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Celeste Campbell had lived on her hatred of Byramtkivore for twenty
years. Revenge was sweet--until news reached har Blyron was
considering remarriage. Suddenly she found shedcoallonger deny all
those long-buried feelings for him. Worse, she krsfs wouldn't stop at
desire!

Nathan, however, had convinced himself that wastgxavhere Gemma's
feelings for him ended. Though when Gemma overhbardtalking with
his ex-wife, Lenore, as if they were lovers, shewfor certain just how
much she had always really cared about Nathan ....



PRINCIPAL CHARACTERS IN THIS BOOK

GEMMA SMITH WHITMORE: when her father dies, Gemma
discovers a magnificent black opal worth a smaituioe, and an old
photograph, which casts doubt on her real identitysearch of the truth,
she goes to Sydney. Fate introduces her to Nathaitm&tre, who seduces
then marries her.

NATHAN WHITMORE: adopted son of Byron Whitmore, Nathan
suffered a troubled childhood and is now ruthlessl @motionally
controlled. Will he ever be the loving, caring hasd Gemma craves?

CELESTE CAMPBELL: head of Campbell Jewels, her beauty and
business acumen make her a woman not to be toybadBvit she carries a
torch for an old love, and an inner pain borne dérible event twenty
years ago ..

BYRON WHITMORE: patriarch of the Whitmore family, his unhappy,
loveless marriage came to a tragic end. His ambitias always been
greater than his sexual desire ...

DAMIAN CAMPBELL: vyounger brother of Celeste, Damian abuses his
position in the Campbell Jewels empire. He is omierested in self-
gratification and sexual pleasure ...

LENORE LANGTRY: ex-wife of Nathan Whitmore and mother to
Kirsty, Lenore is a talented stage actress, whofbasd love with top
Sydney lawyer, Zachary Marsden. Though she sl ahaintains a close
relationship with Nathan.

AVA WHITMORE: Byron's much younger sister, Ava has blossomed
and is now engaged to handsome Australian-Italiasinessman, Vince
Morelli.



THE STORY SO FAR ...

After her father's death, Gemma leaves the outlf@ciydney, to reveal
the truth about her mother, and to sell her prasidiscovery - a flawless
black opal. Fate introduces her to Nathan Whitmaevrko offers her a
reward for the gem, which was stolen from his ankeptather, Byron

Whitmore, twenty years ago. Highly attracted to Geis vulnerability,

Nathan sets about seducing Gemma, then marriesGenma’s life is

turned upside-down.

As a new bride, Gemma witnesses startling changethe Whitmore
household: Nathan's adoptive sister, Jade, haswdised happiness with
billionaire Kyle Gainsford, whilst Melanie, the fdgnhousekeeper, has let
go of her traumatic memories to marry Royce GranthAva, Byron's
previously overweight and lonely younger sistess fand the love of her
life in handsome, caring Australian-Italian bussraan, Vince Morelli.
But where does that leave Gemma and Nathan? Theoamany rumors
and doubts which Gemma cannot ignore, includingdiséurbing things
Damian Campbell has let slip to her about Nath@oishled past ...



CHAPTER ONE

CELESTE was turning for her twentieth lap when isngke of male legs
standing at the end of the pool brought her to spigg halt, water-filled
eyes snapping upwards.

'‘Good God, Damian," she said irritably once shaldgbt her breath and
found her feet. 'You frightened the life out of me.

Her brother laughed. 'Nothing and no one can fegthe life out of you,
Celeste. What on earth did you think | was? A i&@pi#ie laughed again. 'l
would pity any poor rapist who set his sights oml,ysister, dear. | know
who it'd be ending up on his back.'

Celeste flashed her brother a coolly reproachfahge as she stroked over
to the wall, intuition telling her he was referritgher reputation as a man-
eater, not complimenting her on her martial artdsskDamian delighted in
delivering sarcastic little barbs her way. In thedépect he was very much
like Irene.

Dismay and irritation mingled to rattle Celeste nemtarily. If there was
one person she didn't like thinking about it washwadf-sister. Irene's death
last year might have lessened the feelings of litgséind hatred Celeste
had harbored against Irene all these years, mkitlg about her inevitably
led to thinking about another person, who was uaf@tely very much
alive.

'What do you want, Damian?' she snapped, her nswgdenly on edge.
'It's not like you to surface on a Saturday tilledst mid-afternoon. When
you come home on a Friday night at all, that is.’

Her brother did not have a monopoly on sarcasmesielrealized with a
twinge of conscience. Not that Damian was capableemg hurt by such
remarks. If anything, he seemed to enjoy any aludb his decadent
lifestyle.

Damian was a lost cause in Celeste's opinion. §ailfish and lazy, he
was also far too good-looking for his own good. Wine'd been younger,
she'd made excuses for his wild behavior, hopingnight grow out of



being reckless and irresponsible, especially wherarne to the opposite
Sex.

But twenty-nine saw him as a playboy of the worstdk Celeste was
appalled at how many happy marriages he had destréyhat a pity the
wives never saw the wickedness behind that boyisilesand those
magnetic black eyes!

If Celeste had had her way, she would have tossedidh to the four
winds ages ago and forced him at least to fenchiimself. That might
have given him a bit of character. But he was thgleaof their mother's
eye, and Adele had ignored all her daughter's adwigen it came to her
‘baby'.

She'd insisted Damian be given a position in thailfa company, for
which he was paid a salary far and above his dmutian to Campbell
Jewels, a salary which never seemed to meet hisimsreasing needs.
Only last week, he'd approached Celeste for a v&ich she'd given him
on the condition it was the first and last time.

'l hope you haven't come here looking for more mygrsile added tartly as
she levered herself out of the pool and strippedchae off. Long tawny
blonde waves tumbled over her forehead and eydsst€eombed her hair
back off her face with her fingers before walkingepto pick up a towel
and start drying herself. 'If you have, you're wagsiour time.'

Damian lowered himself on to one to the cane lotgigad surveyed his
sister with a curious mixture of dislike and admoa. For a female rising
forty, she was still a hot-looking bird. Of coursiee spent a fortune on her
face and hair, and she worked the hell out of leelylto keep it looking
like that, without an ounce of extra flesh, evenyseie toned and honed to
perfection.

She was not to his taste, however, either physgiaailpersonality-wise.
Celeste was as hard as her body. He liked his waoinin all respects.
And he preferred brunettes, especially one pagicbrunette with big
innocent brown eyes, the most luscious body andwreetest of smiles.



Damn, but he couldn't wait for the delectable Meghéin Whitmore to fall
into his hands. They said everything came to thdse waited but he was
getting sick and tired of waiting for Gemma to walketo the sort of man
that husband of hers was. Maybe he would haveitd tf some way he
could give the situation a little push ...

Meanwhile, he was about to relieve his boredom twng his darling
sister a different kind of push. Hell, but he waéng to enjoy relaying the
news he'd found out last night.

When Celeste saw Damian's mouth pull back intockedly smug smile,
a prickle of alarm shivered down her damp spine.

‘You'd like for me to have come crawling, wouldydu?' he said silkily,
linking his hands behind his head and crossingahides with an air of
arrogant insolence. 'You like having men suck updo. It makes you feel
all-powerful. That's one of the reasons why youyasdrew around with
younger men. Because they grovel better, and thegsier to control.'

Celeste's mouth dropped open for a second beforenapped shut.
Underneath his nasty delivery and understandalalgcurate assumptions,
Damian was right about her enjoying power overriade of the species.
That was one of her rewards for staying alive,dicking herself up from
the edge of insanity and suicide, and choosinguteiwe. It felt good to
have men jumping to obey her every whim and waantjrtg them bow and
scrape. The days of her ever having to be afraid ofan, or in having
them control any aspect of her life, were long over

Or so she had believed. Till recently.
'What a delicate turn of phrase you have, Damsdg 'said drily, needing a
few moments to regain her composure after suchsarfling train of

thought.

He laughed. 'Since when did you take offence dingah spade a spade?
You don't give a damn what people think of you,eS&. You never have.'

Celeste frowned at this dig at the way she'd lihed life over the past
decade or so, especially her uncaring attitudeandal and gossip. It was



true that she'd deliberately fuelled her reputaBsna man-eater, publicly
parading a long line of toy-boy companions for tiessip-mongers and
tabloids to report.

What the general public did not know-or even hen dnother-was that not
once, during that time, had she actually been w Wwih any of those
young studs. Oh, yes, she'd flirted openly withmthespecially when the
cameras had been close. She'd allowed them tohikeo highly public

premieres, charity balls, the races and any otinection where her photo
was likely to be taken and printed, complete witlntiper.

Most of her supposed lovers had been independevilgithy playboy
types from society families around Sydney. Someydwer, had been
employees-her personal assistant and chauffeurs akeays young, male
and handsome - whom she outwardly treated much mareately than
their position warranted. Amazing how quickly rumescalated such
relationships into tempestuous affairs.

Celeste suspected the men themselves lied aboutcthequests of the
infamous female head of Campbell Jewels. Perhaps thale egos
prompted them to feed the gossip about her reputedicious sexuality,
each one in turn thinking they were the only onetosucceed in getting
her into bed.

Celeste had never been bothered by any of thigdeShe had reveled in
it all, finding some kind of weird vengeance in tkowledge that there
was one particular person whom her scandalousagpatmight hopefully
hurt. She used to like to picture his face wherrdaal or heard the latest
gossip about her. She would imagine him hating yetr still wanting her
at the same time. Thinking about his ongoing unitedwlesire evoked an
inner satisfaction that soothed the savage bedghtuwithin her heart.

Or it had. Till she'd taken herself off to the \Wiore Opals ball a few
weeks back and come face to face with that unreguesire, only to find
out that her own desire for Byron Whitmore wasl| dfilere, just as
unrequited as his, and just as strong as ever.

Celeste had been utterly thrown. She'd been soshigrevould never feel
any desire for any man ever again, let alone the mwho'd been the



instigation of all her pain and anguish. Suddetihgt night, her much
vaunted control over her life had been in dangelipping away.

Any imminent disintegration had been temporaripvsd off, however, by
the most unlikely circumstances: an attempted robbe

The prize for the thieves was to have been thetHddfire, a magnificent
uncut black opal, the auction of which had beeredtsed as the highlight
of the ball.

When she'd first heard news of the auction on tapeyine, she'd tried
dismissing the thought that this could be the saps which had played
such an unfortunate part in her life over twentgrgebefore, but once she
saw it for herself on display in the Regency staiadow all sorts of
tortuous thoughts and futile hopes had forced bewalk back into the
lion's den and confront the past as she had nerdronted it before. In
the flesh.

The results had been horrendous. Not only was blat¢tesed by the
realization that she still wanted Byron in a sexsahse, she had also
stupidly forked out five million dollars for an dpshe couldn't even bear
to look at. She hadn't even been able to elicit @@y information about
the circumstances of the Heart of Fire's reappeataByron having
answered her query with some slick lie about ihituy up in some old
dead miner's things at Lightning Ridge and beirtgrreed to him. As if
anyone would just hand over a two million-dollaa8p

Celeste had been in a most uncharacteristic mentabil that night when
the balaclava robbers made their unexpected appmaraNhen one
grabbed her as hostage, she'd been momentarilyl@sa obeying his
commands and weakly going with him like a lamb he slaughter, till
some brutal manhandling had snapped her out ofsbbmissive fog,
revitalizing her bitter determination never to smder any of her self to
any man in any way ever again, either emotionallghysically.

Out of the blue, she'd struck back, using the delénse skills she'd learnt
many years before, felling her assailants with tewack kicks. With
hindsight, she almost felt gratitude to those lwuter bringing back
horrific memories which in turn had renewed hehfigg spirit.



Suddenly, she'd felt strong again, strong enoughletiy this unwanted
weakness of still wanting Byron Whitmore in a sdxsense. When fate
placed her in his insidious presence once agagwadays after the ball,
she had delighted in deliberately courting his dstgin an appalling
display of over-the-top flirtation with her chauite

Unfortunately, her outrageous behavior had badkfme her in a couple of
ways. Firstly, the chauffeur had been inspiredailcetliberties later that
evening and she'd had to fire him. But the secamdl more disastrous
outcome was that this time Byron's obvious contehgat unaccountably
distressed, instead of soothed her.

Celeste had eventually pulled herself togetherht goint where Byron
ceased to fill her thoughts on a daily basis. Bt certainly wasn't looking
forward to confronting him again next Monday at thal of the ringleader
of the robbers, where they were both witnesses.

Is this your version of the silent treatment?' Damdrawled in a derisive
tone. 'lf so, | find it incredibly boring.'

'Say what it is you have to say, Damian,' she ansgvsharply. 'I'm not in
the mood for any of your sick little games.’

'Me? Play sick games? Never!" His laughter grabed her already
stretched nerves.

'‘Damian,' she rebuked. 'Get on with it!'

His hands dropped back to his sides and he sat ptulant expression on
his too handsome face. "You always spoil my fun.'

"Your idea of fun is not my idea of fun.’'

'Really? | always thought it was. | like a bit afung stuff myself.’



Celeste's chin came up and she eyed her brothkrdmgtaste. 'I'm going
over to the house. | have other things I'd ratleethdn stand here freezing
to death.’

'What?'
'What do you mean, what?'

'l mean what else have you got to do? After aly paven't found a new
young stud to fill your leisure hours yet, have yoviou know, Celeste,
you never did tell me why you fired Gerry. | meawlo realize it's rather
clichéd-and a tad tacky-for the rich lady emplotemhave her chauffeur
perform extra services, but he did seem well ecqeddpr the job.'

Celeste was appalled at the fierce heat that rapdaer neck and into her
cheeks. Blushing had never been her style but bedynsensitized self
was suddenly finding the picture she had painteldeo$elf over the years
not only embarrassing but almost obscene. Why hatie' seen what she
was doing? Where had her pride disappeared to?I¢Ideer hatred of
Byron and men in general had warped her so mudhstia didn't care
what anyone thought of her.

But suddenly, she did. Dear God, she did ...

'‘Well, well, well,” Damain drawled. 'Whatever dice®y do? | would have
thought he was a very straight young fellow. Didtlyesomething a little
more ... adventurous? Is that it?'

'Don't be disgusting, Damian," she snapped. 'l lsirdecided | didn't need
a chauffeur any longer.'

'l see. So you have another gorgeous young hutdase Byron Whitmore
with, do you?'

Celeste gasped before she could stop herself.
'You thought | didn't know?' Damian's smile wasepuralice as he stood

up and walked towards her. 'Silly Celeste. Dido'ti know Irene always
told me everything? | know all about your encousiteith our dear sister's



husband. Whoops, half-sister. Though he wasn'hagband the first time,
was he? Merely her boyfriend.

'He was not,’ Celeste choked out, her head whirkvith Damian's
disclosure. 'Irene and Byron were not going outrwhirst met him. | was
on work experience at Whitmore's. She didn't ggarhg out with Byron
till after 1 went back to boarding-school. | didtry to take Byron away
from Irene. She took him away from me!

'‘And what of later, Celeste?' Damian said in a, Ismvarmy voice.

'He was her husband then, wasn't he?' Celestedclbee eyes and
shuddered.

'Yet you made love to him, didn't you?' Damian tadrsoftly. "You had to
have him, no matter what. .. "

Celeste's eyes opened, huge and haunted. 'Yesgosifessed brokenly.
‘Yes ...

"You callous bitch,' he said with so much venonm ©aleste was stunned.

She shook her head. "You don't understand howst'wa

He laughed. 'Oh, | understand only too well. Waltearred with the same
brush. Irene, You, Me. We take after dear Papaghvinakes us not good
people to cross. We want what we want and God &jyone who gets in
our way. You and Irene wanted the same man. Aight Was inevitable,

but the only one who came out on top was Byrorerhity. '

"You're disgusting!’

‘That's the pot calling the kettle black, surely.'

'It wasn't like Irene said. | didn't set out to seel Byron. | didn't set out to
do anything!

Anger that she was having to defend her moralsami@n, of all people,
had her whirling away and dragging on the towelnodpe that she'd



brought with her. Flicking her hair over her sharldshe turned back to
face her brother with a steely expression on hee.f4 do not wish to
discuss what happened with Byron in the pastd#ad and gone as Irene
is dead and gone.'

'Really, Celeste? Are you saying you don't feddiag for Byron any more,
that he hasn't been your silent sexual prey atigi?b

Outrage at both Damian and her own stupid feeloge in her breast. 'l
detest Byron Whitmore!" she lashed out. 'l woultkt'thim touch me if he
was the last man on earth!

'No kidding. Then it won't bother you that he's atbim be married again.’

Celeste could no more stop the blood from leavieigface than she could
the daggers of dismay that stabbed into her h&ue. clutched the robe
around her and did her level best not to sway orfdet, or look anything
other than coldly indifferent. With a supreme efffof will, she somehow
found a wry smile and a semblance of composure.

'Is that so?' she drawled. 'And who's the unluekly?"

Damian seemed disconcerted by her quick recov€tgarly, he'd wanted
to distress her, wanted to twist those daggers.hittisk eyes were still
watchful on her, waiting for her to betray her fiegé, but this only
hardened Celeste's resolve to keep them to hei$ethe was stupid
enough still to feel anything for that holier-thou hypocrite, then the
last thing she was going to do was show it or adimithat would betray
everything that had sustained her all these years.

'Her name is Catherine Gateshead,' Damian infotmeedourly.

'‘And how did you come across this priceless infdiom&' Celeste thought
her tone was perfect. Just a little sarcastic,aalud bored.

‘A friend of hers told a friend of mine they wereirg to announce their
engagement at Byron's fiftieth birthday party lagght. It seems they've
been quite a hot item for quite some time."



Celeste battled to control a whole host of reastiomt the least of which
was shock at hearing Byron's age. Fifty! He ditbok fifty. Clearly, he

wasn't acting as though he was fifty, either, stfeght bitterly. Still, he'd
always been a highly sexed man and Irene had beEshfdr nearly a year.

'And how old is this Catherine person?’ she asleedaachalantly as she
could manage.

Damian's smirk suggested he'd picked up on heroen# good few years
younger than you, dear sister. And smashing-logKingtold.

Celeste threw her brother a savage look and hééalig

‘Jealousy can be an ugly thing. Not that you've gojthing to worry
about, Celeste. No woman can hold a candle to yleenwyou put your
mind to it. I'll never forget the look on that bast Whitmore's face when
you swanked into the Regency ballroom recentlyhiat dress. God, he
couldn't keep his eyes off you. Not that | blanya.hThat was some dress.’

Celeste cringed at the memory of that dress. Sde'theealized, till she
was making her way down the centre of the ballr@mz caught a glimpse
of herself in one of the mirrored walls, how thatss looked from a
distance. The skin-colored material and tightliefitstyle gave the illusion
of nudity, the selected beading marking out a pcatiwe outline around
her nipples and crotch.

Up close in the boutique, it had not looked so desdusly revealing. Still,
under Byron's critical gaze, she'd had no altevealiut to carry off the
outrageous outfit with panache or be left lookirgal.

'It was perfectly obvious to anyone with a brairtheir head," Damian was
raving on, 'that you've only got to click your ferg his way and he'd drop
Catherine as though she has a contagious diselismatively, you could
have some real fun and wait till he married thky &itch, then move in for
the ultimate kill. A married Byron seems to bringt gyour best hunting
instincts.'

Celeste amazed herself by not reacting visibly @mmian's crude and
inflammatory remarks. Her expression remained rkaldy cool, as was



her laugh. 'l think you're confusing me with youf;skrother dear. You're
the one who's always running after married peoplerefer my bed
partners both single and decidedly younger tham. fifdon't think Byron
Whitmore fills the bill, do you?"

Retying the sash on her robe, Celeste picked upolaex and pushed past
her brother, striding confidently towards the dddamian scowled after
her, irritated by his lack of success at stirriqgtouble.

What he didn't see was the grey pallor in his ssstace as she left the
pool-house, or the haunted look in her eyes. Neitbald he guess at the
storm of emotion gathering in her heart, nor hek laf confidence in her
ability to deal with any of it.

Celeste headed across the lawns and up the sepe tstthe back of the
house, blinking madly as she went. | do not camuaByron Whitmore,
she kept saying to herself. | do not care whatdesdr where he goes or
whom he matrries. | do not care!

Celeste swept into the huge kitchen and put onk#tde for a cup of
coffee. By the time she was sipping its soothingmth, she was almost
her old self again. Till she suddenly rememberedttial on Monday. Her
head dropped into her hands, her stomach instelntigning.

Oh, God...



CHAPTER TWO

THE taxi sped off, leaving Gemma standing on theepgent with her
suitcase at her feet. She was smiling to herself.

Nathan was going to get the shock of his life wisbe walked in. He

thought she was out in good old Lightning Ridgetjigmdly awaiting the

Monday afternoon flight back to Sydney. Insteadehghe was, home a
day early, the lucky passenger on a private jettered by an American
couple staying at her motel.

The McFaddens had dropped in on the opal-miningntew part of a

whirlwind tour of the outback of Australia, and,trfimding the dust, flies

and heat to their liking, had decided to head fgurfeéy posthaste. When
Gemma had told them over breakfast this mornintpéndining-room that

she wished she were back home in Sydney as welldtloffered her a lift.

Delighted, she'd accepted, and here she was!

A glance at her watch showed it had only just pdsse in the afternoon.
For a few seconds, she regretted that her trip batkghtning Ridge had
been so unrewarding in the matter of finding amghout about her
missing mother. Perhaps she should have stayedxtn@ day and come
back on the Monday as originally planned.

In all honesty, she hadn't tried all that hard, Bhd? One short interview
with Mr Gunther-her dead father's only friend irghining Ridge-and one
afternoon spent talking to the miners who'd jugigesed to drop into the
pub. Neither would qualify as an in-depth invediga Was it that
underneath she was afraid of the truth? Or of figdiut that Nathan was
right? Some people's pasts were better off lefethe

Still, the trip back to where she'd grown up haddlen&emma appreciate
the life she had made for herself now in Sydney I&d an interesting job
selling opals to an exclusive clientele in Whitmemglamorous store in the
Regency Hotel. She was married to Sydney's mostesstul playwright
who also just happened to be the most handsomesseran who'd ever
drawn breath. And soon she was going to start athe family she'd
always wanted.



Her big brown eyes melted as she thought of helpdng and their phone
conversation last Friday night. That had beentless two days ago, but it
seemed like an eternity. She'd done exactly asdugjdested and thrown
away her pills. Then she'd done the second thifthvisented: come home.
Smiling a very female smile, she extracted her kiegmn her carry-all
handbag, picked up her suitcase and walked owvetsecurity door of the
four-storey building that housed their apartmemn. t®e top floor, their
unit had a lovely view of Elizabeth Bay and, whHdemma called it home
for now, she knew she wouldn't want to bring uphddc or children, in
such a contained and restricted environment. Shédwwant a house and
a big back yard with a dog in it, a dog she woull Blue.

Gemma's heart squeezed tight as she thought ofmbatent out at the
Ridge yesterday when she'd visited Blue's gravewds buried not far
from the dugout she'd been brought up in, on aldmikdck he used to lie

on sometimes. She hadn't been able to stop theesudelling-up of

emotion nor the flood of tears that had streamethfher eyes. Now, as
she turned the key and let herself into the bujdishe felt those tears
pricking at her eyes again.

She would have brought Blue to Sydney with heh#'d had the chance.
But some rotten swine had poisoned him while sheeh at her father's
funeral. She'd been shattered when she found Hlg, ls@emingly more
upset over her dog's death than her father's.

Gemma felt a stab of guilt at that memory, frownasgshe carried her case
inside the cool foyer and shut the door behind Geing back to Lightning
Ridge had dredged up memories she would rather fagetten. Yes,
Nathan was right. One's happiness lay in the futusethe past. From this
day, she would look forward, not back. Her futunel &er happiness lay in
her marriage to Nathan, in their having a familgether.

A determined expression momentarily thinned Gemrhalsmouth. If
Nathan thought she was going to stop at one babywds very much
mistaken. She'd hated not having any brothers stels, hated not having
a mother and a father. No child of hers was gainga through life feeling
deprived and different, as she had done. Her @nldvould have every
advantage she could give them. Gemma's mouth slydddaxed into a
quietly rueful smile.



Just look at me, getting all carried away and seriorhinking too far
ahead was as bad as spending all one's energyimgaiyout the past. My
first priority is being happy here and now-and &ttong pregnant with my
first baby. Still, if Nathan's mood on the phonee tbther night was
anything to go by then the latter shouldn't taleltmg.

Gemma hurried over to press the lift button onitadl, her heart racing
excitedly as she thought of what was in store &rupstairs. The lift doors
whooshed back and she stepped inside the emptyastmgnt, pressing
number four and waiting impatiently for them to shgain.

Actually, she and Nathan hadn't made love for aiyesthat Nathan hadn't
wanted to. He always wanted to. But some recent ratfier shocking

allegations about Nathan's sexual history had playe her mind, and
she'd begun making excuses not to make love withigband. Even after
being assured by an independent source that thé shosking of these
allegations was untrue, she'd still found herseting very negatively in

the bedroom. Nathan had been remarkably patieht vat, and she aimed
to reward that patience in full tonight.

Maybe I'll fall pregnant straight away, Gemma thiatugxcitedly as the

doors shut and the lift began to rise. Probably sio¢ conceded, but it felt
wonderfully warming to think about the possibility.would give added

meaning to what had previously been little morenthgphysical intimacy

between them. Gemma held high hopes that havirabg together would

bring about the emotional bonding with Nathan gfa'd always felt was
missing in their relationship.

With spirits high and pulse galloping, she steppetl of the lift on the
fourth floor, eager to have her husband's armsnartwer, to have him kiss
her as he'd kissed her at the airport the other Tay bad if he was deeply
involved with his writing. She was going to insist leave it and give her
his full attention. No doubt. he would be holed wp his study, his
handsome face buried in the computer screen. Biingpwas going to
save him from being seduced today. Nothing!

Gemma's grin faded to a frown as she opened thmrtraent door.
Nathan's raised voice was coming through the cldsedble doors that led



into the living room, sounding so impassioned tGamma was shocked
into stillness, her hand on the doorknob, her catdkin the hallway
outside. His next words came crystal-clear to hartled ears, and their
content staggered her.

'So what if it was just sex last night?' Nathanffecb angrily. ‘And the
night before. When has it ever been anything othan just sex between
us?'

Gemma paled, her hand tightening over the knobea®ie's voice flung a
furious reply.

'When has it ever been anything else but justeexdu with any woman?'

Nathan laughed.

Despite her being already frozen with shock anddnpthat cold laughter
chilled Gemma to the bones. 'You think | didn'tdoyou that night all

those years,' Lenore swept on, 'when we made atogeyher? You think

that was only sex for me?'

'l know it was.' Scornfully.

"You bastard"

'‘Nothing is to be achieved by calling names. Why'dgou come over

here and stop being a fool? Besides, you can h#allgce out of here in a
temper. You're not properly dressed.’

Gemma had to stuff a fist into her mouth to stopaaguished groan from
escaping. A muffled groan did find its way throuijlose hideous doors,
however, and Gemma thought she would die.

‘I should never have let you talk me into comingetieLenore cried. 'l

should never have let you touch me. You've alwagsnbbad news for

women. God, but | hate you.'

'Shall we see how much?' he taunted.



'‘No, don't! Oh ... oh, God, I'm hopeless .. .'

Gemma couldn't stand another second of such enabttorture, but the
wild urge to burst in on them and create an embsimg scene was
superseded by feelings of pained pride. Why shebkl humiliate herself
in front of two such shameless creatures? Theydvduleally care, except
in how being caught out would affect their cruedblfish and amoral lives.

But oh, God, the betrayal hurt as she'd never et before. Nothing
compared with the vice-like pain gripping her hearor the wintry
emptiness within, as though her soul had been sudke by some huge
emotional vacuum cleaner.

Gemma somehow managed to close the door, hoistangr-all up on to

her shoulder and pick up her suitcase. She didké the lift. She went
down the fire stairs, quite slowly, each shuddestep like a death-knell,
her mind disbelieving of how quickly her excitedppaess had been
changed to despair.

Tears filled her eyes and flooded over, running nidvr cheeks. She didn't
stop to wipe them away. Neither did she stop galogn those steps. If
she did, she would surely sag down into a wretchgzbtent huddle, and

once she did that she would not have the energthercourage to do

anything or go anywhere. Nathan might accidentatlg her there and she
couldn't bear to hear the lies he was sure to agoneith to explain what

she'd overheard.

Gemma exited the building and turned to walk up streets and around
the corner, no real destination in her mind. Sts ysanted to get as far
away from Nathan and Lenore as she could. The fagtatking was a
salvation in itself, for having to put one footfront of the other had a kind
of robotic comfort. Gradually, the breeze dried tears on Gemma's
cheeks and she felt the pieces of her shatteredgsadually reassemble
into something that was capable of making decisions

Not that she was whole again. Her heart would nbeewhole again, she
recognized bleakly. It would remain broken, buyj@et of glueing together
was taking place as she walked, her bewilderedailegjving way to the

human survival technique of cynicism and anger.



You shouldn't be surprised, Gemma, a bitter voemted. You had plenty
of clues that Nathan hadn't married you for love, matter what he
claimed. True love does not keep its emotionaladist, nor harbor dark
secrets. It is open and trusting and warm and wdmld&lathan, on far too
many occasions, was secretive and distrusting ahdl @nd downright

wicked. Look at the way he enslaved your sensesgtuyou into little

more than a sexual puppet. If he's been patiertt you lately, it was

because he had other fish to fry. He didn't neednéke love to you
because he was having an affair with Lenore!

And you suspected as much. Go on, admit it, yoyidtdittle idiot!
Underneath you were worried about the time he wasding with Lenore
but in the end you chose to ignore it, becausewanted to believe in his
love, wanted to keep pretending.

As for Lenore ...

Now that the initial shock was over and she waskihg more clearly,
Gemma was stunned to find she didn't feel quitersgyry with Nathan's ex-
wife. In fact, she almost felt sorry for her. If h@e hated Nathan, as she
said, then that was because she was also stibvia With him. Gemma
could well understand a woman loving and hatinghisliatat the same time.
She certainly did right at this moment. But at teas hate part seemed to
clear one's vision of the man he really was. Lemda't sound as though
she was under any illusions. Neither was Gemmanaone. Just to love
Nathan was to become a fool, there was no douhitabat. A blind fool!

Gemma looked back over all the warnings she'd lgggan about Nathan,
the warnings she had naively ignored. Insteaddsstelpidly gone into a
marriage based on nothing but the physical. Histivgrer to have a baby
was the one thing that she didn't quite underst@hdre again, men had
babies all the time with women they didn't love.yMa it was a matter of
ego, of wanting to replicate their genes, or of tivanto keep the women
under their control.

Nathan had demonstrated a jealousy and possesssvewer her from the
start, suggesting that, while he might not love herdid like ‘owning' her.
Since their marriage, he'd molded her into the sbwife that suited him,



a sexually submissive little doll whom he couldstras he fancied, parade
in public on his arm, then bring home and make kovas he pleased.

Well, he wouldn't be 'making love' to her any maske vowed with an
intense bitterness that kept the despair at bagir tharriage was over as
of this moment. She would never go back to him.éMe&ver!

Gemma strode on, around the next corner, headingrtts she knew not
what. But the ramifications of the decision she juastl made were not long
in sinking in. Would Byron give her the sack on@fbund out she'd left
his precious adopted son? Even if he didn't, wheae she going to live
now? She had no real friends, no one she coulddyexcept perhaps ...

Damian had said she could rely on him if ever steded a friend.

Gemma slowed her step. Why was she so loath tdeadlian Campbell?
Was it just pride that was stopping her, or sonmgthhore complex than
that? Nathan's own warnings about his enemy noelohgld water, did
they? One couldn't believe a thing he said. And.yet

Gemma sighed her confusion, halting completelyhenpgavement, putting
the suitcase down. Momentarily, she closed her,dfiesevents of the day
threatening to overwhelm her. She felt so aloneglspe and so wretched.
Tired too. Yes, suddenly, she felt dreadfully tir&sotional exhaustion,
she supposed.

Opening her eyes, she glanced around and therteamext corner, stood
an old hotel. What she needed was a quiet plate thown. Somewhere
she could simply sleep for a while. Nathan wasenqtecting her back in
Sydney till the following afternoon. He was not egpng her to call
tonight. This gave her over twenty-four hours teide what action she
was going to take. Wearily, Gemma picked up hetcase again and
began walking in the direction of the hotel.

What would have happened, she wondered grimly asarefully crossed
the street, if she had stayed in Lightning Ridge @ame back as originally
planned?



Gemma shuddered to think that she would have imtlycgone back
home to her husband's bed, unknowing of his tregchmsuspecting of
how callously he had betrayed her over the weekieow, he would go on
betraying her.

Innocent. Unknowing. Unsuspecting.
Well, she wasn't innocent any longer and she woelker be unknowing
or unsuspecting again. From this moment on, Gemnh&nre would

place her trust in one person only.

Herself.



CHAPTER THREE

CELESTE surveyed her wardrobe with some concernthen Monday
morning, moving outfit after outfit along the raciksher dressing-room,
mulling over the effect each one would have on ByWghitmore. What
could she wear that wouldn't inspire contempt sdyies?

Or lust.

At this last thought, Celeste brought herself ugrgly. What on earth was
the matter with her, caring what Byron thought fet? It was her own

feelings she had to worry about. Her own lust. @sigt. Or whatever
people called it these days.

She'd read somewhere recently that lust had a chébmasis, hormones or
such sparking off endorphins in the brain whichtunn impelled one's

body to mate with the object of its desire withaay reference to logic or
common sense. A mindless animal thing, in otherdaor

A mindless animal thing was all she could possgiily feel for that man,

she'd decided bitterly after her run-in with Damiab the weekend.
Nothing else. Certainly not anything finer or dee@he'd been silly even
to consider such a possibility, let alone worry whit

Since this was the case, she reasoned ruthlessy, the person who
needed protecting was herself, not Byron. How betieprotect herself
than to dress as provocatively as she always hatglty ensuring his lust
and contempt?

Celeste knew full well that the holier-than-thour&y Whitmore would
not contaminate himself by touching someone whtoapzed everything
he despised. She was safe, as long as she rato ttoilen. Whereas if she
came out looking unexpectedly demure, shock migddtarhim vulnerable
to the primitive desires she knew still lurked imat staunchly high-
principled soul of his. She'd seen the lust indyiss the night of the ball as
surely as she had felt her own.



A canary-yellow dress jumped out at her and shevdrdrom the rack,
smiling. If that didn't put some fire in his veirmgd disgust into those
beautiful blue eyes of his then her name wasngstelCampbell.

Made of stretch jersey wool, the yellow sheatredither like a glove and
finished mid-thigh. The high rolled neck and lomght sleeves practiced
reverse psychology by being more provocative thenldwest-cut, most
revealing style. Perhaps this had something to db the way it clung,
projecting a subtle promise rather than overt psoonty.

Subtle?

