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A marriage of convenience

Five sisters ...and Richard Seymour has to mareytorgain control of the
Durant financial empire.

Made to feel the ugly duckling by her glamorous ifgnand totally rejected

by her father, Leigh Durant is stunned when Riclraekes his choice--to
marry her! Can he possibly give her the sense longeng and love she's
always craved? His proposition is very temptingdAhey do share an
intense physical attraction. But is she truly thieldo he wants ...or just the
easiest path to power?



CHAPTER ONE

THE plane touched down with barely a bump. Leigh Dutatlenched her
hands and opened her eyes. She was back. A safmdarthough the
nerves still knotted in her stomach proclaimed ¢hemas little else that
would besafeabout this trip.

From her seat next to a window, she noted thefomgtast for Sydney was
certainly accurate. The view of Botany Bay wastebdited by wet darkness.

It was a dark and stormy night...

The cartoon character Snoopy, sitting on his dogeauth his typewriter,
always started his stories with those ominous wdrdgh wondered if she
was starting a new phase of her life by coming hom&mply ending the
one that had started the day she was born, twéniyyears ago.

Ever since the media had broken the news of Laver&@noant's fatal heart
attack, she'd started hoping her long, lonely ex#s over. Yet she wasn't
sure of anything where her family was concernetisi#é knew was the man
who had so cruelly dominated their lives was déaudl Leigh wanted to see
him buried. Buried beyond any possible redemptidter that...

Well, she'd try to ascertain if it was possiblédime a new relationship with
her mother and sisters. They might not want angtktondo with her. It had
been six years since she'd been part of their waiklyears since she'd run
away from the hell of knowing she didn't belongttand never could while
ever Lawrence Durant lived. It might be that nohéhem would welcome
her back...and the hole of emptiness in her lifaldmever be filled.

Leigh instinctively fought against the prospecttadt bleak outcome. There
had to be a chance. Lawrence was no longer theraflieence their
behaviour towards her...the daughter who wdsr'tlaughter, the cuckoo
he'd hated having in his nest. Her mother andrsistere free of him now.
Surely she could be re-united with them, if thegswany fairness at all in
this world.



The plane came to a halt. Leigh released her sdt#itd rose with the other
passengers to retrieve her hand luggage. She iffansttired and did a bit
of stretching to ease her cramped muscles as thatedvin line to
disembark. It had been a long trip—yesterday'sifligpm Broome to Perth,
the stopover there to buy suitable clothes, thenafternoon's flight from
Perth to Sydney, right across the Australian cemtinlt would be good just
to get out of the plane.

The passengers moved slowly down the aisle towthelgxit door. Leigh
had worked her way up to being level with the folstss seats when her
gaze fell on a discarded newspaper. The photogrbaliace caught her eye
and her heart contracted.

Richard...Richard Seymour.

Before she even realised what she was doing, thepaper was in her hand
and she was staring at the current image of the wiaid haunted her
teenage years.

"Move on!" someone called impatiently.
"You're holding us up, Miss," the man behind hed saore politely.

"Sorry,"” she gabbled, her face burning as she éaiforward and shot into

the disembarking tunnel, still holding the wretcheavspaper. She wished
she could drop it and vowed to do so the momenteshehed the first litter

bin inside the terminal.

Richard Seymour...

She'd read about him in various articles relatingawrence Durant's shock
death...the man who was now in charge of the vasin€ial empire,
steadying the ripples on the stock exchange...te gnoomed by the great
tycoon to take over from him...Lawrence Durantst@ge and right hand.
But none of the articles had been accompaniedgihotograph.

It was seeing his face again that had got to ledeasing a flood of the
ambivalent feelings he'd always stirred. Stupide stavagely berated



herself. One thing was certain. If this was thetstba new phase in her life,
hewouldn't be featuring in it. There was no reasmrhim to ever mix with
the Durant family again. He now had what he wanteel top spot with no
one to answer to except the shareholders.

A furious energy coursed through her as she entéedirport terminal,
spotted a rubbish bin and strode straight ovet,tddding herself of the
photographic reminder of a man who wasn't worthkimg about. Of course
she would see him at the funeral tomorrow. Rict&egmour could hardly
miss that. But no-one could force her to have angtto do with him. Not
any more. Lawrence Durant was dead.

It was still raining when she stepped out of threnieal. Luckily she didn't
have to queue for a taxi-cab. There were plentytimgai She ran to one,
jumped into the back seat, hauling her bag with $teut the door and gave
the address of her hotel to the driver. He zippédnto the line of traffic
and Leigh tried to relax.

Impossible task. She stared broodingly out at tleé street, a zigzag of
lights reflected in sheets of streaming wafedark and stormy nightwas
it an omen? Should she have stayed in Broome, kgdpe past pushed
behind her? Was she on a totally hopeless mission?

No point in not going through with it now, she dtobnly reasoned. She was
here. Tomorrow she would go to Lawrence Durantiefal, see her mother
and sisters, and their attitude towards her woatdrhine if she had a place
here or not. One day was probably all it would takesettle her future
course. At the very least, she wouldn't be left deying for the rest of her
life.



CHAPTER TWO
NOTHING had changed...

Leigh stood in the grand reception room of the dtmansion, feeling the
same oppressive sense of being utterly worthlese@abkad as a teenager, as
a child. It was as though she'd moved back in tame all she had escaped
from was swamping her again; the insecuritiesreéfextions, the fear of not
fitting in, the despair of not belonging.

It should be different now, she fiercely told héftsSeawrence Durant-ker
father for the first eighteen years of her life—was de&ilirely his
repressive, tyrannical force had died with him,vieg her mother and
sisters free to follow their own inclinations instkeof kowtowing to his rule.
Was it too soon for them to realise he was trulgegoHadn't the funeral
today brought that home to them?

Conversation at the chapel service had naturaky tenited. The shock of
seeing her after so long an absence might havedaukss of words, too,
but why were they avoiding her now, ignoring heegance, leaving her
completely alone? If they would only show her agfier of welcome...

Feeling hopelessly ill at ease amongst the crowdabéble people who
filled the reception room, paying their last redpdo a man who'd wielded
wealth and power, Leigh felt a jab of hopeful reba seeing her mother
detach herself from one mourners' group andmovey,aweccompanied.
She moved quickly to intercept her, touching her 8 draw attention.

"Mother?"

Alicia Durant shot her youngest daughter a brigfpatient glance. "Not
now, Leigh. | must get back to Richard.”

It was the barest pause, a frowning acknowledgemserdevoid of warmth
it made Leigh shrivel inside. She dropped her hand watched with a
sense of wretched helplessness as her mother miageleliae towards the
man who already had the undivided attention offtver sisters.



Richard Seymour...the heir apparent of Lawrencebiis financial empire,
presiding over the great tycoon's funeral and dsientatious wake in the
family mansion. She'd refused to even glance atdtithe funeral. Looking
at him now brought an instant resurgence of hehatded of him.

He was still everything she wasn't and never cdagdd.what Lawrence
Durant had wanted of his fifth child...the shinswn to carry on from him.
Except the fifth child his wife had delivered wasigh, another daughter by
another man, a total reject who'd never shown dtnpates worth the
slightest bit of notice, apart from disapprovingio®e. Cruel notice when
comparisons were made to Richard Seymour, the olose

He certainly shone in every department—Ilooks, brgdessonal charisma.
The aura of power and success and confident putjessly pulsed from
him. Leigh deliberately turned her back on himlirigl herself none of this
mattered any more. She no longer had any readwatédRichard Seymour.
She'd rnade her own life away from everythireyvrence Durant had ever
touched, and had only come to his funeral out ¢r@se of closure to that
miserable part of her life.

And to see if she meant anything to the rest offaeily...her mother and
sisters.

It was self-defeating to let these old feelingstgdier today. She no longer
wished to be something she wasn't. It had takeraheng time to become

her own person—six struggling, lonely years—andB&id Seymour could

not affect that now. If she could just show herifgutinat she'd come of age,
more or less, and that things could be different...

Leigh heaved a sigh to relieve the painful tighgnesher chest. Her mother
and sisters were probably dancing attendance omaRicSeymour out of
habit. The king is dead. Long live the king. ExcBpthard was not family,

so Leigh didn't really understand their fixationfom. He couldn't rule their

lives as Lawrence Durant had. Not with the same irand and surely not
with the same cruel judgement of crime and punigtime

Maybe when the wake was over and all these people ad to be
impressed were gone, there would be a better appbtytto re-unite with



her family. She'd give it a chance anyhow, one eded effort to mend the
bridges she'd broken in fleeing from the unbearakistence she'd led in
this house.

Meanwhile, there seemed little point and no pleaguhanging around the
edges of this crowd, forced to chat to people wbald only see her as a
curiosity. She made her way out to the back pati@lvwas not in use, due
to a gusty wind which would undoubtedly discomfoxist guests.

It didn't worry Leigh. She wasn't wearing a hat ahé didn't have a fancy
hairstyle that could be ruined.The thick mass ofd@most waist-length hair
could be untangled with a brush when she went besiée.

She wandered over to the steps leading down t@angens which were
terraced to the water's edge, and paused to lobkwar the much prized
vista of Sydney Harbour. Last night's rain had douieit was a grey winter
day, no warmth or sparkle anywhere. Even the semed to be hurrying
to get to their destination.

She thought of the seaport of Broome, high up erctiast of the other side
of Australia where there was constant heat, tuspiaiaters, and "hurry"
was a foreign word—a different life a long way frahms city. But had she
really made her home there or was it still a refuge

"Leigh..."

Her head jerked around at the unexpected call ohame. Nerves already
shredded by being virtually ignored by her familgres instantly on edge.
Richard... Richard Seymour...seeking her out foerdgion? He was so
closely entwined with Lawrence Durant in her mifehr clutched at her
heart, making it skitter until defiance surgedhe fore.

She wasn't a teenager trapped in this place anye.nf®he was an
independent young woman, twenty-four years old \w&etl established in
another life away from here. There was nothing a@d be threatened
with, nothing anyone could hold over her head, stveld learnt to cope with
all manner of things.



She stood tall and straight and still, forcing leér® stare coolly at the man
who had been a figure of torment to her in the.ddst mind was a total
blank on why he'd bother with her at this pointime. What business with
or interest in the black sheep of the Durant farodyld he possibly have?

Not once in the past six years had she asked ftient to claim a single
thing from the Durant holdings. So why on earth lddRichard Seymour
leave his admirers and follow her out here? Shethde totally irrelevant
to his life.

"...you're not leaving, are you?" he demanded rtlwag inquired.

He looked concerned, which confused Leigh even mdvhy would you
care?" she asked in bewilderment.

He strolled towards her, a whimsical appeal insitiméle he constructed for
her. "I haven't had a chance to talk to you."

Leigh instinctively bristled at the projection dfarm. He hadn't attempted
to charm her in the past. Why now? What was thetpdi wasn't aware we
had anything to talk about," she blurted out.

It didn't stop him. Her nerves screwed up anotloéecin She didn't want him
with her. He brought back too many memories...peittitter memories of
hopes dashed and dreams turned to dust.

"You've been gone a long time," he remarked cagusl he closed the
distance between them, making her very consciousa¥ tall and
aggressively male he was.

The perfect tailoring of his dark mourning suit gavm a polished veneer
but Leigh wasn't fooled by it. Richard Seymour waalsunter in the same
mould as Lawrence Durant. For some obscure reasevah hunting her at
the moment and her heart was quivering, still ragcto the old fear of

being pounced upon.

Somehow, she summoned up an ironic smile. "Didwant to welcome me
home?" No one else had and she certainly didp&ehim to.



He was quite sickeningly handsome up close. Thetoghaph in the
newspaper hadn't done him justice, missing the etlimg vitality he'd
always emitted. He had to be thirty-four now anfirdgéely in his prime. His
clear tanned skin gave his face a healthy glowhidis not quite as black as
hers, had an attractive wave which some hairstighst made the most of.
His nose was strong and straight and his mouthepityf balanced.
Although his jaw line was rather squarish, the Krighefined chin lent even
more strength to his features.

Despite all this impressive framework, it was higes that drew and
dominated, piercing blue eyes, all the more conmgefor being set off by
thick black lashes and arched eyebrows which ahmiere than a hint of
arrogance. They scanned her expression with tog smaintelligence for
Leigh's comfort.

"Have you come home?" he asked in a soft lilt #eatt a shiver down her
spine.

All the defences she could summon shot into pleleewas not going to get
to her. She couldn't— wouldn't—let him. With the shadetermined
deliberation Leigh could manage, she adopted deszrair.

"Only to test the waters again. They seem rathlt abthe moment so |

thought I'd take a walk in the garden while the & Hite attended to." She
threw him a dismissive little smile as she add#dd;du’ll excuse me..." then

proceeded down the steps.

His voice followed her. "Do you mind if | accompaygu?"”

It wasn't so much a shiver this time. Her spinerdily crawled with a
tangled mass of unresolved feelings, but nothingdgoould come of
pursuing any of them with Richard Seymour. Thatetwas gone...gone...
gone! He might look like hero material but he hate'en a hero when it
counted to her, when she'd wished he'd chargkearalivhite knight, smiting
her father and rescuing her. Such foolish, teegagenings!



She squared her shoulders before glancing badknat¥iou'll be missed,"
she pointed out, mocking the importance everyorse @laced on his
company.

"You're the person | want to be with," he said vatbirectness that jiggled
something deep in Leigh's heart, deep and dangévdes.

"Not a good choice," she quickly parried.
"It's mine. | don't allow other people to make nypices for me."

There was purpose written in his eyes, undivertgbigose. As much as
Leigh wanted to defy it, she knew he would notlreéd away. A ruthless
hunter always caught up with what he was hunting.

Did he think she'd come home to make trouble far’hDid he see her as
someone he might need to pin down and neutralideisstakeover from

Lawrence Durant was absolutely smooth? A black gheeuld be

unpredictable. After all, why turn up at the furlesadter six years of

non-communication?

Knowing herself to be a total waste of Richard Seyris time, Leigh

decided no harm could come to her from one brie§sexamination from
him. "Fine!" she agreed, then, determined to shioe/\gasn't disturbed by
the prospect, she added, "I do admire people whe fiae strength of
character to make their own choices."He smiled.d&8a."

Leigh felt a very definite punch to the heart. biisile seemed to link her to
him, as though they were coconspirators in comglete with each other.

Leigh instantly rejected the idea, but she stilt &haken by it. Richard

Seymour was not the man she'd wanted him to bslamdiasn't about to be
tricked into thinking differently.

He ran appreciative eyes over her as he headed twvsteps. "You're
looking good, Leigh."



"Thank you." She dragged out the memory of thetlast he'd commented
on her appearance, instinctively defending heragHinst the flattering
power of his compliment. "As opposed to looking r@xec, | presume.”

He'd accused her of it after one of Lawrence'sfriBunday lunches, which
she'd been unable to eat, her stomach too screpvéal accept anything.
Although she had been dieting, her non-consumptibthat meal had
nothing to do with losing weight.

Richard shrugged. "Believe it or not, | was worradzbut you at the time.
You were far too thin."

" 'And you put it so kindlyAnorexia might be a way of taking control of
your body but it won't give you control over angthels¢' she quoted.

His eyes locked onto hers again as he reachedidesiasthe foot of the
steps. "l thought you needed a jolt,” he explamwétout apology.

He was giving her a jolt right now with his perweraterest in her, with the
clarity of a memory that surely held no significaniw him. She'd been
seventeen, fighting what she then saw as an uméaght problem, trying to
look more like her model-slim sisters. Impossilaigkt

She'd been born with a different bone structureramchatter how thin she
got, the natural curves of her body denied heryashdigure. Away from
the repressive influences of her family, she'd gravio the woman she was
always going to be, voluptuously curved, but natsgty so for her height.
She was taller than average, though even in higlsheshe found herself
half a head shorter than Richard Seymour, lookipgauhim, which she
suddenly resented.

"Well, Richard," she drawled, turning away to stdoivn the path to the
ornamental pond, ' 'let me tell you | don't needryapproval for who or
what | am. In fact, your opinion—good or bad—i®levant to me." Which
put him in his place imerworld.

He laughed as he fell into step with her.



Leigh found herself clenching her hands at his ament. She sliced him a
totally unamused look, wishing he would take histualibing presence
elsewhere.

He grinned. ' 'l have missed the black blaze o$¢hincredibly expressive
eyes."

Missed?Had she really made such a strong impression wndfii those
years ago? Or was he attempting to flirt with heaw that she "looked
good"?

She frowned over the questions as he walked on léth The black suit
she'd bought for the funeral was figure-hugginge 8idn't favour layers of
shapeless clothes that made her look fat. Appardtithard liked her
current shape. As for her eyes, Leigh simply aagbphem as part and
parcel of her coloring—matching the blackness oftt@r and toning with
her olive skin. She had a slightly long nose anglide, very full- lipped
mouth, and she'd come to accept them, too. Sindate had filled out, the
features she'd despaired over looked more righebom, in keeping with
the rest of her.

Certainly she no longer felt likdne ugly ducklinghe'd always been in the
Durant household, though she could never be coweal blonde beauty
like her older sisters. Ruefully she rememberedherdesperate attempt to
dye her hair blonde. Total disaster. Like everyghefse she had attempted
in her teens in her hopeless need to fit some #alslepmould. She hadn't
known then she was a cuckoo in the nest and cuckoalsin't turn into
anything else.

"l have no doubt you have no needofapproval, Leigh,” Richard picked
up, apparently determined on teasing her out osibemce. As she glanced
at him he added, "There wouldn't be one red-blootiate who didn't
approve of you."

Sex!Leigh wrenched her gaze from his and walked fastesardly fuming

over this shallow view of her. She was more that gulush body that a lot
of men fancied. But then men like Richard Seymauobgably didn't want a
woman with a mind or a heart. Taking sex as negaedprobably his style.



In all the publicity and media speculation sparkgdLawrence Durant's
fatal heart attack, the newspapers had made mudheofact Richard
Seymour was not married—one of the most eligiblehbbors in
Australia— and Leigh wondered if he was as much amaniser as
Lawrence Durant had been, behind the respectatdeléaof his marriage.
With his looks, Richard certainly wouldn't lack ate

Was he now thinking the same of her? He was wribigg did. She hadn't
even cared to sample the chances that had comedyerSomehow an
internal barrier went up the moment any man stagedting too close to her.
As for desiring them...she'd often wondered if gesias linked to trust and
that was why she couldn't feel it. Maybe one dag/whbuld meet someone
she could really trust to love her as she wantdzktimved.

"Are you happy in the life you've made for your8&lf

The apparently artless question snapped Leigh bhewoprivate reverie.
Danger signals flared in her mind. Give anythingagwo a man like
Richard Seymour and somehow he'd use it againsthetd had too much
experience of that process in the Durant houselwlte offering any
information about herself.

Keeping herexpressiveeyes fixed on the path ahead she answered,
"Reasonably,” in an even tone, then turned thetgurelsack on him. "What
about you? Arerou happy with what you've made of yourself?"

He laughed again, though there was more irony #rmanosement in the
sound this time. "You know, no-one's ever askedhmaequestion.”

Of course. Brilliant success didn't exactly invaiiey such doubt. "Perhaps
you should ask it of yourself?" she drily remarked.

"Perhaps | should," he agreed even more drily. Ufimol can't say it's ever
been on my list of priorities. I've always thouglappiness an elusive thing,
not easily captured and even more difficult to Hold

Unlike wealth and power.



"Then why ask me about it?"

"Oh, | guess | was really asking if you've foundetationship you find
satisfying."He dropped the question so casuallg,ithpact came in slow
motion. Leigh's first reaction was it was none «f husiness. Then his
previous comment about the approval of "red-bloaded" started to rattle
her. Did he fancy a quick fling with her while shas in Sydney? Was this
why he'd followed her out here...to ascertain amlity and charm his way
into her bed? Did he see her as old enough fomaiwf?

The idea was outrageous, yet oddly tantalisinggl.e&vas tempted to play
him along, just to see if it was true. "No, | hateft least, not as satisfying
as | would wish," she answered honestly, thenhstidan assessing look as
she added, "But | didn't come home for you, Richard

It was a mistake to look at him. He instantly logkmnto it with a piercing
intensity that pinned her eyes to his. "Am | no¢ @fthe ghosts you wish to
lay to rest?"

"Why would you think so?" she retaliated, disturbgdhe wild quickening
of her pulse.

"Because you hated me so much."

He was raising the ghosts, deliberately and too ey for Leigh's
comfort. "Wouldn't you, in my place?" she snapped.

"Yes. But there was nothing | could do to changeryplace, Leigh. You
had to do it yourself. Which you did. Yet | wondéll those negative
feelings towards me—the bitter resentment and theklcontempt—still
linger on?"

He wasgetting to her, digging around in her head andthaad she didn't
want him to. Realising she'd paused to counterdtieck on her feelings,
Leigh got her legs moving again, chiding hersetffédling into the trap of
letting him focus the conversation on her. Sheltiteswitch it back on him.

"l can't imagine it matters to you."



"It does. Very much.”

"Why?" she demanded, inwardly refusing to beliewsm.hShe would
not—not—allow herself to be vulnerable to what Richard Seynthought
or felt about her. She'd been down that painfudkiravantinghim to shine
for her, but he hadn't.

"l wasn't your enemy,” he answered simply. "Yourré@ was blind, Leigh.
As much as I could be, | was your friend."

Hardly a friend,she thought with a violence that startled her.iLgb, she
berated herself furiously. Just let it go and set &aside, right out of your
life.

"I don't view you as an enemy, Richard,” she saidigpassionately as she
could. "I don't think I did then, either. Not pensdly. If you hadn't been the
favoured protege, someone else would have womptheé, and been used
in the same way to show off my father's dissatigacvith me."

"l didn't enjoy my place in that particular gameijgh."

She couldn't stop herself from seething over howddeconducted himself,
even though he might not have enjoyed it. "You didralk away from it,"
she tersely remarked.

"As you say, it wouldn't have changed anything," drswered easily.
"Lawrence would have found someone else. Someore might have
joined in the game with him, making it worse foiuyb

In all fairness, she couldn't accuse Richard oingier abetting the cruel
baiting that had gone on during themandatory-atteoe Sunday
luncheons in the Durant mansion. She remembered dnerting the
conversation into other topics, taking the focushef, but she'd hated him
for that, too, feeling he pitied her.

She'd wanted him—willed him—to stand up and figbt her, though
Lawrence would never have tolerated that from Mwith an older, wiser
head on her shoulders, she could see that novat bloe time...



She took a deep breath, trying to clear herselthef burning turmoil
Richard Seymour could still stir. Applying cold daeason, it was possible
to agree with his point of view. He may well haveant to bea friendto
her, as much as he could, within the parameterstaining his position.

"Well, thank you for thinking of my feelings," skaid, trying to be fair and
wanting this highly unwelcome contretemps finiskgith. "As it happens, |
don't hate you any more, and you're not a ghosedno lay to rest.”

"Good!" He sounded relieved.

His response nagged at Leigh. Why did he care simatfelt? Unless, of
course, he did want to bed her, and ghosts wolldrgbod in that scenario.
But was that really likely? She was no longer sunat was likely with him.
He kept on walking with her, seemingly deep in gy and she couldn't
shake the feeling all his thoughts were focusetiem

They reached the ornamental pond. Wanting to reduce sense of
gathering intimacy with a man she could have ngthimcommon with
beyond the memories of imprisoned hours togeth#trarhiong-ago past, she
sat down on the wide sandstone blocks which forantat platform on top
of the pond's circular enclosure and trailed hegdrs through the water,
making the fish dart into flashing movement, thkiminous colours
catching the light.

So beautiful, Leigh thought. Did they know they w@risoners, bought by
the wealth of Lawrence Durant for his casual ples@uNould freedom
mean anything to these fish, or would they be ilost world beyond this
confinement? They were well fed, but being well veakn't everything. It
was good to feel free. Yet even away from this @laed all it represented,
Leigh knew she was still emotionally tied to it, ialin was why she'd come
back, hoping for...what?

It looked like she was only messing herself up mgai

"I'm glad you came back, Leigh."



The soft intonation made the comment sound vergy personal. Leigh
instantly steeled herself against its warming efféfcshe started wanting
too much from Richard Seymour, bitter disillusionmhevould surely
follow. Any closeness with him had to be dangerds.it was, she was
acutely aware of him standing barely a metre awhgt distance didn't feel
far enough.

"I needed to be here today," she answered flatliatching the fish. "The
funeral made Lawrence's death real... the coffine.cremation... ashes to
ashes, dust to dust. He doesn't have the powerrtarte any more.And |
won't let you do it, eitheshe added resolutely.

"Your mother and sisters...from what | saw, nonéghem ever stood up for
you. Do you expect that to be different now?" hkeds the soft tone
projecting a caring she wouldn't let herself badiev

He hadn't stood up, either, though Leigh had to cdades had done more
than the others to stop Lawrence's games. On kiee band, as an outsider,
he hadn't been personally subjected to them. Ska'tithe only one in the
family who'd suffered verbal abuse. It had a repueseffect on all of them.

"I don't know if it will be different,"” she answeatdonestly. Suddenly and
fiercely wishing for some open honesty from hime difted her gaze for
direct confrontation. "Lawrence pulled the strirtgen. It looks like you

pull them now. So what do you want, Richard? Whkahis conversation
about? You'll do much better with me if you dom&ypgames."

He cocked his head slightly, assessing the streoigthat statement. His
eyes held no warmth whatsoever. They were coldigutating and Leigh
sensed a ruthless gathering of purpose. When hkesjere was no
preamble, no dressing up with persuasive intest,the bare bones of what
he'd been leading to from the very beginning of #ncounter.

"l want to marry you, Leigh."



CHAPTER THREE

LEIGH stared at Richard Seymour, too stunned to realig¥e her ears, but
her eyes didn't pick up any messages that chanpatske'd thought she'd
heard.

He was watching her with intense concentration,tingito weigh her
reaction. His body looked relaxed but she coultitBzesion emanating from
him. More than tension. Will-power was beaming ouithose compelling
blue eyes, asserting absolutely serious intentfeimdng up the wobbly
ground inside her mind.

There was only one question to ask so she ask&tihty? Of all the women
you could choose to marry, why me?"

His mouth curved into a half-smile. "I could givewmany reasons, Leigh,
but since they're mostly from my point of view,dubt you'd see them as
valid."

Valid!

She laughed. Couldn't help herself. The situatias 8o wildly improbable,
a sense of sheer hysteria bubbled out of her. Knghard wanting
Cinderella as his wife? It might be understanda@te was madly in love
with her, but that idea was as far-fetched as topgsition.

Leigh couldn't resist pursuing it, her eyes daneirgpallenge as she asked, '
‘Just give me one of those reasons, Richard. @mgHt be able to believe
in."

His eyes seemed to twinkle knowingly at her as did,s'We're fellow
travellers on a road that started along time agbo\&lse will understand
what went into the journey?"

A straight stab to the heart, killing any urgedadh and instantly evoking a
sober and vehement reply. "I got off that road."



"Did you?" he softly challenged. "Not quite, Leigbr, you would never
have come back."

"I've explained why."

He nodded. "I listened, and what | heard is itsfmished for you. You're
still seeking..." He paused a moment, his eyesganto hers, "...justice.”

He was crawling into her mind, plucking on heamsfs that did yearn for
what had never been given.

' 'What better justice can there be now than tarbzd the scales...with you
taking all that was taken from you?" he suggestid avterrible, insidious
appeal to the darkness deep inside her. "I canigieeyou, Leigh."

She wanted to look away, to escape this awful &ndruinto her private

soul, yet if she did, he would know he had hitytrathd the vulnerability was
there to be played upon. The darkness was not @l tried to escape it,
hating how it blighted her life. She realised ndwe snad come back to
confront it, make it go away. But how could margyinim turn it around?

Wouldn't it be more of the same?

She'd been right about not giving him informationuse against her. He
was too clever at reading it. He wouldn't have saded Lawrence Durant
if he wasn't both diabolically clever and ruthleAad she hadn't forgotten
how the game was played. Hiding the hurt defedtedictory. She kept her
gaze firmly on his and turned the darkness baci bimb.

"Let's cut to the real point, Richard. | don't bek youwantto marry me, so
marriage to me has to have a purpose. What adwaigaipere in it for
you?"

He laughed, completely disarming her for a momamd, his eyes danced at
her in open admiration, disarming her even furthledon't suppose you'd
believe me if | said | love you," he tossed at heqgving closer to the
sandstone rim of the pond, then lifting a foot oittoleaning forward,
resting his arms on the bent knee.



