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This was what she'd been waiting for all her life.
This stranger was her destiny!

Olivia had never dreamed that, on her first nighter new home she'd sleep
with a perfect stranger! Buakeknew -- men like Jake Savage always knew
when women found them irresistible. Olivia haddalin love with Jake at
first sight. He was perfect for her. Now if Oliwtauld just convince him she
was the perfect woman for him.



CHAPTER ONE

THE journey had tired Olivia more than she had angi@d. She had been
craning her neck over the last few miles, like #gdobn a day trip to the sea,
waiting and watching for that first magic glimpdetlwe cottage. She smiled
to herself. Mad. But then, it was a good sign. éamt that her dream hadn't
palled in the intervening weeks. It meant, surtlgt she was still doing the
right thing.

She forced herself to lean back in the taxi. Thentyside was as wonderful
as she had remembered on her fleeting visit a feek&/ago. Still green and
lush. The daffodils hadn't been properly open thaow they seemed to be
everywhere, so bright and cheerful; yellow buntivejcoming Olivia to her
new home.

The taxi driver was youngish with sandy hair. Sdnmgj about the back of
his head reminded her of Paul. Olivia's eyes restegeing on the tanned
neck and slightly wavy hair, and for a moment Heughts spun the one
hundred miles or so back to London. This time\estk, she thought, | was
sitting at my large glossy desk, wearing my highvpred suit, playing
executives. Being someone else. Pretending. Td@sgerately not to think
of Paul as a husband—somebody else's husband...

She had broken her first rule—no thinking aboutlRau_ondon, or the life
she had left behind.

Olivia shook herself mentally and focused on thespay countryside,
glancing anxiously up at the patchy sky becauseetheere dark clouds
looming on the horizon. 'Do you think it will rain?

The stocky denim shoulders in front lifted slighsyrprised maybe at being
addressed. 'Don't know, love; maybe. Those clouds'tdiook too
promising, do they?'

'Do you live near here?' Olivia asked, determirtesttike up a relationship
of sorts with someone local. That was one thinghsite promised herself.
Integration with the community. She would be no omter, living in the

country, working in the city—not that she had a @lall now. She took a



deep breath. Eight years of working her way updhdder, reaching the top
rung and then throwing herself off into the abyssreemployment below.
'No.'

It wasn't much of a start. The taxi driver swung tather aged car around a
bend too quickly and with not a lot of finesse. Alshthere.

She blinked and the village with its pub and scraya tiny shop had been
passed. Just a few more minutes and she woulthe@®ttageher cottage;
thatched and quaint, with little leaded windows awndes around the
door—well, maybe not exactly roses, she amendedtlgwmore likely
weeds, but still looking wonderful, still hers...

Olivia leant forward and offered the directionsjtten down by the estate
agent on her first visit at the end of March, te thxi driver. 'Perhaps it's
best if you look at them," she murmured. 'l neveaxswery good at
navigation and there are so many different turnangsind here.’

They were travelling along a winding lane with higddges on either side
now. The car was flung around another bend, and the taxi driver
glanced down, just for a second, and in that momssemingly out of
nowhere, there appeared a large, immaculate blaog&Rover.

It all happened so quickly. Olivia, already percloedthe edge of her seat
with her crumpled directions, was jolted forwardoaakes squealed, the car
swerved and a slow-motion impact took place. Sine@d as the side of her
face came into contact with the vinyl- covered seafront and spent a
moment or two in dazed disbelief, aware of a stredourses spewing forth
from the taxi driver's lips.

Olivia released a shaky breath, rubbing gingerhhext sore cheek, and
watched miserably as the taxi driver wrenched dpsmoor and marched
aggressively over to the other, far more opulehiacte.

The door of the Range Rover was opening. Tinteddaws gave it a
somewhat mysterious air as well as keeping ougrgyes, and it was a
few moments before the other driver emerged.



What had she expected? A local farmer with ruddye&s and a cloth cap?
Or maybe an irate woman with a tight perm and g&iof pearls swinging
angrily over an ample bosom?

Olivia found herself drawing a deep breath. Nots.thDefinitely not
someone like this.

Unexpected exhilaration coursed through her bodysia feet plus of
successful, handsome male personified came intoiavl.

Ignoring the taxi driver, who hovered menacinghg tman bent and without
haste examined the damage to his vehicle.

Glossy black hair, ruffled by the chilly breezd| tever one eye and a large
tanned hand smoothed it back from his strong, ienadace.

Olivia felt a prickle of excitement run through h&he knew she was
staring, but somehow she didn't seem able to helgel. Her eyes
wandered over the rust suede jacket, the cream-opeked shirt, resting
for a fraction of a second longer on the chocolatewn corduroy trousers
that fitted well enough to define the powerful shap well-muscled thighs.

If this had been London instead of the Oxfordshoantryside, if she had
still been editor of the best glossy magazine wntashe would have got out
of the car and offered him a modelling assignmemttie spot,any
assignment—it wouldn't have mattered what.

Olivia's lips twitched slightly; not that he woube the type to accept such a
proposition—she recognised strength of charactemwdhe saw it—but it
would have been well worth the try, if only for tbleance of making contact
with such a man.

Cautiously she opened the door of the taxi andgbt

You were travelling too fast.'



His voice didn't mar her first impression of auibhoand power and success.
Deep, with a gravelly masculine undertone that bedono argument.
Precise, too. Direct.

Olivia glanced briefly across to witness the reatof the bullish, red-faced
taxi man and then her eyes were fixed once motb@magnificent face.

'‘Now just you look here!" The taxi driver's tonedademeanour were
depressingly predictable. Olivia stood silentlyable to drag her gaze away
from the formidable figure, as the driver's aggressone filled the chilly
spring afternoon air.

What was wrong with her all of a sudden? she wattldgdad the bump to
her face done some=al damage? Stop staring like a besotted idiot! she
chided silently. You've come across a thousand$wnd men before! But
not like this. Olivia inhaled a breath and triedsteady her breathing. This
man was different.

"You were driving too fast and you know it." Thegbktly hooded gaze was
as direct as the words used, the deep voice clippddassured. This is a
narrow country lane, not the M25. Just give me ymame and insurance
details and quit the bluster. I'm not going to wasty time arguing with
you." He glanced with irritation at the slight dentthe Range Rover's
bumper. 'You're lucky; the damage to my vehicleagligible, so your bill
won't be too extensive.'

'I'm lucky? Now wait a minute!" The flabby face turned a d@seghade of
puce. The taxi driver moved forward angrily, and & moment Olivia
thought he was going to lose his temper completetyactually embark on
physical violence. A disastrous course of actiamey he could see that?
she thought. One blow from that tall, powerful ghhye and the pugnacious
little man would be laid out cold.

"You have a passenger, | see.’ The dark, arrogaetwgas flicked in Olivia's
direction. She burned as he studied her facenig#hie flames of awareness
rising as if he had touched her, as if.. .as ke done more than that. Such
eyes, she thought. Such presence.



'‘Are you OK?' She saw a slight softening of the thpwa concern
momentarily in the deep, dark eyes. 'You looktéelpale.’

She nodded, conscious of a curious reaction agbaduressed directly;
exhilaration, rapture, a sudden surge of well-béireg made absolutely no
sense at all. He was.. .magnificent. 'Yes.. .yes fihe,’ she murmured. 'l
just banged my cheek a little on contact, that's al

He walked slowly towards her, ignoring the taxiver, who stood near by
with his face set in an angry scowl. "Where? He®&®ckingly the man, the
stranger, raised a hand and placed cool fingetsetoface, touching the
slightly reddened skin with a gentleness that cetey disarmed. Olivia's
pulse began an erratic beat. He smelt wonderfuixéure of fresh cologne
and suede jacket and fresh, clean skin. A perfattbation. A potential

feast for all five of her senses.

'‘Looks as if there will be a slight bruise. Youcéacould end up being quite
sore.' His touch lingered. 'If | were you I'd sue.’

'Now look here!"

More bluster from the taxi man, but Olivia wasisténing, and neither, it
seemed, was the stranger. Her eyes rested onnthedtdhroat, the curl of
dark hair visible at the opening of the shirt, axbntinued to make contact.

'What's your name?"

She tried to still the fluttering in her stomachragnse jet eyes lingered on
her face. Feeling like this, juvenile, gauche, uaab identify a million and
one other emotions, was unnerving to say the |&lstia." Her voice came
out as little more than a squeak. She cleared Hreat and tried again.
‘Olivia Hamilton.'

‘Jake Savage.' His hand fell from her cheek atdast was offered in a
greeting that seemed totally natural, totally rjglgspite the absurdity of the
situation. 'Pleased to meet you.' Olivia, sensimggdry humour in his tone,
placed her own hand in his, briefly, silently. ‘Ayml are?' He broke contact



completely and the dark gaze switched directioa,ttme hardening in an
instant as the taxi driver was once again put ufateridable scrutiny.

'Oh, no, mate!" The small man shook his head. imce! This bang is your
fault." The taxi driver walked around to the. frarfithis crumpled bonnet.
‘Just look at this! | wanyour details, your name. This passenger's my
witness. She'll tell you | wasn't driving too fadfon't yer, love?"'

A patronising arm was suddenly being wound posgelysiaround her
shoulders. Olivia extricated herself and took a f@eps away from the
stocky figure. She didn't see why she should lisawe him. It wasn't her
way; never had been, never would be.

She took a steadying breath. 'I'm afraid,’ she anced in a clear voice that
bore no resemblance to the one she had used vkth Savage, 'that |

thought you were taking the bends too fast." Slaeagld at the spiteful,

angry face and decided to go on. 'And you certaiidn't keep to the speed
limit when you went through the village.'

She was cursed immediately, the sharp words utteitedsuch unnecessary
venom that Olivia stood shocked, her mouth saggipen a little at the

abusive words used to describe her. She triedrik tf something to say in

return, but before she could utter a single wolde Jaavage was gripping
the denim shirt and the foul-mouthed taxi driverswaeing spun away,
slammed forcibly against his own crumpled bonnet.

'‘Apologise to the lady!" The voice, low and coned| was of a man used to
being obeyed. Olivia watched in amazement as tkiedt@&ver was lifted
bodily by the lapels of his shirt and slammed bdeoivn on the car with a
thud. There was a moment of tense, shocked sil&Boeon!" Jake Savage's
voice was as quietly menacing as his expressiom.itow before I'm
tempted to knock that thick skull of yours off yqathetic little shoulders!

A hastily muttered apology rang out in the dankidcair. ‘Now," Jake
Savage gave the man his freedom accompanied byladb irritated
disgust, 'get back in this pathetic heap of rust@et out of my sight before
| do something that | might regret!'



Olivia stared down at her luggage, dumped uncerémusly in the middle
of the road. It was extremely gloomy now. The daaik clouds overhead
were preparing to do their worst. 'You didn't gt hame or insurance
number,’ she murmured, glancing back down the laerenostrils prickling
at the smell of burning rubber.

‘The logo of the firm he drives for was written @aler the car—that will do."

The reply was terse. Olivia raised her head, pustzet honey-coloured
strands of hair from her eyes and looked straight the disturbingly
handsome face. 'Did you have to manhandle himtlik&?' she murmured,
still unable to fully accept all that had happeri#d..it was a little over the
top, wasn't it?'

The firm mouth tightened into a line of disbelief.

Arrogant ebony eyes speared her face. 'You pred@rgbinsulted by a
goon?"'

'He seemed pretty amenable before,” Olivia repirederably, thinking
about her futile hopes of a happy, trouble-freezakr'He was probably just
tired. Or maybe he had money worries,’ she addednaafterthought;
‘perhaps he has a wife and any number of childoesupport and the
accident was the last straw—'

'Stop making excuses for him! He was a foul- moditnglly and if you can't
see that then you must be particularly stupid.'

Anger flared out of nowhere. Olivia narrowed hee®wnd glared. ‘It was
your attitude that made him mad. I'm sure if yod handled it a little more
tactfully..." There was a pause as he surveyedQieria felt uncertainty

growing under the withering gaze and discovereddtie't like this new

phenomenon.

'I'm not prepared to waste my time arguing with ydake Savage asserted
with crisp authority. 'Now, where is it you are Hed?' He pulled back the



cuff of his jacket and glanced briefly at a siNRwmlex. 'If it's not too far |
may be able to give you a lift.’

‘Justmay?' Olivia drew herself up to her full five feet eigimches and
altered her expression to match the formidabld tdtat was evident in the
handsome features now. 'Here | am, stranded.. stiamge place in the
middle of nowhere, due largely to your macho shegzars! And there's a
possibility that you might leave me here, in thektla

'Macho shenanigans?' He looked faintly amused, wtidn't help Olivia's
temper any. 'What are you talking about? | didwédreraise my voice, let
alone my fists. You were insulted, | defended ye you now saying you
would have preferred it if I'd left well alone?’

Olivia worked hard at putting her executive perstméull use. There was
no reason to allow this man to patronise her seceffely; she hadn't done
anything wrong and she'd be damned if she'd allonvth talk to her as if

she had! 'l can handle my own problems,' she &sbetiffly. 'l don't need

other people fighting my battles for me!’

The lips curved into an infuriating, mocking smé@d Olivia felt her
irritation increase. 'In that case, I'll be on mgyw!'ll use my car phone and
order you another taxi—or does that constitutenboch help?'

Another taxi? Olivia's heart sank at the prosp8ht watched miserably as
Jake Savage strolled over to his Range Roverlyll@ve to go a mile or so
along ' this lane,' she informed him stiffly.

He turned back towards her, raising a dark broguery. 'Is that a request
for a lift?'

Olivia scowled, infuriated with herself, with hiwjth the whole ridiculous
situation. 'Yes.'

'Well, in that case,’ ebony eyes lingered on hgraface and there was
sudden amusement hovering near the corners of dighm'’how can |

refuse?' He strolled back towards her and pickea @puple of Olivia's

suitcases.



'Of course.. .1 realise the accident wasn't youit.fa.and if you have
somewhere to go...' she murmured, endeavourirak&the sting out of her
voice and failing quite comprehensively, as he atied his watch yet
again. 'l don't want to disrupt your plans in argywMaybe it would be best
if | waited for another taxi.’

'You disrupted my plans when the taxi you were atlided with my
vehicle," he drawled with aggravating superioriifying up the back of the
Range Rover to stow Olivia's luggage inside. dtldtle late for apologies
now.'

'l wasn't actually apologising!" she retorted sharjt may or may not have
come to your attention, but | wasn't actually drtythe damned taxi!"

Jake Savage looked at her provokingly, his gazetsing the length of her
body with an infuriating lack of speed. 'l neveidsgou were.'

Attraction and now anger. Before.. .when she hest fet eyes on him a
hundred and one ridiculous notions had gone thrdwgghhead, none of
which bore thinking about now. Too humiliating, kaand every one of
them. Images that had shocked and seduced. Aherh ttotally insane,
absolutely impossible...

Get a grip! she chided silently. You've encountehaddsome, arrogant
members of the male species before—there were dhdsf them littered
all over London, so why allow this one to affectiyso badly?

'It wasn't actually my fault, you know!" Olivia reated irritably. 'l was just
the passenger, and besides, if you hadn't havemarehe top the way you
did, with the heavy macho bit, | wouldn't have bestranded and you
wouldn't have had to give me a lift in the firsag.'

'l still don't." Jake Savage turned and looked dawmer with eyes that
gleamed and an expression that told her to watchstep. He glanced
overhead. 'lt's about to rain. Do you think youldgoossibly stop talking
and pass me up those last two suitcases? If wé gieina move-on we're
both going to get very wet indeed."



She was tempted to tell him what he could do wighlift. But that would
mean her much longed-for new beginning would tato even more of a
disaster and there was no way she could manatiesdiiggage on her own.
And he was right, she thought, glancing up at Ky is was going to rain.

The deluge began just as the last of Olivia's lgggaas packed in the
Range Rover. The rear door was slammed shut wetirsse and dark eyes
speared her face. 'Well, what are you waiting f@rmission? Go on, get
in!" he ordered as Olivia attempted to shelter bnthe inadequate folds of
her long cashmere cardigan.

The interior was all male; no lipsticks lying aralimo boxes of tissues, no
stray toys. He wasn't married, he didn't have ailjarand if he had a

woman, which he probably did, he didn't allow hereincroach on the
day-to-day running of his life. Olivia, damp anckathless, told herself all
this in a few seconds. Although why it should hdveen of any

importance...

'What on earth have you got in the back thereZlidgbed up and took his
seat behind the wheel. 'The kitchen sink? You rhagiking one hell of a
long holiday.’

'It's not a holiday," Olivia replied, averting heyes from the strong profile
beside her as she fastened her seat belt anddressume an aura of calm
assurance. 'lI've come to live here.'

He turned to look at her and Olivia, disarmed aisdrientated by the direct
gaze, smoothed her damp blonde hair back from dw¥ &nd wondered
what sort of a mess she looked.

‘Just you and your suitcases?' There was derigiaim,aand a hint of scorn
evident in the rugged features, as if the prospe€Qlivia settling amongst
the local community was not realistic in some walge was aware of the
dark eyes sliding over her figure; her plum-colaudress and matching
cardigan had got more than a little' damp and agdze lingered she felt as
if the outfit was clinging to every contour.



'Yes!" she replied. 'Is there something wrong witat? Look, would you
stop staring at me like that?' she snapped, unabkndure the steady,
speculative gaze a moment longer. 'What's the mdttve | suddenly
grown two heads or something?’

The impassive features didn't flicker, but thenredptory smile lifted the
corners of the finely moulded mouth. 'No, you'viéd got just the one.' He
turned the key in the ignition and the engine rdan¢o life. 'Interesting,' he
drawled, 'you don't like me looking at you.'

'Was | supposed to?' Olivia responded sharply.

'l was just returning the favour,' he informed peavokingly. "You did seem
to find it pretty difficult to drag your eyes aw&pm my body earlier on.’

'Why, you — I'

'So," he continued smoothly, cutting through Ols/engry response, '‘where
exactly is it that I'm taking you?'

Olivia glanced across at the handsome face. Todmeawor to hell and

back? she wondered. The words seared into her rSinel.felt suddenly

disorientated, shocked by the strength of her i@agto this man, bemused
by the intense emotions he seemed to be able jareaup inside her.

‘Are you OK?'

His eyes scanned her face with thrilling intensi®fivia looked away,
pressing a hand to her flaming cheek. 'Let me biereached towards her
and tilted her chin. 'Yes, it's starting to looletty sore. Did you bang your
head hard?' he asked, gently twisting her towairdssb that he could look
into her face.

'No.. .just my cheek. It wasn't much,' Olivia addedftly. Did he think she
was injured, concussed? Maybe she was, maybe tmimhy she felt so
strange. 'I'm fine, honestly.’



'Do you have a headache?' She shook her head,&amgdixed helplessly
now on the strong, rugged features. 'Does your hect?' His hands slid
down and she felt his fingers beneath the colldreofdress, pressing gently
against her skin. 'Any pain there?’

'‘No." She gulped an unsteady breath. 'I've told.ym all right.’
Ebony eyes narrowed. 'You don't look all right.'

Silence. A second passed, then ten. The rain watsgeon the roof of the
vehicle, but she didn't hear it—neither, it seentkd he. She saw his look
change, recognised the stunned awareness in kisdagasily— it was as if
she were looking into a mirror, as if he suddeelythe same way as she...

'Olivia Hamilton." Her name was like honey on lisgue. She watched, her
clear blue eyes wide with wonder, hardly daringhiak about what might
happen next. He was moving closer, lowering hislveigh obvious intent.
Olivia found her eyes transfixed on his mouth. Vol kiss her®ould
he?

The insistent bleep of the car phone shatteredntbraent. Olivia gasped a
breath and saw amazement flicker momentarily actse Savage's
sharply angled features. He released her head iakedpup the receiver,
looking out through the windscreen into the darkgrafternoon. 'Yes?'

There was a short conversation, but Olivia was lgaadiare of what was
said.

She glanced across at the strong profile and satthie phone had been
replaced and that he was speaking to her. 'Where to

'It's.. .not far from here. Just a mile or so aldhg road, as | said," she
informed him slowly. The dark eyes were lookingj&t road ahead now and
she was able to feel more composed. There's mguoff to the left. You
can't see that much of the cottage from the roatjtlbacks onto fields.
There's a stream and a public footpath which ress by and both lead
directly into the village." She was gabbling, ahdttwas unlike her. She
took a steadying breath. 'lt's called-'



'l know what it's called. Honeysuckle Cottage.'

She tried to ignore the challenge in his eyes,ibuwas too strong, too
infuriating. 'So you live near?' The question wasai her mouth before she
could stop it.

He threw her an enigmatic look. 'Not far.’
'In the village?"

He looked at her thoughtfully for a moment. ‘Nothe village, no. | have a
place a couple of miles from here." There was ghslpause. 'So, you've
decided to buy this quaint little cottage." He ®yed her with a curious
expression. 'l wonder why.'

His direct gaze unsettled her, but she fought aacdmanaged not to let that
fact show. 'l felt like a change.’

'‘Some change.’

A silence fell. Olivia looked down at her lap andndered again if she had
made the worst, most foolish decision of her erdtiee Hell! What if she
had? No job. No friends. She thought of the wintetd and isolated and
desolate.

‘A penny for them? Or are highly paid executiviesuights worth far more?"

Olivia glanced up and cursed silently; how did new the sort of life she
had led? Why couldn't that stupid taxi driver havizen more carefully?
Why had she ever had to meet this man? Therelsead to mock!" she
retorted. 'Are you always this infuriating?’

‘Not often. In fact, | can't think of the last tirh@vas so tempted. It's been
months.. .years,' he added quietly.

'Well, do you think you could cease laughing at e¥pense?' Olivia
snapped. 'I'm not in the mood.’



'It's been quite a day, | should imagine.' Darksespeared her face. 'A shock
to the system,' he murmured softly.

Olivia felt the hairs on the back of her neck stapdon end. His eyes. His
voice. She felt a lurch of awareness kick her engtomach and worked hard
at trying to ignore it. Such a desperately attxactroice. He knew it, of
course; men like him always did. 'I'm looking forddo my new life,’ she
declared resolutely. 'There are masses of thipggsnl to do!"

'Such as?'

She wouldn't tell him. Her ideas for using parthed orchard as a tea garden,
and converting one of the outside sheds into adbcac-cum-junk shop
were still only in the early planning stages. Heuldoprobably shoot the
whole lot down in flames with some clever remarkl ame didn't want
that—not whilst she was feeling so fragile, anyw@h, all sorts of things,’
she murmured vaguely. 'Once the cottage is hownitwal'll be able to
view all of my options.’

'Does one of those options include finding a jdlaRe enquired. 'Or are you
wealthy enough not to have to worry about that ebthing?’

'l be OK for a while. Look, | did know what | wdetting myself in for,'
Olivia added, noting the disbelief in his expreasid made this decision.
My reasons are sound and.. .and it's going to Wwork!

'Who are you trying to convince?' he drawled. 'Sa'ye left London, in
something of a hurry, | would say, and you're ladiralone out in the sticks.'

'Yes. How.. .do you know that?'

Dark eyes surveyed the long, richly coloured waotiothes, the large gilt
bangle that hung from her right wrist, the expeasixags and professionally
styled hair.

"You've got that city look; a pallor that stemsnfreoo many hours spent in
an air-conditioned office. The superficial glossnfr a superficial life," he
drawled. 'Let's just say us country folk can spatmile off.’



'Well, congratulations on your perception, Mr Sayalgut surely it takes
one to know one—I can't say | see a great dedietountry yokel about
you!" Olivia retorted angrily.

'l hide it well." He swung the Range Rover arourtiead and then took a
turning on the right, which led to a tree-lineddan

Another terse reply. Olivia scowled. God! How shated arrogant,
egotistical males!

'What exactly did you do in London?'

They were pulling into the driveway now. Olivia psed the switch for the
electric window and felt a surge of excitementngsas she looked at her
new home. 'l was in publishing,' she murmured,ovainig her eyes against
the rain that spat in at her face.

'‘And you left? Why?'

'l don't actually see that it's any of your busg®Dlivia flashed’ He
shrugged. 'For some peculiar reason | find mysekrested—isn't that
enough?'

Olivia forced a sweet smile that dripped with sarsalt was a famous
weapon. At work she had been renowned for it. '&irgly, Mr Savage,
no it is not!" No effect. Olivia exhaled an impatidreath. ‘I happen to be a
private and—'

'Independent woman," he finished drily.

Olivia nodded, satisfied that he was at last gettive picture. 'That's right.'

'l would hazard a guess and say that that lasttgusiextremely important
to you," he murmured, watching her resolute expyassm I right?’

'Of course! Independence and freedom of choice—ntlost important
things anyone can ever possess!' she declaredbstiiute authority.



"You really think so?’

Olivia showed her surprise. 'Don't you?'
He shrugged. 'Maybe.'

‘Just maybe?' Olivia queried. 'Only that?"

The attractive mouth twisted into a grim smilee@&aom of choice—it's not
always the easiest of things to acquire.’

Olivia's well-shaped brows drew together in quelsn't it? Somehow |
can't imagine you ever having difficulty in thatpaetment!" she responded
tartly. 'l would hazard a guess and say in youe that precious commodity
money is not in short supply.'

You believe it all comes down to personal finance?

Olivia glanced up at the glittering gaze, conscionse more of the derisive
edge in his voice. What had she said? Why did ble $0 aggravated all of a
sudden? 'That has a lot to do with it,’ she murchuMell, yes, | do, as a
matter of fact!" she added, refusing to be putbgfthe disapproving vibes
that were suddenly emanating from the powerful &#adetermined to be
perverse. 'Money brings choice. There's no questimut that. Look," she
added, angered by the now blatant look of steedyke, '| was ambitious. |
worked myself into the ground for eight years, made the top. | enjoyed
the work, | was powerful, in my own small spheret the only solid thing
I've got to show for it, the only thing that mattet the end of all that hard
slog is the fact that | have a healthy bank balaand some good
investments. Money brought me here," she addedyfitinbrought me this
change of lifestyle, this pretty cottage in theroy The ability to choose.'’

There was a strange, almost dangerous silence. v&rat if choice is
restrained by other limitations, other boundarié#?at if you can't bring
yourself to just walk away? What then?'



Olivia frowned. This conversation was getting deSpe wasn't sure she
could handle it.. .she wasn't sure stentedto. 'l.. .don't understand,' she
murmured, playing dumb. 'l don't know what youakkihg about.'

'Oh, | think you do," he murmured softly. 'But #'asier.. .you prefer to see
things clearly—black and white; that's right, ist?tNo grey areas allowed?"

'l try to." Olivia paused to consider and realiseat this man, who was a
virtual stranger, was far too perceptive for cornfér makes decisions a lot
easier.’

Dark brows drew together. 'Life isn't always thatge, though, is it?"

Olivia hesitated and thought of Paul. "You can miakenple,' she declared
forcibly. "You canchoosdo make it simple.' She saw the dark head shake in
disbelief. 'Obviously we see things differentijzesdeclared. 'I'm not trying

to convert you. You were the one who pursued thesdf conversation!

He glanced across at her. "You're nervous—why?'

Olivia lifted her head and stared defiantly at #ssured, handsome face.
'I'm..." She had been about to deny it—pointlessiycourse, because they
both knew she was as nervous as hell. But of wha&? was the point. And
why? 'l.. .don't know you.' She shrugged awkwardnd yet | find myself
drawn into deep conversations that.. .that distoeb .and...' She closed her
mouth abruptly and looked out of the car windownkigty was falling out
of her mouth at an alarming rate. What on earthges$essed her to be so
frank.. .and to a perfect stranger?

'‘And?'

'It doesn't matter.' She lifted her head and gldrioevards her new home.
She took a deep breath and savoured the smeleafhiti, damp air. This
was it, the moment she had been dreaming abowtdeks. 'Honeysuckle
Cottage —it's a pretty name, isn't it?'

The harsh mouth curved suddenly. 'If you say sthigh there hasn't been
a strand of the stuff growing there in all the gelacan remember.’



Olivia removed her gaze from the arresting proflled watched the
windscreen wipers moving back and forth. 'I'll gre@me," she announced.

"You feel like giving it a try?"'

The mocking tone wasn't lost on her. Olivia loolsbérply at the derisive
mouth. 'Is there something wrong with that?' sheateded.

'It deserves to be lived in for fifty-two weekstbe year, not just now and
then when the flat in London needs decoratingherweather's fine," he
remarked sharply.

Olivia turned briefly, a frown creasing her foretled haven't got a flat in
London, not any more,’ she replied, registeringstherp disapproval of her
companion's face, 'and even if | had, what busirsegof yours how I live
my life?'

She wrenched open the door as soon as the velaole to a halt and
jumped down onto the crunchy gravel, consciousshatwas in danger of
allowing this disturbing man to mar the arrival sh&d so longed for.
‘Thanks for the lift,' she continued stonily, rungimay in her roomy leather
bag for the key. 'If you'll just open the back foe I'll get my luggage and
you can go.'

'Here, take this.' He reached into the back se#teoehicle and tossed a
large grey raincoat through the open doorway. "Wwatderful but totally
impractical dress is going to be ruined.' He gataoul walked around to the
boot. 'Go and open up and I'll start bringing ylmggage inside.’

‘There's absolutely no need —!'
He halted her protestations with a look. '‘Go on! &ol say! | was late
before; I'm even later now. A couple more minutesp time won't make a

lot of difference.’

She complied. For one thing it was too wet to staumdide arguing the toss
over whether he should or should not carry her bagd for another they



were heavy and there were a lot of them and shédwamfinitely ruin her
outfit in the process.

Olivia ran for the front door. The wooden gate kesha little as she opened
it. Her soft black leather boots brushed againstngls of newly sprouted
foliage, which she promised herself she would oag mcognise, as she
negotiated the narrow overgrown path.

The cottage had been empty for a little while n@uit of the corner of her
eye she spotted drifts of blue forget-me-nots aald pellow primroses and
her heart lifted and soared because there wereasy days ahead and so
much to do.

There was a porch overhead, but it was in nee@pdir and too old and
rickety to afford much shelter from the torrentiain. Dragging her gaze
away from the front garden, Olivia thrust her tigas key into the lock and
stepped across the threshold into her new home.

It was dark inside. The rain clouds had hastenedstbring afternoon
towards evening. Olivia searched blindly for a tigkvitch and, unable to
find one near the door, groped her way across doeny banging into
unidentifiable objects on the way. There had betawapieces of furniture
here when she had last visited; old stuff that wdwdve to be thrown out.
Olivia added another job to the list she carriexbad inside her head as she
tried to make her way towards the kitchen; ordskip to cart away all this
rubbish, so that the decorators could get stardsdsoon as possible.

Her foot scuffed into something soft, an unseeredbpn the floor that

nearly sent her flying into the wall. Olivia gralabhold of the back of a
nearby chair and turned around to take another. [ddkat was it? An old

carpet? Olivia let out a sigh of disgust. For goexi sake! There had
definitely been no carpet or rug here when shevisited before, she was
sure of it. What a cheek!

'People dumping their rubbish here!" she mutteredsty, giving the object
an irritated push with her foot.



It felt strange. Not a carpet or a rug. A prickfeatarm ran across Olivia's
skin. She took a deep breath and bent down twtget a better look. Oh,
goodness! What was it? Slowly, very slowly she nealcout a hand, forcing
herself to be brave. It would be a lot better ¥ slould see more; this was
like that awful game she had played at a party owbere you had to stick
your hand into a bag and feel and try to guessevieatwas inside.

Her fingers reached out gingerly and came into thesicontact with
something that felt disgusting; a mixture of fudanwet, sticky slime.

Olivia gave a shriek, jumped up and half stumblealf ran for the front
door.

She cannoned into Jake Savage, overloaded witls easee entrance, and
clutched onto the lapels of his jacket.

'Hey! What on earth's the matter?'