Celeste laughed. There was nothing subtle abotiyétl@aw dress if it was
worn without a bra and only tights underneath-tmeso with built-in
panties which had not a single ridge to reveal theistence. She had worn
it that way to the races one day and caused a ns@osation. Celeste
remembered the occasion with wry affection becduesephotograph had
been splashed across all the Sunday society padesha felt confident

Byron would have seen them. There was nothingrtteate her feel better
than the knowledge she might have upset Byron'dilegum. It was not
simply a matter of a woman scorned having her rgegas her brother
probably believed.

It was a matter of justice. Byron had to be purisfeg what he had set in
motion with his merciless ambition. She shoulda¥éto be the only one
to suffer.

The image of her lovely little baby girl swam befdrer eyes for a moment
before she ruthlessly forced it down, down into tlepths of darkness,
hopefully never to surface again. She'd trainedgdienot to think about

that any more, for what was the point?

She'd done all that she could, had tried to finddady. Tried and tried and
tried. In the end, she had had to put the seadghasid go on with her life.
Either that, or kill herself, or go mad.

Her decision to put the past behind her and gawvemgl had been a brave
one. Of course, that didn't mean she no longeresedf or that she was
totally successful in blocking those crippling mermas. This was the



second time this year she had lapsed. The fire tiaxd been when she'd
seen that damned opal. How could she not havesdt#rinking about the
past when confronted by a piece of it? But confr@nan inanimate object
was nothing compared to confronting the man whetda the horrors in
motion.

Celeste shuddered, then stiffened and straightarsdg every ounce of
her iron will to smooth the pained anguish from fasre. Her tiger's eyes,
which had mirrored intense distress for a secoad, ftashed with the type
of coldly glittering lights that would have terefi any enemy.

Celeste only had one enemy within reach these days.
Byron Whitmore.

If I wear the matching yellow sandals complete withee-inch heels, she
decided with icy determination, | should meet hiye ¢o eye. Well, not

quite, she conceded drily as she draped the yall@ss over her arm and
picked up those same yellow sandals.

Byron stretched the tape measure to six feet fibuhat wasn't daunting
enough, he had shoulders like axe-handles anddegsfootball player
would kill for. Top that off with a classically hdsome face which was
ageing better than Cary Grant's and you had a maasned attractive it
was downright unfair!

What irked Celeste as well was that Byron's sexealpwas not dimmed by
his possessing the sort of chauvinistic attitudeamen that sent feminists
into a right flap. Yet, for some weird and wondémeason, most women

responded to his strongly male stance very posjtiidhey became coy in

his presence. Coy and fluttering and feminine. &rself had been guilty

of such a reaction in the old days, as had deaetsisene. Oh, yes, Irene
had been putty in his hands, quite the reversé®fhiard-edged sarcastic
bitch everyone else had known her to be.

Thinking about the way she herself had blindly cegfed to Byron in the
past hardened Celeste's heart towards him in tegept. Unfortunately,
her emotional toughness did not seem to spill avter other areas. Her



mind and body were running their own races, rewglthings she would
rather not recall.

Byron, kissing her in his office when she'd beeiy @eventeen. Byron,
making love to her. Once again in his office. Byroraking love to her yet
again. Not in his office. On the billiard-table. Belleview. Two years
later ...

For a few tormenting moments she could almosttiea! it had felt when

he made love to her. God, she would have done imgytie wanted. She
had done anything he wanted!

Celeste squeezed her eyes tightly shut, detesengeli for the wave of
heat flooding her body. But when her nipples atyuadrdened, her eyes
flung open wide in shock.

Furious with herself for her lack of control, Ceeswept back into her
luxurious bedroom, dumping her clothes on the higend bed before
heading for her equally luxurious bathroom. Arougaickly gave way to
other more satisfying emotions, a vengeful smileviclg her generous
mouth as she slipped the silky robe from her shesldnd snapped on the
shower taps. God, but she was going to enjoy matkiagbastard's loins
itch today. It was the least she could do in thee faf her own damnable
desires.

Celeste's bitter resolve lasted right up till thenment her taxi pulled up in
front of the court-house and she saw Byron walkiluyvn the street
towards her. Her immediate flutter of nerves mocked determination to
be ruthlessly seductive in his presence, her itigtarihurning stomach
bringing with it both irritation and dismay.

What in God's name was the matter with her? This Bygon Whitmore
here, the man who'd almost destroyed her. No mé&elgste. No mercy!

Damn, but he did look good in that black suit.
Distinguished and handsome, yet incredibly sexy.

She couldn't take her eyes off him. The driverlguahnouncing the fare
snapped Celeste out of her emotional confusion. t#imeled him over a



note, told him brusquely to keep the change, thesgab to alight from the
back seat, just as Byron drew alongside. Their eyesas she swung the
door wide and presented her long legs to the sgumghine.

Byron halted mid-stride to glare at her, his blyessoothingly derisive as
they raked over her, taking in everything she'dtedrim to take in. This
was familiar ground to Celeste and she indulgeal smug smile. With her
self-confidence restored, she uncurled her talledth body with the
sensuous grace of a Siamese cat, swinging thesthowmbehind her before
turning to face her foe.

'‘Good morning, Byron," she said huskily, that cdefitly sensual smile
firmly in place. Byron seemed to stiffen underirtgpact, which only made
her sense of satisfaction increase. She reveldteiway his eyes followed
her every movement as she soothed the tight skavhdver her hips, then
adjusted the brim of her wide straw hat.

'For God's sake, Celeste," he snapped at last,dyle® glittering. "You're
going to a trial, not the races.'

So! He had seen those photos of her in the pamed G

'Looking at you,' she returned silkily while sheyighlayed with the gold
rope necklace hanging between her breasts, '‘onbt rhaye thought we
were off to a funeral. Truly, Byron, you should sewear black. Grey's
your color. And you shouldn't scowl like that. Ibad for your health.
Gives you high blood-pressure. A man your age basdrry about such
things.'

The muscles in Byron's jaw convulsed as though ke @enching and
unclenching his teeth. He seemed to be doing thne seith his hands. His
eyes, however, kept flicking back to her chest whane could feel her
braless nipples growing more erect by the momeat. ffom being
disconcerted by this as she had been earlier dastedound that her own
arousal fuelled her to be even more outrageous.

'Did you know that owning a, pet can lower yourdaepressure?’ she
purred. 'lIt has something to with the stroking. Yook like you could do



with a pet, Byron. Not a dog, though. A cat. A ngmdt sensual cat that
enjoys a lot of stroking ... "

Their eyes locked, Celeste lifting a saucy eyebmwhim while she
awaited Byron's reaction to her provocative words.

Those beautiful blue eyes of his blazed for a sédoefore they turned
icily contemptuous. Celeste smiled her satisfactwith the way the
encounter was going.

Byron was so predictable.

‘Thank you for the advice, Celeste,' he bit outf bthink | know what
clothes suit me after all these years. As for noobtpressure,' he went on
drily, 'it's just fine. | have no need of a caty amy other artificial method
of relaxation.'

'Really?' Her smile was a deliciously sarcastiovzeutOh, | see! Silly me. |
did hear you were getting married again. | forgfss, you're right, there's
nothing to compare with mother nature's naturaxaht, is there?'

Byron's frozen stare unnerved Celeste for a monie@m not getting
married again,’ he said coldly. Celeste thoughttgdeher reaction very
well.

'You're not?' she said airily. 'Well, there you.dPeople say you should
only believe half of what you see and none of wiuat hear.’

'‘Where you're concerned, Celeste,” he returnedtilfrosl believe
everything | see and add considerably to all thedr.'

Her laughter was light and flirtatious. '"You're Bucflatterer! Shouldn't we
be going inside?"

Without waiting for his reply, she turned and begaalking up the never-
ending steps. He automatically fell into step bediér, Celeste suddenly
finding his nearness claustrophobic, which waseagerverse. Hadn't she
wanted to tease him, to inflame his unrequitedrddsr her?



'You came in a taxi,' he remarked on the way uhaihappened to your
Rolls?'

‘Nothing. It's in the garage at home. It's simpipus one chauffeur.’

Byron slanted her .a sardonic glance. 'What happeiedn't he come up
to expectations?'

'Obviously not. Didn't your fiancée?'
Byron ground to a halt. '‘Catherine was never miycke.'

Oh? What was she, then?' Celeste was unnervecelple¢hsure she found
in the word-was.

‘A friend.’
‘A close friend, from all reports. And quite a dgaunger than you.'
Byron's handsome face darkened. 'At least she i@smy payroll!

"You think women like that are free?' Celeste cerad caustically. 'I'll bet
she knew what you were worth, right down to youst @ollar. And I'll bet
she thought an affair was a down-payment on a ipem@anent contract.'

"Then she thought wrong."'

Celeste heard the harsh note in his voice. 'Whppdr@ed, Byron?' she
gueried softly, moving closer and reaching outaioch him on the wrist.

'Did you find out she was a mercenary gold-digghitth? You poor

darling ... ' Her fingernail slid down his sleew&gr his cuff and on to bare
flesh. 'Better to stick to the devil you know irtdte, don't you think?"

For a few excruciatingly tense seconds, Celestaghiohe was actually
going to drag her into his arms and kiss her. Wssewere like hot coals
on her softly parted lips, his chest rising andirfglwith visibly unchecked
passion.



But Byron did not let her down. He gathered himselperbly, giving her
the coldest look while he lifted her hand from Haek of his with obvious
distaste.

'I'd appreciate it if you would keep your handsyturself," he drawled. 'l
don't know where they've been.’

Celeste's heart contracted fiercely at this openlin You'll keep, Byron,
she thought savagely. You'll keep.

Outwardly, she delivered a silky smile. 'Shall wdjoarn to courtroom
SiX?'

'By all means,’ he returned, just as smoothly. €@oom six, however, was
not where they ended up. Instead, they were slouifil® a waiting-room
where there was nothing to do but wait till theyrevealled to the witness
stand. The minutes ticked away with endless tediGeleste finding it
difficult to remain in the same room with Byron daut the soothing
comfort of his ongoing contempt. A silently broogliByron was far too
attractive to her recently renewed desire for him.

Celeste contemplated starting a conversation athmunight of the ball,

and the robbery, and what he was going to sayemttness stand. But
that would lead to talk about the Heart of FiredAmhile she would have
liked to question Byron again over how that rottgral had come to turn
up again, she couldn't bear dredging up any morenaries today,

certainly not those memories ...

‘Tell me, what's happening with your family?' slskexd Byron so abruptly
that he jumped in his seat.

He eyed her suspiciously. 'Why would you want tcownabout my
family?’

Her shrug was nonchalant. 'Why not? They're my ljanoo, in a

roundabout sort of way. Besides, I'm fed up withttbld feud nonsense
between the Whitmores and the Campbells. We shiatldbygones be
bygones.’



'Pardon me if | say | don't believe that for a matyiehe scoffed. "You
single-handedly revived the old feud when you toe&r Campbell Jewels.
Your mother might have been prepared to let bygdredvygones after
your father died. But not you, Celeste. Never you.'

'A woman can change her mind, can't she?'

Byron laughed. 'You mean you're going to drop alliryunfair business
tactics? You're not going to deliberately undermut prices, even at your
own expense? You're not going to bribe any morardege tour guides to
bypass our stores in favor of yours?'

‘That was not done with my sanction,' she saidptar

‘Then | suggest you get rid of your sales and nierzenanager before he
ruins you.'

'l have spoken to Damian.'
'‘Spoken? He should have been fired!

'He's family,” she sighed. 'You must know what 'thdtke. | feel
responsible for him.’

Celeste was surprised to see understanding sofyjeamB face. 'Yes,' he
sighed as well. 'l do. But one makes a lot of rkistain the name of family
responsibility. '

Celeste nodded her agreement while Byron fell silen

'‘Ava's getting married,' he resumed abruptly aitehort interval.

'‘Good lord!" Celeste was genuinely surprised. "W

'A very interesting man by the name of Vince Marell

'‘An ltalian?'



'‘An Australian-Italian. In his early thirties andaidsome as the deuvil,
though not in a typically Latin fashion. He has tmdoring and the body of
a Bondi lifesaver.'

'‘Well, | am surprised. I'm afraid | rather saw Againg to her grave a
spinster. Are you sure he's not after her money¥ds only sister, she
must have quite an inheritance.’

'He has more than enough money of his own. Rumsistimiction company
that specializes in building blocks of units. Mylisitor says he's rock-
solid.'

She threw him a dry look. 'l see you had him chdak&t.'

'l didn't get where | am today by being trusting)éste. Still, you wouldn't
have so many doubts if you saw Ava today. Shasnmed off a lot of
weight and is looking positively glowing. Beinglmve suits her.’

Celeste flinched inside. 'How nice for her,'’ shedsa little stiffly.
'Speaking of being in love, has Jade tied the kebtwith that hunk of a
fiancé she was with at the ball?'

'Yes, and she's expecting a baby.'

Celeste had to fight hard this time not to showiag on her face. 'Really,’
she said with a falsely bright smile. 'Is she gdimgtay home and give up
her career?'

'‘No such luck, Celeste. Kyle's the one who's rediriApparently, he
fancies himself a house husband while Jade stagd bE marketing at
Whitmore's.'

‘Just my luck," she muttered. 'But let's not tddkw business. What's this |
hear about Nathan's marriage being on the rocks?"
'What rubbish!" Byron exclaimed hotly. 'Nathan &emma are extremely

happy.'

'‘Well, there, you see what | mean? How can oneselivhat one hears?
Nathan's blissfully happy with his child bride agdu're not getting



married again, either. | really must stop listentnggossip. Are you sure
you're not getting married again? You're not jagng to keep it a secret,
are you?'

'l have no intention of ever getting married agddyron bit out.

'Oh? Why's that? Wasn't your one experience wittriage a happy one?'
You know damned well what my marriage was likeleGe.'

'I'm not sure | do. Why don't you tell me?"

'l am not going to rake over old coals. Neitherlagning to speak ill of the
dead. Irene tried to be a good wife to me, anddirdy best to be a good
husband to her.'

'‘But you didn't love her.'

'Don't you dare talk to me about love,' he snarfdu have no concept of
what love is.'

Celeste was startled by his sudden vehemence. 'Wbkeeyou are poison
to all decent men,' he raved on in a low but higéiyotional voice. 'You
make them think you love them, but you don't. Ytaymgames with them.
You turn them inside out. You fuel their desirese uheir bodies, and
when you've had enough you throw them away. Wethklled your bluff

that last time, didn't I, Celeste? | used you aniréw you away. Watch
out, darling, or I might do the same thing agaifteAall, we both know
what you are, don't we? Not a cat. An alley-catould have you just like
that!" And he clicked his fingers.

It was ironic that at that precise moment Byron waked to the witness
stand. He stood up, and, without a backward glasitede proudly from
the room.

Celeste stared after him, her heart pounding miadher chest. Outrage at
his insults warred with the astonishing realizatibat Byron might really

have loved her once. Why else would he still bebster towards her?

Why else hate her so virulently?



Celeste had always suspected Irene had fed himo&gewdt of lies about

her after she'd gone back to school, lies thatrhade her look very bad.
Even so, Byron had been very ready to believe these had been very
quick to write her a letter, dismissing their affas a temporary infatuation
which he deeply regretted. He'd stated quite cdlady he wanted nothing
to do with her ever again.

Celeste had been crushed by this brutal and rathdusing rejection, then

shattered when a few short months later he'd nohireme.

Recalling the distress she had felt at that timeldr@ed Celeste's heart
again. No, she decided staunchly, and clenchetekér down hard in her
jaw. Byron's fierce antagonism towards her just meag no proof of a past
love. He was simply being the same hypocriticatdraishe'd always been,
pretending to be holier-than-thou, judging her tamdards that he himself
didn't live up to. He'd lied when he'd told herlbeed her back then. Lied
for the sole purpose of possessing her body. Anehwte'd had his fill and

she'd gone back to school, he'd callously dumpedahd moved on to

Irene, who he'd obviously thought would bring hiran@pbell Jewels as
well as her beautiful and undoubtedly willing body.

Men like Byron didn't love women, Celeste accepteih a bitter
cynicism. They loved sex and money and successy ved power and
position in the community. Nothing was more impnotte Byron than his
social standing, his so-called good name. Why wisald he spend so
much time and money working for charity? Why elssuld he have taken
that degenerate boy off the streets and adoptegdfbirheaven's sake?

Because he wanted everyone to look up to him apdvbat a great man
he was. How generous and good. How bloody wonderful

But that shining reputation of his had been wom abst. She'd been the
one to pay. Yet he had the hide to tear stripsheffcharacter, as well as
the gall to claim he could have her as easily asoldd snap his fingers.

Like hell, she thought. Like bloody hell' There was way she would ever
let him touch her again. Never in a million years!



CHAPTER FOUR

GEMMA'S hand trembled as she dialed. It was the&dwtrthing she had
ever had to do but she had to do it. Nathan woaltehving soon to go to
the airport to pick her up, and even she didn'ehtéie heart callously to let
him worry when she didn't get off that plane.

The telephone in their apartment rang and rangrand, but he didn't

answer. It had not occurred to her that Nathan tmgh be home, that he
might go straight from rehearsals at the theattascot Airport. But now

it did, and she groaned her dismay. God, she jashivthinking straight.

With her heart thudding madly in her chest, sheghup hurriedly and
looked up the theatre number in the telephone bdblks time, someone
answered immediately, and luckily Nathan was samated. He came on
the line, sounding worried.

'‘Gemma? What's wrong, darling? Did you miss tight®?'

'‘No, Nathan,' she replied, fighting to keep hercecsteady. 'l didn't miss
the flight.'

‘Then where are you ringing from? You're supposebetin the air. Oh, |
see. The flight's been delayed. Never mind, darlirfgese things happen.
So when will you be arriving?'

The two 'darling's had really hurt, bringing thense of outrage she
needed. 'l won't be arriving, Nathan. I'm not cogriiome.’

'‘Not coming home?' he repeated in a stunned, alblask tone.

‘That's right. You told me once that if | ever wathiout of our marriage |
was to say so up-front." She paused long enougdhalp in a much needed
breath. 'l want out of our marriage, Nathan. Myatar will be in touch.’

'Wait!" he cried, seemingly aware that she was abmtang up. 'You ...
you can't just leave me like this, Gemma. You ngisgt me a reason. God-
dammit, | have a right to know the reason!" he deifed, clearly shaken.



‘The reason? The reason is you're a cheat and. driasure it won't take

too much intelligence to work out what I'm talkiafgout. You took me for

a fool, Nathan. And I'm not. I'm not ... ' Her weibroke and she struggled
for control. 'Oh, God, how could you? | didn't desethat. I. .. I. . ." She

broke off and forcibly pulled herself together.

'‘Goodbye, Nathan. Don't bother trotting out to ltighg Ridge to find me.
I'm not there.'

She hung up, then sank down on the side of thd bett looking and
feeling utterly drained. No tears came. She wasudlbf tears.

But dear God, whatever was she going to do? Whaseshe going to go?

Her overnight stay in the old hotel and many hoofsthinking had
provided no solutions except that she was goingivorce Nathan. No
doubt some fancy solicitor could drive a hard barder her when it came
to a financial settlement, but she automaticallsask from that and from
what people would say about her. They'd only bearried a few months,
after all. She also shrank from having to tell Natk family the reason for
her leaving him-that he'd been cheating on her tigrex-wife.

Not that they would necessarily believe her. Nathawld deny it, of
course, and so would Lenore. Byron, Gemma realisedld be loath to
believe such a thing of his golden-haired boy. ldatbould do no wrong in
his eyes, being supposedly as old-fashioned inmugal principles as his
adopted father. Ava was the only person Gemma dbui& of who would
be on her side, but how could she pit brother agaiister? It wasn't right.

No, she would have to strike out on her own. Shik l&td the money
Byron had had paid her as a reward for bringinglthe Heart of Fire.
That would cover her expenses for a while. And ahdd probably get a
job easily enough with her mastery of oral Japanese

Going back to work at Whitmore's was not an optieven if Byron didn't
fire her, Nathan would descend upon her there $ikeavenging angel,
demanding further explanations when doing his hestwhitewash his
behavior. He might even throw himself on her memryd beg her
forgiveness. She could not have borne that.



What she needed, more than anything, was to disappea while, out of
reach of Nathan and any private detective he nmhgktto find her. Which
meant not staying in any hotel, nor going to resihe agents nor applying
for job. That would leave a trail any decent dewectvould easily pick up
on.

So where could she go?

Damian's offer, which had been hovering at the mddier mind all along,
but which she had previously dismissed, jumpedhéofore. Why not? she
rationalized. He was in a position to help her. 4l the money and the
connections. He'd even promised her a job if sher avanted one.
Campbell Jewels had stores in other states. Maieecsuld move to
Brisbane or to Melbourne: get herself well awayfr8ydney and Nathan.

At three in the afternoon, Damian would probablyirb&is office. Gemma
looked up the number of the head office of Campbelels and, once
again, dialed.

'‘Could I speak to Damian Campbell, please?' sheestgd of the girl who
answered.

An extension was tried but no one answered.

'Mr Campbell doesn't seem to be in his office a@ tmoment,’ the
receptionist said with brisk politeness. 'Would yike to leave a message
and I'll get him to ring you back?"

Gemma sighed. 'Yes, all right." And she relayed rreene and the hotel
number, adding that this was an emergency and sh&happreciate every
effort being made to get the message to Mr Campalsedbon as possible.

After she had hung up yet again, Gemma lay dowtmendimly lit room
and closed her eyes. Depression descended, aslthdstion. She hadn't
slept much the previous night. Now, she could riop sher mind from
slipping into the blackness.



Celeste left the court-house in a highly agitatedes Her encounter with
Byron was bad enough, but having to face that gig wad manhandled
her so brutally the night of the robbery had upset more than she'd
thought it would. Still, she was sure he'd be pelibd bars after her solid
and unwavering testimony. Men who perpetrated wicdeagainst women
should be incarcerated and the key thrown awalyerropinion.

She chose to walk back to the office. It was ontpaple of blocks and the
fresh air would do her mood good. On the way shdarabrief stopover
in a coffee lounge where she banished some hurageyspwith a roll and
some coffee. By the time the lift carried her uphe tenth floor of the city
office block that housed the head office of Cambpbelvels, Celeste felt
much better.

Five minutes later she was seated behind her laagern desk, reading
the monthly sales reports and chewing thoughtfoiiya Biro. Shaking her
head, she picked up her telephone and asked fordbanextension, only
to be told by his secretary that he wasn't bacKrget lunch.

Striding out to Reception, she informed the stdrtleceptionist that Mr
Campbell was to be sent into her office the monhenteappeared, and not
a second later. She was fuming by the time he wlatkevithout knocking-
at five to four.

'You wanted to see me, Celeste?' he said with antogonchalance,
planking himself down on the black leather chestklfand drawing a
packet of cigarettes from his pocket.

'l don't allow smoking in here, Damian,’ she sailiiky.

‘Tough. If you don't like it, fire me." And he lipp, drawing in deeply, then
exhaling in her direction.

She glared at him through the haze of smoke.tinught do that.'

'‘No, you won't. Darling Mama holds the ultimatensein this place and she
wouldn't hear of it.'



'Darling Mama is in Europe for another few montlesyne Celeste's dry
reminder. 'Before she left, she gave, me a freed hando whatever |
thought was best for the company. Not in one'segildmagination could
your performance as sales and marketing managdadsted that. Our
retail outlets are still suffering a backlash froine publicity we received
over the tour guide scandal. Our exports are dogarly twenty per cent.
And the quality of the opals we've been using lsavit to be desired.'

'‘Shocking," he murmured, clearly not at all conedrnCeleste's eyes
narrowed on him.

'Have you been drinking, Damian?’

His smirk was revealing. 'l may have had a tippléa® with lunch. Is that
against the rules as well?’

'‘No. But having a three-hour lunch is. You weremsged to be back at
your desk at two. It's after four.’

'Is it really?' he mocked. 'l must have lost tratkime.’
'‘Damian,’ she said sternly. 'You must realize tcafow this to go on.’

'Why not? The family's so rich that Campbell Jewadsild go bankrupt
and we'd still be all right. Your obsession witkirig to outdo Whitmore
Opals all the time is such a bore and so unnegessau should be out
there enjoying yourself, like | do.'

'Doing what?' she snapped. 'Drinking yourself sl playing poker?"

"Tch tch. Such spleen. | take it your meeting viith Whitmore, in court
did not go to your liking? What went wrong? Didh& succumb to the
charms you so discreetly put on display today?' HMlack gaze
encompassed her thoroughly, noting her high catowell as her figure-
hugging clothing.

"You don't know what you're talking about, Damiamd you're trying to
change the subject.’



'Is that what I'm doing? | thought | was sittingdénesmoking.'
"You really are quite drunk, aren't you?"
'‘Dh-huh.’

‘That's it then. As of today, you're no longer gees and marketing
manager. | won't sack you completely. | wouldn'ttdat to Mother. But
I'm moving you into some useless position where gan't do any harm.
You can be director of public relations.’

'Director of public relations? We haven't got adtor of public relations!

'‘Exactly. It should be right up your alley. No on#l notice or care if you
come to work or not.’

Celeste watched Damian's annoyance disappearihg gsacticality of his
new position sank in. 'Sounds perfect,' he drawkesad who are you going
to get to replace me?'

She made a dismissive gesture with the Biro. 'lme ghere must be
someone in this company who can do the job.’

Damian laughed. 'I'm sure there is. | can see lom. iHe'll be bright and
young and handsome, not to mention prepared toctoeneely grateful to
the boss.'

Celeste had had just about enough. 'Damian, I'mingiyou. |-

A sharp tap on the door stopped her in mid-flonont@ in," she said
sharply, knowing her assistant would not interrlilg# this unless it was
very important.

'Yes, Luke?' she asked when he popped his he&e itiaor.

'Miss Landers says an urgent message came in faCavimpbell a while

back, but she only just found out he had returmechflunch and was in
here.



'What is it?' Damian asked, swiveling round.

'Here ... She wrote down the name and number.'addédd over a piece of
paper to Damian, who remained seated where heWeeslady said it was

an emergency and you were to ring her back as a®gou came in."' Luke
nodded towards Celeste, then left, shutting ther dath discreet quiet

behind him.

Celeste was shocked by the look of sly glee thatecanto Damian's eyes
as he read the note. 'Fantastic,' he muttered,jtingmed to his feet. 'l must

go.'
'Wait a minute, Damian! Who is this woman? And Whttie emergency?"

‘That, my dear sister,' he said with dark passiohis voice, 'is none of
your business.'

'l hope you're not getting tangled up with anotinerried woman.'

He threw her a scornful look. 'l never get tanglgd with a married
woman, Celeste.'

‘That's just playing with words. You know what | ane.'

'Yes, of course | do. And as | said before, mindiryown damned
business!'

There was nothing quiet or discreet about Damiexits He slammed the
door after him, leaving Celeste feeling more wal@dout her brother than
she'd been in years.

Drinking. Gambling. Getting into debt. Having affaiwith other men's
wives. Where would it all end?

She shook her head and looked back down at thdliagpsales reports.
There was nothing she could do about Damain, keretivas something
she could do about Campbell's dwindling profits.aéteng over, she
pressed the intercom button.



'Yes, Ms Campbell?' Luke answered.
'l need to see you,' she rapped out. 'Straight away
'‘Coming ... "

Luke presented himself immediately, adjusting his & little self-
consciously as he came to attention in front ofdesk. At thirty, he was
older than her previous assistant, and not nearhyaadsome. But he knew
how to dress to make the most of his very good kadyhe knew how to
follow orders. Above all, he was intelligent andkanous. Ruthlessly so,

she believed.

Every now and then, a cool sharpness came int@thiasd grey eyes of
his, giving him a totally different look. Celestersetimes wondered what
he would have done if her occasional public flidatwith him had been
put to the acid test. To be honest, she had anteéle would have turned
her down, which was perhaps why she was abouwthgim the chance of
a lifetime.

'‘As of this moment, Luke,” she said crisply, 'thesipon of sales and
marketing manager is vacant. Mr Campbell is gomdake over a new
position in the company as director of public nelas. | was wondering if
you'd be interested in his old position.’

Celeste was gratified with Luke's reaction. He wagably stunned for a
split-second, but quickly assumed that cool andhligself-contained
bearing she rather admired.

'I would indeed,' was all he said.

There was no gushing, no groveling. Celeste smélediim. Yes, she
thought with great satisfaction. You'll do. Youlth splendidly.



CHAPTER FIVE

GEMMA was wrenched out of a deep sleep by somebakirsg her. Her
eyes sprang open to find Damian Campbell sittinghenhotel bed beside
her, peering worriedly down into her face.

There was another equally worried-looking man hiogebehind him. It
took her a few moments to recognize him as the ddekk from
downstairs.

‘Are you all right, Gemma?' Damian was asking anslp 'You haven't
done anything silly, have you?"

'‘Who .. what?' she stammered, her head still fimay sleep. 'l. .. I. ..
don't know what you mean.’

Damian smiled. 'She's fine," he threw over his klauat the desk clerk.
"You can go now. Thanks for letting me in. Falsemal’

Gemma's mind slowly started working. She leveretsdie up on one
elbow and watched the man leave. When he'd cldsedidor, her gaze
returned to Damian.

'What on earth did you tell him? My God, you thougtmight have tried to
kill myself, didn't you?'

Damian shrugged. 'Who knows what you might havee@ohdidn't get
your message for quite a while and you did sayas an emergency. When
| rang the number and found out it was a hotel faotfrom the city, |
decided to hot-foot it right over here instead wstjringing. Then when |
knocked on your door, you didn't answer.’

'l was asleep!
‘| can see that now.'
His smile was so sweet, Gemma couldn't stay angtyhim. 'I. . .I've left

Nathan,' she admitted unhappily, swinging her taet the side of the bed
and sitting up properly.



'l gathered that,’ came Damian's gentle reply. k&ep up her closest
hand, stroking it soothingly with his other handteh an initial instinctive
resistance, Gemma soon found the action both rejaand comforting.
She closed her eyes and sighed.

'| always knew it was just a matter of time," Damszid.

A sob caught in Gemma's throat. Damian droppedaed to put one arm
around her shoulder, the other stroking her hedweasadled it against his
chest. Once again, she did not have the strengtsist him and it did feel
good to be held so tenderly.

'Poor darling," he crooned. 'l can just imagine twhavas like, married to
that bastard. You did the right thing, leaving toefore it was too late.’

'Maybe it is too late,’ she muttered miserably.

Gemma knew in her heart that she would never |loneh@r man. Nathan
had vowed to make her his and she was, with evber bf her being.
Maybe that was why she felt so lost and so lonBlgcause the very
essence of her life had been taken from her.

Suddenly, and for the umpteenth time, she stadetdyt Damian let her till
the last sobs hiccupped their way to nothing. I Ween that he made his
suggestion, a suggestion she was too emotionadlinel to turn down.
She was only too glad to have somewhere to gosanteone to take her
there.

Celeste had to take a taxi home from work, for wélaé could she do?
Damian had not returned to work after an apparairdynatic exit from his

office, so he wasn't there to give her a lift horBée no longer had a
chauffeur to take her everywhere in the Rolls aldnt feel inclined to

hire another. Yet she did not drive herself. Shikaditually have a licence,
but when circumstances had prevented her drivingafaumber of years
she had somehow never found the nerve to get behmdvheel again.
Odd, really, when she had found the nerve to dotplef other things.



With a sigh, she settled into the back seat oftéalxe and prepared herself
mentally for a hair-raising trip home. That was tire thing she deplored
about taxis. The drivers! Thank the lord she ditivét far from the city.

The heavy traffic went some way to stopping the trom reducing her to
a nervous wreck, but she was still glad when the tcaned down her
street.

Campbell Court - as the family home was called hadery exclusive
address in Point Piper, right at the end of a teafly street that ran along
the shores of Sydney Harbor.

The huge granite manor-style house stood grandlg ogse at the front of
the large block amid superb grounds, rolling lawitgping down behind
the house, first to a terrace where the pool haasethen down to the
waterline and a private jetty.

Moored not far out from this jetty was the yachtieth Celeste had

personally inherited on her father's death. It walled the Celeste, and
Stewart Campbell had brought it for a song in tixies, but it was now

conservatively worth six million dollars and neededrew of ten to man it.

Celeste rarely, if ever, took it out, choosing g it as an exclusive setting
for business luncheons and dinner parties. It wgeal getaway spot as
well, especially when her mother was in resideric@ampbell Court and

was having one of her infernal musical soirees,dlupretentious people.

Much as she loved her mother-who really was a esafgspite being a
social snob-Celeste was always glad when her renggparent went away
on holiday. Perhaps it was the fact that her mottresw all her dark
secrets that sometimes made Celeste ill at edsar ipresence.

Not that Adele would ever betray her. She had nbrxeathed an indiscreet
word in all these years. But sometimes Celeste avaakch her mother
looking at her in a certain way, a sad understandirher eyes. Invariably
this was when Celeste was being outrageous, otesslly tough, and

Celeste would suddenly want to scream at herpditamy fault. Can't you

see? | have to be this way. It's how | survive!



Celeste's train of thought was broken when shalspigavy blue Mercedes
in the driveway of her home, parked in front of wecurity gates. She
didn't recognize the car. Who could it belong tdPefé was someone
sitting behind the wheel, but it was getting datks&-thirty and she

couldn't even make out if it was a man or a woman.

'Pull in behind that car, would you?' she diredtesltaxi driver. He did so
and as she paid him Celeste was stunned to searN@thitmore alighting

from the Mercedes.

'What on earth is he doing here?' she mutteredrumetebreath, frowning
as she herself climbed out of the taxi and swurgdbor shut. The taxi
immediately accelerated away, leaving Celeste ttk voxer to where
Nathan had remained standing beside his car.

Those cold grey eyes of his swept over her as gphmached and Celeste
found herself bristling.

There was something about Byron's adopted sonhtmhtalways irritated
her. He was too everything. Too handsome. Too smdato controlled.

Not that she'd had much to do with him over thaye&he'd run into him
occasionally at various social functions, and fouhdt, even from a
distance, he could present a disturbing figure.cheld look across the
room at you without any visible expression on hisef, but you would still
want to shiver in your boots.

That was why she'd been taken aback at the balh\Wwbk& almost lost his

temper with her. It had been so unlike him. Sh&sd been taken back by
his lovely young bride, whose air of virginal inmoce seemed at odds
with Nathan's man-of-the-world sophistication.

Damian, for one, hadn't been able to take his effelser all that night. It

had worried Celeste at the time that her brotheghimpursue the girl,

especially when he'd remarked the following day tield heard the new
Mrs Whitmore wasn't all that happy.

Celeste experienced a sudden awful feeling thaksbe why Nathan was
on her doorstep.



'Hello, Nathan,' she said crisply. 'To what do lecthis highly unexpected
Visit?"

He didn’t answer her directly, his darkly puzzledwn as bewildering as
his reply. 'So you really weren't home.'

'Pardon?"

'l was speaking to your housekeeper a while backlmne,’ he went on
agitatedly, 'and she told me no one was there ¢Xxmapelf. | didn't believe
her.'

