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Virginia Vernon was intent on seduction, and to seduce was a matter of expediency. Her aim from a very early age had been to be rich and she had every intention of achieving this.

Unfortunately, or fortunately as the case may be, Virginia had not been born rich. With envious eyes she had seen those who lived in the big houses up on the hill and wore lace and smelt of lavender. Not for them a day out consisting of a tram ride to the suburbs or an annual treat being a charabanc outing to the seaside.

Most of those living on Nob Hill had one of the new motorcars that had shiny lamps and curving mudguards. Only the milkman, the baker and the grocer still used horses, and even the latter made more use of a boy on a bike with a large basket on the front.

It was those with the cars, the women with shingled hair and short skirts, that Virginia envied the most. They laughed a lot, danced the Charleston and the Black Bottom Rag and were referred to as bright young things.

The men they kept company with had slicked-back hair, wore striped blazers, boaters and Oxford bags that flapped like sails in the wind. They were also the ones who dined out, played tennis and holidayed in the South of France. They were the people who had been born with money and Virginia wished she'd been born with the same assets.

But she did have the assets bestowed on her by Mother Nature. Virginia had dark hair, blue eyes and a face to be remembered. She also had a narrow waist, breasts that begged to be fondled and curving hips just waiting to be caressed.

Physical beauty obviously attracted lust but, coupled with a shrewd mind and an ebullient personality, it also attracted wealth.

By the age of eighteen she had gone out of her way to be seduced by a man of means. Servility to those of less intelligence and less beauty than hers had been hard to bear, so when the husband of her mistress presented her with a more attractive proposition than smoothing his wife's hair and ego, Virginia took advantage of it.

Instead of being a lady's maid wearing black wool stockings and plain serge dresses, she became a kept woman. Wool gave way to silk and serge to satin. All she had to give was her body, and that in a pursuit of which she was inordinately fond.

At the insistence of her lover, who in all honesty preferred her without any adornment, all her clothes were supplied by the best couturiers of London, Paris and Rome. His was the bank account that paid for the soft leather shoes, the silken underwear and expensive stockings. His were the hands that trembled as her cami buttons were undone, her knickers, garters and stockings rolled down her long legs and away from her body.

Alas, Virginia's good fortune and her lover's surfeit of youthful sexuality was short-lived. Perhaps his time had truly come, or perhaps his lust for her body had contributed to his demise, but by the time Virginia celebrated her twentieth birthday, her benefactor had died.

To the chagrin of his family and her obvious satisfaction, her beauty and her services had been amply rewarded. The kindly and licentious gentleman had left her a decent part of his wealth.

For the first time in her life, Virginia was a free spirit, her freedom that much greater because she had the wherewithal to please herself.

And pleasing herself was exactly what she intended doing. She had been fond of her dearly departed lover but, it had to be remembered, he had been older than her. Virginia was sensual as well as beautiful, and sometimes her sexual vigour had been more intense and more demanding than that of her lover. In the darkness of night, she had sometimes lain beside him as he slept and snored low and warm. She had run her hands down his back, followed the curve of his spine, the roundness of his buttocks, and the cluster of wiry hair that protected his sleeping manhood.

No matter that her passion, earlier satisfied, had surged with new longing. Deft as her fingers might be, seductive as her words of passion were against his ear, he never stirred - except to bend his knee and thus partially protect his sleeping softness.

Virginia now hungered for younger blood, a more virile disposition, and a body as firm as her own.

Being born into poverty and having tasted wealth had educated this engaging young woman. Although 1927 was the year of emancipation, Virginia was very much aware that if she was to maintain her lifestyle her new lover must also be a man of means.

But she had matured since that first liaison. This time she would make sure that her new benefactor was more suited to her in every respect. She was hungry for a man who could match her own desires, so this time she would sample what was available while her inheritance held out. That way, she reasoned, she would acquire the perfect partner; a man who would indulge her passions while at the same time providing her with a comfortable lifestyle.

With this in mind, she had considered where she could best find such a man. Mixing with London society was out of the question. There were too many wives and too many seasoned mistresses seeking a diminishing number of errant husbands. This was not because rich men were becoming more faithful, but because many men of substance had been cut down in the Great War.

