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AMBER'S WEDDING

Sara Wood

Book 3 of True Colourstrilogy



A wedding to remembler

The bride was resplendent, the groom was handgbmkcation was grand
and the cream of society was there. It was a gleraffair--with just a few
small hitches.

The groom was behaving both jealously and possagsiet strangely Jake
Cavendish and Amber Fraser were friends but narko\vAmber, however.
was pregnant--with another man's child. All in &llywasn't your average
wedding, and the best was yet to come: Jake wag &dbceveal to Amber a
secret about her past, her family. It was a rei@latat would change her
life and uncover Jake's true motives for marryiag k was all happening at
Amber's wedding.

TRUE COLOURS: Three women are looking for their figrawhat they
truly seek is love. Things are rarely as they seerS8ara Wood's intriguing
family trilogy.



With my grateful thanks to Mrs Joan Devaux, Gary®e, Maria
Monplaisir and all of Anse Chastanet






CHAPTER ONE
'DID you say... the Caribbean?’

Astonished, Amber whirled around so fast that leessgmer bridal veil flew
across her face, obscuring her view for a momematiently she pushed it
back and thrust her heavy mass of red-gold haiheffbare shoulders for
good measure. "You're kidding me!" she accusedlddriend.

Leo leaned against a pillar of the minstrels' gglend grinned. 'Well! I've
got your attention at last! Here | am, telling ybat I'm setting up home in
St Lucia,' he protested, 'and all you can do isldower your new husband!

‘Jake?'Her surprise wiped out Leo's startling news. Amibewned. Had
she been drooling? How odd! 'l wasn't.. .surely?’

‘Constantly!’

'l didn't know!" She recovered herself and mandgéaolok bashful. 'I'd be an
odd bride if | didn't.’

And an odd bride she most definitely was! It wagenban likely that her
marriage to Jake was the oddest that had ever faken in Castlestowe's
small kirk. A marriage of convenience. No sex, no&onal hassle, only a
warm affection. Perfect.

She had no patrticular feelings for Jake other thase of friendship. That
was why her apparent fascination for him baffled Before she could stop
herself, she glanced down at the throng belowesufj Leo's fond chuckle
as she did so.

Guests in bright tartans and colourful ballgowtiedi Castlestowe Castle's
baronial hall. Jake's tall, athletic figure in adk dinner jacket stood out
amongst them. But then he would be very strikingng crowd.

Amber studied his lampblack, Byronic curls and astdinarily arresting
face. Tonight he seemed to glow with joy, his deyks alight with the kind



of shining happiness of any blissful groom. Buwsesn't a blissful groom.
So why was he ecstatic?

She frowned and tried to forget the misgivingsghed ever since Jake had
said, 'l do," and smiled at her with disarminglyrmaaffection. When she'd
returned the smile, she'd thought for a momentttieae had been a curl of
desire on his eloquent mouth. And she wanted fakipd Unfortunately he
was sexy. He was a man—and she didn't have muthirianen's promises
when their hormones were involved.

'l suppose Jake must seem like a different persoyoti now he's more
conventionally dressed. A DJ isn't the same assa Bhirt, flak jacket and
decorative dust,’ Leo said helpfully.

Yes. That was why she'd found Jake intriguing—thgaosial contrast.
Mystery solved! 'Elegant, isn't he? | never knewbeld look so civilised!
she agreed with a light laugh.

Almost civilised, but not quite, she mused. Thewswan element of Jake
that scared her a little. It was partly the faettthe risked his life a mite too
often, partly something she couldn't define. Behthd charm and the
laid-back manner, she sensed something darkere'Ma@s a whole bunch
of secrets in those near-black, fathomless eyes.

Several times during their acquaintance in the whsh she'd been chatting
animatedly to him about her family back home heatlenan abrupt excuse
and left, as if her joy had hurt him somehow. Shezdnt to throttle back on

the happy-family stories, sensing that he had problthat he did not wish

to share. No one had ever got close to Jake oehrtiie seal over his heart.
And it was clear that he was a fascinating chakeiogvomen.

They'd known one another for years, off and on—ah@s capacity working
for Reuters, the most highly respected news agentlye world, she as a
fieldworker for Unite, the organisation that broudbst refugee children
back to their parents. They'd met in Bucharest, frdrinto one another in
Sarajevo and Rwanda and recently on another Afpoeting.



And every time he'd eased his lithe body out depln his habitual rounds
of the refugee camps he'd turned the women workeratls with his
devastating charm, his sword-blade cheekbones akealy dancing eyes.
The adjective most commonly used about Jake wasisig. Women found
him easy to get on with—a beguiling man with a cairsteel.

A twinge of anxiety troubled her chocolate-browregyThat sexy manner
had been the only thing about him that had madéésitate when they'd
arranged the marriage. Only the warmth she felhfior and his assurance
that he understood how she felt had persuadedlegree. Jake knew how
she felt about sex— and why.

Firmly she told herself that she was worrying uressarily about Jake. He'd
been good to her. Her face softened with admirafmorthe sophisticated
man who could lift the camp-fire conversation whiik wit and humour one
night and disappear into hostile territory the neatmed with only a
notebook and a change of underwear. A real touggmeath that deceptive,
sensitive-poet appearance.

'He's rather...deliciouslydissolutelooking, Amber!" one of her old
university friends had gleefully said during thedd&ng reception—and
there had been regret in her friend's tone that hakin't coméer way
first.

But Amber knew that for the last ten years Jake leeh busy roaming
around the world, actively seeking out news storéesl he didn't have
time for meaningful relationships or emotional conment.

And she'd married him. Did that make her wise otifin?

'You are...happy?' Leo queried gently. 'Once océvtoday you've seemed
rather brittle.'

She threw back her head and laughed. To her eanes\was a slight tinge
of hysteria about it so she toned it down. 'Thisig wedding day!" she
chided gently. 'And only two weeks ago Jake an@denn Africa. It was

tough in the camp. I'm adjusting to being home— baohg a married
woman'!'



'It's been a bit of a rush job." Leo chuckled p#ople didn't know you
better, they'd have been checking your waistline!"

'‘Good grief!" she squawked, fiercely quelling heemvhelming desire to
press her hand to her stomach. Her child lay thand.it wasn't Jake's. A
faint sensation of nausea rose to her throat. ‘8putation as a vestal
virgin would be shot to pieces, wouldn't it?' shenaged to joke.

Trembling, she rested her shaking hands on the dlakheavily carved
chair, longing to sink into it. And with the truthaking her stomach knot
she hastily changed the subject before her conszierade her confess.

'‘Now, Leo! About this Caribbean plantation—'

'Yes—not only am | going to live there with Ginnyut we're getting
married again!" he said happily.

Amber grasped his hand in delight. He'd been likear with a sore head
after his divorce from Ginny.Wonderful'l'm glad for you. But...'

Her face fell as she thought of Leo's father. $tddscount Brandon was
also her own dearly loved godfather and, sincepaeents were dead, he
had given her the wedding as his present to her.

'How can you leave?' she continued reproachfiyu'run the estate. You
know every contour, every blade of grass, evergropt of granite. The
land, the village, the castle.. .they're life angdbh to you, just as they are to
me. You stand to inherit Castlestowe. | love ithaall my heart—and I'm
only a gillie's daughter,’ she said, proud thatfaerly had been servants to
the Brandons for generations. 'l sweaméyerleave it-'

'‘But | love Ginny more," he told her softly.

The plain statement brought her up with a joltw#ts so sweetly said, so
deeply meant. Why she should feel envious she tdish@w. After her
recent disastrous affair with Enzo, she'd decitiatl éntrusting her heart to
a man was too great a risk. A loveless marriage faramore sensible. It
suited her and it suited Jake...



Jake! Every time she blinked she seemed to beittgr&bout him! They
were supposed to operate independently, not gondroed up together in
thought, word and deed!

Amber carefully avoided looking at the black-clagufe in the centre of
the room and gazed ardently around the great kedoali of the fairy-tale
castle. The room blazed richly with the warm goltight of hundreds of
giant candles carefully set in the massive chaadeli Ancient,
age-tattered banners flew from the medieval nicpesjdly representing
long-forgotten battles fought by the Brandon faméyd the hall was
filled with lively music and the swirl of kilts aguests flung themselves
wholeheartedly into a vigorous reel.

Gillies, tenants, farmers, tradespeople, jourrglisMembers of
Parliament, the cream of Scottish society ... Allohged the huge,
beamed hall, filling it with chatter, laughter amevement.

It made her heart ache to be here. She loved Gasile. Loved the way it
sat, solid and confident, on the windswept cragiutrets and drawbridge
quite ; magical, amidst acres of feudal moorlakg teat went on for ever
and white virgin beaches. Nothing in this world kcbiouch it!

She smiled at the extent of her own fervour. 'Gimways hated it here.
She really is picky!"

Leo laughed at her impassioned face and surpriseavith a warm hug.
'‘Sweetheart,' he said, 'to Ginny this place is,calet and unwelcoming. |
love Ginny. | want her to be happy, as Jake wantstg be happy. He's
agreed to make his base here because he pmeshasn't he? Same
difference.’

Jake hadn't agreed—that was the trouble. He'dlegtdsee how he felt
about living in Scotland and she'd silently vowedrtake him love it.

'‘Nothing could tear me away from Castlestowe,’ shiel determinedly.
‘Nothing!"



Still enclosed in Leo's arms, Amber felt the hainsher neck rise. Jerking
her head around to look at the hall below, she 3ake's face lifted to
them and met the full force of his eyes. She feltsklf freeze. He
looked... angry.

Her entire body tensed with an irrational fear. ldbest tightened so
disturbingly that she had to draw in a series atkjlittle breaths to ease
her straining lungs as she remained within theleciof Leo's arms and
Jake slowly turned his dark eyes to Leo.

'Hell! That's a look and a half!' muttered Leo wea

'Oh, he's a pussy-cat really!" she declared unocamgly, flapping her hand
in a cheerful wave to Jake, to cover up her unngrsense of foreboding.

'l think his claws are out.' Leo pushed her badktle. "Your husband's
jealous. | think you'd better make it clear what mlationship is!"

‘Jealous?'Amber went very still, her eyes slanting againwioere Jake
stood. And then she understood. It was a necessatyof the act, she
supposed, to be annoyed at seeing your bride ithanman's arms. 'But of
course he is!" she said lightly, playing along with pretence. 'So he should
be.'

No one could know how safe Jake's real lack of@stehad made her feel.
Free from any complicated emotions towards him'dsheen able to relax
with him. Thankfully, she and Jake wanted the s#rm: to remain good

friends and stay mercifully immune from the dangdrove.

Love was frightening. It tore out your heart anceth it at someone's feet
where it lay pumping out your life's blood. It Igfou open to having that
raw heart trampled on without regard to your digoit pride. Love was like

standing on a greasy pole with a tiger pit below.

Thankfully her brief, destructive affair was ovéter marriage to Jake
would ensure that she never experienced such maggin.



She smiled at Jake in a sudden rush of gratitueelifted a disapproving
eyebrow in Leo's direction then beckoned her witlaathoritative finger to
come down to the hall.

Smiling, she lifted her hand and, splaying out firegers, mouthed, 'Five
minutes!

Jake frowned and turned away. His heavy lids weveeted, his lashes
making shadowed smudges on his sabre-cut cheeklfgimesvatched as his
head bent and he murmured something urgently tavtimeen around him,

his mouth taking on a ravishingly wicked curl asdne so.

'You can't take your eyes off him, can you?' chedileo.

'Yes! Oh, OK,no! He's...very compelling! she answered reluctariiyd
felt worried that it seemed to be true. Why was$lshne wondered, feeling a
sensation as if a hundred butterflies were danomdper skin. Butterflies
with hot feet; her body tingled with warmth and $wened her face with her
hand. 'Heavens, isn't it hot?'

'Not particularly,’ said Leo. 'But | know the fewii'

She hardly heard. Her eyes were glued to Jake atréae purposefully
across the dance floor towards the door that lebddg®ervants' quarters.

Leo touched her arm gently. ‘Amber, you understaing I'm leaving, don't
you? | can't leave Ginny in her hour of need. Pamed possessions are
nothing to me. Only Ginny. You'd give up everythifog Jake, wouldn't
you?'

She managed a wan smile. 'Are you kidding?'

But she wouldn't. To her there was only one plackve in the world. It
didn't matter to Jake where they lived. He couldticme working around
the world as a war correspondent while she stage@astlestowe, with
people she'd known all her life around her.



'I'll have children," said Leo, breaking in on bHeyughts. 'One of them might
love the idea of taking over Castlestowe on my bieRather's reconciled to
that idea. He's looking forward to grandchildrendA. maybe you and Jake
will come to visit us some time?' He grinned miseously. '‘Compare
children, maybe?'

He knew! she thought in horror, and then saw tleatvhs laughing at her
startled expression. Somehow she again managedd tmich her stomach
in a protective gesture. Somehow she stretchetigseinto a smile.

'Whoa, there! Steady! I'm only just married," shietgsted, quelling the
nausea that threatened her composure.

Leo gave her a goodbye hug and slipped away. Stiddehausted, she sat
down on a tapestry-covered chair which was tuckeayaout of sight of the

revellers below. It was then that her hand insiwety crept to where her

baby lay.

She didn't even know how she felt about the babgr@d been no time to
register anything other than shock and then asphand then... Then she'd
told its father—Enzo, the handsome UN captain wéwb heen responsible
for the African enclave where she'd been working.

'It's all right," he'd told her some two monthssorearlier, when protective
supplies had run out. 'I'll be careful, | promisdéove you. | need you...
Please, AmberPlease..

She'd denied him; he'd insisted. And stupidly shetchim persuade her
because he'd swamped her in passionate, emotiacahiail, and life out
there was so tough that you took your pleasure avitbsperation that would
be unthinkable under more normal circumstances.

Their relationship had cooled the next morning beeashe'd felt used. Her
white teeth drove deep into her full lower lip. lep\he'd said! It had been
lust, though she'd been too naive and innocergdognise it as such. And
Enzo had been annoyed when she'd hesitantly totd that she was
pregnant.



'What can | do about it? I'm married,' he'd saithvai shrug, unaware that
Amber had frozen with the shock.

Then he'd gone on to say that their six-month affad been fun,
wonderful, sensual and he adored her, of courgewsts the best lay he'd
ever had... but nothing else.

She felt weak at the memory. The best lay. Ambewdin a shuddering
breath as the humiliation hit her anew. Enzo hawiskeed, leaving her
incapable of work. Even her team leader, Mary Sniitld been unable to
console her.

Then Jake had stepped in, acting with typical tifugness and sensitivity.
He'd come across her huddled body in the Jeejktird had used and he'd
talked to her for ages. While she'd sobbed herthmat; his soothing,
velvety voice had persisted, relentlessly desagltsome of the children
waiting for a trace on their parents, making thes to her by his accurate
observations—one child's crooked smile, anothadsyseyes, the family of
four looked after by the eldest—a child of nine...

Slowly he'd brought her back to the world againt 8is time she'd met it
and her obligations without any love in her heartd with a child secretly
growing in her body.

Her face flamed with the shame. 'Enzo! @hzo!'she groaned in misery.
There was a sharp intake of breath behind her aedjesked her head
around, releasing a flurry of creamy petals fromrtses which secured her
floating veil. Jake! she registered, ignoring thk ¢f velvety petals onto her
breasts. And her tearful eyes widened. He was teitkeanger.

'What's the matter?' she asked in confusion.

'Surely you know?

Her heart thudded at the passion shaking his veleeemained in the dark

shadows of the stone arch which led to the stadsspeculatively examined
the bright flame of her hair in a way that suggedste found her beautiful.



Slowly his gaze drifted over her gleaming, satirhowdders and she
stiffened, hypnotised by his brooding expressiond Ahe felt alarmed at
the implications of the undeniably sexual inspettio

Short of breath suddenly, she inhaled, lifting hexasts where the velvet
petals lay sprinkled in romantic abandon. Withoedlising it, she had
innocently invited his disturbing gaze, becausewa 6f the petals wafted
into the deeplecolleteneckline.

II__I
'Mmm?'

There was a perturbing softness to his mouthaagé yet dangerous glow
in his eyes that made her catch her breath aga&nirtense awareness of
his sensuality was bewildering. She'd never fk# this about him before.
Perhaps he'd kept it from her. Perhaps he'd deliélgrwaited till... Her
teeth drove briefly into her lower lip, stoppingrtancies, and she started
again.

'l need a moment, Jake,' she said, strangely crdd&y fingers twined
tightly around one other as if they needed to looitb something. 'I'm a bit
chewed up-'

'So | heard.' His drawl vibrated with a controleayer. 'l think you owe me
a few explanations. Shall we start with your fegdifior Enzo?'

For a moment she didn't know what he was talkingugband then she
remembered that she'd been whispering her exs{ovesime with a
deceptively suspicious sadness.

Licking her dry lips, she said defensively, 'I'nt npset because of... him—'

'No? It sounded as if you were. You have to fohget. He's not worth your
time," Jake retorted testily.



Embarrassment washed over her like a hot waaenttying to forget it all.
| was just going over the past... regretting mytakiss, if you must know. |
need—'

'l know what you need. A shoulder, a protectogtadr to your child.’

The liquid of his voice disturbed her. Amber noddgaining time to steady
herself. 'Yes, | married you because | needed ddmds' she admitted.
'Don't think I'm regretting our marriage—'

"You said it was a feudal community.' Jake's dgdsestudied her carefully.
'Puritanical. That you'd never be able to live hasethe mother of an
illegitimate child-'

‘That wasn't the only reason | agreed to marry'you.
'Oh?" he enquired softly. 'Something else, then?'

She'd been about to mention their friendship, theecbond she thought
they could have. But something faintly suggestivhis tone prevented her.
She stuck to the facts instead.

'We both want the convenience of a marriage withowg, don't we?' she
asked, a little unevenly.

To be honest, it wasn't really what she'd expecste, she'd believed that
marriage stood for love and commitment. But circtamses meant that
she'd had to make a choice under pressure.

There had been cholera in the camp. The doctoe thbp'd examined her
and confirmed her pregnancy had insisted that sherr home at once.
She'd known that it would only be a little whilefly® everyone in
Castlestowe knew of her shame, and that she migin ho leave her
beloved home. She couldn't have borne that. So Ha#leoffered her a
solution.

'No love, no ties. What more could a confirmed led@hdesire?' he drawled
now, his dark lashes veiling his eyes. Amber woedevhat he was hiding.



Nervously, she fiddled with her neckline. Jake dahis throat and
continued.

''ve always said that a wife and children wouldrb#éistones around the
neck of a war correspondent like me," he murmufethan would be a fool

to walk into a danger zone and risk snipers' siliehe had a woman and
child he loved at home.’

'Whereas | won't make any difference to the wayfgeli will I? And don't
worry, | know that your nomadic existence has mamiemore independent
than most and you balk at restrictions and routimeéon't tie you down.’

'I'm relieved.' Jake gave her a crooked smilénifto have a wife, I'd prefer
to be her friend. Friends give one another spakeoWw you want very little

from me, and that suits me fine. | can't stand womdo cling. Our

arrangement is ideal.’

'‘Because you don't need to pretend you love me.’

His mouth took on a wry twist. 'l don't need totpral that, no," he said
huskily.

Amber wondered what had happened to make Jakdacheéel. He'd hinted
of a broken heart—one that would never mend. Itaa®pd why he always
kept a part of himself back. Hopefully, he'd le&ontrust her in time and
share some of his past with her. As to the future..

Suddenly she thought of him lying dead somewhereaaband she went
pale. "You'll still risk your life, | suppose,' skaid quietly.

'It's my job. My jobis my life. | feel a passionate need to tell the wavhat
is happening out there, to report the truth ang helprevent injustice.' He
gave a short laugh and met her eyes again. 'lI';/nhagron injustice, Amber.'

She smiled. 'l admire that," she said earnestlgolburs everything you do.
Your parents must be very proud of you.'



'Less proud of my professional achievements thay tire to hear I'm
married at last," he said ruefully.

She laughed with him. His parents had been obsesghdhis bachelor
state. Occasionally, after ringing their home imit&, he'd met her in the
camp mess tent and exasperatedly confided thaheyl could ask was
whether he'd found a nice girl yet.

‘'The heat would have been off you if you'd hadhedd or sisters,' she said
sympathetically.

He shrugged, a hard line to his mouth. 'It's off\nio
'I'm sorry your parents couldn't come.’

'Only malaria could have kept Father away,’ Jakd sayly. 'Prepare
yourself for when we tell them you're pregnant. Mwpther will start
knitting... and Father will see some purpose tdifésagain.’ His expression
became very serious. 'Amber, | love them both. Meelyad a rough time. A
lot of troubles which I'll tell you about one ddyl like them to be happy.’

Amber could see that his affection was genuine@ak something she could
relate to. A man who loved his parents and careahsch for their welfare
would make a good husband.

A sudden, sharp heat invaded her stomach. Dismapedclosed her eyes
tightly, willing herself not to be sick, here, irofit of Jake. On her wedding
day! The ghastliness of the situation made her&inc

You're ill?' He didn't seem to miss anything. "Moak very pale.’

She heard him move and felt him come close, knowhia¢) he must have
knelt and was inches from her by the sudden pressiuhis cool fingers
pressing lightly on her temples. Her lids flew oard she met his black-
molasses gaze in consternation because he wasfaear for comfort.

'Please don't touch me! I'll be OK!" she lied. \eane alone for a while!"
she begged, her voice rising a betraying octave.



'l can hardly abandon you when you look so sicka¥ghvrong?' he asked
with a frown, beginning to brush the petals from ha&e shoulders.

She stiffened. The light touch of his fingers waiarsgge, almost in the form
of a warm caress. 'Don't!" she repeated sharple. dibkness surged up
again and she swallowed hastily before saying,hiMgts wrong. I-'

'Don't lie. There is a problem. Tell me," he ordere

‘All right!" Denying her nausea in the hope that mind couldj@enmatter,
she put aside the fear that Jake wasn't as ingliffexs she'd first imagined
and concentrated on her misery at losing Leo.é€l tkepressed because
Leo's left Castlestowe,’ she mumbled, and he gayeck intake of breath.

'‘Ah." He looked annoyed again. 'We come to Leo."'

Sadly she gazed at Jake's grim face. 'He and Ganmgetting married
again,' she explained. 'They're going to live iL&tia!"

With great deliberation, Jake unfolded his longdgvand stood up. '‘Just as
well," he observed with crisp finality.

'How can you say that?' Amber objected, craningneek upwards. 'Stuart
will be devastated! Leo will be living miles and les away from his
father—'

'It's only a nine-hour flight,” Jake pointed ouilydr'Besides, you told me
they've never been close. In fact,

I'd say that Stuart Brandon loves you more thalowes his son. Don't look
so shocked! It's true.’

'Well, Leo was brought up by nannies and sent ayding-school,’ she said
quickly.

'Mmm." Jake paused and considered her thoughtfadlyf that wasn't the
whole explanation. "Whereas you, a godchild, haenboved by Stuart and



treated like an honorary daughter ever since yorewern. Look at this
wedding reception he's provided for you!'

'He's been very good to me," she admitted.
'Surprisingly so.'

"You don't understand." Amber watched him folddmss in a disturbingly
challenging way. 'The Brandons treat the people whdk for them like

family. My father grew up with Stuart. They had atoal respect for one
another. And, as you know, Stuart took a shineg¢anhen | was little.'

‘There's no denying that. You and Castlestowelargteat loves of Stuart's
life," said Jake shrewdly. 'I'm sure he won't nhise too much—nor will he
mind running the estate. | think he'll enjoy stnigliover the moors in tweeds
and brogues. He'll prefer that to living in Londima Member of Parliament
and wearing city suits and breathing city air. ldesh't strike me as the sort
to enjoy Westminster life.'

'Maybe you're right,” Amber conceded, knowing that godfather hated
London and only stayed to press Scotland's calisesvorried about Leo's
grandfather, though. He won't be pleased at all.’

She saw Jake's nod of acknowledgement. They'edisiite bedridden Earl
a few times, in his suite at the castle.

'He's coped with tragedy before. Odd that he thoygh resembled his late
wife," Jake mused idly.

It was true. The portrait in the old earl's bedrdmore a remarkable likeness
to her: a tall, stately woman with fiery hair andraad, earthy face. But she
was Amber Fraser, the daughter of Angus Frasellj@aaj Castlestowe like
all his ancestors before him. And the Brandons wmet-in-the-bone
aristocrats.

'We're the same Scottish type,’ she said, disngghm matter. 'Well, when
the old Earl dies, Stuart will be the next EarCafstlestowe—and after him



Leo will inherit the title. He should stay." Herc&fell. Without Leo's
friendship, she'd be lost.

Jake frowned. 'He means a lot to you, doesn't he?'
'Yes!' she replied, her eyes soft with tears.

He began to stride up and down the gallery as felieonfined, then came
to a brief halt in front of her. 'Now he's goneleatst | won't have to worry
about leaving you here in the cottage while | g@assignments.’

Amber felt offended at what he was implying. Withrauch dignity as she
could muster, she straightened and rose slowlgedmain the long, rustling
crushed taffeta dress despite her Junoesque statitheher flame-coloured
hair floating around her flawless shoulders anddyes blazing, she gave
the impression of a woman on the warpath. Whichralght be, if Jake
pursued that line of thinking.

'‘Leo and | have been together since childhood. Hegsa brotherto me,
nothing else! | don't understand why you're goingabout it.'

'‘Because,’ answered Jake tightly, '‘people have geestioning what was
going on between you two up here—'

'On my wedding day?' she broke in, shocked.

"You both seemed unusually wrapped up in each otherretorted. '‘My
journalist friends thought your behaviour was inappiate. | have to say |
agree with them.'

Amber went scarlet. She'd recognised the joursaligho'd been based in
the African camp. They would have known about hesspnate
relationship with Enzo. Everybody did, because Hmamb made no secret of
it. Presumably Leo's friends now thought that skaelena habit of flinging
herself at men.



'l see!' she muttered bitterly. Would her one nkisterand her for ever? 'l
can't even hug a friend now! It's people's dirtyasi, not my behaviour that
you have to condemn!’

'l had to come up and take steps to scotch theutsnbdon't want any more
gossip, Amber," he said, his voice so softly laséti anger that it slid into
her like a knife. "We agreed that not only wouldi yemain faithful to our
marriage vows, but you'd bgeento be above suspicion. Keep to that
agreement, Amber, or I'll wash my hands of you!'

She looked at him in dismay. The man she'd knowhe-earing man who'd
brought her out of her nightmare and whom she'dasted carrying out so
many acts of kindness—had vanished. Was this Hiela&ke? A suspicious,
possessive man who expected her to be gratefulitdécause he'd given
her baby the gift of legitimacy?

Desperately she clung to the memory of how he'eérdteup a group of
women in a cellar in Sarajevo with an impromptutyare'd played the
piano, beautifully, meltingly, making them all cr&nd then he'd danced
with every one of them, while Amber had laughingigked out one-finger
tunes.

She made herself remember the time when he'd wagdédts flying, to a
group of men taking a sack of grain from a helplessan. But that didn't
help. It only reminded her that he had one hedl tdmper when roused.

'What's happened to you?' she asked unhappilyvéAMgdt on so well
together up to now. | thought we could be goodnfi@' Suddenly she
realised just how important that promise of frigmgshad been to her.
Without it, the marriage would be impossible. 'Jakke went on in a soft,
shaky plea, 'don't change! Please don't startatikie a jealous lover—'

His head snapped up sharply, making the black damge. 'What the hell
are you talking about?' he demanded. 'Of coursadnfealous! But the last
thing in the world | want is scurrilous gossip abeooy wife and Leo

Brandon.'



His firm hand caught her chin and tipped her hgadAutongue of flame
seemed to leap inside her. Sickness? No... Songatiifierent. Then what?

In case something in her eyes betrayed her confusie lowered her lashes
resentfully. Jake's warm breath caused the rentapetals on her breast to
lift and flutter over her pillowy curves.

And, alarmingly, a small ache centred itself in logrs as if her body briefly
retained the memory of what it was like to be climsa man and desire him.
Appalled, she repressed that feeling and leanethsigthe side of the
gallery for support.

'I'm not promiscuous! You'll have no cause to worry abbetfuture,’ she
said, her tone pleading with him to believe hebehaved out of character
with Enzo. | was emotionally vulnerable at the titdeu know what it was
like out there.’

'Heartbreaking,' he said flatly.

'Oh, yes!" Men had wept along with the women. llth& years | worked for
Unite, that last assignment in Africa was the npashful. I've never known
so many children to be separated from their paréirdsained me physically
and emotionally. She bit her lip. 'Because my moliael died shortly before
| went out, | was in need of comfort and affectton. But that's all in the
past. I'm not likely to behave like that again.’

'Is that so? Perhaps it's in your nature to be iemaity impulsive. You're
something of an enigma.' He studied her doubtftgmetimes you seem
very innocent. Other times...'

She gulped at the sexual implication. And her skawled with fear as she
felt herself respond to his powerful masculinigoh't condemn me," she
husked.

'l don't. Nature is nature. You can't hide yourdseeeéMost of the time you
shut them away, but one day they'll surface. Yoaurrehibited—'

I'm ...what?'



'Forget it," he said shortly. 'I'm sorry | mentidrie’

A coldness settled around her heart. He'd hearcesong. 'Tell me what
you mean!" she demanded hoarsely.

There was a long pause, then, 'All right. Perhbpa you'll understand my
reservations about you,' he said grudgingly. ‘At ¢amp you had quite a
reputation: a demure woman with passionate dejihso boasted about
you—'

'Oh, no!" she groaned.

'l always walked away when he started talking alyout But once, when |
was travelling in a van beside him, in convoy, witbstile gunmen all
around, it was difficult to escape his reminiscendén sorry,” he said
shortly, seeing her distress. 'You did ask.'

Hidden from view in the shadowed corner of theag#ll she covered her
face with her hands as her stomach rebelled anfbalgat valiantly to keep
her dignity andnot throw up. She was shaking like a leaf, appalleat th
everyone in the camp had been fed stories aboutqtiadity of her
performance in bed.

'Oh-h-h! | feel awful! Go away! Leave me alone!esimuttered, feeling
weak.

'l can't. We have a charade to play first.'
‘A charade?' she echoed morosely.

'l hurried up here, leaving in mid-conversatiom,'daid grimly. 'They could
all see why. I'd been glaring at you and Leo foresal minutes, hoping
you'd get the message. As far as anyone else teowed, we've had a talk
and you've explained that there's nothing betweenayd Leo. And you're
going to show you're sorry to have worried me Imgihg yourself into my
arms and kissing me.'



She froze. Took one look at his sensual mouth aaukdd away to the
shadowy rear of the gallery till her spine hit aiéts supporting posts.

'We—we don't have to kiss.' She swallowed as atiamal fear clutched at
her vocal cords. 'Why don't we just go down inte liall, walk about arm in
arm and smile into each other's eyes?' she suggespefully.

His lifted eyebrow mocked her cowardice. 'lt wouldre enough. It needs
to be something passionate and definitive.'

'P-passionate?' She stumbled over the word.

'‘Come here where you can be seen. And make it doakl,’ he insisted
sternly. 'It's important.'

Fighting the nausea, she tried to fix a smile onfaee. 'Won't something
like that do?'

His eyes flickered with annoyance. 'If you're notng to take this matter
seriously...'

Her mouth drooped. 'Oh, it's serious. That's whyflhding it so hard to
look carefree. And besides, | hate deception!'sbtered rebelliously.

'So do I. But sometimes it's necessary,' Jakehetccurtly. ‘My body will
shield you from view. They'll see what we're dofrgm the angle of my
back.'

She hesitated.

'Do it!" he ordered.

Too weary, too sick to protest any longer, shemdpforward a pace or
two.

'Wind your arms around my neck, Amber.’'



She obeyed and laid her hands on the smooth napis efeck. Springy
black curls did their best to snake around herdiagand she concentrated
on them as she stood on tiptoe and he wrappedrhgsaround her. Her eyes
closed tightly.

His cool mouth met hers for what seemed like améte And all she could
feel was the nausea, pushing up from her stomabhrtthroat, threatening
her dignity and her pride. So she moaned and taettaw away, but Jake
ruthlessly cupped the back of her head with hisnpahd drove her mouth
deeper into his.