The pose brought him effectively closer to hertisgtup an intimate
togetherness while still respecting her personatespAnd suddenly there
was a sizzle in his eyes that set all her nerve éniching.

"But don't think | don'twantyou, Leigh," he said in a low purring voice,
stirring even more havoc inside her. "There's mgthabout you | don't

want, including your blazing directness, whichndimore refreshing than
you could ever begin to believe."

Her heart was pumping so hard she couldn't think @ford to say. Her

mind was jammed with sexual signals. And the téripart was she

couldn't push them out. There was a dreadful fasicn in this crazy

physical response to Richard Seymour. She remehibeng his presence
had always tied her in knots when she was a teen@e hadn't recognised
it then as sexual attraction. But now...

Did he know?
Did he feelit?
Sheer panic kept her silent.

He was not the least bit perturbed by her lackesponse. He went on
talking with easy confidence, knowing that she ustb®d what he was
spelling out. "You were supposed to be the somto/@n Lawrence's name
and dynasty. And you paid one hell of a price for Imeing that son. What
you don't know—yet—is he never lost the obsessibhaving his own
flesh and blood carry on from him."

"But that's impossible now," Leigh murmured, striugg out of her
distraction.

"No, it's not impossible...if he has a grandsorhwiite right capabilities.
And Lawrence thought of that before he died. Thowgit and planned it."

A grandson!lt was sickening. An innocent little baby boy desh for
Lawrence Durant's massive ego, life and goalsgatlly mapped out before
he even started living. As hers would have beshéfhad been the right sex



and the right material for moulding into the righbnument to a man who
didn't deserve any kind of monument.

"Did he pick out the name, too?" she asked in sahsgust. "Mine was
supposed to be Leigh Jason. The Jason part wapedtaeyhen | turned out
to be a girl."

"Lawrence," came the dry reply.

"Of course. One Lawrence gone. Another coming up."

Something infinitely dangerous and determined #asthrough the clear
blue of his eyes. "He can't reach that far from gheve, Leigh, and his
purpose can be defeated."

She was tantalised by the brief glimpse of somgtisime didn't know—a
force driving him that went beyond her previousgehent of his character.
"Go on," she urged.

"I was the one who took your designated role, iasads | met the
expectations he would have had for his son. My npudilicised position as
his successor is not ironclad. It is provisionairty fulfilling the terms of
his will."

"Which are?" she prompted when he paused, althshigltould guess what
was coming, and another painful emptiness yawngiderher.

His mouth curled into a mirthless smile. "If | maone of his daughters and
produce a son, | get the necessary percentagergfacoy shares which will
make my position as his successor unassailable.”

The right material wedded to the Durant genes.

Hence the proposal of marriage.

Except she couldn't be the chosen one...nevelhibgea one.



There was one huge flaw in Richard Seymour's seleof her as his bride,
and Leigh wasn't the only one who knew it. Her meottertainly did. Her
four sisters might very well be aware of it, aslw&hey'd tell him soon
enough, if it served their interests, and the ewigeof her own observations
pointed that way.

All five of them undoubtedly knew the contents bé twill. Whomever

Richard chose to marry would be sitting prettyhe tvorld they knew. It
explained why her mother and sisters had been@eséa on courting his
favour and not paying any attention to the retdnme prodigal daughter. It
was the same old sick game, sucking up to power.

Leigh found her gaze had dropped to the leg Richadipropped on the
sandstone platform. The fine woollen fabric of $ust trousers was pulled
taut over a strongly muscled thigh. Her mind fuzaedr an image of how
he might look naked, all that male power energisedesire, wanting her...

Another fanciful dream turned to dust, she thoudgiling the same old
ache of disappointment Richard had always lefih#r. If she told him the
truth he wouldn't want her, not as a wife. Evehafstill fancied her— the
woman she was now—she couldn't allow anything toeof it, knowing
he would inevitably choose to make one of her sdtes bride. Best to cut
it dead right now.

She dragged her gaze up and kept it levelled om$ishe delivered her
rejection. "The answer is no, Richard. | won't pamu."

Then to emphasise the matter was closed, she was bpr feet with her
back turned to him and heading towards the stegidetl down to the next
terrace, away from him, away from the house thdtd@minated much of
her life, away from the family who cared more fdnaw it represented than
they'd ever cared for her.

"Why not?" Richard shot after her.

She waved a dismissive hand without glancing aroufidou have four
other daughters to choose from. You just struckooutne, that's all."”



"I don'twantany of the others," he declared vehemently.

She shook her head over the black irony of thaesstant and kept on
walking, down the steps to the summer-house whigsiged over the
terrace of rose gardens, She could hear his fastdtdlowing her and
fiercely wished he'd leave her alone.

It was so perverse of him to choose her ahead eoffah more suitable
daughters, the beautiful blonde accomplished stesalith the right blood

in them, only too eager to snap him up and graseuhm, his bed, and his
bank balance. Felicity, Vanessa, Caroline, Nadseh pretty, feminine,

classy names.

The impulse to shove one truth she'd had to aceph Richard Seymour's
throat made Leigh pause by the summer-house amc ckegisive look at
him. He was already at the foot of the steps andisg towards her.

"You know, Richard, most people don't get everyghimey want. You may
not be used to that but I'm sure compromises samsthave to be taken,
even in your world."

He kept on coming. "You can have everything youtfiaom me, Leigh."

The strong conviction in his voice clutched at heart, but only for a
moment. He wasn't offering love. He probably di#n'dw what love was,
any more than she did. The sheer sweep of his vexjeat promise
suddenly evoked another wild laugh, peeling imtarad that carried it away
from her as swiftly as it arose.

It didn't stop him. His eyes didn't waver from hatstermined on burning
away her scorn and supplanting it with possib8itikat could breed hope.
But therewasno hope.

"It's very simple, Richard," she said flatly. "Redjass of what you can give
me, | can't giveyouwhat you want."



He came to a halt, barely a metre away, totallyeatpbed by her claim.
His eyes challenged it with ruthless intent as &id,s'Because you're not
Lawrence Durant's daughter?”

Shock reverberated through her. "You know?" Theds@pilled from her
lips before she could catch them back. Had he gdesishad he pushed her
into admission? His proposal made no sense kineev.A churning turmoil
of shame and pride robbed her of any movement agepped towards her,
a mesmerising satisfaction written on his face.

"I knew the day | first met you, Leigh. You didb&long to Lawrence, not
physically, not mentally, not emotionally. No baaicall and nothing of him
in you. Nothing."

It wasn't proof, she thought, but he went on, shigity that thought.

"Lawrence confirmed it when you went away and Igesjed someone
should be hired to keep track of you in case yotewe need. 'She's my
wife's child, not mine!" was what he said, then ®vme to silence on the
subject. A proud man like Lawrence didn't care avéhit known that you
weren't his."

The power of his total self-assurance held hel, sibugh her heart was
pounding wildly and tremors of shock were still nimg through her.

"Legally, you are his."

"No." Her voice sounded hollow but the words had&said now. "He
disinherited me when | left."

' 'He made no provision for you in his will, Leighut nowhere is there a
claim that denies you are his child. And since lexswee was cremated
today, there can be no DNA tests to prove you farenan marry you in
good faith with the terms of his will."

Instinctively she fought against the relentless bbéais logic. "My mother
could name my real father."



A grim little smile curled his mouth. "It's not rer best interests to do so."

The manipulation of wealth! Leigh's hatred of iuged her to argue. "What

makes you think my real father wouldn't come forvihe saw money in
it?"

That killed the smile. Yet, even more disturbingg &yes seemed to soften
with sympathy. "It won't happen, Leigh," he saidegly. "Your mother paid
for him and his family to go back to Italy beforeuywere born. From the
date of their departure, I'd say he knows nothiingpa."

"Go back to Italy?" she picked up in bewilderment.
"You didn't know he was Italian?"

She shook her head. On the terrible night she éaaht Lawrence Durant
was not her father, her mother had refused to teliedrue circumstances
of her birth. The argument between Lawrence anaviies had raged over
her head, and had more to do with financial arrareggs than the infidelity
that had brought her into their world. They hadg@iten her in hurling

threats at one another. She'd simply slipped apagked her things and
left.

Italian...well, that explained her colouring. Theveren't too many blonde
Italians. It probably explained her non-boyish figuas well. The only
Italian actress she could think of was Sophia Lprehose curvaceous
femininity was legendary. Leigh supposed a hot-téab Italian lover

would have made a tempting contrast to Lawrenceiubut her mother
had hardly been wise in having a child by him, ingkthe possibility of

producing the cuckoo Leigh had turned out to be.

"He was the gardener here at the time of your qurme" Richard
explained.

It shocked her into speech. "A gardener? My mothek a gardener as her
lover?" It seemed unbelievable. Her mother was eddg-the-wool snob
who invariably disdained to notice what she congdehe lower classes.



"He had four sons, Leigh."Ah...the logic of it wastantly crystal clear. No
escapinghatconnection. A man who fathered sons was precisbit was
wanted when four daughters had been delivered @od &vas required.

Leigh closed her eyes, revolted by the calculatiat had gone into her

conception...the payment that had been made fenace rendered. No

doubt, if there'd been ultrasound scans done@dktlyears ago to determine
the sex of the baby, the pregnancy would have leeninated and she

wouldn't even be alive today. Her mother had probgémbled on having a

child that took after her in looks and colouringo Monder she'd been
unwantedShe represented failure in every sense.

"How do you know all this, Richard?" she askedsirgj lashes that felt
unnaturally heavy, but needing to see the answhisieyes.

"I made it my business to find out.”

"Why?" A weary, aching cynicism prompted her to @ddo ensure there
was no wild card that could upset your plan?"

"There was no plan when | set about getting thermétion. That was six
years ago, Leigh."

She frowned, realising the terms of the will woaldy have been revealed
on Lawrence's death. "Then what use was it to you?"

His serious expression was softened by a touchhahgy. "Oh, | thought
one day you might like to know who your real fatiee't

"You did it for me?" She shook her head incredulgusnable to believe
such altruism from a man who clearly calculatedgéng.

"We have more in common than you think," he saiglyr'l was not the
child of the man my mother was married to. | baamame but I'm not his
child, and I knew it very early on."

Leigh was dumbfounded. There'd never been a whigpeanything
scandalous in his background. Another private faséicret? Then it burst



upon her that he knew what it felt like...travajithe same road...and he'd
seen it all along in her...a fellow traveller.

' 'The truth of such a situation is not easy tol dgth and a name can
become important,” he went on. "Your father's naridario Vangelli. He
and his family live in Naples. | can give you th#deess should you ever
want to visit."

Vangelli... Richard was right. Wasgood to have a nhame instead of a blank.
"What about you?" She eyed him curiously. "Did yiod your real father?"

"Yes. He was married to someone else. They haohdyfaHe didn't know |
was his son and | didn't tell him." His expressi@mdened. "As with your
father, it was just seed sown that he walked away f'

Paid to walk away from in her case. "l wouldn't fieght about visiting, but
thank you for telling me about him, Richard. Itistter knowing than not
knowing."

He nodded, an understanding in his eyes that stiheedcars of being a
bastard child who didn't belong to the marriageitfer parents.

"I might never have come back,"” she mused. "Youhinltave got that
information for nothing, Richard."

He shook his head. "Information is always useful."
Cynicism returned in a swift bitter sweep. It waformation he could have
used against her mother, or Lawrence, for thatenatOf course,” she

drawled. "Knowledge is power."

"And you were always going to come back," he condd without so much
as a ripple in his cast-iron confidence. "When jatiready to."

"Lucky for you it was now or you would have hadaimice but to propose
to one of my sisters," she mocked.



"Luck has nothing to do with it. If you hadn't corhevould have gone to
you."

Her heart contracted. He really did wéuetr above the others. "You would
have had to track me down," she pointed out.

"I've kept track of you all along, Leigh. As soosl&knew you had gone, |
acted to ensure you were safe, and stayed safeewvdreyou went and
whatever you did. There wasn't one day of thesegpagears that | haven't
known where you were, and been assured you weragimanby yourself. |

knew what flight you took out of Broome, where ystayed in Perth, and
what time you arrived in Sydney last night. Andnekv you would be here
today."

It shook her, more than any of the previous shduisl delivered. Or
perhaps it was the culminating effect of all ofrthe'You had someone
spying on me?"

"No, not spying. Just checking that you were copmngyour own, not in
trouble, not in need of help. There was absolutelyinterference in your
life, Leigh, nor in whatever you chose to do."”

"Why did you do it?" she cried, still appalled atving been so
comprehensively watched over.

It came again, that brief flash of something deeg dark and dangerous
behind the crisp blue of his eyes. "Because | caded no one else did."
Even his voice carried a note of ferocity, suggesof feelings he hadn't
quite kept under control.

Leigh tried to focus on it but Richard distractent b\ moving closer, lifting
a hand and touching her cheek, soft fingertips iggaher skin, raising
electric tingles. "Think, Leigh," he commanded, guaverful impact of his
eyes increased by the knowledge he had of her. '&é&ne, looking for
some portion of justice..."

That was true.



"Marry me...and you'll have what your mother sacedl you for...what
your sisters covet. You'll have all that Lawreneaigd you and more. What
greater justice than to take what you were born.for

Her head whirled with his words, all of them stnigisuch painful places.

"I hand you the keys to the whole Durant empiregrgthing Lawrence
acquired in his ruthless drive for power..."

To the exile, the spoils, she thought wildly.

"...and no one will scorn you again, Leigh, or trgau in a contemptible
manner. As my wife, you will be my queen, in eveense."

As long as | give you a son.

There was always a price for the pot of gold.

"l want you as my queen, Leigh."

The low throb of his voice was like a drumbeat en lmeart.

"Only you can satisfy me. Only you. We're two ddiad, Leigh. You and I."
And that mesmerising message blazed from his eybe enoved closer, an
arm sliding around her waist, taking possessios, tand on her face
suddenly cupping her chin, holding it tilted, ate &new he was going to
kiss her, knew he meant to seduce her to his laiki,somehow she didn't

want to stop him.

Her entire being was quivering with anticipation.



CHAPTER FOUR

LEIGH held her breath at the first brush of his mouthhers, the contact so
tantalisingly gentle, it took all her concentratitm absorb each shift of
pleasurable sensation. It wasnta&ing kiss. She would have fought it if
he'd tried to blitz her with dominant strength. Tre&ef of this controlled
exploration allowed her to relax and let the ui@&now flow freely.

She had blocked him out all these years, couplimg Wwith Lawrence
Durant, yet today she had been forcefully remintieat her hatred of
Richard had been fed from the fierce wish for hina¢t differently. To her
teenage mind he'd had the strength to fight heefato stand up for her, to
be her champion, and he hadn't done it. Not howd skanted it done, not
enough to satisfy the bitter churning of needsdiasier.

Could he give her satisfaction now?
Would he?

The feathery caresses teased her into respondidgiasooner had her lips
softened and parted than the light pressures claioge deeper searching,
and she felt moving through her a great swell @irgang for the promise of
everything...everything she'd ever wanted and ceuét want.

Had the normal flow of such feelings been somehogkdd up around
Richard Seymour? Was this strange shifting insieiséif the release of
barriers that had been subconciously focused onsnlee should have
fulfilled?

Her mind and body were in such a whirl of inneraf)ashe wasn't aware of
lifting her arms. The instinct to press closerhtd on tothis moment of
reckoning, to see it through as far as it went,vieer hands around his
neck. His embrace instantly tightened, mouldingduety to the hard length
of his, and his mouth engaged hers in a far mossipaate intimacy,
stirring a sensual storm that spread like wildfire.

The heat of it banished the cold emptiness of bamgved and unwanted
and ignited a hunger that craved everything sherhsded out on. She



revelled in the hungry ravishing of her mouth, ¢adlin every bit of the
physical contact, the squashing of her breastsat¢he muscular breadth of
his chest, the exciting pressure of his arousa,dtinaining of rock-hard
thighs against hers. He dicanther. It felt as though he was reaching out to
her with every fibre of his being and the thrill ibfwvas too enthralling to
stop.

It was he who broke off the all-consuming flow eftte, suddenly throwing
his head back, dragging in air, breathing so haxdlinest heaved, bringing a
rush of sensitivity to her breasts and stirringistense frustration at the
abrupt halt to what he'd started. She stared atitniconfusion, seeing the
tension on his face, not understanding anythingeixbe'd stopped kissing
her.

He moved the hand he'd curled around her headhitayber sensitised lips,
tracing them with his fingers. Her daze clearedugihofor her to see the
glitter of triumphant satisfaction in his eyes assipoke.

"It feels right, doesn't it, Leigh? The time hasneoformJ.”

Control, she thought. He wants to control thisuib Bim. Just as Lawrence
Durant would. Never again would she submit to tingver! The sweet,
warm chaos he'd wrought inside her welded intovagabolt of rebellion.

He'd run everythinghis way, following her out here, feeding her
information, capitalizing on the chemistry betwedrem. Well, she
wouldn't let him control this. He wasn't going tastermind when and how
she got to satisfy herself about him.

All these years of spying on her, knowing wherewhs but not coming to
her, waiting for her to come to him, thinking hauttbmanipulate what he
wanted of her, pressing buttons he had the powprdss...oh, no! It was
herturn to press the button!

"If it feels so right to you, Richard, what's wrongith now?" she
challenged.

"You want now?"



The flare of raw desire in his eyes shot a turbuherx of fear and elation
through Leigh. What was she inviting, goading frarm? The challenge
had been a vengeful impulse. She hadn't stoppithtoof the ultimate end
of what she was laying on him, and he didn't waitef reply.

He scooped her with him as he stepped to the dottreassummer-house,
opened it, and whirled her inside. By the time bésgeet steadied on the
floor, the door was closed and she was pressedsiggiand his mouth was
delivering another rush of warm pleasure thately right, so right she
held his head to hers, wanting his kissing to cwdj kissing him back in a
fierce need to fill herself with the warmth he gexted, to keep the cold out.

Tautly muscled thighs lent supportive strengthecshas his hands roamed
over her body, their touch hot and excitingly lukts they felt her curves,
reaching around the width of her hips to stroke rihvend slopes of her
bottom, clutching them to press her closer to thece of his heat, the hard
thrust of it liquefying her stomach, and he kiseedwith all the raw intent
of what he wanted, promising it would be all shented.

But would it? This had never happened to her befdhe didn't know the
end, had no experience of it. Maybe it was wrong,dhe was caught in a
force of her own making and she didn't want to bi@at of it.

Let him show her. Let him be the one. And if themise wasn't fulfilled,
she'd know then, wouldn't she? So she kissed hak \wdh all the fire he'd
lit in taking her this far.

Hands sliding to her waist, spanning it possesgivebving to unbutton her
suit coat, parting it, and she was glad she hadorh a bra, only the silk
teddy softly cupping her breasts, allowing firmmaland fingers to cup
them so much more satisfyingly, making them feahland incredibly
sensual and deliciously desirable.

Fingers sliding under the silk, kneading, caressexgiting, lifting...then

his mouth tore from hers, head swooping down, aeddt the bare peak of
her breast hotly enveloped and this was a diffekésging, hard suction
pumping the most piercing pleasure through her hema@wn fingers buried



themselves in his hair, tugging and pressing, dgthe action on, wanting
the exquisite arc of sensation to keep vibratimgugh her.

She'd never felt anything like this before. Wadiimm? Was it the raw
vulnerability of the day making it more than it wdunormally be? Was it
her...giving up the fight she'd been fighting a#rHife, letting sheer
recklessness take over? She didn't know and didr4...savagely didn't
care.

She was barely aware of her skirt being pushedupshe felt his hand
moving between her legs, making a space, movingwiaere her stockings
ended to the bare skin above, to the hot moist apber thighs, his thumb
hooking apart the studs that held her teddy ingplac

Then the barrier of silk was gone and his toucheriheé arc complete, a
touch that echoed the same pulsing rhythm of histmao that everything
inside her quivered with the need for more and nafrénis unbelievable
feeling.

She was melting. She threw her head back agaiestitlor in a blind
seeking for something solid. It knocked her intempg her eyes, a last
shatch at some outside reality. It was dark irstmamer-house, the shutters
closed against the winter wind, making it a seqoatjate place. No one
could see what was happening to her. She didn't twasee herself, only to
feel.

She shut her eyes tight, welcoming the darknessgyifree rein to the
darkness inside her, a wild, whirling chaos thatelled in the sheer
wantonness of savouring all that Richard was dtoriger.Time for ushe'd
said, but it was really time for her...the firgtnd maybe the only time.

And she wanted it. Her whole body was screamingbmolute fulfilment.
A wild, guttural protest burst from her throat whgis mouth released her
breast, but then his lips were covering hers agadhhis tongue promised
the invasion she craved, and suddenly it wasnhédmsl between her thighs.
Something else was sliding down the intimate faltlser flesh, something
hard and strong and purposeful, and every nervezeggd with a sharp,
intense awareness of it.



An arm around her waist, lifting her, swinging h8he clutched his back.
Then soft cushioning underneath her and the haarspe of his flesh,

stretching a place that had never been stretcleediands raking his back,
urging him on, a hesitation from him and a hoaw®mand from her, "Do
it!" She didn't want control from him. No contrdlhis was her doing, not
his. Her decision, not his.

And he did as she demanded, the brief pain ofréedroken swallowed up
by the fullness of a plunge that reached to theespie of need and pinned
her to a new explosion of sensation, shock wavesit afinfurling,
overwhelming all that had gone before, then tiderdide of sweet pleasure
with the rush of him filling her, withdrawing, am@ming again and again,
an ebb and flow that engaged her whole body irrlilgghm of a different
life where she was not alone, not empty, not satdastance from everyone
else, becauske was with her, inside her, and she could feel tleéding
with him in every cell of her body.

And finally, he spilled his strength into her areldould do no more. There
was a brief sense of ecstatic harmony before bedliiimself away from

her, slowly, carefully, and for some reason sha'tdiind the parting, still

entranced with the feelings swimming through hesterlanguorously now,

yet warm and lovely and infinitely comforting, besa this could never be
taken away from her. She had it in her keeping atten what the future
brought.

Her first time. ..amazingly with a man she'd ndwelieved she'd be intimate
with...yet ithadfelt right...with his knowing and understandingsoch, the
sharing of a past that coloured everything. RichardRichard
Seymour...showing her how it was. Or how it coutddetween them.

She lifted her lashes enough to see what he wag ddihile she still lay in

listless abandonment on one of the cane sofasfikettup his clothes, all

very much together again as though nothing untowarditaken place. He
opened the camphor chest that served as a talféesdreside one of the
armchairs, picked out a packet of paper servietieske them open and
came back to her, gently padding the tissues aahiig up the aftermath
of her torn virginity.



"Are you hurting, Leigh?" he asked softly.

"No," she answered, struggling to control her immeeoil from what he was
doing...so matter-of-fact, almost clinical...bringiher down to earth with a
shocking thump. The wild emotional chaos that el her to this...this
messiness...had also robbed her of dignity.

Best to let him get it over with, she argued toské#y fiercely wishing she
had lost her virginity in other circumstances. Butvhom? Only Richard
had made her feel as though it was right. Except, i@ was in control
again, more in control than ever because she hemh diim these liberties
with her. Somehow she had to stop him from takinghmle lot more

because it might not be right at all.

His mouth curved into a self-mocking little smiléNot quite the way |
would have taken my bride, had | known you wenaia bride."

"Bride?" Her heart catapulted around her chesttingsthim be the first
didn't mean she had to join her whole life to Hihaven't said I'll marry
you, Richard," she quickly reminded him, instinetifighting any sense of
commitment that would give him power over her.

He threw her a dark, intense look. "You will."

She wasn't sure if that was certainty or resolutidé® was distracting her,
stroking her thighs, making them quiver again. enked over and kissed
her stomach, a long warm lingering kiss, remindueg of the deep, inner
connection that had been forged. But it wasn'tahgwer to everything,
Leigh thought frantically. Nogverything.

He tugged down her teddy and smoothed her skint lo#enakedness. He
bestowed sensual kisses on her breasts, too, heickimg them back in

their silk casing. "You are an incredibly beautifvbman, Leigh," he

murmured huskily. Then his mouth was on hers, attuegling sealing of

a memory...or an assurance this was only a begjnnot an end.

"Ready to move?" he asked.



"No. You go," she urged, desperately needing akiirean his company so
she could sort out the confusion in her mind. Slasnk sure of anything
right now, except she'd done this amazing thindp wiitm and she had to
think through the consequences of it.

"Not without you, Leigh," he replied swiftly, detemation flashing through
the caring in his eyes.

"You're the one who will be missed,” she arguedtantly backing away
from letting him order her around.

"l want you with me." A categorical statement.

She shook her head, the fear of being manipulatgung through her. "I'm
not ready to take that stand with you, Richard."

He frowned. "I have no intention of making some lpuBnnouncement,
Leigh. I just want..."

She pressed her fingers to his lips, her inneatgit too great to listen to
any more persuasive words. "Let me be," she pledti@nt time on my
own right now."

He didn't like it. She watched the conflict betweparpose and an
awareness of moving too far too fast, and saw #ugstbn to compromise
even before he spoke. "Have dinner with me tonightome to your hotel.
What time suits you?"

He knew her hotel.

The hunter, Leigh thought again.

But he couldn't take away her right to choose.

There was so much to think about...and still toTde memory of why she'd
come to the funeral sliced through the muddle inrhimd. She'd wanted a

sense of family again. It probably suited Richaal discount any
relationship she might have with her mother antksssbut Leigh couldn't



dismiss them so easily. She'd come here todaywithéhem, not him, and
regardless of all he'd said, she still wanted tvkif she meant anything to
the people who had shared most of her life.

"You did want this with me, Leigh," he said, hiesyocused intently on her
expression.

"And | don't regret it," she assured him, forcingraile to release him from

any concern over recriminations on her part. Nésdess, marriage was an
entirely different question and she was not abouid pushed on it either
way. She needed to know more of Richard Seymoure than the glimpses

she'd seen this afternoon. "Dinner tonight is firshe decided. "Make it

eight o'clock.”

"Good!" Relief and pleasure in his eyes.

"I'll see you then," she pressed, slowly and ratbetatively swinging her
legs off the cane sofa and sitting up to encouragéeparture.

He shot her a quick scrutiny, then nodded as thasghring himself there
was no mistake about her intentions. "We are rtggether, Leigh," he

stated decisively. "Don't let anything your motbersisters say distort that
truth."

She didn't agree or disagree, not wanting to pgpthrs encounter with him,
but as she watched him leave, the thought ran giwcher mind that
everyone held a different truth within themsehasd finding it could be
difficult, let alone expressing it.

She wasn't sure of Richard's truth.

She wasn't sure of her own...at least not whergdseconcerned.

One thing she was sure of...having been hit byattesting range of different
perceptions this afternoon, Leigh wasn't about &keénhasty judgements

about her family. Perhaps as a teenager she'dtbeeel|f- absorbed to see
or comprehend the pressures on their lives. Itimasssible to know what



really went on inside other people unless they gtbiv She'd never had the
faintest idea that Richard had no birthright to #symour name.

He closed the door behind him, making the sumnmausé dark again, dark
and private. Light did filter down from the sky derat the central peak of
the roof, enough to see by, though the grey dayentatim.

Leigh looked around her, recognising all the fureta little surprised it
hadn't been changed. Though hardly anyone usegltue, she reminded
herself, recalling how it had provided a handy psdar her when tensions
were running high, a private bolt-hole where sheld¢@ount on not being
disturbed.

A perfect place for secret intimacy, Leigh thougimiling ironically over
its handiness to Richard at the critical momenerTthe thought struck her
with heart- stopping force.

Was this whereshe had been conceived...her mother with the ltalian
gardener?

Her hands instantly flew to her stomach. No...hendnscreamed.
Frantically, she numbered the days since her E#g. Seven. Only seven.
She was surely safe from pregnancy. The time t¢fifermvould have to be
further on from this. Relief rolled through herRichard was counting on a
baby to turn her into his bride, he was in for ggaintment.

Though he couldn't have calculated on impregnatieg could he? Not
beforehand. He hadn't used protection, but goirauth with this intimacy
hadn't been his decision, and he couldn't have knske wasn't using
something. Until he'd realised she was a virgin.hdd hesitated then...so
definitely no premeditation.

Another roll of relief...followed by a strong wawéresolution.

She $as not going to repeat her mother's life,fgabiaby after baby in
pursuit of the desired son. The sex of a child khaaver mean that much
and no way would Leigh let it mean what Lawrenceddtihad made of it.
A child should be loved for its own sake.