It was after an evening at the opera that an option was presented to her.

Emerson, a rich Australian sheep farmer who had been showering her with presents and his sexual favours, was taking her home in a yellow Rolls-Royce complete with chauffeur. He had hired the whole ensemble for the duration of his visit.

Virginia had been enjoying the feel of his hand on her bare thigh and the shower of kisses he was scattering on her equally bare breasts. The traffic slowed suddenly and her attention was caught by a large poster outside Waterloo station.

Delicious things were being done to her nipples by Emerson's hot and very active tongue, so that at first she merely glanced at the poster.

What she saw immediately excited her. Some of the best artists of the decade had been employed to design such an eye-catching temptation to the jaded socialite. The image of a streamlined train running on abstract rails was incredibly potent.

Virginia was suddenly all attention. Though her body was being pleasured, part of her mind was still very alert and her eyes flicked wide as she took in the details.

Paris, Milan, Venice... and... what else did it say?

Istanbul! Istanbul was the final destination of that streamlined train once it had steamed its way through the Balkans. The name of the train alone - Orient Express - made Virginia suddenly breathless.

As the traffic moved, a partner to the first poster further attracted her attention. This one showed very suave people being served by uniformed staff.

ORIENT EXPRESS, screamed the poster. In her mind she had already deduced that suave people were rich people. Thus the idea of travelling to Istanbul was born. So was the idea that she didn't want to pay for it herself. She slid her gaze to the top of Emerson's dark-haired head. Substantial as her inheritance was, she was mindful of wasting it, and why waste it when men were so ready and willing to give her more? Given the right incentives of course.

'Emerson, darling,' she murmured, raising her wealthy Australian's head and kissing the tip of his nose before kissing his lips. 'You are the most exhausting lover I have ever had. Do you know that?' She sighed heavily and lay back to further emphasise her words. 'What a stallion you are, my darling.'

Like any man who has been told he's the greatest stud ever, Emerson's face fairly glowed with satisfaction.

'I can't say I've ever had any complaints,' he exclaimed proudly.

Virginia patted at her heaving bosom - not in line with Emerson's head, but just below her collarbone. 'My darling Emerson, you have been in London for only two weeks and in that time you have tired me out. You have used my body in every way possible and I am breathless, ecstatically wearied by your demands on me and the energy of my own desires.'

Emerson's blue eyes and tanned face looked bright enough to explode.

'My, Ginny old girl. You certainly do have a way with words. Beautiful they are. Do you really mean that?'

Virginia, pleased to see the man was vain enough to believe her every word, sighed. She looked at him through narrowed eyes as if she were too weary to open them any further.

'You have worn me out completely. Once you are gone back to Sydney or Brisbane, whatever, I will have to take a rest myself, and all because of you, you naughty boy!'

She flicked at his nose with her fingertip, her nail leaving a dent where it landed.

He grinned even wider than before, his face as bright as sunshine - Australian sunshine!

'You don't have to stay here, Ginny. Why not come with me? We could get married in Brisbane, have a bit of a honeymoon or some such before going to my station.'

'Your station?' A warning bell clanged in Virginia's mind. Emerson was rich. Good-looking too. But what exactly was this station?

'It's like a big farm,' he went on, his breath hot and wet between her breasts. 'I've got fifty thousand acres and just as many sheep. My land as far as the eye can see.'

'No neighbours?' asked Virginia, who already had some inkling of the answer.

'No. It's my place. Me and the shearers and a few black boys. I can honestly say you'd be the only woman for two hundred miles in any direction.'

A pang of fear took a sudden hold on Virginia's heart.

Emerson was wealthy. There was no doubt of that. And beneath his evening dress there was a real man made of firm flesh, and taut muscles. Virginia's body quaked at the thought of it, of his flesh against hers, of his penis in her.

Emerson was everything she could want, but could she bear to live in some hot, dry place with only sheep and rough men for company? The answer was no. But was there another alternative?

'Do you have to go back?' she asked him. 'Couldn't you sell up and stay here?'