'Stay with it," he muttered harshly against hes.lifn my book, passion is
supposed to last longer than twenty seconds.’

The kiss went on and on. She held herself tensauaresponsive, willing
the nightmare to end. Dimly she became aware oé'Sakard mouth
softening, coaxing her lips more sweetly. And falr@adful, heart-stopping
moment she felt herself responding. Terrified, ghghed at his hard chest
and met a wall of steel, which budged not an inch.

It wasn't a pretend kiss-and-make-up kiss any longehad become

something else. It was obvious that Jake's nasgaliality had begun to
assert itself. She could feel the melting togetiig¢heir bodies, the increase
of his heartbeat against her crushed breast arehweering clamour of her
own pulse.

His hands moved soothingly over her half-naked baoc#t she gave an
involuntary shudder of pleasure. Almost instanlynew and predatory
hunger overtook him and his mouth and body droveengonfidently into
hers.

A spasm of dark despair shot through her. She'diedalake because he'd
said that he'd never touch her. Because of hed,cbédcause of the black
melancholy she'd felt after her affair and the deleep humiliation, she had
wanted to stay in limbo, celibate for the rest ef life.

But the unthinkable had happened. Jake wasn't difeirent as he had
pretended.



Oh, God! she thought helplessly, petrified withroorJake had lied to her!
He did intend passion to play a part in their relatiopshand she was in
danger of becoming aroused by him. That was the hast thing on earth
that she wanted!



CHAPTER TWO

A BURST of applause sounded in Amber's ears—laughteraiod murmurs
of approval. To her vast relief, Jake broke freg gxpression unreadable.

'Success at last,’ he said huskily. 'lIt took longugh to get a response,
didn't it?" His eyes flickered to hers as if askanquestion but she felt too
confused to understand what that might be. He gavey smile. 'l thought
no one would notice us for a while. | had visiorisus locked mouth to
mouth for another ten minutes at least.’

Then he turned and laughingly acknowledged theirssd guests below as
if nothing special had happened between them at all

Her agitated breathing slowed, though she felt waakf he'd stolen all her
energy. She licked her softened lips and gaveladfithanks. Aware of the
tingling of her body, she knew that she had to gst¢a her room to recover
her composure. Now that they'd ‘'made up' publiedycouldn't object if she
disappeared for a while.

‘Jake," she said, her voice still infuriatinglytsefth arousal. She looked at
him in alarm when he whirled around, smiling.

'It wasn't so bad, kissing me, was it?' His hagttly touched her hair and
she shrank back again into the dark recesses gfallery, pressing against
the rose garlands which hung in swags on the \watiber... | think you're
in need of more comfort and affection than youiseglhe mused, his eyes
drowsy and warm.

'‘No!'-she managed to say. 'No, I'm not.’
'If you say so,' he murmured, a faint twinkle is byes.

How dared he twinkle, when panic was beginninglawat her stomach?
And she had no fight left in her to argue...



'Don't patronise me!' she complained feebly. 'Indigvant to be kissed. |
didn't like it. | feel sick. I'm very tired too. &lis why | didn't stop you when
| wanted to.'

'l see," he drawled lazily.

Amber passed a weary hand over her forehead. Hagtdeen too many
emotional dramas, too many tears, too much forthherope with. She'd
never whined or whimpered before, but right now f&helike doing just
that.

''ve had enough,' she said plaintively, her vaiear to breaking. 'I'm at the
end of my tether with everything that's happenechéorecently. I'm falling
apart—'

She stopped her muttered litany because Jake stbwdeds her and caught
both of her shoulders in a firm grip. 'Shape up,b&ni he advised sternly.
'If you're going to feel sorry for yourself thenwid never get through the
next few hours.'

'Don't bully me! Go away!" she complained, dreadiradl.

'l can't. We're married, remember?’

'‘But not welded together!

'As good as, for the next hour," he pointed out.

'‘No. I'm quitting now—'

"You can't,’ he said patiently. 'Not yet. Firstavie to get something clear.
And then you must give a convincing performancalt@and sundry. | want
there to be no doubt about your feelings for me.’

She gulped. No more kissing, though, no more towg;ishe thought. She

didn't think she could bear it. That—that kiss weasugh to convince
people, surely? Jake, you can't ask me to do aha-'



'It depends on how well you act the loving bridhe,'told her flatly. Amber
gave him a puzzled look. He sounded... bittera'lmoment, you'll come
down to the hall with me and you will sparkle likee diamonds on your
finger. And dance with me as if you would die foe,mhe added with
mocking softness.

Feeling hot and giddy again, she tried to movéh&dhair but the back of
her dress seemed to be caught somewhere at the s Jake—I'm

trapped!" she cried in dismay, twisting to see whand how. And she
wanted to cry tears of angry frustration. She cdedd them filling her eyes,
blurring her gaze as she stared miserably up at him

He slipped his hand around her to investigateytsoare. Impaled on a rose
thorn. Life's full of them, isn't it?'

There was a heady perfume in her nostrils, a wafelvety scent as Jake's
arm brushed against the thickly clustered briarsd Aomething else that
she was beginning to identify—sharper, warmer. sttent of Jake himself,
the scent of man.

His cheek had moved unnervingly close to hers. Afalieg eyes slanted
sideways. Jake's skin was like warm brown satineAst, she presumed it
was warm. Heat was coming off his body, filling gpace between them.

Her heart seemed to be leaping all over the plateshe had no idea why,
only knew that he disturbed her and that she didaltsafe any more.

‘Jake! Set me free!' she demanded jerkily.

He gave a wry smile. 'That was my plan,’ he murehub®th arms now
firmly around her still slender waist. The lineshas mouth were butter-soft
as his fingers fiddled at the small of her backldtiked at her obliquely, an
amused glint in his eyes. 'Mind you, | don't thirdan achieve that without
some damage to-'

'My dress! Please be careful—'



'l think," he said drily, 'the condition of youreds is the least of your
problems.'

His meaning wasn't clear at first. And then it was he struggled to free her
he shifted his weight so that his knee pressedhetoskirt, crushing the
petticoats against her thigh with a soft whispeaéfeta. A slight movement
of his body brought his chest against her heanpatidodice again and she
drew in a shuddering breath.

That wasn't deliberate, was it? Please not, shgdakegilently. She was
imagining his interest. She had to be.

'Hurry up!" she muttered nervously.

'Don't fidget. You've got yourself into a right tde and I'm the only person
who can sort you out." He smiled faintly as if hgedd something privately
amusing. ‘There! It's free— Stay still'" he orderetien she made to knock
away his arm. 'The veil's caught. Be patient.’'

Her liquid brown eyes met his and flashed a hoiadekt. 'Patient be
blowed! I've had enough of this!

Crossly she reached back, encountering his stnoiggrs. For a moment
they both seemed to be wrestling with the stublsmrays of roses and
Amber became increasingly heated as she struggleddape from Jake's
unwelcome nearness.

‘Nearly there," he murmured casually.
'Oh, curse it!" she raged.

'‘Calm down, it's no big deal. Is it?' he breathedhe region of her small,
horribly sensitive ear.

Amber gritted her teeth and wrenched at the oftegdiriar. Pain lanced
through her hands. Warm blood trickled onto hemsalBut she was free
and the relief was overwhelming. Quickly she ducked slipped sideways,



beneath his encircling arm. And then to her disstag/felt his hand closing
around her elbow, spinning her around.

"You fool!" he said gruffly.

And suddenly his warm mouth was pressing into laémpand his tongue
was licking the small drops of blood there. Ambaurfd that she couldn't
move. Pale and frightened, she watched as if eand while he turned his
attention to her other hand, nursing it, repeatedtghing each tiny drop of
blood with his tongue.

A wave of despair swept through her. He'd only malidew seconds over
the gesture but his deeply tender and erotic atteshmade her unsure of
his real motive for marrying her. She felt her kéeickle and his hand
reached out to steady her.

'It's all right, Amber,” he soothed. 'Calm yourseffou can relax.
Everything's fine. You've been scratched, you'sel [ little, but there's no
lasting damage. In a short time you'll hardly kngw've been hurt.'

Hardly listening to what he was saying, more irgegd inhow he was
saying it, she snatched her hands from his, shiakéime resonating warmth
of his husky drawl. As far as she was concernedrydlving wasn't fine.
Because in his dark eyes there had been an unidtaktare of desire. In
his mouth too, she thought in confusion as his fipded over even white
teeth.

Her head was spinning, the world whirling. The hbat flared in her body

made her want to groan in despair. It was a sge thiat her nausea was
returning. The prickling sensation swept relentiesser her sensitive skin

and she began to breathe faster. Much faster. hgsIseemed empty in
seconds.

'What is it?" he asked with a worrying tenderness.
'Let's get one thing straight," she said, trying-d-dailing—to keep her

voice even. 'lI've been through hell. | feel teribMiserable. [—I—'
Helpless tears filled her eyes and she groanedragdmach rolled in a final



warning. 'Oh, help!" she flung at him in panic, anghed through the
archway.

Picking up her skirts, she fled from Jake downgpieal steps, her hair and
her veil flying out behind her like a banner. Naisd came to her ears other
than the harsh rasp of her own breathing and fheftder satin slippers.
Thank heavens, she thought, he'd decided notltwfdler.

At last she reached the bottom of the tiny staid ber feet were on the
thickly carpeted landing. Ahead lay the sanctudrthe room which had
been put aside for her that day. Getting there—ealewas all she could
think of and she heaved open the heavy door witloan of relief.

Safe at last. Slamming the door shut, she leanedduk against it, panting
hard. And then she raced for the bathroom. A fewmutels later she
emerged, feeling pale and drained, her mass ofrigumair in disarray.

Only to find Jake, sprawled on the bed.

Her eyes widened till they were two huge dark snesdg her white face as
he nonchalantly lifted his arms and made a crafitaean behind his head.
Her throat dried. She felt too battered by lifetpe with him.

‘Not you!" she groaned rudely.

Amber watched him stretching like a contented Eigd. arms were strong
and sinewy, his lithe body displayed to full adweeg# on the oyster silk
bedspread. He looked confident and dangerous,iribeof his muscular
thighs never more blatantly apparent than nowhénsupremely masculine
pose.

'Me," he agreed implacably. 'We have to talk, Amber

‘Talk?' she repeated weakly. That was the lasgtbine was expecting. The
crippling weight of nausea and depression flowedugh her. 'l can't face
anything or anyone right now, Jake!" she mutteteating herself for
sounding so pathetic. But she knew that she wastabsnap and wanted to
be on her own when it happened. 'Give me ten msnlit@ust be alone.’



‘This can't wait,' he insisted. His eyes glittebstheath the thick fringe of
black lashes. 'Bear with me, Amber. | need to kmgw you ran away from
me just now and why you're so miserable. You seepeefictly all right
until you heard that Leo was leaving—and then y@amtwio pieces. What
am | to make of that?'

Amber strolled around the bed, hoping that sheddakonchalant, hoping
that she could reach the door and make a graceful And then, she

thought, with a flash of her old humour, she'd bke &0 wail and gnash her
teeth and shake as much as she wanted!

'It wasn't anything to do with him. If you must kmol ran off because | felt
sick. | was scared of throwing up all over your'Bhge answered, deciding
to be blunt. That might curb any lurking passidm shought waspishly.

Frowning, he slid his feet to the floor and stopd 'When you came back to
Castlestowe on the couple of occasions you weteawe from Africa... did
you and Leo meet?' he asked quietly.

'Of course!’

'l presume your reunions were... affectionate? Weuwe delighted to see
him. You flung yourself into his arms.’

She shifted uncomfortably. 'Yes. Why not?' To hampese, he winced.

Hastily she sought to reassure him. 'I've told yee're childhood friends.

But I—I was going around with Enzo at the time, eenbber?' she reminded
him, seeing where this was leading.

‘Nevertheless, your emotions were in a turmoilpéesisted soberly. 'When
you came home each time, you felt exhausted anmteéed of a friend's
loving warmth. You needed someone to soothe yobelp you forget the
pain and suffering you'd left behind, because thednecan only take so
much, can't it?'

'Yes! But--'



'If | recall, Leo was in need of love too.' Odditysounded as though Jake
was forcing himself to talk about her relationsWwigh Leo. Judging by the
pinched expression on his face, it wasn't somethagelished. 'You told
me," he went on gruffly, 'that he and Ginny hadnbeé®orced and he was
deeply unhappy.'

Her eyes darkened. "You're implying | gave him s¢xomfort!'
Amber gazed at him in open-mouthed astonishmerg. \8és about to
launch into a furious defence of herself when heked in a sharp breath

and transfixed her with a lethal stare.

'What | have to know is this,' he growled, his wog&haking. 'Is there the
remotest chance that your child might be Leo's?"

Shocked into silence for a moment, she struggldicdcher voice. 'No!' she
cried in horror. 'How dare you? He loves Ginny. &l&ays has, always
will—'

'You are sure?' he demanded, his muscles tense with anticipation.
'‘Absolutely, totally sure?"

'l swear on my mother's memory!" she said fervently

Jake's raised shoulders relaxed and he let athieadlir in his lungs as if he'd
stored up doubts and uncertainties for a long amdsful time. The lines
eased out of his face till he looked like the fdgnJake she knew and liked.

‘Thank you," he breathed. 'Forgive me if I've offed you, but | had to ask.’

'I'm puzzled,' she said slowly. 'Why don't you migrizo being the father of
my child but dread the thought of it being Leo?"

He frowned and lowered his head. 'Enzo wouldn'pgedise his marriage
by putting in a claim to your child," he said tg feet. 'Leo might have done
if he'd been the father.’

"That matters?'



Slowly his head lifted till his veiled eyes met &er | intend to commit
myself to you and your child. | wouldn't want adédgattle for possession.
I'm relieved it's Enzo who's the father." His nollsnaonfident voice
sounded shaky. 'Other than us, only your boss, 8arith of Unite, knows
the truth. I want it to stay that way. No one meagr discover that | haven't
fathered your child.’

She didn't reply immediately. Her eyes searcheddtis while she tried to
work out why he should be so anxious. 'Why not?’

He hesitated. 'Pride,’ he said after a while. 'dwant to be seen as a
cuckolded fool."'

Somehow she felt that that wasn't the right reakamas so unlike him to
put the opinion of others before what was rightchild should know its
biological parents,’ she said gently. 'Always. Mylad must be told about its
father as soon as he or she can understand—

'‘No!" he said emphatically, closing the space betweem thith rapid
strides. 'Because of the unusual circumstancesirofmarriage, we have to
give your child our love and a stable backgroundyi we'll never tell him
or her the truth. Or we might decide it's apprdgria ten, twelve years or
so—'

‘Ten years?' She looked at him doubtfully. 'l denthw, Jake. It's such a big
thing for me to decide now, when I'm muddled ansgettted.’

‘Then I'll make it easier for you," he said flathgree that we postpone any
decision to tell your child about Enzo forlaastten years and | will stay
with you. Disagree and | leave you—now. So you @amn well think on
your feet, Amber!"

She would have done, if her legs hadn't been giwpgn her. It worried her
that she might feel this feeble for the next masrtko of her pregnancy.

His eyes burned into hers. Against her will she éekweep of helpless
surrender. It had been like that when Jake hadembhgr into accepting his
proposal. She'd been powerless then because hek ah&nzo's betrayal



had left her limp and defenceless. For the firstetin her life she hadn't
cared what happened to her, and had been indiffevehe way that Jake
had been taking over her life. He was doing soragai

'l suppose,’ she said, struggling to think ratignalou're right about
making my child feel secure first but-'

'‘No buts. Promise,’ he insisted. 'OK. You askedH: | didn't want to spell
it out, but you have to think of the consequenéasber! Your child would
need to be older than you think to cope with thevsa¢hat you had an
adulterous affair.'

‘Jake!" she protested.

His eyes flickered at her involuntary gasp of asguAnd suddenly his tone
gentled to a soft huskiness which carried a wealthheart-warming
tenderness in it. 'I'm trying to get you to see twhaould feel like, both for
you and your child." He paused, his eyes full ahpassion. 'Imagine that
you yourself discovered that, oh, for instamegtherof your parents have
any blood ties to you.'

'‘Awful!' she acknowledged fervently.

'Worse, you heard that your biological father wakag a cheat and an
adulterer who didn't think twice about breaking imigrriage vows.'

She gave a little shudder of distaste, dreadingrtbment when her child
learnt about its father. 'l take your point. If theappened to me, I'd go to
pieces!’

His eyes flickered with pity. 'Yes. You might...eek you had a lot of
support to cope with the revelation. You'd feelthamd bewildered.' He
adopted a casual tone, but she couldn't help ngtitiat he kept fiddling
with his cuffs. That wasn't like him. Just as shasvabout to probe his
feelings he said with a rather unnatural lightnéssd you'd feel shame?
Hatred, maybe?'

'l think | would,"' she admitted.



Jake seemed inordinately relieved. 'And so would yonocent child. This
is why many fostered or adopted children arent adltheir background,' he
said gently.

'Perhaps,’ she agreed, surprised at his percegtimhshe thought of the
future—telling her child about Enzo and trying pkin how she'd been
stupidly infatuated with a philanderer. It was artlmbe image. Jake was
right; her child would surely turn from her.

‘Then we're agreed. Your baby must be accepted ya®wm, without
guestion,' he said with an easy smoothness, asdfrehearsed those very
words.

But by marrying her and taking on her child asdvis Jake would have an
heir without Cavendish blood. And that wasn't winatvanted, surely? She
struggled to understand and wished that she fale mlert. The answer was
all bound up in her child somehow, but she couldn‘the life of her work it
out.

"You weren't exactly on the shelf,’ she decla®den time, you could have
found someone you loved.'

'In my job?' He lifted his shoulders in a dismigsshrug. 'I'm always on the
move. It doesn't give any relationship a fightitnguece. And of the dozens
of women | have met I've loved none. | can't lef you see. And women
want me to. They like emotional commitment. | ddrawve it in me. And
don't ask me about my past,' he said, when shesdd®gr mouth to do just
that.

There was a wounded look to his eyes which stoppedrom pursuing the
mystery. Instead she remained silent, keeping teelfehe knowledge that
something traumatic in his background had maded&tarmined to protect
his emotions.

She remembered his reaction whenever she'd toumhéer happy home
life and wondered if his parents had been repressicold. But he'd spoken
of them with love earlier. And Mrs Cavendish hadirsded warm and
affectionate on the telephone.



It was as she'd thought; it must have been a roentrat had gone sour.
Surprisingly, that disturbed her.

'What about it, Amber?' he asked persuasivelyphéaer not to disillusion
my parents about their grandchild at this time—wow you.' She winced.
His parents would be appalled if they knew thehtrt¥or," he continued
with a winning smile, 'do we want any family membpeonouncing our son
or daughter illegitimate and claiming the Cavendatune when | die, do
we?'

'Or the Fraser fortune!' she said wryly.

Jake flashed her a suspicious look then relaxedwveesaw that she was
mocking her own lack of funds. 'That's settled Sael decisively. 'As far as
everyone's concerned, your child is mine. It'stfer best, Amber. Enzo
won't care, will he?'

She winced again, shame flooding her face withwoés she remembered
the humiliating rejection scene. 'He washed higlsanf his responsibilities.’

Jake nodded sympathetically. 'It's over. Life Wwagin again for you.'

But Amber felt like crying. The future seemed bl@athout the prospect of
a man she could love in her life. Desperate to stdyn, she turned away,
walked over to the window and stared into the deskn 'l wish | could

believe that.'

"You can't shut yourself off for ever,' he murmusedtly.

Hearing the coaxing message in his tone, she whateund, half-blind
with the film of tears. "You don't understand hoadly | feel about myself!
| mean to keep my head below the parapet in futilteleverforget what

it's been like to feel disgusted with myself foaadoning my self-respect.’

Jake made a consoling gesture. 'You were the viotiam expert seducer—'

'l succumbed. He didn't force me,’ she admittedebtip ‘It's been a
nightmare, Jake—one I've deserved. | blame myselbéing stupid.' She



felt herself drooping with exhaustion. 'Don't expanything of me, other
than the friendship I'm sure we can share. I'labgood wife and a good
mother and a good companion. Please don't ask ang aof me—I can't

give it. Mary Smith thinks the world of you andelspect her judgement. I'm
trusting you to leave me alone. In return, I'llegto keep my child's origin
a secret for the time you suggest. You have my word

‘Thank you," he said quietly. 'And I'll do my bdst be a good father
whenever I'm around. | know that you'll more thammpensate for my
absences. You have a natural way with children, &mbhe refugee kids
loved you. And you gave them a great deal: laugletanfort, love...'

His voice was husky but unthreatening and she waitméake, the man she
admired, who'd spoken gently to her when she wdmigcand who'd made
her begin her life again. He'd given her a wayafuber hell, some hope,
some dignity.

Her spirits rose a little. The future would be betthan the past, she told
herself. It had to be. She had no reserves ofginen cope with any more
distress.

‘The children had lost everything,' she said pesigivAnd I've had such a
loving family. | know how awful | felt when each ofy parents died. A gap
opened in my life that'll never be filled. Stuaid ¢is best, but it wasn't the
same as having my father around. Dad was part ofymesee—my flesh
and blood.’

'‘And you adored your mother, you said.' Jake sodisgeif he understood
her emptiness.

'I miss her dreadfully,’ she admitted. 'That's wWhguld empathise with the
displaced children. That's why | worked so hardind their parents for
them. My parents were everything to me. Loyal hfuit totally straight—'

'Yes, yes..." Jake wouldn't look at her. He shifiteadomfortably, as if her

confidences embarrassed him. 'Don't build up yaremts to be gods in

your mind, Amber," he said in warning. 'Don't gugm on a pedestal. It's a
mistake—'



‘Not in their case.' Her eyes shone softly. 'Theyeaspecial and I'm proud
to be their daughter.’

'‘No one is perfect,’ he persisted, much to her gaomee. 'Even they might
have had failings or secrets they'd have prefekepd hidden.'

'l won't hear a word against them!" she declarddymantly, a little uneasy
with the solemn, almost pitying way he was lookatdper. Tiredness swept
over her and she sighed. 'l feel drained.’

'Poor Amber. You're shaking like a leaf. It's altbme too much for you to
handle, hasn't it? Why don't you lie down for a le/i

The bed looked welcoming. But, strangely, so did Her urge to throw
herself into his arms was rather unnerving. 'IkHid better keep going,' she
said thinly. 'T'll spend a little time with our gsts and then perhaps we can
leave.' She took a few unwilling steps towardsdber.

'Wait a minute. You can't go like that," Jake said kindly tone. "Your velil
is crooked and you look very wan with no make-upyour face.'

'Oh!" Amber heaved a sigh. 'l am a bit of a me$srdot. Thanks.'

"You're not a mess. You're very beautiful. Ratlmagife and ethereal,’ he
said quietly.

She blinked in surprise, at a loss for an answervdusly she picked up her
skirts, rustling her way to the dressing table, aatd down to make the
adjustments. Her hands were stiff and awkward aecteuldn't make them
do what she wanted them to.

While she fumbled in her make-up bag for a lipstiokr attention kept

straying to Jake, who was reflected in the mirfidre warm slide of his

encouraging smile made her drop the lipstick onflib@r. She bent down

for it and knew the minute it was in her shakingd®that she'd never be
able to use it. She'd end up looking like a clown.

‘Try the powder,' he suggested.



'l was going to.' Hastily she dabbed at her fath wisable brush. 'Look, I'm
edgy. Do you have to watch?' she muttered, uncdatftar with his intense
scrutiny.

'l think | ought to stay with you," he replied.

His voice had deepened to a husky growl that resheliehe way down to
her wriggling toes and all the way up again, dadd things to her body on
the way.

She slammed the powder-compact down. 'lt's no gbadin't face the
guests,' she said in dismay, dreading the thoudtdwong to pretend to flirt
with Jake.

'Yes, you can,' he said firmly. 'Like some helphmtour lipstick?' he
offered.

She froze. He took two strides towards her. Shdélheart soar to the roof
of her mouth, and before she could drag it backrdagain he'd dropped to
his haunches in front of her, picked up the lipgleshe'd been agitatedly
fiddling with and was holding her chin firmly beterhis finger and thumb.

'I'm quite good at this,' he said reassuringly.
'‘Not as good as me!' she squeaked.
He smiled in amused disagreement. 'Have you seanhgmds? Hold still.’

The velvety whisper kept her paralysed in the cldake slowly brought the
pencil towards her mouth. Amber held her breath watcthed the lazy
flutter of his incredibly long eyelashes as thewdoed almost to the
sword-blade cheekbones. His concentration waskspéihg and she was
its prisoner, captured by the sensual beauty didcks.

Quite irrationally afraid, she let the pencil spfthape the full curves of her
mouth. It felt deeply erotic, having Jake do that lier, but she couldn't
move, couldn't breathe, didn't dare to speak. Bezahe knew that she'd
croak like a frog and he'd misinterpret her cordosi



'‘Open,’ he coaxed, smiling charmingly.

Her lips had parted for him before she could shamt. She closed her eyes
to shut out his handsome face. It was too sexydéomerous and too near.
The faint drift of his breath lifted all the tinyalis around her mouth. Next

she felt the stroke of the creamy lipstick aroumel igh arch of her mouth

and then it was gliding over her full lower lip yevery slowly. Too slowly.

And then it stopped. Jake's breathing rasped lo&@nehow she forced
her eyes open. He was looking at her as thougbkfiraal.

So quickly did he jump to his feet that she jerked head around to check
her reflection in the mirror and see what had k&dim. Two hot spots of
colour burned on her cheeks. Her mouth seemed pobing an indolent
invitation. She peered closer. Was that becauskeoivay he'd painted it?
Or had her apparent allure startled him?

'Here." Apparently quite detached, Jake passed kissue to blot her lips.
'‘Anything else you want me to adjust?' he askduliig'Corsets, false leg,
suspenders?'

'l can manage! she said, hastily fixing her Hdtmg her arms in a graceful
arc.

'Ready for our dance, then?' he murmured.

Somehow she managed to smile, her lips a briglatsbpbf colour in her
white face. But she gazed in growing consternadibhis compelling face
with its wickedly expressive mouth and come-to-bgds. No, she couldn't
dance with him, let alone look as if she'd dielion. Nor did she want to go
back to the cottage with him. Caught between a avtka hard place...

To her dismay she began to cry.

'Oh, darn it!" she mumbled furiously.

You're in an emotional mess, aren't you? | thotigistmight happen,’ Jake
said sympathetically. He lifted her hand from whiéautched the dressing



table and watched it trembling limply, dwarfed by large palm. She hoped
that he hadn't seen how white her knuckles wermi't¢ exhausted," he said
with a frown. 'l think you ought to call it a dayou've got a lot ahead of you
yet.'

Amber scowled at the ominous prediction. 'You'delbausted," she said
sulkily, 'if you'd been fighting off nausea for tleest few hours.'

Abandoning her hand, he came to stand behind hetigintly rested his
fingers on her tense shoulders. Amber gritted éethtbecause she wanted
to risk throwing her arms around him. Their eye$ meéhe mirror and she
watched his frown deepen.

You're right on the edge, aren't you?' Althoughdidn't take his eyes off
her scared face, his fingers increased their pressearching the tight
muscles with a blissfully deep massage. "The wbbj®ur body is screwed
into knots.'

'OK, so it is! Is it surprising? I've thrown my lot with you and I'm not
sure—' She gasped as his fingers paused and dhantflesh.

‘There's no going back," he said evenly. 'We agrdésre bound together
for the rest of our lives.'

Wearily she lifted her head, desperate to get dveay Jake's maddeningly
relaxing caresses. 'Help me get through this!\ghispered.

‘A few minutes downstairs," he promised, 'and thkimsist that we leave.'

'I—I want to be totally alone tonight, Jake," sh&lsstaying his hand when
he made to help her up. 'Could you sleep somewdteee—and collect me in
the morning?’

'I'm sorry," he said shortly, 'it's out of the qums.' He hesitated as if he was
choosing his words and then said decisively, "Yea, SAmber, | have
something to tell you when we reach your cottagesething | think you
ought to know about your parents.’



CHAPTER THREE

IT FELT like an eternity before Amber and Jake were walkatong the
moonlit path to her cottage with the celebratoryl sk bagpipes receding
into the background. On an impulse, she turnedveanced to Stuart, who
stood alone and was easily identifiable becauseadseas big as a barn door
and had hair as untamable and as red as hersisyapearance made her
more anxious than ever. His huge, kilted figurevsee uncharacteristically
hunched and anxious.

'‘Bye, darling!" she cried, but her light voice wamsight by the breeze and
probably never reached her godfather. And anywesrgtwas a lump in her
throat which prevented her from shouting more lgudl

'Ring me at Westminster if you need me!" he roaaad,she heard the guests
chuckling.

Despite her worries, she smiled too. Dear Stuadg'iidllow was capable of
reaching the Highland cattle grazing half a mileaghAnd it was absurd
that a young bride would need a gruff old bear $keart, unless... unless he
knew that there was trouble ahead, of course.

An icy shiver ran through her body and Jake shegHaket instantly. 'Here,'
he said, watching her carefully as he placed agdcher shoulders.

‘Thanks.' The satin lining was warm and sensuosgsélled of him, and his
courteous gesture comforted her a little.

Knowing that people were watching from the terrates let him curve an
arm around her waist. But it meant that he coulel feow much she
trembled.

*Her nerves had been in shreds when Jake hadeddisit he wouldn't tell
her anything till they were alone in her cottagkeit he'd led her down to
the great hall. It had been nearly two in the magnyet everyone had still
seemed full of steam and had seemed to be hawamderful time.



Newly alert, she'd become aware of Stuart's anxioown eyes frequently
resting on her. And also that an unmistakable liystiad sprung up

between Jake and Stuart. Previously, in the dagsrig up to the wedding,
they'd got on well together, but something had gkdnsince then. She'd
sensed a grim determination on Jake's part andp@aeh—almost a

pleading—on Stuart's.

Pleading? Tough, gruff, silent-in-adversity Stua#mber had felt more
alarmed than ever. Their mutual antagonism hadgiglsomething to do
with what Jake knew about her parents. Obviousla$didn't want her to
be told. And a fear of the unknown had gnawed aatdyer mind till she'd
felt like screaming.

Jake had taken control, calling for a slow waltd aweeping her onto the

dance floor. She'd buried her head in his sholddeause she hadn't been
able to keep a smile on her face, no matter how slae'd tried. People had

probably thought that it was romantic. If only theyew!

The soft music, the candlelit hall, the dazzlindmvns and vibrant tartans
had made no impression on her at all. Her mindld®esh preoccupied with
wondering what her parents could have done—andJaie knew about it.

They'd lived their whole lives on the Castlestowtate, a few miles south
of Oban, on the west coast of Scotland. Her fatAegus, had been the
laird's gillie and deermaster. Elizabeth Fraser leeh a devoted wife and
mother.

Her love-filled memories of her parents and her pdesdfection for
Castlestowe were the only constant strengths ififeeNothing must shake
those foundations, she thought fervently. She wad@av emotional ebb at
the moment and she needed to cling to somethind god solid.

Her father had died twelve years ago and Stuartdtdaer mother stay in
the tied cottage while she, Amber, continued tgpbeately educated at
Stuart's expense. It had been a generous gesturhistofavourite

goddaughter.



Now the cool May air chilled the warmth of her faaethey walked away
from the party, but it was fresh, pure air—the cpagne breath of western
Scotland. She inhaled it, filling her lungs, gathgrcourage.

And then she pulled away from Jake and walked dione little way before
she said in a strangled voice, 'My parents, Ja&k nfe before | go crazy!

' will. Wait till we get to your cottage,' he said

She wanted to punch him, to turn and pummel thastchheavy with
muscle, till she got some kind of reaction othantthe smug 'l know what's
best for you' tone he'd adopted.

‘This is my life you're toying with," she said jayk trying to control her
angry frustration. 'My parents and Stuart and @agtlve mean everything
to me—

'l know. I'm not blind," he said edgily.

His tone put her horribly on edge too. He soundexld man who was about
to tell a child that there was no Santa Claus.

Amber glanced at Jake, watching the wind whip theclb curls into
disarray. There was a stillness about him, an faiermse anticipation, and
she felt her heart beat faster and faster withyestap she took. Judging by
the set of his face, he wasn't going to be swayed.