Was there any love for her...just a scrap of it @ahrere? She needed to
spend time with her mother and sisters. SurelywatvLawrence gone, the
real truth could emerge, without any fear of a lhesik

Then tonight...

Yes, she wanted to be with Richard tonight. Shetedhn needed... him to
show her more of himself... to make what had hapgdretween them this
afternoon more right.

If that was possible.



CHAPTER FIVE

THE Durant mansion finally emptied of guests...excémt Richard
Seymour. To Leigh's frustration, her mother hungpdmm, insisting he
stay and have coffee with the family. Her sisteeserclustered around him
like an entourage, eagerly adding their pressutbdanvitation. Which he
accepted, plunging Leigh into a torment of doulddthis intentions.

His words to her in the summer-house came floodmck...We are right
together. Don't let anything your mother and sistesy distort that truth.

Was he deliberately staying on to protect what g&im thought he'd made
with her? She had evaded being near him since séteiched to the house,
needing to regain her composure before facing &mily in the privacy
she'd been longing for. And now he was deprivingdfiét!

Wasn't her promise to meet him tonight enough,tebeght in a burst of
angry resentment. Or was he playing more than amel,hcareful not to
offend her other sisters in case one of them hdekthbis second choice?
After al£ he had no guarantee steuldconsent to his plans.

Leigh tried to set her turmoil aside as she trdiledind the others, heading
for the more intimate lounge room. Whatever higppse, Richard couldn't
stay indefinitely. She simply had to wait out maree.

She wished one of her sisters would fall back aaadghonto her arm, or
simply say something to her, at least give somedfihow they felt about
her turning up again. The sense of aloneness washsmw worse now than
when she had lived here. Was she being deliberagtigicised or was it up
to her to take some initiative?

Leigh fought past a host of inhibitions and quic@rher pace to catch
Nadine, who at twenty-six was closest to her in. 4Gan we have a talk,
Nadine?" she asked, touching her arm in appeal.

"Not now, Leigh." She wrinkled her nose and toskedartfully streaked
and tousled blonde mane. "Bad taste, isn't itjmgrap today?"



Leigh was rattled by the accusation. "I didn't khamyone would mind."

This earned a scathing look. "Playing Cinderellpublic. Where on earth
did you get that suit? In a bargain basement?"

Her clothes offended? But Richard had said shedda@ood. Was it really
so obvious they were relatively inexpensive? Laighld feel her cheeks
burning. She hadn't meant to play Cinderella. Thorgmpared to Nadine,
who was poured into a soft black leather suit va#if-length boots to
match, she probably did lookcheap.

"Now see what you've done, holding me back?" Nalisged at her as they
entered the lounge room. "Felicity has snafflechiid.”

Her very elegant oldest sister was drawing him gftaring a sofa with her.
"Why don't you just disappear again, Leigh? No waets you here."”

Stunned by Nadine's hostility, Leigh hesitated. slster flounced forward
and commandeered the coffee service which haddgifeeen set out. She
was full of sweet smiles for Richard, asking himatvhe'd like.

"Don't just hang there, Leigh," her mother repravé&bme and sit down."

She indicated the armchair which was fairly clasthe one she had chosen
at the other end of the room. Leigh felt a surgeebéf. At least her mother
was prepared to welcome her company, now that betebs role was
virtually over.

As she skirted the sofas which her other sistedschkeimed, she reminded
herself Nadine had always considered her a nuisaspecially when she'd
been asked to "look after her little sister.” Whthth of them being adults
now, she had thought it might be different. Howeiteseemed Nadine still
harboured a nasty streak, especially when heirgelfests were crossed.

Leigh sat down and offered a grateful smile torhether but Alicia was no
longer looking at her. She was keenly observingsttene with her other
daughters and Richard. Leigh was left with the umfcotable impression



that she had been neatly removed from it, beingeplan this particular

armchair. Minutes passed, and her mother didmhgch as glance at her.
This further evidence of being ignored was deegljating. Nevertheless,
she resolved to wait it out.

Nadine brought her mother a cup of coffee, wigglhey derriere as she
walked and bending over so far her short skirt ngqgléo give a provocative
view. Except Richard wasn't watching, which gaveghesome ironic
amusement. His attention was focused on Felicity dd one arm hooked
along the backrest of the sofa so she could idiglbhis shoulder with her
fingertips as she engaged him in conversation.

Felicity, the first-born, had always been "The Péss." She had a porcelain
beauty; smooth, pale, almost translucent skin, alilue eyes, flawless
features and ash-blonde hair, wound into a gleamiagch roll today. Tall,
with long graceful legs, she wore a superb coatslre fine wool crepe,
with satin collar and cuffs. To the teenage Leighlicity had been the
perfect model of the unattainable. She was stiflgoe at thirty.

Leigh's gaze drifted to Vanessa who was now twamte. She had kicked

her shoes off and was languorously sprawled ontthese-longue, her more
curvy figure displayed in black lace. Her hair wasre a wheat colour,

shoulder-length, and a glorious mass of waves amid.cHer eyes were

blue-grey and heavy lidded, giving her a slumbreasgy look, and her

full-lipped mouth was pouting in displeasure atiggdbushed to one side by
her more polished sister.

Both Felicity and Vanessa had married wealthy mbitenLeigh had been
living here. She'd been ruled out as a bridesmiailear weddings. Black
hair would look wrong in the photographs. Not ttie¢ photographs were
on show any more. Neither were their husbands. ady her mother had
curtly explained when Leigh had remarked on thkegeace at the funeral.

Caroline had grabbed the end seat of the sofaexttjaw where Richard sat.
Her yellow-blonde hair was styled into a sleek;leael bob and she looked
very sophisticated in a black velvet suit. She hawbltish figure and her
features were thinner than her sisters', sharper.h@d a sharp tongue, as



well, Leigh remembered. Did that account for het being married at
twenty-seven?

Nadine sat down next to Caroline, having overlookedh in her coffee
serving. So there they were, all four of her sgtatl available to Richard
and bent on attracting his attention. Did they wamt or did theyneechim?
Leigh wondered, struggling to suppress the needsstiered in herself.

Being ignorant of the full contents of Lawrencell,\8he had no idea what
had been settled on his wife and daughters. Lawremnght have been mean
enough to attach provisional clauses to their bstgugulling financial
strings since he could no longer manipulate petsores. If this was so, she
was far better off out of it and not tied to anwtini At least she felt free to
arrange her own future as she liked.

The Cinderella tag wormed its way into her mindiagder black suit had
been on a bargain rack in a Perth department samek,certainly didn't
feature a designer label. Her plain court shoegwet Italian, unlike her
real father, she thought with secret irony. She m@s used to living on a
budget. Her sisters weren't.

Her home life and her companions at the exclusivate school she'd gone
to in her teen years had given her a force-fed a&tlut on desirable labels.
Even though she'd been out of that one-upmanshipe gar some years,
Leigh could still identify the distinctive styles.

Her mother, Alicia, was definitely wearing a Chasalt, very smart and
subdued. Felicity's coat-dress was undoubtedly rta @ampatti creation.
Vanessa's lace had to be a Collette Dinnigan de€igroline's velvet was
unmistakably Trent Nathan. The leather Nadine feeduwas probably
from Saba.

Leigh knew she was looking at thousands of dol@fere even beginning
to assess the cost of shoes, hats and handbaghaidtmattered to her. It
was simply indicative of a very wealthy life-styldich all of them probably
wished to maintain. Image, she knew, was impoitattie lives they led.



Richard could certainly keep them in the mannemtach they were
accustomed. Yet for all their efforts to snatch hafdl his attention, as far as
Leigh could see, he was totally impartial in hisnmer to them; polite,
attentive, yet very self-contained. Was he keepisgchoices open, Leigh
wondered, finding herself hating the thought.

She wanted to bgpecialto him.

Yet why should she be?

The question of why he'd asked her first beganaip mer. Was he bored
with her sisters, having known them longer? Didshe her as the easiest
one to manage? Was he simply swayed by sexual shigfhShe squirmed
a little, remembering the highly volatile naturetbé&ir coming together in
the summer-house.

Wanting..was that the key element?

She tried to look at him objectively, needing torkvout what was really
driving him. As though sensing her scrutiny, hetdier a quick, enigmatic
look, then deliberately set his coffee cup and sadown and rose to his
feet, targeting her mother with an appreciativelemi

"Thank you for your hospitality..."

"You're welcome to stay to dinner, Richard,"” Alisaiftly interposed.

"It's very kind of you, but I'd rather take my leanow," he replied firmly.

Felicity leapt to her feet. "Time for me to go, t¢d accompany you out,
Richard."

He frowned at her, then pointedly transferred lagegto Leigh. "Aren't you
forgetting you haven't seen your sister for sixrg@a

Leigh's heart squeezed tight. She didn't want biorder what wasn't worth
anything unless it was freely given. Though in tleat instant she realised
evenhisopinion on her behalf was not going to count.



"Oh, Leigh..." Felicity trilled a dismissive laughhat on earth would we
have to talk about after all these years apart?"dyes flicked to the black
sheep, chilling in their disinterest. "We never dale anything in common,
did we, sweetie?"

The awful condescension kept Leigh silent.

"That may be different now, Felicity,” Richard samda silkily dangerous
tone. "Why don't you stay and find out?"

Leigh clenched her hands. Of all the times she'dtehhim to be her
champion, he chose now, when it was totally inappate. Or was he
deliberately underlining the emptiness he knew ne&xge, making her know
it, to0?

"What for?" Felicity argued, shrugging off the sagtion. "Leigh will
probably be gone again tomorrow."

Vanessa sinuously unfolded herself from the chdmseyue and hooked her
arm around Richard's, batting her eyelashes affliviatiously. ' 'Why not
come back to my place for dinner, Richard? I'm dieigh only wants to
talk to Mummy."

He shot a hard, purposeful look at Leigh. "Thank,ybut | have other
plans, Vanessa." He gave a general nod around dhgany as he
extricated his arm. "Please excuse me, all of you."

Her sisters watched his departure with grim-facespldasure. None of
them had made the impression they'd wanted to raak@m and he was
removing the opportunity to further their own ends.

It suddenly struck Leigh that Richard had stayekeep them all together.
Forher.Just as he was leaving them all here.H&rGiving her what she'd
wanted. As he'd promised. Her heart fluttered wikl this evidence of his
caring. Or was it another calculated move, showirg that what she'd
wanted from her family was not here for her? Thaswlready miserably
obvious.



The moment the door was closed behind him, Cardimeng her head
around to glare at her mother. "Honestly, Mum, dalilyou have fobbed
Leigh off to some other time?" she demanded clijicdRichard has
always had a soft spot for her."

A soft spot?Vas there some heart as well as purpose in hgopad?

"So how do you think it would look to him if I'd de that, Caroline?" Alicia
retorted wearily.

Leigh's heart twisted with even more misery. PdditiNo caring for her at
all.

"What do you mean...a soft spot?" Felicity snapp@uking incredulously
at Leigh.

Caroline snorted derisively. "If you weren't so chead full of yourself, you

would have noticed how Richard always took the lo#alteigh whenever

Dad had a go at her in front of him. Usually heessiou a question, which
you probably found flattering, but he was reallptpcting our poor little

done by sister."

That much was true. Leigh recognised it now.

Felicity's chin lifted haughtily. "Richardiasinterested in me. He's always
been interested in me."

"Oh, don't put on your airs and graces with us,h&&sa sniped. "He was
nothing but polite to you. No sparks at all." Stieyeted Leigh with a mean,
narrow- eyed look. "And just why have you been mimgearound all day,
like a black crow waiting to pounce? What's youmgaleigh?"

"A slice of the estate if she can get it,” Nadihd & sneeringly. "Look at
her! Probably raided a charity shop for those @sth

"She's got no chance of breaking the will," Camlaheclared, pushing
herself up from the sofa. Again she addressed a\ktiarply, ' 'Might be
worthwhile paying her to get out of here, Mum. 8bald spoil our pitch."



"Don't be ridiculous, Caroline!" Vanessa jeered.

"Didn't manage to vamp Richard into going to youacp, did you?"
Caroline whipped back. "Ask yourself why, Vaness8he pointed at
Leigh. "He was considering her!"

All four sisters turned to glare at her.

Felicity looking down her nose... "You really dob&long here, Leigh.”

Nadine spiteful... "You were disinherited."

Vanessa mocking... "l can't believe you're a thimaitl'd prefer not to have
a distraction. The sooner you disappear again)¢tter."”

Caroline ruthless... "We don't need you. Just getleeigh, and stay out.”
Having delivered that judgement Caroline stalketodthe room, followed
by the others in quick succession. Leigh watchedhtigo, too sickened to
raise any protest. In a way, she supposed shehladted their desires to
shag Richard's attention and hold it, but no reagpim the world could
ease the pain of their cold and callous rejectidmeo return to their midst.
She wasn't wanted.

No one cared about her.

No one was the least bit interested in her.

The cuckoo had flown away and they had probablytfaught good
riddance.

Into the silence of devastated hopes came her mothaice, tired and
frayed. "What do you want, Leigh?"

Leigh was still looking at the door Felicity haduslso decisively behind all
four of her sisters. Half-sisters, she remindedgéiérthough there was no
consolation in that brutal fact. It took a concdre&ffort to look at her



mother, who had probably only stayed to find ouhéir unwanted fifth
daughter meant to cause trouble.

Alicia’'s face was taut, her eyes biting in thesagiproval. A leaden weight
descended on Leigh's wounded heart. It was motkeo$ame, even with
Lawrence dead. There was no place for her hereeMNewould be. The
pattern had been set long ago and no one saw asgrrdor it to change.

"What do you think | want, Mother?" she dragged, suocking herself
more than the woman who'd given birth to her.

"Why don't you tell me?" came the wary reply—a yethlat gave nothing
away—a reply that put a cold, impersonal distaretevben them.

Leigh couldn't bear to keep looking at her. Shexkrieeyond a shadow of a
doubt, her mother was expecting her to ask foraaesim Lawrence's estate.
Her gaze wandered idly around the room—a blue amtewoom that had

no warmth in it, just furnishings and pieces othgt cost a lot of money,
flagrant exhibitions of buying power for othersadmire and envy. There
was no heart in it, no heart anywhere in this date@us mansion.

"Did you think of me at all in the past six yeaMother?" she asked,
wanting to know if she had been missed, if onling bit.

"Naturally, I thought of you," came the too smoatiswer. "I hoped you
were happy in your choice to make a life for yolirse

While she dissociated herself from it, Leigh thotigimobably relieved to
have "her mistake" removed so it wasn't a congbarh in her side.

"Did you worry about me?"

A slight pause, then a slowly chosen reply. "I eetpd your choice, Leigh.
| felt sure you'd contact us if you were in need."

Which required no action on Alicia's part, nonealht Not that Leigh had
expected anworry over her disappearance at the time. Rememberiig ba
she realised the truth of her position in the Dufamily had been laid bare



then. It was time and distance that had raised shégresomething else, a
different interpretation of actions and non-actions

' 'Did you wonder how | survived, kept myself gowghout j/our help?"
she asked, determined on being absolutely fairrbefoaking a final
judgement.

"Well, you obviously did or you wouldn't be herembd

The dry intonation goaded Leigh into looking herthes in the face again.
"You don't care, do you?" she accused flatly. 'uUMmave no interest
whatsoever in what I've done, where I've been, hmanaged."

An impatient grimace. "You always had the optiomaming home, Leigh.
No one banished you."

Home to the kind of mental and emotional abusentaher had never tried
to stop? Leigh had wanted to believe the negledt iadifference was
defensive, done out of fear of drawing Lawrenceativ But she couldn't
believe that now.

"I was eighteen, Mother," Leigh reminded her. "mosk. Disinherited
because you admitted to having me by another man."

No comment.

The silence heightened the memory of that dreadlfihit, the hate-filled
revelations that had poured over her head bectedeasl dared to stand up
for herself and appeal to both of them for a faideal... her mother
screaming, "You drove me to it, Lawrence, with yoanstant harping on a
son."...Lawrence jeering, "And you thought a cuctkmuld do?"

On and on it had gone...the contempt, the recritiwing, the wounding,
neither of them caring what she felt...the objd¢heir personal battle...the
object who was mangled between them as they tooeeiach other...the
object of failed ambitions, thus being forever of&e to them.

Yes, she had understood it then.



Yet still she searched her mother's face for somiedf conscience about
her. "When you discovered | was gone, did you thinkas in a fit state to
make my own way?"

Alicia's eyes hardened. "It wgsur choice. | had my own battles to fight at
the time."

"So you didn't worry about me. | was—Ilet us say—a®s problem to deal
with."

"You were always a problem, Leigh," was the teegsy.
"Much easier to be rid of me."
"Don't put words into my mouth," Alicia snapped.

Leigh couldn't let it go. "l don't suppose you rdpd me to the police as a
missing person,"” she pressed.

"Don't be absurd! Lawrence would never have allowéd

' 'Perhaps you hired a private investigator to kheat | was not in any
trouble.”

As Richard had... Richard declaring he'd done dabee he'd cared...the
only one who cared...

Alicia sighed, impatient with the inquisition. "kpected a call from you if
you were in trouble.” Her tone was loaded with @eaation.

"What if | was in no position to call, Mother? Dydu worry about that?"

"Oh, for God's sake, Leigh! What are you going twow? You're here,
aren't you? Safe and sound?"

No thanks to you or any member of my family, Leigbught bitterly. Her
gaze ran derisively over the Chanel suit. "l was fhinking that what you
spent on the mourning outfit you have on today wddve paid a private



investigator to keep tabs on me for a while...fi'gocared enough to worry
about me."

Alicia instantly leaned forward, pouncing on whaesunderstood better
than anything else. "Right! So you think you're dveechunk of money and
that's why you've come, now that you don't haviate Lawrence for it."

For several moments, Leigh's revulsion was so gtsre couldn't speak.
Her stomach churned violently. Her mind explodedarrthe sheer weight
of all the burdens it had carried and whirled itlte darkness of a world
without love, the darkness of deep and abidingstige. She wasn't aware
of forming the words that spat out of that darkn@$ey came of their own
accord, pieces of emotional chaos that had beémigad) inside her all day
long.

"Wrong, Mother! You can't pay me off...as you di¢f neal father. And |
won't disappear for you."

The eager satisfaction was wiped out. All colowimked from Alicia's face.
"What do you know of that? Why do you bring it up?"

Ah, the triumph of doing some shattering hersele Tdarkness gained
ground from it. Her voice instinctively copied Raid's silky dangerous
tone. "Oh, that's just between you and me, MoWherkeep scandals buried
in this family, don't we?"

Alicia sat back, adopting a pose of impervious @aut "Are you
threatening me, Leigh?"

Suddenly it was easy to laugh. The madness ofdy@eshwas really funny.
Here she was, being seen as a threat and she'd a®mebeggar for
affection. "Not at all," she spluttered in wild asement. "I came here today
to find out where | stood with you. And with mytess. Now | know."

Her mother looked totally bamboozled.



Leigh smiled at her as she stood up to take hgelé&oodbye, Mother. |
find | don't want to have anything more to do wytbu. Or your other
daughters.”

She started towards the door. Her legs were sl&iig/willed strength into
them.

"Where are you going, Leigh?" Hard suspicion indbestion shot after her.
No belief at all in the last farewell."To my hotdleigh answered, enjoying
the light carelessness in her voice. It was goahtiw she could match the
non-caring she had met.

"What do you intend to do?"

The answer came to Leigh, the beautiful perfectvenspushing out of the

darkness and shining with the glorious purity dftice. She stopped and
half-turned, wanting to beam it straight at the imeotwho had always put
ambition first. Alicia should really appreciate ghilt was, after all, the

ambition she held dearest at the moment.

"l intend to marry Richard Seymour."

The shock this decisive declaration raised was lgesgpisfying.

"What?" Alicia croaked incredulously.

Leigh smiled. "He chose me, Mother. Not Felicitygt vanessa, not

Caroline, not Nadine...me. And | shall marry himsmon as it can be

arranged.”

On that triumphant note she left, shutting the dwmothe Durant mansion
and everyone in it.



CHAPTER SIX

THE hours between throwing down the gauntlet to hetheroand the eight
o'clock deadline with Richard Seymour churned fasteigh. From time
to time the voice of sanity tried to drag her b&ockn the brink...

You don't need this. You've made a good, normablstlife for yourself in
Broome. You can walk away, put it all at a distaagain and never look
back.

But overwhelming that voice in fierce, rebelliousawes came a deep,
soul-driven cry for justice...

All these years...the loser, the rejected onedéspised one, the one worth
nothing. Why shouldn't she be the winner for onéé## shouldn't she take
the prize? She'd always wanted Richard to be renplion. Let him be that
now, openly, unmistakably, not just having a spfitsor her, but standing
beside her, fighting anyone who cast any slur antier husband!

The time has come for Us'd said. So what if that was linked to dancing o
Lawrence Durant's grave together! The kind of geetl offered her was
grounded in sharing a common background. Who etaddrever know her
as he did, understanding the loneliness, the sefrssparation from people
who'd led more normal lives?

The plain truth was she'd been living a fictionn@irmality in Broome, a
veneer of stability. Her darkest inner truths lareh probably bound up
more with Richard Seymour than anyone else. Butcsh#dn't let him
know that because he'd use it to get what he wamtelunter used
everything to get what he wanted and she had usidglhs about that side of
Richard Seymour.

Ambition came first with him. It would be foolislo fantasise any really
special feeling for her. Even though Richard hadwsh more caring
towards her than anyone else, it had always bemmgcat a safe distance.
He'd been very discreet abdaging her friendand Leigh had no doubt he'd
been even more discreet about keeping tabs orhguring no harm came
to him from hiscaring.



All the sameshewas his first choice in the marriage stakes. Wihiatl to
mean something positive towards her, more positia@ anything he felt
for her sisters. Leigh comforted herself with thlbught even as she
realised she mustn't make too much of it.

She had to keep her mind straight on this. In agget®® marry him, she
didn't have to give him her head on a plate. Nowas ever going to take
absolute control over her life. She wouldn't subtoitanother Lawrence
Durant. Richard had better understand that. Shednads, as well, terms he
had to respect if they were to share a future toget

What she needed was a plan of action...something she could hang
onto... something that would show Richard she wapgseful, too, not just
a pawn in his game to be manipulated as he wiledife was more than
that. The need to be more than that to him welfedher and wouldn't let

go.

Somehow she managed to harness her erratic thdoglgtenough to work
out what kind of understanding she required from im this marriage. She
had priorities, too, and getting control of a fineh empire wasn't one of
them. She wouldn't be forced into having baby dftdyy after baby, just to
get a son. And if Richard started abusing her sigista person in any way,
nothing would keep her with him. She wouldn't allbimn to hurt her like
that.

Despite this fierce bout of reasoning, when hisckrzame at precisely eight
o'clock, Leigh was swamped by a sense of pantook all her will-power
to get a grip on herself, to open the door. Shedsback a little, just looking
at him...this man she'd decided to marry.

He hadn't worn a suit, though the clothes he'd emauld probably go
anywhere; royal blue skivvy, grey leather jacketygslacks. The casual
look didn't change anything. He still emitted tlaene charismatic power of
knowing what he wanted and having the unshakeablaonpull out all
stops to get it. She felt her skin start to burhiadaser blue eyes raked her
appearance, assessing what it meant, how he ceeld.u



She hadn't dressed for dinner. She had no intenfidming with him, nor
even talking with him beyond establishing what wa®¥e done. She was
afraid that any further intimacy with him at thisipt could weaken her
decisions. Better to avoid it.

Her hair was still wound up and pinned into a rathessy topknot from the
long hot shower she'd taken, and the oyster-pitik ssaparound covered a
slip- nightie in the same colour. She was readyéat, but not with him.

"I don't want dinner, Richard, and | don't want Seshe fired at him
point-blank, forcefully defensive in strugglingdeny the panic. "There are
a few things to be arranged between us and thdtshe went on,amazing
herself with the firm tone of her voice. "You caonte in on that
understanding.”

He nodded, shrewd enough not to make any commém stepped into her
room. Leigh shut the door and stayed by it, readiet him out again the
moment she was finished with him. Despite the rdsmi—the
plan—seething through her mind, his actual phygcasence stirred a host
of vulnerabilities she didn't want to feel, didmdnt to examine, either. This
meeting had to be about promises, made and kept.

"Have you had any second thoughts about choosindgommearry?" she
demanded, wary of making a fool of herself.

His gaze was fixed on her travelling bag whichadaythe bed, unzippered,
the suit she'd worn today folded neatly on toghefrest of her things which
she hadn't bothered unpacking. He swung aroundyslomting the jeans,

T-shirt, windcheater and underclothes she'd set onair, ready to don in
the morning. The hotel room was very basic, whiaswll Leigh could

afford. Richard missed nothing in it, clearly asseg the situation before
facing her.

"l wantyou,Leigh. No-one else," he answered simply, his sgasing hers
with a blaze of desire that set every nerve erceigh's body twitching.

Her stomach contracted, her toes curled, her Bhattbolts of lieat through
her bloodstream, and her mind momentarily lodoitsis. The sheer impact



of that look pressed her back against the doath@sgh she was his prey,
feeling cornered. Her hand clutched the doorknostinctively seeking a
defensive weapon.

"Don't you take one step towards me, Richard!" shied, wildly
challenging his intent, despite her decision tethikn as her husband. She
wasnotgoing to be a victim in his scheme. Nor would Beeseduced to his
will.

He remained where he was. "You have the floor$did, gesturing an open
invitation that reduced any sense of threat, yietis¢ére was a simmer in his
eyes that let her know the desire was temporaampéssed but very much
alive and kicking.

At least they had that going for them, Leigh resklg reasoned. What
they'd done—felt—in the summer- house wasn't aashéling. It could
happen again now if she let it, but it wouldn'talge what she needed
resolved.

"I'l marry you, but | have conditions," she blutteut.

The tensile spring in his body eased. "State thém said equably.
"Youmake all the arrangements.”

His eyes narrowed slightly. "You don't want to plawedding?"

Without a mother or a father or anyone who woulthberested in her being
a bride? How could he even imagine it? For a momazigh's mind went
totally blank. The idea ofweddinghadn't occurred to her, only the fact of a
marriage between them. If he wantededding..no, she would have to stay
here for that to be managed and she recoiled freimgbanywhere within

reach of her mother and sisters until this marriaggame fact.

"Plan whatever suits you. | don't care,” she dedaturbulently rejecting
any wish for a public celebration.



She had no-one to share it with, and that bark trmly emphasised the lack
of any real connections. Even her friends in Broameee more congenial
acquaintances, sharing interests but nothing debparthat. She couldn't
imagine any of them going to the expense of flyaiegoss the continent to
her wedding. They'd wish her well and let her gayb®e remembering her
occasionally.

"Just leave me out of it until our wedding day,lRid,” she said decisively.

Then she would havieim, for better or for worseHe hadn't let her go. All
these years watching over her...suddenly Leighdgettd about that. She
wasn'tnothingto Richard.

"So your family is not to be involved?" he saidteang her keenly.

Her chin went up in defiant pride. "I don't congidehave a family any
more."

No comment. In his eyes was the knowledge of whatdsbeen through
with her mother and sisters this afternoon, not stmetic knowledge,
more an assessment of how deeply it had affectechhd Leigh hated his
understanding of her stance.

It was shaming, painful, yet in this awful, intireaharing of emptiness and
darkness, there was also a strange consoling dhaha else could give. He
knew.He knew precisely where she was coming from...tgstices she
had suffered, the rejections, the wiping off as@faccount to anybody.

It provided a kind of kinship she doubted she'd fmith any other man.
Whether that was a good or bad kinship, she dishotv. What it did was
take the edge off the sense of aloneness sheallfbkr life.

"You don't have any preference regarding how wengatried?" he asked
quietly.

Her mouth twitched into a mocking little smile. tlbes need to be legal.”
His proposal was based on legalities so he shqgdeaiate that point.



"It will certainly be legal," he assured her, higromouth quirking, yet there
was a flash of something dark and dangerous ireyes as though she'd
struck a core of secret purpose, beyond anythiggremknew about him.

A convulsive little shiver ran down her spine bhe gesolutely ignored it.
Everyone had a secret self. As long as they resgeeach other, this
marriage probably had as much a chance of worlsrang other.

"I'm booked on flights back to Broome tomorrow,¢smnounced. "I'm not
staying here, Richard. | have business to see kmito shift my life to
Sydney. | presume you can see to whatever docutmants required.”

He nodded. "I trust you will be back for the wedglih
"The day before," she promised.

"And you intend to be my wife, living with me?" Heyes probed hers with
merciless intent.