His response was instant. He shook his head vehemently. 'No, old girl. Couldn't do that. How would I make a living here in the old country? And, besides, who'd look after my sheep? Couldn't you think again about coming back with me?'

Virginia shook her head. 'I couldn't possibly go, Emerson darling. I get prickly heat in a British summer. Imagine what I'd look like in an Australian one? I'd be covered with red blisters all over and you wouldn't love me any more, now would you?'

She stroked his hair as she waited for his response. A sudden feeling of sadness came upon her. 'I'll miss him,' she thought to herself, and that surprised her. It was something she had not expected to feel.

There was a small moment when his face froze. Virginia imagined that a vision of a pimpled woman, all naked and red, had shot through his mind before his smile returned. 'But I did ask you... I did ask you, Ginny.'

Virginia did not allow the relief to show on her face. She only smiled and said, 'Oh, yes, Emerson darling. You did ask me, and I love you for it. But I have had two weeks of your body, two weeks I will never forget for the rest of my life.'

Emerson's face was a picture. Adoration glowed in his eyes as though he were some star-struck adolescent and not a man nearing thirty.

'Wow, Ginny,' he exclaimed. 'You know what? You're the greatest too. Bloody marvellous you are. Best bint it's ever been my privilege to fuck!'

Virginia sighed again. She was pleased with herself and even more pleased that this man, like a lot of men she had known, measured his worth on a phallic scale rather than an intellectual one. It was regrettable that she had not been able to persuade him to stay and keep her in style and in sex. On the other hand she had avoided accompanying him to the back of beyond. There was no alternative now but to take the Orient Express in an effort to find herself a new lover. But first Emerson must offer her the finance. He was in her sights. Now for the final arrow.

'I shall most definitely need a holiday once you are gone - or I would if I could afford it.'

The grin on Emerson's face was slow in fading, but eventually it did.

'You short of readies, Ginny girl?'

'Short! I should say I'm short. I shall need a treatment of tonic and a thorough going over by my physician. After the way you have used my furry little cleft, he will need to examine me thoroughly. After all, I have to make sure all will be in order for when you return from the colonies. It will be a while before I'm my old self again and treatment will cost a fortune. I shall tell the doctor that it was all your fault. "I've been ravished by some sheep-farming bush-man," I shall tell him, "some handsome colonial boy with broad shoulders and a very big cock." After commiserating with me, he will take my money and that will be that.'

To add extra effect, Virginia covered her eyes with her arms and groaned - just like they did in the movies - all drama, all connivance. From beneath her arm, her eyes viewed him, waiting for his reaction.

Emerson fell for it completely. By the following Monday, two thousand pounds had been deposited in her bank account and Virginia was waving Emerson goodbye as he boarded the Southern Cross at Southampton.

Paper streamers tied the big white liner to the land. Throngs of people on the quay waved to those crowded along the bright, white rails of the ship and a band of Royal Marines played Auld Lang Syne.

'I'll see you again,' Emerson called out to her as he waved from the crowded deck.

Virginia smiled and blew him a kiss. To her surprise, her vision was blurred by what seemed to be tears.

'Don't be silly,' she muttered to herself as she dabbed at her eyes. 'Haven't you got what you wanted?'

And so she had. Sitting in her account at Coutts was the money to avail herself of the luxury of staying at the George V in Paris prior to boarding the Orient Express.

'You're a honey,' she had told Emerson before he had boarded the ship. 'You're a tart,' she had told herself, 'but', she added as she fingered her bank book, 'you're a well-off tart.'

'So why do I feel sad?' she asked herself. Her eyes misted over again as the big ship eased away from the dock to face the open sea and a six-week voyage to the other side of the world.
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While dining in the gold and white opulence of a hotel that had become synonymous with the look and sound of money, Virginia appraised those eating. Who did she care to seduce and who was worthwhile seducing?

There they all were, the stylish and beautiful guests of the George V. Dressed in silk and satin, wearing sharply cut evening suits with gold teeth flashing and smoke from Turkish cigarettes encircling their heads like transparent veils, they simply reeked of money.