Seething, she bit back her anger. At least shelanake sure that there was
one constant area in her life. She'd push theesrtd Castlestowe for all she
was worth.

‘Then you'll understand that | want you to loveete as much as | do. So
much has happened to me... | need to stay heeed the security of my
home," she said with shaky fervour, gesturing Wih hand to the distant
mMOors.

"You left willingly enough to work for Unite," heomted out casually.



'l did,’ she admitted. 'l had an offer out of theeh when | was in my last
term at university. Mary Smith came to give a tadkour group. We got
chatting and she offered me a job on the spotulldett turn it down; it was
such a wonderful opportunity.'

Far in the distance she could just discern theendahd beach and the waves
crashing on the rocks, their thunder a sweet, fammhusic in her ears. And
some way ahead further still were the moors wherecbttage nestled with
its softly welcoming light glowing in the porch.

'When | was away | missed Castlestowe,’ she coedintlhat's why |
worked myself into the ground.' He knew how deegblg felt, she thought
in relief when he nodded. 'l was very homesick. Buhew the refugee
children would be homesick too, and they weretsie liJake! However sad
| felt at being away from home, | knew | could nelree with myself if | ran
back and left them to their fates.’

'Quite a sacrifice," he observed with an open aatmin which made her feel
better about herself.

'All children should be with their parents, Jakdéeél very strongly about
that.'

In a quick movement he turned from her and scatime¢horizon—but not
before she'd registered a harshness deepeninméiseof his face. Perhaps
he missed his parents and was worried about hiserfaishe thought
sympathetically.

'l imagine it can be wild up here in the winteg'$aid, as if making polite
conversation.

Amber accepted his avoidance of a painful subjattleast she had an
opportunity to expand on her love for her homelakd it passed the time.
They had a way to go before they reached the aattag

'Ferocious,’ she said with a half-laugh. 'The ghles us off our feet, rain
falls like stair-rods, and when it snows the blizisaheap up in great drifts
that trap us indoors for days.’



'‘And you like that?' he asked wryly.

A gentle smile lit her face. 'lt's exciting. Invigwing. Bad weather draws us
all together. There's a comradeship I've neverdoaamywhere else. We're
one big family. People don't move house as thegls@where. Everyone's
been here for generations and a kind of mutuahgadmits the community
together. When my mother died last year Stuart warke of me. Leo did
too—and everyone else here.' Her huge eyes mesJdke the love of old
friends. The only kind of love | trust.'

His arm came around her shoulders. A steadying asnif,she might need
support. Amber was too apprehensive to shrug itlo#f time. 'There are
other beautiful places in the world," he suggestsially. 'Wilder, gentler,
more remote..."

‘Not for me!" she declared passionately. 'Where &sthere a loch as
beautiful as this—' she gestured '—with a surfdaeblack glass and views
to the Isle of Mull? Or where | can lie in the plerpeather and watch the
sun glittering on the sea and be swamped in toedce?'

He stopped and she stood there, her bridal gowmrshkring in the
moonlight, her hair tumbling down her back andede face dominated by
her impassioned dark eyes. Slowly he took hersrahins with such a look
of tenderness that she felt as though she wasdafito the silky black loch.
Afraid of what was happening to her, she would haweif she could, but
her legs were made of lead.

'It was very brave of you,' he said thoughtfultg, put aside your feelings
and leave your home again so soon after your mettleath. | have to say,
however, that | think it was unwise of you to rughto Africa. Why didn't
you give yourself time to grieve?'

He raised a questing finger and she watched, higathtas he lifted a
wanton strand of her hair from where it had blowtocher mouth. With an
effort, she pulled herself together.

‘Stuart thought | needed to bury myself in workg $iusked. 'My instincts
told me | wasn't ready, but he was so insistent...'



'Was he.' It was a statement, as if he'd knowndapdored the influence of
her godfather.

'l was aware there was so much to be done," shlaiegd, springing to
Stuart's defence. 'Every day the television newsshawing the most tragic
pictures in Africa. | couldn't put myself firstidcked up my mother's things
without looking at them and went.’

It had, however, been a mistake as far as she evmemed. Her emotions
hadn't stood up to the enormous pressures—whichdniaen her into
Enzo's arms. It was something she'd regret foraseof her life.

'I'm sorry you've had such a hard time," Jake gaidly.

Imperceptibly she swayed closer towards him andilpasorrected the
movement. She could easily find herself turnindhtm for comfort, she
thought wanly. That would be a mistake too.

‘Jake... I'm bone-weary. | want to get home andluur| want to shut the
world out and everyone in it,’ she confessed.

'Hold on,' he encouraged. 'Hold on.’

If only she could! It was taking all her will-powaot to fling her arms
around his waist and lay her head on his shoulde@ask him to hold her,
stroke her hair, murmur soothing things to her. 8éeded comfort. More
than anything. It would be so easy to surrendesmall gesture, a sigh, to
release the need for affection that she was céydfiding from him...

With a great effort, she fought her desire to rddagause she worried where
that might lead. But she felt a weakness stealeg ber, and with it a warm
glow as her eyes closed drowsily and her treaclsebaay grew languid
with what she thought must be exhaustion.

'l can't hold on!" she mumbled wearily. 'l feelifds/e reached rock-bottom,
Jake.'



'Helll" he muttered, tightening his grip on her staHe seemed to hesitate
and then, to her astonishment, he jerked her sharpthat her drooping
head flipped up in a sudden movement and her negés were being
sizzled by his fierce gaze. 'l thought you had bade!" he accused her.
"You never gave up so easily in the camps.'

'l couldn't give way,' she replied wearily. 'Notgablic, anyway.'

"You toughed it out, | know. But you cried in Mayrms sometimes,' he
said bluntly.

'‘Mary told you that?' she asked, shocked. 'Bute ngvergossips!

'She does to me."

'Oh." Amber felt faintly betrayed. Mary had becomere than a friend to
her. She'd confided all her hopes and fears fofuhee to Mary and had
entrusted the older woman with her innermost thtaighwas a shock to
find that Jake was on equally close terms withrhentor.

'‘And you're starting to fall apart again. You catut that now,' he stated
flatly.

'Why not?' she muttered resentfully.

He angled his dark head and studied her for a whiid just as she began to
find her breath shortening and becoming erratichwétn irrational
apprehension he said inexplicably, '‘Because youl nede ready for a
fight.'

Her stomach contracted. 'What do you mean?' slathae.

Jake took a long time to answer and then he droppbdmbshell with
breathtaking casualness. 'l was wondering how ymadt if | said that |
don't ever want us to live here. Suppose | ddket this windswept, barren
corner of Scotland and demand that we go elsewhte® then?'



It was unthinkable. There was a roaring in her easher eyes widened in
horror at his cruel taunts. 'Barren? It's not bdtre

'Have you ever been to a tropical jungle, Ambee?asked mildly. 'Where
bananas and frangipani and mangoes grow like weslste there are
flowers all year long—'

'‘And there are no seasons,' she retaliated, thalighbcatching the flint in
her eyes. 'No blanket of snow on the hills, no snietnging in the glen, no
SUnmaking the SCales iridescent on the back of a salmon whiemjis—' "You
think it's paradise here—' 'Yes! | do!" she crigdr heart sinking at his
derogatory tone. He hated Castlestowe—and wantedoheave! 'l—I'd
banked on you not caring where you lived! Jakehd#de to stay... | couldn't
go, not now; it would break miyeart-

'l thought it was broken already,' he pointed @lirty, ignoring the flash of

fury which tautened her mouth. 'And since you séeimave no guts at the
moment,' he said, almost as if deliberately goatierg 'l feel confident that
| could persuade you to leave if | so wished.'

'Like hell you could! she ground out through heeth. A great rush of
strength came from nowhere, straightening her santkputting the fight
back into her heart. Guts? She'd give him gutslyldaa while ago you
might have pushed me in whatever direction you aantaccepted that in
Africa | virtually became a zombie when Enzo abaretbme. You took
over my life, making arrangements, decisions... |ANanted was to get
home and whatever else happened to me seemed utamtpddut this is
different,’ she added with vigour. 'Now you're #tening everything | hold
dear!

‘A small cottage in remote Scotland?' he queriaging a disparaging
eyebrow.

'It means more to me than anywhere else on eaht@!fumed. 'l will never
leave! Never! I'd divorce you first! Do you heaat®'

'l hear.' He seemed amused. Or was that pleastimegflacross his mouth
and eyes? 'Half of Scotland must be hearing too.'



'l don't care! Let them!" Wild with temper, sherfty her hair back in a
gesture of grim defiance. 'This is unpardonableelU¥ou waited till we

were married to say this, hoping I'd be so damtefubto you for saving my
reputation that I'd trail around behind you likeneek child, docile and
tractable, providing a convenient heir for the Galish family without any
effort on your part and obeying your every commémedause life had
reduced me to a miserable, mindless cabbage—'

'For a woman who felt faint and had reached rockttdmn you're
remarkably energised! And so angry! he marvelléith wfuriating good
humour.

"You don't know how angry!" she flared.

‘The words "explosive” and "murderous” spring tondhi He smiled,
enraging her further.

'Oh, spare me the enigmatic smirk!" she snappeul 6ught to be ashamed
of the way you've treated me. You offered me a iager of
convenience—convenient for what?' she hurled at Mour lust? Tired of
chasing women about the world, are you?' she tduhteu pretended to be
indifferent to me, but you're not, are you? Do ymant someone
conveniently waiting for you to be at your beck aadl when you get back
home? And where is that home to be? Where wouldlikeume? Paris?
Timbuktu? Tell me and I'll run there. I'll lie dowike a doormat and you
can walk all over me!" she finished sarcasticakygching boiling point.

There was a horrible silence while Jake eyed h#r avidetached interest.
And a mystifying satisfaction. 'At last," he samdevident relief. 'The flame
ignites.’

'Flame?' she spat.

'Flame," he said, apparently highly pleased withdailf. ‘It was about time."
"You've landed up with more than flames! You've puatatch to a volcano!'

she said hotly. '"How dare you play your sophistidahind games with me?
| took you on trust—and when you said we'd be fiseand we'd have a



mutual partnership it never occurred to me thaidht to get your words
checked over by dawyer in case you started to act like a slippery,
double-crossing cheat!

‘Tough when you're threatened, aren't you?' he dpus€uriatingly
unaffected by her tirade. 'I'm relieved. | did wen@hat you were made of
for a minute.’

‘Tough? Me?' She flipped her red hair forward watfflick of her head.
'Look at that colour! she snapped. 'It's my linkwthe Celts and I'm proud
of it! You want to know how tough I am? Push me méwrther and you'll
find out,’ she grated. Her eyes gleamed with et lof battle. "Try to force
me to do anything against my will and I'll show ydaws and teeth you'll
never forget!

He gave a faint smile. 'l wouldn't dream of forcipgu. You're halfway
where you need to be already.' Suddenly the amusemas wiped from his
face. 'I'm preparing you. Nothing more sinistee,'ddded ominously.
'Preparing me for what?' she flashed.

'Surprises.’ They didn't sound nice from the wagdid that.

'Such as?' she demanded warily.

'Where we're going to spend our honeymoon aften@int in the cottage.'
'We? You're probably going on your own!' she retsourly.

"You'll come,' he said with a quiet confidence.

Annoyed at his arrogance, she tipped up her chilgéeently and fixed him
with her blazing eyes. 'Oh, will I? What paradised you organised for this

honeymoon?' she asked scathingly.

‘The Caribbean. | booked us into a hide-away retne&t Lucia.'



Amber stared at him in blank astonishment. 'Bthat's where Ginny is!
Leo will be there by tonight—'

I know!" exclaimed Jake with manufactured amazdamdan't it an
extraordinary coincidence?’

'Extraordinary,’ she said suspiciously. 'Did yoli teeo where you'd
booked?'

‘No. | gather," he added in a conversational tbhat Ginny appears to have
traced her father.'

She shot him a puzzled glance. 'McKenzie? | dikimiw she'd lost touch
with him.'

'‘No, | mean her real father. Ginny was adopted. Mi&enzies aren't her
natural parents.'

'l didn't know that!" exclaimed Amber in surprise.

'Her father is a plantation owner in St Lucia—a ntatled Vincente St
Honore." Jake spoke as if the name was significanteone famous,
perhaps. But she'd never heard of the man.

'Leo said nothing about this!" she said, a litdsentfully.

'l imagine he didn't want to go into lengthy ex@tons when he had a
plane to catch. I'm told the old man is dying.'eldked his dark head and
stared sightlessly into the distance, as if he sgmng something else,
somewhere else. 'Poor guy," he said, not soundimg at all. 'It would seem

that St Honore has no one to love him becauseahefgated everyone he's
ever known.'

Amber's eyes narrowed. 'You seem remarkably wegdhined. Did Leo tell
you all this?"

'Stuart, actually.’



She flushed. 'He could have let me know. I'm mareilly than you.'

'Yes,' mused Jake with a strange half-smile tippivegcorners of his mouth,
'you are. But Stuart knewpass on the news. Convenient, isn't it, having Leo
and Ginny on the same island as us? If my compargslyou, you'll be able
to spend some time with them. In any case it'lifieresting to see this
plantation that Ginny expects to inherit.'

'l don't want to go to St Lucia," Amber told himatfly. 'I'm staying here. You
think you can threaten to take me away from Castles—but | won't
move! Even if it means our marriage folds.' Herabinecaught in her throat
as an image came to her of Jake waving a final lgg@dnd striding out of
her life. Angry tears filled her eyes. Why was leenly so difficult? "You're
deliberately trying to break us up! | know it!" stiéed heatedly. 'You hate
the prospect of living here. You regret marrying-#ie

'No!" he said testily. "You're wrong! I'm tryingjerk you into life! I'm trying
any means | can to get some kind of response flamanything to yank
you out of your self-obsession.'

She glared. "You worm?!'

Jake seemed unaffected by her anger. 'l had tefintething that you cared
about and threaten it,' he said, as if he'd actefdgtly reasonably.

'Castlestowe?' she demanded. 'Those threats abimgt $omewhere else
were aruse?'

'‘Desperate measures,' he explained, not the faimtgsof penitence in his
voice. 'You've been drifting about like a wet wesdefeeling sorry for
yourself, ever since you found out about Enzo—'

'l was hurt, you brute!" she snapped, appalled tlatshould be so
insensitive.

'l know' He pushed an exasperated hand through his hanbéA surely
you can't forget how | cared for you at that time?’



‘No, I haven't forgotten,’ she said sullenly. ‘Bzt makes it all the harder to
understand why now—"'

'‘Now you're apathetic and listless. And you cae;trot at this time. You
have to get a grip on yourself. You've got a lodficult adjustments to
make.'

‘They'll only be difficult if you keep on bullyingne!" she flung at him
furiously.

Jake nodded. 'Better," he said approvingly. 'Y auiteas self-pitying as you
were earlier.'

'Self...!I" she spluttered.

"Yes! And you know it. The trouble is that you'evays had a strong male
figure in your life, and when you didn't have omeumd you searched and
found Enzo. When he failed to live up to your expgons, you decided to
run home and hide. You wanted to let everyone &lke over for you.
Stuart, Mary, me..."

'So? Everyone wants to crawl under a blanket add Bometimes,' she
muttered sulkily, digesting his accusatiadad she always leaned on
others?

'‘But this isn't the time to go to ground,’ he re@lsharply. "You'll need all
the grit you can find. And now that I've stirreduyop and got you fighting
again—"'

'You are so arrogant!" she cried, seething at titkeethand way he'd roused
her temper. 'You're not a puppeteer and I'm nadeinio! | won't have you
playing God with my emotions.'

'I'm not," he said grimly. 'Life is. It's going fiong you a few curves, Amber.’

'Why? There's only one person around here who wdrddm of harming
me and it's you!" she cried heatedly.



His grip tightened like a steel band. 'No. | wouldarm you. | need you too
much.'

Stopped in her tracks, she gulped, her body teri#e merves. 'Need?'
Somehow she flung him a defiant look.

'What—what exactly do you need moe?' she asked jerkily.

His gaze was guarded as it shifted from her blazygs to her tightly
clenched teeth and back to her eyes again. Tomeed

'Like hell I will"" she said defiantly, going dedytpale. Her mouth felt as if
it was filled with ashes. Her stomach too. RebeaBig she glared at him, her
hopes for an uncomplicated future dashed.

"You will need me," he insisted quietly. 'Sooneartlyou know.'

He was very serious. Amber went cold, the senskezd lurching back to
grip her stomach with icy claws. 'What is this seéahat concerns my
parents?' she asked in a low whisper.

He seemed preoccupied with the red waterfall offagr, his hand pushing
it back from her gleaming shoulders. The touchisfingers there and then
on the nape of her neck made her draw in her breattuntarily.

'‘Something that will test your courage,’ he saitlyso

She gasped and let out a strangled cry. 'Jake...'

His eyes lingered on the curve of her jaw.. .the b her lush mouth. His
words sank into Amber's stunned brain. Every mustleer body was
tensed to straining point as he shot her a shpgrasing glance.

'l think we'd better get back to the cottage whibe're still on fire, hadn't

we?' he said wryly. 'I'm sure we could both do véatklram of whisky to
stiffen the sinews."



Without waiting for her answer, he took her eloowone hand and slipped
his arm around her waist so firmly that she hadpton but to hurry along
beside him. The relentless pace gave her no charibank why her sinews
might need stiffening—and maybe it was just as .well

The prospect of what lay ahead both repelled aed ther. But she needed
to know the secret which concerned her parents.

When they reached the door of her small cottagbebitated and gave her a
long thoughtful look. 'Shall | carry you over thedshold?’

Instinct made her want to say yes. To be sweph insiarms and held close
would be comforting. But he'd only scorn her foringe weak. With
difficulty she denied herself.

'‘No. It isn't a proper marriage." Suddenly she &lerwhelmingly sad.
‘There's no reason for us to indulge in romantst@ges," she muttered, and
sensed that he'd drawn away from her.

'‘Whatever you like.'
'Silence would be nice!" she retorted with a waspgisap.

With an expression as hard and ungiving as carvaditg, he opened the
door for her and they stepped inside. The tendi@iched between them
like overstrained harp strings. Wanting to scredei| me'at him, Amber
controlled the urge and went to light the hurrickmap with a taper. To her
exasperation, her hand was shaking too much. Jadesaeed at her side and
steadied her trembling fingers, guiding them touhek. It seemed to take
an uncomfortably long time.

For some reason she'd stopped breathing. In thehendungs finally
protested, and she gulped in air, and she quicldyeth away, standing
awkwardly in the middle of the living room, slowlgmoving her veil while
Jake set a match to the peat fire. The roses ohdagldress tumbled to the
ground and she left them where they'd fallen onattbin carpet.



Her heart was thudding unnaturally and she kelmdgherself that it was an
odd situation, thatnyone would feel uncomfortable under the circumstances.

But there again there had been plenty of alliatikeshers.

What did other couples do on the first night of ithmarriage of
convenience? Play cards? Watch TV? And how didoyog up the subject
of bed without sounding provocative? She ran hegdis through her hair
distractedly. All that would come later. More diffilties. More tension.

First, though, there would be the revelation. Om&dshad to be 'prepared’
for. Maybe she wouldn't feel like doing anythingeafvards, she thought
gloomily.

Although she looked at him expectantly, Jake seemedo hurry to

unburden himself because all he did was give Iheiedsmile. Or, rather, he
stretched his lips in the semblance of one. It sekrthat he felt
apprehensive too. Amber couldn't stand the strain.

Tll get you that dram,” she muttered, and heaftedthe big dresser.
'‘Donald's brought your case up, | see. You coltd thup. You have the
room to the left.'

It seemed an odd thing to say to her husband.riggbbllow with misery,
she hid her face in the fall of her hair as shd bear the dresser and lifted
out a couple of tumblers. One drink wouldn't hugt khild, she thought.
And it would fortify her. Mercifully, Jake did afie suggested and she was
left with time to pour their drinks shakily and cpose herself.

It would help, she thought, if she was doing sonmetlwhen he came down
again—something to occupy her hands that was plac@l boring. The
ironing might be disconcerting!

Then, as she wandered around restlessly, her elfasnfthe metal chest
which sat on a sturdy table in the corner. The ithad been locked ever
since her mother's death because she hadn't bketo dace the memories
stored in there—the photos, the letters, the mebi@aher mother had
treasured.



A memory popped into her mind. When she'd beenupéded to go out to
Africa, Stuart had pestered her for the key, satfvag he'd sort through her
mother's things. He'd been unusually insistent.but.

She froze when she realised why. Maybe he had begmous to find
something that he knew her mother had kept.

Slowly, as if drawn by a magnet, she walked to d¢hest. From upstairs
came the sound of Jake's door closing. The banghendhttle of the latch
woke her from her dream-like trance. Quickly shaktthe key from where
she'd hidden it behind the shutter and slippettat the padlock. Everything
was very tidy, making her think wistfully of herigk, neat mother.

A footfall told her that Jake had come into themo&Go ahead,' he said with
quiet encouragement.

When she looked up she saw that his expressioselasin and watchful as
though he knew that she was on the edge of sormeasamt discovery. Her
pulses began to race and she made an effort todoedym| of her emotions.

'What am | looking for?' she asked in a low voice.

He came up behind her. Close enough for her tohisdbreath whispering
on the lobe of her ear. 'Drink that,' he said gertblding out one of the
glasses of whisky she'd poured. "You'll need it.'

She did. 'And now?' she asked, unable to stop Ihé&ms@ shaking.

The weight of his body came to rest against hek keif he was afraid that
she'd fall otherwise. Ignoring the trembling of bedy, he reached past her
to check through the bank receipts and statemelatdetters and stacks of
postcards, all tied up with string. She felt hissien and it frightened her.

"You're looking for your birth certificate," he daquietly.

The air was plucked from her body as if she'd betapulted into a brick
wall. She swayed and Jake's arms came aroundrhdhng her, his cheek



firm and reassuring against hers. The room whirdsd a blackness
threatened to overwhelm her, and then it steadjatha

'Would that be it?' she rasped, and pointed torgelaealed envelope
marked with her name.

Jake stretched forward and picked it up. "You'veeneseen your birth
certificate?' he asked curiously. ‘Not even when gent up for your
passport?'

'‘No," she answered, leaning back against him, fgddteat he was there. Into
her mind kept jumping the obvious reason why itlmigave been kept from
her all these years. And she kept pushing the Ipiigsaway.

'‘When | applied for a passport,’ she said rapitilyng her mind with
words, 'Mother said she'd lost the original ceréife and would have to get
a copy and send it on to the passport office for mmasked for it
afterwards— and she told me that... that Stuartkiadly agreed to keep it
in his safe, with other family documents. So whemhen we decided to get
married, | asked him to find it and attach it to neguest for the special
licence.'

'Presumably Stuart only had the copy," mused Jakee he didn't have
access to this box. I think this is the originamer.’

She stared at the envelope in dismay. 'My motherriever lied, to my
knowledge. Why would she pretend she'd lost it?'adked unhappily.

'‘Open the envelope. Look at it.'
'Nor

Instinctively she drew back harder against him. Archeld her steady, his
grip somehow giving her strength. She realisedibké had tried to get her
in the right frame of mind for this. Her teeth atbed. He'd thought that if
she was in a fighting mood then she might be ableope. But she didn't
want to see what was on the certificate. Not noot éVer.



'You have to,' he breathed in her ear.

'l don't! It's obvious that my parents and Stuathll want me to see it! They
cared for me. What they've done has always beetyibest interests.’ She
remembered what Jake had said about foster oriadgarents sometimes
deciding not to tell children about their backgrdumt seemed that his
comment—surely not an idle one—might be horriblyiagher case. '‘Burn
it!" she urged. 'l don't want to know—'

'‘Damn you, Amber!" snapped Jake. 'Look at it btdll you what's on it!"

She slammed her hands over her ears. With anotiigened curse, Jake all
but dragged her to the sofa. Clamped hip to hip Witn, his arm securely
around her, she sat stony-faced and trembling vileilangrily eased out the
documents and put them on her lap.

"You have no right to force information on me," shél, her voice shaking
with emotion. 'l refuse to sully my parents' memdnyon't listen to you. |
don't have to look. | don't want my life turned iggsdown.’

'It already is!" he said grimly.

She drew in a shuddering breath. 'No. Not irreviycalzan cope with being
pregnant by a man who never cared about me. |l@a@with the emotional
after-effects of my mother's death and the, exinagistorkload I took on in
Africa. But not with anything that damages my reaship with my

parents.'

"You can. Together we can cope with anything,"dd surprisingly. 'This
affects both of us." He turned her face to his bedheart missed a beat.
There was a fierce tenderness in the dark wellsof/elvety eyes which
baffled and weakened her. 'Look at it—and the oloeuments too. | know
you've had a rough time, Amber. | know you thinkuydon't have the
reserves of energy to cope with any more hasslgsy®i do," he crooned.
"'l make sure of that.'

'H-how?' she stammered nervously.



'Like this."

His gentle smile eased into her like sunlight. &teher heart thudding as
he slipped the palm of his hand around the badieofcalp and continued
to smile tenderly at her. Bewildered by her inapilo draw away, she stared
at him with confused eyes and frantically licked parted lips so that she
could say something clever.

She didn't have time. To her consternation, Jake marmuring soothing
words—appealingly soft, smouldering, lulling wordsad she could feel
herself yielding in his arms and settling into Brebrace as if she was so
desperate that she welcomed it with all her heart.

Her startled eyes were fixed on his beautifullysseth mouth while her
mind struggled with the fact that a lyrical sensatwas coursing through
her appallingly defenceless body. She couldn't gtoand didn't want to.

Then he kissed her. Amber stayed very still. It @@asinlike anything she'd
expected or had experienced before that she didonte or breathe or
respond for a long, long while. This time Jake'sithavas soft and as sweet
as honey. As warm and as smooth as sun-kissed Iskias beautiful. If
they'd stayed locked like that for a day, she wialde been cured of all her
woes.

Guiltily postponing her indignation, she let hefded back in his strong
arms, savouring the wonderfully sensuous languat thas creeping
through her body. And it wasn't a weakness thadded her but a strength.

For the first time in her life a man was kissing &g if that was his sole aim.
Miraculously, Jake didn't seem interested in mowindo the next step. His
arms stayed around her securely, quite unthreagenhreir lips were parted
but he was in no hurry to delve deeper. He wasitgkis time. A rare man
indeed, she mused dreamily.

Then he drew back and gave her a gentle shake. yldawnust look at the
papers, Amber.'

‘Jake?' she said wonderingly.



'Look at them!'

The colour soared up through her to stain her &aseft scarlet. He'd been
totally in control of himself— and she'd temporaitidst her mind!

Her pearly white teeth snagged her lip. Reluctastie stared at the papers
and waited for her eyes to focus because they stenie misty. Jake's arm
was still around her shoulders and he gave henaoueaging squeeze as
she read—and then reread—the first document, mtr bertificate, with
eyes as sharp as lasers now and her heart be&granl African drum.

'Dorothy Elliott? My mother was... Dorothy Elliott?' she whisper@&iit
who...?' Her voice ended in a harsh croak. Whatididatter who the
woman was? She wasn't the same woman she'd ddtdueTr'.

'‘Go on,' Jake said gently.

She took a long breath in. "Dorothy Elliott, undoyed. Father...not
known." Those last words danced before her eyes.v&s illegitimate. A
groan escaped from her dry lips.

"You were adopted," Jake said quietly. '"Angus dimhBeth Fraser adopted
you at birth from the Sunnyside Nursing Home, Giagg

Jake had knownWhyhad he known? When? 'Who told you?' she demandec
through her teeth. 'Stuart, |1 suppose!’ Jake loavere eyes and she couldn't
see if her assumption was correct or not. 'Wasnh

'I'm not prepared to answer that. | promised | walilsay," he said gravely,
still avoiding her eyes.

'It was Stuart!" she decided, hurt. 'Why did heytel this? And why did you
tell me?' she wailed. 'l didn't want to know! Eveng had kept the secret all
these years and—and you had to blab it out—'

"You had to know. One day you would have sortedugh your mother's
things and you would have found out, Amber,' Jake quietly.



Annoyingly, his logic was faultless. The facts wibhlave come out sooner
or later, though she wished that Jake had waitedhe was stronger in
herself. She felt beyond tears. Something cold laadi had taken up
residence inside her—a protection, perhaps, nowhiraworld seemed to
be disintegrating piece by piece.

'Yes. | suppose you're right,’ she admitted inttbmonotone.
'Look, Amber—I think this was your natural mothdgke said gently.

Numb with shock, she turned questioningly to hine. lt¢ld open a heavy
silver locket. In it was a picture of a tense-loakiblonde woman who
seemed vaguely familiar, though perhaps that wahfwi thinking. She

was holding a newborn baby sporting a curly redfqdihe baby was

unmistakablyher.

'Oh, Jake!" she sighed, and held the locket irtreenbling fingers, looking
at it in a dazed fashion. Her fist closed oversitifato brand her mother's
image into her body. 'Dorothy Elliott!" she saidstly.

Unconsciously, she began to rock backwards andafasy her fingers

clenched over that locket as if she never wantedlaase it. And, as if the
sight of her true mother had unlocked a dam of empshe began to cry.
Terrible sobs lurched out of her body—sobs that tirher chest and hurt
her throat.

'Hush, hush," soothed Jake, pressing her headhistshoulder. "Your
baby—'

'Was conceived out of wedlock like me," she satitbiby.
'Maybe you weren't—'

'Where's my father's name on my birth certificatesRe demanded
hysterically. 'Tell me that!

‘There could be many explanations for its omisstom argued.



'Oh, sure! My mother probably had so many boyfreetigt she didn't know
who my father was!

'Maybe she was married but didn't want your fatieeknow about your
existence,' suggested Jake. When Amber gave a $twgdering sob, he
clasped her tightly and held her for a while, tidmspered in her ear, 'Keep
that courage high, Amber. Think of your health, iybaby...'

'It's a little late to worry about that!" she musenathl "You decided to hurl a
bomb into my already problematic life—'

'l had to,' he insisted.
'But now?"'

'Yes. Now,"' he said with a sigh of regret. 'Loolddn't like seeing you
upset—'

‘Then why do this to me?' she wailed, knowing tehe was being
unreasonable.

'l was the instrument, the messenger,’ he saidmigti 'If it's anyone's fault,
it's probably your father's.'

'Whoever he is,' she muttered. 'This is terriblean't believe | have no real
tie with my parents. And they were everything td ifeel... cheated.’

‘They loved you as if you were their own childkdanurmured placatingly
against her hair. 'They loved you so much that twydn't bear you not to
be theirs. Stuart did tell me that.’

He pressed his mouth to her forehead in a sootisggand snuggled her
closer. Gratefully she let him comfort her. Shedseehim. Needed a kind,
compassionate human being to help her get thrdughA fresh frenzy of

weeping racked her for a while and then she becarae that he was
talking to her still.



'‘And as a child you were so utterly happy,' he 8&aang, 'and they couldn't
bear to destroy your happiness. When you left féricA Stuart was
supposed to come and take the evidence away but ymdlocked
everything and he was far too mindful of your feg$ to break in. He's been
afraid of this for years.'

'Why?' she cried passionately, pulling away andingaat Jake, her
tear-stained face a picture of distress. 'Why shdul have known about
this when my mother— m-my adoptive mother—died@' sud.

'Oh, Amber! Jake sighed. 'Stuart thought you'dgpneot to know. You said
as much yourself. He knew how you'd feel.'

'‘But he toldyou.." Again she saw Jake look away, as if to hide the
expression that lurked in his eyes. Frustrated,ssid, 'It's perfectly clear
that he did! You both argued about the wisdom tiinlg me know, didn't
you?'

'We did.'

Her mind ran through the possible explanations. ahd hit on one. 'He
thinks we're in love,' she said in a small voicgke] shifted as if he felt
uncomfortable hearing that. 'l imagine he was dfta open the chest and
find out the truth one day when you were with menrd he thought you'd
better know."' She fixed him with a direct look. 'Heped you'd be able to
comfort me, didn't he?'

‘Actually, no. He wanted me to get the key and neznanything that
referred to your natural mother. He didn't wanloe you, you see.'

Putting aside her shock at Stuart's uncharactlsktisly behaviour, Amber
frowned and said, 'Lose me? What are you talkiryieh Wordlessly, Jake
handed her his handkerchief and she dabbed at dmp dace in a
perfunctory way. 'l wouldn't ever stop loving Stiiashe argued. 'There's no
reason for him to think I'd leave him either.’