"Yes, but | don't intend to be a baby machine fou,y she stated fiercely.
Never, in a million years would she repeat whatrhether had done. Not
for anything or anyone.

"At least one child, Leigh," Richard barrelled gjfa back at her.

She took a deep breath and determinedly challehged' 'If we have a
daughter first and you respond badly, I'll leavea.yo

A glimmer of very strong feeling flashed into higes. "Any child of mine
will be precious to me."There was a strong edgaidoroice, too, instantly
recalling to Leigh the circumstances of his birtanother cuckoo, perhaps
shunted to one side because he didn't belong ahdwdd. Or was she
grasping at straws, needing to feel reassurechéralecision to marry him
would not lead to an intolerable situation?

"Having a daughter instead of a son will prolongtime you don't have full
control of the company,” she reminded him.



"l don't intend to stand still in anticipation dfet terms of Lawrence's will
being fulfilled, Leigh. Others might...I won't. TH@urant company will be
mine, one way or another."

Ruthless purpose suddenly emanated from him, argh lveas forcefully
struck with the realisation there was nothing sdifbut this man. He was
hard, through and through, committed to a coursleing was going to stop.
A very dangerous man.

Had Lawrence Durant recognised that or had Richardiis hand from his
mentor? Leigh suspected the latter. His choice aoryrher was a blatant
flouting of Lawrence's will. A victory over Lawreagc he'd called it this
afternoon. What other victories did Richard hawenpked?

"So marrying me is only a ploy in whatever game's@about,” she put to
him, keenly watching his expression.

His eyes crinkled in amusement. ' 'More than a ,plaigh. A step that
needs to be taken. It also pleases me to marry you.

Pleasure curled her stomach. It was a strugglee&p lquestioning him.
"Personal, as well as business?"

He smiled his heart-mashing smile. "On many lewedsy personal.”

Even as everything inside her squirmed and pulsétd tweacherous
excitement, Leigh fiercely told herself it would ls&upid to let herself
become too vulnerable to that smile. There wouldags be a part of
Richard Seymour he'd keep to himself—the part LasgeDurant had
found so admirable—and she didn't really want tovkthat part.

So long as he let her be the person she was, theg coexist, couldn't they,
sharing what they did share? She needed to f&eiship,to have some
sense of belonging to a kind of continuance instdadblank nothing.

Still smiling, his eyes caressing her with a waritttat threatened to melt
her will-power, he said, "Your passion always apgeéo me."



"Passion?" Leigh queried, trying to fit the wordhe teenager he'd known.

"You radiate intensity, Leigh. Always have. Anddge, always will." His
smile tilted musingly. "Maybe from your Italian ltage."

It was a new thought. Leigh instantly wondered mouch she took after her
real father. Apart from temperament, which she sspd could be passed
on genetically, there was the creative side ohlature. Gardeners could be
creative. She thought of her pottery enterpris®ioome, which wasn't
exactly lucrative, but she loved working with claye shapes and colours,
the tactile pleasure of it.

"Any more conditions?" Richard prompted.

"Yes. One more. | want to go on with my potteryuMoust know about that
from your surveillance on me."

He nodded. "Once you're my wife, we'll choose gprty that suits both of
our living requirements. You can have a kiln buWhatever you like,
Leigh. | have no objection whatsoever to your pimgyour art during the
day..."

He started walking towards her and there was neergming in his eyes,
only an intensity of purpose that encompassedterelentless grip, "...but
the nights are mine," he said softly. "Understdrad,tLeigh. The nights are
mine."

Leigh could feel herself trembling, whether in feaanticipation she didn't
know. Having screwed her mind to the sticking pahtaying down her
conditions, she simply hadn't thought of how he s$heir life together,
beyond the legalities that had forced his hand.efkchis hand wasn't
really forced, was it? Hadn't he implied the mayeiavas more aleight of
handwhile he pursued his own agenda?

He reached her while she was still in a whirl offtsion. He didn't touch
her, but he was so close, she found herself holdergbreath and her
temples were drumming from her wildly acceleratedrtbeat. She couldn't
tear her eyes from the glittering intent in his.



"Are we agreed?" he asked softly, and even his evaffected her
physically... sexually...

"Yes," she whispered.

"l don't take kindly to being made a fool of, Leigftom the moment | leave
this room, I'll be acting on the word you've givee tonight, on several
levels, all of them important to me. Your word isuy bond. No second
thoughts. Total commitment. Is that understood?"

For a moment the gravity of the phrase—total commaiit—shook her
resolution. Then she hastily reminded herself Rithead accepted all her
conditions. As for sharing his bed every night,@sbe was his wife, how
could that not be acceptable, given the lust tleeyreed to arouse in each
other? She didn't have the experience to know niething so physical
lasted for long, but it felt like a positive factor

"We're agreed," she affirmed with as much streagtshe could muster.

He smiled and his eyes suddenly danced with wigkedocation. "Is a kiss
to seal our bargain permissible or is tle't touchcommand still in force?"

A kiss...why not? Just to make certain it truly tkel right, a taste of what
was to come. Realising she was still clutchingdberknob, Leigh released
it and lifted both hands to the broad shouldersvghe trusting to carry her
decisions through.

With her permission implicit, Richard didn't wadgrfwords. He swept her
against him and there was not a trace of seduitteat in his kiss. It was
hotly explosive, claiming her mouth in a passiordtige to take all she
would give him. It was exhilarating, and deeplyeply satisfying, feeling
his desire pouring into her, knowing it was reatl arue, feeling her own
desire rush to meet it, join with it, exult in threerging.

It was a powerful promise of exciting pleasure éodhared with him and
Leigh was left dazed by it when Richard pulled adrayn her. He touched
her lips with his fingertips in a gentle salute..veas it a sealing of his
imprint inside her?



"I'll look forward to our wedding night," he murned, his voice husky with
sweet satisfaction, his eyes glowing with an invision that centred on
her... ashis...when there would be no pulling Heak taking all he wanted.

He left, taking her consent to their marriage wiiim. More than her
consent, Leigh thought dizzily, her commitment. At wouldn't go back
on it. He might be a dangerous man in many way$éudtleft her with one
unassailable conviction. There was no other marnéor Never would be.
Richard Seymour owned part of her soul that noedse could.



CHAPTER SEVEN

LEIGH sat on a rock, watching her last sunset at CabscB. Or maybe it
wasn't her last. Who knew what the future wouldhd¢y?i Tomorrow she
would fly to Sydney. The day after she would marghard Seymour and
start another life, very different from this oneesmagined.

She'd disposed of most of her pottery. All hersbillere paid. Everything

she wanted to take with her was packed away img&mready to be sent on
when she had a firm address. Friends had giveratiarewell luncheon

party today. Her ties to this place were virtually now. Only a few clothes
and personal toiletries were left to be put in liggage she would carry
tomorrow.

Her gaze drifted down the long stretch of firm samdl sorts of
vehicles—cars, four-wheel drive wagons, small te)tltkes—were parked
along it, facing the water. Music was playing frportable stereos. People
had unloaded foldaway deck chairs and picnic tab@sdd drinks and
nibbles were being consumed. The mood was one pyheelaxation. It
was an evening ritual in Broome, coming to watah shnset at the end of
the day. The news of the world could wait. Hereureacommanded first
viewing.

A string of camels carried tourists on a slow anddang the water's edge,
their rhythmic, swaying movement almost hypnoti@ hurry. No stress.
Just the sight of them injected a calm pleasureggh_doubted she would
feel any calmness tomorrow, but she was commiteth¢cing whatever
came with Richard...facing and dealing with it.

Six weeks it had been since the fateful night efrgy him her word. The
very next day at the airport terminal in Sydneye'dlbeen paged to meet a
jeweller who had measured her ring finger. Peopl&t $y Richard had
flown to Broome with papers for her to sign, a pnewptial agreement,
documents that were meaningless to her. She wafserthis money. The
jeweller had come, too, bringing her a magnificentitaire diamond
engagement ring which must have cost a fortune.ofmw she would put
it on.



But tonight...this time was just for herself. Shetehed the luminous yellow
sun changing to red as it started to dip into ttea0. There were no clouds
to reflect its colour. The sky was a soft lavendbe water a silvery
aguamarine. It was beautiful, peaceful, the fresbnaf the air making
everything feel clean and good, far, far away fiaomy sense of pollution. A
simple life this...and she was giving it up for wha

To balance the scales?
To heal what never had been healed?
Or to have Richard Seymour?

All three, she thought, but mostly the last. Andevehit would lead she
didn't know. It was a journey she had to take,good or ill. Only then
would she know. There was no point in thinking abbioing it would tell
her whether it was worthwhile or not.

The sun slipped to a mere sliver of burning redten horizon, then was
gone. The light changed, colours fading, the feetting of the day. The
setting of six years of being alone, Leigh thougitgnding up to walk
away...walk towards a commitment of living intimigtevith a man who
probably meant more than he should to her, the bm on taking
Lawrence Durant's throne in the financial world.

He was waiting for her.

The flight to Sydney had landed on time, exactly2PM, which gave her
the afternoon to do some necessary shopping. ltegthed the top of the
escalator leading down to the hall where carousetulated incoming

luggage. She expected someone to meet her. Righauttin't leave her

wandering around, wondering where to go next. Emeoye from here on
would be meticulously planned to achieve his puep&ven from afar she'd
felt the relentless beat of his will.



But still she wasn't anticipating his presencehatdirport terminal. It was
like being suddenly hit by a bolt of energy. Heatheskipped a beat. Her
gaze was literally tugged to where he stood byt @fsexit doors, a mobile
telephone held to his ear, but his eyes were fadt@m her, eyes that
telegraphed such concentrated power, Leigh feltdee claiming her, body
and soul.

Her feet must have automatically stepped forwardb adihe escalator
because it was carrying her downwards. Richard emickhe mobile
telephone into the breast pocket of his suit asthede across the hall,
clearly aiming to be at the foot of the escalalber moment she stepped off.
Momentarily relieved of having to perform any aatiat all, Leigh watched
him as intensely as he watched her.

This was the beginning of their future togethere ®lad been marginally
aware of the mantle of leadership he wore on tlyeoflthe funeral. Perhaps
it had been more muted then, in deference to tHaigounourning of
Lawrence Durant. There was no possible mistakisgam of command
now. This man she was about to marry evoked thinéede could and
would take all before him, invincible andntouchable.

Which put Leigh's defences on electric alert.
"Hi!" she said with a controlled little smile asesteached floor level.

"Hi!" he replied, his eyes dancing both amusemerana appreciation of
her restrained approach to him. "I'm glad you'felgaere."

She nodded. "It's good of you to break your busedale to meet me in
person."

He laughed, his whole face radiating a delight én tihat scrambled her
strong sense of caution. He caught her hand and ldee along with him
towards the baggage carousels, his eyes still timgk putting a
ridiculously happy flutter in her heart.

"It would be very remiss of me not to welcome mymp card, Leigh."



Even that remark—centred as it was on his busigesds—failed to
dampen the rush of treacherous pleasure in baikgdito him. The warmth
and strength of the hand enfolding hers sent t;gfeLeigh's arm. All she
could think of was this was the start of not beahane.

"So you still need me," she half-mocked, trying ttoshow how vulnerable
she was to his touch.

"Need and want," he answered, his gaze flicking ertarily to her mouth,
lingering long enough to shoot heat through heotétream.

Leigh scooped in a quick breath. "I thought it veady the nights you
wanted with me," she said drily.

"Ah, that was a minimum requirement. | didn't méao be a limitation."

Danger bells rang in her head. She looked shatgiyng acutely aware of
his taking power. "What if | don't want more of y&u

He shrugged. "You say so."

"And you'll respect that?"

"Absolutely. | see our marriage as being about mlagreements, Leigh."
The assurance eased the tightness in her chebarRiwasn't a tyrant like
Lawrence Durant. Not once had he pushed beyondia@yshe'd drawn.

There was no reason not to trust his word.

Noticing he was veering towards the exit doors, ghiekly said, "l have
luggage to collect, Richard.”

"It will be collected and delivered to the hotélelbooked a suite for you at
The Regent. I'll take you there now."

Leigh didn't protest, realising that hanging aroahdn airport, waiting for
luggage to be unloaded, would be a waste of tinia¢bard. He'd collected
her.She could probably take such an unnecessary sguatea compliment.



It certainly indicated a personal note of caringttivent beyond calculated
profit. That was reassuring, too.

As they emerged from the terminal, a stretch linmmaigrew into the kerb of
the sidewalk, right in line with the exit doors.cRard moved straight to it,
opened the back door for her, and in the spacdaizanoments they were
both seated in spacious luxury, behind privacyetinkindows, and on their
way into the city.

"Great timing," Leigh couldn't help commenting.
Richard gave her a quirky smile. "The driver wassing. | called him in."

The mobile telephone. Of course. Efficiency pluBo"you ever leave
anything to chance, Richard?" she asked curiously.

"One can always be surprised by chance. Your flaghtld have crashed.
The limousine could have been blocked. No one @aral everything,
Leigh."

"Only as far as it's humanly possible," she teaseck in her own mind he
would plan to cover all foreseeable contingencies.

"Even the human factor can be unpredictable,” lsgvared wryly, reaching
across to pick up her left hand, his thumb brushivegring on her third
finger. "I didn't know what you would like. | wonde if you'd prefer a
different stone to the traditional diamond."

It amazed her that he'd spent time consideringvsdres. She had imagined
him simply ordering what he thought appropriateotittould have asked,"
she murmured, her voice husky from having to passavard lump of
emotion.

The eyes he lifted to hers were very blue, direchigllenging. "You were
emphatic about being left out of whatever arrangegmewanted to make.
It's a bit late to be changing your mind about,thetgh."



"I'm not. | didn't really care about an engagenrerg. If it pleased you to
choose this diamond, that's fine by me,” she rushéd feeling weirdly
chilled by the sudden emanation of tension from.him

"Then | trust you won't suddenly start caring abdlg rest of the
arrangements I've made."

"l said I'd go along with them and | will."

"Thank you for the reassurance.” He smiled hissfattion, visibly
relaxing.

Battle won, Leigh thought. But what battle? Shektaodeep breath and
asked, "What is the plan for tomorrow?"

"The wedding director, Anne Lester, is to meet utha hotel. She'll take
you through everything," he answered matter-oftyact

Leigh gulped. "Aweddingdirector?"
"Not my area of expertise. | hired a specialist.”

"You mean we're having eeal wedding?" Leigh could hear her voice
climbing.

He nodded, his eyes glinting with some deep inakslr that had nothing to
do with her. "Two hundred guests."”

Dear God! He intended to parade their marriagerontfof everyone he
considered anyone! This was not a private sealing personal bargain
between them. It was a public flaunting of the SeynfDurant connection,
positively spotlighting it. But for what purposer8ly it was totally
unnecessary.

"Why?" The word shot out, demanding reasons.

His face took on a flintlike hardness and there matsthe slightest grain of
giving in his eyes. "Because that's the way | wiht



Leigh swallowed hard. There could be no argumeatiathis. She'd given
him a free hand. He'd taken it, with a vengeandehave to buy a wedding
dress,"

she said weakly, shock still thumping through &ed panic beginning to
shoot out fluttery tentacles.

"l chose one for you."

"You...?" The thought of Richard combing throughidal boutiques
boggled her mind."l told Anne Lester the style ids$ | wanted for you and
she presented me with a selection from which | efidse explained.

"What if it doesn't fit?"

"l believe a fitting is arranged for this afternoofhere’ll be time for
alterations. The wedding is scheduled for fouragkltomorrow."

"In a church,” Leigh said numbly, mentally crossoffjthe register office
she'd anticipated.

"St. Andrew's Cathedral.”

"The reception?"

"The ballroom at The Regent."

All top class! Leigh's mind whirled over the spetta Richard was
determined on. It would probably be the weddinghefyear, featuring one
of Australia's most eligible bachelors ati& bride of his choicdn every

sense, Leigh wildly added, even to the dress!

"You didn't ask my sisters to be bridesmaids,"” stegl at him, recoiling
from any passive acceptance of that particulari&flgcorrect” appearance.

"No. You will walk alone down the aisle to me."

She heaved a sigh of relief.



' 'But they did accept their invitations to our wled), so they will be there
as guests,” he warned, watching intently for heactien to this
circumstance. "So will your mother."

Inwardly Leigh bridled at the sheer hypocrisy of fi@mily attending a
wedding they'd have no desire to celebrate. Shiéy réian't want them
there. The vengeful satisfaction she might haveifietheir witnessing her
marriage to Richard had slipped away from her i@ plast weeks, her
thoughts more on a future with him than scoringhaff mother and sisters.

Strangely, she realised they didn't really count @more. In that sense, she
supposed it didn't matter if they were there. Almeké was a certain black
irony in their being trapped by their own valuemiattending a wedding of
this social magnitude.

All the same, they were bound to hate it, havingiédch her beinghe star

while they were relegated to the pews, onlookees,half-sisters wishing
they wereher, the mother of the bride a mere guest, denied harral

duties, having denied Leigh angtural mother love.

In a way, it was justice—an eye for an eye kingusfice. Still, Leigh could
have done without them beaming ill will at her vehghe went through with
the ceremony Richard had planned. She looked worglgat him. Had he
thought this scenario would give her an appropriateasure of
much-needed satisfaction for the injustices dorfeet@

"Why did you invite them?" she asked, wishing sbeld read his mind.
"Many reasons..."

Foolish to think anything would be simple with Raet. She could sense the
complexity of motives tumbling around in his ultckever brain as he
selected the one he didn't mind her knowing.

"...mostly because | wanted them to see you as yse."

It surprised her into inquiring, "Hodo you see me, Richard?"



His eyes glittered with the triumph he envisageMly bride, my consort,
my queen...and homage will be paid to you."

A fierce pride threaded his voice and Leigh wasm'e what had dragged it
forth, a need to have her shine for him, or a needave his power

recognised and acknowledged, even through theheifi chosen. Then he
lifted the hand that wore his ring, and presseata Imgering kiss on her

knuckles, his eyes holding hers with a long simngehlast of raw intent to

have and to hold, and Leigh was thrown into quivggonfusion.

Need and wantie'd said to her.

She felt the samereed and wart-and whatever else Richard Seymour
did, he brought her alive in ways that made th¢ gias/ears feel like a long
dormant period where she'd ridden in the shall@skimming existence
that didn't really experience life at all. She hhd sense of being tugged
towards heights and depths, an inevitable flowhbuitin dark underground
currents that swirled through both their lives.

"Should | ask how you see me?" he mused teasingly.

Did it matter to him? Leigh suspected it was quitelevant as long as she
fitted into his scheme. Nevertheless, it would beeresting to have his
reaction to her view.

"The hunter," she said, without preamble or expiana.

It tilted his head and she imagined a multitudéhofights racing through it.
His expression gave nothing away. In his eyes wsesiaus weighing.

"You don't feel trapped, do you, Leigh?"

"No. | know | can walk away if | choose to. Thegenio way you can trap
me, Richard."

"Then whythe hunter?"



"I'm not the end goal," she answered simply. "lI'lknow what your end
goal is but you're hunting it, and I'd say you"e=ib hunting it for a long,
long time."

"Other people might say | was merely ambitious,blandly remarked.

There was more than ambition behind his ambitiaigh thought. She'd
seen it in his eyes several times, though she ntiddy what it was exactly,
only an impression of a dark burning passion tinatkno limits in its drive

for satisfaction.

She shrugged. "You asked me how | see you."

"So | did. And your reply was...unpredictable.” idged her with keen
interest. "l wonder how many surprises you haverfer Leigh."

"Perhaps enough to stop you from taking our magrifoy granted,” she
tossed back at him, feeling a thrill of exhilaratio having dealt a card he
wasn't expecting from her.

He laughed and kissed her hand again, more lightl/ time, his eyes
flirting. "A wife to be reckoned with. A fascinatyrprospect.”

He was playing games to cover the truth chord dhieé'deigh felt almost
dizzy with a strange exultation. He waamitouchableMaybe, within the
intimacy of their marriage, she would come to ustird him as well as he
understood her. A fascinating prospect, indeed.

The limousine turned out of the stream of traféiterting them both to its
arrival at the private driveway up to the hotelrante. Leigh was glad she
had worn her good black slacks and the matching ttop. The hand-
painted scarf she'd fastened around her neck altédf distinction. The
rock on her finger added more, she assured heEsaiéring this hotel as
Richard Seymour's fiancee suddenly seemed rathantidg, especially
with a wedding director about to steer her throwpatever was planned.

The limousine came to a halt. A doorman sprang dodvio open the door.
Richard alighted and stood by to help her out. db@man greeted both of



them by name and ushered them into the foyer, ipgirdut where Miss
Lester sat, waiting for them.

A very svelte blonde in a smart red suit rose frome of the armchairs
grouped in the centre of the foyer. She came fawamiling, determined

to please Richard Seymour, regardless of what leteght of the woman

he'd chosen to marry. Leigh estimated her agetagHaties as she came
closer, a woman of style and experience.

Richard smoothly performed introductions. "Leighistis Anne Lester.
Anne, my fiancee, Leigh Durant.”

"I'm delighted you're here at last,” Anne pouret otfering her hand as her
warm brown eyes generated appeal. "l just hopegbteverything right for
you."

Leigh pressed her hand lightly and poured backraasa. "I'm sure you've
done a superb job. I'm grateful to have it all takare of."

"It has been a rather unusual assignment, withowtrgout from the bride,"”
Anne commented with a gleam of curiosity.

"Oh, I'm sure the groom's input made up for it,igkereplied, smiling at
Richard to show there was no disagreement.

He curved an arm around her shoulders, huggindidtety as he smiled
back. "I'll leave you in Anne's hands now. I'llloadu tonight. Okay?"

"Yes."

Again his gaze dropped to her mouth and she knewdsetempted to kiss
her but he didn't. "Tomorrow," he murmured, andhefr with that breath of
promise.

She watched him stride back across the foyer taddwrman who stood
ready to facilitate his exit. Richard commandedrgton as naturally as he
breathed. She wondered what kind of boyhood helddrad what would be



in his heart tomorrow as he stood at the end oéisle, watching her walk
to him, the woman he'd decided to take as his wife.

"You've certainly got yourself a man there, Miss@," Anne Lester said
admiringly.

Leigh swung her gaze back to the wedding dire&uorironic smile tugged
at her mouth. "l didn't get him. All this is hisaia. | simply said yes."

"But you surely want him." It was said impulsivebyt of puzzlement, and
almost instantly discretion took over. "I do begiypardon. | didn't mean to
get personal.”

Leigh couldn't help laughing. It really was an aldssituation...the prince
and the ugly duckling. Nevertheless, it was obviahe needn't feel
intimidated by Anne Lester or anyone else in tloteh The label of Richard
Seymour's fiancee lent her automatic respect.

"Well, let's get on with the process of turning m® a swan for him," she
said, suddenly feeling quite light-headed. The wias cast and Richard
expected to be proud of his bride. "Do we go ughtosuite he booked for
me?"

"Yes. l...uh...this way to the elevators. | have kiey."

Anne Lester was clearly flustered, worrying aboanihg put a foot wrong
in what she undoubtedly saw as an extraordinamasin.

"Don't worry about it," Leigh soothed as they détagether. "I know most
women would consider Richard a prize. And | do want." She slid Anne
Lester a twinkling look. "But mostly because he tgame."

"Ah!" said the older woman as though a light budtad lyone on in her head.
"Well, I've never seen a groom so keen to haveyévag right for his
bride. | do hope you'll approve, Miss Durant."

"The only consideration is that Richard approvesligh told her drily.
"He's paying the bill."



"Yes. Yes, of course," came the somewhat dazeg.repl

The cost of this wedding would mean nothing to Rrdh Leigh thought.

She wondered if the publicity of it would help bissiness manoeuvrings in
some way. Or was it a strictly personal thing?

Pride... vengeance... satisfaction.

One thing she did know—it wasn't a celebrationookl

And sadness crept into her heart.

No love for Leigh.

But at least Richard needed and wanted her, sheelyetold herself, and

that was more than she'd ever had from her fai8te would not let them

spoil her wedding tomorrow. She would pretend tiveyen't there. After

all, they wouldn't be there...not for her. Only dkiard would be there for

her.

Only Richard.



CHAPTER EIGHT
His queen...

Leigh stared at the reflection in the full-lengtlrnor, hardly believing the
bride she saw was herself. Had Richard envisagedikeethis when he

chose what she was to wear? She remembered hers'sistedding

dresses—wonderful frothy confections with beadede ldbodices and
sleeves and hooped skirts—making them look like/f&le princesses. But
this...the whole look was incredibly regal.

The dress was medieval in style with a heavily ldodamask bodice to
mould her curves with amazingly sexy emphasis. Alsstand-up collar,
trimmed with gold piping, hugged her shoulders ahpped down to
highlight the heart-shaped edge of the gold embrei panel which ran
down from her cleavage to a point below her nalieé long sleeves were
tightly fitted to her elbows from where they widenéo long cuffs
embroidered with gold. The fluted crepe skirt huddeer figure to
mid-thigh before falling in graceful folds to allowalking room, and at the
back was a sweeping train which also featured mded gold piping.

Around her neck was a simple gold chain but it sngled a diamond that
more than rivalled the size of the diamond in heg.rDiamond earrings
glittered on her lobes, and to top it all, a galra, holding a veil that
completed the bridal picture, framing her hair @anaviding a filmy foil for

the striking style of her dress.The front sectibmer hair had been drawn
up and rolled into a high chignon to hold the tidrhe rest of it had been
fluffed out to fan across her bare shoulders befambling down her back.

Her face glowed as it had never glowed beforeibaite to the beautician
who had worked on it, subtly playing up her eyastipg colour in her
cheeks and painting her mouth a brilliant cherd; re

"No pastels for you with your dark hair and olivers" she'd said. "We go
for a dramatic effect.”

Drama..yes, that's what this wedding is, Leigh thoughe,kimg getting his
gueen. She hoped she could carry off the part Ridnad ordained for her



once she was on stage. It was a very scary prospeet she was fully
dressed for it. She wasn't used to being a star.

"Your bouquet.” Anne handed it to her, a glorioasiagement of cream
roses with deep gold centres.

"Did Richard choose this, too?" Leigh asked, Idgtthe bouquet to smell the
rich scent of the blooms.

"Yes. | suggested sprays of little orchids butrsested on roses.”

Their first kiss in the rose garden...had he renmeretbthat? Did the roses
signify anything, beyond the fact it was a flowdatt men had been
brainwashed into thinking of? It was probably fsbliof her to try to find
meaning in everything.

"I must say they do set off the dress," Anne remdr&ppreciatively.

"Yes," Leigh agreed, telling herself that was thé/aneaning the roses had,
completing the image Richard wanted her to havéhodigh roses were a
kind of homage.

The telephone rang. Anne picked up the receiv&ened, said, "Yes," and
hung up. She smiled at Leigh. "The car has arrevadl it's time we were
leaving. Are you ready to go?"

Leigh took a deep breath and looked distractediyurad the suite.

Everything had been tidied up. It had been likailevay station throughout
the day, people coming and going, delivering thirdgeng her nails, her
hair, her face. Visitors had commented on the niegmt view of Sydney

Harbour from the big corner windows. It had beerste@d on her, but
tonight...tonight she would return to this suiteRashard's wife, and maybe
she would look at the lights and wish for real rocea

Was she ready?

Her heart cramped.



She stared at her reflection again. Better to heeen with a king than a
lonely cuckoo. And she'd given her word.

"Yes. I'm ready," she said firmly, ignoring the wes attacking her stomach.

"You look absolutely stunning, Leigh," Anne warngdgsured her. "l don't
think I've seen a more beautiful swan."

It evoked a wry laugh. "Just goes to show what ggpmn do. Thanks for
all your work and care, Anne."

"It's been areal pleasure." She grinned. "Youlredel bride. No tantrums.
No arguments. Not even a show of nerves."

"I'll probably start shaking at the church. In fage'd better get this show on
the road before | start shaking here."

The car was another stretch limousine, but whiig time and decorated
with white and gold satin ribbons.

Every little detail seen to, Leigh thought, as Amma#ped to arrange her on
the back seat. It was good to have someone riditigher, taking care of
everything with the knowledge and experience ofrgadone it all before,
even if it was a paid wedding director. At lease shdn't feel hopelessly
alone on this last ride as the unwanted Durant lotang

The driver timed their arrival at the cathedrgbtecisely four o'clock. Anne
insisted Leigh wait in the car until guests whoevstill arriving or lingering
outside were all directed inside to their seatgakpntly there were ushers
hired to do this and one of them signalled thecld&r when it was
accomplished.

