ran her tongue along his full lower lip.

 	“Yeah, I got that part.”

 	He waited for her to come to him and when she did, pumping him still, she played with his tongue and pulled his head closer with the hand that wasn’t tending to him.
 	The groan he emitted into her mouth was a fraction of a second before she felt the warm gush of liquid in her hand.
 	Wow. For the first time, as he shuddered, she felt as if she had the upper hand with Winston.

 	But quickly, he pulled away from her, turning his back and adjusting. “Good. Thanks. Now we’ve got some closure and we’re even. You came once. I came once. Fine.”

 	She washed her hands before she grabbed her robe.

 	* * * * *

 

 

 	Brendan glanced around the empty foyer of Bransport. There were a hell of a lot of cars still outside, but where was everybody? He recognized Missy’s little sports coup and a few of the junkers were most likely her friends’, but who belonged to that fine green Jaguar?

 	He flipped his keys on one of the side tables and headed upstairs. He hadn’t gotten much sleep the night before for a lot of reasons, some good, some bad. The sex with Linda was the good part. Her constant chattering was the bad. By the time he’d managed to get her out of his apartment and into a cab this morning, his ears had been ringing.

 	Taking the stairs two at a time, he heard somebody out on the courts. Excellent. He could use a little exercise—that didn’t involve his cock, that is. Virginia’s bedroom door opened. Funny, he hadn’t seen her car.

 	He started to laugh as he saw a figure coming out of her room. Jesus, did Virginia have a guy up here?

 	Would wonders never cease?
 	At the recognition of who it was, though, Brendan stopped dead.
 	What the hell was Winston doing here?

 	Virginia held the flaps of her robe together, standing at the bedroom door, her mouth a tight line, not making eye contact with Winston. Her hair looked damp and the front of Winston’s clothes was wet. “I think you’d better just leave. We shouldn’t have anything to do with each other.”

 	“Fine with me, but don’t forget I still own a chunk of your little company. If you thought I was hard to deal with before, just watch. “

 	“I knew I could always count on you to take the high road,” she muttered.

 	Winston swept past her into the hall and said casually, “Fuck your high road, lady. You aren’t on it anyway. I’ve never met such a deliberate cock-tease.”
 	Brendan heard what Winston called his sister and the scene all made some kind of crazy sense.

 	The fucking bastard. He’d kill him.

 	Winston glanced up and saw him, looking surprised and then actually gratified. “What is this?” he taunted. “A family affair? Some kind of a brother and sister act? Virginia teases the fuck out of me and then I get the pleasure of beating you to a pulp? But do you think maybe we could get the other sister up here afterwards for me to fuck? I bet at least she really puts out. In fact, now that I’m thinking about it, isn’t that one a twin? It’s been a long time since I had twins.”

 	His fist hit Winston smack in the jaw, a trickle of blood running down from the jerk’s lip and staining the collar of the white polo shirt. Winston laughed, as if that had amused him, although it clearly must have hurt, and then charged, punching him viciously first in the stomach and then, as he crumpled over, in the face.

 	Virginia rushed over. “Stop it!” she cried, looking up at Winston, who was bloody, but smiling. “Get out of this house!” she screamed at him.

 	Winston cradled his punching fist in his other hand, kneading it. “I was just leaving. See you at the stockholders’ meeting, guys.” As he headed down the stairs, he passed Missy, who gasped at the blood on his face and shirt, and informed her airily, “Tell pretty-boy up there that I’ll be sure to have these clothes cleaned and sent back to him.” And then he was out the door without a backward glance.

 	Missy rushed up the stairs. “What’s going on here?” she demanded, as she followed them. “What happened with Aaron?”

 	“That bastard,” Brendan got out between his bloodied teeth, as he moved into the gleaming metallic bathroom of his suite, Virginia and now Missy hovering behind him. He turned on the hot water and began to splash his face.

 	“Brendan!” Missy squealed impatiently. “What happened?”

 	“I defended your honor, that’s what!” Brendan shouted at her, a little ironically, and Virginia smiled slightly.
 	“My honor!” Missy exclaimed. “Don’t be ridiculous! He didn’t lay a finger on me!”

 	“I don’t think Virginia can say the same thing,” Brendan muttered from behind the towel he had grabbed to wipe off the blood, directing Missy’s attention to Virginia’s rumpled state, her robe knotted hastily at the waist. “Besides, Winston had a few choice things to say about you, too.”

 	Surveying Virginia with concern, Missy asked hesitantly, “What? Winston attacked you or something?”

 	 

 	Virginia’s cheeks went red and she was very conscious of them waiting for her answer, especially Brendan, who had heard what Winston had called her. She guessed she owed her siblings the truth. “I got drunk and made a pass at him last night and out of some weird chivalrous impulse he just took me home. He showed up here today expecting a reward for his good behavior.”

 	“What an arrogant bastard!” Brendan muttered.
 	“I don’t know,” Missy said. “I think it was kind of sweet of him.”
 	“Not when he attacks Virginia for saying no!”

 	“He didn’t attack me, Brendan.” She left it at that. No need to mention the bath or the hand job or the rest of this mixed up, crazy tableau.
 	“Why don’t you just go out with him?” There was that logical streak in Missy again.

 	“Maybe because he said he wants to take over our company.”
 	“Oh, that.”

 	“Yes, that, Missy. I don’t know what got into me last night. I think the pressure has been a little too intense lately.” She didn’t even want to think about what Winston had suggested. She knew it wasn’t someone in her family, but could there possibly be anyone else out there who hated her enough to do something like that to her?

 	Besides Winston, of course.
 	“Who are you dating?” Missy asked.
 	“What does that have to do with anything?”
 	“Just like I thought. Nobody.”

 	“Never mind that. But I hope that in view of what’s happened, you’ve reconsidered any plans you might have had to start seeing Winston?” She waited anxiously for Missy’s response, fearing that her sister could go in the opposite direction, finding this all somehow romantic and thinking of herself as a star-crossed lover and Winston as the dashing man her family had forbidden her from seeing. Because from what Winston had said, it was clear he would sleep with Missy if given the chance, probably even more so now in light of the day’s events.

 	To Virginia’s relief, Missy cast a dubious eye on her brother and said, “Well, I can’t have Brendan going around getting beaten up defending my honor, now, can I?”
 	Virginia laughed, hugging her little sister, and Brendan insisted grumpily, “Hey, he got as good as he gave, believe me.”
 	“Besides,” Missy went on. “I wouldn’t stoop to going after a guy who had a thing for my sister.”

 



 
 	Chapter Five

 

 
 	 

 	Aaron stormed out the front door and headed to his car, pissed as hell. The force with which he slammed the Jaguar door after he slid into the front seat tested the sturdiness of the luxury car’s engineering. He fumbled in his pants pocket for the keys, pulled them out and jammed the appropriate one into the ignition. Before turning it, though, he rested his head on the steering wheel. Just for a minute. He needed just a minute. Then he’d get the hell away from Virginia Beckett and her whole damn blue-blooded family.

 	His fist was aching and he was dripping blood from his nose onto the polished teak wood of the steering wheel. What a fucking joke.

 	If he was honest with himself, Virginia Beckett wasn’t the only one he was mad at. He wasn’t too crazy about his own role in this whole fiasco. Face it. Despite all his success, he had somehow just reverted to the insecure street-fighting foster child. And he didn’t like that feeling. Christ, he’d practically begged her for a hand job, something he hadn’t done since…well, probably had never done, and then he’d punched out her brother. How juvenile was that?

 	But when she refused to sleep with him, yet again, even though he knew she was attracted to him, he’d felt just like that kid with his nose pressed against the window again, wanting something—whether it was family or wealth or status—that he could never have.

 	He wasn’t good enough.

 	Christ, maybe he should see a shrink, which was an even more depressing thought.

 	The smell of smoke prompted him to lift his head. He took a deep breath. There it was again. And his window wasn’t even open. They were probably having some kind of idyllic autumn bonfire. He looked around for the source of the smell and saw it. That was no bonfire.

 	Oh shit.

 	He should just drive on out of here. Or at least call 911 and then drive on out of here. Let the professionals take care of this.

 	His hand went to the key in the ignition.

 	Of course it was awfully close to the main house. And who knew how far away fire trucks were in the boonies like this.

 	With a sigh, his hand fell away from the key, and he got out of the car and trudged back to the doorway, noting disgustedly that it was unlocked. In the Becketts’ rarified world, people apparently did not break into houses.

 	Or set fires.
 	He opened the door.

 	* * * * *

 

 
 	“Hey, you people got a fire extinguisher?”

 	Brendan, Missy and Virginia traded incredulous looks at the voice shouted down the hall at them.
 	“Jesus,” Brendan said. “Is the bastard torching the place?” He threw down his towel and raced out, Virginia and Missy right behind him.
 	And there was Aaron Winston on the landing at the top of the stairs, glaring at them.

 	“What did you do?” Brendan shouted.

 	“Your shack or greenhouse or whatever the hell that structure is connected by some kind of glass tunnel to the house is on fire.”

 	“What?” Virginia ran to look out the hallway window in that direction. The leaping orange and yellow flames testified to a many alarmed blaze that must have been going on for quite some time, too long for Aaron Winston to have set it, though probably not even Brendan would have believed he had. A corporate titan probably would get kicked off the stock exchange for that kind of thing.

 	“Oh my God!”

 	Virginia didn’t know if it was Missy or herself who’d cried that, but she said quickly to her sister, “Call 911.”
 	She dashed into her room to throw on jeans and a shirt and then rushed downstairs to locate the fire extinguisher in the butler’s pantry.

 	She found it and ran out outside madly toward the greenhouse, which was now almost white with fire. Somebody grabbed the extinguisher from her hands and she saw it was Winston. He directed it toward the blaze while Brendan aimed the garden hose full force into the fire as well. The combined force of their efforts wasn’t going to be enough, given the stage the fire had gotten to.

 	Winston repeated the sentiment over the sound of the fire and water. “How far is the nearest fire station?” he shouted to Brendan.

 	“Not sure. A few minutes at least.”

 	“Let’s hope they don’t take long or you’re going to see this reach the house no matter what we do. Is there anybody still in that part of the house?” Winston pointed toward the wing closest to the fire.
 	“No, that’s the servants’ quarters,” Brendan answered, both of them still shouting as they aimed their respective implements at the flames, dimming the inferno only slightly. “The servants usually vacate the house on the weekends if the family is in.”

 	Winston arched one black eyebrow. “Isn’t the point of servants to be around to, ah, serve?”

 	“We have a skeleton staff on most of the time to take care of the house year-round, but when we’re here we don’t need anybody waiting on us. We can put our own dishes in the dishwasher.” Brendan unexpectedly grinned at Winston and Virginia was relieved to see a ghost of a smile in response on the other man’s face.

 	By the time the roaring fire trucks pulled up to the blaze and began to douse it in earnest, Brendan and Winston, relieved of their task, were both drenched with sweat and soot from the fire.

 	Virginia and the twins—Mindy had arrived from who knew where—had been watching from the sidelines and looked uncertainly around. The fire chief approached Virginia. “It’s probably okay to go back into the house now. We have this under control. Just don’t go into the wing near the fire until I give you the word the fire is completely out.”

 	“Yes, of course.”
 	“Any idea how this started, by the way, Miss Beckett?”

 	“No. None.” She glanced at Mindy and Missy. She had a few questions for them about that party last night.
 	Unexpectedly, Winston appeared beside her. “Do you think I could get a soda or something? My throat is parched.”

 	“Yes, I’m sorry. I should have thought of that.”

 	The family and Winston all trudged into the house, leaving the firemen to their job. Animosities seemed to have subsided for the time being and they all went into the kitchen. Soliciting Winston’s preference, she handed him a cold can of iced tea from the fridge.

 	He popped it open. “You really have no idea how the fire started?”
 	“No.” She glanced uncertainly at the twins, but Brendan beat her to it.

 	“Were any of your friends last night smoking something they shouldn’t have been and so may have hidden out in the greenhouse to indulge? Maybe left a lit joint lying around?”

 	“No!” the twins answered, completely in sync before Missy took the speaking role. “You know we don’t do that and we don’t hang around kids who do.”

 	“It just makes you want to eat junk food anyway, and why get fat for something that just makes you woozy? I prefer other kinds of buzzes.” Mindy cast a flirty glance Winston’s way, not having been here for the whole fight scene. “What are you doing here, anyway, Mr. Winston?”

 	“Long story. Never mind. But I don’t believe the fire was started by a lit joint or cigarette. Or by accident, anyway.” Winston took a swig of the iced tea as they all digested the observation.

 	“Why not?” Brendan asked.

 	“Because it’s too coincidental. I assume you know that Virginia and I were in a car accident last Monday. Well, from what my driver said, I don’t think that was accidental either.”

 	“That’s a pretty big leap in logic to go from that to this.”
 	“Maybe. But then there’s what happened last night.”

 	“I don’t think you want to bring that up, Winston,” Brendan warned. But Virginia held up a hand to halt him.
 	“No, hear him out, Brendan. I didn’t think his theory had much weight when he first told it to me, but now I’m starting to wonder.”

 	“What theory?”

 	“I think Virginia wasn’t just drunk last night. I think somebody may have deliberately slipped her something to cause it.”

 	The twins’ mouths fell open and Brendan looked at Winston suspiciously.
 	“Not me.”
 	“Not him.”
 	Winston and Virginia spoke their defense of him at the same time.

 	“Your sister was really out of it. She was more than drunk. I’d suspect ecstasy, but since it usually comes in tablets, it’d be hard to mask that in a drink. So I’m thinking GHB, maybe.”

 	“Liquid ecstasy,” Brendan muttered.

 	Missy piped up, “You know, I think you’re right about that, Mr. Winston. Unless you downed a fifth of vodka while nobody was looking, Virginia, you were too out of it to just be drunk from a few glasses of wine. You were so passed out, I couldn’t even get you out of your clothes. I didn’t think anything of it because I know you’d never take drugs. I did wonder, though.”

 	“When I, ah, cooled off, I realized that and began to wonder too,” Winston said.

 	“Oh, Virginia, you poor thing.” Missy came over and slipped her arm around her sister’s waist, leaning her head on her shoulder in that exaggerated way she had. “I had a friend at school who was slipped some drug at a club once and it was awful for her. She was…well, never mind.” Missy popped her head off Virginia’s shoulder. “I’m so glad Mr. Winston was above taking advantage of something like that.”

 	Virginia pushed Missy away as her sister beamed at Winston. Looked like the hero worship was back on. Mindy too smiled at Winston.
 	Winston didn’t seem to notice. “With the car accident and now this fire, I’m really starting to think someone is targeting Virginia. And there’s more.”
 	“Jesus, I’m getting a beer for this,” Brendan grumbled, reaching for a cold one from the fridge.

 	“Hand me one too,” Mindy directed nonchalantly.

 	Brendan opened it and sipped. “Not ’til you’re twenty-one, squirt. At least not in my presence. So what did you mean by more?”

 	Winston put down his can and leaned casually back against the granite island. “Well, Virginia, you once asked me how I knew to contact the right person in the Beckett family to buy my stock and I didn’t answer. But I’m answering now. It was mysterious. I didn’t go looking for it, and it almost never happens that way. This investment banker came to me with the details out of the blue. He wouldn’t tell me how he knew, so I just paid him and took the tip. I haven’t seen him since and didn’t really care. But with all this, it’s making me think.”

 	“Making you think what? What does that mean?” Missy asked, genuinely unsure.

 	“Well, it means not everybody welcomes my presence in their company and when somebody deliberately opens the door to me, well, they usually don’t have too kind feelings for the people inside the house I’m entering.”
 	“Too complicated,” Virginia muttered. “It means, Missy, that somebody set a corporate raider on our company to take it over, maybe because they didn’t like us very much.”

 	“Oh, well that’s not very nice.”
 	Winston grinned. “You guys are great for my ego.”
 	“I’m sure your ego can take it,” Virginia observed with a slight smile.
 	“Luckily, I’m very secure.”
 	Brendan watched him warily and Winston took the stare head-on.

 	“Look, I’m sorry, man, about what I said up there. I didn’t mean it, any of it.” Winston glanced at Virginia, then at her sisters and then back to Brendan. “I was an asshole.”

 	“No argument from me.” But Brendan held out his hand to shake Winston’s. As they did, Brendan said, “You don’t have sisters, do you?”
 	“No. But I’ve had the shit beat out of me by guys who do, so I should know better than to do that kind of trash talking.”
 	Brendan nodded, then shook his head ruefully. “Whoever beat the shit out of you must have been a pretty good fighter.”

 	“He was. And I hadn’t even touched his sister!”
 	They laughed.

 	“Thanks for telling us about the fire. It would have been a lot worse if we hadn’t gotten to it when we did.”

 	“No problem.” Winston set down his can. “I guess I should get going.”

 	All of her siblings looked uncertainly to Virginia and then conspicuously disappeared with an array of excuses, from taking a shower to checking on long-neglected guests.

 	Virginia met Winston’s eyes once they were alone. “Why would someone target us?”

 	“I don’t know. But you better watch your back.”
 	“Yes, I can see that now.”
 	The fire chief ducked his head in and she told him she’d be out in a moment.

 	“I’ll see if I can make any headway with the very accommodating investment banker. It might help out with these other things.”

 	“Thanks. I’d appreciate it.”

 	“I can see what you mean about not suspecting your sisters. You guys seem like a pretty tight family. Look out for each other. That’s nice.”

 	“Yeah, we’re close,” Virginia admitted. “The immediate family, I mean. The extended family I could do without sometimes. Aunt Winifred, for instance. I hated her even before she sold you the stock. She’s been divorced about a dozen times and always has some boy toy on her arm.”

 	Winston laughed.

 	“And I have this uncle who treats me like I just graduated from kindergarten. The worst part is he works at the company. He can never get his computer to work right. He’s always calling IT and lecturing me about everything. I have half a mind to fire him, but he’s pretty harmless.”

 	Winston’s blue eyes stayed focused on her.

 	“Anyway, I guess you need to get going and I need to go out and find out about our mysterious fire.” She held out her hand to shake his, and with a slight smile, he leaned forward and kissed her cheek. “Goodbye, Virginia.”

 	And then he was gone. It was what she’d wanted all along.
 	So why did she feel so alone?

 	* * * * *

 

 

 	Aaron Winston aimlessly roamed the Guggenheim, a modern art museum distinguished not only by its fine paintings, but also by its internal spiral-shaped configuration which sloped from floor to floor without the need for stairs or elevators, like a giant corkscrew. He had cut his day short at the office, not an unusual occurrence of late, and was wandering around the city when he had been forced to duck into the museum by the onslaught of a cold November rain. As he contemplated a bizarre canvas slashed with brilliant blue and gold, he thought, for no apparent reason, of Virginia Beckett and swore. A prim, schoolteacher type standing next to him flashed him a disapproving glance, notifying him he had unknowingly said the word out loud, and moved on. Virginia Beckett. Now she was showing up in his vision of abstract art. It was really too much.

 	In the couple of weeks since the incident at Bransport, Aaron had lived up to the letter of his vow not to pursue her, at her request, although not to the spirit of it. He had not tried to see or contact Virginia Beckett during all that time. But as much as he consciously purged her from his thoughts, in his subconscious there was no getting rid of Virginia Beckett. She was still firmly in residence in his dreams, kissing him, opening her legs to him, and when he would awaken, sweaty and frustrated, sometimes he would give in to the need to fantasize about her even though awake.

 	Kind of pathetic, actually, given how they had left it.

 	As much as he told himself that he wanted nothing more to do with Virginia Beckett, however, he could not rouse himself to the idea of bringing any other woman to his bed. Which meant he was in a really bad mood most of the time.

 	He managed to be civil to his secretary, Mrs. Fields, and his top executives, but he was curt at best and his attention span was limited. Aaron didn’t hear from Rye for some time after he had accused Aaron of trying to take advantage of a drunk Virginia at the charity ball. When Rye finally called his friend, not to mention best client, he sheepishly apologized. “I shouldn’t have said anything. It was none of my business. You and Virginia are both adults. But you know me and my big mouth. I don’t know when to shut up. So don’t hold it against me, buddy, okay?”

 	Aaron told him it was forgotten and started to discuss a business matter, but Rye came back to the subject of Virginia. “So how is that going with you two, anyway?”

 	Rye really did not know when to shut up, but Aaron would never get the persistent lawyer off his back without saying something about the whole episode. “I’m not seeing Virginia Beckett. You were right. She was drunk out of her mind that night so I just took her home. And that was it.”

 	Rye chuckled, “No follow up? That’s a little hard to believe.”

 	He really was a pain, Aaron thought. It was a shame he was such a good lawyer. “Let’s leave it at that, Rye.”

 	The brisk chill of autumn turned cold in late October and early November. Perversely, even as Aaron consciously tried to rid himself of this infatuation with Virginia Beckett, he moved his things into the apartment in her office building and began staying there full time, ridiculously elated one Thursday evening when he got the opportunity to run into her at the elevator bank. As if a few minutes of stilted small talk could suffice in place of what he really wanted. Whatever the hell that was. He was starting to wonder whether it was really just sex after all or something else. Something more.

 	He reported that the investment banker lead had gone nowhere. The guy had claimed no mystery, that Winifred had contacted him. Virginia in turn confirmed that the fire inspector hadn’t been able to confirm it was arson and she’d had no bad run of luck since then. “Maybe it’s just when the two of us get together that I’m in trouble,” she joked.

 	No kidding.

 	Aaron caught sight of Virginia once more in the lobby, shortly before Halloween, laughingly doling out candy in the middle of the day to a group of school children dressed in wild costumes making the rounds of several office buildings, trick-or-treating. She didn’t see Aaron as he hung back trying to overhear her conversation with an older woman he didn’t recognize. “I’m going up to Maine to have Halloween with Allie and her girls,” Virginia told the woman, looking relaxed and carefree. “It should be a lot of fun, dunking for apples, a square dance, the whole thing. The littlest one, Erin, even said she was making a costume for Auntie Virginia. I can’t wait to see it!”

 	It was pretty ironic. The more he tried to forget about Virginia Beckett, the more she gnawed at his insides and prevented him from even doing a good day’s work, let alone getting any carefree enjoyment out of life. And she in the meantime was evidently having a nice fall, hanging around with her family.

 	Aaron moved from the gaudy blue-and-gold painting he had been examining toward a vaguely comforting metal sculpture dangling from the ceiling out in the hall, and in the process caught sight of a straw-colored head amidst the crowd on another level of the museum’s circular floors. His heart lurched. The business-like Miss Beckett out in the middle of a weekday afternoon? Unbelievable. But as he approached the blonde, he was convinced it was her. Intending to needle her about leaving work instead of tending to the value of his BFD stock, he touched her arm. “Virginia.”

 	She turned to face him. It wasn’t her. The woman smiled. Dressed in funky, garage-sale style clothing, she looked like a student or perhaps an actress. And she could certainly play the part of Virginia Beckett. She looked a lot like her. The same fine white skin and long blonde hair. The eyes just blue, not that queer mix of gray in them. A little shorter, maybe, and her features perhaps not quite so defined and patrician as Virginia’s, but alike enough to be her sister. More alike than even Virginia’s own sisters were.