Celeste blinked a couple of times. 'Would you nteling me what you're
talking about?’

He shook his head, the action flopping a waywaashdbllock over his high
forehead. He immediately raked it back with splayeders, shocking
Celeste when she saw his hand was actually shaking.

'‘Gemma hasn't been in touch with you?' he askely, axding to her
confusion.

'Why would your wife be in touch with me?’

He stared into her face as though trying to sekéf was lying. His steely
grey eyes narrowed, and she just stopped herself $hivering. Men like
Nathan always frightened her a little. They weressoretive, both with
their thoughts and their actions, which they nesgplained. She hated
that.

'If you've nothing else to add, Nathan,' she saitlyg 'it's been a long day,
I'm tired and | would like to go inside.’

His hand shot out to enclose her arm. 'You sweandathat Gemma has
not contacted you today, either in person or bgptebne?’

‘Take ... your ... hand ... off ... my ... armgsnunciated very slowly and
very clearly.



Perhaps Nathan recalled what had happened to tleap cwho had
manhandled her at the ball. Whatever, his hangetigfrom her arm and
Celeste began to breathe again. Nathan didn't krmewclose he'd come to
a karate chop to the neck.

'‘Well?' he prompted.

'l already told you. Your wife has not been in tougith me. What in
God's name makes you think she would have beenfidhdly know each
other. In fact, we don't know each other. You'remaking any sense.’

'‘Nothing makes sense now," he muttered.

When his shoulders sagged, he looked so dejectddwaatched that
Celeste felt an unexpected sympathy for him. Dashe, hoped Damian
had nothing to do with this. It was clear as thesen@n her face that
Nathan's wife had left him. It was also too muchaotoincidence that
Damian had received an urgent message from somefriadd this
afternoon and gone racing to her rescue like ahtnig shining amour.
Only Damian was no white knight. He was the demdarnate when it
came to sweet young things like Gemma Whitmore.

But there was no way she was going to relay anthese suspicions to
Nathan. God knows what he might do if she saidwhis might be with
her brother.

'Am | to assume your wife has left you?' Celestesds

His steely grey eyes projected the most peculite har way. 'If she has, |
know who to thank for it.'

'My God, you're crazy, do you know that? | had maghto do with any of
this!'

He glared at her, before making a frustrated s@anmttishaking his head in
a disconsolate fashion. 'If that wasn't what shamhehen what did she
mean?"'



Celeste was getting angry with his totally cryptenarks. '‘Nathan, I'm
sorry, but | can't help you with this. It's nonenoy business.’

It is none of my business, Celeste kept tellingsékr | don't want to get
mixed up in any of it. Nathan means nothing to md aeither does his
wife. Let them sort their own lives out.

So why was it that, when Nathan climbed into hisazad drove away, she
was left feeling hopelessly agitated? Was it that suspected Damian had
played a role in the break-up?

That didn't make much sense. Damian had playeteanahe break-up of
several marriages and while she didn't condondéimavior-was, in fact,
disgusted with his morals-she hadn't been persoatiticted by any of his
tacky affairs.

This time, however, she couldn't get Nathan Whignaut of her mind. Or
was it that lovely young wife of his she couldrntops thinking about?
Celeste was appalled to think Damian had spirited dway somewhere
and might be, at this very moment, seducing her.

My God, she suddenly realized. Maybe they weraeda&ampbell Court!
She hadn't thought of that.

Celeste hurried over to the small side security,gasing her key to let
herself in then striding forth up the paved drivgwathe house.

'‘Cora?' she called out to the housekeeper as sherkelf in. 'Cora, where
are you?'

'‘Back here, Celeste,’ came the reply from the tloeof the kitchen.
Celeste tossed her straw hat on to the hat statie icorner of the entrance
hall before striding down the black and white tiledll, glancing in the

various living-rooms as she went. They were empty.

'Is Damian home?' she asked on entering the kitchen



Cora looked up from where she was doing the vetggalA plain spare
woman in her fifties, she was as sharp as a tadnuticame to the family
she'd been the housekeeper for more than a dekamdielow, she lived in

during the week, staying with her married sistertred weekends. Her
shrewd gaze took in Celeste's agitation at once.

'‘No, he's not," she said, then added exasperat¥dhat's he been up to
this time?"

'‘God only knows.' Celeste sagged on to a kitcheol.sHas he rung?’

'No.'

'Damn.’ She bit her lip and wondered where he cpagsibly be.

She had suspected for a while that he had a fratsdere where he took
women. Either that, or he had dubious friends vdtdiim use their places
for romantic rendezvous. Of course, they could &lsdoled up in some
hotel or motel somewhere, assuming they were tegetBhe was just
assuming this, after all. Maybe Damian wasn't imedl|

It was a slim hope and one she clung to for aleaofseconds.

'What am | going to do with him, Cora?' she mutletespiritedly.

‘There's nothing you can do, Celeste. He's ruined.’

Celeste squeezed her eyes shut while her heaifidpped. 'Yes, you're
right. He is ruined. Totally. So why do I still @about him?'

'Why does any of us care about him? Because weHwmugl suppose, no
matter what he is or what he's done. He does hawe good qualities, you
know.'

‘Name one.'
Cora was clearly at a loss, but Celeste knew wiainseant. Damian had a

way with women in general, not just the ones hete@no seduce. He
remembered things like birthdays and anniversavesl he seemed to



know just what to say sometimes to make you feetisth No doubt it was
mostly only manipulative flattery and clever cormibut it worked.

‘The problem is," Celeste went on sadly, 'he'smginther people's lives as
well. He has to be stopped.’

'How?'
She shook her head, her heart heavy. 'l don't Know.

Both women fell silent, and it was into this degexs silence that the
telephone rang.

'Maybe that's him now," Cora suggested. 'He's lysdairly thoughtful
when it comes to telling me if he's not going tahleene for dinner.'

Nerves fluttered in Celeste's stomach as she maderdly back to where
an extension rested on a table in the front hélit was Damian, what
could she possibly say to him? He'd already told tbemind her own
business back in her office.

‘Campbell Court," she answered, trying to stay.cool

'It's Damian, Celeste. Just ringing to let Corawn won't be home for
dinner.'

'Oh? Aren't you coming home at all?'
‘No.'

'Where are you staying, then?'

'With a friend.’

Celeste swallowed then decided to take the pluigemian, are you with
Gemma Whitmore?'

There was no doubting his sharp intake of breRlilease don't lie to me,’
she raced on. 'Nathan Whitmore was waiting herenwlget home.'



'‘Nathan? At Campbell Court?'

Celeste could hear a female make a frightened iggspound in the
background. Who else but Nathan's wife would réketthat to the sound
of his name?

'Hold on there a moment, Celeste.'

There was some kind of muffled interchange befoaen@n came back on
the line.

'What did Nathan want?' he asked.

'He didn't really say. He didn't make much sensdon't think he was
himself. She is there with you, Damian, isn't she?"

‘Yes.'

Celeste closed her eyes for a second on a sile@ingrHave you been
having an affair with her, Damian?' she askedngyio keep the weary
exasperation out of her voice.

'No," he denied sulkily. 'l bloody well haven't.’

"Then why did she come to you?'

'She didn't know anybody else in Sydney.'

'What happened, then, to make her leave Nathan8edmed genuinely
perplexed about it all.’

'l have no doubt. He thought he was safe with Geroataat Lightning
Ridge.'

Celeste let out a frustrated sigh. 'Not you, tdtease try to make sense.
What on earth has Lightning Ridge got to do witkthmg?'



It vaguely crossed Celeste's mind that this wasséw®nd time Lightning
Ridge had come into her life lately. Firstly, theatt of Fire was supposed
to have turned up again in Lightning Ridge, and rtbw8. No doubt it
would pop up again a third time, since things @&dm to happen in threes.
"That's where Gemma grew up,' Damian informed'Bée'd gone back for
a visit and while she was away Nathan spent thekevek with Lenore.
Gemma came back unexpectedly early and caught tibgether.'

Celeste contained her shock while she got the.fatdsv wait a minute till

| get this straight. If Gemma caught Nathan andelisvife together then
why is he so confused over why she left him?'

'‘Because Gemma didn't make her presence knownle8hagithout them
seeing her.’

'l see ...

'She doesn't want to see him or talk to him evairagshe says he knows
in his heart why she left him.'

'He was very upset.'

‘Tough. So's Gemma.'

Celeste frowned. 'What is she to you, Damian?'
‘Butt out, Celeste.’

'If you hurt her, you'll have me to answer to.' feheas dead silence on the
other end.

'l want to speak to her,' Celeste demanded.
'No. She's too upset to talk.'
'‘Bring her home here, then, where she can be gyopeked after.'

'‘Are you serious?"'



'Yes, | am." At least here at Campbell Court, sbeld keep on eye on
things, could perhaps drop a few words of gentleimg about Damian.

"I'll think about it.'

'She'd be safe here,” Celeste argued with quiet.ldgathan probably
wouldn't think of looking here again, but we hawed security if he does.'

'Yes ... yes, | didn't think of that. Nathan's et of man who won't let go
easily. But Gemma's too tired to go anywhere etsaght. The poor
darling's wrung out. I'll bring her there tomorrow.

'l think that would be wise.'

'Do you just? Goodbye, Celeste," he said brusqu#lysee you tomorrow
some time.'

He hung up, leaving Celeste to stare down intalthed receiver. Damian's
manner puzzled her. He sounded as if he was gdpdmed of the girl.
Could it be that he had finally fallen in love? Rega love?

If he had, it would be the first time that she knefv The only person
Damian had previously been in love with had beemskif.

Her thoughts turned to Nathan and his affair withdx-wife. Much as she
didn't like the man, this news had shocked herd ldely been married for
a few months, after all. Not that she should berssed by the things men
did when in the grip of lust.

Still, it was perfectly clear to Celeste that Nathead no idea his wife was
au fait with his adultery. Perhaps if he knew teason why she'd left him
then he'd let her go quietly, without any fusswibrried Celeste that
violence might erupt between Nathan and Damiaand when he found
out who Gemma was with. Men were violent creatufésit, she was sure
of.

Telephoning Nathan directly was out of the questidie would quite
rightly jump to the conclusion that his wife waghwbamian. For how else



would Celeste have gained such information? Shetaglahim to know
Gemma knew about his being unfaithful, but she ‘tidant him to know
where Gemma was.

It didn't take Celeste too long to come up with pleefect person, the only
person who she could trust to do the job tactfafig with discretion.

A rueful smile creased her mouth at her puttingdssuch as trust and tact
in the same sentence as Byron Whitmore. But heetdbr the man was
not a blind hatred. She knew his good points asagehis bad.

Telephoning Byron, however, after what had happetogihy, was not
something Celeste was keen about. In fact, shecpudtin't face it on an
empty stomach. What difference would an hour or taake? She would
ring him after dinner, and after several glassesiné.

‘That was Damian,' she told Cora on re-enteringkitolen. 'You're right.
He won't be home for dinner.’

She headed straight for the refrigerator whereesttiacted a bottle of her
favorite Chardonnay, then proceeded to open ith\Wié cork dumped into
the bin, she selected a good-sized wine glass ftenglass cupboard,
picked up the bottle and headed for the door.

'I'm off to shower and change, Cora. I'll eat herth you in the kitchen.
You won't mind if I'm in my nightwear, will you?'

"You could go to a ball in your nightwear," Cordlexd after her.

Celeste laughed, for she did have a penchant ton@lous lingerie, but
the word 'ball’ quickly reminded her of Byron antlat she had to do after
dinner. Groaning, she stopped at the base of #iease and poured some
wine into the glass, gulping it all down beforeigty a wry chuckle and
starting up the stairs. If only some of her bussn@ssociates could see her
now, having to get some Dutch courage out of ddott

She paused on the landing halfway up the stairbaie another deep
swallow, lifting the glass to the stained-glass daw in front of her.

'Here's to you, kid,' she toasted the angel whedtaxpressionlessly back
down at her. 'Not much to say for yourself, hava?3she muttered. 'Still,



| guess I'd get a damned shock if you ever did balkk to me. Good grief,
| must be going potty talking to a window. Is tloate step up from talking
to the wall or one step down? See you later, windalare say by the time
| pass this way again, I'll have sorted out thaic@a question. If not, it

certainly won't bother me any more.’

Celeste laughed, poured herself another glassfwireg and headed for the
shower.



CHAPTER SIX

CELESTE liked the feel of satin against her ban@.sKMo other material
was as cool, or as smooth or as soft. All her migar was made of satin,
mostly in neutral or smoky colors that looked g@ichight and flattered
her rather delicate coloring. Ivory, oyster, peaHampagne and a silvery
grey, they were her favorite colors. Occasionahg would wear a dusky
blue or pink. Never black. She didn't like to wekack, yet she wasn't sure
why. Black looked well against her blonde hair, bln¢ always shied away
from it.

The nightie she put on after her shower was arsilgeey, full length and

quite simple with a deep V neckline and tiny shoeg straps. Her arms
raised, it slithered down over her freshly washed powdered skin, the
top molding around her small firm breasts, the faking in deep folds to

the floor. Slipping her feet into low-heeled flufiyhite mules, Celeste
drew on the matching robe, which flowed and floasedund her as she
swanked back down the stairs, pausing briefly twlssemocking glance up
at the angel.

"You still there?' she taunted. 'What do you thofkhis outfit? You don't
like satin? Too bad. | do. What about my hairdtiks good caught up at
the sides like this, doesn't it?'

Hell, I'm smashed, she thought as she sashayed th@nest of the stairs,
still carrying the glass and wine bottle, thouglhbeoere now empty.

It had been years since she had drunk a wholeshafttvine-before dinner,
that was-and it had really gone to her head. Skhetdnget some food into
her before she dissolved down on to the floor sonese:

Cora, God bless her dear heart, said not a singleat word during the
meal, despite Celeste dropping her cutlery, missieg mouth with a
forkful of food, at which point she giggled uncaitably for a while.
Despite all this, the alcohol did not dull the diéssing awareness that she
had to contact the enemy after dinner and tell komething he wasn't
going to want to hear.



Celeste went to help Cora clear up afterwardsthmihousekeeper waved
her away. 'You pay me to do this, Celeste. You gweha swim or
something.'

'Straight after dinner?'

'Since when did a little thing like a full stomaskop you going for a
swim?' the housekeeper said drily. ‘Besides, tleoese might sober you
up a bit.'

Celeste laughed. 'What an awful thought. I'll beiupy bedroom if you
want me.'

‘And I'll be in my room if you want me. There's avie on television
tonight I've been looking forward to seeing.’

'In that case I'll answer the phone if it rings.'
Cora smiled her thanks. 'Everyone should have s ldasyou.'

'You're the only one who think that, Cora. I'm makned Attila the Hun
around the traps.'

'Ah, yes, but they don't know the real you. Yoareoftie underneath.’

Celeste laughed her way out of the kitchen andgatbe hall. When she
turned to walk up the stairs and encountered thssgtold eyes of the
angel looking down at her, she stopped laughirgwBat are you turning
your nose up at?' she snapped. 'Don't you agree ltnaa softie
underneath?’

Lifting up her own nose, she careered back up thessand into her
bedroom where she flopped her tipsy self down enbid and reached for
the telephone before she lost her nerve. She wamllycpunching in
Byron's number before it occurred to her that sieakhis damned number
off by heart, yet she hadn't dialed it in donkegars.

But she'd looked it up plenty of times. Looked it and stared at it and
been tempted to call, call and tell him the awfulth, the crippling truth,



the soul-destroying truth. Her courage had alwayled her, as it was in
danger of doing now. But she persisted, grippiregrdteiver more tightly
with each successive unanswered ring, with a bluci, he wouldn't be
home.

'‘Belleview,' Byron answered curtly on the sixthgin

'It. . .it's Celeste here, Byron.'

Dead silence.

Celeste hoped and prayed his reaction was shotlstiedd called him at
all, and not because she'd sounded as rattled easvabd sure she had.

Pulling herself together, she continued in a mudnencontrolled manner.

'Sorry to call you at home, or at all for that reattbut this was an
emergency.’

More silence.

Damn the man! Now she was getting angry. Grittirgy keeth, she
launched forth again, quite bluntly. ‘Nathan's wiées left him.’

'What did you say?' Byron stormed down the linel@adly that she
flinched and held the receiver away from her ear.

It was a pleasure to keep her cool while he waadasis.

‘There's no need to shout, Byron. | can hear youedisas I'm sure you can
hear me. And you heard me correctly the first tiftre, sure. Gemma has
left Nathan. When | arrived home this evening, fes waiting for me in
the driveway, looking for her.'

'‘And he thought he might find her at your place?'
'‘Believe me, | found it as odd as you do. He seepretty upset, I'm

afraid, and not thinking straight. | gather he Hasontacted you about any
of this yet?' Celeste had already guessed thatdwddwt have. Men like



Nathan solved their own problems, their own wayeyrdidn't run to their
fathers for help.

'No, he hasn't,' Byron growled. 'Where is he noavydu know?'
'Probably at home. | told him | couldn't help hindehe went away.'

'So why have you rung me? Surely it's not merelgréay, is it? | wouldn't
have even taken you for being that vicious!

It irritated Celeste that Byron could still hurtrhbut she staunchly ignored
the jab of dismay and went on. 'l have since foantdsome information
which you might like to relay to Nathan.'

'What kind of information?'

'When | spoke to him earlier, | gained the impresdie had no idea why
Gemma had left him. | have since found out thearas

'You found out the reason?’

‘That's right. Gemma made a trip to Lightning Ridigis weekend, didn't
she?'

'Yes. She flew there last Friday and was due hadayt But what the hell
does that have to do with anything? Nathan knewnsigegoing there.’

'l realize that, but the thing is she flew homdieathan expected. When
she arrived at wherever she and Nathan live, hiwixwas there with
him in compromising circumstances.'

'‘Lenore? In bed with Nathan? | don't believe thaton't believe that.'
'Don't, then! But Gemma does and she's the oneswleft Nathan.
Apparently neither Nathan nor Lenore actually saav &nd she simply
left.’

'Who told you this? None of this makes sense. Oybmat does," he
muttered, Celeste almost able to hear his sharg tigking over. 'Nathan



for some reason thought Gemma would be at Camgloelit. .. Since she
wouldn't be going out there to see you, then that lzaves that snake of a
brother of years. Damian's behind all this, isrg, ICeleste?' Byron
pounced. 'He's turned Gemma against Nathan sometnosied things,
made things look bad for him.'

"That's not true!' Celeste defended.

'‘Bulldust! | saw the way he looked at her the nighthe ball and | know
his reputation for seducing other men's wives. gam swear to me that
Gemma's not with Damian at this very moment?'

'I'm not going to swear to anything! | was justiriyto do the right thing
by ringing and telling you this. | thought if Nathanderstood that his wife
had uncovered his adultery then he wouldn't go inghiaround Sydney
like a chook with his head cut off.’

"You mean you thought he wouldn't force his way ititat fortified castle

you call a house and strangle Damian with his bareds. You're a fool,
Celeste. A damned fool. I'll relay your messagé,@ad help your brother.
Nathan loves Gemma, really loves her. He wouldb®ounfaithful to her.

There is a reasonable explanation for what she eawhought she saw,
and | aim to make sure she hears that explanagtordyour brother does
something he's likely to get killed for!'

He slammed the phone down in her ear, so forcetully she cried out.
Celeste dropped the receiver back into place thenped back on to her
pillows.

Oh, God ...

She should never have become involved, should rfeasez stuck her big
nose in where it wasn't wanted. She should delnitever have asked
Damian to bring Gemma home tomorrow. Next thing slould have a
furious and possibly violent Nathan on her doorstep

Celeste contemplated ringing Byron back again agding him not to say
a word but she knew that was useless. Byron wduiakeé any notice. He
would possibly take delight in stirring up troulbte her.



Crossing her arms across her eyes, Celeste lag, hwware of her head still
spinning and her heart racing. Was it just the worehad even talking to
Byron done this to her?

God, but | hate that man, she told herself, sittipgabruptly and swinging
her feet on to the thick pile carpet. Resisting $illy urge to actually go
swimming, Celeste decided she might join Cora incivag that movie.
Distraction was desperately needed.

But when she swayed violently on standing up, thlerost banged into the
bedroom door on the way out of the room, Celestéded a strong cup of
coffee might be better, by which time the movie lohave started.
Movies weren't much good when you'd missed the rimegg. Perhaps
she'd read a book.

Ten minutes later, she was browsing through thderesive library, a mug
of steaming black coffee cupped in her hands. Mgthppealed, however.
Really, a visit to a bookstore was in order. Classivels were all very
well but there were times when one just wantedetettertained in a racy,
pacy way.

Maybe some music, she decided, leaving the libaagy wandering along
to the lounge-room where the CD player was locaBedecting a Michael
Bolton CD, she slotted it in, pressed play thetiestback to simply enjoy.
She was still simply enjoying when the doorbell 2@, the doorbell
connected to the front gates, not to the front d@wleste shot upright
from where she'd been lying on the lounge. Good! Glathan Whitmore.
Byron had told him Gemma was here and he'd corstotm the Bastille!

The bell buzzed again, then continuously, as itvdén someone leant on
it.

Clearly, he was not going to go away. Neither wasaGjoing to come to
the rescue and answer it, because Cora was ensicaweg in her room at
the back of the house, watching a movie. She wdukelen hear the
buzzer.



Squaring her shoulders, Celeste stood up and waldethto the entrance
hall where she flicked the button on the securityericom. 'Celeste
Campbell speaking,’ she said in her best authwmetabice. 'Who is this?"

'It's Byron Whitmore, and you'd better let me ightiaway or I'm going to
huff and puff and blow your bloody house down.'

'Heavens to Betsy,' came her droll reply. 'I'm dymprrified." Which she
actually was, but be damned if she was going tevstio

'‘Celeste, I'm warning you, I. ..

'Oh, do shut. up, Byron. It's much too late at hifgir such twaddle. If
you'd stayed on the line long enough before, yale nnan, 1 would have
been able to tell you that Damian and Gemma aréhed. Neither do |
know where they are.’

'Prove it! Let me in so that | can see for mydeditithey're not there.’

'‘Be my guest!" Celeste snapped, pressing the btitinwould open the
gates. It was only when Byron drove in and actuptigsented himself at
the front door that she remembered how she wasetteg\nd by then it
was too late. If she didn't open the door immedtabe would probably
batter it down. Or break one of the glass sections.

Wrapping the negligee around her as modestly a<stkl, she went to
the door and opened it. Byron strode straight ogking devilishly
attractive in a casual pair of grey trousers anskgblue crew-necked
sweater. Looking at him, Celeste could not beliegavas fifty. He looked
many years younger. He also looked very, very angry

His glittering blue gaze swept over her, turningcking and sardonic by
the time it reached her fluffy footwear. 'Did | emtupt something? Or do
you always go round the house dressed in stuffthiké&?’

'You interrupted something,” she couldn't resistirgg reveling in his
reaction. His whole body stiffened, his nostrilriihg as his nose shot up.
'l was in the middle of being entertained by MidHaelton,’ she added in a
low, husky voice. Surely you know Michael?'



When Byron remained frozen and silent, she gavesladramatic sigh. 'l
see you don't. Truly, Byron, there is more to musdian opera and
symphonies, you know. Michael Bolton is a singee. $pecializes in love
songs.'

Was that relief momentarily flashing across hissege had she merely
imagined it? What would he have done, she wonddradhalf-naked man
had wandered out to see where she was, a handsaifieaked, very

young man? God, she almost regretted firing Geegretted turning down
what he'd pressed for that night. It might havenbe®erth it actually to

take a real toy-boy lover if she'd known it wouldvk provided such a
superb revenge.

'One day, Celeste,’ Byron ground out, 'you're gaohgoad me one time
too many.'

'‘Oh? And what will you do, Byron? Sully your harasthe very thing you
most despise? | doubt it. You're too good for thete spat at him. "You
came to see if Gemma and Damian were here? Coer, Tiis way for
the grand tour. Shall we go upstairs first and khtée bedrooms? Yes, |
think so .. .'

She swooshed up the stairs, letting her robe fle® in an act of defiance
which he knew was deadly dangerous. But his ongoorgempt for her

had sparked an intensely compelling urge that egfie listen to common
sense.

She ached to push him to the limit, to make himakrene way or the
other. And vows she had made about not letting tooch her again
seemed irrelevant in the face of her desire to nkeeat his words, to
make him admit that he ,still wanted her, to make reach out and try to
take' what he had once craved as badly as she had.

It was madness. Celeste accepted that. But thex] fkeen mad about
Byron from the first moment she'd met him. It haerety taken seeing him
face to face a couple of times recently to bringuit in her again



'l open the doors for you if you like," she atée blithely, throwing each
one open as she moved briskly along the upstaltsStae didn't turn her
head to find out if Byron actually looked into th@oms or not, but she
could hear his footsteps behind her.

'Don't forget to look under the beds,' she calladkbover her shoulder.
'‘And in the bathrooms. They might be hiding in ooiethe showers
together. That room's mine. Perhaps you shoul@nibdhere if you don't
want to contaminate yourself.’

Celeste cried out when Byron's hands suddenly dloser her shoulders,
dragging her to a halt and back against him. '8tbpe hissed, his mouth
brushing the top of her hair. 'Just stop it.'

'Stop what?' she answered, but her voice was treghbhd so was she.
Oh, God ... this wasn't at all what she'd beemtyyo do. He was supposed
to end up the victim here, not her own silly self.

But dear heaven, she couldn't stop herself fromtingeback into him,
couldn't stop her head from tipping back againstchiest, or her eyes from
closing on a ragged sigh of sheer desire.

Byron's tortured groan went some way to soothing ¢v&n dismay.
Clearly, he couldn't resist the physical contagt muore than she could.

'Damn you, Celeste," he rasped. 'l should have knostter than to come
here.'

‘Touch me, Byron,' she pleaded in a voice she sbarecognized as her
own. 'Touch me.’

Another groan escaped his lips as his hands i fier shoulders down
her arms, down past her outstretched fingers antb drer satin-covered
thighs.

Her heartbeat went wild when his hands moved adnes thighs and up
over her stomach, massaging its muscular flatnessugh the slithery
material then following the gentle curve of hercafge till they reached the
undersides of her breasts.



When he hesitated at this point, she moaned happ@ntment, her own
hands lifting to urge his up over the exquisitelyoen curves. When his
fingers brushed against the already erect niphs, gasped, her hips
automatically moving against his as everythingdadier contracted.

'‘God, Celeste," he muttered, his head dipping tklsuravenously at the
tender skin of her throat. His hands were roughembreasts now, his lips
harsh against her flesh. She began to yearn foy y@arn and burn. Her
arm lifted to curve up over his shoulders, her Isafiiding his head, her
fingers splaying passionately into the thick blac&ves. Her own head
began to twist round, her mouth blindly searchimgHis.

'Kiss me," she rasped.

He spun her round so quickly that her head whireadly, though it

whirled further when his mouth clamped hungrily oveers, when his
tongue drove between her softly parted lips so diwgp she almost
choked. But then his tongue suddenly retreated, hlsrdown followed,

diving as boldly into his mouth as his had in hérke erotic exchange
went on for long tempestuous moments till at l@&sbloke away, breathing
hard as he glared down into her wildly flushed face

'l must be crazy," he grated out. 'But suddenlgioim't care. | want you,
god-dammit, and I'm going to have you. | take @rés no objection?' he
taunted, bending to scoop her up into his arms.

She stared up at him with wide eyes and he laugbBenh't say later you
didn't have the chance to say no,' he growled.

She didn't say no. She didn't say anything as meedaher into her
bedroom, even when he dumped her unceremoniouslythie middle of
the bed. If it had been any other man, she woule iaught him, would
have kicked out at him with deadly accuracy, fellmm with one blow.

But this was Byron, the man she loved, the marhsidealways loved.
Oh, yes, she hated him too, but there was no roohei for hate tonight,

not while her body was aflame with a fire it hadmibwn in so long. Only
Byron could quench that fire, she knew. And so skmched for him,



twining her arms around his neck and drawing himmtowards her with
a tortured moan of sensuous surrender.

'Oh, my darling," she whispered, with far too meahotion.

She felt his instinctive retreat, felt him fighetlsame futile fight that they'd
both been fighting all day, and then he collapsednuher, devouring her
in an orgy of kissing and touching that might hdsrightened any other
woman.

But Byron's passion had never frightened Celestdrdve her wild, her

hands running over him in the same frantic faskistis were on her. Her
flesh, however, was more accessible than his wiiatvghe was wearing,
and soon the satin was bunched up over her hipsh@andas stroking bare
thighs and buttocks, tangling his fingers in thengacurls between her
legs, caressing the valley they guarded so inefédigt

'Like silk," he murmured while she bit her bottamih an effort to stop her
moans. 'Or is it honey?'

Celeste gasped a feeble protest when he slid dewbddy and started to
feed on that honey. But any resistance was tokbe. cduld still recall

what it had felt like the first time Byron had dotigs to her, how her
embarrassed shock had quickly changed to an allidgmess to have him
do it as often as he liked. Once she'd even letdonit to her while she
was sitting on his desk. There was nothing like it.

There was still nothing like it, her senses spignout as his lips and
tongue moved over her. Desire flared wildly, th&pleded.

'Oh, God,' she cried out, her back arching fromlibd under a series of
sharp, electric spasms.

The intensity of her pleasure, however, was minglétl dismay. She had

not wanted it like this. She had wanted Byron iasietr, had wanted to
hold him close and pretend that he loved her. &ktbe seemed almost
removed from her, his only touch a brutal grip @n thighs as he held her
open for his rapacious mouth.



Oh, why didn't he stop? she groaned silently. I$ waer. Surely he could
tell it was over!

But he didn't stop. He went on and on and, amagjngivasn't over. The
build-up returned, more excruciating than ever, $@msitivity seemingly
having moved up on to a higher plateau.

Her blood grew hotter, her head lighter, her neamdings, more stretched.
There was another shattering release, and this threee was no ebbing of
desire. She wanted more. And more. Suddenly, Gelesgan to worry he
might go on like this forever. And for all its hgadelights, it would not be
enough, not till he came to her properly. Only twauld truly satisfy her.

Only that ...

Tortured words came from her mouth as she strugglexpress what she
yearned, even as her body betrayed her a third time

'No more ... please ... no more .. .'

His laughter was demonic as he lifted himself froen and stood to stare
down at her body, spread-eagled in utter abandonfoehis desire-filled
gaze.

'l haven't got what | want yet, Celeste,' he grallgripping his sweater
over his head to reveal a bare chest underneatBryamale chest with
broad shoulders and rippling muscles and a smadtef dark curls across
the centre. 'l was just getting you in the riglainfie of mind.’

His shoes and trousers joined the sweater, folldwekis briefs and socks
till he stood before her, still the man she remeambe Nothing had
changed. Nothing had wilted with the years.

She gave a small shuddering sigh, her eyes cl@sirgle sat up and reefed
her own clothing over her head, flinging it awayfdve lowering herself
back down on to the satin quilt, her aroused eYyasefing open with
another sigh that was the very essence of femakusaéty.

Byron's eyes narrowed upon her, his fists closimdjunclosing by his side.
'‘God, but you're a beautiful bitch,” he mutteréd beautiful brazen bad



bitch. But that's all right. Tonight | want you b2 bad, Celeste. Nothing
else will do.'

Celeste gasped when he moved abruptly on to thécbstdaddle her body.
For a few seconds, he knelt tall above her, dadkdamgerous, but then he
settled his weight across her stomach and hipskrieées sinking into the
mattress as he leant forward to present himseiiopsty close to her face.

When he actually pressed himself against her mahibgk sent her jerking
backwards and her lips falling slightly apart. Balong with the shock
came a wickedly compelling excitement. She had dbrsefor him once

before, but it had been only very briefly and omly part of foreplay

leading to making love. This could hardly be putha same category. And
yet ...

She licked suddenly dry lips, and Byron's gaze wiasted to the

movements of her tongue as it moistened her mautwhat must have
looked like a blatantly erotic tease. It was, hogrevhe action of suddenly
ambivalent emotions. She wanted to, yet she dvdartt to. Maybe if she
closed her eyes and pretended he still loved her. .

‘Just do it," he urged, his hard words giving rethimg of pretence to cling
to. This was dominant male demanding from submes$male, maybe
even with an underlying intent to humiliate. It weagainst everything
Celeste had vowed never to let happen to her again.

'‘No," she choked out, and turned her face awaydaide.

She didn't dare look up at him, a tremor of feppling through her at the
position she realized she was in. Byron was a podvenan. With her

body pinned to the bed like this, she had littipdo@f successfully using
her martial art skills against him, not without andering his life. And did
she really want to do that?

She felt his weight tip backwards on to her pelkesy, eyes flinging open to
find him sitting down on her and appearing to sttlty count ours of her
body, first with his eyes and then with his hartdis. strokes were long and
sweeping at first. Down and up her sides. Downwgmtier arms. Then his
hands turned over and he started trailing the batKkss fingertips over



her by now almost quivering flesh. When his nailailéd over a
particularly sensitive spot, she couldn't help moluntary shudder which
brought a grunt of satisfaction from Byron.

Celeste found herself holding her breath when heest moving closer
and closer to her breast, sucking in a sharp brehtm he skimmed over
her nipples. As though sensing she wanted morkisf lhe stopped doing
it, moving his attention to her stomach which pibte have its own brand
of erotic torture. Who would have dreamt that g laager encircling one's
navel could make all one's muscles clench insiadeidvmake one yearn to
take that finger and suck it deep into one's mouth?

But it was when he returned to her breasts in sathat Celeste knew she
was in danger of losing all control. Though onlyadimespecially when she
was lying down, her breasts seemed to have swtdléwice their normal
size, her nipples almost doubling in length, strgtg upwards in a type of
pained supplication.

Byron was teasingly slow to oblige, her anticipatsp great by the time
his head bent to lick one that a violent tremoecdathrough her. His head
lifted and a wickedly rueful smile tugged at hisutio

'It's agony, isn't it, wanting something so mu&i®you want me to do it
again, Celeste? All you have to doissay so ..."

Their eyes locked and she would have died rathen thay it. Byron
laughed and bent to torture her some more, firstlmeast, then the other.
Her excitement soared, bringing with it a desiredty rather than just
receive. Her hands ran restlessly over his shosilder head lifting to kiss
the top of his head. She would have moved her |dwely if she could
have, but only her legs were free to move. Thejteshiagitatedly on the
bed, her knees lifting then falling wantonly apakgain and again she
found herself licking dry lips. If only he wouldds her. If only he would
fill her mouth with his. Her lips fell softly apaoin a raw moan.

And then he was there, and she was taking him nd, there was no
thought of saying no again, no thought of stoppmgythought of anything
except doing what he wanted, what she wanted.



Dimly she heard Byron's groan of dark triumph. Atiétn she heard
nothing, her senses whirling into the eye of artierstorm which could
only end one way.



CHAPTER SEVEN

CELESTE leant against the marble vanity-unit, amehtslowly lifted her
face to the mirror.

How could | have allowed that? she asked herselkish More to the
point, how could | have enjoyed it?