They ate oysters, caviar, drank brandy and champagne. Gilt-edged voices spoke of shares, gold, bauxite and diamonds as they waited to join the most beautiful, the most exotic and, if rumours were to be believed, the most erotic train in the world. The Orient Express would whisk them through Milan, Venice, Trieste, Belgrade, Sofia and all the way to Istanbul, the city which had once been called Constantinople and straddled two continents.

Cleavages peered provocatively above plunging necklines. Nipples shone like pink medals through satin, silk and muslin. Eyes met eyes, spoke volumes, and moved on. Sensuality buzzed like a low voltage current through air rich with smoke and well-tutored voices.

Some of those who laughed and lounged were titled, their wealth passed down through the centuries. Others were the nouveau riche, acolytes and anointed of the second decade of the twentieth century.

Virginia eyed the gathering through narrowed eyes, her fingers caressing the long rope of pearls that hung down over her breasts and reached beyond her navel. Her gaze flitted over them all and her expression never changed. It didn't matter that some met her eyes. It didn't even matter that she found one or two definitely worthy of seduction. Her eyes gave no hint of such a thing. Neither did she smile.

Her fine fingers tapped on the ebony holder through which she smoked her Passing Cloud. Her preference for English tobacco set her apart from the others. So did the thoughts that went through her mind as she assessed those gathered behind a pall of bluish smoke.

Just occasionally her glance lingered and so did her mind. 'I would imagine you have a good body beneath that suit,' she thought to herself.

The man she was eyeing saw her watching him. His eyes sparkled.

The Honourable Davis Sedglingham felt a rush of blood through his whole body. He had a sudden urge to flex his muscles, to breathe heavily regardless of who might hear him. There was a familiar tightening in his stomach, a stirring in his groin.

'Sweet girl,' he thought to himself. 'I wonder if she's travelling all the way to Istanbul? I wonder what chance I have of seducing her as we journey to the sun and the intoxicating splendour of the Orient? My, but just the thought of this journey inspires me.'

On this occasion, Virginia let her blue eyes linger. She smiled at him, caught his interest, then looked away.

'Don't make your mind up just yet, darling,' she told herself. 'Hold yourself aloof. See what transpires. Remember, there will be other men on that train, other bodies to imagine naked, hard and warm to lie beside on cotton, silk or satin sheets.' Satin for preference, she decided. Satin had such a sensual quality, almost as though it had fingers and caressed the body which lies on it. Oh yes, satin sheets for preference.

The man she had been studying shrugged his shoulders and went back to the newspaper he had been reading.

'A pretty girl, Davis,' he thought to himself, 'but just another in a world of pretty girls.'

Of course, if she was an heiress he might very well renew his acquaintance with her. But first he would make enquiries.

A waiter brought fresh coffee. Virginia saw his hand tremble as he poured and knew he was looking at her from beneath dark lashes.

'What is your name?' she asked, the word pouring from her tongue like warm toffee.

She saw the man stiffen before he answered.

'Raymonde, mademoiselle.'

'Tell me, Raymonde, are you open to bribery?'

He stared. Blinked. 'Mademoiselle?'

'You heard me, Raymonde. Are you open to bribery?'

'Mademoiselle...! That... that depends on...'

'Nothing illegal, Raymonde. Nothing very naughty.'

She laughed, a low, throaty sound that a man would love to hear on the pillow beside him.

Raymonde trembled visibly. 'Naughty, mademoiselle?'

Her voice became very soft. Very low.

'Pour my coffee and, as you pour, tell me who that man is over there.'

She pointed the tip of her cigarette in the direction of Davis Sedglingham.

Raymonde's eyes followed the direction in which she was pointing.

'Him,' Virginia said softly. 'The man hiding behind the newspaper.'

'Ah, yes, mademoiselle. I believe that is Mister Sedglingham. He is an "honourable".'

'Is he indeed? And is he going to Istanbul?'

'Yes, mademoiselle. Everyone here is going to Istanbul.'

The waiter still held the saucer of her coffee cup. Virginia let her fingers wander across the table to deftly brush against his. She heard him gasp.