 	“No. Not Virginia. Good guess, though,” the woman laughed. “It’s Samantha.” She smiled expectantly at him and he was aware, without at first registering it, that she was smiling at him, flirting with him, in the same way that most women—most women except Virginia Beckett, that is—generally did. For one luscious moment, as she beamed up at him, he imagined that she was Virginia, so relaxed, so inviting, smiling up at him. It was really intoxicating. He realized he was staring. “I’m sorry. It’s just that you look so much like…a friend.”

 	“Lucky her,” the girl quipped broadly. “To be your friend, I mean.” She was openly flirting now, fingering one sparkly long earring, not breaking eye contact with him. Her tongue flicked against her lower lip and she leaned in a little. “I came in here to get out of the rain.”

 	“Me too.”

 	“I couldn’t care less for all this modern art crap. In fact, I can think of a lot of other more enjoyable ways to spend a rainy afternoon. Can’t you?”

 	He had half a mind to come on to her just because she looked so much like Virginia. Her fingertip wandered up to that lower lip. Detachment on his part was probably not the reaction she was shooting for, but it was all he felt nonetheless. He wondered if she was about to start sucking her finger, as if he didn’t already get the hint.

 	His BlackBerry buzzed and, distracted, he pulled it out of his suit pocket, glancing down at the sender.
 	Shit, speak of the devil. He read the message, smiling, and pocketed the BlackBerry.

 	“Sorry,” he said to the Virginia-lookalike, with a nod, heading for the exit.
 	Time for the real thing.

 	* * * * *

 

 

 	Phil was sitting at the Oak Bar, indulging in an apple martini even though it was way too early for it. This new client was driving him crazy, treating him like a fucking errand boy. What was worse, he was paying Phil enough to make him be a fucking errand boy, making him snap pictures at car accidents and sneak around Connecticut estates and start fires. Then there was this most recent task, which had been absolutely ridiculous.

 	Of course he’d done it anyway.

 	What was this guy after? Why didn’t he just hire a hit-man and be done with it and forget about all this piddly shit?
 	The bartender was suddenly there, holding out a portable phone to him. “You Phil Carstairs?”

 	“What?”
 	The bartender shook the phone at him. “Are you or aren’t you?”

 	Christ, more cloak-and-dagger crap. He knew who this had to be. He had no idea why the asshole didn’t just call him on his cell phone. He took the phone from the bartender. “Hello?”

 	“Have the arrangements been made?” the electronically altered voice asked.
 	“Yes. It’s all ready for them.”
 	Click.
 	And the guy was rude on top of everything else.

 	* * * * *

 

 

 	Virginia pulled into the parking lot. Winston’s car was there, that sleek little Jaguar that’d been the site of her humiliating drive back with him to Bransport last month. Good. Because otherwise, stock or no, there was no way she was going into an empty funeral home on her own. She’d put Winston out of her mind, more or less. That is, more during the day and less at night. She’d barely seen him in person, of course, with the notable exception of once at the elevators when he had talked to her in the casual standoffish way she had practically begged him to treat her.

 	She just wished he wasn’t so goddamn attractive that she was actually contemplating breaking her as-long-as-she-can-remember dry spell and actually asking some guy or other out on a date so she could get laid and stop having these ridiculously erotic dreams about a man who probably hated her at this point. The worst part was by the time she’d actually gotten him to stop hitting on her, she’d been just starting to realize he wasn’t quite the monster she was making him out to be.

 	She got out of the car at the thought. When she managed to work up her nerve to approach the dilapidated front doorway and force herself through it, the darned thing had the temerity to squeak, just like in an old horror movie. Great. Winston better be serious about dealing on his stock or she was going to murder him for dragging her out here.

 	The front hallway was as shopworn as the unpainted exterior of the funeral home, the carpet faded, the wallpaper peeling off in spots. There were two large rooms off the hallway, one on each side, but a quick scan proved that Winston wasn’t in either of them.

 	“You’re late.” She looked up toward the voice, jumping a mile. He was peering down at her from the upstairs balcony, but started heading down the stairway toward her. He looked as gorgeous as ever in some Savile Row navy suit that damn near matched his eyes, but he was frowning. “I thought you might be upstairs so I took a look around. This place is creepy.”

 	“You’re not kidding me. So what’s going on?”
 	He hesitated. “What do you mean by that? What’s this all about?”
 	“You’re asking me?”
 	“You sent the email.”

 	She got a very bad feeling. “What are you talking about? I got an email from you telling me to meet you here—at this funeral home out in the middle of New Jersey, for God’s sake—alone. Which of course you would think would’ve made me pause.”

 	He reached in his pocket and took out his BlackBerry, flicking the screen on with his thumb and then frowning. “Actually, I thought it was the other way around, that you sent me an email to meet you here, but I see it’s somehow vanished. “ He held the BlackBerry up for her to see, as if he could prove a negative.
 	She countered with her own, digging it out and frowning even as she registered that the email from him had mysteriously disappeared. Suspicion compounded by a good dose of fear shot through her. “If this is some kind of a joke, Winston, I’m going to kill you.”

 	“I know you’re full of yourself, Virginia, but I don’t get off playing practical jokes on former, er, not-quite-lovers. For some reason, someone has played a joke on both of us. The question is why.”

 	She felt the cold of the late November day seep into what was undoubtedly an unheated structure. “I hate funeral homes.”

 	He seemed unsurprised. “I’m not exactly wild about them either. Who is?”

 	“No, I mean, I’m terrified of them.” She couldn’t stop herself from the stark admission.
 	He watched her carefully. “You look okay. Not frothing at the mouth or having hysterics or anything.”

 	Even his levity didn’t stop her from pouring out the story for some reason. “No really, ever since my childhood, I can barely go into one. An uncle locked me in the embalming room of a funeral home at my grandfather’s wake. It took them an hour to notice I was gone.” She could still almost feel the terror that had crept into her bones then, the way she couldn’t move she was so scared.

 	“I guess your family’s not so perfect. Why the hell would he do that?”
 	“He said it was a test, but my father nearly beat the crap out of him.”

 	“Good for your father,” Winston muttered, looking around. “And not that I’m not flattered by your sharing, but we’re still clueless as to why someone arranged this. What’s the point here?” He looked her up and down. “A frustrated matchmaker, maybe? If so, I’d say they have an abysmal sense of romance.”

 	There was a loud bang from the front of the funeral home. She had left the door open when she came in, purposely, and when they rushed into the hallway they saw it was now slammed shut.

 	“Oh my God.”

 	Winston approached the front door. “Don’t get all freaked out. It was probably the wind.” But he found he could not open it. “It’s almost like it’s locked on the other side.”

 	Virginia tried herself, tugging on the doorknob long after she’d verified it wasn’t opening. Virginia sank down on her heels against the door and Winston looked down at her in annoyance. “Oh, please. If someone is doing this to scare you, why would they invite me?”

 	“I have no idea. Maybe they thought I wouldn’t have come otherwise.”

 	“Hmm…if you wanted to see me, all you had to do was call, honey,” he said sarcastically. “I didn’t know you cared.”

 	“The email promised me your stock back.”
 	“Oh, of course. Silly me. Why didn’t I think of that?”

 	“I wouldn’t have come in at all if I hadn’t seen your car in the parking lot. I recognized it.”
 	“Really? So you weren’t completely unconscious during that drive to Bransport. I wondered. I practically had to pick you up to get you in the car.”

 	“Good times,” she snapped.

 	“I’m only saying, you’re not as light as you look. I almost put my back out.” A ghost of a smile hovered on those sexy lips.

 	“Poor you.” She stood up. “So what are we going to do here?”
 	“We’re going to leave and sort this out later.”
 	She glanced at the door.
 	“Not that way. Come on.”
 	 

 	Virginia Beckett did look as though she was freaking. Surprisingly, he felt a wave of sympathy for her. Must just be that it made her more human. Who the hell locked a little kid in an embalming room? That uncle must have been a psycho. He wondered idly if this was the uncle who still treated her as if she were in kindergarten.
 	The important thing now of course was to get her out of here before she had a serious meltdown. Not that he was exactly happy to be locked in a funeral home either, even if it was with his current wet dream—literally, pathetic as that was, given he was an adult man and not a hormonal teenaged boy.

 	He led her into one of the large rooms at the back of the funeral home and pulled aside the heavy curtains of one of the discreet windows. Boarded shut from the outside. He hadn’t noticed that when he’d driven up. And not just boarded up the old-fashioned way, with wood. No, these were steel plates. Someone was very serious about not wanting kids to break windows and sneak into this place. And yet the front door had been unlocked for him and Virginia.

 	He let the curtain fall back. Virginia’s face was as white as one of the former inhabitants of this place. He reached for her hand and she let him take it. The iciness as well as the faint shaking told him he better get them out of here soon or he really would have a hysterical woman on his hands.

 	“Hey, if you totally lose it, think how fun that’ll be for me… Blackmail material for the end of time. Cool, successful businesswoman Virginia Beckett screaming like a teen queen in a horror movie. It’ll be great.”

 	She smiled faintly. “You may be about to get your wish.”

 	He put his arm around her and she didn’t even flinch. “I’m not trying to make a move here. I’m just comforting you.”
 	“Blackmail material of my own. Unscrupulous corporate raider Aaron Winston has a heart.”

 	“Don’t get carried away. Anyway, I’m not scared and nothing’s going to happen to us.” He pulled out his BlackBerry. “I’ll just make a call and we’ll be busted out of here in no time.” He held it to his ear, looked at the screen and frowned. “It was working a minute ago when I pulled up.”

 	“Dead?”
 	“Was that a pun?”
 	“No. If I check mine, it’ll be mysteriously dead too, won’t it?”
 	“I suspect so, but I’m an optimist. Go ahead and give it a try.”

 	When her phone couldn’t get a signal either, they made a more thorough inventory of all the possible exits on the first floor. All were barred or locked.

 	“We could try the basement.”
 	“No way!”
 	“I’ll go down and take a look around.”
 	“You’re not leaving me!”

 	He smiled. This really was getting rather ridiculous. “Okay. We’ll go together.” Hand in hand, they braved the rickety stairs to the basement and explored, to the extent they could in the dark. Feeling around, they found no windows at all in the bottom level of the structure and no doors to the outside either, so they made their way back upstairs.

 	Aaron began to face the fact that the funeral home was locked up tight with no way to get out. “Look, I’ve got a conference call in an hour.”

 	“You’re worried about that at a time like this?”

 	“No. I mean when I don’t call in, my assistant, Mrs. Fields, will start to wonder. She has me on a very tight leash. The longer I go without checking in, the more likely it’ll be that she sends someone after me.”

 	“Does she know you’re here?”

 	“No, but my car has a tracking device in case of theft, so it’d be a relatively simple exercise to locate us.”

 	Eventually.

 	Assuming something worse didn’t happen to him and Virginia in the meantime. A cautious look his companion’s way suggested that playing it light was his best bet. Virginia looked scared enough already.

 	“All right. Let’s just gather ourselves for a few minutes.” He led her into one of the rooms on the first floor and they sat down on a sheet-covered couch.
 	“How do you think whoever sent us those emails made them disappear and made our phones go dead?”

 	“Tech.” Aaron shrugged. “Not my thing, but it’s probably not very difficult.”
 	“It’s unnerving.”

 	“Which, along with the current atmosphere, is apparently supposed to be the point. To unnerve us. But we could always find a way to distract ourselves.” He leered at her comically. “Now I am coming on to you, in case it’s not obvious.”

 	“It’s obvious. Boy, is sex all you think about?”

 	“Honey, sex is probably all any healthy straight guy thinks about when you’re around. And I bet you give a few of the gay ones pause too.”

 	She laughed. “You’re disgusting!”

 	“Hey, it was a compliment! No really, how’d you get to be so beautiful and be such a good businesswoman too?”
 	“I’m going to ignore the sexism implicit in that. Another time. But I will note that now you’re just trying to distract me with flattery.”

 	“Distract you or seduce you. I’m good with either one.”
 	“Well, I appreciate the effort.”
 	“Man, I haven’t even gotten started.”
 	“Yeah, I remember. No thanks.”

 	“So I keep hearing from you. But since we’re having this heart to heart, how about you tell me really why? I know you’re attracted to me. We’ve proven that. You even admitted it at our last fiasco of a make-out session. Do you really not trust me enough—or yourself, I guess—to give into it and not worry how it’ll affect our business dealings?”

 	“I don’t act on every attraction, Aaron.”
 	“Or any attraction, I bet.”
 	“Meaning?”

 	“There are those who act on attractions, satisfy their desires, and those who don’t. I guess we know which one you are.”

 	“And you.”

 	“Guilty.” They smiled at each other and suddenly the air was fraught with tension, and not the kind related to funeral homes and dead bodies. “I can help you with that if you like. Help you act on your attraction.” He was still smiling, but he sure wasn’t kidding.

 	Apparently, he just couldn’t manage to give up as far as she was concerned.
 	 

 	Suddenly, he was a scant inch from her on the sheet-covered sofa. She felt his breath on her face and realized she wanted him to touch her. She wanted to touch him. She leaned up and ground her open mouth into his, taking him completely by surprise and for a moment he didn’t react. She thrust her fingers in the silky black hair at the nape of his neck and pulled him down harder into the kiss, desire for him coursing wildly in her veins, blocking out her panic at where she found herself. When she thrust her tongue in his mouth, he seemed to finally come to his senses and cupped her head with one hand, turning her frantic kiss into a deep sexual exploration, his tongue filling her mouth. His other hand traveled down, rubbing her back on its way, pulling her against him, against the now-growing evidence of his desire for her, then caressing her bottom through her skirt as she pressed herself desperately into him, practically climbing onto his lap.

 	She was moaning, frantic with her pent-up need for him. She couldn’t think straight. She felt as if she would explode. She didn’t care whether he laughed at her or used her. Right now, she wanted to use him, to forget that she was reliving her childhood nightmare of being locked in a funeral home. Because this time, she was all grown up and a sexy, hunky guy she’d been lusting after was locked up with her. Right now, she’d almost be willing to make it on the embalming table if Winston wanted to.

 	“Please,” she whispered against his lips and pulled one of his hands to her breast. He groaned, fingering the taut nipple through the silk of her shirt beneath her suit jacket.

 	 

 	What the hell was she doing? Aaron thought, painfully aware of how far over the edge this completely unexpected, hot response from Virginia was pushing him. She was kissing him back wildly, pressing herself wantonly and purposefully into him, cupping his hand to her delicious, full breast and evidently begging him to fuck her. Jesus, was she trying to drive him insane with this crazy pull-and-push act? Not to mention, they were in a goddamn funeral home, for God’s sake.

 	But his ability to reason logically was rapidly dwindling in the face of her continued, apparently heedless, campaign to give in to him.

 	And to give in to him right here. Right now.

 	Of course he lost his reason when she was denying him too. So what did it really matter?

 	She abruptly yanked him back with her on the sofa, opening her long legs wide as he fell on top of her, wrapping them around his waist, her skirt now bunched up around her hips, still kissing him with such abandon. Lust roared through him as she arched, up against him. He was completely mindless now of all the times she had teased him in the past and then pulled back. He was certain of what she was offering him. And so was she as she writhed beneath him. The only difference was that astonishingly enough, he still remembered where they were.

 	He tore himself away from her kiss and heard with deep satisfaction her immediate cry of, “Don’t stop.”
 	He hushed her, his hands still caressing those tempting tits he never really had gotten a proper taste of, feeling as if he at least had to point out the obvious.

 	“You do realize you’re probably doing this as a reaction to being afraid?’

 	“If you turn me down for that, you condescending jerk, I promise you, you’ll never get another chance.” She pulled his head back down to her and he laughed.

 	“Promises, promises,” he murmured against her lips. “How would you feel if I was the one who stopped and left you hanging now?” He didn’t mean it and since they both knew it, she wasted no time on a retort.

 	“Shut up and just do me.”

 	He glanced around, scoping out the room. It afforded them absolutely no privacy, an open entrance way leading right into the hall. But what the hell? It wasn’t as if there was anybody around. He could hear her light rapid breathing, see in the dim light that her eyes were still closed, waiting for him to move.

 	Sex in a funeral home was not exactly what he would have chosen for their first time together. In retrospect, a limousine wouldn’t have been half bad. But he was not about to complain now. He caressed her long, supple legs in their stockings, looking down at her, breathless at the sight of her in a garter belt and panties, her skirt wrenched up around her waist. He lifted her up and she began kissing his neck as he positioned her, yanking off her suit jacket, his hands now unbuttoning her shirt hastily, pulling her bra down to leave her breasts naked to him. Then he bent his head greedily to one nipple, tasting the taut peak finally, and she arched her back and cried out, incoherent, but loud now.

 	“Shh, I’m going to take care of you, baby,” he whispered against her burning skin, frantic to get inside her. He’d had enough foreplay with this woman to last a lifetime. He wanted nothing more than to feel the silken walls of her pussy with his cock, not his fingers, not his mouth. His cock.

 	He moved up to kiss her mouth, thrusting his tongue back as far as it would go, fondling her full luscious breasts. When he led her hand to his jutting cock, intending for her to unzip his pants, she ran her fingers down the length of him and he could not wait, unfastening himself quickly and pressing urgently against her thigh, breaking the kiss to slide her panties, white cotton again, down and off her outstretched legs. He pushed her legs wider and moved between them.

 	For the first time in his adult life, it dawned on him that he’d almost forgotten the goddamn condom. The head of his cock was honing in on paradise without a thought to one before his brain kicked in in what had always been second nature to him, ever since his heedless teen years anyway.

 	“Fuck,” he muttered.

 	“Yes,” she cried, almost comically, and if his brain had any blood left in it he would have laughed.

 	As it was, he fumbled in his back pocket for his wallet, letting go of her reluctantly to rip off one of the pack he had in there. “No, I mean, I almost forgot to put a condom on.”

 	She started to sit up. “Let me,” she offered, but he batted her hands away.

 	He was so turned on and frustrated, he couldn’t afford to take the time. He had the foil packet opened and the fucking condom on his aching cock almost before she could finish her offer.

 	Not needed, then, her soft hands wandered down to his bare ass, underneath his pants, which he still had on, having just done the minimum by freeing his cock. The feel of them on his skin made him surge forward with the pleasure of it and he thrust into her, harder than he had meant to, but he wasn’t exactly in control about now. He groaned at the tight feel of her extremely wet pussy around him and froze. Jesus, if he came right now after waiting for her so long he would fucking kill himself. He took a deep breath to slow himself down.

 	“Oh my God,” she whispered. “Oh my God, you feel so good.”

 	She started to move and he clamped his hands down on her hips to still her. He could hear her breathing in his ear and he leaned down to kiss her, tracing her lips with his tongue and dipping inside, slowly and thoroughly, still not moving his cock.

 	Her hands moved up his back, his shoulders, tangled in his hair and the sheer animalistic pleasure of her touch finally shattered his self-control. He thrust once, hard, and she groaned, moving as well, as he let the familiar primitive rhythm of fucking grip him as it always did. And yet it felt different. She felt different.

 	Uncomfortable with the thought, he paused, but her hands came down to his ass and she pulled him toward her again.

 	He chuckled. “What a greedy little thing you are, Virginia.” He thrust his cock once, hard up her, feeling her pussy walls grip him, and she moaned in reward. Jesus, it felt so good.

 	Her head was arched back, her eyes tightly closed.
 	“You like this?” he prompted, fucking her steadily now.

 	“That’s a stupid question,” she muttered, opening her eyes to stare up at him. He felt as if he could lose himself in that blue-gray expanse.

 	He paused again, not because he was in control, but because he wasn’t. He didn’t want to shoot his load too fast. He wanted to bring Virginia Beckett to orgasm more than once before he finally, finally got off inside her.
 	“Answer it,” he said softly, bending his head to lick one rigid nipple. When she didn’t speak, he nipped her lightly and then sucked. She bucked underneath him as his fingers found her clit and began a relentless massage.

 	The first time she came, for him, around him, squeezing his cock with her inner muscles, she almost damn near took him with her, wrapping her long legs around his waist, the heels of her feet digging into his still-trouser-clad butt. But at the last minute, he kept his control, letting her go over without him, kissing her to take the pleasure of her climax into his mouth as she shuddered.

 	While she was still panting, coming down, he pulled his cock a little of the way out, feeling the exquisite friction, and then slid slowly back in.

 	She moaned.
 	“Do you like it?”

 	“God, yes.” Her hands tugged the boxers and trousers all the way down his ass and clenched as she gripped his cheeks, pulling him even more strongly into her. The resulting thrust was as deep as he could make it.

 	She came again, crying out and this time he went with her, pouring into her as she clung to him.

 	He collapsed on top of her, panting, the sweat of their endeavors practically gluing them together, and laughed. “See, that wasn’t so bad, Virginia, was it? Why did you keep resisting it?”

 	Her breathing was coming a little slower now, and she slapped his shoulder weakly. “You know why, you jerk.”

 	“Oh, so now I’m a jerk? What happened to ‘you feel so good’?” He brushed the hair away from her forehead gently, registering how soft the skin of her temples felt against his fingertips. He pulled out of her and took off the condom. But incredibly enough, even after the orgasm he’d just had, he was immediately hardening again. He put on another condom and slid back in as she closed her eyes and moved her hips in some subtle way that roared through him. He groaned and closed his eyes himself, relishing the feel of being on top of her, in her.

 	“Oh yeah. You feel good too, honey.” He thrust hard and she arched up into it while he began a rhythm. “But we’re going to take it slow this time.”

 	“Slow is good too,” she whispered.
 	Jesus, he hoped he had enough condoms to last them.

 	* * * * *

 

 

 	Virginia opened her eyes. It was starting to get dark out. The faint light that had seeped in from the day outside, despite the boarded-up windows, was fading. If someone had told her she would be contentedly lying on a couch in a funeral home as night fell, she would have said that must mean she was dead.

 	But she wasn’t dead. She was just basking in the wake of about a dozen little deaths, as the French called it. Okay, maybe not a dozen, but she’d lost count.

 	She might not have much experience when it came to rolling around in the sack, but she could tell a virtuoso when she, er, had him. And Winston was world class. She should have had her head examined for pushing him away for so long.

 	Of course there was still that pesky thing about the stock. And the fact that someone had locked them up together in a funeral home. Then there was that fire…

 	But details, details… She’d think about all that tomorrow.

 	Winston was dozing beside her. She could hear his even breathing. She turned to look at him and sure enough his eyes were closed, one lock of silky black hair falling over them. She reached a finger up to sweep it back and, eyes still closed, he caught it and pressed a light kiss into her palm.

 	“Haven’t you had enough, you insatiable woman?” he teased, opening his eyes.
 	“You have only yourself to blame, Mr. Winston. You’re awfully good at this.”
 	“I’ve had a lot of practice.”
 	“I can tell.”

 	He came up on his side and deftly rolled her to her stomach. Long strokes of his hand down the length of her spine for a few minutes soothed her and almost lulled her back to sleep until he glided over the sensitized curve of her bottom and found his way back down between her thighs.

 	It was impossible to sleep through that.

 	She felt his stiff cock against her hip as he explored the depths he’d gotten to know pretty well by now, making no move to mount her again though.

 	“Mmm…I’m going to be sore when this is all over.”

 	His lips brushed her shoulder. “Me too,” he whispered and she laughed. “One part of me anyway,” he amended.

 	“I get the impression you don’t mind giving that a vigorous work out.”
 	He brought her hand over to his cock. “Not at all. It’s good for it.”

