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With the reputation of her employment agency akest#\lice set off for
Rossmore Hall determined to create a good impres$i®@ matter how
impossibly difficult or moody Lord Rossmore proviedbe, she was going
to stay cool and be ultra-efficient. Which was\aty well in theory. In
practice, things didn't turn out atl the way she expected! And her

problems regarding Lord Rossmore were very diffefeom the one's
she'd anticipating...



'Rossmore Hall is more like a business concern thatately home,' he
warned. ‘Its finances are complicated. Do you thydu’'re capable of
taking on a job like that?’

Dominic's blunt challenge brought a swift and dliglndignant response
from Alice. ‘I'm not exactly inexperienced," shemiaded him. ‘| set up
and now run the Helping Hands Agency, and so farbéen extremely
successful.’

One dark eyebrow lifted a fraction of an inch. ‘Thaather a matter of
opinion,” he commented drily. “Your track record tate hasn’'t been
exactly impressive as far as I'm concerned. | dtwatve much choice
except to give you a chance, though. | need somstoaight away.’

‘You won't regret it,” Alice promised him. ‘I'm seryou’ll find me
satisfactory in every way.’

His eyebrow shifted another half an inch upwardsvery way?’ he
repeated, with a first touch of cool amusement.ath a rather rash
promise to make, Miss--'

‘Lester,” she told him, annoyed to find a briefdtuof heat suffusing her
face. ‘Miss Alice Lester.'

‘Well, Miss Lester,” he said gently, 'l suggest wake our way back to
Rossmore Hall. Then you'll have a chance to show jost
how--satisfactory--you are.’



CHAPTER ONE

AS ALICE drove along the narrow, deserted counginyel she wished the
heater on her old car worked more efficiently. lasvthe middle of
February, and absolutely freezing. An icy wind wemswvling across the
fields, and dark, heavy clouds were threateningmgirain, or even snow.

Anxiously, she glanced at her watch; then she selkaa small sigh of
relief. It was all right, she had plenty of timeéneéSwasn’t going to be late
for her appointment with Lord Rossmore.

She wondered what he would be like; then she gechaé\n absolute
monster, if his reputation was anything to go byieTHelping Hands
Agency had already sent two girls in response ¢éaehse phone calls from
Rossmore Hall, demanding immediate assistancefifdtéiad left in tears
after just a few hours. The second had been madtofer stuff. She had
lasted a couple of days before flouncing out, deajathere was no way
she would set foot in the place again!

That was when Alice had reluctantly decided thatIs&d better step in and
take over this assignment personally. It was olwithat Lord Rossmore
was a real pain, but he wasn’t the sort of mancshed afford to offend.
The Helping Hands Agency was doing well, much bettan she had ever
envisaged when she had first started it, but shitainoly wasn't in a
position to displease influential clients. And tberrent Lord Rossmore
was very influential indeed.

She gave another glance at her watch, then présseidot a little harder
on the accelerator. She wanted to arrive with timspare, not rush in at
the last minute, looking totally flustered. Lord $8more had a low enough
opinion of the agency as it was. It was her intanto reverse that opinion,
to do such a good job that he would recommend gemey in glowing
terms to all his friends and acquaintances.

The car bowled along happily for a couple more resubut then an
ominous clanking suddenly began to sound from utieeebonnet.



Alice hurriedly brought the car to a halt and sWwéd off the engine. ‘Oh, |
don’'t believe this!" she groaned. She tried theim@gagain, but the
clanking was even worse this time. It was obviduat something fairly
drastic had gone wrong, and nothing short of magpair work was going
to put it right.

She got out of the car, shivered as the wind hitwgéh all its full, icy
strength, and pulled her coat more tightly aroued Fhen she gave a
grimace. The country lane was totally desertedsida of any other cars
or people--it looked as if she was stuck here. @heeren’t even any
houses where she could go and telephone for hedp,bjeak fields and
patches of dark woodland. An eerie, empty landseApee shivered
again, and this time not entirely from the cold.

She paced up and down a couple of times, tryinggtoe out what to do.
Then, in an uncharacteristic flash of temper, sheed a frustrated kick at
the car. it didn't do any good, of course. She $ympurt her toe; it
throbbed painfully for a while as she stood andestaahead of her,
frantically trying to think of some solution to hg@roblem. The only
trouble was, there wasn't any solution. If shedtt@ get to Rossmore Hall
on foot, she would be hopelessly late. She--and Hleéping Hands
Agency-would sink to a new all-time low in Lord Rosore’s estimation.

‘What | need is a knight on a white charger,” shettered gloomily to
herself. ‘What we've got here is a damsel who’'s mdsfinitely in
distress.’

A gentle nudge from behind made her jump in suepr&he hadn’t heard
anyone come up behind her. Whirling round to see iwivas, she then let
out a muffled yelp of alarm as she found hersalinfg the biggest dog she
had ever seen.

Its massive head was as high as her waist, amthitseyes were fixed on
her with a fierce intelligence which completely emwed her. She
wondered if she should make a dash for the carn ™ reluctantly
rejected the plan. The dog was only a couple of éeeay, and looked
capable of moving swiftly and with deadly precisidint decided to attack
her, she wouldn’t stand a chance of getting ingide car before those
powerful jaws closed around her.



A blur of movement to her left made her gaze swinthat direction. An
instant later, she .blinked in disbelief, convingt® was seeing double. A
second huge dog had slid into view, an exact twWithe first. The same
rough, grey coat, incredible size, fierce gaze-stnohg jaws--

Alice swallowed hard. This definitely wasn’t funn¥er--good dogs,’ she
got out in a quavering voice. ‘Nice dogs. I'd rgdike us to be friends--’

The dogs didn't seem over-impressed by her effartget on their right

side. They simply stared at her with unblinking €yand she had the
horrible feeling that they were sizing her up, dew if she was friend or
foe. Then the dog nearest to her took a coupléepsdorward, and she felt
her knees go weak as it delicately sniffed her h&me kept very still, but
couldn’t quite suppress a nervous squeak as itggimoame out to give her
fingers a gentle lick.

A sharp whistle suddenly sounded somewhere in iftarece, and the two
dogs instantly responded, turning their backs anamel loping off. Alice

sighed shakily with relief. Then she stared towalsspatch of woodland
that cast a dark shadow over the far side of time.l&omething was
moving through the trees, something very large4amaoked as if it was

coming towards her.

Seconds later, a man on a horse cantered out ofithdows, the two
massive dogs trotting along just a few yards belima. Alice began to
wonder if she was dreaming. Just minutes ago, sldebleen wishing a
knight on a white charger would come rushing to fiescue. And here he
was! All right, so the horse was pale grey, nottejbut she wasn't going
to quibble over an unimportant little detail likeat.

Then she realised that he was most likely the owoferthe dogs.
Remembering how much they had scared her, an iadignown crossed
her face.

‘Do those dogs belong to you?’ she demanded. The sivaply stared
down at her, as if he had no intention of deigrtimgnswer her question.
Alice glared right back.Do they?’ she repeated angrily.



‘The dogs belong to Rossmore Hall," he answerddsgtafter a very long
pause. His voice was cool and indifferent. Aliceided that it matched his
face, which was quite expressionless.

‘But right now, they’'re with you?’ she persisted.

He glanced down at the dogs, who were standingtlguleeside him,
flanking the horse. ‘It certainly looks like it,ehagreed. ‘But what business
is it of yours?’

His sheer effrontery left her nearly--but not gu#peechless. ‘What
business is it of mine?’ she spluttered. ‘They cdoroending out of those
woods and--angurroundedme. They're dangerous animals. They should
be kept on a leash!

His gaze revealed a first flicker of irritabilitydis eyes were dark, she
noted. As dark as his hair. And they seemed asa®hlis manner towards
her.

‘Did the dogs harm you in any way?’

‘Well--no,” she admitted reluctantly.

‘Did they attempt to bite you? To jump up at you?”’

‘| suppose not,” Alice muttered.

‘Then what exactlylid they do?’ he enquired evenly.

‘They--they came up to me. And one of them lickeglmand! Even as she
said it, she realised how totally ridiculous it eded.

‘That must have been completely terrifying,’ thenmnamarked caustically.
‘To have a dog lick your hand!

‘I was certainly very frightened at the time,” shetorted. ‘I was
completely on my own. If those dogs had attackedlroeuldn't have done
a thing about it.’



‘But they didn’t attack you,” he pointed out inahier bored tone. ‘So why
are you making all this fuss over something thdhdieven happen?’

Alice could hardly believe her ears. The man wasngetotally
unreasonable!

‘I still think you should keep those dogs under sdkimd of control,” she
said furiously.

The corners of his mouth began to signal the béggsn of pure
exasperation. A moment later, he turned to the tegs. ‘Romulus.
Remus. Sit’" The dogs immediately sat. ‘Lie dowme' ordered curtly.
They rolled on to their sides, their eyes fixedlom, alertly waiting for
further instructions. ‘Stand,” said the man, and ttogs gracefully hauled
themselves back to their feet. ‘Off you go,” he coamded them, and they
loped off into the trees, soon disappearing froghtsi

The man turned back to Alice. ‘Did it seem to ybattthose dogs were out
of control?’ he enquired scathingly.

Before she had a chance to answer, he swung hse hround, clearly
intending to gallop off after the dogs.

‘Wait!" she called out a little frantically. ‘Look| was obviously wrong
about the dogs. I'm sorry | made such a fuss.’

‘If that’s an apology, then | accept it,” the maplied brusquely.

Alice began to bristle all over again. ‘It certginvasnot an apology. | was
just willing to admit that I'd made a perfectly @mstandable mistake.
Can't we just forget about the dogs and start again? The fact is, | need
some help. My car’s broken down.’

‘I'm not a mechanic,” came his curt reply.

Alice stared at him with intense dislike. She waléivg to bet that, even if
he had been an absolute genius with machinery,dutdwt have offered
to look at her car. Probably didn’'t want to getdbeelegant hands of his
dirty, she thought with some contempt.



‘Is there anywhere around here | could get help@’ asked, hating to have
to ask this man for any favours, but at the same tilesperate to get to
Rossmore Hall in time for her appointment. ‘Somenghbat would have a
phone | could use?’

‘The nearest house is a couple of miles away. Amel tdon't have a
phone.’

‘Then do you have any suggestions as to what lldhanf?’ she asked with
rather sarcastic politeness.

She didn't really expect him to answer. It was ol that he had
absolutely no interest in either her, or her protdeShe was sure he was
going to simply turn round and ride off without #mer word, so she was
definitely surprised when he gave an irritable sitjen slid off his horse
and walked towards her.

He was taller than she had thought, and very laad, he moved with
supple ease, as if he was a physically active Hanfeatures were taut, as
if he rarely relaxed, and as he drew closer shédcsee his dark eyes had
begun to gleam with bright impatience. She hadféleéing, too, that this
wasn’t just a reaction to her; this was a fairlympanent condition, brought
on by the fact that he didn’t find his life partiatly to his liking at the
moment.

By the time he was actually standing in front of,dice was licking her

lips slightly nervously. She hadn’t expected himheve such a powerful
presence, and she found herself wishing he was d&rad¢ks horse again, a
safe distance away. Then she straightened her ddrsubnd lifted her
head, a little annoyed with herself for the feemli®ded way she was
reacting. All right, so he was an extraordinaritiractive man. That didn’t
mean she had to crumble at the knees as sooncasrteenear her!

‘Where were you' heading, when your car broke dowwaasked in a terse
voice.

‘Rossmore Hall.’



Surprise registered briefly in his eyes. Thensagpeared again.
‘The Hall isn’t open to the public until the beging of April.’

‘I know that. I'm not on a sightseeing trip. I've appointment with Lord
Rossmore--he’s expecting me at eleven o'clock¢elooked at her watch,
then groaned. ‘That means I've got less than Indltfcaur to get there.’

His dark gaze was resting on her speculatively now.
‘You're from the Helping Hands Agency?’

‘Yes, | am. And it's very important I'm not late+Her voice trailed away
as she realised what he had just said. ‘How did krmaw | was from the
agency?’ she asked in surprise. ‘Only Lord Rossmkmew | was
coming--" She stopped abruptly, and stared at tha standing in front of
her, rapidly reaching an unpleasant but very olwicenclusion.Youare

Lord Rossmore?’

‘Yes. Which makes you the lady who has so far seet two very
incompetent women to do what is basically a vemypse job.’

Alice instantly glowered at him. ‘No one has evemplained about their
competence before!

‘Then perhaps you'd care to explain why they walkatlafter such a short
time?’

Forgetting all about the need for tact and diployniscdealing with this
man, Alice drew herself up to her full height andked him straight in the
face. 'When there are problems like this, we ofted it's the employer’s
attitude that’s at fault, as much as anything,’ séi€el in a very clear voice.

A second later, she was deeply regretting everylwbe had said. She had
set out this morning with the firm intention of peading Lord Rossmore
that the Helping Hands Agency could supply anyf stafmight need, both
now and at any future date. She had also beenndetd to be so
competent and efficient that he would completehgéb about the girls she
had sent him so far, who had proved wildly incapatfl dealing with His



Lordship’s demands and uncertain temperament. ¥ek lwhat had
happened! She had shouted at him, argued withdmichyirtually told him
that he was to blame that those other girls hadkedabut on him. Not a
very clever thing to do, Alice, she told herselbahily. It looked as if
Lord Rossmore and the Helping Hands Agency weretaioopermanently
sever all ties.

Surprisingly, though, he didn't look particularlyngry. ‘I'm willing to
admit that I'm not always a very reasonable mamdxk for,” he conceded,
to her utter astonishment. ‘But what makes youkthiirat you can cope any
better than the two women you’ve already sent?’

'l don’t flap or panic in a crisis, and I'm veryagbat organising things,’
Alice said with growing confidence. ‘And that’s bealy what you Want,

isn’t it? Someone to deal with the administratiigeesof running Rossmore
Hall?’

‘That's exactly what | want,” he agreed. ‘As | eajled on the phone, the
woman who usually runs that side of things hastbagb into hospital for
an operation. Nothing too serious, but she’ll bawador six weeks in all.
The Hall re-opens to the public at the beginningApfil, and there’s a
tremendous amount of work to be done before thessRore Hall is more
like a business concern than a stately home," heeda ‘We employ a
large number of staff, especially .during the summieen the number of
visitors to the Hall increases. Its finances amnglicated, and there are a
large number of problems that you wouldn’t encounte an ordinary
company. Do you think you're capable of taking golalike that?’

His blunt challenge brought a swift and slightlgligmant response from
her.

‘I'm not exactly inexperienced,’ she reminded hinset up and now run
the Helping Hands Agency, and so far it's beenearély successful.’

One dark eyebrow lifted a fraction of an inch. ‘Thaather a matter of
opinion,” he commented drily. “Your track record tate hasn’'t been
exactly impressive as far as I'm concerned. | dtwave much choice
except to give you a chance, though. | need somsaight away. | can’t



afford to waste time advertising in the local papand then going through
a lengthy series of interviews.’

‘You won't regret it,;” Alice promised him. ‘I'm seryou’ll find me
satisfactory in every way.” His eyebrow shifted @raw half an inch
upwards.

‘Everyway?’ he repeated, with a first touch of cool anmuset. ‘That's a
rather rash promise to make, Miss--'

‘Lester,” she told him, annoyed to find a briefdtuof heat suffusing her
face. ‘Miss Alice Lester.’

‘Well, Miss Lester,” he said gently, 'l suggest wake our way back to
Rossmore Hall. Then youll have a chance to show jost
how--satisfactory--you are.’

Alice clamped her mouth shut tight. She had nonitd@ of letting him
goad her into another angry or rude reply. All saene, she was beginning
to realise why those other girls had walked oueréhwas something about
this man that definitely got under the skin; soreghabout that cool,
ironic voice that provoked a hot, flustered resgonBid he do it
deliberately? She had the feeling that he did; tietderived a certain
amount of perverse amusement from watching hendryo control her
temper.

It wasn’t something that she could worry about trigbw, though. He was
willing to give her a chance, and that was the irtgrd thing. She had six
weeks to prove she could do the job, and that ¢lem@y could live up to

its reputation for supplying reliable staff. Likear not, Lord Rossmore
had to have a certain amount of influence around.hEhe future success
of the agency could rely on how well she did over next few weeks.

She glanced back at her car. ‘How am | going totgethe Hall?’ she
asked. ‘Will you send someone to pick me up?’

‘There’s no need for that. The horse can easilg tak two of us.’

Alice stared at the horse edgily. 'l don't ride.’



‘You don’t have to. All you've got to do is sit dris back and not fidget
around too much.’

‘What about my luggage? It's in the back of the’car

‘I'l send someone along later to collect it. Arltldrrange for the car to be
towed to the Hall. One of the men might be ablfxtdt for you.’

Alice wasn't in the least thrilled by the prospetttcompleting her journey
to Rossmore Hall on horseback, but it didn’t loskifasshe had very much
choice. Lord Rossmore led the horse over, andyessiling himself on to
its back. Then he reached down and held out hid t@aher.

For some reason, she was very reluctant to tak€&eieling distinctly

uneasy, she finally let him grip hold of her hahdt didn’t feel any better
once those long, elegant fingers were tightly lothkerough her own. Then
there wasn’t time to think about it any more, besather foot was
searching for the stirrup, and there was an unfiegghscramble to get up
on to the horse’s back.

She finally managed it, then sat there feelingibbyrinsecure.
‘All right?” enquired Lord Rossmore in a slightlpited tone.
Alice grimaced. ‘The ground looks an awfully longyaway.’

‘You can't fall off. Even if you lose your balancH| be able to stop you
from actually taking a tumble.’

That was true enough. He had one arm on either aideer, lightly
supporting her, while his fingers expertly claspled reins. And she only
had to lean back an inch and she would be brushgagnst his hard, lean
body. It made her feel-well, hemmed in, she decidglder nervously, and
she hoped it wouldn’t take them too long to reaols$Rnore Hall.

To her relief, he kept the horse to a steady pAfter a few minutes, the
dogs loped out from the trees and trotted alorfgoimt of them.



‘What kind of dogs are they?’ asked Alice, suddeiglgling the need to
break the silence between herself and this discoingeman.

‘Irish wolfhounds,’ he replied briefly.

‘They're a bit--well, big,” Alice remarked. ‘Couldnyou have picked
something a bit smaller?’

‘The dogs aren’t mine. | told you, they belong tosBRmore Hall. '
‘But you are Lord Rossmore,” she pointed out reabbn
‘Unfortunately--yes.’

She blinked in surprise. ‘Don’t you like being ad@’

‘My God,’” he said irritably, ‘don’t you ever stoglang questions?’

‘Sorry,” she responded rather huffily, and she nenmed a dignified
silence after that.

The horse picked its way across the fields andutiitostretches of
woodland; then it cantered along a deserted rodil itmeached a wide
gateway with large, elaborate wrought-iron gatesth@dit any apparent
directions from the man on its back, it turned sthiyothrough the open
gateway and headed along a drive which wound its pest stands of tall
trees. It obviously knew exactly where it was goiagd Alice hoped it
wasn’t going to take too long to get there. She b&ginning to feel rather
sore and stiff in several uncomfortable places.

Then one last curve in the drive brought them twide, circular space
flanked by formal lawns, and Alice felt her eyeowery wide.

She had known that Rossmore Hall was one of tlgesarhouses in the
area, but she hadn't realised just how big and @sgive it actually was.
Even in the gloom of a bleak, overcast Februaryning; the stonework
seemed to glow with a golden radiance, and thetsiand domes made an
unexpectedly romantic silhouette against the dagl gky. In full sunlight,



it must look absolutely magnificent, and she felt unexpected pang of
envy. It must be marvellous to live in a place likes.

She was still staring round her with a slight sevfsawe as the horse came
to a halt by the front entrance. Lord Rossmore dismed, then somehow
managed to get her back on to firm ground agairhowit any major
mishaps. A man appeared and led the horse awasyrpebly taking it to
stables somewhere round the back, and Lord Rosssiraide towards the
ornate archway that led into the house.

Arriving back home didn‘t seem to have put him istdetter frame of

mind. In fact, quite the opposite. Alice was viyidhware of a black

moodiness radiating out from him as he went upstieep flight of steps,

then pushed open the heavily carved wooden do@.d&m’t understand

what was causing that moodiness, though. Surelyagn’'t anything she

had said or done? All right, so he had been igdaarlier by her nervous
chattering, but he had seemed to relax again as asshe had shut up.
But what else could have caused this new darkeoirtys mood? It had

only seemed to sweep over him these last few nsnus they had

approached the house. Surely it couldn’'t be theséatself that was the
cause? Most people would have been thrilled to coomee to a place like
Rossmore Hall.

Still puzzled, she followed him through the doorwayd found herself
standing in a large entrance hall. Two massiveistastood on either side
of the entrance, and there was a heavy table dathend. On it stood a
vase of dried flowers that made a splash of mut@duc against the
wooden panelling behind it. Lord Rossmore was dlyeatriding on,
though, through an open archway, and Alice scutfest him.

A few moments later, she stood still and caughtdreath. They were in
the Great Hall now. Long oriel windows let in widands of light, the high

ceiling overhead was decorated with painted paselsbetween dark
wooden beams, and huge tapestries brightened tiedlipg that covered

the walls from floor to ceiling. Heavy oak tablegn@ ranged along one
wall, there were a dozen or more chairs with plssats and rigid backs,
and on the far side was a massive fireplace witers¢ huge logs in the
hearth.



While Alice was still gazing around at all this eptlour, a door opened on
the far side and a silver-haired man came in.

‘Did you have a pleasant ride, my lord?’ he aslsightly deferentially.
‘Yes, | did,” Lord Rossmore replied in a curt vaice

The man’s gaze flickered across to Alice. ‘And wilile young lady be
staying to lunch, my lord?’

‘Yes, she will. You can serve it in the library.8hbe working in there
during the day.’

‘Certainly, my lord. Will there be anything more?’

‘No--thank you.'

The ‘thank you' was so obviously tacked on as #erthbught that Alice
instantly bristled. Lord Rossmore might have arstadratic pedigree
stretching back centuries, but it was a pity no bad ever taught him
basic good manners!

The silver-haired man left, and she turned to tamel Rossmore.

‘Is he one of the full-time staff?’ she asked.

‘He’s the butler.'

‘The butler?' she echoed in disbelief. 'l didn’tnth anyone had butlers
nowadays.’

‘Frobisher’s worked for the family for years,’
‘Shouldn’t you have introduced me to Mr Frobisher?’

‘If you stay, you'll have plenty of opportunities tneet him later. And you
address him simply as “Frobisher”.’

‘That doesn’t seem very polite,” she said doubytull



His dark eyes glinted with cynical amusement. ‘Néwaess, it's the
correct way to address a butler. He’ll be most rattd if you call him
anything else.’

Another small problem suddenly occurred to her, wmich she hadn’t
even thought of before.

‘In that case, what do | call you?’ she asked.“lsrd Rossmore” the
proper form of address?’

‘My name is Dominic Seton.’

That blunt statement didn’t seem to resolve théblpra one way or the
other.

‘What are you saying?’ came her cautious respomkat | should call you
Mr Seton?’

She could see the impatience flaring behind his eggin, and wondered
what she had said to irritate him this time.

‘What's wrong with plain “Dominic”?’ he growled.

His reply briefly threw her; it had been the veagtl thing she had been
expecting. Right from the moment when she first met, she had had the
impression that he was a man who liked to keepdisgance from other

people. Yet here he was, suggesting they shoulcerstraight on to first-

name terms.

‘That doesn’t seem--quite right," Alice answerekasardly at last.

A taunting smile appeared at the corners of his tmoiNot respectful

enough?’ he' mocked gently. ‘Too informal for a nbem of the

aristocracy? Do you feel inferior to me, Miss Alicester? Do you want to
bow and scrape to me? Call me by my title? Lookeetul every time |

deign to talk to you?’



‘Certainly not!" Her response was immediate andimtsive and, to her
surprise, it seemed to please him.

‘Then what are you going to call me?’ he challengettly.

‘Well--Dominic, | suppose,’ she said, feeling thoghly uncomfortable. ‘If
that’'s what you really want.”

‘And I'll call you Alice. If you've no objectionspf course,” he added, his
tone coloured now with that cool amusement thatated her so much,
because she knew that, underneath, he was havireg hier expense.

‘No, | haven’t any objections,’ she told him ratls&ffly.

‘Alice,” he said musingly. ‘An old-fashioned namére you an old-
fashioned girl?’

‘In what way?’ she asked warily.

‘How many ways are there?’ Again, that faintly mmgksmile curled the
corners of his mouth. ‘Never mind, | don’t expeouyto answer that. I'm
simply saying that you'll fit in around here muchtter if you leave the
twentieth century behind you every time you wallotlgh the gates of the
estate. We're only an hour’s drive away from Londget it's like living in
another world. I'm literally lord of all |1 surveyeople treat me with so
much damned respect that it's almost impossiblehddd a normal
conversation with them. Some of the old estate essrleven doff their
caps when they see me.’

‘Then why not simply tell them not to do it?’ sheggested sensibly.

His dark eyebrows lifted expressively. ‘And do yeally think they'd take
any notice? Oh, the younger generation probablyldyolie went on, ‘but
there aren’t many young people around here, itsqoiet for them. They
leave to look for work and excitement in the ciiaad who can blame
them? That leaves just the older generation, argt nofdhem have worked
for my family for much of their lives, in one way another. So did their
fathers, grandfathers, and great-grandfathers. 'Té&egot such a long



history of servitude to the Seton family that iese bred into them now.
Nothing will knock it out of them.’

Alice thought he was probably exaggerating, andwadraid to say so.

‘Surely that kind of attitude doesn't really exmty more?’ she said
briskly. ‘Perhaps a few of the older people stiklin the past a bit, but |
can't believe everyone around here treats you $igme kind of feudal
overlord.’

‘You think not? Stick around for a while, and see yourself,' he advised
slightly grimly. Then his face lightened a littl&ut | get the feeling that
you'll be suitably disrespectful,” he went on. Hirtk I'm rather looking
forward to that, Miss Alice Lester.’

She wasn't at all sure that she liked it when hd bar name like that. It
sent a funny tingle through her nerve-ends and médur
feel--uncomfortable, she decided at last. And mbitely safe.

Dominic Seton glanced at his watch. ‘Lunch won'sskeved for well over
an hour yet. Perhaps I'd better take you on aabdine Hall, to help you
get your bearings. It's easy to get lost in a pthiesize.’

Alice gave a silent groan. She was still achinghgly from her unexpected
encounter with that horse. ‘How many rooms areg®er

‘About ninety-five,’ replied Dominic. ‘Give or taka room or two.’
‘Ninety-five?’ she repeated feebly.

Unexpectedly, he smiled, and Alice’s stomach alyyugid a small but

definite flip. She had been quite unprepared fat thaze of charm--or her
own reaction to it--and was instantly on her gu&tdthing about Dominic

Seton was quite what it seemed, and she had thetiigy feeling that you

could peel off layer after layer without ever reiachthe inner core of the
man.

And as she trailed after him as he left the Greall, Hhere was a faint
quiver of nervous apprehension somewhere in thefpier stomach.



CHAPTER TWO

BY EARLY afternoon, Alice was sitting behind a desk the library,
trying to bring some order to the chaos that surded her. Bills and
invoices were piled up haphazardly in a tray, theas a mound of letters
waiting to be answered, and the accounts books estémbe in a total
mess. It looked as if Dominic Seton’s administratassistant had been
away for weeks, not just a few days, and Alice dolilhelp thinking that
perhaps she wasn’t very efficient even whenwaghere.

There were two telephones on her desk, one fointeenal extensions and
one that was a direct outside line. She hopednbgher of them would
ring until she had had a chance to find her festth® afternoon wore on,
she was very relieved when they both remainedtsilen

By evening, all the loose papers were tucked awafplders, which she
then stacked up in their order of importance. Tteoants would have to
wait until tomorrow--she wasn’t a miracle worker!

Now that she had a few minutes to herself, shedddkngingly at the
phone. She had been itching to use it all afternaod she couldn’t fight
the temptation any longer. Picking it up, she hadiy dialled a number
that she knew by heart.

It was a couple of minutes before her mother ansevér By that time,
Alice’s fingers were tapping out a slightly anxiodsythm against the
receiver.

‘Hello, Mum, it's me,’ she said rather breathlessly soon as she heard the
familiar voice at the other end. ‘I'm just ringibhg make sure everything’'s
all right.’

‘Alice, you've only been gone for a few hours,” herother replied
patiently. ‘What on earth could have gone wronthat time?’

‘Nothing, | suppose,” she admitted wryly. ‘It's juthat--oh, | can’t help
worrying. Howare Tweedledum and Tweedledee?’



‘Absolutely fine,” her mother reported. ‘They're tey well, and at the
moment they're both curled up fast asleep. Howésjtib going?’

Alice grimaced. ‘It definitely isn’t going to be &a It looks as if things
have got into a real mess around here. It's gairigke me a few days just
to get the backlog straightened out.’

‘Do you think you're going to stick it for the fudlix weeks? You're not
going to walk out on Lord Rossmore, like those ptiids you sent him?’

‘I might be tempted, but I'm determined not to gindo it,” she said, with
a grin. 'l really need to make a good impressiboould be so important to
the agency.” Then she sighed. ‘It's going to beldhgest six weeks of my
life. I'm still not sure | should have come.’

‘Don’t be silly, Alice,” her mother replied briskly'Tweedledum and
Tweedledee are fine with me. And with your pres@mancial position,
you can'’t afford to take any chances. Every permywe got is tied up in
that agency.'

‘Don't remind me, ' she groaned. ‘If it fails, e in real trouble.'

‘Then just forget about everything else, and cotre¢® on making a huge
success of this assignment.’

‘How can | forget about Tweedledum and Tweedledest® said a little
indignantly.

‘It's rather difficult,” her mother conceded. ‘Ttlginking about thenout of
working hours, though. And you know you can ring wieenever you like.
I'm always here.”

‘Thanks, Mum. You know how grateful | am-for evdrytg. I'd better go
now. | don’t suppose it would go down too well ibid Rossmore found
out | was using this phone for personal calls.’



‘Bye, Alice. And remember-don’t worry. Just try andake a good
impression on Lord Rossmore, so he’ll recommendaitpency to all his
friends.’

Alice slowly put down the receiver, then stared atistfully. Tweedledum

and Tweedledee--the nicknames she had given tadbetical twin sons

when they were babies, and which for a very defingason had stuck,
even though they were now nearly two. She hatedrigahem, but she
had to work in order to support them. It was the dilemma of the single
parent. Thank God she had her mother to help peoaitbving and stable
home background during the times she couldn’t beeth

An already familiar voice suddenly broke into heandering thoughts.
‘Do you intend to make many private calls while yeuwvorking for me?’

Alice hastily spun round. Dominic Seton was stagdmthe doorway, that
cool gaze of his fixed on her with obvious displeas

‘I'll pay for the call, of course,” she said nergbu ‘I just needed to-to
phone my mother. To--let her know I'd arrived safethe lied, staring
back at him edgily, and wondering just how muchh& conversation he
had overheard.

She never openly admitted to any employer thathsttetwo very young
children. Not that she was ashamed of them--shiobr wasn’t. It was
just that she had learned from experience thatetheas still a lot of
prejudice against working mothers, and people ofefnsed to take on
someone in her position because they thought shddwme unreliable,
always taking time off because of some problemamhdn Consequently,
she always used the twins’ nicknames when worlas@ disguise.

Dominic strolled a little further into the room. Ml who are Tweedledum
and Tweedledee?’ he enquired casually. ‘You seemed; concerned
about them.'

Alice glanced around rather frantically, searchimiginspiration. Then her
attention was caught by the two huge wolfhounds Wwad just followed
Dominic into the room.



‘Everyone’s allowed to have pets, aren’t they?’ shal in a low voice.
‘After all, you've got Romulus and Remus.’

‘But they’re not mine,” he reminded her. 'l inhedtthem, along with the
Hall. And | had the impression that you 'didn’tdiklogs very much, that
they frightened you. You certainly made enough fuken you first met
these two.’

‘That’s only because they'’re so big,” she countered

‘So what are Tweedledum and Tweedledee? Lap dagsfie his caustic
response.

‘They are certainly cuddly,” Alice agreed, slighttyasively. ‘And they're
still very young, they need a lot of care and diten That's why my
mother’s looking after them.'

To her relief, his dark eyes merely looked cynaadl not suspicious. ‘And
do you intend to phone every day to enquire how'tbeetting on?’