The process of getting out of the car was carefuibhestrated by Anne so
that nothing became disarrayed. The walk to théechtl was slowly

paced, although Leigh's heart was galloping. Onsilé, Anne positioned
her in line with the main aisle and set about agiag the train of the dress
and the veil to her satisfaction.



A pipe organ was playing a hymn and a boys' chais winging but the
sound floated past Leigh's ears. There seemeddalbem roll in her mind
and her hands were trembling uncontrollably. Sheelddher legs weren't
going to get wobbly at the critical moment.

The hymn ended. Anne stood in front of her, asegsiser arrangement,
nodded her approval, held up her hand in a signabmeone, then gave
Leigh one last smile. "Perfect. Hold it there fdiea beats of the wedding
march then set off nice and slow, right down thetreeline of the aisle. Just
aim for Richard. Looking at anyone else might mydae veer or put you off

balance. Okay?"

"Yes," Leigh whispered, her mouth and throat sutddery.

She wished she had a father to hold her arm. Itamdisl, being on her own,
no-one to lean on, no-one to guide her, no-onkigdher from mistakes in
front of all these people. But her father lived sevhere in Italy and she'd
walked alone all her life so she could do it ona@&encouldn't she?

Aim for Richard, she repeated to herself, hopingauld have the effect of
a calming mantra. She desperately needed tunnehw&cause she could
see pews filled with people in the nave of the chupeople who would

undoubtedly crane their heads to watch and appsaaidevonder about the
bride—the Durant daughter who'd dropped out of tsgjk years ago.

Curiosity and envy and probably considerable pigaald be aimed at her,
but she couldn't let herself think of that.

Aim for Richard...

The beginning of the wedding march seemed to baom the pipe organ.
Anne moved aside, counting beats with her hand!"'&e instructed, and
Leigh's foot jerked forward. Get the rhythm rigbihe screamed at herself.
Centre line. Richard at the end of the aisle..ragjaerribly long aisle.
Movement on either side of her. A blur of faces.stit look. Only at
Richard. Gaze steady on him...step, pause, stapepa

Then he smiled at her, and somehow his smile made/thing easier. It
was like a beacon drawing her on to a place otgaRichard would look



after her. All she had to do was reach him. Shéeshfiack, her head high,
shoulders straight, determinedly maintaining a slegal carriage, wanting
him to be proud of his brid&he chosewne...that's what | am, she thought.
Not a cuckoo, not a cast-off, not a rejedhe chosen one.

The people in the congregation floated past. Orilgrwshe neared the end
of the aisle was her awareness caught by the twoemonho flanked the
front pews; on the left her mother, dressed inr@eg, on the right...was it
Richard's mother in pale apple green? She felt inotimen staring at her,
emanating strong emotions, demanding attentiontdihatat her composure
and tripped her heart into a faster beat.

Not now, she fiercely told herself. This waer moment, hers and Richard's.
Let the mothers of the bastard children who weriirge married today
witness and acknowledge that. She wouldn't leteeitti them beat at her
consciousness...mothers who'd visited the consegqaenf their own sins
upon the children who'd been born from them.

Then Richard was holding his hand out to her andtsary was within her
grasp. She was holding the bouquet so tightlyakther several moments
to unfasten her fingers. Placing her hand in hisight a hot jolt of reality.

He'd spoken to her on the telephone last night—kihg there were no
problems—but she had not been with him since redtdhler with Anne
Lester. In the intervening time, their wedding sadthehow gathered a levef
of fantasy, but his physical touch, the warm flasd blood contact, brought
Leigh thumping down to earth.

This was it!

He was taking her hand in marriage.

From this day forth...

And suddenly she couldn't meet his eyes. Her heakted love and she

knew she wouldn't see it there. This was a stage/ sAll the props were in
place and the play would go forward and reachnigsitable conclusion. It



would be a triumph for Richard. It should be for,iHeo. She mustn't let it
feel hollow. Hewasthe man for her.

The minister, a tall, grey-haired man, garbed mate vestments, stepped
forward to perform the ceremony. There was a nppfustle of movement
as the congregation settled down. Around the alare magnificent
arrangements of creamy roses and massive candel8btamed-glass
windows shed beams of coloured light.

"We are gathered here today..."

Leigh did her best to concentrate on the words)lugsly holding panic at
bay. She couldn't quite keep her voice from shakihgn she repeated each
phrase of the marriage vow. Richard spoke hiswaan mellifluous tone,
as though he relished the words.

" ..love, honour and cherish..."

Leigh closed her eyes and willed it to come trus/d_was not part of their
agreement but maybe it could grow, given enouglo@magement. They
were honouring each other right now, so that wasimajuestion. But
cherish... Leigh yearned to be cherished. If Ridhaould view any child
they had as "precious," might that feeling overflomto her?

She heard the minister asking if anyone knew @&ason why they should
not be wed, and Leigh's breath caught in her thiauld one of her sisters
leap up and denounce her as not a true daughtawence Durant?

No one spoke.

She breathed again, castigating herself for the wincern. Of course,
Richard would not have risked any blot on this sigrhour. One way or
another, he would have covered all contingencieshiNg would stop the
hunter.

He slid a gold ring on her finger. She didn't hawe for him. Irrelevant
anyway. Hunters didn't need to wear rings. They tisem to get what they
went after and hold it—whatever was necessary gucaessful hunt.



"l now pronounce you man and wife."

The pipe organ boomed forth again, filling the eafital with uplifting
sound.

The minister smiled at them. ' 'You may now kiss ltnide."
The boys' choir started to sing "Song of Joy."

Richard's arm swept around her waist, gatheringimdo him with an
arrogant panache that signalled his mood of jotduimph. His wife—a
major step towards fulfilling the terms of Lawrelscewvill achieved,
especially sweet since Leigh whss choice and would never have been
Lawrence Durant's.

Leigh felt a major fluttering of nerves. The deedswdone, for better or for
worse. She had no idea where it would take her @oavthe fatalism that
had brought her this far suddenly sprouted frorfdear. Intense waves of
vulnerability quaked through her.

"Look at me, Leigh," Richard murmured.
She had to...had to see...
Facing the truth was better than fretting.

She'd given herself into the keeping of this maah stme had to know if all
her instincts had been right...or wrong!

In almost paralysing dread, she lifted her gaz@eeting to be hit by a
searing blaze of victorious possession. Yet it wasm In his eyes was a
soft, caressing tenderness, as though she wad afwtla¢ world he'd taken
under his wing. And her heart moved, not in shalfaters, but deeply,
gratefully, feeling he meant to take care of hevimatever ways he could.

He bent his head and his lips grazed softly oves,imaaking them quiver
with the sense of caring he imparted. She didiriktlof it as gentling a



frightened creature so the show could go on asiklked. To her it was a
taste of heaven... on her wedding day.



CHAPTER NINE

THE photography session was intense, mixed as it wdmsavmini press
conference. Once Leigh and Richard arrived badkeatotel, the official
photographer Anne Lester had hired was promptiygdiby a battery of
others from newspapers and magazines. Accomparlyerg were social
reporters who shot their questions between poses.

Leigh was amazed and deeply gratified by the arswRchard gave,
virtually denying the marriage had anything to ddhwbusiness, portraying
instead a highly romantic bond between them.

"Leigh chose to make a life of her own away fréw@ Durant interests, but |
never lost contact with her.

"In my mind, she was always going to be the wondmhurry. It was only a
matter of waiting until she was ready.

"l first met Leigh when she was fifteen. She wascs then. She is even
more special now."

He said it all so charmingly, so convincingly, smgl at her as though it was
absolutely true, Leigh almost believed it hers8lfie was so touched by
everything he projected, her own answers wereenfted by his.

' "There was never anyone else for me. Only Richard

"l left home because | felt a need to become miy parson. Richard is so
strong, | wanted him to respect my choices.

"This is very definitely the happiest day of melif

And Richard topped that by declaring, "Leigh armklong together. It's as
simple as that."

A love-match.



Leigh was so exhilarated by thpsiblic story, she didn't feel nervous at all,
standing beside Richard at the entrance to theobatl, greeting the guests
and receiving their good wishes as they streameirchard introduced
each one to her, and if they had some importanhess connection to him,
he mentioned it in passing. Social acquaintanceés'tdiate this particular
attention. They tended to gush past. Window-dregssirRichard's success,
Leigh thought. Only business associates reallyenadtto him.

Their families lingered behind everyone else. Whethis was prearranged
by Richard and Anne Lester, Leigh didn't know. Happy, relaxed mood
lost some of its buoyancy as Richard introducedniisher, who was not
accompanied by a husband. Shasthe lady in apple green, her features
very similar to her son's, though her eyes werk deswn, not blue.

"Superbly executed, as always, Richard," she corneden sardonic tilt to
her smile.

"Thank you," Richard returned drily. "My wife, Ldig.my mother, Clare
Seymour."

No natural chit-chat between them.

"I'm very pleased to meet you, Mrs. Seymour," Leighed out with a
welcoming smile.

She was subjected to a weighing look that questiofee more than it

congratulated her on becoming Richard's bride. Glugd almost feel the

unspoken words.Do you know what you've taken car?td was tempted to
say... Yes, | do, because I've been there, tmat, she held her tongue,
intuitively aware of wounds that had never beerldtea this mother-son

relationship.

"Richard has walked alone for a long time," caneedlightly rueful remark.
"l admire your bravery in marrying him."

"Oh, Richard has never been anything but kind tg' toeigh replied with
confidence. "That makes it easy to be brave."



"Kind?" She glanced back at Richard as though & avtotally foreign word
to be attached to her son. Then she forced a sahileeigh, murmured,
"Good luck, my dear!" and moved on.

It was an unsettling little contretemps, strikirapte to Leigh that Richard's
mother certainly didn't believe in a love-matcht Bid she know Richard
any better than Leigh's mother knew her? Had slee kgen concerned
about the heart of the cuckoo in her nest?

Leigh brushed the speculation aside as Richarddaotred her to his two
older brothers and their wives. So he had beerydbeagest in his family,

too, she thought, as she received their good wjishbikh also seemed
somewhat constrained. Sibling jealousy, she wonlfeidey were shorter
than Richard, barrel-chested, thicker in the nec#t Brown-eyed. Very

much their father's sons, Leigh surmised, wherdnemwas. They were
followed by two teenage girls, Richard's niecespattlessly enthused over
the wedding and thanked their uncle effusivelyifmiting them.

It was a nice little moment, quickly eclipsed b throcession of Leigh's
sisters. Caroline led them. Nadine took the opmitywof giving Richard a
resounding sister-in-law's kiss as Leigh facedsharper-tongued sister.
"I'm glad you came, Caroline," she offered politely

"We had to, didn't we?" came the mocking reply.

"No. It was entirely up to you."

It earned a pitying look. "Wake up, Leigh. The neasipeaks. We jump or
pay.”

Was she being nasty or actually stating the trithesituation? There was
no time to question. Nadine took her place. ' 'Wgll have managed to do
us proud today," she drawled, envy in her eyesit&utouch of class, little
sister.”

"Thank you, Nadine."



"Amazing!" Vanessa pronounced. "Truly amazing!"
"A swan?" Leigh couldn't resist suggesting.
It floated over Vanessa's head.

Felicity, coolly elegant as always, leaned forwmareéxpress wistful doubts.
"I do hope you can keep this standard up, Leighh&id will expect it."

"I'll try not to let him down," Leigh drily replied

Finally, the confrontation with her mother. Desp#&gpecting nothing,
Leigh felt her heart twist with mangled hope ascidiDurant paused to
gaze with what looked like rueful admiration at leungest daughter. She
shook her head as though bemused by the situation.

"The ultimate twist,” she murmured. "You won't legk this, Leigh, but |
find it curiously sweet." In a quick, oddly touchyigesture, she reached up
and gently stroked Leigh's cheek. "You weren't dormothing, after all.”

Leigh found herself too choked up to make any rephe'd been born to be
Lawrence's son. Now she was the wife of Lawrenaastitute son. Was
the failure now seen as a success?

Alicia’'s hand dropped away. Her mouth tilted in gy Wttle smile. 'My
child. I wish Lawrence was here to see it. Youatgumph, Leigh. | hope
you play it well." There was a tinge of regret iertvoice as she added,
"Much better than | did."

Approval? After all these years? Leigh felt tornifyattached as it was to
her marriage to Richard. Was it only this that gageworth in her mother's
eyes? Or was there some different feeling behiatighggestion of regret?

Alicia headed off before Leigh could sort througdr bonfusion, before she
herself had said a word.

"Are you okay, Leigh?"



She jerked her gaze up to Richard. "Fine! An irgiéng comparison—your
family and mine."

His eyes sharply scanned hers. "A problem for you?"
"Did you force them to come, Richard?"

He shook his head.

"Pressure them?"

He smiled sardonically. "Wild horses wouldn't h&ept them away. There
was no pressure applied, believe me."

What he said made sense to her so she did belieyehough Caroline's
comment still niggled.

A band struck up and a singer gave an emotionalitren of "I've Finally
Found Someone" as Richard led Leigh past the talblesated guests to the
centre of the ballroom where part of the dancerftemained clear. He drew
her into his arms and danced with her, just the dvéhem in front of
everyone while the beautiful lyric was played trgbu

"Did youchoose this song?" she asked him.

He grinned at her. "Of course. | chose everythiBgt you, first of all,
Leigh.”

Her heart turned over. He was giving her all theaoce she could have
wished for, and if he didn't feel it ims heart, he was certainly performing
wonderfully for her sake. Or was it a matter ofderior him? She couldn't
tell and didn't care at this moment. She loved tormmaking hethis queen.

The whole reception was superbly orchestrated. Baéewt a table with the
people Richard obviously most trusted, very clogkesin the power
structure he'd built within Lawrence's financial mra. They were
comfortable with him and their wives were warm dndndly towards
Leigh, putting her at ease. They didn't know her ibwas certainly the



diplomatic move to make with the boss's bride, simelwas grateful for the
lack of any tensions.

The music played by the band set an uplifting mabe,food served was

excellent, French champagne flowed, and the speeuhde were flattering

and funny. Leigh was lulled into feeling good abeuerything. She even

forgot Caroline's snipe about Richard until shesseal her sister's path on
the way to the powder-room.

"Caroline, wait a moment!" she cried impulsivelgaching out to hold her
arm.

"The bride commands," came the derisive reply.

"Don't be like that," Leigh pleaded. "I just wantknow what you meant by
suggesting Richard forced you to be here."

Caroline rolled her eyes. "Come on, Leigh, you krimw it works."
"Please...tell me."

"He's the sole executor of the will. He can holdpupbate as long as he
likes. In the meantime, we dance to his tune,"dipped out impatiently.
Hate-filled frustration flashed out at Leigh as stieled, "Your tune, too,
now, | expect."

"No!" Leigh vehemently denied. "I will never playlrence's game."

"Well, good for you!" Her expression slid into fipncy. "Doesn't change
anything, though, does it? Richard holds the pamelthe purse-strings.”

"Did he say he would hold up probate on the will?"
Caroline shrugged. "He's Daddy's man. Par for these."

"No, Caroline. Richard is his own man," Leigh deeth with utter
conviction. He wouldn't have married her otherwise.



"Tarred with the same brush," her sister mocked.

Was it true? Leigh wanted to deny it. Richard hatkgorically stated he
hadn't pressured anyone into coming. Caroline veasiraing he would
follow her father's pattern of behaviour, but thvaisn't necessarily correct.

"I don't know about probate, but I'll speak to Riah about your
inheritance," she said resolutely. "Perhaps hedcatiange an advance on
it."

"At what price?" Bitter mockery this time.

It instantly struck Leigh how deeply the scars afncence's influence on
their lives went, not only for her. It coloured ttienking of all her family.
She gently squeezed her older sister's arm. "N& p@aroline, | swear. It's
over...what we all went through. You can make youn choices without

fear. Start living the life you want to live. Thé&reo-one to stop you, not
me, not Richard, not anyone. You're free now."

Her eyes filled with confusion. "I don't understaMihy did you marry
Richard?"

"Because | love him."

"Love?"

Caroline stared at her as though there was no Wwayceuld grasp that
concept, and Leigh herself was surprised that suects had tripped off her

tongue. Had the fantasy of their wedding becomktodaer?

"l would like us to be true sisters, Caroline," sished out with urgent
intensity. "Not pitted against each other. Couldtiyahat?"

Glazed eyes looked back at her. "You're a foolgheRichard is a shark. He
obviously chose you because you're a pushovernedenget in his way."

"That's not true!"



Caroline's focus sharpened into pale blue dagdessoon. "Blind stupidity!
Better learn to play the game or you'll be the l@ggin." She gave a wild
laugh. "Love! My God! What a joke!"

She broke away, chuckling derisively as she headeH into the ballroom.
Leigh watched her, suddenly frightened of the @pRichard was drawing
from her. Could she trust him with her heart?

She'd married him.
He was her husband but he wasn't her keeper.

She still had choices. She had always had chdicess only a question of
having the will to exercise them. Today she wash&id's bride because
she'd chosen to be, and she was going to do herdeske their marriage
work right for both of them. It was wrong to letiGine's cynical view taint

what there was between them. Richard had earneus¢rhadn't he?

So far,a fearful little voice in her mind answered.

Give him the benefit of the doubgr heart urgedkeep giving it until you
know some other truth with absolute certainty.

And it was that thought she took back into therbalin, that thought she
carried up to their hotel suite, that thought shesed as she faced him
alone...on their wedding night.



CHAPTER TEN

DespiTeEall her inner reasoning, Leigh felt almost sickhavnerves as she
preceded Richard into their suite. They were odihefpublic spotlight now,
and she truly didn't know what truth would emengerivate. How much of
their wedding had beereal to the man she had married, how much had
been play-acting to his chosen gallery, how muataaipulation of forces
she couldn't even begin to guess at?

A few lamps had been left switched on, lendingfa somantic glow to the
room. She spotted a silver ice bucket containingy ayether bottle of
champagne waiting for them on the table, along twit flute glasses and a
silver dish of strawberries. In an attempt to hiee growing tension, she
waved to them and lightly remarked, "We havenisfied celebrating?"”

"Just about to begin,"” he answered, his voice awsdrpurr of anticipation.

Her heart skittered. She set her bouquet on the #adal swung around. His
coat and vest were already off, his cravat dangkmgl he was flicking the
studs on his dress shirt apart. He grinned atiregyes twinkling wickedly.

"l thought we might need some refreshment from tiongeme."

The nights are mine.

Their marriage bargain leapt in Leigh's mind antjjad her nerves even
further. Which was silly, she frantically reason8tie wasn't a virgin. He'd
done this with her before. She'd wanted him. 8idl Why should tonight
be different? He hadn't really meaik night, had he? Not all night, every
night. What if itwasdifferent?

"You can let your hair down now, Leigh," he saidgmgly. "In fact, I'l
help you. That tiara might be tricky."

He left his shirt agape and strolled over to h&anding very close as he
unfastened the clips in her hair. She was hopglesiracted by the scent
of his bare skin, male and musky, seeming to puldean animal vitality.
Having freed the tiara, he tossed it and the acemyipg veil onto the



nearby sofa, then started working the pins out h&f topknot it had
encircled.

"You carried everything off magnificently,” he muuned appreciatively.
She took a deep breath, trying to concentrate hiad raway from the
physical sensations he was arousing with the safisage of his fingers
through her hair. ' "Were you worrying | might faglu?" she asked, wanting
to understand what was going through his mind.

' 'No. Not even Lawrence could crush your spirithwwvould | worry that
anything else might?"

"You did rather throw me in at the deep end," shid arryly.

"You're a survivor. Like me."

Was she? As he ruffled the coiled tresses into limgoose, she stared at
the pulse beat at the base of his throat, feebrth@ugh she was about to be
caught in a rip tide and swept wherever it took fiéen his hand was under
her chin, tilting it up, and she lifted her lasheseding to see what he felt.
His eyes blazed into hers, but it was more an sdgerobe for knowledge
than a desire to take and possess.

"Is this the happiest day of your life, Leigh?"dudtly asked.

The fear of giving him too much power over her ch&d at her heart. "Am |
so very special to you?" she retorted, instincyivaallenging him back.

"Yes," he answered simply.
"Then my answer is yes, too."

His eyes softened, darkened. "I didn't want yoemer feel you'd lost out on
a proper wedding. No more losing out, Leigh. Natdiher of us."

She had never once thought of Richard as a losemmduth covered hers
before she could comment, and he certainly dids& ker like a loser. With



sheer seductive mastery he cleared her mind ofcahgrent thought and
kept it under siege with a flood of sensation. bevgas right back in the
summer-house, feasting wildly on the passion h#éadgnnot wanting it to

stop, her response begging for more and more, s anstinctively

winding around his neck to hold him to her, keem Hocked into the

exciting flow of feeling he generated.

She was barely aware of him unfastening the baafi¢eer wedding dress.
Only when he eased his mouth from hers to murniwet me take it off,
Leigh," did she realise the tight fit was no longjght. Her arms slid from
his shoulders as he stepped back, drawing offlée¥as. The boned bodice
was shaped like a corse- lette, no need for aAwré.was lifted away, Leigh
was acutely conscious of her breasts being freetl fally naked to
Richard's view.

Still dazed by the desire already stirred, she Birsfpod there, eyeing him
with aching vulnerability as his gaze fell to hepesed body. She felt her
nipples tightening as tension screamed througlagen. Did he like what
he saw? A frenzy of uncertainty stormed through hend. In the
summer-house she'd been semi- covered, not conypbete, and the heat
of the moment had made such worries irrelevant. Bowv she was
committed to living with him, night after night...

A slight shake of his head...what did that mear®ligs curved into a soft,

sensual smile. He lifted his gaze to hers and igh g intense relief, his eyes
bathed her in hot admiration. Her stomach unknodtied started rippling

tremulously again. She was still desirable to him.

"I've been envisaging you like this these pastvgeeks," he said huskily.
"Lush, womanly breasts... even more beautiful thamagined."

Tingling heat raced over her skin and a surge edigire rolled through her
mind. Richard had been looking forward to havingdsehis bride, thinking
of how it would be tonight. This part of their mage wasn't business at all.
Not one bit. It was very, very personal.

And she was glad he was standing back from hehs@suld watctim as
he stripped off his shirt, revealing a broad, tahmauscular chest. It was



amazingly hairless for a man with such thick blaek. His skin gleamed'
like smooth satin, a tactile invitation that ingtgnaccelerated Leigh's
heartbeat.

"You're beautiful, too," she said, her voice a metasper, awed by the
magnificent physique of the man she had married.

He laughed, a joyous ripple of exhilaration. "Takeir skirt off, Leigh. |
want to see all of you."

Her hands moved automatically to obey his commamg, shyness she
might have felt banished by the totally captivatfagcination in watching
him discard the rest of his clothes. He was soesgively male; the taut flat
stomach, the strength of his thighs, and mostliahat part of him which

she had already felt inside her but not seen notN. Its rampant arousal
told her his desire was very real and intenselyspay.

Despite the terribly compelling distraction of seghim stripped of clothes,
Leigh had managed to step out of her skirt anchedfeet of shoes. Her
fingers were fumbling with one of the suspendershen garter belt, its
fastening buried in the band of lace around theafoper white stocking,
when Richard spoke, drawing her gaze back to his.

"Leave it! You look incredibly erotic, just like &h."

"But..." He was completely nakedas on the tip of her tongue. Somehow
the protest was rendered meaningless by the bfaagvalesire in his eyes.

"I'll take them off," he asserted gruffly, moving on her, scooping her so
hard against him her breasts were crushed to theitabwall of his chest,
which swelled and eased as he emitted a huge 'sigbu feel even better
than you look... every thing a woman should be,"sh& with exultant
pleasure, then kissed her again, his mouth invauakng with a hard, driving
eroticism that stoked a raging need for every iatenconnection possible
between them.

The thick roll of his erection pressing against $temach was in the wrong
place. Blindly urging a more appropriate shift, §fted herself onto tiptoe,



rubbing herself provocatively against him and neig the fierce
possessiveness of his kissing, uninhibitedly ingpdtin her wanting.

Richard's hands glided over every curve of her pseming to revel in the
indentation of her spine, the smallness of hertwtie soft round cheeks of
her bottom. Then to her intense satisfaction hgpedpghem and lifted her,

swinging her with him to the bed, lowering her oittdoending over her,

kissing her breasts, feeding excitingly on thenmeasinfastened her garter
belt.

It was a shock when he drew back from her, standprgght at the foot of

the bed...until he propped her foot on his thigd proceeded to unfasten
her stocking and roll it off, slowly, stroking aleetric sensitivity along the

bared flesh of her inner thigh, behind her kneeyrdber calf to the sole of
her foot. He removed her other stocking with th@eaexy, mesmerising
procedure.

Leigh found herself holding her breath, her whoéenly focused on his
touch. With the garter belt removed, he peeledtidf remaining lacy
G-string, leaving her as naked as he was and daegyinside her quivering
with anticipation. He parted her legs, his fingestskimming up exquisitely
tingling skin. Then to her profound astonishmem,léaned over and his
head hovered over the intimate apex of her thiglishe was kissing her
there!

She half reared up from the bed, her hands scrapétihis hair to get a hold
and lift him away, but when her whole body was akruvith piercing
streams of the sweetest, toe-curling pleasurefedhatterly limp, gasping
incredulously as her entire nervous system seemebknch and unclench
with ecstatic delight. Impossible to imagine sucitense waves of
sensation. They swamped her, owned her, and kdgdirgu She squirmed,
moaned, writhed, lost every shred of control ovesalf, and then she was
tearing at Richard's hair, begging for release ieeahe couldn't bear it any
more.

The very next instant, it seemed, he was surgingoupr her, an arm
hooking under her hips, lifting, poising, and sk him pushing forward,



filling her with a glorious solidity that answerad the wild craving inside
her, and tears of gratitude gushed into her eyes.

"Yes," she sobbed. "Yes..."

"Yes," he echoed, soothing her with kisses as huectas convulsed around
him in blissful delight, and there was an exultatio his voice that echoed
through Leigh, arousing the same feeling.

"My wife," he murmured.
My husbandher mind sang.

And the primitive swell of mutual possession wasftiyvand beautifully

reinforced as they moved rhythmically together.etivg in the physical
bonding. There were many intense pleasure peaklseigh, so many her
body seemed to roll from one to another until gediguthey merged into a
constant sea of ecstasy and it didn't matter athall Richard stayed in
control, giving her this incredible experience.

He was wonderful, so generous in his caring thatestjoy this with him,
making her feel she was everything he wanted in aman—in his
wife—and she felt he was drawing out the wantingaose it was just as
magical to him as it was to Leigh...this deeplyssmus affirmation of their
union.

Eventually it occurred to her that she wasn't yeddling anything active for
him, just deliciously luxuriating in what he wasinlg with her. Her arms
felt heavy but she lifted them so she could gragefimgertips over the
smoothly bunched muscles of his shoulders, slid@&lens over his nipples
in a gently rotating caress, stroke her nails dower his stomach.

The sharp intake of his breath caused her to Ipoklis eyes were glittery,
staring wildly at her, and suddenly his body bucked a driving force, and
her heart leapt with mad elation as she felt tieecé tension sweeping
through him.



New strength poured into her legs and she rockeditio a faster rhythm,
faster, fiercer, her hands clawing his back inred to push him to that
same exquisite brink of no return he'd taken henach earlier. A guttural
cry broke from his throat as he tipped over it goiided her in sweet release,
sharing the sheer blind ecstasy of floating togetimewaves of fulfilment.

With a deep sigh of contentment he lowered himgglhtly covering her
body with his, impressing flesh to flesh on eadteat his forehead resting
lightly on hers. She hugged him to her, loving hiavjng all of him. His
arms burrowed under her waist, hugging just asgsségely as he rolled
them both onto their sides. For a long time thaypdy lay entwined,
content with closeness, their bodies humming witteamony neither felt
inclined to break.

Leiglf thought how lucky she was, sure in her owingthat not many men
would be as exciting and considerate as Richaré &juld not have
dreamed of a better lover. He was perfect forlfienis was to be the pattern
of their nights, she certainly had nothing to coanplabout.

She felt prompted to acknowledge how good it hashb&Thank you for
making it so incredibly wonderful for me, Richard.”

He sighed, his warm breath wavering through her. H&hat was how |
meant it to be...for our first time."

Leigh smiled. His concern that everything be rifghither—their wedding
and this night—made her even happier. "We might hraate got to this
second time if | hadn't felt right about the fiRichard,” she informed him,
letting him know she had no regrets about what hagpened in the
summer-house.