 	“I bet it is.” She tugged at his long beautiful cock, rolling over on her side to face him so she could get a better grip, draping one leg over his hip in the process.

 	“Nice,” he hummed, returning the favor with a sure, skillful caress of her clit.
 	“Nice,” she agreed.

 	He rolled over onto his back and swiped a hand down to retrieve yet another of the foil packets that he’d long since dug out of his wallet and strewn on the floor for easier access.

 	“I hope you have stock in that company,” she commented, and he grinned.
 	He handed one out to her. “Let’s see you do some of the work.”

 	She took it eagerly and scooted over to sit on the top of his thighs. “I wanted to! You wouldn’t let me.”
 	“Because the object is not to come while the condom is being put on. But now you’ve wrung everything out of me, I think it’s safe.”
 	She ripped the packet open. “Jumbo,” she hummed, pretending to read the label although it was too dark to do so really.

 	“Of course.”
 	“Although they say size doesn’t matter to women.”
 	“That’s what they say.”

 	She gripped his cock with one fist, pumping it lightly, and he groaned. As it jumped and twitched, she rolled the condom down. “I feel like I’m corralling some wild animal,” she muttered.
 	“Mmmm, you’ll make my head turn with all your compliments.” When she had it on, he surprised her by pulling her farther up until the hot head of his cock was at her entrance.

 	“You weren’t kidding about me doing the work, were you?”
 	He yanked her down, swiftly, onto his cock and they both gasped at the contact.

 	“No,” he said, moving her hips with his hands for a moment before falling away. “Come on. Your turn. I’ve exhausted all my fancy moves.”

 	“I doubt that.” But she started to ride him, tentatively at first and then with more confidence. It seemed she couldn’t move a wrong way with this man. Whatever she did with him and his most excellent instrument felt good to her. His low groans of encouragement assured her the feeling was mutual.

 	She leaned down to let her tongue play with his lips, his tongue. She leaned farther over. The flat brown nipples on his muscular chest.
 	He bucked up at that and she chuckled. “You like that?” she echoed his earlier words, raising her head.

 	“I like anything you do to me.”

 	She raised her hips, the slow firm pressure of him easing as she slid off him and then returning as she slid back down. Slow. She kissed his lips and felt his fingers tangle in her hair, keeping her there, kissing her wildly until she finally broke away and began to move in earnest, quick hard strokes of him in and out of her and he pulled her chest to him, managing to latch on to one of her jiggling breasts despite the activity.

 	Oh God, how did he do this again and again to her? she thought as she came and his hands moved to her ass, anchoring her to him as he did as well.
 	She shuddered and slid off him, lying down beside him. “We have to stop. I’m numb.”

 	He peeled the condom off, knotting the end and sending it to join its similarly fallen brothers where he had shoved them under the legs of the coach, along with the wrappers. Gross, but what the hell else were they supposed to do with them? “Okay, for now. But only because we’ve run out of condoms.”

 	She rested her head on his chest, his fingers sifting through her hair. She felt so at peace, so relaxed.
 	After a few minutes of cuddling, he leaned down to whisper in her ear, “Was that really true what you told me that night you were so out of it?”

 	“What?”
 	“That you’d never given a man a blow job.”

 	If the room wasn’t so dim, she supposed he would be able to see her blush, ridiculous as it was in the context. She didn’t answer.

 	“It was, wasn’t it?” He laughed softly.
 	“I guess,” she grumbled. “But you don’t have to sound so amused over the fact.”
 	“I’m not! It’s sweet.”

 	She harrumphed. “And anyways, I did give you one, a blow job, right? In the limousine?”

 	He laughed. “It was a valiant start.”

 	She punched him, right in his solid six-pack abs and he caught her fist, still laughing. “What? Don’t get mad. I’m volunteering to coach you on your technique. I’m betting you can wring one more orgasm out of me.”

 	“Gee, thanks for your confidence. You’re all heart.”

 	The hand that was clasping her fist nudged her farther south, where she marveled that yet again his interest was perking up. “Really.” His voice sounded low and almost hoarse. “Do you want me to, er, show you?”

 	She had a faint memory of tasting him, all that power and strength pulsing against her tongue, his hands gripping her hair wildly.

 	And she was pretty sure she probably hadn’t even been doing it right at the time.
 	“That’s very noble of you to offer.”
 	“I’m all about education, Miss Beckett. Life is one long educational journey.”
 	“Yes, you’ve been quite an education, Mr. Winston.”
 	“Besides, we’re out of condoms.”

 	She pushed him onto his back, coming over him and, after a moment of hesitation, she slid down to in between his legs. He really was amazing. They had made love how many times in the past few hours? And yet by the time she knelt between his open legs, he was fully erect again. He scooted up a little so he was half sitting up against the arm rest of the sofa, his cock bobbing straight up in the air, and softly caressed her cheek, her chin, her jaw, sliding one finger along her open lips as she knelt between his legs. Sensing her hesitancy, he whispered, “Just put that pretty mouth of yours on my cock. That’ll be enough to start.”

 	Swallowing first, her lips feeling suddenly dry, she complied. Lord, he tasted hot as a poker against her tongue. She licked the smooth, velvety head of his cock and then tentatively took the whole of it in her mouth. The whole head, that is. She doubted the whole of his cock would fit in anyone’s mouth. Her hand came naturally to stroke the stalk of him as she caressed him with her mouth and he praised, softly, “Oh yeah. Just like that.”

 	She took more of him, licking and sucking until his cock was wet and throbbing from her attentions, and he suddenly dug his fingers in her hair and pulled her closer. She startled, gagging a little, and he immediately pulled a fraction of a bit back, murmuring apologies, petting her hair, kissing her cheek, but subtly and surely directing her mouth back to him.

 	When she went to suck him this time, she ran her mouth up and down the thick, pulsing stalk, over the head she could feel was moist and salty with his excitement, his harsh breathing sounding in her ear, and then she sucked, hard, reaching her fingers down to lightly fondle the heavy sacs beneath his cock.

 	He moaned and without warning shot a hot stream of ejaculate into her mouth.

 	Having read about the experience, she had always assumed that it would be odd, even unpleasant, but it wasn’t. It felt…natural, like some kind of crazy offering he was making to her or sacrifice to the gods or something. She swallowed without thinking and heard him groan, pulling out of her at once, shifting her up onto his lap and cradling her.

 	“God, Virginia. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have done that. I should have warned you or pulled out first, or… God. Was it okay?”

 	She laughed. Apparently what he’d done was very bad manners in his world. His experience combined with her inexperience made such an odd match. “I guess all your girlfriends have always known what they were doing in that respect.”

 	“In giving head?” he asked, still breathless.

 	She nodded and his lips softly grazed her temple. “Maybe, but nobody’s ever done it better, baby.”

 	What was going on here?

 	* * * * *

 

 

 	They had dozed again, but the loud thud coming from somewhere else in the funeral home startled them both awake. Virginia lifted her head from Aaron’s bare shoulder and pivoted herself up, grabbing for her blouse.

 	“What was that?” she couldn’t stop herself from asking, knowing he couldn’t answer the question any more than she could.
 	“I don’t know.” He pulled his pants on, then shrugged into his shirt and started in the direction of the sound, buttoning as he went.

 	“Wait for me!”

 	She struggled with the zipper of her skirt, not bothering with her stockings, and slipped her feet into her pumps.

 	“Let me go check it out,” he called back.

 	“Hell no.” She was suddenly remembering where they were, despite the idyllic bout of mind-blowing sex. A funeral home. She was insane not to have let that worry her more all this time. “I’m not staying here alone.”

 	She gripped his arm, almost stepping on his still-bare feet as she tried to keep right next to him. The dim light she’d counted on earlier had all but faded.

 	“I can barely see,” he muttered as she dogged him into the room across the hall.

 	A quick scan of the room didn’t show anything out of place that she could detect that could have made the loud thud they’d heard. Aaron detached her gently and went to a window. She hung by herself for about a minute like a grown-up before she scrambled after him. Some damn thing on the floor tripped her in her haste, though, and she pitched over it onto the carpet. When she rolled over to try to get to her feet again, she saw what the obstruction was in the dim light.

 	Her scream would have rivaled any teen queen’s in any horror movie.
 	Jesus, it was a body.
 



 
 	Chapter Six

 

 
 	 

 	Aaron was beside her a second later as she scrambled to her feet, looking down in horror. He crouched next to the body of a woman, putting two fingers to her neck. After a second he stood up.

 	“She’s dead. Probably not for long.”

 	“But why? What is this?” Virginia could barely get the words out. The woman was lying on her side, blood on her left temple and matted in her long blonde hair. “Jesus,” she whispered, turning quickly away.

 	The pounding on the front door sent them both running in that direction.
 	“Police!”
 	“Thank God.” Virginia was glad that help had arrived. Aaron didn’t look so sure.
 	“We can’t open the door,” he called.

 	“It’s padlocked. We’re going to open it with bolt-cutters. Step away from the door.”
 	Once they had complied and the padlock by the sound of it was dispensed with, a cop came through the door cautiously. His gun was drawn.

 	Aaron held his hands up and she mimicked the move, though she felt ridiculous, since this was the first time she’d ever done it. Of course there was a gun on her and a body in the other room, so better to be cautious.

 	“My name is Aaron Winston,” Aaron said. She admired his calm. “This is Virginia Beckett.”

 	“What’s going on here?” The gun wasn’t lowered yet so neither were their hands. A second uniformed cop followed the first in. “We got a report of screams coming from this vicinity.”

 	“That was me. We were locked in here and then we heard a sound and we found a body. And I screamed.” The words just poured out of her. “In there. The body’s in there.”

 	The cop that wasn’t holding a gun on them went to investigate in the direction she’d just shaken her head in. He came back a moment later just as the lights miraculously came on. “There’s a dead girl in there, Harry. I’m going to call it in.”

 	“What happened?” the cop asked them, as if she hadn’t just told him.

 	She was starting to get the idea this might not look so good. Indignation quickly followed whatever consternation might have been lurking at the thought. “I told you what happened. We heard a loud thud and when we went to look, we found that woman’s body.” She lowered her hands.

 	“Keep them up.”
 	Her hands jerked back up.

 	“Leo, pat them down.” The other cop had just finished his call and proceeded to do so.

 	“They’re clean.”
 	“May we lower our hands?” she asked, really annoyed now.

 	“Okay, but no sudden moves. And how about now you tell me what you were doing locked in a boarded-up funeral home?”
 	Aaron finally assumed control. “Let’s sit down for a minute. Miss Beckett has had quite an ordeal, followed by an incredible shock.”

 	He ushered her into the large room that still contained a few remnants of their strewn clothing, visible in the somewhat inconvenient sudden lighting. She grabbed for her stockings and panties, not to mention her bra, as they sat down, and stuffed them behind her.

 	“Yeah. Quite an ordeal. I can see that.”

 	She didn’t appreciate the cop’s sarcasm, but it was at least understandable. Aaron sat next to her, apparently unconcerned about their interlude being broadcast. The cops both stayed standing. The one put away his gun and whipped out a notebook and a pen instead.

 	“So what were you doing here, ah, for the record?”
 	“We each got a—”
 	“Hang on,” Aaron cut in. “Should we be calling my lawyer?”
 	“I don’t know. Should you?”

 	Aaron reached into his pocket for his phone and started to dial, either for show or signaling it was no longer dead.

 	“Hold on, Mr. Winston,” the other cop said, apparently the good cop in this duo. “A homicide detective should be here any minute. Why don’t we not blow this out of proportion? I’m sure there’s a reasonable explanation for all this. He can get your full statement.”

 	Virginia felt completely out of her depth. A lawyer? A criminal lawyer?
 	But Aaron put the phone away.

 	The men from the coroner’s office came first. Then more cops, plainclothes this time, walking around, taking notes on who knew what. Nobody asked them anything until a heavyset bald guy in a trench coat right out of Columbo showed up. He nodded to them and then proceeded into the other room to examine the body. After a minute or two, he came back in.

 	She and Aaron started to get up, but he waved them down, shaking hands with each as they introduced themselves.

 	“Okay,” he said. “I’m Detective Baker. We know who you are, we know who I am and we got a dead girl in the other room, her head smashed in with something heavy, a rock, a hammer, who knows. What can you tell me?”

 	“Well, it’s rather bizarre,” she began.

 	“You’re telling me. And we haven’t even gotten to the fact that this is some kind of abandoned funeral home. I don’t get many like this, folks.”
 	She was glad this Baker fellow was having so much fun. “As I said, it’s rather bizarre. Mr. Winston here and I are…” She hesitated.

 	“Friends.”
 	“Business associates.”

 	She and Aaron had filled in the blank at the same time, leaving Baker watching them skeptically. He nodded to one of the uniforms. “Scare me up a Coke, would you, buddy? Want anything?” he asked the two of them politely and when they shook their heads no, said to the officer, “Just one Coke. Thanks.”

 	When he turned back to them, she wasn’t quite sure whether it was she or Aaron who should continue.
 	“Friends, business associates, whatever,” Baker prompted. “What the hell are you doing here?”
 	Aaron took over the narrative, giving it to him succinctly—the first part of it, anyway.

 	When he was done, Baker nodded and responded, deadpan, “So let me get this straight. Some kind of spooky email comes to you each telling you the other one wants to meet you here. Have I got that right?”

 	“Yes.”
 	“Can I see the email?”
 	She and Aaron exchanged glances.
 	“It disappeared,” he said. “Both of the emails disappeared, I mean.”

 	“Right. Okay. So then you get here and what?” He glanced at Aaron’s bare feet and the bundle she was not so inconspicuously still trying to hide. “You make yourselves at home in a deserted funeral parlor? Kind of kinky, if you don’t mind me saying so.”
 	Aaron kept his cool, even while her face heated and she restrained herself from strangling the guy. “Actually, what happened next is that someone apparently locked us in.”

 	Aaron bent to put on his socks and shoes. She wished she could get her underwear on with such casual ease, but no chance of that.

 	A pause. “Yeah?”

 	“Yes.” He was done with his socks and shoes now and crossed his legs, straightening a pleat down the leg of his pants. “We heard a door slamming and as the officers who showed up later can attest, the door was apparently padlocked. We couldn’t open it from the inside and so we checked to see if there were any other ways out.”

 	“And I take it there weren’t.”

 	“No. We checked the windows and they were all boarded up with steel. There was no way out from the basement. So we just sat down, in this room as a matter of fact. We were probably in here for a couple of hours.”

 	“The lights went out too and our cell phones wouldn’t work,” Virginia added.
 	“So you just made yourselves at home, I see.”

 	Winston’s face was impassive as he continued the narrative, leaving out extraneous facts that were none of the police department’s business, like the hot sex. “Then a few hours later, we heard a thump or a crash from the other room and when we went to investigate, we found the body.”

 	“Uh huh.”
 	“Miss Beckett screamed, understandably.”

 	“Understandably.” Baker’s hands were in the pockets of his raincoat all this time, not taking any notes. They only came out for the Coke the cop brought him. He popped it open, took a noisy slurp, and then waited.

 	Aaron went on. “Then the police came knocking at that door almost the exact some time. That’s it. That’s all we know.”
 	“Seems you may be leaving a little bit out, Mr. Winston.” Baker took another slurp while she moved to farther shield her crumbled pile of underwear.

 	“Nothing that has anything to do with this,” Aaron said.

 	She had the horrible feeling her panties and bra were about to be shared with a room full of skeptical cops.
 	“No? So how do you explain this?” The detective whipped a card out of his side pocket with the hand that wasn’t gripping the Coke and handed it to Aaron.

 	He glanced at it. “It’s a business card from my office. So what?”

 	Virginia was too relieved that none of this involved her underwear to be concerned about the production of Aaron’s business card.

 	“So it was in the dead girl’s pocket. Are you still claiming you don’t know her?”
 	“I don’t.”
 	Virginia shot him a surprised look. She couldn’t help herself.
 	“You got something to add there, Miss Beckett?”

 	She almost wished he had focused on her underwear. She didn’t like the direction he was taking. “No, of course not. I don’t know her.”

 	“You sure? You take a good look at her?”
 	“She was dead, Detective! I didn’t exactly do an examination.”

 	“No? Well, how’s about we take a closer look?” Baker put his Coke down on a side table and pointed toward the other room. Virginia looked that way uncertainly. She’d offer up her underwear if it’d get her out of examining a dead body.

 	Neither she nor Aaron got up.
 	“Is this necessary?” Aaron asked.
 	“I think Miss Beckett might find it enlightening.”
 	“Enlightening? Why would I find it enlightening?”

 	“Please, I insist,” Detective Baker said, holding his arms out in the direction of the body.

 	Reluctantly, they both got up and walked across the hall. At the last minute, Baker held up a hand to stop them right at the entrance to the room. “No need to come any further. We don’t want to contaminate the crime scene and you can see what I need you to from there.”

 	A crowd of technicians of one kind or another hovered around the poor girl, who was defenseless in her state. They were measuring and snapping photos and prodding with latex-encased digits. Virginia felt her stomach turn.

 	Then Aaron’s hand was at her elbow, poised to give whatever support she needed, or at least that’s how she interpreted it. She looked at him uncertainly and he nodded.

 	“Give me some gloves,” the detective barked to one of the throng and somebody handed him a pair. When he slipped them on, he added, “And some booties. Then move away from the body everybody. Just for a minute.”

 	After putting on the protective foot covering, the detective entered the room as the other members of the team backed away. He crouched beside the body, not touching her, but pointing to her face. The girl’s features were clearly visible in the bright light of the room as they had not been before. Virginia looked right at her. And gasped.

 	“Yeah, I thought so,” Baker said, standing up. “Seen enough?” He peeled the gloves off and slipped them in his pocket, reaching down to remove the booties.
 	At the green tint she was sure must be seeping into her complexion, he spoke to Aaron gruffly, “Take her back in there.”
 	Aaron steered her back to the other room and the couch and she sank back down into it. She felt as though she might be sick.

 	“She looks like me,” she whispered.

 	“Yeah, she does,” Baker said. The detective had followed them back as well. “It’s the first thing I noticed when I looked at the body. Who is she, Miss Beckett?”

 	Her head shot up. “How would I know?”
 	“Not a sister? A cousin? What?”
 	“Christ, if she knew her,” Aaron said, “she’d say so, Detective.”

 	It was as if Aaron had drawn the fire away from her. Baker honed in on him instead. “But you, you weren’t so sure, were you, Winston?”

 	“I told you I didn’t know her,” Aaron maintained.

 	“You weren’t sure whether Miss Beckett here did, though, were you? Not until just now when she said she didn’t.”
 	“The girl does—did—look a great deal like her. I thought there might be a chance they were related. I didn’t know.”

 	“Got a closer look at the body than Miss Beckett did, is that right?”
 	“What do you mean by that?”

 	“Only that until we went in there just now, she hadn’t seen the resemblance. It surprised her, unless she’s a hell of an actress.” Baker fixed a hard stare on her for a second. “Which I ain’t saying she ain’t.” He turned back to Aaron. “But you didn’t bat an eye. You knew she could be Miss Beckett’s twin, didn’t you?”

 	Aaron hesitated, then admitted, “Yes, I did. I wasn’t completely candid with you before, Detective.”

 	“Surprise, surprise,” Baker muttered. “Like that never happens to me.”

 	“I don’t know who she was, but I had seen her before. I was in the Guggenheim this afternoon, before I got the text from, er, before I got the text. I saw her then. I thought she was Miss Beckett at first and I approached her. We spoke for a second and then I left.”

 	“So that’s when you gave her your card?”
 	Aaron’s brow furrowed. “No, I didn’t.”
 	“So how did she get it?”

 	“I give my card to a lot of people, Detective. It’s not exactly hard to get a hold of one. It doesn’t have any private information on it. Just my office address and phone. I’m assuming she… Well, actually, I have no idea.”

 	The detective still wasn’t taking notes, but she noticed for the first time that one of the uniformed officers to the side, the one who’d held the gun on them at first, was.
 	“Fine, so what did you talk about when you spoke to her? Did she tell you her name?”
 	“I said that she looked like a friend and she said something, I don’t know, flirty, I guess.”

 	“She flirted with you?”

 	Aaron flashed Virginia a wary look. “You may find this hard to believe, Detective, but a lot of women flirt with me.”

 	“Yeah, I get it, you’re rich.”

 	The dismissive nature of the observation caused Virginia to smile for the first time since she’d heard that thud what seemed like hours ago.
 	“Did she tell you her name?” Baker continued with the interrogation, or she supposed it was starting to sound like an interrogation.

 	“Yes, it was something like Amanda, Samantha, something like that.”
 	“Did you make arrangements to meet her later?”

 	The wary look was back. “No. I told you, I only approached her because she looked so much like Miss Beckett. I thought it was her at first.”

 	“Quite a coincidence, this woman showing up here dead then, I’d say.”
 	Aaron said nothing.
 	“Did you come right here after the museum? Could she have followed you?”

 	“I suppose so. I did come right here. But then what? Are you saying she’s the one that locked us in?”

 	“I’m not saying anything…except maybe are you sure this is the story you’re going with? Because it doesn’t really hold together. What makes more sense is maybe this woman is somebody you got on the side. You obviously like a certain type,” he said as an aside. “You’re with her when you arrange to meet with Miss Beckett here. She follows you in a jealous rage, sees you, er, doing whatever it is you were doing…”

 	Virginia’s lips thinned at the casual assumption as to what they’d been doing, even though it was true.

 	“Goes ballistic and attacks you. It was probably more of an accident, really, wasn’t it, Mr. Winston? You were just defending yourself. And the whole funeral home thing, well, I don’t know whose idea that was, but to each his or her own, I always say.”

 	“What about the fact we were locked in from the outside?” Virginia pointed out. “We couldn’t have done that and…and…she…the girl, I mean, couldn’t have either.”

 	“Yeah, about that. I took a look at that lock as I came in. Pretty fancy for a broken-down funeral home. And it had a mechanism on it that looked like a remote control if you ask me. We’ll check it out, but from what I can tell, that lock could have been activated from anywhere. Even inside here. Pretty nifty. The only thing you got going for you is there’s not enough blood for the girl to have been killed here. So there’s that.”

 	Aaron listened calmly, then stood up and held his hand out for Virginia. She took it, standing up herself, and his arm came casually around her waist. “Are we under arrest, Detective?”

 	“Settle down. Don’t get your undies all twisted up…if you still got them on, that is.”

 	Virginia didn’t bother to grab her underclothes from where she’d stuffed them in between the couch cushions and toward which Detective Baker had just belligerently darted a glance. They were probably evidence now anyway.

 	“Are we under arrest, Detective?” Aaron asked again.
 	Baker shook his head no.
 	“Fine, then we’ll be leaving.”
 	“We’ll be in touch.”

 	They’d made it to the door, when Baker called out, “And it wasn’t Miss Beckett’s screams that brought the cops to the door. It was a phone call. Somebody called it in, anonymously, five minutes before. Said he’d heard screams coming from here.”

 	* * * * *

 

 

 	The parking lot was hardly the deserted venue he’d pulled the Jag into half a lifetime ago. A coroner’s van, assorted police cars—of the black and white variety as well as unmarked, which he could spot from a mile away—strewed the cracked asphalt expanse.

 	He steered Virginia to the passenger side of the Jag, surprised when she resisted as he held the door open for her.

 	“I have my car here.”

