Harlequin Mills & Boon

’ Rebecca King

PILLOW TALK




PILLOW TALK

Rebecca King



Careless whispers...

Sorrel Elliot had interviewed Matt Ramirez onlyfiod herself falling in
love with one of the world's richest bachelors. Bdten he had become
convinced that their torrid affair had been purday ploy for a
between-the-sheets investigation Sorrel had logt btory and the man!
Now, five years on, she had run into Matt in thet [slace on earth she had
expected--Barbados! And, despite their time apart, things remained
constant--their heady attraction for one anothérMatt's suspicious mind!
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PROLOGUE

ONCE more, in that dream, she was on a beach. Undepaletropical
moonlight the sand was a strange, unearthly siarat,it was soft under her
bare feet. The sea was rough—she could hear itbooining and see, far
out, the wall of breakers crawling endlessly toveandr.

She walked down to that dark line where the seatheeiand. As she knelt
the water foamed over her nakedness, patterninfeéstr like white lace,

and gradually she sank down in it. Beyond the teefwaves were still

thundering, and a line of white sea-horses wermgaio the shore. They
seemed to rear themselves up over her, the opdea® @n the underwave
glinting like metal as the moon's rays caught it.

Then, as she watched spellbound, he came —as lagsabhd. The water

parted and one of those sea-horses came plungioggth straight as an
arrow towards her. There was no time for fear;htwse was almost on her
before she saw, low on its back, fingers twinethanflying mane, the dark
rider.

The horse reared, then halted almost at her febstod, tossing its head
and snorting as the spray broke round it. The sdérlooking silently down

at her where she lay at his feet, then dismourieo\wing the reins over the
stallion's back. He stood over her, his body gleansilver, his face —as
always—hidden by his mount's arching neck.

The blood was roaring in her ears, drowning thelcraf breakers, as she
held out her arms to him. Then, as he came dowarcis face moved from
shadow into moonlight. And—as always—she woke...



CHAPTER ONE
'MoORE champagnesenorita?”
‘No thank you, Jorge.'

As Sorrel replaced her empty glass on the sihar which the manservant
was holding out to her she glanced across the rtmmgh the animated
groups of grey-suited men and elegantly dressedemptowards Matt. He
was deep in conversation with a grey-haired man—kéen ears just caught
the deep velvety timbre of his voice, with that kysslightly foreign
inflexion —but, as if sensing her eyes on him,iead turned sharply and a
quick, conscious look passed between them beforeidned back to his
companion.

That snatched look, full of tenderness and more-karps physical
awareness—made her pulses leap, her breathing equidkonight, she
knew with instant, absolute certainty, Matt washgaio ask her to stay with
him. And, with equal certainty, she knew that sloaild.

Terrified that the peony colour rising in her notipgale cheeks would
betray the sudden blaze of emotion, she turned dwalye huge picture
window. The view from Matt's penthouse was, if dmyy, even more
spectacular by night than by day. Half of Londors\wathed in a soft glow,
while at her feet the River Thames slid past, itaque surface puckered by
the raindrops which gave the scene a misty, lungrquality, so that every
streetlight across the bridge to her right had dased into a tiny golden
chrysanthemum.

It was raining harder now, the drops trickling dotlva pane. Like tears, she
thought, then half smiled at the fancy. There wdagcho tears tonight. She
would give herself to Matt willingly, joyfully, betise she loved him.

When had it happened, that final step on the paim fsuspicion and

hostility to unwilling attraction for a handsomexsially alluring male and

on across the shadowy frontier into the first passie love of her nineteen
years?



She knew when—just a few hours ago. Strolling handand through St

James's Park on their way back to his apartmesy,distopped to feed the
ducks. In the same instant they'd turned to loadaah other, laughing over
a couple of squabbling drakes, and something agdfled in his pale green
eyes. The intensity of their gaze had held therkddan a private world for

long seconds; London had receded to a million naleay. Then a joy so

exquisite that it had almost been pain filled laed a feeling of such rapture
that even now it was surely air she trod beneathfdet, and not the soft
Chinese silk rug.

And yet, little more than three weeks ago she'ceneven heard of Mateo
Ramirez. ..

'Head of the Bank of Tierranueva, just about tlggést merchant bank in
Central America, aged thirty, unmarried, but an-eg@d plenty more, if a
quarter of the talk about him is true—for a pré#tge. And that's where you
come in, Sorrel, sweetie.'

'How do you mean, Bryden?'

She'd looked up abruptly from her doodle-pad. &t baen the first time in
this highly-charged meeting that he'd addressedlinectly, and, although
she hoped it didn't show, she still felt very muiled new girl in the team.
She'd been taken on just a few weeks previoustywas still counting her
luck at having broken through to a national newspeago early in her
journalistic career.

All right, so maybe th&lanetwasn't the most highly-regarded paper ever,
at least, in intellectual circles. But its Brydearfie 'Insider' column had a
widely envied—and feared—reputation for its hartihg exposures of
wrong-doings in high places, and she was proudet@ bmember of its
background research team.

'As | said, an eye for a pretty face. We may havedhyou as a computer
wizard, Sorrel, but | hope there's no hurt feelirg®8ryden had glanced
smilingly around the oval table ' — if | say thaiwys is the prettiest face
we've got.'



She had looked at him uncertainly. 'But —what eyadb you have in
mind?'

'Pillow talk—that's what | have in mind, darling.’

'Oh, no. I'm sorry, Bryden, but —' She'd half riseom her chair, the
agitated colour flooding her cheeks.

'‘But nothing." His voice had hardened a fractibnok, Sorrel, you agree
that if the allegations against Ramirez hold upsevgot our biggest expose
ever?'

'Yes—

'‘And you also agree that if that smooth bastartlyreausing his bank as a
front for laundering drugs money, then he needs$inga+-and by any
means?'

'Yes, of course. It's a filthy trade, but—'

'‘By any means.' Bryden had overridden her remashle'Dave following
up London contacts, Rik and Jason at the sharpethith Tierranueva, and
you. All I'm asking you to do, for God's sake, lsep with the guy...'

She hadn't, of course, though the attraction haah lbeere right from day
one —that first engineered meeting—Ilike a suddemkspf high-volt- age

electricity. Wholly inexperienced though she wase'd recognised that
mutual undercurrent tug of sexuality, even thougfirst he'd been formal,
almost aloof sometimes, in his attitude to her—tegat odds with the lurid
picture that Bryden had painted of him.

But then, a few nights ago, after driving her becker flat from a trip to the
theatre, he'd taken her in his arms and kissedrt#rshe was mind-blown,
only able to cling helplessly to him, arching heck with a tiny moan as his
lips had fastened on the crazily beating pulsésdbase. He'd released her
just as abruptly, though, and when she'd shylydsien in for a coffee,
he'd given her a rather lopsided smile.



i think maybe that would not be too wise, littleednAnd since then he'd
gone back to his formal correctness, only kissieg tand, though even
that—the brush of his lips against her palm—wasughdo set every pulse
in her body on fire...

Reflected in the rain-streaked window, she gazdubegelf. The short pink
silk dress—which Matt, despite her protests, hatstad on buying for his
party tonight—clung to her slender figure, and hair, the colour of pale
wheat under the subtle lights, was piled on hedheavhat she'd thought
was a sophisticated chignon until she'd seen sdntbeoother women
arrive. The delicate oval of her face, and her ggasker in that blurred
image than the reality of soft sapphire, were gigmvith naked emotion
for the whole world to see.

In the mirrored throng behind her she glimpsed Matt the other man, still
engrossed in conversation. They both seemed todkenlg at her and she
turned, a self-conscious little smile on her ligatt's eyes, though, as they
met hers, were remote —but that was Matt. He wasglesi
minded—ruthless, even —in business matters, ankisée that he was
able to lose himself entirely in whatever he wamge-and right now high
finance was no doubt uppermost in his mind.

But she was quite sure that he was honest. Ohath&o proof, but every
instinct told her that this man whom she loved wonkver get himself
involved with any criminal activities. And she'd llteBryden so
tomorrow—at the same time as telling him that slas Weaving the team.
Maybe when she was older... But now she simply Wasih out for tough
work like this. She just hoped that her boss's ipplmind wouldn't pick up
the pathetic truth—that she'd fallen headlong welwith her quarry.

Love... She gave a wry little smile. She'd certaipéen behaving like a
lovelorn adolescent earlier today. Left alone ia #partment, while Matt

was at a meeting and Jorge had taken himself dffatee his immaculate

black hair barbered, she'd mooned about—first hdt's dressing- room,

to rearrange his silver-backed hairbrushes, therheat heart had beaten
erratically, she had peeped into his bedroom, ustking-size bed, before
finding herself in his study.



Absently she'd picked up one of the computer diskanged in a neat row
on his desk, then paused, chewing on her unddirighe fed these into the
computer, she'd thought, maybe she could at lekh&riyden that there was
nothing incriminating in his personal files... Sthad half slotted it in, but
then—no, they had been persommalyate.

As she had withdrawn it she'd heard the key irfritvet door. Hastily she'd
jammed the disk back into the row, and when Jorgg ¢ome into the
sitting-room she'd been there, sitting on the créasather sofa, casually
flipping through a magazine, only her breathingtkelflurried...

As she watched now, Matt put down his glass anderhaiway between the
talking, laughing groups towards her, moving witfatt lazy pantherlike

grace that she was coming to know so well. How banek he was—his
black hair and lean, saturnine face set off by wiete shirt and the

midnight-blue jacket, while the charcoal-grey trenssenhanced the long
legs and narrow yet muscular haunches. And alhaé @dhe image rose in
her of that same body naked, muscles rippling kdénskin which was

smooth as brown satin, his eyes dark with desiresasiouth came down on
hers...

For a second, drowning in that sensual image, ebt&l ©nly gaze at him
wordlessly. But then, running the tip of her tongaend her soft lips, she
said huskily, 'Hi.’

'Hi. Enjoying yourself?' His voice was faintly sardc.

'Oh, yes. It's a great party, Matt.'

He laughed softly. "Yeah. | just wish they'd alt'go

All but lost in the music and the laughter, the @swere for her alone, and
she felt the colour rise to her cheeks again.

Taking her hand, he raised it, turned it so thatshaall, pale pink palm lay
across his larger, tanned one. Then, lowering é@slhhe kissed it. His lips
scarcely brushed the skin, and yet little needletpmf electricity pricked

through her veins, and when he ran his mouth aé@uwt fingertip, before



gently catching the soft pad of flesh at the bddeeo thumb between his
white teeth, a faint spasm made her whole bodylilem

'Oh, Matt,' she whispered throatily, but with angihhg smile he released her
hand.

‘Later, my sweet —when our audience has left' Amavhas gone.

Her stomach was lurching in a tumultuous cocktdil exhilaration,
apprehension, and the richly sensual promise ofmonvk things, but
somehow she fixed her brightest party smile ing@laed turned to speak to
the couple nearest to her...

'‘Goodnight, Senorita Elliot.'

The last of the guests, a distinguished-lookingte¢haired man—one of
the high-ups at the Tierranuevan Embassy, shetfeeigai—took her hand,
raising it to his lips in a thoroughly Latin gestuHe smiled at her, said
something to Matt in Spanish, and then he had gone.

'What did he say?'

Matt closed the door. '‘Oh, merely something todtfiect that you're far too
pretty to let slip through my fingers."'

'l see.' She smiled at him uncertainly. 'And— aiityeu?’
He stood looking down at her, his green eyes intent

'Oh, no, Sorrel,' he said, a husky catch in hipdedgce. 'l have no intention
of doing that.'

Drawing her into his arms, he clasped her againssb that she was aware
of every vibrantly male line of that strong bodydaof the slight tremor

which was running through it. At last he held heag from him and gazed

at her, all the hard lines of his face softened tahderness.



'Oh, querida,l've waited so long—three whole weeks—' he gaweydittle
grimace ' — but tonight —it is our night, isn't'it?

Sorrel felt her love for him bubbling up into pyog. 'Yes, please, Matt," she
whispered.

'‘Oh, my precious girl.’

His fingers tightened on her wrists, then, puttimgarm around her, he led
the way back into the sitting-room where Jorge thiedwo hired waitresses
in their neat black dresses had already all batrebaway the party debris.
‘Leave the rest, Jorge—and | shan't need you agaight,' Matt said.

The man nodded. 'Goodniglgnor—Senorita Elliot.'

He shepherded the two girls out, and Sorrel hdsdliscreet clunk as the
heavy door to the kitchen quarters swung to bethiec.

One of the tapes of Latin-American folk music wak glaying softly—the
haunting sound of reedy pipes and thin human vdieast-wrenching in its
poignancy. Matt walked across to the CD-player diaked it off, and in
the sudden silence she was certain she could ke&ehrt fluttering against
her ribs.

He took off his jacket and tie and slung them avehair, then eased open
the two top buttons of his shirt.

‘A drink?" From an ice-bucket, he drew out an umepge bottle of
champagne.

‘No, thanks. I've had enough.' Although all at ohee mouth was dry, so
that she could barely speak for wanting him.

Matt gave her a lopsided grin. 'l think maybe |é&v0.’

He replaced the bottle, came across to where sloel fteside the marble
fireplace, and, taking her in his arms again, kigser. And now there was



no more gentleness. His mouth came down against had as her lips
parted his tongue plunged between her teeth tsttimto her mouth, filling

her with the honeyed taste of him, their mouthgingiin a mimicry of that

sweetness which soon their bodies would share.

Half swooning under the intoxicating taste and fddiim, Sorrel clutched
on his shoulders, her lashes fluttering down ohetocheeks as his mouth
left hers to trail slow, tormenting fire down hbraat. Then his hand cupped
one of her breasts, his touch searing her skirugirahe fragile silk of her
dress.

His thumb stroked across the delicate centre arsamtly engorged and
throbbing, it thrust against him as, lost to sdaosatalmost terrifying in

their intensity, she arched against him with a walchndonment which, at
another time and in another world, would have stihher. But Matt was

drawing from her responses which were transfornhieigtotally, and after
tonight she would never again be the same Sorfiet El

Her fingernails raked across his back until, afiegging his shirt from his
waistband, she slid her hands beneath the finerptuptevel in the tautness
of his muscles as they flexed under her palms.

She felt his hands go to her zip, then he wasnglidown the dress, peeling
her out of it. He eased it down over her thighsifts#owly kneeling at her
feet, his face intent, the green eyes shadoweddyong black lashes, he
drew the flimsy silk down her legs until she costdp out of it.

Sitting back on his haunches, he surveyed her stenddy, naked now
except for the dainty white cotton panties, hisseyeenly feasting on every
delicate curve —the swell of her breasts, rosek jpinthe glow from the
wall-lights, the long, lovely line from them to hemrist and hips.

"Your skin is perfect,’ he said huskily as she dtsmiling at him. 'Smooth as
silk. And your body—it smells of nectar, like a deav of summer flowers.'

Putting his hands on her hips, he drew her to mchtauried his face in her
belly. The sensation was so entirely physical thags like a knife, thrust
through her vitals. Her whole body sagging, shd & her knees, and



together they fell to the floor, the deep carpshooning them. And then she
was pulling Matt to her, and both of them were toéng with urgency.

The insistent sound of the phone was on the vemplpery of her
consciousness, far beyond Matt's ragged breatmdglee wild tumult of
her own heart. But then she stiffened.

‘Matt—the phone.’

He muttered an incoherent oath. 'Let the damn thing. It won't be
important.'

'No, no—you must answer it." Caressing his facé witoving hand, she
even managed a teasing smile. 'Surely no calhfogteat Mateo Ramirez is
ever unimportant.’" And as he gave a mock scowhsdteé on softly, 'After
all, we have the whole night, haven't we?'

‘All right, witch." He gently tugged a tousled stdaof silky hair. 'But, |
promise you, you'll pay for this later." As he gdllaway from her he went
on shakily, 'Oh, God, | didn't intend it to be litgs. | was going to spin it
out, golden drop by golden drop, until —' He washafeet now, smiling
down at her, his eyes very dark, his cheeks flushed

'Until?" she prompted, as he went across to the@ho

'‘Oh—until, driven crazy by my superb technique, yare weeping for me
to take you. And instead here | am on the carpk¢ $ome steamy
adolescent.’

Crooking the receiver with his little finger, heogped on to the sofa.
'Ramirez here. Oh, hello, Steve... Well, you caljaichoose your
moments.' He slanted a smile at Sorrel. 'Did yawvdesomething behind?
I'll check with Jorge... No? What is it, then?"

She lay, one arm half shading her eyes, watching her gaze tracing
every beloved line of that tough, handsome facecaisyht her glance and
flashed her a smile before returning his attenteothe phone, and at that
smile something in her tightened unbearably.



He hadn't told her he loved her, of course, andwvdine'd seen some of the
women he mixed with —at the theatre, then at thstiurant last week and,
even worse, tonight—she'd been filled with a serisgter inadequacy. But
now, looking at him, she thought with sudden fieess, Somehow [l
make him love me.

'l see." Wrapped in her own thoughts, she was Yyaelare of Matt
speaking. 'Yes—yes, Steve, I'm very grateful... )}4m were quite right to
let me know.'

He replaced the receiver and came slowly backatwdsgazing down at her
with a strange expression—almost, she thought umtatily, as though he
was committing her upturned face to memory, agifMas never going to
see it again.

There was something in his utter stillness whick wanerving, but finally,
after a silence which had lasted an aeon of tirmesaid softly, "You haven't
told me lately—how is that series of yours comimg@'o

'Series?' She stared up at him blankly througlvéileof tangled hair.

'Don't tell me you've forgotten.' His voice wagl soft, sibilant, even, but
all at once there was a wholly new quality in himem®thing jagged,
dangerous—that she had never glimpsed before. 'Ulfestyles of the
World's Wealthiest Men"- that was it, wasn't it?dArwas first on your list.'

Sorrel's hands clutched convulsively. 'Oh —thatll\We-I've put it aside
for the moment.'

'Don't lie to me, damn you.'
The sudden ferocity in his voice hit her like anging blow across the face.
She jerked her head up and met his eyes; an iendjght was glittering in

their pale depths.

‘That phone call — ?' she began hesitantly. Hex Were still throbbing
from his kisses, so that she could barely speak.



'Precisely. How unfortunate for you that one of iyfellow guests tonight
came up against your little band of dirt-rakersoapde of months ago.
Insider-dealing was what they were trying to pinlom, | gather. The
rumours turned out to be totally unfounded and they to back off, but not
before they'd stirred up one hell of a hassle for.'h

'‘But | wasn't involved in that." She shook her hebsperate to clear it, but
the effects of Matt's passionate lovemaking, ama tf this savage verbal
assault, had totally disorientated her.

'‘Maybe not, but just in case Tarre decided to cbaxek for a second go,
Steve made it his business to get the personalsietall of you, including
photographs. Apparently he's spent the eveninglimgzaver where he'd
seen you before, and it's only just hit him. Helezthlme on his car-
phone—thought | should be tipped off, in case | Wasnext target for the
jackal-pack.’

'We are not jackals!" Despite her spiralling f&zorrel's eyes flashed. 'OK,
sometimes the information proves false, and we dropvestigation. But
some things need exposing—the Bryden Tarre colulisrafsocial need.’

His lips tightened. 'Oh, yes, and what particulsocial need are you
aiming to fill in exposing me? | presume that tliswhat the last three
weeks have been about?'

No, Matt. The last three weeks have been aboutatiedg desperately,
hopelessly in love with you...

'If you're so proud of your job," he continued iambly, 'there can be just
one reason why you lied to me.’

' didn't lie, Matt." In her urgency she sat ugrthremembering that she was
all but naked, caught up the pink dress and clatdtte her. i just didn't tell
you everything. | really do have plans to writettharies—on a freelance
basis.'



'‘But you somehow forgot to tell me that you're twe fpayroll of that
sleaze-rag—and that can only be because you weng to get your claws
into me. Well?' he demanded harshly as she stalged. s

'It wasn't like that, Matt. You must believe melieSgazed up at him
imploringly, but his face was basalt-hard, so sketwon tremblingly, 'Yes,
we were investigating you.'

'‘And just what crime against humanity am | suppdsdthve committed?’

She took a deep breath, then said flatly, 'We \gamen information —very
convincing information—that you were using your itios as head of the
Bank of Tierranueva to launder drugs money.'

'‘Drugs money!" He looked totally stunned.

'It would be so easy for you—a Central Americankyageally placed on
the drugs route to the States and Europe, youdré&avel the world. You
must see, Matt,’ she said, desperate for him at kaunderstand. 'An
accusation like that—we had to follow it up. But —'

'‘And may | ask who gave you this information?' Shikey smoothness of his
voice did nothing to hide the white heat of hisemdt seared her skin.

"You know | can't tell you that.' She was lookingagiht ahead at the
opposite wall.

His hands bunched at his sides and, terrifieditbatas going to seize hold
of her, she flinched away. But then he gave a hiaxgjh.

'Of course not. Good journalists never reveal theurces—though they've
gone to gaol for it. But don't worry, my sweet. fdare other ways of
discovering that than shaking it out of a worthlisle tramp.’

'Matt—don't," she said unsteadily, her eyes blgras a hairline crack ran
through her heart.



'Oh, please.' His lips twisted into a sneer. "W lb@ow what a superb little
actress you are, so spare us both the tears.

'I'm not acting. | —'

'What do you call it, then? You were planted on meren't you? To play
the whore.’

'‘No!" She put a trembling hand to her mouth.

'Pillow talk —that was your role in the operatiovgsn't it? Well, aren't you

going to deny it?" A guilty flush at the echo ofyBen's words suffused her
paper-white face. 'Oh, you've been very subtléyé gou that—with those

wide, beautiful, oh, so innocent eyes.'

Going down on his haunches, he caught hold of hiex, dragging her face
round so that she was forced to look into his @yés.

'‘God, what a fool I've been!" His voice was thidkhilaying self-contempt.
‘Treating you like a cut- glass virgin.'

'‘But—'

'Oh, you were patient —nothing so crude as leapitmy bed on our first
date. So why the sudden change of gear? Couldmn'tgotain your itch for
it any longer? Or are they pushing for results batdRlanet House?'

'No, they're not.' She laid a tentative hand orshig-sleeve, but he brushed
it off as though shewere a crawling insect. Fordogn the shaft of pain,

she went on, 'In fact, when | report back tomorrbmn,sure they'll call the
whole investigation off. | intend to tell them thatu're innocent.’

'‘And what makes you so sure of that?' His voice jagged with menace.

'l know you could never do such a thing, because $he broke off, biting
her lower lip.

'Well?'



'‘Because | I-love you.' It was no more than a bmokbisper.

'Love me?' He stared at her for a long momentf &®2en, then gave a
shaky laugh. 'You knowquerida,you really should be on the stage—you
almost had me fooled for a moment.' His green ey&®, bleak. 'So you
really expect this whole operation to be canceleen you go in tomorrow
and lisp, "I know he's innocent, Bryden, becauskeve him.™

'Please, Matt—don't!" She flung her hands to hes, dxrely conscious that
the silk dress had fallen away to expose her nakeaists.

'Or is that the only evidence? Well?' His handgestbn her bare shoulders
like talons and he shook her.

'Please, Matt," she said again, on a little salermbr. 'I've done nothing— |
swear it.'

'l wonder.' He stared down at her, his eyes likegrchips of ice. You were
left alone here for an hour this afternoon. Just dal you pass the time, |
wonder?'

And at her guilty flush he sent her sprawling oa tlarpet as he leapt to his
feet. Her hands clutched to her face, she laynlisteto his rapid steps cross
to the study. The door opened, then moments l&evds back, standing
over her again.

When she dragged her eyes back to him she sawawgittkening lurch of
her stomach, that he was holding the very compliskrshe had taken out
earlier.

'l suppose Jorge disturbed you.' His voice chilled to the marrow. 'You
were in such a hurry that you put it back out afesy or | would never have
known.'

As her frozen lips moved he went on harshly, 'Doaother to deny it—I can
see the quilt in your eyes. Like a cheap hackeuwwobroken into my
personal file. And you could hardly believe youckul don't doubt, when
you found the dynamite that's in here.'



As he jabbed viciously at the disk Sorrel ran thet her tongue round her
mouth, but still no words would come.

'Oh, nothing incriminating, nothing dishonest,’ lsearled, 'but the
information here would be priceless to my compg&itdut why am |
telling you this? You know it already.’

'‘No!" At last she was stung into speech. "You'viatgdl wrong, Matt. And if
you don't believe me—' his lip had curled in conperi—where's the
print-out? There's my bag." She gestured at itlwil&earch it—search my
clothes.’

‘Thank you, but no." His lips curled in a sneer.wbuldn't lower
myself—and anyway, no doubt you've been cleveiar that. It's all stored
away in that sharp little personal computer of gotlmat you call a brain.’
The fury was vibrating in his voice now. 'And, odurse, you weren't
planning on wasting this on Tarre, were you? ORh,wilten you saw just
what you'd got your greedy little hands on, youevgoing to sell it to the
highest bidder.'

'‘No! No, | wasn't." She was dying inside, but diie struggled to convince
him. 'And you must see, Matt, if | was so sure ofityinnocence, that at
least shows that | didmteedto s-sleep with you.'

'Perhaps not, but you were still hot enough farst now—and the thought
of what you had over me would have added an epir® 40 it." His voice

flicked over her raw wounds like a whip. 'Well —nbayl won't disappoint
you, after all.’

‘No, Matt—no!

At the expression in his eyes stark terror gripped, and she tried to
scramble to her feet. But her heel caught in adblpink silk and as she fell
headlong across him his fingers clamped on her éikagalons of steel,
biting into the soft flesh.

'L-let me go.' Stark terror was gripping her.



'Not just yet, my darling. | told you—you smellftdwers and honey. Well,
I'll bury myself in that sweetness.'

'‘No! Please, Matt —you can't!’

'Oh, but | can.’ His face was a merciless maskm@fwho use their bodies
to get what they want need to be taught a lessahbg the time tonight is
over you'll have learnt it.'

Jack-knifing to his feet, he snatched her up, eseshe rolled desperately
away, and, holding her in his arms, he strode loatuigh the hallway. He
shouldered his bedroom door open, then closechindehem with a kick
and flung her down on the wide bed. As she operedouth to cry out he
clapped a hand across it.