‘Of course not. But I'd appreciate it if you'd lete use the phone every
now and then. Apart from anything else, | needdcasionally check with
the agency to make sure no major problems have agmdve already
said I'll pay for the calls. Or if you won't agrée that, perhaps you could
tell me if there’s a public phone nearby | coul@é®is

Dominic gave a quick shrug of his shoulders, dwifvere suddenly bored
with the conversation. ‘Make all the calls you lilkend don’t worry about

paying for them. | owe so much money already thf@inamore pounds for
phone calls won’t make the slightest difference.’

‘You're in debt?’ Then she flushed heavily. ‘Sotighe muttered. ‘That's a
rather personal question.’

‘Yes, it is. But it hardly matters. If anyone boteé to give it any serious
thought, they’d soon realise my financial positioouldn’t possibly be
healthy. Do you have any idea how much it costsitoa place like this?’



‘No,” answered Alice, with complete honesty. ‘Bubrih the look of some
of the bills on this desk, it’s fairly astronomical

‘Those bills are just the tip of the iceberg,’ loédther rather grimly. 'And
on top of that I'm having--other problems.’

‘Like what?’

For a moment, she thought he was actually goingefloher. Then he
turned away, and absently began to give one odidigs a rough caress.

‘It doesn’t concern you. You're not going to be éndong enough to be
involved in any of it.’

But Alice was only half paying attention now. Iretie she was watching
with reluctant fascination as his fingers movedthiyically over the dog’s
grey fur. The dog looked totally blissful; it wabwously a rare treat to
receive this physical attention. To her surpriged-alarm--she found
herself wondering what it would be like to be oa tkceiving end of those
casual and yet clearly pleasurable caresses.

Don't be stupid, Alice, she warned herself hurgedhere was no point in
wandering off into that sort of daydream. She hawhe here determined to
be efficient and businesslike, and that was exadtigt she intended to be.

She gestured towards the folders on the desk. ‘Wbatd you like me to
deal with first? There are a lot of outstandingelet--although I'll need
some help in answering most of those--and the autsoare-- She
hesitated, then finished tactfully, ‘They’re notitguwp-to-date.’

Dominic’s eyes glittered appreciatively. ‘Yaue an old-fashioned girl. If
you weren't, you'd have been far less polite, amipsy said they're in a
hell of a mess.’

‘Well--yes, they are,’ she agreed with a ruefuhgri
‘Mary Haversham--the woman you’re standing in fiera charming lady,

and a very efficient secretary in many ways. Unifioately, book-keeping
seems to be rather a mystery to her. | can’t seemake her--or a lot of



other people--understand that the consequencelBeceather unpleasant if
you don’t balance the outgoings with the incomihlgs,finished drily.

‘Then I'll tackle the books first thing in the mamg,” Alice promised.
‘Good. Are you hungry?’

‘Starving,” she admitted.

‘Frobisher will bring your meal in a minute.’

Alice was rather disappointed. She didn'’t like egtalone. She had been
hoping Dominic Seton would join her for the evenmgal.

| suppose that was rather presumptuous of me hsluglt to herself a little
wryly. | dare say the Lord of the Manor doesn’'tgiteito eat with his
humble servants!

‘By the way, I'm expecting a very important phoredl ¢his evening,’
Dominic went one. ‘I'd like you to stay here anditifar it. When it comes
through, go and tell Frobisher. \He’ll come anclfete.’

Alice glanced up, a faint frown shadowing her fa8ke had put in a very
solid afternoon’s work, and it was her first dayreheShe had been
planning to unpack this evening, and then haveng,leelaxing soak in a
hot bath.

He obviously noticed her change of expression, Umxdis face instantly
took on that coldness that could sweep over hisifes so suddenly.

‘When | first got in touch with your agency, | tolgbu that | needed
someone who could be on call twenty-four hours y'dee reminded her.
‘Virtually all the full-time staff here work on thadasis. This isn't like an
ordinary office, we don’t follow a nine-to-five rtoe. We work at odd
hours, and take our free time whenever we canngdusiack periods.
That's why | required someone who would be prepé&wdive in.’

‘Yes, | understand that,” Alice replied, trying ioject some enthusiasm
into her voice. ‘And I've no objections to workirigis evening.'



‘You won't be working,” Dominic pointed out. ‘YoU'lsimply be waiting
for a phone call. You can do whatever you want shjibu’re waiting.
Read, knit, sit and twiddle your thumbs--just ddalt asleep,’ he warned.
‘Remember that you want to make a good impressmome!’

At that, Alice’s eyes shot wide open. He had heaade of her phone call
to her mother than she had realised!

Hurriedly, she tried to recall exactly what she lsaitl. Then she slowly
relaxed again. It didn't matter, he wasn’t realhterested. He was just
goading her again. All he actually wanted was fer ko do her job
efficiently, and she was certain she could do twghout too many
problems.

Dominic left after that, the two dogs trailing faflly at his heels. They
obviously adored him, even though he virtually iggtbthem, except for a
brief caress now and then as an offhanded ackngetednt of their
existence. If those dogs had any sense, Alice thowgyly, they would
take themselves off and find someone who would lotreem
wholeheartedly in return. Instead, though, theybplby spent their days
wandering around after Dominic Seton, feeling kst desolate when he
wasn't there, and greeting him ecstatically when fimally returned.
‘Dumb animals,” she muttered with some exasperat{oach her doing
something like that!

Frobisher brought her meal on a tray shortly afeeds. Then he
immediately left again, with no more than a pohted. He was clearly a
man who didn’t believe in unnecessary conversation.

After she had eaten, she got up and wandered ardhedlibrary,
wondering how long she would have to wait for Doigig1phone call to
come through. She browsed idly through some ofbibeks, but most of
them looked as if they were centuries old, anddtie‘t dare touch them
in case she damaged some fabulously valuable ddgion. She had a
couple of paperback novels in her luggage, buthstteno idea where that
had ended up. Presumably someone had collecteahit lier car by now,
but heaven knew where they had taken it. And nohaiteyet shown her to
the bedroom she would be using while staying at-tak Although, with



ninety-five rooms to choose from, they shouldn’tvdnaany problems
finding somewhere for her to sleep! she told hécly.

It was nearly nine o’clock before the phone finabiyyg. When she picked
up the receiver, a male voice on the other enddagikelLord Rossmore.
Asking the caller to hold on while she went to Fetem, Alice hurried off
to search for Frobisher.

It didn’t take her long to find him. He was fussiagund at the end of the
corridor, and there was a tall, thin woman standjust behind him,
looking equally flustered. It was clear a minorasttophe had taken place.
There were pieces of broken vase all over the flearly daffodils were
scattered around higgledy-piggledy, and a greatlleuaf water had spread
across the top of a very expensive-looking tabkg was now dripping on
to an equally expensive-looking carpet. Standingrimg watching all the
fuss and not looking in the least guilty or ashameds one of the
wolfhounds. Alice had no idea if it was RomulusRemus--she couldn’t
tell them apart-but from the look on Frobisher’sefait was very obvious
that he wasn’t a dog-lover. If it were left to hitle wolfhounds would
have found themselves in a kennel outside, theehpasmanently barred
to them.

‘Er-excuse me,” Alice ventured. ‘There’'s a phondl ¢ar-- She just
stopped herself from saying ‘Dominic’. If Frobishdidn’'t approve of the
dogs being given the run of the house, then haiogrtwouldn’t approve
of such informality. ‘There’s a call for Lord Roseme,’ she finished. ‘Do
you know where | can find him?’

Frobisher glanced up, looking distinctly harassétp those stairs,” he
said, pointing towards the end of the corridorgftirknock on the second
door on your right.’

Alice scuttled off in that direction. Dominic hadld her to send Frobisher
to fetch him, but Frobisher clearly had more prggiroblems to deal with
at the moment. She had the feeling that one ofdhethings that could

upset the usually unflappable Frobisher was dartagay of the precious
objects in the house.



She followed his directions, ran up the stairs, trah found herself in a
long gallery that seemed to run almost the whotegtle of the house.
Paintings hung all along one wail, while long wimdon the other side
must give spectacular views of the grounds wherag daylight.

There wasn’t time to stop and admire anything, ¢fodnstead, she rapped
briskly on the second door she came to.

Dominic came out straight away. ‘My phone call?’dweeried briefly. She
had hardly finished nodding before he was offdgtg swiftly along the
gallery.

‘It mustbe important,’ Alice murmured to herself. She ahsut to follow
him, but then noticed he had left the door halfropelittle ashamed at the
way she was blatantly prying, but unable to rdsistsurge of curiosity that
had swept over her, she peeked round the door.

Her eyebrows immediately shot up in astonishmehe ffoom was large
and airy, with long windows along one side, andas almost bare of any
furniture. That was hardly surprising, though, hessait had been set up as
an art studio. Canvases were ranged along a cofipihe walls, there was
a large easel near the window, and a long benchcaraered with brushes,
tubes of paint, paint-splashed rags and jars &raifit liquids.

Alice stared around her a little indignantly. ‘Swstis how Dominic Seton
spends his spare time,” she muttered to hersélh€lstopped dabbling
around with pots of paint and paid more attentiorthie running of the
estate, his finances might not be in such a mess!

Annoyed that he should have left her sitting inltheary for ages, waiting
for that phone call, just so he could have a coopleee hours to spend on
his hobby, she stalked huffily back downstairsthf last moment, though,
she remembered that it wouldn’t be a very good ideldse her temper.
Dominic Seton might be turning out to be an extrignigitating man in
many ways, but it was important that she shouldon’tanything to upset
him.

As she re-entered the library, Dominic was justaepg the receiver. As
he turned to face her, she saw he looked pleaseifl tlke phone call had



brought good news. Personally, though, she didare mne way or the
other. All she wanted right now was a good nighktéep.

‘Do you think someone could show me to my room? akked politely.
‘That is, if you don’t want me to do anything mdoe you tonight?’

His dark eyes gleamed mockingly. ‘And what if Idgofou that | wanted
you to put in a couple more hours’ work, Miss Alloester?’

‘Then I'd do it, of course,” she answered stifffif.ou're my employer.
You're entitled to ask me to do whatever you want.'

‘What a very obliging girl you are,” murmured DomanSeton, and
somehow he managed to put a, whole wealth of mganto that simple
phrase.

Alice turned away slightly, afraid he would see bnght spots of anger on
her cheeks.Do you want me to work any more tonight?’ she asketlycu

‘No, | don’t think so,” he said, to her relief. ‘Bwps | should allow you to
get your beauty sleep. Not that you need it,” hdeddcasually. ‘It would
be hard to improve on your looks.’

His unexpected remark caused Alice to blink in misttment. What on
earth did he mean? All right, so she wasn’'t downtriggly, but she had
never considered her face to be particularly sphecage brown eyes, a
neat nose, a fairly ordinary mouth, all framed @rkdmahogany-brown
hair that fell in uncompromisingly straight and gy strands to her
shoulders.

She glanced at Dominic Seton warily, but he wasinmgptowards the door,
as if he had already forgotten about that last ceninme had made. He
looked back at her, and raised one eyebrow engiyrinl thought you
wanted to be shown to your room?’

‘Oh-yes--" she muttered, wishing that he didn’t édtat irritating ability
to make her feel totally flustered.



Outside the door, the two wolfhounds were patiewdyting for him. They
padded softly along at his heels, and Alice taggledg behind them, third
in line. The master of the house and his faithétinue! she thought with
wry amusement, realising what the small processiounld look like to an
outside observer.

Dominic led her up a wide, curving staircase, tlaéong a corridor that
seemed to be leading towards the back of the héuisally, he came to a
halt. ‘I've arranged for your things to be put iaré for tonight. If you're
not comfortable, just tell Mrs Frobisher in the miag. There are a couple
more dozen bedrooms you can choose from, if you wachange rooms.’

‘Mrs Frobisher--is she a tall, thin woman?’ askdic&

‘Yes, she is. She’s Frobisher's wife, of coursee’'Stalso the cook, and
generally in charge of all the domestic staff .’

'l saw her earlier,” Alice explained. ‘There’d beewell, a slight accident
with a vase of flowers,” she went on tactfully. &tas helping Frobisher
to clear it up.’

Dominic immediately turned round and frowned at tive dogs. ‘Which
of the two of you was responsible?’ he demanded.

The two wolfhounds stared back at him, their mot#usging open in big,
innocent grins, and their tails waving happily, gded to have his
undivided attention for once.

‘Bloody stupid dogs,” he growled, and Alice was aeth to hear an
underlying note of affection in his voice. ‘Frob&ts running a well-
organised campaign to get them banished from thedyand all they keep
doing is giving him more ammunition. | swear theytdoing it on purpose;
they're getting a real kick from seeing how faryttean push their luck.’
He shot another fierce frown at the dogs, who élithgnored it; then he
turned his back on them and opened the door irt bbhim. ‘This is your
room. The bathroom is two doors along to your |glit.see. you in the
morning.'



He walked off, the two dogs following him like auge of huge, dark
shadows, leaving Alice to walk into the bedroom.

Once inside, her eyes opened very wide. ‘Pretty résgive!’ she
murmured to herself.

And so it was. The bed was a genuine four-postih &an ornate canopy
and rich velvet hangings. There were a couple afrstwith plush seats, a
matching low stool, and a window-seat that wasdpitegh with soft,
comfortable cushions. On the far wail was a mass@aalrobe and a heavy
chest of drawers, and thick rugs covered most ef lighly polished
wooden floor.

Alice quickly unpacked, the few things she had grdauwith her looking
quite lost in the huge wardrobe. Slipping into ¢hb@be, she hurried along
to the bathroom, and was' relieved to find the fdung was very modern,
despite the antiquity of most things in Rossmor#.Ha

Back in her room again, she climbed tiredly inte tbur-poster bed, hoped
that no ghosts would appear out of the ancientsyatd closed her eyes.
Just seconds later, she was soundly asleep, ardidstiewake again until
the light of day shone through the window.

By nine o’clock, she was back at her desk in theally, determined to
spend the day getting the accounts books into donaeof order. She had
only just opened the first one, though, when therapened and Dominic
strode in.

His unexpectedly relaxed mood of last night hadialsly disappeared. A
dark frown shadowed his face, and he scarcely ibakéder.

‘There are several problems you'd better deal wéfore you do anything
else,’ he instructed tersely. ‘The toilets are k&xtin the west wing, the
roof over the south drawing-room has developedl, levo panes of glass
have been smashed in the conservatory, and Rensubelea sick in the
entrance hall.’



Alice was so busy scribbling it all down that shdnd have time to ask
any questions. When she finally glanced up ag&ie,feund Dominic had
left.

‘Well, thanks a lot for telling me what I'm meamt ¢dlo about this!" she
muttered under her breath. Then she reached forlate telephone
directory and began flipping through it.

Frobisher brought her lunch on a tray but, apannfthat, she didn’t see a
single person all day. She knew that a house efdizie must have a fair
number of staff, even in winter, when it wasn’'t op® the public, but

there was no sign of any of them; It was like lyim a great, empty
museum, and she found it slightly unnerving.

After lunch, she rather guiltly made a quick pharadl to her mother.
Once she had made sure that everything was all atghome, she gave a
brief sigh of relief and settled down to work again

It was late in the afternoon before Dominic returnie the library. He
moved so silently that she didn't even realise has wthere until she
glanced up and found him standing in front of I&ne jumped slightly,
then was immediately annoyed with herself for riegcso stupidly. To her
relief, though, he didn’t seem to notice. Instdaal settled himself down in
a chair on the other side of the desk and lookeleatthoughtfully for
several moments.

‘How have you got on with that list of problemseftlyou this morning? he
enquired at last.

‘They're all under control,” she told him calmlyA‘local plumber’'s

coming in the morning to unblock and repair théetsi He's also going to
look at the leaking roof, to see if it's a fractdrpipe that's causing the
trouble, or if the roof itself needs structuralaep, And a glazier’s already
been to replace the smashed panes of glass indsemwatory.” She
glanced up at him with some curiosity. ‘He phonee tinis afternoon to
say the work was completed. He also said the diagsbeen broken by
someone chucking a couple of large stones thrauigh i



Dominic’s eyes briefly flickered. Then his expressbecame bland again,
and he shrugged. ‘Vandalism’s always a problemn éwve place like this.
There’s not a lot you can do about it.’

‘What about some kind of security patrol?’ she ssjgd.

‘Too expensive. It's cheaper just to repair theasmnal damage that’s
done.’

‘If you say so.' She paused, then went on moreakelly, ‘About Remus’s
little problem--1 mentioned it to Frobisher, and $eed he’d find someone
to--to take care of it,” she finished tactfully.

Dominic's mouth relaxed into the faintest of smiléslidn’'t expect him to
deal with it in person. Frobisher’'s got a rathelicd¢e stomach when it
comes to things like that--especially where thesdm@ concerned.’

Alice couldn’t help grinning. ‘He certainly didnlbok too thrilled when 1
told him what had happened. He also said he’'d gerdor someone called
Dawkins to take the dog down to the vet for a chggkto make sure it
was nothing more than a stomach upset.’

‘That's Tim Dawkins,” Dominic nodded. ‘He’s the gemal handyman
around here, and also acts as chauffeur whenesaratessary. He likes
the dogs, and he won't have minded being givenghsgtcular job.’

'l don't think Frobisher was actually too worriedoat Remus’s health,’
commented Alice with wry amusement. ‘He just warttedhake sure there
wouldn’t be any similar accidents.’

Il see Tim Dawkins later, to find out what theetis verdict was. It's
probably just something the dog ate, though. Resaesns to think that
everything in this world’s edible, providing youesh it for long enough.
You wouldn’t believe some of the things he’s trieckat.’

‘Including daffodils?’ asked Alice, remembering tlsenashed vase of
flowers.



‘He’ll try just about anything. Flowers, chair ledsts of carpet--he’ll wrap
those huge jaws of his around the most amazingshiBometimes | think
he does it just to annoy Frobisher. He seems tavkhow worked up
Frobisher gets if anything in the house gets elightyy damaged.’

‘Don't you worry about it as well?’” asked Alice musly. 'l mean, just

about everything in Rossmore Hall looks as if @santique, and probably
priceless. I'd have thought you'd have felt a sfreanse of responsibility,
that you'd have tried to make sure nothing happeoeahy of it.’

Dominic’s face instantly changed, as if she hadweatently hit a very raw
nerve.

‘A sense of responsibility?’ he repeated in a haoite. 'l don't think
anyone could accuse me of not having that. Andl#meage the dogs do is
absolutely minimal. It's a small price to have taypfor the friendly
companionship they give.’

Alice stared at him in sudden comprehension. ‘Yai lgnely in this
house?’

An instant later, she regretted she had blurted tbat very personal
guestion. It was clear that he had absolutely nention of answering it.
What was more, he had become visibly withdrawnrages if he intensely
resented any prying into his personal life or fegdi.

‘Forget about the damn dogs,’ he ordered curtlgt't get back to more
important matters. | realise you've only been hsrenty-four hours, but
you seem perfectly capable of coping with the warkg you’re obviously
efficient.’

Alice flushed with pleasure. ‘Thank you--' she bega

‘But | want to make sure you won't walk out on meridg the next six
weeks,” he cutin. ‘That’'s why I'd like you to sigims agreement.’

‘What kind of agreement is it?’ she asked, lookmagyily at the sheet of
paper he had placed on the desk.



‘It's a simple contract. It states that, providiggu stay the entire six
weeks, you'll receive a substantial bonus on toyair agreed salary. If
you leave before the six weeks are up, thoughniinobliged to pay you a
single penny.’

Shocked, she got to her feet. ‘There’s absolutelyneed for that kind of
contract between us! I'll stay for as long as yaed me, I've already
agreed to that.’

‘But I'd rather make the arrangement legally bigditm not an easy man
to work for,” he conceded. 'l might say somethihgtil upset or offend

you, and you’ll simply pack your things and walkt.oucan’t afford to

have that happen. This is one of our busiest tiofidhe year. There’'s an
enormous amount of work to be got through, and duld be most

inconvenient if | suddenly had to try and find plezement for you.’

‘I've already told you, | won't walk out on you,’li&e retorted angrily.
‘Why can’t you just take my word for it?’

‘Because | don’'t know you very well yet, Miss Alitester,” came his soft
reply. “Your word might mean absolutely nothing &t.’ He saw the

blazing response in her eyes, but coolly ignoretDih the other hand,” he
went on, ‘financial incentives are usually totatlgliable. If you had to

make a choice between staying and receiving a lamges, or leaving and
being paid nothing at all, I'm sure you’d make tight decision!

Alice was so furious now she couldn’t say a singted. No one she had
worked for before hadvermade such an outrageous demand!

‘If you're still undecided, then I'd remind you th#here’s also the
reputation of your agency to consider,” Dominic med her smoothly. 'l
might not be universally liked around here, but rmgommendation still
carries quite a lot of weight. It certainly woultldo your agency any good
if I made it known that | was very dissatisfied hwithe service you
offered.’

‘You'’re not a very nice man, Lord Rossmore,’ shiel saly.



He shrugged. ‘So I've been told before. it didntdrey me then, so it's
hardly likely to worry me now. Do you intend to sighe contract, Miss
Lester?’

She wished with all her heart that she could tear half, and then stalk
out. Part of her was ready to do just that, angetbwith the consequences.
But there was another part that was already whisgevords of caution in
her ear, reminding her that she could well be timgvaway everything she
had worked so hard for over the last couple ofgear

Hating herself for giving in--and hating him for kiag her submit to him
like this--she finally pulled the sheet of papewands her, scribbled her
name at the bottom, and then angrily shoved it away her again.

‘| think you've made a wise decision,” Dominic Settold her, his eyes
glinting with satisfaction. ‘But right from the stal thought you would.
You're obviously a level-headed girl, Alice Lest&ou’re not the sort to
indulge in emotional outbursts or futile gesturédefiance. 1 think you're
going to prove quite invaluable over the next feaeks.’

Alice somehow managed to hold her tongue as hesgiclp the sheet of
paper and then left the library. One thing wasaiertshe was going to be
counting the days over the next six weeks, justimgifor the moment

when she could walk out of here and tum her backefeer on the

impossibly demanding and arrogant Lord Rossmore!



CHAPTER THREE

UNLIKE the previous night, Alice didn’'t sleep wedfter she had gone to
bed that evening. She tossed and turned for ageditially heard a distant
clock chiming two in the morning. She gave a srgatian. She would be
fit for nothing tomorrow unless she got some sleep.

Staying in bed obviously wasn’'t going to help, tgbu The more she
closed her eyes and tried to force herself to sléwpmore wide awake she
became.

She threw back the covers, pulled on her dressiwgag and shoved her
feet into a pair of slippers. Then she padded éowahe window, pulled
back one of the heavy curtains and peered out.

The night was overcast, and the grounds which saded the Hall were
covered with dark patches of heavy shadow. Aligeflyrshivered. When
she had first arrived at Rossmore Hall, she haglgeenvied Dominic
Seton for being lucky enough to live in a placeelithis. After only a
couple of days here, though, she wasn’t so sugage this size needed a
large family to till all the rooms and give them ammosphere of life and
laughter. For just one man on his own, it couldrét very pleasant, not
unless he enjoyed living like a hermit. Perhapsvaisn't so bad in the
summer, when it was open to the public and peaplmpged through in
their hundreds every day. But in the winter--Algt@vered again. No, she
didn’t think she would like to live here permangnth the winter, no
matter how splendid and impressive the Hall might b

She gazed out of the window again, and saw thatvashowflakes were
beginning to float down. Then, just below her, stnmg else seemed to
move and catch her attention. Straining to see uhetas, she peered
down at a thick patch of shadow just in front daege clump of shrubs.
She was sure she could see something--or someangrgraround down

there. Her eyes began to widen in alarm. Domindtto& her that the Hall
occasionally suffered from vandalism. That was phbp only kids or

teenagers, though, and it wasn't very likely tHayt would be hanging



around at two o'clock in the freezing cold. So whauld be lurking out
there at this time of night? A burglar?

Alice bit her lip anxiously. What should she do&Tgest thing, she finally
decided rather shakily, was to make sure she wasagining the whole
thing. It was difficult to see from up here; sheulbget a better view from
one of the downstairs windows. And, if it turnedt tier eyes were just
playing tricks on her, she could try and End thieHen while she was
down there. Then she could make herself a hot dwhich might help her
to get to sleep.

The corridor outside was unlit but, because oft#iewindows along one
side, it wasn't completely pitch dark. Carefullipesmade her way towards
the stairs, crept down them, and then headed t@®méwe main drawing-
room. From there, she would have a good view ofjtbends.

She never even heard the door that opened verthghehind her. Nor did
she have any idea that anyone was approachingrtiérauhand lightly
descended on her shoulder.

Alice instantly let out a loud yelp of fear and rata Her heart pounded
wildly as she spun round, but then she saw théegldf eyes that were
becoming very familiar.

‘What the hell are you doing down here in the dadeémanded Dominic.

‘| thought--" She gulped hard, and tried againthbught | saw someone
moving around outside, in the grounds.’

The grip of his fingers tightened a fraction, digginto her skin now. He
didn’t seem aware of her wincing response, thotWhen?’ he questioned
tautly.

‘Just a few minutes ago. | couldn’t sleep,” she lax@d, her voice
steadying slightly now. ‘I got up and went to lookt of the window, and |
was sure | could see something outside. | decidedotne down for a
closer look, to see if | was right.’



‘And what were you planning to do about it, if yaereright? Tackle this
intruder single-handedly?’

‘Well, | hadn’t thought that far ahead,” Alice adted. ‘Anyway, | could
easily have been wrong. It's started snowing, sohard to see clearly.
Perhaps | just imagined the whole thing.’

‘You stay here,” Dominic instructed. ‘I'll go antieck.’

‘I'd rather come with you, if you don’t mind. It'a bit--spooky around here
on your own,’ she confessed rather sheepishly.

‘So--Miss Alice Lester reveals a few more of hecrsés. She’s afraid of
the dark,” he mocked gently. Then his tone becanoeenbusinesslike.
‘Stay with me, if you like. But make sure you kdaghind me, and don’t
try anything heroic.’

'‘Don’t worry, | won'‘tl’ she assured him fervently.

She followed him down a side passage, which evéntleal them to an
outside door. Dominic eased it open without makangingle sound, then
took a step outside. Alice pulled her dressing-gawnore tightly around
her as a blast of icy air whistled in, then sheticaly peered out.

For several moments, she couldn’'t see anything pexseft swirls of
snowflakes. Then she reached out and touched Dosamim.

‘Over there,” she whispered.

She knew she wasn’t mistaken; something was defyninoving by the
bushes at the side of the lawn. Dominic visiblysezhas he stared into the
darkness. Just a few moments later, though, ha&eglagain; then he let
out a low whistle.

Alice jumped back in sheer fright as the movingdsiva changed direction
and headed straight towards them. Then she gaJagldlys hysterical
giggle as a familiar shape loped out of the stgatickening snow.

‘It's one of the dogs!



The wolfhound went past her, its rough, damp fuishing against her bare
arm; then it headed off along the corridor, so@agpearing from sight.

Dominic closed and bolted the door. ‘It's Romuluss’ said. ‘He often
stays out late at night.” Even in the unlit corrddlice could see the
amused smile that hovered around his mouth. ‘Rasnasiome-lover, he’s
quite content to spend most of his time insideHiad, chewing the place
to bits. But Romulus has--more primitive desird®’ finished, his voice
suddenly shifting a couple of tones deeper. ‘Thekenhim restless, he
spends a lot of time prowling around the grounds."'

Alice felt a rash of goose-pimples break out ongien, and wasn't at all
certain that it was the cold that was causing th&ime seemed to be
standing uncomfortably close to Dominic Seton namd she quickly
edged away.

'Perhaps you should--" She cleared her throat nestypthen went on, ‘It
might be a good idea to get a bitch. Romulus wadtlidoe
so--er--frustrated,” she muttered, suddenly feelingdiculously self-
conscious. ‘And | believe it can be quite profigbbreeding pedigree

puppies.’

Dominic raised one eyebrow. ‘It's an interestinggastion.' he said softly.
‘And I'm sure Romulus would be behind it one humtpeer cent. But the
profits on a few puppies would hardly make anyeatghce to the Hall's
overall bank balance, and Frobisher would probahiy on the spot if he
found out | was planning something like that.’

'l suppose you're right,” Alice conceded. ‘Then pddomulus will just
have to go on suffering and taking long walks.’

‘His long walks aren’'t always in vain,” Dominic remked, with an
unexpected grin. ‘Several of the local people hgeé bitches who've
produced litters o¥erylarge puppies.'

Alice grinned back. ‘You're lucky they haven't td¢o slap a paternity suit
on him.” She stifled a yawn. ‘I'd better get baokibed. It must be getting
late.’



‘Getting on for three in the morning,” he agreed.

‘You haven't even been to bed yet,” she remarkedlising he was still
fully dressed. ‘Do you always keep such late hours?

His eyes seemed to take on an extra gleam. ‘Petmapige Romulus,” he
suggested meaningfully. ‘Maybe | have trouble witty own rather
primitive desires.’

For an instant, Alice’s nerves gave a sharp wartwtch. Then common
sense came to her rescue, and she gave a snameofligbelief. ‘Who do
you think you're kidding? You're Lord. Rossmore-tydive in this
fabulous house, you're probably a very long wayrfioeing down to your
last penny, in spite of all these ,bills you keepamng about, and you're
not exactly ugly. With those sort of qualificatiomsman would have to be
really unlucky if he didn't have a whole swarm obmen chasing after
him.’

Rather too late, she realised she was being fapeécsonal. She really had
no right to be saying such things to him. Appreheslg, she shot a quick
glance in his direction, trying to see if he wagyrgn He didn’'t look
particularly annoyed, though. In fact, he was simgianding there and
looking at her thoughtfully, which she found just @nnerving as a quick
blast of temper.

‘You certainly believe in speaking your mind, dogtdu?’ he commented
drily at last.

‘I'm sorry if | offended you,’ she said rather awéavdly.
He shook his head. 'l like straightforwardness--aoaid be surprised how
rare it is. Too many people change their attitumleards you as soon as

they find out you've got a title.’

‘That's nonsense,” she responded immediately. ‘lamejust because
you're a lord, that doesn’t make you any bettenthayone else.’



‘No, it doesn’t,” he agreed, and this time thereswa distinct hint of
amusement in his voice.

Alice flushed slightly. She certainly seemed to daging all the wrong
things tonight! For some reason, this man was brqagut the blunt side
of her nature. It was probably because they wellessinding in semi-
darkness, she told herself. It was making her bangs she would never
blurt out if she could actually see his face chearl

Dominic shifted a fraction closer, and her skintamsly prickled. What
now? she wondered warily. You could never tell wiis unpredictable
man. He made no attempt to touch her, though, badygdually relaxed
again. There was no need to panic, she told heiSk# wasn’t going to
run into any of those sort of problems. A man likerd Rossmore
wouldn’t be interested in someone like her. Shelccqust imagine what
his taste in women would be. Someone sophistiGatedvery experienced;
someone who, like himself, had explored the Ilimit$ sexual
inventiveness, and knew how to play all the bedrgames that such men
and women enjoyed.

Perhaps it was because she had begun to feehsafeis next words came
as such a shock.

‘Since you're being so straightforward tonight, lpggss you'd give me a
truthful answer to a very simple question. Would yi&e to go to bed with
me, Miss Alice Lester?’

It was the very last thing she had been expectingth say. For a few
moments she just gaped at him, totally speechl&ksn she finally
managed to find her voice again.

‘Certainly not!” she shot back at him indignantly.
He didn’'t seem either offended or particularly gisainted. Instead, he
simply shrugged. ‘I didn’t really expect you to sggs. But if you change

your mind, let me know. Goodnight.’

‘Hey, wait a minute! You can’t say something liket, and then just walk
away.’



‘Why not?’

‘Well--you just can’t--" Alice finished slightly fieringly, suddenly
wishing that she had kept her mouth shut and @igtim go.

One dark eyebrow lifted gently. ‘| asked a reastmajuestion, and you
answered it. What more is there to Say?'

‘It didn’t seem very reasonable to me!’ she retdrte

‘Then you must have led an extremely sheltered’ léame his cool
response. His gaze studied her in the darknefsd‘ithat hard to believe,
though. Just as | find it hard to believe no oresked you anything like
that before.’

Alice was glad that there wasn’t enough light fantio see the deep flush
that had covered her face.

‘I didn't say that,” she mumbled. ‘It's just thateidn’'t expect to hear it
fromyou.’

"You mean that a man like me shouldn’t want that ebthing?’ A harsh
note had suddenly shot through his voice, as ifrettejust hit a raw nerve
somewhere deep inside him.