 	“Yeah, well, you can send somebody to pick it up later. I think we need the time to talk about what the hell is going on around here.”
 	After a moment, she nodded and slid in. When he went around to his side and did the same, she looked at him expectantly. He started the motor. “Not here.”
 	He’d had enough of cops for the night. They needed to get somewhere where they could talk in peace, unobserved.

 	He pulled the jag out into the street. There wasn’t much traffic this time of night. It was night now, he suddenly realized, the street lights on in full force. He didn’t need the GPS to find his way back to the highway and into Manhattan, like he had on the way here. Things like that came easy to him. Like a lot of things.

 	Not her, though. Who knew he’d finally fuck—no, make love—to Virginia Beckett and he’d be under interrogation by the cops shortly thereafter?

 	“What the hell is going on?” he asked, once they were on the highway.
 	She gazed out the window. “I wish I knew.”
 	“You really didn’t know that girl?”

 	Out of the periphery of his vision, he caught the sharp glance she sent his way. “No, I really didn’t know her. I’m not in the habit to lying to the police. Are you?”
 	The good-girl tone that had crept back in her voice annoyed him. “When I have to,” he admitted.
 	“Great. Nice to know. So did you have to back there? Who was she? Some poor bimbo you were sleeping with who followed you there and saw us?”
 	The solidarity they’d experienced back at the funeral home didn’t last, it looked like.

 	“Yeah and she bashed her brains out with a rock because she was so jealous. That’s an absurd theory, Virginia. I was with you the whole time, in case you forgot. I didn’t murder that girl and she didn’t murder herself. So there’s one big unknown out there.”

 	“I guess.”

 	Her begrudging tone wasn’t any more welcome than the good-girl one had been. Aaron’s foot just naturally pushed harder on the gas pedal in reaction. He always drove faster when he was pissed. It was a very bad trait, not to mention costly. He’d had more tickets with this Jag than he could count. Evidence he was mad a lot of the time, apparently. Of course, maybe not. He drove fast just for fun sometimes too, harkening back to the days when he occasionally stole a fancy car to take a road trip or fuck a girl in the back seat. He smiled at the thought. He always ditched the car unharmed so it could be returned to the rightful owners eventually and took the subway back to the home.

 	“What are you smiling at? There’s not exactly anything funny about all this. And stop driving so fast. You don’t have a very good track record of safety as far as I’m concerned and I don’t want another bonk on the head, thank you.”
 	His foot came down harder and he glanced in the rear view mirror to make sure there were no cops around. Her hands went to the dashboard. She already had her seatbelt on.

 	“Look, you’re making me very uncomfortable here.”
 	“And you’re reverting to type, Virginia. Stop getting so prissy.”

 	“I will if you stop acting like you have any right to tell me what to do. Maybe the fact that we were so…close…so quickly has sort of distorted our relationship here.”
 	“Quickly? You call that quickly? Fuck, I waited for you longer than I’ve waited for any woman.”

 	It had so clearly been the wrong thing to say. Her audibly indrawn breath at the comment only confirmed it. He didn’t even have to glance over at her. He eased up on the gas pedal in partial recompense, though it probably wouldn’t help him now.

 	He didn’t have much practice having a girlfriend, if that was what he was hoping she’d be. He’d had girlfriends, or rather girls he fucked for extended periods, from time to time. But what had she said to him at the charity thing that night? He treated his girlfriends like shit? Well, she was right about that. He desperately wanted to tell her he’d be different with her. He had told her that that night, hadn’t he?

 	Wasn’t exactly proving it here.
 	“I’m honored,” she said tightly. “I hope I was worth it.”

 	He stayed silent, not wanting to blow it. Whatever else had happened this afternoon, he had, if nothing else, realized he very much wanted whatever relationship or closeness with Virginia Beckett they had managed to forge. He didn’t want to screw that up now, police interrogations and corpses aside.
 	She wasn’t on the same page. “This has all been too much. Thanks for helping me over my fear of funeral homes, though I think I had a setback at the end there. You’re an incredible lay, though, which you undoubtedly know. I forgot all about where I was when we were screwing. But I bet all the girls say that.”

 	“Virginia…”
 	“Take whatever exit is first when we get into Manhattan. I’ll take a cab home.”
 	“I’m sorry I snapped at you.”

 	She laughed shortly. “What? You think my feelings are hurt? You think I thought what we did back there was anything more than you using your incredible God-given talents for what they were meant to be used for? Entertainment. Distraction. It doesn’t change what I’ve said to you all along. I don’t want anything to do with you.”

 	“Yeah, you keep saying that. You never quite seem to mean it, though.”

 	“I didn’t call you to the funeral home. But I did use you to forget about it once we were locked in. I didn’t lie to you about that. What, are your feelings hurt?”

 	The taunt should have bounced off him, but Christ she was right. What was it about this woman that reduced him to forgetting who he was? Did he honestly think the high-and-mighty Virginia Beckett would give him the time of day, no matter how good a fuck he was?

 	His right foot floored the pedal at the realization, and the street lights on the highway whizzed by.

 	“Juvenile,” he heard her mutter.

 	“I haven’t even gotten started,” he said with a thin smile, not even caring if the cops were on his tail by now.

 	She said nothing for the rest of the ride, but he didn’t take the first exit. Goddamn it, he’d at least drop her off at her office, since he still didn’t know where the hell she lived. When he pulled up to the deserted building, she got out without a word. He could see through the lit windows, the building primarily glass on the first floor as it was, when she nodded at the guard and proceeded to the elevators.

 	He didn’t want to go up to his penthouse. He didn’t want to go to the office. He’d call Mrs. Fields and just check in. He knew where he was going.

 	Then he peeled away.

 	* * * * *

 

 

 	Virginia gazed out the darkened window of her office. It was deserted this time of night. She should really call Brendan and fill him in with what happened, but she couldn’t summon the energy.
 	She felt ridiculous, like a teenager who had just had a fight with her boyfriend. Aaron Winston was a jerk. She hated him. She closed her eyes and could almost feel him inside her, moving that slow, perfect way.

 	Yep, just like a teenager. All hormones and no common sense.

 	Of course, the sweet way he had joked with her before they had made love, trying to keep her from giving into her fear, came back to her now. The solid way he’d stood up to that detective and kept his head.

 	She swiveled back to face her desk, though she couldn’t see much on it. She hadn’t turned the lights on, she realized. Just walked past the cleaning crew and sat at her desk. They hadn’t seemed surprised. She was always at the office at odd times of the night.

 	Maybe because she didn’t have a life.

 	She tried to focus on the obnoxious way Aaron had sped up when she objected to his driving so fast. She probably had sounded prissy, though, she admitted.

 	That annoying comment about waiting for her. It made her sound as if she was a sandwich and he’d had to stand in line for her too long. Of course her remarks in response hadn’t been exactly tactful.

 	Or true.

 	Perhaps this was why she could never manage to sustain a relationship with a man. She was really, really bad at it.

 	A psychiatrist she had once gone on a date with, one date, had volunteered at the end of it that in his professional opinion she needed to control everything around her and if she didn’t, she felt uncomfortable. He’d offered to cure her. She had thought he was soliciting her business, but it turned out he wanted to put a dog collar around her neck and teach her the joys of submissiveness.

 	She had passed.

 	But he did have a valid point. She did expect to control things and Aaron Winston had, from the moment he entered her life, pretty much shot that all to hell. She couldn’t control him.

 	A sudden image of the wild way he made love to her seized her.

 	She put her head on her desk. She should be focusing on what was going on in her seriously disturbed life. Somebody was setting fires to her house and causing car accidents and luring her to funeral homes. And maybe now even murdering girls who looked like her.

 	What the hell was going on? It was a perfectly reasonable question for Aaron to ask. Where had the conversation gone so wrong after that?

 	Yep, just like a teenager after her first fight with a boy.
 	A boy she really, really liked.

 	She picked up the phone, taking a chance maybe he was just as pathetic as she was and had gone back to his office.

 	* * * * *

 

 

 	Virginia flagged a cab and gave the driver the address Aaron’s secretary had given her. The cabbie shot a look back at her and repeated the address, only with a question mark at the end.

 	“Yes,” she said, slamming the cab door.
 	He pulled out into traffic. “That’s a rough area.”

 	She didn’t comment. The scenery the farther they got into the ride confirmed the driver’s observation. She’d forgotten how rough parts of this city could be. A far cry from the glass skyscrapers and buzzing streets she was used to, her destination by comparison was flattened and deserted. Although it had been dark outside for some time now, there was thankfully a functioning street lamp on the corner where the cab stopped.

 	“This is it.”
 	She read the meter and handed over some bills.

 	“You want me to wait, lady?” The size of the tip seemed to have prompted the question when she told him to keep the change.

 	Half inclined by the burnt-out buildings and empty littered streets to take him up on it, the sight of the green Jaguar in what passed for a parking lot—just torn-up asphalt—prompted her to shake her head no. She got out of the cab and it sped away.

 	This must be it. The institutional flavor of the building had a sixtyish aura about it, chipped puke-green paint and square contours. She walked around to the entrance closest to the Jag and found it open, a dim florescent light illuminating a long hallway once she stepped into the building. Tempted to call out for Aaron, she stopped herself and instead followed the sound she heard faintly down the corridor.

 	A bouncing ball and the scrape of shoes as someone chased it.
 	She saw him as soon as she stood in the doorway to the gym.

 	Tie loosened, jacket discarded on the bleachers, shirt sleeves rolled up, Aaron was center court dribbling a basketball, his dark head bent to watch. She didn’t even know whether he saw her or not, until he called out, “How did you find me?”
 	She approached over the sound of the ball bouncing against the wooden floor, again and again. “Your assistant. She was still at the office and you’d told her where you were going when you called in.”

 	He took a shot, missing. “Remind me to fire Mrs. Fields when I get back to the office.”

 	He had the ball back soon enough, dribbling again in place.
 	“Isn’t that violating a rule or something? Holding, I think they call it.”

 	A corner of his mouth quirked up. “I violate a lot of rules, princess. That’s football anyway. Not basketball.”

 	She looked around the gym. “What is this place?”
 	“A basketball court.”

 	“I can see that. I mean, the facility. There was no sign identifying it. Just the address. What is it? Why are you here?”

 	Aaron took another shot, this time making it, and reclaimed the ball again. She was this close to kicking off her high-heeled shoes and running behind him in her bare feet to grab the ball away just so they could have a conversation. Her stockings, she realized, were still in the couch at the funeral home and in her brooding at the office she hadn’t bothered to replace them.

 	“Didn’t Mrs. Fields tell you all about it?”
 	“No. She just gave me the address.”

 	“Hmm.” The bouncing stopped and he held the basketball in one arm against his side, giving her his full attention now. His blue eyes were bright. “This is my Bransport.”
 	She took in the bleachers, the court, and thought of the deserted institutional hallway she’d roamed through to get here. “What do you mean?”

 	“This,” he said, gesturing around him, “is the equivalent of my ancestral digs.”
 	“You grew up here?”

 	“As much as anywhere, I guess you’d say. This here is the Greater New York Home for Troubled Boys. It was my little vacation home after each time some foster parent kicked me out. Right back here.”

 	“I see. So you—you feel nostalgic or something?”

 	A snort accompanied her question. “Hardly. I hate the place. I’m going to tear it down. I’d do it with my own hands, brick by fucking brick, if I had the time.”

 	The vehemence surprised her. She—her family, anyway—had always supported a multitude of good causes, boys’ homes somewhere there among them, she knew. But that just meant giving money. Not time. Not attention. She realized she had no clue as to what it was really like to live in one of them, to need her or someone else’s money.
 	“So what brings the beautiful Miss Beckett down to my own personal memory lane? Not to mention such a shitty neighborhood at this time of night. You should start being more careful, princess.” He threw the ball into the bleachers where it landed with a thud, and faced her, hands on hips. “What do you want?”

 	The aggressive stance, the slight sneer, this was more like the Aaron Winston she’d first met a month or so ago. It should have relieved her to have him fit so nicely back into his pre-packaged conception of him.

 	It didn’t.
 	“Don’t kids still live here?” she asked.
 	“Not anymore. I bought the place and kicked them out.”
 	“I don’t believe that,” she said, realizing she didn’t.

 	“Why not? Because we’ve become so…close.” The sneer wasn’t even slight at this point. He said the word like it was an obscenity. “So now I’m Prince Charming? Wake up, princess. I just wanted to get in that hot wet pussy of yours. Now that I have, I can get back to business.”

 	“Where are the kids who lived in this place?” she persisted, surprised at how easily she could ignore his deliberate barb.
 	“How should I know? Back on the streets where they belong, probably. What do I care?”

 	“If I go back and ask Mrs. Fields, I bet she’ll tell me, won’t she?”

 	“Tell you what? Listen, babe, I wanted you, I fucked you—quite a few times actually—and got you out of my system. That’s it. That’s all there is.”
 	They were in the center of the court, and she moved toward him. He turned abruptly away, tossing over his shoulder, “I’m going to hit the showers.”
 	She caught his arm. “You built them a new home, didn’t you?” She was sure of it. With every fiber of her being, she was sure of it.

 	“Now why would I do that?”

 	Square in front of him now, she tugged on his loosened tie, as if to draw him to her, though he didn’t move a muscle. “Because you’re a nice guy.”

 	“Fuck you, princess,” he spat out, as if she’d just insulted him in the worst way. And maybe in his world, she had. “I’m not nice. I don’t follow rules. I’m not good, unless you’re talking about in bed. So don’t try to fit me into that squeaky-clean idyllic world of yours.”

 	She threw her arms around his neck. “Aaron,” she whispered as he stared down at her, eyes unreadable, but his posture rigid.
 	“What? Are you slumming again? Scared of something and want a really hot fuck to distract you?”

 	“I didn’t mean what I said back there.”

 	He unwrapped her arms. “Of course you did. I couldn’t give a shit anyway. As I said, I got you out of my system, so it worked out well all around. And though normally I’d be disposed to fucking you again, since you were a pretty good lay yourself, and what the hell, I’m afraid I’m going to have to pass this time. You come with a little too much baggage. I think if I stay away from you, the dead bodies and fires and things might slow down.”

 	“You’re determined to be a prick here, aren’t you?”
 	“I am a prick. Remember?”
 	With that and a smile, he sauntered away and disappeared into the locker room.

 	She flipped out her cell phone and dialed. The cool-voiced secretary didn’t sound surprised to hear from her, and Virginia wasn’t surprised she was still in the office. Or else she’d switched her phone to be forwarded to her home. Virginia asked the woman the question and heard the answer she already really knew. Not in the details of it, but she knew.
 	“Mr. Winston built an expanded facility in another location, out in the country actually in upstate New York. It has horses and swimming pools and, well, it’s quite an improvement over the previous facility. It can accommodate a lot more children as well, so the administrators can be choosier about what foster homes they place the children in eventually. It’s not some frantic revolving door.”

 	“I see. Thank you, Mrs. Fields. So that’s why Mr. Winston is tearing this place down? He’s moved the boys to the new facility?”

 	“Yes, quite a while ago, actually. And whatever made you think Mr. Winston was tearing the old place down? He’s kept it up, empty, for years. I don’t know that he’ll ever tear it down.”
 	Virginia thanked the woman again, not bothering to ask why she was being so forthcoming. Part of her knew that anyway too. Or at least she and Mrs. Fields knew it, even if Aaron didn’t.
 	When she entered the dim locker room, she could hear the shower running. If she hadn’t had it just confirmed that the place was empty, she might have not been so bold. Or maybe she would’ve. She hardly knew herself anymore.

 	She needed him, this man.

 	Her clothes came off, strewn on the simple wooden bench amid the sea of dented lockers, and she went, naked, toward the sound of the shower and the feel of the steam emitting from the blast. Aaron’s clothes were nowhere in evidence, but he was naked as well all right, eyes closed, head craned back, both hands against the tiled wall in the communal shower. His back was to her and the sound of her approach was masked by the throbbing jets of water.

 	His body was gorgeous, all hard muscle and slim hips and tight ass. She hadn’t really had the proper amount of time, not to mention light, to appreciate him in the funeral home, but he was there now in all his glory. She slipped her arms around his wet waist from behind.

 	And he jumped a mile. Jesus, he startled so badly she was afraid he would slip on the wet floor as he scrambled away from her touch.

 	“What the fuck!”

 	She laughed awkwardly at first, but the look of horror on his face shocked her. The feeling of what he might have been reliving, might have been afraid of for a second, sickened her. And she would not ask him about it either. He would tell her if he wanted to.

 	Some day.
 	“Aaron, it’s me.”

 	His face cleared and just as quickly his eyes took in her naked body. Now that he was facing her and he was back in the now, the present, his body, anyway, was happy to see her. One part of him certainly perked up to greet her.

 	His gruff words didn’t follow its lead, though. “What are you doing in here? I thought I told you to get lost.”

 	She weighed how to approach him. She’d never come on to a guy, not counting in the funeral home with him, and the limo too, she guessed. But she certainly would’ve never contemplated doing so to a guy who told her to get lost. Too Fatal Attraction-like, even if she thought the guy didn’t mean his brush off.

 	But now was different. Now she needed to get through to him, even if he was determined to use words to keep her away.
 	Enough words. She dropped to her knees in front of him, her hands sliding up his wet thighs and around to his tight ass.

 



 
 	Chapter Seven

 

 
 	 

 	When she opened her mouth to take him in, his hands fisted in her hair and he yanked her head back. “No thanks, Miss Beckett. You already proved you’re a star pupil. I don’t usually lose it like that. But go practice on somebody else. I don’t want another blow job from you.”

 	“You could have fooled me,” she said softly, eyeing his rampant hardness.

 	He pulled her up by her wet hair, grabbing her arm at the last minute. She barely noticed the sharp tug of pain, steadying herself by placing her palms on his wet, hard pecs. He glanced down at her body for a second, and then his sneer was back in place. “Wow, this is really a day for you to let loose, isn’t it, princess? First you fuck all your childhood trauma away and now this. One blowjob and suddenly you’re a sexpot. Stripping naked and sauntering in here—”

 	“Stop.” She put two fingers up to his mouth, pressing them against his lips, and he jerked his head away furiously.
 	“You stop,” he muttered, leaning toward her and then halting a fraction away from a kiss. “You feel so naughty, don’t you, sweetie? Sex in a shower.”

 	She took a deep breath of the steam wafting all around them.

 	“Did you read about something like this in Cosmo and now here you are, all brave, acting it out? What’s supposed to happen?” He jerked her hand down to his cock and wrapped it around him, greedily. “Am I supposed to kiss your tits lovingly and caress you between your legs? Come on, now that we’re not locked in together, can’t you think of something a little more interesting?”
 	He flipped her around, quickly, and she jutted her palms out to meet the tile wall as he crowded in on her, his front to her back. His cock was hard against her as he leaned his face to her shoulder and bit lightly. She moaned. His hands slid down around front to linger between her legs. “Pussy’s nice and slick already,” he observed. “Well, that’s nice.”

 	She widened her stance and tipped her hips back, inviting him in. But his hands slid back around to her butt, caressing for a second and then nudging her cheeks open, just the slightest bit, to wedge his cock against her.

 	She tensed, shocked, and his mouth moved to her ear. He bit her earlobe lightly and she arched as he whispered, “How about I give you a new lesson? Come on, you’re off the bunny hill, now. Let’s take a plunge. What do you say?” His hand went down and pulled one of her butt cheeks over to wedge more firmly up the crack. “Or does that scare you, Miss Goody-Two-Shoes?”

 	It did, actually. She had never done that and didn’t think she’d ever want to, especially not with that monster instrument of his.
 	“You don’t know half of what I could do with this delectable little body of yours, Miss Beckett. I’ve done things I bet you can’t even imagine.”

 	He was trying to scare her with words again. His body, for all his apparent menace, hadn’t gone any farther than the slight pressure between her cheeks, which felt oddly sensual, though she did not—repeat, did not—want to push that any further. He wouldn’t hurt her. She knew he wouldn’t.

 	“You can do anything you want with me, Aaron. I trust you.”
 	“Shut up,” he murmured. “I’m going to fuck you up this cute little ass.”
 	Well, now, that did give her pause.
 	“You ready?”
 	She didn’t answer.
 	“Or do you want to get the fuck out of here while you still can?”
 	“I trust you,” she said again.

 	He kicked her legs farther open and she arched her ass back into him. “Trust me? That’s your mistake then. You ever been fucked up the ass, princess? Silly me, of course you haven’t. Well, I’m afraid it hurts if you’re not prepared for it. If you don’t want it.”

 	She was very much afraid he wasn’t just talking about here and now. Her heart broke.

 	“We really should have some lube, but I don’t have any.”

 	He was still rock hard against her backside, as his hand slid down between her thighs and scooped up some of the moisture there, transferring it, before she knew what he was doing, to in between her cheeks. “This’ll just have to do.”
 	Unwittingly, she squealed and he laughed, rubbing against that oddly forbidden entrance with his fingertips, massaging her own juices into her. He pushed one finger a little of the way in and she tensed.

 	“Relax,” he demanded, his lips on her neck, his other hand traveling around to her front, skimming against her breasts, which felt heavy and distended, before moving around to her clit, pressing softly. “Let’s see if you can come with just one of my fingers in your asshole and another one on your clit and then we’ll move to something more challenging.”

 	For all she had spent practically the whole day in bed with a master—well, on the sofa with him, anyway—she wasn’t under any illusions as to her own sexual prowess. She was a neophyte. She knew, intellectually or from the rare occasions on which she had masturbated with written material to help her along, that there were all these facets to sexuality. Touches, body parts, hungers that could only be appeased with things she didn’t expect sounded that rational the morning after. But she’d never really experienced them until Aaron. Never before wanted to lose control, like she did with him.

 	She groaned and laid her head back against his shoulder, letting him work his dark magic, plumbing the depths of her. The finger behind her became more forceful, slipping in a little more, and she arched into it. “How sweet,” he whispered in her ear. “She likes it.”

 	He was moving the length of his cock against her bottom as he worked her and, not knowing what to do with her own hands, she tried to reach back for him, but the angle was too awkward. His fingers dipped into her vagina at that. “Let’s stick with you, Virginia. Don’t worry about me. I’ll get mine yet. I always do. For now, why don’t you use your hands to play with yourself?”

 	She swallowed hard and then laughed weakly. “I can do that on my own time.” His lips grazed her shoulder.

 	“I want to see you do it. Or have you never done that before either?”

 	The mocking way he said it—God, he was still angry with her. His hands busy and stirring her to wordlessness and he was still angry with her.

 	“What a good little girl you’ve been all this time, sticking to guys who don’t even know how to eat your pussy. No wonder you weren’t getting any. Well, that’s all over now. Professor Winston’s here to see to it you learn everything you need to. And maybe we’ll get a little extra help on that score. Maybe we can find another guy to fuck you up that sweet, tight pussy while I teach you how to take it up the ass—”

 	She struggled.

 	“Surely you’ve heard of that. A ménage a trois. Two on one. You get the idea. It’s not usually my first choice, seeing as how I hate to share, but chicks love it and if you’re very good—”

 	She got away from him with one furious jerk, pushing him back. He laughed, running his fingers under the nearby shower head of steaming water and then sticking his hands in his hair, slicking it back. He reached for the bar of soap in the alcove near the shower head and turned his back on her. “Go home, Virginia. I’m tired of playing with you. You think I’m kidding or trying to shock you? You think I haven’t done every one of those things and more?” The soap was running along his sides and down his legs as he rubbed vigorously, working up a thick lather. He stood directly under the spout, flinging the soap across the room violently and then crossing his arms over his chest.