'‘Save your screams of outraged virtue. Those gale gone, and Jorge is
too well-trained to interfere. And anyway, it's wiyau want, isn't it?'

Straightening up, he began to strip off his clothéh an intensity which so
terrified her that every muscle locked, and she dayte unable even to try
and escape.

When he came down beside her she gave one faimhpenj but he
smothered it, taking it into his hot mouth. Thisswthe other side of his
supreme physicality—the power, the sheer sexuaédwhich he had kept
fiercely reined in. Now, though, he was delibenatatleashing it.

As he moved across her, forcing her thighs apaatitoit him, she twisted
her head away, but, catching her by the jaw, heered her face round to
him.

'‘No, damn you. | want to see your expression whiake you.' Tears were
burning behind her eyes but she wouldn't cry—stiert/ him that pleasure,
at least. But when she felt him tense, to thrusd hgainst her tender flesh,
she bit her inner lip, and the salty taste of bldéildd her mouth as she
steeled herself for the ultimate violation.



But then, in that final second, he was pushingway, so violently that she
rolled to the very edge of the bed. Utterly bewiktt she lay, intense
spasms racking her slender body. One arm was thupaacross her face,
and her hair was tangled where his fingers haddrdkeough it. Hardly
conscious, she felt the bed sag for an instantydnah she opened her eyes
he was on the other side of the room, dressing.

'Sorry to disappoint you after all." The voice vimsely recognisable. 'I've
never slept with a whore yet, and I'm not startntp you.'

He turned towards the door.
"Wh—where are you going?' she whispered.
'‘Out —for a long drive." Still he did not look atrh

'No —no, Matt.' Her love for him overwhelmed evéiyg else and she
struggled up on to one elbow. 'Don't drive —nathis mood.'

He gave a faint shrug, and for a moment she thdughitas going without
another word, but then he came back to the bediocamkédd down at her, his
eyes bleak.

'l want you gone —out of my house, out of my lifben | get back. You'll
excuse me if | don't take you home. I'll call yooad.'

‘There's no need,' she replied, with a pathetichtaaf pride, but he was
already taking up the bedside phone and punchihg aumber.

He spoke briefly, then set it down. 'He'll be hiareen minutes. Let yourself
out. Oh, and just one more thing." He turned slotelyook at her. 'The
contents of that disk are known only to one petseside myself, so if there
should be a leak | shall know who is responsibie.| bhake myself clear?’
The unspoken threat hung in the air and she noddedly perceptibly.

'‘Good. I'm glad we understand each other.'



Picking up his car keys from the dressing-tablediapped them into his

pocket and turned away. But then, his hand stihi;ipocket, he stopped
dead. Drawing something out, he looked down at $strange expression on
his face, then tossed it on to the bed besiddth&as a small cream leather
box.

'l got this for you this afternoon--' his lips tead ' — while you were
otherwise occupied. You may as well have it. | wiotil insult any other
woman by giving it to her. Open it.'

'No." She shrank away from the tiny box. 'No, I'tdarant to.'

'‘Open it, damn you.'

At the raw savagery in his voice she snatched iangh fumbled with the

catch. Inside, cradled on white silk, was a supeabk sapphire and
diamond ring. She looked from it to Matt; his fapale under his tan, was
expressionless.

'Yes, that's right. It's an engagement ring. Tonigly sweet, as you lay in
my arms in this bed, | was going to ask you to snare.' His voice was flat,

empty of all emotion. "You see, Sorrel, | thoughtds in love with you.'

| thought | was in love with you. The words weleela knell, as a dreadful,
desolate feeling of loss swept through her.

'Please, Matt—'
'Now what do you want?'

She wanted him to take her in his arms, hold het then everything would
still be all right, but she could only gaze up &h ln mute appeal.

'Don't look at me like that, with those damn wiscéyes. It won't work, | tell
you—I know you too well for that.'

He was breaking her heart, shattering it into tigeding fragments. She
looked down at the ring, the beautiful stones shaming and blurring, for



just one final, wrenching moment, then she snapipethox shut and held it
out to him, her hand almost steady.

"Take it, Matt. | don't want it.'
'As you wish.’

Very carefully, so that his fingers did not coméoicontact with hers, he
took the little box, then slid open the heavy plgitess window and hurled it
out into the darkness for the river to take. Negtment he had gone, leaving
her to lie, a huddled heap, her knees drawn ujjrrgalightly to and fro in
silent misery.

Only her pride finally forced her to her feet. Strssed to the open
window, and automatically she closed it. The raaswstill trickling down
the pane. It really is like tears, she thought.

All at once her stiff features began to crumplef then, through her
desolation, she vowed, | will not cry. Not now, eeer for Matt Ramirez!



CHAPTER TWO
BLiss!

Sorrel gave another long, languorous stretch ofsilky limbs then very
slowly sat up, propping herself against the scratalmk of the palm tree.

Below the jutting headland, that perfect bay wals déserted, its long
sweeping crescent of pale cream sand empty of fiotgpthe milky green
translucent water rippling undisturbed on to theadme The only
sounds—since that helicopter, which had droppedndimaland unseen in
the grounds of the villa, all but invisible in ttsck greenery on the opposite
headland—were the faint whisper of the waves aedltly rustle of palm
fronds overhead.

Ben hadn't exaggerated—it really was paradise hdegbe she'd stay
forever, never go back to London. She'd becomeraddas beach bum.
Her lips tugged in a wry smile. Just because yooaen ill, that's no reason
to become self-indulgent at the ripe old age ofntydour, Sorrel, my girl,
she told herself sternly. Get down there, make Maday tracks through
that creamy talcum powder, and have a long, lazgnsw

She'd been right to stay up here, sheltered byttees —it was only the
second full day of her holiday and there wasnioga of shade down there.
But the searing afternoon heat was fading now, hso got to her feet,
brushing some tiny dead leaves off her wet-loolk ikini.

First, though, she must take a photograph, bef@estin sank any lower.
Pity she couldn't be in it, with someone else tgkin. Then that someone
would come down to join her, and hand in hand theplash out into the
waves, happy and laughing...

'Stop it!" she said aloud, fiercely. Skheashappy—far, far happier this way.
She lifted the camera, but then lowered it abrugslyhrough the viewfinder

she saw half a dozen men appear from among thietahghrubs and trees
at the far end of the beach. The tiny figures weaking for a wooden jetty,



and at the same instant a white launch appear#gtgawiftly through the
water towards them.

As the first man reached the jetty he glanced ralratply. From across the
curving half-moon of beach he saw her, and it seetaeSorrel as if, for
long seconds, their gazes locked. But then he mezkargently to two of
the other men, and then he was pointing in hectime—pointing directly
at her, for all the heads swivelled. Next momerg,ttvo men jumped down
on to the sand and began heading purposefully tisaer.

Oh, no! Sorrel let out a groan. This must be on@@private beaches on the
island —no wonder it was deserted at the heigthetourist season!

She must be trespassing, and those two men in Khats and shorts—they
were near enough now for her to see—were no daubing to tell her so,

in no uncertain terms. They'd frog-march her backhe track—or, even
worse, drag her down to the irate owner to groeeldpologies.

There were no 'Private’ signs up here, thoughheasuld stand her ground
and argue it out. Any other time she would haveeddnt today she really
didn't feel up to any angry confrontations. Sopmlg back among the
hibiscus bushes, she snatched up her beach toveehned her book,

suntan oil, floppy hat and camera into the bigwtpag she had bought that
morning in the craft market in Bridgetown, and fled

At the big white gates leading into the complex wehghe was staying she
paused to snatch a hurried glance over her shouslend —the men
weren't in sight. They probably thought she'd tatkenother track, back to
the point where tourists often parked their minikems

She relaxed, eased her flurried breathing and,gdbier best to look
nonchalant, strolled through the attractively laragied grounds to the
ground- floor apartment which Ben had loaned her.

"You've been driving yourself too hard,’ he'd tbler severely, after yet
again she'd almost passed out at a meeting wiikre.cCFor heaven's sake,
take a break, Sorrel, or you'll be no good to eitbfeus. I've just had a



cancelled booking on my apartment out in Barbadogjo home and pack
your bikini and your suntan oil—and no arguments."

Inside she found the maid, running a mop overitad floor.
'Evening, Miss Elliot." Her cheerful face creasedibroad smile.
'Hello, Victoria.' Sorrel returned the smile warmly

You still looking peaky, miss—real peaky." The waimscrutinised her
until she shifted uncomfortably.

'Oh, no—I'm feeling much better already.’

'Well, you go and have yourself a shower, therbiiihg you a cold drink on
the patio.'

"Yes, all right.’

Sorrel gave in meekly, and went through to hercanditioned bedroom.
Ben had warned her about Victoria—the number orssyboots on the
island, he'd said. But really it was quite nicenigeiussed over—just once in
a while, of course.

It suddenly seemed a very long time since anyonepaapered her. And
whose fault's that? a sneaky little voice whispeasdhe stripped off her
swimsuit and went through to the shower. Maybebisause you've never
allowed them to...

It was very quiet out on her small patio, withwikite criss-cross of trellis

covered with tumbling pink and mauve bougainvillaes quiet that she

could hear the ice cubes in her lime juice tinkksadtly each time she took a
sip from the tall glass. Too quiet. For all at omu® her mind—as always
when there was nothing to distract her—came thgénfve years old, of

Matt Ramirez.

She'd seen him several times since. Oh, not inflésh, of course, but
occasionally his photograph would appear in thenass pages when his



bank was involved in yet another complex finandedl. Then, once, she'd
been under the dryer at the hairdresser's whessgistant had smilingly set
a pile of glossy magazines on her knee, and sbeftifherself staring down
at him.

His arm had been round the stunning brunette wabygar had come very
close to winning Miss World —or some such title +fos own Central

American state. The girl had been gazing up at hith undisguised

rapture, while he had looked... But who had evemkmwhat Matt Ramirez
was thinking? Sorrel had thought savagely. Who c¢dwdpe to guess at
what was going on behind those opaque, enigmaéis®y

And then, in her flat one evening, she'd switchedhe television —and
there he'd been, engrossed in a round-the-taldassi®on on the eve of what
she'd gathered was a crucial meeting of the Intema Monetary Fund.

With trembling hands she'd slotted a video casseféace, then had sat, as
though held in a giant, crushing fist, listeningthat velvet-harsh voice,
watching every slight nuance of expression onédug f—that cynical tilt of
the mouth, the pale green eyes like a watchfus e very slight, irritable
tapping of one of those long tanned fingers whpgrthaps unnoticed by any
other viewer, had told her that his incisive minaswonly just coping with
the less acute intellects around him.

She'd watched that tiny piece of video—sandwichetd/een two favourite
Fred Astaire movies—over and over, with a kind efotious, gnawing
hunger which could never be appeased. And thete quddenly, one night
she'd played it through then gone down on her kive&ent of the screen
and wiped it—all of it, the entire tape- so that awestige should be left...

Abruptly Sorrel picked up her glass, drained hanldrthen stood up,
snapping the fragile thread of her thoughts. Shade a swim before
dinner— she'd only swum once today, so she woubdntiverdoing it.

In her pink bikini and matching beach wrap, shepsid quietly into the pool
area, floodlit now in the warm tropical dusk, arehtd shouts and laughter.
Those three young Englishmen from the apartmentgasoss the lawn
—one of them had been very pressing for her todg@a evening with him



at one of the down-town night-spots. He had beegy pkeasant, and she
hadn't really enjoyed refusing him, but...

She stood irresolutely, tapping her foot, thenpaip unseen past the pool,
across the manicured lawns and on to the beatthif §ty an apricot sunset.
It was deserted, like that other beach had bedieedrast night there had
been a barbecue down here, with a steel band s Idancers, supple as
elastic bands. It had been noisy and fun, and sla¢\@ith two very friendly
Canadian girls from Prince Edward Island, but asttio of young men had
moved in she'd been glad to plead convalescencslgnaway.

Now there was only her. Shedding her beach wrafhemwarm sand, she
waded out into the water, cool as silk againstdi@mmy body, and struck
out. After a while she turned on to her back, asdhexr hair drifted around
her like pale fronds of seaweed she relaxed hdadjietting the water take
her, rock her gently to and fro. Above her head thasnew moon, a pale
sliver, and a million diamond points of stars...

A fish, smooth as satin, brushed her leg then édisiway, its tail flicking
against her thigh. She jumped slightly, then, asrsfled on to her front,
gave a little gasp. The lights of the apartmentseviay pinpricks, the circle
of lamps around the pool and dining-area just a palr. Gently lulled by
the sea, she had drifted a long way —a very long-wérom the shore.

Kicking herself round in the water, she began swingmowards the land,
but realised two things in the same instant. One-vtind had got up, so
that the waves were splashing in her face, and talte-was quite suddenly
very tired. Blind panic surged through her; sheadar make it— she'd
drown, alone, out here.

Looking round in desperation, she saw that shengaser to a line of rocks
with a rugged headland above them, black agaiedt scarlet streaks of
sunset. Keeping her eyes on that dark bulk she swamards it, driving
herself through the water until her breath wasiresm her lungs. She was
moving more and more slowly, though, her legs teghf and muscle but
leaden weights to be forced through liquid concrete



A wave struck her sideways on, then another, mgpélong behind it, so
that she gulped in sea- water, the salt stingingtim®at and eyes. She
blinked, squeezed them shut, then opened them agdisaw, just ahead of
her, a line of lights.

She was hallucinating—light-headed from sheer, mmnohbing
exhaustion. But she drove herself on, every stavkagony of effort, until it
would almost have been easier—much easier—to lesgwender to the
sea. .. Grimly, she gritted her teeth and battled o

Her fingers brushed against hard metal, and, faguser blurred eyes, she
realised with an overwhelming lift of the heartttehe had swum right into
a yacht—a large one, with a smooth white hull wtiekered over her.

She scrabbled for purchase but slipped back, arhwhe tried to call for
help only a choked croak emerged. She was goirdyden, right here,
beside this boat. Then, as weak tears filled hesgyer despairing fingers
closed on a rope, and just beside her was a fijharrow steps.

Sobbing for breath, she all but lacked the strengthaul herself up them,
and once at the top she collapsed on to the gleasyshed deck on all
fours, her head hanging as she fought to getfinddck into her lungs.

When finally she raised her eyes she saw lightsrmgifnom the cabin area
and tottered across the deck, her legs as wobbdy by taking its first
staggering steps. What would she say? 'Hi, I'm mmaiel—just dropped in.’
Something like that. She bit her lip as a weak lgidiybbled up inside her.
Then they'd give her a hot shower, something tokgdrnaybe, and she'd be
back at her apartment in time for dinner—beforecaeyhad missed her.

She raised her hand to knock on the window, but téeit rest in mid-air,

her muscles all at once frozen. There were seveeal inside, just inches
away on the other side of the glass, and one ofh.th&orrel gave a faint
gasp. Surely—surely she couldn't be mistaken. Shatk of silver-grey

hair, the hook nose and dark skin which showedAtinerindian blood. It

was Juan del Castillo, head of one of Latin Amésidaggest industrial
conglomerates, though Sorrel, along with half thesWrn world, knew him
more for his juicy playboy lifestyle.



Her hand hung in space a moment longer, but asoslkea backward step
away from the saloon window she cannoned into d bady. Two pairs of
arms went round her, crushing her, and a hand gglipyer mouth, silencing
every fragment of the cry of terror which had sarge in her.

But the terror gave her strength. She fought likeild thing against those
steel arms, biting the hand so that, with an oath language she did not
understand, it was withdrawn. Even as she suckbdribreath, though, the
hand was replaced by another, the fingers diggiogusly into her soft
mouth so that, with no apparent effort on the m@ad, she was half
carried, half dragged along the deck and into dyditnpassageway.

Outside a door she was pinned against the wallpr@rés arm clamped hard
across her chest, while her other captor knockéty salmost tentatively.

'Entre!’

Above her rasping breath, Sorrel scarcely hearavitrel of command, but
the man opened the door and went in. There weesvabfief words from
him, then another voice —barely audible, but camthoritative.

The man reappeared, his face tinged a dusky red—mabdonly, she
guessed, from where her flailing fist had caughHg seized her left arm,
bringing it up behind her until tears of pain sgrda her eyes, then both
men pushed her inside ahead of them.

After the dark passage, the cabin was too brighth&r sore eyes. She
winced, blinking in the light which reflected offi¢ gleaming mahogany
panelling, then gradually focused on a man, hikliadhem, seated at a
leather-topped desk. He was writing, and went atingruntil they came up

just behind him, though he must have heard therspite of the dense-pile
white carpet.

'‘Senor.'

One of her guards spoke, and Sorrel saw the madiohay a gold fountain
pen, then very deliberately swivel round in hisichend finally—as behind



the screen of wet, tangled hair her eyes dilatetd shock, very slowly at
first, then more quickly—she folded up at the fefeMatt Ramirez.

All she could see was the pattern of the sofa —daMi Morris design, she
registered inconsequentially—on which someone laatl her. Fearfully,

barely breathing, she turned her head and sawydhrthe strands of hair
which plastered her face, that the two men had .g6he was alone in the
cabin now—except for Matt, who was standing propagdinst the desk,
his tanned arms folded across his black T-shirs, p@le green eyes
regarding her. And at the expression in them twenath performed a quick
flip-dive of fear.

She tried to struggle to her feet, but as a frealienof dizziness took her,
threatening to overwhelm her again, she collapsadk bagainst the
cushions.

Levering himself upright, he came across to stao#ing down at her, his
thumbs stuck in the leather belt of his white canjgans. As he surveyed
her his mouth twisted slightly and, glancing dowhge realised with a
strangled gasp that in the struggle her pink bikapi had been wrenched
down, so that her full breasts were all but expdsdus cold eyes.

He watched with clinical impassivity as she tuggdoack up, her cheeks
blazing with colour.

‘Get up.'

Sorrel winced at the chill hostility in his voic®h, she could hardly have
expected a 'How lovely to see you agajnerida\but surely five years on he
should have forgiven her—as she had forgiven hiat.rBen like Ramirez

never did forgive, did they? To them, somethindgigsman would be a sign
of weakness.

'l said, get up,’ he repeated harshly.



'l really don't think | should," she replied, in @sol a tone as she could
muster. 'I'll probably pass out again if | do. Gbuhave a drink of water,
please —that's if it's not too much trouble for Yoshe added, grateful for
the touch of waspishness in her voice.

His lips tightened, but then he went over to a easin in the corner, filled
a glass and held it out to her. Very cautiouslg hsed herself against the
cushions and took a few sips.

Over the tilted rim of the glass, she surreptitipusegarded Matt.

Older—more than five years older, somehow... A @y hairs in that

thick black thatch, a deep perpendicular cleft leetvhis dark brows, the
face taut, the mouth set in a grim line which sedhabitual... And yet even
more handsome —the vicious stab of pain took hite dpy surprise. But the
cruelty which had lurked in those beautiful blackdged eyes was still
there... Though maybe that was only when he loakéer direction.

‘Thanks.' She handed the glass back to him andthedown on the desk.

Picking up a chair, he swung it round and satdesiti his chin propped on
his hand, those chill, inimical eyes on her. Theyealed nothing, yet
behind them she sensed his razor mind at worktlatdnly increased her
growing sense of unease.

‘Thank goodness your boat was here,' she said,anitttempt at a rueful
smile. 'lIt is your boat, isn't it?" A slight no@ut there in the darkness, |
really thought | was going to—' Her voice shoold ahe bit her lip as wisps
of that terror stirred in her again. 'When | saw Hoat, | thought it was a
mirage, but —'

'You have lost none of your old talent, | see.' tThaice —its icy

antagonism —froze her. Yet once it had murmuredh sseveet

endearments.No. Don't remember, she told herself fiercely.

'Old talent?' She looked at him blankly. 'l domiblw what you mean, Matt.'

'‘Oh, come now, my dear, we both know what a consat®iactress you are.
Those sapphire eyes, as wide and appealing as Beaching across, he



caught hold of her face, wrenching it up to thétigYes, my crew—poor,
defenceless males that they are—would have swall@wery line of every
lie you spun them.'

'No! It's not a lie.'

'How it must have upset your devious plans to cfexe to face with me.
No wonder you passed out.'

Sorrel opened her mouth in angry denial, but theaeked a long breath. It
doesn't matter what this swine thinks of you—jlestx telling yourself that.
What matters is that you get the hell out of hererayafrom him —as far
away as you can.

Experimentally she swung her legs to the floor satiforward, but Matt
pushed her back into the sofa.

'Stay right there.' It was very softly spoken, lsbe obeyed. 'You were
discovered, your greedy face all but pressed tagthss of the saloon in
your eagerness to hear what —'

'‘Look,’ she broke in, 'if you choose to entertaman like that— Oh, but of
course.' Her befuddled mind cleared slightly. 'Hedsn Tierranueva, isn't
he? And maybe you're birds of a feather, you ahdstillo.'

'So you did recognise him." His voice fell even éowbut there was
something in it which made the tiny blonde hairshennape stand on end.

'Recognise del Castillo?' She gave an incredulaugh. 'Of course | did.
You don't get to be one of the world's great plggbtor twenty years
without becomindairly well-known. And | was a journalist —'

'Was?' he queried sharply.

'Yes. |I—I've left the Bryden Tarre team.' Unableneet his eyes, she
picked at a thread in the sofa cushion.

'Really?' He raised one sardonic brow.



'Yes—I decided it wasn't my scene.' Nothing wouét gut of her the
admission that in reality, the morning followingathast terrible encounter
in his flat, she'd gone into Planet House and hamad&er notice.

No need, either, to recall the bitter irony thattbat very same day the
reports had come in from Tierranueva confirming tainnocence and
saying that the evidence against him had been ctextdy a former
employee who'd been dismissed for embezzlemensh8oneedn't have
even contemplated breaking into his computer after

'So, how do you earn your living now?'

She wouldn't allow the undisguised sneer in hig tinget to her. 'l write
computer programs,' she said flatly.

'Oh, but of course. I'd quite forgotten that matagion of computer
keyboards is another of your many—talents.’

‘Let's just drop this, shall we?' Her voice wastleras glass. Surely he must
see that she simply wasn't up to this verbal spgrralthough when had
that ever stopped Matt Ramirez from moving in foe kill? she thought
bitterly.

'‘But you've no doubt kept up your journalistic @uois?'

'I've still got friends in the business, yes. Biiatis that to you?'

'‘And you've lost none of your nose for a story—eesglly where there is
money in it for you.'

In the heat of the cabin, it seemed as thoughezéredoor had been flung
open in her face. But five years on she would ebhim see how much his
words hurt her.

She shrugged. 'If you say so, Matt.'

'It was you out on that headland this afternoorsnitat?’



"This afternoon? You mean—you were one of those?nen

So Matt had been there, among those faraway figdred even at that
distance some invisible thread had seemed to tivgelea them...

"You saw del Castillo—and he obviously didn't wémtbe seen—so you
decided it just might be worth sussing out whatvas up to, no matter what
damage you might do in the process.'

'Oh, how ridiculous," Sorrel exploded. 'All right-e’k here on board, and
he's a fellow countryman of yours. But | don't Bew it can "damage" your

precious reputation to be seen consorting with hisappose you've turned
your yacht into some kind of private love-nesttion and his friends. But if

that's your idea of doing somebody a favour, wstl¢ hurtled on recklessly,
'that's up to—"Be quiet!

His voice slashed through her words like a chainsawl as she sat back
abruptly she saw that beneath his suntan thereandangerous line of
colour along his cheekbones.

'Do not provoke me, Sorrel, or—' He broke off, ausly fighting for
self-control.

'Or, what? Or you'll complete what you almost digtltime we met. Is that
what you're threatening me with, Matt —rape?"

The ugly monosyllable hung in the air between thi&ma fizzing stick of
dynamite. For long seconds they stared into onéhane eyes, but then his
thin lips twisted.

'Don't be alarmedguerida.l would not lower myself to lay one finger on
you.'

The contempt in his voice was flaying her, but sloelld not let him see it.
He might have broken her heart five years ago,ttoatt Sorrel Elliot had
been different—soft, vulnerable. The new Sorrel eésr more formidable
opponent—as he'd find out.



'I'm so glad,’ she said coldly. "Your lovemakingeique, such as it was—'
His brows came down in a black frown, but she wawtlbe silenced. 'Such
as it was," she repeated, 'left much to be desied.l don't imagine it has
improved any.’'

She saw his hands tighten on the chair-back, beth @g she shrank away
from him, terrified at what she might have unleakhbere was a discreet
knock at the cabin door.

‘Entre!" Matt snapped, his eyes still trained on her, agdutmg man—one
she had not seen before—in a white uniform came in.

He closed the door, shot one quick glance in hrecton, then turned all his
attention to Matt, who was giving what sounded &keeries of rapid orders.
The young man nodded deferentially, then went silgntly closing the
door behind him.

Matt stood up and sauntered across to her—as prgdas panther-like as
ever, she thought involuntarily—and dropped on the sofa, his thigh
against hers, just the white canvas of his jeatwdsn them. That thigh felt
intensely warm, intensely alive —intensely masailigvery nerve- ending
in her leg began to tingle, as if a sharp burselettric current had run
through it, and she edged furtively away from him.

'l have ordered some coffee for you.' His gaze s$wegr her critically. "You
look as though you could do with some—in fact, Yank quite appalling.’

Without warning, he lifted his hand to pluck a w&tand of hair from her
cheek and tuck it behind her ear. The tiny gestateéhe electricity flowing

again—this time a prickling sensation where higdirtips had brushed her
cheek.

She stared at him, her eyes blank, then someholedphérself together.
'Well, thanks very much. If you'd been half drowreed there tonight, you
wouldn't be looking your best, either.' She essaypdle ghost of a smile,
but he did not respond. 'But in any case, | havasén well —I've been
overdoing things at work, and Ben said—'



'‘Ben?' he interposed sharply.

'My partner—mybusines$artner,' she amended, although there wasn't the
slightest reason why she had to make that distinaiear to him. 'We run a
company together, constructing computer programérmes’ individual
requirements.’

'‘And your business is flourishing, | hope.'
'We're doing well enough,’ she replied woodenly.

'Well enough, certainly, to afford a luxury vacatim Barbados. Unless, of
course, you are still augmenting your income fraheo sources.’

'‘Actually—" Sorrel clamped her teeth on the hu#t the apartment belongs
to Ben. He's loaned it to me for a couple of wedksd, talking of Halcyon
Beach, I'd better be getting back there—or thelpd putting out
search-parties for me.’