'Raymonde. Bring me chocolates next; the small Belgian ones filled with praline. And when you bring them, I will have another question to ask you.'

'Yes... Yes. Certainly mademoiselle.'

Raymonde's trousers were very tight across his buttocks. Virginia enjoyed watching him as he walked away from her. A swing door opened and he was gone. Beyond was some secret serving area where everything that the likes of her and her kind could want was stored and shared out in preordained proportions.

Virginia, whose eyes were violet blue and whose hair was black as a raven, set her gaze on another gentleman. Her glossy red lips smiled through the rising smoke. This man was different to the other, but no less handsome, no less a man for all that.

His hair was slick with shine and oil. Even at this distance she could imagine him smelling of lavender. He had brown eyes and an Italian look about him. Although his clothes spoke money, the look in his eyes and the way he puffed on an extra large cigar told her his country, his origin and his profession. American, she decided.

She smiled at him still as she thought it. He winked before puffing on his cigar.

The brash blonde who sat beside him, wearing bright red satin which exactly matched her lipstick, glared. Virginia experienced a perverse enjoyment in watching the girl's fingers tightening around a butter knife.

Virginia kept her own counsel. In her mind she was imagining this man with brown eyes without his snappy suit and silk shirt. 'Brown skin,' she thought, 'and he's hairy. I just know that he's hairy. And imagine how broad his shoulders are and how hard his muscles.' His body would reflect his life. Where other men might have moles or freckles, he would have scars.

Not once did she deign to return the savage glare of the brassy blonde. Instead, she returned the American's wink, then tossed her head as she had before and let her gaze wander.

Raymonde chose that moment to return. 'Your chocolates, mademoiselle.'

Virginia let her eyes wander to Raymonde's face. She saw his lips tremble, his tongue lick the dryness.

'Thank you, Raymonde. Now. Tell me who that man is? The one with the cheap little blonde on his arm.'

'He is an American, mademoiselle. From New York. His name is Al Hutchinson. I am not sure of the woman's name. I think it is Honey. That is what I have heard him call her, though in the register she is Mrs Hutchinson.'

'For sure?'

She shot him an enquiring look. Raymonde took her meaning.

'Only in writing,' he confirmed. 'This hotel does not require any proof of a man being wedded to the woman he is with. It would cause too many embarrassments, mademoiselle.'

She saw him blush and covered her smile with her hand. 'You have been of great service, Raymonde. But there are other questions I wish to ask. Will you come back to me in a few minutes?'

'Of course, mademoiselle. Anything to oblige.'

There was fresh meaning in the fiery look he gave her. She guessed his body was as fiery as his eyes.

'Merci beaucoup, Raymonde.'

'Enchanté, mademoiselle.'

Virginia went back to watching and surmising. One man pretended he had not been looking in her direction, yet she knew he had.

It had been just the briefest of glances, the furtive look of someone assessing, surmising, someone loath to betray his interest.

Married, she decided, but not uninterested. Now what sort of man was he?

Subdued elegance suggested a man who dealt in money on a daily basis; a banker, perhaps Swiss. A man used to handling vast amounts of other people's wealth and other people's secrets, all stowed away in neat little iron boxes with small keys and secret combinations.

As she turned her head away from him, she smiled in the same secretive way that he had looked at her.

She wanted to know this man's name too, but Raymonde had been waylaid by a woman whose figure resembled a well-risen cottage loaf. 'How inconvenient,' she thought with a frown.

'Garcon.' She said the word alluringly. She could just as easily have been addressing a lover. Raymonde was immediately at her side, his eyes shining with the need to serve her in whatever way she wanted. The other woman exclaimed her irritation and threw a none-too-friendly look in Virginia's direction.

'Mademoiselle?'

'Crème de menthe with fresh mint and crushed ice.' Her look was seductive, her voice provocative.

Raymonde made a move to leave.

'Come closer,' she whispered, and crooked her finger. 'Now tell me the name of the banker.'

Raymonde opened his mouth to speak. His eyes followed the movement of her red-nailed fingers as they curled over his arm. It was as if they were binding him to her. His gaze went back to her face. Coal-black eyelashes seemed to stretch to her eyebrows as she gazed up at him.