‘What do you mean--a man like you?* she asked, ledzzand slightly
alarmed--by his abrupt change of mood.

‘It doesn’t matter. Forget it"" he instructed indark tone. He began to
swing away from her. ‘God, | need a drink,” he reted.

‘I'd rather like a drink before | go back to bedice ventured.
‘What do you want?’ he asked her tersely. 'A bréhdy

‘Oh--no--what I actually had in mind was some hata@a,” she admitted.



Dominic stared at her for several seconds. Thethiesv back his head and
laughed. His response was so unexpected that stesl gd him warily,
wondering if he had already had too much to drimight. That would
certainly explain his odd and unpredictable behavi®@ut she had been
fairly close to him a couple of times, and she dobave sworn there
wasn’t any smell of alcohol lingering on his breath

‘Hot cocoa,’” he repeated, shaking his head nowt iBthat's what you
want--'

His fingers curled lightly but firmly around her pgr arm, and she found
herself being led along the corridor.

‘Where are we going?’ she asked, rather apprehelysiv

‘To the kitchen, of course,” came his amused refilye offered you a
night of passion, and the chance to drown all yaurows in alcohol. Both
offers have been turned down in favour of a mugamfoa-so that's what
you'd better have.'

It seemed to take ages to reach the kitchen, baée Aupposed it took just
about for ever to reach anywhere in this vast, tamgbhouse. Finally,
Dominic opened a door, propelled her through, dreh tswitched on the
lights.

Alice blinked in the sudden brightness. Then hexbegws shot up. The
kitchen was huge! Copper pans hung from the wHike were massive
ovens, spotlessly clean work tops, and a whole bbstmaller kitchen
implements arranged on shelves. And there was a@flatery modern
equipment as well. Dishwashers, microwave overegtgtal gadgets of
every kind--it looked well-enough equipped to beobenmercial kitchen.

‘Either your staff eat an awful lot, or you entémtaalf the neighbourhood
for dinner every night,’ she commented. ‘With thelghof this lot, you
could easily feed an army!’

‘We entertain here on a professional basis,” Domtold her. ‘It's a very
important part of the Hall's income. Different busss concerns and
organisations get in touch with us, and ask ugrange various functions



for them. We usually use the Great Hall--it makasirapressive setting,
which goes down particularly well with American cpamies. If it's a more
intimate affair, with the company wanting to erd@rtjust a few important
clients, then there’s a smaller dining-room we oaa. It doesn't have the
same atmosphere as the Great Hall, of course, buayout the family
silver and tell Frobisher to be very attentivetie guests that the company
want to impress, and it all seems to work out \g&tysfactorily.'

‘Do you do all the catering yourself?’

‘It depends on the number of guests. If there are@ many, then Mrs
Frobisher copes with the food, with some help frammouple of part-time
staff. If it's a big function, then it's easier-é&iimore economical--to use
outside caterers.’

Alice looked at him consideringly. ‘It must feelrfay, sharing your home
with so many strangers,” she said at last.

His gaze instantly darkened. ‘Rossmore Hall isn{t home,” came his
growled response.

She settled herself down on a nearby stool, thekeld up at him. ‘That's a
funny thing to say. You live here, don’t you?’

‘Not by choice,” came his abrupt reply. He begaeropg cupboard doors
and searching irritably inside. ‘Where’s the daronaa?’

‘Over there,' pointed Alice, spotting it on the Eh&8he got up, went over
to the large fridge and found some milk, then segtsocup and saucer. ‘Do
you want some?’ she asked.

His grimace was answer enough. Instead, he prodacednch of keys
from his pocket. ‘The “open sesame” to the celldr¢ told her, and
disappeared through a door at the far end of ttehdm. By the time he
returned, Alice had finished making her cocoa aad lbegun to sip it.

Dominic had a bottle of whisky in his hand. He opeiit, poured himself a
generous measure, then looked at her enquiringhant some? It'll help
you sleep.’



She immediately wrinkled her nose. ‘No, thanks!emflshe looked at him
curiously. ‘What did you mean when you said Ros@&rtéall wasn’t your
home?’

He drank most of his whisky before answering hBretisely that.” He
lifted his head and looked an her reflectivelyd tiave thought you'd have
known all about our family history. The Seton fayralre the main subject
of gossip around here. I've only got to sneeze,eamtdyone knows about it
in less than an hour.’

‘I live quite a few miles away,” Alice explainedand we'’re relative
newcomers to the area. My mother only moved dowm lzecouple of
years ago, and | came to live with her soon a@ertop of that, ‘I've been
so busy with the agency that | haven't really hadetto pay much
attention to local news.” She paused for a momiety added delicately,
‘Of course, | know about the recent tragedy invodvyour brother.’

Dominic twisted the empty glass in his hand foreav fmoments, then
abruptly refilled it with whisky. ‘Not so recenttie said tersely. ‘It's over
six months ago now--although it seems like a blobidyime,” he added
broodingly.

‘It was an awful thing to happen,’ she said witlt sympathy.

He didn’'t seem to hear her. ‘Bloody young idiot!rdWwing away his life
for a stupid charity stunt.'

‘He couldn’t have known that it would go wrong, thine parachute
wouldn’t open properly.’

‘He had no right to risk his life like that! And favhat? Not just so the
charity would benefit, but to get more publicity fRossmore Hall, hoping
it would draw in more crowds. Well, he got the paity all right”
Dominic added savagely. ‘When the younger son ef Seton family
bungles a parachute drop and breaks his neck, riticly make the
headlines!’



Alice was momentarily horrified by his callousne3$hen she realised
there was a deep note of pain under the harsh wandsshe began to
understand that he could only come to terms with lbgs by getting
blazingly angry over it.

‘Were you and your brother close?’ she asked quietl

‘No, not close. But we understood each other. Amd,a way, we
complemented each other--probably because we wareaike.’

Increasingly interested, Alice put down her cocoa daned forward
slightly. ‘In what ways were you different?’

‘In just about every way possible. Robert loved $osre Hall--the only
thing he ever wanted was to spend the rest offaibére.’

Alice frowned. ‘And you don't like it here?’

‘It's like a bloody prison!” came his growled resise.

‘Then why do you stay?’

His dark eyes glared at her. “You don’t believenimcing words, do you?’
He fell silent after that for a couple of minutasd she thought she wasn't
going to get an answer to her question. Then hpegutiown the second

whisky, refilled his glass yet again, and starembbdingly ahead of him.

‘Why do | stay here? Because of a promise | oncdemand which | never
thought | was going to have to keep!

‘A promise--to whom?’ prompted Alice, intrigued ltye story which was
gradually beginning to unravel, offering fascingtiglimpses into this
man’s past.

‘To my father! He took another swallow of the whisknd Alice eyed him
a little uneasily, wondering how much of the bottle intended to get
through. ‘Is your own father still alive?’ he asKaet.

‘No. He died several years ago of a heart attack.’



‘So did mine,” Dominic said unexpectedly. Then ligled, ‘Did you miss
him?’

‘Yes, very much.’

‘Then that's where we differ. | hardly missed miateall. It's difficult to
mourn someone you scarcely even knew.’

She looked at him with shocked eyes. ‘You must Haae some feelings
for him.”

'l was aware that there was a blood-tie betweenDgninic conceded,
after a moment’s thought. ‘And 1 felt a certain senof obligation, |
suppose. But not much more.’

‘Why?’

He shrugged. ‘Probably because | saw so little iof. iMy mother died

when Robert was born, and my father suddenly fohimdself with a

young child and a newborn baby on his hands. He'tdishow what to do

with either of us, so he engaged a nanny to lotdr afs until we were old
enough to be packed off to boarding-school. Aftettwe only came
home for the holidays--and sometimes not even thdidn’t mind. Even

then, | never particularly wanted to come back tis$tnore Hall. It was
very different for Robert, though. He loved the IHRE absolutely loathed
being sent away to school. When he was youngesohgetimes got so
homesick that it used to make him physically ikitér on, he couldn’t wait
to finish university, so he could live here permahe Then my father had
his heart attack, and Robert and | were both sunechdrome. Since my
father lingered on for several weeks after hig fatsack, there was plenty
of time for some traumatic death-bed scenes. Hmaegdo realise, rather
too late, that there were a lot of things he haglewted to tell us. We were
treated to lecture after lecture on the respontésl and obligations of
being the only two surviving heirs of the Seton ilgmRobert lapped it

up--he was a true Seton through and through. | Bomesat through it and
endured it, even though most of the lectures weteadlly aimed at me. |
was the eldest son. Legally, it would all be mifteramy father had gone.
Then my father sprang one final bombshell on usekine was very near



the end, he made us both swear that we would dytéugg in our power
to keep Rossmore Hall in the Seton family, and tbaias long as it was
possible, there would always be a Seton living here

‘And you agreed?’

Dominic lifted his shoulders in an oddly helplessiyire. ‘What else could
| do? The man was dying-and tvas my father. And | never expected to
have to honour that promise. Robert was there |gugfing to be given the
chance to move into the Hall and run the estatefaityer died a couple of
days later, and after the funeral | turned the ldar to Robert and told
him he could do whatever he liked with it. I'd hagreen him the title, too,
if it had been possible. Then | set out to live omyn life.’

‘Doing what?’

He gave her a rather strange look, as if he alexqgs¢cted her to know. 'l
studied art,” he said after a brief pause. 'l tHadelife was fairly pleasant
for several years. And Robert was in his elemesgtaring and running
Rossmore Hall. He became engaged, and | knew logd be raising a
brood of new young Setons, who'd eventually takerdvom him. The
future seemed secure and settled. Then the dami@doroke his neck,
and the whole set-up just fell to pieces. | wase# to get on with my life
any longer. | didn’t have any choice except to nretiere and try to take
over where Robert had left off .’

There was that note of pain in his voice again espoke his brother’s
name, and Alice guessed at the affection therelesmoh between them,
even though they had led such different lives amahted such different
things.

‘No one could have forced you to keep your promistee said at last, in a
low voice. ‘It wouldn’t have been legally enforcéab

His eyes instantly blazed angrily. 'l gave my wordiat might not mean
much to you, but it wasn’t something | could justikvaway from.’



Alice was startled by his vehemence, but then sedlithat he was more of
a Seton than he cared to admit. Certainly, the Ifgsnsense of honour
seemed to run deeply in his veins, no matter howimie tried to deny it.

‘So you've got to spend the rest of your life doisgmething you hate,’
she said slowly. ‘That doesn’t seem very fair.’

Dominic’s face was deeply shadowed. ‘You're verywaaf you think that
life’s fair.’

Instantly, she shook her head. 'l don't believa.thad I'm certainly not
naive. | was just--sympathising, | suppose,’ shisliied with a tiny shrug.

'l don’t need your sympathy,' he responded shafpy.old enough--and
certainly experienced enough--to deal with my owwbfems.’

Alice decided she was quite willing to go alonghwhim on that point. She
had enough problems of her own to deal with; ski@’'tiheed to take on
anyone else’s.

Her half-finished cup of cocoa had gone cold note ®ok it over to the
sink, washed it up, then turned back to Dominighihk I'll go to bed
now.’

He didn't answer her; he didn’'t even look at helne S3hought he was
probably going to stay down here and finish theléaif whisky, and she
was rather relieved. Although making her way thiotige dark corridors
of Rossmore Hall would be quite spooky, she hadf#eting that she
would feel even more uneasy if Dominic was walkaigng close behind
her.

She had just reached the door when he suddenlipdos feet and strode
over to join her. Alice’s heart started thumpinghea faster, and she
looked at him edgily. He stared back at her witht dhark, unblinking gaze,
and she was the first one to look away.

‘I'd better see you to your room,’ he told her.



‘That’s all right,” she assured him hurriedly. I'lHe fine on my own. You
stay here and finish your drink.'

He grinned wolfishly, as if he knew exactly how vars he made her.
‘Afraid of being alone in the dark with me?’ he ted.

‘Of course not! | just don’t--don’t want to put yeo any trouble.’

‘It's no trouble. Anyway, if | let you wander araliron your own, it'll
probably be morning before you finally find youryaack to your room.’

‘I've an excellent sense of direction,’ she insistetrifle indignantly.

Dominic lounged against the doorway. ‘Then tell pnecisely how you're
going to get there.’

A little frantically, she searched back through hemory. ‘You go along
this corridor, turn left--no, right,” she quicklyrected herself. ‘Then left
again, up a small flight of stairs--er--turn righgain--" Her voice finally
trailed away and she gave a small shrug of defeét, | give up,’ she said
resignedly. ‘Howdo | get back to my room?’

‘You follow me.” And, with that, he set off at astapace through the unlit
house.

Alice trotted quickly behind him, knowing that ifie lost sight of that tall,
dark figure ahead of her, she could wander roufa ‘ages trying to get
her bearings. Finally, though, they were standmd@ant of her bedroom
door, and she gave a huge sigh of relief.

‘Thank you,’ she said politely. ‘Goodnight.’

Dominic made no effort to move away. Instead, hst jstood there,
studying her thoughtfully.

‘Remember that question | asked you earlier?’ lne aalength.

She certainly did! Oh, heavens, this wasn’'t goiogturn into a very
difficult situation, was it? It was very late, astie was extremely tired



now. She definitely didn’'t want to have to copehwiDominic Seton’s
amorous and slightly drunken advances.

'l don’t suppose you want to change your answeafiechis gentle prompt.

‘No,” she said, without hesitation. ‘If you thinkoy’re going to have
trouble sleeping, then | suggest you take the dattlwhisky to bed with
you.’

‘I'd sooner take you,” His voice was relaxed, ratlazy, and unexpectedly
seductive. Alice had the uneasy feeling that it \ddee only too easy to
fall under its compelling spell if she wasn't vecareful. ‘However, it
doesn’t look as if I'm going to be given a choicBdOminic went on
regretfully in that same low, dark, velvet toneof@Gider yourself lucky,
Miss Alice Lester, that you've caught me in suchaamenable mood. If |
were a little more drunk, | probably wouldn’t bellimig to take no for an
answer. On the other hand,” he added musingly] ifere a littleless
drunk, | probably wouldn’t have asked you in thstfplace.’

‘Are you going to stop waffling on and let me getlted?’ she demanded
edgily.

He gave a slow shrug. ‘It's nearly four in the moghand I've had far
more whisky than | should--two things which alwayske me talk too
much.’

‘Then go and sleep it off,” she retorted, her vostarp with nerves. She
turned round and began to open the door, thentHeltriefest of warm
touches at the nape of her neck, where a smalhpdtbare skin showed
between her hair and the top of her dressing-g@&e. didn’t know if it
was his finger or his lips that had rested thereHat instant, and decided
that she didn'wantto know. Keeping her back firmly turned to himgsh
shot inside, closed the door behind her, and thantlagainst it. Since it
didn’t have a lock, there wasn’t any way she cdddp him out if he was
absolutely determined to follow her inside. She e counting on the
fact that he wasn't really interested; that thisswast some slightly
drunken game he was playing with her, to amusediims



It looked as if she was right. She stood therestreral minutes, but the
handle didn’t tum and there weren’t any sounds fthenother side of the
door. Eventually, she released a soft sigh of fralel crawled tiredly into
bed.

The sheets were cold, and she huddled into a dpadlll trying to get
warm. It had been an extraordinary night, and ¢ra¢ $he didn’t want to
repeat in the future. The last thing she needeuat mgw were any more
disturbing encounters with Dominic Seton. She datithat, from now on,
she would stick to her bed at night, no matter h@asmd she found it to
sleep, or what suspicious shapes she saw prowbnogdr outside her
window. No more creeping through the house in tak-dthat way, she
should be safe.

Only she couldn’t quite get rid of the unsettlimgpression that no female
was entirely safe when Dominic Seton was around.



CHAPTER FOUR

THE next day, Alice saw very little of the unpredicle Lord Rossmore,
which suited her down to the ground. Since thers sidl a huge backlog
of paperwork to be dealt with, she put in a lohafd work, and, when she
managed to grab an odd free hour, she spent ibexglthe house and the
estate, and chatting to the people she met. Shes khat during the

summer there would be far more people working héxg, she was

surprised at how many staff were employed, eveahiattime of the year.

Apart from the Frobishers, there were a coupleutiftime gardeners, a
farm manager, a groom, the head forester-who wabange of the large
tracts of woodland where trees were commerciallpwgr, and others

whom Alice saw only in the distance, going aboeirthusiness. On top of
that, half a dozen local women came in twice a wieeklean the house
itself. In summer, they would come in every morniagorously dusting

and polishing everything in sight to get the howsady for its daily

opening to the public at one o’clock. In wintereyisimply kept the worst
of the dirt at bay, only paying special attentionthie rooms which were
booked by outside organisations for private funio

Her work was interrupted by a tap at the libraryordolrhen the door
opened and a tall, pleasant-looking man in his thidies came in.

‘I'm Tim Dawkins,’ he introduced himself.

‘Oh, yes,” Alice nodded. ‘You're the one who’s bdepking after Remus
and his upset stomach. How is he?’

‘I've just taken him to the vet for his final cheaf, and he’s been given a
clean bill of health. Whatever caused it seemsat@elgone now--one way
or the other,” he added with a slight grimace.

‘I'm sorry you were landed with the job of clearimg the rather unpleasant
consequences,’ she said sympathetically.

‘I don’t mind too much. I'm very fond of the dod3y the way, I've been
having a look at your car, and | think | can fix Yfou’'ve got a problem



with the carburettor, but it shouldn’t be too exgiga to put right. You just
need a couple of new parts. Would you like me talgead with the repair
work?’

‘I'd really be very grateful,” Alice told him, artthat was the truth. Without
the use of her car, she was beginning to feel ratapped. Local transport
was virtually non-existent, and the nearby villagjeAmberleigh was the
only place within reasonable walking distance. Etleat was part of the
estate, though. Around here, it was very difficidtget away from the
influence of the Seton family.

Later that day, with the bulk of her work finisheshe began to eye the
telephone longingly. At last, she couldn’t resist temptation one moment
longer. She picked up the receiver and quickly leialher mother’s
number.

It was a while before her mother answered, andeMiforehead began to
wrinkle anxiously. Was everything all right? Waserld some awful

problem she didn’'t even know about? Her palms ggeddenly damp and
panic stirred in her stomach.

Then she heard her mother's calm voice on the o#met, and she
immediately began to relax again. There couldn’tabgthing drastically
wrong, or her mother wouldn't sound so unflustered.

‘Sorry | was so long answering, but | was justisgjtthe twins down for
their nap.’

‘Are they all right?’ questioned Alice fretfully.

‘Absolutely bouncing with health,” her mother assiither. ‘I'll probably
be worn to a shadow by the time you get home again!

Alice grinned. She knew her mother was loving evamute of it.

‘I'm missing them like crazy,” she confessed. ‘Amg car’'s broken down,
so | can’t even dash home for a quick visit if t geally desperate. One of
the men here has offered to fix it, but | don’t tnbow long it's going to
take.”’



They chattered on for several more minutes, herharotpatiently
answering Alice’s non-stop, slightly anxious quess. Then she finally
managed to get in a couple of her own.

‘Are you going to get any days off?’

'l don’t know,’ Alice said rather gloomily. ‘At thenoment, it doesn’t look
like it. Everyone here seems to work odd hours, thath take time off

when they hit a slack period. They still have todpecall, though, in case
something turns up unexpectedly. It's all very djanised, but somehow it
seems to work. It means that you never know in acvavhen you're

going to have some free time, though, or how Idisggoing to last.’

‘What's it like, working for Lord Rossmore?’ askbdr mother with some
interest.

Alice wasn’t sure how to answer that questions ‘different,” she said
guardedly, at last.

‘Have you seen any of his paintings yet?’

There was a puzzled silence from Alice’s end. “Bfger sort of studio up
on the first floor," she said finally, ‘but | onlyoked my head round the
door, | didn’'t go right inside. But how did you kmohe did a bit of
painting?'

‘Alice, are you pulling my leg?’ demanded her maotimeredulously.

‘Of course not. Anyway, if you want my opinion, baght to forget about
dabbling around with paint for a while. I've beewoirgg through the books
and, financially, things are pretty bad around heke should stop wasting
time on a hobby, and concentrate on trying to fivaldys of bringing in
more money.'

‘My dear girl, he doesn’t “dabble around with pdirknd it certainly isn’t
a hobby. Do you know what it would cost you to hgwer portrait painted
by Dominic Seton?’ said her mother with a touclexdsperation.



‘No--no, | don't,’ she answered uncertainly. ‘Wheae you trying to tell
me?’

‘Just that you'd have to save up for several yearg] even then you
probably wouldn’t be able to afford it. Alice, threan isfamous He’s
already regarded as one of the foremost portraiitgrs of the decade.
People are queuing up to offer him commissions. Aa® not just well
known for his portraits, he turns out ravishing dacapes almost as a
sideline. I'd give just about anything to own orig¢heem, but they're way
out of my price range.’

‘Why on earth didn’t you tell me all this beforedame here?’ asked Alice
in disbelief.

‘There wasn’t really any time, everything was sehed during those few
days before you took on this job. Anyway, | assumeil knew.
Everyone’s heard of Dominic Seton.’

‘Everyone except me, apparently," Alice remarkaty.diyou know I'm an
absolute Philistine when it comes to art, Mum.’

'l must say | didn’t realise justow ignorant you are,” sighed her mother.
‘To be honest, | rather envy you. It must be fagtiilg to be around a man
like him.

‘I'm not sure that “fascinating” is quite the rigimord” Then she went
silent for a moment, her ears pricking up as slachthe distant barking of
one of the wolfhounds. ‘I'd better go,” she saidrimdly. ‘Someone’s
coming. Give Tweedledum and Tweedledee a kiss framBye, Mum.’

She managed to put down the receiver just secogeidsebDominic came
into the library. She was well aware that there wa$ightly guilty flush on

her cheeks, but hoped he would put it down to #ut that the library was
very well heated.

‘Any letters for me to sign?’ he asked offhandedly.



‘Just a couple.” She pushed them towards him, aatdhved as he scrawled
his distinctive signature across the bottom. ‘Aneré are several bills, I'm
afraid,’ she said apologetically.

He made an impatient sound under his breath.

‘Most of them aren’t too bad,’ she went on. 'Theréhe vet's bill for
Remus--he’s all right again now, by the way. Thear¢ were a couple
more panes of glass to be replaced in the consgwdtdon’t know why
they keep getting broken,” she added, with a froo. you suppose it's a
couple of local kids slipping in and smashing them?

‘No, not kids,” replied Dominic curtly. ‘Leave it th me. I'll see Tim
Dawkins and ask him to watch out for anyone acsuogpiciously. What
other bills are there?’

‘One from the plumber who fixed the blocked toile@h, and it was a
fractured pipe causing that leak in the south dngwbom. He’s repaired
it, but he said some of the other pipes in that pathe house are in a
dodgy condition. If you want him to do somethingabit, just give him a
ring.’

'l can’t afford any repairs right now that arertisalutely necessary.'

Alice glanced out of the window with a frown. Thevas a light dusting of
snow on the ground, and a cold wind was whippirigugh the trees. ‘If
the temperature drops much more, those pipes doegde,” she warned.
‘Then you could be in real trouble.’

'l didn’'t realise you went in for amateur weatheretcasting,” he said
irritably. ‘Why not stick to simple administrationi? is what I'm paying
you for.’

She bit back her own hot-tempered reply, remindiegself that she ought
to make allowances for his sudden bursts of moaedirgéhe knew now that
he was in a place he disliked, doing a job he ket hat was enough to
make any man short-tempered from time to time.



‘The last bill's from the garage,’ she told him.h@y’'ve resprayed the side
of your car. Apparently, it was very badly scrath&he shot him a quick
grin. ‘Bad driving'?’ she teased lightly.

Her small joke went down like a ton of bricks. Do Seton’s dark
brows drew together, and his mouth set in an onsrime. Fortunately,
one of the wolfhounds came loping in at that mom#npushed its huge
muzzle against Dominic’s hand, briefly distractimg attention, and by the
time he turned back to her, he seemed to have ttergtner unfortunate
remark.

‘There’ll be a private dinner taking place in thaimdining-room tonight,’
he told her briefly. ‘Make sure you stay away frirat part of the house.’

‘You don’t want the paying guests bumping into lpwhembers of staff?’
she enquired a little acidly.

His dark gaze swung round and fixed on her. ‘Youy@an odd mood this
afternoon.” "

Alice knew he was right. And she also knew why. tTpplaone call to her
mother had started up a small ache of longingsladl wanted right now
‘was to be back home with the twins...

Firmly, she closed her mind to everything exceptr h@mediate
surroundings. It was no use thinking like that. 8hd a job to do, and she
had better get on with it. Perhaps, when her ca fixed, she would be
able to pop home for a few precious hours. Unghthshe had better stop
thinking about it, or she would end up in no fatstto cope with the work
she had to do.

‘I'm sorry,” she said crisply. ‘What’s the nextrnteon the agenda?’

‘There are a couple of minor functions at the Halhorrow. A buffet
lunch at noon, and members of a local Historicali&@g are coming for a
privately conducted tour in the afternoon. Thatetakis up to Saturday,
when we’re putting on a medieval banquet in theaGrHall.’



‘Oh, yes, I've got all the arrangements here,’” maddlice, picking up a

folder and' flicking through it. ‘There’ll be threeoachloads of guests
arriving. An outside organisation’s tackling thetesang, but they’ll be

using the kitchens here at the Hall for the agwaparation and cooking of
the food.” She looked up brightly. ‘It sounds li&dot of fun.’

Dominic merely looked bored. ‘That rather depends/our point of view.
It's certainly profitable, and that's the only immpent thing as far as I'm
concerned.’

‘Do the guests dress up?’

‘That's entirely up to them. We hire a vanload afstumes from a
theatrical costume company, and set them out inrtems, one for the
women and one for the men. If people want to, teeygo in and choose a
costume, and then pay extra to hire it for the enger\We take a percentage
of the cost of the costume hire, of course.’

'Of course,' she echoed, with a faint smile. ‘I'eginning to realise that
everything that goes on around here has to be meshsupercentages. Do
you usually wear a costume?’

'l don’t attend such functions,' he replied briefly

Alice immediately frowned. ‘Oh, but | thought itidan the contract--' She
turned over a couple of pages, and then quicklyrsea the final sheet.
‘Yes, here it is. They've paid an extra fee, on tinelerstanding that Lord
Rossmore will be present.’

Dominic took the contract from her, and his facesvgrpositively
thunderous as he scanned it. ‘Who drew up this @dngontract?’ he
demanded.

‘I've no idea. It was all arranged before | arrivedon’t really see that it
matters too much now, though. You've signed it, #mat’'s what counts.
Either you attend this banquet and collect youreapgnce fee, or you'll
probably have to pay a hefty penalty.’



He tossed the piece of paper on to the desk, andesvehemently under
his breath.

‘It's only for one evening,’ Alice said placatinglfAnd you’ll earn quite a
large sum of money from it.’

'‘By putting myself on public display! What the hedl it that makes
someone with a title such an object of interest?’

'l don’t know,” Alice confessed. ‘Perhaps it's basa people associate it
with privilege; they think you're someone with at lof power and
influence.”

‘Then they're wrong,' Dominic growled.

‘Maybe," she conceded. ‘But it's hard to get ridpafople’s preconceived
ideas. Even the staff who work here at the Hallrs&eebe rather in awe of
you. Only--’

‘Only what?’

She hesitated, then decided she might as wellhfimibat she had been
going to say. ‘Well, I got the impression that soofieghem didn’t actually
like you very much.’

‘That’'s hardly surprising,’ Dominic replied, his otb setting into a rather
grim line. ‘I'm not my brother Robert, am 1? | haitegiven my heart and
soul to Rossmore Hall, |1 don’t spend every minute¢he night and day
trying to preserve everything exactly as it is. Asfdcourse, most of the
people working on the estate come from the villaigadmberleigh.’

‘What difference does that make?’ asked Alice, .z

‘I'm not the most popular person in Amberleigh tiglow. And a few of
the locals aren’t slow in making their feelingd fala rather positive way.’

For several moments, Alice didn’'t have the slightdga what he was
talking about. Then something suddenly clickeddasher head, and she
looked at him in dawning awareness. ‘The brokensgylan the



conservatory," she said slowly. ‘And the scratcbesyour car. They
weren’t accidents or petty vandalism?’

‘No, they damned well weren’'t. And there have bemveral other
incidents as well,” he confirmed with a black frawAll fairly trivial so
far, but they could easily get worse.’

‘But why?’

He shook his head impatiently. ‘Because peopleratdwere still seem to
live in the last century. They resent any chanigey fight it tooth and nail
all the way.’

‘And you're trying to make radical changes?’ Heagght dark brows drew
together. ‘Is that really necessary? | thought gaid your brother had
devoted his life to Rossmore Hall. Surely he dgbad job of running it?’

Dominic didn’t answer straight away, as if he wakictant to criticise his
brother in any way. Eventually, though, he fixed diark gaze on her.
‘Robert’s main aim in life was to keep RossmorelHadactly as it was.
Very reluctantly, he conceded that the house hablet&ept open to the
public, because that brought in an essential gatteoestate’s income, but
he absolutely refused to go any further than thatcommercialism of any
kind, apart from a small tea room and gift shogkéacaway at the very
back of the house.”

‘Well, | suppose you've got to admire that sort aftitude,” Alice
commented. ‘So many people nowadays can'’t thinlarofthing except
making lots of money.’

‘Oh, | admired his attitude,” Dominic agreed grimiWhat | didn’t realise

was that it was resulting in financial chaos. Itswa until | started to go
through the books that | discovered just how baaggwere. Robert had
spent a massive amount of money on repairs andragisin, and there
wasn’'t enough coming in to cover even a fractiothefcost.’

Alice frowned. ‘But surely he must have realiseat®



‘Robert was an idealist, Dominic said shortly. ‘lsaw only what he
wanted to see. In this case, it was Rossmore Htigbrestored to all its
old glory, untainted by the kind of crass commdisma that a lot of the
other great houses have had to resort to in ocdsuttvive. And the local
people liked that, it was exactly what they wardsadvell.’

She thought it over for a couple of minutes. ‘Butedy people realise that
the house has to pay its way?’ she said at ldghéely don’t, can’t you just
explain the situation to them?”’

'l could,” agreed Dominic tersely. ‘But | doubt if would make the
slightest difference. Most of them have got the esatinkered point of
view that Robert had--they automatically resistngea They thoroughly
approved of the way he ran the estate, and they rmvario run it in exactly
the same way. When | try to make changes, thesnéeknow in not very
subtle ways that they definitely don't like it.’

‘But you haven’t done anything very controversialfar, have you?’

‘Not yet,” he agreed. ‘There hasn’t been time. IAMé done is put the house
to good use during the winter months by entertginimere on a

professional basis. But it's not enough, it'll makay a very small dent in

our overdraft. That's why I've become involved ifaaly radical scheme

that could turn our finances around. That phon¢ tted other evening

confirmed that it looks like getting off the grouhd

‘What are you planning to do?’

‘There’s a large section of the estate just beybwedvillage of Amberleigh
that isn't used either for farming or forestry. I'megotiating with a
company that wants to lease the land and condimaceighteen-hole golf
courses that would be of a high enough standardttract the major
tournaments. There’d also be a clubhouse with plesft high-class
accommodation, a swimming pool, tennis and squasints; and a large
health centre. If it comes off, the estate willgakpercentage of the profits
as well as charging them a hefty amount for leasivegn the land. It'll
make a tremendous difference to our finances.” n'Dthe people of
Amberleigh understand that?’ she said with a sfran.



Dominic lifted one eyebrow drily. 'l expect they.dBut they're still
strongly against the entire scheme. They thinkrthdage will be overrun
by golfers and health fanatics, that people wilerevstart buying up
property in the village to use as weekend cottagésch will gradually
drive out the locals.’

‘Could that happen?’
'It could,” he conceded. ‘Although I'll try like heo stop it happening.’
Alice glanced up at him in surprise. ‘You care whappens to them?’

'l appreciate their point of view,” he replied @lig ‘And | feel a certain
sense of responsibility towards them. But I'm stdtermined to go ahead
with this scheme, no matter how many bricks theuckhthrough the
conservatory to show their disapproval.’