There was a heavy silence and Amber filled it v racing thoughts. Jake
knew of a reason. Perhaps one that damned Stinente Tould only be one



explanation. In sudden alarm, she dropped the heobdief and grabbed
Jake's arms fiercely. 'He—he's not my f-father,he&?' she stuttered.
‘Stuart—"?"'

'‘No!" Jake's vehement denial was more than enauglorivince her. 'No,
Amber.' Several seconds passed and she waiteaisia amticipation, willing
Jake to expand. Eventually he did. 'Stuart waddaffau'd go looking for
your natural parents.'

'l probably will." She frowned, perplexed. '‘Butttixon't take me away from
Castlestowe and Stuart, will it?'

It could.’

Amber shivered. Tell me," she whispered, palinga&i's solemn tone.
‘These adverts explain it all." The last remaintag on his lap was a card,
onto which someone, presumably her mother, hackgdbtee newspaper

cuttings. Jake passed this to her.

She read the first. "Mandy Cook, nee Brandon" -arlon?' she cried in
astonishment.

'Ignore it,' dismissed Jake. 'lt's a false clairthtoname. Nothing to do with
the Brandons at all.’

'How do you know?' she asked suspiciously.

'Read on.' His expression showed that he woul@ndrawn.

Although irritated, Amber's curiosity got the bettd her and she bent her
head to scan the cutting again. "'Brandon. Bor8.Z2&, Sunnyside Nursing
Home, Glasgow." Jake! This is where you said | @$! I'm not Mandy

Cook, am I? |1 don't feel like a Mandy—'

'No. Continue.'



Shaking with tension, she did so. ""Resident of 8K Children's Home,
and St Mary's Children's Home. Married David Jafesk, 26.8.89. Last
heard of in Devon. Please contact the office beldvere you will learn
something to your advantage.™

‘Next.' His finger stabbed at the second advert.

The top line made her start and look up at Jakéhbuhotioned her on so
she read it all out in a breathless voice. "Virgiiemple. Born 26.8.71,
Sunnyside Nursing Home, Glasgow, subsequently 47aBles Lane. Last
heard of at Lee Lane Women's Refuge, 1975, indhe af Sarah Temple...
Please contact the office below where you will leaomething to your
advantage.™

She went cold. 'lIt's the same nursing home, thegdmne number, Jake.'

'Yes. Fifty miles away as the crow flies. The fickild named in the advert
has the surname of a well-known laird. The secendrginia Temple, who
was adopted and became Virginia McKenzie," he gaiietly. ‘Ginny. Leo's
Ginny." Amber stared at him, speechless. 'The #slweere placed by
Vincente St Honore, who has been looking for hisgihder. | told you about
him, remember?’

Somehow she found her voice. 'You—you said he waddaman. And that
he was dying. Something about owning a plantatibickwGinny expects to
inherit.’

Jake nodded slowly, watching her like a hawk. Tést of the news sank in
and for a moment her mind went blank with shocle &hd Ginny had been
born in the same nursing home on the same daylyShe¢ was too great a
coincidence?

Wincing because she'd been an unwanted baby, shenbeaware of Jake
patiently waiting for some comment from her, an@ stored away the
connection she'd made till she could think it tlylou



His hand closed on hers. 'l had a chat with Lemc¥inte St Honore has
refused to let Ginny take a DNA test. That meatiseehe's one hundred per
cent sure Ginny is his daughter or he doesn't veafibd out she isn't.'

She frowned, thinking that Jake was being unneagssaspicious. 'l don't
see that it matters. What happened to St Honoi&&'w

'She ran away.' Jake paused, and she had the sprethat he was
choosing his words carefully. 'l think I've alreaghgntioned that Vincente
has a dubious reputation. He treated his wife rabfaglly, moving his
mistress into the house. Rumour suggests that s suffered physical
abuse too.'

'Does Leo know this?' she cried in alarm.

Jake nodded. 'He says there's no truth in the resrand Vincente has been
misunderstood.’ His caustic expression and toneenitadlear what he
thought of that. 'However, the facts speak for thelres. Madame St
Honore ran away because she couldn't take any rBbeswas pregnant but
Vincente didn't know till he read the note sheftl tém. And by then she
had disappeared off the face of the earth.’

'He sounds thoroughly unpleasant,” she said, wnigkher nose with
disgust. 'Poor Ginny, to have a father like him!

Jake grunted in agreement. 'Vincente decided t®thas child when he
discovered he was dying. The detective agency h@oged came up with
three names. There were three women who'd givémihithe right place at
the right time. One of them had to be his child.nél\a was the first to
answer the advert but the DNA test eliminated Mghen Ginny met
Vincente, however, he said she was the image okifies'

'I'm not sure whether to be happy for her or sachber said ruefully. 'But
I'm sure Leo can look after her.'

Jake slanted his eyes at her. 'Read the last ddvert



It was much the same as the others. But this timagoerson being sought
was..Amber Elliott. Daughter of Dorothy Elliott. Her eyesought Jake's
uneasily. Three women, who'd given birth in thétiglace at the right time.
One of them her own natural mother. 'Extraordinatye said faintly.

Jake frowned at the creases in the knees of hisé¢rs and smoothed them
down, saying, 'Investigators traced the man whdteteel Madame St
Honore when she fled to Britain. He has confirmeat Ginny is Vincente
St Honore's daughter.’

That let her off the hook! Relieved, Amber smilédvas a romantic story,
despite the fact that the plantation owner, sourldedhst persoshe’'dwant
as a father.

'He'd know, wouldn't he? That settles it for Girand Leo, then,' she said
warmly.

Jake gave a sardonic smile. '‘But the man liedsam with soft intensity.

Inexplicably, her pulses quickened. 'Why—why woutlel do that?' She
gulped. There was a look of pity in his eyes.

'To protect someone.'

'Madame St Honore?' she suggested. He shook his $tdbhlooking at her
with a sad tenderness which made her cast arourahfexplanation.

And finally it seemed that everything dropped iptace. Amber knew why
Jake had led her, step by laborious step, to thig. By simple elimination
he believed thashewas St Honore's daughter.



CHAPTER FOUR

AMBER sat in stunned silence. She felt Jake's armrslip her shoulder and
she wanted to beg him to stay but she seemed ibleajph speech or
movement. When he left her she felt quite bersfif ahe'd begun to need
him already, just as he'd predictédshiver went right through her and she
tried not to feel that way but knew that she diddhbim to comfort her and
nothing would change that, whatever she told hersel

There were sounds in the kitchen of a kettle béitegl, cupboards being
opened, a teapot and cups rattling. Tea! she thangh great sweep of
relief. Jake would be coming back in a moment. Ttheég able to talk this
through.

She closed her eyes to hold back her anguish asnstieon the thought that
Vincente St Honore might be her father. If Jakeiformation was
right—and it usually was—the planter was an obnoegiman, brutal and
amoral... Her involuntary shudder at the contratwben the planter and
her father lanced through her chest. Angus Frasgalways had a cheerful
smile for everyone. They'd all admired his straigéta-die character and
the love he'd borne her and... Amber bit her ligd aarrected herself. And
heradoptivemother.

Calling them her adoptive parents seemed like @@t To all intents and
purposes Elizabeth and Angus had been her pareet®rything but blood.
What made someone a mother or a father anywayu#tecl of genes,
chains of DNA, inherited diseases, hair colour,\btyghes? That part was
easy. Nowadays it could even be accomplished teataube.

But what Angus and Elizabeth had achieved was miffieult. They had
given her such a loving environment that she haceméoubted for a
moment that she was their own dearly loved daughter

Amber's soft mouth became firm with decision. Slelln't deny them. To
her they were her parents, not the two strangeosdrdreated her. And she
didn't want to risk finding out that Vincente ancadéme St Honore—or
Dorothy Elliott, as she'd apparently called herseifere those two
strangers. Especially Vincente.



' made some tea,"' Jake said unnecessarily, camingh the tray.

‘Thanks.' She looked up with pleading eyes andeael their message,
coming to sit with her again. And she felt better the return of his
company.

For a moment there was silence while Jake slippedgair of heavy gold
cuff-links from his cuffs, rolled up his shirtsleevand jerked at his bow-tie
till it came undone. Then he eased open the tapmof his dress shirt in a
gesture that she found disturbingly sexy despitetémse situation, and
flung his arm along the back of the sofa, his seyubf her unusually
probing.

'Had any thoughts?' he asked carefully.

Amber's edginess came out in a rush of words. 'Yesnt to pretend |
know nothing about this! Ginny's happy. | assumeceénte’'s happy. Leo
too, and Stuart. Let's leave it at that, Jake! shed, her expression
desperate.

Soothingly he touched her cheek and let his fingess on her soft skin.
'‘No, Amber. We can't.'

Mentally she shook away the pacifying effect of fimgertips. She didn't
want to be placated or persuaded to accept hisofvlynking. 'Why not?"
she demanded. "You could be wrong when you saythigman is lying.
What evidence do you have to doubt his word, anfAvay

‘Tell me,’ said Jake gravely, idly drawing his g downwards to her jaw.
‘In my work, what am | known for?'

Without any conscious decision on her part, hes pprted as she felt the
warmth of the sweeping caress stimulating her skid the millions of
nerve-endings which seemed to be leaping to hightou

'‘Compassion." Amber blinked at the answer she'ddauout hastily to
divert herself from the quickening of her pulsdaswhs true. Everyone
regarded Jake as a very empathetic and humanitagan



He smiled faintly. 'And?’

This, she thought ruefully, was fast on the wayb&roming a list of

gualities she regarded highly in a man. And it segra little unwise to

admit how well he matched up to her personal stalsddVith a frown of

reluctance, she shrugged to minimise any suggestairshe also admired
him.

'Integrity, so they say.'

'How kind of them,' he said gravely, his fingers&ong unnervingly close
to the corner of her mouth. 'And?'

She tore her attention away from the maddeningagemsof each invasive
finger and scowled. 'OK," she said grudgingly, ‘#tdlity to expose the
truth.' Knowing that it was more than that, sheidied to risk pandering to
his vanity. She might as well be hanged for a shee@ lamb. 'You're
known for your sixth sense and the way you idemglusible liars and trip
them up with their own words,' she admitted.

'l was hoping you'd say something like that. So gocept my judgement?’

She shrugged again. "Your track record speaksdeilf.i If you suspect this
man of ulterior motives in saying Ginny is Vinceatdaughter, then | have
to believe you for the moment, since | don't haweevidence to counter it,'
she said slowly. 'But why, Jake? You said he watepting someone... but
surely that isn't all? What would the man gain?'

The black and compelling eyes were briefly veilédmight have been
deliberate or it might have been because he intetml@our the tea. She
wasn't sure. Jake set her cup in front of her had teaned back again and
cuddled her into his shoulder, his breath sweetveartn on her face.

Perhaps she could have objected. Though it wowe sBaemed churlish,
she told herself. Especially as his embrace wasentban welcome.
Although her mind whirled with fears and worrielsegelt strangely secure.
Jake's body was warm beneath the crispness ofhing and densely
muscled. It gave her a good feeling.



'My gut instincts, and the information I've gatheeréell me that this man
stands to gain quite a lot," Jake said softly.

'Money?' she hazarded, her skirts rustling as biieed around a little to
half face him.

'‘Not money,' he said reassuringly. 'The guy's ddtifigr his own needs, |
think. Until I'm certain, I'd prefer not to say dhing. But | don't think we
can ignore what we know. Maybe you're not St Hosataughter. But there
is an element of doubt—and you must at least pdeswi@o that Ginny
should take the DNA test.’

'It might cause a lot of heartache," she demutiiidg her thick lashes to
look up at him. 'I'd rather do nothing.'

Jake's eyes narrowed. 'Then | would have to presgragvidence without
your help.’

Amber stiffened. 'You don't want me to have a choat all'' she
complained vigorously.

'No," he admitted evenly.

Her eyes flashed with annoyance. 'Don't you thivat's unfair? Shouldn't |
be the one who judges whether this should go anlydt? Why are you so
insistent about this, Jake?"

'‘Because truth will always out," he said grimlyecLand Ginny could
commit themselves to the old man and the plantagpending time and
money and emotional energy there, only to be edibiea close relative
who's proved that Ginny has no blood link. I'm tMhcente has a sister
who has ambitions for her son. | doubt she'd standnd let the family
inheritance go to Ginny without incontrovertiblepf.'

Amber grimaced and subsided. 'Oh. | hadn't realisbdn | agree; | must
persuade Leo to get that proof.’



'‘Good,' murmured Jake. But she'd seen the flickeumph in his eyes and
was worrying about it. 'I'll leave you to speaklieo when we go to St
Lucia.'

Her head jerked up. No wonder Jake had been cestt@’d go to St Lucia
with him! And presumably his choice of honeymoodeiaway hadn't been
chance. Jake had carefully manoeuvred her wheneahted her. A master
strategist. The question was why?

'‘What if Ginny isn't the planter's daughter?' séieed quietly.

Jake's hand absently soothed the back of herdl 8/ess that bridge when
we come to it.'

Detaching herself temporarily from Jake's arms, Isheed forward and
took a few sips of her tea, nursing the cup inffards and staring absently
into the fire. Despite his apparently casual maninemwas very tense.

'You've made some elaborate plans. Why are yougdibiis, Jake?' she
asked warily.

"You know me. | hear of something, it intrigues rhiallow it to the bitter
end—'

'It's more than that." His light tone hadn't fooket at all.

He smiled crookedly, a gentle affection softening face. 'l believe
strongly in justice, Amber. Perhaps obsessivelyd,Ahe said, taking her
hand and staring into her eyes, 'l have a persotekst in this. There's a
chance that you're Vincente's daughter. You oughkhbw, one way or the
other. You and your child could stand to inher#t plantation and | want to
help you find out the truth.’

‘That's kind of you," she said gratefully. 'But Fot sure | want to know. |
thought when we were married I'd have a quieter lif seems I'm being
flung back into the maelstrom.’



Jake's hand moved to rest squarely on her backy@sire of comfort. ‘At
least this time you can jump in on your own terthgou ignore this now,
I'm convinced that one day you'll find yourselfagatlted into the thick of
trouble whether you like it or not. By taking yoonwn steps at your own
pace you stay in charge— you do as much as you, waeh you want. And
remember,’ he said, 'I'll be with you every steghefway.’

'Will you, Jake?' she asked, reluctantly swayedibyeloquent eyes.

'l promise,’ he said softly. '‘And if you do wantkieow about your natural
mother then I'll move heaven and earth to findfbeyou.’

Overwhelmed, she put down the cup and turned to Hismhand slipped to
grasp hers as she stared at him with enormouduteyks.

‘Thank you, Jake. You're being very kind to me agahe said in a small
voice. And she pleaded silently, Please don'tiletlte false. Please let me
feel | can put my trust in him and let it be juitif!

'l want to help you. | want to put your mind attrehe darkness of his eyes
drew her in. They were warm and affectionate sosshiéed hesitantly and
was rewarded with his dazzling, crooked grin. 'Slem it. Let your
subconscious mind do the work and we'll talk furtimethe morning,' he
advised huskily.

' will," she sighed, passing a tired hand throbgh hair. 'I'm so tired, my
head's dizzy.'

Jake lightly stroked her furrowed brow till thedsmwere ironed out. 'l don't
think we'll forget our wedding day in a hurry! baid ruefully, and they
both laughed, then his face went serious. 'Ambaon!t be worried about
going to St Lucia tomorrow," he said. 'We can cdrame whenever you
want.'

'Home," she repeated wistfully, remembering hi®dhr It had been an
empty taunt, hadn't it? "That will be Castlestowen't it?' she asked, ready
to defy anything to the contrary.



'If you want it to be.' He looked contrite. 'I'mrepl used your love of your
home to raise your fighting spirit. | was alarmelden | saw how weary you
seemed. | knew what lay ahead and that you'd reebd strong to face the
revelations about your parents. | couldn't thinkoy other way to snap you
out of your mood.'

‘It was brutal.'

'l apologise. | honestly don't care where | lidake explained. 'l have no
special roots of my own.’

"You didn't like Kenya?' she asked in surprise.

He was silent for a while. Imperceptibly his hamghtened and she realised
that he didn't know how hard he was squeezingihgefs. Biting her lip,
Amber waited for him to tell her what had made howk so grim.

'My childhood home has some painful memories." Jalo®ded on the
threadbare patch of the rug at his feet. 'Somemtk 8omeone | loved very
much. Suddenly the sun, the carefree life, thersjogeof living- all those
things meant nothing any more. | was twenty- ttaee it seemed that my
life was meaningless. Everywhere | went seemee folbof memories and
| found that unbearable. So I left and never retdrn

Amber wanted to reach out and touch his hurt fBaéall she did was keep
silent and steel herself against the pain of hesteed hand. It must have
been a very deep, very passionate relationshiptreheght. True love. It
explained a great deal.

'| started my lifetime of wandering then," Jaketowred in a barely audible
voice. 'Caroline...’

He was so choked up that he couldn't go on. Hat et out to him as he
stared and stared at the rug, his chest heavirgpeit-up emotion.

‘Caroline,’ she said with infinite compassion.



Jake started, his breath shooting out in a hise a®dded and visibly began
to gain control of himself again. 'l feel so bitsdaout her death. | thought I'd
overcome my feelings but | was wrong. They've bresnrrected again and
I'll never forget.'

'I see." And now she knew where she stood. He wimid Caroline for
ever. A short while ago that would have reassusrdNiow it made her feel
sad.

'I'm not sure you do. Perhaps if | tell you whappe@ned you'll understand
why your plight touched me so much, Amber," he saigtly. There was a
pause while he prepared to say something whichirshgined he'd never
voiced before. 'When | knew about your situationadl a sense aféja vu.
You see, Caroline got mixed up with someone wittoabtful reputation.
And he got her pregnant.’

It was blindingly clear. Amber's mouth thinned. dHenarried her out of
pity, as a kind of tribute to the memory of the waomhe'd loved. 'Oh!" she
breathed, feeling oddly hollow and forlorn. 'l—I5arry," she said, with an
effort.

Jake frowned at her white-knuckled hand and hastibsened his grip,
gently massaging her fingers till they looked mooemal. 'Did | do that? |
didn't mean to hurt you.'

‘That's all right, Jake,' she said, her face sath understand a little more
about you now and I'm grateful to you for telling mrhere was a silence
for a while. 'I'm scared,’ she admitted. 'Suddémye's the possibility that |
might have lost everything I built my life on.'

'l don't think that's true,' he countered. 'Youitdtiood was idyllic and the
Frasers loved you. You'll never forget, never Itsease memories. And
there's no reason for you to be worried about houne. Stuart has said that
your cottage is yours for as long as you want it.’

Her eyes filled with tears. He was right. She hathimg to lose by going to
St Lucia and persuading Ginny that it was in hen anterests to establish



her right to St Honore's plantation. Even if thet fgroved negative, thought
Amber, she needn't have anything to do with Vineénshe didn't want to.

‘Thank you, Jake,' she said, overcome with emo#fiod.on an impulse she
reached up and lightly kissed his smiling mouth.

She was stricken with a great urge to let herllngger, because they fitted
his so beautifully. She felt a desire to crushrhaith beneath hers, to drive
out all fears and forebodings with sheer physictgnsity. Fortunately, he
drew back before she could make such an abjecbfduérself.

‘Take your tea and go to bed. I'll see you in tleemmg,' he said gruffly.

Amber rose to her feet, a little hurt that he'dmdssed her so abruptly.
‘Night," she mumbled.

You'll be all right?’

Surprised, she shot him a quick look and saw thatehlly was concerned
for her welfare. 'Yes,' she said, flashing him ighirsmile, and walked out
before he saw the tears of relief gathering inédyms. He cared. He really
cared about her.

And, although she'd had several shocks duringastehlour or so, her heart
seemed to lift and she felt more confident abosinttives. She was almost
certain that she could trust him. Almost.

Dawn was breaking as she closed the curtains amddlipped into bed in
her new satin nightdress—a gift from one of hedésmaids and part of the
bridal ritual she'd blindly followed. But althougthe material felt
beautifully smooth and sensuous against her skincsluldn't sleep. Her
mind just whirled and whirled and she went over awdr the things Jake
had said.

For a long time she tossed and turned and couhigps Finally she gave
up and crossly sat up, deciding to go downstaidgdiarherself a drink of hot
chocolate. And some oatcakes, she thought, feedimgnously hungry. At
the wedding she'd been so nervous that she'd eatkimg.



Eager to make a snack, she reached for the matshiig robe and then
hesitated. The candlewick dressing gown, a fadekl @nd with barely any
'wick' left, would be warmer and more practicaleQiut it on and gazed in
fascinated horror at her reflection. She couldstte justcouldn'twear it,
even if Jake was dead to the world and snoringpéasl off!

'Oh, vanity!" she sighed, knowing that she'd freaad would pay for her
stupidity if she tripped down in thin satin. So stesl the belt of the pink
candlewick gown and avoided looking at herself agai

And she almost ran back upstairs when she saw Sateavied on the
sitting-room floor in front of the banked- up firk.was obvious that he
hadn't even attempted to sleep, because he sti#t Wwis dress shirt and
trousers, though his shoes had been slipped offtla@dshirt had been
unbuttoned a little further.

Amber politely averted her eyes from the disturbimgadth of male chest
that had been exposed and smiled ruefully whendught sight of her
where she hesitated in the doorway. To his crhditidn't even blink at the
dreadful dressing gown. He put down his mug ofe®#ind smiled.

'Oh, dear!" she exclaimed, a little breathles$lgu’ too!"
‘Me too."

There was something unnervingly intimate aboutwiag he spoke. She
averted her gaze from his indolent eyes and samdy, T couldn't sleep!

'I'm not surprised. Here.' He patted the floor hediim. 'Human comfort.
We both need it." Tempting, thought Amber, hesitatievertheless. 'Why
don't you get a hot drink and keep me company?®@estgd Jake quietly, his
expression suddenly bleak. His eyes bored intosbat. 'l seem to have
bitten off more than | can chew.’

'Oh, Jake!" she cried in a rush of compassion,hamded over to settle by
his side. 'I'm sorry! You've given up so much fog.mYou've been flung
into a complicated situation and you've done ewémgt you can to make
things easy for me... | do appreciate it,' she saithestly, laying her hand



on his arm. 'l appreciate your thoughtfulness amatr yoncern. If this has
done nothing else, it's proved to me that we'llayetvell together.’

'I've always known that, Amber," he answered. Asdf by mutual consent,
she settled happily in his arms. 'We've had somghls together, haven't
we?' he mused.

'I'm surprised you didn't laugh at my appearangletmow,' she said wryly.

'‘Laugh?’ he repeated, puzzled. His head angledesiode and she quivered
at the lustrous depth of his eyes. 'l think yowklatterly beautiful, Amber.’

A pulsing huskiness overlaid his voice. It slowedl brain and softened her
body. 'In pink candlewick?' she managed to scoff.

'In pink candlewick.'

She swallowed nervously. Things were getting ouhafhd. "You have
appalling taste, Jake Cavendish!" she said lightlynever ask you to help
me choose clothes.’

"You do all right on your own," he said admiringlyhave a vivid memory of
you wearing an electric-blue dress in Sarajevoauttihg a swathe through
official red tape because of it!"

' did?" she said in confusion. 'l didn't know..Herice became a croak. Jake
was absently tracing the lines on her palm. Sharpges of deliciously
wicked feelings were shooting through her. Hastilg withdrew her hand
and took a sip of his coffee.

'Relax," he murmured drily. 'I'm not going to juryqu.’

'Oh! You're not?' she blurted out, startled byrbimark.

‘Do you want me to?'

'‘No!"Jake laughed and she did too, though not satihe He went to get a
blanket and wrapped her in it. 'There," he saidndihg up, apparently



amused by the sight of her face emerging from tigehwoollen cocoon.
'Out of sight, out of mind. Or so they say.’

He leaned down to plant a light kiss on her nosef&te hovered an inch or
so away from hers and her wicked inner self beggkdded with him to
kiss her on the mouth. Her lips even opened inoaquative pout which
caused Jake to frown and walk over to gaze odteohindow, his shoulders
unnaturally high where they were silhouetted adéims brightness of the
morning outside.

'Friends,' he said tightly. 'That's all. Yes?"' hetsat her, turning abruptly on
his heel to face her.

Miserably she nodded and lowered her head in shaintes polite but
pointed rebuke. She'd gone too far and had misthiseimterest.

Worse, her feelings for Jake were confused.wides sexy. Shedid feel
physically attracted to him—she couldn't help iutBhe'd humiliated
herself once over her sexual response to a mamukd be dreadful if she
allowed that to happen again.

What she was beginning to feel for Jake was somgtbise entirely. She
brooded over this. A fatal fascination. No, morartlthat. She felt happy to
be with him. A liking for him had always been thefeom the very
beginning. Then had come admiration, both for liseetise and his love
for humanity. Now... every time he held her shedadeep glow. Somehow
he promoted an inner peace within her and her e®wiere lessened.

But she mustn't fall for him, however lovable hegghtiseem. He pitied her
but he didn't love her and it was unlikely thatedwer would. That was her
tragedy. Trapped in a loveless marriage. Half irelwith a husband who
wanted only to be her friend. What had she doneatWd she done?

'‘Amber,’ he said in soft reproach.

Inexplicably, she lowered her head to her kneesbagan to cry. Terrible,
body-racking sobs heaved painfully from her bodyar instant Jake was at



her side, embracing her, crushing her in his aiffhat made it worse. She
found herself howling into his shoulder till heats had saturated his shirt.

And he rocked her—she, a touchingly shapeless buodmisery in the
enveloping blanket, her eyes red and swollen wigestdpped to wipe them
with his handkerchief, her face washed with sabyrs.

'I'm s-s-sorry!" she sobbed. 'l don't know why €rjing!

'It's OK. Understandable. Hush," he said gruffigskng her eyelids.

'l feel... overwhelmed.' She sniffed, casting abtor a reason to explain
her misery.

'Of course you do.' His mouth pressed consolinglyher damp temple.
'Enzo's rejection... my tiredness, the sickness...'
'Yes. But you're all right now. I'm here.’

Bliss stole over her. Jake was with her. She smagdéeper into his arms.
'Oh, Jake!" she sighed.

And suddenly their lips met; whether she made tf& move or he she
didn't know; she only knew that her heart was swgend her tears had
miraculously stopped. His hands held her face gasthis mouth locked to
hers, dizzyingly coaxing passion from the depthsesfvery heart.

His mouth pressed on her closed eyelids againsémsation of warmth
making her sigh. Sweetly, tenderly he kissed heg,fanch by inch, and she
responded by kissing the warm, honeyed smoothridss skin, her fingers
exploring the contrasting rasp where a faint stellaibirved along his jaw.
‘Jake...'

'‘Amber," he growled urgently under his breath.



He sounded shaken—a fact which ignited her passimhcaused her to
groan and offer up her yielding mouth, her thrdia, sensitive area below
her small ears. Tenderly Jake lifted back her helaay and ardently

savoured the places where her pulse beat whilg@oratory hand slipped

past the barriers of blanket, dressing gown and sathe smooth warmth

of her breast.

Silent and intense, he stared at her as the pemrmesuddenly taut. She
could feel its roused point throbbing for attentimeneath his stilled hand
and felt an unbearable sense of waiting. His eg&edaa question. Hers
answered. In response, he carefully drew apartdiges of the blanket and
her robe and sat staring at her, his eyes drowyngied and an undisguised
admiration that thrilled her.

His eyes closed briefly and then he leaned forwisdhands gently slipping
down the satin straps of her nightdress. She hadrrelt so elated in the
whole of her life. Delirium made her bold. Emotiaelled up in her heart
and spilled out recklessly.

Her hands lifted in a graceful motion, drawinglmesd to her breast, and she
gave a little shudder as his lips parted then daser her long, hard nipple.
'Oh-h-h-h!" she moaned, willing him to go on andaml on...

Gently, decisively he pushed her to the floor. Kiegue flickered and
teased at her heavy breasts and she began to doselc Hazily she
fumbled with the buttons of his shirt till she coullace her palms on his
beautiful chest and revel in the strong musclesgdtrk, curling hairs which
wound a fascinating path that disappeared benesthdistband.

Her eyes darkened. He was drawing the satin nighsdilown her body and
pressing kisses on each new portion of skin thagxXpmsed. With tender,
loving hands, she stroked his silky black hair aedt forward to kiss his
scalp, his forehead, his temples.

She felt an increased urgency in the touch of &l and mouth. The satin
was sliding more slowly but Jake's breathing washex. At her hips the
soft material rested in tantalisingly sensuous doldgain she felt an



electrifying tug at her breasts which sent deepesay sensation through
her.

His mouth claimed hers. Warm, brutally hesitanityidg her crazy with its

restraint. Tormented, she whimpered in her thr8atuggled to undo his
belt. Muttered in frustration when the buckle refiigo budge. And her
fingers stilled because Jake was easing off hehtaigss, sliding it

seductively down her thighs till it was a smalbxdwious heap at her feet,
and then he was ripping at his belt as if demossggsed him.

Naked against his half-clothed body, she felt ackhaf intense abandon.
Her nipples just touched his skin and when he ethiftis position they
dragged dizzyingly across his chest till she fledit tshe would melt inside
with wanting.

Passionate kisses sated her panting mouth andiiesciosed around her as
if he never wanted to let her go. This was lovemgkas she'd always
longed for it to be. Slow, sensual, beautifully mxtating. She was

intoxicated. Drunk from his mouth, the intuitive dmledge that he'd be
good to her.

And yet he would treat her like a living, breathimgnton woman.

The weakness intensified as his hands stole tbutéocks, moulding them
in his palms, massaging them with a hard, quickhimythat matched the
growing demand of her body.

They fitted together. They moved as if they'd bebareographed. Their
hearts beat with the same rapid thunder, their hsomet and parted,
murmured and sighed. And his passion was hersné#d was identical to
hers.

They tumbled about the floor, their arms and legsstling to imprison one
another. And she knew in a terrible moment of discy that the feelings
she had for Jake were rooted in love. And with thatovery came total
need.



He must have felt that imperceptible shift from emainty to pliant
submission. Perhaps he saw something in her medtyeg that he didn't
want to see. Because he went very still and theveshaway, the spell of
blissful silence broken.

Bewildered, she struggled to sit up, her movemantginly because her
body was refusing to obey. Jake was angrily puskisgarms into his
shirtsleeves. 'What...?'

He was resolutely ignoring her. She gulped and lggdbthe faded
candlewick dressing gown, drawing it over her nalesd. Suddenly it
seemed indecent. Her huge eyes watched as he scamdewrestled with
his buttons.

'l forgot. | apologise. | can't tell you how muchelgret... | take the blame,’
he growled savagely. 'I've been trying to ignoeedffect you have on me all
evening. | thought I'd succeeded but when | held ipomy arms | couldn't

help myself. | had to kiss you. And then... | couldtop. It was like a fever
inside me, Amber!" He flashed her a dark, raw look.

She quivered with the intensity of his need.
'Oh." It was all she could manage. She had nolbfeatinything else.

'l knew how emotional you were feeling," he mutteré pushed you over
the edge. | shouldn't have done that. It was unfabiye." He seemed to
expect a comment.

'Mmm.' Amber blushed.

‘'The doctor told you to—be careful.' His voice waiky and stilted. 'He
said that with the restricted diet you'd had atdamp and the stress you'd
suffered you were at a critical stage of your peagy.’

Her eyes closed. She'd forgotten. For one, glonament she'd felt like a
desirable woman again. 'Yes. | am.' For the next weeks or so, she
thought bleakly. 'l thought..." She couldn't tethhwhat she'd thought. Her
only hope of salvaging her self-respect was toeeg¢tbehind a barrier of



excuses for her response. 'l was miserable. | atiutetlp crying. You
kissed me and...'

'Yes,' he said curtly, mercifully saving her fronaking the explanation. 'l
know. You were vulnerable and | took advantagehat.tYou looked so
damn kissable, Amber, and I'm only human!" he saiith a touch of
asperity.

Not human enough, she thought bitterly. Now she Me#fisvith a terrible
ache and a feeling of deep embarrassment. Theatsih wasn't clear-cut
any longer. Somehow they had to live together dreddsneed to decide
whether she wanted their marriage to become namealery way or not. It
was a decision she'd rather not face at the moment.

