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Dark secrets, forbidden desires, scandalous disiesve

Welcome to a glittering new six-part saga set irstfalia. This, and every
novel to come, features a gripping romance thatdstaby itself, as the
passions, scandals and hopes that exist betwedalnwimusly rich families
are revealed. But you'll also find yourself hookletbughout the series, as
Gemma Smith searches for the secret of her trugtitgeand fights for
ruthless seducer Nathan Whitmore's love....

Jade had a special name for Kyle Armstrong Mr. Cldel father had hired
him as the new marketing manager of Whitmore Oghlsjob she wanted!
But, the more she tried to hate Kyle, the morefetiad him attractive; this
was real desire! Jade felt uneasy about Gemmaglhhdiecause real love
was what the poor, innocent girl felt for Nathandaade had no illusions
about the type of man her adoptive brother wasleckyle Armstrong be

made the same way as Nathan...with ice in his yeistead of hot blood?



PRINCIPAL CHARACTERS IN THIS BOOK

GEMMA SMITH: On her father's death. Gemma discovered a magnifice
black opal worth a small fortune and an old phaapbrwhich casts doubt on
her real identity. In quest of the truth and a rid&y she goes to Sydney,
after fate introduces her to Nathan Whitmore. . .

NATHAN WHITMORE: Adopted son of Byron Whitmore, Nathan is
acting head of Whitmore Opals and a talented pleywr After a troubled
childhood and a divorce, he is ruthless and uttenhptionally controlled.
Will he ever drop that mask and give Gemma the Eheeneeds. . .?

JADE WHITMORE: The spoilt, wilful only daughter of Byron and the
late Irene Whitmore (nee Campbell). Secretly shetsvto rise to the top in
Whitmore Opals, but her wild-child ways give a diint impression to
everyone. . .except, perhaps, Kyle Armstrong?

KYLE ARMSTRONG: The new Marketing Manager at Whitmore Opals.
Handsome and enigmatic, he is unforthcoming abisubdickground. Does
he plan to use the Whitmore family for his own éhds

BYRON WHITMORE: Recently widowed, he is the patriarch of the
Whitmore family, and a stranger to love.

LENORE LANGTRY: Talented stage actress, ex-wife of Nathan
Whitmore and mother of Kirsty, Lenore has finaluhd love with top
solicitor Zachary Marsden.

MELANIE LLOYD: Housekeeper to the Whitmores, Melanie is
emotionally dead since the tragic deaths of heb&d and only child.

AVA WHITMORE: Byron's much younger sister, she struggles with her
weight, her spinsterhood and her fear of failure.

KIRSTY WHITMORE: The wayward fourteen-year-old daughter of
Nathan and Lenore.



Miranda Lee is Australian, living near Sydney. Born and raisethe bush,
she was boarding-school educated and briefly pdrsuelassical music
career before moving to Sydney and embracing theédwaf computers.
Happily married, with three daughters, she begaitingr when family
commitments kept her at home. She likes to cretdeies that are
believable, modern, fast-paced and sexy. Her isterenclude reading
meaty sagas, doing word puzzles, gambling and goitige movies.

A Note to the Reader:

This novel is one of a series of six novels seha glamorous, cut-throat

world of Australian opal dealing. Each novel isepdndent and can be read
on its own. It is the author's suggestion, howetreat they be read in the

order written.



THE BEGINNING. . .

After her father's death. Gemma Smith made twon@stong discoveries:

among his possessions she found a flawless blaak-ep/hich she sensed
could be worth a fortune — and an old photograpkcivimade her realise
that she could be nearly twenty — almost two ye#tsr than her father had
led her to believe. Intent on leaving the opaldsebf the outback for Sydney
to find out more about her mother, who had diedmw@emma was born,
and also to start a new life, she took some smafials to the nearest town
to sell them for cash.

There fate introduced her to Nathan Whitmore, whas va successful
playwright and the acting head of Whitmore Opalsgghty attracted to
Gemma and struck by her vulnerability, Nathan effiener a reward for the
black opal, which he had an inkling was stolen fiymon Whitmore, his
adoptive father, over twenty years ago. When Geramaed in Sydney,
Nathan offered her a home and a job, first as 'erintb his wayward
teenage daughter, Kirsty, and then —when Gemmanrtestered Japanese
—on the sales force of Whitmore Opals. Gemma fauerdelf falling for
her new protector, though various members of thatmdre household
warned her that Nathan was a heartless seducer, Tthieer delight, Nathan
proposed marriage, though Gemma still had doubthe-might have been
about to become the newest Mrs Whitmore, but d&l réally know her
husband-to- be — and what about the intriguingeteasf her real origins,
and that priceless black opal. . .?
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CHAPTER ONE
JADE woke to daylight and confusion.

Where on earth am 1? she wondered fuzzily, her heak with the
after-effects of sleeping tablets.

And then she remembered.
She was back in her old bedroom at Belleview. Bamke.

"Oh, God," she groaned, and rolled out of bed,ching her pounding
temples while she staggered, naked, across the whég carpet and into
her white and gol@n-suitebathroom.

'Oh, God' she groaned again when she saw her reflectitreimirror. Her
short white-blonde hair was sticking out in allegitions, her dark blue eyes
like black holes in her pasty face.

But it was her bruised breasts that drew and hetdattention. She hadn't
realised. . .

Jade stared at them for a long moment before shngdeiolently.
Suddenly, the full horror of what she'd narrowlgased hit her, and she
sank down on the side of the bath, her head drgpgawn between her
knees as the nausea rose from her stomach. Fov aefeonds, the room
spun, but the moment passed. Jade braced herselhands on knees and
slowly lifted her head. She still felt a little afeny and decided to sit there
for a while longer.

Her thoughts kept going round, however. Regret&driminating thoughts.
She shouldn't have agreed to let Roberto use treespam of her unit till he
could find a place of his own. She definitely skl have agreed to his

holding a small party last night.

But in truth, she hadn't seen any danger. AfteiRadberto was gay. And so
were all his friends. Jade had always found gay no¢ionly sweet, but kind



and gentlemanly and very interesting to talk toeyfmade good friends for
women. Safe friends.

But one of Roberto's friends had not been safe.
The horror washed in again, bringing another wdveaasea.

Jade stood up abruptly and walked over to the sh@mapping on the water
and standing there testing till it was hot enougfiepping into the steaming
spray, she shut her eyes and turned her face upwaasing her mind to
everything but the steady beating of its cleansiegying heat.

It was a mental trick she had learnt long ago. Wihémgs got too painful,
she just clicked off her thoughts to everything bet most immediate and
superficial needs. Washing. Eating. Sleeping.

For the first time, it didn't work. She couldn'ese to forget that hand over
her mouth, that steely arm clamped around her twetmse filthy words
whispered in her ear. If she hadn't managed tic&y/lkick to her assailant's
groin, God knew what would have happened.

But she had, and unexpectedly she'd been freecl8ngtup her car keys
from the hall table, she'd bolted for the door, sregnothing but a silk robe,
driving home to Belleview at a speed which owedksato its being three
o'clock in the morning, with the streets of surlaurbSydney almost
deserted. Heaven knew what would have happenée'd been stopped by
the police. God, she could see it now, being ate&ir dangerous driving
and hauled, half naked, down to the police stafitven a sour-faced Nathan
arriving the following morning with the family saltor in tow. Like the last

time.

Only the last time her arrest had been for possessi drugs. Zachary
Marsden had defended her on that occasion as well.

Of course, it hadn't beemer marijuana in the glove- box of her car. She
detested drugs. It had belonged to a so-calleddrigho'd vowed she'd
given up the habit. Luckily, Zachary was a top defier —would her father
employ any other kind? —and he'd soon proved heoadence to the



satisfaction of the magistrate and the chargeshe®th dropped. Zachary
had really believed in her innocence, too, whicls webre than could be said
for Nathan.

What a hypocrite her adopted brother was!

He pretended to be holier-than-thou, just likefa#rer. But she knew what
he'd been up to before Byron found him on the &reeKing's Cross. Yet
he had the hide to judge her over her supposedbeltifestyle, to criticise
her for being sexually provocative.

Jade had to laugh at that. Nathan oozed sex. Wkye twasn't a woman
within fifty feet of him who hadn't wanted him abree stage, her own
mother included.

Immediately, Jade's mind closed in on the subjédter mother. In her
opinion, she hadn't had a mother. End of story.

Back to Nathan.

Jade switched off the shower, her generous mouthinguinto a bitter
smile. She had that cold-blooded devil taped,ighitr People felt sorry for
him because of his supposedly unfortunate backgrdiell, shedidn't. No'

way. He'd loved every minute of his decadent eristewith that crazy
mother of his.

Yes, Nathan was as hard as nails and an opportahigte first order,
conning his way into her father's heart, gettingddyto adopt him, securing
a cushy lifestyle and a fantastic job that he wotldave had a hope of
winning with his pathetic education. People saidvas clever and perhaps
he was —not many people could whip off an awardrivig play every year
in their spare time —but he didn't even have hi€H8t alone a university
degree, which was what her father had saiehad to have before she was
allowed to set one foot inside Whitmore Opals.

Nathan's cleverness, for want of a better word, ilayhis ability to
psychoanalyse people and play on their weaknesses.



From the word go, poor Byron had believed Nathashthaned over a new
leaf where his morals were concerned. Pity herefatfadn't kept his eyes
open to what had happened around his own home fr@moment he
brought that walking phallic symbol into Belleviel those years ago.

But Byron hadn't, perhaps because he'd rarely besr himself. The head
of Whitmore Opals was a workaholic of the worstdkimeaning well, but
invariably neglectful of his family except in shéwssy bursts. He was also
totally ignorant of their true feelings and reaturas. Even when it came to
Nathan's marriage, Byron had a tendency to blammoreefor everything
from its shotgun beginning to its inevitable demias if any woman other
than the most martyrish could endure marriage moaahine. Yes, Byron
was blind to the real Nathan.

But that was understandable. Nathan could makerothelieve he was
something he wasn't if it meant achieving one sfdealfish ends. Look at
how she'd adored him for years. Hero-worshipped howed him.

She'd thought he'd at least liked her back. Whdtlhked was wallowing in
her unthreatening adoration, the adoration otle kifirl. Now that she was a
woman, with a woman's needs and desires, he'dduméer. Not because
he didn't desire her. She knew he did. My God, hattito scrape up every
ounce of that amazing will-power of his to stop mgklove to her that
afternoon a few months ago. But he'd managed, beca affair with her
would have endangered what he desired more: Whin@pals. The
Whitmore fortune.

With Jade being Byron's only natural-born child emdemale to boot,
Nathan probably figured he had a good chance @ritihg at least control
of Whitmore's. Byron was a chauvinist of the fisstler who believed a
woman's place was in the home, most certamaiin the boardroom of a
company! His tirades against women like Celeste [@sath were

never-ending.

Jade secretly admired the female head of Campbe&#l3. The woman was
bold and beautiful, and more than a little brazethe way she conducted
her private life. But so what? If she'd been a ntaere wouldn't be a
whimper of protest or criticism. Alas, however, €tk was a woman, and



the old double standards applied. Her usually yeunlpvers were
denigrated as toy-boys. She was slyly called a slut

Which was what Nathan had satiewas in danger of becoming, Jade
recalled with a twisting inside. Now that was tlo¢ galling the kettle black
in her opinion! And not true, either. She could mblier so-called lovers on
one hand, and still have enough fingers left cogaiay 'Chopsticks'!

An angry indignation had her grabbing a towel frim nearby rail. But
when she started vigorously rubbing herself dryneised breasts moaned
a protest. Looking down at them again, she suddaunist into tears.

It took quite a while before Jade felt sufficientty control to leave the
sanctuary of her bedroom and face her family.

The house seemed unnaturally quiet as she madeayeslowly down the
huge sweeping staircase. Where was everyone? §jgiie headed for the
kitchen and laundry wing, where Melanie was suregdocated.

Jade was right. Belleview's highly efficient houseper was filling the
dishwasher, looking her usual stark self, and quutieof place in the newly
renovated all-white kitchen with its bright shinyriaces. One could well
imagine Melanie, with her solemn Madonna face, fdrlack top-knot and
severe black dress, as the housekeeper in a Quikal, gliding silently
through dimly lit rooms, the only lights in thoseadl black eyes of hers the
flickering reflection of the candle she was holding

Jade gave a little shiver at this highly evocatarel almost frightening
scenario.