She shook her head, dropping her eyes back intbdabm and the water
still swirling there. Snapping off the still rungriap, Celeste turned away
before she caught another glimpse of that hurmmigatieflection with its
flushed cheeks and over bright eyes.

Pride battled with her ongoing desire. You can'tbgek out there, she
lectured herself. You just can't! What must heklohyou to demand such
an intimacy without love?

What must he think of you now that you have givietoihim, seemingly
without love?

Oh,Gaod ...

Celeste's head dropped into her hands, self-didgrgihning to override
everything - till that old familiar tape clicked ton play and she
remembered everything that he had done to heryiweg he had set in
motion.

Byron might still be her Achilles’ heel in a sexsahse, but he didn't have
to be in any other way. OK, so she loved him sonez@ldown deep in her
psyche, but she hated him at the same time. Hetrthgtk he could use

her again, but she would prove him wrong theranifone was to be doing
the using this time, it would be her.

Picking up a hairbrush, she took her hair downafuhe combs that kept
it back from her face and brushed it out till itmtioled in wild waves

around her shoulders and halfway down her backieTéeemed little point
in putting lipstick on her pink puffy lips so sheerely sprayed some
perfume over her totally naked body, took a deegathr and opened the
bathroom door.



A pair of wintry blue eyes surveyed her nakednesshe walked across
the plush-pile carpet. Not that he could make amyroent when he was
lying in the nude on top of her bed, his arms lthkenchalantly behind
his head.

'‘Are you planning on staying the night?' she askedhe bent over with
seeming nonchalance and picked up the robe ofdbkgee set.

She slid her arms into the silky sleeves and didokst to resist the urge to
pull it tightly around her. 'For if you are, I'lbgdown and lock up.'

When he didn't say anything, she was forced to tmad at him. Suddenly,
the expression on his face infuriated her. How diane lie there in
judgement of her? How dared he look at her witht therd gleam of
contempt in his eyes?

As always, her only satisfaction lay in apparertifference to what he
thought or felt about her. After all, she alreaaeWw he still wanted her as
much as ever. She also doubted he would be aléssit the temptation to
stay and taste whatever other delights he thoughofered all her lovers.
That in itself was sweet vengeance.

A softly mocking smile teased her mouth as shdeatdtiback towards the
bed, the action of walking sending the robe flaatiack from its centre
parting. She exulted in the way his eyes becaneteailto her body, and
the triangle of dark curls at the junction of heoig. She sat down on the
bed, and crossed her legs, leaning over to plgme\scative hand on his
nearest thigh, then running it up over his bodyttilested on his chest. His
heart was hammering like mad beneath her hand bhadkisew he was
hers, whenever she wanted him. He'd crossed admeght and she would
never let him go back.

'l want you to stay," she whispered huskily. 'Réeasrling .. .’

His eyes flashed with the endearment, his handppirg down to snatch
her wrists and pull her up on to his body.

"You bitch," he rasped. 'You'll pay for this. | ddmow how, but you will.'



'‘Maybe | already have .. .'
He laughed. 'And what was the price?"

'I've never been able to assess it. What priceodopyit on one's sanity, or
one's life?'

He frowned at this, his hands tightening aroundvests as he dragged
her further up on to him. 'What the hell are yduitey about?"

‘That's what I'm talking about. Hell. A living héll

He laughed again. 'Yes, that's what you are alitri@eleste. A living,
breathing hell. You've never been any differentefewhen you were little
more than a child, you were the devil's child, tdngpme, corrupting me."'

‘Corrupting you?' she scoffed. 'l was only sevamtéer pity's sake. You
were twenty-seven. Who was the corrupter, | askyou

His face darkened with fury. 'Don't try to blame,n@eleste. You know
damned well what you did. You found every excuseame into my office
those two weeks. You wore the most exotic perfuivie éver smelt on a
female. You never wore a bra. Sometimes | wonddrggu had any
underwear on. You flicked those cat's eyes of yooysway all the time
and you let me know with every movement of yourhjusubile young
body that I could have you whenever | wanted you.'

An irritatingly guilty heat flamed in her cheeks.e¥, she had been
provocative. She had to admit that. But she'd bedave, dammit. She'd
adored the man. How else was she to get him teenber when he could
have any woman he wanted? She had to show therahtbatvas a woman,
or nearly one.

'l see you agree with me," Byron snarled, seeimdgpéaying blush.
'l do not!" she snapped. 'l was a silly young dirgdmit, but only silly

because | was in love. You took advantage of mepByYou made me
think you loved me.’



' made you think I loved you!" he exploded, raljiner over and spreading
her arms wide on the pillows, his grip quite brgalher flesh.

Once again, she was pinned to the mattress, arel ageain, her skills of
self-defense were useless. 'That's a laugh. | wbakk said the very
opposite was true if it didn't make me look a fddbt that you didn't make
a fool of me back then, Celeste. It was only aftard gone back to school
and | found out what an experienced little seduzierlder men you

already were that | appreciated the extent of nupidity. You say you

were in love with me. Well, you seem to fall in éwa lot, don't you,

Celeste? Is it that you need to tell yourself yourr love to justify what

you do with me?’

Celeste's eyes widened at his astonishing accuasatteer heart racing.
'What do you mean, | was already an experiencedcsedf men? You
were my first lover.'

'Oh, for pity's sake, Celeste, even if Irene hatbdt me all about you, |
still knew there'd been others before me. You wereirgin when | made
love to you that day in the office.’

Celeste bit her lip as she realized that that awitident when she'd been
only fourteen would have destroyed her technicadinity. Even the
doctor who examined her back then had waffled dwepossible extent of
her sexual activity. When she'd reported the teafdreattempted rape, he
had claimed she'd been more than co-operative,ahetiner teacher on the
staff had backed him up by saying the same thiogiater.

It had been a conspiracy, of course, for the fimah to escape retribution
for his vile act. The two men had been devils imarand she had
unfortunately left it a couple of weeks before mimg the frightening
incident. By then any damage to her young body Healed and she was
left with no evidence of forcible entry.

Her mother had believed her, however, taking heayafsfom that school
and putting her in another. She'd also put herthenRll for safety, aware
that Celeste had the sort of looks men found il haresist.



'‘What. .. what did Irene tell you?' she asked $hakiaring up into Byron's
glittering blue eyes.

‘The truth! That you'd slept with half the malefis&t your school when
you were only fourteen. That you were expelled #oad your mother had
to put you on the Pill because she was scared yeuftegnant before you
were fifteen, you were so sex-mad. From the way ycted with me, she
did the wise thing.'

'‘And what if | said | didn't sleep with those teach or any other men
before you? What if | told you one of the teachdes] to rape me, that he
actually had me on the ground before | kneed hinthén groin and got
away?'

'What would you say if | said your behavior oveg ffears hardly backs up
that story?" he countered savagely. 'You're vergmy being a
nymphomaniac, Celeste. Admit it. You are sex-macer@he years you've
craved younger and younger men because they cdmalgyolast longer
and can do it more often. But let me assure yogesiveart, I'm not done
yet tonight. I'll give you what you crave.'

He used his massive legs to push hers apart,ngetils weight between
her thighs. Without letting her arms go he begaprtabe with his body.
Celeste tried not to feel anything as his desit#ed and pressed against
hers, but she could not prevent the exciting semsahe was evoking or
the way her blood began to pound in her head.

She sucked in a sharp breath when he finally aeliesuccess, gasping
when he drove his desire home to the hilt.

‘This is what you want, isn't it, Celeste?' he shicbugh gritted teeth,
surging into her again and again. 'But it's noelol's pure unadulterated
lust. Say it like it is for once, Celeste. Tell ttrath and shame the devil.
You want this, and only this ..."

Her body convulsing uncontrollably around his mhde cry out with raw
satisfaction. His back arched away, his hands prgdser wrists down in
the pillows as his own arms straightened. And thermwas pulling her up
from the bed, keeping their spamming bodies fusgdther as he sat back
on his heels. With a tortured groan, he releaseavhists to wrap his arms



around her, clasping her close and rocking her nd &o, his head
dropping to bury his face in her hair.

Reaching up her back, he grasped a clump of haiing her head back so
that he could feed on her throat like some raveanirsal.

Celeste was beside herself with the awful ambivadeof the sharpest
emotional pain yet the fiercest of sexual satighast To have the man you
loved find such pleasure in your body, despite déspising you, had a
kind of perverted triumph to it. Celeste chosedtklon to this bittersweet
victory, rather than any crippling despair, for 'shieng learnt that there
was no future in harboring hurt over Byron's opmif her, just as there
was no point in arguing with him over Irene's lies.

Byron would never believe her version of eventst ms he would never
believe the truth about the way she'd lived her $ihce. She'd been hoist
by her own petard and she would just have to lith W

At least there was some consolation in a new utalalgg of the events
on that day in the billiard-room at Belleview, twears after he married
Irene. Byron hadn't been quite the callous bassteld always believed
him to be, merely a man torn apart by unwantedirfgelfor a girl he

thought unworthy of anything but the basest treatme

Which was how he'd treated her that day, taking twkhe had
unconsciously offered him again, then scorning dfegrwards when she
broke down and told him how much she loved him®ds at that point
that Irene had walked in, taken one look at theittyg faces then left the
room, whereupon Byron had launched forth into gebtirade.

'l never forgive myself for hurting a good womanwer a slut like you,'

he'd flung at her. 'And you dare to speak of |Gueat wasn't love you gave
me on the billiard-table just now, you little tramp was the same thing
you give every man who looks sideways at you. I'@rriad, for pity's

sake, to your own sister. Doesn't that mean angttonyou? Haven't you
any decency at all? God, you disgust me, almosnash as | disgust
myself for being too weak to resist your insidi@gpeal. Go and screw up
some other poor bastard's life, not mine! | doréntvo set eyes on you



again, do you hear me? Get out, out of this hondeoat of my life. | can't
stand the sight of you any longer!

Much as she had never forgotten those words, ngivien them, Celeste
could now understand them a little better.

Besides, she thought with a black satisfaction, sgharms is he in now?
Whose bed is he in? Whose body can't he keep hdshend eyes off?

Mine!

Celeste ran tantalizing fingertips over his swdetked back, squeezing
her muscles tightly around him, teasing him baclartousal once again.
With the quickening of his flesh, she began toHir hips in tiny up and
down movements, gripping and releasing him tilitaes fully erect again.

'Yes,' she insisted huskily when he groaned. Skhaguihim back on to the
bed, holding his shoulders down while she stradtiedas mercilessly as
he had straddled her. This time she was on topsaedaimed to keep it
that way, riding him as relentlessly and ruthlesstyhe had her, closing
her eyes so that she didn't see his contempt.

'Yes,' she cried out in exultation when his bodyally arched up and
exploded into her.

'Yes," she sobbed as her own body shattered iettepiand she collapsed
in a spent heap across his chest.

Did they sleep? They must have, limbs tangled, dmdkhausted.

Celeste snapped awake to the sound of Cora callihtp her up the stairs.
‘Are you still awake, Celeste? Shall I lock up you?'

Celeste lifted her head and spoke in a stunningly woice, even though
her heart was instantly pounding. Dear God, wh@wifa had come up and

found her like this? They'd left the bedroom doperm, the bed in full view
of anyone who even walked past.



'It's all right, Cora. I'll do it. I'll be down shity to have a nightcap. You go
to bed.’

'OK. The movie was pretty awful, by the way. Goajinj then.’
'‘Goodnight.

Celeste closed her eyes with a relieved sigh, ogetiiem to find Byron

looking up at her with that familiar mocking cyrsm in his eyes. 'l see
you have your housekeeper trained never to com@itgsor to ask sticky
guestions. | dare say she's used to you having &wan, Dick and Harry

spend the night.’

'‘Don't you mean Luke, Gerry and Byron?' she retorte

Celeste had already made up her mind not to trgefend herself to
Byron. It was a waste of time. Neither was she gdolet him treat her
like dirt, or ride roughshod over her emotions.ttMally, |1 don't have to
answer to my housekeeper, Byron. Do you ever answasurs?'

'l don't have a housekeeper any more, as you velyknow.'

'‘Ah, yes. The gorgeous Melanie flew off with thating-car driver, didn't
she? Is that why you started running around witth€@&e? Because your
live-in lady found alternative outlets for her ne@d

With a low growl, Byron heaved Celeste from his ypaad threw himself
on to his feet, glaring down at her with fury irsHace. 'Just because you
have all your employees service you, Celeste, @sdib mean everyone
else does.' He snatched up his trousers and sthreigding them on.

'Don't you think you should put your underpants finst?' Celeste
suggested sweetly.

Byron told her not so sweetly what he thought af sfigggestion, zipping

up his trousers so angrily that she winced. He raththe blue sweater
roughly over his head, combing his hair back intace with splayed

fingers before sitting down on the edge of the teegut on his shoes and
sock.



Celeste knelt up behind him, draping her arms atdus shoulders and
kissing him on the ear. 'Don't be angry, darlingoh't care what you did
with Melanie.

'| didn't do anything!
"You must have thought about it. She was very liedut

Celeste felt she had a struck a nerve for he delnstiffened. 'l have no
intention of defending my thoughts. | never touctiewoman.'

'‘Good for you. I'm glad to see you're still aswas as ever. When am |
going to see you again?'

'‘Never, if I can help it.'

Her laughter was drily amused. 'Don't be silly, lidgr You enjoyed
yourself tonight as much as | did. Why, | havee'¢t this impressed since
... Since we were last together.'

'‘God, don't remind me of that. I've been tryindgamet that day for the last
twenty-one years.'

'You and me both,' she muttered under her breathshrank back on her
heels.

Byron turned to stare at her. 'If | didn't knowteet I'd think you regretted
that day as much as | did.'

'Oh, yes, Byron, | still regret it. Bitterly.'

He seemed surprised. "You might be more human ttresught you were.'

Her smile was ironic, her pleasure warped as shggled on to his lap,

snhaking her arms around his chest and kissing htmtantalizing softness
on the mouth. 'I'm very human,' she whispered,rancher tongue tip over
his lips.

His groan thrilled her.



'When am | going to see you again?' she temptegcansd time. 'If you
don't come to me, I'll come to you. You do knowttlimn't you?'

‘Yes,' he bit out.
‘Take me out to dinner tomorrow tonight.’

"You have to be joking! | won't be seen in publithwou. I'm not going to
make a laughing-stock of myself for the sake dof.thi

'For the sake of what?"

‘This!" he snarled, and crushed her to him, takieg mouth in a savage
kiss that branded his feelings for what they werst. Nothing more. They
had never been anything more. He knew it and shavki. But the
realization still had the power to bring pain. €& pushed him away and
scrambled off his lap to stand with her hands arhiyess.

‘Then to hell with you, Byron Whitmore! I'm not sensheap whore to be
visited in the dead of night down some dark all®hatever you pretend in
public, you're no better than me, are you? Youae land you wanted me
as much as, if not more than, | wanted you.'

Byron's mouth twisted his face hardening at herusation. 'Yes,' he
admitted with a healthy dose of bitter remorset B not proud of it.’

'Why not?"
He threw her a disbelieving glance.

‘You're a normal man, aren't you?' she tauntedll,\Weormal man has
normal male desires. Surely you're not going tbred you've only been
holding hands with Catherine? No, | didn't think ¥wur wife's dead,
Byron, which means you're either going to be cédifar the rest of your
life, marry again, have one-night stands or coma sensible arrangement
with some co-operative woman. Who better than meZoh the gossip-
mongers ... They'll have a field-day for a wholeskebut if you don't react
they'll forget you and me and move on elsewhere.’



'‘And what of my family?' he pointed out scornfullyou're not exactly

well liked around Belleview. Nathan, for one, détegou. He ... Oh, my
God, Nathan! | forgot all about him and Gemma. Hefibrgot everything!'

He jumped to his feet and glared at her. 'l usudthywhenever | go
anywhere near you, don't I? What is it? Have yai asspell on me? Sold
your soul to the devil in exchange for mine? Daron,ycover yourself up!
How can | have a sensible discussion with you wieun stand there,
flaunting yourself at me?"

Celeste shrugged, but wrapped the robe more mgdasilnd herself.
"You can't live your life by what others think, Byr.'

His laughter was rueful. "You certainly don't.’

'‘No, | don't. People will believe whatever they wamanyway.'

‘Are you referring to me?"

'‘Among others. You're no better than all thoseavarminded little people
who gobble up everything they read in the tabloidhout stopping to
guestion a thing. They love reading dirt and befigwirt. It's so very easy

to make the general public think very badly of ySo.very, very easy.'

Byron was frowning at her. 'You make it sound lj@u deliberately set
out to make that happen.'

'Maybe | have .. .'

'Why would you do that?' he jeered.

'Why not? Maybe it amused me. Good God, Byron,dfHad as many
lovers as the papers and magazines suggested | hadldn't have had

time to do any work. I'd have been flat on my baltkhe time.'

'Or on your knees," he sneered.



Her hand flashed out to crack him a beauty arobaddce. 'Don't you ever
say that to me again? | have never done that fpo#rer man, do you hear
me? Not a one!'

Immediate skepticism flittered across his eyesgcldui followed by a
definite doubt, then finally a troubled acceptaméethe truth. 'l see no
reason for you to lie to me about that, so | apaeg

'‘Apology accepted,’ she choked out, blinking madiyher eyes filled with
unexpected tears.

This only made his frown deepen. 'I've really upsmt, haven't I? he said
with surprise in his voice.

'It doesn't matter.'

'Of course it does. I. . .I guess | forgot ...

'Forgot what?'

‘That you are still a human being,' he said geiti§th feelings.'

That almost did it. Celeste's only salvation wasvedk away so that he
couldn't see the blurring in her eyes and the tatnmeher face. Gathering
herself quickly as she walked, she was able to wiran she reached the
open doorway, a cool mask in place. 'l think ydaétter go.’'

He sighed. 'Yes. | think I'd better.’

'You can tell Nathan with a clear conscience tham@a is not here.’

'‘And you honestly don't know where she is?'

'‘No, | do not. To be honest | regret becoming imedlat all. Gemma and
Nathan are nothing to me.’

'‘Damian is your brother. If he's involved, thervab you be.'



'l don't see it that way. Damian's an adult. I'h msponsible for what he
does. | think you would be wise to adopt a simd#itude with Nathan.
His marriage is his marriage. He won't appreciatar ynterference.'

'You could be right. But since Gemma hasn't seeto fiell him what she
thinks she saw, | have no option but to do so.’

'‘Maybe. But after that, it's up to Nathan to figig own battles. But let me
give you a bit of female advice. If he's been uhfal to her, then | don't
like his chances.'

‘Not all wives throw out their husbands for onesiaphe said pointedly.

Celeste smiled. It was not a nice smile. 'If you&terring to darling Irene,
then not all women are as forgiving and Christiamyy sweet half-sister,
are they?"

‘Are you being sarcastic, Celeste?"

'Of course I'm being bloody sarcastic, Byron!" stemed. ‘God, you were
as blind about her as you were about everything &gin't you ever find
out what a bitch she was? What an evil, manipwatvuel bitch?'

Byron stared at her.

‘Just ask Ava! Or Jade! Or anyone else other tloam gwn stupid self.
You married a monster, Byron. Oh, yes, she loved, youch more than
she hated everyone else!

Celeste laughed as he continued to stare at lsepgose | shouldn't be too
hard on you. You're just a man, after all. What nsan resist having a
woman who is willing to play any role to fit the aasion and flatter his
ego? Blushing virgin fiancée, then adoring bridend afinally the
understanding and ever-sacrificing wife. | wouldrdive believed any of it
if I hadn't seen it for myself. But she couldn'eket up, could she? In the
end her dark side came to the fore, didn't it?'

'I don't want to hear this,' he muttered.



'I'm sure you don't. Who wants to hear the awiutht?’

'She was a sick woman. | know that. But | coultmrow her away, could
I? Not after I-'

'‘Done her wrong?' Celeste broke in scoffing.

Byron's eyes narrowed. 'Yes,' he bit out. 'l shawg@der have married her.’
"You didn't love her, did you?"

‘No.'

Celeste's heart contracted, just before it swelgth a heart-wrenching
emotion. 'l knew you didn't love her,’ she saidaistrangled voice. 'How
could you? You loved me!’

'‘Loved you!" he spluttered. 'l never loved you. Yeere nothing but a ... a
sickness! One | don't seem to have developed amumtynfor. But at least
now my sickness doesn't have to hurt anyone elsavé that salve for my
conscience. And who knows? Maybe if | have youemm#nough this time,
this damnable fire that has tormented me all theses might burn itself
out at long last"

For a few agonizing seconds this new but equallygadbrrejection of her
love almost did what his earlier rejections had suatceeded in doing. But
at the last moment, Celeste gathered herselfter biitle smile curving her
mouth.

'Oh, | doubt that, Byron,' she drawled. 'l doulatthhery much. However, |
suggest you do go home now. I've had enough offgotonight. But we'll

never be finished. Not while there's breath in raghp Let yourself out. I'll
lock up later.

Her smile faded once she'd made it into the bathraad shut the door.
There, she surveyed herself in the mirror with oed eyes and clenched
jaw. It had been imperative, of course, that shiebmeak down again. If
she had, nothing would have saved her. Not drugdoctors, or anything.



Of course she should never have slept with Byraainagt had opened a
Pandora's box of emotions that were dangeroudiigdifto control.

But that didn't mean she wouldn't do her damnettesbntrol them. She
might still love and desire the man, but she alst®dh and despised him. |
was a volatile mixture, one which would need thesnmareful of handling

if she was to survive unscarred for a second time.

And Celeste meant to survive. Oh, yes ... she hadme this far to go
under now. If there was to be a victim this timeyasn't going to be her!

After a few minutes, Celeste exited from the badthndo find the bedroom
blessedly empty. So was the rest of the house.rBy@ar was no longer in
the driveway.

She closed the front gates, locked up, then weck b@stairs to have a
relaxing shower and climb into bed where she dididest to will herself
into a calm, restful sleep.

But Celeste was to find that sleep was one thirg whs powerless to
control. So were her dreams. When sheer exhaustially claimed her in

the early hours of the morning, her mind was filledh nightmares in

which a face came back to haunt her from the @astard sculpted face
with chilling blue eyes and a granite jaw and figts iron.



CHAPTER EIGHT

Celeste was in conference with Luke, briefing hianttier on his new
position, when the red light on her desk winked @With a tut-tut of
irritation, she flicked the switch on her intercagstem and leant forward.

'Yes, Ruth?' she asked the temp she'd had sentlagenorning from an
agency Campbell's always used.

‘A Mr Whitmore to see you, Ms Campbell.’

Celeste's stomach clenched down hard. Byron hasitéd long to inform
Nathan, it seemed. And Nathan hadn't taken lorsfpawing up. Dear God,
the last thing she wanted today was to have taapgasome irrational and
potentially violent husband. Not only did she haegious business on her
plate, but she felt emotionally fragile. Still, Man was unlikely to simply
go away, and she didn't think it would be wisené sisked him to wait.

'Show Mr Whitmore in, Ruth.'
'Yes, Ms Campbell.'

'Sorry, Luke,' she apologized as she got to hdr fdere. Take these sales
analyses and see for yourself where our weaknebsgshen start
formulating a plan to redress matters, both steritand long-term.’

Luke took the huge pile of computer printouts ahcew her one of his
little-used smiles, one which quite transformed flaise from ordinary to
extremely attractive. The smile still lingered as Face as he turned and
met Mr Whitmore on his way in.

Not Nathan Whitmore, Celeste saw to her intensenmays Byron
Whitmore.

She froze the events of last night seeming not amdye shocking in the
cold light of day, but almost unreal. Looking atrBy standing there in his
navy pin-striped suit, the very essence of digdifiespectability, made it
difficult to cope with the images that kept poppimgo her mind. Her



salvation was the sardonic expression that slia Inn$ bright blue eyes as
they raked over the smiling Luke.

"Thank you, Ruth," she said dismissively to theetacy. 'I'll see you later,
Luke," she added in deliberate defiance of Byrpnésence. 'We'll have
lunch together. Book somewhere near, would you?"'

To give him credit, Luke accepted these suddemgements with casual
aplomb. Celeste realized she had found a gem trythisng man.

The office door closed behind the departing peapleg Celeste was left to
stare across the room at the man she both lovetated.

'| take it that Luke is the Luke you referred tetlaight?' he said with cool
derision.

'Of course.’
"You're sleeping with him?'
'‘Actually, no. Not yet. Cats like to play with thenice for a while first.'

'I'm no mouse, Celeste,' he warned darkly. 'Yoy plah me at your own
risk.'

'‘Maybe risk turns me on, Byron.'

'What doesn't?' he sneered.

‘Losing.’

Darting a black look, he slid his hands into thekmis of his trousers and
began to pace to and fro across the dark greeetcarfront of her desk. 'l

haven't come here to indulge in smart-arse repatteleste. I've come for

some answers.'

Celeste sighed and sat back down in her large detker swivel chair. 'l
told you before, Byron. | do not know where Damemd Gemma are.



You've wasted your time coming here. | cannot bewbeaten into
confessing something | don't know.'

When Byron ground to a halt in front of her desk, dark brows bunched
together in a troubled frown, Celeste found hersglfing at his firm male
mouth and remembering the pleasure it had giverthiegprevious evening.
She squirmed on the leather chair, hating her vabilgy to this man

almost as much as she found it exciting and inibses

'l haven't come here about Nathan,' he said cug#yeste forced herself to
sit still and think clearly.

"You haven't told him yet about why Gemma left him?
‘Yes, | told him.'
'‘And?'

'l let him think she'd contacted me and told rilewvshe'd left," he admitted
grudgingly. 'l had to lie and say she hung up withielling me any real
details and that | had no idea where she'd temiporan off to.’'

'And that satisfied him?"

'l wouldn't describe Nathan's reaction as satisfieBrankly, | didn't
understand his reaction at all! If | didn't knowttee I'd say he was
relieved, which hardly makes sense.’

'No, it doesn't. What man would be relieved to fout his wife believes
he's cheating on her? What other dark secrets Heefave on his
conscience, | wonder ... ?'

'‘God, not you too. Ava's been giving me curry aves as well. She heard
me on the phone to Nathan. When | was forced toita@emma had left
Nathan she ripped right into Nathan's charactery dtes everyone speak
so badly of him? What's he ever done to deserve saatment?'

‘Aside from his rather colorful background, Byrdw, did divorce his wife
and marry a girl almost young enough to be his Hearg



‘Lenore divorced him, god-dammit! She and Nathaly emer married in
the first place because she was pregnant with\Kifs for Gemma... | can
well understand his becoming besotted with somswueg like her. She
was innocent, you see, innocent and untouched.cohmplete opposite to
that rotten mother of his, and that other old warb got hold of him when
he was only a boy. Good God, why can't people apdeewhat a fantastic
job he's done of turning his life around? The martsedit to himself!'

'‘And to you?'
'No, not to me! | didn't do all that much. He dicil himself.'

‘You gave him a home, Byron. And you loved him. €man heal a lot of
wounds.'

Byron didn't seem to hear the sad irony in her wpstveeping on with his
usual insensitivity. 'This is why | want you to getmessage to Gemma if
you can. That girl loves Nathan. | know she dodw ®ould forgive him
anything.'

'Even adultery?'

'He swore blind he'd not been having an affair viiémore. Apparently,
she had been at his flat on the Sunday, which wgmdsof him, | suppose.
But he says he was helping her rehearse a diffeedtion of the play
which opens this Friday. He thinks Gemma might haweped to
conclusions because he was also with Lenore atarty fast Friday night.
He can see it must have looked bad but all he warst€hance to explain.'

'l wonder if he'd give her the chance to explainthé situation was
reversed?' Celeste mused aloud.

'Of course he would,’ Byron stated pompously. "Wioyldn't he?'
'Because men don't always want to hear women'saeafpbns. They're

princes at jumping to conclusions. A lot of girlhavare merely silly are
branded sluts without a trial, without even a hegfi



'‘Are you referring to yourself, Celeste?’

‘To me?' Celeste surveyed his blustering anger wittry ruefulness. 'Of
course not, Byron. Why would | do that? You didainp to conclusions
about me, did you? You simply believed what the worwho loved you
told you. What motive would she possibly have rabie?'

'Why are you taking this stance after all theserg®ahe asked, throwing
his hands up in the air with a frustrated groamu™tan't honestly expect
me to believe you were a total innocent that firse-or later. If that was
so, then why have you led such a decadent lifeedimen? All those young
men! A few weeks ago it was your chauffeur. Now 'yewset your sights
on that poor bastard who just left here. God,y pitn!'

'Why? I'm going to look after Luke very well. Hgsing places around
here.'

'He sure is! Right into your bed!
'Not for a while, Byron,' she informed him silkily.

'Why the delay? Why not invite him home tonightttwus? I'm sure it
won't be the first time you've had more than one ataa time.'

A pained outrage sent color to her cheeks and jputging through her
veins. But when she spoke, her words were lacel aviticy venom that
refused to deny his vile accusation.

'‘And if | have, what's it to you? You don't reatlgre about me. All you've
ever wanted from me is what you got last nightdsn't give me any more
of your holier-than-thou crap. I'm the only one vghever cared in this
relationship. | loved you, Byron Whitmore, and Iive intention of letting

you off the hook by letting you believe otherwise!'

'Don't be so bloody ridiculous!" he rapped out. UYoever loved me,
Celeste. You merely wanted me. But | became thewdme got away, the
one who wouldn't dance indefinitely to your tuneau¥e shown your true
colors since then by surrounding yourself with aolghstring of sexual
puppets. But you've finally grown bored with thédmyen't you? That's the



answer | was looking for today, and the reasondst night. You need a
real man again to satisfy you, a man who can cbgtre, who can call all
your bluffs and put you in your place.’

'‘And where is that?'
'‘Under me.’
You're an arrogant, presumptuous pig!

His laughter send a chill running down her spind axcitement along her
veins. 'lI've got your measure, Celeste. You caolt fne any more. Don't
even try.'

She flushed at the way he started looking her dvespite the fact that she
was dressed in a severely tailored business sudhwiid her body well,
his desire-filled gaze sent goose-bumps racingoaér her skin. Her
nipples peaked hard against the silk lining ofjdoi&et and she felt the pull
of her own desire between her thighs.

'You were right when you said last night that wedret finished yet,' he
said in a low, threatening voice. 'But you were ngdo assume you had
the controlling hand in this. Your fires for me a® hot as mine for you.
Maybe even hotter. If they weren't, you'd have whrane out by now.

After all, I'm well aware of your capabilities ihnrbwing out a man. | saw
you in action at the ball.'

'Something you'd be wise not to forget,' she caendtebut rather shakily,
she thought.

His smug smile confirmed it. "You had plenty of oppnity to use your
skills on me last night but you didn't. That's eathelling in itself, don't
you think?' When Byron started moving around thgydadesk, Celeste
stiffened back in her chair, her eyes flinging wide

'Don't you dare touch me," she rasped.

He swung her chair round to face him, placing adhan each armrest,
effectively imprisoning her in her seat. "You cdways kick me in the



groin," he suggested drily. 'No? Then I'll take ylack of retaliation for an
open invitation." And he bent to kiss her quivenmguth.

Celeste detested the way her heart leapt at ttisekt of kisses, but she
was quick to resign herself to the situation. Byveas right. Resistance to
his sexual approaches was a waste of time. Humijabo if she tried to
fight them, only to surrender eventually like sowienpish victim.

Her lips pulled back into a sexy smile under hi, @yes glittering boldly
as they stared right into his. 'Do you think youghtiwait till lunchtime?"
she murmured seductively. 'I'll cancel my lunchhwliuke and meet you
somewhere.’

Her swift change of tack threw him somewhat, hischelrawing back
while his eyes narrowed with suspicion. 'Such asre®

'Don't you have a company suite at the Regency?"

Byron stood up straight, his arms swinging backigsides as he took a
backward step. 'How do you know that?' he askerpsha

'l know everything about Whitmore's.'

He gave a sarcastic snort. "You never did fight fid you? Your coming
into the billiard-room that day in that minuscul&ibi was downright
wicked. When you actually kissed me, | had no ckadd 1?"

Celeste let out a ragged sigh. 'You might not beli¢his, Byron, but
seduction was the last thing on my mind that dayas$ trying to make up
my mind about something. | kissed you because I&dato find out if |
was over you.'

He laughed. "You got more that you bargained fant didn't you?'

'l certainly did," she said bitterly. 'For someomko proclaimed that he
didn't want to rake over old coals, you have athaibiloing so.’

'l guess | like to keep reminding myself of thedy@f woman I'm dealing
with.'



'Oh? And what type is that?"
‘Ruthless. Conscienceless. Vindictive.'
'Vindictive ?"

'Do you think | don't know why you revived that dieud between the
Campbells and the Whitmores? It had nothing to db what happened
between our fathers. It was because of you andOmleste. | rejected you
and you couldn't take it. You were the classic worseorned. You set out
to make me pay any way you could. And you succeeded succeeded
very well. You almost brought Whitmore's to itsdntial knees. You also
worked damned hard to make sure | never forgot wbatwere like to

make love to. You flaunted your sexuality for d&étworld to see, but you
didn't want the world to see it, did you? You onignted me to see it.'

A wry lop-sided smile curved her scarlet-glosseduthaas she rose from
the chair. Byron stood his ground as she pressesklfi@gainst him, but
Celeste had the immense satisfaction of feelingghailders square back,
seeing the flash of near panic in his eyes. Oh, dasily she could turn the
tables on him. How very easily.

"You could be right, darling," she purred, snakiteg arms up around his
neck and standing up on tiptoe to run her tonguetier his stiffly held
mouth. "You see, I've never found a man who cafodone what you do.
You're the best, Byron. The very best. | don'tkhimnvill ever get tired of
making love to you ...

His groan as he crushed her to him echoed in hier leig impassioned kiss
going some way to blocking the unbearable pain bad bnwittingly
evoked again. When he finally tore his mouth awaybunded as if he'd
run a very long, very hard race. She was merelg ohaze. Their power
over each other was getting worse, she realizeacrgWvould it all end?

'‘Be there at one," he muttered thickly into her.hide didn't wait for an
answer. He gave her one last impassioned glance dttede from the
room, leaving the door open behind him. She wal&edr and shut it,
shuddering as she leant with her back against it.



She lay naked in his arms, her head lying in tle®lcof his left arm, his
free hand lazily tracing patterns over her vergxet body.

Celeste opened heavy eyes to glance idly arountidte bedroom. Their
clothes lay tidily folded up on adjacent chairg #ight of them bringing a
rueful smile to her lips.

She had insisted on undressing him herself, doingslowly and
methodically, then making him climb into the bedilhshe undressed
herself. There had been no attempt at any eratigteise. Celeste had
been desperately trying to keep control over whed aecoming more and
more an uncontrollable situation for her. She Haoeén able to work all
morning, her thoughts on nothing but being withdyagain.

By the time she had climbed into that bed with tshe'd wanted him
immediately. Fortunately, his need had been sinaladl they had come
together without any preliminaries. Now they laygedther, two spent
forces, waiting for the wanting to begin again. &3¢ didn't think it would
be long.