He stirred, moving slightly away so he could smaiiéer, his eyes gleaming
quizzically. ' 'It did count then?"

"Oh, yes. | might not have agreed to your proposittherwise,” Leigh
readily confessed. "For all your arguments, andohwsay there wasn't
some strong persuasion in them, marrying youragint sharing a bed with
you."



He grinned. "Well, I'm glad you were satisfied."

"And you?" Leigh felt compelled to ask. "Are youtished with me,
Richard?"

The grin broke into an elated laugtExtremelysatisfied. | now have
everything | want within my grasp. Including youy harling." He sobered
and indulgently stroked her nose. "l think champgagncalled for at this
point."

He gently extricated himself from her, rolled oris feet and headed
towards the table, moving with the lithe easy graican athlete in superb
condition, confident in his nakedness, confiderdudteverything.

A little niggle intruded on Leigh's pleasure in hiWwas she reallyhis
darling, or was he simply delighted with her for fallingwith his master
plan...the means to his end? Once again she cadtiberself against
get-ting too starry-eyed with Richard. On the othend, she wasn't about to
sour what they had together with the kind of bittgnicism Caroline had
shown tonight.

"l can't promise you a son, Richard,” she reminliead, intently watching
for his reaction to that truth.

He smiled as he lifted the bottle of champagneaduhe ice bucket and
wrapped the serviette around it. Still smiling, dlanced back at her. "It
won't matter if we don't have a son, Leigh."

His blithe attitude threw her into confusion. Sla¢ gp to scrutinise him
better. "Isn't that why you married me...to fulfiawrence's will and get
control of the company?" she put to him bluntly.

He popped the cork and shot her a look that seemédnce with secret
amusement, but it was so brief she wasn't sureprdeeeded to fill the
glasses as he answered her. "Our marriage is whahake of it, Leigh.
Don't let anything else concern you. Getting cdntfdhe company is my
business, and | don't want to talk about businasglut."



Neither did she. Though the thought she had idith@usine yesterday slid
back into her mind. Richard left nothing to charmuathing he was able to
control. A convulsive little shiver ran down heiirsp He'd controlled their
wedding, controlled their wedding night...

Stop it!'she fiercely berated herself. Everything was fimasn't it? She had
no reason to fear anything with him. Richard wastaoed with the same
brushas Lawrence Durant. Haredabout her. Why else would he want to
please her so much?

Because she'd be easier to control under the seosuaf pleasure, easier to
manipulate tdhiswill. A pushover!

Agitated by these thoughts which she savagelytieldelf were influenced
by Caroline's warped view, Leigh sat up, instingiywhugging her knees for
comfort. Why shouldn't she take what Richard safd@e value? There was
absolutely no reason not to, at this point. Andwhated to.

He replaced the bottle in the ice bucket, pickedhgglasses and swung
around, his gaze targeting her again. She hadeibrpression of intense
purpose encompassing her. Then it was dilutedwelyimsical smile.

"You look like a teenager, sitting there like that.

"Well, I'm not," she returned lightly.

"No, thank God! | waited a long time for you to grap."

"You weren'twaiting for me," she scoffed, though secretly wighshe
could believe it.

His eyes teased as he handed her a glass. "Yowsdrpased how many
times | was tempted by the passion you projectetyH, wanting to feel it
differently.”

"So now you have." She sipped the champagne, trj@sperately not to
show his banter could be deeply meaningful to her.



"And very addictive it is," he purred, setting lgigss down on the bedside
table.

Leigh's heart started to gallop as he stretchedbeside her, his thigh
brushing hers, reawakening a highly electric seauwareness of him. He
lifted the long thick tresses of her hair and ranfimgers through them.

"I want a child, Leigh," he murmured, a low thrabyearning in his voice.
"You're not using a contraceptive, are you?"

"No." She'd considered it part of their marriageglaan that she would get
pregnant as soon as possible.

"It doesn't have to be a son.”
Surely it made it easier for him if it was. Easyarboth of them.
' '‘Neither you nor | have ever had a real sengarily,” he went on.

Was that where he felt he'd lost out? She certéialy, and the idea of
making a family of their own was suddenly very agdpeg.

"l want a child with you. It would be a child whoowld never feel rejected,
not by its mother, nor its father. A loved child.”

His words flowed through her, grabbing her heartaved child...a wanted
child... "Yes," she whispered, and saw him stigwjng excited by the
thought, arousing excitement in her, too.

She leaned over him and placed her glass on thadeethble. She didn't
want any more to drink. She wanted...

Richard paused her where she was. "Straddle mgh)'die commanded,
his eyes promising more pleasure, and Leigh needed further
encouragement.

As she settled herself over him, her heart pumpithdjy at the prospect of
feeling all she wanted to feel again, he guidedgusitioning so he could



slide into her, slowly, prolonging the sensatiomofexquisite journey to the
innermost depth of her, and when he was thereypeet! one of her breasts
and drew it to his mouth, drawing so strongly oshi¢ felt an arc of almost
searing desire linking to her womb.

A child, she thought, tears prickling her eyes.afily of their own...hers
and Richard's...and it felt so right...so beaufiftight, there was nothing to
fear.

Nothing at all. Richard wasn't like Lawrence Durafe would be a real
father and she would be a real mother...and shechtpey were making
their child this very night.



CHAPTER ELEVEN

THEY honeymooned on Norfolk Island, an isolated havemamquillity in
the Pacific Ocean, a beautiful jewel of nature thas so far from glamour
and glitz, Leigh was amazed at its being Richagttsice. Yet it was the
perfect place to relax; no crowds, no frantic tcaffand glorious
scenery—qgreen valleys, towering cliffs and the nifeggmt Norfolk pines
adding their distinction to the landscape.

Richard had rented a holiday cottage, nestledeamitbods above Kingston,
with glorious views of Creswell Bay and out to skaffered them every
private convenience and comfort they could wishifarluding a spa house.

They weren'dbn showhere, much to Leigh's relief, and they could dthay
liked, when they liked, with no unwelcome intrussorit quickly became
apparent this was precisely what Richard wantedesihey spent most of
their time naked, both in bed and out of it.

The days were long, lazy and intensely sensualgh_eevelled in the

intimacy, the almost constant state of sexual alowkere a mere look or
touch could set her heart racing. It seemed tgoleasure-drenched mind
that everything was as perfect as it could be betwa newly married

husband and wife. They were very much in tune iaylsi and Richard was
always ready to indulge her in whatever she fancied

Having the convenience of a hired car, they spesatoccasional morning
shopping in the one small town that served thenistapopulation, the
occasional afternoon stretched out on the pretigclbeat Emily Bay,
swimming in the crystal blue waters of the lagoon.

Sightseeing was more incidental than planned, keigH decided they
should take in some of the history of the islande 8ad no idea—not the
slightest premonition—that her interest in it woldcd to rupturing the
happy bubble of harmony she'd been living in witbhard.

Norfolk Island had once been an infamous penalmyolehere convicts had
been offloaded from ships and left under a cruéharity to live out their
lives as they were ordered. It seemed to Leighrigble irony that this



beautiful place had been used as a prison, butdangvthrough the museum
made it depressingly apparent how effective it was.

"No escape but the sea, poor devils," she murmueadjng the account of
one rebel's fate and wondering if drowning had Westter than living under
such an appalling regime.

"Yes, it tends to put one's own life in better pexdive, doesn't it?" Richard
commented.

Leigh pondered this very valid point as they mowado walk down the hill
to the ruins of the pentagonal prison where thevicts had been housed.
The neat Georgian cottages they'd been forced ild bar government
officials still stood in Quality Row, and were &tived in by those who
provided professional services to the islanderstHmre was little left of the
prison, more a grim reminder of what had been here.

Six men to a cell, Leigh had read, and the outlihthe cells showed how
small a space they had provided.

She couldn't imagine how six men could be crammexthem for sleeping.
No privacy. No comfort. Tempers frayed by the eodéar closeness.

She sighed over the miseries they must have sdftaré ruefully remarked,
"l guess you couldn't call Lawrence's mansion agori Not like this. But it
did feel like one, all the years | was growing up."

"You made good your escape from it, Leigh," Richemdwered, glancing at
her with warm approval.

Her curiosity was suddenly piqued. ' ‘What about, yichard? What was
your childhood like?"

He shrugged. "Lonely."

"You have two brothers," she prompted.



"Who weren't any more company to me than your isiskere to you," he
retorted sardonically.

Leigh recalled his mother's slightly incredulouspense when she'd said
Richard wagkind. It stuck in her mind as she asked, "Were theynaiXi

"Not particularly. Mostly | was ignored.”

She heard a curt note creeping into his voice andexl he didn't want to
talk about that period of his life, but Leigh conlloresist the urge to know
more about him. "Why was that so?"

"They were older. No common interests. They wetv®with their father
after he divorced my mother. They had no time fex ftis just the way it
was," he said dismissively, the curt note stromgpev.

Leigh could feel herself tensing up because ofbilf she persisted,
determined on filling in his background, wantinguoderstand what had
driven him to be where he was now. "How old wera wden the divorce
happened?”

"Seven."

"And you stayed with your mother."

"Not exactly. | was placed in a private prep school

"A boarder?"

"Yes."

"At seven?"

"Out of sight, out of mind," he recited cynically.

"Why?"



He gave her a chillingly grim smile. ' 'My mothemsidered I'd ruined her
life. She fell pregnant to the man she wanted, gixise had no intention of
divorcing his wife for her and promptly dumped kadren she suggested it.
Then the convenient husband she did have divoreed/hen he found out |
wasn't his."

"Was that when you learnt about your real fathetieldou were seven?"
"Yes."

Leigh was appalled at a child of seven sufferingulgh the kind of scene
she'd been so devastated by when she was eigiteleast she'd been old
enough to leave and survive by herself. Richardldesh put away.

"Was the prep school like a prison?" she askedilguie

He paused, staring off into the distance, pasiptison ruins to the rocky
shore and the sea beyond. Had he longed for edcaigh, wondered?

"It wasn't too bad," he answered slowly, "for thbsgs who could excel at
sport. And academically. It was a matter of gettmghe top of the pecking
order.” Again the chillingly grim smile. ' "Thatrild of achievement was
respected by everyone: staff, pupils, and mostigymrents."

Leigh didn't have to ask if he had excelled. It waisten in his physique and
in his current achievement, being at the helm efkrant financial empire.
She imagined he'd been a king at whatever schecddtbnded. University,
too. She understood now the air of self-sufficierthg control he kept, the
drive to have complete mastery over everythingsife.

"Why did you ask your mother to our wedding?"

He turned back to her, his eyes hard and glitteriBgcause she's my
mother, whether she wants to be or not."

A love-hate possession? Strange how neither of ttaurid quite let go of
the women who'd given birth to them. Something desgi insisting there
should be a bond, however tenuous it might be.



' 'Why do you think she came?" Leigh asked, renggmdg the note of
antagonism, even of bitterness in Clare Seymoartaments.

His mouth twisted. ' 'Because she takes a perveamsisfaction in the
position | have attained."

Like her own mother.

A gathering sense of oppression weighed on Lelggst as they walked on
towards the stone arch of the Hangman's Gate, enestark part of the

prison still standing. The haunting sense of bigHives in this place added
to the sense of her own life and Richard's haviegnbblighted by others’
ambitions.

At least Richard had risen brilliantly from the @€fions that could have
stolen his sense of self-worth, yet he'd been edatoo. His need for family
was just as deep as hers. She wondered if shelngadyapregnant. If not, it

wasn't from a lack of giving it every chance.

She slid Richard a quizzical look. Was that inrhisd every time they made
love? Did his pleasure in her have determined memehind it?

"What now?" he asked, catching her gaze on him.

The question popped out. ' 'How do you plan tacgatrol of the company if
we don't have a son?"

"There are ways and means," he answered offhandedly
"Tell me one of them," she insisted.
"Just leave it to me, Leigh."

She caught his arm, halting him, her eyes pleagditighis. "I don't want to
feel guilty about having a daughter. Please, Rath&mwant to know."



He frowned. "There is no reason for you to feeltguiVe're married. We'll
have a child. That shows intent to fulfil Lawrerscegrms and whether it's a
son or daughter won't matter. I'm the sole exeanftthe will."

Leigh frowned. Caroline had thrown the fact Richasas sole executor at
her, as though it wielded power that could affest flamily. But how? She
shook her head. "l don't understand. How can tloak for you?"

"It doesn't concern you, Leigh."

She would not be brushed off, not on this pointv&ht it explained to me,"
she demanded stubbornly.

He grimaced in exasperation. The flicker of annagam his eyes sank
behind a hard, ruthless shield. "Very well. Lawrgacwill cannot be

probated until its terms are fulfilled. Your motteerd sisters cannot collect
their inheritance until the will is probated. Whiaheans, in the normal
course of events, they have to wait...and wait..."

He bit out the word with grim satisfaction, and gleicaught the impression
of a deep and abiding hostility towards her faniiiat he'd never even
hinted at before.

"...until such time as we do have a son," he waribh@ tone of almost bitter
relish. "Which may be never. And given your mothexperience of having
five daughters, they all have a very strong apptem ofnever."

Leigh struggled to fit his words and attitude insmme kind of
comprehensible context. "Doesn't that meawerfor you, as well?"

His mouth curled and there was contempt in his eagedie answered,
"Sooner or later, your sisters will get impatieat their inheritance. I'm
inclined to think one or other of them will sell nii®e proxy votes of the
shares they can't touch. As the sole executoreoivili, I'm in a position to

make them that offer."

Leigh's mind whirled with everything Caroline hadaid..the
implications...the assumptions...



The bride commandsthe bride who might or might not have the stose
birth would release all their inheritances.

We dance to his tune... Your tune, too, | expect.
Sole executor... holds the power and the pursegstri
At what price?

"Will you give them a fair deal?" she blurted ouithwpainful urgency,
almost panicking at the thought Richard might malafe the situation
meanly. If he really wasarred with the same brusiis Lawrence Durant,
she would not—could not—live with him.

He cocked a surprised eyebrow at her. "Scrupuldasly
The terrible turmoil eased slightly.
"I wouldn't want to leave room for any legal comels" he added drily.

Pragmatic. And holding unassailable control. It waghtening... that
relentless streak in him... yet there was reallhimg for Leigh to criticize.
Lawrence had made the abominable will, not Richami] the act of
marryingher had already undermined it, to which she had agreed

Justice for her, Richard had persuasively arguatdsbmehow Leigh now
suspected Richard had his own, very personal vigigustice in mind... the
something dark and dangerous she'd seen flashes tiie day of the
funeral. All her self-protective instincts were @giiing as she stared at him,
because what she saw whe hunter stripped of the guise of caring lover.

He stood straight and tall and very still, but theras a lethal air about him
that made her heart quake. Ready to strike whateagrto be struck, she
thought, feeling the banked energy in him as thatiglere an electric force,

ready to zap out and neutralize. A deeply ingraipede was stamped on
his face and the blue eyes were laser-sharp, pydiars with almost clinical

detachment, looking for weaknesses, sensing alin@asgght with her.



"Why are you concerned about your sisters?" hedaskird they ever give
you any caring?"

"No," she conceded.

His whole expression hardened. ' 'They stayedam tather's household for
what they could get out of him. They're still pates hanging on to get
more out of him. Let them go, Leigh. As they letiygn."

He was right. She knew he was. She just couldeltifat ruthless. "Is that
how you feel about your brothers?"

He shrugged. "They didn't leech off their fathewtiB of them have
established their own lives. | respect that. Yastess have done nothing |
could respect. Nothing."

"Perhaps your brothers' father didn't crush allseeof self-worth out of
them,"” she argued. "Lawrence liked having slavdsgavill, Richard.”

"You weren't a slave to his will," he retorted &ys "Your sisters saw the
advantage to themselves in sucking up to him aoki tioat road."

"Maybe they saw that road as the only way to s@xViv

"The easiest road,” he scorned. "They didn't botinging to get a
self-supporting job. They stuck to the fat of tlend that Lawrence
provided. And any one of them would have marriedtmensure the fat
continued.”

Leigh couldn't deny it, yet in a way she understdloel mind-set of her
sisters, brainwashed from childhood to bartertifigr fatwhich was held up
to them as the be-all of life. They hadrkedfor what they'd got out of
Lawrence, and paid for it, too, in the loss of head soul that might have
made them fight for something different.

"You don't know what it was like for them, all tleogears before you came
on the scene,"” she pleaded, disturbed by the temelaf his deep contempt
and wanting to lessen it. "The difference betweeramd my sisters was my



mother never sided with me. Which left me isoldtesthe explained. "My
sisters were encouraged to pander to their fathevas what they were
taught, trained to do. Don't blame them for what thd to them, Richard."

He looked incredulously at her. "You defend themi®¥eWthey wouldn't so
much as lift a finger for you?"

She wasn't sure why she was fighting their caudg,tbat Richard's view of
them was merciless and she knew—who better?—there witigating
circumstances for how they had behaved and theetohey'd made.

Her eyes fiercely challenged his reading of theuasion as she answered
him. "As lonely as you might have been in your lbaag schools, you had
autonomy from a very early age to make what youlccad your life,
without interference, without the kind of mind psimment Lawrence
handed out. Don't judge my sisters, Richard. Yaln'tliive their lives."

"No, | didn't,” he conceded with a mocking twisRerhaps isolation was
better. For both of us."

She stared at him, knowing he was hiding much fnemjust as he'd hid his
contempt from her sisters with a layer of surfdtarm. None of them knew
what he thought of them. She didn't really know wima thought of her,
underneath what he projected to gain his purposeu& attraction was
certainly a given. That could not be faked. But tigse was real? What was
truly lodged in the heart and soul of Richard Seyrfio

Then he smiled and the shifting sands of their iager gained some solid
ground, because surely he couldn't fake the warpreamtion he was
beaming at her.

"You are an amazing person, Leigh." He steppeddaiwightly grasping

her upper arms, and the warmth in his eyes sizatedlesire. "Let's get out
of this depressing place. Go back to the cottaganlthink of much more
pleasurable things to do."

His hold on her suddenly evoked his words fronr thedding night..I now
have everything | want within my grasp. Includinguy my darling.



Leigh barely controlled a convulsive shiver. SHevabd herself to be led by
him because there was really nowhere else foradhgo,tand his hug around
her shoulders was comforting as they walked tactre She didn't want to
feel alone...isolated. It was easy to lose herselthe mutuality of the

physical pleasure they shared, and she neededighatnow, needed it

badly.

Much, much later, lying together on the bed in thesttage, Richard
propped on his side, his face relaxed in an exjmess happy satisfaction,
Leigh once again felt hopeful that something goodld be forged with
their continued intimacy. Her husband was a vempmex man, but she
hoped to reach past all the guarded layers, gines t

A whimsical smile curved his lips as he gently k& her stomach. "Do you
suppose our child could have been conceived, Leigh?

"Well, if you're potent and I'm fertile, | don't show we could have
missed," she said drily.

He laughed and leaned over to kiss where his falgad grazed, then trailed
kisses lower and lower, making Leigh catch her thréa anticipation of
what he meant to do. But before her mind was makkdle sweet pleasure
that drowned all thought, it formed a fierce prayer

Please, God, let our baby be a boy!

A son would end Lawrence Durant's hold on all the&s. Richard would
have what he wanted—ultimate control—and her modmer sisters could
go free. Then maybe their marriage could begin ricompass all she
desperately needed from it.



CHAPTER TWELVE

"WELL, quite clearly, it's a boy," the technician deethrmanipulating the
green dot on the scan screen so that Leigh coeldogsgond any doubt, the
sexual definition of the baby in her womb.

Relief swept through her like a tidal wave. No manguishing over having
a daughter and how that would affect everythinge &buld relax now, and
look forward to the birth of her baby. Having a strouldn't mean so much,
but there was no escaping the fact it did to liemi to Richard.

For the past four months, ever since her pregnhadybeen confirmed, it
had been a struggle, telling herself over and tivatr their child was to be
welcomed and loved, regardless of its sex. She ehageat deal more
empathy now for her mother who had delivered fisaghters, each one of
them denying her the mental and emotional reldasea son would have
brought. There was a lot of truth in the old sayingalk a mile in your
brother's shoes before judging him.

Of course, the baby still had to be safely borri,the scan had assured her
his development was perfectly on track, everytmagnal, and she'd had no
problems with her own health apart from a slightaginess and fatigue,
natural side-effects of her pregnancy. So londnad®@ok reasonable care, in
another four and a half months, the terms of Lasg&nwill would be
fulfilled, finally ending his tyrannical rule.

A son...hers and Richard's son...and while it wdwtdLawrence'segal
grandson, there was no genetic connection whatst@tee man whom she
could only think of as a sadistic egomaniac. She géad there was not one
drop of Lawrence Durant's blood in her child.

"You can get dressed now, Mrs. Seymour," the textéimisaid, switching on
a light to assist the process. She smiled at Léldiope that having a son is
good news for you and your husband."

"Yes, it is. Though he wouldn't have minded a daeighshe added fairly.

"Maybe next time," the technician commented indathe



Next time! Leigh couldn't look beyorttis time\One thing she would make
certain of...there would be no more babies untl shw what Richard was
like as a father. As a husband, he shared evamany with her in bed, but
the intricate workings of his mind were still a rtery to her.

It was as though he boxed his life in separate estnents and he only
gave her entry to those he considered part of thtionship. He was very
adept at blocking her out of no-go zones. Sometishespicked up things
about him at the parties they attended, but he y@waushed off her
guestions when they went home, making love to delistractingly, Leigh
was diverted from trying to know him in other ways.

However, he was a concerned father-to-be, veryeptioe of her
pregnancy, and it was wonderful she now had albschnfirmation that all
was well. As soon as she left the medical cliniejgh pulled from her
handbag the mobile telephone Richard had insigtedchave with her at all
times. It was almost noon and the February summat \was fierce so she
quickly stepped into the shade of one of the tedeng the pavement to
make the call.

It was only necessary to press one button as Richad put his office
number in the computerized memory in case of enmesga/NVhile this was
not an emergency, Leigh was eager to share thégeduhe scan, and she
didn't think he'd mind her interrupting his work tims occasion. If it had
been a girl, she might have needed time to woiutlin her feelings before
telling him, but a boy...she was smiling as thé wals answered.

"Mr. Seymour's office. How may | help you?" a worisavpice rattled off.
"This is Leigh Seymour, Richard's wife. I'd likegpeak to him."

"Oh!" A short surprised silence, probably causedthwy fact Leigh had
never called his office before. "He's in a meetight now, Mrs. Seymour.

Just a moment while | put your call through to bloardroom.”

"If it's an important meeting..."



"No, no...you have top priority. | do hope thereshing wrong," she added
in somewhat of a fluster. "I'm buzzing him...hetskmg up...Mr. Seymouir,
your wife is on the line."

Richard's voice burst into her ear, curt and cameer "Leigh, what's the
problem?"

Bemused by the fact that Richard had obviouslyustd his secretary that
any call from her hadop priority, Leigh was slow to reply, her mind
digesting the amazing fact that she and their lvedne more important to
him than any business.

"Leigh!" Richard called with urgent intensity. "Wieeare you? What's
happened?"

A smile grew from deep inside her. "I'm fine, RithaSo is the baby. | just
thought you'd like to know it's a boy. We're gotoghave a son."

"A son?" He sounded stunned. "How can you be sure?"

"I've just had a scan." A sudden surge of pridegouhg of triumph in her
voice as she announced again, "It's definitelyya"bo

Silence for several seconds. Then slowly, reprdyjinA scan was
scheduled and you didn't tell me?"

Guilt wormed through her pleasure in the news.@@bbably shouldn't have
kept the scan appointment from him. It was just 8te'd felt she'd cope
better with the outcome, if she had some time taiged to it before facing
Richard with the sex of their child.

"l didn't want to talk about it," she confessed.
He sighed. ' 'l would have liked to be there witluylLeigh."
His disappointment made her even guiltier. It hadrbwrong, excluding

him from the experience of seeing their child fog first time. "I'm sorry,
Richard. It would have broken into your day andSke faltered, thinking



she was breaking into his day right now withoutshghtest compunction.
Her decision to be on her own had been a selfigh wot considering his
feelings at all. "I have a video of the scan. Yam evatch it tonight," she
rushed out in hopeful appeasement.

"Ah!" Relief and pleasure in the sigh.

"He's perfect. Everything's as it should be," ségueed him, anxious to give
the information he would have seen for himselfaidibeen with her.

"That's great, Leigh! Great!" More warmth in hisic® now. "It really
shows he's a boy?"

"No question. I've just come out of the clinichbught you'd like to know
straight away."

"Yes. Thank you."

At least she'd done right about calling him, Letghssured herself. "I'll let
you get back to your meeting now."

"A boy..." he repeated as though totally bemusedhgy thought... not
excited, not triumphant, simply bemused.

The sex of their child really hadn't mattered tmhi,eigh thought. A son did
not represent an extension of his ego, as a sofdwawxe been to Lawrence
Durant. Richard was naarred with the same brush.

Buoyed by the hope of a happy family future, Leggigerly said once more,
"You'll see him tonight.”

"Yes... tonight..."

She could hear the smile in his voice and it pligtet zing, in her heart as
she said, "Bye now," and disconnected the call.



Walking down to the basement car park, Leigh rédi@on the two sides of
her husband's character. He could be just as teasldre was ruthless,
gentle. ..strong, warm...chillingly cold.

In company, he maintained a charming politenesswha never broken by
any circumstance—the perfect guest, the perfedt kios social skills were
as streamlined and polished as she imagined hisdassskills were. Yet
Leigh knew his mind was working on two levels, stipally satisfying
other people's requirements while sifting everyghiney said and did for
information that might be useful to him.

She had learned this from the comments he occdlsiarapped to her
once they were alone. Sometimes she hugged thitlee donfidences,
telling herself they proved Richard trusted herugtoto reveal his inner
thoughts. Other times she worried over what he'tidih her, aware he kept
a great deal to himself.

Nevertheless, in other areas, she couldn't quavigsl his generosity,
especially where she was concerned. Like her d¢a,tBought, as she
reached it. Anything she fancied, he'd told herstGw object. She could
have been zipping around in a Porsche or a Febratishe couldn't see
herself transporting pottery or picking up essémtiaterials in a sports car.
She'd stipulated a wagon, and he'd insisted she ties Mercedes-Benz
ML320, the best on the market.

She settled herself in the driver's seat, thinking ultra-safe vehicle was
much more practical for transporting a baby wittited baby paraphernalia,
too. Smiling at the prospect, she drove out ofdlwepark and headed for
home, taking the road which led to Rose Bay wheced&d had purchased
the house Leigh had instantly fallen in love with.

It was ultra-modern and north-facing, with evergmothat overlooked the
bay featuring a wall of glass which gave unrestdctviews and allowed
light and sunshine to pour inside. A happy, frigndelcoming house,
Leigh had thought, and still did, completely theposgite in style and
atmosphere to the highly formal and formidable Durmansion. And
situated on the other side of Sydney Harbour, too.



The white walls and tiled floor had given her aefreein in choosing
whatever colors she liked in the furnishings. Brigheerful colors, she
thought with satisfaction. Nothing muted or neutrsllaybe it was her
Italian heritage coming out but she liked a serfsgositive vibrancy in a
room.

All in all, the past four months had been highlyeetful, with Richard
delivering his half of their marriage bargain, astie delivering hers. It
seemed so long ago now that he had first shockeditte his proposition,
but it had only been August last year. They'd bearried in the first week
of October and Leigh had to concede she had tatieomplain about and
much to be grateful for.

Richard was a kind and considerate husband. A daatever. She had a
glorious home. What had been the conservatoryetaod of the house had
been remodelled to serve as a studio for her, avitip-of-the- line kiln built
in that most potters would die for.

Everything she'd left in storage at Broome had rmmen installed. An

interior decorator had done all the legwork in filgdand acquiring the

furniture and furnishings Leigh fancied. Housefdtafl been hired to do the
cleaning and the cooking and the gardening. Leaghgienty of free hours
to work as she liked, and was currently dabblinthai crystalline effect in

the glazing process, hoping to create a new rahpgettery.

Richard had given her back a very privileged ligg,more privileged than
the one she'd led in the Durant mansion”™ becalesstéing was tailored to
her needs and desires. Yet still she craved thsesenh being loved,
unconditionally loved. Material riches didn't fithat need. And the
estrangement with her family was unlikely to berdw&dged.

Since she'd been living in Sydney again, she'd Bekaity and Vanessa at
social events, a first night at the opera, the ojeof an art show. Apart
from saying a polite "Hello!" that was the only tact she'd had with any of
her sisters. Not that she sought contact but iendelt right, being so

alienated from them.