Melanie straightened, turned and saw her. 'Hebale,) the housekeeper
greeted her in that expressionless voice of hgpst your car around in the
garages for you. You seemed to have a little t®tibding them last night,’

she finished drily.

'What? Oh. . .oh, yes. Thanks. | was a little —ér.

'‘Blind?' Melanie suggested.



Jade laughed. If there was one thing she couldtcomrat home, it was
everyone's bad opinion. There would be no sympakigye, no
understanding. Her reputation was totally shot adoBelleview. What
would be the point in telling Melanie that the gigih home with its solid
safe walls had flooded her eyes with tears lasttpnigaking her run off the
circular driveway, across the front lawn and iite tement surrounds of the
large, lily-filled pond? Or that, still terribly sliken from her ordeal, she'd left
her car there and staggered inside, taken morgiste¢ablets than was
good for her and crashed into blessed oblivion?

'Will you be staying for dinner tonight?' the hokiseper asked.

'If it's all right with you." She was hoping to gigle Nathan into going back
with her to her unit tomorrow to see if Roberto aedwere still there. Big

brothers — even adopted ones who despised you -tehde good for

something.

Melanie shrugged. 'Whatever. | have tomorrow dfgugh. You'll have to
do for yourself or get Ava to cook for you.'

'‘Good God, no. Auntie's cooking is even worse theanwatercolours. I'll
rustle something up myself. Where is the old dégr,the way? And
everyone else, for that matter? This place isdikeorgue today.'

The housekeeper looked up with those dull blacls efders, giving Jade a
droll glance before turning away to start loadihg tishwasher. The clock
on the oven said two-fifty, Jade noticed. The dlegpablets had knocked
her out for nearly twelve hours.

‘Nathan's not here, if that's who you've come logkor," Melanie informed
her. 'He's taken Kirsty and Gemma with him to teadh-house at Avoca for
the weekend.'

'‘Gemma?’ The name was vaguely familiar but shedoduplace it. 'Who's
Gemma?' Jade asked, ignoring Melanie's assumpiie’d some visiting
just to see Nathan.

'Kirsty's minder. Kirsty's living here for a while.



'Oh? Why's that? Lenore found herself a lover stPla

Jade suspected that after twelve years marriedcatbad Lenore might find
it hard to replace her husband with another mammRw~hat she'd heard —
and her own limited experience with him —the mars Wgnamite in bed.

'l have no idea what Lenore's private life is likdelanie said with cool
rebuke in her voice. 'She was simply fed up witihsfs behaviour and
thought a few weeks with her father might do hesdgdBut with Nathan
working late at Whitmore's every day, he felt hel @ hire someone to
personally supervise Kirsty before and after school

Jade laughed. 'Tll bet Kirsty just loves havingmander at fourteen.'
Suddenly, the penny dropped on where she'd hearaiéime. 'This Gemma
person wouldn't happen to be a lush young thing kg brown eyes, would
she?’

Melanie's eyes snapped round, confirming Jadeldive guess.

'l happened to drop by a couple of weeks backg Jdborated wryly.

‘Nathan was just getting out of his car with thera$said nymph sitting in the
passenger seat, looking as if butter wouldn't imeher mouth. Nathan was
doing a good imitation of a protective father figuout he didn't fool me for
a second. | take it she's living in?"

Melanie nodded, and so did Jade. Slowly. Cynically.

'I'll bet she's not the same innocent young thaaay that she was a couple
of weeks ago.'

'l wouldn't bet too heavily on that," Melanie sa@@emma's a strong-minded
young woman with a wealth of character.'

'She'll need to be," Jade muttered, surprised blames defence of this
Gemma.And her confidence in the girl's will-power. Despiter ldeadpan

exterior, Melanie was still a woman. She couldret ignorant of the

magnetism of Nathan's sex appeal, even if onlynasbaerver. The answer
to the housekeeper's high opinion of the girl lwalietin the girl herself.



'So tell me about her," Jade resumed, her curigegyed. 'Where did
Nathan come across this gem of a Gemma?'

Melanie looked up. 'Careful. . .your claws are simou

Jade laughed, recognising the truth of this statémider feelings for
Nathan perhaps weren't as vanquished as she'dnthihey were.

'OK, OK,' she agreed. 'l sound like a jealous Satwhere does she come
from?'

'Lightning Ridge."

"The opal town way out back of Bourke?'

‘That's the one. Nathan was out there buying dpalByron and Gemma
sold him some. It seems her father had just beeweautally killed —fell
down a mine shaft — and she was selling up evergtto come to Sydney.

Nathan made her the offer of a job if she ever edauhe.’

'Which she took him up on, of course,’ Jade sagfutly. 'What girl
wouldn't, after meeting Nathan? Say no more, klgefpicture entirely.’

The housekeeper's sigh sounded exasperated.

You can sigh, Melanie, but | saw the way that tpdked at Nathan the
other week. Are you telling me shastsmitten by our resident Casanova?'

'All I'm saying is that she's not a pushover.’
'‘Meaning | am?'

Melanie gave her a sharp look. 'Don't go puttingdsonto my mouth. Jade.
You know better than anyone what sort of girl yoe. 4 wouldn't dream of
making such a judgement. I've only known you twarge six months of
which you haven't even been living in this houseu Yveren't home much,
even when yowereliving here.'



Jade's laugh was wry. 'l don't need to live herpdrson for you to have
found out all the dirt on me. My mother used toradelling everyone how
bad I was. And it's all true. The climbing out ahdows to meet boys in the
middle of the night when | was only fifteen. Evédmytg! I'm a bad 'un,

Melanie. No doubt about it.’

'You and | both know you're not nearly as bad as gpe@tend to be, Jade,”
Melanie astonished her by saying. 'Your teenagelliebs were revenge on
your parents for their supposed lack of love, a agesome other imagined
—or even real —transgressions.'

'My," Jade returned caustically. 'What are you? rEs&dent psychoanalyst
around here?'

''ve had my share of experience with analysis,laMie said with not a
flicker of retaliatory emotion.

Sympathy for this sad, soul-dead creature repldeee's anger. She knew
about Melanie's past, how her husband and bablgadbeen killed in a car
accident right before her eyes. It had been afiotragedy.

Yet while Jade could appreciate the numbing etfet would have on any
wife and mother, it had been years now, for heaveake. Time to live
again. Either that or put yourself out of your mysand throw yourself off a
cliff or something.

Jade knew she herself would never commit suicide.r&fused to let life get
herthatdown. Life was meant to be lived, and, goddamshi¢, was going to
live hers. To hell with her father, and Nathan, amdn what had happened
last night. And to hell with her mother. Irene vwadseady probably in hell,

anyway!
‘Are you all right, Jade?' Melanie asked.

'Yes, of course.'" She blinked rapidly, then toskedhead in memory of
when her hair had recently been long and browrerAftathan's rejection
she had gone out and had most of her hair cuttlodéf,remainder dyed
whipped-cream blonde, shaved at the sides anddpikeop. Oddly, the



outrageous style and colour suited her. Men novsymrd her even more
than they had before. 'I'm fine," she lied blithely

'You don't look fine. You look terrible.'

'Oh, that's just because of the sleeping tabliets last night. They always
leave me dopey the next day.’

"You shouldn't be taking sleeping tablets,” Melam@proached seriously.
"You shouldn't even have them in your possessiteyTe like having a
loaded gun around. People say they never mearotd ahyone but if they
didn't own a gun they couldn't. Same thing witteplag tablets.’

Jade stared at the housekeeper, and wonderedhfashence overdosed on
sleeping tablets. Unexpectedly Jade felt the uvdeytto make friends with
this woman whom she'd always pitied but never yekltled. Now, she
wanted to extend the hand of friendship, to sebéfcould help her in some
way. But what to say, how to start? They were hamll the same
generation. Melanie had to be over thirty. If refte sure looked it!

'Let's not talk of nasties,’ Jade started up inkdest breezy voice. 'How's
things going with Auntie Ava? | presume she's ughiat studio of hers,
fantasising about Prince Charming sweeping intdifeeon a white charger.
Has she finished any of those infernal paintingsest, yet?'

'l would have thought your first concern would loigyfather, Jade, not your
aunt.'

'l said no nasties, remember? Hopefully, Popsstaly put in that hospital a
while longer. | can just about tolerate visitingnhihere. It's rather amusing
seeing him trussed up in that pristine white beth wis leg in a sling. Of
course, | haven't seen him for over a fortnight.vae the most frightful row
over my appearance and that was that. What's he?ddas he been a bad
boy? Banged up his leg again trying to seduce dnthe nurses? He
certainly wouldn't have tried it on the matron. Whadartar that woman is!

Melanie smiled at Jade's ravings, shocking Jadey, \ilie woman was quite
striking when she smiled, with dazzling white teatid eyes like glittering



jet jewels. Not only striking, but sensual. The ecenario of Byron trying
to seduce the nurses seemed to have tickled tteekeeper's fancy, lending
a decidedly sexy flavour to her smile.

Now Jade was floored. Melanie. Sex® The idea was preposterous. And
yet. ..

Jade looked at the housekeeper, really looked mtrhentally stripping
away that shapeless black dress, trying to seeetilevoman behind the
sexless facade. Her slender shoulders were breadtyéasts full, her waist
and hips trim. And when she bent down over thevdisther, her buttocks
showed shapely and firm through the black gabarditez knees —what
Jade could see of them —were very nice indeed. &g Wer ankles. Those
ghastly thick beige stockings distracted from, bot entirely hid, the
slender coltish lines of the legs inside them.

Jade tried to imagine what Melanie would look likea slinky black dress,
scarlet gloss on that sultry mouth of hers and s&xgings swinging around
that long white neck she had. Everyone's eyes r@ehiéview would fall
right out of their sockets, her father included. Weuldn't recognise his
prim and proper housekeeper.

A sudden memory stabbed at Jade's heart beforeother of her mouth
lifted in a cynical smirk. It was just as well, paps, that Melanie was as she
was, considering what had happened between thdasekeeper and the
master of Belleview. Catching her father with thatman in his arms had
come as a dreadful shock to Jade. Her god of arfatigh on his pedestal
—or was it podium? — always preaching ..bout charaand control and
moral standards. Her father, having an affair \wihhousekeeper while his
manic depressive wife was safely installed in agamum somewhere.

He'd tried to explain everything away, saying hdrtiaactually slept with
the woman, saying he'd kissed her in a moment ekness. Jade had not
accused. She'd simply stood there, not listeniafyysmg to understand,
unable to forgive, regardless of the circumstan&se couldn't abide
parents who had the policy of 'don't do as | doasld say'.



She'd been just twenty at the time. Her fatherdiahissed the unfortunate
woman —another injustice, she believed —and hiretbiie. But Jade had
never looked at her father in the same way agag@ithir had she taken a
blind bit of notice of anything he tried to telllh&he went her own way, did
her own thing. She had her own code of right anahgyr and had never hurt
anyone as she was surehad. HeandNathan.Theywere the hurters, the
despoilers.

Jade frowned as her mind shifted uncomfortablysiorhother.

No, she decided abruptly. | will not make excu$es. either of them. For
any of them!

An alien tap-tapping sound click-clacked somewherghe house. Not
recognising it, Jade swivelled on the kitchen s&iw was perched up on,
only to see her father making his way across thalyaroom, a walking
cane in his right hand.

Their eyes met simultaneously through the openwlayprJade's widening
as Byron's narrowed. He looked hopping mad.

"You didn't give me a chance to tell you,' Melasa@ quietly from the other
side of the breakfast bar. '"Your father came homwenfthe hospital
yesterday.'



CHAPTER TWO

"Y oU'VE changed your mind, it seems, about darkeningithsstep again,’
Byron barked at his daughter.

'‘And hi to you, Pops,' Jade said with a flipnessfeh into when at her most
stressed. What on earth was her father doing hawma hospital? A
fortnight ago they'd said his leg wasn't mendingperly and he'd be stuck
in there for another month at least. She shoul& tkawwn he'd prove them
wrong. "You thinking of auditioning for the part bbng John Silver?' she
quipped airily, waving at the walking cane.

Byron hobbled into the kitchen, still scowling as ldaughter. '‘One day
you'll use that sassy mouth of yours on the wragrggn. | hope I'm around
to see it. Melanie, I'm expecting a visitor shartlyMr Armstrong. Show
him into my study when he arrives, will you? And'Wee wanting coffee.
Or tea, if he prefers. Ask him.’