Olivia closed her eyes and allowed herself thef pleasure of pressing her
face against the soft suede jacket. 'There's samgethsomething horrible
in there," she declared unsteadily, aware of harth@acing fit to burst,
unsure whether it was entirely due to her suddightfior the fact that she
was in such close proximity to Jake Savage.

'What sort of thing?'
'I... I don't know. It's so dark and | can't fircetdamn light switch, but—'

'It's frightened the hell out of you,' he finishied her. His voice was calm.
'Funny how appearances can be so deceptive,ti3rtiel murmured softly.
She could feel the masculine hardness of his bibeéywarmth of his breath
on her face. 'Now what on earth made me imaginetttigasophisticated
Miss Hamilton could handle any situation, no maltiew daunting? You're
shaking like a leaf!"

'I... I don't like the dark very much," Olivia adted unsteadily. 'But it's not
just that; there really is something horrible. hild&know what it is, but it felt
absolutely disgusting!



'OK, calm down."' The deep voice was soothing andemsely reassuring.
'I'm here." Olivia heard the suitcases fall tofther and her heart increased
its hammering tenfold as she felt the pressuretrohg masculine arms
around her shoulders. 'There's no need to panitri kngers moved
sensuously in a circular motion. 'l can still fgelur whole body trembling,
do you know that?' His voice trailed to a halt &itvia sensed the change in
him, so that when he spoke again it was no surpoisear a softer, more
intimate note to his voice. 'Such a fiery charaotethe outside..." he lifted a
hand and tilted Olivia's chin so that he could lookvn into her face '.. .but
not quite so hard on the inside, eh?"

Their souls met and the feeling of knowing assaidigtia once again. She
didn't understand what was happening, why she dieal this way about a
man she had only just met.

She wanted him. Shock coursed through her bodyeatevelation and
Olivia pulled away jerkily. ‘Do you think you couldtake a look?"

Jake released her without a word, she heard augagdlick and instantly
the room was bathed in the glare of a naked bufleyTwere in a large,
pleasantly shaped room. Low beams criss-crossedcéilang; a big
inglenook fireplace dominated one whole wall. Glivswallowed and
forced herself to get a grip, self-consciously ngkseveral large steps away
from Jake Savage's broad frame. 'lt was over th&re,murmured, hardly
daring to meet the probing gaze, 'behind that ofd.s

She stayed by the door, watching as he crossetietoplace she had
indicated. There was a sharp intake of breath &ed & sigh. 'lt's OK,
nothing to be frightened of.' He pushed the sofaocdihe way and Olivia
tentatively moved forward. 'Just a battered, biised half-starved mutt.’
Jake crouched down and placed seemingly knowledigyémimds onto the
matted, blood-smeared fur. 'Which, surprisinglystiff alive!" There was a
note of triumph in the deep tone. He turned suddamid she saw the
expression of urgency that accompanied it. '"HuRyh out to my car and
grab the black case that's on the back seat.’

'Right!" Olivia wheeled around, not pausing to digsgsor consider his
order. She gripped his raincoat around her shosildirshed out into the



pouring rain and returned in less than half a n@nuith the large black case
as requested.

"You're a doctor?' She couldn't keep the note gdrme from her voice as
she watched Jake flick open the case and pull stgthoscope.

'Vet.' He nodded towards the unmoving, furry md3setty fortunate dog,
huh?’

Olivia frowned, her eyes switching to the miseraldeking animal on the
floor. 'It doesn't look very fortunate. You honggthink you can save it?"

He didn't answer immediately. There was silence dminmense
concentration as he listened to the dog's heartbeetly he lifted his head.
'‘Looks hopeful. There's a reasonable beat, consgldre state he's in. He's
weak from lack of food, of course, and there ammaple of bad gashes.'
Jake carefully lifted a back leg and examined aicégpoking wound. ‘This
one is pretty nasty. Stopped him from finding amgho eat in the last few
days, | should think.'

'‘But he looks so.. .so desperate,’ Olivia replggidting her teeth as a needle
was swiftly filled and injected into the mangy botyow do you think he
came to be here?’

Jake lifted his broad shoulders in a shrug. 'Whans? Maybe he slipped in
when your things were being delivered earlier.glaced towards a couple
of packing cases that were in the corner of thenrdbneed some water, hot
water. Can you see to it?"

Olivia straightened up, aware of the professiormahimand in his voice.
'Yes.'

'‘Good." He began to roll up his shirt-sleeves arlvi&@ despite her
determined resolution to be as efficient as possfbund her gaze drawn to
the powerful forearms, the strength of his handbeg lowered to examine
the dog. 'Are you going to get that hot water nbw ,&nquired sharply as the
seconds passed, 'or do | have to get it myself?



She turned quickly, cursing her wandering concéotracursing the fact
that this man could make her feel wonderful one mimand totally
inadequate the next, with no more than a look arfemacrisply spoken
words.

By the time she came back into the living-room vathowl full of warm
water, another with hot water in it, a towel ancheasoap, determined to be
Miss Efficiency, Jake had carried the dog ovehtodofa. She watched as he
clipped away sodden black fur from around sevafdrént wounds.

'l don't suppose there's any chance of you lighdifige, is there?' Dark eyes
flicked across to the large, blackened inglenoo&ptace. 'Only it's pretty
cold in here and this dog needs all the warmthameget.’

Olivia shivered; her own woollen dress felt decigedbmp from the rain

and she was having to grit her teeth to stop thleattering together as it
was. 'I'm not very organised,” she murmured, frognat the fireplace.

‘There isn't any wood or anything yet. | was gdimget that kind of thing

sorted out tomorrow.' She paused, glad that shetdidve to admit that she
had never lit an open fire in her life before. 'Bulo have a couple of fan
heaters. | bought them specially for the move. Thleguld be in a case
upstairs. I'll go get them.'

The room felt a lot warmer after half an hour oy sot cosy exactly but

better than when they had first entered. Olivia foachd a couple of bulbs

for the wall lights and retrieved a large rectamagulig from one of the

packing cases, which she had spread over the bard$ The dog had been
encouraged to eat a special nourishing concodtianhiad been mixed from

a selection of packets carried in the Range Rover.

'Right. That's just about all | can do for nowkd&avage flexed his broad
shoulders and released a long- drawn-out breatm't orry, he looks a lot

worse than he is; he's going to be fine,' he adseeing Olivia's anxious

gaze. 'He just needs rest and a lot of feedingawpy and daily attention to

his wounds, of course. They should heal well, ttping's a young dog and
there's no reason why he shouldn't make a swifivery.'



Olivia smiled her relief. 'That's good." She glashclown at the sleeping
animal. 'Would you.. .like a cup of tea before go?' Olivia made her voice
sound as casual as possible, and she glancedoupaké¢ Savage's face. He
looked tired; it crossed her mind that maybe henhdzken sleeping well
lately. 'l realise you've stayed far longer than ywanted to, but the kettle's
just boiled, so...'

There was a slight pause and then the lips curtxd brief, unexpected
smile. 'That would be good—thank you. | take mirtete; no sugar.’

Olivia released a cautious breath and found thif reas flooding through
her. Jake Savage had been tending to the dognhmsélan hour and in that
time she had become increasingly anxious that bisctask was at an end
he would pick up his bag and the animal and walkadiher life without
another word.

Why? The question raced into her mind. Why did it erattat she might not
see him again?

He stood up, rubbing the back of his neck in algeghat communicated a
deeply ingrained tiredness, unthinkingly stretchiodnis full height of six
feet plus, and immediately cracking his head agaome of the low
blackened beams.

'Oh, my goodness! Are you OK?' Olivia winced at stoeind of his skull
meeting oak and rushed towards him, frowning in @athy, instinctively
reaching up and touching the dark, glossy heads ‘Géiling is dreadfully
low, isn't it? You'll have to be careful in future.

She stilled, her whole being transfixed by the f&fehis thick black hair
beneath her fingers, by the close proximity of Ja&eage's powerful body,
by her words. She was overwhelmingly consciousudtvghe had just said
—the future? Did she think they had one? Did she imagine shaldvsee
this man again after today? Did she want to?

She tried to snatch her hand away, but Jake Savagjéar too swift for her.
'It's just here,” he murmured. His large hand oceddners, moving her



fingers across his head. Dark, dangerous eyes dod&e/n into her face.
‘Can you feel that?'

Olivia's fingers came into contact with a raisednpuand she nodded. 'Y..
.yes.' Physical contact with this man meant shewlaspering again, as if
the effect of touching or being touched by him sbave diminished the

power of her vocal cords. 'lt must hurt,’ she mueduwishing she had the
strength to pull her fingers free, knowing deep dakat she didn't want to.

His gaze was intense, focusing steadily on heressingly mobile
expression.

Olivia swallowed. A stillness settled over the nite of the room. He didn't
speak. He didn't have to. There was no confusing $lensation of
inevitability. Olivia ran her tongue nervously ovieer parched lips and
waited, catching her breath a little as the datkdhewered very slowly,
very deliberately.

This was what she had been waiting for all of hier IShe hadn't been
wrong before.

This man called Jake Savage would mean somethihgrtaneeting him,
wanting him, loving him. This was her destiny.



CHAPTER TWO

JAKE claimed her whole being with a passionate, sergsalthat caused
Olivia's world to tilt on its axis. His mouth wasamn and sensual and
searching. Her lips parted of their own accord simel felt the true taste of
him, she felt the energy, the longing, the needibgrbetween them...

No words were necessary. What was there to say?eldatricity, the
unexplainable certainty that this would happen, badn between them
from the beginning. Since that first look, thasfitouch...

His hands were impatient. Searching, moving sehsualer the
close-fitting dress, exploring every outline, evetyve. She gasped as he
dragged his mouth from her lips and began kissiegarched curve of her
neck, pulling back her cardigan from her shouldergveal the covered zip
of her dress.

Olivia's hands flew to his shirt, twisting, gripgirthe fabric. She felt as if
she were drowning and only this man could save Twmbling fingers

slipped beneath the fabric and she felt for thet fime the true power of his
frame, the strength of pure muscle, the softnessanhed skin, the
roughness of dark, curling hair. She felt, too,reisction to her touch, the
sharp breath, the increased pressure of his moulielips.

It was the swift intensity that affected her so plge She wanted,
shockingly, to be free of the restriction of heotbkes. She wanted, she
achedto feel the roughness of his hands on her nakdg.bo

He knew. Men like Jake Savage always knew.

She gasped as his fingers grazed her skin. Fedliliga didn't even know
she possessed spun wildly around inside her heldd Asgan to unfasten
her dress. This passion that had been there, hyatgeen them from the
beginning, needed assuaging, it needed to reachltingate climax. No
time to talk, no time to get to know one anotheratitould come later...



'My bedroom.. .upstairs.' Her voice was a whispegreat part of her could
hardly believe she was daring to be so bold. Quaty Olivia Hamilton?
'Frigid Olivia', as Paul had once described her?

'Has it a bed?' His voice was deep and husky, bistmwarm and hungry
against her skin.

'Of course." She raised her head and kissed hisigmedely, pressing her
body against his towering frame. 'At least, | hgpe.'

'In that case..." Jake swung her into his armssigeiweighed no more than
a feather and carried her effortlessly up the nastaircase.

His tread sounded hollow on the bare boards arftkasarried her in the
darkness Olivia knew a fleeting moment of doubt.

He dragged his mouth from hers, pausing on thestep, sensing the
sudden rigidity of her slim frame. 'You deantthis...?" Silvery moonlight
shone through the landing window, illuminating tugged planes of his
face. 'Olivia?' His dark eyes were questioning.

She looked up at him, her eyes scanning every aagéry contour of his
face. She knew what she wanted. Rational thougut to spoil the way she
felt, but she thrust it away. Why should she follber old rules2Vhy
should sh@ She ached with wanting him. Never before hacgperienced
such passionate need, such desperate, intensadongi

'Yes,' she murmured unsteadily. 'Yes, | do.’

She clung to him as he caressed her body, gaspihgpleasure as his
powerful hands took control. Waiting for the righbment.. .wanting her
first experience to mean something, to be speciall.those months of
rebuffing Paul's impatient advances... it had a&kérb justified. She had
waited for this moment, thimanfor all of her life.

He took sudden and full possession of her thenQ@inda found herself
crying aloud, tensing a little in spite of everyii



'Olivia?' She heard the ragged incredulity in logce, the sharp intake of
breath as Jake fought his own physical needs asicede'You're a—!'

'Please!" Olivia whispered imploringly, acutely aevéhat her world would
fall apart if he rejected her now. 'It's all rigl8he gripped his body tightly,
moved against him, pressed her lips against th@zew skin of his
shoulder, working to convince him anyway she knew hl want this!

There was a split-second of hesitation, then at fgioan as will-power
vanished. 'So do I," he confessed, his voice gviiff desire, 'so do I...'

He was a magnificent lover. Better than Olivia m&&gined even in her
wildest dreams; strong and powerful, ruthlesslgantrol, but with kisses
that were tender as well as passionate, a toutlptissessed silk as well as
steel...

Olivia found herself crying aloud many times, bboere was no pain
involved once that special moment had been pass@dly
pleasure—pleasure for them both.

It took some time for their desire to diminish;yheade love, they kissed
and touched and then they wanted each other aglaeevening slipped
into night and eventually their passion was sa&tikfi

In the darkness Olivia could hear Jake's raggeditiirey. She felt replete,
wonderful, oozing with a happiness that she didish to analyse.

And Jake?

Olivia moved to look at him. Her head had beenimgsbn the firm, hard
chest, but as she moved so did he, lifting her finomm, slipping away from
her, accompanied by a sharp, almost angry relddseath until there was
no longer any physical contact.

‘Jake?' Olivia's voice was tentative, uncertaithahalf-light. She reached
across and cautiously touched the muscular haghewned arm that lay a
distance from hers. 'Jake?"



'Yes?' His tone was enigmatic, flat almost. Olife#t the sharp stab of
rejection, like a knife through her body. What hslde expected? A
declaration of love? Some word that would indidegédelt as moved as she?

Destiny. The word reverberated in her mind. Theyewaeant to be lovers.
She knew it. She felt it with her whole being. Thal not been a mistake.
Knowing it filled her mind. The future stretchedeald, bright and full of
meaning now that she had met this man.

But she didn't like this silence; it frightened her

A shaft of despair ran through Olivia's body. Suted wasn't regretting all
that had just taken place? Surely not. 'lt.. .is V@K, wasn't it?'

'Yes.'

Olivia swallowed and closed her eyes. What was gP0Why was he being
s0.. .so distant? She feltmovement beside her andrsthe half-light that
he had raised himself to a sitting position.

'It was more than OK,' he asserted roughly, akafadmission was being
dragged out of him. "You know that.'

'Do 1?" She sounded like a child; young and imminagdnerable.

‘The seduction.-.." There was a pause. She coeldhien searching for
words in the darkness. 'lIt wasn't planned, it wasemeditated..." His voice
was deep, rough-edged. 'l don't want you to thin&t tt wander the
countryside seducing lone women! It took me as nfychurprise as it did
you.'

'l know that," Olivia replied unsteadily, watchihgs outline as he dragged
strong fingers through sweat- slicked hair. He simghbewildered, as if
already regretting his indulgence in the pleasofdke flesh.

'How do you know?' He looked down at her, silveiyamlight flashing like
steel in his eyes. 'We've just met, Olivia, remerdbbe reminded her
unsteadily. 'You know as little about me as | dowbyou! You were a



virgin, for God's sake!' He flung the word at h&elan accusation. 'Why
didn't you tell me?'

It didn't seem important,’ Olivia replied quietly.
'‘Not important?'

"You know what | mean!" Olivia hated the way he weking her feel. She
tried desperately to find the right words that wborlake him understand. 'l
wanted you to make love to me.’

She heard him release a taut breath. 'l know.'

Olivia tried to swallow but her throat felt tighbhe shivered in the chill
room. 'You're regretting what's happened, arenifyo

'No." His voice was flat. He looked across at @lignd she felt rather than
saw the intensity of his gaze. 'How could | regmey of what's just taken
place?' he added quietly. 'But we're strangers...'

Was that all it was? Olivia felt a sense of religfsh over her. 'We could
change that,’ she replied simply.

'‘What?'

Was he being deliberately cruel? His voice soun@dh and scornful
suddenly, amazed, outraged even, as if she hadesiggly something
dreadful. Surely not. Jake had been so sensitivegasing during their
lovemaking.

Everything was going wrong. Tears welled in Olwiayes and she shut
them tight, glad of the virtual darkness of themod just thought—'

'‘Well, don't!" He released a heavy sigh. 'Pleasetdhink! Look, Olivia. It

was good. Hell, it was better than good, but dgmgetting the wrong idea.’
Jake reached over and for a fleeting moment shthielvarmth of his touch
on her face. 'l don't regret what's taken placeveen us, I've told you that,
but I'm not interested in involvement, or emotiotias or anything that



even remotely resembles a relationship." He retease¢aut breath and
swung away from her. 'So if you're under the itusihat—'

'I'm not!" Olivia's voice was sharp. She was hauwmghink fast and talk
even faster. Suchumiliationl She could hardly bear it. She had given this
man everything. She had followed her true feelirgsen guided by the
deepest of emotions, only to have it all thrownkbat her face. She
hardened her voice. 'You've obviously got the wramgression. Don't
worry, Jake, I'm not the clinging type!'

She heard a relieved breath. 'Good.' There wag@amsng pause. 'Look,’
he continued eventually, 'if I've made you feel lmxdcheated then I'm
sorry—'

Pain twisted like a knife in a wound. She didn'twhis sympathy! "You
haven't!" Olivia took a steadying breath and cargth determinedly, 'lI've
come to this part of the world to be free from @&l complications. I've
just.. .extracted myself from a rather messy emmafidangle and the last
thing | want is another relationship! I'm... I'nsjunot interested.’

'So we feel the same way?' His voice was cool,gogistioning, and she
could sense the importance attached to the enquiry.

Olivia gulped a breath and swung her legs off tkd, lgroping for her
clothes, feeling the damp wool of her dress benkathfingers. 'It would
seem so. Now," she made an effort and hardenedole® still further, 'l
think it's best if you go.' She attempted a shauwgh that sounded strained
and unnatural in the gloom. "After all, I'm hardtya position to offer much
in the way of hospitality, am 1? The place is a sn&sd it's freezing up here!

You'll be all right?' His voice momentarily heldrecern in the darkness of
the bedroom. 'If you want help with anything—"

Olivia swung back round to glare at the large, fidable outline. 'Just go,
will you?' she gritted. 'lt's been a long day. tired and I'm cold and now
that it's all over and we know where we both stigndt want you out of my
house!'



'‘As you wish.' The warmth in Jake's voice had tdrtzeice. He rose from
the bed and picked up his clothes from the flodivi® watched, tears
glistening in her eyes, as he dressed without h&te couldn't remember
the last time she had felt so desolate, so alone.

'l suppose..." Olivia cleared her throat and triedstop herself from
shivering '.. .there's a girlfriend waiting for ysamewhere?' She held her
breath and then forced herself to say it. ‘A wife?'

‘There's no one.’ His voice was terse, almost savhitpought I'd just made
that clear! I'm no adulterer! I'm simply not intsted in any long-term
relationship.' He finished fastening his shirt dmoked across towards the
bed. 'I've already been taught my lesson. I'd fmobnot to learn from it.'
There was a slight pause. "You must be cold," hemured. 'I'll bring up a
couple of your suitcases.’

"There's no need!

'Yes, there is. Your dress was damp from the storyed-can't put that on
again.'

'l told you not to bother!" Olivia snapped as hdéked out of the bedroom. 'l
don't need kindness ' she called wildly. 'l doe¢chyou treating me like a
child.. .or one of your damn animals!" she addedraafterthought.

No reply. It was worse than an argument. Sudddmywgnted to fight him.
Suddenly she hated him. Why didn't he feel the sameas she did? How
could she have made such a dreadful mistake?

Whilst he was gone Olivia sprang from the bed atndggled with her
underclothes. She felt so vulnerable. So fooliste Beard his footsteps on
the stairs and fumbled wildly with the catch of bea.

'Here. Your clothes.' Jake dumped a suitcase betbed and flicked on the
light.

'l want you to go!



'l will. But not before you've found something teav.' He clicked open one
of the cases and glancedacross, dark eyes restip@ssively on Olivia's

half- naked figure. 'Do you want some help witht?ha

'It's OK, | can manage.'

'It's twisted."'

'l can manage.'

He wasn't listening. Jake walked towards her andi@took a few steps

back. 'What's the matter?' He looked fierce. Hisitndightened ominously
as Olivia shook her head.

‘Just go!’

'l will once you stop looking so petrified. Now tuaround and let me help
you.'

'Don't touch me!'

'Don't be ridiculous,' he replied calmly, 'We'vetjumade love. I've done
more than touch you!

'l wish to God you hadn't!
She felt his fingers still and her heart stoppeating. He was so close. His
black hair was still tousled from their lovemakiagd Olivia had to beat

down the desire to reach up a hand and smoottoipiace.

"You don't mean that." Cool authority masked higearas he looked down
into her face.

Olivia's bottom lip trembled, but she bit down ommnd stared up fiercely,
her wide blue eyes clashing with Jake Savage'sifiatte gaze. 'Don't 1?'



"You were more passionate than any woman I've nwa@eto,’ he asserted
quietly, touching her cheek briefly with his hatidon't spoil it all now by

lying!'
'Spoil it?' Olivia released an unsteady breatbutan say that tsme?'

'l don't make promises | can't keep!" he informed tersely. 'l don't lie, |
don't deceive. I'm not a damned hypocrite!" His regpion was taut
suddenly, a cold, metallic mask that froze her \sayl. 'Believe me, over
the years I've seen enough hypocrisy to last niketarie! We made love
this evening because it felt like the thing to Because it was thenlything
to do!'

'Please!" Olivia cried desperately. 'Can't you usid@d that | regret
everything that's just taken place?’

He looked at her with a frown. 'And you honestlpest me to believe that?"
The dark head shook with disbelief. 'OK. I'll gog murmured. 'But don't
imagine this is the end—'

'l want it to be!'

Jake's mouth curved slightly. 'No, you don't.' Dayes slid over her bare
breasts. He reached forward and stroked a dark&ppteé with one finger

and Olivia felt the now familiar ache of desire tosich could produce all
over again. 'What we achieved tonight is rare A$merted knowledgeably.
'Neither of us could deny ourselves the pleasusaioh sexual harmony. It
has to continue.’

Words failed her. Olivia opened her mouth to spé&akieny all that he said,
but nothing emerged. 'You see?' Jake was obsehangeactions closely.
"You know deep down that what | say is the tritle.'slid his fingers across
her breast and adjusted the strap of her brdetl'thyself out.'

She watched him leave the room, rigid with resentyreocked by what he
had said. Did he really imagine that she would beng to.. .to.. .continue
after all that had just been said?



There was a biting wind outside that howled moudipfihrough the trees.
Olivia drew back the faded bedroom curtains ant tfeé sharp breeze
blowing into the room through the old, ill-fittingindows.

She shivered, watching silently as Jake placedsduated dog carefully
inside the back of the Range Rover and then covevgth a tartan blanket.

There was a brief glow as the interior light went a glimpse of Jake
Savage's hard, enigmatic expression. Then darktiesspar of a powerful

engine, a glow of red tail-lights and in the nexament the Range Rover
was pulling away into the night.

Next morning it was still raining. Olivia stood la¢r bedroom window and
stared across the fields, watching impassivelyhaddw clouds drifted in
sheets of grey.

April showers, she thought. Except that today masfirst day of May, and
this definitely was no shower. She glanced aroinedattic-style bedroom
and considered going back to bed. It was earlyn@teven seven o'clock,
and it was cold and dismal...

He was on her mind, of course. She had dreamt ddoun the early hours
of the morning; a re- enacting of their lovemakihg previous night.

Olivia wrapped her dressing-gown tightly around &red longed for central
heating. Amendment to the list, she thought; getating firm to install an
efficient system as soon as possible —wood firesviery room were not
going to be possible or practical.

He had left his jacket. It was the first thing legees alighted on when she
came downstairs. She picked up the expensive gisdeent and looked at
it for a long while, her mind swinging back to theevious evening, to the
shock and pleasure of his embrace. Her body stategtie memory. The
intensity; that had been the thing that had lindene far into the night, still
lingered even now. How could he have told her henianterested in
involvement after making love to her like that?



The jacket felt soft beneath her fingers; she dawit was a little worn at
the cuffs and guessed instinctively that it waavatired article.

Olivia pressed her face against the suede andhecat the unforgettable
scent of him. Smell was important to her; in Londloa toxic fumes of the
street, the impersonal, clinical smell of her ldkeoffice had been a
continual bugbear. On many, many days during Brgfi§pell of scorching
weather, or during the dank, dismal hours of wirgbe had longed for fresh
country air.

And now she had it.

Olivia tossed the jacket angrily down onto the soid walked to her front

door. She turned the key and drew back the bokgad a dreadful morning

but that didn't matter. She was here in the couattrigast. She should be
feeling happy. Paul had done her a favour- he hadiptated the move

here; his callous behaviour had allowed her tatlsaeshe had never really
loved him.

But Jake Savage... Olivia frowned and closed hesgeinhaling a deep
breath, filling her lungs with the sweet, damp 8ine could hardly believe
all that had taken place between them.. .

On impulse she stepped under the porch and outhietpouring rain.

It was a mad thing to do, but totally invigoratir@livia tipped her face to
the skies and allowed the rain to saturate henwkshing away the grime of
the city, she thought. Maybe | can wash away alugits of Jake Savage
and start again... She tried not to think about lemmpletely he had
possessed her, how much her body had ached wittingdmim, far into the
night after he had gon8till ached... She couldn't stopthinking about him. It
was infatuation of the most intense kind. 'Pledsa;t let it be love,’ Olivia
whispered as the rain drenched her face, 'donttbetthat.’

'Is this a ritual you hope to perform every mormngl'd known I'd have
made a point of getting here earlier!



Olivia spun around, her heart beating wildly at $eind of his voice. Jake
Savage stood a few feet away, dressed in a longdveaincoat with two

golden Labradors sitting obediently at his feettoleng her make an
absolute fool of herself.

'Don't let my presence make any difference,’ hewldd leaning
nonchalantly on the gate. 'Go right ahead. | newgrected this sort of
entertainment so early in the morning. It's qudigie fascinating.’

Olivia's face flamed with embarrassment; she hegffeeted to see steam
coming off her body, so great was the blush thatkped her. 'What are
you doing here?' she asked in a voice that woule lfieozen water. 'It's

rather early in the morning for social calls, ist?t

'I'm walking the dogs.' Ebony eyes speared her. f8g warned, | do it
every morning at around this time. So, if you férd need to perform this
little rite every day and don't wish me to be anegs, | suggest you either
set your alarm clock a little earlier or wait urafter breakfast.’

Olivia glared at him, hating the cool tone of hisoe. 'You think I'm crazy?'
she demanded.

He lifted broad shoulders. 'No idea," he drawledt you're different.' His
mouth curled. 'l like it.'

'l don't do this sort of thing usually, you kno@livia retorted, angered and
embarrassed by his cool demeanour. 'lt was juShe'hesitated, trying to
come up with a reason for her madness. 'Well, thenaelt so wonderful
and the rain's so soft and fresh—'

Dark brows rose in amusement. 'You don't have stfyuyour actions to
me, Olivia. If you want to dance naked on the rabyour house then feel
free to go right ahead!" His lips curled provoking¥ou don't, | suppose?"

She glared. 'No, | do not!

'Pity." The ebony eyes focused speculatively. duld be a refreshing
change.'



'‘And what happened last night, was that a refregshimange too?' Olivia
retorted abruptly. 'Did you have sex with me beeawsu were bored?"

There was a moment of tense silence. The firm midgithened ominously.
'‘No. | had sex because | was attracted to yourepked evenly. 'As you
were to me.' He gave a brief command to the dogsapwhere they were
and then walked towards her. 'lt was a compulsi@at took us both by
surprise. You know that.’

Olivia schooled her expression carefully. 'Do 1?'

'Oh, I think so." He gazed at her narrowly, hisregpion unreadable. 'Aren't
you cold, standing there like that?' he enquiredatily. "You look pretty
chilled.'

'I'm fine!" Olivia glanced down briefly at her wgbwn and matching silk
negligee, which clung reveal- ingly to her bodyut'Bll go in anyway—'

His mouth slanted. 'Don't feel you have to rushommy account,’ he
murmured. 'I'm enjoying the view.'

He was near her now and Olivia felt the overwhegingtrength of his
presence. It was like a magnet, drawing her closéjing her steady,
making her wait.

She watched as Jake Savage's gaze lingered onobgramd felt an
automatic stirring deep in her stomach. So longeslast night, she thought
despairingly, and yet no time at all.

'"You like getting wet?' His voice was deep, husRjivia swallowed and
tried to control the primitive urge that was shgiwithin her.

'l... I told you, it was just a spur-of-the-moméiming. Maybe the country's
making me crazy.'

'‘Good."' The dark eyes gleamed. 'l like crazy peopspecially beautiful
ones, with silky buttercup hair and blazing bluesyHe raised a hand and
lifted a damp tendril from her face.



'‘Don't!" Olivia jerked her head away and took aephack. 'You can't do
this.'

'Do what?' He looked at Olivia's suddenly rigid aweith mild interest.
'What can't | do?'

"You know!" She shivered and wrapped her arms arcwer body in a
defensive gesture. 'l haven't forgotten what yod kst night.’

The dark eyes were steady. 'Which was?'

Olivia glared. She felt an overwhelming urge tongtaher feet, but one
glance down at her soggy mules told her that tlmatldvbe rather difficult.
She raised her head and focused sharply on thestiaredface. 'No ties, no
complications, no relationships!" she repeatedtbwi¥ ou see what a good
memory | have?' she added unsteadily.

'Excellent,’ Jake agreed. 'Does it extend to reneeimyp the pleasure we
discovered too?' Olivia gasped a breath, unableepty as her mind

immediately swung back to the intimacies they hHaated. 'Yes, | can see
that it does," he murmured softly, watching herregpion. 'That's good.’

Olivia felt a stillness come over her. She focusagphire eyes on the
handsome face. 'Is it?' she whispered.

You know it is." He leant forward and kissed hesutth and the familiar
desire flared into life. 'An uncomplicated arrangaty Olivia.. .that's what |
want. Each of us knowing where we stand from theseiu No ties, no
long-term view—'

'Pleasure on demand,’ Olivia replied flatly.
'‘Mutual pleasure, yes,' Jake answered. His mouth slid dovaover hers
again, lean, strong hands held the slender archeofneck as his kiss

deepened, as his body sought to convince her.

Olivia shivered. He knew the power he had overdrat he was using it
unmercifully. 'l... I don't know. I've never... lean...' She swallowed as his



lips kissed away the wetness from her throat, gtiug to speak, to think
coherently. ‘Jake!" Her voice was pleading nom Hot used to.. .to this
kind of thing.'

The firm mouth hardened perceptively. 'Do you thidke interested if you
were?' He drew back, releasing her from his conmgeliouch. His eyes
flashed with intensity. 'l want you.'

'‘And if | say no?'

‘You won't.'

Olivia pursed her lips at the arrogance of theestaint. ‘But if | do?"

He lifted his broad shoulders in a shrug. It seer®ethough the prospect
that she might refuse his audacious propositiom'ditdouble him at all.

‘Then last night will just be a pleasant memorynivia, Olivia?'

He turned suddenly, called to his dogs, raisedharsl in a casual farewell
and disappeared in the mist of rain.



CHAPTER THREE

OLiviA stood in the rain, staring into space, long afeke Savage's figure
had disappeared, trying to make sense of what lkdeshal, trying to
convince herself that she wasn't tempted by sudwohk cynical proposition.
Sex. It was just about sex! No mention of feelimgsemotions.. .or love.

Olivia gave a short laugh. Love? What was the poimnpretending, of
praying that such an emotion would ever come hgfvi@he had foolishly
imagined that love had played a part in her refesinp with Paul, and look
how that had ended up: he had run off and marriked ler secretary!