'Do you know what you've done to me?' she mumbled.

'Yes,' he replied simply. And then he looked at kaok in her anguished
eyes and sad mouth, the tremble of her hands ashaldethe robe
protectively against her body. 'I've hurt you aretieyour trust in me falter.
It must seem as if I've thought of you only as>adgect. It's not like that,
Amber.’

'Isn't it?" Forlorn and unhappy, her whole bodyroeghed him for tuning
into her desire for love.

'No, it isn't. | see you as someone very specidle softness of his tone
vibrated within her and she felt her bones meltimgélling with a
hopelessness that brought tears of despair toylkesr ©ur relationship is an
odd one,' he went on. 'We need time to let it grdmper. You are the kind
of woman a man could dream about. Loving and sweggnsely
passionate, guileless.' He knelt beside her likeer. 'I'd hoped that in time
our friendship could become something closer...’

‘Like... what?' she prompted softly.
Twin fringes of black lashes hid his eyes brieflyde seemed to struggle

for words. 'Like a really strong bond," he saithat, disappointing her. And
she sensed that he was wary of making any morecofranitment. 'Based



on trust and mutual respect. My intention was tklafter you and make
you happy. | thought we might gently, slowly...’

'Yes?' She was holding her breath, wishing, hoping.

'l thought that one day we might feel like shanmgre than the same house.

Presumably he was hoping they'd share a bed. Heed/averything from
her but love; he hadn't, perhaps couldn't menti@t &ll-important word.
Amber looked at his bowed head, fighting the umsay that she'd share
her heart one day if he'd only surrender a litdgtipn of his.

'l see.’

He looked up and lifted his shoulders in a helptssig. 'l know you won't
want to think about that now.

| feel I've ruined everything,' he growled. 'l nevatended to rush you so
crudely.’

It hadn't been crude. Sudden, maybe. But his loaking had flowed like a
smooth river, as if it was the most natural thinghie world for them to be
yielding to one another.

'We were both overwrought,' she said huskily, clostears again.

'l wanted you. | wanted to hold you and...' He fnea and lowered his head
again. When he raised it, she found her gaze fioyelis and it wrung her
heart to see him so pained. 'There are many thwwgsat from you: physical
passion, surrender... But they're nothing compavigd my need to be
trusted and liked by you, for our marriage to bergjy and permanent. |
won't be so crass as to risk our relationship agaitrbecause you're looking
particularly irresistible." He gave her a crookeithgForgive me.'

Somehow she managed to look away. There was hopewadtted her
friendship and for their marriage to be good. Arel llad found her
irresistible. Time might bring love. One day he hiiget over the tragedy of
his old love affair and be free to love again.



'Yes,' she husked on an outward breath. And witkemt any remaining
energy. Suddenly she felt totally drained.

Tenderly Jake took her hand and kissed it. "Thank jmber.’

The room was radiant with sunlight by now but hggsewere closing and
her limbs felt heavy. 'I'm so tired,’ she muttestéekepily. As she slipped
towards semiconsciousness she knew that Jake kel b@r in his arms,
but she was too exhausted to remonstrate with him.

'Sleep. I'll wake you in good time to get readytfoe drive to the airport,’ he
murmured in her ear.

Her thoughts were further away than the Caribb@dey lingered in a

make-believe world where she and Jake had growseglovhere they

turned to one another for love and companionshipdmere he declared his
love for her day after day with every breath in hagly, every look in his

eyes.

A dream world, she thought wistfully. She smiled anagined that she felt
his lips, warm on her mouth. Dreams could come, gbe thought muzzily.
She'd do everything in her power to ensure thatdléam became real, for
the sake of herself and her child.

Sighing, she turned in his arms and half woke éblierself being held very
tightly, Jake's heart thudding against her breast.

She'd capture that heart. Or break hers in thengtte



CHAPTER FIVE

'Y oU'RE like your old self,” Jake observed idly three wseé&ler as they
were lounging on the veranda of Flame Trees, thesioa he'd rented in St
Lucia.

Neither of them had been in a hurry to visit Ginityhadn't even been
mentioned. Somehow it had seemed more importangé-&stablish their
relationship—and for Amber to gain health and gitkn

'‘And what is my old self?' asked Amber in secrdigtie She knew perfectly
well what he meant but she wanted him to sa&lite. Happy.

He raised his glass of frosted daiquiri in a sngilioast. The woman | met,’
he said, his eyes warm with memories, 'on the tod&licharest. Your hire
car was in a ditch, you were covered in oil andngiag the wheel— and
you were laughing.’'

'Well, it was funny!' she said with a giggle. 'Isvatending to arrive, change
into something madly efficient and make an imp@ssin my new boss—
Mary—and this glamorous Reuters correspondent wias \going to
interview us both that evening.' Sliding Jake azbed glance, she said,
'Incidentally, | never knew why you did the inteawi instead of the
journalist | was expecting. What happened to him?"'

Jake studied his drink as he swirled the fruit abidly. 'Something came
up for him and I took over," he said lightly. "Thdkings happen all the time.
When you didn't arrive, Mary was worried so | weat to find you—'

'‘And discovered a grubby female in a ditch!
He smiled. 'I'll never forget it. You wore an emldragreen T-shirt and a

skirt the colour of autumn leaves and your hair Wwasbled about your
face. Knockout. | wanted to grab you and kiss ymntand there!



'l never knew that!" she exclaimed, astonished feitered that he could
recall what she'd been wearing. 'You were verytpokhe mused. 'Almost
too correct...'

'l had to be,' he said, chuckling. 'My basic insttivas to pin you against the
car and kiss you breathless, so | had to get a ghipre's something very
sexy about a woman who laughs in the face of adyeraind,' he said
teasingly, ‘who has a smudge of oil oh her nei litose.'

Amber beamed. The days they'd spent together raadsfarmed their
behaviour towards one another. On the neutral gtrofiflame Trees they'd
whiled away the time, enjoying the privacy of thrargl colonial mansion
and its extensive grounds. To her delight, thetests on the eastern side
of the island, miles from the airport and the teuareas. And in the warm
sunshine their relationship had flourished as sheftkd it would.

It was an idyllic setting and that had helped teeetheir way. Flame Trees
lay inland, beyond the golden sands and rock-eadlosoves on the
windward coast where the sea crashed against the stith as much
ferocity as it did at Castlestowe, giving her tbamse of wildness she loved
in a landscape.

'l do remember that you got out your handkerchief mibbed my nose for
ages,' she said happily, returning to reminiscibgua their first meeting.
'‘But you scowled like anything while you did it! @h you hardly spoke on
the drive back and were very formal during the vieav. | asked Mary
about you when | reported for duty the next mornyay know.'

He flashed her a quick glance. 'Oh, yes?'

She grinned. He was so obviously trying not to slaaterested! 'l asked her
if you were always bad-tempered. She spent haliam telling me you
were a cross between the angel Gabriel and Lanaetbl wondered why
such a paragon of virtue should have taken anrindialike to me!'

Jake stretched out his legs on the lounger in cbméent. ‘Mary gave me a
similar lecture six months later, when we all mptagain,’ he admitted.
'‘According to her, you were an invaluable membethef team and she



intended to take you everywhere with her. | hadithpression that you
were very special." He gave her a sideways lodie.:Sloves you, | think,
Amber.'

Amber's sweet smile lit her face. 'l hope thatlsefr she said softly,
conjuring up the image of the tall, stately womaithwher neat cap of
iron-grey hair. 'Mary guided me and helped me iergthing | did for Unite.
She's devoted her life to the organisation. | adrhar enormously.’

"You talked to her a lot, didn't you?' he mused.

'Oh, she loved to hear my stories about my godfathé Castlestowe, about
my parents and village life in Scotland. | thinkeglets a bit homesick for
Britain, you know," Amber confided. 'She never gbesk. | caught her

looking distinctly damp-eyed a couple of times.'

'‘And areyouhomesick?' he asked, a slight tension liftingdmisulders.
'No," she said quickly. 'l do like it here—'

'‘As much as Castlestowe?"

'No, Jake!" She laughed at his disappointment.éNthat. But Flame Trees
will always have good memories for me becausecalree we've become
such good friends here,' she finished weakly, @oind to claim anything
more.

Jake nodded. 'I'm glad I took on the assignmeBucharest. I'm glad we
met up from time to time and renewed our acquagdarne said quietly.
'It's taken me a while—and a roundabout route—towviiere we are at this
moment, but that's better than not getting heedl at

'‘And... just where are we, Jake?' she asked, pgobin

He paused. 'On a beautiful island, having a goud.tCome and walk in the
courtyard garden,' he suggested casually.



Despite her disappointment at his evasion, Ambelesnmto his eyes and
took his hand. They turned and went into the cawl house, their feet
making no sound on the broad, polished plank fldashioned from the
breadfruit trees grown on the plantation.

'Such a lovely house..." Amber wandered to onéhefeiegant rosewood
tables to admire the huge vase of strelitzia, negeg and flamboyant which
she'd picked the day before. And she forced hetsdifing up something
that had been on her mind for a couple of days.CH#et indulge ourselves
indefinitely," she said reluctantly. 'We ought tsitvLeo soon and persuade
Ginny to have those tests done—'

'‘But not yet," Jake broke in quickly. 'Let's havditde more time to
ourselves. Once Leo knows we're here, they'll wgntio visit them, have
dinner.. .you know how it'll be.'

She nodded, glad to put off the meeting. Much aslghed Leo, she felt
uncomfortable with the cool, reserved Ginny. Havemjpoyed a successful
career as an international model, Ginny would abMayimidate men and
women with her flawless beauty and perfect grooming

And Amber still wasn't in a hurry for anyone torirde on their twosome,
either. She wanted Jake to herself for as longasiple. All too soon they
might learn the truth about her father—and it cca#dsomething she didn't
want to hear.

'If we're staying on for a while, | don't mind ilewent somewhere else,' she
said hesitantly, her face saying exactly the opposiake raised a
disbelieving eyebrow and she laughed sheepishlgll,\jou know what |
mean. Flame Trees must be ruinously expensive—'

'No, no. | know the guy who owns it," he explairaily. 'All | pay is the
wages for the staff for the time we're here. Higtml the cook, and her
family normally run the place. I think they likenag someone to cater for.'

‘Then I'd love to stay, if you're sure it's alllrig she said with unconcealed
delight. 'This friend of yours isn't short of caghhe?' Amber looked in awe
at the French antiques and rattan chairs, the csarand muslin drapes,



and the blue and white porcelain which offset bk, rcenturies-old patina
of the rosewood tables. "You couldn't have choseeti@r place, Jake.'

He looked pleased. 'lt's agreed, then. We'll dat anbre sightseeing and
loafing around before we visit Leo.'

They paused beneath a ceiling fan. She tipped backead and let the
breeze ruffle her hair. 'We've been nothing butohests! | do feel rather
wicked and decadent. I've never spent such a iargdoing nothing!

"You needed it. You'd pushed yourself too hard.’

Her hand touched his arm. 'l feel a lot betterg’ said gratefully. 'You've
taken my mind off everything. I've had a marvelltiose. And you know a
tremendous amount about the island. | feel I'venlgdeen my own personal
tour guide!’

'I've learned to pick up information quickly,' heg easily. 'l wanted you to
see all the sights—like driving into the volcanadaseeing the sulphur
springs. And we had to investigate the Castrieketar'

'‘And take a ride on the bus,' she said with a gFimat was hilarious!

‘Noisy," he amended drily, but his smile told heatthe'd enjoyed every
minute, even though the minibus had been fittetl gfeakers which played
body-stirring calypso music at full volume.

'Don't | know it? And everyone swayed in unisorgsé schoolchildren in
their smart uniforms—how did they manage to loolcksan after a day at
school?— and those friendly St Lucian women whd tad about Anse La
Verdure Hotel... We must go there, Jake. Perhapslifmer, after we've
seen Leo? One of the women said that St Honoradgatlon is near there,
didn't she? Beau Rivage, wasn't it called?’

'Yes, | believe it was. As | said, we'll go latié's a long drive there.' His face
was in shadow, the sunlight diluted where it fé@rthrough the louvred
doors and shutters. But she thought that he haderiVe have a load of
things to do first.'



'Oh, good!" she said happily.

They wandered from the cool of the house to thghbsunlight of the inner
courtyard, a green, green jungle of orchids arudispalms, the air warm
with the heavy perfume of frangipani, citrus fraitd jasmine. Jake drew her
closer, his arm sliding around her waist. And shéed expectantly for him
to say something because her antennae sensecethatshon the brink of
doing so.

Each day he'd become more alive, more affectioffdte. burdens which
had weighed so heavily on them both seemed ligiméithey'd laughed like
children as they'd fooled around on the beachessamun in the glinting
blue water. -

She knew that she was falling deeply in love with.'Hope and fear filled
her mind in equal measures. She was sticking helt aet again and she
might get hurt. But she had to take the chance.

Amber felt sure that his heartache over Carolings gasing. Soon he might
realise how close they had become. They were saod gompanions—

content to be silent in each other's company, icigpgtasily at other times. It
was the kind of relationship that would survive &difetime.

She'd never felt such happiness. It shone outrodyes, glowed in her skin,
and even she knew that the woman she saw in thermaivery night and
morning was made beautiful by love.

'Amber...'

'Yes, Jake?' she said demurely, trying her besteap her voice a low
murmur instead of an excited squeak.

'l thought we'd go rafting this afternoon.’
'Oh. Right." It wasn't what she'd been expectingy. tisappointment killed

any delight she might have felt. There was times plomised herself.
Plenty of time.



'You don't like the idea?' he asked in amusemeiordehe could recover
herself and make some interested comment.

'Yes, | love it!" she said, a little over-enthusicelly.
'Not white-water stuff, | hope? | don't do courageo

'l think you do," he murmured. 'Anyone who tellscader guard what he can
do with his regulations and marches ten childreo the arms of their
waiting parents is brave in my book!" He looked doat her and his dark
eyes gleamed beneath the thick lashes. 'It's admidting-down-river kind
of rafting. Does that appeal?’

It did. First they changed and gathered up whay tieeded—which in

Jake's case meant a small rucksackand what loieed inachete but what
he called a cutlass. Then they walked through trexrgsgown plantation,

beyond the old waterwheel and the abandoned saggtiil they came to

the edge of the rainforest.

'Is it safe?' she asked apprehensively. 'We dordivkmuch about the
wildlife here, Jake.'

'l know enough,’ he replied confidently. 'The pati¥ear and often used.' He
took her hand in his. 'Come on. It's only a cowgflmiles.’ Interpreting her
puzzled glance, he said, 'l know what I'm doind.d&n navigate my way
through Afghanistan and Mogadishu and deal withavds and gangsters
on the way, | can cope with a bit of Caribbeanfraist.’

'I'd forgotten,' she confessed, obediently wallatangside him.

But the reminder of his ruthless tenacity made dwdly uneasy. She
slipped a sideways glance at him, noting the stheimghis arms, the highly
tuned body in the casual bush shirt and cut-offtshé&or the last week or
so Jake had behaved like any good-looking guy diddno Yet he wasn't
ordinary at all. He'd been trained intensivelytigrjob, both physically and
mentally—to overcome all difficulties, to be detadnand objective
whatever the circumstances.



She frowned. As well as stamina and talent, he ecbdide ability to stay
cool under fire and get information out to the wajtworld—no matter
how harrowing the situation. What kind of man cordthain impartial and
report both sides of a war, as Reuters correspositiend to? Was it easy for
Jake calmly to ignore his own emotions and do wieast necessary?

'Mahogany.' He pointed to a huge tree.

'Oh, yes,' she said absently, wrestling with thet that Jake might seem
charming on the surface but he could be as tough asarine when
necessary. She'd heard plenty of stories abou¢héity.

She tried to pay attention to his hushed identificaof some of the birds
they saw. Trogons. Honey-creepers. Tanagers. Arfdderher tension
increase. Cautiously she walked beneath the expladiferns and orchids
and ducked beneath the lianas which threatenedbliterate the path,
listening to Jake's murmured comments. And she grarzled by his
wealth of knowledge.

'Mind the beetle.' He eased her around a six-im@hkag monster. 'lt's a
Hercules beetle,” he said with a grin. 'Isn't tappropriate for such a
massive creature?'

'Spot on," she agreed as brightly as she couldsBeitwas thinking that he
couldn't possibly know so much about the flora fwha unless he'd spent
some time in the Caribbean, and he would have e that, she felt

sure. 'Have you ever been here on an assignmaetasked hopefully.

'No. | tend to stick to Europe and Africa," he reglabsently.
"You know a lot about the plants and so on," Andieserved.

He shot her a quick look and gave her a smile wHidh't seem too sincere.
Her heart thudded hard. What was he hiding fror? her

'l am a bit of a know-all, aren't 1?' he said giril'm reading through the
stack of books in my room. There's a terrific sitgc Volumes on trees
and flowers—and James Bond's book on the birdeei¥est Indies. Do



you know that's where lan Fleming got the namenfer007 hero? One of
the most famous fictional spies in the world tuoos to originate from an
ornithologist!" His laugh was more genuine and Amibecided that she'd
been imagining things.

‘No, I didn't know!" she said warmly, to make up ler lack of trust.

'Fleming lived in Jamaica. He filched the name fribi author of the book
he used to identify the birds around Golden Eyg house.'

They began to discuss movies they'd enjoyed andeAmdppily wandered
hand in hand with Jake through the magical rairsiorEhe tree canopy rose
to about a hundred feet, making the path very dackeerily silent—apart
from the creak of soaring, eighty- foot bamboo, ringtle of leaves and the
sudden flap and indignant squawk of a brilliantyoured parrot.

They paused at the foot of a waterfall which drappheer into a
metallic-blue pool. And a short way beyond thatdsth a huge stand of
flame trees in full flower, she saw a small boageu

'Wait there,' Jake instructed her. 'I'll get thi¢ oart.'

'l hope you know what you're doing!" Amber mutteregleing the broad
river doubtfully.

'‘Amber!" He shook his head at her reproachfullyotNd | risk your life, and
that of your child?'

'No. You wouldn't." She smiled. '‘Go ahead. | trysti.' And she waited
ankle-deep in the scarlet petals of the flame flswehile Jake unlocked the
door and manoeuvred the raft to the small jetty.

"Your chair awaits, milady,' he said obsequiously.

Amber laughed. Itvasa chair too, strapped to the raft, with anotheairch
beside it. It looks unbelievably uncomfortabldiéssaid ruefully.



'‘Ah, but the views.. .the food," he said, pluckingouple of mangoes from a
tree and solemnly placing them in front of eachicH@ahe wine...' He
hauled a bottle from the rucksack.

'‘Champagne? Jake! | wondered what you had in théoe! said it was
something to lubricate the works!" she exclaimedahght.

'My works. Your works," he replied, chuckling. '"Mlave music too." He
drew out a small radio and fiddled with the cordrd\ heavy reggae beat
thundered through the virgin forest and he haségrched for another
channel. 'Sorry about that. | think I've single-tiatlly deafened the local
population of St Lucia parrots,’ he sighed, frovgntill a gently romantic
melody emerged from the minute radio. 'That's bgtie said, placing it on
the raft. 'Maybe the parrots will be enchanted blg€' Flower Song" and
forgive me,' he added hopefully.

'Not if you've deafened them. They wouldn't heasite pointed out.
'‘Get on the raft," he sighed in mock exasperation.
'I'm getting, I'm getting! Oh! Jake!' she squealdt. rocking!

'I'm coming... It needs the two of us... to balarce There!" he said in
satisfaction, perched beside her. 'How's that?"

'Fine," she said in amusement. 'But.. .who ca$® of

'‘Ah." He grinned. 'Hold on. We can't sink...'

'Help!" Amber screamed as Jake scrambled for the amd water washed
over her ankles. She hung onto the edge of the andi giggled as Jake

laboriously worked his way back to his seat.

'Safe as houses,’ he announced. Then he wentastile gazed at her
laughing face. 'Amber!" he sighed. 'Youwadible.'



To her joy, his mouth descended on hers. But oatyaf briefly sweet

moment. He lifted his head blearily and gave hdora, lingering look

which trapped the air in her lungs and filled headh with dreams.

'I'll be arrested for driving a raft while intoxtea,” he murmured, to her
delight. 'l think I'd better stick to mangoes,' déaded wryly, pushing off
from the bank.

And then they were moving, drifting into the lazyr@ent while she
struggled to return to the real world again.

In a heightened state of awareness, she leanedrbinekchair, conscious of
Jake's arm along the back of her seat. She daretbolo at his profile
because she knew that her heart would lurch antll syetray herself
somehow. But every detail of his face was engrawdgbr mind, anyway.

For a long time they drifted along till she feltnapelled to break the tense
silence. 'l like rafting," she said brightly.

"Ye-e-s. However, it does rock rather a lot whenswe lift an eyelash. We
can't move about as much as I'd hoped,' he saldregfret.

'Why, Jake Cavendish!" she cried in reproof. Hewutndwitched at his
sorrowful glance. 'Whawereyou thinking of?"

'Oh, this and that," he said airily.

'‘Such as?'

‘Talking.'

‘You need to move for that?' she teased.
He grinned. 'l gesture a lot.'

Liar, she thought in glee. 'So talk. I'm listening.



Her heart missed a beat as her imagination raceadednd suggested a few
things he might want to say to her. Her smile maeleeyes sparkle like the
glinting droplets which showered from the long &ogl oar which Jake
used occasionally to correct their direction.

'We need to get in the mood first," he murmurede@& music and so on.'

"You'll have to make do with the "so on". The ragai swamped!" she said
with a shaky little laugh.

'‘Curses! | could sing," he offered, breaking intauaky rendition of ‘Magic
Moments'.

She sang too. They drifted along, singing all tvegs they could think of.
When the sky began to fill with soft pink, Jake sit@d cream on her
exposed skin to keep the insects at bay. His hami®thed up the line of
her throat and paused as he looked deep into lest éynd she felt herself
drowning.

'I'm happier with you than | ever imagined | coble. Our marriage will
work out well, won't it?' he asked appealingly.

'Yes, Jake!' she breathed, transfixed by his temdg@ression. Instinct
prompted her to fling her arms up in the air anolushior joy. Caution kept
her more composed. 'l—I enjoy being with you,' sail shyly, taking his
hand. 'I'm sure we can be happy together.’

Jake kissed her soft, receptive mouth then cayelfelht down and reached
for the champagne. The bottle had been remorsgletslken in Jake's
rucksack during the walk, and when he eased ouwdheit popped out with
a loud explosion. Amber gasped as champagne drértbleen both, and
they ended up laughing when Jake discovered thet thias only a little left
to pour into the sturdy mugs.

'‘Never mind. | shouldn't have more than a sipthgsthought,’ she said in a
kindly tone.



'Here's to thoughts,' he said huskily, chinkingrhigg against hers. 'Not the
most elegant way to drink to our health, but...ybo, Amber. To us, our
future, to our child.'

‘All of that," she said, deeply happy. 'And to yMay your dreams come
true.'

'‘Amen to that," he breathed.
And she wondered what his dreams were—and wherghred in them.

But her frown was dispelled when Jake put his aoarad her shoulders and
cuddled her up to him. Dreamily they watched theset in the total silence
of the blood-red river. Amber sighed with the bgaaftit all. One by one,
little pinpricks of light spangled the black skythage raft floated towards the
flickering hurricane lamps illuminating the jettylame Trees.

Beneath them the river was liquid black silk nowently pushing them
towards the shore. The day was over. Overcome entlotion, Amber
turned and flung her arms around Jake's neck,nkjsisis cheek with a
vehemence that surprised them both.

‘Thank you," she said huskily. Thank you for a raeable afternoon.’
'Pleasure,’ he said.

She felt sure that his eyes had darkened with huSge let her lashes flirt a
little, in encouragement. But he tensed and gezdabed away from her. A

feeling of rejection slashed through her body hkenife.

It seemed that he ventured a little way with hiogams and then withdrew.
Well, he had warned her.

Amber sat stiff and tense as he tied the raft upst@pped onto the jetty, his
expression quite brittle. And his hands shook deitlidn't have complete
control of them.

'Here,' he said tautly, holding out his hand ta her



‘Thank you, Jake.' Deliberately, to test her theshg half stumbled against
him as she jumped from the raft. There was an inmbedoftening of his
thinned mouth, a flicker of heat in his eyes. Ahdrt he politely stepped
back.

Everything told her that he wanted to let his hegt Something was
stopping him. Caroline? she wondered.

Soberly they strolled up to the house along theplarpath. And when she
reached her room she shut the door and sat quiettyng with all her heart
that Jake would release himself from Caroline ask giving his love to
her, because she wanted that more and more witly passing day.

Neither of them spoke much during the meal thattidpke had asked for it
to be served on the veranda and someone had drippetbsquito nets so
that they hung like a gauzy curtain between thechtae tropical garden

outside. Tree frogs and cicadas croaked and whirrel jungle chorus,

filling the night with exotic sounds and mystery.

‘Not hungry?' murmured Jake, catching her handgazthg at her with his
dark, steady eyes.

She let her lashes drop. All through dinner she'ok ker head lowered in
case he read what was going on in her mind. Heawéense and edgy as she
was, both of them pushing food around their platbde the atmosphere
between them thickened and pulled them closer &srcas if they were
being bound together by ropes.

'‘No," she managed to mutter. Her stomach was amgimith nerves.
'l should take better care of you,' he said soffpu must be tired. Come
and sit somewhere more comfortable. We'll curl ng &ésten to some

music.' He stood up and held out his hand.

His tenderness was driving her insane. She waattmith him all the time,
to look at him and nothing else. He kept staringeatas if mesmerised—or



intent on mesmerising—and she found it hard nohéet his eyes and let
him see the well of love in them. But that woulgfiten him off.

Slowly she stood up. Her eyes closed as a suddssmswrenched at her
stomach. 'Oh, no!"' she groaned in dismay. Her tiedreyes flew to his. The
sickness! The wretched, unromantic sickness hadegast at the wrong
moment... 'Jake... excuse me!' She fled.

Jake kept close behind her. 'Amber! What's thearfabo you feel ill?' he
demanded in alarm.

In an attempt to keep him at bay she flapped herd haehind her
impatiently. 'Mmm?!'

Terribly sick. She dreaded not even getting toddwdroom in time. For the
last few days she'd only had small twinges of naasel she'd hoped that it
was all over. But this was awful!

In despair, she hiked up her long, flirty skirt wiishe'd bought with some
money that Stuart had given her and ran blindlytlierbathroom.

After a while, when she was sluicing her face vaithd water, he knocked
politely on the door. 'Do you need anything, Amber?

You, she thought, surprising herself. To take hardnoff her feelings, she
scrubbed crossly at her face with one of the fluffyite towels.

'I'm OK. I'll take a shower, Jake.'

'Of course. Want any help?’

'‘No!" She thought she heard a faint chuckle.
'‘Give me a shout if you feel ill. Promise!’

Amber promised and turned on the shower. The wsligrover her in a
soothing stream, helping her ice-cold body to wapn



When she'd finished and begun slowly to dry herséié mused on the fact
that she'd conveniently forgotten all about the plication that her
pregnancy presented. She was carrying another roabis And soon her
belly would swell and Jake would find her horribiyattractive.

The bathroom door flew open and she jumped, nelyouspping the
towels tightly around her.

'Sorry to intrude, Amber, but | was worried. Yottoined off the shower.
You were taking so long..." A soft light came it eyes when she
continued to stare at him blankly. "You look all @ome on,' he coaxed.

And before she could protest he'd picked her upcanded her to her room.
She let him lay her on the big four-poster andtligie lamps by the bed.
Keeping his eyes rigidly on her face, he gentlypped her hair in a towel
and began to rub her body dry.

She couldn't tell what he was thinking as he reddtez breasts, knew only
that he was very gentle. And she noticed that fiehkr thighs till last,
giving them only a cursory drying before tucking lu@ in the cool linen
sheets. A small tremor of his jaw alerted her ® fidct that he wasn't as
unaffected as he pretended. But that wasn't surgridle was a pretty
red-blooded man and she was a woman.

Sex wasn't the problem. If she'd wanted only tehe might have had a
chance. They could have agreed to relieve theisiphlyneeds together for a
while. Amber heaved a hopeless sigh. She wantaddae than sex.

Her enormous eyes were very dark in her wan falosvl$ she lifted her
lashes and looked up at him. 'Thank you," she wenézh cringing with
embarrassment.

He helped her to sit up against the soft pillowd dnied her hair, drawing
his fingers sensually through the fiery strandsd Afterwards he sat close
to her, staring into her eyes as if trying to disosomething there.

'I'll stay with you till you fall asleep—



'No. No need,’ she jerked out. 'You've done moam thnough.' With an
effort she made the corners of her mouth lift mfoure apology for a smile.
'I'm afraid you've taken on more than you bargaiioed

'‘No," he said, a husky tremor in his voice. 'I"ealtl with sickness before. |
know what it's like when a woman is pregnant.’

‘Caroline,’ she hazarded, pained by his wistfuresgion.

‘That's right. She was sick for the first few mantf her pregnancy, like
you," he said gravely.

'‘And...the child?"

Gentle though her query had been, it had a drarefiict on Jake. Anguish
pinched his face and he said in a strained vditeedied.’

He was hurting—and so was she. Amber's eyes fillgkd tears and she
averted her head. The love in his face when h@kespof Caroline and her
dead child was too sweet to bear. The tears reiledtly down her cheeks
and she felt Jake's weight lifting from the bed] dmly she was aware that
he'd snuffed out the lamps, leaving them both irkmess. Soon he'd be
gone and she could howl as much as she liked.

But in the misty, muffled background she could himar sound of shoes
dropping to the floor and then he was lying besid#—outside the
sheets—but drawing her stiff, unloved body into hilinthey lay like two
spoons together. He did nothing other than hold Aerd she didn't
complain because she needed him so much.

It was a while before her tears ceased. They lggther in silence and she
wondered why he stayed. Pity? In memory of Carcdig&n? she thought a
little sorrowfully.

Gradually he relaxed. His breathing became deemkshe realised that he
was falling asleep. For a moment she felt angriyjttbaould sleep so easily.
After a while she turned in his arms and touchedskeeping face gently,
with love. She longed for him. And always would.



* % %

At dawn, she woke and secretly luxuriated in thiggte of seeing Jake's
sleeping face beside her. It was like being prgperarried at last. His
lashes lay firmly on his sabre-like cheekbones bhask curls appealingly
tousled on the broad poet's forehead. He was Ibglauti

When he opened his eyes she smiled and he slekpily her head down,
his mouth so inviting that she couldn't resist. 'M/mhe murmured
drowsily. 'Luscious. More.'

And more, and more and more... His kisses becaise tender, more
demanding, and Amber responded with desperate neeatthing his
passion with her own. Roughly he whispered to keeet, husky words,
exclaiming over the sweetness of her mouth, thie il her skin, the
firmness of her body.

Slowly, painfully slow, his lips tracked a path her breasts. She could
hardly breathe for wanting him.

‘Jake,' she sighed as his mouth explored the viaayeen her breasts.
He shook his head as if only now was he fully aw#hke flash he'd rolled
away from her and was sitting on the edge of tht deawing a shaking

hand across his face. 'Unfair, Amber,' he saidhtars

Amber blushed scarlet, then daringly ventured, "Whyery quietly.
'‘Because of your feelings for Caroline?'

In a quick, impatient movement, he stood up, lsfiightly clenched. 'In a
way.'

She winced.
'Oh, hell!" he muttered, striding quickly to the door, wheeegaused and

said gruffly over his shoulder, 'l don't want tatyou. | have no intention
of touching you again while you're still vulnerable



'I'm not,' she protested.
'l disagree. In any case, you will be.'
Her eyes rounded. 'What do you mean?'

Letting out a hiss of angry breath, Jake graspeditiorhandle and gave it a
savage jerk. Amber thought that he seemed moreyadneith himself than
her. Perhaps he was referring to the fact that &fitec St Honore might be
her father.

'l think we ought to spend today apart from onetla@g' Jake said quietly.
'We seem to be getting a little intense. | couldnitty some freedom. OK?'

It wasn't, but she could see that his mind wa®sdieing alone. A well of
misery opened up inside her. 'l want to stay heday,' she said forlornly.