‘Certainly, Byron. Will this Mr Armstrong be stagro dinner?"
'Maybe. Maybe not. I'll have to let you know.'
'‘And who is Mr Armstrong?' Jade asked, the nameanhall familiar.

Byron's hard blue eyes swung back to his daugiMerone you know.' He
looked her up and down, his upper lip curling vdiggust at her appearance.
'‘Good God, girl, don't you ever wear a bra?' Apihising round on his good
leg, he limped off.

She pulled a face at his disappearing back.dsheear a bra. . .once every
hundred years or so.

Admittedly, the ribbed pink vest-top she was wegrimoulded her
well-rounded breasts like a second skin, her ngpptaitlined and
emphasised. But she hadn't brought any clothesheitland all that was in
her wardrobe were things she hadn't worn for yeaost of which were a
little tight on her. She'd gone through a semi-ariar stage back in her
teens, till the loss of half her boobs had brodmgintup with a jolt. Horrified,



she'd quickly eaten up till she was back to hepshaself, substituting the
dieting with aerobics and weight-training. Her figunad steadily gone from
gaunt to good to great. She was quite proud ondt lsad no intention of
hiding her hard-earned shape under dowdy matrdotiies. Lord, she was
only twenty- two, not fifty-two!

Sliding from the kitchen stool, however, reminded that the jeans she had
on were close to obscene, they were so tight. Mayi@eshould hunt out
something of Auntie Ava's to put on. The old deaswlways buying things
in sales that were several sizes too small.

Jade was on the way through the family-room, hegiditthe direction of the
front hall when the doorbell rang. 'I'll get it, Maie,’ she shouted back over
her shoulder. 'It's sure to be the mysterious Mngrong.'

'Find out if he's staying to dinner, will you, J&t®lelanie called back. 'And
if he wants tea or coffee."

'Will do.!

She was whistling when she opened the door, hestieldhanging to a low
wolf-whistle as she took in the man standing thé&sed, but he was
gorgeous!

Tall, without being too tall, black curly hair, & skin, lean saturnine
features and piercing black eyes. His thick daedashes were curly too, the
bottom ones resting on high cheekbones that loaekefithey'd been carved
in stone.

He looked as if he'd been carved in stone, so st Wwe. And so totally
unaffected by her none too subtle whistle.

Jade thought she detected the slightest flickesoaiething when his hard
gaze raked over her eye-catching form. But if he imaany way impressed
by what he saw he certainly didn't show it. Insteadre was a fractional
lifting of his already sardonically arched eyebrolefore he spoke in a
voice reminiscent of Melanie's for its lack of efoat



'‘Good afternoon,’ he said coolly. 'Mr Whitmore ipecting me. Kyle
Armstrong.’

| wonder if there's 8rs Armstrong, was Jade's first thought, not at atl pu
out by the man's apparent indifference to her chaiothing like a good
challenge. It would make for a pleasant changesBetever tampered with
married men. That was one of the lines she drew.

Pity other people didn't, she thought bitterly.

Her attention returned to the man before her. HesnWwawearing a
wedding-ring but he was too good- looking not tovtsaried. Taking a wild
stab at his age. she came up with somewhere betimesry- eight and
thirty-two. She was always hopeless at ages. $hetdjht Roberto around
thirty and he'd been closer to forty!

"Good afternoon, Mr Armstrong," she greeted, hadiut her hand and
flashing him one of her most winning smiles. Henttlt had every reason to
be proud of the perfectly even white teeth shelaysal. 'Yes, my father
mentioned he was expecting you. Do come in. Kétgou to him.'

Her smile turned slightly smug at Mr Armstrong'artied reaction to her
announcing her relationship with the man he'd cemnsee. Possibly, he
expected any daughter of the wealthy Byron Whitntoree dressed a little
more classily. Or maybe he hadn't known Byhaala daughter?

Now that was an interesting speculation. Still,eJagpreciated her father
wouldn't go round proudly showing her photograpkwery Tom, Dick and

Harry. He was probably terrified one of them mightognise her as the
little bit of fluff they'd had one night. After alif she'd slept with as many
men as her father and Nathan presumed, Byron wasdoim come across
one sooner or later!

Jade brushed aside the jab of dismay this thiniitngght and wondered for
the first time what business the gorgeous Mr Arorggrwas in. He had to be
calling on business. Why else would he be dresseddark grey suit on a
hot Saturday afternoon? Besides, her father wasmofor male friends of
the personal kind. Heasclose to Nathan, and had a type of friendship with



Zachary Marsden. But that too was partly busingashary had been the
Whitmores' legal advisor for as long as she coetdamber.

Jade shut the front door and turned to their gitstvas no longer looking
at her but was glancing around the house. Assdgssite thought.

‘This way. . ." She waved him along the downstaalsthat went under the
staircase, Byron's study being the second last @woorthe right. 'Mr
Armstrong. . ." She began as they walked sidedsy. si

'Kyle," he returned coolly. 'Call me Kyle."
'How nice. Kyle, then." She smiled over at him.dAm Jade.’
‘Jade,' he repeated, but said nothing more. Hetdiamle back, either.

Jade felt a momentary irritation. She didn't likenrshe couldn't read, or
who didn't react the way she expected them taartecto her abruptly that
she didn't like men who were challenges afterSile much preferred men
who fell victim to her charms immediately, and wiarsued her doggedly.
She enjoyed leading them a merry dance, making tderost beg for her
favours, favours she didot bestow left, right and centrau contraireto
popular opinion.

She slid a sidewards glance over at the man bhsidén profile, he was not
as pretty. His nose was sharp. His chin juttedtsiutdy. He was not a man
to beg for anything, of that she was certain. He alao staring steadfastly
forward as they walked along the hallway together.

But if Jade's mind found Mr Armstrong's rude indrénce highly

off-putting, her body did not. Just looking at himas making her stomach
curl with a quite alien sensation. Dear God, b&t wbuld give anything to
have him want her as she was suddenly wanting him.

Jade only managed to stop herself gasping in sikaclshe had never really
wanted a man like that in her entire life!



Oh, yes, she'd once been mad about the oppositetts@xng on the
dizzying excitement of being desired and neededa@retl. But she'd been
very young then, a teenager desperately lookindofegand attention and
approval, finding substitutes for all three in tkisses and arms of her
boyfriends.

But she'd only had two actual lovers during hengége years, not a zillion,
her last serious relationship breaking up well befdathan dame back to
Belleview to live after his separation from Lenofdat was when Jade's
hero worship for her adopted brother had flared toll-blown infatuation,
and, while her feelings for Nathan had seemed gextial at the time, she
could see now that they hadn't touched the sudaeal desire. Real desire
was what she was feeling at this moment.

Yes, she'd tried to seduce Nathan, but not lookimgsexual satisfaction
—frankly, she'd never found intercourse at all meabte —but as a way to
recapture his love and attention, the love andhatte he'd once bestowed
on her as a child and which had made her youndpé&teable. Admittedly,
after that first bold kiss of hers, he'd quicklyrted the tables on her, taking
the initiative and managing to arouse her quitewrsngly before he'd
abruptly terminated the encounter. Her body hadoubhtédly been left
aching with physical frustration, which might explavhy she'd raced
precipitately into the arms of a new admirer a dewb days later.

The next morning, however, she'd felt ashamed iiiefor the first time in
her life. She'd only met the man the previous nighta party, where
admittedly she'd had too much to drink. Not thatt thhas any excuse. At
least, she hadn't gone out with him again.

There had been several admirers since. But nonpdradaded her into his
bed.

Jade conceded, however, that Kyle Armstrong woatchave much trouble
doing just that.

Suddenly, she hoped he was married. That wouldgoutend to this
amazingly intense desire he'd somehow managedtk spher. Her whole



body felt tense and tingling by the time she stoppetside the study door
and knocked.

'Yes,' boomed her father.

Opening the door, she popped her head inside. dis&kong is here.’
'‘Well, bring him in, girl. Don't stand there lookimidiculous.'

Gritting her teeth. Jade threw open the door aneedigheir visitor inside.

He went, not giving her a second look. She wasudisgl to find her heart
was still racing and that her eyes were clingintheoback of that dark grey
suit, to the way it fitted his nicely shaped sheutdllike a glove. Jade had
been on the end of undressing eyes from men bdfateshe'd never been
guilty of doing such a thing herself. She was \a@&finitely undressing Kyle
Armstrong in her mind at that moment, however, #mel results were
unnerving. How was he managing to exude such aapséxuality without
even trying?

'Don't get up, Mr Whitmore,' Kyle said when Byrdarsed struggling to his
feet behind the huge desk. Striding over, he aitdted his long arm to
shake Byron's hand. 'I'm so glad to meet you df &s Talking on the
telephone is not the same, is it?'

Jade saw her father look his guest up and dowrarlglehe liked what he
saw almost as much as she did.

It certainly isn't, my boy," he said.

Jade dropped his age down to twenty-six or -sedenfather would not call
a man close to thirty. . .my boy.

'You were just leaving, Jade?' Byron snapped, ngaker seethe inside.
How dared he dismiss her so rudely?

She delivered a saccharine smile his. way. 'Melasked me to ask if Kyle
was staying for-dinner. Also, if he preferred teaoifee.’



"You knowKyle here?' Byron ground out.

"Not till a minute ago,' she replied sweetly. Andlka of that what you will,
you horny old hypocrite.

‘Ah. . .’
His obvious relief infuriated the life out of h&Nell?' she said sharply.

'What about it, Kyle? Can you stay for dinnerdiKd you to. | doubt if we'll
have finished our discussions till then.'

'I'd love to stay,' he replied politely, still nleioking at Jade. Suddenly, she
felt like slapping his coolly supercilious face.otlgh poisoning would be
better. She might slip some hemlock in his winegbn

But then she thought of a better vengeance forstmo®ty pair. Her father
wanted her to wear a bra. Well, she would! At dmtenight. A quite
spectacular bejewelled corselette number that sloeight for a fancy-dress
costume a few years back and which would undoupteelat least one size
too small. By God, if those unflappable dark eyamn't fall out of their
sockets when she walked into the dining-room weahat, then she wasn't
the girl voted most likely not to be a virgin inrlast year at St Brigit's girls
school.

‘Tea or coffee?' she asked with the simpering svesstof a Southern belle,
fluttering her eyelashes when Kyle turned to glameeway at last.

'Coffee. Black, no sugar.’

Not a twitch. Not a flicker, either of irritatiorramusement or anything. The
man was a robot, she decided. A cold lifeless sexiebot. How could she
have possibly thought he was sexy a moment ago?

But he was, she groaned silently. He most definiteds. God!

It struck Jade quite forcibly then that he could@tmarried. Married men
always showed interest in her.



Always.

She stared at him for a long moment with angry etyes, whirling, left the
room, slamming the door behind her. 'Pompous febl muttered aloud.
'‘Arrogant bastard,' she amended as she marched thlerhallway. By the
time she reached the kitchen, various other urgislat descriptions had
found favour, the last one bringing Melanie's eyspping up with startled
surprise.

'‘Goodness! Who are you referring to? Surely not yathner!

'‘No. Kyle Armstrong. Mr Cool-as-a-cucumber.’

'Oh, I see. You found him attractive and he didgspond accordingly.’
When Jade glared outrage at Melanie, the housekeepgally laughed.
Once again, Jade was struck by the transformatiaghd woman once she
abandoned her icy facade. What Melanie neededao Iser out of the past
was some man to come along who could make her smddaugh again.

Laughter made life bearable.

Jade wagged a finger at Melanie. 'l haven't giveryet,’ she warned. 'Mr
Armstrong's staying for dinner.’

is he. now? And what are you going to do, come dtwdinner in your
birthday suit?'

'Not quite.'

'Has it ever occurred to you that some men justtdike women who are
obvious in their pursuit of them?'

Jade declined telling Melanie that it didn't wdrkou dressed like a nun and
acted like a corpse, either. 'l don't intend chiie man. | simply want him
to see what he could havehéchasedne!



'‘And what if he doesn't choose to chase you? WHs likes more subtle
women whose clothing hints at their charms rathantshoves it in their
faces?'

'l don't shove my charms in men's faces!" Jadesptet.