Olivia frowned, remembering the humiliation, themgpathetic, pitying

faces that had been hers to endure for weeks onumtilcthe sale of the
cottage had gone through. She didn't want to hage through that again..
.never again! She shivered and turned to go indwiebe, she thought
miserably, cynical Jake Savage had the right idkea all.

By the middle of the morning, Olivia had finishetla her self-appointed
tasks. It hadn't been worth doing too much—the t#ocs were due to
arrive in a few days' time—so she had spent mudteofime on the phone,
finding a firm that would be able to install cemtin@ating in double-quick
time and another that would deliver a skip to eavay all the rubbish she
planned to throw out.

She hunted through her luggage and donned thenlgavesent given to her
by her firm. Not exactly the two most stylish iterske had in her
possession, she thought, glancing down at hernakleping attire, but
definitely the most useful. The raincoat, long awnterproof—not
dissimilar to the one Jake had worn earlier—plustchiag green
Wellingtons would be invaluable in the weeks andnthe and years to
come.

She set out briskly, taking the route through trehard of apple and plum
trees, where she planned eventually to instaltéigarden, to the gate at
the bottom that led directly on to the footpath ahdn down into the
picturesque village below.



Half an hour later and the weather definitely ladbks if it was brightening,
Olivia tipped back her hood as she entered tHe Bitle-street and looked
up at the sky. Good. A large patch of blue on thezion. There would be
sun later if they were lucky.

The village looked a picture, with its VictorianAg lampposts, and huge
hanging baskets and window- boxes of gorgeousgfiowers seeming to
be attached to every cottage.

Olivia strolled around the village. It seemed @ridly place. Most people
smiled at her as they passed; a few even bothereay hello. Such a
contrast to the impersonal air of the city, sheugia.

She came upon the veterinary surgery almost bydanti She had been
concentrating so hard for all of the morning, nikdvaing herself to think

about Jake, and now here she was, standing in &btite shiny brass
plaque which bore his name as if it had always bken intended

destination.

'If you've come to see how the dog is faring, themafraid you're out of
luck.'

Olivia controlled her breathing and swivelled ardun find Jake Savage
walking towards her.

His mouth curled. 'Don't look so surprised to sex'tme drawled. 'This is
my place of work, after all!"

'l wasn't!" Olivia glanced away, disconcerted by direct gaze. The long
coat had been discarded. He was dressed smaétliwieed jacket and dark
trousers and looked every inch the country genttervéhere.. .is he, then?'

‘At my place. The surgery's rather full at the matneand as he's a
non-paying guest—'

'If it's a question of money,' Olivia flashed| fphy for his treatment.’



Jake had climbed the three stone steps that lealthpe glossy green door of
the surgery. 'It's not." His voice was curt asdokéd down at her. '‘Business
is booming. Don't worry, | often put the overfloyw at my house.'

'How is he?' Olivia asked quietly. 'l... | meantk you this morning.’

Ebony eyes speared her face. 'And | meant todel| lyut if you remember |
was distracted rather badly. There were othemiane pressing subjects on
my mind. The dog's fine," he added swiftly, obsegvOlivia's flushed
expression with an enigmatic expression. ‘Nothingarry about. He found
the energy to eat a hearty breakfast this mornimd) \&ill no doubt be
joining my two dogs on our regular morning walksimtime.'

"That's good.

'Yes, itis.' He waited a moment, watching Olivia'se, and when she made
no further effort to speak he opened the doorecstirgery. ‘Do you want to
come inside?'

'No. Jake...'

He paused, one hand holding his leather briefthsather on the handle of
the door, watching her mobile expression with aiteey that unnerved her.

'Yes?'

She sensed a sardonic undertone and the thougisedrder mind that he
was playing with her. Maybe he didn't want her, beayt was all just a
game. Or maybe, she thought, watching the steglsesgion, deep down he
had known that as soon as he opened the door atelasaf to go inside she
would call him back.

Am | really being so transparent? she thought,dowuspeculatively on the
arrogant, assured figure that stood before her.v$iged her heart wasn't
thudding quite so painfully. No complications, tegsaid—for him maybe,
but for her? She released a steadying breath. 8¢imd of destiny hadn't
diminished, that was the problem. She still felifabey were meant to be
together—one way or another.



'Olivia?" The deep voice was seductive. 'Did yowehaomething you
wished to say?"

'l... I..." She struggled to find her voice. Howutmbshe say it? To tell him
here, like this, in the middle of the street, thla¢ wanted to continue to be
his lover?

'Is it about this morning?' The dark brows wersediquestioningly.

But surely she had to grab this opportunity? It ldoprobably mean
emotional suicide in the long term. But the alténe® To refuse him?
Never to experience his touch again? That was nkebie.

An elderly man passed by, pausing momentarily kmewledge Jake. Two
other women crossed the street towards the surggsting Olivia a curious
glance as they came near. She couldn't do it. Bet anyway, not in the
middle of the village. Did he really expect her to?

'l... I just wondered why there are so many floiedorations around?' It was
the only thing she could think of to say. She swad#d, feeling like a
schoolgirl with a crush on a teacher.

Jake frowned, glancing across at the huge basksfwiog bulbs that were
hanging from every available position. 'It's traxhtl at this time of year. A
way of celebrating.'

'Celebrating what?'

He took his time answering and Olivia could seenfiois expression that
Jake was making an effort to focus his thoughtse ieginning of May. We
have a May ball,' he added abruptly, 'for the giles.'

‘Tonight?' There was a slight nod and Olivia smileer eyes glued to the
stunning features. 'lt sounds like fun,' she repligth forced gaiety.

You think so?' Jake shrugged, boredom creeping im$¢ expression.
'‘Maybe you'll enjoy it, then—I'm not particularlyn@moured with the
occasion.’



Olivia tried to keep the disappointment from heiceo 'You.. .won't be
attending?’

'‘Unfortunately, yes.' He looked at her and a gnimve twisted his mouth. ‘It
comes with the territory.'

Olivia frowned. 'l don't understand,’ she murmuréthat territory?'

Jet eyes probed hers. 'Come on! Are you tryingellonte you really don't
know?'

'Know what?"

He turned towards her, closing the door behind &grhe descended the
steps. 'Look around you, Olivia," he drawled. '@Godo it!'" he commanded
roughly, turning her bodily to face the cobbledesgireet, uncaring of the
looks of the passers-by. 'Note every house, eveck,bevery inch of real
estate. See the high street beyond? The villagengreyond that? The pub
and the church and the duck pond?’

Olivia swung away from his hold, slanting him a plezl glance. 'l see it.'
She shrugged, sensing the unexplained intensaywtat?'

'It's mine," he announced evenly; 'every last hreslery last blade of grass.'
There was a pause as he looked around. 'All mine."

Olivia frowned, not sure how to react. He lookedaes enough, but surely
what he said couldn't be true; people didn't owrolehvillages any
more—did they? She shook her head. 'You're.. .@lsarely?’

'Do I look as if I'm joking?' The smouldering eyesre fixed on her face.

‘But I.. .1 thought you were a vet!" Olivia repljestill struggling to
assimilate this outrageous piece of information.

'l am. It's not beyond the realms of possibilitgttleterinary surgeons can
be landowners too, you know.'



She looked around her in wonderment. 'You actuadlg the whole of this
village?'

'l can see you're impressed,’ he replied drily.

'‘Well, of course I'm impressed!" she answered Iyghivhat did you
expect?' She spun around, looking at the prettysémuunaware of Jake
Savage's brooding gaze. 'lt's so lovely! Why digati mention it before?’

"When would you have suggested—before or after adenove?'
Olivia glared at him. 'That's not a particularlgaithing to say!

'Maybe I'm not a particularly nice person!" His egsion had altered
dangerously. She could feel the latent power, tigeaseething below the
surface. 'You would have said yes to my propositimmediately this
morning if you'd have known | was a man of subsséhmeans, then?'

There was silence. Olivia's gaze rested on the, asmiling mouth. The
word 'destiny' rose like a spectre before her s to haunt her. How
could she say yes to him now? Hoauldshe? With Jake Savage looking at
her like this? With him thinking such awful thing3hat's a.. .a despicable
thing to say!" Her voice shook with anger. "Younthi care about.. .about
your wealth\How dare you?'

'It may be despicable.’ Dark eyes glinted steeit tBat doesn't stop it being
true, does it? In my experience women can so ehsilyeduced by power
and influence, not to mention wealth — '

'Somewomen!’ Olivia cut in. 'Not all!"

'‘And | do remember you telling me how much impoc&ryou placed on
money when we first met," Jake continued evenly.ybu remember?’

'l didn't mean it the way you think!" Olivia replieoutraged. 'lt doesn't
matter that much. | just meant it can make lifeteeksier, that's all"



'So my owning all this," he gestured expansivelthwiis arm, 'means my
life must be a bowl of cherries, then, does it® &tiractive mouth hardened
perceptively. 'Don't look so worried! It doesn'vbao alter the way things
stand between us, Olivia. Neither of us is inte@sh a messy, emotional
entanglement. You've had your fingers burnt regeand so have 1.’

"You?' Olivia shook her head. 'l can't believe gtiawed any woman to get
near enough!

‘Believe it." His reply was curt. 'The slip-up oo®d when | was at a low
ebb, not thinking particularly straight.' Jake'sgygarkened as they came to
rest on Olivia's face. 'Don't worry," he drawlddyon't allow it to happen
again.'

Olivia's gaze narrowed bitterly. 'Of course | urstand things a lot more
clearly now!" she flared. 'lt's the classic lordtoé-manor syndrome: you
see, you want, you have—or at least you try to hisvé& that how it used to
be in the olden days? Rather an outdated concept,ld have thought, for
a man of the nineties...'

She had hit a sore spot, Olivia saw that immediabelt Jake covered up his
annoyance swiftly. 'You are, of course, referrimgny invitation this
morning," he drawled. A dark brow rose quizzicallell me, why has it
disturbed you so? | would have thought a woman wathr sophisticated
background would be well used to the ways of thedyavell used to the
ways of lecherous men like myself.'

'l never said you were lecherous!

The attractive mouth curled. 'No? Well, that's stimmg, | suppose.’

"You could be, though!" Olivia added impulsively.wouldn't surprise me
to find that this morning's experience is standegdtment for anyone under

thirty wearing a skirt!

He smiled. Damn him, he smiled! 'You're delibenateying to make me
angry,' he murmured. 'l wonder why?'



'Maybe because | don't like you!" Olivia retortdtin angry because you
infuriate me.’

"You're angry because | excite you and I've dasetbtsomething about it!
Jake replied tersely. 'Stop kidding yourself ancefap to reality! We've
madelove and, no matter how hard you try to denyoi can't wait for it to
happen again!

The unsayable thing had been said. The tensiorepe&Nivia felt it like a
tangible thing, hanging in the air between thene 8banched her hands into
balls at her sides and forced herself to breatalgyto think rationally.
There could be no scene here. No screaming matldidih't understand
and she couldn't explain. How could she explaia toan who was so hard
and cynical andunhappyall that she had felt and dreamed in that first
moment of seeing him?

"You really don't like me very much, do you?' sh@spered.

'Like you?' There was a painful pause as he coresidélewantsto hurt me,
Olivia thought miserably. He really doesn't careatit Dark brows were
raised reflectively. 'To tell you the truth, | havegiven it much thought. |
desire you," he added fluidly, 'l want us to beei®y but that's a totally
different thing.'

‘Yes, itis.' Olivia gulped a breath. 'l think Bdtter be going,' she murmured
as the surgery door opened and a young girl cayipet hamster in a cage
emerged. 'Tell me,' she asked, turning back sugid&ld you always get
what you want?"'

There was a moment of hesitation and then the imanath curved without
humour. 'What do you think?'

‘Then why aren't you happy?' Olivia enquired gly. 'Why do | get the
impression that you hate yourself as well as etargtaround you?'

'l have my reasons.' He wadmittingit? Olivia scanned the handsome face
and tried to read something into the enigmatic esgon. "But they're
personal.' The harsh mouth curved. 'Funnily eno@iivja, I'm not in the



habit of divulging my innermost thoughts whilstredang in the middle of
the street.’

‘Do youever?'

Her voice was quiet. Jake threw her a vexed lockthen turned away. 'I've
got work to do.’

'Will...will | see you later?' The sentence wasgdyed out of her. Do | have
no pride? Olivia wondered.

He stared at her unintelligibly, as if his thougivsre somewhere else, far
away. 'Maybe.'

‘At the May ball?"
He shrugged. 'I've told you, I'll be there.'
'‘Where will you be?’

The voice made them both turn. Olivia's startledegeame to rest on a
pretty, dark-haired young woman who kissed Jakethen cheek and
immediately linked her arm through his in a prommig manner.

'Introducing yourself to our new resident, Jake®t' ¥bice sounded cheerful
enough, but the eyes told a different story; hand green and quite
ominously intent.

'We were just discussing the May ball,' Jake repli@livia asked about the
flowers.'

'Oh, Olivia, is it?' The green eyes flashed venonmah instant. 'Well, that's
the intimacy of village life for you! Barely twentpur hours a resident and
it's first-name terms already! There was a slightuse. Olivia felt the

tension, although she didn't understand its cdGseme, now! Aren't you

going to introduce us, Jake?' the hard voice caatinrsmoothly. 'I'm sure
Olivia will be only too glad to make some more agigtances.'

'Sophie, this is Olivia Hamilton. Olivia, this io@hie Carlton.’



The introduction was terse and without preamblé&/i®held out her hand,
forcing her mouth into a friendly smile, even thbughe was aware that it
wouldn't be welcome. 'Nice to meet you.'

'I'm a friend of Jake's—a good friend." Sophie mgaoOlivia's traditional
greeting. 'You've moved into Honeysuckle Cottageem't you?'

'Er.. .yes, that's right." Olivia replied, lowerihgr hand to thrust it into the
pocket of her coat. 'It's a lovely little place.’

'So how it is you two are already acquainted?"

'‘Umm.. .'Olivia cast a quick glance at Jake, wharext back with an
implacable expression. 'l had a bit of trouble wily taxi and Jake was
passing...'

'Olivia’s taxi driver drove like a maniac," Jakelad smoothly. 'He collided
with the Range Rover.'

'‘And you gave Olivia a lift to her cottage, | suppd Sophie didn't look best
pleased. 'Come, now, admit it!" she accused liglglancing up into Jake's
handsome face. 'You engineered the whole thinggasyou could have
your wicked way with her!’

Olivia felt herself grow warm. It was a joke, wdst? Those hard, attractive
green eyes didn't actualkkpnow,did they?

Jake's mouth widened into a predatory smile. Heddsuddenly dangerous
and Olivia felt herself grow faint with anxiety e spoke. 'Oh, I've already
had my wicked way, Sophie," he drawled. "You knoe; always quick to
spot a pretty face and a good pair of legs! No felmaafe in the village
whilst I'm around!" He bent down and kissed Softriefly on the cheek,
before extricating himself smoothly from the youmgman's grip. 'Now, if
you'll excuse me, ladies.' He glanced briefly invials direction. 'l have
work to do!

'l do hope you're not going to make a fool of yeifrever him," Sophie
announced once Jake had safely entered the surgery.



Olivia frowned, startled by the young woman's diness. 'l beg your
pardon?’

'Snaring Jake Savage!' The attractive mouth cukwedavingly. '‘Oh, come

on! Don't bother trying to look innocent! That'satls on your mind, isn't
it?"

Olivia focused her gaze on the carefully made-wae.f4 don'tsnaremen!
she retorted crisply.

'Maybe not ordinarily, but then Jake Savage isnginary man. He's.. .he's
special. I've known him for years. Of all the peopl the whole of this
village, | probably know him the best.' The gregaseglinted fire suddenly.
'He's mine!" Sophie hissed. 'Always has been, awaly be! So keep your
hands off! Jake needs me, just like | need him.vé/eeen through too
much together for him to even look at anyone elSkeé lifted her slim
shoulders. 'Oh, | know he has a fling from timéitee; what man doesn't?
And women,all women, find him irresistible,' she added. 'But tthaésn't
matter. That's not important. He knows | understaimolut that. He knows
I'm waiting for him. When he decides to settle ddiirbe here.l'll be the
one he wants.' She narrowed her gaze and stun@@lith a look. 'He's
made that clear enough to me. Is it clear enouglyda, Miss Hamilton?
Have you got the picture?’

It was a disturbing speech, not least becauseeoéltisolute authority and
the desperate air of intensity with which it wasivded. Olivia hesitated
slightly. The green eyes were still fixed upon faee and shewondered for
a fleeting moment if the pretty young woman wagtgly deranged. 'l think
so,' she managed to murmur at last. 'Now if..aif'iY excuse me,' she added
swiftly. 'I've got some shopping to do.’

Olivia moved past the short, slender figure andkeglbriefly towards the
main street without looking back, even though shevk Sophie's glittering
gaze was fixed upon her.



CHAPTER FOUR

OL1viA 's hands were shaking. She thrust them under thé& kdeet wrap
she was wearing and looked up at the lights thatealfrom every one of the
thirty or so windows of the impressive Georgian sian house.

The village taxi service was working overtime. Moser had it dropped off
Olivia than it returned with another party, andriteother and another. It
seemed as if every one of the village's inhabithatsput on their finery and
come to the May ball.

The music was vaguely classical, as befitted tlragion. Olivia handed her
wrap to an attendant in the hall and accepteddiaattwith a nervous smile.

Entering Jake Savage's domain was awe-inspirisgydhe least. She had
expected grandeur, but not on such a huge scalthelfhallway was

impressive, with its sweeping carved staircaseg fipaintings and

sculptures, then the ballroom, with its gilt andaments, was magnificent;
large tapestries decorated one wall, ornate miraorether, paintings

everywhere she looked.

There was a string quartet situated at one enkeofoing room, and Olivia
found her gaze drawn towards it. The music was tifaguike something
out of a fairy tale. Several couples were alreddirng around the room.

Olivia stepped forward over the threshold of thalirbom. She wanted to
be here and yet common sense told her she sholidn& come.

Instinctively she smoothed nervous hands over ¢hds fof her skirt. She
had chosen to wear a full-length silk dress irclflar the occasion; a simple
scoop neck, and sleek-fitting skirt and bodice. fhlis, no unnecessary
adornments, just perfectly cut fabric that skimrhedfigure in all the right

places and revealed the smoothness of her skier dhtoat and shoulders.

Olivia managed a smile at one or two familiar faceset whilst out
shopping that morning, and took a few more pacesda, willing her
nerves to disappear.



Where was Jake? That was her only thought, the r@@gon for coming.
How long did she have to wait like this?

And then she saw him.

There was no one else but him. Everything, evegyairthe hundred or so
villagers faded into insignificance.

He looked magnificent, dressed in immaculate egmitiire; deepest jet
against crisp white, every line emphasising the qréwl frame, the
compelling physique.

Slowly she turned, savouring the moment, awarehefifcrease in her
heartbeat as her eyes rested on the handsome face.

He walked towards her; slow, measured steps downleghgth of the
ballroom. Stunning, magnetic eyes never leavingfdes.

Her dress rustled deliciously as she moved acheswbod-blocked floor to
meet him. She felt like a princess in a fairy téilkee Cinderella coming to
the ball, waiting for her prince...

'My dance, | think?' His voice was deep and imminseductive. Olivia

felt the animal vibrancy as he came near. Her puse thudding violently
and it took all of her control to appear reasonatagnposed. A dark brow
quirked when she didn't immediately reply. 'You eaitz, | take it?'

Olivia let out a tense breath. 'After a fashiohg snurmured.

The seductive mouth curled slightly. 'Well, | preaito do my best not to
stand on your toes," he drawled. 'Now shall werbegid get this charade
over with?'

'‘Charade?’ Olivia looked up into his face. 'Whaido mean?'

His mouth twisted coolly. 'Well, you don't actualiyantto dance with me,
do you, Olivia?'



He gave her no time to reply. Taking her into s he swept her around
the room, guiding her gracefully in time to the mou#t waslike something
out of a fairy tale and, despite Olivia's determioma to stay aloof and
unmoved, the perfect nature of the occasion andpteasure of being
physically close again to Jake overrode all otloeiscderations.

As her confidence improved Olivia found herselfkang into Jake's arms,
relaxing quite intimately against the taut, ha@ahie.

‘That was quite an entrance you made just nowgréled huskily as they
negotiated their second loop around the ballrobhardly recognised you.
You've put your hair up; it looks good like that.’

... | thought I'd better make an effort,” Oliviaurmured breathlessly,
conscious of every inch of his body, of the wafglt to be so close to him.
She wondered how long the sleek chignon would lagmphasised the
graceful lines of her neck, and revealed the elegaf her antique onyx
earrings, but it had been the devil to get righte' lady in the village store
impressed upon me the importance of the occasibe,added lightly. She
glanced around her as she danced. 'lt's all venydyr

You didn't imagine the village capable of suchlssication, | suppose?'
Jake enquired drily.

'Not exactly, | have to admit that such grandeuheshas come as a bit of a
shock." Olivia glanced up swiftly, contemplatingetichiselled features,
trying to gauge the mood that lay beneath the mask.l allowed to tell
you that | think you have a gorgeous house?' shenomed as the rich
palette of colours from the tapestries flew bytfee second time. 'l really
hadn't expected such elegance and beauty.'

‘Neither had I.' Jake smiled, his lips curling sedkely as Olivia blushed a
delicate shade of pink. He gazed down at her in sament.
'Embarrassment, Olivia? A woman of the world and'ng not used to
compliments?’



'‘Not from you, no!" Olivia tilted her head backwar get away from his
gaze, her eyes alighting on the fine mouldings iamgtessive chandelier
that decorated the ceiling above.

'I'm sorry.. .about the way | spoke to you this mieg.' He didn't sound
particularly sorry, but something told Olivia thhait had more to do with
the rarity of such a statement than the fact thatitin't mean it. "You caught
me at a bad moment.’

Her heart thudded violently. 'You mean.. .whenw sau in the village?'
she murmured swiftly. Then?"

'When else?"

Olivia hesitated, keeping her face averted from tamscious of the sick
feeling deep in her stomach. 'l thought.. .maylider voice trailed away.

"You thought perhaps | meant much earlier this rimgihhe finished for her.
'Like at seven a.m., with the rain pouring dowmirthe heavens?'

Olivia glanced into his face and blushed. 'l jusndered.’

'Well, wonder no more.' His voice was deep and sexgredibly sexy.
'What | said | meant. | still want you.'

She drew back from him a fraction, biting her bottlip self-consciously,
disturbed and overwhelmed by the intensity of hisds.

"You know, when you do that you remind me of sontgiiaJake murmured
quietly.

'l do?' Olivia looked into his face, narrowing legres in query, using the
moment to reassert her composure. 'Who?"

The directness of her question seemed to triggereang in him. The
reflective, relaxed expression disappeared, tepkaced by a mask of icy
control that shuttered his expression completdfprdet it. It doesn't
matter.'



'I'd like to know," Olivia murmured. 'Can't youlteie?'

'l said it doesn't matter!" The deep voice was jatort don't know why |
even mentioned it.'

Olivia glanced away and concentrated on holdingdiealoof again. She
hated the way he could devastate her with justvesfearp words.

The music was coming to an end. When it stoppedr#et to pull apart
from Jake but he held her firm, one large handsingsagainst the base of
her spine, the other still elapsing her fingers.

'My mother," he murmured, looking long and hara itite clear blue of her
eyes. 'You remind me of my mother." Olivia watchabtbntly as the
attractive mouth curled a little. 'Satisfied?'

She felt moved and she wasn't quite sure why. Tliasean intolerable ache
inside. So close to this man, and yet so far freleustanding any part of
him, she thought.

'Is she here?' Olivia made her voice sound ligbhscious that she was
treading on eggshells.

'‘No." The reply was terse. Dark, dangerous eyesegrters for a moment
and then he tugged her across the dance floor. éGomi he announced
suddenly. 'l think we both deserve a drink.’

Waiters mingled with glasses and delicious-lookoagapes on trays. As
Jake got caught up in conversation with a growgltzfgers Olivia took her
champagne and wandered over to examine some @aihéngs in more
detail. The strength of his presence was purerarghe had come here-this
evening vowing all sorts of things, making hersalfsorts of promises,
which had been broken the minute she had set eydalke Savage. She
desperately needed a moment away from him to soffelelings out.

'l suppose you think you've got something specidig sharp voice made
Olivia jump slightly, but she kept her eyes gluedtie canvas in front of
her, feigning an interest in the Victorian familsogp.



Olivia's peripheral vision told her Sophie was viegured. She could smell
the cloying scent of her perfume mixed with alcolieél the venom in her
glare, even without seeing it. 'Why should I?" @likept her voice light,
feeling the tension and unhappi- ness beside keealiiving, tangible thing.

'l saw the looks you were giving him!" Sophie coogd. 'Don't start

thinking one dance means something! See the Magmaeer there?' She
pointed to a young girl dressed in white with &leof spring flowers in her

hair. 'Jake.was dancing with her before you made gotrance—very close
they were getting, too. The best you can hopesfdo iadd your name to a
very long list of sexual conquests!

Olivia glanced sideways at last. ‘And you?' sherigde keeping her
expression calm, refusing to dwell on the deliterabrds of torment. 'Are
you on that list?"

She saw the girl pale slightly, but Sophie recodegeickly. ‘I'm not a
tramp!" She looked Olivia up and down pointedlgk& respects me. | told
you we...we have an understanding.’

Olivia looked back at the picture and tried to kéep countenance calm.
She wanted to defuse the situation, but she didwiv how. 'So you

mentioned earlier today. The children look sweedn'd they?' she

murmured, gesturing towards the blonde ringlets netty dresses of the
classical Victorian family pose in front of herwbnder what it was like to
live then?'

'Essentially much the same as now, | should imagileke's deep voice
sounded slightly bitter behind Olivia's right shaed. 'Love, hate,
misery—those emotions don't alter, do they?"

'No.. .no, | suppose not."' Olivia inhaled a steadyireath and took a sip of
champagne. She glanced across towards Sophie akastleand saw the
young woman's expression alter. Jake must know stosvfeels, Olivia
thought miserably. No man could misinterpret thosé&s, surely?

‘Are.. .are they relatives of yours?' Olivia conegd, turning to look
enquiringly into Jake's face.



'Yes.' His gaze. God! There should be a dangerlsigad to such a look,
Olivia thought. Unashamedly sensual, vitally ineenshooded dark eyes
that told the world how much he wanted to make koveer. Olivia blushed
scarlet, conscious of Sophie close at her shoullas sheaware of that
look? Had she guessed that they had already made lo

'Er... Sophie and | have just been talking aboutohg," Olivia murmured
desperately. 'The ball is part of the May queetfisial duties, | understand.’

It is." Jake turned and smiled warmly into Soghpeetty face. 'Did Sophie
tell you what a beautiful May queen she made laat¥y The whole village
commented on how good she was and how wonderfubslked.’

Olivia worked hard at hiding her surprise. 'Era..nno, she didn't.'

'l had always wanted to be queen ever since | whtle girl,” Sophie
murmured quietly. Her expression changed dramétieald suddenly she
looked lost and lonely, not like the hard-faced ygpuwvoman of a moment
ago. 'lt was just a shame... | mean, | wish th#tat things had been
different. If Edward had been—'

'‘Come on. Let's dance!" Jake took hold of Sophiafsd, shooting Olivia a
glance she didn't understand, and pulled the foivteer queen over to the
middle of the dance floor.

Olivia watched the couple together. They lookeddydb she was being
absolutely honest she'd admit Sophie and Jake dopé&dect together; both
dark, both good-looking. There was a familiarityvioeen them that Olivia
envied; he was holding her close, smiling encoumglgias he looked down
into the pretty face, listening as she spoke.

Jake spent a great deal of the evening with Sofhie clung onto his arm as
he mingled with the guests, laughing and chattepiaying the part of lady
of the manor and doing so very effectively. Oliated the jealousy she
felt. She didn't want to be affected by such stilergf feeling—it was
anathema to her, an alien emotion. She wishedalid just walk away and
forget she had ever allowed Jake Savage to makettoler.



'Do you want to come and see the invalid?’

Olivia spun around. She had been standing in fobiat tapestry, trying to
pluck up the courage to leave, staring with unggeires so that the colours
and design merged into one.

So much smiling, when inside she felt as miserablkell.

She raised fine, arched brows and played it coshaslooked up into his
face. 'l beg your pardon?'

Jake was alone. His mouth curved knowingly, aseifwas aware of the
game she was playing. "The dog. Would you likest® lsow he is?’

She allowed herself time to consider, knowinglal while exactly what her
answer would be. 'If it's not too much trouble¢ sturmured after a suitable
pause. Her voice sounded good; casual, indiffeMfitere is he exactly?"

'‘Causing havoc in the kitchens, driving my houspke#vild.' Jake removed
her empty glass from her fingers and placed it passing tray. 'Follow me.’

She hesitated, wary now of being alone with himt Y®u have your guests
to consider,' she murmured glancing around. 'l dwtilvant you to neglect
your duties—'

'Frightened of being alone with me?' he drawled.

There was a twist of the attractive mouth. 'Dorgtny, Olivia. | won't lock

you up and keep you captive. We have no dungeaes ki moved closer.
She felt the animal vibrancy, the danger of thedater, camouflaged
beneath the evening suit, as he reached out td hewo. believe in freedom
of movement, freedom of speech.' He paused, tuggergtowards him,
making a mockery of their first conversation. 'Fle® of choice.’

‘Jake! People are looking at us.’

An ebony brow was raised. 'So?’



'‘Don't you care?'

'‘About what?' The attractive mouth twisted. 'I'myotaking you to see a
patient. Unless you had other ideas?’

Olivia tilted her chin. 'Of course | didn't!" shieshed, assuring herself that
he couldn't read her mind. 'I'll see the dog latgie delivered evenly,
praying for help with her defiance. 'After all, tharty's in full swing and—"

'‘Now!" His gaze told her he was in charge. He thekhand in a firm and
uncompromising grasp. 'The offer's open for a kaiperiod only.’

‘But... Jake!" He wasn't listening. He didn't calb®ut the interest he was
arousing, about the fact that Olivia could harddg g up with his determined
stride as he led her across the well-polished fltoaards a door at the far
end of the room.

The gathering parted, like the sea for Moses, @ltiiought despairingly,
trying not to notice the interest on most peodes, conscious of a flash
of familiar red taffeta as Jake continued to tugfbeward.

'Would you mind slowing down?' Olivia gasped onoeytwere through a
side-door and out of sight of the partygoers. WNsitthese shoes nor this
dress were meant for running in!'

'l wasn't aware | was going particularly fast,'eakawled.

'‘Well, you were!" Olivia glanced around at the ghatk corridor and
released a tense breath. 'Is this the way to tobbhda?'

She saw the look of amusement flicker across thgead face. 'Where else?
Or do you imagine that I'm about to lead you t@aaanymous room with a
four- poster bed in it?' He paused and then im&é moment he had pulled
her towards him and she was suddenly, shockinglyarcurve of his arms,
feeling the strength of him pressing against hier bbdy. ‘Do youvantme
to lead you to somewhere like that?'



'Please don't!" Olivia shook her head, her forget-nmot eyes wide with
uncertainty. 'Don't tease!

'Who said anything about teasing?' His voice wapgdenesmeric. 'lt's a
genuine question.'

She swallowed. 'Look, Jake... I... | don't know dan handle this. | don't
understand you.. .or.. .or understand the wayl) tee-'

'Don't make it complicated.’ His voice was husky aery, very soft. He
lifted a finger and brushed her lips, then moveayw strand of hair from
her face. 'Think simple. Think of what you wanttd's better that way. You
told me so yourself.’

Olivia frowned, her breathing coming in short, dybursts. There was a
constant, erotic ache in her pelvis, an awarenaggng through her body
that stopped just short of her head, numbing hetintsr powers of

sensibility. 'Did 1?' she queried weakly.