The phone rang, and by the time she had finishi&th¢ato the person at
the other end, Dominic had left. Alice thought owdrat he had told her,
and finally decided, rather to her own surpriseattishe tended to
sympathise with the people, of Amberleigh. If sheed in a quiet,
picturesque little village that had hardly chan¢mddecades, she certainly
wouldn’t want a huge sports and leisure complektrign the doorstep.
The villagers were right, it had to make a fairlastic difference to their
lives. It wasn't her problem, though. She wouldgoae from here long
before it was finally resolved one way or the ottser she eventually put it
out of her mind and got down to some work

On Saturday morning, Alice woke up, yawned sleemlyd decided she
would have an extra half-hour in bed. Then she mebeged it was the day
of the medieval banquet. With a small groan, shdduaherself out from
under the covers and padded along to the bathrdbere were bound to
be a hundred and one niggling little problems todealt with, and no
doubt Dominic Seton would expect her to be on harcbpe promptly and
efficiently with every one of them.



By lunch time, the cleaning ladies had been throatjlthe rooms that
would be used that evening, leaving them absolugpbtiess. Later that
evening, they would be back to act as serving wesicNot very youthful
serving wenches, Alice admitted to herself with iy \grimace, but they
had worked for the estate for a long time, andadd relied upon to turn
up punctually and be completely reliable.

As the afternoon wore on and evening approachexdpsban to feel very
satisfied with the way things were going. Everythiwas running to
schedule, and it wouldn’t be her fault if the evenwasn’t a total success.
The theatrical costumes had arrived and had beepusen two rooms
adjacent to the Great Hall, the caterers were énkitchen, preparing the
food under Mrs Frobisher’s critical eye, and thdl iHself was looking its
impressive best.

The first of the coaches arrived as it began todgek, and Alice gave a
sigh of relief. She could sign off now. She plantedake herself off to a
quiet part of the house and put her feet up fordise of the evening.

Just then, Mrs Frobisher came bustling over, aeratlorried frown on her
face.

‘One of the women who was going to help with thevisg of the food has
gone down with a migraine,’ she said. ‘That mea@'senone short, and it’s
going to make things very difficult?

‘Can‘t you ring round and get someone else?’ suggealice.

Mrs Frobisher hesitated. ‘It's--it's not easy noayglto get people to come
and work at the Hall,” she admitted at last.

Alice sighed. Drat Dominic Seton, and his ongoiagd with the villagers
of Amberleigh! She could do without more problenighas late stage in
the day.

‘Can't you manage with the women you’ve got?’



‘Even before Mrs Jackson went down with her migeaiwe were rather
short-staffed. | told Lord Rossmore that, ideallyyz needed a couple more
women, but he said he couldn’t afford the wages.’

‘Penny-pincher!” snorted Alice. Then she had topeaps a quick smile as
she saw the faint look of shock on Mrs Frobishéatse. Despite the local
people’s current low opinion of Dominic Seton, lwviously still wasn’t
the done thing to call him names behind his back.

'l suppose thatoucouldn’t help out?’ suggested Mrs Frobisher holbefu
‘Me?’ echoed Alice, wrinkling her nose unenthusizty.

‘I'm sure we can find a costume to fit you. Andgitiot very difficult work.
I'll explain exactly what you've got to do.’

Although she couldn’t remember actually agreeingdtoit, Alice soon
found herself togged up in a serving wench’s autfitwasn’t exactly
elegant, either, she told herself ruefully, surmgyher reflection in the
mirror. Not for her the rich velvets and bright @ots that the guests wore.
The square-necked bodice and long skirt were iatleer-coarse, sludge-
coloured material, worn over a full-sleeved blodlsat was tied with a
drawstring at the throat. She didn’'t suppose tleas-kor many of the other
costumes--were strictly authentic, historically agieg, any more than the
food they were going to serve would reflect a geauneal of medieval
times. She didn’t think anyone would mind, thoughe guests had come
here to enjoy themselves; they weren’t going torwower a trifling little
detail like authenticity!

When she was ready, she hurried along to the kitateady to receive her
instructions from Mrs Frobisher. Although the attoaoking was being

done by staff from the outside catering organisatidrs Frobisher was
still in charge overall. As far as Mrs Frobisherswa@ncerned, the kitchen
was her responsibility, and she wasn’t going tingelish her authority to

anyone.

To Alice, the scene looked like complete chaos,Nitg Frobisher seemed
satisfied with the way that things were going. Sbieviously had



everything under control, and food was already d¢psimunted on to trays,
ready to be carried into the Great Hall.

‘You'll be serving the top table,” she instructedicg, loading her up with
one of the trays. ‘Be as quick as you can, thenecbatk for another tray.’

Alice made her way to the Great Hall but, when fahaly stepped inside,
she stopped for a moment to drink in the scene. Atge hall seemed
totally transformed, full of atmosphere and colopylsatingly alive,

instead of just an impressive setting for a loaatiques.

She supposed the candles were largely responsiblere wasn’t any

artificial lighting, only the flickering banks ofandles along the walls and
on the tables. Their dancing light filled the halth a muted glow; black

shadows hovered in the corners and the ceiling Msisin darkness,

because their frail brightness couldn’t carry tiaat

One table had been set out at the top of thewhlle long trestles ranged
down each side, leaving an empty square in theeehtost people had
opted to hire a costume for the evening, and theyewa marvellous
mixture of styles and colours which glowed dullytire candlelight. The
air was smoky and warm, and a noisy babble of gosterounded her as
she made her way towards the top table.

Sitting in the very centre seat was Dominic Sefbime first thing Alice
noticed was that he was one of the few who hadedted to dress up for
the banquet, Instead, he was wearing his usual ofifeans, casual shirt
and dark leather jacket. ‘Spoilsport!”” she muttevedier her breath. Then
her gaze drifted to the people sitting on eitheée sof him. With a faint
grin, she wondered if they had paid extra for theilege of sitting next to
Lord Rossmore. She supposed it was the equivalersitting eat the
captain’s table on an ocean liner.

Deftly, she slipped a bowl of soup in front of Damai
‘Your first course, my lord,” she murmured in hare

He instantly turned round. ‘Alice?’ Then he scowddcdher. ‘What the hell
do you think you're doing?’



‘At this precise moment, I'm serving your soup. rgocan’t stop. Some
people would like their soup while it’s still hot.’

She finished doling it out and, as she left theé Wwéh her empty tray, she
was very much aware of Dominic’s glowering gazermpimto her back.

When she returned a short while later to colleetémpty bowls, he was
ready for her. His strong hand clamped round hestvas she reached out
to pick up his untouched soup.

‘Is this some sort of joke?’

‘Certainly not,” she retorted. 'l expect to be pidthe work I'm doing this
evening, the same as everyone else.’

‘I'm already paying you an exorbitant wage!

Alice smiled at him sweetly. ‘But this is overtimBy the way,” she went
on, ‘is that real?’

She pointed at the huge boar’s head that sat ¢atterngust in front of him.
Its jaws were wide open, and it had a bright reglepitting in its mouth.

‘No, it's plastic,” Dominic said irritably.

‘Thank heavens for that! All the same, it's stiiaeigh to put you right off
your dinner. Not that you seem to have much appetinyway. You
haven’t touched your soup. Mrs Frobisher won't bey\pleased.'

She moved away from him as soon as she had finisphedking so she
didn’t hear his muttered response. It was backéokitchen again for the
next course; spare ribs in a spicy sauce. Themhhaausing for breath,
she began refilling the wine glasses and experdpping up any spills. As
she began whisking away empty plates again, haryhe@stume began to
cling to her damp skin. It was getting hotter arudtdr in the hall, and
Alice could feel her skin glowing as she headedkbacthe kitchen yet
again. With a slightly furtive glance around, sloeied herself half a glass
of wine and gulped it down. It slid easily down Iparched throat, and she



instantly felt better. Picking up the next courske waltzed back to the
hall.

‘Where’s Mrs Jackson?’ demanded Dominic as sheréelva portion of
chicken on to his plate.

‘She’s gone down with a migraine. Mrs Frobisher Idoli get a
replacement at such short notice, so she ropea mestead.' Alice glanced
up, towards the Minstrels Gallery that ran along ¢ind of the Great Hall.
Above the general hubbub, she could hear faint de®wf singing, and it
seemed to be coming from behind the intricately@dscreen that hid any
occupants of the gallery from sight. “‘Who on eastlip there?’ she asked,
intrigued.

‘I's the choir from the local Women'’s InstituteDominic growled.
‘They're singing a mixture of madrigals and folkngs.’

‘Do you have to pay them?’ she asked thoughtfuldnly travelling
expenses. And a donation to their funds.’

‘It would be cheaper to have a tape made, andpjastthat. After all, no
one can see them--and hardly anyone can hear tsmadded, having to
raise her own voice a little to make herself hearer the noisy chatter that
filled the hall.

‘Playing a tape would hardly create the same kihdtmosphere,” came
Dominic’s slightly caustic comment.

‘No, it wouldn’t,” she agreed. ‘But you're the omého’s always going on

about money--or rather, the lack of. I'm just tgyle suggest ways you can
be more economical and make an even bigger p®hi. must go,” she

went on hurriedly. ‘Mrs Frobisher’s making fransignals to me from the

doorway.’

Her throat was dry again now. There wasn’'t anytiimglrink except the
wine, though, so she gulped down a few mouthfulsatween loading up
her next tray, then whizzed off with the vegetables



She noticed that Dominic still hadn’t touched mwchis food. Nor did it
look as if he was making much of an effort to beiaole. As she refilled
his wine glass, she murmured in a low voice, ‘Yobé&tter start talking to
some of these people, or they might decide to astheir money back!

His dark eyes glittered angrily. ‘Don’t lecture mevon't stand for it.’

Alice was unperturbed. ‘Have some more wine,” sihdsed. ‘It might put
you in a better frame of mind.” Then she scootedbaffore he had a
chance to fling another bad-tempered retort indirexction.

By the time she was taking round the bowls of fthét were the final
course and marked the end of the meal, her feet a@ing and she was
really looking forward to getting away from the haad noise of the Great
Hall. She would have a light supper, she decided,then head off to bed.
And, since tomorrow was Sunday, perhaps the lodlraaster wouldn’t
mind too much if she had a lie-in.

She could feel Dominic’s gaze resting on her daddyshe set out the
bowls of fruit. It was slightly unnerving, but shemforted herself with the
thought that there wasn’t anything he could acyudd, not with so many
people around. When she reached his section dfatile, she slid one of
the bowls in front of him, then hurriedly beganbiack away. She wasn’t
quite quick enough, though. His arm snaked outcaudjht her around the
waist, and a moment later she found herself sitimdpis lap.

It happened so fast that it made her head whide¢ond ago, she had been
standing on her own two feet. Now, she was in clom@act with a hard,
male body and, since his arm was still firmly lodka@round her, it didn’t
look as if she was going to be able to wriggle .free

‘What are you doing?’ she muttered. Her face hadegoright red with

sheer embarrassment. All around, people had tutmetd heads and were
smiling, even laughing. They obviously thought iasvall part of the

evening’s entertainment.

‘It's one of the advantages of being the Lord a¢ tanor,” Dominic
murmured in a low voice. ‘I'm allowed the pick bktserving wenches.’



‘You’re making that up! she retorted furiously.ét mego!

But he obviously had no intention of doing any sulimg. In fact, his
other arm had curled round her now, making suré sha didn’t have a
hope in hell of escaping from him.

‘Why are you doing this?’ she demanded, althoughdeareful to keep
her own voice as low as his own, so the peoplerardbem couldn’t hear
her heated responses.

‘I'm simply entering into the spirit of the evenjhgame his relaxed reply.
‘That is what you instructed me to do, isn’t it?"

'l told you to be more sociable, not grab hold & amd make me feel like
a--a--’

‘Like what, Alice?’ came his gentle prompt.

But she had already decided that she didn't warinish that particular
sentence. ‘No one else has grabbed a serving westoh, pointed out
indignantly.

‘That’s probably because you're the only one uridey-five," he told her.

‘But a lot of the men are looking as if they're hiisg they'd thought of
this before | did.” He pulled her a little closesp that his mouth was
unsettlingly close to her ear. ‘You are rather gongs, Alice,” he

murmured appreciatively.

Alice made one brief attempt to get free, but isweeless. ‘How much
longer are you going to make me sit here?’ shecastgily.

Dominic didn’t answer straight away, as if he whsrbughly enjoying
having the upper hand. ‘Oh--1 think for the restlud evening,” he replied
at last.

‘What?’ she yelped. °

‘And | don’t mind if you keep wriggling around,” haent on, quite
unperturbed. ‘It really is rather-stimulating, fr@shed meaningfully.



Alice's face instantly flared bright red. She sasalutely still, tried to
ignore the frantic pounding of her heart, and pdagfeat Dominic Seton
would soon grow tired of this game he had decideulay with her.



CHAPTER FIVE

WHEN everyone had finished eating, and the laghefplates had been
cleared away, Alice turned her head and looked silyeat Dominic.
‘That’s the end of the banquet-are you going tarletgo now?’

‘It might be the end of the banquet,’ he agreedit ‘there’s still the
entertainment to come.’

‘Entertainment?’ she repeated apprehensively.

Dominic nodded. ‘A couple of semi-professional a@ed a local boy,
who'’s probably going to murder a couple of folk gen

‘How long is it going to last?’

‘I've no idea," he responded almost cheerfully. Iéysg as it takes.’

‘But | can’t sit here all evening!” she spluttered.

‘Why not?’ he asked reasonably. ‘Have a glass okevand relax.’

Alice wondered how on earth she was supposed &x nehen he was

holding her a prisoner on his lap. Perhaps she bwter take up his

suggestion and have that glass of wine, she totdeliethrough tensely

clenched teeth. She definitely needed somethimgli her get through the
rest of the evening!

As she nervously gulped down the last of the wivadf, a dozen youngsters
ran into the cleared square between the trestlestabhey were all dressed

in vivid, chequered costumes, and looked supplefiand

‘They do a tumbling act,” Dominic told her. ‘Theg'rnot brilliant, but
they've got a lot of enthusiasm.'

He was right; the youngsters cartwheeled and s@ukes their way
around the hall, until Alice began to feel distlgctlizzy just watching



them. Or perhaps it was the wine, she told hersatily. Maybe she had
better not have any more.

She instantly recognised the man who came out #feertumbling act.
That plain but pleasant face belonged to Tim Dawkihe estate’s general
handyman, who had offered to fix her car.

‘What's he going to do?’ she asked curiously.

‘He juggles,” replied Dominic. ‘He’s a man of manglents," he added
drily.

And he was right. Tim Dawkins did a fast, competeggling act which
brought a lot of applause from everyone, includitige. Then the hall fell
silent again as a young, dark-haired man took kber,fa guitar tucked
under his arm.

Alice stared at him, blinked, and then stared agaie looks awfully
familiar,” she said at last, in a puzzled voice hoMs he?’

‘I believe he’s a local boy, from Amberleigh,” answ@d Dominic in a
voice that had suddenly become devoid of all tacemusement. ‘It's the
first time we've used him; | don’'t even know hisnma Tim Dawkins
arranges all the entertainment!

The singer settled himself on a stool and begaiffifstssong, competently
accompanying himself on the guitar. His voice waspland pleasant, but
there was a fierce set to his features that waslds with the gentle words
of the ballad he was singing.

Alice stared at the young man’s dark hair and eged,then turned back to
Dominic. ‘He looks--well, he looks likgou, she whispered.

‘It's a trick of the light,” Dominic replied tersel
‘Maybe,’ Alice agreed doubtfully.

The ballads went down well with the audience, wistehed attentively
while he was singing solo, and then joined in esitstically with the



choruses of a couple of well-known songs. The sifigally finished, got
to his feet and briefly bowed in acknowledgementhef roar of applause.
It looked as if he was going to walk directly odttiee hall, but at the last
moment he paused and shot a hard, dark glance mirs direction
before finally turning and striding out.

Alice was very aware that Dominic had been extrgnbehse for the last
few minutes. She didn’t ask any more questions,igho She didn’t need
to be a mind-reader to know that he had been dediptyrbed by the
appearance of this particular young man.

His tension seemed to communicate itself to hekimgaher feel even
more on edge. She poured herself another glassnaf and had almost
finished it before she remembered she hadn’'t meamrink any more
tonight. Oh, well, too late now, she told herséifipsophically, and gulped
down the last few drops.

The last act turned out to be a fire-eater. It ghiuthe evening to a
spectacular end, as tongues of flame skimmed dwentan’s glistening,
near-naked body, and then seemed to disappeamdogit his throat.

When he had finally left the hall, to tumultuouspluse, Alice rather
dazedly realised that the evening was over. Shefwaly free to leave.
All around her, people were beginning to get tartfeet, and Dominic had
released that restricting grip on her now. Sheugotook a rather unsteady
breath as the floor seemed to shift a fractiom thienked her eyes, telling
herself that it was the smoky atmosphere that waleng everything seem
a trifle blurred.

‘I'll see you to your room," Dominic told her, gdipg one hand under her
arm.

Hurriedly, she freed herself again. ‘No, you wott's--it's not necessary.'
she insisted nervously.

‘No, it isn’'t,;” he agreed. ‘But it'll give me a gdoexcuse for getting out of
here.’



She couldn’t shake him off as she made her wayobtthe hall. He was
like a dark, rather threatening shadow doggingheais. Did he intend to
go all the way to her bedroom door? she wonderezhgily. It rather
looked like it. But what could she do about it?

Absolutely nothing, she concluded gloomily. Trying argue with
Dominic Seton was a pretty futile exercise. She betfer just go along
with it, say a polite goodnight to him when theyt ¢fzere, and hope that
would be an end to it.

The stairs seemed to be a little rocky under het, fleut she managed to
negotiate them safely. That last glass of wine beeh a big mistake, she
realised ruefully. Come the morning--and a thumgiegdache--she was
going to be very sorry.

They finally reached the door to her room, andfshebled around for the
handle. Dominic’s fingers closed round it at thenedime as her own, and
then they were somehow opening it together.

‘Er--goodnight,’ she said nervously. But he wasténding beside her any
longer. He was already inside the room.

Highly indignant, she followed him inside. Then shstantly realised that
was her first major mistake because he immediaielsed the door behind
her.

‘Hey! she said accusingly. 'l should be on thidesof the door, and you
should most definitely be on the other side.’

'l like this arrangement far better,’ replied Doimieasily.

‘Well, | don't!”

‘What do you intend to do about it?’ came his languiry.

Alice wasn't at all sure. She was standing with Ib@ck against the closed

door, and she briefly considered flinging it operd anaking a run for it.
The trouble was, she didn’'t feel much like runniag this particular



moment. Her head was uncomfortably woozy, her I&s none too
steady, and her breathing was getting a bit oddl oédight and shallow.

‘Are you going to make a bolt for it, Alice?’ Dominchallenged softly. At
the same time, he moved a little closer, and heathbegan to feel rather
funny and tight.

‘I--1 might,” she stuttered, with a very feebleeatipt at defiance.

‘Yes, you might,” he agreed. ‘But | don’t think yauill. And do you want
to know why?’

Alice was quite sure that she didn't want to kndat she had the awful
feeling that he was going to tell her. Then he tgekanother step forward
and, with a wild fluttering of panic, she realisglge had been wrong. He
wasn’t going to tell her; he was goingsileowher.

She tried to back away, forgetting the door was ediaitely behind her.
The hard wood pressed against her back, cuttingesffetreat, and she let
out a soft moan of despair.

‘Why so nervous?’ asked Dominic with a light frowi'm not that
intimidating, am [?’

He certainly was intimidating, but that was thewkzast of her problems
right now. This shouldn't be happening at all, @&svall wrong, it--

His hand lightly closed over her shoulder, and adler thoughts flew
straight out of her whirling head. Oh, that wase; even that briefest of
touches had sparked off an instant warm resportsen @ sense of reality
struggled to the surface, and she gritted her t&&h’t give in to it, Alice,
she warned herself shakily. This man’s an exped, you know all about
those, know where this kind of situation can lead.

But Dominic’s hand was already unlacing the drawgtat the neck of her
blouse. A couple of seconds later, the base offtreat was laid bare, and
his fingers were moving appreciatively over themnsatarmth of her skin.



A pulse in her throat leapt, and then began to hanmuch faster. His
fingertips rested against it for a while, as ifvaas pleased--and perhaps a
little surprised--by the force of her response.

‘Do you know why | came up here with you tonighi2 murmured.
Alice numbly shook her head.

‘Because 1 thought you'd had too much to drink, amdht need some
help getting to bed.” His mouth curved into a sgeasmile. ‘Do you need
help getting to bed, Alice?’

‘No,” she somehow got out in a strangled voice.

‘Perhaps you're telling the truth--and perhaps’rag, said in a voice that
had taken on a velvet undertone that caused oddtmhs in her nerve-
ends. ‘I think I'll just go along with my originahtention, and see how
things progress.'

'l am not drunk, | donot need help,” she muttered stiffly, ignoring the
dizziness that was causing her head to spin andhgnakr sway slightly.

Dominic took no notice. An instant later, he swureg up into his arms.

Before she had time to protest, he took threeedratross the room, which
brought them to the bed. Then she found herseaifylgn the soft, quilted

cover, with Dominic sitting casually beside her.

This was going from bad to worse, she told henatlh a fresh wave of
panic. She really had to pull herself together, sdonething about this
before it got completely out of control.

‘Do you feel better now you're lying down?’ Domirasked, keeping her
pinned to the bed with just the force of that dav&ichful gaze. 'l think the
next step is to get you out' of that costume,’” beiadked softly. ‘“You can’t

sleep in those ridiculous clothes.’

Her hands fluttered ineffectively against his asehsily found the hooks
and eyes. The rough material of the square-necikditd and the full skirt
began to fall away with astonishing speed, andeAtalped hard as she



found herself reduced to a thin blouse and cottettiqnat; How was this
happening? She kept meaning to stop it, but hezensts, half undressed
on the bed, and there was a glitter in Dominic’esethat hadn’t been there
only minutes ago. She had seen that glitter befine. knew what it meant,
and shavasn'tgoing to let it hypnotise her into doing somethingredibly
stupid.

Only, before she had time to drag all her deferzek into place again,
Dominic’s fingers began to trail along the warmts#in of her inner arm,
and she had to clench her teeth hard togetheopatlsem chattering.

‘You like that?’ he said softly. ‘So do I. And littk there are a lot more
things that I'm going to like about you, Alice.’

The sound of his voice seemed to have a very sraffgct on her. While
he was talking, it totally distracted her from wingé hands were doing. It
wasn’t until he fell silent again that she realitedhad unlaced the rest of
the blouse. She wasn’t wearing anything underneatth,as he slid the thin
material aside, one warm, soft breast tumbled filee,pale, perfect skin
gleaming in the mellow light from the lamp thatheed switched on beside
the bed.

Dominic’s dark head seemed to move involuntarilygd alice held her

breath and quietly shivered. Except for that rhythtnembling, though,

she couldn’t move; she couldn’'t do anything exceptch as his mouth
was drawn towards her, slowly but irrevocably. 8hew that his lips were
going to close over her highly sensitive flesh, wrteat she ought to be
making frantic efforts to get away from him befd@reappened, but instead
she just lay there, as if part of her had alreamymetely surrendered.

And his touch, when it came, was even more devagtdhan she had
anticipated it would be. Or maybe it was just that body had been
starved of these delicious sensations for too Ibfig.mouth caressed, his
tongue gently lapped and teased, until she coul@nitill any longer but

began to move restlessly, begging in mute suppdicebr more, and yet

more.

He responded instantly, as if he understood hedseeen better than she
did. His hand slid under the soft cotton of thetipeat, and to the warm



caresses that bathed her breast were added smeadl af pleasure that ran
up and down her inner thighs, forcing choked sourfddelight past the
dry tightness in her throat. Nor was he so cool ,newso controlled. The
warmth of his breath brushed her skin as his biegithecame faster, and
his body was hot against hers where they touched.

Then Dominic shifted position, at last raising hesad so that she could see
his face. His dark eyes were almost black nhow asdshe dazedly gazed
up into them, she felt as if she could so easilgwar in their fiercely
glittering depths.

‘Pretty Alice,” he murmured appreciatively, his dgrs moving again,
slowly but with wicked intent, forcing a small gaBpm her. *You might
have an old-fashioned name, but there’'s certaioihing old-fashioned
about you in bed.’

Alice shook Her head in confusion, wishing thatwald look away from
her, stop touching her for a few moments, so shddcbegin to think
straight again. ‘I didn’t mean--’ she began in alghvoice.

‘Nor did |I,” he said, with a faint smile. ‘Believeor not, | genuinely meant
only to see you to your room. | didn't expect ttashappen. But now it
has,” he went on in a suddenly huskier tone, Hkhwe’re going to have to
go along with it. There’s such a thing as a poinb@ return.” He moved
again, fitting his body against hers, forcing heeshare his sudden pulsing
response. ‘See what you do to me? And you havesit éouched me yet.’
His eyes bored down into her, refusing to let loaklaway, challenging
her to deny that the hot flare of desire was mutual

And, for a long while, she couldn’t do it. Her owody had needs too, and
tonight it was rebelliously telling her that it wess fair she should
constantly deny those needs, suppressing themesstiil until she had
almost convinced herself they no longer existedhénspace of just a few
minutes, Dominic had torn aside all the little libsit made life bearable,
revealing a passionate nature that still had slbltl power to shock her
with its forceful demands and uninhibited responses

Alice shuddered. How easy it was to forget! And Hosacherous her body
could be, if she gave it a chance. It was so fagimg, this side of her



nature that she fought so hard to keep lockedysafedy. It scared her half
to death that she could lose control so easily.

Dominic suddenly stared down at her with new intess. ‘You're looking
at me as if I've just turned into a devil,” he nauetd in a slightly puzzled
voice.

A devil? Yes, perhaps that's what he was, she titotegherself a little
wildly. Sent here to tempt her, to make her falbithe same trap all over
again. Oh God, didn’t she ever learn? One nightokless pleasure--and
then years of coping with the consequences. Andt deinanyone try to
convince her that, as long as you were carefutoitldn’t happen. She
knew to her cost that it certainly could. And slael ltwin sons at home to
prove it!

The heat was draining fast from her body now asdiea head cleared, she
wondered how she could possibly have been stugdginto have got into
this situation. Then, with a fresh rush of appreti@m she wondered how
she was going to get out of it. The fires in hemowaw nerve-ends had
been abruptly doused by the deep-rooted fear gbadlssible consequences.
But Dominic Seton hadn’t been touched by that fearwas still ravaged
by the same desires that had stirred her own hlotiionly seconds ago.

But he was already pulling back a fraction andhwétmassive surge of
relief, she realised that he wasn’t an insensitna®, no matter how many
other faults he might have. He had already pickedhe clear signals she
was giving him. On the other hand, he definitelgrndi look pleased. His
face had set into hard lines, and his eyes had gopleasantly cold.

‘Do you do this often?’ he enquired in a taut voidgecause if you do,
you're going to run into deep trouble one day. Adbmen aren't prepared
to be--reasonable--when things get this far.’

‘I'm sorry,” she muttered. ‘I know it's hard on yduidn’t mean--'

‘What exactlydid you mean?’ came his harsh demand. “You're not some
naive little teenager, Alice, so you can’t pleaddance. You knew what
you were doing, knew where things were leadingoli didn’t want to go
along with it, why didn’t you just say so at theyéeginning?’



She flinched before the fresh blaze of frustrategea in his eyes. ‘I--I'd
had-too much to drink, | was confused, I--’

‘All right, cut the excuses,’ he told her curtlyyiftly levering himself off
the bed. ‘I'm really not interested in hearing thehte strode over to the
door, then paused and shot a fierce glare in lectibn. Alice thought he
was going to say something more, and she flinchatly, waiting for the
cutting words. Instead, though, his gaze raked tneer as if caught and
unwillingly held by the sight of her lying there time rumpled bed with her
clothes still in disarray, revealing tempting pastof bare skin. Then he
abruptly turned and went out, and the room suddsegmed very empty
now that it was free of his dominating presence.

Alice wanted to cry, but couldn’t. It was as if ttears were bottled up with
all the other wildly conflicting emotions churnimgund inside of her.
Instead, she buried her hot face in the pillow, amderably wished she
had never set foot in Rossmore Hall.

In the morning, she had the thumping headachesti@ihad predicted for
herself the night before, but at least she was @bllink straight again.
Not that that was much consolation. Now that shddctook back at last
night with a clear mind, she was absolutely hadfiby what had
happened.

Never again! she vowed to herself grimly. From nomy she would be
very much on her guard. And that was the last tshe would touch
wine--or any kind of alcohol. As far as she wasaaned, it was lethal. A
few drinks, and all her defences just seemed tlagst, leaving her easy
prey for any predatory male. And Dominic Seton nuaedfinitely fell into
that category.

Not that she supposed she had to worry abautany more. After last
night’s fiasco, it was pretty obvious what his nstdp was going to be. All
that remained now was to get it over and done wiiie showered and
dressed, then ran a comb through the straightsglssands of her hair.
Her hand hovered over her make-up bag, then moway again. What



was the point? No one was going to bother aboutvne she looked this
morning.

After a while, she took a deep breath, straightdmsdshoulders and then
left the room. Time to face the music.

She couldn’t find Dominic, though, and eventuallplsisher informed her
that Lord Rossmore had gone out riding. For overhaar she paced
around restlessly, waiting for him to return. Whame finally saw him
cantering back to the house, she gave a dark s@uwhinic Seton might
not like being the titled owner of a magnificenatsty home, but he
certainly looked like the Lord of the Manor, mouhten that beautiful
horse and with those two great wolfhounds lopirgngljust behind.

Shortly afterwards, he came striding into the liprdor a few moments,
Alice’s carefully prepared speech flew straight ofither mind. She felt
physically jarred by the sight of him; all of a sleth, she found it oddly
difficult to breathe. Then she somehow pulled Hérsmgether again.
Standing up, she faced him staunchly.

'l thought you'd want to see me this morning,” sé&d, somehow
managing to keep her voice fairly steady.

‘Why?’ His casual question briefly threw her. Whishe was trying to
work out what was going on inside that complicateédd of his, he added,
‘Not that | object to seeing you, of course. Youakvays a pleasure to
look at, Alice. | think I've told you that before.’

She studied him warily from under lowered lashefiatMvas he doing?
Getting his kicks from deliberately baiting her?eStecided it would be
best to be completely blunt.

'l assume you want me to leave. And straight away.’
To her astonishment, he looked faintly surprisedif dne didn’t have the

slightest idea what she was talking about. Therfdue suddenly cleared,
and he gave an amused smile.



‘Oh, 1 get it. You think I'm going to fire you aftdast night? But that
would be a rather medieval attitude, don’t you kRinhe mocked gently.
‘To throw out the hired help just because they wgo'to bed with me?’

She could feel the colour burning its way into bkeeeks, and hated him
for making her feel like this.

'l just thought it would be the--best solution,estaid stiffly.

‘But if | tired you, I'd be losing a very efficier@dministrator,” Dominic
pointed out reasonably. ‘And where would | findeplacement, at such
short notice?’

Alice moved restlessly. Until now, she hadn't reel how much she had
been counting on getting away from here, packingthiegs and leaving

Rossmore Hall--and Dominic Seton--far behind heswh\he was telling

her that wasn't going to happen, and she wasné baw she felt about it.
She was beginning to feel so mixed up, and she'tdiéda that. She was

well aware that it was a dangerous situation forthget into.

‘So you want me to stay?’ she said slowly.

‘You're going to stay,, he corrected her. ‘You signed a
contract--remember?’

She wasn't likely to forget! He held her whole ftgun the palm of his
hand. If she just walked out on him, then he caudd his influence to
make sure that the reputation of her agency waslstety ruined. And

she couldn't afford to let that happen. She had teany financial

responsibilities, and they were all tied up witke tontinuing success of
her agency.

‘Then I'd better get back to work,” came her ratt@d response. ‘What do
you want me to do this morning?’

Dominic studied her thoughtfully for a couple ofmaies, and she inwardly
squirmed under the direct force of that dark gaze.



‘I'd like you to sit for me,” he said at last. ‘#vdecided to paint your
portrait, Miss Alice Lester.’

It was the last thing on earth she had been exygedtim to say. Alice
blinked several times, then wondered if he wasngkiWhat possible
reason could he have for wanting to paint her?

‘I'd--I'd rather not,” she said edgily at last.

‘What makes you think that I'm giving you a choice@mploy you,” he
reminded her, ‘and that gives me the right to yell what to do during
working hours. And this morning, | want you in ntydio.’

Alice glared at him. She had never met anyone seasonable! He
seemed to think he could just order everyone aroand they would do
exactly what he wanted. Her flash of defiance didast long, though.
When it came down to it, all the advantages weraisrside. She could do
as he said, or walk out--and take the consequences.

‘Will it take long?’ she muttered unenthusiastigall
‘That’ll depend entirely on you.’
‘What do you mean?’

‘How long will it take you to raise a smile? I've® fintention of painting
you with that dark scowl on your face.’