She spoke lightly enough, but inside, all at osbe, felt herself filled with a
desperate need to be safely away from Matt —away fnis hostility, his

sneering contempt. But more, much more, away fragsnphysical allure

which, in spite of everything, was insidiously weayitself around her—
the feel of him as his leg carelessly brushed mea&ing all the little golden
hairs on her calf stir, the scent of his aftershévest warm, spicy tang which
she remembered so well, and, just beneath thatartbrea —musky and
more elusive —that was Matt.

Her skin was clammy, and her heart was poundindexlg, so that she half
rose to her feet. But then there was another tdpeatioor and the young
man came back in. Without a glance at her, he@ghd silver coffee-tray
at Matt's elbow, then withdrew.

Matt picked up the brown and cream pottery jug.itéd/hr-no sugar?'

"You remember?' she whispered huskily.



He lifted one shoulder in a casual half-shrug.avdha good memory —a
very good one, where you are concerned.’

As she bit her lip he handed her the mug. 'A cddkie
‘No, thank you. It'll spoil my dinner.'

Another tentative smile, but still no responsesBe buried her nose in her
mug. The coffee was strong and aromatic, and shekdgreedily. He,
though, was cradling his mug in his hands, one forger tracing round the
rim as he stared down into the swirling liquid.

'Mmm, that's better," she said, as its warmth spteeough her chilled
limbs, 'but I'm afraid | still don't feel up to swiming all the way back to the
shore. Do you think you could possibly—?"

'A boat has been ordered,' he cut in brusquely.
'Oh, thank you. So—you're really letting me go.’

Gladness warred with pain: gladness that he balidwes, pain that he
should so lightly send her away forever. 'l thoughas in love with you.. 'l
thought | was in love with you..." All at once, tfiee-year-old words were
whirling in her mind, until she had to put her harmto her head, pressing
her fingers against her temples. She was beginoifegl very dizzy again.

Her coffee-mug was very heavy. Dimly she was awéMatt leaping to his
feet then taking it from her limp fingers as it hago tilt towards the floor.
Someone had filled her legs, her whole body wittvckest, but with a
tremendous effort she raised herself to her feet.

'I'm ready,' she tried to say, but the link betwaen brain and her mouth
was broken. She took a couple of stumbling pacesrids the swaying
cabin door, then as he put his hand on her arnytéweg—the desk, the
tray, Matt's face—spun round her, and went on spgas she fell into a
vortex of darkness.



CHAPTER THREE

THE usual bird was singing its raucous song in thadigani tree just
outside her window. Sorrel stirred, murmured slgeghen her heavy
eyelids fluttered open. Still wrapped in drowsydaar, she rolled over,
stretched, then went very still.

This wasn't her room. Oh, the sunlight was stregmimthrough white
louvres, that grackle bird was still squawking algs—but everything else
was totally unfamiliar. The light bamboo furnitutee cool turquoise of the
curtains and bedspread, had changed in the nigiaiédbleached wood and
warm, earthy tones.

Still blurred with sleep, she slowly sat up, thes, she glanced down at
herself, gave a stifled gasp of shock. Insteadeophetty pink cotton nightie
she was naked, and round one slim wrist was aofibguises. As she stared
down at those puffy, bluish-green stains on har skemory came flooding
back.

She saw herself painfully climbing that swayingirstay.. .felt herself
seized.. .brutally dragged below.. .saw Matt. Atttiought of his cold anger
her face screwed up with pain, but then, pushingklibe coverlet, she
swung her legs to the ground.

But why wasn't she in her own apartment? Had heheadrought to the
hotel section of the complex instead? Why had®trelised when someone
had carried her in here? And—most important of alke-was quite certain
that it was not the maid who had undressed hepkaed her in this strange
bed...

Her mouth was as parched as a kiln so, with trergltiands, she poured
herself a glass of water from the carafe by the ded gulped it down.
Setting down the glass with a clatter, she gotetiofbet, dragged the sheet
off the bed, wrapped herself in it, then quietlgped the door.



The bedroom led into a large sitting-room, furnéhethe same russet and
cream tones. There was another green-meshed ddwe &r end and she
pushed it open. But then she halted, one hsaping to her throat.

She wasn't in the hotel block. There were no imri@eulowerbeds, no
curving turquoise pool or bar area with its thattparasols. Instead, clumps
of sprawling mauve oleanders bordered a patchugjhly cut grass, while
alongside the house was a simple veranda at tleméaof which, sitting at a
small pine table, was Matt.

His back was to her and, engrossed in a sheafpErpdaid out in front of
him, he had not heard her bare feet on the woodardb. He was dressed
just in an old pair of denim cut-offs; as she watth muscle tensed beneath
the brown satin of his right shoulder when he reddorward to turn over
one of the papers, and Sorrel felt her lungs contrard, painfully, as if they
were being crushed.

A faint breathy sigh must have escaped her, fonked suddenly jerked
round. For an instant he went very still, openkirtg in the slender lines of
her body beneath the cotton sheet, and the tarsgtadds of hair on her

shoulders, then he pushed back the chair and aams feet, crossing the
veranda to her.

'‘Good morning. Or rather—' he glanced at the slutd gvatch at his wrist '
— good afternoon.’

‘Afternoon?’ Sorrel's jaw dropped. 'How long habeén asleep?”
'Oh, about sixteen hours, give or take the odd teihu

'Sixteen hours?' she all but shrieked.

‘That's what | said.’

‘That coffee.’ Outrage cleared the last wisps otzimess from her brain.
'It—it was drugged.’



A danger signal flared along his hard-planed chee&b. 'l would be very
careful before you start hurling more accusatidke that." His voice was
clipped, but she ignored the warning in it.

'Yes, it was. How else would | have been out folosiy? You—you swine.
| might have guessed you'd do something like that.’

"You were not drugged.' He was keeping his voieellgvith an obvious
effort. 'You merely passed out again. To judge frgoar appearance—'
dispassionately his eyes raked over her pale,féattires '—you were at
least telling the truth about your recent ill-hbalso your fatigue did the
rest.’

‘And who—?"
'Put you to bed?' he enquired smoothly. 'l did;airse.’

'l see,’ she said slowly. But then, furious withrsedf as she felt the
treacherous blush seeping into her face and cklestywent on, 'Well, Il
change back into my bikini right now and then l'aingy to walk straight out
of here. And you needn't think--'

'Ah, your bikini," he cut in suavely.
"What about it?' Her voice bristled with suspicion.

'l am sorry, but since | undressed you--' theilsayet, his green ones bland,
hers sparkling sapphires ' — it seems to have begr—nislaid.’

Their eyes locked again, a long, measuring gaes, 8orrel put her head in
the air, her jaw jutting haughtily.

'Well, in that case, I'll just have to make do wtis, won't 1?'

Hitching up the folds of white cotton, she took tapsaway from him,
tensing herself to break the world record for thandred-metres sprint
dressed only in a sheet if he tried to grab het. Heudid nothing—just
leaned in the doorway, arms folded, watching her.



Beyond the oleanders was a wide belt of bamboobagdnd that again she
glimpsed the sparkling aguamarine Caribbean. Adl time expecting a
heavy hand on her shoulder, she plunged througbah#oo and, feeling
slightly foolish, set off resolutely along a beachpowdery white sand
which curved away from her to disappear round allaeal.

It wound on and on, sometimes petering out so shat was forced to
scramble over rough scrub or rocky promontories] ance she had to
paddle across a stream, its cool, limpid water finglover boulders on to
the beach and on into the sea. But she met no one swimmers, no
sunbathers, no fellow tourists in glass-bottom $eand when she rounded
yet another bend she knew for certain what shedd baspecting for the last
twenty minutes.

The low, white-board house, with its green shutterd its veranda shaded
with trailing, blue- starred morning glory and ddeavines, was just as she
had left it. And Matt was still lounging in the deay, watching her as she
limped across the rough lawn towards him.

‘All right, you've had your little joke." Her voicgas shaking with temper.
'‘So—where are we?'

‘Not, I'm afraid, on Barbados.'
'l did just gather that," she said tightly.

'We are on a cay a few miles off the coast. An@aise you have visions of a
knight in shining armour arriving to rescue yoshbuld warn you that it is a
private cay. Very private.'

She stared at him, aghast. 'You mean.. .you own it?

‘That's right. | have my villa on Barbados, of smyrbut—' he grimaced ' —
| need a bolt-hole away from all pressures, wheanlirelax.'

Did a man like Matt Ramirez ever wholly relax? $toeibted it very much.

'‘But—why have you brought me here?"



"You did not really expect me to swallow that pitilittle story of yours last
night, did you?'

Sorrel's hands clenched at her sides, but she ynga®l, her voice flat, ‘It
was the truth." As he looked down at her with aesn&f undisguised
disbelief she went on stubbornly, 'But I'll haveebamissed. Back at the
apartments —they'll be worried about me. They'thedooking for me."

'Oh, no." He shook his head regretfully. 'A messags sent to Halcyon
Beach that you would be dining out and would be yaath night. That
should not have occasioned any surprise. Afteritallill not be the first
time that a woman such as you —' his lip curledheeses to spend a night
out of her own bed.’

The vicious knife-thrust of pain was tearing sonregtof the old, vulnerable
Sorrel which still lingered. But she would notlémn see how much he could
still wound her, five long years on. She'd dietfirs

'Of course not,' she said woodenly. 'But | stilhticee why I'm here."
'Don't you?' He eyed her sardonically. 'l am pregaio accept that you
followed del Castillo out to my yacht merely to lpigp some juicy titbit to
sell to the gossip-rags.’

‘No! '

'‘But instead you stumbled on something potentfaltynore lucrative.'
'What on earth are you talking about?' Sorrel gaddm blankly.

'Oh, those wide, so-innocent sapphire eyes agdis.mocking tone was
like acid. 'Del Castillo was not the only man yauwson my yacht last night,

was he?'

She looked at him, puzzled. 'Of course not. Thezeewhose two thugs who
manhandled me, and then the one who brought ttieecof

'‘And?'



She shrugged. 'l was out for the count soon aftat +-or have you
forgotten?

'So you did not see Ricardo Laborde?’
'I'm sorry,' she replied stiffly, 'I've never hearichim.’

It is true that he does not figure quite so oftethe glossy magazines, but |
have no doubt that with your—investigative talegts) were confident that
you would soon get to the truth.’

‘The truth?' She shook her head in bewildermerttaMdo you mean?'

He gave her a long, considering look. '"Your agiladimust be well on the
way to it by now, but — now that you have been sgad harmless—'

Harmless? What on earth was he talking about?
She glanced sharply at him, but his impassive ¢ase nothing away.

‘There is no danger in telling you the rest, ifyotd show you the story that
you are missing.' He paused. 'Laborde and del l@este my country's two
biggest industrialists by far—between them they ownearly all its
manufacturing capacity. For years they have bedaggers drawn, each in
turn launching take-over bids against the otheeyMe managed to fight
each other off, but now harsh economic necessgyhaught them together.
Both companies are in serious trouble, and théyrloope is a merger. But if
news of such a crisis leaks out prematurely theydcboth go to the wall.’

'So they're meeting on your yacht?"

He nodded grimly. 'Precisely. Cruising the Caribheaell away from any
inquisitive eyes— or so we thought.'

'‘But shouldn't you be with them,’ she went on holpef'trying to keep the
talks going?'



He shook his head. 'I've set up their meeting,itoist down to the two of
them now. So, sorry to disappoint yauerida,but my best contribution is
to stay right here with you. If the talks remaircrg for long enough then
they just might hammer out an agreement. If, onatier hand, they fail,
then my country's already fragile economy will beegked. And--' his eyes
narrowed to slivers of tungsten steel ' — | do mbénd that to happen
merely to satisfy the greed of one mercenary liiteh.’

Another stab of anguish drove into her, so that almeost felt herself
bleeding inside.

'‘But | wouldn't dream of ruining your country— youst believe me, Matt,'
she said unsteadily.

'Must I?' He met her imploring gaze with chill iffdrence. 'Since when did
moral scruples stand in the way of a fast buckaaas you're concerned? |
found that out five years ago, and I've no reasdhihk you've changed.’
Shoulders sagging wearily, she lapsed into sileki¢leat was the good?
Until his dying day he would choose to think therst@f her, and the sooner
she accepted that, the better.

'‘But | still don't see —how could | hope to makenayp out of information
like this?'

‘Their rival companies throughout Latin America ateeady circling like
jackals. Any one of them would pay very highly &mlvance information on
these merger talks.'

'So you'll be keeping me here until they're setttete way or the other?'

'Of course.'

'‘But that could be days—weeks, even. I'm due batlondon in just over a
week.'

He shrugged. 'That's your problem.’



'Well, what about Halcyon Beach, then? If | donihtup today, they really
will think something's wrong.'

Without replying, he walked past her to the talvld apped a clean sheet of
paper from a pad.

'‘Come and sit down.'
What was in his devious mind now? 'No, | won't.'

Reaching across, he seized her wrist—the undamaged-and with no
apparent effort jerked her down into the chair. She nursing the new
bruises which had not yet had time to appear, andghim a look of

smouldering defiance.

'‘Now, write." He flicked a pen towards her.

'What?' she snapped. 'My life-story? Or all theglil hope someone—one
dark night—will do to you?'

'Sorrel." He spoke very softly, but a little drdpae-water trickled down her

spine. 'You have provoked me quite enough. For gaur good, do not try

my patience any further. You will write." He pickagd the pen and inserted
it between her stiff fingers. 'Dear Victoria—'

So he'd found that out. But how stupid—for a marovdontrolled the
financial destiny of an entire nation, discoverithgg name of her maid
would have been child's play.

'‘Dear Victoria,' he repeated. 'l shall not be neitug for several days as | am
staying with — what shall we say?—an old friender Hps tightening, she
glanced up to meet his sardonic gaze. 'So willplease get together some
of my clothes and—'

'‘Never. | won't write another word of this." Shenft) the pen down on the
table and folded her arms.



'Very well." He shrugged. So she'd won—this rousidleast. 'If you are
perfectly happy to spend your days—and nights—Retle me, wearing
nothing but that sheet—or less, well...'

As he spread his hands Sorrel shot him a look @é,punadulterated
loathing. How could she have been such a fool? @irse she needed
clothes. The mere thought of existing wrapped is tiorrible sheet, which
yet again she could feel slipping down— Furioudig $itched it up, and
refastened it so tightly that it cut into her artapi

And besides, her wrap would have been found by rat&ndoned on the
beach. That brief verbal message about her stayihgo dinner—people
might soon begin to wonder if there was somethilogensinister going on.
And she couldn't bear that—Victoria in tears.. iang phone calls to
London... She snatched up the pen.

'Is that it, then?' She scowled up at him.

‘Just your signature,’ he replied smoothly, andssh&wled her name across
the bottom of the page. 'Ah, beautifully timed, ddeled and, from beyond
the fringe of bamboos, she caught the sound oftanmo

"Your messenger boy, | suppose,’ she said na%tdy. were very confident
he'd have something to deliver, weren't you?'

'Of course.’ Sliding the note into an envelopesdad curtly, 'Stay here.' But
then, on the top step of the veranda, he turnek. @a second thoughts, |
prefer you where | can see you. Come with me.’

'‘Are you sure you don't want me to bark as wellP'eWwhe looked at her
enquiringly, she snarled, "'Stay here" —"Come wait@". I'm not a poodle,
you know.'

'‘Maybe not, but you will obey me."
Defiantly she moved an inch further back into thaig but then paused. At

the moment the swine held every card—she was yttelpless. Well, let
him think that she accepted that and then, posstihyough with this man it



wasn't wise to assume anything—he just might deduito relaxing his
guard.

‘All right, I'm coming,’ she said meekly, and wallgast him, but not before
she had caught a glimpse of his narrow-eyed sgrutin

The launch was already gliding alongside the smatiden jetty when they
reached the beach. Matt put a hand on her armvamagsher round to face
him.

'One more thing. Don't try your wide-eyed act onrl@a He is very
susceptible to the charms of a pretty face.' Heseswept dispassionately
over her features, finally coming to rest on hdirrwouth, the slightly parted
lips. '‘And body," he added, his cool gaze contigulown over her slender
frame, its curves enhanced rather than maskedebiightly knotted sheet.
'So don't have any thoughts about him staging @ueeef a — maiden —'
there was an unpleasant inflexion on the word'—streiss.’

'Oh, you needn't worry,' she snapped. 'I'm surerremd boy of yours would
ever dare risk incurring your displeasure.’

'Perhaps you are right,' he agreed laconically.

‘Tell me, do you enjoy terrifying everyone who'sfartunate enough to
come into contact with you?'

'Oh, not everyone. Just those whom it gives mataioeamount of pleasure
to—terrify.’

"You're a sadist—you know that? A real, twenty-rfoarat sadist.'

He lifted one careless shoulder. 'If you say se.pHused. 'Do | terrify you,
my sweet?'

He was watching her with clinical detachment, ahd were the latest insect
impaled on a pin for his inspection.

'‘No, you don't," she retorted. 'Not in the least.'



'How disappointing. | see | shall have to— Ah, Gatrl

He turned as the young man in white uniform cameougnem, his brisk
manner not quite veiling his curiosity as he eyedd&'s sheet. Matt went to
hand him the note, then passed it to her instead.

‘You give it to him—it is your letter.'

‘That's a nice little sadist's touch,’ she saidugh her teeth, then, conscious
of Carlos's speculative glance going from one ® dther, flashed him a
dazzling smile and held out the envelope.

He took it, looking slightly dazed from the aftéregk of that smile, but then
met a pair of sardonic green eyes and hastilyesdutfinto his jacket pocket.
The two men had a rapid conversation— mostly Mallting, and Carlos
listening in acquiescence—then with a brief nobdeatCarlos turned away.

He was going off across the beach, to Barbados+etedbm. Suddenly
Sorrel was filled with a desperation which was atrfoantic to be on that
launch, roaring away from this place. Away from Mat

'Please, Matt." He was already walking back uplk&ach but he halted
reluctantly, and waited for her to come level witm. 'Please —let me go.'
She put a tentative hand on his arm. 'l —I'll mgée any promise you like,
if you just...'

Her voice tailed away to nothing as he looked daivher, his face set in
implacable lines.

"You'll promise? Please, don't insult my intelligen

‘All right, damn you, | won't." There was no meiaythat hard face. She
could grovel on the sand in front of him and he't walk on over her. But
she wouldn't give him that pleasure.

As he turned away she hitched up the sheet andoedodown on to a
driftwood log. The crunching footsteps receded ahd stared morosely
across the blue-green expanse to where the lanoahpre than a white dot



now, with a lacy V of foam churning behind it, hadhost disappeared over
the horizon.

Her left foot was throbbing uncomfortably. She gegsdown on the pink
sole, peering at a small, uneven tear. It mustterey on her trek round the
cay, she'd trodden on that old sea-urchin shed:ddhought she'd pulled out
all of the broken spine, but she must have lefeag

She was half-heartedly prodding at the cut whethaut warning, a pair of
tanned legs appeared in her line of vision.

'What is the matter with you?"
'‘Nothing—absolutely nothing."

She went to scramble to her feet, then, trying—&®—to smother a yelp
of pain, sank down again.

'For God's sake." Matt's voice crackled with ifiligy. 'Just tell me what
you've done.’

'If you must know, | stepped on a sea-urchin.nkrsome of it is still in my
foot, but I'm fine." She bent forward again, herddlonde hair swinging
round her face. 'So there's absolutely no neegdorto worry about me.'
'I'm not," he said grimly. 'I'm worrying about mifséit becomes infected.’
"You mean, you might have to take me to hospita¢® \lhanks.' She gave a
shrill laugh. 'Any minute now, you'll be accusings rof stepping on it on

purpose, as a way of getting off this loathsomeela

‘The thought had already crossed my mind," he sthpps just the kind of
devious scheme you would come up with.'

'Oh, you—you—""



Without warning, the frustration, the anguish, treeuma of the last few

hours simmered up and boiled over. She shot téele¢rand, drawing back

her hand, she slapped him hard across the facénarids came up, so that
for an instant she thought he was going to hitlaek, and terror at what she
had done almost made her pass out again on the spot

She turned to run, but he caught her by the wnidtsavung her up into his

arms. As he strode off up the beach she lay stlli,daring now to protest,

her hair brushing against his bare chest, theirdsogb close that through the
fine cotton sheet she could feel his heart beatingpid irregular rhythm as

the anger pulsed through him.

She risked a swift glance at his face, lingeretlljugy enough to take in the
set expression, the skin flushed with the efforcontrolling his temper-

except for the pale blotch over one cheekbone wdgk the clear imprint

of her palm —then her gaze fell.

‘Matt," she said hesitantly.

'What?' A pair of green eyes studied her briefly.

'I'm sorry,’ she went on in a small voice. 'l sttt have hit you.'

'‘No, you shouldn't,’ he agreed, the velvet toneatall masking the steel
thread of menace. 'But you won't do it again, woll?"

When they reached the veranda he dumped her unoei@msly into a
lounger chair, then, going down on his haunchésgdliher unwilling foot.
He ran his fingers over the sole, pausing whertdes flexed involuntarily
with pain and a little whimper was torn out frontween her clenched teeth,
then he set down her foot again.

'l can see some of the spine still in there. 8vé&to get it out.'
'Oh, it'll be all right in the morning, I'm surslie said hastily.

'Stay there."'



He went off through the green mesh door and canok féth a bowl! of
warm water, a long swirl of antiseptic turninglibwedy white.

'Put your foot in that,' he ordered curtly, thesaglipeared again, returning
with a first-aid box and a towel over his arm.

Going down on his haunches again, in front of herbriskly dried her foot
then took a pair of tweezers and began probing#eful area. Beads of
sweat broke out on her forehead but she clenchedlwe body so that not
a sound should escape her. He must have felt aotrdimough, for he
glanced up.

'‘Am | hurting you?"
'‘No," she replied shakily." Y-you're very gentle.'
'‘Not always.' His voice was brusque. 'l can be vaupgentle sometimes.'

As their eyes met she went on quickly, "You shiwade been a doctor, not a
banker.'

‘Actually, | wanted to be one,' he said wryly. 'Bhat would have taken
years of study in the States. So, as my family hadment, at thirteen |
became a messenger boy at the local branch ofahk & Tierranueva.'

'l see.’

What untold story lay behind his laconic words—tbé& impoverished
thirteen-year-old now head of that same bank? Whee¢ —what ruthless
ambition? How many people had he crushed into atonit relentless rise
to power? A shiver of fear rippled over her skinl &x@ paused again.

'Sorry. There's just one more piece which I'll havdig for, I'm afraid.'

As she sat back, holding on to the arms of therchai shifted slightly to
keep his balance. Sorrel looked down at him, hes eyawn against her will
to his shoulders. How smooth they were, like breika—smooth and warm
to the touch... Her gaze shied away in alarm, tmliasten instead on his



haunches. The faded denim was stretched as thdesnw$tis thighs tensed
slightly under the effort of staying in that positj and his inner thighs were
sprinkled with tiny dark hairs—the same hairs as dawn his belly to
disappear under the tight waistband...

Her face burning, her heart hammering in her éwsel's guilty eyes shot
upwards—no further, though, than his dark head.s&hiew grey hairs
didn't detract from his looks; in fact, when he weampletely grey, then
white, he'd be even more devastating, she thougtit,a vicious twist of

that old pain.

His eyes were lowered, their thick lashes screetivegn, and he was
frowning slightly in concentration.

'‘Got it!"

There was a final red-hot needle of pain as he dnévthe last remnants of
spine, but Sorrel barely felt it. The longing tonddorward and rest her hand
on his hair, to caress his face softly, to have &imatch her up in his arms
and make passionate love to her was almost ovemihg)..

Ashen-faced, she went on staring down at him adlyishe knew the truth.
She'd asked herself often enough in the last faersy why she had never
been able to make a deep physical commitment toremy There had been
only one man, and he was in her dreams—and, yedahtasies. She was
always on a sea-shore, the waves pounding inexotraliier very feet, and
each time he'd come to her in shadow, dappledlaslwer moonlight, so
that she had never once seen his face. A fantagypdient enough to
imprison her with him forever in that sensual, erdream.

How could she not have known, when at times sheih dound herself
wishing that on that dreadful night Maltiad slaked his anger on her,
possessing her fully, even violently? What a fdw'd been —a blind fool.
Now, though, she'd woken. Her fantasy lover hadtbotimough the dark
gauzy web of her dreams into warm, living realiig was Matt.



CHAPTER FOUR
'MORE wine?'

Across the table, the silence between them hadydcagn for so long that
Sorrel gave a start as Matt's clipped voice broke her thoughts.

'What?' She looked up, and for a moment, as sha@iseyes directly for the
first time during the meal, the tension inside fiezed up yet again.

'l said, do you want more wine?' He was holdingltbttle of white Chilean
Cabernet Sauvignon out to her.

'Oh, no, thank you.'

She watched as he refilled his own glass, the &lereaving itself round
them again. There was the quiet hum of the elestigenerator at the back
of the house, the rustle of dry palm fronds, nigtsects clicking in the
tropical dark beyond the veranda where they sdie@ise they might have
been the only two people at the furthest edgeefithiverse, under a sky of
scarlet and apricot taffeta.

Leaning back in her chair, she went on watchingiadean fingers closed

round the stem of his glass, raising it to his,lijpen she saw the muscles
move slightly in his strong throat as he drank. &datd —and felt the sharp

physical awareness of desire uncoil itself in neightening every sense,
until she was filled to the brim with him. All sliiad to do was lean across
the narrow table and run her fingers over his lbane, slip them inside his

black open-neck shirt to slide across his chest...

Il get some coffee.' He half pushed back hisirglsaapping the insidious
spell.

‘Not for me, thanks.' Her voice sounded husky cineeously warm, and she
stood up.



'Where are you going?"

"To unpack my things—and then I'm going to bechdw it's early, but I'm
very tired." She hesitated, then without lookindpiat, added, '‘Goodnight,’
and walked stiffly into the house and to her room.

Was it only twenty-four hours ago that, under arothopical sunset, she'd
gone for that swim, and for the second time in frears met up with Matt
Ramirez and had her life jolted roughly off its sstiotracks? It seemed like
a century, she thought as she opened her case tm#ike out the rest of
her clothes.