"You did." He dropped a kiss onto her mouth. 'Dgolt remember?’

She considered his smouldering gaze. 'I'm... I'iaricamp,’ she murmured,
thinking of Sophie's words.

'If you were | wouldn't want you.'
'‘But you do?' Her voice was barely audible.

His mouth curled. 'Haven't | made that clear endoggnow? | don't waste
effort on saying things that aren't true — ' Thees a flicker of hesitation, a
sharp, anguished look that was visible for a foactiof a second,
illuminating the depths of Jake Savage's souledst, not any more.' Olivia
heard the edge of steel hiding a multitude of caxgmotions in his voice
and then it was extinguished suddenly.

"You used to?' It was a whisper of a question. iBasf almost frightened of
itself. Ventured because of an overwhelming neekihtow, to understand
something about this man.



He looked at her. A cold, hard stare that madérkeerble deep down inside.
Remembering. 'Yes.'

There was a tense pause. Along the darkened coraitid through the
oak-panelled door Olivia could hear the band plgyand the laughter and
the talk of the villagers.

'For more time than | care to remember it becama&baolute way of life.’

Olivia shook her head, her expression showing &afu 'What do you
mean?'

'Don't ask.' His voice was flat and hard. He redélas short breath and set
her free from the circle of his arms. 'l won't 4@, so there's no point. Now
come.' He turned away. 'It's time to see the animal

He didn't attempt to touch her again. When thegifyrarrived at the kitchen
a glossy black pup with a bandage oh his paw sdeatritom his basket by
the stove and squealed with happiness at the gighem both.

'Oh, he's a darling!" Olivia knelt down and strolted silky fur. 'Doesn't he
look well? You've worked wonders with him.'

'Amazing what a bath and some food can do, ish€areful of your dress.'
Jake bent forward and scooped the animal out efg@diarms. 'He'll ruin it.
You don't want to have to go back into the ballrosith tufts of fur all over
that expensive outfit, do you?'

Olivia rose to her feet and watched as Jake putitimal back into his
basket with a firm word of command. There was sbdingtwrong and she
didn't know what it was. She glanced across athutrthere were no clues
in his expression—when were there ever?

'What are you going to do with him, once he's fudgovered?' she asked,
trying to infuse normality into her voice.



He sat down on the edge of a large wooden tabldifeed broad shoulders
in an uncaring shrug, loosening the black bow tigis throat. 'l haven't
given it any great thought. No one's come forwardlaim him.'

'‘Can | have him?"'

'You?' He seemed a little surprised. 'For good?'

Olivia nodded. "Yes. He will be company for me.’

He shrugged again. 'Fine. A couple of days, thancam take him.’

Tl call him Mutt.’

An eyebrow quirked derisively. 'Original.’

Her voice was cool. 'l like it.'

They were antagonists all of a sudden and shetddow why. He may
want me, Olivia thought suddenly, but it's true,do@sn't particularly like
me.

'I'm going back to the ballroom.’

'Fine.’

'‘Aren't you coming?' Olivia asked quietly.

He seemed to drag himself away from somewhere fetsa,someonelse
maybe. 'Not just yet.'

‘Jake..." Olivia hesitated. The need to make conwith him was

overwhelming suddenly. Not just physically—althougbd knew the need
to touch him again was strong enough—but emotign&he wanted to
know him, she wanted to understand him. 'Is. hésd something wrong?'

The dark head lifted. It was clear he hadn't hesvtiat?"



'l just wondered..." Olivia paused. 'You seemeopcupied.’

Jake released a short laugh that held preciode hiht of amusement.
‘That's one way of describing it He looked acra@sher. 'So, I'm
preoccupied, am I?'

You seem that way.' Olivia shook her head, glajptiack down to stare at
Mutt.

''ve had a lot on my mind for some time now,' Jake'mured, ‘and, no
matter which way | look at it, things don't seenb&getting any better.’

‘Can.. .can | help?'

His mouth twisted and he shook his head. 'No.n8deOlivia tried not to
allow the rejection to hurt her. She glanced dowhlatt again and willed
herself to be strong. "Thanks anyway," Jake coatino obviously patient
tones. 'I'll work it out one way or another. | gai#ge had too much to drink;
| must be getting maudlin, burdening you with myhkdems. It doesn't
matter.'

'It looks as if it matters,’ Olivia murmured, tagira step towards him.
"Whatever it is, it looks as if it matters very niicShe reached out a hand
suddenly and touched the angular cheek bone. T¢targeseemed to take
Jake by surprise. She felt him stiffen slightly aheén he relaxed, not
moving, not saying anything, transfixed, it seentadthe softness of her
fingers on his skin. Touching him felt good. Afeeimoment Olivia leant
forward and brushed her lips across the finely medilmouth. '‘Can't we
talk, Jake?' she whispered. 'I'm sure if—'

'No." His voice was so harsh that it made her jiagk as if he had reached
out and physically hit her. He closed his eyesflyrias if rejecting her
advances gave him pain, and when he opened thenspaok@ again his
voice was less hurtful than before. '‘Go back tolb#room, Olivia,’ he
ordered, rising from the table and moving away fitwen 'Please, just do as
| say and go!



'Why do you have to be like this?' Olivia demandaddenly. "Why can't
you tell me anything?'

'‘Because my problems are no concern of yourssthdiy,” Jake answered
sharply.

'l had a very interesting conversation with Soptis morning,” Olivia
delivered in ragged tones. 'Actually, she did mafsthe talking; | just
listened.'

Jake's dark eyes narrowed. 'What did she say?'

He looked concerned, as well he might, Olivia thduangrily. 'She's quite
devoted to you, isn't she?' Olivia said, workingdhat keeping a thread of
coolness in her voice. 'A devotion bordering ondhsession, I'd say—"

'We've known each other a long time," Jake remliesgphly. 'Don't waste your
time trying to understand!

It was a hurtful response and Olivia fell silenheStared at the hard, rigid
lines of Jake's face for amoment and then she @pag and left the kitchen
without another word.

The May ball was still going strong. Olivia slippiecthrough the side-door,
accepted a canape and some sparkling mineral Watera passing waiter
and was immediately accosted by Sophie once movead the last thing
she needed.

'‘Look, I'm not interested in having an argumentivi® announced before
the scarlet mouth had a chance to say anythingwilbgou just leave me
alone?'

"You really do think you're so superior, don't yoB@phie cried. 'Why can't
you just get right away from here?'

Olivia's heart sank. Sophie sounded more tharla ditunk.



Jake appeared. Out of the corner of her eye Odiava his purposeful stride
moving across the ballroom. Sophie saw him too.

'‘Can't you see you're upsetting him?' she slutreidoesn’'t need someone
like you,' she added, struggling to keep vertitklke!" she called shrilly.
‘Jake, I'm over here!

Dark eyes glanced in her direction. Olivia saw glage and tried to move
away, but found herself restrained by Sophie'sraeted hand on her arm.
She glanced down at the scarlet talons and theintaghe pale face and
matching blood-red lips. 'Would you mind letting giome?"

‘Jake's coming over.'

'l can see that,’ Olivia replied stiffly, 'but wdwou let go of my arm?"
'Sophie, why don't you do as Olivia asks?'

He had joined them both, just as Olivia was begigrto feel genuinely
uncomfortable, almost afraid of the woman standbeside her. She
released a breath and met his dark gaze, gla@ oé#ssuring strength of his
presence.

'Oh, Olivia again, is it?"

'Sophie, this is not the time or the place.' Jakeap arm around the slender
waist. 'Now, why don't you come along with me? Yoow you're looking

a little tired-'

'Don't treat me like a child!" She pulled away saently from his embrace
that she nearly teetered over on her high heelsat\tlo you take me for—a

fool?'

"You don't want a scene.' The deep, smooth voiltkdreedge of warning.
'"Whatever you've got to say can be said to merivaie.'

'l don't see why! You've been pretty public yoursetiay—in the village
this morning, remember? You and her looking alemse together!" She



flung a wild- eyed look in Olivia's bemused directi 'It didn't take you
long, did it? Our glamorous new resident! Don't yloak | can see, that the
whole village can see, what's going on betweemnwoeof you?'

"You've had too much to drink again,' Jake muttevedrily. 'For heaven's
sake, listen to yourself.'

'l don't want to! Do you think | even care?' Thexre tears now, streaming
down the angular face. 'Can't you understand hea/?

Olivia swallowed back a lump in her own throat. Shén't completely
understand any of this, but she recognised misayaaguish when she saw
it. The whole village did too. Conversations haopgied, the music had
ceased, and an air of embarrassed horror lay Ié@@ud over the whole
proceedings as Jake was subjected to a shrillywoflenintelligible verbal
abuse.

Olivia stared wide-eyed, watching with a sickenfegling in her stomach,
mesmerised like the rest of the gathering, by ttemes that was so out of
place, so shocking. He stood impassively throughoanl and infinitely
hard, gazing at Sophie, listening almost as if veat had to say needed his
attention.

Why didn't he do something?

Sophie's agitation was fast turning into hysteftae uncomfortable feeling
in the hall was growing. Olivia turned, sickenedthg scene, and began
threading her way through the crowds, anxious t@agay, to feel the relief
of the cool night air on her face.

And then, just as she reached the door, there waarg@ sound of hand on
face, followed by complete and utter silence. @liglanced back, saw the
distraught scarlet figure in Jake's arms and kinawtie had taken control at
last.

'l thought you'd left.'



Olivia watched as Jake leaned against the stonsstoadle. He looked out
across the acres of moonlit parkland that stretéaehto the distance and
surrounded his impressive home. 'l should have .done

'It's still early.’

She took a steadying breath. 'l think it would bstbf | went, don't you?'

'Because of the scene in the ballroom?' The shaditaee turned to observe
her.

Olivia hugged her velvet wrap close around her bartty continued to study
the moonlit pastures. 'Partly that, yes." 'I'm ggwu had to be involved. It
was... unfortunate.’

Olivia released a disbelieving breatbinfortunate?s that all you can say?
It was dreadful! She was so... so desperate!’

'It's been building up for months. Sophie's hawanigard time of it at the
moment. She's not a well woman.'

'l could see that for myself,’ Olivia replied swyift'Where is she now?"
'Home.' Jake sounded weary. 'l took her there rhysel

You haven't left her on her own, surely?' Olivigeged. 'She was in no fit
state—'

'Will you let up?' The edge of steel in his voiodicated that patience was
wearing thin. 'I'm not that stupid. There's no needorry yourself. Sophie
Carlton has a faithful housekeeper to take careenf

'She's rich, then, like yourself?'

Jake nodded. 'Oh, yes,' he murmured grimly. 'Quate’

'‘Not to mention very unhappy,’ Olivia added.



‘That too," Jake agreed flatly. 'l suppose youkthwe're two of a kind.'

Olivia hesitated. The stars were bright in the hglty. She tilted her head
and looked for the Great Bear formation —the omlg she knew. '‘Because
of you?' she murmured quietly, her eyes intent lua lteavens. 'Is she
unhappy because of something you've done?’

"You could say that.' Jake shook his head, runwiggry fingers through his
glossy black hair. He leaned forward, brushing @lswelvet wrap with the
sleeve of his jacket, resting strong hands on tiieesbalustrade in front of
him, and looked out far into thedistance. 'l knewlIshe felt, of course, but
tonight's the first time she's shown her feelingggenly.’

'She hates me,' Olivia murmured.
'No, she doesn't.’

Olivia released an exasperated breath. 'Hell, JaR#iere's your
intelligence? Of course she does! It's you tos. your behaviour that's
hurting her—'

‘Just drop it!" His voice was rough-edged. 'You'donderstand.'

'Doesn't she need a doctor or something?' Oliwadaguietly. 'She seemed
pretty..." she hesitated, searching for a desonptihat was tactful'..
Intense.’

'Why don't you just come right out and say what god everyone else was
thinking tonight?' Jake demanded. 'She acted likemaalwoman. Like
someone deranged.’

'She's told me she's a.. .a friend," Olivia murrdutl must have been a
shock to see her, hear her talk to you like that.'

The dark head shook decisively. 'If the truth bevin, I'm not sure how to
handle her.' He glanced sideways at Olivia and dd&&e's more than just
a friend.’



Olivia swallowed. 'A lover, then—'
'No!' There was violence in his tone. 'Not thatvRiethat!"
'‘But | thought-'

'Forget what you thought," Jake replied sharplgyify to look at her. 'Just
forget it, OK? It will be miles away from the trytbo just don't bother.'

'I'm going!" Olivia, hurt by Jake's angry tones,ved to go past him. So
Sophie wasn't a lover at the moment, she thoug#it; W could only be a
matter of time. 'l' should have left an hour aguwstead of wandering
outside, wondering like a fool what was going oraitivig for you, for.. .for

this!'

'Don't leave.' Jake stepped in front of her andjbaber arm as Olivia tried
to move away. She pulled a little and felt the poared determination in his
restraint. 'You're not going anywhere."’

She glared up into his face, half lit by the moghtj half in shadow. 'If you
think you can treat me like some stupid girl," shied, 'if you think I'm
going to stick around to be—!"

But he wasn't listening.

Olivia gasped as the pressure of his body movedbhek against the
balustrade. She gripped the rough stone blindlyscious of the intensity of
his need, the erotic sensations that were flanmg life as his hands slid
over her body, as he lowered his mouth to herifips kiss that was both
insistent and intense.

'l have got to have you again!" he murmured huskKilyat one thought has
been torturing me all evening.' His mouth was warnrher neck. His lips
grazed the softness of her skin as he whispereta&iy into her ear. 'Let's
make love, Olivia!' he drawled softly. 'l really mtato feel you next to me.’

Images instantly filled Olivia's head. Images of tiwvo of them together
again. The whole idea of them as lovers, of takind giving pure physical



pleasure didn't seem outrageous when it came fhigmtan's lips. Why?

How could it be? The fact that he didn't care, thaly hadn't formed any
kind of solid relationship, didn't seem to mati&hen he touched her and
kissed her and held her, loving him made absoknses

The music from the ballroom was drifting on the laught air. Jake placed a
gentle finger on her lips. 'Listen!

It was a sensuous melody; moody and romantic. trdreams Olivia had
imagined dancing under the stars to such a tune.

He must have read her thoughts, because the &eywas enacted once
again. He pulled her close against his body, wragpper within the circle of
his arms, moving her slowly in time to the music.

"You know it's inevitable, don't you?' he informieer steadily. 'There's no
guestion that we'll continue to be lovers.’

Olivia laid her head against the broad chest aosked her eyes. She could
smell the fresh masculine scent of him, feel thessal power of each
purposeful movement. Time stood still. Infinity keaed. She had never
known such depth of feeling, such intense longorgahother human being.

Such a still, quiet night. Cool and crisp. Beadtifuusic, beautiful
movement...

As the music came to an end Jake lowered his heddiased Olivia's
upturned mouth. Then he took her by the hand ashéhée across the wide
balcony.

'Where are we going?' Her voice was barely a whiapshe gazed up at the
strong profile.

‘To a place | know. Away from here." He moved psedally, leading
Olivia down stone steps, around the back of thesbpthen across a large
paved area, passing large urns and clipped heldgewé¢re like monsters in
the moonlight.



‘To the wood?' Olivia looked up in surprise as Jalewed a narrow path
that veered off to the right, away from the house.

'‘Don't worry. It's not too far.' He stopped andded down at her. "You'll like
it. Now hold on. We don't want to ruin that beaultdiress.’

He lifted her into his arms and Olivia instinctiydinked her fingers around
his neck, feeling safe and secure against thegttra his body. She hadn't
the first idea where he was taking her or whatvgbeld find on arrival but
she didn't care.

She felt the thrill of erotic sensation as Jakespdtto kiss her neck, hungry
with need, with wanting her. This feeling of abgelicertainty was a
revelation. It had been missing for all of her bied now she had discovered
its existence she wasn't about to let it slip away.

Jake Savage was her destiny and nothing couldialter



CHAPTER FIVE

THE moonlight led them to a clearing in the woods. €boiage was small
and square, with two windows, a door and a chimhi&nsel and Gretal's
cottage.

'‘Are the walls made of gingerbread?' Olivia askedake swung open the
gate.

'‘Not quite.' Two strides and they were at the dblerreached up to a ledge
above and inserted the key he found into the Ibiik eyes fell to her face.
"You think it's quaint?’

Olivia nodded. 'An unusual place...'

'For seduction?' Jake smiled and pushed open tbe Wo very private
place," he continued. 'We won't be disturbed here."

He carried her into the room. There were thick ragd stone walls and a
large, comfortable-looking settee placed in frdra éireplace, where paper
and sticks were already laid waiting.

‘Two minutes.' He placed her down on the creamioash'l'll light the fire.’
He lowered his head and kissed her mouth veryysoftry slowly,
savouring the taste, dragging his lips away, logldeep into her eyes. 'lt
won't take long.'

Olivia gazed at the strong back, the broad shos)dee dark, dark hair,
watched as the flames burnt brightly, casting tlaa tmefore her into sharp
relief, and thought about the strength of her n&®tere had such desire
sprung from? How was it this man could ignite simélings when other
men —men she had known, respected and liked oggrethirs—failed to do
S0?

'l won't regret this, will I?' Olivia murmured aakg turned back towards
her, as he slipped searching fingers beneath thpssof her dress, as his
mouth tasted her skin, biting erotically at heslfleShe arched her neck as
his hands travelled to her throat, as he held badlyently, dismantling her



carefully formed chignon, running his hands throtlghlong, silky strands
of her hair. 'Jake!" His name was a breath onipsr'Tell me | won't regret
this.'

"You won't regret it." His voice was husky, thicktlwneed. "Think about
how much you want me," he drawled.’ 'Just relaxlenche do the rest...’

He undressed her slowly, sliding the lilac silk sgmeom her skin; ebony
eyes travelled over her heated body, lingeringhenwthite lace underwear.
He kissed her again, touching her, so that the ackdivia's pelvis grew

with each moment that passed, so that she clurigno reaching up to

remove his dinner jacket, watchintgeling the urgency in him as he
wrenched away the bow tie and the white shirt,ibgssach expensive item
carelessly onto the floor.

His lovemaking was sensuously controlled, ruthlesisigned to bring
maximum pleasure to them both. Olivia gasped indeoment as erotic
desire surged through her body. All these years, thlought, without
realising that her body was capable of such inteesegation.

Jake loomed above her, strong and tanned and etyemsle, watching her
reactions to each new movement, each shocking t6diyou ready?' he
growled hoarsely. 'Do you want this?'

She nodded, unable to speak, arching her bodyn@chifeel him inside
her.

'Say you want me!' he demanded. 'Tell me, Olivieade me in no doubt!

'l want you!" she cried wildly, clinging to him.Qyes, | want you!'

He took her then, and she cried out as the wavdsetihg spiralled and
surged within, as he brought her to the edge, pgihg the ecstasy, teasing
and tormenting so that Olivia felt she'd die witanting him.

‘Jake!" It was a plea from the heart as the tornwemtinued, and he

responded accordingly, completing her ecstasyglmgthem both to the
pinnacle of true physical fulfilment.



Afterwards there was a moment when he held herief, bntense hug that
she prayed held some sort of meaning. Olivia sttake dark hair and
kissed the rough, angled cheek, savouring the siscohcloseness before
he moved away.

Such a brief moment, but it meant so much. It gearehope.

She wanted him to say something, but she hadhiearhat. Now that their
passion was spent she felt vulnerable again. Iblead what she had wanted
and yet there was still this feeling of emptinesd desolation...

'What are you thinking about?’

'Mmm?' He twisted around to look at her, his eyesvth by her nakedness.
He shook his head a little and then looked badkatlames. 'Nothing in
particular.'

'Is.. .is it Sophie?' Olivia murmured. 'Are you wed about her?'

‘Tell me about your life in London.’

Olivia hesitated. She wasn't prepared for the bloess of his questioning.
She took a breath, gulped and tried to work out teoanswer. 'What do you
want to know?'

He turned and looked back at her. 'You were inlatiomship. Why did it
end?'

'He walked away one day and married my secretary.'

‘That's how, not why.'

Olivia wrapped her arms around her body, curlinglégs up in front of her
like a shield. 'We had just been going throughrttigions, | suppose,’ she

murmured flatly. 'He wanted to take.. .things ferth-'

'‘By things, | presume you mean sex?'



Olivia released a breath. 'Do you have to be so...’
‘Straightforward?"

.. .blunt?' Olivia finished firmly. 'Can't you s#éas is difficult enough for
me as it is?'

'So you didn't want a physical relationship," Jakatinued as Olivia fell
silent. 'Why?"'

‘Looking back, | can see that our relationship masty superficial,” Olivia
murmured. 'We may have spent quite a lot of tingetioer and we had a lot
in common, because of our work, but we were neuéy tlose...' Her voice
trailed away and she shrugged to cover her unedaacing at Jake's
enigmatic expression.

"You weren't in love with him, then?' He was obsag\her closely, as if her
answer was of vital importance. 'You weren't sawogrself so that you
could be his virginal bride?"

Olivia took a breath and then shook her head firriNg."'

'‘But it still hurt when he walked out on you?'

'Of course it did!" she replied swiftly. 'He beteglyne, he betrayed my trust.
He worked on the magazine too —he was the arttdireeand | had to
carry on, enduring the staffs sympathy whilst Paotdl my secretary
honeymooned in Tahiti. Can you imagine hovelt!

'S0 you ran away.'

' didn't run away!" Olivia responded sharply. 'Padesertion just made me
sit back and look at my life, that's all.’

'‘And you decided you didn't like what you saw?"

Olivia sighed. 'No."'



'I'm sorry.'

Was he? She looked at him and thought that yeshenag was. 'l don't care
now," she continued awkwardly. '‘No, | don't, holyg'sthe repeated, seeing
his sceptical gaze. 'l had got trapped into a eway of life. It was stifling
me. | took a long, hard look at myself, at my bfieer Paul went, and found
that underneath the gloss of modern-day living $mitaenjoying myself, |
wasn't happy.'

'‘And are you happy now?'

Olivia worked at schooling her expression. 'Do yaean generally, or right
at this moment?' she murmured.

The ebony eyes regarded her steadily. 'Either. .Bbi#h gestured with his
hands. 'Whatever.'

'l feel as if the possibility of happiness is withiy reach,’ Olivia replied
carefully. 'You know, like a cake,’ she added lightl've got all the
ingredients at hand... | just need to find the trigitipe now.'

She saw his mouth twist crookedly at her metaphaegcription. 'l see.’

'‘And you?' she asked swiftly, grabbing the oppatyunvhile it still
pretented itself. '‘Are you happy?'

Jake's dark brows drew together. 'l thought yolrehdy worked that one
out for yourself," he murmured. He turned from teddenly and looked
back at the flames flickering in the grate. "Yowray ahead of me on this
one, Olivia," he drawled. 'You've shopped, you hidneingredients.' She
saw him shake his head. 'l don't even have a chat ivis | want to bake.'

Olivia reached out a hand and gently touched theotim bronzed back. 'l
wish | could make you happy,' she ventured quietly.

He released a short, unamused laugh. 'lt's a thssikask, Olivia. Many
have tried and fallen by the wayside.’



He hadn't said she made him happy. Had she horeegibcted him to? She
frowned. No.. .no, she hadn't, not really. The that she experienced the
most incredible feeling of joy whilst he was makinge to her didn't make
the slightest bit of difference. He felt one waye elt another. She couldn't
superimpose her rapture, however desperately sheew#o. 'Maybe they
didn't try hard enough.’

'It's not worth the effort." He turned back arowodace her and his ebony
eyes pierced her face. 'Believe me.'

"You're not made of stone,’ Olivia whispered. 'lp @xperience no one is.
When we made love—'

'Olivia! Leave it, please! Just accept that I'm maccertain way—'
'Like a clam that doesn't want to open up?' Olouiin swiftly.
The firm mouth curved of its own accord. 'If yokdi'

Olivia took a breath. 'l just thought we could talKittle, that's all," she
murmured, cursing herself for pushing too far, tmwn. 'After all, you
showed an interest in my relationship with PauteButhat means—?"

'Please! Will you forget the amateur psychoanalySis/ia?' Jake replied
sharply. 'If I wanted medical help I'd pay someaneélarley Street for the
privilege!" He rose from the sofa and walked tovgaadioor in the far corner
of the room. He glanced back at Olivia's pale fd¢eld you it wasn't worth
the effort, didn't I?' he added grimlilowdo you believe me? | can be a real
bastard, Olivia,' he gritted. 'The sooner you attlept fact, the better for
both of us.’

She watched him leave the room. Then her misted &}eto her clothes,
which lay discarded on the floor, and she begairdss, trying to fasten the
lilac silk with fingers that trembled.

The fact that she recognised his cruel anger addfensive mechanism it
was didn't help the way she felt. Masa bastard—a deliberate one at that.



He had hurt her. He would go on hurting her. Henliseem to enjoy doing
it, but that was small comfort—he did it all thersa

'Where are you going?'

She stood, half naked, clutching the lilac sillkéw, transfixed by his voice.
She pursed her lips. 'Where do you think?'

He had a towel slung low around his hips, two glass his hands. 'You
want to leave?'

'Yes!" She gulped, glaring at the sensationallyaetive face, her eyes
lingering on the finely moulded mouth, the richrldayes. 'No..." She found
her blonde head shaking. 'l... | don't know—'

'‘Come here.'

He expected her to obey. She recognised the strefdtis command and
wondered at her own weakness as she respondedoavig setraced her
steps.

He took her chin urgently in his hand and lookedidanto her confused
face. 'I'm sorry," he murmured gruffly. 'l can'ydalidn't mean to hurt you,
because you know that | did, but | am sorry." Theses a brooding
expression on his face. 'Do you regret our makoge?' he demanded
abruptly. ‘Do you?'

Olivia swallowed and shook her head, clutching dresss against her lace
bra. This man was so intense. @®p.She could feel the controlled power
surging through his frame. 'No," she whispered, mmegit. ‘It was..." She
struggled to finish the sentence. What words cadlelquately describe the
way he had made her feel?

A dark brow was raised expressively. ‘Good?'

It had been better than that—far better, but Olknaw as she looked into
the assured face that it would not be to her adwegmnéver to admit as much.



'Here!" Jake held out one of the glasses. 'Haveedmandy. You look as if
you need it.’

Hesitantly she accepted and took a cautious sgkiey a little as the fiery
liquid hit the back of her throat.

His mouth curved sensuously. 'You're not used?2aShe shook her head.
‘Are you cold?' He slipped his arms around Olivii@iee shoulders and drew
her closer towards the fire. 'Sit here and havgaoket.' He tossed her lilac
dress away and sat beside her on the floor, singtdhis long legs out
towards the flame. Olivia gripped the dinner jacked held it close around
her body. 'Don't frown.' He touched the lines onfbeehead. ‘It doesn't sulit
you. There's nothing to worry about.’

The lines deepened. 'Isn't there?'

'If it's the practicalities you're worrying abodpn't. It was safe just now.’
The mouth curved and his smile held warmth oncéna{i2elieve it or not
but it's not in my nature to act irresponsibly.' $f@ok his head and looked
at the flames thoughtfully. 'Never irresponsibleg¢’ murmured, half to
himself. 'Never that.'

'l hadn't even thought of it," Olivia confesseddaflyi, watching the strong
profile with some confusion. 'Thank you,' she murecuawkwardly.

'My pleasure.’ His eyes were back on her face andddy. She felt reaction
stir within as ebony eyes became predatory agaieeging the length of
her, lingering appreciatively on her slim, tannegd, from her painted pink
toenails to her slender calves, to her thighsctimee of her hips, beyond.. .

‘This isn't another one-night stand," he murmurédu know that, don't
you?'

Olivia felt her heartbeat quicken. 'l..." She regsid.

'We're good together—physically," Jake added swifffou know | want
this to be a regular thing.'



Olivia stared at the flames. 'What about Sophie?’

He frowned and Olivia heard him curse softly bendas breath. 'What
about her?’

Anger flared as she looked back into the far toadsame face. 'Oh,
nothing!" she cried wildly. 'lt's perfectly straifprward, isn't it?' She
flashed him a look. 'Well, for you it might be! Yguobably indulge in this
sort of thing all of the time. But it's clear fromhat Sophie said —

'What did she say?' His voice was curt, the questi@rp as Olivia's voice
fell away.

‘Nothing. It.. .it doesn't matter.’

'Clearly it does.' He glared at her. 'Look, it'gorntant you understand that
Sophie and | have known each other since we wele Bhe's been through
a rough time. She has no close family of her owthreow that...' He paused
and Olivia sensed a change of tone. 'Now that myiyehave gone too she
looks to me for emotional support.’

'‘Gone?’ Olivia frowned.

He regarded her steadily. 'Yes.'

'What do you mean—gone?"

'Exactly what | say; my family were wiped out in aim crash a couple of
years ago.'

'Oh!" Olivia's eyes glittered with sudden tears. &bng moment she hadn't
a clue what to say. Eventually she managed to mutheustandard reply
that sounded totally inadequate in the circumstanitm... I'm so sorry.'

Dark brows narrowed as he stared at her wide-eigaday. 'Are you?' Jake
gave a short laugh. That's nice.'

'Don't!"



He turned to look at her. 'Don't what?'

"You know what I'm talking about!" Olivia's voicafiened to match his
expression. 'I'm not a punch bag!" she flared,msbliag to her feet. 'And |
won't be used like one. I'm not here to soak up yeubal aggression! Use
somebody elsesomething else if you want a means of releasing your
physical tensions!'

‘Olivia! Don't go!" He reached up and placed a hancher body. "You're
right. I'm giving you hell and you don't deservey ahit.' His fingers curled

around her wrist and he pulled her gently back tag&im. 'Forget the way
| spoke just now.' Jake kissed her mouth, brieffljrat and then again, his
lips lingering and searching as if tasting her alabe could think about, as
if he could draw strength from the warmth and istgnof their kiss.

When he finally released her he seemed to strugigfesome inner conflict
for a moment as he met her gaze, and then he spakepol, matter-of-fact
tone. 'The plane was flying over the Atlantic Oceary family was on
board. One engine failed, the other caught fir@'dgtanced towards the
flames shimmering in front of them. 'It crasheds ¥bice became hard. 'All
one hundred and seventy people died, my familyotedl. End of story.'

She wanted to cry; for Jake, for his family, foreexone involved in the
tragedy. She moved closer to him, linking her amngund his neck,
pressing her cheek against his, feeling the rigidithis frame, feeling the
hurt. 'If ever you feel the need to talk —

'l won't!" His voice was flat. "You'll have to undéand that. It's an integral
part of any.. .arrangement we may come to. No guestNo probing. My
family is dead and gone; no amount of talking Wwiihg them back.’

'‘But it might help you," Olivia replied. 'You're féering still, | can see
that—'

'Maybe | am.' The hard mouth curved. 'OK, so tlsare'maybe about it." He
flashed her a look. 'l want you to forget all abiu©livia. | don't go in for
introspection.'



She watched him in silence for a moment, struggilmgeep her control.
'Why are you being like this?"

'Like what?"

'Do you think it's a sign of weakness.. .to showogom? Is that it?' Olivia
asked quietly.

'What the hell does that matter? It's the way I' &fi"d expression was fierce
all at once. 'Understand and accept it, Olivia,abse I'm not about to
change.’

'‘And if | don't want to?"

His mouth tightened ominously. 'Then it's the e@dr relationship will
have run its course.’

"You really are a cold-hearted swine!" Olivia sdrto get to her feet, but
Jake reached out and held her by the arm. 'Letatislge flared. "You think
| would want to—"

He tugged her sharply and she fell against histchies hands splayed out
against the bronzed skin with its curl of dark hend then he was kissing
her again, hungrily, passionately, deeply. "Yoa'o¢ going anywhere," he
growled. His hands pushed the dinner jacket fromsheulders. 'We both
know that...'