'Don't you?' Melanie's eyes slid drily over thensigiht jeans and top. 'Look,
Jade, you can get away with things at universiéy the more mature world
won't tolerate kindly. How old is this Mr Armstrobg

Jade shrugged. 'Late twenties, | think. But he ldashe's pushing forty.'

Melanie smiled. 'In that case, if you want to attfsis attention, perhaps you
should adopt a more mature fashion sense anddattitu

'I'd rather be dead than dress and act like somlebssh society bitch,’ she
pouted. They all look the same, as if they've @mured out of a mould. If
Mr Kyle Armstrong doesn't like the way | am thendaa drop dead. | won't
play ice princess for any man.'

‘Then you'd better resign yourself to losing oug thme.’

'We'll see,’ Jade bit out, and went to leave. ®hthe way,' she added,
stopping to look back over her shoulder. 'He likefee. Black, no sugar.
Same as me.'

With that, she stalked from the kitchen, determiséitles carrying her
across the family-room to the front foyer, up thars two at a time and
along the picture- lined gallery down to Ava's studBursting in without
knocking, she threw a greeting at her startled defire plonking herself
down on the much used divan. With a disgruntleti,sétpe rearranged the
many pillows and lay down, stretching out her lbegs. *

'I've had it with Pops, Auntie,' she grumbled. Relaad it"
‘Tell me something new, Jade, dear.'" Ava put doen gaintbrush and

wandered over to stare down at her niece. She aoeklook at the dark
smudges under the girl's eyes and felt a surggrapathy. She'd always



liked Jade, felt the girl had got a raw deal ie hith Irene as a mother and
Byron as a father. Things hadn't improved much vBtron bringing
Nathan home, either. Having someone like Nathaarnaadopted brother
was no help at all. Ava had been relieved when badefinally left home.
Nothing like having to do for oneself to make omevgup, and grow.

Ava silently wished she had the courage to buclblgebrother's controlling
hand and do the same. But it was too late forfartoo late. . .

"At least you don't have to stay, if your fathenays you. dear. Why are you
here, by the way? Melanie told me at breakfastybald come home during
the night.'

Ava was shocked by the haunted, almost horrifiet that zoomed into her
niece's dark blue eyes. But the fear vanished dlimefere Ava could be
sure that was what she'd seen, replaced by oraefslnonchalant;est la
vie expressions. Ava had always admired the girl'sagpriand spirit, but it
worried her that she buried far too many problemshifd that
good-time-girl persona. Clearly, something had leseg last night to send
Jade running for home like a frightened child. Blu¢ knew Jade too well to
hope she'd confide in her stuffy old aunt.

'Oh, just thought I'd drop in and see how the aldify was doing,' Jade said,
waving an airy hand. 'l didn't know Pops was howofecourse. Or that
Nathan had escaped to Avoca with his daughter engittfriend.’

Ava frowned. 'Girlfriend'! Oh, you mean Gemma. She's not Nathan's
girlfriend, Jade, she's —'

'Kirsty's minder," Jade broke in drily. 'Yes. | lgat that's the occupation she
goes under. But you and | both know, Auntie, tintlEbe providing some
extra services before long.’

'l think that is Nathan and Gemma's business, dani?’ Ava rebuked
gently. 'After all, Nathan's divorced and Gemmaigls.'

'Single! She's barely out of nappies.'



'She's nearly twenty, Jade, only two years youiojurYou didn't seem to
think Nathan was too old for you a while back.’

'‘Auntie!" Jade mocked. 'Have you been spying on' me?

'One hardly needs to spy on you, Jade, dear. Yaunflyour feelings for all
to see. You flaunt your other attributes as wati¢ added, casting an acerbic
eye over the girl's eye-catching and obviouslydssilfigure.

For once, her niece seemed bothered by criticiser ber appearance.
Normally, she responded by being even more outtegyeo

Jade sat up, glancing down at her body with a frowrer face. 'Melanie
was saying much of the same a minute ago,"' sheeradtunhappily. 'But
honestly, Auntie, | don't like stuffy clothes. Amhdlon't like stuffy people,
especially stuffy men!'

Ava laughed. 'What man's been putting your nosebjaint?"

'Some nerd Pops is holed up with in his studyyto know him? He goes
by the name of Mr Kyle Armstrong.'

'‘Ah. . .the whizkid from Tasmania.'
'‘And?"

Ava walked back over to sit down at her easel.@tked up her paintbrush
and started dabbing before she satisfied Jadeissityr 'Can't tell you

much. He's a marketing expert your father is tmgkof hiring to jazz up
Whitmore Opals.'

‘Jazz up? That man couldn't jazz up anything. ffSR@ants someone to jazz
up Whitmore Opals why doesn't he hire someone aviih of flair, someone
modern and really young? Someone like me! I'm gpistig in marketing
at uni this year. I'll have my degree in Novemlégod, | don't believe this.
I'm so mad | could spit.' She jumped to her feetstarted pacing the room.



'One is hardly likely to hire an undergraduatetfead of marketing, Jade,’
her aunt advised logically.

But Jade didn't feel logical. Fury and resentmeattewiring her blood. Not
only did she have Nathan coveting control of thire©Whitmore fortune —
the family had fingers in many pies besides opafsow-she had her father
overlooking his own daughter to hire some pompqu&art into the very
job she'd been going to invent herself after slyaithed her marketing
degree. Up till this point, Whitmore Opals didmtea have a marketing
section, let alone a head of it. Byron had beey tod happy to be head of
everything: managing, selling, marketing, buyindyextising.

Jade's temper was reaching boiling point when sikddenly realised this
could be turned to her advantage. Why, if she pldyer cards right, she
might be able to get the super-cool and undoubtedhpitious Mr
Armstrong on her side. By reminding him on thethigt she was the boss's
daughter and a marketing undergraduate, she meggable to con him into
letting her work part-time in the office, so gaigisome valuable training.
Maybe once she showed her father she could beeasra@nd competent as
any man, he would relinquish that stupid old-faskb idea that a woman
had no place in business.

Of course, to achieve such an end, she would leepeesent a slightly more
conservative image, as Melanie had suggested. Anyght of wearing that

ridiculously provocative corselette would have eodbandoned. She might
even have a wearreormalbra.

'‘Auntie," she said slowly, 'you wouldn't mind ifldoked through your
wardrobe, would you? | might borrow something fanrer tonight. Mr
Armstrong is dining with us.’

'l think you'll find it a bit depleted, dear. | gaeverything that didn't fit me
to Gemma.'

Jade couldn't believe it. What kind of girl wasstlisemma person that
everyone was so taken with her? No doubt her othrefahought she was
just the ants' pants, not like his own cheap, vuligenp of a daughter. God,



she hoped Nathan hurried up and corrupted that gmd she hoped
everyone found out about it, including her father.

Grumbling under her breath, she decided there wtsng else to do but go
downstairs and throw herself on Melanie's mercye Woman had to have
something in her wardrobe besides those hideouk bi®esses she always
wore.

Before she left, she wandered over to look at bat's.painting.

'Hey,' she said, surprise in her voice. That'teragood. You must be
improving, Auntie.'

'Either that, or your taste is," Ava countered wititharacteristic wit. She
and her niece exchanged startled glances.

'‘Goodness, Auntie,' Jade laughed. 'That was quick.’
Yes, it was, wasn't it?"
Jade gave her a considering look. 'You seem hagjnerou know that?'

"You could be right. The whole house has been leamimce Gemma came
to live here.'

'‘God, not that girl again! I'll have to meet thar@gon of perfection soon or
I'll explode with envy and irritation!

Now Ava laughed. 'She'll have you eating out oftrerd in no time, just as
she has everyone else."

'l wouldn't bet on that if | were you, Auntie." Antthinking darkly jealous
thoughts. Jade marched from the room.

Gemma propped herself up on one elbow and lookeah @bthe naked man
sleeping beside her. He was so beautiful.



Her eyes caressed his perfect profile, his gorggolaen hair, tousled at the
moment, and that glorious mouth, full-lipped andiss&al but not at all

feminine. There wasn't a feminine bone in NathanitiMre's beautiful

bronzed body.

Hard to believe he was thirty-five.

Hard to believe that less than an hour ago shebemh a fear-filled,
quivering virgin.

Hard to believe he wanted to maimgr, a silly little country girl not yet
twenty. She couldn't believe her luck.

"You're making me self-conscious, staring at me tilat,” he murmured, his
left eye flicking half open.

'Oh! I. . .I thought you'd fallen asleep."
‘Just resting," he whispered, and reached for her.

Gemma gave herself up momentarily to the exciterakhts kisses, but as
soon as he lifted his mouth to take a breath, siggled out of his arms and
away from further temptation.

'We have to stop, Nathan," she said breathles@hgty might come back
from the beach at any moment. She's been goneaoveour. It's nearly
three.'

It was only by chance that Gemma wasn't down abvdlaeh with Kirsty. But
she hadn't liked the sea; hadn't liked it at all.

'Kirsty never leaves the beach till the sun goegrgdNathan reassured her.
'Still, it's possible, | suppose, and | wouldn'tnivher to catch us together
like this.' He trickled a hand over both Gemmaésalts, smiling softly as an
involuntary tremor rippled through her. "My own Hly little Gemma,' he
said, and bent to flick a moist tonguetip over ti@arest erect nipple. 'Do
you realise we'll have all night together now tKeisty's going to that movie
marathon?'



Gemma tried to dampen down her excitement at sgpechspect to focus on
Nathan's daughter. 'I'm not sure Lenore would ipphavith Kirsty going to
an all-night movie session, Nathan. She's onlytéaum, after all. Not only
that, she's supposed to be grounded for anothde. wee

At the mention of his ex-wife, Nathan scowled antled away, planting
angry feet on the floor beside the bed. Til make tlecisions for my
daughter while she's under my roof. Lenore carugmj'

Gemma was taken aback by Nathan's burst of terspaunlike his usual
cool self. Her mind flashed to that kiss she'd esged between him and his
ex- wife less than two weeks before, on the venst faiight she'd come to
Belleview. It had been one of the main reasonsigbaght her attraction for
Nathan, thinking he was still in love with Lenofée passion of the last
hour had deflected her mind away from any earleubds, but now the
possibility that the man she loved still harboustng feelings for the
woman he'd been married to for twelve years raiseagly head again.

'She's Kirsty's mother," Gemma argued unhappithink her feelings have
to be considered.’

Nathan started pulling on his clothes, his actimky. 'As if that selfish
bitch has got any real feelings,' he muttered.

Gemma stared at him. When Nathan saw her shocka@ssion he leant
back over the bed to cup her chin and kiss hetljigim the mouth. 'Not like
you, my darling girl. You have more feeling in yduitle finger than Lenore
has in her whole body.’

Then why were you kissing her less than two weeksas if you wanted to
devour her? she was dying to ask. Instead, shetrsaidilously, "You do
love me, don't you, Nathan?'

'‘Loveyou. ladoreyou.' His mouth returned to hers, demanding amahyu
He groaned and pushed her back on the pillows.

‘Nathan, we can't!" she gasped.



‘There's no such thing as can't, Gemma,' he grov@dedly won't.' He buried
his face between her breasts, then slowly slid cavds.

You. . .you shouldn't,” she managed in a weak pdnjsboth embarrassed
and fascinated by what he was now doing. For aenthi# embarrassment
won, her face flaming, her hands fluttering helplg$®y her sides. But then
sheer physical pleasure triumphed over any shockhame. Her fingers
started grasping the sheets on either side ohdrher mind spun out into a
void of endless delight.



CHAPTER THREE

JADE surveyed her reflection in the mirror with miscloas satisfaction.
Melanie had come through with a navy linen suit thauld have looked
ghastly if Jade had worn the white silk blouse wiité tie at the throat that
went with it. Instead, she'd filled the deep V ek with a lacy pink
camisole rescued from the depthfsAuntie Ava's wardrobe. The dear old
thing had also produced a pair of dainty pink s&aiéh outrageously high
heels, a relic from her partying days.

Digging deep in her own drawers, Jade had come iip some pink

multi-disc earrings which she'd adored as a teeragiewhich hadn't seen
the light of day since. Oddly enough, they lookedyveffective with her

new short blonde hair.

The combination of the sedate and the saucy pradadeghly tantalising
whole, which hinted —as Melanie and Ava had suggkst but was still
sexy at the same time. Of course, Jade couldrst the naughty little added
touches, such as painting her toenails a vibrark, phen leaving off tights.
She'd also turned over the waistband of the knegtiepleated skirt a
couple of times so that the hem swirled mid-thigiew she turned around.
She made a mental note to turn around often.