When Carlos had delivered it she had brought d@ubh here, laid it on the
bed and dragged out the first thing she could fimeeH; almost the first.

She'd rejected the yellow low-cut sundress aneauwspulled on this white
long-sleeved blouse and rose-patterned cotton #kistthing, almost, to be
out of that hateful sheet.

A fitted wardrobe took up one wall. She slid oplea mearest door and began
shaking out her clothes and hanging them, very adiéthlly, so as to fill her
mind. But as she smoothed down the turquoise \&kig¢ which she had
brought for evenings, with its matching beaded e caught sight of
something in the shadows at the back of the waedrStooping, she pulled
it out, and holding it up saw that it was a womaiist, in fine black silk.

As Sorrel stared at it, unpleasant sensations agiin her stomach, she
caught a faint scent which lingered around theaco8he sniffed it. Sakkara,
wasn't it? The kind of perfume that only a veryseai, intensely sensual
woman would choose. And surely, beneath it, veintlig—she pressed the
folds to her nose—she could smell the elusive arofimspice and warm
maleness that was Matt...

Her hands closed over the shirt and, screwingatarball, she hurled it back
into its corner.

"You have enough room, | hope." Sorrel spun roorgee Matt lounging in
the doorway, a sardonic glint in his pale eyesati always move some of
my things out of your way temporarily.'



" Yourthings? But | thought--'

Breaking off abruptly, she pushed back the far ward door, her eyes
widening as she took in the row of hanging T-shjgans, a couple of light
linen suits—all unmistakably masculine. Her gaze atross to the bed, a
small double.

'Yes, that's right," he said easily. "This is mgroem.’

But she had slept last night in that bed—nhis bed.

'I'm sorry." Sorrel, her cheeks flaring, snatchedaanful of clothes out of
the wardrobe and flung them back into the case.

'Please, feel free to use it.' Matt held up hisdsariThis is the only
wardrobe.’

'Oh." She hesitated. Thanks, but I'll still takerh through to the other
bedroom.’

'‘But, you see, there is no other bedroom.’
She gaped at him. 'There's that other door indhede.'

'Yes, but that leads to my office. | occasionalavé to work, even in my
bolt-hole.’

'l see,' she said slowly.

‘There are—oh, five or six suites in my villa bawkBarbados—I do much
of my entertaining there—but when | come here | e@one. At least, most
of the time.’

As their eyes met a reminiscent little smile tuggeédhose thin lips and
Sorrel, remembering that black silk shirt, felt drew little eddy of pain
ripple through her.



'Do use the bathroom first," he went on casualftet all, | am the mere
host, you are the guest here."

'‘Guest!" The pain found its outlet in bitternelsthat what you call it?'
'‘But of course,’ he replied urbanely. 'How wouldi gtescribe yourself?"
'Prisoner, of course. Guests are free to come aras ghey choose.'

'‘And, if you could choose, you would walk out of&evithout a backward
glance?’

‘Too right, 1 would,' she retorted.
'‘Are you quite sure of that, Sorrel?' His voice waapped in silk.
'Of course I'm sure.'

All at once, though, he looked so tall, so intintidg in those dark trousers
which embraced his long legs and lean, hard thighd, the black shirt,
whose buttons he was beginning to undo...

'Wh-what are you doing?' Her voice rose sharply.
'Oh, I think I'll have an early night too.’

'‘But--' she ran the tip of her tongue round hes lip— where are you
sleeping?’

'Here, of course. Where else would | sleep?' Hissewere very green
tonight—like a cat's, a watchful cat's.

'‘But | thought —'

'l gave up my bed to you last night, but | realtgfer it to the sofa so | have
no intention of doing so again. I'm sorry." He wgghough, not in the least.



‘'You're very welcome to join me, of course. I'vevays been told I'm the
perfect bedfellow.

‘No, I won't, damn you.’

He spread his hands wide in infinite regret. 'lattbase, | hope you have a
better night than | did—on the sofa.’

She gave him a look of smouldering hatred. 'If ywware halfway a
gentleman--'

'Ah, but I'm not, am 1? We both know that.' Andumelid another of his shirt
buttons...

When she emerged from the bathroom, tightly befteher white broderie
anglaise housecoat over a matching nightie, hesheu a couple of folded
sheets on to the sofa together with a brightly wad Indian rug.
Tight-lipped, she shook them out to make herselfugh bed then, after
switching off the lights, slipped out of her housatand slid between the
sheets.

She lay rigid as Matt's shadowy form, apparentlglesed in very little,
went through to the bathroom. The water began dasgan the tiny
shower, and suddenly she was fighting ineffectuedlylot out from her
mind the image of that body, the droplets gleanunghe skin, catching in
the tiny black hairs on his chest and trickling dolws belly and thighs.

As she swallowed hard the door opened and Matpesapd, a small towel
slung low on his hips. Silhouetted against thetlifie seemed even more
menacing, and she shrank slightly into the sofafihgers clutching on the
sheet.

He crossed the room and stood looking down attigface a dark mask in
the half-light. Sorrel felt the tension coiling eveghter in her until finally,
just as the scream of near-hysteria was eruptintheosurface, he said,
'‘Goodnight. Oh— and sleep well.’



'‘Don't worry, | will,;" she snarled, and the bedrodoor closed on a soft
laugh...

* % %

Two hours later, for the hundredth time, she flaegself despairingly on to
her other side. She might just as well have dovengdllon of black coffee,
for she was going to lie here, wide awake, untirmmy. It was all the fault
of this horrible sofa— and of that swine, deadh® world, no doubt, in his
luxurious bed.

He'd be sprawled there, his dark head on the pillaked—for Matt surely
wouldn't tolerate the restriction of pyjamas—thahd, beautiful body
covered only by a sheet. Or maybe the sheet had#livhen she'd heard
him turn over half an hour ago, disturbed by thaitter which had rattled in
a sudden gust of wind.. .

Oh, Lord. Sorrel writhed, trying desperately totlmat those images which
flickered like a silent movie behind her eyelids.he couldn't blame this
sofa. What was keeping her awake was the blindéwglation which had
put a face to her fantasy, and the knowledge tieséxual attraction—on
her side at least—was as strong now as it had digéeir very first meeting
five years ago.

She buried her hot face in the cushion with a gréow was she going to
survive whole days— and nights—alone with him? ghe had to—had to
fight her feelings, her longings, for there wasfutmire for her with Matt. 'l
thought | was in love with you," he'd said oncet be'd cut through the
fragile bonds with no remorse, no regret.

Her lids began to droop, opened wide, then fellraga

Once more she was on a beach, but this time itleaseach on the cay and
she was pushing her way through the overgrown bamit® dry leaves
scratching at her skin like fingernails. Under fiade tropical moonlight the
sand was a strange, unearthly silver, and it wisieder her bare feet. The
sea was rough—she could hear its dull booming aeadfar out, the wall of
breakers crawling endlessly towards her.



She walked down to that dark line where the seatheeland. As she knelt
the water foamed over her nakedness, patterningdsdr like white lace,

and gradually she sank down in it. Beyond the thefwaves were still

thundering, and a line of white sea-horses wereimgoto the shore. They
seemed to rear themselves up over her, the opaeme @n the underwave
glinting like metal as the moon's rays caught it.

Then, as she watched, spellbound, he came—as lagsathid. The water

parted and one of those sea-horses came plungioggth straight as an
arrow towards her. There was no time for fear;htbese was almost on her
before she saw, low on its back, fingers twineddrflying mane, the dark

rider.

The horse reared, then halted almost at her fekst&od, tossing its head
and snorting as the spray broke round it. The sdé&rlooking silently down

at her where she lay at his feet, then dismountasdjng the reins over the
stallion's back. He stood over her, his body glegnsilver, his face—as
always—hidden by his mount's arching back.

The blood was roaring in her ears, drowning thalcraf breakers, as she
held out her arms to him. Then, as he came dowarcis face moved from
shadow into moonlight—and it was Matt.

His eyes were very pale, like green ice, and alsorakl smile played round
his thin lips.

'Hello, Sorrel." It was his voice—velvety, husk¥dmen like you need to be
taught a lesson... taught a lesson.. .taught aress

Wo.' He was coming down on her and, stumbling ugrighe tried to run.
But her feet sank in the damp sand and his hands rgaching out to take
her. 'No! No!"

'What the hell — ?'

A wall-light flicked on, blotting out the silvery aonlight and those frozen
figures, and as her dazed eyes jerked open th&yriddatt, standing in the
doorway, dragging a black towelling robe over haked body. As he



swiftly crossed the room towards her he came betwee and the light, so
that his face was in shadow, and in that split-sdaream and reality fused
and became one.

'No —no!" Sorrel, her hands shaking, tried to ward off. 'Don't touch me.'
'For God's sake—are you ill?'

He moved to take hold of her, but, almost out af hend with terror, she
sprang up from the sofa and wriggled free of hitssetched arms. But
when she reached the door a shriek was torn franasi@ pair of strong
hands seized her, swinging her round.

'Let me go!' She fought like a crazy thing, throgvpunches in all directions.
'Leave me alone.’

One flailing fist caught the side of his jaw, anujttering some obscenity,
he dragged her into his arms. Before she couldeprair scream his lips
came down on hers, silencing her, smothering alindoexcept their
laboured breathing. His fingers were tangling rdyghher hair and tears of
pain blurred her eyes as he held her face to his.

She swayed on her feet and he drew her closerninte—so close, their
bodies separated only by the flimsy nightie andrbise, that she felt the
scorching heat from every line of him, felt his paglicken with sudden
sexual hunger while his greedy mouth ravished I8#i-tongued, he thrust
into her mouth until she was forced to yield to hgiving up her sweetness
as he plundered her mercilessly. Her head was imdpjrbrilliant colours
flashing in her brain, as sensations crushed fdosg leapt into brilliant
life.

This was her dream, that fantasy which had fedfberfive famished
years—Matt, become reality—and she was holding imnher arms, so
warm and vibrant and overpowering that she achediteender herself to
him.

But no! Reality was a man who despised her, whieddier ‘tramp’' and
‘whore'.



Wrenching her mouth free, so violently that fineastls of her hair were
caught in his fingers, she gasped, ‘Leave me aldak you.’

His grip tightened even more for a moment, sotéraodr surged through her
again, but then it slackened and he looked dowegtat first as though he
hardly saw her as she stood, her breast heavifgnguair into her parched
lungs.

But then he gave her an odd, crooked smile. 'Wedl], my sweet." His
voice was almost—not wholly—under control. ‘It sseham not quite so
immune to your charms as | thought. | can hardiyydehat my body so
clearly tells you, can I?'

'Don't be so crude,’ she said coldly, but he ragsezidark brow.

'Is it crude to say that | physically desire a h#auwoman? Surely
not—and especially not when that woman is you.'

He raised one hand to caress her flushed cheekhbyérked her head back
again.

‘There's no physical desire on my part, | assurg' ghe retorted fiercely.
'Especially when the man in question is you. | byeu once, MattYes.'
His thin lips had curled cynically. 'And you turntéght love to hate. But I'm
over that now- all | feel for you is utter indifeice.’

'Hmm. | wonder.'

He was studying her with blatant insolence, hissewy&ing over her body,

its slender curves barely concealed beneath thecdto her horror, she felt

her breasts stir, as though under a slow, erotiessaand, glancing down,
saw her nipples thrusting against the light falke she looked up, her eyes
wide and helpless, she saw that Matt too had sam®oh,that his sensual
mouth was curving into a feral smile.

'Surely, my dear Sorrel, we can come to some—aeraegt while we
remain here. Profitable to you, of course —I woulat expect it to be
otherwise.'



She bit on her inner mouth until she tasted sdtigpdh How could he be so
cruel, so vindictive?

'I'm sorry —' she raised her head proudly '—butelsenothing you could
offer me that would persuade me to sleep with you.’

"You think not?' His voice dropped to a low pumdahe was powerless to
move as, lifting one hand, he caught a strand lef gitky hair between his
fingers. "You know, there would have been a cegiajnancy in lovemaking
with a nineteen- year-old—at least—' his lips tetst—while | thought |
was the first to have that privilege." As she triedook down his fingers
tightened, forcing her head up until her eyes neet'Row, though, you are
five years older, and no doubt five years more aqashed in the arts of
pleasing a lover.'

'You really are a swine.' Her voice shook. "Youerego for anything less
than the jugular, do you?'

'Of course not,' he agreed smoothly. 'What elsieeise to go for?'

'‘But let me tell you something. There's no way uldoever—ever—make
love with you." She drew an angry, shuddering Ibreatou humiliated me
once. But then, humiliation is the name of the géongou, isn't it, Matt?'
As his brows snapped down she went on defianttyy télk about five years
ago. Well, five years is a long time —long enoughrhie not to. be the same
Sorrel Elliot.’

'‘But suppose | am the same Matt Ramirez?'

She gave a bitter laugh. 'Oh, you are, believe me.’

'‘And that magnetism between our two bodies, pullisgogether, is still the
same. It was there from the first day we met, aimglhere now, so that all |

have to do is wait.'

'Wait?' Her voice was brittle. 'Since when were gwar prepared to wait for
anything?'



'How well you know me, Sorrel," he agreed urban@lgd it is, sadly, only a
matter of days before our—island idyll comes toead. So you are quite
right. Why should we wait?'

As he moved to take her in his arms again the Wisfrobe fell apart,
revealing even more of that strong chest, with whrls of black hair
against the satin skin. The robe was tightly belietithis only heightened
the long line of his narrow flanks and legs, barée thigh.

There was a tightness in her throat and the bleamdnhed in her ears, but,
her fingers clenching rigidly with the effort tolmilue the treacherous surge
of emotion, she jerked away from him.

"You still think I'm a little whore." The monosyike seared her mouth like
acid. 'You're so wrong about that—not that | expemi to believe it, of
course.’

'I'm so glad,' he sneered.

Useless. It was quite useless trying to convinog e was remorseless in
his view of her— remorseless and unforgiving. Se wsuld have to fight
him on his own terms—the only terms he understood.

'‘And one way you're wrong is in that these dayschmosy who | go to bed
with." The distasteful words almost choked in Hepat, but somehow she
met his sardonic gaze head-on. "You said | wasgpegijto use my body for
what | could get out of you. Well, now you've foum& out there's nothing
in it for me from sleeping with you. So— sorry, Mawith a last supreme
effort she made her voice as careless and unfeabnigis own. 'Nothing

doing.’

He stood there for a long moment, regarding hergheen eyes narrowed.
‘A pretty speech, my love—and almost convincingt §late, though.’

Before she could move, he raised a lazy hand arghbd it just once around
her lips. Their skin barely touched, and yet shiettie shiver of excitement



run through her whole body in answer to that insta@ous physical tug
between them.

"You see?' Derision glinted in his pale eyes. IAlave to do is wait —but
not for very long, I'm sure.'

With a last mocking little smile, he thrust his dannto his pockets and
sauntered back to his room. In the doorway, hequhus

'‘By the way, what was all that yelling about? Wegoe having a dream or
something?'

'More of a nightmare, actually,’ she replied tightBut don't worry, Matt.
I'm quite sure | shan't be having it again.’



CHAPTER FIVE

HER pink bikini was the first thing Sorrel saw wherestpened her eyes. It
was draped just at eye-level across a chair whachbieen placed beside the
sofa. Very amusing. She regarded it sourly, theayihg footsteps outside
on the veranda, went tense in every limb, starinbedoor.

But the steps faded, and when, very cautiouslyesised herself off the sofa
and went across to the window, she saw Matt heddimitpe beach. He had
a towel round his neck and was wearing black swingrbriefs which, slung
low on his hips, moulded themselves to his bodycdmscious of her eyes
on him, he walked with that easy, lithe grace, ratarrogance in every line
of the way he held himself.

Plunging into the screen of bamboo, he disappeamd Sorrel, realising
that she had been greedily devouring that supedip With her eyes, angrily
caught herself up and went off to the bathroom.

She deliberately took a very long time over hengtg and when she came
out on to the veranda, wearing a crisp white slesgeblouse and peach-
coloured linen shorts, he was seated at the old fahle where they had
eaten dinner. There was a dark blue enamel coffeathis elbow, a wicker

basket of luscious-looking fruit and some rolls—moaed earlier from the

big chest freezer in the kitchen, presumably.

He was sitting with his back to her, studying aemfile and tapping a pen
against it in concentration. His hair was still ggrand above the light blue
T-shirt he had put on it curled into his nape. RatBndearing, Sorrel
thought—until, that was, you reminded yourself what nape and softly
curling hair belonged to.

The veranda was shaded by the pale coralita videranmning glory, which

sprawled all over it and hung its sky-blue floweralds down through the
wooden slats. A couple of iridescent hummingbiréserskimming to and
fro, plunging their beaks in ecstasy among thelstpetals of a hibiscus
bush. On the top step an emerald gecko lizard waslsifg, lifting its orange
throat to the sun, and through the clumps of olearathd bamboo she



glimpsed the Caribbean, its turquoise surface @iedifn the still morning
air.

The perfect setting for—what had Matt so caustydaimed it? —an island
idyll. Perfect, too, for a lovers' hideaway. All@ice, the scene before her
blurred and shimmered. If, on that dreadful nigi fyears ago, Matt had
asked her to marry him, maybe they would have cbene, just the two of
them, lost in the joy of discovering one anothdrey'd have walked hand in
hand, swum together, laughed together, and eadttt laigy in each other's
arms in his bedroom, with just the sound of thesseehing softly on to that
heart- achingly lovely beach...

He glanced briefly over his shoulder. 'Good morniaigep well?’

'Morning." She blinked away the moistness in herseyYes, thank you.'
Though in reality she had been still awake wheriithestreaks of dawn had
showed through the wooden shutters.

‘That's good.'

He kicked back the chair opposite him and sheistalit. He was wearing

dark glasses, and the fact that he was coolly gingeher while his own

expression remained invisible increased her unessiputting her at the
disadvantage it was no doubt meant to, she thaegbntfully. He poured a
cup of coffee and pushed it across to her.

‘Thank you,' she said coolly. 'l trust you enjoyedr swim.'
'Very much.’

'No sharks?' she enquired sweetly. Apart from ohepurse —but she kept
that thought to herself.

'‘None that | noticed,' he replied evenly. 'l alwépgwve a jog—and a swim
too, if | can. It's a great way to start the day.'

'‘And then you go out and eat people.’



She gave him a spiked smile and, taking a rolleagbrit with butter and
some of the pale amber- coloured guava jelly.

'If I'm hungry enough, yes.’

His tone was still perfectly level, but as she taddip of coffee she felt the
tension spiral in her. It really wasn't very cleverbe baiting Matt, but it
seemed the only possible safety valve for her itma@noil. It was no help,
of course, that he was perfectly relaxed this nmaynas if that fraught scene
a few hours earlier had never happened. He wasasmed sure of
himself—so sure that she would fall into his haagd®asily as one of those
ripe papaws in the basket beside him!

"You must join me tomorrow morning.' His tone waanal. 'Now that that
elegant little bikini of yours has miraculously ppeared.’

'l had noticed," she replied woodenly, giving adr lattention to slicing
through a papaw then carefully scraping every dnthe jet-black seeds
from its pinky-gold centre.

Draining his coffee, he closed the heavy file vdthnap and got to his feet.
He stood looking down at her, but, suddenly awdrhat muscular body,
his tanned thighs visible now beneath his whitertsheshe kept her eyes
fixed on her plate. One seed, two seeds, threesseed

'l shall be busy all day. | have a lot of work @'d

'Oh?' Neatly she cut a slice of papaw, the dropgotden nectar spurting
out. 'l thought this was your bolt-hole."

'So it is, but I wasn't planning on using it just\y’ he added grimly.
'‘And what am | supposed to do?’

Out of the corner of her eye she saw him lift dmeutder—a careless shrug
which set her teeth on edge.

‘Continue your convalescence. Swim, sunbathe—whbatgu wish.’



‘Not quite everything, surely?' she snapped. 'l can't sell World scoop
story to the highest bidder, can 1?"

'‘No." His voice crispened a fraction. 'You cannotttat, my sweet. But
otherwise you have the freedom of the island.’

'Freedom?' She stabbed viciously at the papawnk&wery much.’

He picked up the file and tucked it under his dHhelp yourself to anything
you fancy for lunch. | shan't bother till tonight.'

At noon, when Sorrel reluctantly went back to theterboard beach-house
after a morning of solitary swimming and sunbathitngre was no sign of
Matt. In the kitchen, she opened the freezer buhdoherself faced with a
bewildering array of exotic pre-cooked dishes. Bale maybe, but he
certainly didn't believe in the simple life as && food was concerned, she
thought ironically as she homed in instead on taeksof tins in one of the
bleached wood wall-cupboards.

Even these, though, seemed to consist mainly efdoas, truffled chicken
and peaches in white wine —a long way from the dddesans and pilchards
which filled her store cupboard, at least when imere hard. Finally she
chose a tin of tongue, made a pile of sandwichdsaasalad, then loaded up
a tray, complete with a glass of milk and a cowgfleosy nectarines.

When she opened the door of Matt's office half e'dibareadth, he was
seated at a desk, scowling morosely across a spapefs at the opposite
wall. His thick hair was standing on end where lodgdiously been running
his fingers through it over and over.

Quietly she set down the tray, but he ignoreddt laer, and she had reached
the door when his caustic voice halted her.

'l thought | said | wasn't eating till tonight.’



'l know you did," she said tightly, 'But | was gegt lunch for myself and
thought you might like some. Don't worry, thoughHtéike it away again.’

But as she reached for the tray a hand slapped daoviin
"You may as well leave it, now it's here," he nmeiteungraciously.

Sorrel hesitated, fighting down the urge to snakehtray and up-end it all
over him, but then, as she was turning away, herf@lon a loose sheet of
paper at his elbow, covered in elaborate doodld®e mega-powered
international banker, a secret doodler. . . Shéeshto herself at this sign of
ordinary human weakness in a man who seemed no tianea ruthless
machine, then, on a sudden overwhelming impulse skt out her hand to
capture the paper for herself.

'What the hell are you doing with that?'

Matt's eyes, all at once ice-sharp, were trainedhem cold accusation in
them.

'S-sorry." Two bright spots of colour stung her altse 'l didn't realise

doodles were top secret, as well as everythingagighis loathsome island.’
And, swinging on her heel, she stalked out, slangrtiie door so that every
wooden shutter rattled.

As angry, hurt tears scalded her eyes she grabdredwn tray and took it
out on to the veranda. But the food remained uedia&ir long minutes as
she sat, willing the flock of tiny red butterfli#attering among the morning
glory flowers overhead to soothe away the pain...

Something fell softly on to her stomach. Lifting ihead, she saw that it was
a mauve flower-head from the oleander bush whick steading her from
the mid-afternoon sun. She sat up, twirling it dietween her fingers and
gazing abstractedly across the creamy sand to dae & dazzle of
aguamarine.



What was she going to do? A simple page of Mattiblsles could twist her
heartstrings into knots, his eyes, filled with m&d suspicion, could make
that same heart ache like a bruise, and his finpeushing softly across her
lips, could set up sensations within her that suséle could not deny for
much longer...

Far out at sea, a small white-sailed yacht wadrigdk and fro in the gentle
afternoon breeze, and she watched it listlesslyeM/lwas it going? The
Careenage, that bustling marina she'd wanderednarau downtown
Bridgetown, perhaps?

Sorrel's dark blue eyes, which had been vague afocwsed, widened
suddenly. What on earth was she thinking of? Lepforher feet, she ran to
the water's edge and, after one swift glance ogeshoulder, began waving
both arms frantically. But the little boat serenlkegpt to its course.

Almost beside herself now, she raced back up thd,ssnatched up her
oversize white voile shirt and hurtled up on tolthe headland at the far end
of the beach. Sobbing for breath, she stood wathaghirt with one hand
and beckoning frenziedly with the other.

Oh, please—pleasecome. In silent desperation— she dared not calfayu
fear of Matt hearing her—she willed the yacht to lehad almost sailed out
of sight when, nearly weeping with frustration, s@ev a tiny hand wave,
and then the boat veered round and began makirigdahore.

Back on the beach, Sorrel scrambled everythinghetostraw bag, and by
the time the yacht was into the shallows she wasadl wading out to it.
She looked up, to see three young men in basedgadland sawn-off denims
regarding her.

'Hi!" one called.

'Er-hi.’

Confronted with their unashamedly appreciative gazaking in every
centimetre of her, she faltered, wishing that stekdn another few seconds



to put on her shirt over her bikini. But any qualere overwhelmed by the
desperate need to be away from Matt.

'‘Are you—?' Her voice was tight with tension. Sheaced her throat and
began again. 'Are you going to Bridgetown?'

'Sure.’ Three pairs of openly curious eyes werdfian her as she stood, the
water swirling round her knees.

'Well, could you give me a lift? | —I need to getds. I'll —'
‘This island is private property.'
At the clipped words every head swung round, andeSgave a gasp of
sheer terror at the sight of Matt striding down tfeach towards them. She
stared, frozen.

'Please.’
But even as she turned imploringly to the men lglaitin snaked round her
waist, pulling her to him. She tried to jerk awawt his grip tightened in
silent warning.

'So I'd be grateful if you'd move oh,' he contingetbothly.

"You would, would you?" A well-built youth with fhaing red hair retorted.
'‘And who says this place is private?'

'l do." Two words, but they were enough. The thremn eyed Matt for a
moment longer, clearly taking his measure, then ibé-haired one
shrugged.

'OK, OK—we're going. But the young lady here —féeoured Sorrel with
a hostile glance ' — she seemed pretty keen ftw ageme in.'

'Oh, darling." For the first time Matt looked ditigcat her. The tender,
protective little smile was for the benefit of thaudience; his eyes were



about as warm as a glacier in mid-winter. 'l rettigught you were getting
over it.’

'What do you mean —qgetting over it?' She lookeaimtin bewilderment.

‘The first unsuspecting young men who come witleiach. Oh, dear.' He
shook his head sadly.

'‘Now, look here." Sorrel's face flamed with tempéou just —'

'It's so unfortunate." He addressed the yachtswio, were now, she
realised with baffled rage, almost literally bagkiaway from her. 'She
really cannot help herself, I'm afraid.’

Tenderly he brushed aside a lock of blonde haictvhiad fallen across her
hot forehead, and she had to fight against the isepto bite his hand.