Endless love. Endless pleasure. When the dawn htok@s beautiful.
Sunlight shone into the cottage and Olivia openexdéyes to find herself
lying on the deep, wide sofa with a blanket over he

She got up and padded over to the window, wrapfiagsoft wool close
around her naked body, watching as the sunligier&tl slowly through the
trees as the early-morning mist moved and swirthedugh the tangle of
branches in the wood.

'‘Good. You're awake. Do you want some breakfast?'



She looked up. Jake looked rugged and incredily,sressed in evening
attire that looked out of place on this bright sgrmorning. A growth of
beard shaded his jaw, no tie, tousled hair... @lfeit her stomach tighten
and took a hasty breath. Was this her destiny? &hiptiness? In her
dreams he loved her. In her dreams he wanted rhangjtist sex...

'Olivia?' He ruffled her hair and his mouth cunagtiactively. "You're miles
away. What are you thinking about?'

'Me?' She glanced into his face, then back atrdest listening to the chirpy
chorus of bird song. 'l wasn't thinking of anythingparticular.' She let out a
long sigh. 'Just experiencing, just feeling. Ieabtiful, isn't it?"'

He looked out at the wood. 'Sure is.'

'‘Can we take the long way back?'

Jake shook his head. 'Sorry. I'm on call todayolusd have been home an
hour ago."'

'‘But it's Sunday!" Olivia heard the disappointmenher voice and cursed
silently. Go on, she told herself crossly, makergeli look a total fool!
Give him all the wrong signals; start acting likelimging woman without a
life of your own!

'‘Unfortunately animals don't fall sick to order’ trawled. '‘Believe me, life
would be a lot simpler if they did.'

'‘But you have a colleague, don't you?' Olivia qegbri
'Yes. But he's worked hard all week. And he hasnalfy. His wife and three
daughters barely see enough of him as it is. Iy¥mactice, and | have to

pull my weight.'

'Yes.' Olivia forced a smile. 'Yes, of course yau dunderstand.’



Dark eyes rested on her face, then he kissed hathmiGood. Now, you can
stay here for a while if you like, or you can getsked and leave with me.
It's your choice."

Olivia shivered at his touch and tried to combatrdmction with a voice that
sounded casual. 'I'd like to see more of the waoglte' murmured. 'The
bluebells are wonderful.'

'Get dressed, then. If you hurry I'll show you aywizat will bring you out
onto the footpath near Honeysuckle Cottage.' Heogld at his wrist-watch,
then reached for Olivia's clothes and handed tleehet.

She dressed swiftly, hugging her velvet wrap cloger her lilac gown.
'Have you got everything?' Jake had been standifaggdothe window whilst
Olivia made herself decent, and on seeing she easyrhe opened the
cottage door.

Olivia nodded and tried to look as controlled andibesslike as her lover.
'Yes.'

'‘Good.' He glanced across at her as the door afdtiage was shut with a
bang and the key replaced. 'You'll be OK?'

'Of course!" Olivia forced an uncaring smile. "W8houldn't | be?'

He shrugged and raised dark brows. 'No reasonpatteés over there.' He
gestured away towards Olivia's left. 'It's cleanlgrked. You should have no
problem finding your way home.’

She looked into his face and caught the end ofgeting gaze. 'Thanks.'

'I'll call you."' He began walking away from herwtoanother path that led
in the direction of the impressive mansion, whicksvust visible through
the misted trees. 'Soon," he added, turning batle é&soped his jacket over
his shoulder. "You can count on it.'



CHAPTER SIX

THE walk through the woods might have been wondelfut, Olivia had
hardly been aware of it. She had been home, shédtheéd and changed.
She had tried to concentrate on any number of Lsaf4s—around the
cottage, in the garden and the orchard—all to reol.axfter a couple of
hours she could bear it no longer. Sunday was lyst@isidered to be a day
of rest, but today Olivia knew she would get nogeea

Not after last night.

The peal of church bells greeted her on arrivéthatvillage. Olivia paused
and looked up at the tall grey spire that rose st@ally into the azure sky.
She waited until the congregation, which was justesying from the
morning service, had dispersed and then she crabsedillage street,
opened the lych-gate and ventured into the churdhya

Jake Savage. These obsessive feelings she hadnfevdren't just because
of lust and desire. Walking back alone through wuedland early this

morning had somehow helped to crystalise her fgslifhe beauty of the
place, with its thick swath of bluebells, like arpat at her feet, and the
verdant greenery all around had helped to bringy¢vieg into a sharp and
vivid focus.

She loved him. She didntantto love him—Olivia recognised emotional
suicide when it hit her in the face—but there waanything she could do
about it. Or was there?

The churchyard had a large wild area, with headstalating back several
hundreds of years. The gravestones here were siongenate depending
on the wealth of the family concerned, the stonestgr and covered in
lichens, the grass overgrown and unkempt. Olivigdred here for a long
while, reading the inscriptions, strolling throughe dappled shade,
experiencing the familiar feelings that always caméhe fore when she
entered such a place; an impressive sense of yiata time passing and
her own fragile mortality.



Maybe it wasn't so clever coming in here. A melahghquite deep and
profound, was beginning to assail her. Too semsitiltat was her trouble.
Too full of emotion. Too fragile after the eventdast night.

She sat down on a bench, and leant wearily agthediittle brass plague
commemorating someone's existence. It was warnshedelt tired. The

newer graves were at the far end of the churchyara moment she would
get up and search. Jake's family had been killdd@rthat reason this quiet
place meant something to him—she wanted it to nseamething to her.

It had come to this. Names, dates, snippets ofnmdition, anything that
would bring her a little closer to the man she thve

Olivia heard the noisy squeak of the lych-gate emded the fact that she
would not be alone. She moved along the benchetavke it was. If it was a
villager, someone who was at the ball last nighgntshe would slip away
unnoticed; she knew where any conversation wouldneally end
up—Sophie Carlton's outburst would be the talkhe& village for a few
more days yet...

Her heart thudded violently in her chest, her thdsgkidded to a halt. Even
from this distance Jake looked magnificent. Oliyaagot to breathe,
watching as he made his way towards the area aofhbechyard that was
newer, and fresher. He wore dark glasses agaiegl#ne of the sun, pale
chinos, a casual shirt that was undone at the tthraad he was carrying a
bouquet of flowers.

Olivia, gripped by a mixture of fascination at tbeincidence of such a
meeting and real dread at being discovered, watakdte stood immobile
for a long while, staring at one particular headstdefore crouching down
to remove the faded blooms with slow deliberation.

Suddenly she didn't want to be here. She didn't Wwesee any of this. It was
private. And anyway, there was self-preservatiordnsider; some deep
instinct told her that Jake would be extremely gnfjhe found her here.

She rose cautiously from the bench. She was wearavg shorts and a
striped nautical-style top, a crisp, sharp outfdattwasn't exactly an aid to



her camouflage. Would he see her? Maybe not. Jadk@med intent on his
task and if she kept her movements smooth and Silievia felt there was a
chance she would get away unnoticed.

She was wrong. He looked up as she made her mavmgsintently down
the long, wide green path, transfixing her with goever of his presence,
even at this distance.

They stared at each other for what felt like etgrniThen slowly Olivia
walked towards him, her heart thudding painfullyrer chest. She felt like a
rabbit caught in the glare of a beam. The interwityis gaze didn't alter and
he reeled her in, slowly, relentlessly.

He got to his feet as she approached, toweringeahey, hands thrust into
trouser pockets; a dark, dangerous stranger whohpygpened to be her
lover.

'Small world.'
He was angry—very angry.

Olivia felt a shiver run through her, even thouga sun was warm on her
back. 'Yes.' To her immense surprise, her voicended reasonably firm,

despite the multitude of heavy-footed butterflibattwere churning her
stomach into a mass of apprehension. 'lIt's.. .atibelachurchyard,' she

added, dragging her gaze away from the rugged igoepped in.. .on... on

the spur of the moment to take a look around.ot'9$unding so good now;
she was gabbling and her voice sounded weak and omsure with each
jerkily uttered syllable.

'Oh, yes?' Slowly he removed his dark glassesheutold, dark gaze didn't
tell her a thing.

Did he believe her? She doubted it very muchMi thee sign on my way in
—about the bad state of the church roof," she adfeding herself to
continue, to sagomething'l'd... I'd really like to help in some way.'

'‘Are you a churchgoer?’



‘No, but-'

'Well, why help, then?' His voice was rough, cuytiacross Olivia's
half-spoken sentence. "You're new to the village,¢hurch has been here
hundreds of years. I'm surprised you want to makeconcern of yours!'

Olivia stared at the hard features for a momestlence, debating whether
to turn around now and walk away, or battle on. §pied, foolishly, she

knew, for the latter. 'Nevertheless,' she contintmding hervoice to sound
light, 'l think I'll lend my services to the causedo have some skills that
may be of use.’

'Oh, yes?' There was a chilling lack of emotiohigtone, a sharp, sarcastic
twist of the mouth that made Olivia's face flamethwianger and
embarrassment.

'I'm talking about my executive experience!" skaslfled. 'l used to run one
of the most prestigious fashion magazines in thengg.’

'‘And you think that's relevant?' He threw her arsfto look.

'Why shouldn't it be?' She felt despair growingdes They were talking
like strangers—no, worse than that; like hated eesmVas it always going
to be this way? 'I'm good at organising. | havetacis that might be useful.’

The attractive mouth twisted derisively. 'You knaviirm that can supply
fifteenth-century roof tiles on the cheap?' Thekdayes surveyed her
without expression. He looked cold. Cold and hard authless. 'What are
you really doing here, Olivia? Following me? Spyihg

'‘No!" This couldn't be her lover of the previousewng, Olivia thought
miserably. This unsmiling man bore no resemblarcethe sensuous
individual who had borne her away on a rising tddleecstasy. There had
been warmth and immense passionhddwanted her. A vision of the two
of them flashed into her mind, making her heartlggatken. She saw Jake
release a taut breath and wondered if he had beekirtg about their
lovemaking too.



'Well, what, then?'
'I... | just wanted a look around,' Olivia murmunedakly.

"You think I'm stupid? | tell you about my parerdsath and then surprise,
surprise, next thing I find you in the graveyard!

'Please... Jake..." Olivia met the hard gaze wyts dhat glistened. 'Isn't
there something | can say to stop you treatingikeethis?'

He looked down into her face. 'l don't know whati'ye talking about.’
'‘Don't you?' she prompted unsteadily.

'For God's sake!" he grated, throwing the bougeet/id&is holding angrily to
the ground. 'Don't start getting emotional!’

'Why?' Olivia swallowed back the lump in her throdsn't emotion
allowed? Is that another requirement of our retetiop?’

"Yes!" He turned from her and began picking updbad flowers that lay
beside the grave. 'l don't want you here!" he addadhly. '‘Can't you see
that? It's the last place | expected to find yast §o! Look at the church
roof or something!'

'Damn you!" Olivia spun towards him and grippeddhof his shirt. 'Don't
you turn away from me! How can you treat me like2HHow can you be so
cold and heartless and hateful?"

'‘Because it's the best way." His eyes were like, fourning into her,
scorching her very soul. 'I'm not about to openaupou, Olivia. Once, just
once, | made the foolish mistake of allowing soneetm get close.' He
surveyed her with grim self-control. 'Never agadiihis is the way | am.
Don't you dare start believing that you can chamge or change the way |
choose to feel!



Her fingers slid from his shirt. Touching him wasttire. Being near to him
meant wanting him. She took a step back as if gtk ldeen physically
struck.

Her eyes latched angrily on to the hard, rigid direé his face, on to the
derisive twist of his cruel mouth.

"We share one common bond Olivia, just one," higegtj 'an insatiable need
to have sex with one another. Don't complicate, ha't start confusing it
with anything else.’

"You swine!" Without thinking, Olivia raised her rth and lashed out
fiercely. There was a sharp sound as her hand meaWw. She felt a

stinging along her fingers and gasped as the atigsof what she had done
struck home.

There was a long, painful silence.

'Did that make you feel any better?’

'I'm... I'm not sorry.' Olivia's voice was shakirg a leaf. 'You deserved it!
She tried to turn away, but Jake flicked out a hand caught her wrist. 'l
know | did." He released an unsteady breath. Tleeswore and the cold,
hard, mask slipped for a fraction of a secondadvid’ He shook his head in
something approaching despair. 'l apologise fortwkaid just now. | —*
'Don't waste your breath!" Olivia's brows snappegether. 'We both know
you meant it." She looked away and found her gaaevm inexorably
towards Jake's family gravestone. "Y buother?' Her blue eyes scanned the
inscription swiftly. 'He died in the crash too?\v@d looked quickly back at
Jake. 'l didn't realise.’

'Why should you?' Dark eyes pierced hers. 'l digi'tyou.’

‘Jake..." She controlled the quiver in her voicet me help!



"You can bring them back, can you?' he demandeehtlyg "You can put
right all my mistakes?'

'What mistakes?'

There was a long pause. He seemed to be fightintsdii, fighting
whatever thoughts were running around in his miwhy don't you simply
accept the fact that I'm not interested in shanmyginnermost secrets with
you, Olivia?' he demanded. 'It will save us botbtaf wasted energy.’

'‘But you still expect me to sleep with you!

He gazed down at her. Every part of him exudedggnand strength and
masculine force. 'l dontxpectyou to do anything," he replied crisply.
"You're a grown woman with a mind of your own. Ywill do as you
please.' His gaze hardened. 'Or are you tryingpbyi that what you've done
so far has been against your will?'

Olivia flushed angrily. 'Damn you!" she cried uretidy. "You are such a
callous swine!'

"You think | don't know that?' he stated flatlys'been said before.’

'‘By your family?' Olivia flashed, wanting to hurinhas much as he was
hurting her.

'Amongst others, yes.’

The words were spoken and she couldn't take thesk. falivia stared
miserably into Jake's hardened face and watchkeis abony eyes narrowed
until they were like chips of granite.

'I'm sorry!" Olivia placed her hand to her mouttsHouldn't... | shouldn't
have said that. | didnt mean — ' She shook herd has emotion
overwhelmed her suddenly. She closed her eyes\ter dbe tears then
turned from him as they spilled over onto her clseakd ran at full pelt
along the grassy path towards the lych- gate.



He came after her. She hadn't expected that. Shévgase she wanted it.
After all, she deserved to be punished for sayimghsa wicked thing.
Maybe it would be best if her torment ended here.

‘Olivia'

She halted just before she reached the gate. riger8 gripped the wood.
Her heart was pounding in her chest; she felt sk giddy and distraught.
It took great effort to keep upright as she waftadchim.

'Don't run away. Where the hell do you think yogioeng?'
Olivia hung her head 'l... | don't know.'
"You think | would let you go like this?'

She wiped at the wetness on her cheeks. 'lt'ebapty best, Jake, | didn't
mean to be so.. .hurtful.’

'l deserved it. | had a taste of my own medicineafohange. Here. Dry your
eyes.' He handed over a large white handkerchegizhing impassively as
she took it to scrub at her tears. "You look pdie,murmured, tilting her
chin with one strong finger. 'Do you feel OK? Yawk as if you're about to
faint.’

'l... | feel a little light-headed, that's all,'i@& admitted quietly. She tried to
cope as her legs began to buckle, right on cuedtlerer. 'It's very warm,

isn't it? I'll be OK,' she murmured anxiously akela hands came around
her body to support her. 'Let me go,' she croakatiing that she should still
be affected by his touch. 'I'm fine.’

'‘No, you're not."' Lean fingers smoothed back they gilonde strands from
her face. 'You look dreadful.’

'l haven't eaten since yesterday. I... | was gtorget some lunch at the pub,’
she murmured.



He shook his head. 'Not there. The food is lousg;landlord is single and
hasn't a clue about anything other than real abet @n come back to my
place and eat with me."

'No." Olivia shook her head determinedly. 'No.'
His voice was deceptively mild. ‘It wasn't a reques

She glanced up. "You can't order me around! Justuse...' she faltered and
swallowed, fighting back the tears again '.. .weentegether last night," she
croaked, ‘it doesn't give you the right to—Oh!’

Her words were like fuel to a flame. Jake draggaddwards his hard body,
crushing her within his arms. 'lIt gives me eveght]' he asserted huskily.
‘Lunch, with me." He kissed her mouth firmly. ‘'Ng@ament.'

She wasn't capable of replying. He saw that ankl &aolvantage of it, lifting
her clear from the ground, carrying her through dghte and out onto the
narrow village street. Olivia made one final effartpull herself together as
he set her back onto her feet and opened the gpgsseéoor of the Range
Rover, parked near by.

'l feel fine now,' she murmured. 'There really asneed for this...'

He wasn't interested. Dark eyes met hers as heopeld the door and, after
a brief pause, Olivia got in without a word.

The mansion looked just as impressive by day. Thage Rover was
brought to a halt at the front steps and they gotiout.

'‘Are you sure your housekeeper won't mind my stayinlunch?' Olivia
gueried as she jumped down from the vehicle. Stgpéstion; she saw that
immediately. Jake Savage was lord and master dfeafurveyed, and he
didn't even bother to answer.



"You can wash through there.' He pointed fleetinglyhe direction of a
corridor that led off the panelled hallway. 'I't In the study.’

He left her standing and walked towards a half-negdedoor on the right.
Olivia caught a glimpse of a sombre book-lined rothrat could have,
shouldhave been delightful, if the long, dark red velgettains had been
drawn back a little further and the sun had belenvald to stream in through
the well-pro- portioned windows.

She stood uncertainly for a moment and then toak ribute he had

indicated. There were many doors at regular interaéong the wide

corridor and she hadn't a clue which one he hadhtméiivia turned the

handle of the first rather cautiously and peereitli;wn Gloom. She glanced
towards the window and saw that the curtains irdhge square room were
fully drawn, precluding the light. There were dskkets covering several
items of bulky furniture, a slight stale smell thald her immediately that
the room hadn't been used in a long time.

The next door, on the opposite side, was prettytnie same, covered in
dust, shrouded with sheets that prevented pryieg.ejhere was an Adam
fireplace and many pictures here, too, hung on tiewed-printed wallpaper
that surely dated back many, many years. Oliviatdtesl and then took a
step inside. The windows were tall and wide. Caudip she began to cross
the floor, keeping her feet to the edges of therr¢o avoid treading on the
expensive-looking rug.

'What do you think you're doing?'

Olivia jumped dramatically. She felt her heart thith the shock and spun
around to face Jake. 'Did you have to do that?tsheanded shakily. "You
frightened the life out of me!’

'Were you looking for something in particular?' Héigpression was hard
again. 'Or just generally prying?’

Olivia swallowed, hating the fact that he was mgler feel like a potential
thief. 'l didn't know which room,' she told himf$i. "You said along here,
but there are so many doors—'



'‘And what were you trying to do—exit through thendow?'

'N.. .no, | just wanted to look out.. .to let inligle light, and.. .get my
bearings,’ Olivia added, knowing the lie utterediesperately would never
be believed.

'‘As you can very well see, these rooms aren't ' uge informed her
sharply. 'Now, if you don't mind...!" He took hey the arm, shutting the
door firmly behind them both, and guided her batdng@ the corridor.
You'll find the cloakroom is here.' He indicated@or that was just off the
hallway and half hidden by an impressive piececaffgure.

'l wasn't being nosy! Olivia insisted, consciodstite unflinching gaze.
‘There's no need to look at me as if I'm an intrudeo's just tried to run
away with the family silver! Goodness, Jake, | waty looking; they are
such grand rooms, after all —

'If | wanted those rooms admired,' he drawled,HBde signs showing the
way and a man on the door selling tickets!" Heastel a breath. 'Now
freshen yourself up and then come and have a diithkme.'

"You know, it's not such a bad idea," Olivia muretuthoughtfully on her
return from the cloakroom.

Jake turned towards her, frowning slightly. "Wisat't?'

"You could sell tickets," she announced. 'You cayden parts of your house
to the public.’

He looked at her as if she were mad. 'And why athemould | want to do
that?'

‘To help the communityyour community. To help fund the cost of the
church roof.'

The hard mouth twisted derisively. 'Don't be ridioets, Olivia. Just save
your breath and have a drink.’



'I'm serious, Jake!" Olivia smiled encouraginglytheised by the prospect.
'‘Can't you see what a great idea it is?'

'No, | cannot!" He threw her a vexed look. 'The lghthing would be a
nightmare from start to finish.'

‘Not if it was organised properly.’
'Olivia, you don't know what you're saying—"

'l do. I'm talking about the church roof. About ayof helping to boost the
funds. Can't you even listen?' she demanded, tioftegrowing as Jake
walked back towards the drawing-room. 'It's a golead!

'Maybe it is," Jake drawled, 'but only if it conegla different person. Only if
it involves opening up someone else's house toredsdf pairs of prying
eyes.'

"There's no other house like this in the area. Koaw—'

'Didn't you hear what | said?' He wheeled arourdtisaly. 'Let it drop, for
heaven's sake!

There was a pause whilst Olivia struggled to cdrtitey temper and her
emotions; she had felt the stirrings of real exogat, her marketing and
business brain racing ahead to view the posséslitif it had been anyone
else, any other normal, more receptive human beaing,thought angrily,
they'd at least listen! 'lt's a good idea,' shetenetl stubbornly, repeating
herself like a child who refused to recognise defe&now it is!"

Jake threw her a warning glance before holdingaaylass of wine, and she
fell silent, taking it from him, her mind still dWig on the possibilities.

'I'm going to turn the orchard of Honeysuckle Cgédtanto a tea garden as
soon as the house is fixed up,' she murmured guretiving to stand before
the tall windows, drawing back the long velvet aurs with determination
to allow the spring sunshine to stream in. 'l feglthe footpath from the
village would entice a lot of people my way. Itarpof a well-known walk,



isn't it?" she added, turning to look at Jake, wkemed lost, deep in
thought, oblivious to what she was saying.

'Sorry?' He looked across and after a moment cawh@aned Olivia by the
window. 'What did you say?'

'Honeysuckle Cottage,' Olivia repeated patienthyant to turn the orchard
into a tea garden. It would make a good stop-offitpdhe walk from the
village skirts around my place and on to here, fbeps back again.'

‘That's right." His eyes scanned her face for a emamYou hope to make a
living doing that?'

'No, no, of course not. Well, not entirely,' Olndgenended. She hesitated for
a moment, trying to decide whether or not to readidter ideas in one fell
swoop, uncertain whether Jake would be even vagotdyested in what
she had to say after the run-in of a few moments ‘a4glan to open a junk
shop in one of the barns,” she murmured cautiod€lig bric-a-brac,
furniture that can be painted and done up in a wrywtyle, that sort of
thing. No cheap foreign imports. Nothing tackyg stdded hastily.The firm
mouth curved in amusement. It was the first ang enlile of the day so far
and Olivia's stomach flipped over at the sighttofHerish the thought,’ he
drawled. 'We both know you have far too much styteanything like that.'

‘There's no need to patronise,’ Olivia flared, leasure fading instantly.
'Or make fun. | told you because | thought you midpe vaguely
interested—I should have known better, of course!

'l am interested and | wasn't being patronisireseJreplied smoothly, 'or
not intentionally, anyway.' He studied her facehdnestly think it's an
excellent idea.’

'Really?' His positive response caught her off duard Olivia's sapphire
eyes lit up with immediate pleasure. Truthfully?'

Dark eyes gleamed across at her. He leant forwatdigsed her briefly on
the mouth. 'Cross my heart and hope to die!" HessHad his drink and
added, 'Actually, there may even be the odd thyigglaround here that |



have no use for. If | find anything | could passver for you to sell. The
profits could go towards the church roof, couldhy? How's that for
compromise?'

'Oh, yes!" Olivia beamed and felt the hated ten#iat had been building
between them fall away. 'That's a wonderful ideat & good as my one
where you open your house,' she added daringlyndmarly as good!

The well-shaped mouth curled. 'Were you this deteethin London?' he
enquired. 'Did you always get your own way?'

She met his gaze and felt her heart give anotlagr l1&lways." -
Ebony eyes gleamed. 'Not many people stood a chtdrerg did they?'

'‘No." Olivia smiled. 'Of course, | listened to athmeople's opinion,’ she
added, 'a good editor always does that, but wisetrhy heart on a course of
action | was very rarely deflected from it.'

'We have something in common, then,' Jake drawledillowed his gaze to
travel speculatively over the curves of her bodsying her in no doubt as to
where his thoughts lay. 'lIt seems we're two ofralkiWWhen we've decided
we want something we make sure we get it.' Darls gfeamed. 'Isn't that
the case?'

Olivia had been holding her breath. Now she relgaiseery softly, very
slowly, conscious of another sort of tension thaswuilding between them
with ever-increasing speed. 'Yes.'

The sound of a gong shattered the silence suddéaifg. raised his drink to
his lips and drained the contents. 'Luncheon igegkrhe announced with a
wry smile. 'Let's eat. And then | have a few sugjgas on how we spend the
rest of the afternoon.’



CHAPTER SEVEN

TALKING during the meal was out of the question; Jakeiratglence,
preoccupied by thoughts that Olivia couldn't evegib to guess at.

The insistent bleep of his phone went off not laftgr a traditional dessert
of flaky apple pie and cream had been served. ®4lanced across, spoon
halfway to her mouth, and watched as Jake, excusimgelf, flipped back
the cellular phone and listened intently to theceat the other end.

'l have to go.' He pushed away the untouched dishstood up, throwing
his napkin down onto the long, polished oak talblat tdominated the
sombre dining- room. 'There's an old lady in tHage who owns at least
twenty cats—one of them has just dragged itselk tbexame, half mangled
by a car.'

Olivia put down her spoon. 'Could.. .could | coms® asked hopefully. 'l
wouldn't get in the way," she added, seeing thptee look in the ebony
eyes. 'Honestly. And. .. | might be able to help.'

'l doubt that." Jake moved away from the tabléjubt get my bag. | don't
know how long I'll be—'

'Please!" Olivia followed him to the door. She ledkup into his face and
saw that his mind was already on the task aheatimie come.’

He frowned, glancing disbelievingly at Olivia's ient expression. "What
on earth do you want to come for? It will be a ngessnotional scene—if
you're looking for excitement and glamour, forgeiMrs Wood is a mad old
bird, there are cats everywhere—'

'l don't care,’ Olivia interrupted firmly. 'l stiant to come.' She hesitated,
seeing that he still wasn't convinced. 'l really emerested. You see... |

wanted to be a vet when | was a little girl,’ skidexd self-consciously. 'l

suppose deep down that desire's never gone away.'



Jake lifted his shoulders in a casual shrug. 'O&y gan tag along,' he
replied, 'but don't say during or afterwards thaidh't warn you.'

Olivia followed close on his heels. He paused tk pip his veterinary bag
from a side-table in the hall, scanned its contdrasoughly, snapped it shut
and then marched outside, heading towards the RRonger at a brisk pace,
so that Olivia had to run to keep up.

'So, from vet to fashion-magazine editor,’ he dealwhs he skilfully
manoeuvred the vehicle at speed through the lamesleéd to the old
woman's cottage. '‘Quite a turn-around. What happiemad you become
more interested in clothes than the welfare of aisfi

'No." Olivia ignored the derisive tone of his voitEhe realities of life took
over—at five you think you can do anything; by tmee you reach the age
of fifteen you realise you have certain limitatior&he looked sideways at
the handsome profile. 'l just wasn't clever enougte added simply.

"You're honest at least," Jake drawled. 'Althougheat deal of it is down to
hard work and determination—not that | don't thyoki have those qualities
in abundance, of course,’” he added with a curvdi®fmouth.'Oh, |
didn't—not at that age,' Olivia replied. 'Sevenrgetraining to be a vet? It
seemed like a lifetime.’

'It felt like a lifetime," Jake responded drily.

'It.. .it was something you always wanted to ddf® Bad to ask. There was
so much she wanted to know about him. So much.

'Yes. You could say it was a boyhood dream,’ hearked flatly. 'We had a
lot of animals on the estate in those days whempangnts were alive. There
was a farm and extensive stables. | spent pralgtieakery waking hour
around cows, pigs or horses. My mother and fath#e glespaired of me.'
'‘And your brother? Was he interested?’

'Edward?’ Jake shook his head. 'No. He was dedtmexdher things.'



Olivia looked out of the passenger window, caugblimpse of primroses
on a sunny bank and decided to push on. 'Were lgse?

'Edward and 1?' Jake shrugged. 'We were as diffea®ichalk and cheese,
but surprisingly we got along fine.'

'‘And your parents?’
'What about my parents?'

Olivia hesitated a fraction; she could see theraie shield being erected
before her very eyes. 'Were you close to them?'

‘Not particularly,” he replied shortly. 'In the end felt | hardly knew them."
His tone was brisk as he drew the vehicle to adaiide a striking black
and white cottage and turned off the ignition. &ee are.’

No more questions, Olivia thought, watching theselb profile. Definitely
NO more answers.

Jake reached for his bag, opened the driver'satmbgot out. 'l suggest you
watch where you stand and where you sit," he readaigdancing pointedly
at Olivia's navy and white outfit as she followathhhrough the jungle of
greenery that presumably once upon a time haddeganden. 'Mrs Wood's
cats are everywhere.’

Inside was as Jake had intimated; cats and yet cabse

Jake greeted Mrs Wood kindly, almost as if she wasold friend,

introduced Olivia briskly and followed the womanhaevlooked pale and
drawn and intensely worried, into a living-room whae fire was burning,
even though it was sunny and warm outside.

On a rug, a towel placed carefully beneath him, thagpoor, wretched cat.
Jake bent down to examine the animal immediateliyigOfelt her heart
sink—it looked pretty dead even to her untraineel. ey



A moment later Jake looked up. 'I'm sorry," he nmuned, in a voice so
gentle that Olivia hardly recognised it, 'but ldgsd. Paxton, wasn't it?' He
lifted the towel and began wrapping it round theyyso that none of them
would have to look at the poor thing a moment longdis injuries were
very severe,' he added as the woman slumped migerdb a sagging
chair. 'It will have been a blessed release. Everar@mal half his age
couldn't have coped with such severe internal ieguit's a miracle he made
it back home." Jake glanced over and caught Gdiage. ‘Let my friend
make you a cup of tea. Whilst she's doing thatnl lsary Paxton in the
garden for you.'

He lifted the cat into his arms and walked outhaf toom. Olivia followed,
an anxious frown creasing her forehead. 'The kitsh#hrough here.' Jake
indicated the door with a nod. 'She likes lotsugfes. Make us both one as
well. And talk to her!

Olivia frowned as he pushed open the door. '‘Buttwhall | say?'

'‘Anything. It doesn't matter what you say, justgkéer company. Show an
interest.’

'But... | don't know her and —'

'Don't argue, just do it!" he ordered firmly. 'Sheeds a bit of company.
Can't you see that?"

Olivia filled the kettle and waited apprehensivédy it to boil. After five
minute spent wondering what to say on her returthéoother room she
noticed she hadn't flicked the switch by the pllake returned just as Olivia
was pouring hot water over the teabags.

'Have you been in to see she's all right?' he askelde removed several
items of crockery from the sink and began washisdhands.

‘No, not yet," Olivia murmured. 'l kept thinkingali that poor cat and—'

'Is that the only thing that's important to youXeldemanded in a low voice
that held an edge of disgust. 'Don't you care ath@aitold woman in there?'



'Of course | care!" Olivia retorted. 'Of courseol But.. .but this is a new
situation for me,’ she added feebly. 'l wasn't sune to handle it.'

Jake glanced around the cluttered kitchen. 'Thadl isather too much of a
contrast for the high-fashion guru, | suppose?'

"There's no need to mock!" Olivia flashed.

'l warned you it wouldn't be particularly pleasadake replied grimly. "You
didn't want to listen.'

Olivia turned her back away from the infuriatingfieres, hating the fact
that he was right. She shouldn't have come. Frenvehy first moment she
had felt out of place, out of her depth, a totaitcast to Jake, who seemed to
know exactly what to do, what to say...