‘Then you’d better try telling me a lot of very foy jokes,' she informed
him. Because that's about the only thing that'll kmame laugh this
morning.’

He gave an unexpected grin. ‘The only jokes | kraven't repeatable in
female company.’ The corners of his mouth curleceuen further. ‘But |
probably know several other ways of bringing a srtol your face,’ he told
her, letting his tone drop meaningfully.



Not liking the way this conversation was going, c&liquickly got to her
feet. ‘Let’s go on up to your studio. The soonerstart, the sooner this’ll
be over.’

‘You're not exactly falling over with enthusiasmalt this, are you?’ he
remarked, leading the way out of the library.

‘I'm not one of your society ladies,” she retortdddon’t want to sit for
some flashy portrait, just so | can say I've besntpd by Dominic Seton.’

His gaze flickered brightly for a moment. ‘You dbhke my paintings?’

‘I've never actually seen any,” she admitted gradiy. 'l didn’t even know
who you were, until my mother told me. She’s a gfaa of yours.’

‘But obviously you're not. It doesn’t matter, thdughe went on smoothly.
‘All you've got to do is sit still and look beautlf

Alice grimaced. ‘The first will be easy. The sec@norobably impossible.’
Dominic stopped for a moment. ‘Why?”’

His question surprised her. ‘I'd have thought thats obvious. Either
you’re beautiful or you're not. And if you're nathen there’s nothing in
the world that'll alter that fact.’

‘Don’t you believe it,’” he said with a dry smile!ve painted women
who’ve had so much plastic surgery that hardly rashiof their original
face remains.’

‘And did it make them beautiful?’

'In some cases, it improved their outward appe&;ahe conceded. Then
he added quietly, ‘But it didn’t give them a fadeslyours.’

‘And what kind of face is that?’ she couldn’t helgking curiously.

‘The kind of face that you could look at for a whdifetime without
getting tired of it.’



His answer astounded her. Seeing the clear shodieoiface, he lightly
lifted one eyebrow. ‘You think I'm lying? Perhapsuyre not beautiful in
the accepted sense. But you've got perfect colgarithat pale skin with
those brown eyes and deep mahogany hair. And yone Istructure is
fascinating--interesting lines, a delicate silhéeiebut with an underlying
strength. As for your mouth--I could spend a whaleek painting your
mouth, and thoroughly enjoy every minute,' he fiei slightly huskily.

Alice felt totally embarrassed now, and more thdiitie uncomfortable.

‘Let’s hope it doesn’t take that long,” she mutteezlgily. ‘I've got a lot of

work to get on with.’

She set off along the corridor at a brisk pace,aminic easily kept up
with her. She could hear their two sets of footstephoing through the
deserted corridors, and she gave a faint frown.

‘This place always seems so empty. | suppose @ttebin the summer,
when it's open to the public and there are loadspebple tramping
through.’

Dominic shrugged. ‘In the summer, there's no psgvdn the winter, the
house seems completely lifeless. You take your wicich you prefer.’

‘Which would you choose?’
‘Neither,” he replied tersely. ‘This isn't my homlejdon’t want to be here.’

Alice’s brows drew together. ‘But since you havegit a choice, perhaps
you ought to try and do something about it.’

‘Such as?’
‘Well--the most obvious solution would be to getrmed and fill the place
with a noisy horde of kids. That would certainlyv&the problem of the

place being too quiet!

‘No.’



His curt answer--and, more than that, the almosgeéeously quiet tone of
his voice-made her shoot a puzzled glance at him.

‘What do you mean--no?’

‘I'd have thought it was perfectly clear.” His tohad gone quite icy now,
obviously warning against any further questions tba subject. Alice
wasn’t put off that easily, though.

‘It's not very clear to me.’

He shot a stormy glance at her. ‘Then I'll spediut for you. No marriage.
No kids. It's a decision | made a long time agogd @omething | shan’t
change my mind over.’

‘A lot of people say that,” she agreed. ‘And | sapp a bachelor existence
is very appealing to a man like you. But one dawyesthing will probably
happen to make you change your mind--’

‘Alice, drop itV

And this time he finally got through to her. Remlgs she had hit a nerve
that, for some unknown reason, was scraped neawy she obediently
shut up. Yet she couldn’'t help wondering what healnpted that almost
savage response from him.

None of your business, Alice, she reminded hergglf.the same, she
couldn’t quite get it out of her mind, and she didmtirely stop thinking
about it until they finally reached the studio.

It was just as she remembered it from that day wdienhad first peeped
round the door, except that this morning it wakedilwith clear daylight
streaming in through the long windows. While shendexed around,
examining the studio with new interest, Dominic gpta plain wooden
chair at the far end.

‘Sit here,” he instructed. ‘This morning I'll justo some preliminary
sketches. When | get round to the actual paintihiggrobably want you to



wear something fairly rich-velvet, perhaps--andaindeep shade that'll
bring out your own colourings, make them even nuvegnatic.’

Alice settled herself on the chair, then glancedslightly nervously as he
came over to her and stood very close.

'l want you to put your head at this angle--’ oiéis fingers gently came
up under her chin and raised it a couple of inchasd let your hands lie
loose in your lap, like this.’

His own hands closed round her wrists as he madeatijlustments he
wanted, and she felt herself instinctively stiffddis touch was quite
impersonal, but it was enough to bring memorielasif night rushing back
into her head. She tried to force them out agair, ibwas far more
difficult than she would have liked, and she haal tihcomfortable feeling
that he knew it. She kept her eyes averted from bimh was very aware
that he was looking at her with sharp thoughtfusnes

‘Why are you pretending you don’t like being toudAehe asked at last.
‘Because youwdo like it. You like it a lot.” He deliberately allovdeone
warm fingertip to trail from her wrist to the oppalm of her hand, and her
fingers involuntarily shook at that light contact.

‘Do you want to get on with this painting, or plajly games?‘ she got out
in a forced voice.

His mouth relaxed into a slightly mocking grin.d‘lhave thought the
answer to that was fairly obvious. But | suppostduld get on with the
drawings before the light begins to go.

Feeling jumpy and on edge, Alice sat tensely indhair and hoped this
wouldn’t take too long. She wasn’t sure her frapedves could cope with
Dominic Seton for more than short stretches anatlti



CHAPTER SIX

DOMINIC settled himself down a few feet away, ahért began quickly
sketching. Alice found it completely unnerving tavie that dark gaze
flicking over her every few seconds, running assgbg over her features,
the open eye contact somehow even more intimateapoysical touch.

To try and distract herself from her nervousnehs, ldurted out, ‘Can |
talk while you're drawing?

‘As long as you don’'t move any part of you excepury mouth,” he
answered easily.

The trouble was, she couldn’t think of a singleicopf conversation. At
least, not one that was safely impersonal. Andddfimitely didn’t want to
stray on to any subject that would cause even rnateon between them.
This whole situation was already difficult enougiine needed to chatter
about something soothing-like the weather.

‘It's very cold out. Do you think it's going to sm®@’ she ventured.
‘No.’

Since he didn’t volunteer any more than that onedwihat seemed to put
an end to that particular topic of conversatione 8fas rather frantically
trying to think of another one when he briefly eslshis head. ‘How did
you start your agency?’ he asked.

She hadn’t been expecting that question, so itquéie a while before she
collected her thoughts together and answered him.

''d been living and working in London for a coupmé years, but--" She
hesitated, and chose her next words very carefulBircumstances
changed, and | had to give up my job, so my mathggested | should go
and live with her for a while, until--until I'd gaty life sorted out again.
She’d recently moved to this area, and she’'d beraly since my father



died. It seemed like the ideal solution. The onbuble was, it was hard to
find work around here.’

Dominic nodded. ‘It's one of the great drawbackarmfrea that’s still very
rural.’

‘| started looking into it more deeply, and | foutiiere was work, but
much of it was part-time. Small local firms wanteg@mporary
replacements for staff on holiday, shops needds o would stand in at
short notice for people who'd gone sick, that sdrthing. Then | found it
went further than that. There were old people wkeded gardeners or
decorators, young mothers who were desperate foy-biters, people
looking after elderly relatives who needed somednoe take over
occasionally so they could have a much-needed btbeklist really
seemed endless!

‘So you decided to do something about it?’

‘It seemed like a good idea, because there ar¢ @f lpeople around here
who actually prefer part-time work. Mothers withd&iat school, which
means they can only work in term-time, people wlawehtaken early
retirement and want a job that takes up just a leoopdays each week. It
was just a question of matching them all togetierd, of course, we
supply full-time staff as well. Now that the ageiscgetting known, more
and more local companies are getting in touch wghwvhen they've got
vacancies.’

‘You make it sound fairly straightforward,’ Domingaid, lightly raising
one eyebrow. ‘But my guess is that it wasn’t aeaky to set up.’

‘No, it wasn't,’ she agreed with a grimace, remenmgeall the set-backs,
the problems, the times she had been tempted #ougiv‘But it's running

fairly smoothly now, and there’s a local girl, Seisiwvho takes over when
I’'m not there. She’s marvellously efficient, shesge everything going if |
have to go out on a job personally.’

‘It sounds like a busy life,” he commented. ‘Buitia lonely one, as well?’



‘What do you mean?’ she asked with sudden waringeadering where
this line of questioning was leading.

‘You've talked a lot about work, but not once mened your personal
life. Do you have one?’

'l don’t see that’'s any business of yours!” Hergavas sharp as she tried to
cover up the fact that she was beginning to festdéred. ‘Anyway, | could
say the same thing about you. You own this hugatdreuse, but | haven't
seen any signs of friends dropping in, and sociahts are pretty thin on
the ground--apart from the ones people are wiltmgay for, of course,’
she added with a touch of sarcasm. ‘Or do you onlite people here if
they pay for the privilege?’

His dark brows drew together in a warning frowreriffaps | just don't tit
into the social scene around here.’

Alice looked at him assessingly. ‘That’'s a bit h&ndbelieve,” she said at
last. ‘You're a Seton, aren’t you? You can traceiryancestors back for
generations, and you've got their portraits stutkeer the walls to prove
it. Not only that, but you're the owner of one bktfinest houses around
here.Andyou're a famous painter. That’s got to make yoa ohthe most
eligible men in this part of the country. By righ{®u ought to be at the
top of everyone’s invitation list.’

'If you ignore the invitations for long enough, eully they stop
coming.’

‘Aren’t you interested in mixing socially?’

‘With people with whom I've nothing in common? No.’

Alice studied him thoughtfully. “You must be a grellsappointment to all
the mothers with marriageable daughters,' she ilerdaat last. ‘They're

probably itching for the opportunity to parade thkir gorgeous offspring
in front of you, and you’re not interested, you i@ive them a chance.’



Dominic shot her a mocking glance. ‘I didn't sawasn’t interested. Only
that. I've no intention of getting married. | thévid'd made it perfectly
clear that I'mveryinterested in the, female sex.’

Something in his velvet, tone reminded her only ¥oadly of what had
happened between them last night, and a light flnsFatened to cover her
face. She hurriedly fought it back, then gabblednervously to hide her
confusion.

‘All the same, | suppose you're going to have tokhabout marriage one
day. There’s the title, this house and all the {dnkhow you didn’t want
any of it, but now you’ve got it, | suppose youaeentually going to have
to produce a son and heir to inherit it all.’

An instant later, Dominic’s pencil flew across tlemm, cracking against
the far wall with a sharp sound that made her jurip.sketching-pad was
already flung down to the floor, and his face hdaruptly grown
thunderous.

‘Are there any more highly personal questions ydikd to ask me'?’ he
demanded, glaring at her fiercely.

‘I--'m sorry, | didn’t mean--" she began stuttegiy, instinctively drawing
back from this sudden blaze of sheer temper.

‘Yes, youdid mean! But, since you're so interested in my privdég let's
get a few things straight, once and for all. | damtend to marry, and |
don’t intend to have children. Because of the peemiimade to my father,
I'm tied to this damned house for the rest of nfg,lbut once I'm dead
there’ll be no more Setons at Rossmore Hall. Sgoif're nursing any
hopes of catching a titled husband for yourselfgéd them! | might have
wanted you in my bed last night--I might still waydu there right now,’
he went on, his eyes flaring brightly as they dramkhe sight of her, ‘but
that’s as far as it goes. Am | making myself clear?

Totally stunned, Alice just stared at him, whitedd, for several seconds.
Then she got to her feet and shot him a comple@tyemptuous look.



‘Perfectly clear,” she said icily. ‘But that littlgpeech wasn’t necessary. As
it .happens, I'm not looking for a husband. Likeuydm not interested in
marriage. But even if | were, | certainly wouldotnsider a rude and foul-
tempered man such as you, Lord Rossmore!’

With that, she stalked out of the studio with ascimdignity as she could
muster.

Ten minutes later, she was still shaking with reactThat sudden flare-up
between them had disturbed her far more than stesl da admit, and it

was all the more unsettling because she didn't egally understand what
had caused it. All right, so she had asked a laqustions. If he hadn’t

liked it, though, why hadn’t he simply asked herstop? There had been
no need for him to tear into her like that.

As her nervous system gradually steadied, she gaweall sigh and got to
her feet. She had returned to her bedroom, andshewvalked over to the
wardrobe and began to take out her clothes. HedmMoatdly want her to
stay here after that ugly little scene, so shelietter pack and get out as
quickly as she could.

She had just finished piling skirts and jumperstorihe bed when there
was a brief rap on the door. Then, without waifiogher to invite him in,
Dominic opened it and strode inside.

‘Come to make sure I'm leaving?’ she enquired vaiterbity. ‘Well, don’t
worry. I'm packing as fast as | can.’

Dominic fixed his dark gaze on her thoughtfullydidn’t think you’d run
away just because | shouted at you,” he commeritisia ‘| thought you
had more guts than that.’

‘It wasn’t--I'm not scared of you--" Alice swallovaehard, then tried again.
‘I can cope with your bad temper,’ she said evelWhat | didn’t like was
what you said.’



‘You're walking out on me because | accused youweing a fortune-
hunter?’ His mouth set into a wry line. ‘I oftenysthings | don’t mean. |
thought you were intelligent enough to realise.that

‘I'm not stupid, but neither am | a mind-reader]ic® replied stiffly.

‘But | think you're beginning to understand me tfidi’ he said softly, and
seemed pleased when she didn’t flatly contradict. e was silent for a
few more moments; then he held something out to hewas a flat
package, just over a foot square.

She stared at it guardedly. ‘What is it?’

‘A painting. I'd like you to have it.’

‘I don’t want it,” she replied at once.

His gaze hardened noticeably. ‘Why not?’

‘Because your paintings are valuable. | couldndegt something like that.
It would be like--well, like taking a bribe.’

‘And what exactly do you think I'm trying to brib@u to do?‘ came his
slightly mocking challenge.

‘I don't know,” she admitted, shifting around atlbt restlessly. ‘I
just--don’t feel comfortable about it.’

‘As a matter of fact, the painting isn’t for youné told her, to her surprise.
‘It's for your mother. You did say she was a famifie, didn’t you?’

‘Yes--I did,” she stuttered. ‘She’d give her rigatm for one of your
paintings. But--" She fell silent, realising howeeerly he had boxed her
into this difficult situation.

'l think you should take it,” Dominic said, withteace of amusement. ‘It's
by way of an apology--and it's the only one youileely to get. You're
right, I've got a filthy temper, and it gets outh@nd at times. But it never



lasts for very long, and | always regret it afterdg| And sometimes--like
today--I even try to make amends.’

What could she do except take the package from Nuh&n he turned on
the charm like that, it was virtually impossibleresist him for long. And,
anyway, her mother would get such tremendous ptedsam the painting.
Alice was very much aware that she owed her mabenuch. To be able
to give her a painting by Dominic Seton would gstja little way towards
repaying that tremendous debt.

‘Thank you,” she muttered. Then she added, ‘Caok at it?
‘If you like.’

She took off the brown-paper, and instantly the Ispeinting seemed to
blaze up at her, a dazzling combination of colond &lear, almost
luminous light. It was a simple scene: mountaind &rees and brilliant
patches of wild flowers, with a hilltop town in tltstance, a huddle of
houses with red-tiled roofs and glowing amber wallsging precariously

to the steep slopes. Alice could almost feel themtia of the sun beating
down from the clear blue sky, share the peacedzly Way of life of the

people who lived in that age-old town.

‘Where is it?‘ she asked, staring at it in fasdmmat

‘Provence, in the south of France,” he replieds ‘the view from the
window of my house there.’

“Your house?’ echoed Alice.

'l told you that this place wasn’'t my home. Whenekxe got some free
time, this is where | go--where | used to go,” loerected himself, with a
brief frown. ‘It's an old, converted farmhouse, &arough off the beaten
track so no tourists ever find their way there, liitle more than an hour’s
drive from the Cote d’Azur if things ever geb quiet.’

‘It looks gorgeous,’ she said wistfully.



‘Come and see it for yourself one day,” Dominicitad, his dark eyes
fixing on her with a curiously cool expression thaade it hard for her to
decide if he was joking or not.

Alice gave an uncertain smile. ‘Perhaps | will,'eslsaid equally

offhandedly. And, since he didn’t press her for arendefinite answer, she
decided that it was just a very casual invitatibattdidn’t actually mean

anything.

Eventually--and much to her relief--he releasedfrmn the dark, steady
inspection of those disturbing eyes. Instead, hzedixed on the heap of
clothes on the bed.

‘Am | forgiven?’ he enquired, raising one eyebroligtgtly mockingly.
‘Are you going to put those back in the wardroba/a0

'l suppose so,” she conceded grudgingly. Then, aislevere glance in his
direction, she added, ‘You really are a very diffianan to work for.’

'l warned you that | would be.’
‘Yes, | know. But | didn’t expect--’
‘Didn't expect what?’ he prompted gently.

She flushed slightly. ‘Never mind." She picked @p blothes and began to
shovel them back into the cupboards.

Dominic walked towards the door, then paused. By way, | was talking
to Tim Dawkins this morning, and he told me he)efl your car. You
shouldn’t have any more problems with it.*

Alice’s head came up at once. ‘In that case, cducbuld | have the
afternoon off?’ Her eyes sparkled hopefully as wiaged for his answer,
and she hoped he couldn’t see her fingers crosgetlytbehind her back.
He shrugged. 'l don’t see why not. You've workeddhihis week; you're
entitled to some time off. Are you planning on gpianywhere special?’
His tone was just a little too casual. She haditmgression that what he



really wanted was for her to account for every rtenshe intended to
spend away from the Hall.

‘I'll probably just go home,’” she said slightly exzely. ‘I'd like to give my
mother the painting.’

‘Perhaps | should go with you. Then | could giveiter in person.’

His suggestion stunned and shocked her. ‘No, yout o that!" she
blurted out. Then, realising he had begun to lobkex very keenly, she
hurried on, ‘I mean, | might not even go thereal/én’t made any definite
plans--’

Was that suspicion flickering in his eyes? What ias? she told herself
staunchly. What she did in her free time was ndnasobusiness. He had
no right to try and insinuate his way into her pte life.

He seemed to get the message, because he dide'theksuggestion any
further, to her utter relief. Anxious to change #ubject completely, Alice
began to chatter about something else as she pay #ve last of her
clothes.

‘You said you saw Tim Dawkins earlier. Did you dskn about that young
man who sang at the medieval banquet?’

Dominic frowned. ‘No,’- he replied curtly. ‘Why shi 17’

‘Oh--1 thought you were interested in him.’

‘You were the one who was interested. He was a contpsteger, but as
far as I'm concerned, that was as far as it wedbnit even know if we'll

use him again.’

‘You should,” Alice told him firmly. ‘He was moreh&n competent, he
really got the audience going and held their aiv@ntDon't you even know

his name?’

He shot her an unexpectedly black glance. ‘Why shidden eagerness to
find out more about him?’



‘There was just something about him. He was--olgoh’t know--so
familiar, somehow.’

Dominic prowled away from her, radiating disappiovia/e no idea who
he is, and | don’t want to know. Just forget itical’

‘But--""

He swung round and glared at her, and she instahtlyup. She had seen
that look on his face before--far too often!--antew that it would take
only one more word on the subject to make him luisetemper all over
again.

Why was he so sensitive about it, though? she weddeith a puzzled
frown. And whowasthat young man with the dark hair and eyes, wib ha
shot that fierce look straight at Dominic as he weadked out of the Great
Hall last night?

Then one obvious explanation hit her with such doticat she only just
stopped herself from gasping out loud. The strohgsjeal likeness, the
same arrogant expression on the . hard, well-défieatures-it shrieked of
some kind of blood-tie. But was it possible? She teught Dominic was
in his early thirties, but he could be older. Itsadifficult to gauge the age
of a man like him with any accuracy. And perhagsybunger man looked
more mature than he actually was. If, in fact, la&sw his late teens...She
did some swift mental calculation. Yes, it was jabbut possible. And it
would certainly explain a lot of things. No wond@ominic Seton was so
touchy about the subject of an heir if he alreadhd lma grown-up,
illegitimate son!

When her whirling head finally cleared a littlegesiound Dominic had left
the room and she was on her own again. Remembgratghe had a few
precious hours to herself, she grabbed her coatpainting and her bag,
then ran downstairs, All thoughts of Dominic Seétoml his problems were
pushed to one side for now. She had far more irapbrthings on her
mind.



It was bitingly cold outside, but her car startedtftime and the engine ran
smoothly. The roads were nearly deserted, and sonsde good time,
pulling up outside her mother’s house by earlyraften.

As her mother opened the door, Alice gave her ayhgpn. ‘I've been let
out of prison for a few hours! Where are they?’

‘Wrecking the front room,” answered her mother psdphically. ‘Mind
you don’t get hit by a flying brick as you go in.’

But Alice didn’t even hear her. She was alreadydhreain that direction,
and her face relaxed into a great smile of purepim@ss as she walked
through the doorway.

Playing happily on the floor, surrounded by colaurffieaps of building
bricks, were her twin sons. Paul and James--ihitialicknamed

Tweedledum and Tweedledee because they were sothékonly she and
her mother could tell them apart.

After the hugs and kisses were over, she justrséhe floor with them for
a while, watching them while they got on with thgame. She never got
tired of looking at them, of marvelling at the fdbat they werdhers the
most precious things in her life. And there wasolliely no doubt that she
was their mother. They had exactly the same caigeuidig, brown eyes
fringed with long, dark lashes, and a thick mogsitky, mahogany-brown
hair. They had been beautiful babies, now they wsreng, healthy
toddlers, and one day-although, try as she migh¢ souldn’t quite
envisage it--they were going to be handsome men.

‘Mummy--play! ordered James, and Alice gave hinoaing poke in his
plump tummy, which made him giggle.

‘Who are you ordering about, young man?’ she demdndith mock
sternness. But seconds later she was sprawlednotitecfloor with them,
using the building blocks to make a garage forstmall racing cars which
James was now pushing round the floor to the acaampent of a lot of
loud ‘Vrooms'.



Nowadays, it was difficult for Alice to remembersjuhow horrified and
despairing she had been when she had first disedwdre was pregnant.
Those months when she had carried them had beeghenare. She had
resented every minute of it, had hated the wayboely had become so
hugely swollen and riddled with endless aches aaidsp The birth itself
had been long and difficult, and when it was fipaler she had been sure
she would hate those babies for ever for all the pad misery they had
caused her. Then she had seen them for the fird, tand something
mysterious and quite miraculous had happened, $mmgetvhich she had
never expected. A fierce wave of love had rusheer dwer, blurring her
eyes and actually making her shake. From that mbroan they had
become the centre of her life. She knew she wowdkwntil she dropped
in order to provide for them, would kill if necesgan order to protect
them. Quite simply, she adored them.

It was hard to believe that they were now almost ywears old. Often she
resented the time she had to spend away from tleamming a living,

because it meant she missed so many small but iamganoments. On the
other hand, she knew she was very lucky in a lavafs. Financially, she
didn’t have too many problems, now that the agemay doing well, and
she had no worries about finding someone to lotd #fiem while she was
working, because her mother was always more th#iimgvio have them.

Since the twins adored their grandmother, the gearent worked

marvellously well, and it helped her to feel lesdlty about the number of
hours she had to leave them.

She spent the rest of the afternoon making the wiotese precious few
hours she had with them. The three of them playederal noisy,
boisterous games, then the twins tucked into thea&, demolishing
everything messily but enthusiastically.

Afterwards, Alice took them up for their bath. Asvays, she ended up
every bit as wet as they were, and the twins sadekith delight as they
pelted her with handfuls of frothy bubbles.

‘You're monsters!” she declared lovingly. ‘And hadgssly spoilt.’

‘Be a bubble monster,” begged Paul, latching otinéofamiliar word.



‘Yes, yes!” James egged her on, bouncing up anchdeih excitement.

Alice poured more bubble bath into the water, widk round until fresh
froth appeared, and then solemnly scooped handfulson to the top of
her head. When it was piled up precariously hige, dabbed more froth
on to her eyebrows and added a large blob on the®her nose; then she
sat back on the bath mat and began to pull funcgsfat the twins.

It was one of their favourite games at the momé&hey would have been
quite happy if it had gone on all night. Alice péalyit for far longer than
usual, putting off the moment when the evening Wddve to come to an
end. At last, though, she hauled them out of tht,deardening her heart
against the ritual protest they always put up. 8hed them, shovelled
them into pyjamas, and then sent them scamperirig bid.

As always, they demanded a story, but she hadlmdn reading for a few
minutes when they both fell asleep. They alwayseadidrything together,

falling asleep at virtually the same time, wakingtihe same minute, and
demanding food simultaneously. She had got usebetng confronted

with two happy faces, or two slightly tearful oness their moods

fluctuated together through all the childish emasiobut it still fascinated

her. And, as an only child herself, she enviedctbeeness which the twins
already took so much for granted. For the resthefrtlives, they would

always have someone to turn to, someone they ampénd on. And she
knew it would be especially important to them, sirtbey didn’t have a
father. He was dead now--killed in a car crash mar a year ago--but,
even if he had still been alive, it wouldn’t havade any difference. Right
from the start, he had wanted nothing to do with tivins. He had even
refused to acknowledge their existence, insistimgré was no way he
could have been their father.

Alice often worried about what she would tell theris once they were old
enough to start asking questions. Apart from thlabugh, she never
thought about the man who had spent just one might her and left her
with a responsibility that would last a lifetime.h& hurt and
disillusionment were all a long way behind her nélthough, at the time,
she had bitterly regretted what had happened, siesvknow that she
wouldn’t change any of it, if she were to be givka chance.



After the twins had fallen asleep, she stayed & llbdroom for a long
while, just gazing at their small, familiar facesing so still, and with
their cheeks still faintly flushed from the warntinahey looked positively
angelic. Then she gave a wry grimace. Once theg aerake, angelic was
just about the last word anyone would use to desdtiem! The pair of
them were always bursting with mischief, but theg hoving natures and,
as far as she was concerned, they were absolddlch

At last, she reluctantly tiptoed out of the roosg\ing just the small night-
light burning. Downstairs, she found her mothetirgit with her feet
propped up on a small stool, blissfully enjoyindflan hour's peace and
quiet.

‘Are you worn out?’ asked Alice a little guiltily.

‘Yes--and | love it,” replied her mother promptlio you remember how |
used to suffer from insomnia? Not any more! Aftetay with the twins, |
sleep like a log.’

‘You're sure it’'s not too much for you?’ Alice pésted anxiously.

‘If it were, I'd tell you.” Her mother smiled comttedly. 'l adore being a
grandmother--and a well-used cone, at that"" Thenface grew slightly
more serious. ‘After your father died, for a longile | felt as if my own
life had ground to a complete halt. Nothing | degshed to till all the long,
dreary hours in the day. | moved house, tried td igéerested in
redecorating and refurnishing this place, evengoim couple of local
clubs, but -none of it seemed to work. Then one yay phoned up, told
me you were pregnant, and asked if you could coarmeehfor a while.’
She grinned ruefully. ‘Once 1 realised | wasn’t mpito die of shock, |
realised that this was what I'd been needing ali@glsome kind of purpose
in life. And it’s all worked out so incredibly welinuch better than | even
expected?

'l couldn’t have carried on working if it hadn’t éxe for you,” Alice told her
with warm gratitude. ‘I'd never have got the ageoffythe ground.’



‘I'm glad it’'s turning out to be a success. And iood for you to keep
working, to get out and meet people. It wouldn’tHealthy for either you
or the twins if your whole life centred solely anolithem.'

'l still feel guilty a lot of the time about leagnthem so much,” Alice
admitted.

‘Of course you do,” her mother agreed briskly. fhanly natural. But
you're sensible enough to know that you're not dainem any harm. In
fact, it would be hard to find a couple of happierpre well-balanced
children.’

‘Well, a lot of that's due to you--and that remine®,” Alice said. ‘I've
brought you something--a small present. And | thypki're going to like
it,” she went on with a mischievous grin.

She handed over the flat package, then watchednb#rer’s face as she
peeled back the brown paper, revealing the smaitipg inside.

For a few moments, her mother went pale and diskwyt anything at all.
Then she seemed to recover herself slightly. ‘Alisethis what | think it
is?’

‘A genuine Dominic Seton landscape,’ Alice saidthnsome satisfaction.
‘Do you like it?’

‘But--how did you get it? Why are you giving it tne? Do you have any
idea what it'sworth?’ her mother demanded.

‘No idea at all,” she admitted cheerfully. ‘Excepat it's probably quite a
lot. As to how | got it-Dominic lost his temper shinorning. Giving me the
painting was his way of apologising. It was meamtyfou all along, by the
way. I'd already told him you were a fervent admathis work.’

‘It's marvellous," enthused her mother, holdinghg painting and feasting
her eyes on it. ‘The man’s a genius--I'd love teetrt@dm. What's he like,
Alice? Although | adore his work, | know next tothimg about him.’



‘He’s--" Alice hesitated. Howdid you describe Dominic Seton? ‘He’s
complicated--quick-tempered, sometimes moody--bat windictive. |
don’t think he had much of a childhood. He makghtliof it, but he must
have been very lonely much of the time. And | thivéks grown up into a
rather solitary adult. Now he’s stuck at Rossmoadl,lvhich he hates, and
he rattles around that big house all by himselficwdoesn’t seem right.
He needs--’ She stopped, aware that her motheibbgdn to look at her
rather strangely.

‘What do you think he needs, Alice?’ she promptaacttly.

Alice shook herself briskly. ‘I've really no idefim waffling on about
something | don’t know anything about.” She glane¢der watch, then
groaned. ‘Is it really that late? I'd better dadhjust pop up for a last look
at the twins.'

She spent five minutes lingering wistfully by thbedsides, watching them
sleep. Then she dropped a light kiss on each smtw#head, and
reluctantly went downstairs to collect her coaty laad car keys. After a
quick goodbye to her mother, she went out to threaca started up the
engine.

Many of the narrow country lanes were unlit, fogcimer to drive slowly,
and it was nearly midnight by the time she arribadk at Rossmore Hall.
The familiar dark silhouette loomed on the skylase she negotiated the
last bend in the drive, and her brows drew anxiotmiether as she saw all
the windows were dark. What if there was no onéoupt her in?

She was just about to drive round to the rear @htbuse and try one of the
back entrances when she saw the massive frontdowaty swing open.
Light spilled out from the entrance hall, illumimag the tall figure of the
man who stood there, silently waiting for her.

Alice got out of the car and locked it; then sheny walked towards the
house. It was funny, but ever since she had tuméarough the gateway,
she had had the peculiar sensation of coming h@he. knew it was
nonsense to feel like that about a place she hadt o little time in, but
she still couldn’t quite shake off the feeling. Andore disturbing than
that, she found the memory of her mother’'s warmceraing house was



already beginning to fade. Even the faces of theswveren't quite as

bright in her mind as they had been only minutes &pw can you forget
the twins? she argued fiercely with herself. Thewaer was that she
couldn’t, of course she couldn’t. Yet her life seghto be separating into
two distinct halves, each half frighteningly uncented with the other.
And, as she reached the entrance to Rossmore Hdlltleen walked

through it, there was no denying that the presesd suddenly far more
vivid than even the immediate past. Just the sifjli2ominic Seton’s taut

face, as he stood there waiting for her, seemduhwe the power to blot
out just about everything else from her mind.

Dominic closed the door behind her; then he jusbdtthere, so she was
forced to tum back to look at him.

‘I'm sorry I'm late,” she apologised, a trifle nenwsly. ‘Were you waiting
up for me? | suppose you couldn’t lock up untibt gere.’

'l was beginning to think that perhaps you were@ming back at all,’
came his terse reply.