'You haven't asked me to use anything,’ Byron mueshas he stroked her.
'Is that wise?"'

Celeste cringed at the implication he was makingwas a perfectly
understandable question, considering her reputabiah she still reacted
badly to it.

'For you or for me?' came her stiff reply.

‘Just answer the question, Celeste. | always ussdgbion with Catherine.
Have you been practicing safe sex as well?"

‘Very safe,’ she said drily, thinking that not dpihat all was the safest sex
she knew of.

'I'm not talking about just being on the Pill,'mettered.



'I'm not on the Pill.'

Every muscle in his body froze. 'Isn't that rattiengerous? I'm not too old
to become a father, you know. Neither are you ttb to become a
mother.’

Celeste slipped out of Byron's arms and sat ugariit have any .. ." She
broke off before the word more slipped out. 'l tdave any children,' she
said tautly, then stood up. 'I'm going to have asdr.’

She was under the hot jets of water when Byronlsdick the glass door.
'How long have you known that?' he asked brusquely.

Not looking at him, she closed her eyes and tippexdface up into the
water. 'Quite a while." There was no way he coad ker tears with the
water beating into her eyes.

He swore, and when she finally opened her eyesdsegane. Five minutes
later, she returned to the room, wrapped in a toByglon was lying under
the sheet on the bed, looking pensive.

'Why didn't you tell me?’

'Why should 1?' She dropped the towel and slippadkuthe sheet next to
him. When he gathered her in close, she shivered.

'‘Because it explains so much,” he rasped. 'A womhn can't have
children can do strange things. How did it hapgesleste? Did you have
an abortion and it went wrong? Was that it? Doa'afraid to tell me. I'll

try to understand. Really | will.'

Something inside Celeste shattered. Everythinglsimved, she started to
weep.

'‘God, Celeste,” Byron groaned, and held her clet®king her back.
'Don't. Please don't. I. . .l can't handle it. i like you to cry.'



Rolling her over, he cupped her face and begannkjgbe tears from her
eyes and then her cheeks till, with a muffled mdentook her mouth with
his, drinking in her sobs, biting at her lips andlang on her tongue with a
wildness that stunned her. Clinging to him, shegeeégsilently for his
compassion, not passion, but instead he surgedideeper body, surged
till she was forced to forget, to think of nothibgt his flesh filling hers,
till her cries were the cries of a pained releds, moans the moans of
despair.

Afterwards, she refused to say any more on theestibf her barren state,
no matter how often he asked, dressing quietlygoidg back to work. If
Luke looked at her oddly a couple of times whernytheet later in the
afternoon, at least he had the sense to say nothing

At five, Celeste had been about to pack up forddneand call a taxi, when
Byron telephoned.

'Have dinner with me tonight," he urged.

Celeste's eyes squeezed tightly shut as her Hejpiesl a beat. 'Aren't you
afraid of being seen with me in public?' she rezdiran edge in her voice.

'We could have Room Service up in the suite agaike' hell, she thought.

'I'm sorry, Byron, | can't, she said crisply, abh@s though she was
turning down a business dinner and not anothegiaason with her lover.

'Why not?"
'l have things | have to do at home tonight," shid 8rmly.

'What? Wash your hair? I'll wash it for you. I'h dnything you want. I'll
even paint your toenails if they need painting.’

Celeste groaned silently. What a fool she'd' beesutrender her body
again to Byron. She should have known what woulgpka. The man had
always been a predator. Now that he was a widatlverg was nothing to
stop him reverting to type. No guilt. No moral ctagts. No nothing.



'I'm having friends for dinner at home' she saidkimg to herself that if
Damian brought Gemma home as he said he woulditkeas close to the
truth.

'When are they leaving? I'll come over after theygone.'

Celeste gritted her teeth. 'Byron, | said no. lfyeish to continue to see
me then you have to learn to take no for an answer.

'I'm better at yes,' he growled.

'‘Aren't we all?’

'When am | going to see you again?'

"I'll call you tomorrow at your office. We'll makdans then.'

'l don't trust you to call. I'll call you."'

'‘Whatever you like.'

'I'd like to come over later.'

'‘Byron, for pity's sake!

'If you had any pity you'd let me come over. Gothihk I'm going crazy,
Celeste. | can't think of anything else but beinghwyou. You've
bewitched me, woman.'

'I'm glad to hear that, Byron. The boot's on theeofoot at last.'

She heard his sucked-in breath. 'You're a reahpéten't you?'

'So people keep telling me.'

'Add me to the list!" he snarled, and hung up.



Celeste stared down into the dead receiver. Takindgep, shuddering
breath, she hung up herself, then lifted the rexraiyp again and dialed for
a taxi to take her home.



CHAPTER NINE

Damian opened the front door before Celeste coelidgr key out.
'Hi there, sis. I'm home.'

'So | see,' came her dry reply. 'l take it youwealone?'

'Hey, why the attitude? You're the one who suggestéring Gemma
here.'

Celeste sighed. 'Maybe I've changed my mind.’

"Too late for that. When you meet her, you'll badgll did. She's a sweetie.
That's what worries me.'

Damian laughed. 'l've been a perfect gentleman.'

'‘But for how long?"

Damian pulled a face at her, then took her handpafidd her along to the
main living-room where Mrs Nathan Whitmore was edrlup in an
armchair looking so forlorn that Celeste's heamtit to her.

'Celeste's home at last,’ Damian said as they miovedhe room.

Gemma jumped, her legs shooting out from under her.

'Don't get up,' Celeste told her, which broughtaklof surprise.

Is it my ultra-conservative clothes, Celeste worndethat are making her
look at me with those startled doe eyes of hers?

Celeste conceded that with a smart business sahdrer hair up she was
a far cry from the outrageously dressed siren watiehded the Whitmore
Opals ball. No doubt this girl thought her as diegful a person as her
husband did. Not that Nathan could condemn anyonghkir morals, or
seeming lack of them.



'‘And how are you bearing up, my dear?' Celestecaglently. 'l take it
things have been a bit difficult for you lately.’

. .. Yes ... You could say that.'
'Please feel free to stay as long as you like. A Iplenty of room here.’

"You're most kind,' the girl murmured. 'Your brateebeen very kind too.
l. . .I don't know what | would have done withourtnki

Celeste settled herself in a chair opposite. "Znian is not all bad,
despite his reputation.’

Now the girl looked even more startled, with Damaunckly coming to
his own defence.

'With you for a sister, who needs enemies?' he euhclOon't believe a
word she says, Gemma. I'm a saint in wolf's clghiHe came forward to
perch on the arm of her chair, placing a comforhagd on her shoulder.

Gemma looked up at him with a slightly nervous smeleste frowning
as she took in how very lovely this child was. Tédarge velvet-brown
eyes were captivating enough, but combined with flaavless olive skin,
that sensual mouth and that gloriously thick damwm hair, she was a
stunner. Her attractions did not stop at her fattber. There was no hiding
the lush fullness of her breasts beneath thatggettn cashmere sweater,
the slim line tan trousers she was wearing justasaling of the rest of
her shapely figure, including the tiny span of st and the swell of her
quite womanly hips.

‘Not to worry, Gemma," Celeste said briskly. ki#lep him in line. And so
will Cora. You've told Cora we have an extra famrdér, Damian?"

He gave her a droll look. 'Of course.’

'Maybe you could make yourself scarce for a minuteave something to
say to Gemma.'

'Such as what?'



'If | wanted to tell you, | wouldn't ask you to 1&g’ she said drily. 'Perhaps
you could go select some wine to go with our menight. Gemma looks
as if she could do with some relaxing.’

Damian brightened at this suggestion, which onlyden&eleste more
suspicious of his intentions. 'What a good iddag6 haunt the cellar. Do
you prefer red or white, Gemma?"'

'White, actually. Riesling if you have it. Thougtathan always said that. .
. She broke off, tears immediately flooding heegy

Celeste wanted to kill Nathan Whitmore at that momg/hat a bastard!
Taking this young girl, making her his then uttedgstroying her. She
knew exactly what that felt like. Byron had made inevocably his in two
short weeks. This devil had had months of marrtagarainwash this child
both emotionally and sexually.

What chance did she have of throwing off his daéanfluence, of ever
being normal with any other man? Celeste recognibhedype. This girl

felt deeply, as she had felt deeply. No other maualdvever do for her, just
as no other man but Byron had ever done for Cel€ste only had to look
at how she'd acted today, running to him when beapped his fingers,
giving him all he asked without asking for anythingeturn.

His unexpected sympathy today had got to her fwhide but, in the end,

he'd turned it to his own advantage, using her nmbang vulnerability as a

springboard to yet another sexual encounter. Ifr éveleste needed a
recent example of male selfishness, then that wsutfice. Or she could

gaze upon this crushed creature and her big breigesl

Damn, but she wished she could help her, reallp het. But she felt so
helpless.

'Get lost, Damian," she bit out, taking his placetite armrest of Gemma's
chair and putting a sympathetic arm around herdgleshoulders.



‘Things might not be as bad as you think, love¢ shid softly once
Damian had departed. 'l was speaking to Byron t@ohalyit seems Nathan
insists he's innocent of any wrong-doing with Lenor

‘Then he's a liar!" the girl bit out heatedly..'ll heard him, with my own
ears. He ... he spent the night with her. And he ether things. Awful
things.' She shuddered violently and Celeste watdddll Nathan anew.
But she had to give this child some hope.

'‘Sometimes people say things they don't mean toGayma. And they do
things they don't mean to do. Men will be men, regrd Nathan's spending
the night with his ex-wife might not be as blackdamhite as it seems.
Have-er-things been all they should be betweentyauin the bedroom

lately?’

Celeste could not misinterpret the guilty color ttlilmoded the girl's
cheeks. So! Things hadn't been all hunky-dory betwbiem.

It had been a couple of weeks since we'd made, |l®e admitted
unhappily.

You ... you haven't been having an affair with Demm have you?' she
asked carefully.

'‘No!" There was no doubting the girl's horror as tbuggestion. 'l would
never do a thing like that. | love Nathan. | alwayB!" She burst into tears
at that, weeping into the crumpled handkerchidfenhands.

‘There, there .. ." Celeste patted her gently enstihoulder. 'Perhaps you
should go upstairs, get yourself together, washr yace and then we'll
have dinner. I'll walk up with you.'

Celeste kept a comforting arm around her waishag walked slowly up
the stairs together, surprised at the tug of ematiee was feeling for this
sweet child. It was not just sympathy. It was d esapathy.

She's so like | was at her age, came the dismayaligation. Basically
innocent and naive, yet extremely sexual and emaltid-alling in love



meant giving of oneself utterly and totally. Whapity the men we fell in
love with didn't return the same unfailing devotion

Celeste resisted teling Gemma that men were notsiagple and

straightforward as women. She saw no point in ngaki@r as cynical and
world-weary as she was, or in explaining to het éhaan could sleep with
one woman, claiming he loved her, then marry anahfew months later.
Or that, while married to that woman, he couldl $tise himself in that

first woman's body to such an extent that all tediad ceased to exist,
only to turn on her a few minutes later, deridingr Imost cruelly and

banishing her from his life.

Or maybe she should? Maybe it was time the girrdheame of the facts
of life.

'How old are you, Gemma?' she asked as they tuahéde landing and
mounted the rest of the stairs.

Twenty. | think.'
Celeste frowned. 'What do you mean, you think?'

The girl sighed. 'It's a long story. My birth cédate turned out to be full
of lies and I'm not sure when my birthday is.’

'How awkward for you.'
Gemma shrugged a type of weary resignation.

'‘Would you be offended, Gemma,' Celeste asked urefif | told you
that not many husbands go through life being falttd their wives?'

Those big brown eyes slanted her way, shockings@eleith their sudden
coldness. 'l don't want to be married to that Kind.

Goodness, Celeste thought admiringly. She's natofity sweet after all.
Damian doesn't know what he's in for if he triegthimg with this girl.



Celeste found herself feeling much better aboutghaation. 'l fully agree
with you,' she said drily. 'That's why I've neveamed. What guest room
did Damian put you in?'

‘That one," Gemma indicated, pointing ahead tdlftind door on the right.
'Have you got everything you need?'

'Yes, thank you.'

'Don't bother to change for dinner. You look detighin what you're
wearing. I'm going to slip into something more ashowever. I'll drop
back at the door and collect you on my way downstai

'Miss Campbell,” Gemma called after her as sheeaudbiiwvay.

Celeste turned, wincing a little. 'Celeste, pleddesep "Miss Campbell”
for junior typists only.’

Gemma smiled, reminding Celeste forcibly of henstog beauty.

‘All right. Celeste. | just wanted to thank you eigand to say that you're
not at all like | thought you'd be."'

Celeste smothered an amused smile. 'What did yok td be like?'
'l don't know. Not so nice. Oh, that sounds awful!"

'It sounds perfectly reasonable to me. I'm oftenveoy nice, Gemma. But
| don't think anyone could help being nice with yqu

Gemma looked disconcerted by this compliment. Hoh always so nice,
either. Maybe | did push Nathan away from me. II'm not sure of
anything any more.' Tears filled her eyes and sbkdd away.

Celeste was appalled at the sudden pricking o teahind her own eyes.
Good God, she was going all mushy and sentimemtaér old age. It was
all Byron's fault, raking up old memories, makirgy Bay things she should
never have said. Or maybe this unexpected vulndyabias because her



own daughter would be about Gemma's age now. Sgbktraven look a
little like her.

Celeste was not a natural blonde, her fair tresselsieved with

considerable effort from her hairdresser. Her déerglvas sure to be a
brunette, like Gemma, and probably with similarvimmoeyes. Despite
Celeste's own eyes being a light yellowish brovarkayes did run in the
Campbell family. One only had to look at Damiannc® a blue-eyed
father with a brown eyed mother almost always pcedua brown-eyed
baby, Celeste's daughter would most likely havepdéeown eyes

something like Gemma's.

Celeste swallowed and dragged up a covering stbits't think about it
any more tonight," she advised the obviously cedusnd very distressed
girl. 'l won't be long. I'm a quick dresser.’

Dinner did not prove to be as difficult as Celdsael begun to fear it might
be. Damian was his usual charming self and Gemnith, twe help of
several glasses of wine, relaxed enough to talktla &bout herself in a
general sense. She explained how Byron had maddeher Japanese
before letting her work in any of his stores, ahdttshe'd become quite
competent at it.

"You won't have any trouble getting a job, thergleSte said. 'There are
openings all over the place if you can speak Jamnell.'

‘That's what I'm hoping.'

'We could find her a job at Campbell's, couldn't, izleste?' Damian
suggested casually.

'‘Any time,' she offered, and meant it. Gemma wdnddn asset behind any
counter.

'l did originally hope that,’ the girl admitted.uBnow | think | should
strike out on my own. Maybe I'll move interstate."'

'Why in God's name would you do that?' Damian'se@ias sharp.



'‘Because she wants to be independent, Damian, st€elexplained
somewhat caustically. 'A concept | realize you donderstand.’

'She should be near friends at a time like this.'

Gemma gave him an apologetic look. 'I'm sorry, BamiYou've been
marvelous, but | really don't like imposing on yand your sister.'

'What rubbish!" they both answered at once, thewlksaneously laughed.

‘At least stay a week,' Celeste compromised, kngw&cisions should not
be made in the heat of the moment.

'Yes, give us a week of your delightful companieast,’ Damian insisted.
‘Alright.’

Gemma'’s sigh of acceptance sounded relieved, dedt€éelt another pull
on her heartstrings. Damn, in another week she dmiulvant her to go
any more than Damian. Despite the traumas surragn@emma'’s visit, it
was surprisingly pleasant having her around. Celescided she must
definitely be entering a sentimental phase in Her Next thing she'd be
getting herself a dog!

'l hear you're an outback girl," she said by waghanging the subject.
‘That's right. Born and bred in Lightning Ridge.'

'Damned awful place!" Damian scorned. 'Hot as &l wall-to-wall flies.

| only went there once. Celeste had this idea abgutearning to become

an opal buyer. | soon dissuaded her, didn't I?*

'l think I quickly realized that anything with phgal discomfort involved
was not your forte.'

Gemma laughed. 'Then you wouldn't have wantedvi where | lived. |
not only had wall-to-wall flies but wall-to-wall di'

'How's that?' he asked.



'Dad and | lived in a dugout. You know. A hole iretground. Well, not in
the ground exactly. It was dug out of the side biild

Damian shuddered. "You poor thing.'

Gemma shrugged. 'l didn't know any differently. Bat can imagine what
| thought when | came to Sydney and went to liv8alleview. | thought
I'd died and gone to heaven.'

'How did that come about, Gemma?' Celeste asked.r®& going to live at
Belleview, that is? Or don't you like my askingtth&ou don't have to tell
us if you don't want.’

'No, it's all right. | don't mind. My dad died, ysee. There'd only been the
two of us. My mother- er-my mother had died whewds born. I. . .l
decided to come to Sydney to live. To be honesgver did like the heat
and the flies either,' she said with a quick srbDiganian's way. 'l decided to
sell up everything I inherited to get some monegt that there was much.
Dad was an opal miner, but not a very successfa] ém afraid. All he
had to his name was a battered old truck and al $rafd of second-rate
opals. That's why I. .. why I. .."

Her voice trailed away and Celeste suspected somemony was too
painful to talk about, for the girl suddenly dropd®er eyes to her food and
frowned. When she looked up, she still looked ttedldor a second then
her expression cleared and she resumed her story.

'‘Anyway, | went to sell these opals to Byron. Hegaip to the Ridge to
buy opals all the time.'

'Yes, | know,' Celeste said, and threw Damian aoaghful look. 'Byron
really knows his opals. So what happened? | hopgawe you a good
deal.’'

'Well, no, he didn't. | mean he couldn't, becausevhsn't there. He was in
hospital after some accident or other and he'dsatitan in his place.’

Celeste nodded thoughtfully. That would have bdenkoating accident
when Irene was killed.



'I see,’ she murmured.

And she did. Nathan had taken one look at this iskgucreature and had
simply had to possess her. 'So what happened thbasked, impatient
to see how Nathan had achieved his wicked purpose.

'l sold the opals to Nathan instead.'
'Yes, but how did you come to be living at Bellevig

'Oh, that. Well, when | mentioned to Nathan thaiak moving to Sydney,
he gave me his business card and said if | evetaaea job to look him up,
so | did.'

'And what job did he offer you that required youlitee in at Belleview?"
Damian asked, sounding sardonic.

Gemma flushed a little at his obvious innuendds 'ttot what you're
thinking. Nathan offered me a position as salessias# at one of
Whitmore's opal shops, but Byron insisted | leapahese first, so while |
was doing that Nathan hired me as a type of miridethis daughter.
Kirsty was staying with him at Belleview for a wéjlyou see. She'd been
giving her mother some trouble and Lenore had kentto her father to
straighten her out. Naturally, I-er-had to live in.

Celeste almost repeated the naturally, but didn't.
She did, however, catch Damian's eye across the #aal his expression
was similarly cynical. Not that he could cast atgnes. She'd like a dollar

for every devious line he'd thrown a woman.

'‘And that's when you both fell in love,” Celestencoented matter-of-
factly.

'Yes," Gemma muttered, looking and sounding miseradpain.

'Let's talk about something else," Damian said lfirfBome more wine,
Gemma?'



She put her hand over the glass and shook her Begadmore and I'll be
paralytic.'

‘At least you'll sleep well.’

Cora came in then, wanting to know who wanted desse

'What is it?' Celeste asked. 'Lemon meringue pib aream.'

Celeste groaned. '"You bad woman, tempting me hke't

"You shouldn't worry. You can always punish yourseth twenty laps of
the pool afterwards.' Cora began stacking up theatiplates. 'There are
no refusals, | take it?'

'‘No!" they all chorused.

‘Just as well,' the housekeeper said crisply. nltdike slaving over a hot
stove for nothing."'

'She's so nice,' Gemma remarked once Cora wad eatshot.

Damian grinned a wickedly attractive grin. 'We'rk rce, aren't we,
Celeste?"

She looked at her brother and wished he weren'haswsome, or so
charming. Her earlier confidence that Gemma wowdble to resist him
worried her anew. Women did stupid things on tHeouvad. Hadn't she
gone from Byron to Stefan thinking she could losesklf in his Viking
good looks, his supposedly gentlemanly considar@tio

And what had happened?

She'd been drawn into a hell that no woman shoal o endure but
which many did. Celeste could well understand wiagtdsed women
eventually struck back and did murder. She wishiked kad had the
courage, or the strength. Then she might haveha@pbvely baby.



Instead, she'd had her child stolen from her, heehhbeft bleeding and
broken on that cold stone floor. If a passing skegprhadn't heard her
pathetic cries for help, she would be dead nowebltds she had lived to
survive. But had her survival been worth it?

Maybe, she decided, looking at Gemma down the dntheotable. She
could still be of help to people occasionally. AsHle could still get
pleasure out of life occasionally.

Her mind drifted to Byron and she shuddered. OB, ghe could still feel
pleasure. But when would the pain stop? When wahld be able to

forget?



CHAPTER TEN

Gemma sat on the edge of the bed, holding her esnghe shouldn't have
drunk so much of that wine. The blood was poundmniger head and she
felt a little nauseous. The wine had made her fimtothe mouth a little
over dinner as well, something she regretted now.

At least she'd stopped herself before she'd tadthll about the Heart of
Fire. Irrespective of her breakup with Nathan, Genfelt she owed some
loyalty to the Whitmores. Byron had always beendytmher and she was
sure he wouldn't like her blurting out Whitmore imgss to the Campbells.
Celeste's buying the Heart of Fire at the ball blarly annoyed Byron.
He'd been reluctant to tell her any real detail tight of how the opal
had come back into Whitmore possession, so on€tdidne to be too
bright to conclude he wanted to keep that infororati secret.

Gemma wasn't too sure why, but since her own fatlaer clearly been
involved in the original theft of the opal she didmind not telling all and
sundry. Celeste and Damian had already been shdmkdter less than
genteel upbringing at Lightning Ridge. What wouheyt think if she had
revealed her father had not only been a drunk dodea, but a criminal as
well?

Not that Celeste Campbell had any right to juddesist, Gemma reasoned
quickly. Her reputation was hardly lily-white. Aryet ...

Gemma shook her head, frowning. The scandalousdady of Campbell
Jewels was not at all as Gemma had imagined Hez.tdhough clearly an
assertive and confident businesswoman who Gemmaswas could be
very tough given the right occasion, she also hadrarisingly soft and
warm side to her character that was very engagsgmma had found
herself drawn to the woman. She had wanted to pthurer woes out to
her, sensing a genuinely sympathetic ear.

But a lifetime of being a very private person wiith mother, no brothers or
sisters and few friends had made Gemma reluctaopém up to people.
Not that Celeste Campbell could solve her probleNts.one could solve
her problems, for there was no solution. She'@failh love with the wrong



man, had married him, made him her life, and notd Baatched that life
out from under her.

It would be a long, long time before she got ovisr betrayal. Maybe a
lifetime would not be enough.

A tap on the door had her jumping to her feet. |.dmat she was a bundle
of nerves.

'Yes?' she asked agitatedly through the door.

'I've brought you a nightcap,’ Damian returnedhdught you might need
one to help you sleep.’

With a sigh, Gemma went over and opened the dodiintb Damian
standing there with a smile on his handsome facevamat looked like a
glass of port in his hands.

'l couldn't possibly drink any more alcohol, Damiarshe said
apologetically. 'But thank you for the thought.’

"You're still dressed," he chided. 'Look, why doydu have a relaxing
shower, climb into bed and I'll bring you a mudheot chocolate?’

'Really, there's no need.’

‘There's every need,' he said firmly. 'You showd the dark rings under
your eyes. You need a good night's sleep, Gemma.'

‘All right," she sighed, agreeing with him. If st&n't sleep tonight, she
wasn't sure what she'd do.

Gemma was under the bedclothes, the sheet pullédigvever her rather
revealing ivory silk nightie she didn't have anyeat kind-when Damian
knocked.

Was it her being in bed that made her feel suddeulgerable when he
came back in and closed the door behind him? Or itvéise way his



flashing black eyes narrowed on her near nakedldbmuas he walked
towards her?

Whatever, Gemma found her whole insides contractimgy stomach
fluttering with a funny little feeling somethingé fear. She was not such a
fool as to be unaware that Damian fancied her.d3been rather expecting
him to make a pass some time, but she didn't th&k try something here,
with his sister just down the hall.

Still, her eyes followed him somewhat worriedly whiee put the drink
down on the bedside chest and sat down on theoditlee bed. 'Feeling
better after your shower?' he asked, smiling.

She nodded, finding it hard to find her tongueoék sudden.

I'm an expert at hot-chocolate making,’ he samd] picked up the mug
again. 'Here ... Drink up ..."

When he actually held it to her lips instead of diag it her, she
automatically curved her own hands around his,testiquid spill on the
bed. Appalled to find her fingers trembling, shdpgd the drink down
very quickly, all the while aware of Damian stariagher over the rim
with those penetrating black eyes of his. She fduadelf staring back at
him and seeing him in a totally different light.

Where before he'd presented himself as a darklgaate and very

handsome man with flashing black eyes, a boyishesamd an engagingly
charming manner, she now noted a wicked gleam asetreyes and a
decadent weakness in the slack set of his mouttsded all in black as he
was tonight, and with his straight black hair sidkback from his face, he
gave off a menacing aura that was making her Hezat faster and her
stomach churn. All she wanted was for him to lehgeroom as soon as
possible.

'All gone," she said with false brightness once'sshigunk all the hot
chocolate and was able to take her hands awaytirem

‘Good girl. Sleep well, now.’



Gemma could not help her look of surprise whenihmply stood up and
began to walk towards the door.

She was still staring at him when he stopped wigthand on the doorknob
and looked back over his shoulder. 'l suggest yeepsin as long as you
can tomorrow morning. Unfortunately, | have to show face in the

office, but Cora will be here all day to look afteu. Feel free to use the
pool-it's heated-or anything else that appeals, ldinsee you when | get
home tomorrow evening. OK?'

His smile was so warm and tender that she felttygait her earlier bad
thoughts about him. Her imagination was definitgtting the better of
her. Or maybe her opinion of men had been seriotatgaged by what
Nathan had done.

'l never forget how sweet you've been to meg shid with genuine
feeling. 'l don't know what | would have done witithgou.'

'Men can be good friends too, Gemma. Always remeittize.'

"I will from now on.’

It was after two when Damian slipped back into tem. The sleeping
tablets he'd crushed in her drink would be at tpeeik now. He'd tripled
the normal dose, making sure of her unconsciots.sta

The room was in darkness, the curtains drawn awvthdows. Making his
way carefully over to them, he very slowly drew rthéback so that
moonlight fell across the bed and the sleeping faithin.

Standing next to the bed, he gazed down at heades then very slowly
peeled the bedclothes back down. Shock rivetedtbithe spot when she
moaned and rolled over on to her side, facing IBot. her eyes remained
shut, her lips softly apart as she breathed the,d®meen breathing of the
heavily drugged. His own eyes fell to where her emoent had wrapped
the nightie tightly around her body, the top awnyher full bosom.



His gut clenched down hard at the sight of halbgymipple peeping out at
him, his desire flaring madly. The idea of touchingr while she was
asleep was so exciting that he actually shuddered.

He recalled how her hands had trembled on hiseeadnight. She'd been
momentarily afraid of him till he'd managed to wllaer fears with his

wimpish retreat. But she had every reason to baicaiof him, though,

didn't she? Every reason ...

His own hands trembled as he reached out to dravetiiap down off her
shoulder and down her arm. He was about to wastaloaxpose her
breast totally when he heard the sound of the dumdrkurning. Reefing
the strap back up, he dived under the bed and wiaggtthere, quivering,
when he saw his sister's slippers appear besideetihe

Holding his breath lest she hear his breathing, liseened to her
rearranging the bedclothes, then watched her wedk o the windows
where she drew the curtains, blessedly darkeniaigside of the room. His
relief when she left the room was enormous, butsfume rotten reason
Celeste left the damned door ajar. And the lighth@hall was on.

Clearly, his sister was having one of her sleephéglsts, when she would
wander the house at all hours. If he closed the,db@ might see it.

Damian lay where he was for some time before slippiut from under the
bed and returning to his room. Though furious, be lgs frustration on
hold with the thought that tomorrow was another.ddg determined that
it would not only be Gemma's drink he put the siegglraught in the next
time. Darling Celeste was going to have her insanfired as well.

Gemma woke with a terrible hangover. She groanednwshe saw the
time. Nearly noon. How could she have slept folosig?

Dragging herself out of bed, she visited the erestlien returned to draw
on her only modest dressing gown-a floor-lengtlaereilk number whose
coverage was adequate, although it wasn't the ekictf material. Still,



only Cora would be left in the house at this laveihh Damian and Celeste
would have gone to work.

Work ...

Gemma felt guilty about how she'd let her own woakes down yesterday,
ringing up at the last moment and claiming she siels. She would have
to ring again today and let them know the realasitun, though maybe
Byron had already done that. From what Celestelaatchight, her father-
in-law already knew everything.

Picking up her hairbrush, she began putting sonderointo her tangled
hair. She really had had a restless night, desb#eping so long. There
was a vague memory of dreams which she was rathdrsipe could not
remember. She was sure they hadn't been happy slr&mthey weren't
likely to be, were they?

With her appearance in some semblance of orderwsme in search of

Cora and a cup of coffee. Maybe some aspirin ak ®ke really did not

feel too good. Her head was terribly thick. Not @kaa headache but a
woolly feeling.

Gemma glanced admiringly around on her way dowrsstasspecially at
the elaborate stained-glass window rising abovéath@ing halfway down.
Her stark outback upbringing made her appreciateitdel things but she
was not naive enough to think that riches brougipipiness. Her own
marriage to a wealthy successful man certainly gaothe saying that
money wasn't everything. It was nothing 'if not doned with love and
true intimacy. Nathan had showered her with clothes gifts, given her
everything but himself in a real sense. She'd bemmied all along by their
lack of emotional bonding, worried Nathan's feedinfigr her didn't go
deeper than lust and possessiveness, and she'giosen right.

Gemma stepped off the staircase with a sigh andeduke#or the kitchen,
looking in the other rooms on the way.

The kitchen was empty, and there, on the countepped against a bowl
of fruit, was a note.



Gone to do the week's shopping. I've put a seledfocereals on
the side. Coffee and tea next to them. There'sandkorange juice
in the fridge, bread already in the toaster. Helpugself. Be back
by three. Cora.

‘Just coffee to start with, Cora," Gemma told theeat housekeeper. 'Pity
about the aspirin.'

She took the steaming mug back upstairs with gpjreg down most of it
before stripping off and plunging into the showarthe hope that the hot
jets of water would clear her head. No such ludke $eally needed a
couple of painkillers.

Unfortunately, the wall cabinet in the guest erieswas empty apart from
a spare toothbrush, some mouthwash, and a coupldes$ of toothpaste.
Gemma didn't think anyone would mind if she seatdhe other medicine
cabinets for something to take, so she covereaélezdness with her robe
and walked out of her bedroom into the next.

Clearly, it was a man's bedroom, the furniture dénke brown and gold
furnishings having not a single piece of feminimgdery about any of
them. There was also an absence of the type ofrmmtaand knickknack
women dotted around their rooms. The bed was madedte room tidy,
but the black trousers and shirt Damian had wom grevious evening
were draped across a chair in the corner.

Not wanting to linger, Gemma hurried across thenroand into the
connecting bathroom. This time, the cabinet wakdtila wide range of
medicine and other items, including several packétsondoms. Gemma
tried not to make judgement over this-at least s wracticing safe sex -
but seeing so many of them sitting there so opanty so casually sent a
funny little shiver down her spine.

Her eyes darted along the shelves and when shd spme headache
tablets she snatched them up, extracted a coudl@uanthe packet back,
relieved to slide the glass door back into placepdihg them into her
mouth, she turned on the tap, cupped her handdram#t from the pool of
water that formed in them.



When she lifted her head from this action and aatarally glanced in the
mirror, she screamed. For Nathan was standing én apen bedroom
doorway, glaring over at her as though he wantddlltber.

She whirled round, and her eyes had never feltebigg they took in his
unshaven face and his chillingly cold grey eyesedded in washed-out
grey jeans and a crumpled blue windcheater, heelddar removed from

his usual elegant, well-groomed self. He lookedd¢anoved from his usual
self all round. Dear God, he had never looked atike that before, so full

of hardness and hatred.

After an initial freezing, Gemma's heart joltedoirdn erratic beat, her
headache forgotten in the face of other more fegimy feelings.

'So | was right,’ he said in a voice made all therenterrifying for its
control. "You were here all along. | just jumpedtie wrong conclusion.’

Gemma pulled the robe defensively around her quigenudity. 'How ...
how did you get in here? The gates are locked.’

‘There's no lock on the jetty, Gemma. | came by.boa

'I'm not alone, you know,' she bluffed, sensing $ilemering violence.
‘The housekeeper. ..

'‘Won't be back till three," he finished frostilyndaproduced Cora's note
from his pocket.

Crippling it into a ball, he threw it in a corndrcame here,' he ground out,
'hoping and praying that somehow I'd be proven gralmout you, that all |
had to do to set things right was say | was sasrybking so stupid as to
have Lenore over. But | wasn't wrong about you, i#a¥ou took the first
flimsy excuse you could find to run to your lov¥ou blackened my name
to my whole family while all the time you were lafj that bastard
Campbell screw you silly!

Gemma hadn't realized till that moment what impoes$er presence in
Damian's room would give, especially with her neinlg properly dressed.



Any irony over Nathan's turning things around arakimg her the accused
one was lost in the wake of her anxiety to make $w the truth.

‘You've got it all wrong!" she defended. But inryashe thought. There was
no reasoning in Nathan's face. No capacity toris¥et she had to try.
Having him believe such a thing of her was untemalbl . .1 only came in
here to get some aspirin. Here .. .look!'

She slid back the cabinet and pointed to the packeablets. Nathan's
chilling gaze moved from the aspirin to the othackets on the shelf, then
returned to survey Gemma's swiftly flushing facethwia chillingly
mocking expression.

Oh, why do | have to look so guilty? Gemma agonized

'I know what you're thinking but you're wrong!" stréed. 'There's nothing
between Damian and myself. I'm staying here asestgushe explained
desperately, 'and | have my own room. I'll showoiyou. It has my things
init.'

When she hurried forward and went to brush past Nathan grabbed
both her arms and swung them behind her, holdimgwists in an iron

grip while he pushed her back into Damian's room.skhmmed her face-
down on to the bed, his breathing ragged behind her

'You might have your own room but this is where 'yeubeen spending
your nights, you lying, cheating bitch! I've knowrfrom the moment that
hotel clerk described to me the man who came tecoyou. You've been
seeing Damian Campbell ever since that night ob#le haven't you?'

‘No!" she cried, terrified now. 'l swear to yolthdven't. I. . .I did run into
him one day, but we ... we only had coffee.’

Nathan laughed. '‘Damian doesn't just have coffah women, Gemma.
He doesn't just have anything. The man's well kn&vrhis perversions.
One in particular. '

Gemma was horrified when she felt her robe beirghed up to her waist,
exposing her bare buttocks.