Only once during her dressing did Jade's mind weligk to the distressing
events of the previous evening. Melanie had lemtehbra —they were
around the same size —but Jade found her bruisedsts too sore to
tolerate the constriction. For a moment, as she foesed to face her
physical damage, fear swept in again, but this sveiftly followed by a
bitter fury. Being a quivering victim was not Jadstyle. She gritted her
teeth and vowed she would not let « some pervariadge her mind. He
could damage her body —that would heal! —but netrhind. Her mind
was her own. She refused to have it warped orédidt she did, she might
end up like her mother. Now there was a warpedtarsted mind if ever
there was one!

So with her freshly shampooed and moussed haiedesits maximum
height on top of her head, and enough Spellboumflipe on to cast a
thousand spells, Jade swanned downstairs and daonthe formal



drawing-room where Melanie said her father was figyre-dinner drinks
with his guest. The grandfather clock in the halhged seven-thirty as Jade
passed. Dinner had been ordered for eight.

Both men were sitting down when she sashayed mfaltiger on the green
velvet sofa that faced the fireplace, while Mr Caakupied one of the
overstuffed brocade armchairs that flanked the tedmbarth. There were no
guesses which one drew her attention first.

Hell, but he looked as lethally attractive sittithggre, sipping his drink, as
did the drink he was sipping. By the colour, it Hadbe straight Johnny
Walker. Jade conceded she could have done witfi dratk herself right at
that moment, her courage in danger of failing Néhat was it about this
man that rattled her so — the fact that she fankiedso badly, or thate
didn't fancyherat all?

She resisted licking suddenly dry lips and kept imgwnto the room, her
skirt swishing around her bare legs, her eyes stillKyle Armstrong,

waiting for —no, hoping for —a favourable reactimnher vastly changed
appearance.

His eyes lifted as she approached, locking withshdtey remained

perfectly steady, showing nothing in their coaldiaepths that she could
read. But he didn't turn his eyes away and oddéygsined the impression
he was challenging her, n@ompelling her to keep looking at him.

Suddenly, she felt the power of his mental strengtid her knees almost
went from under her. This most uncharacteristickmeas unnerved Jade,
unnerved then annoyed her.

Gathering herself, she shot him a bold smile, hgpgorruffle his equilibrium
as much as his gypsy-eyed stare had ruffled hertsh&didn't smile back,
merely lifted his drink to his lips again, keepiag his cool assessment of
her over the rim.

Jade found her smile fading and an amazing blustirge her cheeks.
Totally rattled now, she wrenched her eyes awamflom to land on her
frowning father, who couldn't seem to make up hisdwhether he liked
how she looked or not .She appreciated his ambigaleand found



amusement in it, thank heavens. She nesdetkethingo break this awful
tension that had been invading her since entehiegdom.

'‘Good evening. Father, dear,’ she said, abanddmngusual address of
Pops. 'Kyle," she added, inclining her head the@sgs way without actually
meeting his eyes.

Both said good evening back as she continued oviéretrosewood drinks
cabinet, where she mixed herself a triple Scotdah ginger ale, taking a
deep swallow before returning to make the twosomiarafrom cosy
threesome.

Her father clicked his tongue impatiently when lagl ko move his cane for
her to sit down next to him. "Did you finish whaégut was you had to
finish?' she enquired casually, crossing her legstacking her ankles back
towards the base of the sofa.

T think we tied up everything to our mutual satt$iian, wouldn't you say,
Kyle?' Byron conceded, his reply not really tellimgr anything.

'Yes, indeed,' came Mr Cool's equally uninformatemmark.

Piqued, Jade decided to put this chauvinist patherspot. '‘Auntie Ava says
Kyle is going to be the new head of marketing attWibre Opals —is that
right?'

'Damned woman," Byron muttered under his breath.

Jade laughed. 'Did | hear right, Father, dear?yAtecalling me a woman at
last?’

His hard blue eyes turned her way. Clearly, he dibalve liked to tear strips
off her for her impudence, but the presence ofesgstopped him. With a
great effort of will, Byron relaxed back on the @@ind found a smile that
should have warned her what was coming.

‘A real woman is more than a set of curves, daughtar," he said with
poisonous pointedness.



'So true, so true,' she returned airily after tgkanother deep swallow of her
drink. 'And a real man is more than an impressateos—er — muscles.
Don't you agree, Kyle?' she finished, flashing himnock- innocent smile.

Good God, was she imagining things or was thatadlgtia twinkle of
amusement in those implacable dark eyes of his?nitigth, however,
maintained its habitual straight line, though hetabver it slightly by lifting
his drink to his lips once more.

The glass retreated and yes, his mouth was as wedrass before. 'I| most
certainly do agree, Jade,' he said smoothly. 'Andrg right about that other
matter as well. Byron has offered me the posit®marketing manager and
| have accepted.’

Most Australians didn't move their lips much whdreyt spoke. Kyle
Armstrong, however, had a surprisingly mobile mowtren he talked, his
voice clear, cultured and well enunciated, like aotor. It drew one's
attention to his mouth, and his lips.

Intriguing lips, those, Jade realised, her gaztefasg on them, the top one
thin and cruel, the bottom soft and sensual. Whiabk the real man? God,
she just had to find out. Butow? He wasn't at all impressed by her. Or
interested.

Or was he?

Her eyes lifted to that enigmatic gaze of his, otdyfind it fixed on the
expanse of tanned thigh she was showing. Jade'sbdeggan to beat faster.
Maybe hewasa little interested. Maybe he was just good anigiit. Maybe
it was only her father's presence that stoppeditum showing any interest.
What was he wondering while he looked at her Iays® he speculating
what it might be like to get lost between them?

Jade found herself pressing her thighs tightly tloge appalled by the
escalating explicitness of her thoughts.

So this was lust, she thought dazedly.



This was one of the seven deadly sins.

No wonder people fell prey to its seductive powghe'd never felt so
excited, sariven.

Once again, she started hoping that Kyle might beied, so that she had a
good reason to fight this -Hen force that was pesisg her.

'‘Are you married, Kyle?' she asked abruptly.

'‘No," he said, his brows drawing slightly togetherhis eyes lifted to hers.
'Why do you ask?'

Perversely, she was relieved by the news, which'daigur well for her

future behaviour. Jade suspected she was aboumhark on a course of
action even more outrageous than any she'd evardoeeised of. 'l was just
wondering what your wife — if you had one,’ sheeddith a husky laugh,
'might think of her husband moving interstate fgola'

'How did you know that. . .?" The corner of his iiotipped up into the
tiniest of rueful smiles. 'Ah. . .your auntie Avgagn?' he suggested drily.

'Of course.'

Til never tell that infernal woman another damr@dd!" Byron pronounced
testily from the other end of the sofa.

'Poor Auntie," Jade muttered before rounding orfdteer, her voice sharp.
'Why all the cloak and dagger stuff, anyway? Whalck if Mr C — ?' She
broke off, her eyes widening. My God, she'd alnvadied him Mr Cool out
loud! Clearing her throat as a cover, she saidu'sxane’, then sipped her
drink. A fit of mad giggles sprang to her throat bbhe managed to stifle the
urge and continue in a surprisingly normal voitevds going to say why
shouldn't other people know about Kyle's appointi?ien

'‘Because | don't want Celeste Campbell to get wing that's why!" Byron
snarled.



Jade raised her eyebrows. She often wondered \aldatdppened between
her father and Celeste Campbell to make theiriogighip so vitriolic on his
side, and continuingly vengeful on hers. Celests,wafact, Jade's aunt,
being her mother's half-sister. Her mother, Irehad been Stewart
Campbell's first-born child, but his wife had paksevay within weeks of
Irene being born and the widower Campbell had syesaly remarried and
had two more children, Celeste and Damian.

Jade found the antagonism between her father alest€eCampbell quite
perplexing. The ancient feud between their fathBesyid Whitmore and
Stewart Campbell, was well known, though not thasom behind it.
Something to do with an opal, she had heard onasra valuable one
which had disappeared or something.

Whatever, after the two men passed away, her garaatriage had seemed
to heal the rift between the families to a degeg®mugh, anyway, for the old
animosity to die down to nothing but normal comfpati between business
people who shared a common trade. Apparently, hewahen Celeste had
taken control of Campbell Jewels about ten yeaos stge'd found cause to
resurrect the old feud between the Campbells anidnvdhes.

It was a mystery all right and one which she ditlmhk she'd ever solve.
Her father was not about to confide in her. Neitlwas Celeste Campbell.
Maybe they just hated each other's guts. Or, mke#y| Jade's mother had
stirred up some trouble. Irene had bad-moutheds@elkevery chance she
got.

'l doubt Ms Campbell could do much more to Whitn'®tban she's been
doing," Jade commented wryly.

'You don't give an enemy any advantage,’ her fathapped.

'‘But whyis she your enemy, Father? What did you do todrerice versa?
I've always wanted to know.’

'l do not wish to discuss this topic at this jumetuhank you, Jade. Kyle
doesn't want to hear our family dirty linen airédy sure.’



Dirty linen? That sounded intensely personal and far darler a&mything
she'd been imagining.

Jade stared at her father for a second beforeeeiogv'l'm sure Kyle would
like to be acquainted with the nature of the comipatbetween Campbell's
and Whitmore's. He needs to know what he's up agjain

'He already knows what he's up against. CelestepGalinis a conniving,
ambitious, vengeful bitch who will stop at nothit@yruin me. There's no
more to be said!'

Melanie's entering the room at that precise morteeabhnounce dinner was
a frustration to Jade. For there was a lot mokeetsaid. The frown on Kyle's
face showed he agreed with her. Maybe he was emgndisecond thoughts
about the difficult job he was taking on. Jade sa$gd that if the family had

had to rely on the profits from Whitmore Opals othex past few years they
would be in deep financial straits. Fortunatelyimiy the good years, both
Grandfather Whitmore and her own father had difiedstheir investments

into property and blue-chip stocks and shares.

Not that Jade had to rely on her family —or hehéat—for money any
more. When she'd turned twenty-one last year, shie&tited a substantial
income from a trust her grandmother had set updéoibefore she was even
born. This had been added to with her mother'swexstate, which included
a lot of valuable jewellery.

Unhappy about taking anything from her mothergelaad left the jewels to
languish in the family safe. Thinking about themamahe decided she
would give them all to Auntie Ava. The poor dead @ask Byron for every
single cent, her big brother having been made dgeofiher inheritance till

she married, a most unsatisfactory arrangementafyr self-respecting
female. No wonder she buckled under his will & time. She would advise
Ava to sell some of the jewellery and do somethwity the proceeds. Go to
a proper art school. Or take off on a world cruis#o knew? Maybe she'd
even meet her Prince Charming if she got out amdita®A\nd maybe she'd
lose some weight!



"This way, Mr Armstrong,’ Melanie was directing ithguest in her cool,
slightly imperious manner. 'l hope you like lamb. .

Jade was left to help her father struggle to hes. felere, lean on me, Pops,’
she offered.

'So it's "Pops" now, is it?' he growled. 'What hexpgd to "Father, dear"? Or
was that only to impress our visitor?'

‘Naturally," she grinned, and hoisted her fathem's around her shoulders.
He grunted with real pain when his weight shiftetbas his bad leg.

'I'll bet you signed yourself out of that hospitab soon, didn't you?' Jade
accused.

'‘Bloody hospitals should be banned. Torture chambal of them.' Jade
laughed.

You have a nice laugh, daughter, do you know that?
"Youcertainly haven't told me before. Watch the edgéat coffee-table!’

They watched it together as she manoeuvred Byttorciear territory. The
drawing-room was rather cluttered with a myriadiqurés and expensive
knick- knacks.

"You're strong, aren't you?" Byron commented witlhpsse in his voice.
You have broad shoulders. Must take after youreiat

'Part of what you're feeling is shoulder pads,'sid, not sure how to take
this shift in the conversation. If she didn't knbetter, she might think her
father was trying to make up with her after thastlrow, not to mention his
earlier rudeness.

'l can manage by myself now,' he said curtly, asigin embarrassed by his
conciliatory behaviour and taking it back. 'Hand mmg cane.'

She did. Smiling,



He caught the smile and smiled back.