 	“I’m not shocked,” she said in a small voice.
 	“Like hell,” he muttered.

 	She didn’t know why she kept trying, but she did. She didn’t want to walk away from him like this. “Sex is…sex is more than that. Or it can be.”

 	“How the fuck would you know?”
 	She turned into him, winding her arms around his neck. “Because I’ve met you.”

 	He pushed her against the wall, but at the last minute flipped her around again. His hands slid down to her hips and he tilted her up to him and slid, smooth as could be, not into where he’d threatened, but into the hot wet passage that had prepared itself for him and she relished it. She braced her palms against the tiled wall as he pulled his cock back and then drove in again. Hard. She let out a little moan as he put his palm on her back, pushing her down so she was angled farther out. Abruptly, he pulled out of her and kicked a nearby bench in their direction. Without preliminaries, he bent her over it, placing her hands on the scarred wood, her bottom sticking out toward him. And he thrust his hard cock right back into her wet depths.

 	It felt so good. How could it feel so good even when she knew, could almost feel like a palpable thing, how angry he still was?

 	“Oh yeah, you met me and I’m good for a nice hard fuck, aren’t I?” He punctuated his words with precise, practiced strokes, pulling her hips and then pushing them out at just the right rhythm, the shower head still close enough to rain water down on them as he stood between her open legs. He moved one hand from her hip to her clit, playing with her, never ceasing the thrusting of his cock, in and out of her. “You held out as long as you could, but when you finally gave in to it, you saw how much you wanted it. And girls like you always get what they want, don’t they? But I need to stay in my place. Fuck you where you want to be fucked and when you want to be fucked.” He whispered the words into her ear as he expertly demonstrated his finesse, more practiced and controlled than he had been with her in the funeral home.

 	Her head lowered as he moved to kiss her neck. “Aaron, I didn’t mean—”
 	“Shhh,” he murmured with a hard, deep stroke.

 	She came, faster than she would have thought possible, just from some movement he made, hitting some deep, deep spot within her.

 	He kept going, even as she tried to pull away. “No, no, none of that. Even the most selfish of…lovers,” his hesitation at the word tore at her, “lets the other one come too. So you stay right there, princess. It’s time I get mine.”

 	It felt as if he was winding her up again, with his slow careful movements, and suddenly she realized this was not giving him what he needed, whatever his casual words. She loosened his hands from her hips and scrambled away from him so quickly she caught him by surprise. She flattened her back against the wet wall as he stared at her. His penis was red and swollen, jutting out from his body, wet with her juices. He put his hands on the tiles on both sides of her, boxing her in and glowered down at her.

 	“Why do you keep stopping me, Virginia? More games? What’s wrong with you rich-girl types? Always has to be some kink. For you, what is it? You need to be either scared out of your wits or teasing a guy until he’s begging for it?”

 	“No.” She laid her palms along the side of his face, his cheeks feeling hot from the steamy shower and their even-more-steamy lovemaking. When she ran her lips delicately along his jaw, he grabbed her wrists and roughly pried her hands away, pushing her slightly. She wasn’t surprised. Nor deterred.

 	“I don’t want to make you beg for it, Aaron, and I’m not scared. I want to make love to you and I want to see you. You’re not—”

 	He grabbed her ass and lifted her in his arms, shoving his cock right back in where they both wanted it as she wrapped her legs around his waist. Her arms went tightly around his neck as he braced one hand on the wall and lunged into her, holding her ass tightly with the other, looking down to where his thick cock was shoving in and out of her wet slit.

 	“You’re not…” It was hard for her to talk as he really got down to business, no control evidenced any longer. But she wanted to get this out. “You’re not…” He lunged and she arched. “You’re not the big bad wolf.”

 	They both came. She could feel him pour into her, moaning, as the spasms racked her pussy.

 	Panting, he loosened his grip on her and she slid down, kissing one hard shoulder, one firm pec. His mouth twisted slightly and his eyes closed. He seemed to be hesitating for a second, and she figured it was an even toss-up as to whether he’d gather her to him or push her away again. She had hurt him. And from what she could tell, he’d had too much of that in the course of his life.

 	But in the end, his arms went carefully around her. “I don’t believe a woman’s ever cried that particular compliment out at the moment of orgasm.”

 	She chuckled, resting her wet head against his chest. “You are a good guy, Aaron Winston. I don’t care what you’ve done to survive, and I have no right to judge. You’re right about that. You’ve always been right about that. I didn’t mean what I said back in the car. I didn’t. I’m done pushing you away.”

 	His lips went to her hair. “Thank God for that.” Then he swore. “Oh shit. I can’t believe I did that.”

 	“Shhh, I wanted it.”
 	“I mean I forgot a condom. I can’t believe I did that. I never do that.”

 	A condom. Shit was right. It had never entered her mind either. But that wasn’t what she wanted to talk about right now.
 	“Look, Aaron, I’m really bad at having, er, boyfriends.” Her confession sounded juvenile, but she was going with it.

 	“No worse than me at having girlfriends. I guarantee it.”
 	“But I’m willing to give it a try if you are.”
 	She took the hard hug he gave her as a yes, his face buried in her shoulder.

 	“I wouldn’t have hurt you, Virginia. Like that, I mean. I was just trying to—I don’t know…I was just pissed.”

 	“I know you wouldn’t have hurt me.”

 	She held her breath, wondering if he would say more, but when he didn’t, she accepted it.
 	He pulled back to look at her. “And no other guys. I was just trying to shock you with that.”

 	“I wasn’t shocked,” she said playfully.

 	“Yeah? Well, forget it. I’ll give you what you need. No assistance necessary. Count on it. Now, what do you say we dry off and go back to my apartment and give an actual bed a try?”

 	“Now who’s insatiable?”
 	“I meant to sleep, Miss Beckett. Insatiable I may be, but I’m not Superman.”
 	She laughed. “You let me be the judge of that.”

 	* * * * *

 

 

 	The next morning, the executive floor of Beckett Family Delicacies was buzzing with activity. And not the productive kind that a shareholder like Aaron necessarily liked to see. The clusters of whispering workers outside of desks and cubicles flashed startled stares as he walked by with Virginia. It didn’t exactly look as though anybody was dreaming up a new sales strategy or developing a nifty new cracker.

 	Virginia didn’t seem to notice as, head down, she forged through to what was apparently the entrance to her office suite.

 	Nice. Cool blues and polished wood and floor-to-ceiling windows.
 	Not as nice as his, of course, but nice.

 	The woman behind the desk outside Virginia’s office held out a stack of message slips to her boss.

 	“Not now,” Virginia said, opening her office door.
 	“Virginia.”

 	Aaron turned to the voice, noticing the slightly scruffy owner of it. The guy had been seated on one of the waiting chairs in the reception area, but stood up. Older, maybe late forties, he had that used-to-be-a-heartbreaker-but-drank-himself-to-oblivion look about him, with the red nose, the beefy jowls, the thinning hair. His suit was expensive, if marred by too bright a tie and too much jewelry, although any jewelry for a man was too much in Aaron’s view.

 	“Brian.” Virginia halted at the entrance to her office. Her tone was a cross between surprise and annoyance. “What are you doing here?”
 	“I’m here because this Nazi secretary of yours here will never put me through to you and you don’t return my calls.”

 	Virginia’s assistant typed on her computer, pretending not to hear.

 	“I don’t know what you’re talking about. Have you called me, Brian? I apologize. I’ve been pretty busy.”
 	“Yeah, running an empire and all. I know how high and mighty you are. Christ, if Nora wasn’t so scared of her own little sister, I wouldn’t even have to be doing this.”

 	Aaron tried to place the names. A relative apparently.

 	Whether the guy was deliberately belligerent in order to gain entrance to her office and more privacy or whether he was just that way all the time, Aaron couldn’t guess. But if he was trying to get a private audience with her, it worked. Virginia shot a cautious look at her secretary and then said, “Come on in, Brian.”

 	She ushered him in, then gestured to Aaron to follow. “No need to wait out here, Aaron. This won’t take a minute.”
 	Aaron followed her cue and took a seat on one of the couches in her office, as Virginia assumed a place behind her desk.
 	“Aaron?” Brian seemed to notice him for the first time. “What the hell is Aaron Winston doing here, Virginia, and why the hell are you on first-name basis with him?”

 	Virginia took the metaphorical gloves off. “None of your business, Brian. Now what is this all about? If it’s a bigger allowance, I’ve told you before, I don’t handle that. The dividends go to Nora. It’s her stock. What she does with them is her own business. I have nothing to do with it.”
 	“Bullshit. You run everything around here. You know you do. If it wasn’t for you and your damned obsession with this company, Nora would’ve sold her stock years ago like I wanted her to and we wouldn’t be nickel and diming it with the fucking dividends. We’d have some real money.”

 	“I don’t call over a million dollars a year nickel and diming it, Brian. Not to mention, you know Nora has her own money, just as I do and all the Becketts do. Our father made sure of it. She doesn’t need to sell her stock.”

 	“Yeah and your father made sure I couldn’t touch it and wouldn’t get a penny of it if we divorce either.”

 	Aaron supposed it was some kind of progress in whatever screwed up relationship he had with Virginia that she was allowing him to hear all this. If a corporate raider wanted to find a weak link in the Beckett family chain, this guy was prime material. He wondered when it was that he had stopped worrying about taking over BFD and started worrying about the wellbeing of its current owner. About the time of the murdered girl maybe or before that?

 	Virginia looked her deadbeat brother-in-law square in the eyes and said calmly, “I have to be honest with you, Brian. This kind of frantic behavior on your part confirms what I’ve been suspecting for some time. You’re using again. And if that’s the case, it’s understandable that Nora would be reluctant to supply you with the means with which to support your habit. You need help.”

 	Brian reared out of the chair he’d barely just taken. “You tight-assed little—”

 	Time to intervene. Aaron stood up and grabbed the guy’s arm to pull him away from Virginia’s desk. “Hey, calm down.”

 	The bloodshot eyes that stared back suggested Virginia wasn’t far off the mark. Her brother-in-law was on something all right. He shrugged out of Aaron’s hold indignantly, straightening that garish tie.

 	“A couple of joints a day and some coke is not ‘using’ to anybody but one of you killjoy Becketts. I came here to tell you that Nora is going to ask you about an investment opportunity that we have in a casino in Reno and if you know what’s good for you, you’ll tell her you think it’s a good idea. That’s it. No fucking graphs and present value crap. It’s a good idea. Just tell her.”

 	With that, he stormed out, not bothering to close the door. Aaron did it for him and then sat in the chair Brian had vacated. “Nice guy.”

 	Virginia, still seated behind the desk, leaned back in her chair, shaking her head. “He’s not always like that. At one point, a long time ago by now I guess, he was pretty brilliant. He had a lot of promise.”

 	“With what? Meth labs?”

 	“Computers. We all thought he was going to be the next Bill Gates. I actually haven’t seen him for a while. I was worried this was why. He usually tries to stay away from the family when he’s like that. It’s just…it’s just sad. They have three kids, teenagers. I know that’s why Nora tries to stick it out.”

 	“That guy’s a lost cause. Trust me. I’ve had a lot of experience with that.”
 	The door opened again and this time it was Brendan. He shut it behind him.

 	“What’s going on, Virginia? Some cop showed up, asking questions and flashing pictures of some poor dead girl. I thought Uncle Victor was going to have a heart attack.”

 	“Detective Baker was here?”

 	“Yeah, that was his name.” Brendan nodded cautiously at Aaron as he sat in the chair next to him. “And no offense, Winston, but what the hell are you doing here?”
 	Virginia filled him in on what happened. Not the hot sex part, of course, but the fake texts, the funeral home, the dead girl.
 	“God, what is going on?” Brendan asked again after the whole explanation. “Do the police have any ideas?”

 	“Yeah, they think it was me,” Aaron said.

 	Again, some measure of progress that Brendan laughed, though why he didn’t suspect him—why Virginia didn’t either, apparently—was a mystery to him.

 	“And that I’m in on it, of course,” Virginia added.

 	That did not get a laugh out of Brendan. “Really? Maybe we should call Minlow, Virginia.”

 	“Why? He doesn’t know anything about criminal law.”
 	“I’ll call Rye. He doesn’t do criminal law himself, but I know he has contacts.”
 	“That’s a good idea,” Virginia acknowledged.

 	“And not to point out the obvious here,” Aaron pointed out the obvious, “but if we’re looking for somebody who’s bent on causing Virginia trouble, I’d say your brother-in-law there looks like a pretty good candidate.”

 	“Brian?” That Brendan had no trouble discerning which brother-in-law Aaron was referencing was telling.

 	“Yes, he was just here.”
 	“Christ, why didn’t anybody tell me? Could this morning get any worse?”

 	“Look on the bright side. We haven’t found any bodies yet.” Aaron pulled out his cell phone. “Is there somewhere where I can call Rye and fill him in? I want to get him started on finding a criminal lawyer right away.”

 	* * * * *

 

 

 	Rye’s silence on the other end of the line was daunting. Rye almost never shut up. Finally, he said, “That’s hard to believe, Aaron.”

 	“Yeah, tell me about it. But that’s the truth.” Aaron fiddled with the bottom of the tie he’d let Virginia pick out for him this morning. Although why he was even wearing a tie, he had no idea. Getting any work done, even if he did manage to coast into the office with all he had on his mind, was just not happening.

 	He tugged on the conventional dark-blue-on-light-blue striped fabric. Hell, he had to admit it. He had just wanted to see Virginia perform a little conventional domestic ritual for him and was oddly thrilled when she did so. Funny, he’d always thought if he hooked up with a girl, really hooked up with her, it would be some model or other airhead, or a woman like Julie, who wasn’t but would be more than willing to play the role of lady of leisure if he married her.

 	Virginia Beckett was never going to be that type.

 	He yanked on the tie. Permanently hooking up? Jesus, what was he thinking? He tried to hone back in on what Rye was saying. “What?”
 	“I said okay. So I guess we should get a PR firm on this, be ready to make a statement if it gets leaked you’re involved. The stock might take a hit.”

 	Aaron sat up in the conference room chair of the room Brendan had ushered him into in order to make the call. “I’m not worried about my portfolio right now. More like my neck. Who’s the best criminal lawyer for this kind of thing? I want to make sure we have some representation when and if we get questioned by the police again.”

 	“We?”
 	“Yeah, me and Virginia.”

 	“Even if I take it as a given that your claim to not be seeing Virginia Beckett was exaggerated—”

 	“Or outdated.”
 	“Whatever. No matter what you got going with her, you need separate counsel.”
 	“Why?”

 	“I shouldn’t have to explain this to you, Aaron. Your interests could obviously diverge. You don’t know what she might not be telling you, for one thing.”
 	Aaron laughed. “Please. She’s a girl scout. And I mean that in a good way,” he added hastily.

 	“Don’t underestimate Virginia Beckett. She’s tough as nails.”

 	“I don’t see her murdering anybody, Rye. As a matter of fact, given our respective bios, she’d be more justified in suspecting me.”

 	“How do you know she doesn’t?”

 	* * * * *

 

 

 	Phil Carstairs was just getting into a groove with Juanita, about to justify the price of this apartment he paid the rent on for her. Her smooth, light-brown skin was flushed with her exertion as he bent her over a kitchen chair and fed his cock into her from behind, a little at a time.

 	Right up her nice, tight ass. She groaned.

 	“Relax,” he snapped, slapping one of her butt cheeks lightly. And obedient as ever, the girl did. He slid his dick farther in and this time it was he who groaned. He leaned over to get the full experience, palming one of her full, heavy boobs as her back door muscles gripped him. The girl Juanita got to join them sometimes had not been available this afternoon and Phil was still a little disappointed. He tweaked one big dark nipple.

 	“Don’t you wish your girlfriend was here to suck your tits while I fuck you?”
 	She muttered something in Spanish.
 	“In English,” he demanded, moving to pluck the other nipple.
 	“Yes,” she moaned.

 	“That wasn’t what you said.” She didn’t deny it as he buried himself up to his balls in her sweet, plump butt. He’d used a lot of lube, shooting the tube right up her asshole before they got started and then coating his cock with it for good measure. She was such a baby if he didn’t. Crying that it hurt before he’d barely gotten the head of his cock past that first tight circle of muscles. Christ.
 	But she seemed to take it okay today, the lube making the ride slick and comparatively easy. His fingers wandered down to her pussy, which was drenched, the little whore. Sliding his fingers up her cunt as he slid his dick up her ass felt so damn good. “Or your girlfriend could eat out this sweet cunt while I fucked you. How about that?”

 	Again, with the Spanish, of which he could not understand a fucking word, except one. Edurado seemed to jump out of her mutterings.
 	He paused. “Eduardo? Who the fuck’s Eduardo?” She glanced over her shoulder back at him.

 	“Nobody, baby,” she said. He always marveled that her accent was pure Queens, not a trace of Mexican or Cuban or whatever the hell she was, and yet she could rattle off that Spanish crap like nothing.
 	“You just said it. Eduardo. Clear as day.” He rammed his cock harder up her butt in sync with his fingers, three of them now, stuffed up her roomy cunt. “He some asshole you fucking on the side?”

 	She moaned and closed her eyes again, gripping the arms of the chair. Bizarrely, though, the thought of another guy fucking his mistress somehow mixed up with his own fucking her now and he found himself as turned on by the idea as he had always been when he paid that little whore to join them.

 	Yeah, a ripped, dark-haired greaser type, like that what’s-his-name who delivered sandwiches sometimes, a sulky frown on his smooth features as he took your twenty bucks and made change. Phil bet that type had a sweet ass of his own.

 	He rammed his cock faster. “You want this Eduardo fucking your hot, wet pussy while I take care of your ass, Juanita?”

 	She squealed and erupted into a torrent of Spanish.

 	“Or maybe you want to suck this Eduardo’s cock, while I bury my own cock in his ass. You want that?’
 	He thrust one last time, pouring his hot cum into her butthole, or into the condom up her butthole anyway, since the bitch always made him wear one.

 	Panting, he pulled his wilting cock out of her and wandered into the bedroom.
 	He wondered if she made Eduardo wear a rubber.
 	She followed him after a minute.

 	Depositing the spent condom onto the floor, he stretched out on his back on her fleabag bed. “Bring those big tits of yours over here, Juanita. I want a tittie sandwich before I go.” At least that was one thing she let him do without the condom.

 	Obligingly, she straddled his lap, leaning over to pillow his cock, just perking up again, with the big soft mounds.
 	Just as he was feeling into it enough to maybe come again, her cell phone rang. “Ignore it,” Phil ordered.

 	Juanita looked at the phone on the nightstand, still ringing. “It could be about Marissa. I left her with my mom and she gets kind of, I don’t know. Maybe I should answer it just in case.”

 	Juanita’s big brown eyes stared up at him. Once she got it into her head that kid of hers needed something, there was no getting it out. Phil’s cock began to shrivel as she climbed off him and scrambled to the phone. Bad enough he had to plan his visits around when she could get a babysitter, but to have the little brat interfere even then was more than he could take.

 	He idly thought of that new waitress who worked with Juanita. Blonde. Big tits. A little hard-looking, but Phil liked that sometimes. He wondered if she had kids.
 	Juanita spoke in Spanish when she picked the phone up, but then switched to English. “What? Who is this…? All right.”
 	She handed the phone out to him. Oh shit, had Marilou somehow gotten Juanita’s number and tracked him down?
 	He shook his head furiously at Juanita, but she said, “It’s some guy. Says to tell you that you’ll want to talk to him.”

 	Phil knew immediately who it was. Christ, did the guy have a tracker on him or something? This was getting too weird. He’d just tell the guy to fuck off, but by now, frankly, he was a little afraid of this disembodied voice, whoever he was.

 	“Yeah?” he said into the phone.
 	“Have you lost your fucking mind?”

 	The question sounded comical relayed through the voice distorter. Phil resisted the impulse to laugh.

 	“What do you mean by that?”
 	“The girl? Who told you to kill the girl?”
 	“What girl?”

 	“The funeral home. You were just supposed to plant the cameras and lock them in. Why did you kill the girl, you bastard?”
 	Now this was really weird. “Virginia Beckett’s dead?” He hadn’t heard anything on the news. Strange. “I didn’t kill her!”

 	“Not Virginia. The other girl. Samantha.”
 	“Who’s Samantha?”
 	“You didn’t—”

 	“Look, I planted the cameras. I arranged for the doors to lock and that’s it. I don’t know anything about some dead girl.”

 	Click.

 	Juanita looked at him speculatively, her knees drawn up to her chest, arms around knees. “You gave someone my number?”

 	“What? Christ, no. Of course not.”
 	“What dead girl?”
 	“You got a newspaper around this dump?”

 	* * * * *

 

 

 	He switched off the voice distorter and hung up the phone. God, this was all going so very wrong. He’d only meant to cause enough trouble to get that little bitch off her high-and-mighty throne. And now this.

 	Samantha.

 	He couldn’t even think of it. How could Samantha have gotten mixed up in all this? Could she have heard something at some point and decided to investigate? What had happened then?

 	The sight of her white lifeless face reared up in his head and to shut it off, he turned back to the recording on his computer and switched it on play.

 	“I’m going to take care of you, baby,” he heard Winston murmur.
 	That hadn’t taken long.

 	No, he’d take care of Virginia Beckett. Somehow this was all her fault. Now, with the police involved, they’d probably find the cameras too. Oh well, no matter how incompetent that moron who’d placed the cameras might be, there was nothing that could be traced to him.

 	He watched the little hypocrite on the screen moan as Winston really got started on her.

 	It was disgusting.

 	He pressed send, thinking of Samantha. About now, he could kill Virginia Beckett himself.

 	* * * * *

 

 

 	When Aaron came back into the office and resumed his seat next to Brendan, Virginia was just about finished with checking her email, a near compulsive habit with her. When she saw the most recent one, she gasped.

 	“I got another email.”
 	“Yeah?” Aaron looked intrigued.
 	“It says it’s from you, Aaron. And it’s got an attachment.”

 	Brendan looked uncertainly between them while Aaron said, “Whoever this is, he seems to be able to hijack our computers somehow and send things out that seem to be from us. Obviously, I didn’t just send Virginia something.”

 	“You were in the other room with your BlackBerry,” Brendan pointed out.

 	Virginia shook her head. “It’s from him. Not him—” She nodded at Aaron. “Him. Whoever this is who’s doing this.”

 	“Don’t open it, then,” Brendan cautioned, coming around behind her.

 	“Too late. I just did.” She glanced at Aaron, still seated. “It says attached is a present.”

 	“What’d I give you?”

 	“Don’t open the attachment, Virginia. Really.” Brendan reached for her office phone on the desk. “Let me at least call IT.”
 	“Why? This guy has us running in circles. I’m sure by now he knows we know this is not from Aaron. What worse can he do to us than frame us for murder?”
 	“Brendan’s probably right, Virginia.” Aaron added his vote to the voice of caution. “It could be some kind of virus.”
 	“If it is, we’re probably already infected.” Funny that she should be the one willing to take the chance. She was taking a lot of chances lately.
 	“Curiosity killed the cat,” Aaron observed mildly as she clicked on the attachment.
 	She recognized what was on the screen only a moment before the moans came out of the speaker. She scrambled to click it closed, her face flaming.