She picked up two of the mugs. 'The tea's reallg,declared stiffly. 'I've
left yours on the draining board.’

"You're a good lad!" The old woman smiled gratgfulp at Jake as he
struggled to find a place to sit down. 'And yoliie girl?' The woman
smiled faintly at Olivia. 'About time Jake foundnseone,' she declared.
'‘Not been a good couple of years for you, hasytlad? First one thing and
then another. Course, | never could take to hisefatyou know. Always
coming along, bossing me about, telling me how dhduo live my life.
Jake's not like that, for all his smart ways, are,yson? He leaves me alone,
knows | like me solitude. .. He's more like his heatin that respect.' The
woman stared pensively into the flames of thedind Olivia saw that Jake
had followed her gaze. What was he thinking abit? now she was a
lady, areal lady. Suffered a lot in those last few years,Kmyit a brave face
on everything. Shame she's gone.. .dreadful shame..

'l think it's time we left." Jake spoke suddenlyaling himself out of his
reverie. 'You'll be all right, Grace?'

The old woman nodded. 'Course | will'" She gave hisiow, considering
look. 'More to the point, my lad, will you?'



'Don't start fussing about me, Grace, I'm finekeJavoice was sharp, but it
didn't seem to upset the old woman. He paused &aed We spoke again his
voice held less of an edge. 'We really must begybin

'l know. | know you're a busy man.' She shook heachas Jake strode
purposefully out of the sitting- room, graspingwdis arm as she got up to
follow behind. 'Look after him,' she muttereds'iot going to be easy, but
then, | can see from your face that you know thating a man like Jake
Savage...' The old woman shook her head sagely. dédove him, don't
you?' Olivia nodded silently and she continued wdlisfaction, 'Of course
you do; it's written all over your facéle won't see it, though. Hurt by a
woman and then the shock of the accident to deal \wWe's still grieving
and he's not letting any of it out. It's not godhe shook her grey head
again. 'Not good at all. He blames himself, see?'

Olivia frowned. 'For what?"

The room darkened suddenly as Jake appeared idothravay. 'Are you
coming? Or do you expect me to wait all day?'

Olivia flushed, conscious of his sharp gaze. Shexmted her goodbyes to
the old lady and then slowly followed Jake outte Range Rover, dwelling
on what the old woman had said.

'What was Grace talking to you about?'

His enquiry wasn't a casual one, Olivia sensedithatediately. 'Oh, just
her cats,’ she murmured, hating herself for lymg, feeling that there was
no other choice. 'She.. .seemed to know a lot aypmut family," she added
quietly. 'She spoke about your mother with a gdeat of affection—'

'Shethinksshe knows a lot," Jake replied shortly. 'Shesgansold woman
who likes to gossip."'

Shutters down. Conversation closed. All enquireesdase. Olivia glanced
back at the dilapidated house and wished she had mfmrmation from
Grace to help her.



'l can see you're glad that's over.'

'It was an.. .experience,’ Olivia replied honestly.
"You're regretting your decision to come alongnarngou?’
‘N. ..no-'

'Oh, come on! You don't have to pretend,” Jakevedd abruptly. "You
were like a cat on a hot tin roof the whole timeweze there!

'Was that an intended pun?' Olivia enquired frgstil
He looked at her without amusement. 'No," he rdplie

'‘No, of course it wasn't,’ Olivia flashed. "You domave anything even
remotely resembling a sense of humour, do you?'

'Don't start taking your frustrations out on me!
'What frustrations?' Olivia demanded.

"You were like a fish out of water in that housstjoow and you didn't like
it."

'It was a little difficult for me at first, I'll aghit that," Olivia replied. 'It was a
new experience.’

'Oh, and you're into acquiring those, are you?' rH@ith curled without
amusement.

'Why are you so angry?' Olivia turned towards himey face ablaze.
'‘Because Grace dared to talk about your privagedifront of me, is that it?"

'She said nothing of any importance!'

'Well, what, then?' she demanded, scanning theltdusfeatures for clues.



He glared down at her, his features taut. 'Damhaive you forgotten why
we came?' He shook his head and released a slathpdragging fingers
through his thick, dark hair. 'An animal died!" petted after several
seconds of tense silence. 'lIf she had only spattedcat earlier,” he
murmured flatly. 'l saw the patch of blood whendnwout to bury it. The
poor thing must have lain for some considerableetimthe back garden
only yards from the back door.'

Olivia frowned, cursing herself for still not knavg him. He cared, he
really did. She could see it in the intensity of Bkpression. 'But you didn't
tell Mrs Wood that?' she murmured.

'‘No, of course | didn't—what do you take me fokel replied abruptly.
'She would have felt a hundred times worse tharabkady does.'

Olivia narrowed her eyes. She felt the beginningaralerstanding. This
man had so many hidden layers, each one lockedatiettee controlled,
ruthless persona, only to be revealed on the \agst of occasions.

'Do you suffer this way every time an animal dietf® asked quietly.

He hesitated and for a split-second Olivia thogtg had made some kind
of real breakthrough; there was a softening oftigged features, a startled
flicker of warmth in the ebony eyes, and then isvgone, dragged back
behind the cold, metallic mask. 'No, of course'rtg.moved away from her
and walked over to his vehicle, parked on the sidbe road. 'If | allowed
myself to become personally involved I'd be finghrathin the week.'

'‘Are we still talking about your work here, or have moved on to other
areas of your life?" Olivia murmured.

He ignored her comment, opening the door of thegBd&over to throw his
bag inside.

It was a dreadful shame you weren't able to do etlimg,” Olivia
continued, following him, desperate to make conagetin, to break through
the defensive barrier that' was an unfathomable gfatheir relationship.



‘Although surely the old woman would have beenrgadful difficulties if
the cat had lived?

He turned to face her. Dark brows rose in cool gugvhy's that?'

‘The.. .the cost of trying to get such a badly dgedaanimal well again...'
Olivia murmured. 'l know vet's fees are quite exgpemand—'

The harsh mouth tightened. "You think | would hakiarged?'

'Well.. .it's usual, isn't it?" she flared deferdyy immediately realising her
mistake. 'That's what vets do!

‘Not this one,' Jake replied sharply. ‘At leastwlbére old women, who only
have their pension to live on, are involved—qgot it?

'l don't know why you're attacking me like thislivia flashed, hating him,
hating the fact that he wasn't interested in giviega chance. 'ls it my fault
that poor cat went and got run over? Am | to bldreeause of that?"

'No, of course you're not! Don't be ridiculous!

'Well, why are you taking it all out on me, the@Hlvia demanded. 'Why are
you being so.. .so... hateful?'

"You hardly said two words.’

'l made her some tea. | got her a biscuit wherasked for one."’
'Big deal”

Olivia felt her throat tighten. "You're not beirgrf' she gritted.
He threw her an icy look. 'No. | never am.’

'Who was the woman?' She hesitated a second. 'Gastgou were—'



'l know what she said!" He glanced across at hdslas saw the annoyance
in his gaze. 'l've told you, Grace is an old gassip

'You're angry because she mentioned your familfrant of me," Olivia
continued. 'Because she, of all people, dareddadbrthe big, taboo subject
of your private life in my presence!’

"You don't need to know,' Jake responded tigHtlg.0ver. Finished.'
'‘But can't you see?' Olivia continued. 'lt's affegtour relationship.’

'Only because you seem to continually want to pty something that's no
concern of yours!" Jake flashed.

It was delivered like a blow. He certainly knew htmwhurt, Olivia thought
miserably. 'Forget the trip back to your placeg stplied stiffly. 'l can walk
home from here.' She took a deep breath and wiedritrol her trembling
voice. 'lt's obvious my presence irritates you lmelyendurance—!"

The car phone bleeped insistently, interrupting finestrated retort. Jake
reached inside and lifted the receiver, sayinkgldas usual, his face a mask
of cool control once again. Olivia waited impatignknowing she should
walk away, but finding curiosity getting the bettafr her as it became
increasingly clear that Jake was needed elsewhere.

He looked across at her as the phone call came ¢ém@ 'It's probably best
if you don't come with me on this one.’

Olivia swallowed and took another steadying bre'ttiny?’

‘There's a colt that has lacerated himself on godieace post..." There was a
pause. 'lt's Sophie's horse.'

She didn't need time to decide. In a moment Oliaa walking around the
vehicle towards the passenger seat. 'l want to ¢eimedeclared decisively.

Jake made no comment. He started the engine andeonaned the Range
Rover out of the village without a word.



He saw to the beast outside in the paddock wheradtinjured itself. He
injected the good-looking animal with a generalemtlaetic and in no time
the horse was lying out cold amongst the buttercups

Sophie cradled her animal's head in silence, whake washed his hands in
a bucket of water, dried them on a towel and thetrabout repairing the
damage to the flesh.

Olivia had expected all sorts of irate reactiomsfrSophie at her presence.
It had been a blessed relief to see an embarrasdiesimile on the younger
girl's face when she'd arrived with Jake, evehhfid been placed there for
the sole benefit of her hero.

'‘A clean wound," Jake commented as he threadededlenavith gut.
'‘Although pretty extensive." He looked across gpHs® and smiled. 'No
long-lasting damage. He should heal well.'

She was clearly relieved. Olivia watched intentynfi a discreet distance as
Jake repaired the laceration between the two fiegg with swift, neat
stitches.

When he had finished, Olivia, feeling that she $th@ontribute something,
stepped forward and offered to clean the instrumtrat littered a steel tray
at Jake's feet. He looked mildly surprised, but enad comment, simply
bending down to retrieve the dish containing hiplaments and handed it
over to her.

‘Jake.. .could you come inside the house and washhands? I'd like to
have a word with you.'

Olivia glanced up as Sophie spoke, and then lowkezdhead to her task,
crouching on the grass as she swilled the instrtsriarthe clean bucket of
water.

They wandered over to the large thatched cottagether, with Olivia
resolutely refusing to watch them as they strodlieié by side.



She finished her task swiftly and carried the c|emet instruments and the
bucket of dirty water over towards the Range Rowéich was parked next
to the house.

She caught the sound of their voices as she tifhpedsed water down the
drain. It wasn't difficult. The kitchen window wapen because of the heat
and neither of them seemed to make any effortu@tdheir voices. Olivia
busied herself with opening the Range Rover's dear and stowing the
instruments inside. Then she bent to the outsiplama washed her hands,
splashing the cool running water onto her faceal$ very hot now and she
didn't fancy sitting inside the baking vehicle uidtake emerged from the
house.

She had honestly never intended to listen in toe'daknd Sophie's
conversation, but the sound of her own name, spbiaiake, made her halt
momentarily.

.. .you really musn't feel threatened by Olivireg'was saying reassuringly.
'Her presence has no connection with the way ldbelt you.'

Olivia drew a breath and found that her feet wergédenly rooted to the
spot. She listened deliberately with a despairie@rt) sensing that what she
was about to hear would not make her feel the ®&jtbit better.

'l know that. Yes, | do!" Sophie sounded earnastirde even. "You're right,
Jake. And I'm sorry | behaved so badly at the Maly; ii's just that every
time | see you—'

'l know." Jake's voice was flat, almost wearys 'tibt as bad as it was,
though, is it? You just need to give it time," lheled softly. "You have to be
patient. Things will work out.’

'Will they?' She didn't sound particularly convide®livia thought. 'You
won't ever desert me, will you, Jake?' she contnmeathlessly. 'l just
couldn't bear it if you forgot me —'

'‘No, sweetheart..." Olivia closed her eyes at thdearment'.. .of course |
won't.'



It served her right for listening, of course. Gdivhoved away and walked
towards the paddock in a haze of misery.

‘All finished?' Jake emerged from the house al@@kvia!" She heard her
name, but didn't turn to look at him. "Where do yleuk you're going?'

He caught up with her and walked alongside forcema two. 'Olivia, didn't
you hear me? | was talking to you." He gave heoment and when Olivia
didn't reply he caught her arm and swung her ardarfdce him. 'What's
wrong?'

'Oh, nothing!" Olivia's eyes glistened. 'Just treual—me getting all
emotional again!

'What on earth for? Sophie hasn't said anythingpto—I've been with her
all the time." His voice was cool.

'Oh, no, it's not Sophie." She sounded harshy biité anguish.

Jake raised a dark brow and pierced Olivia withak! ‘Do you want a lift
back to your place now?"

He knew how to hurt; a simple enquiry and adismhisl$aolled into one. He
had had enough. For now, or for good? Olivia woeddrantically.

'‘Could we get Muitt first?' she asked unsteadilg'shinended now and you
said | could have him.'

'If that's what you want.' His voice was flat.

'‘Well, actually..." Olivia stopped walking. Shershdown at her hands and
saw that her fingers were shaking so much thahadeo clench them into

fists. 'Actually, it's not what | want, not at aléhe cried impulsively. 'You

know that!"

She met his gaze for a second as he turned inseitprstare at her and then
she ran wildly across the paddock towards thetpatded out onto the lane.



Her legs were like jelly, her lungs were crying éart air when he reached
her. Jake caught hold of her arms, spun her artufadte him, and without
a word crushed her trembling mouth with his own ankiss that

communicated all of the need and passion that liaelyboth felt from the
very beginning.

'My place,’ he growled, releasing her at last.
‘Jake... | don't think | can go on like this—!"
'My place. No arguments,' he repeated insistently.

And she succumbed under his formidable vitalitgt jas she always had
done, just as she always would do.

They just about reached the mansion before thewrbegmoving each
other's clothes. Jake slammed the heavy front dbot behind them and
pulled Olivia close against his rugged frame, stigpher blouse over her
head as he did so, kissing her neck, her thro&drdéearelessly ripping his
own shirt from his body.

She heard the tearing of cloth and felt a warm gidbwnmense pleasure as
the sound filled the silence of the house. He waimer as badly as she
wanted him. It would be all right; he would loverlome day. Hevould.

He lifted her into his arms suddenly and carried ugethe wide staircase,
swinging her around once they reached the landimpysh open a door.

His bedroom was vast, the room of a man who wasamal successful, who
liked paintings and books and antiques. The bedfwasa six-foot-square

ocean of navy and maroon. Olivia fell amongst tleeeg and held out her
arms to Jake, yearning for the intense pleasuredudyg could bring, praying

desperately that she would be able to break doerb#nriers that existed
between them.

Their lovemaking was urgent and frantic and uttediisfying, every part of
her responding fervently to his lean, strong bosiyi@ guided her towards
the ultimate discovery, the ultimate sensation.



"You look replete.’

Olivia released a breath, twisting over on her $aléace him. 'Do 1?' She
felt it. Despite everything. There was a dreadfupéness deep inside, but
she refused to allow it to come to the surfacewduld only spoil the
moment and she didn't want that.

Jake lifted a hand and threaded his fingers thrdughhair, lifting the
blonde strands so that they glinted in the lateration sunlight. "You're
very beautiful," he murmured, 'like an angel.’

'No wings,' Olivia murmured, reaching out to todlch bronzed skin, 'and |
shout too much.’

‘This afternoon you've had good reason.' Jake feaward and kissed her
mouth gently. 'l can be pretty unreasonable onsiond

Olivia arched her eyebrows. 'Only on occasion?’

The firm mouth quirked into an attractive smile.atth it, lady!" he
murmured. His dark eyes sparkled with amusemeheasaced the tip of
his finger over her bare skin. 'Don't you know yeutreading a very
dangerous path?’

'l know." Olivia gazed into the smouldering eyestwviheir fringe of spiky
lashes and thought about how much she loved helie\B me, | know,' she
whispered.

He let out a breath. 'l have my reasons for belggaml do, Olivia. It really
is best this way.'

'Who for?"
There was a second's hesitation. 'l can't be theymia want me to be,' Jake

told her quietly. 'lt's important you understanditthHe trailed a path
between the curves of her breasts. 'l am what'l am.



‘A complex man.. .with a sadness in his life, whamtvlet anyone get close.'

Immediately she knew that she had said too much.fifiger stilled; the
handsome face regained some of its familiar rigidit

"You think you know me?' His voice held a derisadge. 'How clever you
must be.' He moved away, breaking their contactienly, rolling towards
the edge of the bed, holding his head in his haivdken | hardly feel |
know myself at times.’

She wanted to comfort him, to reach out and tohetbtroad back, to cover
his skin in a thousand kisses, to tell him how msicé cared, but she knew
he would rebuff any contact. 'Not clever,” Olivigplied quietly, thinking
about destiny and their first meeting, wonderinftaté was playing a huge,
unfunny joke, ‘just observant.-'

'Well, if you're so observant then you must knoat thm compelled by you.
Every time, every single time | lay eyes on youanivto make love to you.
I'm compelled,’ he repeated slowly, 'but that dibesean Ienjoyfeeling
that way, does it? Compulsion.' He shook his hda&alybe it's a family trait;
my father lived with it for years—so did my mothéte cursed beneath his
breath. 'l wish to God it weren't.’

'l don't understand.’

'l don't expect you to.' He glanced back at hetot'twantyou to.'

'Sophie..." Olivia's voice quivered a little, buhes forced herself to
continue.'Does this have something to do with her?'

'Sophie?' He nodded slowly. 'In a way.'
'She loves you.'
'No, she doesn't.

‘Jake, she does! I've heard her speak. I've seenait she looks at you.'



"You've seen nothing. You know nothing!" His vowas like a shatft of ice.

He rose from the bed and Olivia found her gaze dreawards the solid
muscles of his chest, the V- shaped haze of darkrtw surprised any more
by the swift ache of desire she felt inside. Heuthajuivered as she tried to
blank out the misery his words had produced. Shddwt let him see that it
mattered; she couldn't.

Jake surveyed her rigidly, his ebony eyes scanmendeminine curves with
an expression that conveyed that a battle wasdagiace within. 'How
many times do | have to tell you? I'm not interdsie any emotional
involvement. | told you that in the beginning. I'ied you that a hundred
times since! It wouldn't work. I'm not the typeglfeached out, pulled on a
pair of shorts and made to leave the room. 'Therstsower through there
and some clean shirts in one of those drawersrifbemed her crisply. He
paused, one large hand gripping the edge of the, dowl looked back
towards the rumpled bed. 'Olivia!" Dark brows dregether in a fierce
scowl. 'Will you stop looking at me like that? Haued to you?' he insisted
savagely. 'Have | cheated or deceived you? Haed ybu to believe that
things would be anything other than what they &ta®?el?'

Olivia swallowed, feeling the helplessness, theibability of her answer.
'No.'

It was the answer he wanted, but it didn't seegivie him any satisfaction.
The harsh mouth tightened and then Jake pulledidbeclosed behind him
and left the room.



CHAPTER EIGHT

JAKE was making tea in the kitchen. Olivia paused ia ttoorway,
watching as he poured water from a steaming ketiitea cheerful pottery
teapot. The scene of domesticity made her wantytoShe swallowed and
took a hasty breath. Tears were not allowed.

'l think I'll walk Mutt home. Have you got a leaddn borrow?’

‘There's one in the drawer.' He looked up, but bnigfly, his eyes flicking
swiftly over her slim frame, clad in one of his olwaggy denim shirts.

There was a silence. Through an open window Otigidd smell newly cut
grass, hear a blackbird singing loudly. She reédethe lead from the
drawer, gripping it tightly in her hands. Springjogous, hopeful time. A
time of new beginnings and fresh starts...

Olivia's eyes alighted on the photograph just aswgas about to shut the
drawer. It was an old passport photo of Jake, meira good one, but then,
they never were. Instinctively her fingers curladund its worn edges.
Clearly it had been in the drawer some time; Jakaistyle was slightly

different, a little longer, a little wavier...

'Do you want some tea before you go?'

She jumped as if caught stealing, but didn't lebfthe photograph. She
wanted it. She had to have it. When their relatigqm&nded she would be
able to look at this image and remember the tileyg had spent together...

'Olivia?' He was looking across at her.

She pushed the drawer shut, feeling the drynelssrahouth and her throat.
She didn't want to leave him at all, that was tmebjem. You fool,
she-thought as she nodded in reply. Any excustjoeswhile longer, to be
in the presence of this man...



Jake carried the mugs across to the large pine taat dominated the room.
"Your clothes are here.' He picked up a navy anitevgile from a chair and
placed it next to Olivia. 'Mutt's outside, if yog&iwondering,' he murmured,
taking a mouthful of scalding tea. ‘My housekeapest have put him out in
the garden when she left earlier. Do you want mgive you both a lift
home? | can bring his basket—'

'‘No!" Olivia's harsh reply rang out awkwardly iretbavernous kitchen. 'No.
l... | feel like some fresh air." She met Jake@l gaze over the rim of her
mug. 'To clear my head," she added miserably.

'As you like." He looked uncaring, leaning backiis chair to place strong
arms behind his head.

'‘And | don't need the basket,’ Olivia continuecedainedly. 'l want to buy
one for myself.'

The firm mouth hardened slightly, increasing heease. 'Suits me. | bring
home the odd stray sometimes—it comes in useful.'

Olivia stood up. She couldn't take any more of.thisn going!" she
announced. 'I'll just change.' She began pickingernxlothes.

'Do it here.' Jake rose from his chair and strobheer to the outside door. 'I'll
go and find Mutt for you.'

Olivia pulled her shorts on swiftly, thrusting tpleoto of Jake carefully into
one pocket. She felt so angry, so frustrated. Tretepce, the forced
coldness, the charade of making him believe she w@sng with
everything was draining in the extreme. Wasn't éidmess to put herself
through so much agony? Wouldn't the wisest thingobadmit defeat and
give up now?

Jake returned, inevitably, with Mutt bounding & heels, just as Olivia was
about to pull her striped top over her head. No hi@ dignity. No pride.
She blushed furiously as she struggled with theonatnd Lycra material,
becoming more entangled and more embarrassed asdbeds passed.



His eyes strayed to her body, as she had knownwleyd, the dark gaze
lingering appreciatively over the curves that hd baressed so effectively
less than an hour ago.

'Don't come near me!' Olivia cried as he crosseddom towards her. She
stood clutching her top against her, exposed armdevable before him,
acutely conscious of her naked breasts.

He met her gaze without comment for a moment, teaohed forward and
suddenly his strong capable fingers were touchargroulding, fondling,
scorching all her senses into life. Oh, how edsdycould manipulate her!
Olivia tried to stifle a gasp and failed miserably his fingers continued
their erotic massage. The surge of intense desigespiralling into life all
over again as his thumb caressed the dark browpienips it became hard
and erect, as the ache, deep down in the pit ofsteenach, grew and
intensified.

‘Just like the first time we made love," he murndwseftly. "You got yourself
in a tangle then, do you remember?’

'l remember." Mutt was bounding at their heels. binds were singing, the
sun was shining, and Jake hadmade it plain thanhewanted her body,
only wanted this.

'Well?' His voice sounded husky now—clearly, toachher so intimately
was affecting him as strongly as it was Olivia. $tveed herself to look
into his face, frowning slightly, as if the meaniof his question wasn't
clear. 'l want things to continue,’ he assertednbu ‘Do you?'

She nodded just once, an infinitesimal movemeihieothead that indicated
the strength of his power over her. Satisfactiegagied in the jet eyes. He
leaned forward and brushed his lips over the sseftré her mouth. 'Good,’
he murmured, releasing her.

Disappointment replaced desire. She had expectaddihold her close,
had longed for him to touch her even more intimat®@livia looked up into
the arrogant face and saw that he knew it.



She placed the denim shirt on the table and cllet to her, clipping the
lead to his collar.

Jake didn't come after her. Deep down it was whathed really expected.
Olivia took a deep breath, shut the door behindahdrset out for home with
a heavy heart.

A week passed and Olivia's cottage became warncadtact from Jake,
but she refused to dwell on the implications of hetring from him.

Keeping busy, that was the key. Her shiny brand-deep was delivered
and she became mobile, buzzing around the villageathing life into the

venture that she was determined should succeed.

The decorators arrived, and the fresh smell of tp@wvaded the house.
Pieces of furniture were sought out and installeth wnuch care and
thought. Another day, then another. More plans,enpoogress, but still no
word from Jake.

Until...

Olivia picked the phone up breathlessly. She haah lhggging a heavy pine
chest to a new position and it had worn her owgll&?'

The one time she picked up the receiver withourkihig first that it might
be him and it was.

‘Are you in this evening?"

The sound of his voice, deep and masculine, madgdsp a little. She
cleared her throat, hesitating, conscious of theetedge to his voice. No
preamble. No, Hello, how are you? I've missed ykeidrazy. Why was he
angry? Where had Heeen?

'Yes, I'min.'

'l want to speak to you. I'll be over at seven.’



Nine days since she had last laid eyes on himfefirlie trying not to think
about him. Don't be such a doormat! a small voigedcangrily. He's
walking all over you!

'It...it might not be convenient,' she murmured.
'Make it convenient!" he ordered. 'Seven. I'll bgime.’

Olivia stared at the phone. The decisive click tiat terminated their brief
conversation still echoed in her ear. To say henhadunded particularly
pleased would have been an understatement. Shecedlaat her
wrist-watch. One hour before he arrived. One hougét ready. She bit
nervously down on her lower lip and tried not toagimne why he had
sounded so angry.

Before long Olivia was checking her appearancenenrirror above the
small hall table. She had carefully styled her Baithat the blonde tresses
curled and shone, framing her carefully made-ug.f&he felt sick with
nerves. She straightened the rust cashmere jumagech matched her
slim-fitting trousers exactly, and took a steadylmgath, before answering
the knock on the door.

He looked different. More rugged, more swarthy. fovgh of beard
shadowed his jaw. Seeing him again was wonderfiitigCexhaled a shaky
breath and managed a smile. 'Hello.'

Dark eyes speared her face. He passed her by withaword and walked
into the living-room.

What had she expected? Immediate and overwhelmassign? An
embrace, a word, a kiss that would dispel all offears and her doubts?

'l hear you've been busy.'

Olivia turned to face him, eyeing his taut expresswarily. 'Yes." She
glanced deliberately around at the room, her egsting briefly on the
colourful rugs and cushions and solid wooden fureithat gleamed with
polish and the patina of old age. 'As you can #eecottage is just about



finished. And I've begun to make arrangementstertéa garden too!" She
moved towards a tray of drinks and began pourioghfa decanter. 'I've
ordered some tables and chairs and... and I'vadlfeameone in the village
who's willing to bake for me; scones and fruit cake—'

‘That's not what I'm talking about and you know it!

Olivia frowned, turning with a glass in each hatmging to maintain a look
of puzzled innocence. 'Oh?’

'‘Come on, Olivia! You can do better than that! fiot stupid, and neither are
you! Or, at least, that's what | used to think. Byyou are, because you
don't seem to understand a simple no when youithear

'l.. .don't know what you're talking about.’

'Don't you?' Jake shot her a look. 'Are you gom@gand over that drink or
not?' he demanded suddenly, moving towards hed Kaows, I'm in need
of it"" He removed the tumbler from Olivia's ouettthed hand, tipping the
amber liquid down his throat as if he were a mamglyf thirst. 'l hear

you've been rushing around the village in my absga@anising everyone
left, right and centre!

Olivia inhaled a little breath. He'd heard, th&ot'rushing exactly.'

Ebony eyes glittered. 'Wellyhatexactly? Care to tell me?'

She turned back to the drinks tray, hating the lobkavage anger on his
face. 'l... I thought we could talk over dinnelngsnurmured unsteadily. 'I've
made the sauce. | just need to put some waterrdhd@asta.’

'Damn the pasta! | want to discuss it now. Or ame still trying to work out
a way of telling me thatou'vedecided to open umyhouse to the public as

part of your damned village tour?'

'l... I haven't! she stammered, turning back tefaim. 'l just mentioned the
idea to a few people, that's all.’



'Practically the whole of the village!" Jake thurete 'l was accosted almost
as soon as | arrived back—the vicar actually phanedo say how pleased
he was, how magnanimous it was of me to put up alitthe crowds and the

inconvenience—'

Olivia frowned. 'You've been away?'
‘Yes.'
Her heart thudded. 'Where?'

'‘Germany, Belgium..." he shook his head as if its wanimportant'..
Switzerland —

"You've been to half of Europe and you didn't n@ntyou were going!
Olivia cried.

He glared across at her. 'Why should 1? Anyway, was a
spur-of-the-moment decision. A series of seminkdsbeen invited ages
ago and decided not to bother, then changed my .nlindvas just
conferences,' he added as Olivia hung her headk'MBoring as hell"

'You could have mentioned you were going," Olivagisted. 'When you
didn't contact me | thought... well, | thought tipgrhad changed between us.’
'Too right they've changed!" Jake growled anglifpu seem to have taken
it upon yourself to interfere in my life. What thell did you think you were
doing?'

'l thought | was helping! | thought trying to raiseoney for a charity was
supposed to be a good thing!" Olivia replied hdgteldhever expected this!
| never expected you to come barging into my hoteating me as if | had
committed some kind of criminal act!" She paused gnlped a series of
ragged breaths, conscious of the tension in Jakages frame. 'Is it so
wrong,' she said shakily, 'to try to help?'

There was a long pause. Angry tension filled theJake's eyes looked hard
and unforgiving. Olivia thought of all the hourseshad spent by the



telephone, wondering when, if he was going to &ik loved this man and
he didn't give a damn.

Jake lifted a hand and dragged it impatiently tigiohis dark hair, cursing
beneath his breath as he did so. 'Maybe | showd &tayed in Europe,’ he
muttered wearily. ‘Maybe it would have been bedtieeveryone.’

"You really believe that?' Olivia's voice droppedatwhisper. The thought
that there would probably come a time when she @vpaler see Jake again
reduced her anger to zero. Nine days had beendanggh; a lifetime
without this man was unthinkable. She held her threavatching him,
waiting for his dreaded reply.

'l can't say | haven't seriously given it some ttdy he informed her
wearily. 'Particularly in the light of recent eventlake sent her an impatient
look. 'A fresh start, the chance to begin agairaiplace where nobody
knows or cares about your past or your present'Véalone it. You escaped
from your life in London. Maybe | should forget mgsponsibilities and do
the same somewhere else.’

'Oh, that's right! Just walk away! Abandon evenytfti She wanted to add,
Abandon me, but managed to refrain from yellinghsaie obvious line.

"You really don't know when to stop, do you?' Jdkeanded. 'You knew
what my feelings were and yet you had the audagiggo on in spite of all |
said.'

'l only mentioned the idea to a few people,’ Olngpeated fervently. 'l told
you!' She released a long breath of disbelief. K.dalon't understand why
you're being like this. It's for a good cause. dkgpto the vicar about the
church-roof appeal and he was absolutely deligtitat | wanted to help.
Everything's going so well. The people of the g#aare rallying around; |
held a meeting to see who'd like to be involvedthede was lots of positive
response. That very pretty cottage near the gfeemstance.. .the couple
are keen gardeners, and they're going to sellpmd—

'l don't want to hear about your damned arrangestiedske thundered.
'‘Can't you understand that I'm just not interested?



'Well, you should be." Hurt rose to the surfacevi@lglared across the room
at him. "You damned well should be! I've workeddhgetting this together.
I've been in contact with local printers and magegi—' she gulped a
breath, watching as Jake glared at her in disbhé&léfat is so dreadful about
opening up a couple of your rooms to the publie?dhly talking about one
day a week,' she added, 'one measly day! You plphabn't even be
around, you'll be at your surgery, or out on cdlidon't know why you're
being so unreasonable about this, so angry—'

'Is it because we're lovers?' he gritted. 'Do okt that because we've
shared a bed it gives you some right to organisdéifey/

Olivia stared, aghast. 'No!" she protested. ‘Na@ownirse not!
'Well, what, then?" -

'l just wanted to help,’ Olivia replied miserablyhat's all. | just wanted to
show you—'

'‘Ah, now we're getting to the point," Jake thundetf€ou couldn't take no
for an answer, could you? You felt an overwhelmimge to try to prove
some sort of point.’