'It seems you haven't progressed to that yet," ligened darkly. '‘But you
will. And he's welcome to you. You know, | sometsn@ondered when
you would change, when you would fall "out of lové'always knew you
were far too young for true love. And far, far tbeautiful. Extremely
beautiful women rarely love. They're too bloodyf-seintered!

'l do so love you,' she sobbed.

'Do you?' he jeered. 'Do you really? In that came won't mind if | have a
little of what you've been denying me these lasipt® of weeks.'

Gemma gasped when she felt him cruelly enclosetvwerwrists in one
brutal grasp on the small of her back, when shedht#® sound of his
opening his trousers. He jammed a knee betweethlgs, forcing them
apart.

'Oh, God ... no, don't. .. don't do this, Nathan!'

But it was already happening before she'd finished plea. Disbelief
brought a type of horrified submission, his harsimtpng echoing in her
ears. When he finally ejaculated and withdrew, jsiselay there, stunned.
Silent tears began to stream down her cheeks andalidn't bear to turn
over and look at him.

She vaguely heard him mutter something, heard barrange his clothing.
Stiffly she closed her legs and buried her facthenquilt. When he laid a
perversely gentle hand on her shoulder, she sheddemd his hand
retreated.

'I'm sorry,' he said in the most hollow-soundingceo'God .. .'

There was the sound of footsteps gradually recedtythen there was an
awful silence. It was ages before Gemma could bhagself to move,
creeping back off the bed and running back to tehroom where she
turned on the shower and climbed in despite sallifg the robe on. The
water gushed over her, soothing, cleaning watet.sBa couldn't seem to
get herself clean.



No matter what she did, she felt dirty and unclaad ugly. In the end she
had to get out of the shower before she turnedaed-Fresh underwear
and a soft flannel tracksuit went some way to mgiier feel better in a
physical sense but she suspected that emotionatlynzentally she was
walking a razor's edge. If only she had a mothecawfide in, someone
who loved her unconditionally, who really cared whappened to her.

The image of Celeste's sympathetic face last reghte to mind. While
she was hardly a mother figure, she was a womaineofvorld. She would
understand what had happened here today, wouldperhelp her put it
into perspective. One part of Gemma almost undedsiathan's reaction
to finding her in Damian's bedroom. Another partsv& outraged she
couldn't bear to think about it. On top of evergthielse, she’'d begun to
doubt what she had heard with her own ears in tg@artment the other
day.

Nathan had acted the wronged husband with suchmetee! Could she
be wrong? Had she misheard something? How couldhske? What
Lenore and Nathan had said to each other was tglsta, and so utterly,
utterly damning. There could be no excuse. No exilan.

And yet. ..

Gemma forced herself to return to Damian's bedrtmaheck that she had
left no evidence behind of what had transpiredeh&pr a long moment,
she stood in the doorway, staring at the indemaiothe bed. Luckily,
there was no stain, but still, she felt sick jugtking at it. She would never
forgive Nathan. Never!

She raced over and plumped up the mattress, sieaigly the quilt with
sweeping strokes, her color and emotions high.

How dared he speak so disparagingly of Damian?tstieght agitatedly.
Perverse, indeed! The man was a saint compared dthaN. A
misunderstood and genuinely kind man. The only grérin this house
today was her husband. No, ex-husband. She codignitce him quickly
enough. If she felt she could make the charge ,stick would have him
charged with rape. Men should not be allowed toayety with treating
their wives like that!



But Gemma was wise enough these days to know stienbiahope of
getting a conviction. It was a man's world all tigkhe thought bitterly.

As she turned to leave the room, Cora's crumplee inathe corner caught
Gemma's eye. Swooping on it, she stuffed it in gmeket and hurriedly
left the room. She couldn't stay here any longee, decided. She would
talk to Celeste when she got home tonight, askfdrea job at one of her
interstate stores and make the move as soon ablposs

With this thought in mind, she went back into heom and packed,
leaving nothing out but her nightwear and toiletriShe was coming back
downstairs to put her soaked robe out on the coline when Cora came
home.

Gemma schooled her face into a blank mask, sungriserself when she
was able to conduct a normal conversation with Garéghe other woman
went about preparing the evening meal. So it casree @nsiderable shock
that when Celeste and Damian came home, Gemma irategdound her
iron composure crumbling. When Damian disappeapsiairs to change
and Gemma found herself briefly alone with Celast¢he living-room,
she promptly burst into tears.

Celeste was stunned.

Gemma had seemed happy enough when they'd arrioade,hyet

suddenly, here she was, in floods of tears. Allahdd think to do was to
hold her. At first the action felt awkward, but whehe girl dropped her
head on to her shoulder with a shuddering sighntbst amazing wave of
maternal love swept through Celeste and she fowerdeli embracing
Gemma quite naturally and without embarrassment.

"You poor darling,' she murmured, holding her clasd stroking her back.
'It's Nathan again, isn't it?'

'He ... he was here today,' she choked out.



Celeste pulled back in shock. 'Here? In this house?
Gemma nodded, her misery obvious.
'‘But how? | mean ... you must have let him in.'

She shook her head in vigorous denial. 'He saicahee by boat. He ... he
just appeared upstairs. | nearly died.’

'Where was Cora?"
‘Shopping.’

'Oh, yes, it's Wednesday. She always does the myroslgopping on
Wednesday. So what did he do?' Celeste was appelfied the girl looked
stricken and then blushed. Blushed, mind you.

The awful reality came to Celeste in a rush andasim®st vomited on the
spot, gagging down her revulsion with great diffigu 'He raped you,
didn't he?' she said, her voice shaking.

The girl stared at her, making Celeste aware that rmust have been
looking very peculiar. 'He ... he didn't beat ydid he?’

The girl looked horrified. 'Oh, no! Nathan woulddd a thing like that!

Celeste pulled herself together but she still cotilguite get a grasp of the
situation. Why was she defending this monster? ideilsl be hung, drawn
and quartered!

'He was upset because he found me in Damian's doathr Gemma

explained shakily. 'I'd just had a shower and haiakegn there to find some
aspirin. 1. . .1 only had a thin robe on. He thouamian and | had been
having an affair, even before I left him. He wasnost upset.’

'Which gave him the right to rape you?' Celesteeddp disbelief.

'Of course not,' Gemma countered. 'But | can see that there were
mitigating circumstances leading to the incident.'



‘The incident,’ Celeste repeated weakly. Dear God .

She stood there, incredibly shaken, till gradudlér tottering emotions
came together with a vengeance. 'He must pay,bgheut. 'He can't be
allowed to get away with this.’

Gemma shook her head. 'l thought that at firstnipytwish for revenge, or
justice if you will, is beginning to weaken. No gelor jury would convict

him anyway. Besides, there's nothing to be gainetbtking Nathan up.

He's not really a criminal. He's no danger to dgaie even to me. I'm sure
he'll never do again what he did today. It's nothesigh he even hurt me
physically. There's not a mark on me.’

‘There is on your mind!" Celeste protested.

'My mind is quite clear now,"” Gemma insisted witlcls conviction that
Celeste was staggered. ‘It is Nathan's mind whithber affected by what
transpired here today. | think it will live with rhi for a long, long time.
He's not some brute or monster, Celeste. Underrteathcool facade he
wears, he's a very vulnerable human being, buihkthe's very mixed up
when it comes to his concept of love. | don't thivekknows what love is. |
don't think he ever did ... "

'My God, you still love him, don't you?' Celestédsa

Gemma's smile was so sad that Celeste almost imtostears herself. ‘I
will always love him," the girl admitted.

Celeste stood there, shaking her head and feetipgléssly confused - till
she remembered her own incredible weakness inltithg Byron. How
could she sit in judgement when she was guilty lté same blind
stupidity?

'l can't stay here any longer, Celeste,"” Gemmasaigly but firmly. 'I'm
extremely grateful for all you and Damian have démreme but | think it
best if | got right away, away from Nathan and S3girMuch as I'm quite
sure Nathan won't assault me again, he might makésance of himself.
I'm all packed," she went on with a down-to-eanthvbry Celeste could



only admire. 'I'll call a taxi after dinner and gw the airport Hilton. I've
already called them and booked a room. And I'vekbdoa ticket on a
flight back to Lightning Ridge tomorrow.'

'‘But you said you hated it there.’

'It's where my roots are. And there's somethingnisifed there that | have
to finish to my satisfaction before | can even khof going on with my
life.'

'What? What do you have to finish?’

'I'm sorry but I'd rather not discuss that. It'syvprivate and quite painful
to me. I think if, | started talking about it tohigl'd really break down. So
please, don't press me about it.'

'l wouldn't dream of it, my dear. | just wantedhtelp, that's all. You must
know how very fond of you I've grown, even in tkisort time we've had
you here.'

The girl's smile was so sweet that Celeste agauggted to contain her
emotions. 'lI've grown very fond of you too. And Danis the best friend
I've ever had. He has almost single-handedly redtony faith in the
opposite sex.'

Celeste remained diplomatically silent on this scdf there was one plus
about Gemma moving out it would be that she wotltdave to keep
feeling uneasy about Damian's intentions.

'l-er-1 think it might be wise to keep your immetiadestination a secret
from Damian though, don't you? The fewer people Wwow, the better.'

'What? Oh ... all right. But what will | tell him?'

‘Nothing. I'll tell him after you're gone that I's=nt you away on a little
holiday. A cruise, perhaps, so that he can't ek about following you.'

The girl looked startled, then slightly worried.ot think he might try to
follow me?"'



'l think," Celeste said drily, ‘that Damian mighant eventually to deepen
your friendship into something else. You're a lgWebking girl, Gemma,
and not nearly as naive as | originally thoughtnDalisappoint me by
underestimating your attractions, or Damian's wea&nfor beautiful
women.'

Those big brown eyes widened before becoming staadythoughtful. 'l
won't, Celeste. Thank you for speaking plainlyppieciate it.'

'l have a reputation for speaking plainly." She lsdia wry, lop-sided
smile. 'l have a reputation for a lot of things!"

'‘None of them deserved, I'm sure. You're a goodgoerl won't believe
any of that horrible gossip about you any more.'

Celeste kept smiling even while her heart flippecro'A girl of rare
judgement.'

"You can't fool someone from the bush. Or child@ndogs. Dogs always
know a good person when they see one.’

There was rueful note in Gemma's voice that piqQeteste's curiosity.
But it didn't seem the right moment to question Maybe one day, they'd
have the chance to have a real heart-to-heartstedk@ew she would like
that. Very much.

'What are you going to do after you settle whateymr have to settle in
Lightning Ridge?'

'I'm not sure. That will depend on how things pah'o

'Will you promise to keep in touch, let me know wilyau decide to do
with your life when you do decide?"

'You really want me to?"

'Of course!'



Her smile was dazzling. 'Then | will be happy to.'

'‘Good. Now | must pop upstairs and get into my swing costume. I've
been very naughty this week, not keeping up myasemroutine. Care to
join me in the pool?'

'l come with you and watch, if you like, but lod't feel much like
swimming.'

‘All right. Why don't you stay here and watch TVilehl change and I'll
pick you up on the way through?'

Celeste was hurrying along the hall and had oné doothe bottom step
when the telephone rang. Instant intuition warnexdtb take the call.

'l get that, Cora!" she called out and boltedvdahe end of the hall to
pick up the receiver.

'Yes?' she said rather breathlessly.
'Is that you, Celeste?"
Her breath caught. Byron. It was Byron, ringing.her

She hadn't heard from him since he'd hung up teeiqus afternoon, and
she'd had too much pride to contact him. But wiig $ound of his voice,
her heart had stopped for a moment, only to pubsek o life with a
galloping rate. Dear lord, this was definitely gegtout of hand, but how
was she to stop herself? Her feelings for Byron hader responded to
logic or common sense or even pride. They hadrtipeius of a runaway
roller-coaster and about as much stability

'Yes,' she said, sounding like a schoolgirl whao'st joeen telephoned by
the captain of the football team. 'It's me.’

'Would you be able to come over here this evenfteg dinner?' he asked
abruptly.



"To Belleview?' she was shocked. She hadn't beeitedh into those
hallowed walls since...

Any feelings of excitement or pleasurable antiggratwere immediately
tainted by dark memories from the past. Bellevieas\he last place she
would choose to be with Byron.

Still, if he wanted her to go there, if he wantesl As much as she was
instantly wanting him, then she simply had to go.

‘That's right," he said curtly. 'And | want youltiong Gemma.'

These last words flicked a stinging rebuke acroslesie's silly heart. Her
presumption that Byron had rung to organize a rdimarndezvous had
been premature, and typically female. After witiegsGemma's blind
love for Nathan, she was extra-sensitive to her stupidity regarding this
man who had done nothing but hurt her.

'‘And why should | do that?' she lashed out. 'If yeant to see Gemma,
then come here.'

‘That won't work, I'm afraid. | have no way of caciing Lenore back. And
she's coming here.’

'What's Lenore got to do with this?' Celeste deradnthough she had a
feeling she already knew. The bitch was going loveélea whole lot of lies
to whitewash Nathan.

'‘Lenore thinks she knows what Gemma overheard leetviathan and
herself the other day. She says it would have sedifiéd but is perfectly
explainable.'

'Is that so?'

'She only just found out this afternoon what hagpebetween Gemma
and Nathan. Apparently, Nathan's totally shattefeah't work. Can't do
anything.'

'I'm so sorry for him." Celeste's words drippedwah acid sarcasm.



Byron sighed. 'l do realize a man would never getrysympathy, Celeste,
but we do have feelings too, you know.'

'Only below the waist.’

It was on the tip of her tongue to tell Byron what appalling boy he'd so
nobly adopted had done to his wife this afterndmrt, she bit her tongue.
Gemma's amazing understanding of that bastardsaeilions meant she
was sure to want to keep the 'incident' a secrelest: herself could not
imagine such understanding, but she had to adimgaitl for her stance
and would not dream of betraying her trust simphgain a petty victory
over Byron.

'Well, are you coming or not?' Byron asked curlywould suggest you
send Gemma over in a taxi but | don't have ant faither turning up.'

"You honestly expect me to bring that poor chileeoto have a face-to-
face meeting with a lying adulterous whore?"

'People in glass houses shouldn't throw stonegste1Byron bit out.

'l do not sleep with married men," Celeste snafiyefdre she realized what
she'd said.

‘You mean not any more, don't you?' came the iablatremark, delivered
in a bitterly cutting tone.

‘That's right.’

'How very fortunate that I'm widowed, then. | wonildike to be the one to
spoil your wonderful moral standards. But we digreke went on with
crushing coolness. 'Will you bring Gemma here df?riocsuppose | could
always wait till Lenore arrives and bring her oteere, but that's a lot of
time wasted, isn't it?'

'When do you expect her?' Celeste asked sharply.

‘Around nine.'
'l don't drive these days. I'll have to take a.taxi



'‘Gemma can drive. And she knows the way. Do yowelacar she can
use?'

Celeste thought of Damian's Ferrari and dismistednd the Rolls was
too big. 'We'll come in a taxi,’ she decided aloud.

'Whatever you prefer. Just come. It's important.'

'Ok, I'll come, Byron. | wouldn't miss the chandeseeing you again.’
‘There won't be any of that tonight, Celeste. Agfiritely not here."
'‘We'll see, Byron. We'll see.’

Celeste hung up, aware that she was shaking. Tlhat she decided
angrily, needed taking down a peg or two. He alseded a salutary lesson
on who was running this affair. Did he honestlynthhe could control his
desire for her any more than she could control ferkim? If she wanted
Byron to make love to her tonight-at Belleview ayather damned place-
then that was what was going to happen.

Muttering her frustrations to herself, she was abouflounce off back
down the hall when the reason for Byron's callha first place flooded
back into her mind. Her groan was full of guilt atidmay. What was the
matter with her? God, but she was a selfish bitch.

A severe mental lecture followed, after which sbecéd her thinking
processes back on to the serious matter at hamdm@aks happiness. What
if Lenore could genuinely whitewash what Gemma hedrd or seen that
day? What then? Would she go back to that bastaetsste did not feel at
all confident that she wouldn't.

But | suppose that's up to her, she realized witesigned sigh. We all
have to do what we have to do. And how can | sjudgement? When it
comes to matters of love, I've made the biggestsmésny life. I'm still
making the biggest mess of my life!



Love, she thought savagely, has a lot to answeérGathering herself,
Celeste strode back down the hall and into thedivbom, knowing in her
heart that she wouldn't have much trouble convonédemma to go with
her to Belleview. That girl was as much in loveshe was. This meant she
was doomed to make stupid decisions and do sthpigg!



CHAPTER ELEVEN

'l really will have to start driving again,’ Celesnhuttered under her breath
when the taxi lurched into the adjacent lane antklacated with hair-
raising speed up the next hill, only to have tckbrenadly when the lights
ahead changed to red.

It had begun to drizzle as they left Campbell Cantl the roads were
becoming dangerously slick. When the lights turgegen and the driver
screeched off, she leant forward and tapped hitmeshoulder. ‘We'd like
to get where we're going in one piece, if you domitd.’

'Sure thing, lady." He grinned at her in the raamv mirror, without
changing his speed one iota.

Celeste sighed and sank backwards.

Gemma gave her a weak smile. 'We'll be there sebe,whispered.
'‘And none too soon. '

In an attempt not to have her heart jump right imo mouth every few
seconds, Celeste tipped her head back, closed/eeraad tried to think of
other things.

Damian had not been too thrilled with her news thla¢ was taking

Gemma out to meet with Lenore after dinner. Whenrsifused to explain

further, he'd said some very rude things, themstdrout of the house and
taken off in his Ferrari.

Celeste felt a little badly about this-and so dign@na-but at least it
stopped any awkward questions over why Gemma hadake two
suitcases with her just to see Lenore. The comditiplan was for her to
go on to the airport Hilton after Celeste had beéxapped home.

'Did Byron give you any idea what Lenore's supposgglanation is?'
Gemma asked as the taxi slowed to turn into Baligvi

Celeste opened her eyes and straightened. 'Ngz.Sorr



She was surprised at how agitated just seeing dhisehwas making her.
There were too many bad memories here. And yeast avbeautiful home.
Elegant and graceful. Like one of those great Soautmansions.

Maybe it wasn't the house that was agitating hexryldé it was the way she
was dressed.

Celeste cringed a little when she imagined the esgyon on Byron's face
when he saw her. But damn it all, she had to getesioing out of this
meeting other than high blood-pressure and a @sgplight.

‘That's Lenore's car,’” Gemma informed her as tkieptalled in behind a
small sedan.

Celeste brushed aside Gemma's offer to pay fotattierelieved to be out
of the potential coffin, even if she was no longmyking forward to the
coming encounter with Byron.

'Put the luggage up there beside the door,” sherexdthe driver, after
which she gave him a generous note and happilyiss&a him.

The thought that she would have to take a taxihall way home again in
the rain did not sit well with her, but she decidedvorry about that later.
Her immediate concern was keeping her cool andwitr about her.

Suddenly, she wasn't so sure what Byron's readboher appearance
would be and she wanted to be ready for any outcome

Both women mounted the steps that led up to théewdulumned portico
and the massive front doors.

Celeste leant against the doorbell, throwing Genamraassuring look as
they waited to be let in.

"You look fine; she said when Gemma started nelydusishing down her
clothes.

The combination of a cream woolen trouser suit witbaramel silk shirt
underneath was both sophisticated and flatteringesrtall shapely figure,
yet Celeste gained the impression that the girindidfeel confident in her
clothes. Why was that? She wondered.



The reflection Gemma saw when she looked in theominad to please
her.

Her own reflection was something else. Celeste paared herself into
some scandalously tight jeans for the occasion. #hdihese a black lace
bodysuit, black ankle-height boots with stilettcelse and a black leather
battle jacket, and you had a dangerously provoeathage. With her hair
piled haphazardly on top of her head, gold gypsypksadangling from her
lobes, she looked like a refugee from a bikers'tmge

Byron answered the door, and his face betrayedarsigle darned thing
when those piercing blue eyes of his briefly ral@er her. Gemma,
however, received a warm greeting and a solicitoarsd, while Celeste
was totally ignored. When Byron drew Gemma inside Bad no option
but to trail after them or stay standing where Viles shag on a rock. She
stood standing where she was like a shag on a rock.

'‘Aren't you coming in?' Byron was forced to ask wine went to shut the
door.

'Not till you've said hello and invited me in.'

His smile sent a prickle running down her spine. &yd, he hates me, she
realized. Hates whatever power | have over himeslathat | can make
him feel. Good, she thought savagely, and waited.

'Hello, Celeste; he said with icy politeness. 'Dme in.'

By this time Gemma was looking perturbed behindoByiCeleste decided
not to make a scene, brushing past Byron to walk tine spider's parlor.
But she would remain the spider, she decided figréend he would stay
the fly.

'‘Can | take your coat?' he asked with false galyant
T'll keep it on, thanks’ she countered. 'lt's hih here. Must be all the

marble. Is Ava home? I'd like to see this miraceldtansformation you
told me about.'



'What transformation?' Gemma asked, frowning.

'‘Ava’s lost a lot of weight lately; Byron explainé8martened herself up no
end. Sorry, Celeste, but she's not home. Shelsithuher fiancé.'

'Fiancé!" Gemma gasped. 'Ava's engaged?'

'She is indeed. To a charming Italian man by thmenaf Vince Morelli.'
'‘Good heavens, when did all this happen?’

‘Just this past weekend.'

Gemma's smile faded suddenly. 'A lot of things lemgo this past
weekend ..."

‘Apparently’ Byron muttered. 'Which is why | ask€eleste to bring you
here. We're about to sort one of them out. Lenavaiéing for us in the
family-room. Shall we?'

He waved the two women on ahead. When Gemma looKedtant to
move, Celeste took her elbow and guided her downctrridor past the
grandfather clock.

Lenore was sitting on one of the huge leather stifat dominated the
large casually furnished room, looking so intimidgtchic in black silk
culottes and a crisp white blouse, her glorious mad twisted into an
elegant French roll, that Celeste had a sudderghhsnto Gemma's
unexpected attack of insecurity outside the fraurd

Nathan's first wife made her feel inadequate arerior. It was the old
Rebecca syndrome, understandable given the gapein ages, not to
mention the enormous gap in their relative life engnces. What a pity
Gemma didn't understand that it was these veryemiffces that had
probably attracted Nathan to her in the first place

'Hello, Lenore," Gemma said stiffly.



Celeste watched Lenore like a hawk. There was ndbtittg she was
giving a marvelous performance as the halting amibagrassed ‘other
woman' as she stood up, went to come forward, shegred where she was.

‘This is even worse than | thought it would beg¢ shid with just the right
amount of dismay. 'l mean ... | do see that | mighte been insensitive to
your feelings, Gemma, taking far too much of Nathame. But you have
to believe me when | say there has been nothirsgsafkual nature between
us since our divorce.'

‘That's a lie,’” Gemma said in a low, shaking volEsen if | somehow
made a mistake on Sunday though | don't see hawly®ou and Nathan
kissing one night in this very house!'

Was that sincere astonishment on the woman's faek®te wondered. Or
more brilliant acting!

'It was in the billiard-room,"” Gemma added bitindljhe very first night |
came to stay.'

Lenore seemed to recall something but her glancanGes way was full
of pity. 'Dear girl, that was nothing.’
'Don't patronize me,' Gemma lashed out. 'The ksssM was not nothing!

Lenore had the good grace to blush. 'Maybe notimgthshe admitted
unhappily, 'but it was nothing for you to worry aibo

'l hate to interrupt,” Byron said carefully. '‘Bukias all those months ago is
not what Lenore has graciously come here to expRlgase, Gemma, let's
try to keep some perspective in all this. At thatet you hardly knew
Nathan. Or am | wrong about that?' he queried\softl

Celeste blinked when Gemma sliced an icy look Bgraway. This girl
could really take care of herself! For some unantahle reason, she felt a
fierce pride. It must be sisterhood empathy, shasaeed after a
momentary confusion. But truly, this girl kept euwd feelings in her that
she'd never felt before.



‘There was nothing between Nathan and myself whemmle to live here,’
she returned firmly.

'‘And there was nothing between Nathan and myssifi@ekend,’ Lenore
insisted.

'How can you possibly say that?' Gemma attackedfdoe flushing with
anger and outrage. 'l heard you myself and | cookdmisinterpret what |
heard.'

'What exactly did you hear?' Lenore asked, lookiogat all like a guilty
party, merely a concerned one.

Celeste was totally perplexed.

Gemma was staring at Lenore as well. 'You wantamrepeat it in front of
others?'

'‘Word for word.'

'‘Word for word!'

'Yes.'

'Oh ... I.. .I'm not sure | can remember it allrd/éor word.'

"Try. What was the first thing you heard? Who wasaking?'

It. . .it was Nathan. He said ... he said ... #wat if it was just sex
between us last night? When has it ever been angy#ise?" And you said
... "When has it ever been anything else but seyda with any woman?"
And then Nathan laughed.’

'What a bastard,' Celeste muttered.

'Shut up,’ Byron hissed from where he'd moved tsthading right behind
her shoulder.

'What next?' Lenore probed mercilessly and Gemmaed.



Celeste couldn't stand the pain in those lovelyMoreyes any longer. 'For
pity's sake, Byron," she whispered, throwing hideaperate look.

'Patience,' he exhorted under his breath.

Gemma was clearly struggling to remember the ewacts. 'l think you
then said something about having been in love Wwith when you got
pregnant with Kirsty .. .'

'Would the words have been ... "You think | didaite you that night all
those years ago, when we made a baby together2h¥fduthat was only
sex for me?"

Gemma was taken aback. 'Yes, that's it. That'saittey! Nathan replied he
knew it was only sex and you called him a bastard.’

With a shuddering sigh, Lenore bent and picked Ugrge plastic folder
from the coffee-table in front of her. Openingshe flipped over some of
the printed pages within, then brought it overtio8 Gemma, pointing to
a spot at the beginning of one of the pages.

'Read from here,’ she instructed.

Celeste watched as all the blood drained from Gémfaae. When she
finally did look up, her cheeks were ashen andethegre tears in her eyes.
'It's all from Nathan's play,’

she choked out. 'Everything | heard was words fiathan's play .. .'

'It's a scene I've been having trouble with," Lenexplained. ‘Nathan kept
saying | wasn't putting enough emotion into it. Hehe was helping me
with it on Sunday, playing the part of my leadingnm

'Oh, God," Gemma groaned, swaying on her feet.s@eleished forward
and grabbed her, making her sit down. 'Some braBgygn," she ordered.
'Or some whisky. Quickly!

'Won't be a see,"' he bit out, and hurried fromrtoaen.



'Oh, Celeste," Gemma cried brokenly. 'What havene@"

'Surely things can be fixed up between you and &tatiow that you know
the truth,” Lenore suggested, in total ignoranceviudit had transpired that
afternoon.

Celeste shook her head. 'You don't understantli.'sjeak to Nathan
myself," Lenore offered.

Byron returned to give Celeste a glass with a hsfiyg of brandy in it
which she proceeded to force a distraught Gemndaré&.

'l think, Lenore,' Byron said, 'that it's best ifpeak to Nathan. Do you
know where he is tonight?'

'‘Not really. We were to have a full dress rehediwalhe play today but he
didn't turn up. We went ahead anyway and he didemak appearance
towards the end of it in the most deplorable cooditl managed to get out
of him that Gemma had left him and she thought viigdn having an
affair. He mumbled something about her coming hand finding us
together last Sunday and jumping to the wrong amich. He said he was
going to get blind drunk and left. It was only thimat it suddenly hit me
what might have happened and | rang you. | suppesaight be home by
now at a pinch. You could try there.’

'l ring straight away. God, what a mess! You htigis well go home,
Lenore. There's nothing more you can do here.'

'‘But | feel so awful!' she wailed.

‘Just go home,' Celeste bit out, thinking Gemmaddcouly improve with
her absence, no matter how innocent she was.

'Wait!" Gemma said and got shakily to her feet. $fadked up to Lenore
and embraced her. 'I'm sorry | thought all thosadful things about you,'
she cried. 'You've always been sweet to me and riterned your
kindnesses with jealousy and suspicion. I'm soysdtone of this is your
fault. I've been a fool.'



'Oh, Gemma, love,' Lenore said with a sad sighu™®never been a fool.
And what happened was not your fault. Any woman ldidwave thought
the same thing. And | haven't helped, running tthila with my problems
all the time. But he loves you, Gemma. For all flaislts, he really loves
you. Don't throw him away. If you do, you'll destroim.'

'l don't want to throw him away,' she said withtrarsgled sob. '‘But | don't
think he wants me back.’

‘Then fight for him," Lenore urged. 'You love hidgn't you?'

‘Yes.'

'It's a precious thing, love. It doesn't come yway too often.’

Celeste found her eyes drifting to Byron's butghee he returned was so
hard that she flinched. He'll never believe how muclove him, she
realized wretchedly. He'll never believe how muelshost ...

Il go now," Lenore said, turning to Byron. 'Mayhf you talk to him,
Byron. He obviously needs someone to talk to hirma.BE honest, I'm
frightened what he might do.’

He's already done it, Celeste thought bitterly.

‘I will, Lenore," Byron reassured her. 'Don't worlyathan's a reasonable
man.’

Celeste only just stopped herself from laughingré;l Byron said, picking
up the script from where it had fallen from Gemmniaigp fingers to the
floor. "Take this with you. | think we've seen eghu

'l don't know how I'm ever going to do that sceogj Lenore said with a
shudder.

'You're an actress, Lenore,’ Byron told her witls hisual lack of
sensitivity. 'Act!’



Celeste returned Gemma to the sofa while Byronlstreled Lenore from
Belleview. By the time he returned, Gemma had, lmmsuaded to drink
all the brandy and she was sitting there like al@em

'l didn't get any answer from Nathan's number,'oBytold them both. 'If
he's been drinking he might be out to it. Or malgbs not at home at all.’
He threw Gemma a worried look. 'l think she'd lresitay here for the
night, Celeste. I'm sure | could find her somethimgleep in. '

'She has her luggage with her," Celeste told hiwara that Gemma
seemed incapable of talking. She was almost catatsitting there. 'She
was going to go to the airport Hilton tonight amatoh a flight back to
Lightning Ridge tomorrow.'

'‘But why? | didn't think she liked it there.’

'She didn't. It was something about unfinishedrmss. Anyway, you go
and get the suitcases. They're on the front pdkal. then we'll take her
upstairs and put her to bed.’

Amazingly, Gemma seemed to go to sleep as sooreasdad hit the
pillow. Celeste still sat with her for a while, théucked her in, turned off
the bedside lamp and was creeping out when sheéBgemn still standing

in the doorway, watching her. There was the mostilg expression on
his face which was something akin to pain.

'What?' she whispered. 'What is it?'

He shook his head, abruptly ushering her from tdwr and closing the
door.

'Did you get on to Nathan?' she asked.
'‘No. He doesn't seem to be home. But | contactedHiton and cancelled
Gemma's room as well as her flight to Lightning ¢g&idShe's not going

anywhere tomorrow and that's final. She has thiagstch up here first.'

'Mmm," was all Celeste said.



"You don't think she can patch it up with Nathan?"

'We'll see,’ she said non-committally.

Byron gave her a narrow-eyed look. 'What do yowktimat | don't know?"
'Have you got all night?’

‘Very funny.’

'I'm tired, Byron,' she said and began striding yadvam him down the
hall. 'I'm going to call a taxi and go home.’

'You don't look tired,' he called after her. 'Y ook fantastic. '

Celeste ground to a halt, whirling to stare at hstanding there, his
handsome face unbelievably arrogant as he begaantiiato look her
over. Not a second look all night and now thighis blisteringly sexual
appraisal.

You're sex on two legs, Celeste,' he said in @&reléisickened voice, 'and
you know it.'

She folded her arms and lifted her chin, but belhi@doutward cool was a
madly beating heart and pounding blood vessels.y@o honestly think

you can treat me as you treated me when | arritresh think a couple of
tossed-off compliments will get you back in my gdmmbks?'

'I'm not interested in being in your good book®' $aid with chilling
honesty. 'My interests lie elsewhere ... "

‘No kidding. But if our interests aren't mutual,rBy, then I'm afraid it's a
no go.'

'‘But our interests are mutual, Celeste,' he drawdedl started walking
slowly towards her. 'Why else would you have cormaeehonight dressed
as you are if you didn't want me to look at youyol didn't want me to
want you, if you didn't want me to do this?’



Celeste was stunned when his hands shot out to ldragnto his arms,
taking her mouth in a savage kiss while he showdblack against the
wall so hard that all the breath was knocked outesflungs. He must have
crushed his hands in the process but he didn't geenmtice, all his

concentration on what he was doing inside her lips.

One of his legs pushed between hers and befor&rshe what she was
doing she had lifted her right leg and was slidimg inside of her thigh up
and down on his. He groaned into her mouth, ansstinmmediately his

hands were on the waistband of her jeans and Hpefastener gave way.

But he didn't proceed any further in that direction

Instead, his hands crept up under her leather jackaould over her lace-
encased breasts, teasing her braless nipplesacitehard pebbles till they
felt they had to be bursting through the alreaditty stretched material.
He didn't stop kissing at any point and Celestelccdael her limbs
gradually going to jelly. Her leg dropped limplydkato the ground and she
would have slid down the wall to the floor if hedm& been holding her
upright.

'‘Good lord!" a female voice gasped from somewhere.

Byron wrenched away, Celeste sagging downwardsrégimpping her
back against the wall and levering herself intotanding position. Her
wide, glazed eyes encountered a strange womanisgaticbre, gaping at
them both. It was a few seconds before she recedmxa. Once she did,
Celeste's gaze jerked to Byron, who was rakinghlais back from his
flushed face in an agitated fashion and tryingaionchis ragged breathing.

"You might as well know, Ava,' he said at last.|&S& and | have started
seeing each other.'

'So | gathered,' his sister returned drily, astunig Celeste with her quick
composure, not to mention her appearance. Wheretheaverweight,

awkward, timid Ava of old gone to? In her placeocstaan unbelievably
attractive, shapely, confident woman who was logkahthem both with a
sardonically arched eyebrow.



'You don't have to answer to me for what you doyaur private life,

Byron,' she went on, her voice and face quite cabw. 'l was merely
surprised, that's all. But it's nice to see tha tid feud between the
Campbells and the Whitmores has come to an-er-ateica. ending.

Hello, Celeste.' She nodded politely her way. 'N@see you're looking so
well. So, Byron, what do you think of the new ca®e

‘New carpet?'

"You didn't even notice it, did you?' his sisteraked, and pointed to the
long strip of grey-blue carpet that ran along thddie of the hall. 'It's up
the stairs as well. | did tell you about it.’

'I'm sure you did. It's-er-very nice.'

‘I'm thinking of putting it along the downstairsrador and through my
studio as well. I'm tired of slippery floors." Agmothered a yawn, smiling
an apology at Celeste. ‘Do excuse me. I'm a li#ary. I'm going to bed.
Will | be expecting an extra for breakfast, Byron?'