 	Aaron, damn him, smiled. “I think I can figure out what I gave you.”
 	“It’s not funny,” she said.

 	Brendan, meanwhile, returned to his seat, his mouth twisted in a scowl. “I take it there was something you forgot to mention about your funeral home adventure, Virginia.”

 	“Something that was none of your business.”

 	Brendan darted a look over at Aaron. “So does this mean you’ll sell us your stock back?”

 	“Brendan!”
 	“What? You‘ve forgotten about that awful quick, Virginia.”
 	“I had a few other things on my mind,” she muttered.
 	“Yeah, I noticed. Kind of gross, guys. A funeral home?”

 	“There was a lot of time to kill, Brendan. And you know how terrified I am of funeral homes.”
 	Aaron sat up straighter. “Actually, that’s a very good point. Who knows that story?’
 	“What story?” Brendan asked. “Oh, you mean the Uncle Victor thing at Grandpa’s funeral?”

 	“Just the family,” Virginia admitted.
 	“Brian too?”

 	“I don’t know. It’s not exactly something we banter about at holiday time. When my father was alive, he was so incensed about it that you couldn’t even mention it in his presence. He never forgave Victor for it.”

 	“That’s your uncle who works here?”
 	“Yes, my grandfather’s sister’s husband.”
 	Aaron stood up and began to pace.
 	“Can you delete that thing?” Brendan asked, gesturing at the computer.

 	“I don’t know. Should we? It’s probably evidence.” Virginia wasn’t too thrilled about the thought of Detective Baker watching the recording, but rules were rules.
 	“If it’s anything like the other one,” Aaron noted, “it’ll disappear of its own accord.”

 	“No great loss in my book,” Brendan muttered, slinking lower in his chair.
 	“Oh, for heaven’s sake, Brendan, I’m a grown woman.”
 	“Yeah, well, I don’t need visual aids to get that. Thanks.”

 	“It’s not like I taped it and showed it around. I’m not exactly crazy about having that in existence.” The raw sexuality in only the few seconds of the tape she’d seen reminded Virginia of how primitive turning to Aaron for that kind of comfort had been. How it still was, even last night. It was true what Brendan had said. She hadn’t given a thought to the stock or all the objections she had had to seeing Aaron to begin with.

 	She glanced down at the screen again. The sex tape was gone, but in its place was a nice little message, for her presumably. She sucked in her breath. This was more pointed than the other mischief, though she supposed the dead body showing up might have just been the first signal of an escalation in whatever this maniac had in mind.

 	Aaron turned from the windows where he had been contemplating the view. “What is it?” He read the computer screen.

 	“What?” Brendan asked, approaching cautiously.

 	“‘I’m going to kill you, you little bitch. The real you.’ I guess that takes some of the mystery out of it. We know for sure who he’s after.” Virginia stared at the screen.

 	Brendan opened the office door and instructed Virginia’s secretary, “Find that cop who was wandering around here. He was with Uncle Victor last I saw him. Bring him down here.”

 	By the time Detective Baker made it back to Virginia’s office, the message had also disappeared. But this time at least there were three witnesses to its existence.
 	Aaron relayed the whole story, including a curt reference to what the tape had shown.

 	“I’m not exactly shocked that you two were at it,” Baker said, despite Virginia’s red face and Brendan’s scowl. “I must say I am a little surprised there were cameras. Not because some twisted asshole might have filmed it. Christ, they film everything nowadays. Some shmoe throws up his spaghetti, they got to film it for YouTube.”

 	Virginia didn’t even want to ask. A lot of modern cultural references, or at least any tied to reality TV or the infinite permutations thereon on the Internet, went right over her head and she never objected.
 	“But we missed the cameras in our search. I am a little surprised about that. It must be some pretty damn sophisticated device to escape detection. Of course, we weren’t looking for it. We’ll go back.”

 	“They’re probably gone by now.” Any one of them could’ve pointed it out, but it was Aaron who had.
 	“Maybe. So, ah, where were you after the fuss last night, Mr. Winston, if you don’t mind me asking?”

 	“He was with me,” Virginia said. “He brought me back here and then I met him uptown, way uptown, and we spent the night together at his apartment. He wasn’t sneaking back to New Jersey to unearth some hidden cameras.”

 	“You ever heard of accomplices, lady?”

 	“I think we’re getting off track, Detective,” Aaron pointed out. “We already know you suspect me. Maybe you can start broadening your list of suspects.”

 	“Well, I got Miss Beckett on it too,” he offered.
 	Brendan guffawed. “That’s absurd.”
 	“Maybe,” the detective conceded. “But just don’t go anywhere, you two.”

 	“Actually, I think that would be a mistake. Staying here just seems to be allowing things to keep happening. I think the important thing is to make these things stop happening while you cops figure out who’s behind it. And to do that, Virginia should leave the city. She’s obviously the target here.”

 	Virginia was no chicken, but Aaron’s argument sounded reasonable. “I could go to Bransport, I suppose, but then something happened at Bransport, too,” she pointed out.

 	“What the hell is Bransport and what happened there?” the detective asked.

 	Aaron ignored him and answered Virginia instead. “But that’s still your domain. We need to get you away, somewhere that this person doesn’t have access to.”

 	She and Brendan traded looks. “I really can’t get away right now.”

 	“I can handle the company, Virginia. Aaron’s right. Maybe go to one of the other houses. Maybe the Arizona one.”

 	“As long as it’s still a Beckett place, there’s a chance this person could know of it. I’ll take you to one of my houses.” Aaron didn’t hesitate to offer and Virginia didn’t want to admit how much she liked that idea.

 	“Smooth, Winston,” Brendan observed. “Maybe you’re behind all this just to whisk Virginia away.”

 	“I wish I were,” he admitted grimly.

 	“Can I get the phone number of your ex, that Julie babe, then? At least, I assume she’s your ex.” Brendan didn’t seem to notice Virginia staring daggers at him. “She was hot.”

 	“What happened to Linda?” Virginia grumbled under her breath.
 	“She talks too much. It’s distracting.”

 	“Yeah, sure,” Aaron agreed easily. “But what do you say, Virginia? Are you game for getting away?”

 	Detective Baker had just observed the conversation, saying silent during the debate. Then he said, “Well, I am just the investigating officer here, but I’d say I’m not wild about my two best suspects disappearing together. Call me crazy.”

 	“Detective Baker, I got a lawyer you’re going to love to meet.”
 	Aaron took out his cell phone and dialed. “Rye, get over here.”

 	Virginia should have been thinking about what she had on her calendar in the short term, or whether Brendan was really ready to assume control without her guidance just yet. Yet somehow, she wasn’t.

 	Being whisked away by Aaron Winston had a nice ring to it.
 



 
 	Chapter Eight

 

 
 	 

 	Aaron had wanted to go to his place in Maui, but the joint New York/New Jersey detective squad investigating the murder, which Detective Baker represented, wasn’t so keen on the two of them crossing the Pacific. But Rye got them over the hump of letting Aaron and Virginia out of the state. Money talking maybe. Or maybe just the prospect of preventing the murder of a prominent citizen within their environs. Aaron didn’t care how Rye did it, either way. Though Virginia might. So he didn’t ask.

 	He and Virginia surrendered their passports and set off for a small island he owned off the coast of Oregon.

 	He had insisted on departing as soon as they could, leaving no word of where they would be except to Brendan and Rye. He’d even insisted they leave from his apartment, with Virginia in a short dark wig and sunglasses. She looked as sexy as a brunette as she did as a blonde. He tried to keep it light, though, since someone was trying to kill her after all. He didn’t want her to have to deal with him pawing her on the way out to their secret hideaway as well.

 	He’d save that for when they got there.

 	But once they had boarded the G-650 in his hangar at Teterboro and shared a bottle of wine through a smooth takeoff, he found his predictable little mind turning to just one thing. The one thing it always turned to when Virginia Beckett was within reaching distance. He doubted the briefcase of papers he’d stashed in the overhead compartment could keep his attention for even a second with her sitting on the plush seat across the aisle from him.

 	The pillows of clouds outside the windows blocked out any sunlight and she had switched on her overhead light, extracting a book from her oversized purse.

 	“You like to read?” he asked her idly, knowing in all probability her answer.
 	“Love it. You?”

 	He shook his head no. “Not unless it’s financial statements. I prefer more vigorous, er…” He drifted off, glancing at the cover. “Faulkner?”

 	“I was a frustrated English major.”
 	“All sound and fury signifying nothing, eh?”

 	She smiled and bent her head to the book, still wearing the wig, he realized since they had thought it best to try to shield her identity from the pilots as well.
 	“It’s the one line I remember from high school English,” he persisted. “About the only thing that made sense to me at the time.”

 	She hummed a noncommittal response and proceeded to ignore him. Probably just as well since he had exhausted his literary repartee, such as it was. Fumbling in the pocket on the wall in front of his seat for the iPod he kept there, he turned up instead a telltale row of linked foil packages, pulling them out slowly and holding them up in the air.

 	It had to be a sign.

 	She was looking at him out of the corner of her eye. “You do have stock in that company, don’t you?”

 	“No, but now that you mention it, I was thinking of buying some.”

 	“You seem to be cornering the market,” she observed, the length of the string of condom packages really quite impressive. Just went to show his flight crew had the right priorities.

 	“I hate to have them go to waste,” he said lamely.

 	Her glance at the closed cockpit door gave him hope. But then she buried her nose in her book again, murmuring, “That’ll have to wait until we have some privacy.”

 	“BFD doesn’t have a corporate jet, does it?”

 	She scoffed, not even looking up. “Of course not. I sold it as soon as I took over. Waste of money if you ask me, good for nothing but stroking fat-cat egos.”

 	“Yeah, that’s why I have one. But anyway, since you don’t, let me point out that one of the benefits of a private jet is the private part—the absolute, inviolable privacy during the flight.”
 	“With a pilot and a copilot right there? I don’t think so.” It was impossible to believe that she was really continuing to read as her eyes glued on the pages seemed to suggest.

 	“They’d never come in here during a flight.” He wiggled the packages at her, prompting a smile as she finally looked up. “They know better, believe me.”

 	“I’m sure they do.” She closed her book, unbelted her seatbelt and unceremoniously climbed onto his lap, straddling him, unbuckling his seatbelt as she went. In keeping with her very un-Virginia-Beckett-like disguise for the trip, she wore not one of her usual pencil skirts and jackets, but instead a wide, flowing cotton skirt and peasant blouse, perfect for what he had in mind. The ankle boots that had completed the outfit she’d kicked off some time ago.

 	Linking her hands around his neck, she leaned down and kissed him, sweet and simple, her skirts spread out around them. No tongue even, but the pleasure of it coursed through him and she rubbed the vee of her legs underneath her skirt against the zipper of his jeans. One eyebrow arched, and he slid a hand beneath the billowy cotton to check. “No underwear.” It was not a question, but she shook her head anyway.

 	“Just ankle socks.”

 	He tugged one edge of the skirt up to see the white lacy socks on her cute feet, her legs folded alongside his. “I like them.” He started to slide one shoulder of the peasant blouse down and she shook her head no.

 	“No?” he asked.
 	“No. Clothes stay on.”

 	“Clothes stay on.” He reached underneath her skirt and unzipped his jeans, shoving the boxers down to let his cock out as she lifted up a little to accommodate the motion. “For the most part.”

 	“Just in case,” she agreed, sliding her wet slit sinuously down the length of his bare cock.
 	He shivered and fumbled for the condoms. “Tease,” he scolded, ripping one of the packages open and sliding it down onto him. Then sliding her down. Hot, wet, tight.
 	Whoa. Was there something wrong with him that she still continued to feel so fucking good, no matter how many times they did this?
 	Her inner muscles gripped him, as they always did, and his cock pulsed. “I could stay like this, all day, your sweet cunt fisted over me.”

 	“Do you talk dirty on purpose to turn a girl on? Or do you just talk like that?”
 	“Like what?” he asked innocently.
 	“Never mind.”

 	“I just talk like that,” he assured her—honestly, as it so happened. Christ, half the words he’d heard growing up they couldn’t say on television even now. It was just part of the patter of his rough life. “Unless it bothers you.”

 	She laughed and started to slide up and down his shaft, her palms on his shoulders. “No, I think it does turn me on.”
 	He smiled, putting his hands under her skirt to feel her smooth ass as she rode him.
 	The sharp metallic sound of a door opening caused her to stop dead in her tracks, her head turning sharply in the direction of the sound.

 	What the fuck? They never came out here.

 	“What is it?” he called out, curtly enough to evidently stop whoever it was in their tracks before they got far enough to see into the passenger compartment.
 	She started to climb off his lap, but he held her fast, not letting her. She wrinkled her nose in silent admonishment, and he kissed it.

 	“It’s just John here, sir,” the copilot identified himself, not coming any further.

 	“Yes?” He started to move Virginia slowly up and down his cock, and she bit one side of her lip, as if she was concentrating very hard. Maybe on not moaning. He knew he was.
 	He’d never thought of himself as an exhibitionist, but he’d be lying if he said he wasn’t getting further turned on by moving her hot cunt up and down his pole while someone stood just feet away, maybe about to find them out.

 	“We got a call on the radio. From your office. They wanted us to confirm your destination.”
 	He paused. The office? Mrs. Fields wouldn’t do that. He’d explicitly told her his destination was off limits.

 	Virginia came down quickly on him, wet and smooth and arched back. He took a deep breath at the pleasure of it, then concentrated on making his voice sound normal. “Are they still on?”
 	“No, that’s the odd thing, sir. I said I had to come out and get you as we weren’t authorized to give out that information and the connection suddenly went dead. I thought you might want to call them back.”
 	He and Virginia exchanged an identical look. He guessed it was one of consternation, or maybe consternation tempered by the endorphins flooding through both their systems from the really hot sex they were engaging in at that moment.

 	“No thanks.” Aaron called out. “I’ll get them later,” he lied. Whoever it had been, there would sure to be no trace of them by now.

 	“Sure thing, sir.”
 	He and Virginia both waited for the sound of the cockpit door. It didn’t come.
 	“Can I get you folks anything while I’m out here?”
 	“No,” they both called out in unison.

 	“All righty. Should be a smooth ride from here on in.” Then the copilot audibly went back into the cockpit.

 	“Speak for yourself,” Aaron whispered, lunging up into Virginia.

 	* * * * *

 

 

 	It was a short boat trip from the airstrip on the mainland to his house on the island. When the speedboat dropped them off on the sandy beach, Virginia was surprised that there was no entourage waiting for them. Just a Jeep with the keys in it.
 	“It’s very isolated,” Aaron said, the understatement of the year, as he loaded their few bags into the backseat and they took off. There was a road, which Aaron admitted he had put in, but not much else.

 	“There’s a caretaker’s cottage for the couple that lives here year round. They keep the house,” he explained as they drove past shrouded woods and ocean views. “I hope we can find something to occupy ourselves,” he called to her over the sound of the wind as they drove.
 	When they arrived at their destination, Aaron helped her out of the Jeep as she surveyed their secret hideaway. It wasn’t a modern glass-and-wood structure or a stone castle like so many of his other houses. The white painted wood structure had been on the island for over a century.

 	“And you didn’t tear it down to build a McMansion, or even a real mansion?” she asked with a smile.
 	“Why would I?” he responded. “I put in a few creature comforts, like the hot tub, but the house itself is solid and it suits the island.”
 	Indeed, with its widow’s walk looking out to the sea and its gabled windows, this house did suit the pristine woods and cliffs of the island.

 	“I’m glad you didn’t tear it down.”

 	Virginia swiped the wig off as they went into the house and Aaron introduced her to the couple waiting there for them.
 	“Mr. and Mrs. Vincent are the caretakers,” Aaron explained as Virginia shook hands with each. “This is my guest, Virginia.”

 	The couple, in their fifties, looked like the tan and fit models they used in television commercials for “silver” vitamins. After the introductions, Aaron took the Vincents outside to confirm a few details, and then thanked them and went back in.

 	When he had closed the front door behind them, Aaron shepherded Virginia out to the wraparound porch facing the ocean. The cool breeze off the water, combined with the pink of the setting sun, gave just the mellow ambience he wanted for this interlude. Virginia took a seat in the porch swing and dropped the wig she’d been carrying. It lay like some deserted puppy dog next to her as she swung.

 	“The Vincents look pretty buff for caretakers,” Virginia observed.
 	“They exercise a lot. Not much else to do on the island, I guess.”

 	“Now that I’m here, I have to say I feel a little funny with all of this cloak-and-dagger stuff.”

 	He perched on the Adirondack chair next to her. Skyscrapers and panoramic views of the greatest city in the world had long since ceased to fascinate Aaron. But, maybe because of how he had been brought up, the ocean never got old. He could watch the indigo and emerald rush of the waves for hours.

 	“Why? It makes me feel better just knowing we won’t have to put up with any mysterious accidents or dead bodies while we’re here. Believe me, nobody’s going to get onto this island without me knowing about it.”

 	“Well, if this is all directed at me, and it certainly looks like it is, I’m sorry to have dragged you into it, Aaron.”

 	“You didn’t drag me into it. I kicked my way in, remember?”
 	She smiled. “Oh yeah. Why was that again?”

 	“Something about some little company you ran, though for the life of me, I can barely remember the name of it now.”

 	“I guess that’ll teach you, eh?”
 	Something, but he hadn’t a clue what.
 	“Are there phones on the island?” she asked.
 	“Only landlines. No cell service. Are you hungry?”
 	“Not particularly. You?”

 	He shook his head no. Not for food anyway. Too corny to say, though, so he didn’t.

 	“Water’s probably too cold to swim in,” she observed.
 	“Probably. There’s a hot tub, though, if you’re interested.”
 	A pause.

 	“What do I have to do, Winston? Jump you? Or are you going to make love to me of your own free will?”

 	He swooped her off the porch swing into his arms. “I thought you’d never ask.”

 	* * * * *
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 	Abe Vincent ran a hand through his cropped gray hair and perched his hands on his still-slim hips as he surveyed the beach, Mary beside him.

 	“So what do you think?” she asked.

 	He glanced at his wife of thirty years. Some folks might think they had too much togetherness, working together all their careers as well as being married. But he’d never felt that way. This surprisingly muscular little woman had been at his side through thick and thin. Nobody had his back like she did.

 	Of course, it never hurt to be prepared.
 	He felt for the holster underneath his plaid checked jacket and patted the gun.
 	“I think this is going to be easy,” he said.

 	* * * * *

 

 

 	When Virginia and Aaron stood on a bluff the day after their arrival, looking out toward the mainland, miles away and barely visible even on this clearest of mornings, she thought to ask about something she had meant to remark on from the day before—before his intense lovemaking had driven it right out of her head.

 	“How do you know no one could get on the island without you knowing it?”

 	He gestured toward the rocks below, big jagged boulders, slate-gray and mossy green. “Because there’s only one harbor. The rest of the island is like you see below. It’d tear a boat to pieces if they tried to land.”

 	“But couldn’t someone come in the harbor, while we were sleeping for example, and we wouldn’t know?”

 	“Ignoring the fact that whoever this person is, he couldn’t possible know where we are, if somehow they did and tried to sneak into the harbor, they’d get a surprise and we would get a hell of a warning.”

 	She arched an eyebrow.

 	“There are sensors all over the harbor. It would set off an alarm there and also here in the house. So our mystery guest would be deafened by the noise and we’d have advance notice.”

 	“So if we get the notice, then what?”

 	“Then we call the sheriff’s office on the mainland and they do a search of the island. If the asshole somehow makes it up to the house before then, I’ll take care of it,” he said obliquely.

 	“Used to people trying to sneak onto your island, are you?”

 	“The sensors were something one of my companies was working on. I thought it’d be a good idea to test it here.”

 	“So do they work?”
 	“Yes. You’re perfectly safe here, Virginia.”

 	They tromped back in the dew-ridden grass to breakfast on the fresh fruit and croissants that Mrs. Vincent had laid out for them before disappearing again. When they were done, Aaron agreed to give Virginia a tour of the house.

 	The library’s brick fireplace at one end and leaded glass window looking out to the sea at the other guaranteed it was going to be one of her favorite destinations in the house. The only discordant note in the cozy room was an oil painting hanging over the fireplace. The brooding bearded man in the frame stared down on them, as if in disapproval, though Virginia couldn’t pinpoint why she had that impression other than the sternness of the man’s features.

 	“Who is that?” she asked Aaron, pointing at the painting.
 	“My great-great-grandfather.”
 	“Really?”

 	He put one arm around her, chuckling. “No, not really. It came with the house. Apparently that’s Captain Joshua Seabridge, the first inhabitant of this island. He lived here briefly with his young bride in the late eighteen-hundreds.”

 	“Does briefly and bride indicate some untold story here?”

 	Aaron shrugged. “Every house has its stories. Houses on islands even more so, I would imagine.”

 	“Was that a yes or a no?”

 	“That was a do you really want to hear this right now? Because I thought we would just take a quick tour of the house, ending up in my favorite room, the bedroom, and then we could move on to more important matters, like me jumping you.”

 	“Humor me.”
 	“Only because you’re letting me jump you.”

 	She wondered if that was true. But an image of Aaron as he’d been at the facility where he had spent much of his childhood was stuck in her head. There was more than sex with this guy. She let it pass.

 	“So okay,” he obliged her, “as I understand it, this sea captain, Captain Seabridge, built the house for his new bride and brought her here to live in it. Unfortunately, he also brought—and this is the story here, not me—some complicated karma to the island. It seems our sea captain was the kind that left a girl in every port.”

 	“Before he met his bride, I hope.”

 	Aaron laughed, shaking his head. “If it’ll make you feel better, then yes. So as I was saying, one of the girls he left in a port was so distraught about it, she killed herself. So to make a long story short, the abandoned girl’s ghost shows up on the island, makes a living hell for the bride, who promptly drowns herself. End of story. Can we go upstairs now?”

 	His deadpan delivery and obvious haste to make it back to more enjoyable pursuits did not prevent the shiver that ran down Virginia’s spine at the tale. “That’s creepy.”

 	“Yeah, if you believe it. I’m more inclined to think his bride had a serious problem with depression, for which they thankfully have drugs these days.”

 	“Why would a bride be depressed?”
 	“You’ve never been married, have you?”
 	She punched him. “Neither have you!”
 	“I know, but I couldn’t resist.”
 	“What was the name of his bride?”
 	“No clue.”
 	“The ghost?”

 	“That one I remember. It was Arabella, which is exactly what leads me to believe this whole story was made up. Arabella is just too poetic a name for this tale. If it was true, given the time period, her name probably would have been Hariette or Gertrude. Arabella just fits too nicely with a creepy ghost story.”

 	“Is there a picture of the bride? Or the ghost, the girl, I mean?”

 	Aaron shook his head no. “Guy must have had an ego. Only had a picture of himself done apparently. There’s another odd twist to the story, which actually I shouldn’t even tell you, given the current circumstances.”

 	“Too late now,” she observed.

 	Without a fight, he agreed. “Part of the story is that the girl looked a lot like the bride. So half the time the bride was convinced she was seeing her own dead self.”

 	“They weren’t blonde, were they?”

 	He kissed the top of her head. “I don’t know, but I’m going to go with no. Dark hair, definitely.”