'It's her hormones," he went on urbanely. 'We--'

'Oh, for--" Crimson with embarrassment now, shedtitio interrupt but he
overrode her.

'We —her doctors and | —thought she was respondmgvell to the
treatment.’

'Don't believe him!" All too well aware that the ment the yacht had gone
the smooth fagade of loving concern would crackenogen to reveal the
incandescent fury which was already searing the flash where his hand
gripped her, Sorrel threw discretion to the wintte's keeping me here
because...'

But as Matt's grasp tightened even more, his fingeémg into her skin, her
voice tailed limply away. The feeling of utter patessness which so often
took control of her when he was around washed bgenow. He intended
her to stay on this island, so there was no powegawsth that would get her
off it.



And in any case, his suave international-man-aé-wiorld act was having

far more of an effect on the men than ever shegi mysterical woman —

and a rabid man-eater at that—could hope to achigweer the force of his

personality, their belligerence had faded entirstythat she even thought
she glimpsed a complicit male glance pass betwwssn pver her head.

'Well, enjoy your sail," Matt concluded with a wasmile.

‘Thanks. Cheers.’

Sorrel stood motionless, still bound by that armnmgbed round her, and
watched as they turned into the wind. The saildéa then as the breeze
caught it the yacht skimmed away.

When at last she risked a glance at Matt from uhdetashes his face was
very pale, except for two lines of dark colour ors tsharp-edged
cheekbones. She made a convulsive movement to fresgkbut he caught
her by the wrist and dragged her out of the wdiarg up against him.
'What the hell do you think you were playing a&'smarled into her face.

'What did it look like?' She tossed back her haftahtly. 'And what do you
think — ?

"You'll do anything to get that world scoop, worou?’

'World scoop?' In her frantic urgency to get avthgt had been completely
Wiped from her mind. 'No, of course--'

Oh, what was the use? What was ever the use wghrtan? She gave a
careless shrug. 'Of course | would. Well, Matt, yaudrself in my place.'

He expelled a furious breath, then said with bacelytrolled savagery, 'So
you'd risk getting into a boat with three unknowans-'

‘They were perfectly harmless—unlike some | coukhtion.’



'‘Really? When | came on the scene they were lockingu as if you were
their next meal, honey.'

‘They were not," she burst out heatedly.

'It's lucky for you that | decided you'd been teftyour own devices for long
enough. You should be grateful | stepped in.’'

‘Grateful!"
‘To save you from yourself.'

‘Not every man is like you, you know.' Her eyestdgae fire. 'Some are
decent, honourable —'

'‘Gentlemen, you mean?' His lip curled.

'Exactly. You may not believe it, but there actyale some men around
who don't regard every woman as their lawful prey.’'

'You amaze me,' he jeered. 'And just how were yanrpng to repay those
gentlemerfor their trouble? With your usual currency, | puene—a taste of
that delectable body.'

'Oh!" All the air was knocked out of her, as tholghhad punched her in the
solar plexus. 'How dare you?'

'Oh, | dare, my sweet. | dare.’

"You—you really enjoyed that little scene, didroug”

'Did 1?'

'All you had to do was say, "Sorry, there's beanisunderstanding”, and

they'd have gone, with their tails between thajsleYou have that effect on
people, you see—you scare them half to death.’



'I'm so glad to hear that.'

'In fact, theyweregoing—but you couldn't leave it at that, could 90otou
had to make them think that I'm some kind of ragiggnhphomaniac.’

‘They didn't seem to need much persuading.' Atldeastudied insolence in
his voice she had to clench her nails into her paionquell the desire to
spring at him and claw away that derisive sneer.

'Y-you humiliated me yet again.'

"You have only yourself to blame," he replied cpldl made it perfectly
clear that | intend you to stay here, and | doallmw my intentions to be
thwarted.'

‘All right, all right,’ she snapped. 'Message reedi’

Taking a tight hold of her beach-bag, she turneayawut he gave her other
wrist a jerk which brought her back to face him.

'Where do you think you're going now?"
‘To swim. Any objections?'

'Plenty. You're staying where | can see you fronv no —which means at
the house.’

‘No, I'm not."' She tossed her bag down. 'I'll hanyeswim, and then I'll come
back to the house.' And to make her point she drdpm to the sand beside
her bag.

'You little —' His features tight with anger, he bff the word, but Sorrel's
stomach had time for just one quick, terrified huess he made a grab at her.
She tried to roll away, but he pounced on her.

‘Come here, you!



Snatching her up, he half dragged, half carried &moss the beach,
struggling and kicking all the way, and finally dped her—hard—in a
bamboo chair on the veranda. He wiped the backsairim across his brow,
where the exertion had brought out beads of swikah stood over her,
hands on hips, breathing deeply.

'If you know what's good for you, stay put.'

‘No, | won't.'

She glowered up at him, then, to underline herate®, gripped the arms of
the chair to lever herself upright. He pushed heskbdown and held her
pinned by the shoulders, his furious green eyeg aese to hers.

'If you try to get out of that chair again, so heip, I'll tie you into it for the
rest of the day.' He paused, then, obviously stmgdo gain control of his
temper, added a fraction more calmly, 'Do you mee?’

'Yes, yes, yes!' she yelled in his face. 'l hear, you swine.'

'‘Good.’

Straightening up, he went off through the greenimudesor then came back
with a pile of books. Hooking across a small takiih his foot, he set them
down beside her.

'‘Something for you to read.’

'Oh, yes“Economics for Beginnerssuppose.'

‘Actually, | don't keep financial books out hetee'replied evenly. 'They're
thrillers.' He dropped’he Day of the Jackahto her lap.

'Sorry, 1 don't like thrillers." Sorrel folded hams and stared stubbornly out
to sea.

'In that case, can you play patience?'



'Might do," she muttered.

'Well —' he slapped a brand new deck of cards protahe books'—play it,
then.’

Going across to the pine table where his papers sm@ead, weighed down
by a beautiful pink conch shell and a lump of crgamhite coral, he sat
down, his back to her, and immersed himself immedian his work.

Sorrel, her mouth compressed, stared at that lmadef/eral minutes, then,

dragging across the small metal table, she puslstde ahe pile of
paperbacks and opened up the cards, setting thefarqatience...

Yet another game that wasn't going to come out.s8bw/led down at the
rows of brightly coloured cards in front of herethmorosely flung down
the three of hearts again, scooped the whole pagithier and got to her
feet.

'What do you think you're doing?'

She could have sworn that she hadn't made a sbundJiatt's abrasive
voice halted her in her tracks.

'Don't worry,' she snapped as his head turned.oftiiy going to get a cold
drink. Any objections?’

'‘Get me one as well.'
'Lime juice on crushed ice, twist of orange, | pireg?'
He nodded approvingly. 'That's it. | like my wonterknow my tastes."’

'l am notyour--' But he had already turned back to his work



In the kitchen she flicked on the juicer, then stagaring down at it,
wishing that it was someone's saturnine face that was pulping to
extinction.

As she set his glass down beside him he stretcitbcawgrimace and flexed
his shoulder muscles, stiff after more than tworkaf concentrated work.
She gazed spellbound at those muscles, ripplingdibrthe brown satin

skin, but when he grunted a 'Thanks', and glanpeat tier, she hastily fixed
a sweetly saccharine smile in place.

'l trust it's to your satisfaction, sir.’

The smile vanished instantly, though, as she satnathhis papers had been
turned over so that only their plain backs weréo\lgs

'I'm amazed you trust me even to get you a drstie' said bitterly. 'Aren't
you terrified that | might slip something in it?'

‘Terrified?' A pair of cool green eyes surveyed @i, no, Sorrel, you don't
terrify me.'

'What a pity.' Feeble, but all she could manage.
'Yes, it is, isn't it?' he agreed evenly, thengrafaking a long gulp of lime
juice, glanced meaningfully across at her tablesltWback to your game,

then.'

'I'm tired of patience.' She aimed a vicious kithk aretty yellow shell lying
innocuously on the polished veranda boarding.

'Play something else, then.’
'l don't know any more card-games for one," shkag@gullenly.

'Yes, well, games for two are always more — enita@rtg, aren't they?"'



'It depends on your opponent,” she muttered, mrejutd meet the ironic
challenge in his gaze. 'Do you know any card-games?

He pulled a face. 'They bore me."

Yes, they would, wouldn't they? she thought. A n@n dynamic, as
vibrantly physical as Matt would chafe at being fooed for long at a card-
table.

'Oh, well —' she gave a resigned little shrug ' atignce it is, then.’

But as she was turning away he pushed his papeels agh an irritable
gesture. 'OK, what do you want to play?"

'Oh." She swung back, only just managing to hideritiiculous little spurt
of joy. Those grudging words were the first signaofything other than
anger or chill contempt that he had shown her siheg confrontation on
the beach. 'Well, have you got another pack ofs&ird

'No.'

'We can't play bezique, then. Hmm." She wrinkled brew. 'How about
German whist? Two can play that.'

'Whist? No, thanks,' he replied firmly. 'What's ttlgame Paul Newman
plays inThe Sting?"

She stared at him. 'On the train, you mean?' Aignwhe nodded, she said
doubtfully, 'Well, poker.'

‘All right, let's play that.'
'‘But it's not really a game for two."'
'Oh, I'm sure that with your fertile brain we'll mege somehow. Fetch the

cards.' As she did so he gathered up his papersedrtdiem on the floor at
his feet. 'Right, sit down.'



He gestured peremptorily to the chair facing himt Bhe hung back.
'Poker's a gambling game.

'So?'

'l haven't any money with me —thanks to you," sitaed pointedly.

'Let's play for IOUs, then. You can make good ylosses later.’

Her losses? If he really was such a complete naticards she'd be the one
to be collecting the winnings. But, no—she darettake the risk. Anything

he lost would be a flea-bite to someone as wealshiatt, whereas for her...

She looked up, to see his sardonic gaze on hershmitshook her head
firmly.

'‘No, I'm sorry—I don't play for money.'

'Oh, well, if you're chicken —' he gave her a sidgl glance ' — back to
your patience, then.’'

But her eyes fell on the box of matches, stilllomtable from when Matt had
lit the candles at dinner the previous evening.

'When | was at Guide Camp we used to play for nsitcis.'

He raised a black brow. 'Poker? At Guide Camp? Vehatisspent youth
you had, Ms Elliot.’

'‘But I've more than made up for it since, haveéti'she retorted, stung by his
blatant sarcasm.

'Oh, yes, you have,' he said softly. 'Still —if yiogist." Opening the box, he
carefully divided the contents into two equal piesl pushed one across to
her. 'Now, how do we start?"



'Ill deal." Snatching up the cards, she shuffleeht with brisk efficiency.
'We have five cards each, and then you have tartdy..'

'Is that it, then?"

‘Afraid so." Sorrel gave him a slightly shamefasgdile. 'lt's my game
again.'

With a rueful grimace, he passed across to hefattteof his pathetically
small heap of matches. A pity she hadn't had tlweagge to take him up on
that IOU offer. Just think, if each of those matsticks had been worth, say,
a thousand dollars... Yes, it would have been gesgtisfying to let him
think she was taking him to the cleaners. And tlécpurse —because she
would never touch a cent of Matt Ramirez's moneyhe'es have
contemptuously ripped every IOU in half and tossein back in his face...
Extremely satisfying—but it was too late now.

'So the game's over?'

Sorrel hastily wiped the secret little smile offrHigs. That's right." She
began scooping her winnings into a tidy pile.

'Unless, of course, you want to raise the stakes.'

She looked across at him, instantly wary. 'How do snean?'

'Play for something more —exciting. In fact, | reckhat was my problem,’
he went on earnestly. 'Somehow matchsticks newes pat my adrenalin

flowing.'

'What do you suggest?' She eyed him suspiciousipite of his bland tone,
warning bells were still ringing in her brain.

He shrugged. 'You're the expert. Any ideas?'

She sat back, chewing her lower lip. He wouldwedier a second chance to
play for money, so...



‘All right,’ she said abruptly, 'if you really watat raise the stakes, we'll play
one more game. If you win, | promise not to makg more attempts to get
away from here.'

'And if | lose?"

"You take me back to Barbados as soon as possitlsed me free. What do
you say?'

She gazed at him, willing him to give her this at&to be free of him, but
he shook his head. 'A clever ploy, my sweet, butliate to turn down a
challenge, especially from you, but | am not predao risk my country's
future on a hand of cards.'

She winced inwardly, and her heart, which had bketering with a wild
hope, fell back to the pit of her stomach.

‘Those secret talks, | suppose you mean? But éhegtrat risk." She looked
across at him imploringly, her hands twisting tbgeton the table. "You
must believe me, Matt. | give you my word that asth tell a living soul
about them.'

"Your word? But we both know how much reliance banplaced on that,
don't we?'

The clipped words fell from his tongue, forming agder of ice which
pierced her to her vitals.

'Yes, we do." To hide the pain that must be showirger eyes she bent over
the table, gathering up the cards, then addedystifhank you for the game.
And don't worry, | shan't inflict it on you any Iger.’

‘There is, of course, one other way of raisingstiaées.'

At his silky tone her gaze rose involuntarily. '‘@nd what's that?'

'We could always play strip poker.'



CHAPTER SIX
'STRIP poker?' Sorrel stared at him, aghast. 'Oh, naatdy not.'

In her confusion, she half rose from the table, listhand slid across to
clamp on hers.

'So you really are chicken," he taunted. 'A yeltdwcken.'
‘No, I'm not,' she retorted hotly. 'It's just that.

But her protests tailed away. Why not? After ak thumiliations he'd
inflicted on her, wasn't this her chance to getdven back? She'd strip him
to his briefs—or maybe even less—then, still fullyessed, she'd get up
from the table and walk away with supreme indiffee A macho man like
Matt would find that very hard to take...

‘All right." She met his opaque green eyes full- 'tihyou really want to.
We'll have to start off with more clothes on, thbug

'Of course.' His gaze flicked over her bikiniwibuld be a pity for the game
to be over too soon, wouldn't it? Wait here.’

As the green mesh door swung to behind him Soetebfhysterical laugh
bubble in her. Was she crazy—playing strip pokélbgames, with this
man? No, she wasn't, she told herself resolutdig.dSwipe the floor with
him.

When he came back, he had added to his cut-offrdeaipair of old black
espadrilles, a black vest, an olive sleeveless ebialcket—very suitable,
Sorrel thought, with a touch of Matt's own brandgafdonic humour—and a
battered straw hat. He was carrying a navy shiniterjeans and a pair of
flip-flops, which he dropped into her lap.

'Put these on. And in case you can't count, thekema exactly equal.’



'‘But I'd rather wear my own things,' she said tight

'What's the matter?' In the shadow cast by thehawmying vines, his eyes
gleamed like pale emeralds. 'Afraid of my clothesvall as of me?’

No, not afraid, actually—just terrified. Of anythjito do with you.

Without a word she stood up and, not looking indhrection, reached for
the shirt. It was soft and silky, and as she tumh@dn the collar it smelled
faintly of Matt, so that it couldn't have belongedany other man... Hastily
she snatched up the white canvas jeans. When dggled into them
though, they were too tight to zip up, so, conssiadl a pair of eyes
unashamedly taking in every movement, she thrustféet into the
flip-flops and slid into her chair.

'You've forgotten this." He reached for a navy yachcap which had
slipped unnoticed to the floor and jammed it oiléo head. His eyes were
very near hers, but as she swallowed all he sag] W& have to start off
equal, don't we?'

'Of course. Right," she went on briskly, to qule# tmingled trepidation and
excitement which were suddenly swishing round indtemach. 'You deal
this time, if you like.'

'First game to me, | think." With a little tinglé wiumph, Sorrel laid down
her five cards.

'No, it's not," he protested, pointing down attéd®e. "You said five cards in
sequence was a winning hand.’

'‘But yours aren't all the same suit. Look--' shdbgd with her finger '--two
spades, one club, two hearts. While I've got —'

'OK, OK,' He gave his cards a ferocious scowl, fheoking up, caught the
remnants of her faint smile. 'And what's the matti¢h you?"'



‘Nothing. | was just thinking—oh, dear, we aren/eay good loser, are we?'
The scowl deepened. 'Mayhehaven't had much practice at it.'

‘Yes, well, we can all learn, can't we?"'

She gave him her sweetest smile, then sat backrinHair, watching as he
surveyed himself, lips pursed. Finally he slid frois wrist his superb gold
watch —as he set it down she glimpsed the Guc@nreson its dial.

'‘But | haven't got a watch,' she exclaimed. 'Thadtsfair.’

He rolled his eyes. "You English, with yoairness.All right, I'll take off
my hat, then. No, wait.'

Pushing back his chair, he got up and went off theohouse again, coming
back this time holding something cupped in his palm

'Keep still.'

Before she could move he caught up her left haxddshd a silver ring first
on to her middle finger and then, when that wasléose, down on to her
thumb.

'Satisfied?'

She studied the wide band of cold metal encirchieg thumb, twisting it

slightly so that the disc caught the light. It didt carry his initials, as she
had expected, but a superbly incised profile— hdakease, thin lips frozen
in a cruel grimace.

'What is it?' She looked down at it with a stirrungease.
'Oh, an ancient Toltec deity—the god of war, | Kiift's genuine —very

old. | bought it in Mexico City and had it madeadrd ring. Now —' he
dropped into his seat ' — your turn to deal, | kkin



'Yes.'

Sorrel reached forward to gather the cards togeihdrbegan to shuffle
them. The ring was heavy on her hand, so thataroa fsecond could she
forget it was there. Matt's ring—that pitiless fawroring the ruthlessness
she so often glimpsed in him.

She dealt the cards then picked up her own, kedm@néace deadpan as she
saw the two aces...

* % %

'‘Another game to you?' Matt slapped down his cards.
‘Afraid so. You really shouldn't have discarded thag of hearts.’
'‘Now she tells me. Ah, well.’

With a resigned shrug, Matt came to his feet. Upinig his cut-offs, he
stepped gracefully out of them, folded them, arapded them neatly into
the crown of the straw hat which lay on the floaside him. It left that
superb body naked, except for the black silk brgfsg low across his
narrow hips.

She tried to look away, but something stronger tinenself drew her eyes,
fixing them to that slash of flimsy silk, which didimost nothing to hide his
intense masculinity. Her breathing was growingdagmd shallow, until she
was dizzy, almost hyperventilating, the sweat tinckdown her back.

‘Shall we go on, then?'

Dragging herself out of the sensual miasma, shetbaaugh eyes that were
wide and drowsy, Matt sliding back into his chair.

'Oh, but—'



With a huge effort she roused herself. Something) ¢i@ne wrong; she
knew it. She was beating him hollow, and yet thesesn't any of the
triumph which she'd been looking forward to. Intfasomehow, very
subtly, while losing all down the line and reduceda sliver of silk

underwear, hewas still in charge. It was she whdecsuddenly, wanted to
call a halt.

Head bent, she fidgeted with his ring. When shestthat one game—well,
with a hand like that, even Paul Newman would h#w®wn in his
chips—and she'd begun taking off the ring, hetgétsihed out a lazy hand
and put it over hers. 'Leave it,' he'd said. And heeaked off her cap and
dropped it on the floor.

Now she cleared her throat. 'Look—we won't go on- Il don't mind,
honestly.'

‘Thanks, but I wouldn't dream of it."' He gave hemnale which she could not
quite fathom, then gestured to his body, all blkela'After all, | got myself
into this mess, didn't I?'

'Yes, but —'

'No buts.' He silenced her with an imperious walvéhe hand. 'My deal.’
And he gathered up the cards...

She lost that game easily. She couldn't blame &inel k—a good one, with
four diamonds. No, it was quite simply that sittiogposite Matt as he
leaned casually back in his chair, his bare chegsaoulders gleaming like
satin in the early evening sun, her concentratias keing insidiously eaten
away. And, even more than that, under the megaag®elpower of his
personality she was all at once beginning to festl $he was the beginner in
this particular poker game.

Without a word she kicked off one of her flip- fopnd began to shuffle the
cards, trying to use the simple, rhythmic actiosuppress the panic which
was suddenly rising in her...



Matt was still in his briefs. She, though, was dotwwnhis ring—and her
bikini. The panic had become full-blown now, butsthime, when she
picked up her cards and saw the superb hand chHszaategiven her, it
subsided. Weak with relief, she laid down the carfisur aces and the five
of spades.

He leaned over, peering at them. 'Very good.

But surely--" and before Sorrel's horrified gaze shewly spread out a
consecutive run of hearts ' — a royal flush beais &ces every time?'

She stared at his cards in utter disbelief, thecef her eyes up to his.

'How do you know it's called a royal flush?' Uglyspicions were flaring in
her mind. 'l haven't told you that.'

'Yes, well..." Matt leaned back in his chair agdits all coming back to me
now," he said blandly.

'What do you mean, coming back to you?' Sorreldhbar voice, shrill and
angry. 'So younaveplayed before.'

He spread his hands deprecatingly. 'Oh, not sinceatlege days.'
She gave a brittle laugh. 'So you—'

'Yes.' He smiled reminiscently. 'l seem to remengbfaw hands of poker a
week paid my fees at the Harvard Business School.'

"You lied to me. You said you couldn't play carétel voice was shaking.

‘Correction. My precise words were: They bore nteeyfdo—but it seems
they have their uses.’



"You let me win. All those games.' Her voice wal sémbling. 'They were
just a charade.’

'Isn’'t the whole game a charade —getting one uygoan opponent?’
'l suppose so," she muttered.

'Well, I'm waiting." All at once there was a steelge to that husky purr.
You lost, remember?’

Sorrel ran the tip of her tongue round her lipsicllwere suddenly almost
cracking with dryness.

‘All right, damn you.' She went to take off hisgjiut again he stopped her.
'l told you, leave it.’

In the fading light their gazes locked as the mmsvreathed itself around
them, almost suffocating her.

'‘But--' She swallowed, then blurted out, 'I'm nlatypng any more."

He gave an unpleasant laugh. 'Sweetheart, whgo/sgi

She leapt to her feet, the chair clattering tdliwr, but he was too quick for

her. Seizing her round the waist as she struggteditally, he pulled her

into his arms.

'L-let me go,' she panted, almost sobbing with aagd fear.

‘Not yet, my sweet. | haven't quite finished withuy

'l said—'

But the rest of her words were lost as his moudik teers in a savage kiss.

There was no finesse, none of the skilled seduatiotihe accomplished
lover, yet the sheer violence of his lips and tangs they plundered her



mouth, bruising her soft flesh, tore out of her thest basic physical
response as her body twined with his, burning aiiainst burning skin.

She moaned, and felt her hips moving against hiserage-old gesture of
female invitation and submission. Her fingers clegtton his bare back, the
nails cutting into his flesh, and as his lips slialwn over her throat she
arched her neck, her eyes closing, as her breattiéned in her ears and a
roaring tide of fire swept her along.

Dimly she became aware of Matt's fingers at hekpawd then her breasts
were free for his hands and mouth to stroke, camasskle, until they
throbbed under his touch. When his teeth caughtipiges, taking them up,
nipping them, an exquisite agony shafted throughakéner mind and body
came to the brink of no return.

'Oh, Matt—please." She gave a broken sigh but thert moment, he
released her just as violently as he had taken didher.

'Sorrel.” She opened her dazed eyes, still heatty #dasire, to see him
smiling down at her—the same cruel, taunting swwilthe face on his ring.
'‘Next time, my sweet —' incredibly, his voice wasrfpctly controlled
—those wild, searing moments, when the sexual padsiried deep inside
her had flared, had lefhim utterly unmoved '—maybe you'll be more
careful who you play cards with — and who you sétto humiliate.’

So he'd realised that, too. Skilled predator tieatMas, he'd laid his snare
with consummate cunning—and she'd walked right ihtcAs her face
crumpled he caught her by the shoulders and sheok h

'‘Well? Do you hear me?'

'Y-yes."' Her whole frame was trembling, so thateh@d hardly get out the
single word.

He held up her bikini top. '‘Game to me, | thinkstJone more to go.'

'No!' It was wrenched out of her.



'So | was right —a chicken and a cheat." And heagphis hands wide in
sneering dismissal.

There was no smile on his lips now, no desire eithre® human warmth of
any kind. Just the ice-cold triumph of the conquevbo, out of contempt
—not pity—had finally released his vanquished foe.

Biting fiercely on her inner mouth, still swollerofm his assault, Sorrel felt
the warm blood ooze out. She dragged the silverfrom her finger and it
fell with a clatter on to the wooden boards. Thargtching the bikini from
him, she turned and blundered down the veranda stepe direction of the
beach, his light, mocking laugh pursuing her.



CHAPTER SEVEN

‘TELL me one thing, will you? Just how much longer aeegeing to be
here?'

Matt, who had apparently been engrossed all thrduglakfast in the
current half-yearly report on the General AgreenmanT ariff and Trade —
she'd finally managed to decipher the title upsitl@vn—Iooked up. His
eyes were hidden by the dark glasses and she o@kd out nothing of his
expression. All she could see was her own taut fafkected in those twin
lenses.

'I've told you,' he replied coldly, 'l have no idéam not in radio-telephone
contact with my yacht, and I'm not a clairvoyarar®.' He turned back to
his report.

'‘But surely," she persisted stubbornly, 'men liké @astillo and Laborde
can't just drop out of circulation for long withopéople asking awkward
guestions.’

He gave a faint shrug. 'Ricardo's a friend of mswthere's no problem
about him being on my yacht. As for del Castillts been spread around
that he's taken himself off for a rest-cure in altieclinic in—where is it?
—oh, yes—' he smiled faintly to himself' — the SsvAps.

'‘But—'

'‘And with his lifestyle, that's a pretty credibk®ry for people to swallow.
So I'm sorry, my sweet, but the talks can go omgtote a while yet.'

'Quite a while? You mean weeks—months— years?’

Sorrel, feeling her veneer of brittle composurénget at the edges, leapt to
her feet and, snatching up the breakfast thinggeated to the kitchen.



She shot the china into a bowl then stood, her sigiigpping on the sink,
breathing deeply until she had regained enoughraantbegin washing up,
her hands working mechanically, her mind rehasheig@gain the scenes of
the previous evening.

As soon as she'd reached the beach she'd flungltiats the water, cutting
fiercely through the waves in a despairing attetoiot out the memory of
that mocking laugh and more —much more—the tastiesamell of Matt,
which had still filled her body.