Jade's heart contracted. Why did she love him schmidnen he was such a
cantankerous bastard, and when he lived his lifeypically male double
standards? Did he honestly think she believeddahatincident had been his
one and only transgression with other women whélerhother was alive?
Good God, just look at him! Fifty years old wittbang leg and a scowling
face and he'd still stop most women dead in tmagks at a single glance.
His body was still hard, his head still full of haind those hard blue eyes
were so damned sexy it was sinful.

AYou're a good girl," he said. 'Underneath. And lgmk very nice tonight.’
Jade's smile widened.

'What's the private joke?' he demanded to know.

'It was the underneath part. | still haven't gbtaon, you know.'

"No, I didn't know. And neither would any other mlaoking at you in that
rig-out, which is exactly how it should be. Theyman who should see a
woman's bare breasts is her husband!

'I'll keep that in mind, Pops.’

Jade resisted telling her father that the lasgtlsime was ever going to have
was a husband. Marriage, in her books, was ndtaie¢o eternal happiness.
She couldn't deny men filled a necessary nicheayewece in a while. But as
a daily diet?

Good God, no. Marriage was not for her. No way. @Hdéner own thing, ran
her own race, thank you very much. Imagine beingietto someone like
Mr Cool. In no time, he would telling her what tear, how to act, how to
voteg even! Men like him couldn't seem to help taking the role of

bossy-boots. The poor darlings actually thoughy tkieew best, that the
world would stop spinning if they didn't spin itrpenally.



No, she was not interested in marrying Kyle ArmsgyaShe simply wanted
to sleep with him. There! She could admit it nowd arot tremble with

shock. And if she could wangle a position for hEraeWhitmore Opals at
the same time, then so much the better!

The grandfather clock slowly and sombrely dongegiteas they passed, as
though giving her a grave warning about somethlage ignored the omen.
She didn't believe in such things.

Eight o'clock found Gemma finding a temporary saagt in the
swimming-pool. She stroked up and down, up and dewvishing she could
recapture the euphoria she'd felt earlier thatadi@n in Nathan's arms. But
reality had come back with a rush and it was imiibs$o stop all the doubts
and fears from crowding her mind.

What was everyone in Belleview going to say whee simd Nathan
announced one day in the near future that they mareied? Maybe Byron
wouldn't be too surprised—she had an odd feelinglready knew there
was something between herself and Nathan. Neitbatd\vAva or Melanie
be too shocked. But they wouldn't be at all pleasdtey might start
thinking she was little schemer, that she'd imeigher way into Belleview
in order to entrap Nathan into marriage.

She could perhaps endure that. Kirsty's reactioneler, loomed as a
major problem. Nathan's daughter was going tolfeglayed. Gemma had
become the girl's friend, more than her minder. Heas Kirsty going to

react when she found out Gemma had married hegriatie father she still
hoped would be reconciled with her mother?

Gemma hated even thinking about it. She also Hadeihg to pretend there
was nothing between herself and Nathan till theseveafely married. She'd
always believed honesty was the best policy. Démepand lies were
wrong.



But Nathan insisted they keep their relationshgeeret till after the event.
He wanted no fuss, he said. No arguments. Peopl&hny to talk them out
of marrying if they knew beforehand.

Which people? she'd asked as soon as Kirsty hatheehouse to go to the
movie marathon with her friends. Was he talkinguat®yron? Ava? His
daughter? His ex-wife? Washimselfhe feared could be talked out of the
marriage. Oherself!

Nathan hadn't really answered her. He'd divertedghestions by making
love to her yet again. Afterwards. while he wasthe bathroom, she'd
slipped on her swimming costume and fled to thd,@owhere where she
could think. The suspicion that Nathan might debibely have used sex to
silence her arguments was now teasing the eddes ofiind, and, while she
automatically shrank from the idea. Gemma foundiauldn't let go. If
anything, it was growing.

A splash behind her had her feet searching fobttem of the pool. But
she was at the deep end, so she was madly treaditey when Nathan
swam underneath her feet and surfaced in fronenf h

| couldn't find you," he said, slicking his hairdéafrom his handsome but
angry eyes. "Why didn't you tell me where you wgoang? | wouldn't have
known where you were if | hadn't looked out of gtedy window.'

'l...I needed some air,' she answered breathlessbgdy feeling tired. She
wasn't the strongest swimmer in the world. If thdradn't been a
learn-to-swim programme at school she never woaldehlearnt at all.
Lightning Ridge did not abound in water.

"Have you changed your mind?' he asked coldly. tAlgetting married.’

'No, of course not. It's just that it isn't goilogoe easy. I. . .I'm worried about
what Kirsty's going to say.’

'Kirsty will adjust. So will everyone else. Justa®| say and everything will
be fine. Here, you're sinking. Put your arms aroomycheck and wrap your
legs around my waist.'



She went to do so but jerked back as though stMog're. . .you're naked!
'Uh-huh. And so will you be. . .once | get you ofithis strait-jacket."

Gemma gasped as her breasts burst free of hemoeshNathan peeling the
purple maillot downwards till it was dragged rigiit and let go of, to float
away. For a while she trod water again, her flag@mms and legs making
her even more aware of her abrupt nudity. She glhmervously around,
happy to see that the trees and shrubbery arownédyes of the garden
gave them privacy from neighbours. The sun hadlowg set but the
evening was warm. Stars twinkled overhead in ard&g. A half-moon
bathed the water in its soft glow.

'l. . .I'm not used to this kind of thing,' she bkdal.
'l know,"' he said, and caught her to him.

His mouth was wet and warm and wild. Gemma wardguush him away,
to say she had things she needed to talk aboushleigsoon ran up the white
flag. Making love with the man she loved was towrad too wonderful
and too exciting to replace with serious discussidmat could wait, she
supposed. After all, they did have all night.

With a sigh, she moved to fit her body to his, ndwene her arms and legs
around his hard lean torso. Nathan groaned ddaip throat and clasped her
even closer. Gemma's head whirled and she pushddoaght of Kirsty
aside. It was a night made for love, a night madéovers. She would worry
about tomorrow. . .tomorrow.



CHAPTER FOUR

JADE watched Melanie steering their dinner guest i@ ¢dining-room
ahead of them, her conversation obviously findiagotir with Mr Cool,
since he was smiling over at the housekeeper. Ay mdnealousy was
quickly followed by a surge of annoyance. What wasng with her today,
becoming fixated on a man who obviously did noumether interest? A
challenge was all very well but when it startecefing her total equilibrium
then it was time to call a halt!

Besides, she couldn't possibly be wanting Kyle ashras she thought she
did. Sex for sex's sake had never held any fasecmédr her. How could it
when the physical act left her unmoved? It was matiention she
occasionally craved, not male bodies.

Nathan was the only man ever to have really arobsedBut then Nathan
was an enigma in that regard. Men like him sho@danned from female
company. They were far too dangerous.

As for men like Mr Cool. . .Jade was at a lossndarstand why she was
finding him so physically fascinating. One wouldnththat after last night

her susceptibility to the male sex would have taban all-time low. Yet

here she was, being plagued by feelings she didnit, and desires that
were so alien to her that she didn't really know bho handle them.

Feeling irritated and somewhat bewildered, Jadeuietharacteristically
silent. Too bad her father wasn't similarly cont&iell, what do you think
of him?' he demanded to know as they made slow@ssdgogether towards
the dining-room.

Jade suppressed a sigh. 'l think I'll reserve jodkge for now.'

He threw her a knowing look. 'You don't like him.’

'l didn't say that.’

"You don't have to. | picked up your vibes backhe drawing-room.’



Jade was astonished. If there'd been any vibesckoup, they certainly
weren't dislike. Or were they? Maybe she wouldimtsively dislike any
man who endangered her need always to be in casfthar life, regardless
of whatever other feelings he evoked in her. AntekKdrmstrong was doing
that. Somehow. . .

'What do you know about him?' she asked.
'Enough.’
'How did you find him?"

‘Through one of those head-hunter agencies. Hadeotals are second to
none.’'

‘Naturally," she muttered.

They turned into the dining-room, where their gwess$ already seated next
to a pink-faced Ava, who was never at her best withngers. Still, this
particular stranger was apparently being as chaynarher as he had been
with Melanie, Jade noted tartly, since her aunt sraging prettily at him.

'So there you are, Ava,' Byron roared. 'I've gbbae to pick with you!

Jade was furious with her father for hollering ist roor sister like that and
making her jump nervously in her seat. To give hredit, Kyle didn't look
all that impressed with Byron either, though he wgasck to hide his
annoyance. Jade didn't feel at all disposed to ede@wn irritation.

'Don't be such a bully, Pops. Auntie, take no motithim. He's out of sorts
because his leg hurts and he's got no one lefb$s Bround, now that I've
left the nest. One would think he'd be on his bestaviour with a guest in
the house." This with a sardonic lifting of eyebsottyle's way. '‘But of
course, wealthy men don't bow to such nicetiesyToege on regardless,
being rude and trying to intimidate everyone aroting m. . .

Jade was startled to note Kyle looking at her wvaithexpression akin to
admiration in his eyes. Admiration, and somethilsg.eWas it amusement



at last? Hard to tell behind that inscrutable fatais. Whatever, it egged
her on to more outrageousness.

'Money and manners don't often mix, I've foundg sbntinued, a saucy
smile teasing her wide, pink- glossed mouth. 'Sive. Pops, and I'll put
some mood music on.'

'‘None of that modern garbage,' Byron muttered,dhaloing his daughter's
bidding and sitting down meekly enough.

Il bet that's just what Beethoven's father saften his son produced his
latest symphony,' Jade quipped. 'What kind of mdsigou like, Kyle?' she
asked, sending another bold smile and bright eyesnvay. This time,
however, his stony reaction disappointed her, adi reply.

'Mozart,' he said. 'l like Mozart.'

‘A man of taste,’ Byron affirmed gruffly.

'Mozart,' Jade poutetGod!"

What a pompous jerk, she thought as she whirled/allabet he just said
that because he thought it would please Popgivél him Mozart!

Shortly a heavy-metal number reverberated through High-ceilinged
room, turned up so loud it shook the chandelieriovad.

"Turn that infernal rubbish off!" Byron shouted.

'Sorry," Jade apologised carelessly over her skouM/rong CD. | don't
have my glasses on.’'

"You don'twearglasses,' her father bit out.

'Don't I1? I'm sure | should. Big thick ones! Therduldn't be able to see all
the cruelty in this miserable rotten world of ours.

‘Jade!'her father warned through gritted teeth.



Mozart floated through the room and Jade foundchair, opposite Kyle's.
She went to throw him another saucy smile, but enbydit changed to a
very bleak one. Her own cynical words of a momeg &ad brought
memories of the newsflashes she'd seen all weedielewision about the
starving children in Africa, their emaciated bodiésaring at her
heartstrings.

What kind of world was it that allowed such misesych suffering? She'd
sent the Save The Children Fund some money bustiibldeen left feeling
depressed. Why was it always innocent children sutftered the most? Her
eyes suddenly misted over and she looked drawn geigkly, blinking
rapidly.

She was just getting herself under control wheir theest went into a fit of
coughing, forcing her to look up before she wadyf@omposed. Her
reaction was a most unsympathetic irritation.

What on earth was wrong with him? It didn't seekelif that Mr Cool was
having an attack of asthma, or was allergic tdflineers on the table.

‘Are you all right?' the others asked.

He flicked open his serviette and pressed it byriafjainst watering eyes. It
annoyed Jade that, even watering, his eyes wegegos. The man was. a
menace, projecting sex appeal in waves even whemasecoughing and

spluttering like a smoker on his last exhale.

'I'm fine," he choked out. 'Something went downwineng way.'
What she thought crossly. He hadn't started eating yet

The soup arrived at that moment —another of Melaf@@nous home-made
varieties. The first of Byron's wines was poured aoon everyone was as
mellow as Melanie's superb cooking and the be#ustralia's vineyards
could make the stressed inhabitants of the twéntietury. Jade, of course,
drank far too much, too quickly. Consequently, sBeame more and more
naughty as the night wore on. Not so much in whatsaid, but in the way
she looked at the man seated opposite her.



Drunks often said the bartender got better lookimthe night wore on. Kyle
Armstrong definitely became more attractive asight wore on, yet at the
same time more unattainable. He was like a miraigine spectre in a dream
that kept scooting away, out of her grasp. More imnade he avoided her
eyes and deflected her attempts to chat him up.