Byron, who was not one to be caught at a disadgantar long, smiled
wryly at this unveiled sarcasm from his sister amnckedly said yes.

When Ava looked taken aback, he added drily, '‘Gemstaying with us
for a while. She's asleep in the same room shetodeave.'

Ava was frowning now. 'You mean she's left Nathamngiood, then?'

'‘Maybe. Maybe not. We'll talk about the situationthe morning. Go to
bed, Ava.’

There was the tone of an order in these last watdsh Celeste could see
Ava resented. Clearly, Byron wasn't ruling the tcm®und Belleview as
he used to. How times they were a-changing!

Ava shrugged, however, said goodnight and did aswghs told. Not,
Celeste believed, because Byron had ordered hebub,because she
wanted to, anyway.



The interruption had given Celeste invaluable timeet herself together
and see the situation as va had first seen itcl@hg. Disgusting. And
deplorable. They'd been acting like two animalsauimg of anything but
their own base needs. Celeste's supposed loveyfonBvas no excuse for
allowing him to use her like that. The least shesedeed was a little
respect.

Snapping her jeans up again, she surveyed .Bryiusked face with a
bitter resentment. It was time this man didn'tigstown way for once.

Spinning on the heels of her black boots, sheextaid march down the
hall, quickly reaching the top of the wide markti@ircase.

'And where the hell do you think you're going?' ®&yicalled after her.
'Home, Byron. Like I told you." She kept on going.

‘But you can't!’

Her laughter rippled back up the stairwell. ‘Jagtind stop me."

'‘Maybe | could at that," he snarled, catching ughwier as she reached the
bottom of the stairs. When she continued acrossfdiier towards the
telephone, he reached out and grabbed her arm.

This time, Celeste had no patience left with hinme Srabbed back,
flipping him over on to his back on to the marlteof, her boot solidly in
the middle of his chest. Though not seriously hbe,was winded. And

undeniably shocked.

'‘Don't presume to touch me again, Byron,' she whdakly. 'Not unless
you're invited. Now I'm going to call a taxi. Stog at your own peril.'

He didn't try to stop her, and she left five mirsulater.



CHAPTER TWELVE

'WHAT a pickle!" Ava said over breakfast. 'But dyreByron, once you
explain it all to Nathan, he'll understand why Geaaid what she did.'

‘Gemma doesn't seem to think so.'

Ava turned puzzled eyes towards Gemma, who had nvitkis morning

with ambivalent feelings. She wanted very much @aowhat Lenore had
urged her to do-fight tooth and nail to put her mage right, irrespective
of the events of yesterday. But there remainecemmheart the feeling that
Nathan would never believe she hadn't slept witmiaa. He didn't trust
her. He didn't trust women in general. His mothad teft him with this

crippling legacy and Gemma wasn't sure if the logealid hold for her was
strong enough to balance the scales in her favor.

'He thinks | went from his bed to Damian CampbgéBke said with a grim
honesty. 'He couldn't conceive that Damian mighst jwant to be my
friend.’

'‘Well, you can't blame him for that, surely," Byrawuttered. 'The man's
reputation is hardly lily-white.'

Gemma settled her steeliest gaze upon her fatHemin'l don't set much
store by people's so-called reputations any maitkl met Celeste, all I'd
heard about her were bad things, but she's notHieat all! She's a warm,
wonderful woman and | won't hear a word against heon't hear a word
against Damian, either. He might not be a sainthielg been very good to
me and he's never made a pass or done a singletthaffend me.'

Byron scowled at this while Ava leant over to pat gently on the wrist.
'It's very creditable of you to defend your newsidufriends, Gemma. I,
for one, agree with you that one can't always beli@hat is said about
others, but please ... understand our concern ds Were's never been
any love lost between the Campbells and the WhigsioAnd you're a
Whitmore. Common sense demands one has to view sugpicion

whenever a Campbell makes friendly overtures togvaadWhitmore,

wouldn't you say, Byron?'



Gemma blinked at the savage look Byron sent higersiacross the
breakfast table. 'We all have to run our own randbke end, Ava. You, of
all people, should appreciate that. '

Ava's returning smile was so self-assured that Gamms stunned. The
word 'transformation’ was not an exaggeration wéggplied to Ava. She'd
fairly blossomed in every way, not just her lookkere was a confidence
about her person and even her movements that walsagure to see.
Gemma had always liked her but had also alwaysditier. No one was
ever going to feel pity for this composed, assertattractive woman ever
again.

'So what are you going to do, Gemma?' Ava asked.

Byron jumped in before Gemma could verbalize a pl#inshe's in

agreement, I'd like to drive her over to see Natirahthing this morning.

Maybe | could have a word with him first, pave tvay, so to speak.
Nathan's likely to still feel highly emotional, amdaybe irrational, about
the situation.’

Gemma closed her eyes. God, if Byron did that, &latmight tell him
what happened yesterday. She didn't want anyometel&now about it.
OK, so Celeste knew, but she'd sworn her to seciidwre was nothing to
be gained by blackening Nathan's name to his fandlgarly he hadn't
been himself yesterday. Something had snappednrmahd he hadn't been
able to see reason. Gemma could see that now.

'Is that what you want, Gemma?' Ava asked kindsrhpps interpreting
her shut eyes as an unwillingness to go along Bytton.

She lifted damp lashes to give Ava a small halflsnes. The sooner |
talk to him, the better. Only .. .l don't want ytmutalk to him first, Byron.

Please. | feel this is something private and persbetween Nathan and
myself. 1 know you all want to help but | feel wave to work out our
problems ourselves. | must talk to Nathan, and betrbe made to talk to
me. Really talk, probably for the first time in hi@.'

Ava nodded wisely. 'You're quite right. That's ajwabeen Nathan's
problem. He keeps things to himself too much. Hesdd know how to
open up to people.’



'l hate to admit it," Byron said with a weary sigbyt | think you could be
right. Even when he was a young lad, he didn'trsagh. He let me do all
the talking. | used to think he was listening, thatwas really taking in the
advice | was giving him, but how do | know if heee\did? Maybe | failed
him. Maybe he wasn't even the essentially good Ibtbypught he was. "
Maybe he's not turned out as well as I'd hoped.'

Gemma suddenly remembered Damian's earlier claatnNhAthan had had
a sexual liaison with Byron's wife shortly after teme to live with them.

How odd, she thought, that now, even after whathalathad done, her
faith in her husband's moral fiber was strongentbsaer. Perverse as it
might seem, she was sure that there had neverdmg#inng between Irene
and Nathan. Not ever. Nathan might be capablelof af things, but not

that kind of treachery.

‘Nathan is not easy to understand, Byron," shehtetdather-in-law, 'but in
his heart he is a good man. You should feel pmdehat you've achieved
with him. He would surely have been lost if you hadaken him in and |
know he loves you dearly. He would hate for youreie think him
unworthy as his son which is another reason whyn'tdwant you to
confront him this morning. He might feel belittiedmehow in your eyes.
That would never do. No, | can't allow that. .."

Byron and Ava were both staring at her as thougly #ouldn't believe
what they were hearing. Her smile was softly wears pricking her eyes.
'My love is not blind any more,’ she murmured, '@l stronger for not
being so. Nathan is a man worth fighting for. | videt misunderstandings
come between us, and | won't let his past comedstws.'

'He's a lucky man,' Byron muttered. 'It must bdlyesomething to have a
woman love you like that.'

A hushed silence fell on the table.

Ava eventually broke it by abruptly scraping baek khair. 'Anyone for
more coffee?"



'I'm going to wait outside here,' Byron stated firras he slid his Jaguar
into the kerb. 'l don't care how long you take.jlikt sit here and read the
newspaper till you come back down.’

'I might be ages!" Gemma protested. '"You shouldrgto your office.
'‘And what if things don't work out?’

'‘But they will," she insisted, refusing to thinkasfy other outcome.
'll wait," he repeated stubbornly.

'Oh, all right." She dragged in a steadying brelathing it out slowly. 'Are
you sure Nathan will still be there? | mean ... hdovyou know that after
your call this morning he hasn't done a flit? Hglminot want to see me."

'He doesn't know it's you who's coming to see him.'
Gemma's head whipped round to stare at him.

'l thought it best," Byron said ruefully.

Gemma sighed. 'Yes, it probably was.'

Still, she was not fond of deception. Suddenly, whs reluctant to make a
move to get out, her stomach churning. 'How ... ldow look?' she asked
nervously.

She'd taken a lot of trouble with her make-up dothes, choosing a dark
green slim line dress which was one of Nathan'srftas. It had a wide

self-covered belt that pulled her tiny waist in e¥erther, emphasizing her
hour-glass figure. A gold chain necklace filled tteep V crossover bodice
and gold drop earrings dangled from her ears. Reor Perfume wafted

tantalizingly up from where she'd sprayed it betwier breasts.

It did cross her mind that it would seem crazyngane else that she was
making herself physically attractive for the samennwho'd virtually raped
her the day before. But understanding and love nietesee Nathan's



actions as an expression of extreme pain, not Melea reaction to an
imagined betrayal that he could not cope with. e struck out at her in a
horrible way, admittedly, and she had been deediat the time, but there
was no future in keeping those feelings of angerangeance going. Her
future, she felt sure, lay with understanding heunsdand, and

unconditionally loving him.

'l haven't overdone things, have 1?"

"You look absolutely delicious,” Byron complimentadth such a look
Gemma was taken aback for a moment. She'd neveghhof her father-
in-law as a member of the opposite sex before. lde simply Nathan's
adopted father. The formidable head of Whitmowfsinvincible, almost
machine-like individual.

Now her woman's eyes took in his strongly handstane, his penetrating
blue eyes, his highly sensual mouth. He might kg fiears old but he
didn't look it. In fact, he looked fit enough to gaite a few rounds, either
in the ring or in bed.

She almost blushed under her forthright train olutfht, but she frowned
instead, her mind sliding back to how Celeste hadskd for her meeting
with Byron last night. It had struck her as peauba the time-Celeste's
provocative clothing quite at odds with the occasiWas the answer
sitting behind the wheel in this very car? Who kflieMaybe Byron was
the answer to a lot of things Celeste did ...

Gemma gave herself a mental shrug. What did Byrmh@eleste have to
do with what she was about to do?

Nothing!

'l suppose | can't put this off any longer," shettered, and opened the
passenger door.

'Good luck.'

‘Thanks. | think I'm going to need it.'



'Don't forget I'm waiting down here.’

' won't,) she said and climbed out, striding pwefally over to the

building.

Her outward decisiveness was a complete sham, bomgehat struck her
forcibly once she found herself in front of the ddo their apartment.

Should she knock, or let herself in with her owydIf she knocked and
Nathan slammed the door in her face, what couldishiben?

Gemma inserted her key with shaking hands, letelfens then shut the
door behind her. Immediately, Nathan appeared deitthe door of his
study, glaring down the corridor at her. She singibyod there and stared
back at him.

Dear God, but he looked appalling. Unshaven.

Bloodshot eyes. His hair a mess. Wearing navy pijgama bottoms and
nothing else. He didn't say a word as he lookdteatNot a word. But his
eyes were dead.

'What are you doing here?' he asked at last in@\8o unlike his she was
stunned.

There was no anger. No emotion. No nothing.

'‘Byron brought me. He ... he's waiting in the car me downstairs,’
Gemma explained shakily. 'Look, I'm sorry he liedyou but he was
worried you might not stay if he said it was me wianted to talk to you.'

'He'd be right. Why in God's name you would wantalk to me at all
mystifies me," he said in that horrible, hollow-sding voice. 'But it won't
make any difference. It's over. We're over.'

When he went to turn away, Gemma blurted out,W kanore last night.
She explained to me that what | overheard you abte saying to each
other last Sunday was actually a section of yoay.pl

Nathan froze. He didn't turn round, but he waitadhfer to continue.



'She showed me the actual script, Gemma went onrebly. 'It was
exactly what | overheard, word for word. She s#éigla scene she'd been
having trouble with and you were helping her withtls where the leading
man tells his leading lady that it was only sexwasin them the night
before. You must know the scene I'm talking abolit.

'Yes," he agreed flatly. 'l know the one.'

‘Then you must be able to see why | jumped to treng conclusion,' she
implored. 'That was the only reason | left, | sweayou. And | didn't run

straight to Damian. | didn't even contact him thle next day when I
couldn't think where to go and what to do. I. didn't want to go back to
Belleview and | couldn't think of anyone else | wnéPlease believe me
when | tell you we have not been having an affait, before | left you or

after. | swear to you, Nathan. I'm not lying abtius.'

He turned slowly to face her, his eyes totally dévaf expression. 'And
you think that would make me feel better? If | allmyself to believe you,
my darling Gemma, then | would have no option laugd and blow my
brains out. And I'm not going to do that over aryman,’ he muttered and
disappeared into his study.

Gemma raced after him, arriving in the doorwayimetto see him slump
down into the armchair in the far corner and lifhalf-empty bottle of
vodka to his lips. He drank long and hard, eyeieg duite fiercely now
over the bottle.

'What happened to all those people you work whike?hallenged when he
jerked the bottle away. "Why couldn't you have gmene of them?"'

She shrugged helplessly. 'l don't know. | didntklof them.'

'Instead, you thought of Damian Campbell, the lastn on earth any
husband would want his wife near.'

Gemma fell silent. She was not going to argue \h#than on this score,
but neither was she going to agree with him.



'It's all immaterial anyway,' he muttered darklyen took another swallow
from the bottle. 'As | said before, we're finishetbu can have your
divorce, and whatever else you want. You'll gearguments from me.'

'‘But | don't want a divorce!' she protested wretithe

'Don't be so bloody ridiculous,’ he scorned. 'Non&a would stay married
to a man who did what | did yesterday. | dare say gouldn't wait to tell
everyone what a disgusting creature you married.'

Gemma flinched, then decided to lie. 'l've told ox@®, Nathan,' she said
huskily. 'No one."

His eyes narrowed till they were cold slits of &td&&yron doesn't know?'
'‘No.'

He actually shuddered, his obvious distress anél disgust tearing
Gemma's heart out. She rushed forward, droppirftetdknees beside his
chair, grabbing his free hand.

‘Let's forget what happened yesterday, Nathan. Wene upset. You didn't
know what you were doing. But you do love me. |\kngou love me. |
refuse to let one unfortunate incident spoil what would still have
together. | love you and | don't want any other rbatyou.'

He was staring at her as though she was mad, bsweige with disbelief
and yes ... revulsion. He reefed his hand out o had pushed her away
as he hauled himself to his feet. Lurching acrbssroom, he reached his
desk, where he whirled to face her once more.

'What kind of woman are you? How can you dismisatwidid to you so
easily? | can't. | can't dismiss it any more thatah dismiss in whose
bedroom | found you.’

Gemma groaned and shook her head as she got dlmWwbr feet. 'You're
wrong about that, Nathan. So wrong. And you werengrto do what you
did. But love can forgive, can't it?'



‘That depends on what it has to forgive.'

Gemma wasn't sure now if he was referring to hegivang him, or him
forgiving her.

'Please, Nathan, let's just forgive each othernghieg! We both did things
we regret. It was poor judgement for me to go toniaa for help, but it
was also poor judgement for you to have so mualotwith Lenore. Can't
we just learn from our mistakes and go forward?|buve each other. With
a little more trust I think we can still have a danarriage.’

‘Trust ... Now that's a commaodity | think will be short supply between us
from now on, my dear. As for our loving each othyen) never really loved
me. Not your fault, of course. You were very yowamgl | rushed you into
marriage before you could differentiate between arsd love. I'm doing
you a favor by letting you go.’

'‘And what if | don't want to be let go?'

He threw her an impatient scowling look. 'Thenhdive to make you go.'
Striding behind the desk, he reefed opened a dranérextracted a large
brown envelope. 'Remember this?' he asked, waviagher. "You asked
me what it was one day and | told you it contaibadiness documents. It
doesn't. It's a report from the private detectitaéd to find your mother.’

Gemma could feel the blood drain from her face kilyshe was standing
next to a chair. Her fingers felt for the armrest &she leant against it.
'What are you trying to say, Nathan?' she saidramawhisper.

'I'm saying | lied to you. He found your mothermide the decision to
keep her identity from you.'

'‘But ... but why, for pity's sake?' she cried, srat by this news.

He'd known what finding her mother meant to herwHmuld he have
done this? This was far worse than what he diceyeay. Far, far worse!



'What does it matter what my reasons were now? litdiHere ... ' He
tossed the envelope on to the edge of the deskd'ReAs fate would have
it, | doubt the news will come as big a shock ta gs it did to me.'

Gemma stared at the envelope across the room aghhibwere a deadly

snake. Why would the identity of her mother coma ahock? Was she a
form of lowlife? A prostitute, perhaps? Her fatthed always said she was
a slut. It was the only explanation for why Natheould keep this a secret.

'Do excuse me,' Nathan tossed off almost indiffdéyeriNow that I've
settled the matter of our divorce, I'm going toayal clean myself up. |
will presume that once you've read that you'll wanbe on your way as
soon as possible.’

Gemma was left feeling sick and alone with his pbdeparture. Her mind
was having difficulty in taking it all in. She'd wied to find her mother for
so long, and her identity was inside that envel@gyeshe had to do was
look.

Approaching the desk with a madly beating hear, aimost dropped the
thing when she first went to pick it up. With iutthed in her hands, she
made her way round behind the desk where she stigmagefully into the
chair.

The flap wasn't sealed and it flipped out easily.

Gemma drew the dreaded sheets of paper out ofttiaiéig place, her eyes
glazed as they skimmed over the printed reportchésy for the name.

It jumped out at her as though it were in neontBgimaking Gemma catch
her breath with shock.

Oh, my God, | don't believe it, came her shakerughts. | simply don't
believe it! It .. .it's impossible. It doesn't makense. She can't be my
mother. She simply can't be!



CHAPTER THIRTEEN'

Gemma pulled open the passenger door of Byronisadamd climbed in.
'‘Good God, Gemma!' he exclaimed. "You're as wh#teaasheet. What
happened? Don't tell me he wouldn't listen to yaud what's that you've
got?' he added, staring at the envelope clutchedrnimands.

‘Nothing. It. . .it's personal,’ she said, stilakan by the contents.

Byron frowned down at the envelope for a momermntshrugged.

'Well, what about Nathan? Did you talk to him?'

'‘Nathan?' Gemma's heart hardened against her ltugbanway she never
thought it would. 'Oh, yes, | talked to him, as imws one ever talks to
Nathan. He wants a divorce, and, as far as I'meyoed, he can have it.'
'What? But didn't you explain about the mix-up othex play?'

'Yes, but he still doesn't believe me about Danmidathan doesn't believe |
love him or that I've ever really loved him. Thémite are other things as
well. .. "

'What other things?'

'Private things, Byron. Things | can't tell you.'

His sigh was full of frustration. 'Is there any pomy talking to him?'

'Certainly not today. Maybe not ever. He seemetkqietermined to have
done with our marriage.'

So determined, Gemma realized bitterly, that herhade sure she found
out the one thing she could not forgive.

All Byron could do was wearily shake his head atattghe car. 'Where
would you like me to take you? Back to Belleview?"



‘No. I. . .I would appreciate it if you could drope off outside Campbell's
head office.'

Byron's head snapped round, his expression grindoti't care how
stubborn or stupid Nathan has been, Gemma, doanirging to Damian
Campbell again, | beg of you. Come .. .let me tpie home to Ava. A
nice long chat with a sympathetic lady is what peed.’

'l don't want to go to Campbell's to see Damidre' said shakily. 'l need to
see Celeste.’

'Celeste?'

'Yes." Gemma had no intention of offering Byron explanation at this
traumatic juncture and he had enough intelligercguickly size up her
fragile yet determined mood.

‘All right. But promise you'll take a taxi home Belleview when you're
finished there."’

'l promise.’

It was only a short drive from Elizabeth Bay inteetcity and within no
time Gemma was presenting herself at Receptioraatpbell's, where she
stood waiting while the receptionist took a coupfencoming calls. This
didn't help her underlying agitation, or her grogvisense of awe at the
amazing set of circumstances that had led to toimemt.

'‘May | help you?' the receptionist asked politelgc® she finished
answering the telephone.

'l need to see Miss Campbell. | don't have an app@nt but if you tell
her it's Gemma Whitmore and it's very importam, $ure she'll see me.'

The receptionist spoke briefly to someone on thleptene after which she
looked up and flashed Gemma a bright smile. 'Miam@bell will see you
immediately. It's the last door down that corridGno straight on in and her
secretary will take you to her.’



Celeste was besieged with uncharacteristic buterfftom the moment her
secretary came through with the message from Gen®ha. waited

impatiently for her to be shown in, wondering witcauld be so urgent.
The sudden thought that Gemma might have goneetdNaghan and been
assaulted again brought with it a sickening surgelvsent her leaping to
her feet the moment the door opened.

Worried eyes searched the girl's face as she watkadd closed the door
behind her. While she did not look overly distratighn underlying
agitation was evident in her pale face and slighdgitant movements.

'What is it?" Celeste asked, thoroughly agitatedsdie now. 'What's
happened?'

When Gemma couldn't seem to find her voice, sinspiynding there with
unexpected tears filling her eyes, Celeste almasicged. Her first instinct
was to race around the desk and go to her, butteomgan Gemma's face
kept her rooted to the spot.

'What is it?' she asked again, a nervously fluttehand coming up to her
throat. She watched, her nerves stretching, agitheisibly battled for
composure.

. . .I'm not sure how you're going to take thiews,” Gemma said
haltingly.

'What news?'
'Oh, God .. .I can't .. .l just can't. You ... ybbetter read this.’'

And she came forward to place a large brown eneetopher desk. 'You'd
better sit down.’

Celeste blinked. Sit down? Good God, what wasimehvelope?



But she did as she was told, sat down and dreveedral pages of what
looked like a typed report. From the moment she thewaded photograph
attached, her stomach clenched down hard.

Celeste read each page with a fearful, yet ex@atdttipation welling up
within her. This couldn't be true, she kept saymgyerself. And yet it was.
It was!

Her eyes flew up, locking with Gemma's suddenlyfté@nes.
"You are my mother, aren't you?' the girl said,dfolty, pleadingly.

Celeste choked up totally, her head swimming addfiee of emotion hit.
All she could was a weak nod.

Then Gemma smiled and Celeste's heart burst oppehe gain of the past
years obliterated by that one beautifully lovingtyee.

'‘Mother,"” Gemma said softly, and held out her avidgh a strangled sob
Celeste ran to her daughter, falling into her aiman embrace that held
all the unused love in her heart. 'Oh, my darlimgds' she wept. 'My

daughter. Oh, God, | don't believe it. . .’

'‘Believe it, Mother. Believe it.'

Celeste pulled back, stunned by the composureisidkely girl who was

her own beautiful little baby grown up. Her shakimgnd reached out to
trace over her hair and face. 'l. .. thought youewest to me forever,' she
said shakily. 'You were stolen from me, you knowe Ithe detective

suggested might have happened in that report. f'tdgive you away, |

promise you. And | did try to find you. Not with yansuccess,

unfortunately. I thought. . .I ... I. . .

The tears took over again and she could not g&semma pulled her back
into a bear-hug. 'l knew that if you were alive savhere,' she said firmly,
‘one day, | would find you.'



Mother and daughter hugged for a while till Celestew back with a still
bewildered look on her face. 'l still can't beligteYou don't understand
what this means to me. You could never understand.’

You are my only child, came the wrenchingly ematiiahought. The only
child I will ever have. But it didn't seem the righoment to say that.

'You're so beautiful,” she said, once again tga¢irembling fingers over
her daughter's sweet face.

Gemma smiled that heart-stopping sweet smile of,hmaaking Celeste go
to mush once more.

‘I must take after my mother,’ she said generousbleste's groan was
tortured.

'‘Are you sure you want someone like me as youheGt

'I'm proud to have you as my mother," Gemma indistarmly.

'‘But ... but what about my reputation?"

'‘Are you talking about the lovers you've had? Whgud you be judged
so harshly for that? You're not married and yostikk a very beautiful
woman. You have every right to be loved.’

'‘But. .. but. . .’

'Do you think I'm shocked because you've had aeiatiips with younger
men? Why should | be? Nathan is many years oldar tham. Age has

nothing to do with love.'

'Would you believe me if | told you none of thoseugg men was my
lover?'

There was no doubting Gemma was startled. But shekly gathered
herself to speak in a reassuringly firm voice.



'Of course | would believe you! Why would you li82it my love isn't
conditional on such things. You're my mother! ldoyou as I've always
loved you, even without knowing you. And now thakrnow you didn't
deliberately leave me with my father, | don't eveel angry with you any
more.'

Celeste was jolted by this. She hadn't yet thooghthat Gemma's life had
been like with that ghastly man. Oh, the poor dagtlithe poor, poor
darling ...

Her expression was anguished as she reached dwr tdaughter again,
though it was so good to just touch her, to gate ler lovely eyes while
she stroked her lovely hair. 'He didn't. .. mistngau, did he? | don't think
| could bear that. .. "

'He tried to be a good father,” Gemma said. 'kihie loved me, but he was
a hard man to live with.'

'How ... how did he die?'

'Fell down a mine shaft. Or was pushed. I. . .#eays felt guilty that |
wasn't able to grieve for him as a daughter sholddbe honest, he and |
never saw eye to eye. Ma says we weren't at &b .ali

Celeste's heart contracted. Should she tell heraki®? Was there anything
to be gained by giving her more shocks? Not ondi,ttid she dare bring
in another party, who might try to take from herawishe had only just
found?

'Who's Ma?’ she asked, stalling for time as shadpogd this dilemma.

'‘An old lady neighbor of mine at Lightning Ridgevdfyone calls her Ma.
She was very kind to me.'

‘Lightning Ridge again," Celeste muttered to hérs&hd this Ma thought
you had none of your father in you?"

'Not a scrap.'



Celeste made up her mind. She couldn't let thielJogirl go through life
thinking that bastard was her father. Maybe if Gerimad loved Stefan
then she would not have said a word. But she deddsgtter than that.
‘That's because he wasn't your father,' she saily,tand held her breath.
Did those big brown eyes light up with shock, dref@

‘Then who?' Gemma asked. 'W ... who was my father?"

Celeste gulped in a deep breath, aware that het Wwas racing madly.
Much as she felt Byron had been greatly at fauth&ir own relationship,
he was a father to be proud of.

Lifting her chin, she spoke with a quiet digni§yton Whitmore.'
Gemma took a staggering step backwards. 'B-Byrgm@rBis my father?’

Celeste nodded. 'Perhaps you should sit down this, tdarling," she
suggested softly, ‘and I'll tell you all about it.'

She guided the stunned child over to the cheskerdied settled her down.
'Perhaps a little drink would be in order as wdlleffee perhaps, or
something stronger?'
Gemma grabbed her hands to stop her from walkingyadrawing her
down beside her. 'No, nothing. I'm all right. It.it. just took my breath
away for a moment.’

Celeste's smile was gently wry. 'Your father hagagbk done the same to
me. Taken my breath away .. .'

'You ... you loved him, then?'
'I've never loved any other man.'
'‘And does he know about me?"

She shook her head. 'No. He doesn't even know @e lehild together.'’



You have to tell him, Celeste," she urged.

‘Let me tell you first. | want you to know it alip that you can understand

Celeste hesitated, knowing that she didn't haveeltoGemma the basic
background details of the man she'd believed wasaliger all these years.
It was well documented in the report that his reame was Stefan
Bergman, and he'd come to Australia from SwedethénSeventies to go
prospecting in the opal fields of Coober Pedy int8Australia.

When he'd struck it rich there, he'd come to Sydieegell his finds and
live it up big. It was also in the report that hetdrted dating the pretty
daughter of Stewart Campbell and several weeks tla¢g'd both caught a
plane for Europe, choosing to stay in Spain ondgedame obvious she
was having a baby.

What the report didn't include was why Celeste ttaasen to go with him
in the first place. God, but it was hard to tell bevn daughter that she'd
committed adultery with her own half-sister's hugbaand become
pregnant by him, and that she'd run off with Stefarthe rebound.

It sounded so appalling in the telling. Yet theraswothing but sympathy
for her in her daughter's soft brown eyes whenashast found the courage
to look at her.

"You really loved Byron, didn't you?' Gemma murntlure

Celeste nodded. 'Madly. We'd been lovers brieflyemwh was only
seventeen. | thought he was in love with me tooheubroke it off, saying
it was only a sexual thing. | was devastated whemlarried Irene a few
months later.’

''ve heard some terrible things about her," Gensaid, frowning. 'Why
did Byron marry her? Surely he couldn't have bedowe with her.'

'l don't think he was, but she was very beautifud anadly in love with
him. People always said he married her to get hisdd on Campbell



Jewels but my father left total control of the ca@mp in my mother's
hands. Whatever, the marriage was not a happyTanbe honest, | think
Byron might have married me if Irene hadn't tolchlsome rather damning
lies about me. She made Byron believe | was & litHmp who slept with
anything in trousers. Which wasn't true, | asswme. \Byron had been my
only lover at that stage.’

Gemma was shaking her head. 'Why was she so mean?’

Celeste shrugged. 'l don't really know. She alwagented my mother,
even though her own mother died soon after shebaas My mother tried
to be nice to her but truly | can't remember a tinieen Irene wasn't very
difficult to live with.'

'‘Byron should have divorced her and married yoem@a said. 'He must
have loved you. He wouldn't have made love to ybileshe was married
if he didn't.'

Celeste's heart leapt before she got it back urmigrol. Gemma was only
twenty, and twenty-year olds could be very idemlist don't know about

that, Gemma. Men can fall prey to lust more eabkiégn women. | was very
wrong to kiss him that day. | wanted to see if Iswever him. Clearly, |

wasn't,’ she finished drily.

'So what happened?’ Gemma asked.

'Irene caught us together soon afterwards and gdeskat had happened.
She didn't say a word, simply looked at both othen walked out of the
room. Byron turned on me and called me all sortsamhes.'

'‘Which is why you went off with my father.’

‘You mean Stefan.'

'Oh ... yes .. .I keep forgetting.'

Celeste fell silent, not wanting to tell Gemma dabdwer eventual

disillusionment over the man she'd thought such eatlgman. She

especially did not want to see the horror in thios®cent brown eyes if
the whole truth was revealed.



Even so, Gemma was frowning. 'l presume he tholugls his,' she said.
'Yes,' came Celeste's reluctant admission.

'‘And you refused to marry him, | suppose. Is thiayWwe stole me?"
'‘Something like that.'

"Yet you stayed with him till | was born. Why didy do that?'

. . .l wasn't in the best of health and he ..shiel he wanted to take care of
me.'

Gemma's frown deepened. 'Doesn't sound like the Inkarew. Still .. .1
suppose he might have been a kind person once. Maglthanged once
he realized you didn't love him. Maybe he becanterband twisted.'

'Yes, | think that's what must have happened.'steleas happy to let her
daughter believe this. Better than the ghastitrut
'‘But what about the opal? You know ... the Heaffiod.'

Celeste's heart missed a beat. 'The ... the HeRmtae®?'

'Yes. | found it along with that photograph afteadDdied. I. . .I mean ...
after the man | thought was my father died.’

'‘Good God,' Celeste murmured. 'l didn't realis&o.Byron was telling the
truth all along. It was found in a dead miner'sobgings out at Lightning
Ridge.’

'It certainly was. | thought | was rich for a whild | found out it was
stolen. What I'd like to know is ... if .. .if Mrédgman was rich back then,
why did he steal it. .. and how?"

Celeste flushed. 'He didn't steal it initially. Thgh he did later. From me. |
was the original thief.'

"You!'



'‘Byron was going to give it to Irene on their wadglday to symbolize the
healing of the rift between our two families. 1l took it that day, vowing
never to let the rift heal between the Whitmored tie Campbells.

'Oh ...

'It was very wrong of me.’

'‘Understandable, though.'

'Do you really understand, Gemma?' Celeste saatipigly.

Gemma clasped her mother's hands tightly in h@&s.course. Loving
someone as much as you loved my father can makdmmsane things.' .

'Yes,' Celeste muttered bleakly. "Yes, itcan .. .’
"You still love him, don't you?"
Celeste blinked her amazement at this intuitivesgue

'l suspected as much when | saw you together iglst,nGemma explained
gently.

'He ... he's all I've ever wanted,’ Celeste coef&sokenly.

'Thenl go to him. Tell him everything you've justdtane. Tell him the
Eltﬁteh{ruth ... Dear God, this sweet child didn’t knitne half of it.

'Please, Mother," Gemma begged. 'For me .. .'

Celeste melted.

‘All right, my darling. For you .. .’



CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Celeste was a nervous wreck by the time she knookethe hotel suite
door. Byron wrenched it open immediately, a smaoitdgiscowl on his
handsome face.

You do pick your moments, Celeste,’ he grumblééhdt could be so
urgent that you had to see me immediately? And why's not my body
you want, did you choose to meet me here of atlgda@’

A wry smile tugged at her lips. Same old Byron, &t huffing and

puffing when he was caught at a disadvantage. Wwdl,was at a
disadvantage, there was no doubt about that. Healsasabout to get the
shock of his life, if she was any judge. Would & & welcome shock? Or
would the thought of a woman like herself havingl lgs child turn his

stomach?

She'd never had the courage to tell him, first bseaof his marriage to
Irene and secondly because she'd been afraid oédmsion. She could not
have borne to see the scorn and skepticism orabés Even if she'd been
able to find their baby-and my God, she had triezt¢ had been riot DNA
tests to prove paternity all those years ago.

Byron would have scoffed at her claim that he wesfather. He would
have seen this as another evil attempt of herseakbup his marriage. But
now, his daughter was living in his own home. Tha&h was an easy
matter to prove nowadays. Three simple blood-tasts Byron would not
be able to deny his paternity. Celeste hoped aageprhe wouldn't want
to. Not for her sake, but for Gemma's.

Celeste's heart turned over as she thought ofdngghder. How lovely she
was, and how loving. Gemma deserved everything goolife, which
included a father who would open his heart to Imet give her all the love
and support she needed at this difficult time inlHe. She was having a
tough enough time as it was with that rotten hudhlzrhers.

Fancy Nathan's deliberately keeping her mothegstity from her when
he must have known what it meant to her! Then, @m af that and
everything else he'd done, he still had the hidensist on a divorce



because of her supposed affair with Damian. The mvas a raving
nutcase! Truly, Gemma was better out of the maetiagdecision she'd
thankfully come to herself.

Celeste would never feel happy with her daughtayisg married to

anyone as unstable and abusive as Nathan had yalpeaken to be. But
that didn't mean the girl was happy about the 8dnaShe loved that man
so much it was quite depressing. Love like thatlccdne incredibly self-

destructive...

'For pity's sake, Celeste,’ Byron muttered impd#igenAre you going to

stay standing in the doorway all afternoon, oryare going to come inside
and tell me what this is all about?’

Celeste stared at him. Why do | love you so mucyroB? she asked
herself for the umpteenth time. What have you elere to deserve such
undying devotion?