 	“Whew. That’s a relief.”

 	* * * * *

 

 

 	Hours later, they had made it up to the bedroom, but had never made it out again. In the dim twilight outside the bedroom window, Aaron continued his slow exploration of Virginia’s recently sated, much sated, body.

 	“Are you still planning to take over my company?” she asked.
 	He ran a hand down the curve of her bare hip. “Hell of a time to ask me.”
 	“No, really. I’ve ignored it because…well, you know why.”
 	He kissed his way up her bare shoulder. “No, I don’t. Why?”

 	Instead of answering, she asked, “How did you get to be who you are, Aaron Winston?”

 	“I’m sure you read all the bios.”

 	“I did. But I feel like something is missing.” His hand slipped between her thighs. “Like that. How did you get to be so good at that? At sex?”
 	“I don’t usually include those details in my bio,” he murmured, kissing her shoulder.
 	“No, really. I haven’t had that many boyfriends, but none of them have made me feel like you do. Is that just a natural talent or is it learned?”
 	“If you haven’t had many boyfriends, honey, then you have quite a natural talent yourself, no doubt about it.”

 	“I think you must inspire me.”
 	“Right back at you.”

 	He proceeded to try to inspire her further with that hand between her legs and his persuasive lips, but she persisted. “No really. What’s your story on the, ah, bedroom front? I know you’ve slept with a lot of women.”

 	She waited. He said nothing.
 	“Didn’t you?”

 	He withdrew his hand and flopped back on his back. “Do you dissect everything?”

 	“Duh. Yeah.”

 	“I like sex. I’ve never shied away from that. It’s one of the few pleasures in life even a poor guy can enjoy.”

 	“A poor guy who looks like you.”

 	“I guess.” His face clouded. “If you want to know the truth, and I’m sensing here you won’t let me alone until you do, I learned about sex early and used it to pacify this incredible anger I felt all the time. To have a pretty girl flirt with me, let me kiss her—”

 	“And more.” She ran her hand lightly along his taut lower abs.

 	“Yeah, more. It made up somehow for the rest of the crappy time. I’m not being very eloquent here.”

 	“No, I understand.”
 	“Then, ah, I guess you could say I used sex for something else.”

 	She waited for him to elaborate, balancing her head on one hand as she looked down at him.

 	“To get information. Corporate wives tell tales in bed.”
 	She couldn’t help the purse of her lips at that one, the sense of disappointment.

 	“It wasn’t as sordid as you might think. At first, it was almost by accident. I had read everything I could about business and had all these ideas, but I didn’t know how to start. So there were always these charity things they trotted us out at where big guns would donate a lot of money and give a speech and we all had to act grateful.”

 	“How old were you?”

 	“I’d just turned eighteen. I remember because I was on the verge of moving out on my own. Anyway, I had ducked out into the alley and was sneaking a drink, when this older woman in jewels and furs comes up to me and…well, ah, we had sex.”

 	“You had sex with an old woman in an alley?”

 	He grinned. “When I say older woman, remember who you viewed as older at that age. So I’m talking thirty-five maybe. The truth is I enjoyed it. So we started meeting regularly. I learned a lot, almost accidentally at first as she talked about her husband and how little time he had for her because he was working on this deal or that. Later, I did it a little more surgically, asking to meet certain of her friends, targeting this wife or the other.”

 	“Insider trading?” she asked, a catch in her voice.

 	He laughed. “No, that’s not what I did with the information I learned. So no need to turn me into the SEC. No, it was more in the nature of giving me insight into the planning of certain companies so I could envision how to approach them. But hell, sometimes it was just blackmail. Amazing how fragile some of these guys’ egos were. But I guess that still didn’t change what I was, what I did. I guess that’s a line you’d never cross, princess.”

 	She remembered the photo she had seen of him when she ran a Google search on him at Bransport so long ago. She had wondered then how he had managed such a large deal at such a young age. Now she guessed she had her answer. But it wasn’t so simple. “I don’t know what I’d do in your situation. It’s inconceivable to me. I’ve always had money, family, my place in the world.”

 	His lips thinned.
 	“You’re so brave,” she said and almost laughed when his mouth fell open.
 	“What?”
 	“To be alone and thrive like you have. I admire it.”
 	“I thought you thought I was a cutthroat robber baron.”
 	“That was the drug talking.”
 	“No, that was you talking, loud and clear.”

 	“I may have thought that, but I don’t now. Our business methods might be different, but I understand now why that is. I’m not saying I always agree with it, but I understand it.”
 	“Well, while we’re on this mutual admiration session, let me just say that I admire quite a few things about you too.” His hand wandered over to the curve of her hip as he went up on his side too so they were facing each other.

 	“They’re not all physical, are they?”

 	“Well, the top ten are. No, I’m just kidding. Really, since I’ve made money, I’ve been around it long enough to know that being born into it has its own challenges and temptations. You don’t get somebody like Paris Hilton without that being the case. But you took responsibility and really made something of yourself.”

 	The compliment went straight to her head. If he had written her a sonnet, she couldn’t have been more touched by it.

 	And she proceeded to show him.

 	Nudging him over on to his stomach, she began a slow, deep massage of his broad shoulders, his powerful neck. His muscles underneath her fingers were tight at first, but as she worked them, they loosened up. His skin felt smooth and velvety, despite his unquestioned—and personally verified by her many, many times—masculinity.
 	She made her way down his back, lingering at the small of it for some time before she found her way to the tight cheeks of his ass. Massaging still, she heard him moan, and by the time she lowered her hands to the top of his thighs, it was clear he’d had enough of the spa service and was looking for something a little more personal.
 	He rolled over onto his back, fully erect from her handling, she was not surprised to see. He came up on his elbows and she drank in the sight of him, narrow hips with that light line of black pubic hair framing his proud cock. She just stared, wondering how she had gotten so lucky, until he said, “Is this giving you any ideas?”

 	“What do you want me to do, Aaron? Anything.” She meant it too.

 	He laughed. “Do you know how many wet dreams I had before we got together where you asked me that?”

 	She smiled. “What did you say?”
 	“Well, I mixed it up a bit, seeing as how you had me so frustrated.”
 	“Pick one.”

 	“Hmm, there is one thing you did in my dreams quite a few times, but I don’t think you’ve treated me to in real life.”
 	She found that hard to believe. She felt as though they had done everything. “I hope you don’t plan on bringing the Vincents to bed with us.”

 	He made a face. “Not hardly. Groups aren’t my thing.”
 	“What is it then?”

 	He fluffed a pillow behind his head and leaned back on it, folding his hands behind his head. “Play with yourself.”

 	She laughed. “That’s it?”
 	“Yep. Put your fingers on your sweet pussy and make yourself come.”
 	“Tired of doing it yourself?”

 	“Never. But it’s very hot to see a woman pleasure herself. Go on, put your hand to your clit.”

 	Coming up on her knees, straddling him, she took her middle finger and delicately dipped it between her thighs, spreading the moisture she had generated just by rubbing his back all along and around her clit. He watched the motion intently, and his interest spurred her on.

 	“Stick your finger inside yourself.”

 	She closed her eyes briefly and obeyed. “I’m pretending it’s yours,” she murmured, fingering her wet, tingly passage, and suddenly he laughed and clutched her, rolling on top of her.
 	“You’re no fun,” he chided, as she heard the crinkle of foil and then he was pushing his cock into her, thick and pulsing and much more pleasurable than her own finger, if anybody was interested.

 	“You are,” she muttered.

 	He stretched her arms up above her head, linking his hands in hers as he started to move in her. Putting the soles of her feet flat on the mattress, she tilted her hips up to receive him.

 	“Open your eyes.”

 	She obeyed the soft command without really thinking. In fact, she hadn’t realized her eyes were closed. His heavily lashed eyes bore down on her, blue like the twilight filtering through the window. One lock of black hair fell forward, brushing her temple.

 	“I want you to look at me while I fuck you,” he said.

 	One long, slow thrust made her gasp with the shot of pleasure. Her fingers curled in his and she bit her lip, involuntarily letting her eyelids droop again as she arched against him.

 	“Look at me.”

 	The urgency of his plea as his cock set a more demanding rhythm caused her to lose herself in that blue stare again. “I am looking at you, Aaron.”

 	“Looking at me,” he continued to thrust hard, “while I fuck you. Say it.”

 	Her legs fell helplessly wider as he pushed his cock in even deeper. She sucked in a breath.
 	“While you…” He held her arms stretched above her, her body wide open for him below, his eyes asking something of her she couldn’t quite understand.

 	“While I fuck you,” he prompted, so low she almost couldn’t hear it.
 	“While you make love to me,” she whispered.

 	At her words, he let go of her hands and skimmed the back of his fingers along her jaw, staring down at her.

 	“While I make love to you,” he whispered.

 	The admission finally made her break eye contact, and she wrapped her arms around his neck and buried her face in his shoulder.

 	They came together, both of them shuddering.
 	Love. Such a dangerous word between them.

 	* * * * *

 

 

 	He couldn’t use the investment banker now. The man was close to useless. Once he’d found out about Samantha’s murder, the moron couldn’t stop asking about it. He’d even hinted that he knew some “people” who could arrange the same thing for Virginia Beckett.

 	The man was insane.

 	As if he would hire someone to do what he was so looking forward to doing himself.

 	Now, if he could just find out where that bitch and her boyfriend had flown off to. For all their silly precautions, he didn’t doubt their location would be easy enough to recover given his own facility with computers. By hacking into real estate databases, he could narrow it down to where Winston owned property. It would be a short step to checking credit card receipts to make a match. And even if they thought themselves too clever to use credit cards, he’d just discover what he needed to some other way.

 	There was a whole big internet out there to hack into.

 	It wouldn’t be long until Virginia Beckett was as dead as his poor forlorn Samantha.

 	* * * * *

 

 

 	Virginia and Aaron managed to make it out of bed the next morning, driven by hunger since they had skipped dinner the night before. They had barely finished the breakfast that was once again silently laid out for them when the phone rang. The shrill sound startled Virginia.

 	It wasn’t hard to get used to no sound other than the waves and her lover’s voice.
 	“Hey, Rye,” Aaron said when he picked up the receiver.

 	The call was still going on after a few minutes. Since Virginia could hear only half of Aaron’s conversation with his lawyer, she gave up trying to make sense of it and wandered out the front door. Aaron’s back was turned to her or else she would have gestured her intentions, but she was sure he’d figure it out.

 	It was just a few steps from the wide front porch down to the gravel path leading out to the ocean. Unless she was imagining it, the waves looked higher than they had the day of their arrival on the island. The path sloped downward for a hundred feet or so until it met the wooden steps leading down to the water’s edge. She glanced back to the house, wondering if she should tell Aaron, but shook off the impulse. God, what was she, three years old? She could certainly take a walk down to the beach by herself.

 	Her sneakers afforded her a steady step on what did not appear to be too steady steps. The lack of a railing and the steep angle added to the impression that this jaunt might not be for the faint-hearted. The view when she made it down to the bottom, though, was worth it. A grassy bank gave way to a thin strip of sand that traveled the length of the island as far as she could see. Lest the sand give the misimpression this was a harbor, huge boulders dotted the waves only a few feet out and Virginia knew from what Aaron had said that below the water line further rocks lurked, capable of ripping off the bottom of an unsuspecting boat.

 	She was perfectly safe on the island, she reminded herself. The sun beating down on her, the wind flipping her hair around, the ocean providing the rhythmic soundtrack to it all, she could just curl up right now and fall asleep. Except for the fact she’d just gotten out of bed. Time for a little exercise…other than the kind Aaron was regularly giving her every hour or so.

 	Except for the house up on the bluff and the wooden stairs leading thereto, the beach was empty of anything except the natural adornments. Slipping her sneakers and socks off, she trudged barefoot in one random direction. Maybe there were caves to explore or rocks to climb. Lost in her own thoughts, she at first did not hear the voice calling. When it registered, she paused and looked back in the direction she had come from, certain Aaron was following her and flagging her down to wait for him. But when she turned back, only empty sand greeted her.
 	She looked around in confusion until a figure up on the bluff caught her attention. The cape made it hard to tell, but it didn’t look like either of the middle-aged caretakers. The figure was too slender, the blonde hair whipping around the girl too long and thick. Too far away to see who it was, Virginia started in that direction, but this time she did hear Aaron’s voice, behind her. A glance again at the deserted beach showed him now running down those rickety stairs and then at a full clip along the beach toward her. She headed back, but his speedy pace meant he met her much farther than half-way.

 	And he wasn’t even breathing hard. Disgusting. She’d been exercising all her life and she wouldn’t have been able to keep that pace up.
 	“Why the hell did you head off by yourself?” Hands on hips, intense blue eyes focused on her, he might not have been breathing hard, but he was breathing fire.
 	The challenge in his voice annoyed her. “I didn’t realize I was restricted in my movements. I’m not in custody or anything, am I?”
 	“Yeah, protective custody. It’s protecting my sanity. When I got off the phone and turned around to find you gone, my heart practically stopped.”
 	Hard to stay mad at a pronouncement like that. “I just went for a walk on the beach. No big deal.”
 	He slipped his hand into hers. “You want to go for a walk on the beach, we’ll go for a walk on the beach. Together.”
 	She was tempted to argue a little more, but the warm feel of his big hand in hers stopped her. She nodded shortly and they began to walk again down the beach.

 	“Is there anything down here?” she asked, to change the subject.

 	“No, not really. The Vincent’s house is up on that bluff there, but you can’t see it from the beach.”
 	The warm sand against her toes and the sun on her face almost lulled her into forgetting. Almost. “The Vincents? That reminds me. Do they have any kids?”

 	“I think they have a grown daughter. Why?”
 	“That must have been it. I saw her up there.”
 	Aaron looked in the direction she indicated. “Where?”

 	“She’s gone now. But she was there a minute ago. Right before you called down to me.”

 	“I don’t think so, Virginia. Their daughter lives in California, I believe.”
 	“Couldn’t she be visiting them?”
 	“Not without my permission. No. They know that.”

 	They had stopped walking and she was afraid from the look of concentration on Aaron’s face that he was about to go up and deliver a very stern lecture. Perhaps the girl had been here before they came and her parents didn’t want to risk their boss ousting her from the island because he and his girlfriend were there. That must be why she disappeared so quickly.

 	Unless…no, but it couldn’t be a woman after her, could it?

 	“Let’s go up and talk to the Vincents.” Aaron started to tug her along, but she resisted.

 	“Let’s not. It could have been my imagination.”
 	“If you saw someone, that’s not good.”
 	“It was probably just Mrs. Vincent.”
 	“Let’s see.”

 	The Vincents’ house was not accessible by a stairway and even though she considered herself pretty fit she would never have attempted to climb the craggy hill that led up to them. She and Aaron walked back to and up the stairs they had come down on and circled around along the bluff to the simple cape cod that housed the caretakers…both of whom claimed complete ignorance of any girl, related to them or not, in a cape or not.

 	“If anyone like that had come on the island, Mr. Winston, we would have heard the alarms.” Mrs. Vincent barely halted her canning of some blueberry concoction to point that out.
 	The cape cod’s kitchen was smaller and cozier than the one in the main house. Mr. Vincent picked up the quaint teapot on the stove and gestured toward them with it. “Tea?”

 	“No thanks,” Virginia responded.
 	“And you heard, er, saw nothing?” he asked them both.
 	“Nothing.”
 	“Do you have a picture of your, ah,” he glanced at Virginia, “your daughter?”

 	If the Vincents were confused by Aaron’s question, they were either too polite or too dependent on him for a job to say so. Mr. Vincent left the kitchen and came back with a picture of an Asian-looking girl. It was in a frame, but it looked more like a mug shot to Virginia than a family photo.

 	“That’s Melissa,” Mrs. Vincent said, adding with dignity, “she’s adopted. The day they handed that baby girl to us right off the plane from China was the best day of our lives.”
 	Mr. Vincent, contemplating the photo, nodded. “Truth is we’d like to have her come visit sometime soon, Mr. Winston, but she’s real busy at Berkeley. Doctorate takes so doggone long.”

 	Virginia shook her head no to Aaron in a mute signal.
 	“You go on outside for a minute, Virginia. I want to talk to the Vincents alone.”

 	Worried he was going to interrogate them further or worse, she resisted. “Let’s go, Aaron. We’ve taken enough of their time.”

 	After a moment, he nodded and they went out.

 	“So that wasn’t the daughter you saw,” he said grimly as he and Virginia headed back to the main house.
 	“At this point, I’m not so sure I even saw anybody, Aaron. Maybe it was a bush or something and a trick of the light made me think I saw a girl. It was far away.”

 	“I don’t know. I don’t like it.”

 	Once they made it back to the house, a check of the panels controlling the sensors in the harbor confirmed they were still operational and hadn’t been tripped. But no matter how Virginia tried to trivialize her sighting of the girl or acted as if it was just her imagination, the incident spooked both of them. She insisted nonetheless on heading back down the rickety stairs onto the beach and continuing their aborted walk.

 	As they walked on the sand, hand in hand, Aaron thoughtfully looked out to the waves that were cresting much higher than she’d ever seen them.

 	She prompted, “So what did Rye say?”
 	“He said the dead girl’s name was Samantha Mallory.”
 	“So have the police found out what she was doing at the funeral home?”

 	“No, not yet. But they’re sure now she was killed elsewhere and then dumped there.”

 	Virginia shivered. “The poor girl.”

 	“Apparently, she was just scraping by in the city on a waitress salary. She’d moved there recently from Boston, but the police are still trying to piece it all together. One of her neighbors claimed she’d moved there for a man, but didn’t know his name. Said he looked like a druggie from what she saw of him, though apparently a well-dressed druggie. The police artist is working with the neighbor on a sketch and maybe that will lead to something.”

 	“Is there any connection they can find between this Samantha and either of us?”

 	“Not yet. Other than her resemblance to you, of course. They speculate she might have been mistaken for you.”

 	“But why bring her body to the funeral home where we were locked in, then?”

 	“I don’t know. It’s hard to make sense of it all. But there’s something else. I asked Rye to look into your brother-in-law.”

 	“Brian?”

 	“Yes. It turns out he owes a lot of the wrong people a lot of money. Maybe your death is his way of trying to get access to the funds he needs to pay them back.”

 	“I can’t believe that Brian could be behind something like this.”

 	“I’m not saying he is. Not without further evidence, but it bears keeping in mind. People aren’t always in their right mind when they’re hooked on drugs.”

 	She looked out at the waves, horrified to think of what the effect on Nora and the kids would be if Brian were involved. Lost in her thoughts, she felt Aaron’s light kiss on the top of her head. “For all I kid about you being a goody-two-shoes, Virginia, even I have to admit there are some lines you can’t cross. It’s too hard to come back. Drugs is one of them.”

 	“Are you speaking from personal experience?”
 	He grinned. “Sure, let’s get all my dirty underwear out here.”
 	“You don’t have to tell me.”

 	“I never took drugs, Virginia, but I saw a lot of people around me lose their souls to the stuff.”

 	She shouldn’t want to know all this about him. She shouldn’t feel as if she wanted to crawl into his skin. It was too much. Too needy. He would probably only push her away.

 	The arms that pulled her closer surprised her. When he buried his head in the crook of her shoulder, her arms reciprocated. He kissed her cheek and lifted his head. “I want to share everything with you, Virginia. But I’m afraid it’ll scare you. And I couldn’t bear to see you turn away from me now.”

 	“I wouldn’t, Aaron.” And she knew it was true. “But we have plenty of time to get to know each other. You tell me when you’re ready.”

 	The kiss they shared registered as sweet rather than sexual.

 	By the time they made it round a winding bend in the beach, Virginia noticed a tall white structure on a strip of land jutting into the ocean. “Your island has its very own lighthouse? How cool.”
 	“Faux lighthouse. Another of Captain Seabridge’s conceits. He had it built, but it was never operational, which didn’t exactly matter since there was no need for one out here anyway.”
 	As they got closer to the structure, Virginia saw that it was smaller than a real lighthouse, but still at least two stories. The weathered exterior could have used a coat of paint. Otherwise, it looked sturdy. “Is there anything inside?”

 	“Not much. Actually, I haven’t been inside in years.”
 	“Can I see?”
 



 
 	Chapter Nine

 

 
 	 

 	When they got inside the little lighthouse, the first thing they saw was a winding wrought-iron staircase that disappeared up into the ceiling. No windows on the first floor, just the staircase and a dusty wood floor.

 	“Oh, let’s go up, Aaron.”
 	“If you like. Let me go first, though. I’m not too sure how sturdy this staircase is.”

 	It held both their weight as they made it to the top, but that was the most that could be said for the sturdiness of the staircase. It shook and creaked the whole way up, almost making Virginia regret the impulse to explore. The top floor was worth getting to, though. Circular in nature, of course, the room sported huge windows looking out to the sea, with assorted implements that seemed vaguely nautical strategically placed on tables in between.

 	“It’s lovely,” Virginia said.

 	Aaron looked around and then shrugged. “It’s deserted, at least.” He perched one shoulder against the interior stone wall of the lighthouse, folding his arms across his chest and considering her. “Do you ever play games, Virginia?”
 	“What kind of games?” she asked suspiciously, peering out the window at what she suddenly noticed were dark storm clouds outside. If they didn’t head back soon, they were likely to get caught here in a rainstorm.
 	“Well, what if I played Captain Seabridge and you were the jilted lover tempting me into one last tumultuous round of sex before you fling yourself out of the lighthouse window?”

 	She jerked back from her contemplation of the storm clouds. “My God, is that how she did it?”

 	“No clue. It’s just a game.”

 	Games which involved preludes to her own demise did not have an inviting ring to them. She was living them. No need to play. “I have a better idea. I can go with you pretending to be Captain Seabridge, but instead of making me the jilted lover, or the demented bride for that matter, let’s dial back to an earlier Captain Seabridge adventure.”

 	“What one would that be?”
 	“The one where his ship gets overrun with pirates and he’s captured.”

 	“That sounds like a little less fun from my perspective. But for the sake of argument, who would you play in this scenario?”

 	“The pirate who’s captured you, of course.”
 	“A female pirate?” The dubious look he flashed her made her feel mischievous.

 	“Unless there’s a whole facet of your identity you have yet to mention to me, I’m a female pirate, yes.”
 	He guffawed. “A female pirate it is. Or better yet, how about I’m the pirate and you’re the beautiful noblewoman I’ve taken for ransom and can’t keep my hands off?”

 	“I’d rather be the pirate.”
 	“I bet you would.”

 	“So you look like a fine male specimen, bucko,” she said in her most commanding tone, leaning back against the window grate and spreading her legs wide, in the confident pose she imagined a pirate would assume. “Take your shirt off.”

 	One corner of his mouth came up. She doubted Aaron Winston was into games in which he was the submissive. “Come on,” she urged. “Don’t forget I have thirty or so bloodthirsty sailors up on deck who would be more than happy to feed you to the sharks if you don’t obey me.”

 	“With that kind of incentive, how can I refuse?” But he didn’t move to obey. Instead, he considered her. “I need a little more context for this game, though. Whose ship are we on? Yours or mine?”

 	“Mine of course. After my men made short work of your lily-livered crew—”
 	“Hey! They fought valiantly!”
 	“They brought you onto my ship, bound hand and foot.”
 	“No tying up. That’s a turn off for me,” he warned.
 	“You being tied up, I assume.”
 	“Sure. Now if you want me to tie you up, I’d be more than happy to oblige.”
 	“No thanks. I’m the pirate queen, remember?”