In acquiring the designer clothes expected of Rutlgeymour's wife, she
had once run into her mother at a Double Bay baetignd impulsively

suggested they have coffee together at one ofd¢hey coffee-shops. Her
mother had agreed, though Leigh soon realized st ware from curiosity

than any thought of trying to start a new relatfopswith her.

"Are you pregnant?" Alicia had asked directly, oticey were seated at a
table.

"Yes, | am,"” Leigh had answered, aware that it migh a relief for her
family to know a child was on the way, a child tmaight release their
inheritances.

It evoked an ironic smile and the comment, ' 'Ridha@astes no time." Then
she'd looked askance at Leigh. "You are awareghesy bit as ambitious as
Lawrence was."

"Is he?" she'd countered, not prepared to accept & $sweeping statement.

Alicia had sat back and in a detached way, musedofider if it will eat up
your life as it ate up mine."

Their whole conversation—such as it was—had lefighewith many
disturbing trains of thought which she'd tried nish, adding up all the
evidence that Richard was not in the same mouldchasence, and her life
was not going to run along the same lines as héhners.

Occupied by these thoughts, Leigh was barely awéarthe trip home.
Turning automatically into her driveway, she walsejd by the realization
she had arrived without any memory of how she'deled here. Berating
herself for not paying proper attention, she gadager car, but her mind
was still revolving around her mother's life. Omtgide the house, she went
straight to her studio where privacy was assurebpat through a call to
Alicia Durant.

"Leigh?" her mother asked, a perplexed note invogre, as though she
couldn't imagine why her fifth daughter wanted peak to her.



"It's not going to be the same, Mother," Leigh a®sk "I've just had a scan.
The baby I'm carrying is a boy."

Silence. Leigh's satisfaction in announcing thisomtrovertible fact was
short-lived. It didn't really prove or disprove diyng.

"I see," Alicia drawled. "Does it give you pleasuceram that down my
throat?"

Again Leigh was thrown into guilty confusion by ttesponse to her news.
"No!" she cried. "l just wanted to..." She falteradngue-tied. How to
explain the desperate need to be clear of the pastread new ground?

"Share your happiness?" .her mother supplied mgbkin

"No," Leigh answered on a desolate sigh. "l damp®se | can ever expect
that. Just tell Caroline, would you?" she askediydihAnd my other sisters.
My having a son means they'll be able to collegirtimheritances soon after
the baby is born.”

Tears pricked her eyes. She put the telephonevexaown as the prickling
turned into a gush, and fumbled her way to a chaiplessly surrendering
to a huge churning of emotion. Accepting the wapdgh were was only
sensible. Her mind acknowledged that. Yet sometitnesurt couldn't be
suppressed. She wanted a mother. She wanted a fatigewanted siblings
she could turn to. She wanted Richard to love\Wdry couldn't she baght
for somebody?

Eventually the deep wallowing in misery passedobrking herself through
it, Leigh found herself hugging her stomach andewinered her baby, the
tiny live human being she'd seen on the scan scadlescrunched up in her
womb. A new life would start once her baby was b&tmewouldhave love.
Mother love, if nothing else. And she'd make evang wonderful for her
child. He'd never feel deprived of what truly meste

Having pulled herself together, Leigh went upstérshe master bedroom
suite, gave her tear-stained face a good washptel her hair, changed



into a pair of stretch shorts and a loose T-stien headed downstairs again
to lose herself in work for a while. Shaping clagsmalways soothing.

Her stomach, empty and unsettled, told her toregardless of a lack of
appetite. The baby had to be considered. She mddéeoar to the kitchen
where their cook and housekeeper, Rene Harpemuiasg away a load of
food shopping.

"Ready for lunch, dear?" Rene asked, her cheerfspodition and
motherliness beaming at Leigh, who had chosen #ther plump,
middle-aged woman above other applicants for thresg reasons. She had
instinctively liked her, and the liking was morepartant to Leigh than
impressive references.

"Don't worry about me, Rene. I'll just grab a saimdivand a glass of juice.”

"I bought some nice avocados. They're very nutr@gipyou know. Good for
the baby."

"Okay. I'll have one of those, t00."

She told Rene about the scan as she ate, and tiseKezper emanated
delight in the news, chatting on about the chamascharacteristics of little

boy babies. The conversation put Leigh in betteitspand on her return to

the studio, she set about molding clay with posignthusiasm.

The afternoon wore on. A knock on the studio dotted Leigh from her

concentration on the vase she was shaping. Theol®psed on the wheel
and she turned towards the interruption with cagrsidle vexation. "What
is it?" All staff had been told her hours in thedib were sacrosanct.

The door opened and unbelievably, Rene, wavingogtically, ushered in
her mother!"Mrs. Durant insisted..."

Leigh rose from her stool, her hands still drippimet clay, and stared in
stunned disbelief at the elegant figure of Aliciarént, pushing past the
housekeeper. Once inside the studio, Alicia stogfiigher gaze distracted



by the display of pots and vases on shelves anelspeld. When she looked
back at Leigh, her eyes looked as stunned as [feigh

"Thisis what you do?" she asked, a thread of awed cespber voice.

"Yes," Leigh managed to get out, her throat tiglet, chest tight, her whole
body tensing up. She nodded a dismissal to theehkeeper. "Thanks,
Rene."

The door closed.

Alicia stepped slowly over to a pedestal which heeldll vase in shades of
blue which were enhanced by the crystalline effeeigh had been

experimenting with. "Your work?" she asked, touchiit as though

coveting it.

"Yes."
"It's beautiful." She shook her head. "Truly befalti

Doubly dazed by such unexpected appreciation, Leagtd only utter a
weak, "Thank you."

Alicia proceeded to walk slowly around the roomammining all the pieces,
occasionally touching. Leigh had no idea what wasg@ through her
mother's mind, why she'd come, what she intenddadibyinheralded visit.
Nervously, she wiped her hands on her work aprai¢ching and waiting
until her mother had completed her tour. When Aliihally faced her
again, it was with a look of weighing a new assesgm

"I don't know you at all, do I?" she said, seemynglore to herself than
Leigh.

"You didn't want to." It was the plain, unadulte@truth, spoken with stark
simplicity.

"No, I didn't," Alicia acknowledged. "You were agperate act that didn't
work, Leigh. Most of the time | couldn't even béadook at you. It was a



relief when you left. I've been thinking about ik @ver since you called
about the baby."

"I'm sorry. | didn't mean to crow over you...ortdess you." Leigh heaved a
sigh and searched to express her own feelings. l&3tdime we met, you

drew parallels. It frightened me." She looked at im@ther in anguished

appeal. "l need my life to be different.”

Alicia nodded. "I'm glad it's a boy for you, Leighteally am. You didn't
deserve what you got from Lawrence and me. | hojgbdrd treats you
well."

"Thank you."

"As for the conditions of the will, | made sure Li@nce provided well for
me, independently of his lifeor death,” she staadlonically. "Felicity
and Vanessa are quite well set up from their mgesa However, your
news will be some relief to Caroline and Nadinkldt them know."

"Please...Caroline made reference to it at my wegdti

Alicia made a derisive sound. "She would. She hatagrence probably
more than you did."

Leigh frowned, not having known that. "Why?"

"Because she's bright and smart and thought shddshe the one to take
over from him. He scorned the idea. A woman steppito his shoes?"

Unthinkable to a man like him. "Why did you staythwvhim, Mother?"
Leigh asked, wanting to understand Alicia's cheuten it couldn't have
been a happy marriage for her.

Her mouth tilted with irony. "Oh, he was powerfuhdaexciting and

challenging, and any other man would have beenllgsst wasn't prepared
to let him go." She eyed Leigh with a wry knowingse'l imagine you feel
the same way about Richard."



Did she? Leigh had never put her feelings in thesas, yet her mother's
words—any other man would have been lesrtainly struck true.

"Right to the end | wanted Lawrence,” Alicia wemt. dher eyes glazing
slightly, focused inward. "I look back now on alflid to keep him...what
was gained and what was lost...and realize howssbse| was about it.
Maybe it was a sickness..."

She paused, expelled a long breath, then lookddlat Leigh. "Do we
really have choices? Or are they driven onto usalmomplex array of
forces?"

It was a very thought-provoking question. Leigh eanbbered Richard's
comment about her choosing to leave home, takirtgimgp more from
Lawrence, but there had been no consciously madeelin her escape
from the life that had turned into a traumatic rtirghre. She'd run because
she had todriven away by the un- faceable. Even her choicenarry
Richard had been influenced by many emotional frce

"Why did you come here, Mother?" she asked, curaaaut this choice. It
didn't feel awkward to ask. The frank conversatiosited it.

Alicia shrugged. "No doubt you'll think it strangéer all these years of
indifference, but | suddenly wanted to know youjghe" She made a
self-mocking little smile. "Rather too late for tlmeother-daughter act.
Impossible, | would think, for either of us to gathat off. But | would like
to get to know the person you are."

Leigh stared at her mother, hardly believing hes.e@he offer to bridge
some of the gap between them was like a rainbdaleatnd of years of rain.
Afraid it might disappear, Leigh rushed to meet halfway, cautioning

herself at the last second not to sound emotitidlike that, too," she said
as casually as she could. "Getting to know youeam"

"I'm not a very nice person,” Alicia warned.

“I'm interested.” Leigh offered a whimsical litteemile. "You're still my
mother."



"Yes. | am that," she drily conceded. "Perhaps seddcmeet for lunch in a
week or two. Go shopping for baby things."

"Why not? Give me a call when you find it convertién

"A boy." Alicia grimaced and shook her head. "l Wwbiave given my
eye-teeth for a boy."

Leigh was instantly sympathetic. "I felt that wayst morning before |
knew."

Alicia's eyes suddenly warmed. "It's good to besdbltalk to you like this.
Without recriminations.”

She didn't want guilt, Leigh thought. Then, whodid

"So, we can take it from here," Alicia said wittsigh of satisfaction. "I'll
leave you to your work now."

"I'll see you out," Leigh offered, starting to unkler apron.

"No. I'll find my way." Her mother walked over ahghtly touched her arm.
"Thanks, Leigh. I'll be in touch."

And Leigh suddenly felt too choked up to replywsn't a loving touch but
it was a reaching out to her. There was no linggno further words. Her
mother walked briskly to the door, opened it, segpput, and closed it
behind her. Yet Leigh was left with the sense ofiech more delicate door
opening, different from the one she had given upboih very appealing all
the same.

She took off her apron, no longer interested inkigy. She wandered over
to the sliding glass doors that opened to the gaethel stepped outside. A
new start, she thought, breathing in the fresghdlly salty air from the bay,
enjoying the breeze wafting through her hair. Handi lifted to her
stomach, tenderly feeling the tight little moundttheld hers and Richard's
son. A new start for all of us, she resolved.



From now on she would be more open with Richardearmburage him to
be more open, too. Feelings should be expresseédjigden where they
gathered too many other meanings and fed on dardsworries. She
wanted to know more about his choices, where herealty heading and
what was driving himThe hunter...

Tonight, she promised herself. Tonight she wagootg to hold back from
seeking the answers she wanted.



CHAPTER THIRTEEN

"For the mother of my son,"” were the words at the tbphe note
accompanying the flowers. Leigh's heart lifted guene she glanced at the
beautiful arrangement of dark red roses. She'dechitrup to their bedroom
so she could keep looking at it while she dreseedhie celebration dinner
Richard had booked a table for. The scent of tmeepeblooms seemed to
fill the room, adding more intoxication to the thyh...red roses for love.

"Home at six-thirty," he'd written, and it was alsh@hat now. She'd been
getting ready ever since the flowers had arrived,Hadn't used the time
efficiently, her mind excitedly playing through segios of how she and
Richard would spend tonight. Her fingers fumblethvthe tricky catch on

the gold chain with the heart locket that set @ff tress, then finally got it
right.

She'd deliberately chosen the red, rather clingggginvhich skimmed her
curves but had a loose enough fall over her tumotyte show the slight
bulge there too much. It was buttoned through fthenV-neckline to the
hem, which made her feel sexy, readily accessibRi¢hard's touch. She'd
left her long hair loose, easily touchable, as well

Having slid her feet into gold sandals, dabbed ymeé onto her pulse
points, smelled the roses once more, she hurriechstairs to the home
entertainment room to ensure the scan video waly teglay. It was going
tolook amazing on the huge TV screen Richard hadethos

No sooner had she satisfied herself that all wai$ stsould be, than she
heard the powerful engine of Richard's Jaguaryaced to the front door to
greet him, knowing he would leave the car outsidady to transport them
to the restaurant. He reached the door before gheodening it as she
entered the foyer, and she stopped, taking stottkleahan she had married,
the father of her child.

Would she do anything to keep him?

And the answer was... probably yes.



"Do | pass?" he asked, cocking one eyebrow quiltgieaen as a confident
grin broke across his face.

She laughed. "Oh, I think you'll do."
"Good! And may | say red becomes you."

He closed the door and in two strides, had her swép his embrace and
very securely held. His eyes scanned hers, chedkingin unguarded
response as he asked, "You're happy it's a boy?"

Her smile was straight from the heart. "Very happyd thank you for the
lovely roses."”

"My pleasure,” he said warmly, then carried everrenwarmth to her
mouth, kissing her long and deeply, making her lieetd even though he
didn't say the words.

Maybe he would later tonight, Leigh thought, hea@ancing with hope
and her body zinging with desire as she led hinegggp the entertainment
room to show him the video image of their son. Sicked up the remote
control from the coffee table and snuggled upith&d on the sofa before
pressing the play button. He curved his arm aroloed shoulders and
lightly squeezed as the first picture of their bélleghed onto the screen.

Leigh reported as well as she could remember wiattechnician had

pointed out to her. Richard looked totally entredlby what he was seeing,
not commenting at all. She pressed the pause butt@m the scan was
directed at the genital area.

"There...you see?"

Richard grinned. "Well, he certainly has the rightipment for a boy." His
eyes sparkled pure wickedness at her. "Built likellh"

She punched him playfully. "That's all you men khiof...potency and
performance.”



"Hmm..." He carried her down on the sofa and pldckiher top button. "
think my potency is proven, but I'll have to adpetformance is very much
on my mind."

"We're going out to dinner, Richard," she reminted, not really caring if
their departure was postponed.

"And it must be said anticipation heightens theaplge,” he murmured,
bending to kiss the valley between her breastsbeslowly refastening the
button. His eyes simmered with promises of pleaasrke added, "A slow
escalation is in order. Champagne, lobster, trobiod..."

"Not too much champagne,” she warned. "Not goodHerbaby."
"Just a sip now and then to put tingles on yougten"

He was doing it again, Leigh suddenly realized, imaker so sexually
aware of him and herself, other things faded intggnificance. But did it
really matter tonight? It was an occasion for cedébn. Why not simply
enjoy it? She would still be married to him tomaevrand the next day and
the next. Plenty of time to infiltrate his defensesl get closer to the man he
kept to himself.

Leigh happily nursed that attitude for the nextmlewof hours. They went to
Doyle's at Vaucluse, famous for its seafood. Ridhérted with her the

whole time, charmingly, provocatively, seductiveiind Leigh basked in
his undivided attention, both laughing and almgsiirsning with delight at

his turning their dinner into a very sensual feast.

The lovely French champagne did tingle on her tendu tingled all
through her. The lobster was tender and superaWpfed, not needing any
sauce to enhance it. The tropical fruit accompapnyingave a delicious
contrast of tastes.

So engrossed were they in each other, neithereof thad given any notice
to the other patrons in the restaurant, not thoseireg or those already
seated. It surprised both of them when Clare Seymstopped at their table



and greeted them with the words, "Well, you twansée be having a good
time together.”

"Mother..." Richard frowned, his gaze darting ardua spot where she'd
come from. "...| presume you're here with someone?"

"A friend's birthday." She waved at a table whéme¢ other ladies were
seated, watching curiously.

"I hope you're enjoying your evening, Mrs. Seymobleigh offered with a
smile, uneasy with the tension that passed betwexher and son.

Clare Seymour directed a rather thin smile backeat "You seem to be
celebrating something, too."

"Yes," Leigh agreed, and seeing no harm in impgitine news, added, "we
found out today that the baby we're expectinghsy"

The thin smile took on a derisive twist. ' 'So Lance gets his grandson."
A steely blue gaze turned to Richard. ' 'Quite @pcfor you, although no
doubt you engineered that, as well."

"I can hardly direct nature, Mother," he said sardally. "Now if you
don't mind..." He nodded towards her table, "...giinterrupting a rather
special evening."

His mother ignored the hint. "It must give you adb satisfaction to have
accomplished what your father didn't..his marriage bed. And it's your
very first child.”

"That's enough!" Richard commanded, his face losih¢race of relaxed
geniality.

"Five daughters,"” she jeered, then swung her gaek to Leigh. "No, of
course. Only four. Richard couldn't have married yfoyou'd truly been
Lawrence's. He's rather fixated on legality. Mayeido a half-sister would
be too questionable."



Leigh froze. Richard couldn't have married heh#'d been his half-sister?
Then Richard had to be...Lawrence's son! It wasreaee Durant who'd
been Clare's lover...Richard's father...

"For God's sake! Keep your bile to yourself!" Itsva savage hiss of fury
from Richard who was up on his feet, his face tleuads.

Unabashed, his mother turned and patted him onshmulder. "I
congratulate you, my dear! Such remarkable effiyan carrying through
your master plan. | hope Lawrence is turning indrave. Writhing in it,
actually. Getting his taste of hell for spurningath could have given
him."

Richard gripped her arm and forcibly lowered lf through my boyhood
years, | paid for your silence, Mother," he bit out low seething tone. "I
promise you, it will beyouwho pays if you ever break your silence again."

The threat was so palpable, it instantly sobereateCSeymour. Richard
released her and she headed back to her tabléenti$rwith a very stiff
spine...the imparter of news that held no joy armught no joy...leaving
devastation in its wake.

The expressiomeing turned to stonequated fairly well with what Leigh
felt. Her eyes still had the ability to see, bu tiest of her had become a
leaden weight, totally lifeless.

"Leigh..."

She didn't want to look at him. The moment she éab&t him she would
start studying his features, finding traces of kntly to hisreal father. Like
his eyes. Were they the same color blue as Lawr@ncant's? What about
the cut of his chin? Now that she knew...

"Leigh..." He sat down, leaned his forearms on tdd#e, head thrusting
forward, urgent intensity emanating from him.

She folded her hands in her lap and sat verylstithuse bad things were
clustering around her, bad, bad things, and malyeg Wwouldn't hurt too



much if she sat still and tried very hard to camtaeérself, keeping her gaze
lowered, focused on her hands so that everythisg ebuld be shut out.
Even Richard's voice could be shut out if she cotraged hard enough.

She remembered doing this at her father's tablenshe was little. Except
he wasn't really her father. He was Richard's fatRenny to think she'd
been born to bthe sonand there'd been no need for it. The son wasdirea
born. He'd been fathered with the wrong woman, thas all. So silly,
really, that Lawrence hadn't been informed of hef this wouldn't have
happened. No need. No need for any of it.

Though her mother wouldn't have liked it. No. Mayie mother would

have kept trying for a son anyway, still using fkaian gardener. But
Richard wouldn't have had to marry the cuckoo ertast to get his natural
inheritance if he'd confronted Lawrence with theithir Control of

everything would have gone directly from fatherstm. She would have
been left completely out of it.

The solitaire diamond sitting on the third fingéher left hand winked up at
her. Her engagement ring. Wedding ring beside ke only Durant
daughter he could marry, the only one who wasmabdaughteiThe bride
of his choiceWhat a terrible lie that was. She was his onlyi@hdo get
what he wanted, what he must feel he had every togh

It was as her mother had said this afternoon.rewity a choice at all, more
a decision driven by a complex array of forces.

Nothing to do with love.
Or being special.

The only means to the end...that's what she was to RiclAard.a hunter
always took whatever means was available to get mhavanted.

A hand grasped her arm, urging her up onto herdsdhe chair she was
sitting on was tilted back. "We're going home,'b& gravelly voice said.



Home...where was home? Where the heart is, her eamadered, but her
heart was all minced up and Leigh doubted it cdndgput together again.
Nevertheless, her body got steered out of theusstg the arm around her
waist making sure she moved along with it. The ety she knew, a car
door was being opened in front of her and she veasgblifted onto the
passenger seat and strapped in.

It didn't really matter where she was taken, Leggsoned. The bottom had
dropped out of the world she'd thought she hade@ain she just didn't
belong to anyone or any place. She was adriftnealo

No, that wasn't quite right. There was the babyreace's grandson. She
moaned in anguish at the thought of her child Ingaainy part of Lawrence
Durant's genes.

"Are you all right?"

The sharp concern from the man who had done thiketp without
conscience or caring, sheared through the defersieeon of shock and
snapped something inside Leigh, letting forth aélaf fury that energized
her whole body. Her head jerked towards him andde/@eethed off her
tongue.

"No, I'm not all right! I'm all wrong, Richard. Aniddoubt I'll ever be right
again, thanks to you and the way you've used me."

He glanced at her, a quick blast of focused poWehat my mother said is
irrelevant to us."

"Irrelevant!” Leigh heard the shrillness of hera®miand fiercely brought it
down. "Like hell it's irrelevant! Don't take me far complete fool, you
bastard!"

He gave a harsh laugh. "Oh, yes, I'm a bastard.ifAlidever told Lawrence
| was his bastard son, he would have made capitabfait, so if you think
the truth would have ever served me well, forget Lieigh. Start
remembering Lawrence as he was! How he was to .yjwel.bastard
daughter!"



"I wasn'this flesh and blood! Youwvere!' she shot back at him.

"Do you think he wanted a son who could match hiBgat him?" he

retaliated with biting derision. "Lawrence woulédvie taken as much
pleasure in keeping me down under his heel asdkeitqoutting you down,

Leigh. That was the nature of the man. Only in ri@mg an outsider could
| force him to respect me."

She hadn't considered this perspective. It rattied hastily formed
conviction that Richard should have revealed him&te kept her mouth
shut while she thought about his view of his positiwhat he'd said was
probably an accurate reading of Lawrence Durartaracter. Would
Lawrence have wanted a son capable of competirghni, or would his
egomania demand the son be lesser than the failddr@n the illegitimacy
of the son and Lawrence would have undoubtedlytéalinim with his lack
of any legal rights to anything.

' 'He would have seen it as weakness, Leigh, nipgehim | was his son,"
Richard stated with ringing certainty. "A son walgtisomething from his
father. A leg up. Concessions. An easy road tadheHe would not have
assessed my abilities fairly. As it was | had tastantly challenge him to
win every piece of ground | took over from him."

Yes, she could see that. But... "You didn't havevdok for him, Richard,"
she said bitterly. "With your abilities you couldve done anything, gone
anywhere."

She saw his knuckles whiten around the steeringelvhiéle was my
father,” came the taut reply. "I'd known that sidc&as seven, Leigh.
Lawrence Durant, one of the most powerful, weasthienen in
Australia...my father. Do you think | could forghat? Put it aside? Leave it
alone?"

An angry sound grunted from his throat. "All thakss/'s when parents came
to watch their children perform at school, to tdkem out, to give them
treats...| thought of him. I thought of how his etlthildren— the children
by his wife—were getting the attention and privéegof being his
legitimatechildren.”



His half-sisters! All four of them...Felicity, Vassa, Caroline, Nadine...his
half-sisters, gettinghe fat of the landyhile he got nothing.

Leigh suddenly saw it very clearly...Richard's drte geteverything.one
way or another. She even understood it, but it'diiake anything better
for her. To him, she was just one more tool indri®mory to attain the end
he'd aimed for. A contingency plan to his mastanpl

"The course was set a long time ago," he mutteaed,she remembered
again the dark, dangerous flashes of passion fiomthe sense of ruthless
purpose that would not be diverted.

"And I'm a victim of it,” she said, feeling hopedds drained of any
significance as a person.

"Not a victim," Richard retorted sharply. "A partrie

Sheer outrage at his duplicity tore through herttisg the words, "A
partner usually knows the plan.”

"You did know it," he asserted. "l spelled it ootybu the day of Lawrence's
funeral.”

"Ah, but you failed to tell me the critical partdd't you, Richard? That |
was the only one you could marry. Nyaur choicel The only onerho
could do the trick of bypassing Lawrence's will jyou."

He thumped the steering wheel in angry frustrati@on't tell me that
didn't appeal to you, Leigh, because it did!"

Her own anger surged. "You haven't got a clue wdmiealed to me,
Richard Seymour. You never bothered to find ouktiAdt ever mattered to
you was | serve your purpose."

"That's not true!" he cried vehemently.

"Liar!" Leigh fired at him just as vehemently.



"I have never lied to you. Never!"

"I'd like to hear how you reason that one to yolfifsghe scoffed. "Put in a
little grain of truth and then it's not a lie? k&t how you do it, Richard?"

"I havenotlied to you," he grated between clenched teeth.

Leigh scorned any reply to such blatant menda&lye sat in grimly
seething silence as Richard drove what little distaremained to be
traveled. It gave her a savage satisfaction to knewas not so coolly in
control of the situation any more, directing plajhawanted it, but the way
he had manipulated her kept stinging like a swalrhonets.

The moment the car was halted in their garagewsiseout of it and into the
house, getting away from him as fast as she coitltbwt running. Pride
forbade running. Naturally he followed. The hundein't let his prey go
unless he was convinced his chances of contaihingre lost. Except he'd
slipped up, and slipped up beyond any chance ¢ihgudlamage control in
place.

The bride of his choice!

That was the worst lie...making her feel speciainore attractive to him
than any of her sistershis sisters whom he couldn't marry. No wonder he
hadn'twantedthem.

She headed up the stairs in a fury of rejectioavefry nice thing Richard
had ever said to her. Sweet persuaders for gdttngwn way and keeping
her blind to it. Caroline was right—a pushover! gpad by her own
vulnerability into believing—hoping—Richard couldvg her what she
most wanted.

It was a joke! The blackest joke of all!

She reached the top of the stairs and pausedptfie gauntlet down at her
cheating husband who was just starting up themanfinot sleeping with
you tonight. Nor any night to come. Find yoursa@frewhere else to bed
down because | will not be your...ygoatsywife any more!"



He looked up at her with a grimly set face and lagphing. Leigh stalked
off down the corridor, reached their bedroom, opletiee door, stepped
inside and slammed the door behind her to punchetdecision. This was
her house. It was part of their unholy agreement,sdredsaw no reason she
should end up with nothing when she'd provided Wwith the inheritance
he'd coveted. He could find himself another resigen live in!

She kicked off her shoes and stormed over to thssthg-table, wishing
she could tear off the gold chain with the headkés, but knowing she
needed the mirror to see how to work the trickycltaShe was literally
shaking with rage and found it impossible to cotiz#a on the task.

Then the door opened and Richard stepped intcothra.r
"Get out!" she screeched at him.

He ignored her demand. With a calm arrogance thatnsed her even
further, he closed the door behind him and stoddbimt of it with the air of
an immovable force.

"l said get out!" Leigh raged, and with violent pia$ she picked up the
beautiful arrangement of red roses and hurled dtgmm. "Take these with
you! They're a lie, too!"

But he didn't go. He didn't move at all. He stdoeré, determination carved
on his face, a relentless strength of will emamatiom him, reaching out
and winding around her, trapping her in its forietdt

"l let you go twice, Leigh," he said quietly. "I N\unot let you go now. Apart
from what there is between us, you are carryingchilg, and | will not be

cheated out of having my son. Nor will | allow him be cheated out of
having his father."



CHAPTER FOURTEEN
THE father of her child...

Somehow the reminder of Richard's paternity andtvithemeant to him

knocked the rage out of Leigh. She just stood thetaring at him,

trembling from the turbulent passion expended whktween them
shimmered the commonality of their childhoods, baitthem cheated of a
mother's and a father's love.

Her mind was hopelessly torn. Could she reallyifyyshutting Richard out
of their lives on the grounds thia¢r love would be enough for their child?
A son needed a father, and not just in name. A naasn't enough. Not
nearly enough. God knew both Richard and she wanrgyly aware of
that... the lack of any caring support, the emaiaeprivation. And he had
told her—told her from the beginning—any child o$ would be precious
to him.

No use telling herself that was a lie. All the eande pointed to its being the
truth; his caring over her pregnancy, his disapipoégmt at not being with
her at the scan today, his enthralment in seeieig blaby for the first time
this evening. She knew intuitively that all the geeaf Richard's lonely life
would have built a deep resolution to do the vesstliy any child of his, in
every way there was.