‘Then I'll go for a drive,’ he replied. 'Anythingly want me to get?'

Closer, she thought wryly. 'No. I'm perfectly seffufficient, thanks.'
Another lie. She thought of the hours ahead witlJale and felt quite lost.
‘There are some books in the library I'd like tadeOdd..." she mused,
going off at a tangent in the hope that the atmespbetween them would
ease. 'Odd how bare the shelves are, isn't it2dtifsomeone's taken most
of the books away.'

'‘Amber," he said, ignoring her comment, 'take cdirgourself. I'll be back
before dark.’

She shrugged. 'Don't rush. I'll be fine.'

At breakfast—and later, during a hasty lunch—sladised that it was the
first time she'd eaten alone since they'd mariedl it felt wrong. She'd
been so used to Jake's company, his good humour irdaeliigent
conversation, that she hadn't realised till now ith@ad become an essential
part of her day.



The house seemed very empty. And she was so meshat she drove
herself mad. When she finally heard his car bumpilogng the road, she
abandoned all restraint and joyously ran to mest, ler hair flying out
behind her in a river of fire.

'Hello! Did you have a nice day?' she cried, skiddio a stop and trying
rather unsuccessfully to look casual.

He looked very weary and cross. 'No,' he said, dimgnsubdued. 'l didn't.’

'Oh." Perversely she was rather pleased. 'l haally dazy time, lounging
around and—'

'‘Good." Awkwardly he eased his long legs from the and stretched, as
though he'd been driving for hours and hours. $tiffii' he grumbled. 'I'm
going to have a bath. Excuse me.'

Amber stared after him open-mouthed as he madwdysinto the house.
He'd virtually ignored her. It had taken her anhtmudecide what to wear
and she'd taken ages over her face. Jake hadmtreteed. Her body
tightened defensively at his indifference.

Over dinner the tension hummed between them as rrede desultory
conversation. Their eyes kept meeting— hers puzaledi unhappy, his
veiled and wary. He was devastatingly handsomeigihoEvery nuance of
his behaviour she noticed and stored up; the waeltehis glass, the curve
of his mouth when he drank, the way his eyes smiAlbdn he spoke to
Hippolyta, the cook.

Finally, when they were sitting stiffly in the drang room and sipping
coffee like two ultra-polite strangers, she snapped

'If you're going to be like this," she blurted sutddenly, ‘we might as well
not be together.’



A wary anger flashed in Jake's eyes, startling'hernot in the mood for a
row, Amber. Don't play the ultimatum game with e asked you to give
me a little space. That's hardly grounds for a digd Slamming his cup
down, he rose, gave her a curt nod and said, Ggbtni

She sank miserably into the deep armchair. Theymaen, she thought
wryly, was over. 'Goodnight, Jake,"' she whispereldving sorrow.

'Hell '

Amber leapt to her feet in dismay. 'l thought yogiohe!" she cried crossly,
blushing that he should have heard her plaintivedga.o

Slowly his gaze crawled up her tense body. 'Norhh#ered. 'l didn't want
to go today, you see. | wanted to stay. I've thowgmothing but you all

day. However hard I try, | can't excise you from md,! he said savagely.
'l want to hold you in my arms, tear the clothesxfryour body, lay you on
the floor and make love to you till | have eased térrible hunger that
drives me towards you—and scares the hell out efsethat | hardly

know what I'm doing. | want you more and more edap and—'

'I'm not stopping you," she said softly, hardlyeatdl contain herself for joy.
He wanted her, after all!

'Everything else is.’
'What?' she prompted impatiently.

His chest lifted in a huge sigh. 'l don't want yeaching for me because you
need comfort, as you did with Enzo," he muttered.

‘I'm not.'
'l want you to be sure—'

am.'



He made a sound in his throat—a groan of pain aed which touched her
heart. Amber was unaware that he'd moved but stiedieself being hauled
roughly against his chest... her chin tipped ugtogng fingers, her mouth
covered by a deeply intimate, erotic kiss that miaeleblood catch fire.
Heart and pulses leapt in frantic confusion, Jakesth and the pressure of
his hard—sensually hard—body obliterating everyghin

Her soft moan was echoed by his groan. Frenetidheumre tearing at her
clothes as together she and Jake sank fluidlyatdldlor, consumed with the
need to end their terrible longing. Amber was masdlwith passion as her
hands explored his burning flesh and she quivernéd avfeminine awe at

the brute strength that was latent in the tonedcteaeneath his taut skin.

In wanton need she writhed against his body, hity lsquid eyes begging
him to touch her where she burned and throbbed ewtptiness.

‘Tell me to stop,’ he muttered rawly, grazing hipple with his teeth.

‘No. | won't. | want you, Jake!" she whispered.udlo me. Please, please
touch me!'

Their bodies quivered in anticipation. Amber tensediting, needing, her
eyes hazy with love. Jake looked as if he was driyea desperate longing.
She kissed his mouth till it softened and he washing her to his chest so
that they were cleaving to one another, skin to,sand she knew with a
soaring heart that he couldn't draw back now.

'l don't want to harm you," he rasped.

"You won't,’ she said softly. 'My baby is safe now.

His eyes closed in pain. 'No. | mean—'

'‘Can't you tell what | feel?' she said urgentlydang his strained face.
'‘Can't we just enjoy sex with one another?' Withbiriking, she shifted,

and he groaned as the pressure of her thighsitstddhe rigid heat of his
arousal.



'Only sex ..." he growled.

Her mouth pressed a flurry of warm kisses on hesthShe could feel the
jerkiness of his breathing, the faintly frightenitigob of heat against her
pelvis, see desperation in his eyes.

She buried her face in his neck, smelt the erajghrodisiac scent
permeating his skin, and felt a wild, uncontroli&aklurge of emotion. This
would bind them together. And he would gently, diogrow to love her.

‘Touch me,’ she whispered seductively.

And he fed her starving body with his touch white gloated on a tide of
passion, watching his face through half-closed eyalse wanted her badly.

'I've got to stop this," he said thickly.

'Do so if you must. This will only happen again.uknow it will," she
breathed.

'Damn you!" he muttered.

Her heart lifted at his intensely emotional exaapen. She felt him shaking
through the length and breadth of his body as dhenpered for the wild

sweetness of his mouth, the urgent demand of hily.bAnd suddenly

Amber felt the gentle touch of his fingers where siched most, moving
with a lightness that made her eyes close in ecstas

'Oh, yes, yes,' she murmured as his mouth teagelréast, slid over her
waist and hips, smoothed her slightly rounded stdm8&lowly the sexual

excitement built inside her till her whole body rabked with his touch. And

she felt pure, molten heat in every vein beingai@e to the core of her body
where his fingers played their brutally gentle Hmt

It wasn't enough, though—she wantgidh. She wriggled seductively but
couldn't escape his hold. Alarmed by his intent, llps parted in protest;
she wanted him—him—not this half-loving...



Jake's mouth took hers by storm. The caress dfrfgsrs drove her body
and mind to total oblivion as the tension withim hese to screaming point,
her moans harsher, quicker as she helplessly abadder whole self to his
touch. And then came the long, shuddering spasneenfiental energy,
curling up to resonate through every part of hiérstie felt washed with
warm desire and blissfully released.

'l have to go," he said harshly.
Then she felt his body lift from hers and in thendmist of sexual

intoxication heard the sound of clothes being gaithep, then, a little while
later, a door slamming so hard that the fabrithefliouse shook.



CHAPTER SIX

DISTRAUGHT, Amber lay in a stupor, physically sated but eommwdily
bereft. Jake had cheated her of his own surreh@eown sharing. Instead,
he'd put her emotions on the line—but not his. Né&ig A lump formed in
her throat and she covered her face in shamerfmmaent before she hastily
dressed and ran up to her room, trying to oblieewdiat had happened from
her mind.

This time she didn't want to face up to it or rdawkself with agonised
recriminations. Deliberately she busied herselhwinall chores. Cleansing
her face. A shower. Painting her nails and waitorghem to dry. Deciding
what to wear the next day and laying the clothes @mu a chair in
obsessively neat order.

Then she brushed her hair hard till her scalp santhgot into bed without
once looking at herself in the mirror.

There was a sharp knock on the door, making hepjudme sat up and
clutched her knees, staring at the locked doolamaas if Jake might walk
through the solid wood.

'‘Amber!'

White-faced, she hunched up and tightened heragriper knees.

'‘Open this damn door or I'll break it down!" Jakdeved.

Amber groaned. This was someone else's house.dslantt allow Jake to
smash the door down. Shakily she stumbled acressothm to turn the key
in the heavy lock, scurrying back to bed as hedltime door wide and

frowned at her from under beetling black brows.

'l warned you,' he said, in a quiet, tightly coligd voice. 'I'm not an angel.
| have my limits.'

'I know.'



There was a long pause. Jake's shoulders werewithhanger. For a
moment she thought he'd stride over and maybe diekeor hold her in
his arms—but it must have been a fanciful idea efshbecause he did
neither. It seemed that he was rooted to the gk his expression was a
perplexing mixture of exasperation and anger addess.

'Do you want anything to help you sleep?' he askiitly.

She stared at him in amazement but he hadn't neebatironic. 'No. | won't
take pills while I'm pregnant,’ she said, her mautty.

'l meant hot milk or something.’

'Is this why you were going to break down the dbsihe asked tetchily. 'To
offer me a nightcap?'

Jake flinched. 'l was concerned.'

‘You're extraordinarily attentive.’

'‘And what the hell do you mean by that?' he growled

With a spurt of anger, she looked him straighte éye and said irritably,
'Oh, 1 don't know. It's just that you look after filee a nephew looks after
his wealthy old aunt. If you weren't rich in yowroright, I'd be suspicious.
Why do you fuss over me so much, Jake?'

'I've told you. You're vulnerable—'

'‘And yet you hurt me,' she said quietly.

Heaving an exasperated sigh, he leaned againdbtigamb. "You wanted
me," he said brutally. 'l took away that wantingadthat so bad?’

'Yes!" she cried, white-faced. 'l wanted you torshgourself with me.
To—to make loveoroperly.But you can't give yourself, can you? You have
to stay in control all the time. You're afraid auy emotions. So you...'



She bit her lip. 'l don't want to be treated likped who needs stroking and
feeding! That's what you did, you know. You saweéded sex and so you
callously offered me relief. hatethat, Jake! It's—it's like a condescension,
as if you're trying to placate a dog by throwingkst!" she finished, not
caring how muddled her metaphors were. He knew whatmeant right
enough.

‘But if | hadn't... touched you," he said tightiyou would have accused me
of rejecting you. Wouldn't you?"'

'l might have thought it," she muttered. 'l wouldrdve bleated it to your
face.’

'On the other hand,' he went on relentlessly,difmade complete love to
you, you might have accused me of using you tosplieamyself. | couldn't
win," he said with a cynical curl to his mouthwés on a hiding to nothing
whatever | did. And now, where do we go from here?'

'We see Leo as soon as possible and then | wgnthiome,’ she said wanly.
He was right. The only thing she really wanted fraim was his love.
Nothing else would satisfy her. 'Later, when we ttank objectively, we
need to establish a few ground rules if you waatrtfarriage to continue.'
Her ashen face lifted to his, her mouth stiff vighsion.

'‘Curse you, Amber!" He looked back at her bleakigl then turned on his
heel, pulling the door shut behind him without giyiher an answer.

They were unnaturally polite to one another thet miy. Amber did her
best to keep out of his way; he seemed intent amgdbe same. But they
must have both had the same idea at lunchtime aaheldeup circling each
other in the kitchen while they fixed sandwichestfemselves.

Eventually Jake strode over and turned her arodiriding her relentlessly
backwards till she felt her spine touch the walkan't go on like this," he
said grimly. 'l never could stand cold silences.’



'l don't have anything to say,' she replied woogenl
'l think you have a lot to say. You're punishing-+ie

'I'm punishingyou!' she cried incredulously. He wasn't hurting. She.Wa
doubt that," she said, her mouth in bitter lin&s. hot petty-minded.’

'‘We're bound to have problems. Marriage is hardughowithout the
barriers we've erected between us," he mutteneyrét what happened. But
you must see that | was in a dilemma. If I'd wallke&day, we would both
have erupted again sooner or later. You said sosgtfu

'So now it's my fault for speaking the truth?' stied jerkily. 'And my fault
for letting you know how | felt? My mistake washie honest. Yours was to
deny your feelings. We were both wound up. You ashmas me—'

'‘And we should have dealt with it differently,’ s&d quietly.
'l should have realised you're emotionally barreime’ snapped.

'I'm doing my best,' he said, shaming her withsmeerity. 'It's as tough for
me as it is for you. We made a mistake. But thasdtt mean we can never
speak to one another again, does it?'

He was coaxing her, she thought resentfully. Hiswyaoothing voice was
making her feel unreasonable. And the annoyingthias that he was right.
'l didn't expect us ever to quarrel,’ she saidysadeér long brown lashes
lifted and she looked at him with disappointmertién eyes. 'l thought we'd
always get on.'

'High expectations,' he said softly. 'But you'rghti That's what | thought
too. And we're both more upset than we should lbalse we feel let down
by one another.'

'l let you down?' she said with a slight pout.

His finger idly touched her lips. They parted, asiee had to press them
firmly together in case he thought that she wagaeding to him.



'l hoped you'd realise why | took the action | itk murmured. 'It was the
only thing I could think of that wouldn't leave yas frustrated as | was.’

Her lips formed the word 'oh'. His mouth lightlyutdhed the O and then he
was smiling appealingly at her. 'l think we oughstart again,’ he said, his
voice throbbing in his big chest. 'When we marriag,greatest wish, as you
know, was that we'd gradually learn to trust onetlaer and build a strong
relationship together. | know what you've gone tigito It must have rocked
your trust in men. | need your trust, Amber," hafessed.

'How can | trust you when you give only a part otixself?' she reproached
him. 'The rest is hidden. You haven't even told mech about your
background—'

Tl tell you,' he said patiently. 'When | feetn.'

'‘But not now.' And she wondered what was so sdleatthe dared not tell
her. She eyed him doubtfully, ignoring his sligrgtyained smile.

'It'll come,’ he promised. 'Give it time. I've spedl my life hiding my
feelings, Amber. That goes with the job. I've cdnoen scenes of death and
destruction, wired my report and gone off to drislkvovitz in some
half-bombed bar with an informant. I'm not asking your sympathy, only
your understanding. | chose a while ago to throwhegrt and soul into my
work. That meant sacrificing my own feelings, myroneeds. It's hard to
break a habit.’

His argument was compelling. Jake frowned whemsade no comment.

'If | made a mistake in choosing one of a pooro$eiptions,’ he said, 'then
I'm sorry. The last thing | want to do is to bragk our relationship or to
spoil it in any way. | think we have a lot going fas.’

'Do you?' Outwardly cool, Amber felt her legs simagkwith nerves. 'I'm not
sure. | don't think my judgement is reliable, yee sSometimes | sense that
we're close, other times you put up shutters araht reach you. Frankly |
find that kind of inconsistency rather difficulgkke.’



'It's because...' For a split second, she saw sttethought was a hopeless
desire in his eyes. And then he turned his back.

But that split second had been long enough. Andmé¢ & risk. '‘Because you
want me—or because you need me?' she ventured.

She saw his head tip back, the lift of his ribcagemething in her heart
sang. It was one or the other. But which?

He turned, his eyes, his mouth sending a raw, pgilshaft of love through
her heart as he groaned, '‘Both! | want you ancdry@u. I'm obsessed with
you! You must know that. Butwill not let you think that's all | want from
you!'

'What else do you want, then?' she breathed.

'So much,' he growled, his teeth bared in a haléga snarl. 'It gets worse
every day. | want this...'

His mouth melted on hers and she went rigid fohdaytrying to fight her

own fears. But she soon found that she was kiggimgback, moaning into
his mouth till he tore himself away and leaned baanting, against the
kitchen table.

'l have to go,' he said thickly. 'l can't stay &avith you—'
'l want you to stay!" she begged, her voice shaiitly anguish.

As if protecting himself, he quickly moved so thla¢ table was between
them. 'Don't say that,' he warned, his eyes aeglig, hard black. 'l want
you. | want you with a violence that consumes migat® not what I'd

planned.’

'Life rarely is," she said shakily, guiltily glong in his torment because it
meant that he really did need her and she coulldl lmn that. 'Does it
matter?'



'Yes!" he snapped. 'Do you want just a sexualicglghip with me? | can
give you that. Any fool can give you that! And thehat? A relationship

built on sex alone doesn't last. | tell you, Amblee, said fiercely, smashing
the table with his fist, 'l have no intention ofegMeaving you or ever
allowing you to divorce me! This must be for evEhat's why I'm biding

my time. | want us to—" His mouth shut like a trap.

Amber said it for him. She drew a deep breath bezalwas a terrible,
terrible risk that she was taking and her heart thadding like crazy—so
much so that when she spoke it seemed to haveteder throat and she
had to force the words out in a husky croak.

'You want us to fall in love?' He flinched. 'l watitat, Jake,' she said
huskily. 'l want that more than anything in the ladr

For a long, electrifying moment they looked at @mother. Then Jake's
eyes softened. He reached out across the tableefonand and kissed it.
Then he gave a crooked smile. "You're a remarkabfaan," he said softly.
"You dare to lay your heart on the railway trackhwan express train
coming. It makes me want to pick it up and keefpoin harm. One day |
will. I know it. But not now. Not yet. Can we leaiteat that?'

Solemnly she studied his face. He was either stnoethe most plausible
liar who had ever lived. The road to his heart aa®umpy as some of the
tracks at Flame Trees, but it was worth gettingetheand she was on her
way, she felt sure.

"You have a reason for not letting yourself malseaous commitment to
me," she said gently. 'l believe that it's conrebotgh Caroline—'

'Don't pursue that," he warned in a low tone. Ande=paired of his drawn
look. 'Please. Forgive me for hurting you. And sp#re rest of the day with
me, Amber.' He smiled at her gently, instantly tang her heart. 'lI've been
as miserable as hell without you.'

"You have?' she cried in shy, uncertain delighd, lae laughed.

'Witch!" he grumbled.



And she felt immediately relieved that their riichbeen healed. Somehow
the crisis had cleared the air and forced thenotdegper into their feelings
for each other. It was flattering that he claimed¢ obsessed with her. But
she felt even more pleased that he longed for tiepany. She smiled to
herself. Jake was beginning to admit to the excgef his feelings about
her and as time went on his heart might open.

'l feel like flying," he said, his eyes twinkling.
'I've run out of stardust,' she murmured.

'How about a helicopter? We could fly over the nslahis afternoon.
Nearest | can get to being a bird.’

"You could hop up and down and twitter," she suigges

Jake laughed and hugged her. 'l don't need anlgadf km almost flying
already," he said softly, and touched his heaereH

'Ring the helicopter company before | clip your g8ii she said in a prim
tone.

Tweet, tweet," he said wryly, and flapped his amrmsshe hopped in a
ridiculous way to the hall.

Amber followed him, laughing, and waited while headw the
arrangements. Oh, she was happy! she thought. Hagopuse the
atmosphere was genial again, happy because thegy fnends. They
mustn't become enemies.

Almost on wings herself, she persuaded Jake tdyjeimn the kitchen where
they learnt to cook red snapper Creole-style uktiigpolyta's tuition. They
enjoyed that so much that they launched themseitespreparing the
vegetables too—baked breadfruit and fried plantaiwgh sliced
christophine.



‘The helicopter will never take off,’ Amber reprdvdake, seeing him
helping himself to a third helping of tropical frsialad.

He grinned. 'You're leading me into evil ways.#lver be able to dive for
cover when I'm on an assignment if | go on eatikeg this.'

Her face clouded. 'l don't want you to—' Just metishe saw his head jerk
up and hastily altered what she was saying. 'Tdageshe said feebly.

It lay unspoken between them. They both knew thatdidn't want him to
be at risk. Already she was restricting him, behgvike a traditional wife.
Mind how you go. Drive carefully. Take care. Sheswenying him his
male need for danger because she loved him.

'It's OK, Amber," he said, his dark eyes warm witlderstanding. 'l have a
strong sense of self-preservation. I'll keep fitvdnt to live. The idea of
coming back to you is very appealing.' Her gentfeles brought a soft

warmth to his eloquent eyes. 'Stop looking at rke that, sweetheart," he
said lazily, 'or I'll be sweeping the table clear &ction.'

She blushed. 'I'll get my stuff ready for the trghe said hastily.

He chuckled as she hurried out of the room, buag an affectionate laugh,
not a sinister one. 'Sweetheart’, he'd said. Shygddi herself and sang
happily as she changed into a cool green dressedreshed her lipstick,
and they both merrily sang calypso songs as thapded about in the Jeep
to Malgretoute, where the helicopter was waiting.

'‘Show us the sights,' Jake said vaguely to thé.pilo

'Will do... Honeymoon?' he enquired.

Jake smiled fondly at Amber and put his arm ardeexd ‘Honeymoon,' he
murmured, as if lost in her eyes.

Within a few minutes they were strapped into tlseats and ready to go.

'Sure you want to sightsee?' asked the pilot wighra



'Oh, yes! Jake, pay attention!" scolded Amber il the helicopter took
off.

But she was blissfully happy. lhvas becoming like a honeymoon.
Something she'd never expected. And as they swod@ed the dramatic,
wave-cut east coast, with its wind-bent trees aadgrove swamps, she felt
as carefree as the frigate birds they disturbed.

'The Pitons!" Jake shouted in her ear, pointinghto extraordinary twin
peaks, one rising sheer from the ocean.

She nodded, her face radiant with a serene joy.csght a glimpse of
them when we visited the sulphur springs,' sheamnet to the pilot. '‘But
they look more spectacular approached from the Beau Rivage is near
here, isn't it?' she mused, remembering the narBé ldbnore's plantation.

'l don't think we'll be going that way," Jake squidckly.
'l can make a detour if you like," offered the pilo

'Please. I'd like that,' she said eagerly, seniaggJake was going to veto
the idea. But he just frowned and tightened histmaulittle.

The helicopter turned north along the coast fohdernthen the pilot pointed
to a small, sandy beach backed by palm trees. Ud®at to be the only way
in and out, when it was a thriving plantation,saed. 'St Honore, the owner,
let it go to rack and ruin. Everyone shunned hiterafie burnt down his
son's house.'

Amber's eyes widened in surprise. 'Burnt it doveh®' exclaimed.

‘Yeah. I'll show you.'

Jake shifted in his seat. 'No. Don't bother."

'l want to see,’ she insisted, alarmed by the stbry was true, it didn't

reflect too well on St Honore. 'l ought to checlstbut, in case Ginny and
Leo don't know. Please, Jake. Humour me?'



He shrugged but she could see by his face thataseawnoyed. 'l don't see
the point,’ he said irritably. "We'll be visitingeBu Rivage in a few days. We
could be spending our flying time over Marigot Bagtead, which is far
more interesting. Turn back!" he ordered the milotly. 'Fly along the coast
again—'

‘Just a sec... There!" The pilot pointed out aa anehe thick forest where
the tall palms gave way to shorter ones, and Ardasred forward to look.

‘That's where the house burnt down.' He pointeal feav blackened trunks
still standing. 'Once there was a clearing andaa itwut that was ten years
ago. The jungle's overtaken it all.'

Appalled, Amber sat back in her seat. 'l bet his\sas furious.’

'Pascal was suicidal,' the pilot corrected. 'Hievdnd child were in the
house. They were burnt to death.’

She flinched with horror. 'That's terrible! Jake—'
'I'll show you Beau Rivage,' offered the pilot.

He circled the scene and then went on to fly ovgraend colonial house
with an avenue of tall palms leading up to it amadgns as colourful as
those at Flame Trees.

But all she could think of was the fire and Vinagatpart in it. ‘Was it an
accident—the fire, | mean?' she asked in agitatigvias St Honor6
convicted of manslaughter?'

The pilot shook his head. 'Not enough evidencec&dsst his rag and
attacked his father, so the story goes, and wada@nison for it.’

She was appalled. Vincente's son had lost his vhig,child and his
house—and on top of that he'd had to serve a pssntence. How awful.
Instinctively she turned to Jake, but he had hesegtosed in anguish and
his skin was a deathly white.



‘Jake!" she cried in alarm. 'Jake, my darling, vih&® Are you airsick?' He

turned his head from her, as if he didn't wanttbesee his face. 'l think my
husband's feeling ill. Can you put us down somew/ieshe asked the pilot
urgently.

‘There's Pascal's place up the coast—Beau Jardin—'

'‘No!" Jake ground out harshly, jerking his head aroongldre at the man.
Both he and Amber flinched at the lash of JakeeseyHead back over the
mountains for Malgretoute where we left the Jeégs!'he hissed, when
Amber made to remonstrate. 'It'll be quicker thattipg down here and
driving home on those hellish road3o it!" he ordered savagely.

Without a word, the pilot obeyed, evidently shakgnlake's outburst. As
was Amber. And she watched him in concern. His hessgere bunched up
as though it was taking an effort of will to keéye sickness at bay. And she
sympathised with him, knowing how helpless and wrgire always felt
when nausea struck.

"Il drive us back," she offered when they'd lashde

'Please,’ Jake said, his voice almost inaudible.

The rest of the journey was conducted in silenaab@r concentrated hard
on the road, trying to avoid potholes and placesretthe road had been
eroded by tropical rainstorms. Tense and worried, drove up to Flame

Trees with an audible exhalation of relief.

'We've arrived, Jake,' she said gently. He opemedyes. ‘Do you want to
get out or sit for a moment?"

‘Out.’
But he stayed where he was and she put a hesaadtdn his, alarmed to
discover how tightly he was clenching his fists &oev haggard he looked.

He was ill.

'I'm going to call a doctor," she told him anxigusl



'No." His bleak eyes met hers. 'There's nothingwyrwith me. Sorry the trip
was cut short," he muttered.

‘Jake!" she said lovingly. 'l understand. It dadeswtter at all. What would
you like to do? Go inside in the cool or sit in fiesh air under the mango
tree for a while?'

'‘Outside,’ he said stiffly.

She fetched some iced water for him then stoodhiragcthe colour seep
back into his face. 'l wish | could do somethingyou,' she sighed.

'Hold me!" He held out his arms.

With a small cry, she took a step forward and @ddilis head between her
breasts. 'Poor you,' she breathed.

'l don't want you making the journey to Rivage!rettered.
'‘But..I have to talk to Ginny!'

His arms tightened about her waist. 'It's a longney. Halfway around the
island on terrible roads. It would exhaust you.'

It would be a hard drive. And Amber thought of eexident, supposedly
caused by Vincente, of Pascal's wife and child biardeath in their house,
and shivered.

"To be honest, | don't think | want to meet Vineeat all,' she admitted,
burrowing her face in his hair.

Her hands absently stroked the smooth nape ofais and she felt the love
welling out from her. Kissing the top of his healle drew back a little and
kissed the lines on his forehead.

The solution presented itself. 'We'll ask Leo andn@ to come here
instead.’



Despite his nod she could tell that he was stils&eand very troubled. She
studied his desolate face while her mind triedtsle the niggling sensation
that there were more secrets in his dark, angrg than there should be.

He looked up at her pale face. 'Stay with me,'d guietly.

Her fingers lovingly stroked his forehead, and anrapulse she kissed the
deep cleft between his lowered black brows. 'Cenfid me, Jake," she
begged. 'l know something's troubling you.'

'It's a private hell." He stood up, brushing herdsaside, rejecting her plea
with every line of his body. 'Not for you. I'll deaith it.'

Caroline's name flashed into her mind and intujivehe made a
connection. 'How did Caroline die?' she asked tuiet

And she knew the answer even before he said iova Broken voice, 'In a
fire.'

Because she loved him, Amber stemmed her own sandkvent to hug
him again, wrapping her arms around him in deeppsythy. For a moment
he resisted and then allowed himself the comfagtvwganted to give. Tears
sprang into her eyes—pity for him, of course, beeahe'd been cruelly
reminded of Caroline's death when the pilot hakethlabout Pascal's wife.

But there was pity for herself too. Jake had lo€adoline so deeply that it
had lasted the test of time. The tragedy must tmoken his heart, she
thought wanly as Jake's embrace half squasheddiaghtfrom her body.

They stood locked in one another's arms for a tong. The sky turned as
scarlet as the bright bougainvillea which clambenpdthe veranda. The
jasmine oozed its heady perfume and the bird sttegsified as if the birds
wanted to fill the time they had left with joy beéodarkness set in.
'‘Sweet Amber.' Jake kissed her temple. 'You'rerpleging person.'

Her sorrowful eyes met his. 'l can't bear you tapset,’ she said shakily.



'I'm fine. It was a shock | wasn't expecting.’

'One of those awful coincidences,’ she said sddifiould have been more
sensitive to your mood and realised something wasigv—'

'Oh, hell, Amber!" he said ruefully. 'Will you alys try to please people
and never yourself?'

'l do please myself," she said, pink with indigoati'Like this." And she
touched his smiling mouth then stood on tiptoeldased it. 'See?' she said
defiantly.

"You're adorable," he murmured with a sigh. 'Shallgo in?"
Amber nodded. Arm in arm, they strolled up to thegse.

That evening Jake was more attentive, more charmhiaig ever. Several
times it was on the tip of her tongue to blurt that she loved him. But she
decided to wait a little while longer.

She went to bed feeling intensely happy, even thalake had decided to
spend the next day in Castries and had refused-plaink when she'd
begged to go with him. He needed some time alogid,daid.

Hoping that he would think a little more about tireiationship and see that
it posed no threat to Caroline's memory, she ddcidat all she could do
was to be patient.

Humming contentedly to herself, she wandered thidbg garden the next
morning, exploring more deeply than before—and beng hopelessly
lost. But the sun, she decided, should be on lieate there was a path
which ought to lead her back to the house. Conflgesine strode along it
and came to a clearing.

At the far end was a long, low building which mbstve been part of the
sugar distillery when Flame Trees was a thrivingngtion. Filled with



curiosity, she wandered over and tried the doowal$ securely locked so
she peered in one of the windows. And her eyesexpaide in surprise.

'How odd!" she marvelled.

One corner of the building was stacked with somsgressessions: a man's
clothes, luggage, boxes of documents, family phistésmes...and a large
oil painting of a dark and beautiful woman with acé so sweet and
affectionate that it made her smile in responsecifrated, she walked
around the old distillery till she found a windotvescould climb in.

'‘Now, who areyou?’ she murmured, intrigued, and she edged arouabia
trunk till she could see the painting properly. igha&vas a name on the
small, gilded plate and she crouched down on hendtees to read it.
‘Caroline." Amber drew in a sharp and jagged bré@trolineCavendish!'

Nonplussed, she sat down on the cabin trunk, hegefs working
convulsively. Already the letters on the trunk litskad emblazoned
themselves on her mind. 'JC'. Jake Cavendish?

For a while her mind refused to work. Quite blanthvshock, she stared at
the sweet-faced woman in the painting, who lookadkbso gently that

Amber felt uncomfortable, as if she was intrudifgis was Caroline. Jake
had loved her to distraction. Understandably, Antheught grudgingly.

And then the full implications began to dawn on.he lived here!' she
said to herself. 'He lived here with Caroline..r@liae Cavendish. They
must have been ... husband and wife.’

Her teeth drove into her lower lip. Jake had kegtemt deal from her. He
knew more about St Lucia— more, probably, aboutc®ime St Honore
too—than he'd revealed. Numb, she gazed arounideatarefully boxed
papers, pulling a few out of their files to chelok hame of the recipient and
the address, to confirm what she already knew.

‘Jake Cavendish, Flame Trees Plantation, La BellgpbDine, St Lucia.'



The papers dropped from her limp fingers. The htlusgd been staying in
had been his home. Perhaps it still was. She loakmehd her. It must have
taken someone a lot of work to move so much sWifiy bother? All the
books must be from the library. Again, why moventi?e

Puzzled, she reached out to the pile of books kytthnk and flipped

through two or three. Jake's name was written ah @me. She tipped her
head back and groaned at the discovery, realisihg they'd been

removed—to ensure that she never guessed that Hlesaee was anything
more than a friend's home. Friend!

Her stomach tightened with dismay. There had béeer dies. Like when
he'd said that he'd been reading up on the islenidteresting tourist spots,
the flora and fauna. He knew about the island dirdsecause he'd lived
here. Why had he lied?