It had failed, of course, as she'd known it woblal, when she had finally

returned through the darkness to the house, Mdtalraady eaten and had
shut himself away in the tiny office. So she'd madsheese sandwich and
forced it down, slumped on one of the kitchen stpthilen had taken herself
off to her sofa-bed.

When, much later, he had come into the sittingard@ had not spoken, but
she'd sensed his dark shadow pass across hey taybsled lids. As his
bedroom door had closed, though, to her horror, etk felt slow tears
sliding down her face and, still weeping silentigd drifted off to sleep...

Up-ending the washing-up bowl, she dried her hatinds) used the cloth to
mop her brow. Heavens, how sultry it was this mognNo breath of wind
stirred the shrubs outside, which were already imgntipeir wilting heads,
and when she looked up at the sky the blue hadhgwag to a yellow brassy
glare. Victoria had told her that it was coming wt@ the rainy
season—maybe there was going to be a violent eletorm. Certainly it
felt as if the air, laden and heavy with staticswalding its breath—waiting
for something.

Or maybe it was just inside her, the feeling thataam was about to break
over her head. Last night Matt had been intent wmighing her for her
pathetic attempt at escape. He'd humiliated hen k&t her go.

But surely she wouldn't get through today without lsarrying on with his

sport. He'd promised—no, threatened—that he wowlklenhove to her, and
he wasn't a man to make a threat and not cargy.itand, when he did move
in for the kill, would she be able to fight back@ ow long could she hold



out against that desire which surged through h#r thie power of a spring
tide whenever she was near him?

Back on the veranda, he was just getting up fraertdble. Forcing herself
to walk right up to him, she said defiantly, 'Lodkan't just sit here all day.
I'm going for a walk.'

He nodded. 'OK, I'll come with you.'

But that wasn't what she'd meant —and he knew @oorse.

As he pulled on a navy singlet, tucking it into denim shorts, she snapped,
'Oh, of course, | forgot —you daren't let me ouyofir sight. I'm amazed

you haven't chained me to your desk-leg.’

'Don't think that tempting thought hasn't crossegl mind," he replied
grimly. 'But it's too hot to work this morning, slbshow you round the cay.'

‘But —'

'Yes?' He glanced up from thrusting his feet inpai of espadrilles—those
same black espadrilles that he'd worn last night.

'Oh, nothing.' She could hardly tell him that shesverrified of being with
him —and far more terrified of her body's unthinkiresponse to him in this
lushly sensual paradise. He sensed it anyway—shéhsd in the sardonic
glint in his eye...

On the beach, she kicked off her sandals and pittiezd up.

'How is that cut on your foot?' It was the firsh& that he had spoken.
'Fine, thanks.'

They were like two strangers, she thought sadly—kinglalong the beach,

a yard of creamy sand between them. No—worse tinangers, they were
enemies, with a universe of distrust and contenyididg them.



A trickle of fresh water threaded its way througle sand to the sea, and
Sorrel dipped a toe in it.

'Ugh, it's cold." She turned, smiling unthinkingbyt at his aloof expression
the smile faded. 'If you'd rather go back —' shgde

But he ignored her invitation. 'The stream riseshia higher ground over
there. Come, I'll show you.'

He struck off through the tangle of undergrowthibdtthe beach, leaving
her to follow up the steep terrain. As she strugidgtekeep up with him the
sweat trickled down her neck, and she ran a fimggde the collar of her
pink cotton shirt to ease it away for coolness.

Then, ahead, she saw Matt halt in a clearing dedrby misty blue

jacaranda trees and scarlet flamboyants. A spfiietgar water bubbled out
from among some mossy chunks of limestone rockkled down over

some rocky ledges then widened out to form a smadl, edged by
luxuriant tropical ferns. On the far side an ovewgn frangipani hung over
the clear water, dropping its creamy blossomsadatfln drifts across the
surface. Their heady perfume filled the hot, stitluntil the whole clearing
was redolent with it.

It was a perfect .spot, heart-wrenchingly perfaat] Sorrel felt her throat
tighten painfully at its sheer beauty.

'Well? What do you think of it?" Matt, thumbs jamunie the belt of his
denim shorts, lounged up against the trunk of mlilayant, watching her.

'It's lovely," she said huskily, and turned awaylsat he would not see the
weak tears shimmering in her eyes, is—is it natural

‘The spring is, of course, but according to théestate guy in Bridgetown,
who sold this place to me, the pool and the clgaviere made by the
previous owner—a Country and Western star fronStiages.’

'‘Really?" Sorrel laughed—the first natural laugle'dhmanaged for what
seemed a lifetime. "Who?'



He gave a disparaging shrug. 'No one I'd ever hefatde bought the cay as
a honeymoon surprise for his new bride and —wedlyloe this spot held
particularly happy memories." He gave her a slagtadce. 'Anyway, he
had the place landscaped for her.’

'l see.' In her mind's eye, Sorrel saw those newéds lying twined on the
grassy bank just at her feet, the shadows soffipliay their bodies, and the
familiar knife-edge twisted in her heart. 'How rattie,’ she said softly.

Matt's mouth gave a cynical twist. 'Sorry to disaippyou —but not really.
When | came along he was selling the cay to findhealivorce package.'

'l see.' That soft-focus image in Sorrel's mindteined.
'Disappointed?'

'‘Perhaps—nbut hardly surprised.’ Her tone matchedAiter all, that's how
love always ends, isn't it, Matt?'

She looked full at him, but he had turned away\aad reaching up to pull

down the branch of a tree. It was loaded with |largange-coloured fruits,

which glowed like molten gold among the glossy EsavHe snapped off
half a dozen, tossing them on to the ground, tmemaore, which he handed
to her.

‘Thanks.' She looked down at it. 'A ripe orangaigtit from the tree —that's
a new experience.'

It isn't an orange. It's an ortanique —a supesmt of cross between an
orange and a tangerine.’

Dropping down on to the bank, he took one of thtsrand began peeling
back the rough skin, then glanced up, to see Hestsinding uncertainly.

'Sit here.' He patted the grass imperiously, amer & tiny hesitation she
sank down beside him. He handed her the peeledigue 'Here —you
have this one."'



Their fingertips met, Matt's warm and alive withathstrange vibrancy
which always ran through his body, and she drewk baeickly to
concentrate every iota of attention on the fruweik so, she could not
prevent herself from casting sneaky glances aseladynpeeled another,
then divided the golden sweetly scented segmemtsatenthem one after
another.

He had taken off his sunglasses, and beside hssshecould see the tiny
white crease-lines fanning out. How black his lasiwere—and how long.

Longer than hers—longer than any macho man's hadignt to be, she

thought with a wry little twinge —and when he lowédihis gaze they almost
swept his cheekbones.

His eyes hooded suddenly, and, realising that lepedectly aware of her
watching him, she hastily bent forward, dabbling scky fingers in the
water, delightfully cool after the clammy heat.

'If you fancy a swim, it's deep enough. | oftereghere.’ Matt was lounging
back on his elbow, a blade of grass between hik.tee

'No, thank you." Her voice was constrained. 'l Imtvgot my swimsuit on.'
As he very well knew.

'Oh, but we're all broad-minded on this cay," hid saa lazy drawl.
'Some of us, perhaps,’ she said tightly.
'Please yourself." Reaching for another fruit, eelgd it. 'Want half?*

She was going to refuse, but they were so delicitMgh a muttered
‘Thanks' she took it, the juice spurting out ohéo hand and down over her
thigh in a sticky golden trail.

As she sat back something pricked her calf, andstached at it absently
with her fingernail. Next instant though, glanciegwn, she gave a gasp of
shock as she saw a continuous line of small resi raicing up her leg. She
swatted at them and then, as there was a viciquemher wrist, realised
that others were swarming all over her arm.



'What are they?' She was scrambling to her feet.

'Pepper ants.' Matt too had leapt up, and was isig@t his own leg. 'The
ground's alive with the bloody things. The fruitshbave brought them out.'

'‘Ouch!" Sorrel gave a yelp then hit out wildly at lstomach. 'They're in my
clothes.'

He grabbed hold of her loose blouse, dragging.itKgep still. I'll get them
off you.'

But, beside herself now, she turned to run.

'‘Where the hell are you going?'

'I'm getting out of here, of course.’

'Don't be a fool. They're all over you—us.'

He winced, and rubbed fiercely at the back of s meck, then, before
she'd realised what he was going to do, he flusgahm roughly round her
waist and dragged her headlong into the pool witi. Ahey both hit the
water face-down, and Sorrel, all the breath knoakatdof her, went right
under.

Matt came to his feet first and, putting his handder her arms, hauled her
to the surface. Her hair was plastered to her faager blinded her and she
clutched at him for support, coughing and choking.

‘Are you OK?'

Sorrel nodded, quite unable to speak, as he tilezdhin and wiped away
the clinging strands of hair.

'Sorry about that." But through her blurred gaze sw that his green eyes
were alight with devilment. 'lI've heard of antstire pants, but this is
ridiculous.’



Her mouth twitched, then they both simultaneousigkb into peals of
helpless laughter, clinging to each other as thmd®f their mirth echoed
around the clearing.

'l told you —' she was gasping for breath ' — | didn't naaewim. But you
never take any notice, do you?'

'Not often, no.'

He was still laughing down at her, but as she laddgback all at once her
heart lurched heavily against her ribs. Here —rigbitv—with his black

hair lacquered to his skull, water streaming dowsnface and chest, her
physical desire for him was air but unbearable. Bote, so much more
than that... As she stood waist-deep in this islaoal time slipped away,
and he was that other Matt whom she had loved splgeAnd whom she
loved still.

Unbidden, the knowledge—the dreadful certainty—oeals like a tidal

wave through the defences she had so painfullytedeagainst it. The
laughter was wiped from her lips and for endlessnerats all she could do
was clutch on to him, gazing blindly up into hisda Then, with a small
incoherent sound which was almost a sob, she weehbbrself free and,
blind with panic, went to wade out.

He caught her up in the shallows, swinging her dotacnhim. 'Hey! What's
the hurry? Now we're here, let's have that swim."'

'Oh, n-no. | want to get out.'
"To give our little red friends their second coynrgeu mean?’

He lifted a hand, delicately picked off a frangippetal from her cheek and
tossed it back into the pool. He was still smildayvn at her, but suddenly
the smile vanished from his eyes and they went dark. As she followed
his gaze she realised with a gasp of horror thasd@king clothes, clinging
to her body, were all but transparent. Throughpimk blouse and white
shorts her cotton bra and briefs showed clearly,iaturn they revealed the



distinct outline of her breasts and rosy nipples] the dusky crescent of
hair above the apex of her thighs.

Against all conscious volition her gaze went bazkim, and she saw that
his clothes too—the navy singlet, the denim shesbad moulded
themselves to him, accentuating the intense matesfdsim.

Next moment he had reached for her, dragging tetils arms. His mouth
came down on hers and she felt the fierce hungdrignlips and the
answering greed in her own, as their bodies, despé chill of the water,
were all at once on fire with the intense heat Wiitazed between them.

Matt moved to pull her out on to the far bank, Whien she stumbled they
both fell to their knees in the shallows. As hisvartightened round hershe
slid her hands under his singlet, marvelling yetiagt the play of muscles
beneath her fingers. His mouth and hand fastenekeorbreast, cupping

then nuzzling it through the wet cotton and sheeibher eyes against the
erotic friction of his hot palm as her body wasket by an intense shudder.

'Oh, my sweet, | must have you now.' Matt's voi@es Warsh with passion.

'Yes, yes. Oh, yes,' she murmured, locking herefisgn his dark hair to
press him to her breast.

Lifting her into his arms, he carried her out of ghool and laid her on the
grass. His hands fumbled urgently at the soddesthand of her shorts,
then she felt the zip begin to give and they wdickng down her thighs,

being pulled free. He buried his face in her beltlig lips scorching her
navel, and as she writhed beneath him his findereside her panties. But
then, in the very same instant as she tenseddge nar hips slightly to help
him ease them away, one tiny part of her reelimgnbelicked into gear.

What was she doing? Couldn't she see beyond ttirfp moment of
passion? Carlos and the launch could come tomorromaay, even —and
Matt would walk away from her, contemptuously tagsher her freedom
while leaving her chained to him forever.



She loved him—she wanted him. Every aching paheofbeing yearned to
abandon itself to him as he took her in his arngsraade love to her, wildly,
passionately. But remember the pain you sufferstl tieme, that minute

portion of her mind told her. Remember the months,years of misery.
This is the man who all but destroyed you once —apdu're fool enough

to let him break your heart a second time, ymeNerput the pieces back
together again.

'No!" Her face blank with fear, she tried to pughn laway. 'No, | don't want

'"Yes' He clapped his hand over her mouth. 'Yes, yau do

His face was dark with desire, the pupils of hiseyery black and intense,
as though they focused not on her, Sorrel, butisiptey. That feral look

appalled her. She sucked in her breath to screarhidinand trapped the
sound as he came down on her in a dreadful resaeattof that other

near-violation.

Her eyes were those of a helpless creature, blathktaring, as she stopped
struggling and lay supine, quite unable to redist But it was that look of
sheer terror which saved her. For next moment tgduk-knifed to his feet
and stood looking down at her, his mouth a tigasislin his face.

'Don't cringe away like that.' His voice was thibks breathing unsteady. 'l
have no intention of taking you by force. | did@pe you last time, and |
don't aim to now.'

As she gazed up at him he went on remorselessly,y@i're not going to
hold out against me much longer; | promise you.tkas thin lips twisted.

'Surely even you can see that the sooner we baite ghis thirst we have for
each other's bodies, the sooner it's over and werezl forever.'

Out at sea thunder growled like a frustrated pragataking her flinch.

'‘Don't worry about that, either—it's miles awa'said curtly. 'So you can
stay here if you want to. I'm going back to the $mu



He turned away and she raised herself up to watdhll, aching pain under
her ribs, as he went lightly off between the tr&gghin seconds he was lost
in their shadows, and she sank back on the safsgséting there huddled
for a long time, staring at nothing.

Finally, though, she became aware of a bedraggpgder ant, struggling to
climb up a frond of fern which dipped into the pgas$t beside her. She
lifted it out and looked down at it lying in herlpa

'I'm sorry,' she whispered, then set it down ongitaess and watched it lurch
safely away.

For the hundredth time, Sorrel leapt up and pabedveranda—up and
down, up and down. This evening the strange restéss in her which
would not let her be still for five minutes was sgimw the exact antithesis
of the sultry air that hung heavy over the cay.réheas something almost
menacing in it, and in the soft rumbles of thunakich had prowled around
the cay all afternoon, and which came again now.

She went through to the kitchen, and when she daack out into the
sitting-room there was a sliver of light from undee office door. Matt had
been in there when she'd got back and was obvi@talgng all day, she
thought dully. She should have been grateful tle&d Bhut himself away
from her, but instead she found herself longindpecthere with him, just
watching him as he worked.

Out on the veranda again, she stopped at his wirahoitooked in through
the half-open louvres. He was sitting at his désking her, and in the harsh
light of the angled lamp his features looked dratie lines even more
deeply etched. With a finger of one hand he waglpitg out numbers on a
calculator, and scribbling on a sheet of paper Wighother.

After several minutes he paused, passing his haadily across his brow.
That simple gesture made Sorrel ache to rush ke, hém in her arms and
cradle him to her. A vice-like pain closed over heart and she shut her



eyes, rocking on her feet as its full force surgmdugh her then slowly
ebbed away.

Five years ago, she'd loved him—»but it had beerfitbelove of a young

girl, dazzled by a handsome face and Latin charoav Bhe knew Matt, saw
him clear-eyed for what he was—a harsh, unfeelirapn,mwho drove

himself unsparingly—yet still she loved him, andttwa woman's love,
which was far more dangerous. Like a moth, fluttgrioo near a naked
flame, she hovered by the window, feasting her eyelsim.

'What do you want?' He looked up at her throughstigters, so abruptly
that she had no chance to melt into the shadowa|?W

'l —I was just going to say dinner's ready," slaenshered.
'I'm not hungry. I'll make myself a salad later.

'Please yourself.' The tension was snapping indiee. 'I've only spent two
hours getting it, but I'll throw the lot away. Maylihe tree frogs will
appreciate it.'

'Oh, for God's sake.' He hurled down his pen anteda his feet so fast that
even though there were the shutters between themesieated a pace. 'Just
serve it up, will you?"

When he came out on the veranda she was alreathdssahe pine table,
her fingers plucking restlessly at her olive-gréean skirt. As he slid into
the chair opposite she saw that he too had at taken the trouble to
change, into ash-grey casual trousers and a wpé@e-neck shirt. His face,
though, was no different, except that that mordseoding look had
intensified even more.

With no more than a grunt, he picked up his forieezed the lime
segments over the wafer- thin slices of smoked @aland the fan of
avocado which she had arranged on the plates, egahlio eat.



When she brought in the main course he had pobeedhite wine she had
chosen, and as he drained his glass he glancdty lati¢he contents of the
pottery dish.

'Chicken pieces and peppers in a sweet and soce-sall from your store
cupboard,’ she added defensively.

'Hmm. And since when did you learn to cook? | seeremember beans on
toast were the height of your culinary ambitionsra time.'

Sorrel stared at him, her sapphire eyes dark. \tioaights lay behind those
caustic words? Did he have any regrets? No, ofseobe didn't — regrets
were for weak fools like her.

She forced a careless laugh. 'They were—but thereBked me to do some
entertaining for him.'

'l bet he did." His tone was unmistakably hostilet she ignored the
provocation.

'Yes. He was hoping to impress some potential idjeso | decided | ought
to take a few lessons. Is that enough rice for yBu® her bright tone did
nothing to dissipate the brittle tensions that werne air all around them.

'If you're so valuable to him, I'm astonished tie {@u out of his sight.’
'What's that supposed to mean?' Sorrel felt her gaow warm.

'It's notsupposedo mean anything," he replied evenly. 'But in eage, he's
coming out at the end of next week to that apartnmenso generously
loaned you, isn't he? Isn't he?' he demanded easaslin stunned silence. So
he knew that, too. Just how much more had he foumhébout her?

Finally, though, she managed a shrug. "You obwvokisbw he is.'

'l do hope you'll be back in time." His lips curléd/e'd hate Ben to be
disappointed, wouldn't we?'



'Oh." Sorrel gave a gasp, in which anger and paire\evenly mixed. 'I've
already told you, Ben is my business partner—fialps

'If you say so.’'

'Yes, | do,’ she retorted hotly. 'And it's a pibuy spy didn't also tell you that
he'll be bringing Nadine, James, Philip and Tonhkiim."'

'‘Quite a little party you have lined up." There was mistaking the
innuendo. 'No wonder you're so desperate to gét thece. Such a pity for
you to miss out on the fun.'

'l don't have to take this from you." She leaphéo feet, the fury fizzing in
her now.

'Honey, you have to take anything | care to givel.ydlis voice was
steel-honed with menace. 'Sit down.’

Their gazes locked and then, despising herselhérweakness, she slid
reluctantly back into her chair.

'For your information," she went on frigidly, 'Nadiis Ben's wife and the
boys are their two- year-old triplets. They happebe the reason that Ben
asked me to do some client hostessing— Nadinefagremtly exhausted
these days.'

'Indeed?' His tone was still subtly barbed.

'‘And—not that it's any business of yours—' her goigas rising again

'—she and Ben are ecstatically happy.' Just fooment, at the thought of
that happiness, she felt a little stab of jealofereas | have no intention
of ever allowing any man to mean a single thingne.' And, setting her

head proudly, she returned to her meal.



Matt finished off his iced chocolate mousse—whidhe'd hurriedly
snatched out of the freezer cabinet—then, getonigd feet, picked up his
coffee- cup.

‘Thank you for the meal," he said formally. '‘Bugaiu’ll excuse me, | want to
geton.'

She heard his office door close, a cold littlelclihich shut her out. Just as
he would always shut her out, she thought miserdddy coffee was bitter

on her tongue, and, crossing to the veranda rad, stood for several

minutes gazing into the darkness, then emptiedctipeinto the hibiscus

bushes and began to gather the dishes. All at dhoagh, as she felt the
black depression enveloping her, she set them aégmam and ran swiftly

down the steps.

At the edge of the sea she walked the length ob#aeh, back and forth,
back and forth, her feet sinking slightly in thetwand. After the stillness of
the day a wind had got up, and although there wasaon the sky was just
light enough for her to see the white-crested wéveaking on the reef. Far
out on the horizon lightning, silver-white, flicket incessantly, but any
rumbles of thunder were drowned in the surging wave

She'd half expected Matt to follow her, but thdreré was no need, was
there? No passing yachtsmen—or even fishermen—woalldut tonight.
And there could be no other possible reason whghioelld want to be with
her.

She was turning back for the house at last when sslve something
glimmering palely among the trees. Then Matt, stilhis white shirt and

grey trousers, appeared and she stopped deachgvaitihim to come up to
her.

'What the hell are yodoindg?' His voice was crackling with irritability.
‘Nothing.' She turned away, but he caught her byathst.

'Don't you realise it's past midnight, you littteof?’



'So?' She jerked free. 'There's no need for yawaibup for me, you know.
I'm a big girl now.'

'l thought you just might have been crazy enougiotéor a swim. After all,
night bathing is one of your specialities, isr?t Ih the darkness he put out a
hand and touched her hair. 'Dry. So you werent ¢haey, after all." He
looked past her at the surging waves. 'Now thathiame, though, | think |
will.!

'Oh, but —'
'l need something to clear my head.’

After dragging off his shirt he stepped out of tnusers, so that he was in
just his black briefs.

'It's very rough further out,’ Sorrel began agantatively. 'lI've been
watching the surf breaking...'

But he grinned down at her, his teeth very white.

'l enjoy a battle." And, turning, he waded out tlglo the shallows, a faint
gleam of light on his back and shoulders.

Sorrel watched his dark head, his arms cleavingtla hrough the churning
water, then lost him in a turmoil of boiling spre8he stood, gnawing her
lip, her eyes strained to the line of foaming watetil they were gritty with
salt. He was a strong swimmer, his limbs sleekngsseal's, but out at the
reef four thousand miles of ocean were poundingorseiessly down on
anything that dared to bar its way.

If he should drown out there... Pressing her kregkb her mouth, to still
the whimper that was rising in her, she began pgiwirand fro. After a few
more days—or less—the launch would come and shevgrnsee Matt
again. But she would always need to know that healige. How could she
get through every day of the rest of her life ileslvasn't certain that
somewhere on this planet — maybe even sparing lieeting, careless
thought—a living flesh and blood Matt existed?



A jagged line of breakers were racing in towards kery fast, the white

horses which surmounted them rearing and plungikmgd then, quite

suddenly, the moon came out from behind a ridgaidhight-black cloud.

Its cold light glinted on the thundering waves—amdong them she saw
Matt.

The intense joy and relief welling up in her madar8l's knees all but
buckle under her. He was riding those wild seadw®fsthey were bringing
him in to her. Scarcely aware of what she was dahg walked out into the
sea to meet him, arms outstretched. As they cagegther in the surging
shallows he took her in his arms, and she meltedhar dream.



CHAPTER EIGHT

FoRr endless moments he held her to him, the watetimgppound them
both, but then, as a wave broke over their thigitisout a word he drew her
out on to the sand. His body was icy-cold, yet mgmwith the intensity of
the fire within, and when he kissed her she fadt ltleat blaze up between
them, white-hot.

There was no tenderness, building to slow desipst In her erotic dream,
she moaned with frustration as he put her from Hdot,only to drag her
clear of her clothes. She felt the zip of her sligak as he tugged it from
her, then the tiny pearl buttons on her blouse weame away as he pulled
that off too.

The moonlight gleamed on his wet chest and shosillileg a film of silk.
Her hands were reaching out to him, exulting indbmetrast of smooth skin
and crisp hairs, and in the feel of the two tingkseof his nipples which
throbbed under her palm. His own fingers tremblmigh urgency, he
wrenched open the catch of her bra, cupping hisi$ém receive her full
breasts as they came free. Then his mouth washsogrthe tender flesh
moulded in his grasp.

Overwhelmed by her need for him, Sorrel staggenedadmost fell, but he
caught her, then laid her down on the sand. He chawer her and she
pulled him down to her, her thighs parting to reedhim as he slid his hands
beneath her buttocks to raise her hips againsthhisst. There was pain,
fierce and tearing, so that for a moment she gdppe back, her nails
scoring the skin. But then it was past as, caughhuhe incandescent fires
which flared between them—far brighter than the ckiiring
lightning—their bodies melded into one.

Her whole frame tightened in ecstasy, her hipsed@gainst him, and then,
as she cried out wordless, incoherent sounds, wiehk lost in the waves
which roared around them and in her brain, his hedged like a bow. She
felt herself filled with his warmth, sweet as honthey both shuddered and
lay still...



When she roused, a huge bank of violet clouds Wating out the moon

again. Dazed, she lay staring up at that opaques,ntisn, as memory
flooded into her, she swivelled her head sharplgttMas lying on his side,
his head propped on his elbow, watching her. Hig faas shadowed, so
that she could make out none of the features;hal ®uld feel was his
breath, warm on her skin.

For a moment he seemed a stranger—remote, aloofharteart, already
fluttering crazily, jumped a beat. But then, takiveg hand, he raised it to his
lips and gently kissed the palm.

'Hi," he said softly.

'Hi." She hardly dared to speak, for fear thathalt aching love for him
would spill into her voice.

Instead, her fingers twined with his and he gripgezin hard. The silken
water was lapping around their bodies; it was wabnt, Sorrel shivered
suddenly and, getting to his feet, Matt stoopedgattiered her to him.

She lay, encircled by his arms, her head agaissthest, feeling every beat
of his heart against her cheek, and that strangsaien that was half
intense pain, half bubbling joy seized her. Whauldaomorrow bring?
Only the pain. But tonight she would live for theyjof loving Matt and
giving him pleasure.

On the veranda, he halted and looked down at eeyes very dark and
sombre.

"You know,' he said huskily, half to himself, 'Ichforgotten just how lovely
you are. Tonight, lying in my arms, you look justyeu did five years ago.'

His hungry gaze roved over the soft lines and cufeher naked limbs,
then she felt his whole body go rigid, and in hasrtiied eyes she saw the
stark realisation of what he had done.