"I'm sorry you're so distressed by what my motlegealed,” he said gently.

Out of her misery shot a question that hadn't la@smwered. "Why didn&he
tell him? You might have had a father taking aerest in you."

He grimaced. "Pride. My mother took the attitudatthince he didn't want
her, he couldn't have me. It was a silent revehgeone that | believe has
given her considerable satisfaction over the years.

"So why tell me? Why come out with it tonight?"



"He's dead. No risk of any nasty comeback from 'hiris face tightened
and anger burned in his eyes. "Though | shall cedytdave something to
say to her. She had no right..."

The bitter anger in him inflamed her own at hisedec¢No, she didn't have
the right. Butyoushould have told me, Richard. Been open with te...

He shook his head. "I didn't want you to know. EViewould have affected
how you saw me, how you felt about me." He expedl&éeavy sigh. "As it's
doing now, despite the fact I'm the same man y@pihaembraced when |
came home tonight."

"No. That was the mask you put on for me," shedanevehement denial of
such a stance from him. "The real man is what hknow."

"So what is different, Leigh? A name | don't evesat? A name that
haunted my childhood, as it did yours? A name ¢ lzat much as you do?"
He started walking towards her. "Don't let it drive apart. It's a bond we
share. It's a..."

"Stop it!" She thrust out her hands in a warningtgee as she backed away.
"Don't you come near me, Richard/' Her voice shwik the violence of
her physical recoil from him. "If you try to touche I'll fight you tooth and
claw."

He halted near the foot of the bed, yet Leigh éetiwded, panicky. She
grabbed onto the sidepost of the head of the batdthat it provided any
defense against the power Richard emitted, budl itechd her some physical
support and she needed it. Her legs felt weak,khees in danger of
buckling.

Richard frowned. "Surely you know | wouldn't huduwy Leigh. Not in any
way."

"You have hurt me!" she hurled back at him. "Yadli.and | believed you.
You must have known | wanted to believe you, and fexd me what |
needed to hear..." Tears blurred her eyes, "...Wwhe¢ded..."



She choked. The hurt went bone-deep, soul-deemdsilgle to even begin
to express what he'd done to her with his lies.

"l didn't tell you everything about myself, Leighut | never once lied to
you," he insisted quietly, using a calm, soothimget that agitated her even
further.

"You deceived me. You know you did, making me thyoki liked me best."
That was the cruelest cut of all and she woulddfeesver from it.

"l did like you best," he softly claimed. "There svao deceit whatsoever in
saying you were the bride of my choice.”

"You couldn't choose my sisters so there was nacelioshe snapped,
hating him for trying to refute what was so paihfudbvious.

"I wouldn't have wanted them even if | could,” rersted. "l wanted you,
Leigh. I always wanted you."

"No...no...no," she howled, frustrated by the rdé=ms beat of his replies.
"You didn't choose me fome\Who | am...what | am as a person...didn't
count!"

"Yes, it did. It most certainly did," he said wittitense fervor.

It made Leigh scream, "Don't lie to me! | was timycone who could get
you where you wanted to be."

"Yes! The only one," he finally agreed, his voioeen with a passion that
tore along her nerves. "Because where | wantee todswith you!"

"That's not true! Not true!" she cried, franticaligfusing to believe him
because it meant too much and she couldn't beatwisting the truth any
more.

"With you,Leigh," he repeated, his eyes blazing at hergptinjg a furnace
of feeling as he went onwith you..and laying all Lawrence Durant stood
for at your feet, to have or dismiss as you ch@éi¢h you.in the role you



wanted me to play before it was time to do it..rychempionWith you. for
the rest of our lives. That's where | want to be!"

She stood poleaxed, dumbfounded, her heart quiy@nisome profound

vacuum that made no sense to her, but he was w@giit. Dazedly she

watched him break into pacing the floor, gestigatpgt her as he pumped
out more of his feelings in a turbulent torrentwaidrds that did more than
tug at her heart.

"You are the only one for me. The only one there's evembeeany
meaningful sense. It wa®uwho drew me to Lawrence's Sunday lunches,
not him. | felt an instant bond with you, Leighy &l you were only a young
teenager. | came to protect you. | came to blook hisat there, willing you
not to be crushed, to keep holding to your innessef yourself, and when
you finally left that household, | felt so proud wdu, | went around for
days, inwardly cheering, 'She's done it! She'sdmdkee! She'll make it on
her own now!""

He paused, a strangely haunted look in his eyemesmner conflict
working through him. His mouth made a resigned goen "It was all |
could do to stop myself from going after you then."

"Then?" Leigh echoed incredulously, barely ablgéb the word out, her
mind shattered by his outburst, the eerie answeaimyeams she'd secretly
nursed and never voiced to him. How could he krieemt? Had she been so
transparent?

He was shaking his head. ' 'It would have been gtoriry to connect with
you then." His eyes flashed that conviction at H¥ou connected me to
Lawrence."

Yes, she had. Her father's man. But he wasn't, tzaml never been
Lawrence's man, and what he said about his fe&inger... her memory
clicked back to the day of the funeral...a felloaveler, he'd said. A fellow
traveler on a road few people could know or un@egt.a bond...



"You needed to be away from it all," he went one&ided to find your own
road to take. And time...time to grow into the peryou were capable of
being."

Looking back, Leigh realized the truth of what hesvgaying, yet for him to
have thought it all out back then, when she hadamay...had he really?

"l hired the private investigator so | wouldn'téogou. It was also the best
way of ensuring you came to no harm. Then | setachk in motion for your

real father, thinking he might be someone you c@ddo, someone who
might want to acknowledge you as his daughterthmttdidn't prove to be

the case."

He paused, appealing to her for understanding.dilgvhave put you in

contact with him, Leigh, if I'd thought he'd beawfy help to you. But he was
in Italy and I couldn't see good consequencesiftbeeside. It seemed best
to leave it alone until such time as the knowledéis circumstances
wouldn't add to the hurt you were already carrying.

Her throat was too constricted by a lump of emotemake any reply. She
had been so suspicious of his motives and here weg, laid out so

clearly, how could she doubt his empathy with herasion, his wish to

help?

He frowned, recollecting himself. "l didn't expéeawrence to die. Another
year...two at most...| had the moves planned te tadntrol out of his
hands." His gaze lifted again, targeting her wittepth of yearning that
reached right into her soul. "l would have comeyiou then. Would have
courted you with everything | could offer."

And would have swept her off her feet, Leigh thaugizzied by the sheer
obsession of the vision that had encompassed hsrwHdrds on their

wedding day...In my mind, she was always going to be the woitith

marry. Not a lie. Not even a smooth line for reporterpittk up. The truth.

The actual truth.

"Lawrence's death frustrated that plan,” he wentgsimacing at having
that eventuality rob him of his controlling handgan his eyes pleaded



eloquently with hers, not the hunter...a man indnéAnd you came back
for the funeral. No longer a teenager. A woman. @man so beautiful, |
literally ached to have you."

She shook her head, realizing how hopelessly stienlsinterpreted almost
everything he'd said and done.

"It's true, Leigh. | swear it," he declared vehethgnmisinterpreting her
response. "Yes, Lawrence's will came into play,'cbaceded. "I wanted
you to have it all. | wanted to give it to you. Bubst of all, | wanted you. |
wanted you so badly, | used everything | had atommand to win you to
me that day."

In the garden, by the ornamental pool, Richardregdte wanted to marry
her, saying..l don't suppose you 'd believe me if | saidveld you.She
hadn't believed it. Not for a moment. And thesd pasr months together,
she hadn't let herself believe it, would have dedbt even if he'd said the
words, which he hadn't. Had he been waiting fortbesay them?

"At the time, | didn't care why you agreed to mammg. You did. And |
thought I could bind you to me..."

"With sex?" Leigh queried, seeing how it must he@emed to him with her
response in the summer-house, his concentratidghatnntimate aspect of
their marriageThe nights are mine...

His cheekbones were suddenly illuminated by redt,hé#s eyes
momentarily anguished. "You responded to me. Etierg. | thought it was
the only certain way | had of reaching you, hawnog. But | did try to court
you, Leigh. With the wedding, the honeymoon..."

His queen...
And roses...cream ones in her bridal bouquet. tadaly... she stared down

at the broken red roses scattered across the .flosr.pleasure...her
torment...



"l thought having a child...our child..." he wemt,@ deep throb of wanting
in his voice, calling to her, telling her everythishe had craved hearing
from him, feeling from him. "Please, Leigh...fomhiif not for me...don't
shut me out."

As he'd been shut out most of his life.

She dragged her gaze up, tears filling her eydingmlown her cheeks. He
was a blur but it didn't matter. He was there fer, kvould always be there
for her.

"l love you, Richard," she blurted out. "I thougiotu didn't love me, that |
was...| was nothing again. I'm sorry. 1..."

He had her wrapped in his arms so fast, Leigh ford@t she was trying to
say. She simply sagged into his warmth and wafgilafor his strength
because all she could do was hang onto him and wegp his broad
shoulder.

He held her tight, as she needed to be held..ttindego, ever...and there
was such wonderful comfort in it...the sense oélfynhaving found her
home...where she belongedvith him.. and all the years of loneliness were
over...the pain of the past slipping away...andtwiaal been forged out of
that pain was this...their togetherness... unbtdakbecause it meant so
much...so very, very much...to both of them.

Her tears kept flowing, like a dam burst of all tfeelings she'd kept

suppressed, the fears, the uncertainties, the lamgkdoubts, the need to be
strong and independent, to protect herself. Thaydcbe released, and

released they were as Richard held her, rubbinghesk tenderly against
her hair, murmuring what he'd kept hidden in hiarhe

"My life is nothing without you, Leigh. From the yla met you, you gave
me a reason for being. A good reason. So many tovesthe years, I'd
think...this is for Leigh. Then to have the realitfyyou since we've been
married..."



His chest rose and fell in a sigh that whisperedwover her temples.
"Don't ever think you're nothing. You're everythirfidhe light of my life.

The joy. The woman | love. With youféel...right.Like all the missing
pieces have come together. The empty spaces havefitied by you. |

don't know if you understand what | mean..."

"Yes. Oh, yes," she answered, the words dredgexd tfine same soul-deep
needs he fulfilled. And the well of tears was ggmgshed out of existence
by a surge of well-being that carried an exhilagsense ofightness.

She lifted her head to look into the eyes of thennshe loved and had
wanted on so many levels. They were open to hegrdblue windows,

revealing all she needed to see and know, no dexeinanipulation, his

desire for her as raw and compelling as her désireim.

Their mouths met in a mutual rush to taste it, fikeds fully as they
could...love unchained, flying free. For all thegdure they had taken in
making love to each other throughout their marriag@e of it matched this
coming together...this giving to each other otladre was in them to give.

Long into the night they touched in all the waysrthwere, expressing their
feelings, confiding them, reveling in them, comjrigtan understanding
that would spread over the rest of their fivepladfoundation on which to
build whatever kind of future they planned togett#dl that really counted
was that they would share it.

As they lay in contentment, stripped of every lmrniere had been between
them, and Richard tenderly caressing the shagedfdby inside her, Leigh
suddenly remembered one of the terms in Lawremgk'and felt an instant
stab of rebellion against it.

"Richard?"

"Mm?"

"Do we have to name our son Lawrence?"



"No. This child is ours. And he's going to be hithséde leaned over and
kissed her stomach just as a tiny foot skated utidesurface of her tightly
stretched skin. Richard grinned at her. "See? iHalang his presence felt.
An individual in his own right."”

She laughed at his fatuous expression. "l thoughas stated in the will..."

"l can get around that," he said with such caretesdidence, Leigh didn't
bother pursuing the point.

"What names do you like?" she asked, happy to @agalith his choice.
He shrugged. "Whatever you like."

"There are lots of names | quite fancy," she samhting him to suggest a
few.

He gave her a hopeful look. "Then maybe we coulkhaore than one
child so you can use them up."

Leigh was happy to consider this now, certain Ridhaould be a
wonderful father. "Mmm...just how big a family dawy have in mind,
Richard? Thinking of founding a dynasty?"

She'd meant it teasingly, but he instantly frown&#db. Not that. Never
that,” he said emphatically, his eyes sharply sicanhers. "Don't mix me
up with Lawrence, Leigh. Once | have control of tkenpany, its holdings
can be sold off if you'd like us to be free oflilon't need any child of mine
to step into my shoes."

"I know, Richard,” she hastily assured him. "I wa$ining you up with
Lawrence." She smiled at him to show there washad@w of comparison.
"If I'm your queen, you're my king, and a king'snity line is called a
dynasty, isn't it? Except all our children can @btk and do their own thing.
Right?"

"Right,” he affirmed, visibly relaxing again. Thdme cocked a hopeful
eyebrow at her.All our children?"



"Well, | don't think our son should be an only chil'hat could be lonely for
him."

"My thinking exactly.” His eyes danced with deligt& family of our own,
Leigh. From beginning to end.”

"Yes," she agreed, knowing what he meant. No dbfiltheirs would ever
feel unwanted or rejected, not belonging to anyors, valued for the
person he or she was. From the moment they werne they would be
welcomed and loved by their parents, and that emaltisecurity would
spread over their lives, from beginning to end.

"It starts with us," Leigh murmured.

"We can do it," Richard said confidently, takingrhn his arms again,
cuddling her close. "We'll do it together, Leighséfe circle of love where
they can grow into whatever they want to be."

"Is that the end you're aiming for, Richard?"

"With you, my love. With you."

He kissed her and Leigh knew it was true.

Taking wasn't what the hunt had been about.

Giving was the end goal.



CHAPTER FIFTEEN

IT wAS the biggest party she'd ever organized at theweéhand Leigh was
delighted it was going so well. All the guests, tbéamily and friends,
appeared to be in high spirits, enjoying themsel@ésourse, a christening
party was a happy occasion, and their four-monlth-son was a natural
star. Better still, Lawrence's will had finally resettled, and the future lay
open for new directions to be taken.

Leigh suspected the latter contributed to the coiadienood of her sisters,
all of whom had accepted their invitations. It wimibtful she'd ever be
close to them, but it was good to have their antesgo towards her lifted,
letting her feel she was at least accepted by el desirable relation to
have, even if it was only because she'd done bglihem in having a son.

Or maybe they didn't see her as a thorn in thée any more. It was over a
year since Lawrence had died. With his insidiodkiémce removed and

fading with the lapser of time, perhaps they wezgilning to see through
their own eyes. Both Felicity and Vanessa had sdequite sincere in their

comments to her.

"Lovely home, Leigh," Felicity had said admiringQuite a striking use of
color. Most unusual.”

It would be to Felicity who had always stuck tolassical style, but it was
nice that she wasn't critical.

"And the view is wonderful,” she'd gone on, detgjlivhat she liked.

It was a pleasant little conversation, as was ttewith Vanessa.
"Gorgeous baby, Leigh. He's actually making me ¢eetky." She'd looked
coquettishly at the new man she had in tow. "Do §onk you're father

material, Jordan?"

"I shall only be used as your sperm bank if yoursnare," he'd answered,
obviously very keen.



"Oh, dear! He's putting the hard word on me, Lelghink he should prove
he can be as besotted a father as Richard befake him on as a husband.
How else can | know what kind of father he'd be?"

Having had a father like Lawrence, Leigh could apmate where Vanessa
was coming from, but watching her sister and Jorsiaarking-off each
other, she hoped everything would turn out welltFam.

Richardwastotally besotted with their son. Observing him na@arrying
their baby around their guests, showing him ofg @mould never guess he
controlled a financial empire. He was the epitorha proud father, adoring
his child and wanting everyone else to adore hinmicW they should
because he was adorable, Leigh thought, smilingloseown pride in their
beautiful baby boy.

Having checked there were no hitches with the eatet eigh was making
her way back to Richard's side when Caroline iefeted her.

"Got a moment, Leigh?" she asked, purposeful intkyarly on her mind.
Surprised, Leigh automatically answered, "Yes. Winatld you like?"

"To talk." An ironic smile took any spiteful edg# ber next words. "If you
can spare the time away from playing happy family."

Leigh sensed that Caroline was half-expecting & s8he smiled to put her
at ease, feeling no animosity at all towards hant$poken sister, aware
now of the lifelong frustrations that had been edrinto her soul. "I could

do with a breath of fresh air," she said invitindliyet's go out to the patio."

Caroline relaxed slightly. "Thanks, Leigh. A bitggace would be good."
They strolled outside together, Caroline swipingks off a waiter's tray as
they went. She handed Leigh an orange juice andekglass of champagne

for herself. "Healthy stuff for you and fortificati for me."

Leigh wondered why Caroline needed fortificatiort simply thanked her
for the forethought of supplying her with the juicghe was off alcohol



while breast-feeding the baby. They found an unpiezligarden bench just
off the patio and sat down, ostensibly to enjoyuseqdrink together,
although Leigh was acutely aware of her sistensitar. Caroline stared out
at the view, sipped her drink, and without lookatd-eigh, finally blurted
out what" was on her mind.

"l owe you an apology. I've been a pig to you anmdslorry. You got it more
right than any of us, Leigh, going out on your ov@ot it right with
Richard, too. All | can say in mitigation of my ¢hiness is I've been
screwed up for a long time."

Leigh took a deep breath. This was very touchy iggo$lowly, softly, she
said, "l hope it's better for you now, Caroline."

"Oh, I've got myself more sorted out if that's whati mean,” came the wry
reply. "I'm going to stop reacting to our dear déga father's rejection of
my abilities and carve out a career of my own."

"What in?" Leigh asked with interest.

"Law. It's a challenge | can get my teeth into. Aridads to the corridors of
power. | like power. | would have married Richaad it, but it's better if |
go after it myself. | don't want it through a man."

Her mother was right, Leigh thought. Caroline wasrenher father's
daughter than any of the others.

"You know, we're all better off that Richard chgsel,” Caroline mused. "It
did set us free...like you said at your weddinfyee. to make our own
choices, without fear.” At last she turned her haad met Leigh's gaze full
on. ' 'Not that Richard would have chosen any df sfse said ruefully. "It
was always going to be you, wasn't it?"

"Yes," Leigh acknowledged.

"And it is love. | can see that now. Not just yélim, too. You've got it
made together, haven't you?"



"That's how it feels, Caroline."

She nodded. "It gives me goose bumps watchingwioeof you. It's so
different. So very different. No tension. Everytiifeel-good."

"I'm glad you don't mind..."

"Mind! | was wondering if you'd mind if | dropped now and then. Just to
remind myself how it can be. Visit with the baby fa bit?" she added
hopefully. "I mean..." Her self-mocking smile hedd apologetic appeal.
"...I might develop a nice side, given half a crahc

"You'll be welcome any time, Caroline,” Leigh sardrmly, understanding
all too well what her sister needed.

Her relief was palpable. "Thanks, Leigh. The baby'sal darling. | love it
when he smiles. Makes my heart melt. Did Richambele his name?"

"No. I did."
"Well, good for you! It's perfect. Alexander... Aender the Great!"

Leigh laughed. "He doesn't have to be great, Gagols long as he's happy
with himself. That's what | want for him. Richardas$, too."

Caroline relaxed into a grin. "Well, you can coontthis aunt to give him
stacks and stacks of approval.”

"Stacks," Leigh agreed feelingly, and they bothgtzed over their mutual
understanding of that need. Healing laughter, Bbaght, and hoped it was
a step towards a closer bond between them.

"What are you two cackling over?"

They turned to find Nadine making a beeline towahssn, coming from
the path that wound through the gardens.



"The lack of approval bestowed on us in times paSgroline drily
explained.

Nadine rolled her eyes as she came to a halt imt &@bthem. ' 'Why spoil a
beautiful day with that miserable memory?" She-haifed, pointing back
down the path. "Did you place those pots in youdga, Leigh?"

"Yes. They're part of a range | made for outdomodation."

Nadine's gaze swung back, a curious look of asssgsm her eyes.
"Mother said you did pottery. | must say you've gaerrific eye for picking
the right spot for it."

"Thank you."

"'You know, | never thought you were good for dnyg, Leigh. But you
are."

The blunt declaration was $d¢adine,Leigh didn't find it offensive. "I'm
glad to hear it,” she said.

"If you want approval, I'll give you lots of appraivfor your pots and urns
and the way you've used them."

"That's very big of you, Nadine."

Caroline tittered.

Nadine frowned at her. "I'm not kidding. Leigh'slig good at this. In fact,
I'm planning to buy into a trendy gift shop, novath've got the money.
When it's all settled, I'd like to stock some otiystuff, Leigh. Could we do

a deal on it?"

"I'm sure we could,"” Leigh readily agreed. "And Barry | was such a pain
to you when we were growing up."



"Well, you were an awful kid, always getting meartouble. Then turning
up and snaffling Richard. It was a bit much. | kgdancied him. And
damned if | could see what you had to recommend'you

"Call it chemistry," Caroline intervened sardonigal

"Guess so," Nadine agreed on a sigh. "Still workitep. Who'd have
thought I'd ever see Richard Seymour a virtualestava woman and a baby.
Speaking of whom..."

They all turned at the escalating pitch of a baleys in full demand.
Richard was striding towards them, making reasgurgises at his son who
was not in listening mode. Despite the comfort isffather's chest and the
patting that accompanied the soft baby chat, Aldgararched himself
against his father's hold and screamed his lungs ou

Leigh leapt to her feet to meet them.
"What's wrong?" Caroline asked.

Leigh threw her a grin. "Feed time. When Alexandecides he's hungry,
he has a one-track mind."

"Feed time," Richard said, hastily bundling theansnto Leigh's arms.
"One thing | can't do," he directed ruefully to Glare and Nadine.

Alexander instantly stopped yelling and startedffing around Leigh's
chest.

"See? He can smell the milk," Richard explained.

Both women broke into laughter and starting teastichard about the
limitations of fatherhood. He was answering goodiaburedly as Leigh
headed inside to satisfy Alexander's needs. Raliaer go upstairs to the
nursery, she turned down the hall to the studiorevke'd put in a rocking
chair and a change table for day use. Being atrldeof the house, it was a
quiet and private place, even today with a partiyliihswing.



Finding her mother there was totally unexpecteakifig refuge from the
party, Mother?"

Alicia Smiled. "Not really. Just thought I'd takdomk at what you've been
doing recently. Feed time?"

"Yes. Rather urgent.”

"Mind if | stay?"

"Not at all."

Leigh settled on the rocking chair and quickly aged herself to

Alexander's satisfaction. Once he was blissfullgupted, she turned her
attention to her mother who had strolled over ® lthue vase, still on the

pedestal where it had stood ever since Leigh heated it.

"You haven't sold this," Alicia commented, touchihggain as though she
coveted it.

"Would you like to have it, Mother?"

"Oh, I'm sure you're keeping it because it's spéaigou, Leigh. | wouldn't
take it..."

"As a thank-you gift for organizing the catering foe."

"Really?" She swung around, a look of sheer delighter eyes. "You
wouldn't mind parting with it?"

"No. | only kept it because it was my first succesth that particular kind
of glaze. If it gives you pleasure..."

"It's beautiful! | loved it from the first momenshw it."
"Then it's yours."

"How kind! Thank you, Leigh. I'll treasure it."



Alicia chatted on about the more current piecethershelves while Leigh
fed Alexander. Over the past year they'd estaldishe comfortable

relationship. Alicia readily handed out advice ohere to shop and gave
many good tips on being a successful hostess. &8k opened up about
her own personal life but showed a keen interedteigh's. Sometimes
Leigh felt as though her mother was fascinated bfgahe hadn't led, yet
might have in other circumstances.

Alicia watched indulgently as Leigh changed Alexarsl nappy. He was
full of smiles again now, waving his little arms dammaking happy
sounds."Amazing, all that black hair."

"Well, Richard and | both have black hair," Leigiminded her.

"Yes. But he looks more like you, Leigh. His eyes o dark to turn blue.
People might talk of him as Lawrence's grandson,has really mine,

aren't you, darling?" She leaned over and ticklegkander's tummy and he
blew bubbles at her. Alicia laughed. "Oh, it's gpto be fun, having a boy
in the family. And not one that has to be like Lance."

She sighed and smiled whimsically at Leigh. "Yoown| would really like
to enjoy a child. | wasn't much of a mother, bugati'll let me try being a
grandmother..."

"You are his grandmother,” Leigh assured her, smiling as bted
Alexander and passed him to her mother. "Here! ¥\tath out to Richard.”

"And who's a beautiful boy, mm?" Alicia cooed as ditid waltz her
grandson out of the studio.

Leigh shook her head in bemusement. Time, she thipingd wrought
changes in all of them. Looking back, she realitethad been very
unrealistic to have expected the cloud of Lawrencdgluence to lift from
her family the moment he'd passed away. It mightever completely lift
but it was no longer a darkly divisive cloud. Thimas acceptance now.
Even some tentative reaching out. Hope for somgtbetter.



Having tidied the change table and checked shefitves be seen again,
Leigh returned to the party in a happy buoyant maodil she saw her
mother, still holding Alexandegnd chatting to Clare Seymour.

Tension instantly screamed along Leigh's nervess Wall right? Should
she break it up? Where was Richard? Her gaze dartechd the crowd,
trying to spot him, her mind awhirl with awful pasities.

She didn't reallknowhis mother, only that the situation between Ctaré
Richard had eased. He had gone to talk to her dfgeatter the shocking
revelation at Doyle's and Leigh had begged hintmotse threats to force a
maintenance of silence.

"Be open with her, Richard. Tell her how it's béenyou. Tell her how it

was for me. Make her see Lawrence wasn't worthimgaker heart on. That
he's gone now anyway and there's no reason tousurtVe didn't do

anything to her."

But here Clare was, talking to Alicia, the wife shevanted Lawrence to
discard...and while eapprochemenhad been forged between mother and
son, might not that old wound to Clare's pride pouth pus?

Leigh's heart was hammering with fearful uncertasitwhen her gaze
finally picked out Richard. A waiter, holding a yraf glasses head high,
had momentarily obscured a view of him, but he a&btustood only a
couple of meters away from the two women and he wetshing them.
Leigh's wild pulse rate slowed as she saw thatdus was relaxed. There
was even a bemused little smile playing over Ips. i

It had to be all right, she swiftly reasoned.
Richard would have intervened otherwise.
He must have convinced his mother to let the past g

Relieved, Leigh hurried across the room, eageretoviih the man she
trusted to make everything as right as he coulthiwithe parameters of



human frailties. Long gone were the doubts abaugtitng her heart with
him.

Richard had proved over and over again how saferimst was.

Somehow he must have sensed her coming. His gamegsis fasten on
hers before she reached him and his eyes smilddu@dor her, filling her
with happiness.

His arm was outstretched, ready to gather her clasd Leigh nestled

against his side with a sigh of contentment, rexgetince more in the sense
of belonging with him...Richard, her husband, tlaetper of her heart, her
soul mate.

He dropped a kiss on her forehead and rubbed kiskcbn her hair. * 'Our
respective mothers seem to have found a positbeeest in common,” he
murmured.

"Our son is the winner?"
"Our son will always be a winner," he declared wigrm

Leigh rested her head on Richard's shoulder andlibth watched Alicia
and Clare gazing down at Alexander with indulgeniies on their faces.

What caused them to look up in unison and both Rictard and Leigh
viewing them together was inexplicable... somehssénse?...a current of
energy tugging at them?...a force of nature beshgm?...a maternal urge
awakening?

Suddenly, unexpectedly, touchingly, it seemed theeee tw6 mothers,
sizing up a son and daughter, and liking what theay, liking what they
represented, liking who they were.

Tears pricked Leigh's eyes, but she didn't cry.|8blkeed up at Richard. His
eyes met hers and she saw in them the same serssgnething like a
miracle...the rejection they'd lived with all théires finally gone.



"It starts with us," he murmured.

"With love," she answered.

"And giving."

The deepest truth of love...giving. They knew ihdALeigh hoped all their

family would. Because love was a gift and it was ¢ime thing that should
never, never be wasted or laid waste. It was thet pr@cious thing of all.



Author's Note

Lawrence Durant is dead from page one of this si@as you have seen,
he remained a driving force in the lives of evesyan it. Men of great
wealth invariably exert power over others.

In the coming months, | invite you to King's Ederafamily empire built
from a hundred years of pioneering enterprise, anibg a vast cattle
station, mining shares in gold and diamonds, al fa@amn that produces the
best pearls in the world, and an air charter bgsitieat brings tourism to the
great Australian Outback.

This is the world of the legendary King family diet Kimberly, now ruled
by Elizabeth, the widow of Lachian, and their theems—each a King of
his own empire.

One by one, these men's hearts will be won by wontendare to challenge
who and what the brothers are.