'When do you start work for Whitmore Opals?' shesigeed over dessert, a
mouth-watering chocolate pudding with lashingsrefam.

"Monday," came his cool reply.

‘This Monday?'

"Mmm."I've always wanted to work for Whitmore's marketing," she
muttered into her wine. Frustration and alcoholeveropelling Jade to a

point somewhere between depression and aggression.

‘Not that again, Jade," her father sighed. 'Iftbld you once, I've told you a
thousand times. When you've attained your degitethihk about it.'

Jade's glassy blue eyes shot ipirik about it! What do you meathink
about it? You told me if | got my degree you'd deély give me a job. Are
you trying to go back on our deal?'

"You know my feelings on women in business. Jduegsaid. 'Besides, I've
employed Kyle now and | can't see him wanting sgneen assistant who'd
probably hinder more than help.’

She pushed the rest of her pudding away, reallyetupsw. 'But you
promised she burst out.

‘Jade, for God's sake, not now!
'If | may speak, Byron?' Mr Cool inserted smoothly.

'Of course, Kyle. I'm just sorry you have to be @sgd to our family
squabbles like this.’'



''ve worked for family companies all my life. I'msed to the occasional
squabble. Might | say, however, that if things dtitmore Opals are faring
as badly as you've told me then | will need as nreaw marketing ideas as |
can muster. A young, innovative brain like Jadeéehwould be an
invaluable asset, even on a part-time basis. Ngttbat, we can be assured
she would have Whitmore's best interests at he&irice we have a
formidable foe in Celeste Campbell, then therewsags the chance of an
employee being bribed or corrupted. We wouldn'teh&wv worry about
loyalty with your daughter, Byron. Frankly, | wakirtking of hiring
someone young to assist me and Jade would be tfeeieerson.’

He turned that implacable dark gaze on to herlsthklue eyes and, once
again, she felt the power of his mind. Here wasaam nvho could not be
forced into doing anything he didn't want to dot, likewise, who would be
unstoppable once he'd made up his mind to achmwe £nd. It underlined
the futility of her throwing herself at him whentas patently clear he
wasn't interested in her in that way. Suddenly feh@shamed of herself for
continuing to try after he'd made his feelings gaiear. It was beneath her.
It was belittling. And cheap.

Jade sucked in a startled bredflhea My God, she was beginning to
sound like her own father!

"You must have some days off from lectures. Jatde was saying. 'At
least a morning or afternoon here and there. If tiwgre's always the
weekends.'

A surge of excitement rushed through her. What Kyées offering was
better than the satisfying of her passing fancyfor. It was the career she'd
always wanted, the life she'd always secretly a/éivVho knew? In a few
years, she might give Celeste Campbell a run fontaney.

.. .1 have Wednesdays off," she said eagerhd Ariday afternoons.'

'‘Good. Then | will expect to see you at head offiext Wednesday
morning. Nine, on the dot.'



Jade blinked several times, then turned to heefathho rolled his eyes.
'‘Pops?’

His sigh was resigned. 'l promised Kyle a free hanke wants to risk the
likes of you, then so be it. | can only say | adnfirs fortitude.'

'Fortitude, Byron?' An odd smile crossed the newkeizng manager's face.
'Fortitude has nothing to do with my hiring youudater. Destiny is more
like it.'

'‘Destiny?' Ava piped up, frowning. 'Whose destixy,Armstrong?’

'Why, Jade's, of course," he replied silkily. 'Skends to inherit Whitmore's
at some future date, does she not, Byron? Or gied iny wires crossed this
afternoon?’

Both women's eyes turned to Byron, Jade's the moastd. So she was
going to inherit Whitmore's. Nathan hadn't wangté@ company for

himself yet.

'‘No, you didn't get your wires crossed. Jade inhehe family business,
though if we can't do something to turn the talble®ur competition in the
next year or so it won't be worth much.'

‘Then it's about time she learnt the business,Cllol pronounced. Time
you took your future into your own hands, wouldmt say. Jade?'

'Yes.' She beamed agreement and excitement atdimyes!'

Byron laughed. 'Don't give her too many ideas, K@lee's likely to run with
them.’

‘That's exactly what | want her to do.'
'What if she runs right off a cliff, like one ofdke lemmings?'

‘Then I'll be there to catch her, Byron. | wouldet anything bad ever
happen to your daughter. You can be assured of that



Jade bristled at the dry flavour she heard in ldwstt statement. She didn't
doubt he meant every word. The boss's daughterdnadulays be cosseted
and protected and pandered to. Pity he wasn'yffeewho was prepared to
go even further to curry favour, she thought witlesurgence of pique. But
he was too prim and proper for that. Too damnedse~ative and
holier-than-thou. Trust her father to employ a giud

'l don't want any special treatment,’ she saidpjpal'm not doing this just
to amuse myself, you know. I'm dead serious alearhing everything you
can teach me.'

'‘And I'm dead serious about teaching you everythkompw,' Kyle returned,
an odd note in his voice. Irony, perhaps?

Jade stared at him. A small warning prickle atithek of her neck made her
sit up straight. She rolled her shoulders in aaretb dispel a sudden tension
between her shoulder-blades. Had she missed somgdtare? Why did she

suddenly suspect there had been more to this egelthan appeared on the
surface?

Melanie's drifting in to take the dessert platesypand ask who wanted tea
or coffee obliterated the moment and Jade dismigsesian aberration of

her fuzzy state of mind. By the time everyone washeir second round of

coffee she'd sobered right up, her revitalisednbedieady harnessing all

sorts of marketing ideas for Whitmore Opals.

I'll have to start writing them down, she told hedfsher earlier wild burst of

excitement having been replaced by the calmersaan that she must not
waste this wonderful chance. And while a slightvoessness crept in at the
prospect of working with and for Mr Cool, she resal to do her very best.

Which meant she would have to ignore this unfortieimdnysical effect he

had on her. OK, so he was gorgeous-looking anigitimgly sexy and even

intriguing, in a way. But trying to seduce one's®avas not the way to
impress him with her business acumen. This waserchance to show her
father she could be an invaluable asset to Whitmipals and she wasn't
about to muff it by letting a little thing like seal desire get in the way.



So what if she wanted the man to make love to 8er®hat if she wanted to
make love tchim? So what if the thought of either possibility vending
goose- bumps all over her skin? So damned what!

Jade clenched her teeth down hard in her jaw, thathat the jacket she
had on was lined. Thinking such thoughts was dsitendalous things to
her breasts. Dammit, but this wasn't going to Iy eaot easy at all. The
man had cast a spell on her. He was a Svengai,daitk powers to enslave
and compel. Thank the lord he didn't realise it!

Good God, why was he getting to his feet? Surelyden'tgoing! What had

he just said to herFlad he said anything to her? Had she answered? She'
been off in another world, her body working on aodbic pilot whilst her
mind had been dancing with the devil.

He was looking at her at though he were expectargtth say something.
Well, say somethingyou little nincompoop.

'I'll see you Wednesday, then?' she tried.
Everyone stared at her.

'What's the matter with you, girl?" Byron snapp¥ou just agreed to walk
Kyle to the door and open the gates for him.’

Her laughter was self-mocking as she stood up aodeth across to the
doorway. Kyle was right on her hammer.

‘Call me from the office on Monday morning, KylByron called after him.
‘Certainly.’

Jade tried very hard to be the epitome of sociatgrs she walked Kyle
towards the front door. It was as though this waxsfinst test in controlling

herself and acting like a mature young lady. Skhe'tiwalk too fast, she said
all the right things — wonderfully polite inanitisee would not recall later.
She even remembered to press the remote conttbéamall that opened the
gates before she escorted their visitor throughriin@ door and out on to



the well-lit front patio. Why, there wasn't anytbishe couldn't do, Jade
decided.

Her faith in herself was a little premature.

The moment Kyle turned to her and took her harfdsr—no doubt only as
a gesture of goodbye —she lost the plot entirelgl. i really squeeze her
fingers? Did those dark eyes darken with desirdané&® Surely it wasn't her
imagination that his stillness was suddenly projgcta sexual tension that
was so palpable she could feel it in every poreesfbody.

'Kyle," she whispered in automatic response, hmsena husky plea of raw
arousal.

She could have sworn his fingers tightened evahdufor a second, that his
mouth dipped slightly towards hers. But then he sagng goodnight in

cold clipped tones and was walking away, away fiwen parted panting

lips, away from her madly pounding heart.

Jade watched, dry-mouthed and stunned, as he dfbwe a silver-grey
sedan, a super-cool car for its supercool driver. Hddn't given her a
backward glance, or a wave, or even a smile. He&hder nothing but his
hard cold back.

| hate him, she decided. And flounced inside.



CHAPTER FIVE

NATHAN directed his navy blue Mercedes through the gatd3elleview
shortly after seven-thirty on Sunday evening. Kitsad slept most of the
day, exhausted by her movie marathon the nightrbe@emma and Nathan
hadn't been much brighter, equally exhausted \Wwigir bwn marathon. The
trip home had been slow, the freeway choked witk peturning to Sydney
from a weekend up on the coast.

Gemma locked eyes with Nathan in the rear-viewanias he directed the
car round to the garages.

Keep your head, his steely glance seemed to say.

She looked away, all her insides tightening intagtad knots. She hated
having to pretend to people she liked, hated twktthat one day soon Kirsty
and Melanie and Ava —and even Byron —would lookeatwith shock and

disappointment in their eyes. She shuddered td thirat Lenore might say
as well, still not sure how Nathan's ex-wife feffioat her ex- husband.
Nathan might not lovéer, but did she still lov&im?

"Home at last," Kirsty yawned. 'I'm really bushédst as well | don't do that
every weekend.'

"l think it might be wise if you didn't tell your ather about last night,
Kirsty," her father warned.

Kirsty grinned. 'What she doesn't know won't hat, leh. Dad?
Gemma groaned silently. Out of the mouths of babes.

'Everyone carry their own bags," Nathan directespty as they all climbed
out of the car.

'I'm going straight to bed," Kirsty said with anettyawn.

'I've got a bit of Japanese study to do before'oiwow,” Gemma admitted.



Kirsty frowned at her. 'l thought that was what yweare doing all day
today.'

Gemma could feel the heat gathering in her chegkigh was crazy since
she and Nathan hadn't done a thing today. Theytdahed, with Kirsty in
the house. There again, if she admitted to restiogt of the day that might
lead to Kirsty asking what she'd been doing theipues night to make her
so tired. 'l. . .1 couldn't seem to concentrate'lsedged. 'l had a headache.'
"You might have got a touch of the sun yesterd@xsty said, lifting out’her
bag which was on top of the pile in the boot. "T¢et give you a headache
sometimes. You should drink a lot of water and takeouple of aspirin
before going to bed. Well, I'm off. Thanks heapad[Dfor letting me do you
know what. You're a cool dude. See you in the nmgnGemma.'

Kirsty kissed her father on the cheek then was gosiag the internal door
that connected the garages with the laundry amthéait wing of the house.
Gemma was still standing there beside the car iahan banged down
the boot, then slid her a drily amused look.

‘A headache, eh?' he drawled. 'l hope that isiriggim become a standard
excuse of the future Mrs Whitmore."'

Before she could fashion a reply, he leant ovepped her chin and kissed
her —not at all lightly —on the mouth. He'd judtdd his head when the
sound of hurried footsteps had them both whirlmgtare at the still open
doorway that Kirsty had gone through.

Jade didn't have to be Sherlock Holmes to guesg sled just missed
seeing. If their guilty movements hadn't given themay, then she only had
to look at the flush on the girl's face and thestiration in Nathan's eyes to
know there'd been some surreptitious canoodlinggon.

Not that she cared.



Jade sucked in a sharp breath. My God, she didrét She actually didn't.
How marvellous!

Her smile carried a startled delight. 'So there goe, Nathan. I've been
sweating on your getting back. | have a favoursto @t you.'

Nathan's scowl was predictable, but the girl'sBér jealous glare took Jade
by surprise. So things had gone that far alreaaly,they? Sympathy for the
poor thing's predicament soon replaced any shaude had been in the
same position not that long ago, hopelessly bessotith the man and hating
any woman who so much as looked at him, let aloak tp his time.