Trying not to despair, Amber held on tightly to theemory of Jake's
gentleness. He did care. He felt a great affedboher. Maybe he'd wanted
to bring her here because it was his beloved hoared.maybe he had taken
pains to hide everything to do with Caroline beeahs'd known that it
would hurt her.

And yet he had deliberately deceived her. How mmuohre of what he'd said
was untrue? She hoped and prayed that there whmgase, no sinister
threat to their happiness. Quietly she sat onrilngktand forced herself to
think only of the positive aspects of their relagbip. She remembered his
sincerity, their shared laughter, the trip downrj\res care of her.

All of this typified a man who wanted their marreago succeed, not
someone who was using her for his own ends. Dikdejt?

Her lip quivered. There was only one way to find.ou

Jake telephoned that evening as she was stridimgdiglown the veranda,
impatiently waiting for him to return.



'I've run into a fellow journalist," he yelled ov@mnoisy background. 'We're
in a bar in Castries.’

She felt a rush of disappointment. It would be dugfere he came back. 'l
can hear,' she said, trying to conceal her feelings

'It got late before we knew it. Sorry, sweethe#dt.better not make the
journey back in the dark. I'll stay here for thghti'

'Oh. All right." She forced herself not to questitom then and there. When
he answered, she needed to see his face to judgfbevine was telling the
truth.

'We were going on that rainforest walk," he remadder. 'You have to be
down by the river by six or the trip will leave Waut you. I'm not going to
make it, I'm afraid.’

Although she'd been looking forward to the trip,estvas far more
concerned about clearing up Jake's connection @Géfoline. 'lt doesn't
matter—' she began.

'It does!" he insisted urgently. 'You can't missl'ih told that particular

guide only takes half a dozen people on the walkkeca month. And he
knows tracks which go so deep that you'll almostately see species you
won't see anywhere else. Please go, for my sallem€eall about it when

you come back and make me feel a heel for lettagdown.’

'‘Jake—' She broke off, not sure how to react. Diel Iselieve him or not?
She wasn't sure.

'Go,' he ordered. 'You'll be back just as | arrivexpect.’
'‘Well..." If that was so, the trip would fill in étime...

‘Tell the guide you're pregnant,’ he said firmiyake sure he keeps an eye
on you.'



Her heart warmed a little at his concern. She'dagal, face him with her
discovery when she came back. 'I'll be all rightuXold me he drives you
deep into the forest and we only walk for two milegan manage that
easily, I'll take the camera so you can be envious.

'Right. I'll see you later, then," he said fond§leep well and have a nice
day!

But she overslept, well beyond the time to leavdHe trip. And when she
saw the time and groaned she realised that it mesdund of a car outside
that had woken her up.

Jake! she thought.

Amber ran to the window, intending to open the leavshutters and call
out to him. Her hand stilled on the handle. She laaking through the slats
at Ginny, stepping from a car—and then there wks, Jaurrying from the
house to greet Ginny and showing no surprise ataller arrival. Amber
frowned. He'd expected her to be walking in the$bthat morning.

Into her mind came the idea that maybe he'd archtigiewhole thing; the
forest walk, his supposedly unavoidable delay istfl@s, the meeting with
Ginny. But she couldn't understand why he wouldait her to be present.
Or why he had made his way home during the nigth@early hours of the
morning.

She went pink. Ginny would think that she was #esla, staying in bed till
after nine! As usual Ginny looked ultra-poised, rasbeautiful,
ultra-groomed. In a panic, Amber shunted hangeositain the wardrobe,
despairing of finding anything remotely as smarGamy's gorgeously cut
linen dress. Simple but screaming class, Amberghbruefully.

'What you see is what you get,' she muttered, derttiat she might as well

drag on her scarlet cotton skirt and matching stlegved top. But she

slicked on some lipstick and brushed her lashds méscara nevertheless.
With a quick ruffle of her hectically brushed hashe grimaced at her
country-girl image and padded downstairs towardsstiund of voices.



Ginny and Jake were in the library and since ther deas open Amber
assumed that their meeting wasn't private afteGake was about to walk in
when she saw that she'd buttoned her top wronglypansed to sort it out.

'You're mistaken!" Ginny was saying passionaté§ncente has been
misjudged—

'Like hell he has! You must know what he did to @iae and the baby,’
snarled Jake.

Amber straightened in surprise, astonished thay there arguing.
Caroline? she thought, bewildered. And she tensed.

'I'm aware that Vincente was accused of settirgythr Pascal's house and
killing Caroline and little Charles," Ginny respaudhotly. '‘But he wasn't
there; he swore he wasn't there!

Vincentekilled Caroline? Paling, Amber silently flattenbdrself against
the wall and listened, her heart thumping unnatyirdake hadn't wanted to
fly over Beau Rivage. She remembered how upsethesd and that he'd
reached out to her in need. Now she knew why antidwat ached for him.

But why hadn't he told her?
'And you believe him!" Jake was saying contemptlyous

'Yes, | do! Look, | don't have to listen to thi¢dme because you said it was
urgent, that it involved my future—'

'It does,' snapped Jake. 'You are not Vincentelgltar.'

'Huh! Is that it?' There was the sound of a chaiaging back. 'You have
axes to grind. You want to cause trouble. I've thedoout you, Jake,' she
said tightly. 'You loathe and despise Pascal becgas think he seduced
Caroline and got her pregnant!" . Amber's eyes medelt hurt her that Jake
had kept so much from her. They hadn't been closdl.alt had been
nothing but her own desire to be part of Jakessthiat had persuaded her
otherwise.



'Pascal’s reputation was appalling,’ Jake bit'Aatone in their right mind
would have acted in Caroline's interests and comeenthe affair—'

‘They loved each other!" Ginny declared indignantly

Jake's breath hissed in painfully. 'l know that ndw growled. 'Someone...
close to the family told me a short while ago. @o yhink that makes it any
easier for me?'

Amber choked back a sympathetic cry. It couldnitehbeen pleasant for
Jake to acknowledge that his wife had loved anatieer. She was about to
turn away when she heard Jake speak again.

'‘Anyway, Pascal isn't Vincente's son, is he? NodeoVincente was frantic
to find his rightful heir." Amber could hear hinriding up and down, his
pace fast and heavy as if he was very angry. 'Pasts passed off by
Vincente as his own son,' he went on relentledsiyhide the fact that his
sister had given birth to an illegitimate child.’

There was a hushed silence. 'No one outside thigyfanows that!" Ginny
said shakily. 'Susannah's only just told Pascasstie mother—'

'l know. | talked to Susannah and Pascal yestérslagpped Jake.

Amber tensed. That was what he'd been doing! M Ehe thought
miserably.

'‘Now, if Pascal isn't Vincente's son and you're mstlong-lost daughter,’
Jake went on, 'then it looks as if the whole estaltego to Susannah. | doubt
Vincente would like that. There's no love .lostvietn them, | gather.’

'‘But | amhis daughter,' cried Ginny angrily.

‘Then | challenge you to take the test to prove it.

'‘Don't cause trouble!" warned Ginny. 'You're stilging an old vendetta,

Jake—one you should have abandoned long ago. \feisdsrother-in-law
has confirmed who | am. He ought to know; he shaitéd/incente's wife



when she ran away! He was there at my birth; het inasge known who
adopted me!’

Amber could bear no more. Trembling, she went éodiborway. 'Jake!" she
cried, wringing her hands.

'‘Amber!"he growled, whirling around. 'You're supposeddamht.’

'l know. | overslept and missed the trip." Sheightgned, realising what
he'd said. His remark had confirmed her fear. {id arrange this meeting,
Jake, knowing I'd be out?"

'Yes," he said curtly. 'l didn't want you involved.

Her eyes flashed. 'But | am—and | don't like bdefgout of something that
concerns me. Ginny, you must take the test. Jaigis What | hear of
Vincente horrifies me—'

"You don't know him!" said Ginny, near to tears'Hnot anything like as
bad as he's been painted! He's dying. The stobbiestanis treatment of his
wife are inflated out of all proportion.’

'He's a monster!" muttered Jake, his eyes bladk ladthing.

'‘No. And | refuse to stay here and listen to yoaispnous lies!" yelled
Ginny furiously. 'OK, I'll take the test and seraythe proof! And if you've
got any sense,' she snapped, glaring at Amber,viy't let Jake involve
you in his ill-conceived revenge! Examine his mesiyAmber! And don't
trust him an inch!"



CHAPTER SEVEN

GINNY strode out, her bobbed hair swinging vigorouskydAhe vehemence
of the woman's outburst left Amber shaking. Ginrasvalways so cool and
collected, utterly in control of herself.

She'd spoken of revenge. Was that all Jake waitedser sat down before
her legs gave way. Jake's watchful eyes resteceomrimervingly. Doubt
filled her mind. Jake had a strong motive to hiag 6t Honore family.
Vincente had apparently killed Caroline and herybalake's baby, she
thought with a wince. And they'd been in Pascalissk at the time—Pascal,
the man Caroline had really loved.

'Oh, Jake!" she groaned. Was he using her as asnea&xact some awful
revenge?

'l must tell you about Caroline,' he began grimly.

'l know about her." She paused while a long, sloeatih was exhaled
between his teeth. At the moment she felt numb patin. 'l saw the things
you'd hidden in the shed when | was out walkingteresy,” she said
unhappily. 'The picture of Caroline. Your books. ll+ealised that this had
been your house. | knew you'd lived here. Not Kenya

' never claimed | lived in Kenya.' He sat on tippaosite side of the library
table, his face a stony mask. "You assumed | dahime my parents are
there now.' He looked down at his linked handseyTient to Kenya with
me after the inquest on Caroline and Charles bectgy couldn't bear to
stay.'

'Why didn't you tell me?' she flung at him. 'Wemnaiyafraid I'd be jealous?’

He looked puzzled. 'Jealous of the love I've alwi@ysfor Caroline and

Charles? No, Amber, that wasn't the reason. | nesizved you to be petty
and possessive." And she blushed, because of ceheseenvied the
immense love he still bore for the other womadidh't want you to know

that my family had previous connections with tHans.'



Very slowly her head turned towards him. What walsat Ginny had said?
'Examine his motives'. 'You pretended you wantedl¢ar up the doubt
about Ginny being Vincente's daughter. | think fqame other reasons. And
that's why you've been lying to me..." She swallbteeclear the lump in her
throat. 'Perhaps about everything,' she suggesitgdii

You see?' he said angrily. 'Vincente has alreaiygmed Ginny's mind and
the poison's spread to you. Now you're doubtingntgntions.’

‘Then tell me what they are and let me judge foselfy she said in a choky
little voice.

'l want you to have what | believe to be rightfujiqurs.’

Her eyes narrowed. She had a feeling that he'ddefiething out. 'And if it
isn't?

He shrugged. 'We will be happy together whereveliwee whatever we do,
whoever you are. | don't care if you're the daugbta gillie or a lord or—'

'If my fatheris Vincente,' she began carefully, 'won't that bengmossible
situation, since you believe he killed your wifedarhild?’

'Wife?' Jake looked genuinely puzzled.

How clever he was, she thought, upset. He woulde htooled the
Inquisition. 'Caroline,’ she reminded him scornfull

To her contempt, his astonishment deepened. 'Ske'tway wife! What
ever gave you that idea?'

‘CarolineCavendish,5he snapped. 'Don't play the innocent, Jake; iit'two
wash. Her name was on the little plate below hetupe.'

‘That doesn't make her my wife," he said quietly.



His sincerity made her conviction waver. Perhaps'dsiumped to the
wrong conclusion. A cousin, maybe, she thoughtching at straws. 'l can
check, you know," she warned.

'You're welcome to. You sidestepped the most ols/iconnection.
Caroline was my sister.'

Amber's stiffly held body slumped back into thetsééour sister?' she
repeated uncertainly. Her eyes flickered up acghgiriYou told me you
had no brothers or sisters...'

'l don't, thanks to Vincente St Honore.'

She winced when she thought of Caroline's and €siarshocking death.
'Oh, Jake!" she said softly.

'She was my older sister but in many ways she wae iiike a kid sister.
When | was old enough | took it on myself to proteer. She was far too
sweet-natured and trusting for her own good,' hd, das eyes quite
desolate with memories.

Amber blushed with shame. Jake couldn't fake thak.IHe was telling the
truth and she felt like a heel. 'I'm sorry," shembiled. He came to crouch
down beside her and put his hand on her knee. twvee you first spoke of
her,’ she continued, 'l thought you and she werert'

He groaned. 'l wish you'd asked. It never occutwede... Amber, I'm sorry.
But.. .why did you jump to that conclusion?' heeaskenderly.

‘The way you spoke. The way you looked when yowdghd of her. And
when | saw her picture... She was very beautstk' said in a small voice,
reliving her jealousy.

'Yes," he agreed, his voice tight with strain.
'Oh, Jake, | can understand why you are so biteutaVincente,' she said

shakily. 'But I'm worried about why we're here. figig more to it than
checking out the claims that Ginny or | might haeeBeau Rivage.



Something else is motivating you—something so pbawehat you've
brought me here, halfway across the world, to lgelpto achieve it. What
is it, Jake?"'

‘Justice." The word was softly spoken but with wagary that made her
shiver.

Her fears were confirmed. Aching for him, drawirgy fingertips over his
stark cheekbones in the hope that she could eapain by touch alone, she
said sadly, 'When is justice another word for rgeh

'‘Amber!" he said urgently. 'Do you think | can stdsy when | am certain
that Vincente and Ginny are living a lie? She hasight to the plantation.
Other people in the St Honore family are involvEdey deserve the truth.
They're relying on me—'

'Oh, yes,' she remembered. 'You met Pascal anohdtiser yesterday.' It
was rather frightening, thinking that she mightdaelatives here. Strange
people in a strange country. With strange habisid$, hatreds, dark
secrets. 'What—what are they like?'

Jake squeezed her hand as if he knew what was gaioggh her mind.
'Pascal is striking. Fair, blue eyes, athletic, glouand tanned—and
extremely hostile at first, naturally. But after'di¢alked for a while we got
on rather well together,’ he admitted. 'Partly tluéis wife, Mandy.' He
smiled absently. 'She's pregnant. Very open, wanthfréendly. They seem
very happy together.’

She envied them that. 'And Pascal's mother— Vimtestster?'
'‘Susannah?' Jake's eyes narrowed thoughtfully.itkerdd, I'd say. Fiercely
protective of Pascal. She hates Vincente. Canftgbhierself to say his

name.'

She blanched. 'Did you...?' Her voice wobbled. Yad tell Susannah and
Pascal that you think I'm his daughter?'



'l told them | am sure of it. Susannah was shockgdt the impression that
she knows that Ginny's claim will be disproved—'

'‘And Susannah is hoping to inherit," finished Ambklind you, Vincente
could leave everything to a friend, or a cats' home

'He won't do that. He represents an old French styn&incente is very
proud of his ancestors and anxious about his ddaoes He'll leave Beau
Rivage to someone who has his blood in their vefteferably his own
child," he added softly.

She drew in a harsh breath. Jake meant her. Itagalsorrible to consider.
'How can you be so sure Vincente is my father?asiked miserably.

His eyes were full of compassion as his fingerhthigtouched the silver
locket around her neck. 'Because the picture ingioler locket is a
photograph of Vincente's wife," he said simply.stéeday | looked at the
newspaper cutting of their wedding. There is nodoAmber.'

Her mouth quivered. Evidence was building up. 'Thea must see
Vincente and talk to him," she said nervously.

‘There's no point in seeing him—'

'‘But this man is possibly my father!" she criedti@diught. 'l wish he weren't.
| wish Angus and Elizabeth were my parents anchdder, ever heard of
Vincente St Honore!" she waliled, tears filling eges.

'‘Sweetheart,’ he soothed, kissing her unhappy mduwhwon't listen to
anything we say. He won't want to know. Wait tilin@y gets her test
results.’

'l can't wait," she said jerkily. 'l must see hlman show him the locket and
tell my story and see what he safdease,Jake!" she begged, her eyes
glistening. 'Now. Let's get it over with!" Beforeeschanged her mind, she
thought. Before she asked Jake to take her homéaget that St Honore
existed. 'Right now. This very minute!



It was a long time before he answered, and whermitieche sounded
reluctant. 'OK. If that's really what you want.'kds sudden tension
communicated itself to her. 'It'll mean driving tg Dennery, across the
mountains to Anse La Raye and down the coast rbadgld her quietly. 'l
think, because of your condition, we'd better téke Range Rover and
break the journey overnight. We'll have a betteande of talking things
through with Vincente if we're not worrying abowtgng back before dark.'

It wasn't until they were driving through the maains that she understood
why Jake had made that suggestion. The road wdandlysn great twists
and turns up into the mountains and a few milek tooage. To make the
drive more difficult, a tropical rainstorm hammeitaa nails on the roof of
the Range Rover as if it meant to drill holes iThe noise was deafening.
Jake could hardly see a foot ahead, even thoughvithdscreen- wipers
were working like crazy.

‘A hundred and sixty inches of rain a year!" hdegkl

‘Today! she corrected him ruefully.

He grimaced and leaned forward, straining to seeravkhe road went. It
seemed that water gushed down on them from alksioleuring off the
steep, forested sides of the narrow ravine and liagpndown thp rough road
behind them as if it might wash them away.

Strangely, it made Amber feel exhilarated. She dalle against the
elements. It was a far simpler contest than thenteloattles she'd had with
her emotions. He was very skilled, strong, keerdegietermined. A man to
have on your side. She relaxed, glad that he wémeon

'Looks worse than it is," called Jake.

'I'd be scared if | were with anyone but you,' abeitted.

‘Thanks, sweetheart! Hey! It's stopped! And look-+aiabow!



"Two. Three—oh, Jake!" she cried in awe. 'Fourbravs! So clear... aren't
they beautiful?’

'‘Beautiful. Let's take a break.' He drove to thie $if the road and switched
off the engine with a sigh of relief.

"You must be exhausted. Shall | dig out the snhek Hippolyta made for
us?' she suggested.

'Sounds good. Banana bread and garlic chickeredtllit if you will,' he
murmured.

‘The banana bread?'
He fixed her with a meaningful look. '‘Garlic.'

Amber went pink. She reached down and took a lhiteeochicken. He did
the same. And then he put the spicy chicken legndamd leaned over,
turning her head with a gentle finger on her chin.

She opened her mouth to speak, but his lips werertcw hers and for the
life of her she couldn't remember what she'd mé&asty. It was a gentle
kiss, but intensely erotic, and as her bones begsaaften his body came up
against hers, hard and demanding.

Amber was clinging to him, blindly grasping at Isisoulders, her mouth
moving with his in a desperate attempt to crustetlfears. She had been
scared; she acknowledged that. And the journesif.#gas something of a
nightmare. Her courage had made her demand thangdait she was
dreading it. And in his arms she felt a warm seasatelt safe and happy,
protected from all harm.

'‘Amber," he said roughly. '"Amber, Amber!'
He pulled her across him so that she straddlethighs. She felt the touch

of his hands on her bare legs, smoothing her ca$faes, her shins, sliding
up the silky skin, unbuttoning her top.



'We should stop. You said..." Her protest was radffby his mouth, which
obliterated everything in her head.

'l love you," he said in her ear.

She froze. Her startled eyes met his and then ekisaing her again—her
mouth, throat, her shoulder... breast. 'Jake!" whespered. 'What did
you—? Jake-?'

'l love you," he said, his eyes blazing up at Helove you. Here,' he
growled, gently taking her hard nipple in his warouth. ‘And here...' He
kissed her fast-beating heart and it lurched unmotably. 'Feel my heart,’
he ordered. 'Feel it!"

He pushed her back a little. Holding her breatle, reached out and placed
her hand on his chest. His heart leapt as if ievediving creature. 'This isn't
just.. .sex?' she whispered.

'Oh, yes, that too,” he admitted, his eyes daneingkedly. 'l want
everything. I've wanted that since | first met y&ut it was obvious that
you were a woman of deep emotions and | felt thauld be unfair to ask
you to share my life—'

'Why?' she demanded.

'l told you. Reporting wars isn't exactly wife-inidly," he said wryly. 'l did
my best not to get involved because | knew | cdalldor you in a big way.'
He smiled and fondled her hair. 'Every time | wewsda | thought of us
being married and how I'd go off on an assignmeatrying about you and
whether you were worrying about me. | knew I'd e inell of a mess!’

Amber took his face in her hands and kissed hirdddwg. 'You idiot!" she
sighed. And thought of Enzo. She winced. 'If only—"'

'‘Never mind," he murmured, stroking her hair arakiog deeply into her
eyes. 'Forget the past. We're together. We'll wvaarka way of living the
kind of life we can both accept. | want you to la@py, Amber.'



'l am," she said fervently. 'l am, Jake!
'Kiss me, sweetheart,' he crooned, his voice dsasdfutter. 'Kiss me.'

She was boneless, all mouth and limbs. And her. hideds explored him,
feverishly pulling at his shirt buttons, pushingtbp shirt when she became
impatient, the pads of her fingers pressing agéaiissthest. Her head tipped
back, the mass of her fiery hair caressing herahakek, her hunger for him
ungovernable.

They were married. They loved one another. Shedcdeihy him nothing.
And when his tongue darted out to taste her eipptes she gasped, shaken
by the strength of her feelings. It was more thex, she thought hazily;
more than a primitive need. It was a sharing.

‘Jake," she moaned, her voice harsh and unreaériredrs. She arched
against him, an untaught, voluptuous siren, angtfgonded with a kiss so
deep and passionate that she rocked with its ityens

He held her head in his hard, masterful hands.eLoe!" he husked, his
body taut with anguish.

'My darling,' she sighed. 'l do love you...'

Endearments whispered from his fevered lips. Hessad her with great
skill, driving her into a tempestuous state of ioiggthat held her on a thin
thread of consciousness, only part of her awarghait she was doing and
the rest—the rest was all miraculous sensation, taman erotic,
uncontrollable.

Vaguely she was aware that she was colluding vglr sensuous slither
into the back seats, her smooth skin brushing ngainat his naked body.
She felt the hard maleness of him, inhaled thexio&ting scent of his
warm face and surrendered everything to him.

His mouth explored the smooth contours of her badiyle his hands
tormented each breast till she couldn't bear tlomiagng sweetness.



Jake groaned, kissed her, whispered that he logedduched her face in
wonder and gently lifted her hips. She felt thedhagat of him, the strong,
cautious movement inside her body, and she shuddeng and low.

"You... you want me to stop?' Jake's words soustieced.
'No, my darling,’ she moaned raggedly. 'I'm notihgr I'm h-happy!
'l worship you," he whispered against her mouth.

And gently they moved together—a sweet gentlenlkat d¢aptured the
deepest core of her heart as she gazed into higyleyes until the darkness
of passion forced her lids to close and her bodgguuwith unbearable
demands.

The world outside receded until it contained offlgr. She and Jake, the
fire of his body, the supple receptiveness of hMegure had taken over.
Their movements were perfect, in glorious unisaming their bodies a
fierce urgency that was echoed in their hearts.

Their breathing became harsher. Sweat slicked leetwleem, easing the
slide of their bodies. Amber cried out her love dakle muttered something,
far in the distance of her mind, as every part @f $oared to reach the
crescendo and slowly, beautifully eased every neuscher body and his.

They lay supine. She couldn't speak for happindssheart was crashing
alarmingly against his ribs and she listened ggatually became calmer
and all the while he hugged her as if she'd vaifisé stopped.

Tenderly he shifted his position and tucked hemupis arms. 'Sleep for a
while," he murmured softly, kissing her still clddéls.

She heaved a contented sigh, washed in love. Tiagkrbeen a tremor in his
voice that tore at her heart. He loved her. Theyld/be blissfully happy.



That night, when they stopped at a small hotelmsé\La Raye, he held her
lovingly and stroked her naked body as if he waitbesimblazon every inch
on his mind.

'Yes,' he said shakily, when she invited him wign ayes. 'l want to. | can
hardly hide that," he said ruefully. '‘But | donant to tire you and it'll be a
tough day tomorrow, | think.'

She blotted out tomorrow. Tomorrow was tomorrowisTWwas today and
Jake loved her. 'I—" She blushed. 'l can... | cakerlove to you,' she said
timidly.

I don't-'

But she touched him. And his eyes closed in deeaspire. That night she
learnt more about love. She became bold and eadeatn because she
wanted to please Jake more than anything in the&lwand in the morning
she still swam with the pleasure he'd given heabse it had been given
with love too.

Beau Rivage turned out to be more run-down thdmad looked from the
air. Obviously Leo had begun to put in a lot of wan it, but the once
grand house was still suffering from years of netggend builders seemed to
be swarming everywhere.

It was a sun-faded house of traditional woodsedilith beautifully cared
for French antiques. She and Jake waited in tleatsiall, wondering if
Vincente would agree to see them. Neither Ginny lrewy seemed to be
around and Amber was a little relieved. She dighaht Leo to think that
she was taking sides against his wife.

Jake had gone very quiet. When she glanced anyiopsht him, she saw
that his face looked almost grey and his eyes lalwveey brightly and were
as hard as coals. His stillness was the uneasyaanhurricane's eye.



'I'm scared,’ she said breathily, worrying abokieIahatred for Vincente.
And for once he didn't reassure her. It seemedatas lost in a world of
his own. Amber gulped, an icy chill settling on Iseine.

'Monsieur St Honore will not see you," announcesl young St Lucian
woman who'd opened the door to them and who'ddotred herself as
Jemima. She looked embarrassed and apologetic.

'He has to,' retorted Jake shortly.

'No, he don't, Mr Cavendish,' said Jemima in hesinal voice. 'He's a sick
man. He sees who he chooses and you didn't ma&epamntment.’

‘Tell him," Jake said tightly, ‘that it concernsiyland Castlestowe.’

The maid shrugged and wandered into the depthsediduse. Amber felt
goose-bumps all over her skin and moved from béniat lazily turning
paddle-fan. And the maid returned before she hacked up the courage to
ask Jake what difference those names would make.

'Monsieur St Honore will see you in the gardenai§tit through the house,
out the back door,' reported Jemima, her eyesrigstartled.

Jake grabbed Amber's hand. 'Come on," he saidygriml

'Mr Cavendish...'

Impatiently Jake looked back at the worried-lookmgid. 'What?'
Amber stiffened. That wasn't like Jake at all. Qwas it?

'It's none of my business what you do here," saidiha politely, 'but he's
dying, Mr Cavendish. You remember that and go &asy.

In his present, odd mood, Amber expected Jake tkensmme brief
acknowledgement—a mutter, perhaps— and stride ormer surprise, he
frowned at the maid and considered her thoughtfully



You're very loyal,' he said, almost as a challenge

'He had a bad time,' said Jemima defiantly. 'Pesajehe’'s wicked. Miss
Ginny and Mr Leo know he's not. It's all gossip andacts.'

'‘Really?' Jake didn't sound convinced. 'Perhapsomé have a talk later,
Jemima. You can tell me why | should believe ydund then he hurried
Amber through the house, his hand painfully grigphers.

In the garden below the veranda was a man sittergeéth a silk-cotton
tree. His legs were covered in a blanket but Andoeitd see how thin and
frail he was. His hair was grey and wispy and he waughing into a
handkerchief. Despite her mixed feelings she tettysfor him. He did look
very ill.

Instinctively she turned to Jake. 'Don't hurt hishé said softly.
'l can hardly avoid that.'

Her hand stroked Jake's arm, coaxing him to haweeswompassion for
Vincente. 'He could be my father,' she reminded. him

‘That doesn't automatically make him worthy of yadifection or your
respect,’ Jake said quietly.

And before she could remonstrate with him he cabgintelbow, leading
her down the steps to the garden. With an obvitfost &incente lifted his
head at the sound of Jake's approaching strideyedithem as they came
to a halt in front of him.

'l am Jake Cavendish. This is my wife." Jake's @atbintroduction showed
no pity for the sick man.

Vincente studied them both with watery brown ey&siber noticed that
the hands which clutched the blanket were shak@avendish of Flame
Trees?'



Jake gave a curt nod. 'Caroline's brother," heisaadacerating tone, as if
intent on driving the fact home.

It seemed that the old man didn't expect politebessause he showed no
surprise at Jake's abrupt manner. 'Ginny warnegonewere back. You
mentioned something about... Mary? And Castlestbiaeasked hoarsely.

Jake pulled up a chair for Amber and waited ti# skas seated. "You know
Ginny isn't your daughter,’ he stated without prielem

‘Like hell I do!" Vincente protested. 'Stuart isteen of it.'
Amber stiffened warily. 'Stuart?"

'My brother-in-law,' explained Vincente irritablgnd Amber relaxed her
tensed muscles. 'He looked after my wife, Mary, nvisbe left me. He
knows that Ginny's my daughter. He rang from Casilge some time ago
and assured me—'

Amber heard no more of Vincente's explanation. I€sistwe, she thought,
her body suddenly turned to stone. 'Stuart?' sidersaedulously. 'Do you
mean... Stuart Brandon?'

'Yes. My wife's brother." Vincente took a sip ofteraand leaned back in the
chair, watching curiously as a range of emotioosded over Amber's face.
'Didn’t you know? My wife was Lady Mary Brandon.’

She flung Jake a questioning look but he was totalent on Vincente, the
hatred pouring out of him as though he would haearlg loved to take the
old man by the throat and throttle him then andehA&mber quailed.
‘Stuart doesn't have a sister!' she exclaimed.

'To all intents and purposes,' Jake said quig¢higt's been true for the last
twenty-five years.'

'Nobody even mentioned her name..." she began.



You told me yourself how Castlestowe is the kifdcommunity that
protects its own members. The old Earl and Stuarewdeeply shocked
when Lady Mary vanished. There was an unspokeneagst that her
name would never come up in conversation again. $todrt removed all
her pictures to save his father any more distress.’

Slowly she absorbed this information, dismayedinad that she was on
shaky ground again. 'You knew that it was Stuax'd/bared for Vincente's
wife when she ran away... and Stuart who had badke®inny's claim!

Her eyes darkened in accusation and reproach.

'Of course. | couldn't tell you," he said stifflif.you'd known, you'd never
have agreed to challenge it.’

Confused, she touched the locket around her ndeake, she said,
trembling, 'Stuart has no reason to lie--'

'Oh, but he has.' With an impassioned gesture, dakght her hand in his.
'If he tells the truth, he could lose you. And hanis to keep you with him
more than anything in the world.’

'‘But Leo is his son!" she cried impatiently. '‘Byyisg that Ginny is
Vincente's daughter, he has lost Leo, the heiigesétate! It doesn't make
sense, Jake!"

'It does,' he said fiercely. 'We've talked of thefore. Remember?'

‘At our wedding,' she answered reluctantly.

'Listen. Stuart had a choice. To lose Leo or te psu. We both know he's
closer to you than to his son. He has seen you gmpwou love him and he
loves you. You are the daughter he never had—'

'Leo is hisheir\' she protested.

'‘And as his son and heir Leo had a different treatm-including a strict

discipline that didn't leave much room for love.tBBtuart could indulge
you and you reached his hidden heart. He had aehea hard one. Love or



duty. He chose love. You. And by keeping you wiimthe can leave
Castlestowe to you—'

‘'To me?' she said, bewildered. 'But why would hehad?'

'Haven't you grasped it yet? You have Brandon blotml're his sister's
daughter. You are the daughter of Lady Mary Brandde had reached
around to the back of her neck and was fiddlindnvhie clasp on the chain
that held her locket.

She jerked her hand up to stop him from removirmuttwas too late. 'No,
Jake, no!' she wailed as he held it out to Vincente

"You were advertising for Amber Elliott,’ Jake saidthe pale-faced old
man. 'This is Amber. And this, | believe, is youifemvith Amber shortly
after her birth.’

Amber trembled, her eyes huge with anticipatiomcénte would open the
locket. He'd say, No, this isn't my wife. She aa#teJwould walk away
and... Oh, open it, open it! she begged silenttyierpatiently as Vincente's
nicotine-stained fingers fumbled with the delicdistening. Hardly

breathing, her heart seemingly in her throat, shiged and waited for the
verdict.

Everything was riding on this: Ginny's future, Ledtuart's. Hers. Jake's.

The locket snapped open and Vincente stared @t & moment then shut it
up again. He leaned back in the chair, closingeies.