She glanced at him in surprise. ‘Why wouldn’t | eotmack? Anyway, |
don’t have much choice. I'm under contract--as keep reminding me!’

The light in the hall wasn'’t very bright, and it dehis eyes look almost
black.

‘And is that the only reason you returned?’

Alice edged away from him fractionally. He seemedan odd mood
tonight, and it was already beginning to make ket jumpy.

‘I never walk out on a job when it's only half-wayrough,” she retorted.
‘At least, not without a very good reason.’

‘Mmm,” he mused softly, almost thoughtfully. ‘Thést’s hope you won’t
considerthisa very good reason.’

And, before she had time to move or even guess dattended doing,
he had closed the gap between them and caugh@ahgmainst him. She



opened her mouth to protest, but an instant lateas covered by his own,
his tongue slipping warmly between her lips to pravher closing them
against him.

The kiss that followed was ruthlessly explorat@y,if he wanted to record
on his memory the touch, taste and feel of herceAlvas first shocked by
this invasive probing, then her head began to aekgtle as it provoked

unexpected responses and small stirrings of pleadtdis hands moved
with expert precision, knowing just what they wesearching for--and

finding it--and her skin began to burn with a radideat. Then he

withdrew just a fraction, as if satisfied with thesults of that first fierce

foray, and the kiss slowly turned into somethingeel prelude to a much
greater pleasure that was just out of reach, lawidg nearer, ever nearer,
until it was achingly close; they might even firdwiith just the touch of

their bodies if he would only hold her close engugght enough, keep

touching her...

Instead, though, Dominic let go of her. Alice swaygightly on her feet,
trying to fight her way back to reality but findimgmpossibly hard.

‘What did you do that for?’ she mumbled in a voibat sounded almost
drugged.

‘Didn’t you like it?’
‘No. It made me feel--’

‘Off balance? Vulnerable?’ suggested Dominic softBut that’'s exactly
how | wanted you to feel.” He turned her round @oghed her gently in
the direction of the stairs. “You can go up to lmedv, Alice. And | hope
you'll find it as difficult to sleep as | will.’

Almost like a zombie, she obeyed him. And, althowyie did finally
manage to get to sleep, she had strange dreammbpfednd restless, and
once muttered his name out loud.



CHAPTER SEVEN

NEXT morning, Alice woke up hoping to find everytigi had
miraculously returned to normal again. It hadntpugh. Some of the
strange sensations that had rushed through hemitdst still seemed to be
lingering around and, try as she might, she cotildat rid of them. She
was left with the disturbing impression that hée livas dividing into two.
One part of her belonged at her mother’s houseinigoafter her twin
sons. But the other part seemed to recoghisgplace as home. Rossmore
Hall--a house that didn't belong to her, and whehe would only be
staying for a few more weeks. It didn’t make sense.

She took a long, cool shower, hoping it would clear confused head.
When she finally headed downstairs to the libratye did feel slightly
more in control of things. She worked hard untg #nd of the morning,
then ate the lunch that Frobisher brought her traya

She spent the afternoon bringing the account bapke date. Then she sat
and stared at the pile of outstanding bills. Althlouhe hiring out of the
Hall for private functions and banquets was briggima steady income, it
wasn’'t making more than a tiny dent in the ovedsdbt. No wonder
Dominic was so determined to go through with hieesoe for the golf
course, combined with a sports and health centreeitainly needed
something fairly drastic to get the estate ouhefried.

Deeply lost in thought, thinking about all the fmtéal problems that
Dominic Seton was facing, she didn’t hear him walietly into the room.
It wasn’t until the two dogs padded in after hifmeit claws clicking on the
polished wooden floor, that she finally glanced up.

The instant she saw him, she felt the colour rust her face. Damn it!
she told herself furiously,won’t let him get to me like this. | don’t know
what he’s doing to me, but it can just stop!

‘You're bright red, and you look as if you'd like tchuck something
straight at me,” Dominic remarked, with a touchamhusement. ‘Have |
done anything to particularly upset you?’



‘You know perfectly well what you did,” she muttdressentfully.

He settled himself easily into a chair. One of dogs immediately came
over and rested its head adoringly on his kneeceAtiwitched her gaze
from Dominic and glared at the wolfhound insteadhy\touldn’t the
stupid animal see him for what he really was? & ttog had an ounce of
sense in its dumb head, it would be biting his @hkl

‘Is this bout of bad temper because of last nigld®minic enquired
casually. ‘That one little kiss?’

Alice’s eyebrows instantly shot up. The way she eethered it, it had
been more than just ‘one little kiss’. Her skin &ego burn again at the
very thought of it, and she hurriedly pushed thstutbing memories out of
her mind. She wanted to be very cool and contraifesl afternoon, and
she wasn’t going to manage that unless she coulgtf@ll about the hard,
yet sweet, touch of his lips.

‘You brought me here to work,” she got out at lastieved to find her
voice sounded fairly steady. ‘Anything--else--wdsmcluded in the
contract.’

‘And you think we ought to stick more closely te@thgreement we made?’
‘Yes,’ she said very firmly.

‘That sounds reasonable to me,” he agreed:

Alice looked at him suspiciously. She had the ufisgtfeeling that he
was just playing games with her; that inwardly haswaughing at her
awkwardness, and enjoying the uncertainty thatstasing to sweep over

her more and more whenever he was around.

‘If things don’t improve, | might have to--to ternate our contract,” she
blurted out.

‘And take the consequences?’ A note of warning satjdsounded in his
voice. '



‘Yes,” she said defiantly. Then her resistance dnach a fraction. 'l don’t
know why you're so determined to keep me here,nshebled.

Dominic’s gaze rested on her with level intensitgaking her shake
inwardly.

‘Don’t you, Alice?’ he challenged softly.
She stared back at him edgily. ‘What do you waornfime?”’

‘Everything | can get. There are so many thingshis life | can’t have.
When | find something tan have--and something which | want very
much--then | keep going after it until | finally tge’

His cool declaration shook her to her roots.

‘That's a pretty lousy attitude to adopt!” she shatly. ‘It means that you
always put what you want first, that you don’t gi@medamn about other
people’s needs or feelings.’

He took her accusation quite calmly, which unséttier even further. An
outburst of temper would have been easier to dehal w

‘I don't believe in making anyone do anything agitheir will,” Dominic
said at last. Ignoring her snort of disbelief, hentvon, ‘I made you sign a
legal contract, which imposed certain penaltiesyon if you walked out
before your job here was finished. | don't thinkerla was anything
particularly unfair about that. As for anythingeekhat’s happened between
us--that wasn’t covered by the contract, Alice, daéd softly. ‘There isn’t
a legal document in the world that could force yotouch me, to kiss me.
You were free at any time to run away--if you wahte.’

His last words hung heavily in the air, and sheptleeesented their
implication. He made it sound as if she had bedivedg chasing after
him, and it hadn’t been like that at all!



‘That night after--after the medieval banquet,’ sé@uttered. ‘You
followed me to my room, followed me right into ned. But it certainly
wasn’t at my invitation.’

‘But you went along with it he reminded her redessly. “You even
enjoyed it, until you suddenly got scared. And whyen wanted me to
stop, | did--even though it was the very last thargearth | wanted to do
by then,” he went on in a slightly harsh tone. Bm’t ever accuse me of
making you do something against your will, Alicenight have resorted to
gentle persuasion, but it never went any furthanttnat.’

Small inner tremors shook her all over again asreheembered just what
forms that ‘gentle persuasion’ had taken. Thenratidessly pulled herself
together. She was not going to let this man gehdo with his clever

words-and his clever hands. There was nothing taftsed of if she just

remained cool, and hung on to her own self-control.

She already knew that it wasn’t Dominic Seton hifndeat made her so
very nervous. Always strictly honest with hersefflice now freely
admitted what she had instinctively known all alorigwas her own
reaction to this man that was making her so edgyuscertain. It had been
such a long time since she had responded so pEgitio any male. She
had thought it was safely buried for ever, thaesud her nature which,
ever since the twins’ conception, she had thoudghdsoa shameful--and
dangerous--weakness. Now that passionate respasesminging to life
again, filling her veins with warm longing and madgiher ache emptily
inside. She wished it would just go away again, laagte her in peace. She
didn't want to feel like this, and not knowing whatdo about it, how to
stop it, made her feel even more helpless and raibhe

‘So where do you suggest we should go from herk& asked in a low
voice, at last.

‘Right now, I'd like you to come up to the studindasit for me for a couple
of hours,” Dominic answered easily. ‘The light'sripeularly good this
afternoon.’



Her head shot up in surprise. It definitely waghé reply she had been
expecting, and it briefly threw her off balanceh!d don't think--I've still
got quite a lot of work to do--’ she began in asfkred voice.

‘Leave it until tomorrow.” His tone was firm, anddoked no further
argument. He got up and walked towards the doat,shre automatically
began to follow him. Then she suddenly stopped. @&te’'t haveto do
everything this man ordered.

Dominic turned his head, suddenly seeming to redlst she wasn‘t
directly behind him. ‘Come on, Alice,’” he said pagorily, 'l want to get
some more sketches done before the light begifexit’

Her legs obediently began to move again, and Adaee up the unequal
struggle to resist him. When he called, she folldwie was as simple as
that. She just hoped he didn't realise how mucluanfce he had over her,
because then she really would be in serious trouble

Upstairs in the studio, she settled into the chhe had sat in before. The
two wolfhounds stretched out at her feet, and tbgt malf-hour was
surprisingly peaceful, as Dominic did half a do#sisurely sketches.

Since Alice didn’t have much choice except to l@kim, she had more
time than she wanted to study every small detahisfface. She already
knew the strong, dark planes far too well, but ribere was a chance to
linger over the liner details: the line of his miouthe underlying bone
structure, the tiny marks of temper lurking wardynip the comers of his
eyes, the smooth skin that still held traces adrathat she supposed had
been acquired at his home in Provence.

And after a while she noticed something else, whather surprised her.
‘You look so relaxed while you're working,” she dohim;

Dominic glanced up. ‘Why not? I'm doing somethirwat | enjoy more
than anything else.’ His eyes briefly gleam&dmost more than anything
else.’” Then he looked at her in amusement. ‘Aliaeg you blushing
again?’



‘Of course not!" she said with some annoyance. ‘jirst a bit hot, that's
all.’

‘And | always thought it was rather chilly in th&sudio,” he mocked her
lightly.

‘Do you want me to sit here much longer?’ she asitétly, ignoring that
last gentle gibe.

‘Just a few more minutes. I'll finish this sketatdahen we’ll call it a day.
The light’s beginning to go now, anyway.'

His pencil skimmed over the paper with total sussnand Alice watched
in reluctant admiration. She had seen some ofkételses he had done the
other day, and she had been amazed that he copfldresso much with
just a few spare lines. Her mother had declaretiDoaninic Seton was a
genius and, although Alice was painfully ignorartter it came to art,
even she could see he had an exceptional talent.

Dominic finally put down his pencil; then he jusitdooking at her for a
couple of minutes.

Alice fidgeted uncomfortably. ‘Is that it?’ she daat last, anxious to
escape from the scrutiny of those fierce, dark eyes

‘You've got beautiful skin,” he said musingly, ab she hadn't even
spoken. ‘Pale, but definitely not colourless. ditsng to be difficult to get
the tones exactly right.’

‘Well, that's your problem, not mine. Can | go ndw?

'l suppose you wouldn’t pose nude for me?’ he astashally, totally
ignoring her request.

‘No!" It came out as a nervous squeak, and so sbd again. ‘No,” she
repeated, much more firmly.

He didn’'t seem either angry or surprised by heugaf ‘Any particular
reason why you won'’t do it?’



‘I'd have thought that was pretty obvious!
‘Not to me.’

‘Well--when the painting was finished, it would lgam an exhibition
somewhere. Right?’

‘It's more than likely,” Dominic agreed.

‘And hundreds--thousands--of people would comend stare at it. Stare
atme-without any clothes on--’

As her voice trailed away, Dominic nodded. ‘I s8e.your main objection
to being painted in the nude is that crowds of peepould see it, and
know what you looked like naked?’

‘Yes. Isn’t that enough?’ she demanded indignantly.

‘It's certainly understandable. But it sounds agom don’t actually object
to posing nude. Only to people seeing the finighedting.’

'l didn’t say that!

‘Yes, you did,” he told her calmly. ‘And | think yowere telling the truth.
After you'd got over your initial embarrassment-aadery life model
experiences that the first few times--I think youd&el perfectly relaxed
and happy posing for me, Alice.’

'l would not,” she denied vehemently. ‘Anyway, yden'’t paint nudes.’

‘Not very often,” he agreed. ‘But it’s rare to fimmeone like you, who'd
make such an exceptional model. Will you at |elaistkt about it?’

'l don’t need to,” she retorted. 'l shan’t changg mind. It's ahead and
shoulders portrait, or nothing at all.’

‘Stubborn as well as prudish?’ he mocked lightly.



Alice got angrily to her feet. ‘Just because | waake my clothes off for
you--’

His own face instantly darkened. There was no tda@musement on his
features now, and Alice flinched nervously as ohthose abrupt changes
of mood swept over him yet again. ‘Do you thinktthavhy | asked you?’
he demanded. ‘So | could enjoy some cheap peepXhdsvstrode swiftly
over to her, and an instant later his hands wegbtlyi gripping her
shoulders. ‘This is mywork,” he told her tersely, gesturing briefly at the
studio. ‘And it's damned hard work at times. Itewhl made my living
most of my adult life, until Rossmore Hall was wpad around my neck,
like some bloody great albatross. And | don’t miarkvand play. From the
moment you walk through that studio door, you'ref@etly safe. | don’t
make a point of jumping on my models before thet®even dry!

He let go of her again, walked rapidly out of tiedso, and then slammed
the door angrily behind him. Alice blinked miserabbhe always seemed
to say the wrong thing, to misunderstand his metigatirely. Then she
shook her head with a sudden rush of impatienaga#in’t something that
she should even be worrying about. If she and Dmm8eton didn’t
understand each other, what did it matter? Thedwsduldn’t come to an
end because of it!

The next morning, Dominic left early for London. Hed business
meetings there that were going to occupy him ail, dand Alice was

relieved about that. It meant that she could ré&&a few hours and get on
with her work without any interruptions.

Early in the afternoon, Frobisher came into thealip. ‘There’s a young
man to see Lord Rossmore,’” he told her. ‘Perhaps gauld deal with
him?’

‘Do you know what he wants?’ asked Alice.

Frobisher gave a faint but audible sniff. ‘I dida%k him,” he replied. From
that, Alice deduced that he didn’t consider it paErhis duties to deal with
the problems of casual visitors to the house. °

‘You'd better bring him in here,” she said. ‘I's if | can help him.’



A couple of minutes later, a young man strode theolibrary. Alice’s eyes
opened very wide as she immediately recognised IWm. face, like
Dominic’s, would be hard to forget, with its darkazg, impatient
expression and unconscious arrogance.

‘Hello,” she greeted him, giving a warm smile. 8"¢een you before--you
sang at the medieval banquet. You were very good.’

‘I've come to see Lord Rossmore,” the young mad sdiruptly. ‘Is he
here?’

Alice’s friendly smile faded away. So the resembtario Dominic was
more than physical!

‘He’s gone to London,” she told him, rather morelgo ‘I'm afraid he
won't be back until late this evening. Can | hetpuyat all?’

‘No,” he said curtly. Then he seemed to realisevhen’t being very polite.
‘Sorry,” he added briefly, ‘1 didn't mean to be ridPerhaps you could give
this to Lord Rossmore when he returns.’

He placed a thin folder on the desk, and Alice &bkt it curiously. ‘What
is it?’

‘It's a petition.” The young man shrugged. 'l teleryone that it wouldn’t
do the slightest bit of good, but they wanted toagead with it, so here it
is.’

‘A petition?' she repeated, with a faint frown. ‘@gst what?’

He looked at her with a touch of impatience. ‘l'avé thought that was

fairly obvious. Against the proposed golf coursel aports centre, of

course.” An expression of disgust briefly crossedféice. ‘A few names on

a list isn’'t going to persuade Lord Rossmore tongeahis mind, but some
people around here still think they can make himreason, that he’s open
to persuasion.’



Alice gazed back at him steadily. ‘Perhaps youkhiis more effective to
smash windows and damage cars?’ she suggestednbemieg the recent
spate of petty vandalism.

The young man'’s face instantly darkened, and teemélance to Dominic
became even more startling. ‘I'm not that stupit¥ retorted angrily.
‘What good does it do to go around causing delileedlamage? As soon as
| found out what was happening, | put a stop toHte stared at her
challengingly. “You haven’t had any more incidedigring the last few
days, have you?’

‘No, we haven't, she agreed. Then she studied with fresh interest.
‘You seem to have quite a lot of influence arouedehi

‘But not with the people who count,’” he growleddtatedly.

‘And that's why you wanted to see Lord Rossmore?trjcand persuade
him in person?’

'l don’t know why | even bothered. He’s not thetsafrman who'll listen

to reason. And he certainly doesn’'t give a damnutiioe house or the
estate. He just wants to use it to generate higfitpr so he can live in
luxury on the proceeds!

Alice immediately shook her head. ‘If you think thgou obviously don’t
know him very well. And you don’t understand theyeeal problems he’s
facing.’

‘How canwe understand, when he won't even discuss them wg?’ The
young man gestured towards the petition. ‘Just give him, will you?
Then at least I'll have kept my promise to deliér

As he turned round and began to leave, Alice ca#itdr him. “You
haven't told me your name.’

He glanced back at her in surprise. ‘It isn't impot. But if you really
want to know, it's Toby. Toby Collins.’



With that, he left the library, and Alice staredeafhim, rather shaken by
the unexpected encounter. She remembered all hereauspicions, and
wondered if they could possibly be right. Was ttai, dark young man
Dominic Seton’s son?

Even if he is, it's none of your business, she relad herself sharply.
With an effort, she forced herself to get backhe work in front of her.
All the same, she felt completely unsettled for thst of the day, and,
when Frobisher brought her tea, she found her appstemed to have
deserted her.

She spent the evening in one of the smaller dranoogs. Because the
weather was still very cold, a fire had been litstgoplement the central
heating, and the flames added an extra cosineggtmom. There was a
television set tucked away in the corner, and Aliached it for a while,
but couldn’t find any programme that held her iagtrfor more than a few
minutes. Finally, she turned it off and picked upoak, but she kept losing
the thread of the story as her mind wandered ofther directions.

At eleven o’clock, she finally tossed the book teaide and decided to
take herself off to bed. She wasn’t particulantedi, but perhaps she would
manage to fall asleep after at relaxing soak irmenwbath.

Then she heard the sound of a car pulling up omgtéeel drive in front of
the Hall. Tweaking the heavy curtains back justoapte of inches, she
peered out and saw Dominic getting out of the $anw was beginning to
fall again, and there was already a light layetliegt on the ground.
Dominic began to walk towards the front entranae] ahe hurriedly let
the curtain fall back into place again.

He would probably go straight upstairs, she decidésl had had a long
day; he no doubt wanted a shower and then severais’hsleep. She
would wait here until he had gone to his room, #rah go up herself.

Only it didn’t work out that way. A couple of mireg later, the door to the
drawing-room opened and Dominic came in, lookingctiand frozen.

‘Frobisher said he’'d lit a fire in here,” he sd@od, I'm cold! The damned
heater in the car wasn’t working properly.'



He poured himself a whisky, then sprawled on tHa sofront of the fire.
‘Are you coming or going?’ he asked slightly irbtg as she hovered
uncertainly near the doorway.

‘Er--l was going,’ she said.

‘Stay for a few minutes,” he instructed. ‘Bring mp to date on what'’s
been happening during the day.’ Alice settled Hek®vn on the far end
of the sofa, as far away from him as she couldvg#tout making the
whole thing look too obvious.

‘It's been fairly quiet,” she told him. ‘There aadew letters for you to sign
in the morning, but nothing particularly urgent.dAtive had a' couple of
enquiries about provisional bookings for the Gridatl. One’s from an
American company--they want to hold their annuahér here. There’ll be
a minimum of a hundred and fifty people, and castsh’'t seem to be any
problem.’

‘Mmm.” He didn’'t seem very interested; in fact, had closed his eyes
now. She had the impression that he was alreadyakbigep. She was just
wondering if she could creep out without disturbihgn, when she

remembered the visit from Toby Collins. Sooner ated, Dominic was

going to have to be told about it, and she decglemight as well get it
over now, and be done with it.

‘You remember the young man who sang at the bafijsee began, a
trifle nervously. ‘He came to see me today. Oregtlhe came to see you,
but you weren’t here,” she went on, watching ‘Dominery carefully as
she tried to gauge his reaction. e His eyes hakefled open again now,
and his mouth had set into a distinctly forbiddimg.

‘What did he want?’
‘To hand in a petition.” Alice quickly explained whhad happened, her

voice quavering a fraction as she saw the ominaus expression settling
over his face.



‘In other words, they're trying to tell me what &t or cannot do with my
own land”

‘Of course not,” she said placatingly. ‘They jusain you to--well, to think
again, perhaps try and find another alternativee @rat isn’'t so drastic,
and won't affect everyone around here quite so much

‘There is another alternative,” Dominic growled. ‘It's calldankruptcy.
The tours and banquets aren’t enough. Not evensdie of all my
paintings would save the place. But perhaps thatldn worry them too
much. I'm not exactly popular around here. No omggg to shed any
tears if | lose my house, my entire estate.’

‘That's nonsense. No one wants you to lose anythAmyway, she went
on, her brows coming together thoughtfully, ‘youseddenly getting very
possessive over your inheritance, aren’t you? MydJamy house, my
estate--’ she quoted back at him. ‘Are you startemghange your mind
about not wanting any of it?’

It was some time before he finally answered hehirifjs can get into your
blood without you even realising it's happeningg muttered at last.
‘Setons have lived here for hundreds of years--braan a Seton.” He
glanced broodily around the room. ‘These last feanths-it's the longest
stretch of time I've ever spent here, apart fronrenwhwas very young. |
suppose it's the first chance I've had to get tovknt, to realise that it
actually is my home.’

‘You said you felt trapped here,” she reminded him.

‘Yes, | know. And sometimes | still do. But justcently, I've begun to
feel--’

‘Feel what?’ Alice prompted gently.

Unexpectedly, his mouth relaxed into a wry grinh&t perhaps | could
spend the rest of my life here without becoming plately suicidal.’

Alice’s eyebrows shot up. 'l never thought I'd hgau say that."



‘Nor did I. Perhaps | wouldn’'t even be admittinghdw if it wasn't late at
night and |1 wasn't dog-tired.” He stifled a yawihWVhy are you sitting so
far away from me, Alice?'

His unexpected question sent a tiny quiver thrdugfhnerve-ends.

‘Am |?’ she parried guardedly.

A gleam of amusement lit his eyes. ‘I like thesanga that we play
together,' he told her softly.

‘I'm not playing games," Alice replied in a stifbice. “You might think
that sort of thing's fun, but | definitely don't.’

‘Oh, no, | forgot,” he agreed, his dark gaze diidincing. ‘You like to
pretend to be prudish at times.’

She instantly got to her feet. ‘It isn't a pretéhce

‘Then | only imagined that we had such an enjoyabta
uninhibited-time in bed together a few nights ago?’ he mocledgently.

Alice coloured furiously. ‘Nothing actually happeheAnd anyway, it
didn’t count, I'd had too much wine. That's why’|--

‘Why you were so deliciously abandoned?’ Dominmighed for her. ‘You
only behave like that when you're drunk?’

But Alice didn’t answer. She didn’t even want tinthabout the! way she
behaved when she wasn’t entirely sober.

Dominic got to his feet; then he casually moved amg her. Alice
instantly backed away, her pulses suddenly begintonthunder at top
speed.

‘Still scared of me?’ he challenged.



She nearly said ‘yes’, wanting desperately to gnte the impulse to turn
and flee. A small spark of pride wouldn’t let h#rough. instead, she lifted
her head defiantly and didn’'t back away any further

‘Certainly not. But it’s late. | think I'll go uptmy room now.'

'‘But | want you to stay here-with me.’ He didn'teevgive her a chance to
refuse. Before she could get out a single wordslltehis hand through
hers and pulled her down beside him on to the sofk to me,” he
invited.

‘About what?’ she responded nervously.

‘Anything you like. Tell me more about yourself-atfs an easy enough
subject to start with.’

‘No,’ she said at once, ‘it's--it’s boring.’

'l wouldn’t be bored,” he assured her. ‘There arenainy things I'd like to
know about you, Alice.’

‘Such as what?’ she queried warily. Dominic’s firgavere still lightly
closed around her own, their grip just firm enotglistop her pulling away
from him and escaping.

‘For a start, I'd be interested to hear why youdsundly got so scared that
night we went to bed together!

‘We did not go to bed,” Alice insisted furiously. ‘Don’t keegaying we
did. It makes it sound as if--’

‘As if we're lovers?’ enquired Dominic in a lazy iee. Then he grinned.
‘And now you're blushing again. You really are dd-tashioned girl. But
you still haven’t answered my question,” he remuhter.

'l don’t know why you're in the least interesteskie muttered edgily.

‘I'd have thought that was fairly obvious. | domant the same thing to
happen again.’



Alice swallowed hard. ‘Well, that's easy to arrandgast stay away from
me and everything will be fine.'

His eyes were glittering again, but not with amuseftrthis time. ‘But |
don’t want to stay away from you,’ he told her hibisKkAnd | don’t think
it's what you want either, Alice.’

‘You're an expert on what | want?’ she retorted.
‘Not yet. But I'd like to be.’

The velvet tones of his voice seemed to be lethatigermining her
resistance. And she hadn’t even had anything tokdronight, so she
couldn’t blame it on that.

'l wish you’d stop doing this to me,” she whispetadhappily.
‘Doing what?’
‘Forcing me into a situation that | don’t want te im.’

The grip of his hand lightened still further, satlonly his fingertips were
gently resting against her skin. ‘I'm not holdinguya prisoner. You can
run away--if you want to.’

Yet she couldn’t, although she didn’'t know why. Shas pinned to the
sofa by the same irresistible force that had keptginned to the bed on
the night he had followed her to her room. She 'tikimow what it was,

she couldn’t put a name to it, but it was definyitdiere, like an invisible
chain that was binding her to him;

She could sense Dominic’s pleasure at her helpsssriHe was a man
who liked to get what he wanted--and what he waritgd now was her.

Alice, don't let this happen, she warned hersedikdls. Remember what it
leads to, don’'t ever be stupid enough to go throthgih kind of hell all
over again...



But reason was already drifting away as Dominict besihead slightly and
found the warm skin at the nape of her neck.

‘Mmm," he murmured appreciatively. ‘You taste dielics.”

His voice was as seductive-as his touch, the lawbre finding a familiar,
responsive chord somewhere deep inside her. Thehnathweakness began
to spread through her, stirring up small surgegpleaisure, mixed with
panic.

Damn! she thought a little wildly. Why can't | bagfd? Why do | have to
have a body that leaps into life at just a toutdnts wanting all the things
it shouldn’t have?

She gritted her teeth as Dominic’s hands beganrdysearching out the
warm, soft places that it gave him intense pleasarédouch. Her own
nerve-ends instantly leapt in response, floodimgwith warm delight, and
she closed her eyes in despair.

All right, she told herself weakly. You can haveefiminutes. Just live
minutes of these frighteningly addictive sensatidrigat should be enough
to satisfy you, enough to stave off the worst ¢ tbnging.

Dominic seemed to know the very instant she vohigtdowered her
resistance. A small grunt of satisfaction soundechis throat, and his
hands became slower, more patient, as if he knelaateplenty of time in
which to accomplish all that he intended.

He removed her jumper, then began to unbutton linesb which she was
wearing underneath for extra warmth. Uneasily, @lgtirred. She didn’t
want this to go too far. She wasn'’t naive, she khew unfair it would be
to him.

'l don’t want-’ she began unsteadily.

‘Never mind for now what you want or don’t want,oBinic instructed
firmly.



But Alice was determined that he should understeimat she was trying to
say. ‘You ought to stop now. If you don't, you’leb’

‘Frustrated?’ he finished for her drily, as she bied for the right words.
‘Quite possibly. But that’ll be my problem, not ysu The blouse paned
under his hands, leaving the swell of her breasig visible above the low
line of her bra. ‘Beautiful, came, his husky verdias his dark gaze
lingered on them. Expertly, he slid one arm under legs and levered
them up, so she found herself lying on the sofadeeksim. He tucked a
cushion under her head. ‘Comfortable?’

Dazedly, she nodded. Then his fingers began tooexphe warmth of one
breast, easing their way gently under the thin natef the bra and then
resting there contentedly.

Alice drew in a ragged breath. ‘Dominic, | won't kealove with you,” she
told him bluntly.

He didn't seem angry, and he didn't try to argu¢hwier. ‘Maybe. And
maybe not,” he said in a relaxed voice. ‘It's notnsthing that you even
have to think about right now. You can decide wtientime comes."

Before she could tell him there was absolutely hance of her changing
her mind, his mouth closed over hers in a kiss lgfather head whirling,
so she couldn’t even remember what she had beerny goisay that had
seemed of such importance. At the same time, hedshanstinctively
closed over him, sliding under his leather jackatjouring the strength of
the muscles under the fine cotton of his shirt.

All sense of reality started to slip away from hey, as she might, she
couldn’t hold on to it. It was a familiar sensati@md yet at the same time
there was something new about it, because it hdmben quite like this

before. Last time this had happened to her, hetladdoeen spinning from
too much alcohol. This time she was stone-cold isael somehow that
was making it even more intense, more pleasurabtee irresistible.

Dominic’s fingers brushed and caressed, his magthly nibbled, and' her
body began to melt with hot longing. He moved neadding the heat of
his own body to the warmth that pulsed through &ed, she stared dazedly



up at his dark, familiar face. He looked straightlo at her with a fierce,
yet unexpectedly tender, look in his eyes.

‘I like touching you,” he told her huskily, his hds shifting over her
slowly and sensually, as if to emphasise his woffst | like being
touched in return.’

Alice’s own hands moved at once in involuntary mesge. He was still
fully dressed, and yet that didn’t seem to make slghtest difference.
Although there was the rough rasp of material unber sensitive
fingertips, all she was aware of was the hard,| uady underneath,
shifting a little restlessly now, as she unashagedplored every vibrant
inch of him.

‘Enough!” Dominic finally instructed, his breath raiptly catching in his
throat. He caught hold of her wrist and held iriagner, stopping her from
inflicting any more of those killingly pleasurabtaresses on him. For a
few moments, he kept very still. Then his breathstepdied a fraction, and
his mouth relaxed into a rueful smile. “You alwaganage to surprise me,
Alice,” he went on, shaking his head rather wrylyust when I'm
expecting you to pull your usual prudish act, yaon tround and practically
seduce me! Not that | don't like it," he added vétgrin. 'l do. But you told
me earlier you didn’t want me to make love to yDoes that decision still
hold? If it does, you'd better tell me right nowndther few minutes of
this, and | might not be willing to listen to you.’

But she couldn’t think straight; she had hardly reveard what he had
said. More and more, he was beginning to haveefifést on her. He spoke
to her, touched her, and she forgot all about karsf her self-imposed
inhibitions, her responsibilities. It was scarydaret somehow marvellous
to feel like this; she wanted to hold on to therswpsense of freedom for a
few more moments, just a few more moments...

Dominic was staring at her intently, as if trying figure out what was
going on inside her head. Then he gave a briefgstaslif he had given up
on the puzzle. ‘All right,” he said softly, ‘if yodon't want to talk, that’s

fine by me. I've got other things on my mind rigioiw--and | don’t think

they’ll wait for very much longer--’



This time, the quality of his lovemaking was verifetent. There were no
more light, almost teasing caresses, no more ggattees played with lips
and tongue. Every movement was hard and sure nowguisstely
pleasurable but forceful, and all leading relesfesowards one ultimate
conclusion. Shocked out of the dreamy reverieghathad been floating in
so warmly and comfortably, Alice gave a small gasfmnat was he doing?
Then she tossed her head from side to side as Domihlessly subjected
her breasts to a sweetly savage onslaught. Fowarfements, she was
caught and entangled in the storm of pleasure Isewthgping up, drifting
helplessly as her muscles jumped and contractedfagntrol, racked by
spasms of aching need. Then her head cleared forstant, she realised
what was happening, and she let out a small modisofay and fear.

‘No!

‘Yes, Alice,” Dominic told her thickly. 'l gave you thehance to back
out--you didn’t take it--" He fitted himself againker so that she had the
whirling impression that she was already part af theeply aroused body.
‘Tell me that you don’t want me,” he challengedarhusky tone. ‘And
don’t lie to me. I'll know if you lie.'