Unknown to him, she saw his waistcoat move, knew his stomach muscles were knotting as his penis sucked the blood from his body and became hard. He was, she realised, her immediate slave.

'Those too,' she said suddenly, and nodded to where two men, obviously twins, had just entered the dining room. 'I want to know about them too.'

'They are new arrivals, but I will find out what I can. Shall I bring you the information later?' He blushed suddenly. 'Perhaps I could come to your room.'

'Perhaps you could, and not just with information about those men. You have served me well, Raymonde. Now, perhaps, it is time for me to serve you. N'est-ce-pas?'

Raymonde seemed almost to choke on his Adam's apple before he spoke. But, true professional that he was, he remained polite, and bowed out of Virginia's presence, his heart pounding in his chest and his penis thudding against his trouser buttons.

Virginia was hardly aware of him leaving. Her eyes were now assessing and snaring the two young men who took seats at a table to her right.

They returned her gaze, though their mouths did not smile, their flesh did not burn. Yet there was promise in their eyes and because of this she knew it would also be in their bodies.

Twins. What a picture they presented. Imagine setting one against the other. Imagine having them either side of her in the same bed on the same satin sheets. One brown body one side, one the other. What a delicious thought - and not necessarily a mere fantasy.

Nothing was impossible as far as Virginia was concerned. A long train journey lay ahead of her. Venice and Istanbul beckoned as the Orient Express pounded the rails from Europe to Asia. She would have time to explore these people more intimately than the countries she would travel through.
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Raymonde paused outside Virginia's door and wiped his palms over his hips before he knocked. His heart was pounding in his chest. Visions of what might transpire on the other side of that closed door - within her room - rattled through his brain in quick succession. The effect of those visions were evident and, although he might have wiped the sweat from his palms, he could not wipe away the seeds of sexual apprehension that stirred in his loins.

He heard her say enter, but before he laid his hand on the door knob, he wiped his palm again.

'Damn it man,' he muttered. 'Pull yourself together!' After taking a deep breath, he patted at the stiffness in his trousers before his hand again reached for the knob. In one quick movement the door was open and what he saw made him stop in his tracks.

In the middle of the room was a chaise longue; a dramatic affair of warm cherrywood and blue brocade. But it was not the piece of furniture that had his attention, but the sweep of Virginia Vernon's naked hip, a sweeping curve of flesh infused with a warm, creamy glow.

One look was not enough. He stopped, stared, looked at the whole of her, and also took in the details of those parts of a woman a man cannot resist.

Black, silky and begging to be touched, nuzzled and kissed, her pubic hair nestled between her thighs. Raymonde was suddenly very hot, yet his body shivered.

His gaze travelled up over her flat belly to her breasts that were no more than an honest man's handful.

The colour of her nipples matched her lipstick which to him seemed strange, until he realised they had been rouged with the same hue.

She smiled knowingly, and suddenly Raymonde felt small, shy - like a little boy on his first day at school who must be instructed, told exactly what to do before he can truly take part.

'Raymonde, my darling man. Please. Close the door. Come in.'

Her voice was as languorous as the sweeping gesture of her arm which was long, curved like a swan's neck, and just as white.

Once the door had slammed shut behind him, Raymonde's arms fell uselessly to his side and his jaw fell open.

'Gee whizz,' he exclaimed, his voice trembling. Now it was Virginia's turn to look surprised.

'Why, Raymonde! Do I detect that you are not quite as French as you pretend to be?'

The waiter swallowed as he shook his head. He took a deep breath. 'It really is Raymonde, though everyone back home calls me Ray. My mother was from Quebec. My father was from New Jersey.'

Virginia threw back her head and laughed.

Raymonde's eyes went to the long whiteness of her throat. In that instant he had an insatiable urge to kiss its firmness, to lick along her collarbone as his fingers explored her breasts. But those violet eyes were back upon him before he could move.

'Raymonde. You're an imposter! But never mind. How apt that is in a hotel full of imposters; of people pretending to be something they are not.'