'No." Olivia shook her head. 'It's not like thajust want to do something
worthwhile. Why are you so angry? Many of the g#as told me how good
your family were about this sort of thing—'

'‘Ah, yes! My family." Jake's expression was sudgergxplicably amused.
'‘Absolute paragons of the charitable event.' Thexe a short, harsh laugh.
'Even my dear, departed father secretly insistedaang his bit around the
village. Of course, my mother didn't find out urgfilite some time later—'

'‘Look, | don't know what you're talking about, bt sick of this," Olivia
cried. 'You're twisting my motives to suit yoursélivanted to help. Is there
something so wrong in that? | wanted to show that$ willing to be a
useful, caring part of the community. It may seédiculous to you, but it's
been my lifelong dream to live in the country, teroa house like this with a
thatched roof and pretty little windows. | wantedbe happy and content



and.. .and peaceful. Then | met you!" Olivia tooghaiddering breath and
listened to the beating of her heart. 'We may ber®’' she added shakily
when Jake made no reply, 'but it means nothingtg gloes it? Absolutely
nothing!

"That's not true.'

His voice, low and vibrant, stopped Olivia in hexcks. She looked across
at him. After her violent outburst the room seemtdngely quiet. 'What!'

'Of course what we have together means somethiagé gritted, flashing
her a fierce look. 'What do you take me for, somnel lof automaton?'

"You.. .you act as if you have no feelings," Olivéplied, looking totally
drained.

'l acta great deal, full stop.' He murmured in replgr'the past three years
| feel as if I've done nothing except play a part.’

Olivia shook her head. 'l don't understand,’ skeehion flatly. ‘Not at all.’

‘The responsible elder brother. The tragic lordhef manor!" There was a
tense silence. 'Il missed not being with you whigas away," Jake delivered
quietly, keeping his eyes fixed on her face. 'ndiéxpect that.'

Olivia hesitated. She wanted to run to him andwhher arms around his
neck, but she managed to restrain herself someheee.’

He looked fierce again. 'Is that all you can say@'shot him a glance. 'What
do you want me to say?'

Another tense silence. For one heart-stopping mof@éwnia thought that
he was going to actually tell her, but the hope die soon as he opened his
mouth and she was immediately glad she had hetd some dignity. 'OK.
You said one day a week. Make it Thursday," heucstd roughly. 'T'll get
my housekeeper to take the shrouds off the dowsstabms. Charge
whatever you like. But there's one condition.’



The shock was so great that Olivia could hardlyakp&Vh.. .what's that?'

‘You're responsible. No one else. Just you.' Heomaad his gaze. 'Is that
clear?'

She nodded slowly, and he turned on seeing hereagnet and began
heading towards the door.

‘Jake!'

Yes?'

There was a sick, sinking feeling inside. She had this battle but it didn't

mean a thing if he was going to turn away and vealkon her. "You're..

.going?’

He slanted her a cool glance. 'lIt looks like itesiot it?'

'For.. .good?'

He released a taut breath. '‘Maybe. Who knows?raigged a hand through
his hair again. 'Look, I'm tired, Olivia. I've be&nthree countries in five

days. | stepped off the plane and then had toG@eremergency at a farm
as soon as | entered the village. I've got to getessleep.'

"You could sleep here. The pasta will wait.'

He looked back at her, studying her pale face fong while, and then the
harsh lips curved momentarily into a smile. 'l hopé¢ —I hate pasta.’

'‘Cornflakes...' Olivia hesitated a fraction, knowshe couldn't let him go ..
.in the morning—tea, toast, bacon and eggs.. .amgytfou like.'

"You're trying very hard to tempt me.’
'‘But am | succeeding?' She walked slowly towards &nd every step felt

like a mile. 'l just don't want us to fight," sheitrmured, looking up at the
taut, dark features. 'l don't want you to hate tinat's all.'



Strain clenched his dark features. She sensedbtiteot he was having to
exert. When he finally spoke it was as if the wdndd been dragged out of
him. 'l don't... | don't hate you, Olivia.'

'Show me, then.'

He raised a hand and touched her cheek. "You'meesistible woman, do
you know that?'

Olivia released a breath and smiled, consciouh®ffamiliar desire that
was growing between them. 'Do you have some cliedhes?'

Jake rubbed a hand along his unshaven jaw anddqmkzzled. 'My case is
still in the car, but | doubt there's very muclthia way of clean laundry.' He
frowned. 'What's that got to do with anything?'

Olivia smiled. He had been so fierce, and now b&éd almost vulnerable,
half asleep on his feet, too tired to think propefiWhy don't you go
upstairs and have a bath?' she murmured. 'Thets'®fl hot water. You
look so tired—you can't drive home like this.'

'It's only a couple of miles up the road," Jakenfemd out, trying hard to stifle
a yawn. 'I'm capable of making that sort of diseawithout falling asleep at
the wheel.’

She stood on tiptoe and kissed his mouth softlpstairs!" she repeated
quietly. 'Can't you recognise an order when it&gito you?'

' Youare orderingneVHe stroked strong fingers through the blonde waves
around her face. Then slowly, miraculously, he sthiind all the tension
left his body. 'l was angry with you." His voice svanbelievably tender and
Olivia basked in the glory of it. 'l intended to &egry with you for a long
time. How come I'm not any more?'

'l.. .don't know.' Olivia's eyes closed as he lddser lips. Nine days without
him. It had felt like a lifetime. 'Maybe you showd upstairs and have that
bath like | suggested and think about it," she mwed. 'What do you say?’



'Will you promise to forget the pasta?’

Olivia opened her eyes and met the stunning ebang.dConsider it done,’
she smiled. "Your wish is my command.

She couldn't remember the last time she had feliappy. Olivia hummed

contentedly as she put a joint of meat into thenamad set about laying the
small round table that nestled snugly in the coafie¢he kitchen next to the
cream Aga stove.

She was determined that tonight would be perfebe ®ouldn't allow
anything to spoil it. Once Jake had finished hithpthey would eat and
drink wine and then make love in front of the fifghey would talk and
laugh and he would see, she wouhdkehim see, just how good their
relationship really was, how wonderful it could .be.

'He's here, isn't he?'

Mutt, who had been sleeping in the corner of tlearobarked violently and
Olivia spun around, dropping the plate she wasihgldith a clatter. She
stared in astonishment at a wild-looking Sophie,owhas framed
dramatically in the kitchen doorway as china fragted at her feet.

'What on earth do you think you are doing—?' Olivegan, rooted to the
spot by this sudden apparition. 'How did you g&t in

‘The door was open.' Sophie stepped over the thiceshto the kitchen.

'Don't bother to pretend Jake isn't here, becagssvihis Range Rover on
my way in. Just get him for me, will you?' she ogde'l need him. It's

urgent!'

'‘Now just you look here!" Olivia replied angrilyiting her nose up at the
smell of alcohol on Sophie's breath. 'This is not ¥ou do not come
barging into my home, demanding—"



Sophie's gaze swivelled to the table. 'l see yorewéanning a cosy meal
—how nice!" Her eyes narrowed to slits. 'l gueshdmn't told you about our
trip, then?'

Olivia frowned. She felt dread, cold and hard, preg into her heart. 'What
trip?’

'‘Ah, he hasn't!" Green eyes flashed their disliHe.did say it would be best
if we kept it quiet—'

'l don't know what you're talking about," Olivisspwnded coolly, urging a
playful Mutt back into his basket, ‘and | don'teealow would you please
just leave—"'

'Sophi®@' Jake had walked into the kitchen. Olivia glancad the
magnificent torso, at the towel slung low over hips, and then looked
away. She could hear the concern in his voicetfseevening disintegrating
before her very eyes as he crossed the room antiparm around the
younger girl's shoulders. 'What are you doing Here?

'It's Saracen; there's something the matter with hitried to tell Olivia it
was urgent, but she wasn'interested.” Sophie'sevdiad altered
dramatically. 'Oh, Jake! Please come!'

Dark brows drew together. 'What's wrong exactly?'

'Well.. .he's off his food," Sophie hesitated, 'apts been rolling around and
now he's just lying still. He's not interested mrytlning or anyone. Oh, Jake!'
She put her arms around his waist and pressedaherédgainst his bare
chest. 'Please come; I'm so worried.’

'l don't believe this!" Olivia's voice rang out d@dnd heartless in the cosy
kitchen.

‘Tony can see to him for you. He's on call tonigfdu know what a good
vet he is,' Jake murmured.



The attractive face crumpled with concern. 'Butaihivyou! Saracen knows
you. Tony just doesn't care about him the sameyeaydo.’

Jake released a controlled breath. 'Sophie, thait'sue—'

‘Jake, don't do this to me!" she cut in. "You kimmw much that horse means
to me.' She hung her head and began to cry quiiellyi 'If | lose him, after
everything that's happened, I just know | won'abke to cope. He's the only
thing I've got left—apart from you, that is!"

'Hey! Shh. Calm down now.' Jake hugged the slesbeulders carefully.
‘That's not going to happen.’' He released a waaathn, glancing across at
Olivia's rigid face and in that moment Olivia knéfsat she had lost and
Sophie had won. 'OK, I'll go and get dressed. Syjo and wait outside in
the car for me. | won't be more than a couple ofutas.'

"You're not really going?'

'Olivia, please,' Jake replied, once Sophie hadhefroom and was safely
out of earshot. 'Don't start being difficult.’

'Me?' She glared at him in astonishment. 'What &alpoecious Sophie?
What's she being?’

' won't be long. I'll take a look at her horset per mind at rest and then
drive back. OK? We can still have this evening tbge' He put his arms
around Olivia's waist and kissed her neck. 'Wile ttood keep?' he
murmured as Olivia, struggling to conceal the aebis touch produced,
busied herself with turning various dials on theaAgying not to think of
the evening she had hoped they'd have togethere'lfoportantly, will
you?' he added softly.

"You'd better be going Jake. Sophie will be gettingpatient,” Olivia
murmured jerkily. 'After all, it wouldn't do to kpéher waiting, would it?'
she added, with more than a trace of bitterness.



She felt his strong arms fall from her waist andniediately regretted her
retort. She hadn't meant her voice to come out dingnquite so awful.
‘Jake—'

'If you're going to continue your impressive immaration of a clinging

woman then forget it!" he snapped. '‘Believe mea,iththe last thing | wanted
to happen. But you could see how Sophie was—slees drinking again

and I've got to deal with it.’

'Why you? Why doyouhave to dash off into the night with Sophie?'

'l am not running off into the night!" Jake repligidarply. 'She's upset. She
needs me.'

'l need you, dammit!" Olivia kept her face avertedrfitas and walked over
to the dining table in the corner of the room, loelately scooping the
cutlery onto the floor with a noisy clatter. Shentead to scream and shout
with the unfairness of it all. Nine days apart amav Jake was leaving
again—Ileaving to go to Sophie.

'l had no idea you could be so childish." His thekl a daunting amount of
cool detachment.

'l am not being childish!" Olivia snapped, spinning arouifhat's the
point? It wouldn't getneanywhere, would it? Sophie maybe—it seems she
can act anyway she wants! Ahehas to do is crook her little finger and you
go running!

'l don't want to explain,’ he growled. 'Not now,t hi&e this. Things are
complicated. My relationship with Sophie is comated.'

'Oh, | know it is." Olivia stared at the demolish@dce settings in front of

her and willed herself to stay strong for a few exmoments yet. She picked
up the two wine glasses from the table, grippirgrttems tightly. ‘Sophie's

explained the situation only too clearly!

'She has?' Jake sounded surprised. Olivia glanoedsaand saw that he
looked surprised too. 'Well, in that case, you sthé&mow why | feel | have



to go now.' He crossed the room and spun her t@mMard, glaring down
into her rigid face. 'Do you thinkwantto leave?' he demanded roughly. ‘Do
you?' he repeated, jerking her closer so that thesgs slipped from her
hands and smashed spectacularly on the tiled ftofmin the broken plate
and cutlery at her feet.

‘You're going, aren't you?' Olivia croaked, stdlfthoping he would change
his mind, watching the curt nod, feeling rejectédaer again. 'Well, just

go! Just go! she repeated, pushing pointlesslynagaéhe strong, broad
chest. 'Sophie's waiting for you!



CHAPTER NINE

THE evening stretched into night and Jake didn't rettite wasn'tever
going to return. Olivia tortured herself with thhbught, with the certainty
of that knowledge, all through the interminable tsothat followed his
departure. She tortured herself with visions t@keJand Sophie. Sophie
and Jake. If she was a ship passing in the nigérm, $ophie was the harbour,
a familiar haven where Jake would finally moorVvessel for good.

He cared for Sophie. There had been no mistakiagabk of concern in
Jake's expression when she had clung to him irkitbken. He cared for
her! But he doesn't care for me. All I've ever seetust, Olivia thought
miserably. Anger and Ilust—it wasn't a particularlyarmonious
combination, and definitely not one that would stéme test of time, or one
that should have hopes pinned on it, especiallebidipat included love and
marriage and the seductive image of her one dayrgedake's child.

Olivia closed her eyes and drifted into an unedsgps curling up in the
corner of the settee, continuing the agony witlowis of dreams that would
never come true.

A sharp bang on the front door woke her well afitgdinight. She jumped
violently, clutching a cushion, disorientated for moment, waiting
nervously until she heard the familiar voice calmer from outside.

Could she cope with seeing him again? No. But deatain knowledge
didn't seem to make any difference. She walked tdsvéhe door and drew
back the bolts.

'I'm sorry it's late." The dark, stunning eyes étked over her rumpled
clothing, lingering on the stifled yawn. 'l wasstire whether you'd be in
bed, but as | drove past | saw the light. You n&ddhve waited up.'

'l didn't." Olivia smoothed down her hair and triedlook as if she knew
where she was. 'l was watching an old film. I'drbkking forward to it
for ages.' A pointless lie—why had she bothereskipit? She saw straight



away that he didn't believe a word of it. 'I..idwlt think you were going to
return at all.’

Dark eyes glinted on her face. 'For a while | wiasure that | should.’

She steadied her breathing and walked back inttving-room. 'It's very
late." Olivia picked up some cushions from theesetind began to bash
them into shape. 'And I'm extremely tired.'

'You'retired?' His tone was heavy. She glanced acrossvatched as he
dragged strong fingers through his hair in a tgtakhausted gesture. 'This
evening has been an absolute nightmare. Sophie —

'l don't want to know," Olivia gritted, squeezirge tcushions between her
fingers. 'l don't need you to tell me that she &aokther one of her emotional
tantrums!" She glared across at him, forcing hetseharden her heart.

‘That's why you're so late, isn't it? Never mind biorse—Sophie was the
one who ended up having to have all your attentitow was the beast, by
the way?' she enquired sarcastically. 'At deatiis

'Fine," Jake replied sharply, 'Not a thing wrong.'

Olivia's eyes stung. 'Yoknew, didn't you?' she flared. 'That it was a
wild-goose chase, and yet you still trailed all Weey over there! Why?' she
demanded angrily. 'Why do you allow her to manifmisu so effectively?

'She does not manipulate me!'

'No?' Olivia shook her head. 'Well, she gives dtprgood imitation of it,
then!'

Jake released a weary breath. He looked exhauste@lavia had to harden
her heart not to be affected by the sight of hardrd expression. 'Olivia, |
can do without this right now—""

'l don't know why you bothered to come back." Shislied straightening
the cushions and glanced around the room, avoithkg's glittering gaze,
all the while hating herself for being so horriblelon't suppose Sophie was



particularly pleased, was she? What did you sdetavhen you left? That
Mutt needed seeing to? He's asleep in the kitchenuifwant to make a
cursory examination,' she added tightly, gestutowgards the door in the
far corner of the room. 'Go on! Go right ahead! $ure it will salve your
conscience a little!"

'How long do you propose to keep this up?' The mo@apgry note in his
voice compelled her to look across at him. 'Thesdes unhelpful remarks
aren't getting either of us anywhere, are they? feaw why | came back,’
he thundered. 'You know you wanted me to come bAok't play these
pathetic cat-and- mouse games with me! I've expee@ them before and |
don't find them particularly attractive.'

'From Sophie, do you mean?' Olivia snapped. 'l shionagine she's a real
whizz at tying people up in knots! One minute thepless victim, the
next—'

'Not Sophie, no!" Olivia gulped as Jake's rouglte@ut through her words.
'Will you give her a break?' he demanded. 'She&n librough enough
without you giving her a hard time!'

'Who, then?' Olivia risked a glance at the thunderexpression. 'lIf not
Sophie, then who?"'

'‘Never mind!" Jake gritted. 'Suffice to say th&drned several very useful
lessons and in double-quick time!

'Such as?' Olivia kept her eyes on him, aware@bitierness in his tone.
The angular jaw tightened perceptively. 'That trigshot something you
should give away too easily," he shot back. "Thanen, however beautiful,
can be devious as hell. That the vast majorityagiracted by wealth and
power and influence—'

'One solitary female made you feel this way?' @lieut in disbelievingly.
You got hurt and you condemn all women because of

'Not all women, no.'



'No, of course not!" Olivia spun away and felt &ode in her heart. Just me,
she thought, just me. 'Sophie couldn't possiblg giou any grief.’

'‘Are you being dense on purpose?’ Jake prowledhdrthe sofa towards
her. 'Look, | can see you're tired and disappoirtked our evening was
spoilt,’ he said softly, 'but I'm here now—"

"You think..." Olivia gulped a breath, and workextdat steadying her voice
as he approached. 'You think that | would.. .all@w to.. .to...?"

"'To what?' The ebony eyes were like chips of puamite. '‘Go on, Olivia,'
he taunted. 'Finish the sentence. Remind me whyhire, why I'm
bothering to put up with all this ridiculous femdigsteria.’

'l hate you!" she cried. He didn't care. It wasiobs.

She loved him with a desperation that made her teaweep and he didn't
give a damn, didn't have a clue. 'l hate you! Yookther with you to
Germany and Switzerland.. .and—'

'‘Belgium,’ he finished.

'—and Belgium!" She took a step forward and three/word in his face.
'Sophie took great pleasure in telling me that kefgou put in an
appearance. | thought at first it was a liprdyedthat it was a lie, but it's
true, isn't it?Isn't it?' she persisted shakily when Jake didn't imatedy

reply.
'Yes.' His expression was grim. 'She pleaded wihtartake her—'

Olivia closed her eyes momentarily, because herlasiehope at being
wrong had just died. 'l don't want to know.' Heiceorose an octave, cutting
through Jake's rugged tones. 'l don't want to hkdine sordid details. Just
work, you said, just seminars and conferences,afiritie time the two of

you were —'

"You think I sleptwith her?' The sheer force of his rage was shagier
Olivia gulped a breath and turned from him, but lamge hand gripped her



chin, giving her no other option but to meet higeggdDon't you dare look
away, he commanded. "You honestly believe | siéqiit Sophie?' He shook
his head in disbelief. "What sort of a man do yaketme for?'

'Don't insult me further by trying to deny it!" @& snapped, glaring up at
him. He was a good actor, she thought miserabs/jduk of hurt outrage
was almost convincing. 'I'm not a fool! | may hactedlike a fool for the
past two weeks, but I'm coming to my senses nowlas all talk in the
beginning, about how you didn't want to make prasigou couldn't keep,
wasn't it?' she demanded tempestuously. '‘Aboutymwwvouldn't deceive
or lie. And my God! Olivia's voice trembled, heyes glistened, as she
shook her head in amazement. 'l actually fell tfor i

"You are something else, do you know that?' Jakedéred. 'You saw what
Sophie was like this evening. You know she's hapirgdplems. What was |
supposed to do? Just tell her to go away?"

'l don't want to talk about her!" Olivia cried. 'Woe used me and you think
you can just waltz back in here and continue usigd Sex! It's all about
sex—

'Stop raising your voice." Jake gripped her bysheulders. '"You've said
enough!

'I'll raise my voice if | want to!' she flared. 'iBismyhouse... | can behave
how | please. | hate you! Do you hear me?' sheegelbeside herself now
with misery and anger. 'l want you to know thatant you to know how
much | really hate you—""

He wasn't listening any more. Large hands had shake towards her.
Strong fingers curled around her upper arms andwsi®being dragged
uncompromisingly towards the towering, solid franéou think that
matters to me now?' he roared at her. "You hon#stii that someone who
could make love to a mixed-up girl like Sophie d@inein come back to you
would careVHis hands tugged her closer and Olivia felt thadiang force
of his mouth on her lips, the rough, searching anghis touch. '‘Only you,'’
he gritted savagely, 'only you make me act this!way



She should have been fighting him off; if she hdited the way she said she
did then she should have been screaming rape.eBuging his advances,
however punishing they were, never entered her.h&adlake's hands
roamed her body, as his mouth scorched her skia, felind herself
becoming more and more aroused. They kissed agylththey were
enemies, but nothing, it seemed, could dispel #ssipn between them.

Nine daysOlivia thought as Jake lifted her into his armsl @arried her
towards the dying embers of the fire. Nine wholgsda

He pinned her to the rug and covered her mouth pos8sessive hunger, as
if he too was remembering how long it had beenesthey'd made love.
Soon her lips were parting eagerly and mercilessifiavere grazing a path
beneath the soft wool of her jumper.

'Strip!" The husky order sent shivers of desire middlivia's spine. She
stared up into Jake's rugged face, drinking infdineeful magnetism of his
gaze, her breasts rising and falling with the efédbreathing.

‘Jake-!'
'Strip!" he repeated. 'Do it!

She hesitated, and then slowly, with fingers therhbled, Olivia began to
remove her clothes, conscious of the dangerous pofvihe man, as he
knelt above her, of the glittering ebony eyes #tatlied her every move.

After a time he reached out and pulled the lace &iethe front of her

undergarment so that the coffee- coloured silk dpkrt to reveal the full

curves of her breasts and the smooth, flat plahbesrsstomach. His thumb
traced a lazy path over her skin and Olivia watdmedis hands set to work,
gasping and moaning aloud as he ruthlessly teaskegdlayed with her. The

firelight flickered over her skin and she saw thadow of their bodies on
the wall. She ached with wanting him, ached soyb#dt it was like a pain,

low and deep in the pit of her stomach...

'Now take it off.'



Trembling, Olivia slipped the garment from her sldews, wriggled it over
her hips. She was held captive by his potent gélze sat up, mesmerised by
the magnificent body in front of her, by the loakdake's face that made her
believe in that moment that she was the only wonmathe world he
wanted— would ever want.

His hands fell to the buttons of his shirt, thenthe waistband of his
trousers. She felt the intensity in his whole beind knew that his need was
as urgent as her own. It didn't take him long tagee his own clothes. All
the while he studied her, devouring every inchaf\with molten eyes.

When they were both naked he seized her by thddrsuand pulled her to
him, positioning her, moulding her, touching evpayt of her, so that soon
Olivia was gasping aloud, begging him to contintmathe had so furiously
started.

He wasn't gentle. Each possessive thrust told isearfger was still strong,
but it didn't matter. Whilst they made love he veapart of her, and she
could blot out all of reality and concentrate owithgy him, on pretending
that he loved her too...

"You are the only woman who makes me feel this Waywas a harsh
admission, uttered just before they both reachedultimate sensation,
heavy with meaning and truth. But what meaning? Wihdh? The only
woman that made him feel both angry and lustful?

A powerful combination, but not the right one.

Olivia closed her eyes and pressed her face aghaksts shoulder, gasping
aloud as his final thrust took her over the edg#the stars shattered high
above in their heavens. She held him close, grgppim to her, feeling the
strength of his sweat-slicked body beneath hekefing

| love you! she cried silently. I love you!

And in her dreams he said it too.



The room was deliciously warm, the bed fresh aedrg| with crisp white
linen sheets. Olivia slid beneath the cover andJe climb in beside her.

He lay on his back and released a long-drawn-cedthy staring up at the
recently painted ceiling for a long while in silenc

What was he thinking about? Olivia lay rigid, lisiteg to the wind howling
outside in the trees, hugging the quilt close torfaked body. Not Sophie,
she thought desperately. Please don't let it b&i8op

After several interminable minutes Olivia found tbeurage to speak,
forcing the words out between trembling lips. 'Jdke | know you don't
want to talk," she murmured hesitatingly. 'But Vé&&o know about Sophie.
Are you going to marry her one day?' A sob roskanthroat and locked
tight. She sniffed miserably. 'Jake? Did.. .did hear what | said? | have to
know. | have to know if our relationship means amy to you. . .anything
at all.'

Silence.

Olivia opened her eyes and tilted her head towHrdshandsome profile.
‘Jake?'

He was asleep. Deep, even breathing, the magrifloead chest rising
rhythmically in the half- darkness.

Cold dismay lurched into her stomach. Wlasmade of stone. Surely this
was evidence enough of how much she meant to him?

Olivia slid her body over to the cold edge of tlegl bpressed her face into
the pillow and cried as if her heart would break.

She awoke late next morning to find Jake's stradylturved protectively
around her own. His arm lay along the length ofth&yh, the fingers of his
other hand curved possessively around the fulloEksr breast.



Despite her misery of the previous night, she kitewas a moment she
would never forget; lying in the warmth of the bé&ekling him so close to
her, smelling the seductive scent of his skin, aiieg that she was his and
he was hers and that nobody would ever be ablkehim from her.

He stirred a little in his sleep and Olivia autoiwalty stiffened. She lay
rigid, listening to the cheerful chorus of birds f@ moment, and then
tentatively she tried to move.

'Don't get up. Not yet." His voice was husky agaiher ear, deeply
masculine. Just hearing it made Olivia shiver witinting him. 'This feels
good," he murmured sleepily. "You may or may ndiekie it, but waking up
on a sunny spring morning with a beautiful nakeanao in my arms is not
a usual occurrence for me.' He lazily stroked émgth of her leg. "You feel
wonderfully warm and soft. Or rather you did," lteled, brushing his lips
against her neck, 'until a moment ago. Don't gl iogn me, Olivia; it's early
yet.'

She raised large blue eyes towards the carriagek dieside the bed.
‘Actually it's late," she murmured; 'almost ten.'

Jake kissed her neck again, tugging her close sighia hard, muscular
frame, so that his body curved around hers, soghatcould feel every
square inch of his solid male flesh. 'So, what dbesatter? | haven't got
anything to get up for, have you?'

'Did.. .did you sleep well?'

'Like a log.' His hands were exploring the lengtiher body; very slowly
his fingers caressed the smooth contours of hghshiWhat about you?"

'l woke up a couple of times," Olivia admitted, digraware of what she was
saying, so great was the distraction of Jake'shtolic. | couldn't quite
believe you were still with me.’

His hand stilled. "You thought | might have retudrnie Sophie?"



'I'll get us some tea.' Olivia, conscious of thedhass in Jake's tone, tried to
twist away, but his hold was suddenly firm arouedWaist. ‘Jake, please, it
doesn't matter. | don't want us to argue — '

'Who said anything about arguing?' He gripped heukler and twisted

Olivia around towards him. "You really believe tisaphie and I.. .that she
means something special to me, don't you?' he déedartHasn't last night
gone any way to convincing you otherwise?'

Olivia scanned the hard expression nervously. Tétiune to go to her,’ she
pointed out quietly.

'‘And | came back to you," Jake replied evenly. $iethat tell you
anything?'

'I... | really don't want to talk about it." Olivglanced towards the window.
He had come back, but there had only been one reasdmdaeturn, they
both knew that. 'Look, it's a beautiful morning;iee get us breakfast.' She
forced her voice to sound bright and cheerful. d&le eat it in bed. | can't
remember the last time | had breakfast in bed ahd promise you-Oh!'

'Forget breakfast. Forget everything except thiake rose above her,
pinning Olivia's arms to the pillow on either saleher head with one large
hand. He brushed back her hair with the other had took possession of
her mouth in a gloriously fierce kiss that madewant him so swiftly, so
intensely, that Olivia would have gasped aloudhié $iad been able. The
hard masculine length of his body moved over hezsging sensuously
against her warm softness, inciting her quicklyp iatresponse that aroused
them both, so that soon nothing mattered excemhing and kissing and
being together like this.

It got better every time. Olivia writhed impatignbdeneath Jake's searching
hands, desperate for the feel of him inside het. d&ualways he was in
control, and as ever he made her wait, prolongergrhpatient desires until
she was mindless with wanting him, calling his naeeid, begging him to
thrust her over the edge into the realms of glariecstasy.



They lay still in each other's arms for a long tiafterwards. Not speaking,
not wanting to spoil the moment. Each with theimguvivate thoughts.

Finally Jake spoke. 'You've got to trust me," hemrmured. 'Our relationship
isn't going to work if you don't.'

Olivia swallowed. 'We do have a relationship, then?

He gave a short laugh. She felt his chest rise #vitBf course we do—what
do you think we've just been doing?'

‘Jake..." Olivia hesitated a fraction. 'Do you rarber when we first met?’
'Of course.' He sounded amused. 'How could | f@'get

'Well, how did you feel.. .when you saw me?"

'‘Annoyed.’

Olivia's heart thudded. She remembered how sheféladn that first
moment, so warm and excited, so full of knowingiSg Jake had been like
coming home. He had been the one, the man she badn'realised she had
been searching for all of her life. She steadiedineathing and tried to
make her voice sound normal. 'l see.'

'‘No, you don't. No more do I. All | know is you ag#gred out of the blue and
| wanted you the instant | set eyes on you.'

'‘But.. .but why should you feel annoyed about th&@fHvia queried
unsteadily.

'l suppose because I've been working for so lorgetamy life on to some
sort of even keel after the... accident.' There aragfinitesimal pause and
Olivia knew he was thrusting away the pain of hasgnts' death. 'Seeing
you, wanting to take you to bed so badly, | knemsbow you'd succeed in
turning my life into one big complication.’



'I'm a complicatior?” Automatically her fingers gripped the quilted
counterpane. 'That's how you look upon me?'

'Don't start getting uptight, Olivia." Jake's volueld a warning note. "You
asked the question; I'm just trying to be honest.'

'‘Maybe I'd prefer it if you lied.'

'‘No, you wouldn't." Jake's voice was steel-edged eertainty. 'If you were
the sort of person who'd prefer lies then | wouldrint to be with you. All
relationships fester if they're based on lies.'

'Is that why you were so brutally honest with me&ha beginning," Olivia
murmured, ‘about our relationship?'

'It seemed like a good idea at the time," Jakeg@gloolly. 'l wanted you to
be under no illusion about how things would have ke if you
became...involved with me.’

'‘And now?' Olivia whispered. 'Nothing's... chanded?

'Haven't | made it obvious enough that | still wgou?' Jake delivered
firmly. 'l told you how it was in the beginning, Wwadhings had to be between
us, and | know it's been difficult for you to acteput believe me, it's the
best way—the only way. Emotional entanglementsdgosit interest me.’

'Isn't what you have with Sophie just that?' Olip@nted out quietly.

There was a long silence. For half a moment Olili@ught Jake hadn't
heard what she'd said. Then he spoke. 'When mylyfamare killed we
grieved together. Despite what you may think of, lsee's a good person.
She's finding things difficult at the moment, but—'

'‘She'smakingthings difficult,” Olivia said under her breatAré you sure
you've been entirely straight with her?' she asitedd.

'What are you talking about?' Jake's voice wa®1téY®u seem continually
determined to bring any conversation we have ar¢onsbphie!" He slipped



his arm away from Olivia and sat up in the bedghimg a pillow into shape
as he did so. '"You're becoming obsessed with tiié gi

'Me? Obsessed?' Olivia shook her head a littleishedief. She took a
steadying breath and tried to keep her voice e\®mhave you been as
brutally honest with her as you have been with rsB&' persisted stonily.
'Does Sophie really know where she stands? Bechose what I've seen
so far, I'd say—'

'From what you've seen!" Jake's eyes glitteredvid®+' he took a breath,
and as Olivia watched his hardened expression ahe teat he was

struggling to keep his temper ' — I told you in theginning that probing

into my life, asking questions was out of bounkis stated coolly. "It still is.