Oh, God, what could she do? Stid want him. This man had somehow
torn right through all her defences; she would hagieen just about
anything for a few carefree, wonderful hours in duisis. He stirred all her
emotions, she ached for the intimate touch of him.

Yet even that wasn't quite enough to exorcise theedying fear that had
suddenly forced its way to the surface.

‘I'm frightened,’ she blurted out shakenly.

Dominic stared at her incredulously. ‘Of what? Nétme,” he said with
utter certainty.

Alice shivered. She would have to tell him. It wady fair, after letting
things get so far that they had nearly rocketedbdythe control of either
of them.

She averted her eyes so she wouldn’t have to lbbkra



‘Of getting pregnant,” she muttered.

What would he do? she wondered edgily. Airily dissniner fears? Tell her
he would take care of things, so it couldn’t polysibappen? Only she
wouldn’t swallow that line again. Oh, yes, men amty took care of
things! They arranged it so they got precisely whay wanted, and to hell
with any consequences.

She let her gaze slide back to Dominic, nervous aswhe waited for his
reaction. As her eyes fixed on his face, thouglspasm of shock ran
through her. He looked as if she had just hit him!

An instant later, he physically withdrew from héil trace of desire had

abruptly disappeared from his face, which had takena dark and

brooding quality. For the first time since she kadwn him, he scared her
a little, and she stared at him with a rush of appnsion.

‘What is it?’

‘What is it?’ he repeated harshly. He met her geieadily, and Alice was
alarmed to find that he looked almost like a steangLet me tell you
exactly what it is. It's a rather macabre joke.’

'l don’t understand,” she whispered.

Dominic swung himself to his feet. ‘Of course yoond. But that’s
because I've never told you a very personal pidcmformation about
myself. There’'s no chance that I'd have made you-amyone
else--pregnant.’ Seeing the bewildered expressiah dpread across her
face, he gave a grim, totally humourless smile. {@a want to know the
medical term for it? Sterile. You'd have been qustde with me, Alice.
Tonight--and every other night, for the rest of damned life!’

She couldn’'t say a word, but it didn’'t matter. Hadhalready walked
swiftly out of the room, leaving her in the emptlesce, every inch of her
quietly vibrating with the intense shock of his anncement.



CHAPTER EIGHT

THERE was no sleep for Alice that night. Next maishe was heavy-
eyed, and had a thumping headache caused by ter&henspent ages
getting showered and dressed and, even when shéinallg ready, she
lingered in her room for a few extra minutes. Aligb she was ashamed to
admit it, ,even to herself, she was putting off thement when she would
have to come face to face with Dominic. She di¢mdéw what to say to
him. Or perhaps she was simply afraid of saying rtmech. She didn’t
know how to handle what was beginning to happewden them.

Since it couldn’t be put off indefinitely, she fihaventured downstairs.
Frobisher had set two places at the breakfast,thbtehere was no sign of
Dominic. Either he was still in bed--which Aliceatight unlikely-or he
had got up very early and gone out. He was probabheluctant to see her
as she was to see him, she decided. Last nigtitathe¢old her something
that few people in this world--if anyone--could kn@bout. No doubt he
was already deeply regretting that abrupt confesdBut, since he could
hardly take it back, he was probably doing the nleast thing, and
avoiding her.

Leaving most of her breakfast untouched, she gangomade her way to
the library. She couldn’t concentrate on work, thiopuand an hour later
she sat back and stared blankly ahead of her.

She needed to go home. If she spent some timethetitwins, perhaps it
would help to get her life back into perspectiveaing She needed to
cuddle them, play with them, scold them, do all tinegs that helped to
make up the normal pattern of her life. Maybe thle@ could start to forget
about Dominic Seton. It shouldn’'t be too difficushe told herself

stubbornly. Right now, she felt desperately soaryHim-she was ready to
admit that; It must be pretty grim, rattling aroutinis great house on his
own, and having to live with the knowledge thatdoaild never have a
family of his own to fill the echoingly empty roomsith laughter and

childish chatter. If she let herself think abouttab much, she would
probably start to feel an aching sense of pityhion. But she wasn't going
to let herself do that. She couldn’t afford to. Hevn life was already too



full of obstacles and difficulties. She neededhat strength to overcome
them and make a good life for herself and the twidsey were her
first--her only--responsibility, and she had bettet forget that.

She went upstairs and fetched her coat, her bag@ndar keys. Then she
quietly left the house, got into the car and sthide the engine. As she
drove away, she couldn’t resist a quick glance bawsr her shoulder.
Under its light covering of snow, Rossmore Hallked like something out
of a dream. She was ready to admit now that she’tvas all sure she
would be coming back here again. She certainly hadngotten that
contract Dominic had made her sign, but she dithitk he would hold
her to it, not after last night.

She reached the end of the drive, and turned ¢tmetoarrow country road.
The thin layer of snow had made it slippery, and sbncentrated on her
driving, glad to have something positive she cdolktlis her thoughts on.
There was a sharp bend in the road just aheadstadlowed almost to a
halt, knowing she would have to take it carefullpdar these icy
conditions. She eased the car. round the tightegutlren let out an
involuntary gasp. Someone hadn’'t been so cautithesr-car was slewed
right across the road, the bonnet buried in thekthedge on the far side.

Alice managed to stop without actually hitting tb#éher car. Then she
recognised it, and her heart suddenly began thinglesvay at a crazy
speed. A split second later, she was scramblinguoditrushing over to it.

Wrenching open the door, she bent her head so shulel see inside.
‘Dominic? Dominic!

He was slumped over the wheel, and didn’'t seenespand to the sound
of her voice. With a sinking feeling in the pit leér stomach, she realised
he wasn’'t wearing his safety-belt.

‘Idiot!” she half sobbed under her breath, and wenift his head up, but
then stopped. She didn’t know what injuries he t&te could do him real
harm if she tried to move him. Anyway, there wasway she could get
him out of the car on her own. He would be an alisalead weight.



Trembling violently, she stepped back and therestaespairingly up the
road in both directions. Not a soul in sight! Wbatearth was she going to
do?

Then Dominic gave a faint moan, and she dived lrathke car again.
‘Are you all right?’ she asked anxiously. ‘Dominggy somethingylease.

He managed to raise his head, but it was prettyoabvhe didn’t know
where he was or what had happened. Blood was itrgcklown his face
from a gash on his forehead, and one hand seemiael holding his ribs,
as if instinctively seeking out the place that Wwasng him the most pain.

Torn between the instinct to stay right here withm, and the knowledge
that she ought to go and fetch help, Alice glarfcaxdtically along the road
again. Then she gave a gulp of pure relief as she & figure in the
distance.

‘Hey!” She waved her arms, then yelled again. Wileoat was, he was
riding a bicycle, skimming confidently over the Zem ground. Then he
drew nearer, and Alice suddenly recognised the gatkng face. Toby
Collins--for a moment she felt a spurt of apprelmmnsit would have been
much easier if it had been someone else who hack aoishing to the
rescue. Then she pushed all her misgivings to ate Fhey weren’t
important. All that mattered was getting Dominick&o the house.

Toby got off his bike and swiftly came over. Thes face settled into a
disapproving frown as he saw the slumped occupfahieccar.

'l suppose the damned fool took the bend too fast!’

‘That doesn’t matter right now. You've got to héipn.” When Toby still
hesitated, Alice seized hold of his arm. ‘Youiyet to.’

‘He won't appreciate it,’ Toby warned.

‘Perhaps not. But | will.’



Toby shot a piercing glance at her, which was wingly like Dominic’s
in its ability to suddenly perceive the meaningibdther words.

‘All right, then. Let’s take a look at him.” He dliinto the seat beside
Dominic, studied the cut on his forehead, and ttaanhis fingers lightly
over the rest of him. ‘I don’t think there's anytgibroken,” he pronounced
at last.

‘You're sure of that?’ Alice asked anxiously.

‘Of course not. I'm no expert. But | think he’d making a lot more fuss if
he’d actually fractured something.'

‘If you think 'Dominic would make a fuss over a kem bone, you don 't
know him very well,” Alice said wryly. Then her lwobecame furrowed
again. ‘Can we get him into my car? Then | can @iiwvm back to the
house. He ought to see a doctor.’

‘It would be far easier if we just shifted him intbe passenger seat,
replied Toby. ‘Then | can drive him back in thig,cand you can follow
along behind.’

With some half-hearted co-operation from the seomscious Dominic,

they managed to shove him over so that Toby cdidd behind the wheel.
Expertly, he backed the car out of the hedge araigbtened it up; then he
gave Alice the thumbs-up sign. ‘There’s nothing mgawith it, except a

few dents and scratches on the bodywork. See ydudighe Hall.’

Alice rushed over to her own car, then roared @Hrahem. By the time
she reached the Hall, Toby had brought the othetaca halt in front of

the main entrance. She jumped out and ran ovey,torfind that Dominic

had made a remarkably rapid recovery during thetgborney. His eyes
were fully open now, although still not quite incts, and he was
obviously aware of what was going on.

‘How do you feel?’ Alice questioned him worriedly.



‘I'll be fine once | get inside,” Dominic growleéie went 'to get out of the
car, but he had obviously over-estimated his rateecovery. As his legs
buckled, he gave a dark scowl of frustration.

Toby looked at him coolly. ‘It looks as if you ca&ither accept a helping
hand, or stay right there.’

Dominic’s face grew even blacker, but he had enaegise to admit that
Toby was right. After a long pause, he curtly natfjdend reached out a
hand to the younger man.

There was a rather curious expression on Toby's heatook it. Then he
put Dominic’s arm around his shoulder, hauled harhis feet, and took
much of his weight as the two of them slowly mabeirt way into the
house.

With Dominic at last safely deposited in a comfbhka chair in the
drawing-room, Alice let out a sigh of relief. ‘I'tto and phone the doctor."'

‘I don’t need a doctor,” Dominic cut in at oncevé just got a few bruises,
that's all.’

‘And a gash on the head,” Toby reminded him. ‘Thattobably need a
couple of stitches! He turned to Alice. ‘Ring fietdoctor,’ he instructed.

Dominic glared at him. ‘You seem to be taking adotyourself!’

Toby returned his gaze steadily, obviously nothie teast overawed by
Dominic’s forceful presence. ‘I suppose | am,’” lggesed calmly. ‘Are you
telling me | don’t have the right?’

To her astonishment, Dominic was the first oneotiklaway.

‘I understand your name’s Toby,” he said terselyake it that’s short for
Tobias?’

‘Yes, it is,” replied Toby.’



Alice didn’t understand what was going on betwdenttvo of them. They
were like two powerful animals who had expectedetel nothing except
antagonism towards each other, but who now fouethsielves drawn to
each other in ways that they didn’t quite underdtan

Belatedly, she remembered she was meant to be mghdoi the doctor.
She went and found Frobisher, quickly explainedtwWizal happened, and
asked for the name of the local doctor. Frobistdunteered to make the
call, leaving Alice free to return to the drawingem. When she walked in,
she found that Toby had already left.

‘Did you send him away?’ she demanded.

Dominic briefly looked amused. ‘Do you mean, ditddily throw him
out? No, | didn’t. I might be feeling better, bulon’t think I'm capable of
that just yet.’

‘You know perfectly well what | mean,” Alice reted. Then she ran her
fingers shakily through her hair. ‘I'm sorry, | didmean to shout at you.
It's just that finding you like that scared me halfdeath. And now | don’t
understand what’s going on--’

‘Come and sit down," he invited. ‘I suppose you ees a few
explanations.’

She settled herself in the chair on the opposde sf the fireplace, and
Dominic’'s mouth curled into a familiar, faintly mkiag smile. ‘Still
keeping a safe distance away from me?’ Then hig ttered slightly.
‘Don’t worry, | don’t blame you for it. There’s nohuch future in getting
involved with a man like me.’

‘A man like me’--he had used that phrase about &ifrence before, not
long after she had first come to the Hall. Onlywnshe knew what he
meant by it: a man who was incapable of giving anao a child; someone
who could only offer what was, in his mind, an eynpélationship.
Something inside her twisted sharply as she brigfigred the continuous
underlying pain that must cause him.



Perhaps Dominic could read her face more easily 8fee had thought,
because he suddenly moved restlessly.

‘I thought you wanted to know about Toby?’ he redad her a little
harshly.

Realising that he wanted--needed--to change thgedubshe numbly
nodded.

‘| thought you would have guessed it by now," helexdl

'For a while, | thought | had,” Alice admitted. " | saw the likeness
between you, | was sure he had to be your son. Vbhanold me--' She
stopped instantly, aware that she had strayed backo the old taboo
subject.

Dominic didn’t appear to be outwardly disturbedough. Whatever his
feelings on the subject, they were obviously dtricinder control again
now.

‘I told you that there was no way | could have a,5te said evenly.
‘Anyway,” he went on with a wry smile, ‘there’s noore than ten years’
difference between us in age. | might have beereaogious child, but |
wasn’t quitethat advanced.’

‘Then, who is Toby?’

‘You'd have worked it out for yourself by now if yad known my father’s
name. It was Tobias,” Dominic told her bluntly.

Alice stared at him in surprise. ‘And Toby was ndnaéer him? He’s your
father’'s son? But that would make him--’

‘My half-brother,” agreed Dominic. ‘lllegitimate ub definitely a Seton!
‘And is it true? Did Toby tell you that himself?’

‘He didn’t have to. When I'm face to face with hiitis like looking in a
damned mirror.’



Alice hesitated for a few moments, then said, ‘Hiwyou feel about it?’
'l haven't had a lot of time to get used to theaiget,” he answered drily.

'‘And you really didn’t know you had a half-brothef@u never heard any
rumours or gossip?’

Dominic gave a brief shrug. ‘I've already told ydue spent most of my
life away from this house.’

‘But you've been back for several months now,’ dminded him.

‘Yes, | have, but Toby hasn't been around for mostthat time.
Apparently, he was in London, finishing a course business
administration. He’s only been back a couple ofkgee

‘Do you suppose your brother, Robert, knew abdutAtter all, he lived
here for several years before he died.’

‘If he did, he never said a word to me about it.t Neat that's very
surprising. Robert was very possessive about Ragshall and the estate.
He wouldn’t have wanted to admit the existence rofileegitimate half-
brother who might possibly have some claim to & pfit.'

'Oh,’ said Alice, startled. That aspect hadn’t ommlito her before. “You
mean, Toby might be entitled to part of your intearce?’

'l really don’t know," replied Dominic, suddenlywuling very tired. 'l
suppose it's a legal problem that’ll have to 'bexganto at some time.
Right now, though, my head aches so bloody much ithman't think

straight about anything any more.’

‘The doctor will be here soon,” she assured hinau better just sit quiet
until he gets here.’

But Dominic didn’t even seem to be listening to ey longer. He had
settled back in the chair and closed his eyes,handidn’t move or speak
again until the doctor arrived.



To Alice’s intense relief, after a thorough phys$ieaamination the doctor
pronounced that Dominic didn’'t have any seriousiries. His ribs were
bruised, but fortunately not broken, and the cutha forehead needed
only two small stitches after it had been cleaddt: doctor left him some
tablets that would dull the pain in his head aibd,rtold him to stay in bed
for at least a couple of days, and promised to lwatk in the morning to
see how he was doing.

After the doctor had gone, Alice and Frobisherdiie persuade Dominic
to go to bed. He announced that he was perfectiyfadable in the chair,
though, and simply closed his eyes when they tidedrgue with him. In
the end, Alice. fetched a blanket, while Frobisheade up the fire, and
they left him there to sleep off the worst of tlieaeffects of his accident.
Frobisher promised to keep an eye on him duringniight, and Alice
finally trailed up to bed, feeling totally shattdrby the events of the last
couple of days.

Against all expectations, she slept soundly, prbbdiecause she was
completely exhausted. In the morning, she opened elyes, yawned
sleepily, then suddenly remembered everything thatl happened
yesterday. Grabbing her dressing-gown, she putled iand then hurried
downstairs. '

Reaching the drawing-room, she anxiously pushea ¢ipe door and then
stopped dead. The chair where Dominic had spennitiig was empty.
Had he gone up to bed? Was he all right?

She turned round, and nearly bumped into Frobiskénere is he?’ she
asked urgently.

Frobisher’s face wore a distinctly disapproving regsion. ‘He’s gone out,
for a walk with the dogs.’

‘A walk?’ she echoed disbelievingly. ‘But he shodid in bed, resting! Is
the man mad?’

‘Lord Rossmore said he needed some fresh air,”isieb said stiffly. 'l
reminded him of the doctor's orders, but he saithe’ hesitated, and his



mouth set into an even more disapproving line.ah’t recall his exact
words, but they were along the lines that | shaiidgh interfering and mind
my own business.’

‘Then he's obviously feeling better this morninglice said drily.

‘That was my conclusion, too," agreed Frobisheut‘Bhe doctor will be
here later, to give a more informed opinion. By wWey,” he went on, ‘that
young man’s waiting for you in the library. He amd a little while ago,
and | told him you were still in bed, but he sagviould wait.’

‘Young man?’ echoed Alice. Then her face clear&@h-‘you mean Toby
Collins? Has he been waiting long?’

‘Only a few minutes.’
‘Then I'd better go and see him.’

Forgetting that she was still bare-footed and weganly a nightdress and
open dressing-gown, she quickly made her way tolitirary. As she

walked through the door, Toby turned from studyting shelves of books,
and an appreciative smile lifted the corners of heuth. It was so
unnervingly reminiscent of Dominic that Alice instly flushed.

‘If you walk around like that every morning, you studrive Lord
Rossmore nearly wild,” he told her, his grin widamni

Flustered, Alice drew her dressing-gown more tighdtound her and
secured it with the belt. ‘I certainly don’t! Anywa she went on, ‘isn’t
that a rather formal way of addressing your hatftter?’

Toby went very still for a few moments. ‘He admattdat’'s who | am?’ he
said at last.

‘He could hardly deny it. Anyone looking at the twbyou together could
see there was a blood-tie.’

‘He’s never acknowledged it before.’



‘That’s not very surprising, since he didn’t everolv you existed,’

‘How could he not know?’ Toby retorted a little aihg ‘His brother,
Robert, certainly knew about me. Although he madeery clear that he
didn’t want any contact between us,’ he added raghmly.

‘Robert might well have known, but he never toldnboic. When you
popped up at that medieval banquet, it was theifikling Dominic had of

your existence.” She gave a faint smile. 'l thihkairly knocked him for
six. Why did you come that night? Out of sheer beent?’

‘Something like that,” Toby admitted reluctantly.
‘And why are you here this morning?’

Toby looked as if he didn't really want to answieattquestion. ‘To see if
he’s all right,” he rather grudgingly admitted,eafta long pause.

Alice nodded in satisfaction. ‘It's good that yare:'

‘And there are a couple of things | wanted to lvath.’

‘What kind of things?’

‘That he needn’t worry, I'm not going to turn thwhole thing into a major
scandal. There won't be any embarrassing courscasth the illegitimate
son trying to claim a share of the family loot, am@vhole lot of skeletons

being dragged out of the closet.’

'l don't think he ever thought you’d do anythindgdithat,” Alice said
quietly.

‘Didn’t he?’ Toby looked momentarily puzzled.
‘Why not?’
‘Because the two of you are more alike than younengalise yet.” She

smiled at him. ‘Why don’t you come back and see hira couple of days,
when he’s feeling better? You've probably got atwttalk about. And |



think it would be good for him to have you aroumte’s rather short of
people who are close to him.’

‘He’s got you, hasn’t he?’

Toby’s blunt statement made her pulses skip a Aé¢en she took a deep
breath and shook her head.

‘No. Whatever you're thinking--you’re wrong.’
He looked at her shrewdly. ‘Am 1?’

‘Yes,” she said firmly. 'l work for him. That's allShe glanced at her
watch. ‘I ’'d better go and get dressed, I've gtitdao get on with.’

‘OK, | can take a hint.’ He walked over to the dotiten paused. ‘But
since everyone’s suddenly being so truthful witkheather, perhaps it's
about time you started being honest, too. You'rdowe with my half-

brother--and from what I've seen, that's a goodghi think you're exactly
the right person for him, Alice.’

Toby left after delivering that small bombshell,daAlice stood in the

middle of the library, quietly shivering. Why ha@d@dy actually had to say
it out loud? Until now, she had successfully maiaigeconvince herself it
hadn’t happened. It didn’t look as if she was gdimdpe able to run away
from the truth any longer, though. She shiveredragamd wondered what
on earth she was going to do.

She made her way slowly upstairs and, as she tooka shower, she
finally reached a decision. She would stay hereafmouple more days,
until Dominic was fully recovered. Then she woutéve. It was the best
decision--the only decision--under the circumstance

Once she was dressed, she went back downstaigshaneéd her mother to
tell her she would be back home by the end of tekekwHer mother was
obviously surprised by the news, but tactful enougit to ask any
guestions. All the while Alice was talking to hehe could hear the twins
in the background, playing what sounded like a vesigsy game, and her
heart contracted. She ached to be with them, aisdowly consoled by the



thought that it would be just a couple more day®ieeshe was back with
them for good. I'll never leave them again, shd teérself fiercely, not for
this long; and she spun out the conversation wethnmother for as long as
she could, listening hungrily to the childish ckatnd yells of delight that
nearly drowned out her mother’s voice at times.

When she at last reluctantly put down the receitver silence of Rossmore
Hall closed in around her, and she realised alf @gain just how empty
this house seemed. Then she thought of Dominicdipgrihe rest of his
life in this emptiness, and a shaft of such shaty ghot through her that
she had to close her eyes momentarily.

The rest of the day turned out to be extraordipalifficult to get through,
and she soon began to wish she had just left btragiay. She could
hardly walk out on Dominic without any warning, tlgh. His life was in
enough of a turmoil at the moment; it wouldn't lag bf her to add to it.

Fortunately, she didn’t actually have to see himca@xding to Frobisher,
he came back from his walk far more tired that loeild admit, and went
directly up to his room to rest. Frobisher had tteken him up a hot drink
that was laced with a couple of Mrs Frobisher'®gleg pills. A quarter of
an hour later, Frobisher came back down to repati, some satisfaction,
that ‘His lordship was sleeping like a baby.’

Alice worked hard through the afternoon and int® ¢wening. She wanted
everything to be completely up to date by the tghe finally left. She had
her supper on a tray in the drawing-room, and thecided to have an
early night.

She was just about to get up when Dominic walkedutph the doorway,
scowling darkly.

‘Who put those damn sleeping pills in my drink?’demanded.
‘When you ignored the doctor's orders about stayimged, Frobisher

decided he’'d better do something about it. And hietde right thing,’
Alice added. ‘You look much better now you’ve hagamd sleep.’



‘He’'d better not try anything like that again,” Dant growled
ungratefully. ‘Butlers aren’t irreplaceable.’

Alice gave a faint grin. 'l think Frobisher probwis.’

He didn’t smile back at her. Instead, his dark gézed on her with an
odd, hungry look that made her nerves suddenlghwit

'l wasn'’t sure that you’d still be here when | cadosvn.’
‘Why shouldn’t | be?’ she asked a little uneasily.

‘Because | keep getting the feeling that you'retba point of running
away from me.’

That was so near to the truth that she had to &vaky from him. Was this
the right time to tell him that she planned to daaly that in a couple of
days? No, she decided unsteadily, she just diéek @ip to it right now.
She would tell him in the morning.

Dominic stretched himself out in the chair, theddenly yawned. ‘Damn
those pills,” he said irritably. 'l still feel hadsleep.’

‘I'll leave you,” she said, getting up. ‘Then yoarnctake a nap.’

‘No!

That single, terse instruction was enough to semdstraight back into the
chair. Why did she always do what this man ordesdd?wondered with a
mixture of annoyance and unease. She had alwaysdonierself on having
a mind of her own, but when he was around, she sge¢agive in without
even. a struggle.

‘Toby called by this morning,” she said at lasyjrig to fill the silence that
had suddenly stretched between them.

‘What did he want?’

‘To make sure that you were all right.’



Dominic’s eyes flickered briefly, and she had thgression that he was
pleased.

‘Anything else?’ he asked, just a little too cagual

‘He wanted you to know that he--he doesn’t wanttiumg from you,’
Alice went on, choosing her words carefully. ‘He’iggoing to announce
to the world that he’s a Seton, or make any sodafm on the estate.’

‘Mmm.’

Dominic’s non-committal comment made her look uphian. ‘Is that all
you’ve got to say about it?’ she asked a triflerghya

‘For now--yes.” And from the tone of his voice, skreew he wouldn't be
drawn any further on the subject. Nor did he makg affort to do

anything else, though. He didn’t move, didn’t speldk simply sat there,
gazing thoughtfully at the flames dancing up frdra grate.

Alice stared at him edgily. ‘What are you thinkiagout?’ she blurted out
at last.

He turned and fixed his gaze back on her againeyes glittering darkly
now.

'l was wondering where you and | went from here,shid slowly.

Alice immediately wished she hadn’t asked that oes ‘We don’'t go
anywhere,” she said shakily.

‘Don’t we?’
His softly spoken comment sent her pulses racing.

‘You don’t intend to get married," she reminded toarefully. ‘And I'm
not looking for--any other kind of relationship.’



‘You mean that you're the sort who always holdsfouta wedding ring?’
Dominic shook his head. ‘I'm not sure that | bei¢kat, Alice. I think you
could be open to persuasion on the subject.’

Terrified of the form that ‘persuasion’ might taked her ability to hold
out against it--Alice froze.

‘But you're right, | don’t intend ever to marry,”ehwent on. ‘Nor will |
ever change my mind about it. If you can’t havddiken, there just doesn't
seem any point.’

Alice’s pulses were thundering away at top speed. ngou're absolutely
certain you're-sterile?’ She stumbled awkwardly rotheat one short word
that was so incredibly difficult to get out. ‘Theosuldn’'t have been a
mistake?’

Dominic’s mouth set in a grim line. ‘When you getexdict like that, you

don’t just take someone’s word for it. You get &, a third and a
fourth opinion. It's only when they all come outaexly the same that you
finally accept the bloody thing’s true.’

‘How did you find out?’ she asked him in a subduette.

At first, she thought he wasn’t going to tell h&hen he raised his head
and began speaking in a low, expressionless tdnead a long-term
relationship with a girl I'd met at university. Walked about marriage, but
| didn’t feel | was ready yet for that sort of contiment. | told her if she
ever became pregnant, though, we’'d get married.dWideen together for
nearly a year when | came down one morning and do@r crying.
Finally, 1 got her to tell me the truth. It turnedt she loved me far more
than I'd realised, and she’d been trying to getgpamt for ages, so I'd
keep my promise to marry her. Only it hadn’t hapmkerHer period had
just started again, so it meant another month loa@ ¢y with no sign of a
baby.” He frowned. ‘At first, | was extremely angay the way she’d tried
to trick me. Then | began to feel sorry for hereSkas so upset and
terrified at the thought that she might be infertin the end, we arranged
for her to have some tests.” Dominic’s face becawen more bleak.
‘When the results of those tests came back, thépiady weren’'t what
I'd been expecting. The doctors couldn’'t find amyth wrong with



Marianne. They suggested--very tactfully, of cowitbat there could be
some kind of problem on my side.’

‘That must have been hard to take,” Alice said tyie

‘At first, | wouldn’t even listen to them,” he metted moodily. ‘And | was
furious with Marianne for getting me into the stioa in the first place.
After a while we broke up, our relationship jusulmn’t take the strain. |
couldn’t forget about it, though. That sort of thieats away at you day
and night, you can never put it right out of yound In the end, | decided
it would be better to know one way or the othethea than having the
uncertainty always hanging over me.” He shruggétie‘tests didn't take
long, and they were absolutely conclusive. It tdrrmut that I've an
extremely low sperm count. Everything works petiedbut with no end
result.’

Alice flinched at the note of pain in his voicet'slabsolutely impossible
for you to father a child?’ she asked with achiyignpathy.

‘Doctors don'’t like to use a word like “impossibJeDominic responded
harshly. ‘Their verdict was that | had no more tl@aohance in a million.
And since those sort of odds were hardly likelgdme up in my lifetime,
no matter how often | slept with someone, they maklthat it would be far
better if |1 accepted right from the very start thtajust wasn’t going to
happen!

‘There are other alternatives,’ she suggestedamdlsit after a very long
pause. ‘You could always adopt.’

‘No!" His answer was immediate, and it was the osfe had been
expecting, even though something inside her hddostn hanging on to a
thin thread of hope until the very last moment. /Nt repeated evenly,
and with total finality.

Alice didn't even have to ask him why. She alre&dgw. If he couldn’t
have children of his own, then he could never bimgself to accept
anyone else’s. The small flicker of hope that hadrbburning in her heart
quietly died. At least she knew where she stood. réle loved her twin
sons. She loved Dominic Seton--she was finally yeadadmit that. But



she couldn’t have all three, she had to choosedstihem. Which meant
that there wasn’t any choice at all.

Wearily, she got to her feet. ‘I'm going upstai®ay’ she told him. ‘And
you were right about me leaving. I'll be gone big time tomorrow.’

‘Even though | don’t want you to go?”’

She didn’t--couldn’t--answer, but instead beganvetk towards the door.
She never heard him get to his feet, didn’t evear iém silently move

towards her. The first she knew of his closenesstiva touch of his hands
on her shoulders, whirling her round to face hinmef there was the
hardness of his lips closing over hers, the tighg gf his arms locking her
against him, and a hot, dizzy darkness that sweet ber and engulfed
her.

This time, there was no gentleness, just a stangéwuthat he was willing
her--forcing her--to share. His mouth moved ceaséfeon hers, probing
and caressing in turn until she could hardly breaths body burned its
desire against her until she shivered helplessigsponse. He moved back
just a fraction, so he could slide one hand betwkem. His fingers thrust
their way under her jumper, under her bra, seagcfon and finding the
highly responsive tip to her swollen breast, thahbing it into instant
hardness, so that a small groan sounded deep throat.

Pleasure rushed through her in small waves, angrégsed her more
forcefully against him, then ruthlessly kept hesrghuntil they both shook
with frustration at the thin barrier of clothes tthkapt them apart. Blindly,
she was answering his kisses now, for these few entsnoblivious to
everything except an uncontrollable surge of loge this man. Then
Dominic lifted his head, his eyes nearly black ardtle wild, a dark flare
of colour staining his cheekbones.

‘Now tell me that you don’t want me!’ he challengearshly.
She couldn’t do it. She wasn’t capable of tellimgy lsuch a lie.

'l know | don’t have much to offer you,” Dominic weon, his breathing
still ragged but his voice quieter, softer now. ‘Naarriage. No children.



But can’t you love me a little for my own sake?Skgiaze locked on to hers
and seemed to see right through to her very s8tdy‘with me, Alice.’

The uncharacteristic note of pleading in his vaoé through her like a
knife. She would have given anything to have bdda 0 give him what
he wanted. Anything--except her children.

'l can’'t,; she said, her voice suddenly dull ardléss. 'lcan’t.’
His grip had slackened slightly, as if he couldmglieve she had turned

him down. Taking advantage of it, she tore hergeké of his arms and
stumbled blindly out of the room.



CHAPTER NINE

ALICE left Rossmore Hall that same night. There wasway she could

stay there any longer. To her utter relief, Domididn’t try to stop her.

She didn’t even see him as she threw her thingshat case, ran down to
the car and then drove off into the night.

Her mother was surprised to see her but, afterl@ole at her daughter’s

drawn, colourless face, she was wise enough natskoany questions.
Alice went straight up to the twins’ room, and gere for ages. The two
boys were both sound asleep, and her gaze stayed @in their dear,

familiar faces as she told herself over and ovat she had made the right
decision--the only decision. More drained than $tal realised, she
eventually fell asleep right there, in the chaiheSlidn’t open her eyes
again until the morning, when she was woken up ypaps of delight

from the twins, who were obviously thrilled to findeir mum was back

home.

It was a struggle to get through the next few days,she somehow made
it. She spent every spare minute she had withwirest partly to make up

for the time she had spent away from them, but inbstcause it was only

when she was with them that the painful ache oemgigside her eased a
little.

Luckily, there was plenty to keep her occupied, #mat helped. Apart
from the demands of the twins, there was a lotaifkvwo catch up on at the
agency. Susie had run things very efficiently wiite had been away, but
there were several problems that needed her pérateation, and she
applied herself diligently to dealing with them.