Shaking her head more at herself than him, shenbdupast him, moving
along the corridor and into the sitting area of shée. Placing her bag on
the large low table between the two sofas, she edaldver to briefly
admire the harbor view from the window before tagnher back on it to
face a frustrated looking Byron.

'How about pouring me a whisky?' she said: 'Andygeftrself one, while
you're at it.'

He threw her a disgruntled glare before shruggind walking over to
open the cabinet that housed the mini-bar.

'l take it this is going to be bad news,' he saidlg. 'No doubt something
to do with Gemma.'

Celeste caught her breath. 'Why do you say that?'

‘A logical deduction. | was the one who droppeddféputside Campbell's
after her unsuccessful reconciliation with Nathais morning. | concluded
she must have found in you a sympathetic woman,semething that has
been very lacking in her life so far.'



He turned and brought the two glasses over, harfténgne and lifting his
own to his mouth. 'So what's the problem?' he aslfied a couple of sips.
'Does she want to live with you at Campbell Counstéad of at
Belleview?'

'We haven't discussed that yet," Celeste hedged.

'‘But it's on the agenda?’

'‘Maybe .. .’

'l would never feel comfortable with her living wrdthe same roof as
Damian, Celeste," he pronounced pompously. 'Ilissd her against it,
most strongly. She'd be safer at Belleview withand Ava.'

'I'm sure Damian will not be any danger to Gemmance | tell him what
I'm about to tell you.'

Damian was going to be rocked to his socks wheifobed out he was
Gemma's uncle! But no more than Byron was goinggto

Celeste swallowed. How did one say news like tRisally, there was no
other way but to just say it but dear God, her tenguddenly felt thick in
her mouth and a trembling had started up deepansid

'For pity's sake, Celeste, would you just spitit?d

Byron growled.

His impatience was just the impetus she needednnazeis my daughter,’
she blurted out.

Celeste knew that for the rest of her life she \Wmdver again see such an
expression on Byron's face. Stunned did not desdtilClearly, he was so
shocked and astonished that he was rendered spsgchl

Or was his goldfish-mouth stare an expression sielief?



'It's true,' she insisted, and walked over to syfagn her carry-all and draw
out the brown envelope. ‘Gemma left this with méhsd | could show it to
you. It's a report from a private investigator. fiée a photo too which she
found in her father's things after his death. Sblel tme that's what
prompted her desire to search for me in the filatg and was the main
reason she came to Sydney. Anyway, Nathan hireeteciive agency on
Gemma's behalf some time ago but the bastard ®idhey hadn't been
able to find her mother. Only this morning did h®duce this, possibly
because he considered such an unforgivable deneptmuld make
Gemma agree to a divorce.'

Byron took the envelope, still in an obvious statehock.

'Sit down and read it,’ Celeste suggested, herveitinding firm despite
her insides being an utter mess. What would Byrorwden he was told
the rest? He already looked pole-axed.

Slumping down on to one of the sofas, he put hiskyhdown and shakily
extracted the report from the envelope. Celestedfitthe intervening
minutes while he read the report by drinking herskap, refilling her glass
and drinking that as well. Slowly, the alcohol ssgpnto her system,
bringing with it a false sense of calm.

Finally, Byron dropped the report into his lap, kapt staring down at the
photograph for ages, running his fingers over imaHy, he looked up at
her, his face ashen.

‘Gemma never showed me. this," he said in an uactsiistically subdued
voice. 'Maybe | would have recognized you. But atadlp not, with those
sunglasses on. And your face is so thin and dr&Nen.as | remembered
you ... ' He frowned down at the photograph adatake it the baby you're
carrying here was Gemma?'

'Yes,' she choked out.

'So you were able to have children back then, etr&g’ he muttered, an
angry color seeping back into his face. 'Whate\sgpened to make you
barren must have happened after this." His eyeppsdaup, hard and
glittering and accusing. 'One doesn't have to geraus to guess what you



did. This hospital stay when you got back to Adgtrexplains all. Clearly,
babies did not fit into Celeste Campbell's lifestyOne mistake was
enough, so you made sure there wouldn't be anbther.

‘That's not true!' Celeste gasped. 'l would newea thing like that.'

'‘No? From what I've heard and seen for myself,ethgn't anything you
wouldn't do, Celeste, to ensure your sex life fsildill your very demanding
expectations. An unwanted pregnancy would curtailryactivities for far
too long. So tell me about this man,’ he went oragaly, jabbing at the
photo with a furious finger. 'This Stefan you gawur child to. | don't
believe that other rubbish. Where did you meet hili?y did you go to
Europe with him? Why have a baby by him? Was it beawas simply so
good in bed you got carried away one night anddotg take precautions?'

Celeste stared at Byron, disbelief changing to disrand despair. She
should have known Byron would always believe thesivof her. It was
par for the course. This time, however, somethimgpped inside Celeste
and she couldn't even find a righteous anger tat flgack with. Her
normally rebellious spirit began draining from laed she swayed slightly
on her feet. Fearful of actually collapsing, shenéal and walked slowly
towards the window, where she stood for a momefréeturning to
glance back over at a still scowling Byron.

'l did not give Stefan my baby,' she said in antympice. 'He stole her.'

‘Bulldust!" Byron scoffed. 'No one could take angthfrom you, Celeste,
unless you wanted them to.’

Celeste was too tired to stop the ghastly memdraes rushing back, or in
stopping the emotional devastation they alwaysexhu$ woke one day to
find him packed and the baby's cradle already emnipéytold me not to
bother trying to find either him or the child besau never would.’

'‘And you didn't try to stop him?"'

'Oh, yes .. .l tried.’

'‘And what happened?’



'He beat me to a pulp and left me there alonedo di

There was no satisfaction in Byron's shocked gasm@ny confidence that
he now believed her. Neither did she really careraare.

'My mother can vouch for what I'm saying,’ she cargd in a dead, flat
voice. 'She spoke to the Spanish doctors who tteats and paid for the
hospital bill in Barcelona.'

Celeste felt the tears welling up and she turneddee away, clutching at
the curtains for support. 'l was taken into emecgesurgery where, among
other things, | was given a hysterectomy. | nealigd,” she admitted
hoarsely. 'Occasionally, over the past twenty ydassshed | had .. .’

Celeste's head and shoulders drooped in defeaeveorif Byron believed
her now, it wouldn't be enough. Underneath, she lbesh wanting more
than his belief. She had been wanting his undedstgrand sympathy.

The unexpected feel of Byron's arms closing overdmeulders in what
seemed to be a gentle, comforting gesture broke littia was left of her
control.

'Oh, God," she sobbed, and, whirling, threw hergdlh his arms. 'I'm
telling the truth,” she cried against the broadagege of his chest, tears
streaming down her face. 'l swear to you .. .I'himngethe truth!’

'Hush,' he soothed, his warm strong arms holdimdigletly but tenderly. 'l
know you are. No one would make up a horror stikg that, least of all
you, Celeste. Least of all you .. .'

'l tried to find her,' she wept brokenly. 'l spemtfortune on private
investigators, but he was far too clever. .. anthenend | had to stop or go
mad!

‘There, there, don't distress yourself any furtiveru've found her again,
haven't you? And if | know Gemma, she will havefeelings for you but
love. She's a daughter to be so proud of, Cel€ste.in a million.’



Celeste drew back, dashing away her tears andrgatmost imploringly
into his eyes.

'l. . .I'm so glad you think that, Byron. | was g you would, because
you see ... you see ..."'

'What?' he asked, an instant wariness zoominghisteyes.

But as Celeste struggled to make that final sharkonfession, the penny
dropped and his eyes flared with shock. ‘No," kped. 'No .. .’

'Yes!" she cried. 'lt's true. Gemma's your daugtBsron. Not Stefan's.
She's yours!'

For a few seconds, his face far surpassed the tweadilooked before, till
a dark fury filled his cheeks and a wild glitterihggan blazing away in his
bright blue eyes. 'My daughter? Gemma's my daughter

Oh, God, Celeste agonised. He's not going to belees.

'Yes!" she insisted fiercely. 'l was no longer ba Pill when we made love
that last time. | didn't need to be. There'd bezome else but you.'

He pushed her away, marching across the room bsfon@ing round and
glaring at her. 'And you didn't tell me? You leathmongrel bastard steal
my daughter away and you didn't tell me?'

This totally unjustified slap in the face revivednse of Celeste's old
fighting spirit. '‘Don't you take that tone with m&yron Whitmore. You
know damned well you wouldn't have believed médfdome to you and
said | was expecting your baby. Not that | didmitk of doing it. My God,

| probably still would have if | hadn't by then Imeeverseas in the hands of
a man so vicious and vile and cruel that | live@rgvday in fear of my
life.'

"Then why go with him in the first place?’



'‘Because he wasn't like that at first, you stupahhHe seemed sweet and
kind and gentlemanly, the complete opposite tontla@ | was in love with
but who wanted nothing to do with me!'

Byron groaned.

'He said he loved me," Celeste swept on. 'Saidsl s ideal woman. He
asked me to marry him and on the rebound from ralydacounter with
you | agreed. We were on our way to Sweden to tisittamily when he
found out | wasn't a virgin. I'd just realized | svaregnant with your child,
you see, and in a panic | decided if | went to hatth Stefan he wouldn't
know it wasn't his child. It was a stupid thingdo but I did it anyway.
You do stupid things when you're nineteen and mixedaind dreadfully

unhappy.

'‘Anyway, Stefan went off his brain when he realibedwasn't the first. He
beat me so badly that | had to stay in bed in titellroom for two weeks.
He didn't even call a doctor. I've never been safigd in my life. Or so
intimidated. God, | know now why battered wives ‘tiéeave their abusive
husbands. You become too frightened. And you Idlsgoar confidence.
After that, Stefan decided | wasn't fit to be hifewbut by then he'd
become sexually obsessed with me. Every night,uldvbave to submit to
him or be beaten. | was so terrified | let him doatever he liked, but even
then sometimes he still hit me. It was as if | hadbe punished for his
wanting me all the time. Finally, when | could dgfeonvince him it was
his child | was carrying, | told him | was pregnant

'Did he believe you?'

She nodded. 'The beatings stopped then, althouglthtieat was always
there. He took me to this remote mountain villageSpain to have the
baby, and a week after she was born he stole tverrine.’

'My God, if the bastard wasn't already dead," Bygoyund out, 'I'd go and
kill him with my bare hands.’

Celeste's tormented eyes flew to Byron. 'You .u pelieve me now?' she
choked out. "You're not angry with me any more? Yaoderstand what
happened?'



His shoulders sagged, his face full of anguish @mdorse. ‘Do you think
so poorly of me, Celeste, that you imagine | hawdeaelings? No heart?
No conscience? Of course | understand. Only tod. Wetove you into the
arms of a monster, but I'm the one who's the morstegurning my back
on the only woman | ever really loved. | didn't bawe courage to live
what | see now could have been a beautiful dreanplg because | feared
it was my worst nightmare.'

Celeste heard nothing except that she was thevamtyan he'd ever loved.
Her heart swelled to bursting point and with it tiears flowed anew.
Byron strode back to gather her in and if she hashgwn better she might
have thought he cried too for a short while.

'l did fall in love with you," he admitted huskilySo wildly and so
passionately that it worried me sick. | always tijlaiuthat kind of love was
like a disease, an unhealthy thing that made mewidked and reckless
things which had the potential to destroy their amad other people’'s lives.
| was a ready and willing victim for Irene's lidsoait you-oh, yes, | can see
now that they were lies-and | sought refuge fromfestings by escaping
into a marriage which could never make me feelsdmae earth-shattering
madness | felt when | was with you. | know peogi&ld married Irene for
Campbell Jewels, but that's not true. | married lerause | thought it
would make me safe from the type of love my fathead felt for my
mother, the consequences of which have haunted| mgy &fe.’

Surprise had Celeste pulling out of Byron's arist people always talked
about your mother and father as being the perimgple. What was wrong
with their love for each other?'

'Didn't your father ever tell you, Celeste? You miniave wondered what
happened between Stewart Campbell and David Whénwostart off such

a vicious feud in the first place. After all, th@yleen best mates ever since
they met on the boat that brought them to Austr@atiamigrants from the
UK. They did everything together. When times gaigio and jobs were
hard to come by, they went mining together. Digott ever wonder what
could have happened to destroy such a strong bibng&sn't some silly
argument over that opal, | can assure you.'



'Of course | did. But Dad never talked about thé days. He always
clammed up whenever | asked him. All | know is hesvstill best friends
with your father when the war broke out becausyg fhi@ed up together.'

‘They were best friends up till the time my fathves wounded in 1943 and
was sent home early.’

'‘But how would that have ruined their friendship?’
"Your father sent my father to his own home to psrate. To his wife.'

'His wife?' Celeste was confused. 'But Dad didrdtrjnIrene's mother till
after the war.'

'He was married to my mother first," Byron saidydri
Celeste gasped her shock. 'You don't mean .. .'

'Yes, that's exactly what | mean. Can you imagitmatwyour father felt
when he came home on leave to find his beloved itty me growing in
her belly?’

'Oh, God, Byron. Knowing his pride and his ego,vireuld have been
devastated. And so hurt! No wonder he hated yotirefawith such a
passion.’

'‘And no wonder he kept the real reason a secretoMy father did the

same, but when | was about twelve your father caooed to see my
father. They had the most awful row. It startedwtlibeir business rivalry
but soon all the old ugliness came out. | coultelp but overhear every
word and it made a big impression on me at the.timas utterly appalled
at my father, who'd always been so strong on moyaishe himself was
nothing but the worst kind of adulterer. All he bgay to excuse himself
was that he couldn't help himself. He'd fallen ngadllove and that was it.
He made it sound as though everything was totaltyod his control. And

he did something that shocked me even more. Hedttr cry, blubbering
away that he was sorry. He begged your father te@dhe Heart of Fire
as a symbol of his sorrow and remorse apparenttyfband it while your



father was still at the front and this was the selcome he'd offered it but
your father spat on him and stormed out.’

'l decided that very day that that kind of love hade the worst thing in
the world. | vowed never to succumb to such a deswe disease. Never
would a woman be able to make me do anything agains better
judgement. Never! And | managed very well, till Asvtwenty-seven years
old. Then, one day, this vision of loveliness wadlketo my office and |
was a goner .. ." His expression was apologeticaeil at the same time.
'So you see, Celeste, there are excuses for whdiotve did, don't you
think? Can we perhaps forgive each other and at@in? Or is it too late
for that?'

'It's never too late to love one another, Byron.'

His relieved but joyous smile was rather wonder$bhk thought. Suddenly,
she glimpsed the real man behind the arrogant anetimes impossible
facade. Byron had more strength and passion itittiesfinger than most

men had in their whole bodies.

As if to confirm this unspoken realization, he swhpr into his arms and
kissed her with a hunger that was as catchingwaastcomforting.

'You know, Celeste .. ." he murmured some time.late

They were curled up on the sofa together, Celesifeon Byron's lap, her
head on his chest, her arms around his waisteWwkast night you weren't
the woman you'd projected all these years. | sawwith Gemma, being
so kind and caring, and | said to myself ... thatshard-hearted, sex-mad
bitch there. That's a good woman, a woman wortlintpvNaturally, |
panicked anew and set out to prove once againtiea¢ was nothing to
my feelings but lust. Till you put me in my proggeace,’ he added with a
dry chuckle.

'Oh, and where's that?'

‘Under your heel?'



'l thought you once said it was in your bed.’
‘And so it is. But only if that's where you wante too.'

They looked at each other and Celeste felt an setesurge of desire.
Maybe Byron was right. Maybe their love was a lbiasickness. But if it
was, it was a terminal one, for both of them. Wl Isarvived all these years
and remained as powerful as ever to this very @hag.thrill of being in his
arms was a strong as it had been the first time.

'l want to be there every night of my life," sheisgered.

His head dropped to kiss her very, very slowly.u¥im realise my family
is going to be scandalized if | marry you,' he saftly against her tingling
lips.

'‘My family is going to be scandalized if | marry you

'‘Looks as if there are going to be a lot of scamddl people around
Sydney, then, aren't there? Because | am going @&oynyou, Celeste
Campbell. I'm going to do what | should have dowerdwenty years ago.
Make an honest woman out of you.'

'Don't ask for miracles, Byron," she teased. 'Nagei won't necessarily
make an honest woman out of me.'

His head jerked back, his face stern. 'lf you l@dkanother young man
again,' he warned, 'there's going to be hell to'pay

‘There's nothing wrong with looking, Byron. Aftelt, @ahat's all I've ever
done.’

His face was both disbelieving and shocked. ‘Ane saying ... ?'
‘It was all pretence. | never slept with any ofrithe

'‘Not even that hunk of a chauffeur you batted yeyelashes at and flirted
with like mad?'



'Why do you think | had to let him go? | pretengsdwell he thought he
was on to a sure thing.’

'What about that smarmy-looking Luke in the office?

'‘Luke is a very clever, ambitious young man whoyolnhs designs on
Campbell Jewels, not the boss.’

'‘God, I'm glad to hear that.’

'Say you love me again,' she rasped as she drevddnmn on to the sofa
with her.

'l love you,"' he moaned. 'More than | can say.'
‘Then don't say it, darling. Show me. Show me havelmi

'l love you,' she told him afterwards for the ungpttlh time, clasping her to
him and refusing to let their bodies separatee dlways loved you.'

Byron gave a small groan. '‘Don't make me feel guaiity more, Celeste. |
can't bear it. When | think of what | put you thgbu | don't deserve your
sweet forgiveness. '

‘| put your through a few things myself," she murea, and snuggled into
him. 'Have you guessed yet that it was me who st@deart of Fire?'

'‘Good God!" Byron rolled her on top of him so helldolook up into her
eyes. 'You little devil' But how did that Stefaneep get hold of it?' he
frowned. '"You didn't give it to him, did you?'

‘Never in a million years. He found it in my thingad stole it as he stole
my little girl. Maybe that's why he never soldntthe end, because he was
afraid | would be able to trace the sale to himm@m told me all about
finding it in his things and bringing it to you. \&fdt that an incredible
coincidence? But you've no idea how upset | waswieirned up again. |
was torn between setting out on another potentfalifless search for my
baby and trying to put it out of my mind. Of coutsuldn't, not when the



opal's presence in Australia meant my baby mighhdre somewhere as
well. 1 went to that ball, determined to find otmetcircumstances of its
return, but found myself buying the damned thingtead, then eventually
launching myself into a mad affair with the one nidrad vowed never to
let touch me again!'

"You ought to talk. I've been going to the dogsresiace the night you
turned up at that damned ball! | haven't been abléhink straight for
wanting to be with you. | did all sorts of stuphdrtgs to try to put you out
of my mind!"

Celeste laughed. 'We're a right pair, aren't we?'

'Yes,' Byron said with sudden seriousness. 'Weaaiight pair. Right for
each other. Right in every way. Maybe it's takenawer twenty years to
realize it but now that | have I'm never going ¢b you go, my darling.
You're going to be mine, "for better for worse, farther for poorer, in

sickness and in health ... till death us do part".

Celeste's eyes swam, her heart swelling with [i#to, my sweet," she
choked out.

'Ditto.’



CHAPTER FIFTEEN

"YOU'RE right about the sequence of events beintp gacredible," Byron

remarked on their way to Belleview later that afteon. 'Really, if it hadn't
been for your stealing the Heart of Fire from mehia first place, that opal
would never have got into Bergman's hands, whicamaét wouldn't have
come into Gemma's possession at his death. Withosihe might never
have come to us in Sydney at all. She would noeasrried Nathan and
subsequently put the search for you into actionl ged ... amazing!

Celeste darted him a wary look. 'So, am | forgif@nbeing the original
thief?'

'Of course. In your position, | probably would hadene the same thing.
God, Celeste, it should have been you | marrietd dag. My marriage to
Irene was a disaster from day one.’

'l often wondered how you stood it,’ Celeste saidhfully. Though |
could see Irene was a different person with you tstze was with anyone
else.’

'l put my head in the sand a lot where she wasaroed. It was easier than
admitting what a horrendous mistake I'd made. $tetvays been a great
failing of mine, Celeste, not admitting my mistakesgoing back on what
I've always believed. But not any more, | hope. tThaating accident
where Irene was killed and | was badly hurt gave anet of time to
reevaluate my life and my beliefs. Then, sometlaisg happened to bring
a different perspective into my life, and a lototfier people's lives around
Belleview, I think.'

'What was that, Byron?'

He sent such a warm loving look her way, Celestiktanie'A lovely young
woman came to live with us,' he said softly, 'bmggwith her so much
simple joy and caring that we all began to wakeaipurselves. The more
| think about it, the more | realise how much lik@s Gemma is, when you
were her age. There is a strength and vitality aheuthat is so endearing.
And a sensuality that can be very disturbing.dlfaost a relief to find out
she's my daughter. Now | can stop having wickedghts about her.'



‘Byron!'

He laughed. 'Only teasing, darling. But it is aafedo know that that sinful
brother of yours has been relegated to the roleeptincle.’

'Yes, | thought of that myself. But | think he'lehrilled. I'm sure he
genuinely likes Gemma as a person, not just amalé&'

‘Well, I'll have to take your word for that,’ carhes dry comment. 'You
wouldn't be able to talk him into going and seeiaghan, would you? If
he could convince him that there was nothing betw@en and Gemma,
then everything would be perfect. Gemma and Nathaold get back
together again.’

Celeste stiffened. 'I'm not sure that would be sdegat for Gemma. If
Nathan didn't believe her when she swore she'd laiémful, do you
honestly think he'd believe anything Damian said?'

Byron's sigh was resigned. 'No, | guess not. HVé a talk to Nathan
myself once he's calmed down a bit.'

'l don't like your chances, either. The man hasrast in him. Gemma tells
me he's always treated her like a child, or a Essse, that he never
confides in her or talks to her about things thatter. She still loves the
man but she was terribly hurt by his keeping myidg from her. I'm not

sure she'll ever forgive him for that.'

'Time has a way of lessening such hurts, CeleBigpn said with the

wisdom of age. 'I'm sure there were times when tyaught you would

never forgive me. Yet here you are, sitting in may, going home to have
dinner at Belleview.'

Celeste slowly nodded her head up and down. "Yasreyabsolutely right.
| shouldn't make harsh judgement of other peopte their relationships.
We're about to make history, | would say, when weoaince our intention
to marry. I'm sure a few people are going to falaad away, my own
mother included. I'm just thankful she's oversdathe@ moment. My God,
the things | said to her about you. Still, it wag love turned to hate that



kept me going when things were so tough. If | hadad my vows of
vengeance | think | might have killed myself.'

'Oh, no, Celeste. You would never have killed yelirsyou're a fighter,
and fighters don't know any other way than to cautof their corners
with all guns blazing. You sure blazed a path tgtoumy life over the
years, madam. Whitmore's almost went to the walhbse of you.'

Celeste had the grace to color guiltily. 'l miglatvh overstepped the mark
occasionally.'

‘That's putting it midly. But | forgive you,' heigned, ‘provided you agree
to some treaty terms.’

‘Treaty terms? What do you think this is, LittlegBiorn? And which side
are you on? Colonel Custer's or the Indians'?'

'Whatever side won. Now on to the rules of truee'slanted her a quick
glance. 'l suppose it would be too much to hopé ytbha would hand over
control of Campbell's to an impartial manager agtdte to graceful living

as my wife and social hostess.’

"You wish!" she laughed.

‘Just as | thought. In that case | have to insi&t $top using unfair and
illegal business practices. If | find that Damiaash '

'Damian has been sacked from his position as safes marketing
manager,' she interrupted firmly. "There will bemore shady goings-on at
that level, | can assure you.'

‘That's all | wanted to hear. Right! Now on to gesb number two. Where
are we going to live?'

‘Certainly not in that imitation Southern mansidryours!

'Surely you don't expect me to reside in that crimgbcastle you call
home!



They both looked at each other and laughed.

'We'll buy a brand-new place together,’ Byron sstgg smiling.
'Only if | pay half," Celeste argued.

'‘Agreed! It'll have to have a gym.'

'‘And a pool,’ she putin.

'‘And I'd like to be by the sea for a change.’

'‘Good idea. It'll give me somewhere to put my Boat.

Byron scowled 'I'd forgotten about that monstrositll bet it costs a
fortune to run.’

'Mmm, it certainly does. Perhaps | should seMitat do you think?'
‘It's up to you.'

Celeste gave him a surprised look. 'You certairdyehchanged, haven't
you? That a most unByron-like answer.'

‘You're going to be a most unByron-like wife," awlled. 'Maybe | should
buy you a chastity-belt for a wedding present.’

She laughed. 'That cuts both ways, lover. Maybgédt you one.’

‘After having you in my bed every night, I'll becky to make it to the
office, let alone have the energy to consider egtraicular activities.'

'From memory, you can be a very bad boy in offidds. groaned. 'Don't
remind me. | still can't believe the sort of thinge got up to that last
week.'

'We got up to? Everything was your idea, mightnhired you. You led and
| simply followed.'



‘There are followers and followers, Celeste,” ha s¥our brand of
following is something else. It's one of the reasdrthought you were
more experienced than you were.'

'l loved you, Byron. | wanted to please you.'
'Hey, why the past tense? Don't you still love mé want to please me?’
‘Silly man .. ." A lump filled her throat as theiyes locked for a moment.

'It's been a long time, hasn't it?' he said softlyt, with a catch in his voice.
'‘But you've been worth the wait, my love. | hopeiyeel the same way
about me.'

Celeste was incapable of answering. She let herdagaze do the talking
and Byron's hand reached out for hers across the-sgiek. When she
entwined her trembling fingers with his and he g#wem a squeeze, her
heart squeezed tight with them. It had indeed laelemg hard journey, but
at long last they were together. They were wherey thad always
belonged. Her vows of vengeance would soon becodiffeaent kind of
vow, one that would promise to love this man fa tast of her life.

When his hand had to leave hers to negotiate acaire settled back into
the seat with a happy sigh. Aside from her own queas happiness, it felt
great to be going to give Gemma good news. Hopgeftiieir daughter

would be pleased that her parents were going tonhgied. Maybe it

would make up a little for her distress over theabrup of her own

marriage. Celeste certainly hoped so.

'l still can't believe it!" Ava said for the umptek time over dinner. ‘It was
enough of a shock when Gemma came home earlieaandunced that
you two were her parents, but now that I've hebedwhole fantastic story
I'm ... I'm speechless!

'For a person who's speechless, Ava,' Byron sdly diou've been saying
one heck of a lot.'



He suspected she might not be so chatty if sheafdhé¢he whole

unvarnished truth. But he and Celeste had decidaidnothing would be

gained by revealing the brutal treatment Celestechdfered at the hands
of that madman. It was to be thanked that he hadistreated Gemma
over the years. Clearly, he had loved the girl. &b wouldn't? It was

impossible not to love such a loving creature. Aletord of criticism had

she uttered against him and his treatment of hetheno He'd been

accepted as unconditionally as Celeste had been.

'Very funny, Byron," Ava retorted archly. "You knomhat | mean. By the
way, have you told Jade?' Everyone at the tablppsth eating, their
mouths dropping open.

'She has just acquired a sister, hasn't she?

'My God, so she has!" Byron said in a stunned voice

Gemma's stomach had flipped over. A sister! Sheldys wanted a sister.
Not only that, Jade was expecting a baby, whichninehe was going to

become an aunt soon as well.

'I'll go and call her straight away," Byron saidraping his chair back and
standing up.

'Maybe she and Kyle would like to drive over laaed we can break open
a bottle of champagne or two."'

'What a good idea," Celeste said, then added reisohsly, 'l wouldn't
mind seeing that gorgeous hunk of a husband ofdtari®se range again.'

Byron glared down at her. 'l can see I'll be pusamgthat CB before long,’
he muttered darkly.

'CB?" Ava looked puzzled. 'What's a CB?"

‘I have no idea,' Celeste said with mock bewildemé&Vhat's a CB,
Byron?'

Byron made an exasperated sound and strode fronodhe



Ava shook her head after him. "You have my adnumgtiCeleste, for
having anything at all to do with that man! There ames when I'd like
nothing better than to give him a swift kick up treckside.’

'l keep that in mind, Ava. So tell me all abdbtt gorgeous hunk you
seem to have snaffled for yourself. Have you met, Iiséemma?’

Gemma, who'd been wondering how Jade would taken¢ines, snapped
back to the present. 'What was that?"

'Have you met Ava's fiance?'

'No, | haven't yet. But he's dropping by later;tibe, Ava?'

'Yes, | see him just about every night.'

Celeste noted the tinge of pink that immediateipedo Ava's cheeks and
she only just stopped her eyebrows from lifting.pAgently, therefore, it
would be wise not to barge into Ava's room durimy &f this Vince's
nightly visits.

'‘And when are you getting married?' Celeste asked.

'‘We've put the arrangements in Vince's mothersifiaand she's having a
field-day. At the moment, we've made a tentativie dar February next
year. It seems it takes a while to organize amltalvedding.’'

'l can imagine.’

Byron strode back into the dining-room, a broadlsran his face. 'Jade's
over the moon, Gemma. Frankly, I'm surprised I'mdeaf, she carried on
so much. But | let her scream and cry and do altthings Jade likes
doing. Anyway, she said she'd be over straight dway

'‘Not alone, | hope,' Celeste quipped.

When Byron's blue eyes narrowed, she laughed,eant bver to kiss him
on the cheek.



'You can't expect me to give up teasing you altogietcan you? You do
jealousy better than any man | know.'

'Would you believe Vince gets jealous of me?' Aaal ssounding almost
surprised. 'l think jealousy must be an infallisignptom of a man's love.
If he doesn't get jealous at all then he probabbsad't care.’

'In that case, | must care for Celeste one hel& dbt,’” Byron drawled.
'When another man even looks her way, | want tacpums lights out.'

'Must be the beast in you, darling,’” Celeste muedurand looked
adoringly at him.

'‘Any man worth his salt has a bit of beast in hiByfon returned. 'What
woman wants a wimp, especially these days? Hedasahd up and be
counted, | say.'

'Hear, hear!" Celeste clapped.
'Vince can be a beast when necessary, can't henByAva said smilingly.

He gave his sister a rueful look and rubbed his jale's certainly not a
man to be toyed with.'

'‘Unless Ava's doing the toying," Celeste murmubeihging a startled look
from Byron and a coy half smile from Ava.

Gemma listened to this exchange, her thoughts mbirlas the
conversation reconfirmed what, in her heart, sheadly knew. Nathan did
love her. Madly. Obsessively. He'd been thrown ley mexplicably
leaving him, then distraught when he thought sheido Damian.

Crazed by jealousy, he had done what others wowdrydas an
unthinkable act, but she'd already accepted thatagsault had been a
momentary aberration, a temporary insanity whichhlad immediately
regretted.



But Gemma's belief that her husband really loveddig not change the
fact that he did not believe she loved him. Heid sa, told her she was
too young for such depth of emotion, confessing tieed selfishly rushed
her into marriage on her response to a strong sattwaction.

This was the reason he'd treated her as he haohgogr gifts all the time,
cosseting and smothering her as an insecure obder Imight do to a
Lolita-style mistress, fearful all the time thatestvould grow bored and
leave him. He'd deliberately kept the focus of te&tionship on sex
because that was the area he was most confident in

It was in the father role that he made decisionsHer all the time,
especially the one not to tell her who her mothas wprobably because he
felt a mother like Celeste would be like his ownth®w, and consequently
not worth knowing.

Then was the role of a seducer and enslaver,gdien desire for him and
exploiting it to the full, attuning her body to hieeds so finely that she
had seemed to lose some of her will power in tlegiard. He could

sometimes make her respond even when she didndifeavanted to.

Who knew? Maybe Nathan had thought the other datysihe would even
respond to his forced act of intercourse. Of cowfse hadn't, and when
he'd finally seen that, she gained the impresdna he was filled with

remorse and self-disgust.

But all this thinking left her where? Nathan ineghe didn't want her back
as his wife, obviously because of her supposedtagulHow he could
believe she'd go from him to Damian so soon afteirtvery loving phone
call on the previous Friday night was beyond her.

How happy she had been after that phone call. Anwd dptimistic for the
future. She hadn't been able to wait to throwawaydills, to come home
to Nathan and to ...

Gemma froze as the possibility struck. Dear God, s never thought of
that. The idea that she might have conceived a ¢hdt awful afternoon



seemed a wicked twist of fate, but it was a distpassibility, maybe even
a probability!

Gemma blinked as the idea took hold. Why wasn't shgalled by the
thought? Or disgusted? Or revolted? Because sha'twdsat was why.
Any child resulting from that unfortunate union viestill be the offspring
of two people who loved one another, however misgdiione of them
was.

'‘Gemma?"’ Celeste asked. 'Are you all right?’

Lord, but she was finding it hard not to actualelfexcited by this, which
was crazy! Looking up, she struggled for composiftes. I'm fine. Why?"

You ... you looked strange for a moment.’

| not only look strange, Mother, | am strange, Gemaecided. Any other
woman would be horrified. But not silly old optirticme. Because even if
I'm not pregnant, this has shown me what havinigild of Nathan's means
to me, what Nathan means to me.

It looks as if I'm going to have to win him baclgnte the astonishing
realization. By fair means or foul, if necessarg'ddnot going to get away
from me, she decided with a surge of steely spinit.not going to do what
Celeste did with Byron. Nathan is the man for mé he's the man for me
here and now, not in twenty years' time.

| have a weapon or two in my favor, Gemma plannét guite amazing
calm. My body for one. Nathan does have an addidio it. On top of
that, he actually loves me. Lust plus love is attprgpowerful and
potentially weakening combination. If I'm not pragt this time, I'm
certainly going to become so in the not too distantre.

And then ... then ...

Gemma grimaced at this point in her train of thau@he couldn't think
that far ahead. She'd have to take this plan opaa time.

'‘Gemma?’ Celeste asked again.



She looked up to find everyone looking at her vaitimcerned expressions
on their faces.

'Sorry, | was daydreaming, making plans for thereit
Now everyone looked even more taken aback.

'l can keep my job at the store, can't I, Byroh®' asked.
'Of course!’

'‘And I. . .I'd like to stay living here, if | could

Nathan was more likely to come to Belleview thanm@hell, she
reasoned. 'l hope you're not offended, Mothervisiit you as well.'

"You do what you think best, Gemma, love. You'gg@vn woman.'
‘Then | think it best | stay here. Damian won'talp@oyed, will he?'
"Your uncle Damian will understand,' Celeste sailfy.

'My goodness, so he is! | didn't think of that.’

'You've also acquired a grandmother," Celeste adaéd's going to come
home like a shot once she finds out.’

‘A grandmother too!" Gemma gasped. 'Gosh, it's tatdke it all in.'
'It's been quite a day, | have to admit,’ Byroromad drily just as the
doorbell rang. 'And it hasn't finished yet. Come Gemma, | need moral

support to let that mad sister of yours in.'

Gemma laughed and stood up. 'l never thought édise day when you'd
become a scared-cat.’

'Well, take a good look, daughter, dear, becausgedomorrow I'm going
to revert to normal.’



And come tomorrow, she promised herself as shesdinkrms with her
father and walked from the room, I'm going to dmdwd getting my Nathan
back!