Do you understand?' Olivia felt her lip tremblingder the force of his gaze
and hung her head, but he reached out and tiltedHie, so that she was
forced to look back into his face. 'Do you?'

She nodded.

'‘And are you still willing to abide by those condits? Because if you're
not...' Jake left the sentence unfinished, buti®livas in no doubt what the
conclusion would be if she tried to object.

She felt utterly powerless. He was such a stromgopeility, so determined
not to allow her to come close. Why? Did he reathagine that she only
wanted him for his influence and wealth? Was thHadtie was so afraid of?
But Jake Savage, afraid? Wasn't that a contradiativerms?

'Olivia.' His voice was painfully intense. Oliviadked through the mist of
tears and met the smouldering dark eyes. She lbimadso desperately.
Would revealing that fact change anything? she wogdl 'Can't you
understand that when I'm with you | want to forgkbut the past?' he told
her urgently. 'Don't start upsetting yourself wittagined fears. | told you in
the beginning, I'm not interesting in playing ardum deceiving people. |
didn't lie then and | haven't lied since.' He retgha taut breath. 'We make
love and the world feels a better place—isn't ématugh?’



CHAPTER TEN

'I'LL get us some breakfast.' Olivia slipped out oflibd and grabbed a
towelling robe that was draped over the back cgarlmy chair. "What would
you like?'

Jake lifted his shoulders in a shrug that hadhal hallmarks of a casual
response, yet didn't manage to entirely convihgbatever you've got—I'm
easy.’'

Olivia released a slow breath, shaking her heaghttji at his choice of
words. Was heidding? She glanced away for a moment and when she
looked back there was an expression on Jake's tfeteshe couldn't
completely fathom. What was it? Regret? That sbfbok that indicated
Jake wished things could be different? That shedifecould be different?

He was slipping away from her. She could sense it.

Not that she had ever really had him, of courseh@ufool to underestimate
his depth of will-power, to overestimate the powEher own love for him.

She had imagined her strength of feeling would fi@ugh for them both.

She had felt bold and daring, able to venture winerevoman had dared
venture before. But the steely exterior was toa hiexo impenetrable.

She descended the stairs at a pace, trying neteth dn what might happen
in the future. At least he's here with me now, telhe herself. We can spend
a few hours together. And | won't ask a single jaesl won't probe or pry

or do anything to put what we have in jeopardy...

Olivia opened the refrigerator and retrieved baaod eggs and fresh juice.
Whilst the bacon sizzled on the stove she laidtrags and then wandered
into the living-room to tidy up.

Their clothes were where they'd left them; discdrikea tangled heap on
the floor before the dead ashes of the fire. Slo@iyia picked up each
garment, folding them methodically, remembering hwié shiver of
awareness each touch, each passionate momentat¢kst jhad fallen



behind a chair. Olivia walked over and picked it shaking it slightly,
smoothing the creases, holding the garment to kaf dake were still
inside.

Her foot scuffed against something on the floor @hdia caught a glimpse
of a wallet before it spun away out of sight behealarge square footstool.
She bent down and retrieved the supple brown leathiect, holding it in
her hand for a moment, tracing Jake's gold-embasgéels with a careful
finger, her eyes drawn, as if she was mesmerisethd shiny print that
protruded from beneath the clasp.

A photograph. His family? Himself?

Olivia's finger traced the worn edge, hovered uiadelly over the clasp.
Would it be so terrible if she took a peek? Juguik look. She glanced
towards the stairs. Jake need never know, and,alftét could have fallen

open anyway...

The bacon was screaming for attention, spitting @imeling angrily in the
pan. She had turned the heat up too high as usedat a&vould be burned.
Still holding the wallet, Olivia dashed into thetdkien and lifted the
frying-pan away from the glowing hob.

Should she look? She gripped the wallet between fimgrers. The
temptation was overwhelming. The photograph woeldportant to Jake,
otherwise why would he bother to carry it arounthviiim? His family. She
would see his parents...

With a swift, guilty movement Olivia flicked opehé wallet. Just a quick
look, a second to glance at their features, to ggptesemblance, nothing
more...

There wasn't one, but two photographs to hold tienton; Jake with his
parents, as she had suspected, caught in holidde;nbtue skies, golden
sands, somewhere overseas. Olivia looked at itafonoment and then
pulled out the second.



Deep down she had half dreaded finding a pictutgophie, so why did she
feel so surprised, so hurt now? The camera hadht#ug two of them very
well. Two laughing, smiling individuals, a youngsweeter-looking Sophie
without a care in the world laughing up into Jaketnzed handsome face.
His arms were around her slim body in an unmistikitimate embrace.
He looked like another person, Olivia thought; xeld happy, devoted.

Olivia stared at the image for a long while, fotoet the bacon, forgetting
everything else. She didn't think it was possibléeel so much emotional
pain.

Then she remembered the other photo, the one shpunkined from the
dresser in Jake's kitchen almost two weeks ago 8be.had slipped it into
her purse when she had returned home that sam®©bay moved to the
hook on the back of the kitchen door and rummagettlyg, pulling out the
small square passport photo in order to comparesgachine.

All three photographs had been taken at arounddhee time. She closed
her eyes tight for a moment, dropping the walld@bdhe kitchen table in
despairHell\

She had convinced herself of Jake's innocent immbnt; he had helped
convince her—he had told her that he and Sophienleadr been lovers.
Now what could she think except that he had beerasbehaving in the
most despicable way imaginable? She had forceelfiévsbelieve Sophie's
feelings for Jake to be a simple—or even not s@kEminfatuation. An
intense crush that had been complicated by thénaddtis family.

But not this. Olivia's eyes lingered over the plgoéph again, over the clear
mutual adoration. Not such love...

Had he simply tired of her? Had his parents' démbn a catalyst for
change?

Whatever, he was clearly playing games with botthei—she was being
as big a fool as Sophie.



With a stifled sob Olivia picked up the photograjgimsl pushed them back
into the wallet. What should she do? She wanteg¢ weuch to storm
upstairs and confront him; to yell and shout. Buintake a scene? Like
Sophie? Olivia shook her head determinedly, rememipéhe pity she had
witnessed on Jake's face at the May ball. No. Névatr. She would be
dignified. Now was her chance to claw back somkenftattered pride.

Swiftly she went into the living-room and pushed tmallet into the jacket.
Jake must never know she had seen the evidence déteit. Never.

'What happened to the bacon?’

Olivia set the tray down onto the bedside tablésittra care. 'l... | burned
it, I'm afraid,’ she murmured unsteadily. 'l newars much of a cook.' She
began pouring the coffee. She glanced nervouslysacCould he see her
hands shaking?

'Well, toast will do.' He picked a slice from thiae, frowning a little at the
charred edges. 'l see you like it well done." Higggrested speculatively on
Olivia's taut face for a moment, then he glancedatds the window. 'l
thought maybe we could go for a walk this mornibgpoks as if it's going
to be a beautiful day. I'll show you the estat&terwards you can take a
proper look at the downstairs rooms—'

... I don't think so." Olivia picked up a fragtamug of coffee, cursing
beneath her breath as some of its contents spitiemthe tray.

Jake watched for a moment as Olivia dabbed distactwith a paper
towel. 'OK, we'll drive, then.'

'‘No!" Olivia inhaled an urgent breath. 'l mearive kchanged my mind about
the village tour. | was thinking downstairs abouabout everything," she
continued stiltedly, 'and you were right, | haveded to jump in rather too
quickly. Being a busybody around the village, ifeggng with the way you
want to run your life—'

'l can't believe I'm hearing this!" Jake took a théwl of coffee. 'Are you
serious?' Dark eyes followed Olivia as she walkediad and sat on the far



edge of the bed. 'You certainly look it,"” he dradviélis mouth twisted
slightly. 'Hey, | thought the idea was to have kfastin bed! Olivia?' He
frowned, releasing a long- drawn-out breath whea stade rto move.
'Look, | know | was angry last night. But last nighvas tired and | lost my
temper. This morning I'm OK about the idea." Hetadhia moment for a
response and when Olivia still didn't reply he atiddarply, 'If you're
worried that I'll change my mind at a later staben don't be. Being fickle
isn't one of my bad points—'

Isn't it?"

He looked at her carefully, his eyes narrowingdrusny. 'You seem edgy
all of a sudden," he murmured conversationally.a¥¢tthe matter?'

Olivia looked away. It was murderous meeting Jakeaching gaze. 'l... |
told you, downstairs I've been thinking about etleang—

'Everything?' There was a slight pause. 'Somethéllg me that that
includes our relationship.'

Olivia steeled herself and, finding the couragemnfreomewhere, turned
back towards him. She gripped the mug firmly in in@nds and felt the heat
of the coffee burning her palms. 'Our.. .arrangdmess.’

'‘Our arrangement.' He repeated her words with poetision. 'And what
have you concluded—care to tell me?' His enquirg wierly controlled.
The dark ebony eyes were suddenly as hard asYioe.Have concluded
something,’ he continued. 'l think | can guess withatby the look on your
face and the choice of your words, but I'd like yodell me anyway.'

'I'm..." Olivia released a breath and then tookilp of scalding coffee. 'I'm
not.. .interested in continuing our.. .our relasbip any more, Jake." She
glanced across at him and tilted her chin a litéenembering her tattered
pride. 'l thought | was, but I'm not.’

His mouth twisted chillingly. 'And that's it?'



Olivia frowned, as if enduring physical pain. 'tstiiat enough?' She rose
from the bed and spun away towards the window. 'éotaken everything
from me! What more do you want?'

'It's a swift decision,’ he drawled. Ten minutep aou left the room
smiling. How about an explanation?' His voice wasrmusly mild.

''ve been seeing someone else." She hadn't plaionedy it. To lie so
audaciously. She loved him with all her heart, Badloved him, and yet
she wanted to hurt him so badly. Would he belibedie? Olivia wondered.
Would he even care?

'l see.’

Not a drop of emotion in his voice. Olivia turnemvards Jake, her eyes
lingering helplessly over the magnificent bronzeseowith its expanse of
curly dark hair.

'Did you hear what | said?' Olivia's voice wobbidrmingly. She cleared
her throat and tried to appear as if she were imrob 'Jake?"

'l heard.'

Sick despair overwhelmed her suddenly. 'So it'sr,otleen.’ She began
moving towards the bedroom door. 'l... | think ybloétter go.'

Jake's dark eyes pinned her to the spot. "'Who4s he
Olivia halted, her blue eyes widened in alarm. 'YWha

The hard mouth curved. 'You heard me; I'm enquiabgut your other
lover.'

"You don't want to know." Olivia gulped a breatld dnen opened the door.
'I'd like you to leave,' she murmured shakily. 'Nowlease!

'When you've given me a name,' Jake drawled. 'Whalve convinced me.'



'l don't need to convince you of anything!" Olivetorted angrily. 'l've told
you I'm seeing someone else—that should be enough!

It isn't." He surveyed her with aggravating milgsi€l don't believe you.'

She hadn't expected this—all sorts of possibilitas not this. Had her
foolish devotion been so obvious, then?

"You ignored me for nine days whilst you were gailfiting around Europe
with Sophie!" Olivia retorted angrily. 'What do ythink | did? Stayed in

every night, waiting by the phone like a besotteloslgirl?’ She gulped a
shaky breath. That was virtually what she had doigia lowered her head

to hide the tears. 'l wanted you and you wereslteth." She couldn't get the
photograph out of her mind. 'l... 1 told you befdfe. .. I'm no angel.’

‘The man you worked with in London—was it him?'eJakvoice was as
hard as steel now. Clearly the unthinkable was togug a possibility. 'Did
he call by on the off-chance whilst | was awaythist it?"

Olivia felt the beginnings of fear; she had takaruanecessary, dangerous
path. What was the point in this ridiculous lieReJ&avage could muster
supreme control when it suited —but what about wihelidn't suit—what
then?

'Olivia! Look at me, damn you!" He flung back thedclothes and crossed
the room towards her, looming above her slim figeteong and tanned and
full of power, gripping her by the shoulders, simakiher. 'Is that what
happened?"

He still couldn't quite bring himself to believe-+tmaybe he did care about
her a little, then. Or was it the thought that &eotman had laid claim to her
body, whilst he had imagined himself to have fuldl@ole possession of it,
that gave his face such a fearful look of savagegh

All it would take to finish their relationship, @la saw, would be an
infinitesimal nod of her head.



She did it quickly. Better to end the pain of layidake now. He wouldn't
want her after this admission. The very real danlgar she might change
her mind and put up with the humiliation and de@&itl continue their
relationship was finally at an end.

Jake's ego would never allow him to endure suciea f

He stared down at her for a long moment, his featatrained and rigid with
the effort of keeping control. Then he spun awag kft the room, while
Olivia hung her head and began to cry.

"You're coming with me!'

She wasn't sure how many minutes she had beenféegiown on the bed
sobbing; long enough to imagine that Jake hadHeftottage, to relive the
foolishness of her actions, to scan the futurbate what she saw...

His grip was fierce and without mercy. He hauled/i@lbodily to her feet,
not releasing her, shaking her a little, so thahén surprise she sagged
against him like a worn-out rag doll. 'Stand up& shook her again and
gradually Olivia came to her senses. She rubbedlistening cheeks with
the back of her hand and stared up into Jake'y dage.

'What.. .what are you doing?'

'‘Get dressed!" He pulled her around the room tevdrerobe and flung open
one of the doors. 'Put something on. You're comiitly me.'

'Where?' Olivia frowned in amazement. 'What are tatking about?”

‘Just do as | say, Olivia,' he gritted, 'or, Gotphmee, | won't be responsible
for my actions!

You can't treat me like this!" Olivia gulped a &ite and tried to stifle a sob
with her hand. 'l don't want to go anywhere witluybtold you it's over!'



'Oh, no!" He shook his head and tugged her shamiyards his body,
holding her head with his other hand, forcing teestirvey the rage in his
face. 'Not yet, it isn't! Our relationship's ovenem | say so, and not before.’

‘You're.. .hurting me!" Olivia tried to twist frexd his grasp. 'Please... Jake!

'Do you love me?' Olivia stilled at his words, heart thudding to a halt in
her chest. Jake tugged her closer, so that shal deal the masculine
strength of him against every contour of her bdby you?' He looked
fierce. Wild. She had never seen him like this befo

She nodded. Suddenly denial seemed pointless.

‘Say it!'

Tears filled Olivia's eyes and spilled over onto tieeeks. 'I.. .love you.'
He didn't seem satisfied. Had Wantedto hear the truth?

'Get dressed.' He released her and moved towagdsitidow. Olivia stood
a moment, staring at the broad back. She felt hsriflegs were going to
buckle beneath her at any minute. She gripped dige ef the wardrobe
door for support and picked one of the hangeraradam.

The two minutes or so it took for Olivia to slip tre flame-coloured dress
seemed to make a difference to Jake's temper. \Whéurned it was clear

that some of the control had returned.

'Where are we going?' He had taken her hand antbadisig her resolutely
down the stairs.

‘To my home.'

He drove in silence. Olivia didn't dare speak. Hghnhhave regained
control, but he was still furious. She glanced hdhat his jacket, thrown
angrily onto the rear seat as he had got in, armeébherself to picture the
photograph of Jake and Sophie. His house felt anttiunlived-in. Olivia



reminded herself that he had been away and thdti&bad gone with him
too.

'In here.' The grand downstairs rooms looked jgdblaak as the last time
she had laid eyes on them. Jake moved towards fotiee avindows and
flung back the curtains.

'What are we doing here?' Olivia's voice soundedllsamd insignificant in
the high-ceilinged room. 'l told you, I'm abandanthe village tour—'

"You think I'm interested ithat?'He looked scornful. 'Find my wallet!" He
threw his jacket towards Olivia, who reached outaamd and caught it
automatically. "You should know where it is—you leged it in one of the
pockets after you looked at it. Go on!' He glaredaa. 'l think you'll find it's
in the outside right.'

Olivia's fingers gripped the cloth. She stared ssrat Jake's rigid face in
dismay. 'l don't.. .want to find it.'

'‘But why on earth not?' He walked towards hehduight you liked looking
at family snapshots. There are a couple in theaé ybu're sure to find
interesting.' He removed his jacket from her grasg produced the wallet.
'What's wrong, Olivia?' he murmured softly. 'Dy@ti want to take a look?'

She took a steadying breath. 'I've seen them.'

'l know.' He regarded Olivia steadily for a momé@are to tell me what
conclusions you jumped to?'

'l didn't jump to any conclusions!" Olivia respoddesharply. 'The
photograph of you and Sophie spoke for itself.'

'Did it, indeed?"

‘Jake, | don't see the point in all this," Olivantinued miserably. 'l know it
was wrong of me to look inside your wallet, bubut. you lied to me." She
raised watery blue eyes to his face and then loakealy, hating his cold,
hard gaze. 'l believed you," she murmured, 'whansad that you hated



deceit. | tried to understand when you told me tyau didn't want a
complicated relationship.tiustedyou when you said there would be no one
else...’

‘There hasn't been anyone else!’
'What do you take me for—a fool?' Olivia flaredolrlied about Sophie!

'l did not lie." Jake moved past Olivia and pullled dust sheet off an ornate
secretaire that was positioned in the far cornehefroom. He wrenched
open a drawer and, after some moments of searcimadjy pulled out a
large square book.

‘The family album," he announced. 'You like lookatghotographs, Olivia;
come and take a look at these.'

'Why are you being like this?' Olivia asked, shgkimer head. 'What little
we had together is over. It's finished.'

Jet eyes pierced her face. "You told me you lovee-wasn't that the truth?'

Olivia threw him an anguished look. 'What do yountablood?' she cried.
'I've given you everything, Jakeyerything Don't ask for any more!" She
shook her head wildly. 'l can't continue torturimgself over a man who's
only interested in me for one reason and one reasiyt

"You really think that's how it's been?'
"You made it perfectly plain —'

'Yes, | did, didn't I?' The sensual mouth curved am odd, self-deprecating
smile. 'So.. .what happens if | admit to you tHaé Ibeen a fool—what
then?' Jake continued quietly. Olivia stared blgnkbnfused, more than
anything, by the sudden quiet intensity in Jakete: Her throat ached
with unshed tears. 'Shall | tell you a little abouy life, Olivia?' he asked.
He quirked a dark brow when Olivia made no replgt ahe saw the hint of
derision at his lips. 'Nothing to say? Ah, well, téll you anyway, | know

it's what you want, even if you do seem rather dimgito admit it now.' He



inhaled a ragged sort of breath. 'First the infasntmve affair.' His lips
curved mirthlessly as he rested his gaze on Qdivait features. 'A short,
but extremely intense involvement with a woman witn't want me, only
my lifestyle.' He gave a harsh laugh. 'l fell indowith a gold-digger—or at
least at the time felt like love..." He stared at her. 'Practically theoke of
the county knew what she was, but not me. In tvastghonths | bestowed
enough jewels and expensive trinkets upon herdotdstart her own shop!
Luckily | saw the light just before | made a contpléool of myself and
proposed marriage — '

'What.. .happened?’ Olivia asked carefully.

'‘Nothing dramatic.’ Jake's look was ironic. '‘Cogesitg how | felt inside, the
end of our relationship was rather feeble. | wakandon on business,' he
explained, 'and | saw her coming out of an hotéhwiman.’

'It wasn't..." Olivia lifted her shoulders slightly.her brother?'

Jake's mouth twisted wryly. 'No, it wasn't. Andrifide continued stiltedly,

'three weeks later, whilst | was still coming tonte with having made a
complete idiot of myself, my family were wiped dliffe face of the earth in

one fell swoop.' There was a heart-rending sileheeeded her most then.'
He shook his head. 'l needsoimeone.’

Olivia swallowed back her tears. 'l.. .still dootderstand where guilt
comes into all this," she croaked. 'You said tcomee — '

'Yes, | know what | said!" Jake thrust large hanttshis trouser pockets and
spun away. 'You saw the photograph of my familg thorning; you know
they were a handsome couple. | loved them very phbetcontinued half to
himself, so softly that Olivia had to step forw#ésdccatch what he said. 'Even
my father— despite what he did to my mother.’

Olivia frowned. She wasn't sure she wanted to hétdhis. She could see
the pain, hear the rough agony in Jake's voice apbke. He was right, she
had wanted to know everything from the first momaiineeting, but that

was before she knew of the tragedies he had haddore. 'What.. .did he
do?' she asked finally, in a tremulous voice.



'He kept mistresses.' Strain clenched the darlufest 'Set them up in
houses... There was even one in the village. HattlHer for years..." the
hard mouth curled derisively ".. .in every sengeuhd out, kept it to myself
for several weeks and then one day | took it upgsatt to tell my mother.’

‘That can't have been.. .very pleasant.’

‘That has to be the understatement of the ye&e'slenouth twisted bitterly.
'It was a revelation. All those years they hadgmded and lied about their
marriage. My mother knew all along, you see. &hew and yet she
continued to put up with it! I was very angry withy father; with my
mother too. I lost my temper, said things...' Thekchead shook again and
Olivia could see he was hating himself for the ¢isihe had said. 'l felt as if
we'd all been living a lie. | felt so angry withetin both. The next day..." His
voice hardened. 'The next day they died in theraish.' He lifted his head
and Olivia saw the tremor in the angular jaw. fused to go on the trip to
America with them, you see... | couldn't bear theught of spending time
with my father.' Jake threw Olivia a humourlesslemiLucky escape, eh?'
There was a tense pause. 'My brother took my prestead.’

Olivia gulped back her tears. 'Edward.’

'Yes. Poor, kind Edward. | told you we were likalkhand cheese, didn't I?'
Jake murmured. 'He wasn't a one for confrontatibiestried to keep the
peace; he didn't want to upset my parents the viaag Idone.' Jake glanced
down at the album he held. 'This hasn't seen tite bf day for a long
while—not since the accident. That's when | shuthése rooms; they were
used by the family and | tried to forget they hadreexisted.' He shook his
head. "It didn't work, of course. | spent some titreevelling, but the
ancestral ties always pulled me back..." He loddteekctly at Olivia. ‘And
besides, there was Sophie to feel responsible for.’

Sophie. Back to her again.

'Don't say any more, please,’ Olivia whisperet difficult for you and..
.and I'm not sure I've got the strength to hear it—



'For a long while | did wonder if | shouldn't mai®pphie,’ Jake continued,
almost oblivious of Olivia's interruption. 'We hédever been particularly
close, but guilt is a strong emotion — '

'Please.. .stop—!" Olivia tried to speak but asalbght in her throat.

‘Then | met you.' Jake closed the book with a bamd) hurled it angrily
across the room. 'l can't believe I've been suclol¥ he thundered. Olivia,
startled by the sudden explosive outburst, jumpadhdtically. ‘Go on, take
a look!" he commanded roughly as he headed fodtiwe. 'The pictures
speak for themselves.’

Olivia stood trance-like for several long secorstaying at the door Jake
had banged shut behind him. Then slowly, as if dream, half dreading
what she might discover, she picked up the phopdgedbum and looked
inside.

‘Jake! Jake!" Olivia's long, slim legs flew wildijong the corridor. She had
no idea which direction he had taken, but instialtt her to search for him
outside.

The sun was bright and warm. Her heels clicked trapty along the
terrace. She ran towards the balustrade and scéneextensive grounds,
searching frantically for Jake's unmistakable fegur

Then she saw him across the large expanse of imatadawn. He was
walking slowly, head bent. She called his nameragad he turned to look
at her, waiting whilst Olivia frantically negotiatehe distance between
them.

'Why...?" She could barely speak. Olivia stood ipgnbreathlessly, her
sapphire eyes latched on to Jake's rugged face.li&ed her lips,

swallowed and tried again. 'Why.. .didn't you te# your brother was your
twin?' She shook her head almost desperatelyl. Saw the photograph of
the two of you side by side, and | could scarcedidve it. You were

practically identical.'



Jake met her gaze steadily. 'l was the elder bynientes.’

'‘And the photograph in your wallet. . .the one whophie?' Olivia
whispered.

"That was Edward.'

It was like a weight being lifted from her shoulsléSophie loved him very
much, didn't she?'

'They loved each other," Jake replied simply. 'Sidgildhood. That's why
it's been so hard to bear for her.'

Olivia frowned as realisation dawned. '‘And | sumpesery time she saw
you it was like seeing...'

‘Just like seeing Edward, yes. She gets confuséthes,' Jake continued.
'She started drinking not long after the accidert then...' He inhaled a
tense breath. 'Well, it can be pretty.. .' He sbealy lost for words suddenly.

Olivia frowned, remembering the May ball. 'Awful.e¥, | know." She
paused, feeling such joy that her worst fears heehbunfounded, but
miserable and helpless that Jake had, and wast#ring so. She took a
step towards him and reached out, taking his handsrs. 'l think Sophie
needs help, Jake; proper treatment,” she addedlyqui® change of

environment. A complete rest, that sort of thing.’

‘That's exactly what she's having.' Jake's brill@yes shimmered as he
looked down at her. 'When | left your cottage tovgth her last night we
ended up having a long talk—it was the first realiyest conversation we'd
had since Edward's death. It was painful for bdtlugy but ultimately it
brought us to our senses. Sophie finally understbatithings couldn't go
on as they had been doing.' Jake released a taathbrl know it's not
always appeared so, but underneath Sophie is essaes; sensible girl; she
agreed that time —a long time —spent with sometiggla she has in
Scotland, under proper medical supervision, woelavise.'

'Do you think she'll ever want to return?' Oliviekad.



Jake considered carefully. 'l doubt it. Maybe.'¢géeed at Olivia steadily
and she felt the instant, overwhelming intensitiisfgaze. "You understand
now that she's never loved me. It's only ever [tesmard.’

'Yes.' Olivia's voice wobbled alarmingly. 'Oh, Jakd this time\All this
time and | thought—""

Jake raised her hands to his lips and kissed hgers very gently. 'We've
barely known each other two weeks.'

'It feels like a lifetime," Olivia replied unste@difeeling desire flare as he
pulled her towards him. 'l mean..." she correcteiitly.

The stunning mouth curved into a smile that warhnecheart. 'l know what
you mean,' he murmured. He touched her face, gakmg at her with
such tenderness that Olivia wanted to weep. 'Dokymwv | loved you the
first moment | saw you?'

His admission shocked Olivia into stillness. Shared, wide-eyed,
surveying the handsome, compelling face in amazeriYau did?' She felt
the rush of salty tears filling her eyes. 'In taed, even before we — ?'

'Even before we made love,' Jake finished. 'Ye®nEthen. Don't cry,
sweetheart.' He lifted a hand and brushed her cheetty. "You've made
me very happy.'

' have?"

"You find it hard to believe?' The firm mouth tvadtin warm amusement. 'l
didn't want to believe it myself at first. Seeinguy. .wanting you so
desperately... | was frightened of making a foolnofself again...'Jake's
voice trailed away a little as he remembered. {@ut managed to bring me
such instantaneous joy. After all the misery, lad guilt... | didn't think 1
deserved it. | wasn't sure | could trust it... Butas weak, you made me
weak," he added with a smile, 'and | couldn't tesis | came up with this
stupid idea that it was simply sexual. Except ihatasn't simple at all,
because there was so much more...' He pausedemddded softly, 'When
| first saw you | felt as if it was—'



'‘Meant to be?' Olivia beamed up at the strong, bame face, rejoicing at
his words.

'How did you know?' Jake's mouth widened into aehsigiile and for the
first time Olivia saw that he was truly happy.

'Easy,' she murmured, standing on tiptoe to kissrouth. 'l experienced
that special feeling too.’

"You did?' Jake pulled her close, circling her badly his arms, kissing her
mouth with a slow, lingering sexuality. 'That'serdgsting. And what...' he
kissed her again, deeper this time, with more sitgn.. .is this special
feeling called?"

Olivia gazed up into the stunning face and feltshege of overwhelming
love. 'Destiny,' she told him solemnly.

'‘Always meant to be?' Jake queried huskily, holdiegclose.

'‘Absolutely,’ Olivia murmured, kissing the expressmouth. '‘Always and
forever.'

'Will you marry me?' Jake held her face in his lsaadd kissed her mouth
tenderly. 'Will you live here and make me the happman alive?'

'Of course.' Olivia's eyes sparkled with happindsthought you'd never
ask.'



EPILOGUE

OLivia strolled into the library, chose a favourite boatd wandered
outside into the garden. She probably wouldn't garia read more than a
few pages without Faith yelling for attention, kbat didn't matter—the
idea of relaxing quietly for a few moments with@ok on her lap on such a
wonderful summer evening as this was a treat @ffits

The chairs were already positioned expectantlyhenbalcony, piled high

with cushions. Olivia eased herself gently into ohthem and surveyed the
magnificent expanse of well-tended garden and padlwhich looked so

beautiful bathed in the last few rays of late Augus.

A sound of footsteps made her turn. She smilechks dmerged from the
house, aware of the surge of love that hadn't dehed with time, and tilted
her head expectantly as he bent and kissed hesrtgrah the lips.

"You're looking very pleased with yourself,’ Olivimurmured softly,
glowing as his mouth lingered on her skin, as laischbriefly touched the
slight swelling of her stomach.

'‘And why not?' he drawled softly, contemplatinguiis happy face. 'l have
just succeeded in putting to sleep in record tingestveetest baby daughter
a man could have.'

'Clever old you!" Olivia's mouth widened in deligbtsurprise. 'How did
you manage that?'

'Oh, my talents have no bounds.’ Jake kissed dgi@hfiagain, before sitting
in the chair beside her. 'Actually, | think | borleelr to sleep.’

Olivia chuckled. 'How?'
'l read one of my veterinary manuals in the mosititsag voice | could

muster. It did the trick. Faith was asleep after thurth page.' His mouth
curved attractively. 'She's a smart girl; evenhéd young age she figured



sleep was a better alternative than listening & dhre and methods of
treating horses with laminitis.’

Olivia frowned. 'Lamiwhat?"

Jake smiled. 'lIt doesn't matter. She's asleep thats the main thing.' Dark,
seductive eyes travelled over Olivia's figure aested eventually on her
face. 'How are you feeling now? Better?'

She nodded. 'Much better. | haven't felt sick foteast an hour." Olivia
positioned herself more comfortably in her chaid aeached out a hand
towards her husband. 'Do you know how happy | am@'asked softly.

Ebony eyes gleamed knowingly. 'l could hazard dtymgood guess.' He
linked his fingers with hers. 'Sweetheart, I'm $eaped you're pregnant
again,' he murmured huskily. He reached forwardg@aded the flat of his
hand on Olivia's stomach. 'l know it's pretty saedier having Faith but—'

'‘No buts." Olivia pressed a finger to Jake's li@arrying your child.. .you
must know how wonderful that makes me feel.'

"You're beautiful." Jake rose from his chair antlgouOlivia gently to her
feet. 'The only woman in the world for me.' He loee his head and kissed
her upturned face with a slow, lingering sexualltywant us to have a
hundred children.’

' may not be able to manage that.' Olivia entwihedfingers around Jake's
neck as the surge of sensual desire moved thraergtBut | won't object to
trying. Let's go to bed, darling,’ she whispered.

'Will it be all right?' Jake's mouth covered hegaia and she tasted the
glorious moist warmth of him. 'You saw the doctwddy; did she say—?"'

'She said it would be fine." Olivia stroked Jaki@se with a fingertip,
revelling in the hard, solid strength of his boQwst fine.'

The sensuous mouth curved. 'Thank heaven for ttaké lifted her in one
easy movement into his arms, cradling her gentlgiresg his solid,



masculine frame. 'Patience was never one of my poats,' he drawled.
'These last six weeks have felt like an eternity.’'

"You think | haven't noticed?' Olivia teased. Hevexb with slow purpose
towards the house, carrying a blissful Olivia up #ide curving staircase
to the door of their room, pausing only briefly enthey were inside,
kissing Olivia softly on the mouth, relishing thaste of her. 'Forever,
darling," he murmured.

And, as he laid her on the bed and began to rerheveclothes with
reverent hands, Olivia knew that he meant it.