'Hello there,” Jade said sweetly. 'You're Gemman'aryou? Do you
remember me? I'm Jade, Nathan's sister." Maybeeitisopped the adopted
part, the girl would stop looking so threatened.

'Of course she remembers you,” Nathan ground ¥ot're not easily
forgotten, Jade. What do you want? You aren't gtongove back here to
live, are you?'

'‘No, darls," she said automatically before she aanlatch back her usual
meaningless endearment. The girlfriend didn't seafiow meaningless, of
course, and was looking none to happy. Beauthiolgh. God, yes, she was
a stunner all right. Jade just managed not to éewious, concentrating

instead on the improvement her own life would makat Wednesday.

Hating Kyle Armstrong didn't change the fact thatdhhired her as his
marketing assistant and she just couldn't waitad!s

But her more immediate problem was getting Roberid of her unit.
Hopefully, by now, his so- called friends —includiher attacker —had
gone back to their own caves. But she couldn'uibe af that, and returning
to her unit on her own was just too scary, everhéar

'Look, | know you're probably tired and | hate g&kabut | need you to go
with me back to my unit. | have to evict a frientials turned out to be a
problem and I'm afraid he might need some persoasio

'Is it Roberto? Or someone new?' Nathan addedhasgy tone.



'Roberto.' God, but she was going to enjoy enligihtghim about Roberto's
sexuality. She was getting sick and tired of Nagbainting a moral finger at
her when he was obviously racing off this sweet ngpuhing under

everyone's noses. How dared he judge her, theeesaditching lecher?

Nathan sighed. 'l supposed we might as well getaher and done with and
go now.'

'Really? Gosh, thanks.' She beamed. For all hissfadathan usually came
through if one asked nicely. 'T'll just get my &a¥ys.'

She scuttled away, thinking magnanimously that thsuld give the
lovebirds a chance to say a proper — or impropepedgight. When she
got back, Gemma had disappeared and Nathan wamdeagainst the
driver's door of his car, an impatient glint in bige.

'l hope you don't expect me to rough up this beyidi of yours, Jade. | gave
up that sort of thing when | was seventeen.’

'l doubt anything of that kind will be necessaryhwRoberto, Nathan. He's
basically a gentle soul. Unfortunately, one offhisnds wasn't.’

Nathan frowned and stood up straight. 'Meaning?'

For some reason Jade couldn't quite meet his eyenbling started deep
within and, try as she might to stop the memorytled assault from
unnerving her, she found that all of a sudden st wery jittery. 'l. . . 1. . '
'What? Spit it out, for God's sake.’

His impatience infuriated her. 'l was almost rapslé blurted out, shaking
now, though whether from anger or fear. Jade wasmé. 'Luckily, | got
away from the filthy creep and I. . .1 came here."

'On Friday night?'

‘That's right.'



'At least that explains the car in the fishpond,hiuttered, shaking his head
at her as though it wetteer fault she'd been attacked. 'l knew this would
happen one day. | hope you've learnt your lessath,séop inviting every
Tom, Dick and Harry to move in with you at the daffa hat.’

'‘Won't do that! I'veneverdone that. I'll have you know that Roberto is not
my boyfriend,or my lover. He was just a friend in need of a roand
while. He's also gay. He had a few friends oveFnday night for a party.
Not that | attended. | went to bed. Later in thghty | got up for a drink of
water. I. .I thought everyone had gone home. Apgibreot, however.'

Nathan stared at her for a few moments before spgakVas this man who
attacked you also gay?'

'I'm not sure, but he certainly led me to beliegehated women. You should
have heard the things he said he was going to ohetehile he was trying to
drag me from the kitchen to the bedroom.' She sénadbviolently.

'‘But you got away before he really hurt you?' Nathaked, anxiety in his
voice.

'My breasts were bruised.’ She undid a couple ttbbs of her shirt and
showed him some of the black and blue marks.

'‘Good God.' His eyes showed real shock and Jadedfduhard not to
dissolve into tears.

'l presume you haven't told Byron any of this?aklked more gently.
'Of course not. Do you think I'm stupid?'

A wry smile crossed his handsome face. 'l think'ngoarazy. But | also
think you're very luckyandvery brave.'

‘Not really, I've spent the whole weekend trying goetend it never
happened. If I didn't have to go back to that flatpuldn't. | doubt I'll ever
be able to go into the kitchen again without relgit all.’



‘Then don't go back.’

Jade gaped at him.

‘You're only renting, aren't you?'
‘Yes.'

'‘And the unit came furnished?'
‘Yes.'

'So you only have to remove your clothes and gaeklihe keys to have
done with the place.’

‘Not really. My lease won't be up for another fewnths.’
‘That's just a matter of money, Jade. I'll fix thpt'

'‘But | can't allow you to do that! It would run anta couple of thousand
dollars. Surely you've got enough expense what pathng Lenore alimony
and. . .and —'

‘Jade,' he interrupted. 'l think it's time you kniaw no longer the deprived
stray from the streets your father brought hona® hot have to make ends
meet on the salary your father pays me, or viafthénancial rewards that
my plays occasionally bring in. My maternal grandjpas, despite refusing
to have anything personal to do with me after ttisynherited my mother,
still saw fit to make me their heir. A few yearsckal inherited a
considerable estate, so | think | can well affaydektricate my favourite
adopted sister from a sticky situation, don't you?"

'F. . .favourite adopted sister?' Jade repeatkonp in her throat.

Nathan's smile was rather sad. 'Favourite and adbpted sister. | wish
you'd go back to filling that role, Jade. | rathiked being your big brother.
Anything else felt all wrong, even if you were aeriedible temptation there
for a while. You'd be an incredible temptation ty anan.”



Jade hid her pleasure behind a dry laugh. 'l knoev marticular man who
wouldn't agree with you.'

Now Nathan laughed, and it was just as dry. ‘Notlzr man. Jade. Good
God. doesn't anything turn you off the opposite?s8till. I'm relieved I've
been taken off the list, but | pity the poor sod kesver he is. No. don't tell
me. just give me the keys to your flat and I'llspyt Roberto out and come
back with your clothes.’

"You. . .you'd really do that for me?'
'I'm your big brother, aren't 1?'

Her heart contracted. 'Forever and ever.'

Gemma was sitting on the side of her bed, feelingelvegone and
abandoned when there was a knock on her door. Goiagswer it, she
found Jade standing there, looking as raunchily sexever, skin-tight jeans
and a man's white shirt doing little to disguisat tpectacular body of hers.

'l thought I'd better warn you," Jade said. 'Natinéght be a good while. He's
gone to get my clothes from my unit at Avalon. ging to be staying at
Belleview here for a while.'

Gemma felt totally confused. '‘But | thought youdstuat. . .that. . .'

‘That | wouldn't be moving back home,' the girigimed with a sigh. 'Yes, |
know, but | had this problem with a man last Fridéght which was rather
serious and Nathan feels it would be safer if yastBhere for a while. | dare
say I'll find another place in the near future, bloédve to admit it feels good
to be home in the meantime.’

Gemma's heart sank. What was it about the wom@taihan's life that he
castigated them to her in private, but then hi®astdidn't match his words?
Lenore got under his skin, but h&idsedher. He was highly critical of Jade



and said he would not have her under the sameasobis daughter but here
he was, helping to bring that about. In fact, irsded as if it wabisidea.

She was startled when Jade suddenly put a gemtéedrahers. 'Please don't
think I'm a rival for Nathan's affections,’ thelgiaid softly. 'l admit | had a
crush on him once, but I'm over that now and qfraekly | would like
nothing more than for him to fall in love with aatly nice girl like you.'

Gemma was taken aback by the girl's compliment, hed intuitive
comment about her and Nathan. 'How. . .how would kmow if I'm a nice
girl or not?' she asked tentatively.

Jade smiled. 'I've been listening to Ava and Me&annging your praises all
weekend. To be honest, | was quite prepared toyloaten sight, but | don't
seem to be able to rustle up the necessary emdiaybe I'm all out of hate
or maybe this weekend has made me grow up a littlthe space of two
days, I've fought off a rapist, survived being ctgel by a man dlid fancy
and then was spectacularly hired for a job I'veagisvcoveted. I'm feeling
too good to hate.’

She grinned at Gemma, who shook her head. 'Y otdmy ¢

Jade laughed. 'Crazy is as crazy does, darls.deti®own to the kitchen and
have some hot chocolate, and then you can tellouelife story.' Linking
elbows with Gemma, she started railroading her ftbemroom. Surrender
seemed the safest course of action.

'l think yours might be more interesting than miGemma said.

'‘Nah. Mine's been miserable, but it's looking ugsYit's very definitely
looking up.'

"You-really fought off a rapist?'
"Yup. Kicked the creep in the balls.’

'‘Good lord! Weren't you afraid?’



'Scared to death. But madder than a meat-axe aathe time.'

'‘And who was this man who rejected you?' Gemmadaskeling it hard to
see any man daring to reject this wildly attractiveature.

'Some stuffed shirt named Kyle Armstrong. He's tlewv marketing
manager at Whitmore Opals and he came here to rdiasenight. Talk
about scrumptious- looking! But batting my babydsduat him just didn't
work. Still, he knew what side his bread was betleon, my being the
daughter of the boss and all. So he's hired me todpAN-lime ASSISTANT
TITT | FINISH my business degree this year which is what I'veags
wanted.'

‘You're doing a business degree?’

'Well, you don't have to sound so surprised, ddhs.a smart cookie
underneath the bleached hair and big boobs."

Gemma stared at her hair.
'Yes, the hair's fake but the boobs aren't. Theyinmine. . . I. . .

'Close your mouth, darls, or you'll start catchiiings. Now tell me, how did
a nice girl like you get to be living in a den aiquity like Belleview? No
lies now, | want the truth, the whole truth andhmeg) but the truth!"

By the time Nathan returned over an hour later, Garhad just got to the
part where Nathan had told her the disappointingsnabout her mother,
though she had, naturally, omitted her personablimment with him.
Nathan would be furious with her if she let the @att of the bag, especially
to Jade. That girl didn't know how to shut up!

'l thought you'd be in bed by now, Gemma,' Nathad sn entering the
kitchen via the door that led to the laundry arelghrages.

'She was waiting for you, darls," Jade said nalygbéfore adding, "To come
back, that is. We've had the loveliest long chaualemma's colourful life



up till now. fancy all that business about her éath having that opal
belonging to Pops. You know. . .the one calledHkart of Fire.'

'l know the one.’

'‘But what a coincidence! And what a shame her lmettificate is packed
full of lies. Poor Gemma probably won't ever finer Imother's family now,
will she? Or even know her mother's real name?yaresure you can't do
something about that? Hire a private investigatagamething? They have
access to all sorts of information us ordinary peaan't tap into.'

'l intend doing that. Jade. Don't pre-empt me. Dygoti want to know what
happened at your unit with Roberto?'

‘Not if you did anything violent.'

"Didn't have to. Once | pointed out what might happo him and his friends
if he stayed one minute longer, he left like a ldmb

Poor Roberto. . .
Keep your sympathy for someone who deserves ig.Jddw how about
you two girls coming along to the garage and hefp empty my car of

madam's gear?'

"You make it sound as if I've got tons!" Jade caimgd- 'l don't have that
many clothes. | live in jeans and shorts.’

'l brought all the linen as well. I've got a bodtfd towels and sheets and
quilts and God knows what. Most of them need waslksim we'll just pile
them into the laundry and you can help Melanie gt out tomorrow.'

"I have lectures first thing in the morning,’ Jaaéd.

'l could help after | get home from my Japanessdes,” Gemma offered.

'Would you?' Jade smiled her appreciation. 'Oh,ar@ua dear. She's a dear,
isn't she, Nathan?"



'Yes, she is, so don't take advantage of her.'’

‘Talk about the pot calling the kettle black," Jad#tered under her breath
after Nathan had whirled and stalked back downctreidor towards the
garages.

Gemma pretended she hadn't heard, but she hadhemeasoning behind
the remark worried her.

Jade knew about them. Not only knew but had madgidgement. Nathan

had once again been cast in the role of callouscggdWasn't there anyone
around Belleview who had faith in his ability toveoa woman? Anyone

besides herself?

Gemma frowned, mulling over the thought that adisin other people had
known Nathan a lot longer than she had. Was shegbsive believing he
meant to marry her? Was he stringing her along intvénave sex with her?
Was that why he wanted to keep their engagemestrat®

Her head told her she ha