She pursed her pretty red lips and, looking suddenly thoughtful, rested the tip of her finger against them. Suddenly she seemed to come to a decision. Resting one arm on a heap of silk cushions, she raised herself up and swung her legs to the floor.

'Come here.' Her voice seemed to purr as she patted the space beside her.

Raymonde did exactly as was expected of him, his legs seeming to buckle as he lowered himself down. He sat next to her and was aroused by the thought she had just lain there. The warmth of her flesh had been left behind and was oozing through his trousers. She came closer.

'You have a very pretty complexion, Raymonde. Your flesh has been touched by plenty of fresh air. Your skin has a hint of sunburn about it, but your cheeks are slightly pink - like ripe plums. I like that. I like that very much.'

Raymonde's jaw trembled as her fingers swept down over his cheek, her thumbnail tracing the corner of his mouth.

'I like your cheeks too,' he managed to say, his voice shaking with emotion. 'But I like your nipples much more.' He dared to drop his gaze.

Virginia smiled and her eyes sparkled. Seduction was an elixir to her. Seeing a man fall under her spell was what she lived for, what she strived for. This man was too easy. All the same, he was very worthy.

'Tell me,' she said throatily, her breath hot against his ear, 'did you find out who those twins were?' She felt the hair on his neck bristle as her fingers caressed his flesh.

Raymonde gulped before he answered.

'Aristo and Ariel Kostopoles. They are Greek. Apparently they own a whole bunch of ships. Freighters mostly.'

Virginia raised her eyebrows. 'No luxury liners? Oh, how sad. But still, perhaps there might be more of a future in freight than in liners. Who knows how long people can go on indulging their whims in an ever-changing world?'

Raymonde shivered. His fingernails were digging into his palms. He wanted to touch her, yet was afraid to do so. His head was pounding. His flesh was burning.

'Tell me,' he heard her say. 'Do you think I should seduce them?' She had a wicked smile on her face as she said it.

Raymonde was sure he was being baited, played with, yet there was nothing he could do about it.

'One at a time, or both at once?' he managed to say, his voice showing a self-assurance he did not feel.

Virginia laughed. 'As yet, my dear Raymonde, I haven't made my mind up. What do you think?'

Raymonde licked at his very dry lips. 'I find that difficult to answer. I think you will do exactly as you please.'

Virginia nodded slowly.

Raymonde caught his breath. Because her head was nodding like that and her red lips were parted, he had an urge to grab hold of her hair and direct her mouth down into his lap. His member was throbbing so much that the buttons of his flies were digging into his flesh.

'You have been of great service to me, Raymonde. Do you know that?'

Her hand stroked his hair. He wanted to groan with pleasure and tell her to do much more to him, but he could not. After all, he was only a servant, a waiter working in this hotel. And she was...

He didn't know what she was. He only knew that he wanted her like crazy. From somewhere deep inside he brought forth the courage to tell her what he had come for.

'I do know that, mademoiselle, and I am very glad that you are satisfied with what I did for you. Now I have come for the payoff.'

Virginia frowned. 'Payoff?'

He nodded in a swift jerky way that almost hid the turmoil he was feeling inside. It was very hard to keep his eyes off her body. His palms remained sweaty.

'Payoff is a term hoods use back in the States. It means a kickback, a token in exchange for what has been received.'

For a moment he wished the ground would swallow him whole. Virginia was staring at him in disbelief. Then slowly, very, very slowly, a smile returned to her plush, red lips.

'So, my darling Raymonde. You are saying that because I have received something from you - i.e. information - now it is your turn to receive from me. Is that what you are saying?'

Raymond nodded vigorously. 'Yes. That is exactly what I am saying.'

'I am not a person unable or unwilling to honour my debts, Raymonde. I will give you a little something in return for what you gave me.'

As her lips met his, her hand wandered across Raymonde's thigh and, at last, Raymonde groaned with pleasure. His penis leapt beneath her touch.

Infused with the sensuality of it all, he played with her breasts, his fingers pulling and tweaking on her nipples so that her body writhed against him and her moans were lost on his tongue. The scent of her inspired him as her hair brushed over his face. He wanted to eat her, be part of her, melt into her.
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