'Sorrel?' His voice was anguished.
'‘What?'

He buried his face in her hair. 'Why didn't youl tele that you were a
virgin? Oh, God, how | must have hurt you.'

'Well..." She hesitated. 'Just a little.’

'Why the hell didn't you stop me?"

'l didn't think you'd believe me,' she whispered.
'Oh, my sweet."'

'‘And besides—'

'Yes?' he said tautly.

'l —I didn't want you to stop.' Her voice was almioswudible, but he heard,
and his arms tightened around her until she alchet out.

His face pale and set, he carried her throughédditty bathroom, put her
down in the shower cubicle and set the water rupnliaking a tablet of

soap, he gently sponged her all over, starting hneck and shoulders,
then on across her breasts and finally, going domwhis haunches in front
of her, he soothed away all the soreness.

When he went to switch off the jets she caughthiaisd and said shyly,
'Please—let me do the same for you.'

Without a word, he handed her the sponge, andespencaressing his body
with it, tentatively at first, over his shouldersdearms, then with increasing
confidence, long, sensuous strokes on his bellylegsl as she too knelt
before him.



As she moved upwards to his inner thighs sheHlelwitolent kick of desire
in his body, then, as though unable to wait a sgédonger, he took the
sponge from her and tossed it aside. Lifting héreiofeet, he swung her into
his arms again and carried her into his bedroowylislering open the door.

'‘But we're dripping wet—we'll mess up the shests' protested as nervous
laughter bubbled in her throat.

'Damn the sheets.'

He set her down very carefully, as if she were mafdeagile glass, then
stood looking down at her as she lay, her limbglacate gold against the
cream silk sheet and flushed with rose from thesigedlamp, her wet hair
tangled on the pillow.

You look like a beautiful mermaid that I've jusawled up from the depths
of the sea,' he murmured throatily. 'Will you swamay at dawn, | wonder?"

'Oh, no, Matt," she said very softly as she retiie look with a steady
gaze. 'I'll stay just as long as you want me." Andonger, that cold, clear
little part of her brain added.

His face, his body, were silhouetted against thaplaght. She lay
motionless, watching him come down to her, thak diger from the waves,
then, as he emerged from the shadow, she openedrherto him.

This time it was different—less a violent, piercimgensity than a slow
ravishment of all her senses, as over and ovekitielly brought her body
to a state of quivering, frantic expectation. Hdechfrom her responses
which were so profound that finally, shaken to ¥ieey roots of her being,
she could only cling helplessly to him, her eyedevand unseeing as she
cried out his name.

And this time, when at last he possessed himsélénfeach of them was at
so intense a peak oftrembling avidity for the ottt almost instantly they
were both flung into mindless oblivion.



When the storm abated and they were lying twinezhicth other's arms, she
gazed up at him with slumbrous eyes.

'Will it always be like that?' Her voice shook slity at the potent memory.

He took her hand and kissed each finger in turfarbédne looked at her over
them, his eyes glinting.

"You mean for us individually or just wheveare together—you and 1?'

That hateful, sardonic note was back in his vom&, as she winced he
muttered under his breath and drew her closer.

'Don't look like that, my sweet. Surely you know mell enough to
understand that | always take refuge in cynicisnenvham feeling most
deeply.' His lips gave a wry twist. 'l hate to atlitpiquerida,but it has never
been like that for me before.'

'Good.'

She gave him a shimmering smile, turned her heachis shoulder and fell
into a deep sleep...

When at last she stirred and opened her eyesotm was filled with a
pale, luminous wash of colour. Dawn. Matt lay bediér, his cheek cradled
in one hand, his long lashes shading his cheekbavlethe lines of strain
had gone —he looked younger. Five years younger,tisbught, with a
poignant twist of her heartstrings.

Lifting her hand, she very gently brushed the fipree finger across his lips.
He murmured something, then flung himself over @his other side, his
dark head nestling into the pillow.

Sliding out from under the sheet, Sorrel caughhiggobe and went out on
to the veranda. She stood, knotting the robe amthgaround her. Surely
never in the entire history of the world had thieeen such a morning, she



thought, as her heightened senses drank it in. Swslty of pale apricot,
such a vivid intensity of colour in the pink andl t@biscus, in the dazzling
emerald of a lone humming-bird which was sucking tiectar from the
morning glory vine over her head.

She hugged her arms to her, as if she could hugntireing, and vowed
silently, If I live to be a hundred, | shall neerget this moment. She knew
now that she would bear the wound of loving Matttfte rest of her life,
that that was the price—but it was a price she digladly pay.

Matt. She turned back towards the door, unabl¢ayp awvay from him any
longer, then saw through a cleft in the screenledmmders, way out on the

horizon, the dot of a boat. Of course, it could d®/ boat, heading
anywhere...

She stood looking at it for a long moment, a tigand gripping her chest,
then very slowly she went back through to the bedrdviatt, twined in the
sheet, was still asleep. She gazed down at himraemblonger, trying to

imprint his features on her mind forever, then,&limg beside him, kissed
his brow.

He woke instantly, his green eyes as alert as's, taén as he saw her he
smiled lazily and, lifting his hand, gave a lockh&r hair a soft tug.

'‘Good morning.'

'Matt,' she said unsteadily, 'the launch is coming.
'‘Ah.' He grimaced, then nodded slightly. 'Are yowe®"
'Yes. Quite sure.’

'How far away?'

'Oh.' She gave a faint shrug. 'A long way out,-tt

'In that case —'



He grinned wickedly at her, then, without warnimgached across and
pulled her on to the bed beside him. There wasme for subtlety. Caught
up in instant, flaring desire, there was a wildnast pagan quality to the
way they took one another's bodies, as thoughdon ef them there could
be no tomorrow.

Sorrel, shattered into a million fragments, lay imoless until, in the
outermost orbit of her consciousness, she regastersoft footfall on the
veranda. Matt heard it too, for as she stiffenadanms tightened round her.
But then, as they both caught a discreet knockenresh door, he gently
loosed her, kissed her soundlessly, then put @fitgher lips.

Sliding out of bed, he picked up the robe from wehiefay in a heap on the
floor, put it on and went out of the room, knottiing tie as he did so. She
heard him greet someone, then Carlos's voice ily.répr a few seconds
she lay on the bed, half listening to their conagas, her body languorous
from Matt's lovemaking, her mind still drifting dhat other sensual plane
of existence.

Finally, though, the real world claimed her oncerendt was over—she
didn't need Matt to come and tell her that theyeNeaving. Her fantasy had
belonged to the night; now, the daylight blottesutt. Tears burned her
eyes. How cruel that her joy. should be so shedehi—just one night of
love in Matt's arms, and then the launch—and haeality—had come. But
at least she had this one night to treasure thrthuglong years ahead.

She got to her feet and went through to the bathroo the mirror a

stranger's face—another Sorrel Elliott, face flusheyes heavy, the wide
mouth swollen and pouting —gazed back at her. Algrwshe looked

down at her body somehow that, too, had indefinabnged where Matt's
hands had roamed, sliding over her warm skin, sargsrousing her eager
flesh, imprinting on her the scent that belongetito alone.

Her arms cradling her breasts, she stood, eyesd;lostil it seemed as if he
still held her. Here, last night, they had showewsgkther, locked in each
other's arms. If she showered now she would loat féel, that smell...



Opening her eyes, she turned the jets full on &pbed under the cascade
of water.

Back in the bedroom, she pulled on the first thirsie came to—a
peach-coloured polo shirt and a peach and whit®rakirt. Then, very

methodically, she began taking the rest of hehelefrom the wardrobe and
laying them in her case, folding them with extrecaee, as if it was all at
once overwhelmingly important that they were nagreslightly creased.

When she had finished, she stooped down to maleetsat nothing—not
even the cheapest T-shirt —had slipped off its karg join that silk,

Sakkara-perfumed blouse still lying in the far aarrBut, after all, you're no
different from that other woman, are you? her invece whispered. Less
glamorous and sophisticated, maybe, but just asreptal for Matt

Ramirez.

She was closing the lid of her case when he carle ba

'I've made coffee. Would you like some?’

'No, thank you. I'm not thirsty.'

When she smiled her face felt stiff, but Matt waulchotice —she knew
that. He was already subtly different, as thougtad of him wasn't in the
room, preoccupied—with matters she could never laayepart in.

'Have the talks gone well?' She had to force hietseisk.

'Yes—yes, they have. They have finally hammerecaawigreement which
should save both them and my country. So, yes—srmhiéed, and for a
moment she had his full attention ' — the talksehngone well.’

'I'm so glad for you, Matt.'

Impulsively she took his hand in hers. He lookeavidothen raised her
fingers to his lips to give them a fleeting kiss.



'I'll take this through, then grab my own thingi$e’ picked up her case, then
glanced back at her perfunctorily. 'You're lookimgry beautiful this
morning,querida.’

But she knew he hardly saw her. She ached for tiitake her in his arms,
hold her close, whisper the endearments that halt fmer pulses leap with
rapture through their one, brief night. Insteac sterely smiled, took her
shoulder-bag from the bed and walked out to thanda, where Carlos was
drinking coffee.. .

The launch cut its motor and pulled alongside &ty At the far end of the
beach was the headland where she had sunbathest@andhe men come
down to the boat. How long ago? Was it really jostr days? As they had
passed the marina, minutes before, Matt had pomielis yacht, already at
anchor, sleek and gleaming white in the morning Jinose steps running
down the side —she'd hauled herself up them, nowkrg that her heart
was about to be broken all over again.

'She's beautiful,’ she said, in a dead little viogo®l then, as she picked out
the letters on the sterriadne.’

'Maybe | should change it to Sorrel—a much bettana for such a lovely
boat. What do you think?' He smiled down at hed, thie pain twisted inside
her like a knife-thrust.

'l shouldn't,’ she replied steadily. 'l don't thibdurrel's a very good name for
a yacht.'

He shrugged. 'We'll see.’

And then he went to stand by Carlos, his fingetsraning a tattoo on the
brass rail in his impatience to be back.

He helped her out, then went on up the steps wadafrom the jetty, Carlos
following with her case. They went through a higlouwght-iron gate, past a



tangle of tall, scarlet-leaved poinsettias, thermgad on to a lawn running
up to the most gorgeous villa Sorrel had ever seen.

It was a low, sprawling building in the pretty, kish local coral-stone,
overlooking the sea through a line of casuarinastr&he just had time to
glimpse a jade-tiled pool at one side, half hiddgra white, fretted stone
screen over which tumbled a huge stephanotis akg/\flowers scenting the
still air, before Matt mounted the grassy steps #&iva time, then turned on
the terrace to wait for her.

'Carlos will take you back to your apartment. Rilcars here, and soon |
must go to the yacht to see del Castillo befordlibe out this afternoon.
So—goodbye for now.’

'Matt—'she began.
'What is it?'

There was the faintest frown of irritation betwdes finely arched brows.
Of course. She mustn't make a fuss, must she?widsat't how Matt liked
his women to behave. He was already politely, gentl
ruthlessly—disengaging himself from her, and shetrdo the same.

'Nothing—except goodbye.'

Nailing that stiff smile on to her mouth again, $leéd out her hand. He took
it and held it between his for a moment.

'So, you see, | shall be occupied this morningaswtoon as | can...' He left
the sentence unfinished.

'Of course, Matt. And don't worry, | quite understa She forced another
unreal smile, until her face felt as though it wescking, and then, when he
was already turning away, she looked back at Catlosready...'

She saw nothing of the vibrant colour and beautthefisland during the
drive. Cushioned in the luxurious leather upholstef the red Bentley
Continental, she stared out, unseeing, only rousamgelf as the car slid to a



halt by her apartment. Carlos opened her door, lified her case from the
boot and went to carry it in, but she took it frbim.

‘Thank you. | can manage.'

She answered his smart salute with a dazzling sthia turned away. The
apartment was cool and dark. Sorrel opened a shnttee kitchen, made
herself a cup of coffee and carried it out to thnalks patio. The guests next
door were having breakfast on their terrace, thaalghcouldn't see them.
Of course, the girls from Prince Edward Island Heskn flying home

yesterday... She was sorry to have missed them.

The new couple, she gathered, while trying hardadisten, were on their
honeymoon. She heard the man say, 'Now, Mrs Balve been married
two whole days and you've forgotten already tHiiel brown sugar on my
grapefruit. How do you suggest | make sure you reber in future?'

There was a giggle, then a scuffle, then silence...

Sorrel pressed her lips together until they wermlnas the vicious pain
struck home beneath her ribs. Maybe once a hedrtbean broken, she
thought dispassionately, like a piece of brittld pbrcelain, it was never
quite as good again. A week ago she'd been sdlsairehe was over Matt
for good, but now it seemed that those hairlineksan her heart had been
waiting for five years for this moment, to reoparairaw, bleeding wound.

He wasn't coming—she knew that. He would be ‘'oaal@ill the time now.
His life certainly didn't include her—in fact, aso® as he had seen the two
men, he would probably jet off too.

A plane had just taken off from the airport. Shechad its steep ascent, the
fuselage glinting in the brilliant sunlight, leagia trail of white haze behind
it. Not that one, or the next, but perhaps the weotild be taking him
away...

Well, she wouldn't wait around to see. She stil haveek of her holiday
left, but there was plenty to do back at the offeved maybe it would suit
Ben and Nadine to come out here a few days earlier.



Pushing her cold coffee aside, she leapt impulgitel her feet. In the
kitchen she picked up the phone and asked to bthpuigh to the British
Airways desk...

Sorrel was just putting her passport in her bagnathe taxi arrived. She
heard the spurt of gravel under the wheels, thenstam of a door and
Victoria's raised voice.

Victoria. Her pinched features broke into a wrylditsmile. When she'd
arrived for work the maid had been bubbling ovethvgleasure at seeing
her, but her sly teasing as to where Sorrel cookkiply have been—and
whom she could possibly have been with—was mone fiea bruised spirit

had been able to bear. She'd cut her short, tolthheshe was flying out at
midday, then abruptly turned away and shut heisdiér bedroom to pack,
leaving the maid's pretty face creased with concern

Now, she opened her purse, took out a banknotéadehed it, ready to slip
into the girl's hand as a leaving gift, then reeghher bag with a jerky
movement and picked it up. Behind her, the doonegde

'Miss Sorrel—'

'Yes, it's all right, thank you, Victoria." She didt turn. 'l heard the taxi.
Would you please ask the driver to — ?'

'‘Ask him yourself!"

The snarl in the familiar voice made her spin rquner breath all but
slammed .out of her. In the doorway, behind thedmshe saw Matt, a
thunderous scowl on his saturnine face.

'Where the hell do you think you're going?"
'l — I've changed my flight. I'm leaving this maongi'

'Like hell you are.’



As he advanced threateningly into the room she tostep back, but still
somehow managed a defiant glare.

'‘And who's going to stop me?'
am.’

Savagely he hurled the gorgeous bouquet of creawhjids that he was
carrying on to a chair, from where it crashed te tloor, the cellophane
crackling loudly. Victoria, wide-eyed, darted tdrreve it.

'‘Beautiful flowers," she remarked, to no one intipalar, adding, as she
retreated through the door, 'I'll put them in wdtgryou, miss.'

‘Thank you." Sorrel spoke automatically, not takivey eyes off Matt. He
had come. The mingled joy and pain filled her, so thla¢ could barely
speak.

'Well?' His scowl deepened. 'Perhaps you woulddzel gnough to tell me
exactly what is going on? | turn my back for a deugf hours, and get here
to find you on the point of leaving.'

'Yes." It was all that her dry mouth could manage.

'For God's sake—what do you mean, "yes"?' He cagig up to her,
gripping her by the shoulders, his fingers digglegp, and stared down into
her face.

'It — it was kind of you to come and—'
'Kind?' He frowned slightly as if in puzzlementrinever kind.'

'‘But we both know it's over—and | thought it wagstéeto..." Her voice
tailed away, lost in the almost overwhelming lorggio lift her hand and
tenderly stroke his beloved face.



‘Better to sneak off without a word?' he finishedndy. 'Well, for your
information, it isn't over. In fact, it's only jusegun.’

'Wh —what do you mean?' A wild, unreasoning hops fl#ttering like a
humming-bird's wings in her chest.

'What | mean is..." He tilted her face to his, abhthe sudden tenderness in
his eyes that fluttering bird went crazy. 'Whateéan is, my darling, that |
love you —and I'm going to marry you.'



CHAPTER NINE
‘Marry!'

‘That's what | said." His voice was still cracklimgth barely pent up
irritability. 'What's the matter with you today—ayeu deaf as well as
stupid?' He ran his fingers through his disheveliatt. 'Sorry. | guess I'm
slightly overwrought, but for heaven's sake sayething.’

Sorrel, her sapphire eyes enormous with shockgilip. To go from bleak
despair to such happiness was mind-blowing. Ithkaopening a door in a
desolate, grey wilderness and finding herself woad filled with tropical
sunshine.

"What do you want me to say?' she asked slowly.

'On second thoughts, don't say anything. No--'feswent to interrupt him
he swept on imperiously. 'l don't want your ansm@v — you're obviously
not thinking straight. And besides, | intend toalerything correctly from
now on —I'm going to woo you in the good old- fasted way.'

'‘But surely you've already won me." She managelaraiisg smile from
under her lashes.

'Don't look at me like that.' His grip tightenedfss pulled her against his
hard body, then, just as abruptly, he thrust hexyafinrom him.'"No.

He pushed her to arm's length, as if he did ndedquist himself, then held
her by her slender wrists. 'l mean it —I'm goingvao you. And then, this
time next week, I'll ask you for your answer. Amalking of wooing--' he

glanced down at his watch ' — I've booked a tatéunch at Sandy Lane.’

'Sandy Lane?' she echoed. That dazzlingly opuletai,hone of the most
expensive in the entire Caribbean? She'd read dtinuhe brochures but...

'Why? Would you prefer the Royal Pavilion?'



'Oh, no. Sandy Lane will be fine." She glanced ulleffrom her simple
navy linen dress to his casually expensive whiie ahd pale grey silk suit.
'Except that | haven't anything suitable to wedreyfwon't let me over the
doormat in this chain store dress, I'm sure.’

He scowled, then said, with that touch of superbgance which always
made the hair on her neck prickle, 'Of course thdly You're with me,

aren't you? In any case, you look perfect as yeu and all at once the
adoration in his eyes made her want to weep. 'Biitworries you this

afternoon I'll buy you a whole new wardrobe. Nowatié the matter?'

She gave a slightly shaken laugh. 'Oh, nothingjust that I'm not used to
being—wooed by a seriously wealthy man.'

'Oh, but you'll get used to it in time, I'm sutee' replied, deadpan, then his
expression changed and, lifting her hand, he pdesselips to the palm.
'My heart," he murmured huskily, 'how I love you.'

Orchids.. .pink carnations.. .velvety dark red soseél'he bouquets arrived
every morning, each one more sumptuous than thaopie day's, until
finally Victoria ran out of vases—and rapturous lartations. There was
lunch at the Paradise Beach and the Sandpipemexon the terrace of the
Coral Reef Club, the Caribbean shushing softly slmabtheir feet, fireflies
glinting emerald fire in the shadows, and Mattsefaso handsome in the
candlelight, his green eyes so tender...

That first afternoon he'd swept her from the Sabalye dining-room into
the hotel's boutigue and—ignoring all her remomstes—bought her
enough stunning clothes to overflow the back sédti® Bentley. He'd
added set upon set of lingerie in fragile silk @adin, hand-trimmed with
lace, and dismissed her blushing protests witheyTban be for your
trousseau. That is,' he had added, with a sidewanfe, 'if you decide to
marryme,of course. No other guy gets to see you in thiosgs.'



As the flimsy, cobweb-soft bras and panties, tesldied nighties had been
folded in white tissue, she'd looked at him as leglded against the counter
and thought, Marry you? There's not much doubt attai, my darling.

She was aching with love for him, feverish and toéng, as though she had
a virus, not quite aware of anything that was gaingaround her— and
certainly not of the ground beneath her feet. Quidyit, to her, was reality.

And when, each evening, he delivered her back t@partment, it was he

who broke from their kisses, thrusting her awayfioim, even though she
sensed the hunger, the impatience in his body.ldstshight, when they'd

got back very late from the Coral Reef, he'd takenin his arms, but then,
as she'd melted into his embrace, he'd pusheda®sy, gripping her hands

until she had almost cried out. He had said tighflgr heaven's sake— go,’
and all but shoved her out of the car.

She went into the bathroom and, still dazed wittele-and two glasses of
champagne —leaned against the wash-basin, gazivey etflection. It was

there, in her face, in her eyes, that naked emetioer love for Matt. She

looked defenceless, somehow, and very vulnerahléaa she stared into
those wide dark blue eyes a qualm went through her.

Maybe —surely —it was dangerous to love someoneash as she did.
But there was nothing to be afraid of now; the dafys/ooing were over,
and tomorrow Matt would ask her to marry him.

He'd already said, earlier that evening, '"Whereust $upposing yodo say
yes—' he'd given her another slanting grin '—do y@unt to be married?
They lay on marvellous weddings right here in Bdds you know.'She'd
hesitated, picturing a wedding on this lovely tagpiisland, but then she'd
said, 'If you don't mind, Matt, | think I'd like twe married in London, with
my family and friends."

'‘And what about a honeymoon? Mexico? The Seyclilles

"Your cay —that would be the perfect place. At teaShe hesitated, biting
her lip.



‘At least?' he prompted.

'Matt..." Instead of meeting his eye, she begakimicat one of the buttons
on his cream shirt, but then the words came ouat linsh, 'You know that
silk blouse | found in the corner of your wardrobe|l —'

'‘Ah, yes." Matt's face was deadpan. 'Celia is aesejebut she's very
forgetful.'

'Celia?' she faltered.

'Oh, don't look like that, my love.' Taking her aihe crushed it between
his. 'She is the devoted wife of Eduardo, my sedgormbmmand. | lent
them the cay as a tenth wedding anniversary gift.'

'‘But that day when | found it, | thought—' She beakf.
'Yes, | know what you thought.' Matt grinned at betugly.

'‘And you let me believe it, and go on believingshe added unsteadily, and
felt the hairs stir on her neck. There was that bfrlatent cruelty in him
once more.

'Yes, | did." His smile faded abruptly. 'My darlifgvanted you to suffer the
torments of jealousy, just as | was at the thowglany other man coming
near you.'

'Oh, Matt, there was no need.' She looked up at tears glinting in the
darkness. 'There's never been any other man forand-there never will
be.’

'‘And no other woman for me."' His eyes were whodlgiais now. 'For five
years, whenever I've tried to blot you out by fargii another
relationship—and God knows I've tried hard enougdtast hasn't worked.'
He gave her a crooked little smile, then went 8o, the cay it is—always
supposing that the owner figures in your honeymgalans, of course. And
if you tire of the simple life | can set up a Cédan cruise, just for two.
What do you say to that?"



'Mmm, that would be marvellous.' A smile curved &eft mouth.

'‘And afterwardsguerida,where would you like to live?' He looked at her
tenderly. 'I'll keep this place, of course, but Vdoyou prefer England?’

'l don't mind where | am, just so long as I'm withu." Overwhelmed with
her love for him, she reached up to kiss his chideild I'm sure you really
need to be based in Tierranueva.'

'‘Well, perhaps. And | do have a villa there, ndsr toast—quite large
enough for a family." Their eyes met, and she ddstBut we'll keep the
apartment in London for when we go across to Euftope

Now, Sorrel yawned, gave a lazy stretch, then gatruthe padded lounger
and looked down at her body. Against her new shihgcolate-brown
bikini, her skin was turning a delicious gold. Aseswas rubbing in more
suntan oil on her stomach and legs Jorge appezaagling a tray with a jug
of iced lime juice and a bowl of red-gold mangodsal he set down beside
her.

She smiled at himGracias Jorge Er—es muy buernicshe added carefully,
practising the Spanish which Matt was teaching her.

The manservant nodded graveDe 'nada, senorita.'

'Er—' She pulled a rueful face, and lapsed intoliEhg'Have you taken
Senor Ramirez a drink? | think he could do with.bne

'Of coursesenorita.’'

They exchanged meaningful glances as the sounccomguter keyboard
being angrily thumped drifted out from Matt's offjchen Jorge turned and
went back into the pink villa.

Sorrel lay watching him from under the brim of h&raw hat. The
immaculate servant to his fingertips, he was fardiscreet to have shown
the slightest reaction to her sudden reappearanbatt's life but, just as
five years ago, he seemed to take pleasure in pamggdeer. He must have



heard her say to Matt how much she adored mangondsiow no drink ever
came without a bowl of the gorgeous fruit, eactking as if it had been
lovingly hand-polished in the kitchen.

She poured herself a drink, the ice in the frostyghinking softly, and, after
peeling a glossy- skinned fruit she sank her teetih its scented flesh.
Dropping the stone on the plate, she dabbled ekystingers in the blue
water of the pool, letting it lap her hand like wasilk. Mmm. Maybe she'd
have another swim—or maybe, half-asleep in thisitieigarden of Matt's,
she was just too lazy to move.

The keyboard clatterings ceased abruptly, and meathent Matt pushed
open the glass door and came storming out to staed her, scowling
darkly.

'Something wrong?' she asked tentatively.

'Of course there's something wrong," he snarldek lamn thing's given up
on me.'

'I'm not surprised, the way you were treating itit Burely," she went on
hastily, as his scowl became even more ferocithex,e must be a computer
agency in Bridgetown. They'll send someone ouigitaway.'

'Straight away isn't soon enough —I want it fixegght now. So, what are
you waiting for?"

'Me?' Sorrel shrank back further into the lound@h, no, | couldn't
possibly—'

'Rubbish. You're a computer troubleshooter, ageni®’
'No. | just—'

'‘Come on. | haven't got all day." And, reaching dpte pulled her to her
feet.



She followed him across the terrace, her footstkpgging, and into the
office. She had been very careful not to come ire ltiring the last few
days; now she looked around in open astonishmetiteastate-of-the-art
communications equipment set up along all four svalllata transmission
facilities, including telex and fax machines, a lbbafh TV screens, set up
presumably for teleconferencing rather than viewihg latest rerun of
M*A*S*H, and, on a desk taking up nearly the whole of oak, &n entire

management workstation, including a very sad-logpkiomputer, its screen
totally blank.