 	“You’re dressed pretty sedately for a pirate queen,” he remarked, eying her plain sweater and jeans.

 	“Use your imagination.”

 	“Help me out. Take off your sweater and bra. I see the pirate queen as barebreasted.”

 	“You first.”

 	His hands went to the buttons on his shirt. She followed his progress button by button. When he slid it off his shoulders, she hummed approvingly at the muscles in his shoulders, his pecs, his flat abdomen.
 	“Very nice specimen indeed. Now the breeches, Captain.” The breeches displayed impressive evidence of his willingness to comply. She looked at it pointedly and said, in pirate queen mode, “I’m hoping you know what to do with that.”

 	“Come on over here and I’ll show you.”
 	“First the breeches.”

 	He unsnapped them and slid the zipper carefully down, maintaining eye contact as he shed them.

 	“Oh, drawers.” Sorely taxed drawers. “We can’t have that. Off with them.”
 	His hands went to the elastic. “You’re getting off on this, aren’t you?”

 	When he was naked, she chided, “Now don’t get cheeky with me. Although, now that I think of it, turn around and let me see that fine arse of your.”

 	He reached for her and she danced away, making a circular motion with her index figure. With a smirk, he turned around and presented his backside to her. She reached out. It felt hard and firm to her touch, and she pinched it. He laughed. “You’ll make me blush, Virginia.”

 	“I’m not Virginia. Remember, I’m the pirate queen.”
 	“Does the pirate queen have a name?” he asked over his shoulder.

 	She put her arms around his waist from behind and took hold, two fisted, of his very erect cock, stroking and pulling. “I’d say you like this game better than you’re letting on. And never mind the pirate queen’s name.”

 	“I need to know your name. How else do I know what I should call out in my moment of ecstasy?” His voice, low and hoarse, sounded as if he was on his way to ecstasy just with her manual attention. She dropped her hands, not wanting her little fantasy to end so soon.

 	“May I turn around?”

 	“You may.” When he did so, he just stood in front of her. Oh, he was waiting for instruction. Mmm, this was nice. She whipped her sweater off and over her head, flinging it in the corner. “Now unbutton my shirt.”

 	By the time he approached her and complied, lazily, one button at a time, thunder was cracking overhead and they could hear the beginnings of the rain. He slipped his hands inside her shirt, lightly touching her waist and whispered in her ear, “It sounds like a storm, Captain. Maybe we should go batten the hatches or whatever we’re supposed to do.”

 	She put her arms around his neck. “I give the orders around here. We’ll wait the storm out here. Now kiss me, bucko.”

 	“Aye aye,” he whispered, a laugh in his voice.

 	* * * * *

 

 

 	Their loving was quick and charged with energy from their game, but when they were done, they hurriedly redressed and headed at a quick pace back to the house during what looked to be only a brief respite from the rain. Dashing up to the porch, Aaron collapsed in a chair and pulled her on his lap, nuzzling her neck. “Now we’re back safe, I get to be the pirate while we wait out the storm.”

 	She laughed.

 	Suddenly Mr. Vincent was in front of them, on the steps to the porch, coughing loudly.

 	“Sorry to intrude, Mr. Winston.”
 	Aaron stayed seated while Virginia scurried off his lap. “No problem.”
 	He gestured toward the shutters. “Did you want me to board up the windows?”

 	Aaron’s head jerked in the direction of the ocean and he stood up too. “Jesus, those waves are high. I noticed the rain, of course, but wasn’t paying attention to the waves.”

 	The waves, which had been regular and soothing when they’d first arrived on the island, seemed about to batter down the edge of the cliffs by now.
 	“Mainland just radioed that there’s a pretty bad storm expected to hit us in the next few hours. They thought it might miss us, but now they’re not so sure.”
 	“Boarding up the windows? That sounds like a hurricane,” Virginia commented. “We get that kind of thing at our cottage off the east coast, but never this late in the year.”
 	“It’s not a hurricane,” Mr. Vincent said. “But it’s as close to one as you can get around here. It’s rare, but it happens.”

 	“Yeah, we should board up the windows,” Aaron agreed. “Let me help you.”
 	And with that, he was gone with Mr. Vincent to get the planks from the shed.

 	Just the way their luck was running these days. A pseudo-hurricane. As if they didn’t have enough problems. At least it would probably keep whatever maniac was stalking her away.

 	* * * * *

 

 
 	Virginia looked at the clock.

 	What was it about someone trying to kill you that put a woman into full damsel-in-distress mode? She should be calling Brendan for the latest flash financial figures and worrying about new strategies and planning the next board meeting. Instead, she found herself curled up by the fire listening to the sound of the ocean waves and perfectly content with no more than that. No more than that except the hot guy she was sharing it all with.

 	If she was honest with herself, she’d admit she hadn’t agreed to go with Aaron just to keep herself safe. She could do that on her own. But hiring bodyguards wasn’t quite as appealing as having this particular bodyguard.

 	She wished Aaron would come back. He and the caretaker had shuttered the windows of the main house, but then Aaron insisted on going back to help do the same to the caretaker’s. This house, which had seemed such a haven when he was in it, was pretty spooky when he wasn’t. Its history hadn’t helped.

 	She glanced up at the stern Captain Seabridge.
 	“You’re not helping,” she said aloud to the brooding portrait.

 	When she heard the front door slam, she rose from her chair with relief. “About time,” she called and then stopped dead in her tracks at the sight of her Uncle Victor.

 	Pointing a gun right at her.

 	* * * * *

 

 

 	Aaron was soaking wet by the time he made it back to the main house. He shouldn’t have left Virginia alone all this time, but he’d wanted to speak to Abe Vincent about how the security precautions would hold up at a loss of power and he didn’t want to worry her. He also wanted to talk to him about the possibility that Virginia really had seen someone else on the island.

 	He met with both Vincents in the caretaker’s house—the real caretakers gone so that these bodyguards could assume their places without alerting Virginia to his concerns. The third guard he had hired, sight unseen of course—the Asian girl from the photo—joined them for the discussion as well. They’d all come very highly recommended and they all assured him that they had been patrolling all day and no one had gotten on the island. By the time he made it back to the main house, though, it was maybe an hour or so.

 	He flipped his drenched slicker onto a hook in the hallway and called to Virginia over the sound of the rain.

 	She didn’t answer.

 	“Put your hands up, Winston.” The old man in front of him, gun pointed neatly in his direction, was nobody Aaron thought he’d ever seen. Not to mention, he was ancient. In the wilder days of his own youth, Aaron would’ve scoffed at being accosted by a septuagenarian assailant, but he himself was older now and had a more healthy respect for firearms than he did back when, like every other teenager, he thought he was invincible.

 	He put his hands up.
 	“Do I know you?”
 	“Shut up.”
 	Fine, no need for pleasantries. “Where’s Virginia?”
 	“Your whore, you mean?”

 	He stiffened, knowing it was ridiculous to feel such rage at the insult considering the situation he—and apparently Virginia, if her absence indicated anything—found himself in. But he felt it nonetheless. “She’s not a whore,” he said before he could stop himself.

 	“What else do you call a woman who sells her family, her company, out for the sake of a good fuck?”

 	Shit. Suddenly he thought he knew who this was, that comment and the man’s age giving him away despite the gun the man was holding and the improbable wet suit. “Uncle Victor?”
 	“Watch your mouth, you young whelp. I’m not your uncle and I’m sure enough not that bitch’s uncle by virtue of anything other than my unfortunate marriage into that cursed Beckett family.”

 	“Look, I don’t know how you got on this island—”
 	“Child’s play!” the old man scoffed.

 	Now that really pissed him off. “But there are more than a dozen,” he could exaggerate with the best of them, “trained bodyguards on this island and they’re going to be here any second.” He wasn’t half bad at lying either.

 	The old man wasn’t buying it. “Then I’d best be quick about this, shouldn’t I?”

 	Aaron heard the gun cock. “Where’s Virginia?” he asked urgently, knowing he had to keep the bastard talking, and wanting to know anyway with a desperation he couldn’t hide.

 	“Firmly secured in the basement of this old monstrosity, just waiting for me to take care of you so I can turn back to her in my leisure. She can probably hear us right now through the pipes since the acoustics in this house are so abominable. I myself have been here almost a day and have had to listen to numerous nauseating bouts of fucking between you two.”

 	“A day? But we checked the sensors just hours ago.”

 	“Well, I was obviously busy, my boy, making sure you saw what you expected to see. As I said, child’s play—for me, anyway.”

 	“I don’t suppose I could hire you.”
 	“Enough talk.”

 	A crack of ominous thunder accompanied that clipped observation. The old man was losing his patience.

 	If Virginia was still alive, there was no choice but to overpower her uncle, right now, which normally wouldn’t have been much of a problem, except for the aforementioned gun pointing right at him. Hard to believe the guy couldn’t manage to get off at least one shot while Aaron tackled him. He’d just have to take the chance.

 	Another ear-rending bout of thunder drew Aaron’s attention to the window directly across the room from him, which should’ve been boarded up, had been in fact by him and Vincent some time ago. But it wasn’t. The storm must’ve torn the wooden planks away as the window was transparent again, the driving rain like a single sheet against it.

 	A face appeared in the window and he gasped, causing Victor to glance over at it.

 	“Samantha!” the old man cried and in that split second, Aaron tackled him, the gun indeed going off, but in the course of the distraction caused by that face at the window managing not to even nick Aaron.

 	Aaron wrenched the gun from the blue-veined suddenly shaky hands and in a fury punched the old man in the jaw as hard as he could. When Victor collapsed, eyes closed, Aaron was pulling back for another punch, having none of it when he heard a familiar and bizarrely out-of-context voice behind him. “I think he’s out, buddy. In fact, he may have fainted.”

 	Aaron’s head snapped back and Rye was standing in the doorway, in a drenched yellow rain slicker with several uniformed sheriff deputies, in their own drenched accoutrements, behind him. Aaron tried to take it in, but failed in view of the figure that appeared behind one of them.

 	“Virginia!” he rushed to her and grabbed her as she flung her arms behind his neck.
 	“God, I can’t believe it was Victor,” she cried into his shoulder before pulling her tear-stained face away. “I thought he’d kill you.”

 	“Yeah, about that.” Aaron looked to Rye as one of the deputies was cuffing the still unconscious and now bizarrely miscast villain. “How the hell did you know to get here?”

 	“Your security system, buddy. It stopped working, so like we planned, I brought in the cavalry.”
 	“I had Rye standing by on the mainland,” Aaron explained to Virginia, before turning back to his friend. “But we checked it just a few hours ago. It was fine.”

 	“Apparently, this old guy, if that was who did all this, managed to mask the disengagement on the panel here and in fact did disengage it long enough to get on the island, which we figure must have been sometime last night, but a back-up he didn’t know about kicked in after a lag and alerted us. Thank God he didn’t go to kill you right away.”

 	“Yeah, I’d say that was a flaw in the system,” Aaron noted wryly, still hugging a shivering Virginia close to him. “But at least something kicked in at the end. The old man wasn’t as smart as he thought he was.”

 	“Pretty smart, though,” Rye observed neutrally. By now, one of the deputies had managed to bring Victor to and was urging him, handcuffed, to his feet.

 	“I saw Samantha,” the old man was muttering, “right there in that window.”

 	A window that, as they all looked to, appeared to still be boarded up despite what Aaron himself had seen. Aaron shook his head and turned to Virginia. “Did you just pry the wood back when you looked in?”

 	“What?”

 	“When you looked into the window. He must have thought you were Samantha. That must be what shook him up so.”

 	“Samantha? The dead girl?”
 	“Yes. I guess Victor was convinced he was seeing her ghost.”

 	Virginia shook her head and Aaron was just now realizing her clothes seemed to be dry. “He must have been imagining things.”

 	Aaron hesitated. “I saw it too.”

 	“It wasn’t me, Aaron. I was in the cellar trying to figure out how to rescue you, when Rye and the rest of them found me.”

 	“I found her before you showed up, Aaron, and then we could hear Victor with you, through the pipes just as he said. We got up here as fast as we could without alerting him.”

 	Aaron still stared down at Virginia. “You didn’t…”
 	“No, I didn’t.”

 	“There has to be a rational explanation for this. I saw her—you, I mean—clear as day.”
 	“Yeah, well, you’re welcome for rescuing you even though we had to go through a hurricane to do it,” Rye said.

 	Aaron turned to his friend and laughed. They could figure this all out later, since they seemed to have caught the culprit. He felt as though a huge weight was lifted off him. “We don’t have hurricanes in Oregon, Rye. Anyway, what’re you complaining about? You’re still on the clock, aren’t you?”

 	“Needless to say,” Rye said with a smile, wiping his glasses.

 	* * * * *

 

 

 	By the time they’d ridden out the storm and gotten back to New York so Victor could be questioned by the cops running the investigation, Baker had picked up Brian to question as well—for good reason, as it turned out. Both men who married into the Beckett family had a lot to answer for.

 	Baker let Virginia and Aaron watch the questioning through a one-way window. Victor had waived an attorney, more evidence of his dangerous arrogance, and was sitting with the detective.

 	“So who was Samantha to you,” Baker started out, “and why did you murder her?”

 	“She was my granddaughter.” Sitting in the barren little questioning room, on a plain metal chair at a small table, it was hard to believe Victor had been such a threat. He just looked like a defiant old man in the harsh fluorescent light, an orange jumpsuit making him appear more pathetic than his tailored Brooks Brothers suit undoubtedly did or even the wet suit had. “And I didn’t murder her. Virginia did.”

 	“Why do you say that?”

 	“Oh, not technically, but it was all her fault. Samantha came to see me about a month ago. She had learned who her father was and she—”

 	The policeman finished for him. “Was blackmailing you?”

 	“No! Of course not. I took one look at her and knew she had to have some Beckett blood in her somewhere. When she told me her father was my poor dead Jeremy, well, from the look of her, so much Beckett in her appearance, I had no reason to doubt it. A fairly simple search of birth records confirmed it. Jeremy had never known. Her mother, by all indications, was trash, no more than a one-night stand really.”

 	“Jeremy,” Virginia explained to Aaron, “was my cousin. He died a long time ago in a boating accident.” She turned back to listen through the window, unseen by this man she’d known all her life, but evidently never known.

 	“So,” the policeman prompted, “how did your granddaughter figure into all this?”

 	“She didn’t. We met for lunch a few times. At first, I thought she wanted me to introduce her to the rest of the family, but she demurred. She said we should get better acquainted first. She was a darling girl. And that bitch killed her.”

 	Baker didn’t comment and Victor continued. “After a while, I shared with Samantha my plans for the company. She wasn’t a mindless moralist like Virginia and her father and most of their hypocritical clan. She saw things my way. She thought my plan to harass Virginia with Mr. Winston and cause her to lose her legendary cool quite innovative. She admired my technical skills.”

 	“Yeah, I take it all those calls to IT weren’t necessary,” Virginia grumbled.
 	“So you’re good with tech,” Baker prompted.

 	“I could walk circles around those pimply boys they get at BFD to service their pathetic machines.”

 	“Why all the subterfuge, then? Why not admit your talents with computers? Unless your pranks with Miss Beckett and Mr. Winston weren’t your first forays into cybercrime”
 	Victor stayed silent on that one, finally saying, “That impertinent young man was a great disappointment to me. He was supposed to take over her company. Not fall into cahoots with her.”
 	“Yeah, I’m sure he’s crushed he disappointed you. Back to the point, though. Did your granddaughter learn about your plan and somehow object to it and you had to kill her?”

 	“Of course not. I told you. She thought my plan was brilliant and I didn’t kill her.”

 	“Well, then who did?” Baker asked.

 	“I don’t know, but I hold Virginia responsible. I told Samantha about the funeral home episode. A prank really, but with such a bite given my history with Virginia. I assumed she’d dissolve into hysterics and Mr. Winston could use it as leverage to get her out of the company. I imagined I’d get a tape of the sobbing cowardly weakling she really is. I was intending to send it to Mr. Winston in case he needed further leverage. But I admit I underestimated the slut quality in her. I didn’t know I’d be making a porn film.”

 	“Did you send Samantha to plant the cameras or lock them in and something went wrong?”

 	“She was my granddaughter, not my hired help. No. I had peons for that. An investment banker by the name of Phillip Carstairs was my willing accomplice. Willing for a price, of course, as with most things for bankers. I’ll be more than happy to give you his address.”

 	“Thanks. We’ll pick him up for questioning. So what was Samantha doing at the funeral home?”
 	“I can only imagine she went there for some other reason, probably to help me out, poor girl.”
 	“Okay.” Baker rose from the table. “I’ll send somebody in to take you back to the cell.”
 	Two seconds later, Baker was in the room with Aaron and Virginia, looking at the old man through the one-way window.
 	Aaron shook his head. “So someone killed this poor girl and dumped her body in a completely locked funeral home? That doesn’t make sense, Detective.”

 	The policeman nodded to the door. “For that, let’s talk to the other member of the illustrious Beckett family I got as my guest here.” He waved them out, and into another room with a one-way window, this time looking in on Virginia’s brother-in-law. Baker left them and showed up in the room with Brian a moment later.

 	Virginia shook her head. “This is really embarrassing.”

 	“I bet your stock goes down,” Aaron teased and she elbowed him as they watched an identical scene in an identical room, this time with Brian in the orange jump suit.

 	Baker asked, “What was Samantha to you?”
 	“I already told you.”
 	“For the record,” Baker indicated the tape recorder.

 	Brian complied easily enough, although the sweat on his forehead and his agitated manner indicated he was probably in the stages of some drug-withdrawal regimen. “She was a whore, literally. I tend to like a certain type and when my, er, usual contacts sent her over to a hotel for me one night a few months ago, I knew her likeness to Virginia had to be more than a coincidence. At first, I thought old man Beckett must not have been as straight-laced as he always pretended. I thought he must have had a little action on the side and this girl was actually another of Nora’s sisters. Not that the stupid bitch cared about it.” He spoke almost comically toward the tape recorder. “Samantha, I mean, not Nora.”

 	“You told your wife about this?” Baker asked.

 	“Of course not. You’re not too bright, are you, buddy? No, I meant Samantha. Samantha didn’t know who her father was and she didn’t care. I had to piece it together, since her whore of a mother was dead too. Then, when I did figure it out, I had to prod her to go to Victor.”

 	“You put her up to that, then?” Baker asked, though apparently he knew already.

 	“Of course. I wanted to blackmail the bastard, but Samantha resisted. I guess that too-good-for-the-rest-of-us Beckett blood trumps, even when it comes diluted and on the wrong side of the blanket. But the whore was good for something. She told me what that sly old asshole was up to with Virginia. And I was all for it. Don’t get me wrong. But I thought Victor’s plan could be improved upon.”

 	“Improved on how?” Baker kept the narrative flowing as Brian stopped intermittently, gulping the glass of water in front of him.

 	“Well, I knew nobody could get Virginia out of BFD unless she was taken out on a stretcher, gasping for her last breath of air. And even then, she’d probably be giving orders.”

 	“So you set out to kill her.”

 	“Duh. And the funeral home was the perfect opportunity. Victor had already been behind the fire at Bransport. I figured that a fire in the funeral home would be blamed on him when it was finally all unraveled. And meanwhile, BFD could go on the block and I could get what was coming to me, finally.”

 	“But how did killing Miss Beckett end up with killing Samantha? Obviously, it wasn’t a case of mistaken identity.”

 	“No, it was a case of a bitch getting into things she should have stayed out of. We were driving over to the funeral home, with the key to the padlock Samantha had pinched from Victor, and everything was going fine when I mention my plan. The bitch freaks out. Starts grabbing the wheel from me. Says she doesn’t want to kill anybody and she sure doesn’t want to frame her grandpa. I’m telling you, she went nuts. So I had to belt her one to settle her down. I don’t know, I guess I hit her harder than I thought. She was out and there was blood all over my BMW.”

 	“Which, when we got a search and seizure warrant for the car, was still detectable in trace amounts,” Baker noted, again presumably for the record.

 	“Yeah, so, when I parked at the funeral home, I realized she was dead. So I improvised. I undid the padlock, dumped her body in the funeral home and got right out of there, locking the door behind me.”

 	“What was the point of that?” Baker asked, looking genuinely curious for the first time in this interview.

 	“Shit, I don’t know. I guess I thought Virginia and Winston might be blamed. I don’t know. I wasn’t exactly thinking straight. For one thing, I needed my fix. But, oh no, now I remember. I was going to set the place on fire after I dumped her but then I heard these sirens coming out of nowhere and I figured I better just high-tail it out of there. Which turns out to have been the right decision.”

 	Brian was smiling, as if he wasn’t in custody.

 	Jesus, what an idiot. Aaron shook his head. “You’re going to do better with guys marrying into your family from now on, Virginia.”

 	Virginia smiled. “Yes, I think so.”

 	* * * * *

 

 

 	They were back in the house on the island, both of them wanting to go there. The Vincents and the third bodyguard were gone—but not after profusely apologizing for “dropping the ball” by not seeing Victor on the island and refusing to take their fee. Aaron didn’t fault them, but he appreciated their integrity. The real caretakers were not back yet from the impromptu vacation Aaron had imposed on them, so he and Virginia were fending for themselves.

 	It felt nice.

 	She curled up beside him on the sofa in the library in front of the roaring fire, Captain Seabridge brooding down on them, and Aaron finally felt comfortable enough to bring up the one thing that had been bothering him. He wanted no secrets between them, and if she wanted to go back to the mainland after he told her, so be it.

 	“If there’s one thing I trust, Virginia, it’s my senses.” He ran one finger lightly down the side of her cheek. “I didn’t just think I saw something in the window that night. I saw something.”

 	She looked up at him with a skeptical smile. “Something maybe, but you can’t believe it was Samantha Mallory’s ghost.”
 	“Probably not.” He reached into one pocket of his jeans and brought out a round brass object.

 	“What is that? Is that a watch case?”

 	He flipped the object open. “I guess. I found it in Captain Seabridge’s desk over there, though I swear I’ve been in there a dozen times before and never seen it.”

 	Virginia peered over. “Is it his watch, you think?”
 	“No. It’s not a watch. There’s a picture in it.”
 	“Let me see,” she said as he held it out of her reach.

 	“Remember when I said I didn’t know what Captain Seabridge’s distraught lover looked like.”

 	“Arabella?”
 	“Yeah, Arabella. Well, I didn’t. But I do now.”

 	He held the case open in the palm of his hand to show her. It contained a miniature portrait of a woman from the neck up.

 	A blonde woman with extremely familiar features.
 	“Jeez, I know they say everyone has a twin, but this is getting ridiculous.”
 	He laughed. “Yeah, I thought so too. She looks a little like you, doesn’t she?”
 	“How do you know this was Arabella?”
 	He showed her the inside of the portrait case.
 	“To J. S. with love from your Arabella,” she read aloud.

 	“I don’t know if it was Arabella or Samantha, but I would say one way or the other, this house has a ghost.”

 	She shivered. “A ghost who was watching over us that night.”
 	“You don’t want to get out of here, then? Go back to New York?”

 	“Not a chance. I think we should let poor Arabella see how a real love story ends.”

 	And then she kissed him. And they did.
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