'‘Amber is your child,’ said Jake softly, with artiele conviction. 'And she is
my wife.’

‘A Cavendish," muttered the old man with distaldieelooked up suddenly,
his hands shaking more visibly. 'Do you... do yaveén children?' he
growled.



There was a challenging lift to Jake's chin. 'Mylewis pregnant. Your
grandchild will be a Cavendish, and a Cavendist oviin Beau Rivage
when you are gone.’

He let that sink in for a moment. 'Poetic justicenink,’ he said softly.

Vincente gave a little moan. Amber couldn't moviee ®/as paralysed with
shock. Jake's motives were suddenly horrifyinglgpget. He'd extracted a
promise from her that no one should know that henitahe father of her
child for at least ten years. That meant that fimeevould go to his grave
believing that Jake's child stood to inherit th&ates It would be a fitting

revenge.

Her child was a crucial factor in Jake's plan. #swt surprising that Jake
was concerned for. her welfare. It was as if hednbnurturing a valuable
brood mare, she thought angrily.

She and her unborn baby were a package. Maybenkkgenuinely quite
fond of her. Maybe he also found her sexually ativa. But his overriding
need had been to draw her into his web and mak&hén love with him
till she hardly knew or cared what he was doing.

Bitterness twisted her mouth. 'l don't look likedyaviary. | don't look like
Vincente. That isn't your wife, is it?' she crigdlling Vincente to nail the
lie.

'‘Amber, do you remember the portrait of Stuart'shmoand how closely
you resemble her?' asked Jake, when Vincente rechaitent. "The old
Earl saw the similarity—so did you. You've inheditdbhe Scottish colouring
of the Brandons. You've always had a special boitld $tuart—and he
with you. Now you know why. He's your uncle. Théswhy he cared for
you so much and treated you like one of the famibhgeause yoare part
of his family—'

'‘No!" she cried, covering her ears. 'No, no, Jake!

Jake gently pulled her hands away. "You must ljsteninsisted.



'My mother's Dorothy Elliott..." she began stublprn

'‘No, Amber. We're dealing with a massive cover-gehLet me explain.’
Jake sat on a wicker chair beside her, his eyasasand loving.

Amber tried not to be swayed by her emotions. Sttt weigh up the facts
as objectively as possible. 'Well?'

‘After caring for his sister for a few months, Stubooked her into the
nursing home near Glasgow because it offered mooaymity than the
nearer ones in Oban,' he explained. 'Before thk Mary stayed in a small
flat near the nursing home because she had to gaheck-ups and
travelling was an ordeal for her.' He flicked agla at Vincente. "You know
why.'

The older man shifted in his chair. 'My wife wasifeed of open spaces,’ he
muttered reluctantly. 'Agoraphobia.’

You can imagine,' Jake went on, 'how desperatey Marst have been to
leave her husband, if she opted to travel from &tid_to England.’ The
words hung in the warm, flower-scented air, condegVincente. 'Well,
the short distance from the flat to the nursing Bamas still something of a
nightmare for Mary. She arrived for her first chegkat the nursing home
in something of a state. Two women calmed her dama befriended her.
One was Sarah Temple—'

'‘Ginny's mother,' she remembered, thinking of tbspaper cuttings.

‘That's right. The other woman was Dorothy ElliBth Dorothy and Mary
were anxious not to be traced by their husbandsotby was sporting a
black eye and bruises from her feckless husband& necent battering.
When Dorothy said she'd give anything to escaparteriage, Mary saw
her chance. The two women exchanged identities e then, before they
registered. And Dorothy went to live in the flattlwviMary till their
confinements.'



Amber swallowed. It was a good story. But Jake avgmirnalist and a good
writer. Fiction wasn't beyond him. She flashed &kjglance at Vincente.
He was leaning forward as if he'd been hangingade's every word.

'Presumably | can check this with Stuart,' she aaglenly.

"You can. He knew Mary had befriended the two woraed he was glad
she had support from Dot and Sarah... Somethinggyrdmber?' he asked
gently.

Frowning, she said, 'lt's the names. They seemlitami Never mind. It'll
come to me. Go on. What happened then?"

‘Sarah remained with her child and eventually toekaway. Dot and Mary
vanished, leaving their babies in the home," he gavely.

‘They went away together?'

'‘Mary couldn't have made it without Dot," answelalle quietly.

And he seemed to be watching her, as if promptomes part of her
memory, waiting for something to fall into placeutBher mind was in too

much of a turmoil to make any clever connections.

'Why did they abandon their babies then disappéar®er asked sadly.
‘They had somewhere to stay—"

"You forget.' Jake gave Vincente a malevolent gdariMary preferred to
vanish rather than risk Vincente tracing her thfto&guart. She left soon
after Stuart had taken the picture—the one in yocket, Amber.’

'‘And Dorothy?'

'She was very scared of her husband too. Shedelthild would be safer
with adoptive parents than with her. And Stuarieasklizabeth and Angus
Fraser to adopt you. He wanted to have you nearsge.'

'Very glib," muttered Vincente.



'Very true,' countered Jake, his jaw jutting outlallenge.

Amber tried to get up but sank in a heap on theipip her legs having
given out. This man might be her father and Jakéhkd him. Where did
that leave her? She fixed her huge eyes on Vinc8rek me that isn't my
mother's picture in the locket!" she pleaded softly

Vincente's eyes filled with tears. His shaking heeathed out and touched
the rich fire of her hair. 'It is. You know it i©h, my child!" he said
brokenly.

And she cried. Her head drooped to rest on Vin¢efdp while she sobbed
her heart out. In the background she could hea'daight, angry growl as
he spoke to Vincente, but she was only thinkingeself now. Somehow
she would have to adjust to being the daughtemisfrtotorious rogue...

'‘Don't cry,’ said Vincente thinly. 'l don't blameuwfor thinking I'm wicked.
Your husband has poisoned your mind.’

'‘No," she denied, not wanting that to be true.sligerested in justice. He
only wanted to help me find my real parents—'

'l doubt that." Vincente tried to stop her from jing up in distress but she
evaded his hand and drew back, her eyes wide pitedension. 'I'm sorry,

Amber. You'll learn what Jake Cavendish wants, Wb gone to all this

trouble to dig up information... which begs the sfi@n," Vincente growled,

‘'of how he has learnt... all... this.'

To Amber's alarm, the old man began to cough skenily that he slipped
sideways in his chair and seemed incapable of glinggup again. In a
flash, Jake had lunged forward and carefully ed8edente upright before
Amber could even move. She poured Vincente a fduibk while a
grim-faced Jake adjusted the blanket.

For a moment or two she hovered by Vincente's sidease he needed
anything else. His eyes were closed and he loo&egdpale. 'Should we call
Jemima?' she whispered to Jake.



He had already lifted one of the thin, bony wristsd was checking
Vincente's pulse. 'He'll be all right in a moment.’

They stood together, watching the huddled figurdaarsly. It occurred to
Amber that Jake had shown some human concern farevite. 'You don't
hate him, do you?' she asked hopefully under resatbr

"You know what he did to my sister and her chilédhke replied harshly.
'What do you think?'

Upset, she caught his arm. 'Give him a chance pitagx—'

'l won't believe his lies. And don't ask me to liken!" Jake said through his
teeth.

‘He's ill-'
'‘And that automatically wipes away his sins?’

Amber cringed at Jake's bitter expression. 'N@&' shid shakily. 'But he
deserves a chance—'

'My sister had no chance. Even Vincente's wifegrefl the terror of the
outside world to the hell of living with him! Do€esthat tell you everything
about the kind of man he was? Pascal hates hinan8ahk hates him-'

‘Quarrelling?’ muttered Vincente maliciously.

Jake snatched in an angry breath. 'No!" he growt&a. marriage is solid.
We love each other. You won't part us, however lyardtry!'

Trembling, Amber tried to judge whether Jake wasceoned for his
marriage or the success of his planned revenge.

'Did he know who you were before he married youdcente asked her
slyly.



She felt weak. The life seemed to be draining frembodyDid he?If so...
'I—I don't know," she whispered, asking Jake thegstjon with her eyes.

His fingers tightened on her arm like a vice. "Tmg!
'When did you know?' she demanded. 'When?"
'‘Amber!" he ordered. 'Don't look at me like that.'

'How should | look?' she asked bitterly. 'Adoring® if I'm in love with
you? Is that what you've been working towards, dake

'l care for you,' he growled. 'l love you. As yoelitknow.'

‘No, I don't know,' she said piteously. 'If I'm ¥¢ante's daughter, then you
stand to gain so much.’

She stopped to think, and recalled how furious Jaa been when he'd
confronted her with the possibility that Leo hath&ed her child. Now she
knew why. It would have ruined Jake's vengeance.

'It's the ultimate revenge on Vincente that youldek your child,’ she said
jerkily, with a meaningful glance at his cold, Hatface, ‘will inherit this
plantation. Isn't that true?’

'Yes,' Jake said tightly. 'l can't deny that | fitiit a very satisfying and
proper justice.’

Amber gave a low moan. She remembered somethingaka had said a
while ago—something to the effect that it wouldhaed telling your child
that its father was a liar, a cheat and an adulterko didn't think twice
about breaking his marriage vows. Her stomachfellotv with shame.
Jake might have been talking about Vincente.

Jake had made her a pawn in a deadly serious gamevenge. He'd
recognised her vulnerability and played on her wstake of mind. The
memory of his words brought tears to her eyes. I@emlowly... Oh, yes,



she thought angrily, he'd made darn sure that ¢ aree careful step at a
time, filling her head with dreams which he hadmention of fulfilling.

A sick feeling settled in her stomach. Not the bahys time but
disappointment—the smashing of a dream. He'd bedrdner. And she'd
been used. Her lower lip wobbled but her eyes #dswith anger. He
wouldn't get what he wanted. She'd see to that.

Jake had handed Vmcente a letter. The old manegaidhe writing on the
front and tore the envelope open. For a while tinaae an electric silence
and then Amber noticed that Vmcente had gone atlghg®y colour and
was swearing at Jake, calling him all the name®utite sun.

Vincente broke off when he saw Amber's shockedesgion. 'Leave me,’
he whispered. 'l need a little time alone. Walkhe garden. Anything...'

Cold to the bone, Amber moved away, waiting tileyhwere a decent
distance from the huddled figure. 'What have yoonejddake?' she stormed.
'Have you no pity?"

'For him? No,' muttered Jake.

She glared. 'l respected you,' she said in a lagevd thought you were a
man of great kindness and integrity—"'

'‘Amber! Don't doubt me!’

'What was that letter?' she demanded.

'Proof. | wouldn't have dreamed of meeting Vincenttout it." A little
more gently he said, 'l asked Mary Brandon to whteletter to confirm the
story I told you.'

Amber froze. In slow accusation her baleful eydtedi to his. 'My..

.mother?' she said jerkily, hardly able to speakudoy. "You've known who
she is—whereshe is... all this time?"'



'It was Mary who told me everything that had hagaghhe said quietly.
‘Not Stuart—though he filled in a few details. Iddim what | knew. He
wanted me to keep my mouth shut but my consciermedn't allow me to
do that.'

Amber swallowed. 'She's alive, you've met her—and lyave waited till
now to tell me? You callous brute! You calculatingahtess devil! Jake,
how could you do this to me—to anyone? How could stsing me along,
play me like some damn instrument—coaxing, whegdliseducing,

lying—"
"You've met your mother, Amber,' he said huskily.

Her heart lurched. Feeling faint, she leant againste. 'l—I've met her? In
Scotland?' Frantically she racked her brains. Mgait, cool blonde came
to mind. 'Where? Who-?'

'Mary," he said, watching her anxiously. 'Mary 3mthe woman who runs
Unite, who became your friend and your mentor.’

‘Mary!

Amber gave a low cry and found herself falling.€likng his arms around
her, easing her unresisting body to the groundhabshe rested against the
smooth bark of the tree.

'Take it easy, sweetheart.’

'Don't "sweetheart” me!" she said shakily. '"Youtraking it all up! Her
mouth dried. Now she remembered where she'd hbase tthree names
being used together. 'Mary talked of her friendshe went on. 'Sarah and
Dot.'

'Yes. Three women who had a lot in common, who kepduch and who
helped one another. Sarah found it hard to cople et child, who four
years later was removed from her care. Dot and Mabhsequently got
Sarah out of a women's refuge and they all sebapelitogether. Gradually
Mary was cured of her agoraphobia and went to iarkJnite.’



‘To—to help children find their parents,” Amberdsaner voice cracking
with the bitter irony.

Mary. The woman she admired above all others. AastdMary had listened
to all her confidences, wept a little when sheld teer about Stuart and
Angus and Elizabeth, about the beauty of Castlestoand still she hadn't
said who she was. Why? Amber raged. What harm witaidhave done?
She'd told Jake, after all!

An immense feeling of rejection came down on hiez k& leaden weight.
Mary didn't want her. And Jake didn't either. Stas\yust a means to an end.
An instrument of revenge for both of them.

'She told you. Not me," she said bitterly.

'l was chatting to Mary during one long night in 8ar when we were
under curfew,’ Jake said quietly. 'She asked rhieafl any connection with
the Cavendish family who'd lived in St Lucia. WHesaid | had, the whole
story came tumbling out. Some time later we meiragad she said that
Ginny was claiming to be Vincente's daughter.’

'How did she know?' Amber asked him sulkily.

'She'd never lost contact with Susannah,” he edai 'Mary was
annoyed—and kept saying that she wished someoné lcelp you to gain
your inheritance.’

'And when did she trace me?' she demanded.

'When you were at university and she gave youdhenjith Unite. But she
couldn't bring herself to tell you that you'd beslopted—and that she was
your mother. It was obvious that you were very hydppng in Castlestowe.
She thought she ought not to disrupt your life. Tteer, when you turned
up in Africa and told us your mother had died, Megglised you were at a
crossroads. We talked about it and we both cameth® same
conclusion—that you ought to know of your adoptsord that you should
be given the opportunity to decide whether to tnamer natural parents or
not.'



'l should have been told everything,' she persiskédry could have come
to me herself. Why didn't she?'

"Two reasons. One was Vincente,' replied Jake gintpihe didn't want him
to know where she was. And she was afraid you'd hat for abandoning
you. That would have hurt her. She has grown te pw, Amber, and she
didn't want to risk losing you a second time.'

Amber was silent for a moment. 'l don't know hdiedl. It's such a shock...'
Her huge eyes flicked up to his. 'Where do you corieshe asked bitterly.

Jake dropped his gaze. 'Mary and | were worriedualyou when we
learned you were pregnant and Enzo had walkedroybw. | said I'd marry
you and Mary was delighted. She asked me to guwddg/Vincente when |
judged you to be fit enough. | was to carefullykleat information, bit by
bit, so you weren't too stressed out by all theelaions you'd have to
contend with.' He spread his hands in a gestuappéal. 'l tried to make it
easy for you by not loading you with too many sheakone time. | think it
was the hardest thing I've ever done in my life.’

'She thought highly of your judgement,” Amber saith a waspish sting in
her tone. 'Pity she didn't know how single-minded gan be where your
own interests are concerned. It suited you to marey It was a gift, me
being pregnant and the daughter of the man you'lhdted all been
planned. Nothing had been an accident and he éddkout falling in love
with her. The sky seemed to whirl around. Jakeig f@ppeared, ghastly
white and anxious, moving backwards and forwardsant of her blurred
vision till it steadied again briefly.

'l feel awful,’ she rasped, and passed out.



CHAPTER EIGHT

AMBER knew dimly that Jake had carried her back to thesh. She feigned
sleep as he and Jemima made arrangements to put tvee of the guest
rooms.

Jake had betrayed her. All that rubbish about lwiling her from the
moment he'd met her had been just that—rubbishadt been a golden
opportunity and he'd grabbed it with both hands.

Quite frighteningly calm, she assessed the sitnaki@'d been so clever. By
making sure that she didn't find out the truthstile'd fallen in love with him
he'd thought he'd made his position as her husioamekgnable.

She could walk out on him at once, of course. Askaf divorce. But that
would be too easy.

She lay stiff and cold for hours, even after Jakae up and quietly slid into
bed beside her and tried to hold her stiff, unraspe body. For a while he
gently stroked her back and then turned over ant Wesleep.

That annoyed her intensely! Jake wanted Beau Rivagg, she'd make
sure he had no share in it.

As for Vincente... Amber squeezed her eyes shhtlyign an effort to blot

him from her mind. Angus was her father, she t@dshlf fiercely. Angus

and Elizabeth had loved her, made her what sheAvakStuart had always
been devoted to her too.

People came and went. She ignored them. Day ard seégmed to fuse
together. People muttered in low voices and taldeout shock. Once she
was aware of Vincente, wheezing by her bed, cryfmgl a doctor, taking

her pulse and blood pressure while Jake held imgr fiand and stroked her
forehead. That made her restless and Jake was tsktp.

After a while she realised that Jake wasn't slegpith her any more. And
although she knew that she must get up and do samgetake her life in



her hands and show Jake that she could live without somehow she
couldn't raise the energy.

The heat stifled her, despite the paddle-fans. Sakday after day fanning
her, trying to feed her, sometimes falling asle&en® he sat. And then she'd
look at him, loving him, hating him, despairing thiae pretence had come
to an end, because it had been wonderful whilst diedieved in it.

Sometimes she woke from a nightmarish dream to Jaick dabbing her
brow with a cool cloth. Sometimes she heard hiningagp and down in the
room next door and Jemima's entreaties to him neecand eat.

Then one day he began to talk to her in earnest.

'l know you can hear me," he said quietly. 'l kngou're afraid that I've
deceived you. But | haven't. | love you, Amber.kr'tad me, Amber! For
God's sake, talk to me!’

She shut out whatever else he said. His pain feudbiit she wasn't going to
give in. He was in a panic because his plan wéisdawhereas she felt as
though she'd been mortally wounded. He persistedtabked of his love,
how he'd been irrevocably drawn to her at thesgt fineeting and how he'd
tried not to get involved with her because of thegers of his job.

Over and over again he said that he'd suppressiedigubouts of jealousy
during her affair with Enzo— and how he'd realiseen the extent of his
love for her.

Amber turned her face to the wall. Quietly and gratliy he said it all again.
And she crawled out of bed weakly, spurning higpht sit staring stonily
out of the window.

The days dragged. She watched the gardeners ch#otgthe hibiscus and
listened to the breeze in the bamboo. Jake appexery day to tell her
quietly that he loved her. Then he took to readimgdaily newspapers to
her and she tried not to soften to the sound ohtetodious voice. How
could she ever trust him?



Languid and wan, she lay in the tumbled chaos psheets one morning,
listening to the sound of Jake's slow footstephi@asvent downstairs to
answer a telephone call. Something fluttered insk@mach. And again. As
still as a statue, she held her breath and waitée: little butterfly
movement came more strongly.

Tears coursed down her cheeks. Her hands nursetidmeaich as she fell in
love, helplessly, totally in love, with the childogving within her. This child

would be loved. This child would know its mothemdishe'd fight for the
life she wanted her baby to lead, no matter whemltto stop her.

There was a footfall and her eyes swivelled todiberway, where Jake was
standing. He looked terrible and for a moment hearhturned over with
concern for him.

'l want to leave," she said decisively. 'I'm naending to stay here a
moment longer than necessary. And | don't wantkmewledge Vincente
as my father—'

"You must!" insisted Jake.
'Must?' She bristled. 'I'm under no obligation!

"You must acknowledge Vincente becauseashgour father and he doesn't
have long to live," he said with exasperation. et man rest in peace,
Amber.'

'Why should you care whether he goes to his gnrapeace or torment?’ she
cried with sudden passion.

'‘Because that's the proper thing youto do," he said wearily. 'My feelings
don't come into it.'

‘You've spent months plotting and planning to wrgakir vengeance on
him! You gotmarriedto get even!" she said in disgust. 'You said ogroze
were obsessed with me. | don't think so,' she dra¥®u're obsessed with
Vincente, with revenge!'



'What do you want me to feel for him? Compassi@taose he's dying?
We're all going to die! He snuffed out two liveshase he was careless and
threw a half-smoked cigar into dry undergrowthawsmy parents change
from vital, enthusiastic people to mere shadow$ wa purpose in life. He
turned me into a wanderer without roots. Don't kgeame of compassion
where Vincente's concerned.’

'Oh, Jake!" she said brokenly. 'He's destroyedtgouDestroyed the love
between us—'

'No!" Jake strode forward and caught her should@on't say that.'
'He's turned you into a monster like him!" shefswif 'You used me to—'

'‘No. No, | didn't use you, my darling. Oh, God! dr@aned sinking down
onto the edge of the bed. 'Listen to me, Amber—'

'l won't! You've talked me into enough corners—'

‘This isn't a corner!" he said angrily. 'I've tglol so many times... How do |
get it into your thick skull that | married you lzese | was madly in love
with you? | knew we'd be happy together. | wantechake love to you so
many times but | held back as much as | could.’

'l know. Why did you do that?' she asked defiaritly intrigued to know
your explanation.’

Jake's eyes glittered at her obvious scepticisimeld back because | was
worried,' he said tightly, ‘that when you learng thole story you would
think | had used sex to persuade you to do whainited. It wasn't like that,
Amber!" he said passionately. '‘Almost from thetdtaranted to cherish you
and your child and love you for ever. | saw you ke away from life
because Enzo had hurt you. It suddenly dawned oihabé too had walked
away from something | should have dealt with logg,aand that | wouldn't
be happy till | faced up to Caroline's death andfimmted Vincente.'



'‘But you delayed doing even that,' she said, stuitpoefusing to believe
him. 'When we arrived you kept stalling and saywegneedn't see Vincente.
You didn't even want me to meet him.’

'l knew we had a chance of being very, very hagpy said, his voice taut
and strained, as if he was having difficulty kegpims emotions under
control. 'All we needed was time. | wanted to ggaar trust. Amber, you

know how well our relationship developed when weentegether. We both
needed that time to get to know one another. | &hypbu to fall in love with

me. Of course | did. | also wanted you to be restsdl relaxed before you
met Vincente. My greatest fear was that you'd msitmy motives. But |

swear | thought | was helping you and Mary to fjastice. Please believe
mel’

She wanted to. So badly. 'How can 1?' she mumbled.

'l don't want to avenge Caroline's death at theeege of our marriage,’ he
said huskily. 'l can prove that to you. Listen tee.nkListen!" he said
impatiently when she turned her head away. Hiselisguthlessly drew her
chin back till she was forced to meet his fiercesyFor years | burned to
see Vincente in a living hell,” he growled. 'l knéwould do nothing to
achieve that so | threw myself into my work. Anckrnihthere came the
chance for me to achieve my greatest desire.'

'l was right!" she cried.

He gave a wry smile and looked at her with sucldeemess that she
trembled. 'l meant my desire to marry you!'

'‘And... Vincente?' she asked shakily.

'My revenge on him is within my grasp,' he saidlgofBut by taking it I'd
lose you. And that | could never bear." His mouthiched hers in a
tantalisingly brief kiss. 'l love you,' he said hegly. 'And because of that |
think we would be happier if we forgot all aboutaBeRivage, if we
metaphorically shut the door on Vincente and thantaition, on what
happened to my sister and my nephew... and wenehom



For a moment it didn't sink in. Her enormous eyesesl back at him
uncomprehendingly. '"Home? Castlestowe?'

'Yes, my darling. Tell Vincente you don't want ndeérit.'
'‘Me or.. .my child?"

'Or our child," he said gently. 'l want to be wythu more than anything else.
Let's go home—'

'‘But... you hate Vincente...'

'Yes,' he said more grimly. 'And I'd like to seenlget his comeuppance.
But he's not worth the price. My revenge would cdaeedear.'

Her eyes closed in relief. Vincente wouldn't degtiieem both. His evil
influence had been wiped away by Jake's love. 'Jstke sniffed.

'‘Crying, darling? Hey!" he said with a shaky lautidon't; you should be
happy!"

She smiled through her tears and found herselfirggnBeneath his long,
slow kiss.

‘Ahem!’

'Mmm?' murmured Jake against her mouth.

'l didn't say that,’ she mumbled dreamily.

Together they turned, laughing. Amber's laughteddn her throat and
fresh tears filled her eyes. 'Mary!" she said, mgjobut her arms to the tall,
grey-haired woman in the doorway. '‘Oh, Mary!" A svas enfolded in
Mary's arms. Her mother. She clung to her tighglyyring out the love in

her heart till she was gently pushed away.

Mary turned to Jake and half hugged the breath fiom 'Thank you!' she
said huskily.



He grinned at her. 'Thankou for coming. You said you never would. |
know how hard this must be for you. I'm grateful.'

'l had to get you off my back! You've pestered ltfeeout of me these last
few days,' said Mary ruefully. 'He's been out &f mind with worry about

you, Amber. He said you'd taken it badly.' She ket 'Judging by what |

saw when | walked in, | think you feel better nadon't you? No. Don't

blush. You're lucky to have found a man who loves gs much as Jake
does. He bent my ear about you often enough!'

'l wish you'd told me," said Amber fervently. 'Altialake and how he felt.
About being my m-mother...'

Mary squeezed her hand. 'Darling, | was scaredicBiarly about losing
your respect before Jake had time to pave the Biatyalso because I'd lied
about Vincente. I—' she looked shamefaced '—I tlidaht to face him.’

Jake frowned. 'Lied?"Look, | have to be frankg séplied. 'Both Vincente
and | were to blame for our marriage breakdowran'tchave been easy to
live with," she confessed. 'l suffered from agorpa and | wouldn't go out.
Then when Pascal was six we had an argument beté#eisde ought to
know that he wasn't our son. Vincente disagreed.'

Amber thought of her own promise to Jake aboutbadry and felt upset.
'Vincente was violent, | gather. He had no rightréat you badly,’ she said,
showing Mary that she understood the situationdadd't condemn her.

‘That's not true.' Mary took a deep breath. 'Duthreyquarrel we yelled at
each other and he tried to calm me down. PascalgtitoVincente was

hurting me. I— I'm ashamed to say that when | nanyal used that as an
excuse to justify leaving my husband. | elaboratedhe truth. We made a
mess of our lives, both of us.'

Amber looked at Jake. He seemed to be struggling tie fact that
Vincente hadn't abused his wife after all.

"You told me he brought his mistress into this leguse stated flatly.



Mary hung her head. 'That was the main reason L.vi#mtold me at the
time that she was a companion for me, because trapged in the house,
but | didn't believe him—she wasn't particularlyrattive but she was
young and I'd hear them talking together sometiares put two and two
together and made fifteen. He'd had mistressesrdjefmu see. Our
marriage had become a sham. | couldn't bear itager.

'She wasn't his mistress,” Mary confessed. 'l wesngv Vincente has
convinced me.'

"You would have left him anyway," Amber said syniyadically.

'Yes..." Mary sighed. 'My pregnancy had decidedIrd&n't want my child
growing up to be Vincente's heir. So | took frormhwhat he wanted most.
You, Amber." She bit her lip in remorse. 'l losuytwo, of course. | was ill
and bewildered and scared, too distraught to te&eansibility for a young
infant. But | paid for my selfishness over and ouste regretted leaving
you for every one of those twenty-five years of iytife.'

'You weren't well... and | had a very happy upbngg said Amber,
misty-eyed, longing to find the right words to camtfMary.

Her mother tenderly touched her hand and theiefisdginked. 'l know. I'm
so grateful for that.'

'Have you and Vincente come to terms with one aratbw?’' Amber asked
hesitantly.

'l think so. We wish we'd talked and sorted it lomy ago. We were both at
fault, you see.’

'You're generous, Mary. |, however, can't forgivia,hJake growled.

Mary gave him a look of great compassion. 'Becadisgaroline? Oh, my
dear, Susannah hasn't told you everything, has AhdRese years she'd
known the truth. You know that Vincente's cousimisoseduced Susannah
when she was fifteen?



'Yes,' said Jake guardedly as Amber's eyes widened.

‘They weren't married, of course—Susannah wasdaag,' went on Mary.
'Vincente flatly refused permission for any mareatp take place." She
smiled wanly. 'Louis and Vincente had been rivélsu see, | was engaged
to Louis before Vincente swept me off my feet.'

'I know that,' said Jake.

'‘But you don't know what Susannah's only just takel' Mary took a deep
breath. 'Steel yourself, Jake. It was Louis whoidmstdally set fire to
Pascal's house.'

'Louis?'exclaimed Jake in astonishment.

'Louis,’" repeated Mary firmly. 'He'd been visiti@aroline and baby

Charles. He paused to smoke a cigar outside theehand thought he'd
extinguished it. We all know from what happened ttehadn't. And when

Louis heard that the house had burnt down he totsah what he'd done
and then killed himself in grief. Susannah has #eahithat she deliberately
blamed the fire and Louis's death on Vincente ézh#n his name.’

'Oh, hell" groaned Jake.

'I'm afraid we've all behaved rather badly," saidrivicontritely. 'And you
two have been caught up in our human failings. Suesa wants to ask your
forgiveness. She's beside herself with grief. bmysyou've both been hurt.
That's why | came—to tell the truth.’

Jake sat quite still when Mary's voice had diedyainto the tense silence.
And then he rose and began to pace up and downeAwdiched with pity
in her heart as he came to terms with the factitbat spent years of his life
hating an innocent man.

After a while, as Jake stood struggling with thehr she slipped from the
bed and put her arms around him. 'It's all rigiit¢ soothed. 'Everything's
fine now.’'



'It's been such a shock!" he muttered. 'l musta®ihcente,’ he added
distractedly. 'Apologise.’

'Yes. In a little while," she said softly. 'We mugstther everyone together.
The three of us, Vincente, Susannah, Pascal andijyi&eo and Ginny...
Everyone must come and everyone will be reunitederéfit means that |
have to stand up on a chair and go through theevétolry till everyone's
satisfied!" she added with a rueful laugh.

'‘And then we'll go home," Jake said softly.

'Home!" she sighed. 'Will Vincente be very upsew# go?' she asked
anxiously.

'Oh, Amber!" Jake said, ruffling her hair affectidely. "You will always
worry about people! | told him | thought you probatvouldn't stay and he
said he understands. He knows you love Castlesaomiéhat your ties are
stronger there. He is content to have found you.'

'He loves Ginny. She cares for him. She'll lookeaftim, won't she?'
'I'm sure she will," Jake assured her warmly.

"You know, Amber, you've brought us all togethed &ealed old wounds,’
came Mary's tearful voice.

Jake smiled and held out a welcoming arm so thahide of them were
encircled in each other's arms. Then, after a mgnéary kissed him on
the cheek and discreetly left the room.

Amber's heart felt as if it was overflowing withviwand tears and emotion.
Dazed, elated, she and Jake held one anothernibilea and then went to

talk to a deeply moved Vincente. A contrite Sus&sieggested tentatively
that Leo and Ginny should inherit Beau Rivage siRescal was happy
enough with his own plantation. To Susannah's deligincente nodded

and held out his arms to his estranged sister.



Amber sighed with pleasure. Soon, in perhaps a wedlo, after she'd
spent some time with Vincente and the others, selake and Mary would
be going home. Home. To Castlestowe—and Stuart—deapted Stuart,
who'd done more for her than she'd ever known.

'Oh, Jake!" she cried later that night, when theyenkissing beneath the
shower. 'My baby! Feel...’

'Oh, God!" he whispered, and gently knelt to kiss $mooth roundness of
her stomach. 'Our baby.' He stood up smiling, tdiuwféthe shower and held
her tight. 'We must be honest with our child. Neéj anything back.'

'l agree. We'll tell him or her the truth. We camititactfully. We needn't do
a character assassination on Enzo. | don't thiedetihbe a problem. Parents
are the people who love you,' she said softly,kihimp of the two people
who'd brought her up as their daughter.

'l want to know our child. I want to be with you msich as possible," Jake
said, his voice muffled in her neck. When he loo&tlder she could see that
his eyes were moist with tears. 'I'll go in for #very kind of war- reporting,’
he said huskily, kissing her softly on the mouBurbpean politics. Yes?'

Amber laughed then wound her arms around his nedideeamed—of her
children on the moors, of. Jake striding beside perhaps as they hurried
to the castle for tea with Stuart and Mary. Of comaal meetings with
Mandy and Pascal and their children, with Ginny Bad and their family.
She was happy. Truly, deeply happy, most of alabhee she was going to
share her beloved home with the man she loved thareanything—even
Castlestowe itself.