Sorrel ran the tip of her tongue round her dry.lihbsok, Matt—'

'Well—what are you waiting for?' he demanded. "€lsethe user's manual,
for what it's worth. Get to work. I'm going for wisn.' And, peeling off his
T-shirt, he disappeared.

She stood motionless for several seconds but theling slightly sick, sat
down at the console to inspect the invalid. Oh;siverked with machines
like this many times—her own was a less expensareion—but even so,
to be handling Matt's...

And that, of course, was why she'd been so reludtatome into this
room—and why now her usually nimble fingers weretsih and awkward.
The last time she'd sat before one of Matt's coerputer entire world had
collapsed around her, and now she felt an almgsrstitious dread that the
wounds which had only just healed were about todgeed open again.

Yet surely not. Last time Matt hakdoughthe loved her—now shHenewthat
he did. So therefore he must trust her... An iigefit man like Matt could
have no difficulty in running what was, after alperfectly straightforward
computer terminal. .. Could it possibly be thatdheset this up
deliberately—to show her, in his own way, that &k the suspicion and
disbelief he trusted her absolutely?

As the little glow flickered in her, then burstoenjoyful flame, she turned
back to the keyboard and was instantly totally imrsed in the challenge of
restoring the machine to full health once more...



She straightened up, flexing her shoulder musthes), pushing back her
chair, went outside. Matt was sprawled face-dowa tounger in the shade
of the pergola. She stood for a moment, her eyaestifeg on that superbly
honed body, and then, as though sensing her gaza wa his skin, he

raised his head.

'Well?'
‘The file-names didn't match up.'
'l know that," he said irritably.

"You must have specified the wrong drive.' Her dy&d his for an instant.
‘But it's all right now— I've fixed it.'

'Great.' He leapt to his feet, smiling broadly. 6@agirl —I knew | could
count on you.'

Her heart overflowing with gratitude, she stoodtimioe and kissed him.
‘Thank you, Matt,' she said huskily.

'What for?"
‘Just—thank you.’
‘Right. I'll get back to it, then.’

'Oh, give yourself a break first. You look tire8he put a hand on his arm.
"You haven't had that swim yet, have you? Comdatis, have a swim. I'll
beat you to the far end of the pool.’

'OK, sweetie. You're a bad influence, though — koow that?' he said
mock-severely, 'But then I'll have to leave youywaay. I've got an
appointment in town in under an hour. You stay @meh-it's Jorge's
afternoon off, but he'll fix you lunch before heegd



'No, I think I'll go back to the apartment and haveest. Can you drop me
off when you go?’

'Sure.'

‘Thank you.' She smiled ruefully. 'All these laights are catching up on
me.’

'Me too." He pulled a wry face. 'But when you'reoimgy the most

beautiful—' he kissed one eyebrow ' — the mostrdbe—' he kissed the
other brow '—young woman in the western hemisphavels- sacrifices

have to be made."

Colouring with pleasure, she turned away to thel,pbot as she stood
poised on the edge he went on laconically, 'And tlb@ subject of
wooing—just in case you're wondering—I haven't &Gitgn that the time is
up for your reply. Wear something special tonigimiada mial'm planning
a celebration meal —at least —' he gave her antgésok '—I hope I'll have
something to celebrate. Now—what was that aboutrzpee? Honey, you
have absolutely no chance.’

And in one fluid movement he was diving in and ¢leg his way towards
the far end, so that when she arrived he was wgaignnning in triumph. He
pulled her against him and kissed her hard, their linbs twining in the
aguamarine water.

When they finally pulled apart he looked down at, lgently brushing her
lips with his fingertip.

'Oh, my sweet, if you knew how much | love you.' ¢fve a shaken laugh.
'‘But I'll still wait for tonight for your answer.’

The slam of a car door roused her from a pleasaze.dShe rolled over, the
smile still lingering on her lips, then came wideake as she heard rapid
footsteps followed by Matt's voice. Heavens! Sheold a little wail. She

must have slept for hours. He'd arrived to take dwdrto dinner and she



hadn't even washed her hair, or finally made upnhied whether to wear
the black silk dress or the —

Her bedroom door opened and Matt stood there, flaagainst the brilliant
sunlight. He paused in the doorway, trying to fodasthe shuttered
darkness, then closed the door behind him and eanoss to stand looking
down at her.

'Hi. You're early,' she said softly, and held oat hand to him, but he did
not appear to see it.

'Well, well. So you're still here.

Still here? What did he mean? And that voice... utiothe words were
softly—very softly — spoken, there was somethinthiem which made her
whole body tense.

'Strange,’ he went on, in that same low tone |fithaught you'd have made
a run for it by now.'

'l —I don't understand you, Matt." She lay moti@slestaring up at him, her
hands clutching on the sheet.

'Don't understand?' The sudden savagery in hiseyadter the level
quietness, almost made her cry out.

In three strides he crossed to the window and ¢edqeen the shutters,
letting the light flood in. Then he turned backs bByes raking over her body
—obviously naked under the single sheet. His ihgady tight, whitened

into a thin line, then with a violent gesture hgped it away.

As she gasped with shock he ground out, 'Get sdotiees on.’

Catching up her cotton housecoat, which lay actlesdottom of the bed,
she dragged it on, her fingers shaking so muchsti@tould scarcely belt it.

'Please, Matt —' she began unsteadily, forcingdiiets meet his furious
gaze. 'Tell me what's happened.’



'Oh, God."' He shook his head hard, as if to cleairsome painful memory.
'How can a woman look so beautiful, so innocend, yet —' He broke off,
then pulled a folded sheet of paper from his jagatket. 'Do you know
what this is?'

Sorrel took it but, her mind still frozen, she abwinly stare blankly at the
flimsy paper. Finally, though, she looked backiat.h

'Of course | do,' she said tautly. 'lt's a fax s&tion report. But | don't —'
'I'm so glad you don't try to deny it.’

'‘But why should I?' she asked, bewilderment begigpto merge with fear. 'l
handle them often enough in my work."'

'‘Ah, yes—your work," he sneered. 'Which do you metre official or
unofficial variety?' And, when she made no resppheedemanded, 'Well,
where is it? The original, 1 mean. And, for youonmmation, a second copy
has been sent through to me.'

‘A second copy?' As his fists bunched she backedgamnst the wall, her
hands spread against it for support.

'Give it to me, Sorrel.' He jammed his hands intojéicket pockets, but the
raw anger was still vibrating in his voice. 'Yoeat leaving the island with
it—you must see that now—so hand it over.’

'l don't know what you mean. I've got nothing otig® | swear it, Matt. Do
you really think — 2

As she broke off, biting her lip, he cut in savggédlve been setting up this
deal for months—a merger with a Wall Street banig.Néw York lawyers
were faxing me the final details today, but wheot back from my meeting
nothing had come in, so | rang them. Well, donli yeant to know what
they said?’

'‘No. No, I don't,’ she said loudly, as the panigareto unleash itself in her.



'They said, my sweet, that a fax, detailing ourspeztive partner's current
financial position down to the last cent, was désped this morning—at
eleven twenty-five, Barbados time.'

'Eleven twenty-five,' she said slowly. 'When | vilayour office.'

'Precisely. And, to prove it, they faxed me thipyof the report sheet for
the original —' he waved it in front of her agatrcomplete, of course, with
time, date and name-code —together with a dupliegtéch is now safely
stowed away from any greedy, prying eyes.'

Sorrel, her knuckles pressed to her mouth, coulgsiare at him. Oh, God,
it was starting all over again, the nightmare eéfyears ago. The suspicion,
the mistrust, the accusations. And, because shallmded herself to love
him again, she was as utterly helpless againstrigsr now as she had been
that last dreadful time. But, for her own salvatishe had to try to defend
herself.

'‘Are you saying that | engineered the whole thirglie demanded tightly.
‘That | somehow put a jinx on your computer, hopheg you would ask me
to put it right, just to have the chance to getlaflany messages that might
come through?'

'No, of course not," he replied harshly. 'But | wngou well enough,

guerida—whdoetter? —' his lips twisted, and again she glirdgbe pain,

next second ruthlessly stamped down ' — to beiodttat you saw that fax
and realised that you'd struck gold again. Thabrmhtion would be
priceless to any of that bank's competitors—andlyaaw it.'

Sorrel closed her eyes, trying desperately to révallayout of his office.

'Working at that computer,’ she said at last, 4 Inay back to the fax
machine. And the messages just slide out intortne 80 | wouldn't have
heard anything.’'

'No—but when you'd finished you saw the report,ndyithere so
conveniently, and—with that smart little brain afuys already in overdrive
— you seized your chance.’



'Please, Matt—'she began huskily.
'Please, what?'

'‘Don't treat me like this. Just a few hours aga ywd me you 1-love me. If
you really do, you ought to trust me, too.’'

'‘God help me, | do love you.' Without warning, laésed one hand, and,
tilting her face to his, gazed down at her, hisseyery sombre. 'But that
makes no difference. Oh, | don't say you do thbsey$ deliberately—you
can't help yourself. It's like an illness. You s&w-so you took it.’

'No." Her voice was all but inaudible. 'l sweaytw that's not true.’
'l demand complete integrity from my staff, my asates—'
'‘And your wife, | suppose,’ she said tautly.

'Especially my wife." As he released her all thgearseemed to go from
him, leaving just an overwhelming sense of reghébu must see that,
Sorrel. The confidential information that passe®dgh my hands daily
could destroy business empires—rock governmentgn.eHis face
tightened with self-contempt. 'l suppose you thaughu were safe this
time, with me behaving towards you like some besb#dolescent.’

‘No, Matt —'
'No wonder you were so anxious not to stay for huaicthe villa. You didn't

even want to risk me going back into the officeoliMook tired" — "Let's
have a swim". That's what you said, wasn't it?'

"You did look tired.' But he hadn't looked the waeylooked now—nhis face
pale and set in harsh lines, his lips compresse¢dagh on some vicious
inner pain.

‘Just give it to me, Sorrel, and I'll let you wél&e.'



Out of his life forever. . .

She shook her head. 'l can't give you what | hawgot." As his hands
bunched by his sides again she went on steading t@y, Matt, you'll come
to know the truth about me, and | hope you'll beysb

'Sorry.' He almost spat out the word. 'Do you think I'ot $orry now? Sorry
| ever met you — sorrier still that | let myselfilfan love with you twice
over, knowing what you are?'

‘There's nothing more to be said.' She straighteipednd, picking up her
tiny bedside clock, snapped it closed with a suddelent gesture. '‘Before
all this you said you were going to propose to hied¢vening. Well—you're
not going to now, of course, but | wouldn't marpuyanyway.'

Even though she was slowly bleeding to death inBm® the wounds he
had inflicted, she set her head proudly. 'l cowddar marry any man who
didn't I-love me —' just for a moment her voiceraged her '—enough to
trust me.'

She gave him a sad little smile. 'l don't think yaun ever really have loved
me, Matt, and at least you've found that out iretidand now | want to pack,
SO0 just—ijust go, will you?'

A terrible dead weight of misery was settling om, laad she longed to be
alone.

'I'll call the airport for you, shall I1?' he saidpleasantly. 'Book you the first
flight out.'

'You needn't bother." The bitterness overflowed:e'Fyears ago, in case
you've forgotten, you were generous enough to fang cab for me. But
I've grown up since then, Matt. | can make my owornge calls now.'

As she went to walk past him, though, he caugtd bbher by the wrists, so
that she winced with pain.



'I'm letting you go—you realise that? If | were minded, | could fetch in
the police. | could strip this room to locate tfeat. But I'm not going to. |

promise you one thing, though.' His grip tighteegdn more. 'And this time
round I'll spell it out. If one iota of that infoation leaks out, | shall know
the source, and | will destroy you utterly—professlly, and

personally—and take the greatest pleasure in dsrig

As the door closed behind him she sank on to tide her trembling legs
unable to hold her upright a moment longer. Herdsahurt. Looking
down, she saw, though barely registering it, that.nails had dug into the
soft skin of her palms and little pinpricks of btbavere oozing up through
the grazed skin.

Catching hold of the pillow, she cradled it in lhems, burying her face in it
to stifle the broken whimpers of misery. Destroy tigerly—in the future?
But how could he possibly do that, when he'd doadéréady?



CHAPTER TEN

ENGLAND. Sorrel leaned forward, peering down through tlmey t
rain-flecked window. Back home, back to work tonesrmrmorning, in a job
she loved, blotting out the past so that very silatt Ramirez would be
even less substantial than these laden grey cladnish the plane was
lurching down through.

But then, as though to mock her resolve, one o$dhgpasms of intense
despair, which had been shaking her at intervads swmce they had taken
off from Barbados, took hold of her again. Leanbagk in her seat, she
closed her eyes as it shuddered through her agyaltennedy Airport—in
her desperation to be away, she had taken theawaljable flight, which
had been via New York — she'd all but missed thealfideparture
announcement as she'd sat, wrapped in her unhagpine

'Excuse me.'

A hand touched her arm, and she opened her eyeEetthe young man in
the neighbouring seat bending towards her. He padtghe first half- hour
out of New York trying—nicely enough—to chat her, tipen given it up as
hopeless and buried himself in a book.

'We're supposed to fasten our seat belts," he ovent
'‘Oh-sorry.'

Sorrel roused herself, smiled, and fumbled withidedt. This time when she
glanced out of the window the airport was belownthand as the plane
banked she saw a large Boeing poised ready fordtiles one of the small
executive jets which whizzed around Europe cameiskng in to land
along the runway.

‘Are you all right?' Her neighbour was looking at,toncern puckering his
roundish, good- natured face.



'l—yes, of course.' She tacked a smile in placehe-simile which she was
going to have to learn how to use in the weeksa@heaknzzIling, but empty.

He grimaced. 'l don't much care for landings mys&lbt many people do.
Look, | don't suppose the bar will be open at timee in the morning, but
how about a quick coffee when we get through Cus®m

'Oh, it's very kind, but -—'
'Please do. It'll take them some time to stackhalluggage on the coaches.’

'‘Coaches?' Sorrel's dazed brain picked up the #oadl. 'Oh, no —I'll be
getting the tube in from Heathrow.'

'Heathrow?' The young man looked at her warilythemigh he had just
discovered that she was crazy. 'But we're not fanthere. Didn't you hear
the announcement a while back? They've closedhallairports in the
south-east of England because of dense fog.'

'Oh." Roused at last, she clapped a hand to hethmdithere are we
landing, then?’

He shrugged. 'Some airport up north. Birmingham-was it Manchester?
It doesn't really matter, does it?'

No, it didn't matter. Nothingeally mattered, and never would, now that
she'd never see Matt again.

It was still raining as they all trooped down ttieps towards where the
three airport buses were lined up to take therhedd¢rminal. Sorrel shook
out her white lightweight mac to slip it over héoslders, but the belt was
tangled, and if she had not been preoccupied wittvisting it she would
have seen him earlier.

'Sorrel!



As her head jerked up she finally saw him, spronticross the wet tarmac
towards their group. She stopped dead, not bregthimd stood staring as
around her the crowd jostled in their eagerneggetout of the rain.

Only when it was too late did she rouse herselif fism a deep sleep. She
made a convulsive leap towards the nearest budlatitseized her hand.

'Didn’t you hear me calling you?'

She wasn't hallucinating. In the driving rain haldhair was plastered to
his forehead, just as it had been when he camertout of the sea, but this
was no dream—the deep, vibrant voice was his, amel lnolding hers was
living flesh and blood... She stared up at himgltgtbereft of speech.

'It's incredible." He shook his head. 'I've jusidad, and here you are. Thank
God we were both diverted to the same airport.’

'H-how did you get here?' she stammered.

'Oh —' He jerked a thumb across at the white exeejgt which had rolled
to a halt not far away. 'That's mine.'

'‘But —' she could still barely form the words ' —hat have you come to
England for?'

'Excuse me, sir." An airport policeman and a grated man had silently
materialised, one on each side of Matt.

'What is it?' he snapped, his eyes still lockedh\@orrel's.
‘Immigration Control, sir.'

The grey-suited man put a firm hand on his armthMaked down at it, and

she saw a faint frown crease those elegant browv®re, but no one laid a
finger on Matt Ramirez. But then he relaxed slightfes, of course. My

pilot has the papers--come with me.'



Turning back to her, he raised her fingers to haath, kissing their cold
tips quickly.

'Sorrel —' he held her gaze a second more '—wain®—please."’

Wait for him—for this man who had cost her so mpeain that she would
never be whole again? For this man whom she o watched him
walk away, then, barely conscious of the dozenganfs of eyes fixed on
her, climbed into the last bus and, as it juddaredibegan to move, held on
to a strap.

Her luggage was among the first off the carousel sime came quickly
through Customs, but still he was there ahead oimhtne arrivals lounge.
When she appeared, he came towards her and toca$er

‘Come on.'
'No." She drew back. 'Please, Matt. | have tolgetbach.'

Through the plate glass window she could see skeweeghes drawn up,
and people from her flight already climbing on twbar

'‘Nonsense. I've told them—I'm taking you down tondlon," he said
peremptorily.

What she ought to say was, No, you're not, and wallay from
him—because with this man there would always be,pand she didn't
think she could take any more.

'Matt—' she began unsteadily, then, as a heavtlyyeenan cannoned into
her from behind, she was sent stumbling against him

One arm closed round her, drawing her to him ptotely. He gave the
woman a scowl, which ought to have felled her ® ghound, then pulled
Sorrel to the edge of the melee.

'‘Look,' he said, 'I've hired a car—it'll be readyai few minutes. Until then,
for heaven's sake, let's go somewhere quieter.’



In the crowded cafe he found a table for two, amel watched, her chin
propped on her hands, as he joined the self-sequieae. Even in here he
looked cold—he was still wearing the lightweighthndn suit and
open-necked shirt that he'd changed into for tipgbatment when he'd
dropped her off at her apartment. It seemed liglary ago, somehow, not
hours—but then she was light years older now.

He set down a tray of coffee and a plate piled withcolate éclairs. When
she looked from them to him, he grimaced.

'l didn't think either of us would fancy bacon aedg, and | seem to
remember you went for the eclairs when we hadtt&dither Bay last week.'

Glitter Bay.. .that afternoon.. .that magical déyey'd spent the morning at
Andromeda Gardens, strolling hand in hand among dtehids and
brilliantly flowered trees, had a picnic lunch, thevum and slept on a tiny
deserted beach that his white mini moke had bouriseday to down an
overgrown track, before going on to the hotel foiEaglish afternoon tea...

Sorrel bit hard on her inner lip to keep back teatherous tears that burned
behind her eyes.

As Matt slid into the chair opposite she lookedamal, really for the first
time, they gazed directly at one another. He loakeavn, and in the space
of hours new lines had appeared at the cornetsogktlovely green eyes.

He smiled faintly, as if reading her thoughts, ttsaind abruptly, 'When
Jorge came back from his afternoon fishing triptdié me that after we'd
left he'd found a fax in the in-tray and put itedgfaway.'

'l see,’ she said stiffly. A crazy, unreasoning yeogs filling her, but she
dared not surrender to it. 'So that means you tetitve any longer that |
took it?' She was holding his gaze, her eyes steady

'Of course it does. It means that I've been thedebkt brute who ever—' He
broke off, and, snatching up the coffee-pot, pouvea cups, pushing one
towards her.



‘Thank you." She added milk, then mechanicallgdifthe cup to her lips.

'l can only say I'm sorry,' he went on huskily. s Jorge —he sent his
apologies too. That was just before | fired him—toa spot.’

"You fired him?' Sorrel set down her cup, so thdew drops of coffee
splashed unnoticed over her hand. 'But it wass'tfault. You know it
wasn't,’ she added accusingly. 'He was just loo&ftey your interests.’

'Yes, well —maybe," he grunted sourly. 'And maylas a little hasty. Oh,
don't cry,querida.'Her tears shimmered. 'If | call him when we getrtp
flat in London he'll hardly have started packing.dffer him a generous
bonus to stay on.' He gave a wry grimace. 'He's et me for ten years,
and I've already been asking myself how I'd pogsiinage without him.
Will that suit you?'

Her taut face relaxed for an instant. 'Yes—thank y8ut —' she took a deep
breath ' — I'm sorry, Matt, I'm not coming backytwur flat.'

'‘Because of—?' His lips tightened.

'Last time?' Her gaze met his again. 'No, not that.you must see—there's
no future for us.’'

It was so very hard saying those words, with a pabreautiful green eyes
fixed on her, just inches away, but she must. Yok, know now that I'm
innocent —and | hope you know that | was that otimee. | was foolish, but
| didn't intend you any harm. But it changes naghiSomething else, at
some time in the future, will make you doubt me—psas me all over
again.’

'‘But | know now that | love you,' he exclaimed,rhran his fingers through
his hair. 'Although | was too proud to admit ithyself, | really did love you
five years ago, and | never stopped loving you—gfoutold myself often
enough that | had. And then, when you were dragggedmy cabin like a
half-drowned mermaid —' he raised his hand andeeydtroked her hair '
— | couldn't bear to let you go again. Oh, | coulave clapped you in



irons—' he gave a half-smile '—or held you undekland key at my villa,
but | had to keep you just to myself, on my cay.'

'Oh, Matt.' Her eyes brimmed with tears again. ,Yésink you do love me
—and | love you. But that doubt—it will always Weete, between us. And
bit by bit it will push us apart. No, please —' Shepped him as he went to
interrupt. 'You said it yoursel—you demand abselubtegrity from
everyone around you, and especially from your w8eoner or later, |
would see the suspicion in your eyes, and it wouéhk my heart.’

'Sorrel—my darling.' He took her hands—still catdspite of the hot coffee
—and held them as she tried to draw back. 'l knaen't deserve you. |
shall never deserve you,' he added unsteadilyl ‘Bantnot—will not—give
you up. | love you too much—you must believe me.’

'l do believe you, Matt, but —'

'Even when Idid think you were guilty, | realised | couldn't leby go. |
came back to your apartment, then, when a highligiab Victoria—' he
rolled his eyes at the memory ' — informed me yloatd gone, | chased you
to the airport. | arrived just as your flight too. No—' he held up his hand
as she tried to break in '—it's my turn now. Whergd came back with his
afternoon's catch, I'd already contacted my pilad aas sorting out my
papers to follow you—or even, with you going viaviN¥ork, get in ahead
of you. Which | managed—just."'

That bubble of happiness was swelling inside heatrstll it mustn't take her
over.

"You love me, Matt,' she said, very softly, 'bull gou didn't believe me.
And | have too much pride—'

'‘Amada mid His fingers tightened on her hands. 'l swednallsever, ever
mistrust you again. And, it you'll only let me Hadl spend the rest of my life
proving it to you.'

A group of ebullient teenagers sat down nearbyggirg two tables
together, and Matt pulled a face then leapt tddes



'Let's get out of here. We'll stop for breakfastloemway down to London, if
you want to.'

Putting a hand on her elbow, he lifted her outef ¢thair, then, taking her
case, steered her outside to where a sleek grayadagas waiting, a
uniformed chauffeur beside it. Matt stopped dedéywapaces away.

'Sorrel —' He turned her to him, speaking urgenitlyan't wait till we get to
London. Please forgive me. Without you, my life, mgrk, my wealth
—they're nothing—just ashes in my mouth. Marry rivarry me, my
darling, and | promise you, by everything that'siy power, you will never
regret it." He gazed down at her, his face straimigtal tension.

How much she loved him... Strange, she hadn'tse@luntil this moment
just how very much.

She held out her hands to him. 'Matt.'
It was all there in the luminous smile she gave hmd in that one simple

word—all her intense love and longing for him. Aral the chauffeur
studied his polished toecaps, with a little sigh slent into his arms.

'Happy, my love?'

Matt spoke very softly into her hair, and Sorrel; bheek nestled against his
bare chest, could only smile. 'Mmm.'

'Sure?' There was that faint note of uncertainthigmvoice again, which
plucked at her heartstrings.

'Perfectly—' turning her head a fraction, she prddser lips to his warm
skin '—absolutely sure—for all my life.’

'‘Oh, my darling.’



As Matt's arms tightened around her she restedch&ed on his—her left
hand, with the superb sapphire ring and—since yasyemorning—the
plain gold band, which was far more precious to her

He put her gently away from him, so that he cooloklat her. From far

across the Caribbean, the setting sun turned the#s to molten gold as
they stared into one another's eyes, drinkingeénldlie and adoration each
saw there.

'‘Querida’ Matt's features twisted suddenly. 'l love yoursech. But it's true
—I do not deserve you.'

'Of course you do.' She caressed his cheek.

'‘No." He shook his head. 'But at least you alrelaglyw your husband's
faults. | shall just have to spend the next fifgays showing you all my good
gualities.'

'Oh." She looked up at him, her face solemn, thagimpish gleam lurked
behind the wide- eyed innocence. 'But | only malrsreu for your faults. |
didn't realise younadany good qualities.’

'Well, you little—'

As he made a grab at her she wriggled out of hégpgrimmped down the
veranda steps and raced towards the sea.

But as she reached the edge of the beach he daoightf her silk sarong,
which was tied under her arms. Her laughter tutoexdsqueal as, shatching
her up, he carried her across the sand to the ‘watige, then waded in until
he was knee- deep.

'Shall | throw you in?' In the dusk, his eyes wglrating wickedly.

'No —no,' she wailed, torn between terror and laéaigHYou'll ruin my
beautiful sarong.’



'In that case..." he let her slide down his bodyl she was standing locked
against him .. .I'd better take it off, hadn't 1?"

And, peeling the clinging silk away from her, sattlshe was naked, he
hurled it in the direction of the sand.

He was laughing, but as he looked down at herntpki the pale, tangled
hair round her shoulders and her slender, lissaom,fehe heard his breath
catch.

'How lovely you are,'he said throatily. 'So lovéhat | half think you're a
dream that I'll hold in my arms all night, and tregrdawn you'll vanish.'

'Oh, no, Matt." Her mouth curved tenderly. 'I'lMee go away.'

Far out, the sea was thundering on the reef, theesvaurling towards the
shore as the white horses of foam tossed theirshééakt drew her to him,
and she closed her eyes as his lips found hers.s&éhgthe beach, the
breaking waves, the silver moon above —all this be€n just a dream, a
fantasy. But now she held her dream in her arms-rmwimving,alive. And,
sleeping or waking, it would never leave her.