All the same, some moments were a lot harder tahgetigh than others.
There had been that first morning back at her mH®wuse, when she
had walked into the drawing-room and seen Dominpasting hanging
on the wall. It had been like a punch in the stdmamnd she had stood
very still for a few moments, then turned and glyickalked out again.
Nothing had been said, but the next time she haeé gothere, the painting
was no longer there. Then there was the teleptovery time it rang, her



pulses leapt and then raced, and she began to simfle. She avoided
answering it, but always hung around nearby uh& ®und out who was
on the other end. Then she would walk away, heraesefeeling so strung
up that she felt they might snap at any moment.

Her mother’'s house, which she had always thoughy wemfortable,
suddenly seemed small and rather cramped aftevasiespaciousness of
Rossmore Hall. Sometimes she felt horribly shutsime would whip the
twins into warm coats, hats and boots, then rusimtbut into the garden
for a game, or take them for a walk. When she wadk them, things
would seem almost normal for a while. As soon &y tliere out of sight,
though, everything would begin to fall apart again.

And there was something else she hadn’t expectesel.h&d only been at
Rossmore Hall for a short time, and yet she migsdike crazy. The
atmosphere that reeked of its long history, thérfgehat it had been lived
in for centuries by people who had loved and apated it, the endless
small problems that cropped up every day and nesdethg. She missed
the sight of Frobisher stalking along the corridatth his nose in the air,
and his sharp eyes missing absolutely nothing. &en missed the
damned dogs! But, most of all, she missed Domimitos It was so hard
to accept that they were going to follow separati for the rest of their
lives.

At the end of the second week, Alice came downev@ning after putting
the twins to bed, slumped into the chair, and tleatised that her mother
was looking at her with an uncharacteristically anent expression.

‘Alice, why don’t you simply pick up the phone atalk to him?’ she said
bluntly. '

‘Talk to whom?’ Alice asked, deliberately preterglinot to understand
what her mother was getting at.

‘The man whose painting I'm not allowed to haveal@wall, because you
turn white at just the sight of it her mother aresed. ‘If he’s missing you
half as much as you’re missing him, then it shoulde too hard to
straighten out any misunderstandings. Judtalking to each other.’



‘It's not that simple,” Alice muttered.
‘Isn't it? Are you sure you’re not creating probkethat don'’t really exist?’

‘Oh, they exist all right!” came Alice’s instant érbitter retort. ‘They're
upstairs right now, asleep in bed!

Her mother frowned. ‘The twins?’

‘Yes, the twins. You want to know what the probles® Then [I'll tell you.
Dominic Seton can't have children of his own, batwon’t accept anyone
else’s.’

After a shocked silence, her mother slowly shook head. ‘It must be
hard for a man to come to terms with something tite. But perhaps if he
met the twins--’

‘He doesn’t even know anything about them," Alicgia rather abruptly.
‘You didn’t tell him?’ Her mother sounded slighilycredulous.

‘What was the point? He’d already made his viewshansubject perfectly
clear. What was | meant to do? Just dump the temnasgo off with him?
Have a good time while it lasted, and to hell vatierything else?’

'l don’t think he would have expected you to dot.thider mother’'s tone
was unexpectedly sharp. ‘And | think you shouldeatt have told him the
truth.'

‘What difference would it have made?’ Alice demashd¥ he can’t have
his own kids, then he doesn’t want someone el3éiat's something that
isn’t going to change, so where does that leave Ifth¢€ll you,” she went
on, ‘it leaves me right here, trying to get on witly life as best | can.
There’s no point in ringing him or going to see hibecause there’s no
way that we could ever work things out between us.’

Her mother didn’t say anything more after that, f@hich Alice was
grateful. Even talking about Dominic was a str&he was only going to



get through this if she didn’'t think about him, tatk about him; if she
could somehow keep him locked right out of her. life

Although it was March now, there were a couplenahies of snow at the
weekend, and no let-up in the freezing cold weatBaturday afternoon,
the twins clamoured non-stop to go out and playh& snow. Since her
mother had gone out to visit a friend, Alice fiyaflave in to their pleas.
Bundling them up warmly, she let them loose indheden to let off some
of their endless supply of energy. Pulling on ad cbat and scarf, she
went out to join them, and after a fast and furigame of snowballs she
started to make a snowman for them. There wasallyrenough snow, but
the twins didn’t care. They rushed around, scoopipdhandfuls of snow
and dumping it in a heap so she could make the ,baxly she was just
carefully moulding it into a round ball when shaliged the twins had
gone unusually quiet.

She glanced up, and found they were both standiigasd staring
towards the house.

‘Come on, how about getting some more snow?’ stliecteeerfully. Then,
when neither of them moved, she finally twistednmduo see what had
caught their attention.

When she saw the tall, dark man standing at theoéride path that led
into the garden, she went as quiet and still aswires.

‘Mummy?’ said Paul uncertainly, as Dominic beganvedk towards them.

‘It's all right, sweetheart,” she assured them Isiogly. ‘It's a friend of
Mummy’s. Go and play for a few minutes while | tatkhim.’

‘Snowman,” James reminded her, with a disapprofriogn.

‘I'll finish it in a minute,” she promised. ‘Find ensome more snow, So we
can make him nice and big.’

The twins enthusiastically toddled off, and Aligedlly found the courage
to look at Dominic’s face. He was very white, ahdre was a strange look
in his eyes. For a moment, she thought he was gigghg to turn round



and walk away without saying anything at all. Thes mouth set into a
grim line.

‘No wonder it was so hard to get you to talk abgodr private life,” he
grated, with a 'touch of contempt. 'l should havessed it was because
you had something you wanted to hide.’

Alice glared at him furiously. ‘I'm not ashamed fwdving two beautiful
children?

‘No?’ he challenged. ‘Then how come you never aneationed them?’

‘It's something | don’t tell employers unless thgyecifically ask,” she
answered, fighting to keep her voice crisp and ms@eal. ‘You'd be
surprised how much prejudice there still is agawsimen with young
children. Employers automatically assume you're agisv going to be
taking time off to cope with illness or some donestisis.’

‘And that's how you thought of me? As yoemploye?”

‘Yes--at least, at first. And then there were--otheasons--’ Alice's voice
trailed away. She shouldn’t have to go into thasssons, she thought to
herself with a sudden burst of resentment. He ktleamn as well as she
did. ‘Anyway, it was none of your business,’ shadhed defiantly.

‘None of my business?’ Dominic echoed in disbeliefow the hell can
you say that?’ He abruptly stopped, as if he dithoist himself to say any
more.

Alice glanced at the twins, who had lifted theilatle uncertainly as they
heard the raised voices.

‘Don’t shout! They don'’t like it, and | won‘t havgou coming here and
upsetting them.’

‘If they get upset that easily, then perhaps I'ttdsdeave,” Dominic told
her grimly. ‘Because they most definitely wouldike watching what I'd
like to do to you right now!



‘Then go,” she muttered to him. 'l don’t want yoerd, poking your nose
into my private affairs.’

His dark eyes hardened. 'l can appreciate thetfiattyou don’t want me
hanging around. If their father came home unexpibgté would be a bit
difficult to explain what | was doing here, wouldit?’ And, while Alice
was still staring at him with a shocked expresstemwent on savagely, 'l
once told you that you were an old-fashioned dilice. But | was wrong.
There’s another, far less pleasant name to desgoibé

And, with that, he wheeled round and strode officélstared after him
until he had disappeared from sight, and it wasntil James tugged at her
coat that she slowly came back to reality.

‘Finish the snowman?’ he pleaded. Then he look#terasurprised--and a
little indignant--when she suddenly scooped himand gave him a long,
hard, and slightly desperate hug.

That evening, when the twins were in bed, her mothae her a
thoughtful look. ‘The boys were telling me an isting story while |1 was
giving them their bath,” she remarked at lastwés pretty garbled, but it
was all about a man who came in and stopped yddibgitheir snowman.
They were pretty indignant about the whole thirstpeé added a little drily.

Alice sighed. 'l suppose you'd have found out aldbsboner or later. It
was Dominic Seton.’

‘And he saw the twins?’ guessed her mother.
‘He certainly did,” Alice confirmed rather grimly.
‘And?’

‘He didn’t stick around for too long.” Alice liftedher head and stared
directly at her mother. 'l told you he wouldn't.’

‘The poor man was probably in a state of shock,} hether said
reasonably.



Alice conveniently pushed the memory of Dominic’sit® face out of her

mind. ‘The “poor man” has got an absolutely castrinervous system,’

she retorted. “You're just prejudiced in his favdagcause you adore his
paintings! She got to her feet. ‘I'm going to bed.’

But, as usual, she couldn’'t sleep. In the mornsige wandered down
looking bleary-eyed, and only picked at her bresikfa

‘Why don’t you go and have a long soak in the bath®ygested her
mother. “You might end up looking vaguely humaniaga

‘Thanks a lot,” muttered Alice, with a grimace.'sltnice to have a
sympathetic mother!?

But she obediently went back upstairs and climbesdlly into the bath.
She spent over an hour soaking in the hot, scemé¢el, and then leisurely
washed and dried her hair.

Squeaky clean and smelling delicious, she went dtawns again, just in
time to see her mother hurriedly putting down theme. As always,
Alice’s pulses gave a painful twitch. ‘Anyone imgant?’ she asked, rather
too casually.

‘Oh--no--just a friend," answered her mother, dliglevasively. Then she
glanced at her watch. ‘I think we’ll have an eddgch.’

‘I's Sunday,’ Alice reminded her. ‘There’s no huriWe’ve nothing to do
for the rest of the day.’

"I thought we’d go out for a couple of hours thfseeenoon. The twins are
so full of energy that they'll probably wreck théage if they're kept
cooped up all day.’

Alice glanced out of the window. ‘It's absolutehgdzing out there, and it
looks as if it's going to snow again. Where on leavill we go?’

‘We'll find somewhere,” her mother replied brisklfCome on, let's get
something to eat.’



Lunch was prepared, eaten and then cleared awalatseemed to Alice
like record speed. Then she found herself beinglledninto her mother’s
car, along with the twins.

‘Where are we going?’ she demanded.

'l thought we’d just drive around for a while." Haother got behind the
wheel and revved up the engine. ‘We’re bound toigmdomewhere.’

Alice sighed. It was impossible to get a straigmsveer out of her mother
when she was in one of these moods. Instead, #iteds#gown on the back
seat with the twins, and-began playing a game wigm to keep them
occupied.

It was some time later before she glanced out efvilndow again. Then
she frowned. This road looked uncomfortably familia

‘I think we ought to turn back now,’ she said ratlabruptly. ‘The twins
are starting to get bored.’

‘The twins are fine,” said her mother firmly. Thehe put her foot down on
the accelerator, and the car shot forward eveerfast

Alice turned back to the boys, who were both clanmaufor her to start
playing the game again, but she couldn’t concemti@he knew this route,
knew where it led. She consoled herself with theugfint that her mother
would soon be turning off, though. There wasn'’t ightest possibility
that they would be going the whole way.

Yet, to her astonishment--and utter disbelief-#mether eventually swung
the car through the gates that led to Rossmore Hall

‘What are you doing?’ she demanded incredulously.

‘I'm doing something that | always promised mysif never do,” her
mother said placidly. ‘I'm interfering in your life

‘Then just stop it!"" Alice retorted. ‘Turn roundkea us home.’



But her mother drove steadily on, and soon thenee pulling up before
the front entrance of Rossmore Hall. Alice coultelieve any of this was
really happening, that she was actually here.

‘Alice, get out,” instructed her mother. Still shed, Alice automatically
obeyed her. ‘Boys--go with your mother,’ she went ®he twins didn’t

need telling twice. They were fed up with being ped inside the car, and
they climbed out as quickly as they could. Oncettiree of them were
standing on the gravel drive, her mother put thrarda gear and drove off.

‘I must be dreaming,’ Alice muttered, shaking headh dazedly as she
watched the car disappearing into the distancéhéEithat, or my mother’s
gone a little crazy! What on earth made her do sbimg like this?’

A few snowflakes were beginning to flutter downdashe shivered. She
would have to ring for a taxi to get them home. B only phone for
miles around was at Rossmore Hall. She turned hppsgvely towards the
front entrance, and then discovered that the doas walready open.
Moreover, Dominic was standing there, silently viaaig them. °

She somehow gathered herself together and caugghbha twin in each
hand. There was nothing else for it-she would Havask if she could use
the phone. Reluctantly, she went up the steep ,stepstwins manfully
scrambling up beside her, until all three of theerevstanding in front of
Dominic. James stared at the tall, dark man, aed guddenly seemed to
remember that he had seen him before. Unexpectédlygrinned, and
Paul's mouth immediately stretched into a similargh smile. If
something--or someone--was all right with Jame=n ilhwas all right with
him, too.

Dominic smiled back, a warm smile which astonishHezi. Then he
switched his attention to her, and she felt a famiush of colour to her
face.

‘I'm sorry, | know we shouldn’t be here,” she got @ a shaky voice; ‘But
my mother brought us here and just dumped us on goaorstep. | don’t
know why she did such a crazy thing. | supposevae trying to tell me
that it's about time | got a few things sorted obyt she doesn’t



understand, she doesn’t know all the facts. | mestme blundered on,
‘there’s nothingo sort out, is there?’

‘On the contrary,” Dominic said calmly. ‘I'd havkeaught there’s a great
deal to get straightened out. And | know exactlyywbur mother brought
you here. It's because | phoned her this mornind,asked her if she’d do
precisely that.’

Alice gaped a him. ‘*You--what?’

'l was very angry when | left you the other dakept thinking of the way
you'd behaved when you were with me, the way yolidsed me,
responded to me--’ His eyes briefly gleamed. ‘Thetarted picturing you
doing those same things with he twins’ father, hgMhim while carrying
on a casual affair with me. When | finally cooleff a little though, |
remembered you'd once told me that you lived withury mother.
Something didn’t add up. In the end, | decidedhione your mother. She’s
a charming woman,” he added. ‘Anery helpful. She soon straightened
me out on several rather important matters.” Haggd up at the heavy
sky. ‘Don’t you think you'd better come inside?’ heent on
conversationally. ‘We can’t stand out here and-tdlk going to start
snowing hard in a couple of minutes.’

As she dazedly stumbled in after him, the twinsestaaround with fast-
growing interest and approval. This was the soglate where you could
play really good games. Then the two wolfhounds edoping into the

entrance hall, their tails wagging lazily as thegmivover to inspect the two
small newcomers.

Paul stared up uncertainly at the huge dog loomvag over his head.
‘Horse?’ he questioned doubtfully.

‘No, sweetheart," said Alice, with an involuntamyng'lt's a dog.’

Neither of the twins looked as if they quite beédvher, but they patted
and stroked whatever part of the wolfhounds theyldtcoeach, and the
dogs obviously lapped up the attention. Alice wattla little anxiously.

The dogs were so big; they could easily knock tbgsbover if they

weren’t careful.



Dominic noticed her sudden concern. ‘Don’t worrge told her quietly.

‘Both the dogs are marvellous with kids. They're gentle as lambs,
despite their size. How about if we turn all foditleem loose in the Great
Hall? There’s plenty of room for them all to ruroand and get to know
each other.’

'l can’t leave them on their own,” Alice said quick'They've never been
here before, they'll be frightened.’

‘They don’t look very frightened to me,” Dominicmarked drily. And it
was true. The two boys were already heading off rddte corridor,
chasing after the wolfhounds. ‘Anyway, Mrs Frobisha@l keep an eye on
them, to make sure they don’t wander off and gst’lo

'l ought to stay with them,’ she insisted stubbgprnl

‘Afraid of being alone with me?’

His soft challenge hit home because it was thétrut

‘Well, | suppose it would be all right to leave thefor just a few
minutes--’ she said reluctantly.

Dominic linked his hand firmly through hers and leer into the nearby
drawing-room. ‘We’ll leave the door ajar so we daaar if there are any
sudden yells for maternal attention.’

'l don’t understand why you got my mother to bring here,” Alice
muttered uneasily, pulling her hand out of his Badking away from him
a little.

'l know you don‘t. But we’ll come to that later.r&i of all, there are a few
things thatyouare going to teline.’

‘About what?’

‘About those two, for a start. And | wouldn’'t mirkkhowing something
about their father.’



‘It's none--" she began hotly.

‘Tell me again that it's none of my business, amsight begin to get rather
angry,” Dominic warned. ‘So, start at the beginnifgice, and keep
talking until you finally get to the end.’

His dark gaze was fixed on her intently, silendilibg her that she didn’t
have any choice, that she was going to have tditelithe entire truth this
time.

Alice slumped into a nearby chair, suddenly feehmgy tired, ‘It's the
kind of story you often hear someone else tellg shid at last. “You think,
that'lll never happen to me, I'd never be thatidtuphen itdoeshappen,
and you realise just how easy it is to get caughfje careless for just a
few minutes and end up like so many other girl§i& $aused, then went
on, ‘I was working as personal assistant to theagang director of a small
London-based company. An important American cligas coming over,
and at the last moment my boss went sick. | wasdop to take over the
social side of the visit. This client had neverrbé&eLondon before, and he
wanted to see a couple of shows, do the roundseofap nightclubs, visit
the sights--the usual things.'

‘What was his name?’ asked Dominic quietly.
‘Jerry,” she said, after a slight pause. ‘Jerrythad.’
‘What was he like?"

Alice shrugged. 'l don’t really know.” Then she $ted her fingers together
miserably. ‘Does that sound awful? | suppose isd@&eit it's the truth. We

never really talked, not about anything import&ie. was very charming, |

remember that. And he was nice-looking. He seermeaghjoy his stay in

London, he wanted to see absolutely everythingnTha the night before
he was due to fly back home, he said he’d justdoout a friend of his was
in town, and this friend had invited him to a pahny was throwing that
night. He wanted to take me, as a way of thankiegon taking such good
care of him all week. | didn't really want to gowlas dead beat. Jerry
insisted, though, so in the end | said I'd go &mt ja couple of hours.” She



grimaced. ‘The party turned out to be pretty wildhis friend of his had
rented a large house, and it was crammed full.enfpfe. Everyone was
packed together like sardines, it was very hot, thede wasn’t anything to
drink except champagne. | drank glassfuls of thé#,drying to keep cool,
which was pretty stupid because I'd had hardly langtto eat all day.
Finally, my head got really woozy and | knew | ainit take any more. |
told Jerry I'd take a taxi home, so he could stayid enjoy the rest of the

party.’
‘But he didn’t go along with that idea?’ guessedhiaic, a trifle grimly.

She shook her head. ‘He insisted on taking me HimSée stopped, took
a deep breath, and then forced herself to go om.ag¢ge took me right up
to my flat, then said he’'d like to give me a gooelllyss, since he was
flying home the next day and wouldn't be seeingag&n. But somehow
that kiss turned into something else.’ Alice liftedr shoulders helplessly.
‘I haven't got any excuses for what happened. Him'tliforce me, | can’t
pretend that he did.” She gave a slightly bitterlemThere’s a rather
crude phrase for it. “He pushed all the right botto And | didn’t put up
much more than a token proteswantedto feel all those things he was
making me experience. | was a twenty-one-year-olginy and-1 suddenly
wanted to know what it was all about. For a fewrspuididn’t care about
anything except having a good time.’

Her gaze flickered up to Dominic, expecting to sekok of disgust or
censure on his face. Instead, though, to her amaterhe simply looked

angry.

‘The man must have known you'd had too much tolgtime growled.
‘He had no right to take advantage of that fact.’

‘Whether he did or not--it happened,’ Alice saidariow voice. ‘And it

wasn’t until | woke up in the morning with a tercihangover that | really
realised just what I'd done. Jerry had gone by Hadthough | was
relieved at that. | didn’t want to face anyone, asgecially not him. | felt
absolutely sick. | just couldn’t believe I'd behavike that, gone to bed
with someone | didn’t love, someone | didn’t everow very well.’



‘You wouldn’'t have done it if you'd been sober,” Bmic said with
complete certainty.

‘No, | wouldn't,; she admitted. ‘But somehow thaade it even worse. To
get drunk, and then tumble into bed with the fir&tin who laid hands on
me.” She shuddered, remembering the deep senséanfesthat had
haunted her.

‘What did you do?’ prompted Dominic gently. '

'l finally decided I'd have to try and forget abaytor it would drive me a
little crazy. I'd get on with my life, and make sut never, ever happened
again.” Her mouth twisted into a self-mocking smil@nly it was already
too late for that sort of resolution. A few weelatel, | realised | was
pregnant.” Her face became shadowed. ‘It was thst maful day of my
life. 1 really hit rock bottom then--and | staydaete until the twins were
finally born.’

Dominic frowned. ‘Didn’'t you get any sort of suppoor help from
Maitland?’

‘He didn't want to know, Alice answered flatly. ‘Wén I'd had the
pregnancy confirmed, | knew I'd have to tell hinoabit. After all, he had
the right to know, hevasthe father. At first, | was going to write. Then |
thought the wrong person might open the letterraad it, so | decided to
phone.’

‘What was the response?’

‘He said there was no way he could be the fatidice shook her head
disbelievingly. ‘When he said that, | wanted to Mim! Except |

couldn’t--he was three thousand miles away in Ao@erirhen he told me
that he already had a wife and two kids--sometlmeg never mentioned
while he was in London!--and that if | tried to sautrouble, I'd end up
very sorry. He'd tell everyone | slept around alepthe place, that there
were at least half a dozen men who could be theefatVvhen | said he
couldn’t possibly prove that, because it wasn’efrie just laughed. Then
he said money talks, and it wouldn’t be hard fon o produce witnesses
who’d be willing to swear they'd been to bed witle.hShe gave a small



shudder. 'l couldn’t believe he was the same chragrman I'd known in
London.’

‘Sometimes charming men can be complete bastamisrneath,” Dominic
said tersely. Then he added, ‘Did you ever consaagestbortion?’ ,

'l thought about it, but | knew | couldn’t do it.olNfor moral or religious
grounds,' she added, 'l just knew | wouldn’t beeabl go through with it
when the time came. | had more or less decidegtdon adoption. | was
so certain | just wanted to get the pregnancy ewer done with and then
get on with my life, forget the entire awful bussse Then | took one look
at the twins after they were born, and that walsvitas hooked. | knew that
they were mine, that | loved them no matter whor tfegher was, or how
appallingly he’d treated me. No one was ever gtinghake me give them

up.’
‘You've never regretted that decision?’
‘No,” she said without hesitation.

‘And their natural father still refuses to acknodde them?’ There was a
slightly tense note in Dominic’s voice now.

‘He’s dead,” Alice answered simply. ‘He was Killada car crash just over
a year ago. | wouldn’t even have known, but | haett@r from his lawyers
shortly afterwards warning me not to make any claimJerry’'s estate.
They said | had absolutely no legal rights since gaternity could now
never be proved.” Her dark eyes flashed. ‘As ifduld have asked for a
single penny"

‘And you weren'’t at all upset by his death?’ Dorgisigaze rested on her
intently. ‘Hewasthe twins’ father,” he reminded her.

‘Not as far as I'm concerned, Alice answered immagdy. ‘A child’s
father is the man who raises and loves them, wth@se when they need
him.

‘And do you think | could fill that role?’



His question briefly stunned her. ‘But--you saiduyavere against
adoption,” she said rather shakily at last. ‘It'eyM had to leave. | knew
you'd never be able to accept the twins.’

Dominic shook his head.” ‘You're wrong, Alice. Whésaid | was against
adoption, it wasn't for the reasons that you thdugtwould have been
perfectly happy to adopt, but | didn’'t think | halke right to ask any
woman to accept someone else's children and givallupope of ever
having any of her own.'

Alice’s heart had almost stopped. ‘But--I've alrgagbt two children of
my own,” she said slowly.

‘Yes, my love, you have,” Dominic agreed. ‘Which kea my argument
rather invalid.” He still looked very tense. ‘Bubud you live with the fact
that you won’t have any more?’

‘I could live with anything, as long as | had yoshe told him without
hesitation. ‘And my mother always brought me upétieve that nothing
is impossible,” she added with a faint smile. ‘Rember--the doctors did
give you a chance in a million.'

‘Don’t count on it,” he warned her. ‘I've tried be totally honest with you.
In return, you've got to accept the situation as,ior we'll be in trouble
right from the start.” His eyes stared down intesh@nd she could see the
sudden wave of doubt that swept over him. ‘| domént to disappoint
you,” he muttered fiercely.

‘No matter what happens--or doesn’'t happen--yaelver disappoint me.
Don’t you know that?’

‘I might know it,” he answered huskily, after a dfripause. ‘But | think |
need you to prove it to me'

A second later, she was in his arms. The familiamuth of his mouth was
druggingly sweet, the touch of his hands left ladireg for a more intimate
fulfilment. She curled closer to him, then gaveral sigh of pleasure and
satisfaction at his instant fierce response. Hisdkditted tightly into the
small of her back, gripping her with sudden need, lais lips told her over



and over of his love for her--and the promise oferehthat love would
lead. Then, groaning a little, he reluctantly puksher away from him.

‘No more! Not unless you want me to do somethingeqoutrageous right
here and now, where everyone can walk in and dée us

‘You'd better get used to an audience. And to beirtgrrupted at very
inconvenient moments,' Alice told him. ‘The twinavie got into the habit
of climbing into bed with me whenever they feeklik cuddle.’

'l dare say I'll learn to live with it,” Dominic ghwith cheerful resignation.
‘Just as long as they don’t intend to share ourdikethe time,” he added
huskily.

He had just begun to kiss her again when thereanfagry of movement
from the doorway. They both turned round to find tivins staring at them
rather suspiciously.

'l warned you about the audience!" Alice grinneldef she added, ‘I'm not
sure that they entirely approve of you kissing me.’

‘I'm afraid they're just going to have to get ustdit,” Dominic said
firmly. ‘It's something that’s going to happen vefgen.” Then he released
her and walked over to the two small boys. 'l thifk about time we got
to know each other,” he told them. He linked hiadsathrough theirs and,
rather bemusedly, they clung on to this tall, dadn who had so suddenly
come into their lives, and who looked as if he niitglin out to be rather
interesting to know. ‘Let’s start by spending a pleuof hours together,
and see how it turns out.” Alice went to join themaf Dominic shook his
head. ‘No, it would be better if you waited heréveésus a chance to be on
our own for a while.’

The twins toddled off with him, uncharacteristigadjuiet and with slightly
anxious faces, and Alice felt her stomach begichiarn’ with nervousness.
What if it didn’t work out? What if--? Oh, stop ghe told herself firmly. It
would work out. Ithadto.

The afternoon passed by incredibly slowly, andseed anxiously up and
down the drawing-room, somehow resisting the uogaush off in search



of them. Finally, she heard the sound of voicesr@gghing, all three of
them familiar. One was dark and unmistakably mtie,other .two were
chattering away childishly, gabbling the half-foingentences that it often
took time and patience to decipher.

When they eventually came into the room, she satvRlaul was perched
on Dominic’s shoulders, while James was trottingngbide, confidently
clutching his hand.

‘Played with horses,” James informed her excitedly.

‘Dogs,” Dominic corrected him, with a grin. ‘You mk&ee some real horses
tomorrow. They’re bigger--much bigger.’

James’ eyes nearly popped out at the thought oédong bigger than the
wolfhounds.

‘Come on, Paul,” added Dominic, ‘down you come. Tly@u and James
can go and have some tea. Mrs Frobisher’s spent afidke afternoon
making you something special.’

Alice stared at Dominic in astonishment as he gasitung Paul down
from his shoulders. “You can tell them apart?’

‘Of course | can,’ he replied, looking slightly puaised.

She shook her head. ‘Then that makes you one athtiee people in the
world who can!

‘Jelly for tea?’ asked Paul hopefully, trying t@et the conversation back
to a more important subject.

‘'ve no idea,” Alice muttered. ‘But on a day likeeday, absolutely
anything’s possible. Are you hungry?’ When theyhbagared their assent,
she laughed out loud with sheer pleasure. ‘Cometlmm. I'll take you

along to the kitchen.’



With the twins finally seated at a table piled witod, tucking in under
Mrs Frobisher’'s watchful but affectionate eye; Aligave them a last
loving look, and then went back to Dominic.

He took her hands in his and pulled her a litttesel. ‘A few weeks ago, |
was almost completely on my own,” he told her drijow it looks as if
I'm about to acquire a wife, two sons, and a meimdaw.’

‘Do you think you can cope?’ she teased, grinnarg] at the same time
loving him for the way he had so naturally refertedhe twins as his sons.

'l don't think it'll be too difficult,’ he assureter. ‘But how do you feel
about becoming Lady Rossmore? And living in thisagibarn of a house?”’

‘I'm going to love every minute of it. So will thevins. It's at marvellous
place for children to grow up.'

‘Will you want to keep on working?’ Dominic askeerh 'l know how
much time and effort you've put into that agencyodrs.’

'l don’t know,’” she confessed. 'l often feel guidtlpout spending so much
time away from the twins. It's something I'll haeethink about. But not
right now,” she added. ‘All | can think about aéttmoment is you!’

‘Good,’ he said, with some satisfaction. Then harged. ‘I'm not sure how

Frobisher’s going to take all this. He found itdh@nough to come to terms
with the dogs. Now he’s going to have two small$ofarging round the

place. He'll probably have a nervous breakdown teefloe year’s out.’

‘Poor Frobisher,” said »Alice sympathetically. ‘Welll have to be extra
nice to him, to make up for it.’

‘I'd rather you were extra nice to me,” murmurednidoic, nuzzling her
neck. ‘By the way, did I tell you about Toby?’

‘Toby?’ she echoed a little giddily. Then she rerbened the young man
who so resembled Dominic. ‘Toby! she exclaimedotWwe seen him
again?’



‘Several times. | thought we ought to try and malpefor all the years
when we didn’t know each other.’

‘Then he definitely is your half-brother?’

‘Yes. There’s absolutely no doubt about it. Theedifferent name on his
birth certificate, of course, but no one could ladkhim and deny he’s a
Seton.'

‘How did you get on together?’ asked Alice a trifigprehensively.

Dominic grinned. ‘Don’t look at me like that, myve. | didn’t beat him

into the ground at our very first meeting! Mind ydhings were a little

shaky at the start,” he recalled. ‘But once wetgtking, it didn’t take long

to get things straightened out. And we’ve comeame rather satisfactory
arrangements regarding the future.’

‘Such as?’

‘For a start, Toby’'s suggested a new site for ngppsed golf and sports
complex. It's far enough away from Amberleigh texehe locals happy,
but it'll still bring in a lot of revenue to the tase and provide plenty of
new jobs. More than that, though, we've agreed hiedt take over the

running of the Hall.’

‘He’ll what?’ she squeaked. ,

‘I'm a painter, not an administrator. And more tlaaaything, | want to get
back to my work. Toby’s just finished a course usimess administration,
and he’s got a lot of good, sound ideas for makihg Hall more
commercially viable without completely ruining it.makes sense for him
to take over that side of things. And he’ll livethé Hall, of course. His a
Seton--he’s every right to be here.’

‘I know that,” Alice retorted. 'l just never expectgdu to be so
reasonable.’

‘But I'm a very reasonable man,” he assured hes.|thg as | get what |
want.” His hands moved purposefully, telling herwelearly what he



wanted right now. ‘It's still snowing hard,” he a&dt 'l should think there’s
very little chance of you getting home tonight. fOr several nights,” he
went on more huskily.

Alice sighed with delight at the prospect. 'l hapenows for weeks. But
with the house full of dogs, boys and butlers, da guppose we’ll ever get
a moment to ourselves?’

‘There are ninety-five rooms in Rossmore Hall,” Doio reminded her,
gently caressing the warm swell of one breast wiihious pleasure. ‘We
ought to be able to find one where we won’t beuwnlistd.’

She stirred appreciatively under his touch. ‘Theasahave had an exciting
day. | think 1 ought to put them straight to beccerthey’ve finished their
tea.’

‘I'l help you. And afterwards, I'd rather like fmt youto bed, Alice,” he
murmured. His mouth slid down the silky curve of heck. ‘Do you think
that sounds like a good idea?’

She hid her face against his shoulder. 'l cantiktlaf anything I'd like
more.’

‘Mmm. For an old-fashioned girl, you’re showing ather shocking
eagerness to jump into bed with me.” He suddenlyddared, and then
laughed as he caught hold of her hand. ‘Alice! @lshioned girls aren’t
supposed to do things like that!

‘Aren’t they?’ she said demurely. ‘Then perhapsdveétter put the twins
to bed, and you can show me all the other things dkd-fashioned girls
aren’t meant to do." Dominic’s dark eyes gleamit be my pleasure.
And yours, too,” he promised huskily.

And the silence of Rossmore Hall closed around thsnthey exchanged
one more slow, lingering kiss that sealed their motment to each other.



